
The past couple of years have been 
going well for MJ Towler. He was most 
recently included in the Imbibe 75, a 
magazine roster of the most inspiring people 
and places in the drinks industry. Earlier last 
year, he was listed in Wine Enthusiast’s Future 
40 as one of the leading tastemakers and 
innovators in the wine and spirits world. This 
was all soon after the launch of his podcast, 
“The Black Wine Guy Experience,” in October 
2020 that quickly climbed into the Top 20 in 
the food category on Apple. Known largely by 
this moniker (as Towler is indeed Black), and 
having made a name for himself nationally, it is 
time New Jersey becomes more familiar with 
this native son of the Garden State. 

While his success seems overnight in nature, 
the Red Bank resident is akin to a Grammy 
Best New Artist nominee that appears to 
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have just started out, but in reality, has been 
performing and honing his craft for years.  

The music analogy is not a stretch. Towler 
loves music as much as wine, and peppers 
his broadcasts and social media with music 
cuts, references and “pairings.” An Instagram 
post on a rarified 1998 Cos d’Estournel 
from Bordeaux gets hooked up with the 
lyrics to Queen Latifah’s “Just Another Day,” 
and a Jada Winery “Jersey Girl” syrah from 
California gets linked more obviously yet 
appropriately to Bruce Springsteen. 

Taking it even deeper, he likens his 
interview and wine reviewing styles to that of 
hip-hop freestyling. His “off-the-dome” riffs 
might appear to come out of nowhere but 
are the byproduct of an obvious accumulated 
knowledge base. To the well-known classic 
rock question, “Are you experienced?”, for 
Towler, the answer would be “most definitely 
yes.” The podcast name, “The Black Guy Wine 
Experience,” is no coincidence.  

It is a toss-up what is a more compelling 
group to those in the wine know: the guests 
he has interviewed or those who have 
interviewed him. Having worked in many 
aspects of the trade, he could draw from that 
alone to display his far-reaching knowledge. 
Towler, though, cites other interesting life and 
work history, and he uses it all. Rather than 
fumble over a list of canned questions, he truly 
engages in conversation with his guests, a 
style for which he is consistently lauded.  

“I can talk about wine, what is essentially a 
pit stop between grape juice and vinegar, for 
hours. It is so much fun, and I love it.” It shows 
in that he is as much a consumer and fan as he 
is a professional and true influencer. 

Towler was born and raised in Long 
Branch. His first exposure to public speaking 
and expressing himself came at the side 
of his mother, a Jehovah’s Witness. Later, 

March is a big month for Irish whiskey, but how 
about Irish American whiskey? All Points West 
(APW) in Newark produces this award-winning 
spirit that is a modern take on history in a glass.  

In 1909, the British government outlawed the 
use of American corn (the main base grain for 
bourbon) in pot still whiskies made in Ireland and 
Scotland, deeming them “too American.” Around 
that time, Newark attracted many Irish, Scottish 
and German immigrants, drawn to the booming 
beer production in the city. With 26 breweries in 
operation by 1920, there was a serious taste for 
that then-traditional style of whiskey.  

A century later, APW revived the “outlawed” 
style, producing it completely in-house in Newark, 
and in 2019, it won a gold medal and “Whiskey 
of the Year” honors at the USA Spirits Ratings 
competition in San Francisco. Using primarily 
Irish and German malt with American corn and 
New Jersey water — and aged in American oak 
barrels for a minimum of 33 months — this sipper 
is a hybrid of Irish whiskey and bourbon. Or just 
think of it as a most enjoyable spirit.  

Available in 375-milliliter (around $30) and 
750-milliliter bottles (around $50), at the distillery 
and at retailers throughout the state. v

— Hank Zona

after graduating from Rutgers Law 
School-Camden, a friend named John 
Kapon, third-generation member and 
now CEO of America’s oldest wine 
merchant Acker, got Towler interested 
in wine, and he never set foot in the 
legal field professionally.  

With stints over the years in retail 
and wholesale, he also became the 
first Black American fine and rare 
wine auctioneer over 20 years ago. 
That led him to Santa Barbara, Calif., 
for nine years, where he developed a 
real fondness for Central Coast wines. 
“It is often the first region you fall in 
love with that sticks with you,” Towler 
said. Additional stints in the education 
and personal development fields have 
also been instrumental in shaping his 
personable, professional approach.  

Today, Towler still stays actively 
involved working with a boutique 
importer, but his focus is on The Black 
Wine Guy Experience brand. He has 
done live formats of the podcast 
and is hoping to develop a pilot for 
a television show. He admits that 
despite his far-flung exposure to wine, 
as a homegrown resident of the state, 
he wants to learn more about what 
is happening here. Our conversation 
closed with Towler saying, “We need 
to get together. I need to try these 
good New Jersey wines!” Here is 
hoping New Jersey tries The Black 
Wine Guy Experience, too. 

Towler still stays actively involved working 
with a boutique importer, but his focus is 
on The Black Wine Guy Experience brand.
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Towler’s podcast, 
‘The Black Wine Guy 
Experience,’ quickly 

climbed into the Top 20  
in the food category  

on Apple in 2020.
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Red Bank resident MJ Towler,  
aka the Black Wine Guy, went from 
a wine newbie to the first African 
American fine and rare wine 
auctioneer in less than three years.

All Points West’s Malt and Grain Pot Still 
Whiskey is a hybrid of Irish whiskey and bourbon.
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Get to know importers (always 
listed on the bottle). Even if you 
are not familiar with the wine, you 
can usually trust the importer. 
Know your trusted brands, 
regions and winemakers next. 

TOWLER’S 
TOP WINE TIPS

It is OK not to like a wine. It’s an 
experiment to help you determine 
what you like, but try more wines. 

Know what you like and be 
able to describe some of the 
characteristics. It will help when 
buying wine in a restaurant or store.  

Take pictures. You likely won’t 
remember the label later. Take fun 
notes you will remember and that 
will help you describe the wine. 

Drink what you want. It is your 
enjoyment. But try more wines. 
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