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Free-Styling
Competition, Coca-Cola, and
cookies–entrepreneur Ed Gabriels
freewheels through a lifetime of
successful ventures
By Elaine K. Howley
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Flip open a copy of Bon Appetit or another glossy food or
drink magazine and you’ll find dozens of images of
creatively crafted cocktails, precisely plated entrees, and
appealing advertisements for a plethora of potent potables
with just the right amount of bubbles, foam, and fizz.
Although good photography and editorial direction are
certainly at work, often these images get their flawless finish
thanks to the little-heralded work of another behind-the-
scenes wizard: a food and beverage stylist.

Long before everyone posted photos of all their meals on
Instagram, stylists like Ed Gabriels used the art of food
appeal and supreme attention to detail to create
mouthwatering images that sold not just a product or a
restaurant but a whole lifestyle.  

“I make everything look good for everybody else. I live in the
world of deception,” Gabriels says with a chuckle.

There’s a big business in making sure the soda bottle has
the most appealing amount of condensation and an exact
line of bubbles at the top. And in sustaining that business,
Gabriels has mastered a magician’s catalog of tricks to
make food and drinks sell themselves. But like a magician,
he didn’t want to share the secrets of how he performs his
tricks.

Sometimes teeing up the perfect shot involves angling the
product the right way and ensuring you’ve got the freshest,
most scrumptious-looking option at the ready.

“I make a Burger King hamburger look perfect,” Gabriels
says with a laugh. “Like the ones you see on TV. So now
you have somebody to blame when you don’t get that
burger. I’m that guy.”

But food styling is just one of Gabriels’s many careers; this
serial entrepreneur has lived many lives and reinvented
himself in both professional and athletic contexts several
times over the years.

Gabriels grew up in Livonia, Michigan, a small town
outside of Detroit, and started swimming competitively at
age 7. He swam with a local club in the subdivision where
he grew up but soon joined a year-round AAU team.

A strong swimmer, Gabriels earned a state championship
backstroke title at age 13. “I had a lot of potential when I
was much younger,” he says. He received a scholarship to
swim for Ferris State University in Big Rapids, Michigan. “I
had offers from Tennessee, Indiana, and a few others, but I
took the one that gave me the most money,” he says.

Like many young swimmers, Gabriels had Olympic
aspirations. But when he realized that dream wasn’t going
to materialize, he decided to move on with his life. So
Gabriels, now a member of the Metropolitan LMSC,
transferred to the Center for Creative Studies in Detroit to
study design and art direction, earning a BFA in design.

After graduation, he took a job with advertising agency
Young and Rubicam, which did a lot of automotive
advertising work, before moving to Delaware to become a
freelance advertising professional and serve as an assistant
to a top food stylist. Via that work in the restaurant industry,
he met the love of his life, Stephanie.

When she finished her schooling, she decided to move to
New York City to launch her own career. Gabriels didn’t
have to think long about joining her. “Obviously, it was the
best decision I ever made in my life,” he says.

Moving to Greenpoint, Brooklyn, in the mid-1990s—a mere
subway ride from the glitzy marketing world of Manhattan’s
Fifth Avenue—Gabriels quickly found work assisting a top
food and beverage stylist. Within a few years, he had built a
name for himself and been picked up by an agent who
helped him venture out on his own, supported by contracts
with several major clients, including Coca-Cola, Pepsi,
Burger King, Budweiser, Pizza Hut, McDonald’s, Sam
Adams, and several other of the world’s biggest, most
familiar food and beverage brands.
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In the meantime, he was also working part-time as a
graphic designer with Kinko’s. The shop was going
gangbusters, and because his contract included profit
sharing, Gabriels was making a lot of money. His boss at
Kinko’s suggested they open a bar together.

They found an abandoned auto-mechanic garage that
needed extensive renovations, and the plan was set. But
then, at the last minute, Gabriels’s partner had to back out
because of a family emergency, leaving Gabriels with a
decision to make.

He talked it over with Stephanie, and they decided to open
the bar in Williamsburg themselves. This was well before the
area had been gentrified, and the bar, located at 265
Bedford Avenue at the corner of North First Street, was
situated in the middle of a grungy but dynamic
neighborhood that had so much potential for the young bar
owners.  

They called the bar Yabby, a nonsense word that doesn’t
mean anything here, though in Australia the same spelling
with a different pronunciation refers to a small crayfish-like
animal. Gabriels says the name surfaced with some
brainstorming.

For the next five years, the couple built up the bar and its
impressive kitchen into one of the slickest lounges in New
York. Yabby’s generous outdoor section was voted one of
the Top 5 outdoor bars five years running. “Bars in New
York are open until 4 in the morning,” Gabriels says. “So on
Thursday, Friday, and Saturday nights, there’d be 250 or
300 people in our bar from 8 p.m. until 4 a.m. They’d be
three or four deep at the bar ordering drinks.”  

A deep dive down a few Brooklyn Reddit nostalgia threads
reveals that Yabby is still fondly remembered as one of the
coolest spots in Brooklyn and a vanguard in revitalizing the
Williamsburg neighborhood. One poster recalled the “mostly
outdoor bar” Yabby as being a “weird fever dream” that
offered “$1 PBRs at happy hour and people watching from
a sidewalk-facing seat on an early summer evening (that)
was pure why-I-moved-to-New-York bliss.”

Eventually, however, the late nights and hard-charging
lifestyle took a toll, and Gabriels and his wife decided it was
time to move on to other things. They sold the bar and
moved to Upstate New York, where Gabriels rekindled his
love of swimming and got into triathlon. He completed his
first Olympic distance triathlon in 2005. He has since
completed multiple IRONMAN 70.3s and four IRONMANs,
as well as several marathons and a 50K ultramarathon, all in
his 50s.

Alongside ongoing work as a stylist, Gabriels worked as a
coach for the Leukemia and Lymphoma Society’s Team in
Training for eight years. And in 2009, he founded Open Sky
Triathlon Training, a training facility at his house catering to
triathletes looking for the perfect weekend training camp.

Athletes would come to his house to stay, train, and eat.
The business thrived for about 10 years, but the COVID-19
pandemic brought about its demise.

Simultaneously, Gabriels helped a friend train for a relay
across the English Channel. In supporting the friend in his
efforts to improve cold tolerance, Gabriels began swimming
outside in the winter. His friend successfully completed the
necessary qualifying swim, and Gabriels was ostensibly free
to return to warmer waters. But it was too late for Gabriels.

“I kept going,” he says. “I was just, like, hooked on this
crazy thing of cold water swimming, and it’s making me feel
better and it’s a challenge and the people are so fun.”

He signed up for a competitive winter swimming event in
New York and did well. Suddenly he had a new outlet for his
competitive athletic pursuits.
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Then, at age 63, Gabriels did something few sexagenarians
can say they’ve achieved: He was named to the national
team representing the U.S. at the 6th International Ice
Swimming Association World Championship held in January
2025 in Molveno, Italy. U.S. Olympian Keaton Jones, who
finished fifth in the 200 backstroke in Paris, was one of
Gabriels’s teammates on the invitational squad.

Held in a 50-meter outdoor pool in the foothills of the
Dolomites, the water was 33 degrees. Each morning, event
organizers broke through the film of ice that had crusted
over the pool’s surface to start the competition. There,
Gabriels competed in several events, including the frigid
and formidable 500 freestyle, finishing third in the 60–64
age group with a time of 7:58.05. “Third in the world,” he
says with a mix of pride and awe.

Over the several seasons he’s been engaged in competitive
winter and ice swimming, Gabriels has developed a
delightful rivalry with fellow 60-something swimmer Ted
Hirsch of Hull, Massachusetts. Hirsch and Gabriels have
competed head-to-head in the punishing 200-meter race at
the Memphremagog Winter Swimming Festival in Newport,
Vermont, over the past several years, and the good-natured
trash talk that builds up before and lingers long after the
event is bested only by the superlative swims these two
arctic athletes deliver in the frosty water.

For his part, Hirsch says, “I used to be faster than Ed in the
200 at Memphre, but he got better and faster as he got
older. I may not be getting slower, but he’s getting faster,”
he says. “He’s dropped time in his 60s. Who does that?”
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Although Gabriels has found big success in his athletic
endeavors, it’s all a sideline to his current main gig, a foray
into professional baking. In 2018, he launched a bespoke
cookie company called Crumble+Melt delivered.

For more than 15 years, Gabriels always spent the first
week of December baking 1,500 cookies to give to clients
he’d worked with throughout the year. They got rave
reviews, and in 2018, he decided to get more serious about
cookies.

He invested $1,000 of his own money and launched
Crumble+Melt. He makes his own dough and makes all the
cookies by hand, packaging and distributing them himself.
From that initial investment, the business had grown to
sales of about $40,000 per year. “Now, instead of making
1,500 cookies at the end of the year, I’m making and selling
50,000 cookies year-round,” he says.

Currently, Crumble+Melt is a one-man show, but “I feel like
it definitely has potential to be bigger than it is,” Gabriels
says.

Although Gabriels is currently focused on building
Crumble+Melt, he still picks up the occasional styling job,
which sometimes means working with celebrities.

One of the highlights of his life was working on a Coca-Cola
campaign for the 2016 Rio de Janeiro Olympics alongside
swimmer Nathan Adrian and golfer Jordan Spieth. For
Michelob Ultra, he’s gotten to work with golfer Brooks
Koepka and multiplatinum recording artist The Kid LAROI.

Styling has taken Gabriels across the country and around
the world, all in pursuit of the perfect image of food and
drink. “I’m the guy who’s making a bottle of Coca-Cola look
perfect,” he says.

He’s also devoted to making his cookies not only look
perfect but taste scrumptious too.

“Buy more cookies,” he says, laughing. “Crumble+Melt
needs your support.”
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