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Happy  Birthday!_________________________________________
On June 18th I had the pleasure of attending the 90th birthday party of Robert Mondavi.  It was just me, Bob, his family, Governor Gray Davis and some other close friends.  A guy like Bob, of course, has more than a few close friends.  There must have been 1,500 of them, drinking wine, eating food and having a grand time.  
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At the center of it all – and obviously enjoying it immensely – was the man who not only founded the Robert Mondavi Winery but who could justly be called the founder of the premium wine business in California.  There were, of course, a number of premium producers making some world-class wines long before Bob burst upon the scene.  One thinks of John Daniels of Inglenook fame and Andre Tchelistcheff of Beaulieu Vineyards, to name but two.  Bob Mondavi, however, has something that raised him from pioneer to founder of the premium wine business.  He has a vision that was too big for his own winery, too big ultimately for Napa Valley, a vision that eventually spread to all of the premium areas of California and even Washington and other states.  He realized that premium wine drinkers think in terms of regions and therefore he could not compete effectively with the greatest wines in the world as just a single winery. Simply put, he understood that it would take great wines from Napa Valley as a whole to go glass-to-glass with Bordeaux in the perception of consumers and the trade.  

This challenge did not daunt him, it energized him and he energized Napa Valley.  He knew that, as Napa Valley established its place among the greatest wine regions in the world, Robert Mondavi Winery would surely get its share of the business. He therefore helped his fellow Napa Valley vintners as if they were his partners rather than competitors.  With a remarkable combination of business acumen and generosity of spirit, he made a concerted effort to help others make and sell the best possible wines.  Better than any other business plan imaginable, this visionary commitment to excellence for both his own winery and his region helped to build Robert Mondavi Winery into the most recognized premium wine brand in the United States and perhaps in the world.  As someone who has prospered from the premium wine business in California, I just want to say thanks, Bob.  And Happy Birthday.  

Tough  Times_________________________________________

There is a lot for us still to learn from Bob Mondavi’s commitment to excellence and from his kind of vision, too big for a single winery or even a single region.  Of course, in case you hadn’t noticed, the wine business has hit tough times.  We are suffering from three serious maladies: 1) a bad economy, 2) a serious over-supply, and 3) a wine business arrogance that tends to assume that we know better than Connie and Conrad Consumer what Connie and Conrad should like.  

The bad economy looks like it’s getting slowly better.  The supply situation is also getting better. After the 2001 harvest, for example, we sold over 600,000 gallons of Chardonnay in multiple sales at $.50 per gallon or less.  After the 2002 harvest, we have sold more than 1.5 million gallons of Chardonnay but only 126,000 gallons for $1.50 or less.  That’s a huge change in the market.  It still involves many gallons, probably a majority of the 1.5 million gallons, sold well below the winery’s cost.  But the hemorrhaging of last year seems to be over, at least for Chardonnay.  Merlot is another variety where sales appear to be growing faster than production, at least for Merlot that retails for $10 per bottle or less.  On the other end of the spectrum, Cabernet Sauvignon, Syrah and Pinot Noir have the biggest percentages of non-bearing acres and they will probably take the longest to get back into balance.  

With regard to the third malady, wine business arrogance, it is beginning to wan as wineries scramble to invent new packaging and new products to woo consumers.  These tough times provide us with a great opportunity to change the way we think about our products and our consumers.  Success is not so much convincing consumers to like what we make; but for us to make what consumers like. For the wine business to prosper, we must let Connie and Conrad Consumer rule the kingdom of wine. Imagine, for example, that people in cheese business developed such a passion for Limburger cheese that they scorned all lesser cheeses.  Imagine, on the one hand, that they expressed their scorn for everyone who did not like Limburger, and, on the other hand, they lamented the fact people were not buying much cheese, and they never noticed a connection between the two. Starbucks is a positive model for us.  They serve all kinds of coffee drinks, including drinks a real coffee connoisseur can enjoy.  But no one at Starbucks looks down their noses at customers ordering a Frappacino, which is presented as a premium product even though it is sweet and easy to like (and makes Starbucks a lot of bucks).  There is a reason America has not embraced wine even though it is such a great beverage.  And the reason may be us.  

Grapes & Wine in Bulk ______________________
Usually the market for wines in bulk pretty much sleeps through harvest.  But not last year, and apparently not this year either.  With every one trying to practice just-in-time inventory (very tricky in the wine business with one harvest per year), winemakers are getting approval to purchase wine in bulk later and later.  Bulk wine sales will probably perk along all through crush just like they did last year.

Although many buyers seem to be waiting until the grapes are sweet, we have been moving some tonnage, especially Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot, Sonoma Zinfandel, North and Central Coast Merlot, Northern Interior Petite Sirah, Merlot, White Zinfandel and Pinot Grigio.  As one grower put it recently, at the current rate of sales the entire crop will be sold in just a few years.

But this market could turn rapidly.  Retailers have reduced inventory, wholesalers have reduced inventory, wineries have reduced inventory and Mother Nature has reduced the grower’s inventory.  A little up tick in sales, and everyone could be scrambling for wine.  

Welcome Erica!___________________________________

After an extensive search and interviews with several excellent candidates, we are pleased to have Erica Moyer join our growing company.  For the past two years, Erica was the Executive Director of the Lodi District Grape Growers Association.  She is now focusing on grapes and wine from the Lodi, Northern Interior and Central Coast regions.  This gives us a team of five brokers, with a combined wine business experience of over 75 years, focused on serving your needs here and now.

Words & More Words___________________________

· Brian Clements & Steve Fredricks will exhale words of wisdom at the Sonoma Co. Grape Growers Association meeting August 12, 2003, (contact the SCGGA, phone 707-291-2857).  

· Bill Turrentine and Steve Fredricks will be orating at the Wine Industry Financial Symposium, September 25 & 26, in Napa, (Contact: Wine Industry Symposium, Kathy Archer, phone:  707-255-9222).

Harvest happens.  And it is going to happen soon.  Give us a call with your needs (we really love calls from buyers). And also call with grapes or wines for sale (we love sellers too, it’s just that you are so many - but this too will pass). 
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