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A FULL YEAR OF LIVING   
UNDER 'EMERGENCY' ORDERS 

As I write this, we are a year to the day 
after Maryland Governor Hogan imposed 
his first of numerous covid-19 emergency 
orders restricting the freedoms and liberties 
of citizens and their businesses.  The initial 
plan was to reduce the pending run on hos-
pital beds.   Citizens considered the 15 day 
emergency order that would flatten the curve 
and slow the spread reasonable ... especially 
when sold images of ambulances lined up 
outside hospitals and freezer trucks filled to 
capacity with occupied body bags.  

Today, one year later and a far cry from 
hospitals being at capacity, Governor Hogan’s 
latest decree has, “lifted most of the state’s 
restrictions on economic activity.”  This most 
recent diktat removes capacity limits on 
restaurants and bars.   Or does it?   The order 
still requires that on-premise patrons must be 
seated, tables must be at least six feet apart, 
and masking as well as distancing require-
ments remain in effect.  “Patrons may not 
stand at a crowded bar,” Hogan instructed.  

Lifting capacity limits while keeping  
distancing is not lifting capacity. 

Jim Breuer of Maggies’s Restaurant in 
Westminster, MD doesn’t think much will 
change, “Maggie’s might be able to add a 
few tables for customers, but with the other 
restrictions still in place and depending on 
the size of the building it really doesn’t make 
a whole lot of difference.” 

THE BIGGER PICTURE

Something very unfortunate has hap-
pened.  It most likely has been happening 
slowly over time, but covid-19 shined a 
spotlight on it. 

It’s one thing to be an expert within a 
field of study and be able to relay informa-
tion to others giving them the ability to 
weigh that information and make informed 
decisions.  It’s an entirely different situation 
when the experts enforce what they think is 
best and remove the consent piece of the 

equation.  Informed consent is something 
practiced within the medical field.  A doctor 
will diagnose the problem and then recom-
mend treatment.  

Recommend, not mandate.  This is 
because the doctor does not know what is 
of value to the individual.  The doctor (the 
expert) is to diagnose/inform, not make the 
decision how to proceed.  We the people are 
the experts when it comes to our lives.  

Here in the United States, this principle 
is the bedrock of our government’s authority, 
“…consent of the governed…”

The emergency orders that Governor 
Hogan and the other executive and bureau-
cratic leaders have imposed do not take into 
account the freedom of an individual to make 
an informed decision.  In making these judge-
ments for us, these experts have removed the 
informed consent piece from the equation.

We now have a year's worth of covid-19 
information and data.   We the people can 
make our own informed decisions based on 
what we value as important to our own well-
being.  Having a government offical decide 
what is best for everyone is antithetical to 
individual liberty.

SIDE NOTE...

You know who can override the gover-
nor's  emergency order?  Here's a hint...

Due to covid-19, the public (Maryland's 
citizens) have been barred from the Gen-
eral Assembly and the State House.  This 
has removed citizen influence on those who 
represent us.   Hogan was asked if his order 
lifting the capacity restrictions applies to the 
State House, where the General Assembly 
is still in session through April 12. Hogan's 
response, “No.” 

Consent of the governed…? n
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The fund started as a wager between John Minadakis, owner 
and President of Jimmy's Famous Seafood, and Barstool Sports 
site owner David Portnoy, who is currently doing a national fund 
in support of struggling eating and drinking places. The bet was 
on the Baltimore Ravens vs. the Buffalo Bills playoff football game 
back on Jan. 16. If the Ravens won, Portnoy would have saved 
one restaurant in the city of Baltimore.

Although the Ravens failed to achieve victory, the bet and 

concept inspired Minadakis to start the Jimmy’s Famous Seafood 
Fund to help many establishments in need during the ongoing 
lockdown. He launched the fund on GoFundMe. 

"The most rewarding part of this whole experience has been 
seeing hope personified," Minadakis said, during a recent inter-
view with the Beverage Journal. "It's been a brutal year for ev-
eryone in our industry. And it has been a year now. Every time 
we've seen a little bit of light at the end of the tunnel, it just gets 

Across Maryland, bars and restaurants are hurting. Among those who have been hurting  
the worst are those in Baltimore City where Mayor Brandon Scott has imposed some of  
the tightest restrictions and longest lockdowns in the state. To the rescue has been  
The Famous Fund, which has been disbursing thousands of dollars to eating and drinking  
places in Charm City -- and garnering national headlines for doing so -- since its inception 
back in January.

  BY TEDDY DURGIN 

THE FAMOUS FUND: Saving Baltimore'S BarS and reStaurantS
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taken away from 
us it seems. And 
along the way, 
our industry be-
came vilified. To 
see people caring 
about us in such 
a positive fashion 
and stepping up 
in such a major 
way, it just shows 
you how impor-
tant these restau-
rants and bars are 
to the everyday 
citizens. So many 
have come to the 
realization that 
without their im-
mediate reaction 
and financial ac-
tion, their favor-
ites might not be 
there once things 
get back to 'nor-
mal.'"

He added, 
"It's been very 
humbling to know 
you really are ap-
preciated, espe-
cially as  you're 
putting in those 
16- to 20-hour 
days. Sometimes, 

you don't know just how much you really mean to your custom-
ers."

One of the first recipients of the fund was Simply Marie's, a 
breakfast eatery in Baltimore's Canton neighborhood that initially 
received $10,000. Former Orioles All-Star outfielder Adam Jones, 
who was a regular customer back in his playing days, Zoom-called 
owner Marie Branch personally to tell her she won the award. He 
then added another $10,000 of his own money. 

Branch, who just celebrated her 10th year in business, re-
called, "[Former mayoral candidate and Famous Fund board 
member] TJ Smith called and said, 'Someone wants to talk to you. 
Someone amazing.' And he added, 'You'll find out in the morn-
ing.' I was like, 'Yeah, whatever.' But I also told my son that 'there 
was nobody in Baltimore other than Adam Jones who'd surprise 

me, but he lives in 
Japan now.'" 

After learning 
how to download 
and take part in 
a Zoom call, the 
next morning she 
opened the app 
and indeed saw 
. . . Adam Jones! 
"I lost it," she ex-
claimed "I just 
completely lost 
it." And when 
she found out 
that Jones had 
matched the 
$10,000 donation 
from the Famous Fund, "I just started crying. I've now paid my 
rent all the way up to the summer! In addition to the donors, I also 
want the Beverage Journal readers to know that I really appre-
ciate my Canton 
neighbors help-
ing me to keep 
my place open! 
Without them, I 
wouldn't still be 
here."

Minadakis re-
marked, "Just 
to see the relief 
come over her 
face on that Zoom 
call and the pure 
excitement . . . 
that's one that 
really stood out. 
And with Adam 
stepping up and 
giving her an ex-
tra $10,000, that 
was a life-chang-
ing call for a lady 
who has poured 
her entire life 
into her establish-
ment. She was 
truly worried she 
was going to have 
to close her doors 
for good. But be-
cause of the Fund, 
she has not only 
paid her rent, but 
she's attracted 
new customers 
because of the at-
tention the Fund 
has garnered. 

"The most rewarding part  
of this whole experience has been  

seeing hope personified." 
 

John Minadakis,  
owner and President of  

Jimmy's Famous Seafood

"I just started crying.  
I've now paid my rent  

all the way up to the summer!" 
 

Marie Branch,  
owner of Simply Marie's
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That's why we don't announce the recipi-
ents all at once. We release them every 
two or three days to give each place two 
or three days in the spotlight."

South Baltimore restaurants Pick-
les Pub and Barracuda's are among the 
more recent businesses to receive wind-
falls from The Famous Fund. Pickles Pub 
in the Ridgely’s Delight neighborhood of 
Baltimore received $15,000 and found 
out during a call from 105.7 The Fan’s 

Jeremy Conn. Pickles owner Tom Leon-
ard's staff, past and present, submitted 
a heartfelt video to be eligible. In the 
video, they described the challenges of 
the past year, but also spoke to the drive 
Leonard has had through the struggles. 
They went into detail about some of his 
efforts. Last Easter, for instance, Leonard 
and his daughter dressed up as Easter 
bunnies and delivered baskets to his em-
ployees. Additionally, being located next 

to University Hospital, Leonard has often 
kept the kitchen open late for the doctors 
and medical staff.

Leonard remarked in a late February 
interview, "We just got the first disburse-
ment. My partner and I are going to give 
as much as we possibly can to our staff. It 
was our staff who submitted the videos. 
We wouldn't have the money without 
them, so it's only right they get it. The 
business means so much to me. We are 
the pre- and post-game bar for the Ravens 
and the Orioles. We're literally across the 
street from Camden Yards. We've been in 
business since 1989, before the stadium. 
I was a customer before becoming an eq-
uity partner. I never thought, way back in 
the day, when I was a patron at Pickles 
that I would one day own the place!"

Barracudas in Locust Point near 
Fort McHenry, meanwhile, has received 
$10,000 from The Famous Fund. Owner 
William “Billy” Hughes and General Man-
ager Samantha Stinchcomb got the good 
news during a call from Baltimore celebri-
ty chef and Charm City Cakes owner Duff 
Goldman.

"I knew we were getting it, but Billy 
didn't," Stinchcomb recalled. "So, see-
ing him be genuinely surprised and then 
having that overall feeling of relief that it 
brought and knowing that our hard work 
was being recognized and appreciated 
by people who share similar values was 
really fulfilling for us."

She continued, "We're using the 
funds to get new furniture for upstairs 
and outside. When the weather breaks 
and people are eating outside all of the 

"We're using the funds to get new furniture for upstairs and outside. When the weather breaks  
and people are eating outside all of the time, having new furniture will be a selling point and  

allow customers to enjoy themselves even more." 
 

William “Billy” Hughes and Samantha Stinchcomb ,  
owner and general manager of Barracudas 
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time, having new furniture will be a selling 
point and allow customers to enjoy them-
selves even more."

Other restaurants helped by the Fund 
so far have included the Angle Inn, The 
Chasseur, G&A Restaurant, Illusions Mag-
ic Bar on Federal Hill, Shotti’s Point, and 
Sliders Bar and Grill. 

Rachel Sheubrooks, proprietor of Slid-
ers, stated, "My first reaction was extreme 
appreciation. I've never been one to ask 
for handouts. But I always loved owning 
a restaurant and bar where I could treat 
people to a meal -- friends, family, etc. 
Now I am charging my friends and family 
every penny just to stay afloat. To finally 
get something back was absolutely fan-
tastic. It made me cry. I haven't been to 
Target in the last year to buy a T-shirt. We 
haven't even turned the heat on for the 
entire winter. So, we're using the funds to 
pay bills like our mortgage and the elec-
tric."

The Famous Fund has gotten the at-
tention of some famous folks. In addi-
tion to Adam Jones, Duff Goldman, and 
TJ Smith, the Baltimore Ravens' Marlon 
Humphrey, Ronnie Stanley, and General 
Manager Eric DeCosta have gotten in-
volved as has CNBC's Marcus Lemonis, 
who donated $20,000. Organizational 
contributors to the fund have included 
the Baltimore Orioles and Advance Busi-
ness Systems. In addition, the Famous 
Fund now falls under the umbrella of for-
mer Ravens kicker Matt Stover's player 
philanthropy fund.

The big names have definitely helped 
in getting the word out. And for Minada-
kis, it's all about the messaging. "The big-
gest challenge has been making people 
aware of just how dire some of these situ-

ations are," he said, "and how desperate 
some of these places were for immediate 
funding. In some cases, they were just 
days away from closing for good. The $50 
you donate pays one restaurant's rent for 
a day. So, you may not feel it's a big deal, 
but it is. It's actually a massive deal!"

Minadakis concluded, "I'm running 
out of words to describe the last year. 
I'm sure that anybody in my situation has 

had some definite bouts with depression 
and hopelessness. You're being vilified in 
some cases just for trying to provide an 
honest living for your family and employ-
ees. Personally, the Fund is making me re-
member why I fell in love with Baltimore 
and why I fell in love with the restaurant 
industry, as a whole. Theoretically, these 
are all places that are competitors. We're 
all competing for the same nuts as squir-
rels. But we're all uniting now and coming 
together, and the community is rallying 
around us. It's definitely changed me in 
the sense that it's restored my faith in hu-
manity. I consider myself a pretty religious 
person, and it's really renewed my faith 
in God, too. There is a higher power at 
work. You just need to look a little harder 
than usual and you'll see it through the 
actions of everyday, ordinary citizens." n

To learn more or to donate, go to www.
gofundme.com/f/help-save-baltimore-

restaurants-bars.

"My first reaction was extreme appreciation ... It made me cry. 
We haven't even turned the heat on for the entire winter.  

So, we're using the funds to pay bills like our mortgage and the electric." 
 

Rachel Sheubrooks,  
proprietor of Sliders
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WHISKE Y:
WHAT ‘S NEW

“AND THEY’RE OFF!”
Woodford Reserve, presenting sponsor of the 
Kentucky Derby, is honoring “The Greatest Two 
Minutes in Sports” with the release of its 2021 
commemorative Derby bottle, featuring the 
artwork of Louisville resident Richard Sullivan, 
a former professional baseball player. “There is 
a depth of beauty in Richard’s watercolors and 
his back-to-back Derby bottles are a winning 
exacta,” said Woodford Reserve Master 
Distiller Chris Morris. The one-liter bottles of 
Woodford Reserve Bourbon have an SRP of 
$49.99. 

MARYLAND RYE,
MEET TEQUILA
Sagamore Spirit 
announced the release 
of its limited-edition rye 
whiskey, Sagamore Spirit 
Distiller’s Select Tequila 
Finish. The new o� ering 
finishes Sagamore Spirit Straight 
Rye Whiskey in extra añejo tequila  
barrels. Bottled at a 98 proof, Tequila Finish is part of the 
Sagamore Spirit Reserve Series, a collection of limited edition, 
Maryland-style rye whiskies aged in barrels that formerly 
aged other spirits, wines, or beers. Past releases include 
Manhattan Finish, Rye Ale Finish (aged in Sierra Nevada 
beer barrels) and Calvados Finish. Sagamore Spirit Distiller’s 
Select Tequila Finish will be available at $69. 

SMOKEY, SWEET AND NUTTY
Port Charlotte OLC:01, the newest limited-edition whisky 
in the heavily peated single malt range has launched in the 
U.S.. Finished in antique Oloroso sherry casks, Port Charlotte 
OLC:01 was distilled in 2010 from the 2009 crop of Scottish 
barley and originally filled in an array of ex-bourbon, ex-Syrah 
and ex-vin doux naturel casks, the smokey spirit was then 
recasked into Fernando de Castilla Oloroso hogsheads in 
2018. Port Charlotte OLC:01 2010 was bottled at the distillery 
on Islay at 110.2 proof, and will replace the Port Charlotte 
MRC:01 2010 within the current range. 

ENGLISH SINGLE MALTS IN NEW 
AMERICAN EDITIONS 
London’s Bimber Distillery has partnered 
with Glass Revolution Imports to distribute 
their English Single Malt Whisky. Three Bimber 
‘Country Collection’ single cask releases have been 
produced for the U.S. market and will be available 
in select markets. Each cask was selected to 
showcase the versatility of the Bimber spirit, using 
long, open-topped fermentation and direct fire 
stills. They are: Bimber USA Edition - Ex-bourbon 
cask #154, 118.2 proof, limited to 254 bottles; 
Bimber USA Edition - Virgin American oak cask 
#95, 117.2 proof, limited to 253 bottles; and Bimber 
USA Edition - Sherry cask #45, 117.8 proof, limited 
to 293 Bottles.

BARRELL MARRIES BARRELS
FOR BATCH 028
Barrell Bourbon Batch 028 has arrived, a blend 
of 10 and 11-year-old barrels created from a 
marriage of three distinct subgroups of barrels. 
The first contributed aromatics (tropical fruit, 
orange and spice), the second added body and 
richness, and the third gave a peppery, earthy, 
tanninc component. The final blend "presents a 
bouquet of tropical fruit and flower aroma backed 
up by a punch of rustic wood," according to the 
maker. It was distilled and aged in TN, KY, and 
IN, and bottled at 108.86 proof (cask strength), 
available with an SRP of $90. 
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WHISKE Y:
WHAT ‘S NEW

OLDER BENRIACH EXPRESSIONS FOLLOW BRAND REDESIGN
Following a redesign in September 2020 of its core expressions, 
Benriach Distillery shares three new ultra-premium o� erings: 
Benriach Twenty One, Twenty Five, and Thirty Year Old Single Malts. 
Matured in a diverse selection of distinctive oak casks and marked by 
flavors of smoke, the three have di� erent aging methods: The Twenty 
One was matured in bourbon, sherry, virgin oak, and red wine barrels, 
and bottled at 92 proof ($199.99); The Twenty Five was matured in 
bourbon, sherry, virgin oak, and Madeira casks, and bottled at 92 proof 
($359.99); and The Thirty matured in bourbon, sherry, virgin oak, and 
port casks and bottled at 92 proof ($739.99).

RAW AND SEARED STAVES MAKE UNIQUE MAKERS MARK
Maker’s Mark announced the latest entry in the Maker’s Mark 
Wood Finishing Series with the 2021 Limited Release: FAE-01. 
The bottling is the first of two bourbons, to be followed by the 2021 
Limited Release: FAE-02, in the fall. Marking the third year of limited 
releases, the 2021 bourbons use the distillery’s wood stave-finishing 
technique. The first 2021 Limited Release, FAE-01, uses an American 
oak stave that is seared on one side and left raw on the other. Bottled 
between 110.3 and 110.6 proof, it has an SRP of $59.99. 

WELSH WHISKEY, EXCLUSIVELY AMERICAN
Penderyn Distillery has released two new single cask, single malt 
Welsh whiskies exclusively for the American market: Penderyn 15- 
Year-Old Bourbon Matured Single Cask and Penderyn 13-Year-
Old Rich Oak Single Cask. The 15-Year-Old (118 proof ) was filled into 
cask in 2005 and bottled in 2020. After spending its life in a Bu� alo 
Trace bourbon barrel, the result is a nose of honey, vanilla, and pears, 
accompanied by note of oak and spice (SRP: $170). The 13-Year-Old 
(116.2 proof ) has been matured in Bu� alo Trace bourbon casks and 
then finished in an ex-European shaved, toasted, re-charred casks 
(SRP: $150).

CASK STRENGTH FROM GLENDRONACH
The GlenDronach Distillery announced the first time U.S. arrival of 
four casks from the Cask Bottling collection. Eighteen casks dating 
from 1990 to 2009 were selected by master blender Rachel Barrie 
to celebrate some of the finest single malt Scotch whisky from 
the Highland distillery, in a range of cask finishes including Pedro 
Ximénez, Oloroso, and port. The U.S. releases include cask bottlings 
from 1990, 1994, 2005 and 2008, bottled from Oloroso, Pedro 
Ximenez and port pipe casks. SRP: $120—$600, depending on the 
expression; the proofs range from 102.8 to 119.6.
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ISLAY WHISKY OF A CERTAIN AGE FROM BOWMORE
Bowmore Islay Single Malt Scotch Whisky unveils the Bowmore Timeless 
Series at retail with Bowmore Timeless 27-Year-Old. Each bottling is a 
limited edition of just 3,000 bottles. Bowmore Timeless 27-Year-Old matured 
in sherry and bourbon casks for 15 years before being moved into first-fill 
Oloroso butts for an additional 12 years. Bottled at cask strength (105.4 
proof ) with the distinctive Bowmore character, this single malt o� ers up fruit 
flavors combined with notes of sherry, leather, tobacco, and beeswax. The 
limited release has a suggested retail price of $1,525.

ESPANITA TEQUILA PAIRS WITH 
PIT BULL IN EXPANSION
Espanita is an award-winning 
100 percent Blue Agave tequila 
designed to answer the growing 
demand for super-premium 
artisanal spirits. Backed by 
performer Pit Bull, Espanita 
o� ers consumers an artisanal 
tequila created by following 
traditional manufacturing 
techniques and presented in 
a luxury packaging. Priced 
competitively for a premium 
tequila, Espanita is currently 
available in 18 states and the line 
consists of a blanco, reposado 
and añejo, with a suggested 
retail price between $28.99—
$34.99. 

JAY-Z AND D’USSE MARK A LUXURY ANNIVERSARY
D’Usse’s “Bottle No. 1” of the 1969 Anniversaire Limited Edition 
collection was auctioned in March at Sotheby’s to benefit the Shawn 
Carter Foundation. The unique bottle is the first to be sold in the 
small collection of rare Grande Champagne Cognac, and features 
an engraved signature from co-owner Shawn “Jay-Z” Carter. It 
was estimated to sell for $25-75K. Each 750ml bottle in the 1969 
Anniversaire Limited Edition is numbered with an inscription on the 
topper and features a 12-cut crystal diamond design encased in a 
luxurious leather box. Starting early May, the remaining bottles in the 
collection will retail for a suggested retail price of $10,000. 

HARD SELTZER POMPETTE TEAMS WITH MODEL, 
INFLUENCER KATE BOCK
Model, wellness expert, and entrepreneur Kate Bock has 
partnered with Pompette, a line of hard sparkling waters 
thought to be the first packaged in a 750ml bottle. Aimed 
at “hard seltzer consumers looking to venture outside the 
confines of a can,” Pompette will build consumer recognition 
with Bock's fan base through press initiatives, strategic 
partnerships, social media collaborations and more.   
Pompette is currently availble in four flavors: rose hibiscus, 
cucumber lime, lemon mint, and clementine berry.





TE
RE

M
AN

A 
PH

O
TO

G
RA

PH
 B

Y 
M

IC
H

AE
L 

PE
RS

IC
O

 /
 C

O
U

RT
ES

Y 
O

F 
D

O
S 

H
O

M
BR

ES
 /

 C
O

U
RT

ES
Y 

O
F 

PR
O

SP
ER

O
 /

 L
O

S 
LO

BO
S 

PH
O

TO
G

RA
PH

 B
Y 

JU
ST

IN
 B

ET
TM

AN
 /

 P
H

O
TO

G
RA

PH
 B

Y 
JIM

M
Y 

SE
AR

G
EA

N
T/

RE
VE

L 
SP

IR
IT

S

THE
CELEBRITY AGAVE

OBSESSION
THERE’S A GOLD RUSH IN MEXICO 

AS A GROWING NUMBER OF FAMOUS 
PERSONALITIES LAUNCH TEQUILA AND 

MEZCAL BRANDS—BUT WHICH ONES WILL 
HAVE STAYING POWER?

BY JACK ROBERTIELLO



Few spirit brands command anything 
like that sort of social media attention, 
and when the dust settles, what the public 
will likely remember is that Jenner is now 
in the tequila business—like so many ce-
lebrities these days.

The list of famous names in film, TV, 
music, sports, and technology getting into 
the agave game continues to grow, all, to 
some degree, attempting to harness their 
social influence to drive sales. 

While celebrity-owned brands are 
hardly new (there’s even an online 
marketplace, GrapeStars, offering direct-
to-consumer sales of celebrity wines and 
spirits) the recent surge in star-powered 
tequila and mezcal brands is remarkable. 

Why agave and why now? The catego-
ry’s surging success is one draw: Tequila 
and mezcal have been exploding through 
the pandemic, posting the highest growth 
of all spirits categories in volume (8.5 per-
cent) and revenue (17.4 percent) last year, 
and agave distillates now comprise the 
fourth-largest spirit category after vodka, 
American whiskey, and rum, according to 
the Distilled Spirits Council. 

The appeal of agave is obvious, says 
Ken Austin, who helped Dwayne “The 
Rock” Johnson create his Teremana Te-
quila brand and guided Tequila Avión to a 
multi-million dollar payout from Pernod 

Ricard: It’s fun, exciting, and especially 
attractive to the West Coast-based en-
tertainment industry so close to Mexico. 
“There’s a gold rush going on with tequila 
in the celebrity world, and I think others 
will get into this space,” says Austin.  

Yet just how many of these brands will 
be around in a few years? “With any gold 
rush, there’s always a shakeout,” adds Aus-
tin, “and in the end, the gold rush will slow 
and the people who got into it to make a 
quick buck will vanish.” 

The Quest to Prove Authenticity
None have been as savvy about the 
twinned power of celebrity and social 
media as Johnson, who for several years 
kept his Instagram followers informed 
of the development of Teremana. Break-
ing Bad’s Bryan Cranston and Aaron Paul 
also shared stories of scouring the fields 
of Oaxaca to create Dos Hombres mezcal.

Some celebrity-backed tequilas can 
sell for high prices based on name recog-
nition alone. Elon Musk’s limited release, 
$250 Tesla Tequila, for instance, was first 
teased as “Teslaquila” via social media 
years before selling out on Tesla's website 
days after launch last November.    

But largely, there seems to be an un-
derstanding that the celebrity association 

alone can’t justify the super-premium 
price tags of many of these brands, so 
stars are eager to prove their commitment 
to quality to their large audiences. 

Last year, LeBron James launched Lo-
bos 1707 ($54.99 for the mezcal, $44.99 for 
joven tequila, $149.99 for extra añejo) which 
uses Pedro Ximenez sherry-seasoned bar-
rels for aged expressions. Also leveraging 
basketball fame, Michael Jordan released 
Cincoro in 2019 ($70 for blanco, $90 for re-
posado, $130 for añejo, and $1,600 for extra 
añejo) which boasts an ultra-smooth and 
complex flavor profile from a combination 
of highland and lowland-grown agaves. 

The list goes on: Pit Bull has backed 
emerging brand Espanita, singer Nick Jo-
nas and designer John Varvatos teamed 
up for Villa One, Sex and the City’s Chris 
Noth took a share of Ambhar, Sean Combs 
partnered in a joint venture with Diageo 
for Deleón. Mexican celebrities are partic-
ipating, too: Ojo Tigre Mezcal has teamed 
up with actor Luis Gerardo Méndez, and 
the brand just launched mezcal seltzer 
cocktails as well. Country star Jon Wolfe 
debuted Juan Lobo in 2019 which is pro-
duced using Champagne yeasts and sup-
posedly benefits from the classical music 
that is played in the warehouse at the Feli-
ciano Vivanco distillery in Arandas.

This Is Us actor Justin Hartley and singer 
Babyface, in partnership with founders and 
ex-music executives Micah McFarlane and 

TE
RE

M
AN

A 
PH

O
TO

G
RA

PH
 B

Y 
M

IC
H

AE
L 

PE
RS

IC
O

 /
 C

O
U

RT
ES

Y 
O

F 
D

O
S 

H
O

M
BR

ES
 /

 C
O

U
RT

ES
Y 

O
F 

PR
O

SP
ER

O
 /

 L
O

S 
LO

BO
S 

PH
O

TO
G

RA
PH

 B
Y 

JU
ST

IN
 B

ET
TM

AN
 /

 P
H

O
TO

G
RA

PH
 B

Y 
JIM

M
Y 

SE
AR

G
EA

N
T/

RE
VE

L 
SP

IR
IT

S

hen Keeping up with the Kardashians star and fashion mogul 
Kendall Jenner announced in February that she was the force 
behind 818 Tequila, social media exploded with accusations of 
cultural appropriation and then counterclaims of sexism.

W

OPPOSITE CLOCKWISE: Dwayne Johnson with jimadors in 
an agave field  //  Dos Hombres cofounders, Aaron Paul 
and Bryan Cranston  //  Prospero Blanco benefits from 
Rita Ora's star power  //  Dia Simms and LeBron James of 
Lobos 1707  //  Revel, an agave spirit in the avila category, 
has partnered with Justin Hartley  //  RIGHT: Dos Hombres 
Mezcal is produced by Gregorio Velasco Luis, who formerly 
produced the critically acclaimed Pierde Almas

George Clooney 
and Rande Gerber's 
Casamigos sold to 

Diageo for $1 billion 
in 2017.



Jacqui Thompson, are testing the growing 
interest in more esoteric agave expressions 
with the launch of Revel Avila, a 100 percent 
Blue Weber agave spirit made in the 
Morelos region of Mexico (and therefore not 
permitted to be labeled tequila). Piñas are 
thrown into a pit filled with local volcanic 
rock, then covered with sand and leaves and 
roasted for 48 hours, giving Revel a subtly 
smoky profile. 

Other brands are finding ways to con-
nect with performers: Espolon is con-
tinuing its sponsorship of HBO’s A Tiny 
Audience, episodes of which feature a 
chart-topping Latin artist in performance.

All, of course, operate in the shadow 
of George Clooney and Rande Gerber’s 
Casamigos, the tequila and mezcal brand 
founded in 2013, which Diageo scooped up 
for $1 billion in 2017. Interestingly, while 
they are credited as the first celebrity 
tequila connection, stars Bing Crosby and 
Phil Harris arranged for the distribution 
of Herradura as the first 100 percent agave 
tequila in the U.S. in the 1940s.

Riding the Agave Boom 
Besides the obvious opportunistic appeal 
of the growing category, agave spirits over 
the years have developed a reputation for 
authenticity that many find compelling. 
Some consumers even like to claim 
(without evidence) that the so-called 
purity of the agricultural product makes 
agave spirits a “healthier” option.

Plus the barriers to entry for a new 
agave brand are relatively low. Many 
Mexican distillers custom produce a dozen 
or more bespoke or off the rack brands 
for entrepreneurs, so it’s not necessary 
to own or operate a distillery. While 
Teremana operates its own distillery, all 

other brands included in this feature are 
using contract distillers to produce. 

And then there’s the social media ad-
vantage: As spirit companies increasingly 
scramble to devise social media market-
ing schemes to accelerate their brands, 
celebrities provide a premade following. 
“In today’s world, before you start mar-
keting in any medium, you have to con-
sider social media because it’s such a big 
part of people’s lives,” says Roy Danis, the 
president and CEO of premium spirits 
company Conecuh Brands.

To create its Próspero brand, Conecuh 
partnered with pop star Rita Ora, well-
known internationally if less so in the U.S. 
Ora was brought on as a creative partner 
as the brand was launched in 2019.  

“Historically, the category had a bit 
of a male skew,” says Danis. “I wanted 
to create a brand that invited women 
into the space as much as men. But how 
can you launch a new product in a very 
competitive environment and cut through 
the clutter?” He connected with Ora to help 
with the marketing efforts, and she’s now 
the chief creative partner, bringing along 
over 30 million social media followers. 

How involved these celebrities are with 
the brands varies; in the case of Teremana, 
says Austin, Johnson educated himself 
about everything from Brix levels to agave 
piña roasting methods and outlined his 
specific requirements, including creating 
a separate registered production process 
on the estate, opting for brick ovens and 

ABOVE LEFT: Los Lobos tequila and mezcal, RIGHT: LeBron 
James toasts with members of the "Wolf Pack"  //  BOTTOM:  
Singer Rita Ora meets with master distiller Stella Anguiano

“I wanted to create 
a brand that invited 

women into the space. 
But how can you launch 

a new product and cut 
through the clutter?”

– Roy Danis, CEO, Conecuh Brands 
on partnering with Rita Ora and 
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copper stills and setting a relatively low 
price for a celebrity brand ($29.99). After 
trying more than 110 samples, Johnson 
signed off on the product.

Perhaps the celebrity with the 
most agave credibility is Sammy Hagar, 
who launched Cabo Wabo in 1996 and 
sold it to Campari in 2010. Hagar more 
recently teamed with chef Guy Fieri to 
launch Santo Tequila in late 2019 after 
introducing the tequila/mezcal mash-up 
“mezquila” in 2017—a new iteration that 
came from sampling tequila and mezcal 
together in cocktails, according to Santo 
managing partner Miles Scully. Hagar 
and Scully connected with cook Guy Fieri 
for his palate and strong TV ratings. 

Working through about 300 combina-
tions, the goal was “to bring the tequila 
drinker to mezcal by creating something 
that was in between, like a spicy blanco 
with a little smoky kick at the end,” says 

Scully. At first they had trouble finding 
their target market, as potential consumers 
seemed confused by the new category. But 
after launching a blanco tequila in 2020, 
sales for both took off. Reposado and añejo 
tequilas are on the way. 

The simultaneous surge in interest 
in mezcal and increase in Blue Weber 
agave prices has helped bring mezcal to 
the world of American celebrities. When 
Avion started, agaves sold for around .50 
pesos per kilo and as of fall 2020, prices 
were around 30 pesos, says Austin.

Cranston and Paul were looking for a 
project as a result of the close relationship 
developed over the years of Breaking Bad, 
and the two almost literally stumbled 
upon the distillery where Dos Hombres is 
made on their first trip looking for a liquid 
to import. Cranston especially notes his 
previous ignorance of the category. 

“So when Aaron said, ‘What about 
mezcal? I said, ‘Oh, no, no, no’—this knee 
jerk reaction,” recalls Cranston. “But we 
went to a mezcal bar and it opened my 
eyes because of the incredible variety of 
the spirit. I really had no idea.”

The two partnered with Gregorio 
Velasco Luis, who formerly produced the 
critically acclaimed Pierde Almas Mezcal 

(purchased by Diageo in 2018) at his distill-
ery. “If Gregorio stops making Dos Hom-
bres, we’re out of business,” says Cranston. 
“He’s incredibly important to us. We know 
very little about this.”

Like other celebrities new to the spirits 
industry, Cranston and Paul are working 
their way through the various culs-de-sac 
that can waylay a brand. They recognize that 
regardless of celebrity association, building 
a successful brand requires commitment to 
quality, plus a lot of persistence. 

As Danis says, “We’ve all witnessed 
celebrity brands that come and go. If 
the brand is all about celebrity, that is 
really not a sustainable long-term selling 
proposition. Because if the celebrity loses 
interest, the brand declines.”  ■

ABOVE: Espanita pairs with Pitbull for promotions//  
Teremana's two expressions//  LEFT: Micah McFarlane and 
Justin Hartley partnered to build the Revel Avila brand PH

O
TO

G
RA

PH
 C

O
U

RT
ES

Y 
O

F 
ES

PA
N

IT
A 

/ 
PH

O
TO

G
RA

PH
 C

O
U

RT
ES

Y 
O

F 
D

ES
TI

LE
RI

A 
TE

RE
M

AN
A 

/ 
PH

O
TO

G
RA

PH
 B

Y 
JIM

M
Y 

SE
AR

G
EA

N
T/

RE
VE

L 
SP

IR
IT

S

CELEBRITY AGAVE

“With any gold rush, 
there’s always a shake-
out, and in the end, the 
gold rush will slow and 

the people who got into 
it to make a quick buck 

will vanish.”
– Ken Austin, industry veteran working 

with Dwayne "The Rock" Johnson 
on Teremana Tequila
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REGION FOCUS

espite the fervor for once-
obscure Italian regions and 
indigenous grapes, even the 
most zealous Italophiles 
haven’t tasted much, if any, 

wine from Calabria.
While this mountainous, sea-rimmed 

region is home to more native grape va-
rieties than any other region in Italy, and 
land well-suited to natural winemaking, 
Calabria—sparsely populated and eco-
nomically challenged—has been too busy 
focusing on survival to fine-tune its wine-
making tradition. 

But that’s changing. A growing group of 
producers is reclaiming Calabria’s wine heri-
tage; after all, the slender toe of the coun-
try’s long boot is where the Greeks planted 
Italy’s first vines, declaring its rich sea-to-
mountain landscape “Enotria,” or “land of 
wine.” By dialing into their flagship grape 
variety, Gaglioppo, and elevating many other 
indigenous varieties, Calabrian winemakers 
are now crafting world-class wines. 

OVERCOMING HARDSHIP
Historically, Calabria has not had an easy 
time of it. It is bordered by the Tyrrhenian 

Sea to the west and the Ionian to the east, 
with the Strait of Messina narrowly sepa-
rating the region from Sicily. All this ac-
cessibility by boat made Calabria a favorite 
for settlers and conquerors from the 8th 
century BC until just about 150 years ago, 
resulting in an oppressive feudal system 
that lasted until the 19th century. Plagued 
with devastating earthquakes, periods of 
mass exodus, and peasant revolts, Calabria 
as a region was held back on the world 
stage into the 20th century.

“Calabria is one of the least populated re-
gions because of emigration and economics,” 
says Marco Salerno, a New York-based Ital-
ian wine specialist and part-time winemaker 
with family roots in both Calabria and Sicily.

Decades ago, coops selling in bulk 
were the dominant agricultural path to 
bring in money. “People who don’t know 
wine history and see all these different 
regions like Barolo and Tuscany, but 15 
years ago Barolo didn’t exist as we know it 
today,” says Salerno. “Calabria was a main 
export hub for wine for Rome and Naples, 
and the wines were shipped all over the 
world [hundreds of years ago].”

CALABRIA’S WINES 
ARE READY FOR THEIR 
SPOTLIGHT
A FOCUS ON LOCAL GRAPES, TERROIR-DRIVEN 
WINEMAKING, AND A BURGEONING NATURAL 
WINE MOVEMENT PUSH THIS OVERLOOKED 
REGION INTO THE SPOTLIGHT

BY AMY ZAVATTO

Librandi's spiral-shaped vineyard, which is dedicated to 
experimenting with indigenous Calabrian varieties, has 
influenced a new generation to invest in high-quality 
wines from native grapes.

D



The Essence of Place, 
    Expertly Crafted
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Jerry Lohr and his team helped pioneer the now world-class winegrowing regions of 

Monterey and Paso Robles. In 1998, Arroyo Vista Chardonnay and Hilltop Cabernet  
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But in more recent years, the region has 
suffered from serious infrastructure chal-
lenges and lack of collective regional sup-
port. Calabria has no unifying consortium 
to promote its wines internationally or 
support individual producers. Though the 
region has three airports, only one receives 
daily international flights, and while there 
are two rail lines to transport passengers 
through the rough countryside, the drive 
by car is a test of internal grit between the 
many mountain passes and constant road 
work on main highways.

Not only do these infrastructural chal-
lenges hinder curious visitors from be-
coming familiar with Calabria’s wines, but 
they may also hinder production. Calabria 
produces just 4.9 million cases of wine per 
year, compared to nearby Sicily’s 69 million 
annual cases, and a mere fraction of that 
wine makes its way to export markets. U.S. 
importers might bring in one Calabrian 
wine, but the region has nowhere near the 
representation of Tuscany or Piedmont.

In a world where Sicily’s Nerello 
Mascalese and Campania’s Aglianico have 
achieved recognition among the U.S. 
wine trade and in-the-know consumers, 
Calabria’s 100 native varieties (the most 
of any region in Italy) should theoretically 
be a treasure trove for wine lovers. But 
it’s important to note that before Sicily 
had Carricante and Nero d’Avola, it had 
Syrah. The recultivation of that grape in 
the ’80s and ’90s drew new attention to 
Sicilian winemaking, paving the way for 

international discovery of its native grape 
varieties. 

Calabria has dabbled in international 
grape varieties, but it never had Sicily’s 
Syrah moment. The closest it came was 
when Librandi, Calabria’s best-known 
wine export, turned heads with Gravello, 
a Gaglioppo/Cabernet Sauvignon blend, 
which won the region’s first Tre Bicchieri 
award.

SHIFTING APPROACHES
Some rogue Calabrian producers have been 
crafting single-producer, Calabria-specific 
wines for decades, but without collective 
momentum and a ready export audience, 
these wines were a bit ahead of their time. 
Armando Susanna, for instance, co-founded 
Cantina Enotria in 1974 with Cataldo 
Calabretta and Gaetano Cianciaruso and 
began making artisanal, terroir-expressive 
wines from the Cirò DOC.

Nearly 50 years later, these wines are 
finally resonating with a market seeking 
discovery and authenticity. “Wine lov-
ers are always looking for new products 
to discover,” says Armando Susanna, the 
founder’s grandson and namesake. “I 
think that when authentic and territorial 
products are offered, if they are good, they 
have no problem finding their own space 
on the market.”

While Librandi (also located in Cirò 
DOC) has been selling in the U.S. for 
decades, they have also noticed a change 

in market reception. “Selling Librandi 
today is certainly easier than it was 20 
years ago,” says Ted Campbell, a senior 
vice president at Winebow, which imports 
Librandi. “We used to be more focused 
in metro markets with educated buyers 
and consumers. Now, there are lots more 
applications and other markets in the 
U.S. today.” The winery’s heritage, family 
ownership, and focus on native varieties 
resonate with modern trade members.

While the early ’70s saw wines from 
Tuscany and Soave entering the U.S. 
market, Americans—who were just getting 
their mouths around words like Chianti—
weren’t ready for the wild, rustic nature of 
Calabria’s key red grape, Gaglioppo, which 
accounts for about 90 percent of Calabria’s 
production, let alone other local charmers 
like Magliocco, Greco Bianco, Mantonico, 
and Pecorello. Local vintners hadn’t 
quite figured out the best techniques for 
managing these varieties, considering 
that most were focused on quantity rather 
than quality.

In the case of Gaglioppo—a thick-
skinned, late-ripening grape with rustic 
tannins—a singular approach didn’t do 
much for the grape’s reputation. However, 
the next generation of Calabrian producers 
has focused on methods of growing, 
vineyard management, and production 
that better express Calabria’s native 
varieties. Producers now know that long 
macerations and higher altitude plantings 
tease out Gaglioppo’s floral and savory 
nuances, while some blend it with grapes 
like Calabrese (genetically the same grape 
as Nero d’Avola) to soften tannic edges.

In 1993, Nicodema Librandi, cofounder 
of Librandi, created a spiral-shaped 
vineyard dedicated to experimenting with 
indigenous Calabrian varieties, some of 
them which were nearly extinct. Librandi 
sought out old vines from all over the 
region and partnered with the University 
of Milan to produce the first officially 
registered clones of Gaglioppo, Mantonico, 
and Magliocco.

REGION FOCUS

Cantina Enotria was an early producer of single-estate, 
Calabria-specific wines. 

Dino Briglio of L'Acino, known for natural wines.
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“We want to be Calabria, not ‘southern 
Italy,’” says Nicodema’s son Paolo Librandi, 
who now runs the winery alongside his 
brother, Raffaele (who is the current 
president of Cirò’s consortium). “We have 
a strong identity and strong production, 
so we need to invest in what is specific to 
us for people to recognize us.” 

The work of some of these early 
pioneers has spawned a new generation of 
winemakers who are invested in crafting 
high-quality wines from native varieties. 
“What makes me positive about the 
future is the number of quality producers, 
which has grown enormously in the last 
10 years,” says Librandi. “This change is 
everything—it means there are young 
people working hard to be recognized in 
the market.”

A NATURAL WINE MOVEMENT
While the quality of Calabrian wine and 
amount imported to the U.S. is increasing, 
these wines are still hand-sells because of 
overall lack of familiarity. But the region 
has started to garner support from the U.S. 
wine trade due to a growing natural wine 
movement within Calabria. 

“There are dynamic Calabrian producers, 
who are the next generation and often are 
found in the natural wine corner,” says 
Walter Speller, the Italian wine specialist for 
Jancis Robinson’s Purple Pages. “They are the 
risk takers and the rebels.”

One such group of mavericks getting 
attention is the Cirò Boys, an informal 

collective of natural and organic producers 
that includes Cataldo Calabretta (grandson 
of the Cantina Enotria cofounder) and 
Francesco de Franco of ‘A Vita. Their 
collective work is part of what they like to 
call the Cirò Revolution—a focused effort 
to express the terroir of Calabria through 
its native grapes. 

Currently, these producers are 
working on the Cru Microvinification 
Project, an ongoing initiative started in 
2019 that goes further in exploring and 
noting the differences of the Cirò DOC’s 
unique sub-regions through the Gaglioppo. 
“Together, we vinified small batches of 
wine pertaining to vineyards from each 
sub-region, all made up of Gaglioppo,” says 
Salerno, who has been participating in the 
project. Reminiscent of the terroir and 
altitude studies ongoing with Malbec in 
Mendoza, the Gaglioppo study documents 
the variety and quality of Cirò’s vineyard 
land, adding a new point of discussion to 
this overlooked wine region. 

Among Calabria’s nine other DOCs, 
Cosenza is echoing Cirò’s path with a 
number of ambitious natural winemakers 
like Dino Briglio of L’Acino, Eugenio 
Muzzillo of Terre del Gufo, and Vittorio 
Maradei, championed by small importers 
and popular natural wine events like Raw 
Wine, offering the kind of exposure that 
previously eluded many small Calabrian 
producers. “There is so much mass market 
wine from everywhere that tastes alike,” 
says Michel Abood of Vinotas Selections, 

who imports Le Moire. “These wines are 
not just vibrantly alive, but also beautifully 
respectful of their terroirs and grapes.” 

Holly Berrigan, the owner of MYSA 
Natural Wine, a natural wine club and 
online retailer based in Northampton, 
Massachusetts, has recently noticed that 
Calabria is a great source of natural wine 
at excellent value. “I've had some great 
[conventional Calabrian wines] in Italy 
and only had natural producers in the 
U.S.,” she says, “which have been great 
representations of their most popular 
styles, with tons of life and at some of the 
most affordable price points in the natural 
wine space.”

Of course, placing Calabria's future 
hopes on these natural wine producers 
comes with challenges, too. “Their 
international recognition will take time, not 
least because the volumes they produce are 
small and the wines often controversial,” 
says Speller. “What needs to be factored in, 
too, in my opinion is that these mavericks 
are associated with the natural wine camp 
first and Calabrian second.”

Yet any wine or movement that helps 
bring the increasingly high-quality wines 
of Calabria into the wine conversation is a 
positive, most agree. “What the wine needs 
is a little bit of promotion by sommeliers, 
maître d’s, and people who sell wine in the 
retail sector,” says Librandi. “If you put 
wines that say Cirò or Calabria in big chain 
stores, sometimes the average consumer 
just doesn’t know what to expect.” n

The Librandi family, which has been making Calabrian 
wine since 1950.

Calabrian producers are investing in their flagship 
Gaglioppo grape with better management techniques.  

REGION FOCUS

“We want to be Calabria, 
not ‘southern Italy.' We 
have a strong identity 
and strong production, 
so we need to invest in 
what is specific to us for 
people to recognize us.” 

—Paolo Librandi
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In this issue, Beverage Media's digital 
publication partner, SevenFifty Daily 
caught up with Cristie Norman, Rebecca 
Flynn, and Harry Ballmann to learn how 
their careers—and their lives—have 
changed and hear about the challenges 
and benefits of their new ventures.

REBECCA FLYNN
From sommelier at Eleven Madison Park in 
Manhattan to general manager/beverage 
director at Red Hook Tavern in Brooklyn

BEHIND THE MOVE | Fine dining mecca Eleven 
Madison Park has not reopened its doors 
since March, 2020, so Flynn went from 
working demanding shifts to spending 
months on end at home with her then-
fiancé, now-husband Ryan Totman, the 
beverage director of Corkbuzz. 

In July, she took over as general man-

ager and beverage director of Red Hook 
Tavern in Brooklyn as they readied re-
opening full outdoor service.

TRANSLATABLE SKILLS | Trading in a suit for 
more casual attire doesn’t mean letting go 
of fine-dining touches, says Flynn. “At the 
Tavern, I put the glass down with the stamp 
facing the guest, I use open-handed service, 
and I use a tray when clearing glassware,” she 
explains. “I encourage my servers to be mind-
ful of their movements. Just because it’s an 
outdoor tavern, doesn’t mean we can’t make it 
a beautiful dining experience for guests.”

Some of these white tablecloth-style 
techniques have also proven to help the 
restaurant maintain health and safety and 
win diners’ trust during the pandemic. “If 
you’re grabbing people’s dirty glasses from 
the top, not only is it really gross, it’s not 
COVID-safe,” says Flynn.

BIGGEST CHALLENGE | “I’m not a stranger to 
long hours and working really hard, but 
being a general manager is a lot more 
emotionally demanding,” Flynn explains 
of adapting to her new role. 

Between juggling everything from 
guest complaints to managing changing 
COVID protocols and figuring out how to 
keep the patio warm in January, Flynn is 
stretched thin. She’s also navigating her 
management style with the FOH staff. “I 
try to make sure there are steps of service 
in place,” she says, “without being too 
bossy and harping on people too much.”

WHAT’S AHEAD? | Despite the increased 
responsibilities, Flynn plans to stick with 
her management role. “I have a great, 
supportive upper management within the 
company that I rely on for the heavy duty 
things, like installing electricity on the 
patio to follow FDNY heater protocols,” 
she says. “I also enjoy running my own 
program: introducing the staff and guests 
to new wines, collaborating with the bar 
team on new cocktails, teaching new steps 
of service to the team, and working closely 
with wine reps and distributors.”

he pandemic has forced sommeliers and beverage directors 
to adapt in dramatic new ways as restaurants have closed and 
furloughed staff. Many have transitioned to very different roles, 
harnessing the business and service skills they honed on the 

floor to embark on new professional challenges. 
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WHERE ARE
THEY NOW?
CATCHING UP WITH CRISTIE NORMAN, 
REBECCA FLYNN, AND HARRY 
BALLMANN ABOUT THEIR PANDEMIC-
INFLUENCED JOB MOVES

BY DANIEL NG Rebecca Flynn





WHERE ARE THE Y NOW?

HARRY BALLMANN
From sommelier at Folie in London to online 
retail entrepreneur at Cépage

BEHIND THE MOVE | Almost immediately after 
being furloughed from his job as a somme-
lier and head of drinks at Folie in London, 
Ballmann launched the online wine retail 
venture: Cépage, sourcing  from producers 
at competitive prices. 

“I originally had a plan in the works for 
a pop-up bar and a restaurant,” says Ball-
mann. “My idea was to have one anchor im-
porting company—Cépage—to feed the bar. 
But when I saw how quickly online retail was 
picking up in the pandemic, I realized that 
online retail was a good route to go down.”

TRANSLATABLE SKILLS | Many of the skills 
Ballmann honed in his previous role—pur-
chasing wine, budgeting, and managing in-
ventory—gave him the business experience 
necessary to launch the new venture. “At 
Folie, I spent a lot of time curating via auc-
tion and buying directly from winemakers,” 
he says. “I’ve done that with Cépage.”

Working as a beverage buyer helped 
him understand pricing in the wine 
market, essential to Cépage’s competitive 
price strategy. “I knew exactly where I 
wanted to go with my pricing and knew 
what my wines were worth based on their 
qualities,” says Ballmann.

BIGGEST CHALLENGE | Working in a virtual 
environment has required Ballmann to 
learn new skills. “Online retail is some-

thing of a dark art, and of course we 
haven’t quite mastered it,” he says. “I had 
to become semi-proficient in search opti-
mization, which was difficult.”

Operating virtually, rather than face-
to-face, also changes the way that Ball-
mann interacts with his clientele. “The 
challenge is really understanding what 
people actually want to buy,” he says. 
“You’re selling blind when you sell online. 
So, you have to be purchasing the right 
bottles that people want to drink.”

WHAT’S AHEAD? | Would Ballmann ever 
return to sommelier work? “Of course,” he 
says. “You get a buzz being on the floor, 
selling and opening fun bottles. I will go 
back to it, but under my own capacity, 
when I own my own floor.”

CRISTIE NORMAN
From sommelier at Spago, Beverly Hills to 
president and co-founder of United Sommeliers 
Foundation and virtual tasting maven

BEHIND THE MOVE | When Norman’s shifts 
at Spago started getting cut in March, 
she leveraged her network and social 
media presence to start the United Som-
meliers Foundation (USF), a non-profit 
providing financial assistance to out-of-
work sommeliers. 

“Our GoFundMe was shared by well-
respected people in the industry and 
through their contacts I was able to set up 

our first auction to help the somm com-
munity which raised over $300,000,” says 
Norman. Auction house Acker Wines now 
sponsors the United Sommeliers Founda-
tion fine wine auction.

Alongside her non-profit work, 
Norman also hosts private virtual tastings 
through paid producer partnerships. 
“Just doing two master classes a month, 
I’m able to make more money than I was 
at Spago,” she says. 

TRANSLATABLE SKILLS | Norman’s network 
in the industry has proved invaluable. In 
addition to enabling her to raise funds 
for USF and attract virtual tasting part-
nerships, her professional connections 
helped her find the right people to build 
her vision. “If I don’t have a particular skill 
or resource, I know the people that do,” 
says Norman. “It’s about putting the right 
people together.”

BIGGEST CHALLENGE | “When I first started 
doing virtual tastings, I was doing every-
thing by myself: acquiring wines, splitting 
up the bottles, coordinating pick-ups,” 
says Norman. 

Norman overcame this logistical chal-
lenge by recruiting a 12-person volunteer 
team to assist with the unpaid virtual 
master classes she hosts for the somm 
community. “I learned a lot of organiza-
tional lessons in truly delegating,” says 
Norman. “I divided what I was doing every 
week into four roles, and we have amazing 
captains that handle some of the details 
while I oversee and focus on expansion.”

BIGGEST POSITIVE | Norman has found larger 
audiences for her virtual master classes, 
such as a recent, 78-attendee Alsace 
master class with Olivier Humbrecht of 
Zind-Humbrecht. “I never would have 
been able to organize that prior to the 
pandemic,” she says. While she misses in-
person tasting groups, the virtual pivot 
has provided new opportunities to connect 
with global producers and mentors. “I can 
now overnight wine samples and we can 
taste together.”  ■ PH
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Harry Ballmann

Cristie Norman
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BRAND PROFILE

Every state in the U.S. produces 
wine, making it difficult to 
distinguish the serious regions 
from the rookies. But while New 

York might be less familiar as a wine 
region than its West Coast counterparts, it 
is by no means a fledgling wine producing 
state. It is the third-largest grape and 
wine producer in the U.S.—and the wines 
are better than ever.

“The base level of quality in New York 
wines has gotten better and better,” says 
Charlie Marshall, chef and owner of The 
Marshal in NYC, which boasts an all-New 
York wine list. “And that level of pride 
makes people believe in their own success.”

Backed by a long tradition of wine-
making, a penchant for experimenta-
tion, and an array of distinctive terroirs, 
New York State has proven to be a formi-
dable winegrowing region on the world 
stage—and people are taking notice. The 
state's innovation and energy is creating 
some of the country’s most interesting  
wines today.

A FOUNDATION OF EXPERIENCE
New York isn't quite an “emerging” wine 
region; though the local wine industry 
has taken off in the last 50 to 60 years, 
the state is backed by nearly 200 years 
of viticulture. The country’s oldest 
continuously operating winery is in New 
York’s Hudson River Region: Brotherhood 
Winery, established in 1839. Many others 
emerged from the 1860s to the 1880s, 
particularly in the Finger Lakes region, 
leading the state to become known for 
solid sparkling, dessert, and table wines 
made from hybrid grapes.

A new chapter kicked off in the late 
1950s when Vitis vinifera vines made their 
way to the Finger Lakes, first by Ukranian 
viticulturist Dr. Konstantin Frank, who 
planted vinifera vines on Keuka Lake’s 
slopes. German-born Hermann J. Wiemer 
followed, planting vinifera on Seneca 
Lake’s shores and founding a grafted 
grapevine nursery for other local vintners 
in the 1970s. This was well-timed—New 
York’s Farm Winery Act of 1976 kicked off 

a slew of farm wineries throughout the 
state; it now has over 450 wineries and 
1,600 family-owned vineyards.

All of this history has allowed local 
vintners to hone their understanding 
of the land. After all, New York is home 
to diverse and unique terroirs, with 11 
AVAs across eight regions, spanning four 
degrees of latitude within the world’s 
“wine belt.” Three are the state’s best-
known: Finger Lakes, Long Island, and 
Hudson River Region, each with its own 
climate, soils, and terroir nuances.

Though New York is home to a cool 
climate, Long Island’s Atlantic influences 
result in different wines than the 
landlocked, glacial lakes of the Finger 
Lakes. Partnerships between the New York 
Wine & Grape Foundation and institutions 
like Cornell University have helped the 
industry better understand its vineyards 
and adapt to climate conditions; in the 
last year, there have been 18 new studies 
focusing on vital vineyard issues.

“Things have changed drastically,” 
says Christopher Bates, MS, owner and 
winemaker of négociant-style producer 
Element Winery in Arkport. “We opened 
ourselves up to good, clean winemaking 
and that creates a sense of transparency, 

DISCOVER THE NEXT 
GREAT U.S. WINE STATE
BACKED BY HISTORY, INNOVATION, AND 
DISTINCTIVE TERROIRS, NEW YORK STATE IS 
PROVING ITSELF ON THE WORLD STAGE.

BY AMY ZAVATTO

New York's 11 AVAs and eight regions are home to a wide 
range of diverse and unique terroirs.
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which has exposed us to the next area of 
focus, which is viticulture.”

Now, local grape-growers and vintners 
are drilling down on more precise terroir 
specificities, resulting in site-specific 
cuvées and optimization of variety to 
vineyard location. 

“We’re in the middle of one of the most 
diverse wine regions in the world, where 
you’ve got all these different climates,” 
says Marshall. “There’s just about nowhere 
in New York that can’t grow grapes.”

CREATING STYLISTIC DIVERSITY
The evolution of New York’s wine 
industry has been built upon a culture of 
experimentation, fueled by winemakers 
from all over the world. This global 
influence is evident in New York’s 
vineyard plantings—more than 40 wine 
grape varieties are grown here.

“What’s really wonderful in New York 
is we were able to forge our own path 

and produce varieties that really are not 
seen elsewhere,” says Meaghan Frank, vice 
president of Dr. Konstantin Frank Winery. 
“There’s been a lot of experimentation 
with varieties that are thriving and not 
really well known, like Rkatsiteli.” 

Now that New York's terroir is 
recognized internationally, top vintners 
are putting down roots in New York’s 
vineyards, such as the Rhône Valley’s Louis 
Barruol with Forge Cellars on Seneca Lake.

While the Finger Lakes has become 
known for Riesling, local vintners have 
been experimenting with even more 
varieties and styles in recent years. The 
region’s reds, made from varieties like 
Cabernet Franc, Lemberger, and Pinot 
Noir, garner attention for their depth and 
vibrancy, and many are returning to the 
tradition of sparkling winemaking.

“For me, the Finger Lakes is an exciting 
place because I can push things without 
them going over the top,” says Bates, who 
focuses on lesser-known varieties. “I have 
this ability to make a style of wine more in 
line with what I believe represents great 
wine: herbal, savory, and minerally.”   

Further downstate, where vineyards 
have been planted to a range of grapes, 
and blends are common, curiosity has 
resulted in a wonderful breadth of wines.

“It’s a culture of discovery, innovation, 
and open-mindedness, and that’s how my 
family and I approach it,” says Kareem 
Massoud, winemaker of Paumanok 
Vineyards and Palmer Vineyards on the 
North Fork of Long Island. “In the Old 
World, some may have their hands tied by 
tradition; we don’t have that.”

Alongside Long Island’s red, white, 
and rosé wines from familiar grapes like 
Merlot, Cabernet Franc, Sauvignon Blanc, 
and Chardonnay, obscure varieties have 
created coveted bottles, like Paumanok’s 
Chenin Blanc and Channing Daughters’ 
Blaufränkisch. And in the Hudson River 
Region, owner John Dyson’s travels to Italy 
have made Tocai Friulano the flagship 
grape of Millbrook Vineyards.

Recently, producers have also begun 
to make quality wines from hybrid grapes 
like Cayuga White and Catawba. “Not 
having the spotlight has created the effect 
of letting producers experiment and 
figure out what they’d like to do, and not 
be forced into a box,” says Frank.

EMBRACED NEAR AND FAR
As New York wine evolves, the wine 
trade embraces the state as a premier 
wine-producing region. Many New York 
City wine lists and retail shops include 
bottles from New York’s wine regions, and 
New York wines are increasingly being 
distributed across the country.

More buyers are also realizing 
that sourcing high-quality wines from 
local wineries is far more sustainable. 
“How can you preach sustainability and 
environmental protection, and not preach 
local?” says Yannick Benjamin, the owner 
of the Contento in New York City.

Consumers are taking notice as well, 
making New York part of their regular 
wine-buying repertoire and exploring the 
many facets of the state’s wines. “They’re 
more educated, they’re drinking more 
wine, and they already have an expectation 
that New York is making great wine," says 
Gabriella Macari of Macari Vineyards on 
the North Fork of Long Island. 

Though there’s never been a better 
time to buy, sell, or drink New York wine, 
stay tuned for what’s ahead—New York’s 
wine renaissance is just beginning. n

New York's dynamic wine industry is built upon a culture 
of experimentation.

New York's vineyards are planted to more than 40 
varieties that range from the classic to the obscure.



T equila is among the fastest-grow-
ing spirits categories on shelves 
today, and that success is largely 
driven by premium expressions, 

handcrafted from 100 percent blue agave. 
Consumers are realizing that not all tequi-
las are equal, motivating them to increas-
ingly reach for high-quality brands like 
Camarena, a multigenerational tequila 
producer that honors its heritage while 
producing the tequilas of the future.

2020 was a banner year for Camarena, 
with the award-winning brand experienc-
ing sales growth of more than 30 percent 
in a 12-month period. “A new understand-
ing of the depth of flavor, levels of quality, 
and potential uses of tequila is taking place 
throughout the U.S.,” says Brandon Lieb, 
the vice president of spirits for E. & J. Gallo.

Much of Camarena’s core identity 
aligns perfectly with what Americans are 

seeking from their spirits choices these 
days. For one, Camarena offers a distinct 
sense of place. Produced in the town of 
Arandas, it exists at the very heart of 
artisanal highland tequila production. 
Here, volcanic, mineral-rich soil imparts 
the native agave with alluring herbal aro-
mas and a tantalizing taste of citrus.

Camarena Silver Tequila is a ster-
ling showcase of this local terroir, well-
rounded in its approach and exceptional-
ly smooth on the palate. In the reposado, 
an elegant base is girded by layers of va-
nilla, marzipan, and a top-note of toasted 
caramel. Both expressions work excep-
tionally well in a wide range of cocktails. 

But you’ll probably want to reserve 
the rich and robust añejo exclusively for 
neat pours. Matured in fine oak for over 
a year, it embodies the grace and finesse 
of an impeccable barrel program, exhib-
iting enough color and complexity to 
go toe-to-toe against Cognacs 10 times  
its age. 

LEGACY MEETS INNOVATION
The Camarena family has a long legacy 
of tequila artistry, a heritage evidenced 
in the fine nuances of its premium spir-
its. This legendary bloodline helped put 
tequila on the map, and every bottle tells 
a story. Today, the Camarena team still 
hand-harvests agave and cooks it in tra-
ditional ovens; in fact, many aspects of 
fermentation and distillation remain the 
way the family did them more than 200 
years ago. 

But at the same time, Camarena has 
embraced innovation, working to seam-
lessly integrate modern practices with the 
family’s traditions. In recent years, Ca-
marena has developed proprietary meth-
ods to help maximize sustainability while 
strengthening the character of the under-
lying spirit. 

Patiently waiting in the warehouse to-
day are the very casks that will make for 
the innovative extra-aged offerings of to-
morrow. So while Camarena continues to 
honor their proud past in every ounce of 
liquid that rolls off the still, they’re also 
keeping a steady eye on what lies ahead.

“We are confident in the future of pre-
mium tequila, and we’re excited to be a 
part of it,” says Lieb. n

BRAND PROFILE

“We are confident 
in the future of 
premium tequila, and 
we’re excited to be a 
part of it.” 

— Brandon Lieb, E. & J. Gallo
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PREMIUM TEQUILA’S 
FOUNDING FAMILY
BACKED BY A RICH HERITAGE, CAMARENA IS 
PUSHING THIS SOARING CATEGORY FORWARD 
WITH ITS HANDCRAFTED TEQUILAS

Aged in oak barrels for 60 days, Camarena Reposado 
has layers of vanilla, marzipan, and toasted caramel.

Camarena Silver showcases the terroir of the Arandas 
Highlands with its citrus and herbal notes.
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For more than 25 years, Lapostolle 
has set the standard for Chilean 
winemaking, creating world-class 
wines that celebrate the phenom-

enal terroirs of Chile while employing the 
French winemaking tradition of blending. 
But while Lapostolle works with several 
vineyards across the country, their heart 
lies in the Apalta Valley, a special, horse-
shoe-shaped pocket of Colchagua where 
the Lapostolle winery lies.

This influential producer was one of 
the first to recognize the potential power 
of the Apalta Valley, creating a Chilean 
icon with their stunning Clos Apalta, and 
now Lapostolle gets to celebrate that ter-
roir anew with the official designation of 
the Apalta DO, which came in 2018. Though 
Lapostolle’s wines have long showcased 
the merits of this unique valley, the just-
released Apalta Red 2018 is the first to 
bear the Apalta DO designation.

“The Apalta DO has unique condi-
tions that allow red grape varieties to 
thrive,” says Charles de Bournet Marnier-
Lapostolle, Lapostolle’s CEO and the son 
of founder Alexandra Marnier-Lapostolle 
and her husband Cyril de Bournet. 

This mostly south-facing amphi-
theater of granitic hillsides is planted 
to grapevines from 600 to over 1200 feet 
above sea level. Because it isn’t an enclosed 
valley, the vines benefit from sunshine 
without intense heat, resulting in elegant, 
well-balanced red wines with concentra-
tion, nuance, and acidity.

This is evident in the Apalta Red, 
a blend of Cabernet Sauvignon, Syrah, 

and Carménère. “The Apalta Red 2018 is 
farmed to preserve a sense of place,” says 
de Bournet, pointing to red-fruited fla-
vors, precise acidity, and lively tannins as 
elements of the Apalta DO. 

Technical director and winemaker An-
drea Léon works with world-class consult-
ing winemaker Michel Rolland to coax out 
the best of Apalta while seamlessly blend-
ing the best of each grape variety to create 
“a well-balanced, multidimensional wine,” 
adds de Bournet. The Apalta Red is a clas-
sic expression of Cabernet Sauvignon, he 
says, with spicy flavors and juicy tannins 
from Carménère, and floral aromas and 
length from Syrah.

Following in the footsteps of the 
blockbuster Clos Apalta and the varietal 
Cuvée Alexandre wines, Apalta Red is La-
postolle’s third wine from Apalta. Though 
it shares the same origin and expertise as 
its better-known counterparts, the Apalta 
Red is more widely available, sharing the 
merits of the Apalta DO at an approach-
able price point (SRP $20).

It was Lapostolle who first stunned the 
world with remarkably complex and long-
lived reds from the Apalta Valley, and it is 
this pioneering producer who will contin-
ue to bring Apalta to consumers across the 
U.S. under its officially recognized banner. 
With the Lapostolle Apalta Red, American 
wine lovers now have a way to enjoy the 
Apalta Valley every day. n

CELEBRATING APALTA WITH 
THE VALLEY’S PIONEERS
A LONGTIME CHAMPION OF THE APALTA VALLEY, 
LAPOSTOLLE SHOWCASES THE REGION’S TREASURES 
WITH THEIR FIRST RELEASE FEATURING THE 
NEWLY-RECOGNIZED APALTA DO: APALTA RED 2018

BY LESLIE SUPER

The horseshoe-shaped Apalta DO's south-facing, 
granitic hillsides craft elegant, layered red wines.

Seventh-generation family member Charles de Bournet 
Marnier-Lapostolle now helms Lapostolle as CEO.



© Imported by Winebow, Inc., New York, NY

  
   . . .

French winemaking and blending 
expertise combined with Chilean 

terroir at its best.
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When wine lovers open a bottle 
of William Hill Cabernet Sau-
vignon, they likely notice its 
rich structure. However, they 

likely don’t realize that behind such excel-
lence is senior quality manager Christine 
Benz. The same can be said of wines from 
Louis M. Martini’s Monte Rosso vine-
yard, helmed by vineyard manager Brenae 
Royal, and sips of La Marca Prosecco, de-
livered to U.S. shores by export manager 
Claudia Manetta. 

Women are integral to the wine in-
dustry, a growing reflection of positive 
changes in a traditionally male-domi-
nated trade, but a significant gender gap 
persists. According to a 2019 Women of 
the Vine and Spirits (WOTVS) Women in 
the Workplace report, just 16 percent of 

the wine industry’s vice president-level 
employees are women, and according to 
a 2020 Women Winemakers of California 
report, women hold just 14 percent of Cali-
fornia’s lead winemaker positions.

 E. & J. Gallo Winery’s Women Behind 
the Wine (WBTW) program knows the 
industry can do better. Now in its third 
year, WBTW celebrates the women be-
hind Gallo’s most iconic brands through 
storytelling while creating opportunities 
for the next generation of women in wine 
through the WBTW Scholarship Fund, in 
partnership with the WOTVS Foundation. 

“We all have a responsibility to help 
forge and support the paths for women in 
wine and spirits careers, as well as to help 
women find environments in which they 
will be supported and have their efforts 
celebrated,” says Megan Ford, the director 
of commerce marketing for E. & J. Gallo 
Winery. Now seeking nominations for 
the 2021 class of scholarship recipients, 
WOTVS and WBTW are working to create 
more diverse and equitable beverage and 
hospitality industries by giving women 
access to both education and mentorship 
through the WBTW Scholarship Fund.

“Gallo wanted to do its part to help 
close the gap by funding a platform that 
not only celebrates women that have bro-
ken barriers in the industry, but also em-

powers the next generation of leaders,” 
Ford says. Since the program’s launch in 
2019, the WBTW Scholarship Fund has 
provided 45 scholarships to women with 
diverse backgrounds and interests across 
the U.S. and U.K., empowering them to 
further their education and careers. 

Paving the way for more women of 
diverse backgrounds to build wine and 
spirits careers will also serve to further 
the beverage and hospitality industries 
as a whole; Ford believes that unique 
perspectives and new ideas will make our 
industry “more innovative, interesting, 
and daring."

These grants also seek to address is-
sues of inequity that historically shut out 
BIPOC women. “I'm especially proud of 
the diversity among our scholarship win-
ners,” says Gina Gallo, the vice president of 
estate winemaking at E. &  J. Gallo. “They 
represent the strong, thriving community 
of women at every level and in every disci-
pline within the wine and spirits business 
and we are proud to help support them.”

“Education gives us power,” adds Gal-
lo. “Every new voice makes our industry 
stronger and more dynamic.” n

BREAKING WINE’S GLASS CEILING
NOW IN ITS THIRD YEAR, WOMEN BEHIND THE WINE CELEBRATES THE 
CURRENT GENERATION OF WOMEN IN WINE AND SPIRITS AND PROVIDES 
OPPORTUNITIES TO THE NEXT

TOP LEFT: Barbara Widmer of Brancaia  
TOP RIGHT: Nicole Hitchcock, J. Vineyards and Winery; 
Katie Vogt, Louis M. Martini; and Brenae Royal, 
Louis M. Martini

Claudia Manetta, La Marca Prosecco, and  
Liz Comte-Monk, Fleur de Mer





NEW 
PRODUCTS

1 3

NEW 
PRODUCTS

64 52

1. DEEP EDDY LIME
Deep Eddy Vodka, one of the fastest-growing 
American-made spirits brands, has launched 
Deep Eddy Lime, made with real lime juice and 
built on the foundation of the ten-time distilled 
original vodka handcrafted in small batches at 
their Texas-based distillery. In addition to Lime, 
Deep Eddy Vodka’s portfolio includes Original 
Vodka, Orange, Peach, Lemon, Ruby Red, 
Cranberry and Sweet Tea. Deep Eddy Lime will 
be supported in trade and consumer media, 
social media, out of home displays, and retail 
point-of-sale.

2. KOMOS REPOSADO ROSA TEQUILA
Casa Komos Beverage Group now offers 
Tequila Komos Reposado Rosa, a result 
of blending tequila-making with European 
winemaking techniques. Komos blanco 
tequila is aged in once-used, red wine 
French oak barrels. Once the tequila has 
picked up flavors and a pink hue from 
the barrels, it is stored and tumbled in 
amphorae, and then bottled in an opaque 
bottle, just like red wine, to preserve the 
color and aromas.

3. FRENCH GIN XII 
Crillon Importers ltd. has added a dry gin 
crafted in Provence, Gin XII, incorporating 
12 herbs and spices. Gin XII takes full 
advantage of its Haute-Provence terroir 
and its subtle blend of herbs—the dominant 
taste of juniper with thyme, iris, coriander, 
rosemary, mint, basil, angelica, grains 
of paradise, eucalyptus, almond and 
cardamom. The 84 proof gin stands out for 
its fresh, menthol, floral, and slightly spicy 
notes. The 12 ingredients are listed by order 
of importance on the label. 

  SRP: $19.99   SRP: $99.99   SRP: $39.99
 deepeddyvodka.com  komos.com  crillonimportersltd.com

4. TIA MARIA COFFEE FRAPPÉ RTD 
Tia Maria has unveiled a new ready-to-drink 
cocktail, the Iced Coffee Frappé. The four 
percent abv offering is available nationwide in 
200 milliliter four-packs. The ready-to-drink 
cocktail features a cold brew method and 
nitro technology and is made with coffee, Tia 
Maria and milk. The nitro technology creates 
a velvety foam when the can is first opened 
to ensure the maximum product quality, 
consistency and a multisensory experience for 
the consumer.

5. PROEMIO RED BLEND WINE
Proemio Red Blend from 1821 Fine Wine & 
Spirits is a single vineyard wine made from 
organic grapes that are Fair Trade certified 
and comes from Maipú in Mendoza, 
Argentina. Made from 50 percent Malbec, 25 
percent Cabernet Sauvignon and 25 percent 
Petit Verdot grapes that are manually 
harvested and fermented in small concrete 
vats with indigenous yeasts, the wine is 
unfined and unfiltered, and aged eight 
months in French oak barrels.  

6. DOGFISH HEAD CANNED COCKTAILS
One of America’s earliest craft distilleries, 
Dogfish Head, announces the national 
launch of its ready-to-drink canned 
cocktails. The distillery’s lineup includes 
three off-centered recipes—Blueberry Shrub 
Vodka Soda, Strawberry and Honeyberry 
Vodka Lemonade and Cherry Bergamot 
Whiskey Sour. Each recipe was crafted using 
Dogfish Head Distilling Co.’s house-made 
spirits combined with all-natural culinary 
ingredients. Available in four-packs of 355 
milliliter slim cans at 14 proof. 

  SRP: $10 per 4-pack   SRP: $15.99   SRP: $13.99 per 4-pack
 tiamaria.com  proemiowines.com.com  dogfish.com
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7. BAILEYS DELICIOUSLY LIGHT
Baileys has launched Baileys Deliciously Light, 
the latest addition to the Baileys portfolio, 
made with 40 percent less sugar and 40 
percent fewer calories than Baileys Original 
Irish Cream. Featuring a flavor similar to 
standard Baileys, with cream from Ireland 
combined with Irish whiskey, other spirits, and 
cocoa and vanilla flavors, this lighter option 
can be enjoyed in a variety of ways including 
over ice, chilled, in a smoothie or with hot, iced 
or whipped coffee.

8. CARPINETO BRUNELLO RISERVA 
Carpineto is introducing their first ever 
Brunello di Montalcino Riserva DOCG. This 
Riserva comes from a small plot within their 
estate owned vines in the vineyard at one of 
the highest elevations within the Montalcino 
region. The 100 percent Sangiovese 
Grosso grapes are hand-picked and after 
vinification with indigenous yeasts in steel 
tanks at a controlled temperature, the wine 
matures for at least 42 months in medium 
toast Slavonian oak barrels and 18 months in 
bottle before release.

9. DAHLIA CRISTALINO TEQUILA
Founders of Mezcal El Silencio, Fausto 
Zapata and Vicente Cisneros, have 
announced their venture into the premium 
tequila category with the launch of Dahlia 
Cristalino. The expression represents the 
brand’s first new offering since the 2013 
debut of their mezcal and is a celebration of 
the national flower of Mexico. A 100 percent 
Blue Weber agave reposado tequila that 
is then filtered through activated charcoal, 
Dahlia is the latest entrant in the cristalino 
tequila sub-category.

  SRP: $24.99   SRP: $135   SRP: $39.99
 baileys.com  carpiento.com  tequiladahlia.com

10. MARTINI & ROSSI FIERO VERMOUTH
Martini & Rossi introduces Fiero, made with a 
blend of white wines and botanicals including 
sweet Spanish oranges grown in Murcia, 
hand-peeled and sun-dried to protect the 
essential oils in the peel. While the orange peel 
provides the aperitivo vermouth’s citrus notes, 
botanicals artemisia absinthium and artemisia 
pontica—both harvested in the village of 
Pancallieri in Turin—contribute the signature 
bitterness and herbal aromatics that are the 
distinguishing characteristic of Italian aperitivo 
drinks. 30 proof. 

11. BOMBAY SAPPHIRE CANNED 
COCKTAILS
Bombay Sapphire Gin introduced its first 
line of canned cocktails—Bombay Sapphire 
Gin & Tonic and Gin & Tonic Light available 
in 250 milliliter cans in a four-pack. The 
brainchild of Bacardi Limited’s master 
of botanicals Ivano Tonutti and Bombay 
Sapphire master distiller Anne Brock, the 
11.8 proof line of ready-to-drink cocktails 
was designed to stay chilled during the time 
of consumption.

12. GREY GOOSE ESSENCES 
From the leading French vodka brand 
comes Grey Goose Essences, a new line of 
vodkas infused with real fruit and botanical 
essences, with no artificial flavors. Crafted 
with natural ingredients from France, Spain, 
Thailand and Sri Lanka, the 60 proof Grey 
Goose Essences taste of fresh fruit and cold 
distilled botanicals in each vibrant flavor: 
Strawberry and Lemongrass, White Peach 
and Rosemary, and Watermelon and Basil. 
No sugar added.

  SRP: $17.99   SRP: $12.99 per 4-pack   SRP: $29.99
 martini.com  bombaysapphire.com  greygoose.com



These blockbuster sales come as cannabis 
legalization becomes far more widespread; 
only three states—Idaho, Kansas, and Ne-
braska—lack some form of legal cannabis, 
according to the National Cannabis Indus-
try Association. New Jersey and Arizona, 
among others, passed adult recreational 
use of cannabis this past November, and 
New York is poised to be next. 

While past studies have been mixed 
on whether cannabis legalization impacts 
alcohol sales, health and wellness have 
increasingly become consumer priorities, 
and 81 percent of cannabis consumers be-
lieve that cannabis is safer than alcohol, 
according to a New Frontier Data survey. 
Increasingly, alcohol companies have been 
hedging their bets and making significant 

investments in cannabis—specifically, the 
cannabis beverage space.

Constellation Brands made news in 2017 
with its investment in Canadian cannabis 
company Canopy Growth; since then, it has 
upped its stake in Canopy, even as Constella-
tion reportedly lost millions as a result. This 
set into motion a chain of alcohol companies 
making moves: A Canadian subsidiary of 
Southern Glazer’s, Great North Distributors, 
began distributing cannabis brand Aph-
ria in 2018, and in early 2021 Molson Coors 
launched Truss, a CBD sparkling water. Both 
Lagunitas (owned by Heineken) and Pabst 
have launched THC-infused beverages.

he tide is changing for cannabis in the U.S., and the beverage 
alcohol industry is noticing—and increasingly, getting in on the 
game. Cannabis sales in the U.S. are expected to reach $16.2 
billion in 2021, with cannabis beverage sales comprising $1 

billion of that, according to BDS Analytics. 
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INDUSTRY FOCUS

THE ALCOHOL INDUSTRY 
GETS INTO THE CANNABIS GAME
AS LEGALIZATION INCREASES, MAJOR BEVERAGE ALCOHOL COMPANIES 
ARE INVESTING IN CANNABIS BEVERAGES. COULD THIS HELP LEGITIMIZE  
THE CATEGORY?

BY RYAN MALKIN
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Despite talk of cannabis as a threat to 
alcohol, many see opportunity in the can-
nabis space. Can beverage alcohol’s influ-
ence help cannabis beverages overcome 
persisting legal and financial challenges?

Opportunities to Lead
The cannabis beverage market includes 
two main categories: THC beverages and 
hemp-derived CBD beverages. Each is 
subject to its own legal requirements and 
therefore different paths to market. How-
ever, they attract consumers for similar 
reasons: Nonalcoholic and boasting low or 
no calories, cannabis beverages are seen 
as healthy alternatives to alcohol.

Cannabidiol, or CBD, is the most com-
mon of the many cannabinoids found in 
the cannabis sativa L. plant, from which 
both marijuana and hemp are derived. 
The 2018 Farm Bill removed hemp, 
which contains only trace amounts of 
tetrahydrocannabinol, or THC, from the 
U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration’s 
Schedule I list of controlled substances. 
Meanwhile, marijuana, which contains 

more than 0.3 percent THC, remains a 
controlled substance. 

Because CBD is typically derived from 
hemp, there’s been an influx of hemp-
derived CBD products, from oils to hair 
products. Canopy estimates the demand 
for hemp-derived CBD products will be 
$10 billion by 2023, with CBD beverages 
approximately $1.1 billion of that. 

“Cannabis is benefiting from the over-
all shift towards health and wellness, with 
millennials drinking less alcohol,” says  
Robert Davis, co-founder of ALT, a liquid 
cannabis company that allows consumers 
to add THC to any beverage.” Douglas Sie-
gel, another beverage alcohol insider (most 
recently of Allied Beverage Group) saw the 
same trend towards health in the bever-
age space and created Zolt, a hemp powder 
blended with “superherbs” designed to add 
to cocktails and nonalcoholic drinks. 

Interestingly, with these new prod-
ucts, most of the beverage alcohol com-
panies investing in cannabis are losing 
the one thing they’ve become experts in: 
alcohol. THC and CBD are not allowed in 
alcoholic beverages, though the TTB does 
allow hemp in beverage alcohol products 
if producers follow their hemp policy. 
However, hemp-infused beverage alcohol 
products are not yet popular; there were 
just 15 labels approved in 2020 and none 
so far this year.

As a case study for cannabis, Colorado 
continues to be the model, and post-COVID, 
Colorado’s social use licenses—which allow 
businesses to sell cannabis to adults for on-
premise, recreational consumption—are 
expected to drive significant growth within 
cannabis beverages by bringing cannabis 
into hospitality spaces. “This will open up 
a whole new avenue for sales,” says Eric 
Knutson, the founder of cannabis beverage 
company Keef Brands and formulator 

of the cannabis portion of Ceria, a THC-
infused, nonalcoholic craft beer from Blue 
Moon former master brewer.

In addition to legalization, better can-
nabis beverage technology has allowed 
beverage alcohol brands more easily enter 
the beverage space. Companies like SōRSE 
Technology have found ways to make CBD, 
THC, hop oil, and other terpenes water 
soluble, which creates a faster and more 
predictable onset after cannabis beverage 
consumption. Consistency, which has long 
been one of the criticisms of cannabis food 
and drinks, is catching up to beverage alco-
hol and lending credibility to the category.

Companies like the Constellation-
backed Canopy Growth—which recently 
debuted into the U.S. market with Qua-
treau, a CBD sparkling water with four 
flavors—see an opportunity to lead the 
still-growing cannabis beverage market. 
“There are a lot of players but no key na-
tional market leader,” says Tara Roza-
lowsky, the company’s vice president of 
beverages and edibles.

Cannabis beverages that have the 
backing of an established beverage alcohol 
company may be poised to snag that top 
spot more quickly. “Constellation’s huge 
distribution network enables national 
scale and allows us to accelerate bringing 
products to market,” says Rozalowsky.

Regulatory Challenges
Though increased cannabis legalization 
has allowed cannabis beverages to be-
come more prevalent, the category still 
has legal hurdles and market challenges 
to overcome. Even though THC products 
are permitted for recreational use in few-

LEFT:  Canopy Growth, backed by Constellation, recently 
debuted Quatreau, a CBD sparkling water in four flavors 
//  RIGHT: ALT Life, a portable, liquid cannabis company, 
allows consumers to add THC to add to any beverage.

Cannabis sales in the 
U.S. are expected to 
reach $16.2 billion in 2021, 
with cannabis beverage 
sales comprising 
$1 billion of that.
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er states, THC beverage products have a 
clearer path to market: Producers can 
obtain licenses to become the dispensary 
or sell to dispensaries. 

However, the FDA has been unable to 
provide the same clear path with hemp-
derived CBD food and beverage products, 
despite broader legality of CBD products 
in general, which is slowing down growth 
on that side of the category. CBD is a gray 
area because the FDA prohibits the use of 
CBD in food and beverage products, says 
Austin Stevenson, the CIO of Vertosa, 
which provides the cannabis emulsion 
used in Pabst’s THC seltzer, among others.

“CBD is not generally regarded as safe,” 
explains Ashley Simpson, senior counsel 

with the Denver-based Hoban Law Group. 
“It’s used in Epidiolex, a prescription drug, 
and you can’t put drug ingredients in food.” 
However, more products are entering 
the market, she says, because the FDA 
simply has limited bandwidth to enforce 
violations, so it only targets “unapproved 
new drugs,” which include CBD products 
making medical claims (such as curing 
cancer or depression). Congress re-
introduced legislation in February to make 
hemp-derived CBD lawful for use.

This year could be a landmark one 
for cannabis. Thanks to the incoming 
Democratic administration and public 
policy statements, Bob Hoban, the president 
of and founder of Hoban Law Group, 
suggests cannabis will be decriminalized in 
2021. “States should have the right to define 
use in the state,” he says, noting that post-
COVID economic recovery is motivating 
states to legalize cannabis.

Even without complete federal legal-
ization, passage of the Safe Banking Act 
(introduced in 2019) would give the canna-
bis industry access to financing. Because 
cannabis is federally illegal, banks cannot 
accept money from cannabis businesses. 
The Safe Banking Act would allow canna-
bis companies to bank with FDIC institu-
tions, a huge win for cannabis. 

“To scale these businesses we need 
tools like debt or PO financing to make 
larger orders and drive costs down,” 
explains Vertosa’s Stevenson.

Still, it’s a challenge for consumers 
to embrace cannabis beverages for 
casual social consumption when a six-
pack can cost $60 in some states, says 
Adam Stites, the CEO of THC and CBD 
beverage producer Mirth Provisions. 
“The tax burden is unfairly leveled on 
cannabis,” he notes. 

For instance, the tax on a 12-ounce 
can of Bud Light is approximately $.12, 
while the tax for a 12-ounce can of Mirth 
Provisions THC Legal Tonic is $5.53. That 
results in a $1.21 price tag for the Bud 
Light versus $9.76 for Legal Tonic, making 
it difficult to add new customers. “Long-
term, how sustainable is the THC side [of 
business] if we can’t add new customers?” 
asks Stites. 

Helping lobby for tax relief and push 
cannabis beverages to $5 per unit or less 
is the Cannabis Beverage Association, 
which represents this growing segment 
of the cannabis industry, and as more 
beverage alcohol-related companies—
like Pabst Labs, a Cannabis Beverage 
Association member—invest in the cat-
egory, momentum is sure to grow. No 
strangers to legislation lobbying, the 
support of big beverage alcohol busi-
nesses could give cannabis beverages a 
real seat at the social libations table.  ■

ABOVE:  Vertosa provides the cannabis emulsion used in 
Pabst's THC seltzer, among others. / Austin Stevenson, 
CIO of Vertosa.

Cannabis beverages that 
have the backing of an 
established beverage 
alcohol company may be 
poised to snag the top 
spot more quickly.
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Austin Stevenson

Bob Hoban



Greenmount Station 
Hampstead, MD

Hallaton  
Geosynthetics 

Sparks, MD

McDonogh School -- 
Dorms & Classrooms 
Owings Mills, MD

2020-2021 Satisfied Customers

Dr. Lori Andochick, 
Dentist 

Frederick, MD

Black Forest Restaurant, Fallston l Café Troia Restaurant, Towson 
Blaze Pizza, Towson l Clear Spring Liquors, Hagerstown  

Greenmount Station, Hampstead
McDonogh School (Dorms and Classrooms) Owings Mills

Todd Harman, Hallaton Geosynthetics Office, Sparks
Dr. Lori Andochick, Dentist Office, Frederick 

Dr. Susan Brinkley, Examination Room, Frederick
Bob Burch, Allstate Insurance Office, Carney

Phil Dorsey Law Office, Leonardtown
Jennifer Littleton, Artist Studio/Home, Towson 

Waverly Construction, Baltimore 
Philadelphia Tavern Bed and Breakfast, Manassas

Scott and Sharon Cook, Home, Spotsylvania
Dr. Jack Gordon, Home, Towson l Tom Carolan, Home, Timonium

Susan Habicht, Home, Timonium l  Wanda Calypso, Home, Mount Airy
Tracy LeBarron, Home, Williamsport l  Cathy Thompson, Home, Street

Dave and Brandi, Home, Point of Rocks 
Dianna Murk Russell, Home, Jarrettsville

David Sieck, Home, Worthington Ridge l David Brinkley, Home, Mount Airy

Being proactive is having the best offense with the defense Vollara Pros 
bring. This 2020 technology should be in every home too from now on.  

The ability to see the units in action saying, “we care enough about you 
to provide the best”-  NASA developed FDA Certified Covid Kill.

Assure your customers that the AIR they breathe 
and the SURFACES they touch are VIRUS FREE!  
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So says Joe Gray, proprietor of Festival Wine & Spirits in An-
napolis' Festival at Riva Shopping Center. Gray is one of many 
packaged goods store operators statewide who's alarmed that 
the Legislature year in and year out considers allowing major su-
permarkets and big-box retailers to sell beer, wine, and possibly 
spirits.

"I don't think people understand the ramifications of what 
chain stores can do to small businesses," he told me during a 
recent interview. "When big chains take over and push out the 
mom-and-pops, customers lose variety. They lose service. You 
won't go into a grocery store and find somebody like me there to 
explain a wine to you. You completely lose that kind of service. 
The variety will suffer too. A chain store will basically go towards 
the streamlined stuff. I don't know if consumers or legislators re-
ally understand that."

But it's part of Gray's side job as President of the Anne Arun-
del County Licensed Beverage Association (AACLBA), an affiliate 
of the Maryland State Licensed Beverage Association, to make 

as many people understand as possible. It's all about getting the 
word out and showing strength in numbers.

"Association membership will make you more aware of what's 
going on and the power of the state Legislature and how it can 
change your whole world," he stated. "We try our best to get 
our message out. But sometimes it just doesn't sink through to 
people. We need all of the support we can get."

He continued, "I've seen the importance of people paying 
attention. It's been a couple of years since I moved into the Presi-
dent's role. It's been especially hard this past year with all our 
Zoom meetings and distancing. We just want to make sure things 
don't slip through the cracks, especially now with people pay-
ing a lot more attention to their personal issues, their businesses, 
and their families [amid the pandemic]. We worry that some chain 
measures will get pushed through when we're not paying atten-
tion. We're trying to make sure that doesn't happen."

Gray has been making it happen in the business since he was 
a teenager, following in his father Robert Gray's footsteps. The 
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FESTIVAL 
WINE & SPIRITS 

There's No Gray AreA 
Chains have to stay out!

"Giant Food is great for my business. It's the anchor of my shopping center. But I'm two 
doors down. If they were permitted to sell beer and wine, I would be out of business!"
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Gray family first owned 
a liquor store and deli 
in Edgewater, which 
they sold in 1999. A 
year later, Robert and 
a cousin opened up 
Waugh Chapel Wine 
& Spirits, which they 
have since sold. In Au-
gust 2010, the family took 
ownership of Festival Wine 
& Spirits. 

Sadly, his dad passed away last 
June of cancer. But he had instilled in his 
offspring a strong work ethic. "Everything 
I have is because of my dad," said Gray. 
"Working beside him for most of my life, I 
got to see how much of a hard worker he 
was. A lot of people own businesses, and 
they let other people run them. Festival is 
run by my brother, Jim, and myself. And 
like our dad, we're very hands on. We're 
full-time workers here, and we lead by ex-
ample. Our employees see our hard work 
and dedication, and it trickles down."

At Festival, customer service is para-
mount. "I love interacting with my cus-
tomers," Gray said. "We've long been a 
wine store. Our first eight years at Fes-

tival, our sales were 
probably 50 percent 
wine. There's a lot 
of interaction when 
you are dealing with 
wine and people. It 
makes you feel good 

when you help some-
one pick out a bottle, 

and they come back and 
tell you, 'That was a great 

choice!'"
In recent years, the Gray brothers 

have expanded into craft beers. In 2018, 
Festival Wine & Spirits expanded its cool-
er from 11 doors to 17 doors because 
of the more aggressive move they had 
planned towards craft beers. "Sales are 
way up as a result," Gray touted. " We've 
just been trying to follow the trends of the 
market. This extends to local products. 
With Maryland wines, we carry Boordy, St, 
Michaels, Fiore, Linganore, and more. It's 
the same with craft beer. We carry every-
thing from Calvert Brewing and Jailbreak 
to DuClaw and Manor Hill. The market is 
full of home-grown stuff, and we do our 
best to support our locals."

But first and foremost, he and his col-

leagues have to fend off the chains. "It's 
what we talk about in all of our meet-
ings," he concluded. "'What does the 
threat look like this year?' We have to re-
main vigilant!" n

"I don't think 

people understand 

the ramifications of 

what chain stores can 

do to small  

businesses,"

JOE GRAY 
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Kutskova Premium Vodka is now celebrating 20-plus years 
in the U.S. market with a renewed push to remind con-
sumers it is an authentic Russian import that retails for a 
domestic price. Christopher Lombardi, President of CL 

Brands, is captaining this effort. "I work with only a few suppliers," 
he said during a recent interview with the Beverage Journal, "and 
my main focus is Kutskova. That's my baby that I go to the market 
with."

There are only six pure Russian distilleries allowed to ship 
out of Russia, and Kutskova is one of them. It's a brand that was 
built in the state of Maryland in its infancy and is now sold in such 
other states as California, New York, New Jersey, and Florida. But 
Maryland was where it first excelled and garnered such positive 
feedback from retailers. 

  
THE QUALITY AND TASTE

   
Kutskova is five times distilled with Luxe wheat -- the same 

wheat used by other premium vodkas -- and three times filtered 
through birch charcoal and diamond quartz sands. The Luxe gives 
Kutskova a smoothness. It goes down smooth when you drink it 
straight. 

It should be noted that Kutskova uses modern equipment and 
cutting-edge technology to mix water and alcohol. Lombardi has 
seen the results of this in the numerous tastings he's held in and 
around Maryland. He noted, "Everybody I speak to comes away 
from tasting it a bit surprised and saying the same thing. 'It's got 
a touch of sweetness to it!' I don't see the eyes squint when they 
drink it straight." This is likely due to the artesian spring water Kut-
sokova uses from underground. It's filtered and clean to give the 
vodka that nice, little hint of sweetness that comes in at the end on 
the palette.

THE DESIGN

Thanks to a 2019 re-design, Kutsokova Premium Vodka now 
features bright and vibrant label art with blue lettering that makes 
each bottle pop on store shelves. Conveying the most important 
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PREMIUM RUSSIAN VODKA 
AT AN AFFORDABLE AMERICAN PRICE



M A G A Z I N E

SUPERB/HIGHLY RECOMMENDED

DOUBLE
GOLD

C O M P E T I T I O NC O M P E T I T I O N

W O R L DW O R L D
S A N  F R A N C I S C OS A N  F R A N C I S C O

2 0 0 52 0 0 5

S P I R I T SS P I R I T S

D O U B L E
G O L D

D O U B L E
G O L D

C O M P E T I T I O NC O M P E T I T I O N

W O R L DW O R L D
S A N  F R A N C I S C OS A N  F R A N C I S C O

2 0 0 52 0 0 5

S P I R I T SS P I R I T S

D O U B L E
G O L D

D O U B L E
G O L D

C
ELE B R ATIN

G20
years

Premium
Russian Vodka

1499$
1,75 L

PRODUCT OF RUSSIA IMPORTED BY EVERUS CO., LLC., WILMINGTON, DE

M A G A Z I N E

SUPERB/HIGHLY RECOMMENDED

DOUBLE
GOLD

C O M P E T I T I O NC O M P E T I T I O N

W O R L DW O R L D
S A N  F R A N C I S C OS A N  F R A N C I S C O

2 0 0 52 0 0 5

S P I R I T SS P I R I T S

D O U B L E
G O L D

D O U B L E
G O L D

C O M P E T I T I O NC O M P E T I T I O N

W O R L DW O R L D
S A N  F R A N C I S C OS A N  F R A N C I S C O

2 0 0 52 0 0 5

S P I R I T SS P I R I T S

D O U B L E
G O L D

D O U B L E
G O L D

C
ELE B R ATIN

G20
years

Premium
Russian Vodka

1499$
1,75 L

PRODUCT OF RUSSIA IMPORTED BY EVERUS CO., LLC., WILMINGTON, DE

Premium Russian Vodka  
is back with a new design.

Call Chris Lombardi  
for more information anytime: 

443-506-9169
chrisjl44@comcast.net

Imported by Everus Co., LLC
Distributed by LVDH USA Inc.

information in as concise a manner 
as possible, it says on the front of the 
bottle that it is five times distilled and 
from Russia. 

For years, all Kutskova came in 
glass bottles. Now, the 1.75 
size is in plastic, all other 
sizes remain in glass. 
"People are more 
adjusted to that style 
now," Lombardi 
remarked. "You're 
seeing a lot of 
other vodkas going 
to a plastic con-
tainer that's easier to 
handle. The weight is 
indeed less per shipping 
from overseas, and that 
enables it to be sold at a more 
moderate price."

THE PRICING
                                                                  
The truly great thing about Kuts-

kova is that it is indeed sold at a do-

mestic price. While some top vodkas 
sell in the $30-$50 range, a 1.75 liter 
bottle of Kutskova retails for under 
$20 with a very similar profit margin.

Lombardi concluded,  "We are 
a brand that once it's seen, 

once it's visible, and once 
consumers compare it 

in price to all of the 
other premium vod-
kas, we really have 
a lot of takeaway. 
With Kutskova, 
there is so much 
profit in it for the 

retailer. We're not a 
brand where you are 

fighting 'price, price, 
price.' People aren't run-

ning down the street to the 
next store to buy it where it's on a 
better sale. You won't see different 
prices all over the place. We're con-
sistent in price, and we're profitable 
to the retailer. That's what we like 
about it SO much." n

"With Kutskova,  

there is so much profit 

in it for the retailer"
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BREAKING THE HOT SAKE TABOO
A GROWING NUMBER OF RESTAURANTS ARE SERVING 
PREMIUM SAKE WARM

BY JIM CLARKE

The practice of heating premium sake 
had faded with the rise of more delicate, 
highly milled ginjo and daiginjo styles in 
the second half of the 20th century, but its 
resurgence had begun before the pandem-
ic; across Tokyo, many bars and izakayas 
have been featuring warmed sake for the 
past few years. Hostess Asuki Amamiya 
makes it a focus at the restaurant Hine-
mosu, and 29 Rotie offers more hot sake 
options than cold, intriguingly paired with 

a wide selection of hams and charcuterie. 
But the pandemic is providing an oppor-
tunity for hot sake to break with its dis-
reputable past, particularly in the U.S.

Overcoming Old Stereotypes
“I was a little hesitant to move into that 
realm, but hot sake made perfect sense,” 
says TJ Provenzano, the beverage direc-
tor at Manhattan’s izakaya-style restau-
rant Rosella. When cocktails are heated 

they can easily become unbalanced, with 
their high alcohol levels growing overly 
pronounced. Hot sake is pure and un-
adulterated, and a much better match for 
Rosella’s menu. Diners can choose for any 
of Rosella’s sakes to be heated.

The long-held belief that the only sake 
that should be heated is the cheap, poor-
quality stuff explains Provenzano’s ini-
tial reluctance. For years, sake educators 
preached that premium sake must always 
be consumed cold; the heating process is 
reserved for inexpensive sake in order to 
hide its rough edges. Yet today producers 
are newly promoting higher temperatures 
for premium sakes as well. 

“The new rule is even expensive sakes, 
such as daiginjo or ginjo, might be served 

ith restaurants struggling to keep customers comfortable 
outdoors this winter, beverage directors have been turning 
to all sorts of hot drinks to warm up guests and keep seats 
filled. But only one alcoholic beverage has a tradition of being 

served both hot and chilled: sake.
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CATEGORY FOCUS

warm,” explains Chizuko Niikawa-Helton, 
CEO of the sake marketing company Sake 
Discoveries. Richer styles, such as kimoto, 
yamahai, or aged sakes work particularly 
well when served warm or hot. While 
lighter, fruitier sakes may lose their aro-
mas when heated, richer sakes can stand 
up to the heat, which emphasizes their 
umami character. 

“I think those richer yamahai and ki-
moto style brews really lend themselves to 
warming up pretty nicely,” says Provenz-
ano. “It brings out the savory, nutty, rice 
notes which are very enjoyable.”

Vonda Freeman, wine director for the 
Indigo Road Restaurant Group, had never 
served hot sake prior to the pandemic, but 
like Provenzano, she decided to give it a 
try once outdoor dining became crucial. 
Freeman turned to sake importer Vine 
Connections for expertise, and eventually 
decided to list the Tozai Typhoon, a dry, 
umami-rich sake lightened with some al-
cohol added during brewing. 

“It’s got the structure and 
backbone to hold up to warm-
ing, and it’s packaged in a re-
ally attractive, 1.8-liter bottle,” 
says Freeman. “We had it lined 
up by our hot sake line, and 
people found it interesting.” 
So interesting, in fact, that 
warm Tozai Typhoon has 
become the best-selling bev-
erage at the company’s two 
restaurants most dependent 
on outdoor dining.

Getting the Temperature Right
Provenzano notes that it takes some exper-
imenting to find the ideal temperature for 
each individual sake. He’s pinpointed 108 
degrees Fahrenheit as the perfect target 
for richer sakes, but finds fruitier ginjo and 
daiginjo sakes lose their character if they go 
much above 80 degrees Fahrenheit.

The hyperfocus on temperature is in 
fact an established part of the tradition, 
and reflects Japanese attention to detail; 
sake sommeliers certified by the Sake Ser-
vice Institute, an educational and research 
organization founded in 1990, learn six 
different designations for temperatures 
at five-degree Celsius intervals, which 
approximately range from 80 to 140 de-
grees Fahrenheit: hinatakan (30 degrees 
Celsius), hitohadakan (35 degrees Celsius), 
nurukan (40 degrees Celsius), jokan (45 de-

grees Celsius), atukan (50 degrees Celsius), 
and tobikirikan (55 to 60 degrees Celsius). 
Nurukan, which ranges from about 104 to 
112 degrees Fahrenheit, is the most popu-
lar heated sake designation.

Then there’s the question of heat-
ing methods. “I’ve heard of some restau-
rants microwaving sake,” says Freeman, 
“but microwaving is difficult because you 
can’t control the temperature, you get hot 
spots, and the vessel gets hot.” She recom-
mends using a hot water bath, which heats 
the sake in just a few minutes, making it 
convenient for speedy restaurant service.

So far, consumers have adapted well to 
the notion of drinking their sakes hot, and 
it has made many of them more comfort-
able while dining outdoors in the cold. “It 
gives that warming feeling,” Provenzano 
says, “and, especially for a place like us 
right now, that really makes all the dif-
ference. It gives the guest a reason to get 
excited about eating outside in the winter 
in New York City.”  ■

ABOVE:  Placing a ceramic carafe in a hot water bath is  
the ideal way to warm sake; outdoor dining at Rosella;  
and TJ Provenzano.

“Those richer yamahai 
and kimoto style brews 
really lend themselves 
to warming... it brings 
out the savory, nutty, 
rice note."  

– TJ Provenzano, Rosella
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Maryland is known for its crabs, of course. It's also 
known for the Baltimore Oriole, the Diamondback 
Terrapin, and the Chesapeake Bay Retriever. And 
in drinking circles, it has certainly become known 

for the Gray Wolf. Gray Wolf Craft Distilling, that is, located on 
the Eastern Shore. This boutique distillery has built quite a name 
for itself handcrafting unique spirits from scratch, using pre-
mium, intentionally selected raw ingredients.

Its line of spirits has grown in recent years to include Lobo, 
touted as Maryland's first Agave spirit when Gray Wolf released 
its first batch in the spring of 2019. Lobo, which in Spanish 
means "wolf," has been a great addition to the Old Line State's 
expanding craft spirit industry. It is distilled from 100 
percent organic blue Weber agave nectar and fin-
ished in French oak barrels to enhance not only the 
drink's appearance, but also its flavor and aroma. 

Golden in color and featuring a bouquet of but-
terscotch, maple, and vanilla on the nose, Lobo sips 
very well with hints of agave and honey caramel, 
and it finishes with a hint of vanilla oak sweetness 
and cinnamon spice. Best of all, at 87 proof, it has a 
nice kick.

Another top seller for Gray Wolf has been its 
inaugural launch product, Lone Single Malt Vodka. 

Since its inception, 
Lone has been 
mashed, fermented, 
distilled, and bottled 
by hand. Made from 
100 percent malted 
barley, the result is a 
crisp, clean neutral 
spirit that most 
customers agree has the slight-
est hint of malt sweetness. After 
sampling, I believe Lone can 
stand on its own or it can add a 
unique dimension to however 
one chooses to mix and enjoy.

Perhaps my favorite of Gray 
Wolf's offerings is its Timber 

Sassafras Finished Gin. The 
company boldly expanded into 
gin less than a year after launch-
ing Lone Single Malt Vodka. 
Timber Gin only affirmed the 
distilling team's commitment to 
authenticity. 

Timber is made from scratch 
using 100 percent malted barley 
just like Lone. Also similar, it is 
mashed, fermented, distilled 
and bottled by hand. The prod-

uct is vapor-infused 
with Juniper berries, 
peppercorn, carda-
mom, elderflower, 
orange and lemon 
peels, rose hips, and 
hibiscus. It is then 
rested on sassafras wood staves in order to offer a 
unique finish. Most drinkers will find Timber to be 
a bright and floral gin with definite hints of vanilla 
bean and mint as well as notes of spice.

All three -- Lobo, Lone, and Timber -- are splen-
did alone or delectable in cocktails. Among Gray 
Wolf's biggest supporters is Jeff D. Sarfino, Vice 
President of Sales and Marketing for the distillery's 
partner, Lanterna Distributors Inc. He offered the 
following testimonial: "At Lanterna, we strive to be-
come a primary partner to the restaurants and retail 
shops we call customers. We endeavor to achieve 
this by partnering with wine and spirit producers of 
exceptionally high quality, and we are very excited 

to have found one in our own backyard. Having a neighbor like 
Gray Wolf will allow for the maximum amount of exposure to 
the distillery team for our team members and clients.  We are 
delighted to align with Gray Wolf Distilling."

Gray Wolf Craft Distilling was founded in 2016 by husband-
and-wife team, R.B. Wolfensberger and Meghan Brown. Both 
were long-time bartenders in and around the Washington, D.C. 
market before becoming entrepreneurs. n
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GRAY WOLF 
SPIRITS WORTH HOWLING ABOUT



GRAY WOLF® SPIRITS
Lanterna Distributors present:

timber gin | lone vodka | lobo agave spirit

graywolfspirits.com | @graywolfspirits
Distinct spirits handcrafted in Saint Michaels, Maryland
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BEYOND HIGH-PROFILE SCANDALS, 
WINE FRAUD IS RAMPANT 

HOW THE PANDEMIC-FUELED INCREASE IN ONLINE SALES AND 
DECREASE IN VETTING HAS LED TO MORE COUNTERFEIT BOTTLES— 

AND HOW WINE PROFESSIONALS CAN SPOT THEM

BY LANA BORTOLOT

hen most of us think about 
wine fraud, we think of 
headline-making names 
like Rudy Kurniawan, 
the first person to be 

arrested for counterfeiting wine. Released 
from federal prison on Nov. 6, 2020 
after serving seven years behind bars, 
Kurniawan, aka “Dr. Conti”—so named 
for his prolific Domaine de la Romanée-
Conti trades—sold millions of dollars of 
fake bottles between 2004 and 2012, most 
of that through auction houses such as 
Acker Merrall & Condit, which alone sold 
$35 million worth of Kurniawan’s bottles 
in just two auctions.

Upon his release, Kurniawan’s attor-
ney, Jerry Mooney, fielded queries about 
his client working as a tasting consultant. 
Mooney speculated the forger could re-
turn to his trade, as long as he was trans-

parent about his actions. As Kurniawan 
awaits deportation at a U.S. Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement (ICE) holding 
center, some worry that he could find a 
way back into wine.

“Since Rudy, [wine fraud] is on ev-
erybody’s radar now and it didn’t used 
to be,” says collectible-wine appraiser 
William Edgerton, founder of the Wine 
Price File (now dubbed Wine Auction 
Prices), the first published listing of 
wine-auction prices.

Yet hiding behind high-profile players 
like Kurniawan and Hardy Rodenstock—

the German wine trader who peddled the 
fraudulent “Jefferson bottles” of 18th-cen-
tury Lafite to collectors such as Christo-
pher Forbes and Bill Koch in the ‘80s—re-
cent reports across the globe demonstrate 
that fraud is more pervasive in the indus-
try than people realize. Many players exist 
on a small scale, says Edgerton—and they 
aren’t always trading in unicorn bottles. 

From Penfolds to Jacob’s Creek, even 
a counterfeit whiskey ring recently 
uncovered in Rioja, fake bottles are 
produced and being sold around the world. 
And with the pandemic-fueled uptick in 
online sales of fine wine, combined with 
lessened ability to enact preventative 
measures, a growing number of fraudulent 
bottles are circulating undetected. 

ABOVE: Side by side comparison of fake and authentic 
Rouget Vosne-Romanée; the fake bottle is on the left. 

Wine fraud is an 
estimated $3 billion 
gouge in the industry.



The Charm City Wine School Announces 

The WSET L1 Awards in Spirits Study Course  
        Class Dates: May 17, 18, 19  

          

    

Virtual 

Zoom! 

Go Forward, Move Ahead 2020 is  

Gone & Dead! 

Pick-up materials on May 8. Introduction 
to Zoom delivery, Remote Invigilation & 

Specification on May 10, 2021. 

Tuition 

$325 
Final Exam: Monday, May 25 , 2021               

6:30 pm - 7:30 pm 

*Virtual is the New 2021 Store 
Front! 

 Who Should Sign up for WSET Certification Courses? 

Serious Dedicated Professionals in the Beverage Industry, F&B Mgrs., W&S Distributor Reps, Beverage Managers,  
Restaurant Managers, Sommeliers, Captains, Servers, Retail Owners, Retail Managers & Retail Sales Employees                                              

Please click on the following link and review the WSET Specifications before signing up for this class!  
https://www.wsetglobal.com/media/6201/wset_l1wines_specification_en_mar2018.pdf 

COURSE OBJECTIVES 
 
• A beginner level introduction to spirits for 

those starting a career in the industry or 
pursuing an interest in spirits. 

• For individuals new to the subject, this 
qualification offers a hands-on introduction 
to the world of spirits. You will explore the 
main styles and types of spirits through 
sight, smell, and taste to develop an under-
standing of the key factors affecting flavors 
and aromas. Upon successful completion 
you will receive a WSET certificate and la-
pel pin. 

 
What you will learn 
• The basic principles of spirit production 
• The main types and styles of spirits 
• How to serve spirits 
• Factors affecting the flavor of spirits. 
• How to describe spirits using the WSET 

Level 1 Systematic  Approach to Tasting 
Spirits® (SAT) 

CHARM CITY WINE SCHOOL 

• Maryland’s only WSET Approved 
Program Provider 

• Educated 1000 + industry           
professionals 

• Certified Sommelier & Certified 
Wine Educator instructor with 

over 5,000 hours in the classroom 
• Engaging virtual and classroom 

learning experience 
• Nightly lectures, discussions, and 

learn to taste like a pro! 

• Zoom Sessions are recorded 

BENEFITS OF CERTIFICATION COURSES 

• Recognized as an industry                
professional 

• In depth knowledge of the worlds 
wine & spirits 

• Certification upon successful comple-
tion of program 

• Post nominals for business cards and 
email signatures 

• Knowledgeable beverage profession-
als are better able to compete in the 
highly competitive beverage industry 

• Enhanced credibility 
• Beverage professionals are in         

demand 
• Higher salary potential and job satis-

faction 
• Many people recognize the need for 

an independent and objective        
organization to validate their         
employees’ wine & spirt proficiency s 
measured against industry standards 

• Along with the ability to sell, certifica-
tion is another tool in the tool box in 
becoming the complete professional 

To Register for the                        
WSET L1 Awards in Spirits 

Contact Tim O’Hare                      
@ 410-305-9110  

or 

Email: 
tim@charmcitywineschool.com 

6:00 pm – 8:30 pm 
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‘FRAUD IS ALWAYS OCCURRING’
“The concept of wine fraud is broader 
than just fake labels,” says Edgerton, 
noting his own experience in detecting 
wholesale wine substitutions in which a 
cheap or adulterate wine is bottled in a 
prestige package.

Frank Martell, the Los Angeles-based 
senior director of fine and rare wines for 
Heritage Auctions, agrees. “It is not limited 
to a romanticized idea of the person who 
could whip out van Goghs without anyone 
knowing the difference—it’s often not 
that,” he says. “There’s an enormous 
amount of fraud at the lower level, and 
it’s not sexy and it’s not Hollywood.” As 
an example, he cites the U.K. market’s 

2011 discovery of hundreds of fake bottles 
of Jacob’s Creek, an Australian producer 
whose bottles typically retail for under $15. 

Martell had encountered some fakes 
associated with Rodenstock in the late 
1980s, but now, he says the occasional 
questionable bottles he sees are “sort of 
low-grade fakes of wines from the ‘50s 
with brand-new labels or corks, and that 
immediately raises flags.” 

“Counterfeit wines definitely get a lot 
of the flashy headlines and stories,” says 
Maureen Downey, the founder of Chai Con-
sulting and Winefraud.com, “but there are 
countless other ways that people can make 
a lot of money off unsuspecting collectors.” 

Downey, who served as the FBI’s key 
expert witness in the Kurniawan discovery, 
points to thefts at production and storage 
sites; failure to deliver on purchases and 
investments (either on the futures markets 
or via fake internet and eBay sellers, wine 
funds, and investment schemes); misrep-
resentation of the wine (such as variety, 
blend, origin, or vintage), and the market-
ing of damaged wines. She estimates wine 
fraud is a $3 billion gouge in the industry.

The pandemic, she says, presents an 
increased opportunity for fraud activity, 
between the uptick in online sales of fine 
wine in both retail and auction, and the 
lack of vetting due to travel restrictions, 
shutdowns, and even layoffs throughout 
industry channels. 

“The preventative measures aren’t 
always able to take place as they usually 
would,” says Downey. “With the growth 

in online purchasing and new collectors 
who just want to buy as opposed to create 
relationships with wine buyers, it creates 
a gap that unfortunately we have seen 
counterfeiters fill.” 

MORE DUE DILIGENCE REQUIRED
But professional buyers like Martell say 
they are on the lookout, being “cautious 
to a fault” in these times. Kristie Petrullo 
Campbell, the managing director at 
Blacksmith Wines, a Hudson Valley, New 
York-based fine wine merchant that 
sources mostly from private collectors, 
says a company’s reputation depends on 
how seriously it takes authentication.

“Nobody wants to be associated with 
a fraudulent wine, so you have to have a 
lot of conversations about anything you 
suspect,” she says. Her team personally 
visits sellers’ cellars and selects wines 
based not only on value, but storage 
conditions and provenance. Her company 
purchases entire collections, a practice 
that offers deep insight into a collector’s 
history and lessens the chances of fake 
one-offs.

“We have seen random bottles of 
fraudulent wines that passed inspection 
somewhere along their journey, and we 
reject those that appear in either dubious 
condition or raise too many questions,” 
says Petrullo. 

“With the growth in 
online purchasing and 
new collectors who just 
want to buy as opposed 
to create relationships 
with wine buyers, it 
creates a gap that 
unfortunately we have 
seen counterfeiters fill.”

 - Maureen Downey, Winefraud.com
Maureen Downey, founder of Chai Consulting, examines 
suspect bottles.

Vetting bottles of Château d’Yquem. Too Consistent can 
be Inconsistent.

INDUSTRY NEWS



BUSINESS SALES & ACQUISITIONS

Business Intermediary

Email: atkins.steve@comcast.net
www.atkinsrealtygroup.com

Steve Atkins, Principal Broker

Recognized Industry Expert
Business Solutions
ATKINS

“Your knowledge and ability to put out fires can't be 
measured in dollars and cents. With all the things that 
came up, I'm not sure this sale would have happened 
without your expertise…”  

Ron S., Frederick County

“Steve followed the transaction through every step of 
the process offering advice on dealing with the 
Landlord, the Governmental authorities as well as the 
buyer. The expertise that Mr. Atkins brought to the sale 
was appreciated by both parties and was the sole 
reason that I was able to complete the sale 
and retire.”  

Maben K., Anne Arundel County

“He did a great job and I would recommend anyone 
who is thinking of selling their business to contact 
Steve prior to signing with anyone else. He does his 
research and puts people together…” 

Barry G., Prince George’s County

Testimonials

Atkins Business Solutions 
A division of Atkins Realty Group, Inc.

Call us today!

410-757-4965

• Mountain Liquors   • Franks Den  • Staples Corner Liquors 
• Kenilworth Liquors  • Shop Rite Liquors   • Short Stop Beverage Barn
• Phelp’s Liquors   • Harpers Choice Liquors  • Milford Liquors   
• Harbor Spirits   • John’s General Store  • Clauss Liquors  
• Arundel Liquors  • Star Liquors  • 7 Courts Liquors  
• Market Place W&S  • Cranberry Liquors  • Walther Liquors  
• Chesapeake Liquors  • Woodensburg Market  • Bernie’s Liquors  
• Leeds Liquors  • Ye Old Packaged Goods • Muddy Creek Liquors
• All Saints Liquors  • Old Orchard Liquors  
• I.M. Wine  • The Liquor Store   
• Dual Hwy. Liquors  • Camelot Liquors 
• Decker’s Wine & Spirits  • Centreville Liquors 
• Hideaway Lounge  • Federal Hill Wine & Spirits  
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Lauren McPhate, the director of sales 
at Manhattan’s Tribeca Wine Merchants, 
said purchasing on the gray market—a 
secondary, but legal, channel in which 
wines are sold at lower prices—is more 
common now with the popularity of online 
buying, and it presents certain risks. 

“Rule No. 1: Be careful where you buy,” 
she says, advising buyers to work with 
known sources if they are bypassing the 
three-tier system for higher-end bottles. In 
addition to the gray market, this includes 
private sales and at auction, where she 
advises proceeding with caution. 

“It’s not because they’re trying to pull 
one over, but because the auction houses 
protect their sources and don’t want 
to have that information public,” adds 
McPhate. She says it puts an additional 
onus on the buyer to beware and perform 
due diligence on each bottle’s source.

HOW THE EXPERTS DETECT  
FAKE BOTTLES
Petrullo, who inspects thousands of 
bottles a year, says if a bottle is too 
good to be true, it probably is.

Experts like Downey and Edgerton 
have amassed proprietary databases with 
minutiae such as watermarks, ink colors, 

paper styles, and artwork (did that sheep 
on the Mouton label have an extra curl 
in its fleece?). Like sleuths, they use tools 
such as UV flashlights to detect adhesives 
and paper fibers in the labels, knowing 
when and how certain materials were 
used (or not). 

Labels are a wealth of information, 
from their coloring and paper composi-
tion to how they are affixed. A UV flash-
light, for example, will detect and illu-
minate “ultrawhite,” a paper component 
introduced in 1957. So, if your bottle of ’47 
Cheval Blanc lights up, you’ve got a fake. 

Labels that are too perfectly discolored 
or scuffed in odd ways are suspect. As 
tobacco, coffee, and tea are favored 
staining agents, Downey suggests giving 
dubious labels a sniff.

Experts use a good magnifying loupe to 
examine the textures in label ink, knowing 
the difference in quality between a letter 
plate press (sharp, fine lines), which most 
prestige producers use, and dot matrix 
(fuzzy edges and splatter) produced by 
common printers. 

Bottles, too, are an artform, from 
production (in forms or glass blown), to 
color, markings and embossments, and 
punts. That ’45 Mouton doesn’t have a 
bottle size embossed on it? Don’t buy!

Be cognizant of wine laws and be able 
to spot what’s wrong with that 1953 Grand 
Cru Saint-Émilion (the designation wasn’t 
established until 1954) or the mixing of ap-

pellations, vintages, vineyards, and own-
ers. That includes checking permissible 
bottle formats in prestige regions such 
as Bordeaux and Burgundy: What was 
the size, style, and production of bottles,  
and when? 

Capsules and corks, too, tell a story. A 
cut or crinkled capsule on an older bottle 
could indicate it was refilled and replaced 
(lead was phased out in the 1980s, so a 
replacement capsule might be a newer, 
alternate material). Experts know the 
length of corks in certain appellations, 
which closures are fire-branded as 
opposed to inked, as well as the artwork 
of famous wineries. Corks on which the 
dates have been smudged? Suspect.

Those in the fine-and-rare trade know 
the brands and years to suspect due price 
and prestige: anything DRC, especially La 
Tâche; Henri Jayer; 1945 Château Mouton 
Rothschild; Petrus 1982 and older; 1945, ‘47, 
and ‘49 first-growth Bordeaux, plus other 
particular vintages, 1900 and 1928; Château 
Lafleur from the 1950s. But in today’s 
market, it goes beyond that list of rarities.

“I think most people look at it and say, 
‘I don’t usually buy that type of wine,’ but 
Jacob’s Creek is that kind of wine, and a 
warehouse was found full of fake Sassicaia 
labels and bottles, so there isn’t a [safe] 
place where you can’t afford not to be 
fairly diligent about it,” says Martell. “It’s 
not a new problem, and it’s not going away 
just because Rudy was put in jail.” n

ABOVE: Fake ’61 Petrus is a popular prestige brand for 
counterfeiters; RIGHT: An ultraviolet light can detect 
“Ultrawhite” paper, used in wine labels from 1957 
onward.
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