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DISCUS JOINS MARYLAND
DISTILLERS WITH TESTIMONY
IN GENERAL ASSEMBLY
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The Distilled Spirits Council of the
United States (DISCUS) and multiple
Maryland distillers submitted testimony
recently to the Maryland Senate Budget
and Taxation Committee. Their testimony
was in favor of SB793, a bill to reduce the
tax burden on consumers and distilleries
by lowering the tax rate for ready-to-drink
(RTD) cocktails.

amount of alcohol as an RTD made with
malt, sugar or wine,” said Hibbard.

Under the proposed bill, the tax rate
on spirits-based RTDs would be reduced
from the current rate of $1.50/gallon to
$0.40/gallon (bringing the taxation level
in line with products of similar alcohol by
volume (ABV) content).

Hibbard also noted that the Maryland
Department of Health’s definition of alcohol clearly states that a 12-ounce bottle
of beer or wine cooler, a 5-ounce glass of
wine or 1.5 ounces of 80-proof distilled
spirits all contain the same amount of
alcohol.

“There is no reason our small distilleries and our consumers should be forced
to pay more than our competitors for
products with the same or similar alcohol
content,” said Monica Pearce, founder of
Tenth Ward Distilling Company and vice
president of the Maryland Distillers Guild.
“As constituents who contribute to our
state’s economy, pay local taxes and are
negatively impacted financially by this unfair tax, we ask those voting on this bill to
hear our voice. Creating a more equal tax
rate for equal alcohol content just makes
sense.”
According to a 2021 DISCUS survey of
craft distillers, 62% of those not currently
producing RTD products cited the higher
tax rate as a barrier to entering the market.
Jay Hibbard, DISCUS senior vice president of state government relations pointed
out in his testimony that the RTD category
has transformed over the past several years
with a wide array of options from maltbased hard seltzers, wine-based flavored
spritzers or canned/pre-mixed cocktails.
“Unfortunately, Maryland spirits
consumers are forced to pay much higher
taxes for a spirits-based RTD product even
if the product has the exact same or similar
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Rachel Fontana, director of strategic
communications at Sagamore Spirit in
Baltimore, agrees. “Not only will the excise
tax reduction create necessary parity in the
alcoholic beverage tax structure, but it also
allows us to create salaried manufacturing
jobs in Baltimore City,” said Fontana.

“To suggest by statement or policy
that some forms of alcohol are ‘softer’ than
others sends a dangerous message when
science has long recognized that standard
servings of distilled spirits, beer and wine
contain the same amount of alcohol,”
said Hibbard. “This is a critical aspect of
responsible consumption.”
Maryland is one of many states taking
a closer look at RTD products to ensure
spirits-based RTDs are being taxed fairly
and that consumers have equal access
to them in the marketplace. Twenty-four
states already have lower tax rates for
lower-ABV spirits-based products. In fact,
last year bills to reduce the state excise tax
on spirits-based RTDs passed in Michigan
and Nebraska.
Hibbard completed his testimony by
stating, “There is no public policy rationale
for maintaining policies that stifle innovation and prevent competition. In fact, we
think policies should foster both innovation
and competition, and then let consumers
decide.” n
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1. HENDRICK’S NEPTUNIA GIN

Evoking the sea that lies just beyond the
Hendrick’s distillery in Girvan, Scotland, the
gin brand’s new limited-edition Neptunia
expression—packaged in a bottle appropriately
tinted seafoam green—is crafted by master
distiller Lesley Gracie from a secret mix of
coastal Scottish botanicals. With a bright,
crisp finish it works especially well in sparkling
sangria and a lime-soda-cucumber fizz.

SRP: $39.99 per 750-ml bottle
hendricksgin.com

4. HEAVEN HILL HERITAGE COLLECTION

The inaugural offering in the limited-release
Heaven Hill Heritage collection is a 17-year-old
Kentucky straight bourbon whiskey bottled
directly from the barrel. Starring a mash bill of
78 percent corn, 10 percent rye, and 12 percent
malted barley, the 118.2-proof whiskey melds
17-, 19-, and 20-year-old liquids pulled from
Deatsville, Glencoe, Schenley, and Heaven Hill
main campus barrels. Just as the experimental
Parker’s Heritage collection makes a splash
each fall, the Heaven Hill Heritage collection
will highlight some of the distillery’s oldest
inventory every spring.

SRP: $274.99 per 750-ml bottle
heavenhilldistillery.com
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2. CUPCAKE VINEYARDS’ SIGNATURE
SWEETS

Dessert aficionados will gravitate toward
Cupcake Vineyards’ slightly effervescent
Signature Sweets collection. Made with
grapes sourced from Italy’s Piedmont
region, the range of naturally flavored wines,
meant to be served chilled, include tropical
Peach, juicy Watermelon, a fresh blueberry-,
strawberry-, and raspberry-packed Berry,
and Sweet Red, a full-bodied mix of
strawberry, raspberry, and cherry flavors.

SRP: $13.99 per 750-ml bottle
cupcakevineyards.com

5. BILLECART-SALMON LE CLOS
SAINT-HILAIRE 2006

Champagne Billecart-Salmon has unveiled
the 2006 vintage of Le Clos Saint-Hilaire.
The cuvée of 100 percent Pinot Noir,
sourced from grapes grown on a onehectare parcel of old vines planted in
Mareuil-sur-Aÿ in 1964, was vinified entirely
in oak casks, yielding flavors of citrus and
hazelnuts. The limited-release cult wine also
flaunts a sustainable cherry-wood label.

SRP: $549.99 per 750-ml bottle
champagne-billecart.fr
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3. BULLEIT CRAFTED COCKTAILS

Bulleit Frontier Whiskey has rolled out
Bulleit Crafted Cocktails, a duo of readyto-drink libations packaged in orange and
green bottles. Formulated by bartenders,
the 75-proof Bulleit Old Fashioned and
the Bulleit Manhattan can be served neat,
chilled, or over ice, and only call for a
garnish of choice. While the Old Fashioned
combines Kentucky straight bourbon,
aromatic orange bitters, and simple syrup,
the Manhattan balances spicy straight rye
whiskey with sweet vermouth and bitters.

SRP: $29.99 per 750-ml bottle
bulleit.com

6. KIM CRAWFORD
ICED TEA WINE SPRITZ

New Zealand wine producer Kim Crawford
has introduced a refreshing ready-to-drink
Iced Tea Wine Spritz. Available in lemon
and peach flavors, the fruit-forward spritzer
is spawned from a blend of real black tea,
Sauvignon Blanc, and sparkling water.

SRP: $14.99 per four-pack of 12-oz. cans
kimcrawfordwines.com

www.BeverageJournalInc.com

Neptunia

PLEASE DRINK THE UNUSUAL RESPONSIBLY
HENDRICK’S GIN, 44% ALC./VOL. ©2022 IMPORTED BY WILLIAM GRANT & SONS, INC., NEW YORK, NY.
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7. WOODFORD RESERVE KENTUCKY
DERBY BOURBON

To celebrate this year’s Kentucky Derby,
Woodford Reserve, the event’s presenting
sponsor, has released its 2022 commemorative
bourbon bottle. An annual collector’s item since
1999, this one is adorned with Dreams in Bloom,
a painting by Kentucky-based equine artist Jaime
Corum that depicts a trifecta of front-running
racing thoroughbreds. As an expansion of
Woodford Reserve’s collaboration with WilliamsSonoma, the ready-to-drink Woodford Spire with
cranberry and lemon has also been named an
official Kentucky Derby cocktail.

SRP: $49.99 per one-liter bottle
woodfordreserve.com

10. KILLOWEN BONDED EXPERIMENTAL
SERIES
Killowen, Ireland’s smallest craft distillery, has
debuted the Killowen Bonded Experimental
Series, encompassing six Irish whiskey blends
finished in different casks. Imported by High
Road Spirits, they feature unusual ratios of
malt and grain whiskeys that are sourced from
distilleries across Ireland and then mellowed
in Jamaican rum, virgin Hungarian oak, peated
malt, tequila, Pinot Noir, and Txakolina casks.

SRP: $79.99 per 375-ml bottle
highroadspirits.com
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8. DOROTHY PARKER ROSE PETAL GIN

Over the course of the summer, New York
Distilling Company will showcase its Dorothy
Parker Rose Petal Gin, a seasonal spirit
revolving around eight botanicals, including
juniper berries, coriander, elderberries,
hibiscus petals, green cardamom pods,
cinnamon bark, lemon peel, and orange peel.
Naturally colored with pink and red rose
petals and crushed elderberries, the gin has
floral and hibiscus notes that pave the way to
a sweet, creamy finish.

SRP: $40 per 750-ml bottle
nydistilling.com

11. MEIOMI RED BLEND

Following the Cabernet Sauvignon that
launched in 2020, this red blend is the
newest creation from Meiomi director of
winemaking Jason Becker. Sourced from
California grapes, primarily Syrah, Zinfandel,
Cabernet Sauvignon, and Merlot, the red
blend has a palate of roasted mocha and
blackberry.

SRP: $21.99 per 750-ml bottle
meiomi.com
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9. FERRAND RENEGADE BARREL N°3
EAU-DE-VIE DE VIN

For the third installment of Maison
Ferrand’s unconventional Renegade Barrel
collection, master blender Alexandre
Gabriel has created the tropical-spiced
Renegade Barrel N°3 Jamaican Rum
Barrel Eau-De-Vie De Vin, the first Cognac
double-aged in rum casks. By reinstating
a long-lost 19th-century aging technique,
Gabriel finished Ferrand’s 2011 Grande
Champagne Premier Cru de Cognac in rare
Plantation rum barrels used to mature a
Long Pond HJC distilled in 1996.

SRP: $90 per 750-ml bottle
maisonferrand.com

12. CROWN ROYAL WHISKY
LEMONADE

Joining Whisky & Cola, Washington Apple,
and Peach Tea, limited-edition Whisky
Lemonade is the newest summer-ready
flavor in Crown Royal’s canned cocktail
portfolio. Sweet and tart, the 7% alcohol
ready-to-drink beverage pairs fruity whisky
notes with zippy lemonade and is best
savored chilled.

SRP: $14.99 per four-pack of 12-oz. cans
crownroyal.com

www.BeverageJournalInc.com
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18th & 21st

Stepping Back in Time ... Welcome to The Roaring 2020s
WRITTEN BY TEDDY DURGIN

W

e’re stepping back in time
for the third article in our
series on Maryland theme
bars and restaurants. Longtime industry entrepreneur Steve Wecker
opened 18th & 21st in Columbia back in
2018. The supper club is a throwback to
the old jazz clubs, supper clubs, and speakeasies of the 1920s and ’30s. In fact, the
bar and restaurant is named after the Constitutional Amendment that enacted Prohibition and the subsequent Amendment
that repealed it. When you step through
the door of 18th & 21st, you are immedi-
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ately transported back to a bygone time
and are subsequently treated to a tailored
evening experience of food and cocktails
that reflect the feel of the Prohibition era.
But you gotta look for it first!
As was the case with many supper
clubs back in the day selling then-illegal
hooch, 18th & 21st is actually located in
the back of another bar and restaurant that
Wecker co-owns called Cured. During a recent interview with the Beverage Journal,
he remarked, “The original concept was
one big speak-easy and jazz club. But my
son, Stephen who is one of the co-owners

and runs our beverage program, said,
‘Why don’t we have two concepts? That
way, we can appeal to two markets.’ We
used to say, ‘Boomers in the back, Millennials in the front.’ But we’ve actually been
seeing great crossover.”
Wecker, who is perhaps best known for
the Iron Bridge Wine Company in Howard
County, continued, “Cured is out front,
and it’s our corner bar re-imagined. It has a
rustic industrial throwback kind of feel to it.
But then you walk through, make a left at
the rest rooms, and then a right after that
(continued on page 10)
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WELCOME
TO A
BRIGHTER
SIDE OF
TEQUILA

DRINK MILAGRO RESPONSIBLY.
Milagro Tequila, 40% Alc./Vol. (80 Proof) ©2022 William Grant & Sons, Inc., New York, NY.

“We put a lot of money into acoustics.
Everything in the place absorbs sound.
So, you can be sitting close to the
musicians, but still have a conversation
with your dinner guests …
the musicians are background."

Steve Wecker, owner, 18th & 21st

to go to the jazz club. You don’t really see the club until you open
the door and come in. I’ve had people who have come to Cured
four or five times and not even know there’s a jazz club in the back!
When they finally do go back, they’re like, ‘Oh my God!’”
That’s because they are treated to quite a sight. The theme
restaurant features about 85 seats; has Art Deco lighting; feathers
in vases; classic booths; and photos of Jean Harlow, Billie Holliday, and other legends on the walls. Teal and copper is the main
color scheme, with some purple thrown in. The centerpiece is a
spectacular, 40’ x 40’ skylight of Chicago’s Art Deco skyline (the
buildings have been shifted around somewhat for dramatic effect)
backlit with 10,000 LED lights.
And, of course, there are the drinks. There is a large wall that
features nearly 250 whiskeys and ryes. “And it’s not the cheap
stuff,” Wecker said. “We have an unbelievable selection. We draw
primarily a cocktails-and-wine crowd, and the cocktails are our
takes on the classic Old-Fashioned, the Bombay martini, the Bee’s
Knees, and so forth. The wine list is very nice, and we have at least
six beers on draft.”
The menu features such classics as steaks, lobster, and scallops,
and the experience is completed with live music. Wecker noted,
“We knew from the get-go that we would have live music. We put a
lot of money into acoustics. Everything in the place absorbs sound.
So, you can be sitting close to the musicians, but still have a con-
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versation with your dinner guests. Almost all of our musicians that
play here are local. I think we now have a stable of 30 or 40 bands
and artists who have told us how much they absolutely love playing
here.”
He added, “The musicians are background. People don’t buy
tickets to see a specific act. We’re a restaurant first. I’ve had to tell
only a couple of musicians, mostly drummers, that, ‘Look, we play
with brushes for the first two sets, and then we’ll see how things
have evolved for the third set.’ I had one guy who I told to play
with brushes and not sticks call out to the audience early, ‘Hey, you
all would like me to play with sticks, right?!’ And I told our music
director, John Chordy Teagle, ‘He’s done.’ And he’s never played
here since. It’s not about the musicians showing off. It’s about them
being background and providing that other element to an amazing
evening.”
One of the other challenges that Wecker and his staff have
run up against is some regulars have, at times, used 18th & 21st
as a sort of personal clubhouse, lingering for a long time and not

www.BeverageJournalInc.com

ordering much. “It’s pretty easy to come
back here, order cocktails, and sit for three
hours drinking,” he said. “We are starting
to take some steps to improve that, like
adding an automatic 20 percent gratuity.
I won’t have my staff running around for
people all night and then getting stiffed.
Most people, though, get what we are doing. It’s a supper club. We anticipate that

cater to a young couple out on their first
date. In terms of special events, every year
on Dec. 5, 18th and 21st throws a Prohibition Repeal Party. People are encouraged,
but not required, to dress up in period attire. During the holidays, the restaurant
breaks a bit from its theme to do a “Charlie
Brown Christmas” with live Vince Guaraldi
jazz music.
Wecker remarked, “You can get great
food and drinks in a lot of places. But people are out for an experience. The thing
that is bringing people back to 18th & 21st
is that experience. We have a hostess who
goes by Pepper. She is the vice president
of some company locally, but she loves doing this. She has the sequined dresses and
the feathers. Pepper greets you, she goes
to the door and knocks, and then escorts
you in. People have said to me, ‘From the
moment we walked into the back and Pepper greeted us, then let us in, we were just
over the moon!’” n

you will be dining and drinking. And you
really don’t have to pay $500 a person to
have an incredible experience. Now, if you
want to, we’re more than happy to make
that happen for you!”
One of the great things about 18th &
21st is its flexibility. Wecker and his team
can accommodate a large private group
and draw curtains closed. Or, they can
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WHISKEY:
WHAT‘S NEW

IRELAND-MEETS-JAPAN

Glendalough Distillery, in
Ireland’s Wicklow Mountains, is
the first Irish whiskey brand to turn
to Mizunara oak in its maturation
process. Its 92-proof, seven-yearold single malt is aged in Mizunara
casks sourced from the Japanese
island of Hokkaido, eliciting
flavors of dark chocolate, orange,
sandalwood, and cinnamon.
SRP: $99.99 per 750-ml bottle

MAY DAY

For six years running, the Evan Williams Bourbon Experience has
been an official sponsor of the Kentucky Derby Festival. In celebration
of the event, the whiskey brand has released a limited-edition
Evan Williams Single Barrel Bourbon. Each bottle of the 117-proof 2014
vintage is dipped in gold wax and accompanied by a 50th-edition
Gold Pegasus pin. It also lists the exact day the liquid was placed in
an oak barrel for aging, the barrel number, and the date it was bottled.
SRP: $79.99 per 750-ml bottle

ROCK TRIBUTE

To commemorate the 40th
anniversary of the Slane Castle
Concert series, Slane Irish
whiskey has unveiled the limitedrelease Special Edition. Like
the original whiskey, it starts
with a triple-casked blend, but
contains a higher amount of new
American oak cask. The 90-proof
spirit is packaged in a gift carton
embellished with artwork by
Irish photographers Andy
Spearman and Fran Caffrey and
a QR code that links to a curated
playlist.

WELCOME TO THE FAMILY

The 80-proof Old Parr Aged 18 Years
has become a permanent part of the
Old Parr Blended Scotch Whisky U.S.
portfolio. Housed in an oval-shaped
bottle, it’s made of Scotch whiskies that
have matured for nearly two decades,
including rare Cragganmore malts. The
80-proof spirit unites fruity, sweet, and
aged wood profiles.
SRP: $69.99 per 750-ml bottle

SRP: $36.99 per 750-ml bottle

OLDEST OF ALL
The Reach, distilled in 1940, during the Second World War, is the oldest expression
ever released by The Macallan, hatched from just a single sherry-seasoned oak cask.
Capturing this poignancy is the amber-hued whisky’s decanter (only 288 are available
worldwide), which is raised by three bronze hands sculpted by artist Saskia Robinson.
The 83.2-proof Scotch whisky is redolent of crystalized ginger, nutmeg, and charred
pineapple.
SRP: $125,000 per decanter
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WHISKEY:
WHAT‘S NEW

COMING AROUND AGAIN
CANADIAN SEQUEL

Independent Kentucky blender and bottler Barrell Craft Spirits has
followed up Barrell Seagrass, its American-Canadian rye blend, with
the higher-proof BCS Gray Label Seagrass made with older whiskies.
Various groups of 100 percent Canadian rye whisky aged for 16 years
were finished in Martinique rhum, apricot brandy, and Malmsey
Madeira casks before melding together to elicit a nutty, creamy
30.82-proof whiskey.

Last on the market in 2018, the rare cask-strength Talisker 30-yearold is back as an extremely limited annual release (3,200 globally; 498
nationally), embracing liquid selected from refill barrels. The 97-proof
Scotch whisky marries smoke and creamy oak with almond milk,
sweet stone fruit, and subtle salt that evokes the maritime nature of
the Isle of Skye.
SRP: $999 per 750-ml bottle

SRP: $249.99 per 750-ml bottle

A LIST

As per annual tradition, Elijah Craig Barrel
Proof A122 (a nod to January 2022), marks
the brand’s first of several cask-strength
whiskeys to be rolled out over the course of
the year. The 12-year-old bourbon, bottled
at an especially sipping-friendly 120.8 proof,
exhibits flavors of toffee crunch, apple
crumble, and vanilla cream.
SRP: $59.99 per 750-ml bottle

A DAY AT THE PARK
SCOTTISH LORE

An ode to Hebridean culture, whisky brand Caisteal Chamuis,
from Mossburn Distillers, makes its debut with a duo of peaty
92-proof whiskies. Along with a bourbon barrel blend is the
Caisteal Chamuis 12-year-old Sherry Barrelled Blended Malt
Scotch Whisky, which spent a dozen years in American oak
before migrating over to former sherry casks and undergoing yet
another maturation in oloroso sherry-seasoned European oak.

Kentucky bourbon distillery Limestone Branch
is commemorating the 150th anniversary
of the Yellowstone brand with its 93-proof
Yellowstone Select Landmark Edition Bottle
range. Gracing each bottle is one of six images
that depict prominent sites within the whiskey’s
namesake national park, including Lower
Yellowstone Falls, Old Faithful, Grand Prismatic
Spring, Minerva Terrace, Roosevelt Arch, and
Lamar Valley.
SRP: $49.99 per 750-ml bottle

SRP: $62 per 750-ml bottle
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IS MEZCAL SCALABLE?
As demand for mezcal surges, producers take stock of the
challenges—and opportunities—that lie ahead

I

f it seems like mezcal is everywhere these
days, it’s because it is. The spirit has gone
from niche to impact player in the span of
a decade, and the numbers back that up.

IWSR Drinks Market Analysis reports that mezcal sales by
volume in the U.S. increased 24.8 percent in 2019, and 14.5 percent in 2020, and it forecasts a 10.5 percent compound annual
growth rate (CAGR) between 2021 and 2025. The latest data from
the Distilled Spirits Council of the United States shows that the
combined agave category, incorporating tequila and mezcal,
grew 30.1 percent in sales value, or $1.2 billion, between 2020 and
2021. With $5.2 billion in sales, agave ranks ahead of American
whiskey and behind only vodka in the U.S.

All of this growth isn't mere happenstance; within the past five
years, every major spirits industry player has waded into mezcal's
smoky waters. In 2017, Pernod Ricard announced a majority investment in Del Maguey, and in 2020, they announced a partnership with Ojo de Tigre Mezcal. Bacardi acquired a minority stake
in Ilegal Mezcal in 2017; Sazerac launched Los Vecinos del Campo
Mezcal in 2018; Constellation Spirits acquired a minority stake in
El Silencio in 2019, and in 2021, made a minority investment in Dos
Hombres Mezcal. Diageo's Casamigos Tequila branched out into a
matching mezcal brand in 2018, and Diageo has made acquisitions
of or partnerships with Sombra Mezcal, Mezcal Union, and Pierde
Almas. Campari acquired a majority stake in Montelobos Mezcal in
2019, and most recently, in February, Heaven Hill acquired Samson
& Surrey, a craft portfolio including Mezcal Vago.

PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY OF DEL MAGUEY / COURTESY OF ILEGAL MEZCAL

BY JAKE EMEN

“The risk in scaling an
artisanal spirit is then
having to remove the
artisanal aspect of its
production.”
– Beau du Bois, Puesto

PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY OF MONTELOBOS / MARIO ARTURO MARTINEZ COURTESY OF MEZCAL VAGO

However, there’s a major factor to
consider when looking at all of these investments: From how long agave takes to
reach maturity in the fields, to the way
it's traditionally harvested and distilled
in small batches reflecting micro-terroirs
and the particular quirks of one family's
methods or another village's equipment,
the production of mezcal is intrinsically
different from other categories. The way
the industry's top producers are laying the
foundation for sustainable growth today—
or not—will go a long way towards determining the fate of the product and its
producers, along with the relative quality
and authenticity of what consumers are
purchasing in the next decade and beyond.

Challenges in the Field
A supply shortfall in whiskey, for example,
stems from aging time required. For mezcal, the time bottleneck occurs in the field,
where certain agave varieties may take 15
or 25 years to reach maturity.
“The challenge arises when a brand is
facing this type of rapid growth, and the
bulk of their productions relies on wild or
rare agave variations,” says Carlos Ochoa,
the COO and director of field operations
for El Silencio. “Wild agaves such as Tepeztate, Tobala, or Quixe cannot be cultivated, or even semi-cultivated.”
Even Espadín, a type of agave that accounts for about three quarters of mezcal production, takes seven years to reach
maturity. There's no shortcut around the
fact that sustainably scaling up mezcal

production is a process measured best in
decades, not harvest seasons, as may be
the case for barley, corn, or sugarcane.
Further, in the rush to increase production, almost no cultivated agave
is allowed to reach maturity and
WORTH
flower, minimizing natural
THE
WAIT
reproduction and genetic
Espadín, which accounts for
diversity. There are indusabout three quarters of mezcal
try-led movements to help
production, takes seven years
combat this, such as the Bat
to reach maturity
Friendly Project which promotes allowing a minimum
of five percent of agave fields to
as this will ultimately drive up the
reach maturity and be cross-pollinated
demand on [these] species,” Ochoa says.
by bats, as they would naturally. HowevMaintaining Authenticity and
er, the category is already risking movQuality
ing towards vast monoculture fields of
“Our challenge as an industry, not only
Espadín, leaving slower-maturing and
for Del Maguey, is to work with local
wild-harvested agaves by the wayside,
communities and stakeholders to be
and putting Espadín itself at risk, as a
able to expand the mezcal category
single bug could wipe it out.
while preserving the level of quality
Homogeneity is against the very
and craftsmanship and ensuring susnature of mezcal, a spirit which shines
tainable practices towards agave growbrightest when its boundless differences
ing and production,” says Daniela Via, the
are showcased and celebrated. “The risk
global brand director of tequila and mezin scaling an artisanal spirit is then havcal for Pernod Ricard.
ing to remove the artisanal aspect of its
Scaling practices in this way is easier
production,” says Beau du Bois, the bar
said than done as producers move from
director at Puesto in San Diego, where he
the field to the palenque, with processes
oversees a collection of 100 tequilas and
ranging from roasting and fermenting
80 mezcals. “Seasoned mezcaleros are
agave to distillation itself. “I believe it's
passionate about the variety of flavors repossible but it requires a brand to continsulting from the fermentation process of
ue to redirect a high percentage of capital
mezcal. Variety is the keyword there.”
back into the production process,” says du
John Rexer, founder of Ilegal Mezcal,
Bois. He calls for producers to focus on
says that being good stewards of the
land is the responsibility of those in the
industry, as is exerting pressure on other
producers to do so. For Ochoa, one way to
do that is by only producing what a field is
capable of from year to year. If that means
their Tobaziche and Mexicano agaves
yield 200 liters instead of 7,000, so be it.
“We don't believe in sourcing our wild
agaves from other, third-party farmers

OPPOSITE, LEFT TO RIGHT: Agave piñas at Del Maguey //
Pouring Ilegal Mezcal // RIGHT: A small part of the intensive
process to craft Mezcal Vago

making a better product, not a cheaper
one, while redirecting that capital investment into the producer's hands.
Elevated prices can actually be a tool
wielded to benefit the entire supply chain.
“We charge a premium price in the market
so that good wages and maintenance of
artisanal production are possible,” says
Rexer. He believes small batches can be
replicated in number, rather than grown
in size, while maintaining quality and
tradition.
“Small batch distillation on the surface seems restrictive, however, one can
have many small stills, many small tahonas, and many pit ovens in order to scale,”
Rexer adds. “The key to it all is making
sure there are caring people involved who
maintain attention to detail through the
process, from harvesting the agave all the
way through cooking, fermentation and
distillation.”
For Del Maguey, a producer that
emphasizes single-village production,
expanding the breadth of its product
line is possible, but expanding the
production of individual products may
not be. Their planned growth, according
to Via, stems from partnerships with
additional palenqueros.
At El Silencio, Ochoa says the preservation and protection of processes starts
with investment before growth. “Most of
the time, mezcal brands start small and
begin scaling up as the company grows,”
he says. “We actually started 'backwards'
and invested from the beginning into the
infrastructure that we knew we would
need five to 10 years down the road.”

Ensuring Producers Are
Empowered and Paid
What has been playing out in mezcal is a
retelling of a same, tired story—the one in
which large, foreign companies reap the
bulk of the profits while the actual producers are left with the scraps. However,
there are legitimate avenues being pursued by brands interested in putting their
money where their mouth is.
“Most commonly, mezcals are made by
third-party producers who then sell their
finished goods to a larger company in the
U.S., or anywhere in the world,” explains
Ochoa. “But what about the people who
are creating your mezcal? How can you
make sure your producers and the people
who work on your brand are taken care
of? That's the million dollar question right
there, and this is a very intensive topic
that requires a ton of context.”
For El Silencio, that has meant bringing their production in-house. “This is
the only way you can make sure that your
partners are properly supported, and by
taking a hands-on approach,” says Ochoa,
pointing to Silencio's working conditions,
livable wages, and overall employee quality of life.
It's not as if growth is a bad thing, as
long as the right people are benefiting.
“The first thing to overcome is the myth
that Oaxaca and people in other mezcal
regions don't want the category to
grow,” says Rexer. “The challenge for all
ABOVE, LEFT TO RIGHT: Del Maguey focuses on singlevillage production // El Silencio's mezcal is crafted from
Espadín // Piñas in Ilegal Mezcal's traditional roasting pit.

involved is how do you do this in a way
that is sustainable economically as well as
environmentally.”
Whereas El Silencio operates from
their own facility, and Del Maguey has numerous partners in different areas, Ilegal
Mezcal has partnered with two distillers in Oaxaca over an extended period.
“They are committed to making artisanal
mezcal and employing people from their
communities,” Rexer notes. “They are also
committed to paying higher-than-average
wages and working to make their production process as environmentally sustainable as possible.”
Rexer measures success not in cases
sold, but in the quality of life for their
partners' employees in terms of how much
they're paid, projects within the community, and environmental initiatives. “Yes,
there are multinationals in the game, and
like any business, there are certainly those
where a disproportionate amount of the
reward unfortunately moves in one direction,” he says. “But there are many small
brands, local and foreign-owned, that
work to see that meaningful profits stay
in the local economy. In the end, healthy
expansion is going to require taking the
responsible long view on the part of individual brand owners.”
The onus falls on the brands, surely,
and on buyers, consumers, and the choices
they make. “Your dollar is your vote, and
transparency is key here,” says Ochoa.
For du Bois, the ultimate answer
is simple enough on its surface to be
maddening. “Give the money to the
producers!” ■
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CATEGORY FOCUS

AGAVE
BOOM
LEFT: Avión's new Reserva
Cristalino // RIGHT: El Tesoro
Mundial Collection: The
Laphroaig Edition.

NEW IN AGAVE SPIRITS
Amidst rapid growth and premiumization,
spotlighting tequila and mezcal brands and SKUs of note
BY ALIA AKKAM

Artful Touch
Grand Mayan, part of the M.S. Walker portfolio, makes an impression with the packaging of its Blue Weber agave tequilas: traditional ceramic decanters handmade by Mexico City artists. In addition to its silver and reposado expressions, the brand
recently debuted an extra-aged blend of tequilas up
to five years old ($119.99), as well as an ultraaged limited release ($249.99). After an extended fermentation, the latter is twice dis-

tilled in copper pot stills before resting in American oak or former
Cognac casks for a minimum of five years. SRP: $119.99 to $249.99
per 750-ml bottle

Rapid Expansion
Joining Teremana’s ultra-premium blanco and reposado
tequilas is Teremana Añejo. Available in limited quantities, the Blue Weber agave tequila is slow-roasted in traditional brick ovens, distilled in handmade copper pot
stills, and aged in American whiskey barrels, yielding
flavors of vanilla, roasted agave, and oak. SRP: $39.99
per 750-ml bottle
Experimental Nature
Unveiled last fall, El Tesoro Mundial Collection: The Laphroaig
Edition, marks the first in the innovative Mundial series, in
which El Tesoro’s Blue Weber agave tequilas are finished in barrels that previously held premium spirits from around the
world. The inaugural release highlights tequila first aged
for nine months in one-time bourbon barrels followed by a
four-month resting period in Laphroaig 10-year-old casks.
SRP: $125 per 750-ml bottle
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ew other spirits categories can match the skyrocketing growth of agave spirits. According to IWSR
Drinks Market Analysis, the volume of tequila alone
consumed in the U.S. grew by 15.9 percent in 2020
and is forecasted to grow by 4.8 percent compound
annual growth rate from 2021 to 2025. Though tequila has been
a staple among U.S. consumers for decades, more are integrating
the spirit into their regular drinking rotation, taking it beyond its
signature cocktail, the Margarita. The result is new brand exploration—be they celebrity-backed ones or heritage producers—and
trading up, with a slew of new reposado and añejo releases.

two (reposado and cristalino) and five
(añejo) months in the sherry casks. SRP:
$99.99 to $124.99 per 750-ml bottle

Cocktail Hour
Founders’ Favorites
National Margarita Day has come and
gone, but The Chainsmokers’ Drew Taggart
and Alex Pall, co-owners of JAJA Tequila,
have recipes they devised for the occasion
that are just as perfect for Cinco de Mayo
shindigs. While Taggart’s JAJA Watermelon
Lime Mashup Margarita calls for JAJA
Blanco, Pall’s JAJA Hibiscus High Margarita
stars JAJA Añejo.

JAJA WATERMELON LIME MASHUP
MARGARITA

Method: Build ingredients in a salted rim
highball glass over ice and garnish with a
watermelon wedge.

Crystal Clear
Avión’s newest addition to its Reserva
range, the Reserva Cristalino, is a blend of
double charcoal-filtered añejo and extra
añejo Blue Weber agave tequilas aged in
American oak barrels. Showcasing notes
of oak, vanilla, and spice, the fruity and
floral spirit is best savored neat or on the
rocks. SRP: $145 per 750-ml bottle
A Certain Age
Partida welcomes a new supply of its
limited-release Roble Fino selection, sipping tequilas aged in sherry-seasoned oak
casks that originally held Edrington’s single malt Scotch whiskies. The collection
includes a reposado
(SRP: $99.99), añejo
($124.99), and reposado cristalino
($114.99)—the first
of its kind—that
are aged in former
bourbon
barrels
before
spending

Named after the brave women
who fought in the 1919 Mexican
Revolution, the singleestate Blue Weber agave
tequila brand La Adelita
has now implemented
the Adelita Army brand
ambassador program to help
elevate female hospitality
professionals and tequila
enthusiasts. La Adelita is
also ramping up its grant
contributions to support
members’ professional
advancement.

At-Home Fiesta

Defined by notes of fresh green herbs,
sweet vanilla, and black pepper, Familia
Camarena’s silver tequila is ideal in the
classic grapefruit and lime Paloma cocktail. Familia Camarena, which traces its
Jalisco roots back to 1761, rounds out its
lineup with reposado and añejo offerings.
SRP: $17 per 750-ml bottle

Enjoying the Moment
“Sip Don’t Slam” is the theme of Amber
Beverage Group’s new campaign for
Rooster Rojo, the Blue Weber agave
tequila brand comprising blanco,
reposado, añejo, and smoked pineapple
varieties. Spanning film footage, social
media content, and print ads filmed in
urban Los Angeles, the edgy campaign
(from U.K.-based Ian Haworth of
Haworth House Creative in partnership
with Giles Calver of Sedley Place)
encourages the embrace of slow living.

In anticipation of next month’s Cinco de
Mayo festivities, Casamigos has launched
a special package pairing a 750-ml bottle
of its Blue Weber agave blanco variety with
a convenient custom-made, green-blue
Margarita glass for celebratory imbibing.
SRP: $47.99 per value-added package

Supporting Small
Producers
Mezonte isn’t your average spirits
brand—it’s a nonprofit organization dedicated to supporting
small, multigenerational agave
spirits producers from across
Mexico. In addition to purchasing and sharing these
producers’ spirits in his
Guadalajara tasting room,
owner Pedro Jiménez Gurria also sends some of
these rare agave bottlings
to the U.S. SRP: $120 to
$200 per 750-ml bottle
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1 ½ oz JAJA Blanco
2 oz limeade
Spiked seltzer
Watermelon

Warrior Spirit

REGION FOCUS

CHILEAN SAUVIGNON BLANC IS THE
ANSWER TO INCREASING DEMAND
AS GLOBAL SUPPLY FROM OTHER SAUVIGNON BLANC-PRODUCING
REGIONS DECREASES, CHILE’S DIVERSE REGIONS AND STYLES PROVIDE
HIGH-QUALITY OPTIONS FOR SAVVY BUYERS
tities, as well as work on customer transition to alternatives,” says Tim Varan
of Tim’s Wine Market in Florida. “Working with some trusted importers I looked
for alternative terroir-driven regions to
source from.”
Varan’s search led him to Chile, where
4,000 miles of coastline and vineyards
rising to altitudes of 6,500 feet produce
a wildly diverse selection of high-quality
Sauvignon Blanc styles at a range of prices. “I love the idea of seeking out other regions rather than just focusing on substituting other Sauvignon Blancs from New
Zealand and the Loire Valley,” says Jen
Ziskin, owner of La Morra and Heritage of
Sherborn in the Boston metro area.
The country also offers a logistical
bonus. “Chile is an exporting country with
world-class ports in San Antonio and Valparaíso,” explains Julio Alonso, executive
director of Wines of Chile USA. “Although
so much of the world has been affected
by supply chain issues, Chile has proven
remarkably resilient and able to adapt,
exporting its wines with few delays and
minimal problems.”

Pablo Morandé, a pioneer of Casablanca Valley
Sauvignon Blanc.

THE DIVERSITY OF
CHILEAN SAUVIGNON BLANC

The Sauvignon Blanc grape has been gaining ground in Chile over the last 40 years,
growing from just 3.1 percent of vineyard
area in 1978 to 11 percent by 2019, making it the country’s second-most planted
variety. Its original stronghold was in the
Maule Valley, but since the 1990s, plantings have expanded in all directions as
Chile’s winemakers seek out a broader
range of vineyard sites and soil types, as
well as cooler climates.
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emand for Sauvignon Blanc
continues to rise globally,
and in the United States, it
has become a staple, with
restaurant guests and retail
customers regularly asking for it by name.
But sourcing some of these consumerfavorite Sauvignon Blancs may be challenging in 2022, as climate shocks have
impacted popular Sauvignon Blanc-producing regions like New Zealand (which
estimates a potential shortfall of three
million cases into the U.S. market) and
Sancerre (which faced devastating frosts
in 2021). Additionally, ongoing supply
chain pressures are driving up costs on
shipping and packaging materials, likely
leading to price increases over the course
of this year.
Not surprisingly, savvy retail and
restaurant buyers are looking to diversify their Sauvignon Blanc selections and
hedge against the inevitable price increases. “I pay close attention to fluctuations in harvest and other factors that can
affect supply and try to operate ahead of
the curve. I order earlier, in larger quan-

A groundbreaker in this push was Pablo
Morandé, who learned about cool-climate
conditions while working in Carneros,
California, in the 1970s. He found similar
conditions in the Casablanca Valley and
planted the first Sauvignon Blanc vines
there in 1982. Seeing the success of these
ocean-influenced wines, other producers followed and by the 1990s, the region
shifted its focus from dairy and livestock
farming to become one of the county’s
most important Sauvignon Blanc terroirs.
The drive for cooler climates and diverse terroir has seen similar expansion to
the east, with the grape being planted on
the slopes of the Andes, and to the south,
with its unique soil types and extreme
conditions. “I can think of no country in
the world that can match Chile—which
is virtually unrivaled for diversity of terroir—when it comes to producing quality
Sauvignon Blanc in such a wide range of
styles,” says Alonso.
Chile’s varied clonal stock also contributes to this stylistic diversity. Miguel
Torres was the first producer to bring in
Sauvignon Blanc clones from the United
States and France, with other wineries
soon joining. Plantings now include the
Davis Clone (#1) from California, known
for producing expressive, intensely citrusy styles, and the French clone #242,
commonly found in Sancerre and producing more herbal-driven wines, as well
as other French clones.
Even before producers make winemaking decisions, Chile’s varied terroir
and clonal selection ensure that buyers
have a diverse range of Sauvignon Blanc

styles and prices to offer customers.
THE COASTAL REGIONS

Buyers looking for Sancerre alternatives
will find plenty of options in Chile’s coastal regions. The Humboldt, a 600-mile wild
current, drags cold water from Antarctica
along Chile’s coast, bringing cool weather
conditions along the way. The Humboldt
works with the Coastal Range to provide
a cooling buffer, ensuring slow, gradual
ripening and protecting the grapes from
sudden temperature peaks.
The Coastal Range also provides a diversity of soil types. Casablanca, as well as
San Antonio, Leyda, and Paredones, feature a granite-based mosaic with soils rich
in sandy-silty maicillo, clay, or the granite
bedrock. In Limarí, the granite is often
combined with ancient limestone deposits. This variation, along with the different
aspects on ridges, slopes, the valley floor
and hilltops, results in a patchwork of
combinations and a wide range of expressive possibilities.
All of this results in wines that tend to
show a classic herbal character combined
with vibrant citrus fruit and a structure
that balances acidity, texture, and tension—wine traits that will please customers seeking out more elegant, mineraldriven styles of Sauvignon Blanc.
CENTRAL VALLEY AND
THE ANDES SLOPES

The Central Valley is the original home
of Chile’s Sauvignon Blanc vine plantings.
Vineyards planted on the western slopes
of the Andes provide some cooler sites due

to altitude, but overall, this region is much
warmer than the coastal areas. It’s also
sunnier, intensely so, with clouds rarely
gracing the summer sky. This means harvest date plays an important role in the final wine style: early harvest dates preserve
freshness and acidity, while a slightly later
date will emphasize aromatic intensity. As
a result, flavors can range from zippy pink
grapefruit to more tropical notes like passionfruit, but overall, the wines are more
fruit-driven than wines from the coast.
Vineyards in the heart of the Central
Valley are planted on riverbeds, with alluvial soils forming plains of fine sediment.
These soils, plus easy access to water for
irrigation, encourage vigorous growth, so
this is the place for buyers to find crowdpleasing, fruit-driven Sauvignon Blancs.
THE DEEP SOUTH

The quest for ever-cooler climates has
led to Sauvignon Blanc in the lower latitudes of the deep southern regions. Cool
and damp, with highly acidic soils not seen
in the parts of Chile, this area produces
wines that are intensely herbal and limeedged, nearly vibrating with bracing acidity. Buyers with an eye for more obscure
and experimental wines should be paying
attention to deep south developments.
“Chile is rewriting its story in the
United States,” says Alonso, “and Sauvignon Blanc is a big part of that.” Whether
buyers are looking to fill gaps resulting
from the Sauvignon Blanc supply crunch
or want to offer their customers a new
spin on a favorite grape, there really is
something for everyone. n

WINE NOTES

BARON PHILIPPE DE
ROTHSCHILD ESCUDO ROJO
RESERVA SAUVIGNON BLANC 2020

In 1999, the Escudo Rojo brand
was created, bringing Bordeaux
expertise to Chilean soil. This
Reserva Sauvignon Blanc is a
selection of the best parcels
from the Casablanca Valley.
This is an unoaked style that’s
fresh and vibrant, with intense
notes of lemon peel and lime
and a hint of zesty green chili.

CALCU GRAN RESERVA
SAUVIGNON BLANC/SEMILLON
2020

After growing grapes for over
a century, the Hurtado family
began to make wines under
their own labels in 2005. This
one combines the bright, racy
aromatics and tropical fruits
of Sauvignon Blanc with the
citrus, structure, and texture of
the Semillon grape.
Global Vineyard Importers
SRP: $14.99

Monsieur Touton Selection, Ltd.
SRP: $17.99

KOYLE COSTA LA FLOR
SAUVIGNON BLANC 2021

After growing grapes since 1885,
the Undurrage family began
work on Vina Koyle in 2006,
incorporating organic and
biodynamic principles into their
farming. Grapes from a Leyda
Valley site, less than six miles
from the coast, make for a
juicy wine that bursts with
notes of peach, citrus, white
tea, and a saline finish.

LA ROSA CONTEMPO
SAUVIGNON BLANC 2021

Grapes from the Cachapoal
Valley are harvested at night
and fermented in stainless
steel to make this vibrant,
racy wine. It’s bright and
fruity, with classic notes of
grapefruit and green apples,
gooseberries, and fresh
herbs.
Executive Bev
SRP: $13.99

Winc
SRP: $16

MIGUEL TORRES LAS
MULAS SAUVIGNON BLANC 2021

With roots in Spain, the Torres
Family arrived in Chile in 1979,
drawn by the country’s ideal
climate conditions. In 2010,
they founded Las Mulas, their
organic brand. With grapes
from the Curicó and Maule
Valleys, the wine shows off
ripe, tropical fruits, a classic
touch of herbal character, and
a silky, round texture.

CASAS DEL BOSQUE LA
CANTERA SAUVIGNON BLANC 2020

The winery was established in the
Casablanca Valley by the Cuneo
family in 1993, and in 2019, La
Cantera Sauvignon Blanc joined
the brand’s Botanic series.
It’s a crisp, bright, unoaked
wine, with classic notes of
grapefruit, passionfruit, and
fresh herbs.
Southern Starz, Inc.
SRP: $17.99

LEYDA RESERVA
SAUVIGNON BLANC 2021

Specializing in cool-climate
wines from the coast, Leyda was
involved in the creation of
the Leyda DO in 2001. This
reserve Sauvignon Blanc
was aged in stainless steel
with weekly batonnage to
add texture to the expressive
notes of limes, mandarins,
and herbs. Crunchy acidity
lingers on the finish.
Park Street
SRP: $14.99

MONTES CLASSIC SERIES
SAUVIGNON BLANC 2021

In 1988, four partners came
together to form Viña Montes with
an eye on crafting quality wines
for global markets. Grapes for
this Classic Series Sauvignon
Blanc were harvested at night
to lock in acidity. The wine
is completely unoaked and
shows pronounced aromas of
orange blossom, grapefruit,
and herbs that leap out of the
glass.

Vineyard Brands
SRP: $14.99

Viña Morandé was founded in
1996 by Palbo Mornade, who
planted the first vines in the
Casablanca Valley years prior.
This wine is from the estate’s
vines in that same region, just
miles from the Pacific Ocean.
It combines delicate notes of
herbs, citrus, and peaches
with a persistent, age-worthy
structure.
International Wine and Spirits
SRP: $20

Kobrand
SRP: $12

COASTAL

MORANDÉ GRAN RESERVA
SAUVIGNON BLANC 2020

ENTRE CORDILLERAS

CONCHA Y TORO GRAN
RESERVA SAUVIGNON BLANC 2021

With history stretching back to
1883, Concha y Toro has become
one of the world’s top wine
brands. The grapes for this
wine are from a Colchagua
Valley site where the cooling
influence of sea breezes
and Lake Rapel lock in zesty
grapefruit and lime notes
backed by a briny minerality.

GARCÉS SILVA BOYA
SAUVIGNON BLANC 2020

In 1999, the Garces family planted
vines in the Leyda Valley. In
2002, they set up the region’s
first winery. This wine, from
ocean-view vineyards that are
harvested two weeks after
most other sites, combines
white flowers, mango and
passion fruit notes and a
lingering lime-tinged acidity.

Fetzer Vineyards
SRP: $14.99

LOS VASCOS SAUVIGNON
BLANC 2021

Tracing its roots back to 1750,
Los Vascos was taken over by
Domaines Barons de Rothschild
in 1988. This bottling combines
valley floor fruit with grapes
from a coastal property
less than five miles from
the ocean. The result is
mouthwatering and typically
pungent with vibrant notes of
green chili and passionfruit.

Vine Connections
SRP: $15

LUIS FELIPE EDWARDS
MAREA SAUVIGNON BLANC 2021

Family-owned and managed since
1976, the first wines bottled under
the LFE label were released in
1995. This wine is sourced from
vineyards less than two miles
from the Pacific Ocean—the
closest to the sea in the
Leyda region. It’s vibrant and
racy, showing notes of lime,
chamomile tea, minerality,
and subtle tropical fruits.

Taub Family Selections
SRP: $13.99

SANTA EMA SELECT
TERROIR SAUVIGNON BLANC 2021

With roots that go back nearly 100
years, Santa Ema has vineyard
holdings throughout the Maipo
Valley. Grapes for this wine
are sourced from the heart
of the valley, near the Maipo
River. It’s highly aromatic with
juicy notes of citrus, pears,
and apples.

Palm Bay International
SRP: $19.25

TABALI TALINAY
SAUVIGNON BLANC 2021

The Talinay Vineyard is in the
Limarí Valley, where sea breezes
create cool temperatures, and the
vines are grown in limestone soil.
The wine is aged in stainless
steel with daily lees stirring to
build texture and complexity
into an elegant wine laced
with vibrant acidity, floral
notes, and zesty citrus fruits.

Pacific Highway Wines
SRP: $10

Part of the Marchesi Antinori
winery portfolio, Haras de
Pirque was founded in 2003.
Grapes for this wine come
from the Leyda Valley. Coastal
vineyards combined with
stainless fermentation result
in a classic combination of
citrus, herbs, and a flinty
minerality.
Ste. Michelle Wine Estates
SRP: $11.99

MATETIC EQ COASTAL
SAUVIGNON BLANC 2020

In 1999, the Matetic family planted
coastal vineyards and began to
transition them to biodynamic
and organic farming as early as
2002. A portion of the wine is
aged in concrete amphorae
and French oak to add
texture and complexity to
the nervy acidity, juicy citrus,
and ripe tropical fruit notes.
Quintessential Wine
SRP: $19.99

VERAMONTE ORGANIC
RESERVA SAUVIGNON BLANC 2021

Veramonte was one of the early
wineries to invest in Casablanca
Valley and is committed to
organic farming. A late night
harvest helps maintain zesty,
racy acidity and highlights the
wine’s mouthwatering notes
of lime, tangerine, and subtle
floral character.
Gonzalez Byass USA
SRP: $11.99

Biagio Cru
SRP: $25

COASTAL

HARAS DE PIRQUE
ALBACLARA SAUVIGNON BLANC
2021

ENTRE CORDILLERAS

BUILDING THE COUNTRY’S
NEW-WAVE WINE
MARKETS
QUALITY RETAIL SHOPS AND WINE BARS ARE
POPPING UP IN SMALL CITIES ACROSS THE U.S.
HERE’S THEIR ADVICE ON HOW TO FIND NICHE
WINES, INCREASE SALES, AND BUILD A NEW
WINE COMMUNITY

T

here's been a migration of
wine professionals from
major cities to smaller ones
over the past few years—a
trend that sped up during
the pandemic. Luckily, to
complement the rise of owner-operated
wine bars and shops in these smaller, often overlooked markets, a slew of smaller,
niche importers and distributors has increased availability of small-production
and natural wines at the same time.
Still, there’s legwork required to increase access to the wines they want—but
these owners understand they’re building
a community as well as a business, and
are willing to put in the effort. They’re

building relationships not just with their
customers, but with suppliers at all levels, becoming logistical experts in the
process. Retail shop and wine bar owners from small cities throughout the U.S.
share their tips and tactics for building
overlooked wine markets into some of the
most exciting in the country.
UNDERSTAND THE
THREE-TIER SYSTEM

Heather LaVine, the owner of Golden Hour
Wine in Orlando, Florida, has a list of every wine she’s ever bought for her shops.
“I started that in New York, not wanting
wines to fall off the radar,” she says. Now
that she’s in Florida, it’s essentially a long-

ABOVE: Bianca Sanon, owner of Paradis Books & Bread.

term shopping list and a starting point
for the logistical legwork required to get
these wines into the local market. That
legwork can be substantial—and will likely
require developing relationships at every
tier of the three-tier system.
When Tim Graham and Tracy Pell
opened Small Wine Shop in Fort Lauderdale, Florida, they were prepared to work
with local distributors to get wines into
the Florida market. “What I learned really
quickly was that I had to contact the actual importers,” says Graham. Having previously worked in Texas, he already had
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ABOVE, OPPOSITE LEFT TO RIGHT: Hawthorne Bottle Shop
// Heather LaVine of Golden Hour // Small Wine Shop //
Richard Garcia of Big Mood Natural Wines.

some of these relationships established,
but anyone looking to get new wines into
their local market will need to map out
who has what and make the calls.
A winery may have a single importer
for the country, or it may have a handful of importers covering different geographic regions. Within a state, a single
importer portfolio may be sold through
one distributor or split across several. And
for a given winery, only a limited number
of SKUs may have distribution. “It involves
taking time, doing your own research,
knowing what portfolio a wine is in,” explains Bianca Sanon, the owner of Paradis
Books & Bread in North Miami, Florida.
It also may involve a fair bit of matchmaking. Richard Garcia, the owner of
Big Mood Natural Wines in Kansas City,
Missouri, will often reach out directly to
wineries he’s interested in. "Do they have
an Instagram account? Boom. I’ll shoot
them a message,” he explains. “I just say,
‘I’ve been following you, I like what you're
doing, and I think you would be a really
good fit with distributor XYZ.’” He’ll then
let a local distributor know to continue the
conversation.
A collective mindset goes a long way
to developing successful working relationships. “Our interests are aligned. The
whole point of doing this is to make an
even better wine market,” explains Jeff

Kellogg, the owner of Kellogg Selections,
which has portfolios in North and South
Carolina. “If you have a relationship from
places you worked with previously, I don't
mind. That can be more helpful in getting
the wine than me reaching out.”
BE PROACTIVE AND PERSISTENT

“Always ask for what you want,” advises
Naomi Biber, who owns Palace Pub & Wine
Bar with her husband, Ryan Lay, in Cape
Coral, Florida. “Even throwing out a ‘hey, I
don’t know if you have this now but, if you
ever do, please let us know’ has worked.”
LaVine agrees. “It’s not just mentioning it
once,” she says, “but feeling comfortable
mentioning it 50 times and getting over
the fact that you're probably being a little
annoying.”
Thinking like a distributor also helps
move things along. Graham will regularly
check in with his distributors to see which
importers they’re placing orders with and
ask if they can add additional wines to an
existing order. “Whether it's just one case
or something more, generally they’re more
than happy to do that because it doesn't
stay in the warehouse,” he explains. “It
goes right out the door to me versus them
having to go out and sell it.”
Buyers can also work together to
make sure distributors and importers are
aware of growing interest in their market.
“There's power in numbers, right?” notes
Sanon. Buyers in her market regularly
keep others posted on wines that they are
all interested in, building orders together,

which makes it less of a risk for distributors to bring in the wines. “If it takes four
or five of us to buy a certain amount on
presale just so that we can get it into the
market, we’ll do it,” adds Garcia.
Jeffrey Wolfe, the owner of Wolfe’s
Wine Shoppe in Coral Gables, Florida, uses
Instagram as a way to stay on top of requests. “It tells me when certain wines
are hitting certain markets,” he says. “If I
see a wine being posted by buyers in New
York or Chicago, then I know it should be
hitting Florida soon. If the distributor is
behind taking the wine, they're at risk of
losing their allocations. So I want to make
sure that's not going to happen.”
LEARN HOW TO BUY FROM AFAR

While savvy buyers can use Instagram
and other social media platforms to their
advantage, it has its limits. “It’s intel, but
it’s not really educational,” cautions Wolfe.
“Just because somebody posted something
doesn't mean that it's great or that you
should be buying it.”
Ideally, buyers could travel to visit
producers and taste wines in larger markets. However, budget and staffing limitations make it difficult to get away. “It's
definitely been a learning curve for me,”
says John Hale, who relocated to Asheville, North Carolina, from New York to
open Crocodile Wine. “A large portion of
the wines we buy are special orders that I
don't get to taste beforehand. I just know
the winemakers already or trust the importers and hope for the best.”

KEEP AN EYE ON CASH FLOW

Particularly when it comes to special requests and orders, it’s important to keep
an eye on the bottom line. “Bringing in
cool wine is fun and all, but remember,
you need to find a home for those wines to
keep the ‘business’ part in ‘wine business,’”
says Andrea Hillsey, the owner of Square
Wine Co. in Madison, Wisconsin.
Keeping track of special orders and
being able to take quick delivery upon arrival is key to developing trust with distributor partners. “I have to be flexible on
my end,” explains LaVine. “If all of a sudden the wines come in from three different distributors … well, guess what? I'm
going to have to figure out cash flow and
make it work.” To avoid being caught offguard, LaVine keeps a running record of
all requests using an Excel sheet.
Setting clear expectations about pricing is essential as well. Taking the time to

understand the various shipping fees, margins, and mark-ups along the supply chain
ensures you’ll know the exact end cost for
customers when it hits your shelf or bar.
Sanon notes that there will usually be a bit
of a price difference for secondary markets.
“Maybe a few dollars difference we can work
with,” she says, “but not nine or 10.”
BE FLEXIBLE WITH DELIVERY

While smaller distributors may legally be
able to deliver statewide, getting wine to
far-flung locations in a big state can be a
logistical—and financial—challenge, especially as fuel costs skyrocket. “But I don't
want to penalize people for having businesses far away from my warehouses,”
says Hajianpour, who tries to find creative
ways to make deliveries work. This could
include delivery fees or order minimums
tailored to location and items ordered.
“As long as a distributor is permitted
to sell in your area, it can be worth offering to drive out to their warehouse,” notes
Matt Uva, the owner of Curate: Natural
Wines in Orlando, Florida. “This can put
a retailer at an advantage over their competitor by having wines not readily available in their area.” He also suggests that if
legal, “buyers form an alliance of sorts and
share the pick-up responsibilities.”
If buyers are bringing new wines into
the local market, building in long lead
times is crucial. These are not the wines
to include in a program that has firm
deadlines for printing wine lists or picking up wine clubs. “You have to be flexible
and it can be frustrating,” explains Sanon.
“There are extra steps and so many different things can go wrong. It just comes
with the territory of being down here.”

ABOVE, LEFT TO RIGHT: Palace Pub and Wine // Jill
Roberts of The Hawthorne // John Hale of Crocodile Wine

BUILD A COMMUNITY

Once the wine arrives, the fun of selling it
begins. Many buyers have developed wine
club programs to move bottles they’re
excited about, while generating a regular
cash inflow. “Our club gives us a big boost
in sales every month,” explains Sanon. “It
also gives me a little more buying power.”
LaVine has even started a second club to
meet demand. “I’ve had to cap our first
club based on quantities of what’s available in the market,” she says.
For hybrid retail/wine bar locations,
by-the-glass programs offer a way to educate customers—and staff. “I switch up the
wine list often so we are tasting a lot and
are forced to keep on our toes,” explains
Jill Roberts, the owner of The Hawthorne
in Helena, Montana. “We open up something special from the shop most days so
that the team can be as prepared as possible for the serious array of needs and requests from our guests.”
Regular, themed tastings have longterm impact, explains Biber. “This has enabled so many of our customers to try new
things and find new things they like. Over
time this has built a lot of trust between
ourselves and our community,” she says.
“Today, many don’t even question us and
know that if we are excited, they should
be too.”
“It’s important that you feel the emotion, too!” agrees Uva. “Make friends. Be
involved. Give a damn about your community and it will show how much you give a
damn about your wines.” n
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Buyers need to ask the hard questions of their distributors, importers, and
even buyers in other markets, especially
for those working with low intervention
wines. “I’ll ask what the flavor profile of
[the wine] is,” says Graham. “Is it super
natty? Does it go mousey? Is it ropey? If
it’s a pét-nat, is it going to explode on me?”
Distributors who take their role as a
partner seriously and want to build trust
with their account base will answer honestly. “I never ever want anybody to sell
something they don't want to sell [or]
something they're not excited about,”
explains Arash Hajianpour, the owner of
South Florida-based Arash Selects, a twoyear-old distributorship specializing in a
broad range of natural wines.

Turning inventory.
And heads.
That’s Proof.

Proof

TM
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Visit about.sgproof.com to find out more

AGAVE
COCKTAILS

PARTY PUNCH

2 cups Dos Hombres Mezcal
1 ½ cups pomegranate juice
½ cup fresh orange juice
¼ cup lime juice
⅛ cup orgeat syrup
2 cups blood orange soda
Garnish: orange slices, lime slices, and pomegranate seeds
Method: Add all ingredients to a punch bowl and add ice. Stir to
incorporate. Garnish with orange slices, lime slices, and pomegranate
seeds.

CAMARENA VERANDA

2 oz. Camarena silver tequila
3 oz. grapefruit soda
½ oz. fresh lime juice
½ oz. agave nectar or honey
Garnish: cucumber slices and dill
Method: Add everything (except grapefruit soda) into a shaker
and lightly muddle. Add ice and shake. Add grapefruit soda to the
shaker, then strain into an ice-filled Collins glass. Garnish with
cucumber slices and dill.

TRANSLUCID SPRITZ

1 ½ oz. Avión cristalino tequila
½ oz. Italicus Rosolio liqueur (optional)
Champagne Mumm Brut, or Perrier-Jouët
Belle Epoque
Method: Build all ingredients in a
Champagne flute and garnish with a long
lemon twist.

PINEAPPLE JALAPEÑO MARGARITA
MR BLACK X MADRE MEZCAL
ESPRESSO MARTINI
1 oz. Mr Black coffee liqueur
1 oz. Madre Mezcal Espadin
1 oz. espresso or coffee
Garnish: 3 espresso beans

Method: Add all ingredients to a cocktail
shaker with ice. Hard shake and pour into a
chilled coupe. Garnish with three espresso
beans.

34 BEVERAGE JOURNAL April 2022

2 oz. Seedlip Garden 108
½ oz. agave syrup
1 oz. pineapple juice
½ oz. fresh lime juice
2 slices jalapeño
Garnish: dehydrated pineapple wheel

Method: Salt the rim of a rocks glass. Lightly muddle all
ingredients in a shaker. Add ice and shake. Strain over ice into
rocks glass. Garnish with a dehydrated pineapple wheel.

www.BeverageJournalInc.com

SPIRIT OF THE BAY

Handmade in Maryland

This ﬂavored vodka is made with the highest quality natural ingredients to
embody the delicious, spicy and savory ﬂavor that you have come to know
and love from Old Bay®. Made in collaboration with teams who have a long
history of commitment to quality and craftsmanship, GEORGE’S® BEVERAGE
COMPANY™ and McCormick® & Company. This ﬂavored vodka is distilled
locally in Frederick, Maryland with love and care using sustainable
practices that protect the Chesapeake Bay and our natural waterways.

BAY CRUSH

‘THE BAY’ MARTINI

1 1/2 ounces OLD BAY® Vodka
1 1/2 ounces triple sec
2 ounces (1/4 cup) fresh
lemon juice
3 ounces lemon-lime soda,
such as Sprite®
Shake with ice. Lemon wedge.

BLOODY MARY
1 1/2 ounces OLD BAY® Vodka
4 ounces (1/2 cup) OLD BAY®
Bloody Mary Mix
OLD BAY® Seasoning
Lemon wedge.
Serve with ice. Celery stalk.

4 ounces (1/2 cup)
OLD BAY® Vodka
1 1/2 ounces olive juice
Garnish with lemon twist
and 2 olives.
A Proud Sponsor of

For the Chesapeake Bay

OLDBAYVODKA.COM

AGAVE
COCKTAILS

SPICED PEAR

1 ½ oz Espolòn reposado tequila
1 oz. fresh lime juice
¾ oz. spiced pear liqueur/syrup
¼ oz. agave syrup (1:1)

CAMPO VERDE MARGARITA
Created by Julio Xoxocotla

Method: Combine all ingredients in mixing tin with ice.
Shake. Strain over fresh ice into a large rocks glass. Garnish
with a cardamom-salted rim and a lime wheel.

1 ½ oz. Don Julio blanco tequila
1 oz. lime juice
¾ oz. agave nectar
2 slices cucumber
3 to 4 basil leaves
Spicy or regular salt
Garnish: cucumber and basil
Method: Rim half of a coupe glass with salt and chill. Muddle cucumber slices
in a mixing tin and combine remaining ingredients with ice and shake well. Fine
strain into chilled glass. Garnish with a cucumber ribbon and basil leaf.

HIBISCUS MARGARITA

1 ½ oz. El Tequileño platinum
2 oz. sweetened hibiscus juice
½ oz. freshly squeezed lime juice
½ oz. agave syrup
Garnish: hibiscus flower
Method: Add all ingredients to a
shaker over cubed ice. Shake until
ice cold and strain into a rocks
glass over cubed ice. Garnish with
a hibiscus flower.
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THE PEOPLE'S MARGARITA

2 oz. Teremana blanco tequila
¾ oz. lime juice
½ oz. agave nectar
1 oz. pineapple juice (to taste)
Garnish: lime wheel, pineapple leaves, and sea salt
Method: Place all ingredients into a mixing tin with ice. Shake.
Strain into a rocks glass over fresh ice. Garnish with a lime
wheel, pineapple leaves, and sea salt (as desired).

www.BeverageJournalInc.com

THE
FIND

NORTHERN INSPIRATION

Long Drink is a refreshing imbibing ritual in Finland (and a top-selling
drink category) that traces its roots back to the 1952 Summer Olympic
Games in Helsinki. Now, it has made its way to the U.S. in the form of
The Finnish Long Drink. These carbonated, canned gin concoctions,
with alcohol levels ranging from 5% to 8.5%, include three varieties
flavored with juniper and berry—traditional, strong, and sugar and carbdevoid zero—as well as a cranberry version that forgoes the citrus.
SRP: $11.99 to $13.99 per six-pack of 12-oz. cans

COMING UP ROSES

Prior to distilling its Rise 2022 seasonal gin, Kentucky distillery Castle
& Key cold-steeps rose petals in the base spirit. This botanicalforward gin is rounded out with juniper, tarragon, lemon peel, green
peppercorn, almond, green cardamom, and licorice, culminating in
layers of pine, marzipan, and pepper.
SRP: $36 per 750-ml bottle

SUMMER SUBSTITUTE

Attems, a historic wine producer in Italy’s FriuliVenezia Giulia, has introduced the rosé-style
Attems Pinot Grigio Ramato to the U.S. market.
Joining Attems’ Cicinis Sauvignon and Trebes
Ribolla Gialla, the “ramato,” a reference to how
ancient merchant documents once described
the copper-colored wine, is graced with a label
designed by English artist Michael Driver.
SRP: $18.99 per 750-ml bottle

GREEK SPIRIT

Like mastiha, family-owned Kástra Elión vodka continues to put the
spotlight on Greek spirits. Distilled from olives hand-picked in Greece’s
Nafpaktos region and mixed with mineral-rich spring water from the
Crystalline Rock in Mount Taygetus, the highest point in southern
Greece, the vodka rests for 30 days before bottling. Its flavor profile
morphs from sweet to buttery-fruity and peppery.
SRP: $55 per 750-ml bottle

QUITE A PAIR

An equal-parts blend of Caribbean aged rum
and American rye whiskey, Hercules Mulligan
Rum & Rye—launched by Leblon cachaça
founder Steve Luttmann, along with Flaviar
cofounder Grisa Soba and Mario Mazza of New
York-based Five & 20 Distilling—is a ready-todrink Irish Old Fashioned. Featuring macerated
organic ginger root and a splash of bitters, it can
simply be served on the rocks.
SRP: $38 per 750-ml bottle
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AIR PROTECTION
Protect YOUR customers from INFECTION and VIRUSES
30 Day Money Back Guarantee l Forty Years in Business
A+ Rated by the Better Business Bureau l Commercial & Residencial
Take this extra step for the protection of your staff, patrons and family.

Black Forest
Tap House
Fallston, MD

Greenmount Station
Hampstead, MD

Dr. Lori Andochick,
Dentist
Frederick, MD

McDonogh School -Dorms & Classrooms

Owings Mills, MD

Especially good for allergy sufferers, smoke, viruses, bacteria, mold, dust, pet owners,
odors or just those that want a cleaner, safer, fresher home or business.
No virus variant can avoid the composite of ActivePure molecules in concentration.
FDA cleared. Vollara Air and Surface Pro achieved a 99.9% reduction of airborne
SARS-CoV-2 in just 3 minutes. Certified by FDA approved labs.

“Let us help you
add NASA developed
peace of mind defense.”

www.WadeGowl.com

443.600.3281
vollara.activepure.com

LAST
CALL

THE DOURO COBBLER
AN HOMAGE TO PORTO
BY MARLENA BLITZ

H

istorically, Port cocktails have been
a mainstay in bartending culture.
Adrian Bridge,the CEO of Taylor
Fladgate, points out that American
bartender Jerry Thomas featured a number of
port cocktails in his classic 1862 guide. Bridge
and Taylor Fladgate have been instrumental in
reviving fortified wine used in cocktails, such
as the recently released ready-to-drink Taylor
Fladgate Chip Dry and Tonic and Croft Pink and
Tonic served in canned formats. “Fast forward
150 years, and we made a conscious decision to
start working and building relationships within
the cocktail industry,” says Bridge.
Cue the Douro Cobbler, created by educator
and bartender Andy Seymour, who notes that
he was “inspired by a love of the Taylor Fladgate
Late Bottled Vintage and the amazing region
where it comes from.”
While tawny and ruby port “love to mix
with aged spirits and more complex flavors,
white port is wonderful when it is allowed to
utilize its subtle and more refreshing aspects,”
Seymour explains.
To complement the Taylor Fladgate, the Douro Cobbler depends on “fresh fruit and a touch
of mezcal to bring smoke,“ Seymour adds, noting
that it’s one to sip at a cocktail bar—“or, if you are
lucky enough, while sitting and looking out over
the Douro River on a sun-drenched day.” ■

Ingredients:
2 ½ oz. Taylor Fladgate Late
Bottled Vintage
½ oz. Mezcal Del Maguey Vida
1
/5 oz. Mezcal Del Maguey
Chichicapa
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● THE DOURO COBBLER
1 oz. fresh lemon juice.
1 strawberry
⅓ oz. agave syrup
Garnish: strawberry and
orange slice

Method: Place strawberry, agave syrup, and lemon juice into a
mixing tin and muddle. Add the two types of mezcal and the Taylor's
Late Bottled Vintage. Shake and strain over crushed ice into a double
rocks glass. Garnish with a strawberry and orange slice.
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