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a l i forn ia  grapegrowers 
are continuing to take on 
the role of vintner at what 
seems to be a steady pace. 

The number of bonded wineries in 
California has grown by 6% annu-
ally for the last two consecutive 
years and is being sustained in part 
by growers who seek to add value 
to their operations. With tighter 
market conditions for grape con-
tracts over the last several years, 
growers statewide have responded 
by turning their unsold fruit into 
bulk wine. Many have begun pro-
ducing branded wines as part of a 

longer-term approach to diversify-
ing their operations. 

Nationally, winery growth is 
concentrated in California and on 
the West Coast. According to the 
Alcohol and Tobacco Tax and Trade 
Bureau, 263 new bonded winer-
ies were registered in California in 
2009. Washington state counted 76 
new wineries in 2009 and Oregon 
established 36.  

GROWER-TO-VINTNER ROLE 
MODELS 

As a region, Lodi leads the state 
in the production of premium vari-
eties (other than syrah), and the 
factors that initially encouraged 
growers there to become vintners 
are still very much in play. 

“About 80% of the growers in 
Lodi are becoming vintners,” said 

AT A GLANCE
 Wine production can increase 

a winegrower’s return on land 
assets.

 Vertical integration creates new 
roles within an organization.

 Wine production does not require 
a large capital investment. 

 Planning and expertise are essen-
tial for risk-adverse expansion. 

 Be sure to budget for marketing, 
promotion and brand-building 
activities. 
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California grapegrowers add value through wine production

The Lodi region is California’s largest producer of many premium grape varieties. 
Some 80% of its grapegrowers produce wine, or are planning to do so. 
Photo: Lodi Winegrape Commission

By Deborah Parker Wong
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Mark Chandler, who directs the 
Lodi Winegrape Commission, “but I 
doubt the number is that high state-
wide.” 

Chandler estimated that 50% of 
California’s growers are now also 
making wine. “We’re averaging 
about five growers per year who 
become vintners in the Lodi area, 
and I don’t really expect that to 
decline,” he said. Five new grow-
er-turned-vintner wineries opened 
there in 2010, bringing the region’s 
total to 82. 

While the initial wave of Lodi 
growers – which included Michael 
David Winery, which bottled its first 
vintage in 1984 – established their 
brands under significantly different 
market conditions, they continue 
to serve as role models for grow-
ers who are integrating winemak-
ing into their operations today. 
Michael David found success with 
innovative brands such as 7 Deadly 

Zins, and helped establish Lodi as a 
source of high-quality wine.

“Initially, I thought wine would 
be a small part of our business,” 
said Michael Phillips, “but we were 
first to market with a unique brand 
and a flavor profile that consum-
ers responded to in a big way.” 7 
Deadly Zins became Phillips’ signa-
ture wine, and at $15, is priced in a 
sweet spot for current market con-
ditions.  

“As the early pioneers become 
more successful and get broader 
distribution, it helps the newcom-
ers enjoy a more welcoming mar-
ket environment,” said Chandler, 
who along with program manager 
Stuart Spencer, initially offered a 
series of classes on how to start a 
winery, which covered everything 
from regulatory issues to market-
ing to distribution. “We now have 
Paul Wagner from Balzac Commu-
nications (and a V&WM columnist) 
give half-day seminars, then Stuart 

and I follow up by recommending 
consulting winemakers and leading 
(growers) to other resources, such 
as design studios for labeling and 
marketing assistance.”

Chandler is candid about provid-
ing a reality check and managing 
expectations for growers-turned-
vintners. “There is often a prod-
uct-oriented focus that can lead to 
unrealistic expectations,” he said. 
“Growers think that just because 
they put wine in the bottle, the 
world will come knocking on their 
door. We try to help people get a 
realistic expectation of how much 
work is required in marketing, pro-
motion and brand-building.”

RISE OF THE GROWER-
VINTNER

The year 2006 was a banner 
one for new wineries in California, 
and many of Lodi’s larger, inde-
pendent growers produced their 

…a tradition for over 20 years… has made
Vintage Nurseries the perfect pairing for growers
desiring the finest, most reliable yields. Our
state-of-the-art technology, industry-leading
service and wide selection make Vintage
Nurseries a California classic. Whether your
needs include the finest field-grown
dormants, potted green vines, rootstock
rootings or own-rooted plants and
cuttings, Vintage Nurseries assures you
of the finest quality products… every
time, for every wine. Place your order
today, and capture classic quality from
the leader in the field.
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first vintages that year. Kyle and 
Jorja Lerner, owners with Jorja’s 
parents, George and Kathy Met-
tler, of Harney Lane Winery in Lodi, 
exemplify the risk-adverse expan-
sion from grower to vintner. The 
Mettler family has farmed its Har-
ney Lane estate for more than 100 
years – the property was originally 
inherited from Jorja’s grandmother 
– and today, it manages 550 acres 
of wine grapes and opened a styl-
ish tasting room on the property in 
August 2009.  

The Lerner-Mettlers became 
vintners in 2006 for several rea-
sons: to diversify their business 
model with an eye to future gen-
erations, to better manage their risk 
factors, and to have more control 
over the potential of their fruit. Ini-
tially, Kyle and Jorjia developed a 
business model for the winery that 
was based on their growing opera-
tion and included the construction 
of a tasting room for direct-to-con-
sumer sales. The couple also began 
taking extension classes as UC 
Davis and Sonoma State University 
on topics that included business 

Winegrower Kyle Lerner took extension 
classes at UC Davis and Sonoma State 
University in preparation for launching 
the family’s Harney Lane brand. Photo: 
Deborah Parker Wong
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development, chemistry, account-
ing and marketing. 

No amount of preparation could 
have prepared Harney Lane for the 
prolonged economic downturn, yet 
long-term planning and increasing 
consumer awareness of the region 
has helped see it through the low-
est point in the sales cycle.

“We were very conservative in 
our sales projections for the first 
five years,” said Jorjia, “and we 
were on target with about 1,000 
cases our first year. But then the 
economy stalled right in the middle 
of the project.”

Harney Lane projects direct-to-
consumer sales of its wines will 
reach 5,000-6,000 cases within 10 
years.

In Napa Valley, 86% of the 400 
members of the Napa Valley Vint-
ners (NVV) association are classi-
fied as growers, either by owning 
land outright or having long-term 
management contracts for their 
fruit.

“Napa’s grower-vintner model 
differs dramatically from regions 
like Lodi, given the restrictions 
applied to land that falls within the 
Napa agricultural preserve,” said 
Terry Hall, communications director 
for NVV. “We’re seeing the most 
significant growth in new winer-
ies as urban tasting rooms and col-
lectives, where a winery facility is 
shared by a group of winemakers.”

Hall surmised that some of the 
growth attributed to new wineries 
in 2009 in California can be attribut-
ed to a shift in licensing, spurred by 
the success of winery collectives 
and the increase in second labels. 

Winegrower Tom Gamble, who 
farms 200 acres of grapes in the 
Yountville, Oakville, St. Helena 
and Carneros regions of Napa Val-
ley, took the plunge into commer-
cial wine production in 2001 with 
Gamble Family Vineyards (originally 
called Source Napa). Making wine 
meant that he could justify buying 
top-notch vineyard sites and recov-
er farming costs on high-density, 
vertically trellised vineyards, with 
the extra margin generated by a 
successful boutique wine label.

Gamble makes about 5,000 
cases of ultra-premium wine a year, 

and his challenge is to keep sales 
on track for growth. “Given our 
current prices, we’re planning to 
double the size of our operation and 
reinvest in the business,” Gamble 
said. The winery produces sauvi-
gnon blanc, old-vine syrah, caber-
net sauvignon and other Bordeaux 
varieties that range from $25 for an 
old-vine “Heritage Sites” red blend 
to $60 for signature cabernet. 

He is building a 20,000-case-
capacity winery off Highway 29, 
one-half mile north of Yount Mill 
Road, which is projected to be 
completed in 2013.

“People tend to undersize their 
wineries,” he said, “and then they 
end up going back to the county for 
more permits.” In eschewing the 
custom-crush model, Gamble said, 
“It’s an entirely different business 
(to own a winery), you have to staff 
up for it.” He plans to lease half the 
space in his new facility.  

In the Russian River Valley in 
Sonoma County, John Balletto 
also began making wine in 2001, 
under the Balletto Vineyards label. 
A farmer who turned the family’s 
vegetable-growing business into 
grapevines in 1995, Balletto started 
small, making 300 cases of char-
donnay and pinot noir, and saw the 
business grow to 6,000 cases by 
2005.

“It began with passion,” he said, 
“wanting to turn the grapes into a 
bottle of wine that we could enjoy 
and celebrate with, and it became a 
very good business decision.” 

Balletto now farms 500 acres 
of grapes and produces 15,000 
cases of wine. “As a grower in Rus-
sian River Valley, making wine has 
helped us out; we never have to 
worry about selling fruit.”

Three years ago, he converted 
a vegetable processing facility into 
a winery, and sells directly to con-
sumers through his tasting room 
and wine club. While his wines are 
distributed nationally, Balletto han-
dles distribution in California, with 
60% of his business going to on-
premise accounts. “We’re growing 
organically along with the market, 
but getting bottles onto tables and 
store shelves can be difficult,” he 

said. “It requires a constant focus 
on sales and marketing.”

Balletto, whose winery also 
hosts custom-crush clients, views 
making wine as an insurance policy. 
“We have options; we can sell the 
juice on the open market or redirect 
it into Sonoma Oaks, which is our 
second label.”

QUALITY ADDS VALUE

In Paso Robles, one of the 
state’s  fastest -growing wine 
regions, current market conditions 
have provided an incentive for 
growers to allocate more of their 
fruit to custom crush. The region, 
which has grown from 50 wineries 
in 1997 to 200 in 2010, has seen 
a dozen new grower-to-vintner 
brands come to market over the 
last year.

Stacie Jacob, executive director 
of the Paso Robles Wine Country 

WINEMAKING
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Alliance (PRWCA), said, “Grow-
ers originally began making small 
amounts of wine to use as a sell-
ing point and to demonstrate the 
quality of the region, but when 
tank space tightened up in 2005, 
it spurred more growers to make 
wine.”  

Jacob cited Steinbeck Vineyards, 
a sixth-generation family farm with 
500 acres of cabernet sauvignon 
and Rhone varieties. Steinbeck 
began making wine in 2006 and 
now sells close to 2,000 cases of 

wine per year from the winery’s 
new tasting room. As Paso Robles 
growers increasingly take on the 
role of vintner, Jacob points to an 
emphasis on quality. “Consult-
ing winemakers are key and the 
emphasis here is on making qual-
ity wine. You have to understand 
where you want to compete in the 
marketplace. and then over-deliver 
for that price-point,” she said.   

PRWCA offers workshops that 
focus on the current state of the 
business climate, managing change 
and the dynamics of the restaurant 
and retail markets, to keep vintners 
informed on market demand.  

BUILDING FOR THE FUTURE

For California growers, making 
and selling wine from grapes grown 
on family-owned land continues to 
be a viable way of adding value, and 

provides a powerful incentive for 
growers to maximize the return on 
their assets and their investment.

At the same time, vertical inte-
gration creates vital new roles, 
such as winemaking and sales and 
marketing, for the next generation. 
“Lodi is unique in that the majority 
of our growers have been in the 
grape business for generations 
and many are now creating wine 
brands with fourth- and fifth-gener-
ation family members in the tasting 
rooms,” said Chandler.

Fourth-generation Lodi growers 
Randall and Brad Lange established 
their LangeTwins label in 2006 and 
built a state-of-the-art sustainable 
winery that currently processes 
19,000 tons of grapes; it has a 
capacity for 44,000 tons. The Lange 
family owns 2,000 vineyard acres 
and manages 7,300 acres across 
four counties.

Randy and Brad and their wives, 
Charlene and Susan, credit their 
children – Marissa, Aaron, Philip, 
Kendra and Joe – with the push for 
vertical integration and the addition 
of a winery to diversify the family’s 
vineyard management business.

“Through our family advisory 
council, the kids decided they 
wanted a winery,” said Charlene, 
“and today we’re selling between 
5,000 and 7,000 cases directly to 
consumers in California, through 
our wine club and to retailers and 

on-premise accounts across the 
country.”   

Though LangeTwins does not 
have a tasting room, the family fre-
quently hosts tastings and events 
at the winery for wine club mem-
bers.  

GROWING A BRAND

Much farther north, in Oregon’s 
Willamette Valley, grower-vintner 
Dick Shea of Shea Wine Cellars 
planted 140 acres of pinot noir and 
chardonnay in 1989 and made his 
first commercial vintage in 1998. 
By the time he decided to make 
wine, Shea was already established 
as a quality grower.

“I was motivated more by the 
chal lenge of winemaking, the 
potential for a higher return on my 
investment, and the rewards of 
making a quality product,” he said.  
“As a farmer, the real money is in 
food processing, but there is also 
something to be said for creating a 
finished product.” 

Shea started slowly, initially 
avoiding a large capital investment 
and growing his brand from 300 
cases into a medium-sized boutique 
winery that now produces 5,500 
cases per year. The success of his 
label prompted the construction 
of a winery in 2007, which has a 
6,500-case capacity. Although Shea 
does not operate a tasting room, he 
holds bi-annual open houses that 
give consumers direct access to 
the wines.  

“We’ve seen that wine sales are 
cyclical, but once our brand was 
established, we’ve been in a good 
place and have begun to realize a 
higher return on our investment,” 
he said. Shea sells about 50% of 
his wine direct through his mail-
ing list, with the remainder allo-
cated across 30 states and eight 
countries, primarily to on-premise 
accounts. 

Deborah Parker Wong is a WSET 
Diploma candidate and Northern 
California editor for The Tasting 
Panel

Comments? Please e-mail us at 
feedback@vwm-online.com.

Jacketed tanks stand tall at the LangeTwins Winery in Lodi, which is currently pro-
cessing 19,000 tons of grapes per year. Photo: LangeTwins Winery
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