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Setting the Scene

The premise for The Buyer’s California debate was straightforward enough:

• To bring together leading buyers and players who are importing Californian wine into 
the UK. 

• To find out what it is about California that most appeals to them.

• To drill down into the actual wine styles that are of most interest and are working the 
best on wine lists in the UK. 

• To look at what value for money Californian wines offer UK buyers, and which regions, 
grape varieties and styles are the ones most in demand.

• To give buyers and importers the chance to talk and share ideas amongst each other 
about what they see as the biggest opportunities and challenges about working with 
Californian wines in the UK.

Which is, essentially, what this report is all about. Opening up the bonnet - or should that 
be the hood - of the Californian wine industry and seeing what parts of it work best for 
the premium on-trade in the UK. 
The first conclusion to make was just how much there was to talk about. Arguably if we 
had held a similar event five to seven years ago it would have been much harder to find 
such a line up of buyers who how are seriously involved in buying wine from California 
to take part. 
Just that recently the perception of Californian wine within the UK market was very 
different. Too often quickly dismissed for producing over priced, over extracted wines 
that were simply too big, too alcoholic and too expensive for the UK market. Even at the 
premium end of the on-trade.
California simply was not on the radar on importers and distributors looking to find both 
good value for money and exclusive, interesting wines for their lists. Particularly not in 
the premium on-trade. A similar debate held then would have been all about the barriers, 
the problems, the issues of working with California.
OK, there was still healthy demand for those Parker-style wines in the luxury hotel sector 
and with those restaurants that have a strong US business and tourist client base, but for 
the overall on-trade, California was not at the races. Unless you were buying for wet led 

pub chains and bars and looking for cheaper branded Californian wines.
It was the classic donut market. Wines for the separate mass and fine wine markets -  and 
nothing, or very little, in between.
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A whole new story

Fast forward to 2019 and it is a whole different ball game. California is fashionable again. 
And then some. 
Not just because we want to pick up a surf board and hang out on a Californian beach - 
but that certainly helps. It’s very much a story about how more Californian winemakers 
and producers have collectively woken up to a different style of winemaking. One where 
the focus is more on the  vineyard and working with the soils and vines, rather than 
concentrating all their efforts on the winery and production process. 
It has resulted in a vast range of different styles of Californian wine, that are flying off 
shelves and wine lists across the US, and, thanks to the efforts of small group of specialist 
importers, starting to make a real difference in the UK too. 
That is what this debate was all about and, crucially, we had a number of the leading 
players that have helped drive those changes in the UK premium on-trade there to share 
their views. 

Highly relevant  

That’s what made the debate so fascinating. California is now very relevant to the types of 
wine that restaurants and their customers want to buy and drink.
For the major wine buyers they are now relevant to the kinds of wine they need to buy. 
California is giving them the answers to many of their buying dilemmas. This was not the 
case just a few years
The wider Californian debate has now moved on. It now means so many different things 
to so many different wine importers, distributors, retailers, wine merchants, restaurant 
groups and sommeliers.
Which is why it was the ideal time for The Buyer and California Wine Institute to link up 
and host this debate. For as Damien Jackman, trading director for the UK and Ireland, 
said this is such a strategically important market for California and its export strategy. 
“The people who took part in this debate are so important to Californian wines as they 
come from such different backgrounds, but who collectively can help us look not just in 
the rear view mirror, but going forward as well,” said Jackman.
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To really understand what California now means to the UK on-trade we looked to bring together a diverse panel of leading specialist importers, wine merchants, major distributors and 
sommeliers working with Californian wine on the restaurant floor. 

The Buyers’ Panel 

Doug Wregg marketing director 
at Les Caves de Pyrene. 
Les Caves de Pyrene has taken a strong interest 
in wines from California over the last five years 
and in keeping with the overall philosophy of the 
company is looking to discover and work with low 
intervention winemakers across a range of wine 
styles. 

Keith Kirkpatrick,  
wine buyer, Roberson Wine 
Roberson Wine has earned its reputation as 
having one of the most dynamic and important 
Californian wine portfolios in the UK. It is one 
of the major merchants and importers to really 
see the potential in California over the last five 
years and become a real champion of its wines. 

Maggie Macpherson is the New World wine 
buyer for Enotria&Coe. 
Maggie Macpherson was New World wine buyer 
for Enotria&Coe at time of the debate and now 
works as a wine buyer at Jeroboams.

Sylwester Piasecki, assistant head sommelier 
for Zuma 
Piasecki says Californian wine has long been a 
favourite at Zuma, both for the styles of wine 
and its cuisine, but it works well with the make 
up of its customers.

Kelvin McCabe, group head sommelier  
Adam Handling Group 
With three different outlets, including one in 
the Cadogan Hotel, serving a wide range of 
customers, including a lot of American guests, it 
is important to keep on top of what is happening 
in California, says Kelvin McCabe, who is 
excited about the diversity now available.

Rory Benham, head of sales  
at The Wine Treasury. 
The Wine Treasury is one of the leading 
specialists in Californian and really helped bring 
the category to life not only with the cutting edge 
producers it works with, but by being one of 
the strongest voices in the trade supporting and 
promoting what California is doing.
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Chuck Cramer, European sales manager, Terlato 
Wines 
One of California’s most significant producers with 
a number of iconic names in its portfolio, including 
Sanford, Chimney Rock and Rutherford Hills, it 
is also having good success in the on-trade with its 
leading premium brands such as The Federalist and 
Duelling Pistols.

Richard Ellison, founder of Wanderlust Wine 
Richard Ellison demonstrates just how quickly 
Californian wine has changed in the last five years 
as Ellison has started up its wine business, after a 
career in finance, with a thirst to find interesting 
wines from off the beaten track and has really made 
his mark with new and interesting wines from 
California.

Lenart Cernelic, wine manager at M Restaurants 
Lenart Cernelic says California is one of six hero wine 
countries at M Restaurants and has a wide range to 
suit its diverse menu, with a strong focus on meat and 
premium steaks. California performs strongly both in 
its restaurants and through its retail shop and online 
sales. 

Stuart McCloskey, founder The Vinorium 
Stuart McCloskey’s primary focus is actually on 
Australian wine, but he hopes to be able to push 
deeper into the US wine market and in particular 
what California can offer his private customer client 
base.

The California Wine Institute represents the interests of its producer members 
right across the state. It was keen to partner with The Buyer and host this debate 
to better understand what senior UK wine buyers think about California as a 
whole and then dig deeper into the kind of help and support they can provide to 
better serve their needs to find the wines they want. Particularly as the premium 
wine market is such a key focus for California and the Institute in the UK and 
the UK as a whole is such a strategically important market to help it grow its 
international exports.

Damien Jackman, trade director UK and Ireland 
for California Wine Institute 

Justine McGovern, trade director UK and Ireland, 
California Wine Institute
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The Debate

The first part of the debate focused on how far California has turned the dial, as it were, 
on each of the panellists buying needs and if it had become more relevant to what they 
are looking for. 
The Wine Treasury has been flying the flag for California far longer than the majority 
of specialist players in the market now. In fact it has emerged over the last 20 years to 
be one of the UK’s biggest US wine specialists and is now working with 22 producers 
from California, most of which will have four of five different labels. “It has become an 
incredibly important market for us,” said sales director, Rory Benham. 
Relationships it has built up and fostered with producers and winemakers that now go 
back a long time. “There has become quite a connection between us and those making the 
wine. It has been a lot of fun along the way as well,” he said. 
Others have been a littler newer to the party. UK wine distributor, Roberson Wine, for 
example, did not have a Californian range to speak of in 2013 and was better known 
for its classic French and Old World ranges. California has subsequently helped turn its 
business on its head, said wine buyer, Keith Kirkpatrick. So much so that it now has 30 
different agencies and California makes up 50% of its agency sales.
“In 2013 we saw an opportunity in the London on-trade for California, particularly 
for smaller, more boutique producers,” explained Kirkpatrick. “When we came into the 
market people saw California as being one extreme or another. It was either the very high 
priced, allocated wines, or you had entry level, supermarket brands.”
Roberson, he added, was lucky to be introduced to Sonoma producer, Jamie Kutch, 
who in turn introduced the company to other potential winemakers that might be good 
candidates for exports.
“He made it clear to us that there was this whole section in the mid market that we were 
not seeing hardly at all in the UK. In that period of research, we started reading Jon 
Bonne’s pieces in the San Francisco Chronicle and it was like a web out to all these names 
of winemakers we had not heard of. Then you discover they are all friends with each other, 
so as soon as you start working with one of them, you instantly make all these connections 
and the whole thing snowballed very quickly.”
Roberson’s awakening to Californian could not have been better timed as it coincided 
with a serious of bad vintages in the Old World, particularly in Burgundy, which had 
made up so much of its sales at that time. 
“Allocations were getting smaller, prices were going up and it was getting harder for us 

to get the quantity of wine at the price we wanted to list consistently for 12 months in a 
restaurant,” said Kirkpatrick. 
“Then here we had these great wines from California, albeit from completely unknown 
producers, but we could pretty much buy as much as we wanted to. The prices were 
appealing, the styles of wine was great for restaurants and their food and the personalities 
of pretty much all the producers was great. They wanted to travel, and engage with the 
market here.  So everything fell into place quite quickly.” 
So France’s loss, was very much California’s gain. Particularly as the wines were going 
straight into premium price positions on restaurants lists, often to replace what they could 
not get from Burgundy. 
That demand in the on-trade was then being replicated in the independent merchant and 
private client markets as more restaurant customers went in search of premium  Californian 
wines. “Consumer and private client growth has been fantastic,” added Kirkpatrick.
Roberson now does not sell any Californian wines that would retail below £15, it has 3%-
5% of its wines at under £20 retail selling price, but the vast majority are £30 and over. 
Napa, for example, only accounts for 5% of its volume, but represents 20% of its value. 
“California has always been able to command a premium and we sell a lot of premium 
wines,” said Kirkpatrick. 
It’s a similar story at The Wine Treasury where Benham confirmed “that around half of 
what it sells” costs more than £20 a bottle at retail. 
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Transforming lists

National approach

Similarly the much respected Les Caves de Pyrene, which specialises in finding esoteric, 
mostly minimum intervention wines for the on-trade, has also seen the light and 
transformed its Californian list in the last five years. “There had been a gaping void in 
our list,” admitted sales and marketing director, Doug Wregg, who said it had prioritised 
other parts of the New World before going to California. 
“We have now picked up nine agencies from California and are just digesting what works 
and how they stock up against wines from other countries,” he added.  
Wregg was quick to praise first The Wine Treasury for the work it did to bring in exciting 
wines from California, and then more recently Roberson and the wave of new dynamic 
winemakers that it has helped champion. Winemakers that helped alert Wregg and Les 
Caves to what they might be missing out on. 
Wines that came even more to the fore with the In Pursuit of Balance movement, led by 
the likes of Hirsch Vineyards’ Jasmine Hirsch and Raj Parr of Sandhi. 
“We went looking for wines with a bit of sunshine, a story, a personality and that were 
natural. But not just because they were natural, but because they were delicious,” he said. 
“I think we can do even better as the wines really stand up now.”
He also agreed with Kirkpatrick that the price of wines from certain parts of the Old 
World, noticeably France and Burgundy, actually now mean a lot of Californian wines 
offer “pretty good value” and are offering the right level of “bang to buck.”
Helped again by the fact a lot of winemakers don’t own their own vineyards or wineries, 
but are renting out production facilities, not using 100% new oak and keeping their costs 
low as a result, added Wregg.    
It means around 80% of what it sells is £18 to £20 ex VAT to restaurants. That said 
anything above £25 would be “a hard sell,” he added, “no matter how good it is.’’ 

It’s perhaps a bit surprising to find Washington State is Enotria&Coe’s most important US 
wine region in terms of volume sales. “But there is a lot more we can do from California 
which is why I am here today,” stressed New World buyer Maggie Macpherson.  
She explained how its “sweet spot” for California sits between £8 and £12 on its price list 
and that is where its customers are going to get the “real value for money from California”. 
“Yes, there are lots of amazing Californian wines above £12, but you are not going to be 
selling an awful lot of them.” 
It is exactly those “middle” producers in the classic Californian doughnut model that she 
sees as great value for E&C. “They do have volume. They may not be new wave or sexy 
to sommeliers, but they are really great wines. They have got sustainability and have got 
enough volumes to be come over here at a price point that works. And for us being a large 
distributor and the customers we work with we need that, we need that volume to meet 
people’s needs.”  
Ideally up to £60 maximum on a wine list is where Enotria&Coe looks to manage its 
Californian list, she said. 
Enotria’s current range, she added, is “primarily in Napa” but also has other producers in 
Sonoma, Mendocino and Clarksburg. 
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New players

Changing buyers attitudes 

California is also helping to attract and support new players in the market. Richard 
Ellison, for example, moved from a successful career in finance three years ago to set up 
his own wine import business, Wanderlust Wine, that serves both the trade, restaurants 
and consumers.
As the name suggests it has set its stall out to look for wines from off the beaten track. 
Which, in turn, has seen Ellison return time and again to California as it just has so 
many of the “organic, sustainable, interesting and exciting wines” that he is looking for. 
“California was one of the important regions when I opened the business and has been a 
key differentiator for me.”
The turnaround in California is even attracting specialists in other countries to start 
looking seriously at what it can offer. Like Stuart McCloskey at The Vinorium, who up to 
now has built his successful private client business on sourcing and supplying premium 
Australian wine - which makes up 95% of its sales. 
But he now has California very much on his radar and is keen to see what else it can offer 
his customers. That said he already has close to 80 wines available to his customers which 
he sources from UK suppliers. The opportunity now, though, “is to go and source direct”. 
“Our customers love Californian wines,” said McCloskey. The challenge for him now 
was to find “producers that can match head to head, like for like, quality to value” wines 
that he can get from Australia. “There are so many similarities between California and 
Australia.”

The big difference, argues Kirkpatrick at Roberson Wine, is not necessarily California 
suddenly deciding en masse to change the way it makes wine. It’s been a combination of 
more buyers, like himself, making the effort to go there and look, and winemakers, who 
have always been making wine in a less extracted, more vineyard first approach, are now 
coming to the fore and are looking to export more wine.
Benham agreed: “Over my 20 years working there I would not say there has been a 
massive sea change.”
He points to acclaimed Californian winemaker, Cathy Corison, who has been making the 
same style of wine for decades. “Stag’s Leap Wine Cellars was unfashionable years ago as 
they made wines in a European style.”   

The market has now come to them rather than these winemakers changing the way they 
make wine, he stressed. 
That said he does appreciate that the UK’s perception of what is happening in California 
has been the “single biggest change to what I think is our impression of Californian wines 
in the UK”.
“In general it has flowed in a relatively simple cycle of being more in fashion, to being 
slightly less in fashion, then back in fashion again. But then that fashion is also often tied 
to pricing. When the dollar has been weak, it’s been easier to sell Californian wines here.”
UK buyers, stressed Kirkpatrick, have also been forced to look further afield for certain 
styles of wine because of the successive bad harvests that have hit classic regions such as 
Burgundy and Bordeaux over the last five years. California with its consistent styles and 
reputation for quality has therefore benefited hugely as prices for classic Old World wines 
have gone up, as supply has been hit. 
That trend might be most pronounced at the top end, but it has also had a ripple effect 
right down the wine supply chain.
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Changing styles 

That said there clearly has been a marked change in the kinds of wine we are now seeing 
coming out of California. It’s not just the European palate that has changed. In the US, 
too, there is so much more demand for lighter, toned down, more refreshing, approachable 
reds and whites and increasingly rosés too.
The big classic Cabernet producers can still find plenty of buyers within California itself, 
or at the cellar door, but if they want to build distribution across the US and into key 
cities such as Chicago, Dallas, Miami, Boston and New York then they have had to have a 
new approach. An approach that has pricked the interest of buyers in the UK and Europe 
too, said Wregg. 
Arguably a lot of the new styles of wine coming out of California has been driven by 
the desire to make more sustainable, environmental wines where the focus is all on what 
happens in the vineyard, and with the soils and vines rather than the tweaking that goes 
on in the winery.
Wregg said he went to California “looking for the more natural side of California”. “The 
sort of wines that are true to where they are from, that taste delicious, and are light, 
fun and interesting.  That are not the classic style of California, but would be a way of 
bringing Californian wine to people who are interested in natural wines from anywhere 
and that also stack up style wise.”
Kirkpatrick and Roberson Wine were certainly at the forefront of bringing in these 
different, alternative styles. Kirkpatrick said he is now reluctant to really use the phrase 
“new wave” as the market has moved on so quickly. 
But also because, he said, “there was nothing new really in what they were doing”. “It was 
more new people doing it in an old way.”
“It was maybe useful five or six years ago to call it new wave to maybe get people’s 
attention. But those winemakers who were in this new wave will tell you they were trying 
to respect the traditions of how wines were made in the 1960s, 70s and 80s and were 
actually trying to emulate people like Cathy Corison,” explained Kirkpatrick. 



California Buyers’ Debate

Right exports at right price

The challenge for UK buyers is often to get US producers to think as far afield as exporting 
to the UK. As they can sell their wines so easily in the domestic market then building 
exports can be seen as a nice to have rather than a must have opportunity, said Ellison.
“The consistent problem I have had with US and Californian producers is the 
differentiation between their domestic market, which is generally all they know, and the 
UK market which I would argue is the most competitive market in the world,” he added. 
They then don’t always understand why they can’t sell an average £70 Pinot Noir here, 
said Ellison. “I have to have that rough and tumble with producers quite a few times.”
The strong dollar and weak pound has meant it can be “really tough” to get to the right 
price point for the UK. “I’ve been able to do it. It’s just not been easy.”
Wregg agreed and said it can make for difficult conversations when currency is not in 
our favour. But ultimately it comes down to how important, or symbolic, they see the 
UK market when they probably have to sell their wine for less than they can to a US 
distributor. 
“They to be fair probably don’t find wine buyers as unpleasantly rigorous as us. We do 
really put the thumb screws on the price. But we have to as the exchange rate is against 
us. If they don’t want to go through all the palaver then that is understandable. But if they 
want the wine in London restaurants and to know it is in the most sophisticated wine 
market in the world, then let us have a little bit of the wine. It is never going to change 
their life, but it is going to help re-introduce people to Californian wine in this country,” 
said Wregg. 
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Prestige export markets

Kirkpatrick agreed it was the lure of the London restaurant trade and having their wines 
in a few prestige outlets that really makes the difference. “The vast majority want good 
restaurant listings. Very few of the people we work with make any volume demands on 
us. They are more concerned about where their wines are seen and like to know who is 
drinking them and which restaurants they are in,” he explained. 
“They are using export markets like the UK, Japan, South Korea as windows for them. 
Their main business is domestic California. So if they can sell everything direct to 
consumer in the US, then they can send 5% to the UK and elsewhere.”   
But what does come to the UK is the best quality, he stressed. “I think it says something 
for the consistency and quality, from bottom to top, of Californian wine, that in the six, 
seven years we have been doing it we have not had to drop any agencies because of non 
performance.”
Macpherson said it’s an interesting dynamic between those producers who perhaps get 
“too over enamoured” with the prices they can charge in California and the “stalwarts 
who have worked in the UK for a long time”. “They understand that we might be a 
cheaper market, but once you are in and you have got the volumes, then we are pretty 
loyal and we keep on buying,” she said.
Kelvin McCabe at Adam Handling Restaurants said he sees the selling price for Californian 
wine on a wine list as being at a fair price. “I have really noticed over the last couple of 
years that California can really perform in the £60 to £200 price range. So the £60 to 
£120-£140 would be the sweet spot. Compared to other countries at that price than 
California offers far much more,” he said.
Lenart Cernelic, group wine buyer at M Restaurants, that was helping to host the debate, 
said he looks at £15 cost price for retail and £30 cost price for on-trade as being his two 
benchmarks when looking for really good quality and value for money from California. 
“As soon as you hit that £30 mark then you can get amazing value for money. In retail £30 
to £50 is the best value you can find,” he said. “I find real value with Californian wine.”
That’s the ideal approach to go for restaurants that don’t have sommeliers to then be able 
to hand sell the more esoteric, off the wall wines, added Cernelic. 

Multi-channel approach

It is very much the lighter, fresher, slightly lower in alcohol styles that are attracting major 
national distributors like Enotria&Coe back to California, said buyer Maggie Macpherson. 
But whilst she is often shown different, esoteric varietals from California is it the big 
volume drivers like Chardonnay, Cabernet, Merlot, Zinfandel that it needs to build its 
business around. 
“For one we have very different food styles. Just because it works in the States does not 
mean it will work here and it is important to remember that,” she stressed. “So a fumé 
blanc at £30 might be flying in the States, but it’s not going to work against Sauvignon 
Blanc here.”
It is a lesson that Roberson is learning as well, admitted Kirkpatrick. “We have made the 
mistake of looking at a particular cuveé that is really popular in San Francisco and LA, 
and thinking it is bound to work well in the UK and it doesn’t. Over time we are learning 
that there are certain styles within the Californian scene that will work in their domestic 
market, but not work in the UK. We are always tweaking our selection because of that,” 
he explained.
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Building volumes
Chuck Cramer, European sales manager, for Terlato Wines, that is having great success in 
the UK with its Federalist range, said the key to driving growth in Europe for California 
is being able to build scale and put your efforts behind wines that can grow and build 
volumes. Which means the classic varieties and styles. 
“You are looking at great value and great quality Pinot Noir, Chardonnay and Cabernet. 
That’s what sells,” he added. “We are finding real success with these grape varieties in the 
on-trade. They can all be very expressive either as a single varietal or in a blend. But if you 
want to be creative with California in the UK and Europe then you have to be in the on-
trade. That’s where all the interest is for California. You can sell different grape varieties 
and hit different price points and train people up. We are selling a lot of great wines across 
all price points.”
Macpherson agreed: “The classic stuff really works for us. Like Stag’s Leap. That’s one of the 
producers we sell the most of and people will come specifically to us and ask for it. They 
want a brand they have heard of.
“In terms of the newer styles that is something I am still exploring and trying to understand 
what new wave California is. In South Africa and Australia it is very clear what they mean 
about new wave. Less so in California,” she said. She also was not sure how many regions 
outside of the main ones of Napa and Sonoma that customers know. 
Cramer also cautioned against only looking for the very niche styles, for how much business 
can you really grow if you are only getting very small allocations of wine. “Who’s going to 
drink it? The buyer, or the consumer? Where’s the reach.” 
“I have always found new wave California to be very divisive. It has created nice exposure 
for California but it has also put Californian wines in general in one corner or the other. I 
don’t agree with that. I think there is room for all these different styles of wine on a wine 
list.” 
Kirkpatrick agreed the “really strong growth” for Roberson was coming from the more 
traditional varieties like Chardonnay, Pinot Noir and Cabernet Sauvignon. “They are the 
styles driving the growth. But it is people making Pinot, Chardonnay and Cabernet in a 
way the British palate likes and the way the wines were made up to the 1990s.”
It is the fact sales of those classic style are so good that it can then invest more time and 
space to discover the more “quirkier stuff” which could be a grower just making two barrels 
of a particular wine. 
“Those guys really have their wines in this market because of the older, more established 
estates and larger estates making much traditional styles, classically styled Cabs, Pinots and 

Chardonnays,” he explained. 
But Kirkpatrick also stressed the key for a lot of UK importers is to find producers that can 
help them build volumes across all sales channels. Yes, it is nice to have the esoteric wines 
for the more ambitious on-trade outlets, but you also want to work with producers that can 
tender for own label and entry level and house wine slots too. It is that multi asset approach 
that is a win, win for producer and importer alike, he stressed. 
It’s also why, he added, we are seeing more younger premium producers in California that 
are getting to the level, normally after around 10 years, when they need to create a second, 
much cheaper label, even at entry level, in order to build volumes and push cash flow 
through their business. 
“As much fun as it is making small quantities of wine that retail at £30 to £50 in retail, if 
they want to continue doing it they are going to have to come up with a range of two or 
three wines that I can buy at $6, $7, and $8 and they can move some volumes. That is what 
is going to keep them going. You are seeing more of these so called new wave producers 
coming up with these different cuvées.”  
It’s certainly an approach that Macpherson would like to see more of and would allow E&C 
to be more active in California with those kind of producers that can “give you the price 
point to get the volume going”. “If there are producers that can do both, then brilliant.”
She would also like to see more collaboration amongst similar producers looking to build 
exports and volumes, particularly around joint shipping, that she sees in South Africa and 
Australia. 
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Attracting sommeliers
For sommeliers it is the “diversity” that is attracting them time and again to California, 
said Kelvin McCabe, at Adam Handling Restaurants. He said he had “really tuned back 
into California” and what it was offering because of the depth of choice available to him. 
“You really can compare California to any Old or New World region. As far as diversity 
goes it is one of the most interesting countries,” said McCabe. “Old school winemaking 
but with New World fruit is really significant.”
So whilst he is still open to buying the big classics from California, as there is such a 
demand for them in London, particularly from US tourists. But there are now so many 
more different styles and grape varieties coming out of regions such as Mendocino, and 
the cooler climate, coastal California that is really making the region interesting again, said 
McCabe.
It means he is able to have a slightly different approach to California in each of the Adam 
Handling restaurants. So for the Cadogan hotel in Chelsea he has developed a “strong 
reflection of North American whites where Californian varietals feature heavily” for what 
he sees as being a more conservative type of customer, predominantly from the US. 
Whereas in Covent Garden he has taken a more “quirkier” approach with the Californian 
wine he has there as it attracts so many different types of customer and he can really show 
off what California has to offer. 
He was also quick to praise some of the specialists taking part in the debate for having the 
ambition to import “interesting, small production” wines that can cover both the “classic” 
and the “wackier” side. 
It is a similar story at M Restaurants. Lenart Cernelic said it was looking to cater both for 
those customers who want the big, familiar, steak-friendly Cabernet Sauvignons, but then 
be a bit more ambitious and adventurous with wines that M can sell both in its restaurants, 
but through its retail store and online. Here, said Cernelic, customers are far more willing 
to be brave, branch out and try different regions, grape varieties and discover more about 
what California is now about. 
“So in the restaurant we need to have a list that is quite self explanatory and that you will 
see the wines you expect, like a Chardonnay or Pinot Noir. But whereas in the shop I can 
easily sell say a Syrah. It is a case of figuring out your client base and adapting to that to 
the wines you have.”
But the key difference that California has over most New World countries, said Cernelic, 
is that when people buy a Californian wine “they feel good about themselves”. “It makes 
them feel prestigious.”  

Sylwester Piasecki, assistant head sommelier at Zuma, agreed. It was the softer, more 
elegant, cooler climate wines that he was looking for to pair with the delicate Asian dishes 
at Zuma. Wines that California is now producing on a quality, consistent basis that makes 
them far more interesting to both fine restaurants and sommeliers, but also their customers.
“People don’t expect California to have cool climate grape varieties. So they might be bored 
with Pinot Grigio from Italy, but they are interested in Pinot Gris from California,” he said. 
The lower alcohol styles, usually made though some natural or open ferment style, are also 
popular with Zuma customers. 
“Some people also do have some knowledge of Californian wines,” he stressed. “They might 
ask for a name like Mondavi or Opus One, because they have visited there and they know 
what to expect. But as a sommelier you can approach them with something unknown and 
they are happy to explore something new because they know what they can expect from 
California. If they are drinking less, they are then even more curious.”
California, and US wines in general, are very important to Zuma, stressed Piasecki, as it 
has restaurants in New York, Miami, Los Angeles and now Boston.
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Future styles and areas
The panellists were also asked to share their views on what styles of wine they expect to see 
become more popular from California.  
Macpherson was quick to pounce on lower alcohol. She pointed to a new red wine from 
Bonterra that is 12% abv and “is light, crunchy, easy going and you can drink it chilled” 
and “people are already putting in orders for it”.  “Those are the kind of wines I am looking 
for.”
McCabe said he was seeing more lower alcohol wines from producers from all over the 
world and it was very what his customers were looking for. “Wines with lower tannins are 
really coming through,” he added.
When looking at what might be coming down the line, then Kirkpatrick tends to follow 
where his producers are increasingly looking to source “less expensive fruit”. Which in 
the last year has seen a big focus on old vines in Mendocino, the Sierra Foothills and the 
Yorkville Highlands.
“The Central Coast is also shaking off its reputation of just being a home for bulk, mass 
produced, high alcohol, over done wines, and more producers are starting to produce wine 
that do have an elegance and freshness to them. So those parts of the state where small 
producers can purchase and pick up fruit at lower prices for export.”
Medocino, though, seems to be the real up and coming region to look out for. 
“More and more people are going up to Mendocino,” agreed Kirkpatrick. “It’s right up at 
the top of California, it’s remote, it’s hard to get to, and takes a long time. So prices are 
lower and fruit is cheap. There is also a lot of dry farmed, organic, top quality fruit there.”
It’s become a good home for more unusual varieties like Carignan as well as classics such 
as Pinot Noir. 
Wregg is also another big fan. “It’s the most exciting area. It’s got a huge diversity particularly 
the Mediterranean side. The Carignan is fantastic, there is some pretty good Grenache, and 
a number of Italian grape varieties, like Fiano, Arneis.” he added. “All of which help make 
food friendly, interesting wines. People are also planting up there as well as it has such 
incredibly interesting terroir.”
Cramer said that when it comes to Medocino “you should not forget the classics either”. 
“There are some really good Chardonnays, Zinfandels and Merlots there at a really good 
price. We are sourcing more from Mendocino.”
“But I am also still waiting for Paso Robles to get its act together, because I think Paso is 
such an exciting region. You got Rhone varietals on the west side, and Bordeaux styles on 

the right.” 
Lodi is also more and more coming back on to the radar. “There are some incredibly old 
vines there, and good quality wines coming from Lodi,” said Wregg.  
Ellison said he was also seeing a lot of good quality Carignans and more old Italian varieties 
from when the Italian settlers first moved there.
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Route to market
The panel was agreed that California certainly has the wines, but there were those who 
stressed it was still not always an easy sell into the trade. Wregg, for one, said it needed 
to better evaluate just what it is the London restaurant trade, for example, wants from 
California. “There is not an obvious outlet to sell Californian wines into London,” he said.  
Kirkpatrick said it was up to the trade to work with its customers and to be constantly 
educating and talking about different regions and styles. “Education is arguably the 
most, if not one of the most important things. We have spent the last few years trying 
to teach people the difference between Santa Rita Hills and Sonoma Coast and Santa 
Cruz Mountains and Napa. So the next thing we need to do is move ahead of that and 
look within the AVAs the difference between mountain and valley fruit. Get people to 
understand places like Lodi and Mendocino. It’s continued education.”
Wregg said knowledge within the trade about California and its AVAs had definitely moved 
a great deal from the time when “a few years ago” he was a judge at the UK Sommelier of 
the Year awards and none of the finalists were able to identify different Californian AVAs.
Part of that is the trade leading the debate about California with AVAs, said Ellison. “It’s 
getting out there and talking about the Medicinos and what they are about,” he said. It’s 
not easy though as “people don’t where Medocino is and what it looks like”. 
Cramer said he believed there was still a great opportunity for Californian producers, 
importers and the trade to do more to push and promote the lifestyle side of California. 
Yes, other counties can talk about their diversity, their value for money, their quality of 
wine, even their beaches, “but we have Hollywood, who else has Hollywood?” he asked. 
“At the end of the day you’re selling a story, you’re talking to the consumer. How many 
people want to get to California who have never been there? Well, give them a nice bottle 
of Californian Chardonnay and sell them on the experience. That’s how I train staff in 
restaurants and hotel. Sell the lifestyle. Surfing in Malibu. Driving over Golden Gate 
bridge, through Big Sur. You are creating this dream for this bar manager who has never 
been to California.” 
Dreams you can also tell through better wine labels that really capture people’s imagination 
“right off the bat,” added Cramer. 
Or as Doug Wregg put it: “California has become sexy again.” And we all know how well 
that sells.
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