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Brand over Quality 
     In January 1981 I covered a 
National Football Conference 
playoff game in Philadelphia 
between the Eagles and Dallas 
Cowboys. It was cold (wind 
chill factor: –17°), so I got to 
the stadium early to avoid 
traffic. 
     I arrived at 10 a.m. for a 1 
p.m. game and was the only one 
there, so did a walk-through the 
press box, including the box of 
Eagles owner Leonard Tose. 
     In his smaller suite, a multi-
course meal was planned, with 
another in an adjacent suite.  
     In the owner’s box were ice 
buckets filled with bottles of 
Dom Perignon. The guest box 
bubbly was Schramsberg, a top-
quality Napa bubbly producer. 
     Schramsberg was then the 
best sparkling wine in California 
and sold for about a third the 
price of the famed DP. But DP 
is, as they say, DP. If you have 
the money, why not have it?  
     Clearly no one on Tose’s 
staff knew the Schramsberg was 
a better wine, irrespective of 
price. As we have stated many 
times, in the vast majority of 
cases, price has nothing to do 
with the quality of a good. 

B rands rule. 
     In all categories of 
commercial goods worldwide, 

brands are the gold standard, from 
household cleaning products (is Tide  
that much better than other laundry 
detergents?) to tires (are Michelins 
better than Kumhos?). The list goes 
on. 
     It would take a tome to detail all the 
brands that claim superiority over non-
branded items—and such a book 
would be inconclusive unless the 
authors noted that each product must 
be separated into one of several 
categories. For me there are three such 
separate and unconnected categories. 
Or you could define a dozen. 
     Category One covers products that 
are demonstrably better, or worse, than 
others in the class based on objective 
testing and research, such as the two 
examples given above. (I.e., wear-and-
tear on tires is easily calculated.) 
     Category Two is for brands that 
may or may not be better assessed on a 
case-by-case basis. Sometimes an Izod 
shirt is well-designed, well-made, and a 
superb purchase. Another Izod shirt 
might be shoddy or badly conceived. 
     In any case where the latter should 
occur, a firm’s brand image is at stake, 
so complaints must be perfectly 
handled; the firm must stand behind 
the item or the brand loses luster.  
     (Some readers may recall my now 
two-decade-old boycott of all Calvin 
Klein products not only because a $65 
shirt I bought was a disaster, but 
because the company declined to reply 
to numerous letters and e-mails about 
this incident.) 

     Here performance counts big time.  
     Take garment bags. We could argue 
the merits of a Tumi versus a Louis 
Vuitton. But ask a dozen million-mile-a
-year travelers which they’d pick. Each 
would have a different demand of what 
such a bag should offer (such as size, 
weight, location of pockets, wheels). 
Some experts might exclude both 
brands from consideration.  
     The third validation of a good’s 
quality is where the brand’s value is 
unrelated to any specific performance. 
It’s all about the name. 
     These products don’t have to 
perform in a specific way. Image is 
what’s important, such as with sports 
cars (Porsche v. Ferrari or ?) or stereo 
headphones (Sennheiser v. Grado or ?). 
     Wine, watches, and perfume are 
image-only goods; performance isn’t an 
issue. Many potential buyers assume the 
priciest such item is always the best.      
      Far too many people believe the 
best wine in any category is the one 
with the highest price tag. The wine 
need not adhere to specific parameters. 
Such terms are vague and have no 
bearing on the style of wine. 
     Indeed, and most ironically, the one 
vital trait for a wine to have that should 
have the ultimate praise value—“great 
with food”—is exactly the one 
parameter that is most closely identified 
with mediocrity by those who favor 
brands and their superiority!   
     Look at how various upscale wines 
are viewed by the public. Is Opus One 
“better” than Dominus? Is Quintessa 
“better” than Caymus? Is Harlan 
“better” than  Screaming Eagle? Can 
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Wine Hooligans 
      Innovative wine makers who 
seek varietal flavors and great balance 
rather than homogeneousness often 
are seen by large wineries as so non-
mainstream that they must be left 
alone to do their best work.  
     Few large wine companies can 
afford to risk this. As a result, most 
are purists who wind up working on 
the fringes of the industry. 
     Wine Hooligans was founded by 
Dennis Carroll (Purple Wine Co.) to 
let some of the industry’s wildest 
minds do what they want to do 
under a variety of labels. Here’s a 
look at what some of them are doing 
under the Wine Hooligans banner.  
     Also, see the Bargain of the Week 
for another of the Hooligans’ wines. 
Exceptional  
     2014 Sea Monster Octopussy, 
Central Coast ($20): A blend of 
Sauvignon Blanc and Chardonnay 

with smaller amounts of Viognier, 
Riesling, and Grenache Blanc, the 
aroma is subtly spiced with just a hint 
of the Riesling showing through. The 
Grenache blanc adds minerality, and 
the Sauvignon Blanc adds a lemon 
verbena element. The Chardonnay 
adds a bit of weight, which is offset 
by good acidity. This is one of the 
most exciting white wine blends I’ve 
ever tasted. 
     2012 Goyette Cabernet Sauvi-
gnon, Sonoma County ($20): The 
varietal nose has traces of dried 
herbs, red cherry, and a moderate 
entry, without overt oak. The best 
parts of this wine are its lower 
alcohol (13.8%) and potential. Made 
by longtime wine maker Bob 
Goyette. 
     2012 3 Ball Zinfandel, a blend of 
Sonoma, Amador, and Paso Robles 
fruit ($15): True Zin spice and more 
red cherry and fresh plum fruit and a 
light, elegant approach with great 

acidity. Made by Wine Hooligans 
wine maker Christian Tietje 
 
Instant Icon? 
     Penfolds, the largest and most 
image-conscious Australian wine 
company, has quietly released a new 
line of wines dedicated to the late 
wine maker Max Schubert, creator 
of Australia’s best known red wine, 
Grange. 
     There are three wines in the line 
at present: 2012 The Max Schubert 
Cabernet Shiraz, $450; 2013 Max’s 
Shiraz Cabernet (no price posted 
yet), and 2013 Max’s Shiraz, “The 
Promise,” $50.  
     I was fortunate enough to taste 
The Max Schubert wine while we 
were in Australia and it is very fine 
wine and has the structure to age.  
     Question: Is it worth $450?  
     Answer: Is any wine worth $450? 

The wines below were tasted  
open over the last three days. 
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     It’s difficult to completely trash a 
brand, but circumstances beyond the 
control of a winery often cause a lot 
of harm. 
     An example: More than once a 
winery has gotten into a major dispute 
with its wholesale company in which 
the winery alleges (perhaps in a 
lawsuit) that the wholesaler didn’t sell 
its products as expected. 
     In the late 1980s, a major case 
created headlines. Lambert Bridge, 
Robert Keenan, and Carneros Creek 
wineries sued its partner, the former 
Joseph Seagram Co., over just such an 
allegation. 
     The case became protracted in part 
because the wineries alleged that, as a 
result of their suit, their wines were 

being “dumped” in the marketplace, 
which they said was destroying their 
brand values. 
     In two cases, winery owners told 
me that some of their expensive ($15 
niche) wines were turning up at some 
wine discounters for $2.99. 
     One winery owner told me he had 
hired a well-known consultant who 
had advised him it would take a 
decade to recover from the bad 
publicity. The consultant told me, 
“People will get the idea there is 
something wrong with the wines.” 
     Leftover wine is traditionally a 
headache for many wineries, most of 
whom hate the thought of seeing $20 
bottlings being closed out at $5.99. 
    Preferable is to sell off such wine 

Bargain of the Week 
    2013 Cycles Gladiator Merlot, 
Central Coast ($11): Dark cherry, 
tea leaf, and a delicate mint (pine?) 
note add interest to this classy 
varietal version of a grape that can 
easily be boring. Made by Adam 
Lazar, first wine maker for Cycles, 
a Wine Hooligans. See above. 

Trashing a Brand 
(older vintages, for instance) in 
remote cities where the wines will, in 
the parlance of the trade, disappear.  
     In some cases, leftover wines are 
offered to airlines, private clubs, or 
hotel catering operations where the 
wines will disappear with little 
negative repercussion. 

Tasting Notes 
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This is one of  the most exciting white wine 
blends I’ve ever tasted.

2014 Sea Monster Octopussy


