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WINERY OF THE MONTH

Anna Maria, please send information and a complementary issue of our 
newsletter to the following people. Please mention my name.

1.	Name_______________________________________________________

	 Address_____________________________________________________

	 City_______________________________ State_____ Zip_____________

2.	Name_______________________________________________________

	 Address_____________________________________________________

	 City_______________________________ State_____ Zip_____________

	 Your name___________________________________________________

to family members, friends, business associates, and clients 
whom you think would appreciate Celebrations Wine Club.

RECEIVE a complementary third bottle of outstanding 
wine with your regular shipment of two bottles, when they join 
Celebrations Wine Club.

Send this form to:	 Celebrations Wine Club
	 75 Pelican Way G1
	 San Rafael, CA  94901

                Or call:	 1-800-700-6227

RECOMMEND US

Debra Morris has the perfect job, in 
large part because she has the perfect 
boss. With 25 years in the wine busi-
ness, she knows exactly what she’s do-

ing. She makes all decisions, what equipment 
to purchase, which wines to make from which 
grapes, how those wines should taste, what pric-
es to charge, where to sell them, how to market 
them. She doesn’t even have to show a profit, 
just demonstrate that the business is going in 
the right direction. 

Her perfect boss is Richard Spencer. The 
owner of three different high-end development 
and construction businesses, one farming en-
terprise, a fertilizer business, and an industrial 
parts business, Richard shows up at the winery 
every couple of weeks to say hello. “We don’t 
need to make a lot of wine,” he tells Debra. “We 
just need to make enough to be a sustainable 
business and have some fun doing it.” 

What Richard Spencer might know about 
fun, is vague, given all of his responsibility, which 
includes six children. Debra describes him as a 
“great guy, very unassuming. I don’t mean that 
he’s a little mousy guy. He lets me know what 
he’s thinking. But he’s very gracious. He’s not 
somebody who wears his ego on his sleeve and 
is always pushing it. This is not a vanity win-
ery. He’s not here because he wants to have a 

toy. He wants it to be a viable business, but it’s 
challenging. It’s very capital intensive and not 
for the faint of heart, especially in this economy. 
It’s hard to pony up some of the money that’s 
necessary for stainless steel tanks, French bar-
rels, premium grapes, and on and on.

In business since 2003 and now making 
8,000 cases of wine, Mariposa Wine Company 
has three different labels. Yosemite View offers 
value wines, priced between $12 and $14. Car-
michael features blended, European style wines 
from the Sierra Foothills. And Cru is the flag-
ship label, featuring Pinot Noir and Chardon-
nay from Monterey and Santa Barbara coun-
ties. While the company owns its own winery 
and tasting room, it buys grapes rather than 
planting its own vineyards, a business mod-
el that many wineries choose, including very 
high-end ones. “We have the flexibility to try 
different vineyards in different American Vi-
ticultural Areas,” Debra says. “In any particu-
lar year, if we’re not getting great fruit out of 
an area, we can go some place else. When you 
own a vineyard, you make what the vineyard 
produces every year. Let’s say that we’ve been 
working with a vineyard for a couple of years, 
and we see that the quality is falling off. We can 
cancel that contract and buy from somebody 
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else who’s doing a better job.”
It’s not surprising that this new winery would 

devote itself to America’s recent enthusiasm for 
Pinot Noir. The winery makes eight different 
lots of Pinot Noir from different vineyards. “Cru 
is interesting because it’s sort of a painter’s box 
for people who love Pinot Noir and Chardon-
nay. We want to offer the consumer a place to 
come to discover the different faces of these 
two wines. They are interesting grape varieties 
because they express themselves so differently, 
depending on the terroir or specific place where 
the fruit grows.” 

Debra describes Pinot Noir as “voluptuous 
with beautiful aromatics when it’s done proper-
ly, and with great acidity, which is part of what 
gives the wine its longevity. If you look at the 
great French Burgundies that have aged for a 
long time, it’s because of that structure, that acid 
that gives the wines their liveliness and longevity. 
But it is a varietal that is very much driven by 
where it’s from. She explains that the company 
has long term contracts with preferred growers. 
“We’re in the process of searching out and re-
fining those choices and picking more growers 
that we want to keep for the long term. A big 
part of the Cru portfolio is specific vineyard-
designated wines. So we want to be very selec-
tive and continue to work with those vineyards 
in perpetuity.”

Debra was responsible for the winery’s Pi-
not Noir emphasis even though Richard Spen-
cer’s wine of choice is Cabernet Sauvignon. “He 
lets us decide. He knows that we know what 
we’re doing, and he lets us do it. But everyone 
here agreed that we needed to work on our Cab 
program and deliver something that would 
make Richard happy.” So this year, the Carmi-
chael portfolio will include a new Napa Caber-
net Sauvignon, a wine that will put a smile on 
Richard’s face. The winery is buying Cabernet 
Sauvignon from the Yeager Family in the Oak 
Knoll District and buying other blending grapes 

from the Premier Pacific Group, fruit such as 
Merlot and Petite Verdot from Combsville and 
Cabernet Franc from Sugarloaf Mountain, all 
Napa appellations. 

Although Debra has worked for various win-
eries in sales and marketing capacities, her ca-
reer at Kendall-Jackson prepared her most spe-
cifically for managing Mariposa Wine Compa-
ny. “If you’re a brand manager at Kendall Jack-
son, your hand touches everything, the pricing 
of the wine, the grape source, the flavor pro-
file. You write these brand plans for the wine-
maker and everybody else that spell it all out. 
We want it to taste like this. We want to sell it 
for this. You’re very involved in the financial 
picture. I used to write the back label copy for 
all the wines at Kendall-Jackson while I was 
there, what the point-of-sale material looked 
like, what the sales people were going to do 
in the field, how they were going to present 
the wine, what their strategy was. It was real-
ly no different than running a winery. I would 
say the only difference is that now I actually 
have say-so in buying barrels and equipment. 
I didn’t do that at KJ. I also didn’t run the tast-
ing room and wasn’t responsible for scheduling 
staff and all events, which I now do. So I wear 
a few more hats, but for the important tasks, I 
got my training at Kendall-Jackson.”

At Kendall-Jackson, Debra focused on big-
production wines that needed to attract large 
segments of the wine-buying public. At Mar-
iposa, she embraces the more authentic expe-
rience that the small winery offers. “When I 
talk about looking for a specific flavor profile, 
we’re not creating it by blending a little of this 
and a little of that from different appellations 
to get a particular result. We’re doing it by se-
curing specific grape sources in a single appel-
lation that will give us the flavors that we need 
to make a wine that will taste full of berries and 
have a smoky quality and might have a miner-
ally edge.” She tries to understand what buyers 

Vineyards from the Mountain to the Sea
Mariposa Wine Company

are tasting, what they might appreciate, and also 
what flavors appeal to her. “Somebody’s palate is 
going to have to be the driver here,” Debra says. 
She and her colleagues at the winery analyze their 
preferences and expect that their customers are 
going to like those same flavors. 

Debra emphasizes that the wine a vineyard 
produces is related not only to the appellation 
but also to the particular clone that is planted 
in the vineyard and to the rootstocks on which 
the clone is grafted. She talks about the experi-
ence that they had with their Pinot Gris from 
the Smith Family Vineyard in Monterey County’s 
Arroyo Seco appellation. They wanted to make 
a richer wine than what the grapes were provid-
ing. Owner Jason Smith suggested another block 
in the vineyard that was planted with a different 
Pinot Gris clone on different rootstock, which 
produced a smaller berry. Debra says that the 
wine it produced was “fabulous,” just what they 
wanted, but if they had not obtained the flavors 
that they wanted, they would have searched for 
different fruit from other vineyards. 

According to Debra, making delicious wines 
at desirable prices is easy compared to finding 
distribution in this difficult economy. “Once the 
wines are out there, people are choosing them,” 
she says. “But a lot of distributors and other gate 
keepers, like retailers and restaurants are saying, 
‘Look, you can make the best wine in Califor-
nia, but right now we don’t need another wine.’” 
Debra is now beginning to see more interest from 
wholesalers and expects to find additional distri-
bution after the first of the year. 

“To sum up, we’re trying to make thoughtful, 
hand-crafted wines that are priced within reach 
for most consumers. We want to be up there with 
the Kosta Brownes and the Siduris, all the people 
who get really high Spectator and Parker ratings. 
But more than that, we want to be the winery of 
choice for people who want nice wines. We have 
an owner who supports us and spares nothing to 
get there. We’re on our way.”
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