EPISODE #16 THE WHITE BURGUNDY CLUB

Fred Reno

Well, hi, folks. Welcome back to the Fine Wine Confidential Book Podcast. Fred
Reno here, your host. In this episode #16, | will share with you one of the more
fun moments from my years as CEO of Henry Wine Group.

It was the night that the White Burgundy Club was established. The White
Burgundy Club was a spur-of-the-moment event fueled by my deep love for the
unique expression of Chardonnay that comes from years of winegrowing in
Burgundy, France, along with dealing with my recovery from a heart attack in
2005, when | had vowed not to spend as much time and as many long days in
my office as | had before that incident. Well, that vow didn't last very long. Take a
listen.

During the recovery in June and July of 2005 from my heart attack and
subsequent five-level bypass surgery, | swore to myself that | would not spend as
much time in my office staying overnight at the company condo in Benicia as |
had in the past. However, that vow was short-lived, because | had started a new
effort in August to form the Wine Fair Trade Coalition, intending to challenge the
existing Franchise Laws that protected the monopoly hold current wholesale
distributors enjoyed in the country. An effort, | might add, proved to be foolish on
my part. In addition, | was all consumed with developing a strategy to deal with
the pending departure at the year-end of our largest supplier, Clicquot of USA.

Once again, | found myself fully vested in managing the future success and
survival of Henry Wine Group, not just Fred Reno. So, there | was on the evening
of October 11, 2005, around 6 p.m., sitting in my office, pondering what | was
going to do for dinner that evening at the condo. Suddenly, a light bulb goes off in
my head, and | get a craving for a serious bottle of wine; naturally, | decided it
should be a bottle of White Burgundy. Why, White Burgundy? You probably are
asking. Simply put, for most serious wine collectors and me, White Burgundy
represents the finest expression of Chardonnay in the world. There's a reason



the white wines from the Cote de Beaune in Burgundy are both expensive and at
their best ethereal. The history of winegrowing in the region and producing
Chardonnay at its finest is world-renowned, and it dates back to the Romans
when they occupied the territory.

There just isn't any comparable wine-drinking experience like a bottle of White
Burgundy from a well-recognized top grower in either the village of Chassagne-
Montrachet or Puligny-Montrachet. In fact, the Montrachet vineyard is split in half
and shared by these two villages. A little-known fact is the difference between a
wine labeled Le Montrachet and one just labeled simply Montrachet. The latter is
from the Puligny side of the vineyard, and the former is from the Chassagne side.
Not to be left out is, of course, the Grand Cru of Corton Charlemagne in the very
north end of the Cote de Beaune.

With that in mind, | leave my office and go downstairs into the warehouse where
the night shift is beginning to finish picking the next day's orders. | started walking
the aisles as if | were in a high-end wine merchant store, making my selections.
Fortunately, we had one of the largest and most extensive ranges of wine from
the top producers in Burgundy. Then there it is. It was a case of 2003 Amiot Le
Montrachet. | thought to myself, "This will hit the spot. | opened the case and
grabbed a bottle and went back to my office. A bottle from this producer today
can be as expensive as $1,000 if you can locate it.

That evening, there were several of the brand management team still working,
and both lucky for him and me, Peter Neptune, our vice president of sales for
Southern California, and most importantly, the wine educator and sales trainer for
the company, was also in the office, staying overnight before returning to
Southern California the next day. | knew Peter, above everyone else, would
appreciate the quality of this wine, so | grabbed him, several of the other
managers and invited them into my office to share the bottle with me.

Well, as it turned out, that was the night that what became known as the White
Burgundy Club was founded. As we finished the bottle, | passed it around the
table for everyone to sign. | declare that gentlemen, this is the beginning of a new
club, the White Burgundy Club, and you are now all inducted into it, Peter says.
Fred, what is the White Burgundy Club? | replied, Peter, if it's between Monday
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and Thursday, and after 60'clock p.m. and you drive by the office and see the
light on in the second-floor corner office, stop in, as we will be drinking White
Burgundy. Everybody laughed. It was no laughing matter, though. For the next
four years, | opened more bottles of great White Burgundy than | can count for
traveling vintners and suppliers inducting them into the club. | would then have
them and everyone else in the office during one of those sessions sign the empty
bottle and display it on my bookshelf. It became a very coveted and spoke about
ritual if you came to our offices in Benicia.

Without a doubt, the classiest of all the inductees was Gerard Yvernault, the
former executive vice president for Kobrand. Gerard was a real pro and
venerable personality in the wine industry. He was responsible for leading the
effort at Kobrand to build one of the most exceptional Burgundian portfolios of
wine under Louis Jadot's leadership, after retiring from Kobrand. Gerard had
started a new venture that would focus on importing best-in-class wines not yet
imported into the U.S. from down under wine-growing regions with a specialty in
South Africa, Chile, and Argentina. We at Henry Wine Group decided to be their
distributor, and this was his first visit to the offices. At the meeting late that
morning in the fall of 2008, the display of empty bottles from previous White
Burgundy Club inductees had caught his eye. | took that moment to explain the
White Burgundy Club to him and invite him to be inducted before we went to
lunch. Of course, | knew he would accept. | pulled out a bottle of 2006 Bouchard
Pere & Fils Corton Charlemagne, and the induction proceeded.

A little over a week later, a package arrives at my office. Upon opening, I'm
floored. In it, along with a gentlemanly written thank you note, were not one but
two bottles of 1985 Corton Charlemagne from Louis Jadot that had come from
his cellar. Keep in mind, this is like receiving liquid gold. 23-year-old White.
Burgundy of this stature, and with a providence that could be trusted. Amazing,
to say the least. When we opened the first of the two bottles several weeks later,
it was an incredible drinking experience, and it was real Liquid Gold. At my less
than celebratory retirement send-off from Henry Wine Group in the fall of 2009 it
was sweet irony that the executive team gave me a signed three-liter bottle of
2006 Corton Charlemagne, produced by Bouchard Pére & Fils, the same wine,



albeit larger bottle, that | had opened for Gerard, a fitting gift as | walked out the
door for the final time that November.

The White Burgundy Club would be resurrected later on during my time at
Jackson Family Wines, and later when | moved to Virginia during my interviews
with Virginia Vintners for my podcast Fine Wine Confidential.

As | sit here in my office, looking at that empty bottle of 2003 Amiot Le
Montrachet, now over 20 years later, | can still remember the incredible depth
and richness of the wine. It is always fun to look back over the years of the many
bottles of White Burgundy | have shared later on with so many folks, who says
the wine business isn't fun. I've been lucky to experience those moments.

Just a reminder that my book is now published. You can read about the events
that led to some of the snippets I've shared, and much, much more. Available on

Amazon and various other online bookstores. Here is the link
https: //www.amazon.com/Fine-Wine-Confidential-Fred-Reno/dp/1946637475/ref=sr 1 1

Thank you for listening, and please send any comments to me at
fred@finewineconfidential.com. See you on the other side. Music at Fine Wine
Confidential podcast by Jason shaw@audionautics.com from his copyrighted
song Acoustic Shuffle under Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International
License. | hope you enjoyed the show.
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