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40 Years and Growing 
In 1973, my father, Dan Turrentine, retired after many years of running the Wine Advisory Board, which was a state marketing order 
dedicated to research and promotion of Californian wine. After two weeks of retirement, he said: “That was fun, but now what?” He 
decided to start a wine brokerage company to stay in touch with all of his wine business friends. Pretty soon, he made a 700,000 gallon 
sale and concluded that the brokerage business was fun. I graduated from college in 1977 with a master’s degree in Humanities. 
Engaged to be married, and with no prospect of gainful employment, I asked if I could join the brokerage business. I suggested that we 
make the company distinct by specializing in varietal wines. At the time, of course, varietals were a small niche compared to the huge 
volumes of fortified wines and generic table wines. We were nervous about this change, but it turned out that Connie and Conrad 
Consumer were changing along with us and our business was well positioned to ride the varietal tsunami.  

Seeking to further differentiate Turrentine Brokerage, we observed that most of the participants in the grape and bulk wine markets 
were focused on other things and did not have a chance to stay on top of the constant supply side changes or to research the long-term 
trends. As a result, they sometimes cost their companies a lot of money, often without realizing it. We decided to focus not just on 
selling grapes and wine but also on helping clients understand market dynamics and context so they could use the markets to their 
advantage.  The key to this is strategic planning with individual clients but – to give clients a sample of our approach - we also started 
publishing in 1989 the Turrentine Market Update Newsletter – and you are, of course, reading the current edition of that newsletter right 
now.   

We soon learned, however, that not everyone is eager to be educated. I discovered how far decision-making can go astray when I 
presented an offer on 200,000 gallons of three-year old Zinfandel at $4.00 per gallon. It was a splendid price at the time for wine 
already old by bulk market standards.  Despite the accurate market information I gave him, however, and despite admitting that he had 
no comparatively-valued internal use for the wine, the seller nevertheless lost the sale by refusing to go below their cost of $5.50 per 
gallon. Puzzled that a smart, long-term player would do such a foolish thing, I asked a friend who worked for that company (which is 
now long gone) why such a good deal was rejected. He said that dysfunctional accounting and top leaders too far removed from 
production realities, made for sour grapes in the wine business. In this case, the processing division of the company was responsible 
for buying grapes and making wine. All the volume of wine they turned over to their sister division that bottled and marketed their 
various brands was transferred at full cost. But any gallonage sold in bulk below cost was charged against the processing division and 
affected their bonuses. My friend said that those 200,000 gallons of Zinfandel tied up needed tanks during harvest and then ended up in 
a non-vintage dry red blend they did not need and which was probably over- valued at $1.00 per gallon. The company lost at least 
$600,000 in real money because their accounting and incentive structure did not encourage proper use of the market.  

So obviously not everyone has the right incentives to play the markets well but most want to, they just don’t have all of the information. 
Our company grew by providing fast, efficient service and the best advice available. One time, I think it was around 1990, a Napa 
Valley grape grower told us about a local winery that had been buying his fruit ever since he had purchased the ranch four years 
previously. This winery, which we knew well, had always loved his fruit but now they were demanding expensive viticultural changes 
and, at the same time, they wanted to re-negotiate his prices downward. He was angry and wanted to sell his grapes elsewhere. Given 
his prestigious location, we were confident we could sell his grapes but we offered him some good advice first. During the previous four 
years, we explained, there had been a shortage. Wineries had scrambled for every ton and had paid top dollar to get it. Now newly 
bearing acres, a huge crop in 1989 and a downturn in the economy had flooded the market. Wineries had to cut casegood prices, 
improve quality, or increase marketing expenditures, or maybe do all three. Every winery was experiencing this squeeze, even with 
regard to their own vineyards. We told him that the winery that had been purchasing his grapes was well-financed, well-marketed and 
well-managed. The winemaker was not especially diplomatic but he was a straight-shooter. If this was our ranch, we would go back to 
the winery and agree to meet their more stringent viticultural standards and also to lower the price if the winery would sign at least a six 
year contract. Many years later the grower told me that that was the best advice he ever received. The winery was happy and the re-



negotiated prices proved to be higher than what his neighbors struggled to get on the spot market during the down years. All he had 
needed to make a good, long-term decision was the market context we could provide from our experience of dealing with many buyers 
and sellers over many years.   

Our efforts to analyze long term cycles for clients like this, led to the development of the Turrentine Wine Business Wheel of Fortune, 
which has helped us to predict and explain the crazy swings between excess and shortage that characterize the grape and wine 
business. (See http://www.turrentinebrokerage.com/wine-business-wheel/) for more about the Wheel.)  Recognizing the great 
competitive advantage available to growers and wineries who understand these cycles, we added a team member dedicated to supply 
side research in 2006 and in 2007 we began to publish our subscription grape and wine market analysis, The Turrentine Outlook: 
Strategies & Forecasts for a Competitive Advantage.  

For many years, grape sales were a small part of our business. Grape sales, after all, are more complicated and time-intensive than 
bulk wine sales and we had plenty of bulk wine to keep us busy.  We began to work with more clients on their long-term strategies, 
however, and grape purchases are central to those strategies. So every year, we allocated more resources to grapes - and we are now 
by far the largest broker of wine grapes in California. We have four brokers and two support staff totally focused on those complicated 
grape sales from all areas of the state.  

Speaking of long-term decisions, about ten years ago I decided it was time to start preparing Turrentine Brokerage for the next 
generation of leadership. Steve Fredricks became President, while I became (and still am) Chairman. Brian Clements became Vice-
President. About 2 ! years ago, I was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease. It was fortunate all the way around that this leadership 
transition was essentially complete. Parkinson’s disease is progressive and currently incurable but I have been able to manage the 
symptoms pretty well so far with the right combination of medicine and exercise. Turrentine Brokerage has continued to thrive, setting 
new sales records every year, even during some tough times in the business. My only complaint is that Team Turrentine has made it 
look easy without me! I do stay involved, though, especially with broker coaching, our Turrentine Outlook publication, and with the 
newsletter. The company now has 21 dynamic team members and they are all committed to great service and to providing the best 
market research and advice. I am convinced the company will do extremely well for the next 40 years. My dad would be proud – and so 
am I. 

  
 -Bill Turrentine 

 
White Horse, Black Horse: A Bulk Market 
Update  
If you want to handicap a horse race, you talk to the trainer and the jockey and you talk to 
the horses too, if you can, or at least you take a good look at them. You also pick-up the 
scuttlebutt from old timers who know how to play the odds.  The wine business is like a 
horse race, a race between the white horse of consumer sales and the black horse of 
production. In 2011, production stumbled out of the gate with a light harvest while sales 
bolted ahead. Many were taken by surprise as shortages developed on the bulk market and 
bulk wine and grape prices jumped. This year, production made an excellent start with an 
ample harvest – but consumer sales are also running strong. To handicap this race, we are 
talking to the growers, the grape buyers, the winemakers, the marketing whizzes and the 

financial folk. We are talking to the old timers who know how to play the odds.  
 
Production clearly has the lead coming out of the gates. As fermentations finish and commitments are matched to supply, it is obvious 
that more wine, and often better quality wine, will be offered on the bulk market this year. Most buyers will be in the market as time goes 
on, but many of them scooped up extra grapes at the end of harvest and they are not as thirsty as they were last year at this time. The 
marketing mavens are eager to grow volume but the financial folk are digging in on costs in the hopes of preserving margins. On the 
other hand most of that extra wine is owned by wineries, not by growers. Some of them will pull wine off the bulk market if their own 
casegood sales exceed projections. They may also have private label options if the bulk price falls too far.  
 
In summary, the black horse of production is currently in the lead by a length, but the wine business horse race is a marathon. The 
white horse of consumer demand has months and even years to erase the lead of the black horse. After the dynamic shortfall of the 
2011 harvest, this year is starting much more slowly. Many buyers will wait to see their fourth quarter sales results. If those sales are 
soft, the bulk and grape markets will soften. If those numbers are strong, the race will heat up. Now it’s a matter of playing the odds well 
to protect against downside risk and to take advantage of upside potential. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Cabernet Sauvignon   
Cabernet Sauvignon sets the pace for the bulk market.  Gallons 
actively for sale remain at very low levels.  We still have a few buyers 
wrapping up 2010 Cabernet Sauvignon blends, but most are now 
focused on 2011 wines.  Because of the size of the 2012 harvest, 
some sellers have released additional gallons of 2011 Cabernet from 
the Interior, Central Coast and North Coast.  Recent sales of North 
Coast 2011 Cabernet Sauvignon have been in the $15.00 to $16.00 
per gallon range. California appellation has been mostly in the $8.00 
to $10.00 range and Napa Valley 2011’s in the range of $24.00 to 
$28.00 per gallon.  We have strong demand for 2011 Paso Robles 
Cabernet Sauvignon and almost no remaining supply.   

 
 
Pinot Noir   
Pinot Noir is back in bulk! The extremely light crop of 2011 has 
been succeeded by a big Pinot Noir yield in Sonoma (up maybe 
20% above projections) and a strong yield in Monterey County, 
along with another increase in bearing acres. Buyers are ready – 
although most of the buyers are price-sensitive. We have already 
sold some Interior region 2012 Pinot Noir in the $9.00 to $10.00 per 
gallon range.  Pricing is still being negotiated for other areas.   
 
 
 
 
 
Chardonnay 
The Chardonnay bulk market is characterized by low supply and steady demand. Volumes available will increase from Sonoma County, 
Monterey County and the Interior.  That increased volume, however, is mostly winery, rather than grower, owned – and wineries have 
more branded or private label options if the bulk market will not meet their price.  Recent sales of 2012 Sonoma County wine were in 
the range of $11.00 to $13.00 per gallon, 2012 California in the range of $6.00 to $7.00 per gallon and Monterey County in the range of 
$9.00 to $10.00 per gallon.   
 
Merlot 
Merlot as a blending wine has been riding the coattails of Cabernet Sauvignon the last couple of years – but the coattails are getting 
threadbare with a larger 2012 harvest. There is also demand, although usually at a lower price, for Merlot as a component in the 
soaring sweet red blend category. Recent sales have been in the range of $9.00 to $11.00 for North and Central Coast appellated 
wines and $5.50 to $7.00 for Interior wines.   
 
Zinfandel 
Lodi’s crop of Zinfandel was much bigger than 2011 and a greater percentage was grown for red wine.  As a result, the inventory 
offered for sale will no doubt increase.  Pricing is still to be determined. 
 
In summary, you will increase your odds of success in the market the earlier you contact us with your bulk wine for sale or 
your needs.   
 

 

Global Update 
The early projections for the 2013 crop in Chile, Argentina and Australia are positive.  The weather has 
been good with no adverse conditions such as frost or spring rains.  Good yields are possible, but it is still 
early summer in the Southern hemisphere with a way still to go to harvest 2013.  As harvest approaches, 
however, a need for tank space has created some buying opportunities for 2012 Chilean Cabernet 
Sauvignon.   
 
Turrentine Brokerage’s European partner will be visiting the week of December 10th. Call if you would like 
an update on pricing and supply in Italy, Spain and France after the short harvest of 2012 in Europe. 
Contact us if you have any need for bulk or bottled wines from overseas.     

 
 
 
 

 
 



 
Market Opportunities 



















































 










 


 










 


 
 
 


