
IF YOU’VE EVER visited a wine shop on a weeknight or Saturday afternoon, odds are you’ve

encountered a winemaker pouring small tastes for customers while explaining the story of

each wine. The man or woman hovering nearby is likely the wholesale sales rep who has

traveled with said winemaker on an all-day sales blitz. It’s a marathon known as a “ride

with,” or a “work with” if it takes place in Manhattan, where salespeople and winemakers

mostly travel by subway, not car.

These “work withs” provide an opportunity for winemakers to meet the people charged

with selling their wines and to taste with retailers and restaurant sommeliers and maybe

even consumers too. I’d always wanted to ride along to see how wines end up (or don’t) on

restaurant wine lists and store shelves.

I proposed my idea to David Bowler, founder of an eponymous New York-based wine

wholesale and import company, who has a portfolio of interesting wines. It turned out a

number of his winemakers were scheduled to visit New York soon. A few days later, the

company’s sales director, Samuel Bolshoi, sent me a list of names.

I chose Will Bucklin, winemaker at the Sonoma, Calif.-based Bucklin Old Hill Ranch, partly

because I’d never tasted his wines, though I knew they were held in high regard. The 57-

year-old Mr. Bucklin specializes in Zinfandel-dominant blends, a tough sell in New York,

where imported wines are more popular than their California peers. I was curious to see

how he’d do.
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When I reached Oceana, a seafood restaurant in Midtown Manhattan, it was barely 10:30

a.m. Mr. Bucklin was already there with his escort for the day, Matt Krueger, a 34-year-old

Bowler salesman and former sommelier. They were pulling corks from five Bucklin Old Hill

Ranch wines—three Zinfandel-dominant blends, a Grenache and a Cabernet Sauvignon—

that Mr. Krueger had brought along.

Mr. Bucklin was wearing jeans and a chambray shirt with a baseball cap and a bushy beard.

Mr. Krueger and Oceana wine director Adam Petronzio were in suits—though in a

concession to the many steps he’d take over the day ahead, Mr. Krueger was wearing

sneakers.

Mr. Bucklin pulled out a map of his vineyards titled “Anatomy of a Field Blend.” (A field

blend is a mix of grape varieties grown in the same vineyard.) “It illustrates what I’m

doing,” he said, adding pugnaciously, “I’m not making Chardonnay.” Mr. Petronzio replied,

“This is the house Chardonnay built.”

Indeed, one might expect that white wines would be the priority at Oceana, a seafood

restaurant specializing in oysters. When I mentioned this, and that I was surprised Mr.

Petronzio was interested in tasting Zinfandel-dominant wines, he responded, “We do 500

people for lunch and 400 for dinner. Not everyone is eating oysters.” He especially liked the

“dialed back” 2014 Old Hill Ranch Sonoma Valley Grenache ($360 for a case of 12 bottles,

wholesale). Mr. Petronzio said he thought it would work well with salmon, and ordered a

case.

An immediate sale after a tasting is rare, said Mr. Krueger as we made our way through a

misty rain to the subway station. “It’s not necessarily about sales, but building knowledge

of Bucklin,” he added. On the train, I tried lifting Mr. Krueger’s backpack, which held the

bottles for the tastings to come. I was surprised at the heft—around 25 pounds, he said,

lighter than usual. He‘s used to carrying up to a case of wine on his back.

When we arrived at Union Square Wines & Spirits for a meeting with wine director Jesse

Salazar and Nicolle Shrem, the Bowler sales rep for the Union Square account, Ms. Shrem

had set up bottles of the same wines Mr. Krueger had opened at Oceana. Mr. Bucklin

brought out his map and delivered his spiel on old vines and field blends, while Mr. Salazar

tasted the wines and uttered a few complimentary words.

We departed with the news that Mr. Salazar had ordered eight cases of Bucklin wines. Mr.
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Krueger, who had neither coat nor umbrella, opted for the closest subway line to Wall

Street and our next destination: Cut by Wolfgang Puck, the first of several steak houses on

our itinerary, and a tasting with David Morris, its wine director.

Mr. Morris gave me a set of glasses so I could taste along with them. I found the rich,

relatively high-alcohol old-vine Zinfandel blends remarkably restrained and the Grenache

quite polished. I liked the Cabernet Sauvignon too, even though Mr. Bucklin seemed a bit

dismissive about the wine. “It’s on the outskirts of what we do,” he said, since it was not a

field blend.

At Del Frisco’s Double Eagle Steakhouse, sommeliers Crystl Faye Horton and Kristin

Beckler proved more communicative and, Mr. Bucklin noted, a lot more fun. They

wisecracked but also asked well-informed questions. They liked the wines, especially the

Upper 5th Vineyard Ancient Field Blend and the Grenache. “We were just talking about our

Zinfandel selection being a little bit tired,” said Ms. Horton. She ordered a case of each

wine.

We walked to our next appointment, American Cut, another Midtown steakhouse, and had

another congenial tasting with no immediate sale. Then we rode up to Flora Bar on Madison

and 75th Street, where we tasted on the patio. Wine director Matthew Kudry was a man of

few words. He said there was no Zinfandel on his list, and while he liked the wines, it wasn’t

clear if he planned to change that fact.

We headed downtown again, to Flatiron Wines & Spirits at Broadway and 22nd, where Mr.

Bucklin would pour his wines for a public tasting. He seemed a bit disgruntled. “I’d rather

be home with my grapes and my garden and my dog. I don’t want to be doing this forever,”

he said. Then he added, on a more positive note, “It’s hard to get your wine into New York,

and it’s a feather in your cap to be represented by a company like David Bowler.”

It was now 5:30, and the handful of customers in the store seemed uninterested in tasting

Mr. Bucklin’s wines. Finally a man with a closely trimmed beard and a swaggering

demeanor came over. “Aren’t old vines like 250 years old?” he asked, looking at a bottle. The

vines didn’t have to be a certain age to be called old, Mr. Bucklin said. “Get outta here!” the

bearded man exclaimed. He tasted the 2014 Bambino, a Zinfandel blend, and liked it. “Do

you make these wines?” he asked. “I make them,” Mr. Bucklin replied, “and it turns out I sell

them too.”

The bearded man was sold. “I came for a bottle of wine and I got a bottle of wine,” he said,

his pleasure simple and immediate. Mr. Bucklin turned to me and said, “That was my

favorite moment today.”

Email Lettie at wine@wsj.com.

Corrections & Amplifications

Union Square Wines & Spirits ordered eight cases of Bucklin wine. A previous version of

this article incorrectly said Union Square didn’t order. (6/22/2018)

Appeared in the June 23, 2018, print edition as 'A Winemaker and a Sales Rep Walk Into a Restaurant….'
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