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cheapér version of the Sauza operation,
and some factories simply buy agave
juice—10 cents for a liter, or 40 ounces—to
distill and age. Agave julee is cheap be-
cause the plants are plemtiful and field
workers make less than 53 a day. Jaime Al-
varez de la Cuadra, an industrial process
specialist at Universidad de Guadalajara,
savs many of the smaller factories use
vieast 1o speed fermentation and then add
antibiotics 1o kil the unwanted microbes
that somelimes result,

“It is one thing to use the best ingredi-
ents in a slow-burning oven and another to
e frogen ingredients and slap it into the
microwave,” says Ramon Valdes, Her-
radura's marketing director.

But even Mr. Valdes is hard-pressed to
explain exactly why Herradura's finest, at
$275 a bottle, is so much more costly than
its other offerings. He says the distillation
is "done by the maestro and no one else,”
one out of every three liters of fermented
agave s lost during the process and it's
barrel-aged for five years, at least two
more than most other aged tequilas. Bul
mainly, he talks about the specially de-
sigmed bottle, the specially designed case
for the bottle and the fact that each bollle
produced is numbered.

The importance of packaging wasn'l
lost on Martin Grassl, one of a handful of
non-Mexican emtrepreneurs who saw
tequila’s potential for the kind of market
gains notched by high-end spirits in richer
countrics. Mr. Grassl arrived in Mexicoin
1991 and invested $100,000 to starl a come

pany, called Destilleria Porfidio SA. to
make small-lol, high-quality tequila. He
contracted with a German bottle maker to
produce elegant, tapered botlles with a
glass cactus inside, and set about seeking
distillers who would make tequila under
his supervision,

‘First World Techniques’

“The industry was around 40 years be-
hind the U.5. and Europe in the way they
did things,” says Mr. Grassl, whose family
was in the apple-brandy business in Aus-
ria. “*My objective was to produce tequila
using First World techniques.”

Chief among them was marketing. Un-
til fast year, Mr. Grassldidn't have hisown
distillery, Now that he does, it's hndreds
of miles from any agave farms in the beach
resort of Puerto Vallarta, His markeling
literature says his company was founded
by “*Don Ponciano Porfidio.” whose “mes-
sage to the world was that tequila—like
love and coffee—is not for the tepid-
hearted.” Mr. Grassl, whose priciest offer-
ing retails for up to $800a bottle in the U.S.,
savs Ponciano Porfidio is his “"pen name.”

Further downstream in the markeling
of fine tequilas are exporters, importers
and distributors, all of whom add to the re-
tail price. And. of course, there are the
bars and restaurants where novices be-
comes acolvles and eventually perhaps
apostles who spread the word: Coyole Cafe
and Maria’s New Mexican Kitchen in
Santa Fe, N.M.: Mesa Grill in New York:
Red Sage in Washington, D.C.; and the



southwestern chain Leftof Albuguerque.

Al the epicenter may be Tommy's,
where bartender and owner Julio Bermejo
has set wp a club that requires would-be
members to pass a T-question written test
on the spirit's origing, manufacture and
lore before they can be known as “doctors
of tequila.” The club has about 2,700 mem-
bers, a number of them top chefs, restau-
rant owners, and wine-and-spirits makers,
hailing from as far afield as Tokyo and Ed-
inburgh. Those who accompany Mr.
Bermejo to visit distillerics in Mexico rate
a higher level of expertise, and become
tequila ninjas. Noone has vet achieved his
highest ranking: tequila demigod.

The Oysters Comparison

Aficionados aren't all necessarily well-
heeled. Standing 2l Tommy's bar is Guy
Spinale, a burly fish bucher, who savs he
buys Porfidio at $45 a2 bottle and doesn’
hesitate to spend big sums on a shol to
chieck out the latest brands. “1 like tequila
for the same reason I like oysters,” he
says. “Some are smooth, some are tangy,
all have different characteristics.”

Sammy Hagar. the former lead singer
of Van Halen who owns a Baja California
nightclub ealled Cabo Wabo, has other rea-
sons for being attracted to tequila. ““When
it is pure, it is a wonderful high,” he ex-
plains.

Mr. Hagar is one of those who have
tried. on a smaller scale, to copy Porfidio’s
success—with what might be dubbed van-
ity tequilas, He calls his brew Cabo Wabo,

his Web site touts it as *Vitamin T,"" stores
sell it for $34.99 a boltle, and Mr. Hagar
promotes the heck out of it, !

He and his band, the Waberitas, are
about 1o embark on a national tour to fog

the tequila as well as his new single, “*Mas
Tequila.” So far, Mr. Hagar has done 135

radio interviews, appeared on & hall-dozen
national television programs, and playved a
14-city tour at Hard Rock Cafes. He and his
partners hope to sell 30,000 cases this year.

Az with any trend, the question is when
teqquila will hit the saturation point—usu-
ally the point at which market forces begin
to eliminate peripheral players. The de-
mand side is hard to call, but some win-
nowing has begun on the supply side, “The
big issue is consistency.” says Enrigue
Fonzeca. president of Tequilena SA, which
is one of a hall-dozen big distilleries that
produce multiple brands under contract.
“The great problem is thal evervone wants
to sell their tequila for a lot of money but
few have the capacity to produce some
thing of quality Iot after lot.”

Al Lucero, owner of Maria's New Mexi-
can Kitchen and author of a guide to mar-
garita preparation, says he is already see-
ing the problem. *Distributors will bring in
a pallet of some new brand and before vou
can establish it as a favorite with your eus-
tomers, it will disappear.” he says, “There
are just oo many entrepreneurs oul there
tryving to exploil the craze.”™
Long Haul Favors Size

That's why, over the long haul, the big



players like Jose Cuervo. parf-owned by Enrique Legoretta, Jose Cuervo's oper-
Diageo. and Sauza will probably have the ations director, ponders the situation over
upper hand. Both companies have Inun- gpe of these new tequilas at a party cele
dated the market recently with new tequila. prating the round-the-clock efforts of work:
brands, inin o compeen s WHCT erat hecompany's Guadaljaa botin
cessful, Both companies have global mar- ::E;',:I E‘T;rﬂn: EL!IM dfstﬁi?}d l:titlf:

keting clout and gigantic tequila-making ™™ S S
operations with sophisticated quality con. WOTK IS under way o increase capacity by

trols. And, finally.. both own vast agave e

plantations—in Cuervo's case about 40mil-  Taking a sip, Mr. Legorelta says he

lion plamts. That's important because, never thought he would see the day when a

while plants are plentiful at the moment, botile of tequila would go for $1.725, as one

crops have been sharply reduced in the re- did last year in a Chicago line-wine aue-

cent past by disease and ecconomic pres- tion. But he reckons that snob appeal has a

SUres, Iot to do with it, “It’s like they say,” he
I a tequila maker doesn’t own his own says. draining the glass. “You are what

plants, he'll soon be in big trouble,” says you drink and you drink what you are.”

Tequfilena’s Mr, Fonseca, a fifth-genera-

tion agave grower. So far, though, a poten-

tial shortage isn't stanching the flow of

new hrands, Last yvear in the U.5., which

accounts for 809 of global tequila sales, 17

new brands were introduced,



