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Emma Swain is the CEO of St. Supéry Estate Vineyards and Winery. She received her Bachelor 
of Science degree in Agriculture and Managerial Economics from the University of California at 
Davis. Swain started in finance, before joining Niebaum-Coppola Winery and later worked at 
Sebastiani Vineyards and Winery for thirteen years as Chief Operating Officer. Swain joined St. 
Supéry Estate Vineyards and Winery and became C.E.O. in 2009. Swain currently serves as the 
Board Chair for the Wine Market Council and is a board member of the Napa Valley Vintners 
(NVV) as well as serving on multiple subcommittees and works with numerous nonprofits. In 
this interview, Swain discusses the following topics: education and early career in finance; work 
on the administrative side of operations for Niebaum-Coppola, Sebastiani, and St. Supéry 
wineries; introduction to NVV and its role in Napa Valley; Premiere Napa Valley and Auction 
Napa Valley; community organizations supported by NVV; Napa name protection and marketing 
Napa Valley wines; and the role of gender in the wine industry.  
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Napa Valley Vintners Project History 
 
 
The Napa Valley Vintners (NVV) oral history project was initiated in 2018 following a series of 
conversations between representatives of NVV and UC Berkeley’s Oral History Center. In 
anticipation of the NVV’s 75th anniversary year in 2019, the NVV agreed to sponsor an oral 
history project documenting the contributions of the organization to the growth and improvement 
of the wine industry in the United States; the establishment and protection of “Napa Valley” as a 
place known worldwide for the quality of its wines; and the people who made all of this possible.  
 
The oral histories in this project were designed to be rather brief two-hour interviews in which 
the narrators were asked about their interest and engagement with the wine business in general 
before turning the focus to their participation in and observations of the NVV. Interviews in this 
project are wide-ranging, touching on a number of issues and topics going back to the very 
beginning of the organization in 1944 – in fact, two of the first project narrators were children of 
NVV founders (Michael Mondavi is the son of Robert Mondavi; Robin Lail is the daughter of 
John Daniel, Jr.). Narrators describe the growth and transformation of the organization in the 
1970s and 1980s, when it ceased being a small group of vintners who viewed the organization as 
a social club as much as an industry group and changed into something much more 
consequential. Narrators, including Bob Trinchero and John Shafer, tell how the NVV grew into 
a large and influential organization that impacted the law, policy, trade, and marketing of wine in 
the United States and abroad. Other narrators describe the organization’s emerging and 
expanding interest in protecting the environment, limiting urban growth, preserving agricultural 
lands, and advocating for sustainable practices in the vineyards and cellars of Napa Valley. Key 
people and projects of the organization are touched upon in most interviews, with special 
attention paid to Auction Napa Valley, the country’s premier charitable wine auction that was 
established in 1981 and now raises millions of dollars a year for community health and education 
organizations in Napa Valley.  
 
The NVV oral history project builds upon decades of interviews conducted by the Oral History 
Center that document the history of wine in California and, in some cases, the specific history of 
the NVV. These oral histories date back to the late 1960s and include interviews with NVV 
founders Louis M. Martini and Robert Mondavi and other leaders including Eleanor McCrae, 
Joseph Heitz, Dan Duckhorn, and several others.  
 
Martin Meeker 
Charles B. Faulhaber Director 
Oral History Center of The Bancroft Library 
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Interview 1: June 17, 2019   
 
01-00:00:01 
Meeker: Today is the 17th of June, 2019. This is Martin Meeker: interviewing Emma 

Swain. Is that correct?   

01-00:00:17 
Swain: That is correct, Martin. 

01-00:00:20 
Meeker: For the Napa Valley Vintner’s Oral History Project. We are here in, what’s 

the name of this house? 

01-00:00:25 
Swain: The Atkinson House. 

01-00:00:26 
Meeker: The Atkinson House at St. Supéry Winery in Rutherford, California. And this 

is our first session together. I begin the interviews the exact same for 
everyone, and that’s please tell me your name, so say it yourself, and your 
date and place of birth.  

 [Ed. note: at the request of the narrator, identifying information typically 
included at the beginning of the interview has been deleted] 

01-00:01:20 
Meeker: Can you tell me a little bit about your family background and upbringing?  

01-00:01:30 
Swain: So my parents both immigrated to American from the UK. My father was an 

electrical engineer. He worked his way through college as a coal miner, and 
my mother was a model, and they had had my three brothers and moved to 
America to find a great future. And my father was working in technology at 
the time, and I was born in America, unlike the rest of my family, and that’s 
how we ended up in Massachusetts. 

01-00:01:56 
Meeker: Did they come here in the Second World War?   

01-00:01:59 
Swain: They came here after the Second World War. My parents were both children 

during the war. And so it was a challenging time, obviously, in England. 

01-00:02:09 
Meeker: What kind of work did you dad do when he arrived in the United States? 

01-00:02:12 
Swain: So he worked for technology companies, Fairchild, Texas Instruments. He 

was an electrical engineer, so that’s what he’d studied in college. 
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01-00:02:22 
Meeker: Did your mother work at home? Was she a homemaker? 

01-00:02:26 
Swain: Yes, my mother was a homemaker. For her first few years married to my 

father she was still modeling and doing the news for BBC in the UK. 

01-00:02:36 
Meeker: Cool, what kind of modeling did she do? Was that commercial? 

01-00:02:39 
Swain: Commercial modeling, fashion modeling. I have some really fun pictures of 

her modeling Triumph scooters in the late ’50s, really cute. 

01-00:02:50 
Meeker: What kind of school did you go to? Did you go to a public school? 

01-00:02:52 
Swain: I went to both. I went to quite a variety of schools. My parents moved around 

a lot. I went to, I think, about twelve schools by the time I graduated from 
high school, so I was in public school. I was in private school, both. We 
moved from Massachusetts back to England to Maine to Florida and several 
locations in Florida and then to northern California when I was a junior in 
high school. 

01-00:03:22 
Meeker: Tell me about that experience? 

01-00:03:24 
Swain: So it’s not exactly fabulous as a teenager moving in the middle of high school, 

but I ended up going to college at UC Davis and meeting my husband there, 
so at the end of the day it was fantastic. 

01-00:03:38 
Meeker: Was this the Fairchild experience for your father? 

01-00:03:41 
Swain: No, my dad had changed jobs a number of times through the years with 

technology and even when we moved to northern California, being in Silicon 
Valley, there’s a lot of opportunity there. 

01-00:03:53 
Meeker: What attracted you to UC Davis? 

01-00:03:54 
Swain: Well, my parents would really have loved for me to go to Santa Clara 

University and live at home, and I would really have loved to go to University 
of Tampa where I had a scholarship. And my father said to me, “Emma, if you 
go to Santa Clara we’ll pay for everything, and if you go to Florida we’ll pay 
for nothing, and if you go to Davis we’ll pay your rent.” And so it was a super 
easy decision for me. I went to Davis.  
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01-00:04:24 
Meeker: You just didn’t want to stay at home? 

01-00:04:27 
Swain: I didn’t want to stay at home, and I was ready to leave, and I was ready to be 

on my own. And I worked hard, and I worked full-time all through college. 
And I had a lot of interesting jobs in school, and it was challenging, but it 
encouraged me to get out in a reasonable amount of time. 

01-00:04:45 
Meeker: By the time you graduated from high school did you have a clear idea of what 

you wanted to study or perhaps what kind of work you wanted to do? 

01-00:04:51 
Swain: I really enjoyed math and science, and so my first thought was that I wanted to 

do more science, maybe pre-med, and I didn’t know there was a wine industry 
and it involved science at that point. And I enjoyed math and engineering, so 
those were on the forefront for me.  

01-00:05:12 
Meeker: Your mention of wine, was wine something that you grew up with? 

01-00:05:15 
Swain: Not really. My parents would drink wine with dinner, holidays, but when they 

moved to northern California they fell in love with wine. They started 
drinking some fantastic wines. I think one of my all-time favorite wines and 
wine-wow moments was the Chateau Montelena wines from the ’70s that my 
father had at home. And those were very special wines. 

01-00:05:39 
Meeker: Both whites and reds? 

01-00:05:42 
Swain: Mainly the reds. 

01-00:05:44 
Meeker: Because they became very famous for that chardonnay, right? 

01-00:05:46 
Swain: Yes, yes. 

01-00:05:48 
Meeker: Did you ever go wine tasting with them as you were growing up? 

01-00:05:52 
Swain: My father drove me up to Davis to go look for an apartment once I decided I 

was going to go there, and on the way back we said, hey, let’s do a little wine 
tasting. So we pulled over and went to Buena Vista Winery on the way back. 
So my first wine tasting I was probably not allowed to be drinking, but it was 
a lot of fun. 
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01-00:06:13 
Meeker: One of the oldest wineries in California. 

01-00:06:16 
Swain: Yes. 

01-00:06:17 
Meeker: Tell me about your studies at UC Davis. What did you end up majoring in? 

01-00:06:21 
Swain: So I ended up majoring in ag managerial economics and then doing a 

substantial amount of biology. So I was working to finish a minor in that, but 
it meant staying one more quarter, and it was time to leave. 

01-00:06:39 
Meeker: Were there any classes or professors that were particularly influential to you? 

01-00:06:44 
Swain: I loved my organic chemistry professor, Dr. Smith. He was fantastic. He really 

made organic chemistry a lot of fun. And I enjoyed my biochemistry and food 
science classes were really interesting to me. 

01-00:06:59 
Meeker: What kind of food science classes? 

01-00:07:01 
Swain: So I took food microbiology and bacteriology, so they were fun. 

01-00:07:10 
Meeker: You said that you had a number of jobs while working as undergrad, what 

kind of jobs were you working in? 

01-00:07:17 
Swain: So I worked in the lab on campus. I worked in the chemistry lab a couple days 

a week, and I also worked selling kitchen cabinetry. ‘Don’t reface, replace!’, 
and I also sold a women’s clothing line. I repped women’s clothing line, and I 
worked retail clothing. 

01-00:07:39 
Meeker: And were you living right there in Davis? 

01-00:07:41 
Swain: I was living in Davis, and so I would drive to Sacramento or San Francisco, 

Vallejo to work and also work in Davis. And I worked for Campbell’s Soup 
for multiple summers in the lab.  

01-00:07:55 
Meeker: Oh interesting. Do they have a large facility somewhere nearby? 

01-00:07:59 
Swain: Yeah, Sacramento there was a huge Campbell’s facility, so I worked on 

tomato testing and that sort of thing in the lab. 
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01-00:08:07 
Meeker: What does that entail? Can you describe that word for me? 

01-00:08:09 
Swain: It’s a lot like what we do here in wine. It’s testing sugars, titratable acidity, 

PH, reading mold. 

01-00:08:23 
Meeker: And so they’re testing the fruit that’s coming in for their soup and canned 

product and everything.  

01-00:08:30 
Swain: Yeah. 

01-00:08:30 
Meeker: As you’re doing this work, is it interesting to you? Are you saying that this is 

work that you might consider pursuing after graduation? 

01-00:08:40 
Swain: I enjoyed working for Campbell’s Soup. And the first year it was particularly 

interesting because you learned a lot of new things, but it also paid 
particularly well. And so I would TA some summer classes in finance, and I 
would work pretty good hours early in the morning to early afternoon at 
Campbell’s, and then I’d TA a couple nights a week.  

01-00:09:00 
Meeker: As you’re approaching graduation, what are you thinking might be next for 

you? 

01-00:09:06 
Swain: So I thought, well, I’ll go be a consultant because all these consulting firms 

would come to campus and recruit. I thought about going back to school and 
getting a master’s in biology because I enjoyed the lab work. And ultimately I 
decided that I would like to go out and make a little bit of money. I was a little 
tired of being poor.  

01-00:09:30 
Meeker: And so what was your first job? 

01-00:09:33 
Swain: So my first job I worked for Arthur Anderson in San Francisco and Oakland. 

And promptly went into six more weeks of school to get all the required 
accounting units that we needed to become CPAs, and it was a fun job. I 
worked with a lot of really smart people, and I got to see a great deal of 
different industries and businesses.  

01-00:09:54 
Meeker: And you had moved down to San Francisco then? 

01-00:09:58 
Swain: I was living in Oakland at the time.  
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01-00:10:01 
Meeker: Where in Oakland? Just curious. 

01-00:10:01 
Swain: I lived right by Lake Merritt. 

01-00:10:04 
Meeker: Okay. And I would assume BART shuttled you over to San Francisco? 

01-00:10:10 
Swain: I would take BART to San Francisco. And I worked mostly in the Oakland 

office. 

01-00:10:16 
Meeker: And so this would have been the very late 1980s, early ’90s? 

01-00:10:18 
Swain: Yeah, the late ’80s. 

01-00:10:20 
Meeker: Okay. Well, so by 1990 or so I believe you are hired into the business office at 

Niebaum-Coppola, the historic Inglenook property. When did you start there? 

01-00:10:36 
Swain: I think I started there in March of 1992.  

01-00:10:41 
Meeker: Okay, so it was ’92 then. 

01-00:10:43 
Swain: ’92 or ’91. 

01-00:10:45 
Meeker: We can always fix it in the transcript if we need to. What attracted you to take 

a job far outside of San Francisco? 

01-00:10:57 
Swain: So I was a little tired with the job that I was doing for Arthur Anderson. I felt 

it was a very male-dominated industry. I wanted something new and a little bit 
more new challenge. And one of the partners I was working for, I asked him. 
He said to me, “Oh, you know anybody that wants to go work at a winery?” 
And I said, “Well, me.” And he said, “Well, I can’t take you.” And I said, 
“Well, you can because I have a job offer at this other company.” And so he 
presented me to the Coppolas, and I worked for them as a consultant for about 
the first year and a half, and then I went to work for them full-time when we 
were doing the acquisition of the Inglenook property. 

01-00:11:39 
Meeker: What was behind him telling you that he couldn’t take you? Was it a gender 

thing? 
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01-00:11:43 
Swain: No, I think it was more I had an important role where I was, and he didn’t 

want to move me to another company.  

01-00:11:56 
Meeker: When you’re embedded, if you will, by Arthur Anderson in another company, 

is that a full-time thing that you’re working at that company, or do you have 
multiple different clients? 

01-00:12:06 
Swain: So it was something they’d just started doing at the time. And you could have 

multiple clients, and you could be a week at another company or two weeks. I 
was pretty much all but one day a month at Niebaum-Coppola. And I was 
heavily invested in what was going on at the winery and working on the 
acquisition of the front portion of the Inglenook property to reunite the two 
wineries. 

01-00:12:31 
Meeker: Well, tell me about Niebaum-Coppola when you arrived. What was it? How 

much wine were they producing, from what kind of grapes, et cetera? What 
was the operation? 

01-00:12:41 
Swain: So when I started, John Skupny was the general manager, and Scott McLeod 

was the winemaker, and Tony Soter was the consulting winemaker. And we 
were making about 5,000 cases of wine. And we were in the little carriage 
house, and it was rustic, and the wines were fantastic, and it was, for me, 
wonderful pleasure of working with all three of them because I would ask any 
kind of question, and they would give me great detailed answers. I’d say, “I 
passed this vineyard, and it was all like this this morning. Why was it like 
that?” And I’d get a half hour dissertation on why that vineyard had been 
trellised that way. It was wonderful.  

01-00:13:26 
Meeker: What was the difference, or were you beginning to notice a difference 

between serving as a finance person, as a controller in the wine industry 
versus other companies that you might have done that for? 

01-00:13:41 
Swain: So I think the wine industry has some unique aspects, but the best part is we 

live and work in one of the most beautiful places in the world. And so that 
really is a difference between sitting in a cubicle or sitting in an old carriage 
house being able to look out at the vineyard was one dramatic difference. But 
it’s not that complicated compared to other manufacturing and agricultural 
industries. Yes, we have certain nuances, but the work is consistent. I think for 
me the difference in being a consultant where you come in and you analyze a 
certain problem and when you make a difference in a company and move it 
forward. And for me, I like being able to be vested in the business that I’m 
working in and drive it forward. 
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01-00:14:34 
Meeker: When you were at Niebaum-Coppola, what were the projects that you 

participated in that you thought were driving it forward? 

01-00:14:43 
Swain: So one purchasing the Inglenook property, so that was a significant portion of 

our time. It took us a long time to acquire that property, and we did it very 
inexpensively with a lot of side contracts to make the whole project work, so 
that was very exciting, and when we completed that transaction we had a great 
deal of wine, which we didn’t have an exciting package for. Francis wanted to 
bring back the old Inglenook style label, the diamond series, and we had some 
fantastic wines grown in Napa Valley that we re-labeled and re-packaged and 
launched. So that was fun. We went from 5,000 to 25,000 cases overnight. 

01-00:15:27 
Meeker: As different labels? 

01-00:15:29 
Swain: Mm-hmm. 

01-00:15:30 
Meeker: What were the other of the second labels? 

01-00:15:31 
Swain: So that was the Gustave Niebaum Diamond label that we did, and then we 

started working on the Francis Coppola Presents label towards the end of my 
time there. 

01-00:15:41 
Meeker: Previously, so clarification, so Niebaum-Coppola was Francis Coppola had 

owned or purchased the original residential house, correct? 

01-00:15:53 
Swain: Right, it was the back 1,560 acres, a beautiful property, fantastic vineyards. 

We had been planting some new vineyards there as well, and all dry farmed, 
just really a special place. And the front portion was only about seventy-three, 
seventy-five acres, but it included the historic chateau, the ugly old barrel 
building that blocked the view of the chateau that it was Francis’s dream of 
removing, and he did. And a couple of other little structures on the property. 

01-00:16:26 
Meeker: So the expansion you participated in was the— 

01-00:16:29 
Swain: Front portion. 

01-00:16:29 
Meeker: The front portion, the seventy-plus acres plus the building (Chateau). 
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01-00:16:35 
Swain: And then we immediately started a remodeling project on the building. So we 

hired about sixty artisans and contractors immediately and started the work. 
When you walk into that building and you see that grand staircase made of the 
black poisonwood, we brought all that in from Belize. We had people carving 
it at the chateau and building that staircase, and it looks as though it’s always 
belonged, and it’s so much more beautiful than anything that was there before. 

01-00:17:03 
Meeker: So it sounds to me like Mr. Coppola was pretty closely involved in this work?  

01-00:17:08 
Swain: Yeah, he definitely had a vision. His day to day involvement was not as 

significant because he obviously has other projects, but very involved in how 
it should look and feel and driving that vision. 

01-00:17:23 
Meeker: Can you recall that vision at all? 

01-00:17:26 
Swain: Well, one was to restore the property, restore the name to the property and to 

tear down the barrel building that was blocking the chateau and really bring it 
back to its grandeur. And every time I go on that property it’s more and more 
beautiful. They’ve really done a fantastic job. 

01-00:17:46 
Meeker: You’re, I believe, at Inglenook until about ’96, and then you move over to 

Sebastiani in Sonoma County. Can you tell me about the process of going 
from the Niebaum-Coppola property to another operation?  

01-00:18:09 
Swain: Yeah, it was great. I was recruited to go over to Sebastiani vineyards. I had an 

opportunity to be the controller there at a substantially larger winery. At the 
time they were maybe the fourth or fifth largest winery in the US producing 
about 8 million cases. So a big shift from a 25,000 case winery. And I 
thought, oh, it’s this older brand. It’s going to be very methodical, old-school, 
and I was so completely wrong. I worked with so many people who were 
entrepreneurs and really cutting edge winemaking processes and viticulture 
and just great, smart people. And it was a lot of fun. 

01-00:19:03 
Meeker: On the phone you had told me, during the time that you were there, and that 

was about thirteen years, the place was sold twice? 

01-00:19:10 
Swain: Yeah. 
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01-00:19:12 
Meeker: A portion of it first sold in 2001 to Constellation. Can you tell me what were 

the contours of that and you as controller and then later chief operating 
officer, what role did you play in these transformations? 

01-00:19:28 
Swain: Yeah, so when we sold to Constellation I was the CFO. The COO, and the VP 

of wine making I think was Paul’s title at the time, and myself were the three 
people who drove that sale process forward. We just finished implementing 
SAP as a software, and I could do just about anything with that software, 
which was pretty cool when you’re trying to sell a company, to be able to drill 
down on anything and really understand your business well. So we put 
together that transaction to sell to Constellation and went from 8 million cases 
to 70,000 cases overnight.  

So all of the property outside of Sonoma County and all of the grape contracts 
outside of Sonoma County went to Constellation, and then I became chief 
operating officer, and we decided, what are we going to rebrand Sebastiani, 
and what was our focus? And our focus was to make the very best wine that 
we could from Sonoma County with our 100 year history in Sonoma County. 
And we stayed on task, and I think we did a good job, and we grew to about 
330,000 cases, and then the family decided they wanted to sell the family 
property, and so we sold that at the end of 2008.  

01-00:20:54 
Meeker: After 2001 was it still known as Sebastiani? Did they keep the name?  

01-00:20:57 
Swain: It was. That was the name and the historic winery was kept. So all of the other 

brands, Vendange, Talus, Nathanson Creek, La Terre and Heritage, were all 
sold to Constellation. 

01-00:21:11 
Meeker: You said that by implementing SAP, a business software, allowed you to drill 

down and learn about the business, which allowed you to prepare a 
compelling case for sale to Constellation. What are some of the parts of the 
business that you were gaining new insight into? What are the things that 
Constellation are interested in knowing prior to purchase? 

01-00:21:33 
Swain: I think one of the things that it gave us the power over was knowing down to 

the product and size and varietal how the margin was by state, by location and 
all across the country. So if the profitability of the northeast region wasn’t as 
good as the south-central region, why? And what states were driving that? Oh, 
well it’s Pennsylvania. It’s the Pennsylvania liquor board. It’s how they’re 
pricing it, and it’s particularly the pricing on this specific product. And at that 
time in 2000 we just didn’t have that data mining capability previously, and to 
do that very quickly was pretty cool. So I would be asked why is this like this? 
And be able to answer why. 
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01-00:22:23 
Meeker: Can you just talk about your method for trying to build a product relationship 

with the director of wine-making and the viticulture staff, for instance, 
because sometimes in the wine world there’s a bit of a divide between those 
managing business and bottom line and trying to turn something which isn’t 
always profitable into a profitable enterprise, and then you have the people 
who want to reduce the yields in the vineyard and want to create the best wine 
possible, and there are different levels of expense involved in doing that, 
optical sorting and all of this kind of stuff. How did you, from the business 
side, approach the apparent needs and demands of those on the wine making 
and viticulture side? 

01-00:23:14 
Swain: I think that the accounting side, finance side, always gets a little bit of grief. 

Oh, if we want to buy five 5,000 gallon tanks, accounting tells us to buy one 
25,000 gallon tank, and that used to be the joke. But I remember going to the 
very first wine industry financial symposium, I think it was in ’92 or ’93, and 
I sat next to Al Bronstein from Diamond Creek, and Al went on and on about 
how important it was to be in estate winery and to have complete control over 
your grapes and your vineyard and your wine making, and that was the only 
true way to make great quality wine, and I had tremendous respect for his 
wines and for him, and that stuck with me.  

And I think when you listen to the wine making team and you spend time 
walking through the vineyard and seeing what you’re doing, then you get a 
much greater understanding of what’s trying to be accomplished, and it’s not 
all about the money because we’re in Napa Valley, and if you’re not going to 
make fantastic wine, then you shouldn’t be here because this is the place 
where you can make some of the best wines in the world, and if you’re not 
going to try to do that, then what’s the point? So I think when you say, oh, 
well it’s too expensive, it’s like, let’s make great wine, and then we’ll worry 
about it.  

Yes, we have to pay attention to cost. What are the best ways to deal with 
things that don’t make the cut? But let’s make the very best wine that we can, 
and I think that has been consistent in everything I’ve done, whether it was 
making a $4.99 bottle of Vendange that we had of chardonnay on the shelf. It 
was still a fantastic wine, particularly at that price point, and if you’re making 
$100 then let’s over-deliver a $200 bottle, and if it’s a $4.99 bottle then it 
should taste like a $10 bottle. And I’ve had the pleasure of working for private 
companies and family companies where that is the most important thing, and 
it’s okay to be five percentage points less perhaps in margin in order to make 
the best product.   

01-00:25:29 
Meeker: That’s super interesting, especially in a place like Napa where quality is what 

allows you to compete. If you don’t have quality, then you’re not going to 
have a customer base.  
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01-00:25:42 
Swain: Yeah, you still need to be smart, right, and there’s things that you can cut and 

do less expensively that aren’t going to affect quality. You can make a quality 
bottle of wine with a great French oak barrel, but let’s pay attention to when 
we’re buying our euros. Let’s do things in an intelligent manner. It doesn’t all 
have to be pristine, perfect, gold plated location because to me that’s not 
necessarily adding quality to your end product. It’s wonderful to have a 
beautiful facility, but you don’t have to spend the money on how everything 
looks, but let’s put in really good functional equipment, and let’s make great 
wine. 

01-00:26:31 
Meeker: So the winery was sold in 2008, again fully, and then you stay there for a short 

period of time thereafter. Who was the new owner of it? 

01-00:26:49 
Swain: Bill Foley. Yeah, purchased the winery. 

01-00:26:51 
Meeker: Okay, and so the transition of St. Supéry, can you tell me about that? What 

inspired you to come back to Napa? 

01-00:26:58 
Swain: Well, I had lived in Napa the entire time I was working in Sonoma, and 

Michaela Rodeno, who was the first CEO of St. Supéry, was getting ready to 
retire, and I’ve been talking with her about possibly coming over for a number 
of months, and after the sale was completed and things were transitioning it 
seemed like good timing for me to make a decision on where to go next, and it 
was a nice opportunity to be back in Napa Valley, be back, more involved in 
the community.   

01-00:27:34 
Meeker: What did Michaela Rodeno tell you about St. Supéry? 

01-00:27:39 
Swain: She told me that she had a fantastic management team, and she did. [laughter] 

01-00:27:47 
Meeker: Well, she went on to her own project. 

01-00:27:50 
Swain: Yeah, and she was doing that also while she was at St. Supéry, part of that, the 

Villa Ragazzi.  

01-00:27:57 
Meeker: Yeah, so she’s a winemaker too, I believe, right?  

01-00:28:02 
Swain: She focused in marketing and was fantastic direct to consumer and really 

cutting edge in research and DTC business. 
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01-00:28:10 
Meeker: What was St. Supéry like when you arrived in 2009 in terms of what was its 

market position? What did you think of the wines when you first became 
acquainted with them? 

01-00:28:24 
Swain: Yeah, so it was interesting to me because I used to work pretty much across 

the street, and yet I still didn’t know that much about St. Supéry. When I was 
interviewing and I went out to the Dollarhide Ranch I was just amazed. It is so 
beautiful. I had no idea that this enormous 1,535 acre vineyard existed, and it 
was so spectacular, so to me that was one of the things that stunned me about 
St. Supéry, and I thought, well, if I don’t know, people should know more 
about these amazing vineyards that this winery has. And I started at a 
challenging time for everyone in the United States. February of 2009 was a 
challenge in the economy. It was a challenge for inventory. We’d had a short 
vintage with frost in 2008.  

But we had a lot of inventory in the cellar and in cased goods at that point in 
time. I think St. Supéry had struggled in the distribution area in the past and 
had had a number of people working through that. And the wine quality had 
been some purchased grapes and for the last couple years before I had started 
had been going back to being an estate model. So of course my mind was first 
on winemaking and on sales, and how do we fix these things to be a in a 
position moving forward in this challenging economy that we’re in. So I’d 
been here about two weeks, and the winemaker resigned to go take a fantastic 
job for him as a promotion, so while sad to see him go it became, obviously, 
my focus, what are we going to do, and how are we going to work on wine 
quality to begin with?  

And our VP of vineyards was very bright young man, and we spent a lot of 
time in the vineyard together with candidates and also in the cellar. And so I 
was able to see what different winemakers felt about our vineyards and about 
the winery and what we needed to do to improve quality, and so I was able to 
give that feedback to the Skalli family in France and say, you need to spend 
money on these things in order to improve wine quality. And I ended up 
hiring Michael Scholz back, who was our winemaker previously. He had left 
for about five years, and he’s a fantastic man, and he’d had a lot of experience 
with the vineyards when they were being planted, and now they were mature, 
and a lot of experience creating our style of sauvignon blanc, creating our Elú 
with Michel Rolland.  

So he had a lot of history with St. Supéry, and he’d stayed in touch while he 
was gone, but we also had the go-ahead from the Skalli family to immediately 
start investing in the cellar and in the vineyard. And that’s what needed to 
happen. And becoming 100 percent estate and just focusing on our own 
vineyards where we could micromanage everything to produce the best 
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quality wine and really investing in the cellar made a huge difference in our 
quality.   

01-00:31:57 
Meeker: In addition to becoming 100 percent estate growing fruit, what were some of 

the investments that the staff around here were saying really needed to 
happen? 

01-00:32:05 
Swain: So one of the shifts we did is we returned to 100 percent French oak. We 

changed a lot of the oak styles. We added heating and cooling to all of our 
tanks. We put in a lot of small open-top fermenters. We put in a hand sorting 
table and then later an optical sorter, small basket presses, some pneumatic 
punch down tools, and then we’ve added concrete and oak uprights, so a lot of 
equipment throughout the facility, and we’ve continued to invest every year 
that I’ve been here in the winemaking and in the vineyard. So we’ve planted 
new vineyards. We’ve taken out vineyards. We’ve replanted. We’ve spent a 
lot more time focusing on the details particularly on the red wines in the 
vineyard. 

01-00:32:57 
Meeker: That’s, with all that work, it makes you wonder what it was like here 

beforehand. 

01-00:33:02 
Swain: No, it’s really hard to make great wine, and the more you learn the more you 

know you can do more. So I think what’s nice is the viticulture and wine 
making team and myself were all very focused on doing our best, and so 
we’re going to other regions. We’re meeting with other people here in the 
valley and around the world, and just looking at ways that we can 
continuously improve, and sometimes it’s baby steps, and sometimes it’s big 
leaps, just depending on what we’ve implemented. And so we’ve had a couple 
of years of big leaps and then little baby steps.  

01-00:33:43 
Meeker: Well, through 2009 the economy was pretty touch and go. Obama was 

inaugurated in January and there were some initial big steps in terms of 
stimulus and so forth trying to get the economy going again that it was 
uncertain that that was going to happen. How do you convince the owners, the 
family, that now’s the time to invest and to make the necessary 
improvements? 

01-00:34:14 
Swain: Yeah, and it was challenging. We had a lot of inventory. And moving that 

inventory we were also importing French wines and selling those French 
wines around the country. So creatively selling that wine and trying not to 
damage the brand and monetizing it enabled us to have quite a bit of cash, 
which was fortunate, and not having debt, so that makes a big difference. 
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01-00:34:48 
Meeker: Well, you had also mentioned distribution was a challenge here, and it’s my 

understanding that about this time you start to see a lot of consolidation in 
distribution, which makes it a lot more difficult for midsize in particular or 
small wineries to get their wines out to the public. I don’t know if that’s an 
accurate representation of what was going on at the time, but were the 
distribution challenges you were facing here, and how did you respond to 
those? 

01-00:35:19 
Swain: So I think that we had many distributors that we were aligned with. And we 

focused on aligning ourselves with them in more markets and really 
establishing top down relationships with those distributors which I had and 
Susie Owen, our VP of sales, had. So I think we had good relationships with 
the distributor network, and we were able to expand that and work with them 
and just consistently deliver what we said we were going to do. The 
distributor does their part, and we do our part, and both of us can always work 
on improving. 

01-00:36:04 
Meeker: I would like to switch gears a little bit and talk about Napa Valley Vintners, 

which of course, is the focus of this project. I would love to hear more about 
St. Supéry. Perhaps another time we’ll be able to spend some time on that 
history. So when did you personally first learn about the organization Napa 
Valley Vintners? 

01-00:36:25 
Swain: So when I started working for Niebaum-Coppola I was working for John 

Skupny, and John was on the board of the Napa Valley Vintners, and he was 
also president of the Napa Valley Vintners while I was working for him. And 
my very first tastings that I poured for and learned how to do, John was 
always saying, “Now remember, this is our Niebaum-Coppola estate winery 
merlot from Napa Valley,” and always about Napa Valley, and that’s one of 
the key things that the Napa Valley Vintners has done is made all of us focus 
on promoting Napa Valley first, and I think it’s done very well for everyone. 
As we always say, a rising tide lifts all boats, and focusing on reminding 
people that it’s the Napa Valley appellation which was really critical. 

01-00:37:21 
Meeker: Mr. Skupny correct? 

01-00:37:23 
Swain: Skupny. 

01-00:37:24 
Meeker: Did he communicate to you that these ideas about Napa first and elevating the 

reputation of all wineries valley by that means, did he connect that to his work 
at the vintners? 
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01-00:37:39 
Swain: Absolutely. I think the programs that the vintners have put on over the years, 

the training programs, particularly for small wineries and for myself being 
someone new to the industry to go to trainings, marketing and promotional 
meetings, go on the road with the other vintners, all these were a great way to 
learn more and more about Napa Valley and to bond with your neighbors. I 
remember my very first trip where I went with the vintners.   

01-00:38:23 
Meeker: Was that trip during your time at Niebaum-Coppola? 

01-00:38:24 
Swain: At Niebaum-Coppola. I was trying to think, Hugh Davies mom at 

Schramsberg, Jamie Davies. Yeah, I was going to say Jamie and then I 
thought I had it wrong. Anyway, so on that first trip I remember being 
nervous. I was doing this big distributor portfolio tasting in Arizona and going 
to work the market the next day and Jamie Davies introduced herself to me 
and showed me the ropes and told me what to do and made me feel really 
comfortable, and it was just nice. You’re like, okay, I’m not really sure what 
I’m doing here, but I’m going for it. I’m doing what John told me to do, but 
the other vintners were always so supportive as the new kid, making sure that 
you knew what to do and what to say, and if you had questions that you had 
answers too. It’s always been great traveling with other vintners.  

01-00:39:20 
Meeker: Can you tell me about these events, like what actually transpires, who were 

you talking to? What is it that you were taught to say? 

01-00:39:25 
Swain: So a lot of it is talking about the wine, but our Napa Valley Rocks 

presentation that we all do today, knowing how big the valley is, how diverse 
the valley is, the history of the valley and all of those points, I go on the road 
still today internationally with other vintners, and we’ll do a Napa Valley 
Rocks presentation and present our wines. We’ll do walk around trade 
tastings. We’ll meet with other governments officials and lobby them in 
Canada or in Washington, DC. So our trips are sort of multifaceted whether 
it’s tasting with trade, doing wine dinners, doing educational seminars, 
meeting with government, so it’s pretty cool. 

01-00:40:18 
Meeker: The organization is interesting because I think it has a reputation in that the 

vintners, who are the members or the owners of the wineries, are the 
principals in the wineries. But a lot of people who are not in those roles, you 
as controller at Niebaum-Coppola, also participate to some greater or lesser 
extent in the organization. Is this a volunteer activity that’s part of your 
employment at Niebaum-Coppola when you’re doing this work? 
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01-00:40:49 
Swain: So at Niebaum-Coppola there were seminars on compliance. There were 

training programs that were targeted to what I was doing. They would have 
financial programs, how to do winery financials, how to plan winery business, 
and they still have those today. And depending on your focus, there really is 
something for everyone within the winery to learn through the vintners, 
whether it’s compliance for county compliance on our laws and rules, whether 
it’s compliance for TTB, ABC, state compliance, shipping compliance, the 
grants committee where I was involved in charitable giving, so that’s, of 
course, a charitable component, marketing and promotions committee, public 
relations committee, international committee. We have a lot, Auction Napa 
Valley, Premiere Napa Valley. I’ve been involved in all of those committees 
and in different roles at the winery.  

01-00:41:59 
Meeker: So for instance, when you were working for a Coppola in the 1990s, it would 

have been through the vintners that you would have learned about federal 
compliance and those kinds of issues? 

01-00:42:09 
Swain: Right. 

01-00:42:10 
Meeker: Huh, that’s remarkable. That’s interesting. Were you involved in the Sonoma 

County Vintners? 

01-00:42:18 
Swain: Yeah, we were involved in the Sonoma County Vintners. 

01-00:42:21 
Meeker: When you were at Sebastiani? 

01-00:42:22 
Swain: I was, and Sonoma Valley Vintners. 

01-00:42:25 
Meeker: Sonoma Valley Vintners.  

01-00:42:26 
Swain: As well, both. 

01-00:42:27 
Meeker: Okay, right, there’s county and valley as well. Do you have any commentary 

on those and how they compare to Napa Valley vintners? 

01-00:42:35 
Swain: I think that the Napa Valley Vintners is the greatest wine trade organization in 

the world. I love being here, and part of what makes Napa Valley vintners so 
successful is our valley is small. It’s a lot smaller than Sonoma County, and 
it’s very easy for all of us to get to a meeting in Napa. The worst is maybe a 
thirty minute drive whereas when I was in Sonoma it would be an hour plus 
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each direction in order to attend a committee meeting that’s going to last an 
hour, so I think here, because it’s smaller, as far as geographical area, it’s 
easier for people to be involved, more involved, and say, oh, it’s ten minutes 
up the road, I’ll go do the meeting for an hour and be back, and fit that into 
your day, and I think by making it easy to be involved and having efficient 
meetings and worthwhile meetings, people get more involved.  

01-00:43:36 
Meeker: In the ’90s, when you were involved in the organization, who were the key 

players in the organization? 

01-00:43:42 
Swain: So Dan Duckhorn, Dennis Cakebread, Richard Ward, Linda Reiff had just 

started, John Skupny of course, those are some of the people that I knew. 
David Graves. 

01-00:44:03 
Meeker: Yeah, so Linda Reiff started as director, CEO, in, I think, ’96. 

01-00:44:11 
Swain: Six, yeah. 

01-00:44:13 
Meeker: What about the staff leadership before then? What was that like? Did you 

have much interaction with them? 

01-00:44:20 
Swain: Yeah, I did with Jeremy Benson when he was there, and I always thought the 

organization was very professionally run. I didn’t have a thing to compare it 
to, but I thought it was great. 

01-00:44:34 
Meeker: When you return after 2009, when you come to St. Supéry and begin to 

participate in the organization again, had there been any meaningful changes 
that you noticed in the organization? 

01-00:44:50 
Swain: I think that the number of programs offered had increased really 

exponentially, and Premiere Napa Valley had just really started when I left to 
go over to Sonoma, and Premiere Napa Valley is a force. And it’s just an 
incredible week of trade and fantastic wines and community. 

01-00:45:15 
Meeker: What is Premiere Napa Valley? 

01-00:45:16 
Swain: Premiere Napa Valley is our trade auction, the funds are used to help promote 

and protect the Napa Valley name worldwide. And it had started as an idea 
in ’96 and now today is almost 200 lots of wines that are five to twenty case 
lots that are completely unique, and they’re all in the same label, the Premiere 
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Napa Valley label, and those are sold at auction to trade, and it’s a trade only 
event. 

01-00:45:45 
Meeker: And you’ve, I believe, served as chair of this particular auction? 

01-00:45:50 
Swain: Yes, our winemaker Michael Scholz and I served as chair in 2015 for 

Premiere Napa Valley, and we’ve been on the steering committee multiple 
times, and we’re very involved in Premiere. It’s important. It’s a fantastic 
week in Napa Valley, and it’s a little bit of a competition between the 
winemakers to see what’s your very best wine that you could make, and it’s 
wonderful because everybody puts their best foot forward. 

01-00:46:17 
Meeker: Well, at St. Supéry, what are some of the standout wines that you guys have 

created for it? 

01-00:46:21 
Swain: So we typically do a wine from the Rutherford property, so it’s a red blend, 

cabernet dominant, actually as a cabernet sauvignon but with other varietals 
from this property, and for us we were making five case lots, but we’ve been 
doing a 20 case lot for the last eight years or so. But we used it as an 
opportunity when Michael came back. We both wanted to make something 
that was true chateau tradition from this property.  

And we used it as a way to make the very best wine we could in this tiny lot 
and experiment with some components from the property, whether it’s the 
type of oak we were using or whole berry barrel fermentation or a little 
concrete small vats to ferment in and make the very best wine we could with 
Michel Rolland. And so we learned a lot about the property by doing that and 
each year making just 20 cases of your very best wine was pretty cool. 

01-00:47:27 
Meeker: Have you used any of those experiments to apply to the broader wine making 

program here? 

01-00:47:34 
Swain: Absolutely, yeah. And so I think our Premiere Napa Valley lot gets better 

every year, and our other wines are better every year, following along, and in 
2014 we created a new wine from this property utilizing what we’d been 
learning from Premiere. 

01-00:47:54 
Meeker: So what is the size of this property here? 

01-00:47:56 
Swain: This property is 56 acres, in Rutherford. 
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01-00:48:00 
Meeker: And how many are planted? 

01-00:48:01 
Swain: Thirty-five. 

01-00:48:03 
Meeker: Okay, and then there’s the much larger property. Where’s that located? 

01-00:48:06 
Swain: Dollarhide is in the northeastern corner of Napa. It’s parallel with Howell 

Mountain, little bit north of Chiles Valley.  

01-00:48:14 
Meeker: What is the work like when you are the chair of Premiere Napa Valley? What 

are your job assignments? 

01-00:48:24 
Swain: What are your job assignments? Well, your job assignments are to get 

interested trade there, to get vintners to participate at their highest possible 
level and bring their very best wines and to promote the event and to help plan 
the surrounding events for it and make sure that people have a great time and 
it gets a little bit better every year. The Napa Valley vintners staff are 
amazing. They do all the hard work. We’re there meeting and trying to bring 
what we can to the table, but they’re amazing.  

01-00:49:03 
Meeker: When you’re working with the trade to convince them that this is an event you 

want to participate in and contribute to, what’s your pitch? How do you 
communicate the importance of that to them? 

01-00:49:19 
Swain: Well, I think no collection is complete without some Premiere Napa Valley 

Wines, and that’s really important. If you want to collect some of the world’s 
rarest wines, these are them, only five to twenty cases made of each lot from 
top vintners throughout Napa Valley. That’s pretty amazing. 

01-00:49:40 
Meeker: So when you say trade, is this mostly restaurateurs who are doing this? 

01-00:49:43 
Swain: Restaurants, county clubs, retailers, distributors, yeah. 

01-00:49:50 
Meeker: What about convincing your compatriots here at Napa to participate and get 

them excited about producing something unique that is not going to be sold 
but is going to be auctioned off? 

01-00:50:03 
Swain: Right, it’s challenging particularly for a lot of the small wineries because it’s 

very valuable to them, and for small businesses to give up five to twenty cases 
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when they’re only making 500 and to make that a unique lot, it’s a big ask. 
And it’s very generous of what people do, and so some lots do very 
exceptionally well and are some of the top lots every year, but there are also 
very small, small businesses, and so we can’t always get them every year. 
They’ll often do it every other year. It’s all for a good cause. 

01-00:50:51 
Meeker: You were elected to the board in 2012. And this actually is an election in 

which you have to put yourself out there in some fashion. What is the 
process? Do you write a description of what your agenda is going to be? How 
do you put your name out there and get elected to this organization’s board? 

01-00:51:15 
Swain: So I was very involved in a lot of committees already at the vintners, the 

marketing and promotions committee, I had chaired that. I was on the grants 
committee on the international committee. And of course the steering 
committee for Auction Napa Valley, and those committees you interact with a 
number of vintners from all across the valley, so I think you know a lot of 
people already because you’re involved, and then you write a statement about 
what you want to accomplish, and then it goes to vote.  

01-00:51:54 
Meeker: What did you want to accomplish? What was in your statement? 

01-00:51:57 
Swain: Oh goodness, I don’t remember. 

01-00:51:58 
Meeker: If you can remember. [laughter] 

01-00:52:01 
Swain: The things that are important to me about the valley are our charitable giving, 

and that’s always been important to me, and I’ve been involved in a number 
of charities quite heavily. Even when I was over in Sonoma I was still living 
in Napa. So that was important to me, but also continuing to promote and 
protect the Napa Valley name and the marketing component of the trips that 
we do, and I think that when we focus on that together, that rising tide lifts all 
boats, as we said, but we really broaden people’s appreciation for Napa 
Valley. There’s so much diversity here. There’s so many amazing wines that 
when we work together to promote the wines I think that’s recognized through 
the world.  

01-00:53:00 
Meeker: You had described your work on the grants committee, and I think that’s 

probably the place in the vintners where there’s the most substantial 
interaction with these community based organizations. And the grants 
committee is distributing funds generated by Auction Napa Valley, correct?  

01-00:53:22 
Swain: Right. 
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01-00:53:23 
Meeker: I think you’ve co-chaired Auction Napa Valley once, and that was this year, 

correct? 

01-00:53:30 
Swain: Yes, well, that was with all of the past chairs, so there were a lot of us. 

01-00:53:36 
Meeker: I know we’re going to jump around a little bit here in terms of the chronology, 

and that’s fine, but I do want to talk about your work on the grants committee, 
but let’s first talk about the auction and then we can get into that because I 
know you’ve worked on the grants committee for much longer than you 
served as co-chair for the auction this year. But let’s start at the top, like how 
the money gets generated, and then talk about the distribution of it. So this 
was the 75th anniversary, and so tell me about the Auction Napa Valley this 
year. 

01-00:54:10 
Swain: So the auction this year, we wanted to change a few things up but also still 

keep the things that people loved and expand some of the things that people 
loved like the barrel auction on Friday, make that a little longer, make it a 
little more open for the community and have more community participation in 
that, and I think the [Louis M.] Martini location for the auction was absolutely 
fantastic this year, the flow, the ability to have so many barrels, I think we had 
about 180 barrels. It was quite remarkable, and the flow and the beautiful 
property and all of the restaurants, it was amazing. 

01-00:54:55 
Meeker: What is the barrel auction? 

01-00:54:56 
Swain: So the barrel auction is on Friday, and there’s tastings of finished wines 

throughout the property paired next to restaurants that are providing the 
amazing food that we have here in Napa Valley. And the wines that are being 
shown there are wineries that have an e-lot, so they have something in the 
online e-lot, and then the barrels themselves are brought in into two cellars 
this year, and the barrel that was being auctioned off, it’s ten cases of wine, 
and you’re bid gets you a case of wine, and it’s the top ten bidders on each lot, 
and so you can walk through, taste with the winemaker right out of the barrel 
and have some fantastic wines as you walk around and bid on those, and you 
can do it electronically now. We used to have the clacking boards, but now we 
joined the 21st century. 

01-00:55:51 
Meeker: And you said that you were able to get greater community participation in this 

event. How did you do that? 

01-00:55:55 
Swain: So I think we’ve asked all of our vintner colleagues for participation in 

auction whether it’s time or a donation to Auction Napa Valley, I think we’d 
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previously been at about 93 percent participation, and so we shot for 100 
percent participation from everyone for auction this year. And to me that was 
important to me because it’s the 75th anniversary of the Napa Valley 
Vintners, and everyone participates in this community. Even if you don’t’ live 
here, you’re working here, you’re part of this community, let’s celebrate that, 
and let’s celebrate it by everyone doing something. 

01-00:56:39 
Meeker: The auction just happened a couple weeks ago, and you just told me offline 

that you went. Tell me about your experience of it this year. 

01-00:56:49 
Swain: It was fantastic. It was a little cooler than usual, which was nice because it 

tends to be the hottest weekend of the year. So it was a fantastic auction. I 
think the layout, the flow, the food, the wine was all wonderful. We raised 
about $12 million, so not bad for a weekend of work that we plan all year for. 

01-00:57:11 
Meeker: Right. Were there any special moments that you’d like to recall? 

01-00:57:16 
Swain: I think Katy Perry was powerful for a lot of people, really enjoyed that, the 

entertainment was fun. For me, watching some of the lots go for so much 
money is quite a highlight, and cheering that on, I never have a voice at the 
end of auction because I’m cheering as people are bidding, but the energy in 
the room is so wonderful.  

01-00:57:44 
Meeker: So the Auction Napa Valley has a grants committee, basically. Is that a 

subcommittee? How is this organizationally? 

01-00:57:51 
Swain: Yeah, the grants committee has two community members, at least two 

community members, two to four community members, and then vintners on 
that, and then two of the community members are board members of Auction 
Napa Valley as well as the existing Napa Valley Vintners board. So that 
committee is responsible for evaluating the grants and for handing out the 
funds to the twenty-five core organizations that we fund. It’s about twenty-
five throughout the valley.  

01-00:58:30 
Meeker: When did you first participate in this grants committee? 

01-00:58:34 
Swain: I think I started on the grants committee in 2011. 

01-00:58:39 
Meeker: Okay. What drew you to this particular committee? 
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01-00:58:44 
Swain: For me it’s what I care most about in the valley is our charitable work, and 

I’ve always been volunteering and involved in charity since I was in third 
grade. It’s just what we do, and I had termed off a couple of organizations that 
I had been on the board for and felt like that was the next thing I really wanted 
to be involved in. 

01-00:59:11 
Meeker: What other organizations have you worked with in the valley?  

01-00:59:15 
Swain: So I was on the board of the land trust of Napa County and chair of that. I was 

on there for six years and then involved in fundraising and so forth with them. 

01-00:59:30 
Meeker: What is that organization? Can you describe the work that they do? 

01-00:59:33 
Swain: So the Land Trust of Napa County protects the land of Napa with 

conservation easements or owning outright land in Napa County, and so when 
I was president we purchased a property called Wild Lake, which was the first 
time in the history of the valley for the organization to purchase such a 
substantial piece of property, but there’s more land permanently protected by 
the Land Trust than there is in vineyard. 

01-01:00:04 
Meeker: Wow, that’s remarkable. Is a lot of it in hills? 

01-01:00:09 
Swain: Hills, parks, easements, yeah. 

01-01:00:14 
Meeker: I’m curious, since the period of time that you’ve been working on the grants 

committee, how has that work evolved and changed? Meaning, what is the 
focus? Has the focus honed or is it broadened? 

01-01:00:33 
Swain: I think the focus has honed dramatically. Early on the funds were given for 

projects. It was a specific project, and sometimes we were doing housing 
projects early on, and right about when I went on the grants committee they 
had just done a big study and said we’re going to fund the core activities of an 
organization because that’s the hardest thing for the organization to get 
funding on, and if we believe in this organization then we should fund their 
core business operations, and that’s what we’ve done. With OLE Health, 
when we started giving to OLE Health 35 years ago it was $50,000, and now 
we’ve given a total of $40 million.  

01-01:01:19 
Meeker: No kidding. 
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01-01:01:21 
Swain: Focusing on their core activities, and I think that’s the more important thing is 

providing the services. 

01-01:01:29 
Meeker: Including building them a building. 

01-01:01:31 
Swain: We did give them $6 million recently for the new south campus property, 

prior to that, for the Pear Tree Lane property also, helping fund that. 

01-01:01:42 
Meeker: What is the level of interaction between the grants committee and the funder, 

or the fundees, rather? 

01-01:01:51 
Swain: Well, we review the documentation that they submit but also go on field trips 

to each of the charities. We have them come in and give us updates, 
particularly if there’s an area where an organization is growing, or is a new 
organization, or we go out and see them. We meet with them and hear what’s 
happening with them. 

01-01:02:16 
Meeker: What are the things that the grants committee particularly likes to see when 

working with a potential funder, maybe somebody new? 

01-01:02:24 
Swain: Yes, so the goal is that the funding is going to healthcare and education, 

healthy kids, healthy valley, and that’s the primary driver. And then we don’t 
want to fund more than 25 percent of the operations. So we want to see that 
they are stable, that they have a good business plan, that they’re providing a 
service, that that’s a needed service, it’s not an overlap in the community. 
Sometimes you’ll have someone new coming and someone else is already 
providing that service and doing it well and we already fund that activity. And 
we’ve helped organizations merge over time as well, which I think has been 
really important for efficiencies and providing broader and better service, for 
example, the UpValley Family Center’s was the Calistoga Family Center and 
St. Helena Family Center merging together. I think it’s been an excellent 
move for everyone.  

01-01:03:25 
Meeker: It’s a pretty remarkable role then that the grants committee and the larger 

organization plays in the service sector, if you will, of the valley. 

01-01:03:36 
Swain: Absolutely, and I think we’ve encouraged organizations and provided funding 

to very strong organizations to take over where there’s an area that needed to 
be served and provided that funding to help them do that. 
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01-01:03:53 
Meeker: Is there an example you can think of? 

01-01:03:56 
Swain: The Wolfe Center, having that being taken over by Aldea. 

01-01:04:03 
Meeker: What is the Wolfe Center? 

01-01:04:04 
Swain: So the Wolfe Center was substance abuse center for younger juveniles. 

Juvenile is the appropriate term, youths.  

01-01:04:14 
Meeker: I think so, adolescents, let’s say. 

01-01:04:16 
Swain: Adolescents, juvenile, yeah we can mix that a little. And helping with mental 

health programs and helping them expand their services and really providing 
funding to see Aldea do that. 

01-01:04:32 
Meeker: To what extent is the opinions around funding on the grants committee 

unanimous, or to what extent are there debates that happen? 

01-01:04:43 
Swain: Oh, there’s always good debates. 

01-01:04:45 
Meeker: Good, what animates people? Where do the debates come from? 

01-01:04:48 
Swain: I think that people really want to spend the money wisely and to invest it for 

the future, and I think that over the years we’ve had debates that maybe we 
should give some organizations more money, and because they’re doing good 
work, but perhaps it’s an expensive cost per person served, so looking at that 
and looking at capital investments that we can do. We’ve had organizations 
that needed assistance with their business planning and so forth and tried to 
provide that assistance. 

01-01:05:24 
Meeker: I image there are a number of people on these grants committees that have 

background similar to you which you’ve been running businesses for a 
number of years. Do you volunteer your expertise or work with these 
organizations to provide your own expertise to help them solve their 
problems? Is that part of it? 

01-01:05:50 
Swain: Yes, I think that we’ve helped them have consultants help them. There’s many 

people on the grants committee who were involved in a number of the 
charities. Of course, they have to not vote on those items, but it is helpful to 
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have them there and ask them questions about the organization if they arise 
when we’re reviewing the grants and then recuse them when we have a vote. 

01-01:06:14 
Meeker: Are there organizations that you’ve personally been involved with in the 

valley? 

01-01:06:22 
Swain: Yes. 

 [brief passage deleted] 

01-01:06:33 
Meeker: Okay. [laughter] I’m curious. Maybe off camera you can tell me about this. 

There’s a couple of things that we’ve talked about in the background 
interview and one was Napa Learns, I believe. Can you tell me about that 
organization and the role of the grants committee in allowing it to do its work? 

01-01:06:57 
Swain: So Napa Learns is a fantastic organization here in Napa Valley that helps 

provide the technology and move the schools forward into the 21st century by 
providing a lot of the tech that we need, providing master’s degrees for the 
teachers, and we’re doing a program right now starting this week where we’re 
having groups of teachers in each day to shadow people in five or six different 
departments so they can see opportunities for their students and give them 
more career advice. Like, here’s some opportunities and jobs that you can 
have within the industry whether it’s working in the cellar or the accounting 
department or hospitality and various different programs throughout the 
winery.  

So the Napa Learns is great about providing continued education for the 
teachers and as well as technology in the schools and the vintners have been 
funding that quite significantly since the beginning. But also looking at 
preschool, elementary school, and how we move kids forward. And we’ve 
done a lot of research and background lectures on how we can make that 
happen, whether it’s getting kids ready for kindergarten, and when you’re 
ready for kindergarten then you can be a prolific reader by third grade. When 
you’re a prolific reader by third grade you’re more like to graduate high 
school. So all of these things and supporting that, supporting organizations 
like Aim High that are keeping kids active through the summer months and 
learning and continuing to learn through the summer is really important so 
that we don’t have kids sliding backwards over the summer.  

01-01:08:49 
Meeker: This program that you had mentioned in which kids were getting some 

experience and the different types of jobs available in the wine industry, that’s 
particularly interesting to me. So are most of the kids who are involved in that, 
say, on the southern end of the valley?  
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01-01:09:05 
Swain: It’s the teachers are coming so that they can provide career advice to their 

students. Some of them are for special needs students that they want to focus 
on. Some want to focus on more the culinary and marketing side. Some want 
to focus on the accounting side, but they all have interests, and they want to be 
able to help guide their kids to potential opportunities when they graduate 
from high school and whether that’s going to community college or going to 
specialty school or starting to work in the wine business. 

01-01:09:47 
Meeker: One things that continues to appear in these interviews is the way in which the 

work of the vintners and in particular the organizations that they help sponsor 
ties together the north and the south end of the valleys. Napa is—I don’t know 
how you’d describe it, a square, diamond shaped or something like that, but it 
is a fairly big, geographically diverse place. But the population is largely 
concentrated in the south part whereas a lot of the agriculture is of course 
where the people are not. Is that something that you think about when you’re 
serving on the board and in these committees is how to link the agriculture 
and the viticulture to the population?  

01-01:10:46 
Swain: Yes, so some of the committees that I also sit on is our committee for 

transportation and for housing. And so we think about that a lot. How do we 
encourage more housing in Napa housing that is workforce housing? We talk 
about options for how can we improve our transportation, particularly our bus 
service, which is not the best. And how do we improve that flow within the 
Valley to get people to Calistoga, to get people to work and cars off the road 
and people carpooling or transporting themselves in a more efficient manner, 
more economical manner, and so it’s the housing and the transportation and 
improving that and getting more housing, like the Napa Pipe Project. There’s 
some great projects over on Soscol and more housing going in, and how do 
we encourage that?  

01-01:11:44 
Meeker: The Napa Pipe Project? 

01-01:11:45 
Swain: So Napa Pipe is a location where we have a lot more housing going in that 

used to be Napa Pipe. And it’s a big developed area, but there’s no housing on 
it, and the pipe company has moved, and so that area is now being developed 
into housing and shopping and work-live space. 

01-01:12:06 
Meeker: Well, in relation to housing, I also think in our pre-interview you had 

mentioned that during the time that you’ve served on this committee there was 
a decision to end support for farm worker housing. Can you tell me about 
what was being done and why that decision was made? 
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01-01:12:25 
Swain: So we were spending money to start projects for farm worker housing, and we 

had quite a bit of success, but we had a lot of things that didn’t come to 
completion that we were funding. So what we’ve done now is we’ve set aside 
a portion of the funds to be used as low interest AFR rate loans to help finish 
projects and make sure that the projects get done. And then we’re looking at 
other ways that we can help encourage housing in Napa while protecting our 
agricultural space.  

01-01:13:04 
Meeker: And so my understanding of this is there was a broader reconsideration of 

how to be more focused in the giving of the organization.  

01-01:13:16 
Swain: And that was partially saying we’re going to fund the core business of the 

organization instead of the specific project, the CAT scan machine, the MRI, 
we’re going to fund the core services that you provide. 

01-01:13:31 
Meeker: Tell me about the Vine Trail. 

01-01:13:33 
Swain: So the Vine Trail started, was an idea that the Napa Valley Vintners pulled 

together members throughout the community of different organizations and 
kicked off, and we’ve given some significant funding to that, but it was also a 
little bit of a brainchild in bringing together a lot of different organizations.  

 [side conversation deleted] 

01-01:14:17 
Meeker: The Vine Trail. What is the Vine Trail, first of all? 

01-01:14:21 
Swain: So the Vine Trail is going to be a bike path going all the way from the Vallejo 

ferry terminal to Calistoga. And there’s some significant sections of it done 
already, and it’s a wonderful way to safely bike up and down the valley and to 
get between home and school for a lot of people or home and work in a safe 
manner because there really wasn’t a good method before. Chuck McMinn 
has been a big advocate and leader in this area since the very beginning, and 
it’s coming along quite nicely. The vintners have given a lot of money, 
obviously, to it, and Chuck’s been able to work with the organization and get 
a lot of funding to match that. 

01-01:15:09 
Meeker: What part of the Valley does it go up? 

01-01:15:13 
Swain: So there’s different sections throughout, so it’s pretty much all the way up to 

Yountville now. And then there’s sections up valley that are completed. 
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01-01:15:26 
Meeker: Do you think or hope that this might take a little nibble out of the traffic 

problem? 

01-01:15:32 
Swain: Well, I think it’ll at least make it very safe for those people who are on their 

bicycles every day, which is what we’d like to see. 

01-01:15:39 
Meeker: Tell me about the international committee. I’m not quite sure what that is, and 

I’m curious about the work that’s done with international implications from 
here in Napa Valley. 

01-01:15:55 
Swain: So the international committee is exactly what it sounds like. It’s our 

committee that is out there selling and promoting Napa Valley wines on the 
international scale. So earlier this year we were in Hong Kong for about three, 
four days promoting Napa Valley and doing trade seminars, tastings, 
educational seminars and meeting with distributors, of course, also on our 
own time, and then we were in Tokyo and Osaka for another four, five days. 
And we travel as group, and we promote the Napa Valley name and spread 
awareness around our region. 

01-01:16:42 
Meeker: How do you communicate Napa Valley outside of the United States? 

01-01:16:48 
Swain: So largely what we do is we put it in the global context of, here’s California, 

here’s where we are, why is Napa Valley unique? We’ve got half the world’s 
soil orders, how small it is, how diverse the climate is, how diverse the terrain 
is, and the reputation of our wines, which is pretty fantastic. And I think 
people are surprised to learn that we’re only four-tenths of one percent of all 
the world’s wines. They think of us as a bigger region because of the quality 
and brand reputation. But protecting that name and this place and the 
protection of name and place is an important part of what we do.  

01-01:17:27 
Meeker: Have you found that you successfully communicate with people, say, in South 

America differently than China? 

01-01:17:36 
Swain: Yes, I haven’t gone to South America with a group yet, but in Europe versus 

China versus Japan it’s very different. I think that Napa Valley has a 
tremendous reputation in Japan, and I give the credit to Robert Mondavi for 
that. He was one of the first to go over and was there regularly and Opus 
[One]. And because of that we have a fantastic reputation in Japan. The 
Japanese understand the Napa Valley wines. They understand the quality. 
They understand the region whereas in mainland China, I think there’s a much 
greater curve that we need to spread the word a little bit more compared to 
other regions. France receives significantly more funding from their 
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government than we do, and that funding has enabled them to really get a 
good foothold in China. 

 [side conversation deleted] 

01-01:19:00 
Meeker: This is very interesting, so your mention of France and the government 

support going to China and helping open up that market. Have you learned 
there are certain successful strategies when you’re speaking with retailers in 
China or wholesalers or whoever, the trade that you’re speaking with? 

01-01:19:24 
Swain: The trade, yes. I think it’s definitely explaining the details of our Napa Rocks 

presentation about why the land and the property is unique and why the wines 
are so good and tasting them. When you taste our Napa Valley wines you 
recognize the quality, and so targeting the right media, the right collectors, the 
right retailers, and those two help spread the word and magnify your voice 
when you’re not there is really the essential component of what we’re trying 
to do when we travel together as a group. When we travel as a group we get a 
lot more buyers out for the day than we do on our own.  

 I could go individually and see maybe ten, twelve buyers in a day, but they’ll 
come out in force when I come with the Napa Valley Vintners because for 
them it’s also a very efficient use of their time to see all of this at once and 
have the opportunity to taste fantastic wines, sit in the seminar, and learn a 
little bit more. 

01-01:20:31 
Meeker: Were trade and tariffs issues that were discussed in these meetings? 

01-01:20:36 
Swain: Yes.  So I’ve been on some of the trade missions to Canada talking about 

treating our wines on a level playing field with the Canadian wines and how 
they’re treated in supermarkets and how we’re taxed and how we’re available 
within the provinces. We also have been lobbying, a group of us, in 
Washington DC recently, particularly in regard to the tariffs. I think we were 
up against some pretty hefty taxes and tariffs prior to the trade war, and during 
this trade war our global competitive set had tariffs reduced or removed in the 
majority of countries. Because we’ve pulled out of the transpacific 
partnership, and those countries who stayed in no longer have tariffs, and we 
still do, we become less competitive. Our tariffs are escalating, obviously, in 
China, so it makes our wine just not competitive at all on a global scale.  

01-01:21:47 
Meeker: So at St. Supéry you’ve noticed a difference in overseas sales, particularly to 

China? 

01-01:21:54 
Swain: Yes, they’ve come to a grinding halt. 
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01-01:21:55 
Meeker: Okay. So that’s a pretty big difference. 

01-01:21:58 
Swain: That’s a pretty big difference. I think that one of our specialties is sauvignon 

blanc. Our sauvignon blanc is about $22 retail, and you could find a $22 retail 
New Zealand sauvignon blanc that I’m sure is quite delicious, and if we 
looked at each other and we both go to China and I’m in a restaurant my wine 
used to be $120 a bottle in the restaurant, that $22 bottle of wine, and New 
Zealand was $60. Now my wine is over $240 because the tariffs just keep 
getting compounded as it moves through that three-tier, four-tier system from 
the importer to the wholesaler to the restaurant to the consumer. 

01-01:22:47 
Meeker: What work at the Napa Valley Vintners doing to address this crisis? 

01-01:22:53 
Swain: Right, so about 14 of us just spent three, four days in Washington DC 

lobbying and meeting with our representatives and representatives from other 
states as well as being active with wine institute and our own local politicians. 

01-01:23:13 
Meeker: There’s, I’m sure, an obvious message that you’re bringing to them, which is 

what you just presented to me, how do they respond? What is the conversation 
like after being presented with the difficulties inherent in the situation? 

01-01:23:32 
Swain: It was interesting because we were there in mid-April and some of the 

representatives felt quite confident that it would all be resolved by the end of 
April, and here we are in the middle of June and clearly it’s only gotten worse. 
But they understand our positioning absolutely. And we have a very different 
budget than other countries when it comes to promoting our wines overseas.  

California has about $10 million for all wines in all countries. And Europe has 
about $280 million just for the US. So there’s a significantly different 
government investment in helping promote, and so for a small winery like us 
to spend the last eight years to make headway in China and our own funds and 
our own marketing dollars and developing relationships with those buyers that 
now our wines are not there. It just doesn’t make sense to purchase the wines 
the way they are today.  

01-01:24:43 
Meeker: What have the conversations been like at the vintners about how to address 

this emerging situation? 

01-01:24:52 
Swain: So we work with a lobbyist out of DC, and we’ve tried to address it quite 

methodically with all of the senators and representatives and their staff who 
are open to our situation. 
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01-01:25:12 
Meeker: Is there much direct lobbying of the executive branch at this point? 

01-01:25:16 
Swain: Well, no. [laughter] 

01-01:25:21 
Meeker: There’s not a lot of channels that are available to you I would guess. 

01-01:25:24 
Swain: No. I do understand that our intellectual property is one of the things we 

create a lot of here in California and Silicon Valley, and that theft of it is 
unacceptable and that we need to do things about that, but we’re at a trade war 
with so many different countries right now that really it’s hurting our 
business. It’s costing people money, and I’m just curious where all that tariff 
money’s going. I think it hits the general fund. 

01-01:26:00 
Meeker: Interesting. Well, we do have an increasing debt that needs to be serviced, so 

maybe that’s what’s happening here. 

01-01:26:08 
Swain: That’s one way to manage it. 

01-01:26:10 
Meeker: Were you in China during some of these meetings around the geographic 

indication status? 

01-01:26:22 
Swain: I was. 

01-01:26:22 
Meeker: Can you tell me about those? What were those like, and what were you guys 

trying to accomplish? 

01-01:26:28 
Swain: So I was actually in China when we got our geographical indication status, 

and so we had the opportunity to meet with a number of people and press and 
talk about the importance of that GI status in China and being the first wine 
region to achieve GI status in China was pretty exciting, but one of the things 
that stands out for me from those meetings and the interviews that occurred 
afterwards with press was we also talked about our agricultural preserve and 
our Napa Green practices and how stunned the interviewers, the reporters 
were that we had the ability to vote and set our standards and create an 
agricultural preserve here in Napa Valley and that we were on our own 
electing to be green.  

 And I think that was more fascinating to them, but I think for the long term 
goal for us, of course we’re going to be green. It’s what we do. But the GI 
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status in China is our key long term goal in enforcing our name and 
protection. 

01-01:27:47 
Meeker: Did St. Supéry have any problems with fabrication and those sorts of issues? 

01-01:27:54 
Swain: Not that I know of. You’re always trying to protect your name here and 

abroad. 

01-01:28:04 
Meeker: Tell me about the Napa Green program. What is that exactly, and what is your 

involvement in it? 

01-01:28:12 
Swain: So Napa Green was started in 2000 by the Napa Valley Vintners in 

conjunction with the Sierra Club, the grape growers, and about 30 
environmental organizations in Napa County to address the issue of making 
sure that we’re all doing what’s best for the environment and addressing the 
global climate change issues, and making sure that this is the beautiful place 
that it is for future generations. So those organizations got together, and in 
2004 the first certification came about, and here at St. Supéry I think we 
certified the Rutherford property in 2007, and we certified Dollarhide in 2009 
from our land perspective, and then the winery in 2012. So because we’re 100 
percent estate in grown, produced, and bottled, we were, I think, we and 
Chateau Boswell were the first to put it on our label, the Napa Green logos.  

 And the Napa Green certification really requires that not only do we meet all 
of our environmental requirements in the key rules that they have documented 
that we need to follow, but it also requires us to improve. So at the winery we 
have to continuously improve different areas. We set goals, and we get 
recertified every three years, so we just finished our third recertification. It 
seems like we’re almost always in a Napa Green recertification, but the first 
year we had power as one of our goals, to reduce our power usage, which we 
blew away, but then we also put in solar to generate about 80 percent of our 
power bill. And then we’ve been working on water usage here. So we recycle 
all of our water here at the winery. We’ve reduced the water that we use for 
sterilization of our tanks by about 50 percent by adding new equipment. In the 
vineyard we recertify every five years and continue to set goals. In the 
vineyard we’ve always farmed sustainably, so it’s nice to make sure that we 
have some more goals to hit and to improve, and so it’s nice to have 
somebody else from outside say, hey, you know you could do this a little bit 
better, that a little bit better. 

 The last couple of years we’ve brought in sheep to graze during the off 
season, so we have about 14 to 18 hundred sheep on the ranch from January 
through May, and they rapidly compost our cover crop and we keep that 
rolling, and move them around the property, and it reduces our tractor passes. 
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It reduces the compacting of the soil. It reduces the diesel fuel usage, and 
they’re cute. They’re nonunion. [laughter] 

01-01:31:23 
Meeker: They’re not herbicides. 

01-01:31:23 
Swain: They’re not herbicides, and it’s fun to actually just hear them when they’re out 

there, but they’re really cute. But we focus on biodiversity and continuously 
improving in the vineyard, and it’s pretty darn cool. We have about 1,200 
heirloom fruit trees on the property, so we have eighty-seven types of peaches 
that we sell to local restaurants, we serve here at the winery. We’ve got over 
forty types of nectarines, Asian pears, pluots. So just maintaining that 
diversity at the ranch. We have chickens and cows. We keep about two-thirds 
of the property is in its natural state. So just maintaining that biodiversity 
enables you to farm in a really nice fashion. 

01-01:32:14 
Meeker: And some beautiful espalier fruit trees out front. 

01-01:32:17 
Swain: Yes, so that’s just a little bit of Dollarhide to St. Supéry. We’ve got almost 

100 fruit trees on this property. But it’s a little smaller, and we just wanted 
some sampling of different varietals here. We’ve got sixteen types of figs and 
just different things for people to engage in. When you’re in Napa Valley and 
you’re just on holiday and you see something neat and you go, oh, I could do 
that at home, or that’s a new way of growing, that’s a new fruit, it’s a new 
flavor, it’s a new scent. 

01-01:32:54 
Meeker: I think whenever I go wine tasting and there’s a diversity of agriculture 

happening I think it serves to remind people that wine is agriculture, those 
grapes out there are an agricultural product, and what is in your glass is a 
direct result of what’s happening in the natural environment. 

01-01:33:15 
Swain: Yes, from my office window I looked up the other day and I could see blue 

birds, robins, hummingbird, quail, and these little yellow finch birds and these 
other little red, tiny little red birds all in one line of sight, and there’s just so 
many beautiful birds and animals here. We had a little pack of coyotes under 
the magnolia tree. It’s probably not the best thing, but—[laughter] 

01-01:33:50 
Meeker: Just call them dogs. 

01-01:33:51 
Swain: I haven’t seen them in a while, but it’s like, oh, coyote puppies. Keep my fat 

Labrador inside.  
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01-01:33:58 
Meeker: There we go, right. [laughter] So the certification for Napa Green, my 

understanding of that has kind of spun off, is that right, or how does that 
work? Because it was something that was created by the vintners, right? 

01-01:34:12 
Swain: So it was created by the vintners and all of these other organizations in Napa 

County, so it’s enforced. It can be inspected by Fish Friendly Farming and 
LandSmart and then various state and local government organizations also do 
the inspections, but the Napa Valley Vintners has been encouraging all of all 
eligible vintners to participate by 2020, whether it’s land or winery or both, 
whatever you have as a vintner, if you have land then let’s get you certified. 

01-01:34:46 
Meeker: Are there debates within the certification about what should fall within and 

maybe what falls outside of it? How is that handled? 

01-01:34:55 
Swain: I think that there’s the core components that you need to follow, and then 

there’s lots of different ways that you can improve, and sometimes it’s your 
property, what’s the next thing that you can do that’s best for that property? I 
mean, we have a lot of hillsides at Dollarhide, so obviously erosion control is 
super important to us and a top priority and always has been, but new ways of 
different cover crops and different things that we can plant there are very 
important because we don’t want erosion and we want plant diversity.  

And Napa Green encompasses all of the land, not just the vineyard, so our 
entire property is certified. Those peaches are certified. The hillside’s 
certified, and so we have to think about, we’re not farming up there, but we 
don’t want that hillside to erode. We want to make sure that it’s not sliding 
down during heavy rains and that we’re thinking about what’s going on up 
there.  

01-01:35:54 
Meeker: I actually live in a neighboring county over in Sonoma County, and you see 

sometimes theses signs for Sustainable Sonoma County. Is that something that 
has been inspired by and grown out of this? 

01-01:36:08 
Swain: You know, I don’t know the history of Sustainable Sonoma County, but if it’s 

Napa Green or Sustainable Sonoma County, it’s good for all of us, right. 

01-01:36:21 
Meeker: Let’s wrap up because I think that we’re probably getting close to the end 

here. And I’d like to get some of your thoughts on the organization now 
celebrating its 75th anniversary. I believe you were at an event in January, 
correct, at Lincoln Theater? 

01-01:36:43 
Swain: I was not. 



 Oral History Center, The Bancroft Library, University of California Berkeley 37 

01-01:36:43 
Meeker: Oh you weren’t, okay. 

01-01:36:44 
Swain: I was on our trip to Tokyo, so I was very sad. We got back the next day. I 

missed the 75th anniversary event. 

01-01:36:54 
Meeker: What does the 75th anniversary mean to you? 

01-01:36:57 
Swain: To me the 75th anniversary is just a wonderful milestone to acknowledge that 

we were founded with a purpose and we’re still achieving that purpose and 
we’re getting better at it every day, and I think those who founded the vintners 
75 years ago should be really proud.  

01-01:37:20 
Meeker: What is that purpose that you see as central to the work? 

01-01:37:24 
Swain: Central is to promote and protect the Napa Valley name and place. 

01-01:37:31 
Meeker: You’ve been involved with in since the early 1990s, what are some of the 

important changes that you’ve witnessed in the organization? 

01-01:37:41 
Swain: I think that our involvement on a global level for the protection of name and 

place for all wine growing regions is super important and the members of that 
global effort. Recognizing that we’re not in a little vacuum here in America 
and looking at our global perspective is very important. But I also think the 
number of educational programs for people in all areas of the winery, whether 
it’s our hospitality staff doing tips training to ensure they don’t over serve or 
training on how to ship to other states and state compliance or finance, 
marketing and promotion, social media, all of these areas, there’s a lot of 
difference nuances today to make sure that we’re doing the right thing, the 
legal thing, and I think the Napa Valley Vintners has stayed on top of that in 
providing the education that we need. 

01-01:38:42 
Meeker: What do you think the greatest challenge is for the organization are ahead? 

01-01:38:46 
Swain: So I think the challenges for the organization are a lot like the challenges for 

the Valley. We have a diverse political environment of people who are 
members and people who live in the community, and I think people overall. 
We want to see the same thing, but everyone has perhaps a little different 
method that they want to get it done, and being a unifying force in that is 
always a challenge because you can’t make everyone happy all the time. 
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01-01:39:20 
Meeker: Based on recent experiences, are there lessons that have been learned about 

how best to go about that? 

01-01:39:30 
Swain: I think that one of the things that the vintners typically does best is involving 

everyone and really educating everyone on the different topics and giving an 
opportunity to provide input, and there’s a lot of methods to be involved in the 
Napa Vintners, as we’ve covered, on so many committees. If you want to be 
involved there’s an opportunity to do it. And I think anywhere that you live in 
the world you should feel like if you want to change something or be part of it 
you should volunteer. 

01-01:40:07 
Meeker: What about the greatest opportunities for the organization? 

01-01:40:10 
Swain: I think the greatest opportunities is that our best wines haven’t been made yet. 

And they’re still to come, and that global reputation that will continue to 
develop from the fantastic wines that are being made in Napa Valley is really, 
really going to be wonderful. 

01-01:40:30 
Meeker: Do you have any final thoughts? Is there anything I didn’t ask? 

01-01:40:33 
Swain: Oh my goodness, I feel like we could go on forever. Gosh, I think that Napa 

Valley is one of the greatest places on earth, and I think that the Napa Valley 
Vintners make our industry a better place to work, and it makes our valley a 
better place. 

 [side conversation deleted] 

01-01:41:00 
Meeker: I was mentioning to you off camera that I’ve been having conversations with a 

number of women in the wine industry who might be considered first 
generation leaders, people like Zelma Long. I happily interviewed Mary Ann 
Graf before she passed away, and Dawnine Dyer was maybe early second 
generation. She was actually trained by Zelma. You follow Michaela Rodeno 
here at St. Supéry. So other women in the industry have come before you, but 
have you found that gender is something that has been transformative, or can 
you just describe your experience in that?  

01-01:42:00 
Swain: I’ve had the pleasure of working for some really great men and great women 

during my career, and I think you experience more negative things perhaps in 
the alcoholic beverage business because people have alcohol and maybe say 
things that they shouldn’t, and I’ve tried to forgive them for that. I think that 
when you’re out in the market people can say things, but being firm and clear, 
like, that’s not appropriate, and clarifying for them that they shouldn’t be 
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saying that is helpful for their personal growth and stops you from dwelling 
on it. And if someone doesn’t behave properly and doesn’t accept your 
response then you need to go work with someone else.  

There’s a lot of wines. There’s a lot of retailers. There’s a lot of restaurants, 
and there’s a lot of distributors, maybe fewer than there used to be, but if 
someone doesn’t share your core values than you shouldn’t be working with 
them. Whether you’re working for them or you’re working with them as a 
business partner, then you need to speak up, and if they don’t respond 
appropriately, then you need to move on to a different situation, and that’s 
always been my philosophy, and it’s worked for me, but I’ve had the pleasure 
of working for some really bright men and women who’ve been great about 
helping me grow in my career. And I’ve worked really hard.   

01-01:43:35 
Meeker: Who have your mentors been? 

01-01:43:38 
Swain: John Skupny, Mary Ann Sebastiani Cuneo, Richard Conley, Scott McLeod, 

Linda Reiff there’s so many, Susie Owen who I’ve worked with for so long, 
Ron Johnson. There’s many people that I have worked with who have worked 
for me, who I’ve worked with, who I’ve worked for who are just amazing 
professionals, and I learned from everyone that I work with no matter who 
they are.  

01-01:44:15 
Meeker: Our office has been doing history of wine interviews since the late 1960s, and 

really that project kind of sunset in the mid-90s, and I would say probably 95 
percent of people interviewed for that project were men. It gives the 
impression that the wine industry in that generation was very dominated by 
men. How would you characterize it today in terms of gender? 

01-01:44:44 
Swain: I think it depends on the area, and I think that’s reflective across the board. 

Women came into the wine business early on in HR, in finance, in marketing, 
and are very strong in those areas today. In sales, on the distributor level 
we’ve still got a long way to go, but certain distributor partners like RNDC, 
you see them making real progress in promoting women and having strong 
women leaders throughout their organizations. I think that my role is not a 
common role for many women in the industry other than family members, but 
I think that’s changing. I think industries change across the way.  

When my husband was in vet school it was almost entirely women, but when 
you look on the wall it’s all men going back, and I think women have the 
opportunity today to work and not just to have children, and the ability and 
opportunity to do other things that are interesting to them, and are inside or 
outside of the home.  
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01-01:45:58 
Meeker: You followed a woman as CEO of St. Supéry. Is it important that a woman 

follows you or does it not make a difference? 

01-01:46:05 
Swain: I just hire the best person for the job, and I think what that does is it creates a 

really diverse environment to work in. And male or female, whatever your 
orientation is, your ethnicity, if you’re great at your job then you should work 
here.  

01-01:46:28 
Meeker: Well, I think maybe is a good point to end. Thank you. I appreciate it. 

[End of Interview]  
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