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EDITORS’ NOTE Michael Mondavi’s career began 
when he co-founded the Robert Mondavi Winery in 
Napa Valley with his father, Robert, in 1966. Until 
1974, he served as Vice President of Production and 
Winemaker, and from 1969 to 1978, he served as 
Vice President of Sales. He was named Managing 
Director and CEO of Robert Mondavi in 1990, and 
following the company’s public offering in 1993, he 
was appointed President and CEO, and later served 
as Chairman from 2001 to 2004. Michael Mondavi 
established Folio Fine Wine Partners in 2004 with 
his wife, Isabel, and their children, Rob and Dina. 
Mondavi is a member of the California Chamber of 
Commerce Board, past Chairman and CEO of the 
Wine Market Council, past President of the Napa 
Valley Vintners Association, and past Chairman of 
Wine Institute and of Winegrowers of California.

Rob Mondavi Jr. was raised in Napa Valley 
and has worked in a variety of roles at the family 
winery. He started his own business hosting moun-
tain bike tours through Napa Valley wine coun-
try. Following graduation, he worked in sales for 
Southern Wine & Spirits. In 1996, he established the 
Napa Cigar Company. He left the cigar business in 
2000 to join the Robert Mondavi Corporation. After 
one year as a luxury brands sales manager, he 
was promoted to Sales Director. Three years later, 
he took the role of Director of Marketing at Robert 
Mondavi. He holds a B.A. in English Literature 
from Santa Clara University.

COMPANY BRIEF Napa, California-based Folio 
Fine Wine Partners (www. foliowine.com) is an 
importer, fi ne wine agency, and producer of qual-
ity wines from the world’s premier and emerging 
wine regions. Founded in 2004 by the Michael 
Mondavi family, Folio provides sales, marketing, 
and public relations services to wine brands from 
California, Argentina, Italy, Austria, and Spain.

In terms of the range of brands Folio is asso-
ciated with, what do you look for in those re-
lationships and how have they evolved over 
time?

Michael: The fi rst thing I look at is the per-
sonal relationship with the owners, the family. 
And if we share the same values and have a 
respect for each other, then there is a wonderful 
business opportunity.

Rob: I have always embraced the idea that 
doing business with multigenerational families is 
key to the sustainability of our success as an im-
porter and their success as wineries, because we 
have a knowledge of what the family values are 

and that doesn’t change with the implementation 
of a new CFO or CEO; the deep-seated philoso-
phies transcend generations.

Are you looking to grow the number 
of wineries that you are working with?

Michael: Growth for the sake of growth is 
evil, but proper growth to achieve a strategic ob-
jective is important. We want to work with the 
key families who are multigenerational, passion-
ate, and dedicated to producing the best possi-
ble quality and best-styled wines honoring their 
heritage.

Each of these families have different growth 
objectives, so we take that into consideration as 
well because of the relationship. The scale that 
they desire 10 to 20 years from now is also very 
important; we want to make sure we embrace 
similar philosophies on growth.

With such a proliferation of wines, is it 
tough to get the message out on your brand?

Rob: It is diffi cult, but that is why having 
multigenerational sustainable businesses is pro-
foundly important because we have time to de-
velop that message. We’re not looking for the 
latest smash and grab brand; we’re looking for 
sustainable authentic wines and sustainable 
business and business partners.

How has the economy affected the in-
dustry and has it come back?

Michael: The consumers today know there 
are a lot of products out there that are mass-
produced. But they are looking for the integrity 
of the brand and the heritage, family passion, 
and dedication to excellence.

I’m convinced that the best wines in the 
world are going to be produced almost exclu-
sively by family-owned and family-controlled 
wine companies. The multi-generations allow 
them to understand the land and soil, and the 
heritage of those areas, and refi ne that.

The passion of the young generations that 
have that spark to go beyond what the grand-
father or grandmother did is wonderful fuel for 
creativity and dedication to quality.

The Mondavi name is linked to California, 
but for Folio, there has been a major emphasis 
on international markets. What is the value of 
reaching into those markets?

Rob: I’m not shy about working with any of 
the emerging regions, be it Australia, Argentina, or 
Spain, as the consumers are demanding these wines. 
The distributors, trade, and consumers have come 
to recognize Folio for producing and representing 
iconic family-owned wines, so when we bring a 

new brand into our collection, that alone says that 
the new winery is of a phenomenal quality and char-
acter, which they can embrace and trust. 

When I share our portfolio of wines with 
buyers, I enjoy that they are genuinely inter-
ested and impressed with the wines we have, 
not only because of the wines but because there 
isn’t competition among brands.

A key part of our success is identifying 
emerging markets like Spain but not cluttering 
our collection – you need to fi nd the best in 
class and we’ve done that.

Argentina is our big area for opportunity, 
and in the future we’d like to get into France. 
But we’ve slowed down to make sure we’re do-
ing the right things for those families to whom 
we’ve made commitments.

Has technology changed wine-making and 
have you had to implement new technologies?

Rob: In the wine-making process, the classic 
methodologies are still important and relevant. But 
I like to look at what is out there, be it different 
yeast strains, tannins or enzymes, or shaped fer-
menters, and weave those in to help craft the wine.

We’re now utilizing some French Oak in 
the fermentations. We’re also going back to 
smaller fermentations to craft flavors of my 
dad’s M by Michael Mondavi or my mom’s Pinot 
Noir. So technology is best used as a sculpting 
method and stylistic enhancement.

M by Michael Mondavi is a culmination of 
your passion around the art of fi ne wine-mak-
ing. Why has it enjoyed such success?

Michael: I used to think that as a wine-
maker, I was adding character and personality 
to wine, but I’ve learned it’s more like being 
a babysitter than being a winemaker. Mother 
Nature is the winemaker. By fi nding the right 
soil and climate and then manicuring the vines 
so they can produce full fl avors with delicate 
tannins, the wine-making takes place in the 
vineyard with wine-growers, not winemakers. 
We walk around the vineyards, taste the grapes, 
and literally make that wine in the vineyard by 
selecting the majority in the harvest states.

My grandfather told me that my most im-
portant job for the future was to ensure that the 
quality of the soil was healthier when it was 
ready to be given to my children than when 
I received it from my parents. He knew that if 
you respected the soil, Mother Nature would 
take care of you. That is still our belief today.•
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Rob and Michael Mondavi (left); M by Michael Mondavi (right)
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EDITORS’ NOTE In 1988, Giuseppe 
Aquila entered one of his family’s 
businesses, the Lalex Pen Company. 
While completing his college studies 
at the University of Naples, he over-
saw export activities for the other 
family business, Montegrappa. He be-
came CEO of Montegrappa in 1992. 
In 2000, Aquila sold Montegrappa to 
Richemont and became International 
Marketing and Commercial Manager 
for the new division. In 2002, he and 
his father, Gianfranco, established 
the Aquila Group and, in 2004, ac-
quired Tibaldi, which is Italy’s oldest pen brand..

COMPANY BRIEF The fi rst Italian pen manufac-
turer, Montegrappa (www. montegrappa.com), 
has been producing quality writing instru-
ments with an Italian fl air since 1912. Among 
the many soldiers who used Montegrappa pens 
(then known as Elmo) to write letters home dur-
ing World War I were renowned American writ-
ers Ernest Hemingway and John Dos Passos. 
Montegrappa was acquired in 2000 by Richemont 
and was reacquired by the Aquila family in 
June 2009, which along with Tibaldi, operates 
under ELMO & MONTEGRAPPA S.p.A.

How was the luxury segment impacted as a 
result of the recession and where does the 
business stand today in terms of growth?

We were in a unique position because we 
reacquired the business from a multinational 
conglomerate in 2009. Richemont decided to 
sell the business back to us due to the crisis 
that affected the industry.

But when we repurchased the business 
apart from an initial period of restructuring, we 
put a lot of effort into the brand and into new 
product development, and we have done what 
we know very well, which is producing excep-
tional writing instruments.

Despite the crisis, there has been an in-
credible reaction from the markets. There were 
traditional Montegrappa collectors that had 
been waiting for years to have the possibility to 
acquire limited edition pens developed with the 
same spirit as in the good old days when the 
Aquila family owned the business.

So we’ve been working with open arms from 
the dealers as well as the consumers and collec-
tors, and this has generated incredible growth in 
the business. In 2011, we had an overall increase 

in sales of 42 percent over 2010. And 
last year, we started brand extension ac-
tivities. We now have watches and cuf-
fl inks, and have introduced a line of 
fragrances and cosmetics. So this year 
we’re expecting even more growth – 
between 40 and 50 percent.

We have not done anything dif-
ferently than in the past; we have just 
restored the original spirit of the brand 
and launched new product lines. Going 
forward, our strategy is to expand the 
business by opening boutiques. We 
just opened a boutique in Doha, Qatar 

and we have fi ve to six new openings planned 
this year, including Moscow, Baku in Azerbaijan, 
Dubai, and Riyadh. Within the next two years, 
we are also planning on opening fl agship stores 
in some of the European capitals.

This year, we are also celebrating 100 years 
with a number of events that will involve our 
partners and friends from around the world.

Has the Montegrappa collection changed 
over the years and how important is it to have 
that special writing instrument in this age of 
technology?

It’s more important today than yesterday. 
As a result of the fi nancial crisis, there is a han-
kering for real values and writing is one of those 
values; it’s the basis of our communication. The 
computer, laptop, and iPad have diminished the 
importance of writing on an everyday basis, but 
for people with spending power, a pen is even 
more important today. It becomes a status sym-
bol, a tool that is important for people to sign 
important documents with every day.

In addition, over the past two years, we 
have seen an increase in the number of pen 
collectors. There are also different types of col-
lectors. We have a large number of gold pen 
collectors and new wealth from places like Asia, 
Eastern Europe, and even the U.S. – there has 
been a return to buying very expensive writ-
ing instruments. Montegrappa is one of the few 
companies that is active in these areas.

Is it important that your extensions 
have some of the history and heritage of 
Montegrappa?

Defi nitely. Our fi rst experiment with brand 
extension was with the NeroUno collection, 
which is our entry-level price in our regular lines. 
Since NeroUno has a unique design, we extracted 
the design and put it into watches and cuffl inks, 
offering the possibility of matching the pens. So 

especially for a place like the Middle East, where 
everyone dresses in the same fashion, having a 
cuffl ink and a pen in the hand that is matching 
works extremely well. The Middle East represents 
40 to 50 percent of our business in brand exten-
sion at this time. There is still a long way to go 
in other markets, but we are optimistic because 
Montegrappa is starting to reach into the jewelry 
and accessory markets in other countries and 
these have been well received.

We have adopted a new strategy also when 
it comes to the brand extension: to develop 
cuffl inks as limited edition based on the same 
themes of the pens. Last year, we launched a 
Chaos pen by Sylvester Stallone and we have a 
matching cuffl ink; and with the dragon pen, we 
offer a dragon cuffl ink.

At Basel, we launched the fi rst watch in-
spired by the themes of the limited edition. It 
still has the Swiss movement but the decoration 
of the case is pure Italian jewelry. So it’s one-of-
a-kind for the watch industry.

Do you foresee additional extensions 
for the brand?

There is no limit to the extensions. You 
will see the quality, the material, the colors, 
and the techniques of the limited edition pens 
applied in other areas, which is something our 
competitors have not done; they have devel-
oped a lot of other products and just put their 
logos on them, but they haven’t been able 
to express or encapsulate the actual design, 
views, material, and fi nishes of their own prod-
ucts on other accessories.

There are those who equate value with 
price. Although you might pay more for 
Montegrappa, how do you get the customer 
to understand he is truly getting great value?

The consumer isn’t well informed about this, 
but we also don’t communicate it well enough. 
We have limited editions that have increased in 
value 10 times since they were launched, espe-
cially solid gold editions. Montegrappa only uses 
precious metals and the popularity of these met-
als is only increasing. Also, these products are all 
handmade and craftsmanship of our high level 
is becoming more rare. One of our goals is to 
ensure a continuity in the supply of high-level of 
craftsmanship, so we are training staff in hand-
ing over the skills of our craftsman to the new 
generations.•
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Chaos cuffl inks (left); NeroUno red gold cuffl inks (center); 
NeroUno red gold watch (right)
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