
EDITORS’ NOTE Since 
1972, Kathryn Walt Hall 
and her  fami ly  have 
been grape growers in 
Mendocino County. In 
addition to managing 
the family vineyard from 
1982 to 1992, Hall has held numerous other posi-
tions. She began her public career as Assistant City 
Attorney in Berkeley, California. She was President 
of an inner-city development company and Partner 
of Hall Financial Group, Inc. She co-founded the 
North Texas Food Bank, served on the U.S. House 
of Representatives Hunger Advisory Committee, and 
was the Director/Vice President of the Texas Mental 
Health Association. She has served on the National 
Advisory Council on Violence Against Women and 
as a trustee of the Woodrow Wilson International 
Center for Scholars. From 1997 to July 2001, Hall 
served as the U.S. Ambassador to Austria. She 
earned an A.B. in economics from the University 
of California, Berkeley, a J.D. from the University 
of California Hastings College of the Law, and an 
M.B.A. in February 2008 from the University of 
California, Berkeley – Columbia Business School.

COMPANY BRIEF HALL Wines (www. hall
wines.com) employs organic small-vine viticulture, 
precision wine-making, wild yeast fermentation, 
and microblock blending. The vineyard encom-
passes more than 500 acres of classic Bordeaux 
varietals. HALL produces 17 handcrafted wines in-
cluding its signature Kathryn Hall Cabernet 
Sauvignon.

Your brand has received much recognition. 
How has it evolved?

Our vision has changed some over time, as 
has the brand, but the core of who we are has not 
changed and never will. From the beginning, we 
wanted to create a brand for our wine that would 
stand for quality and value, and that had an in-
tegrity in that it refl ected the terroir of the various 
vineyards whose grapes go into the various wines.

That has remained. From day one, we rec-
ognized that a wine should be tasty, but also 
interesting.

When you drink a wine, because there are so 
many great ones, you like knowing there are real 
people behind it. In our case, that has been true 
from the beginning and remains true today.

We have a team that is second-to-none and 
we all share a real pride in creating this quality 
experience for people who enjoy our wines.

How have you ensured consistency 
year after year? How much control do 
you have over it?

You can’t control the weather, but you 
can control how you react to the weather and 
the various conditions for the vineyards.

It’s about making sure we are in the vine-
yards as much as we need to be to react to the 
environment.

There is a delicate balance between hav-
ing a vine where the grapes are exposed to the 
sun, which enables flavor development, with 
not having too much sun, which could cause the 
ripening to occur too quickly, because if that 
happens, you can’t get all the fl avor nuances.

Our consistency is a refl ection of the beau-
tiful vineyards and facilities we have, as well as 
how we manage our time and respond quickly 
to changing conditions.

How do you maintain a reasonable price 
point when you’re providing such a quality 
product?

It’s not easy, because value is such an im-
portant part of the wine experience. If you pay 
what you think is too much for a wine, you will 
never enjoy it.

People want to have different wines for 
different occasions, so we make 14 different 
Cabernets, and some are more expensive to 
make than others, and those costs are refl ected 
in the price.

If we can offer very high quality wines at 
various price points, we’re addressing the value 
component in the best way we can.

How do you differentiate within the 
industry? Is it more challenging to get the 
message out today?

How you get the message out has changed 
largely because of technology. You focus on be-
ing who you are – each winery has a personal-
ity. If you are in Napa Valley and go to different 
tasting rooms, you can get a feel of the winery 
in the fi rst 10 minutes.

So you make the wines you like to drink 
from the vineyards that you have selected. 
The differences will be there for people to 
respond to.

Have there been opportunities to broaden 
into other categories?

Yes, we recently launched a new brand 
called Walt, which is my maiden name. We 
started making Pinot Noirs and Chardonnays.

We have had opportunities to broaden 
in terms of the varietals we make, and people 

who have known us for our 
Cabernet know we’re about 

quality and value, and offer 
interesting wines that don’t just 

taste non-generic but that have a 
taste that refl ects different vineyards.

How strong has the environmental 
focus been for HALL? Is that a major focus 
today?

My dad grew grapes and sold them to winer-
ies, and he said, you never own a piece of land – 
you get to borrow it for a period of time. So you 
have a responsibility to take good care of it.

It also translates into quality of wine.
Is the Web site informational or does 

it drive sales? Is technology generally en-
hancing production?

We will always pick when the skin feels 
right in your mouth and when the taste is right – 
no machine is going to replace that. We will 
decide how long to leave a juice in contact with 
the skin based on the tastes.

However, we have metrics we can refer to 
as a result of technology that allow us to be more 
precise in terms of determining what degree we 
change the heat during the wine-making process.

When we select the grapes from the vine-
yard, we still cull out the grapes by hand from a 
cluster that doesn’t have the same quality as the 
rest of the grapes in. It has been done that way 
for hundreds of years for quality.

However, we have been using new equip-
ment for a few years called an optical sorter and 
you can program it so the machine knows what 
kind of grapes you want, and grapes that don’t 
meet your specs are sorted out.

Human error occurs when we still hand 
sort. We fi nd we lose fewer grapes and get bet-
ter grapes by using the optical sorter.

In terms of how we sell, people are learn-
ing about us through blogs; word-of-mouth is 
now digital and we have developed a virtual 
community.

What was the vision for Kathryn Hall 
in the early days?

My dream always was that we would create 
wines that were broadly recognized for being 
approachable in taste and that when people vis-
ited us, they would feel welcome – there is no 
room in this world of wine for pretense.

We also wanted to have wines that offered 
quality and value at the same time. We recog-
nize how lucky we have been, but we’ve also 
worked hard for our success.•
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EDITORS’ NOTE Dan Kosta began his fi ne-din-
ing career working for John Ash & Co. restaurant 
in Santa Rosa, California, and eventually became 
the restaurant’s Operations Manager and Wine 
Director. Kosta has also consulted for numerous 
restaurants in California’s Sonoma County and 
has sat on the boards of directors for the Sonoma 
County Harvest Fair, Sonoma County Vintners, 
and the Sonoma County Tourism Bureau, and 
participates as a judge for the San Francisco 
Chronicle Wine Competition, West Coast Wine 
Competition, and Grand Harvest Awards.

COMPANY BRIEF Founded in 1997 by Dan Kosta 
and Michael Browne, Sebastopol, California-based 
Kosta Browne Winery (www .kostabrowne.com) pro-
duces multiple Pinot Noirs under three appella-
tions – Sonoma Coast, Russian River Valley, and 
Santa Lucia Highlands, as well as a Russian River 
Valley Chardonnay.

Has the brand evolved the way you had 
hoped?

Absolutely. We were realistic about it. We 
wanted to make wine that we would want to 
drink and we got lucky that so many people 
enjoyed the style we made for ourselves.

Pinot Noir is a crowded market, but 
Kosta Browne has a unique style. How do 
you defi ne that style?

Michael Browne likes to call it “making a 
delicious beverage.” We didn’t set out to cre-
ate a certain style of Pinot Noir; we set out to 
make a Pinot Noir that was more expressive of 
California Pinot Noirs at the time. We loved it 
but we felt there was so much more potential in 
it, and at day’s end, that means more complexity 
and more intensity in a lot of cases, as well as 
more of that yummy factor.

Pinot Noir is an elegant, complex grape 
and we wanted to bring the most out of it. A lot 
of people think we make big, ripe Pinot Noirs – 
sometimes that comes from what the vineyard is 
giving us and sometimes, that comes from how 
we get the most complexity out of the vintage.

We consider ourselves a medium- to full-bod-
ied Pinot Noir, but more importantly, we strive to 

craft a complex, intense, and balanced Pinot Noir 
that maintains an elegant sensibility from the grape.

How effective has your distribution fo-
cus been?

The goal of most wineries is to sell as 
much wine as you can directly to your customer 
without having a lot of middle men or three-
tier distribution, and that has been our goal.

It also depends on your ability to market 
the wine and the quality of the wine itself, 
which drives overall demand.

The way we drove demand towards our mail-
ing list was through the three-tier system at the be-
ginning – getting people exposed to the wines 
through restaurants, wine lists, and venues where 
a sommelier acted as an ambassador for the brand 
to tell our story.

Traditional distribution has its role, but at 
day’s end, we wanted to have that direct-to-
consumer relationship so we understood ex-
actly where the wines were going and how it 
was being consumed.

Have you considered growing your 
distribution?

We’re about 90 percent direct-to-consumer, 
10 percent traditional three-tier distribution.

In terms of increasing production and there-
fore sales, it depends on the quality of vineyards 
that allow you to grow with quality in mind 
rather than going out and creating a lot of Pinot 
Noir. The wine is very sensitive in that it doesn’t 
want to be made in these very large lots. We spe-
cialize in small lot Pinot Noirs that are representa-
tive of specifi c vineyards and that is tough to scale.

It’s a matter of how much quality allows us 
to grow, and it’s allowing us to grow slowly. So 
we’re going to grow organically without push-
ing it out just to satisfy a demand. This has al-
lowed us to build a rather sizeable waiting list.

In producing wine, at what stage do 
you know how the release will turn out?

You can get a good idea if you pay atten-
tion to what type of growing season it was in 
terms of rain and temperature or by vigor of a 
certain vineyard.

The fi rst time you get a chance to see how 
good the vintage will be is when you start tast-
ing the fruit before harvest; that way, you know 
the true complexities of that vintage.

For us, it comes down to flavor. When 
you’re out there getting dirty in the vineyards, 
you know what kind of vintage it’s going to be.

With such high demand, why have you 
not raised prices?

The balance is value, which doesn’t neces-
sarily mean I’m getting a great deal – it means 
I’m getting what I pay for.

Theoretically, we could probably raise our 
prices to $150 and sell out the vintage, but it’s 
not necessarily about this vintage; it’s about the 
next vintage. It’s doing the right thing, offering 
value and good will.

So we strike a balance that is somewhat 
arbitrary.

Is it important for customers to under-
stand the subtle differences in your products?

It’s important, and the reason we have all 
these single vineyard designates is because those 
vineyards are extremely expressive and unique, 
and continuously produce a certain level of quality.

It’s our job to get that profi le across to our 
customers, which we do by offering those wines 
year after year – we don’t experiment too much 
with new vineyards because we want people to 
know what to expect.

The other important part of that is telling 
the story of the vineyard, and that is usually tell-
ing the story of the winegrower himself – those 
stories are extremely important and those guys 
put a lot of energy into their fruit, which is trans-
lated into the wine.

Do advances in technology change the 
way you produce wines?

It does change the process, but it makes it 
better. If we have a sorting table that enables us 
to take out unwanted grapes more effi ciently, 
thereby making the wine better, that is a techno-
logical advance.

Also, the new press we bought two years 
ago has added to the quality of the wines. In 
addition, analysis in the lab is not making the 
wine homogenized but it’s allowing us to laser 
in on the true character of a specifi c wine.

Have there been opportunities to broaden 
into other categories?

The Pinot Noir has created our brand and 
our image, but we are in our second year of 
making Chardonnay, which is a natural fi t, be-
cause the Chardonnay vineyards that we source 
from are next door to some of our best Pinot 
Noir vineyards in the Russian River Valley.

It’s always enticing to do other things as far 
as other varietals, but we never want to be all 
things to all people. Our quest is not done. Our 
team at Kosta Browne continues to be motivated 
to produce the fi nest wines possible, while over 
delivering on the service our customers have 
come to expect from us.•
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