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Marylanders Jack & Norma Coats

Find the West is Best for Making Wine

If you are at all associated with the beverage business --

heck, even if you’ve just visited a winery and taken a

tour -- chances are, you've at least briefly dreamed of

owning a winery.

by
Ted
Durgin

Finally, a friend of ours sort of planted a
seed in our minds about Northern
Williamette Valley. We had been there
before, but we hadn’t really spent time
there. So, we took a trip and simply fell in
love with the land and the people who
were in the wine business out there. We

What must it be like to
stroll through your own
vineyard,  inspecting

then embarked on: ‘Where
do we find that little spot
that we can plant a small
vineyard?” Eventually, we

your grapes, getting
your fingers dirty in the
carth, and over time
turning out an actual
bottle of pinot noir or
Chardonnay or. . .

Jack and Norma
Coats of New Market,
Md., are living that
dream. Every morning,
the two wake up, look
out their window, then
stroll over to the com-
puter to get the latest
update on their winery
in ... Yamhill, Oregon?!

That’s right. The
Coats of Montgomery
County own Coats and
Whitney Vineyard LLC,
which is located in Oregon’s prime
grape-growing region of Williamette
Valley. The Beverage Journal recently
sat down with Jack Coats to get his
thoughts on operating a winery essential-
ly via remote, the challenges, the joys,
the triumphs, the struggles.

Jack Coats didn’t grow up in a wine-
making family, nor did he join the busi-
ness at a young age and eventually work
his way up to owning his own vineyard.
He is an executive at a life-science and
nanotechnology company. In fact, he has
been in the medical device and life-sci-
ence business for most of his adult life.

“Quite a few years ago,” he stated, “I
was introduced to fine wines through my
association with the Heitz family of
Heitz Cellars in Napa Valley. Kathleen
Heitz’s father was Joe Heitz, who found-
ed Heitz Cellars [with his wife, Alice]. |

guess you could say they were one of the
first families of Napa. Basically, my inspi-
ration for understanding the rewards of a
family enterprise wine business and spe-
cializing in premium wines came from that

example of their family. My interest in
wine grew over the years. Finally, my
wife and I decided we would establish a
vineyard and make some wines. Norma is
basically the operational manager for the
vineyard and the wine business. As I wind
down my career in the next few years, we
plan to retire and move from Maryland to
Oregon and operate the vineyard and wine
business full time.”

The Coats looked for quite a number of
years to find just the right site to plant their
vineyard. “What we really wanted to con-
centrate on was a site that would express
the land it was planted on,” he said. “We
looked all up and down the West Coast.

found a place that is in the
Yambhill-Carlton Viticul-
tural District. It’s between
the towns of Yamhill and
Carlton. It’s a ridge that
we share with other well-
known vineyards.”

The Coats placed an
offer on the property and
closed on it in December
2003. They then began the
process of preparing the
land and establishing the
vineyard, a process that
took about a year. Con-
sequently, the vineyard was
actually planted at the end
of 2004 and the beginning
of 2005. It sits at about
500 feet in elevation. The
total property is 10 acres, and seven and a
half acres of it are planted all to pinot noir
-- 75 percent Pommard and 25 percent
Wadenswil. The soils are Willakenzie,
subtype Willakenzie, which tend to drain
quickly to establish a natural moisture
deficit. This combined with a combination
of Eastern-, Western-, and Southern-facing
slopes has given the vineyard a distinctive
character.

Selling under the label CAW Wines,
Coats remarked, “The 2007 vintage, which
is currently being distributed by Boutique
Vineyards in Maryland, is from a really
young vineyard. It’s only the third year it
was in the ground. That vintage is all from
the pommard clone.”

Of course, the uniqueness of his and his
wife’s situation is not lost on him. Most
Marylanders who dream of operating a
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7\ socially responsible manner. “We
believe very strongly in sustainable
farming,” he declared. “We’ve been
farming sustainably for years in
order to get certification.”

He also believes in turning out a
wine -- in this case, a pinot noir --
that goes great with food. “I will say
the thing that really drives us is our
passion to make a wine that pairs
really well with food. There are lots
of great wines made. One of the
things that we really value, especial-
ly in the European style of making
wine, is that the wines are structured
so that they complement food. That
is a passion of ours, making a wine
that is well balanced and yet com-
plex, but that doesn’t overpower the
~/ food you’re trying to pair it with.”

brand into the market.”

He continued, “I think the biggest
challenge is not being there to actually
see what is going on. But we overcome
that by very close communications with
our vineyard manager and our winemak-
er. We do that by e-mail and by tele-
phone. We also get movie loops [video]
sent to us over the Internet. We get lots
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of pictures and lots of communications.
It’s probably not a whole lot different than
living there except that you can’t see the
vineyard and see what’s going on whenev-
er you want. We just rely on very good
partnerships that we have with our vine-
yard management company and our wine-
maker.”

The Coats generally try and make it out
to their Oregon property on a quarterly
basis. Jack’s executive tenure allows him
to break away from work more than the
typical cubicle dweller, especially in the
latter part of the year. “We do go out a lit-
tle more often [in the second half of the
year] because several things happen in
succession,” he confirmed. “Around
August, we bottle the previous vintage.
The 2007 sat a year in the barrel, so we
bottled it in 2008. So, we’ll be going out
in a few weeks to bottle the 2009 vintage
[this interview was conducted in late July].
Then, soon after that, the 2010 vintage is
ready for harvest. So, we like to go out for
harvest. Also, one of the largest open
houses each year in the northern part of
Oregon is the Thanksgiving weekend tast-
ing of that. All of the wineries -- small and
large, some that aren’t even open to the
public at all -- are open during that week-
end. It’s really big, and we always go out
for that.”

Both husband and wife have found the
wine business to be a very passionate one.
Over the course of the interview, Jack
Coats mentioned several times the great
people associated with wineries and sell-
ing wine. One of his personal passions is
operating Coats and Whitney Vineyard in a

Several years into it, Coats finally
has some perspective and can look back at
the ups and downs of his early time in the
wine biz. “We were pretty well prepared
for all of the farming side of things,” he
remarked. “We knew that there would be
setbacks, that there would be issues with
farming. | mean, you’re essentially grow-
ing plants. We knew there would be issues
with the weather and the winemaking and
things like that. What we weren’t quite
prepared for were all of the regulatory
things. Each state has its own particular
alcohol and beverage laws and rules, and 1
don’t think we were quite as prepared as
we should have been for the diversity of
that. Each state has a unique set of rules
that you have to learn.”

So where can you try the Coats’ prized
pinot noir? “There are several restaurants
in Washington, D.C., that also carry our
wine,” he stated. “For sure, 701
Restaurant has our wine in D.C. and so
does Mendocino Grille and Wine Bar in
Georgetown. One of our biggest cus-
tomers is the Shab Row Bistro and Wine
Bar in Frederick. They’re carrying our
wine exclusively. For a limited period of
time, they’re serving our wine by the glass.
So if someone wanted to try our wine
without buying a whole bottle that would
be a very easy place to drop into. John and
Theresa are working on establishing other
sites.”
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Edward “Teddy” Durgin is a graduate of UMBC. In
addition to his freelance journalist duties, he is an
entertainment reviewer. You may contact Teddy at
tedfim@comcast.net.



