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Kosta Browne founders Michael Browne (left) and Dan Kosla (center),
with parter Chris Costello (right)

Dan Kosta began his fine-din-
ing career working for Jobn 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 Vininers,
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 Founcded 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 define 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
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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 specific 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 first 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 profile 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 efficiently,
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 specific 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 fit, 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 finest wines possible, while over
delivering on the service our customers have
come to expect from us. ®
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