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[MPORTING BOSTON'S WINE CULTURE

Y JONATHON ALSOP

When you think about cities of the world that are
rich in wine—Paris, Milan, and Buenos Aires come
right to mind, but there are many others—their
wine cultures are dependent in large part on the in-
digenous wines that grow around them. All wine
roads lead to Rome, and although the locals may
siphon off or drink up the best juice themselves, the
countryside still feeds the cities as it has for millen-
nia.

Although Boston is short on local vineyards and
wineries (a few more decades of global warming
may fix that), we possess a strong wine scene,
thanks in large part to our geographic position.
Equidistant from both California and Europe,
Boston ends up receiving both more and more in-
teresting wines from Europe and California than
many other parts of the country, brought to us by
a handful of talented but nearly anonymous Massa-
chusetts-based wine importers and distributors.

Because of the way our national wine laws are
constructed, even American wineries are required to have an im-
porter (called a distributor) within the U.S. simply because they're
selling in a different state from the one where the wine is made.
Wines from outside the U.S. need an importer, naturally enough,
but it’s almost as tough for American wines to get to the people
today as it is for international wines, thanks to our long Prohibi-
tionist history and habits.

When this system works (depending on what your definition of

“works” is), excellent wine flows from the winery to the importer-
distributor to retailers and restaurants and ultimately to you and
me. By law, as consumers we can't buy wine directly from these
importer-distributors, but indirectly, we have to. They make a lot
of decisions for us about what we drink because it’s their wines
that populate Boston’s wine shops and restaurant wine lists. We
may not know it, but we depend on the good taste and work habits
of lots of behind-the-scenes wholesalers to help make Boston’s wine
life myriad and interesting.

One of the things that makes the wine business great is that it
has room for the passionate idealist, the eccentric, and the revolu-
tionary, like Richard Kazarian. The importing company he
founded out of his wine shop in Cambridge now dwarfs the orig-
inal shop. Violette Wine Imports is famous for championing
creative wine makers with new ideas.
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“Boston has been criticized for being provincial, but not when
it comes to wine,” Richard says. “I don’t know why, bur this mar-
ket is willing to try new things, and it's not willing to just sit wait-
ing for someone else to deliver the next big thing.” Boston is a
place where unusual wines can find a home. People in the wine
business call these wines “hand-sells,” and in a lazy wine shop, that
can be the kiss of death.

“If I bring in something a little wacky, it stands a chance,” he
says. “It’s not like that in the rest of the country. It gives life to op-
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tions that are not on people’s radar.
none of us has ever heard of before, something called Abouriou,
from Luddite Vineyards in Sonoma. Richard is also bringing in
18 cases — the entire production — of an unheard-of late harvest
Cabernet Sauvignon from Coturri Vineyards. Looks like most of
it is going to Oleana Restaurant in Cambridge to go with their
cheese course.

“Boston’s a complicated market sometimes,” Richard says.
“There’s so much wine here, which makes it hard to keep all of it
straight, but that’s also what makes it interesting. The whole Wine
Spectator ‘best of” list breaks down here. We not only have every
single one of those wines, we have fifty more in each category be-
sides.”

Cafe Europa, another jewel-like Boston importer, is bringing
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