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MS. BOSLAND:  Good evening, everyone.  Welcome to the Estate Wine Cave.  

How awesome is this?   

 

My words are going to be brief.  I toast to all of you.  Thank you for coming.  We 

will have an after-dinner speaker, so look forward to that.  That is all I really have 

to say.  Bon appetit.   

 

MS. DURGIN:  This is a convivial gathering, and I hope you have been enjoying 

conviving.  Before I make the introduction, I just want to do a quick little shout-out 

to Blair Stambaugh, who was one of the faculty the year that I did Leadership 

Seminar, and she and the other women there made all the difference for me.  Thank 

you, Blair.  So glad I could see you tonight.   

 

Katie Wetzel Murphy is one of the most charming and dynamic figures in the 

Sonoma County wine world, known for her business acumen and commitment to 

our community.  I got to know Katie first as a mother of a Sonoma Academy 

student, now a college grad, and more recently in her role as the chair of the board 

at Sonoma Country Day School, the pre-eminent K-8 in Sonoma County.  I 

watched Katie tend to her board as one would tend a vineyard, training the first-

year vines, watering, fertilizing, pruning, and when necessary, the occasional pest 

management.   

 

Katie has a good sense of culture, having attended Rolling Hills Country Day 

School down on the peninsula.  She continued her education, earning a BS in 

agricultural economics and business management at UC Davis.  In addition to her 

role in the wine industry and education, Katie has also headed up the Sonoma 

County Wine Auction, a large and complex charitable event.  But of course, it is 

not as large and complex as the Napa County Wine Fest.   

 

As you probably know, Napa and Sonoma are rivals of sorts.  Adjacent valleys 

separated by the Mayacamas Mountains, each is also a county, a city within the 

county, and an AVA, an American viticultural area, also known as an appellation.  

You heard Lauren reference that.   

 

While Napa is one AVA with a number of subsets, Sonoma County has 16 

different appellations, including the famed Alexander Valley.   

 



The story of Alexander Valley as an appellation and a brand is inseparable from 

that of Katie's family who in the early 1960s bought a piece of homestead, mostly 

prunes and pasture, from the descendants of Cyrus Alexander, the valley's 19th-

century namesake.  Katie's parents were among the first residents in the region to 

plant premium-grade grapes, at first making wine only for family and friends.  

Eventually, they built the Alexander Valley Vineyard Winery, producing the first 

vintage in 1975, and quickly establishing a reputation for estate-grown wines with 

distinctive varietal character.  The success of Alexander Valley Vineyard was 

instrumental in bringing recognition to the Alexander Valley appellation, and they 

continue to be recognized as one of the leading wineries and  wine families in 

Sonoma County.   

 

Please welcome Katie Wetzel Murphy.   

 

MS. MURPHY:  I think I can see most of you.  If you can't see me, feel free to 

move around.   

 

Before Janet mentioned Sonoma 15 times, how many of you had heard of Sonoma 

County before you came here?  Excellent. That's what we like to see.  I'm going to 

come back to that a little later in my talk.   

 

Thank you very much for that nice introduction, Janet.  Thank you all for 

welcoming me this evening, and thank you, Lauren, for your very informative 

speech on the history of Napa Valley and wine-making here earlier this evening.  I 

always learn something new every time I hear something like that.  It's wonderful.   

 

It's an honor to be speaking to you this evening.  I have looked at the list of the 

other people who are going to be speaking to you.  I'm feeling very humble just to 

be here, because you have some really fascinating people coming to talk to you.   

 

As Janet mentioned, my name is Katie Wetzel Murphy.  I'm a partner in my 

family's wine business, called Alexander Valley Vineyards.  We're located in 

Sonoma County, about an hour northwest of here.  We produce 180,000 cases of 

wine a year, and we're a family winery.  Our ownership is comprised of my two 

brothers and myself and all our children.  In fact, it sounds like a nightmare.  We 

worked really hard to make it not so, but it could be.  It could be a nightmare.  

Some of us work there, some of us don't, so it's a very interesting model for a 

business.   

 

I personally concentrate on sales and marketing, but also long-term projects that 



enhance our wine production while still preserving the historic estate, including the 

original home site of Cyrus Alexander, for whom Alexander Valley is named.  I'm 

not going to get into a lot of technical wine stuff tonight.  I'll be around if you want 

to ask me questions.  But suffice it to say, we've been producing wine here for 40 

years and have had our vineyards since 1962.   

 

I also currently serve as the chair of Board of Trustees at Sonoma Country Day 

School, which is a K-8 independent school of 275 students  that was founded in 

1983.  For those of you attending NAIS later this week, I will take this opportunity 

to put in a plug for our Thursday morning panel presentation, which is entitled 

"Trail  Blazing:  A New Model for School Finance.  One School's Journey Toward 

Net Revenue."  I know that sounds really boring, but there will actually be some 

innovative ideas that we introduce there.  I will bet that none of you sells wine yet 

for an additional revenue source, but maybe you'll learn a little bit about that if you 

come on Thursday.   

 

When I asked Janet what she wanted me to talk about this evening, she said, "Oh, 

you know, just talk about the wine thing."  And by that she wanted me to give you 

a taste of what you will find while you're here in wine country, visiting wineries in 

the area, what to look for, what might be interesting, or fun.   

 

But first I'd like to give you a little bit of insight into the wine business as it relates 

to your theme of Innovation Uncorked.  I don't know who came up with that title.  

Very snazzy, here in wine country, getting corks involved in it.  I'm coming at it 

from that angle because last year at Sonoma Country Day School, one of the 

cornerstones of our strategic vision is to cultivate innovation, and we have done a 

lot of work over the last year in figuring out how to measure whether or not you're  

doing what your strategic plan actually says you're supposed to be doing.  So I 

have given this topic a lot of thought, both from the independent school vantage 

point as well as the wine industry standpoint.   

 

Lauren talked a little bit about innovation being a revolution and beginning things 

that have never been done before.  I feel a little bit differently, that innovation is 

more about cultivating an environment that allows people to change things, 

sometimes in very small ways, that becomes pretty innovative in itself.       

 

So according to the Wine Institute, which  is a California association of California 

wineries -- but they do a lot of work on behalf of wineries  throughout the United 

States -- as of 2014, there were 4,285 bonded wineries in California alone and 

10,417  in the United States overall.  We are a business that defines all business 



models -- all sane business models.  Imagine if someone came to you and asked 

you to invest in a business where there are over 4,000 producers in your state and 

each of those sells a number of products; a small winery might make four or five, a 

medium-size winery might make 20 or 30 and have half-bottles and magnums and 

different sizes that they produce; every state you sell in has different taxes, laws, 

and restrictions, and they have a lot of them, and they're all different.  We sell in 50 

states and several export  markets, so you can imagine just figuring out where you 

can sell in grocery stores, much less how much the taxes are, who you're going to 

ship to.  Very different laws in every state.  If you start from scratch, you might 

make a profit in ten to twelve years, if you're lucky, and if you work really hard.  

Your raw material is perishable and only available for about two months out of the 

year, and your product is different every year.  It's not the same every time you 

open a bottle of wine as it is every time you open a bottle of Coca-Cola or even a 

beer, which is made from an agricultural product.  It's different every single year.   

 

So how in the world can an industry like this thrive -- I think by all measures we 

would say the California wine industry has thrived over the past several decades -- 

much less even survive?   

 

The answer lies, I think, in the unwitting innovation our industry has fostered.  So 

that question about how many of you have heard of Sonoma  County and most of 

you raised your hands -- I asked  that question in 1979 to a group of wine  

professionals, and these were distributors,  importers, wine buyers, retailers, 

restaurateurs, and about a third of them raised their hands.  This was in Chicago.  

This was not someplace you would think they wouldn't know much about wine.  

This was in Chicago, a mecca of wine sales.  By the way, none of the people -- and 

there were about a hundred people there -- were women.  I was the only woman in 

the room of wine professionals at this particular event.  And I thought I should 

maybe say it, so the real count might have actually been lower than that, but I think 

maybe that's not necessarily true.   

 

In the 1980s the Sonoma County Wineries Association took it upon themselves to 

do something about this.  They chose to travel to major cities twice a year to put on 

tastings for trade and consumers both, which is not easy to do in a short period of 

time.  It's something that is commonplace today and you see it everywhere.  You 

have all been to wine tastings, whether charity events or a retailer.  It was rather 

unique then.  And that was the way for probably two decades that Sonoma County 

built a name for the Sonoma County wine industry.  We developed personal 

relationships, and I mean personal -- I know the wine buyer here -- with many of 

our customers, and many of whom were thirsty for more information about 



California wines, Sonoma County wine.  They had chosen to promote, 

idealistically in some cases, California over the standard European wines that had 

been promoted for so many decades.   

 

Today we continue to travel to national and international markets to continue to 

develop personal relationships with our distributors, as well as consumers.  As 

Lauren said, the wine industry is one of the most generous industries for the size of 

it anywhere, I have to believe.  We donate proceeds from countless charity 

auctions that we participate in across the country and events to local organizations 

across the nation.  At all of those events -- you might have been to some, an 

auction, a wine tasting -- we don't make any money from those.  We can't make 

any money from those.  If you're charged to go to an event, it has to go to a  

charity.  So we are giving our product and our time continuously over and over and 

over again.   

 

You only had ten letters a month?  You're doing really well.  We probably get 30 a 

week.   

 

So we're constantly asked for product or time or money to support charities on 

behalf of the industry.  It's pretty generous, but it's also helped to make us known 

to consumers around the world.   

 

The room that was full of men in 1979 in Chicago would today be filled with 

women.  There are more and more women in the industry, women wine-makers, 

women marketing and salespeople, women sommeliers, women buyers, and they 

have a keen interest and fresh perspective on food and wine, and I meet more and 

more of them every year.  While not exactly innovative, I think it's a change that 

we can't take for granted, and it's been a very important change in our industry.   

 

Sonoma is west of Napa County, a much larger county than Napa, very spread out.  

It has a long history of agriculture including poultry, dairy, hops, fruit trees, 

seafood, as well as vineyards and wine, and it's not as easy to visit wineries there.  

It's just a bigger place.  Not the seven pearls that run right up the middle of Napa 

Valley that makes make it very easy to visit wineries.  We're very spread out.   

 

But the diversity of agriculture where we are and the recreational opportunities 

make Sonoma County a popular destination for food, wine, adventure, beauty, and 

we have promoted that diversity as well as the differentiation of our varying wine-

growing regions and have turned what is a challenge for the casual visitor into an 

asset for the wine industry.   



 

As an industry, we have continued to identify wine as a product that goes with 

food, actually as a food product.  It goes with food, it goes with meals, it goes with 

celebrations, goes with family, and that, along with our agricultural roots, has 

helped our industry grow.  As the food industry has grown, cooking has grown, 

gardening for food production has grown, local investor food interest has grown, 

and wine has grown right along with that over the last 30 years.  And that I think 

really differentiates us from other beverages and from other products.   

 

You never get bored if you're in the wine industry, because a winery is a business 

that includes agriculture, marketing, business planning, wholesale and direct sales, 

chemistry, sensory evaluation, physical labor, intricate government compliance, 

hospitality, long-range financial planning, getting your fingers dirty, and many 

more aspects of the business, all under one roof and one umbrella.  While this 

could be viewed as a deterrent to business, this diversity actually attracts all sorts 

of people who bring expertise and ideas from many walks of life and from many 

other industries.   

 

And finally, ours is a business that is primarily dominated by family ownership.  

Of course, there are many corporate wineries and brands, but from our largest 

wineries to our smallest wineries, family ownership assures accountability to our 

customers, to our employees, and to our families.  This is a strength, the strength 

that helps those thousands of wineries succeed.  Just as an example I'll give you, 

we're not a small winery.  We're a medium-size winery.  We have a lot of family 

members who work there.  If someone from the trade comes to see us, we try to 

have a family member see them.  It doesn't matter when it is, Saturday, Sunday, 

during the week.  It doesn't matter where they're from, if they have a small shop or 

they're the buyer for a large steakhouse chain.  We try to have family members see 

every person from the trade who comes.  It's not easy to do and it makes a huge 

impact when we are able to do that.  So that's an example of the kind of 

overweighted importance of having family members be part of the business.  In 

theory, someone else could give them a lot better information and maybe a lower 

price, but in our business, it's important for family members to be involved.   

 

I could give you many more examples of innovative changes in the wine business 

from mechanical harvesting to Stelvin closures -- which you know as screw caps; 

we call those Stelvins in the business -- to direct shipping to consumers, to  

underground storage.  It doesn't look like we're in underground storage here, but in 

theory, at my winery, anyway, this is underground storage.  If you visit us at 

Alexander Valley Vineyards, we have 25,000 square feet of caves that hold about 



7,000  barrels.  We walk through those with customers twice a day to take a look at 

them.  You could taste side by side French and American oak in the cave to see 

what that's like.  You'll walk in the vineyard no matter what time of year it is.  It's 

very exciting to walk in the vineyard during harvest.  Not quite as exciting this 

time of year, but there's always a story to tell in what's happening with the grapes.   

 

It doesn't matter where you go this week or whenever you happen to go wine-

tasting.  There's an interesting story at every single winery.  I think you just have to 

ask the question about what your interesting story is and how you have decided to 

be innovative.   

 

I don't think the wine industry did decide to be innovative, but the conditions that I 

have outlined allow us to be innovative.  If you approach innovation as something 

to be cultivated, like grape vines and students and the wines made from them, 

amazing and unforeseen results will naturally follow.  Innovation is nothing more 

than looking at challenges in a new light, and our industry is one that has become 

quite good at it, I believe.       

 

So now for the wine thing that you asked me to talk about.  I don't know where you 

will be visiting in the next few days, but I would suggest you look for family 

wineries.  And there are, believe me, large and small, the biggest wineries and 

some of the smallest and everything in between.  So that covers a broad range.  I 

would suggest, if you're tasting wine, to look for wines that are really only 

available there.  The wine that they have that you can get in your grocery store at 

home is going to cost you less at home than it does there.  Most wineries do not 

want to undercut the retailers who are selling their wine.  But if you look for things 

that you can't get at home that are a little bit different, maybe a little bit more  

interesting, smaller production, something very  special, that's fun to be able to 

taste at the winery and helps you remember your visit.   

 

Ask your winery tour guides how they cultivate innovation, what have they been 

innovative in in the wine-making process through the years.  I mean, with 4,000 

wineries, how do you make yourself different?  How do you do something that 

nobody else does?  And I bet every single one of them has a different answer.  And 

since wine is produced now in all 50 states, that means you can go home and go 

visit wineries in your state and ask them the same question about their local home-

grown innovation.   

 

I brought some information on my winery if anybody is interested in picking 

something up about the winery or my business card.  Feel free to contact me if you 



have questions.  I know we have a lot of people who flew in from out-of-state so 

I'm not going to take public questions, but I really appreciate you asking me here 

and I hope you have a great week.  Thank you so much.   

 

MS. WADE:  Not wanting to miss a meal and always wanting to give a preview of 

coming attractions, breakfast in the morning is from 7:30 to 8:45 and you get to 

enjoy the company of our  sponsors as they share with you their differing  

products.  And then we begin at 9:00 promptly.  You do not want to miss 9:00 in 

the morning, because we are going to celebrate in fine fashion 30 years of the 

Women in Leadership Seminars.  So you don't want to miss that.   

 

Let me also remind you that those little dots on the back of your name badge again 

are not mistakes.  They do indicate where you might be going tomorrow afternoon, 

and it's important for you to note that the CIA tour leaves the shuttle in front of the 

Meritage at 12:45, giving you a very short  window of time.  Why?  You're going 

to lunch.  So therefore, we need to get you going to lunch.  So you will leave at 

12:45.   

 

The other two tours will leave at 1:30, giving you time for lunch on our property.  

So again, 12:45 for the CIA tour and 1:30 for the other two tours.   

 

Ladies and gentlemen, I think we've had a wonderful beginning.  Thank you to 

Lauren, thank you to Katie, and thank you to the committee that brought them to us 

and with us.  We've had a wonderful context for learning about innovation in the 

next few days.  Enjoy your evening.  We'll see you in the morning.                     


