
 

  

   mericans are rebels. We drive differently, eat differently, and 

even shop differently than much of the world. A proven trend 

among American wine consumers is purchasing wine based on 

varietal or brand over geography. We live fast in America and a 

quick glance to see if we are going towards Cabernet or 

Chardonnay sections or spotting our favorite brands is about all 

many people have time for when running into the grocery store. 

Historically, geography played a big part in how people selected 

and purchased wine. When purchasing a red Burgundy you KNEW it 

was Pinot Noir, if it was a Chablis you KNEW the grape was 

Chardonnay, and if you sipped a Chianti you KNEW there was a 

good deal of Sangiovese in that bottle. However, times, they are a 

changin’.  

I have a lot of experience with this kind of thing. The reason?  A little 

grocery store chain in Southwest Michigan called Harding’s Friendly 

Markets. I began as wine buyer at the Woodbridge location in 

Portage, Mich. in 2014. Quickly I was integrated into another store in 

addition to the Woodbridge location as the wine buyer. The second 

location was tucked in the tiny and tight knit community of 

Richland, along many a Chicagoan’s summer get-a-away secret, Gull 

Lake.  

This store had a much smaller set than I was used to working with 

which challenged me to make the most of that space. The first 

thing I did when I entered this location was to cut the California 

wine set by more than 40% with the intention to replace the 

vast majority of that new found space with Michigan wines. It 

took some major adjustments and serious blood, sweat, and 

tears…maybe not so much blood but definitely a few broken 

bottles. Eventually I had a much larger Michigan wine section 

and was able to begin sourcing some new Michigan producers 

for the Richland store. The Michigan wine orders started flowing 

in and with every bottle I placed in its new home I was full of 

pride, ambition, and swagger.   

UGH, MICHIGAN WINE 

However, it was a dud. The wines were not moving. My 

Michigan wine section was stagnant even with all of the new 

brands. Many of my customers were asking for much of their 

California wine back. When presented with this situation I would 

confidently tell them I had the perfect substitute or alternative 

for their go-to California white. As soon as we would hit the 

corner and the customer would see the dreaded “Michigan 

Wine” hanging above my treasured selections of local bottles of 

beauty and pain, an immediate, “Ugh, Michigan wine” would 

come droning out of both beloved customers and newbie alike. 

A little sense of defeat would wash over me each time but each 

time I would prevail and give them some epic overview of the 
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Michigan wine I had in mind for them and sometimes they would bite. But often, they would retreat back to their comfort zone in the 

wine aisle and settle for a Gallo or Mondavi stand by. I had found myself full up on Michigan wine and with failing sales making a poor 

pairing I had to figure out a strategy to move the wine but not discontinue it. 

 

At this point I had been watching wine consumers for some time and learned how they ticked. It became obvious how scary the wine 

aisle was for many the typical shopper. The wine aisle can feel like a library of vast selections with an obvious lack of a Dewey Decimal 

System and a whole bunch of very peculiar words. One must have at least some basic knowledge of wine to even begin or at least 

watched some TV or a movie often enough to have clung on to a few buzz words. 

Things were starting to pick up. At the store, in my professional career, and in the Michigan wine industry in general. The Michigan 

Wine Collaborative was brought into existence and I began working as their Project and Marketing Director. I found myself in the store 

less and less and with another problem to solve. I needed to find a way to be able to sell wine, especially Michigan wine, while not 

being in the store every day. 

 

LOCATION, LOCATION, LOCATION 

After much consideration and many glasses of wine, the solution seemed simple. Double or triple merchandise the Michigan wines 

into regions that were not necessarily geographically correct but stylistically or varietally correct.  

I began working the wines of Domaine Berrien Cellars into my Rhone section and ribboned their Syrah into my Washington section as 

well as having a spot for them in the Michigan section. White Pine, Rove Estate, and Brys Estate Pinot Grigios were incorporated into 

my California section next to big sellers like Folie a Deux, J, and Napa Cellars.  Domaine Berrien’s Oaked Marsanne moved in next door 

to Kendall Jackson, Bread and Butter, and Jam Cellars Chardonnays. Lawton Ridge 3 and 45 North’s 45 Red lived amongst the variety of 

California red blends. Left Foot Charley’s Blaufränkish and Gewürtztraminer found a home near Chateau Ste. Michelle and Charles 

Smith in the Washington as well as the German/Austrian sections. It was a wine aisle revolution! And it was working! My Michigan 

wine sales were up and people were experiencing a whole new terroir in the varietals they have grown to love because of the success 

of these other regions and brands.  

I began tracking sales of the Michigan wines about two years ago to see how sales were being affected by my new merchandising 

strategy. Many of the wines noted above experienced increased sales between 30-50% from January 2019 to January 2020. The 

technique works in my particular environment and it could be adopted to boost local wine sales in practically any wine aisle. If we 

truly want to see Michigan wines enter the global wine stage efficiently and sustainably we need to treat them as equals to the wines 

already on the stage. They need to all be on the shelf standing tall together. When you are a favorite wine shop or grocery store and 

notice the Michigan wine section is the two bottom shelves in the dusty corner of the wine aisle consider sharing this story with them. 

Help increase sales and sustainability of the Michigan wine industry by encouraging retail and restaurants to take Michigan wine 

seriously and get those dusty bottle out of the shadows and into the spotlight.  
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