
   Ever been blocked? I don’t mean by Eric Winston or Duane 
Brown. I mean blocked like  “I can’t write anything”  blocked. 
Writer’s block. I am suffering from it. I sat down yesterday to start 
writing my weekly column/article and … nothing. Nothing came. 
Oh, I started a few times and deleted ’em all. Finally I gave up and 
went to bed so of course the stream of consciousness machine 
turned on. I went from “blocked” to thinking about Block Wines.
Spec’s Block Wine program grew out of what we used to call Spec’s 
Winery Direct wines, which itself grew out of a sample sent to us 
by Chandon. They had some Pinot Meunier (please see box “A 
Pinot Digression”) juice that didn’t fit any of their blends. 
They thought it was too good to “bulk out” so maybe 
we (Spec’s) might like to have that wine bottled 
as a private label. The wine was good but 
not good enough … so we started 
blending it with some other Pinot 
Noir we’d gotten samples of. We 
finally came up with a pretty good blend but 
it didn’t contain any of that original Pinot Meunier. 
We got it bottled and labeled it Spec’s Winery Direct. At 
$10.99, it was an immediate hit. We came up with another Pinot 
blend and it, too, sold well. Clearly there was a market for clean, 
balanced, fruit-forward Pinot Noir at a good price. Ultimately, we 
wound up offering a number of different Pinot Noirs and even 
some Cabernets and Zinfandels under that old Winery Direct label. 
We tried to come up with a Chardonnay (after all, Chardonnay was 
and remains the single best selling variety by a substantial margin) 
but we were just never able to come up with the right wine and 
none of the blends we tried were good enough. It may be easier to 
make white wine but it is easier to blend red.
  Over time, we had restaurants that wanted to buy the Spec’s 
Winery Direct labeled wines but we couldn’t sell to them because 
the label had our name (Spec’s) on it (this is a Texas Alcoholic 
Beverage Commission rule) so we came up with a new label: 
Jackson Smith Vintners. Jackson for the late Spec Jackson who 
founded Spec’s back in 1962 and Smith for Smith Street, the 
location  of Spec’s Warehouse store which was Spec Jackson’s vision. 
The first three wines - all Pinot Noirs - came in and were doing well 
when a letter arrived from the fine folks at Kendall Jackson who 
took exception to our using the name Jackson on a label. A 
negotiation ensued and KJ eventually bought the Jackson Smith 
name from Spec’s. So, what to call the wines?
  This was all happening at the same time as two other things. 
Sideways hit the theaters. And Spec’s was beginning to seriously 
work with three partners in other states to develop some better value 
brands. 
  With Sideways, what had been a glut of Pinot Noir suddenly 
dried up and there was little decent Pinot Noir juice available at any 
price on the bulk wine market (please see box “The BULK WINE 
Market” on page 2). We tried to put some blends together to go 
back to the Spec’s Winery Direct label but the quality was just not 
there – so we waited.
As we partnered with ABC in Florida, Bottle King in New Jersey, 
and Applejack in Colorado, we (meaning all four companies) 
suddenly had the buying power and the means of selling larger 
volumes to be able to buy some larger high quality bulk lots than we 
had previously been able to look at. We found some Cabernet 
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A PINOT DIGRESSION
Pinot Meunier is a particular selection of Pinot Noir used in Champagne. In 
Champagne, it is considered a separate grape variety. Historically, Moet & 
Chandon have used a substantial proportion of Pinot Meunier in their basic 
Champagne blends where it is a big contributor to the “biscuit” character of 
Moet’s house style. When Moet started Domaine Chandon (now simply 
Chandon) in California, they planted Pinot Meunier, only to find that they 
needed a lot less than they initially planted to make the sparkling blends they 
wanted.  They did find that Pinot Meunier (which we sell – 2008 vintage, 
$23.49 per 750ml) can make a fine dry red wine but it is not a top seller.
In most of the rest of the world (which is to say outside Champagne and other 
premium sparkling wine producing areas), Pinot Meunier is considered to be 
more a type of Pinot Noir not unlike a clonal selection (115, 777, Wadensville, 
etc.) or a massal selection (Swan, Martini, etc.). A clonal selection is propagated 
from a single, hopefully ideal plant where a massal selection is taken from many 
cuttings taken from a particular vineyard – but I further digress. A lot of 
winemakers who are making still wines consider Pinot Meunier to be just 
another type of Pinot Noir so when Meunier hits the bulk market, it usually 
disappears into wine labeled Pinot Noir. 

Sauvignon that came from a winery that sells its Cabernet for over $60.00 per 
bottle. We bought it, blended in a little Merlot to even it out, had it bottled and 
labeled “Block 713” and sold it for $19.99. The wine was an immediate hit with 
customers of all four partners. The Block-series wines have 
become customer favorites ever since. The label has 
become established. At the same time, we have established 
a Block Wine profile. Without exception, these wines are 
fruit dominated but show some terroir notes, some oak, 
and some winemaking nuance. While they are ripe and 

accessible, they are not over-ripe or heavily extracted. 
There may be a hint of chocolate in some of the 

blends but you can always taste the fruit 
character of the dominant variety, 

which is to say that the 
Cabernets taste like 

cabernet and not like 
canned chocolate 

syrup.
As the Block wines were 

established, we stuck mostly to 
Cabernet Sauvignon with three Cabernet 

based-blends, three Pinot Noirs, and two Merlots 
over the years. We are critical; we reject over two 
thirds of the samples submitted. We have looked 
at other Pinots, a Zin-blend, and Chardonnay 
after Chardonnay but we haven’t found or been 
able to blend a wine that fits the program.
Going forward, we are now working on a Block 
Reserve, which is from fancier fruit from a fancier 
address – which of course we are not at liberty to 
reveal, even in a whisper.
  If you haven’t tried one yet, give our block wines 




