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AS WE HEAD INTO THANKSGIVING IN THE NEXT WEEK, I have much to be 
thankful for. Our annual trade show returned this year, and I appreciate all those who 
came out to support our organization. We had ZERO tax increases on cigars for the 
first time in a decade. There were a plethora of new cigar smokers who discovered this 
wonderful hobby, and for us old timers, we’re smoking more and better cigars. The 
abundance of incredible cigars that are being produced is a blessing to us all. And, of 
course,  I am thankful to be a part of this great industry.  

But what I am particularly grateful for right now is change, which, by the way, is not a 
four-letter word.  I have been called an eternal optimist (I’ve been called much worse, I 
can assure you) and I like to wear that epithet with a little bit of pride. But I am entirely 
bullish on our momentum and our progress—for where we are going, not just as an 
industry but as an organization. As I said at the annual meeting, we have taken a few 
punches and while we may have been bruised, we will not be broken.  

We are in the process of making improvements that will be implemented in 2022 
that build upon the positive changes we made in 2021, such as open board elections 
and annual meeting improvements. We will be sharing more information in the new 
year, and will look to engage all of you in more meaningful and impactful ways as we 
forge ahead.  

As you will read in the pages of the magazine, our advocacy strategies paid off huge 
this year, and we were one of the very few organizations to hold a large meeting and 
trade show. We are taking all of the lessons learned, from both our successes and our 
failures, to get better, be more proactive and, ultimately, become a stronger, more 
robust association that benefits the total premium cigar and pipe tobacco retailing 
industry.  

Thank you to all of our members for your continued efforts. Thank you, in particular, 
to the board of directors who volunteer so much time and energy away from their 
businesses to work on behalf of the industry and help to create a vision today that will 
build a stronger tomorrow.  

And a very heartfelt, humungous thank you to the PCA staff. Our team works around 
the clock, fully dedicated to helping the membership, and is always willing to go the 
extra 100 miles to ensure that we are doing our best.  

I can’t wait for 2022 and beyond. I hope you all have incredible holidays with record 
sales. And, above all, enjoy the time with your loved ones.  

Be well, stay safe and get ready for exciting things to come!  

                    

	 	 	 	 Scott	Pearce
       scott@premiumcigars.org

512 Capital Court N.E. 

Washington, DC 20002-7709 

Phone: 202.621.8064 

www.premiumcigars.org

Email: info@premiumcigars.org
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PCA President Greg 
Zimmerman, 

Executive Director Scott 
Pearce and Head of 
Government Affairs 
Joshua Habursky 
addressed retailers and 
manufacturers at the 
Tobacconists’ Association 
of America on October 25 
at Casa de Campo in La 
Romana, Dominican 
Republic. The presentation 
focused on the 
government affairs 
outlook, both federally and 
in the States, as it relates 
to taxes, flavor bans, sales 
restrictions and other 
tobacco control initiatives.

  

Tobacco Tax Equity 
Stripped from Build 
Back Better Act

Tobacco Tax Equity 
has been a top 

priority by anti-tobacco 
activists seeking to price 
informed adult consumers 
out of the market. Under 
the false premise that all 
tobacco products are 
interchangeable and 
equally hazardous to 
health, it would have 
fundamentally changed 
the current risk-based tax 
formula. The new formula 
would equate all tobacco 
products to cigarettes, 
then double the tax! The 

result would be up to 
1,000 percent increase in 
federal excise tax for 
cigars and a 1,650 percent 
increase in the federal 
excise tax for pipe 
tobacco.

“The anti-tobacco 
groups fed Congress a lot 
of half-truths, and frankly 
there are some powerful 
officials that enabled it,” 
said Joshua Habursky, 
head of government affairs 
at PCA. “Initially, very 
little consideration was 
given to how this would 
affect lower income and 
minority populations, 
small businesses, 
unemployment, foreign 
relations, immigration 
or even public health, 
for that matter. A lot of 
congressmen weren’t 
happy about the position 
they were put in.”

PCA began lobbying 
against Tobacco Tax Equity 
in February of this year, 
when Senator Durbin (D-
IL) proposed it as a means 
to pay for maternal health 
programs. The threat 

evolved into a stand-alone 
bill in March before being 
proposed as a means to 
pay for the Build Back 
Better Act. The effort has 
included more than 100 
meetings in Washington 
D.C. and collaboration 
with allied associations in 
the States. 

PCA also developed a 
grassroots engagement 
platform that gave voice 
to more than 25,000 cigar 
and pipe enthusiasts 
contacting Capitol Hill. 

In October, PCA hosted 
a Global Policy Summit 
with U.S. senators, 
foreign dignitaries and 
international industry 
leaders. The discussion 
led to engagement with 
the White House on the 
deeper economic effects 
that the policy would 
have on our Central 
American allies and trade 
partners, including the 
direct opposition of these 
provisions by the Minister 
of Trade & Industry for the 
Dominican Republic.

“I’m grateful for 

PCA Leadership 
Brings Message to 
TAA

our retail members, 
manufacturers and the 
everyday consumers 
who participated in this 
campaign. It started with 
great lobbying here in 
D.C., but the strength of 
those messages resonated 
because members of 
Congress and senators 
realized that PCA 
represents real business 
owners, real employees 
and real voters,” said Greg 
Zimmerman, president of 
PCA. 

The House of 
Representatives will soon 
begin debate on this latest 
version of the Build Back 
Better Act, with the Senate 
to follow suit.

“Tobacco Tax Equity 
isn’t about raising money 
for social programs; it’s 
about an elite interest 
group that wants to 
destroy our industry,” said 
Scott Pearce, executive 
director of PCA. “If you 
look at how these groups 
are funded, it’s clear they 
still wield a lot of political 
power. This could circle 
back around. So we won’t 
be letting up.”

PCA is encouraging 
its members and their 
employees and customers 
to take action on our 
updated alert to stave off 
the threat of anti-tobacco 
groups pushing these 
harmful provisions back 
into the Build Back Better 
agenda.



News + Notes cont.

Meet the PCA Staff

Ryan Parada
Government Affairs 
Manager

Where did you grow 
up?

I grew up in a small town 
called Mansfield in central 
New Jersey.

Where did you go to 
school?
I received my bachelor's 
degree from Rutgers 
University in 2020. I 
majored in political science
with a minor in legal 
studies. I also received 
a certificate in national 
security and graduated 
from the Honors College.

In 2021, I received 
my master’s degree in 
government from Johns 
Hopkins University. My 
thesis received an honors 
distinction due to my 
thorough research and 
contribution to the field. 

What was your first cigar 
and what is your favorite 
cigar right now?
My first cigar was an 
1880 Macallan 12 and 
my favorite cigar at the 
moment is the Asylum 13 
Oblongata Maduro. 
 
What do you do for PCA?
I am the Government 
Affairs Manager in charge 
of the PAC and grassroots. 
I'm also PCA's researcher. 

Much of this research work 
has been in the context of 
new taxes and their effect 
on the small businesses we 
represent. There are a lot of 
unintended consequences 
that legislators may not 
consider when drafting 
legislation and it is part 
of my job to bring those 
consequences to light. 

Favorite band?
Atmosphere!

What do you do with your 
down time?
I enjoy going to the 
shooting range, playing golf 
and working on cars.

Favorite industry moment 
so far? 
Going to my first PCA 
trade show! I got to meet 
many of the major people 
involved in the industry and 
know several of them very 
well. It was an amazing 
experience and I am 
looking forward to it next 
year!
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Cigars For Warriors 
Continues to Expand 
Its Mission

Cigars for Warriors 
participated in a 

number of events over the 
past several months:

• Hiram & Solomon’s 
“Live 2 Serve” CFW 
cigar—the first cigar 
for the Synergy 
Program where 
100 percent of the 
manufacturer's profits 
are donated to to 
CFW—has sold out the 
first delivery and three-
quarters of the 2nd 
delivery have already 
been pre-ordered!! 
And Caldwell Cigars 
“Mad Mofo” CFW Cigar 
has sold out it's first 
delivery of cigars.

• Oscar Valladares “CFW 
By Oscar” will be 
available on Valentine’s 
Day.

• The cigar club Lone 
Star Cigar Association, 
led by David Skelton, 
held their annual 
charity event on 
Halloween. They 
raised more than 500 
cigars and $2,600 in 
monetary donations 
for CFW.  

• Cigars International 
donated $40,000 
worth of gift cards to 
CFW to be passed out 
to our deployed troops 
for the holidays. This 

is the fifth year for CI, 
now totallying more 
than $250,000 worth 
of face value.

• On Veteran’s Day 
Weekend, the 
Warehouse Cigar Club 
of Houston held their 

annual charity event 
for CFW. The club 
did multiple events 
throughout October 
and the first part of 
November to raise 
cigars and money, 
collecting 5,000 cigars 

and nearly $2,000.
• The artist David 

Roman is collaborating 
with CFW. His 
first project was 
the donation of 10 
prints that had 15 
of the biggest cigar 
manufacturer owners' 
signatures on it. The 
works have been 
grand prizes for events 
around the country 
and have created 
a great amount of 
excitement among 
CFW supporters.

• Drew Estate is 
donating $50,000 to 
CFW in 2021 to show 
their support despite 
not being to host many 
of their events, such 
as Barn Smokers, 
which are part CFW 
Fundraisers, due to 
COVID restrictions.

Michigan House Bill

In Michigan, House 
Bill 4485, which 

preserves the tax cap 
without expiration or 
inflation index, passed the 
state Senate in late 
October and is heading to 
Governor Whitmer’s desk 
for signature. This 
legislation is important in 
preserving the state's 50 
cent tax cap and was 
actively supported by the 
Michigan Premium Cigar & 
Pipe Retailers Association 
and PCA. 



AADVOCATE

As of November 2, the Tobacco Tax Equity Act provisions 
were still out of the Build Back Better Act. The PCA has 

spent considerable time and resources fighting back against this 
federal tax increase, which would be an increase of up to 1,000 
percent on premium cigars and 1,650 percent on pipe tobacco. 

PCA is encouraging its members and their employees and 
customers to take action on our updated alert to stave off 
that threat of the anti-tobacco groups pushing these harmful 
provisions back into the Build Back Better agenda.

How Can You Get Involved?
 

Send a Message to Congress
This is the quickest and easiest way to have your voice heard! 
The website page will have a statement written for you and 
will automatically send it to your members of congress. This 
will let your representative and senators know exactly how 
you feel about the proposed tax increase. Make sure all of your 
employees also take action:   
cigaraction.org/oppose-premium-tobacco-tax-increase/

Spread the word
Let your customers know what is happening by sharing this 
link on your personal and business social media accounts. 
Encourage them to take action and to share it within their 
networks:  
cigaraction.org/oppose-premium-tobacco-tax-increase/

Educate Your Customers
Your customers will see significant price changes if these taxes 
go into effect. To provide some further context, a popular 
mid-size cigar would increase by $2.75 based on the proposed 
tax increase and a box of 20 would increase by over $50. This 
represents a 689.19 percent tax percentage increase, and this 
significant price change would result in a reduction of 12.72 
percent in demand.

Engage with Your State Association
Many state associations are actively working with PCA to 
contact federal officials as a delegation in order to oppose the 
tax increases. Contact our Director of State Government Affairs 
Glynn Loope to connect with your state association to support 
their efforts and get involved: glynn@premiumcigars.org.

Stay Up to Date 
These situations can change quickly and the best way to 
help the fight is to continue to fight with every change that 
is proposed. PCA will provide frequent informational email, 
video, and social media releases, as well as calls to action. Stay 
engaged with PCA and provide feedback and intel on what 
you’re hearing in your stores and local governments. 

by Josh Habursky, Head of Government Affairs

One Industry, One Voice: 
Federal Tobacco Tax Update
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       Alec Bradley Cigar Co. 
         Trilogy Collector's Series 

Alec Bradley Cigar Co. has 
announced that they will be 
releasing a collector’s series 
of their triangular-shaped 
Trilogy cigar line.

This is a rerelease of a 
brand that helped bring 
the company’s name to 
prominence. Alec Bradley 
Trilogy was relaunched earlier 
this year in the robusto 
format.

The upcoming release will 
be open to appointed U.S. 
tobacconists and is limited 
to 2,000, 10-count boxes 
per SKU of the three original 

lines: Trilogy Authentic Corojo, Trilogy Exotic Maduro and Trilogy 
Native Cameroon.

Each Toro, a 6 x 52 ring size, is packaged in a box reminiscent of 
the original triangular cigar mold that brand founder, Alan Rubin, 
created in the early 2000s. MSRP has been set at $15 per cigar and 
$150 per box.

Trilogy began shipping in November. Alec Bradley Trilogy cigars 
are being produced at Tobacos De Oriente, Danli, Honduras.

For additional information, 
visit alecbradley.com.

IntheHumidor

The world’s first luxury pipe 
tobacco cigar, StillWell Star 
by Dunbarton Tobacco & 
Trust launched exclusively 
at smokingpipes.com and 
their brick & mortar store, 
Low Country Pipe & Cigar in 
November. 

Handcrafted at the 
celebrated Joya de Nicaragua 
factory in Estelí, Nicaragua, 
StillWell Star cigars 
incorporate Steve Saka’s 
finest cigar leaf, including 
high-priming, Grade A 
Ecuador Habano wrappers, 
San Andreas Negro binders, 
and various, top-grade filler 
leaf, along with real Cornell 
& Diehl pipe tobaccos, 
flavor profiles reminiscent 
of traditional pipe tobacco 
families like English, 
Virginia/Perique, Aromatic 
and Navy. 

Aromatic No. 1 combines 
the finest of aromatic black 
Cavendish, golden Virginia 
and burley pipe tobaccos 
with a mild Nicaraguan 
puro. Each cigar is delicately 
finished with a cabeza dulce 

(sweetened cap). Strength is 
mild to medium.

English No. 27 is a mix 
of burley and Turkish leaf 
with a generous portion 
of pressed Cypriot Latakia 
cake paired with Nicaraguan 
cigar tobaccos. Strength is 
medium to full.

Bayou No. 32 is a 
combination of bright and 
red Virginia leaf with genuine 
St. James Parish Perique 
pipe tobacco added to a 
medium-bodied Nicaraguan 
puro. Strength is medium 
plus.

Navy No. 1056 is a 
crumble cake of stoved red 
and golden Virginias with 
a touch of "Naval Rations" 
combined with Orientals and 
Latakia expertly blended with 
dark air-cured black cigar 
leaf. Strength is medium.

Steve Saka, founder of 
Dunbarton Tobacco & Trust, 
noted he hopes to begin 
shipping StillWell Star to 
other retailers soon.

Visit dunbartoncigars.com
for more information.

› Dunbarton Tobacco & Trust
StillWell Star

General Cigar
Cohiba Blue

C
ohiba has debuted its 
largest frontmark to 
date with the release 

of Cohiba Blue 7 X 70, an eye-
catching cigar named after its 
sizeable dimensions.

Cohiba Blue 7 x 70 marks the 
sixth vitola in the Dominican-
made collection. With an SRP 
of $14.99 per cigar, Cohiba 
Blue 7 x 70 will be presented 
in the bright blue, handpainted 
wooden Cohiba Blue boxes, 
each containing 15 cigars.

Handcrafted at General 
Cigar Dominicana in Santiago, 
DR, Cohiba Blue is a velvety, 
medium-bodied cigar with 
a three-country blend that 

represents the world’s most 
revered tobacco growing 
regions. 

The Cohiba Blue blend 
starts with a silky, rosado-hued 
Honduran Olancho San Agustin 
(OSA) wrapper that sits atop 
a Honduran OSA binder, with 
the layered wrapper-binder 
imparting subtle, earthy notes.

The fillers consist of 
Honduran Jamastran, 
Nicaraguan Ometepe and 
Dominican Piloto Cubano 
that lend hints of cocoa and 
caramel, with a light touch of 
sweetness. cohiba.com

›
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S
ince 2018, Maya Selva Cigars has 
released limited editions that celebrate 
the Chinese New Year. These special 

blends are a tribute to the hand-crafted cigar 
tradition. The tobacco in a toro-sized cigar 
is handpicked in the renowned valley of 
Jamastrán in Honduras. This blend provides the 
smoker with very pleasant earthy aromas with 
nutty and roasted coffee notes. It´s a creamy 
smoke. 

The line’s design combines traditional 
Chinese patterns with Mayan hieroglyphics. 
The fauna of the ancient Maya, similar to the 
Chinese, have proven to play a significant 
part of their spiritual beliefs, symbolism and 
iconography. The Mayas believe we are all born 
with a “NAHAUL” or animal spirit that guides 
through life.

The Año del Tigre 2022 will be released in 
December. It is a 6 x 52 toro.
 
Wrapper: Jamastrán - Honduras 
Binder: Azacualpa, Olancho - Honduras 
Filler: A selection of the best tobacco from 
Honduras 
Strength: Medium

For more information on Año del Tigre 2022, 
visit mayaselvacigars.com.

Maya Selva
Año Del Tigre 2022 -  
Limited Edition 

My Father Cigars has announced 
a new line extension to its Don 
Pepin Garcia Original (a.k.a. Don 
Pepin Blue Label) line in the 
form of a 3 x 50 vitola known as 
Sparky.

The blend remains the same as 
the rest of the blue-banded line, 
a Nicaraguan puro blend which 
uses a Corojo Oscuro wrapper.

The company refers to the Don 
Pepin Garcia “Blue Label” as the 
inspiration for the creation and 
development of its other lines, 
a full-bodied cigar that meshes 
leather, cedar and hot peppers.

The Don Pepin Garcia Original 
is a Nicaraguan puro highlighted 
by a Nicaragua Corojo Oscuro 
wrapper. The Sparky will be 
presented in 25-count cabinet 
boxes.

Each Sparky will feature a long 
fuse. Visit myfathercigars.com for 
more information.

›
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Black Friday, the day after Thanksgiving, is known as the biggest 
shopping day of the year. Each year since 2015, HVC Cigars has 

released a limited edition 
cigar meant to coincide 
with Black Friday.  HVC 
has now announced its 
Black Friday 2021 Limited 
Edition. 

The HVC Black Friday 
2021 will be the first HVC 
Black Friday cigar to use 
a Connecticut Broadleaf 
wrapper. The cigar features 
all Nicaraguan tobaccos 

including a heavier component of Corojo 2012 with Criollo ’98 for the 
filler and binder.

The national release of the Black Friday will be in a Short Toro size 
measuring 4 3/8  x 54.

HVC was the first company to release a Connecticut Broadleaf cigar 
from TABSA with the HVC Broadleaf Selection. For more information, 
visit smallbactchcigar.com. 

My Father Cigars
Don Pepin Garcia Sparky

HVC
Black Friday 2021 Limited Edition
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What We’re Smoking Members reviewing one of the cigars smoked in their establishment| 

EDWINA BROWN
Blowin' Smoke Cigar Lounge
Lancaster, Texas

CIGAR: Definition Cigars 919 Habano
SIZE: BP Corona Gorda
SMOKE TIME: 1 hour, 20 minutes

 Appearance & Aroma
Natural habano wrapper, silky, subtle sweet smell 
on the foot. I chose to v-cut this cigar for this 
experience. I wouldn’t say that I have a favorite cigar, 
but if I had to choose, this cigar would be in my top 
five.  Regardless of the time of day or what mood I 
may be in, this cigar always puts me in a good mood.   

 Light Up & Draw
Smooth tobacco-packed draw, flavorful to the 
palate.  I will be enjoying this cigar with a couple 
pieces of chocolate to clean my palate. No liquor 
for this smoke, just some good old H2O to make 
sure nothing takes away or adds to the flavors.    

 Early Profile
Early on, I'm tasting oak, light cream, mild 
cocoa, and the cigar has an even burn while 
giving off light blue smoke. This really is an 
anytime-of-day medium cigar.  I’m listening to 
light music in the background while hashing out 
some paperwork.  

 Middle Profile & Burn
I treated myself to a small piece of chocolate 
before moving into the middle of the cigar.  
I’m starting to taste light spice, balanced and 
smooth, with an even burn. The cigar is holding 
ash into second third of cigar. 

 Late Profile
I’m going to have another small piece of 
chocolate before finishing up this smoke. What 
I’m tasting now is mild leather and wood, and 
the strength is increasing to medium plus.  The 
light blue band provided me enough support to 
smoke this cigar all the way down. Normally, I 
would pull out my cigar poker, but the ribbon 
adds the needed rest for my fingers.  

 Overall Impression
Great cigar for a novice all the way up to an 
experienced smoker.  Any competent smoker 
would thoroughly enjoy this experience. The 
cigar is not overpowering. It is enjoyable to the 
palate. Worth an hour of your day to enjoy this 
cigar.  Great blend of an Ecuadorian habano 
wrapper with Honduran/Nicaraguan binder and 
filler.  

“Early on, 
I'm tasting 
oak, light 
cream, mild 
cocoa, and 
the cigar has 
an even burn 
while giving 
off light blue 
smoke.”

WS
W
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“The middle 
profile 
announces 
its arrival by 
a dramatic 
increase in 
strength and 
sudden shift 
in flavor. 
Pepper 
appears on 
the sides and 
back of the 
palate and 
begins to push 
the cedar and 
oak away in 
exchange for 
a warm and 
toasty bread 
note.”

ZACH PROVOST
Tinderbox of Charlotte
Charlotte, North Carolina

CIGAR: Eiroa PCA Exclusive 2021
SIZE: 11/18
SMOKE TIME: 1 hour, 25 minutes

 Appearance & Aroma
A bright red band presents a stark contrast to the 
chocolate brown wrapper and the more muted red 
tissue paper that covers the lower two thirds of 
the cigar. The wrapper is velvety to the touch with 
small veins that draw your eye from the band to 
the foot. The wrapper has a very clean aroma that 
carries hints of sweet earth and subtle notes of 
allspice. The foot carries over the sweet earth and 
adds molasses and a floral note that reminds me 
of lavender. 

 Light Up & Draw
With a trusty straight cut, I succeeded in 
skimming the cap off to give just enough 
resistance to the cigar for my liking. The cold 
draw immediately offers up that sweet earth and 
an interesting note of very young oak. The initial 
puffs after lighting the cigar present a unique 
combination of dry aged spices, gritty dirt, and 
dry oak tannins. The retrohale is effortless and 

amplifies a creamy cedar note that was hiding 
under the oak tannins.

 Early Profile
Once the initial lighting is finished the flavor 
begins to develop rapidly. The dry-aged spices 
remain present at the top of the palate but 
take a back seat to a combination of earth and 
leather that stimulate the sides of the palate. 
The oak tannins remain subtly on the rear of 
the palate as the cream and cedar notes serve to 
fill the gaps and bring the profile together. The 
retrohale retains the cedar note but adds a slight 
hint of white pepper. Strength is firmly in the 
mild to medium range.

 Middle Profile & Burn
The middle profile announces its arrival by a 
dramatic increase in strength and sudden shift 
in flavor. Pepper appears on the sides and back 
of the palate and begins to push the cedar and 
oak away in exchange for a warm and toasty 
bread note. The retrohale brings forth a mix of 
black and red pepper that almost makes you 
forget that it was light and creamy a couple of 
puffs ago. The burn is slightly wavy and requires 
the smallest touch-up midway through the 
second third. Strength has pushed past the 
medium mark and is approaching medium full.

 Late Profile
The late profile presents a second unique flavor 
change as the oak and pepper die down and the 
toastiness and cedar have become the dominant 
notes once again. The dry-aged spice has 
returned to the top of the palate and the earth 
and leather once again dominate the sides of the 
mouth. The pepper remains on the retrohale 
and serves to amplify the contrasting changes on 
the palate. Strength is firmly entrenched in the 
medium full range.  

 Overall Impression 
The Eiroa PCA 2021 serves as a great reminder 
of how the growing region can drastically change 
a cigar’s flavor profile. The Honduran-grown 
Cameroon wrapper presents a flavor that is 
completely unique and different from any other 
Cameroon I have tasted. I would recommend 
this cigar to the seasoned smoker who is looking 
for a unique flavor experience. 

WS
W
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Tuxtla in the state of Veracruz 
in Mexico. We are not disclosing 
the name of the factory at 
this time, but I will say we are 
working with a family business 
that has been growing tobacco 
and rolling cigars for over 100 
years in San Andrés Valley, in 
the state of Veracruz in Mexico. 
We only have eight rollers 
involved in the rolling of Casa 
1910 cigars. They are the oldest 
and most experienced rollers 
of the family business we are 
working with.”

Casa 1910’s Master Blender, 
and the man who developed 
the recipe in the Cuchillo 
Parado, is Juan Manuel 
Santiago Casillas (Manolo 
Santiago), the only Master 
Habanos Sommellier in Mexico. 
Santiago previously worked 
as a marketing manager for 
Importadora y Exportadora de 
Puros y Tabacos S.A. de C.V., the 
Mexican distributor of Cuban 
cigars, and he is a “Master 

MERICAN CIGAR SMOKERS are long 
accustomed to exploring the products 
coming out of the Dominican Republic, 
Nicaragua and Honduras; and they also 
smoke lots of Mexican tobacco imported 

by those “big three” cigar-rolling nations represented in 
the U.S. market. But Mexican puros, crafted in Mexico of 
entirely Mexican leaf—those are not as commonly found in 
American cigar shops.

A new firm doing business in Mexico’s San Andrés Valley, 
Casa 1910, is seeking to change that with a Mexican cigar 
that meets the criteria of the true puro. Having made its 
American debut at PCA’s summer trade show this year, Casa 
1910 is winning praise for its introductory product, a 5” x 
50 robusto it has named Cuchillo Parado in honor of the 
Mexican town where that nation saw its revolution come to 
life in the year 1910. The blend consists of a three-year-old 
Sumatran-seed wrapper, as well as binder and fillers that 
comprise four different varietals of San Andrés negro seed, 
which are aged for five years.

Serge Bollag, one of the founders and managing directors 
at Casa 1910, says, “So far we have produced 50,000 Cuchillo 
Parado cigars (2000 boxes of 20 and 1000 boxes of 10), 
mostly for Mexico, but will send a limited amount to the 
USA for 2021, prioritizing the retailers who placed orders 
with us at the 2021 PCA show. We have an additional 110,000 
cigars already produced which are currently aging after 
being rolled.” The company religiously allows every cigar 
six to eight months of aging after it leaves the rolling table, 
time that Bollag says “changes the smoke profile completely 
and makes it much more creamy.” Out of these 110,000 
destined for sale in for 2022, 55,000 will be sold in Mexico 
and 55,000 are slated for export to the U.S. and European 
markets. Bollag adds, “We are also working on a toro format, 
which will be another puro with 100 percent aged Mexican 
tobacco, slated for release in early- to mid-2022.” Bollag says 
Casa 1910 began selling the Cuchillo Parado in Mexico in 
October 2021 and plans to start sales in the USA before the 
end of this year. European sales will start up in early 2022.

“We have offices in Zug, Switzerland and in Mexico City,” 
says Bollag, “while the production is based in San Andrés 

BY WILL IAM C .  NELSONTheBlend

A

in Habanos,” the highest 
designation given to those who 
graduate from Habanos S.A.’s 
Habanos Academy, a training 
program run by the Cuban cigar 
conglomerate. Santiago tells 
us, “I sought to generate a taste 
and aroma experience similar 
to our gastronomy, full of 
nuances, changes and tones. We 
also wanted it to have a certain 
evolution during the smoke, 
but also to be stable and to offer 
nuances somewhat different 
from what would be commonly 
expected from Mexican 
tobaccos.

“And of course,” Santiago 
adds, “we had the idea of 
obtaining an ideal pairing 
with Tequila Añejo, so that the 
sweet taste of tequila plays with 
the profile of the cigar in the 
mouth in the aftertaste. The 
blend was achieved by making 
countless ‘bonches,’ and then 
experimenting with the best 
binders and wrappers that we 

Casa 1910: The 
Fruits of Revolution
 — New firm is celebrating the spirit of the 
Mexican Revolution with a Mexican puro
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could find. The a result is a 
blend of Negro San Andrés seed 
leaves, two of them treated with 
a similar drying process and 
one with a different process, 
plus the leaves have been aged 
for at least five years before 
being rolled. Those matured 
binder leaves from the lower 
part of the plant give us the 
necessary structure. We then 
use a wrapper of Indonesian 
seed origin—precisely, a 
Sumatra varietal, but harvested 
in shaded lands of the valley 
of San Andrés, Mexico—aged 
for three years. The completed 
cigar is then aged for six to eight 
months after being rolled.”

It bears repeating that this 
is a brand-new company. Casa 
1910 AG was incorporated in 
Switzerland only in August 
2020, and Casa 1910 SA de CV—
the Mexican subsidiary—was 
incorporated shortly thereafter. 
The firm has, however, attracted 
investors from the U.S., Europe 
and Mexico, and management 
is proclaiming a set of lofty 
goals, endeavoring no less than 
creation of a “lifestyle brand” 
meant to embody and celebrate 
the spirit of Mexico and its 
revolutionary genesis. Other 

“Our crest, which 
you can find on 
the ring as well 
as on our box, is 
inspired by the 
Mexican flag 
coat of arms, the 
hand of the eagle 
grabbing the 
snake.”

boxes that give the product an 
ultra luxury consumer good 
feel, like a box of jewelry or 
premium chocolates.” The 
company’s cigar bands are 
intended to capture the spirit 
of vintage rings produced over 
100 years ago, which celebrated 
campaigns for governors and 
presidents of Mexico. Says 
Bollag, “We take inspiration 
from the vintage rings, but we 
gave it a modern take. Our crest, 
which you can find on the ring 
as well as on our box, is inspired 
by the Mexican flag coat of arms, 
the hand of the eagle grabbing 
the snake.”

In furtherance of the 
company’s ambitions to assume 
the mantle of a fully fledged 
Mexican “lifestyle brand,” Casa 
1910 is developing a magazine, 
and relationships with Mexican 
mixologist Mica Rousseau, 
chef Lucho Martinez, hotelier 
Julio Uribe, as well as the oldest 
and most renowned talavera 
producer in Mexico, Uriarte 
Talavera, for a set of limited 
edition ashtrays. Of course, 
for readers of this page, the 
cigars are the primary focus. 
(See accompanying review.) 
Retailers can expect keystone 
pricing. Follow Casa 1910 on its 
Instagram page at instagram.
com/casa1910mx/. U.S. retailers 
interested in exploring a 
relationship with this very 
interesting new enterprise can 
email the company at salesusa@
casa1910.com.

plans include the Mexican puro 
toro previously mentioned 
by Bollag, slated for release 
in 2022; and there is also a 
blend being planned which 
will contain Nicaraguan leaf. 
So far, however, the company 
is keeping details of that latter 
project close to the vest.

To date, Casa 1910 has sold 
only in Mexico, “where we 
sell across the country in the 
best premium cigar retailers 
as well as focusing on tourist 
hotspots such as Cancun and 
Los Cabos,” says Bollag. “But 
we are currently in the process 
of shipping our cigars from 
Mexico to a bonded warehouse 
& fulfillment center in Reno, 
Nevada. The fulfilment 
company will act as our U.S. 
distributor, shipping cigars 
to retailers and cigar lounges 
across the States.”

Casa 1910 is working with 
a renowned branding agency 
from Monterrey Mexico called 
Anagrama. Bollag explains, 
“The name of our brand marks 
the date of the beginning of 
the Mexican revolution. We 
want to pay homage to vintage 
Mexico and the rich culture, 
history and craftsmanship 
that exists in Mexico. We are 
a premium cigar and lifestyle 
brand that captures the 
national pride and spirit of the 
Mexican Revolution. There 
are many Mexican elements 
in our branding, including the 
bold orange as our core brand 
color and the hard cardboard 

Left, Julio Uribe, 
owner of boutique 
hotel Hacienda 
Zotoluca in Hidalgo, 
Mexico.
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Casa 1910 Cuchillo  
Parado robusto
Size: 5 x 50

Wrapper: Mexican Sumatra

Filler: Mexican San Andrés

Binder: Mexican San Andrés

Country of origin: Mexico (factory undisclosed)

MSRP: $150 per 10-count box, $300 per 20-count box,  

$15 per single 

Smoking time: 75 minutes

Samples provided by Casa 1910

ut of the cellophane, this 
5” x 50 robusto seems 
well enough constructed, 
aside from the single cap, 

which appears to be applied a bit 
haphazardly. Generously packed 
and milk-chocolate in color, the 
Cuchillo Parado shows signs of 
being my kind of cigar. The cold 
fragrance is of moist, freshly plowed 
farm field—a conventional signal. I 
decided to go with a standard punch 
cut, as I do with most robustos, and 
this produced an ideal draw, with 
just enough resistance to tell me I’m 
pulling through a goodly portion of 
leaf. It’s after midnight, and I have 
no particular appetite for alcohol at 
this hour; and it’s too late to indulge 
in caffeine lest I swing from the light 
fixtures until dawn breaks. Instead, 
a nice, fresh-brewed, sweetened 
peppermint iced tea proved a 
companiable pairing.

 A single two-inch strike-anywhere 

match sufficed to toast this thing up 
and coax forth an even light.

 The first few puffs feature cream 
and cedar, and I must say, a most 
forgiving retrohale. In fact, the 
retrohale goes so easy on the 
sinuses that it quickly becomes 
the focus of my enjoyment of the 
Cuchillo Parado. Some cigars 
just seem formulated to be tasted 
through the nose, and for me, at 
least, this is one of them. And 
it isn’t even the lightest-bodied 
smoke I have in the house. Rather 
than an after-breakfast cigar, the 
Cuchillo Parado falls right into the 
after-lunch wheelhouse here at the 
Nelson ranch.

 I’m one inch in after 20 minutes, 
and the cigar is cruising with a 
straight burn line and gracious puffs 
of earthy, nutty white smoke. I’ve 
smoked Mexican cigars before, but 
this one rises above the level of 

those experiences…although I may 
be biased by my own weakness for 
mild to medium-bodied robustos. 
At 25 minutes the ash, nearly 
two inches of perfectly formed 
slate, falls to the floor under its 
own weight. The burn line is still 
straight as a ruler. I decide it’s 
time to remove the bands, before 
the burn line challenges them. 
The secondary band pops right off 
with no effort; the primary band 
took a bit more coaxing, but came 
off without clinging or damaging 
the wrapper leaf. At 40 minutes 
the flavors are still mellow and 
smooth, transitioning to fresh-baked 
bagel and light creamed coffee. 
There is no bite; and the cigar 
keeps humming with no need of 
maintenance or re-light, even when 
left unattended for a considerable 
time. It is in this civilized behavior, 
and the refined silkiness in the 
flavors, that the Cuchillo Parado 
commands its $15 premium 
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price. Manolo Santiago blended 
an unambiguously fine smoke 
here. This is a cigar that anyone 
could enjoy, practiced devotee and 
neophyte alike.

 At 50 minutes the flavors are 
darkening and sweetening, bringing 
to mind an intimation of French 
toast. The burn line continues to be 
straight. I decided to break off the 
growing ash by way of ending any 
suspense, but even the remaining 
two-inch nub is keeping its cool 
and holding on to its restrained 

creaminess. Finally, at an hour and 
a quarter, the nub is getting a bit 
warm for me, and I set it down.

 For most cigar lovers, the Cuchillo 
Parado probably will not fully satisfy 
after a heavy dinner with desserts 
and stiff drinks—although it will 
prove ideal under that circumstance 
for new smokers still getting their 
sea legs. Really, it falls into the 
category of premium all-day smoke 
for most consumers. The nicotine 
hit is below the medium range, 
and the flavors never get rowdy. 
The art of Mexican cigar craft is 
undoubtedly putting its best foot 
forward in the Cuchillo Parado, 
and I look forward to seeing what 
additional products Casa 1910 will 
be bringing to market. I also look 
forward to smoking another Cuchillo 
Parado tomorrow after my midday 
meal. 
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preconceptions about cigar 
traditions and branding, I loved 
every bit of it. If they could have 
such a unique approach to their 
image, what must their blending 
be like? Santana didn’t disappoint, 
sharing his philosophy on 
marketing, his approach to blending 
and generally everything else from 
music to art to a life well lived. It 
would be an understatement to say 
he has a multitude of thoughts on a 
number of subjects, coupled with an 
infectious enthusiasm.

One of the first things I inquired 
about was his use of music to 
promote the brand. His videos have 
a professional look and feel to them, 
due in no small part to the work of 

ROM THE MOMENT I was 
given the assignment to review 
their cigars and interview Jonas 
Santana, the company’s CEO 
and co-founder, I was startled 

by everything I saw and read. This was like no 
other cigar maker I’d encountered. Blackbird, and 
Santana, shattered whatever notions I maintained 
about how a cigar brand should look and feel.

Why was the brand, and all of its line extensions, 
named after a bird? What was behind the motif of 
jet black splashed with a modern swoosh of vivid 
color? Scrolling through their website led me to 
their Instagram feed, where I saw what looked 
like music videos rather than cigar promotions. 
The music, the videos, the imagery, the graphics, 
the colors and the names, everything had my head 
swimming … in a good way!

While nothing I viewed squared with my 

BY LARRY WAGNERTheBlend

F

Render Social, a California media 
and video marketing company. 
Santana also has a crew in the 
Dominican Republic producing 
videos for him there. He also 
composes most of the music for the 
videos and is featured prominently 
in several of them. 

He says: “I understand that in 
the cigar business there is some 
entertainment involved with it. 
That’s why I put the music in there. 
Since I was a kid, I really wanted 
to be a rapper. I write a song pretty 
much every day. So I can bring some 
‘heat’ to the cigar industry. The 
people smoking my cigars can have 
a Spotify play list with my songs on 
it!”

Despite growing up in the 
cigar manufacturing epicenter of 
Tamboril, Dominican Republic, 
neither he nor his brother 
Vladimir became cigar smokers 
while young or have roots within 
the business. Santana studied 
marketing in college and in 2012 he 
landed his first job, in marketing, 
with  a cigar manufacturer who 
happened to be his best friend 
since early childhood. His first bit 
of philosophy gave some insight 
into how he was operating within 
the sphere of the traditional cigar 
business:

“I needed a job, and I had a friend, 
and I gave him a lot of advice about 
what I think he can do, but in this 
industry there’s a lot of traditional 
ways to see this stuff. I believed that 
what we needed was something 
different,” he says. “They’re going to 
keep doing what they do, and that’s 

Blackbird Cigar Company
— Shattering notions of a cigar's branding
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fine, but I needed to have my 
own personality, and I needed 
to put it, in a professional way, 
inside the product.”

Santana wanted to respect 
the past but also to carve his 
own niche. For example, he 
explains how he has marketed 
toward American consumers: 
“It’s the customer that makes 
good money, but they are not 
in the upper class. I like that. 
That’s why I do this logo ‘Can’t 
clip my wings.’ If you drive a 
truck, amazing. If you want to 
look good and wear a suit, that’s 
amazing. Do what you want to 
do. We’re in 2021 and a lot of 
things have changed. I respect 
the tradition, but I also respect 
uniqueness.”

To achieve this, Santana 
wanted to create a look, and an 
ethos, that broke new ground, 
that did not conform to the 
established norms of sales and 
marketing. The brand’s logo is 
a crow. Each blend is named for 
a different bird, represented by 
a jolt of color on the band and 
the box. Not every series has the 
same shapes. Everything is just 
a bit different from how others 
present their product.

“In the industry there’s 
a lot of people that can 
say ‘traditions, decades, 
my grandfather, my great 
grandfather.’ I cannot say that. 
I don’t want to lie. So, I’m going 
full marketing, with a little 
personal touch. I said to my 
brother, ‘What’s the symbol of 

the USA?’, because I wanted to 
penetrate the U.S. market. The 
symbol is the eagle. So we knew 
we needed a bird for the essence 
of the brand. The eagle is the 
strongest bird, but which one is 
the smartest bird? I knew that 
if somebody else is stronger 
than me, then I need to play it 
smart.” And so the image of the 
crow, the smartest avian on the 
planet, became the image of the 
brand.

Another innovative aspect 
of Santana’s marketing is his 
imaginative use of names: the 
brand name of Blackbird, the 
series names of Crow, Finch, 
Jackdaw, Unkind, Rook and 
Cuco. It’s more than a flight of 
fancy; there’s a canny logic to 
their use. He explains: “In the 
industry, the brand, the core 
line, cannot be more than two 
syllables. People respect the 
Latin American culture, and the 
use of Spanish names for cigars, 
but I understand that for you 
guys it’s hard to pronounce! 

“What can we do so they 
remember us? Colors! They 
can say, ‘Last night I smoked a 
purple band cigar. Do you have 
it?’” The colors are more than 
just a way to identify a specific 
cigar. They also refer back to the 
brand’s images of birds. “Every 
single brand has a reason," says 
Santana. "The Rook is blue 
because when the sunlight 
hits the rook the feathers turn 
blue. Why is the Crow red and 
black? It has red eyes and black 

feathers.” The use of colors is 
also another way to attract the 
consumer’s attention. Noting 
that walk-in humidors are 
lined with wood identical to the 
material used for most cigar 
boxes, Santana projected that 
“We’re going to shine because of 
all the colors.”

On an even subtler level, 
Santana delves into how the 
different birds represent the 
cigars’ strength: “The Rook is 
mild to medium, because it’s 
shorter than the Raven. Unkind 
is medium bodied because it’s 
shorter than the Crow, which 
is medium to full bodied.” At 
this point I should explain the 
term Unkind refers to a flock of 
ravens. Santana used that name 
because another cigar company 
had registered the name Raven 
for a cigar.

And one further innovation 
sets Blackbird cigars apart from 
its rivals. All Blackbird cigar 
bands have a little tab in the 
shape of a crow, which has less 
glue than the rest of the band. 
Simply lift the bird and the band 
comes off effortlessly. Genius!

Of course all of this would 
be meaningless if the cigars 
can’t hold their own in the 
marketplace. Fortunately, 
Sanatana’s exuberant creativity 
extends to his blending as well 
as his marketing skills. To learn 
more about Blackbird, visit 
blackbirdcigar.com.

“In the industry 
there’s a lot of 
people that can 
say ‘traditions, 
decades, my 
grandfather, 
my great 
grandfather.’ I 
cannot say that. 
I don’t want to 
lie. So, I’m going 
full marketing, 
with a little 
personal touch.”
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TheBlend

Blackbird Unkind
Size: Robusto 5x50

Wrapper: Brazil Cubra

Binder: Dominican Republic

Filler: Criollo 98, HBA, Corojo, Pennsylvania USA

Country of Manufacture: Dominican Republic

MSRP: $8

Smoke Time: 1 hour, 7 minutes

Samples provided by Blackbird Cigar Co.

he samples from 
Blackbird Cigar Co. 
arrived in the form of 
a beautifully packaged 

assortment, containing one each of 
the six blends, in a 5 x 50 robusto 
format.

 Although I enjoyed, to a greater or 
lesser degree, each of the samples, 
one of the six was, for me, the 
clear choice. Although not the most 
visually attractive of the group, the 
Unkind combined almost all of the 
qualities I look for in a thoroughly 
satisfying smoke. Unkindness is a 
term for a flock of ravens, so Unkind 
was selected for this blend because 
another cigar maker was already 
using the name Raven. Despite its 
seemingly negative connotation, the 
Unkind demonstrated its kindness 
throughout the course of more than 
an hour of gratifying smoke.

 Appearance: The Unkind robusto 
is dressed up in a vivid purple cigar 
band, embossed with birds in flight, 
and the name Unkind is written in 
a black, Halloween-looking script. 

The leading edge of the band reads 
Blackbird Cigar Co. in silver block 
letters, with the “lift here” crow 
protruding from the top. The 5 x 50 
robusto sports a medium-brown, 
mostly matt-textured wrapper. 
There’s a small jagged crack in the 
wrapper, about an inch or two up 
from the foot, that has me a bit 
concerned about unraveling. It has 
a rounded head, with an unevenly 
applied cap, and a closed foot. 
There are two noticeably large 
veins, running parallel from the foot 
to just short of the head, but the 
seams are fairly well pressed and 
tight. Construction, as with all the 
samples, is uniformly firm, with a bit 
of give.

 Pre-light: The wrapper has a 
light cocoa aroma, and as the foot 
is covered with wrapper, it has the 
same delicate aroma. A standard 
punch cut opens up a full, free draw, 
even with the wrapper leaf encasing 
the foot of the cigar. The cold draw 
has a pleasant sweetness and an 
absence of any spice.

 First third: The cigar lit easily and 
well, with almost no resistance on 
the draw. A mouth-coating sweet 
sensation is soon accompanied by 
a light blast of spice tingling the 
nasal passages, especially on the 
retrohale. At this point, I’m tasting 
a little spicy kick to it. This is the 
worst looking but the best tasting 
of the samples I’ve smoked so far. 
Right off the bat this is really good, 
simply delicious. The principal taste 
sensations are sweetness, mild 
spice and a natural tobacco flavor. 

 Ten minutes in, an inch and a 
half of steel gray ash has built up. 
It’s solid and even, with a sharp 
and mildly wavy char line bordering 
it. The ash looks a bit flaky, but 
three attempts at dropping it were 
unsuccessful, so it is tighter than it 
looks.

 Twenty minutes of smoking see 
the spice and sweetness toning 
down somewhat, although they are 
still the dominant flavors. The body 
is picking up, and the Unkind is at 
a solid medium in both body and 
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strength. The ash dropped, 
leaving a rounded foot, 
powdery-white in color.

 Second third: It seems the 
cigar is burning somewhat 
quicker than the previous 
three samples, and it draws 
more freely, but it still feels 
solid and firm to the touch, 
with no trace of heat. It’s an 
easy-going smoke, giving-
off plenty of smoke, and so 
much flavor.  I like that the 
cigar is still sweet, but it’s got 
some oomph to it. It has body 
and big, round flavors.

 I should mention that the 
Unkind sailed past the crack 
in the wrapper without being 
affected by it in the least. 
The ash is firm, the char 
line sharp, while maybe a 
tad wavy, and the cigar is 
cruising beautifully now. I 
set it down for a quick phone 
call, and two minutes later 
it’s still going. The slightest 
draw brought the cigar to life.

 Final third: At the 
45-minute mark it’s getting 
a little heady. I’d put the 
strength at medium-plus. The 
cigar is burning well, with an 
even burn line and a solid 
ash. The prominent flavors 

are tobacco with a backbone 
of sweetness, and a fair 
amount of spice.

 I’m down to the last half-
inch of cigar at just a few 
minutes past the one hour 
point, and the Unkind is still 
going strong but not too 
strong. It shows no sign of 
wanting to give up, and in 
fact it never once went out 
or required any touch-ups. 
Although the nub is perfectly 
intact, with no softening 
at the head, the smoke is 
getting a little warm and I let 
the Unkind go out on its own, 
in the dignified manner to 
which it is entitled.

 Wrap-up: I was thoroughly 
enamored with the Blackbird 
Unkind Robusto. It may have 
been the worst looking of the 

samples, albeit in an almost 
charming way, but it was far 
and away the most enjoyable, 
and my hands-down favorite. 
Despite the complex blend of 
filler leaf, I would attribute the 
Unkind’s unique and sweet 
flavor profile to the Brazil 
Cubra wrapper. It may not 
win any beauty contests, but 
I’d give it first prize in the 
smoking competition. My hat 
is off to Jonas Santana and 
his Blackbird Cigar Company. 
If he continues producing 
cigars of this caliber (and 
there’s every indication 
that he will), this cigar 
manufacturer will certainly 
take his place among today’s 
most talented and sought-
after tabaqueros. 
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How to Renew Online 
For members with a 12/31/21 expiration date, follow these steps 

to renew your PCA membership online:
 

1. Login to the members-only portal at premiumcigars.org/renew (if 
prompted, be sure to “allow cookies”)

2. Select the profile for the business account you wish to renew (NOT 
your personal profile)

3. Click the bell icon (top right of page) and then click “Renew Org 
Membership”. Note: if these options aren’t available, click the “person 
icon” (to the right) and make sure the “company” is selected. Once 
selected, the bell icon should display a red notification for you to click 
on and proceed.

4. Follow the prompts to renew your membership online. Note to Retailers 
& Industry Partners: your $50 discount has been pre-applied to your 
dues. No code needed. If you have multiple business accounts to renew, 
repeat the steps above.

 
If you have any questions about this process, about membership in 

general, or need new login credentials, contact Erin R Holland, 
Director of Marketing & Membership, at erin@premiumcigars.org.

Auto-Renewals: if you signed up to have your PCA membership 
automatically renew, this will be processed on December 15, 2021. You 

may bypass the process by logging in and renewing online at any point in 
advance of December 15, 2021.
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When launching a business, one of the first 
questions to answer is, “How are we different?” 
For the proprietor of El Septimo, a relative 
newcomer in the cigar industry, the answer to 
this question has come through continuous 
innovation and product development—

something he has no intent of slowing 
down anytime soon.

Originally founded in the early 2000s, 
and a well-known brand in Europe and 
the Middle East since 2005, El Septimo 

was acquired by Zaya Younan in March 
2019. As a cigar lover and CEO of Younan 

Company, the private equity firm specializing 
in luxury products, properties and services, 
Younan thought this acquisition a perfect fit. 
His first goal after purchasing El Septimo was 
to bring his favorite cigars into the U.S. market.
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Today the El Septimo brand 
encompasses more than 40 
blends and sizes of cigars 
along with a complete line of 
premium accessories designed 
to complement their cigars and 
offer a fully developed luxury 
experience. In the U.S. alone, 
El Septimo cigars are now in 
more than 130 retail locations 
and are on the ambitious 
track to be in 1,000 retailers 
by spring of 2022. And while 
this growth rate is impressive, 
for El Septimo it’s less about 
quantity and more about 
quality. “We take our time to 
forge quality partnerships with 
our retailers, are very involved 
with each of them and keep a 
close eye on how our product is 
represented,” says Younan.

The company’s purposeful 
marketing and distribution 
dovetail with the precision 
that El Septimo has achieved 
throughout its entire farming techniques, El Septimo 

relies upon selective removal 
of plant parts to allow for new 
growth, which subsequently 
protects the leaves from damage, 
discourages any natural pest 
or animal infestations and 
promotes the plant’s natural 
shape and healthy development.

“We use these advanced 
farming methods to create 
some of the world’s best wine 
and Cognac in our vineyards in 
France (in Bordeaux and Saint-
Émilion), and we have mirrored 
these processes to produce 
the best tobacco leaves,” says 
Alexandra Younan, marketing 
director for El Septimo.

To put it simply, El Septimo 
believes precision farming is 
smart farming. It’s a method 
based on observing, measuring 

Above, the Sacred Arts 
Collection celebrating famous 
artists in history.

Left and below, the Alexandra 
Collection, a cigar line 
marketed specifically toward 
women. 

production process, from seed to 
smoke. They pride themselves 
in an ability to offer an extensive 
range of cigars to “fit any 
smoker’s preference, without 
sacrificing quality.”

In doing this, El Septimo 
is primarily distinguished by 
a production process at their 
factory in Costa Rica, one that 
cuts no corners from start to 
finish. With expert blenders 
combining up to five different 
fillers, their cigars are fully 
packed with complex flavors 
and aromas. One El Septimo’s 
cigar contains up to 38 grams of 
tobacco, which means that for 
every individual tobacco plant 
used, they produce just two 
cigars. Then they age the cigars 
for up to 15 years, using special 
processes in oak and rum barrels, 
which imprint complexity and 
nuance on the flavors that one 
can experience in an El Septimo 
cigar.

It is also notable, and a source 
of great pride, that El Septimo 
cigars are completely organic, 
containing no preservatives or 
added chemicals. This is made 
possible by the company’s 
meticulous cultivation of the soil 
in a high-altitude enviroment. 
While it is a costly and time-
consuming process, by pruning 
the leaves and using precision 



and responding to inter- and 
intra-field variability to produce 
the best crops. El Septimo 
utilizes this as a strategic way 
to guide them in crop rotation, 
optimal planting or harvesting 
times, and in soil management to 
help them improve crop quality 
while reducing negative impacts 
on the environment. While this 
type of farming is more expensive 
to employ, the results are better 
quality, yielding healthier 
tobacco plants and, they believe, 
ultimately finer cigars.

“It is a focus on creating the 
best crops, which will produce 
the best cigars in the world,” said 
Alex. “We use lots of innovation 
in farming and blending our 
cigars. Our CEO, Zaya Younan 
is a globally known high-tech 
industry veteran, and he is never 
short of innovation and doing 
things differently to achieve the 
best results.”

Precision farming is not the 
only way El Septimo is doing 
things differently. If you were at 
the PCA 2021 Trade Show this 
summer, then you got to see and 
sample the debut of their newest 
line, the Sacred Arts Collection, 
which features seven new cigars 
honoring some of the most 
well-known artists in history 
and named after the seven days 
of creation. Also on display was 
their Alexandra Collection, 
which initially launched in June 
2019 and currently includes 
two lines of cigars designed and 
blended with tobacco aged for 10 
years, and created specifically for 
women.

When El Septimo’s parent 
company, La Maison Younan, 
was developing its perfume line 
in Paris, they discovered that 

women have far more accurate 
and active tastebuds than men. 
In fact, it was determined that 
women possess in the olfactory 
centers of the brain 43 percent 
more cells and 50 percent 
more neurons than men. Using 
these findings, El Septimo set 
out to craft specific cigars for 
women smokers. The Alexandra 
Collection offers light to mild 
cigars, with flavors that evolve 
from woody with a distinct oaky 
and tea blend to a mild caramel 
sweetness. The reception of the 
cigars has been quite positive, 
and they have quickly become 
a favorite for  women and men 
alike. And while nothing has been 
publicly announced as of yet, El 
Septimo is currently working on 
expanding this highly popular 
line in the near future.

From careful seed selection 
to use of precision farming 
techniques to the use of up to five 
fillers, and fueled by a continuous 
drive to produce the highest 
quality products, El Septimo may 
well be on the way to achieving 
their mission of creating the best 
cigars in the world.

And we are curious to see 
their future innovations, as we 
have heard that El Septimo may 
be displaying a new lighter at 
the next PCA show valued at 
$5 million. That would give the 
highest-end luxury brands a run 
for their money.

For more information on El 
Septimo’s cigars and farming 
methods, or to establish an 
account, contact Chip Goldeen, 
director of sales and business 
development, at  
cgoldeen@el-septimo.com. 
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the many unusual and unique 
consequences of the COVID-19 
pandemic, the unexpected 
sales of high-end luxury goods 
stand out as a seeming anomaly. 
A health crisis which caused 
economic mayhem for millions 
of individuals turned out to be a 
boon for suppliers of expensive 
and collectable merchandise. 
Those of means, who found 
themselves without the usual 
avenues for their disposable 
income like travel and fine 
dining, sought new outlets to 
invest their money.

Those of us in the retail 
tobacco trade know full well the 
propensity of our well-heeled 
customers to acquire and 
collect luxury items like fine 
pens and lighters. For those in 
the business of importing and 
selling those types of items, 
the year 2020 saw record sales. 
One such fortunate company is 
Coles of London, a luxury pen 
and lighter distributor, helmed 
by its president Mark Cole. As a 
native Londoner, how he came 
to be a leading U.S. importer of 
fine luxury goods makes for a 
compelling narrative. 

S.T. Dupont finds a new  
distributor of its luxury items
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In 2001, when Mark Cole was a CPA 
working for accounting firm Coopers & 
Lybrand in London, it’s likely that importing 
and distributing fine writing and lighting 
instruments to the United States was the 
furthest thing from his mind. But Cole knew 
he wanted to leave the number crunching 
world and go into business for himself. He 
began by distributing pens in Great Britain, 
and, in the process, created his own brand 
and line of pens. Eventually, he acted on an 
opportunity to come to the U.S. to distribute 
Yolo, a brand of ergonomically designed 
pens. When that brand folded a few years 
later, Cole became the distributor of several 
other lines of pens, including the brand 
Visconti. 

Then, in 2018, Cole was able to add the 
S.T. Dupont line of pens, allowing him to 
discontinue all the other brands aside from 
Visconti. At the time, Davidoff was the 
exclusive U.S. distributor for all Dupont 
merchandise, but Cole had approached 
S.T. Dupont, initially, with the intention of 
taking over the pen distribution. 

 “Originally it was just the pen channel 
that we took over,” says Cole. “We worked in 
parallel with Davidoff for a couple of years.” 

A few years later, however, Davidoff and 
Dupont parted ways, and Cole was offered 
the entire product line. “They weren’t 
just talking to us, they were talking with a 
couple of bigger players that were already 
in the cigar channel. But I think Dupont 
felt we had done a very good job in the pen 
channel in a very short amount of time.” 
For that reason, Dupont felt that Coles 
could be successful with the cigar-related 
products, and in January of 2021 Coles took 
over the sales of lighters and cigar-related 
accessories.

Despite a lack of experience with such 
merchandise, the Coles sales team was 
fortunate to have West Coast Sales Manager 
John Lane, an avid cigar smoker who, as 
Cole explains, “is extremely familiar with 
Dupont. He owns a Davidoff Dupont lighter 
himself. So he is a huge source of knowledge 
for my sales staff.” 

In addition, in April, lighter industry 
veteran Les Mann joined the team, offering, 
according to Cole, “ a wealth of wisdom.” 
Cole also credits Craig Cass, of The Tinder 
Box in Charlotte, North Carolina, with being 
“hugely helpful and supportive of us.”
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As with most distributors, 
the main emerging challenge 
this year is receiving inventory, 
something Cole has been 
juggling most of the year.

“We’ve been with Visconti a 
long time, and we’re on track 
to have our most successful 
year ever with Visconti this 
year,” he says. “The good 
news for Visconti is that their 
manufacturing was not really 
affected by COVID. We’ve 
had very, very few logistical 
problems with Visconti. The 
situation with Dupont is quite 
different. We’ve only started 
with them in the cigar channel 
this year, so I have no other year 
to compare and Dupont has 
been more affected by COVID 
than Visconti, primarily because 
Dupont is a bigger company. 
Also, the shipping from France is 
a lot slower than from Italy, for 
whatever reason.”

Regardless of supply chain 
challenges, Cole believes the 
future looks bright for both 
luxury lines. To complement the 
S.T. Dupont lighter selection, 
the company is expanding its 
offerings of accessories, with 
several new humidors and 
ashtrays being introduced this 
year.

Cole adds: “Every year there 
are new lighters. Sometimes 
there are just new finishes, 
sometimes they re-design 
lighters. This year the Mega Jet 
was a new technology because it 
has a very wide flame. The Defi 
XXtreme was the first time they 
had a double torch lighter.” 

Aside from the development 
of new technology, Cole is 
also fortunate to have some 
influence on new designs and 
models for the U.S. market. 
“This applies to both Visconti 
and Dupont. For Visconti, I have 
helped them develop and design 

pens ever since we started. 
We are by far their largest and 
most important distributor in 
the world. I’m often advising 
them on pens I need for the U.S. 
market, and they’re very open 
to that. A wonderful company 
to work with. When it comes to 
Dupont, they are very open to 
our ideas. They already made 
three exclusive pen collections 
for us based on what we wanted. 
They’ve also launched some 

lighter collections based on our 
requests.”

Coles has also introduced 
several new lines of Visconti 
writing instruments, notably the 
stunning Van Gogh Collection, 
their best-selling line. Such 
painstaking attention to detail 
points out the manufacturer’s 
commitment to producing 
pieces suitable for collection, yet 
with everyday practicality.

In an effort to connect with 
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Coles of 
London began 
distributing S.T. 
Dupont’s lighters 
in early 2021.  
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the premium cigar industry, 
Coles has exhibited at the PCA 
Trade Show and other industry 
events. Emphasizing the 
importance of communication, 
Cole says: “At the end of the day, 
being successful in life is about 
developing and managing close 
relationships. And relationships 
are all about communication. A 
very important part of us taking 
over has been to communicate 
with all the stores, talk to 

them about our business, and 
also talk to them about how 
we’re going to operate as the 
distributor of Dupont. We’re 
listening to their comments. 
We listened to what their needs 
were, and we’ve been trying to 
meet those needs.”

For tobacconists 
contemplating adding pens to 
their product mix or to those 
who unsure if pens are a good 
fit for their store, Cole has the 
following advice: “Of course 
a cigar store’s primary focus 
is going to be selling cigars 
and cigar accessories. When 
it comes to gifting and the 
holiday season, lighters are an 
obvious choice for a cigar store. 
The pen is a not-so-obvious 
choice, but one that gives more 
options to the consumer. A 

pen is a wonderful accessory. 
Everybody uses a pen. And 
there’s a huge amount of 
satisfaction to be gained by 
writing with a nice writing 
instrument.” He hastens to 
add that a pen is not a difficult 
item to sell, and a retailer can 
get started with as few as four 
or five pens and still have a 
good selection.

With sufficient inventory 
and an expanding sales 
force, it appears Coles of 
London will be poised to 
experience significant growth 
in the coming year, and in 
those that follow. For more 
information on Visconti Pens 
and S.T. Dupont Lighters visit 
colesoflondon.com. 

“When it comes 
to gifting and 
the holiday 
season, lighters 
are an obvious 
choice for a 
cigar store. 
The pen is a 
not-so-obvious 
choice, but one 
that gives more 
options to the 
consumer.”
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Señor Cigars
A Sweet Spot In Ocean City, MD
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ince 1977, Señor Cigars 
has been the signature cigar 
destination of Ocean City, 
Maryland, a major beach 
resort area along the East 
Coast. Founded by Bruce 
and Carolyn Kennington, 

the enterprise consists of two separate 
locations, featuring a world-class selection of 
premium hand-rolled cigars topped off with 
the very best in personalized service.

S
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The Kenningtons 
entered the cigar trade 
in the 1970s while 

running kiosks at a mall in 
Columbia, Maryland. Bruce 
says: “We accidentally got 
into the business because 
Carolyn was talking to mall 
management. They were 
thinking about opening a cigar 
shop and Carolyn jumped on the 
opportunity.” 

The couple ultimately opened 
a small storefront in Ocean City 
before expanding to the 33rd 
Street Plaza in 2014. In recent 
years, the Kenningtons have 
eased away from the day-to-day 
management of Señor Cigars, 
letting their manager, Barry 
Mederrick, take over. 

Mederrick, who started 
with the company back 
in 2012, manages both 

shops. He brings a distinctive 
skill set, having spent 16 years 
overseas doing contract work 
for the government as well as 
working on local economies 
in five different countries and 
running the duty-free operation 
for the United Nations 
peacekeeping force in Israel. 

According to Mederrick: 
“While I lived overseas all 
those years, I just got into 
cigars, had a passion for 
them. That’s my background. 
When I was in charge of the 
duty-free operations we had 
predominantly Cubans. I started 
to read and learn about the 
product. I made myself aware 
of what was going on, following 
things in the industry.”

Regarding his passion, like 
so many of us, Mederrick finds 
smoking a cigar “an event,” a 
special time to unwind and relax 
when you sit down for a little bit 

of time to yourself, some peace 
and quiet. He says, “Just to enjoy 
a cigar and think about what 
you’re doing takes away all your 
cares and troubles—it’s just an 
awesome experience.” 

Ocean City is a seasonal 
environment, a beach 
town that supports a 

year-round population of about 
7,000 and approximately 8 
million visitors annually. People 
start coming to fish in April if 
the weather’s right, while others 
take advantage of golf packages. 

“We really have four months 
to make our money to pay 
expenses for the whole year,” 
Mederrick explains. “Now, we 
have two shops and stay open all 
year. So, we may close one of the 
shops down in January for one 
day and then one shop on the 
other day. There’s always a shop 
open, and other than Christmas, 
we’re open every day of the 
year.”

Their seating capacity is 12 at 
the 33rd Street location and 20 
at the 118th Street shop with 11 

employees, including Mederrick, 
who work between the two 
locations.

“When someone walks in, 
even though our shops aren’t 
huge, we have a great selection,” 
he says. “When someone asks 
if we carry a particular cigar, 
we usually have it. If not, we’ll 
find one to match their need. 
We try to carry more boutique 
stuff and things unique to our 
shop, so if we know what they 
like to smoke, we can give 
them something just as good or 
better.” 

Señor Cigars has their own 
house blend cigar, the 
same one they’ve had for 

the past five years. Folks love 
them and they ship these cigars 
everywhere. “Where do you 
think they come back to every 
time they’re in Ocean City? 
They come to our shop, looking 
for that cigar,” says Mederrick. 
“You may only see them once a 
year and they come in looking 
for that cigar.”

“We pride ourselves in 
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“YOU’VE GOT 
TO ESTABLISH A 
RAPPORT WITH 
THE CUSTOMERS 
AND PUT 
THEM AT EASE. 
WE ALWAYS 
HAVE MUSIC 
PLAYING IN THE 
BACKGROUND, 
GENERALLY 
GOOD BLUES. 
CUSTOMERS 
WALK IN AND 
YOU SEE THEIR 
MOOD SHIFT.”
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Above, former Baltimore 
Ravens linebacker Ray 
Lewis with co-owner 
Carolyn Kennington.

staying on top of what’s new 
in the industry,” he says. “You 
can’t carry every cigar because 
there’s thousands out there and 
you only have so much space. 
Unlike some shops, we spent 
time educating and listening to 
customers to make sure what we 
offer is something they’re really 
going to enjoy.”

“The only thing we don’t 
carry that you might consider 
high-end would be Davidoff, 
because you have to guarantee 
so much volume and it doesn’t 
fit our business model. Other 
than that, we pretty much carry 
everything.” 

At Señor Cigars, they’re 
all about the customer. 
“At the end of the day, it’s 

not necessarily about knowing 
everything about the cigars,” he 
says. “In terms of staff, we look 
more at their personality and 
how they’re going to treat the 
customer. It’s about giving good 
service, making sure everybody 
who comes in leaves feeling like 
they want to come back—that’s 
what we do.”

He continues: “First off, 
you sell yourself. You’ve got 
to establish a rapport with 
customers and put them at ease. 
We always have music playing 
in the background, generally 
good blues. Customers walk in 
and you see their mood shift. 
We make sure the temperature’s 
right and the lighting’s right—
those little things make a big 
difference.

“Once you greet them, you let 
them look around for a minute 
and then ask what they like to 
smoke. Immediately, that evokes 
a response. When you ask where 
they’re from, what brings them 
here, where they’re staying—you 
find you usually have something 
in common with the person. 
They really appreciate that you 
took time to talk with them, not 
just about cigars.” 

When Señor Cigars 
introduces a new 
product, with or 

without vendor participation, 
they host a “Cut and Light,” 
inviting customers from their 
loyalty program. “We have about 
600 members who get points 
based on their purchasing,” says 
Mederrick. “The first dozen or 
so people to respond get a seat 
at the table, and we get them 
to come in and give honest 
feedback.”

“As for a personal favorite, 
you never hang your hat on one 
cigar,” he says. “If I had to just 
pick a company, I would have to 
say Padrón. They control every 
aspect of their business, from 

box to label making. They’re 
never going to release a cigar 
early or speed up the process, 
ensuring the quality and 
consistency of their product. It’s 
an art form, really, a craft.

“There was a problem getting 
cigars for a while, because of 
the big surge from COVID. 
Companies that don’t make 
their own boxes, for example, 
couldn’t get packaging because 
the manufacturing facilities 
were shut down. Everything 
affects everything in terms of 
supply chain. You can see what’s 
happening today with all the 
ships sitting out there.

“We’ve been getting cigars 
and stockpiling a little to make 
sure we have products for next 
season,” he says. “We love trade 
shows but the timing doesn’t 
work well for us. We need cigars 
prior to our season and that’s 
when you want to get your 
specials. I’m still getting cigars 
we ordered earlier this year and 
don’t need them now.”  

One of the biggest lessons 
learned from years in 
business is the need to 

control inventory. You can’t go 
to the shows and jump on every 
deal just because it’s “buy five 
get one free.” For shops like 
Señor Cigars, you really want to 
plan inventory to sell down this 
time of year to have as little as 
possible going into January, and 
then you start building back up. 

“Sometimes it doesn’t work to 
buy a lot of one brand just to get 
the free goods and have items 
just sit there,” says Mederrick. 
“You need the variety to be more 
lean and mean, and definitely 
take care of your ‘bread and 
butter’ folks in the off season—
they’re the ones that help pay 
the rent and keep the lights on.” 
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IN 
2007 BRIAN CHESKY AND JOE GEBBIA moved from 
New York to San Francisco. Both were looking for jobs and 
struggling to pay rent as their credit card bills piled up. 
They needed cash, and they hit upon an idea after noticing 
that all the hotel rooms in the city were booked for a 
conference. So they bought a few air mattresses and put 
up a basic website called “Air Bed and Breakfast” offering 
a place to sleep and breakfast in the morning for $80. 
Within a few days, a man from India, a man from Utah 
and a woman from Boston became the first Airbnb 
customers. Today, Airbnb is valued at more than $100 
billion with millions of listings worldwide.

The success of Airbnb is the sort of marvel that 
innovators dream about, but like every innovation, 
the story of Airbnb started simply with an idea and a 
willingness to go for it.

In a Forbes Magazine article from 2019, author Nick 
Leighton wrote, “Successful innovation for the small 
business owner takes the ability to focus, critically 
evaluate your own company and the aptitude to work 
at grassroots. Oh, and to improve, it takes grit, a never-
ending passion.”

Success never comes from stagnation. A cornerstone 
of every successful business is the driving force 
of innovation, whether that comes in the form of 
technological advances at Tesla or customer service 
training at Joe’s Cigar Lounge. But as Leighton noted, 
innovation does not fall from the sky. It must be a priority.

“First and foremost, for us, is the mentality of 
continuous improvement,” says Scott Regina, owner of 

five Emerson’s Cigars locations in the Norfolk, Virginia 
area. “We’re always looking for ways to do things better, 
whether it’s how we operate, how we market, technology, 
whatever it is. That’s just the mentality we have. If we’re 
going to just come in and do the job as good as we did 
yesterday, well, we’re not going to succeed. We’re not going 
to grow. All successful businesses have this mindset.”

Innovation, being an attitude instilled in Emerson’s 
culture, has allowed Regina to seize opportunities. For 
instance, after closing one of his locations, he connected 
with one of his regular customers from the recently 
closed store who happened to own a brewery. Initially, 
the customer asked about bringing in a case or two of 
cigars for brewery patrons, but what emerged from their 
discussions was a plan to open a full-service cigar lounge 
connected to the brewery.

Says Regina: “It’s about where are the opportunities 
to improve? Where are the opportunities to enhance the 
service that you have or bring something different to the 
table? The opportunity with the brewery came up where 
we could do something a little bit different, a little bit 
more experience-driven. And it filled our need of having a 
dedicated event space. Instead of just having a case there, 
let’s have a full retail presence and use it as an opportunity 
to teach consumers about the products, the comparisons 

with beers or spirits or 
wine, whatever it may 
be.”

That innovative 
mindset is a foundational 
model for Dan Thompson 
as well. Thompson, 
who brought 20 years 
of experience with 
Microsoft to his current 
position as president 
of Micallef Cigars, sees 

the innovative mentality as a bridge from talking about 
improving your business to actually doing it with intent.

“At Microsoft, I had a psychologist to work with my 
team because the human psychological condition is so 
important. Everybody has confidence problems. They may 
have different kinds of conversations, like, ‘I’m stupid.’ 
Or they may be overconfident. But you have to have this 
mindset of confidence to innovate, knowing that you’re 
not going to have a catastrophic failure when you try 
things, and then celebrating the journey as you go along. 

INNOVATION:     A MENTALITY FOR SUCCESS

I N NOV
       AT I O N

“INNOVATION IS 
ABOUT DOING. 

IT’S NOT ABOUT 
SPECULATING.”
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Thousands of people never get anything done because 
they just talk. Innovation is about doing. It’s not about 
speculating.”

Observe and Engage, then Pivot, Persevere or Kill
To implement an innovative mindset, Brett Burgess 

offers a simple way to start. “The first step is observe, show 
curiosity, and ask questions,” he says. “You don’t need a 
plan for that. You could do it every day.”

As Chief Product Officer for Boeing’s software division, 
Burgess is responsible for finding solutions for Boeing’s 
software clients, with a focus on helping commercial 
airlines and private jet operators improve their 
businesses. As he puts it, “Innovation is something that I 
think about literally every day.”

He says the basic task of observing and listening is what 
fuels most innovation. “By listening, you find out the right 
ways to innovate so that you’re not just out there chasing 
the dragon.  You’re actually innovating in ways that are 
going to be impactful for the customer, thereby adding 
value and earning you more profits.

“It’s easy to picture the innovation process as, ‘Hey, I’ve 
got this Google-sized idea and I’m going to go launch it and 
it’s going to take over the world.’ And, sure, that happens 
every so often, but most innovation doesn’t happen that 
way. In fact, with these technology companies and brands 
that we all know, what you don’t see behind the scenes is 
the process for how they refine ideas. And really, what it is 
at its essence is just observing.”

Once you have an idea, the next step is to test it. “The 
plan for testing can be very simple: Every customer 
who comes in for the next week, we are going to ask the 
same set of questions. ‘Hey, we’re thinking about doing 
this. What do you think?’ Write down customers’ simple 
responses, and inevitably that’ll start formulating the idea 
or crystallizing the idea a little bit more. You might throw it 
away and move to a different one, but it’s getting an answer 
to a question or problem you had.”

Then, Burgess says, it comes down to pivot, persevere or 
kill. “Once we compile all of that information, that starts 
pointing toward trends to where we can ask, ‘OK, what 
could we do? What could we introduce?’ And maybe we 
say, ‘Hey, we thought this was a good idea and it is a good 
idea, but the timing is wrong. So we’re just going to kill it 
and move to the next one.’ It’s this constant iteration of 
coming up with an idea, testing it, making decisions—do we 
keep going, do we pivot, or do we kill this and move on?”

Innovation isn’t easy, especially 
when you’re running all aspects of a 
business. Finding where to innovate, 
however, can sometimes be 
overwhelming. So keep the process 
simple with these initial steps: 

Identify the frustration or what 
needs to be improved.

Write down the result you want. For 
example, “Instead of A, I want B.”

Analyze and/or observe the issue 
and get to the root of the problem 
by asking questions. Use a simple 
journalistic technique: who, what, 
where, when, why?

Start defining potential solutions. It 
could be an easy fix to something 
that’s been bothering you for ages, 
like moving a display for better 
customer flow, or something more 
complex that needs an action plan.

Write down an action plan and share 
it with your staff. Then implement 
the solution.

Don’t be afraid to fail. Innovation 
rarely offers immediate success, 
and successful innovators always 
learn from failure.

I N NOV
       AT I O N
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Thompson at Micallef offers a good example of this 
process. The company has observed that the demographics 
enjoying premium cigars is shifting older, and there hasn’t 
been much effort within the industry to broaden the 
appeal to new populations.

Thompson explains: “A great contrast is what happened 
in the whiskey industry 10 years ago. They realized 
that they were in that position and they began to frame 
whiskey as something that should be enjoyed by everyone, 
and really brought women into the whiskey drinking 
world. That may sound like a low bar for innovation, but 
it’s one of the places where we need to begin to grow a 
healthy business. And so, we need to think about how we 
innovate and create experiences that are attractive to new 
smokers.”

With those observations as a starting point, Thompson 
and his team began thinking about how to partner with 
retailers to generate more advocacy for the industry and 
better engage a broader audience. “The question became, 
how do we cross that chasm so that we have something 
programmatic that will introduce new smokers to the 
industry, which will generate revenue, allowing us and our 
retailer partners to grow?”

They developed several ideas. First, to attract more 
women smokers, they published a cigar journal targeting 
females. The Micallef sales team also began having 
conversations with their brick-and-mortar partners to 
encourage marketing events geared toward these new 
demographics. Their goal was to create a convincing 
argument that risking one night out of the week for an 
event to target an emerging demographic in the short term 
will be worth it in the long term.

“I don’t blame [the retailers]. If you’re looking at your 
paycheck stubs and your bills at a weekly level, you may 
need that Thursday or Friday event for your existing 
customers. But the problem is, if businesses don’t open up 
and create a larger audience of people who come to those 
shops, they lose over the long term. They lose in terms of 
the business potential and in terms of advocacy when they 
need help in their city or their state. My observation is, as 
an industry, we’ve lost those muscles. I think that a lot of 
people have a mindset problem where they’re so beaten 
down by the FDA and years of bad tobacco news that we 
forget the need to always be reaching out and bringing new 
people in however we can.”

The second initiative was establishing a Tasting 
Passport program for consumers, to market toward a 

One innovative idea retailers can use for 
customer engagement and to train staff is a 
unique cigar tasting kit from ProPalate. The 
kit utilizes a unique method to help smokers 
develop a more sophisticated palate in order 
to experience a higher level of enjoyment, 
much like wine and spirit connoisseurs.

Structured in a calibration/board game 
format, the kit provides 25 aroma bottles 
containing 20 organic reference substances, 
such as vanilla and dried lemon peel, 
and five common tobacco leaves. The 
idea is to train your senses (palate) to 
recognize aromas and attribute them to 
certain tobaccos. The kit even has DNA 
testing strips that can measure your taste 
sensitivity.

Nick Cutro, founder of ProPalate and 
creator of the training kit, has trialed the 
tasting system with several master blenders, 

including Manolo 
Quesada, Jochy Blanco 
and Jhonys Diaz, and 
has received numerous 
expert endorsements. 
Master Blender Litto 
Gomez of La Flor 
Dominicana noted, “This 
[kit] is going to make me 
a better cigar maker.”

In addition to the kit, 
Cutro has also released 
the second edition of 
his book Cigar Bliss: 

Demystifying the Art of Taste, a must-have 
for any true cigar aficionado’s library.

Both the kit and the book are only 
available through brick-and-mortar retailers. 
Contact Cutro at hsacigar@gmail.com or 
visit propalate.net for order information.

INNOVATION:     A MENTALITY FOR SUCCESS
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younger demographic that requires brand engagement at a 
higher level than in the past. Consumers acquire a passport 
from the Micallef website or at their local retailer, they try 
a Micallef cigar, attach the cigar ring on the passport page 
for the blend and share the date, location and commentary 
on their cigar experience. After completing the passport, 
they submit it for validation and receive prizes and coupons. 
Since Micallef only sells through brick-and-mortar, this 
directs consumers to a local retailer to purchase the cigars—
an innovative program that is a win for the consumer, 
retailer and manufacturer.

Snowball Effect
Both Thompson and Regina emphasize a prime benefit of 

innovation: It builds on itself. During the COVID lockdown, 
Regina was looking for solutions to keep his business viable 
as shopping restrictions tightened. Emerson’s came up with 
a same-day local delivery program for all their customers. 
It became such a popular component to his business that 
he kept it even after the restrictions were lifted, and has 
expanded the program, such as adding holiday delivery 
packages.

 “We didn’t miss a beat,” Regina 
says. “Those customers that were 
your regular box customers or just 
the regular customers that are 
coming in multiple times a week, 
we were able to offer a solution 
and we haven’t turned it off. It’s 
something that is just a part of 
what we do now.”

At Micallef, they found the 
passport program to be such a 
success, they’ve expanded their 
consumer engagement through a 
Brand Ambassador Program. The company relies on these 
ambassadors to help them “shape the company’s priorities, 
products and direction.”

Beware of the Pitfalls
There are, of course, hazards to avoid. “You can get 

obsessed with an idea and make it very personal,” says 
Burgess. “The idea that succeeding in this reflects on me 
personally. And that’s an easy pitfall to fall into because 
once you become personally attached to an idea, you lose 
objectivity and your willingness to admit that you were 
wrong becomes a lot harder.”

He says the way to get over that is by remembering that 
most new products and ideas fail in the world, but there is 
always something to learn from your failures.

He adds: “Another pitfall is talking to only one subset 
of customers who see the world in a certain way, but you 
haven’t talked to enough customers to get a well-rounded 
view. Small businesses, in general, get very comfortable 
with those regular customers, and then suddenly that’s 
all you’re listening to, and you lose the perspective of 
potential customers.

“For example, in my business, if I only talk to airlines in 
the United States, I’ll get a skewed view of what a product 
should be. In a retailing sense, the pitfall is you only talk 
to your most frequent customers. Yes, you’re comfortable 
talking to them but they’re the people buying a lot of 
product from you anyway. So you need to make sure 
you’re getting insights from people who aren’t coming and 
buying from you. That takes a little bit more effort. We call 
it ‘Get out of the building.’ Talk to people at cigar events. 
See what your competition is doing. If I had a cigar shop, 
I’d go to other cigar shops. I’d literally shop and see what 
that experience is like and compare that to my own. This 

often brings ideas.”
There’s also the risk of innovating 

just because everyone else is doing 
it. “We don’t do innovation for the 
sake of innovating,” says Thompson. 
“Instead, we want it to accrue to a 
series of outcomes that solve today’s 
problems and then creates new business 
opportunities in the future. It’s really 
important that we’re not doing it to 
disrupt something because we want to 
be one of the cool kids, but rather we 
want to think about the challenges that 

we have today and tomorrow and position ourselves in a 
way that we can overcome those obstacles that will grow 
into new opportunities.”

To borrow Thompson’s metaphor, innovation is a 
muscle that needs exercise lest it atrophy. 

As Burgess notes, “If you stay curious, it means you’re 
constantly learning. And when you’re learning, you 
constantly get ideas, and the more ideas you test out and 
try, the more likely you are to hit on one that’s a winner. 
At the end of the day, it’s about growing your business, 
regardless of what the idea was. You want to win.” 

INNOVATION IS 
A MUSCLE THAT 
NEEDS EXERCISE 
LEST IT ATROPHY. 
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PCA Annual Convention  
and Trade Show

After the cancellation of the 
2020 trade show, the PCA 
was proud to be the very first 
event and trade show back at 
the Sands Convention Center. 
As we were beginning to 
emerge out of the pandemic, 
the industry’s biggest trade 
show gathered more than 
3,000 retailers, manufacturers, 
brokers, distributors, suppliers 
and media. And while there 
were some conditions that 
made the show this year a 
bit different than years past, 
everyone was happy to be 
back together as retailers 
enthusiastically searched for 
new products, particularly the 
PCA Show Only Products.  

PCA Annual Meeting and 
PCA Board Elections

For the first time in 
association history, the PCA 
held open elections for the 
three open directors-at-
large seats on the board. 
Interested members submitted 
nominations to the nominating 
committee and the ballot was 
put out publicly for members to 
review and submit their votes 
for their desired candidates. 
The top three vote earners 
were announced during the 
annual meeting and presented 
to the membership for a vote of 
approval. The three new board 
members are:

•  Jay Davis, Blue Smoke of   
 Dallas—Texas 

•  Todd Johnson, The Cigar   
 Shop—North Carolina
•  Mary Szarmach, Smoker   
 Friendly—Colorado  

Treasurer’s Report
Another first for the Annual 

Meeting was the Treasurer’s 
Report. The PCA financials were 
presented to the membership, 
detailing resource allocation, 
the financial toll the 2020 
cancellation had on the 
organization and where we 
currently stand financially. 

 

Executive Committee Q&A
In order to communicate more 

fully with the membership, this 
year the PCA implemented a 
Q&A session with the Executive 
Committee and the Executive 
Director. This provided 
members a chance to ask 
questions about the priorities 
of the board, the direction of 
the PCA, insights into potential 
new services and get a better 
understanding of the decision-
making process of the board.  
This new feedback session was 
extremely well received and 
will be a staple of the annual 
convention moving forward. 

 

2021 
Year in Review
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WWhile we can’t quite say this year was a 
return to “normal,” it was at least a good 
step in the right direction. The highlight of 
the year was the return of the PCA Annual 
Convention and Trade Show, but 2021 was 
full of optimism and activity for the PCA.
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››Advocacy
This year we have been able 

to staff up our advocacy team 
to pre-pandemic levels with 
the hiring of state advocacy 
director Glynn Loope in April 
and government affairs manager 
Ryan Parada in October.  

 

Taxes
While you can read a 

breakdown on PCA’s state and 
federal activities from Joshua 
Habursky and Glynn Loope, 
there is one highlight that 
deserves as much spotlight as we 
can give: ZERO.  

As in zero new taxes or tax 
increases at the federal or 
state level last year! For the 
first time in 10 years there was 
not one single tax increase on 
premium cigars. No new taxes 
means a more stable business 
environment in which our 
members can operate.  

 

FDA
While we have a bit of a pause 

on the Substantial Equivalence 
rule for premium cigars as 
the FDA reviews the rule, the 
federal government is still at 
work researching our issue 
through a grant given to the 
National Academies of Sciences, 
Engineering, and Medicine. The 
PCA provided testimony during 
a conference call that included 
other premium cigar industry 
stakeholders as well as several 
anti-tobacco groups.  

The PCA testimony 
underscored the government’s 
own research that this is an 
adult hobby, that youth do 
not smoke premium cigars 
and the public health risk for 
the average premium cigar 

smoker is negligible. We also 
pointed out that the FDA itself 
said premium cigars were the 
lowest enforcement priority to 
emphasize in its conclusions 
of the research. Further, we 
stressed that PCA members 
follow strict age verification in 
their stores and lounges and 
cater to adult enthusiasts and 
we have evidence that shows no 
violations of the under 21 laws 
were attributed to premium 
cigar tobacconists.   

International  
Policy Summit

On October 6, 2021, PCA held 
a virtual International Policy 
Summit, hosted in collaboration 
with Light ‘em Up Lounge, 
to discuss key topics for the 
premium tobacco industry, 
including tax, trade, commerce 
and the impacts of the charitable 
efforts and community of the 
premium cigar industry at large. 

Sen. Marco Rubio (R-FL), 
Ranking Member of the Foreign 
Relations Subcommittee on 
the Western Hemisphere; Sen. 
Robert Menendez (D-NJ), 
Chairman of the U.S. Senate 
Foreign Relations Committee; 
Víctor -Ito- Bisonó Haza, 
Minister of Industry, Trade 
and SMEs of the Dominican 
Republic; and Ambassador to 
the United States Luis Fernando 
Suazo Barahona of Honduras 
provided keynote addresses 
during the forum. 

The summit also featured 
special guest manufacturer 
panelists, including Litto 
Gomez, representing Pro 
Cigar and owner of La Flor 
Dominicana; John Oliva, 
Jr., vice president of Oliva 
Tobacco; Jeremiah Meerapfel, 

representing Cigar Rights of the 
World; Ricardo Carioni, COO of 
Tor Imports and former deputy 
ambassador for Nicaragua to the 
United Kingdom, Ireland and 
Iceland; Paul Varakas, director 
general of the European Cigar 
Manufacturers Association; 
Alan Rubin, president and 
founder of Alec Bradley Cigars; 
Luciano Meirelles, co-founder 
of ACE Prime & Tabacalera 
Pichardo; Ciro Cascella, 
president of Fuente Cigar; and 
a special guest appearance by 
Carlito Fuente.

 

Fundraising
PCA launched a “$60,000 in 

60 days” fundraising campaign 
to aid in our state advocacy 
fights. With great support 
from the industry and some 
individual donations we were 
able to hit our goal of $60,000, 
which was put to great use in 
our fights against tax increases, 
flavor bans, smoking bans and 
shutdowns.  

In addition, PCA held its 
second annual “Cigar Night 
Live” fundraiser in Washington, 
D.C. Fifteen manufacturers 
donated products for the event 
as well as auction items. The 
event raised over $25,000 that 
again was put directly to our 
advocacy efforts that resulted in 
our great successes.

While 2021 was a great step 
forward, 2022 is set up for us 
to make an even bigger impact.  
Our future is bright because 
it is in our hands. We have the 
ability to make it.  I am confident 
that as we come together to not 
only protect our industry, but 
to progress and grow it, we will 
achieve some truly great things. 

PCA Product HUB
Launched in 

April, the PCA 
Product HUB is 
an all-new service 
providing a new 
platform for PCA 
retail members 
to access exciting 
discounts, exclusive 
product offerings 
and a great way to 
help give back to 
retailer advocacy. 
The PCA Product 
HUB offers monthly 
specials just for 
PCA retail members 
offered by PCA 
manufacturers. 
This year, product 
offerings from 
Rocky Patel, 
Aganorsa Leaf, 
Platinum Nova, 
Tatuaje, and Veritas 
were launched 
via the HUB and 
provided exclusive 
discounts, early 
access to product 
ordering, and 
access to PCA-
exclusive cigars. 
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N
Seasons Change. Maybe 

Mother Nature Knows 
Something!

| BY JOSH EVARTS,  The Vault, Meridian, IdahoThe Tobacconist

WINTER IS HERE! The leaves here in Idaho have not only 
changed color, but they have long since fallen off the trees. 
Morning provides a frosty film on the ground and takes my 
breath away as I walk to my retail lounge to open the shop 
for business. With a change in season, I also recognize a 
change in my customers. Their time spent in the lounge 
has increased. Their weekend recreational activities have 
shifted. Their buying habits have altered! What can I 
discern from this? If I fail to change with the seasons, and 

my customers, then I am missing a chance to maximize my 
bottom line. I think some case studies of REAL customers is 
required to make my point!

Shawn is a middle-aged man who runs a professional 
carpet cleaning business. Shawn hates the cold. As winter 
nears, Shawn sees a decrease in his business and tends to 
spend more time in our lounge, with his lovely wife, during 
these frigid months. How do I capitalize on Shawn? From 
a premium cigar perspective, I know he is going to have 

“Failure is not fatal, but failure to change might be.” 
  -Coach John Wooden, UCLA Bruins
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the time to enjoy that larger 
format cigar he loves. He is not 
making more box purchases, 
but I am going to ensure I have 
that double corona he normally 
doesn’t have time for the rest 
of the year. We also shifted 
our cocktail menu to include 
‘warmer’ beverages like a Hot 
Toddy, and that Irish Coffee he 
loves on a cold day. I need to let 
Shawn know when his favorite 
football team is playing on 
Monday night and encourage 
him to invite his friends. I must 
adjust my programming to 
ensure I am meeting the needs 
of folks like Shawn who are in a 
season where their lounge time 
increases.

On the other hand, my friend 
Patrick has found himself in a 
completely different season. 
He has a beautiful cabin in the 
mountains that has become 
his refuge for the winter. His 
winter smoking profile is 
shorter cigars, smoked more 
frequently with friends who 
come up on the weekends to 
visit him. For Patrick, I need 
to ensure that smaller format 
cigars are stocked up in our 
humidor. He has become a mid-
week box buyer of the latest 
petite corona and those sweet-
tipped gems that his friends 
love to discover in his humidor 
at the cabin. I also stock up 
on six packs of dark premium 
beers he adds to his purchase. 
His friends can’t get enough of 
the Russian Oatmeal Stout and 
Winter Lager he stocks in his 
refrigerator. I also make sure he 
leaves with a couple small boxes 
of branded match boxes. I don’t 
care if he is lighting cigars, the 
fireplace, or a scented candle 

with them. I want all of Patrick’s guests to know who stocks his cabin 
all season!

My final customer case study is Kathy. Since she and her husband 
moved to Idaho from the east coast, they are nearing retirement and 
have become true ambassadors for our lounge. During this holiday 
season, I want to make sure I am stocked with gift certificates, 
accessories, and interesting cigar gift packs that they can buy for all 
their friends and loved ones. We always throw a Christmas party for 
our customers and ensure that Kathy leads our hospitality team.

There are so many opportunities during the holiday season to be 
a family to those who may be displaced or removed from their own 
loved ones. I need to remind my staff of this truth and make the 
required investments to engage with customers who are looking for 
a home away from home during the holidays.

Mother Nature knows that change is required for renewal. I 
don’t get beautiful whitewater in April without the snowpack 
from December. I can’t fully appreciate a cool October morning 
without experiencing that hot July afternoon. As retailers, we face 
the same need to change throughout the year. As seasons change, 
why shouldn’t our premium experiences (cigars, beverages and 
customer engagements) change as well? I do not subscribe to the 
notion that our profits are seasonal in our lounge. I firmly believe 
that our customers adjust throughout the year, and that it is my 
responsibility to recognize those changes and adjust my offerings to 
meet their needs. By committing myself to this, I am always engaged 
in understanding what motivates my customers and creating 
profitable ways to satisfy them. It offers me opportunities to refresh 
my lounge, my humidor, my drinks menu and my events! Here are 
three tips you might consider in your retail location:

1. Identify that customer who ‘needs’ a family this holiday season 
and connect them with one. There is no greater community 
than the cigar community.

2. Mix in some new cigar formats and blends for the season. You 
might be surprised how quickly those smaller formats sell as the 
temperature drops.

3. Add a 10 percent bonus to those gift certificates purchased 
in your shop. We have seen a huge increase in the certificate 
purchase amounts when we do this. Holiday buyers love a deal …
give them a reason to spend more with you.

On a personal note, my wife and I would like to wish you all a 
wonderful, safe and successful holiday season! The cigar industry is 
family to us, and we are better having been included in it.  

By commit-
ting myself 
to this, I am 
always  
engaged in 
understand-
ing what 
motivates my 
customers 
and creating 
profitable 
ways to  
satisfy them.
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BY  WILL IAM C .  NELSONThe Pipe | 

I
Burley: An Appreciation

I HAVE PREVIOUSLY CONFESSED MY WEAKNESS 
FOR VIRGINIAS, which many consider most properly 
a warm-weather smoke, so now that winter is closing its 
frosty grip on the land it might be appropriate to consider, 
or reconsider, burley tobacco. Admittedly, I have always 
regarded burley as the ugly girl at the dance. But the thing 
about that girl is she often has the best heart, and offers 
the best possibilities for a happy lifelong relationship. Her 
charms may not be obvious on the surface; you have to get to 
know her.

If flue-cured Virginia is the diva of pipe tobaccos, burley 
is the workhorse (another of my practiced phrases). 
More pipe blends contain burley than not—especially in 
the U.S. Indeed, burley is the quintessential American 
tobacco. Most burley winds up in American cigarettes, but 
then, most American pipe blends contain burley. Indeed, 
burley is nothing less than the centerpiece American pipe 

tobacco component. Millions of pipe smokers through the 
generations have received their initiation to pipe smoking 
from over-the-counter “codger” burley-based blends such 
as Carter Hall and Prince Albert. I myself got started on Sir 
Walter Raleigh, another archetypal burley blend, and I know 
a lot of readers of this page did as well. (I do not know any 
pipe smokers who succeeded right out of the gate puffing 
any temperamental Virginia flake.)

The ugly girl at the dance often turns out to be the one worth marrying 



PREMIUMCIGARS.ORG  AUTUMN 2021  |  PCA The Magazine   53

Burley offers pipe-friendly 
burn qualities. It’s not as finicky 
in the bowl as the Virginias 
are. Burley stays lit and doesn’t 
easily over-heat. Light it and 
forget it. Burley is generally 
regarded as cool-smoking 
and easier on the tongue than 
Virginias. Pipe merchants 
appreciate that all of this is good 
for bringing in beginners.

Straight burley is also 
known for its uncomplicated 
flavor profile: a bit nutty, a bit 
chocolatey, a little bitter (in 
a good way), but nothing like 
florid or floral or challenging. In 
fact, for many smokers, burley 
is a tad lacking in complexity. 
Some people find it to be 
downright boring.

Even so, as one friend of 
mine (a very knowing lifelong 
pipe smoker) pointed out to 
me, tobacco sellers ought to 
cultivate a keen interest in 
the many charms of burley. 
“After all,” he said, “burley has 
little bite, and retailers get 
asked about that a lot. It’s also 
mainly what cavendish is made 
of because it absorbs flavors 
better than other varietals. It 
offers real versatility. And when 
customers ask about nicotine, 
it pays to know that burley is 
robust.” John Brandt, owner 
of Wilke Pipe Tobaccos, tells 
me that burley is a mainstay 
ingredient in his blends.

So does Jeremy Reeves, head 
blender at Cornell & Diehl. He 
says, “I think most tobacconists 
will agree that aromatics are 
generally the best-selling 
pipe tobacco blends, and for 
many years now, our best-
selling blend has been Autumn 
Evening, a very special maple, 
vanilla, Scotch and caramel 
aromatic, based on red Virginia 
cavendish. But in recent years 
we’ve seen Haunted Bookshop, 
a robust, unflavored blend 
of burley, perique and a little 
Virginia, steadily growing to 
become a very close contender 

for best seller for us. And there are many pipe smokers who see burley 
as the kind of rich, satisfying smoke they are looking for.”

In 1977 Robert F. Winans published a seminal 80-page book 
defining pipe tobaccos, aptly titled The Pipe Smoker’s Tobacco Book. 
In it, Winans wrote, “For many smokers the name Burley means pipe 
tobacco. It’s as American as Mom and apple pie and as much a staple 
in pipe smoking blends as salt and pepper in cooking. Its excellent 
burning qualities and ability to absorb flavors make it an ideal tobacco 
as part of any blend or as a straight tobacco smoke.”

Winans further explains, “Burley is distinctive in its chemical 
makeup in that it contains virtually no natural sugar after curing. This 
absence of sugar is highly desirable. If it were present in the leaf in 
natural form, it would be detrimental to the particular taste of a good 
Burley tobacco, yet it is common practice to add sugars to Burley to 
mellow the smoke.”

As distinct from Virginias, which are flue-cured—flash-dried in a 
few days’ time in furnace-heated bulk barns, locking in the natural 
sugars—burley is slow-dried at ambient temperatures in open, 
louvered barns. This process take two to three months, allowing the 
sugars plenty of time to decompose, rendering a sugar-free cured 
product. The result is a tobacco whose sugar content can be dictated 
entirely by the blend manufacturer. Since the only sugars present 
in the end product are those deliberately introduced, a great deal of 
control and consistency becomes possible.

Reeves points out, “Burley is somewhat misunderstood among 
premium tobacco enthusiasts. The old-school, air-cured varietal is 
regarded as rustic by some, and evokes a sense of Americana for many. 
But burley is capable of delicacy, mellowness, and nuance when well-
aged and properly blended. In a blend that is lacking strength, a little 
burley can be used to increase nicotine without adding a discernible 
flavor, or it can provide a lovely cocoa and hazelnut note to a blend 
when used more prominently in a mixture. Burley does not contain 
much sugar of its own, and for this reason, some say it cannot benefit 
from age as it cannot ferment in the same way as Virginia or Oriental. 
But burley does mellow on its own, and in a blend with other, more 
sugary leaf, burley will come along on the fermentation journey.”

Mark Ryan, the Savior of Perique, says, “Burley, like most tobacco 
types in recent years, has suffered from inconsistent quality. Some 
years you have to make do with what is available. The problem is 
compounded by fewer farmers around the world for some specific 
varietals, and the anti-tobacco sentiment in general.”

But U.S. burley farmers are soldiering on. Christopher Bickers 
reports in the October 11 Tobacco Farmer Newsletter that this year’s 
American burley crops, in North Carolina, Tennessee and Kentucky, 
are now mostly cut and barned, having escaped killing frosts or floods 
or other undue damage. So a good supply of high-quality burley leaf 
seems assured for another year.

It all puts me in mind to place some orders for a few highly rated 
burley blends, just to see me through the coming cold months. As one 
known to preach that variety is the spice of the pipe smoker’s life, I 
may as well live out that credo in my own vault and rotation.

Come to think of it, I still possess the very first pipe I ever bought, a 
cob I picked up in Arizona some 45 years ago. Maybe if I smoke a load 
of Sir Walter Raleigh in that old thing, as I did so often back then, it 
will prove sufficiently evocative an experience to make me feel young 
again. And my pipe-smoking hobby will have given yet a new gift, one I 
could surely use right about now.  
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INothing that Doesn’t 
Change Stays Alive

| BY  JARRID  TRUDEAU,  Vice President of Sales, Kristoff CigarsThe Industry

INNOVATION IN THE CIGAR BUSINESS is 
something many companies struggle with. The 
industry is set up to reward history, tradition and 
classic expressions of what cigars are “supposed” 
to be. We love the classics, the artwork, the 
history of the product, and often we are quick to 
turn our noses up at anything that represents a 
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departure from that history. It’s 
crazy, really, when you think of 
it relative to almost any other 
industry where innovation and 
product development is a top 
operational priority. 

Here we just kind of come 
out with product we like that 
we think others will like too 
at a price we think we can sell 
it at. That doesn’t seem very 
innovative to me. Couple that 
with the smallness of today’s 
world with social media and 
blogs and podcasts—offering 
an opinion and a pulpit to 
almost anyone with an interest 
in providing one—and you 
have a real problem. How do 
you innovate a product that is 
beloved for being traditional? 
How do you disrupt an 
industry that bucks disruption 
and rewards longevity and 
consistency of message? 

There are plenty of companies 
that are working toward 
finding out. We have seen more 
innovation and disruption over 
the last 10 years than probably 
in the previous 90 combined. 
Some manufacturers who, 
instead of developing and 
investing in massive, expensive 
sales infrastructure, have 
opted to create brand advocacy 
through social media channels 
or through consumer advocacy. 
We’ve seen manufacturers 
buy or revive old, dead brands 
and turn them into something 
people are excited about again. 
We have also seen a ton of tiny 
brands who make a select few 
shops their holdfast, and grow 
into a regional powerhouse. 

All of this stuff is interesting, 
innovative, and a great foil to 
the way manufacturers have 
been doing business for decades. 
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We need to 
benchmark 
ourselves 
against 
industries 
that are 
thriving 
through 
growth and 
innovation, 
not adhere to 
every internet 
critique that 
stifles that 
industrious 
spirit.

Is it the way forward? Is it sustainable? I hope it is. I love the way 
manufacturers are finding new and innovative ways to break through 
the barriers to entry of a traditionally labor and capital intensive 
market. Being on the manufacturing side of the market, I learn 
from these new businesses every day and with every new SKU and 
marketing effort they put forth. I hope that I’m not alone in seeing 
the value of these different approaches and how they build such 
intense brand loyalty and a new spirit of entrepreneurship within 
the accounts themselves.

Innovation, however, doesn’t just have to be about how you get to 
market. It also has a lot to do with the product itself. How it looks, 
how it tastes and how it’s packaged all represent opportunities to 
connect with the consumer on a new, more innovative level. We’ve 
seen chips in bands that, upon waving your phone nearby, bring the 
consumer to a website to get all of the information about the cigar. 
We’ve also seen a ton of non-traditional packaging come into the 
market in the shape of anything from water towers to pasta pots to 
bespoke humidors with five figure price tags. 

The problem, as I touched on before, is that there’s a segment of 
the consumer and retailer population that cannot wait to talk about 
how ridiculous an idea that thing might be. How it’s a gimmick or 
inconvenient or it’s simply a bad idea. That same segment says the 
same sort of things about those innovative manufacturers that found 
their niche and ran with it. That same segment would be riding 
around on square wheels if this were the 4th century. 

If you don’t like it, don’t understand the model or think it won’t 
work for you, then don’t buy it. Vote with your wallet and rest easy 
that others will do the same. Discouraging innovation and flaming a 
company for trying something new in an industry that hasn’t been 
kind to innovation over the last 100 years is a good way to ensure 
you’ll never get any. Nothing that doesn’t change stays alive. 

We need to benchmark ourselves against industries that are 
thriving through growth and innovation, not adhere to every 
internet critique that stifles that industrious spirit. Imagine if 
every company were challenged to innovate and get out of their 
50-year rut of similar packaging: a guy in a suit on a tufted leather 
chair on every page of a trade magazine, or a “buy four get one free” 
while standing behind a table for four hours—that’s not innovating. 
Imagine if we were encouraged to be better, think smarter and work 
harder to acquire and keep a customer. How much easier would it be 
to sell the product and keep customers engaged? 

I don’t have the answer to changing the culture of sameness, 
but I know there are a lot of people out there willing to work on it 
together. We can choose to criticize and push the ball back toward 
where it’s always been or we can embrace change, become part of 
the process and move forward into a more innovative, dynamic and 
engaging product culture.  
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WHAT IS THE CONGRESSIONAL CIGAR 
CAUCUS AND WHAT WILL IT DO?
The Congressional Cigar Caucus will 
serve as an informal group of Members of 

Congress dedicated to preserving the artisan craft of 
the cigar industry while educating Members on how the 
cigar industry impacts American families, workforce, 
agriculture and the economy. Co-Chairman Tom Emmer 
and I formed the caucus in a time when government put 
its deadly sights on the industry with every intention of 
putting small business owners out of business.

 
WHAT’S YOUR MOST MEMORABLE 
“CIGAR MOMENT”? 
It is hard to pinpoint just one “memorable 
cigar moment.” Any time a situation called 

for a celebration, it included a cigar: marrying my wife 
of 31 years, Shelley, the birth of my three children, 
business successes with my father and brother, and many 
more. Think about it, when was the last time you passed 
someone smoking a cigar and crying? Never.

THE MAJORITY OF CIGAR RETAILERS 
ARE SMALL, FAMILY-OWNED 
BUSINESSES. YOU’RE A MEMBER OF 
THE HOUSE COMMITTEE ON SMALL 

BUSINESS. WHAT ARE YOUR TOP PRIORITIES FOR 
HELPING SMALL BUSINESSES?
We must ensure that we create an environment in this 
country for businesses to thrive. As a member of the 
House Small Business Committee, I know firsthand the 
challenges that small businesses face every day with 
overburdensome regulation, taxes and mandates. Main 
Street America is the backbone of this country and we 
have seemed to forget that.

 
WHAT DO YOU LIKE TO DO IN YOUR 
DOWN TIME?
 As a Member of Congress, I find myself 
having a full-time job in every sense of the 

word. Constituent service is something my team and I 
focus on every single day. When I do get the chance to take 
a breather, which doesn’t happen often, I enjoy spending 
time with my family, our two dogs, fishing and, of course, 
lighting a fine cigar.  

Five Questions

Dan Meuser
U.S. CONGRESSMAN (PA-09)

WHY DO YOU FIGHT FOR THE PREMIUM CIGAR 
INDUSTRY?
For almost a decade, it seems that the government has 
tried to make it harder for you to enjoy a good cigar. 

The Pennsylvania 9th Congressional District is home to cigar retailers, 
distributers and farms that provide the tobacco to the artisans who craft 
the cigar, and most importantly, consumers who know firsthand how 
damaging the regulations and legislation are to the industry. We chose to 
fight back by creating the Congressional Cigar Caucus. 
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