Wine Not? One Lawyer’s Journey Through
Opening a Family Winery
by April Frisby
I am not a winemaker, and I do not practice wine law.
But I have been on a long and sometimes arduous journey
of helping my husband start and operate a licensed winery
in Orange County, California.
At first, I thought he was kidding when my husband
approached me about starting a winery. We had two
children and full-time careers, he as an Orange County
firefighter-paramedic and I as a partner in a small law
firm. We had a passion for wine, but could we make it?
Many late night talks (with glasses of wine, of course), led
to the conclusion that this was no joke and with lots of
blood, sweat, and tears (did I mention wine too?), this was
achievable. We investigated many ways of becoming winemakers—custom crush, where you pay a bonded winery
to process grapes for you; becoming an alternating proprietorship, an “AP,” where you are responsible for your own
winemaking, but share wine premises and equipment;
or going whole hog and becoming a traditional “bonded
winery,” where we would make wine, grape to bottle in a
traditional vineyard setting. We also looked at the different areas we could make wine in, from Temecula to Napa.
After hiring a great PhD consultant in Paso Robles
and retaining a company to help with the legal compliance, we settled on becoming an AP, sourcing grapes
from Central Coast, making wine in Paso Robles at a
shared facility, and running our business operations out
of our home in Orange County. The first two years were
tough. Wine is a waiting game and we had no idea if it
would be good or if anyone would buy it. We started with
a 2009 Santa Barbara Chardonnay and a 2008 Paso Robles
Cabernet Sauvignon. The “Cab” won a Silver Medal award
at the San Francisco Chronicle Wine Competition and
a Gold Medal in the Central Coast Wine Competition (a
total of five awards in various wine competitions) and was
pretty much sold out after the first year.
Many varietals and awards followed and we figured
we were on to something. But running a wine club from
home and dealing with discount shops and distributors
left us wondering if it was all worth it. Hubby had an
idea—we could open our own tasting room—in Orange
County! We took possession of an old crossfit gym in
November 2013, and spent many a late night and weekend
painting walls, cleaning floors, and building a tasting bar.
In March 2014, we had the grand opening of our tasting
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room in Lake Forest and began opening for weekend
tastings. We also decided that it was time to expand our
operations and added an additional bonded wine cellar
permit, so we could blend and bottle wine on the premises. After lots of paperwork and compliance, now in our
facility and tasting room in Lake Forest, we do everything
to make wine except grow and crush grapes. We contract
with farmers in the Central Coast for our fruit and bring
the juice down in tanks, where we then barrel, bottle, and
label.
There is no happy ending to this fairy tale. . . yet. It
is a great deal of work and expense and it takes time away
from hobbies and loved ones. But we are proud that we
make good wine that friends and wine connoisseurs enjoy
and that we can offer a friendly place to taste wine in the
OC. We hope to leave a legacy to our children and a place
for us to retire to when we are done with our “day” jobs.
Cheers!
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