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Jake Wyatt
Jake Wyatt cigars are a masterclass in flavor. It took 
almost three years to cultivate each line, each blend, 
and each flavor profile before we truly hit the mark of 
perfection. We develop everything slowly and naturally 
by design to enrich the experience as flavor-forward 
rather than strength forward.

Fourth Dimension | Appendix II | Herbert Spencer | Lucid Interval | U.S.I .R.
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Thank You  
for Your Service   
BY LARRY WAGNER	
 

Storm Boen 
and a team 
of dedicated 
volunteers bring 

the joy of cigars to our 
troops abroad.
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OCTOBER 6, 2021
PCA Presents: Cigar Night Live!

Arlington, Virginia ($125/person)

OCTOBER 6—7, 2021
PCA International Policy Summit

Virtual (Members Only)

JULY 8—12, 2022
PCA 2022 International Convention & Expo

Las Vegas, Nevada (Members Only)

Save the dates!
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IT FEELS GREAT TO SAY THIS IS THE POST SHOW ISSUE OF THE 
MAGAZINE! THE PAGES INSIDE ARE OBVIOUSLY FULL OF THE SHOW 
WRAP UP. Many thanks to so many of you who supported the show during this crazy 
year. While we know it was a unique year where the show was somewhat stripped 
down to its bare bones, it was good to get back to basics with the industry coming 
together and lots of good business being done.  

Now, however, it is time to look ahead. We are not resting on our laurels because 
we know our opposition is continually scheming and devising more, new ways to 
obliterate our beloved industry.  

So what is coming up for PCA? Where do we go from here? We are moving forward. 
We know that what we have been able to achieve over the past several years has been 
working because the opposition is changing its tactics, fighting us in every local county, 
assuming that they can kill us with a thousand paper cuts. 

To combat this new strategy, the PCA is busy building a complete, nationwide, 
orchestrated grassroots machine in conjunction with state associations.  We have been 
incredibly effective in states like Maryland, Michigan, Virginia, New York and Georgia, 
to name a few. And we are going to double our efforts to be local in every single state, 
with our retailers and consumers engaged like never before. We need a cigar army 
ready to battle.  

In addition, the PCA board is undergoing an essential strategic planning session, 
with a professional facilitator, to build a smart, deliberate and powerful path for future 
success. The industry is changing, the challenges are increasing and our opposition is 
adapting.  The premium cigar industry must have an organization that is relevant for 
today and tomorrow—and that is our focus in the days and months ahead.  

For us to succeed we will need our membership, and all those involved in the 
industry, to evolve with us. One industry. One voice. We need to understand and 
recognize that the “good ol’ days” of 10, 20 or 30 years ago are fond memories but are 
not coming back. Instead, we must now work to make “good new days” by investing in 
our own advocacy and defense. The entire industry must become an advocacy industry.  

There will be growing pains. That is part and parcel of any evolution, but doing 
nothing is not an option. That is exactly what the “anti” groups want. With so many 
great people who are dedicated, passionate, smart and hardworking making up this 
industry, there is no fight we cannot face and win when we come together.  

As we head into the fiery season of a new congressional session this fall and the 
inevitable mid-term elections around the corner, let us come together as never before 
and show just how strong and forceful a dedicated premium cigar advocacy group can be. 

One industry.  One voice.  
  

                    
	 	 	 	 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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☑ Badges to the Annual Convention & Trade Show

☑ Exclusive deals & discounts direct from 
manufacturers through the PCA Product HUB

☑ Advocacy at the local, state and federal levels

☑ Copy of PCA’s Retail Tobacconist Almanac

☑ Members-Only Training, Webinars & Events

☑ Complimentary subscription to PCA the Magazine

☑ Opportunity to Join the Premium Cigar PAC and 
support pro-premium tobacco candidates for office 

☑ Access to exclusive Savings & Discounts through 
PCA’s Affinity Partner programs

☑ Unparalleled connection to the entire industry!

DID YOU KNOW ALL THAT’S 
INCLUDED IN YOUR MEMBERSHIP?
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Having just a week to digest the show, I would like to take this opportunity to express my thoughts 
on the execution of the 2021 PCA trade show. I would first like to thank the PCA staff: Scott Pearce, 
Lisa Cox, Erin Holland, Josh Habursky and Glynn Loope, who have worn multiple hats the past 15 

months. I would also like to thank our contractors who stepped up to help fill in while we are short staffed: 
Colleen McCabe, Monica Bates, Cara Stetter and Ryan Parada. 

For the PCA Executive committee and the board at large to be able to pull this show off in less than 100 
days was truly a monumental undertaking. I know some said, “Well, you had over two years to prepare.” That 
could not be further from the truth. We all have had exceedingly difficult challenges this past year and the 
PCA was no different. We went through staff furloughs, COVID restrictions, travel restrictions, negotiations 
with the Sands and hotel, just to name a few. The goalposts were always moving, day by day, week by week, 
month by month.

 We recognize that the overall execution of the trade show was not without flaw. We will make corrections 
where we can and continue to make our show a truly world-class event. Please, feel free to contact any of us 
with ideas or suggestions to make the show better. To be able to put together a trade show of this magnitude 
in 100 days was truly remarkable as we had to rethink everything. The energy and excitement on the floor 
were on full display. Many manufacturers told me firsthand that they had record numbers. Retailers came to 
buy, and did they ever! I know I certainly did.

I would also be remiss in not thanking our manufacturing partners, without whose support the trade show 
would not be possible. Keeping your faith in the PCA and supporting the show has not gone unnoticed.

We have had some great victories this past year in the courts and across several state capitols. We all realize 
for this industry to prosper and thrive, the PCA trade show must be viable and successful. It is the primary 
vehicle to fund most of these initiatives. The PCA trade show is the premier gathering for the premium cigar 
industry, where we come together to enjoy the fruits of our labor, share our ideas, renew old friendships, and 
strategize to grow our businesses—these are just a few of the reasons our members attend. 

But we are not simply resting on our laurels. We know we need to adapt to meet the demands of today and 
the challenges of tomorrow. We are exploring new innovations to diversify our revenue streams to ensure 
that not only are we helping the industry grow but that we have more resources to help in the fight. As for 
our friends on both the retail and manufacturing sectors who would not or could not attend this year’s show, 
we welcome you back with open arms and look forward to uniting this industry and to continue fighting our 
common enemies.

We all look forward to seeing this challenging year in the rear-view mirror and we are looking forward to 
Vegas 2022.

 

Sincerely,

 

Gregory P. Zimmerman, PCA President

A Letter to  
PCA Members 
from Greg Zimmerman, PCA President

PCA
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AADVOCATE

During the most recent Premium Cigar Association trade 
show and convention, the PCA was honored to recognize 

three national models of outstanding leadership for the 
premium cigar industry. 

The state associations for Maryland, Michigan and New York 
for years have represented the legislative interests of their 
respective community tobacconists in partnership with the 
PCA. However, it was confronting the threats and opportunities 
of the last year that is specifically deserving of recognition. 

The Premium Cigar Retailer Association of Maryland is 
one of the oldest state associations in the nation, and has always 
been at the forefront of protecting the state’s tobacconists. 

This year, the Maryland association addressed and won 
battles on getting and then keeping the state’s cigar lounges 
open for business during the pandemic, and with fighting and 
winning against an attempt to tax pipes. The association also 
defeated threatening legislation on the flavored tobacco front, 
while consistently fighting for the state’s brick and mortar 
community on the tax and regulatory issues of the day. 

The Michigan Premium Cigar & Pipe Retailers 
Association has been and is a recognized leader on the tax cap 
issue in the nation. For years, the positive economic results of 
the 50 cent tax cap for premium cigars has served as a model 
for other states working to enact similar legislation. Over the 
course of the last year, in close collaboration with the PCA, 
the retailers of Michigan have worked to remove the sunset 
provision in the legislation by building a strong coalition 
of bipartisan allies to support Michigan’s brick and mortar 
tobacconists. In addition, the association and PCA successfully 
teamed up for a groundbreaking effort to open the state’s cigar 
bars and lounges during the pandemic through outreach with 
Michigan’s public health agencies. 

The New York Tobacconist Association, through an 
engaged board and coalition of tobacconists, have successfully 
built a bipartisan coalition for the introduction of a 50 cent tax 
cap bill, and legislation to allow for on-premises consumption 
of alcohol in licensed cigar shops. The tobacconists of New 
York, in collaboration with PCA, have executed a grassroots 
campaign with consumers, and conducted consistent outreach 
to the legislators that represent each of the shops throughout 
the state. This diligent effort is working to mitigate the harm 
of the governor’s tax increases and to diversify the revenue 
opportunities and lounge experience for New York’s local and 
traveling cigar patrons. 

These associations represent national models to be emulated 
throughout the nation, as examples of premium cigar industry 
leadership and legislative achievement. PCA looks forward 
to supporting the existing state associations throughout the 
country in the coming 2022 legislative season and in working to 
strengthen and establish associations where needed.

by Glynn Loope, State Advocacy Director

State Associations Making  
a Difference on Local Legislation
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JAY DAVIS  
Blue Smoke of Dallas 
Dallas, TX
"The Premium Cigar 
Association is vital to the 
continued growth and 
strength of brick and 
mortar tobacco retailers.  
Many changes in our world 
make trade shows difficult 
to maintain but the PCA 
trade show remains a vital 
part of the lifeblood of our 
industry and must survive. 
But it is only part of the 
PCA’s mission. 

"We must adapt to 
changing times and deal 
with new regulatory and 
tax challenges at the local, 
state and federal levels. 
We must also secure other 
sources of income to 
support these fights and 
others.

"I hope to help usher 
in a new generation of 
leadership at PCA to help 
our fellow retailers become 
more successful in this 
new retail and regulatory 
environment."

TODD JOHNSON  
The Cigar Shop 
Monroe, NC 
"With so many changes in 
our industry, we need all 
hands on deck. As a state 
senator in North Carolina, 
I recognize the effects 
that state legislatures and 
the federal government 
have on our businesses 
each and every day. I 
have been able to develop 
many relationships in 
Washington through 
this capacity and look 
forward to doing my part 
in bringing a friendly 
regulatory environment 
back to our industry. 
Our small retail shops in 
North and South Carolina 
are intimately aware 
of the struggles of our 
membership. I want to 
be an advocate for the 
mom-and-pops across the 
country."

MARY SZARMACH  
Smoker Friendly 
Boulder, CO
"I think it is a board 
member’s job to act 
as a liaison between 
the association and 
the members, keeping 
an open mind about 
priorities and how the 
association should use 
its resources to best 
serve the membership. I 
believe in being available 
to talk and listen to our 
membership, and to 
encourage them to be 
active in the association. 
I also look forward to 
engaging our members by 
being involved at all levels 
of the legislative process."

Best in Show  
Booth Awards  
2021 PCA Trade 
Show

J.C. Newman (large 
booth), El Septimo 

(medium booth) and Crux 
(small booth) were the 
Best in Show booth award 
winners at the 2021 PCA 

New Board  
Members

trade show. 
Winning booths were 

selected by the attendees. 
Booths were chosen 

for overall aesthetic 
appeal, orginality and 
functionality.

Congratulations to all 
the winners! 
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Q1 Overall, how would 
you rate the event?

Excellent 

Very good 

Good 

Fair 

Poor

23% 

39% 

22% 

11% 

3%

Q2 Overall, how would 
you rate the event?

None of the 
above 
 
Friday 
afternoon 
 
Friday evening 
welcome 
 
Saturday 
morning annual 
 
Saturday 
education 
 
Sunday 
education 
 
Monday 
Education

6% 

26% 

62% 

44% 

22% 

19%

13%

Q3 Was this your first time 
attending this Trade Show?

PCA Show 
Exclusives 
 
Excited to get 
back to the show 
 
Learn about all 
the new releases 
 
Show deals 

 
Advocacy 
education 
 
Supporting the 
industry’s trade 
show 
 
Other 

60% 

64% 

68% 

52% 

24% 

70%

9%

Q7 Do you plan on staying at 
the Venetian/Palazzo hotel 
next year?

Yes

Yes

Q5 Did you stay at the 
Venetian/Palazzo hotel?

Q8 Thinking back to 2019, did 
you place more orders/spend 
more money at this year’s trade 
show than you did in 2019? 

Q6 What were the reason(s) you 
attended the trade show this 
year?

Building 
relationships 
with 
manufacturers

78%

Yes  

No 

 
About  
the Same

39% 

30% 

29%

Q4 Do you plan to attend this 
Trade Show next year?

90%
Yes

10% No

23%

77%
No

67%           32%

Yes No

68%

No
32%
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Government Briefing

Top 20 Premium 
Cigar Policy Issues

 Federal Tax – Large 
Cigar/Small Cigar/

Pipe Tobacco Excise
Tobacco excise is a 
significant source of 
revenue for the federal 
government, but more 
often it is used as a means 
to manipulate consumer 
choice by raising the price 
of tobacco. This has been 
an open recommendation 
by anti-tobacco advocates 
in their effort to eliminate 
cigarette use. Diminishing 
returns on cigarette 
tax revenues, however, 
have led to interest in 
expanding this policy to all 
tobacco products in what 
is termed, “Tobacco Tax 
Equity.”  

Recent proposals in 
Congress would result 
in approximately a 1000 
percent increase in the 
tax on cigars and about 
1650 percent increase 
in the tax on cigarettes.  
Advocates are pursuing 
this tax increase on three 
fronts:  1) As a standalone 
measure; 2) As a means to 
pay for specific healthcare 
initiatives; and 3) As 
a means to pay for an 
infrastructure stimulus 
plan. 

Federal Tax – FDA Center 
for Tobacco Products (CTP) 
User Fee
User fees are a way for 
the government to offset 
costs of regulation by 
directly taxing the regulated 
industry. According to FDA, 
“the user fees provide FDA 
with a source of stable, 
consistent funding that 
has made possible our 
implementation of the 
Tobacco Control Act.” 

The CTP budget 
is determined by the 
government each fiscal 
year and the cost is divided 
among all producers of 
tobacco products.  

According to Cigar 
Aficionado, these user fees 
have cost the premium 
cigar industry around $63 
million dollars a year. 

The Biden Administration 
has recommended a $100 
million increase in the CTP 
user fee for fiscal year 2022 
and recommended that 
e-cigarettes and vaping 
products be included in the 
pool of producers paying 
the fee.  

State Tax – Other Tobacco 
Product (OTP)
Several states are currently 
proposing raising the taxes 
collected on “other tobacco 
products,” which includes 
premium cigars. Uniformly, 
such increases move 
consumers to shopping out 
of state or online platforms 
in order to save money.  

Having a wide difference 
in tobacco tax from state 
to state creates an uneven 
playing field, especially 
for retailers located along 
major highways and near 
state borders. 

State Tax – OTP Tax Caps
A tax cap is an economic 
tool that provides an 
industry, in this case cigars, 
with clear and concise 
parameters for the taxation 
of their products. The tax 
cap would put a monetary 
cap on the amount of taxes 
that can be collected on 
a product. For example, a 
state has an OTP tax rate of 
50% and a tax cap of $0.50 
per stick. If the cigar costs 
$10, the total price would 
be $10.50 v. without the tax 
cap where that particular 
cigar would cost $15. 

Flavor/Characterizing 
Flavors
In April 2021, the Biden 
Administration announced 
its intention to outlaw sales 
of menthol cigarettes and 
flavored cigars. FDA has yet 
to propose what defines a 
flavored cigar, however, at 
the state and local levels 
the term “characterizing 
flavor other than tobacco” 
has been utilized to 
distinguish such products.  

In its most extreme, some 
jurisdictions have proposed 
that the definition of 
flavored tobacco products 
should encompass any with 

descriptive characteristics, 
such as the analogous 
references often provided in 
cigar reviews. 

Smoking Bans and Distance 
Restrictions
Another regular target for 
states and localities has 
been imposing smoking 
bans in public outdoor 
areas. While many of these 
laws are reasonable—not 
directly outside of a hospital 
or a school—most of them 
go much further. This often 
includes smoking bans in 
public parks, trails, beaches 
and even sidewalks. These 
restrictions place an undue 
burden on the consumer to 
navigate the minefield of 
outdoor public non-smoking 
zones. 

Indoor smoking is under 
further threat as well. In 
post-COVID reopening, 
some states and localities 
are specifically delaying 
the reopening of smoking 
lounges. There are also 
threats on the horizon 
of further restricting or 
outright banning smoking in 
casinos. 

Tobacco Product 
Manufacturing Practices
The tobacco manufacturing 
protocol is heavily regulated 
by the federal government. 
These restrictions relate 
to paying fees, providing 
an ingredient list, detailed 
plans for manufacturing, 
registering all buildings and 

G
O

V
E

R
N

M
E

N
T

 
 B

R
I

E
F

I
N

G



Gov’t Briefing cont.

businesses with the FDA, 
quarterly reports, health 
documents and warning 
plans. These restrictions are 
likely to continue to grow 
and develop to restrict the 
manufacture of tobacco 
products. 

Premarket Review/
Substantial Equivalence
The premarket review and 
substantial equivalence 
test is offered by the FDA 
as a ‘shortcut’ of sorts for 
the approval process. The 
FDA says the following: “A 
substantially equivalent 
tobacco product is one 
that has been found by 
FDA to have either the 
same characteristics as a 
predicate product or has 
different characteristics 
than the predicate tobacco 
product, but the Substantial 
Equivalence Report 
demonstrates that the new 
product does not raise 
different questions of public 
health.” 

Last year a decision 
by federal Judge Mehta 
offered a breath of fresh 
air to the premium cigar 
industry by calling on 
the FDA to evaluate the 
question of premium cigars 
prior to requiring the 
industry to comply with 
its new premarket tobacco 
application requirements. 
FDA has since delegated 
this evaluation to the 
National Academy of 
Sciences. While it's unlikely 

that the FDA will give up 
their control over premium 
cigars without a fight, 
Judge Mehta's decision 
has opened the door for a 
potentially less onerous and 
costly avenue to market.  

Warning Labels and 
Packaging
As it stands right now, the 
FDA does not have the 
authority to make premium 
cigar manufacturers or 
retailers put tobacco 
product warnings 
on premium cigars. 
Traditionally, the FDA 
would require all tobacco 
or nicotine-containing 
products to have a warning 
describing the dangers 
of smoking affixed to 
an obvious point on the 
packaging. However, a court 
ruling determined the FDA’s 
reasoning for doing so was 
invalid. 

In an opinion written by 
Judge Gregory G. Katsas, 
“The Tobacco Control Act 
permits the Food and Drug 
Administration to regulate 
tobacco products for the 
public health, but only 
after considering whether 
the regulation would likely 
increase or decrease the 
number of smokers. Under 
this authority, the FDA 
promulgated regulations 
requiring extensive health 
warnings on packaging 
and advertising for cigars 
and pipe tobacco. The 
FDA concluded that 
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Gov’t Briefing cont.

these warnings would 
help communicate the 
health risks of smoking, 
but it failed to consider 
how the warnings would 
likely affect the number 
of smokers. We hold that 
this failure violated the 
Tobacco Control Act and the 
Administrative Procedure 
Act.”

Advertising and 
Promotional Restriction
Advertising and promotions 
have been continuously 
targeted as a way to limit 
youth access to all tobacco 
products, and premium 
cigars are lumped in with 
the other actors in the 
tobacco industry. The FDA 
regulated what kinds of 
events can be sponsored 
by any actor in the tobacco 
industry very heavily, 
baring all advertisements 
or sponsorships of the 
following types of events: 
“athletic, musical, artistic 
or other social or cultural 
event, or any entry or 
team in any event, in the 
brand name, logo, symbol, 
motto, selling message, 
recognizable color or 
pattern of colors.” 

There is no reason to 
believe that federal, state 
and local governments are 
going to stop at these hefty 
restrictions. 

Nicotine testing, as 
condition of employment
In an article titled “Penn 

Medicine: Toward a Tobacco 
Free Future,” the University 
of Pennsylvania explains 
how they would like to make 
their work force completely 
nicotine free. All of this is 
done in the name of public 
health, although, if you 
believe in science, it does 
not seem to hold up. 

This is discrimination 
in employment and does 
not grant all people equal 
protection under the law. 
Currently, 20 states allow 
discriminatory hiring based 
on tobacco use.

Insurance Discrimination 
Among Cigar Smokers 
An insurance company has 
the right to charge up to 50  
percent higher premiums 
for tobacco users. While 
the states allow insurance 
companies to drastically 
increase premiums for 
smokers, not many states 
charge the full 50 percent. 
Instead, the insurance 
companies generally charge 
tobacco users 10-20 percent 
higher rates.

This insurance hike costs 
American cigar smokers 
between $11 million and 
$57 million per year based 
on perceived health risks 
that, according to the FDA, 
are statistically insignificant. 
This figure is based on CDC 
data.
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Food & Beverage 
in Premium Cigar 
Establishments
Another major state-level 
battle is the restricting of 
food and beverage services 
in cigar shops and lounges. 
In many states, something 
as simple as serving water 
at your lounge could end 
up with state action. That 
is a major concern for us, 
but even more concerning 
are the additional states 
that are attempting to 
implement this. These 
restrictions can greatly 
restrict a store’s ability to 
make a profit if its business 
was based on food and 
beverage sales prior to the 
restrictions. 

Withdrawal of the ANPRM 
on Premium Cigars
From ANPRM: "Based on 
current information and 
policy considerations, 
we do not intend to take 
further action pursuant 
to the ANPRM and no 
longer intend to request 
information about 
conducting additional 
possible studies before 
reviewing the results of the 
ongoing NASEM review, 
as such additional studies 
may be unnecessary. 
Accordingly, the agency 
has withdrawn the Unified 
Agenda entry pertaining to 
the premium cigars ANPRM 
and RFI.” 

National Academy of 
Sciences Session on 
Premium Cigars
The National Academy of 
Sciences has been tasked 
by the FDA to provide a 
review of current literature 
and studies to determine 
the supportive health risks 
associated with premium 
cigars. The FDA made 
clear it is not looking for a 
definition of premium cigars 
but is looking for a report 
that breaks down current 
research and studies that 
have been conducted about 
premium cigars. PCA has 
been advocating on behalf 
of the premium cigar 
industry and has made sure 
that they are in the room 
for all discussions and 
comment sections of the 
study. The study is due to 
come out in Spring of 2022. 

Local Authority
The issues surrounding 
local authority are 
founded in states 
relinquishing permitting 
and taxation powers to local 
governments. If tobacco 
policy were to be localized 
from town to town, the 
restrictions and taxes 
could be different in each 
jurisdiction. The outcome of 
that may be good in some 
regions and worse in others. 
In either case, the burden 
is on local businesses to 
navigate the regulatory 
minefield.  
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A switch to localized 
policy would also burden 
retailers with a very unequal 
playing field when it comes 
to permits, taxes and 
restrictions. 

Small Business Aid and 
COVID Relief
There have been major 
pushes to ensure that 
cigar manufacturers, retail 
stores and distributors 
can receive aid given by 
the federal government 
as well as states. As it 
currently stands, there are 
still restrictions in place 
on several fronts when it 
comes to tobacco-related 
businesses receiving 
different types of aid, 
depending on the state. 

Cigar Lounge Permitting 
and Exemptions
Many of the issues 
surrounding cigar lounge 
permitting feed into and 
are a result of several other 
factors covered. First there 
are the issues relating 
to COVID-19 and state 
governments attempting to 
keep cigar lounges closed 
perpetually, or open them 
at a far slower rate to hurt 
profitability. Paired with 
that are the concerns about 
localized regulations and 
permitting. Having all the 
tobacco-related permits and 
licensing done at the local 
level could greatly restrict 
the ability for a lounge to 
open or continue to operate. 

Age Verification
With the federal age of 
purchase being raised 
in 2020, many states 
have updated their state 
statutes to reflect the 
federal standard. However, 
some states have 1) Not 
updated their statutes 2) 
Used legislation with an 
age increase to add in other 
anti-tobacco provisions, 
fees or retailer compliance 
restrictions. In some 
localities, such as Suffolk 
County, New York, the 
government has tried to 
raise the age of purchase 
to 25. The PCA will actively 
fight any age of purchase 
increases beyond the 
federal standard of 21 years 
old. 

International Affairs
The PCA continues to 
monitor and engage on 
issues in premium cigar 
producing countries and 
to work to showcase their 
impact with domestic 
policymakers including the 
Biden administration and 
congress. PCA is placing 
a special emphasis on 
the international security, 
economic stability, and 
migration issues connected 
to premium cigar producing 
countries. The association 
will engage appropriately 
with contacts in Honduras, 
the Dominican Republic and 
Nicaragua when necessary, 
as issues arise. 
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Connecting 
you and your 

customers 
through 
texting.

Let them text.

to help businesses and 
customers connect to build 
better relationships. 

How did Gnymble start? 
Our founder and CEO, Bryan 
Fine, is a pediatrician and he 
wanted to introduce a different 
way to communicate with and 
better serve his patients. 

After hearing from several 
clients asking if there was a 
way to text him, he decided 
to look for a texting platform 
that was focused around the 
consumer while also helping 
him keep his personal and 
business communications 

separate. When he couldn't 
find a program that would help 
to do that, he decided to build 
it. 

How does Gnymble work? 
Let's say a customer has a 
question. They simply text 
the business the question 
and wait for a response. The 
customer is sending a normal 
text through their texting 
application on their phone. 
But on the business side, the 
program is web based, so you 
can respond on your phone, 
tablet or computer. And the 
response is sent back to the 

customer as a text.
The business can have 

multiple users, so staff can 
help respond to customers as 
well.

Can you do text blasts so 
that it hits everybody in your 
system?
Absolutely. We have a feature 
called broadcast. This 
component has had a lot of 
success in cigar shops. We had 
someone last week putting 
together an event in their cigar 
lounge. They didn’t want an 
email blast to be buried in 
their customers’ inboxes, so 

Gnymble 

Small Business Texting that Encourages Communication

HOW 
do you satisfy 
customers 
who mostly 

communicate through text? 
They don't want to call, leave 
a voicemail or send an email 
that may get buried. They 
have a quick question and are 
hoping for a quick answer.

Gnymble is a business 
texting platform created for 
the ever-growing number of 
texting customers.  

Texting is one of our main 
modes of communication 
today, but very few businesses 
have texting capabilities.

Gnymble was developed 
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they sent out a text blast using 
the broadcast feature. 

You can also send links, 
pictures, videos, PDFs, all 
of that. So if someone has a 
visual flyer that they made 
for a specific event, they can 
send that in their text message 
blast. 

How do you keep track of your 
customers in the system?
One reason that Gnymble 
stands out from competitors 
is its ability to add notes and 
tasks for each contact. 

So the business owner 
can identify pieces of a 
conversation that they’ve 
had with a customer. For 
example, customer A said 
he wanted this type of cigar. 
We don't have it in now, but 
we're getting a shipment in on 
Thursday. I'll create a reminder 

to notify him when it comes 
in. And with the Gnymble 
program, that’s through a 
text—which is what most 
people prefer to receive.

And customers can control 
what they receive? 
Correct. That’s the beauty of 
the way that we've designed 
the platform. It’s customer 
first. We didn't build this to 
be yet another spam message 
system. We focus on the 
customer saying, I want to 
text you. That is actually our 
slogan: Let them text. The 
customer initiates the contact.

So how does Gnymble help 
business owners save time?
A great time saver is our 
template feature! This feature 
allows you to create a message 
that you often reply with 

that can be saved and sent 
whenever needed. So when 
someone texts you and asks 
what your business hours are, 
you load in your pre-scripted 
template and click send. 

There’s personalization in 
the program too. So it will 
read, “Hey, Joe, we have a 
special on cigars this week.” 

Can the business owner use 
their existing phone line?
Yes. For companies that have 
marketed their business 
line for a long time, we can 
make the phone number text 
enabled. They don't have to 
change their number. They can 
still have people calling or they 
can have people text. 

Gnymble is part of PCA’s 
Affinity Program. What does 
that mean for members? 

Active PCA members receive 
a 10 percent discount. In 
addition, we also give 10 
percent back to PCA to 
continue their hard work in 
advocating for cigar shops and 
manufacturers. 

We also help businesses 
with any SHAFT (Sex, 
Hate, Alcohol, Firearms, 
and Tobacco) restrictions. 
Sometimes when sending 
messages that include SHAFT 
language, the message can 
be blocked. We work to make 
sure this doesn't happen and 
that our clients’ business 
communications run smoothly.

How do PCA members contact 
Gnymble?
Visit our website at gnymble.
com, text or call us at 
757.818.8010 or email hello@
gnymble.com. 

P C A  A F F I N I T Y  P R O G R A M

BUILD RELATIONSHIPS

We believe tech should 
enhance the relationship 
between customer and 

business.

MADE FOR INBOUND

People are on their phones 
all day. People want to text 

businesses like they text 
everyone else.

A TWO-WAY STREET

Gnymble gives you the 
ability to text back so you 

can build better 
relationships

Texting for 
Businesses.

The web-based texting platform built to help 
you manage your business communications.
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Bocock Brothers World 
Traveler Collection   

›
The Bocock Brothers World Traveler Collection was 

created several years before its introduction to the U.S. 
market. The brothers and founders, Bryant and Douglas 
Bocock, were born in Honduras and spent their young 
lives there. They speak about the vast resources Honduras 
has to offer for an array of opportunities, particularly the 
optimal tobacco location for rich soil, fantastic climate, and 
prime cigar operations. Such opportunities significantly 
contribute towards the enjoyment of cigar lovers 
throughout the world. The three-cigar portfolio features a 
Connecticut, a Habano and a Maduro.

The Connecticut, a Honduran-born Connecticut seed 
tobacco, is combined with a Costa Rican binder and a 
blend of Honduran and Nicaraguan filler. It is smooth and 
creamy with notes of vanilla and peppery spice.

The Habano is a medium body cigar with a silky wrapper 
that offers caramel and dense spice notes. Its Sumatra 
binder and Honduran/Nicaraguan filler provide the layers 
of flavor in this unique, perfectly hand rolled blend.

The Maduro, a medium to full body smoke, delivers a 
flawless balance of strength and flavor. The complexities 

IntheHumidor

The world’s first Vintage cigar was created by 
Macanudo nearly 40 years. Today, the Vintage 
tradition continues with Macanudo Vintage 2010, 
thanks to ideal climatic conditions, meticulous curing 
and precise maturation techniques.

The 2010 growing season saw the highest 
temperatures in 25 years in the Connecticut River 
Valley, with high humidity and optimal rainfall that 
yielded an exceptionally silky shade-grown wrapper 
tobacco. Cured and aged for an entire decade to 
bring forth an array of pleasing notes on the palate, 
this singular tobacco makes its debut in Macanudo 
Vintage 2010.

A deeply-aged assortment of tobaccos complement 
this exceptional wrapper to deliver a mellow 
indulgence. The blend features Dominican Piloto 
Cubano 94, a proprietary Cuban-seed varietal 
with unique aroma and taste characteristics. The 
Dominican Piloto Cubano 94 is married to hand-
selected Nicaraguan and Honduran leaves, aged three 
and five years, respectively. The blend is bound with a 
Honduran leaf.

› General Cigars 
Macanudo Vintage 2010

of this cigar are brought upon by the extra fermented 
Nicaraguan Ligero leaves. It is exceptionally rich in flavor, 
producing a cacao and cedar taste. Oily on the hands, both 
a seasoned and a novice smoker will absolutely savor it!

This craft cigar company is based in Houston, with brand 
ambassadors throughout the nation.

With a fragrant cedar aroma, this creamy, mellow 
smoke has indulgent notes of wood and vanilla and 
a lightly herbaceous finish, and all the makings of an 
incredibly memorable smoking experience.

The cigars are presented in 20-count boxes, in three 
vitolas: Toro Grande (6.625 x 54); Torpedo (6.25 x 
52); and Churchill (7.25 x 48).
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At the 2021 Premium Cigar Association (PCA) 
Trade Show, CLE Cigar Company showcased a new 
addition to its CLE Signature Series known as the 
CLE Signature THT-EKE 0317.

The CLE Signature THT-EKE 0317 is the 
latest project to use Cameroon de Jamastran, a 
Cameroon wrapper grown by Julio Eiroa. Last year, 
the wrapper made its debut on JRE Tobacco’s 
Aladino Cameroon—a line made by Julio and 
Justo Eiroa. This year, Christian Eiroa is using the 
wrapper on both the CLE Signature THT-EKE 0317 
and the EIROA PCA Exclusive.

The remainder of the blend for the CLE 
Signature THT-EKE 0317 has not been disclosed. 
There are three sizes that will be available to CLE 
retailers: 5 x 50, 6 x 54 and 6 x 60. The cigars will 
be packaged in 25-count cabinet boxes.

CLE 
Signature THT-EKE 0317
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Diesel 
Sunday Gravy

Previously the 3.5 x 50 Short Robusto in the three Fratello core lines 
were only available in Europe, as a European exclusive. But after two years, 
Omar de Frias is releasing the cigars in the United States.

Fuoco means fire in Italian, and that might stem from the first short 
robusto that Fratello ever made. In the past, Fratello created a tweaked 
blend of the Fratello Classico for 2 Guys Cigars. It was part of their annual 
release of a short robusto. The series has the name “Firecracker” and all 
the releases feature a very long, fuse-like cap.

The three core lines are the Fratello Classico with a Nicaragua wrapper, 
Ecuadorian binder, and Peruvian and Nicaraguan filler. The second is the 
Bianco with a wrapper of Mexican Maduro over a Dominican binder. The 
filler comes from the U.S., Nicaragua and Peru. The final core blend is the 
Oro. It has an Ecuadorian Connecticut wrapper over African Cameroon 
binder and filler from Colombia, Nicaragua and the Dominican Republic.

The Fratello Fuoco will come in boxes of 30 cigars.

Fratello Fuoco›

Sunday Gravy will be 
a full-time line under 
Diesel, featuring 

seasonally released, Nicaraguan-
forward smokes, blended and 
handcrafted through Diesel’s 
partnership of A.J. Fernandez and 
Justin Andrews. Blends will be 
released quarterly, sold until their 
limited supply is depleted and 
offered at an unbelievable SRP of 
less than USD $5 per cigar.

Handcrafted at Tabacalera AJ 
Fernandez in Estelí, Nicaragua, 
and blended by A.J. Fernandez 
with Justin Andrews, Sunday 
Gravy launches with its first blend 
called San Marzano.

Available nationally from July 
through September 2021 or until 
the cigars are sold out, the San 
Marzano features three varieties of 
Cuban-seed tobacco. The wrapper 
is Ecuadoran Habano, the binder 
is Nicaraguan Estelí and the filler 
is Nicaraguan Jalapa. This is a 
bold smoke, with notes of black 
pepper, nuts, cedar and a hint of 
dark chocolate. 

San Marzano comes in a 
10-count box at 6 x 54. A new 
Sunday Gravy blend will be 
released in October, 2021 in time 
for the 2021 holiday season. 

›
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What We’re Smoking Members reviewing one of the cigars smoked in their establishment| 

DON THOMPSON & ROBERT 
THIGPEN
Smitty's Cigar Lounge
Gainesville, Georgia

CIGAR: Crux Epicure
SIZE: Toro
SMOKE TIME: 1 hour, 30 minutes

 Appearance & Aroma
Well constructed. Firm but not hard. Wrapper is 
rolled well with a light brown color between a shade 
of a Connecticut and Habano. Aroma is cidery with 
notes of cocoa.

 Light Up & Draw
The cigar cuts clean and lights easy and even. 
It draws well, bringing in copious amounts of 
smoke.

 Early Profile
The early profile is a mixture of pepper with a 
smoothness and creaminess. It is very nice on 
the palate. 

 Middle Profile & Burn
Still offering a nice creaminess with a good burn. 
Holds about a 1/2-inch of ash. Ash is gray with 
some black.

 Late Profile
Stayed consistent throughout. Only needed to 
light it once.

 Overall Impression
This was a wonderfully performing and tasting 
cigar from the beginning to the end. It was 
smoked until only an inch was left. Would 
recommend the cigar for an experienced 
smoker.  

“The cigar 
cuts clean 
and lights 
easy and 
even. It draws 
well, bringing 
in copious 
amounts of 
smoke.”

WS
W
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“This cigar 
represents 
one of 
the great 
Nicaraguan 
expressions of 
spice, complex 
flavors and 
strength. 
I would 
encourage 
all cigar 
enthusiasts 
to experience 
this 
journey for 
themselves.”

JESSICA & CHRISTIAN HUTSON
Just For Him
Springfield, Missouri

CIGAR: J.C. Newman The American
SIZE: No. 1
SMOKE TIME: 1 hour, 15 minutes

 Appearance & Aroma
This cigar has a dark, reddish brown wrapper with 
veins that give it interest. The American has a 
sweet, light, barnyard aroma before lighting. 

 Light Up & Draw
The dry pull is light and creamy with a bit of 
sweetness. Initial light results in a heavy, but not 
thick smoke. The taste is reminiscent of dark 
cherry according to Jess and clove according to 
Christian. The retrohale is surprisingly light with 
no bite and a short finish.

 Early Profile
The cigar opens with a toasted bread element and 
a slight sweet spice. 

 Middle Profile & Burn
The ash is very soft—don’t forget to remove it 
before it falls in your lap. The middle continues 
to put forward a balanced, full bodied flavor. The 

cigar presents some heavier, sweet spice at this 
point and the retrohale starts to pick up leather. 

 Late Profile
Consistency is key to this cigar. Jess finally 
found some of the clove Christian mentioned in 
the light up. The late profile finishes with a fuller 
version of the initial burn. 

 Overall Impression / Final Notes / 
Suggested Smoker (novice, experienced, etc.)
Overall we both viewed this as a full and 
balanced cigar. We would (and will) buy it again 
and again. There is nothing strong or surprising 
to offend the senses of a new smoker. There are, 
however, enough nuances for the experienced 
smoker.

Being a completely American tobacco cigar 
this could coast on novelty. Instead, the growing 
area is more of a bonus to an already wonderful 
cigar. 

WS
W
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place. You can be in Nicaragua 
and source tobacco from the 
D.R. If the blend matches the 
story, that’s what I’m using.” 

Tarazona views telling a 
story as one way to express 
himself through cigars. He also 
interprets tobacco blending 
in terms of mathematics: “I 
see tobacco blending like an 
algebraic equation. You have 
to stay inside the rules. If you 
go outside the rules, you’re not 
going to get the right answers. 
You can’t force a blend.”

While the Tarazona brand 
was born in 2001, there were 
several years of involvement 
with other brands and several 
factories followed by a hiatus 
of about three years, in order 
to regroup and redefine the 
products. The picture came 
into focus in 2013, during a 
chance meeting with his future 
manufacturer.

N HIS TWO DECADES in the 
cigar industry, Eddie Tarazona has 
blazed a non-stop trail of energy and 
enthusiasm, pursuing his dream of 
creating and blending his own lines of 

cigars. He grew up in Miami, Florida, steeped in the 
culture of his Cuban heritage. Early on, he displayed 
an intense interest in three areas: the law, football 
and cigars: “It was always my plan to go to law school, 
but I wasn’t quite sure I wanted to practice law. It was 
either that, coach football, which I love, or do cigars. 
All three things I’d always wanted to do since I was a 
little kid.”

His interest in cigars was kindled by his older 
brother, who would bring home boxes of cigars 
purchased from Ernesto Perez Carrillo. While visiting 
a small local factory, South Beach Cigars, Tarazona 
had an epiphany: “I remember I shook the roller’s 
hand. He was a small man, very slight. But his grip was 
so strong, he was so warm, something captivated me 
about cigars.”

After graduating from Liberty University in  
Lynchburg, Virginia, in late 2000, he decided to open 
a retail store and start his own line of cigars. “The idea 
for Tarazona Cigars had already been conceived. I had 
the retail store for nine years but after six months I 
was already rolling out Tarazona Cigars.”

Initially the cigars were produced by small factories 
in Miami, but in order to ensure consistency of 
production, Tarazona was soon headed for Nicaragua. 
“We worked a little with Oliva, and then Noel Rojas. 
Now we’re with Papito Gomez.” 

That factory is producing Tarazona limited 
editions, as well as the sister brand Caraballo 828. 
The Tarazona 305 core line, along with  the Tarazona 
Guerilla 305 line extension, is being produced  in 
the Dominican Republic by the Tabacalera William 
Ventura factory, where the majority of Tarazona 
branded cigars are now produced.

Tarazona believes that the blend is more significant 
than the country of origin, stating, “With tobacco 
right now, we’re all sourcing things from all over the 

BY LARRY WAGNERTheBlend

I

“Robert Caldwell invited me 
down to Santiago. He invited 
a bunch of brands because 
he wanted to introduce them 
to Tabacalera Ventura. After 
the first day I was like, ‘I get 
it. I’m sold. Awesome family.’ 
We moved 50 percent of 
our production to William 
Ventura.”

Tarazona Cigars took 
another exponential leap 
three years ago, when Eddie 
Tarazona was introduced to 
his current business partner 
Mario Caraballo. “We just hit it 
off. Like me, he had a military 
background, retired U.S. Army. 
Then he worked in the federal  
government and private 
contracting, at the highest level.” 

Although he had no previous 
industry experience, Caraballo 
brought great business and 
organizational skills to the 
partnership. He also lent his 

Tarazona Cigars
Doing It With Passion
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name to the next line of cigars, 
Caraballo 828.

Unlike Tarazona 305, 
where the numbers represent 
the Miami area code, 828 is 
the per-diem amount paid 
to government contractors. 
Another symbol of Caraballo’s 
background is the brand’s logo 
of a yoke and arrows, a symbol 
of military might.

Tarazona reports that the 
two brands sell equally well, 
with Caraballo representing 
the more traditional, classic 
experience and Tarazona a bit 
more cutting edge. Each line 
also gets a special edition. For 
Caraballo, that comes in the 
form of the Edición Limitada, 
a San Andrés wrapped blend 
of Nicaraguan fillers available 
in a 5 X 50 perfecto and a 6 X 
52 Belicoso. The Tarazona line 
will be rolling out two seasonal 
limited editions. Just in time 

Tarazona 
views telling 
a story as one 
way to express 
himself through 
cigars. He 
also interprets 
tobacco blending 
in terms of 
mathematics.

to the surface as he recalls: 
“Here’s this artist. He puts pen 
to paper. I put tobacco to story. 
He creates and I create. He has 
his genre and I have mine.”

Tarazona recently released 
“La Tampena,” a tribute to 
the women who roll cigars in 
the factories, and honoring 
his wife’s grandmother, who 
emigrated from Cuba to Tampa 
in the late 1800s. She and 
dozens of other women were 
responsible for the growth 
of the area’s  cigar industry. 
Next year will see an as-yet- 
undisclosed Dominican puro as 
a special edition.

Tarazona’s tag line is “Do 
it with passion,” a quality 
he embodies in all his 
undertakings. “I love stories. I 
love history. I love Miami. I love 
the  cigar industry. Artistically, 
I love the art form and 
craftsmanship of making cigars. 
I’m enamored with tobacco.”

Such unbridled enthusiasm, 
and his innate sense of sales and 
marketing, will no doubt propel 
Eddie Tarazona and Tarazona 
Cigars into the forefront of 
creative and innovative cigar 
manufacturing. 

For more information about 
Tarazona, visit tarazonacigar.
com.

for Halloween, stores will be 
receiving the La Bruja (Spanish 
for The Witch) Broomstick, a 7 
1/8 X 57 Salomon with exposed 
filler at the foot simulating the 
look of a broom.

The cigar also features 
“pinstriping” of different 
color wrapper leaf above the 
“bristles.” La Bruja will have a 
retail of $17.

Next in line from Tarazona 
will be the Christmas themed 
Misfit Toys, a 5 X 50 perfecto, 
also utilizing claro, candela and 
maduro pinstriping. Misfit Toys’ 
MSRP is $14.00.  The unique 
and collectible packaging 
features “gift wrapping” by 
David Roman, an illustrator of 
Rick & Morty. Tarazona was 
taken with Roman’s out-of-
the-box creativity as well as 
his passion for cigars, and the 
two formed a collaboration. 
Tarazona’s enthusiasm bubbles 
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Tarazona Cigars
Caraballo 828 Claro
Shekel 5 x 52

Origin: Nicaragua 

Wrapper: Habano Rosado Ecuador

Binder: Sumatra Ecuador

Filler: Esteli, Condega, Jalapa

MSRP: $9.44

Smoke time: 1 hour, 17 minutes

he Caraballo Shekel called 
out to me from the day 
it arrived. It had to make 
itself known, because 

it had a lot of competition. Eddie 
Tarazona had supplied a generous 
amount of samples, in three different 
wrappers, from his two core lines, 
Tarazona 305 and Caraballo 828, but 
Shekel was clearly in a league of its 
own. From the gleaming wrapper leaf 
to the firm construction, everything 
about this plump robusto screamed: 
“Smoke me!” And that was before 
it was removed from its cellophane 
sleeve. The delights that awaited me 
would soon reveal themselves, and 
let me just say up-front, I was not 
disappointed.

 Pre-light: the Ecuador Rosado 
wrapper pulls you in with a coffee-
and-cream, rose-gold color palette. 
It’s reminiscent of the glorious Corojo 
wrappers from the Vuelta Abajo 
region of Cuba, which adorned some 
of the greatest cigars ever produced.  
The leaf’s hues blend perfectly with 

the red and gold of the heraldic cigar 
band, which features  a yoke and 
arrows. The shiny gold foot band is 
highlighted by a glossy black line, 
top and bottom, with the words 
“Yoke & Arrow” printed in red in the 
center. The cigar’s artful construction 
is evident from the uniformly solid 
barrel to the well-formed triple seam 
cap. The veins are unobtrusive, and 
the seams are nearly invisible. A 
light sheen indicates the oils in the 
wrapper leaf.

 There is a subtle but noticeably 
sweet fragrance from the wrapper, 
with a deeper, pungent earthiness 
from the open foot. A ¼” punch cut 
opens up to a cold draw of sweet 
tea, earth and a touch of leather. I 
seem to detect an odd note, either of 
lacquer or glue, as if the box it came 
from had not fully dried, but happily 
that discordant note dissipated after 
the initial light-up. I later noted that 
even when I detected something that I 
wouldn’t ordinarily like, in the context 
of the overall qualities this cigar I was 

still able to enjoy it in its entirety—a 
testament to the friendly nature of 
this cigar.

 First third: My triple torch jet flame 
ignites the foot evenly, revealing 
a free and easy draw that delivers 
a steady stream of velvety smoke, 
which coats the palate with an 
intriguing mix of dried fruit, earth 
and cocoa. The mild sweetness is 
complemented by a peppery spice 
that tickles the palate and the nose. 
As the flavors begin to converge, 
the Caraballo Claro is on the lighter 
side of medium, in both body and 
strength. A perfect pairing with the 
smoky qualities of the Starbuck’s 
French Roast coffee.

 A steel gray ash with a dense 
texture starts to form. It’s odd that 
the ash is both tight and flaky, but it 
clings to the foot of the cigar, giving 
no indication of dropping off anytime 
soon, building to a two-inch column 
that looks rock solid. 
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 The notes of stone-fruit sweetness 

alternate with the earthier flavors, and 
there’s enough spice to keep the palate 
interested. The retrohale induces a 
sensation of wanting to sneeze, so the 
pepper is hanging in there. Burn and draw 
continue to perform flawlessly, although 
the char line is a tad wavy. The flavor of 
the cigar is consistently enjoyable.

 Second third: The Shekel maintains 
its structural integrity, even as I puff 
with increasing frequency. This is not an 
attempt to keep the cigar lit, it’s doing 
that just fine all by itself. Rather, the taste 
is so good, yet at times so subtle, I’m 
attempting to pull in more smoke in order 
to coat the entire palate. This system must 
be working because my taste buds are 
rewarded with the full array of flavors in 
this blend. Interestingly,  my accelerated 
draw does not cause the cigar to heat up 
or get soft, it just adapts to the pace and 
pours out its bounty.

 The burn line is still wavy, and not all 
that sharp. It’s a bit thick, as if drawn by a 
Sharpie. And yet, again my attitude is who 

cares as long as it does not impede the 
burn and overall smokability of the cigar. 
And it doesn’t. This bomb is chugging 
along, delivering carloads of fun in every 
puff. The ash continues to be one of the 
Shekel’s stellar features, holding on tight 
in one-and-a-half to two-inch increments, 
in a pearly gray color flecked with darker 
notes.

 Final third: It turns out the Caraballo 
828 Claro is not a cigar with numerous 
transitions. The principal flavors of stone 
fruit, earth, tobacco and a recurring 
pepper note stayed fairly constant 
throughout the cigar. Conversely, those 
sensations never abated. To me, this does 
not imply a lack of complexity, as the cigar 
offered numerous taste sensations. What 
it did not do was progress from one set 
of qualities to another, transitioning along 
the way. And I’m fine with that, because I 
want to continue enjoying what the cigar 
initially had to offer. 

 I can say that throughout each third, the 
Shekel drew well, burned relatively evenly, 
and never once went out. Neither was 

there a need to touch up an errant burn. 
That solid construction, combined with the 
nuanced and entertaining flavors, served 
to make the Caraballo 828 a thoroughly 
enjoyable cigar for almost any palate. Even 
toward the final nub there was no no heat 
or harshness, and the strength remained 
at medium during the entire smoke. I was 
sad to see it come to an end.

 In sum: There are some things in life 
you can like for no particular reason; 
you just do. I could say that about the 
Caraballo 828 Claro Shekel, although 
there was a whole lot I liked, as described 
above. But even when the cigar threw me 
a curve, it never ceased to be enjoyable. 
It’s kind of like a kid you want  to be 
friends with, even when he gets you 
in trouble. Fortunately, the Shekel was 
well mannered enough to never get me 
grounded. I still want to hang out with it, 
a lot. 
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per day at its factory in Tamboril, 
Dominican Republic; the brand is 
(thus far) carried by only about 50 
retailers; the company is taking a 
deliberately unhurried approach 
to opening new accounts; and the 
artisanal adornments placed on 
each cigar—a company signature of 
sorts—do require considerable time 
to craft. These are all “boutique” 
markers.

Two southern Californians—
business partners Neil Garcia, 48, 
and Gerard Abajian, 45—joined 
forces in bringing the Jake Wyatt 
brand into existence, each man 
driven by self-confessed passion 
for the industry. The company 
bears the names of their sons: 
Garcia’s 17-year-old Jake and 

HEN ONE SPEAKS of a 
“boutique” cigar brand, it 
can be a tad bewildering 
to reflect on just what 

that descriptor really means. Opinions 
vary, most of them keying on units sold 
per month or per year. But other variables 
come into play, including the time required 
to craft a given brand’s cigars, the attention 
to aesthetic detail that is invested on the 
rolling table, and the number of retailers 
where the product is sold. Whatever 
factors you focus on in defining the term 
boutique, Jake Wyatt Cigar Co., launched 
in February 2020, seems to have most of 
the relevant boxes checked. The company 
is small, producing only about 500 cigars 

BY WILL IAM C .  NELSONTheBlend

W

Abajian’s 4-year-old Wyatt. Naming 
a cigar company for loved ones is 
common practice in an industry 
so tightly bound by relationships 
and inherited connections. No 
less than marriage, it is a way to 
emphasize one’s commitment to 
the future of a project. It signals 
close-knit connection within a 
corporate framework. Says Garcia, 
“Gerard is like my brother. We love 
each other, we bicker, we fight, we 
love each other again, and no one 
can mess with Gerard but me.” The 
two men, close friends for decades, 
each brought his own strengths to 
forming Jake Wyatt Cigar Co. They 
show manifest pride in what they 
have wrought.

The Abajian family has been in 
the cigar retail business for 30 years. 
Mardo Abajian, Gerard’s father, 
passed away seven years ago and left 
his son two thriving cigar stores to 
shepherd into the future. (Mardo’s 
Cigars has storefront locations 
in Laguna Niguel, California and 
Sarasota, Florida.) Gerard Abajian, 
while drawing on long experience 
in cigar retail through his father’s 
stores, still knew he could benefit 
from some help, especially since 
he was also holding down a full-
time career as an Orange County 
firefighter. So Abajian called 
on Garcia, whose professional 
background was in mortgage 
and commercial banking (after a 
number of years playing minor-
league baseball). Their long-settled 
chemistry proved ideal for making 
a strong management team, and for 
hatching promising new plans.

It wasn’t very long before the two 
men turned thoughts to launching a 
cigar brand of their own. As Abajian 
tells it, “I enjoy very flavorful cigars. 
I like the high-end products—the 
Davidoffs, the Diamond Crowns 
and Buteras. These cigars I’m 
mentioning, number one, you have 
to seek them out. Not every retailer 
has them. And number two, you have 
to have deep pockets. We wanted 

Jake Wyatt Cigar Co.
Crawl, walk, and then run: That’s the creed at this up-and-coming 
gourmet boutique company.
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to make the kind of cigars we 
love and put our name on them, 
but without the prohibitive 
price barrier.” You don’t have 
to have really deep pockets 
for Jake Wyatt cigars—their 
sticks average $11 or $12 per 
unit—because Abajian and 
Garcia traveled together to 
the Dominican Republic and 
got themselves educated. “We 
sourced out the leaf and learned 
how to create blends ourselves. 
We learned to ask the right 
questions, like what tobaccos 
do I need in order to obtain a 
certain flavor,” says Garcia.

Abajian adds, “We get our 
tobaccos from local farmers 
in the Dominican Republic—
farmers who don’t produce 
a lot of tobacco for the big 
companies. We didn’t want to be 
bound to the big guys’ leftovers.” 
So they use local, smaller 
farms that cater to smaller, 

boutique manufacturers. Says 
Garcia, “The factory we opened 
is wonderfully staffed. Our 
guys have been rolling cigars 
for generations. Everybody 
knows everybody in the D.R., so 
reputation is what you live off 
over there. When we visit farms, 
our guys know these families’ 
entire histories. It’s not just the 
tobacco that we are looking at. 
It’s the involvement of these 
families through generations. 
So when we go there we have 
the trust that we are meeting 
real tobacco people, not just 
fly-by-night operations. It’s all 
local relationships that we have 
developed. It’s taken us years, 
but our relationships just keep 
getting tighter and tighter.”

The two men are of a similar 
mind in terms of the kind of 
cigars they wanted to make: 
flavor-forward, mild to medium 
bodied, top-notch quality. Says 

Garcia, “First and foremost, 
we wanted to make something 
that we could be extremely 
proud of. Secondly, it was about 
family, about passion, about 
the art of cigar making. Not 
mass production. We wanted 
to crawl, walk, and then run to 
put a great product out there 
and keep up with the demand 
that we create. Meaning, every 
cigar that we get out there, 
we want it to be enjoyed, but 
especially for the flavor-forward 
aspect. That is the contribution 
to the industry we are trying 
to make.” Abajian adds, “You 
know, the smooth, creamy 
cigars that we love, like the 
original Davidoffs, the Opus X’s, 
the Avos, the Paul Garmirians, 
many of those extremely 
flavor-forward, gourmet cigars 
were something we admired 
ourselves. We wanted to create 
something in that genre.” Garcia 

“The whole 
industry is 
really an artist 
community, and 
you learn very 
quickly from 
the standpoint 
of character and 
integrity whom 
you want to be 
associated with.”
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adds, “So we got introduced to 
the manufacturing side of the 
industry almost four years ago 
when we traveled together to 
the Dominican Republic. That 
journey kicked us into another 
gear.”

The Dominican Republic 
proved a perfect place for the 
men to learn the industry 
through and through. Says 
Garcia, “The crazy thing about 
this industry is that it really is a 
small world. Once you’ve been 
at it a little while, attending 
events like the PCA trade show, 
where we get everybody under 
one roof and start mingling, we 
get to know one another. And 
the same thing happens in the 
D.R. as well. It too is a very small 
world—the tobacco farmers, the 
box factories, and everything in 
between. The whole industry 
is really an artist community, 
and you learn very quickly from 
the standpoint of character and 
integrity whom you want to be 
associated with.”

Abajian believes that some 
parts of the industry are 
focused mainly on branding and 
marketing, and not so much on 
the product itself, and what the 
product tastes like. And it is true, 
a lot of companies seem to rely 
on universal blends, which they 
enshroud in different wrappers 
to make variegated products. 
The Jake Wyatt approach is 
a bit different. The candela, 
the maduro, the Connecticut, 
the two habanos, they all use 
completely distinct, dialed-in 
blends. Abajian says, “The only 
common element in our Gourmet 
Collection is the olor binder. 
The reason the candela cigar is 
so good is that we tailored the 
blend to mute the herbal, grassy 
flavors and capitalize on the 
sweetness.” (It bears mentioning 
that Jake Wyatt’s No. 1 selling 
line is its candela Lucid Interval. 
See appended review.) Abajian 

continues, “Everything we have 
made has its own blend that has 
been revised over and over again.” 
He adds with a chuckle, “I drove 
Neil crazy with my neuroticism 
getting our blends just right.” 
Garcia adds, “I’m glad he did. 
Even just keeping the flavors 
consistent within a line but across 
vitolas is quite a challenge.”

The cigar industry is a handed-
down experience. Abajian’s 
father taught him about cigars, 
and someday he will teach his 
sons. That’s how the industry has 
always been. This seems to be a 
missing element in a lot of the 
start-ups that never quite gain 
traction. Abajian says, “I’ve been 
in this industry on the retail side 
since I was 19, and now I’m 45. 
It took me this long to come out 
with a brand. It certainly didn’t 
happen overnight. It took me 
and Neil 20 years just to develop 
a palate to where we could offer 
our own blends with confidence, 
knowing for sure what we really 
wanted to bring to market. Today 
we have the surety of knowing 
the flavors of every tobacco 
varietal that we use.” Garcia adds, 
“We didn’t skimp on time. It 
took us more than two and a half 
years to settle on a blend for each 

line, each flavor profile. The goal 
was to offer sophistication in the 
blends, from the candela all the 
way to the San Andrés wrapper. 
We are a deliberately gourmet 
company.”

Jake Wyatt Cigar Co. uses 
olor for binder in its Gourmet 
Collection—“the staple of our 
existence,” says Abajian. “We are 
not about making powerhouse 
cigars. We’re aiming for a 
gourmet flavor profile that can be 
enjoyed any time of day, whether 
it be with your morning coffee or 
after dinner. Something you can 
retrohale without it stinging you; 
something that can be enjoyed by 
men and women. Our maduro is 
stronger in flavor, but it doesn’t 
have that pepper-forward kind of 
strength.”

Jason Cannata, operations 
manager at Havana Connections, 
with five locations in Virginia, 
said, “We just picked up some 
Jake Wyatts at the PCA trade 
show. I can definitely say it was 
one of the most talked-about 
brands there, and it is selling very 
well for us. Jake Wyatt cigars 
have a different aesthetic look, 
which draws customers to the 
brand. At a time when most of 
the hot products lately have been 

coming out of Nicaragua, it’s 
refreshing to see a Dominican 
product doing so well.”

Tim Akin, owner of The Hill 
Cigar Co. in St. Louis, Missouri, 
said, “Both Neil and Gerard are 
really great people, willing to 
help if we need anything. Their 
cigars are unique and their 
blends are strong performers, 
so my customers are embracing 
the brand. Right now the new 
release, the Lithium, is selling 
the best, but also the Appendix 
II is doing well. And all of their 
special, limited releases have 
done very well.”

It pretty neatly sums up the 
guiding philosophy of Jake 
Wyatt Cigar Co. to advise that 
one crawl, walk, and then run…
and put into the customer’s hand 
a crafted gourmet experience 
that is affordable and consistent, 
however much time it takes 
you to get there. If you can 
do all of that, chances are you 
can epitomize the boutique 
denomination.

The two partners seem 
content for now to keep the 
size of their operation modest. 
Abajian says, “We couldn’t flood 
the market if we wanted to. 
The artisanal accents we put 
on our cigars mean that each 
cigar takes an extra two days 
to manufacture. We want to 
develop relationships carefully 
with our retailers. We don’t want 
to see our cigars discounted. If 
there is ever a quality issue, we 
want to work that out personally. 
And in return, we will protect the 
territory of our retailers, and not 
flood a given region with Jake 
Wyatt cigars.”

If that sounds like the kind 
of relationship your shop can 
use with a maker, visit the Jake 
Wyatt website at jakewyattcigars.
com and drop them a note. One 
of the glories of boutique cigar 
companies is that the owners are 
easy to reach.

Gerard Abajian and 
Neil Garcia
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his 5 x 50 
robusto features 
a beautiful, 
silky-smooth 

candela wrapper with a 
couple small veins and all-
but-imperceptible seams. By 
size, fit and finish, this cigar 
is not unlike most premium 
robustos—solidly packed 
and appealing in its hand 
feel. But visually, this cigar 
is a real looker owing to the 
visceral novelty appeal of any 
green cigar. Candela wrapper 
(a.k.a. double claro) may not 
top everyone’s list of regular 
favorites, but it grows on you 
with familiarity, and candela 
has recently been making a 
comeback in popularity.

 Green cigars were all 
the rage in the 1950s and 
’60s, but tastes evolved and 
candela faded from fashion, at 
least among premium sticks. 
Part of the reason may be 
that the cigar-loving public 
for decades moved toward 
more and more strong-bodied 
smokes. Another possible 
reason candela lost favor 
is that it is not the easiest 
wrapper to make or work with. 
Even so, in the last few years, 
as the boutique movement 
has gained steam, numerous 
reputable companies have 
begun offering cigars with 
green wrappers. It is thus not 

T

Jake Wyatt Cigar Co.  
Lucid Interval
Size 5 x 50 Robusto

Wrapper: Connecticut candela

Filler: Dominican

Binder: Dominican Olor

Release date: February 2020

MSRP: $231.44 per 22-count box, $10.52 per single

Smoke time: 1 hour

surprising that Jake Wyatt 
Cigar Co., known for the 
artistic flourishes it places on 
its creations, would number 
among companies bringing us 
a double claro product.

 The Jake Wyatt Lucid 
Interval robusto is accented 
with three darker foot stripes 
of San Andrés maduro with 
matched striping on the 
head, which terminates with a 
decorative circle. The contrast 
of the brown stripes with the 
tea-green hue of the wrapper 
leaf is quite alluring.

A brown maduro dot right 
on the head of the cigar 
provides a perfect target spot 
for a conventional punch cut, 
which yields a promising cold 
draw.

 I used two 2-inch strike-
anywhere matches to achieve 
a good toasting and then an 
even light. Initial flavor notes 
are mild, with hints of sage 
and cedar. The retrohale 
is remarkable, flavorful 
but forgiving to a fault—no 
pepper; all cream—while 
smoke output is ample. Ten 
minutes in I am starting to 
pick up notes of hazelnut and 
chocolate milk. The fullness 
of packing shows in the solid 
granite-colored ash, which 
holds on without flaking and 
manifests primo construction. 

The overarching theme here 
is mildness, of both body and 
vitamin N. This cigar does not 
shout at you; it seduces you.

 At 30 minutes I am finally 
getting some pepper to 
accent the mild green tea 
components, although the 
retrohale remains as gentle 
as can be, with a subtle bass 
line of almond butter. The 
candela lends an off-sweet, 
fruity aspect that smokers 
previously unfamiliar with 
green cigars will undoubtedly 
find intriguing. I confess to 
having chugged this cigar 
more heartily than I should 
have. (It’s a temptation with 
any gentle cigar.) Mild candela 
sticks require close attention 
to technique, lest you gobble 
down a good cigar without 
giving it time to whisper its 
secrets. I tried to temper my 
pace by nursing a beverage. 
For me, the creaminess of 
the Lucid Interval matched 
perfectly with a tall glass of 
ruby-red, sweet Southern iced 
tea. Still, at 40 minutes I am 
two thirds done, and wish I 
had taken things a bit slower.
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 Fortunately, as I approach 
the nub end, the cigar 
remains mild and forgiving, 
allowing me to get every 
last minute out of it with no 
discomfort. From start to 
finish, the burn line has been 
only a tad askew, though 
it never needs any touch-
up. As time ticked by, the 
primary transition is that the 
volume of nutty Irish cream 
just keeps increasing. After 
one hour I’m into the last 
inch-and-a-half and finally 
set it down.

 The Jake Wyatt Lucid 
Interval robusto is a 
premium-quality mild cigar, 
ideal as a first smoke of 
the day with your morning 
coffee or right after a light 
breakfast or brunch, or in the 
early afternoon. It is always 
a pleasure to discover a mild 
cigar that brings delicious 
and interesting flavors—
not the heart-pounding 
challenges of a dark, heavy 
after-dinner smoke. I 
could smoke Lucid Interval 
robustos all day long. 
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hen Storm Boen  graduated in 1996 
with a master’s degree in virology, he 
soon realized this would not be his 
life’s work. Within six months he had 
enlisted in the military, where he would 
devote the next 18 and a half years to 

serving his country and honing his leadership and organizational 
abilities. That military experience paid dividends toward his future 
endeavors.

While on active duty in Iraq, Boen’s last military assignment was 
called 38 Bravo, or civil affairs. Boen explains: “ Civil affairs is nation 
rebuilding. In Iraq I rebuilt the ministry of justice and I built multiple 
academies. So that’s where my organizational experience came from.”

At the same time, his military deployment exposed him to the 
benefits of cigar smoking. He recalls: “In the military, there was 
always a lot of tradition wrapped around cigars. We were always 
smoking cigars. After a really bad day, we would sit around and I 

would make my guys smoke 
a cigar. They knew that they 
had an hour or two where they 
could literally say anything they 
wanted to say. It gave them that 
stress relief and it gave them that 
camaraderie.”

His leadership and 
organizational experience was 
enhanced when, upon returning 
home after his active duty, 
Boen joined the reserves and 
started working for the Texas 
Department of Criminal Justice 
as a training sergeant. “During 
my tenure there we established 
an Advisory Council of Ethics, a 

board designed to dictate what 
ethics the state would be run 
by. This was all state agencies 
in Texas. It took me six to 
nine months to get the bylaws 
written.” Learning to research 
and write bylaws would translate 
into a useful skill for the next 
phase of his career.

Boen sustained an injury 
in 2009 while in the reserves 
and by 2012 he retired. While 
commiserating with a friend, a 
Korean War veteran named Ben 
Edmunson, the two discovered 
their mutual enjoyment of cigars 
while deployed, even with the 
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distance of a generation and 
several wars between them. 
The idea for Operation: Cigars 
For Warriors (CFW) came out 
of those conversations. As the 
original founders developed the 
plan for the organization, Boen 
made clear that his goal was 
getting cigars to the troops, not 
a leadership role. Despite his 
protests, he wound up writing the 
bylaws and the job descriptions 
for the entire organization, 
eventually accepting the position 
of CEO.

Boen and his co-founders had 
previously created C.A.T.S., or 
Cigar Aficionados Trades and 
Sales, an online exchange for 
swapping or selling-off cigars 
among fellow enthusiasts. The 

group that would co-found CFW 
left C.A.T.S. when one of its 
members was found to be less 
than honorable, but they utilized 
that platform, with a base of 
nearly 8,000 users, to launch 
CFW.

CFW has grown exponentially 
over the last seven years, 
principally through the tireless 
efforts of Boen and his board of 
directors, as well as their network 
of volunteers and cooperating 
retailers. The board members 
rotate attending cigar festivals, 
events and trade shows. These 
venues give the charity exposure, 

and serve as fundraising 
opportunities. All of the 
proceeds are allocated toward 
the collection and distribution 
of cigars and accessories to our 
deployed troops. 

“I don’t get paid. We don’t have 
any salaries at CFW,” says Boen. 
“We spend about $12-$15,000 a 
month, so monetary donations 
are extremely important. About 
80 percent of it is postal costs, 
packaging and shipping cigars to 
the troops.”

From its very inception, CFW 
had the support of some of the 
industry’s major players. One of 

the first was Boveda. “Before we 
even had a name, Boveda jumped 
on board,” says Boen. “They’ve 
stood behind us since day one; 
never a question of what we need. 
If you donate a cigar, we have 
a responsibility to take care of 
that donation until it gets to that 
soldier, and Boveda is a big piece 
of that.” 

The next important alliance 
came from Drew Estate. “I hadn’t 
written up the bylaws when I 
approached Jonathan Drew 
about how we might start this 
company. He said he was working 
with his reps, donating to and 
supporting the military, without 
really knowing if it was actually 
going to a soldier or not. He 
wanted to put all his eggs in one 
basket, but before he would do 
that he wanted to meet with our 
board of directors, see our bylaws 
and EIN. Once he did that, he 
went 100 percent behind us. He 
asked what he could do besides 
money or cigars, and I told him, 
‘Put us in the PCA (at that time 
it was the IPCPR).’ Basically that 
put us five years ahead of the 
game. He legitimized us in front 
of all the retailers, in front of all 
the social media communities.” 
That connection eventually 
resulted in PCA donating a 30 x 
30 booth for the 2021 PCA Trade 
Show.

CFW also benefits from a 
network of more than 500 retail 

Photos courtesy of CFW

Opposite page: The CFW team at the 
PCA show. Storm Boen is fourth from 
left.

Left: Soldiers enjoying some cigars.
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stores which serve as donation 
centers. “You can walk in the 
humidor and see our donation 
box with our logo. People will 
go in, buy five cigars and drop 
them in the box. Or they’ll bring 
in some cigars from home that 
they don’t smoke anymore and 
drop them off.” Donations are 
forwarded to distribution points 
in Florida and New Jersey where 
they are packaged and shipped 
overseas. 

Requests for cigars are 
received via email directly from 
the troops. Those emails are then 
sent to the CFW military liaison 
for vetting. Once verified, the 
requests are then forwarded back 
to the distribution points for 
shipment. Prior to packaging, the 
cigars are inspected for dryness, 
beetles and damage. Boen makes 
a point of assuring that “if it’s 
damaged, we’re not shipping it 
to our troops.” The packages are 

typically 50 cigars, assorted over 
several donated brands, as well 
as accessories such as lighters, 
ashtrays, coffee and magazines. 
Currently, CFW ships anywhere 
from 25,000–30,000 cigars per 
month.

It’s not an overstatement to 
say that the startup was less than 
auspicious. Rather than set an 
unattainable goal, Boen proposed 
shipping 800 cigars in one year. 
But that goal was exceeded 
within the first month when 860 
cigars were sent to the troops. 
The cigars were obtained from 
the C.A.T.S. community, as well 
as donations from sympathetic 
sales reps, especially those 
from Drew Estate. Donations 
continued to increase and in the 
first year of operation, Cigars For 
Warriors delivered 92,300 cigars 
to our deployed troops.  

According to Boen, “CFW 
has donated nearly 1.2 million 

cigars, hundreds of pounds of 
pipe tobacco, one half ton of 
coffee and thousands of pipes, 
magazines and lighters.”

CFW’s most recent project 
is the Synergy Program, 
a collaboration with 
manufacturers to create CFW 
branded merchandise. This 
benefits the suppliers, CFW itself 
and our troops. Boen explains it 
thus: “One plus one equals three,” 
meaning portions of the proceeds 
go back to the manufacturer as 
well as to help fund CFW, and 
the combined efforts support the 
troops. He adds: 

“We have six manufacturers 
on board. Each one has signed 
up to produce a showcase 
cigar, something from their 
high end. The only way to get 
these exclusive cigars is being 
a donation center, so it’s giving 
back to our stores. And 100 
percent of the manufacturer’s 

profits go back to us. Hiram & 
Solomon was the first one on 
board. Their contribution will 
be followed by exclusive cigars 
from Robert Caldwell, Cavalier 
Cigars, Oscar Valladares and Mi 
Havana.”

The first company to work 
within the Synergy Program was 
Janus Coffee Roasters, who not 
only donate a portion of their 
profits to CFW, but also donate 
to CFW one bag for every bag 
sold. CFW then sends those bags 
of coffee to the troops along with 
cigars and other swag. Six other 
non-cigar industry companies 
have expressed interest in 
the program. There is almost 
unlimited potential to expand 
Synergy, which will become 
an increasingly important 
contributor to funding the 
charity.

“Within the overall mission, 
we have a third mission 
statement that, once we have the 
product, we want to open it to in-
the-states events for the military, 
meaning coming home parties, 
deployment parties, holiday and 
birthday parties. We have gone, 
and continue to go, to bases with 
certain celebrities, and pass out 
cigars to the wounded warriors.” 
Those visits have included 
visiting the terminal wards.

As the mission continues to 
grow, rather than coming to an 
eventual end, Boen reflects that 
“our mission will never be over.” 
For the thousands of men and 
women who have benefitted from 
their efforts, we can all say to 
Storm Boen and CFW: Thank you 
for your service. 

To date, CFW has delivered 1.2 million 
cigars to U.S. troops.

ALL OF THE PROCEEDS ARE ALLOCATED TOWARD 
THE COLLECTION AND DISTRIBUTION OF CIGARS 
AND ACCESSORIES TO OUR DEPLOYED TROOPS.
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☑ Credit Card Processing (Premium Tobacco Processing): designed 
specifically for tobacco businesses, PTP will work with you to get 
you the best deal possible—and won’t drop you because of the 
products you sell! 

☑ Business Owners Insurance (Cigar Insurance USA): Cigar Liability 
& Affordable Tobacconist Insurance for Smoke Shops in the USA!

☑ Business Services & Solutions (Gallagher Affinity): members-only 
savings on Avis & Budget car rentals, UPS products & services, 
Lenovo computers, conference calling, shipping, business forms, 
checks and more!

☑ Satellite Television Service (DirecTV): as a PCA member, you get 
15—20% off DirecTV programming!

☑ Free Content Streaming (Exact Targeting Group): get a free display 
for streaming quality curated content focused on premium cigars. 
Displays, players & installation are free for PCA Retailers!

☑ SMS Service (Gnymble): text communications to keep you 
connected to your customers!

ARE YOU TAKING ADVANTAGE OF 
THESE MEMBERS-ONLY SAVINGS? 
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It is tempting to do a deep dive of sentimentality when looking back 
at PCA’s 88th Annual Trade Show. As we are reminded so often, 
within the cigar world and without, we are just emerging from an 
unprecedented time in our history. Lest we forget, we had no idea 
what the future would hold just a year ago, our thoughts focusing 

myopically on all the things we hold most dear—the health and safety of 
family and friends. Rightly so. And yes, at times it can feel a bit saccharine 
to keep mentioning but the general mood of a show is always worth noting, 
as PCA members come away with impressions that last throughout the 
year. And in that context, there was a true sense of relief and gratitude 
permeating the air (along with some sweet smelling cigar smoke). It truly 
was good to be together again.
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While understandably smaller in 
scale than usual, the essence of the 
show remained true to form: Deals 
were made, friends were enjoyed and 
information was shared. As the heat 
swelled to record highs outside (117 F 
at its height), inside the Sands Expo 
was a welcome sense of normalcy.

Several panels addressed relevant 
topics within the industry, and PCA 
leadership Executive Director Scott 
Pearce, outgoing PCA President John 

Anderson and incoming PCA President Greg Zimmerman discussed 
some long-term plans for the future of the organization, including a 
Strategic Planning Committee.

“The entire board is coming together for a strategic planning 
session retreat, with a professional facilitator, where we will focus 
entirely on the mission of PCA,” says Pearce. “We’ll be developing 
a three-year plan of how PCA is going to evolve, what we must 
accomplish for the organization and industry to be successful and 
how we get there. I am extremely excited and looking forward to the 
outcome. And I implore all members to look for the many new and 
various ways one will be able to get involved in PCA.”  

One topic will be addressing the organization’s overreliance on 

“THERE  
WAS A TRUE 
SENSE OF 
RELIEF AND 
GRATITUDE 
PERMEATING 
THE AIR 
(ALONG WITH 
SOME SWEET 
SMELLING 
CIGAR 
SMOKE).
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the trade show for its annual 
revenue. Currently, 90 percent 
of revenue comes from the 
trade show, a balance the 
board recognizes needs to 
be addressed sooner rather 
than later. Says Pearce: “The 
mission of the PCA needs to be 
redefined, not just for today’s 
climate, but to be successful 
for the future as well. So we’ll 
be developing a new mission 

statement through the strategic 
planning session to address this 
changing environment.”

Another important topic will 
be the continued development 
of member benefits, and the 
leadership made it a point to 
emphasize the goal is to get 
back on track with the many 
initiatives that were paused 
due to COVID, including award 
programs, education programs 

and new affinity programs that 
will benefit members.

As always, the show included 
several education seminars, 
addressing topics on advocacy, 
the new generation of cigar 
manufacturers, supply chains 
and retail tips. And, of course, 
the impact COVID has had on 
the industry.

“Treat every challenge as 
a lesson, every mistake you 
make as a blessing and move 
on,” said author Paulo Coelho. 
The premium cigar industry 
found out last year it was in 
many ways pandemic proof, 
but that didn’t mean there 
weren’t a host of challenges 
for retailers, particularly 
during the shutdown, with 
retailers scrambling to balance 
different state requirements 
while satisfying a demanding 
customer base. 

In that environment, a key 
theme that emerged from 
the retailer panel discussion 
was the importance of 
communication.

“Communication is no longer 
lip service,” said Joshua Evarts. 
“We are fully reenergized and 
we’ve gotten very serious about 
our relationships.”

Those relationships are 
not exclusive to customers. 
While managing customer 
demands was important 

“TREAT EVERY 
CHALLENGE 
AS A LESSON, 
EVERY MISTAKE 
YOU MAKE AS A 
BLESSING AND 
MOVE ON.”

and more attention was paid 
toward improving customer 
relationships, many on the panel 
focused on staff communication, 
both in recognizing how their 
respective staffs remained loyal 
and how that loyalty needed to 
be recognized.

Comments like “we were so 
thankful for the dedication of 
the team” and “we worked hard 
on treating our team well” were 
repeated often, underlining the 
reality that without a dedicated 
staff no business can survive.

“Invest in your people and 
your business will thrive,” said 
Everts.

Adaptability was another 
topic discussed, particularly 
when it came to mandated 
shutdowns. Jessica Hutson, 
a retailer from Missouri, was 
required to close during the 
height of the pandemic but 
she researched her state’s 
requirements and found that if 
she carried certain products, she 
could be deemed an “essential” 
retailer. So she started carrying 
soap, which was on the essential 
product list. She was able to 
keep her shop open while other 
tobacconists were closed. 

Other retailers immediately 
started a delivery service or 
managed curbside pickup, 
depending on their state’s 
mandates. It was a time to think 
outside the box, adapt and find 
ways to survive. 

For the manufacturers, it’s 
no secret 2020 was a banner 
year. Most, if not all, have 
seen significant jumps in their 
bottom lines but the boom 
has created some unwelcome 
challenges that will persist 
through 2021 and beyond. From 
a shortage of rollers and wood 
for boxes to delays in shipping 
and band production, cigar 
manufacturers are struggling to 
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meet demand and are having to 
work closely with retailers.

Terrance Riley of Aganorsa 
Leaf said they’re sending 
product when they can and 
emphasized that retailers and 
manufacturers should keep 
clear lines of communication 
open so everyone is on the same 
page. All the panelists agreed the 
situation won’t go away quickly, 
so retailer/manufacturer 
relationships are even more key. 

Asked how long the boom 
will last, Tom Lazuka of Asylum 
noted: “I think we’ll see a natural 
slowdown simply because there 
won’t be enough tobacco.”

The panel also discussed 
the uniqueness of the industry 
in that manufacturers are 
competitors but they also 
collaborate, both in production 
and advocacy. 

“This is healthy competition,” 
said Pete Johnson of Tatuaje. 
“I think it creates a higher level 
of quality in products and it’s 
going to help the industry in the 
future. That’s why this boom is 
so much better than the one in 
the ’90s. The quality of products 
is just better.”

Advocacy was another hot 
topic during the show. While the 
fight has eased slightly on the 
federal front, tobacco opposition 
organizations are now focused 
on local and state laws that will 
restrict tobacco sales. (See the 
state association review on page 
11).

The 2021 PCA Trade Show 
is in many ways a marker 
establishing a new era for the 
organization. Heading into 
2022, the leadership is focused 
on bringing PCA fully into 
the present and establishing a 
united voice with a clear eye on 
the future. 

“HEADING 
INTO 2022, THE 
LEADERSHIP IS 
FOCUSED ON 
BRINGING PCA 
FULLY INTO THE 
PRESENT AND 
ESTABLISHING 
A UNITED VOICE 
WITH A CLEAR 
EYE ON THE 
FUTURE.” 
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MEMBERSHIP RENEWAL
OPENS OCTOBER 1

PREMIUMCIGARS.ORG/RENEW

Keep an eye out for reminders from PCA and renew online 
starting October 1, 2021 so you keep getting benefits! 
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“I had just graduated from college. San Diego was having Fiesta 
200, it’s 200th anniversary, and I ended up being a souvenir 
photographer during the festival,” says Mogilner. “I would dress 
people up in period costumes and take their pictures. I was working 
in the center of the complex. I had to pack everything up at night 
because I didn’t have any space. A leather worker had this little 9 x 
19 foot space. He took off with everybody’s deposits, so I took that 
space. Then the fiesta came to an end, I had the space, and I didn’t 
know what to do with it. I had seen a tobacco shop in Ports O’ Call 
Village in Long Beach, and it seemed like an appropriate kind of 
business for an Old Town area. So I built some fixtures and I put in a 
store. I called it Golden Bull Tobacconist.” 

The property where the Fiesta was held was soon acquired by 
the state of California to establish a historic park. An advisory 
committee was formed to encourage local investment in the park. 
Mogilner did some research of old San Diego newspapers from 
the 1860s, and he came across the name of a tobacco store called 
Racine and Laramie. He went to the committee with a plan to 
recreate the old building as it was in the 19th century. The state gave 
him the green light as long has he remained consistent with the 
architectural design of the old building.

They eventually tore down the existing building on the site and 
re-constructed the original building, over a period of years, between 

1970 and 1974. It was an extended project, with the state accepting 
and then rejecting numerous revisions of the architectural 
reconstruction. Mogilner persisted, going along with the state’s 
specifications, even to the extent of building some display fixtures 
himself. Those not built by him were antique fixtures acquired at 
auctions. The search for antiques led Mogilner to discover and begin 
collecting antique pipes, which eventually formed the foundation 
of the shop’s museum—a collection of rare and antique tobacciana 
from the late 19th and early 20th centuries. That collection is the 
centerpiece of the tobacco shop and sets the tone for everything in 
the store that surrounds it. 

The only modern touch is the inventory of cigars, pipes, lighters 
and accessories. Even the employees are in period garb, and look 
like characters from a Wild West reenactment. The costumes, 
principally vests and hats, come from Western stores, and are a 
requirement of employment. Currently Racine and Laramie has 
four employees. 

Initially, Racine and Laramie was 
almost exclusively a pipe and tobacco 
shop. Mogilner himself was a longtime 
pipe enthusiast: “I always liked pipes. I 
had been a pipe smoker since I was 18.” 
So naturally pipe tobacco, and especially 

RACINE & LARAMIE:
A Piece Of Smoking History

San Diego’s Racine and Laramie Tobacconist was 
first founded in 1869 in what is now San Diego’s historic 
Old Town. The original structure was eventually razed 
and replaced with a 1920s ice cream parlor. Decades 
later, when Geoffrey Mogilner was attempting to open 
a tobacco shop on that historic plaza, his research 
uncovered the existence of the pioneering tobacco 
shop, which was the forerunner of the modern Racine 

and Laramie. Because the state of California owned the property, and 
established it as a state historic park, Mogilner had to design and construct 
his shop in the period style of the original. That was no small task. 
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Bottom left: Geoffrey 
Mogilner, owner of Racine 
& Laramie. Employees 
dress in period garb, 
looking like characters 
from a Wild West 
reenactment.
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house blends, always made up a 
substantial part of the store’s sales 
volume. Mogilner enthusiastically 
states his enjoyment of all types 
of pipe tobacco, from aromatics to 
flake Virginias.

It took until the cigar boom years 
of the 1990s for Mogilner to expand 
his cigar selection. “I hesitated to 
jump in with both feet into cigars,” 
he says. “I see the cigar business as 
a difficult business. Everything’s got 
to be right. Cigar smokers are very 
fussy. They want a certain shape of 
a certain brand, and it’s got to be a 
certain color. There’s no end to it.” 

Despite that initial reluctance, 
cigars currently outsell pipes 
and tobacco. Racine and Laramie 
enjoys a brisk cigar business, 
selling many of the major brands. 
But their top sellers are all house 
brand exclusives. “The best seller 
is our Zorro cigar. It’s a licorice 
flavored cigar, and we have a terrific 
following for that cigar.” 

Their Golden Bull brand is an all-
Dominican private label from the 
Davidoff factory. Altadis produces 
a cigar for them in its Honduran 
factory which is sold under the 
Racine and Laramie brand. It too 
sells well, but Mogilner is quick to 
point out that “the flavored cigars 
are the best sellers. Our best selling 
flavored cigar is Delicioso, and we 
sell a lot of Tatianas.” 

That might lead one to assume 
that tourist business accounts for 
most of the sales, but Mogilner 
asserts that the tourist and local 
business is evenly split. “We’re 
about half and half. Tourists 
are important, but San Diego is 

important too.”
In March of 2020, the state of 

California declared a lockdown, 
due to the coronavirus pandemic 
and Racine and Laramie, like most 
businesses, was forced to close. 
Even then Mogilner would show up 
at the store daily. “When we were 
forced to be closed I worked on my 
museum displays. I built racks for 
displaying the Zippo collection.” 
After a couple of months they were 
able to reopen in a limited fashion.

But once the lockdown was 
lifted, business came roaring back, 
Mogilner noting business is as brisk 
as before the pandemic. Tourists 
are once again flocking to the 
historic district and locals are back 
to shopping in person.

After five decades in retail 
tobacco, Mogilner is still active in 
the business. Asked if he still works 
a fulltime schedule, he chuckles and 
replies, “I work half-time!” He goes 
to the store every day, including 
weekends, from about two in the 
afternoon until closing at 7 p.m. 
One of his main responsibilities is 
the mail order business.

The uniqueness of Racine and 
Laramie doesn’t stop at the building 
or the tobacciana. The shop also has 
a unique approach to waiting on 
customers. He says: “What my guys 
do is they break the ice. They greet 
them when they come in. They 
start talking. Not about tobacco but 
about anything else. They’re folksy 
and friendly. The public likes it, and 
they respond.”

The formula seems to be 
working, as Racine and Laramie is 
thriving.  As for Geoffrey Mogilner, 
it doesn’t seem like he’ll be retiring 
anytime soon. When asked about 
that inevitability he replies, “When 
I’m a hundred years old I probably 
ought to think about getting out of 
the business.” 
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Racine & Laramie’s store 
brands are among their top 
selling cigars, including the 

licorice-flavored Zorro and the 
all-Dominican Golden Bull.
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Help us raise $60,000 in 60 
days for the Premium Cigar
& Pipe Tobacco Industry!
Join us now by helping fund the fight 
for your premium tobacco businesses 
and push back against misguided and 
harmful legislation! Scan to QR code  
or visit https://bit.ly/PCA60 to join the 
fight and make a difference today!

PREMIUMCIGARS.ORG
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publication puzzling through the definition 
of “boutique” as it applies to the cigar 
industry. No matter how you slice it, Drunk 
Chicken Cigars is about as “boutique” as a 
cigar company can get.

It’s safe to say that Desiree Sylver is not 
your average cigar entrepreneur. A black 
female businesswoman with degrees in 

Marketing and Financial Management, and a PhD in Organizational Leadership, two 
years ago Sylver began ordering her own custom-tailored cigar blends, rolled just for her 
own purposes. It was a private affair. Really, she just wanted to reduce the cost of her cigar 
habit, and that of her fiancé and her friends. But with the encouragement of fans who 
raved at the blends she was developing, Sylver ventured to offer some retailers sample 
cigars adorned with plain white bands marked, simply, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, just to delineate the 
recipes. Sylver says the first five blends were not even created to sell. She just wanted some 
professional feedback. But the retailers with whom Sylver shared her cigars told her that 
she was onto something: The cigars were excellent and could easily sell, they said…but 
they also advised her, “Change the bands.” So she did, and history is now writing itself.

Sylver launched Drunk Chicken in October 2019 and began actively selling in January 
2020. Since that time, Drunk Chicken Cigars has won space on the shelves of more than 
110 shops, lounges, restaurants and casinos across the U.S., and Sylver continues to gain 
new accounts every week. Her smokes are garnering favorable attention from customers, 
reviewers and merchants. Succinct in his praise of Drunk Chicken Cigars is Don Wiggins, 
owner of Underground Cigar Lounge in Ft. Worth, Texas, an outlet specializing in “unique 
and hard-to-find cigars.” (Wiggins is known as the “King of Boutique.”) He reports, 
“Drunk Chicken has been wonderful to work with. They have great customer service. 

Cigar businesswoman is living the dream, 
starting ultra-small and winning hearts, 
minds and palates.
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Their cigars are excellent, our 
customers like them and we 
sell quite a few. And there has 
been no issue with supply.” 
Drunk Chicken now has four 
sales reps—Sylver calls them her 
“Ambassadors”—working the 
field and helping stage events.

One of those Ambassadors, 
Tanya Pritchett, working out 
of Atlanta and covering the 
Southeastern region, tells the 
story of how Drunk Chicken 
Cigars came by its whimsical 
name. “Desiree raises chickens, 
almost as pets,” Pritchett says. 
“She has a number of chicken 
coops in her back yard. So we 
were having a barbecue one day, 
and someone noticed one of the 
chickens was walking kind of 
funny and said, ‘She looks like 

she’s drunk.’ This was before 
Desiree had even started selling 
cigars. She was just having them 
made for her own circle. Anyway, 
after that we all started calling 
her collection Drunk Chicken.” 
It is often from seemingly 
insignificant moments like these 
that a legacy gets set in motion.

Sylver is the first to admit, “We 
are a super-small operation. We 
roll on demand, and only keep 
enough cigars on hand to allow 
for reasonable shipping times. 
We don’t want to get ahead of 
ourselves. The goal is to ship 
within a week or two after we 
receive an order. At launch, 
we offered five blends, and we 
ordered just 10 20-count boxes 
of each at the start. We do aim 
to target a wide range of tastes 

across our lines, and to offer a 
cigar for any time of the day for 
any smoker on any occasion. So 
we say we’re an ‘Anytime of the 
Day’ cigar brand.”

Sylver works with one 
manufacturing company in 
Florida that currently produces 
all Drunk Chicken cigars—“an 
experienced guy from Cuba,” 
Sylver says, “whose family 
tradition of rolling goes back to 
his grandfather. He has a crew of 
other Cuban expats rolling for his 
company, and we have worked 
out a great relationship that 

“A COUPLE 
OF OUR CORE 
VALUES INCLUDE 
CUSTOMER 
SERVICE AND 
QUALITY. AS WE 
CONTINUE TO 
GROW, WE DO 
NOT WANT TO 
COMPROMISE 
THOSE CORE 
VALUES.” 

Drunk Chicken cigars include Mother 
Clucker, Homicidal Hen, Sweet 
Dreams and Fat Hen.
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allows for weekly adjustments in 
what blends we order.”

Nowadays, Drunk Chicken 
Cigars is keeping its Cuban 
rollers occupied filling orders for 
100 to 125 boxes per week. (All 
six Drunk Chicken lines come 
in boxes of 20.) Blends range 
from the powerhouse maduro 
Drunk Chicken Original (DCO) 
to the blond Connecticut Sweet 
Dreams, with a sweetened tip in 
the old Cuban style. And there 
are plenty of medium-bodied 
habano selections in-between, 
in a range of vitolas. Box prices 
range from $200 to $240 MSRP, 
and retailers receive keystone 
pricing on their orders.

The Drunk Chicken Original 
and Sweet Dreams are the 
currently reigning best sellers 

among the company’s products, 
but even this keeps changing. “At 
the launch of the company the 
Mother Clucker was the biggest 
seller,” says Sylver. “Then it 
was the FAT HEN, and now the 
DCO and Sweet Dreams. As we 
enter new markets, demand for 
different cigars and sizes changes 
with circumstance.”

Sylver says she had a positive 
experience at the PCA trade show 
this summer. “I’ve interacted 
with a few of the movers and 
shakers in the industry, such 
as Matt Booth, Erick Espinosa 
and Fouad Kashouty,” she 
says, “and they have all been 
very welcoming and helpful.” 
Kashouty, the owner of Hiram & 
Soloman Cigars, relates, “Desiree 
is an interesting entrepreneur, 

full of positive energy and fun, 
an energy that you can’t help but 
notice and admire—which, by the 
way, is reflected in her brand, the 
choice of name and surely the 
good quality of her cigar blends. 
You can see her determination 
to make her mark in this fierce 
cigar world. I applaud her for that 
and look forward to seeing her 
on top.”

Sylver maintains a clear vision 
and purpose. “I am a wholesaler 
and do not have my own brick-
and-mortar retail presence. My 
headquarters is an office space 
in Washington, DC, used only for 
conducting daily operations. But 
I am very happy as a wholesaler, 
happy with the growth we 
have seen and the direction 
the business has taken so far. A 

couple of our core 
values include 
customer service 
and quality. As we 
continue to grow, 
we do not want 
to compromise 

those core values. So we are 
constantly examining our 
inventory levels and sales to 
ensure we coordinate effectively 
with our manufacturing 
partners.”

Yes, there were a few 
naysayers at the start. “A few 
didn’t like the name of the 
company and thought it was a 
joke,” Sylver recalls. But Drunk 
Chicken Cigars is hardly a joke, 
nor is the singlemindedness 
with which Desiree Sylver is 
steering her enterprise. She 
travels the U.S. every month 
promoting the brand, and 
likewise her Ambassadors are 
actively exploring new territory. 
Unbowed by the pandemic, 
Sylver says, “Drunk Chicken 
Cigars was established at the 
beginning of COVID. I don’t even 
know what sales is like without 
COVID.”

If you would like to explore 
a possible relationship with 
this memorable newcomer to 
the world of premium cigars, 
visit the company website 
drunkchickencigars.com or give 
Dr. Sylver a ring at 202.888.1480. 
Get in on the ground floor 
and offer your customers 
something they can’t find just 
everywhere. That is, after all, 
what prospecting the world of 
boutique cigars is all about.  

I AM VERY 
HAPPY AS A 
WHOLESALER, 
HAPPY WITH THE 
GROWTH WE HAVE 
SEEN AND THE 
DIRECTION THE 
BUSINESS HAS 
TAKEN SO FAR.
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N
Are You  

Experienced?

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

NOTE TO MY FELLOW TOBACCONISTS: Please 
read carefully. This will grow your business and cost you 
nothing!

If you are a retailer who sits behind a register, hoping 
it rings, this article is a difficult look at everything that 
transpires inside our businesses and reveals that by solely 
sitting behind our counter we are offering less than nothing 
to our customers. Yes, I am entering the uncomfortable, and 
in most cases tepid, waters of experience that we all offer 

every day in our retail businesses. If we are honest that we 
all, indeed, offer experience, then we must continue in that 
posture of integrity and determine what kind of experience 
we individually offer. I am coming fresh off the PCA trade 
show floor in Las Vegas, having spent time with hundreds 
of you over four days, and I am convinced that there has 
never been a better opportunity to be an impactful retail 
tobacconist.

How can I possibly make that claim as a brick-and-

“In everyone’s life, at some time, our inner fire goes 
out. It is then burst into flame by an encounter with 
another human being. We should all be thankful for 
those people who rekindle the inner spirit.” 
  -Albert Schweitzer, Theologian, Humanitarian
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mortar retailer? Isn’t online 
premium cigar buying at all 
time highs? Didn’t Amazon 
win the battle for the retail 
dollar? The answer to both 
questions is YES. However, in 
August 2021, the Wall Street 
Journal reported that Amazon 
is planning to open test retail 
locations in California and 
Ohio. Cigars International has 
grown to seven retail locations 
across Pennsylvania, Florida, 
and Texas. You can find a Casa 
de Montecristo retail lounge in 
eight states. So why are these 
entities expanding their brick-
and-mortar operations if they 
already won the cigar consumer 
through their online offerings? 

The truth is, they recognize 
that the pendulum has swung 
too far in the direction of online 
buying. In a post-pandemic 
world, there is a rich market 
for experience that can only 
happen when human beings 
come in contact with one 
another. That is why I can make 
the claim that there has never 
been a better opportunity to be 
an impactful retail tobacconist. 

You are already located 
in this tangible world. Your 
physical address is known. You 
have a humidor. You have a 
means to process a transaction 
with a customer. You even 
KNOW your customers’ first 
names and the cigar they 
enjoy the most. You have the 
foundation to be great. So, what 
is the missing ingredient that 
can propel us from good to 
great? One word: Experience.

We all offer an experience to 
our customers. It happens long 
before they enter our doors and 
will leave an impression long 

after they leave. What is crucial is that we understand this reality and 
make the adjustments to improve these experiences. I could teach a 
week-long class on these topics, but I will offer the following seven 
immediate impact recommendations for those retailers desiring to 
be great:

1. Create, maintain your online presence – You should have a 
listing on Facebook, Google, Instagram, and Yelp. These are all 
free. Make sure you are including lots of great pictures of your 
brick-and-mortar location, humidor and people having fun. 
Keep your business hours current on the sites.

2. Clean your floors and windows regularly – This is so big! We 
all know how quickly the grunge can accumulate in our shops. It 
conveys so much value when consumers (especially new ones) 
can see that you care enough to keep your shop surfaces clean.

3. Greet every customer as they walk into your shop – This is 
powerful. Community is the greatest offering we have as retail 
tobacconists. I have been in dozens of lounges around the world. 
It is a very small percentage that do this, and those that do 
carry an inherit culture that is attractive and demands repeat 
customers.

4. Empty your customer ash trays while they are smoking in 
your lounge – This is not invasive. You are not bothering them. 
This is an act of service. It shows your customers that they 
matter, and you are here ensuring their best experience.

5. Clean your bathrooms regularly during the day – This 
should go without saying, but is a regular miss in our industry. 
Bathrooms in cigar retail shops tend to be a disgusting 
adventure. How can we attract and keep new consumers, 
especially women, if our bathrooms convey that we would 
prefer you to leave? 

6. Keep your humidor neatly organized with prices clearly 
marked – It seems simple but is often missed. Make it easy for a 
customer to do the right thing … buy a cigar from you. Make it a 
point to join new customers on their first visit to your humidor. 
This gives you an opportunity to get to know them and to help 
direct their shopping experience. 

7. Say thank you and invite them back – Thank you are the two 
most powerful words in the English language for retailers. Make 
eye contact. Smile. Invite them to come back and enjoy your 
shop in the future.

While this is a small start for retailers who desire to offer a great 
retail experience, it can be implemented in a week, costs you nothing 
(except a few cleaning supplies that you probably already have), and 
will have an immediate positive impact on your business. I believe 
there is a resurgence coming to the brick-and-mortar cigar market. 
Your experience will define your ability to compete in that space and 
for those customers.  

In a post-
pandemic 
world, there 
is a rich 
market for 
experience 
that can 
only happen 
when human 
beings come 
in contact 
with one 
another.
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BY  WILL IAM C .  NELSONThe Pipe | 

T
Seasons Change, 

and So Do I
THE THERMOMETER ON MY BACK PORCH SHOWS 
92 DEGREES, and it’s been hot like this for weeks on end. 
I suppose, then, as I write these words, we’re in the “dog 
days.” I love hot weather—sweat on my brow, the melody of 
rolling thunder at midnight, white shorts and white shoes. 
Still, I know that summer is on its last legs. The first sign of 
trouble always comes in mid-August when my blueberry 
bushes quit producing. The next seasonal milestone of any 
real significance in these parts will be first frost, around 
Halloween.

Today my air-conditioned man cave is redolent of 
sweet, smoldering Virginia tobacco, as befitting a torrid 
afternoon. At this moment it is Stokkebye Luxury Twist 
Flake, which lends a kind of honeysuckle whisper to a late 

summer day’s pipe. Yet, the earth continues its tilt from 
Old Sol, and I know that honeysuckle is going out of season.

It is a mournful thing for a man my age, one who loves 
hot weather, to watch another summer pass. People go to 
ecstasies over the minty-fresh north breezes that find us 
during autumn, but let’s face it, they are only a preview of 
coming unattractions. Leaf-peepers rave at the fall foliage; 
and it’s true, leaves as they wither do exhibit a marvelous 
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paint palette of hues. But 
so do corpses. (I’m not an 
autumn guy, okay?) And as 
for what inevitably follows … 
winters, where I live, are wet, 
muddy, dismal, useless, mostly 
snowless and entirely too long. 
I know what’s coming.

Now that I’ve purged myself 
of ill sentiment, I am pleased to 
add that there is a happy side 
to the fall equinox. Autumn 
weather invites new and 
disparate pleasures that any 
man of discernment cultivates 
in his pipe smoking. It’s one 
way to mark the seasons, by 
adjusting one’s tobacco choices. 
Of course, saying latakia goes 
with winter and flue-cured 
with summer is pretty old 
wisdom. But it really does 
enhance appreciation of the 
hobby to answer the elements 
with tobaccos matched to the 
conditions.

The very first day I think, 
“Gee, I wish it were a tad 
warmer,” I begin to move 
away from the lemony, sugary 
Virginias that I nurse all 
summer. No radical change 
is wanted quite yet, just 
something a little richer and 
darker. Esoterica’s Stonehaven, 
for instance, makes for a 
fine companion as we amble 
through the days of Indian 
Summer. Then, when the air 
finally does turn downright 
chilly one fine October 
morning, a light Oriental can 
do wonders for the spirits. 
Early Morning Pipe fits the bill 
for me. It keeps just enough 
Virginia in the mix to serve as a 
happy reminder that summer 
must someday return.

The first frightful morning 
that frost shows up on the 
pumpkin calls for more drastic 
measures. Now the latakias are 
coming into their own. Nothing 
too heavy at first—we’re not yet 

suffering an ice storm, after all—but a taste of campfire and plum and 
spice is wanted to mellow early winter’s bite. Greg Pease’s Chelsea 
Morning is a fine candidate to see us through until the holidays.

As for that, once Thanksgiving rolls around, there come social 
obligations, and one wants to put a best foot forward. Holiday 
season is the one time of year when a tastefully chosen aromatic is 
permitted contact with my precious briar. I already know what tin I 
am going to pop this Thanksgiving: Gawith & Hoggarth’s Top Black 
Cherry, which I possess thanks to the fine folks at Iwan Ries & Co., 
who found a tin in the back of their cave when no other retailer in the 
nation could fill my order. I have never smoked Top Black Cherry, 
but I know Gawith & Hoggarth put out stellar products, and I know 
that any cherry blend will keep the dinner invitations forthcoming 
until New Year’s. So there’s a learning experience I already have 
penciled into my calendar.

The dead of winter is a time for hunkering down with English 
and Balkan blends to warm the cockles: Penzance, Nightcap, Balkan 
Sasieni and Seattle Pipe Club’s Plum Pudding are some of my cold-
weather favorites. The more frigid the conditions, the heartier the 
tobacco selection. Then, when the weather finally starts to break, 
when the crust of sleet begins to melt on a sunny late-winter day, I 
go to milder versions of similar concoctions. By March I might delve 
into an American-style codger Burley, like Sutliff’s match offerings 
for the old Windsor Briggs or Middleton Walnut.

Mind you, the whole time I am hankering for spring, and a return 
to my beloved Virginias. That first tolerable day with temperatures 
in the 70s I head for my stash of Best Brown Flake; and the first 
day it hits 80 I’m greedily into a tin of Orlik Golden Sliced. That’s 
when I can breathe a sigh of relief in the certainty that I have 
survived another winter. Things are looking up! The first days of 
genuine warmth open the way for adventures with scented Virginia 
Lakelands like Samuel Gawith’s Grousemoor. I know that soon the 
weather will be sweltering and I’ll be chugging a pipeful of Fribourg 
& Treyer’s Cut Virginia Plug like the summer will never end.

I tell all of this merely to lead by example. Every pipe smoker 
has to find his own way, but it falls to his friendly neighborhood 
tobacco merchant to gently lead the way. I have stated in this column 
previously that the pipe smoker who plays the field is the best and 
most elevated pipe smoker. But this doesn’t have to mean jumping 
about the genres of tobacco with no rhyme or reason. If the retail 
customer will let the seasons guide his choices—merely as one 
interesting method for managing exploration—and if he can depend 
on a knowledgeable retailer to act as sympathetic shepherd, that way 
lies truly enlightened pipe smoking. This is how we can create new 
ambassadors for the hobby.

Pipe smoking is a complex and mysterious preoccupation. It gives 
its best when we find ways to seek out the best. Tobacconists who 
advise their customers with patience, wisdom and generosity are the 
great tobacconists.

As they say, winter is coming. Consider enticing your clients with 
some blends that match the changing weather. It just might boost 
their interest level, and maybe even their spending.  

”

Every pipe 
smoker has 
to find his 
own way, 
but it falls to 
his friendly 
neighborhood 
tobacco 
merchant to 
gently lead 
the way. I 
have stated in 
this column 
previously 
that the pipe 
smoker who 
plays the field 
is the best 
and most 
elevated pipe 
smoker. But 
this doesn’t 
have to mean 
jumping 
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genres of 
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INothing But  
the Truth

| BY  LUCIANO MEIRELLES,  Co-founder, A.C.E. PrimeThe Industry

IF YOU READ THE NEWS for more than half 
an hour a day, it’s likely that you could become 
deeply melancholic. It seems like the outlook 
into the world today is of distrust, skepticism 
and pessimism. We are constantly on edge, 
tired of not knowing what to trust. We find it 
hard to believe in the news, the government, 
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even religion. Yet, at the same 
time, this only goes to show 
how desperately we crave 
the truth—to feel the peace 
that exists in trust. What this 
means to me, for the world 
and, specifically, for the cigar 
industry is that our future will 
flourish when we invest in 
what is true.

In July, when the cigar 
industry came together for the 
annual PCA trade show, I was 
reminded of the privilege we 
have to be amongst friends. It 
also struck me how the cigar 
world is both deeply rooted 
in tradition and constantly 
evolving and growing into the 
future.

Our market supersedes 
expectations, expanding in 
spite of a pandemic. It seems 
that we presently sit on the 
edge of a defining moment. 
What kind of future are 
we looking to build for the 
premium cigar industry? 

Where we sit now, I believe 
what our industry must do 
is to embody humanity’s 
incessant need to be active 
creators of our future, of 
shaping tomorrow to be what 
we wish for today to be. With 
an expanding market, what 
we must decide now and 
act upon is the culture we 
want to cultivate within the 
cigar world—the values and 
practices we want to prioritize. 

The advantage of calling this 
a premium cigar family is that 
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The advantage 
of calling this 
a premium 
cigar family is 
that we have a 
proximity and 
relationship 
that allows us 
the privilege 
of creating 
a collective 
standard for 
our future.

we have a proximity and relationship that allows us the privilege 
of creating a collective standard for our future. Family holds 
each other accountable, and in today’s ultra-connected world 
we cannot escape from the issues of our time. Things like social 
justice, environmental preservation and systemic poverty cannot 
be ignored anymore. It is damning to see flourishing businesses 
beside inescapable poverty in countries like Nicaragua, Honduras 
and the Dominican Republic; countries whose labor and 
resources are the backbone of our industry. 

Recently, I’ve been thinking of ways of analyzing our present 
actions in terms of how they might define our future and I came 
up with a hypothetical scenario. Imagine the present cigar 
industry was on a metaphorical trial, with the prosecutor, judge 
and jury being members of the future. Could it be possible that we 
would be found guilty of anything, even of something like neglect? 
Could we collectively swear to tell the truth, the whole truth and 
nothing but the truth? 

Before being cigar smokers, our consumers are citizens of the 
world, who bear witness to the impact of industries on society as 
a whole, and the awareness of this ought to elicit a greater sense 
of responsibility from us. Both small and large companies must 
unite in a manner that elevates premium cigars as a whole by 
ensuring sustainable practices. 

For the sake of our future, I believe our priorities must be 
realigned and evaluated in a manner that prioritizes the concerns 
of our consumers. We must be aware of the quality of our cigars, 
but also of how we are producing and selling them. This will 
reflect in how people see us. 

I’m convinced that the more authentic, truthful and real we are, 
the greater our relationship and connectedness will be in every 
corner of this premium cigar family. At the end of the day, in a 
world of distrust and skepticism, truth is gold!  
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WHAT’S THE MOST IMPORTANT LESSON 
YOU’VE LEARNED SINCE BEING IN THE 
PREMIUM CIGAR INDUSTRY?
Relationships are important. It is an interesting 

industry in the respect that we all compete but many of us also have 
close personal and business relationships, and collaborate on many 
issues. Most notable has been the industry fight against inconsistent 
and illogical regulation, but there are many other examples ranging 
from tobacco procurement to help with logistics.

 
WHAT’S YOUR FAVORITE AUTHOR AND 
MUSICAL GROUP? WHY? 
Favorite authors include Carl Hiaasen and Clive 
Cussler, who both write action novels—great escapism 

for the long hours spent on airplanes when I used to travel 40 weeks 
a year.

My music tastes are changing with age but if I had to pick I would 
say the late Tom Petty. To steal a phrase: It was the soundtrack of my 
formative years.

IF YOU WEREN’T IN THE CIGAR BUSINESS, 
WHAT WOULD YOU BE DOING?
Hahahaha, does who the hell knows suffice? Truth is, I 
got into the business when it wasn’t sexy (35 + years ago) 

and all my friends said, ‘You’re going to do what!?’ Now you tell people 
what you do at a cocktail party and everyone wants to talk to you 
about it! It is an industry that gets into your blood and it’s hard to get 
out. There is a certain romance to the product and the way it is used 
in celebratory ways both big and small, from marking the important 
moments in life to marking the end of a good day while sipping a 
cocktail on your patio, that makes it hard to imagine doing anything 
else.

 
WHERE DO YOU SEE CROWNED HEADS IN FIVE 
YEARS?
 In this current environment, it’s hard to see the five 
year horizon. When we founded Crowned Heads, 

Jon Huber and I spent considerable time defining our philosophy, 
and one tenet of that is the sentence “We believe in continuous 
improvement and in a marriage of tradition and innovation.” 

Crowned Heads is influenced by a time when quality, pride and 
integrity mattered. If we follow the vision we defined over 10 years 
ago I believe the next five years will be both fulfilling and successful 
for our company.  

Five Questions

Mike Conder
CROWNED HEADS

WHAT HAS YOU EXCITED ABOUT CROWNED 
HEADS IN THE NEXT YEAR?
I guess it would be easy to say ‘dramatic increase in 
volume’ as we have been a pandemic beneficiary or 

‘several exciting new brand launches’ like Mil Dias. The truth is, both 
of those are great company-wide accomplishments, but the thing that 
I am most excited about is how our team has performed during the last 
18 months of COVID. We have built a strong culture at Crowned Heads 
with a team that buys into our strategies. The guys have kept focused 
and disciplined, which has allowed us to prosper while servicing our 
consumers and retailers in a rapidly changing environment.
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