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CoverFeature:	Retailer	Spotlight

I recently had the pleasure of
attending a wine tasting at
one of Southern California's
newer wine  shops/tasting
bars, Vinatero. A wine tast-
ing by definition is first and
foremost about the wine, in
this case the wines of Napa-
based Ceja Vineyards. But
for me, it's also about the
people who are there and
what they have to say about

wine in general: their favorites, trends, styles, etc. I also want to
know why they came, on what turned out to be the hottest day
of the summer, to drink the wines made by a small, family owned
winery that most wine drinkers have probably never heard of?

From what I could tell, they came on a quest for quality.
Vinatero, it seems, owned by Ernie and Lisa Ceja (ªsay-haº, no
relation to the winery), has lit a fire under its customers, so to
speak, that has sparked their interest in higher quality, more
complex wines. The opportunity to taste and talk about wines
they might not have otherwise tried, in addition to Vinatero's
wine tastings and educational classes, have all lead to a grow-
ing customer base with an intense desire to learn. So while I
watched the crowd smile, sip and talk about the award winning
wines of Ceja Vineyards, it all started to make perfect sense why
the bar at Vinatero was so packed.

To be honest, Vinatero is actually a wine (and beer) retail
shop with a tasting barÐalbeit a very classy one. Artistically
designed wall racks hold Vinatero's well thought out wine selec-
tion....think art gallery...that leads to a large contemporary tast-
ing bar and socializing area in the back. There's a well bal-
anced focus on off-the-beaten-path imported wines as well as a
wide range of quality boutique California wines. Priced from $8
and up, customers are encouraged to explore the extensive
selection from a wide variety of producers and countries. There
is also a modest beer selection that slants toward brands from
small brewersÐboth domestic and imported.

Ernie and Lisa, friends from junior high school who had gone
their separate ways and reconnected years later, have now been
husband and wife for two years. Attractive, smart and friendly,
the Cejas first began to throw around the idea for Vinatero about
four years ago while Ernie was working at The Golden Vine
Winery in Disney's California Adventure. As the plan took shape,
Lisa continued her career as a high school math teacher while
Ernie honed his knowledge of wine by taking a job as a sales
representative at a major California wine wholesaler. Following
two years of selling wine, Ernie and Lisa were ready to become
vinateros(Spanish for wine merchants) and along with the help
of friends and family, have never looked back. 

ªIt was important for us to create something real, to move past
the so called `trendy wine bar or shop,' and I think people in our
area have related to Vinatero's sincerity to wine as well as the
experience,º says Ernie. ªWe owe a lot to both our families and

THE LATINO OWNED VINATERO, A WINE TASTING BAR AND BOUTIQUE LOCATED IN THE SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA CITY OF WHITTIER, BLENDS UPSCALE

AMBIANCE WITH OLD WORLD FAMILY HOSPITALITY   BY JOHN COLEMAN

Continued on next page 

ABOVE: Vinatero's busy tasting bar. RIGHT: Vinatero owners, Ernie & Lisa Ceja.  

VINO FAMILIA
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our loyal customers for helping us make that happen.º
Merchants in the true sense of the word, Ernie and Lisa share

more than just their wine knowledge with their customers. They
also share personal information, stories about their winery visits
and other experiences; some related to wine, some not. But
while the Cejas have created one of the best wine shops
around, it's the store's tasting bar that takes the Vinatero experi-
ence to another level.

Both ultra cool and functional, Vinatero's stand up tasting bar
is all about the wine. Bar customers can either choose from the
by-the-glass wine menu (a small taste is $1.50), typically three
white and three red ranging from $5 to $20 per glass, or pay
a (very) small corkage of $5 on one of the stores retail wine
selections. There is also a substantial gourmet beer selection,
both bottle and draft, for those customers who know their beerÐ
Chimay on tap for example.

The Cejas opened Vinatero last March in Uptown Whittier,
located in the northeast corner of Los Angeles County. A histori-
cally protected area, Whittier's  Uptown District has a resort vil-
lage-like feel that attracts an eclectic range of customers from the
ethnically diverse surrounding area. And while Ernie and Lisa
could have picked any number of more popular, trendier
Southern California cities to build Vinatero, they picked a town
with a sense of family and loyalty, and the payoff has been noth-
ing short of amazing.

Describing Vinatero's customers as loyal is an understate-
ment. The wine classes are always full, the YELP listings are
extremely positive, and based on the turnout for the Ceja
Vineyard tasting, Vinatero seems to have developed a following
of grape groupies that any wine retailer would envy.

ªWe approach every customer the same, whether they're a
wine expert, or a novice,º says Lisa Ceja. ªFor example, some of
our customers are just discovering wine. We work with them to
help find a style that suits their taste, or suggest one that helps them
get started. Expert or novice, I think our customers really appreci-
ate the fact that the staff at Vinatero takes the time to actually talk
and listen to them.º    

The success of Vinatero, in an area that's not typically asso-
ciated with fine wine, also shines a light on the trend of just how

mainstream good wine has become. ªI think there's a miscon-
ception about higher quality wine, in that they only sell in high
income areas,º says Ernie. ªBut as the public's knowledge of
good wine grows, as we've witnessed in our shop, consumers
from all walks of life, be that gender, ethnicity or financial, are
more and more seeking out and trying (and buying) better qual-
ity, higher priced winesÐoften from producers they had never
even heard of.º

This willingness to experiment fits nicely with Vinatero's focus
on wines from lesser known, more obscure producers that their
customers can't find down the street at the grocery store. The
Cejas help create interest in many of these brands through reg-
ularly scheduled guest winery tastings where patrons get to inter-
act with a representative of the winery. Producers like Brassfield,
Opolo Vineyards and Ehrhardt Estates have all participated at
Vinatero's guest winery events. 

Yet while the Cejas customers might not always recognize the
name on the label, they know the quality will be in the bottle.
Ernie, who personally tastes every wine he sells, has developed
a track record of consistancy in terms of picking quality and it's
not uncommon to hear customers say, ªif Ernie likes it,  I'll try it.º

And I think that's what the Vinatero wine shop is all aboutÐ
faith and trust. A unique place where people who enjoy wine
can be among friends and know that the proprietors, or
vinaterosin this case, have their best interest at heart.

Vinatero Wine Shop & Tasting Bar is located in Uptown Whittier
at  6531 Greenleaf Avenue. (562) 464-9463.

LEFT:It's not all about wine at Vinatero.  RIGHT: Essential to Vinatero's customer
support, are Eddie Anguiano, bar manager, and sommelier, Tony Palomares.

ªIt was important for us to create something real, to move past the so called `trendy wine
bar or shop,' and I think people in our area have related to Vinatero's sincerity to wine as
well as the experience...we owe a lot to both our families and our loyal customers for
helping us make that happen.º

ÐErnie Ceja, owner, Vinatero 


