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The heart and soul of the luxury tobacco industry lies with those who have a true passion for the product and the value it adds to real lives. Real passion is quiet and humble; not something that can be measured by cigar selfies, social media likes, or the size of your cigar collection. This book is inspired by, and dedicated to the people whose passion for luxury cigars and pipes is the least interesting thing about them.





FOREWORD

by J. Glynn Loope

Given that I am a creature of the legislative and political process, I all too often conduct my conversations and writing in such language. Even though I spend every day fighting the bureaucratic state, I still have a habit of sounding like a bureaucrat. So this introduction won’t be any different.

I scan the occupational postings, and find it so intriguing that many professions expect and require practitioners to obtain a license or permit to even have a given job. Now, as one with a libertarian bent on government interference in our lives, I have to pause and think, “It’s a good thing for my electrician, plumber, or other contractor to be licensed; it lets me know that they studied for their chosen profession.” Then I look at the list again, and I think about my wife going to the nail salon to visit the cosmetologist, or remember my father taking me to the local barber. Both studied to get the skills for their profession.

Flash forward. What began as a fondness for premium cigars grew into a passion. I was blessed to have a local cigar shop that is now over a hundred years old, Milan Tobacconists in the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia. An establishment with a national and indeed global reputation for blending great pipe tobacco, they recommended my first cigar, and have been recommending to me for nearly two decades. In thinking about this foreword for The Tobacconist Handbook, I again paused to think about what makes a great tobacconist great.

I have traveled to premium cigar shops in every region of the nation, and thankfully, there seems to be a “common ground” where the tobacconist and consumer meet. They meet on the expectation that not only will the products be enjoyed, and worth the investment, but that the service will be memorable. In those establishments that provide a lounge or similar atmosphere like a full cigar bar or any full-service business that promotes “the cigar culture,” there is, again, common ground where all of these establishments meet: service, atmosphere, professionalism, quality products, and expert advice.

Those who are passionate for great cigars and premium tobacco have long memories, and they like to talk about their experiences. That should be remembered by anyone who wants to be in this business. Also, during the course of my national travels, I hear every day about consumer experiences.

I often receive calls and texts from friends or random consumers through Cigar Rights of America with questions like “Where should I go to enjoy a cigar in [Nashville, Minneapolis, Atlanta, Omaha, etc.]?” and I have that list based upon truly memorable experiences, all in local cigar shops. That means someone is making money off one cigar consumer’s great moment. That’s how word spreads, and that’s how small businesses thrive.

I was once walking with my friend Ron Melendi, a Tobacconist University Certified Master Tobacconist (CMT), and there was a Starbucks attached to the cigar shop in front of us. We began discussing how they got the public to buy an expensive cup of coffee. First, I love their mantra, “We are the place between work and home, or ‘The Third Place.’” It should be adopted by every cigar shop in the land. The next critical ingredient is expert knowledge of their product and, finally, a memorable experience. Even though many have had challenges in that regard, always having that as your objective will make you better in this—or any—business.

Which leads me full circle to where this discussion began— training experts who have a passion for premium tobacco. Tobacconist University is the only training program of its kind that seeks to establish standards for the premium tobacconist, and the unique initiative to certify the knowledge of the passionate consumer.

This book, and the associated training programs available through Tobacconist University, will take you on a journey. You will experience and feel the culture of these products, from the fields and factories of Latin America, through the practice of serving a discerning public with the finest cigars or pipe tobacco in the world. The aspiring tobacconist will learn of the use for the important accoutrements used by the profession, and how you convey this knowledge, and appreciation, to the novice consumer.

That’s the way I would like the reader of this handbook to approach this narrative—as a journey. It is impossible for any given book to capture the essence of premium tobacco, but The Tobacconist Handbook will introduce the history of those golden leaves, and the basics of their nurturing, from seed to shelf.

But this is also a personal journey for the aspiring tobacconist, or those who crave continuing education. One of the nuances of this industry that captures me the most is imagination. Learning or imagining how manufacturers of these great products maintain consistency, or develop a new blend, or how the certified tobacconist may develop their own blends one day, by either working with a great producer of cigars, or tinkering with a kitchen full of pipe tobacco. It’s also about learning what the consumer appreciates or desires, and how the professional tobacconist can meet and exceed their expectations.

I believe this book can guide that journey into the world of premium tobacco, and I also believe Tobacconist University sets the standard for the education of this profession. It is what sets premium tobacco apart from other products. It’s like what I say every year at the Cigar Aficionado Big Smoke seminars in Las Vegas: “Only in the world of premium cigars would five hundred people get up for 9:00 a.m. classes in, of all places, Las Vegas, just to learn more about this passion we share!”

Well, you are doing the same by reading this book. You’re proving that this is a different and special passion, and that you want to be a part of a unique pursuit that demands new skills, deep knowledge, and a commitment to continuous learning, just as that golden leaf is always evolving as well.

Enjoy this journey.





THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY TOBACCONIST AND PUBLIC POLICY

“The Necessary Evil” by J. Glynn Loope, Executive Director, Cigar Rights of America

In 2006, a small coalition of community tobacconists began meeting in Virginia in response to the introduction of the first proposed statewide smoking ban in the legislature. Indeed, it is somewhat ironic that in the land that is the birthplace of the nation in many respects thanks to the “currency” of tobacco, that the political winds would activate such a discussion and movement, but it did, like in so many other regions of the nation.

I was assisting with the effort primarily because I had a passionate feeling: “How dare the General Assembly tell us we can’t enjoy a cigar at our favorite local bar—which welcomed us?” At one of our group meetings I told these retailers, “You are no longer just tobacconists, you are advocates. You now have to put public policy in your job description.” And that is my advice to tobacconists throughout the nation.

The “simple” statement is this: if you want to protect your livelihood as a professional tobacconist, you have to be engaged in the political process. Not to belabor the history of the anti-smoking movement, but specifically in the arena of premium tobacco products, the industry is playing a game of thirty-year catch-up. But catching up is possible.

The threats in this era are more severe than at any time in history, primarily due to the launch of and battle against draconian federal regulation of the industry. Once Congress passed and the president signed the Family Smoking Prevention and Tobacco Control Act, the gates were open to unprecedented levels of regulation. The US Food and Drug Administration was granted sweeping authority to regulate all tobacco, and in 2016 it began its charge after cigars and pipe tobacco. There is also a little-known codicil that allows states and localities to go further than the federal statute.

While not addressing the over four hundred pages of regulations, I encourage the community tobacconist to review the history and current state of the regulations. However, this narrative is also about the effort to combat these onerous rules. The representative trade associations for the industry are addressing this modern-day attempt at prohibition in the halls of Congress, in the presidents’ administrations (past, current, and future), and in the courts.

The threat to the livelihood of the community retail tobacconist does not flow just from Washington, DC, but from the local city hall and state capitol. Just as if the 2006 smoking ban in Virginia was their “wake-up call,” numerous other states had already experienced such an epiphany. Here is a list of some of the more notable policy measures that threaten the local tobacco shop:

• Smoking bans: They can always get worse. Local and state governments enjoy amending and revisiting smoking policies because it gives the appearance that they are doing something. The ultimate threat is banning smoking IN premium tobacco shops. A “no exemption” policy is in the playbook of our opposition, and numerous nonprofits and many in the political community are pursuing such measures. They are also attacking patio and outdoor smoking in sweeping ways, in addition to mandating free-standing buildings in order to have smoking “privileges.” Any smoking ban proposal has to be closely monitored.

• Tax increases: As government at all levels continuously searches for new revenue sources, tobacco is always on the short list of targets. Local and state Other Tobacco Products (OTP) taxes have to be addressed, and specifically state legislation that grants local governments more latitude to set their own rates. The new wave of legislation is more concerning on both the tax and smoking ban fronts—allowing the public to decide. Numerous states, recently, have attempted to have tobacco tax increases and smoking bans decided by public referendum. Such measures are very difficult to defeat, and expensive to take on.

• New store locations and expansions: A new approach to “tobacco control” is the use of zoning and building codes to regulate where a shop can be located, and if smoking will even be allowed there. Existing and prospective shops need to be diligent in monitoring local planning regulations, whereas there are national examples of shops losing their smoking privileges and halting expansion plans or attempts to create new shops, because of local planning regulations.

• Flavored tobacco bans: Primarily due to products not in the premium sector, numerous shops, especially those with a strong pipe and premium pipe tobacco business, have been directly threatened by local and state flavored tobacco bans. It is imperative that policy makers become familiar with the differences in products, and specifically with issues such as demographic appeal.

• Nicotine: The regulation of nicotine has become the umbrella under which to attack all forms of tobacco. The latest set of proposals is to regulate employee hiring practices based upon required testing, in both the public and private sectors. Such policies can affect the existing and prospective patrons of shops, and these measures are beginning to be introduced coast to coast.

• Prohibition: No joke. The city of Beverly Hills, California, has become the first local government in the nation to ban the sale of tobacco. A concerted effort was needed to obtain exemptions for a couple of premium cigar shops and a private cigar club, but that is not a battle that the industry needs spreading state to state, and indeed city hall to city hall.

What can I do?

Engagement with your elected officials, at multiple levels, is critical to the survival of the modern day premium tobacconist. You have to know them personally, and they need to know you. The patrons of the local shop need to be recognized as an actual constituency. The following are steps that need to be taken to protect the modern-day premium tobacconist from the ever-threatening role of government:

• Go meet your elected officials. All of them. Now. From city hall to the state capitol, introduce yourself; tell them what you do, and how you expect them to protect your interests. Also, go to the district offices for both of your US Senators and your member of the US House of Representatives. Review the issues, have a handout ready, schedule a meeting, and remember, this is not about tobacco or smoke … it’s about small business, property rights, and personal choice.

• When issues arise, be engaged. If it’s a local issue, be at the public hearings and invite your customers. If you’re a patron, round up your local enthusiasts and attend the hearings and sessions for a vote. Smoking bans and tax increases have been defeated due to “having more people in the room.”

• Always email and call your elected officials, even if you don’t need them “today.” When issues arise, you already need to be a known commodity in the community, either as a shop owner or patron. Launch petition campaigns and call-in campaigns and host a Cigar Town Hall, where you invite elected officials into your local shop, club or lounge.

• Know the issues. The studies are now on the side of premium cigars. Youth access is not the issue with premium cigars; inhalation, addiction, and mortality studies determine that the figures are statistically insignificant. It’s a hobby, not a habit. The message is, “we are different.”

• Join! Be an active member of Cigar Rights of America, the Premium Cigar Association, and the state association of community tobacconists. This presents access to information, resources, technical assistance, advocacy support and the national development of a network of like-minded brethren that believe in, and will fight for, the enjoyment of perfectly legal tobacco products.

It has been said that we are living in a renaissance era of cigar making, specifically. The larger producers are generating some of the most enjoyable blends in industry history, and small-batch, or boutique, producers are pushing the envelope with innovation and creativity. In order for this artisan culture to be preserved, engagement in legislative affairs is the “new normal” for the community tobacconist and patron alike.

Go to: CigarRights.org and premiumcigars.org for additional information.
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Foreword from 2009 Edition

by Jorge Padrón

I had the good fortune of being born into a family with a long, rich tobacco tradition. Five generations of Padróns have been part of the tobacco industry for almost 150 years. The cigar industry has been part of my life since I was a child, playing in my father’s Little Havana factory. I have witnessed many changes, from the types of products offered in the marketplace to sales and marketing strategies. The one constant has been the crucial role that retail tobacconists play in educating consumers and ensuring that they have access to quality products. I have often been asked to explain what makes a successful tobacconist. The answer for me lies in the same philosophy we practice daily at Padrón Cigars—the focus should be on quality, not quantity. By this I mean that it is not necessarily the biggest store or walk-in humidor that makes a tobacconist great, it is the quality of the employees that makes the difference. Tobacconists that understand their customers’ needs and preferences, and who pair that with the perfect product for that particular smoker, are successful at what they do. These are the tobacconists that establish credibility and earn the trust of their consumers. Quality tobacconists will build a loyal base of customers that know they can depend on them—this is the cornerstone of any successful business.

Padrón Cigars has been careful in guiding the growth of our company in order to maintain consistent quality. For my family, it has never been about reaching larger sales numbers and greater output, but rather obtaining higher standards of quality. For us, achieving quality means delivering it consistently. This is the criteria we use in selecting tobacconists to represent our products. We look for tobacconists that share the same passion for our products; this is more important to us than the size of the store or the volume of business. Over the years we have built strong relationships with some excellent tobacconists. They have been crucial in the development of the Padrón brand. A knowledgeable and passionate tobacconist is our best and strongest ally.

Today, with the prevalence of the Internet, blogs, and numerous publications, there is a continuous flow of accessible information. Consumers are more educated than ever, and have come to expect more. Valuable information is still generated daily at the point of sale, and is not easy to replicate. Like consumers, tobacconists are also thirsty for information and are much more knowledgeable than ever. The tobacconist’s ability to understand and communicate with customers has been a vital part of taking this industry to where it is today.

In 2009 Padrón Cigars will be celebrating its 45th Anniversary. Achieving this milestone has not been easy. It has been a long and difficult journey with many obstacles. We managed to overcome past obstacles and are prepared to face future ones while remaining true to the basic principle with which my father started our company—respecting our family name by maintaining the integrity of our product.

In 2006, against my father’s wishes, I shared what was until then a private part of the history of my family and our company. It was the story of “el martillito,” the little hammer. This is the story of how my father, a recently-arrived Cuban refugee with no money, but some carpentry skills and the willingness to work, earned a living and made his way in his new country. Working with the little hammer, the $600 he managed to save allowed him to open Padrón Cigars. It was important to share his personal experience with those who have helped us along the way; the loyal customers of Padrón Cigars. The hammer serves as a reminder of our humble origins and the importance of earning and keeping the respect of those who enjoy our cigars. It takes years of consistently great cigars to build loyal customers, but it only takes a few bad cigar experiences to lose them. Tobacconists are the last step in the long process which begins in the tobacco fields and ends with the smoker. A tobacconist’s knowledge, passion, and experience, or lack of it, can make or break a truly great cigar moment.

I now look forward to the continued development of our industry. We should all understand the importance that respect for tradition and heritage has played in getting us to where we are today and where we will be in the future.
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INTRODUCTION

Tobacconist: An expert dealer in tobacco and the related accoutrements.

The word tobacconist can refer to an individual or a store.

Tobacconist University (TU) is an educational institution with the vision to build and project the credibility of the luxury tobacco industry, in order to gain cultural acceptance around the world; preserving luxury tobacco for generations to come. Our mission compels us to research, learn, and teach in order to educate, certify, and promote the most knowledgeable and honorable tobacconists and consumers. We are building tobacconist community, culture, and credibility while providing resources for tobacconists to leverage for their customers and businesses. Retail tobacconists are an integral and historic part of the society we live in. Tobacconists represent natural, traditional, and artisanal products that bring pleasure to millions of people around the world, providing them with the impetus to relax, reflect, and savor their time. Furthermore, tobacconists are typically small, family-owned businesses pursuing their passions and living their values, despite societal, legislative, and taxation pressures. In fact, retail tobacconists are quintessential freedom fighters, in the spirit of America’s founding fathers—born free and pursuing happiness as defined by the individual.

While the TU perspective is shaped by retail tobacconists, there is very little difference between tobacconists and luxury tobacco consumers. In fact, tobacconists are just tobacco consumers who are lucky enough to get paid to do what they love. Ultimately, The Tobacconist Handbook is as much for passionate consumers as it is for professional tobacconists.

Today, centuries after the birth of the cigar industry, the business has changed a great deal, while the cigar has changed relatively little since the 1600s. Much of the entrepreneurial spirit that first transformed rustic leaves into aromatic delicacy still exists and thrives today. In fact, we are currently living in the “golden age of cigar making.”

There has never been so much creativity, variety, quality, and innovation in the luxury tobacco industry, thanks, in part, to the exodus of Cuban cigar makers/farmers/rollers and over fifty years of pioneering work in the Caribbean, Central America, and beyond. In addition, we owe thanks to consumer magazines for revolutionizing the perceptions of luxury tobacco, the Premium Cigar Association (formerly IPCPR and RTDA) for supporting professional tobacconists, and Cigar Rights of America for fighting for our rights to enjoy luxury tobacco products.

The most extraordinary contribution to the luxury tobacco industry must be credited to consumers. Their passion and ability to exchange information and build community has revolutionized our industry. Today, consumers are more knowledgeable and empowered than ever before. Without them, there would be no “golden age.” Ultimately, the confluence of these forces allows us to live in a very special time, which may be the pinnacle of achievement or just the beginning.

Sadly, we are also living in the “golden age of taxation, repressive legislation, and tobacco demonization.” While governments and social movements have killed, mutilated, and punished tobacco lovers throughout history, contemporary challenges and oppressive government threaten our entire industry. While we live in a privileged time with regard to product quality, it is more critical now, than ever, to educate and protect those professionals who teach, share, and preserve the rich traditions of the luxury tobacco industry—tobacconists.

Retail tobacconists are the places where cigar/pipe makers, brands, and consumers meet. They provide the most necessary service to cigar and pipe consumers, a physical place to sample, enjoy, and learn about the products they love. After all, tobacco is meant to be enjoyed by all of the senses. It must be seen, heard, touched, smelled, and tasted to be fully appreciated. You can’t smell a cigar through the Internet or feel a pipe in a picture. Furthermore, camaraderie and real human connections are integral to the enjoyment of luxury tobacco. In our fast-paced world, where information travels at the speed of light, what could be healthier than settling down to relax and connecting with yourself and others? These are the simple pleasures that add real value to one’s life. Above all, this is what retail tobacconists provide—a place and expertise to help you savor your time.

Here we are, past the dawn of the twenty-first century, enjoying the most extraordinary products and customers the world has ever known. Yet, we are threatened with oppression and extinction. It’s a terrible irony. Rather than be hopeless, we are hopeful and filled with a sense of appreciation and purpose. While we do not expect the rest of society to pick up a cigar or pipe and enjoy it, we do hope to create a culture that can respect our traditions, taste, and values, just as we respect theirs. If you agree with this vision, then communicate your values with your legislators and please join the Cigar Rights of America and help us fight for our future. Ultimately, TU exists to share the natural artistry, magic, and wonder of luxury tobacco with consumers, tobacconists, and, more importantly, the rest of the world. We hope that our industry and customers can live in peace, relax, and know that luxury tobacco will be respected and preserved for generations to come.

As you read through this handbook, please know that it is only a distillation of the knowledge and educational materials available to you at tobacconistuniversity.org. Our entire academic curriculum, including four colleges, FAQ, glossary, hours of video, Certified Cigar Reviews, and enhanced content is available to you, for free, through our website. Please take the time to learn, share your passions, teach others, and let us know if we can add anything to improve our curriculum and your experience.





EDUCATION

“Only the educated are free.” —Epictetus

“Knowledge is power.” —Sir Francis Bacon
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Great and learned cigar makers say that everything “depends” on the weather, sun, time, technique, etc. In fact, there is very little “black and white” or absolute certainty when it comes to luxury tobacco; even taste is subjective. No person or institution can claim to know it all or have a monopoly on knowledge. In order to compensate for these challenges, we tend to teach general concepts and then follow through with technical information on specific topics like seed varietals and rolling techniques. But, we can never teach it all since we cannot know it all. At best, education is credible information with perspective, which is what TU strives to provide.


TOBACCONIST TIP: Taste is subjective. The “best” cigar or pipe in the world is your favorite.



We know that every leaf in a premium cigar has been touched several hundred times by human hands. Additionally, thousands of years of human intelligence, skill, and artistry goes into every cigar we smoke. The amount of knowledge needed to produce a great premium cigar is staggering. It is beyond words. Most of it must be passed down from one generation to another through human interaction and hands-on learning. The same can be said for great pipe making and any kind of luxury tobacco agriculture and blending.

The fact that premium and luxury tobacco products exist is practically a miracle. Our beloved products have been refined over thousands of years, bred and hybridized to suit our taste, grown and flourished despite weather and disease, cured and fermented with artistic care, aged to perfection, and crafted into extraordinary shapes and forms, all to be combusted and enjoyed by the ultimate consumer, destined to return to dust … a miracle indeed.

Great tobacconists, cigar and pipe makers, and passionate consumers never stop learning because the truth about luxury tobacco is beyond our ability to grasp. But, the magic, romance, pleasure, and camaraderie are endless and precious. Through education, we hope to enhance your appreciation and help you savor your time.
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