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Robert Hodgson:

We had three samples of identical wines and then we looked at what kind of scores the judges 
gave those wines. We were really astounded that it was not unlikely for a judge to give a wine a 
gold medal and no award and maybe a bronze. The range was really incredible.

Orley Ashenfelter:

Welcome to Vintage Year, a podcast from the Journal of Wine Economics. I'm your host, Orley 
Ashenfelter, the Joseph Douglas Green 1895 Professor of Economics at Princeton University, 
and also, President of the American Association of Wine Economists, which is sponsoring this 
podcast.

In this series of conversations with leading thinkers and practitioners, we're creating an oral 
history of the origins of wine economics. Our guest today is Robert Hodgson, who is the 
emeritus professor of oceanography and statistics at Cal Poly Humboldt and who is also the 
proprietor of Fieldbrook Winery near Eureka, California. He is renowned for his work in wine 
economics and especially for his work on the reliability of wine judges.

Bob, welcome to Vintage Year.

Robert Hodgson:

Thank you.

Orley Ashenfelter:

Let's begin the discussion by talking about your background. Where did you grow up?

Robert Hodgson:

I grew up in Edmonds, Washington. It's just north of Seattle.

Orley Ashenfelter:

So, you went to high school there?

Robert Hodgson:

Yes, I did. Edmonds High School, graduating class of 1955, I think it was, with 100 students.

Orley Ashenfelter:

A hundred stu... Oh boy, it was a small one. And then I know that you went to Whitman 
College, very fine undergraduate liberal arts college in the state of Washington. How did that 
come about? The one thing I do know about Whitman, it's a long way from Seattle.

Robert Hodgson:

It's about a five-hour drive. To be honest, Orley, I followed my girlfriend. That's not my current 
wife, by the way.

Orley Ashenfelter:

I almost asked that, whether that was Judy, but I had the brains not to. But since you already 
gave away the ghost, I don't think I have to worry about it.
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So, Whitman College. When did you start getting interested in wine? Did you get interested in 
wine when you were there?

Robert Hodgson:

Oh, not at all. Actually, I was kind of anti-alcohol for a couple of years when I first went to 
Whitman, so I didn't really get interested in wine until much later. I think I really got started 
when I was in graduate school at Oregon State University and I happened to be in a line of 
people waiting to buy ingredients for making blackberry wine. And so, with my turn at the 
counter, I asked the woman how much it would cost to get started, and she added up a list of 
numbers, and she said, “Well, about 75 cents.” So, I said, “I'm in.”

Orley Ashenfelter:

I see, now, Oregon State… Your primary, I think, position at Humboldt, which we should remind 
people was at one time called Humboldt State College, I think, and then Humboldt State 
University. It was oceanography, isn't that right? Is that what you did at Oregon State?

Robert Hodgson:

Yes, I worked there in the field of oceanography. Actually, specifically, it was physical 
oceanography, which has to do with the physics of the ocean, things like tides and waves and 
heat transfer and things of that nature.

Orley Ashenfelter:

I noticed Humboldt still has a degree, you can get an undergraduate degree in oceanography, 
which, I think is very unusual in California or anywhere, actually, in the United States.

Robert Hodgson:

It is unusual.

Orley Ashenfelter:

So, how long did you teach there?

Robert Hodgson:

I arrived around 1973, I believe, and I retired in the turn of the century, around 2000.

Orley Ashenfelter:

The winery was started in 1976, according to your website. How did that happen?

Robert Hodgson:

Well, let's back up to when I was at Oregon State. I started making blackberry wine. And that 
same year, I got interested in making grape wine, and I had a friend who had connections in 
Napa Valley. And so I called a grower down there and he said on the phone, he says, “If you're 
crazy enough to drive down here to get a few grapes, I'll see that you get some.” So, I did. And 
it was Frediani Vineyard in Calistoga and he was a longtime resident there. In fact, they're still 
there. He died in the meantime, but the son has taken over.

So, anyway, we got some Cabernet and I think I still have a bottle of that somewhere. I think 
that was in 1969.

Orley Ashenfelter:

How was the wine?

Robert Hodgson:

Okay. The thing that, starting making wine, making Cabernet is a bad choice because 
Cabernet takes a long time to mature, and if you're starting to be a winemaker, you kind of 
want to taste the fruits of your labor early on, and it's not going to happen with Cabernet. I 
mean, after you bottle the wine, you probably need about another five or ten years for that wine 
to mellow out. I think you know that.

Orley Ashenfelter:

It's so funny you say that. I belonged to a co-op in San Francisco back in 2007 and 2008, and 
it was a small group, but one of the guys turned out to be an undergraduate chemistry major 



 

although he was an economist, which seems to be just about the perfect degree for a 
winemaker. Anyway, he made some excellent wines. I still have some, but as you say, they're 
drinking beautifully now and I don't remember them being anywhere near as interesting a long 
time ago. So, where did you make that first wine?

Robert Hodgson:

The first wine was made... We had graduate student housing at Oregon State, which was great. 
In fact, I remember asking the people if it was okay if I could find a place where I could make 
wine, and they were very accommodating and so we were making wine. My wife would… We'd 
put the grapes in a 55-gallon barrel and she would stomp on them. And since she was 
pregnant at the time and had a little extra weight...

Orley Ashenfelter:

Maybe a lot of press juice there.

Robert Hodgson:

Yeah, those were the good old days.

Orley Ashenfelter:

Yeah, they were. So, I've been to your winery in outside of Eureka. When did you start that?

Robert Hodgson:

Well, I started teaching, I think it was in 1973, and by 1976 I got the bug to try to make a 
commercial winery. So, we just did it. Started in 1976 and again, our operation here is, usually 
go down to Napa or Mendocino Counties and buy grapes and haul them up here and make 
wine.

Orley Ashenfelter:

So, that seems to have worked out fine. I looked at your website, you have quite a lot of wines 
for sale. The prices seem to be reasonable but higher than they used to be.

Robert Hodgson:

Well, yes. And so does gasoline.

Orley Ashenfelter:

That's also true. I remember you were telling me that you loved your bottling line and that 
others use it.

Robert Hodgson:

So, I have a story about that bottling line. When I retired from the university, they had a 
program where you get an extra check and most of the people use that money to buy a car. I 
used it to buy the bottling line and the bottling line is worth more today than what I paid for it, 
which you can't say about a car if I'd bought a car.

Orley Ashenfelter:

I like that idea. Yes, I completely appreciate that idea, that someone would rather have a 
bottling line than a car. That's a sign of someone who's making wine. Well, let's get to the two 
things I really want to talk to you about. These papers that you wrote, published in the Journal 
of Wine Economics, which received astonishing amount of publicity. Everything from the Wall 
Street Journal to the LA Times to everything else. But let's start with the first one. I think you 
were making wine and I think entering wines into county fair competitions. We should explain 
that most counties in California have a county fair and they have a wine competition. I 
remember you were telling me that you were surprised after entering some of your wines in 
some of the competitions about what came out of it.

Robert Hodgson:

Well, yes, I was surprised because occasionally I would get a gold medal and enter it into a 
different competition and get nothing at all. And so, I was obviously curious about why that 
happened and so I decided, way back when, I decided I want to be a wine judge. And so, in 
California if you go to the University of California and take a short course you can apply to be a 



 

wine judge, and out of those people that apply they select people and I was selected. And so, 
that's how I got started in being involved with wine judging.

Orley Ashenfelter:

Now what about this paper? I'm very fond of the paper you wrote in which you showed that the 
distribution of awards in these county fairs follows the binomial distribution, which implies that 
basically they're random. How did you get onto doing that?

Robert Hodgson:

Well, the way this all started is that a fellow, the chief judge at the California State Fair, was 
named George Pucilowski. He goes by Pooch.

Orley Ashenfelter:

Pooch Pucilowski, yeah.

Robert Hodgson:

Pooch, yeah. And after judging for several years at the State Fair, I talked to Pooch and I said, 
“Pooch, I don't think I'm very good at this, so I think I'd like to quit.” And Pooch said, “Don't 
quit. Why don't you help me try to teach judges how to be better judges?” And so, it was all 
because of what Pooch had set up that I just started investigating wine judges and one thing 
led to another and we discovered that wine judges are not very consistent in how they score 
wines. But I want to emphasize this was all in the guise of trying to teach judges how to 
become better judges.

Orley Ashenfelter:

Yes. I think it's very important that people appreciate your motivation because a lot of people 
like to think that you get involved in trying to show that wine judges aren't very good at what 
they do and that you're doing it for some mean purpose, whereas I think your motives were 
completely pure. You wanted to find a way to fix it so that the wine judging would be 
outstanding and that the wines with merit would actually rise to the top. So, that's completely 
understandable. I think it's important for people to understand because your motivations, I 
think, were about as pure as the driven snow, as they say.

I do like the paper that you wrote and I'm curious how you came to write it. Of course, you 
knew what a binomial distribution was, but just for those that don't, the idea is that if getting a 
gold medal in a county fair, you've got about a 10 percent chance of that, overall. Then if you 
enter two fairs, the chances, if it was simply random would be point one in the first fair and 
point one in the second fair. So, the chances you'd get two gold medals would be point one 
times point one, which is about point oh one and it's very, very small. And I gather that you 
then collected data on all these county fairs.

Robert Hodgson:

I did. They weren't just county fairs. There's a database in California that looks at fairs all 
across the United States, and I picked Chardonnay and Cabernet as two wines and the criteria 
was that they had to be entered in at least five competitions. So, out of that data pool, I looked 
at the distribution of times that wine got one gold medal, two gold medals, three gold medals, 
four gold medals, and five gold medals. And the binomial probability distribution shows that 
the most likely event, you can win one gold medal, but if you win one it's very unlikely you're 
going to win more, and in fact, the data showed there, nobody won five gold medals, nobody 
won four gold medals and it just fit that distribution to a tee.

Orley Ashenfelter:

Know it really did fit it. I saw the distribution. It might be the one example in nature where the 
binomial distribution, which we derive on this assumption that these events are independent, 
actually works, but of course, it is disturbing for someone who thinks that the county fairs 
actually accomplish something. I use it, by the way, when I talk about it and say, “Look, the 
answer, the method here is, enter a lot of county fairs. You're bound to get a good medal at 
some point and then forget the other ones and no need to talk about them. So, it would help 



 

you to advertise.” Unfortunately, that's just an advertising gimmick. It doesn't tell anything 
about the quality. S,o what you showed, I thought, was fascinating.

Now, we should also talk about your other study, which I think everybody is aware of, and 
that's how you managed to get Pooch Pucilowski to do some manipulation of the way the 
wines were presented to the judges at the California State Fair. How did that start?

Robert Hodgson:

Let me just back up here for a second. Originally, when I was working at the State Fair, the way 
the judges were instructed to evaluate the wines is, they would literally taste all the wines on 
the first day, which meant they didn't have a lot of time, but they would taste the wines on their 
first day. And if several judges said, “Okay, this wine is good enough to see tomorrow,” they 
would go and do that and they would come back to them. So, Pooch needed some sample 
wines, so I was happy to oblige and I gave some wines and we had some other people gave 
wines too, and as I recall it was a Zinfandel, and the judges, I gave them three samples of this 
wine and two of those samples, the judges said, thumbs down. But in the third sample they 
said, thumbs up. So, by that logic, we decided, “Well, that wine should go on and get in the 
state fair.” And God damn it, it got a gold medal.

But it points out that I want to follow up on something else you said about the number of gold 
medals that you can get and that it's an advertising gimmick. In some unpublished data I've 
been looking at, I looked at, again, competitions all over the United States, and I looked at the 
average score of wines getting a gold medal. The average score, averaged over all the 
competition they entered is, if it won a gold medal in one place the average score was 
somewhere between a bronze and the silver. So, the wineries, obviously, are not going to tell 
people if they didn't win a medal or if they got a bronze, they're going to advertise the fact that 
they got a gold medal. But in fact, if the public were aware of this, those gold medals are 
unlikely to happen very often. And again, the average score is somewhere between a bronze 
and a silver.

Orley Ashenfelter:

So, then, as I understand it, you carried further, you carried on with this idea of showing the 
same wine several times during a tasting.

Robert Hodgson:

Yes, I did. We devised a scheme whereby for four judges sitting at a table it's possible for 
triplicate samples from a single bottle of wine. And so, our thought behind this was we wanted 
to eliminate all kinds of sources of variation. Like if we wanted to be tough on the judge, we 
would give him one sample maybe in the morning and another sample in the afternoon or the 
next day. But we wanted to eliminate a time variation as a source of variation. Also, did not 
want to pour samples from different bottles because there are bottle to bottle variations.

So, we decided that since we could get four judges, three samples of wine from a single bottle 
of wine, we served all the judges triplicate samples but they didn't know that they all had 
different numbers. So, maybe Wine 12, wine 23 and Wine 38, those coming up to the table. On 
a single flight, we had three samples of identical wines and then we looked at what kind of 
scores the judges gave those wines. We were really astounded that it was not unlikely for a 
judge to give a wine a gold medal and no award and maybe a bronze. So, the range was really 
incredible.

So, Pooch and I talked about this, and each year, since I'm an academic, I wrote up a report to 
the advisory committee as if it were going to be a published report. And each year for about 
five years, I brought the report to the committee and I said, “We probably should publish this 
somewhere, mainly, because I'd like to see if somebody else thinks I'm doing something crazy 
wrong.” The one good thing about publishing something is, everybody has access to that 
report and can analyze what you did and maybe find fault with it.

Well, eventually, after getting refused permission to publish this, finally, one year I got a notice 
from the chief judge that somebody else had given him an article that was in the Journal of 



 

Wine Economics to read, and I think it was by a guy named Tony Lima. It was a long time ago. 
But anyway, I read that article and thought, “You know what, I'm just going to send this to the 
editor,” who happened to be Karl Storchmann. He's a professor of economics at Whitman. So, 
I sent him a copy of the report I would like to publish, and yeah, I guess he was impressed.

Orley Ashenfelter:

Yeah, I was too.

Robert Hodgson:

Yeah.

Orley Ashenfelter:

We were all very impressed. It was a stunning example of a field experiment in an area where 
you don't normally see things like that. It is interesting too, that you went to Whitman College. 
He taught at Whitman for a while, he's now at NYU, but he did teach at Whitman for a while, 
especially during the period when Walla Walla became such a big wine making area. That was 
a lovely, very nice way of describing what you did. I think these are two, they're not the only 
papers that you've written in wine economics, and I don't want to suggest they are. The 
Journal of Wine Economics is now open access, so anybody can actually get to papers in the 
journal, and that's probably helpful for others that might want to try to do something like what 
you did. Although, I gather, Pooch Pucilowski didn't manage to stay in his job after this was 
published.

Robert Hodgson:

No, he got fired.

Orley Ashenfelter:

And he's a really nice guy too. I hope he listens to the podcast and realizes that we admire him 
for his bravery and we wish him all the best, regardless. I'd like to finish our podcast and ask 
you a few things about a big perspective on wine making in the areas where you've made 
[inaudible 00:21:35]. You've been buying grapes for a long time and making wine. You really 
are, if you think about it, there aren't very many people who started wineries in 1976 who are 
still around making wine, and you still are. What do you think about the wines you're making? 
Are they better than they used to be?

Robert Hodgson:

Well, they're better than when I first started for the first year or so, and I'll say that. I need to 
say this because a lot of people think that the reason I went to be critical of wine judges is 
because I didn't win any medals, and that's not true. We've won several best of state medals, 
the best Merlot in the state of California one year, and I think we did it again with a different 
wine. And one year we won Best of Show at the San Francisco International Competition. So, I 
puffed my chest up and say, “You know what? We got the best wine in the world.”

Orley Ashenfelter:

Right here.

Robert Hodgson:

Right here from Fieldbrook.

Orley Ashenfelter:

That's right. And for anybody who doesn't know where it's on, isn't it on Fieldbrook Road? 
What town is it in?

Robert Hodgson:

Well, it's a little bird called Fieldbrook, but the zip code is McKinleyville, California.

Orley Ashenfelter:

McKinleyville, California. So, anybody who's interested, I'm sure you'll sell wine either there. I 
know you have pizza and stuff now at the winery, so I haven't been back there since you did 
that, so I'm going to have to come and visit you.




 

Robert Hodgson:

That'd be great.

Orley Ashenfelter:

I look forward to it. Bob, thank you so much for being on this podcast and explaining some of 
the work you've done. I look forward to a visit.

Robert Hodgson:

Thank you. We look forward to that too.

Orley Ashenfelter:

Our guest today has been Robert Hodgson, emeritus professor of oceanography and statistics 
at Cal Poly at Humboldt. It's been a pleasure to have him here and also to acknowledge the 
fact that he isn't just a statistician and an oceanographer but in fact, a well-known winemaker 
at Fieldbrook Winery. Please join us again for the next episode of Vintage Year, an oral history 
about the origins of wine economics from the Journal of Wine Economics. I'm your host, Orley 
Ashenfelter. Thanks for listening.

Announcer:

Vintage Year is a production of the American Association of Wine Economists. Visit our website 
at wine-economics.org.
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