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Christmas 2006 and my Thirty-Year Plan
 
For those of you who have encouraged my annual musings, and for others who have come to expect or
simply endured them, your introspective/extroverted journalist is back in business. (While 2005 did
occur for all of us, it was too difficult to send out a report, for reasons that will emerge later. However,
the 2005 report, with many color photos, reposes on the Burdell Properties website; I hope you enjoy it.
(Paste or click on: http://www.burdell.net/dave/christmas2005.htm)
 
Catherine and I were back in Africa in 05 (as we in the wine business have taken to calling this decade’s
vintages), and will be headed back there again on March 15th. Of course, I go to the Western Cape of
South Africa every year to check on the progress of our extensive vineyard development down there. So
what would be a “trip of a lifetime” for many, if not most, has become pretty standard procedure for us.
We try not to take this for granted, as we realize that while most of our friends have traveled extensively,
many are not so fortunate, or simply prefer to stay closer to home. More significantly, this Africa travel
has really mounted up. This year will be Catherine’s third trip and my 22nd.   Pretty amazing for us local
real estate types, but for those who flew for a living, like now retired Delta Capt. Dave Ashworth,
probably just the same old hat.
 
Over the years travel for me has been broadening, fascinating, interesting, time consuming, essential,
but more than anything else, educational. Six years in college taught me that continuing education was
going to be forever, but little more of it would be in a classroom. Just “getting out of the office” is the
essential first step of travel, but as you add distance, time zones, and national borders, your usual day-
to-day routine fades away and your openness to new people and new experiences increase. I almost
never call home while traveling, not because I don’t miss those behind, but because I am fascinated by
the new and the dynamics of not just being elsewhere but actually living elsewhere. (As I have said for
years, when you are traveling, “every night is Saturday night, but every morning is Monday morning.”
Rise and shine; daylight in the swamp!)
 
Before leaving the topic of travel in the wake, I must mention the week of SCUBA diving we are planning
the last week of our upcoming trip. Catherine and I have both wanted to get certified so we could go
diving on future travels, but ocean diving in Northern California has never held much appeal. Dressing
up like a seal and going swimming in shark infested cold water? Are you kidding? However, in early
December we took a full weekend of lessons at a SCUBA school in San Rafael, and then passed our
written and pool exams; the only thing that remains between us and our compressed air cards is the
Open Water Referral: at least four supervised dives at an ocean resort. So we elected to finish our
Africa trip in April at Bazaruto Island, off the shore of Mozambique; how’s that for country-name
dropping!
 
[Then, of all things, in late February we received word that the resort had been hit by cyclone Flavio on
the 22nd, and essentially leveled! We went into scramble mode, and now it looks like we’ll be on “sailing
yacht Jambo” off Pemba Island, just north of Zanzibar, Tanzania. Two years ago we were on Zanzibar,
and really enjoyed the warm water and white coral sand beaches. So we’ll soon be back, with an under
water perspective, starting April 7th.]
 
Future plans
 
During the last few years, it slowly dawned on me I now know the back roads of South Africa’s
Winelands far better than my ever expanding hometown of Rochester, Minnesota, and at least as well
as those of Napa and Sonoma. Assuredly, this “distant familiarity” was not part of any grand plan of
mine. It just happened while living and traveling the past 10-12 years. As this new awareness grew, my
lack of a “remaining life” plan started to flash amber. How do I want to spend the rest of my days on
earth; what should the plan look like?
 
Well, I can’t say that whole thing has crystallized this last year, but enough has to start to at least call it a
preliminary 30-year plan. Now, that’s pretty presumptuous, since most of us don’t get to 94, and
certainly I may not either. However, there is a great deal of longevity in my family tree and I think I am in
good health today. So why not a goal of 30 more years? Certainly you don’t want to get there without
having accomplished things you may otherwise have been able to do had you set your mind to it. And
the past 30 years of only partially accomplished To Do lists has convinced me you never get everything
done, but without them, you accomplish little indeed.
 
Now, many of my peers/colleagues have been truly retired for some time, have retired recently or plan
to very shortly. Good for them, but I think there are a few more hills to climb first. So perhaps I will
continue to work until I am 70, or roughly six more years. There will be a fair amount of travel during that
time, but still mainly 40+ hour weeks when I am home. And there is one more big wine project to tackle,
to be described later.
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Right now, my main undertaking is to build out our “compound” in Kenwood, and move the Burdell
Properties headquarters here by December 08. We finally have our barn under construction, which
should complete by around July. When finished, the barn will contain a three-car garage, a second floor
guest unit, with a huge covered porch, either a very small winery or one of the largest wine cellars ever
built, and a good-sized office. When that is done, we can demolish the 1,335 sq. ft. cottage Catherine
has been living in and build a much larger house on the same rise on our land. This should come about
during 08, such that I can then sell my Mill Valley home and move up here, lock, stock, and barrel. (Lots
of logistics, eh!)
 
As much of an undertaking as this domestic move is, restructuring our company up is just as difficult. I
have three partners, John, Don, and Joanne, whose families live, respectively, in Novato, Berkeley, and
Hercules, and who would be as adverse to longer commutes as I am. So what we are planning to do is
start working from our homes, tied together with a Wide Area Network, and get together every 15 days
for a management meeting. (To make sure we have such meetings, there will be no regular mailing of
paychecks; miss the meeting, and your pay is equally late.) John and Don already spend 20-50% of
their time up here in Sonoma or Napa, and Joanne would like to be up here more, too. But without the
technology we have available today, such a “virtual” company would not be possible to run; it still is
going to take a lot of work to pull it off, but that is the plan for the next two years.
 
While we are doing this, I am going to try to capitalize and get built a 50,000 case winery at Silkbush,
our vineyard in South Africa. Such a facility would process over half our grapes, which now are being
sold to four different independent wineries. This would entail at least three times as much capital as we
have invested in the vineyard, and would be a far more complex enterprise to run. However, it is a
logical progression, somewhat similar to what we did with White Oak Winery in Sonoma County
(Although being one hour up the road is far different that doing something similar 10,000 miles away, in
a foreign country, partly in a foreign language, and selling wine two or three times as much wine as
White Oak, perhaps some in Russia.) Well, others have done it and what a wonderful swan song this
would be to sing!
 
In any case, that’s the general plan for the next six years. It’s my dream, and I am generous about
sharing dreams with others. Building upon dreams has been the foundation of our business and it has
worked, after a fashion, for the last 33 years, so why not a while longer? I have described myself for
some time as a “player-coach,” and hope to keep playing a few more seasons. When I can’t suit up for
any more games, I will continue to keep coaching this international wine team as best I can. So perhaps
the 30 year plan is just only a six year plan, with lots of extensions, but it is better than having no plan at
all. (Anyway, the Social Security Administration sends me a letter every year, spelling out that if I wait
until I am 70 to retire, they’ll promise to send me larger monthly check for the rest of my life. Not that I
trust our government, or any government, but at least it is an encouragement to work and live a long
time and try to beat the house.)
 
Retirement? Naw …
 
And by the way, I really love what I do, so retirement does not mean escaping from a dreary, hated, and
repetitive job as it does for many. Real estate investment and brokerage is not a contact sport like
football, but more a sport of contacts, an endeavor that you can get better at as you get older. Most
retirees I know today simply fill their lives up with other activities they have longed for, like playing more
golf, foreign travel, managing their investments and working on charitable activities. Since I don’t play
golf, I’d rather build a winery, travel around a bit hawking our wine, and create something of value that
will out last us. Certainly the government will use my taxes on any number of activities that I generally
regard as charities.
 
Come to think of it, there are a great number of people around the country and the world I would like to
see more of. Congressman Jim Kolbe, a fellow Stanford MBA, just retired this past fall after many years
representing his constituents in the Tucson, AZ area; I called him up recently and learned he had visited
over 100 countries during his time in Congress! My 30 country roster surely pales in comparison, but he
is keen to visit us down in South Africa in another year or two. I extend a similar invite to the rest of my
Holiday greetings recipients, but let’s not have everybody show up on the same weekend.
 
 
45th High School Reunion
 
Back to Rochester, Minnesota, on my annual pilgrimage. The famous health care leviathan, the Mayo
Clinic, is far and away the largest employer for a quarter of the state. People evidently commute for their
Clinic jobs from all the small cities we played football against, most an hour to hour and half away! So
much for the rural living myth in the Midwest.
 
There are always poignant moments at such events: Terri, who was (and still is) one of the most
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beautiful gals in the class traded with me one of her exceptional paintings for a case of White Oak
Chardonnay; Duane, the star halfback on the team, sent me a note later thanking me for speaking with
him at the last three reunions. Such things showed me that as classmates we are becoming far better
friends over the years than we ever were 45 years ago. This really pleases me.
 
I also had been looking forward to seeing my old football coach, John Drews, for some time. He had
also been my History teacher in 11th grade and had written my recommendation for college in California.
No star, I got bounced around a lot in practice as a deep reserve on a strong team, as my team mates
got bigger, stronger, and faster. Coach Drews, however, liked my tenacity and kept me on the A squad.
So after I looked up his number in the phone book, and spoke with his wife, I was crushed that he had
died just a few months earlier; I had just missed him! I think Coach was only 77 but had been ailing for a
number of years and his son was now the head coach at our old high school. Very graciously, Mrs.
Drews spoke with me for some time and said her son had been taking the loss of his dad pretty hard,
too. Quite understandable, I said, as my dad had unexpectedly passed away not many months earlier
and I was still trying to recover. Of course, Dad knew Coach Drews, and understood how he too had
positively impacted my life years ago. Both had been wonderful men and I truly regret not being able to
see Coach one last time. Respecting the father as I did, I am sure his son is carrying on in a grand
fashion. Good families are like that.
 
Tragedy free life no more
 
I have known for many years that I have been blissfully living a fairly tragedy free life. Yes, in the early
60’s there was a college pal from West Virginia, also on the campus humor magazine staff, who was
killed in a snow storm in the Sierras, and there was Marsha, the wife of my friend and business partner
Dick Wade in San Antonio, who was claimed in 1989 by six years of leukemia. In recent years, Mary
and Enid, the wives of my former senior partners were taken by illness. I still miss them all but I have
known that compared to most folks, I have been really spared much anguish in my life. I have been truly
thankful for such blessings, but over the past year or so, it’s evident I have run out the string.
Unfortunately, losing good friends will be increasingly frequent for the rest of my life, and it is something
I am not prepared for or good at. Nor want to be.
 
A final remembrance about Ken Jefferson, my exceptional Dad. He and Mom had decided many years
ago to donate their bodies for medical research so we do not have a conventional grave and headstone
for him. After stewing about this for a number of months last year, I decided to do something tangible.
Accordingly, I wrote up some thoughts, and found a company that engraves brass plaques. It took
months to get it manufactured, but we received it recently and just had it installed on our new bridge
guardrail over Sonoma Creek. (How appropriate for he was a guy who always preached safety to us
kids.) Despite all his accomplishments, Dad was a very humble man; yet I know he would be real proud
of this permanent memorial to him and his life. It reminds us of him every time we cross the bridge, and
that’s the way it should be.
 
My love to you all and you will always be welcome in Kenwood or South Africa, once we get the building
programs completed. I really hope your 30 year plans also include a visit to see us and the Ken
Jefferson Memorial Bridge.
 
Mooi bly (stay well, in Afrikaans) and happy trails ~
 
Dave Jefferson                                                                               March 14, 2007
Mill Valley, CA
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