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be crushed by such ill luck, but not Gilberto Sr.,
who maintained an undying faith in a better
tomorrow, building even more successful
businesses and learning more about tobacco,

“Growing tobacco is what I was born to do,”
Gilberto Jr. concludes. “Thanks to my father,
grandfather and great-grandfather, it's been a
tradition for us and [ grew up in the tobacco
business. I learned everything from my father.”

Gilberto Sr. encouraged his son to get into the
cigar business. Gilberto Jr. started making cigars in
Honduras in 1990, but he was unable to come up
with a cigar that satistied him. His ftather
recommended that Gilberto Jr. start his own factory
in Nicaragua, which had become stable after the
end of a decade of civil war. Gilberto Jr. agreed,
and in 1994 the Olivas opened their first cigar
factory in Qcotal, Nicaragua.

With initial production numbers reaching 3,500
to 4,000 cigars a day, the Oliva Cigar Co. had a
maodest start. But the company has grown
tremendously in the past 10 years. Today, the Oliva
Cigar Co. includes 650 acres of land scattered
about Esteli, Condega and Jalapa, a tobacco
processing plant in Condega and the new cigar
factory in Esteli. In all, Oliva employs more than
600 people and produces 30,000 cigars a day.

Gilberto Jr. swings his
SUV off of the blackiop
highway and onto a
dusty gravel road. Atop
the hill sits the bold,
mustard-colored Oliva
tobacco processing
plant. Gilberto Sr. waits
outside the door.

[ntroductions are
made and small talk
about the trip across the
mountain follows.
Gilberto Sr. is a thin man
who carries his frame in
a very dignified manner.
He has a closely
cropped mustache and
his hair is brushed back.
A friendly man who
speaks only Spanish,
Gilberto Sr. smokes his
cigars through a briar
filter.

After being outside, it takes a few moments for
the eves to adjust to the dark interior of the
tobacco processing plant. The first sensation you
encounter is the facility’s cooler air and a tickle
inside your nostrils due to the presence of
ammonia being released from fermenting tobacco.
Dozens of pilones (fermenting tobacco piles) are
strewn across the floor. According to Gilberto Jr.,
the plant processes 20 tobacco bales a day.

Father and son tear into one of the pilones,
bringing out a couple of hands of tobacco. They
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flatten out the leaves before putting them up to
their faces, breathing deeply to assess how well it’s
fermenting. “Proper fermentation is the foundation
of a good cigar,” Gilberto Jr. says.

They pick up two more hands of tobacco, speak
rapidly in Spanish, smile and continue the
inspections. Both men are quite proud of what
their family has accomplished.

According to Gilberto Jr., Oliva’s fermentation
process is among the slowest in the industry. “Alter
the stem is taken out, the tobacco is stored for at
least six months in a room that's absolutely
airtight,” he says. The fermentation process takes
approximately a year and then the tobacco is baled
and sits for at least another year. “The longer the
tobacco ages, the better it becomes,” he says, “The
extra aging that we do makes all the difference in
the world. Some cigarmakers are already using last
vear's crop. We wouldn't even think of that, thank
God. We can have a bad crop and it won't hurt us
because we have enough tobacco in reserve to last
for at least three years.”

The Olivas take special pride in the dark,
lustrous Maduro wrappers they're able to produce

for the O Maduro, Oliva Grand Maduro and Flor de
Oliva Maduro cigars. “You can only get Maduro
wrappers by taking the time to go through the
extra fermentation,” Gilberto Jr. says. “I've seen
some companies use [ood coloring to make a
‘Maduro’ wrapper, Some people aren't willing to
pay for the extra time. That's very unfair to the
consumer and the industry. We process our
Maduro thoroughly. There are wrappers on our
cigars that are at least two years old.”

Although the Olivas’ unwillingness to cut corners
can sometimes cause shortages in Maduro
wrappers, Gilberto Jr. insists that it's worth taking
the extra time to properly ferment all of the Oliva
tobacco. “For us, it's important to respect the
traditional way of making cigars. It's more
important to do it the right way than just making a
profit. Time is everything.”

Gilberto Sr. and Gilberto Jr. climb a set of stairs
to the second floor, where approximately 100
workers sort the tobacco. Upstairs, Gilberto Jr.
provides a crash course in the pros and cons of the
various tobaccos that are available today. For the
most part, Oliva plants Criollo '98 because it is

@ _!51]':| 20005




TOBACCONIST Cigars

more resistant to blue mold and
produces exceptional filler
tobacco.

Slowly moving toward vertical
integration, the Olivas grow
enough tobacco to produce all
the filler they need, and they
hope that this will be the first
year that they can produce, with
the exception of Connecticut
Broadleaf, all of the wrapper
tobacco they will need too.
“Every Nicaraguan leaf that's in
our cigars comes from us,”
Gilberto Jr. says.

Finished inspecting the plant,
Gilberto Jr. says goodbye to his
father and strides outside into the
bright day to return to the cigar
factory in Esteli.

Gilberto Jr.’s brother Carlos
typically oversees the cigar
production, but he is back in
Florida anxiously awaiting the
birth of his first child—yet
another generation that will add
to the Oliva legacy.

The Oliva cigar factory is
painted the same mustard color
as the tobacco processing plant.
Inside the factory, the sound of
hundreds of chavetas (knives)
striking cutting boards
reverberates across the room.
While the sound doesn’t quite
reach the decibel level of a car
Factory, the contrast between the
tobacco field and the cigar factory
1S vast.

The Oliva lactory contains
maore than 34,000 square feet of
space. Due to their sustained 40
percent growth in the last decade,
the Olivas will double their
production capability once an
additional factory is built later this
Vedr.

Seated at a table at the front of
the rolling room, Gilberto Jr. checks
some figures and sips on Cuban
coftee. Talking loudly above the
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background noise, he says, “We pursue every little
detail that we can to make our cigars better.”

According to Gilberto Jr., he checks every tobacco
bale that comes into the factory. “Any leaves that
don't have even color or don't look healthy are taken
out. Not many people do that, but that's how we
guarantee consistency and flavor.”

The Olivas take quality control very seriously.
Rollers are limited to making no more than 250
cigars a day, and every cigar is checked to make
sure they used all the material to ensure the
consistency of the blends. The cigars are also
checked for construction and draw. The cigars are
inspected again after they come out of the aging
room. “We don't want our customers to get
cheated,” Gilberto Jr. says. “People buy cigars to
enjoy a good moment. It's their chance to relax in
a stressful world. If they buy one of our cigars and
it doesn't draw, then we just ruined their day. It's
not fair to ruin anybody's day.”

It is this serious attitude that has allowed the
Olivas to transition from tobacco growers to an all-
encompassing cigar operation. The pride this
family has earned with the growing of tobacco is
something they strive to earn and maintain with
cigar manufacturing.

Visiting the Oliva Cigar Co.’s facilities in
Nicaragua tells only half of the story. While
Gilberto Sr., Gilberto Jr. and Carlos toil to grow the
tobacco and make the cigars, Jose and Jeannie
work just as hard in their office in Miami Lakes,
Fla., to oversee customer service and marketing. An
Oliva family member runs every important aspect
of the business. The five individuals work together
as a team, analogous to how four fingers and a
thumb work together to create a fist.

Jose and Jeannie are the younger members of
the family. In many ways, they are the “face” of the

company. Both are well-suited for the task. In his
early 30s, Jose is the youngest of the four Oliva
children. Poised and articulate, Jose oversees the
overall marketing strategy. He is well-informed and
active in local politics. Also in her early 30s,
Jeannie is as articulate as her brother. Patient
almost to a fault, Jeannie brings her “never say no”
attitude to direct Oliva's customer service efforts,

Dealing with customers every day, Jose and
Jeannie have become very knowledgeable about
the challenges that face retailers, and they have
adopted ways to overcome these challenges. “Our
focus is to establish relationships with our
retailers,” Jeannie says. “We want them to know
that we will do everything we can to make them
happy. When people have a good feeling when
they think about us, they may be more likely to
recommend our cigars.”

Developing good relationships with retailers may
help sell cigars, but having a suite of good
products so that retailers can conscientiously
recommend their cigars is just as important. "Our
commitment is to produce the best possible cigars,”
says Jose. “We spend a lot of money every year 1o
grow tobacco and then store it. It costs a lot of
money to store the tobacco, but there is no
substitute for aged tobacco. We do it for every step
of the process for all of our products.”

“We're best known for Flor de Oliva,” Jeannie
says. “It’'s one of the nation's biggest brands. It's a
consistent product that's produced on the bundle
level.” The line consists of the Flor de Oliva
Corojo, a medium- to full-bodied cigar that comes
in four sizes; Flor de Oliva Grand Cameroon, a

box-pressed, medium-bodied cigar that's available
in seven sizes; Flor de Oliva Original, which
features an Indonesian Sumatra wrapper and is
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available in seven sizes; Flor de Oliva Gold with a
Connecticut seed wrapper that's available in four
sizes; and the Flor de Oliva Maduro that's also
available in four sizes.

At the 2004 RTDA Show, the family introduced
the Flor de Oliva 10th Anniversary cigar,
celebrating their 10th year of making cigars under
the Oliva name. Using an Indonesian wrapper, the
Flor de Oliva 10th Anniversary cigars are medium-
bodied and come in four sizes.

The family also produces Oliva Grand Maduro
cigars. Available in six sizes, the cigars are box-
pressed using Nicaraguan filler tobaccos, and they
are blended to provide smokers with a rich flavor
without overpowering them.

The Olivas consider their O brand to be their
flagship line. “O Classic is a great example of an
all-Nicaraguan Puro,” Jose says. “It has a very solid
medium- to full-bodied taste.”

The line also consists of O Bold. Another
Nicaraguan Puro, O Bold is made from Cuban
seed Habano filler tobaccos and uses a sun-grown
Habano wrapper. Full-bodied, O Bold is available
in five sizes.

The third line in the O series is the O Maduro,
Using a Connecticut Broadleaf wrapper, O Maduro
utilizes Nicaraguan Habano filler tobaccos to
produce a medium- to full-bodied taste. The O
Maduro line is available in four sizes.

Oliva’s Master Blend is the company's first foray
into the limited production cigar market. Each box
is individually numbered and features an ornate
top adorned with artwork, which can be removed,
The cigars have a watermark and feature an
elaborate band. The 2004 edition has long been
sold out, but the Olivas hope to introduce Master

Blend II at the 2005 RTDA Show. “It is in the
works, but because it's a limited edition cigar we
can't tell exactly when it will be released,” Jeannie
says. “We hope that there will be the III and IV. It
will happen when enough quality tobacco is
around to justify producing it.”

No matter if they are producing a bundle cigar
or a limited-edition cigar, the Olivas also attempt
to strike a balance in their blends. “We pride
ourselves in our ability to blend a cigar and keep
it balanced,” Jose says, “A cigar smoker should feel
the strength of his cigar in his stomach and not in
his throat. All of our cigars are accessible. When
we develop new blends, we always keep that in
mind, no matter how strong we want it.”

One of the strongest brands the Olivas have
promoted in the past two years has been their
private-label program. In the face of burgeoning
discounts on the Internet, traditional brick-and-
mortar tobacconists have struggled. The Oliva
private-label program is a weapon that
tobacconists can use to combat sales losses,
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according to Jose,
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