


























Eugene R. Kirkham

Co-owner, founder and general manager
Casa Nuestra \/Vinery, St. Helena
1,500 case production

On Making Chenin Blanc

Gene Kirkham grew up in San Francisco, but
he spent weekends and summers in Oakville,
trapping and hiking, bombing around in go
karts, looking for arrowheads, exploring old
buildings, fishing, all the usual, wonderful
Napa Valley kid-stuff in the 1950s and the
early '60’5.

In 1987, when Gene wanted to move with his
wife and their two year-old child from the
city to the country, they found a place in St.
Helena with a ten acre vineyard on the
Silverado Trail belonging to Tom Blackburn.
Gene was far more interested in the house (a
scene in Elvis Presley’s “Wild in the Country”
had been filmed out its back door) than its
vineyard, planted in 1966 to Napa Gamay,
Chenin Blanc and Grey Riesling, and under
contract to Christian Brothers and Robert

Mondavi Winery, or so Gene assumed.

But, when Gene went to Christian Brothers,
he learned a change in ownership voided the
contract for Grey Riesling (he thinks they had
an oversupply of white grapes). Robert
Mondavi still wanted his Napa Gamay and
Chenin Blanc but not the Grey Riesling and

Gene had been advised to sell his grapes to
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just one place. In successful grape marketing,
he had been told, fruit a winery wanted could
be leveraged for fruit they didn't. He then
learned the cost of hiring a vineyard contrac-
tor would exceed proceeds from the sale of
his fruit—this with a fledgling law practice, a
mortgage, and a young family to support.
Gene felt the vineyard was fast becoming a

millstone.

Fortunately, the Napa Valley Coéperative
accepted his application. Lots of people had a
lot of sympathy for his innocence, for city
refugecs taking up winemaking and grape
growing. When Gene had spoken to his pred-
ecessor, Tom Blackburn, an Annapolis-trained
former naval officer, about becoming a grape-
grower, Tom recalled his own start and said,
‘if these knuckleheads can grow grapes, I sure
as hell can—so, what kind of knucklehead are
you? Tom had run his vineyard in military
fashion, keeping excellent records. Gene could
virtually follow Tom’s journals (Casa
Nuestra’s chief winemaker, Allen Price, says,
‘Excellent records are vital. Data gets you
close, as close as you can to understand rain-

fall, thermal curve, profiles of the years”).

Gene also had help from Winkler’s book,
General Viticulture, farm advisor Keith
Bowers, Dave Perez from the Co6p, his neigh-
bors and old-time grape grower, Elwood Mee.
Whenever Gened see a farmer doing some-
thing, hed ask and go do it, too—if he had
the tool to hitch behind the tractor. It turned
out Gene reaHy enjoyed farming; he liked

becoming handy, meeting problems and just
simply dealing with them, overcoming the fear
of making mistakes. And the things they did
back then, Gene shudders to recall—the chemi-
cal sprays, clouds of herbicides, no white

suits, hardly any regulations.

Gene began to angle away from his partner-
ship in a Napa law firm to farming. But vine-
yard cost $5,000 an acre and it took 40 acres,
minimum, to support a family as a winegrow-
er. Without prospects to acquire another 30
acres, Gene realized he could add value if he
could turn his fruit into wine and have a
financially viable operation—the Stony Hill
model. Gene had been brought up to wine in
college and thereafter, always liking dry rather
than sweet wines. He wondered if he reaﬂy
could make wine which would meet the stan-
dards and be commerciaﬂy viable. He talked
to Tom Cottrell, a founding partner of
Cuyaison and a good friend. Tom said ‘Sure,
hed help, and so did Phil Baxter, a winemaker
at Souverain and Rutherford Hill.

White wines were then emerging in the US as
a cockrail beverage, so whites seemed like a
good bet. Gene already had a utility shed, so,
with Tom consulting, Gene worked weekends
and with Allen Price’s technical support
bought and installed two 500 gallon stainless
tanks and a chiller fabricated by John York
(all still in service) in the shed. They made a
few tons of Chenin Blanc and Grey Riesling
in 1978. The Grey Riesling proved unstable
(fondly remembered as the “Green Torpedo”



for its exits from its Sylvaner-style bottles)
but the Chenin Blanc was very, very
good—until it oxidized. They hadn't blanketed
the tank properly, so they lost the 1979
(Gene called it ‘my winemaker’s getting a
divorce’ wine”). By 1980, they were fully
licensed. They eventually pulled the Riesling
and Gamay, replanting to Merlot, but kept

the two acres of Chenin Blanc.

Chenin Blanc is an ancient varietal with
vinifera origins in Europe. It is capable of
making enormous yields and performs well in
warm districts. The 1988 Napa County Crop
Report cites 2,019 bearing acres of Chenin
Blanc; 7,000 Chardonnay and 3,644
Sauvignon Blanc out of 15,374 white and
13,869 black varietal bearing acres. In 2003
there were only 132 bearing acres of Chenin
Blanc; 7,000 Clmrdonnny and 1,700
Sauvignon Blanc out of 9,962 white and
29,144 red (black) varietal bearing acres. In
the 1980’ nearly every winery made a Chenin

Blanc—a sweet, uncontroversial, low alcohol

white wine (‘Still the active typing and a cross.

to bear all these years, sighs Gene). Most
Chenin Blanc was farmed 15 to 17 tons to
the acre, picked at 20-21 Brix, fermented to

12%-—the rest left as residual sugar—to make
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ter jug white wine (most Chablis at the time

was probably Chenin Blanc).

Casa Nuestra made Chenin Blanc dry. Gene
was a maverick. Actually, it was the easiest

way. Stopping fermentation was technically
Y pPping )

more difficult. And, at 3 1/2 — 4 tons an acre
the character is entirely different. As Gene
says, If you take care of the fruit and let the
wine make itself, it will be as good as it can
be—a question of what you do with what you

got. Gene didn't go out and try to get some-
g g g

thing else, and his mailing list of friends in
San Francisco who were wine collectors were

extremely favorable about the wine.

Gene became interested in how much the vin-

tages differed. He remembers the early vin-
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tages with great particularity and fondness,
the last ten are more of a blur. In 1983, wine
writer John Movius and Harvey Steinman of
the San Francisco Examiner started a wine
tasting competition because there was none in
the City (therc was one in Los Angeles, but
not San Francisco). Gene was urged to submit
his 1983 which he did. It took the gold and
it still tastes terrific today. Chenin Blanc ages
longer and better than any other white variety,
if it's made properly. Minerally French ones
are steely, flinty, highly structured and pretty
hard to find outside the Loire Vaﬂey. Gene
would have saved more of his ‘83 in the
library if he had known how good it would
be after 25 years. There had been so many
problems back then—no vacuum corker, low

fills. Still, the bottles of the early vintages
have held.

1984 was a hot year, the grapes just popped.
Crews were hijacked for a dollar more an hour
right out of the vineyard. Fruit was riper than

expected so they made an off-dry Chenin

Blanc. 1985 brought a new problem: botrytis. *

They left half the crop in the field; the fruit
was too sweet and looked just plain moldy to
Gene. The wine they did make was off-dry
again. They didn't have oceans of wine to
blend to and it never occurred to Gene to buy
wine. Ron Long, a lifelong wine collector,
wanted to pick the botrytis fruit and make a
late harvest. He made ten cases by hand with
a basket press, with Brix up to 36. In 1986
they duplicated Ron's wine by just leaving the
fruit out (Chenin Blanc really wants to get
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botrytis. Its fruit grows in tight bunches; as it
matures, berries split inside the bunch which
botrytis finds congenial). The 1986 Late
Harvest Chenin Blanc, quite an original idea
in North America at the time, won a Best of

Class.

Gene thought American taste was developing
toward large, ﬂabby, fruity Chardonnay; like a
soft, squishy persimmon versus, say, a loquat.
South Africa, Australia, New Zealand, the
Loire Valley in France all have large plantings
of Chenin Blanc, where it is taken seriously,
has a different character deserving of different
winemaking techniques. Over here, it was so
hard to sell Chenin Blanc, even at $50 a case,
delivered, that Casa Nuestra took out half of
it in the 1990’ and replanted to red grapes.
In 1989 they made a Johannesburg Riesling
from a six-acre vineyard they had bought
across the street. All but seven of its rows
were later grafted over to Cabernet Sauvignon,
which Gene regrets. The popular Riesling
they have made is on allocation. They could
sell it all day long, if they had it. It is off-dry
(they've never offered a dry), aromatic, rather
floral in the nose, with a hint of moscato-

apricots-character, exotic tropical flavor.

Today, they ripen their Chenin Blanc fruit
more. It’s evolved from a lean, flinty, highly
structured wine in the 80’s to one with a big-
ger, fuller mouthfeel. Besides longer hang time
they are also partially barrel fermenting in
new and old French oak. Doing whole cluster

can be stemmy, but in small amounts it can be

crushed, then pressed right away. Chenin
Blanc goes through a wonderful aromatic
phase as young wine, just post -fermentation,
which had been hard to capture in a bottle.
On a trip to Chile, Gene and Allen learned
how sensitive the variety is to 02. Fruit was
never left to stand in the open air, nothing
left half-empty. With very careful handling
and bottling the aromatic phase could be
held. In St. Helena the fruit ripens to 21-25
Brix, ideally the high 23's, when it’s yellow but
before it dries out. They can be patient, wait
for melon flavors to be present and then pick
in a day. Casa Nuestra inoculates with yeast
and ferments the fruit cold at 55 degrees for
about two weeks, racks off the lees, and after
30 to 35 days (their battonage is with an old
canoe paddle), to keep pace with demand,
they bottle. There is no bottle time for the
wine, really, before it’s out. Because of the
demand they couldn't make a 2004 Late

Harvest, or a Riesling.

All the wine is made by hand in small lots,
each one unique (they offer seven), for a
clientele who value their wines. Gene thinks
it's important to give the public the chance to
trust their own sensory experience. He feels
the whole question of tasting wine has been
over-hyped. The shape of one’s palate, the
number of cigars you've smoked in your life,
your toothpaste all affect your palate. No one
tastes the same thing the same.



Mia Klein

Winemaking Consultant and Owner
Selene Wines, Napa
2,500 to 3000 case production

On Making Sauvignon Blanc

Back in the days when you couldn't take home
an unfinished bottle of wine from a restau-
rant, Mia Klein worked at a fish restaurant in
Hermosa Beach. And that is where she began
tasting wines—after work, out in back. A year
later, when she and her mother moved to San
Francisco, Mia got a job at Victorian Wine
and Spirits, in Noe Valley. It was tiny, but its
owners were dedicated to California wines.
They gave really good recommendations to
everyone, for any price or occasion. Wine was
a part of life, and everyone’s relationship with
it was comfortable. Mia thinks wine is com-
plicated no matter how far you are in it, so
guidance is great (she always asks a sommelier
or chef to suggest a wine), because as percent

of success in the taste of a bottle goes up, so .

does the fun. Mia believes every meal around
a table is an important occasion. It's about the
enjoyment of life, and not just with family. A
business meeting is less mechanical, more

organic with wine.

Mia studied enology at UC Davis. She
worked with Ann Noble with whom sensory
was a big focus. In 1983 Mia went to work at
Chappellet under winemaker Cathy Corison,
whom she thought was wonderful to work

for. When Cathy made Mia assistant wine-
maker, she urged her to choose the next step
carefully. Mia says assistant winemaker is an
incredible job. Great attention to detail is a
necessity, job change inevitable. Mia had
sought out wines to taste two to three times a
week while at Chappeﬂet, and tasted a lot of
Sauvignon Blanc. She got a chance to make it
when she went to Pepi in 1988 as winemaker,
with Tony Soter consulting. Tony was making
Spottswoode there and his Etude. Mia con-
nected with winegrower Larry Hyde in
Carneros when they were looking for Merlot
budwood for Pepi, and again in 1990 when
they found phylloxera at Spottswoode.
Spottswoode had had their own Sauvignon
Blanc on the creek, but their Cabernet was
making a reputation, so Sauvignon Blanc was
the first to go in a replant to Cab.

In 1991, Mia and Tony went to Rombauer
where Francoise Peschon was assistant wine-
maker. There they made Viader, Araujo and
Spottswoode, Tony made Etude, and Mia
made her first Selene. They had purchased
Sauvignon fruit from Frediani in Calistoga
and Larry Hyde for Spottswoode.
Spottswoode and Selene split the Hyde
50/50. Two years later, Mia and Tony went to
his Etude, where she also made Selene
(Francoise was now at Araujo, and four years
later, in 1997, Rosemary Cakebread was at
Spottswoode).

Selene first made Sauvignon Blanc and
Merlot, adding Cabernet Sauvignon and

Bordeaux blends in 2002. The Sauvignon
Blanc fruit from Hyde Vineyards is from cut-
tings of the musqué clone at Ventana
Vineyards on the Central Coast. Mia says the
musqué does excellently in cool growing areas.
It seems to mature rapidly with flavors of
melon, citrus, tropical mango and papaya
when ripe (fruit for Cain Musqué came from
Ventana), but musqué also performs in
warmer regions, e.g. Araujo. It has wonderful
viscosity in the mouth. Hyde pH’s tend to be
low, but the viscosity is still there. Sauvignon
Blanc can span temperature differences, not
unlike Cab. A sauvage varietal, it can express
itself (unlike Pinot Noir) in a variety of cir-
cumstances. The chalky, limestone soils of
Sancerre are ideal for it. You want the lightest
soil you can get, according to Mia. Hyde
Vineyards has warmer, lighter soils and less
wind in that part of Carneros. The oldest
musqué block for Selene at Hyde was planted
in the 1980’ on its own roots; a second block
in the mid-1990’s and a brand new block in
2000 are on 1103-Paulson, right next to
those leased to Spottswoode. Depending on
yields, Selene makes 1000 to 1800 cases of

single vineyard designated Sauvignon Blanc.
g i g g

Mia believes it’s never good to be monochro-
matic. Nature, the universe will spite you,
whether it's the economy, something political,
or pricing—so many things. No doubt Cab is
king, Chard is, too, but Mia thinks Sauyignon
Blanc has gotten pretty darn interesting, inter-
esting enough so it won't disappear off the

face of Napa Valley. “Take Beaulieu






Vineyard’s four acres of Sauvignon Blanc in
i g
Carneros”, she says, “there’s commitment.”

‘When the Selene and Spottswoode fruit is
picked into half ton bins at Hyde, it hasn't far
to go. Rosemary is waiting at Spottswoode
and Mia is at Laird Family Estate where she
has made Selene since 2001. At harvest, Laird
has one or two dozen winemakers all sharing
information during their custom crushes,
which Mia reaﬂy likes. She’s at the winery
ahead of the press. A lot of whites go
through Laird—it has two membrane tank
presses, two doors. Mia chooses a tank that is
smooth inside because she thinks roughness
causes a lot of phenolics to come out. Whole
cluster (seeds must stay inside the skin) goes
to settling tanks for 24 hours at 45 degrees
(50 dcgrees actua.[). They inoculate with yeast,
rack off solids right to the barrel for fermen-
tation—50% in 60 gallon French oak and
50% in 72 gallon stainless steel to avoid over-
oaking (an aldehydic flavor can come through
from used French oak). Depending on the
year and lot, it can take three weeks to two
months, or as much as ten to sixteen weeks to
finish in the barrel. Mia feels Sauvignon Blanc
can oxidize a little more easily than other
whites, so they rack it off the oak to tank
while the stainless barrels get stirred every
week sur lies. The wine goes to bottle in late
February or early March, has a couple of
months to recover, and is released late May or
early June. The most important thing for
Selene, stresses Mia, is to be able to do again

everything you did.

Since 2000, Selene has been using a two-piece
synthetic closure for white wine. It mimics a
cork and has a shelf life of three years, which
Mia feels is fine for Sauvignon Blanc. She
wants zero taint because someone may never
taste another bottle of her wine if it’s their
first and it’s corked. For corks Mia makes
three sensory tastings and rejects about 50%
of what she samples. She says variation is not
visual but in what you taste. Selene needs
about 40,000 corks a year. Corks come in
bales of 8 to 10 thousand corks. For the 4 to
8 bales she needs, Mia will sample over 30
bales; each sample is 30 corks. These are
soaked in wine or dilute vodka for 24 hours
and then you taste. Taint varies. Mia wants
her Sauvignon fresh, the way she enjoys it.
French ones are made to age. There are a few
Sancerres ready for market, but most white
Bordeaux need five years. Mia finds them tart,
with a lot of free sulphur dioxide at the out-
set, and they develop different attributes
which she doesn't particularly enjoy. She
thinks Selene Sauvignon Blanc is great with
shellfish of any flavor, especially barbecued
oysters, some lobsters. Her favorite meal?
Fresh Hog Island oysters, garlic, pesto BBQ,
cheese and a salad. Perfect. Sauvignon Blanc
should be served cool, at its cellar temperature

of 55 degrees.

Besides Selene, Mia has three consults: She’s
been with Dalla Valle (1000 cases) since
1996, Fisher Vineyards (6,000 cases) and
Bressler (less than 500 cases) since 2000.
Dalla Valle and Bressler are all red, Fisher is

red plus a Chardonnay. Most of Mia’s clients
over the years have had estate vineyards, and
their own winery. “Still”, she says, “they don't
have complete control. They can't. Stuff goes
wrong. It’s that personal connection that’s so
important and rewarding—not banks, partners,
or l‘noney. Ar€ [here enough grapes, Cl’lougl‘l
wineries? Yes. So, need isn't why these wines

are made. It’s about great relationships.”

Mia feels the enjoyment of wine is all about
sharing information. She loves her customers
e-mailing her their reactions — ‘It was our
anniversary and your wine was so good. It's
that extra layer, that extra glue to a special
experience wine provides that really makes

Mia’s eyes sparkle.



Joseph Phelps

Chairman of the Board

wih Craig Williams

Winemaker and Executive Vice President
Joseph Phelps Vineyards, St. Helena
60,000 case production

On Making (and Not
Making) Riesling

Initially, the focus at Joseph Phelps Vineyards
was on Riesling. Phelps was founded in 1973
when sweet white wines had been driving the
market: Riesling was hot, a very popular
varietal. However, Joe Phelps planned to begin
with two whites and two reds. He had made a
study of wines for a long time, and had
recently built two wineries for Souverain. Joe
had grown up in Colorado where he went to
college in the dry town of Fort Collins.
While there he had a campus job of taking
empty schnapps bottles from a fraternity to
the nearby [and wet]| town of Loveland for
refills. Joe found a 79-cent Chilean Riesling
there, which made a hit on campus. He
happily remembers some 1940’s Louis
Martini Zinfandels he found as well. Joe
became a building contractor, which eventual-
ly brought him to California. After building
for Souverain, Joe built his own winery.
Phelps’ first wines were made at Souverain,
where Phil Baxter was winemaker, and also at
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Joe Heitz’s winery, just up the road from
Phelps. The week after Joe took title to his
Spring Valley Ranch in 1973, Walter Schug
came to work as winemaker. Joe notes that
Walter had grown up on a Pinot Noir estate
in a region of the Rhine that focused more
on dry rather than sweet wines—what Walter
had grown up with was red. Joe says they
quickly expanded at Phelps to produce
Gewiirztraminer, Riesling, Sauvignon Blanc,
Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Pinot Noir and,
in 1976, Zinfandel. They hired Craig
Williams to assist Walter in winemaking.
Craig became winemaker in 1983.

Phelps made California’s first true varietal
Syrah with fruit from a vineyard controlled

by Christian Brothers outside St. Helena on
Zinfandel Lane. Professor Harold Olmo at
UC Davis had brought this Rhone varietal to
Qakville Viticultural Station i 1936. It didn't
have much success with growers—Syrah was
confused with Petite Sirah. So, when UC
Davis cleaned up the Oakville station in
1959, out went the Syrah. Christian Brothers
took and planted it on their Wheeler Ranch,
where Walter found it. Christian Brothers had
only used it in blending. Craig says this early
advocacy of Syrah came from Joe's passion for
the Rhone Valley, especially Cote Rotie and
Hermitage.

Phelps Riesling was first made from fruit
from the Stanton Vineyard in Yountville,
which produced 940 tons of Riesling in
1973, but only 450 tons in 1975 and just

300 tons shortly after that. As Craig puts it,
“Climate drove the bus back then.” Phelps
made what they could, when they could. They
made a “regular harvest” Riesling in 1973
and 1974 at 21-23 Brix. In 1975 they were
able to make a botrytised Riesling, a
Beerenauslese, just a few years after the
Edelwein made by Freemark Abbey (Wente
did one, too). The 1978 botrytised late
harvest was a notch up, so they made a special
selection Trockenbeerenauslese, and put a gold
border on the label. Their 1977 early harvest
Kabinett-style had a green border, the Auslese
a yellow border, and the Spatlese label was
Iight brown. Joe recalls making at least four
Rieslings with fruit from Stanton as well as
from the vineyards they had planted at Spring
Valley Ranch.

They picked into five-ton gondolas in those
days, which meant the fruit was pre-macerated
before it reached the crusher and de-stemmer.
It was pumped into 1,000 gallon steel
holding bins designed by Walter and built by
Ogletree’s. They soaked skins to increase sugar
back then, and combined free-run with press
juice. Phelps had one of the first Westphalia
centrifuges in the Valley for removing solids.
The must was fermented dry at 50 to 60
degrees Fahrenheit. They bottled 30,000 cases
of Riesling and Gewiirztraminer, which
accounted for 50 to 60 percent of the Phelps
production. Joe and Whalter, along with Dick
Arrowood at Chateau St. Jean set the profile;
Craig defines them as the leading winemakers
of the time.



Phelps acquired the Stanton vineyard in 1979
and in 1983 they bought property in Stag’s
Leap. Its fruit had been the foundation of
Insignia, the innovative P]mlps blend of red
Bordeaux varietals begun in 1974. Phelps also
bought on Manley Lane in Rutherford in
1983 (Barney Rhodes was already there).
Acreage in Carneros for Chardonnay came in
1989. They also switched some of Stanton to

Chardonnay.

Bruce Neyers joined Phelps in 1975 and
introduced Joe to Alice Waters at Chez
Panisse. Alice and her team were raising
consciousness: a national cuisine of cream,
butter and sweet wines was giving way to a
healthier kind of cooking, to sautéing, garlic
and dryer wines. Joe says the best reason wine
is made is to accompany meals. Phelps began
their transition out of Riesling in the early
1980’s. Their Spatlese was the first to be
phased out. 1988 was a tough vintage. It got
very, very difficult. The early ‘90’s were so
warm there was no botrytis. In some years
they could make a Late Harvest Semillon,
Sauternes style, and would also blend
Semillon into their Sauvignon Blanc. Phelps
made a Sauvignon Blanc almost from the
beginning, although they initially labeled it
Fumé Blanc. It was 85% Sauvignon Blanc and
15% Semillon, its fruit estate and from the
Hoxsey (Pelissa) vineyard. They also bought
from Christian Brothers, Harris, Chiles Valley.
By the 1980's their estate vineyards were
planted out—the Riesling pulled from Spring

Valley. Towards the end of the program they



got their Riesling and Gewiirztraminer from
Anderson Valley. Dedicated to consistency,
Phelps finally settled on making only one
Riesling-style wine, and chose Scheurebe, a
cross between Sylvaner and Riesling, first
created in I911. They had made wine from
this varietal since 1978 (another American
first). They would vinify it in an ice wine
style, without botrytis, and call it “Eisrebe”.
Scheurebe fruit from the St. Helena ranch is
frozen whole cluster to minus 25 degrees
Fahrenheit and then pressed until the thawing
must is at 40 Brix with 23 to 25 residual
sugar. It is fermented in steel and bottled
quickly. Phelps makes just 300 cases of this

delicate confection.

By the late 1990’s Phelps began to have more
red than white as they acquired more
Cabernet properties in their estate program.
Joe is an optimistic vintner, but consistency is
his by-word when buying fruit or vineyard—
he chooses very carefully—and reds present a
different set of challenges compared to

whites. Craig characterizes Joe as ‘ahead of the .

curve, innovative, willing to take a risk’, but
methodical and pragmatic, always pursuing
‘what would work’. Joe and Craig want all
their wines to represent the place, the estate
they are from. Recent vintages of Petit Verdot,
Joe says, indicate the Spring Valley Ranch is a
good place for it. 120 of this ranch’s 600
acres are in vines—Cabernet Sauvignon and
Cabernet Franc as well as Petit Verdot,
Sauvignon Blanc, Viognier and Scheurebe. The
Napa vineyard they've had since 2000 they
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think has a marvelous Cabernet maturing
season, unlike anything farther west in Napa,
In the 1990's Phelps leased the Barboza
property and in 1996, purchased the Backus
vineyard in Qakville from which they have
made Cabernet since 1977 (more than 20 of
its acres are planted to Cab).

Craig is amazed at the renaissance in the wine
industry underway today in the Napa Valley.
It is very different from what it was even ten
years ago. Phelps has made a long, slow
transition from making white to making red.
Craig says they have now totally transitioned
from an original 60 percent white wine pro-
duction to one of mostly reds, from making
more than twenty wines to less than ten, and
a case production from as high as 100,000 in
1989 to 60,000 today. They make a Rhone-
style blend, “Le Mistral”, Cabernet
Sauvignon, Syrah and the Eisrebe. Craig
thinks the Phelps transition to mostly reds
helps preserve agriculture in the Napa Valley,
that Cabernet Sauvignon is an extension of
our culture and the land, that Riesling simply
can't support what Cabernet can.

Although they have reinvented Phelps as a red
wine facility, with more space and more barrel
storage, it is the farming that has changed
most of all. Phelps believes there has been
qualitative improvement in their winegrowing
and is committed to giving great attention to
detail. Craig’s staff constantly looks for ways
to improve vine care. They take occasional
field trips to Europe to study its practices.

Rather than thinking and acting solo at
Phelps, Joe has confidence in his whole team.
They manage the entire growing process with
an array of techniques. More light is exposed
to the leaves now, with vertical shoot posi-
tioning, hedging, shoot and leaf manage-
ment—intensive hand vine care. Craig says
their choice of rootstock is more informed
now, as they match appropriate rootstock to
soil and site. They also take advantage of
weather forecasting, and benefit from better
record keeping by the industry in general
(when to harvest is improving, but Joe says it’s
a small record book in comparison to
Europe’s). Phelps has also become a
practitioner of biodynamics, a method of
sustainable farming that demands constant
evaluation. Joe calls Phelps “just a couple of
farms”. He says what they do is about the art
of growing grapes. “Feed the soil,” Joe con-
cludes with emphasis and deep conviction.



Nils Venge

Owner, Winemaker
Saddleback Cellars, Oakville

3,000 case production

On Making Pinot Blanc

In the 1950’s Nils Venge's father had started a
wine, beer and spirits distribution business in
City of Industry. Nils grew up tasting really
nice white Burgundies with a beautiful bal-
ance. His parents had planned for him to take
over the business and Nils had gone to UC
Davis and gotten a degree in viticulture and
enology. However, his classmates Justin
Meyer, Ric Forman, and Dave Cofran told
him, ‘Don't go back to LA! Come to Napa
and do what you studied how to at Davis!

Nils did come to the Napa Valley, after grad-
uate school and a tour of duty in Viet Nam.
He started at Charles Krug, and then went to
Stetling for the ‘72 and 73 harvests. Ric,

Peter Newton and Michael Stone introduced

him to Jim McWilliams who was just starting
Villa Mt. Eden. Jim offered Nils the position
of General Manager and Winemaker, which
Nils took. He was there ten years before mov-
ing over to Groth to become its founding
General Manager and Winemaker. After
eleven years he left Groth to devote most of
the last eleven years to Saddleback. However,
he also consults as winemaker for neighboring

PlumpJack as well as Robert Keenan and

Bacio Divino and has most recently estab-
lished Venge Vineyards in St. Helena with his
son, Kirk. Kirk does Zinfandel, Sangiovese
and Petite Syrah at the new winery because,
for the Venges, the warmth of Oakville makes
it Cab and Merlot country, and the cooler
Carneros is for Chardonnay.

In 1976, Nils and his father-in-law, Bob Call,
bought a Cabernet vineyard which is near
both Villa Mt. Eden and Groth. Nils could
work it evenings and weekends while working
full-time. He suffered along with leaf-roll
virus, but at least all the vines were on St.
George rootstock. Nils built a winery in
1982. In 1983 he grafted some acreage over
to Chardonnay with budwood from the
Wente clone. After the major flood of 1986,
Nils began a replant in 1988. He now has
9.5 acres Cab, 1.5 acres Merlot, 2.5
Chardonnay, one acre Pinot Blanc and a
quarter acre Pinot Grigio.

Nils had wanted to supplement his cash flow
while the Cab was aging two years in the oak.
He started making Sangiovese, “The Prince,
so why not The Princess?” Nils also thought
he should make Pinot Grigio and got bud-
wood for it from Robert Pepi. The inspira-
tion to plant Pinot Blanc came from Merry
Edwards in Sonoma who made a wonderful
Pinot Blanc at Matanzas Creek. UC Davis
Experimental Vineyard in Oakville reported
Pinot Blanc crops averaging up to five tons to
the acre with good quality. Revenue from the

fruit was $800 to $900 a ton so, in 1981,

Nils planted Pinot Blanc bench grafts on
AxR1 rootstock. As a side note, Nils
observed that Pinot Noir on its own tends to
mutate to Grigio, which mutates to Blanc,
right in the field. “You'll be walking down the
row, testing sugar,” he said, “and all of a
sudden you'll see a shoot with two white
clusters spurting out of the Grigio. Voila!”

Although wind flow in the vineyard and a
tractor-driving orientation of North-South
are contrary to optimum, they work well for
the quad-trellised Pinot Grigio. Nils does
most of his own tractor work—the vineyard
soil is easy to till, well-drained with a high
water table. Only the young vines need
irrigation; the rest is dryAfarmed. Red tail
hawks take care of mice and other small
creatures. Whenever coyotes walk through
they squeeze the drippers looking for water.
Nils did all the pruning until a wild horse
threw him. Now he lets one of his crew of
three handle it. Starting in 1984, the Pinot
harvest was supplemented first by fruit from
Jim Fair in Carneros, later harvests from Andy
Hoxsey and Pat Garvey, just down the road.

They do whole cluster pressing on whites at
Saddleback. The resulting wine is fruitier;
there’s no abuse of the berries, although with
whole cluster press there is a sacrifice in pro-
duction. They get about 160 gallons per ton.
Hand-picked fruit goes from 4x4 bins to the
press within an hour. Pinot Blanc can oxidize
quickly on the crush pad at the press but
during fermentation, Nils says, it will clear up
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nicely— all the brown pigments drop right out
after cold settling. Fermentation starts at 52

degrees, yeast-inoculated, in stainless steel.

Nils keeps the SO2 up so the wine stays crisp.

When major fermentation is through at one

and a half weeks, they rack into neutral oak
barrels. Because they don't allow malolactic
fermentation, all the white wines are filtered.
“Why allow malolactic to bring the acids

down again?” Nils wonders, shaking his head.

They top off with wine bimonthly; battonage
is weekly, “to cream it up,” explains Nils.
Saddleback once had an evergreen contract
with Clarke Swanson for Chardonnay fruit.
When Swanson replanted, Nils got budwood,
which he said is really good. He also gets
fruit from Paul and Pat Garvey in Carneros.
Once Chardonnay is fcrmcntfng in the barrel
it takes 4-S days to finish out (it's 68 to 70
degrees in the winery in September).
Chardonnay is aged in 60% new, 40% used
oak. After a couple of years, the old barrels
go to the Viognier, Pinot Blanc and Pinot
Grigio. Saddleback makes 600 cases each of
Pinot Grigio and Pinot Blanc, bottled every
March, and 1,000 of Chardonnay bottled in
M;ly. Since 1999, 450 cases of Viognicr are
also bottled in May. To Nils, the Pinot Blanc
has a flavor of melons, Grigio more of the
pear mixed in with tropical. Chardonnay has a
ripe apple character, not pippin but nice, ripe
applc. Viognier is perﬁlmed but not real

sweet, a honeysuckle character.

Wines Nils likes have a roundness and
fullness on the palate with the weight that is
so important to him. He has gone to France a
couple of times for tastings, which he found
really great. He thinks his Chardonnay is
wonderful with food while the Pinot Blanc
can be enjoyed on its own, or with abalone or
oysters (Nils is an avid abalone diver and
shells from a few of his dives ring the
sycamore trees alongside the winery). And the
‘04 harvest at Saddleback? “Ah,” Nils sighs

with pleasure, “Salute!”

o
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Book Reports

Book reports by Bob Foster,
edited and repr[m.ed with the kind
permission of the “California Grapevine”

Best Wines 2005! Gold Medal Winners from
the Top Competitions

Gail Bradney and Elizabeth Cline

The Print Project, Bearsville, NY; 2005

The authors have a simple premise: if a wine
has won a gold medal at any one of twenty-
two selected wine competitions, it's worth
drinking; if it’s won three or more gold
medals, you can buy it by the case without
hesitation. Rubbish.

I have and do judge at seven of the authors’
twenty-two selected competitions and I dis-
agree with many of their assumptions. First,
there is no explanation of the criteria used to
select those twenty-two wine competitions.
Indiana State Fair (which judges wines from
all over the world) and San Francisco
Chronicle Wine Competition (the largest in
California) were excluded, while the Oregon
State Fair and Northwest Ecological Society
competitions, open to only regional wines,
were included.

Even assuming the authors had cogent reasons
for their selections, I, myself, am absolutely
unimpressed by a wine with a single gold
medal. At one recent competition, for some

of the judges, including me, the Petite Sirah
awarded a gold medal was undrinkable
because of very high levels of brettanomyces,
yet that dog of a wine is in this book. A gold
medal is only as good as the panel that judged
that wine. However, a string of gold and/or
silver medals for a wine entered at several
competitions is impressive. I look for consis-
tent high performance, not a single shot to

the moon from one panel.

But even with multiple gold medals, a wine
buff should never buy a case of wine just on
the basis of these results, as the authors rec-
ommend. The first obligation of a wine is to
taste good to the drinker. Even if a wine has
won 22 gold medals, if you try it and don't
like it, it's not a good wine for you. I can't say
this often enough: try b(fom you I’My. I would
agree that a wine winning three or more gold
medals is worth trying, but decide yourself,
please, if it's worth buying. You must be your
own whole panel of judges.

Recommended with reservations

Chilean Wine: The Heritage
Rodrigo Alvarado

The Wine Appreciation Guild,
San Francisco, CA; 2005

First published in Spanish in 2004 in Chile,
this book was written by the dean of Chilean
wine writers and wine historians, and was
designed for a South American readership—
one with a basic knowledge of Chile’s history

and geography. Now translated into English,
it is a difficult read for many North American
wine buffs. When the author refers to “polit-
ical changes that took place in Chile on
September 11, 1973", how many of us know
that this date is burned into the memories of
Chileans? It s the day a democratically elected
Marxist leader of Chile was overthrown and
killed in a coup that may have had CIA assis-
tance. As I read this book I continuously had
to look elsewhere for maps (there is no
detailed map) and more historical back-
ground.

However, the book provides an excellent
overview of the development of major wines
and wine making in Chile. The author does
not center on Chile alone, but gives the reader
a far broader picture by including sections
devoted to other major wine making areas of
the world in his descriptions of the C]evelop—
ment of wine in Chile in the I800's and early
1900's. A sense of what was happening else-
where at the same time allows the reader to

put events in Chile in better perspective.

The author is no apologist for those decades
when the wines of Chile were mediocre. He
analyzes the reasons (many having to do with
import and taxation rules and regulation) and
documents recent changes that have allowed
the development of an industry that now pro-

duces fine wines in Chile.

I was particularly taken by the author’s discus-

SiOH 0{: Why ph)/HOXCI"A hHS never ]fCElCth
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there. Chile had imported most of its
European grape varietals before phylloxera
struck Europe. Phylloxera later reached South

America, especially Argentina, but never Chile.

As to why not, theories abound: decades of
severe limitations on importations of any soil
carrying roots (still in effect today), Chile’s
geographic isolation, or some kind of unique
terroir. The author adds an interesting
discussion of how advertising this fact is a
two-edged sword. It may be useful now, but if
Chile ever does get the louse, it could be a

wine and advertising nightmare.

There are no maps or photographs, but a
charming set of water colored drawings
tllustrates the text. For the reader willing to
take the time to fill in gaps in history and
geography which stem from being raised in
the US rather than Chile, there’s a wealth of

fascinating material here.

Highly Recommended

Great Wine Terroirs
Jacques Fannet
University of California Press, Berkeley, CA 2004

If you read the acclaimed work, The Winemakers
Dance, reviewed in the Napa Valley Wine
Library Report for Winter 2004-2005, you
are immediately struck by how narrow the
author of this work’s view of terroir really

is. The authors of The Winemaker’s Dance
recognized that terroir encompasses more
than just the soil, that it includes
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climate, angle towards the sun, trellising,
geology, and a myriad of other factors.
Although this work talks of terrotr, it’s really
leSt Hbollt geology Clnd geography.

But the information in this work is very
interesting. For every major wine making
region of the world (and for some lesser
spots, like Brazil or the Canary Islands) the
author carefully explains soil composition.
And, there are lots of beautiful maps and
charts. Of course, as is true for most works
on terroir, why a particular vine does well in a
particular type of soil is still an unknown
factor. There is no question of a special
relationship; it is just that the essential causal

factor remains undiscovered.

Take note, this work is no quick and easy
read. The material is often very technical.
For example: “The albarizas were formed by
the sedimentation of marine diatoms and
radiolarians, microscopic algae with siliceous
shells that then mixed with fairly fine grained
sand.” While there is a glossary of terms at
the back, T found myself often

having to stop and read elsewhere about the
terms used, so I could understand what the
author had written.

For the wine buff who really wants to dig
into the topic of what soils help make great
wine, this book is a must read. For this group,

Highly Recommended

Editor’s Letter

Dear Members,

Because the annual tasting this year is of
white wines, we thought it made sense to
interview white winemakers for the Summer
2005 Report. Since we interviewed five
makers of Chardonnay for the Summer 2003
Report, we concentrated on vintners of other
white wines.

For the interviews we spend an hour, often
two, with each interviewee, preferably at the
winery or out in the field. Interviews are not
taped. Instead we take notes fast and
furiously—shades of college and its Blue
Books. The superb portraits of the intervie-
wees for this issue were taken by Priscilla
Upton of St. Helena, who is also a part of
Three Palms Vineyard. Report layout, design
and cover photograph are again thanks to the
gifted artistry of Jim Cross, a board member
and principal of Design Associates in St.
Helena. A third volunteer, Bob Foster in San
Diego, provides our book reviews.

Recent acquisitions to the collections are on
the website of the St. Helena Public Library,
www.shpl.org, Library Links, New Books
Received. For questions on Report content or
suggestions or even complaints, please direct
your e-mail to bamboo@napanet.net

Diana H. Stockton, editor
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Membership

We invite you to join the Napa Valley Wine
Library Association. Your membership dues
help support the collections of the Library.
You also receive issues of the Wine Library
Report, information about our courses and
seminars, and admission to our ever-popular
Annual Tasting, limited to members only.
Each individual membership is $40 per
year; a lifetime membership is $500.

To join please complete this form
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