LIS I



NAPA VALLEY'S
CABERNET HEARTLAND

The map is not the territory.

The evolution of viticulural areas has peocesded in the same way since the days of Pliny the
Elder in ancienc Iraly, and probably, if we had records to prove it, long before thar, It's deceprive-
Iv simple. Appellations tend to evolve from large, general areas toward more precise definition
and incernal differenciation as the resule of an increasingly tighe interface of terrain, grape variery
and human culrure. People start cultivating grapes and making wine in a promising area, and
before you know it (in the big picture, anyway) there are verticals of Romanée-Conri and Chiteau
Larour — wines from small pieces of lend thar have emerged over rime, rising ro prominence
from their very rooes, theough terroir and winemaking o sustained cricical consensus,

More than 2 century ago, Napa Valley began 1ts long emergence a5 one of the New World's
outstanding appellacions, particulacly for distinctive caberner sauvignon. The past rwenty vin-
rages or $0 have begun to reveal the viticulrural character of smaller areas wichin che valley
through the cabernet medium,

Now, more than 2 dozen Napa Valley sub-appellations have been approved or are 10 the making.
But none of them are more luminous than Ruehertord, the valley's once and furure caberner hearcland.

The distincrive character of 2 Ruthecford cab has acquired the sobriquer Ratherfurd D
Reporredly the grear Beanlieu Vineyard enologist Andsé Tchelistcheff once sniffed a glass of
Georges de Latour Privare Reserve and commented. "1 can smell che Rucherford duse.” [ have
come 1o believe thar all he really mesnt was thar he recognized a wine from rhe de Latour estare
— and yer many cbservers, including me at times, have noted a certain quality in Rutherford

bench wines, a minerality perhaps, or a graphire-like scent of clean dusty gravel.
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The Rutherf
izcd ten years ago. But the name Rurher-
ford has been synonyvmous with Napa
Valley cabernet since the 19th century.

:d AVA was only formal-

There have been as many changes since
then. large and small_ as thers might be ina
primeval orgamism progressing from proto-
zoan o quadruped.

Rucherford’s historical prominence in
the overall Mapz Valley cabernet pic-
cure continues. Recent vincages have
scen an explosion of winenes boteling
Burherford-designared cabernets —
at least two dozen in 2000 (the cur-
rent vinoage for most wineriesh And
many Napz Valley wineries rely on a
dollop of precious Rurherford cab o
power up a Napa Valler blend.

*Rucherford is the histonc center
of caberner sauvignon in California,”
noees Andy Becksroffer, che largest
grower in Rutherford, with some
400 acres in varicd locarions. “André
Tchelistcheff rold me thar when he
came ta Califorma in the lare thimies
there were only 120 acres of cabernet
in the whole staze. Half of chat was
in Rucherford, ar BV and Inglenook.
When I came bere in the sixties there
were still only six cabemnet producers
in Napa Valley.” Today, virtually
every Napa Valley winery produces
caberner sauvignon. MNearly 60 per-
cent of Rurherford’s 3,298 acres of
vines are caberner, accounting for
gboue 13 percent of the Napa Val-
ley's cabemmner acreage.

It was no accident char legendary
Napa Valley wine men of the lare
19ch and carly 20ch ceneries, such as Gus-
tav MNiebaum and Georges de Larour, foand-
ed their wine estates on the genrle slopes
zround 2 one-time train stop called Rurther-
ford, It's a sweer spot in the valley, like che
fabled sweer spor on a baseball bar or a cen-
nis racket. And it especially favors caberner
sauvignon. Indeed, if = panel of viticuloue-
ists were granted divine powers and told
design an wdeal cabernet environment, chey
would have 2 hard time trumping the
Ruchertord diserict.

Rutherford lies at a crirical poinr io che
valley's ropographic and chimaric conciny-
um, berween the flacer, more open lower
valley and che

opwer, rockier upper val-
ley. Ies vineyards grow on well-drained allo-

vial soils, basking in morming and midday

sun .C:-IJ.( i CECCRT on the eastern

slopes) petting early relief from the harshesc
d]“:t‘f[]\'_l(:l:l heat.

There's 2 tenderness to the summer blaze
there, thanks
exposure along with 2 localized Pacific

largely to the slighely cooler
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intluence, A fainr sigh of conl, moist air
from che Russian River Valley via 2 ner-
work of mountzin canyons tempers the
hotrest davs

It's not an immediately obvious influ-
ence. A person trudging through a Rorher-
ford vineyard on 2 warm Auguse day mighe
not feel ic. Buc the grape vines feel ies
cumulacive effece throughour che seasen,

Andy Beckstofler

and it shows in their fruie. That moistuce-
sweetened hear infuses the grapes and radi-
ares sofily in Rutherford cabernets,

It is resplendent in some of the classic
Rurherford czbs of yesteryear that 1've tast-
ed over the last year. The 1941 Inglenook is
a case in point. From the succulent splash of
G0-year-old sunshine atr 1es heart, through
layers of time-sculpred complexiry, its seill
a majestic wine. The 1951 Beauliew, an cle-
gant garmer bezury with deep, lusclous fla-
vor and & long robscco-nuanced finish, is
another good example. And the Inglenook
'58 Cack F-10 has marured into the silky
essence of sunshine iecelfl — ir seems to
shine on the pelage.

Rutherford was one of the earlicst parts
of the Napa Valley to produce wine com-
mercially in significant volume. When
Wapa Valley pioneer George C. Yount
arrived in 1836, he was given 11,814 acres
of land by General M.G. Vallejo, Mexico's
colonial governor in Alsa Califernia; the
land grane soill appears as Caymus Rancho
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an USGS maps of the

Twenty-six years later, Younr's grand-
daughter Lillie marcied Thomas Rucher-
ford, As a wedding zi

ley

rom Grandpa they
received 1,040 acres of Caymus Rancho ac a
relacively wide spot in the valley berween
modern-day Oakville and 5. Helena.

Four years after the wedding a railroad
line was extended up the valley, with a
Rurherford station stop among the
burgeoning Thus, the
Rucherfords gave their name to
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what would eventually become
some of the most revered viticulrur-
al land in California

Even more than a cenrury after
thar, the Rucherford AVA was not
easily defined (sce "Wrangling in che
Rutherford Dust, WES June 93k Ie
embraces a wide cross-secuon of the
valley, from well above the town of
Rutherford ro well below ir, and from
one side to che other up to around rthe
400-fooc contour. The realities of the
Rutherford American Viticultural
Area defined by the BATF in 93 are
guite a bit more specific than the
nearly mythological szare of enchant-
ment conjured in che wine lover's
imaginacion by the name Rutherford.

The so-called Ruthedord Bench
was the essence of the original AVA
petition, and remains the hearr of
the AVA. The rerm bench is com-
mon in descriptions of river valleys
throughour the West, It generally
refers o a2 shoulder or bank of sedi-
ment berween the valley flooe and
steep slopes — part ancient river-
bank, parc slough zone for debris from
higher up. In this case, it refers to a single,
large alluvial fan.

The benchland soils are diverse in specif-
iC pr{:-ﬁ]cs, buc they have several things in
common. They are composed of materials
transporced down che steep Mavacamas

slopes over time, primarily by warter. Their
component marerizls are mainly marine (the
uplified Franciscan bedrock mélange) buc
also include voleanic material (decomposed
lzvas and ashes deposited during an explo-
sive geological period known as che Sonoma
Valcanics). And they are almost all acrared,
well-dezined gravelly loams — the excep-
tions being the same kind of parches and
lenses of unsuitable marterizl found in all
appellacions, including the likes of, say,
Pauillac or Corton.

The benchland is
historical locus. Here, the full range of the
Wapa Valley wine story can be tracked
through waves of vineyard development, from
the pioneers to the current curting edge.

also the appellation’s
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quent vintages have shown a remarkable
continuity of Bosché characrer {(robscco-like
earchiness and a rouch of green olive,
among other things) through sach discres
expression of a particular growing scason.

The vinevard has cononued to evolve,
The pareners began replanting and upgrad-
g it in che eightics, betore clone and roor-
stack became buzewords, The winemaking
has evolved, oo, Throughoue the ninecies,
Cabernet Baschés have been nociceably
more lescions and approachable 1o vouth,
quietly buc firmly on the leading edge of
Mapa Valley stvle. The 00 15 generously
prrfumeed and concencrared, with cryseal-
clear fruic flavors and nicely raspy texeure.
[t echoes o the palate For a loog cime wich
a seduccive earchy note ther might be called
Rurhertord duse,

The iconic Butherford benel planting is
the original Beavlizu Vineyard, just souch
of Bosché, Planred by Georges de Larour in
1901 and sull owned by bis descendenes, i
hag been replanted owice {in che 19605 and
L9905y and remains the core, along wich
another vinevard two miles south, of BY
Georges de Latour Private Reserve, Uneil
recently the Privare Reserve was che classic
expression of Rucherford bench cabernet
sauvignon. A good example is che youchful
198G that 1 rasced earlier this vear, with ics
piercing caberner flavor aned clear earthy
note. Yet during the 1990s, che Privace

Reserve program came o include fruir from

RS
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Niebaum-Coppola

a number af orher Napa Valley vinevards,
Sill & legendary Napa Valley caberner, Pri-
vate Reserve 13 no longer the direce expres-
sion of Georges de Latour’s “heauriful
place” ar che hearr of the AVA,

Beaulion's place as the iconie Rurherford
carate has Been taken — or regained, from
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the historical perspective — by che re-
invenred Gustave MNiebaum-Inglencok
estate just 10 the souch, Ownoer Frances
Coppala has spenc years plecing che origingl
Nichaum property back togecher afrer the
disastrous years under corporate ownership
when the name Inglenook became synony-
mois with cheap Cencral Vallev jug wine,
Histery came full curcle during che 2002
vintage. In thae year grapes fram che his-
roric Crusrav Michaum vinevard were vini-
fied in the ocrginal Niebaum estate winery
for the first time i 36 years. The room is

The gleaming meral gadgeiry looks
futurnscic {the handbeld preametic punch-
down pistons, for examplel, yer ir's simply
bringing & mechanical advancage o rasks
performed with muscle power a century ago
— “Captain Nichaum meers Caprain
Memo,” as winemaker Scorc MoLeod purs
e, The reference o 19ch century sei-fi
writer Jules Verne 15 apr. You mighe say
MeLeod is making wine ina time machine

The huele gem of a winery was considersd
state-nl-the-art when it first produced wine
in 1887, It was noted by carly obscovers of

Scott McLeod, winema Eer at Niebaum-Coppola

lircle more chan a compact wooden box
inside the old chacean, filled with big
worden tanks and lors of vaguely naucical-
looking hardware, some old and some
brand-new. WMo douwbr it reflects Cape.
Miebanm's maritime eschecic; i0's easy to
irmagine ic inside an ald-time sziling ship.

CDECEMBER 2003

the California wine industry, "To ensure 2
proper recepracle for che wines, Caprain
Migbaum erected a cellar and winery, whech
was compleced in 1887, and which, far per-
fection of detail and eleganc finish, has no
equal in America,” wroee Frona Euniee Wit
in her 1889 book, Winer and Vi of Califar-
s, Wair wenr on o describe @ winemaking
regume that 15 remarkably simalar to che one
praceiced today.

1 rasced several lots of ‘025 in the winery
during crush, Some were in mid-fermentation
and still sweer, like ambrosial syrup. The
caberner from the 35%-year-old Garden hlock
smelled and rasted like chewy violer candy,
which MeLeod said 55 vypical. That historic
wine is now resting in barrels, somerthing o
anricipare wirh pleasune, Meanwhile, MoLeod
produced two stunning cabs i 99 the pow-
erfully intense, cightly-wound Rubicon (wich
abour ren percent ocher Bordeaux varnenes)
and the richer, more rustie all-caly Cask. The
O Rubican (93 percenc cab), an apulent
wine with massive, supple rannin and carthy
dark froir flavors, soll shows char piercing
note af vislers.

At the southern end of the bench, close

where Rurherford's alluvial fan overlaps rhe



noerthern Oakville deposit, che Staglin,
Fhodes (Bella Oaks) and Svcamare (Freemark

sv) vineyards also vield discincrive wines.

The Smaglin 9 in parcicular is one of the
most impressive Rurherford cabs in memary

Its perfurme heralds clear, dark fruie Qavors

focused by the discinecive high-roned saver of

caberner sauvignon, carned over the palace on
waves of fine-textured tannin.
The alluvial benchland merges wich

deeper river-borrom soils west of |
29, I've speculaced thae che wines from chis
deeper, less-well-deained loam may be a bic
richer ard maore massive than chose from
higher on the bench, and look forward o
seeng whether that |
tages. The 02 Bell
from che Baricclle Vinevard,
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near the norchern appella-
tion boundary, is a pood
example. Bur do ics deep,
Brocding fruic and reech

Lripping tannin sy more

uc clens (s entirely che

low-vielding clane 1, wine-
making, or terrows Terrai
has the edge in my mind.
Cheher 025 Tve rasted from

vinevards berwesn the high-

way and the river, such as

Sawver and Sequoia Grove,
show similar Breadeh and

richness.

Across the Mapa River harromland,
the east side of the AVA has 1s own bench,
compased of mulciple elluvial fans and
mastly valcanic marerials, Iv receives less of
the gentle morning sun chan the western

bench, and more bl

ng late day hear

are the sun dips below the Mayacamas,

Do these differences steer cabernet toward
Brawny fruit and denser, more velvery tan-

ning? Time, and & lor of compararive rase-

ing. may rell,

Merryvale-Be r Vineyards 010
srrikes me char way, Trs overs lusciousness,

svelre rannin and powerful momentum

through the palate had me guessing Srags
Lesap Dhistricr ina recent blind rasring. Bur
does thar have more 1o do wich clone {like
che Bell, ic's all clone &), winemaking
(oative yeast fermentation, oo fleration), or
vineyard locarion? The facr thar 1 find simi-
lar qualities in cabs from Cavmos, Terraces,
rada

and Frank [ all along the Silv

Trail, suggeses thar there may accually be a
distincrive eastern Rucherford characrer.
The east side of Rutherford AVA also
offers another histarieal case stody in the new
uincessa estare. This is nor only the mose
recent major development in che Kucherford
AWML but the last significane piece of che

48 WIME & SPIRITS

ODECEMBER

Joel Aiken

MNapa Valley floor to be planted in che 20ch
cencury. In face, it may be che last grear vine-
yard eseablished in ehe valley, period.

San Francisco restauraceur George
Mardikian boughr che hilly rrace of land
near Rutherford in the 19405, but never
developed ir, Afrer Mardikian's death rwen-
rv years ago, his heirs refused roosell i
elfectively holding che specracular property
in trust. Decade after decade, as the valley
hecame & sea of world-famous vineyards, rhe
promising 280-acre parce]l berween the Sal-
verada Trail and the Napa River languished
in irs natural scate,

Wiich ies five cak-crowned slopes like a0
many solar panels angled perfecely o the
sun, its well-drained voleanic soils and large
spring-fed pond, it was widely regarded as
potencially one of the finest pleces of prime

vineyard land in the valley, Yineners eved i

enviously, imagining the slopes and swales
covered with vines,

When
Agosrin and Valeria Huneeus acquired the
Mardikian ranch in 1982, 10 was as if chey'd
reached back through cime o seize a los:

Franciscan Esrares founders

rreasure. They did justice o che land, not
only planting an incricacely derailed vinevard
rwich block narmes such as Dragon's Tervaces

d Cruz del Sur) bot alse building a splen-

: 003

did archirecoural sazement of a winery,

The "9 Quitcessa has deep concentracion
and complex flavar, along wich surprising
finesse — which may reflecr the conrmbucion
of some cocler exposurss on the propernty.

I the spring of 01, T casted severzl 00
(Juinressa caborners from barrel. They repre-
senced different combinacions of sel, expo-
sure and slope, and provided some imsight o
the complexicy of expression an rhe escare,

For example, the Dragon's Tereaces wine

showed a roasted-slope characeer. The Cruz

del Sur and Coranz Norre demonscrazed
whar a difference a soil shuft and steeper slope
can make in tannin structere. And che wine
from the Howard's Million block was a wel-
very beaury with a fine weighe on the palae
The finished 00 Quineessa, tasced recently,
offers a focused caberner nose — Bordeaoy
kicked up several norches -
ed flavor in a long, sleek trajectory thzough

and concencrar-
the palate to an elegane finish.

More than anything else, wying 1o
make sense of Rucherford cerroir by rasting
currens wines gives & lesson in che diversicy of
appellatien character, Momentous changes
have oocurred in the Rutherford wineries and

vineyards over che vears,

The modern science of concralled feemen-
tation was intzoduced co California in the
Braulieu cellars in the lare 19305, Andre
Trhelistohett hecame the pillar of 2 newly-
energized winemaking community based
largely in Ruotherford, and that momenoum
has concinued chrough three generacions of
winermakers as they've developed an increas-
ingly Rutherford-specilic winemaking
regime, Their collecoive focus onotannin
management {gentle crushing and pressing,
sprinkler-type purmpovers, and cold-soaking,
for example) is parcicularly evidene in the
sleck, supple wines thar were once exceprion-
al and are now almost routing,

Progress in the vinevards has been less

1y visible bur perhaps mone dra-

Prid Godwin
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Aside from rhe s re of drink-

ing well, rasung along wirh history is onc

of most rewarding aspects of a lifelong
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This is the age of New World wine. W




