Can winemakers who

buy in grapes have total
control over their quality?
Stephen Brook looks at the
all-important relationship
between the winegrower
and the winemaker

The Trefethen estate in Napa claims that of the
243 wineries in Napa County, just 22 vinify only
the grapes they grow themselves. T suspect the
figure is an under-estimate, but the general
principle remains true: most Ameriran wine
producers rely, to a greater or lesser degres, on
purchased grapes. In Napa, roughly half of all
grapes ane grown by people who don’t make wine,

Europe, too, has its hordes of grape farmers.
But they invariably sell their fruit to co-
operatives or négocionts. In Bordeaux, it
would be unthinkable for, say, Anthony Barton
ta phone up Christian Mousix to ask him if he
can spare a few tons of Merlot.

In California, however, estates routinely
supplement their own production by purchasing
fruit from other growers. Sometimes this will be
blended in with their own grapes, but if the fruit
comes from a prestigious source, then it may be
released as a ‘vineyard-designated” wine, Thus
the Bernardus estate in Monterev often buys
Pinot Moir from the Biem Naddo Vineyard in
Santa Barbara, and says as much on the label,

Yet implicit in this arangement is 2 potential
conflict of interest. The winemaker wants the
best grapes e can obtain for his money; the
grape farmer wants the best possible price for his
fruit, while cropping his vinevards to the
maximum yields consistent with decent quality.

In Sonoma County, the Dutton Ranch was

founded In 1964 by apple farmer Warren Dutton.

He planted Chardonnay back in the Californian
Dark Ages of 1967, His neighbours told him he
was mad, that Chardonnay would never ripen in
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growers v makers

‘I won't let clients
tell me how to
farm, but they
accept that we're
as committed

to quality as

they are’

Andy Beckstoffer,
wine grower

later, Beckstoffer cultivates 3,200 acres in
three counties, He has acquired some of
Mapa's most historic vinevards, the source
of some of the valley’s finest red wines
since the 19305,

The California recessions of 1974, 1983
and 1951, Beckstoffer explaing, ‘gave an
apening for vineyard acquisition at what
then seemed high prices, but now seem
like bargains.' Thus he can offer his
clients grapes from small parcels of
prestigious vines on the one hand, and
om the other large tracts of new, state-of-
the-art Cabernet plantings on excepticnal
s0il in Lake County, “One advantage of
beeing a large grower, with hundreds oz
thousands of acres, is that it's easier to
hire the best viticulturalists, wha relish
the challengs and responsibility.”

Beckstoffer is a shrewd businessman as
well a5 an expert grape farmer. “We put
new clients on
a one-year contract, o0 both sides can determine
whether we see eye to eve. The cient decides
when to pick, and supplies his own bins, large
or small, In practice, the client often asks our
advice on picking dates, as we know the
vineyards far better than he does.

Twon't let clients tell me how to farm, but they
accept that we'te as committed to quality as they
are, We usually recommend that our clients take 2
blend of clones, but this can be weighted to meet
their stvlistic demands. We like to work together
with the wineries 1o make sure they get the blocks
and clones that they want. Sometimes clients will
pick later than we recommend because they want
2 jammy style, And some ask for earlier picking to

| suit their winemaking schedule and tank space.

But I'm not alwavs happy about this, especially if
the wineg is going to be vineyard-designated and
has my name on the label.’

Beckstoffer was the first grower 1o relate price
per tonne to eventual bottle price. “As & rule of
thumb, if the producer plans to release a $50
Cabernet, then we will charge 33,000 per ton; for
2 $120 Cab, the price would be §12,000 per ton.
This puts both grower and client on the same
lewvel. It truly a joint venture that serves our
mutual interest, and it means grapes aren’t
treated simply as a commodity to be traded. 1t's
our way of giving the client access to some of the
bist vineyards of the valley. Just as importantly,
it returns profitability to the land, and this helps
to preserve agriculture in Napa. Napa will only
survive as an agricuttural area if the vinevards
are profitable. The moment they cease to be
profitable, vineyards will be turmed into
shopping malls, as happened in Sonoma.

‘An interesting innovation since 1995 is that
we and our client wingries organise a tasting of
barrel samples 10 assess what thev've done with
our fruit. Last year there were mare than 100
samples from three counties, all tasted blind.
This helps the wineries and us to establish which

are the best blocks and the best winerles. We
don’t participate in the tasting but we get all
the data, I'd like to direct those who make
the best wine to our best blocks.'

However expert the grower — and
Beckstoffer and Dutton are among
California’s finest — wineries purchasing
fruit are inevitably relinguishing some

control over quality, Steve Beckmen in
Santa Barbara, whose father planted the
superh Purisima Mountain Vineyard,
savs: "One regson for planting our own
vineyards was that we couldn’t always
get the growers we bought from to make
as many passes through the vines as we
wanted.'

Bob Lindguist in 3anta Barbara, who

buys from many of the county’s top

sites, admits: “Growers do watch their

costs, and if [ ask for another
vineyard operation - additional bunch-

thinning, say = I'll have to pay them meore,
Thev’ll do the work because if the [ruit turns
out to be mediccre, 1 can argue for a lower
price or even reject the crop.’ Craig Jatfurs, a
Svrah specialist in Santa Barbara, agrees:
‘Growers will do as you say, as the quality of the
wine I make from their fruit validates the
vinevard, and then the grower can start
charging higher prices. | pay a price based on a
vield of four tons per acre, but always drop the
crop to three. That's my choice,” Veteran
winemaker David Ramey adds: 'Dresignating a
vinevard on the label is up to the winemaker.
But agreeing to do so also provides an incentive
for the grower to improve quality.’

Ramey seems to have an idezl arrangement
with his Chardonnay growers in Sonoma and
Carneros. ‘At Hyde and Hudson vinevards, I can
control anything 1 want, but [ don’t need to, as
the vineyards are self-limiting in terms of yield.

I do some leaf-pulling and canopy management,
but that's just fine tuning.'

It comes down to trust in the end. The grower
is reassured and flattered knowing that his
name will appear on some of California’s finest
wines. The winemaker, if he chooses the right
grower and negotiates the right contract, can
have confidence that he will acquire fruit tailor-
made to his requirements, But that ideal is not
always met. In boom times, many wineries must
accept sub-standard grapes because demand is
too high; during periods of glut, such as the
present, the grower may be tempted to cut costs
because of falling prices or simple lack of
demand. The system can work extremely well,
to the benefit of grower, winery and consumer,
But it can also fail to deliver the goods, and it's
hard to resist the conclusion that the European
solution is better. When [ see Dominique Lafon
in his blue overalls clambering off his tractor
and leading me into the cellar with pipette In
hand, 1 know 1'm in the presence of someone in
total control of his product. B



