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The
Technology
Oft Terroir

At To Kalon

Larry Walker

iﬁi ndy Beckseoffer, who
\_farms more than 3,000
/ ~ 3 i '
L~ \acres of vines in Napa,
7 Mdendocing and Lake
gounties in MNorchern
Galifornia, took an
important step this summer in framing
a definition of rerroir, an issue thar not
many growers (or winemakers for thar
marter| were paving much attention to
in California a few years ago.

Coming out of Prohibition, California
viriculture was all about weather and a
quasi factory-farming approach. Often,
the attitude was that the soil was just
there ro hold the roots in place so the
vines wouldn't fall over. That may be
overstating it, bur, in general, California
erowers considered ferrofr a concept
the French had mmvented to give their
wines an edge in the world market.

That has been changing for well over a
decade, as growers, with a wider choice
than ever of roomstacks and clones, have
become increasingly aware thar dirr is
where it’s ar. What “it™ 15 may not be
clear, bur thar is exactly what Beckstoffer
is trving ro establish with a series of
tastings of Cabernet Sauvignon, The
wines are made by four different wine-
ries from grapes grown in the portion
of the historic To Kalon vineyard owned
by Beckstoffer

“Inn the 1970s, we had basically one clone
and one rootstock, and the vines were
all diseased,”™ Beckstoffer said ar the tase-
ing, held ar the Beckstoffer Farm Center
on Conn Creek Road in Napa. “We can
do so many things now thar we couldn’
begin ro do then. People talk about
hang time; vou couldn’t let the grapes
hang then, because the vines were so
diseased the grapes would sheivel up.”
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Outlined in red, Beckstoffer's 89-acre To Kalon vineyard in Oakyille nurtures grapes
for some of Napa's finest Cabernets.

During the tasting, Beckstoffer said rhar
much of the progress of the last decade
following the replanting in Napa due
to phylloxera) is the result of rechnology.

“All of the changes—the development

of different trellis systems, the leaf pull-
ing and the clonal and rootstock experi-
ments, among other things—have all con-
tributed to improvements in the grapes,
which have led to better wines,™ he said,

“When we first starred talking abour
microclimates, people like Andreé Tchel-
istcheff would menrion the differences
berween Carneros and Rutherford.
Afrer a while, we began to ralk about
differences within the district. Today,
we are dealing with the microclimare of
the grape cluster. We are looking at how
many leaves are shading the clusrer,
whether one cluster is hitting another,
whar is the humidity around the clus-
ter,” he said. *We are farming by the
cluster.”

It 1s an approach to viticuloure that no
one was even thinking of 20 vears ago,
or even 13 years ago. So whar'’s next?

“Information technology,” Beckstoffer
said. *We are building a database on
how to grow winegrapes. We have
wearther sensors, moisture sensors, all
sorts of ways to keep track of the
grapes. What we need to do now is
figure out what that data means.”

David Beckstoffer, who is president of

the Beclsroffer farming company, (beck-
stoffervinevards.com) said he also
expects work to go forward on isolat-
ing flavor development in the grape and
how ra translace that o the wine,

The historic To Kalon vinevard was
first planred by Hiram W. Crabb in the
1870s. According to wine historian
Charles Sullivan, Crabb had one of the
largest collections of vines in the world,
with more than 400 varieries in his
nyrsery catalog. He also made his own
wine from To Kalon, and it was a
commercial success. His Zinfandel and
“hurpundy ™ took gold medals at the
San Francisco Midwinter Fair of 1894,

Afrer Crabb’s death in 1899, the vine-

vard was sold o E.5. Churchill. The Ta
Kalon label was maintained unrtil Proh-
ibition, Tn 15943, 89 acres of the original
property was sold to Beaulieu, and was
farmed as Beaulicu Vinevard #4. Andy

Beckstoffer boughr the vinevard in 1993,

Turning to the specifics of the tasting,
Dave Michul, manager for Beckstoffer's
To Kalon vinevard, said many elements
2o into the success of wines from To
Kalon, bur in the end, it really comes
down to the soil, which is gravelly loam
with some clay. There 1s not a lot of
raoting depth, and it is low in fertility.
Vines are planted relatively close, wich
1,037 vines per acre, 6 feet berween
rows and 7 feer berween vines. The




vines are trained o a vertical syscem.
Michul said the focus is on cluster size.
He said the cluster capacity of cach vine
is known, and berry size is moderated
through irrigacion, with smaller berries
being rhe goal.

All erellising is bilateral cordon, spur
pruned with north-south row direction,
parallel 1o the valley, The canopy is
managed for limiting exposure to after-
noon sun, which can be intense. The can-
opy is left full on the afrernoon sun side,

Michul added thar it is necessary o
farm the vineyard so thar it will adape
to the enviranment of each new vin-
tage. “You can’t farm the same way
every year,” he said.

Omly one rootstock 15 used by Beck-
stoffer, the Davis 03916, which is resis-
tant to o nematode commanly found in
Rutherford and Oakwille soils, There
are three clones: clone 6, which pro-
duces very intense, small thick-skinned
berries which are high in anthocvanins;
clone 377, which rends ro produce
elegant tannins and clone 4, which
produces plum and cherry fruir with
levels of concentration that can vary,
depending on the soil scructure of the

mdividual block, Michul sawd clone 377
produces the most uniform resules,
while clane 4 is the least uniform.

According to Beckstoffer, Beaulien did
several years of clonal tests, and con-
cluded thar, from a winemaking stand-
point, clone ¢ was the best Cabernet
clone. “It yielded very imtense fruit, but
it was rejecred ar the time for vitcul-
tural reasans—the vields were just too
Lo, he said.

The wines tasted were from Behrens &
Hitcheock Winery, Paul Hobbs YWinery,

Andy Beckstoffer and the late
André Tchelistcheff.

Karl Lawrence Cellars and Schrader
Cellars, Winemaking stvles varied, as
did picking times, even when the same
vintage was compared. The harvest
dare is the only decision complecely
controlled by the winemaker ar Beck-
stoffer’s To Kalon, Otherwise, the
Beclestoffer team 15 in full charge. As
Beckstoffer pur it, *We run the vine-
vards, in consultation with the
winemaker.”

Because of stvlistic differences in
approach, the tasting was nothing like
an evaluarion of the vineyard from a
strictly terroiristic focus. Tt was valu-
able for demonstrating how the human
facror in hoth farming the grapes and
making the wine must be included in
any meaningful definition of rerrair,

If there was one underlying theme i
would be the intensicy of the fru,
which in every case showed what

[ would call ¢lassic Napa Caberner
character, with fruic tending roward
the black cherry-hlackberrv.

Conclusion? Way too soon to go there,
but a very useful start in understanding
the new vineyard rechnology as related
ter the wine in the borgle. &




