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To the Bobs who shaped our Napa Valley journey: Bob Walt, Kathryn’s father, whose contagious love of the land brought him, his wife, Dolores, and their children to the wine country, and thereby us to Napa Valley


and


Bob Mondavi, who with his wife, Margrit, made us feel welcome before we arrived, supported once we were here, and increasingly inspired as the years pass by.















INTRODUCTION



Meet Little Bunny Foo Foo


Napa Valley’s countryside is full of rabbits. They’re everywhere. Stand in any vineyard for 30 minutes and you’re sure to see several bouncing through the vines. There’s one rabbit, however, that you can see without even getting out of your car: ours. His name is Bunny Foo Foo. He was built in China, shipped across the sea, and assembled with the help of two very large cranes. Our BFF is 35 feet long and 27 feet high, suspended mid-hop on one foot above our St. Helena vineyard bordering Highway 29, the artery that connects San Francisco to Napa Valley’s heavenly wine country.


Bunny Foo Foo has a coat of stainless steel that sparkles madly as it reflects our brilliant California sun. We love watching cars pull to the side of the road as people smile at and photograph the sculpture’s exuberance. Most visitors think of our rabbit as simply a particularly bold—and, for some, controversial—piece of contemporary art. For us, Bunny Foo Foo is much more. He embodies the Napa Valley we know, love, and have labored in since 1995.


We wanted a rabbit at our St. Helena property because it reminds us of Kathryn’s grape-growing roots. As soon as the kids were old enough to walk, one of Kathryn’s rituals was to lead them through her parents’ Mendocino County vineyard, singing their family wine-country-themed version of the children’s song: Little Bunny Foo Foo hopping through the vineyard, scooping up the field mice and bopping them on the head. By the time we bought our own land in the Napa Valley in 1995, the kids were too old to be sung to (voluntarily, that is), but the bunny sculpture remains symbolic of that special time.


Bunny Foo Foo is first and foremost a stunning piece of art, the work of Lawrence Argent, the brilliant Australian sculptor who now lives in Colorado. Art is a huge part of the Napa Valley experience and a huge part of our lives. It’s also particularly central to the way we’ve envisioned our winery. Since a memorable wine-drinking experience is always about more than just what is in the glass, we’ve put a lot of effort into assembling an art collection that would enhance the experience of our guests. Bunny Foo Foo is where he is because he captures the imagination and attracts the interest of winery visitors—a crucial part, we believe, of any thriving winery today. Bunny Foo Foo also delivers an unspoken invitation to turn in to our tasting room.


The story of Bunny Foo Foo hasn’t been all rainbows and sunshine. Believe us, absolutely no change happens in Napa Valley without controversy. Installing this particular piece of art in such a prominent location was no exception. On the very evening Bunny Foo Foo went up, as we were standing in line at the local Sunshine Market, the checker commented on how much she loved the new sculpture. Before Kathryn (who is normally the more outgoing of the two of us) could open her mouth to answer, the person behind us in line chimed in, “You mean that huge rabbit thing? Well it’s certainly LAAAARGE enough.” We got the message. Later that week the county supervisor began receiving complaints that the county needed to pass an ordinance requiring Bunny Foo Foo be moved. Luckily, Bunny Foo Foo was perfectly legal in every respect, and we’re happy to say that since then most everyone has come around and loves him as much as we do.


So, why are we going on and on about our big rabbit sculpture? Because Bunny Foo Foo has come to symbolize our Napa experience, and he sums up in so many different ways the adventures chronicled in this book. When we look at him, we think about the roots we’ve put down in Napa. He represents the intersection of art, nature, globalization, and technology that we see as being at the heart of the winemaking process. Running a winery is pretty straightforward: You grow the grapes, harvest them, ferment the juice, age the wine, bottle it, and sell it. The difference lies in the approach. Ask 100 people to draw a bunny, and they’ll produce 100 very different renditions. The same principle applies here. In our case, our personalities and passions, along with those of our team, have dictated our decisions and shaped everything from the design of our wineries to the taste of the wine itself.


Bunny Foo Foo’s presence trumpeting the HALL name to all who drive past also signifies what we see as the future of the wine industry: the importance of building a strong, high-quality brand known for its superior wine and its ability to understand and respond to the needs and desires of our patrons.


Lastly, the controversy over Bunny Foo Foo encapsulates the strange and particular politics of Napa, where winemaking, environmental concerns, liberal thought, a desire for tourism, a longing to keep the Valley local, and just plain old “I’ve got mine, so not in my backyard” thinking are all pitted against each other.


Yes, Bunny Foo Foo means all that to us and more. But now we’re getting ahead of our story.















CHAPTER 1



Bonds of Love and Wine


Spring had hit. Napa Valley’s green hills cradled vineyards full of vines beginning to leaf out. The sunny April day had compelled Craig to put down the top on the convertible. Open-air travel allowed him to drink in the blossoming fruit trees and the unruly yellow-flowering mustard enveloping the base of all the gnarled grape trunks.


He made his way down the hill and over to Highway 29, Napa’s main thoroughfare and home to wineries that have contributed to the Valley’s fame. Domaine Chandon. Robert Mondavi. Heitz. Martini. Beaulieu. Beringer. Charles Krug. Cakebread. The list goes on and on. Unfortunately, that day so did the bumper-to-bumper traffic.


As Craig inched his way toward the small town of St. Helena, located in the heart of Napa Valley, he noticed an old winery with the look of a disheveled, ignored child who never has to take a bath. Craig had probably passed the winery a thousand times without ever paying attention, it being one of those places that seems to compel you to avert your gaze. No one wants to look at a place that feels old, deserted, and sad, especially in Napa where you can get whiplash from trying to take in all the surrounding beauty.


Craig has spent most of his business career turning properties around, so once the old winery caught his eye, it caught his attention as well. Edgewood Estate Winery, as it was known then, was flanked by a little bit of vineyard in front, the ugliest set of warehouse buildings Craig had ever seen in Napa Valley, and what seemed like acres of parking lot with a healthy crop of weeds growing up through old, broken concrete.


As he crawled toward his lunch date at Tra Vigne, Craig continued to stare at the neglected property. When his car stopped directly in front of the winery, he looked over at the industrial warehouses located just behind and to the side of the tasting room for Edgewood and felt an instant sense that we would buy this run-down facility. He saw in that moment what it would become and how we could parlay our passion for making wine into a bold, new adventure. He had no question about any of this. It was meant to be.


After a nice long luncheon and a chance to catch up with some friends, Craig started his journey back home. Traffic moved a little faster than before, but not much. He passed the Harvest Inn and the beautiful Victorian home that is Sutter Home’s tasting room, and then there it was. The least attractive parking lot in Napa Valley with the Edgewood tasting room in the middle of a handful of driveways that snaked in and out with no apparent purpose.


He turned in and drove onto the property. When he saw a fenced area that was open (not great security), he headed that direction, trying, with limited success, to avoid the broken glass so he didn’t end up with a flat tire. On the other side of the fence he found 59 oversized outdoor production tanks typically used in a high-production/low-value winery. Instead of being housed in an enclosed tank room, the preferred location when making high-quality wine, these outdoor, exposed tanks stood sentry in a long row along the back of the property, each rising 30 feet atop concrete bases that added another 5 feet in height.


This place seemed like nothing else in Napa. It just didn’t fit. Although Napa started out as a rural community and was better known in the 1960s for housing a state mental hospital than for growing grapes, over its 150-year history it has evolved into a region famous for premium wines and stunning wineries designed to make visitors want to linger and enjoy. Despite Napa Valley’s worldwide renown, this growing area accounts for just 4 percent of all the wines made in California and a mere 0.4 percent of the world’s wines. More than half of the wineries belonging to the Napa Valley Vintners trade organization make fewer than 5,000 cases of wine a year. Only one out of every five Napa wineries makes more than 10,000 cases of wine annually. This winery, this wine factory to be more precise, looked like it could produce a hundred times that much, and all of it bulk rather than quality wine.


The huge tanks were covered with a dirty, whitish-gray, foamy-looking material designed to shield them from the outdoor temperature changes. A metal framework of stairs rose up the south side of the lineup and connected to a series of catwalks that ran along the tops of the tanks. With the exception of the large wooden warehouse that faced Highway 29, the place looked like an unsightly maze of concrete and metal surrounded by even more cracked cement studded with weeds—a no-man’s land, deserted, unattended, and ignored.


The largest structure on the property, a warehouse with a rounded top like an old World War II Quonset hut but ten times the size, housed the wine barrels. Even to an untrained eye, the warehouse looked like it would implode at any minute. Here and there, vines had overtaken parts of the structure, as if nature was mercifully trying to hide it.


CRAIG




I was just beginning to gain a little experience in the world of how wine is made and what a winery should look like. I knew this wasn’t it. Edgewood, as it was called on the sign in front, was by far the biggest winery I had ever seen. I would quickly learn that at one point in its history, it had functioned as the Napa Valley Cooperative, producing an estimated 40 percent of Napa Valley’s wines in the late 1930s. By 1955, due to a contract with Ernest and Julio Gallo, who agreed to buy every drop it produced, the Napa Valley Cooperative Winery was close to operating at its capacity, making over one million cases of wine. The Gallo brothers then labeled the bulk wine and marketed it as their own.


But that was then. When I stumbled upon the old Napa Valley Co-op on that spring day in 2003, it seemed like a lot of the facility was unoccupied. Although I did eventually find out that the facility was making a little wine, it wasn’t anywhere close to high volume. I was clearly looking at a mismanaged asset that was just awful. In fact, if I had lived behind or to the side of it, I would have been pretty upset. All that noisy outdoor winemaking equipment and lighting must have made life pretty miserable for the winery’s neighbors. At least that’s what I thought at the time.


Every passing minute confirmed what I had recognized about the property two hours earlier. Up until this point, we had focused on making small-batch, high-quality wine. This would definitely expand our platform and take our passion for winemaking in a new direction. Even so, in my heart of hearts I knew that Kathy and I would buy this property. I just didn’t know why, or who owned it, or even if it was for sale.





Craig had fallen for the wine business even though his background did not include wine. His parents hadn’t exactly been teetotalers, but they never drank wine. They kept a stocked bar, but didn’t drink much of anything from it. As a teenager, Craig had done his share of sampling, pouring himself some vodka or gin and then filling the liquor bottle with water so his parents wouldn’t realize anything was missing. They drank so infrequently that they probably wouldn’t have known the difference, although over time some of their vodka and gin basically turned to water.


So even if he had wanted to experiment with wine, there was none at home. As a result, Craig had never become a wine drinker. How ironic that he would end up with a woman whose life had almost always revolved around winemaking in one way or another.


Craig and Kathryn met in 1991 when Kathryn, who was running for mayor of Dallas, called Craig and asked to set up an appointment to talk about her campaign.


“Yes, that sounds good,” Craig replied. “I’d like to talk about that and more.”


What more? Kathryn thought. She wasn’t sure what he had in mind, but it sounded good. She had heard from two mutual friends, one being then–Texas governor Ann Richards, that she and Craig should get to know each other. She would later find out that the governor had given Craig the same pitch.


KATHRYN




Craig’s office was on the top floor of a building that had his name on it, buried behind two secretaries. His staff seemed to be in awe of him. To me, however, he just seemed darling, with a sweet smile and a shy manner that didn’t mesh with how everyone at the office treated him.


One of his secretaries took me to his office where I started my pitch about why I should be mayor.


“I’ll contribute the maximum to your campaign and raise more,” he said almost immediately.


Hmm. Mission accomplished. That’s when he invited me to lunch. Even better, he took me to an Indian restaurant. Think about it: This was Dallas in 1991. Everyone ate steak. I was a California transplant committed to being vegetarian. I didn’t even know Dallas had an Indian restaurant.


Lunch was relaxed and comfortable. Forget saving South Dallas for a while; I was really having fun. Before we got to the second bite of naan, I was talking about my family’s vineyard in Mendocino and how big a part wine played in my life.


“I don’t drink wine,” he said.


Deal killer.


“But I’d like to know more.”


Promising.


“Is it true rosé is red and white wine mixed together?”


Setback.


“You’ve never tried any wine I’ve made,” I said.


“I’d like to.”


Hmmm, I thought. I’m in.


After lunch I went home, dug out a bottle of my wine from the cellar, wrote a note that said he did need to try my wine, and took the bottle and note to his office, leaving both with one of his secretaries.


This is the most forward I have ever been with a guy, I thought. Remember this was 1991.


I expected a call that afternoon. Nothing. Or that night. Again, nothing. I sure misread the signals, I thought after about a week. He seemed to be so interested in me. But he IS contributing to my campaign, so okay.


Ten days later, about mid-February, I was working late at my law office when the phone rang. It was Craig, wanting to know if I could have dinner that Friday. I later found out that he had been seeing someone else for the prior year and felt compelled to break it off with her before even calling me.


Dinner was just as fun and easy as lunch had been. It was like we had known each other forever, except there was so much to discover. He asked if I wanted to go out the next day.


The following afternoon we walked along Turtle Creek, which ran through a peaceful neighborhood full of flowers and winding trails in the middle of Downtown Dallas, and talked about how we could spend the rest of our lives together. I would say this suddenness was amazing, but it wasn’t. It felt totally normal. Our fit was seamless.


The mayoral election came later that fall. I lost. It was devastating.


Even though my political life was a mess, my personal life had never been better. Craig filled my focus and I was already enjoying not seeing myself in the Dallas Morning News, where I had been featured at least once a week for more than a year.


I couldn’t wait to bring Craig to my family’s home and vineyard in Mendocino County. Our first trip came in March 1992. I told him I was heading to California and invited him to join. He offered to buy the tickets. Wow, what a keeper, I thought.


We picked up a rental car at the San Francisco airport and drove up Highway 101 on a typically sunny California day. Craig seemed to appreciate it all. When I drive through the wine country I always think and talk about how stunning it is and how much I love it. I don’t mean to do this, but over the years friends have pointed out this tendency. This time I purposefully didn’t. I wanted to see Craig’s reaction and I didn’t want to sell.


He doesn’t need to know wine as long as he appreciates the beauty of the area, I thought. And he sure seems to.


When we finally arrived at my family’s vineyard in Redwood Valley, my heart welled up. I always felt safe when I got to the vineyard. This time that sense of security was compounded by so much pride. I was about to show this guy who had become so important to me my most important place on earth.





CRAIG




That trip really taught me how deeply Kathy was rooted in the wine world. Here was this high-powered lawyer who ran for mayor of Dallas, but who loved to walk through the vines and smell the fresh air as it cooled at night. The first morning as we strolled through the vines, the air hot and the sun glistening on the grapes, she explained that the leaves actually help protect the grapes so that they don’t turn to raisins.


I never knew that, I thought.


As we kept going, the dirt and the weeds all seemed to mix together.


“That’s nature’s way of protecting the soil,” Kathy said.


She tasted a grape and identified what stage it had reached in its growth cycle. Then she plucked a few more grapes off the vine and offered them to me. They were not quite as sweet as I expected.


“They’ll get sweeter as the Brix goes up later in the season, just before harvest,” she said.


Brix, I learned, is a way of measuring the grape’s sugar content. In fact, tasting grapes to ascertain their sweetness is one of the ways winegrowers decide when to actually harvest the fruit.


“The grape’s taste and color all comes from the skin,” Kathy added.


She tore a grape apart, pulling the skin off, and asked me to sample the fleshy interior. It tasted a bit like sugar water, with very little flavor. Next I ate a grape with the skin on. What a different sensation! I began to see that this whole area of wine and farming grapes was a lot more interesting and nuanced than I had ever imagined.


With Kathy as my teacher, I was already learning about vineyards and nature. In addition, she introduced me to plain, basic relaxation. There’s something so incredibly different about this way of life. As we took our second walk toward the end of what had been a sunbaked day, the lowering temperatures surprised me. In Texas when it’s warm during the day, it’s generally warm and sticky during the evening. It doesn’t cool off like it did at the California vineyard. This was new and different and fabulous. I could understand how it gets into your being. You simply become one with the earth, and suddenly you have to be part of the world of vineyards and wine. No wonder Kathy had made this such an integral part of her life.





Little did we know at that point that we would wind up with our own vineyards, let alone a winery or two in Napa. Craig, who proposed a year and a half later by placing a diamond at the bottom of a glass of champagne, and Kathryn would have been shocked had they known about the trials that lay ahead, and stunned at just how good the wines we eventually produced would be.


We wouldn’t even realize how good our wines could be once we started making them. Every winery owner dreams about producing a perfect scoring vintage (a wine made from grapes grown and harvested in the year listed on the label that earns a perfect score of 100 from a wine critic), but it certainly wasn’t top of mind in the early 2000s. You just don’t usually go from zero to 100. Especially not in just a few challenging years.















CHAPTER 2



Destination Napa


Most people who plant themselves and grow roots in Napa are all about wine. That’s certainly true for Kathryn. She came from a family of wine lovers who, for much of her life, owned and worked a vineyard in California’s Mendocino County. She can hardly recall a family gathering where wine wasn’t served. The young children drank “children’s wine”—sugar water with a few drops of wine added—and the teenagers graduated to a small glass of the real stuff. As the years passed, the family vineyard continued to anchor Kathryn. It called to her, even after she had moved out of state.


KATHRYN




During all the years I spent in Texas getting married, having babies in rapid succession, and then getting divorced, I still visited the family property monthly—first to see my family and then, in 1982, to manage the property after my parents’ deaths. It was on those regular trips to California that David and Jennifer, my children, also learned to love this life. The oldest, David, was hardly old enough to walk when we started strolling through the vineyard many times a day. I would have Jennifer in a hip pack as I held David’s hand (I was often alone with the kids, probably a sign that my marriage wasn’t doing so well). We sang two songs over and over and over. The first: Mr. Rogers’s Some are fancy on the outside, some are fancy on the inside, everybody’s fancy, everybody’s fine, your body’s fancy and so is mine. And, since we always saw bunnies as we walked, we sang my version of “Little Bunny Foo Foo,” substituting the word vineyard for forest. The kids loved seeing the cute rabbits frolic among the vines, and so did I. Our caretaker at the vineyard was from Oklahoma and loved shooting, cooking, and eating rabbits. Even though they are not good for the vines, I had forbidden that. I am a vegetarian first, vintner second. So we would look for bunnies along with gun shells as we walked. If we found a casing we would take it back to the caretaker and ask why we had found it.


“If we ever find another, you can no longer work for us,” I said more than once. Some threats are hard to keep.


In the winter we would wear rubber boots and parkas, in the summer shorts. We walked every row and knew every vine. We would talk about our walks before we arrived in California and after we returned to Texas. And we would always sing our Bunny Foo Foo song.





Over the years as we returned to Mendocino, Craig learned the Bunny Foo Foo song. Truth be told, however, he was underwhelmed when we first drove to the vineyard. He wasn’t crazy about the home Kathryn’s parents had lived in. He wasn’t crazy about their property on West Road in Ukiah or the area we’d passed getting there. Mendocino seemed downright scruffy to Craig. Nevertheless, on that first trip with Kathryn to California, he managed to fall in love with that special world of vineyards and wine that so moved the woman who would become his wife.


For a decade following her parents’ passing, Kathryn ran the family vineyard. Her parents’ trust had specified that both she and her brother, Bob, would manage all their property, including the vineyard, for ten years following the death of the last surviving spouse. During that time, since Bob was less interested in taking an active day-to-day role in the estate management, Kathryn assumed the lead. She didn’t mind. As the oldest she felt it was her duty to shoulder family responsibilities. Plus she loved visiting the vineyard from Dallas. Over the years, Bob and their sister, Pam, essentially let Kathryn run things as she chose.


In July, 1992, the parental trust dissolved. The siblings discussed how they would split the corpus of the estate. Pam, who was living in France and rarely came back to the U.S., would get cash. Kathryn had assumed that Bob wouldn’t want the vineyard either, but by now he was married and things were different. He did want it.


Kathryn loved that land. She loved the memories of her kids there, and before that of her father working in the vineyard. But she loved her brother more. Growing up, they had been very close. Bob had always had her back. She felt she owed him. Of course he should keep the vineyard. She would take a different asset.


Craig, who had been in Kathryn’s life just a year and who had hardly even sipped wine before we met, didn’t just agree, he made a pronouncement.


“I support you 100 percent,” he said. “Bob takes the vineyard and we’ll find our own vineyard, and it will be even better. We’ll find the best available vineyard in the United States.”


Even though Craig certainly didn’t have wine in his blood, and even though he had just emerged from a Chapter 11 reorganization, he knew how important owning a vineyard and making wine was to Kathryn. He knew she could not imagine not being part of the wine world. She was meant for that. So Craig wholeheartedly took on the idea of finding a vineyard, not out of love for wine, but out of love for Kathryn—a gesture that still touches her to this day.


The original plan was to have a vineyard, followed, eventually, by a winery that produced 5,000 to 7,000 cases of very high-quality wine. And not just any wine. In Kathryn’s opinion, Cabernet was king.


Where would we go to make that Cabernet Sauvignon? It took just two seconds to decide: Napa Valley, a community at most 30 miles long and five miles wide, inhabited by a population that is as diverse as the setting is beautiful—young families and grandparents, aging former subscribers to the Whole Earth Catalog who came to escape the urban scene, and rich folks from the San Francisco area and Silicon Valley who love the lifestyle and their second homes. Napa’s residents also include vintners who love to farm the land, who have raised their families here, and who have grown as the wine business and the Valley have become more sophisticated and more expensive. Then there’s the Hispanic community of Napa that, like much of the Napa workforce, plays a vital role in the wine industry. They are the laborers in the vineyards and cellars, and they are increasingly present in tasting rooms as well as in management and winery ownership. Some are also the undocumented workers who line up each morning hoping to find day work for cash. Napa is home to wealthy winery owners who can pay to fly in expensive consultants from around the world, as well as pioneering families like the Mondavis, whose name is more famous than the Valley itself.


Napa is also home to some of the world’s top Cabernet Sauvignons.


The Cabernet Sauvignon grape’s hardy, highly adaptable vines and thick-skinned fruit that resists both frost and mold—along with its full, rich taste—make it one of the most popular selections among growers. Almost every country in the world that grows grapes for wine grows Cabernet Sauvignon grapes. But in Napa Valley, Cabernet reigns supreme among red wine grapes. Not only is it responsible for 40 percent of the Valley’s total wine production, it accounts for 55 percent of the region’s crop value.


The quintessential Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon is dense, opulent, and symphonic, with balance and beauty to the core. What makes Napa Cabernets different from other wines? In a word, it’s the terroir—those characteristics that include microclimates, elevation, soil composition, and topography (think slope, the direction it faces, which is called aspect, and elevation). And you just don’t get much better terroir for Cabernet Sauvignon than in Napa.


Take Napa’s weather. It doesn’t rain much in the summer, which reduces the risk of disease and leads to more consistent vintages. The days are hot, and the nights are cool and often foggy, which allows the grapes to ripen at a leisurely, even pace as they develop a balanced sugar and acid composition.


Next consider Napa’s soil. Actually, make that soils, since there are more than 100 different kinds in this small valley. Volcanic activity and the mountains that flank the Valley to the west and the east, coupled with regular flooding of the Napa River and the fact that San Pablo Bay once reached as far as the site of present-day Yountville, produced this extensive array of soils. The result? As the Napa Valley Vintners website says, “Great wines start from the ground up.” And Napa clearly has great, varied ground.


Ironically, despite Napa’s reputation as a Cabernet-growing region, Kathryn didn’t relish the idea of living there. The Valley had always seemed snobby to her when she drove down from Mendocino, and that was a turnoff. But she thought then—and knows now—that Napa is the greatest place in the world to grow top-notch Cabernet Sauvignon. So we set our sights on establishing a second residence, this one with a vineyard, in Napa. Thus began our shared journey into the world of wine, and with it, the growth of a shared passion.


Kathryn understood enough about grape growing to know more or less what we should look for in a vineyard. Although we have since learned that there are many wonderful vineyards on the Valley floor that make lush, velvety wines, in those days she thought that a hillside vineyard would produce the most interesting grapes. The theory was that grapes grown in rocky, hillside soil would have to struggle for survival, producing highly concentrated fruit that could be turned into wine with incredible depth of flavor and complexity.


So we set about looking for a vineyard up in the hills.


In 1994, two years after we had started our search, we came across a remote property high on Spring Mountain, with great vineyard land as well as a grapefruit orchard. So we made an offer. When negotiations got serious, we met with the sellers. The family, one of the first partners in one of the Valley’s oldest wineries, agreed to the price we offered. The moment the deal was struck, however, the head of the family became very emotional.


“I was born there. I was raised there. Generations of my family have worked that land,” he said, the tears in his eyes clearly visible. “I can’t imagine no longer having it in the family.”


Wow, this is not going to work, we realized. We both understood that with all that emotion, the family was very unlikely to go through with the sale.


Sure enough, the sellers backed out. We were crushed. We had our minds and our hearts set on moving to Napa. Indeed, having gotten so close, we had already envisioned ourselves living on and working that beautiful piece of land. Just as importantly, not having a vineyard had blown a hole in Kathryn’s life. On the other hand, we understood. We had gone through that same set of emotions when Kathryn’s brother had taken over her family’s vineyard.


As the saying goes, “when one door closes, another opens.” Eventually our quest brought us to Sacrashe (pronounced “SACK-ra-shay”), a property recommended to us by vineyard broker Paul Spitler. “There’s this property you’ve got to come see,” he told us. “It’s got a pretty nice vineyard but not a very nice house.”


An understatement on both counts. The land without the house probably would have sold faster than the land with the house. The owner had suffered the loss of part of her family in a house fire, so she built a cinder block structure and located it as far as possible from any trees or other flammable landscaping.


The site, on the other hand, was as spectacular as it was secluded. It took a full eight minutes to drive the narrow, winding road through dense, 100-year-old pine and oak forests that connected the hilltop property to the busy Silverado Trail. By the time we reached the top, we felt we were in another world.


Coincidentally, every time we had come out to Napa, we had stayed at Auberge du Soleil, which neighbors Sacrashe. We loved the view from Auberge. But Sacrashe’s view, looking out over the central part of the Valley from an elevation that was about 200 feet higher, absolutely stunned us. It continues to astound us—as well as all our guests.


“Oh, my God,” people say when they come here and look out at the valley below..


We experience that same sentiment every day. “We’re so lucky,” we say to ourselves and each other every morning as we watch the white fog blanketing the Valley give way to sun and, in the warmer seasons, 25 to 30 balloons rising up over the vineyards.


When it came to Sacrashe, it was love at first sight. Luckily, the vineyard also had everything we had hoped for: Its high elevation meant cooler days and warmer nights, which would add complexity to the flavors of the grapes. The soil was largely shallow volcanic ash (tuff), which meant the roots had to struggle to find water and nutrients, increasing flavor intensity. We didn’t yet know how silky and rich the wine from these grapes could taste, but we knew the vineyard was special. It just felt right.


As soon as the sale had been finalized, we started thinking about the house we would build and how we would develop the property. Since art is such a central part of our lives, before we did anything else we identified where we would place various sculptures we already owned and where future acquisitions would best mesh with the topography while highlighting the view. We also spent a lot of time visualizing the infinity-edge pool we wanted, getting down on our hands and knees to see how the land was contoured. We tried to envision how we would design our house and fretted about which architect could give us a clean, modern home that would bring the outside in and still allow us space for the art we loved.


“Look, it doesn’t matter,” our friend Tom Lardner finally said one evening as we sat outside on folding chairs drinking Cabernet Sauvignon and admiring the valley below. “You can’t screw this up.”
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