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Prologue

Ed Zimmerman, a classic Type A personality who hides it well behind a casual façade and lots of throwaway lines, doesn’t do anything halfheartedly. Chairman of the Technology Group at Lowenstein Sandler, a law firm based in New Jersey and New York, he was described by clients in Chambers, the lawyer-ranking service, as “one of the best venture capital lawyers in the country—period.” The primary focus of his law practice is working with companies raising venture capital and private-equity investments. Zimmerman’s passion, though, is wine.

Wine was not part of Zimmerman’s life while he was growing up poor in Brooklyn in the 1970s and 1980s. At times his father held down three jobs, primarily working for the City of New York, but supplementing the family’s income by driving a cab, delivering pizza, and picking up odd jobs such as stuffing envelopes. Embarrassed that he couldn’t afford to buy the shoes he needed to wear to a wedding, the father once declined to attend the celebration.

Zimmerman still remembers his first serious wine experience. It was in December 1990 at the Cape Cod house of Betsy Marks, a girlfriend he had met on her first day at Haverford College in Pennsylvania. He can’t recall the vintage or the winemaker, but he’s sure it was a Puligny-Montrachet Chardonnay from Burgundy. “It was an epiphany.”

Although he has never been tested for it, Zimmerman may well be part of the 25 percent of the population that Dr. Linda Bartoshuk of the Yale School of Medicine classifies as “supertasters.” “Supertasters live in a neon taste world; taste sensations are roughly three times as intense to them as non-tasters,” writes Bartoshuk. Those people have an uncanny ability to remember wines and compare them to others they might have enjoyed years, if not decades, earlier. Zimmerman can recall in detail when, where, and under what circumstances he drank a memorable wine.

Zimmerman joined Lowenstein Sandler after graduating from the University of Pennsylvania Law School. He soon married Betsy Marks, and the combination of good food and wine became part of their lives. In September 1992, the couple took a one-week honeymoon to London so they could dine at La Tante Claire in the Berkeley Hotel, where master chef Pierre Koffmann was cooking. Money was tight, but they stretched their budget and took the sommelier’s suggestion of a half-bottle of Guigal Châteauneuf-du-Pape wine to go with squab.

For Zimmerman, traveling to vineyards where his favorite wines are made and talking with the winemakers is as exciting as going to see Santa Claus at the North Pole would be for a big-eyed five-year-old. In 1995, he and Betsy made their first trip to France, visiting the Loire Valley and Burgundy wine areas. The couple planned their itinerary around Michelin-starred restaurants and stayed in inexpensive hotels so they could spend more money on food and wine. For one memorable picnic in Beaujolais they enjoyed local cheese, a loaf of bread, and an award-winning wine from the area while looking out at a spectacular countryside. “It was the ultimate French experience that every American tourist hopes to have,” he recalls.

One night in South Africa in 1996, Zimmerman struck up a friendship with Christian Fins, the sommelier from Bosman’s Restaurant in the Grande Roche Hotel, and the next day the two went out to visit some of Cape Town’s smallest and best wineries. When traveling on business in California to see clients or law recruits at the University of California, Berkeley, Zimmerman routinely makes detours to visit the Napa Valley and dine at the homes of winemaker friends or at the famed French Laundry restaurant.

Getting to meet famous, but often reclusive, winemakers is no easy task, yet Zimmerman goes after them relentlessly. Colleagues at his law firm joke that he is so persistent in pursuing his targets that a winemaker will some day take out a restraining order against him. Zimmerman went after Austrian-born Manfred Krankl, the winemaker-owner of California’s Sine Qua Non in Ventura, California, like a stalker. Krankl’s winery is located in a shabby industrial park, but he makes California’s most sought-after wines. Robert Parker’s Wine Advocate regularly scores his wines in the high 90s and occasionally a perfect 100.

Zimmerman had been buying from Krankl since the 1996 vintage, and the two had struck up a friendship and enjoyed barrel tastings together. In 2004, Zimmerman thought it was time to get his hands dirty, by experiencing firsthand how wine is made. He e-mailed Krankl, asking if he could spend a week at Sine Qua Non during harvest. The lawyer said he would work for nothing, promised not to get in the way, and even offered to “mop the bathroom floor.” In a series of e-mails, Krankl tried to discourage Zimmerman by detailing how unglamorous, exhausting, and busy the experience would be. Krankl feared that when things went wrong, he might lose a friend as well as a customer. Krankl also insisted on paying him, “so I can yell at you when you screw up.” Zimmerman demurred at being paid, but said Krankl could make a donation to a charity the lawyer ran.

So in September 2004, Zimmerman, who earns several hundred dollars an hour as a lawyer, packed his grubbiest clothes, told his clients he would be gone for a while but not what he was doing, and flew off to California to do work for which migrant laborers might earn $9 an hour. During that week, Zimmerman did everything. He cleaned hoses, washed barrels, sorted grapes, pumped over fermenting grape juice. Living up to his promise, he even mopped the bathroom floor, though only once.

Maggie Harrison, Sine Qua Non’s first employee and the assistant winemaker while Zimmerman was there, recalls him arriving at dawn, and staying late. “He knew he wasn’t going to be leaning on a barrel, swirling a glass of wine and discussing whether the Syrah would be more like a Hermitage or more like a Côte Rôtie,” she says. The only jobs the staff didn’t ask him to do were manning the overnight shift and operating a forklift.

Sine Qua Non double-sorts grapes, first by bunches and then by individual grapes, while many producers don’t hand sort in the winery at all. “Ed knew so much about wine when he arrived, but he had never had the experience of sorting grapes or understanding how important that is for the final wine,” Harrison says. “Until you stand there doing it for a half day, as he did, you can’t get what it’s all about.”

In August 2007, Robert Parker awarded the 2004 Sine Qua Non Poker Face, the Syrah on which Zimmerman had worked, a perfect 100 points. In his signature style, Parker wrote, “Fabulous texture, beautiful richness and purity, and a finish that lasts nearly a minute. It is a wine of enormous richness, multiple dimensions, and unreal purity.”

Zimmerman also connects with winemakers by arranging unusual tastings. In early 2008, he invited a good friend to guest-lecture at his venture capital course at Columbia Business School. As he does with his many guest lecturers, Zimmerman decided to treat his friend and other wine lovers to dinner and some great wines after class. He and seven other wine geeks gathered at New York’s Aureole Restaurant for a vertical tasting of ten of the best vintages of Château Margaux going back to 1961, with some bottles of Château Lafite Rothschild and Harlan Estate California Cabernet Sauvignon thrown in to make things more interesting. Zimmerman contacted Château Margaux in advance of the meal, and received a call back from Paul Pontallier, who provided tasting notes and recommendations on how to serve, decant, and organize the wines.

Zimmerman purchased the first release, a 1999 Cabernet Sauvignon, from a new Napa winery called Blankiet Estate and soon began e-mailing owner Claude Blankiet, asking him if he could visit. After a three-year campaign, Blankiet relented. At the end of several hours spent walking the mountainside vineyard and the construction site of Blankiet’s new home, Zimmerman asked how frequently Blankiet gave tours. The amused Blankiet responded, “This is the first!”

On a subsequent visit to Blankiet’s house, Zimmerman noticed a picture of Blankiet with a group of men in flowing red-and-gold robes and wearing funny hats. Blankiet explained it was a picture of his 1997 induction into Burgundy’s Confrérie des Chevaliers du Tastevin, the world’s most prestigious wine organization, whose home base is at the Clos de Vougeot winery. Blankiet, who had grown up in Burgundy, volunteered to sponsor Zimmerman for membership. The lawyer listened politely but dismissed the idea, thinking that he did not want to impose on his friend and knowing that it would be hard for an American to be inducted into the exclusive Clos de Vougeot chapter. This time, it was Blankiet who persisted, ultimately sending Zimmerman application materials. These included writing short essays on his love and knowledge of wines, particularly Burgundy, and getting endorsements from leading wine personalities, which Blankiet arranged. On the first weekend in June 2006, Zimmerman trekked to Burgundy’s majestic Château du Clos de Vougeot where officials in those same redand-gold robes inducted the tuxedo-clad group of some twenty mostly French wine insiders as Knights of the Tastevin. It didn’t matter that Zimmerman couldn’t understand most of the French ceremony. He was on top of the wine world.

Bacchus, the Roman god of wine and the theater, casts a magical spell on people such as Ed Zimmerman, who will travel far and wide to meet a winemaker and to taste his product in the place where its grapes were grown and it was made. This has become more and more common in recent years as the popularity of wine has spread from its roots in Europe. The most popular tourist destination in California today is Disneyland, the granddaddy of all theme parks. But the second most visited one is the Napa Valley, which each year welcomes more than 5 million travelers. Wines first enjoyed on distant shores seem to earn a warm spot in our remembrances of vintages past. British author H. Warner Allen wrote in The Romance of Wine, “Nearly every natural wine, though it be sour or course or rough in taste, has a singular attraction when it is drunk in its native place.”

In January 2008, I set out in search of Bacchus: to explore wine tourism in twelve of the world’s most interesting wine regions. This is the story of what I discovered.





CHAPTER ONE 
Three Pioneers

Wine fans for centuries have traveled to the birthplaces of their favorite wines in order to enjoy the special pleasure of drinking them where the grapes are grown and the juice fermented. Here are just three—one from the seventeenth century, one from the eighteenth, and one from the nineteenth.

John Locke, the English political philosopher whose ideas had a major impact on the American Revolution, was one of the most influential thinkers in the Age of Enlightenment. Among Locke’s revolutionary ideas were the concepts of “government with the consent of the governed” and “the rights of life, liberty, and property.” The latter found its way into the Declaration of Independence as “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”

Because of political setbacks at home and his problems with a chronic cough probably due to tuberculosis, Locke, a trained doctor, sought out a more temperate climate away from his home in London. In November 1675, he left for France with the intention of traveling as far south as Montpellier, a city with a major medical practice and where the weather would be much warmer. During his three and a half years in France, the philosopher wrote more than fourteen hundred pages of notes on what he saw and experienced.

While living in Montpellier, Locke made several trips to nearby wine regions. He carefully recorded how winemakers went about their craft, the quality of the wine, and the prices. Locke wrote that locals “seldom make red wine without the mixture of some sort of white grapes, else it will be too thick and deep colored.” He also noted that peasants grew several varieties in the same vineyard and described in detail how farmers planted and pruned their vines.

The French taught Locke the importance of terroir, the untranslatable term for local vineyard growing conditions, and of blending different kinds of grapes. As he wrote in his notes, “The goodness of their wine to drink seems to depend on two causes besides the pressing and ordering the fermentation.” These were “the qualities of the soil” and the “mingling a good quantity of white grapes with the red.” Near Montpellier he noted with some perplexity, “Two vineyards, bounding one upon another, constantly produce the one good and the other bad wine.”

Locke learned vines could be productive for “nay 100 years,” and “the older the better” the wines. Young vines produced “commonly green i.e. sour” wine. He wrote that French wine was generally aged for many years in wooden barrels before it was drinkable, but winemakers had ways to speed up aging. “When they have a mind to have their wine fine sooner than ordinary, they put in a cask pretty good quantity of shavings of fir, and, in some places, of hazel, and with it they sometimes put some whole white grapes.”

Many local viticulture practices clearly offended the Englishman: “[A]nd in all other parts of their making wine they are sufficiently nasty, according to their manner. The grapes are often rotten and always full of spiders. Beside that, they say they put often salt, men’s dung and other filthiness in their wine to help, as they think, its purging.”

When leaving Montpellier to return to Paris in March 1677, Locke decided to take a western route to see more of southern France. On Friday, May 14, he was in Bordeaux and rode a horse out of the city to what he described as “President Pontac’s vineyard at Hautbrion,” today’s Château Haut-Brion. Locke had enjoyed wine in London, and now he wanted to see it at its place of origin. Although Locke by then spoke good French, he had trouble communicating with the working people at the winery because of his “want of understanding Gascoin,” a dialect of the Occitan language spoken in southern France. Nonetheless, he wrote an insightful description of the vineyard: “It is a little rise of ground, lying open most to the west. It is nothing but pure, white sand, mixed with little gravel. One would imagine it scarce fit to bear anything.”

Locke later wrote in a more detailed report of his visit to Château Haut-Brion: “There is such a particularity point in the soil that the merchants assured me that the wine growing in the very next vineyards, where there was only a ditch between, and the soil, to appearance, perfectly the same, was by no means so good.” That ditch, and the difference in the wines from the two vineyards, are still there today.

Locke stayed in Paris for a year before he and a student who had been placed in his charge returned to southern France in July 1678. The two again took a western route, going through Tours and the Loire Valley. They stopped at the home of Nicolas Thoynard, a fellow scholar who shared Locke’s wide range of interests. The two men discussed the writings of the evangelists in the Bible, new forms of ammunition, and Thoynard’s proposal for sealing bottles of wine with a glass stopper rather than a cork. They also shared “a large bottle of Muscat or Jenetine wine of Orléans stopped with a glass stopper.”

As he traveled, Locke was shocked to see the drop in wine prices since he had been there only a year earlier. Wines were selling for one-third as much as before. The reason was a glut of wine precipitated by a war between France and Holland, which had severely reduced exports to both Holland and England. In Saumur he wrote, “The white wine here in this town is very good & wine so plentiful that they sell it for 18 deniers the pint at their boushons i.e. where people in private houses sell their own wine by retail.” Locke also noted that ten deniers of that went to the king as excise taxes, while the vintner got only eight deniers. Later in Angers, wine was selling for one-fourth as much as before. In the port city of Rochelle, the price of wine was down 50 percent, with the exception of President Pontac’s and “some others of particular note” that still sold for twice as much as the rest. While going through Bordeaux on his second trip, Locke did not revisit Haut-Brion.

Three months before leaving France in the spring of 1679, Locke wrote a treatise entitled Observations Upon Vines that brought together all he had learned about wine in France. Despite his long stay in the country, he had not become a great fan of the French, writing in the introduction, “The country where these observations were made hath vanity enough to over-value everything it produces.” He recounted in detail when and how the French planted their vineyards. His preference for aged vines was clear: “The older the vineyard, the fewer the grapes, but the better the wine. Newly planted vineyards produce more, but the wine is not as good.” Locke added that in the village of Galliac near Montpellier, “If a peasant there should use any but birds dung about his vines, his neighbors would burn his house because they would not have the wine of that place lose its reputation.”

Locke recorded in his report the local belief that “a sheep’s horn buried at the foot of a vine will make it bear well even in barren ground.” But he quickly added, “I have no great faith in it, but mention it because it may so easily be tried.”

In late April 1679, Locke boarded the Charlotte in Calais for the return trip home, and two days later, he landed at the Temple stairs, on the Thames, in London. John Locke never again returned to France.

[image: Image]

A little more than a century later, Thomas Jefferson, on July 31, 1784, arrived in France to join Benjamin Franklin and John Adams as representatives of the new United States of America, which less than a year before had signed the Treaty of Paris, ending the American Revolutionary War. Although Jefferson was familiar with the political philosophy of John Locke, there is no evidence that he was aware of his writings on French wines. Nonetheless, Jefferson was to follow many of the Englishman’s tracks across France’s wine country, which he recorded in even greater detail.

Jefferson had already long enjoyed wine and had made unsuccessful attempts to grow wine grapes at his Monticello estate in Virginia, where he had a well-stocked cellar. Thus it was not surprising when, four days before he was to depart for France from Boston aboard the sailing ship Ceres, Jefferson bought four cases of German white wine from the Rhine to get him through the voyage that was to take twenty days. And less than two weeks after arriving in Paris, he purchased 276 bottles to start his new cellar there.

Jefferson’s partners in the diplomatic mission were also fond of French wine. Benjamin Franklin had a Paris cellar of more than eleven hundred bottles with an emphasis on Champagne. John Adams had landed in Bordeaux in April 1778 when he first came to France and had seen some of the wine country there on his way to Paris. Jefferson, though, had a substantially stronger interest in wine and set out to learn more about topics such as Burgundy wines, which were almost totally new to him.

During his first years in Paris, Jefferson stuck to his work of learning French and observing the internecine world in the court of Louis XVI and his wife, Marie Antoinette. After two and a half years of diligent work, however, Jefferson, in early 1787, decided to tour France for several months. The explanations for the trip were many. The official reason was that he was going to look into the potential for exporting American tobacco and whale oil to southern France. The clandestine one was that he was going to meet a Brazilian revolutionary in Marseilles who was trying to get American support for a movement to drive the Portuguese out of his country. Another story was that he was going to Aix-en-Provence in hopes that its famous thermal springs could help heal his right wrist, which had been injured during some horseplay with Maria Cosway, his then romantic interest. Jefferson’s overriding reason, though, was to visit vineyards and to buy wine directly from producers. Jefferson had grown suspicious of wine dealers and thought the only way to be certain of getting the real product, rather than a forgery, was to buy it on the spot. “Genuine wines can never be had but of the vigneron,” he wrote.

Traveling at first incognito and with no servant in hopes of seeing what France was like outside the capital, Jefferson left Paris through the Porte d’Orléans on February 28, 1787, in a carriage pulled by three horses. He later recounted a detailed history of his travels in his report Notes of a Tour into the Southern Parts of France, & c. He recorded everything from the price of wine along the way to how long a farming family could live off a slaughtered hog, which was one year. He even offered tips for future travelers: “When one calls on the taverns for the vin du pays they give what is natural and unadulterated and cheap; when vin etrangere is called for, it only gives a pretext for charging an extravagant price for an unwholesome stuff.”

When he arrived in Dijon, Jefferson hired a manservant to help him with the local dialects since he spoke only Parisian French. In his report, Jefferson noted that corn grew on the plains, while on the hillside, known as the Côte, vines were planted. In the red-wine towns of Pommard and Volnay he reported that the staple of the diet was “good wheat bread,” but a little farther south in Meursault, where white wines were made, people ate rye bread. When he asked why, “They told me that the white wines fail in quality much oftener than the red, and remain on hand. The farmer therefore cannot afford to feed his labourers so well. At Meursault, only white wines are made, because there is too much stone for the red.” He noted that the villages of Chambertin, Vougeot, and Vosne produced the best reds, but he also liked Volnay, which sold for only one-quarter as much as the others. On the white wine side, he looked again for value. Montrachet sold for the same price as a Chambertin, but a Meursault from the Goutte d’Or vineyard was one-eighth as much. Jefferson then placed a large order for Goutte d’Or.

Traveling south, Jefferson next ventured into the Rhône Valley. The best red wine, he wrote, is “produced at the upper end in the neighborhood of Ampuis,” while the best whites came from “next to Condrieu.” He was particularly fond of “the wine called Hermitage … made on the hills impending over the village of Tains.” The Hermitage vineyard, he noted, is on a hill and added that the last hermit died in 1751. Jefferson became a great fan of white Hermitage, which was then slightly sweet. Among other white wines, Jefferson liked Viognier, sold by “Chateau Grillé [modern day Château Grillet] by Madame la veuve [the widow] Peyrouse.” In the town of Nîmes he had high praise for the inexpensive “vin ordinaire, good and of a strong body.”

On March 25, Jefferson arrived in Aix-en-Provence, where he stayed for four days and underwent extensive treatment at the thermal springs that seemed to do little good. Yet on March 27, he wrote in a letter to his private secretary William Short, “I am now in the land of corn, wine, oil, and sunshine. What more can man ask of heaven? If I should happen to die in Paris I will beg of you to send me here, and have me exposed to the sun. I am sure it will bring me to life again.”

After a brief stop in Marseilles and other towns along the Mediterranean, Jefferson ventured into Italy on the back of a mule. He had originally hoped to follow the route Hannibal and his elephants had used for his invasion of Rome, but there weren’t enough landmarks to follow. In Turin, Jefferson delighted in the discovery of a new wine: “There is a red wine of Nebiule [modern Nebbiolo] made in this neighborhood which is very singular. It is about as sweet as the silky Madeira, as astringent on the palate as Bordeaux, and as brisk as Champagne. It is a pleasing wine.”

In Rozzano, Jefferson watched Parmesan cheese being made, recording the steps in great detail. Finally, he went to Genoa before returning to Nice via the Italian Riviera. Then he traveled through Provence and Languedoc, where he discovered Rochegude, a sweet white wine made near Avignon, and white and red Frontignan. They all became among Jefferson’s favorites. He bought 250 bottles of Frontignan and had them shipped to Paris. Like a man on a mission, Jefferson pressed on toward Bordeaux.

From May 24 to May 28, Jefferson visited Bordeaux, staying at the Hôtel de Richelieu in the center of town. He traveled all around the wine capital of France, keeping records on viticulture practices as well as how much vineyard workers were paid, noting that men earned twice as much as women. Picking up an informal classification used in Bordeaux wine circles, Jefferson came up with the “4 vineyards of first quality” for red wines. They were: “Chateau Margau, La Tour de Ségur, Hautbrion, and Chateau de la Fite.” He also gave the annual production and owner of each. With modern spellings they are Château Margaux, Château Latour, Château Haut-Brion, and Château Lafite-Rothschild. They were the top four wines in the French classification of 1855 and are still considered outstanding. He also listed wines in Second and Third Growths.

Just as Locke before him, Jefferson walked through the vineyards of Haut-Brion and wrote a similar description: “The soil of Hautbrion particularly, which I examined is a sand, in which is near as much round gravel or small stone, and very little loam.” Jefferson, who had first enjoyed the wine at the table of Benjamin Franklin, always had a soft spot for Haut-Brion, writing to his man in Bordeaux in 1784 that it was “a wine of first rank and seems to please the American palate more than all the others that I have been able to taste in France.”

Among the dry white wines, Jefferson noted that the three best came from the Graves region: Pontac, St. Brise, and De Carbonius, which he said Benedictine monks made and sold for twice as much as the others. The latter is now known as Château Carbonnieux, although the white wine vineyards are no longer the same. Jefferson wrote that sweet Sauternes were “more esteemed in Paris” than dry whites and that “the best crop belongs to M. Diquem,” now Château d’Yquem. He cited two others, known today as Château Filhot and Château Suduiraut.

After his visit to Bordeaux, Jefferson left the city by boat, sailing down the Gironde Estuary past the great vineyards of the Médoc. He then skips rather quickly over the rest of the trip. He writes that wines “of good quality,” but not up to the standards of Bordeaux, are made near Angers, only 185 miles southwest of Paris, that are “probably sold abroad under the name Bordeaux.”

Jefferson finally returned to Paris on June 10, 1787, and only four days later wrote his new wine buyer in Burgundy to order a feuillette, a small oak barrel used mainly in Chablis that held approximately 36 gallons, of both Volnay and Meursault Goutte d’Or wines. In a postscript to the letter, Jefferson told his agent to list the wines as “vins ordinaires” and to have the driver enter Paris in a way that would not attract much attention from tax collectors. On June 19, Jefferson wrote of his travels to John Bannister Jr., a fellow Virginian, saying that he had “never passed three months and a half more delightfully.”

It didn’t take Jefferson long to do some more wine tourism. Less than a year later, on March 4, 1788, he left Paris by carriage heading toward Amsterdam. The ostensible reason for this trip was to see John Adams before he returned to the United States. After some negotiations with Dutch bankers about loans to the new American government, Adams left Amsterdam and Jefferson headed to the wine region of Germany, intending to go up the Rhine as far as Strasbourg. In his report Notes of a Tour through Holland and the Rhine Valley, Jefferson recounts his travels, though not in as much detail or with the same enthusiasm as he had for southern France. This may be due in part to the fact that he did not speak German and had difficulty communicating with people along the way. He wrote in his journal on April 2: “There was not a person to be found in Duisberg who could understand either English, French, Italian or Latin. So I could make no enquiry.”

Jefferson saw his first vineyard in Cologne, and a little ways south in Bonn, vines became plentiful. He noted a difference in the wines from grapes grown on the flatland and on the hillsides: “It is observed here, as elsewhere, that the plains yield much wine, but bad. The good is furnished from the hills.”

On April 5, Jefferson was in Koblenz, where the Mosel River flows into the Rhine. He did not visit the Mosel wine region, but liked its wine a great deal. He said the best Mosel wines came from the “excessively mountainous country” 15 leagues (45 miles) back from the confluence of the rivers. He ranked Brauneberg the top, followed by Wehlen, Grach, Piesport, and Zelting. He cautioned, though, “These wines must be 5 or 6 years before they are quite ripe for drinking.”

Jefferson was harsh in his views about Rhine reds: “The red wines of this country are very indifferent and will not keep.” Later he was still more caustic, calling them “absolutely worthless.”

On the other hand, he loved white wines from the Rheingau region. “It is only from Rüdesheim to Hochheim that wines of the very first quality are made.” He particularly liked the wines of Johannisberg, calling them the “very first quality” and noting that they sold for “double the price” of similar wines. He attributed this to the fact that the vineyards face south and the soil was “a barren mullato clay mixed with a good deal of stone and some slate.” He wrote that Johannisberg wines had “none of the acid of the Hochheim and other Rhenish wines.” Farther south in the villages of Bodenheim and Nierstein, they were “second quality.”

Jefferson’s interest in local wines again picked up in Alsace, where he found the interesting vin de paille (straw wine) being made near Colmar. He recounted that vintners made it after leaving grapes harvested in the fall spread out on straw until the spring. “The little juice then remaining in them makes a rich sweet wine, but the dearest in the world without being the best by any means.” He concluded that a much better wine of that style is southern France’s Frontignan.

Jefferson could be brutal in his critiques. Traveling farther west near the town of Nancy, the capital of Lorraine, he wrote that there were “some small vineyards where a bad wine is made.”

In a letter to his personal secretary William Short on April 9, 1788, Jefferson explained that when he left Alsace, he was going to return to Paris “a little circuitously, perhaps by the way of Reims in Champagne, so that I am unable to say exactly when I shall be at Paris.” Given his love of Champagne, Jefferson couldn’t pass up a chance to see where it was made. He was immediately impressed by the soil, writing, “The hills abound with chalk.” He also reported, “Their red wines, though most esteemed on the spot, are by no means esteemed elsewhere equally with their white, nor do they merit it.” Champagne then made both sparkling wines and still ones. Jefferson seems surprised when he writes, “The sparkling are little drank in France but are alone known and drank in foreign countries.” He reported that sparkling wines sell for eight times as much as still ones. While Champagne today is known by such major brands as Hennessy or Taitinger, in Jefferson’s day the wine’s village of origin determined the quality, and so he gave a report on the various villages and included a map showing their locations. His favorite was Ay, and he names several producers “all of the 1st quality.” He wrote that Monsieur Dorsay made the best. Jefferson also liked Champagne made by the monks in Hautvillers, where Dom Pérignon had been cellarmaster more than a half-century before, but wrote it was “hardly as good as Dorsay’s.”

Along with many visitors to Champagne both before and since, Jefferson was overwhelmed by the caves where wine was stored, writing that they extended “into ground in a kind of labyrinth to a prodigious distance” and concluded, “I have no where seen cellars comparable to these.”

On April 23, and after visiting the Champagne village of Épernay, Jefferson went to Meaux, a village famous for its Brie cheese, and then turned west to return to Paris.

Only six months later, on October 23, 1789, Thomas Jefferson left France to return to the United States to become George Washington’s secretary of state. He shipped 363 bottles of French wines with him. Despite his love of Bordeaux reds, he took only white wines, and the majority of those were sweet wines such as Château d’Yquem and Frontignan. He also packed away thirty-six bottles of Champagne.
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While Locke and Jefferson traveled through the wine country of France, Robert Louis Stevenson, author of Kidnapped and The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, visited the Napa Valley and wrote about it in his book The Silverado Squatters, which he published in 1883. Stevenson wrote his first story at the age of six and in his twenties was attracted to the bohemian life of artists in France. While living in an artist’s colony in 1876 in Gerz, outside Paris, he met Fanny Osbourne, an aspiring artist who had left a philandering husband in California with three children in tow, to paint in France. Although eleven years his senior, she and Stevenson were soon lovers. But in August 1878, she left France to return to California for an attempted reconciliation with her husband. After that failed, she sent a telegram to Stevenson, the contents of which were never known. But somehow she convinced him to sail across the Atlantic to join her in America.

After Fanny’s divorce was finally granted, the two married in San Francisco on May 19, 1880. Stevenson already suffered from lung disease, and the couple took the advice of friends and spent a two-month honeymoon in the dry mountain air on Mount Saint Helena above the spa town of Calistoga. Because they couldn’t afford to stay in a hotel, a local shopkeeper pointed the couple toward the abandoned mining town of Silverado, where they stayed in an old bunkhouse. While he was there, Stevenson took copious notes that were the basis for The Silverado Squatters.

After a quick introduction to a land that he admits is “difficult for a European to imagine,” Stevenson recounts tales of a strange mélange of local characters and customs. He devotes the third chapter to Napa wines, writing, “I was interested in California wines. Indeed, I am interested in all wines and have been all my life.” Having lived in France when the phylloxera bug that devastated vineyards seemingly meant the end of French wine, he lamented, “Bordeaux is no more. Chateau Neuf is dead, and I have never tasted it; Hermitage—a hermitage indeed from all life’s sorrow—lies expiring by the river.”

Stevenson spent time with two winemakers, whom he identifies only by their surnames: Mr. Schram and Mr. M’Eckron. He wrote that Napa Valley vineyards were nothing “to remind you of the Rhine or Rhone.” Instead, “all is green, solitary, covert.” He first visited the Scotsman M’Eckron and clearly enjoyed meeting a fellow countryman and exchanging a “word or two of Scotch, which pleased me more than you would fancy.”

More interesting from a wine point of view was Mr. Schram. While Mrs. Schram entertained Fanny on the veranda, the writer and the winemaker tasted wines in the cellar. “I tasted every variety and shade of Schramberger, red and white Schramberger, Burgundy Schramberger, Schramberger Hock, Schramberger Golden Chasselas, the latter with a notable bouquet, and I fear to think how many more.”

Stevenson liked what he tried in Schram’s cellar and elsewhere in the Napa Valley, but he thought local winemakers were just beginning to discover which grapes flourished best in their valley. “In this wild spot, I did not feel the sacredness of ancient cultivation,” he wrote. “It was still raw, it was no Marathon, and no Johannisberg; yet the stirring sunlight, and the growing vines, and the vats and bottles in the cavern, made a pleasant music for the mind.”

Californians, he wrote, are “still in the experimental stage” of winemaking. “So, bit by bit, they grope about for their Clos Vougeot and Lafite.” Nonetheless: “The wine is bottled poetry.”

Stevenson’s brief foray into California wine country left him with hope for the future of wine that seemed to be dying in France. “The smack of California earth shall linger on the palate of your grandson.”



CHAPTER TWO 
Napa Valley, California

On summer weekends in the late 1960s, Michael Mondavi, who had just returned from military service and was working for his father’s business, used to slowly drive his beat-up, off-white Chevrolet El Camino up California State Route 29 through the Napa Valley from the sleepy city of Napa, which was then best known as the home of the State Mental Hospital, toward Calistoga at the northern end of the valley. Soon a parade of cars would build up behind him on the road that was too narrow for anyone to pass. But even though drivers behind him honked in an attempt to get him to drive faster, Mondavi just poked along, oblivious to their anger.

Shortly after the caravan of cars passed the sign indicating that they had entered the unincorporated village of Oakville (pop. about 150), drivers would often see a man with a receding hairline and wearing a sport shirt out by the side of the road waving them to turn into his winery. The sign just before the driveway leading into the property was simple, but tastefully attractive, and identified this as the Robert Mondavi Winery. Behind it was a striking Mexican mission-style winery with a distinctive bell tower. Michael pulled into the winery, and soon others, who were tired of being on the road, followed him. He then hopped out of his car and started urging people to take a tour of the winery. If they were willing to go through the hour-long lesson on winemaking that Robert often gave, visitors would get a free sample of three Mondavi wines. Michael had done his job, and later he might head back to Napa, repeating his drive and bringing in even more tourists.

Located about 50 miles north of the San Francisco metropolitan area, Napa Valley has long been a paradise that attracts visitors who want to enjoy its natural splendors and mild climate. The valley stretches some 40 miles from American Canyon in the south to Calistoga in the north and is less than 10 miles wide. Mountain ranges stand along both the eastern and western sides of the valley, and the Pacific Ocean is only 40 miles to the west.

Invading Spaniards called the Indian tribes who had inhabited the region for centuries when Europeans arrived guapo, or courageous, and the name evolved into Wappo. The area was part of Spain until 1821, when Mexico achieved independence from Spain. There were about fifteen hundred Indians in the valley when the first Westerners arrived on June 28, 1823. José Altimira, a Franciscan priest who was looking to set up a new mission north of the one at San Rafael just above San Francisco Bay, led the group. First he came to a place local Indians called Sonoma, which he thought would make a good site for a new mission. Then he traveled to an area called Napa, after the Napato Indians. Altimira compared it to his native Barcelona and marveled at the broad fields where large numbers of elk, deer, antelope, and bear grazed. Indians were burning fields, which he thought was a warning to others of an invasion, but it was more likely the tradition of burning brush in June to avoid fires during the summer. Altimira noted the clumps of tall oaks and speculated that the fields might be good places to plant vineyards. After spending four days in the Napa Valley, Altimira traveled back to Sonoma and decided to build his new mission there because timber and water were more readily available than in Napa. In 1836, George C. Yount, a mountaineer nicknamed Captain Buckskin, received a land grant from Mexico of 11,814 acres in the heart of the valley that today makes up the towns of Yountville, Oakville, and Rutherford. He called the property Rancho Caymus in honor of Indians that were a subgroup of the Wappos, and planted the first vineyard.

Robert Mondavi did not invent Napa Valley wine tourism. But through myriad innovative marketing initiatives, including Michael’s slow drives up Route 29, he took it to a whole new level. Soon, thousands of people a year were visiting his adobe winery in Oakville. And ever since it was built, winemakers from around the world have flocked to the Napa Valley to see how Mondavi did it and to determine what they might copy at their wineries from New Zealand to France.

Born into an Italian immigrant family in Minnesota, Robert Mondavi arrived in California’s wine country in 1923 at the age of ten. The family’s prized possession was the Charles Krug Winery, which his father, Cesare, bought in 1943. Robert and his younger brother Peter both went into the business and had a good working relationship as long as their father was around. Robert concentrated mainly on marketing, while Peter focused on winemaking. In the 1950s and early 1960s, most land in the Napa Valley was devoted to fruit orchards or cattle grazing, and there was no such thing as wine tourism. Few Americans then even drank wine.

Gradually, though, and with no active promotion, people from the San Francisco Bay area in the 1960s began to find their way to the valley both to enjoy the scenery and to taste the wines. Students and young professionals developed a standard plan for how to get the most tastings out of a trip. They drove up Route 29, stopping first at Beaulieu Vineyard in Rutherford, where they could taste four wines for free. A little farther north was the Louis M. Martini Winery, which made some twenty wines and whose staff was famous for having a heavy hand when pouring samples. Once through the town of St. Helena, the next place to visit was the Charles Krug Winery, which was noted for pouring rather skimpy portions. Then the intrepid tourist would cross the road and begin driving south, making a first stop at Greystone, a majestic building that looks like a French château and housed the Christian Brothers winery. Samples were again generous and included a sparkling wine they called Champagne. The next stop was the Beringer Vineyards Rhine House, a German-style mansion and winery that has magnificent wine caves dug by Chinese laborers in the previous century. The final tasting on the tour was back in Rutherford at Inglenook, then the most respected name in California wine.

After Cesare Mondavi died in November 1959, the smoldering sibling rivalry exploded between Robert and Peter that ended in a fistfight over a mink coat Robert bought for his wife to wear to a White House dinner. Following that, Mama Mondavi sided with Peter over Robert, and in November 1965, they ousted him from the family business. A man of driving ambition, Robert soon found financial backing for a new winery that he opened only a year later. At the time, there were about two dozen wineries in the Napa Valley, and this was the first major new one since Prohibition ended in 1933.

Wine tourism was part of the Robert Mondavi Winery from the beginning. He later wrote, “As I planned my own winery, I realized that … potential sites in Oakville along busy Highway 29 would be ideal for tourists and tasting. Imagine the concerts and other cultural events we could put on in the center of the valley; imagine the number of visitors we could attract.” Mondavi purposely located the winery south of his competitors, so it would be the first one visitors would see driving north from San Francisco. The winery building, with its distinctive mission-style architecture and plenty of room for visitors, was designed to attract attention and tourists. It wasn’t just a functional place where wine was made. In fact, some features, such as a dimly lit barrel room, were better suited for visits than winemaking. Mondavi wanted the winery to make a statement: Visitors Welcome.

Mondavi was going after tourists for hard business reasons. He wanted visitors to become ambassadors for his wines, not just drinking them but also recommending them to their friends. Some wineries in the valley were concerned that by selling wines at the tasting rooms they would be taking business away from their main customers: wine stores and restaurants. Mondavi disagreed and believed that a winery’s real customer is not the wine trade but the wine consumer. An added bonus was that the winery earned 100 percent of the wine’s price on whatever it sold there rather than the 50 percent it got after a wholesaler and retailer took their share. Soon 10 percent of Robert Mondavi sales were made at the winery.

Following the fistfight between the Mondavi brothers, the Krug staff divided into pro-Peter and pro-Robert factions, and the latter soon left. Among them was Swiss-born Margrit Biever, who was married to a former American military officer, had three children, and was living in the town of Napa. An energetic woman with a keen interest in art, music, and food, she had joined Krug after trying to organize a concert at a winery to support music in the Napa schools. Beaulieu, Martini, Inglenook, and Beringer all turned her down, but Robert Mondavi at Krug agreed. The event attracted a crowd of some four hundred, and in 1964, Biever began working part-time for $2 an hour at Krug giving tours and selling wine. She rapidly became the top salesperson in the tasting room and also started a series of music events that became known as the August Moon Concerts.

After leaving Krug, Biever spent her free time painting at a water tower across Route 29 from where Robert Mondavi built his winery. One day in the fall of 1967, she met a former colleague from Charles Krug who was already working for Robert. He showed her around, and a few days later called and asked her if she wanted a job. Vic Motto, an investment banker who has put together many Napa winery deals, says, “Margrit became Robert’s food-and-art muse.”

The excitement around the Mondavi winery in those days was intoxicating. Everything in the place was new, and Mondavi was always showing it off. Biever still remembers his philosophy: “If you think something will work, don’t talk about it. Just do it.” Her first job was giving tours just as she had at Krug and helping in the retail shop. Since Biever spoke French, Italian, and German, her native country’s three official languages, she gave all the tours to foreigners. In addition, she became the winery’s first chef, cooking meals for as many as fifty visitors from the wine trade.

Given her background in painting, it was not surprising that soon after starting work at the winery, Biever went to Mondavi and told him, “We have all these empty walls. Why don’t we let some local artists bring in their work to show it off? They’ll get some public exposure, and our walls won’t be bare.” She added that it wouldn’t cost much money because they’d only have to throw a party at the opening of a new artist’s show. Mondavi, who had little experience with the arts, agreed.

Mondavi hoped his tourism-oriented winery would immediately take off and thousands of visitors would be beating down his doors. Build it, and they will come. But they didn’t come. As the first year dragged on, only a trickle of visitors was showing up. Young people intent on drinking were not happy when they had to go through a one-hour tour and lecture before the wines came out. Education, however, was crucial to Mondavi, and he would accept no shortcuts. The first year the winery lost money on the tours, and the summer of 1966 was a major disappointment. At one point the Mondavi staff wondered if there might be a day when there would be no visitors. But that never happened; the all-time low was three. As the winery headed toward the end of its second year, however, everything started to pick up and soon it was getting 250,000 visitors annually, often by the busload since there was a special parking spot for them. On some days the staff had to limit visitors to about fifteen hundred, which is as many as the winery could comfortably accommodate.

Many Europeans are big fans of American jazz, and Biever is one of them. So in 1969, the Robert Mondavi Winery launched a summer music festival. The first concert was a low-key affair with the musicians coming from the Napa Valley Symphony, where Margrit still had connections. Since the symphony didn’t have a guitarist, Biever hired one for $25. Rouge et Noir cheese from nearby Marin County provided the cheese served at intermission, and four hundred people paid $3 each to attend. The winery made a $1,000 profit, and Robert set the money aside to pay for a band for the next year’s concert. That turned out to be the famed Preservation Hall Jazz Band from New Orleans. In the third year, Ella Fitzgerald was the star attraction, and the summer concerts are still going strong.

When it came to food, the Napa Valley in the mid-1970s was a wasteland. Anyone interested in good cooking had to travel to Marin County for dinner. There was little more along Route 29 than Taylor’s Automatic Refresher, a McDonald’s-style hamburger stand in St. Helena. Nonetheless, Michael James and Billy Cross, who owned the Hi Tree Farm guesthouse in nearby Rutherford, inaugurated a series of cooking class weekends given by top chefs from around the world. The first one was Simone “Simca” Beck, a coauthor with Julia Child of Mastering the Art of French Cooking. Jean Troisgros, a three-star French chef, also taught one weekend. While James and Cross had fantastic ideas, they struggled financially, and by 1976 they were losing the lease on their guesthouse and were $120,000 in debt. Margrit had attended some of their events, and in early 1976, they came to her and asked if Mondavi might want to take over the program in exchange for paying off their debt. She knew Robert had long been talking about opening a small cooking school, so she thought he might be interested. He was and took the issue to his board of directors, who thought he was crazy but agreed to let him do it. The program moved to Mondavi and was renamed the Great Chefs of France. The first guest chef was Paul Bocuse, then considered France’s best, and such food luminaries as Gaston Lenôtre, Michel Guérard, and Alain Chapel followed. Each gave five classes on topics such as how to prepare fois gras. One of the added benefits was that this was a way to introduce Mondavi wines to the chefs, who had no experience with them. They often took the wines back to France, and some even put them on their wine lists. Later, Mondavi set up a separate program with American chefs that included Alice Waters of Chez Panisse in Berkeley, who invented California Cuisine, Paul Prudhomme, and Wolfgang Puck. Mondavi staffers still talk about how Waters cooked bouillabaisse in a giant copper pot in the Mondavi vineyards. Julia Child taught there three times, once with her French cooking friend Jacques Pépin. Some 70 percent of people who attended the Great Chefs programs were repeat visitors.

Chilean-born and American-educated Agustín Huneeus owns two wineries, Veramonte in Chile and Quintessa in the Napa Valley, and has spent a half-century at the top of the international wine business. Looking back over what Mondavi did at his winery in the late 1970s, he told me, “Bob understood the marketing of wines better than anyone else in the world had up to that point. He wasn’t thinking of tourism, but of marketing his wine. He built a winery that combined all those hospitality elements with food and wine and art.”

Robert Mondavi was also a generous person, always ready to help fellow winemakers if they had troubles with a grape crush or finding a new employee. He was an enthusiastic and boundless supporter of the Napa Valley; just like the Man of La Mancha, he would march into hell for a heavenly cause.

While most Napa Valley residents were happy to see the proud new Robert Mondavi Winery rise up out of the vineyards along Route 29 and prosper, not everyone was glad. Locals, whether old-timers or newcomers, have long had an ambivalence about economic development, anxious to enjoy the prosperity but also agonizing over preserving their treasured rural way of life. In addition, there has been tension between winemakers, often rich outsiders who made their millions in Hollywood or elsewhere, and less affluent people who stayed in the valley or came there because they liked the slower, simpler way of life. Tourism and development brought business to local merchants, but with it came traffic congestion on the county’s narrow roads. The Napa Valley simultaneously hated tourism and loved it.

Those worried about losing their lifestyle didn’t have to look far to see what had happened to similar areas. One of California’s prime wine regions before and after World War II was the rich agricultural area of Santa Clara County to the south, where wine pioneers Paul Masson and Martin Ray had once tilled the soil and produced excellent wine. But starting in the 1960s and with increasing speed thereafter, farms where grapes once grew were paved over and turned into office parks. Santa Clara County morphed into Silicon Valley, an ugly, congested, concrete jungle of buildings and freeways. Creeping suburbanization of Northern California seemed to be inexorably moving out of San Francisco, as people bought weekend homes in the bucolic Napa and Sonoma valleys only an hour’s drive north of the Golden Gate or Bay Bridge. Many Napa people looked at Santa Clara County in horror and began seeking ways to protect their valley from a similar fate. To them suburban development meant urban sprawl.

In the late 1960s, a group advocating the preservation of Napa’s natural environment—the Upper Napa Valley Associates—tried to rally support for protecting farmland from urban development. Jack Davies, a newcomer who was just starting to restore the old Schramsberg Vineyards, spearheaded the efforts. The goal was to use the California Land Conservation Act of 1965, which permitted local government to make deals with local landowners to restrict the use of property for agriculture or open space. The landowners, in return, received property tax breaks. In an often raw and emotional political battle in late 1967, Napa politicians and the public argued about the merits of what was called the Agricultural Preserve that would set aside for farm use some 26,000 acres of land, mostly on the valley floor in unincorporated areas between Napa City and Calistoga. The region was later raised to 40,000 acres.

Farm families were deeply split over the issue, with one brother saying it would destroy his property rights and was socialism, while the other would say it was the only way to keep agricultural land out of the hands of speculators, who were going to divide the valley into small lots and build new Levittowns. Winemakers were equally split. Robert and Peter Mondavi both supported the Agricultural Preserve, as did the owner of Beringer Vineyards. At one point in the debate, Louis M. Martini, one of the most respected vintners in the valley, asked, “Do the citizens of Napa Valley really believe the future of our land is best served by destroying landmarks and vineyards and replacing them with subdivisions, bleak shopping centers, and highway strip developments?” But John Daniel, a valley patriarch who had recently sold the historic Inglenook Winery, strongly opposed it. The county Board of Supervisors in March 1968 finally approved the Agricultural Preserve plan. It was the first of several pieces of local legislation that would be passed over the years both to protect Napa’s agricultural heritage and to restrict what kind of business wineries could conduct beyond winemaking. Agricultural Preserve battles, though, never seem to go away. In the spring of 2009, a fight developed over Will Nord’s plans to divide his 83-acre Trio C Vineyards on the outskirts of Yountville into six parcels. He has three daughters and five grandchildren, and wants them to have a piece of the Napa Valley. He said he expects homes will be built on each lot, which has outraged neighbors who say that would be against the Agricultural Preserve. Nord received permission to split up the land under a state law that permits such action if surveys show the parcels existed before. He produced a 1926 map to support his plan. The county Board of Supervisors eventually approved Nord’s request to reconfigure his property into six parcels, where homes will undoubtedly be built.
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While the Robert Mondavi Winery was gathering strength in the early 1970s and the Agricultural Preserve was being adopted, another venture was getting started also with an eye toward Northern California wine tourism. The company was Moët & Chandon of France, whose extensive facilities for visitors near its headquarters in Épernay had impressed Mondavi and been a model for his own operation.

American John Wright was the inspiration for Moët’s California dream. While serving in the U.S. Army in Germany in the 1950s, he learned about wine while in Geisenheim, the heart of the Rhine wine region and home to the country’s leading wine research institute. After the army, wine became Wright’s hobby as he held a variety of jobs, ending up with Arthur D. Little, a leading management-consulting firm. His homemade wine never won any prizes, but in 1969, when he moved to San Francisco with the company, he and some partners bought property in the Napa Valley and soon had a bad case of the wine bug.

Arthur D. Little regularly produced industry outlook reports that it sold to clients for high prices, and the authors of the studies often later consulted with those same clients. In mid-1970, Wright proposed doing a study on the American wine business, which was starting to grow rapidly. The title of the three-volume work that came out in March 1972: Wine America. Six clients bought the report for $20,000 each. They included Robert Mondavi and big companies considering investments in wine such as Philip Morris, H. J. Heinz, and Coca-Cola. The study focused on the trend toward higher consumption of dry table wines and declining sales for sweet wines, and backed up its conclusions with extensive statistics and market forecasts. Sparkling wines were not a significant part of the research.

Shortly after the report came out, Wright got a call from the head of the Paris office of Arthur D. Little saying that the Banque Nationale de Paris, France’s largest bank, had engaged the consulting firm to help it select areas of interest to French companies looking to invest abroad, and wine was one of the fields. Wright wrote a Cliff Notes version of his longer report for the bank and a few months later met in Paris with Guy de la Serre, the top executive at Moët Hennessy, the owner of Moët & Chandon. French wine regulations limit the quantity of grapes that can be grown in a region such as Champagne, which restricted how much wine Moët could make there. As a result, Moët had begun to look abroad for new prospects and had already invested in Latin America.
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