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For beloved Brooklyn and Cooper


To love, and bear; to hope till Hope creates

From its own wreck the thing it contemplates.

—Percy Bysshe Shelley

Prometheus Unbound

They’s comin’ a thing that’s gonna change the whole country.

—John Steinbeck

The Grapes of Wrath
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DRAMATIS PERSONAE

Note: The names below all appear in the narrative. A founder in most cases made wine at some point, vintner is mostly an ornamental title nowadays, and growers are often farmers who no longer do the actual work. Citizens have become more than bystanders at the twin spectacle of celebrity agriculture and marketing.
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FOREWORD

A journalistic foray to California in the early 1980s led me into gorgeous mountains bracketing a narrow valley unlike any place I had ever known. I grew up in the faraway South, yet here on the far side of the same continent were distinct similarities to the place I had left behind. Like the South, many in the Napa Valley were related, they helped each other, shared and traded things as southerners might (equipment, knowledge, wine) and intermarried with a bit less alacrity than in rural Tennessee. But in Napa they raised children to take over what was an odd combination of farming, high craft, and an almost religious belief in the God-given rightness of “the cause”—not states’ rights, but their ability to make wine as good as anyone’s, anywhere.

The established families were agricultural, and a few of the scions rocketed into roles for which they weren’t prepared, like Jett Rink in Edna Ferber’s Giant, or stories out of William Faulkner’s fiction, with sunstruck approximations of the Snopeses. Other accounts read like latter-day narratives from Genesis, such as the brothers Mondavi brawling in the vineyard and the expulsion of Robert, that family’s own prodigal son. There were actual southerners, too, including a vineyard owner from Tidewater Virginia who would be an ongoing player in Napa’s rapidly unfolding, truly phenomenal success.

The valley I came to know in the 1980s is reflected in my book Napa: The Story of an American Eden, a social history comprised of the stories of latter-day founders of great wine estates and those working to perfect their own sometimes idiosyncratic visions. These harkened back to the vineyards of France, Germany, and Italy, and from extended families and the collective experiences of others emerged a critical and financial success of a sort never before seen in America.

As important was the idealism of newcomers whose energy and imagination made the new Napa possible, names like Forman, Winiarski, Heitz, Davies. Crucial to the management of so much success were growers, winemakers, and citizens whose names still ring in the clear, sun-laved air of Northern California: Pelissa, Erskine, Cronk, Eisele, Malan, all pushing for control of the mounting bonanza that now threatens to emulate California’s traditional boom-and-bust past best symbolized by the Gold Rush.

The 1960s, ’70s, and ’80s were in retrospect years of great innocence and promise, the latter soon realized and the former rapidly diminishing. My book’s sequel, The Far Side of Eden, dealt with the growing conflict between new wealth and individual freedom in the final years of the twentieth century, and many of the same people, older and sometimes wiser, appear in its pages, as do some of their children. Land-use issues loomed large, and still do; so does the phenomenon “lifestyle” vintner, inherent in the conflict between development and the agrarian ideal.

The latter is embodied in the agricultural preserve established in 1968 to prevent the valley from becoming another extended bedroom community and is still a matter of contention. Cautionary tales included that of a maverick whose ambitious vineyard development set off a gargantuan legal struggle with the Sierra Club and a homegrown environmental wunderkind, an epic battle that sharply divided the valley. But the real subject of that book—and of the one in hand—is the valley itself.

This last of the trilogy comes at the end of an era and combines narrative journalism with personal reflection. It is based on three decades of note-taking in a place I came to know and love, and in ways to mourn. Readers of the first two books will recognize many of these characters, but some, like the times, have changed, reemerging in new roles. Burnished by experience, they and the valley are drawn in the harsher light of a long year stretching from the conclusion of a severe drought in 2015 to the eve of the national election of 2016 that ushered in a new era for the nation and the valley.

This book is not about wine but about place and people. The reader doesn’t need intimate familiarity with viticulture, or the exclusive world now representing it, to see this as a unique American story with great value in its own right, and a shared relevance. Wine isn’t just another example of corporate commercialism, for the traditions it represents have always stood apart. They no longer do. Napa was so blessed that its land and communities should have withstood the excesses of the system, should have survived in their own right even as others passed by in America’s ongoing maelstrom of development and greed. But it has not and best serves now as a microcosm of a country where opportunity and the ever-intensifying struggle for financial supremacy have trumped even the most sacrosanct ideas and institutions.

The story begins with a ruminative look at the mysterious subject itself, wine, and its influence beyond social cohesion, money, and sensory appeal. We then move through Napa’s once-great wine estates, Brigadoon-like visions that became white elephants and had such influence on the desires of the inheritors. Collectively they and their imitators changed the valley: citizens, laws, vistas, the place itself. Avatars of our time, some positive, some decidedly not, these all reflect more ambition than vision in a place whose fate is unavoidably tied up in theirs.

Not so long ago Napa was thought of in Edenic terms, but today is as closely defined by conflict as by wine. Characters weave in and out of the narrative, for there is no other way to accurately and fairly portray the valley. Key players distinguish themselves by deeds, not properties, and this will leave its own lasting impression on readers.

Two words—the valley—denote both the flats laid down through time by the Napa River, and the steep forested hills on either side that are the wellsprings of the valley’s water. Here, real lives form a matrix of connections and sensibilities around this precious resource that will ultimately determine how their stories play out. A few characters have been assigned pseudonyms, or in some cases, no name at all, often at their own request.

Five of the seven sections are devoted to specific struggles similar to those all over the country but heightened by Napa’s fame and outsized concentration of wealth and notoriety. Complete in themselves but interrelated, these stories are bound together by common fears and common foes, with overlapping casts and, in some cases, common dreams. And deep within them lurks the potential of their unraveling.

Much rides on the outcomes of our latter-day Gilded Age, the enemy personified by abject self-interest—individual and corporate—and by co-opted officials, judges, and representatives of the presumed civic order. Altered lives, captive dreams, the loss of virtue—all reflect like facets on the main character of the book, the valley itself: extraordinarily blessed with natural beauty, globally recognized, relegated now to the vagaries of human ambition.

The struggles are in their way all between profit-driven schemes and the preservation of places and resources. Unless the characters can agree on and effect sustainable development, the things that render life worth living here and elsewhere will disappear and this lovely corner of the earth will become unfit not just for vines but also for people.

The challenge is relevant to the arc of human history going back to the origins of wine itself and, as is true wherever wine is made, place is inseparable from the voices of the people living in it. Their stories, old and new, touch us, whether outlandish or all too human, comingling like lees at the bottom of an old bottle brought up at last into the light, now uncorked.



PROLOGUE:

Monticello West

Those who labor in the earth are the chosen people of God.

—Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia

There’s no little mountain, just the flat floor of the Napa Valley with a backdrop of dry, distant chaparral. The winery is called Monticello nonetheless and is much like its namesake outside Charlottesville, Virginia, but smaller. None of Jefferson’s beloved Chinese Chippendale railing above the faux-Palladian porch, and the geometric wood tiles in the entrance hall are not in Monticello’s pattern. “When I saw how long it took the carpenter to lay those tiles,” says the owner, a retired National Security Agency linguist named Jay Corley, “I thought, ‘My God, I’ll go broke.’ ” But then, spending too much money on your house is very Jeffersonian.

Corley, in khakis and Stanford University windbreaker, bears no resemblance to the third president of the United States, yet his white hair gleams in the refracted autumn sunlight as Jefferson’s does in the well-known painting by George Peter Alexander Healy. I interviewed Corley twenty-five years ago for the book I was then writing and remember him sitting at his desk after lunch, nursing a glass of red and discoursing on the challenges of selling what was still considered in some circles an un-American product. I was struck then by how effortlessly a former spy of sorts became a “vintner.” But transformation was the hallmark in Napa in the wake of the Paris tasting of 1976 that favorably compared California wines with top-ranking French ones and catapulted the valley and its estate owners into vinous stardom.

Wine has triumphed in Napa, more than two centuries after Thomas Jefferson envisioned something similar taking place on his own turf. I have often wondered what the author of the Declaration of Independence would make of wine’s prominence in California’s landscapes. It was Jefferson’s hope that grapes would provide an alternative to tobacco that had already worn out the commonwealth’s soil and that affordable wine would wean the yeoman farmer from hard cider and whiskey and help civilize him. “No nation is drunken,” Jefferson wrote plaintively in Notes on the State of Virginia in 1781, “where wine is cheap; and none sober, where the dearness of wine substitutes ardent spirits as the common beverage.”

Monticello Vineyards west is a relatively modest endeavor by Napa’s standards, yet it hardly represents that agrarian ideal. Jefferson considered farmers essential to the survival of democracy because they were tied to the land by living on and working it; the discreet planted parcel was the farmer’s preserver and the farmer, by virtue of his devotion to the land, the preserver of the nation.

Working in vineyards—which could also be done by women and children—was an essential part of that vision. But here such labor is done by outsiders—many of them undocumented immigrants—and the aspirations of the vintner class are much more akin to those of the aristocracy that Jefferson deplored even though he belonged to it.

Jay Corley’s prosperous children run what amounts to an upscale roadside attraction offering well-made but expensive wine while the paterfamilias expounds on things Jeffersonian. “The proportions of the dining room are about right,” he says, showing me around. “Jefferson would come in early and sit and read until the rest of the family gathered for dinner.”

There’s no signature dumbwaiter, and the wine cellar below, with its temperature controls and plush decor, is full of New World cabernet sauvignon and chardonnay that didn’t exist in Jefferson’s time, rather than the wines of Bordeaux, Burgundy, Germany, and northern Italy that Jefferson prized.

“Jefferson was all about quality,” Corley says, which is true of what Jefferson drank. Wine was a fact of daily life at the real Monticello, but usually consumed after a meal. Though Jefferson liked his Latours and Haut-Brions, paragons of structure and depth, his precise tastes are unclear. Of a wine he encountered on his European pilgrimage in 1787 outside Turin, he wrote: “There is a red wine of Nebiule 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.”

He imported two dozen varieties of Vitis vinifera from Europe and had them planted on a single acre on the south slope of Monticello. Filippo Mazzei was brought over from Tuscany for the purpose, but Jefferson lost interest in the enterprise and never spent a moment actually working in the vineyard, so he’s not a good example of his own agrarian ideal, either. But his ultimate wish was not “dear” wine, but the sort most people could afford, and the high prices and high octane of Napa’s cabernet sauvignon (“rocket juice”), often pushing 16 percent alcohol, would have shocked him.

So this is—and is not—Monticello, like the enduring paradox of the man himself. His life, thought, and aesthetics inspire in his spiritual descendants, real and feigned, as many contradictions as virtues. Jefferson wanted to prove viticulture not just possible in America, but viable. His vineyard was to serve as an incubator and an example, proving that grapes could be grown and wine made in America. But as with many things, he was distracted by affairs of state, family, and travel. The vines, planted on overlays of clay that don’t drain well, did poorly and were often neglected, the grapes eaten by animals and slaves. His winemaker lacked the knowledge and the science available today, and in this endeavor Jefferson failed.

Joseph Ellis wrote in American Sphinx, “Jefferson provided a sanction for youthful hopes and illusions, planted squarely in what turned out to be the founding document of the American republic. The American dream . . . is the Jeffersonian dream writ large.”

Wine is part of that dream, and nowhere in America has it been realized sooner or more completely than in California. Here vines—and wine—flourish in all terrains, from wild to heavily populated, not just a commodity and a measure of wealth but also a cultural artifact. Paradoxically, wine has less and less to do with agriculture and more to do with a vague but persistent force running off like rows of comely vines. They terminate in viridian mountain views and a prescribed way of life quite separate from the real lives left behind.

Three million tourists spend more than a billion dollars a year in Napa Valley, but the total economy built around wine is estimated to be as high as $18 billion. Yet close to half the population lives at or below the poverty line. Housing is difficult to find and prohibitively expensive, the roads crowded, cancer rates high, and the glaring disparity between incomes growing. The valley may represent the apotheosis of the American family farm, with what was until recently the most valuable legal crop anywhere, but not in the way Jefferson imagined. The twenty-first-century manifestation of his vision is fraught with the desires, impulses, and material delights of our time; it has become unrecognizable even to those who have spent their lives in the shadows of the Howell and Mayacamas Mountains.




I.


THIS EARTH IS THEIRS

The phenomenon of wine explored; the glorious past toured; and a secretive paragon of the vintner class well met.





CHAPTER ONE:

Master and Slave

Wine has an animal life.

—William Younger, Gods, Men and Wine

1.

What beverage is so freighted with myth and fortune as to radically alter whole landscapes and minds, yet lacks nourishment and the life-sustaining quality of water, requires protracted physical effort to cultivate, is prone to loss and spoilage, is costly to produce and store, serves no practical purpose beyond temporary euphoria, and helps sustain kings, poets, politicians, priests, lovers, idealists, the sick, the stricken, and all manner of rascals throughout the human moment?

Wine, none other. And in the age of global warming it also underlies the destruction of woodlands and the enrichment of corporations at community expense, creates delusions of grandeur, occasionally deranges (in recent years Napa Valley has experienced a bizarre murder in the vineyard, financial scams, and—in 2005—a multimillion-dollar inferno, all in wine’s name), burnishes fortunes based on little more than style, and in its veneration lie unspoken desires and motives, noble and base.

Despite its sublime nature and lasting appeal, wine’s true cost is occurring to more and more people in places abounding in it at the outset of the new century. Everyone once loved it without qualification, but to many it has now become an adversary, even a grotesque one. Many fear its effects beyond showiness and profit, and they band together in geographical tribes named for creeks and slopes where they live, “ordinary” citizens in the parlance of the industry. They pick at the beast with sharpened spears, determined to bring it back to its old docility, and some to bring it down.

Back in the 1980s, in the sun-baked groves of academe in the town of Davis, in Northern California, an august professor of enology speculated about how wine might first have come into contact with the human palate. He imagined a place in the Caucasus Mountains and an early humanoid discovering a rock crevice into which wild grapes had fallen and fermented a delectable drink from Vitis vinifera or some evolutionary cousin of that grape, and the discoverer lapped it up.

Human beings never got over the first experience, wherever it took place, and were determined to replicate it. In that dim cognition are the roots of Napa’s ascendant glory, and possible undoing. Today artisanal winemakers know all the science and all the provenance, but they’re still surprised by small changes in a wine and occasionally stunned by an apotheosis that, as one Napa Valley vintner was fond of saying, could drop you to your knees.

The Davis professor was no fabulist. He had endured hardship in his quest for knowledge, flying to Afghanistan half a century before to search for such a rock crevice, figuratively speaking. The car in which he and his fellow scientists traveled had to be leveraged with tree trunks across a river, a challenge that apparently diverted the natives from possibly killing the visitors. Real-life Indiana Joneses, the scientists drove on with an enhanced appreciation of chance and the dangers, as well as the romance, of wine.

Alcohol had a lot to do with that early humanoid’s reaction. Transcendence of the human condition, post-Eden, meant shedding for a time the yoke of toil, uncertainty, and suffering. The first sipper must have felt godlike, and mightn’t wine have been an element in the conversion from a nomadic to a place-based existence, a notion of terroir before terroir was a word?

By the second decade of the twenty-first century, wine, by nature traditional, was anything but. Millions upon millions of cases were out there, from the most basic to legendary Petrus and Haut-Brion. Learning about and selling it had become complex with the radical shrinkage of distributorships and was loaded with scientific speculation and political association. More than ever wine was an ideal vessel in which to view the broader society, and never before had there been so much available.

The search for “the best” was widespread and ardent, a manifest reflection of the celebrity-driven age. The stuck fermentation of wine criticism had changed radically, too; the big developments being the 100-point rating scale, and later the exuberant Internet bloom of wine opinion. The meager choices had left many drinkers unhappy with both the small, insular group of critics who announced what was good and assigned numbers seemingly arbitrary and inflated, like the prices of the wines themselves, and with the energetic if polyglot democracy of oenophiles often engaged in Internet warfare that was as much about personality as it was wine.

One of the former band of critics, a Maryland lawyer named Robert Parker, had created America’s collecting tier back in the 1980s by introducing the 100-point scale in his homey mailer The Wine Advocate. He is important because he altered not only the way wine is sold but also how it is made and seen, and—inadvertently—its overall effect on people and place.

The Wine Advocate appealed to the new money elite rising with the fortunes of the new president, Ronald Reagan, and eager for proof of sophistication. Close behind it was the Wine Spectator, a glossy appropriator of Parker’s point system but one heavily augmented with additional tasting heads and “lifestyle” features—lavish ads, soft-focus profiles of vintners, wine destinations, and wealthy investors. These two leviathans, one serious, the other overwrought, should have been archrivals but in fact offered each other tacit support by persisting with a flawed rating system that amplified small, expensive differences among wines.

Of the two, Parker was the most respected, yet over time all 100-point critics would come to be criticized as narrow, elitist, and often unreliable. But wine bloggers had proved so diverse and divisive that their early promise of becoming major movers of brand wasn’t realized, the result being a broad reassessment of the way wine was evaluated and presented to the fast-growing number of wine drinkers.

A common fable has Marvin Shanken, publisher of the Wine Spectator, envying Parker his nimbus of rectitude and wishing that Parker would one day run ads in The Wine Advocate, as the Wine Spectator did, let others do the tasting, and sell controlling interest to investors in Asia, all of which would cost Parker his sanctity.

Then one day Shanken woke up to discover that all this had more or less happened. Parker made a lot of money by selling controlling interest in The Wine Advocate, allowing stand-in tasters—one of whom was accused of accepting bribes, and becoming involved in a legal dispute with another contributor. The Wine Spectator then cast itself as the ne plus ultra of the 100-point duet, while Parker struggled to heave his considerable bulk back onto its pedestal, meanwhile denouncing “jihadists”—bloggers and younger critics who considered his favored style of wine unbalanced and his views hopelessly old-fashioned.

Parker remains a figure of speculation, particularly in Napa Valley, where those who knew him back when remember a friendly young man with remarkable olfactory abilities pushing a newsletter published in Baltimore. Parker hustled it in liquor stores most critics wouldn’t have bothered visiting, and told amusing stories of being forced in Bordeaux to conceal himself so Baron Philippe de Rothschild of the sacrosanct Mouton Rothschild, passing in his limousine, wouldn’t have to look at this American, and having a dog tear at his cuff after being released by a vintner outraged by a Parker review of his wine.

But Parker’s true loyalties are a mystery. In Napa, wines were made to emulate those he favored, particularly the soft 1982 Bordeauxs. Never tolerant of criticism, his ambition seems to have been shaped by a blue-collar upbringing. He didn’t taste wine for the first time until in his twenties, traveling with his girlfriend in Alsace, and he never got over the experience.

So, an enophiliac by revelation, with no one to emulate and “no one to explain to Bob as a child what power is,” says his biographer, Elin McCoy, who chronicled his extraordinary rise in The Emperor of Wine: The Rise of Robert M. Parker, Jr. and the Reign of American Taste, “or how to manage it. Bob always denied that people made wine just to please him, even when examples were provided. He also never felt comfortable with people who, for want of a better word, were of a higher class. And yet he would use others’ claims that money was a huge influence in the world of wine as an excuse to denounce the whole notion of favoritism. He’s a paradox,” just like his subject. “In the process The Wine Advocate went from a personal brand to a thoroughly corporate one.”

Parker made friends among vintners in Bordeaux on the scruffier right bank of the Gironde, McCoy adds, “and championed some at the expense of the higher-class representatives across in the Médoc.” In Napa, he was a major force behind the success of the decidedly blue-collar vineyard developer Dave Abreu, and Parker also greatly enhanced the reputation of the wines of Bill Harlan, latter-day advocate of wine dynasties whose father had been a meat cutter, as we shall see.

The question of wine’s effect on the California landscape—Kendall-Jackson’s deforestation on the Central Coast, the radical alteration of Napa’s hillsides by Abreu and developers like him—seems never to have occurred to Parker. Anyone reading his newsletter would infer that the notion of an “environment” was of little interest to him and that the owners of the labels he praised should be encouraged to do with their land whatever they desired. He, like The Wine Advocate, was so influential after hard-selling the 1982 Bordeauxs that they shaped not only America’s newly endowed palates but also the hillsides and flatlands of Napa and other lovely, vulnerable climes.

2.

The 100-point critical scale ignores most of the world’s wines and is, in essence, a 20-point scale concentrated on those at the presumptive top of the heap. Many of the dominant so-called cult wines made famous by Parker and the Wine Spectator are lush, the sometimes freakish offspring of deliberately over-ripened grapes whose enhanced power derives from greater concentrations of sugar. Their fruity, alcoholic “assault” overwhelms the palate and the finish goes on and on, but not necessarily pleasantly. Others are so dense as to defy evaluation, their impenetrability due more to the persistent, concentrated taste of ripeness than to too much tannin, the old culprit that once made cellaring of expensive bottles mandatory.

Most cabernet sauvignons blessed by The Wine Advocate and the Wine Spectator didn’t complement food and often competed with it. As expensive as they were out of balance, they served as appropriate metaphors for a valley with wide social imbalance and loudly contending voices, all asking what were the rights and proper roles of wineries, agriculture, and citizens, and how much of a once-traditional culture could possibly survive triumphal extremes of modern capitalism.

Where vines were planted was still important to some winemakers and critics, but terroir now had a parallel universe that lurked in sales catalogues of “enhancers” that could legally be mixed with wine to alter its appearance, smell, taste, and feel. Expensive machines could literally dismantle a wine and put it back together again, minus the flaws and, in many cases, the personality. Such lobotomized potions were one reason oenophiles began to focus on “context”: viticultural, environmental, artisanal, social. Increasingly they found the 100-point system irrelevant and the wines divorced from the places where the grapes are grown. But many winemakers continued to look on terroir as a quaint anachronism.

As more cerebral, historically minded, socially conscious drinkers slipped away from the 100-point scale, new wealth in China, Russia, and India helped fill their shoes. High-scoring wines were made with foreign nationals in mind who might need the same simplistic scale Parker provided his countrymen back in the 1980s. And Americans wanting trophy wines for important dinner parties continued buying them as well.

Wine critics and more knowledgeable drinkers meanwhile questioned how good these wines really were. “The vintners are on autopilot,” wrote Jon Bonné in 2013 in the San Francisco Chronicle. “The playing field’s crowded with those who evolved in the era of big flavor.” Winemakers’ reactions over the years had become “Pavlovian,” Bonné added. “They just keep doing the same thing over and over again, for the score and money that automatically comes with it.”

The author Wendell Berry famously wrote that eating is an agricultural act. So is drinking wine. It’s also an environmental one. Greenwashing to shield wineries from the fact of their Roundup dependency, and reliance on certain critics to vouch for them, turned off drinkers of all ages. And those promoting Pavlovian wines were no more secure than those making them. Changing course at a late date, as is now the tendency, and abandoning proclamations of the supremacy of over-ripe fruit is as difficult for a publication as it is for a winemaker, as well as embarrassing.

William Younger’s assertion in Gods, Men and Wine that wine has an animal life referred to specific stages of existence—birth, youth, maturity, old age—but implicit in that comparison is appetite. This was one of the traits cited by Aristotle for animals and vegetables alike, distinguishing them from minerals, but wine is in a singular category, incorporating the sublime effects of grapes, environment, craft, and sensibility, all in concert.

Can solastalgia—that existential distress caused by environmental loss—be mirrored in a glass of wine? Can someone both adore and resent it? Wine’s exalted position in corporate history is fairly recent, reflecting the usual concern with money first and product second, the former almost always detracting from the quality of the latter. Wine thus becomes a prime example of the difficulty of maintaining high standards when these don’t produce the highest income, the very notion of “branding” an inadvertent acknowledgment of trending mediocrity.

The essence of a thing that by virtue of excellence testifies to an aspirational ethos promptly loses it by embracing brand, which is primarily the assertion that one has arrived, whether or not one really has. Such capitulation destroys the vision and creates something else entirely, while independent winemakers who come in at the bottom are sucked upstairs and then blown out the other end, their fortunes made but their wines soon “masstiged” (high prices maintained while quality is abandoned) and their reputations, too.

Wine’s thread in the contemporary corporate fabric, ironic and potentially tragic, is now ensnared in Napa in real estate and tourism as well; profiteers who once followed the conquering army and are now poised to lead it.

The one material aspect of wine likely to endure as long as there’s water are the vines themselves. Never has a plant species done better for itself than Vitis vinifera, reigning in Napa between the Mayacamas and Howell ranges and on top, the fruit pampered beyond the dreams of Turkish pashas, the study of their happy lineage the life’s work of human servants at their computer screens.

Vines’ planting and upkeep are accomplished at the expenditure of money that would be the envy of regal scions of old. Vines now occupy the best ground, have the best views, are catered to at every turn, their progeny lovingly delivered and tended with near-maniacal concern. What their fruit is turned into isn’t just a valuable liquid for consumption, but one imbued with human and, according to savants through time, divine attributes: transcendence, the magic carpet effect, an ineffable quality that ultimately defies definition even as the grapes’ manifestation is drawn reverentially from the blackest depths of the birthing barrel.

But is this newborn slave or master?



CHAPTER TWO:

White Elephants

1.

Back in the mid-1960s, when newcomers to Napa Valley like Warren Winiarski—a future winner of the pivotal Paris Wine Tasting—Ric Forman, Jack and Jamie Davies, and others were still in their “what if” moments, the Davieses used to drive up near-deserted Highway 29 expecting a revelation. As Jamie told me much later, “We didn’t want one of those Victorian piles built in homage to Europe, with too many rooms and too much view . . . and strange names like Chateau Montelena, Chateau Chevalier, Freemark Abbey—white elephants all, and all for sale, with weeds in the yards and blank windows staring back into the illusions of their founders.”

A white elephant is, by definition, “a possession that is useless or troublesome, especially one that is expensive to maintain or difficult to dispose of.” The latter is no longer true, but those windows still stare into illusions, not those of the founders but the quarterly reports of private and multinational corporations, for it is these that now own what most Americans think still belong to the illustrious families of old.

A tour of the white elephants serves as a reminder of the transitory nature of families and their enterprises, however grand, and their role in shaping the valley. Remembering the names is less important than registering the collective force of those abandoned dreams. Highway 29 is still the main corridor splitting the valley south to north, where Mount St. Helena glows in the distance and the setting sun turns the ridgeline of the Mayacamas into a bejeweled saw edge. Best settle back as the highway sheds the city of Napa and planes across vineyard land, past ghostly eucalyptus trees pinkish in the evening light. On the right stands a stylish frame barn with air shafts on the roof and overall a sense of optimism from the century before, known then as Eshcol (“a cluster of grapes”). Just beyond Yountville is another grand illusion, Far Niente (“without a care”), nestled in the foothills. Both wineries are owned not by their founders but by inheritors in the modern era of derivative wealth.

The Spanish colonial archway over the entrance to the Robert Mondavi Winery nearby, provocative in the 1960s, looks old-fashioned today. Owned by corporate giant Constellation, the winery as a whole represents the valley’s most striking loss of family control of recent times, and a shelter for yet another alien corporation. But the most impressive white elephant of all stands outside the hamlet of Rutherford and is known as Inglenook.

Purchased by Heublein in the Aquarian 1960s, Inglenook was built in the 1880s by the Vermonter Hamden McIntyre in conjunction with William Mooser, and reflected the vision of its owner, Gustave Niebaum, Finnish trader in furs from the Pribilof Islands and a disciple of the wines of Bordeaux. McIntyre’s skill would defy all attempts by subsequent owners to impose their own ideas on it, including those of the current one, Francis Ford Coppola, who added a wall and installed a gate on the road leading in from Highway 29. In Niebaum’s time, and that of his great-nephew and successor John Daniel Jr., trees lined the driveway, the bases painted white, and beyond them were vines still head-trained and spur-pruned in the antediluvian fifties. Scenes from This Earth Is Mine were shot here by the director, Henry King, starring a wistful Jean Simmons and a forceful Rock Hudson. The cinematic conflict was—and still is today—between honor and profit.

The winery’s towering, creeper-covered stone mass remains an architectural touchstone, the added pergola and outsized, ever-flowing fountain mere clutter, as are tables set in the gravel for tourists eating bread, cheese, and sausage purchased in the winery. This would have maddened old Niebaum, a student of Pasteur, who used to stroll through the winery in white gloves, testing for grime while wine flowed down from the upper stories into huge casks.

Some of these casks still stood in the interior gloom when Heublein bought the place in 1969. Gone now, along with the magic of suggestion, they were replaced with a grandiose staircase built with South American timber shortly after Coppola acquired Inglenook’s edifice in 1975. The thriving trade in boutique clothing and other impulse items persists, and up the stairway the museum pays homage to film and to Coppola, featuring a Tucker sedan left over from his movie about car-making like an unwrapped mummy from the temple of cellulose.

In the beginning Coppola attempted to attach his name to Niebaum’s, as if the two shared something more than real estate, but Inglenook remained itself despite everything Coppola and his staff could do to it. Shades of Niebaum and his great-nephew still hang about the magnificent representation of Northern European architecture and an altogether different sensibility from the faux-Mediterranean additions. As the late John Daniel Jr.’s youngest daughter, the poet Marcia “Marky” Smith, wrote years ago:

Father, your ghost still comes—

So thin in the thickening afternoon

Inglenook ushered the first big corporation into the valley, to the dismay of the natives. Then Heublein/née Inglenook opened its mouth and out stepped a corporate wunderkind the likes of which the valley hadn’t seen, who would become one of the most influential arrivistes in the pivotal mid-twentieth-century invasion of opportunists and agrarian utopians, but again we’re getting ahead of the story.

Wandering in the woods above Inglenook, I once came across the gunboat used in Coppola’s Apocalypse Now stashed amid runty live oaks—a cinematic prop and a reminder of the monumental loss of this property by its original family owners.

Someone who knows Coppola well says the film director paid as much in 2011 to acquire the Inglenook trademark as he paid for the entire property almost forty years before: “I think Francis was trying to heal the past.”

Attempts to equate Niebaum and Coppola were abandoned, but even then the place wasn’t whole, as if sentient wine resisted the best latter-day efforts and Niebaum-Coppola was unable to produce a truly distinctive bottle. Ironically, it wasn’t until Coppola finally hired the assistant winemaker from Château Margaux in Bordeaux that Inglenook began its long journey back to a traditional red wine made from grapes picked early enough to show distinctive but restrained fruit, relatively low alcohol (for Napa), and a hint of the local “Rutherford dust” smell and taste that would have, at last, made old Niebaum happy.
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Just across Highway 29, the second-most-influential Napa winery, Beaulieu Vineyard, lacks Inglenook’s regal air. It fed the needs of crafty old Georges de Latour, who had made money at the turn of the twentieth century in cream of tartar, a by-product of winemaking. He sailed prosperously through Prohibition selling wine to California’s Catholic archdioceses. The only notable de Latour architecture is the residence at the end of a long allée of plane trees where the brilliant, diminutive winemaker André Tchelistcheff was brought from Paris in the thirties and de Latour served him a trout dipped from a cold stream on the property.

As late as the early 1990s you could still drive up the lane to the lovely frame structure, all windows and old-world assurance. Even then, no one unexpected would have dared knock unbidden on that august door. De Latour’s daughter, the supremely privileged Madame de Pins, and her titled husband drove her anointed winemaker to distraction producing quality cabernet out of a Dickensian winery. The de Pinses left Beaulieu to their daughter, Dagmar, no match for her American husband addicted to the ease of selling real estate in mid-twentieth-century California. He brokered off Beaulieu behind the backs of wife and mother-in-law in one of the more dubious real estate deals in the valley’s history, the first being the sale of Inglenook.

Heublein acquired Beaulieu, too, and inflicted on the wines a formula that to many destroyed their distinctiveness. Then the next corporate overlord, Diageo, whose first love was spirits, sold off Beaulieu’s precious vineyards so it could lease them back again and not have to bother with farming, not so long before the point of it all.

In St. Helena, farther north, is another foundling now in the corporate embrace, Beringer, owned by an offshoot of Foster’s, the Brobdingnagian Australian brewers. Beringer is a prime example of what can happen to a historic property when it goes through enough sanitizing corporate makeovers. Inspired by Tiburcio Parrott’s Miravalle in 1880, Beringer’s founders were the enterprising brothers who outdid Parrott with their Rhine House next to beautiful elms embowering the highway. Owned by Nestlé for a time, it’s now owned by Treasury, a hamper of brands mostly without vineyards. Beringer possessed good ones and made exceptional wine, before standardization took hold.

Next to Beringer rears old Hamden McIntyre’s second triumph, Greystone Cellars, built in 1889 as a grape-growers’ cooperative and at one time the largest such structure on earth, as well as a testament to successful communal agriculture. Greystone’s lapidary art celebrates the bygone glory of farmers blessed with good terroir and energy who could fill this magnificent hall, once owned by Heublein and the now-defunct Christian Brothers before being picked up by the Culinary Institute of America, far downstream of Greystone’s original purpose.

One white elephant to hold out against outside corporate ownership sits on the other side of Highway 29, cradled among ancient Douglas firs, beyond broad green grounds. This shade is eagerly sought by community groups and wedding parties. In silent rebuke of Inglenook, Beaulieu, Robert Mondavi, and Beringer, frumpy old Charles Krug Winery no longer belongs to descendants of nineteenth-century viticulture, but it is still in possession of the family of Cesare Mondavi—the so-called Mon-day-vees, as opposed to the Mon-dah-vees—who bought it a decade after Prohibition.

A bit farther on is Freemark Abbey, which also did well in the famous Paris Tasting of 1976. It was later bought by the Legacy Estate Group, among other investors, which went bankrupt in 2005, and was sold to shape-shifting Jackson Family Wines of the alcoholic, wood-infused chardonnays.

*  *  *

Among other pilgrims of the 1960s was a Los Angeles real estate attorney named Jim Barrett. He looked upon his job as “the equivalent of selling frozen chocolate bananas” and wanted to do something with soul. He and partners bought Chateau Montelana, a towering, spooky tribute to a fortune made during the Gold Rush, not in precious metal but in rope, an essential component in dragging California’s first romantic adventure. The first proprietor of Montelena, Alfred Loving Tubbs, bought the land just north of Calistoga, at the foot of Mount St. Helena, after visiting White Sulphur Springs Resort nearby. Tubbs sold Montelena to a Chinese engineer who created a garden and what he called Jade Lake, with a steep footbridge, the whole of it overgrown by the time Barrett came along.

Fantasy has always been a part of the property’s allure, but nothing could equal the Paris Tasting of 1976, which delivered a gift to Napa’s doorstep from a British wine writer and merchant named Steven Spurrier. Montelena won in the whites category, and the tasting was hailed in Time.

The other winner in the Paris Tasting, in the reds category, was Stag’s Leap Wine Cellars, a less happy tale in that it no longer belongs to the Winiarskis, who sold it in 2007 for $185 million to Chateau Ste. Michelle of Woodinville, Washington, which is partially owned by the tobacco and food conglomerate Altria (formerly Philip Morris), and to Piero Antinori of Italy. Thus in a single stroke the property that surpassed sacrosanct premier cru Bordeauxs like Château Haut-Brion and Château Mouton Rothschild and did most to assure Napa’s international reputation joined the latter-day white elephants.

The collective failure of Napa winemaking families to hold on to hard-won individual reputations and land contrasts starkly with the French examples that so inspired the mid-twentieth-century American idealists. And those wines the Napans narrowly beat in Paris in 1976 are still made by France’s same vintner families. Some of those families sold wine to Thomas Jefferson.



CHAPTER THREE:

The Legacy Thing

An object seen in isolation from the whole is not the real thing.

—Masanobu Fukuoka, The One-Straw Revolution

1.

Up behind Far Niente, off Oakville Grade Road, which eventually leads to the Sonoma County line, nestled in the steep foothills of the Mayacamas is what might be the most audacious foray into fast-track canonization in the valley’s history. The name is H. William Harlan—the H is for Howard, which doesn’t suit—and he already owns an extraordinarily successful, eponymous vineyard that produces a wine worth a thousand dollars a bottle, five vintages of which received a 100-point ranking in Robert Parker’s Wine Advocate. That is an extraordinary amount of perfection even for Napa Valley, and Harlan’s new vineyard, Promontory, was being celebrated before any but a few had a chance to view it or taste its bounty.

Harlan grew up in the same town as Richard Nixon, Whittier, Southern California, and there the story must begin. Whittier’s elemental qualities gave both men a powerful desire to get up and out, but how they did so couldn’t have been more different. Sometimes in his aerie Bill Harlan ponders lessons taught by his hometown, a former outpost of Spanish explorers and later a farming juggernaut totally unlike Napa. Whittier shipped trainloads of oranges and lemons across the country in the days of Steinbeck’s Grapes of Wrath, and its seemingly endless orchards filled the air with the fragrance of citrus.

Ranks of trees also produced walnuts, and past them ran—starting in 1904—the first of Pacific Electric’s Big Red Cars on the trolley line extending all the way to Los Angeles. In its first two decades more than a million passengers rode each year, but the advent of the automobile and an orchestrated campaign by large oil companies killed the Big Red Cars. After World War II many of the orange and walnut trees were cut and subdivisions built to accommodate an influx of aspiring Californians that never really ceased. This was what later happened to the Santa Clara Valley farther north, before the microchip boom, a tragedy that inspired supervisors up in Napa Valley in the 1960s to create the first agricultural preserve.

The writer Garry Wills described Whittier in his biography Nixon Agonistes: “I saw little of that agrarian valley remaining as I came down off the throughway and went east out Whittier Boulevard, past the very small buildings and very large signs that trigger America’s bottomless lust for hamburgers. . . . Even one day in Whittier, spent imagining the America of Nixon’s childhood, is suffocating. That world has a locker-room smell, of spiritual athleticism.”

Nixon, “a self-made man,” had been the “boy who, listening to trains in the night, became a racing engine of endeavor,” as did Bill Harlan in the following generation. Bill’s grandfather told him what grandfathers were supposed to tell their grandchildren in mid-twentieth-century America, that there was nothing they couldn’t do if they chose. Bill would say in later years, “Some words you hear only once in your life, but you remember them. They’re in there.”

His father worked in a slaughterhouse, which was struck by the Teamsters. The strike hardened his father, and indirectly changed Bill, too, who grew up unencumbered by books, a rangy kid good at sports but with a sense of the aesthetic. He attributes this to color renditions of the world’s great artworks he saw on the backs of cards bought by the packet at the five and dime.

He worked in local vegetable gardens to make money, and raced motorcycles through the sunny days of SoCal until he went off to Berkeley, still unsure of what it was he wanted to do. He didn’t excel academically, earning spending money by playing poker in the basement of a fraternity house. And, he says, when union members struck a soft drink bottling plant in nearby east Oakland, Bill told people, “I’m going to work as a scab,” an exceptionally gutsy move. But in there was an aversion to unions, too, and a visceral imperviousness to the politics of the Age of Aquarius.

Union members followed Bill on his delivery route, and sat next to him in restaurants while he ate lunch, announcing to other diners, “This guy’s a scab.”

He stuck it out, being single and without worry about the effects of the strike on a family. Some union members, he claims, followed other workers home, hassled their wives, put nails in their car tires. “And they could level a mom-and-pop shop in three minutes, tipping over shelves and leaving broken bottles all over the place.” He would never forget it.

Harlan was considered the least likely to succeed in his graduating class. His next step involved another motorcycle, as well as trains and buses, and the continent of Africa, which he claims to have traversed north to south under the influence of Alan Moorehead’s The Blue Nile. He had at last been induced to read because he found himself alone so much, in more or less constant motion. “To travel far,” he likes to say, “you have to travel fast.”

But he can’t name another book that had a profound effect on him. Another favorite during the African trip dealt with visions—“a really wild piece of psycho-pictography”—but that title, too, is lost. Likewise the specifics of conversations he had with stars and luminaries in San Francisco where he ended up—the actor Sterling Hayden, Zen sage Alan Watts, fading Beats still hanging out at City Lights bookshop in North Beach. Not memory loss, just the effects of continued speed and distance covered, his upward trajectory transcending real visions just as it transcended the politics of the 1960s.

He learned to fly and then, typically, figured out how to make money selling airplanes. He bought a sailboat and plied the Pacific, lived on a houseboat in Sausalito, including one named the Taj Mahal, and turned that experience, too, to profit, taking advantage of the last unregulated housing in Northern California. Along the way he earned a reputation for intelligence, guile, charm, and occasional ruthlessness. But his rarest quality in the rising real estate tide was imagination and the ability to massage a vision of a particular place into something extraordinary.

He bought a little country club in a lovely valley—Napa—not yet maxed out on real estate development, envisioning even then, he says, someday producing a wine of his own that would in ways be comparable to a Bordeaux, maybe even to Richard Nixon’s beloved Château Margaux that the president drank surreptitiously while in the White House. But Bill was the anti-Nixon: adventurous, joyful, effective in the freewheeling entrepreneurial mode. If Nixon had hung around with someone like him in the old days there would have been no Nixon presidency and no Watergate, but no Environmental Protection Agency, either. Over and over again Bill would remind people of how well this country accommodates material ambition when it’s combined with the genuine ability to dream.
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His assistant’s instructions are precise: arrive at 9:30 A.M. and wait in what’s known as the office but looks more like a monastery in Provence or Tuscany. Bill will descend from the oak-shaded house higher on the property, she adds, though exactly where he will alight isn’t specified.

The narrow courtyard opens onto a low stone wall underlining the sweeping view of the valley floor and the distant Howell and Vaca Mountain ranges to the east. The foreground’s brushed verdant corduroy studded with distant houses, and the long ribbon of Highway 29 is pinned to coveted Napa terroir by wineries, more houses, and the Oakville Grocery. All is in proper scale, all seemingly subject to the gorgeous supremacy of agriculture and nature.

The stone building to the right is Bill’s office: deep-set shadow-box windows through which furniture’s visible, vaguely reminiscent of California’s nineteenth-century heritage. Except for the exquisitely restored black-and-white Matchless (AJS) motorcycle, the feeling’s more like an old assay or railway office, or some other romanticized enterprise in the early pursuit of Manifest Destiny.

Suddenly Bill’s there, a lean presence like a drawn bow: swept-back mostly white hair, wire-rim spectacles, a thin white goatee, the ur-Californian in signature blue jeans, high-topped suede shoes, and an earth-toned shirt with a high thread count, its blousy sleeves buttoned at the wrists. From one angle he looks broad-shouldered and robust, from another frail. This shape-shifter is dominated by cold blue eyes that are often commented on in the press; their hold on their subject can be disquieting.

Asked about his choice of site for this lovely complex and big house slotted among oaks, he smiles, the gaze softening as he takes up an impressionistic narrative that at this point seems preordained. There’s a fabulous quality to almost everything he says, much of which isn’t readily verifiable, truth and imagination locked in a tale that rarely fails to mesmerize, even when it doesn’t convince.

“Winegrowing has a real aesthetic. You have to look at the earth as a three-dimensional canvas, though instead of using a brush you have a bulldozer. Follow the contours like an animal moving across the land, so it looks and feels right. It’s the same with architecture. Don’t let it overpower the landscape. And vice versa.”

By the time Bill arrived on this hillside he had made a fortune as a builder of condos, commercial properties, and mansions from Tahoe to Big Sur. He was one of three controlling partners of Pacific Union of San Francisco, a multibillion-dollar developer, and he turned little Meadowood into the hallowed locus of the Auction Napa Valley, annually bringing together billionaires to buy unimaginably costly lots and acquire a very particular sort of bragging rights. Yet Bill first came to Napa, he says, “to get away from development. And this seemed the last best place able to be saved.”


OEBPS/images/title.jpg
NAPA a:
LAST LIGHT

America’s Eden in an Age of Calamity

JaMEeEs CoNAwAY

ney New Delhi







OEBPS/images/9781501128479.jpg
AMERICA’S EDEN

IN AN AGE OF @A EFAaNIEN

AR R

JAMES CONAWA?







OEBPS/images/f00xii-01.jpg
SONOMA
COUNTY

1-Eshcol Winery (Trefethen)
2-Stag’s Leap (Chatea Michelle/American Tobacco)
3-Gamble Family Vineyards
4~ Cardinale Winery (Kendall-Jackson)
5—Far Niente Winery
6-Harlan Estate
7-To Kalon Vineyard
8-Mondavi Winery (Constellation)
9-Inglenook Winery (Coppola)
10-Beaulieu Vineyard (Treasury Wine Estates/Foster’s)
11-Raymond Vineyards (Boisset)
12-Caymus Vineyards
13-Frog’s Leap Winery
14-HALL Wines
15-Louis M. Martini Winery (Gallo)
16-Salvestrin Winery
17-Beringer Vineyards (Treasury Wine Estates/Foster’s)
18- Greystone (Culinary Institute of America)
19~ Charles Krug Winery
20-Spottswoode Winery
21-Forman Vineyard
22-Turley Wine Cellars
23-Schramsberg Vineyards
24-Rombauer Vineyards
25-Davis Estates
26~ Chateau Montelena Winery
27-Pahlmeyer Wines
28-Walt Ranch
29-Volker Eisele Family Estate
30-Dunn Vineyards

Sonoma

N

NAPA COUNTY

Lake Berryessé

0 Miles

0 Kilometers

SOLANO
~-~3 COUNTY
4

¢t

o
\ © 2017 Joffrey L. Ward.







