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Pinot Noir. Jeff feels there are plenty of
wines made for early drinking. At Sinskey
they prefer to make wines with more acid,
with more structure for aging. Sinskey
produces about 10,000 cases of Pinot
Noir. Without acquisition of additional
vineyards, Jeff has been able to make
selections of fruit from different blocks to
balance production. Since 2001, he has
made three vineyard-designated Pinot
Noirs: Capa, Vandal and Three Amigos
and a blend, Four Vineyards, which he
considers more masculine in style—it
spends more time in barrel in the caves
before bottling.

For the Pinot Noir program, Sinskey
picks at 22 to 23 1/2 ˚Brix into half-ton
picking bins. Fruit goes to the crusher,
destemmer, and through open rollers into
open-top stainless fermenters. Sinskey 
ferments 30 percent whole berry. The first
day or two they pump over, and then
punch down. On the third or fourth day,
yeast may, or may not be added. Jeff
prefers no cold maceration, which he feels
modifies the sense of place. Fermentation
takes ten to fourteen days. They press off
at one percent, drain and press the
solids—the higher the pH, the “fatter”
the Pinot Noir and the more hard press.
Some of this is left in and the rest gets
separated (not as in their Bordeaux pro-
gram). Pinot Noir is aged in all French
oak barrels, 25-30 percent of which are
new. After pressing, the wine settles for

five days, is racked, settles for five days, is
racked again, and then barrel-aged in
extensive caves dug in 1988 and added to
in 1998. After malolactic fermentation is
complete, Pinot Noir is racked, and
racked again as needed before it is ready
to bottle ten to fifteen months later.

During the interview, Sinskey was bottling
rosé; their bottling line does 3,000 bottles
an hour (50 bottles a minute) and Jeff
was keeping a sharp ear out for any
change in sound. The rosé is made from
Pinot Noir from Los Carneros fruit. They
call it Vin Gris of Pinot Noir. The rosé
program began as an experiment with
fruit from vineyards that were not color-
ing up. Sinskey made 500 cases of rosé in
1991. Since 1993 they have made it 100
percent whole cluster press--it is definitely
not a saignée. They keep vineyard blocks
separate for fermentation with added
yeasts in stainless tanks at 40˚ for 72
hours, after which the new rosé is racked,
settles, spends a month in stainless tanks
at 54-58˚F--there is no malolactic fer-
mentation, is blended and bottled. Jeff
calls their rosé the perfect springtime wine.

Sinskey makes 300 cases of Zinfandel
from a Carneros vineyard planted in 1988
with Storybook Mountain cuttings (most
likely clone 1). Some years they can do a
Late Harvest Zinfandel when conditions
are right. There is a full-time crew of five
in the winery and fifteen hands in the

vineyards; extra help is added at harvest.
They get occasional deer and turkeys at
the winery vineyards; in Carneros there are
ground squirrels and gophers, which eat a
lot of vegetation--the owl boxes are all
occupied. Sadly, the as yet unsold 2002
and 2003 vintages from Carneros 
vineyards were lost in a recent Vallejo
warehouse fire.

The mission at Sinskey is to assure a sense
of place and balance in American wine-
making. They believe wine and food are
natural, healthy partners. Rob Sinskey’s
wife, Maria, recently published her 
cookbook, The Vineyard Kitchen. Jeff thinks
the most important aspect of making
wine is to convey a sense of place, which
they do now, with everything in balance.
But, in ten years? Who knows what will be
important. At the time the winery was
started, the Burgundy model fit better
than the others. Jeff has visited Australia
and been to France several times. In
France, Jeff tasted the wines with the
same people who pruned the vines and
tilled the fields. He admires the tradition
of family winemaking where three barrels
is precious and so evocative of that place.
And, when you ask, “How long have you
been doing this?” in France they answer,
“400 years.” Jeff looks forward to the
time when American winemakers will be
able to give this same reply.

Doug Shafer
President, Shafer Vineyards
6320 Silverado Trail, Yountville
34,000 case production

In 1973, Stags Leap was only an area, not
an appellation. Warren Winiarski was just
getting going, along with Clos du Val
when Doug Shafer’s father, John, bought
land including thirty acres of vineyard,
outbuildings and a ramshackle house--
Batista Scansi’s old place--in Stags Leap.
John was then vice-president for long-
range planning for a Chicago textbook
publishing company (Doug says it was
always a shock to see your father in the
principal’s office---even if it was for the
latest math book). In John’s researches, he
had become aware of an impending wine
boom and read up on California.

Of the few viticulture books then avail-
able, John thought the best were from
Italy, and Italian advice was that vineyards
were best planted on hillsides. It cost
twice as much in California to develop
hillside as it did flat land, for half the
yield, and with grapes selling for $400 to
$500 a ton, it made no sense to local
growers. However, John had sought
acreage with hillside potential. He had
looked at Spottswoode, then for sale, but
it was on level ground. When John bought
the Yountville property its 50 year-old

vineyard was planted to Zinfandel,
Carignane and Sauvignon Vert.

The Shafers weren’t wine drinkers, Doug’s
father wasn’t a “wine guy”: Lancers,
maybe, or Mateus. Their peer group drank
cocktails--highballs, beer. John came to
Napa Valley as a grower. He said the land
he bought was part of a “ten year plan”
but shortly after he bought it, he said,
“Now!” and moved the family to
Yountville. There was no heat in the ram-
shackle house—and the Shafers were from
suburban Chicago.

John was 47, his two older children were
in college; Doug transferred to St. Helena
High School as a junior and drove a 1955
Jeep pick-up to school. John started to
replant and taught at Napa and St.
Helena high schools. John sold fruit to
the Growers’ Coöperative in St. Helena
and Doug helped haul the crop. John
replanted part of the vineyard to
Cabernet Sauvignon with budwood from
Milton Eisele in Calistoga. Big John Pina,
who was taking care of Milt’s place, had
supplied and helped plant it. When Milt
found out he said, “Dammit, John, you
got my budwood and nobody asked my
permission.” They had a good laugh, and
it was a great match. That Cab is what is
in Shafer Hillside Select. In 1975 Doug
went to UC Davis. Seeing his first
grapevines when the family first arrived,
on a crystal-clear day in January, with

everything a vibrant green and guys going
to work in jeans, driving pick-ups—not
on trains in three piece-suits commuting
to Chicago, UC Davis just seemed like a
great idea. 

In 1981, Shafer Vineyards released its first
Cabernet Sauvignon, made from the new
hillside planting in 1978 and custom-
crushed at Round Hill Winery. The 15 or
20 barrels of it were stored under a shed.
When Doug came home for Christmas
vacation he saw a strange-looking pile.
His dad said fermentation had stuck and
he was warming the wine to finish the
malolactic. “Dad had covered the barrels
in electric blankets. It worked and the
malolactic finally went through. Talk
about non-intervention winemaking,”
Doug recalls fondly. He racked the wine
before the end of his vacation.

After UC Davis, Doug went to Tucson,
Arizona to teach junior high school, but
being called “Mr. Shafer” by students
wasn’t going to change the world. Doug
moved to Napa and went to work at Lake
Spring Winery (now Havens) as assistant
to Randy Mason, helping to make Merlot,
Sauvignon Blanc, Chardonnay and
Cabernet as a cellar rat. Doug had fun
and watched Shafer develop. In 1979,
Shafer built its own winery. Nikko Schoch
was winemaker, Alex Viborny helped in
the vineyard and neighbors were great at
lending a hand. Doug’s sister, Libby, even
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helped with sales and marketing for a few
years. When Nikko left in 1983, Doug
said, “No,” at first to being winemaker; he
told his father, “I don’t know enough,” but
with Chuck Ortman consulting, it didn’t
take long to persuade him.

In 1979, Shafer made Cabernet and
Zinfandel; in 1980, Chardonnay was
added; in 1982, Doug kept out a tank of
Cabernet from the upper “Sun Spot”
vineyard he thought was really good. They
called this the Reserve. In 1983, Hillside
Select, made from ten blocks of fruit,
became the reserve program. 1983 “Last
Chance Zinfandel” was the end of their
Zinfandel, a tough sell back then. Zin
vines were grafted over to Merlot and
Cabernet. Through the 1980’s Shafer also
bought fruit from other growers to make
their wines.

In 1984, Shafer called UC Davis and
advertised for a cellar rat. Elias Fernandez,
a senior in the oenology program,
answered the ad. Elias was a transfer stu-
dent from University of Nevada at Reno
on a trumpet scholarship. He graduated
early and came to Shafer in March, “the
start of a really cool relationship,” Doug
says admiringly. There was a big learning
curve at Shafer in the 1980’s. Growing
and winemaking are so site specific that
John, Doug and Elias constantly asked
each other, “Is it good?” “Why is it not
so good?” as they learned to see, taste and

smell. “In winemaking you get one shot a
year, in a four to five week period,” is how
Doug puts it. Growing and winemaking
really came together for them in 1990,
1991. 

“Consistency—they finally got that going.
Acquiring more vineyard; Hillside Select
was really coming into its mind; what this
place does. Wine of a place.” Doug says
he used to pooh-pooh terroir, and there
was no time for heroes in the 1980’s. He
and Elias would compare wines with
neighboring Clos du Val, Stag’s Leap Wine
Cellars, Silverado and Pine Ridge. His
dad always pushed Doug and Elias to go
to France, but there wasn’t time. “If you
go over there,” observes Doug, “what
‘they’ do becomes what ‘we do.’” Doug
and Elias got comfortable at home. They
didn’t go to France and adopt French
methods. When they did go in the late in
the 1990’s, they met other winemakers,
went tasting, and it was great to compare,
and contrast--but from a strong comfort
level of what works here.

In 1989, John turned the vineyards over
to Doug, who enlisted Bob Cantisano and
John Williams as mentors for farming.
Doug cautions, “Adding fertilizer in a bag
is like adding a jolt.” The learning curve
for vineyard care took years. Amigo Bob’s
approach was baby steps--“What’re you
comfortable with? What is a non-chemical
way to take care of whatever issue comes

up?” Shafer now has sustainable cover
crops, compost heaps, bat houses, song-
bird houses and barn owl houses. Water
from the cellar is recycled to the vine-
yards, and in 2005 it went solar for all the
winery’s electrical needs. In 1994, Elias
became winemaker and Doug became
president of Shafer Vineyards. 

John had gone to Italy in 1988, and fallen
in love with Tuscany and Sangiovese. The
suitcase budwood all died but budwood
from Bob Pepi and Atlas Peak took. In
1991, Shafer introduced “Firebreak,” a
Sangiovese-Cabernet blend similar to
Antinori’s Tignello, and named for the
vineyard that saved the house from a fire
in 1981. That site was later judged better
for Cab and “Last Chance Firebreak” was
released in 2006. Doug points out that in
Napa County, Sangiovese bearing acreage
was 425 acres, with no non-bearing (or
newly-planted) acres. In 2001 there was
one new acre. With Syrah however, in
2005 there were 867 bearing and 84 new
acres, with acres added every year in the
same period, unlike Sangiovese.

More than ten years ago, Elias and Doug
began drinking Australian Shiraz and
Rhône Syrah. They had their eye on 18
acres near Oak Knoll Crossroad. “18 acres
without a new-product test?“ worried
John. “Oh, come on, Dad, we’re going for
it,” countered Doug. “Well, you guys have
been doing ‘OK’; go ahead.” They planted

Petite Sirah and Syrah for “Relentless.”
Petite Sirah budwood came from vineyard
on Ink Grade; the Syrah is one-third an
Australian clone and two-thirds a Syrah
Noir clone from Duarte Nursery. Vines
are trellised double cordon. Soil at Shafer
is volcanic, shallow, with light bedrock
below. Oak Knoll Syrah rootstocks are
3309, 101-14 and 110-R. Petite Syrah is
on St. George. Shafer lets cover crops of
all sorts control vigor; no site at Shafer is
that fertile, and every year is different in
terms of vine growth.

To know when to harvest, Doug says that
as well as Brix and acid, you have to watch
the plants, the grapes, and sample all the
time. From the crush pad, looking up, he
and Elias can tell when they are getting
close. Shafer picks its fruit into half-ton
boxes at first light or at night when it is
cool. Fruit is sorted, goes from a shaking
table into the crusher, destemmer, and
stainless steel, closed top fermenter;
Shafer uses an irrigator and pumps over
two to three times a day for three or four
days, at 80°maximum, and presses early,
before dryness at 2 to 5 °Brix. There is no
long maceration; yeasts are added. After
settling a few days, the wine goes into all
new French oak. Doug says their Syrah
can handle it and Petite Sirah gives the
Syrah a little tweak. Relentless, 80 percent
Syrah and 20 percent Petite Sirah, is a
massive wine, as big as Hillside Select. Its
concentration of flavors is rich, extracted.

Doug Shafer
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Book Reports 

Book reports by Bob Foster,
Edited and reprinted with the kind
Permission of the “California Grapevine”

A Life Uncorked
Hugh Johnson 
University of California Press,
Berkeley; 2006

I have always believed that Hugh Johnson
is the wine writer of our era. With the
publication of this fabulous work, I feel
there can be no possible dispute of this
belief. The work is superb, by far the best
wine book I’ve reviewed in years.

Johnson begins with questions most often
asked of him by fans, such as, “How did
you get into wine?” Johnson recounts how
one night, while studying in his room at
Cambridge, his roommate held out two
glasses of wine; both were Burgundies.
One had been made from a vineyard on
one side of the road, the other on the
other side of the road. Johnson noticed
considerable differences between the two
and wondered, ‘Why?’Thus began his 
fascination with wine.

Johnson next introduces the reader to his
cellar at his home in Great Saling,
England, which dates back to the 1600's.

Johnson shows the reader each part of the
cellar, using the contents as a starting
point for his discussions. In so doing he
covers not only the major events in his
life, but also the wines of a region or
style, and his experiences, all described
with wit and clever observations. Even his
comments on the profuse color photo-
graphs that fill this work are entertaining.
In one, someone in a white lab coat is
holding a class of wine. Johnson cautions
us, “Don’t be fooled by the white coat.
The scientific-looking person is not tast-
ing but drinking; there is far too much
wine in the glass.”

The first part of the book is a lengthy
section called Prospects. This covers much
of the early development of Johnson’s
career and his philosophy about wine.
Then follow four major sections covering
red, white, sparkling and dessert wines.
Again and again, Johnson’s insights are
deep and accurate. For example, he
observes that to appreciate wine, “You
don’t have to swallow an encyclopedia, but
you do have to pay attention.” He notes
the paradox that we taste wine by itself,
but normally consume it with food.
“Wine for me is essentially what I drink
while eating which is not at all the case
for my children’s generation. I can only
respect their capacity for wine unmixed
with solid matter. If they want wine
which itself tastes more solid, if that’s the
word, I can hardly be surprised.” He rec-

ognizes something many wine reviewers
miss: “It is easy for someone who drinks
for a living to become detached from the
realities of a budget.” If only the
California winemakers and American wine
critics could take this lesson to heart.
New release California cabernets at more
than $100 a bottle are far removed from
the economic realities most Americans
face.

Johnson is concerned that wine is chang-
ing, and not for the better. As he makes
clear, the drive to attain high scores from
American wine critic Robert Parker is
changing wine around the globe. Wines
are becoming massive in size and flavors
devoid of both balance and any sense of
place. He notes that often he will try a
massive wine and be able to consume only
a sip. “The bottles that get this summary
treatment are the ones they call ‘block-
busters.’ My block is too precious to me; I
taste them, but one glass is plenty.”
Johnson is worried because, for decades,
wine was a matter of “…harmless fash-
ion. In American hands it feels more like a
moral crusade. Robert Parker deals in
absolutes and castigates those he sees as
backsliders.” Johnson believes there are
four critical aspects of a wine: fruit, ter-
roir and the maker’s mark of character.
“But the great wine works in four dimen-
sions, and the fourth is time.” The impli-
cation is clear. The new universal style
wine with gobs of fruit, massive extract

and higher alcohol levels will not age.

Johnson’s passions are for German wines
and Bordeaux. His interest is reflected in
the length of each of their sections in the
book. For a period of time Johnson was
on the board of directors for Chateau
Latour. Reading the benefits and responsi-
bilities that came with that job is fascinat-
ing. Johnson goes into great detail about
the land he owns in France and his
attempts to make top quality wine. This
section proves, yet again, that making
good wine is very difficult. This is a fact
often lost on wine critics or wine drinkers.

Having heaped all this praise on Johnson
and his work, I do have three small reser-
vations. While the book tells us much
about Hugh Johnson and his work, there
are only brief mentions of his wife and
children. I was hoping for a bit more of a
glance behind the public person. Secondly,
Johnson repeatedly refers to his monu-
mental work Wine published in 1966 as
his “first” book. But serious book collec-
tors know that his first book was a small
piece he wrote under contract with
Hedges and Butler in 1965 called, The Best
of the Vineyards is the Cellar. When asked
about this, Johnson has said he didn’t con-
sider it to be one of his books because it
was produced as a commercial work for a
particular company. That may be so, but I
would have liked just the tiniest mention
of this rare volume. 

Nevertheless, this book is top notch.
Printed on thick paper, filled with color
photographs, wonderful stories from
Johnson’s life and keen observations about
where wine has been and where it seems
to be going, this book is an absolute
must-buy for any wine lover. Its detailed
index covers not only the text but also the
photographs. 

Very Highly Recommended

The World’s Greatest Wine Estates, 
A Modern Perspective
Robert M. Parker, Jr.
Simon and Schuster, N Y; 2005

The first things you notice about this
book are its massive size and lavish pro-
duction values. The book measures 11
inches by 9 inches, weighs almost six
pounds, and is filled with stunning color
photographs, which include crisp label
reproductions. The design and layout are
impressive. But, its size prohibits the read-
er from easily curling up with it in an
armchair. It demands a sturdy desk and
careful attention.

Parker begins with a curious chapter in
which he outlines the criteria he used in
selecting the wineries included in this
work. Parts of the introduction seem

Fermentation and aging is slow, with wine
spending 30 to 32 months in barrel. Long
oxidation time softens the wine, lessens
oak pick-up. The new wood kick early on
becomes beautiful barrel in twenty
months. Shafer racks three times the first
year, two times the next; the wine is then
bottled in six or eight months. Doug
assesses their Syrah/Petite Sirah blend:
smokey/blueberry; smoked meat/fruit;
bacon fat/tannin; sometimes black pep-
per/color. If winemaking were like paint-
ing, Doug would compare the painter’s
palettes: for Sangiovese, maybe just three
colors, but a whole rainbow with Syrah. 

Before releasing Relentless, Shafer gave a
supply party for all their purveyors of
essentials like stainless steel, barrels and
glass. The purveyors all agreed Elias was
ever vigilant when they worked together,
always checking everything. Doug said
Elias was like a junkyard dog. He wanted
to call the vineyard-designated Syrah,
“Junkyard Dog Ranch.” Doug was voted
down. Relentless does, indeed, honor
Elias, but for his “relentless pursuit of
quality.” It is made full-throttle. 

Doug says you just never know what is
going to work out. Their Merlot in
Carneros just wasn’t the dynamite he
thought it would be, and it’s been pulled.
As to the next generation at Shafer, Doug
says, “It’s much too soon to tell.”
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