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The fragrance of must filled Napa Valley
the morning Wine Library members
assembled outside the winery at Trefethen
to embark on a visit to the fourteenth
American Viticultural Area (AVA) in
Napa Valley, Oak Knoll District (OKD).
Jon Ruel, Trefethen Vineyards’ Director of
Viticulture, joined by David Whitehouse,
its Vice President of Winery and Vineyard
Operations, gave an overview of both
OKD and Trefethen, as the last of its
Dijon clones of Chardonnay were being
picked and crushed.

OKD was approved in 2004. At the
southern end of the Valley, it is cooled by
a marine layer of air off San Pablo Bay.
Oakville is warmer than OKD and
Carneros, cooler. Fog along its rivers
means cool mornings. OKD has no one
soil type (unlike Rutherford with its
Rutherford Dust). Trefethen estate vine-
yard soil is derived from Dry Creek allu-

vial fans--thrown rock and gravel. Aerial
views reveal old riverbeds expressed in
overarching vineyard canopies. Trefethen
also has a mix of loam, clay and clay-loam
soils, perfect for a variety of wine groups.
Jon called OKD a “sweet spot” for 
growing wine grapes. Its Chardonnay is
planted at the cool end of OKD, Pinot
Noir at the warm end of that variety
(although there are a few Rutherford
Pinot vineyards), and Cabernet at just its
southern [cool] limit in Napa Valley.

Presently, there are 2,500 planted acres in
OKD, twenty bonded wineries, with over
seventy-five other wineries that buy OKD
fruit. More Merlot is planted than
Chardonnay. Jon said Merlot is not as
picky about microclimate and does fine in
clay. Trefethen has 425 acres of estate
vineyard. It grows Cabernet Sauvignon
(25 acres of which is hillside), Pinot
Noir, Chardonnay, Merlot, two blocks of
Riesling, Viognier (available only at the
winery), Petite Verdot, Malbec, and
Cabernet Franc and makes only estate
wines. It sells about 35 percent of its fruit
to other buyers. Most of the Pinot Noir
is sold to Schramsberg, Mumm and
Chandon (Chandon first crushed at
Trefethen). Fifteen Chardonnay clones
and ten rootstocks provide a diversity of
aromatic profiles and ripening times. The
Malbec ripens very early, one week ahead
of the earliest Merlot. The Cabernet,
planted on gravel, is at the cool end of its

growing limits and requires thoughtful
viticulture, care in vineyard development
and soil analyses. Gravelly soil’s quick
drain means quick mathematics. Stressful
soils limit crop levels, as well as barley and
rye cover crops, which can compete and
slow down the vines’ growth. Six tons an
acre on hillside is all right for Cabernet
and other Bordeaux varieties and four tons
an acre on the flat. This July, foothills
three miles away were five degrees warmer.
Fog keeps OKD temperatures down on
the Valley floor. The Chardonnay is at its
warm end for planting. Its viticulture has
to take in sunburn but, thankfully, there is
a lot of fog. Trefethen thins heavily for
easier ripening. Chardonnay is pruned ver-
tical shoot position (VSP) for exposure
and because of multiple heat spells.
Summer is the time for pulling leaves for
specific presentations. One or two leaves
are left outside for diffuse dappled light
on the cluster; more leaves are left inside.
Each vine is visited eight times from
pruning to picking. Trefethen maintains a
full-time vineyard crew of 55. 

In the old winery, upstairs among wines
aging in barrels, Trefethen had Wine
Library members taste its Chardonnay.
The 1868 winery was designed by H. W.
McIntyre (who also designed Far Niente
and Greystone-CIA). [Trefethen was once
part of Captain J. W. Osborne’s extensive
Oak Knoll farm.] In 1968, the Trefethens
bought the winery and vineyard along

Our 44th Annual
Ta s t i n g, “ Red Wi n e s
beyond the
Cabernet Family”
The Wine Library Association held its
annual tasting at Silverado Country Club
for the first time in 1981, and then every
year since 1985. Yet every year is, in many
ways, the first. Varieties change, the num-
ber of wineries and members who attend
change, the weather is never the same two
Augusts running, and new ways of doing
things emerge.

This year, our invitation to the annual

tasting listed 81 wineries when it was
mailed to members. 87 actually poured
and over 1,000 members came to taste the
wines. Nearly one quarter of the wineries
poured two of the twelve varieties offered.
37 wineries poured Zinfandel, 28 Syrah,
18 Pinot Noir, 10 Petite Sirah and 5
Sangiovese. Charbono was poured by three
wineries and Primitivo by two. Bennesere
poured its Aglianico, Louis M. Martini
Winery a Barbera (wouldn’t Louis M.
have been pleased?), Heitz Wine Cellars
its Grignolino, Tempranillo by Truchard
Vineyards, and Tinto Classico by Casa
Nuestra Winery and Vineyard. 

Bouchon Bakery was kind enough to
donate seven dozen loaves of assorted
breads baked just that afternoon in
Yountville, and sliced by hand throughout

the tasting. Crystal Geyser again donated
cases of both still and sparkling water,
and John Raymond Cheeses provided a
selection of hard and soft cheeses John
had chosen to pair with the red wines to
be poured that day.

It was a perfect, breezy summer afternoon,
with the fragrance of fresh grass, pine and
oak trees and the thwop of pulled corks
welcoming everyone to Oak Grove at
Silverado. Oak leaves graced the Louis M.
Martini table and grapes the table of
Madonna Estate; Hill Family celebrated
the 60th anniversary of the Fender
Stratocaster with a special six-pack of its
Bordeaux blend; Freemark Abbey 
displayed zinnias, El Molino sunflowers
and iris, and a pottery mermaid from
Mexico luxuriated at La Sirena.
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