
cash at harvest, Andy sadly points out that 
there was none later on, yet carrying costs 
are steady. Now, it’s à la carte: topping,  
pump-over—a client pays for each step to 
make his or her particular wine. And the 
steps can change because of technology. 
Unlike a small winery, Andy says Napa Wine  
can readily afford the latest and greatest, 
so there is an advantage for the client, both 
on the industrial side of things, in being 
able to keep up with high tech, and on the 
art side, choosing how the fruit is pressed 
or must pumped over; punch-down aerated 
or non-aerated. It is all up to the client.

At one time there were over eighty clients 
making wine; now it is around 60, which 
Andy says is a much better number, with 
12 to 20 different winemakers. Andy likes 
the diversity: John McKay of Nova Wines, 
Michael Pozzan, Volker Eisele. Each is 
distinctive. Napa Wine encourages the 
winemaker to be there for every step, 
but doesn’t actually allow Alternating 
Proprietorship or Custom Crush clients to 
handle anything. Equipment is constantly 
sanitized and prepped to specification by  
Napa Wine, with each consulting winemaker  
providing an extra layer of quality control. 
Before taking on any new client Andy 
first wants to know 1) source of fruit 2) 
winemaker—who goes directly to the  

production office and 3) that the prospective  
client can provide barrels, racks and a full 
description of the wine to be made. 

Still red and white wines and dessert wines 
can all be made at Napa Wine. The company 
began to produce its own label because 
of its tasting room site, and today makes 
Pinot Blanc, Pinot Noir, Cabernet Sauvignon, 
Zinfandel, and Sauvignon Blanc. Rob 
Lawson is winemaker and production is at 
10,000 cases of three labels. Andy says he 
would like to double production some time, 
although he is very happy with the one 
million case use permit. Future changes 
most likely would not increase production, 
which might decrease, but be about quality. 

This year the Pelissa family’s Yount Mill 
Vineyards, managed by Jim Del Bondio, 
celebrates its 105th harvest. Besides Napa 
Wine Company, Yount Mill sells to 
Duckhorn, Foley, Franciscan, Hall, and 
Louis M. Martini. Yount Mill has always 
farmed organically, at first because it made 
economic sense: a thrifty way of growing 
grapes. Now, because it makes healthy 
and scientific sense: a responsible way of 
growing grapes. At harvest, all Napa Wine 
Company pomace is mixed with straw and 
hay, cow, horse and chicken manure and 
forked into windrows on the floor of an 

empty irrigation pond. The windrows are 
regularly aerated and wet down before their 
content is spread back on the vineyards in 
about a month’s time, and the pond readied 
for run-off from winter rains. Andy is 
constantly reviewing ways to take better 
care of the soils of Yount Mill Vineyards 
and the wines at Napa Wine Company.

Rebecca Laird,  
General Manager
Laird Family Estate Vineyards and Winery
5055 Solano Avenue, Napa

On a normal day in October, 100 to 120 
tons of fruit arrive at Laird Family Estate 
to be made into wine, but just 20 tons were 
coming in the morning of this interview in 
a year of what Rebecca Laird describes as 
two harvests: the one in September and a 
second in October. The Laird family has 
grown wine grapes in Napa Valley since 
the 1970’s. Rebecca’s parents, Ken and his 
wife Gail, came to the Valley for a weekend 
in the late 1960’s, and Ken didn’t want to 
leave. He owned a successful welding and 
plumbing supply business and he and his 
family lived in the East Bay, but now all 
he wanted to do, as a trained mechanical 
engineer, was grow grapes. He began looking  
for land and in 1970 bought 70 acres off 
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Tubbs Lane in Calistoga for $150,000. Ken 
knew nothing about grapes and the land 
was in prunes. As his daughter Rebecca 
tells it, after her father’s banker laughed at 
the idea of lending him money, Ken took 
out the local telephone book and got as far 
as Robert Mondavi Winery. When Ken 
called, Bob Mondavi took the call. He came, 
walked the property with Ken, and struck 
a deal: Ken planted half his land to Gamay 
and half to Cabernet Sauvignon, and 
Mondavi bought its fruit for twenty years.

Everyone in the Laird family worked the 
property growing up. All four kids say 
they hated it then but now all feel darned 
lucky to have spent every weekend, holiday 
and vacation helping in the field. In the 
1980’s Ken focused on Los Carneros. The 
family moved to Napa Valley full-time in 
1982. By the 1990’s, the Lairds’ Bayview 
Vineyards Farming Company owned or 
leased two thousand acres of vineyard and 
was responsible for six or seven thousand 
tons of fruit from 42 vineyards, 41 in Napa 
County and one in Sonoma (25 in Los 
Carneros). Rebecca says Chardonnay and 
Pinot Noir were the genesis of Laird.

In the mid to late 1990’s Ken saw a shift 
in how business was done in the Valley. 
The once common ten-year contracts 

were gone, replaced by ones renewed each 
year. Ken envisioned a winery for growers 
that would allow them to recoup their 
farming costs, a place where growers could 
come and share their concerns, bring any 
unsold fruit and have it processed for bulk 
wine. In 1998, as building his winery got 
underway, Ken invited Rebecca to oversee 
construction and run the business. At 
the time, Rebecca had been with Macy’s 

Department Store for fifteen years and 
was a buyer for men’s suits and sport  
coats. She laughingly says she joined 
Laird Family Estates just as dress-down 
Fridays came in.

Laird’s first permit was for 2,000 tons 
of fruit and fifteen clients. Before the 
winery was even built Merryvale came 
and asked to lease half for their Starmont 
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label. Their St. Helena winery could not 
get any larger, hemmed in by the town 
as it is, and the winery for Starmont in 
Napa wasn’t ready. Starmont would be at 
Laird seven or eight years before its own 
winery opened. Winemaker Paul Hobbs 
also needed a place for his own brand, 
Lewis Cellars and DuMol. In just two 
years, Laird was full.

Napa County has since changed its ruling 
on custom crush clients. Now there may be 
any number but a winery may only produce 
the number of gallons its permit allows. 
Currently, Laird has twenty-five consulting 
winemakers for sixty-two clients (more 
than half are Alternating Proprietorships) 
and takes in 3,000 tons of fruit. Laird 
doesn’t handle sparkling wines—it hasn’t 
the bottling capability—and its permit limits 
the amount of alcohol in the wines, so it 
doesn’t do dessert wines either, just red and 
white still wines.

Laird is best-known for making Bordeaux 
varieties, which Rebecca says only makes 
sense since it serves mostly Napa producers 
and Napa is known for Bordeaux varieties. 
80 percent of Laird’s production is in 
Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot and Cabernet 
Franc. Winemakers at Laird include Mia 
Klein of Selene, Alison Green Doran with 

Jocelyn Lonen, Mark Aubert and Celia Welch 
Masyczek. The Laird Family Estate’s own 
first vintage was 1999 when it produced 
3,000 cases of Chardonnay, Merlot and 
Cabernet with Paul Hobbs, winemaker. 
Production is now at 12,000 cases and also 
includes Pinot Noir, Pinot Grigio, Syrah 
and a proprietary blend. Just two percent 
of the Laird’s Bayview Vineyards Farming 
Company fruit goes into the Laird label. 
The other 98 percent is sold throughout 
Napa Valley. Rebecca says Laird benefits 
from thirty years of growing grapes in the 
Valley. Colleagues help with the branding, 
marketing and making of their wine. 

An average vineyard lot for Laird is five 
to eight tons. Assuming 62 cases to a ton, 
that’s 300 to 400 cases per lot, and lot 
size dictates tank size, which determines 
the location for fermentation and storage. 
In 2001, Laird initiated its 30,000 sq. ft. 
West Wing expansion for fermentation 
and barrel storage. It also owns and 
operates Andretti Winery, leasing a tasting 
room to Andretti and using the winery 
for making wine from small red lots that 
are barreled there or at Laird, and aged at 
Laird where room for more fermentation 
and barrel storage is in the planning stages. 
All wines at Laird are bottled in-house 
by a bottling line. For five years the Laird 

bottling truck earned its keep traveling to 
other wineries before staying put in 2005. 

Despite its growth, Rebecca says Laird 
is still very much a small community. 
Farming, after all, is about helping each 
other out. Rebecca thinks most producers 
in the 20,000 case range will consider building 
a winery, but with less than that a facility 
like Laird makes sense. Laird wants to be 
the long-term home for smaller brands. “It 
never kicks anyone out,” Rebecca laughs,  
and says there is a great exchange of 
information and experience among its 
twenty-five consulting winemakers: “Once 
we learn how to work with the winemaker, 
it’s easy; we grow together.” Examples of 
custom crush clients who have grown up 
and out are Paul Hobbs and Ann Colgin 
besides Merryvale’s Starmont.

Laird is run on a first come, first serve basis.  
Clients have a press choice of 12 or 15 
programs. A client may bring in fruit or buy  
from Laird. The contract outlines standard  
procedure and costs. A written recipe for 
making wine is required—absolutely no 
verbal instructions are taken. At crush, the 
winery is staffed by 71; only 41 are needed 
at non-crush. Lab analysis is included in the  
contract with a choice of using the in-house 
lab or outside verification. Laird can 
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and now is quite important. If someone 
wants to buy Chardonnay fruit from Laird 
at $2,600 a ton, for instance, in nine 
months in the futures market it could be 
worth more as bulk wine. Rebecca enjoys 
this kind of challenge at Laird.

accommodate most work order requests 
(with consequent added costs) such as an 
extra pumpover or a sorting table where 
ten women pick out leaves, sticks, spiders 
and raisins. Laird will even truck finished 
wine to a warehouse for a client. Custom 
crush clients supply their own barrels, racks 
and bungs as well as bottling supplies 
of glass, corks, caps and labels. Laird’s 
two production managers are former 
winemakers, from Murphy Goode and 
Inglenook/Buena Vista. There is also a 
full-time compliance officer for all county, 
state and federal permit and license issues. 
Maintenance supervisor at the winery is 
Rebecca’s husband and her brother Justin is 
oversees all vineyard operations. There are 
400 hands in the vineyard at harvest, but 
just 60 or 70 hands year-round. 

Rebecca used to do all the traveling to 
promote Laird because it was like pulling 
teeth to get her father for winemakers’ 
dinners and other events. Ken would much 
rather sit on a tractor. Eventually Rebecca 
hired a national sales manager to travel 
for the brand, which has worked out well. 
Rebecca does the easier, local events. She  
is also researching and keeping an eye on 
the bulk wine business. In 2005, when there  
was lots of fruit, the bulk wine market grew  
for Napa Valley grapes not under contract, 

Joel Gott,  
Managing Partner
The Ranch
Zinfandel Lane, St. Helena

The Ranch expects to crush 1,000 to 
5,000 tons of grapes for its clients in 2008. 
Founding partner Joel Gott said that for 
its first harvest in 2007 it crushed 500 
tons and in 2009 expects to crush 20,000 
tons. However, the facility is permitted to 
crush 100,000 tons. Joel points out that 
only Fred Franzia’s facility in Napa can 
handle more. In 1982 the Trinchero family 
negotiated a unique permit for the facility  
it built on the site of a former chicken 
ranch, to handle grapes from anywhere 
in the world and produce 12,000,000 
gallons of wine—originally, Sutter Home 
White Zinfandel and Chardonnay. The 
Trincheros later bought another facility on 
Main Street in South St. Helena. Now their 
main plant for popular wines is in Lodi. In 
2006, because the Zinfandel Lane property 
was no longer energy efficient in terms 
of logistics and transportation costs for 
Central Valley fruit, it was put up for sale.

The Trincheros joined Joel and his 
partners in the Three Thieves in 2005 as 
a joint venture, taking over marketing and 
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