


First vintage of Shafer hillside Cabernet 
Sauvignon

First vintage of Shafer hillside Cabernet 
called Hillside Select

Vintage of Hillside Select mentioned in 
William Shatner’s sci-fi novel Step into 
Chaos

“The Shafers,  
along with Elias  
Fernandez … are 
among the great  
gentlemen of the 
wine world.” 
— Robert M. Parker, Jr., The Wine Advocate

Join us on social media
Get behind-the-scenes photos and updates 
from Shafer Vineyards by joining us on  
Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Instagram,  
and Tumblr.

 

New Hillside Select® Release
We are very pleased to offer 2011 Hillside Select, 
a Cabernet Sauvignon sure to bring delicious enjoy-
ment for years to come. At Shafer the challenges of  
the 2011 vintage meant that our experienced vineyard 
team simply worked harder to ensure that only the 
best-of-the-best fruit was harvested and produced this 

wine. You may’ve heard that there was a huge rainstorm in Napa in mid-Oct-
ober that year. It’s true. But at Shafer, thanks to our location and vigilance 
in the vineyard, our hillside Cabernet Sauvignon achieved ideal ripeness in 
September and we picked well before the rain. We could not be happier with 
the resulting wine, which is rich, round, enticing, and age-worthy.

Historic Tasting
Last August we were very pleased to host Robert M. Parker, Jr. for an 
historic tasting of  Hillside Select (1983 - 2013) as well as the hillside  
Cabernet Sauvignons we produced in the late 1970s and early 1980s. In 
December, 2014, Parker posted the report to his website, eRobertParker.
com, and has given us permission to reproduce that report here for you. 
Our purpose is to help answer the perennial question, “When should I 
open my Hillside Select?” No matter the vintage in your cellar, you’ll find 
Parker’s most recent thoughts on where it is in its lifespan. Enjoy!

Warm regards,

Ordering your wine
The best way to secure your wine is to use our  
online store at ShaferVineyards.com. For those  
who do not have Internet access, we are able to  
take your order by telephone.

Remember that to remain on the Hillside Select  
list, we ask that you purchase at least one bottle  
of this release by August 1, 2015. In order to  
protect the wine from potential heat damage,  
we will ship your order during the cooler weeks  
of November 2015.

1983

1978

2026



P u r e ,  C l a s s i c  B e a u t y  

AheAd of the PAck — 2011 hillside 
select

he true test of  a winery isn’t what it produces 

in picture-perfect vintages, but the beauty of  

its wines made in years that test its experience, 

creativity, and tenacity.

 “Producing a Hillside Select with richness, 

depth, purity, and long-term age-ability in a vintage 

such as 2011 is about the most exciting thing you 

can do as a winery,” says Doug Shafer. “It says a lot 

about your vineyard site and about your team – all of  

whom, in my opinion, are stellar.”

Cool Summer
 In 2011 Mother Nature threw several curve 

balls at us, calling on decades of  experience at Shafer 

to ensure the wine we produced was of  world-class 

quality, Shafer says.

 “The year started on a solid footing with a good 

amount of  winter rain. At bloom we experienced 

about two weeks of  cool, overcast weather, which 

widened the bloom window to four or five weeks, 

so we knew that after veraison we’d probably need to 

cut-and-drop more fruit than usual that wasn’t going 

to ripen properly by harvest,” says winemaker Elias 

Fernandez.

T

Vineyard Location: 100% Shafer’s Hillside Estate  
Vineyard in Stags Leap District including vineyard blocks 
such as Sunspot, John’s Folly, Upper Seven, Hitching Post, 
and Venado Ilegal

Varietal Composition: 100% Cabernet Sauvignon

Brix at Harvest: 24.0° - 26.0°

Alcohol: 15.5%

Cooperage:  32 months in 100% new 60-gallon French 
oak barrels (Allier & Tronçais)

Suggested California Retail: $250

2 0 1 1  H i l l s i d e  S e l e c t ® 
C a b e r n e t  S a u v i g n o n 



 The summer turned out to be another cool one 

in a string of  cooler years going back to 2008. The 

fruit matured slowly due to temperatures that ranged 

mostly from the mid-70s to the mid-80s through 

June, July, and August. 

“Producing a Hillside Select with richness, 
depth, purity, and long-term age-ability in 
a vintage such as 2011 is about the most 
exciting thing you can do as a winery...”

Meticulous Teamwork
 Toward the end of  summer, in veraison’s final 

stages, as expected, the vineyard team did spend a 

lot of  time going cluster by cluster culling fruit that 

wasn’t on track for ideal ripeness.

 A heat spike in late September sent the vineyard 

into harvest readiness and we picked all of  our hill-

side Cabernet Sauvignon.

 At the crush pad we hand-sorted the fruit with 

care, discarding anything that we didn’t like. And 

we put our new optical sorter to good use, rejecting 

lots of  individual berries that didn’t meet a rigorous  

standard, says Shafer.

Winemaker’s Comments

 “After three years in barrel and another year in bottle, this 

Hillside Select offers youthful vibrancy along with the promise of 

the riches of age. Both in the nose and in the mouth it’s brimming 

with mulberry and bramble fruit as well as tantalizing layers 

of chocolate, black truffle, tobacco, herbs, nutmeg, cinnamon, and 

a slate-like minerality, that brings the 2008 Hillside Select to 

mind. The brightness of the vintage’s acidity follows all the way 

through to the long, lifted finish.” — Elias Fernandez

2011 Hillside Select Reviews

“Possibly the Cabernet 
Sauvignon of the vint-
age, is Shafer’s 2011  
Cabernet Sauvignon Hill-
side Select. Last year I 
thought it was a strong 
effort, but it’s even better 
now that it’s been bottled. 
With opaque black/purple 
color and notes of subtle burning charcoal embers, blueberry, 
blackberry and graphite, the wine has a certain Bordelais min-
erality, but then the richness of Napa kicks in. It’s full-bodied 
(somewhat unusual for a 2011) with lighter tannins, and no 
doubt the wine will be on a faster evolutionary track than vin-
tages such as 2010, 2012 and 2013. Nevertheless, the Shafers 
and Elias said this was the toughest vintage they’d ever expe-
rienced. To be able to produce a compelling wine like this is a 
testament of their extraordinary skills and craftsmanship. This 
wine can be drunk now, or cellared for another 15-20 years.” 
— Robert M. Parker, Jr., The Wine Advocate (10/31/14)

“The 2011 Cabernet Sauvignon Hillside Select is gorgeous. 
Shafer fans will delight in a super-expressive, nuanced wine 
that won’t require cellaring to offer its finest drinking. Blue and 
black fruit, flowers, spices and exotic hint of orange zest all add 
complexity on the expressive finish.” 
— Antonio Galloni, VinousMedia.com

“Extremely minty with dried flowers, dark berries and cur-
rants. Full body but refined, with super-integrated tannins. 
The wood, ripe fruit, tannin and acid balance is beautiful. 
Wonderful potential here.”
— James Suckling, JamesSuckling.com



Ve r t i c a l  o f  S h a f e r  C a b e r n e t 
S a u v i g n o n  H i l l s i d e  S e l e c t  

By RoBeRt M. PARkeR, JR. 
eRoBeRtPARkeR.coM, deceMBeR 30, 2014 
 

his amazing tasting was historic due to the fact 

that one was able to track 35 vintages of  a wine 

from the same vineyard that, while the winemak-

ing and upbringing changed dramatically in 1989, 

the identical people and vine-

yard were still in play. As 

John and Doug Shafer, along 

with their longtime assistant, 

Elias Fernandez, said, the 

major changes were that they 

were basically going through 

a learning stage in the late 

seventies and throughout the 

eighties. 

 They attributed the hiring of  Tony Soter in the 

late eighties with teaching them “how to make wines 

with our senses, not numbers” and stop sterile filtering 

and eventually end all filtration in 1989. Several of  the 

older vintages have held up well, but one can see the 

sterile-filtered wines made with a safety net, and picked 

“by the numbers” throughout the eighties have not 

turned out to be the world-class Cabernet Sauvignons 

that are associated with Shafer today. 

 From the early nineties on, especially starting 

around 1994, the quality of  the wines soared to first-

growth standards, and have remained there for the last 

twenty plus years. In fact, one can argue that no wine 

produced in the world over that twenty plus year period 

of  time has scored as consistently highly as the Shafer 

Hillside Select Cabernet Sauvignon. Keep in mind, this 

is 100% Cabernet Sauvignon from their Stags Leap 

hillside vineyard that is aged 32 months in 100% new 

French oak, and from the early nineties on, most vin-

tages have at least 25-50 years of  aging potential.

 The Shafers, along with Elias Fernandez, who 

marked thirty years of  working together in 2014, are 

among the great gentlemen of the wine world. They 

enthusiastically encourage visits to their estate just off  

the Silverado Trail in Stags Leap. No reader will regret 

visiting this estate. 

 John Shafer, who is now 

90 years of  age, left a 23-

year career in the publishing 

industry, moved to Napa 

Valley in 1972, and had the 

foresight/vision to purchase 

a 210-acre estate in Stags 

Leap. Some vineyards had 

been planted decades earlier, 

but all of  those vines had to be pulled out and replanted. 

 The first vintage came in in 1978. Doug Shafer 

joined his father after he graduated from college, and 

Elias Fernandez has been an integral part of  this ex-

traordinary team since he arrived thirty years ago. 

 John Shafer rarely talks about it, but he was a B-24 

Bomber pilot flying missions over Germany in 1944. 

He witnessed first-hand the heroism and dreadful losses 

to Allied pilots during those perilous bombing runs. 

One point of  trivia is that his squad commander, always 

the first plane over the English Channel and into Ger-

man airspace, was the great Hollywood actor, Jimmy 

Stewart. Stewart often shared lunch and dinner with 

John Shafer in the base canteen. Clearly John Shafer, 

as Tom Brokaw wrote in his iconic book, is from our 

“greatest generation.”

T
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2013 Hillside Select
Rating: (96 – 100) Drink: 2014 - 2055

Like the 2012, the 2013 Cabernet Sauvignon Hillside Select 
will be more approachable in its youth than most Hillside 
Selects. It’s amazing how they seem to hide 100% new oak 
aging, and, of course, the wine spends 32 months in those 
barrels. Unbelievably rich with great focus, more blue and 
purple fruits seem to dominate and there’s a hint of white 
flowers and a focus that is nearly surreal. This is a layered 
wine, built like a skyscraper, a prodigious Cabernet of 
full-throttle intensity and purity. I can’t say enough about 
winemaking at this level, and how consistent Shafer has 
been for so many years. Look for the 2013 to have four or 
more decades of longevity as well.

2012 Hillside Select 
Rating: (98 – 100)   Drink: 2015 - 2065

The 2012 Cabernet Sauvignon Hillside Select is not in bottle, 
but it looks like another three-digit wine in the making. It 
tips the scales at a lofty 15.3% natural alcohol, but tasters 
will never feel any “heat” tasting it. This is a beauty, with 
crème de cassis notes intermixed with spring flowers, a 
touch of toasty oak, blackberries, blueberries and cassis, as 
well as licorice, vanillin and a full-bodied mouthfeel. At this 
stage, it is more voluptuous and opulent than the 2010, sim-

ply because that’s the hallmark style of the 2012. No doubt 
this is a 30- to 50-year wine if you want to cellar it properly 
and nibble on it over a long period of time, but it will be 
much more approachable in its youth than most Hillside 
Selects tend to be. This is, once again, a fabulous effort.

2011 Hillside Select
Rating: 96   Drink: 2014 - 2034

Possibly the Cabernet Sauvignon of the vintage is Shafer’s 
2011 Cabernet Sauvignon Hillside Select. Last year I thought 
it was a strong effort, but it’s even better now that it’s been 
bottled. With an opaque black/purple color and notes of 
subtle burning charcoal embers, blueberry, blackberry and 
graphite, the wine has a certain Bordelais minerality, but 
then the richness of Napa kicks in. It’s full-bodied (somewhat 
unusual for a 2011) with lighter tannins, and no doubt the 
wine will be on a faster evolutionary track than vintages 
such as 2010, 2012 and 2013. Nevertheless, the Shafers and 
Elias said this was the toughest vintage they’d ever experi-
enced. To be able to produce a compelling wine like this is 
a testament to their extraordinary skills and craftsmanship. 
This wine can be drunk now or cellared for another 15-20 
years.

2010 Hillside Select
Rating: 100   Drink: 2024 - 2064

A remarkable wine, the 2010 Shafer Cabernet Sauvignon 
Hillside Select has gone from strength to strength since 
it was in cask. It is stunningly rich, with classic, fragrant 
notes of blackcurrants, blackberries, vanilla, graphite and 
spring flowers. It exhibits an opaque purple color, with a 
full-bodied, massive mouthfeel, but no heaviness, and again, 
a flawless integration of acidity, tannin, alcohol and wood. 
It’s classic California Cabernet, but beautifully put together, 
showing impeccable craftsmanship and fabulous potential. 
This is obviously a very young, infantile style of Cabernet 
that won’t hit its prime for at least another decade and last 
close to half a century, based on how older vintages that 
were less well-endowed have matured from Shafer.

John Shafer (left) and Doug Shafer



2009 Hillside Select
Rating: 94   Drink: 2014 - 2035

The 2009 Shafer Cabernet Sauvignon Hillside Select is a more 
ordinarily constructed, compact effort from Shafer, but very 
powerful, with blackcurrants, cedar wood, vanillin and spice 
box. The wine is full-bodied, showing outstanding purity, 
a slightly more narrow framework and a linear personality. 
Nevertheless, it’s top-notch and a brilliant wine on its own.

2008 Hillside Select
Rating: 93  Drink: 2014 - 2030

Vanilla, toast, blackcurrants, graphite, earth and foresty 
notes are all present in the 2008 Shafer Cabernet Sauvignon 
Hillside Select. It has great fruit, a medium to full-bodied 
mouthfeel, and quite a perfumed personality, but not quite 
the intensity and length of its predecessor. It could be one 
of those troublesome pairings where this just happened to 
follow an out-of-this-world compelling wine. The 2008 is 
certainly outstanding, just not one of the all-time greats.

2007 Hillside Select
Rating: 100   Drink: 2019 - 2045

One of the perfect wines from Shafer is the 2007 Shafer 
Cabernet Sauvignon Hillside Select. Think it over – in the 
first decade of the 21st century, Shafer scored three perfect 
scores and two 99s – that’s about as high a praise as I can 
give any producer in the world. Opaque purple in color, the 
2007 has a stunning nose of sweet crème de cassis, black 
cherries, licorice, and toasty oak, a multilayered, full-throttle 
personality, and a texture that builds and builds. Great 
purity, fabulous fruit intensity and a richness without heavi-
ness characterize this massive, prodigious effort from Shafer. 
It’s still very young, despite this vintage, which seems to be 
maturing precociously. I don’t believe this wine will hit its 
stride for at least another 5-10 years and drink well for at 
least 2-3 decades.

2006 Hillside Select
Rating: 92   Drink: 2014 - 2034

A slightly more compact version of the great Hillside, but 
nevertheless youthful, the 2006 Shafer Cabernet Sauvignon 

Hillside Select has a dense purple color, some notes of damp 
earth, cedar wood, forest floor, red and black currants, and 
toast. Some austere tannins kick in in the finish, but the 
wine is full-bodied, ripe and rich. An outstanding effort, but 
not one of the monumental vintages for Hillside Select, it 
should be drunk over the next 20 years.

2005 Hillside Select
Rating: 99   Drink: 2014 - 2045

Like many 2005s (I’ll be doing a retrospective of this vintage 
in several months and look forward to it), this was a vintage 
that seemed to start off relatively uneventfully and was rath-
er slow to reveal its true merit early in life. Like a thorough-
bred race horse, it just seemed to get stronger and stronger 
in barrel, and now that the wines have been in bottle, they 
continue to strut their stuff. Of course, 2004 got much more 
publicity because of the heat, and after 2001 and 2002, there 
weren’t a lot of superlatives left to give, but 2005 has turned 
out to be a great vintage and the 2005 Shafer Cabernet 
Sauvignon Hillside Select is certainly one of the superstars of 
the vintage. Flirting with perfection, this wine is still youth-
ful coming up on ten years of age. A wine of great intensity, 
it shows off a boatload of blackcurrant liqueur, charcoal and 
spring flowers, with hints of blackberry and blueberry for 
additional complexity. The wine has stunning richness and 
purity, a multidimensional, full-bodied mouthfeel, impec-
cable purity and that flawless integration of acidity, wood, 

H i l l s i d e  S e l e c t  V e r t i c a l  T a s t i n g 

Today’s cellar team (L to R) Jesus Chavez, Alex Gonzalez (cellar-
master), Elias Fernandez (winemaker), and Raul Lopez



                 

tannin and alcohol that the Shafer’s and winemaker Elias 
Fernandez routinely achieve. This is a beauty for drinking 
now or over the next 30-plus years, although I think patience 
suggests holding onto it for further nuances to develop over 
the next 5-10 years.

2004 Hillside Select
Rating: 99   Drink: 2015 - 2034

This vintage shocked me when I did my retrospective earlier 
this year, and the 2004 Shafer Cabernet Sauvignon Hillside 
Select acquitted itself brilliantly in the vertical of Hillside 
Selects. It was a hot year, a relatively early harvest and there 
were worries that the heat had stressed the grapes, and 
there would be a lack of physiological ripeness and nuance. 
Those worries have not manifested themselves in this great 
Cabernet Sauvignon. Inky/purple-colored with notes of blue-
berry, blackberry, cassis, spring flowers, and a touch of toast, 
the wine is opulent, voluptuous and full-bodied with sweet 
tannin, just enough acidity to provide freshness, vibrancy 
and delineation, and a spectacular finish that goes on 40+ 
seconds. This is a killer, a showy and flamboyant style of 
Hillside Select that’s already drinking beautifully and should 

continue to do so for another 15-20 years.

2003 Hillside Select
Rating: 95   Drink: 2014 - 2030

The 2003 is a singular style of wine, but by no means wimpy 
or undernourished. The 2003 Shafer Cabernet Sauvignon 

Hillside Select has a dense, purple color, notes of creosote, 
graphite, blackberry and cassis fruit, charcoal and scorched 
earth. It has a full-bodied mouthfeel and excellent purity, 
while some rather noticeable tannins kick in on the finish. 
This wine seems to be moving from adolescence to that early 
mature stage, where I would expect it to hold for at least an-
other 10-15 or more years. Clearly not one of the superstars 
in what was a rather astonishing qualitative lineup, but it’s 
outrageously good Cabernet Sauvignon, and I expect myself, 
as well as any of my readers, would drink this 24/7.

2002 Hillside Select
Rating: 100   Drink: 2014 - 2040

In contrast to the more linear, structured, but massive 2001, 
the 2002 Shafer Cabernet Sauvignon Hillside Select is pure 
fruit-bomb material, but stunningly proportioned, beauti-
fully pure, with notes of melted chocolate, blackcurrant jam, 
sweet black cherries, licorice, camphor and charcoal. Very 
full-bodied, like the 2001, but much more lavishly fruited, it 
is more accessible and hedonistically, as well as intellectu-
ally, satisfying. If the 2001 is the long-distance runner, this 
comes across more like a middle-distancer. It had performed 
fabulously well since it was released by the winery, and even 
though it’s still an adolescent in terms of its evolution, this 
wine is a head-turner in wine tastings, and a spectacular 
effort from Napa. Drink now or drink in 20-25 years.

2001 Hillside Select
Rating: 100   Drink: 2019 - 2045

The 2001 Shafer Cabernet Sauvignon Hillside Select is the 
first of these back-to-back perfect wines from Shafer that, 
at age 13, is still a baby, but, wow, what an amazing wine. A 
fabulous growing season produced a wine with inky/purple 
black color, stunning crème de cassis notes, with additional 
hints of lead pencil shavings, spring flowers, cedar wood 
and forest floor. It is full-bodied, sensationally concentrated, 
with a seamless integration of acidity, tannin, wood and al-
cohol. This is a great, monumental Napa Cabernet Sauvignon 
that is still an infant, at age 13, going on 14. This has got at 
least three decades of life left in it, and probably won’t hit its 
peak for another 5-7 years.Shafer Vineyards, early 2000s



2000 Hillside Select
Rating: 94   Drink: 2014 - 2024

The 2000 Shafer Cabernet Sauvignon Hillside Select is an-
other beautiful vintage from a challenging year. The brilliant 
winemaking and great terroir of the Hillside Select overcame 
the vintage deficiencies. A touch of herbaceousness is a 
rarity in a Hillside Select Cabernet Sauvignon, but one can 
taste it in the 2000. It adds complexity as opposed to any 
distraction. Somewhat similar in style to the 1993, with a 
certain austerity, but deep, tarry red and black currant fruit 
and plush medium to full-bodied texture, this wine seems to 
have reached full maturity, where is should be drunk up over 
the next 5-10 years.

1999 Hillside Select
Rating: 93+   Drink: 2014 - 2038

A vintage I was never as fond of as many of my colleagues, 
the 1999 Shafer Cabernet Sauvignon Hillside Select certainly 
proved that they may have been more correct. Certainly 
not one of the all-time Shafer Hillsides, but nevertheless, a 
youthful, tannic, firm, structured wine, with more intel-
lectual than hedonistic appeal at age 16, this wine has a 
dense purple color to the rim, notes of licorice, tobacco leaf, 
blackcurrants, followed by relatively high acids for a Hillside 
Select (or at least they present themselves that way) with 
some rather massive tannin. This is a big, medium to full-
bodied wine with a Bordeaux-like structure imposed on it. 
It’s still moving in the right direction, and should hit its peak 
in another 4-5 years and then last for 15-20.

1998 Hillside Select
Rating: 95   Drink: 2014 - 2029

The 1998 Shafer Cabernet Sauvignon Hillside Select was 
produced during a challenging vintage in Napa Valley with 
an incredible heat wave in mid-July, with temperatures 
at the Hillside Select property hitting an astonishing 114 
degrees. This was brutal for the grapes, but a strict selection, 
and as Doug and John Shafer said, “We make no excuses at 
this winery.” Certainly, this was one of the great successes 
in this vintage. Very tiny yields from small, rather shriveled 
berries produced a super-extracted, rich, intense wine that 

has some smokey barbecue notes along with blackcurrants, 
cedar wood, wet rocks and background oak and burn-
ing embers. There’s almost a Graves-like, scorched earth 
character to this vintage. This medium to full-bodied wine 
is intense and undeniably one of the top ten wines in Napa 
Valley. Moreover, it should continue to drink well for another 
10-15 years.

1997 Hillside Select
Rating: 96   Drink: 2014 - 2029

The 1997 Shafer Cabernet Sauvignon Hillside Select is a rela-
tively evolved style for Hillside Select and seemingly more 
advanced than the older vintages, such as 1995 and 1994. 
Nevertheless, there is plenty to excite. It’s a big wine, dense 
purple in color with some lightening at the edge, plenty of 
crème de cassis fruit, lead pencil shavings, sweet vanilla and 
earth. It is very ripe, full-bodied, opulent and voluptuously 
textured. This is terrific stuff, hedonistic, showing second-
ary/tertiary nuances in the aromatics and essentially a full 
resolution of the tannin. This wine also seems to have come 
into its own and is clearly at its peak of flavor. Drink it over 
the next 10-15 years.

1996 Hillside Select 
Rating: 93   Drink: 2014 - 2026

A drought year produced the 1996 Shafer Cabernet Sauvi-
gnon Hillside Select, which is slightly more compact than 
great vintages, but nevertheless impressive. It offers further 
evidence that even in more challenging years, the Hillside 
Select is a special wine. Dense plum/purple with notes of 
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Doug Shafer, early 1980s



                

cedarwood, charcoal, underbrush and forest, the wine has 
plenty of cassis, a medium to full-bodied mouthfeel, ripe 
tannin, but a slightly less impressive finish than the 1995 or 
1994. This wine seems to be in its plateau of full maturity, 
where it should hold for at least another 10-12 years.

1995 Hillside Select
Rating: 98   Drink: 2014 - 2034

Interestingly, the first thing that came to my mind in smell-
ing the 1995 Shafer Cabernet Sauvignon Hillside Select was a 
relatively young vintage of Château Latour. Another fabulous 
effort, with notes of blackcurrants, graphite, a touch of 
vanilla, sweet tannin and a full-bodied, multidimensional 
mouthfeel, this vintage offers stunning aromatics of black 
fruits, earth, charcoal and lead pencil shavings. In addition, 
there is an intense, full-bodied mouthfeel, and a youthful 
vibrancy and vigor that are sensational. This is an amazingly 
young wine that’s coming up on 20 years of age and another 
great example of just how these best terroirs of Napa can 
produce incredibly long-lived Cabernet Sauvignons. It should 
last at least another two decades as well.

1994 Hillside Select
Rating: 96   Drink: 2014 - 2034

A spectacular wine, the 1994 Shafer Cabernet Sauvignon 
Hillside Select begins a succession of profound Hillside Select 
cuvées that continues nearly uninterrupted (1996 misses 
slightly) to the present day. It is a further indication of just 

how impressive this team’s performance has been at this 
winery. The fully mature 1994, which has another 15-20 
years of drinkability ahead of it, exhibits a complex, nearly 
flamboyant nose of subtle oak, blue, red and black fruits, 
graphite and licorice. The gorgeous aromas are followed by 
an opulent, full-bodied, multidimensional mouthfeel that 
coats the palate.

1993 Hillside Select
Rating: 90   Drink: 2014 - 2025

The deep purple-colored 1993 Shafer Cabernet Sauvignon 
Hillside Select is somewhat disjointed on the palate. 
Although there are some attractive blue and black fruits 
in the nose, along with some new oak in the background, 
the bouquet reveals a lack of focus. This tough vintage 
has turned out an outstanding Hillside Select, but it is not 
one of the superstars of 1993. Medium-bodied and intact 
aromatically and flavor-wise, there is an overall sense that 
something is missing.

1992 Hillside Select
Rating: 95   Drink: 2014 - 2034

The 1992 Shafer Cabernet Sauvignon Hillside Select is 
another killer wine boasting a dense purple color as well as 
a gorgeous bouquet of crème de cassis, creosote, camphor, 
licorice, blackberries and subtle background oak, and full-
bodied, heady flavors. It is clear that after 1991, the Shafers 
and Elias Fernandez were entering a dramatic new level of 
quality as the Hillside Select cuvée had become a world-
class effort. This beauty is just becoming fully drinkable and 
should continue to provide immense enjoyment over the 

next 20 years.

1991 Hillside Select
Rating: 96  Drink: 2014 - 2030

The 1991 Shafer Cabernet Sauvignon Hillside Select repre-
sents the beginning of a new era where sterile filtration was 
halted, after which the quality of most vintages soared to 
new heights. They may also have been picking riper fruit, as 
Napa Valley was in the midst of enjoying some fabulous 

Doug Shafer (left) and Elias Fernandez, late 1980s



vintages in what would turn out to be a Golden Era for its 
wineries. The 1991 is the finest Hillside Select of the early 
1990s, although the 1992, 1994, 1995, 1997 and 1998 
are close in quality. A stunning nose of licorice, vanillin, 
unsmoked cigar tobacco, crème de cassis and cedarwood are 
present in this multilayered, full-bodied, opulent, super-
concentrated wine. It still possesses an opaque ruby/purple 
color to the rim. At age 23, this beauty is just hitting its 
plateau of full maturity.

1990 Hillside Select
Rating: 92   Drink: 2014 - 2023

Spicy, cedary, unsmoked cigar tobacco, blackcurrant, sweet 
cherry and vanillin notes are present in the 1990 Shafer 
Cabernet Sauvignon Hillside Select, along with loads of fruit, 
a monolithic, plump, rich, medium to full-bodied mouthfeel 
and a good finish.

1989 Hillside Select
Rating: 91 Drink: 2014 - 2022

The first wine of a new era, the 1989 Shafer Cabernet 
Sauvignon Hillside Select is the finest produced since the 
debut vintage in 1978. It still reveals a deep ruby/plum/gar-
net color to the rim as well as notes of graphite, cedarwood, 
blackcurrants and forest floor. Medium-bodied with excel-
lent richness, soft tannins and an authoritative finish, it was 
a revelation in a vintage I generally do not find appealing.

1988 Hillside Select
Rating: 86   Drink: 2014 - 2015

Made from a challenging vintage in Napa Valley, the 1988 
Shafer Cabernet Sauvignon Hillside Select offers notes of 
roasted coffee beans and earth, but little ripe fruit. The wine 
is beginning to show some fatigue and oxidative tendencies, 
so drink it up.

1987 Hillside Select
Rating: 88   Drink: 2014 - 2020

Made during the period when Tony Soter arrived at Shafer 
and began to insist on making the wines by using their ol-
factory and palate more than harvesting grapes by numbers 
and looking for fixed formulas and specific total acids and 
pHs / alcohol levels, the 1987 Shafer Cabernet Sauvignon 
Hillside Select reveals attractive red and blackcurrant fruit, 
sweet cherry, loamy soil and a touch of toasty oak notes in a 
medium-bodied style. With gentle tannins and a lush finish, 
it is by no means a great Hillside Select, but it is very good.

1986 Hillside Select
Rating: 85   Drink: 2014 - 2015

The 1986 Shafer Cabernet Sauvignon Hillside Select was 
the only wine that tasted somewhat fatigued and oxidized. 
Notes of old plums, figs and prunes are present in this 1986.

H i l l s i d e  S e l e c t  V e r t i c a l  T a s t i n g 

John Shafer, 1977

John Shafer (left) and Alfonso Zamora-Ortiz, late 1970s



                 

1985 Hillside Select
Rating: 89   Drink: 2014 - 2015

Too much sterile filtration was clearly an issue with the 1985 
Shafer Cabernet Sauvignon Hillside Select, which did not 
have the aromatics, textural dimensions or expansiveness of 
the later (and greater) Shafer Hillside Selects. Nevertheless, 
this is still an excellent wine with a deep ruby/plum/purple 
color, tart acids, spice box, tobacco leaf, red and blackcurrant 
and earthy characteristics. The acids will never subside, and 
as the baby fat continues to dissipate, this wine will become 
more and more angular.

1984 Hillside Select
Rating: 88   Drink: 2014 - 2020

From a hot vintage, the dark plum/garnet-colored 1984 
Shafer Cabernet Sauvignon Hillside Select had to be acidified 
significantly. All the baby fat has fallen away, leaving the 
acids to jut out. There are lots of spice box, red and blackcur-
rant, cherry and loamy soil notes, but the wine exhibits an 
unusual tart feeling that has kept it fresher than one might 
expect, albeit somewhat angular.

1983 Hillside Select
Rating: 88   Drink: 2014 - 2015

A better wine than the 1982 that has held up with cellaring, 
the 1983 Shafer Cabernet Sauvignon Hillside Select exhibits 
a dark garnet color as well as dusty, loamy soil, old oak, 
coffee, redcurrant and plum fruit notes, plenty of spice and a 
subtle hint of herbs.

1982 Reserve Cabernet Sauvignon*
Rating: 84   Drink: 2014 - 2015

The herbaceous, straightforward, pleasant 1982 Shafer 
Reserve Cabernet Sauvignon reveals dry, attenuated char-
acteristics, a lean, austere mouthfeel, and notes of tobacco 
intermixed with vegetative undertones, red and blackcur-
rants, and a tight, clipped finish. It was made during the 
learning curve years, and it reflects that.

1979 Cabernet Sauvignon*
Rating: 89  Drink: 2014 - 2015

The 1979 Shafer Cabernet Sauvignon reveals compact, 
slightly herbaceous notes and is a typical so-called “food” 
wine that was so popular at the time. There is nothing wrong 
with it, and it is certainly very good to excellent, but it lacks 
the wow factor.

1978 Cabernet Sauvignon*
Rating: 92  Drink: 2014 - 2015

The first vintage, the 1978 Shafer Cabernet Sauvignon, has 
turned out to be one of the strongest wines made during the 
first decade of this vineyard. It comes across like a Pauillac-
styled red with notes of cedarwood, loamy soil, blackcur-
rants, fruitcake and tobacco leaf. It could easily be mistaken 
for a second or third-growth wine from the Pauillac/St.-
Julien border given its sweet tannin, spice box, and loads of 
medium to full-bodied fruit. For this debut vintage, some 
American oak was used in the wine’s upbringing (a practice 
that was terminated).

*This wine is listed on eRobertParker.com as being a Hillside Select, though the 
name came into use with the 1983 vintage.

John Shafer, 1970s



D e c a d e s  i n  Yo u r  G l a s s  
Wine QuAlity oWes A lot to  
exPeRience

he aromas, textures, and flavors in your glass of  
wine are the result of  the vintage, the vineyard 
site, and the grape variety. But there is a less well-
known ingredient — experience.

 At Shafer, the quality of  the wine in every bottle is 
directly tied to the skill and decision-
making that only comes from people 
with decades in the vineyard and the 
cellar.
 The story begins in the early 
1980s when John Shafer hired his 
son, Doug Shafer, to become wine-
maker. A year later, Doug hired Elias 
Fernandez fresh out of  college to be 

his assistant winemaker.

Honing Cellar Skills
“Those were very tough years,” says 
Elias. “During crunch times, like harvest, we were pull-
ing all-nighters to get the fruit crushed and into fermen-
tation tanks.”
 It was a sharp, challenging learning curve that 
came with plenty of  mistakes and lessons learned.
 By the early 1990s, after ten years of  intense fo-
cus, relentless work and long hours, the wines and the 
winery had turned a corner. Most critics agree that be-
tween the 1991 and 1994 vintages something special 
happened to the wines at Shafer.
 In 1994 the Shafer team did a re-shuffle. John 
Shafer pulled back from running the winery and took 
the role of  chairman, while Doug Shafer became winery 

president and Elias Fernandez became winemaker.

 “It’s like Doug and I split up, so that we could 

both take what we’d learned and apply it in a bigger way 

throughout the winery,” says Elias.

 In the cellar, Elias began assembling a small team 

and teaching them everything he and Doug had learned 

about focusing on the smallest detail, running an ex-

tremely clean cellar, and how to handle crisis situations.

 “I’d see a gasket fall out of  a hose onto the floor 

and one of  the guys would pick it up and start to put 

it back in,” says Elias. “I had to train them to throw 

that gasket away and get a new, clean 

one. We had to go to great lengths to 

avoid microbial issues.”

Investing in Winemaking
On the administrative side, thanks to 
years in the cellar, Doug Shafer had a 
good sense of  the importance of  in-
vesting in quality winemaking.
     “A lot of people don’t understand 
the role of the owner in the quality of  
wine,” says Elias. “At Shafer, my cel-
lar team and I have been fortunate to 

work with owners who put real dollars into pristine bar-
rels, our own bottling line, and new technology.”
 You can have the most experienced cellar team in 
the world, but if  you don’t give them the right tools they 
will never rise to their world-class potential, Elias says.
 This year, the cellar team Elias leads will celebrate 
their 20th harvest together. That kind of  experience and 
longevity is almost unheard of  in the wine business.
 “In the old days, they were always in crisis mode 
during harvest and bottling,” says Doug Shafer, refer-
ring to the 1990s. “Today, if  you go over there dur-

ing the heaviest day of  crush, it’s a well-oiled machine. 

Everybody knows what they’re doing, they’re thinking 

ahead to their next three or four steps. It’s incredible.”
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