








HILLSIDE SELECT HISTORY

Uncovering a Gem

WHEN INITIALLY VIEWING THESE
HILLSIDES, IT WAS ‘LIKE AT FIRST SIGHT’
— THE LOVE CAME LATER — By Jobn Shafer

hen I first laid eyes on our hillside prop-

erty in May, 1972, it had been on the mar-

ket for three years and a number of expe-

rienced vintners had visited and passed it

over. While it had been the site of grapegrowing since
the late 1880s, it was not considered noteworthy.

My first impression was not that I stumbled on

a crown jewel — other than the natural beauty of the

Stags Leap palisades. It came with a rundown house

and several out buildings. About three quarters of its

rambhng 209 acres were unplantable thanks to the
steepness of the slopes. The 30 acres of vines sported a
hodgepodge of white and red varietals, names I'd never

heard of then such as Golden Chasselas, Carignane and

I realized though that beyond these surface details
the property seemed to have what I'd been looking for,
chiefly, hillsides of thin, volcanic soils that offered quick
drainage. While T had no experience as a grapegrower,
I'd done plenty of research all of which had pointed me
toward the old belief in the Mediterranean world that
the best wines come from fruit grown on hillsides. In
fact there’s a Roman saying regarding the preferences of
the ancient god of wine: “Bacchus amat colles” Latin
for Bacchus loves the hills.

After purchasing the vineyard, and moving our
family out from Chicago, I was faced with choosing
which new varietals we would stake our future on. The
vines Id inherited had been planted in 1922 and were

long past their prime.

Tough Choices

Two local growers, Laurie Wood and Manuel Bar-
boza, helped me with this difficult decision. Wood, who
owned a vineyard management company, came out to
the property and dug test holes to assess the vineyard’s
potential. Barboza had been the vineyard manager at
neighboring Stags” Leap Winery since the 1920s and
knew this part of the valley like he knew his own family.
Both men encouraged me to plant red grapes, saying
that Cabernet Sauvignon would fare especially well.

This was surprising news because conventional
wisdom then said you needed to plant Cabernet in the
significantly warmer areas of the Valley such as Ruth-
erford and Oakville. The Stags Leap area, by contrast,
achieved good midday heat, but then cooled off rapidly

Our first effort with new vines was an unplanted
south-facing seven-acre hillside. With advice from a re-
cent U.C. Davis viticulture graduate, we prepped the site
by “ripping” the soil only to realize, with sinking hearts,
that as the first heavy November rains came we had
created some terrible erosion problems.

A hole in our deer fence brought on the next set-
back. After we planted our rootstock, the deer waited
until it developed some greenery and then chewed the
rootstock down to the soil line. We attempted to bud
the rootstock to Cabernet anyway, which resulted in a
pitiful 20 percent “take.” Because of these and other
setbacks, the site was dubbed “John’s Folly.”

The following season I was contracting with John
Pifia, who everyone called Big John, to manage our culti-
vation. Unbeknownst to me, Big John was also Working
for Milt Eisele, taking care of his vines in Calistoga.
When it came time to make a second attempt to bud
John's Folly to Cabernet, Pifia simply cut some canes
from Milt’s vineyards (without asking anyone’s permis-

sion, I later learned) and brought them over to ours

Returning a Favor

Years later Milt sold his vineyard to Bart Araujo
and in the mid-1980s those vines were struck by the
root louse, Phylloxera. Araujo needed to replant so he
asked Milt to contact me to learn if they could have
some of our Eisele budwood. Of course I said yes and
Araujo Estate Wines recovered from Phylloxera with
new budwood from their old vine cuttings.

By 1978 growing grapes wasn't enough; I'd been
bitten hard by the wine bug. That year we picked fruit
from John's Folly and made 1,000 cases of Cabernet.

In 1981 I started getting the wine into the marketplace

and from the start it seemed like we'd done something
right. Critics and consumers alike took to the wine with
an immediacy that took me off guard. By 1983 my son
Doug joined our family enterprise as winemaker and by
the time we harvested the 1983 vintage we decided to
select the best-of-the-best fruit from our hillside vine-

yard and make a Cabernet that captured the essence of

Sauvignon Vert. with chilly afternoons and evenings. for budding. this site.
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25 Vintage
Retrospective

THE EvoLuTION OF HILLSIDE SELECT—
ONE WOMAN’Ss VIEW — By Karen MacNeil

bat can be learned after 25 years of doing some-
thing? Maybe it takes 25 years to know you’ve

what you've

learned anything. Quite possibly,
learned is more easily tasted than told.

On a cold spring day in 2011, driving down the Sil-
verado Trail, I found myself thinking these circular
thoughts. I was on my way
to Shafer to taste every vin-
tage of Hillside Select ever
made. The thought alone
was thrilling.

I know the Hillside Se-
lect cabernets fairly well. For
the last IS years, I've taken
my wine students to Shafer multiple times every year.
Each time, John and Doug Shafer have poured three
different vintages of the wine. Tasting a wine this
way, over and over again, over years, pulls you deeply
into it. You begin to see something elemental about
it; its personality, if you will. And you begin to see
vintages for what they are — the mood of the wine
at different times in its existence.

I knew Hillside’s personality. I knew — or so
I thought — what to expect from the retrospective

tasting,

1983 1984

Doug joins the winery as winemaker. When he tastes

Doug says the Reserve

But here is where time comes in. The last 25
years have been a time of enormous learning in the
Napa Valley. John and Doug, along with winemaker
Elias Fernandez, have been a part of that intellectual
odyssey. What they've taught themselves through
three decades of trial and error — their story — is
the story of the evolution of Hillside Select. And in
many ways, it’s also the story of the most ambitious
decades in the history of the Napa Valley. Here, in
brief, is how that story unfolded, interspersed with
my notes on some of the Hillside Selects I find the

most remarkable.

The progenitor of Hillside Select was Shafer Vine-
yards very first cabernet sauvignon. Made in the
extraordinary vintage year of 1978 (and released in
1981 for $11 a bottle), it was a wine that astounded
John, a businessman who had (no less astoundingly)
made it himself, more or less by the seat of his pants
with the help of other vintners.

The thousand cases he made sold out immedi-
ately. For John and Doug, a light bulb went on. They
looked around their ranch — then planted also with
zinfandel, golden chasselas, carignan — and thought:
CABERNET. From a strategic planning point of
view, it didn't hurt that their neighbor Stag’s Leap
Wine Cellars had, just a few years before, won the
renowned Judgment of Paris tasting for their own
cabernet sauvignon.

By 1983, John had taken out the remain-

ing zinfandel on the small steep hillside beside the

1985

= Elias Fernandez is John leads an effort to

the 1982 lot from the Sunspot vineyard block he’s so deserves a better hired as assistant petition the government
impressed he lobbies to keep it separate from the oth- name and creates winemaker three to designate Stags Leap
ers. With the Sunspot lot Doug creates Shafer’s one and the first Hillside » |y weeks prior to his District an American
only Reserve Cabernet. It’s the first year Shafer produces Select with the 1983 l b5 k graduation from Viticultural Area (AVA).
two Cabernets, both from Stags Leap District. vintage. il U.C Davis.

winery — a vineyard known as Sunspot — and plant-
ed the slope to cabernet. It was Doug’s first year at the

winery as winemaker.

“|'was on my way to Shafer to taste
every vintage of Hillside Select ever made.
The thought alone was thrilling.”

Something about that first cabernet from Sun-
spot — its blueberry-sized berries; the rich fruit
core of the wine — impressed Doug. He kept it
separate, and that year, the winery made two caber-
nets: the fantastic “regular” one, and the...what? He
didn't want to call it a reserve. During those heady
commercial days of the early 1980s, everybody, it
seemed, was making a so-called reserve. In a moment
that may have been as much about good luck as good

marketing, he decided to call the wine “Hillside

1989

Shafer takes first steps toward sustainable
¥ agriculture planting cover crops and
erecting hawk perches and owl nesting in 1989.
boxes (to encourage these raptors to

lower the gopher population) in Stags Leap

District and Carneros vineyards.

Stags Leap District is
approved as an AVA

Select.” Each year, he'd make it from grapes grown on
the best hillside lots on the ranch. Hillside Select was
born and, though the Shafers didn’t know it, so was

the course of the winery’s destiny.

1983 Hillside Select: Deep primordialpeg‘ume gfforestﬂoor and
soft [kewy, Skowing almost pinot noir-like in its ele:ganff, Br{gbt
aridity appears to be carrying the still sweet core cy( fmit. Luscious

and fmil (not a word typimlly associated with Hillside Selfrt).

By the time the 1984 vintage rolled in, Doug
had hired Elias Fernandez as his assistant winemaker.
It was a hot, grueling vintage. Doug and Elias took
turns sleeping on the floor of the office when they
weren't tending the wine. It was the giddy era of
winemaking technique in the Napa Valley. Hillside
Select was adjusted, acidified, and heavily filtered.
Doug and Elias, still new to the game and desperate
to do things right, used just about every Winemaking
trick in the book. “We didn't trust our intuition yet,”
recalls Doug. “We were doing things by the num-
bers; by a formula.” The character of Hillside, alas,

was apparently irrepressible.

1984 Hillside Select: Sweetly aromatic with a lifted and entic-
ing [omplex bouquet‘ Sappy and plusb on the palate‘ The almost
chewy, soft texture and dark espressoJi/ee ﬂavors suggest a wine
much younger than this. A very warm vintage. The grapes were
quite ripe, but the wine’s commanding structure has preserved it
well. Uo]m’s favorite among the old vinmges.) The only vintage of
Hillside to ever have a small amount of another varietal, In this

case, ﬂbO%[ 3% mbernetfmnt,

Continued on next page
1991 1993
Shafer digs an Shafer’s “electric blanket”
8,000 sq. ft. vintage, the 1978 Cabernet,
wine cave. wins an international competi-

tion in Germany, outranking
such wines as Chateau Margaux
and Chateau Latour.
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And then came the vintage that changed the
terms of engagement: 1987. It had been a warm vin-
tage, and the thick, sweet, black Hillside juice tasted
great. Their confidence building, Doug and Elias
added less acid and kept the wine longer in new oak.
They were sure this would be their best wine yet.
“A year and a half later,” says Doug with still visible

disappointment, “it tasted all green.”

1987 Hillside Select: The most Bordeaux-like in structure,
aroma and flavor of any Hillside ever made. Beautiful notes
of green tobacco. Impressive and sleck on the palatei Tannin is
still sporting some Qrip. (Doug and Elias both strongly dislike
this vintage’s style. I however, find the wine spectacular and am

}mppy to take any remaining cases g‘j‘ their }mnds.)

Enter the 1990s and a string of great vin-
tage years. The 1987 Hillside Select behind them,
Doug and Elias began to redefine their own concept

of perfect ripeness. Sunspot and their other rocky

hillside vineyards basked in sun. And because they
faced mostly west, the vineyards remained in the sun
until it finally set over the Mayacamas across the Val-
ley. Sun, Doug decided, was their asset. They began
to let the grapes hang longer. The tannins grew riper,
and Hillside’s remarkable cashmere softness began to
emerge.

With a new focus on their vineyards, Doug and
Elias cut back on what was happening to Hillside
in the cellar. No longer was it acidified or tightly
filtered. The percentage of new French oak grew, and
time spent in that oak lengthened.

With Doug and Elias apparently hitting their
stride, John suggested they go to Bordeaux, every
cabernet maker’s ultimate pilgrimage. Somehow they
never found the time. “In retrospect, I'm glad we've
never gone,” says Doug. “As it was, we had to figure

out this ranch, these vineyards, instead.”

1993 Hillside Select: A difficult vintage, but one that paid off
handsomely because of a lot of careful work in the vineyard.
The wine is languorous on the palate, supple, and very long. In
many ways, the model for all of the modern Hillsides. Wave
after wave of complex ripe flavor. A “choreagraphy” on the palate

that’s sensual.

With the 1995 vintage, Doug, John and Elias
began to see the power and density Hillside Select
was capable of. At the time, conventional wisdom
had it that really ripe grapes would lead to unbal-
anced wines that lacked structure and aging poten-
tial. Conventional wisdom dearly didn't apply in

this case.

1995 Hillside Select: Atomic density. Monolithic structure and
superb softness. Wave after wave of complex, molten-lava-rich
fruit. The wine seems spring-loaded, it’s so vibrant. Possibly the
best Hillside ever made and drinking magnjﬁfﬂn[[y now. (Dowg’s

top scoring wine.)

And thus the bar was raised. During the 2000s,
Hillside Select has continued on the path ushered
in by that 1995 wine. “We now know our hillside
vineyards really well,” says Elias. “We know that the
grapes must be fully ripe, and that the color of the
wine when it’s first made has to be so saturated and
dark, you can't see through it. We know that early
on, Hillside Select is often brooding and closed. But
with time, it comes out of that state with explosive

flavors and a texture that’s unreal in its softness.”

2002 Hillside Select: Massively structured, powerful. Hillsides
this young still possess a lot of primary fruit drama. Dark choco-
late, wild berries, and vanilla bean swirl together in a kalfidoszope
of dense flavor. The wine’s texcture is already as soft and unctuous
as tiramisu. But best of all with this vintage, as with all of the

top Hillsides, the wine has a commanding presence.

A commanding presence. In the end, that may
say it all. For in a world where too many cabernets
seem all too homogeneous, Hillside Select stands
apart. It possesses what is perhaps the highest at-

tribute a wine can possess: it 1s utterly distinctive.

Karen MacNeil is author of The Wine Bible, appears regularly
on national broadcast outlets, has won countless honors including a
James Beard Foundation award, and teaches a legendary class on wine
at The Culinary Institute of America, Greystone. Be sure to visit
KarenMacNeil.com.

Pushing Vines to Their Top Potential
By Doug Shafer

Vines that live the good life — plenty of water, lots of soil
nutrients — rarely make great wine.

(Cabernet Sauvignon with lush flavor originates from vines
that are smaller. The clusters are loose and the grapes are
small. On our hillsides the grapes look like blueberries. The
soils are thin and rocky, offering scant nutrients for the
vine. When water is given to the vines it's doled out drip

by drip. _ ¥ m g

The vineyard may yield
only two to three tons
of fruit per acre at pick-
ing time — sometimes
less.

You've probably heard
that vines have to
struggle in order to pro-
duce quality fruit. Part
of the reason for that is
to force the vine into a decision — will it pour its energy
into developing its leaves and stems? Or into its fruit?

If a vine has plenty of nutrients and water, its vitality will
go into the greenery and fruit quality suffers. By placing
the vine on the edge of survival it must choose — and the
choice it has to make is to favor the fruit, because the fruit
is where the seeds are, which is the future of the species.

Roughly 90 percent of what’s in your glass is the result of
what happens in the vineyard.

1994 1995 1998 1999 2002 2003

Doug is named win- Installed a John brings new T Shafer removes three acres of prime Caber- Doug and Annette - John chairs the Elias is named “Winemaker of the Shafers Hillside Estate W Songbird houses are Shafer’s barrel lot of
ery president, Elias is system to " puppy Tucker to the net Sauvignon vineyard to dig a 30-acre-foot Shafer get married 1999 Napa Valley Year” by two prestigious publications: Vineyards are named erected throughout 2001 Hillside Select
named winemaker, recycle all the ., office, where he pond dubbed “Jake’s Lake” after Doug’s black ona hillside vineyard Wine Auction, raising Quarterly Review of Wines and Food & among the Top 25 our vineyards to takes the top spot at
and John takes the water used in joins John's phone .1 Lab, who loved to swim there. The pond block which is arecord-breaking Wine magazine. He is also honored at Vineyards in the World attract birds to help the Napa Valley Wine
role of chairman. our cellar. conversations and captures and stores winter rain and runoff to renamed $5.5 million. the White House as a national Hispanic by Wine & Spirits control the bug Auction.

eats the mail. create sustainable irrigation. “Hitching Post” role model. magazine. population.
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A Delicate Balance

EXPLORING THE HEDONISTIC JOY OF
DINING WITH AN OLDER RED WINE
— By Gerald Asher

hen it comes to choosing a wine to

drink with dinner, I'm as Iikely as the

next man just to pick something that

strikes my fancy. I bear in mind what
were eating, of course, but the weather and the
kind of day I've had will play
their part, too. Do I need to
be comforted or challenged?
Am I ready for an old friend
or a new acquaintance?

But sometimes it’s the
other way round. I've picked
the wine for the occasion and
now I must make sure it has
the right setting. In all the
column inches about wine
and food combinations, there
is rarely advice for those who
have a special bottle, perhaps
put aside for years, with qualities that need to be

brought out to be fully appreciated.

Background Check
If I'm not already familiar with the wine, I take
time to check any relevant tasting notes I can find

on the Internet to get some idea of what to expect.

I'ignore the blueberries and pomegranates and look
for real information that might tell me whether the
wine is still fresh and lively, whatever its age, or is it
silky-soft and even beginning to fade. Is the wine
balanced so that no particular quality dominates, or
is there some excess of tannin, or, in age, has the
glycerol disappeared leaving a slightly bony structure
poking through the charm of an evolved aroma and
flavor?

I need to know these things because the first de-
cision I must make is: will another wine best prepare
our palates for it? And if so,
which one? Even with some
age, a good Bordeaux is still
apt to show some primary
fruit. But the wine’s effect
on nose and palate is likely
to be that of secondary aro-
mas mostly composed in the
fermentation vat and during
the wine’s time in bottle.

A California Cabernet
Sauvignon, particulaﬂy one
from Napa Valley, has a re-
strained opulence, however,
and retains its primary fruit far longer. Even with the
passage of time, it will usually dominate fermenta-
tion and aging aromas. As a result, the wine presents
itself more directly and in greater concentration to
the nose and palate. Rarely does it follow the Bor-
deaux pattern of half-tones, chords in a minor key.

Rather, a mature California Cabernet Sauvignon

unfolds on the palate harmoniously, into a long,
sustained finish.

The first wine should prepare the palate for
what is to come. A young Cabernet Sauvignon
without too much weight — light, fresh, and faitly
simple — is best. Choose something balanced but
unassertive, and with just enough fruit to hint at
what is to follow. It should bring out the main wine
by establishing a base. Be particularly careful not to
pick a young wine that is too exuberant or you risk
putting the fruit of the older wine in the shade. Al-
low the older wine to display its subtlety.

The dish for your principal wine should not be
complicated. It would take away the spotlight from
the wine. And why confuse the palate with multiple
flavors at such a time? But, nevertheless, it has to be

something Worthy of the wine.

Classic Pairing

Despite the classic relationship of Cabernet
Sauvignon and lamb, I find a roast loin of veal,
cooked just to a juicy pinkness, is perfect with an
aged California Cabernet Sauvignon, and, because
veal is not a meat we eat every day, it adds to the
sense of occasion.

A quick pan gravy made by deglazing the roast-
ing pan with a cup or two of red wine on the stove
top, thickened with a little butter and flour, a dash of
mustard, and a sprinkling of salt is probably all you
need, but the adventurous can try a sauce Périgour-
dine with a hint of truffle from canned truffle juice

or from sea-salt flavored with specks of dried truffle,

available at specialty grocers. Haricots verts, or a
quick stir fry of bok choy (only a hint of ginger and
garlic!) is all I would serve with it.

But what would I serve with that first red wine?
Again, I would keep it simple but something we don't
eat every day. A good prosciutto, sliced very thin
(San Daniele rather than Parma if I can find it) with
shavings of Parmesan is a simple but elegant starter
with a light, soft red wine. It’s also a delicate prepa-
ration for the veal. But if I can get away from my
guests for a few minutes, I would make a quick sauté
of chicken livers with sage and white wine (Marcella
Hazan’s recipe 1s the one I use). It’s a quick, simple

but CIHSSY dlsh that sets the tone for everything 6156.

Gerald Asher is perbaps best known for his revered “Wine Journal” col-
umn which be contributed to Gourmet magazine for many years. He
is a contributor to Decanter and The World of Fine Wine, and

the author of several wine books, including The Pleasures of Wine.

New ldeas for Older Wines

For dinner ideas that Doug and
Annette Shafer have enjoyed
with older Hillside Selects,
please visit the Wine & Food
section at ShaferVineyards.com.
We've just posted a delectable new recipe for Butternut
Squash Risotto. “The roasted squash and aged cheese
make this dish rich and works well with the mellowed
tannins in an older Hillside Select,” writes Annette.

~ 1Y

Check out the recipe at the Wine & Food section of our
site or snap this tag with the camera on your smartphone.
iPhone users: go to the app store and search for “Tag
Reader.” Other phones: go to http://gettag.mobi.

2004 2007 2008 2010 20M
Shafer barrels Wine critic Shafer celebrates 25 years of winemaking. To T === Shafer constructs a 128-kW Shafer’s barrel lot of Work begins on a second John and Doug Shafer are honored with the James Beard Shafer releases
move into a new Robert M. Parker, honor John Shafer during this anniversary year, solar array in 2004 and 2005 Hillside Select solar array designed to Foundation “Outstanding Wine and Spirits Professional.” 2007 Hillside Select,
state-of-the-art Jr., names Shafer Shafer Vineyards releases a one-time bottling becomes the first winery in takes the top spot at generate power for the John and Doug are the first Napa Valley vintners awarded the 25th vintage of
barrel room. “one of the world’s of 2001 Shafer 25th Sunspot Vineyard Cabernet Napa and Sonoma to generate the Napa Valley Wine winery’s water recycling this honor in 14 years, joining previous Napa Valley this wine.
greatest wineries.” Sauvignon, 25 barrels made from 25 year old 100 percent of its power needs Auction, breaking the pond and for the vineyard recipients: Robert Mondavi (‘91), André Tchelistcheff

Sunspot vines. with solar energy. $100,000 mark. irrigation system. ('92), and Jack and Jamie Davies (‘96).



Continued from page 3

2000

Pleasing aromatics. Black fruit, pepper, mineral, and sweet-
spicy vanilla. Showing age characteristics of cedar and tea. A
core of sweetness, mature tannins. Drink now — 5 years

1999

Aromatic brightness. Raspberry, blackberry. Beginning to
show a more mature balance of tobacco, herbs and minerals
and a core of sweetness. Drink now — 10 years

1998

Deep color with soft tannins and luscious fruit. Aromatics
offer a blend of currants, vanilla and mineral in the mouth
and a long finish. Drink now — 5 years

1997

Should remain lively for a few years. Dark color with flavors
of chocolate and black fruit. A long finish of mocha, vanilla
and spice, classic tannins of the Stags Leap District.

Drink now — 16 years

1996

Ripe aromatics and elegantly balanced fruit flavors. Deep
color with a ring of brick at the edge, with a silky texture and
maturing fruit. Drink now — 4/5 years

1995

Still shows such richness — complex, elegant and composed.
Velvety brick color and maturing Cabernet flavors. Rich
lingering finish. Drink now — 4 years

1994

Showing delicate, complex layers of tea, cedar, tobacco and
leather. This is bottle bouquet in a delicious phase.

Drink now — 3/4 years

1993

Mature color with a brick-red rim; oak toast, plums and nice
earth/mineral notes in the nose. Bright, refined fruit that has
pleasing depth and finesse. Drink now — 2 years

1992
Full pleasures of age in its aroma and flavor profile; balanced

and structured with tannins that have reconciled with the
fruit. Some amber at the edges of the glass.
Drink now — 1/2 years

1991

Dense color in the center of the glass with red/orange at the
edges, dense flavors, juicy fruit, great length, and richness.
Complexities are still developing. Drink now — 2 years

1990

Beautiful color with flavors and aromas of blackberries, tea,
herbs, spice, cedar and developing mushroom. Mature with a
silky texture and pleasing finish. Drink now

1989

A complete, complex wine. Mature Cabernet aromas that
lead to complex herbal, tea and cedar flavors and soft tan-
nins. Still sweet with nice length. Drink now

1988
Medium dark color, floral notes in the nose. Medium bodied,
mature Cabernet flavors and moderate tannins. Drink now

1987

Bigger, more substantial than 1985 or 1986. Mature, herbal
aromas. Complex Cabernet Sauvignon flavors balanced by
soft tannins. Drink now — 3 years

1986
Developed aromas of earth and mature fruit. Complex bottle
bouquet. Drink now — 2 years

1985

Mature color with restrained, mature medium/full-bodied
flavors. Still some vibrancy and liveliness.

Drink now — 3/4 years

1984
Still showing sweetness with nice color, herbal aromas.
Medium body, mature flavors. Drink now — 2 years

1983
Fully mature color and aromas. Nice acidity complements
mature flavors and resolved tannins. Drink now



