
Releasing 2015 Hillside Select® 
It’s hard to believe 2015 Hillside Select is the 37th 
Shafer Cabernet Sauvignon from our hillside vine-
yards. Dad harvested the first Cabernet fruit from 
our hillsides in 1978 and ever since we’ve worked 
diligently to ensure that this wine speaks beautifully 
of  this place.

As many of  you know, my dad, John Shafer, passed away on March 2 at 
the age of  94. He and I, our winemaker Elias Fernandez, and everyone at 
Shafer have been partners on this miraculous journey. We miss him but 
Dad has left us grateful for the winery he helped create – a place that values 
friendship, generosity, respect, and integrity. We hope every bottle of  our 

wine reflects those timeless values.

How Cabernet Became King
In this issue we asked sommelier and author Kelli White to dig into some 
of  the history surrounding how Cabernet Sauvignon became Napa Valley’s 
signature grape. Its dominance is so complete today you might be tempted 
to think it’s always been the case – far from it. Even when the Shafer family 
moved to Napa Valley in 1973, Cabernet’s ascendancy was far from assured.

Warm regards,

Caring for Your Wine Shipment
•  We highly recommend having your 

wine shipped to a business address or 
to a FedEx or UPS store for pick up. The 
number one delivery problem comes 
from shipping to a home address.

•  To ensure your wine arrives in peak con-
dition, we will ship your Hillside Select 
in the cooler weeks of fall 2019.

•  Always feel welcome to contact us with 
any questions or concerns!

1,650
Acres of Napa Valley’s most planted 
grape in 1966 – Petite Sirah

650
Acres of Napa Valley’s 5th most planted 
grape in 1966 – Cabernet Sauvignon

20,953
Acres of Napa Valley’s most planted 
grape in 2017 – Cabernet Sauvignon

“ … Cabernet Sauvignon’s 
status as California’s top red 
appears to be solid, as the 
variety continues to produce 
original and exciting wines 
that offer both charm and 
substance. Considering quality 
alone, this might be the state’s 
finest era for Cabernet.”   
 James Laube, Wine Spectator, Nov. 15, 2018

Join us on social media
Get behind-the-scenes photos and updates 
from Shafer Vineyards by joining us on  
Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, and Instagram.  
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H o w  J o h n  S h a f e r  F e l l  i n 
Lo v e  Wi t h  Wi n e 
By Doug Shafer

 
In the early 1970s my dad liked wine, he didn’t love 

it. We didn’t have a wine cellar in our house in Chi-

cago. He and my mom hadn’t visited Bordeaux. In 

fact during World War II, when Dad piloted B-24s 

he only saw Europe from the air while flying back 

and forth from his base in southern England to tar-

gets in Germany.

 The first drinks I remember seeing at our house, 

in the 1960s, were either bottles of  beer or gin and 

tonics while Dad practiced chip shots on our front 

lawn with his golfing buddies.

 His initial interest in wine country had almost 

nothing to do with wine itself.

 It was something inside him, a gnawing to cre-

ate something that was his own, to take a risk, to sink 

or swim on his own hard work and merits.

Family Man
You see after World War II Dad came home and 
completed his degree in engineering at Cornell. He 
actually hadn’t wanted to major in engineering but 
his father had insisted on it, saying that such a degree 
would ensure Dad always had a job and always had 
an income.
 He and my mom got married and Dad put that 
engineering degree to work at a machine tool com-
pany in Cleveland. He hated it. At mom’s suggestion, 
I think, he looked into a new opportunity in book 
sales.
 My mom’s grandfather, William Coates Fores-
man, and her grand-uncle, Hugh A. Foresman, in 

1896 had been founding partners of  Scott, Fores-
man & Company in Chicago, which specialized in 
publishing educational materials. Most people would 
know them as the publishers of  the “Dick and Jane” 
series of  basic readers.
 Dad applied for and landed a position in sales 
at Scott, Foresman. It was a great job for him. Dad 
was naturally gregarious, hard working, loved peo-
ple, had a terrific memory for names and details of  
people’s lives. He also loved sales and not because he 
took a hardball approach; it was fun for him to think 
up ways of  going about it, adapting ideas, experi-

menting, trying new things.

Bett and John Shafer on their honeymoon, 1947.

L to R: John, Bett, Libby, Bill, Doug, and Brad Shafer  
(in front) in Hinsdale, IL, 1969.

 Eventually he worked his way up to a job in the 
corporate office and by his mid-30s he was on the 
board of  directors. Later he worked his way up to 
the position of  Vice President of  Long Range Plan-
ning, where he promoted the idea of  embracing new 
technologies such as video tape. 
 By 1970, in his late 40s, when you’d expect Dad 
to enjoy a sense of  accomplishment, he instead felt 
unsettled and unfulfilled. His whole life he’d worked 
for other people and he wanted to take all his energy, 
innovation, and work ethic and pour it into some-

thing he’d built.

 
One morning while taking the train into work he 
read a story in a Chicago newspaper that seemed to 
speak directly to him. It said that if  you wanted to 
start a second career, you needed to start by the age 
of  50. Dad was 47.
 Within weeks he started exploring the sorts of  
things that made sense for an executive with his expe-
rience. He studied a deal to buy a small Midwestern 
publishing house and explored an offer to run a pub-
lishing company in Connecticut. He devoted some 
time looking into an opportunity to head up another 

company offering educational products. 

John Shafer was a publishing executive with Scott, Foresman & 
Co. until 1973.

 And then there was wine, which made no sense 

at all.

Job Search
He came across a report by Bank of  America that 

said thanks to all those kids born after World War II, 

the baby boomers, there was projected to be excep-

tional growth in the California wine business. Even 

though the only thing that Dad had ever grown were 

flowers in our front yard, tending a vineyard and pos-

sibly making wine appealed to him. He wanted to be 

his own boss and after 20 years in an office, he liked 

the idea of  working outdoors.

 He started trying wines beginning with those 

most readily available such as Lancers rosé and Gal-

lo’s Hearty Burgundy. He started reading books and 

magazines on wine. In delving into the renowned 

vineyards of  Europe, Dad began to see a pattern – 

nearly all of  them were planted on hillsides. With 

more reading and research an image began to form in 

his mind of  the ideal vineyard site.

 Later that year he flew to Palo Alto, California, 

for a publishing conference and decided to add a few 

days to his trip. After his meetings he rented a car 

and drove through California’s wine country feeling 

the lure more than ever.

Wine Wins
Back in Chicago, one by one, the other career pos-

sibilities in publishing dropped away for a variety of  

reasons. The last idea standing was wine. 

 Dad made a couple more trips to California 

to scout for the right property. By now he was con-

vinced that the best red wines came from hillsides. 

The idea dates back to the ancient Romans whose 

(Continued on next page)
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winemakers coined the Latin phrase “Bacchus amat 

colles,” or Bacchus (god of  wine) loves the hills. 

Delving Deeper
After visiting several wine regions he ended up in a 

rural backwater called Napa Valley where he knocked 

on the door of  one of  the two realtors in the tiny 

town of  St. Helena. The realtor took Dad to visit 

a number of  vineyard sites on the market but each 

was on the Valley floor and didn’t match the ideal in 

his mind. Finally the realtor said there was one more 

property that had been on the market for nearly three 

years and likely didn’t have a lot to offer. Several oth-

er knowledgeable vintners had seen it and passed on 

this particular property.  With nothing to lose, Dad 

agreed to take a look and they drove out to the dry, 

rugged eastern side of  the Valley known by locals as 

the Stags Leap area. 

 Within moments of  driving up the driveway he 

knew he’d found the property he dreamed of. It of-

fered a hillside site at the base of  the magnificent 

Stags Leap palisades.

Grapes and Wine
Back in Chicago he worked on a business plan and 

mapped out his next steps. My mom was as excited 

The home that came with the winery property, early 1970s.

about this move as he was. They both saw this as 

an ideal move into semi-retirement; they’d play golf, 

soak up the sun, have drinks on a patio overlooking 

the Valley. And he’d tend a vineyard.

 When mom and dad announced over dinner 

that we were moving to California, I was thrilled too. 

In my 17-year-old brain California meant sunshine, 

bikinis, and beaches.

 In January of  1973, Dad moved us into our 

new home in Napa Valley – which had lots of  sun-

light but, sadly for me, no beach.

 What followed for Dad were several years of  a 

very sharp learning curve. He had to come to grips 

with how to care for vines, how and when to harvest, 

how to sell his fruit, how to establish new vineyards.

Tough Times
There were lots of  mistakes and accidents along the 

way. He was almost crushed by his tractor, a TD-9 

International Harvester, the first time he crawled un-

derneath to do some maintenance. Later in the year 

while discing a vineyard row he got the tractor stuck 

in mud and had to call on a neighbor to help get it 

out. When he prepped the soil for his first hillside 

John Shafer during his first harvest with first employee Alfonso 
Zamora-Ortiz and son Alfonso, Jr., late 1970s.

block of  vines he ran into terrible erosion problems. 

When he planted his first crop of  rootstock, the deer 

ate most of  it. When he finally got his new vines in 

place he set up an overhead sprinkler system and the 

first time he turned it on the sprinkler heads blew 

off.

 Mom started realizing that nothing about this 

was feeling like semi-retirement. She’d ask when they 

were going to play golf  and Dad would have to put

Bett and John Shafer on a hillside with Stags Leap District  
in the background, 1973.

her off. He needed to finish a new trellis system, he 

needed to pull out some old vines, he needed to go 

to a meeting of  the Napa Valley Grape Growers, he 

needed to ride over to Sonoma County with Louis 

Martini to learn how they’d planted their hillside 

Monte Rosso vineyard.

Beyond Business
By 1978 Dad had harvested the first Cabernet Sau-

vignon for our first Shafer wine. Now he’d gone from 

grapegrower to winemaker. Then a few years later he 

had to go out on the road and sell the wine. 

 During these years I’d come home from high 

school and later college and I’d see my dad out on a 

tractor, wearing an old beaten up hat. He’d wave and 

give me a huge grin.

He was having the time of  his life and I realized that 

this was no longer just a strategic career change for 

him. What had started for him as a business venture 

had become his passion. 

 He didn’t just like wine, he loved it. He loved 

his life – growing grapes, operating farm equipment, 

driving around the Valley in his pick-up, making 

wine, meeting people who stopped by the fledging 

winery, meeting people in retail shops and restau-

rants around the country to pour them a glass of  our 

wine and talk about our family winery.

Always Grateful
When he stepped away from running the winery in 

1994, and I became president, it was largely so that 

he could focus on philanthropic projects to support 

low-income housing, foster youth, access to health 

care, wildlife rescue, and much more.

 He fell in love with Napa Valley. Even in the 

final months of  his life, when you’d drive him around 

the Valley he’d often say, “Look how beautiful this 

place is.”

 He was grateful every day that in the second 

half  of  his life he had the opportunity to create 

something he could be proud of  in a place he loved 

to call home.

John Shafer in the Shafer cellar, early 1980s.
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C a b e r n e t  S a u v i g n o n 

O p u l e n c e  a n d  I m m e n s i t y 

The 2015 vinTage gave uS Smaller 
BerrieS packeD wiTh powerful,  
eleganT aromaS anD flavorS

Sometimes less is truly more.

      In the case of  2015, less rain and less fruit 

has translated into more of  everything we love about 

Hillside Select.

 Thanks to a dry winter and a long, cool spring, 

the 2015 vintage gave us smaller berries on small-

er, looser clusters than in previous years. And it’s a 

trade-off  we are happy to take.

Small Berries, Huge Flavors
Those smaller berries, grown in a drought year, pro-

duced concentrated, intense color, aromas, and fla-

vors more than earning 2015 Hillside Select its place 

in the pedigree of  our hillside Cabernets.

 “It’s tempting to think that these hillside vines 

thrive on adversity,” says Doug Shafer. “In a typical 

year they contend with the rigors of  thin, rocky soil, 

scant moisture, and minimal plant nutrients. And 

they produce gorgeous fruit. Then throw a drought 

into the mix and it seems like these Cabernet vines 

just take it up a level.”

 After a cool spring the 2015 summer that fol-

lowed was fairly mild with temperatures reaching the 

hundred-degree mark only once before the approach 

of  harvest.

 Veraison – the time of  the season when the 

Cabernet turns from green to purple – came early as 

did harvest itself.

Early, Fast Harvest 
The Shafer team started picking hillside fruit on 

September 1 at a very quick pace, sharpened by some 

late season heat.

 “After more than 30 vintages in Napa Valley I 

still haven’t seen two that are alike and 2015 didn’t 

disappoint,” says winemaker Elias Fernandez. “We 

started picking a couple of  days earlier than the pre-

vious year but four separate heat spikes fueled a very 

compact three-week harvest.”

 Ripeness was hitting its peak in the hillside 

vineyard blocks very close together and it was a feat 

of  logistics to get all the fruit picked and crushed 

with exactly the right timing. 

 “The good part about having less fruit in 2015 

is that we weren’t in a mad scramble for tank space in 

the cellar,” says Shafer.

 From its infancy, Fernandez was seeing good 

signs with this vintage as he was tasting the newly 

vinted wines.

 “Within the first days and weeks in the cellar, 

I was seeing the kind of  quality that makes a wine-

maker very happy –  dark color, classic Cabernet 

aromatics, and potential for a beautifully structured, 

extracted wine,” he says.

Winemaker Notes
“The 2015 vintage gave us smaller berries packed with an im-

mensity of pure, opulent aromas and flavors. This rich, polished 

hillside Cabernet Sauvignon overflows with briary black fruit, 

juicy black cherry, racy dried cranberry, black licorice, and freshly 

cracked pepper with elegant touches of cedar, baking spice, and wet 

stone. The finish is generous and persistent, while the tannins are 

ripe and integrated offering both a pleasurable experience now 

and the kind of structure that promises even more beauty with 

time.” — Winemaker Elias Fernandez 

Vineyard Location: 100% Shafer’s Hillside Estate  
Vineyard in Stags Leap District including vineyard blocks 
such as Sunspot, John’s 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: $310

2015 Hillside Select Reviews
“Very deep purple-

black in color, the 

2015 Cabernet Sau-

vignon Hillside Se-

lect comes bounding 

out of the glass with 

gregarious scents of 

crème de cassis, warm 

black cherries, plum 

preserves and Indian 

spices with hints of 

lilacs, garrigue, stewed tea and cigar box plus a waft of 

charcuterie. Full-bodied, rich, boldly fruited and wildly 

decadent, it has a rock-solid frame of grainy tannins 

and compelling freshness, finishing with loads of earthy 

and savory layers.” — Lisa Perrotti Brown, The Wine  
Advocate

“Rich and voluptuous on the palate, with no hard edges at 
all, the 2015 is a prototypical Hillside Select built on volume. 
Inky blue/purplish fruit, graphite and chocolate give the wine 
much of its flamboyant personality, but there is plenty of 
tannin lurking beneath the fruit as well … hugely promis-
ing at this early stage and a fabulous wine by any measure.”   
— Antonio Galloni, Vinous

“There’s an intensely ripe, fresh and vibrant edge to this fo-
cused, elegant and assertively pure cabernet that delivers 
attractive blueberry and cassis aromas in stylish form. The 
palate arrives as a precise and focused suite of ripe blueberry 
and blackberry flavors, building smoothly to an attractively 
crisp and even-paced finish. Another superb edition of this 
wine.”  — James Suckling, JamesSuckling.com



        

V i n e y a r d  V i e w s 

T h e  F o u r  S e a s o n s  a t  S h a f e r 

every SeaSon conTriBuTeS To The 
BeauTy in your glaSS of wine

While harvest grabs all the headlines, the truth is 

every season makes its own profound contributions 

to the Hillside Select in your glass. Here we take a 

deeper look.

Winter
The vineyard year begins quietly in the early days 

of  January, usually wet from winter rain and bril-

liant green from the cover crops we planted after last 

year’s harvest. The vines themselves look like long, 

slender, brown bones sticking up through the bare 

trellis wires. All but a few of  last year’s leaves are 

gone, slowly becoming mulch on the vineyard floor.

 The first job in the vineyard is pre-pruning. 

This is a quick pass through the vineyard cutting all 

the canes to about six inches in length. This allows  

us to pass through 

the vineyard a second 

time and focus on 

the very minute work 

of  actual pruning. 

We size up each vine 

deciding where to 

clip away last year’s 

growth in order to leave three to four places for new 

growth when the buds appear. For ideal growth you 

want each bud, when it comes, to have its own space 

to grow and develop into a healthy shoot.

Winter in your glass: The level of  concentration of  flavors 
is in part determined by how wet or dry a vintage is at the 

end of  the vines’ winter dormancy. Pruning also affects the 
health, balance, and vigor of  the vine throughout the season. 
A healthy vine produces delicious wine.

Spring
The first tantalizing sign of  new life in the vineyard 

is bud break. On the knobby, dead-looking vines ap-

pear tiny buds no larger than a grain of  rice, the deli-

cate and miraculous introduction to the new vintage. 

Within days of  their appearance the buds fatten and 

break open revealing 

a riot of  color in-

side. In another week 

or two green shoots 

and widening leaves 

are stretching toward 

the sun.

 During this 

phase of  explosive growth we’ll spend time in the 

vineyard training the new canes to grow upward 

through the trellis system. This will allow the fruit, 

when it comes, to enjoy a good mix of  air movement 

and sunlight, which leads to ideal ripening. 

Spring in your glass: Much of  what you find in the glass 
results from a complex play of  climate conditions during 
spring. Frost can kill or damage buds. Unusually high heat 
as well as too much or not enough rain have an effect. The 
vineyard team’s response to springtime conditions can affect 
not only the flavors and textures of  the wine but how much 
or how little fruit there will be at harvest.

Summer
Toward the end of  spring and the start of  summer 

we’ll see bloom. This is when the small beta-clusters 

develop a sprinkling of  very tiny white petals, which 

fall away and reveal the true clusters that have set the 

number of  grapes they’ll produce.

 During summer we will remove a certain num-

ber of  leaves from each side of  the vine row to allow 

a mix of  sunlight and shade. We’ll also hedge the 

vines, meaning we’ll trim them back so the foliage 

is held within the trellis system rather than allow-

ing them to sprawl into the vine rows and create too 

much shade.

 In the second 

half  of  summer, typ-

ically in August, the 

fruit goes through 

veraison. This is 

when our Caber-

net Sauvignon turns 

from green to deep 

purple. With the onset of  final maturation, we pass 

through the vineyard a number of  times cutting away 

fruit that is not on track for ideal ripeness. At the 

time of  harvest we want only the best-of-the-best 

fruit left hanging on the vines.

Summer in your glass: Late spring/early summer’s bloom 
and fruit set is a key phase in the development of  aromas, 
texture, and flavor. Ideally bloom will take about 10 days 
to two weeks. Longer than that and we’ll start to see uneven 
ripeness throughout the cluster. The best wines result from 
a uniformity of  perfect ripeness in the fruit on the crush 
pad. Other factors include how much exposure to sunlight 
the fruit saw and how much shade it experienced. Was the 
movement of  air on the vineyard floor adequate to keep the 
clusters dry or was moisture and mold allowed to build up 
within them? Finally, the work of  the vineyard team deter-
mines the quality left on the vine moving toward maturity. 

Autumn
In most years harvest begins on our hillsides in early 

to mid-September and lasts from three to six weeks. 

This is the vintage’s big event. In the lead-up, winery 

president Doug Shafer, winemaker Elias Fernandez, 

and director of  vineyard management David Ils-

ley are up before dawn visiting the vineyard blocks 

throughout Shafer’s 200 acres of  vines. They evalu-

ate the readiness of  the fruit by tasting samples in 

the vineyard and by collecting grapes and bringing 

them back to the winery’s lab. In the vineyard the 

team is checking flavor, sweetness, and the condi-

tion of  the seeds. When the fruit is mature, seeds are 

brown and crunchy and the pulp pulls away easily. 

In the lab we’re checking pH, Brix (sugar level), and 

other components.

 As each vineyard block hits ideal ripeness we 

schedule our picking crew. Once the team gets under-

way picking goes very 

quickly and we get 

the fruit to the crush 

pad. From there we 

further inspect and 

sort out any fruit 

that’s not absolutely 

top quality.

Autumn in your glass: The day the fruit is picked has an 
impact on everything in your glass. Was it picked at ideal 
ripeness – were sugar, pH, and overall maturity in balance? 
Or was it picked too soon resulting in green, grassy flavors, 
a thin mouthfeel, and rough, unripe tannins? Or was it 
picked too late resulting in stewed prune flavors and flabby, 
uninteresting texture?

For more on the Seasons  
at Shafer visit the Media  
Section of our website,  
shafervineyards.com, for  
our video series.



 

S h a f e r  C o l l e c t o r 

H o w  C a b e r n e t  B e c a m e  K i n g 
yeS iT’S The Top grape in ToDay’S napa, 
BuT iTS aScenDancy waSn’T alwayS aSSureD 

By kelli whiTe

 
The following is adapted from Kelli White’s book Napa Val-

ley, Then & Now, which is available for purchase at www.

napavalleythenandnow.com.

Driving through Napa today, it’s hard to imagine 

that anything other than grapes was ever grown here. 

This valley craves the vine, and since its introduc-

tion in 1838 that natural affinity has been clear. But 

Napa Valley’s modern prestige cannot be taken for 

granted — more than once during its history the 

industry seemed crippled beyond repair. Prohibition, 

the Great Depression, two world wars and flanking 

phylloxera infestations effectively 

rubbed out Napa’s late-19th-centu-

ry successes. But the Valley proved 

irrepressible, and the vine and its 

farmer persevered. Against seem-

ingly insuperable odds, Napa today is 

counted among the world’s finest wine 

regions. And its flagship grape to-

day is undoubtedly Cabernet  

Sauvignon.

Early Experimentation
In the early decades of  the 

Napa Valley wine industry 

(1830s-1890s), vintners were 

likely displaced Europeans 

with no clear idea of  what would work in their new 

home. Because of  this, most applied a kind of  ‘kitch-

en sink’ approach to viticulture, planting all manner 

of  varieties next to each other, sometimes with white 

and red combined. The hope was that, over time, the 

more suitable varieties would reveal themselves. In-

terestingly, California’s first real successes were with 

Riesling and Zinfandel. But it didn’t take long before 

the high quality of  Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon 

began to make waves. Even small ones.

Damage and Devastation 
Though it is thought to have been planted in scat-
tered patches since the 1830s, Cabernet Sauvignon 
really achieved renown in the 1880s and 1890s when 
it started to feature in such famous vineyards as In-
glenook and To Kalon. Unfortunately for the variety, 
its budding reputation would be quickly quelled by 
the arrival of  phylloxera (1890s) and the advent of  
Prohibition (1919).

       Any student of  wine knows how 
damaging Prohibition was to Napa’s 
nascent industry, and it certainly didn’t 
help matters that it was repealed in 
1933, during the Great Depression. 
But even if  there had been the mon-
ey to rebuild the industry, America 
had replaced its taste for fine wine 

with cocktail culture. If  and 
when wine was drunk, it was 
generally sweet or fortified. 
Quality Cabernet Sauvignon 
from Napa Valley became first 
a memory, then a ghost. De-
cades would pass before this 
was fully remedied.

Top: André Tchelistcheff. Bottom: Founded in 1879 by Finnish 
fur trader Gustav Niebaum, Inglenook is owned today by 
Francis Ford Coppola.

  And yet, some progress was made. Following 

World War II, and throughout the 1950s, Napa Val-

ley inched forward. André Tchelistcheff  canvassed 

the valley, encouraging the planting of  better vari-

eties in better places, as well 

as improved winemaking tech-

niques. Robert Mondavi trav-

eled the country on behalf  of  

the Charles Krug winery, cam-

paigning for fine wine. These 

men were determined to return 

wine to the American table; in 

many senses, we have them to thank 

for today’s fine wine culture. 

 We certainly have them to 

thank for the return of  Cabernet 

Sauvignon! In 1940, Tchelistcheff  

released the first Georges de Latour 

Private Reserve, 1936 vintage, that 

he thought was the greatest wine in the BV cellar. 

And while Charles Krug produced a wide range of  

wines, their reserve wine (Vintage Selection) was 

generally based on Cabernet Sauvignon. Meanwhile, 

producers such as Inglenook that had reopened im-

mediately following Prohibition, were continuing to 

put forth great examples.

Revolution and Rebirth
The 1960s were a period of  enormous growth for 

Napa. At the decade’s open there were only around 

10,000 acres of  vines in the county—less than half  

of  the 1891 acreage, and only 6 percent of  that total 

was dedicated to Cabernet Sauvignon, Chardonnay, 

and Pinot Noir combined. But both figures would 

change rapidly as vineyard acreage exploded. The in-

terest of  outside investment in Napa Valley intensi-

fied during the 1960s, mirroring Americans’ growing 

taste for fine wine. A critical victory for the Califor-

nia wine industry came in 1967 — the first year in 

which table wine beat fortified wine production in 

the United States, as well as the 

year that annual per capita con-

sumption topped one gallon. 

It’s hard to pinpoint exactly 

what caused the shift in domes-

tic appetite—some credit a ris-

ing American affluence, some 

posit that the growing ease of  

jet travel was exposing more Ameri-

cans to European customs, and cer-

tainly the growing appreciation for 

French cooking as championed by 

Julia Child had furthered the cause. 

However you explain it, it was good 

news for fine wine.

      The 1960s saw the birth of  sev-

eral important wineries. Heitz, Chappellet, Sterling, 

Spring Mountain Vineyard, and Robert Mondavi 

all set up shop during this remarkable decade. Im-

portantly, many of  these new wineries would take a 

good long look at Cabernet Sauvignon as the key to 

quality. This is evidenced by the first single vineyard 

bottlings such as Martha’s and Eisele that appeared 

at this time; both made entirely of  Cabernet, they 

introduced a new level of  prestige for the variety.                               

(Continued on next page)

Top spread photo: Napa Valley vineyard workers, 1893 (Cour-
tesy of Napa County Historical Society), Top photo: Sponsored by the 
few wineries of record at the time this welcome sign has graced 
Hwy 29 since the 1950s. Bottom: Robert Mondavi.



A Rising Tide
The swell of  newcomers to the valley picked up speed 

in the ‘70s. Many of  the wineries that formed in the 

first half  of  the decade remain among Napa’s most 

illustrious: Diamond Creek, Clos du Val, Silver Oak, 

Caymus, Stag’s Leap Wine Cellars and Stags’ Leap 

Winery. But though an appreciation for fine wine 

was growing in the United States, California wines 

were still relatively unknown. The 1976 Judgment of  

Paris changed that. It also cemented Cabernet Sau-

vignon and Chardonnay as 

the two flagship varieties of  

Napa Valley. 

  The flow of  fresh 

blood into the valley posi-

tively surged after that fa-

mous French tasting. In the 

four years between 1978 

and 1981, 46 new wineries 

opened, including Duck-

horn, Niebaum-Coppola, 

Grace Family Vineyard, Opus One, Shafer, Saints-

bury, Frog’s Leap, and Far Niente. As a consequence 

of  all this new production, planted vineyard land 

exploded, topping 25,000 acres by 1980.

Cabernet Coronation
It seemed as though the valley had finally made it, 

but trouble was just around the corner. Vineyard 

land had tripled during the ‘80s, much of  it planted 

to slake America’s newfound thirst for Chardonnay. 

But the severe flooding of  the winter of  1986 put 

more than 13,000 acres of  land under water, and 

likely spread Napa’s old nemesis, phylloxera, valley-

wide. This was of  no consequence to the old vines 

on St. George rootstock, but much of  the Valley’s 

Judgement of Paris, 1976
Photo: Bella Spurrier

growth had been planted on the questionably resis-

tant AxR-1, and all of  those vines needed replacing.

  Though the cost of  the resulting replant was 

enormous, it provided a rare opportunity for vint-

ners to reengineer their vineyards, allowing for recent 

innovations in viticulture, as well as a shift in vari-

etal preferences, shifting to close-planting and verti-

cal shoot positioning. Importantly, the replant was 

the final push toward Cabernet’s supremacy. Napa’s 

insect-driven makeover seemed to many to announce 

the Valley’s coming of  age 

— the perfect matching of  

grape to region.

    In 1992, Napa Valley 

officially became Cabernet 

country. Its 8,468 acres 

roundly beat out Merlot and 

Zinfandel, both of  which 

only barely topped 2,000 

acres. And this lead has only grown. As of  2017, 

nearly 21,000 of  Napa Valley’s roughly 45,000 acres 

of  vines are dedicated to Cabernet. This varietal vic-

tory is so complete that the grape has actually be-

come synonymous with the Valley. Ask anyone off  

the street to complete the phrase “Napa Valley…” 

and, even if  they’ve never purchased a bottle of  wine 

in their life, I bet you a bottle of  Hillside Select they 

answer, “… Cab.”
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