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Nance’s Vineyard, Alexander Valley
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Can Young Vines 
Make Great Zin?

Zi
n,

Re
in

ca
rn

at
ed

Tasting a 2012 zinfandel from the 

Dry Creek Valley recently on one of 

our panels, my notes referenced a 

clean, fresh energy, a bright glint of 

blackcurrant fruit against a structure 

that’s powerful yet silky. The wine’s 

savory aromas brought to mind dried 

mushrooms, tarragon and bergamot. 

“Saturated old-vine concentration,” 

I jotted down. The wine’s complexity 

and fortitude had to come from one 

of California’s legendary pre-Prohi-

bition zinfandel vineyards—in my 

mind’s eye, I could almost visualize 

the gnarled old vines eking out this 

profound juice.
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Of course, blind tasting is a perilous activity, often 
more instructive when you get something 
wrong than when you get something right. In 
this case, the wine actually came from vines 
that Dry Creek Vineyards planted in 2009, 
using four heritage zinfandel selections and 
head-pruning the vines in the old style, adding 
a dash of petite sirah to build the wine’s struc-
ture. (You can read my review of that wine, the 
2012 DCV2 Four Clones Zinfandel, on page 37.)

To be fair, this was the vineyard’s first crop, 
so yields were ridiculously low, at less than a 
ton an acre—the extreme youth of the vines 
reigning in vigor. Still, if you make a tally of 
California’s most serious, elegant zinfandels, 
you’ll notice that quite a few of them aren’t 
coming from pre-Prohibition vines at all. 
Instead, they’re grown at vineyards planted 
during the 1970s, ’80s and ’90s (and yes, 
sometimes, even in 2009) on a volcanic slope at 
the edge of Alexander Valley, say, or a gravelly 
bench in the Dry Creek Valley, or an alluvial 
wash in southern Napa. (In the context of any 
other variety in California, vines from the 
1970s would qualify as old—only in the case of 
zinfandel do they seem like adolescents.)

Of course, plenty of old zinfandel vineyards 
are growing great zinfandel, too. But how legit-
imate is it, really, to assume that the most pro-
found, interesting zinfandels are necessarily the 
products of the extreme vine age of California’s 
pre-Prohibition vineyards? Are the best old-vine 

zinfandels great to a significant degree because 
the vineyards are so old, or simply because 
they’re in the right place?

Consider the five-acre block in Alexander Valley 
that Dr. Douglas Ousterhout and his wife, 
Nancy, acquired in 2009, naming it Nance’s 
Vineyard. Purchased out of foreclosure, the 
rangy head-trained vines, planted in 1999, are 
now over eight feet tall. The plant material is 
the Costamagna zinfandel clone from Lodi, 
a selection that has a reputation for overpro-
duction. The vineyard hadn’t been carefully 
managed, and looked like the sort of nightmare 
that might haunt a viticulturist’s fitful pre-har-
vest sleep.

Yet if any modern zinfandel vineyard sits 
in the right place, this is it: a hillside of red 
volcanic soil that rises from the Alexander 
Valley bench, with more clay at the base of the 
vineyard and gravel at the upper end. It’s too 
steep to farm with a tractor, so all the vineyard 
work is done by hand. It’s close enough to the 
Russian River Valley to catch some cool ocean 
breezes, with a southwest aspect that allows the 
zinfandel to reach full ripeness under inland 
Sonoma’s warm afternoon sun.

In 2011, Jack Steffen—former owner of the 
Jug Shop in San Francisco—met with the Ous-
terhouts and decided to take over management 
of Nance’s Vineyard, and their nascent winery. 
He admits that he had, over the years, grown 

less interested in zinfandel due to what he calls 
the “abuse” of the grape in the preponderance 
of unbalanced, highly alcoholic wines he saw in 
the market.

Yet he recalled a time of more restrained 
zinfandels—seductive bottlings in the 1970s 
from the likes of Buena Vista and Sebastiani—
and decided to take this vineyard in a similar 
direction, picking relatively early and suggest-
ing a light hand when it came to new oak and 
extraction.

He worked with Micah Wirth, who focuses 
on pinot noir for his own Joseph Jewel label, to 
make the 2011 and 2012 vintages of Ouster-
hout’s Nance’s Vineyard Zinfandel, and they are 
magnificent: energetic wines that feel pristine 
and silky rather than heavy handed, lasting on 
fresh red fruit. They’re the kind of zinfandels 
that could change many a jaded sommelier’s 
mind about the potential of the grape to pro-
duce balanced and even transparent wines. 

So, too, might Chris Brockway’s Vine Starr bot-
tling, a zinfandel Brockway makes from two 
Sonoma vineyards planted in the 1990s. He 
runs Broc Cellars out of a warehouse in Berke-
ley, and first read about zinfandel when he was 
a budding wine aficionado in Nebraska. “Briary 
and peppery,” he says, recalling the descriptions 
of the wines in the literature of the time. When 
he got to California in the late 1990s and start-
ed exploring the wine scene, though, he found 

“I like the classic, old Dry 
Creek Valley flavor, that 

blackberry and violet, but also 
with solid acidity. It’s hard to 

find a site that can do that.”
—Kenny LikitprakongNance’s Vineyard, Alexander Valley
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himself confused: Many of the wines he tasted 
were “porty, and maybe even sweet,” he recalls.

He decided to find a site that could take 
the vine in a different direction, a place where 
he could make a sort of “homage to all of the 
zinfandels I’ve never had.”

At his previous job, he’d worked with fruit 
from Arrowhead Mountain. It wasn’t very 
old—the rootstock went into the ground in 
1997—but the site itself was dramatic, a steep, 
sort of arrowhead-shaped vineyard nestled 
among live oaks above the town of Sonoma. 

The site’s volcanic soils are particularly high 
in potassium, Brockway explains, which tends 
to buffer the acidity in the wines, resulting in 
abnormally high pH levels at modest ripeness. 
Picked headily ripe, as was the fashion of the 
day, the wine lacked balance. But Brockway 
found that by picking early, around 21 or 22 
degrees Brix, he was able to coax the site into a 
tight, savory and, yes, peppery expression. He 
blends it with another 1990s planting, Buckhill 
Vineyard, in the Russian River Valley, to com-
pose Vine Starr. 

“If I tried to make this [early-picked zin-
fandel] out of old-vine Contra Costa zin,” he 
explains, “the acidity would be so high.” 

In the past several vintages, his zin has be-
come as fresh and floral as any you’re likely to 
find, its anise and black raspberry flavors driven 
by mouthwatering acidity rather than extract—
somewhat atypical, in that it manages to feel 
balanced at around 12.5 percent alcohol. 

Kenny Likitprakong is making a similarly 
transparent style of zinfandel from the Bran-
ham Vineyard in Rockpile, where the vines date 
to 1994. He discovered the site in 2004 when 
he started Hobo Wine Company, and has been 

working with it ever since. While most of Rock-
pile’s vineyards are clustered on the sunbaked 
inland slopes above Lake Sonoma, this remote 
vineyard is closer to the ocean, benefiting 
from rocky soils and elevation, but also from a 
modest cooling influence from the Pacific. Like 
Nance’s Vineyard, it’s planted to the sometimes 
maligned Costamagna clone. Farmed with-
out irrigation on volcanic soils, it produces a 
snappy, ebullient zinfandel lightened by floral 
and herbal aromas, a zinfandel that’s almost 
addictively drinkable. 

“I like the classic, old Dry Creek Valley flavor, 
that blackberry and violet, but also with solid 
acidity,” Likitprakong says. “It’s hard to find a 
site that can do that.”

While he’s worked with some older zinfandel 
vineyards in Dry Creek Valley over the years, 
Branham remains his only single-vineyard zin. 

Even the team at Ridge, which has one of Cal-
ifornia’s longest-running track records with 
old-vine zinfandel, is using some younger vines 
to compelling effect. 

“Old vines get so much attention. People 
think it’s the meat. I think it’s more like the 
gravy,” says John Olney, who makes the wine at 
Ridge’s Lytton Springs facility. “I’d rather have 
young vines in the right place than a 120-year-
old vineyard in the wrong soil.” 

Tasting a wine like the 2009 Lytton Springs—
which shows a tension between bright, cool 
berry tones and earthy tannins that are just 
turning the corner toward silkiness—you might 
attribute the wine’s complexity to the vineyard’s 
old vines. And that may be partly justified. But 
in fact, over half of the 2009 bottling actually 
came from vines planted in the last 30 years.

“Old vines get so 
much attention. 
People think it’s 
the meat. I think 
it’s more like the 
gravy.”
—John Olney

Lytton Springs, Dry Creek Valley
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 When Paul Draper, Ridge’s CEO, joined the 
company in 1969, the winery had already been 
making zinfandel as they waited for their new 
cabernet plantings at Monte Bello to come into 
production. A student of traditional Old World 
winemaking, Draper became fascinated by the 
antique zinfandel vineyards scattered around 
California.

“What existed in those days were the old 
vines,” he recalls. “Few people, if any, were 
replanting zin in those early days.”

“I actually made a list, at one point, of every 
zin vineyard we had ever worked with,” he says. 
“What we realized, having started with Geyser-
ville in ’66 and Lytton Springs in ’72, was that 
those two had consistently made our best zin-
fandels. I had literally worked with a hundred 
or more zinfandel vineyards, eighty to ninety 
percent or more old-vine, and we had gradually 
given [almost all of] them up except for Geyser-
ville and Lytton, which were the standards for 
quality and complexity year after year. We did 
blind tastings going back, tasting these other 
wines against Geyserville and Lytton over time, 
and we decided that we had to attempt to take 
over those vineyards.”

Maybe what made Geyserville and Lytton 
Springs great was their soil and climate, as 
much as vine age: Geyserville’s rocky alluvial 
soil, the way the Russian River draws in morn-
ing fog that soon dissipates in the warm Alex-
ander Valley sun. And Lytton Springs’ gravelly 
benchland loam, a warmer site a few miles away 
that’s still close enough to the Russian River 
Valley to catch some cooling breezes. 

It’s probably some of both. Draper does feel 
that older vines tend to make a more complex 
wine. He puts it this way: “In my view, when 
the vines are really young, up through 15 years 

or so, you can get some beautiful, distinct and 
intense fruit if it’s not over-cropped, and it’s in 
a good site. As you go beyond 15 years it’s more 
than primary fruit. Then it’s this slow transition 
into something that’s not quite as ‘delicious,’ 
in terms of in-your-face fruit, and by the time 
you get up to 50 or 60 years you’re really seeing 
more complexity or subtlety in the wine.”

On the other hand, he’s worked with plenty 
of sites where any “old vine” character wasn’t 
very positive. 

At Geyserville, where Ridge holds a long-
term lease, Draper began exploring the poten-
tial of young vines on the site in 1989, putting 
in discreet blocks of four different zinfandel 
selections from his favorite heritage vineyards, 
trellised in the modern fashion. The approach 
allowed the team to ferment the selections 
separately and explore the differences. 

Meanwhile, Draper had become convinced 
that the old farmers where onto something 
when they inter-planted varieties like carignan 
and petite sirah—along with many other grapes 
common and obscure—in the vineyards along-
side the more dominant zinfandel. 

He didn’t always feel this way. In 1974, as he 
was still getting to know Geyserville, he discov-
ered that he had been getting an old block of 
carignan along with the zinfandel in previous 
years, and decided to leave it out of the blend 
in order to make a pure zinfandel—he says it 
wasn’t uncommon at the time for winemakers 
to simply pick around anything that wasn’t zin. 
The two wines became, for him, a test case for 
the impact of blending. 

He recalls having dinner with a friend who 
ran a small château in Bordeaux in the late 
1980s. He decided to pour the 1973 and 1974 
Geyserville wines.

Lytton Springs, Dry Creek Valley

“I had literally worked 
with a hundred or more 

zinfandel vineyards, eighty 
to ninety percent or more 

old-vine, and we had 
gradually given [almost 

all of them] up except for 
Geyserville and Lytton, 

which were the standards 
for quality and complexity 

year after year. ”
—Paul Draper
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After dinner, Draper’s guest commented on 
the wines: “He said the ’74 was nice, but the ’73 
was so much more complex. That was the con-
firmation that these old mixed vineyards—or 
mixing varieties, if they were separate blocks—
really made a more complex wine.”

“For years we were criticized,” he continues. 
“These old varieties were called ‘junk varieties.’ 
Nobody put them on the label.”

In 1995, Ridge purchased a parcel adjacent 
to Lytton Springs, christening it Lytton West. 
It sat on virtually identical benchland soils, and 
they immediately began replanting the caber-
net and merlot sections to zinfandel—a reversal 
of the typical California narrative. When he 
planted new blocks at Lytton West, Draper 
increasingly veered toward mixed blocks. 
And after observing that some rows of 1970s 
head-trained vines at Lytton Springs seemed to 
consistently outperform some otherwise nearly 
identical trellised rows in the same block, with 
better color and smaller berries, Draper and 
David Gates, Ridge’s vineyard manager, have 
also opted to train all new vineyards in the 
traditional head-pruned fashion, without wires. 
Instead of taking ten years or more to make it 
into the final assemblage of the single-vineyard 
bottling, as was the case with the early Gey-
serville plantings, they found that the newer 
mixed blocks at Lytton often were performing 
well by six or seven years of age. 

“At Lytton, you would see a couple of parcels 
where you’d say: maybe this isn’t a complex 
wine, but it has some incredibly appealing fruit. 
It’s an addition to the wine to have some of the 
young vines in there,” says Draper.

  
Others who grow zinfandel on some of Sonoma’s 
best ground, meanwhile, have been embold-
ened, partly as a result of Ridge’s success at 
Lytton Springs, to plant vineyards that draw 
on traditional farming methods: head training, 
heterogeneity and, in some cases, dry farming. 
Many of tomorrow’s premier zinfandel sites 
in Sonoma will likely more resemble Lytton 
Springs in, say, 1915 than most of the modern 
plantings. 

The Bucklin family’s Old Hill Ranch, a vine-
yard in Sonoma Valley, is home to zinfandel 
vines dating back to 1885, which Joel Peterson 
has used to make some astonishing zins at 
Ravenswood. When Will Bucklin returned 
from Oregon to manage the vineyard and help 
his family start an estate winery in 2000, he 
immediately planted a new block of vines. Im-
pressed by the heavily mixed character of Old 
Hill—“calling it zinfandel is a bit of a misno-
mer,” he observes—he decided to interplant the 
zinfandel with varieties like petite sirah, alican-

te bouschet, carignan, syrah and mourvedre. 
He uses those young vines to make his Bucklin 
Bambino, picking fairly early and co-ferment-
ing just about everything.

“Pick it, throw it in the tank, let it do it’s 
thing,” is how he describes his winemaking. 
Aged in neutral oak, Bambino comes in at 
around 13.5 percent alcohol. His 2012 is com-
pletely fresh, with the lively tang of modestly 
ripe zinfandel. It’s not as expansive, perhaps, as 
the Ancient Vine blend from the ranch, which 
Bucklin makes in a riper style. But the two 
wines are clearly related, sharing floral notes of 
wild lavender and rose—whether that’s driven 
more by the site or by the similar supporting 
cast of non-zin varieties. 

Meanwhile, Joel Peterson and his son, Mor-
gan Twain-Peterson, are putting in new blocks 
alongside their own 1880s zinfandel-based 
parcel at their Bedrock Vineyard just down 
the road from Old Hill. They’ve also chosen to 
interplant with the area’s traditional varieties, 
trying to mimic the percentages that would 
have appeared in the original vineyard. Based 
on some writings from the 1880s—including 
reports to the state viticultural commission 
written by John Drummond, who was one 
of the more influential growers in Sonoma 
Valley at the time—Twain-Peterson believes 
that petite sirah was originally more heavily 
represented, so he’s using a higher percentage 
of the variety than currently appears among 
Bedrock’s old vines. 

“Petite is a diminutive vine with a shorter 
lifespan,” he explains, pointing out that in the 
last 30 to 40 years, almost all of the replants 
that replace dead, missing vines appear to be 
zinfandel. 

He provides a practical justification for 
bush vines, pointing to the Languedoc and the 
southern Rhône, where similarly large-clus-
tered varieties like grenache are always trained 
that way. The canes form a natural umbrella 
of leaves that evenly protect the grape clusters 
from the sun. With a trellised vineyard, he 
argues, “you’re always going to have an overex-
posed side” where sunburn becomes a danger.

“You see more and more people moving in 
that direction,” he continues. “Phil Coturri 
[arguably Sonoma Valley’s most influential 
viticulturist and consultant] does it on all his 
young large-clustered varieties.” 

“For those of us who are really serious about 
zinfandel,” Joel Peterson tells me, “the wave of 
the future is these old-style mixed plantings.”

One of the best North Coast zinfandel sites 
of all might be Storybook Mountain, where 
Jerry Seps farms his intense, transparent zins 
on a cascading volcanic hillside on the Napa 

“For those of us who 
are really serious about 
zinfandel, the wave of the 
future is these old-style 
mixed plantings.”
—Joel Peterson



3 4       W I N E  &  S P I R I T S    F E B R U A R Y  2 0 1 5

side of the county’s border with Sonoma. There 
was zinfandel planted here in the 1880s; his 
contemporary vines date back to the late 1970s, 
when André Tchelistcheff convinced him that 
the red clay loam soils north of Calistoga were 
ideal for the variety. 

Leaning back in his office chair, the former 
history professor genially interrogates me 
about my research: “Why are you making 
the distinction between young vines and old 
vines?” he asks. Did Geyserville and Lytton 
Springs change dramatically in character when 
Paul Draper started blending in the younger 
parcels? Aren’t we all using the same zinfandel 
plant material that came over in the 1800s?

He’s not even convinced that his remaining 
1970s vines are special in and of themselves. He 
shows me a detailed spreadsheet with metrics 
including harvest date, pH and sugar for each 
of the micro-blocks on his estate. Seps reviews 
this data every year, tastes through the individ-
ual wines prior to blending, and makes an effort 
to re-plant the five percent or so of the vineyard 
that lags in performance, even if it’s a block of 
the older vines. 

As we head out to walk the vineyard after a 
late fall rain, he gives me a pair of rubber boots 
to replace my shoes. They are protection for his 
older vines, the UC-Davis Clone 1A selection 
on AXR rootstock, which is vulnerable to 
phylloxera.

At the top of the property, out of breath, we 
stand under the tall Douglas firs and look down 
at the vineyard, laid out like a quilt, the leaves 
yellowing on vines of varying ages and row 
directions, a few patches of bare dirt soon to be 
replanted. 

He points to an experimental one-acre block 
with three different irrigation systems, and 
another small, triangular parcel where the spac-
ing between rows slowly tightens as the vines 
ascend the slope and the soil grows thinner. 
He grows seven different zinfandel selections, 
including a block of an Italian primitivo clone 
that he planted six years ago. One notewor-
thy observation: On his soils, the St. George 
rootstock so often favored by zinfandel growers 
actually seems to give wines with higher than 
ideal pH. By choosing a different rootstock, he 
feels, he’s able to channel his vineyard toward a 
more balanced wine. 

“They make small differences,” he says, “but 
we live on small differences.”

It’s an alternative paradigm, certainly, from 
the new mixed plantings that are starting to 
come back into vogue in Sonoma. He finds that 
on his site, which is often 10 degrees cooler  
than St. Helena in the heat of the afternoon, 
trellising the vines actually allows for more 
even ripening than head-training them. But 
his method embraces heterogeneity in its own 
way, requiring an experimental precision that’s 
unique to this place and this farmer, and simply 
couldn’t be replicated on an old, mixed site. 
And it results in zinfandels that feel more lively 
and flavorful than many an old-vine wine. 

In 2010, David Darlington wrote a piece in these 
pages looking at a few of our favorite Napa 
Valley zinfandel sites—Storybook, Green & Red 
in the Chiles Valley (east of Napa Valley proper) 
and Black Sears on Howell Mountain—not-
ing they all shared one factor: a northeastern 
exposure that helped protect the vines through 

Napa’s sometimes fierce afternoon heat. All 
three sites were planted in the modern era. 

To that list of great Napa zin vineyards we 
might add the Hendry family’s ranch, which 
sits on a rocky bench in southern Napa, where 
the cooling factor is its proximity to San Fran-
cisco Bay. Purchased by George W. Hendry, 
an agronomy professor, in 1939, it was the site 
of one of the first major vineyards in Napa, 
and also one of the first to be devastated by 
phylloxera. Most of the land wasn’t replanted 
to grapevines until the 1970s, with additional 
replantings in the 1990s. 

Mike Hendry now farms the ranch, which 
he describes as “the upper end of a very coarse 
alluvial fan,” where a thin layer of soil rests on a 
base of shale. 

There’s nothing particularly fancy going on 
at Hendry—the winery’s Blocks 7 & 22 Zinfan-
del comes from two trellised blocks of Clone 
2, one of the original UC Davis selections, one 
block planted in the 1970s and the other in the 
1990s.

When they planted that newer parcel, they 
also put in the neighboring Block 28, using cut-
tings from the old Brandlin Ranch on nearby 
Mt. Veeder, where they once sourced grapes. As 
the vines matured, they were surprised at how 
different their two zinfandels were. 

“Growing side by side on similar soils, they 
make different wines,” Hendry observes. He 
particularly notes a difference in the tannins, 
Block 28 marked by firm, chewy skin tannin, 
whereas the Clone 2 material grows a zinfandel 
with a lighter tannin structure. 

At one point, an employee with no knowl-
edge of where the plant material came from 

“People forget that the cabernet 
that won the Paris tasting was 

the first crop off those vines. 
Some young vines can make 

great wines. They’re just more 
inconsistent, and they get beaten 

up by heat spikes.”
—Mike Hendry
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was handed a glass of a Brandlin Zinfandel that 
happened to be open, and he remarked: “That 
tastes like Block 28!” 

According to one theory about zinfandel’s 
genetics, Mike Hendry explains, we might 
expect relatively little genetic diversity, since 
all of California’s zinfandel may result from a 
single introduction sometime in the 1800s—
too recent for much mutation to take place. On 
the other hand, anecdotal observations seem 
to indicate that California’s various zinfandel 
selections might reveal quite a lot of diversity. 

While Sonoma’s zinfandel acreage is actually 
growing, the Napa Valley continues to mar-
ginalize the vine. John Williams, winemaker at 
Frog’s Leap in Rutherford, hands me a piece 
of yellow notebook paper as we walk toward 
his truck. On it, he’s scribbled out some figures 
from Napa County’s annual crop reports. 

According to his tally, in 1966 Napa had 897 
bearing acres of zinfandel, 682 of cabernet. In 
1993, 2,167 acres of zin and 9,294 of cabernet. 
In 2013, 1,374 acres of zinfandel and 19,365 of 
cabernet. In 2013, Napa cabernet sold for an 
average of $5,474 per ton. Zinfandel fetched 
$2,414—his zinfandel is the only wine he 
makes, he says, that they have trouble selling. 

We jump into his moss green 1969 Chevy 
pickup and drive toward the western Ruth-
erford bench. He points out the zinfandel 
vineyard now owned by his ex-wife Julie 

Johnson, who uses it to make her restrained, 
savory Tres Sabores zinfandel. “Those vines 
are pretty significant,” he says, “because they 
are the only place [mid-valley] where you can 
do 100 percent zin,” making a wine that comes 
in fully ripe and balanced at modest alcohols, 
without blending with other varieties. They’re 
surrounded at the back of the property by the 
tree line at the base of the mountains, and on 
all other sides by cabernet.

Then we drive north, to the slightly warmer 
St. Helena bench, where the old zinfandel vines 
of the Hayne Vineyard are still producing fruit 
that goes to Larry Turley, Williams’s former 
partner at Frog’s Leap, who now runs Turley 
Wine Cellars. 

“Anyone who has this old knowledge of 
zin knows that this is the holy grail,” he says. 
Williams learned about the zinfandel from this 
area by hanging out, in the early 1980s, at the 
Napa Cooperative, which made and sold wine 
to Gallo. 

“For a couple of six-packs of beer,” he recalls, 
“you could go up and taste wine from all the 
different vineyards.” 

For a while, he was getting some beautiful 
zinfandel from what’s now Spottswoode, a 
highly regarded cabernet site in St. Helena. 
Now the base for Frog’s Leap Zin comes from 
a property just up the road from Hayne on an 
alluvial wash, a vineyard planted in the mid-
1970s that for a long time was cropped heavily 

to produce white zinfandel. After he secured 
a long-term lease, he stopped irrigating it and 
began planting cover crops, cutting the vines 
back and cultivating it organically; he now 
co-ferments that fruit with carignan and petite 
to make one of Napa’s most reliably fresh and 
frisky zinfandels. 

For him, the problem isn’t so much that the 
old zinfandel vines are mostly gone, as that 
they’re not being replaced: “I think the attach-
ment to old vines is quite unhealthy—what 
you want is smart vines,” he argues, vines that 
can make intelligent decisions about things like 
vegetative growth and fruit set, and therefore 
grow balanced wines.

Along with Turley, Williams is one of the few 
people planting new zinfandel vineyards in 
Napa. When he negotiated a long-term lease 
on the Gonzales Vineyard in St. Helena in 
2004, he planted zinfandel. Around the same 
time he convinced the Molinari family to grow 
some zinfandel for him, along with petite sirah 
and carignan, on their St. Helena vineyard 
just north of Zinfandel Lane, which draws an 
asphalt border between Rutherford and St. 
Helena.

“There’s a reason they call it Zinfandel 
Lane,” he says. “It takes a special site to make a 
zinfandel that’s balanced and restrained. Zin-
fandel needs the same great soils that cabernet 
does. Let’s call this the precarious nature of 
Napa zin.”   n

White Barn Vineyard, Napa Valley John Williams
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