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2017 THE STOIC
Chenin Blanc  •  Sta. Rita Hills

In my vineyard, because Chenin Blanc is such a late ripening variety, it is necessary to grab a pair of clippers no later than 
May of each year to take at least 50% of the crop off of the vines. In the cool climate of the Sta. Rita Hills, if I don’t lighten 

Chenin’s load, it does not adequately ripen, and the subsequent wines are insipid. There is a fine line between greatness and 
the shrill. Get it ripe, the wine sings. Don’t get it ripe, it’s a $10,000 per acre ticket to failure.

2017 is one of those years when it got ripe. After primary fermentation in beautiful, untoasted “blond” French oak barrels, 
followed by a full malolactic fermentation and an extended elevage with the wine in contact with its lees, this stuff easily 

deserves a place on the same tables with my best Chardonnays. The delicate yet complex fruit lies somewhere between pear 
and banana. There is also one of the most beautiful impressions of minerality that has ever come out of my vineyard. It’s 

hard to argue with the custardy toast in my best Chardonnays, but the purity of vanilla in this wine is definitely giving Top 
Cream a run for its money. Not a single flicker of dimension has been omitted thanks to Colin Kress who bottles our best 
white wines without filtration, like it’s a walk in the park. All the details, beginning with cluster thinning that was beyond 

aggressive, have been messaged into the wine. On the back label of each bottle is a sentence that captures it all.

“Fortunately, for every cluster that hits the dirt, there is a sublime payoff that makes it all possible to endure.”

For me, that payoff is one sip at a time.

2017 THE LIMIT
Chardonnay  •  Radian Vineyard  •  Sta. Rita Hills

Ever since the first vintage, the fruit produced by the magnificent Block 31 at the Radian Vineyard has been ethereal. I have 
always given it “The Limit” moniker because I cannot conceive a way to stuff more terroir into a bottle of Chardonnay other 

than by simply bottling that which Block 31’s scraggly little vines produce. With its distinctive bomb-like fruit out of the 
gates, this Limit is, once again, an expression of big textured liquid energy. This vintage incorporates a more complete 

presentation of oak from my favorite cooper, Gerome Fouailly, who I believe makes some of the tastiest barrels in Burgundy. 
The resulting interplay of toasty vanilla with yeast is epic. This cuvee has always pushed out the limits of sophistication and 

hedonistic pleasure. How far can these things be pushed while still having them unite? 
Perhaps this 2017 vintage holds the answer.



2017 LOVE AMONG THE RUINS
Grenache  •  Sta. Rita Hills

This wine is a lot about discovery, and at least a little bit about reconciliation. First the discovery part. This is the first 
Sta. Rita Hills Grenache I have ever made. Historically, except for one or two obscure vineyards that have played with 

Grenache, there simply has not been much of it to speak of in the Sta. Rita Hills. Between Pinot being anointed as king, 
and a belief that Grenache requires more heat, this important Rhone variety was largely looked over. Recently, a few 

more brave souls have decided to give it a go. Thus far, these adventurous vineyards are Spear, Peake and John
 Sebastiano, and, yes, they are all represented here in this inaugural bottling. With there being some truth to the idea 

that Grenache likes it warmer, all three are appropriately located in the warmer, more eastern interior of the AVA. 

Initially, my interest in Sta. Rita Hills Grenache rode in the on the coattails of a Grenache I crushed in 2016 from a very 
coastal vineyard west of the Edna Valley in San Luis Obispo County. That Grenache, from the Spanish Springs Vineyard, 

which will be released later this spring, turned out to be mind-blowing. Grenache usually makes lighter wines. What I 
got was a dark, dense, sublime freak of a wine with more fruit weight than I had ever seen.  It was perplexing and 

exhilarating at the same time, and after wrapping my brain around it I then began to think, what if Grenache is like this 
when it is grown under the coastal influence of the Sta. Rita Hills. This 2017 Love Among The Ruins bottling is the 

beginning of the answer to that question.

It is not the dark beast that the first Spanish Springs bottling is. In contrast, this wine is very delicate with beautiful 
notes of cranberry, raspberry and spice. In the mouth it’s really succulent and it packs a bit more of a wallop than you 
might think it’s going to, based on how the wine appears in the glass. As to whether or not the three vineyards in this 
blend will produce more darker, structured wines in the future remains to be seen. This was after all the first crop for 

both Spear and Peake, and the vines are still quite young. But if this is what Grenache wants to be in the SRH, I am fine 
with that too. This is an absolutely classic rendition of Grenache and its fruit is super fresh and tantalizing.

The reconciliation part of the equation is as follows. Recently, the boundary lines of the Sta. Rita Hills were, if you will, 
gerrymandered to suit the purposes of a vineyard and winery owner named Pence. At the time, most anyone with a stake 

of any kind in the Sta. Rita Hills considered this to an affront to sacred boundaries that had been very thoughtfully 
established almost 20 years prior. Indeed, I was one of those people. After convincing the federal government in 2016 

that it would be a good idea to redraw our AVA lines so as to include his vineyard, Mr. Pence became in most minds and 
hearts, persona non grata. I then proceeded to nickname all the newly annexed acreage of the Sta. Rita Hills. I thought 
about a number of names; The Booty, The Loot, The Plunder, etc. While I really liked The Booty, what I landed on was 

The Ruins.

Looking back on the process, I realize that there was an antagonistic thing going on in my head that had nothing to 
do with plunder. It had to do with potential. While to this day I don’t like what Pence did, nonetheless, in his location 

there was nothing stopping him from growing some very nice fruit, including Pinot Noir. Afterall, before the annexation, 
his vineyard was right on the edge of the Sta. Rita Hills. His climate was not hot by any means, and there was nothing 
fundamentally wrong with his soils. For all practical purposes, so as not to tarnish the reputation of our appellation, 
it would be best for everyone if he grew good grapes and made good wines. I sort of had this image of the Parthenon 
in my head; a beautiful achievement that is like a beacon to the potential of man, even though it sits there in Greece 

in ruins. What was it that led to its neglect? Perhaps with the right effort, maintenance and investment, it might 
still look like new.

Then in 2017 I got the Grenache itch and one of the three vineyards that could offer me some fruit was John Sebastiano. 
Sebastiano was actually one of those vineyards that was tucked just inside of the original eastern boundary lines of the 

AVA, and everything that I always saw from highway 246 was clearly on the right side of the tracks. Curious as to where 
the Grenache was located in this 200 acre vineyard, I had the vineyard manager send me a map of all the blocks. The 

Grenache was in block 42 F. It was way in the back, which is why I had never seen it from the road, and it was far enough 
to the east to have actually been outside of the Sta. Rita Hills before Pence got out his magic maker. Sure enough, my 

Grenache to be was growing in The Ruins! So, I had to make a choice, either be obstinate and not work this fruit out of 
principle, or I could revisit this image of someone getting some fresh paint on the Parthenon. I chose the latter.



...continued...

If the worst thing that ever happens to the boundaries of the Sta. Rita Hills is what Pence did, then we will all be just 
fine. I can only hope that the next Pence does not show up some day trying to expand the SRH in other directions. 

I was basically the field general who organized all the local growers back around 1995 to do the homework, to cover 
the ground, and to come with viticultural lines that would truly represent the climactic and geographical capsule that 

was the original Sta. Rita Hills. We spent days looking, smelling, feeling for what we thought would have integrity. 
The boundaries we came up with are as solid now as they were then. In 2016 there was a slight breach in all of that. 
What’s done has been done. I think it’s time to get back to exploring every inch of the Sta. Rita Hills for its potential, 

even The Ruins. Let’s get back to a love for mastering the established things, like Pinot Noir, 
and for exploring new things, like Grenache.

2017 Eye of the Beholder
En Tirage Grenache Rosé  •  Santa Barbara County
This is the second Eye Of The Beholder that I have bottled. Once again, it is a very daring, if not outlandish, style of 
Rosé. Like last year, there is a big plug of yeast sediment (lees) in every bottle. And this bottling is again a big, rich, 

creamy wine that juggles punchy fruit with a toastiness that is a reflection of new French Oak and an extended 
presence of yeast. That contact with the yeast will live on until you open and drink the wine. Because last year’s wine 

was so stylistically new and different, my winemaker’s notes for it were extensive. I won’t attach them here, 
but if interested, here is a link.

2016 Eye of the Beholder Wine Notes

This project has been a very interesting journey so far. It has gone a long way toward helping me understand and 
gauge the effects in general of extended lees contact in wine. This will come handy in the not too distant future as I 

begin to play with Petillant Naturel (Pet Nat for short) styles for sparkling wines. These bottlings will be more on the 
crisp side with bubbles, and, like Eye Of The Beholder, they will have at least some degree of lees, the result of a 
secondary fermentation in the bottles. They may encompass a number of different varieties. So, stay tuned; the 

journey continues!

In the meantime, I am also working on a more, dare I say, normal style of Rosé. It will be much more simple and 
focused on the varietal character of Petit Verdot in a Rosé form. It will be bottled without any lees, and without the 
year in a bunch of new French Oak, it will be priced closer to $20 a bottle. It will be very friendly and will be called 

Love Garden. As soon as I get it bottled from 2018, it will be released.

2017 APPELLATION’S EDGE
Pinot Noir  •  Radian Vineyard  •  Sta. Rita Hills

To compliment the release of the earthiest Microcosm imaginable, here is another spectacular version of Appella-
tion’s Edge to go along with it. What I love about these 2017’s is that all the cuvees are so naturally full of earth and 

complexity. This is a fulfillment of a vision that I started to have for the Sta. Rita Hills’ greatest vineyards a few years 
ago. At that time I commented in various wine notes about how my gut was telling me to take my foot off the gas 
pedal just a bit, thus allowing their maturing vines to spread their wings at stages of ripeness that would lead to 

slightly lower alcohol levels. The result, wines that would be elegant and at the same time have great concentration. 
Simply put, as the vines have become more fully entrenched in their dirt, their wines have become more packed with 
character. With this 2017 “Edgy”, it is an archetypical example of what the Sta. Rita Hills is all about. The formula is 
so simple; if you love Pinot Noir, just put some of this stuff in a glass and smell it. That sweet earth is just haunting. 

And on the palate, the succulent layers of fruit are so good. If you want to have an understanding of why 
Pinot Noir at its best has so much richness and mystique, this wine will tell you that story.

https://cdn.shopify.com/s/files/1/0750/9737/files/2016_Eye_of_the_Beholder_Wine_Notes.pdf?2543119264798617010


2017 MICROCOSM
Pinot Noir  •  Spear Vineyard  •  Sta. Rita Hills

The new Spear Vineyard is just down the road from us on Highway 246. This is my first single vineyard Pinot Noir 
from the property. Its construction is from a few different blocks, which we needed to do in order to cobble together 
enough fruit from the young vines for this cuvee. In all my days, I have never seen such young vines produce such an 
expression of sexy Pinot mystique. This wine is earth, earth, and more earth. If you want to know why Pinot Noir is 

said to be a good conduit to the soil, just smell this stuff. Its sour cherry fruit enveloped in a spicy Highway 246 
garrigue-like robe of coriander, cinnamon and compost instantly gives it a kinship with Ocean’s Ghost.

 The complexity is uncanny.
 

I have given it the Microcosm moniker because of the feeling I get from the vineyard and its owner. The vineyard was 
very quietly planted a few years ago, and was done so beautifully. Its petit lower blocks are located right on Highway 

246, so I couldn’t help but lay my eyes on them every day as I drove into work. It was almost like my Déjà vu 
experience years ago with what is now the Bentrock vineyard, when I would drool over a particular hillside that I could 

see from Santa Rosa Road, back in the day before the Sta. Rita Hills was even the Sta. Rita Hills. I would dream to 
myself that someday I would make wine from that hillside. While I had a similar feeling when I first saw the lower 

blocks planted at Spear, I also saw a stunning new winery being built to go along with them. Assuming that the winery 
would be making all the wine from its spectacular new vineyards, I thought fat chance that I’ll ever see a single berry of 

Pinot from this place. Then I met Ofer Shepher.
 

As it turned out, I think Ofer was even more excited than I was over the idea of sending some Pinot Noir down the road 
to Babcock. Within the first few minutes he was like, “Sure, we’ll get you some fruit. You want to try some Grenache!?” 

It didn’t take long to realize that Ofer was going to be a very cool neighbor. The next thing I knew I was in his Gator 
getting a tour of one of the most beautiful vineyards ever installed in the Sta. Rita Hills. He did so well to weave his 

vines into the property along with the mature natural forest that has always been there. No oak tree removal for this 
guy, only a solid deer fence to keep out the critters that he pretty much sees on a daily basis. Ofer has seamlessly 

created a domain that taps into everything that is beautiful about the Sta. Rita Hills. It’s like a microcosm within the 
greater explosion of development that has taken place on Highway 246.

 
I highly recommend a visit to his Spear Winery. The facility is stunning, the vibe is cool, and the tasty wines are made 
from 100% organically grown estate grapes. They are by appointment at this point, so you do need to call and let them 
know you are coming. I have heard feedback from some, that if you are getting your tour from Ofer, best to make sure 

you have adequate time, because this gracious man is going to share with you THE WHOLE PLACE. If all you have 
time for is a tasting of his excellent wines, let him know up front.

 
Because this young vines expression of Pinot does not quite have the fruit weight that future vintages will 

undoubtedly have, I shaved the price back a bit from $70 to $60.


