
2019 Top Cream Chardonnay
Donnachadh Vineyard

Sta. Rita Hills

At this time two years ago I mentioned how it was a happy-sad feeling that I had while writing my notes for the 2017 Top 
Cream Chardonnay. I was happy because that wine was as good as any Chardonnay I had ever bottled in 35 years, and I 

was very proud of it. I was sad because my vineyard, which historically produced Top Cream, was dying from Pierce’s 
disease, and that the 2017 bottling may very well be the last Estate Grown Chardonnay that I would produce in my 

lifetime. I also mentioned that my next challenge would be to find a Chardonnay vineyard in the Sta. Rita Hills worthy of 
inheriting the Top Cream moniker for a single-vineyard cuvee that could stand next to The Limit. That vineyard has 

turned out to be Donnachadh (pronounced Donna Kah). Similar to my estate vineyard, the Chardonnay at Donnachadh 
grows in a very sandy soil, which, I believe, expresses a distinctive minerality that is aromatically similar to that which we 

loved when we drank all those past Top Creams of yesteryear. What can I say; every now and then nature throws you a 
bone.

This 2019 bottling is again stunning. Seamlessly sewn together after a full elevage in 1/3 new French Oak, it’s weighty, 
and at the same time, nimble. After 9 months sur lie, the nose is of a toasty vanilla brioche with sprinkles of bees wax and 
butterscotch. The fruit is hard to pin down exactly, being somewhere between citrus and stone fruit. With a strong sense 
of minerality to boot, the whole equation is mesmerizing. The texture is creamy with a beautifully balanced acidity that 

dissolves the layers onto your palate, leaving you with an energized resin of terroir that, yes, does remind me of Top 
Cream’s past. As I write these notes, the wine is still a little wiry, but should be drinking beautifully by Christmas (2020). 

If you want to experience all the layers, don’t chill it down too much. The nuances have more lift at a little higher 
temperature. Foods; creamy pesto or alfredo pastas. Throw in some scallops and you’re good to go. Shave in some white 

truffles, and you’re really good to go.

It may not be from my soil, but Top Cream lives!
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2019 MICROCOSM Pinot Noir
Spear Vineyard
Sta. Rita Hills

 
The Spear Vineyard is just down the road from us on Highway 246. This is my second single vineyard Pinot Noir from the 

property. Its origin is simple; 100% Dijon Clone 943 that comes out of tiny little block #1. Perched right up along High-
way 246, it simply cannot go unnoticed by any winemaker whose heart is beating as they drive by. If you want to know 
why Pinot Noir is said to be a good conduit to the soil, just smell this stuff. Its dark, sour cherry/pomegranate fruit is 
enveloped in a very spicy Highway 246 garrigue-like robe of coriander, cinnamon and compost, instantly giving it an 

aromatic kinship with many a Pinot Noir that was grown within the corridor.

I have given it the Microcosm moniker because of the feeling I get from this vineyard, which was very unassumingly 
planted a few years ago by owner Ofer Shepher. Ofer has so beautifully woven his vines into the property, preserving all 

the mature 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. As I drive into work every day, I salute block #1 which, for me, represents a microcosm 
within the greater explosion of development that has taken place over the last 20 years in the Sta. Rita Hills.

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 fruit. 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, that’s fine, just let him know up front.

2018 Bright Fortune Cabernet Franc
Santa Barbara County

29 Years ago I thought Cabernet Franc’s future was beyond bright. In fact, I thought Cab Franc was going to become 
Santa Barbara County’s next “it grape”. Then, inexplicably, until we learned it was due to the variety’s hyper-sensitivity to 
viruses, one vineyard after the next started to die, ushering me into a 20 year hiatus from the grape. Throughout most of 

these two decades, I assumed that I would never again make another Cab Franc. Then, finally, a few brave Santa Ynez 
Valley growers decided to clean up their plant materials, thereby giving Cabernet Franc a new lease on life, and providing 
me with the beacon that illuminated all of the potential and bright fortune that I originally predicted for this beautifully 

rustic variety. 

Cabernet Franc is like the mischievous, atavistic brother of Cabernet Sauvignon. In Europe, it does not quite produce the 
more refined, noble aromas and flavors of Cabernet Sauvignon that have been the favorite of the aristocracy over the 

centuries. Cab Franc’s wines are more spicy and potentially more herbal. They have an earthiness that has always made 
them the favorite of country folk. In certain Saint-Emilion cellars like those of Chateau Cheval Blanc and Chateau Figeac, 
their Cabernet Franc based blends can carry a “world class” moniker. Personally, I like Cab Franc for its earthy mystery. 
After all, I am a Pinot Noir guy. Earthy/funky works for me, especially if it’s sub $100 a bottle, which most Cab Franc is, 

and if it goes well with lots of foods, which most Cab Francs do. To me, good Cab Franc is like the perfect wine for most of 
life’s journeys. It doesn’t necessarily have to be overly complicated to be really good.

2018 Block 15 Cabernet Sauvignon
Estelle Vineyard   |   Santa Ynez Valley

At this point I truly believe that Block 15 at the Estelle Vineyard is the nicest little section of Cabernet Sauvignon in Santa 
Barbara County. I usually get an email or two every year from wine club members who sneak bottles of Block 15 into 
blind tastings with a bunch of Napa Cabs. The subject line usually reads something like "guess which wine was our 

favorite?!!!”, followed by a photo of an empty bottle of Block 15.

This year’s bottling sports heady, cassis fruit with spices that are in the realm of tobacco leaf, with a touch of cedar. Not 
for the faint of heart, it’s very rich on the palate, but should age really well with its ample, well placed tannins.  At the rate 
of about 50% new, the oak employed was French, with an emphasis on robust toasting. As a result, there is a nice balance 

between firm structure and elegance.

 



2018 BORN READY Grenache
Peake Vineyard
Sta. Rita Hills

 
This wine completes for me a viticultural trifecta, making the spectacular Peake Vineyard the first and only vineyard 

(other than my own) from which I have produced single vineyard wines from three different varieties; in this case 
Chardonnay (Dream Field), Pinot Noir (Opposites Attract) and now Grenache (Born Ready). It is especially significant 
in this case that this has been done with Grenache, because, going forward, the first requirement for me to bottle any 
single vineyard Grenache is that it must have enough concentration, earth and power to stand up to the Opportunity 

Knocks Grenache that I produce from the Spanish Springs Vineyard up in San Luis Obispo County. I am very proud to 
announce that this wine does indeed have that power.

Part of the equation at Peake is its prime location, on the eastern end of Santa Rosa Road in the warmer end of the Sta. 
Rita Hills. The other parts of the equation are Peak’s very open minded owner, John Wagner, and the guy that John 
hired to farm the vineyard, Michael Anderson. While John is open minded, he does have a few extreme prejudices; 
quality, quality and quality. John does not just talk the talk; he lives it, which is why he hired the best farmer on the 
planet. There are three letters that officially follow Michael Anderson’s name. Those would be PhD, as in Doctor of 
Philosophy; in this case, viticulture. Whenever I go over to Peake to look at the vines, I don’t have to ask for certain 

things to be done, or for the timing on anything to change. By the time I get there, everything is always perfectly 
executed. Everything makes sense. When I meet with Mike Anderson, it’s always a perfect exchange, a good half of 

which has me doing the listening and the learning, which I deeply appreciate because it just makes me a better wine-
maker. In a nutshell, I love working with these guys.

This wine was not “Born Ready” in the sense of so many Grenaches that are light weight and ready for immediate 
consumption. So often, Grenache makes the kind of red wine that is good chilled down and enjoyed in a similar way 
that you enjoy white wine. That’s not the kind of Grenache we are dealing with here. This wine was born in the sense 

that it is ready to evolve into something that far exceeds the status quo, something powerful and earthy, with a tremen-
dous core of fruit and spice. Currently it’s a little brooding, but if you pour it into a big wine glass and let it get some air, 
the entertainment will begin. I was going to try and describe it all but it’s just too complicated. Just about any spice that 
you smell in red wine; it’s in there. Name a fruit that you smell in red wine; it’s in there. Very bold, very complex, and if 

you give it a few years to rest, the middle will start to sweeten and the wine will really start to spread its wings.

2018 Fathom Petit Verdot
Santa Ynez Vineyard

Santa Barbara County
 

This is our third consecutive bottling of a stunning Petit Verdot within the new era of FATHOM. At this point, I am 
ready to proclaim, this is not a fluke; the Happy Canyon district of Santa Barbara County is the place for this 

intriguingly powerful variety.

Worldwide, because Petit Verdot’s wines are typically so dark and forceful, they are usually employed as 
varietal-lip-service in blends at a miserly rate around 2%. In places like Napa and Bordeaux, if you blend in much more 

than 4%, the thinking is that you run the risk of pushing your world-class Cabernet Sauvignon right off a cliff into a 
bitter pool of tannic table wine . Over the last few years I have been pursuing a course that simply lets Petit Verdot be 

Petit Verdot, and it’s all being made possible by the shallow, rocky soils, and the very warm, let’s face it, hot, climate of 
Happy Canyon, together beating this beast of a grape into submission. Yea, it’s a little freaky; every time I drive over 

there, I feel the need to crank up the Beatles “Let It Be” in my truck. 

To me, this very structured, very robust 2018 bottling drinks, more or less, like most Napa producers wished their 
Cabernets drank over the last three decades. I say this because its uber-deep fruit is really built around cassis. Yes, it is 
Petit Verdot, so, of course, there is a mouthful of tannins. But as dense as they are, they are also pretty darn soft, and 

they are coupled with a long, lingering finish to boot. It’s the kind of wine you can lay down for 10+ years if you like the 
bottle bouquet and majesty that this kind of age can bring. If you can give it at least 3 or 4 years in your cellar, I think 
the velvety thing on the palate should start to sneak in. Foods: beef, venison, lamb, heavier tomato sauces, etc.; make 

the meal robust enough to match the wine.

If this continues, I will soon be ready to proclaim, Petit Verdot is Santa Barbara County’s best Bordeaux Variety. Enjoy 
and stay tuned!


