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Steltzner seeks to build
on family legacy with
an eye to the future

"I've always thought of Stags
Leap as kind of a valley within the
Valley."

So said Rich Frederick, describ-
ing the slice of Napa Valley named
for a nimble-footed buck.

Many would agree with the
winemaker at Revana Vineyard in
St. Helena. Frederick pointed out
that, like Rutherford's dust or the
breezes blowing through Cameros,
Stags Leap boasts a
signature feature:
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its majestic palisades. The jagged
rock formations rise over a place
where some of California's best
wine grapes are grown.

Officially known as the Stags
Leap District, the AVA is home
to several essential vineyards. One
was planted near the foot of the
palisades by Richard Steltzner a
half century ago. Behind a hill
along the Silverado Trail, the
30-acre Steltzner Vineyard has
always been easy to miss - but
hard to leave out of conversations
that include longtime neighbors
Stag's Leap Wine Cellars, Shafer
Vineyards, and the original Joseph
Phelps Insignia property.

Building on a legacy
In the late 1970s, Richard
and his wife, Christine, built
an estate winery on (he
Silverado Trail. They ran it
successfully for more than
three decades, all (he while
growing grapes for high-pro-

file clients like Phelps and Clos
du Val. After

considering

several purchase offers over the
years, the Srelrzners sold the facil-
ity to PlumpJack Group in 2012,
when Richard was 74. Now, five
years later, Allison Steltzner is
building upon her father's career
in the vineyard.

"I think in some ways those
blind offers were a really big bless-
ing, because it started the conver-
sation about what direction we
were going," Allison said in early
June. She had just concluded
a blending session at her Napa
office for the '16 red wines from
her family's property. "The goal
was to make great wine - and to
make more contemporary wine in
Stags Leap."

Seated around the bottle-strewn
table were her wine broker hus-
band, Sam Sharp, and the veteran
winemakers Mike Smith and Bob
Pepi, with whom she collaborates.
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"The wines of Stags Leap put a
lot of Napa cabernet producers on
the map," she said. "However, I
think that we in Stags Leap are
a little stuck in the '80s, and we
could be doing a little bit better."

While overseeing steady
improvements in the vineyard,
Allison has parlayed previous
experience as Steltzner's national
sales director into managing the
reconceived Steltzner Vineyards
label and Bench Vineyards, a
brand she co-owns with Sam and
her parents. Among other wines,
they make a Bench Vineyards
cabernet blend called Circa 64.
The name refers back to the year
her father bought the property.

"It's a lot of coming full cir-
cle in terms of people's history
here in the valley. Bob and Mike
would speak ra this more, but I
have a lot of respect for my dad
and for his farming history, and
being a pioneer for cabernet at a
time when it was not popular. In
'64 is was not."

With their combined experi-
ence, Pepi and Smith can attest to
how cabernet sauvignon's fortunes
have changed since then.

They make the Sreltzner and
Bench labels at Napa Wine Com-
pany in Oakville, and they enjoy
the opportunity to work with the
family's grapes. "It's possibly one
of the best blocks of land in Stags
Leap," Pepi said, swirling the
2015 Bench cabernet in a glass
next to the ' 16. "It's always going
to give you good wine without
trying."

But, under Allison's leadership,
try they must. She's on a mission
to turn out compelling wines
from her family's vineyard and to
make sure "that every person who
has an input into this is under-
standing the results of it."

"To me, that's been the most
interesting part," she said. "We're
learning our own vineyards
through the eyes of multiple
people who are all experts in the
own right. Bringing that exper-
tise together. .. it's people who I
think all have a deep respect for
the vineyard."

"Allison is looking at how we
can showcase Stags Leap in a new
light," observed Smith, who has
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his own St. Helena-based label,
Myriad Cellars, and makes wine
for several clients. Hiring him
alongside Pepi was an easy deci-
sion for Allison and her husband;
Sam brokers some of the brands
Smith makes and was familiar
with his attention to winemaking
details.

"Something I learned early on
is that you've got to keep on top
of the cellar work," Smith shared.
"Those mundane tasks are what
create the wine itself. Great wine
is made, not manufactured. And
to make it, just like with a home-
cooked meal, you make it with
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your hands. It's what you do,
instead of just relying on tech-
nologies and products to manu-
facture it for you."

Reconceiving Steltzner
Sam poured the just-blended

2016 reds from clear glass bottles
and noted that, when they con-
ceived the Bench Vineyards proj-
ect after the winery sale in 2012,
"there was serious consideration
given to just growing and selling
great grapes."

The bricks-and-mortar Srel-
tzner winery had a 20,000-case
capacity that his father-in-law
always maximized. "The sale of

the winery kind of freed Allison
from that. When we started, there
was no pressure to make any wine
if we didn't feel we had something
really good," he said.

For her part, Allison was con-
fident in the quality of fruit but
saw room for improvement in
the vineyard. In 2014, she hired
Barbour Vineyards to manage
it. She explained that "this proj-
ect is driven much more by the
land than the techniques" and
felt that, while the winemaking
would quickly ramp up with the
expertise, "we had to improve the
land first."

''As the grape growing contin-
ues to get dialed in, granted we've
been blessed with really good vin-
tages, but we see the quality has
just jumped through the roof."

The progress made by Jim
Barbour's company has been sig-
nificant. Just ask Revana's Rich
Frederick. He and the St. Helena
estate's consulting winemaker,
Thomas Brown, work closelywith
the respected vineyard manager.

In 2015, Barbour connected
Revana with Allison, who wanted
to see her family's estate grapes
expressed through "rising star
winemakers who've never had
access to this kind of fruit" - if
just a couple of tons at a time.
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"It's kind of like what's old is new," Fred-
erick said over the phone, describing the
cabernet sauvignon he and Brown started
making in the' 15 vintage from a mere seven
rows of Steltzner vines. "We were thinking
of new AVAs to work with that were already
perceived as high-quality, and Stags Leap was
one of those. We figured Steltzner would be
a good place to get in the game and become
a Stags Leap producer ourselves."

Allison looks at Revana and other clients
for their grapes as a "huge opportunity to
shine a new light on Stags Leap."

"My dad's had the property for over 50
years. So, I'm really asking myself how it stays
relevant in the context of Napa Valley for the
next 50. How do we make wines that reflect
the specialness of the property? You have to
be relevant to consumers."
Showcasing something special
Not all consumers have the opportunity

to dine at The French Laundry in Yountville,
where both Srelrzner's and Bench Vineyards'
wines are a regular feature. But before head
sommelier Erik Johnson took over the wine
program at Thomas Keller's flagship restau-
rant in 2014, the 29 year-old worked at
Bouchon, its sister location down the road.
While there, he befriended regulars Allison
and Sam and became intrigued by the Stelt-
zner family history in Stags Leap.

"The first time I tasted the ' 14 Bench, I
told Sam I would take a case," Johnson said
on a recent call, taking a break from events
around the landmark restaurant's 23rd anni-
versary. "Thinking about the menu for us
here at The French Laundry, I thought that it
would be a great fit. It was something unique
to share with our guests."

He added that he finds wines made by
Bob Pepi and Mike Smith to be "stylistically
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Napa Valley, and I think the wines definitely
showcase that."

Reached on the phone after Allison's June
meeting, Pepi laughed that he's not rhe kind
of winemaker who dines regularly at The
French Laundry, but he can appreciate a
Napa Valley vineyard that has been around
for more than twice as long.

"Allison said, 'If we're going to do this,
let's do it right.' And I think Bench Vine-
yards, Circa 64, all of that pays tribute to the
original purchase of this great vineyard, the
early years when Dick Stelrzner was a pioneer
in Stags Leap."

''As a winemaker, you don't get a chance
to work with a vineyard like that very often."

pretty classic" and echoed Rich Frederick's
comment about the AVl\s location.

"With Stags Leap wines, you look for
something a little softer in style, a little bit
more earthy, maybe a touch more of a green
tone to it. You know, being kind of that
'valley in a valley,' it's a very unique part of


