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 Napa County wine 
coverage: Visit us online at 
NapaValleyRegister.com/wine 
for more coverage of the wine 
industry.

Scientists who delve deeply 
into how people taste food 
and drink say that about 

a quarter of all of us detect 
bitterness at very low levels, 
which limits what they can ap-
preciate.

Some of the foods we eat have 
traces of bitterness. So-called 

supertasters de-
tect that element 
easily and seek 
to avoid it. Such 
people may not 
know they have 
such an issue, 
which is prob-
ably genetically 
linked. But they 
do know that 

they don’t like Brussels sprouts, 
broccoli, black coff ee and lots 
of other bitter things. 

Bittersweet chocolate isn’t 
their thing. They like milk 
chocolate.

This isn’t the same as sour-
ness, a diff erent phenomenon, 
like the taste of lemons, dill pick-
les, and under-ripe strawberries.

Disliking bitterness is one 
reason so many people drink 
coff ee and espresso with shots 
of hazelnut syrup, caramel, 
or add loads of sugar and/or 
cream. It’s also why some reci-
pes call for a dash of sweetness 
during cooking, such as a dol-
lop of sugar or balsamic in some 
tomato-based sauces.

Alternatively, some people 
love bitterness, such as Angos-
tura Bitters, Fernet-Branca and 
other digestives.

Bitterness also can be a nat-
ural element in some wines, 
notably reds like Cabernet 
Sauvignon, Tannat and Petite 
Sirah that are made with a lot of 
tannin that comes from grape 
skins, oak barrels and contact 
with other grape-related ele-
ments such as stems and seeds.

Also, some white wines are 
more likely to be bitter than 
other grapes, such as Gewürz-
traminer and Pinot Gris. These 
two relatively common variet-
ies both have much higher skin 
pigmentation than Chardonnay 
and Sauvignon Blanc, and can 
impart a slight bitterness to 
their wines.

(The word “Gris” is French 
for gray, and relates to the fact 
that the grape has a darker color 
late in the season than does, 
say, Pinot Blanc. And late in the 
season, Gewürztraminer grapes 
turn pink!)

The 
joys of 
bitterness 

JOHN HENRY MARTIN

In August, Cakebread Cellars 
held their inaugural Cabernet 
Day—a celebration of the Napa 
Valley’s most prominent vari-
etal, and an occasion for winery 
chefs Brian Streeter and Thomas 
Sixmith to fl ex their culinary 
muscles.

Hosting the festival was Cake-
bread’s new vice president of op-
erations, Aaron Fishleder, who 
was on hand with soil samples to 

give the attendees a mini-sem-
inar on what makes the Napa 
Valley such a great place to grow 
Cabernet Sauvignon. 

Fishleder, 47, has a contagious, 
youthful enthusiasm. In a quiet 
moment, I sat down with him on 
the stone border of a fl ower bed 
in a courtyard behind the wel-
come center for a chat

John Henry: What does 
Cabernet mean to you?

Aaron Fishleder: I think that 
in general Cabernet is very im-
portant to the Napa Valley and 
I think we do it really well. Our 
weather and soils lend them-

selves to growing great caber-
nets. My fi rst vintage in the val-
ley was 2000, and since then the 
industry has matured in a num-
ber of ways, which have started 
to culminate in some amazing 
Cabernets. Now we’re heading 
in a new and exciting direction 
with what people are doing.

John Henry: What do you 
look for when you drink Cab-
ernet?

Aaron: When I’m tasting 
Cabernet, I am interested in 
what the winemaker was doing. 

Just another day in Napa Valley
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Cakebread Cellers held its inaugural Cabernet Day in August. 

GABRIEL RADU 

The new Cuvaison tasting room is set to open in September. 

MIRA ADVANI HONEYCUTT

T
here is an old expression 
that “everything old is 
new again.” That certainly 
applies to Cuvaison Estate 
Wines.

The Carneros winery is among a 
rare group of nine Napa Valley win-
eries established in the 1960s that 
have operated in the valley ever since. 
Founded in 1969, the family-owned 
Carneros winery has quietly con-
tinued to produce distinctive estate 
Pinot Noir and Chardonnay, yet, 
over time, the label may have gotten 
lost in the onslaught of dazzling new 
wineries vying for the accolades of 
the wine press and public.

Forgotten no more, the historic 
grande dame is coming on the radar 
of the younger generation. “Millen-
nials have discovered it,” says Dan 
Zepponi, president and CEO of Two 
Estates Wine Collective, which in-
cludes Cuvaison and its sister winery 
Brandlin Estate in Mount Veeder.

“We have built a brand around 
a sophisticated yet approachable 
luxury product,” Zepponi said. “We 
have so much here we have to start 
unlocking the secrets.”

It’s one of those triple-digit Napa 
Valley days and Cuvaison’s cool bar-
rel room turned temporary tasting 
room is packed with a new genera-
tion of wine afi cionados rediscover-
ing the pioneering estate. The tasting 
room is undergoing a facelift and is 
scheduled for a grand opening at the 
end of September.

The barrel room sports a smart 

contemporary look with an alcove 
furnished like a small private lounge, 
which is where I meet Zepponi.

Cuvaison, he comments, is one of 
the shapers of Napa Valley. Among 
a plethora of brands in the valley, 
the elbow room gets a little tighter 
to diff erentiate yourself. “But when 
you are among nine wineries in 1969, 
you’re working together in shaping 
what Napa Valley should be.”

Cuvaison was founded by Thomas 
Parkhill and was acquired by the cur-
rent owners, the Shmidheiny family, 
in 1979. Zepponi regales us with an 
interesting detail about the Swiss-
based family, which has been in the 
wine business for four generations. 

The worldwide spotlight on Napa 
Valley created by the 1976 Judg-
ment of Paris tasting got matriarch 
Adda Schmidheiny interested in the 
region.

“She came to Napa and was capti-
vated by it,” says Zepponi. So much 
so that she took a handful of dirt 
in her kerchief back to Switzerland 
and convinced her family that Napa 
wines should be part of their portfo-
lio. “My guess is she probably went 
to Mondavi and picked up dirt from 
To-Kalon,” Zepponi muses.

Over the years, members of the 
Schmidheiny family have been 

SASHA PAULSEN
spaulsen@napanews.com

Jean-Charles Boisset fi rst made 
his mark in Napa Valley with his 
purchase and renovation of Ray-
mond Vineyards. in St. Helena 
(love that red velvet room).

Then he livened up Yountville 
with his tiger skin print and crys-
tal tasting room that anchored his 
JCB Village. 

Next he brought new life, excel-
lent groceries, more wine, pizza, 
and a wine history museum to the 

site of the historic 
Oakville Grocery.

In August, we 
had news of his 
plans to create a 
grand, multi-fac-
eted experience 
(cafe, brewery, 
spirits tasting, and 
more) for Calisto-
gans and visitors in the town’s old 
Depot.

Finally, Boisset will be coming 
to the town of Napa.

First Street Napa has an-
nounced that Boisset will open a 
tasting room for his Buena Vista 
Winery in the 1929 Gordon Build-
ing in downtown Napa.

As always, the energetic vintner 

will combine his love of history 
(and especially California history) 
with a Frenchman’s innate appre-
ciation of the good things in life, 
especially when it comes to food 
and wine. Also, fun.

Boisset painstakingly restored 
Sonoma’s Buena Vista Winery, 
believed to be California’s fi rst 
premium winery. Now, in part-
nership with Earth & Sky Choc-
olates, Boisset plans to create a 
novel Chateau Buena Vista to taste 
its wines. 

“When Buena Vista was 
founded in 1857, it spanned from 
Sonoma to Napa,” Boisset said, 
“and we have always dreamed 
to re-establish the winery with 
a permanent destination in the 

Napa Valley, in addition to our St. 
Helena Vineyard.

“The historic Gordon Building 
is the ideal Napa destination to 
unveil our a new vision of Cha-
teau Buena Vista, which pairs the 
dream of Cabernet Sauvignon, 
caviar, and chocolate, in collabo-
ration with our friends at Earth & 
Sky chocolates,” he added. “The 
Count has returned to Napa Val-
ley!”

“The Count” is the equally 
colorful Count Agoston Harasz-
thy, (1812-1869) Buena Vista’s 
founder, who reportedly died 
when he was eaten by a crocodile 
in Nicaragua but who is frequently 
seen, in his present-day incarna-
tion, at Buena Vista. 

The Gordon Building is a 
two-story, 20,000-square-foot 
structure on the northeast cor-
ner of First and Coombs streets. 
Originally constructed in 1929, it 
received an addition in 1935. The 
Spanish Colonial Revival building 
with Spanish Renaissance décor 
and detailing is on the National 
Register of Historic Places.

Zapolski Real Estate and Trade-
mark Property Company bought 
the aging building in November 
2013, and this spring completed a 
full historic renovation including 
rehabilitation of its façade, lobby, 
interior and structural elements.

Developer Todd Zapolski said 

‘The Count has returned to Napa Valley’
Jean-Charles Boisset 

plans a Napa 

tasting room 

Boisset 

 Napa’s pioneering winery gets a makeover

ROBERT HOLMES 

The view from the patio of the tasting room at Cuvaison. 
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Cakebread’s inaugural 

Cabernet Day 

DAN 
BERGER

CHANGES AT 

CUVAISON

Please see BERGER, Page C3

Please see CUVAISON, Page C3

Please see BOISSET, Page C3

Please see CAKEBREAD, Page C3
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I know the vintages pretty well. 
But how did the winemaker deal 
with the rains of 2011? Or that 
rainstorm of 2010 when we got 
five and a half inches or rain in 
five days? What kind of things 
did they do? Did that winemaker 
just put a bunch of oak on that to 
hide green flavors? Sometimes, 
it’s “Wow, this person did a nice 
job under those circumstances.”

“The other thing I look for is: 
Are the people true to what they 
are doing? Is their winemaking 
schizophrenic? When I taste a 
line-up of winery X’s wines, do I 
see a trend? I want to know that 
they are being authentic. They 
believe in what they are doing 
and stay true to their core prin-
ciples.”

To what does Cakebread 
owe its success?

One of the reasons I was excited 
to join Cakebread is that they are 
true to what they are doing. We 
are not trying to compete with 
anyone else. From the beginning, 
Jack and Dolores Cakebread said 
they wanted to make wines that 
pair well with food. That’s what 
we’re doing here.

Is Cakebread investing in 
technology?

We, as an industry, are really 
just asking: What can technol-
ogy do for us? For example, we’re 
putting water sensors in the vine 
to observe water usage. This is a 
big step for us to reduce the over-
all amount of water but also im-
prove fruit quality. At the end of 
the day, we want to be good stew-
ards of the environment, but also 
we want to make the best wines 
we have ever made, every single 
season, better than the year be-
fore.

What is the difference be-
tween a chemist and a wine-
maker?

I think a winemaker can be a 
chemist, but a chemist can’t be 
a winemaker. It is not just a sci-
ence, it is an art. The best wine-
makers can use science, but they 
walk a line. There is a touch and 
a feel an artist has with a palette 
or with clay. During blending, we 
can taste wine and use sensory 
evaluation to make adjustments 
that science alone is incapable of 
doing. The chemist would say, 
‘all of the compounds are in the 
right range.’ But at the end of the 
day, how does it taste?

Why will wine endure?
“I don’t think of wine as an 

alcoholic product. Wine is a 
food. In the past 30 years, it has 
become part of the fabric of our 
society. We are going to make 
wine for everyone, young and 
old people, and for those special 
events, for those nightly dinners 
and those tough weeks. I think 
people get together and have par-
ties and drink wine with food and 
celebrate. That’s why I think wine 
endures. I don’t think something 
can replace that.”

After being inspired by our 
conversation, Fishleder went 
back to his post by the soil sam-
ples and I toured the food sta-
tions spaced around a large lawn. 
I approached a barbeque that 
was billowing smoke through a 
chimney and saw Chef Streeter 
putting slices of cheese on pat-
ties over a sizzling fire. He told 
me they were duck sliders which 

he would garnish with rhubarb 
ketchup and red onion jam. I 
could sample across the court-
yard with the 2017 Dancing Bear 
Cabernet Sauvignon.

(The Dancing Bear Vineyard, 
by the way, got its name from a 
particularly persistent bear that 
got good at climbing the fence 
around the vineyard on Howell 
Mountain.)

Chef Streeter then told me he 
also made a Hunter’s sausage 
with mustard seed and smoked 
ham from a pig purchased from 
a 4H student at the Napa Valley 
Expo Livestock Auction. The 
sausage, paired with Cakebread 
garden slaw, I could taste at an-
other station, paired with the 
2014 Benchland Select Cabernet 
Sauvignon.

The smoked ham was placed 
on a buttermilk biscuit with red 

pepper jelly. That was paired 
with the 2018 Napa Valley Cab-
ernet Sauvignon. I wished Chef 
Streeter had paired this with 
Cakebread’s delicious chardon-
nay. The grilled beef brochettes 
with shiso aioli, however, was 
ideal with the 2017 Vine Hill 
Cabernet Sauvignon.

Satisfied with this little bit of 
grazing and drinking, I noticed 
a group of beautiful women in 
elegant sundresses taking what 
looked like an epic group selfie. 
I introduced myself to Nancy 
Yim, Brandy Shih, Fanada Chen 
and Van Tran—four boisterous 
and genuinely delightful women 
from Austin, Texas. Yim has been 
a Cakebread wine club member 
for three years and suggested 
they fly in for Cabernet Day. They 
ended up making a girl’s weekend 
out of the trip.

Yim said, “We all love the 
Dancing Bear Vineyard. We ap-
preciate [Cakebread’s] passion 
for winemaking and sustainabil-
ity efforts. Certainly, the conve-
nience of the shipments to our 
little island of blue in Texas is a 
plus as well.”

Chen then got distracted by 
Rebecca Rosen, Napa Valley’s 
resident falconer, standing 
nearby with a large bird perched 
on her gloved hand. I asked if it 
was a falcon, and she said, “Oh 
no. Falcon’s are like beautiful 
women. They expect to be treated 
like a goddess and they don’t take 
guff from anybody.” She was 
holding Hootbert, a spectacled 
owl with huge eyes surrounded 
by white downy feathers, whom 
you can follow on Instagram 
@a_k_a_bubbles. Chen asked 
what Hootbert ate. Mice, appar-
ently, of which Rosen buys fro-
zen, in bulk.

“Are they expensive?” Chen 
asked.

“More than they should be if 
you ask me!” Rosen replied.

I looked around and noticed 
that the food stations had been 
cleared. No one was left to pour 
wine. It was only the four Texas 
ladies, Rosen and I left on the 
lawn. Alas, beautiful afternoons 
do not last.

I asked the Texas ladies where 
they were having dinner. “Mus-
tard’s,” they said. I responded: 
“Perfect.” Just another day in the 
Napa Valley.

John Henry Martin agrees 
that frozen mice are more 
expensive than they should be. 
If you do to, email him at jhm@
johnhenrymartin.com

Cakebread
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working with Cuvaison long dis-
tance with limited annual trips to 
the winery, but have fully rele-
gated the operations to their team 
led by Zepponi.

“They are very keen on hir-
ing local talent,” said Zepponi 
who has earned the nickname “a 
winemaker’s president.”

“Most people come to a pres-
ident’s position from a sales and 
marketing business; few come 
from the production side,” says 
Zepponi, whose father Gino 
Zepponi co-founded ZD Wine. 
“I really understand what wine-
makers need.”

Throughout his career, Zep-
poni has overseen numerous 
tasks from managing winemak-
ing and viticulture to production 
for such companies as Beringer 
Wine Estates (now Treasury 
Wine Estates), Canadian-based 
Mark Anthony Group and Vin-
tage Strategies.

Napa’s veteran Steve Rogstad, 
at the helm of winemaking, is 
marking his 17th vintage at Cu-
vaison. The portfolio of wines 
expresses the purity of Carneros’ 
cool-climate terroir, wines that 
are balanced seamlessly with 
acidity and vibrant fruit. The 
fog and the breeze sweeping off 
San Pablo Bay cool the vine-
yards planted on gently sloping 
hillsides dominant with Diablo 
clay soil.

We tasted some recent vin-
tages. The 2017 Brut Rosé, Méth-
ode Champenois, is a pale-hued 
blend of Pinot Noir and Char-
donnay fragrant with raspberry 
and cassis with hints of toasty 
brioche. The 2019 Chardonnay 
Méthode Béton for the first time 
uses the technique of fermenting 
in concrete eggs. (Béton is French 
for concrete).

While concrete eggs have been 
used for Sauvignon Blanc, 2019 
was the first vintage for Char-
donnay, Zepponi explains. Made 
from three different clones — the 
Old Wente, the Dijon 95 and Dijon 

548 — the wine expresses floral 
aspects of juicy stone fruit with a 
snappy minerality. The concrete 
fermentation that drives the lees 
contact gives the wine a layer of 
creaminess on the palate.

The 2018 Pinot Noir is an el-
egant wine, a carousel of cherry 
and plum flavors with notes of 
lilac and hints of allspice.

I am surprised to hear that in 
addition to the plantings of Pinot 
Noir and Chardonnay, Cuvaison 
has devoted eight acres to Merlot. 
“This was a big Merlot house in 
the early ‘80s,” Zepponi remarks.

The cool climate 2018 Arcilla 
Merlot (named for Arcilla clay 
soil) is a rich and elegant wine 
with silky tannins, evocative 
of white pepper, rocking with 

bright black cherries, leading to 
an earthy, spicy finish.

Anchored by a scenic pond, 
Cuvasion’s 400-acre estate sits 
on undulating hillsides cooled 
by the marine influence from San 
Pablo Bay. The 210-acre vineyard 
planting is sculpted into a mosaic 
of 20 blocks of Chardonnay and 
17 of Pinot Noir with smaller 
blocks dedicated to Sauvignon 
Blanc, Merlot and Syrah.

A new state-of-the-art 32,000 
square-foot winery was con-
structed in 2009, specifically de-
signed to handle small lots. The 
gravity-flow winery, equipped 
with three concrete eggs and 60-
some tanks for individual fer-
mentation, allows each vineyard 
block to have a vessel specifically 

selected for that wine.
In addition to the solar-pow-

ered winery, the vineyard is cer-
tified Napa Green Winery and 
Fish Friendly Farming, the latter 
a certification program for agri-
cultural properties managed to 
restore fish and wildlife habitat 
and improve water quality.

The soon-to-open cantile-
vered VIP pavilions are designed 
to float above the pond so the 
guests can get an immersive ex-
perience of the thriving ecosys-
tem, the flora and fauna, birds 
and wildlife, egrets and otters in 
the pond.

“We are heavy on experiencing 
this estate,” Zepponi comments. 
‘Everything is made here, grown, 
aged and bottled on this property.”

Cuvaison
From C1
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that he and the team are “so ex-
cited” about the Boisset project. 

“Jean-Charles is known for his 
commitment to the Napa Val-
ley, made evident by his thriving 
brands and businesses through-
out the area.”

Chateau Buena Vista will oc-

cupy 1,190 square feet of the 
Gordon’s retail space, as well as 
the 605 square foot mezzanine. 
The storefront will feature dis-
plays from Earth & Sky Choco-
lates, and a tasting area and wine 

bar where Cabernet sauvignon 
tastings will be offered along 
with chocolates and caviar pair-
ings. 

The project is slated to open 
in November. 

Boisset
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Those who make these two grape 
varieties are keenly aware of their 
potential to make wines that have 
phenolic compounds that impart 
a slight bitterness. To avoid that, 
they often intentionally leave slight 
amounts of sugar to cover up any 
possible bitterness.

There are other ways to deal with 
bitterness, including extremely light 
pressing of the white grapes prior to 
fermentation. However, tactics like 
this can lead to a wine that delivers 
fewer gallons per ton of fruit, which 
is an economic issue that can lead 
to higher prices — or to wines that 
simply do not make a profit.

Cabernet, it is well known, has 
a lot more tannin in its skins than 
other grapes (like Merlot and Pi-
not Noir) and it can be relatively 
hard and slightly bitter for some 
people. One tactic, widely known 
by winemakers, is to make certain 
that the acidity level in the resulting 
Cabernet is low, making for a softer 
mouthfeel.

This means that the wine might 
be more approachable when it is 
young, but at a cost: It is unlikely to 
age very well. Some won’t make it 
just six or seven years from the day 
of release.

Since wine critics almost never 
determine whether they are super-
tasters or normal tasters, consum-
ers can never know if a wine that 
received a very high score was given 
by someone who hates bitterness 
and thus might have been dumb-
struck by its approachability.

In my experience, many Caber-
net Sauvignons that get 100-point 
scores seem as if they will have 
short lifespans.

How appealing a wine is when it 
is very young has nothing to do with 
its potential to become superb after 
20 years or more. I have tasted many 
100-point wines. I assessed that if 
they were not at all slightly bitter, 
they were made to be consumed 
almost immediately.

What this means for consumers 
who are seeking wines to age is sim-
ply that bitterness isn’t necessarily 
a bad thing. It kind of comes with 
the territory, especially with certain 
varieties, like Cabernet Sauvignon.

If we assume that scientists 
are correct, that approximately 
one-quarter of us do not like bit-
terness at all, those in that group 
that drink coffee or espresso are 
most likely to ameliorate the bit-
terness with sugar or cream.

But we can’t do that with heavy 
red wines. It would be an awful 
consumable. So what do people do 
if they suspect they may be a super-
taster?

I have two brothers. Both dislike 
Cabernet Sauvignon but prefer 
Merlot.

One tactic to deal with bitterness 
may be to begin the process of try-
ing to see bitterness as a positive. 
Like anything else, it will become a 
learned experience.

This is not a process that’s easily 
accepted by newcomers to wine, 
who want every wine to taste very 
good as soon as the cork is pulled. 
It’s for that reason that most new-
comers to wine gravitate toward 
slightly sweet wines such as Ries-
ling and even some Chardonnays.

And there is a very popular Pinot 
Noir that’s extremely easy to sell 
in some areas of the country, even 
though it has very little relation-
ship to that grape and is noticeably 
sweet!

But when you taste a perfectly 
stored older red wine, bitterness 
isn’t a major issue. After 10 or 20 
years, most older red wines (espe-
cially those that were made prop-
erly) deliver complexities that were 
worth the wait and whose main 
traits are not sweetness or softness.

Learning to like bitterness isn’t an 
easy task. I don’t love bitter things 
but appreciate things like espresso 
without any additives, especially if 
the coffee used was fresh, properly 
roasted, and the water from a source 
where there was no chlorine or 
other intrusive scents.

One of the most classic Califor-
nia red wine grapes I have ever had 
when properly aged has been Petite 
Sirah. It is an unheralded variety 
that can be utterly sublime when it’s 
10 to 30 years old.

As a young wine, it can often be 
slightly bitter, but works nicely with 
food. But when properly made, with 
good acid and a moderately low pH, 
it can be superb at a decade or two – 
once the tannins subside.

Wine of the Week 
2020 Spy Valley Sauvignon 

Blanc, Marlborough ($15) – 
White peach, gooseberry, traces of 
bell pepper, and a tropical fruit note 
mark the aromas mid-mid-palate 
of this lovely white wine from New 
Zealand, and the aftertaste has a 
lilting note if kiwi fruit. Great on a 
hot day.

Dan Berger lives in Sonoma County, 
Calif., where he publishes “Vintage 
Experiences,” a subscription-only wine 
newsletter. Write to him at winenut@
gmail.com. He is also co-host of 
California Wine Country with Steve 
Jaxon on KSRO Radio, 1350 AM.

Berger
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Dan Zepponi is president and CEO of Two Estates Wine Collective, which includes Cuvaison and its sister 
winery Brandlin Estate in Mount Veeder.
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Chef Brian Streeter prepares duck sliders at Cakebread. 
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