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Cabernet Cult

NAPA VALLEY'S FORGOTTEN CLASSICS
STILL MAKE OUTSTANDING AQUISITIONS
By Bruce Schoenfeld

Mot far away from the Geoths, at Bistro Don Giovanni on
Highway 29, there had been another tasting earlier in the day, anoth-
er table groaning with bottles of dark, deep California Caberner.
Presiding was Gl Nickel of Far Niente, which has made one of the
finest Cabernets in America for |5 years, But these weren't Far
Miente wines.

Mickel has invented a 3,000-case winery called Nickel & MNickel
thar stands apart from his eraditional Califomnia winery, bur benefirs
from rhe association, The wines show the wisdom of the idea. Ar
lease three of the four 1997 Nickel & Nickel Caberners {there’s also a
Merlot and a Zinfandel) casre like a hybrid of a wine like Harlan
Estave and Far Niente, offering ready drinkability bur also plenry of
structure. Because each came from a sngle vinevard, they show the
personality of a specific place.

Cult wines didn't just help pay for these small-batch, single-vine-
vard releases. "The whaole craze for cult wines has done the missionary

wiark for us,™ Mickel acknowledges. “We can fill a niche now instead
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of having to create one, Withour them, we'd be plowing
new ground.”

Like the culrs, rhese new Cabernets—desipnated
Stelling, Rock Cairn, John C. Sullenger and Carpenter
after their vineyards—are all made in small quantirics.
And they're expensive: as much as 395 a borrle for the
Stelling, the best of the four. Bur thac's fess rhan half the
2223 ko oopew relense of Harlan Estare, and about the
samae a5 Far Niente.

Mickel made his moeney in the nursery business in
Oklahoma. In 1979, he boughr a disused winery in
Crakville and revroficted 0 with up-ro-dare equipment
He started making Chardonnay, and the Cabemet start-
ed 1o get attention with the formidable 1985 vintage
"We didn't know about culr wines when we started,
though in hindsight we were one,” he says. “Unril we
started growing a hieele lacger, we had a cule following. I
has been a challenge to keep tiding the wave. | rhought
| got here too late in 1979, and now people acr like |
was @ ploneer.”

Tosday, Far Niente produces 35,000 1o 40,000 cases
a venr of s wine modeled afver Bordeaux’s Haur Brion,
le was one of the first wineries o seek nor to produce a
flawless wine but a consistent wine, in the Bordeawx
style. Like Haur Brion, which rends to raste like a
Haut Brion in all bur the quirkiest vintages, MNickel
wants his wines 1o raste like themselves. Tell him you
picked our Far Niente in a blind rasting and you’ll
make his day.

By comparison, thie Mickel & Nicke]l wines will be
whatever the land makes them. “The last thing we

want,” Mickel says, “is Far Miente Je"
“I need ro make a wine thart is special, thae's not only
a good wine bur shows the characveristics unigue to
individual vineyard sites," says winemaker Danice
Spinelli, who works only for Nickel & Nickel, "With Far Niente,
they have the opportunity to fill in the holes with blending. With
single-vineyard, we realize that there will be strengths and weak-
nesses. Each wine will reflect the characteristics of a given year.”

Nickel ultimarely hopes to create wines as profound as Far
Mienre with all the Nickel & Nickel releases, though he realizes
that’s a rall order for any cult wine, even his own. “But you have o
have a long-term plan in the wine husiness, generally lasting
beyvond your liferime; it's kind of like building the pyramids,” he
says. Toward that end, he has made his collepe-age son a partner,
and already expanded the ranpe of single vineyard sources for com-
ing Mickel & Nickel releases.

For now, though, when he seeks a representation of what a com-
plex, ever-evolving classic California Cabernet should waste like, he
opens a bottle of his Far Niente. "We try to be the real thing here, in
this modem world where everything rends o be phony,” he zavs. He's
referting ar once to his business philosophy and his winery, but above
all to hus wine, And then he dnnks ir, €
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