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By Greg Varley


For an extra $500,000 in expendable cash you might be able to pry loose a single six liter bottle of Screaming Eagle (the auction record for a single bottle purchase), or you could purchase 2,500 bottles of 1994 Barnett Rattlesnake Hill, or 10,000 bottles of any excellent $50 bottle of Cabernet on the Sterling shelves. Your choice – assuming the spare change is available.


So how did the Cult wines of California, and its newest companions, the Garage wines of Bordeaux happen? Does cost equal value, or just scarcity? 


There are eight California Cabernets usually associated with the ‘Cult’ experience; Araujo Eisele Vineyard; Bryant Family Vineyard; Colgin; Dalla Valle Maya; Grace Family Vineyards; Harlan Estates; Screaming Eagle; Shafer Hillside Select; and the one white wine, Marcassin Chardonnay. They have gained their fame (often in the very recent past, only a couple of the wineries existed prior to the 1990s) through a combination of any four factors. They produce only a few hundred cases of wine from small single vineyards; they are exceptional wines with great depth and complexity that generally gain them high ratings from Robert Parker and the Wine Spectator; they sell their wines almost exclusively through a mailing list (some of the waiting lists have waiting lists) and appear on the secondary market through auctions; and finally, they are produced by ‘star’ winemakers. James Laube of the Wine Spectator argues that ‘the internet factor’, through which news of new wines rocket through cyberspace, has accelerated both the interest in, and the cost of, these wines. 


There are other areas that have claimed their own ‘cult’ products. Leonetti Cellars and Quilceda Creek in Washington State, Cloudy Bay Sauvignon Blanc from New Zealand, Penfold’s Grange from Australia all tout their select and special status. 


Some of the wines have a long history. Shafer has really found its place in the last decade, but has been producing excellent wine for 25 years, Eisele Vineyards were originally selling grapes to Joseph Phelps, and Grace Family was producing and bottling its wine at Caymus prior to 1985. 


It may not be fair to blame the new generation of wines and winemakers for this trend. In the 1970’s, Heitz Martha’s Vineyard was commanding as much as $12.75 a bottle ($25.00 by the end of the decade), but you could still purchase a 12-bottle case. 


And, what about these ‘Garage Wines’? Today these wines are the hot topic out of Bordeaux. But, the internet site, The Insider’s Guide to Napa Valley, argues that Art Finklestein of Judd’s Hill is the original ‘garage winemaker’. Art, who began his employment career as an architect, and his wife, Bunnie, a former teacher, moved to Napa and helped form Whitehall Lane. They eventually moved to the Conn Valley region, planted the vineyards, built a winery literally in their garage, and for 20 years have produced outstanding Cabs and Merlots. However, despite the small production, and the handcrafting, Judd’s Hill wines have been relatively inexpensive. The Finklesteins believe that their lower overhead permits them to market their wine at a more affordable price point. 


The Bordeaux Garage wines have taken a different tact. 


The original garage wine is Le Pin (the 1998 vintage was originally released at $600 a bottle). Le Pin set the standard. The vineyard managers cut back on yields to insure very high levels of ripeness; the winemakers use 100% new French oak, and the result is a wine with outstanding fruit and great concentration. These are just the kind of wines that critic Robert Parker likes. 


Le Pin is located on a five-acre plot in Pomerol, near St. Emilion. It’s first vintage, 1981, was so good, and was so well received, that many winemakers followed suit with small batch production in wineries located in relatively modest surroundings. Le Pin is produced in the basement of rundown farmhouse. French writer Nicholas Baby created the term vins de garage and called the vintners themselves garagistes. 


Most of the garagistes have followed suit. Small vineyards created on the fringe of great estates, and small-scale production facilities. They gained fame as their tradition bound neighbors were suffering through weak vintages and reviews. Then there was 2000. Traditional Bordeaux producers were blessed with an excellent vintage and outstanding press. And, they produce 20,000 or more cases. And, amazingly, First-Growth Bordeaux was less expensive than their smaller associates. 


The bottom line is always price and availability. The broader universe of wine consumers will never taste a $600 bottle, but they are interested in knowing how their favorite producer and vintage stacks up with those expensive and often inaccessible wines. 


So, while we may not partake of the Colgins and Le Pins, we may benefit from their efforts. Winemakers are competitive, and if the standard is Screaming Eagle and friends, then we all may find elements of the flavor and structure of these very limited wines in our glass of much less expensive juice. 

