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By Greg Varley

     Stephan Asseo spent 20 years making wines in Bordeaux. However, in 1997 he moved his skills and his family to Paso Robles and founded L’Aventure (a product of Stephan Vineyards).

     A graduate of the enology school in Burgundy, Asseo made his reputation in Bordeaux while managing estates in St. Emilion. However, he believed that the ‘new world’ offered the most unique opportunities in vinification, and it was the terroir and climate of Paso Robles (midway between San Francisco and Los Angeles) that most impressed him. He wanted to experiment with different varietals, many of them Rhone in origin, and that opportunity would never exist in France with its restrictive laws regarding wine production.

     Paso Robles is a geographic anomaly. Despite its proximity to the heat of Southern California, its proximity to the Templeton Gap creates a breach in the Costal Range that induces cool breezes that blow continuously. There can be a 40-degree difference between day and night temperatures. Most importantly, there is a morning fog that offers just the right amount of moisture without risking the mildew that results from rain. 

     Asseo purchased 127 unplanted acres with a variety of elevations, soil complexes, and drainage to provide for the micromanagement of the vineyards. The theory of terroir as a component of winemaking often has the winemaker rejecting more fertile soil in favor of leaner ground. Grapes that have had to struggle to gain nutrients produce more ‘authentic’ wine. Wine that provides a better balance between alcohol and acidity also enhances the elegance of the finished product. 

     Stephan Vineyards joined Justin Winery and Garretson Wine at the forefront of the Paso Robles producers attempting to shift the image of the region from bulk production to quality wine. The interest in Paso Robles wines is reflected in the doubling of acres under vine in the region to 24,000 in just the past six years. Asseo planted 35 of his acres, mostly with Rhone (Syrah and Mourvedre) and Bordeaux (Cabernet Sauvignon and Petit Verdot) varietals. 

     While Asseo planted nearly 2000 vines per acre (a very high concentration), he has also focused attention on thinning the grape crop to concentrate the flavors, and he has encouraged others growers to follow suit. Yields are limited to no more than two tons of grapes per acre. The succession of 90 point plus ratings for Stephan Vineyard wines may speak louder than Asseo in moving some of the other 64 wineries in the region to see the wisdom of first managing the wines in the field. 

     Because of the differences in terroir and the subsequent differences in the tannin, alcohol, and acidity in each grape, Asseo is convinced that blending is critical in the production of a quality wine. 

     Grapes are selected by hand, all are destemed before crush, and following careful temperature monitoring, all wines are aged in 100% new French oak barrels. The barrels are only lightly toasted to protect against a pronounced “oaky” taste, and the barrels are produced from two different central French forests to provide for even more blending options. 

     The winemakers of Paso Robles, and particularly Stephan Asseo, are unabashedly enthusiastic about the potential of their region as ‘America’s Rhone Region’. As the reviews attest, and the public demand for their wines increase, Asseo and his neighbors have every reason to make such claims.     

