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By Greg Varley

    Don’t look for Ric Forman’s place over on Howell Mountain on the Eastern slope of Napa Valley unless you wish to feel like an intruder. Forman doesn’t run a public tasting room, and his time is precious. He is the chief cook and bottle washer, and often the only employee of this California jewel of a winery.

   Forman had first made his name as the winemaker for Sterling Wines, and then Newton during an extraordinary run of outstanding Cabernets in the 1970’s. However, a change in ownership made him move out on his own. So with 500 sticks of dynamite (and 1200 pounds of blasting powder), and his own talent and hands, Forman carved out his house, his pool, and tunnels nearly 70 feet beneath his house, and his winery (which are one and the same). He crushes on a pad outside his garage and through gravity moves the juice to his winery beneath the house. In cramped quarters this University of California at Davis trained winemaker creates wines that reflect their vineyard origins. When his is ready to barrel the wine, he enlists his son’s assistance, and by means of a 70 foot stainless steel tube transports the wine from his winery to his caves, filling each barrel carefully, and than rolling the barrel along hand placed rails to its year long resting point. It is labor intensive, difficult work. Ric Forman can imagine it being done no other way. 

   He planted all the hillside vines, and by the mid-1980’s, his modest winery was ready to produce his own Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, and Chardonnay.

   Today, with limited fanfare, and limited marketing, Ric Forman has carved his name indelibly in the taste memories of those who seek the full-bodied, full-flavored wines, with age potential, and food-friendly outlooks. Forman wines are as big now as when he worked in the northern vineyards of Napa. The Howell Mountain region, home to the some of the most notable Cabernets in California, clearly influences the wines that grow in its soil. Randy Dunn of Dunn Winery, Heitz, and Art Finklestein of Judd’s Hill have tamed the potentially tannic monsters and have produced wines with dark fruit flavor and excellent balance.

   Forman has a second label, Chateau la Grande Roche, that allows him to source grapes from other locations in Napa, and to experiment with unique varietals, like Colombard, in his effort to find lighter and softer wines. He has only been working with Colombard for a short time, and feels that he has come to understand the need for the wine to reflect the old valley vineyard that is the home to this very small growth. 

   Like his other efforts, from his cellar to his vineyards, Forman has a clear image that the finished product should reflect. He is a patient man, he knows quality takes time, and he is determined that quality is reflected is anything with his name on it. Just don’t look for it on the mailbox.

