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Joel Peterson is not just one of the pioneers of the California wine explosion, he has managed to change some of the traditions of winemaking, and has made it his mission to move wine off a pedestal and into a paradigm in which wine should be a part of every American’s daily experience. 

     The offspring of two chemists (his mother was employed at Oak Ridge during the development of the Atomic Weapons program), Peterson followed his parents into the sciences. However, like many individuals with a love of food (his mother learned to cook under the tutelage of both Julia Childs and Alice Waters of Chez Panisse) and an interest in science, the natural progression was to winemaking. Following a short stint in the laboratory of a California hospital, Peterson migrated to the region north of San Francisco, and settled in the Dry Creek region of Sonoma, making 327 cases of wine in his first vintage. 

     Today Ravenswood produces nearly 300,000 cases of wine each year, but the growth to that level was not linear, nor was it a result of corporate planning. 

     Peterson, and his partner Reed Foster, a philosophy graduate of Williams College with an advanced degree from Harvard Business School, focused on Zinfandel, Cabernet, and Merlot, developed a unique approach to vinification, and spent their time away from the vineyard redefining the approach to wine marketing.

     First, the wines. Peterson liked the taste of old wines. He felt that the fruit center that remained even in aged wines, was the product of the process as much as the fruit. Peterson was concerned that high-tech winemaking may have robbed wines of their most important qualities and wine drinkers of the purest experience.

He decided to ferment in small, open-top tanks made of redwood. They punched the cap down often to assure themselves of the most intense flavor package possible. They allowed for very warm fermentations (sometimes up to 90 degrees) in an attempt to get as much flavor and they allowed for very warm fermentations (sometimes up to 90 degrees) in an attempt to get as much flavor and color as possible from the grapes. He employed maceration sessions that lasted up to three weeks (the industry standard was ten days). Maceration is the time that the juice is allowed contact with the skins and other solids. The longer the juice is in contact, the more intense the flavors and colors. The risk is increased tannins, and the possibility that those tannins could overwhelm the fruit. The wine will age, but it could be undrinkable.

     Peterson also decided to use wild yeast rather than kill the wild yeast and introduce cultured yeasts that would control the outcome of the fermentation. The risk inherent to both philosophies was discussed in last month’s newsletter. Peterson believed that the use of wild yeasts would result in more complex wines, and was willing to risk the possibility of uncontrolled fermentation and the potential of bacteria that could ruin a year’s production. They fine only with egg whites, and they will not use filters or centrifuges because they fear that those items will diminish the flavor of the wines.

     The winemaker determined that French Oak offered more of the vanilla flavor that he sought. He felt that American Oak often tended to introduce banana elements. The toast and smoky qualities that accompany the use of a well toasted French Oak also contributes to the unique flavor package of the Ravenswood wines, as did the decision to focus on vineyard specific designations. Most importantly, Peterson is concerned that the vineyards noted on his labels reflect minimal tonnage (often as little as ½ ton per acre), to allow for the focus on quality rather than on quantity.

Where did the name come from? Peterson claims that two ravens served as protectors and companions as he scrambled to load a truck with the first two tons of 

load a truck with the first two tons of Zinfandel (50 lbs. at a time, and scattered across the vineyard) by himself, before it was damaged by rain that threatened the whole process. The ravens triggered a memory of a favorite opera, entitled Lucia di Lummermor, and written by Donizetti, with a central character named Ravenswood. Peterson remembered that Ravenswood had died in quicksand. He came to the realization that starting a winery was not unlike stepping into quicksand. The name stuck.

     So what about the logo? The first wines were tasted and reviewed before there was a recognizable label. Realizing that even the best wines need something in the way of marketing, and that many customers remember an image more than a name. He needed to find a logo.

     Ironically, Chez Panisse, the Alice Waters restaurant that had been instrumental in developing his mother’s culinary skills, had become one of his favorite hangouts when Peterson lived in Berkeley. It was also the favorite eating spot for a young artist friend, David Lance Goines. Goines, who has since become one of the nation’s foremost graphic artists, agreed to design the first (and last) logo. The result is the now famous three interlocked ravens. Peterson believes that the label attracted people to the wine, and the wine has kept them coming back.

     In 1990 Ravenswood adopted the slogan “No Wimpy Wines”. The idea was to make serious wines, but to remind winemakers to not take themselves too seriously. Wine needs to be on tables, and not exist as an abstract concept.

     Today Ravenswood is part of a larger wine conglomerate. They produce three levels of wine, and they have expanded their varietals to include Cabernet Franc, Gewurztraminer, Petite Sirah, Muscat, and a small amount of Chardonnay. 

     Regardless of the variety, Ravenswood wines can age, but they can also be enjoyed young by people who like wines that are full of life.
