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TWENTY YEARS ON

Milestones: Measuring Progress or Marking Time?
By Harry Peterson-Nedry

t should have been scary, but it wasn’t. With a four-year marriage, children just three

and newly born, and a good-paying technical job demanding time day and night, we
decided that to seek utter fulfillment buying a vineyard in 1980 was not too much. Our
plans were to farm, make wine experimentally and then commercially, and maybe move
from Portland to wine country. Equipped with spreadsheets and visions of great Pinot
Noirs extrapolated decades into the future, our detailed dreams were as plentiful as funds
to accomplish them were hard to find. Dreams and a bold confidence seem to define
youth, no matter what age. And | was 32.

Ridgecrest Vineyards was born on a site too far west toward the Coast Range to be
successful, according to conventional wisdom at the time. My naiveté served as wisdom
then, knowing rudimentarily what site was right for grapes but, admittedly, lucking out in
taking part of Norm and Betty Chapman’s property on the top of Ribbon Ridge—the first
and last property | looked at while purchasing the dream.

Growing up on a farm, | knew about tractors, implements, seasons, and Mother Nature’s
capricious side. And, grapes | thought | could learn, especially with help from early
consultants Mark Benoit and Joel Myers. Some parameters have changed slightly over the
years—we’ve continued to raise the standard, but began by and large correctly—ordering
plants in 1981 and planting in spring 1982. This was our beginning, and we were
consumed by the same unrestrained Monty Python-esque view of our generation's fun,
topsy-turvy world that has fueled magical growth over the last quarter century.

MILESTONES
This fall we are celebrating the release of the 2004 Ridgecrest Vineyards Pinot Noir, which
represents the 20th Harvest at Ridgecrest Vineyards. Chehalem [CONTINUES NEXT PAGE]

(Above) Wynne and lan Peterson-Nedry during Harvest 1987, grapes destined for Adelsheim, not Smucker’s.



The early years: Ridgecrest in the summer of 1983 (5-acre and 7-acre blocks).

[CONTINUED FROM FRONT] released a single-
vineyard Ridgecrest Pinot Noir as its first wine
in 1990, so 2004 is also the 15th Chehalem
Ridgecrest bottling, and, with original opera-
tions beginning at this vineyard site in 1980,
the 25th anniversary of beginning the dream.

WHY?
To plant vineyards, make wine, realize you
also have to sell it, and, like all small business
owners, occasionally be ultimately creative
at minor elements like making payroll is not
everyone’s idea of fun. There were no guaran-
tees of success, and sometimes my decisions
seemed foolish to others—although never foolish
to me. At times, it was embarrassing: Asking
friends if they wanted to experience the thrill
of owning part of a vineyard with a very slight
return on their investment so we could trellis
the next vineyard block. Or, explaining that you
didn’t know why crop yield was half of what
it should have been, and describing how you
would survive if it happened two years in a row.
But creating is the ultimate high. The idea of
elevating a primitive agricultural product to an
art form with aspects of timelessness self-
actualizes even a chemist looking for meaning.
To begin a tradition where there was none, to
emulate what | admired elsewhere as the perfect
life set around a heritage farm crop, to be
independent and yet a member of a pioneering
family of winemakers with similar values were
huge draws to me. Some of this | didn’t realize
until consumed by it. The quest for the Holy
Grail of Pinot Noir began the adventure, but the
community and pull of creating kept me going.
| have been captivated by wine for almost
forty years, as stimulation and aspiration,
perhaps as a metaphor for life’s richness. Wine,
and other art, at their best provide a blend of

complexity, human interpretation, and
intellectual stimulation. As media, they give
you the ability to speak about another time with
passion, beauty, and, in a real sense, a measure
of immortality. It may sound overblown and
self-important, but wine speaks to me of a life
well-lived. Of meaning.

SUCCESS AND VALIDATION
The Oregon wine industry has grown exponen-
tially over the 26 years I've been around, with
1,200 acres of grapes turning into 14,000 acres,
and its reputation becoming international as
the birthplace of New World Pinot Noir. We see
large players establishing wineries and vineyard
operations or buying existing pioneer brands,
and we see land prices ten times what they were
10 to 15 years ago. For example, the price of
acreage for grapes on Ribbon Ridge, where we
pioneered grapegrowing with Ridgecrest, and
which has doubled in the last five years, now
demands per-acre prices of $20,000 plus—I
bought in 1980 at a high price of $3,000; |
bought additional adjacent acreage in 1990 at
$1,400; | bought and sold parcels in 1995 at
$5,000 per acre; | set a price record at the time
for the county in 2000 when | purchased the
Chapman homestead for $15,500 per acre, in
competition with a California winery owner,
flush with cash from the sale of his winery.
Despite obvious respect and interest from
outside the state, and acknowledgment that the
industry is now finally deemed investment-
worthy by banks and attractive to baby
boomers with cash and golden lifestyle dreams
aplenty, true validation comes from a different
place—from the next generation. The industry
that began 40 years ago is in general not selling
for a sunny retirement but passing the baton to
the next generation, in what is a critical relay
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for most of us. For, if we’re honest, our success
rests not with how fast we can run our leg, but in
how faithfully we pass on the magic and beauty of
competing, the thrill of the race, and the dynamic
of teamwork. The greatest pride for pioneers is
seeing a second generation that despite having
grown up with the abuse of being grapegrowers’
and winemakers’ children—being babysat by grape-
vines, knowing every winery parking lot in four
countries, commuting hours each day to go to good
schools, and celebrating peculiar holidays like bud-
break or veraison—also sees the magic of creativity,
of hard work, and of annual renewal.

We all take great pride when Steve Vuylsteke,
Jason Lett, Adam and Anna Campbell, Morgan
Broadley, Luisa and Maria Ponzi, Alex and Alison
Sokol Blosser, Ben and Jon Casteel, and Jesse
Lange return from the real world to make their
own magic. And some are still working it out, like
Tawny Paul and the Etzel and Wright boys. After
time spent soul-searching, my daughter, Wynne,
has also decided to make ours a second-
generation winemaking family, traveling south
this fall to become one of twelve new graduate
students entering UC Davis’ enology program.

RIDGECREST NUMBERS—BUT WHO’S COUNTING?
= First planting year at Ridgecrest: 1982

= Plants/acre in 1982: 726; in 2005: 2,062

= Mean Cumulative Degree Days in 1980s: 1,970

= Mean Cumulative Degree Days in 2000s: 2,335

= Brix at Harvest in 1985: 22.0; in 2004: 25.0

= Cost per ton to farm Pinot Noir in 2005: $2,775

= Fruit cost as % of Total PN Bottle Cost: 48%

= Packaging cost as % of Total PN Bottle Cost: 21%

= Barrel cost as % of Total PN Bottle Cost: 15%

= Retail for 1990 RC PN: $18 per bottle; for 2004 RC PN: $39
= Approximate Phenological dates:

Budbreak: April 15 Bloom: June 10
Veraison: August 15 Harvest: October 5
IN GENERAL

= Price per plant in 1981: $0.75; in 2005: $3.50
= Bottles of wine on average: 300 per barrel, 1,700

per acre, 0.8-2.3 per plant (old and new densities)

Price per acre on Ribbon Ridge

1980 first acres at RC = $3,000 per acre
(when interest rates were 20%)

2000 last acres purchased from Chapmans =
$15,500 per acre

2006 neighbors’sale to Premier Pacific =
$20,000 per acre

Planted OR acreage in: 1980 2005

Pinot Noir 404 7,974
Pinot Gris 29 1,885
Chardonnay 272 842
Riesling 266 524

Vineyards & Wineries in: 1980 2005

Vineyards 117 734
Acreage 1,238 14,100
Wineries 34 303 (384 brands)

THEN, NOW & THE FUTURE

The challenges presented by global climate change,
political uncertainties from land-use or right-
to-farm erosions, rapid industry growth, and a
normally capricious marketplace are enough to
keep us creative today and in the future.

We will see benefits from our new AVAs, allow-
ing us to keep small, collaborative efforts and good
communications alive, despite the size of a grow-
ing industry. New varieties and bizarre vineyard
locations will amaze us, as we try to keep cool-
climate varieties cool or else adapt warmer
varietals to our new climate. Rather than an urge
to create from scratch, adaptation will become

90

f Chehalem

)mercial

age, with

jecrest Pinot 1992 1994 1996

rand Very hot vintage Very well-regarded  Harry adds a 1998
rdonnay; (earliest OR vintage, but second fo the staff,  Very well-
lloxera harvest); half-crop; first Cheryl Francis; regarded
overed in well-regarded Chenalem Reserve | fragic year vintage, but
jon vintage Pinot Noir (Rion) otherwise half-crop

the engine for change. But, trusting instincts and
thinking outside the “wine” box will still be key.
We will continue to be environmentally

sensitive leaders in farming, construction,
marketing, and tourism. Value-added agriculture
and linkages between wineries and the food chain
of restaurants, farmers’ markets, and tourism will
paint a new world that “thinks globally, but eats
locally” and that shifts consumption lifestyles
to healthy.

Change will be great enough to where the
industry players today will still be thought of
as pioneers. &
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Ed IN THE VINEYARD

PROJECTING THE VINTAGE
Text and Photography by Anna M. Campbell

“FERMENTATION AND CIVILIZATION ARE INSEPARABLE” —JOHN CIARDI
After a cool June and an initially tentative bloom, the year has
been warmer than most, with several days over 100 degrees
even before August came to call. For those from other climes,
it's worth knowing that we in the Willamette Valley must
endure only one three-digit day in an average year. That'’s
why we live here.

Geographical preferences aside, the vine-canopy has filled,
and the grapes are rapidly maturing while basking in the
ample summer sun. This begs the question: Will the 2006
vintage reflect a warm year, with wines similar to those of
2003? Not necessarily. It's worth remembering that 2003 and
2004 were once meteorological twins, both raising suspicions
of a big, ripe year. However, as harvest approached, disparate
weather produced two very different vintages, with lower

(Above) This is the first year of crop at Wind

temperatures lending 2004 wines a cooler-climate feel. Ridge. Here, Brian Irvine, part of the 2006
It is common sense among all agriculturalists that no harvest crew, clips a cluster sample for crop

assumptions can be made until harvest (and for winegrowers, ~ Proections.

the taboo on judging the year’s success often extends past (Below) Also exciting was the presence of a back-

fermentation). In any case, we are at the mercy of the skies, ~ 0e at Wind Ridge on August 14th, not to build
. . a Napa-style luxury hotel, but rather to evaluate
as farmers have been for millennia. a 5-foot transect of soil. The samples taken will
Does that make us fatalists? Not entirely. Thankfully, be analyzed by soil scientists and geologists.
techniques have improved since the first domestic vines were
cultivated some 7,000 years ago, when supplication was perhaps the only means of quality control
available to would-be vintners. While there are innate differences between years, there are methods
we use to encourage quality fruit and adjust for a given growing season. Much is determined by site,
of course, as the recently approved Willamette Valley AVAs demonstrate (check out a map at 8
www.willamettewines.com/map.shtml). The choice of vineyard site, clonal type, vine spacing, and
trellis management all influence fruit quality, too. But the work doesn’t stop there. We adjust to a
given growing season by manipulating yield. Here’s how it’s done:
Initially, we waltz through the vineyard exclaiming “What a lot of good-looking fruit!” Once the
seeds of the grapes harden, the grapes enter the magic period dubbed “lag phase,” when the berry
size will nearly double before harvest. We tramp up and down rows and measure plants at random,
recording shoots per vine, clusters per shoot, cluster weight, and
berries per cluster. With a little analysis, we can then determine
the tons per acre for each block. Next, we must decide how much
crop to remove to achieve the ripeness we want using what
sunshine remains before the Oregon rains arrive. In some cases,
this could mean dropping half the fruit.
Why, when Willamette Valley grapes sell for upwards
of $3,000 per ton, would you drop fruit? Isn’t that akin to
throwing money on the ground to decompose? While grape-
vines can produce 10 tons per acre (and wine for $5 a bottle),
this quality likely indicates a climate not suited to the subtle-
ties of Pinot Noir. And, not what you or we want.
And so we search for the correct balance of quantity and
, quality in the vineyard. This may mean anywhere between
e N 1.25 and 3 tons per acre depending on site, soil, climate,
varietal, clonal type, vine age, previous experience, and the

progression of the year’s weather.

s

VINTAGE UPDATE: After an old-style, high-acid vintage in 2005, we're back to a more than cool-climate, warm
and fully ripened modern vintage in 2006. We've had only 0.9 inches of rain over the last three months (press time is
September 15) and have accumulated more heat than any vintage of the last ten, with 2,115 degree days so far,
compared to 2003’s 2,064 and 2004's 2,080 degree days. The next few weeks are critical in determining whether we're
looking ripe and balanced or just over-the-fop ripe and alcoholic—normal ripening heat in the next month (290 degree
days) would reach 2,405 by October 12, or above 2003; less than that will be lush but likely more balanced. Since

we have a full crop that we've hewn to effect for a warm vintage, we should have a nice buffer so long as weather is not
extreme. Mother Nature again in the driver's seat. %






