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INGLENOOK 
 

 

The story of the creation and the recreation of the Inglenook estate is quite simply fascinating.  Modern-day marketeers 

blithely talk about a “sense of place” without really understanding its true meaning. What better illustration can there be 

than that of Inglenook - an estate that has enchanted three great men over her 130 year history, enticing them to devote 

unparalleled resources and passion, sometimes beyond reason, in order to preserve her greatness.  

 

As Stephen Koplan writes1, Inglenook is “the most historically significant contiguous vineyard lands in the Napa Valley, and 

one of the most heritage-bound vineyards in the world.”. He continues, “”… this extraordinary land, this majestic place, can 

never truly be owned. The estate has its own set of imperatives that dictate stewardship.”.  

 

With more twists and turns than a best-selling novel, one is left with an over-riding impression that fate has intervened more 

than once in the estate’s unique story. In 1890, Gustave Niebaum declared2 “I have no wish to make any money out of my 

vineyard by producing a large quantity of wine at a cheap or moderate price. I am going to make a California wine, if it 

can be made, that will be sought for by connoisseurs and will command as high a price as the famous French, German and 

Spanish wines, and I am prepared to spend all the money needed to accomplish that result.”.   

 

California wine expert, James Laube, once wrote that “Inglenook is to Napa what Margaux is to Bordeaux – one of wine’s 

crown jewels”. 

 

In 2011, Francis Ford Coppola set about recruiting a new Estate Director. The best candidate for the job was Philippe 

Bascaules – a man who has spent the past 21 years making some of the world’s most famous wines at Chateau Margaux.  

 

The Inglenook story is constantly being updated, as new archives are unearthed, or new adventures begin. Please contact 

me to ensure that you have the most up to date version of this information pack, or download it directly from 

www.lorrainecarrigan.com. 

 

  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 A Sense of Place, Steven Koplan. Routledge. 1999 
2 San Francisco Examiner, April 6th 1890 
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HISTORY 

 

The beginning of the Napa Valley 

In 1728, Peter I of Russia commissioned Vitus Bering to explore the Siberian coastline in order to ascertain whether there was 

a maritime passage between the Russian Empire and North America. After returning to Kamchatka during the winter 

months, Bering noticed signs of land further to the east.  

 

Bering and Alexei Chirikov set off on the Great Northern Expedition in 1741, which was one of the largest expeditions of its 

kind, and led to the discovery of Alaska, its neighbouring islands, and the mapping of a Northern Sea Route for the Russian 

Navy. 

 

Meanwhile, Spanish colonisation was moving northwards from Mexico. Fearing that the Russians would claim Alta California, 

Franciscan missionaries were sent to San Diego and Monterey, in 1769, to start converting the native population to 

Catholicism and allegiance to the Spanish crown. They continued northwards with the creation of the Sonoma mission, 

where first vines were planted in Sonoma (1825) for sacramental wine.  

 

In theory, the aim of the missions in Alta California was to pass on the land and property to the native American Indians, 

after having trained and educated them for ten years, as they had done in Baja California for over a century. The transfer of 

property, however, never occurred in Alta California.  

 

George Calvert Yount, a soldier, farmer and trapper from North Carolina, had passed through Alta California in 1831 and 

noted both its beauty and potential for development. After the secularisation of the missions, Yount returned to Sonoma to 

befriend General Vallejo. In exchange for a variety of services, Yount received the Rancho Caymus land grant in 1836, 

becoming the first full time settler in the Napa Valley. This 12 000 acre plot included the modern-day Yountville 

(posthumously named in 1867), Oakville and Rutherford. In 1838 he planted the first grapes in the Napa Valley, taken from 

cuttings of vines in the Sonoma mission. 

 

Following the cession of California to the United States, the 1848 Treaty of Gualalupe Hidalgo meant that all rachos, or land 

grants, were to be honoured in a future Public Land Commission (1852). Rancho Caymus became the legal property of 

George C Yount in 1863.  

 

A year later, Yount offered land to his grand-daughter and sister, which started to map out the present day Napa Valley.  

Elizabeth, his grand-daughter, married Thomas Lewis Rutherford and received 1040 acres in the northern part of the Rancho 

Caymus.  

Yount’s sister, Elizabeth Ann, married William Campbell Watson and established a winery nestled in a “cosy corner” of 

Rutherford : Inglenook. 
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Gustav Niebaum 
 
Gustav Nybom was born in Helsingfors (modern day Helsinki), in 1842, when Finland was still part of the Russian Empire of Tsar 

Nicolas I.  Ambitious and insightful, Nybom enrolled in the Nautical Institute, aged 17, eager not just to gain practical 

experience but also the technical knowledge necessary to progress through the ranks.  

In 1864, after having graduated and received his Master’s papers, Nybom was given his first command to captain a ship 

through the Bering Sea to Russian America – a journey that would be a turning point in his life.  

 

Unlike many of his peers, Nybom undersetood the potential for the frozen tundra of Russian America. As Consul of Russia in 

the United States, Nybom spent three years exploring the mainland and the Aleutian and Pribolof Islands, officially preparing 

maps of the territory, but also developing a side business of bartering of seal skins and furs with local trappers. In 1867, Russia 

sold the territory to America for $7.4 million. A year later, Nybom set sail to San Francisco with a cargo of furs worth more 

than $600 000. 

 

Nybom capitalised on his knowledge of the Alaskan territory and his network to create the profitable Alaska Commercial 

Company (ACC). In 1870, the United States government granted exclusive rights to the ACC for all fur trading and natural 

resource operations in Alaska, including the stewardship of the Pribolof Islands. During its first twenty years, the ACC 

generated over $9.7 million in lease payments to the US Government – more than the original Alaskan Purchase. 

 

Parallel to this, Nybom created additional companies under the ACC holding :  

Alaska Packers - the first commercial salmon canning plant.  

Northern Commercial Company – which established 100 trading posts in the Northern Territories 

Northern Navigation Company & the Alaska Coast Company – cargo shipping lines for Alaska. 

 

Nybom had become a multi-millionnaire within a decade of leaving his native Finland.  

 

In 1873, Gustave Niebaum, as he was now known, married Susan Shingleberger. In addition to his financial wealth, Niebaum 

had also amassed a wealth of knowledge. He spoke five languages fluently and had an unparalleled expertise of the finest 

wines from Europe. Legend has it that Niebaum had originally set his sights on buying a chateau in Bordeaux, however, his 

wife did not share her husband’s love of the sea, and so they turned their attention closer to home, to the Napa Valley.  

 

True to Niebaum’s character, this new venture was to be far from a simple hobby. His dream was to make one of the world’s 

finest wines.  

 

Extensive research led him to Rutherford – the widest part of the valley laterally, but also the midway point between the 

cooler bay area to the South and the hotter climate to the North. Rutherford’s unique mix of morning fog, warm sunshine 

and cool nights provided an ideal climate for viticulture.  

 

In 1880, Niebaum purchased Inglenook. Within eight years, he would also buy neighbouring plots to take the total holding to 

1 100 acres. 

 

In his 1890 San Francisco Examiner interview, Niebaum clearly stated his ambitions for Inglenook by announcing that, “To 

produce the finest wines, to equal and excel the most famous vintages of Europe, it is necessary to have the right kind of 

vines, grown on suitable soils, well manured, the most perfect cleanliness in handling, constant care and proper age.” 

 

Niebaum’s thirst for knowledge was unquenchable. His collection of over 600 books in English, Italian, French, Spanish, 

German and even Latin, is thought to have been the world’s largest wine-related, private libraries of the time. He 
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understood the need to replace the Black Malvoisie grapes with noble varieties such as Sauvignon, Cabernet and even 

Pinot Noir. Niebaum planted over twenty varieties at Inglenook in an attempt to ascertain which variety was best suited to 

the different parcels.  

 

In accordance with French custom, Niebaum was one of the pioneers of high-density plantation to encourage a lower, 

better quality yield. In addition to this, his reading of Pasteur meant that he appreciated the threat of Phylloxera before 

many of his peers and therefore grafted French vinifera vines on to American rootstock.  

 

Pasteur’s work appealed to Niebaum’s obsessional character. He insisted that all winemaking tools in the Inglenook winery 

were nickel plated, as this allowed them to be sterilised with steam and also ensured that no metal flavor was imparted on 

the grapes. Brass taps and pumps were highly polished and fermenters were raised above head height in order to monitor 

leaks. But perhaps most interesting of all was his treatment of grapes arriving from the vineyards. A primary selection would 

determine which grapes would be reserved for winemaking and which would be relegated to brandy.  After this first 

selection, the best grapes would be air cleaned on their way to the secondary selection. This simple blast of air would 

remove bucketfuls of dust and dead leaves, thus ensuring that only clean grapes entered the fermentation vats.   

 

Contrary to the majority of other producers at the time, Niebaum insisted that only estate-bottled wines were produced 

from Inglenook. He embraced the Pure Wine Stamp programme and tried to encourage others to join his plight in making 

the best wines from California. Conscious of the importance of reputation and the risk posed by counterfeiting, Niebaum 

also introduced a tamper-proof wire mesh for each of this bottles.  

 

 

The end of an era 

 

By the time Niebaum died on August 5th 1908, he had achieved his ambition of creating one of America’s finest wine estates 

- one that is inextricably linked to the genesis of the Napa Valley. However, Niebaum was a difficult act to follow. His passion, 

energy and considerable fortune had allowed him the luxury of uncompromising management of the estate. Inglenook was 

his hobby, funded by his other business ventures - a folly so pure that it never generated a profit. Without its Captain at the 

helm, Inglenook closed its doors that year. 

 

In 1911, Niebaum’s widow, decided to reopen the winery.  Seeking guidance from friends, she entrusted the production and 

marketing of Inglenook wines to B. Arnold & Co of San Francisco.  50 000 gallons were produced in the 1911 harvest and the 

decision was made to systematically cellar 25 000 gallons of each vintage to release six years later. Inglenook’s reputation 

went from strength to strength as they won 17 medals at the 1915 Panama Pacific International Exposition - more than any 

other California winery. 

 

Parallel to this, Susan’s niece died of diphtheria in 1915. Susan Niebaum, who had no children of her own, agreed to raise 

the two children, Suzanne and John Jr. on the Inglenook estate, while their father, John Daniel Sr., continued to live and 

work in San Francisco. The understanding was that the two children would inherit the Inglenook estate on her death.  

  



Inglenook press information : Lorraine Carrigan.     Tel +33 6 77 00 50 13.     Email : lorraine@lorrainecarrigan.com 

 

 

John Daniel Jr. 

John and his sister spent their childhood at Inglenook. During Prohibition, wine production was limited to a quota of 50 

gallons per year for family consumption, however, the vineyards were well maintained and the grapes sold to the 

neighbouring Beaulieu Vineyards for the production of sacramental wines.  

 

In 1933, Daniel graduated from Stanford and moved back to the estate with his young wife “Betty”, and started to work in 

the winery, learning about viticulture and vinification. 1933 was also the year of the repeal of Prohibition and saw the 

appointment of Carl Bundschu, as General Manager, who helped promote and sell the wines, but also acted as a mentor 

for Daniel. 

 

Susan Niebaum died in March 1936, leaving the estate to John and Suzanne Daniel. John Daniel assumed the position of 

General Manager and Bunschu moved into a sales and marketing role.  

 

By declaring, “Pride, not profit”, it became clear that Daniel intended to apply the same strict, uncompromising approach 

as his great-uncle. Not only did Daniel continue to produce estate-bottled wines, he also refused to produce wines in inferior 

vintages for fear that they would tarnish Inglenook’s reputation. In addition to this, Daniel strongly believed in the 

importance of provenance and was the first producer to consistently use the “Napa Valley” appellation on his labels and to 

vintage the majorly of his wines.  

 

He was obviously doing something right. His now legendary 1941 Inglenook Cabernet was described by US wine specialist 

James Laube as “among the great red wines ever made”, an opinion echoed by the Christie’s wine specialists who recently 

rated it alongside “vinous legends like the 1945 Mouton-Rothschild, 1982 Lafite Rothschild, 1900 Margaux, 1961 Latour and 

1989 Haut Brion, some of the most celebrated, most valuable and longest lived Cabernet Sauvignon-based wines in the 

world today.” 

 

The period of 1933-1964 is widely referred to as Inglenook’s “Golden Era”, however, behind the scenes, the economic 

realities of such diligent wine production and management were starting to take their toll.  As his daughter, Robin Lail 

confirms, “My father did not make a cent at Inglenook. The first year the winery made any money was 1963, the year before 

he sold it.” 

 

To the dismay of his friends and neighbours, Daniel sold part of his beloved property in 1964. In Daniel’s mind, he had no 

choice – he was 57, his winemaker was retiring and the combination of his Victorian upbringing and his wife’s Mormon 

beliefs meant that involving his two daughters was unthinkable. The supreme irony of the decision, however, is that Daniel 

chose to sell in order to avoid the decimation of the estate, the destruction of Inglenook’s reputation and the 

unemployment of his workforce, which he felt would be inevitable if he didn’t find a quick solution.  

 

 

The division of the property 

In 1964, Daniel sold the Chateau and the vineyards at the front of the property to United Vintners for $1.2 million. Daniel was 

an honest man and therefore believed their promise to maintain the integrity of the estate and the Inglenook name, 

however the destruction of 85 years of fine wine making heritage was rapid. While estate production continued, United 

Vintners started to use Inglenook as a brand name for a generic jug wine produced with grapes from the Central Valley and 

in 1969, Inglenook was sold to Heublein. 
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Heublein, one of the major spirits companies, managed Inglenook from their Connecticut head-office. As Rafael Rodriguez, 

who had worked at Inglenook since 1952, states bluntly “Heublein should have never owned this property”. Rodriguez was 

vineyard manager at the time, when he would receive memos ordering him to rip out Carbono or Zinfandel vines and 

replace them with more profitable Chenin Blanc grapes, or use dangerous pesticides on vineyards that had been organic 

since the Niebaum era.  

 

Daniel had retained the “back property”, which included the original Niebaum mansion set against the dramatic backdrop 

of the Mayacama mountains (Mount St John). Upon his death in 1971, his widow Betty, a devout Mormon, decided to sell 

the estate at auction. 
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Francis Ford Coppola 

To consider Coppola as a “celebrity winemaker” is to massively underestimate his devotion, passion and understanding of 

the Inglenook estate. However, his introduction to Inglenook was another fateful twist. 

 

In the early 1970s, Francis and his wife, Eleanor, were looking for a small holiday cottage, as an alternative to their urban San 

Franciscan life. Coppola’s fond childhood memories of his grandfather’s winemaking in his basement, led them to look in 

the Napa valley and consider the possibility of a few vines too.  

 

At the time, interest around the Inglenook estate was rife and their estate agent suggested that they accept the rare 

opportunity to visit the Niebaum mansion - one of Napa’s most historical, but private homes. Although far from the holiday 

cottage they were looking for, the Coppolas were instantly smitten by the natural beauty of the estate and enthralled by 

the story of Niebaum and Daniel. They decided to make an offer for the “back property”. 

 

The 1972 fixed bid auction instantly put the Coppolas out of the running. A consortium of property developers who intended 

to build sixty houses on Mount St John made the successful bid. However, in 1974, the newly created Land Trust of Napa 

County declared the area an agricultural preserve, which rendered the development project unviable.  The consortium 

contacted the Coppolas to see if they were still interested and in 1975, they finally became owners of the 1700 acre estate, 

including the Niebaum mansion and 110 acres of prime vineyards.  

   

Keen to restore the heritage of this unique property, one of Coppola’s first actions was to contact Rafael Rodriguez, who 

had worked on the Inglenook estate since 1952, but who had resigned during the Heublein era, to ask him to return to his 

beloved Inglenook to manage the vineyards as if John Daniel still owned them.   

 

The following fifteen years were difficult due to financial hardship; however, the Coppolas vowed to preserve the estate at 

all costs. Coppola, unable to use the name Inglenook, named the property Niebaum–Coppola, in a nod to the Bordeaux 

tradition of merging the name of the historical and current owners, such as Lafite-Rothschild. 

 

Coppola and his team started making wine in Niebaum’s original winery, tucked away in the back property. Coppola’s first 

vintage (1978), a Bordeaux style blend of Cabernet Sauvignon, Cabernet Franc and Merlot, was released in 1983.  As the 

wine was a blend, federal law required that it is either called “California Red Table Wine” or was given a proprietary name. 

Coppola chose the name “Rubicon”, as a reference to Caesar’s famous crossing of the Rubicon, which denotes the point 

of no return – an appropriate metaphor for Coppola’s own venture into world-class winemaking.  

 

Despite already owning 110 acres of vineyards, Coppola was determined to restore the property to its original dimensions, 

no matter how long that endeavour would take. In 1995, Coppola discovered that Heublein had finally decided to sell the 

“front property” and the Inglenook chateau.  Without hesitation, he decided to make an intentionally high bid to secure the 

plot that so many others wanted to buy. To Coppola, it was inconceivable for anyone else to own that land. He was 

determined to restore Inglenook to its original configuration.  

 

As Dennis Fife, the last president of Inglenook under the Heublein regime said, when interviewed in 1999, “To me, Inglenook 

was a Picasso that somebody defamed and destroyed, and if someone can now restore it, bring back those resources and 

that wonderful history, that person, to me, is a saint. And I think Francis will do that.” He continues, “Francis Coppola is the 

only guy who can put Inglenook back together now. He and Eleanor understand what they have. Heublein never 

understood Inglenook”.  
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In 2002, Coppola continued his expansion by acquiring the much-coveted J.J. Cohn vineyard, located to the South of the 

property. Winemaking also returned to the Chateau winery for the first time in 36 years.  

 

Nine years later, after three decades of investment, hard work and relentless negotiation, Coppola finally secured the rights 

to reuse the Inglenook name and the use of the iconic Chateau image. 2011 was also the year that Coppola named a new 

Estate Director, Frenchman, Philippe Bascaules, who has spent the past 21 years making some of the world’s best-known 

wines at Chateau Margaux.  

 

As Coppola explains, “Welcoming a preeminent winemaker like Philippe Bascaules to the renamed Inglenook expresses my 

intention to honor the estate's heritage and restore its legacy. There’s an interesting idea that the owner of a wine estate is 

part of the terroir, and it’s in this spirit that I’ve spent the last year assessing Inglenook’s future needs, including recruiting 

Philippe Bascaules, invigorating the vineyards, planning a new winemaking facility, and focusing on what it would take to 

achieve my goal of restoring this property into America’s greatest wine estate.” 

 

 

- ends - 


