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Overview of the Napa Valley

Despite its strong international reputation, the Napa Valley is physically small. Its legendary fog- and sun-
drenched territory covers a mere 17,400 hectares (43,000 acres) – less than a quarter of the size of AOC B 
ordeaux – and produces only 5% of Californian wine. 

The Napa Valley, which stretches 5 kms at its widest point and 48 kms 
in length, from cool Carneros in the south to the warmer Calistoga in 
the north, is divided into 16 distinct districts. Rutherford sits in the 
middle, with Inglenook at its heart.

The strikingly beautiful topography of the Napa 
Valley was formed over the past 150 million years 
through a combination of tectonic plate move-
ment, volcanic activity, and erosion. The Vaca 
mountain range was formed first, as a result of 
continental pressure from the east. Ocean-conti-
nental subduction to the west created the synclines and 
anticlines that we now call the Mayacamas mountains. The 
Napa Valley is nestled between the two mountain ranges, 
with the Napa River winding its way through the valley bed.

These ranges are vital to understanding the valley’s terroir and 
climate, which are so essential the region’s viticulture. The unbroken 
Mayacamas range shelters the valley from the cold Pacific air, while 
the Vaca Mountains provide a barrier against the crushing continental 
heat of California’s Central Valley, resulting in a temperate Mediterranean 
climate. At the end of the day, cool air from the San Pablo Bay funnels 
north through the valley and considerably lowers temperatures. This large 
diurnal range and long summer season combines to create a virtually ideal 
viticultural environment. 

The mountains also provide the valley with one of the most diverse  
geological structures in the world, with over 100 different soil types and 
over half of the world’s soil orders. The alluvial fans at the foothills form  
some of the most sought-after vineyard plots. 

Viticulture

The Napa Valley Appellation  
and its Sub-Appellations



Inglenook – the original vineyards

When Gustave Niebaum was searching for a suitable site for his ambitious winery project in the late 1870s, his 
choice of Inglenook was well informed:

•   Rutherford’s central position in the valley gives it a more moderate climate than the vine-
yards to the north or south. 

•   Inglenook is nestled in the foothills of the Mayacamas, which means that the vineyards bask 
in the morning sun, but are sheltered from the scorching afternoons, allowing the vines to 
slowly reach optimum maturity. Today, wines from these western vineyards are reputed to 
have more definition, structure and acidity. 

•   Inglenook also sits on what is now known as the famous Rutherford Bench – a well drained, 
alluvial fan created by erosion of the Mayacamas, which today contains 2,500 acres of some 
of the best vineyards in the Napa Valley. 

As Jancis Robinson and Hugh Johnson note in The World Atlas of Wine:

Rutherford is the Pauillac of California. This is Cabernet country par excellence… Rutherford 
is full-throttle Cabernet in term of ripeness, and tends to have more structure, backbone, and 
longevity than almost any other California Cabernet.

Inglenook today

The Inglenook estate is one of the largest 
contiguous estates in Napa, covering 1700 
acres (687 ha) in total, with 235 acres 
(95ha) of vineyards in production. The 
topography of the estate reflects that of 
the valley itself — from the less vigorous, 
well-drained soils of the alluvial fan at 
the base of the Mayacamas at the rear of 
the property, through to the richer, more 
humid, deeper soils of the valley floor in 
front of the chateau. The proximity of the 
Mayacamas plays an important role at 
Inglenook, not only offering shade from the 
afternoon sun and a cooling effect from the 
forest, but also as the source of the unique 
Rutherford terroir that millions of years of 
erosion have created. 
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Inglenook today, continued

Despite being dominated by volcanic soils, the geological map of Inglenook is extremely complex. Philippe Bas-
caules and vineyard manager Enrique Herrero are working together to analyze each of the estate’s 74 different 
parcels in order to adapt methods that encourage each plot to produce the best grapes possible. Some of the sub-
divisions may change in time, but their ultimate vision is to create a lexicon of the different parcels of the estate 
that will enable them to produce unique, terroir-driven wines — wines with a true sense of Inglenook. 

“My aim isn’t to make the best wines in the world, but the best wines from Inglenook.”
Philippe Bascaules, Winemaker and Managing Director

Bascaules and Herrero are constantly experimenting in the vineyards in order to improve the balance in grape 
production and, as a result, the quality of the harvest. They seek to produce less sugar and to preserve more 
aromatic complexity by reducing the hang time of the fruit on the vine. As Herrero points out, “Over-ripeness 
kills the vintage and the terroir. High alcohol, jammy blockbuster wines have no sense of place – you can make 
them anywhere. The key is finding the right balance, harvesting at optimum maturity – not too soon, or they 
will become vegetal – and not too late, or they will become over-concentrated.” 

Vine age

Many of the original vines from the 1870s were ripped out in the 1960s when the estate fell under corporate 
ownership, in favour of more profitable varietals such as Chenin Blanc. Nestled in the foothills at the back  
of the estate is a parcel of Zinfandel vines, planted in 1973 and reported to be among the oldest Zinfandel in  
the valley. While the majority of Inglenook’s vineyards are between 18 and 26 years old, both Bascaules and  
Herrero wish to encourage more longevity in the vineyards. 

New plantings

Whenever new plantations are necessary, vineyards are left fallow for 
three years to allow soils to rejuvenate. The team makes the most of this 
fallow period, digging deep soil samples to analyse and better understand 
the geology.  

On the advice of consultant Stéphane Derenoncourt, who has been 
working with Inglenook since 2008, all new vineyards are planted at high 
density. Bascaules is currently experimenting with three different systems 
of new plantations in order to compare and decide which is best for  
Inglenook’s vines:

•   Zinfandel bush vines, planted at 8/10 or 8 feet between vines, 
10 feet between rows (1389 vines/ha)

•  V-shaped wire trellising, planted at 6/8 (2326 vines/ha)

•  Vertical vine management, planted at 6/4 (4629 vines/ha)

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



Clones

Phylloxera is still present in the Napa Valley; therefore all new plantations must be grafted. 

In the 1880s, Gustave Niebaum travelled to Bordeaux to bring back clippings of Cabernet Sauvignon grapes, 
with the aim to cultivate them on the property. This led to the creation of the Niebaum clone, which has been 
propagated on the estate ever since, along with other clones. While Inglenook’s winemaking team appreciates 
and respect the historical significance of this clone, Francis Ford Coppola explains that in the past, there was a 
“fanaticism around the Niebaum clone and all the new vineyards were planted with it. This is a big vineyard, 
and what’s good for one part might not be good for another.” Inglenook now propagates and uses 15 different 
varieties, combined with 8 rootstock types, depending on the terroir. 

Cover crops

Cereal cover crops have been used since 2008 to create natural competition and thereby encourage deeper root 
development. However, each parcel is managed individually in order to gain the best results. The more vigou-
rous the parcel, the longer the cover crops remain, and vice versa, to avoid over-competition. Cover crops also 
help structure and aerate the soils.

Canopy management

The quantity of leaves on a vine is vitally important, not only for photosynthesis, but also because they regu-
late the vine’s capacity to absorb water. By limiting the foliage, it is possible to slow down the amount of water 
pumped by the vine, thereby allowing it to retain water longer, ideally up until harvest. Increased foliage increas-
es the vigour of the vine and, ultimately, the sugar. Therefore, it is vitally important to adapt techniques accord-
ing to each vineyard. 

Vines will also be green harvested in August to remove to excess fruit. 
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Irrigation

Francis Ford Coppola is a firm believer in dry farming, and while Philippe Bascaules agrees that this is undoubt-
edly the long-term solution, he prefers to experiment with well-managed, minimal irrigation, as and when need-
ed, as a way of lowering sugar levels. Having spent most of his winemaking career working within strict AOC 
restrictions, Bascaules is cautious and curious, believing that, as with all interesting tools, dry farming has to be 
properly mastered to achieve qualitative results. In 2012, Bascaules irrigated 5-6 days before harvest to prevent 
over-concentration.

Importance of the environment

Francis and Eleanor Coppola have been firm believers in 
organic farming since the late 1970s and have encouraged 
the conversion to organic practices. All of the Inglenook 
vineyards are certified organic since 1991.

On the estate, irrigation is kept to a minimum. Used water 
is transferred to a reservoir, where it is treated and con-
trolled before being released back into the environment. 

A fleet of electric vehicles is used throughout the estate to 
limit pollution.

Harvest date

Bascaules arrived just in time for the 2011 vintage, which was touted by many as a disaster, but which actually 
played into his hand. Two decades of winemaking in Margaux had well-prepared Bascaules for such an unchar-
acteristically wet début harvest. The 2011 vintage also allowed Bascaules to make elegant wines with freshness 
and complexity – something that he wishes to achieve every year. As he explains, “great terroir makes good 
wines even in bad years.”

The real challenge came in 2012. Bascaules and Herrero were keen not to let this textbook vintage over-ripen in 
order to preserve their natural elegance, balance and density. Bascaules adds, “I want to experiment, to push the 
boundaries in order to fully understand the parameters of California. I want to harvest earlier than my instinct 
tells me. We know that in the olden days they used to harvest Cabernet Sauvignon at 23 brix (12.5°). The most 
sugar you can get is 24.5 brix – any more than that is from dehydration, which is not interesting. If you taste 
over-ripe grapes just before harvest, it doesn’t matter whether they are from Zinfandel, Cabernet Sauvignon, 
or Syrah vines, they all taste the same. You can get these flavours all over the world if you wait for picking, but 
you’ve lost the sense of place.”

Each parcel is monitored for the optimum harvest date by both analysis and tasting of the berries. Occasionally 
plots are sub-divided, according to maturity.
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Harvest

In addition to the 20-strong vineyard team, Inglenook hires freelancers to help with the harvest each year. Since 
his arrival, Bascaules is keen to encourage in all his employees a sense of pride and better understanding of their 
work, in order to improve the quality of the harvest. Harvest workers are now paid a fixed rate, rather than by 
the ton, as is the case in most of the valley. Since 2011, Bascaules has also introduced small, 7-inch (18cm) high 
cases to ensure that fewer grapes are crushed in transit from the vineyard to the winery. 

Vineyard to Winery

Crates are weighed on arrival at the winery before the grapes are gently transferred to a sorting table, moni-
tored by two people, to check that only the best grapes are retained. Bascaules explains, “There has been such a 
trend to buy optical machines recently that it’s almost perceived to be a disadvantage not to have one. I would 
far rather not have bad grapes in the baskets to begin with, than have to pick them out when they arrive at the 
winery. I believe that involving the harvesters, explaining the importance of their work and having them select 
the best grapes in the vineyard is a far better solution. I’d much rather invest in our workers.” After the sorting 
table, grapes are transported to a destemmer before going into the press, or to a second selection table if it is a 
difficult vintage. 

The Inglenook winery is constructed to allow vinification of individual parcels in a variety of stainless steel, 
cement, and ten-year-old oak casks. Fermentation, using selected yeasts, generally takes 10-12 days and Bas-
caules determines the length of maceration according to the vintage, in order to limit the intensity of the tannins 
and extracted character. For this reason, he also limits the pigeage and remontage, stopping once the wine has 
reached a certain density. Philippe explains, “I want to be very careful at this critical stage in the winemaking, as 
a single remontage can completely change the wine. For this reason, I stop before many probably would and this 
is something that I want to follow very closely in the vintages to come.”

All wines undergo malolactic fermentation in order to give them greater microbiological stability and a rounder 
palate. Wines are then aged in barrel for 18 months. Rubicon is aged in French oak, 80% new. Cask is aged in 
50% French and 50% American oak, with only 30% new oak. 

The Inglenook style today

Inglenook may be one of the most historically significant estates in the Napa Valley, but it is far from living in 
the past. As Coppola explains, “I want my custodianship to repair the damage that was done. When I say that 
I want it to be Inglenook again, I mean that I want it to live up to its heritage and achieve the greatness that it 
once had.”

From the vineyard to the winery, Bascaules and his team continue to experiment, to push boundaries and 
explore alternatives in their pursuit of elegance. However, experimentation must be informed and rigorously 
tested. Bascaules is determined that changes should only be introduced once results have proven that it the new 
solution is a better one. 
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The Inglenook style today, continued

“Je préf¯re savoir, que croire (I prefer to know, than believe). For this reason, we need to be sure 
that our experiments are carried out to the letter; otherwise we will never know what is right 
and wrong. I am not here to make changes just for the sake of  making changes. Nor am I here 
to make a ‘mini Margaux.’ Napa is so very different to Bordeaux, in so many ways, so I have 
to adapt to the terroir here. However, my time at Chateau Margaux did teach me that a great 
wine needs complexity, intensity, and persistence and a texture that is both dense and soft. I be-
lieve that those criteria are internationally relevant. I don’t want to do exactly what Inglenook 
did in the ’40s and ’50s, as the vineyard has changed, but those wines are my inspiration. After 
tasting through the wines in the vinoth¯que, I am confident that the terroir here has the po-
tential to make wonderful wines with a true sense of  place. That’s why I came to Inglenook.”
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