
These are fine and useful, as far as they go. The problem
is, they don’t go far enough. A visit to any winery or wine
district calls up a host of questions and issues. If you’re
content with a visit to a tasting room, so be it. Usually a

winery has created informative sheets on each of
their current releases, and the
serious taster ends up scrib-
bling his or her notes around
their margins.

One morning in 1998 I
drove Highway 128 out of
Calistoga, past Storybook
Mountain, into Knights Valley,
the appellation that sits like 
a fulcrum between northern
Napa and Alexander Valley.
When I pulled into the grounds
of Peter Michael Winery, I
thought I had arrived at a gor-
geous country estate, the clap-
board buildings, picket fences,
and beautifully manicured gar-
dens more nearly resembling a
farm from the nineteenth centu-
ry than a state-of-the-art winery
from the late twentieth. I intro-
duced myself to Bill Vyenielo,
then general manager, who asked
the prescient question, “Wanna
see a vineyard?”

We took Vyenielo’s SUV from
the winery, wound our way up the

hillside, and turned off
onto a dirt road. We
pulled over and parked
above the vineyards. We
wandered down a path,
slipping on hardscrab-
ble. Our vantage point
gave us a commanding
view of Knights Valley.
The vines ran down from

where we stood on a 45-degree slope, single cordons
branching off the trunks, trellised low to the ground.
Shallow, acidic, volcanic soil; southwest exposure; 2,000
vines to the acre, 20 acres in all. At this elevation (2,000
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AFTER VISITING wine districts in Europe and North
America over the course of 20 years, I decided to create a
notebook. I had to. If you taste extensively – four or five
serious exercises a year on trips to Napa and Sonoma, the
Yakima Valley, Burgundy, or the
Loire, not to mention the regular
tasting that goes on if you happen
to have your own restaurant – 
you accumulate an unreasonable
amount of material. You stand in a
cellar before tables with 20, 60,
100 wines, and the lines grow
blurry. Barrel tasting is worse. In
France  you  move  f rom one  
barrique to the next as if you were
strolling from one vineyard to
the next, and the distinctions
between eight different pièces of
Meursault or Volnay get as
fuzzy as your tongue.

My notebooks from my early
days might as well have been
written in hieroglyphics. My
scribblings are cryptic, little
jottings written up and down
the margins, arrows and
squiggles redirecting my
attention as I raced to catch
up with the winemaker’s run-
ning commentary or record-
ed details suddenly noted in
the course of tasting. To
revisit these notebooks
is to undergo a phenom-
enological re-creation of
the original event. They
are charming in their
way but useless over the
long haul.

I was accustomed to
seeing cellar notebooks –
some simple, others
ornate – in which a taster or collector could jot down his
or her impressions of a wine’s color, bouquet, and flavors,
more often than not with a space to paste in the wine’s
label. A scrapbook, if you will, of one’s tasting history.

On Mapping the Vineyard
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PETER LEWIS invents a notebook in California’s Knights Valley.

In France you move from one 
barrique to the next as if you were
strolling from one vineyard to the
next, and the distinctions between
eight different pièces of Meursault or
Volnay get as fuzzy as your tongue.
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feet) average temperatures drop as precipitously, and in
inverse direction, as the hillside – figure 10 to 15 degrees
cooler per 1,000 feet of elevation – and the wine from
grapes grown there will possess the right intensity and a
more complex phenolic profile. Vyenielo pointed out the
different parcels and clonal varieties they would ultimate-
ly blend at Peter Michael to achieve the desired balance.

After the vineyard tour we returned to the winery,
where I did some barrel sampling with Vanessa Wong, the
diminutive powerhouse then making wine at Peter
Michael. We stood in the winery on a bare concrete floor,
the room chill and the giant fermenters reinforcing my
impressions of the winery as a farm. I might as well have

been standing in a dairy except for the scent in the air: yeast,
fermentation, the distinctive odors of wine in reduction.

My notes from that visit are all over the map: vineyard
names with the age of the vines; clonal designations
(Rued, Old Wente, Gauer); a notation about cuttings from
Romanée-Conti and work in the vineyard (pruning shoots
and dropping clusters to reduce yield and intensify the
quality of the fruit); the proportional blend of different
varietals that composed Peter Michael’s exquisite Les
Pavots cabernet sauvignon; specific prefermentation
strategies of destemming, not crushing, and a two-day
cold maceration; and the process of pumping over twice a
day to extract color and tannins.

It was evident that I needed to apply some method to
this madness. The obvious solution: to create a wine-
country notebook.

My notebooks are bound for the purposes of an individ-
ual journey. On the cover I write the destination and date
of my trip. Inside, each wine has four pages dedicated all to
itself. Under a heading that identifies the winery, I note the

wine and its vintage. The first page is devoted to the vine:
the location of the vineyard, including its elevation and
exposure; the soil type; the varietal (e.g., pinot noir, viog-
nier, carmenère, etc.) and clone, if it’s known; rootstock
(most vines these days are grafted onto rootstock, so the
fruit and flower don’t tell the whole story); the density of
planting; the trellis system employed; and the pruning reg-
imen. On the facing page, I get into the harvest and wine-
making itself: brix (the measure of sugar in the grape at
harvest); yield per acre; yeast strain; the temperature and
duration of fermentation, including notes on any cold-
soaking or carbonic maceration; bâtonnage/pigeage/rémon-
tage, French winemaking terms for stirring the lees,

punching down the cap,
and pouring over, tech-
niques employed to in-
crease extract and aerate
the percolating must; 
the barrel regimen (new 
oak, old barrels, stain-
less steel); and any rack-
ing, fining, or filtration
the wine is put through.
Only then do I arrive at
my tasting notes: color
profile; aromatic profile;
tannin profile; fruit pro-
file; flavor profile. At the
tail end I leave a space
for additional notes.

You can see from the
above that the first page
deals primarily with the
vine and vineyard man-
agement. Page two gets
you into the technical

aspects of how the wine is made. Only on page three do
you arrive at the tasting experience. Most people make
notes only at this third stage. They’re missing an enor-
mous amount of information that would add immeasur-
ably to their appreciation of a given wine.

I’ll admit that this isn’t for everyone. It may be too
much information or too technical for you, and that’s fine.
To each his own. On the other hand, I’m not sure that
most serious wine travelers realize that a trip to the vine-
yard is even possible, or, if it is possible, have given any
thought to how to approach the subject.

Regrettably, a trip to the “wine country” often gets you
no closer than a tasting room. I have nothing against the
very fine and amiable people who work in tasting rooms.
They’re perfectly pleasant, generally well informed, and
quite gracious. But there’s no substitute for walking a
vineyard – that, and spending time with the people who
make the stuff. I prefer the company of farmers. Always
have and always will.
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My notes from that visit are all over the map: vineyard
names with the age of the vines; clonal designations
(Rued, Old Wente, Gauer); a notation about cuttings
from Romanée-Conti and work in the vineyard. 

Vineyard walk:The
author in Champagne.
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