Uncorking Memories

A casual tasting of vintage wines brings together veteran Oregon
winemakers

Winemakers Tony Soter, Ben Casteel, Eric Hamacher, Mike Etzel, Rollin Soles, Luisa Ponzi, Adam Campbell,
Lynn Penner-Ash and David Millman recently gathered to taste vintage bottlings of Oregon wine. (Tim Fish)
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Willamette Valley is a big neighborhood of old friends, winemakers who've
known one another for years but rarely get together. Fellow winemakers


https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjssozWKrg2uDk1oqncM6R7N2xxO4nCayjjyz6-hMc3XILMybsvcPzVmAL6PiNVyvn2x0MZ_A_0nZyDU3s-iLsflBImO46yN9_XfoXD3P0epKf4Hu_A04OrEr1TnnlmBGu6V10WnQHqyreV8pNHVeWL2eC1kqOBe3_EqAvcB4z3GtEhj9g49YeCkRPtYkkEVOiEMVyxESFbXpqKgsQs3ovRBpVhzwXLIxkOeQAgIF4BVbA6orw91Wig4RFYpDKfgx-gSgKmJCyAHP-T32TB84ISxkzfbKgL-w35TiTg7q7lBHytmOyPk&sai=AMfl-YSkwmgu4F6yUonl6UnRSNjOl2h5PJ9o5ZXcr5QgfrXF73usNYGCoe3x9l9H1diVpPaXTPlRriaNTxuG8y_VT9EsEt2T-EfeUfkUap-v3Bf_vcEnmJtwNJWB1dGQvFFJUWG_&sig=Cg0ArKJSzKNvVVuZc6JO&fbs_aeid=[gw_fbsaeid]&adurl=https://www.winespectator.com/retailers/search
https://grandtour.winespectator.com/
https://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.winespectator.com%2Farticles%2Funcorking-memories-tasting-with-veteran-oregon-winemakers-033122
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.winespectator.com%2Farticles%2Funcorking-memories-tasting-with-veteran-oregon-winemakers-033122&text=What%20is%20it%20like%20tasting%201980%20%23WillametteValley%20%23PinotNoir%3F%20%40WineSpectator%20senior%20editor%20%40TimFishWine%20shared%20impressions%20from%20a%20casual%20tasting%20of%20older%20vintage%20wines%20organized%20by%20longtime%20%23Oregon%20%23wine%20leaders.
https://pinterest.com/pin/create/button/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.winespectator.com%2Farticles%2Funcorking-memories-tasting-with-veteran-oregon-winemakers-033122&media=https%3A%2F%2Fmshanken.imgix.net%2Fwso%2Fbolt%2FMagazineArticles%2F2022%2F033122%2Foregonvintage_033122_1600.jpg&description=Uncorking%20Memories%3A%20Tasting%20with%20Veteran%20Oregon%20Winemakers
mailto:?subject=WineSpectator.com:%20Uncorking%20Memories%3A%20Tasting%20with%20Veteran%20Oregon%20Winemakers&body=From%20Wine%20Spectator:%0D%0A%0D%0AUncorking%20Memories%3A%20Tasting%20with%20Veteran%20Oregon%20Winemakers%0D%0A%0D%0ABefore%20the%202021%20harvest%2C%C2%A0Wine%20Spectator%20senior%20editor%20Tim%20Fish%20sat%20down%20with%20veteran%20winemakers%20from%20Oregon%E2%80%99s%20Willamette%20Valley%20to%20taste%20vintage%20wines%20from%20the%20region%2C%20including%20Chardonnay%20and%20Pinot%20Noir%20dating%20back%20to%201980.%20The%20get-together%20proved%20to%20be%20a%20great%20way%20to%20see%20how%20the%20wines%20aged%20and%20hear%20fun%20stories%20from%20the%20region%E2%80%99s%20top%20producers.%0D%0A%0D%0A%0D%0Ahttps%3A%2F%2Fwww.winespectator.com%2Farticles%2Funcorking-memories-tasting-with-veteran-oregon-winemakers-033122
https://www.winespectator.com/authors/tfish

Luisa Ponzi and Rollin Soles rectified this just before harvest 2021, inviting
a few vintner friends to bring vintage wines to share. It's hard to know
what was more satisfying: tasting the wines or listening to the table talk of
these veteran Oregon winemakers.

Ponzi, whose family is one of Oregon’s wine pioneers, hosted the tasting at
her winery. Gathered around a big table were many other long-standing
Willamette Valley winemakers, including Argyle founder Soles, who focuses
now on Roco; Elk Cove's Adam Campbell; Bethel Heights’ Ben Casteel;
David Millman, managing director of Domaine Drouhin Oregon; and Mike
Etzel of Beaux Freres and Sequitur. Eric Hamacher, Lynn Penner-Ash and
Tony Soter were also in attendance.

“The opportunity to taste wines which have a continuity of vineyards and
winemakers over decades is something truly special,” Ponzi began. “Not to
mention, celebrating the rich history of the community and characters that
exists here.” It was a casual, non-blind tasting, and the wines were
generally 20 years or older. Some vintners were excited to share a rare or
favorite wine, while others wanted to prove that certain vintages got a
bum rap and bloomed in the cellar. In total, we tasted about two dozen
wines.

A few of the brave attendees, including wife-husband duo Ponzi and
Hamacher, brought old Chardonnays. The oldest was Hamacher's Oregon
Cuvée Foréts Diverses 1995, and the wine was still youthful and plush.
Ponzi poured her Willamette Valley Reserve 2003, showing lively tropical
fruit and marzipan accents. “It's interesting to see how a ripe vintage ages,”
Ponzi said. Casteel brought a Chardonnay from another challenging
vintage: the Bethel Heights Willamette Valley Reserve 1997. “We picked
after the rain but found it has aged really well,” he said.

Pinot Noir was the main event, and the oldest was a Ponzi Willamette
Valley 1980, pulled from the cellar by Ponzi and produced by her father,
Dick. “Just mostly for historical fun,” she said. The group relished the
chance to taste a Pinot from Oregon’s early years, though the 1980 was



past its prime. Its color was brickish, but its texture was supple and the
nose was delicate.

The 1990s were well-represented. Penner-Ash shared a Rex Hill Pinot Noir
Willamette Valley 1993 from her early days. “This is our last bottle,” she
said. “It was tough and tight early on, and a lot of people pooh-poohed the
'93s.” Millman dug deep in the cellar for the Domaine Drouhin Pinot Noir
Oregon 1993, and he said he has yet to taste a bad bottle of it.

Pouring the Pinot Noir Yamhill County The Beaux Fréeres Vineyard 1995,
Etzel noted how dramatically the winemaking style has changed since
then, as the winery picks less ripe now. Soles opened his Argyle Pinot Noir
Willamette Valley Reserve 1996, which could age a few more years, and
Campbell shared Elk Cove's Pinot Noir Oregon La Bohéme 1999. “It was my
first vintage as winemaker,” Campbell said. “I love the 1999s.”

Summing up, Soles said, “Great wine regions make wines that age. And
despite what we might call ‘missteps’ today, our decades-old Pinot Noirs
have stood the test of time.” Etzel agreed: “What struck me most from the
tasting was how these early producers were able to make world-class
wines, in spite of the financial challenges and other obstacles they faced.”



