
Merlot Magic
DUCKHORN LEADS THE WAY AS CALIFORNIA VINTNERS 

APPROACH THE GRAPE WITH NEW ENERGY

“Few California wineries are as strongly 
identi� ed with a single varietal as 
Duckhorn is with Merlot. And that’s 
good news for fans of the grape: 
Duckhorn is making some of the 
best bottlings in California today.

Founded in 1976, Duckhorn has made 
Merlot from the start at its winery just 
north of St. Helena in Napa Valley. 
One of the key sources for its success 
over the years has been the � ree Palms 
Vineyard in the northern reaches of 
the valley. Duckhorn’s 2014 � ree 
Palms bottling is the highest-rated 
California Merlot of this report, 
scoring a classic 95 points on Wine 
Spectator’s 100-point scale ($98). 
It is among 100 California Merlots 
and Merlot-based blends that I have 
blind-tasted in our Napa o�  ce over 
the past year. (A free alphabetical list of 
scores and prices for all wines tasted is 
available.)

“� ree Palms is the most structured 
Merlot we can make,” explains 
Duckhorn winemaker Renée Ary. 
“� ere’s a mindset that you can’t 
grow a Merlot vineyard in a warm 
climate, but � ree Palms throws 
that out the window.”

Merlot is usually planted in cooler 
sites than its leading competitor 
for consumer attention, Cabernet 
Sauvignon, but � ree Palms is in one 
of the warmest pockets in Napa Valley, 
situated near the town of Calistoga.

Ary credits the rocky soils of the site 

with making the vines struggle, and 
therefore avoiding the overcropping 
that results in � accid warm-climate 
Merlots. � e 2014 is a powerful and 
refi ned rendition, with concentrated 
red fruit, spice and mineral fl avors.

In May 2015, Duckhorn bought the 
vineyard from its longtime owners, the 
Upton family, from whom they had 
purchased grapes since Duckhorn’s 
� rst � ree Palms Vineyard-designated 
bottling in 1978. Today, 50 of its 
83 acres are planted to Merlot, with 
the rest to other Bordeaux varieties. 
It is part of the 240 acres that 
Duckhorn owns in the valley 
overall, from which spring a bevy 
of highly rated Merlots, including 
the Stout Vineyard 2013 (94, 
$98) and the Atlas Peak 2014 
(93, $75). � e straight Napa 
Valley bottling (2014: 92, $54) is 
notable for its sizable production 
(52,000 cases) as well as its quality, 
which gets a boost from the � ree 
Palms fruit that makes up 22 
percent of the cuvée.

� e key to success at � ree Palms, 
according to Ary, is to keep a sharp eye 
on the vineyard’s cultivation techniques, 
such as cutting lateral canes to reduce 
yields and thus concentrate the � avors. 
Also, Ary has ratcheted down the oak 
treatment: Formerly, at least 95 percent 
of the wine was aged in new French 
oak, whereas that � gure is now down to 
75 percent in order to better allow the 
fruit components to shine through.

Overall, 
the Merlot quality quotient is 
dominated by Napa wines. Of the 
26 bottlings that scored 90 points 
or higher (“outstanding” on Wine 
Spectator’s scale), all but three 
are from the valley. Among varietal 
Merlots, the top-rated Napa bottlings 
from Hall and Rombauer accentuate 
Merlot’s suppleness while illustrating 
two styles common in California 
today...”

For the full article pick up a copy of  the 
November 30th, 2017 issue of Wine 
Specator. 
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