. COURTESY THE MCCREA FAMILY

| P. 36

SAV‘EUR

DRINK

NO. 94

Chardonnay Royalty

From modest beginnings came “America’s greatest white wine estate
BY JOHN WINTHROP HAEGER PHOTOGRAPHS BY PETER MENZEL

INE SEEPED SLOWLY into the lives

of Fred and Eleanor McCrea. First,

. in the early 1940s, the San Francisco
advertising executive and his wife developed a
taste for the white wines of Burgundy. Then,
in 1943, searching for a “country place”

| within a wartime gasoline ration’s distance
of San Francisco, they bought a vertiginous
goat ranch on Spring Mountain, which hap-
pened to overlook the Napa Valley. Four
years later, encouraged by their new neigh-
bors—modern-day Napa pioneers like Lee
Stewart and Louis Martini—the McCreas
planted three acres of chardonnay grapes.
In 1948 they added more chardonnay, plus
some riesling and pinot blanc. (Chardon-
| nay was something of a minority grape in
California in those days, and advisers recom-

mended that they diversify.) The McCreas
originally planned just to grow grapes and
sell them. Before their first harvest (in 1951)
they changed their minds and decided to vi-
nify the chardonnay themselves. They cob-
bled together basic equipment, had a hand-
cranked basket press made for them at a local
machine shop, and built a tiny winery with
boards left over from the construction of their
new swimming pool. In 1952, Fred’s custom-
ary midsummer vacation was rescheduled to
accommodate the harvest, family and friends
were recast as a winery crew, and the first few
barrels of Stony Hill wine were produced, by

Above, Eleanor and Fred McCrea, founders of
Stony Hill, in the vineyards, in 1964. Right, an
array of current releases from Stony Hill.

hand—under commercial bond |
but almost as a hobby.

These modest beginnings
aside, the McCreas made sur-
prisingly good wine almost im-
mediately. The 1955 vintage
“burst upon the valley with an
explosive impact”, according to |
the food and wine writer Roy
Andries de Groot. The 1959
and '60 vintages won gold med-
als at the California State Fair, |
besting even Wente, which was |
then the king of chardonnay in
the state. Fabled French-born |
wine writer André Simon, the |
connoisseur’s connoisseur, was |
heard to compare Stony Hill to
corton-charlemagne—and de
Groor called the 1962 vintage |
the best American white wine he
had ever tasted.

Riesling and gewtirztraminer
joined the chardonnay in the late
1950s, and demand for Stony |
Hill wines soon outstripped supply. Visitors
began to find their way up the McCreas’ sinu-
ous gravel access road. (Fred posted a sign im-
pugning the roadworthiness of a tiny bridge to -







