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A Note from VP of Winemaking Jeff Mangahas

Burt and Ed released the first commercial wine for Williams Selyem in 1981, and for the last 41 vintages a new chapter 
has been written with the stories of each growing season and the wines produced. Often, it’s the “easy” vintages, like 
2014, that make headlines for great wine with cooperative weather and an evenly paced harvest. However, it’s the 
challenging vintages that I revere the most, as one’s mettle is really put to the test. I fondly remember a story that Burt 
recounted to me once of a cold, wet vintage in the late 1980s, when the Rochioli Pinot Noir had to be painstakingly and 
meticulously sorted above and beyond an already exhaustive technique. The effort taken that year endeared him to that 
wine as much, or even more so, than the monumental 1985 Rochioli California State Fair Sweepstakes winner that 
subsequently became engrained in our winery’s story as pivotal for putting Williams Selyem wines on a global radar.
 

2020 in Review
2020 is the latest chapter.  The growing season began with abundant sunshine and dry soil conditions due to below 
average rainfall. As the season progressed, the weather continued to stay warm, and the phenology of the vines progressed 
at a fast rate with a high potential for quality wines, owing to excellent tannin development and deep color. 

The Walbridge Fire
Leading up to the start of harvest was a hot spell. This weather event accelerated maturity, and I decided to start picking 
on August 12 in haste. Due to the inherent fragility of Pinot Noir grapes, I knew the imminent heat wave could be 
detrimental. Almost simultaneously, a dry lightning storm came through Northern California. On August 17, due to the 
hot, dry conditions and high fuel loads, a series of wildfires ignited. What became known as the Walbridge Fire, in the 
hills near the coast, had a considerable impact on the rest of our harvest. With a significant amount of grapes picked in a 
five days’ time leading up to the start of the fire, the concerns and fears of smoke taint started to set in. Smoke settled in 
stages in the interior valleys, which was an important factor in my consideration of what fruit was at risk. 

Keep in mind, Westside Road was closed for a period of time when the direction of the fire started to come towards 
Guerneville and Healdsburg! During these closures, I was forced to quickly redirect fruit to nearby wineries to process 
our grapes, just to get the grapes safely off the vine and mitigate the risk of loss or damage.

The Science Behind Smoke Taint
Smoke can have a negative impact on grapes. While fruit is still on the vine the plants can absorb and sequester smoke 
volatiles that can later become part of the architecture of the wine during fermentation and aging. Surprisingly, as an 
industry, the science is not well understood. Most of the smoke taint compounds in wine have been identified so we can 
test for potential contamination, but even with this knowledge the picture is not completely clear.

For example, smoke-related compounds have been found in picked grapes from smoke-free years, yet we do not know 
enough about ‘why’. Furthermore, some grape varieties have naturally occurring levels of taint-related compounds that 
exist even when they have not been exposed. To further complicate matters, some of the smoke-related compounds are 
present in toasted oak barrels! Thus, clouding one’s interpretation of the data. An understanding of the chemistry 
(thankfully my background is in this type of science!) is important to help guide decisions but smell and taste are the most 
reliable indicators. 

continued on next page



Testing 
It is suggested that there is a difference in grape varietals and their propensity to exhibit taint. Pinot Noir appears to 
be the most susceptible, whereas other varieties such as Zinfandel are potentially less so. As for Chardonnay, our 
other staple varietal at Williams Selyem, it is whole- cluster pressed and the residual time the juice is on the skins is 
minimal, so the risk of extracting skin-bound volatiles (i.e. smoke taint) is low.

Williams Selyem was, and is, fortunate to have the resources to be able to do extensive testing on many levels. Tests 
were performed at the grape (picking/sorting) level, during fermentation, and throughout aging to assess quality. We 
knew the fruit was fantastic, we just needed to prove the absence of contamination. Furthermore, in testing previous 
vintages of bottled wines from smoke-free years, it was evident that the smoke volatiles can be, and are, ubiquitous 
and naturally occurring.  That is, there is a natural background level of these compounds even without smoke. 

The Pick Call
Because of the extreme heat, as mentioned, the pick call for August 12 changed everything. There were three factors 
from the 2020 Walbridge and other fires that affected pervasive smoke taint: (1) the point at which the smoke settled, 
(2) the intensity of the smoke, and (3) the duration of smoke exposure. The most affected regions in Sonoma County 
tended to be the colder locations, where vineyards have a tendency to be later maturing. Thus, at the time when the 
smoke settled, many of the Pinot Noir vineyards on the coast were not yet close to their pick date, or pick ‘call’ as 
we say around here and needed to ‘hang out’ longer. Of course, in 2020 the longer the exposure on the vine the 
higher the risk! Thankfully, most of Williams Selyem’s vineyards, and our grower partner vineyards, are in warmer 
microclimates and were either already picked by August 17 or close to harvest at the start of the Walbridge Fire. 
Thus, the grapes were either not exposed (because they were already picked) or had very little exposure to smoke. As 
you can imagine, this was a huge relief to us all!

Making the Best Wine, From the Best Grapes
Regrettably, wine from the cooler sites, mostly in the Sonoma Coast AVA and a few in the later ripening area of the 
Russian River Valley, were the ones that suffered. Therefore, after extensive testing and evaluation, the following 
Pinot Noir wines unfortunately were not produced in 2020 due to smoke-related taint: Olivet Lane (spring release), 
Sonoma Coast AVA (spring release), Terra de Promissio (spring release), Precious Mountain (fall release), Coastlands 
(fall release), and Drake Estate (tasting salon wine).  The remaining wines that are of outstanding quality amount to 
about 80% of our normal production.

Our goal has always been and will always be to make the best wine, from the best grapes from the best growers. That 
credo carried us through this very tough vintage by reminding us that we will only ever offer bottlings that we are 
proud of, that express the specific winemaking styles that Williams Selyem is known for, and the land from which 
they are grown. The ten wines offered in the spring release are an outstanding showing of the 2020 vintage and a 
perfect example of our mantra, ‘fanatical attention to detail’ and a nod to the foundation of winemaking excellence 
and the year after year endurance over adversity that Burt and Ed established so many years ago.

A Moment of Gratitude
While fire events are no longer new in Sonoma County, there is still so much to be thankful for even with tragedy 
and loss all around us from the 2017 Tubbs Fire and most recently the Walbridge Fire. I am thankful our community 
has remained safe and specifically that our vineyards,  the winery buildings and infrastructure were unharmed. This 
harvest was an endeavor we won’t soon forget, as the fire got as close as two miles away from the winery. Through 
cooperation with County officials, we were able to navigate road closures with special County Ag permits and were 
able to get in and perform punch downs on the fermenting tanks during this rather tumultuous and scary time.

I am incredibly proud of the entire Williams Selyem winemaking team for their willingness and determination 
through those incredibly challenging and perilous times to continue to forge ahead to make these wines. Their dedi-
cation has no bounds. With the aid of analytical tools, extensive sensory evaluation, and sheer will, the WS produc-
tion team, with the support of John and Kathe Dyson, did everything possible to make superior wines from the 2020 
vintage. On behalf of all our staff at Williams Selyem, we are extremely proud to present these wines to you.



2020 Central Coast Pinot Noir     $39
SAN BENITO COUNTY 13.9% ALC.

Sourced from the younger vines from Vista Verde, the wine showcases 
aromas of dark fruits and berry along with hints of purple flowers. 
Notes of pomegranate and wood spices complete this delightful and 
easy drinking Central Coast offering. Berry and dried herb flavors 
abound in the mouth and lead into a soft and round texture. The wine 
finishes with elegant tannins and a subtle mineral-like sensation.  

2020 Sonoma County Pinot Noir      $39
SONOMA COUNTY 13.8% ALC.

Strawberry and red fruits jump from the glass in this multifaceted 
wine. Complexed with notes of sassafras and bergamot, aromas of 
dried rose petal are layered in the nose and offer up classic Pinot Noir 
perfume. In the mouth, the wine has a sense of roundness and 
harmony that is satisfying and refreshing. Dark red fruit flavors mix 
with hints of cocoa and wood spices. Sourced from various vineyards 
in the Russian River Valley including some younger blocks from the 
various Estate vineyards.

PINOT NOIR

2020 Russian River Valley Pinot Noir         $62
RUSSIAN RIVER VALLEY  14.1% ALC.

Deep and dark in color, the Russian River Valley offering has a 
complex array of fruit, floral, and citrus aromas. The wine has some 
mature blocks of Pommard from the WS Estate and early sites from 
the Santa Rosa Plain area of the Russian River Valley. With refreshing 
acidity and breadth of palate, this is a serious wine with red and black 
fruit flavors mixing with notes of citrus and black tea. 

2020 Westside Road Neighbors 
Pinot Noir   $78
RUSSIAN RIVER VALLEY 14.1% ALC.

Terrific Pinot Noir perfume jumps from the glass with notes of dark 
cherry and sassafras. Wood spices of nutmeg and allspice are layered 
into the fabric of this classic wine. Supported by complexing aromas 
of tangerine and dried herbs, the Westside Road Neighbors is 
multi-faceted. In the mouth, the wine offers verve and tenacity with 
red fruits and citrus flavors wrapped up with a refined tannin 
structure and a finish of minerals. 

Elegant

Medium-Bodied

CHARDONNAY
2020 Unoaked Chardonnay  $39
RUSSIAN RIVER VALLEY  13.6% ALC.

Crisp and fresh, the Unoaked Chardonnay has a charm and elegance. 
Fermented in stainless steel tanks and aged on the lees, the wine 
showcases the breadth of character of older vine Chardonnay. Notes 
of Meyer lemon, quince, pear, and pear skin combine with a delicate 
white flower aroma. The palate has depth and polish but with tenacity 
owing to the tannins in the thick skins of these older vines. The lees 
stirring during aging, coupled with the refreshing acidity, creates a 
harmonious structure and texture. 

2020 Heintz Vineyard Chardonnay $65
RUSSIAN RIVER VALLEY   14.3% ALC.

Sitting high above the western edge of the Green Valley boundary, 
the Heintz Vineyard enjoys nice, warm days often above the fog line. 
As a consequence of its exposure, the wines tend to run the gamut of 
aromas, from tropical to melon to apple notes. The slow ripening 
process helps to preserve the acidity while developing great structure. 
Notes of soil-inflected powdery minerals are apparent on the finish, 
owing to the terrific Goldridge soils in which these vines are grown.

2020 Olivet Lane Vineyard Chardonnay     $65
RUSSIAN RIVER VALLEY  14.5% ALC.

Yellow apple and pear highlight the aromatics of this old-vine 
Chardonnay vineyard. Hints of lemon curd belie the fruit along with 
a subtle starfruit aromatic. Fresh ground nutmeg and allspice from 
the modest oak usage support the fruit elements and give the wine a 
little counterpoint to the treble of the fruit tones. The yellow apple 
aromas carry through to the palate and are wrapped up in nice acidity 
and excellent tannin structure. A powdery, mineral finish of crushed 
rocks accents the finish and is nicely punctuated.

2020 Vista Verde Vineyard 
Late Harvest Gewürztraminer   $40/375 mL
SAN BENITO COUNTY 9.8% ALC.

Gewurztraminer has a distinctive nose that is unmistakable. Rose 
petal and lychee nut aromas again dominate the aromatics. Hints of 
waxy yellow fruits emerge with a little more aeration along with 
wood spices. Fermented in new, French oak barrels, the wine is 
elegantly layered with hints of vanilla. Just the right ratio of sweetness 
to acid creates a rather lithe palate that is never heavy.

GEWÜRZTRAMINER



ZINFANDEL
2020 Fanucchi-Wood Road Vineyard 
Zinfandel       $65
RUSSIAN RIVER VALLEY  14.9% ALC.

The electric color immediately tempts and lures in the senses. Deep 
and brooding, the aromas convey notes of boysenberry and blackber-
ry pie along with highlights of raspberry compote and other red 
fruits. Complexed with notes of anise and fennel, the nose offers a 
kaleidoscope of aromas. Tannic and mouth coating, the palate offers a 
dense and compact wine with refreshing acidity to create a harmony 
that is unparalleled for Zinfandel. These century old vines are a 
testament to what monumental wines can be achieved.

2020 Papera Vineyard Zinfandel         $65
RUSSIAN RIVER VALLEY   15.1% ALC.

Fresh blackberry notes with hints of black peppercorn mix with 
aromas of fennel and star anise in this classic Zinfandel. Currant 
and red fruit notes further add to the complexity of the aromas. 
Lavender and purple flowers add a wonderful counterpoint to the 
brooding nature of this wine. A neighbor to our Saitone Estate 
vineyard, this region of the Russian River Valley is well known for 
producing Zinfandels with refreshing acidity and a tannic core. 
Extract from these lower yielding old vines buffers this structure, 
gives the palate flesh, and creates balance. Enjoy this wine with a 
hearty dish like braised short ribs (see Ming Tsai’s Blue Ginger 
recipe for Aromatic Braised Short Ribs with Napa Cabbage-Orzo 
Stew, included in this newsletter). 

On our website, you will find tasting sheets in 
PDF format for each of these new releases as 
well as most of our library wine. These down-
loadable documents include tasting notes, 
technical information, and a vintage summary. 
A recommended cellaring timeframe can be 
found on the wine page. To access this informa-
tion, visit www.williamsselyem.com and navi-
gate to the ‘Wine Library’ section where you 
can search by wine name, varietal, vintage, 
vineyard, or region (AVA).

Blue Ginger Aromatic Braised Short Ribs
with Napa Cabbage-Orzo Stew 

makes 10-12 servings
source: blue ginger by ming tsai and arthur boehm 

for the short ribs:
½ cup ancho chile powder
¼ cup salt, plus additional as needed
2 tablespoons freshly ground black pepper, plus
    additional as needed
15 double-rib short ribs, cut into 3-inch-long pieces 
     (have the butcher do this)
4 tablespoons canola oil
5 medium onions, cut into 1/2-inch dice
3 medium fennel bulbs, cored and cut into 1 ½-inch dice,
   fronds reserved for garnish
4 celery stalks, cut into ½-inch dice
4 large carrots, peeled and cut into 1 ½-inch dice
½ cup finely chopped garlic
½ cup finely chopped fresh ginger
½ cup fermented black beans, rinsed and drained
1 bottle dry red wine
1 (1-pound) can whole plum tomatoes with their juice
1 cup dark soy sauce 
½ bunch fresh thyme, or 1 tablespoon dried
4 bay leaves
4 star anise

for orzo stew:
6 tablespoons butter
2 medium onions, cut into ¼-inch slices
1 pound orzo
2 heads napa cabbage, cut into ¼-inch ribbons
Salt and freshly ground black pepper
4 to 5 cups chicken stock, low-sodium canned broth, or
    water with 2 ladles of the rib cooking liquid added

in a small bowl, combine the chile powder, the ¼ cup 
salt, and the 2 tablespoons pepper and mix well. season 
the ribs well with the mixture.

heat a very large pot or dutch oven over high heat. add 2 
tablespoons of the oil and swirl to coat the bottom of 
the pan. when the oil shimmers, add the ribs and brown on 
all sides, 10 to 12 minutes. remove the ribs, wipe out the 
pan, and add the remaining 2 tablespoons of oil. when the 
oil shimmers, add the onions, fennel, celery, carrots, 
garlic, ginger, and black beans and saute, stirring, until 
the vegetables are soft, about 10 minutes. add the wine, 
stir, and cook to reduce the liquid by one-fourth, about 
15 minutes. add the tomatoes with their juice, soy sauce, 
thyme, bay leaves, and star anise. return the ribs to the 
pot, add water to cover, and season with salt and pepper 
to taste. bring the mixture to a boil, reduce the heat, and 
simmer slowly, covered, until the meat falls from the 
bones, 3 to 4 hours.

carefully remove the ribs and keep them warm. remove 
the anise, bay leaves, and fresh thyme sprigs, if using, 
from the sauce. skim the sauce to remove the fat and 
heat over medium heat to reduce slightly, about 10 
minutes. using a hand blender or food processor, blend 
the sauce until smooth. correct the seasonings. 

meanwhile, make the orzo stew. heat a large saucepan 
over high heat. add 2 tablespoons of the butter and 
swirl to coat the bottom of the pan. add the onions and 
saute, stirring, until soft, about 8 minutes. add the orzo 
and cook, stirring occasionally, until well heated, about 
5 minutes. add the cabbage and saute, stirring, until 
soft, 3 to 5 minutes. season with salt and pepper to 
taste. add the stock in 1 -cup increments, allowing it to 
be absorbed by the orzo before adding more, and cook 
until the orzo is soft, 25 to 30 minutes. keep in mind 
that the cabbage will release water; you may not need all 
the stock. stir in the remaining 4 tablespoons of butter.

mound the stew in a large bowl. top with the ribs and 
ladle over the sauce. garnish with the fennel fronds and 
serve.

Serve with the 2020 Papera Vineyard Zinfandel.



CALIFORNIA

• At the time of writing, we are unsure whether we will be able to hold the pickup weekend event in the same 
format as in previous years. We will notify you via email when plans have been solidified. 

• If you prefer to have a third party to pick up on your behalf, please select this option from the 
drop-down menu in your shopping cart or note it in the ship-to section of your order form. Be advised 
that the following require an account to be established prior to order pickup. Any shipping 
arrangements must be made directly with the third party of your choice. 

  55 Degrees Napa Valley, in Napa (707) 963-5513
  All Ways Cool, in Santa Rosa (707) 545-7450
  Oeno Vaults, in Santa Rosa (707) 595-3612
  Vinfolio, in American Canyon (800) 969-1961
  UPDATE: Fitch Mountain, in Healdsburg, has permanently closed.

NEW YORK
• If you intend to pick up your wine at Millbrook Winery, select the “NY Pickup” option.

• The dates for the Spring Pickup Weekend Event at Millbrook Winery are TBD. We will notify you with 
event information as soon as it becomes available.

Address: 26 Wing Road, Millbrook, NY 12545; Phone: (845) 677-8383 ext. 21; 
Email address: millbrookwinery@millwine.com; Website: www.millbrookwine.com

WinePickup



• Online ordering is strongly encouraged! To access your 
allocation, use the customized hyperlink in the email we’ll 
send to you on the opening day of the release. Or, sign in via 
our website using your user credentials.

• Orders are filled on a first-come, first-served basis. Allocations 
are not guaranteed; they represent the number of bottles 
available to you until the wine sells out (which is often before 
the last day to order). Please place your order as soon as 
possible for best order fulfillment.

• For bottles beyond your allocation, please use the wish list 
column. These requests will be filled, if possible, before the 
close of the release (March 6). You do not need to include 
payment for wish list wines; we will charge or invoice your 
account later if the request is filled.

• If paying by check, please send via mail to 7227 Westside Rd, 
Healdsburg CA 95448

• Order confirmations will be sent via email. Please verify your 
email address!

• Faxed or mailed orders submitted without payment will not be 
filled; phone and email orders are not accepted.

Ordering

• Wines will begin shipping on Monday, March 7 for orders 
shipping to (AL, AZ, FL, GA, LA, NC, SC, TN, & TX). 
Orders shipping to all other states will begin on Monday, 
March 21.

• Some states do not permit direct wine shipments, or they may 
limit the amount of wine we can ship to you. Please see our 
website for more details and shipping/handling fees.

• We require a valid shipping address (sorry, no PO Boxes) 
where there is someone 21+ years of age available to sign for the 
package during regular business hours.

Shipping

Important
Dates

MARCH 6
Close of Release

MARCH 7
Shipping Begins - Hot States

AL, AZ, FL, GA, LA, NC,
 SC, TN, & TX

MARCH 21
Shipping to all other areas

TBD
Pickup Weekend Event at

Williams Selyem Estate Winery

TBD
Pickup Weekend Event

at Millbrook Winery in NY

CONTACT US
www.williamsselyem.com

contact@williamsselyem.com
Phone: 707-433-6425

Fax: 707-431-4862


