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"We're optimistic," says Steve Kistler as he steers his truck along a patchy asphalt road near his 
new digs in Occidental, an emerging wine region in western Sonoma County. "We're putting in a 
tasting room." Kistler founded Kistler Vineyards in 1978 in Sonoma Valley, but until recently 
the vintner has maintained a laser focus on quality winemaking over hospitality. 

Kistler has always avoided the limelight. A Bay Area native who attended Stanford University, 
he toyed with a writing career before opting for wine, working first at Ridge in Santa Cruz 
Mountains then founding his own KV label in Sonoma Valley in 1978, and subsequently Russian 
River in the 1980s, while in pursuit of Cabernet Sauvignon. But he realized that Pinot Noir was 
his heart's desire, and he dived into that grape at about the same time as Pinot pioneers such as 
Rochioli and Williams Selyem. 

Since 2008, Kistler Vineyards has been run in partnership with vintner William (Bill) Price III, 
whose handful of brands includes Three Sticks. But Occidental is Kistler on his own, with no 
partners save his wife, Cassie, whom he met while at Stanford. The couple will soon be joined in 
the project by their two daughters, both in their twenties, who have degrees in wine-related 
subjects. 

What drove Kistler, 68, to this rural outpost is his fascination with cool-climate Pinot Noir: He 
fancies snappy Pinots with juicy red and dark berry flavors and the promise of complexity that 
comes from bottle age. "I like the tartness and density of the wines [from this region]," he says, 
and the mouthwatering sensation that comes from nervy acidity. By comparison, Russian River-
grown Pinots have a broader range of flavors and fleshier texture. 

Kistler gravitated here after making Pinots from two nearby vineyards, Hirsch and Camp 
Meeting Ridge, which were bottled under the Kistler label. In 1999 he bought 20 acres in 
Occidental, the first of two parcels that now total 85 acres in vines, split among three bottlings. 
His first harvest of the latter 65 acres, where planting began in 2008, will come this fall, with 
hope that two sections will rise to the level of vineyard designation. 

The Occidental tasting room is in juxtaposition to the winery's remote location, not to mention 
Kistler's history as a very private person. But although he rarely grants interviews and his winery 
isn't in a populated area, he believes that the style of Pinot Noir made in this sparse Sonoma 
countryside is gaining popularity as consumer tastes become more sophisticated and that wine 
lovers will eventually want to visit. 

For decades vintners in Sonoma have been feeling their way west, seeking the fine edge where 
summer days are cool yet in fall the weather warms. Highs in Occidental rarely reach 80° F, but 
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it's just far enough inland to ripen Pinot. Much of the rolling-hill terrain is unusable for most 
farming and limited for dairy cows. On my visit, it's brilliantly sunny as we tour property knee-
deep in lustrous green grass. In the distance is the outline of Bodega Bay, a fishing center. 
Visitors flock to Bodega anticipating sunny beach weather, only to meet the same dense, 
dripping fog common along the entire coastline. 

Over the past three decades, dozens of small Pinot Noir vineyards have been planted nearer and 
nearer to the Pacific. All three of Occidental's current releases, from the 2013 vintage, carry the 
Sonoma Coast appellation, and their profiles reflect Kistler's belief that wines made in this style 
need age to show their best. The Occidental Sonoma Coast SWK Vineyard tilts toward a more 
delicate expression, with juicy acidity and supple blackberry flavors. Sonoma Coast Occidental 
Station Vineyard Cuvée Catherine straddles the line between vibrant red and dark berries and a 
measure of elegance. Sonoma Coast Bodega Headlands Vineyard Cuvée Elizabeth centers on a 
core of tart berry, with the requisite gripping tannins of youth. 

This most private and reserved of Sonoma vintners is at his most voluble this day, showing me 
the property and making sure I see the tasting room. That he even has one is telling of how 
Kistler has grown in optimism, and along with the times. 

Senior editor James Laube has been with Wine Spectator since 1981. 
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