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“May friendship, like wine, improve as time advances, And may we always have old wine, old friends, and 

young cares.”     Anonymous 

 

Pinot Noir is definitely en vogue, and because Pinot Noir has always been a favorite at PlumpJack, we are 

excited to feature three Pinot Noirs from the Northern Willamette Valley of Oregon for the second 

quarter of 2005.  Two of the three producers we are featuring for this shipment include 2 of the 

original pioneers of the Oregon Pinot Noir movement:  Ponzi and Bethel Heights have been producing 

wine in Oregon since the 1970’s.   

 

When tracing the modern wine-making history of this enormous valley, two key names that pop up time 

after time are Dick and Nancy Ponzi and twin brothers, Terry and Ted Casteel (along with their wives) 

of Bethel Heights.  In 1969, after quitting a lucrative job designing rides for Disneyland, Dick Ponzi and 

his wife Nancy packed up their kids, their animals, and a flatbed truck, and moved to their new home 25 

miles southwest of Portland, Oregon.  Neither of them had been farmers, but both loved wines, and 

having traveled extensively throughout Burgundy, they decided that the Williamette Valley was 

perfect for growing Pinot Noir and thus opted to move to Oregon.  At that time there were a mere 200 

acres of wine grapes planted and only 4 producers making wine in all of Oregon. 

 

Quickly, Dick met up with another new producer in Oregon, David Lett of the renowned Eyrie 

Vineyard, and both shared the same idea with the French that planting early-ripening grape varieties in 

cool regions where the grapes could just barely ripen was the key to successfully producing 

Burgundian-style Pinot Noir.   

 

Since Northern Willamette Valley is virtually the same latitude as the prestigious growing area of 

Burgundy in France, it’s no coincidence that many French growers of Burgundy chose the Willamette 

Valley to become the “Burgundy” of the USA.  The Valley, which stretches 100 miles long and 60 miles 

wide, has a huge range of microclimates which are great growing conditions for this most 

temperamental of all grapes.   

 

A key to the validation of world-class Pinot Noir being produced in Oregon occurred in 1979 in Paris, 

where the best new Pinot Noirs from Oregon were tasted against some of the finest Burgundies of 

France.  The French wine world was shaken when Oregon’s Eyrie Vineyards won first place.   

 



 

 

The competition in France caught many French producers off guard, but not Robert Drouhin, head of 

Burgundy’s legendary Maison Joseph Drouhin.  In 1961 Robert was visiting America’s West Coast, 

promoting the Drouhin Burgundies, coinciding with the beginning of the modern California wine 

explosion.  His first impression and his belief was that Oregon would be home to the best New World 

Pinot Noirs—not California.  Some twenty years later, he purchased property in the Willamette Valley, 

thus confirming what those original pioneers had learned on their own.  In 1980, Robert Drouhin 

conducted yet another Oregon Pinot-versus-Burgundy tasting, and a Drouhin Grand Cru took first 

place, but the 1975 Eyrie Vineyards took second place by a very narrow margin. 

 

 

There are now more than 175 producers of wine in the Willamette Valley.  We have selected the 2003 

Ponzi, the 2003 Bethel Heights, and the 2002 Patton Valley, one of the newest additions to the Oregon 

list of producers.  Pinot Noir can be elegant, earthy, sexy, ethereal, temperamental, luscious, mysterious, 

and pricey.  It’s a challenge to find Pinot Noir at reasonable prices, and we consider these three are 

exceptional values for their quality.. 

 

Other common descriptors for Pinot Noir:  Cherry, strawberry, black cherry, raspberries, smokiness, 

complex, chocolate, figs, truffles, prunes, game, violets, plums, earthy, spicy, rose petals and many more. 

 

The Top Five Reasons Why PlumpJack Loves Oregon Pinot Noir: 

1. Pinot Noir is elegant and very food versatile. 

2. Once you’ve experienced a great one, you are compelled to recreate that same experience. 

3. It can be light-, medium-, or full-bodied. 

4. It’s one of the few American wines that can fool the French. 

5. The grape reflects its terroir more than any other grape. 

 

Just the Facts: 

 

2003 Ponzi Pinot Noir $29.99 

Winery Location:  30 miles southwest of Portland’s city center 

Cases Produced:  3,579 

Alcohol: 13% 

Ageability:  If you have the patience, 5-10 years 

Winemaker:  Luisa Ponzi, Dick and Nancy’s daughter 

Vineyards:  Gemini, Linda Vista, Madrona, Aurora, and Winter’s Hill. 

Descriptors:  Black fruit aromas, blackberry, plum, dried cherries and spicy tobacco.  Rich and lush with 

anise, ripe cassis, blueberry and white pepper flavors.  Long finish with good structure for aging. 

Food Choices:  Roasted chicken, duck breast, or wild game 

Interesting Fact:  Luisa Ponzi, the winemaker, was awarded a degree in Oenology and Viticulture from 

the C.F.P.P.A. in Beaune, France.  Also, Dick and Nancy called themselves the Beverly Hillbillies in 

reverse for when they moved from California to Oregon they took a canoe, a piano, four barrels of 

homemade wine, their kids, 2 cats and a dog. 



 

 

2003 Bethel Heights $25.99 

Winery Location:  In the Eola Hills about 1 hour south of Portland 

Cases Produced:  5,032 

Alcohol:  13.9% 

Ageability:  Drink now or hold for 5-7 years 

Winemaker:  Terry Casteel 

Vineyards:  All Estate vineyards 

Descriptors:  Intense black cherry fruit, hints of black pepper, full-bodied, finishes long with strong 

tannins for aging. 

Food Choices: Fresh salmon, lamb, or wild mushrooms 

Interesting Fact:  On the back of the label is a logo which certifies farming practices that restore and 

protect healthy streams and rivers for the health of Salmon.  Bethel Heights is a member of LIVE, a 

sustainable-agriculture program certified under international standards of Integrated Production 

 

2002 Patton Valley $29.99 

Winery Location:  Washington County, North of the town of Gaston 

Owners:  Monte Pitt and Dave Chen 

Cases Produced:  630 

Alcohol:  14.3 

Ageability:  Drink now and enjoy it, or age for 3-5 years 

Winemaker:  Monte Pitt and Todd Hamina 

Vineyards:  72 acres purchased in 1997 

Descriptors:  Rose petals, earth, and red berries dominate the nose, with an underlying current of Asian 

spice.  Toasty, smoky, nutmeg aromas.  Powerful fruit bursting forth after a second or two. Medium-

bodied with silky, lace-like tannins, cherries and plums. The finish is very fine and persistent. 

Food Choices:  Grilled fresh salmon, roast pork, or a hamburger. 

Interesting Fact:  Monte and Dave got the Pinot bug while attending business school in Chicago.  They 

looked at dozens of vineyards sites for more than a year before finding their dream vineyard. 


