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Jericho Canyon Vineyard – the Promised Land

FREE 

Guide

For directions to the 
Promised Land, head 
north on Highway 

29—way north—and veer 
right at Jericho Canyon. 

There, on the very outskirts 
of Calistoga, one of Napa Val-
ley’s most picturesque wine 
estates can be found, albeit 
with a little effort. The place 
has been hiding in the shadow 
of Mount St. Helena for 145 
years and counting. 

“A Civil War vet from New 
York came out here in 1868 and 
decided to put a vineyard in a 
fruit orchard,” said Marla Bleech-
er, the multi-tasking proprietor of 
Jericho Canyon Vineyard. “We 
don’t know why, but that’s what 
he tried to do. He only stayed for 
a few years, and the next family 
did the same.” 

Seated in the winery’s laid-
back, comfortable tasting room, 
Bleecher was describing the early 
history of one of Calistoga’s 
oldest and most tucked-away 
properties. 

“We have records of the 
people who lived here in the late 
1800s. It sounds like it pretty 
much looked exactly the same, 
with vineyards and a fruit orchard 
and a little house in the front.” In-
cluding Marla’s, the place has had 
only a few families call it home 
since that intrepid veteran found 
his way to Calistoga a century 
and a half ago.
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“We’ve tried to research why 
it was called Jericho Creek,” she 
said, explaining the name of the 
estate. “On the other side of the 
mountains there’s another creek 
going the other direction called 
‘Jerusalem.’ So we just de-
cided they must have felt they’d 
reached the Promised Land when 
they got here, and we named the 
vineyard after Jericho Canyon.”

It was a feeling Marla and 
her husband, Dale, could relate 
to from the very beginning. In 
1989, after an extensive search 
that lasted three years, they found 
the spot that would become their 
long-envisioned wine estate. 
Marla confessed that during their 
search they had gotten frustrated 
being shown a variety of Ru-
therford and Oakville vineyard 
properties that were a little on 
WKH�´ÁDWµ�VLGH��´We wanted the 
mountains,” she said. “We kept 
looking, and about a month later, 
we found this ad that said, ‘For 
sale by owner.’ We came up here, 
and just drove in the driveway, 
and said, ‘That’s it.’”

What the Bleechers discov-
ered were 130 mostly wild acres 
of steep, opposing hillsides in a 
narrow canyon at the northeast 
corner of Napa Valley. The prop-
erty, situated among the rugged 
foothills of Mount St. Helena, 
had historically been agricultural, 
though its function at the time 

was as a cattle ranch. Thelma 
5DGHOÀQJHr’s family had owned 
the place for 50 years. Despite 
its “for sale” status, it took some 
pulling of the heartstrings to get 
her to sell. 

“I think part of the reason was 
she’d raised her kids here, and 
she really liked Nick,” Marla 
said, looking across a table at her 
24 year-old son, the youngest of 
Dale’s and her three children. 
“Nick was this cute little baby. 
And [Thelma] said, ‘I can see 
those people living here. I can let 
go of this.’”

If Nick Bleecher was an 
unwitting deal-maker in diapers 
at the time, today, as a recent 
graduate of UC Davis’ Viticulture 
and Enology program, his role is 
somewhat more voluntary: he’s 
the family’s winemaker, working 
alongside their highly respected 
consulting winemaker and fellow 
Davis alum, Aaron Pott. He also 
helps his father in the vineyard, 
his mom with administrative 
duties, and assistant winemaker 
Kieran Robinson with manag-
ing the winery’s 6000 square 
foot cave. For good measure, 

Nick also travels around the state 
and country selling the Jericho 
Canyon wines with his girlfriend, 
Tara Hole, whose title is Direc-
tor of Business Development but 
who seems to wear most of the 
above-mentioned hats.

“WH�YHU\�VSHFLÀFDOO\�GRQ’t 
have titles on our business cards. 
None of us do,” Tara said. 

Nick agreed.  “Our winery is 
tiny, and we don’t really have 
anyone else. We have four guys 
in the vineyard full-time, and we 
have Kieran, who takes care of 
the cave full-time. For the rest of 
us, it’s everyone doing every-
thing.” This would include Nick’s 
sisters, Oriana and Vanessa. 
They’re living away from Napa 
Valley while pursuing doctoral 
and medical degrees, respectively. 

“But they’re helpers,” Marla 
said with pride. “As Nick will 
attest, they worked a good portion 
of all the summers in their lives 
in the vineyard.” 

In addition to making and 
marketing Jericho Canyon’s ex-
tremely small-production wines, 
Nick and Tara are expanding the 
sustainable viticulture program 
laid out from the beginning by 
Nick’s parents. 

“We’re very sustainable,” Tara 
said. “WH·YH�EHHQ�FHUWLÀHG�DV�
California Sustainable, Fish-
Friendly, Napa Green Land, and 
Napa Green Winery.” She ticked 
off the rigorous California pro-
grams that validate the vineyard 
and winery’s sustainability. “Nick 

and I both go regularly to the 
Napa Green committee meetings 
to help further it throughout Napa 
Valley.”

6XFK�FHUWLÀFDWLRQV�ZHUHQ’t 
available when Marla and Dale 
purchased the property. “We 
planted about 40 acres where 
WKH�ÀUHV�KDG�JRQH�WKURXJK�DQG�
where the cattle had kept the trees 
down,” Marla said, referring to a 
blaze on the property years earlier 
DQG�WKH�5DGHOÀQJHU�IDPLO\’s 
livestock that had roamed the hill-
sides. “So that’s the only part we 
planted. The rest is wild.”

 To this day the Bleechers have 
only 40 of 130 total acres under 
vines, which speaks to both their 
original plan to maintain Jericho 
Canyon as a natural, sustainable 
space and to their practicality as 
winegrowers.   “We always try 
our best to be as organic as pos-
sible,” Marla explained. “When 
we started we weren’W�FHUWLÀHG�
organic, though we were basically 
organic. But,” she added, “we 
can’t hoe 40 acres by hand.”

“Today,” she said, “there 
are a lot of people with a lot of 
information. So the vintners and 
the grape growers and all these 
different groups, they present 
workshops. Nick will be going 
to one in June, another organic 
growing workshop that’s put on 
by the Napa Grape Growers. So 
we’re always trying to learn and 
adapt and do a better job.”

Aaron Pott, the consultant, 
concurred in a separate conver-
sation. “Over the more than 20 
years that I’ve been making wines 
I have always strived to work or-
ganically,” he said. “The Bleech-
ers are very concerned about the 
environment, and they also live 
on their property, so it’s important 
for them that it remains pristine.”

Pott was brought on by the 
family in 2010, along with the 
famous French consultant, Michel 
Rolland, to help with blending 
their red wines. He had been 
hired in the early 90s by Rolland 
to work as the winemaker at the 
historic Château Troplong Mon-
dot in Bordeaux, France.

“I think that Aaron has con-
tributed a lot to our winemak-
ing process,” Marla said. “In a 
consulting winemaker, you’re 
looking for someone who under-
stands how to make the kind of 
wine from your fruit that ex-
presses your land, but you’re also 
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Marla Bleecher and son Nick at the top of the Jericho Canyon Vineyard, the winery is tucked at the bot-
tom of the canyon off Lawley Old Toll Road.



looking for somebody that you 
can work with, that you can get 
along with, especially since we’re 
all hands-on. So when we found 
Aaron, I thought it was a pretty 
good match.” 

Then she smiled and laughed. 
“Because he was as wacky as the 
rest of us.”

As a winemaker, Pott does 
seem to fall into the artist-poet 
camp. He was recently quoted 
comparing Jericho Canyon to “a 
dragon slumbering in its cave 
atop a horde of treasure, about 
to be awakened and unleashed.” 
But in more conventional terms, 
he and the family are also on the 
same page.

“I think the thing that surprised 
me the most about working with 
the Bleechers and Jericho Canyon 
is how quickly I became smitten 
by them,” he said. “It’s great to 
see a family that is so a part of 
their landscape, so a piece of their 
terroir��,Q�WKH�)UHQFK�GHÀQLWLRQ�
of terroir, one of the entries talks 
about the relationship with what 
has transpired on a piece of land 
to make its agricultural products 
unique.  With Jericho Canyon 
you have a lovely family that has 
grown up with a property, with its 
hardships and triumphs, and that 
VKRZV�LQ�WKH�ÀQDO�SURGXFW�DV�D�
complex, multi-layered wine.”

Jericho Canyon’s spacious, 
high-ceilinged tasting room, 
which is the central feature of 
the state-of-art redwood winery, 

has walls adorned with paintings 
by Marla’s friend, German artist 
Sibylle Szaggars. A tasting visit 
to this airy and attractive space 
FRQÀUPV�3RWW’s assessment of the 
wines’ complexity. Of the 2000 
cases they have been making an-
nually since the winery and cave 
were completed in 2006, 75% 
of that production is structured 
DQG�LQWHQVHO\�ÁDYRUHG�FDEHUQHW�
sauvignon from the terraced 
vineyard blocks on each side of 
the canyon. 

“We normally split the cab 
production in two,” Nick ex-
plained while pouring a pair of 
cabernets from the excellent 

’09 vintage. “One is the Jericho 
Creek, and the other is the Jericho 
cabernet. We call it ‘the Creek’ 
because it tends to come from 
lower down in the vineyard and 
from the slope getting the eastern 
exposure. So the berries aren’t 
quite so concentrated.”

The red wines are comple-
mented by a small production of 
crisp, aromatic sauvignon blanc. 
Each Jericho Canyon wine has a 
unique personality (see sidebar), 
which goes back to planting deci-
sions made by Marla and Dale 
nearly 20 years earlier. 

“The lower areas have a bit 
more clay in the soils,” Nick said, 

describing the variations in the 
hillside makeup. “They retain 
water a bit better. The berries turn 
a bit plumper. So we get more 
red fruit instead of deep, concen-
trated, dark black fruits that we 
get with the Jericho cab, which is 
higher up on the hillsides.”

Because it’s a small winery, 
the Bleechers see visitors by 
appointment. To make the con-
nection between the wines they 
pour in their tasting room and the 
vines that cover the surrounding 
hillsides, a bumpy ride up the 
steep hillsides and through the 
vineyard rows in the winery’s 
six-passenger Polaris ATV should 

go on every adventurous wine 
taster’s bucket list. Looking east 
across the canyon on one such 
excursion, Nick and Tara laughed 
as they recalled some visitor 
highlights, including a lady 
who didn’t announce her severe 
motion sickness until after Nick 
drove her up the hillside (“She 
sent me a note apologizing for 
‘decorating’ our vineyard,” Tara 
recalled), and a surprise visit to 
the tasting room by “an unnamed 
teen pop sensation” who humbly 
requested to have his picture 
taken with Dale.

Jericho Canyon may be an 
out-of-way destination, but word 
of mouth has proven to be an 
effective marketing tool. The 
wines have been well-received by 
professionals both in and outside 
of Napa Valley. About the caber-
nets, the high-end San Francisco 
retailer Frank Melis, owner of 
Golden Gate Wine Cellars, said, 
“The quality is on par with some 
of the ‘big guns’ like Domi-
nus, Phelps Insignia, and Alpha 
Omega’s To-Kalon, especially 
since Jericho Canyon beat them 
in a blind tasting I conducted with 
a tasting group of 18 wine profes-
sionals.”

The Jericho Canyon wines 
have yet to achieve such cult 
status, but from a quality stand-
point it’s not surprising to hear 
them mentioned in the same 
breath as Melis’ selections. As 
Pott described it, “The Bleechers 
are subtle people and don’t like 
to brag or boast [in] the way of 
many Napa producers. They’ve 
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Jericho Canyon Vineyard basks in the sun below the Palisades just north of Calistoga.     JCV Photo
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been making great wines for a 
long time very quietly. In recent 
years they’ve decided to ratchet 
things up a bit and start trying to 
produce wines that will equal the 
great wines of the world.  This is 
well within the grasp of such a 
great property.  

“We’ve made great strides in 
both the vineyard and the cellar,” 
he enthused, “and I think people 
will be very surprised!”

It’s taken over two decades—
and perhaps much longer, con-
sidering the history and heritage 
of the Jericho Canyon property—
but the Bleecher family and their 
people appear, through their 
wines and stewardship of the 
land, to be on a trajectory for 
great success as winegrowers. 

“From the beginning in 1989,” 
Marla said, “we didn’t want in 
any way to affect the land. And 
we just continue to search for 
ways to do that, so that we can 
also continue to live here.”

Open for tours and tastings by ap-

pointment 7 days a week. Wine tours and 

tastings are $30 per person. One tasting 

fee is waived with each $250 purchase.

To schedule a visit: Call 

707.331.9076 or 707.942.9665 or mail-

info@jerichocanyonvineyard.com

TONY POER’S

TASTING NOTES

Jericho Canyon Vineyard

2011 sauvignon blanc, Calistoga, Napa 

Valley

A unique vini¿ cation regimen on the 
estate’s signature white wine, with 50% 
aging in French oak and 50% in steel 
tank. Ripe citrus, melon, and herbs on the 
nose, with abundant fresh fruit and zingy 
acidity for a long ¿ nish. Nick and Tara 
refer to their expressive sauvignon as 
“a white wine for cabernet drinkers (and 
Texans).” 

200 cases. $30
2009 Jericho Creek cabernet sauvi-

gnon, 

Calistoga, Napa Valley

Shows a complex and earthy nose, with 
charming notes of red cherry and plum. 
Medium, Bordeaux-like tannins frame 
bright red fruit on the palate, including 
fresh cherry and raspberry. Nice acid bal-
ance. A well-structured cabernet for food. 

750 cases. $55
2009 Jericho cabernet sauvignon, 

Calistoga, Napa Valley

Upper hillside fruit differentiates this 
great estate bottling. Super-saturated 
in the glass, with cassis, black fruits, 
and orange peel notes on the intense 
nose. Chewy tannins and a dense core 
of blackberry and black cherry fruit, ¿ ne 
acidity through the ¿ nish. A wine for the 
cellar!                                420 cases. $90
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Marla and Dale Bleecher founded Jericho Canyon Vineyards in 
1989 on Lawley Old Toll Road.


