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Diamond Creek Vineyards

Three Vineyards - Three Faces

by Dennis J. Zeitlin

As much as he loves sharing his vineyards, lake, and
home with visiting winelovers, Al Brounstein looked a bit
overwhelmed on that August Sunday in 1979 when an
eager horde of some thirty winetasters drove up the tortu-
ous Diamond Creek Road to descend on his house juggl-
ing boxes of glassware and tasting sheets. He and Haskell
Norman, founder and president of the Marin County
chapter of the International Wine and Food Society, had
labored many weeks to coordinate what would be the first
comparative tasting of all the Diamond Creek Cabernet
Sauvignons.

These wines created quite a stir when they first appeared
in the mid-"70’s. Possessing uncommon intensity, color,
and tannin, they immediately had their adherents and de-
tractors. New vintages would frequently win or place
highly in blind tastings, and fans would extol the depth,
richness, and intensity of fruit, believing that the immense
tannins would provide for long cellar aging and ultimately
splendid wine. Others were turned off, and placed Dia-
mond Creek in the ‘‘inky monster’’ category, finding in-
tensity but insufficient fruit to outlast the tannin.

The group’s tasting and my up-date a year later provide
a comprehensive but interim look at these wines on their
trajectory. Where they will eventually land is still debat-
able, but they are on course; we found them as a whole to
be aging very well, gradually opening up and possessing
great depth of fruit and class. They are truly exciting Ca-
bernets. Hours later when we came down to earth, piled in
our cars, and headed back towards San Francisco, we
knew we had encountered something very special at Dia-
mond Creek.

Once he discovered the world of wine, Al Brounstein
was looking for something special. He got a late start, con-

fessing that for years all he ever wanted was a glass of Paul
Masson Rosé. Things changed abruptly in 1963 when he
enrolledina U.C.L.A. wine appreciation course taught by
well-known attorney and wine writer Nathan Chroman.
Thoroughly captivated by Cabernet Sauvignon and the
possibility of a country winery life style, and increasingly
disenchanted with the daily pressures ¢f owning and man-
aging a drug distribution company with thirty employees,
he began making plans for a major shift. He studied the
literature, talked with academic enologists, winemakers,
farmers, and logged countless hours in his plane searching
up and down California for the right location: a mountain
property with ideal microclimate and soil. He felt these
were the necessary pre-requisites for growing low yield Ca-
bernet of transcendent intensity and richness.

In 1967 he found his site near Calistoga, 660 feet above
the Napa Valley floor, on Diamond Mountain. He pur-
chased 79 acres, and hired vineyardist Richard Steltzner to.
direct the clearing, design, and planting. By 1968 the initial
battle against the ubiquitous manzanita trees was won,
and the twenty usable acres were planted to Cabernet Sau-
vignon, with an even sprinkling of Merlot throughout, as
is common in France. The 6-7% planting of Merlot yields
10% of the cepage. (Subsequently, when replacing vines,
Cabernet Franc and Malbec have been planted, aiming at
an ultimate cepage of 88% Cabernet Sauvignon, 10%
Merlot, and 2% Cabernet Franc and Malbec.)

In the next few years, as the vines struggled for life in
this arduous dry-farming mountainside environment,
Brounstein’s consultants became increasingly impressed
with the fact that the three vineyards demarcated by the lit-
tle meandering Diamond Creek were possessed of three
unique soils. Wines from the three vineyards, if kept sepa-
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