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Bill Cadman has raised a glass with 
some of the giants of Napa Valley like 
Joseph Heitz and Robert Mondavi, both 
of whom were his employers while he 

was establishing his own Tulocay Winery over 
40 years ago. He could easily write a histo-
ry of the Valley. And if he did, it would be as 
cogent as it would be hilarious. Very little es-
capes Bill Cadman’s attention, and nothing 
avoids his sardonic wit. Today he is a very hap-
py winemaker. A month ago, the U.S Alcohol 
and Tobacco Tax and Trade Bureau (TTB) des-
ignated Coombsville, where Tulocay Winery is 
located, as the16th American Viticultural Area 
(AVA) in Napa County. What is an AVA anyway, 
and why should its existence delight Bill Cad-
man? If you call him for an appointment, you 
could ask him yourself the next time you hap-
pen to be in Napa. I was there last week, and 
what he told me I pass on to you, slightly ed-
ited for clarity and politeness.

The federal government defines an 
American Viticulture Area (AVA) as 
a winegrape growing region that is 
distinguishable by geographic features with 
defined boundaries. How does that help 
consumers determine quality?
When I got in the wine business, appellations 
or AVAs were simply counties, Napa, Sonoma, 
Mendocino, Fresno, Monterey whatever, be-
cause the federal government could easily as-
sess what the county boundary was. And then 
someone noticed that in France, for example 
in Bordeaux, they have smaller appellations, 

not just Bordeaux. It’s Saint-Emilion, Margaux, 
Saint-Estephe, and so on. Then as now, we 
insist on kissing French ass. If the French 
did it, it must be the correct way because the 
French knew how to make great wine, and we 
didn’t. So then the appellation process be-
gan. But the federal government doesn’t real-
ly address quality issues. It doesn’t say that 
this wine from Coombsville tastes different 
from this wine in Stags Leap. That isn’t the 
issue whereas in France it is. The character 
of the wine is different in each appellation be-
cause of grape growing and wine making con-
ditions and regulations. The French address 
those differences. In other words, the wine 
from Margaux tastes different than the wine 
in Saint-Estephe. All the federal government 
does here is show you a map, and you see 
the wineries on this map. That’s what they’re 
going to call the Coombsville AVA, but they 
don’t say you can plant only these grapes 
here. You can plant any grape you want. If 
the label says Coombsville, all you know is 
that 85 percent of the wine in the bottle was 
made from grapes grown in Coombsville. So 
what I’m saying is that it brings up the ques-
tion, is the appellation really that indicative 
of what’s in the bottle? Can anyone sit down 
with wines from all 16 appellations in Napa 
and bet you a $100 that when the wines are 
lined up that they can identify what appella-
tion the wines came from? I don’t know that 
anyone can do that. 
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So who benefits from an AVA designation?
I think that the main value of having an AVA is 
that it calls attention to the area and to the 
wineries in it and tends to generate enthusi-
asm among winemakers within the appella-
tion. We are probably all much more enthusi-
astic about promoting Coombsville than we 
are Napa, because lord knows if we promoted 
Napa Valley as an appellation, that would in-
clude all those wealthy people in St. Helena, 
and they don’t need our help. They probably 
wouldn’t appreciate it anyway. I didn’t make 
millions in Silicon Valley and then start a win-
ery. The comment that I’ve always liked was 
when the idea of appellations hit the wine 
business many years ago and the TTB said 
okay we are going to set it up so that you 
wine people can apply for an appellation of 
origin with us. Well, you can send us a petition 
and draw us a map if you want to apply for a 
smaller appellation than a county. As all the 
wineries were scrambling to get an appella-
tion, I remember my old boss, Joe Heitz, say-
ing, “These people are just f…… around.” His 
thought at the time was that Americans didn’t 
even know where Napa Valley was let alone Dry 
Creek or Russian River. Why were they wast-
ing time, he was wondering. I think what we’re 
trying to promote here in Coombsville is an 
area that isn’t Highway 29. There are no traffic 
jams out here. Robert Mondavi and Beringer 
and Louis Martini are not in the Coombsville 
appellation, and we’re proud of it. We have 
about 25 wineries and almost all are small 
and require a prior appointment for wine tast-
ing, not because we’re snobs but simply be-
cause we want to make sure that someone’s 
going to be available to pour a glass of wine 
for you. Coombsville is different from the rest 
of Napa. You call a Coombsville winery, and 
you might run into someone like, heaven for-
bid, Bill Cadman, who might sit with you for 
an hour or two and regale you with ribald sto-

ries of the wine business. 

What grapes do best in the Coombsville 
area?
We all know that grape varieties have to be 
planted in the right areas, but I’m a little skep-
tical about that one because I think quite of-
ten people don’t ask what’s the best grape 
to grow in a certain area. What they do is ask 
what’s the most expensive grape, and that’s 
the one they plant. For example, the Haines 
Vineyard down the road was planted in 1968, 
and they planted Pinot Noir and Chardonnay, 
probably because they were advised by the 
University of California, Davis and the Win-
kler Scale of Climate Summation Days. This 
is the cool end of Napa Valley. It is a Region 
2 with Region 1 being the coolest and then 
Regions 3, 4, and 5 being warmer. When they 
saw that Coombsville was a Region 2, they 
planted Pinot Noir and Chardonnay because 
those grapes thrive in cool areas. But the 
property across from my place was planted 
by Agustin Huneeus, who owns vineyards all 
over the world, and he planted Bordeaux va-
rieties about ten years ago. The thing is that 
wineries will tell you that they planted a par-
ticular grape because they did climatological 
surveys and soil studies and then decided 
that the best grape to plant here is Caber-
net Sauvignon. What they really mean is that 
they took a look at last year’s weighted pric-
es, and my god, Cabernet was the most ex-
pensive grape. And then they decide that this 
is the perfect place to plant Cabernet Sauvi-
gnon. Think of all the people who planted Mer-
lot. Why in hell did they plant it all over Cali-
fornia? When Merlot grows in the right area, 
it’s an absolutely beautiful wine, but it grows 
well in so few places. 

Do you taste much wine made outside of 
Napa?

Coombsville, the Newest Napa AVA
Tulocay Winery

Yeah, I do taste a lot. Sure. It’s one of the nice 
things about having a winery. Every bottle of wine 
that I buy, I buy it not because I want to drink 
it but just for purely intellectual reasons. I was 
tempted to start a factory that made canned 
string beans, and I said, “No, hold yourself back 
and go for the wine option.” 

Have you ever tasted a Cabernet from 
elsewhere that you could have mistaken for 
one made in Napa?
Oh certainly. I’ve had quite a few Sonoma Cab-
ernets that I thought could have been Napa Cab-
ernets. When I got into the business, people 
used to say, “Look, there’s a difference between 
California wine and French wine, and you can 
taste it.” Yeah, red Bordeaux was different from 
Napa Cabernet because we had red Bordeaux 
and then Beaulieu Vineyard here in Napa, and 
those were different. And then it was the case 
when people used to say, “Napa County wines 
taste different than Sonoma County wines.” And 
you might have agreed. There was a time when 
Sonoma wines were Sebastiani style. Take Zin, 
put it in a redwood tank for five years, wait till 
it turns brown, and then call it a reserve wine. 
And that was the difference. But then Sonoma 
wines got better, and I think that due to the 
machinations of Bob Mondavi, California wines 
got better. So I think people quit saying they 
could tell Napa wines from Sonoma. I can tell 
California from Bordeaux. But the sharp edg-
es got sort of blurred somewhere around the 
1970s, and people quit talking like that. I’m 
not so sure you’d bet money on being able to 
tell the differences. I’ve often told people that 
if you’re walking down the sidewalk, you can 
always tell when people are from Napa Valley 
because, if you look at the back left shoulder 
of their jackets, it’s worn thin from constantly 
patting themselves on the back. It wears out 
their clothes, but they can’t see it. 
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