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lings are known for their extraordinary Riesling,
which comes from their Cole Ranch, just 189
acres in Mendocino County. Cole Ranch is the
smallest American Viticultural Area (AVA) in
North America, and the Sterlings are its sole
owners. The federal government designates AVAs
to highlight wine areas of special significance,
and currently 162 AVAs exist nationwide, 92
of which are located in California. At the Cole
Ranch, the Sterlings have 55 acres planted to
Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Pinot Noir and
Riesling. In addition to Cole Ranch and a vineyard in Anderson Valley, both in Mendocino
County, the family owns other vineyards in
Sonoma County, in Alexander Valley, Russian
River, and Dry Creek.
Steve says that we’re going to be hearing a
lot about Riesling in 2008. A group of Finger
Lake wineries in New York and Chateau Ste.
Michelle in Washington, together with various
wine writers have formed a Riesling society for
the promotion of the grape variety, which many
see as a highly important and under rated white
variety in the United States. A native of Germany, Riesling can produce extremely complex
wines, both dry and sweet with an ability to age
for years. Steve says that many of his sommelier
and master sommelier friends are now drinking
only Riesling wines because the wine is extremely complementary to a variety of foods.
While case production is still small, 7,500
cases a year from Esterlina and 4,500 from Everett Ridge, the wines are gaining critical acclaim,
and given the vineyard resources, talent, and
dedication that the family is devoting to their
endeavor, we’ll be hearing a lot more about Esterlina and Everett Ridge in the future.
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September 2007

R

esearch shows that wine consumption produces many different health
benefits. But might it also contribute to academic success? Probably
the best educated in the California wine
business, the Sterling family has an impressive curriculum vitae, which might be the
result of its passion for fine wine, although
researchers have not yet verified the connection. The proprietor of both Esterlina Vineyards in Mendocino County and Everett
Ridge in Sonoma County, the family owns
over 300 acres, including five different vineyards in five different appellations. Although
all four sons have contributed their own resources to the family wine business, father
Murio Sterling showed them the way as they
were growing up in California’s Central Valley, farming cattle and row crops. A second
cattle ranch in Mendocino County’s Potter

Valley brought them to Northern California and eventually into the wine business.
But son Steve points out that, back in Louisiana where his father was born, both his
father and grandfather enjoyed the French
enthusiasm for wine and were making it for
their own consumption.
Even though family members have developed and pursued different professions,
they have subordinated their expertise to
farming and to one another. Doris Sterling, a physician’s assistant, has multiple degrees in health science and was the director
of health services at the University of Santa Clara and a member of California Governor George Deukmejian’s health advisory
board. Son Eric is the winemaker and a practicing emergency room physician. An attorney with an M.B.A. degree, oldest son Craig
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acts as the general council and general manager for the family business. Steve, vice president
of marketing and sales, has an M.B.A., specializing in marketing and management. Like his
father Murio, youngest son Chris is an agronomist, who manages the California vineyards
as well as five hundred acres of various crops in
the Dominican Republic.
“As kids, it was Dad’s way,” Steve says. “It
was the old school, ‘because I said so.’ But as we
got older, particularly after we got out of college and all had our own professional careers, it
became more of a collegial effort, a team situation, because it took a more collegial effort to
make it happen. We were all putting resources,
money, or time into the family business, and
everyone’s opinion carried equal weight. There
was no dictatorial or higher authority in decision making.”
Steve goes on to say that when one of the
brothers or their father feels strongly about a
particular issue, the family behaves like a corporate board, and each one presents business and historical facts to support his
opinion, which then contribute to
an intelligent collective decision
or resolution. “But that doesn’t
mean that there isn’t a lot of
emotion coming into that,”
he says. Yet in the end, a
majority will be swayed
to a particular decision after everyone has fully explored the topic individually and together.
Along with a growing
collection of prize winning wines, the Ster-
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