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Back in 1965: Celebrating the 50th anniversary of the first
planting of Oregon Pinot Noir at The Eyrie Vineyards

It is 50 years this year since the first Pinot Noir vines were planted in Oregon’s Willamette Valley, a location that had long been
deemed as unsuitable for growing grapes. It took the inspiration and conviction of a young David Lett to make it happen, with
his determination to grow Pinot Noir launching not just The Eyrie Vineyards, but pioneering the Oregon wine industry.

1. Oregon 1964 - aged 25

After graduating from UC Davis. David
Lett aspired to create a future in Pinot
Noir. At first he worked in Napa Valley
wineries for a few years, but after
visiting the European wine regions was
convinced Pinot Noir could be planted in
cool locations. He carefully analysed
years of Oregon weather data to
convince himself that Oregon was
suitable. In 1964, the 25-year-old David
Lett collected cuttings from several
vineyards in Napa Valley and UC Davis,
and drove to Oregon with his future wife
Diana.

2. Starting from scratch

After arriving in Oregon, they planted their
cuttings in a small paddock in the suburbs

of Corvallis while they searched for
suitable land. “In March we planted
cuttings, there were occasional showers,
but soon again there was fresh blue sky.
It was a really beautiful sight,” David later
recalled. Checking out land for sale in the
Red Hills of Dundee they found a gentle
south-facing slope, with good drainage in
the topsoil, and excellent orientation to
the sun. Having decided to buy the land,
in 1965 they transplanted the cuttings
from the Corvallis suburbs.

In addition to Pinot Noir, they planted
Chardonnay and Pinot Gris, which was till
an unknown varietal in the United States.
The Chardonnay was the Draper clone
which didn’t produce consistent quality
fruit in the Napa Valley. The Pinot Gris
cuttings were grown from seedlings of old
clones the UC Davis
had sourced from
® Alsace. The cuttings
grew well, with the
first bud break in
1966, and they made
their first wine in

1970. Short of money, it was made in a
cooler in an old turkey processing plant in
the nearby town of McMinnville. Their first
release, the 1970 Pinot Noir, was far from
what David was expecting. He deemed it
not worthy to be called a Pinot Noir,
named it “Spring Wine” and sold it locally
in McMinnville.

3. 1979 Wine Olympics 1979

Eyrie wines became widely known to the
wine world because of the Wine Olympics,
hosted by the French food and wine
magazine Gault Millau in Paris in 1979. In
a blind tasting the Eyrie Pinot Noir
Reserve 1975 (current name South Block
Reserve) was selected as tenth best Pinot
Noir. In a rematch organized by Maison
Joseph Drouin the following year, the
Eyrie came second by just 0.2 points to
Drouin’s Chambolle-Musigny 1959. These
amazing achievements highlighted the
potential of Oregon Pinot Noir, and
triggered a shift to Oregon and the growth
of the wine business.

* Wine Olympics: 62 judges blind tasted 330 wines from
33 countries for each varietal, and announced the top 10
for each varietal.
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4. Continuing the tradition, with small changes

After David had passed away in 2008 his second son Jason, who
had returned to Eyrie in 2005, took over management, viticulture
and winemaking. Under Jason not a lot has changed. The move
to DIAM corks for all wines to ensure the quality of the wines
began in 2008, driven by TCA cork taint.

Jason has also begun to release single vineyard Pinot Noirs. Eyrie
has four of its own vineyards in the Dundee Hills, and until
recently the Estate and Reserve Pinot Noirs were blended.
However, as all the vineyards have been planted for over 25
years, the individual characteristics of each vineyard is showing
through more strongly. The single vineyard Pinots are only
released for a specific vineyard when the fruit maturity and yield
in a vintage meets their high quality standards.

One unique wine of Jason’s making is Music Pinot Noir. In his
travels in the wine world Jason’s noticed music being played on
the production floor during the harvest seemed to be reflected in
the wines. So, is it the music affecting the winemakers, or the
wine? Curiosity struck, and in 2012 Jason put it to the test. He
separated two fermenters of Pinot Noir from the same vineyard
and exposed one to the music of jazz musician John Coltrane,
and the other to composer Hildegarde of Bingen. Serve the wines
side by side and see what subtleties and differences you notice!
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Music Pinot Noir

2012 (375ml)

(2 x 375ml bottle set — one of each label)

ODE
MPNO1

Region: Willamette Valley, Oregon
Variety: Pinot Noir
Alc. 12.5%

RRP ¥ 7,000 (36 sets only)
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2. John Coltrane
Jazz Saxophone

1. Hildegard
Mystical medieval religious musician

2 Pinot Noirs - same vineyard, same winery,
same winemaking, except for different music
played while they were in the fermenters. A fun
way to sample two outstanding Pinots, and toast
50 years of Oregon Pinot Noir from the pioneers
of the varietal. Enjoy!
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