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Ted Baseler, President and CEO 
of Ste. Michelle Wine Estates 
at Chateau Ste. Michelle in 
Woodinville, WA

The label design of the limited-
release Chateau Ste. Michelle 50th 

Anniversary Cabernet Sauvignon 
is a nod to the spare script that 

graced Ste. Michelle Vintners’ 
original packaging. O

n the cusp of Chateau Ste. Michelle’s 50th anniver-
sary, there is a palpable hum of excitement in the 
air. One can feel it coursing throughout the winery’s 
newly expanded visitor center. On the afternoon 
we visit, it is packed with garrulous patrons, look-

ing relaxed and newly-tanned as they milled around sections still 
cordoned off by construction. 

From humble beginnings, Ste. Michelle has grown over the years. 
It’s now Washington State’s largest producer—a powerhouse 
dressed in elegant packaging, artfully shepherded by a team with 
a penchant for quality. Certainly, that’s one part of the equation. 
Innovation is another. 

The Miracle of  Chateau Ste. Michelle

by Christine Havens / photos by Joann Arruda

WASHINGTON STATE’S  
FOUNDING WINERY 

Turns 50
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At the helm of Ste. Michelle Wine Estates is President and CEO Ted Baseler. Respected 
as a visionary and champion of Washington State’s wine industry, Baseler comes across 
as soft-spoken and pragmatic. He’s been with the winery for over three decades—long 
before either the state or the chateau was on the map. “It’s quite an astonishing achieve-
ment,” Baseler admits. He pauses for a moment to collect his thoughts. “Last year was 
Mondavi’s 50th, and now it’s ours. In 1967, there were just 27 wineries in California as 
compared to 12 in Washington. And you think, wow. We joke with our friends at Antinori 
about turning 50—Piero likes to tell us they have hoses in their cellars that are older 
than that.”

Then named Ste. Michelle Vintners, the winery’s inaugural 1967 vintage—an eclectic 
if somewhat experimental portfolio of Cabernet Sauvignon, Pinot Noir, Sémillon and 
Grenache Rosé—amounted to 6,000 cases. André Tchelistcheff had been enlisted as 
a consultant. “André gave us a lot of time,” says Baseler. “We’re thankful he came to 
America. He was really big on hygiene in the winery, and he liked lower alcohol levels. He 
wouldn’t have approved of 14.5 percent; he kept us right at 12–12.5 percent. That was his 
style. He was here when we were just a small sales force; he was with us till the early ‘90s.” 

We pause to look at a lineup of the estate’s bottles, the oldest dating back to 1969, 
many of them signed by Tchelistcheff. “In the early days, Bob Betz would talk about the 
challenges of marketing Washington wines. People have this image of the state as cold and 
wet, or hot and dry east of the Cascades. I think we finally turned the corner in the early 
1990s. People started discovering remarkable wines from Leonetti and Quilceda Creek, 
and the attitude started to shift. Here, we have 300 days of sunlight, and thanks to our 
latitude, our summer days are two hours longer than California’s. We’ve got mostly well-
drained soils, and we think there’s a benefit to the vines growing on their own roots. Over 
the years site selection has evolved, too. A lot of the vineyards in Yakima were planted 
with red varieties—it’s almost always too cool to fully ripen reds there. We started shift-
ing them to places where winter damage is less of an issue, which I think is essential.”

Add all of these ingredients together—or what Baseler referred to as kaizen: little 
steps, continuous improvement—and you have a recipe for success. Today, Chateau Ste. 
Michelle produces an astonishing 3.4 million cases. It has edged into the number-two spot 
as the most-sold premium domestic wine brand in the United States by case volume, 
with wines available in all 50 states and more than 100 countries. In 2016, Chateau Ste. 
Michelle had been named in Wine & Spirits magazine’s “Top 100 Wineries of the Year” for 
the 22nd time, more than any other producer in the United States.

A lineup of current releases from Chateau 
Ste. Michelle: Eroica Riesling, made in 
cooperation with Dr. Loosen of Germany; 
Cold Creek Vineyard Chardonnay; 
Canoe Ridge Estate Cabernet Sauvignon; 
Artist Series Red Wine; and Eroica 
Riesling Ice Wine. 

“The focus has always been on making 
wine in a classic fashion,” says Baseler.

Chateau Ste. Michelle Head 
Winemaker Bob Bertheau.

WWW.SOMMJournal.com
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“We do some interesting things, too. 
André worked on Ornellaia with Piero 
Antinori’s brother in Italy. When he was 
invited to see what was happening in 
Washington, he stumbled onto our project 
and later introduced us to Piero. It takes a 
Russian to introduce an Italian to Americans,” 
Baseler smiles. “Now we’ve got the Col 
Solare partnership with Antinori, and Eroica 
Riesling with Dr. Loosen of Germany. These 

are all part of our history and lore, and 
Ersnt [Loosen]’s enthusiasm for Riesling 
is infectious. We changed the style of our 
Riesling because of Ernst. It became much 
more mineral- and site-driven; they’re beau-
tiful wines. The first five vintages of Eroica 
made Wine Spectator’s Top 100 list.” 

Chateau Ste. Michelle was the first 
Washington winery to collaborate with 
internationally renowned winemakers. More 

recently, Baseler has brought together two 
highly acclaimed French vignerons, Michel 
Gassier and Philippe Cambie, to partner 
with Head Winemaker Bob Bertheau on 
Tenet wines. “Michel had long wanted to 
partner with us, and Philippe Cambie was 
in the midst of being recruited to Paso 
Robles, but he preferred Washington fruit. 
Our flavor profiles are more in line in with 
the Southern Rhône, and he’s the prince 

TONYA PITTS, Sommelier & Wine 
Director, One Market, San Francisco

“One Market has been around for 25 years,” 
says Sommelier & Wine Director Tonya 
Pitts. “We’re one of the icons.” This 428-seat 
San Francisco bastion of fine dining, which 
caters to locals, businesspeople and tourists 
alike, owes part of its long-term success to 
its wine program, which restaurant industry 
veteran Pitts has been directing for ten years.

“I love Washington wines,” enthuses Pitts, 
who credits Chateau Ste. Michelle with 
bringing public consciousness to the state’s 
offerings, which she calls “underrated gems.” 
The exceptionally wide range of the Chateau 
Ste. Michelle portfolio gives the somm lots 
of flexibility in designing and updating her list. 
“What I like about Chateau Ste. Michelle,” 
she says, “is that our list is set up seasonally, 
so certain brands rotate in and out, some 
stay on the list.” She just added the Chateau 
Ste. Michelle Artist Series Meritage to her list.

Her guests especially associate Ste. Michelle 
with bang-for-buck values, whether in the 
dining room, where the circa 500-bottle list 
is predominately New World, or at Wine & 
Wall, the restaurant’s art gallery/wine shop/
events space next-door, which sells many 
of the Ste. Michelle Wine Estates imports. 
(“Even the Italian stuff finds a home,” says 
Pitts.) Her guests love “the value, pricing and 
deliciousness of these wines.” 

The savvy somm’s conclusions: “Washington 
is a mirror for Old World in the U.S.” and 
Chateau Ste. Michelle’s reputation for value 
is “etched in peoples’ minds.” When she 

On- and Off-Premise with 
Chateau  Ste. Michelle and Ste. Michelle Wine Estates
JESS BAILES, Owner, ABC Fine Wine & Spirits, Orlando

ABC Fine Wine & Spirits was founded in 1936 by Jack Holloway. Today, Holloway’s 
grandson, Jess Bailes, is in charge of the company and its 128 locations throughout 
the state. ABC is now the second-largest wine and spirits retailers in the United 

States, doing in excess of $500 
million a year in sales, 29 percent 
of which is in wine.

“I came on in 1978,” says Bailes, 
“and I’ve been here for nearly 
40 years.” Bailes started buying 
for the busy store in 1993 and 
was introduced to Chateau Ste. 
Michelle by a couple of the wine 
company’s local representatives. 
These days, Washington wines 
are no longer a rarity, thanks 
largely to Chateau Ste. Michelle 
and, says Bailes, “The more 
educated customers know that 
Washington State wines  are 
known for exceptional value—
fabulous wines for under $10 or 
even $8.” He points to one con-
crete example: “The Chateau Ste. 
Michelle Columbia Valley Riesling 
is huge in the category.”

Chateau Ste Michelle and the other brands in the Ste. Michelle Wine Estates 
portfolio help Bailes tap into today’s all-important Millennial market. “Millennials 
want to know something more,” says Bailes, “and they don’t want to drink what 
mom and dad drank.” That not only explains the craft beer and craft spirits move-
ments but also applies to wine–especially value offerings such as those from Ste. 
Michelle. “Customers are not necessarily as loyal today as they used to be,” says 
Bailes. “They like to shop around in their price point, if they’re shopping for value.”

Jess Bailes’s top-sellers: Chateau Ste. Michelle Columbia Valley Riesling, 
Chateau Ste. Michelle Columbia Valley Merlot

Jess Bailes appreciates Chateau Ste. Michelle’s 
reputation for value.
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of Châteauneuf-du-Pape. One of the hall-
marks of our company is in doing things we 
haven’t done before.” 

By early August the expansion of the 
winery’s visitor center will be complete, 
effectively doubling its size. Guests will be 
invited to experience a new 80-seat the-
ater, an interactive blending room, private 
tasting salons and a new Club Room. An 
on-site Enoteca will feature wines from 

sister wineries in the Ste. Michelle Wine 
Estates portfolio.

In addition to a host of special events, 
including the winery’s popular Summer 
Concert Series, limited-release 50th 
Anniversary bottlings of Cabernet and 
Chardonnay recently rolled off the bot-
tling line—the label a nod to the spare 
script that graced Ste. Michelle Vintners’ 
original packaging. 

“This is a highly competitive business, 
and big companies churn out new brands 
all the time,” Baseler observed. “With all 
our winemaking, the focus has always been 
on making wine in a classic fashion. We 
barrel-ferment our wines in French oak, 
we age sur lie, we don’t cut any corners. 
We adhere to time-honored benchmarks 
used to craft the great wines of the world.” 
Kaizen, indeed. 

DAVID HOLSTROM, Consultant, Restaurants Unlimited

Seattle-based Restaurants Unlimited Inc. (RUI) has more than 50 restaurants in ten 
states, including popular Kincaid’s and Palomino concepts. Keeping the group’s many 
wine lists polished and ready for action is the job of independent wine consultant David 
Holstrom (aka Guy du Vin), who has worked with RUI for more than ten years. From 
his Portland base, he keeps tabs on the Pacific Northwest scene for his award-winning 
wine programs and is quick to credit the Ste. Michelle Wine Estates portfolio for mak-
ing his job a lot easier : “Ste. Michelle’s wines–whether their domestic estates or their 
imports—are on every program.”

The concept of partnership keeps coming up in Holstrom’s conversation. “Ste. Michelle 
is a really great partner,” says the busy 
consultant. “If you’re working with a cli-
ent in the Pacific Northwest [like RUI], 
you want to make sure that the Pacific 
Northwest is clearly represented on 
your wine program.” In this regard, the 
sheer size of the Chateau Ste. Michelle 
portfolio is a benefit: “Smaller Pacific 
Northwest wineries don’t have the 
kind of distribution required for a wine 
program the size of RUI’s.” 

But it’s not just about size; it’s also 
about quality. “I feel strongly about 
Ste. Michelle,” continues Holstrom. 
“There are very few companies within 
whose portfolio, regardless of price 
point, you’ll find a wine that’s varietally 
correct, that doesn’t have off flavors, 
that always delivers. Ste. Michelle 
manages to maintain quality in their 
wines, whether the bottle sells for $14 
or $400. That kind of consistency and 
quality is very difficult to achieve.”

While redoing the wine lists for for-
mer client McCormick & Schmick’s, he would blind-taste 30 to 40 wines at a time, from 
entry-level to high-end. “What came out of that,” says Holstrom, “was that, regardless of 
price point, a Ste. Michelle wine would come in number 1, number 2 or number 3. That 
always stuck with me. I’ve always looked at Ste. Michelle as a go-to source.”

David Holstrom’s top-sellers: Chateau Ste. Michelle single-vineyard Cabernets, 
Cold Creek Vineyard Chardonnay.

recommends one of the wines in the 
portfolio to a guest, “Trust me,” she 
always advises. “Nine out of ten times, 
they love it!”

Tonya Pitts’s top picks: Chateau 
Ste. Michelle Artist Series 
Meritage, Eroica Riesling

Tonya Pitts credits Chateau Ste. Michelle 
within bringing public consciousness to 
Washington wines.
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Restaurant wine consultant David Holstrom 
says, “I’ve always looked at Ste. Michelle as
a go-to source.” 
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