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A GUIDE TO BRUIN WINERIES.  Just in time for summer road-trip plans, here’s a handy guide to some of the very 

best alumni winemakers and their wines. The roads they took from campus to wine artists vary, but their love for their 

calling is the same, and the products of their passion equally wonderful. This is the story of how these intrepid UCLA 

graduates came to practice the vintner’s art — and how you, too, can enjoy the fruits of their labors. By Bekah Wright 
Photos by Jan Sonnenmair
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THE INSPIRATION FOR SONNETS, igniter of passions and, dare 
we say, uniter of mankind. With summer vacations upon us, so, 
too, is the opportunity to savor some of California’s best vin-
tages. Our itinerary suggestion for the perfect vacation road trip 
(adults only, please) — a wine trail to Bruin vineyards and winer-
ies, starting in Southern California and easing up into Northern 
California’s famous fields.

Can’t make the trip? That’s OK, too. Many companies ship 
wine for enjoyment at home. While lingering over certain notes 
and textures of a varietal, we thought it would be nice to share 
the stories behind the wine.

So pop a cork, settle back and spend some quality time with 
our world-class alumni winemakers.

Bob Kelly '88
Owner, Pacific Ridge Vineyards
Though unplanned, Kelly’s studies at UCLA were on track with those he’d need 
for the postgraduate winemaking program at UC Davis. “The life sciences chem-
istry and biology classes gave me a good basis for understanding vineyard, wine-
making and plant biology issues that are essential in the winery and viticulture 
industry,” he says. After graduation, though, his career took a di!erent direction 
when he joined the Navy and began flying combat missions over Iraq from an 
aircraft carrier. To deal with the daily stress, he found a calming touchstone.

“I had a calendar in my stateroom with peaceful, California scenes on it,” the 
pilot, still an active airline captain flying out of Los Angeles Airport, recalls. “A 
vineyard was one of them.”

Inspired by that image, Kelly turned his attention to some family land in Ven-
tura County after his tour was up. There, he planted a Syrah vineyard and set out 
to learn as much as possible about the wine business.

Pacific Ridge Vineyards’ first harvest was in 1996. With winemaking opera-
tions based in Buellton, the winery has been producing artisanal wines ever 
since. “Pacific Ridge wines are typically fruit-forward, rich, New World-style 
wines,” says Kelly. “Instead of having a single concentrated growing site reflected 
in the wine, I believe that more complexity has been achieved in these wines.”

When he’s not airborne, Kelly occasionally performs custom vineyard installa-
tions. Other days, he can be found pouring in the winery’s tasting room and lead-
ing private tours that feature calendar-worthy views of the Santa Rita Hills.

Kimberly Pfendler '92
Founder, Pfendler Vineyards
This country girl from Minnesota headed west to pursue a life on the red carpet in 
Los Angeles. After graduating from UCLA’s School of Theater, Film and Television, 
she worked as a creative executive at studios like Warner Bros. and MGM.

Her path did an about-face after meeting and falling in love with fellow UCLA 
alum Peter Pfendler ’66. The pair married in 2004 and Pfendler left Los Angeles 
behind for her husband’s ranch in Petaluma. “He planted his first vineyard in 
1992 and grape-growing became one of his passions,” she says. “I, too, immedi-
ately felt a strong connection to the land.”

The following year, the couple’s son, Nicholas, was born. The family expanded 
even further when Pfendler’s parents, brother and sister-in-law moved to Petalu-
ma. Then, in 2007, Peter passed away. Pfendler’s focus on the vineyard changed 

as a result. “I wanted to carry on his legacy and fos-
ter a love of our vineyards and ranch in our son,” she 
explains. And so, Pfendler Vineyards was born.

The business has since expanded to include four 
separate vineyards on di!erent sites of the ranch, 
from which Pinot Noir, Chardonnay and a Rosé of 
Pinot Noir are produced. Of course, producing is 
something Pfendler relates to. “The creative process 
is similar,” she concludes. “Both fields involve start-
ing a project from scratch and following it through 
to fruition.”

Shari Staglin '66
Garen K. Staglin '66
Owners, Staglin Family Vineyard
This remarkable couple met on a blind date dur-
ing their junior year in Westwood. The budding 
romance included a shared passion for wine. “We 
began taking day trips to Napa Valley in 1966 when 
there were only six wineries,” says Garen, and the 
two set a goal to both live and make wine there one 
day. “All we had then were student loans and a lot of 
ambition,” remembers Garen. “So we had to do a few 
things before we could make our dream real.”

Shari and Garen married in 1968 and soon after 
departed for Yokosuka, Japan, where Garen was 
stationed while serving in the Vietnam War. Thus 

began a series of moves for the young couple that 
they turned into opportunities to sample wines 
around the globe. A particular favorite: a 1959 La 
Tache from the wine cellar of Buckingham Palace. 
Says Garen, “We tasted it with the sommelier for the 
queen, which made it even more special.”

In 1975, the Staglins moved to the Bay Area and 
one step closer to their Napa Valley dream. Garen 
was doing finance and merger work with companies 
in the wine business like Oakville Vintners and Cal-
laway Vineyards. Shari was focused on health-care 
management. In 1984, they sold a business and their 
dream started taking shape.

Shari began an intense search for the right 
property. In 1985, the perfect site in the Rutherford 
Bench presented itself — land formerly owned by 
the granddaughter of Georges de Latour, founder 
of Beaulieu Vineyard. Shari left health care and de-
voted herself entirely to the emerging Staglin Family 
Vineyard, enrolling in graduate school at UC Davis 
along the way.

This year, Staglin Family Vineyard celebrates its 
25th year in business. The company has grown expo-
nentially, with son Brandon coming on board as the 
winery’s marketing and communications director, 
and daughter Shannon working with the vineyard’s 
trade and consumer relations. Today, guests can tour 
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the vineyard with its 164-kilowatt solar panels and 
24,000-square-foot underground winery and caves 
where Staglin-certified organic wines are produced.

The vineyard is also the site of the annual Staglin 
Music Festival for Mental Health. “In the last 15 
years, we’ve raised about $95 million,” Shari says of 
the event. The Staglins’ alma mater is a major ben-
eficiary of their e!orts, with charitable funds going 
toward the establishment of UCLA’s Staglin Center 
for Cognitive Neuroscience and the Staglin Music 
Festival Center for the Assessment and Prevention of 
Prodromal States (CAPPS). In its 16th year, the fes-
tival brings together several of the Staglins’ passions 
and is in keeping with the vineyard’s motto — “Great 
Wine for Great Causes.”

Beth Novak Milliken '83
President, Spottswoode Estate Vineyard and Winery
When Milliken was entering middle school, her 
doctor father, Jack Novak, turned 40 and changed 
career directions, trading in his stethoscope for a 
tractor. The family of seven moved from San Diego 
to Spottswoode, a St. Helena-based estate vineyard 
property established in 1882. When most teens were 
getting jobs babysitting, Milliken was working in the 
wine industry. “I was a tram girl at Sterling Vine-
yards one summer and worked in the tasting room at 

Cuvaison Estate Wines in another,” she recalls.
Milliken then packed her bags for UCLA to study 

economics. She spent her junior year abroad in Salz-
burg, Austria, and rekindled her love of the grape. “At 
that time, Salzburg wasn’t a quality wine-producing 
region, but one imagines one is sophisticated when 
one is in Europe at that age and can legally drink,” she 
says. “The thought of working in the wine business 
professionally began that year.”

After UCLA, Milliken worked as a sales represen-
tative for a wine brokerage company based in San 
Francisco. In 1987, her mother, Mary Novak, phoned, 
asking for help with the family vineyard. Jack had 
passed away 10 years earlier at 44. Intent on carry-
ing out his vision, Mary was making a go of produc-
ing Cabernet Sauvignon and Sauvignon Blanc from 
the Spottswoode Estate. Milliken answered her call, 
working for the company in various capacities and 
eventually becoming president.

Today, the business continues to thrive, producing 
four wines through organic farming, something of 
which Milliken is proud. “We make wines that honor 
the vineyard,” she concludes.

Chris Costello '97
Managing Director, Kosta Browne Winery
One thing Costello knew for sure upon graduating 

from UCLA was that “I wanted to emulate my father. 
He’d been successfully self-employed for as long as 
I can remember.” To learn from the source, Costello 
partnered with his family in a commercial real estate 
business. In 2000, he and his younger brother, Casey, 
developed their own partnership and “although real 
estate was our focus, we would goof around with the 
idea of investing in totally unrelated projects.”

About that time, a family friend introduced them 
to Dan Kosta and Michael Browne. Their vision: a 

“virtual” winery specializing in world-class Pinot Noir. 
Costello was hooked. “I was intrigued by the idea of a 
company that strived to be the best at its craft.”

Costello helped to hone a business plan investors 
could get behind both financially and emotionally. 
Over the next several years, Kosta Browne received 
the financial support it needed to blossom into a suc-
cessful winery. As the company has progressed, so 
has Costello’s involvement. “My role in the partner-
ship has gradually evolved from a purely financial 
one to an operational one as the needs of the busi-
ness have grown.”

Kosta Browne purchases grapes from about 20 
di!erent vineyards in the Sonoma Coast, Russian 
River and Santa Lucia appellations, Costello notes, 
adding that “we craft our wines making sure each 
represents the character of its respective vineyard 
and appellation.”

Costello’s favorite Kosta Browne wines — Kanzler 
Vineyard Pinot Noir and Koplen Vineyard Pinot Noir 

— derive from another source of inspiration. “The tal-
ent and dedication Steve Kanzler and Dennis Koplen 
devote to their respective vineyards give us the oppor-
tunity to create wines that are the cornerstone of our 
o!erings,” the realtor-turned-vintner says.

Ben Sharp M.B.A. '99
President, Captûre Wines

“A great wine is a doorway that makes you think 
creatively and often leads to a memorable experi-
ence,” says Ben Sharp. He should know. Sharp’s life 
changed while sharing a bottle of 1994 Château 
Latour brought to a dinner by its winemaker, Denis 
Malbec. At the end of the meal, the eight people 
gathered around the table had cemented a partner-
ship that would lead to the birth of Captûre Wines.

Sharp says his education from the Anderson 
School of Management prepared him well for the 
endeavor because, “I was focused on consumer prod-
ucts with a concentration on entrepreneurship.” As 
fate would have it, “shortly after moving to the Bay 
Area, I met Jess Jackson [of Kendall-Jackson Wine 
Estates] and was o!ered a position as ‘the appren-
tice.’ How do you say no to that?”

Sharp left Kendall-Jackson after a three-year 
stint to consult with several wineries and consumer 

Top: Kimberly Pfendler tours 

one of her vineyards near 

Petaluma, Calif.

Right: Mario Rosati at his 

winery in Southern Mendocino 

County with his grandson, 

Benjamin.
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product companies. His goal was for him and his 
wife, Tara, to hang their own shingle one day. And 
he didn’t have to wait long. Nine months later, Cap-
tûre came together.

The grapes of Captûre’s vintages are grown at 
Tin Cross Vineyards on Pine Mountain, up to 2,400 
feet above the Alexander Valley floor. The first of the 
company’s Bordeaux-style artisan wines made its 
debut in 2008, a Sauvignon Blanc called Tradition. 
Sharp says Captûre continues to gain momentum, 
with three new wines debuting in 2010 and three 
reds coming on board in 2011.

Mario M. Rosati '68
Proprietor, Rosati Family Winery
After earning a degree in history at UCLA, Rosati 
entered law school at UC Berkeley. In 1971 he joined 
the law firm that would one day become Wilson, 
Sonsini, Goodrich & Rosati. One of his first clients 
was the acclaimed Ridge Vineyards. It was the be-
ginning of a relationship that would span more than 
15 years, with Rosati also serving as a director on 
Ridge’s board of directors.

In 1987, when Ridge Vineyards was sold, vineyard 
co-founder Dave Bennion paid a visit to Rosati’s 
1,500-acre, Hopland-based, Russian Cove Ranch. 

“He took cuttings from Jimsomare Ranch at Monte 

Bello Ridge and planted them on 10 acres,” says  
Rosati. “That’s where our 100% Estate Grown  
Cabernet Sauvignon wines come from.”

The year 1991 was a good one for Rosati — he 
met his future wife, Danelle Storm, and the ranch 
produced its first vintage a year later. “We weren’t 
skilled winemakers, but it was fun,” he recalls. By 
2000, the vineyard was producing between 500 and 
1,000 cases of wine. “My barn and basement were 
filling up,” says Rosati. Danelle suggested they have a 
blind wine-tasting. When their wine won the tasting, 
she began marketing it in the Bay Area.

Later, Danelle suggested they meet with Zelma 
Long, one of the first women to study enology and 
viticulture at UC Davis, who’d forged a stellar career 
as a winemaker, starting with Robert Mondavi Win-
ery. Long came on board with Rosati Family Winery 
as a consulting winemaker.

“We’ve taken up our wine several notches,” Rosati 
says of the partnership. Indeed they have, with their 
2004 Cabernet Sauvignon winning a gold medal in 
its first competition, the Dallas Morning News Wine 
Competition. For the Rosatis, though, the wine busi-
ness isn’t about accolades and awards.

“Our whole family has gotten involved,” says Ro-
sati. “It’s not a business, it’s a passion.”

And who wouldn’t drink to that sentiment?

Bob Kelly '88
Pacific Ridge Vineyards, Buellton
Winery phone: (805) 245-5198
Website: www.pacificridgevineyards.com
Mailing List/Wine Club: Register online.
Tours: Wine-tasting room is open 
Wednesdays through Sundays 11 a.m. to 8 
p.m. Private tours available by request.
Wines: Artisan, New World-style wines 
including several versions of Santa Bar-
bara Pinot Noir, Chardonnay and Syrah, as 
well as Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot 
from Napa Valley. Bruins entitled to 20% 
discount.
Upcoming events: From Aug. 14 through 
Feb. 2011 at various area tasting rooms — 
Mark Robert Halper’s Sunlight and Water 
photography exhibit, featuring Bob Kelly 
and other Santa Barbara winemakers.

Marian McKnight '65
Carmody McKnight Estate Winery, 
Paso Robles
Phone: (805) 238-9392, ext. 3
Website: www.carmodymcknight.com
Mailing List/Wine Club: Join online.
Tours: Contact winery.
Wines: Estate wines (Cabernet Franc, 
Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Pinot Noir, 
Chardonnay), Motif wines (Cheval Rouge, 
Chardonnay, Cabernet Franc, Pinot Noir), 
mélanges, dessert wines, olive oil.
Upcoming events: Check website.

Elise Faur '95
Morgan Winery, Monterey
Phone: (831) 751-7777
Website: www.morganwinery.com
Mailing List/Wine Club: Available online.
Tours: Tastings available at Taste Morgan 
daily from 11 a.m. to 6 p.m. Located at 
Carmel Crossroads Shopping Village, 204 
Crossroads Blvd., Carmel, CA 93923.  
Phone: (831) 626-3700

Wines: Pinot Noir, Sauvignon Blanc, Char-
donnay, Pinot Noir, Syrah, Grenache, Rosé. 
Upcoming events: Ongoing at Taste Mor-
gan — Fromage Fridays (3 p.m. to 5 p.m.), 
Library Sundays (2 p.m. to 5 p.m.). Check 
website for updates and other events.

Kimberly Pfendler '92
Pfendler Vineyards, Petaluma
Phone: (707) 765-5997
Website: www.pfendlervineyards.com
Mailing List: Join online.
Tours: Available by appointment.
Wines: Chardonnay, Pinot Noir, Rosé of 
Pinot Noir.
Upcoming events: Kimberly Pfendler will 
be pouring Pfendler wine at Pinot Days 
San Francisco (www.pinotdays.com) on 
June 27 at Fort Mason. On Aug. 22, she’ll 
be pouring Pfendler wines at Tastings 
2010, California Winemakers San Fran-
cisco (www.familywinemakers.org) at Fort 
Mason.

Gregory Spencer '01
Spencer Vineyards, Oakville
Contact via e-mail: info@spencervine-
yards.com
Website: www.spencervineyards.com
Mailing List/Wine Club: Not available.
Tours: Not available.
Wines: Cabernet Sauvignon.

Garen Staglin '66
Shari Staglin '66
Staglin Family Vineyard, Rutherford
Phone: (707) 963-3994
Website: www.staglinfamily.com
Mailing List/Wine Club: Several available; 
see website for information.
Tours: By appointment only.
Wines: Cabernet Sauvignon, Chardonnay, 
Sangiovese.
Upcoming events: On Sept. 11, the 16th 

annual Staglin Music Festival for Mental 
Health will be held with Dwight Yoakam 
performing.

Beth Novak Milliken '83
Spottswoode Estate Vineyard 
and Winery, St. Helena
Phone: (707) 963-0134
Website: www.spottswoode.com
Mailing List/Wine Club: Available online.
Tours: Tuesdays and Fridays at 10 a.m., 
$25. Space is limited, so book four to six 
weeks in advance.
Wines: Cabernet Sauvignon, Sauvignon 
Blanc, Rhone.
Upcoming events: From June 3-5, Beth 
Milliken and Mary Novak chair the 30th 
annual Auction Napa Valley: The Ameri-
can Wine Classic (www.napavintners.
com).

Sean Foster, attended UCLA
Merryvale Vineyards, St. Helena
Phone: (707) 963-7777
Website: www.merryvale.com
Mailing List/Wine Club: Available online.
Tours: Tasting room open daily from 10 
a.m. to 6:30 p.m. Private tours, tastings 
and seminars are available by appoint-
ment: tastingroom@merryvale.com or 
(800) 326-6069, ext. 431.
Wines: Sauvignon Blanc, Chardonnay, 
Merlot, Cabernet Sauvignon, Pinot Noir, 
Syrah, dessert wines.
Upcoming events: Ongoing — The Wine 
& Cheese Experience, Fridays through 
Sundays, March through December, from 
11 a.m. until 12:30 p.m. $45 per person 
($35 for Profile Club members); reserva-
tions are required. Call (707) 963-2225, 
ext. 431. Barrel tastings are held quarterly 
in March, June, September and December; 
$25 per person ($10 for Profile Club mem-
bers). No reservations required.

Chris Costello '97
Kosta Browne Winery, Sebastopol
Phone: (707) 823-7430
Website: www.kostabrowne.com
Mailing List/Wine Club: Available on 
website.
Tours: Not open to the public.

Wines: Pinot Noir.
Upcoming events: From June 27-29, the 
Second Annual Kosta Browne Pinot Re-
treat will be held.

Ben Sharp '99
Captûre Wines, Healdsburg
Phone: (707) 395-0457
Website: www.capturewines.com
Mailing List: Available online.
Tours: Not available.
Wines: Dark Rosé, Sauvignon Blanc, Bor-
deaux Blends, Cabernet Sauvignon.
Upcoming events: A featured winery at SF 
Chefs 2010, from Aug. 13-15. Check web-
site for additional events.

Barbara Banke '75
Kendall-Jackson, Healdsburg and Fulton
Phone: (800) 769-3649
Website: www.kj.com
Mailing List/Wine Club: Available on 
website.
Tours: Various tours available at Kendall-
Jackson Wine Center in Fulton. Open 
daily from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Phone: (707) 
571-8100 or (866) 287-9818 for more 
information. Various wine-tasting options 
are available at the Kendall-Jackson Wine 
Tasting Room in Healdsburg, which is 
open daily from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Phone: 
(707) 433-7102 for more information. 
Wines: Chardonnay, Sauvignon Blanc, Pi-
not Gris, Viognier, White Blends, Riesling, 
Pinot Noir, Merlot, Syrah, Cabernet Franc, 
Malbec, Cabernet Sauvignon, Red Blends, 
Zinfandel, dessert wines.
Upcoming events: On Sept. 11, the 14th 
Annual Kendall-Jackson Heirloom Tomato 
Festival will be held from 11 a.m. to 4 p.m. 
Check website for updates and upcoming 
events.

Mario Rosati '68
Rosati Family Winery, Hopland
Phone: (707) 894-3683
Website: www.rosatifamilywines.com
Mailing List: Available on website.
Tours: Not available.
Wines: Cabernet Sauvignon.
Upcoming events: Check website.

Above: Beth Milliken of Spotts-

woode Estate Vineyard and 

Winery in St. Helena, Calif., in 

the barrel room.

Page 33, left: At the Staglin 

Family Vineyard, an aging tunnel 

leads to the beautiful winery's 

old tasting room. A new tasting 

room is now open in the vine-

yard's visitor center.

Page 33, right: The Staglin Fam-

ily Villa, with the valley floor 

behind it.
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So many wineries, so little time. Here’s a comprehensive-as-we-can-make-it 
list of wineries owned by UCLA alumni, or in which graduates play a prominent 
role. Turn summer Sideways and hit the road to savor the mysteries of the grape. 
Then tell us about your Bruin winery vacation at magazine@support.ucla.edu. 
You can follow this route from UCLA all the way north to Napa!
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