Aging Gracefully

Valley vintners begin to compete with the giants of the fine-wine industry.
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Wines of higher quality are emerging from such winemakers as Peter Ficklin, who carries on a tradition started by his grandfather at Ficklin Vineyards. 
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In Ficklin Vineyards' adobe-brick building, Peter Ficklin surveys his family's port wine library.

Dusty bottles rest in floor-to-ceiling wooden racks. A mellow, sweet scent tinged with alcohol permeates the room. Behind these red wax seals and aging corks lie some of Madera County's old fine wines. 
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The vintages date to the 1940s, soon after Walter Ficklin decided the family should start a winery. One son, Walter Ficklin Jr., started growing Portuguese wine grapes. The other son, David Ficklin, became Ficklin Vineyards' first winemaker. Their product: Portuguese-style port.

"Nobody was doing it," says Peter Ficklin, David Ficklin's son and Ficklin Vineyards' current winemaker. "That was part of the draw. We were kind of the lone voice in the wilderness."

Ficklin Vineyards has since become a standout amidst the San Joaquin Valley's bulk-wine industry, producing award-winning wines distributed in about seven countries.

As decades passed, more vintners and viticulturists committed to high-quality wines emerged in Madera.

By the mid-1980s, part of Madera County was designated an American Viticultural Area, an important step in establishing an identity for Madera wines. Wines that meet the American Viticultural Area requirements are made from at least 85% grapes from a specific region.

By 2001, local wineries had formed the Madera Vintners Association. Its next wine-tasting event, the Spring Wine Trail Adventure on June 12 and 13, is expected to draw up to 1,300 visitors. 

Madera County isn't the only area with a growing wine industry. In the Biola Junction area, Bret Engelman of Engelmann Cellars is applying for an American Viticultural Area designation for Fresno County. His brother, Eric Engelman, plans to open a winery nearby.

	


"It's kind of nice to have other wineries involved in promoting the local area," Peter Ficklin says. "It makes our job a little bit easier." But, he adds, "We've got a long way to go."

The Valley's wine industry is in the midst of a transformation.

The region is a leading wine-grape producer. In 2003, 42% of California's wine-grape crush came from the Valley, according to wine-grape growers association Allied Grape Growers.

Much of the Valley's grape crush goes into bulk wine -- inexpensive, uncomplicated wine from large, commercial wineries. Though this well-made wine can be tasty, it's not fine table wine.

But the Valley's status as a producer of bulk-wine grapes is changing slowly. Increasingly, viticulturists from small and midsized farms are devoted to growing high-quality fruit.

Farmers who started in the bulk-wine tradition also are aiming for better grapes, says Robert Wample, chairman of the Department of Viticulture and Enology at California State University, Fresno. He estimates that 30% to 40% of wine-grape growers are improving their farming methods.

Restaurants are noticing -- and stocking their wine cellars.

"The potential of the region is not even born yet," says Chris Shackelford, cellar master and dining-room director at Erna's Elderberry House in Oakhurst. "The birth of our region could be the next 20 years."

"We don't produce enough [quality wines] to even make a dent" in the marketplace, Shackelford adds. "But you can get equal, if not better, wine from local producers. That is 100% the point."

Shackelford's picks include Fresno State Winery's 1999 Barbera, which won a gold medal at the 2001 Los Angeles County Fair.

When Shackelford tasted the "astonishing" Barbera two years ago, its aroma had hints of caramel and molasses. Rich, cooked-cherry flavors met the tongue.

Shackelford also favors Essensia and Elysium, Quady Winery's dessert wines made from orange muscat and black muscat grapes, respectively.

They're "simple but incredibly high-quality for what they are," he says. "They're almost refreshing even though they're so sweet."

Ficklin ports are a mainstay at Erna's, as is the viognier-valdiguie blend from Westbrook Wine Farm near O'Neals.

The viognier-valdiguie blend is "dumbfoundingly amazing," Shackelford says. "It's the first example of premium white wine produced in this area that's nonchardonnay, non-sauvignon blanc."

And Sequoia View Winery in Sanger is a winery to watch, Shackelford says. Pay attention to its alicante bouschet.

The Valley has established it can create fine wines. Now it's a matter of increasing production -- a challenging task, as Westbrook Wine Farm illustrates.

Owners Ray and Tammy Krause grow Bordeaux varietals according to the principles of terroir, the French philosophy that soil, climate and the tilt of the land lend wine grapes the character unique to their location.  

The Krauses are meticulous farmers.

"It takes 22 leaves to ripen two bunches of grapes," says Ray Krause, who trims his vines so grapes can grow in dappled sunlight. His method differs from some farmers of bulk-wine grapes, who allow their fruit to grow in full shade.

The Krauses minimize irrigation to concentrate the grape flavors. By contrast, some farmers practice flood irrigation, diluting the flavor, Ray Krause says.

And the Krauses cut and discard as much as 50% of their grape crop before it matures. They harvest 11/2 tons to 3 tons an acre. By contrast, farmers who grow bulk-wine grapes can harvest 8 to 10 tons per acre.

Westbrook Wine Farm's blend of the Bordeaux varietals has the tongue-in-cheek name of Fait Accompli, or accomplished fact, which pokes fun at the perception that fine wine can't be made in the Valley.

The winery produces only 500 cases of wine a year, and none are in retail stores. They are sold directly to customers through the winery's club or in establishments such as Erna's Elderberry House, Hotel Bel-Air in Los Angeles and Jon's Bear Club in Reedley.

Ray Krause "is 10 years away from making world-class wines," Shackelford says. "No one would have thought to plant cabernet sauvignon, cabernet franc and merlot in the foothills. He did it with complete optimism and complete confidence."

There are other farmers who take just as much care. John Simpson of Simpson Meadow Winery in Madera drip-irrigates at night to cut costs and ensure less evaporation. He also harvests at night to maintain grape quality, and he hand-picks all the fruit meant for fine wine.

These are grapes good enough for Miner Family Vineyards in Napa Valley, which produces a "Simpson Vineyard" viognier.

Simpson also is a partner in Chumeia Vineyards in Paso Robles. He grew the grapes used in Chumeia Vineyards' 2001 Chardonnay, which won a gold medal in the 2003 San Francisco Chronicle Wine Competition.

And Simpson grows the grapes used by Krause in Westbrook Wine Farm's viognier-valdiguie blend.

Those grapes are brown, fuzzy and "the ugliest grapes you ever will see," Ray Krause says. "But boy, do they have the nectar of the gods in them."

Too many wine-grape farmers "have been growing wine grapes as table grapes," Krause adds. If the Valley is to advance in creating fine wine, he says, these farmers "need to rethink, rip out and replant."

Most Valley farmers haven't gone as far as replacing rows of chardonnay with wine grapes that grow very well here, such as barbera and syrah. But farming methods are changing, thanks to the influence of Fresno State and the University of California at Davis.

The universities' renowned wine-making programs conduct research and provide seminars in making wine and growing wine grapes. Professional farmers and vintners benefit, as do Fresno State's own students, who are trained to make award-winning wines.

And some former Fresno State enology students take up winemaking in the Valley, such as Engelman of Engelmann Cellars and Stewart Epstein of Quinta Madera Winery in Madera.

"The major objective that we have here is to prove that fruit can be produced in the central San Joaquin Valley that can be made into premium and ultra-premium quality wines," Wample says. "We are in the process of doing that."

But improving viticulture and winemaking practices can go only so far in advancing the Valley's reputation as a source of fine wine.

To survive, Valley wineries need buzz.

That's where local restaurants, wine shops and wineries themselves play a role.

"So many of these [winemakers] are met with the resistance of the marketplace," says Shackelford, who would like to see all local restaurants embrace a Valley wines-by-the-glass program.

"That's the first step for the local wine business to flourish," Shackelford says.

Wine bars such as the one at Sierra Nut House in the Villaggio Shopping Center in north Fresno are introducing customers to local wines.

Among Sierra Nut House offerings are cabernet from Silver Fox Vineyards in Mariposa and Isis, a viognier dessert wine from Quinta Madera Winery made from Simpson Meadow grapes.

"People are educated on the big labels," Sierra Nut House owner JoAnn Sorrenti says. But after Sorrenti pours her customers a taste of local wine, "They say, 'Wow! That's from Madera?' "

Promotion also comes from the wineries themselves, notably the Madera Vintners Association. The association established the Madera Wine Trail and now stages three events a year: a wine and chocolate weekend in February, the Spring Wine Trail Adventure in June and the Holiday Spirit Wine Trail Weekend in November. Each event attracts between 1,000 and 1,800 people.

About 60% of the visitors are from the Valley, while others are visitors from other areas.

"It's encouraging to me that I see repeat people," says Michele Lasgoity, who produces Chateau Lasgoity wines with her brother, John Lasgoity.

Madera Wine Trail events slowly have boosted the number of visitors to Chateau Lasgoity on other weekends.

The wine trail is when the public has a chance to talk to winemaker John Lasgoity about the 2002 Merlot, which won a gold medal this year at the San Francisco Chronicle Wine Competition, or the 2002 Rouge du Val, a blend of grenache, syrah and alicante bouschet that won a silver medal this year at the Riverside International Wine Competition.

"I think there's been an interest in local wines as a result of the Madera Wine Trail," says Deanna Bailey of Bailey-Cannon Wine Merchants in Fig Garden Village. "Some wines are available only at the winery. If a person can visit the winery, there's an amount of glamour and romance to it."

Medals also help boost customer awareness.

"Everybody wants something that won a medal," Bailey says.

Such as Engelmann Cellars' 2000 Sangiovese, which won a Best Sangiovese of California Appellation award at the 2001 California State Fair. Grapes for this wine were grown behind Engelmann Cellars.

"I just want to make a living at it," Engelman says, echoing other local vintners. "I want to make top-notch wines at great value. And I really want to show that we can grow good grapes in the Valley."

The reporter can be reached at jobra@fresnobee.com or (559) 441-6365.

