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Jenn Wehrli (left) and Julie Harmon sample the vintages at at Miner’s Leap Winery in Clarksburg. The area is attracting more attention for its wines.

WINE

Little grape-growing region that could
By Stacy Briscoe
There’s a little part of Yolo County
that’s home to one of California’s most
overlooked wine regions.
Established as an American Viticultural Area in 1985, Clarksburg is
marked by its location along the Sacramento-San Joaquin River Delta,
which pulls in ocean breezes and
creates a cool maritime climate. Fertile, low-draining soils allow the little
wine region to produce 45,000 tons of
grapes each year. Here the “heritage
grapes” are the crisp Chenin Blanc
and the bold, chewy Petite Sirah —
varieties that produce excellent standalone wines, but also excel as blending
varietals.
In fact, 90 percent of the grapes
grown in Clarksburg are sold outside
the county, predominantly to neighboring Napa Valley. But you’d never
know it. A little bit of fresh, acidic
Clarksburg Chenin or brawny Petite
Sirah can round out a Napa Valley
blend — and as long as Clarksburg
fruit makes up less than 25 percent of
the final wine, the winery can still put
“Napa Valley” on the label.
Despite that 90 percent figure, there
has been a recent increase in the number of vintners who want to keep more
Clarksburg fruit in Clarksburg. Rather than exporting their high-quality
wine grapes, they’re taking ownership
of the full product, from grape to

glass.
The Old Sugar Mill, a 1930s beet
processing facility, helped Clarksburg
gain steam when it opened in 2005 as
a multivendor tasting room and custom-crush site. Today, it houses 14
individual wineries. Visitors can easily spend a whole day winery hopping
without ever leaving the building.
But venture outside the Mill, and
you’re guaranteed to find a few of
Yolo’s treasures.
There’s a sense of solitude along the
craggy farm roads lined with vines,
altogether more rustic than what
you’d find in Napa or Sonoma. There
are very few buildings, just a light
smattering of modest homes and
barns. One starts to wonder, where
are all the wineries?
To find them, I took to the singlelane back roads that follow the Sacramento River to discover what Clarksburg’s winemakers are creating with
their heritage grapes.

***

“You’re almost there!” reads Julie
Russell’s sandwich board signs, sporting an attachment of Mylar balloons.
She staggers them along South River
Road — the main road that leads tourists in and out of Clarksburg — urging
drivers to make the detour to her
Julietta Winery.
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