F10 | Sunday, April 9, 2017 | SFCHRONICLE.COM

LAKE COUNTY

WINERIES

Mason Trinca / Special to The Chronicle

Allure of new vintners’ mecca

By Stacy Briscoe

“The story of Lake County is the story of fruit that’s blended
away,” says winemaker Jim Fore.

For much of its wine-growing history, Lake County has sold
most of its fruit to neighboring Napa and Sonoma counties.
There’s a reason those higher-profile regions to the south and
west like Lake County grapes. Here, where the low-elevation
soils receive nutrients from Clear Lake and the high elevations
are rich with volcanic sediment from dormant Mount Konocti,
the grapes can produce exaggerated, expressive flavors — es-
pecially when it comes to the area’s signature grapes, Sauvig-
non Blanc and Cabernet Sauvignon.

GREGORY GRAHAM

Before starting his eponymous win-
ery, Gregory Graham worked for
many years in Napa, most notably as
head winemaker for Rombauer.
When he decided to purchase his
own property, Graham says there
didn’t seem to be any quality land
left in Napa. “Besides,” he adds, “the
prices were just ridiculous.”

Yet he calls the decision to move to
Lake County “a lark.” Outside of trips
to the lake or the mountains, Gra-
ham never found a reason to spend
much time in Lake County — until he
came across his current Red Hills
estate. The first thing he noticed?
The volcanic, rocky soils found
throughout his 27 acres of planted
vines.

Graham was also pleasantly sur-
prised by the climate. “It’s a Mediter-
ranean-style dry climate,” he ex-
plains, “We can enjoy a condensed
growing season because we don’t
have the fog in the summer.”

The sun-kissed vines provide a light-
ness and brightness to all of Gra-
ham’s wines. Even the stereotypi-

Although Lake County has been producing wine since be-
fore Prohibition, only recently has it seen a boom in bou-
tique, small-lot wineries staking a claim on a regional wine
style: fruit-forward Sauvignon Blanc and downright rustic
Cabernet. But because many of these wineries produce just a
few thousand cases (if that) annually, the wines aren’t likely
to appear on supermarket shelves outside the county.

A visit to Lake County means going somewhat off the grid
— there’s little or no cell service and unreliable Internet
seems to be a fact of life with the locals. So trade in the GPS
for a paper map, traverse the winding roads and taste how
modern Lake County vintners are utilizing the area’s unique

terroir.

cally chewy Cabernet Sauvignon
isn’t near as weighty as one would
expect, with a clean line of acidity
and a refreshing finish of just-rip-
ened bush berries.

The best part about owning a winery
in Lake County: “Lake County offers
an opportunity for those who want
to set roots and start a business.

Peter DaSilva / Special to The Chronicle

Here you can have the vineyards and
the brick and mortar.” And that was
his dream — to have a real place
where people can come and taste
his wines among his estate vines.
Lake County allowed him to fulfill
that dream.

Wines to Try: 2015 Windrem Vine-
yard Sauvignon Blanc ($22); 2013

Crimson Hill Vineyard Zinfandel
($25).

13633 Point Lakeview Road, Lower
Lake; (707) 995-3500; www.gg
wines.com. Open 11 a.m.-5 p.m. Fri-
day-Sunday. Free

FORE FAMILY

Jim Fore wasn’t always a vintner by
profession, but had been a winemak-
er hobbyist since the mid-1980s,
when he and friend Doug Hill, of Hill
Family Estates, leased a few acres of
Napa vineyards. Under Hill’s tute-
lage, Fore learned the finer points of
vineyard management and wine-
making.

In 1995, Fore left his job as an engi-
neer draftsman to work alongside
Hill full time, and by 2000, he was
ready to branch out on his own. He
was drawn to Lake County because
of its affordability, but also because
of the terroir. His Cobb Mountain
property in Lake County’s Red Hills
American Viticultural Area sits at just
above 3,000 feet elevation. “Every-
one told me it was too high; nothing
will grow

Top: Boatique Winery in Kelseyville also houses a boat collection. Above: Gregory Graham strolls with Reba at his vineyards in Lower Lake.
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