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2026 Harvest Report
We just completed our earliest grape harvest ‘ - g - W"’"
ever! Until now, the earliest date we have -» , v .
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harvested our vineyard was August 31 andthe | - < it -~
latest was in mid-October. This year, we began W kot %
picking on August 25. We picked the fifty Petite <

Sirah vines that day for a new customer, a
"natural" wine maker in nearby El Dorado

&) What's "Natural” Wine Making ?

You may have heard the term “natural wine”, which
has become trendy in recent years. Natural wine is
essentially wine made with minimal intervention. In the
vineyard, this means using organic or biodynamic
farming practices. In traditional winemaking,
fermentation is started using a careful choice of one of
the hundreds of commercially available yeasts, which
have predictable, consistent results. In natural
winemaking, fermentation relies on wild yeasts that

County. Three days later, we picked two tons of
Zinfandel for the same client. Our final harvest
was on September 5, when we picked three tons

are present on the grape skins or in the winery. The of Zinfandel for our Napa buyer, Tres Sabores in
winemaker uses few or no additives, and the product Rutherford. We had just over half a ton left

is typically unfiltered. Natural wine can vary hanging, so we picked and delivered that to our El
substantially from year to year, often has distinctive Dorado County winemaker and friend, Eric Hays
earthy or yeasty flavors, and can appear cloudy. at Chateau Davell.

We typically harvest our vineyard around mid-September, although it can vary, depending on
temperatures, rainfall, and other mysteries. After veraison, we closely track fruit color, sugar, and
flavor. Once the birds attack, we know harvest time is near. We watch data on grape chemistry,
although excellent flavor is always our main goal. As a famous winemaker once told us, "Everything
else can be adjusted in the lab." :

It was a relatively light crop this year (less than
six tons total, compared with our typical seven or
eight tons). This was the case all over northern
California, with many growers reporting very low
yields. We had nine inches of rain in April, which
pushed our annual total above normal. It was
also fairly warm in April and May, stimulating
vines to bud early, and perhaps this resulted in
fewer viable flowers and a small crop. But it's
hard to know for sure. Small crops make




harvesting more challenging for the picking crews, too, since the fruit is spread more thinly
throughout the vineyard. The fact that our harvest happened on three separate days made it harder
in some ways (logistics planning X 3) but easier in others (fewer pickers, faster finish for each pick).

Mildew has been a problem all over northern California this year. The late rain and warm spring
provided perfect conditions for mildew development. We had to hedge the vines (so we could spray
our organic mildewcide later into the growing season than usual) and drop a lot of affected grape
clusters prior to harvest. Challenges like this demand closer management, but sometimes
adversities can result in superior wine. (For example, 2019 was the most challenging year ever for
us, with numerous problems that resulted in the decision to drop a lot of our fruit. That vintage
subsequently won Double Gold, Best of Class, and Best Amador County Zinfandel).

We feel fortunate to be among the few
growers we know with buyers for our wine
grapes. Many others found no takers this
year, or interest in only a fraction of their
: crop. There is a palpable sense of crisis in
: the wine industry. Many vineyards and
winery properties are on the market, with
very little buyer interest and/or banks
refusing to lend. Growers large and small
# throughout the region have begun tearing
out many acres of grape vines (see
2. photo). It's sad to watch! What will replace
' B them in the future remains to be seen...

Spotlight on Sierra Foothills Zinfandel

The September Issue of The Zinside Scoop, published online by Zinfandel Advocates and
Producers, focuses on Zinfandel wine grapes grown in the Sierra Foothills of California. Here's what
they say about it:

Sierra Foothills Zinfandel is one of California’s most distinctive expressions of the grape. Thanks
to warm sunny days, cool nights, higher elevations, and decomposed granite soils, these wines
combine ripe fruit with freshness and structure. Many vineyards date back to the Gold Rush era,
and some old-vine plantings are among the oldest producing Zinfandel vineyards in the world.

The Sierra Foothills provide an ideal environment for Zinfandel, with warm, sunny days that
ensure full ripening and cool nights at higher elevations that preserve acidity and freshness.
Well-drained granite-based soils and elevations ranging from about 1,200 to over 3,000 feet
encourage deep root systems and concentrated flavors.

A glass of Sierra Foothills Zinfandel is deep ruby to garnet in color, with aromas of ripe
blackberry, black cherry, raspberry, cracked black pepper, and warm baking spices. On the
palate, it is rich and full-bodied, offering layers of dark fruit, plum, licorice, and hints of cocoa or
dried herbs, balanced by bright acidity and firm, velvety tannins.



Our estate Zinfandel, grown in
decomposed granite soils at an
elevation of 1,900 feet definitely
does have layers of dark fruit--
like plums, blackberries, and
boysenberries--along with a
distinct dash of white pepper.
We're not so sure about the
hints of cocoa, herbs, or
licorice... except perhaps in a
late harvest Port we made over
twenty-five years ago.

Though the future is uncertain,
we are very proud of our
accomplishments. Way back in
the early 1990s, we made the
rash decision to purchase a
hobby farm in Fiddletown. We found ourselves on a very steep learning curve, becoming
accustomed to the wide range of challenges associated with living and farming in a new (to us)
climactic zone and social setting. We did this initially as mere weekenders, as we pursued
professional careers in San Francisco. By reading books and consulting with both industry experts
and local farmers, we learned a lot! Ultimately, we transformed our property into an award-winning
vineyard and olive orchard. The story of our struggles from "Citiots" (as some of our neighbors
referred to us initially) to award-winning growers is documented in Mara's 2025 book, Estate Grown:
Planting Roots in Fiddletown. It's available on Amazon at the link below, or it can be ordered through
your favorite book purveyor (or us).  https://www.amazon.com/dp/0981931960

B Over the years, our estate grown Zinfandel has won top honors like these:
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/STATE+FAIR \ - First Prize in a tasting of Zins grown in the tiny Fiddletown AVA;
N G O L D | N ; - Gold medal in the California State Fair commercial wine competition;
w - Double Gold in the San Francisco International Wine Competition; and
/ - Double Gold, Best in Class, and Best Amador Zinfandel at the Amador

County Fair commercial wine competition (showcasing Sierra Foothills wines).

That's a lot be be proud of--especially for two women who grew up far
from California with no real agricultural experience!

Next up will be our annual olive harvest. Typically, that falls in November,
but, like the grapes, our olives seem to be maturing and changing color
early, so who knows? The trees look to be loaded with fruit this year, so
we should have lots of Olio Nuovo available before Thanksgiving.

Happy Harvest Season to all,

Mara & Deborah



