The Georgia Wine Trail

If you haven’t listened to Ray Charles in a while, or seen the Globetrotters do their dance to “Sweet Georgia Brown”, or spent a rainy night there – get ready, wine lovers!  You are about to have Georgia on your minds - again.  A second era of wine making is being heralded by varietal-specific, award-winning wines.  
As early as 1732, Englishman James Edward Oglethorpe, founder of Georgia, tried to introduce European viticulture as a part of his economic plan to sustain the new colony. As chairman of a parliamentary committee of investigation, Oglethorpe had been horrified by the condition of English prisons and wished to provide an opportunity for poor debtors and criminals to work out their salvation in the New World. Venture capitalists expected to make large profits out of the industries of silk and wine that were introduced. But the colony did not prosper. Convicts were poor workers, imported silkworms disliked native mulberry trees and wine grapes (vitis vinifera) could not be successfully cultivated due to mysterious New World diseases and indigenous insects. Environmental and labor resources determined that rice and cotton were destined to be the foundation of early Georgia ’s prosperity.

Fast forward a mere 150 years and 300 miles.  Efforts to introduce viticulture in the north eastern part of Georgia met with remarkable success. In the fall 1886 Ralph L. Spencer left his birthplace in Essex, Connecticut for Tallapoosa, Georgia (Haralson County, west of present-day Atlanta).  He was described as a man of "above average height; well fed and inclining to stoutness; handsome, personable, a born salesman with a flair for showmanship.” Spencer, also known to enjoy wine, saw opportunity in the sandy clay of northeast Georgia.  He invited a number of Hungarian winemaking families to leave their employ in the mining industry in Pennsylvania and settle on 2,000 acres of land near Tallapoosa. In 1893 some two hundred families of Hungarians immigrated to Georgia and began the cultivation of vineyards. Led by their priest, Father Janisek, they established a Catholic colony about four miles east of Tallapoosa and named it Budapest. Eastern Europeans who had settled in Ohio and various other parts of the United States were also attracted to the area and the new industry. Among them was a group of Slovakians who founded a second town site known as Nitra. The colony quickly flourished into a town with sixty buildings including a Catholic Church, stores and a post office. Soon many of sloping foothills of the Appalachians were garlanded with grapevines. Storage vats were prepared and wineries were constructed. An 1896 map reveals that vineyards then covered approximately 12,726 acres of land in Haralson County, Georgia.   Vineyards and wineries dotted the North Georgia countryside from east to west. 

For a number of years, the Hungarians were very successful in their viticulture and winemaking ventures. Wine was distributed and sold throughout the southeast at the stops of the Southern Railway and Blue Ridge Railroad, often for a dollar a gallon, bring your own container. As Georgia entered the 20th Century it is reputed to have had over 20,000 acres of wine grapes and ranked as the 6th largest producer of wine in the US.  By our unofficial count, Georgia has fewer than 400 acres of vitis vinifera (premium French Varietals), planted today.  The reason for this dramatic change was prohibition.  Georgia became one of the first states to prohibit the sale and distribution of alcohol in 1907, effectively wiping out all wine and vineyard operations. Not until the 1970’s would Georgia experience resurgence of successful winemaking.

Since the 1970’s viticulture and winemaking have steadily regained importance in Georgia’s agri-economy. Georgia is currently host to more than 10 wineries, and the rate of new vineyard plantings is among the highest in the Eastern U.S. Production is now about 115,000 gallons annually.
 In 2001 Georgia’s legislature recognized the significance of the industry and authorized the designation of roadways and signage to create the Georgia Wine Trail.  Included in the trail is an area of North Georgia where an increasing number of wineries have been started over the last several years.  With this designation, as well as other favorable farm winery legislation passed at the same time, we may now see wine production accelerate to industry status. 

In addition to vinifera plantings there are a number of French Hybrids and (native) Cynthiana-Norton.  We did not include in this article a report on the large amount of Muscadine grapes grown in Georgia.  In middle and south Georgia over 1100 acres of Muscadine are planted, making Georgia the leading Muscadine grower in the world (see www.paulkvineyards.com and www.stillpond.com). 

Attempts to grow vinifera in Georgia have proven most vital and reliable in the cool northern Piedmont region bordering the North Georgia Mountains. The higher altitude in this region provides cooler temperatures, particularly at night. This permits a longer growing season and also allows the grapes to hang longer on the vines yielding greater ripeness and fruit maturity at harvest.  The hill and valley topography allows stimulating breezes, wonderful air drainage, and an array of aspects to match varietals to their most advantageous conditions.  As we know, grapes don’t like wet feet, and the hills and sandy clay soil offer remarkable drainage, even after a hard rain.
Georgia is considered to have a continental climate, but the Appalachian Mountains in Tennessee and North Carolina offer a strong buffer to the coldest weather and latest frosts.  Still, growing quality wine grapes in Georgia requires much more dedication and perseverance than it does in “Mediterranean” California.  Grape growers fight a host of enemies including: late frosts, high humidity, soaking rains, cloudy days, molds and mildew, beetles, birds, deer, and bears, to name but a few.  Vineyardist John Ezzard of Tiger Mountain Winery told us all about the engineering and design of his Bear Scare.  It consists of a motion sensor, strobe lights and a boom box loaded with a CD of “I Heard it Through the Grape Vine.”  How many California wineries have to build a Bear Scare? There are some truly innovative and dedicated grape growers in Georgia, and they are doing some marvelous things with vinifera, hybrids and native grapes.

Finally, the Glassy Wing Sharpshooter is native to Georgia and is a vector for Pierce's disease, which is fatal to infected vines.  The Sharpshooter presents a serious problem for vinifera planted below about 1300 feet elevation.  Above that elevation the temperature seems to limit the sharpshooter’s activity.  Also, at that elevation and above the Sharpshooter presents only one generation per year. After much study, grape growers have learned when that generation will emerge, so effective spraying programs can be conducted.  After especially cold winters spraying may not even be necessary.

The resurgence of viticulture in Georgia hasn’t happened overnight.  We had a delightful interview with Gay Dellinger, the vinifera pioneer of the second coming of the wine grape industry to Georgia.  She planted three acres in 1979.  It was an amalgam of vinifera and French-American hybrids.  Long interested in wine, she set out to prove that a farmer with 5 unused acres could plant grapes and sell them as a profitable farm crop.   At that time Chardonnay was selling for about $2,000/ton. 

Her Split Rail Vineyards was located between Cartersville and Dallas, Georgia at an average elevation of 1,000 ft. From the beginning, everyone she consulted locally about grape growing in Georgia discouraged her.  They said that grapes wouldn’t grow, survive, or produce quality wines.  So she began researching and contacting wine growers/wine makers in other states.  She says many people she contacted outside of Georgia were informative, supportive and very helpful.  As an example, she still retains a considerable amount of correspondence from Dr. Constantine Frank.  

Eventually Gay’s interest led her to board a plane to Starkesville, Mississippi to meet with Dr. Dick Vines, at that time the winemaker, and Dr. Pat Hegwood, viticulturist, at the Mississippi State University oenology program.  Not only did they assure her that cultivating vinifera in Georgia was worth a try, they suggested appropriate vine selections.  They even recommended the Geneva Double Curtain as a trellising system having considerable success in Mississippi, and so Gay adopted it for her vineyard.  

She added plantings over the first three years, eventually bringing the vineyard up to 8 acres of vines.  Pine forests were cleared and peas and other nitrogen-fixing crops were planted to amend the acidic soils and bring them up to an acceptable pH.  The vineyard experienced some of the usual problems – fungus, etc., but never had sharpshooter problems or major problems of any kind.  At the Eastern Grape Growers Association 1983 annual meeting in Washington DC, Gay’s Pinot Blanc became the first Georgia wine to medal at a national competition, receiving a silver and proving Georgia did have something to offer the wine drinking public.
Nearby, in the spring of 1983, Tom Slick planted vineyards that would become the core of his Habersham Vineyards.  “We all helped each other and all were eager to share new information; it was very exciting,” Gay said. New vineyards and wineries soon followed; Chestnut Mountain was planted. Then Ed Frederick came from California to be the first winemaker at Chateau Elan. Most vineyard owners relied on a community of wine-interested people to help one another plant, prune and pick.  

Gay operated her vineyard for about twelve years.  Then, interested in ecological and environmental land use, she donated the vineyard and other land to North Metro Technical College.  As time passed the college became more focused on a computer curriculum for its students and, as agreed, the unused land reverted to Gay.  Today it is pastureland in a sixty-acre environmental preserve that includes a clean-water stream, a lake, and wetlands and forest left unlumbered for over 70 years.  It is used by several north Georgia community and small colleges as an environmental program area for students.  Gay says she is very happy about her part in the reawakening of Georgia vineyards and these days just enjoys drinking good wine, especially good wine from Georgia. 

Our first stop along the Georgia Wine Trail was Blackstock Vineyard for a meeting with David Harris.  David is a graduate of the oenology and viticulture programs at Fresno State, part of the California State University system.  He started his winemaking career as an assistant winemaker at Biltmore Estate in North Carolina and moved on to be winemaker and grape grower at Chestnut Mountain Winery in Decatur, Georgia.  His reputation and interests eventually led him to become the winemaker at the successful Habersham Winery in Helen, Georgia.  Six years ago he “semi” retired from winemaking to concentrate on the development of his own 40-acre vinifera vineyard near Dahlonega, GA.  At this beautiful mountain estate he works in the vineyard daily, giving personal care to his 24,000 vines.

David spent several years researching geologic and weather maps and traipsing through farms and forests in quest of the perfect vineyard location... He finally found land with the elevation, aspect, microclimates, and soil the he felt would nurture grapes for the fullest wine potential. Once found - he named it Blackstock Vineyard after one of the old vineyards that had thrived nearby before Georgia Prohibition.  The soil is similar to that he found in parts of Italy called Terra Rosa.  It is a red clay/loam/sand mixture.  The soil has good “tilth” such that tap-root penetration is blocked by hard clay 3’ to 4’ below the surface.  The oxidation of manganese, iron and other metals give the clay its distinctive red color.
We took a Gator tour of Blackstock Vineyards. (For the uninitiated, this Gator is not the reptile familiar to the swampy areas of South Georgia, but an all-terrain vehicle that maneuvers the vineyards with ease, even at steep angles and rough ground.)  Workers were busily tending the vines.  David explained that humidity and moisture are challenges to eastern grape growing, especially in the Georgia Mountains where rainfall can average 60 inches a year.  His sloping hillsides were very steep (20-25% slope).  Manicured grass grows between the rows to prevent erosion. His vines were planted very close together in a 9’x 7’ pattern, allowing 30 percent more grapes per acre.  He purchased a special narrow Italian tractor. His trellising was on a divided canopy allowing for more leaf exposure to the sun and permitting lots of air drainage to allow drying after rains and morning dews.  We passed workers who were busy plucking out leaves that were in the shade (and thus unproductive) and they were also thinning some shoots. On July 6th, we were just short of verison, and some grape clusters on overly productive varietals would also be thinned.  He has several bug stations in the vineyard in order to spot Sharpshooters. He indicated that Chestnut Mountain Vineyard, where he once worked, has now been devastated by Pierce’s Disease.  Chestnut Mountain is at a considerably lower altitude. 
Blackstock vineyard is planted with Merlot and Viognier that David judges as extremely successful in Georgia.  He also has Touriga, Chardonnay, Mouvedre, Sangiovese, Cabernet Franc and Cabernet Sauvignon.  David is committed making Vinifera a success as an industry in Georgia.  He said that as a winemaker he had little influence on how the grapes were grown, which is the most important factor in making high quality wine.  

Blackstock Vineyards’ 40 acres of grapes are planted on several hilltops and about 2/3 of the way down the sides.  The lower portions are separated by mowed grass and riparian areas.  The hills were very steep, thank goodness for the Gator.  Each variety was selected for its location for a reason.  For instance, the late budding Chardonnay was planted on the tops of the hills and down the eastern slope so as to catch the first rays of sun in the early spring. We ended our tour on the highest point in the vineyard where David had constructed a large wooden deck under the shade of several old oak trees.  The view of vineyards, hills and the nearby mountains was breathtaking. Forty acres of vital, well tended grapevines girdling the mountains makes quite a spectacular landscape. 

During our visits to each of the wineries on the Georgia Wine Trail, David Harris’ name was constantly cited as one of the people most devoted to increasing the knowledge and quality of premium wine grapes in Georgia.  After spending half a day with David we can attest that his objective is to create a vital high quality wine industry in Georgia.  He is sought after as a consultant well beyond Georgia’s borders. His grapes are sought after as well. We tasted a Sheldon Vineyard (North Carolina winery), Viognier made from David’s Georgia grapes – and it is stunning.  David is concentrating on creating an estate vineyard.  His grapes are sought after by wineries including Chateau Elan, Horton of Virginia, Biltmore Estate, Habersham and Tiger Mountain Winery.  He is truly a Georgia State Treasure for his contributions to Georgia viticulture and wine lore.

Our next stop was to Crane Creek Vineyards in Young Harris, Georgia, at the very northern end of the Georgia Wine Trail.  The winery’s principal owner is Eric Seifarth, a retired Army officer.  Eric gained his interest and knowledge about wine while stationed in Italy.  The tasting room is located in a restored 1880 farmhouse that also contains a quaint guesthouse for visitors.  Eric and his wife, DeAnne, have built a farm style home nearby. 

Crane Creek Vineyards is located on the North side of Georgia’s tallest mountain (Brasstown Bald at 4,784 ft.).  The 30 acre farm is only a stone’s throw from North Carolina, and at 2100 feet elevation the nine acre vineyard is Georgia’s highest. Eric is growing grapes that are suited to this much cooler locale.  He has Seyval Blanc, Vidal Blanc, Cabernet Franc, Cabernet Sauvignon, Norton, Chambourcin and Chardonel (a cross between Chardonnay and a French Hybrid – so it is ¾ vinifera).  The Chardonel has low vigor and buds later than its Chardonnay parent.  He does not currently have a winery on site, but one is planned for the near future.  Crane Creek is partnering with Three Sisters Vineyards in Dahlonega where they share the winemaking operation. Production is approximately 2,500 cases/year.
Eric and DeAnne host monthly wine dinners featuring Crane Creek and Threes Sisters wines. The setting is the tasting room in a beautiful garden location and an expansive patio with a view of the vineyards, ponds and the mountains beyond.  He also sells grapes to amateur winemakers and conducts home winemaking and pruning seminars.  Long-range plans for the operation include ground breaking on a winery and a restaurant.  
We tasted several of the Crane Creek wines including: Chestatee Rose, a lightly sweet blend of Vidal Blanc and Cabernet Franc; Chestatee White, 100% Vidal Blanc finished off dry, Crane Creek Seyval, a stainless steel finished dry Seyval Blanc, and a Cabernet Sauvignon, Cabernet Franc, Merlot blend.  Crane Creek is making high quality wines and their location is beautiful.

Tiger Mountain Winery was our next stop on the Georgia Wine Trail.  The 98 acre estate is located in Tiger, Georgia, on the slopes of Tiger Mountain.  The owners include John and Martha Ezzard and Bill and Leckie Stack.  The winery is located on the fifth generation family estate of Dr. John Ezzard.  John farms about 8 acres of grapes, including: Norton, Tannat, Viognier, Malbec, Mouvedre, Cabernet Franc, and Touriga.  Bill Stack, an attorney in Atlanta, farms about 5 acres nearby including: Norton, Malbec, Viognier and Cabernet Franc.

Tiger Mountain Winery began when John, then a practicing urologist in Colorado, returned to his family farm in 1995 to care for his ailing father.  It was his father’s hope that the farm of generations should continue as productive agricultural land.  One day John dropped by Habersham Winery and was struck with the idea of growing grapes.  He quickly learned that once the vineyard is planted you realize how permanent it is. And once you invest in growing grapes, you naturally start to think about making your own wine.  His neighbor, Bill Stack, owns part interest in a large apple orchard.  Bill had been making apple wine, but when he saw his neighbor planting grapes . . . Well, the two of them began by making wine in Bill’s basement, and the winery grew from there.  They quickly outgrew the basement and moved to an old creamery building on John Ezzard’s farm.  Two years ago they added a steel building partially built into a hill, and they are already outgrowing it!

Tiger Mountain Winery is at 2,000 feet elevation, so they are largely above Pierce’s Disease.  The Ezzard farm has a southern aspect with good water and air drainage.  The soil is a combination of clay, rock and sand. The nearby Stack Vineyard is adjacent to the Stack’s hilly apple orchard. Tiger Mountain produced about 1,500 cases per year over the past three years and should reach 2,000 cases this year.  Most of the wine is sold through the tasting room, although several high quality Atlanta restaurants, including Baccanalia, Indigo and Horseradish Grill, have the Tiger Mountain Wines on their wine list.

Affirmation of the quality of Tiger Mountain wines has come from many directions. Just last November Tiger Mountain Wines brought home five medals from the AWS Commercial Wine Competition, including a Gold Medal for their 1999 Cabernet Franc. Tiger Mountain’s other red wines include their Rabun Red (a blend of Norton and vinifera), Touriga, Malbec, Tannat, and Mouvedre. Tiger Mountain also made a Viognier that could stand comparison with the best from California or France.  It saw no malolactic fermentation and was a steely crisp food friendly Viognier.  
Tiger Mountain Winery sponsors a number of festivals during the year.  In April they held an “Awakening of the Vines” Festival with the 100 piece Atlanta Chamber Orchestra set up in the vineyard.  The vines were serenaded by classical, show tunes, jazz, and of course, “I Heard it Through the Grapevine.”  No bears were sighted that evening.

Tiger Mountain Winery is a very small operation, so most everything is done by hand – farming and winemaking.  There is a commitment to land and family here, a theme we saw over and over as we visited Georgia wineries.  Martha Ezzard, journalist and author, showed us the different varieties of young trees, each one selected and planted by their young grandchildren.  She and John want to give them a love of the land and a personal investment in it.   John is a farmer at heart and spends as much time as possible in the vineyard.  You can often see him running his tractor through the vineyard.  Over at the Stack property, Leckie has learned to manage the vineyard as Bill spends weekdays at his law practice in Atlanta.  A Georgia Master Gardner, her love of gardening now includes the lion’s share of vineyard pruning.
As you would expect, when the pressure is on to harvest and crush, the informal lines of responsibility melt quickly and everyone jumps in to do what ever is needed. Both families agree they don’t plan to plant many more grapes.  They want to keep the acreage of vineyards at a manageable level as their objective is to provide the highest quality hand-made wines from less commonly known grapes that prosper in north Georgia (e.g. Tannat, Malbec and Touriga).  We think they have found a wonderful niche.

The Georgia Wine Trail leads us next to the well-established Habersham Winery located in Nacoochee Village, just outside the resort community of Alpine Helen.  Tom Slick, another pioneer of the Georgia wine industry, established the winery in 1983. He later added Nacoochee Village, an artsy tourist destination that includes an adventure outfitter, gift shops, art gallery, antique store, candle shop, mill and a fine restaurant, the Nacoochee Grill.  Virtually all the buildings date from the 1800’s and each has been relocated to the village from elsewhere in Georgia. The day we visited, Tom was very excited about the USA Today feature declaring that every state in the nation now has at least one winery. The article featured a photo of one bottle of wine from each state and Georgia’s iconic representative was from Habersham.

Habersham Winery started wine production using old dairy tanks and has slowly grown into Georgia’s second largest winery, but it is probably Georgia’s largest winery using only Georgia-grown grapes.   Congenial General Manager Steve Gibson, and the dryly-humorous winemaker Andrew Beaty, hosted our tour through the winery.  Habersham is a fairly large operation by Georgia standards (about 15,000 – 20,000 cases per year) and features three lines of wine: the premium Creekstone label, the Habersham Estate Wines, which are popularly priced, and their Southern Harvest Wines, which includes several Muscadine, blush and fruit wines.

Andrew and Steve took us on a tour of their modern facility that includes a large tasting room and gift shop, crush pad, large stainless steel jacketed fermenting tanks, and a sizeable barrel room for aging and oaking their premium wines.  Habersham owns about 30 acres of grapes at the nearby Stonepile Vineyard (outside Clarkesville) and owns another 8 acres at their Mossy Creek Vineyard.  They also purchase grapes from Habersham’s former winemaker David Harris, as well as large amounts of Muscadine juice and grapes from Southern Georgia.

Andrew Beaty is a graduate of U.C. Davis School of Oenology, and he claims to prefer beer to wine, although we think he was pulling our collective legs.  He said he learned at U.C. Davis that it takes a lot of beer to make wine (after all, you have to lubricate the winemaker).  When Andrew mentioned he was from Tennessee and went to Suwanne College for undergraduate school, Gayle felt compelled to respond that she had gone to the University of Tennessee.  Andrew stopped the tour and said he would not serve UT alumni at his winery.  Of course, he was teasing (we think).  We barrel tasted a number of their soon to be bottled wines from recent vintages.  The Chardonnays were smooth and rich and every bit as good as any from better known wine regions of the world.  The barrels that we saw were all fine quality French Oak.  We tasted one of the Estate Chardonnays out of a stainless steel jacketed tank that had been withheld from malolactic fermentation as well as from oak contact.  It was tightly wrought with high acidity and lemony flavor and bouquet.  We tasted the same wine that was in an oak barrel, to which it would soon be blended.  We both agreed it should be an excellent marriage.  The reds, especially those from the smaller Mossy Creek Vineyard had excellent color and medium body. Andrew made an impromptu blend, using his wine thief named “Steve,” and we tasted some of the Stone Pile Merlot, which is excellent, with some of the Stone Pile Cabernet. The next generation of Habersham wines looks to be in great shape.

In the tasting room we sipped some of the finished wines from previous vintages.  The Mossy Creek red wines used in the Creekstone Labeling had almost Petite Sirah like color, which Andrew attributed to a cool aqueous extraction prior to fermentation.  The Creekstone label reds, all see French Oak aging.  The Reserve Gold Label Chardonnay is aged in French Oak while the Green Label is aged in American Oak.  The Estate Chardonnay, which we tasted out of the barrel and tank, is 50/50 stainless and oak with only part subject to malolactic fermentation.  Habersham makes a lot of varieties and styles of wine.  If you can't find something to like, then maybe you are too picky.  As we bid adieu to Steve and Andrew, Andrew said he was going fishing and that he needed a beer - although as we departed I saw him pour a little wine into his glass from a nearby tank.  

Doug Paul was our effervescent host when we visited his Three Sisters Vineyard near the site of Georgia’s gold rush, the small town of Dahlonega. The property takes its name from three peaks known locally as Three Sisters, a much more melodic name than their individual names of Rattlesnake, Wildcat and McBrayer.  Doug is a former radio personality with a background in marketing.  He is an entertaining and interesting talker, passionate about the potential for the wine industry of NE Georgia.  He says he is serious about winemaking but not about himself.  He married his high school sweetheart, Sharon.  His interest in wine began on their honeymoon when his father had a bottle of Dom Perignon delivered to them. Some 10 years ago he began looking for land in North Georgia, and stumbled upon an old cattle farm in 1995. A year later Three Sisters Vineyards and Winery were founded.  He now owns 184 acres planted with 15 acres of grapes.  It is a family operation, with his brother-in-law Ken Van Dusen doing much of the farming.  Doug and his family are still learning the art and science of winemaking, so they have brought in a series of oenologists to help with each year's vinification. 
The generations of cattle farming left the land rich with organics, and provided him a pond for irrigation.  The setting and view are idyllic, with a large southern aspect surrounded by low hills with taller mountains in the distance.  As the crow flies Three Sisters is probably no more than 5 miles from David Harris' Blackstock Vineyards, the soils and microclimate are similar. Three Sisters Vineyards is at 1650-1850 feet in elevation, so he has some limited impact from Sharpshooters and Pierce’s Disease.  Doug has placed a gazebo at the highest point in his vineyards, which makes a wonderful setting for weddings and receptions.  

In 1998, after adjusting soils and consulting a number of experts, Doug planted Cabernet Franc, Merlot, Touriga, Cabernet Sauvignon, Vidal Blanc, Chardonnay (several clones), Cynthiana-Norton and Pinot Blanc. The current 15 acres of Three Sisters grapes yielded about 53 tons of fruit last season, despite an April 2001 frost that reduced the crop.  In 2002, Doug anticipates to harvest 65 to 75 tons of fruit.  About 10 tons of grapes can be harvested in one day. The winery now produces about 3,400 cases a year and also produces wine in partnership with Crane Creek Vineyards. Doug produces his premium wines under the Three Sisters Label and is also offering wines under the Chestatie Label (named after the nearby Chestatie River) that are sweeter, fruitier and more economical.  All the grapes are Georgia grown.  For the Three Sisters Label the focus is on quality and individual handcrafting.  Three Sisters produces about 100-200 cases of Reserve wine each year, which are the best grapes selected to be handcrafted and aged in the best French oak barrels.  He is using American Oak on the more briary Cynthiana-Norton. 

We tasted these wines and they are excellent boutique wines with medium body and the potential to age for several years.  We especially liked the Three Sisters Pinot Blanc, and the Reserve Cabernet.  He also has a Vidal Blanc Ice Wine and plans to make a port with the Touriga. This past May, Three Sisters' 2000 vintage Merlot tied with the Chateau Élan Winery's 2000 Essence de Cabernet Founder's Reserve as the highest rated red wines in all of Georgia, according to Wine Spectator magazine. 

Doug is intent on making the Georgia Wine Trail and especially his Three Sisters Vineyard a part of a larger wine industry as well as a tourist destination.  His newly completed tasting room is a work of art, with a handcrafted back-bar containing a beautiful stained glass motif. Doug is also partnering with local cheese producers and others to offer locally made products for visitors.  Taking advantage of his background in marketing, Doug is also sponsoring wine festivals and wine classes to introduce more people to Georgia's grape growing and wine producing industry.  

About 8 miles North of Three Sisters and Blackstock is the newly built and planted Wolf Mountain Winery and Lodge. Owned and operated by Carl and Linda Boegner, it is scheduled to open later in 2002.  Carl is an old hand in the tourist, food and accommodation industry.  He was in charge of food service for the opening of Disney World in 1971.    He was also the Executive Vice President for Chateau Elan Winery from 1985-1989, and ran the company for 4 years.  He and Linda currently operate the Founder's Club in Roswell, north of Atlanta, an exclusive and high quality restaurant and club operation. The Founder’s Club is also the location for the monthly Metro Atlanta AWS wine events.
Wolf Mountain has clearly been built as a destination for the wine and culinary savvy.  No expense has been spared in the creation of a wonderful ambience in the lodge, tasting room patios, and winery.  The lodge sits at the top of a mountain and has a spectacular view with southern aspect for his 8 acres of grapes, which include Cabernet Sauvignon, Syrah, Mouvedre and Touriga. Wolf Mountain's plantings are new, so wine from their own grapes is still in the future.  However, Carl is partnering with Craig Kritzer who owns the soon to opened Frogtown Winery. Frogtown is already producing grapes but will not open its winery until 2003.  Using grapes from Frogtown, Wolf Mountain will have a 2002 bottling. Together they toured us through the aesthetically wonderful Wolf Mountain facility and offered a barrel tasting of their soon to be bottled wines.  

Every attempt has been made to make the winery and lodge look like it has been there for 100 years.  In the winery, tasting room and barrel room, the architecture is a modern rendering of traditional Craftsman style.  Carl has collected a stunning array of wine antiques that add an historic European flavor to the cellar ambience.  The floors and walls could easily be mistaken for some timeworn castle’s wine cave.  Wolf Mountain is already hosting weddings and banquets in the gardens and patios.  In addition Carl plans to offer wine dinners, tours and tastings to the public.  His proven success in the delivery of fine food service will assure a popular destination.  Visitors had better get their reservation in early.

Oh yes, back to the barrel tasting of their wines. The winery is designed entirely for gravity flow, so no metal impellers will bruise the win. Together Carl and Craig have conspired to make some wonderful wines.  The Vidal Blanc out of the barrel was very finished in its bouquet and taste.  Subjected to 20% malolactic and 20% oak this was a refreshingly food-friendly wine.  Wolf Mountain also plans to produce Viognier and Chardonnay.  
Wolf Mountain’s red wines were stunning.  Carl said he will not be labeling his wines by varietal name, but rather will use proprietary names for a blend of Cabernet Sauvignon, Cabernet Franc and Merlot.  We tasted these out of the barrel and each was distinctive and rich.  The latter two were exceptional.  We also tasted a light Chianti-like Sangiovese.  Carl will be producing wines that will exceed everyone's expectations of quality Vinifera wines from Georgia.  These were rich wines aged in high quality new French oak barrels that had also received exceptional care in the vineyard.  Look out California!

After a quick lunch, the vivacious and friendly Craig Kritzer guided us to his Frogtown Vineyard, which is located a short distance from David Harris' Blackstock Vineyard.  Craig purchased an old pig farm in the Frogtown District of Lumpkin County, and planted 11 varieties of grapes including Vidal, Seyval, Tannat, Marsanne, Roussanne, Norton, Petit Verdot Chardonnay, Viognier, Cabernet Sauvignon, Cabernet Franc, Merlot and Sangiovese.  Frogtown Cellars was established in the spring of 1999 with the planting of 10,775 grapevines.  An additional 5,700 grapevines were planted in 2000. Craig is shooting for 12 pounds of grapes per vine that equates to about 4 tons per acre (depending on varietal) based on his planting density.  He has placed different varietals at different elevations and aspects to the sun based on how he expects each varietal to perform. Different trellises are used depending on the vigor of the vines.  The native Cynthiana-Norton is always grown in the worst portion of the vineyard for drainage or sun, and it doesn’t seem to mind. 

Craig, a practicing attorney, attributes much of his viticulture knowledge to suggestions and advice by David Harris.  David viewed the land and offered tips on planting, spacing and varietals.  A divided trellis system is widely employed to manage high vigor growth in North Georgia.  Drip irrigation was also added. Red wines Craig intends to produce include a Merlot, a Bordeaux-style blend, a super Tuscan, using Sangiovese and Cabernet, as well as some reserve wines from the best grapes.  The whites will include Viognier, Chardonnay and a white Rhone blend of Rousanne, Marsanne and Viognier, as well as a Vidal. The tasting we were offered at Wolf Mountain represented grapes grown at Frogtown, so he is clearly growing some exceptional high quality grapes.  Some of the production not needed for his own bottling has been sold to Chateau Elan.

While touring the vineyard he pointed out an immense excavation where the foundation for the future winery is being laid. Most of the winery operations will be below grade.  The working area will include a crushing pad, fermentation room with large tanks and a lower barrel room. Just like Wolf Mountain, Frogtown will feature full gravity feed throughout the winery. The upper floors will house a tasting room and conference facility, including a hospitality suite for special visitors. 

The investment of time, money and devotion to quality at both Frogtown and Wolf Mountain are impressive. These new properties will be stars on the Georgia Wine Trail. They are making some serious wines that will be excellent companions to food.

The newest addition to the Georgia Wine Trail is Persimmon Creek Vineyards.  Dr. Sonny Hardman approaches his vineyard from an array of interests.  He has always been interested in growing things and actually began his college career in horticulture.  As a pathologist and dermatopatholgist at St. Mary’s Hospital in Athens, GA, his work with diseases of the skin and his background in chemistry and biochemistry have stimulated his thinking about the changes that occur in grape skins.  The microorganisms and treatment of grapevine diseases, such crown gall, bear a similarity to the cause and treatment of some human skin diseases.  In addition, he and his wife, Marianne, share a love of gardening and approach it with an artist’s eye.  They have three small boys and find that working with them in the vineyard is a way to pass on a love of the earth and knowledge of the basic rhythms of the ecosystem.  The boys’ special contribution is helping with the planting of wildflowers that are not only beautiful, but hopefully will be more attractive than the vineyards to harmful insects.

He and Marianne looked for two years to find the vineyard site.  Ironically the property was once owned by his mother’s ancestors.  Vitis vinifera grapes grow best between 1,000 – 2,400 feet. His grapes are planted at about 2,000 feet elevation and are located in a narrow-mountain valley surrounded by much higher peaks.   

Persimmon Creek Vineyard began with 6 acres of plantings of cold-hardy, late-blooming varieties.  Currently there are 14 acres under cultivation and management including some seyval blanc, approximately 5 acres of Riesling, 4 acres of Cabernet Franc and the rest in merlot. He is in the process of designing a winery to open in the fall of 2003 with an eventual capacity of 4,000 – 6,000 cases.  Christopher Sperry, an architect designing or consulting for many Eastern wineries, is working with him on the gravity flow design.  

Dr. Hardman cites the importance of the generous advice and support of others on the Wine Trail such as Steve Gibson at Habersham Winery and Rick Donnelly, formerly of Chateau Élan. “The commitment of each of us is encouraging,” he says.  But he also realizes the importance of creating a strong academic support system for the emerging industry.  He has donated funds to the University of Georgia, Athens, to initiate creation of a viticulture program to support the industry and provide opportunities for students.  Beginning studies will focus on the effects of frost on wine grapes in NE Georgia.  He is working closely with Dr. Mark Rieger, a fruit crop specialist at UGA to provide on-site study for students.  Working through UGA, and the State of Georgia, Dr. Hardman is supporting the establishment of an assistant professorship/agricultural agent dedicated to the grape growing industry and located in the heart of the Georgia Wine Trail at Blairsville. “We are at a point where we need this type of support,” he said.

Persimmon Creek Vineyards are laid out with a painterly eye.  Sonny and Marianne studied the undulations of the land and selected the planting areas not only for the specific conditions required of each grape variety, but also so the rows follow the land in a way that leads the eye to absorb exquisite natural contours and textures. Dr. Hardman says that he wants Persimmon Creek to be not only a successful vineyard but also a piece of artwork.  We drove through the vineyard, and the location is where we would want our log cabin.  A clear mountain stream runs through the center of the vineyard.  We look forward to his vineyard as it begins production at this scenic location.  We look forward to tasting Persimmon Creek wines.

Finally, there is Chateau Elan, an exclusive hotel and spa resort established in 1982 by Dr. Donald Panoz, and his wife Nancy. While the property is primarily an accommodation and golf resort, the acclaimed centerpiece is a 16th century French Château styled winery.  Framed by vineyards, the winery is the largest producer of premium and varietal wines in Georgia, although much of the French varietal production comes from juice imported from Dr. Panoz’s California properties. At one time Chateau Elan had about 200 acres of grapes under production in Georgia. 

The first winemakers at Chateau Élan were European.  Dan Baldwin, a native Californian, became the winemaker about 3 years ago, with a goal to upgrade its premium varietal wines. Chateau Elan produces a large number of different wines including flavored Muscadine, port, sherry, French Hybrids and a number of varietals.  Varietals include Chardonnay, Riesling, Pinot Noir, Chambourcin, White Zinfandel, Merlot, Cabernet and a Bordeaux blend. Production is about 30,000 cases per year.     

Chateau Elan has a 276 room Mobil Four-Star Inn, European-style Spa Mansion, Stan Smith Tennis Center, Equestrian Show Center, a 25,000 square foot Conference Center, eight restaurants, and a resort residential community.  While Chateau Elan hardly qualifies as a boutique winery, its facilities are first class, and winemaker Dan Baldwin is making award winning wines from imported juice, estate grown grapes and purchased Georgia grapes. Tours for the drop-in visitor are more reminiscent of a Napa Valley winery on a crowded day; the facilities are large and first class. The 3,500 acres of French provincial facilities and Southern hospitality combine to produce a superb leisure resort and conference destination while touring the Georgia Wine Trail. You can even experience indulgences such as a “Winery Harvest Crush” exfoliation.  It’s reputed to leave the body soft and scented of squashed grapes – something wine widows might consider for a get away weekend!
Georgia grape growers and winemakers have accepted the challenge to grow and produce Vinifera in Georgia.  They are caring of the environment and eager to stimulate the next generation to live close to the earth. As David Harris said during our visit, America responds well to a challenge.  It only took California and wine pioneer Warren Wienarski 30 years of concentrated effort to catch and surpass the French (1978 Stags Leap Cabernet Sauvignon).   Look out California - it won’t take Georgia 30 years.

Gayle and David Darugh are frequent contributors to the Journal.  Gayle is a former AWS president and the current chairperson of the Foxfire Chapter of AWS in Clayton, GA.  David is the current General Counsel.  Together they operate the Beechwood Inn Bed and Breakfast and conduct food and wine seminars, and teach wine appreciation.
Wineries and Vineyards: 

· Blackstock Vineyards, David and Trish Harris, Owners, 5452 Towns Creek Road, Dahlonega, GA 30533 Email: blackstockwine@netscape.net, Phone 770.983.1371 (no winery operations and no tasting room)

· Chateau Elan Winery, www.chateauealn.com, 100 Rue Charlemagne, Braselton, GA  20517 (15 mi S of Gainesville), E-mail: chateau@chateauelan.com, Phone 678.932.0900, Toll-Free 800.233.WINE 

· Crane Creek Vineyards, www.cranecreekvineyards.com, Eric Seifarth, President, 916 Crane Creek Rd, Young Harris, GA  30582  (35 miles W of Clayton), E-mail: cranecreek@cranecreekvineyards.com, grapes@alltel.net Phone 706.379.1236 or 706.781.6566

· Fox Vineyards & Winery, 225 Hwy 11 S, Social Circle, GA  (40 mi E of Atlanta), E-mail: foxwinery@freeweb.com, Phone 770.787.5402

· Frogtown Cellars, Craig Kritzer, President, 2200 Damascus Church Rd, Dahlonega, GA  30533, E-mail:  ckritzer@akl.com, Phone 706.865.0687

· Georgia Wines, 447 High Point Dr, Chickamauga, GA  30707 (15 miles N of Dalton), E-mail: info@georgiawines.com, Phone 706.937.2177

· Habersham Winery, www.habershamwinery.com, Steve Gibson, General Manager, 7025 S. Main St (Hwy 75) P.O. Box 808, Helen, GA 30545, (25 mi N of Gainesville), E-mail:  havewine@alltel.net, Phone706.878.WINE, 770.983.1973

· Persimmon Creek Vineyards, Sonny Hardman, Phone 706.354.3076

· Still Pond Vineyard, www.stillpond.com, Arlington, GA  31713 (30 mi W of Albany), E-mail: info@stillpond.com Phone 229.792.6382

· Three Sisters Vineyards, www.threesistersvineyards.com, Sharon and Doug Paul, Owners, 439 Vineyard Way Dahlonega, GA  30533, Dp@threesistersvineyards.com, info@threesistersvineyards.com, Phone 706.865.WINE (706.865.9463)

· Tiger Mountain Vineyards, (Web site under construction), John Ezzard, CEO & William Stack, Secretary 2606 Old Hwy 441 N, Tiger, GA  30576 (5 mi S of Clayton), E-mail: tigerwine@aol.com, Phone 706.782.9256

· Wolf Mountain Vineyards and The Lodge at Wolf Mountain -WINERY ANTICIPATES OPENING IN 2002 Karl Boegner, President and Managing Director, 180 Wolf Mountain Trail, Dahlonega, GA  30533 email:  foundersclub@mindspring.com, Phone 706.867.9862

Where to Eat:

· Buck Creek Tavern, 88 Main Street, Clayton, GA, 707.212.0101
· Grapes and Beans and More. 42 E. Savannah St., Clayton, GA.  Specialty coffees, fresh baked goods, vegetarian specials and wines by the glass or bottle. 706.212.0020
· Julia's Steaks and Seafood, Hwy 441, one-mile south of Clayton, GA,  (706)782-2052. Fine yet casual evening dining with varied menu including steak & seafood. Extensive wine list or BYOW for a small corkage fee.

· Nacoochee Grill, Helen, GA

· Renee’s, Dahlonega, GA

Wine Friendly Places to Stay:

· Beechwood Inn, Bed, Breakfast and Wine Cellar, P.O. Box 429, Clayton, GA 30525; Phone 706.782.5484, email david-gayle@beechwoodinn.ws; www.beechwoodinn.ws
· Chateau Elan, 100 Rue Charlemagne, Braselton, GA  20517, 800.233.WINE

· Crane Creek Guesthouse, 916 Crane Creek Rd, Young Harris, GA  30582, 706.379.1236

· York House, Bed and Breakfast, York House Road, Mountain City, 706.746-2068

� The Oxford Companion to the Wines of North America, Bruce Cass, Oxford University Press, 2000.





