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THE HOSPITALITY HEART OF 
SONOMA COUNTY WINE COUNTRY

In winemaking, there is a term called Angel’s Share, the 
amount of wine that evaporates as it ages in barrels. It’s a 
poetic expression that belies a belief in Sonoma County 
wine country that nothing goes to waste, even the angels 
benefit from Sonoma’s sustainable mentality. By 2020, the 
entire winegrowing region aims to be 100 percent certified 
sustainable, an ambitious goal Sonoma County is close to 
achieving. At press time, of Sonoma’s 1800 independent 
growers, approximately 93 percent are sustainably certified. 

I recently traveled to the hospitality heart of Sonoma wine 
country, the town of Healdsburg, located an hour north 
of the Golden Gate Bridge at the crossroads of three 
winemaking regions: Dry Creek Valley, Russian River 
Valley, and Alexander Valley. Each of the valleys differs in 
varietal types and unique expressions of terroir producing 
signature flavors. Sonoma County prides itself on being 
the most diverse premium winegrape growing region in 

the United States with 18 American Viticultural Areas 
(AVAs, or appellations). These 18 regions have unique 
soils and climates that allow certain grape varieties to grow 
particularly well, producing more than 60 varieties of 
winegrapes. 

The region is best known for six varieties that comprise 
nearly 94 percent of Sonoma County wines, Chardonnay, 
Pinot Noir, Cabernet Sauvignon, Zinfandel, Merlot, 
and Sauvignon Blanc. These food wines foster a culinary 
concentration of talent in Healdsburg, a popular destination 
for foodie-wine aficionados. The town attracts world-class 
chefs and Michelin star restaurants drawn to the region’s 
bounty of ingredients cultivated on local farms and gardens 
and foraged from the redwood forests. Here, I met artisans, 
makers, chefs, farmers, winemakers, and growers who 
share a common trait: respect for the land, a passion, and 
purpose. 

Sip & Savor this 
Epicurean Eden 
with its Earth 
Friendly Ethos

Together they create a synergy that pulls people from 
around the world who come to experience this small town 
foodie sensation with an artistic soul and earth-friendly 
ethos. 

As a visitor, Healdsburg’s hospitality is evident from the 
moment I arrive. Upon checking in Hotel Les Mars, 
a French Chateaux-inspired 16-room boutique hotel, 
I’m greeted with a flute of French Champagne. The 
Champagne, Canard-Duchene, comes with a storied past, 
purported to be the official Champagne of the French 
Calvary. “We are one of the few places in the United States 
that offers Canard-Duchene. We want to give a taste of 
France to our guests. It sets a tone of arriving at a place of 
luxury,” says Brian Sommer, general manager of Hotel Les 
Mars. Located in the historic district of Healdsburg, the 
hotel prides itself on “discreet European service.”

As a “Design Tourist,” I look for authentic accommodations 
that connect me with local culture, cuisine, and craft. Hotel 
Les Mars immerses guests into the 
fabric of Healdsburg and Sonoma 
County wine country with its locally 
sourced amenities such as bath 
salts made by the nearby Matanzas 
Creek Winery, known for their 
lavender fields. The hotel has a close 
relationship with Chalk Hill Estate 
Winery, located just 15 minutes 
away, where it sources ingredients 
from the winery’s organic gardens for 
culinary creations served in the hotel 
resturant, The Chalkboard Bistro. 

Whether or not guests choose to venture to nearby 
vineyards, Hotel Les Mars makes sure to connect them 
with the Sonoma County wine experience. In my room, a 
complimentary bottle of Roth Estate Pinot Noir welcomes 
me alongside a handwritten greeting from the hotel general 
manager. Each evening, the hotel hosts a complimentary 
wine and cheese reception in the lobby. “We invite local, 
smaller wineries to showcase their wines to our guests. It’s 
also an opportunity for experiences that our guests may not 
typically find in wine country,” says Sommer. 

I attend a wine tasting hosted by Gary Farrell Winery which 
specializes in small-lot Pinot Noirs and Chardonnays from 
Russian River Valley vineyards. “Gary Farrell is working 
with all 38 of our vineyard partners to make sure everyone 
is sustainable, so we can have vineyards to pass on to the 
next generation. Our vineyard partners practice integrative 
pest management, doing everything they can to maintain 
the soil and the value of the land,” says Brian Shapiro, 
business development manager, Gary Farrell Vineyards and 
Winery. 

Sampling wines in the seating 
alcove underneath a 1500s Flemish 
tapestry hanging in the hotel lobby, 
Shapiro tells me about Russian 
River Valley’s unique characteristics 
that produce world-class wines. 
The climate’s cooling breezes and 
fog from the nearby Pacific Ocean 
temper the summer’s heat, ensuring 
a long, even growing season. The 
valley also has a wide range of 
volcanic, sandstone and alluvial 

soils favorable for Chardonnay and Pinot Noir. These 
conditions foster a slow ripening process that fully matures 
the fruit while maintaining healthy levels of acidity.

After my wine tasting, I stroll through Healdsburg’s 
historic town plaza populated with more than 20 tasting 
rooms, 24 art galleries and working studios and dozens of 
foodie-focused restaurants including Valette, known as a 
culinary canvas for Sonoma County farmers, winemakers 
and artisans to showcase their craft. 

That night, I return to my room to find a bow-wrapped box 
of gourmet chocolates on my pillow and comfy slippers 
waiting at the foot of my antique canopy bed. I tuck myself 
in, mindful that I’m sleeping on Egyptian cotton hand-
milled linens fit for the Pope. “This is the same linen that 
was used in the Vatican on the former Pope’s bed before 
the current Pope decided the bedding was too opulent. 
It’s probably the softest linen you’ll ever sleep on,” says 
Sommer. 
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Hotel Les Mars, Healdsburg, California
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The next morning, I head to Silver Oak Winery and 
Vineyards in Alexander Valley, located 10 minutes east of 
downtown Healdsburg. There I walk through the vineyard 
and tour Silver Oak’s new state-of-the-art production 
facility, finishing up in the Wine Library. Walking through 
the cellars, I inhale the warm scent of American oak 
emanating from the barrels of aging wine. Silver Oak owns 
one of the few remaining barrel-making facilities, known 
as cooperages. “Silver Oak is the only winery in southern 
California that uses American oak exclusively. All of our 
barrels are still made by hand, which is a dying art form. 
We can make about 20 barrels a day at the cooperage. Each 
barrel is toasted by hand, and we make a few different 
toasts based on what the winemaking team wants,” says 
Tom Laengle, Silver Oak tour guide. 

Silver Oak’s Alexander Valley winery spans 113 acres with 
75 acres of grapes and is focused around the production 
of a single wine, Alexander Valley Cabernet Sauvignon. 
Along the tour, our guide shares details of Silver Oak’s 
sustainable viticulture practices that make it net-positive 
water and net-positive energy. The winery’s state-of-the-
art water reclamation technologies include a Membrane 
Bioreactor (MBR) that treats and filters 100 percent of the 
water from the cellar with natural biological activity and 
reduces potable water needs by 37 percent. “The Membrane 
Bioreactor is the first of its kind, so people come from all 
over to see how it works. We can reuse our water up to 
16 times,” says Laengle. The winery is solar powered with 
2,595 rooftop solar panels that produce over one megawatt 
of electricity a year and helps generate 105 percent of its 
energy needs.

In the vineyards, winegrowers plant fava beans and mustard 
plants to prevent soil erosion and use a soap substance 
instead of chemicals to kill the weeds. “Putting soap on top 
of the weed keeps it from getting liquid, so it dies naturally. 
If you were to come here the day we spray it, you could 
touch it, and it would feel like dish soap,” says Laengle.

After my tour of the vineyard and winemaking facility, I 
head to the tasting room, a modern glass barn that received 
LEED Platinum certification for Building Design and 
Construction (BD+C) in 2018 when it opened for tastings 
and tours. Constructed of reclaimed redwood siding 
salvaged from old wine tanks and oak flooring with wall 
and ceiling cladding sourced from felled valley oak trees, 
the building is eco-friendly down to its recycled blue jean 
insulation. 

From the light-filled tasting room, I enter the Silver Oak 
library, a circular room with walls lined from the floor to 
ceiling with bottles of the Silver Oak. We gather around a 
nine-ton basalt rock table to taste a 2007 Cabernet from 
Alexander Valley. 

I leave the rustic beauty of Alexander Valley and head to 
Mazzocco Vineyards and Winery in Dry Creek Valley, 
which specializes in Zinfandels. Mazzocco recently received 
its sustainability certification, so I meet with winemaker 
Antoine Favero to learn more. “We have about 650 acres in 
the county that have been certified. It speaks of being kind 
to the earth and the people who work in the vineyards,” 
says Favero. Mazzocco’s Dry Creek Valley winery is one of 
10 producers owned by the Wilson Artisan Wineries family.

On the day I visit, the winery is bottling its 2017 Dry Creek 
Valley Zinfandel on-site in its portable bottling factory. 
Mazzocco tends to produce small bottlings from several 
distinctive vineyards rather than blend multiple vineyards 
together. “We specialize in single vineyard designate 
Zinfandel, producing more than two dozen Zinfandels,” 
says Favero.

Next, I head to Quivira also in Dry Creek Valley, located 
on a 110-acre estate that is bisected by the Wine Creek; the 
namesake of its home ranch, Wine Creek Ranch. Quivira 
Vineyards produces Zinfandel, Sauvignon Blanc and 
Rhône varieties that embody its unique terroir: gravelly soil 
and sandy loam planted with 59 acres of vines.

Quivira’s name has an interesting backstory. The founders, 
Harry and Holly Wendt, are known for their world-class 
collection of old maps. Quivira was the name on maps of 
the California coast dating back to the 1500s denoting the 
land where present-day Sonoma County is located. The 
Wendts sold Quivira to Pete and Terri Kight in 2006 who 
currently own the vineyard and winery. “Our vineyards 
go back to the early 70s with some of our purchase grapes 
from local old vine vineyards dating back over 100 years. 
There are still some amazing old vines in vineyards around 
here that put Dry Creek Valley on the map with arguably 
some of the finest Zinfandel on the planet,” says Hugh 
Chappelle, Quivira’s winemaker. 

The vineyard earned a sustainability certification for its 
holistic and bio-diverse practices. “That certification is 
reflective of our stewardship of the land. Biodiversity is 
a philosophical touchstone for us. In the winter, we will 
have big cover crops as part of our cultivation practices to 
conserve soil by keeping it in the vineyards and out of the 
streams and rivers. Quivira has been involved in habitat 
restoration projects in Wine Creek and Dry Creek for 
Coho salmon and Steelhead trout,” says Chappelle. 

An organic garden, farm, apiary, and livestock on the 
property add to its biodiversity. “We are also committed 
to integrating plants, animals, and microbes into Quivira’s 
natural surroundings to foster perfectly balanced self-

regulating systems. Quivira is unique in that we not only 
create all of our prepared vineyard applications, but we 
grow the material on the estate,” says Chappelle. 

Sitting on the patio overlooking Mount St. Helena, I taste 
several of Quivira’s organically farmed wines including a 
small lot, handcrafted Rose that has earned Quivira 90 plus 
scores from all the three major wine critic publications. “It’s 
a specialty of the house, even before Rose became so crazy 
trendy. Our Rose comes from a single vineyard and is estate 
bottled and certified organic,” says Chappelle. I also taste 
a 2017 Alder Grove Sauvignon Blanc, a new vintage that 
blends Sauvignon Blanc and Semillon and recently rated 
93 by Wine Spectator. “I finish with Quivira’s signature 
Sauvignon Blanc, another single vineyard estate-bottled 
and certified organic fruit. “Quivira is very distinctive 
stylistically. We love Sav Blancs because the alcohol is low 
so it has that wonderful drinkability and pairs well with 
a variety of foods. We get a racier acidity by picking the 
grapes a little earlier which allows the wine to age well,” 
says Chappelle. 

The next day, I travel to Jordan Vineyard and Winery, 
located in the hills of Alexander Valley, 5 miles north of 
the town of Healdsburg. I want to learn more about this 
culinary-focused winery’s symbiotic relationship between 
food and wine. The Jordan estate cultivates its own 
produce and herbs and produces olive oil and sea salts to 
complement its world-class wines. As I drive up the oak 
tree-lined entrance, Jordan’s iconic French chateau comes 
into view opening up a vista of 1,200 acres of rolling 
hills, oak trees, lakes, streams, vineyards, olive trees, cattle 
pastures, an apiary, and chef ’s gardens. The chateau houses 
a kitchen, dining room, guest suites, wine tasting library, 
cellars, and offices. 

Jordan Winery was founded in 1972 as a “foodie winery” 
by Tom and Sally Jordan before foodie culture was a thing. 
The Jordans drew inspiration from the great wine estates 
of France. Today, Jordan is a second-generation family 
business presided over by John Jordan with a reputation for 
restaurant-quality Cabernets. “The Jordan family came into 
wine as foodies because they loved to travel and eat. They 
were inspired to get into the wine business with an interest 
in Bordeaux-style wines,” says Lisa Mattson, marketing and 
communications director at Jordan Vineyard and Winery. 
Jordan sells primarily to restaurants, about 70 percent of 
their cabs with the remaining 30 percent available in wine 
stores. Rob Davis, the winemaker, has handcrafted every 
vintage of Jordan since the inaugural 1976 release and is 
the second-longest tenured winemaker in the U.S. He is 
known for a European style of wine marking that isn’t done 
much in California.

Gary Ferrell Winery, Russian River Valley

Quivira Vineyards, Dry Creek Valley

Downtown Healdsburg, California
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After tasting an NV Brut Jordan Cuvee by Champagne AR 
Lenoble in the chateau library, I tour the barrel room. On the 
day I visit, Jordan’s winemaker Rob Davis was preparing to 
masterblend its 2018 vintage into French oak barrels. (The 
Cabernet will release in spring 2022 and the Chardonnay 
in spring 2020.) The selection process for masterblending 
starts in November and December when the winemaker 
does blind barrel tastings to decide which grapes will make 
it into the masterblend. Jordan recently changed its oak 
barrel program switching to entirely French oak barrels 
and released the first wine aged exclusively in French oak 
barrels, the new 2015 Jordan Cabernet Sauvignon. Davis 
notes that French oak offers a greater array of complex 
tannins and greater porosity producing a softer, richer taste 
with a longer finish, attributes found in top Bordeaux and 
California Cabernets. 

Next, I sit down to lunch in 
the newly renovated dining 
room as a guest of Jordan’s 
executive chef Todd Knoll, 
who has prepared a meal 
showcasing the property’s 
indigenous and homegrown 
ingredients. The reimagined 
room expresses a reverence 
for the estate’s natural bounty 
and topography, designed 
by Geoffrey De Sousa, a 
San Francisco-based interior 
designer. Chef Knoll wanted 
the decor to echo the estate’s 
habitats that inspire his 
cooking. “We wanted a more 
natural backdrop for the kind 
of cooking that we do and 
the flower arrangements we 
display in this room. The darker color palette reminds 
me of foraging through the forest. It has a nice, romantic 
feeling. It was important to us to keep the bones of the 
original building and its antiques,” says Knoll.

Lunch starts with an amuse-bouche paired with NV Brut 
Jordan Cuvee by Champagne AR Lenoble. Next, I taste a 
2017 Jordan Russian River Valley Chardonnay. The grapes 
are hand-picked at night when the fruit is cold to lock-in 
that acidity and flavor. The fruit is then pressed immediately 
and fermented in French oak barrels and stainless-steel 
tanks for six months.

Chef Knoll pairs the 2017 Chardonnay with Bisque of 
First Peas and Favas chilled with Maine Lobster. Next, I 
sip a 2015 Jordan Cabernet Sauvignon, Alexander Valley 
with Roasted Knights Valley Lamb. “2015 was a cooler year 

yielding more of a French style of wine,” says Mattson. 

Chef Knoll makes sea salts, and the estate grows olive trees 
to produce Jordan Estate extra-virgin olive oil, both of 
which are on the table to enhance the tasting experience. 
Lunch culminates with a Tupelo Honey Baked Alaska 
featuring spring bee pollen from the Jordan estate apiary 
and several locally-made artisan cheeses plated with a 2013 
Jordan Cabernet Sauvignon, Alexander Valley.

The meal crystalizes a certain synergy that exists in Sonoma 
County between its many different artists and winemakers. 
Jordan partners with local artisans to showcase their talents 
and bring new elements to the dining experience. One such 
partnership is with Journeyman Meat Company, located 
in downtown Healdsburg, which created a custom-cured 

meat to pair with Jordan 
wines. Proprietor Peter 
Seghesio produces salumi in 
the Italian way from heritage 
breeds of pork keeping 
an Old World craft alive. 
Seghesio, who presides over 
a family-owned vineyard, 
San Lorenzo Winery, studied 
under world-famous butchers 
in Panzano and Florence 
learning the art of Italian-style 
whole animal butchery. He 
brought those skills back to 
Sonoma County and built a 
salumificio or salami factory 
with technicians from Parma 
Italy who installed authentic 
Italian curing and processing 
equipment. I sampled his 
slices of salami from pork 

raised without antibiotics or hormones paired with his 
award-winning 2016 San Lorenzo Zinfandel Alexander 
Valley Rock Garden, which scored 94 points with Wine 
Spectator.

“Journeyman is the only USDA cured meat facility in wine 
country. We use a lower fermentation temperature and the 
highest quality ingredients with heritage pork that is barley 
raised as opposed to corn raised. Our salami has a higher 
pH level giving it a round and very silky flavor which pairs 
well with wine because it’s not acidic. A lower fermentation 
temperature facilitates a longer aging process to produce 
salami that is more balanced,” explains Pete Seghesio. 

Before I head home, I’m curious about an oddity in wine 
country, a craft distillery a few blocks from downtown 
Healdsburg. Alley 6 is a husband and wife owned boutique 

distillery that produces small-batch, single malt rye 
whiskey, apple brandy, a Sonoma county expression of gin, 
spiced peach liqueur, and bitters made with mushrooms. 
“We do everything by hand, from grain to glass or peach 
to goblet. We are a unique variation of alcohol in wine 
country,” says Jason Jorgensen, who founded Alley 6 with 
his wife Krystle in 2012. I go behind the scenes to check 
out its two 132 gallon Alembic Copper pot stills where 
Alley 6 produces its flagship rye whiskey, a true small-batch 
whiskey twice distilled from a rye malt mash composed of 
78 percent rye and 22 percent aromatic malted barley from 
Heidelberg Germany. Each batch is aged for a minimum of 
nine months in small, heavy charred, new American White 
Oak barrels. Alley 6 is also known for its Harvest Gin, a 
seasonal, limited-release aromatic grape-based gin it makes 
once a year at harvest time and its Alley 6 86’d Candy Cap 
Bitters, composed of aromatic Candy Cap mushrooms 
foraged from the Sonoma Coast.

As I prepare to return home from my four-day trip through 
Sonoma County wine country, I reflect on my takeaways: 
Wine and food can become portals to another mindset and 
lifestyle. It’s precisely the reason why I travel— to experience 
a larger world, to learn and return a more evolved person. 
Healdsburg and its surrounding vineyards epitomize a 
common aspiration: a life well lived, filled with passion and 
purpose that leaves a legacy for the next generation. 

Karen LeBlanc with Brian Shapiro, 
Gary Ferrell Winery 

Downtown Healdsburg, California

Pete Seghesio, Owner of Journeyman Meat Co.

Quivira Vineyards, Dry Creek Valley 

Valette Restaurant, Healdsburg, California 
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