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most of their money selling fruit to 
larger wineries. The more tonnage per 
acre, the more paid to growers.

But raising premium wine grapes 
by decreasing yields to increase flavor 
potentially can fetch a lot more money 
over the bulk grapes sold to larger win-
eries such as the E&J Gallo facility in 
Fresno and the Charles Shaw Winery 
in the Stanislaus County city of Ceres, 
which produces $2 bottles of wine pop-
ular at retailers such as Trader Joe’s.

By forming an association and pool-
ing the resources of the 42 wineries 
in the area, winemakers and growers 
can promote efforts to break out of the 
bulk wine cycle and create a premium 
product. Vallis said some regions have 
had more success than others in pro-
moting its wines. But there hasn’t been 
an emphasis on presenting the entire 
Valley as a key growing area.

“We’ve never really promoted our-
selves,” Vallis said.

Some organizations are further 
along than others. For example, the 
Madera Vintners Association and its 
three Wine Trail weekends each year 
draw up to 7,000 visitors. Each of the 
nine participating wineries unveil 
new releases, opening up their tasting 
rooms to wine drinkers encouraged to 
visit as many wineries on the trail as 
possible.

The next Wine Trail is being held 
this weekend (May 17-18) in Madera.

Parts of Madera and Fresno coun-
ties are included in a geographic area 
that has been recognized as a Made-
ra’s own American Viticulture Area, 
or AVA. By meeting state and federal 
requirements, including oversight 
from the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco 
and Firearms, these AVAs allow wine-
makers to promote the birthplace of 
the wine on the label. K.C. Pomering, 
executive director of the Madera Vint-
ners Association, said the AVA desig-
nation ensures the customer that the 
wine came from a certain geographi-
cal area with soils and climates unique 
to that region.

“Madera County grapes speak to a 
rich history of wine culture,” Pomer-
ing said.

The southern region of Madera 
County has featured wine grapes 
since the early 1900s. Since then, many 
modern production methods have be-
come standard for premium wine and 
port production. The Fäsí Estate Vine-
yard, located on the bank of the San 
Joaquin River on the Madera County 
side, uses these methods to emphasize 
the quality of their syrah wine grapes 
over quantity. About 50 percent of the 
crop is thinned leading up to harvest, 
with the remaining, more promising 
bunches sucking up a higher share of 
the soil’s nutrients.

Using minimal irrigation water, and 
allowing the grapes to stress a bit, 
aides in thinning the bunches. Sophis-
ticated monitoring systems built into 
the vineyard keeps track of the health 
of the grapes in real time.

The California Certified Organic 
Farmers also certifies grapes grown 
at Fäsí Estate as organic, making it 
unique in the area, said Martin Felix, 
vineyard manager.

Felix oversees the vineyard on be-
half of owner Ralph Fäsí, a Swiss-Ger-
man who started growing wine grapes 
as a hobby in 2000. Last month, the 
estate’s 2006 syrah private reserve 
won silver medals at the 2008 San 

Francisco Chronicle Wine Competi-
tion and the 2008 Lodi International 
Wine Awards.

Felix said the accomplishments help 
establish the region as a place where 
premium wine is made.

“We have to challenge the reputa-
tion as a bulk-wine producing region,” 
Felix said.

That’s one of the goals of the Cardel-
la Winery in Western Fresno County. 
Vintner Nathan Cardella makes wine 
in what he calls “Gods country” near 
the town of Mendota. For close to 
three years, Cardella has made Italian-
style red and white wines from grapes 
grown on four acres of his family’s 500 
acres of vineyards. Most of the crop is 
sold to other wineries, but Cardella 
took on a few acres for experimenta-
tion. 

Cardella’s wines have won med-

als but are not yet available for sale 
to the public. He makes about 1,000 
cases each year — so far most of them 
have been shipped to competitions or 
close friends. Within four months he 
expects to have the county permits to 
sell wine out of an on-site tasting room. 
Other wineries around the Valley are 
also just starting out, a testament to 
the fact that young winemakers are 
graduating with enology degrees and 
the desire to set their own mark.

“As smaller wineries like my own 
crop up, they can promote Valley 
wines and change people’s minds,” 
Cardella said.

But, there are challenges ahead. 
Cardella said it’s not so much the 
Napa Valley or Central Coast wines 
that he is worried about — it’s coun-
tries such as Argentina, Chile and 
Australia flooding the market with 

their own low-cost wines that is the 
bigger threat. Foreign wines make up 
about one-third of the wine consumed 
in the country, about 97 million cases 
last year.

By opening wineries with tasting 
rooms and hosting wine events, local 
winemakers hope to attract more local 
connoisseurs. Cardella said that must 
happen before the Valley’s wines take 
on the rest of the world.

“The European concept is that ev-
ery village drinks its own vintage of 
wine,” Cardella said. “People here 
want to consume products grown and 
produced in their own backyard, once 
they realize good wines come out of 
this area.”
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