
Scheduled Meetings 

January 14, 2017 
Annual Gala – Archer 
Winery; 4-9 PM 

January 18, 2017 
Crush Talk / Planning 

February 15, 2017 
Bordeaux Tasting 
March 15, 2017 
PWC women winemakers 
pouring their own 
creations. 

April 19, 2017 
Barrel / Carboy Sample 
Tasting 

April, 2017 
Tour: 

May 17, 2017 
Speaker: Rich Decenzo; 
ETS Labs.

June, 21, 2017 
Speaker 

July, 15  2017 
Annual Picnic at Oak Knoll 
Winery (no regular  
meeting in July) 

August 16, 2017 
All Whites Tasting 

September 20, 2017 
Other Reds Tasting 

October 18, 2017 
Pinot Noir Tasting 

November 2017 
No Meeting 

December 6, 2017 
Planning, Tours, 
Speakers, Events, 
Elections 

Portland Winemakers Club 

March 2017 
Monthly Rant 

Portland 
Winemakers 

Club 

Almost exactly 2 years ago at the 2015 Gala a group of our women 
members, quite possibly under the influence of more than one glass of wine, 
decided that they would all make their own wine in the coming year. I first 
heard about it when I walked over to them clustered together excitedly 
discussing their new idea and toasting their coming adventure. Actually it was 
not so new for a few of them who had already done some of their own 
winemaking, but this time it would include all of the female members that 
were there that night. I immediately liked the idea and knew it would be an 
education for each of them in different ways depending on their strengths and 
weaknesses, same as for all of us guys who have jumped into this venture. 

Fast forward to the present. All of the ladies have pulled it off, some have 
even been gold medal winners with their wines in local competitions. And at 
next week’s meeting we will all get a chance to taste the fruits of their labors, 
and hear about the journey from each of them. That includes the one lady 
who has been making wine for more than 40 years, our own Marj Vuylsteke! 
So, boys, mark your calendar, and take a seat in the audience as opposed to 
one on the stage for a change, its an evening hosted by Club de Femme. And 
don’t be afraid to stop and ask for directions for a change if you get lost on 
the way to Oak Knoll. 

Cheers, Phil 



Misc. Information 
• Bitter winter for Idaho 
growers. Just months after 
the 2016 harvest provided a 
bumper crop for Idaho wine 
grape growers, winter 
weather threatened the 
state’s vineyards. “We 
haven’t had weather like 
this for 30 years,” Night time 
temperatures on Jan. 16 
and 17 dropped as low as 
-18° F, causing bud damage 
in the Snake River Valley.  
• Premium Boxed Wines 
Are Smoking Hot 
Though bottles are still the 
most popular format for 
wine, premium wine in 
boxes is the fastest growing 
major format. Constellation 
Brands’ Black Box is ranked 
No. 3 and Delicato Family 
Vineyards’ Bota Box is No. 
5 in year-to-year increases 
among wine brands. He 
also said that boxes of all 
sizes represent close to 
20% of wine volume sold. 
• Tired of driving to all those 
wineries?  Now go by 
helicopter .. Helicopter 
Wine Tours Come 
experience Oregon’s best 
wine tour; combined with 
amazing wines and views 
all from the comfort of your 
personal helicopter.  Our 
Helicopter Wine Tours will 
whisk you away for roughly 
4 hours, so please plan  
accordingly for your sublime 
escape.  $399 & up. 
• Marijuana is a threat... 
Reefer madness is coming 
for beer.  A joint survey 
between IRI and CannaBiz 
Consumer Group found that 
legal recreational marijuana 
could steal 7.1 percent of 
revenue from the beer 
industry, The survey also 
found that 40 percent of 
adults would buy marijuana 
if it was legal in their state  
and 27 percent said they’d 
decrease their alcohol 
consumption if cannabis 
was legalized. 

1.) Snacks: This will be a potluck; bring a small snack to share.  
2.) . Everyone needs to sign a new waiver.  If you didn’t pay your dues at the Gala or 
picnic please remember to pay your 2016 dues at this meeting. 
3.) Bring a wine glass for tasting of member wines. 
4.) The regular club meeting will begin at 7 pm and end by 9 pm. If you can, get 
there a little early to help set up.  Please help put away chairs and tables at the end 
of the meeting. 

Website: http://portlandwinemakersclub.com/ 

February Meeting Minutes 
Present: 24 

• 2015 & 2016 members of the year.  Alice Bonham was chosen member of the year 
for 2016 for her work in designing & implementing a new web page for the club.  
Jonathan Brown was chosen member of the year for 2015 for his work in 
establishing a standard for the club grape purchase program. 
• Bill Brown - We presently have Rich Decenzo from ETS penciled in for the May 
meeting subject to confirmation and topic to be determined. Phil has sent a request 
to Moe Momtazi as our other speaker.  No tours have been confirmed. 
• The Picnic date was set for July 15th at Oak Knoll Winery.  Marj will confirm date. 
• Bob Hatt has started gathering information for the grape purchase program.  Bob 
said that this winter’s freezing weather may have some affect on availability. 

Paul Rogers & Barb Stinger conducted the blind Bordeaux tasting (see the list 
below). 

The next regular meeting will be held on March 15th.  The agenda will 
feature the PWC lady winemakers including Marj Vuylsteke.  They will 
present their creations with a short talk about each wine.  Bring your 
own samples as well. 
If you haven’t already, be sure to renew your club membership and sign 
a new waiver. 

Wine	#	 Name	 Varietal	 Gold	 Silver	 Bronze	 None	
Medal	
Score	

Medal	

1	
Hoffard/
Hooson	

2015	Blend	 14	 9	 1.61	 Silver	

2	 SCnger	 2014	Blend	 2	 8	 13	 1.52	 Silver	

4	 M.	Brown	 2015	Cab	Franc	 11	 10	 2	 2.39	 Silver	

5	 R.	Morgan	 2014	Merlot	 5	 16	 2	 1.13	 Bronze	

7	 P.		Boyechko	 2013	Merlot	 2	 15	 6	 1.83	 Silver	

8	 Bard	 2014	Cab	Sauv	 12	 11	 2.52	 Gold	

10	 Brown/Betz	 2014	Cab	Sauv	 1	 14	 7	 1	 1.65	 Silver	

4 wines No Medal 

Congratulations to Barb Stinger & Marilyn Brown for winning Gold at the 
Newport Seafood & Wine Festival.  Barb entered her first ever wine, a 
Tempranillo and Marilyn entered her first ever wine, a Cabernet Franc. 

Congratulations are also in order for members Dennis & Marlene Grant 
for winning two  bronze medals at the SIP McMinnville Wine & Food 
Classic for their Parrett Mountain Cellars 2014 Barbera & 2014 Cabernet 
Franc. 



Winemaker’s Red Wine Secret: Extended Maceration 
January 31, 2017 

Winemakers are full of secrets. They collect little tricks of the trade that help them concoct exceptional wines the same way 
chef’s safeguard secret ingredients and clever techniques, but sooner or later…word gets out and everyone catches on. 
Extended maceration is a red wine technique that has been around for some time, but it’s a winemaking trend that you’re 
likely to hear more about in coming years. It’s a winemaking process that is known to add incredible depth to red wines and 
it’s becoming increasingly popular around the world. 
Find out how extended maceration affects red wines ranging from lush Pinot Noir and Syrah to assertive Nebbiolo and 
Cabernet Sauvignon. 

What exactly is extended maceration? 
Extended maceration is when seeds and skins of grapes are left in contact with juice or wine for a longer period of time. The 
goal of extended maceration is to increase color, flavor, and tannin structure in wine. You’re likely to see these two terms 
thrown around to describe this process at tasting rooms: 

Cold-soaking: When extended maceration is used on unfermented grape juice. 
Extended Maceration: When extended maceration is used after the grapes have been fermented into wine.  

Cold Soaking 
The process of cold-soaking greatly increases the  
extraction of pigment and pigment-increasing 
compounds. In short, it makes the wine’s color more 
intense. Thus, it’s a popular technique for wines made 
from grapes with thinner skins including Pinot Noir and 
Grenache (grapes with less pigment to give need more 
time to give it). Cold soaking happens right when the 
grapes are crushed the juice is stored at cold 
temperatures for several days. The cool storage 
temperatures keep the juice from fermenting while the 
skins and seeds macerate in the liquid.   

Extended Maceration 
The process of extended maceration after the 
fermentation is used to create richer, more supple 
wines with greater aging ability and less bitter tannin. 
The process of extended maceration increases tannin 
but also causes tannin polymerization, a process which 
increases tannin molecule size. This is considered to be 
a good thing because small tannin molecules are noted 
to be more bitter-tasting than large tannin molecules. 
This type of extended maceration happens after the 
wines are fermented. Wines can soak on their skins 
and seeds for anywhere from 3 to 100 days.  

Winemakers Weigh In 

Barolo Nebbiolo 
Historically, Nebbiolo and the wines of Barolo 
experience long extended macerations (50+ days) in 
order to allow them to age for 30–40 years. Of course, 
the negative side effect was that the tannins from the 
seeds would be overwhelming and wines were nearly 
undrinkable upon release. To understand what Barolo 
producers are doing differently today, we asked the 
winemaker of Rivetto winery. 

“The goal is more polyphenols, more complexity, more evolution, and more stability of the chemical components” 
For the Barolos and in particular Briccolina Barolo, the wines undergo a 60-day maceration. The goal is more polyphenols, 
more complexity, more evolution, and more stability of the chemical components, but we lose a little bit of the color because 
the skins re-absorb the pigment like a sponge. What we do differently from the techniques of the past is that we take out the 



seeds (bitter tannins) after 10-15 days. Later, we take out the destroyed skins (which produce bad quality tannins) and the 
small herbaceous grape parts so the long skin contact is only with the best quality parts of the grape. It produces much 
smoother tannins, more stability, and more complexity but is still easy to drink early on. 

Before the 70s everybody made Barolo with long skin macerations including all parts of the grape (good tannins, bad 
tannins, ripe tannins, and unripe tannins). Wines wouldn’t be ready to drink for 20-25 years. 

Between the 80s and 2000s the trend of using French barriques, lots of enological products, and technology produced 
smoother, more approachable Barolo wines with more color, shorter maceration times, and higher temperature 
fermentations but they were less typical of the Barolo style. 

Today, my technique for the future is to learn from the past and make these natural adjustments as I have explained earlier, 
using only the best part of the skins. 
Enrico Rivetto, Wine Maker, Azienda Agricola Rivetto, Piedmont, Italy 

Oregon Pinot Noir 
Alex Fullerton, the winemaker at Fullerton Wines, sent us a bottle of Pinot Noir from Oregon that had undergone post-
fermentation extended maceration for 100 days! Here’s what Alex had to say about the process: 

“We will be doing even more of it in the future as we love the results!” 

The EM (extended maceration) wines are often softer and plusher than wines that haven’t gone through EM. When you 
conduct EM you taste the wine on a daily basis and really get to know it. You watch as it extracts more tannin over the next 
few days and maybe even loses some fruit components, and you think to yourself, “why did I do this!?” At about 2 weeks 
into the EM you start to notice a major shift as the wine turns a corner and softens up… the end result is a round, smooth, 
plush, polished, and complete tannin profile with a smoother mouth feel. 
Alex Fullerton, Wine Maker, Fullerton Wines, Oregon 

Editor: I think this has been in the Newsletter once before but it doesn’t hurt to review 
recommended barrel care. 

Barrel Care Procedures 
Care of a New Barrel 
Brand new oak barrels are about as sanitary as they can be because the wood has been heated over direct fire in the 
process of making the barrel. This is done in order to bend the staves into place, and also to enhance various flavor accents 
(such as vanilla and caramel). 

Swelling up a Barrel 
Like any wooden container, however, a new barrel must be filled with water to make the wood swell and eliminate leaks. 
These leaks will often seal themselves in only a few hours, or a couple of days. However, the barrel should be continually 
refilled until the leaks stop, and the water should be changed each day to prevent off flavors caused by rancidity or mold 
growth. 

Acidifying a New Barrel 
It is recommended that an acidic environment be created in a new barrel, which is about to receive wine for the first time. 
Dissolve in water two teaspoons of Citric Acid for every five gallons of barrel capacity. Fill the barrel and check to make sure 
it is properly sealed. Then drain the acid water and fill the barrel with wine. 

Cleaning a Barrel at each Wine Racking 
Once a barrel has been used for wine storage, additional cleaning and sanitation measures are required. At each racking, 
rinse the barrel thoroughly with water to remove debris. Follow by rinsing the barrel with an acid wash. Dissolve two 
teaspoons  of Citric Acid in five gallons of water, sloshing this mixture around the interior surfaces of the barrel for 5 to 10 
minutes. Drain, and refill the barrel with wine. 

Preparing a Barrel for Storage 
It is always best to keep a barrel full of wine. When this is not possible, start by removing the organic matter that has 
penetrated into the surface of the wood. This is done with a solution of Proxycarb, a peroxide based cleaner. Use 4 oz. of 
Proxycarb for every 15 gallons of barrel capacity. Dissolve in a small amount of water, and funnel the mixture into your 
barrel. Fill the barrel the rest of the way with water. You may leave this mixture in the barrel for as little as 20 minutes or as 
much as 24 hours. If the barrel has VA (volatile acidity), double the amount of Proxycarb and leave for 24-48 hours. 



Drain and rinse the barrel several times with water. Re-acidify the barrel using one ounce or one tablespoon of Citric Acid for 
every five gallons of water. Slosh this all around and drain completely. Next, prepare the barrel for either long term, or short 
term, storage. 

Long Term Storage 
If it will be more than two months before the barrel is used again, drain the barrel and burn a Sulfur Strip in it, hanging it 
down at least 6 inches below the bung on a wire. Remove the Strip after about 15 minutes, and bung the barrel tightly. 
Burning sulfur releases sulfur dioxide gas into the barrel’s interior. Repeat every two weeks (as needed) until a flashlight 
reveals no shiny dampness in the bottom of the barrel. Bung up the barrel and store it in a dry place until needed, allowing 
enough time to soak up the barrel before use. 

Short Term Storage 
If it will be two months or less before the barrel is used again, drain the barrel, and fill with a “Sulfite” and Citric Acid solution. 
Use four teaspoons of Potassium or Sodium Metabisulfite powder, and two teaspoons of Citric Acid for every 15 gallons of 
barrel capacity. Add enough water to fill the barrel, and bung the barrel tightly. Remove the bung every week or so and smell 
to make sure sulfur can still be detected inside the barrel, replacing the solution if necessary. Rinse the barrel with water 
before refilling with wine. 

CONVERSATION WITH JARED BRANDT 

Half of husband-and-wife team Donkey & Goat discusses skin-contact whites and whole-
cluster reds 
By Laurie Daniel 

Jared and Tracey Brandt of Donkey & Goat winery in Berkeley, Calif., were working for tech companies in the San 
Francisco Bay Area when they decided to take a one-year sabbatical in 2001. They loved wine, so rather than simply travel 
for a year, they went to France to study winemaking under Eric Texier, a respected winemaker in the Rhône Valley and 
Mâconnais regions who was committed to “natural” viticulture and winemaking.  When they returned to the Bay Area, the 
Brandts found new jobs, but the lure of wine stayed with them. In 2003 they made some wine of their own, but they hadn’t 
yet secured a winery bond from the Alcohol and Tobacco Tax and Trade Bureau, and the wine was never released. Donkey 
& Goat was officially founded in 2004, the same year that Tracey Brandt helped start Crush pad, the former do-it-yourself 
winemaking facility in San Francisco, Calif. 

At Donkey & Goat the Brandts followed Texier’s example and looked for growers who were following environmentally 
responsible practices. Like Texier, they also eschewed commercial yeasts and used minimal sulfur dioxide. 

Now based in Berkeley, the Brandts work with California vineyards in Mendocino County, the Sierra Foothills and Napa 
Valley and produce 6,000 cases of wine with an average bottle price of $30. Their portfolio ranges from skin-fermented 
whites to pétillant naturels to wines that might be considered more “conventional,” such as Napa Valley Chardonnay and 
Anderson Valley Pinot Noir (although the latter does use some whole-cluster fermentation). The Brandts are so passionate 
about their practices that their website even includes a manifesto outlining their approach (no fermentation in plastic bins, 
for example, and bottling without fining, filtering or cold stabilization). 

Q At Donkey & Goat, you’ve experimented with fermenting a variety of white grapes on the skins. Why did you 
want to do this? With which varieties have you had the best success? What problems have you encountered? 

Jared Brandt: We began experimenting with white wine skin ferments with Roussanne. Today, that Roussanne is our 
Stone Crusher. The impetus to experiment with skin contact came from our being fascinated with the wines from Gravner, 
Radikon and Paolo Bea in Italy and wanting to explore how to make such a wine. Plus, we realized in 2006 that our 
Roussanne was going to prove challenging as it struggled to complete primary fermentation in less than 12 months (a 
natural fermentation with no additives). We figured the skins would give the ferment the added nutrients it needed, and we 
could learn. The 2006 Roussanne was among the slowest ferments we have ever seen. It took probably eight months to 
go dry. We called that wine Tamarindo. 

Since then, we have experimented with a multitude of white grapes on the skins: Roussanne, Marsanne, Vermentino, 
Grenache Blanc, Pinot Gris (nearly white), and in 2010 we did try one of our Chardonnay vineyards. We were not happy 
with the Chardonnay that year, we found that the mineral undertones—I like to think of the smell of rocks when fly fishing— 
disappeared with the skin contact. Since then we have focused on our Rhône varietals and Tracey’s new (2014) Pinot Gris. 
However, in retrospect, there were other variables that may have led to our dissatisfaction with Chardonnay, and we do 
plan to try again. We have had several skin-fermented Chardonnays that are intriguing. Thomas Fogarty makes an 



interesting and very good one. 

After 10 years, we have a sizable amount of data and learning. Early on, we decided to minimize the oxidative quality often 
found in skin-fermented white wines, as well as the volatile acidity. To do that, we protect the grapes with CO2 before 
fermentation starts and as it winds down. We have  
experimented with not doing this and have found that even though the fermentation chews through most of the oxygen, it 
still ends up being slightly oxidative and with higher levels of VA. Tannin management is key, we taste constantly and press 
before the wine is dry on most skin ferments. We  
have found that if you don’t press early, you need to wait until the tannins come back down post-fermentation, usually at 50-
plus days. We have evaluated the impact of alcohol on extraction of tannins and found that the higher the alcohol, the higher 
and rougher the tannin extraction. Our Roussanne/Stone Crusher has never been over 14% (alcohol), and since we pick for 
acidity more than sugar, our Roussanne is picked at lower sugar levels, which results in the more feminine style of skin 
ferment. Our experiments with stem inclusion have not worked to date. On reds, we are often at 40% to 50% stems, but on 
the whites, the green, chewy tannins from the stems haven’t worked. 

It has also been clear over the years that these wines require bottle age to really show their power and beauty. Grenache 
Blanc can be extremely tannic for three to four years. Once those tannins soften, the wine emerges beautifully. 

Skin contact, for us, might be the ultimate expression of terroir. In some senses, it is the most minimalistic of winemaking 
techniques. For our Roussanne, any other winemaking would require more intervention, masking place. These wines also 
pair beautifully with food. Diver scallops, for example, sometimes needs more oomph than a white, yet need the acid of a 
white. 

Q You do at least some whole-cluster fermentation on most of your reds. How do you decide what percentage of 
whole clusters to use? Have you found any drawbacks or problems? 

Brandt: We have made red wines with stem inclusion since 2006. Most of our reds include at least 20% whole clusters; we 
work with up to 50% on the Syrahs and Pinot Noir. We have experimented with 100% whole cluster on Syrah, 
but it hasn’t worked well for us. We do not add any sulfur before fermentation. On the 100% whole cluster, the VA levels 
were too high for us. I am not a fan of carbonic maceration and don’t want to use too much CO2 to protect the grapes. 

To decide on how much whole cluster, we evaluate the ripeness of the stems, literally chewing the stems bin by bin. If we 
like the stems, we include all from that bin. We may have an idea from past years of the percentage, but the taste dictates 
what we do. 

Stem inclusion does force more time in barrel for some wines. Beginning in 2009, we began pushing the percentage up on 
two of our Syrahs, the Recluse from Broken Leg in Anderson Valley and Perli Vineyards in the Mendocino Ridge. We went 
up into the 35% to 40% (stems) range, and we were very pleased with our results. For our El Dorado Syrah from the 
Fenaughty Vineyard, we had consistently stayed around 20% to 25% until 2013, when Tracey pushed to increase the whole 
cluster on Fenaughty to 40%, like the other two Syrahs. This was a huge jump from the previous year. That spring, post-
malos, our grower, Ron Mansfield, was tasting with us, and when we got to the Fenaughty, Ron and I looked at Tracey and 
said something like, you ruined the Fenaughty. We were not entirely kidding. The stems were so pronounced that we feared 
a green profile to the ultimate wine. However, by then we were bottle-aging our Syrahs for eight to 12 months before 
release, so by the time we released this wine, it was completely resolved and quite honestly one of the best vintages we’ve 
made to that point. 

Q You’ve been experimenting with pétillant naturel (pet nat, wine bottled while still fermenting) wines for some 
years, since before it was popular in the United States. Why did you want to make this style of wine? What have 
you learned in your experiments over the years? Are there grape varieties that you particularly like? 

Brandt: In 2008, I had my first bottle of Andrea Calek’s Blonde. This wine stayed with me and led me to seek more, but at 
the time I didn’t know of any domestic pet nat wines, and there were only a few I found from Europe. In 2009, I decided to try 
my hand and made our first pet nat from our 1896 planting of Grenache Gris at Gibson Ranch in Mendocino County, which 
we have made into rosé since 2004. We bottled in 500 ml bombers and never disgorged. Each time we opened one, we lost 
40% to 60%, but the little that was there was delicious. Plus, many of the caps leaked, so we learned that when hand-
capping, after the initial sealing, do a quarter-turn and a second sealing. 

In 2010, we tried out a new Chardonnay vineyard in the deep end of Anderson Valley that we knew struggled to ripen. This 
was our first Chardonnay pet nat but not released to the public. In 2011, we made 40 cases, did not disgorge and only sold it 
in our tasting room. Because we don’t filter or fine or cold-stabilize, the wine had to be disgorged. We included a drawing by 
our daughter Isabel to explain home disgorging. Some customers loved the hands-on nature of opening the wine. Others 
mention the lees that still color their ceiling to this day! 

The wine had been dubbed Ginger since 2010, but in 2011, Lily, our second daughter, was born, and Ginger was no more. 
Starting with 2012, we disgorged the wine. 



kayaking through the Kerner block of Mokelumne Glen Vineyards in 
the Mokelumne River Sub-AVA of Lodi  

For us, pet nats deliver a refreshingly delightful experience that is truly alive. We add zero sulfur to our pet nats. We do not 
use any riddling agents. Our wine is made of grapes, just grapes. Each bottle is different and truly authentic. 
2016 will be our eighth vintage making a pet nat and the sixth vintage for Lily’s Cuvée. We continue to refine and 
experiment. We have also experimented with other varietals. In 2013 we made a Merlot pet nat (Kraisey). In 2015, we made 
both Clairette (Blanche) and Pinot Gris. These will be released to our wine club during the holidays with an experimental 
version of Lily’s. Our Clairette and Pinot Gris are enchanting but for a more adventurous palate. 

Over the years we have improved our production methods. For example, we have discovered that bidules, which are placed 
under the cap to help capture some of the sediment, and the correct tools make disgorging by hand much easier. I would 
like to try a disgorging line at some point. 

Q You’ve tried making wines with no sulfur but, for the most part, your approach is to use minimal sulfur. Please 
explain your approach. Would you consider trying to make no-sulfur-added wine again? 

Brandt: SO2 is a very useful tool and the second ingredient we use—only grapes and SO2. Low SO2 protects the wine 
from oxidation at bottling and for travel, in our minds. We typically use less than 50 ppm (parts per million) total, and the 
SO2 is added in two doses before bottling. (As mentioned, we do make our pet nats without adding sulfur.) We have 
experimented with using no SO2 and being below 10 ppm with mixed results, particularly with wines shipped abroad. 
Sometimes, in the summer, we have seen problems in the United States. These problems have led us to our current levels. 

This year (2016), we will make Syrah without SO2. I think Syrah’s highly reductive nature will work; we shall see. 

Q You’re trying to get away from copper compounds used against bunch rot and other diseases in the vineyards 
you source from. Why? What sort of alternatives have your growers tried? 

Brandt: We want our wines and the vineyards we work with to be safe and ecological. I have read academic studies on the 
results of long-term use of copper on the soil and its microbial diversity. For us, this impact is too great to ignore. 

At Filigreen Farm in Anderson Valley, the grower is certified Biodynamic but uses no copper or sulfur. Instead, he uses stylet 
oil and baking soda. To date, this has worked. Baking soda (Kaligreen) does have a risk in that if applied too close to 
harvest, it can bump pH. 



Making Vermouth 
How one winemaker turned “failure” into a successful product 
Elaine Chukan Brown 

V ERMOUT H T ENDS T O B E thought of as an apt blender in a martini—a second thought to making a fine cocktail. Its 
history as a modern beverage dates back to the 1800s and is celebrated on its own, as well, and as an integral part of a 
robust food and wine culture in Europe. Recently, the beverage has gained some notoriety as part of the craft spirits boom in 
the United States. Small-batch vermouth has cropped up across the continent with domestic examples appearing from wine 
regions in New York, Oregon, California and elsewhere. 

In Napa, Massican Winery’s vermouth has become a beloved staple of the wine-geek community and has found its way into 
bars in California and New York. Massican owner and winemaker Dan Petroski brought his love for Italian culture, food and 
wine to making his dry, white wine-focused brand. Several years ago, however, a mishap in the cellar led to him adding dry 
vermouth to the portfolio. 

As Petroski explains, as an aromatized wine, vermouth offers an interesting opportunity for the vintner unsure of what to do 
with a less desirable wine. 

Wine Mishaps 
“The vermouth started out as a trial with Tocai,” Petroski said. “The vermouth was never meant to be. It was purely a wine 
trial, but in failure we saw an opportunity.” 

Though the white wine variety Tocai Friulano has been legally renamed Friulano to avoid international naming confusion, it 
is still affectionately referred to simply as Tocai in Northeastern Italy. In Friuli, Friulano is one of the signature grapes of the 
region. In California, Petroski has been able to work with hundred-year-old vines of the cultivar first established by Italian 
immigrants farming the variety for their own use. Such fruit serves as an integral component of Massican’s flagship white 
blend, the Annia. It also ended up providing the base for his vermouth. 

In working with Friulano for Annia, Petroski wanted to investigate different methods of clarifying the juice prior to 
fermentation, but the trial led to an off-wine. 

“Tocai is a very reductive variety,” Petroski said. “It is important to clarify the juice prior to fermentation in order to ensure 
clean aromas and flavors. We wanted to test this process. After whole-cluster pressing the Tocai to tank, we mixed the tank 
and immediately barreled down one barrel—55 gallons—of wine. We cold settled the juice at 50° F for two days and racked 
off the clean wine. The remaining heavy lees and sediment we racked to another barrel and placed it on a rack next to the 
original barrel. We called these the alpha and omega: the first and last barrels.” Petroski also had juice from the same 
fruit that he put straight to press and fermented without cold stabilization.   

The process led to three distinct barrels of Friulano. Because the barrels were meant to be a comparative trial, Petroski 
decided to reduce variables across the barrels by inoculating each of the lots with 1 pound per 1,000 gallons of DV-10 
champagne yeast. 

Though all three barrels fermented at the same pace and finished as a fully dry and healthy fermentation, the alpha and 
omega barrels were strongly reductive. Stirring and splash-racking failed to correct the problem. 

“It didn’t occur to me to do copper trials as additives are not part of the Massican philosophy,” he said.  As the resulting wine 
was not suited to sell under his brand, Petroski was left with the possibility of selling the wine on the bulk market.  Instead, 
he decided to continue the Friulano trial in a new direction to see if he might make something new with it.  As he 
explains, the challenge was to turn a wine unsuitable to his wine program into something beautiful. 

Making it Work 
“It occurred to me that a possible means to correct the aromas were to create an aromatized wine,” Petroski said.  With its 
focus on a combination of bitter, herbal, spiced and often citrus notes, vermouth offered the opportunity to not simply cover 
up off-aromas but rather integrate them in a pleasing way to the overall fragrance.  Petroski’s love for Italian food, wine and 
cocktail culture had exposed him to the culture of bitters, aperitifs and digestives. His interest led to experiments at home. 

“When I returned from Italy, I started making amaro at home,” he said. Amaro is a bitter digestive, originally created as a 
health aid at a time when prescribed medications were less common. The digestive is made by soaking herbs and spices in 
alcohol to extract their flavors. Petroski decided to see if what he’d learned from his amaro experiments could help the 
reductive Friulano. 

“Having made amaro at home for many years, I had a wide selection of bittering agents and dried herbs and spices,” he 
said. “With these we started aroma trials in Everclear alcohol and came up with 10 different samples that we narrowed down 
to four. Then we added the aromatized alcohol into wine samples and made our final selection.” 



Once the preferred blend was found, the challenge became developing a final recipe. “At the time we created the original 
macerations, we did not measure the ingredients. It was a pinch here and a pinch there. So once a final maceration was 
reached, we had to re-create it,” Petroski said. Once the formula was determined, the proportions were measured and 
extrapolated to the total volume of the wine. 

“In the first couple vintages [we made vermouth], the base wine had been culled from trials, similar to the Tocai experiment, 
from wines that didn’t make the final cut for Massican whites and from wines that didn’t finish fermentation,” he said. “As we 
grow, we intend to make wine specifically for the vermouth and to distill some of that wine to serve as the fortification 
brandy so that the finished product is all from the same source. Today we outsource brandy from a local Bay Area distiller 
and source organic herbs and spices from a shop in San Francisco.” Though Massican vermouth follows the same basic 
model each year, Petroski has learned several key lessons in producing it. 

Petroski advises others interested in making vermouth to do small batch trials with any new ingredients in every new 
vintage. Though ingredients can otherwise appear to be the same, new sources or new growing conditions for that year can 
change their effect on the maceration. 

Additionally, expanding his studies on how various aromas interact has shifted his approach to creating his recipe. Petroski’s 
wife, Jessica Mennella, for example, studies perfume production. Her work has helped him hone his blending techniques. 

“The first thing she taught me is how the chemical makeup of certain aromas will block and bind or intensify each other,” 
Petroski said. For example, in doing small batch experiments together, they found that lemon intensifies the bitterness of 
quassia wood (which Petroski uses as the bittering element for his vermouth instead of wormwood) and suppresses 
herbal tones. As a result, Petroski has decided to remove lemon from future batches of the vermouth. 

The trials Petroski and Mennella are doing have shifted his overall philosophy. While many producers of American vermouth 
use multiple ingredients, Petroski has found that he prefers the simplicity of fewer ingredients. The decision is, again, 
informed by his love for Italian cocktail culture. 

“I have always believed in the three-ingredient cocktail,” he said, referencing the classic martini. “If you use the appropriate 
ingredients with the right complexity and layers, you don’t need 20-odd herbs and spices to make something delicious—
especially if your goal is to make a vermouth that will be the perfect complement to a martini, rather than sipped on its own.” 

Petroski shared the steps for the full process of making his vermouth. 

Basic Steps for Making Vermouth 

1. Make or select the base wine. 
2. Examine the wine chemistry for alcohol level and set a target alcohol percentage. This will determine how much brandy to 
add to the wine. 
3. Measure the residual sugar of the wine. Residual sugar or added sweetness can be used to create 
balance with the bitterness of the final vermouth. 
4. Select grape brandy. 
5. Select herbs and spices. 
6. Macerate herbs and spices in the brandy for 14 to 21 days. 
7. Drain the maceration to retain the brandy and discard the herbs. 
8. Add the aromatized brandy to the wine. 
9. Barrel age the aromatized wine for six to nine months. Barrel aging helps to integrate the various ingredients but 
extended aging is not needed. 
10. Adjust residual sugar based on desired bitterness. 
11. Sterile filter for bottling. 
12. Bottle. 
13. Bottle age for six to nine months, again for overall integration. 

Honing the Recipe 
In creating a recipe, Petroski recommended starting with equal parts of each ingredient and adjusting the blend to flavor and 
taste. He emphasized that this process will need to be done again each year. 

“Because we are dealing with a base wine, each vintage will need to be adjusted for flavor and taste. One year the base 
wine may be more floral or more fruit-driven the next, so the recipe has to adjust for that,” he said. 

To determine the alcohol level for the vermouth, he recommended starting with a similar approach. “You start with the 
alcohol level of the base wine and slowly adjust upwards to reach 15 to 17 percent alcohol in the finished product. That is 
my target range,” Petroski said. In the United States, vermouth counts as a fortified or aperitif wine and so legally can range 
from 13 to 24 percent alcohol. 

Residual sugar then needs to be considered and can be used to achieve the final balance for the vermouth.   



Even dry vermouth generally has a small amount of sugar to help carry the bitter component of the drink. Petroski 
emphasized that this too needs to be considered each vintage based on the updated recipe. A wine that has failed to finish 
fermentation, and thus has some residual sugar, can be a helpful choice in this regard. 

“When a wine doesn’t finish fermentation and has some residual sugar, it makes a perfect candidate for 
the base wine of the vermouth,” he said. “You can also use a concentrate at the end of production to adjust for 
sweetness levels. The target I adjust to is about 20 g/L of residual sugar.” The Massican vermouth is generally 
considered rather dry. 

When it comes to selecting the bittering element for the vermouth, wormwood is often considered traditional. However, it is 
also strictly controlled within the United States because it contains the compound thujone, which has psychoactive 
effects. Absinthe, for example, was previously banned from the U.S. market because of its reliance on wormwood. Today, 
absinthe can be legally sold within the U.S. even if it contains wormwood as long as the psychoactive compound thujone 
falls below legal threshold levels. 

Other bittering elements, besides wormwood, can be used instead. In the case of Massican, Petroski prefers quassia wood 
because of its clean, fresh aromatics. Others often choose genetian or cinchona as bittering alternatives. 

When it comes to preparing vermouth for commercial release, a formal application must be completed through the TTB. 
Their website includes an online application where the recipe formulation for an aromatized wine must be submitted and 
approved. Once the recipe is approved, it is then legal to label and release the product as vermouth in the United States. 

For vintners dealing with mishaps in the cellar, vermouth production can offer a creative new way for turning less desirable 
wine into a delicious new product. 
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