Domaine Carneros: Domain of the Best U.S. Sparkling Wine

--Trish Riley

My friend and I surveyed the sweeping landscape from the patio atop the hillside – fields of luscious grapes winding in every direction for miles below. We raised our glasses of sparkling pink wine and toasted the spectacular, clear blue fall day in California’s Napa Valley. “Did you ever imagine we’d be here, sipping champagne and nibbling caviar like this?” Kathy asked me. “Yes! I always knew this was the kind of life I had in store,” I offered back with grinning enthusiasm.  

It was 2008, and I was visiting San Francisco to speak at the Co-Op America (now Green America) Green Business Conference. Obama had just been elected, and the economy was tanking. I spoke about recognizing the opportunity to put our world on a more sustainable path. Afterward, I took a couple of days to visit an old friend who’d moved west a few years back. Kathy and I had raised our sons together in a tony south Florida suburb – both as single moms for most of the time. Our boys met when they were in the third grade, and Kathy was their Scout leader. Both gifted boys, they became fast friends and went through school and college in many of the same elite classes. Kathy was a hospital administrator and I was a freelance writer – we both barely got by during those expensive child-rearing years. We helped and supported each other through the difficult times, and we viewed our lives as fun and joyful in spite of the challenges. None the less, we were slaves to the economy and poster women for the single mom syndrome. 
As we gazed across the bucolic golden hills sipping the exquisite bubbly, I was completely sincere in my feeling that indeed, we’d both been destined for good lives filled with such pleasures, and we’d certainly paid the dues to get here. Once our boys made it to college, Kathy married a wealthy executive, and launched her own life of luxury, with multiple homes across the country and plenty of expendable cash for entertainment. I was visiting at their condo overlooking a hillside canyon in the burbs of San Francisco. I had achieved a modest level of professional success as an author specializing in environmental issues, and hoped my own financial rewards would soon follow. We both agreed that our greatest accomplishments were our wonderful children. 
Although I’d had the chance to enjoy Dom Perignon and Krug champagnes, I’d never tasted a bubbly so delicious as that we shared at Domaine Carneros. When I returned home to north central Florida, I searched for the wine, but my quest was futile. I settled for a pale comparison for my subsequent celebrations. Until I received an unusual invitation to lunch with T.J. Evans, vintner for Domaine Carneros, at the Wine Exchange in Tampa in February, 2011. Coming out of left field from a food writer friend who couldn’t make the date, I felt the opportunity to meet the man responsible for creating my favorite wine was particularly fortuitous. I drove two hours for the chance to meet with Evans and his local distributor, Troy Heinzman. They shared the Domaine Brut Rosé with me, as well as a Pinot Noir – Evans’ specialty – and a Chardonnay over salad. 

Much to my pleasure and surprise, it turns out that Domaine Carneros is a very sustainable winery. In 2005, CEO and founding winemaker Eileen Crane decided to begin moving the fields to organic production, achieving certification in 2008. The winery boasts 12,000 square feet of solar panels that provide for 1/3 of the facility’s electrical needs, and they utilize skylights and LED lights to reduce electricity consumption. 

“By 2009 the winery never smelled better,” said an enthusiastic Evans. “I don’t know what I was afraid of when I first learned about the change. Eileen has been a great leader, encouraging us to look for new ways of doing things.”  
The wines are all vegan except the chardonnay, which uses miniscule amounts of casein as a tanning agent. In other wines they’re able to use clay-based finding agents to stabilize the wines and achieve a cloudless clarity. This year the focus is on habitat restoration, bringing the grape fields and bordering creeks back to riparian corridor to protect area wildlife. 

In the field of sparkling wines, Evans says no one in California or the U.S. can compete with Domaine Carneros, and I am sure he’s got that right. Founded by Champagne Taittinger of France, president Claude Taittinger informed Crane that she would produce the best American competitor to his champagne, and she surely has lived up to his expectation. Multiple awards have been earned for the variety of wines produced at Domaine Carneros. And fortunately for me, distributor Troy Heinzman promised to inquire about making these delightful libations available in my own north central Florida region, so I can enjoy them regularly. You should, too. 
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