Think Globally,

How Spokane Became a Wine Destination

T

wo things happened on May 18, 1980 to change the scenery of Spokane.
Most noticeable was the explosion of Mount St. Helens, which left its mark on the city with a thick
covering of volcanic ash. Less noticeable at the time, but certainly more permanent, was the arrival on
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Drink Locally
by Blythe Thimsen

that day of Mike and Ellena Conway. Having spent much of the 1970s working and learning
at the California wineries of Gallo, Franzia and Parducci, Mike and his wife moved to the
Northwest when Mike accepted the position of winemaker at Worden Cellars.

photo by Barb Chase - Fine Art Photography

SPOKANE CDA LIVING / September 2008

83

Mike and Ellena Conway of Latah Creek
stand with their daughter, Natalie, who is
continuing in the family business. A recent
release, Natalie’s Nectar, is named for her.
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Two years after coming here, the Conways quietly opened Latah Creek Winery
in the Spokane Valley. Who could have
guessed the reverberations Latah Creek
would make? Twenty-eight years later, Spokane is home to no less than 14 wineries.
“Mike is the grand old man of the Spokane wine industry,” says Mike Scott, winemaker at Lone Canary.
Like most of the other wineries in town,
Latah Creek is family-owned and operated. “This is home for a lot of people, and
employees are like family,” says Mike. That
family atmosphere overflows to the customers as well, with many of them being longtime fans of the winery and keeping tabs
on the Conway family through the winery’s
newsletter. One of their newest releases is
Natalie’s Nectar. Now in its second vintage
it is named for their daughter, Natalie, who
is continuing in the family business. “Aren’t
we lucky,” says Ellena Conway. “We’re lucky
she wants to go into it.”
Of the 17,000 cases produced at Latah Creek each year, 15 percent are red
wines, 15 percent are Chardonnay, and the
remaining portion comprises an assortment
that includes Johannisberg Riesling, Muscat
Canelli, and Huckleberry Riesling. “After a
tough day, Huckleberry Riesling is what you
want to drink,” says Ellena. Customers seem
to agree. The wine has been out for five
years and continues to be one of their most
popular offerings.
In 1982 another family-owned winery
was making its entrance in the Spokane
area. Dr. Harold and Marcia Mielke, along
with Mielke’s brother, purchased a California winery that was going out of business.
They transported all of the equipment up to
Spokane and converted the family cherry
farm into Arbor Crest Winery. The three
then purchased the famous Cliff House. Sitting perched atop a large bluff in the valley
that overlooks all of Spokane, it has since
become a favorite spot for locals to sip
wine, watch the sunset and listen to good
music.
In 1999 Harold and Marcia’s daughter,
Kristina Mielke–Van Loben Sels, and her
husband, Jim, moved to Spokane to take
over the business. Kristina makes the wine
while Jim serves as the general manager
and viticulturist. Since taking over, the couple has has made changes to the winery
itself in an effort to re-establish the brand
and continually increase the quality.
“I think people will be surprised by the
changes in the quality of both the wine and
the location,” says Jim, referring to the new
tasting room they built over five years ago.
Arbor Crest is best known for their Sauvignon Blanc; however, they have an impressive resume, which includes Chardonnays,
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Erik Manz, and his mother Patricia Manz, in the tasting room at
Mountain Dome. The popular gnomes on the Mountain Dome labels
represent the Manz family members.

Merlots, Cabernets, Petite Sirah, Malbec and more.
In 1991 Knipprath Cellars made its debut in the Spokane
market. Growing up in Duesseldorf Germany, Henning Knipprath spent time with his grandparents who were wine enthusiasts. After moving to the United States and living near Santa
Barbara, California, where he had more exposure to the wine
industry, he decided to begin making wine himself. It was while
stationed at Fairchild Air Force Base that he noticed the local
wine industry was beginning to take off, so he soon opened his
own winery, which moved to its current location at the Parkwater School House in 1999.
Although they make a large selection of wines, Knipprath is
best known for its port. Chocolate and vanilla ports are packaged by hand in imported Italian bottles and are quite popular.
Ten years after Latah Creek opened its cellar doors, Mountain Dome Winery entered the scene. Specializing in sparkling
wines, the company actually got started with Pat and Michael
Manz making the bubbly for their own use, but in 1992 they
offered their first wine for sale, a 1988 vintage. (For the novice,
it should be noted that sparkling wine is essentially the same as
Champagne; however, French Champagne refers to the name
of the region from which it comes, so when it is produced outside of France, it is called “sparkling wine.”)
Sparkling wine requires a two-part process. First, the wine is
made and stored in barrels for 10 months; then, more yeast and
sugar are added before the product is bottled and stored for
an additional three to six years. It’s an investment in time premised upon hope that all goes well. “My father [Michael] liked
to do challenging things,” says second-generation winemaker
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Erik Manz. “He made wine twice when he made sparkling
wine!”
Michael Manz passed away in 2006, leaving the winemaking reigns safely in Erik’s hands. “I feel like I am continuing
his dream,” says Erik of his greatly respected father.
Mountain Dome produces 3,000 cases of sparkling wine
per year. Two thousand of those cases are non-vintage wines,
meaning the fruit comes from more than one vineyard and is
blended together. The remaining 1,000 cases are split between vintage and Sparkling Rose as well as Cuvée Forte,
which Manz calls “my premier top of the line blend.”
In 1997 Mountain Dome had the opportunity to obtain
grapes from L’Ecole 41, one of the top wineries in the Walla
Walla area. An amazing offer that couldn’t be passed by,
Mountain Dome formed a partnership with two other individuals and created Grande Ronde Winery. Grande Ronde
now produces small amounts of Cabernet and Merlot.
“These wines highlight the absolute best wine Washington
can offer, and it is a fine example of a quality wine made right
here in everyone’s backyard,” says Manz.
Due to the small amount of select fruit used to create these
wines, Grande Ronde’s current production is only 500 cases
per year of each Cabernet and Merlot. Manz considers
these to be ultra-premium wines.
Spokane’s downtown welcomed its first winery in 1993.
Housed in the old Carnation building, Caterina Winery is the
inspiration of an Italian winemaking family who wanted to
continue their family’s tradition of winemaking.
In the past, Sauvignon Blanc has been Caterina’s biggest
seller, along with their Willard Family Cabernet, of which they

sell out every year. This wine, named for the
Willard Family vineyard where they get their
grapes, consistently received a rating score
of 90.
Townshend Cellar entered into the Spokane wine market in 1998, when Don Townshend took his experience making wines for
personal use and started a family-owned
and operated winery. Located in the fruitgrowing Greenbluff area, Townshend Cellar started with the idea of creating small
lots of red wines which included Cabernet
Sauvignon and Merlot. Townshend also
added Chardonnay to the portfolio in
2000. As the winery grew, additional wines
joined their portfolio.
The winery has grown from 1,000 cases
of wine produced in 1998 to over 10,000
cases today, with over 25 different varieties.
Three years ago the popular T3 came out
and has been a huge success, appearing on
the menus of many favorite local restaurants.
“T3 seems to currently be the hot varietal,”
says Townshend.
A new table wine series, which includes
red, white and pink offerings from Townshend Cellar is gaining popularity. Other new
releases include Pinot Noir, Lemberger and
Malbec. Paired with their ports and late
harvest dessert wines, as well as Huckleberry Sparkling Wine, Townshend Cellars has a
well-rounded list of options.
In 1999 two newcomers were drawn to
Spokane. To fulfill their shared fantasy of
owning a winery, Joe and Rebecca Gunselman moved the family across the country
from Virginia and started Robert Karl Cellars. “After 10 years, there’s still no looking
back,” says Rebecca Gunselman. “We’re
having a great time, living the dream and
are continually blessed.
“Our current production is at 2,500 cases,” she says, “which includes current releases of the 2006 Syrah, 2006 Merlot, 2005
Claret and the 2005 Cabernet from our
estate vineyard, Gunselman Bench, which is
due for release by October.”
The fact that there are no fully self-contained vineyards in Spokane is one reason
people are surprised to learn we have so
many wineries. The two usually go hand-inhand. Instead, Spokane wineries outsource
their fruit from vineyards in one of the five
Washington appellations. An appellation is
a specific growing area. Most of the Spokane wineries get their fruit from the Walla
Walla, Columbia Valley or Yakima Valley
appellations. The importance of selecting quality fruit cannot be underestimated.
“Wine is grown in the vineyard,” says Robert
Karl’s Gunselman. The quality of the fruit sets
the tone for the wine.
Robert Karl Winery sources all of their
fruit from the Horse Heaven Hills, using four
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According to the Washington Wine Commission,
Washington State is the second largest producer of wine in
the nation, contributing approximately three billion dollars to
the state economy and employing over 4,000 people. At last
count there were more than 500 wineries, 350 growers and
over 30,000 acres dedicated to making wine in the state.
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Don Townshend enjoys
the fruits of his labor as
a winemaker.
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vineyards: their own, Gunselman Bench
(eight acres planted in 2000 with Cabernet); Phinny Hill, McKinley Springs and Andrews Horse Heaven Ranch.
Jim Van Loben Sels of Arbor Crest agrees
the fruit sets the tone for the wine. “Thirty to
50 percent of the taste of the wine depends
on the grape you start with.”
Depending on the size of the winery, fruit
is either crushed at the vineyard and then
transported to the winery, or it is brought to
the winery and crushed on-site. All of which
begs the question, why are so many wineries landing here? Surprisingly, some people
think it may be the perfect spot.
Mike Scott of Lone Canary says they
dabbled briefly with the idea of starting
their winery in a more traditional location,
such as Walla Walla, but decided Spokane
was a better choice. “The Spokane wine industry has made great strides,” says Scott.
“The new wineries that have opened since
2003 are producing the quality of wines we
can all be proud of. In fact, all Spokane wineries have achieved a remarkable degree
of excellence. There are 14 very good reasons for wine lovers to visit Spokane.
Van Loben Sels acknowledges that, at first
glance, Spokane pales in comparison to the
built-in draw that Napa Valley enjoys, being
only an hour from San Francisco, which is a
destination unto itself. He believes Spokane
has something similar to offer, though on a
smaller scale. “People can easily go on a
two-day wine tour in Spokane. On the first
day they can visit the wineries within the
downtown core and end the day shopping,
and dinning in one of Spokane’s many fine
restaurants. The second day they can visit
the valley wineries and end the day with another great restaurant or [by] taking advantage of one of the outdoor recreation areas.
We are a great area with great wines.”
In addition to the tourist draw in Spokane,
consumers are becoming increasingly savvy
when it comes to wine. “Wine drinkers in
Spokane are becoming much more sophisticated and expecting better wines,” says
Greg Lipsker of Barrister Winery. “With the
sophistication of wines, Spokane is a destination. We can be proud of the wine made
in this town.”
Another reason Spokane is a popular location for wineries is it allows families who
might already have roots here to build a
small family-owned and operated winery in
the place they call home.
“My children grew up here, and we love
the area,” says Townshend. “I wanted to be
able to do the business without commuting.”
“We had already fallen in love with the
area when we decided to start the winery,
and we didn’t want to leave,” says Conway
of Latah Creek.
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Of the wine produced in Washington,
57% is red and 43% is white
More Facts:
In 1981, Washington State had only 19 wineries; now there are over 500.
In 1990, 38,000 tons of grapes were harvested. Today the state boasts
a harvest of more than 120,000 tons.
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Most important, smaller family-run organizations are able to thrive here, and for
the owners, that means being able to take
a hands-on approach to the production of
their wine. “We intimately know every grape
that is put into the bottle,” says Gunsleman.
The year 2001 brought Barrister Winery
onto the scene. Owned by Michael White
and Greg Lipsker, Barrister Winery takes
its name from the British term for attorney,
the profession that Michael and Greg both
practice in their “other lives.”
The two men behind Barrister started as
home winemakers, crushing five gallons in a
garage in 1997. “It’s the little hobby that got
out of control,” says Lipsker. This “hobby” produced over 3,000 cases of red, and 200
cases of white this past year. “Any greater
increase you would have to go to 5,000
cases, and then you are managing people,
not making wine,” says White.
Their flagship wine is the Cabernet Franc,
which has won a Best of Show at regional,
national and international competitions. One
of their blends, Rough Justice, has been so
popular they have had to double production
each year.
Regardless if it is popular or just tastes
good to you, White and Lipsker both believe
wine should be enjoyed, no matter your level of wine knowledge. “If you say ‘I like that’
that is all that matters,” says White. “Wine
shouldn’t be daunting.”
Someone who is not daunted by wine is
Mike Scott, who had been the winemaker

Michael White and Greg
Lipsker of Barrister Winery
stand with several of their
award-winning wines.
photo by Joseph Canyon

at Caterina and left to start Lone Canary
Winery in 2003, with co-owners, Steve and
Jeanne Schaub. Scott says blended wines
allow you to explore the sense of regionality
rather than exploring depths of a varietal.
“The wines produced at Lone Canary are
unabashedly and unapologetically Washington State wines,” says Scott. “The fruit grown
in this state is wonderfully aromatic and astonishingly expressive; however, we like our
wines to also show an appreciation of their
heritage, and so, while the personality of our
wines is Washington State, the style of the
wines is still based on old world practices.
The Sangiovese and Barbera are Italian in
style, the Merlot and Cabernet, French.”
Lone Canary currently produces Sauvignon Blanc, Barbera, Sangiovese, Merlot
and Cabernet Sauvignon. In addition, they
produce two blended wines – a Cuvée Rose,
which Scott calls “a dry unorthodox blend
of Sauvingnon Blanc and Barbera,” and a
Bird House Red, which is their house blend
of Syrah, Merlot, Cabernet and Sangiovese.
“And then there is the Dubrul Vineyard Reserve,” says Scott, “which ultimately defies
description.”
Inspired by the existing great local wineries, Cody George and Brian Murray started
Vintage Hill Winery is 2006. Longtime fans
of wine, the friends found themselves blending finished wines off of the shelf. “We were
interested in how different profiles and varietals blended together,” says George. Soon
they were dabbling further into the wineSPOKANE CDA LIVING / September 2008
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Mike Scott stands in Lone Canary’s
barrel room, where he makes the
magic happen.
photo by Moxie Images
making processes. “We’d get 100 pounds of
grapes here and 100 pounds there. Before
I knew it, we filled my basement with different varietals.” They realized they were on to
something, and one day as the two friends
were in the car, George asked, “Hey Brian,
what do you think about us starting a winery?’ I kid you not, he turned to me and said
‘Okay!’.” And so they did.
“We’re having fun and enjoying it,” says
George. “The group of us [Murray, George
and their wives] has always had fun getting
together for dinners and enjoying good wine.
We’re having so much fun actually making
wine and we love wine, so the choice was
made there,” he says of what made them
take their wine from a hobby in the basement to a storefront winery in downtown’s
core.
“In this area, everybody is so helpful,”
George says of his fellow wineries. “Folks
were very giving, very helpful,” getting us
started. “It’s really pretty amazing. It is hard
to describe or think of another area or industry where people are that helpful.”
Vintage Hill Cellars started off releasing a
white wine, which was a huge success. “We
then released a red, our Syrah, which went
really well,” says George. Three more reds
will be released over the next six months.
“We are really excited to get those out and
have a balanced portfolio of whites and
reds.”
In 2006, their first year of full-fledged
92

SPOKANE CDA LIVING / September 2008 www.spokanecda.com

Vintage Hill winemakers Cody
George and Brian Murray are the
“newcomers” to Spokane’s wine
industry.
photo by Joseph Canyon
operation, Vintage Hill Cellars released 450
cases of wine. Today, they offer a Syrah,
Sauvignon Blanc, Viognier, Dry Riesling and
Merlot Rose.
Call them the no-waste winery. Vintage
Hill has found a way to use the grape skins,
which usually get thrown away. They offer
handcrafted soaps made from skins, as well
as a pumice scrub made from ground up
grape seeds. Additionally, they have a barbecue product called Wine Soaked BBQ
Smoke. The wine-soaked barrels, after they
have served their purpose, are chipped into
barbecue chips, which have a delicious wine
scent.
As for the future of Spokane wineries,
Barrister’s Lipsker is encouraged. “I think
there will continue to be more wineries, with
the growing sophistication of the wines,” he
says, reflecting on the growth he has already seen.
With creative minds and passionate individuals behind the wheel – or in this case, the
bottles – wineries are becoming entrenched
in our economy and our region.
“Spokanites are great about supporting local wineries,” says Mountain Dome’s Manz.
“I like to say ‘think globally, drink locally’!” In
Spokane, it is easy and very enjoyable to do
just that.
To learn more about all of our local wineries,
visit www.spokanewineries.net
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