Along the Mendocino Wine Route – Vine Times 
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The warmth and glow of the fireplace danced off the beveled glass window panes in the front door, as we approached the home of our dinner hosts.  This was to be a very special occasion, a winemaker dinner for four at Ravenridge, purchased at auction during the Yorkville Highlands Festival in August, and featuring wines from Bink.  It was in fact, a warm and intimate evening with a chance to get to know the winemaker, taste some very fine wines, and enjoy a sophisticated menu at one of Mendocino County’s most charming lodging establishments.

Ravenridge is located in the highlands just west of Cloverdale in the southern tip of Mendocino County, on the way to the Mendocino coast.  Tucked up in the hillside there are just two guest cottages below the owners’ home, and we were lucky enough to be staying in “Hillview,” a tastefully decorated, well-appointed one-bedroom cottage.  On Friday evening our hosts, Jerry Reis and Kurt Feichtmeir, beckoned us up to their home at the top of the hill to see the sunset, have a glass of wine and get a tour of their gardens.  The views of the Highlands and the Anderson Valley are stunning—from the moment we arrived at Ravenridge all thoughts and cares of everyday life melted away up there above the fog.  The beauty and privacy of this hillside estate is staggering—clearly a passionate endeavor by two talented artists intending to delight at every turn.

Bink is a relatively small producer making hand-crafted wines exclusively from grapes grown in the Yorkville Highlands appellation.  Their vineyards are just above Maple Creek Winery, about 15 miles west of Cloverdale.  The temperatures are a bit warmer here than neighboring Anderson Valley and provide the perfect climate for Syrah.  

The wines from Bink that evening were very good—each course of the dinner was paired perfectly with a different wine.  Jerry, our co-host and chef for the evening, had consulted with Bink’s winemaker to harmonize the flavors and enhance our experience of the wines.  Every aspect of the meal was just right.

We began with Bink’s 2005 Sauvignon Blanc, paired with shrimp and toasted hazelnuts served on delicate fingers of green endive.  The Sauvignon Blanc was smooth and elegant, with a nice hint of lemon and pear, well balanced and with just the right amount of acid to pique the taste buds.  This was followed by a velvety butternut squash bisque, dotted with crispy bits of pancetta and paired with Bink’s 2003 Merlot.  The entrée was a roast pork loin with fennel, served with my favorite wine that evening—Bink’s 2003 Syrah from Hawks Butte Vineyard.  This wine was rich and velvety, with a big mouthfeel, silky and smooth, with hints of black plum, dried blueberries and anise.  The final course was a pear poached in Pinot Noir and served with a molten dark chocolate cake.  It was paired with Bink’s 2003 Weir Vineyard Pinot Noir, a controversial but flawless match.  Many Pinot Noir winemakers take issue with pairing their wines with chocolate, but Debbie was open to it having attended the pinot and chocolate seminar presented by local chocolate maker John Scharffenberger during the Anderson Valley Pinot Noir Conference in 2005.  Bink’s Pinot is bigger than most, with a hint of sugar and a jamminess that nicely played off the rich dark chocolate.  

We felt very fortunate to have had the opportunity to stay at Ravenridge and dine with Debbie Schatzlein, Bink’s winemaker, and her partner, Cindy Paulson, who together run Bink Wines. Theirs is a labor of love—they make the trip regularly from their offices in Benicia to their vineyards in Yorkville to tend the vines.  Late that night, they slipped away into the darkness, to drive back home to Benicia, after an evening of close-up conversation about their wines and how they came to make them from Yorkville grapes.

One may think that this is an anomaly, but Mendocino County offers a more intimate wine country experience.  For those wishing to escape from the bustle of city life, Mendocino’s wide-open spaces and dramatic scenery provide an idyllic venue for an intimate experience not available in other winegrowing regions.  The extra half hour of driving beyond Sonoma, to reach the Mendocino County line, will more than compensate.  

Many of our wine country events—WineSong, the Pinot Festival, and the Yorkville Highlands Festival—offer wine country experiences at their auctions that most people don’t come across.  Wine auctioneers search for donations that provide exclusive experiences as they know that providing access to people, places, or things that aren’t readily available will bring the highest dollars.  Thus they seek out this type of auction item for their charitable fundraising efforts.  My husband and I felt especially privileged to win this item.  

If you’re bidding on auction items, remember, the goal is not to get something at below market price, but rather to benefit the charity.  And, if it’s in Mendocino, you might just end up with an experience that’s a “once in a lifetime” event.   

Cheryl Quist is the founder of Mendocino Food & Wine Ventures, LLC, producers of food and wine fundraising events throughout northern California,  including wine auctions, food & wine festivals, tastings and other unique events celebrating the bounty of California’s wine country regions.  She is also a freelance writer, a passionate and accomplished cook and owns a vacation rental company on the Mendocino coast where she hosts food and wine lovers from around the world. Cheryl can be reached at 707 937-3609 or via email at cquist@ix.netcom.com. For further information about Bink Wines, please see www.binkwines.com and for Ravenridge Cottages, please see www.ravenridgecottages.com.  

