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FOOD ff WINE, BEER & SPIRITS

Wine Country’s newest tasting room highlights one of
California’s most forgotten grapes

By Jess Lander, Staff Writer
D® @
July 30, 2026

Marchelle Wines will open its first tasting room in Healdsburg on August 1.

Courtesy of Marchelle Wines

One October night, two harvests ago, | pulled off a country road in Santa Rosa to observe what I thought
would be a typical grape pick. The first surprise was arriving at someone’s home. The second was that,
instead of long rows of vines, there was just a small patch of land planted intermittently with what looked
like large bushes.

A handful of volunteers, donning headlamps and bent over the bushes at uncomfortable angles,
rummaged around until they finally located and plucked the treasure within: chartreuse-colored clusters
of grapes.

The mangled bushes were actually vines, planted in 1902 at the Betty Ann Vineyard. The group’s
ringleader, the now-68-year-old winemaker Greg La Follette, co-founder of Marchelle Wines, believes
they're the oldest French Colombard vines in North America. La Follette, who helped the vineyard’s
owners resuscitate the vines when they purchased the property, is helping to make French Colombard
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Regarded for its crisp acidity, it was the most widely planted white grape in California until the 1990s,
when Chardonnay overtook it. There’s still a lot of it planted in California, but it’s almost all relegated o
distillation or blended into cheap bulk wine.

Marchelle is one of just a few California wineries making serious French Colombard, and it’s become the
brand’s best-selling wine. More people will have the opportunity to taste it starting Aug. 1, when Marchelle
opens its first tasting room. Located one block off the Healdsburg Plaza and across the street from vegan
food emporium Little Saint, it replaced Jeff Cohn Cellars; Little Saint’s intimate concerts can be heard
from the tasting room patio.

The brand, which La Follette co-founded with his longtime friend, Kevin Lee, was born out of the
pandemic. La Follette, who is best known as the original winemaker for Sonoma Coast trailblazer Flowers
Winery, produced a house white — a rare French Colombard — for the three-Michelin-starred
SingléThread. When the restaurant temporarily shut down, he bought his wine back to sell it himself. The
founders named the new brand Marchelle after their wives, Mara and Michelle; Lee’s daughter, a budding
artist, designed the label. In addition to French Colombard, Marchelle makes several low-intervention
old-vine wines, including a Cinsault from the Bechthold Vineyard, planted in 1886, and single-vineyard
Pinot Noirs and Chardonnays sourced from multi-generational sites.

When the opportunity arose this year to take over Jeff Cohn’s lease, Marchelle jumped at it. The winery
joins more than two dozen tasting rooms in the ultra-competitive downtown Healdsburg, which has
evolved into a hot spot for trendy producers such as Idlewild, Cobb and Martha Stoumen. Marchelle’s
tasting room is small, sleck and simple; the space showcases old-vine photographs captured by wine
writer and photographer Randy Caparoso and a large old vine that Jelf Cohn had displayed behind the
bar. “It really connects to our story. The preservation of old vines ties back to what we're about,” Evan
Damiano, Marchelle winemaker and La Follette’s protégé, said. “We're not trying to be the most flashy
place on the block.”

Marchelle’s owners hope that building a community-focused space will give them a leg up. They plan to
tap into their wine industry connections and regularly host educational seminars and tastings. Their
secret weapon will be La Follette, who has traveled the world teaching people about wine. “I'm at a point
in my life where that’s what I might be able to do best,” he said. “I passed the baton to Evan, who has a
strong young back and a brilliant mind for blending, but I can still teach. I need to tap into that and let
these young guys do the heavy lifting.”

He and Evan will host many of the tastings, 100, which proved successful with his former wine brand,
Tandem. “If we were (at the tasting room), we'd have a $1,000 day,” he said. “If we weren't there, a $60
day.” Marchelle, which has indoor and outdoor seating and a private room, will offer a complimentary
introductory tasting of two wines, or standard flights for $40 and $100.
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I can’timagine anyone spending time with La Follette — one of the most endearing, impassioned
winemakers I've ever met — and leaving without wine. Before he became a winemaker, La Follette, who was
born in Iceland, was a bagpiper on the Queen Mary, the historic liner-turned-hotel that’s anchored in Long
Beach; had a short stint in the seminary; and worked as an AIDS researcher at UCSE, helping develop the
[irst AZT drug approved to treat the disecase.

La Follette transitioned into wine in the '90s, was mentored by California’s most famous winemaker, Andr¢
Tchelistcheff, and became one of the most respected winemakers in Sonoma County’s wine industry. He
worked for brands like Flowers, where he helped establish one of the most revered Pinot Noir regions in
the world, La Crema and Hartford Court. La Follette, who seemingly always wears cither overalls or a
mechanics jumpsuit, used his chemistry background to pioneer research in vine physiology, fermentation
and more. He's most beloved in the industry for preferring the vineyard to the spotlight, and remaining
authentically himself: sensitive, quirky, humble.

That could go along way at the Marchelle tasting room.

“I really care deeply about our wine communities. We want to give back, provide more leadership and
educational opportunities for those who want to learn more,” he said. “We really want this to be a place to

do more than just sell wine.”

Marchelle Wines. Opens Aug. 1. Thursday-Sunday. 34 North St., Healdsburg. marchellewines.com
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