
What happens when winemakers 
embrace a spirit of collaboration? 
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Gareth Belton (left) and Taras Ochota 
working in the Scary Gully vineyard in 
Australia’s Basket Range region. 
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In 2015, master sommelier Pascaline Lepeltier was visiting 
Nathan Kendall at his winery on Seneca Lake in upstate 
New York when the two got to talking about drinking locally. 
Which made them wonder: What if they could reimagine 
the idea of locally made wine with a deeper appreciation for 
history? The conversation continued, eventually yielding a 

sparkling wine label they created together called “Chëpìka” (mean-
ing “roots” in the Lenape language spoken by the Delaware tribe) 
with hybrid grapes that are native to the United States but generally 
considered less appealing than European grapes like Chardonnay 
and Cabernet Franc. 

Having grown up in France, where many heritage grape variet-
ies are at risk of extinction, Lepeltier wanted to explore New York’s 
viticultural history, and this seemed like the most hands-on way to 
do that. Using organic farming methods, the pair decided that mak-
ing naturally sparkling wine (pétillant-naturel, in which bubbles oc-
cur through one fermentation rather than two, as in Champagne) 
would offer some energy and lift to these varieties. The result is one 
of the more delicious fizzy wines currently available, albeit in lim-
ited quantities, in the United States. 

For Kendall, the collaboration was an opportunity to expand his 
winemaking horizons. “Somms taste wines differently than wine-
makers,” he says. For Lepeltier, the project was an experimental 
solution to the challenge of finding New York state wine she was 
excited about. “It was really hard to find local organic wine, and I 
was annoyed by the price,” she says. “I asked Nathan, ‘Why don’t you 
make wine with hybrids? Why not make a juicy everyday wine?’ ” 

Sparkling wine made from hybrids had been commonplace in 
New York state  in the 19th century, and Kendall and Lepeltier took 
cues from these previous generations. “They knew that sparkling 
wine was best because of the acidity of the grapes,” says Lepeltier. 
“We didn’t do anything new, we just came back to that.” 

Different Directions
Winemaking can often seem like a very singular process, focused on 
the one person making the wine. It’s true that winemakers impart 
their unique personalities to the wines they produce, but increas-
ingly, they’re looking beyond themselves toward a more collabora-
tive process like that of Kendall and Lepeltier in New York. 

On the West Coast, Hardy Wallace is the face of the quirky, soulful 
label Dirty and Rowdy, a California winery that works with single-
vineyard expressions of uncommon grapes, notably Mourvèdre. You 
might notice Wallace at a wine fair because of his black-and-white 
checkered eyeglasses and exuberant smile. He seems to be friends 
with everyone, which explains his propensity to roll up his sleeves 
and make wine with other small producers around California, espe-
cially when it involves an otherwise-impossible foray into a vineyard 
that interests him. 

The truth of running a boutique label, even a nationally ac-
claimed one, is that owning a winery is nearly impossible without 
massive investment. Wallace has always made the Dirty and Rowdy 
wines in shared winery spaces, and in 2016, he moved 100 percent of 
the label's production into the Petaluma facility owned by Michael 
Cruse, another star in the small-producer California wine scene. 
The two quickly bonded, partly because their wine labels were dif-
ferent enough to spark conversation, but also because they share 
certain vineyards in Northern California. 

One shared vineyard, a meticulously kept site called Alder 
Springs in Mendocino, is owned by Stu Bewley, who, Wallace says, 
“has been on a relentless quest to explore what works best there, 
regardless of whether it would be commercially viable.” This explo-
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Pascaline Lepeltier and Nathan 
Kendall at Racines in New York 

City, where Lepeltier is a partner.
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Hardy Wallace (left), Michael Cruse 
and a bottle of their collaborative 

wine (opposite page).
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ration resulted in a block of the property being planted with Fur-
mint, a Hungarian white grape known historically for sweet wines 
and widely loved in Central Europe but virtually unknown—and 
therefore unsaleable—in California. Over time, Bewley joked with 
Wallace that he should be working with the Furmint block. Wallace 
recalls a 2015 conversation with Bewley. “I was up there with Mi-
chael, and Stu drove us by the block and mentioned ‘Hardy’s block 
of Furmint,’ and I laughed because I’d never agreed to take it.” 

But Cruse took a look at the vineyard, 2,500 feet in elevation and 
south-facing, and he was impressed enough to suggest that they 
give it a shot. At first, Wallace had been hesitant about embarking 
on the project alone—but then he realized that two people absorb-
ing the risk was much better than one person taking the leap.  

Together, Wallace and Cruse made a small amount of the wine, 
which was sold almost entirely to their respective mailing lists. “We 
worked in the vineyard, we sampled grapes and decided when to 
pick, and we pressed together,” recalls Wallace. 

The pair has continued to make the Furmint together in the 
subsequent vintages. Wallace, who has collaborated with other 
Northern California winemakers before, sees it as an exercise in co-
learning, as well as in friendship. “We have an incredible commu-
nity around us—people we love—and we enjoy their wines and they 
are similar enough but have different philosophies,” he says. “So it’s 
an opportunity, like in any sort of creative endeavor, to work with 
friends and try to create something new and exciting.”  

Moonlighting
“I’m not a winemaker,” Josh Rosenstein, the L.A.-based founder of 
the culty canned spritz drink Hoxie Spritzer, is quick to say. “I’m a 
cook who likes wine.” Rosenstein may be modest, but he has cre-
ated one of the most unique drink brands in America by applying 
his cook’s palate and knack for sourcing ingredients to the art of fla-
vor-enhanced beverage production. The company’s handy hashtag, 
“Spritz Are For Friends,” serves them well whenever people post 
photos of the canned spritzes—the point being, this is not a serious 
wine; it’s for having a good time.

Starting out in 2015, Rosenstein worked full-time in restaurants 
and as a private chef; the Hoxie Spritzer endeavor was a side pas-
sion, bolstered largely by encouragement from friends. The follow-
ing year, after a successful release of Hoxie’s first canned spritzer, 
made with grapes from Missouri, some of Rosenstein’s supporters 
began mentioning a winemaker in Paso Robles, California, they 
thought he should get to know: Andrew Jones, one of the newer fac-
es on the scene, making single-vineyard wines on nights and week-
ends for his Field Recordings label, while working at a vine nursery 
by day. The two met, clicked, and put their heads together on a line 
of collaborative spritzes in bottles and cans they called “Foxíe.” 

Their first release was a pear and pink peppercorn–flavored rosé 
spritzer in late 2016, the same year Rosenstein transitioned to full-
time with Hoxie. “I got to see the winemaking process more, under-
stand some different vineyards, and it was just fun,” says Rosenstein. 

In 2017, the two got even more carried away with their experi-
ments, coming up with a limited-edition blood orange bottled 
spritz for a dinner at Coachella; a sour cherry–citra hops edition 
for another festival; and other funky blends of fruit and beer hops 
with various wine blends as the base. Out of five collaborations, 
one—a Tempranillo-Grenache-Mourvèdre rosé with grapefruit and 
Simcoe hops—has really taken off, Jones reports, and it will soon be 
available year-round. “We’ll keep trialing new combos, and hope-
fully we can put together a few more hits,” he says.  

“It’s an 
opportunity, like 

in any sort of 
creative endeavor, 

to work with 
friends and try to 
create something 

new and exciting.”
— HARDY WALLACE 
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Personal Attachments
Wine collaborations are happening outside of the U.S., too. South 
Australia’s cool-climate Basket Range region near Adelaide has seen 
a flurry of small producers emerging in recent years, and they form a 
tight community. One of the more visible names is the label Ochota 
Barrels, founded by Taras and Amber Ochota and based primarily 
on co-farmed fruit and purchased fruit—a method in France known 
as négociant winemaking, set apart from estate wine, in which all of 
the vineyards are in the winemaker’s possession. 

One particular vineyard, called Scary Gully, that the Ochotas 
sourced Pinot Noir from—and liked very much—was in the hands 
of another small Basket Range producer working in a similar mind-
set, Gentle Folk Wines. In 2015, Gareth Belton of Gentle Folk had 
taken over Scary Gully’s lease and decided to increase production as 
the business was growing—but at that point Belton didn't feel com-
fortable expanding Gentle Folk’s production to match that of the 
vineyard. He sold the excess grapes to several nearby winemakers, 
including Ochota, who had persisted in asking whether he could 
just have some fruit from this vineyard, which Belton admits has a 
special, easily noticeable character in its wines. 

One night in 2016, Belton and Ochota met over beers and decid-
ed to make a wine from Scary Gully, dedicated to their newly born 
children—“We just did it to pay for the nappies,” says Ochota—and 
to vinify it in their respective cellars. They wouldn’t tell each other 
what their approach was, or share tasting notes—they’d simply 
blend the two barrels together before bottling. “It’s really something 
that is born out of love for our kids and love between our families,” 
says Belton. “It’s also great to showcase and respect this site for what 
it is and what it produces.” The wine turned out so well that the two 
made it again in 2017 and again in 2018; it’s a lower-alcohol, leaner 
style of Pinot with punchy acid, exemplary of their cool climate and 
restrained winemaking. 

One unexpected bonus from the collaboration: Belton has found 
himself devoting more care to the specific block they gather their 
grapes from. And with each passing vintage, as the vineyard grows 
healthier, the wine made from it should become more interesting 
and elegant, as well—and so collaboration, in the end, may achieve 
a better result than working alone. It’s one plus one equals three. 

Natural Obsession
Sometimes the best collaborations bring together people from vastly 
different worlds. Such is the matchup that led to “À la Natural,” which 
was released during a street party in Paris last summer. 

The wine was inspired by rapper and cook Action Bronson’s love 
of organic, unfiltered, unsulfured “farmer juice,” known broadly as 
natural wine. His obsession grew to the point that he asked a French 
wine grower, Patrick Bouju, to help him make a limited-edition 
blended wine, sourced from vineyards around France. The wine  
quickly achieved cult status, appearing on lists of restaurants Bron-
son frequented.  

To make À La Natural, Bronson traveled to the Auvergne in 
France and tasted in Bouju’s cellar to determine a blend they were 
both happy with. They spent time visiting the vineyards, and cook-
ing and drinking together, while listening to rap. What may have 
seemed like an unlikely alliance turned into the most natural part-
nership, the mark of any successful collaboration. “I think above all, 
it’s a story of friendship,” says Bouju. “An encounter and a real desire 
to do something together.” 

With each 
passing vintage, 
as the vineyard 
grows healthier, 
the wine made 
from it should 
become more 
interesting and 
elegant.
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Taras Ochota (left) and Gareth Belton. 


