























touring

Westside style: herbs, goats & wine

By Sally Buffalo

riving around Paso Robles recently, a
D friend and I made a quick, unplanned

turn off Highway 46 West into the
former Sycamore Herb Farm, now called
Lone Madrone. I had long been curious about
the place and just never found the opportuni-
ty to stop by.

We parked the car by a bright green farmhouse
and made our way through the trellis entry, stop-
ping first to say hello to Buster, a distinctive-look-
ing Nubian goat who greets visitors, and check
out the funky, precariously perched tree house.

Not long ago, the farm was home to the tasting
room of the whimsical Bonny Doon Vineyard —
one of the first area wines [ “discovered” when I
moved here. The tasting room was destroyed in a
fire in 2004, and after operating out of a tent,
then a trailer, for two years, Bonny Doon decided
to close in 2006. The owners of the herb farm
also took the chance to retire.

Thankfully, Lone Madrone moved in to set
up a tasting room, and last year took over the
herb farm as well.

We entered the new tasting room and gift shop
— a clean, modern building that still harkens
back to an old farmhouse — and began browsing
the myriad spices (who knew there were so
many variations of sea salt?), artwork and beauti-
ful wood-carved furniture and accents.

It didn’t take us long, however, to wander over to
the tasting bar to sample some of the wines.
The tasting fee was a little steep, at $10 each,
but we didn’t regret it.

Lone Madrone’s talented winemaker is
Neil Collins, also the winemaker at Tablas
Creek Vineyard, and it’s clear he began his
own label to experiment beyond the
acclaimed but strictly Rhéne-style wines
of Tablas Creek.

The Lone Madrone wines are eclectic,
with more conventional varietals joined by
a picpoul and a nebbiolo, wines you'd

never find at Tablas Creek. We chuckled

over one called “barfandel,” a blend of barbera,
zinfandel and petite sirah.

We took notice, though, when we got to the
Alproja, a deep, vibrant blend of tannat and
merlot whose name means “scoundrel” in
Basque, a reference to the difficult time Collins
had taming the grapes.

The friendly server then strayed from the tast-
ing menu to give us a sample of the popular Old
Hat. It’s no shock it’s a fan favorite, the chocolate,
cherry and spice flavors melding to create bliss in
a glass. One sip was enough to make us swoon. A
couple glasses of this high-alcohol concoction, I
mused to myself, might leave me curled in a ball,
immobilized in ecstasy — a thought I feared and
relished at the same time.

Not an easy act to follow, but the cabernet
sauvignon that came next managed to raise the
bar even further. A more sophisticated but
exceptionally smooth vintage, it took Old Hat’s
place as our day’s favorite. The bottle was not as
affordable as my usual everyday wines, but we
would decide the next day the splurge was worth
every one of the 42 dollars and 50 cents.

My mind, and often my feet, usually wander
when I'm wine tasting, but these wines kept
my attention. So it wasn't until after we were
finished that we poked
around the herb garden
out back.

In my usual fashion, I
got a kick out of the bun-
nies and chickens that I

attempted to feed through their cages, while
my friend wandered the garden shelves, admir-
ing the hundreds of fragrant varieties of basil,
sage, rosemary and other herbs.

All the herbs are propagated at the nursery or
purchased locally from Growing Grounds Farms
or Native Sons. Collins and his partners have
shown a commitment to retaining what gardeners
and gourmands loved about the farm and even
brought back the annual Basil Festival last year.

This year, Lone Madrone also will be bringing
back classes in cheese making, soap, candles,
lotions and salves, cooking with herbs and com-
posting, some possibly even led by the Shomlers,
the longtime owners of Sycamore Farms.

At Collins’ suggestion, Four Vines Winery at
the Cider Creek bakery a bit further on Highway
46 West was to be our next stop — “a great place
to end your day,” Collins said. But as we saw the
sun start to drop into the horizon, we realized
that treat would have to wait for another day.

Lone Madrone

Open 10:30 a.m.-5 p.m. daily

2485 Highway 46 West, Paso Robles
805-238-0845
www.lonemadrone.com

CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT: At the Lone Madrone

tasting room, you'll find an eclectic sampling of wines by winemaker Neil Collins. Buster, a curious Nubian
goat, greets all the visitors. Sally gets up close and personal with some chickens.
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