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Can California winemakers finally legitimize
this flailing beverage?

By Jess Lander,Wine reporter,
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Missing Thorn wines are a collection of nonalcoholic still and sparkling wines produced by noted
Napa winemaker Aaron Pott and wine marketing veteran Stephanie Honig.
Erik Castro/Special to the Chronicle

Nonalcoholic wines have an image problem. They have a reputation for tasting overly
sweet and artificial, and not much like wine at all.

In 2023, Nielsen reported that off-premise sales of nonalcoholic beverages

had surpassed $500 million and jumped 31% from the previous year. Nonalcoholic
wines, however, haven’t taken off: Nonalcoholic beer accounted for 86% of the market,
while nonalcoholic spirits grew 94% that year.

But the trailing category is poised for a glow-up, now that a handful of Wine Country
power players, like renowned Napa winemaker Aaron Pott and the founders of three-
Michelin-starred SingleThread in Healdsburg, have jumped on board.

“We're seeing the nonalcoholic beer category explode, we’re seeing mocktails
everywhere we go, but there’s kind of a frown on nonalcoholic wines,” said Stephanie
Honig, a partner in Napa’s Honig Vineyard and Winery, who partnered with Pott to
launch Missing Thorn. The nonalcoholic wine brand is in Fleming’s steak houses
nationwide, plus acclaimed restaurants like New York City’s Gramercy Tavern. “If more
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people with a winemaking background get into this, it'll prove that the category is
legitimate.”

Thus far, the nonalcoholic wine market has consisted mostly of unfamiliar brands that
don’t produce traditional wine. Instead, many remove the alcohol content — a process
called dealcoholization — from cheap bulk wine. But this new wave of producers has
taken a cue from traditional winemaking, and it just might be a game-changer: They're
prioritizing the grapes.

“You always hear winemakers talk about how you can’t make great wine from bad
grapes,” said Pott. “It’s the same with nonalc wine. The primary product, the wine, has
to be good before we can move on to dealcoholizing it.”

Winemakers Aaron Pott, right, and Stephanie Honig hope to finally legitimize the flailing nonalcoholic
wine category with their brand Missing Thorn.
Erik Castro/Special to the Chronicle

One of Napa Valley’s most successful winemakers, Pott said he sources all over
California for Missing Thorn wines and even pulls juice from some of his high-end
projects. “We can take something that doesn’t work in the alcoholic world, but will
work perfectly in a nonalcoholic wine,” Pott said. “Something that doesn’t necessarily
have the tannic intensity of a great red wine or doesn’t have the full body character of a
great white wine would probably dealcoholize better.”

Bouchaine Vineyards’ first nonalcoholic rosé, which the Napa winery released last
month, was born out of a similar opportunity. The winery had extra rosé from 2023, as
the Pinot Noir crop was 15%-20% larger than usual. With the bulk wine market
oversaturated due to a massive oversupply, winemaker Chris Kajani used the surplus to
experiment with a nonalcoholic wine, which she said many customers had inquired
about. “We were starting with quality wine to begin with,” said Kajani, who has found
most nonalcoholic wines to have “a lot of residual sugar” and a “cloying, Jolly Rancher
feel.”

Bouchaine is one of the first big-name, premium Napa Valley wineries to release a
nonalcoholic wine since the 1980s when Sutter Home produced Fre, which has
experienced a resurgence in recent years. “Some of the (nonalcoholic) wines we tried
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we felt weren't very wine-like,” said Kajani. “The idea was to try to do something that
mimicked what we were already doing, something refreshing and food-friendly.”

City’s Gramercy Tavern.
Erik Castro/Special to the Chronicle

The Zero Proof, a nonalcoholic beverage online retailer, buys grapes from renowned
Napa Valley grape grower Andy Beckstoffer — whose fruit goes into some of the most
sought-after and expensive Cabernets in California — for the company’s wine label,
Saint Viviana. While the Zero Proof isn’t getting Beckstoffer’s precious Napa grapes, it is
sourcing Cabernet and Chardonnay from his Mendocino vineyards. “There are a lot of
people out there treating this core ingredient as an afterthought,” said the Zero Proof
co-founder Sean Goldsmith.

SingleThread has taken a different approach to nonalcoholic wine, but grape sourcing is
still important. The Healdsburg restaurant partnered with Kally, one of the more
successful nonalcoholic wine brands, to produce a pair of verjus-based wines ($49).
Traditionally, verjus is made from the juice of unfermented wine grapes discarded
during the growing season; the process, often referred to as fruit “dropping” or
“thinning,” helps keep the vine in balance and produce the best wine possible. But Kally
has been so successful that they’ve pivoted to sourcing from organic vineyards that are
wholly dedicated to their verjus.

Verjus doesn’t need to go through the dealcoholization process because it already
doesn’t contain alcohol. Kally is making what has been coined as “wine alternatives,”
where the company takes the juice and blends in other ingredients, including lemon
verbena and purple shiso from SingleThread’s farm, to create high-quality, fizzy
beverages. They taste good but intentionally don’t mimic the flavors of wine. “There are
tons of nonalcoholic beverages on the market, but there isn’t anything that’s really been
elevated to a more sophisticated level,” said SingleThread co-owner Kyle Connaughton.
The wines from Kally’s collaboration with SingleThread are offered at several other fine
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dining spots, including New York’s Eleven Madison Park and San Francisco’s
Californios.

“You want to make sure (non-drinkers) have something that doesn’t feel like the odd
person out” during a celebratory moment, he continued. “You don’t want to be the adult
at the party where people are drinking Dom Perignon, but you're drinking Martinelli’s.”

[t's not just the grape sourcing that makes for a promising nonalcoholic wine. The type
of grape is also key, according to Pott.

“Certain wines dealcoholize better than others,” he said. “The process accentuates the
harshness of the wine and takes away from the aromatics, so you want to look at more
aromatic grapes, and grapes that are softer and have better density.” Riesling, Albarino,
Cabernet Franc and Merlot are some of the best grape varieties for non-alcoholic wine,
he said, while Pinot Noir and Chardonnay are “terrible for it.”

Blending is another helpful tool. Former Napa winemaker Alisa Jacobson, who recently
launched her first dealcoholized wine from her Central Coast wine label Turning Tide,
adds a touch of Viognier to her organic nonalcoholic Sauvignon Blanc ($20) for
aromatics and mouth feel. Instead of relying on artificial additives to build the wine
back up after dealcoholization — a common practice — Jacobson said she “tried to
make the wine as big and aromatic as [ could up front.” For Missing Thorn, Pott said he
has put together an intriguing red blend of Cabernet Sauvignon, Zinfandel

and Teroldego, a lesser-known Italian grape, that likely wouldn’t work in conventional
winemaking.

Jacobson and Pott said they were drawn into the nonalcoholic world by the challenge,
but the premium wine industry remains hesitant to embrace these wines — even
during a historic downturn in sales.

“As an industry, we can get very traditional and that can be one of our flaws. We need to
come up with new ideas to get young people interested in wine,” Jacobson said. “I think
this is a good way to do that. It'll keep people drinking wine, and at the end of the day,
that’s a good thing.”



