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t Red Tail Ridge Winery in Penn Yan, spring 
makes quite a racket. Co-owner Mike Schnelle’s 
tractor trundles along, pulling winter-hilled soil 
from vines ready to burst into bud as rock-

picking and cultivating crews roam at large 
around the operation’s 34 acres. 

Meanwhile, Nancy Irelan—the other half of the plucky 
Red Tail Ridge duo—sports foam earplugs as the bottling ma-
chine emits a tooth-rattling din. And yet, Irelan wears a grin. 
After three painstaking years, the couple’s gleaming, pristine 
winery building and tasting room have opened for business. 
The icing on the cake: In February, the US Green Building 
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Council honored their meticulous planning, construction and 
documentation with a gold rating in its Leadership in Energy 
and Environmental Design (LEED) program. “We were ec-
static!” says Irelan. “We kept pinching each other.”

The mindfulness and careful intent characteristic of 
LEED standards—evident in the drainage tiles laid in spring 
2005, the building’s high-efficiency plumbing and even the sit-
ing of the buildings themselves—underpin the winery and its 
products. “We’ve put a lot of effort into the design of the vine-
yard,” says Irelan. “Every time we take the next step we give 
consideration to sustainability.”

This time, “the next step”—minding a staggering spate 
of environmental standards—required copious time, labor and 
expense, but Schnelle and Irelan weren’t seeking prestige. “A 
lot of people think there’s a certain cachet [with LEED],” says 
Irelan, “but in the end, you have to make yourself happy. You 
should do it because that’s what you want to do.” 

From geothermal heating to the wastewater reclamation 
system Schnelle designed himself, everything here smacks of 
an ecological sensibility. Pointing to a catchment pond hold-
ing rainwater runoff, Schnelle notes how erosion has subsided. 
“We made an improvement over what was here naturally,” he 
says. Endeavoring to leave things better than they found them, 
the couple takes a holistic approach. “We’re interested in being 
sustainable from a business perspective, being environmentally 
responsible and being a good neighbor,” says Irelan.

Community, good neighbors, the kindness of strang-
ers—this thread weaves throughout the story of Red Tail 

Ridge. When Irelan left her 14-year career as a Gallo executive 
to found a winery, the warmth and generous spirit of Finger 
Lakes winemaking called her and Schnelle to Seneca Lake. 
Around here, neighbors help neighbors. “We depend on each 
other,” says Irelan, 50. It’s a sharp contrast to the slick, high-
stakes California wine industry she left behind. “Here it’s still 
very much about community,” she says. “That’s a big driver for 
us being happy here, being a part of this.”

Irelan’s ample wine wisdom may have made her a shoo-
in for winery co-owner, but grape-growing neophyte Schnelle 
took a gamble in shouldering the job of planting and man-
aging 20 acres of vines. “The farming part I figured I could 
learn,” he says with a sheepish smile, “and I have. It’s been a 
steep [learning] curve.”

Meticulous and weed-free, Schnelle’s laser-straight rows 
in the vineyard stand as testament to his calculating work, but 
it’s more than just a pretty picture. “Mike brings a whole level 
of practical knowledge,” says Cooperative Extension Viticul-
ture Specialist Hans Walter-Peterson. “They have some really 
well-run vineyards.” And that’s exactly where the journey to 
great wine begins. 

“That vineyard is the most critical thing,” says Irelan, 
crediting much of the winery’s success to her husband’s labors. 
Schnelle humbly accepts the praise, evidence that this part-
nership succeeds on a combination of flexibility and respect. 
“Lucky for us, we don’t always agree, but we compromise,” 
says Irelan. “It turns out much better than if each of us had just 
done it independently.” 
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The best place to assess how things have turned out is in 
the cozy tasting room, where the wines are a mix of familiar 
and obscure. With four Riesling clones spanning 14 planted 
acres, Schnelle and Irelan tend regionally dependable stock 
while retaining versatility. “Each clone has its own personal-
ity,” says Irelan. 

Taut and focused, the Estate Dry Riesling has won some 
local fans, including Chef Heather Tompkins of Opus Espres-
so and Wine Bar in Geneva. “It goes really well with our blue 
mac-n-cheese with candied walnuts,” she says. “Nancy’s wines 
are really delicate and they go great with food.” 

Broader, with more tree fruit and citrus notes, the Estate 
Semi-Dry Riesling earned a silver medal at the Riesling du 
Monde in Strasbourg, France. Good Karma, a heavy cuvée of 
Riesling and Chardonnay, illustrates Red Tail Ridge’s commit-
ment to sustainable community, with 10 percent of its profits 
supporting Foodlink, an area food bank. An excellent match 
for curry, Good Karma packs a pleasant pineapple finish. A 
subtle Estate Pinot Noir and a gently oaked Estate Chardon-
nay, available on premises only, round out the winery’s region-
ally recognized offerings.

Never scared off by a challenge, Irelan and Schnelle have 
begun exploring the potential of some more obscure varietals. 
“I think we found a home with Riesling,” says Irelan, “but we 
still have to find the anchor for our reds.” 

To that end, Red Tail Ridge has launched a playful ex-
periment: teroldego. The arcane Italian-bred variety features 
robust, thick-skinned clusters—a good match for the chilly, 

notoriously mildew-prone Finger Lakes. Irelan and Schnelle 
enjoy the gently bubbly wine that results with goat cheese brie 
and blackberry preserves baked in puff pastry, but save that 
presentation for special occasions. 

“One of the best things to do is crack open a bottle and 
have a glass of wine before we drag ourselves home,” says Ire-
lan. Their teroldego boasts a dry yet fruit-forward profile and 
rich, luxurious mouthfeel. Savoring a glass together at day’s 
end puts the love in the labor of Red Tail Ridge.

With a strong commitment to natural resources and a 
passion for exceptional wines, Schnelle and Irelan are optimis-
tic about their future. “It’s going well,” says Schnelle. “Every 
year is getting better.” Ultimately, though, they hope their care 
and foresight—from the foundation of native fieldstone to the 
bottles swaddled in blankets to protect them from damaging 
sunlight—parlays into business success. “It would be nice if  
the winery were self-sustaining,” Irelan admits. The buildings 
are finished; the vines are growing. The work of establishing 
a LEED-certified winery is complete, but Schnelle and Irelan 
are far from resting on their laurels. 

Already embracing the challenges of the season and get-
ting excited for the summer’s harvest, the winemakers’ love for 
their location and their craft shines bright. “This is the only 
winery we’re going to build,” says Irelan. “It should be some-
thing that’s precious to us.”

Binghamton-based writer Kristina Strain is a recent teroldego convert. 

She blogs at Sweetfern Handmade.


