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Guests at the New Clair-
vaux Vineyard’s release 

parties probably will not find 
Aimee Sunseri, the Vineyard’s 
winemaker, in the tasting 
room. She’s likely touring 
a group through the barrel 
room next door. There, she 
moves from stainless steel vats 
to rows of barrels. She fills an 
oversized glass pipette with 
wine and releases an inch 
into the glasses of the dozen 
or so in the group. During 
this tour, she offers tastes of a 
fermenting, week-old Viog-
nier; a Barbera, a small batch 
the Vineyard will sell only on 
property; a Trebbiano aging 
in new oak; and finally, an old 
vine Zin, from 80 year old 
plants on her family’s vineyard 
in Napa. All the while, she is 
either talking about the wines 
she’s pouring or answering the 
guests’ questions. 

Information and celebra-
tion both, Aimee’s words give evidence of the intellect and the 
heart she brings to this work. Clearly, she knows winemaking. 
She warns of vinegar’s need for oxygen and the importance 
of the floating tops on the stainless steel vats—they leave no 
headroom of oxygen during fermentation—and even sparging 
the wine bottles—forcing out the oxygen—before bottling.

It’s fascinating to hear Sunseri speak of ullage and sparg-
ing. Such words fall naturally from her lips, and her sentences 
seamlessly define them for the tour group. Educated at UC 
Davis’s enology program, Sunseri was headed towards a career 
in medicine when she veered off to make wine from the 
grapes at the Abbey of New Clairvaux.

It was in the late 1990s when her father, Phil Sunseri, 
approached the Abbott about growing grapes on the Abbey’s 
property and making wine from them. Both men knew the 

history of the property: Leland 
Stanford once had the coun-
try’s largest vineyard growing 
in Vina, over 2000 acres, and 
he produced wine and cognac 
there until Prohibition.

Given this history of grape 
growing and winemaking and 
given the Cistercian monks’ 
dedication to both a contem-
plative and a working life, the 
Abbott, according to Aimee, 
told her father, “Let us plant 
with you, set up winemaking 
here, and bring the tradition 
back to Vina.”

In 2000, Aimee’s father 
pressed her into action to 
plant the vineyards, two, 
three-and-a-half acre blocks. 
One is named Poor Souls, 
a creek bed of rocky sand, 
and the other is named Saint 
James, a deep loam adjacent to 
the Abbey church and Sacred 
Stones project. Aimee’s father 
Phil farms the Poor Souls vine-

yard; Brother Raphael of the Abbey’s Cistercian order farms 
the Saint James vineyard, which Aimee says is more difficult 
to control. Planting the seven acres of vineyards changed 
Aimee’s life.

“I fell in love with farming,” she said.  She loved driving 
tractor, digging trenches for the rows of vines, putting in 
irrigation pipe. She loved the hard work followed by a really 
good night’s sleep. And she fell in love with the monks. 

She had always admired their dedication to their lifestyle, 
the fact that they rise at 3:30 a.m. every day for prayer, that 
prayer and hard work mark the regularity of their days. Work-
ing with them, she saw the spirituality in their work and was 
drawn to be a part of it. Farming the vines and working side 
by side with the monks also embedded her in her family’s 
tradition as wine growers and makers. She’s a fifth generation 
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winemaker. In the early 1890s, her great great grandfather 
Anton Nichelini started a vineyard in Napa County. The vines 
and winery are still in the family, the oldest family wine-mak-
ing operation in Napa.

In love with farming, awed by the monks’ dedication, and 
connected to her family’s tradition, she left UC Santa Barbara 
and headed for UC Davis. She completed the program in viti-
culture and enology in two years, working on weekends at her 
family’s Nichelini winery, imbibing all the legends around her 
great great grandfather Anton and his wife Caterina, 
who grew the grapes and made the wine during 
Anton’s sometimes extended absences as a consultant 
to magnacite and borax mines. Summers Aimee 
returned to the Vina vineyards.

At UC Davis, her future in Vina before her, 
Aimee says her ears perked up any time there was 
mention of grapes grown in hot climates and the 
wines made from them. She says the wine industry 
in California has always espoused the notion that 
grapes need cool evenings, and yet she knows from 
wines grown in the arid regions of Spain, Portugal, 
Greece, and Australia that hot climates produce good 
wines. Over the years, Aimee, her father, and the 
monks have grafted the most successful varieties, the 
grapes that grow the best and make the best wine for 
the geographic area, and removed the varieties that 
do not grow well for wine. They are phasing out the 
Zinfandel, even though, she says, “it’s California’s 
signature wine.” In come Albarino, which grows well 

in hot arid parts of Spain and Portugal, and Asyntiko, a Greek 
variety. Trebbiano grows into a fine wine. They’ve planted 
Tempranillo and Graciano together, and she’ll blend them 
together in wine. “It’s not about manipulating the fruit during 
wine-making,” she says. “It’s about growing the right fruit for 
the area.” Grapes for white wines, they’ve learned, grow best 
in the Old Souls vineyard, reds in St. James. In addition to 
the varietals mentioned above, the winery now also produces 
wines from Viognier, Petit Sirah, Barbera, Syrah, and Mus-
cat grapes. Aimee has learned “to be patient with the vines” 
and wait for the right amount of sugar in the grapes before 
harvesting. “It’s hard,” she says. “You see the birds going all 
goo-goo eyed.” She has learned “to exploit the fruit,” utilizing 
technology not available in Leland Stanford’s time to control 
fermentation of the whites by controlling temperature or to 
“amplify the difference between Barbera and Syrah by pushing 
them in different directions.”

Aimee learns from the grapes and the wine. She walks the 
vineyards and she tastes every barrel. A professor once told 
her, “Your palate is your best instrument,” and she relies on 
taste—and on sight and smell. The infant Viognier, just ten 
days old, already tastes of grapefruit, peach, and apricot, and 
she’s excited about this year’s batch, because she knows those 
flavors will hold. In years past, browning of the Viognier alert-
ed her to undesirable oxygenation, and she’s had to compen-
sate, for example, by investing in the vats with floating tops. 
When she goes into the barrel room, she can immediately 
smell fruit flies or stressed yeast if either is present.

When her senses detect a problem, she goes into action, 
does something—anything, she says—to solve the prob-
lem. Often she’ll phone her cousin Justin, the winemaker at 
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Boeger Vineyards in Placerville, whose winemaking talent she 
admires. The problem-solving, the challenge to “figure it out,” 
she says, “deepens me.”

She has the camaraderie and dedication of the monks to 
back her up. Much of this year’s harvest ripened at the same 
time that the monks were picking the prune plums the Abbey 
grows. They had a really good harvest of plums, far more than 
other orchards in the area, so they were under pressure to get 
them all harvested while the price was good. Aimee discovered 
that the grapes had ripened simultaneously with the plums. 
When Aimee told Father Harold, who manages the monks’ 
work at the Abbey, he spoke to the community and moti-
vated them. “The camaraderie,” she said. “They just made it 
happen.” The first Monday they picked grapes, they picked 
sixteen bins, eight tons, from both vineyards, and crews of 
monks also worked in the winery. The picking, crushing, and 
pressing continued all week.

Most likely it’s this camaraderie that motivates Aimee to 
want to give back to the monks. As she works in the mon-
astery’s winery, she imagines utilizing the Cistercian monks’ 
tradition, going back to the 12th century, of winemaking and 
trading. New Clairvaux’s wines, she believes, will be “worthy 
to expand out,” to trade to Canada, Australia, and all over 

the world. To honor the history of the property, she wants to 
upgrade the building that houses the tasting and barrel rooms, 
make it earthquake-proof, and restore the other, abandoned 
buildings where Leland Stanford’s cognac was aged. She wants 
these vineyards to last over 100 years, and she sees herself 
as a traveling winemaker, flying to Europe, Australia, Chile, 
walking the vineyards, tasting the barrels, using her senses to 
consult on grape growing and winemaking in hot, arid parts 
of the globe. Deepened, she will continue to return to the Ab-
bey of New Clairvaux, winemaker still in the family line and 
comrade still to the monks. 1

New	Clairvaux	Vineyard	anticipates	their	next	release	party	in	
celebration	of	their	fall	bottling	on	November	11,	the	feast	of	
Saint	Martin	of	Tours,	patron	saint	of	winemaking.	The	website	
www.newclairvauxvineyard.com	will	have	details.	For	informa-
tion	on	the	Abbey’s	Sacred	Stones	Project,	see	www.sacredstones.
org.	The	Abbey	and	tasting	room	are	located	at	7th	and	C	sts.,	
Vina.
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