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LEARNING TO MAKE WINE 

AND HAVING A GOOD TIME

by cindi r. maciolek 
photography by jim k. decker

L ife today is all about the experience. And, with 
Grape Expectations, you’re in for a barrel of fun.

‘Tis the season for gift giving, and who 
wouldn’t enjoy receiving a bottle of wine? How about 
the opportunity to make your very own barrel? Now, 
that’s a gift that keeps on giving.

When I first heard about Grape Expectations 
Nevada School of Winemaking, I was a little skeptical 
that you could actually handcraft premium wine in the 
desert. The next hardest part was cruising past Ethel M 
on Sunset Road to get to the warehouse that serves as 
the center of wine country for Clark County. Being a 
chocolate lover, my car senses those luscious goodies 
and automatically pulls into the parking lot. 

This time, however, I was in for a different sort of 
treat. When I walked into the tasting room at Grape 
Expectations, I was instantly transported to Napa 
Valley. I could smell the wine, but I could also sense 
the good times. 

in it
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“Grape Expectations is a life experience, 
not a wine experience,” said Charlie Peters, 
chief wine officer. “You might pay for a barrel 
of wine, but the memories are priceless. Once 
you become a winemaker here, you’ll meet a 
lot of new people.”

The communal table in the tasting room 
provides an area to share wine, food and 
friends, surrounded by the labels of previous 
winemakers at Great Expectations. Then, step 
foot into the production room to climb the 
circular staircase up to the private social area. 
Host a gathering of friends and colleagues 
overlooking the barrels of this year’s soon-to-
be-consumed creations.

About eight years ago, Peters finally 
figured out what he wanted to do when he 
grew up, he says. After years of working in food 
and beverage management for both Caesars 
Entertainment and Harrah’s, he decided to 
embark on the new path of teaching people 
how to make wine. It took nearly five years 
just to get the license together.

“Grape Expectations is probably the 
only business I would have left the casinos 
for,” said Peters. “I was very happy. It was a  
very rewarding career. But I discovered the 
perfect concert of wine, passion and having 
fun with people.

“Clark County does not permit a winery 
within its borders, but we were able to open 
a school where we can teach people how to 
make good wine and good friends. We provide 
a hands-on opportunity to learn the art and 
science of winemaking. Word of mouth has 
definitely been good. The number of barrels 
sold has increased each year, from 73 to 126 
to 157 last year.”

The process is simple. In September, you 
and up to nine of your closest pals purchase a 
barrel for $2,400. You decide – red or white 
– and the blend of the grapes for your barrel. 
Peters will guide you as to what grapes are good 
for the year’s harvest, but it’s still up to you to 
make your own special blend. Nearly all the 
winemakers are producing reds, varying from 
zinfandels to Bordeaux blends to cabernets and 
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Winery Director Larry Lucian and Chief Wine Officer Charlie Peters 
pose in front of the barrels at Grape Expectations.

A circular staircase leads to the private social area at Grape Expectations where wineamkers can host a 
gathering of friends and colleagues overlooking the barrels of this year’s soon-to-be-consumed creations.
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more. White wines are available upon request.
After an introductory educational 

session, it’s time to crush and de-stem in early 
October. The grapes come from California, 
mostly from Amador and Suisun, and are  
kept in cold storage until your scheduled 
crushing time. 

“It’s not like the “I Love Lucy” episode, you 
don’t get to stomp the grapes with your feet,” 
said Peters. “It’s relatively automated with our 
equipment. It takes one pound of grapes to 
make a glass of wine and 756 pounds to make 
a barrel, so that would be a lot of stomping! 
This process only takes about an hour.”

The crushed grapes, or must, ferment 
for about a week. Then, your group returns 
to separate the juice and pump it into an 
American Oak barrel to start the aging 
process. “We accumulate about 40 tons of 
grape skins each season, and we give them to 
Springs Preserve to use in their composting 
project,” said Peters.

Once you’ve rung in the New Year, 
it’s time to head back to rack the wine. 
Essentially, you’re cleaning the sediment 
from the barrel, rinsing it out and putting 
the wine back to complete its aging process. 
You’re welcome to come and taste the wine 
as often as you like during the aging to see 
how the taste matures. Peters always keeps 
some cabernet on hand to top off your barrel 
to make sure no air gets inside. Air is the 
enemy of good wine production.

Before you know it, May arrives and your 
wine is ready for bottling. Each barrel produces 

240 bottles or 20 cases of wine. Winemakers 
fill, cork, seal, and label each bottle. And, one 
look at the sample labels in the tasting room 
immediately tells you just how much fun this 
winemaking community really is.

“I take two bottles of every wine with a 
blank label, identify the barrel number and 
the varietal and submit it to the American 
Wine Society for a blind tasting,” said Peters.  
“We award gold, silver and bronze medals 
at our annual Bacchus Knife, Fork and Cork 
Feastival Awards dinner in August. Last year, 
we had 580 people atop the World Market 
Center for the event.”

The wine you make is for personal 
consumption or gift giving, but it can’t be 

sold. However, it can be a great way to gather 
the troops for a corporate gift giving activity. 
Arvind Menon, CEO of Meadows Bank, did 
just that with his team.

“I first heard about Grape Expectations 
from an article in the newspaper but I didn’t 
think much about it,” said Menon. “Then I ran 
into an old human resources colleague from 
another bank. He suggested we use it as a 
morale builder for the team. Employees who 
play well together work well together. In the 
end, you wind up with a wine that you can 
give your clients at the holidays.

“It’s so much nicer than just buying 
a bottle of wine and putting it in a gift 
basket,” continued Menon. “It shows the 
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Just a small sampling of 
wine labels created by 

apprentice wine makers 
at Grape Expectations.

Peters gets his grape on. 

Barrels of fun.



57november 2010  |  luxurylv.com

TOMORROW: Leading Biologist
TODAY: Science Student

Call us to arrange your personal tour. 
PRESCHOOL - GRADE 8   |   1165 SAnDy RiDGE AvEnuE  |   HEnDERSOn, nv 89052

Featured Strings Program (Grades 1st - 3rd)

Competitive Athletic Program

Physical Education (Preschool - 8th Grade)

Swimming Pool, Gymnasium and Turf Field 
(soccer, football, baseball, softball)

Low Student :  Teacher Ratios

Highly Experienced and Dedicated Faculty

Personalized Student Learning Plans

Fine Arts Program (Band, Choir, Theatre, Dance, Music)

7 0 2 . 8 1 8 . 2 1 2 2
WWW.HENDERSONSCHOOL.COM

MEMBER 
O F  T H E

MEMBER 
O F  T H E

PRIVATE COLLEGE PREPARATORY EDUCATION

Because success isn’t only measured in grades 

well earned – it’s measured in a life well lived.

effort and pride we put into it and it’s 
a wonderful way to thank our clientele. 
We enjoyed doing it the first year and 
we’re definitely going to sign up again. 
Once you’ve done it, you’ll do it again 
and again.

“I think you have to be somewhat of 
a wine enthusiast or you won’t enjoy 
yourself. Even a little curiosity helps. 
If all you want to do is open a bottle 
of wine, don’t go. If you want to have 
some fun, this is the place and the way 
to do it. The only way to make it more 
fun is to really crush the grapes with our 
feet. But, it is amazing the technology 
they have.

“We did a Barbera last year, and we 
thought the quality of the wine was 
outstanding,” Menon added. “We bought 
a whole barrel. Charlie recommends 
that you come by and taste as often as 
you like. It’s just another excuse to get 
together and have some wine. He even 
puts a float into the Henderson St. 
Patrick’s Day Parade. What a hoot!”

Winemaker Matt Baur, and his wife, 
Vanessa, read about Grape Expectations 
in a community newspaper two years 
ago and decided to give it a try. “My wife 
and I had taken a wine judging class at 
Michigan State University,” said Baur. 
“During that time, we also tried to make 
wine. We learned a few tricks doing that 
so we thought it would be fun to give it 
a shot on a larger scale. It was a really 
good experience. The first year we did it 
by ourselves and we got a lot of wine. 
The second year, we thought we would 
be more economical and got others 
involved. 

“Charlie is a great guy and he’s 
definitely a big part of the experience,” 
continued Baur. “We made a Rhone red 
our first year and won a silver medal 
at the banquet. The second year we 
made a merlot. There’s definitely a lot 
of opportunity for different grapes 
and different styles of wine. When 
you’re making wine, you appreciate the 
difference between just drinking it, and 

Grape 
Expectations is 

a life experience, 
not a wine 
experience.

You might pay for 
a barrel of wine, 

but the memories 
are priceless. 
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watching it go from juice to a drinkable wine. 
The most interesting part is how it changes 
from day to day or month to month.

“The quality of the wine definitely exceeds 
what you can buy in the store for a comparable 
price,” added Baur. “On top of that, you come 
out with experience, stories and memories. Just 
going through the process makes you appreciate 
really good wine so much more. Plus, it makes 
a nice, personalized gift.”

K.C. Camis, architect and winemaker, 
is in for his third year of winemaking.  
“A buddy suggested it since I’ve been an 
amateur winemaker and beer brewer for 25 
years,” said Camis. “It sounded like fun to see 
the process and have the social function. The 
wine I was making at home is not nearly as good 
as this wine. As a hobbyist, you buy kits with 
grape concentrate. Here, you actually work 
with the grapes.

“This year, I’m involved in two different 
groups. Once is doing a zinfandel/cabernet 
blend, and the other a Bordeaux style. Everyone 
I’ve met at Grape Expectations has been a lot 
of fun. You might expect to meet a bunch of 
snooty people, but everyone is very open and 
down to earth. There were also some very 
impressive labels there last year. I have to step up  
to the plate!

“The wine has a lot more personality than 
buying a bottle, and a lot more character, too,” 
added Camis. “But it’s not all about the wine, 
it’s also about the fun. It really doesn’t take 
that long. You go to the facility maybe five 
times for about an hour each time, but you get 
to participate hands-on with it. The end of the 
year party in August is a riot! I took bottles to 
trade with other winemakers so I could have a 
variety of wines. 

“Everyone has a different mix and blend. 
Once you do this, you will be hooked 
instantly! It’s a very fun and casual atmosphere.  
You’re transported to Napa. You can come and 
visit your wine any time. And Charlie makes 
sure the hospitality is very high. I like that the  
most. You’ll get to socialize with and meet a 
lot of new people.”

If you’d like to give yourself, a friend 
or your employees a gift of wine, you can  
contact Charlie Peters at Grape Expectations at 
www.grapeexpectationslasvegas.com. Gift certificates 
are available for next season’s adventures. 

I’m hooked. I’ve already joined a group. 
Guess what everyone’s getting for Christmas 
next year… q
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