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Pope Valley, CA – Finding this small boutique winery in the backwoods of Napa County was not easy.  The traveler must climb winding steep grades east of St. Helena and then descend equally challenging roads to reach Pope Valley.  Once you arrive there, you are still not certain of locating the vineyard.  Pope Valley is really isolated.
The winery itself, Cleavage Creek, is small, but has the requisite vineyards as one enters the property.  The parking lot was empty when we arrived, but the buildings were new and sparkling.  When we entered the main building, we were not certain that anyone was actually there to meet us, even though we had called ahead.  A woman's voice from the back room greeted us;  as she entered the tasting room, she introduced herself as Jean Varner, the Director of Winery Operations.  Jean immediately offered us wine to sample.
As we tried several of her offerings, she told us the story of how the vineyard came to be and the origin of its unique name.  The winery was the creation on Robert H. "Budge" Brown, a California native who had become quite wealthy due to a lifetime of hard work, an inventor's knack, and good luck.  He grew up on a walnut farm near Stockton; his family also raised chickens.  He decided to go into farming, but concurrently studied pomology, the science of fruit tree cultivation at U.C. Davis.  When he scraped together enough to buy his own dairy farm near Manteca in the central valley of California, he also drove tomato trucks, did night work for the electric company, and stacked bales of hay.  His young wife, Arlene, worked equally hard, and together, they amassed quite a fortune over the next 40 years in farming and entrepreneurship.  Budge, for example, invented the fiberglass water slide and popularized these as "Manteca Waterslides" throughout the U.S. and abroad.  He also founded several extremely profitable companies in central California taking advantage of the need for support for the freeways being built all over the state.  In the process he became extremely wealthy.
But farming was Budge's primary love and it led him to developing profitable vineyards based on drip irrigation which he pioneered.  His first vineyard was called Tulip Hill based on his love of tulips.  When Arlene passed away in 2005 after a long battle with breast cancer, Budge immediately devoted much of his energy in an effort to fund research and alternative treatments for other women afflicted with the disease.  One of his acts was to found another vineyard and winery, this one here in Pope Valley, and named appropriately, Cleavage Creek.  The label on each bottle features the photograph of a woman who is a breast cancer survivor.  10% of the gross income from Cleavage Creek goes to breast cancer research.
Budge Brown was also the poster boy for someone who lives life to the fullest.  He was one of the first in California to water ski, and would ski marathon distances on the central California waterways.  Later he took up SCUBA diving, became an avid fisherman and hunter, and even became a pilot.  This last hobby took him all over the west from his homes in Nevada to Mexico.  
Tragically, in May of this year, just 5 weeks prior to our visit to Cleavage Creek, Budge Brown died when his aircraft crashed in a rugged area of the El Dorado National Forest in the Sierra Mountains in Amador County, Nevada as he was flying by himself to meet a friend for a fishing expedition.  Our hostess, Jean, was still in shock and stated frankly that she did not know what would happen to the winery, tasting room, and entire Cleavage Creek operation.  
Two months later we know the answer.  The Cleavage Creek website now contains a photo of Budge Brown with the following paragraph:  "Because of the untimely death of Budge Brown, the founder of Cleavage Creek, the tasting room, winery and online store have been closed. Although we are saddened by this closure, Budge's legacy to contribute to breast cancer research and support will be carried on through the Brown Foundation.  The essence and style of Budge's wine can be found at TulipHillWinery.com.  We thank you for all your past support."  What has happened to Jean and the beautiful winery and tasting room here in Pope Valley I do not know.
The three bottles of Cleavage Creek wine which we brought back from California are still here in our dining room.  I am not sure what to do with them.
I thought that you might like to know.
E-R
