
 
 

 

 

A Viticultural Tour to the Santa Cruz Mountains and Santa Rita Hills 

  
I love this quote from Christian Moueix: If you play finesse on a great terroir, you have the classics of 

Bordeaux.  Power is not a natural element in Bordeaux because we don’t have the same amount of sun as 

California or Australia.  When we play in that field, it is like a boxer who is fighting above his weight.  
When you box above your weight, you know how it will end.  Sadly.     

 
– From Andrew Jeffords The New France 

 

When I consider the difference between 

growing wine in sunny and dry California 

and cloudy and humid Eastern N. America 

(see Sunny and Cloudy Wines), it‟s easy to 

understand what Christian is saying. The sun 

is what impresses me about California and 

its indelible imprint upon all of the wines 

made there.  Recently, ways to moderate the 

influence of the sun to help balance wines 

has been the subject of much attention.  

Vineyards move ever closer to the Pacific 

Ocean or higher up in the hills.  No matter 

how much cooling these maneuvers create, 

the sun is always the central feature of any wine. The sky is a stunning shade of blue, and the 

heat on the skin can be intense. In coastal areas the intrusion of fog into vineyard areas may 

delay the arrival of the sun and high elevations may create some cooling effect, but it will always 

make its mark on the wines. 

 

During a visit to the Santa Cruz Mountains and Santa Rita Hills, wine makers noted the trend 

towards wines that were less heavy and alcoholic, a style that is easily made in sunny wine areas.  

Sommeliers are looking for wines that pair with foods instead of kicking the food off the table.  I 

think this is a style of wine that naturally lends itself to Eastern wine regions but in warmer, drier 

areas like California and Australia, they have to work hard for balance, especially in alcohol 

levels. I visited two areas with the potential for balanced wines.   

 

The Santa Cruz Mountain AVA has about 1500 acres, small by California wine area standards 

(Napa Valley is about 36,000 acres), and like the East, vineyards are scattered about among the 

steep hills that rise quickly from the coast.  What SCM offers is altitude, fog and relatively cool 

temperatures, depending on how far the vines are from the ocean influence.  At the famous Ridge 

Shocking blue sky, intense sunlight that burns 

http://www.pawinegrape.com/uploads/PDF%20files/Documents/Articles/Sunny%20and%20Cloudy%20Wines_Chien%20May10.pdf
http://www.vascm.org/


Vineyards, the diurnal shift can be up 40 degrees.  

Their vineyard manager, David Gates, told me that the 

nights can be almost as warm as days when cool air 

settles and pushes warm air up.  At Regan, John 

Bargetto thinks that higher vineyards are warmer 

because they are above the fog line and in the sun for 

most of the day. It‟s an interesting 

viticultural/environmental dynamic, something I am 

always trying to understand.  The populist view is that 

warm days-cool nights make the best wines because 

acidity is retained and berry ripening advances rapidly 

(perhaps too fast) during the day.  Gladstones suggests 

that narrower diurnal shifts promote ripening without excess alcohol.  The only thing I know for 

certain from my experience is that the wines from sunny and cloudy areas are very different in 

style and temperament, although I cannot exactly explain why.   

 

I have known the brothers John and Marty Bargetto, and their family since I was at UC Davis in 

the early 80s. The 20-year old, 40-acre Regan Vineyard located in Corralitos produces very fine 

estate wines for Bargetto Winery, a third-generation winery established in Soquel in 1933. It was 

planted when viticulture was in transition in California because of the phylloxera outbreak, or 

AxR1 failure, depending on your point of view.  Located on a hilly site at about 600‟ with 

variable soils (clay-loam, rock, sand and clay) within view of Monterey Bay, the vineyard is 

trained to the Lyre system on 11 x 6 spacing. Lyre is suited for high capacity sites and can bring 

balance to vines and produce good quality.  In my humble estimation, along with Scott-Henry, 

they are the two best divided systems.  Lyre is labor intensive because of the shoot positioning 

needed, especially the interior of the canopy.  I generally favor vertically-divided canopies 

because they can be retrofitted between 

single and double canopies. The low pH of 

the mountain soils (5-6) make phosphorus 

deficiency a problem across the region. The 

Mt Eden, Pommard, and Dijon clones of 

Chardonnay and Pinot Noir can produce 

wines of great distinction. As lag phase 

approached I was rather taken aback by the 

tiny size of both berries and clusters among 

these clones, probably the smallest I have 

ever seen – this would bring great joy to 

any wine maker. Dolcetto, Refosco and 

Nebbiolo are blended into La Vita, the 

winery‟s flagship red wine. Merlot and 

Pinot Grigio are also planted.  Needless to 

say, Nebbiolo is the problem child as it is everywhere outside of its home in Piedmont, with very 

poor yields and a bad hair day canopy. It is a cool site influenced by fog until the late morning, 

then warmed by pure California sunlight.  The effect on Pinot Noir can be dramatic as we tasted 

with the production staff the three 2010 Pinots – Bargetto SCM Pinot Noir, the Regan Reserve 

and the Mt Eden Clone, the fruit and concentration of the wines ramped up at each wine level.  

John Bargetto and vineyard manager Jesus 

Morning fog over Regan Vineyard 

http://www.bargetto.com/


These were super impressive wines, mildly tempered by the ocean and fog, but still clearly 

favoring the sunshine.   

 

Even without the disease and insect pressure that vineyards in the East confront, there is plenty 

to worry about in California, such as chronic trunk diseases (eutypa, bot canker, esca, etc), 

powdery mildew is always nipping at the grower‟s heel, and 3 consecutive La Nina years have 

brought the wrath of botrytis and even sour rot into their vineyards.  Mealybugs of various types 

are vectors for leafroll viruses (also of various types), that can spread rapidly in and amongst 

vineyards.  Everywhere I went on this trip gophers were a huge problem.   

 

The visit to Bargetto finished with a tasting 

of five Chardonnays (photo left). It was a 

fascinating exercise in Chardonnay style, 

from the lighter, vibrant, acid-driven wines 

from cooler climates to the typical, rich and 

buttery style that is probably most familiar to 

consumers. Tasting the wines was made all 

the more intriguing in the context of the 

Santa Rita Hills wines that strive for a 

delicate balance.  My favorite wine was a 

Scheid Vineyards, a large grower/producer 

in Salinas (Monterey County), a cool, wind-

driven area famous for its fruits and 

vegetables.  Like the wines we tasted at 

Tyler in Lompoc, they were clean and fresh with mineral, lemon zest, and bright acidity.  All of 

the wines were outstanding, yet so different, as reflected in the rankings among the production 

staff and owners.  A Regan Vineyard clone 4, the standard, large cluster clone of Chardonnay in 

California was my second favorite wines.  The butter bombs were from the Mt Eden clone and a 

2010 Chardonnay from Steven Storrs winery in the Santa 

Cruz Mountains.   

 

The vineyards in the Santa Cruz Mountains have a long 

and often tortuous history.  Wines have been made here 

since the late 1800s but vineyards have changed hands 

many times, fallen in and out of production, and are now 

being reclaimed and returned to their past glories.  If you 

ever see this rugged, high elevation terrain, you might 

understand why the history has its ups and downs.   

 

At 2600 feet the 13 acre Muns Vineyard is surely among the highest in the appellation. Ed Muns 

was an HP engineer in Silicon Valley, which spreads out impressively below the vineyard.  Here, 

an older vineyard has been updated with modern vineyard design and viticulture (from 1998-

2005).  VSP on 3.5‟ between vines it is still quite vigorous, even under dry conditions and well-

drained, loamy soils. It‟s all Pinot Noir, mostly Dijon clone with some Mt Eden and Calera 

mixed in.  Rootstocks are mostly 101-14, 3309C and some 420A.   

 

Five delicious Chards and all so different 

http://www.scheidvineyards.com/


There is a famous patch of vineyards located high above the town of Saratoga and 15 miles from 

the Pacific that includes Mt Eden Vineyards and (Peter) Martin Ray Vineyard.  Great Pinot and 

Chardonnay was grown for decades from cuttings brought to the area by Paul Masson in the 

1880s.  In the 1930s Martin Ray, who lived in the area, purchased the Masson Champagne 

business and started to make varietal wines, proclaiming that his wines could rival those in 

France, at that time such claims bordered on blasphemy. The old Martin Ray Vineyard is planted 

with the La Cuesta clone of Cabernet Sauvignon, vines thought to originate from Chateau 

Margaux, brought to the region by Emmett Rixford and planted in his original vineyard in 

Woodside.  While many of the oldest vines have disappeared, the site still radiates its historical 

significance.  We met with Rick Anzalone, the vineyard manager at Peter Martin Ray and toured 

the old head trained/spur pruned Cabernet vines on 110R with wide spacing and dry-farmed that 

were planted in 1969. The soils are very reddish Franciscan shale with low pH (around 5), low 

potassium and high magnesium, on steep slopes with all aspects.  The Bargetto winery receives 

all of the Cabernet Sauvignon from PMRV and it makes a spectacularly dense wine with dark 

and complex fruit flavors (2008).   

 

Finally, a stop at one of California‟s most iconic vineyards, Ridge, named for its position high 

atop the Monte Bello Ridge over Cupertino.  The first vineyard was planted by Osea Perrone in 

1885.   I suppose it could be said that the modern Ridge began when David Bennion and a group 

of Stanford University professors in the early „60s.  In 1969 Paul Draper arrived and the winery 

has never looked back.  It was eventually purchased by Otsuka Pharmaceuticals in 1986, a 

Japanese corporation, but allowed to operate independently.  

 

I was at UC Davis with David Gates, the 

current vineyard manager who hosted my 

visit.  David manages the 125 acres at 

Montebello as well as Ridge‟s Sonoma 

vineyards. The vineyard philosophy at Ridge 

is minimal intervention and handling of the 

grapes and wines. They strive for balance 

and harmony, and a wine that is indicative of 

the its place.  It sounds so simple, but when 

you see and walk on this site, you know it‟s 

not easy to put into action. It‟s a challenge to 

managing new and old, almost ancient vines 

at the same time.  It‟s rare that you see a 

California vineyard that looks like an 

Eastern vineyard with missing vines and 

renewed trunks but because of eutypa, old vines must be cut back and retrained.  Gradually, the 

old vines are being lost, but new vines are being propagated from their cuttings.  Dr. Philippe 

Rolhausen (Identification of Trunk Diseases in Virginia and Control Strategies, VVA 2010 

2.6MB) who has done vine decline work in the East, is helping David to create a beeswax + 

boric acid paste to treat pruning wounds where B-lock has been used in the past. The soils are 

part of the Franciscan Assemblage consisting of a unique greenstone and clay, underlaid by 

decomposing limestone and the vines are small due to the lack of water. I asked David what the 

limestone contributed to the wine and he said balance, which is the goal of their wine growing 

Renewing ancient Cabernet vines at Ridge 

http://www.ridgewine.com/
http://www.pawinegrape.com/uploads/PDF%20files/Documents/Viticulture/Disease%20and%20Pests/Rolshausen_trunk%20disease%20pathogens_VVA%202010.pdf


program. Soil pH is neutral. David has teamed with Fruition Sciences to uses sensors to measure  

sap flow then deducts evapotranspiration to determine vine water usage to schedule irrigation.  

22 year old Merlot vines are a field selection from Chateau Petrus (Pomerol) planted on deeper 

soils and trained on VSP, 8x4, and thinned at seed hardening according to shoot length; yields 

average almost 3 t/a, and ready to harvest near the end of September.  Leafroll and stem pitting 

are present in the vines.  The fine Monte Bello Chardonnay is ready in early September and the 

Cabernet in October.  They generally do not have botrytis but sometimes early botrytis will 

appear in a wet spring.  In deeper soils 420A is used, clay 1103P and in rock 110R.  The ridge is 

a seamount designated “exotic foreign terroir” which indicates its tectonic past.  Vineyard floor 

is alternately covered row middles and tilled vine rows. They do not lack for devices at Ridge, 

which is characteristic of organic and biodynamic farming systems. A weed whip is used to cut 

grass.  Powdery mildew is controlled with wettable sulfur and dust, and stylet oil is used 

sparingly because of its effect on beneficial insects and mites. Ridge believes that vine age 

contributes to wine quality and only vines older than 10 years will qualify for Monte Bello 

designation. When older vineyards are removed, the site is left fallow for five years.   

 

In the cellar we tasted from barrel:  

 

 2010 Monte Bello Cabernet Sauvignon 

 2011 Monte Bello Cabernet Sauvignon 

 2011 Geyserville Zinfandel including the “Old Patch” vines that are over 130 years old 

 

These wines had great purity of flavor, silky texture, firm structure and tannin, and dark fruit 

flavors with ample acidity and freshness, and a savory quality that add complexity.   

 

Finished wines:  

 

 2010 Estate Chardonnay (14.2 alc) – Monte Bello grapes 

 1997 Estate Chardonnay is aging very gracefully, lots of fruit and acid to keep it fresh 

 2010 Lytton Estate Grenache (14.7) – from vines planted in 1963 

 2010 Geyserville Zinfandel (14.3) a blend of Zinfandel, Petite Sirah, Carignane, Mataro 

(Mourvedre), and Alicante Bouschet 

 2009 Estate Cabernet Sauvignon (13.8) 77% CS, 33% Merlot 

 2007 Ridge Monte Bello Cabernet Sauvignon (13.1) 79% CS, 10 Merlot, 9 PV, 2 CF 

 

Many of you met Jeff Newton when he was here with Andy 

Erickson (Favia Wines) at Waltz Vineyards in February, 2010.  I 

noted that Jeff was called one of the two best viticulturist in the 

US by wine critic Robert Parker, and I agree with him.  If Ridge 

represents a viticulture site at the extreme limits, Jeff‟s viticulture 

appears to push the limits of what is possible, or affordable by 

even the deepest pockets in our business.  Jeff founded Coastal 

Vineyard Care Associates which has essentially put Santa Barbara 

on the wine map.  They now farm almost 4000 acres in the region.  

John Bargetto wanted to see and taste Pinot Noir grown close to 

the ocean in the Santa Rita Hills so we drove down there for a 

Jeff and John 

http://www.fruitionsciences.com/login/home
http://www.faviawine.com/?CFID=2637854&CFTOKEN=10907825
http://www.coastalvineyardcare.com/
http://www.coastalvineyardcare.com/
http://www.staritahills.com/index.html


look. This small appellation is hugely impressive, from the first vines planted in the early 1970s 

to the hills and valley floor now covered with spectacular vineyards.  The valley runs east-west 

with Rt 254 to the north flanked by sandy, loamy soils and Santa Rosa Road to the south with 

more gravel and clay. The wines are influenced by the soil, as well as the relative proximity to 

the ocean, north vs. south exposure and position from the valley floor to some spectacular 

hillside or hill top sites, which we tasted very dramatically in the Melville wines (later).  It‟s a 

great combination of terroir components that make the appellation extremely diverse and 

interesting. It was helpful to have John along on this trip because the viticulture at Regan is very 

different from much of what Jeff is practicing, so he had a lot of questions.   

 

We began at the Hilliard-Bruce 

Vineyard, one of CVCA‟s top 

ranches (in Santa Ynez, a vineyard 

is called a ranch).  Tippy-top 

quality viticulture (and cost) is 

applied and the results are 

dramatic.  While I am not sure 

about the extent of benefit in 

absolute wine quality (real or 

perceived), just looking at the 

vineyard seems to demand that 

really, really good wine comes 

from it. If you were at the Newton-

Erickson workshop you will 

remember his Alternative Farming 

Models chart that Jeff showed that 

outlined the amount of viticulture 

applied to a vineyard relative to bottle price.  Model D includes practices such as parallel shoot 

positioning, tunneling (interior leaf removal), wing removal, multiple thinning passes, hand 

harvest, and more. We talked a lot about vine spacing and fruit wire height, particularly for red 

wines and on this topic his opinion (which I believe) is unequivocal, that higher density and 

lower fruit make better wines.  Like yield, however, there is a benefit curve that must be assessed 

for each vineyard, but in general, on high quality red wine sites, you‟ll find the fruit wire at about 

20” and the spacing at 6x3 for red varieties.  With lower bottle prices for whites, density is 

reduced, often to 6x5 or even 8x5, and quality is still very good. It is intensive and expensive 

viticulture but owners who are chasing the finest wines are willing to pay CVCA to develop and 

grow it.  Even with all vineyards under drip irrigation, well drained soils are much preferred for 

high wine quality. For soils that do not drain, special farming practices are applied. Soil issues 

include high salt and boron toxicity, and high magnesium is especially bad in the Happy Canyon 

AVA.  In Ballard Canyon lime induced iron deficiency is a problem. I think every grower I have 

ever talked with about low wire viticulture has recoiled at the thought of bending over but Jeff 

simply shrugs and says it makes better wine, so why not do it?  CVCA has done studies and 

found there has been no increase in lower back worker‟s compensation claims since they started 

farming low wires.  CVCA currently runs a crew of 600 workers so they have a substantial data 

base, but crews are assigned to particular ranches.  Jeff said that lowering yield per vine gains a 

week or more of ripening, and lower the wire gains even more time.  If you are in a challenging 

Pretty near perfect viticulture at Hilliard-Bruce 

http://www.pawinegrape.com/uploads/PDF%20files/Documents/Workshop%20and%20Meeting%20Summaries/CVCA%20Farming%20Models.pdf
http://www.pawinegrape.com/uploads/PDF%20files/Documents/Workshop%20and%20Meeting%20Summaries/CVCA%20Farming%20Models.pdf


and cool climate like the Santa Rita Hills, or trying to beat the next hurricane that spins up the 

coast, these margins may mean the difference between good wine (or no wine at all) and great 

wine.  It all depends on the goals for the wine.  In this model, development costs can exceed 

$35,000 per acre, which makes the Model D club a quite exclusive one.  Jeff also observes that 

the grapes that come in the earliest consistently make the best wines, which is to say that finding 

a climate zone that pushes the edge of full maturity for a variety and then finding a site, 

designing a vineyard and applying viticulture that will promote ripening is the way to make the 

best wines.  I believe this philosophy would apply to cool to warm sites and varieties equally.  In 

practice, once shoots are carefully positioned and tied to the first wire they tend to grow straight 

up and require no additional fastening (to either the 2
nd

 or 3
rd

 catch wires).  On two bud spurs, 

one shoot is tied to one side and the other to the other side, creating a 

V shape to the canopy which allows more interior space.  An early, 

post fruit leaf removal is done on the morning side.  In general, we 

found a more conservative approach to leaf removal, based on climate 

and anticipated moisture.  CVCA has begun using a Clemens roller-

design leaf remover that Jeff said is almost indistinguishable from 

hand removal.  We saw cane and spur pruning and there are 

proponents of both with some agreement that cane pruned vines are 

less vigorous.   

 

Leafroll virus is a problem up and down California.  A variety of 

mealybugs spread the disease, which previously was thought only to 

be arise out of infected nursery plants. At this point, insecticides are 

about the only way to manage the mealybugs.  In some cases, own-

rooted vines, especially virus-prone Cabernet Franc and Syrah (Syrah 

disorder) are being planted because they appear to be less susceptible to leafroll.  Jeff said that 

Syrah disorder is still a big problem and the cause remains a mystery. While phylloxera is in the 

area, vineyard owners feel if they can get 20 or so years of production from a vineyard before it 

goes down to phylloxera it is worth the risk and expense. Eutypa and bot canker are also a 

problem, especially for older vines, so cane pruning is used and affected vines are pulled out.  

 

A fascinating site is Lindley in Lompoc which is cool and windy with soils with high salt 

content.  It is planted on 30” vine spacing but using 1103P, a vigorous and salt tolerant rootstock. 

To make this kind of match, a very clear understanding of components and influence of terroir is 

necessary: it is 30 years of experience in one region that makes it possible.    

 

CVCA just took over the management of the Evening Land vineyards, off Santa Rosa Road on 

an exposed site on the very cool western edge of the AVA. Here, vines are spaced 5.5 x 2.5 and 

trained low, a la Burgundy, and yields have been frightfully low due to cool weather common to 

bloom in the area.  The Evening Land project also has vineyards in Oregon, Sonoma Coast, and 

Burgundy and has been producing very fine wines.   

 

The wind is a big factor in grape growing here, especially as the vines approach the ocean and 

grow on sides and tops of hills.  Black fabric and wind breaks are used to moderate the wind in 

the vineyard, which can upset bloom and cause shoots in exposed areas to be visibly stunted.  It‟s 

a tough life for a vine in this windy corridor between the ocean and Santa Ynez.   

V-shoot positioning and tunnel 

leaf removal 

http://ucanr.org/sites/intvit/?uid=254&ds=351
http://www.eveninglandvineyards.com/


 

John wanted to visit Melville on Rt 254 because he had tasted a memorable bottle of clone 777 

of Pinot Noir.  Unfortunately, that wine was long gone. I can‟t say how impressed I was of each 

of the wines we tasted.   

 

 2010 Estate Chardonnay  

 2011 Estate Chardonnay Inox (clone 76) 

 2010 Estate Pinot Noir – medium with expressive and pure pinot fruit 

 2010 Carrie‟s Pinot Noir (clones 114 and 115) grown on clay soils 

 2010 Terraces Pinot Noir grown on gravel and clay, 100% whole cluster (photo below) 

 2010 Sandy‟s Pinot Noir grown on sandy soils – light with great finesse and forward fruit 

 2010 Verna‟s Syrah – a delightful cool climate syrah 

 

Each of these wines appeared to demonstrate a restrained method 

of wine growing and making. The chardonnays were light years 

away from the big, fat, buttery, oak-bombs of the past, and instead 

emphasized fruit flavors, freshness and bright acidity. We were 

told that only neutral oak barrels are used for all of the wines, red 

and white alike. Harvest pHs for many of the wines we tasted are 

in the low 3s and finish in the low to mid 3s.  I‟d like to add a 

personal observation that we tasted these wines in very nice 

stemware, >20 oz. typical Riedel Syrah or Cabernet-style and they 

showed the wines beautifully – glasses make a difference, as does 

a knowledgeable presenter like Cindy, who toured us through the 

wines, cellar and  vineyard. 

 

Justin Willett at Tyler winery typifies the new, young, talented and enthusiastic wine maker 

attracted to Santa Barbara.  The wine ghetto in Lompoc is full of them.  They work in non-

descript warehouses and source grapes from the best vineyards in the region.  They are activist 

wine makers who are out in the vineyard during the growing season as much as in the cellar. 

Justin follows up the work of the vineyard crew with one of his own, tweaking the vines and 

grapes just how he wants them – acreage contracts makes this possible. He has learned his fruit 

and made the comment when asked about harvest, “by the time the grapes taste good, you‟ve lost 

it” revealing the importance of understanding the ripening curve and knowing exactly when to 

pick for the style of wine that is being made.   In Justin‟s case, it is understated, to many wine 

makers it would be austere, but white Burgundy is his role model (he specifically mentioned the 

wines of Jean-Marc Roulot in Meursault as his inspiration) and therefore lean and mean is 

preferred over tropical. Some typical numbers for Chardonnay that he shared with us are 9-10 g/l 

acid and 20-21 brix at harvest, pH 3.1-3.2, and using brix, pH and flavor as harvest guides.  

 

We tasted through an assortment of barrel and bottled Tyler wines and each was according to the 

style that Justin is striving for, which he says is now widely accepted by sommeliers in fine 

restaurants across the country.  Rajat Parr, author of Secrets of the Sommelier (which I highly 

recommend!) is one of the most active proponents of this style of food-friendly wine and has in 

own place in the ghetto where he produces Sandhi wines.   

 

http://www.melvillevineyards.com/index2.html
http://www.tylerwinery.com/
http://kermitlynch.com/our_wines/domaine-roulot/
http://www.amazon.com/Secrets-Sommeliers-Think-Worlds-Professionals/dp/158008298X/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1342265825&sr=1-1&keywords=secrets+of+the+sommeliers


 2011 Sierra Madre Vineyard Chardonnay – Wow!  This is my style of Chardonnay, fruit 

forward, mineral, citrus, clean, fresh, super nice acid, not even really a hint of oak, just a 

great food wine.  It hits the Meursault target right in the center.   

 2011 Zotovich Vineyard Chardonnay from a vineyard on the sandy plain just south of Rt 

246, gentle slope to the south, from clone 76, this wine too exhibits super refinement and 

elegance.   

 2010 Dierberg Vineyard Chardonnay is creamier, richer than the 2011s, maybe a vintage 

difference by Dierberg is a warmer south slope and will yield riper grapes, balanced with 

very fine flavors and texture.   

 2010 Zotovich Vineyard Chardonnay 

 2009 Zotovich Vineyard Chardonnay – this vineyard impresses me across vintages.   

 2010 Santa Barbara County Pinot Noir from fruit from Bien Nacido and other select SBC 

vineyards 

 2010 Bien Nacido Vineyard Pinot Noir 

 2010 La Rinconada Vineyard Pinot Noir is from a highly respected vineyard just west of 

Sanford and Benedict, north, mid-slope position on the hill.  Another great vineyard 

developed by Richard Sanford.   

 

We drove along the south slope of  

vineyards piled high on the south 

side of Santa Rosa Road, including 

Sea Smoke, Mt Carmel, Wenzlau 

and Rita‟s Crown, and the view of 

the valley and the vineyards to the 

south and west beyond is 

breathtaking.  This is hillside 

viticulture with all of its risks, 

challenges and advantages. These 

sites, while exposed, also felt very 

warm in the afternoon sun.  I have 

tried Sea Smoke wines in the past 

and they can be extremely dense 

and ripe.  It‟s all part of matching 

the terroir to wine style and 

demonstrating the versatility of this small appellation.   

 

There are a few other special qualities about Jeff Newton and CVCA that I find impressive.  

They are innovative and creative in their vineyard design, development and management.  For 

example, they are experimenting with growing Grenache and Syrah on traditional head pruned to 

2-3 spurs and pole-trained system that is widely used in the great vineyards of the Cote-Rotie.  In 

this case, progress means going back to the past.  Jeff often cites the viticulture writing of 

Agoston Haraszthy, arguably the founder of California wine growing, and his belief that closer 

spacing and reduced yields per vine resulted in better wines.  CVCA does not allow itself to get 

stale and brings in some of the best viticulture consultants, such as Tom Prentice from Crop Care 

and Daniel Roberts from Integrated Winegrowing to give them advice help them to keep sharp.  

On the wine side, their winery clients work with top names such as Alberto Antonini and Michel 



Rolland, and Jeff is able to taste alongside them. Jeff has developed a very refined palate and 

surrounds himself with capable partners and employees.  

 

Frost Protection in the South and Central Coasts 

 

When Mark Battany arrived in California to work with soils and wine grapes he never imagined 

that one of the focal points of his UC extension program in San Luis Obispo and Santa Barbara 

counties would be frost protection.  Mark has been the viticulture farm advisor for these two 

counties, which have become two of the most exciting “new” and developing wine areas in 

California for about 10 years.  

 

Unfortunately, there is nothing very new in frost protection, just improved monitoring 

technology, but wind machines and overhead irrigation still form the foundation of frost 

protection measures.  While I was hoping for a silver-bullet material spray material or device, it 

simply doesn‟t exist, and fans and irrigation are very expensive.  I have always suggested that 

growers, especially estate vineyards, consider the value of the wine in the vineyard when making 

decisions whether or not to spend the money to protect the crop.  With lengthening frost seasons 

and increased risk, protection may make sense.  

 

Traditional methods of avoidance, such as delaying budbreak by double pruning, applying 

dormant oils or other products, and ground cover management can be effective and less 

expensive, if unpredictable.    

 

We discussed the possibility of using high tunnels or hoop houses for frost protection in 

vineyards.  On this trip, I saw remarkable growth in the use of inexpensive hoop houses to 

protect berry and vegetable crops.  In fact, Jeff told me that his vineyard labor supply was being 

impacted by the growth of the hoop house industry.  While Mark was not aware of any grape 

trials with tunnels, the value of the crop may justify their use.  See my articles about the use of 

Haygrove high tunnels over Cabernet Sauvignon and Petit Verdot at Cramer‟s Posie Patch in Mt 

Joy and vineyards in the Wine Islands of British Columbia.   

 

There is little doubt in discussions with Mark that site selection is the best means of frost 

avoidance.  Many poorly sited vineyards have borne the brunt of frost in recent years, and I have 

seen time and again in recent years the benefits of good vineyard location on the tops or sides of 

hills (think convex surfaces).  This is a universal rule for vineyards.   

 

Mark‟s frost research has focused on locating the height of the inversion layer in a radiant frost 

event (UCCE Grape Notes, December 2011) to make sure that wind machines are properly 

located and operate effectively. In an inversion situation, breaking the inversion by mixing of 

warmer upper air with the cold ground level air can raise the temperature by about half of the 

difference between the cold and warm air temperatures, so the stronger the inversion the greater 

the temperature benefit. Using 30‟ fiberglass or aluminum poles and inexpensive data loggers he 

has measured temperatures at 5‟ and 35‟ in dozens of vineyards. The materials for this 

monitoring system include Hobo pendant data loggers (around $50 each), and the rest you can 

purchase at a hardware store.  The data loggers will record every five minutes for up to six 

months.   

http://cesanluisobispo.ucdavis.edu/Viticulture/
http://www.pawinegrape.com/uploads/PDF%20files/Documents/Articles/Plastic%20Viticulture.pdf
http://cesanluisobispo.ucdavis.edu/newsletters/Grape_Notes41539.pdf


 

In separate research published in Agricultural and Forest Meteorology (Vol. 157, 15 May, 2012) 

Mark compares the effectiveness of a standard tower-type wind machine to the newer upward-

blowing style of machine.  At the 1.1m level, the tower offered more effective frost protection 

than the upward blowing device.   

 

Mark has analyzed climate data (Grape Notes, September 2011) from 1953 to 2011 and found 

that during the first three decades of this period there were many more frost events than the 

recent three decades.  Whether the area has returned to a period of greater frost events is difficult 

to determine but if it is available, local climate data can help to predict the risk of frost in a 

particular site.  

 

You can find more information about frost avoidance and protection in vineyards on Mark‟s 

UCCE viticulture website.   

 

Visits to California‟s wine country are an extraordinarily satisfying experience. The educational 

opportunities are abundant, as is the company of some of the best wine growers in the world.  

There is also plenty of good food and wines to be discovered and the weather is usually, well, 

just about perfect.  If you go, develop your learning objectives then find the places and people 

who may have the information you are seeking.  Make appointments ahead of time with the 

production people, not the marketing or administrative staff.  Leave plenty of time at each 

location for a thorough discussion. Arrived prepared with good questions and knowledge about 

the person(s) and place you are visiting.   

 

I would like to thank all my hosts during this trip – John and Sharon Bargetto, Marty and 

Barbara Bargetto, the production staff at Bargetto Winery, especially winemaker Michael 

Somes, Ed and Mary Muns, Rick Anzalone and David Gates, Jeff and Carla Newton, Cindy at 

Melville, Justin Willett at Tyler, and Mark Battany. Each of them openly shared their knowledge 

and experience with me.  

 

 

Mark L. Chien 

Viticulture Educator 

Penn State Cooperative Extension 

http://pawinegrape.com/   

 

July, 2012 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The view from Ridge: Facebook, Google, Apple and friends are in the valley below . . . 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0168192312000391
http://cesanluisobispo.ucdavis.edu/newsletters/Grape_Notes39909.pdf
http://cesanluisobispo.ucdavis.edu/Viticulture/Frost_Protection/
http://pawinegrape.com/

