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FOREWORD 

I fell into California in a ballgown. Every New York woman had one back then. I 
got mine from a thrift store on the Upper East Side (the best place for pre-owned 
black tie). I was wearing it that night because a wine importer with deep stocks 
of Bordeaux and burgundy was throwing itself an anniversary party at the newly 
reopened Rainbow Room on the top of the Rockefeller Center. The renovation 
had cost an astounding $26 million. In 1986, no one spent that kind of money on 
a restaurant – even if it did have a 360-degree view of New York and a dance floor 
bigger than my apartment.  

Everyone in wine was at the event, including the five men I’d come to think 
of as the wine-writing mafia. Between them, they got every writing assignment 
and every wine column in every magazine – even publications like Ladies’ Home 
Journal, Vogue and Good Housekeeping – magazines which a little old-fashioned 
good form might have dictated they leave to us, the three New York women who 
wrote about wine in those days.  

In the middle of the soirée that night, the wine that would make me a 
Californian was served. It was a Puligny-Montrachet with a golden flavour so 
spellbinding I couldn’t help it: I opened my evening bag, took out a tiny notebook, 
and started scribbling a tasting note. 

And then it was if I’d been struck. A wave of shame washed over me. Here I 
was in a fancy New York restaurant, in a ballgown no less, and in the course of a 
few minutes, was passing judgement on a wine that its maker had agonized over 
for a year. This was all wrong somehow. What did I really know about wine? 

I got up and went to the bank of phone booths near the ladies’ room. In 
those days, expensive restaurants had phone booths with glass doors you could 
close so that your conversation would be private.

I called Jack Cakebread, who owned Cakebread Cellars in Napa Valley. 
‘Jack,’ I said. ‘I’ve just had a crisis of conscience. I realize I know noth-

ing – nothing important – about wine. Can I come out and work the harvest at 
Cakebread?’ ‘Where are you?’ he demanded. ‘At the Rainbow Room. I just had 
this white burgundy, and…’ ‘Take an aspirin and go to bed,’ he advised. ‘It’s an 
admirable thought. But, really, you don’t have to work the harvest.’

‘Jack, Jack...’ I protested. ‘You don’t even own a pair of jeans,’ he pointed out. 
‘I’ll buy some.’ After a bit more wheedling, Jack relented, with a few conditions. 

KAREN MacNEIL
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His ‘deal’ was that I had to work an entire week – no copping out after a day or 
two. He would assign me to Miguel, the foreman of a Mexican crew. I’d stay by 
myself in a one-room barrack in the middle of the vineyard. Three days later, I 
was on my way to Napa. 

The next night at two in the morning, someone banged loudly on the door 
of my room. I stumbled into the jeans and threw open the door. In front of me 
was a stern-looking Mexican man and behind him an idling pickup with 10 men 
in the truck bed. ‘Ready, lady?’ he barked. ‘Yeah,’ was all I could think of to say.

That night, and only that one night, Miguel let me ride with him up front in 
the cab of the truck. I could tell from his vibe that he hated the idea of a woman 
working with his crew. We bumped along on dirt roads in the dark for a while, and 
then all of a sudden the pitch-black night sky was filled with blinding white lights. 
In every direction, there were other crews of pickers already slashing at the vines. 
Miguel slowed the truck, and reached onto the dash for the orange-handled, claw-
like knife that was sitting there. He handed it to me.  

‘Lady, one advice,’ he said. ‘Yes, Mr Miguel?’ He held up his left hand. It was 
missing a thumb. ‘Got it,’ I murmured.

I did, in fact, last the week. We picked for what seemed like 10 hours a day. I 
lost all track of time. Each day around noon Miguel yelled stop, and we all dragged 
our last lug box of grapes to the truck. By the end of the day, I was so tired I fell 
into bed with my clothes on. 

At the end of the last day, I went up to Miguel. ‘When you were a picker, how 
many grapes could you pick a day?’ I asked. ‘Three tons – no problem.’ And for the 
first time, I saw him smile.

A year later, I moved to California. I could no longer go to the Four Seasons 
or Le Cirque, or the 21 Club or any other place New York wine tastings were held 
without feeling a little dishonest. By that time, I was convinced being near vines 
would somehow, through some weird osmosis, make me a better writer. 

California has taught me how to write about wine. But California has also 
taught me about natural beauty so grand I have found myself weeping just driving 
over the Golden Gate Bridge. 

It’s a beauty that’s also bittersweet. From my backyard I look up at the vine-
yards, giant firs and old oak trees on Howell Mountain. Much of the land has been 
left scarred, broken and charred black by wildfires last year. 

But this year, spring came again. And the tiny white flowers on the vines 
fertilized themselves. Now it’s summer and miraculously the vines have small 
perfect clusters that peek out from under green leaves.

California, a kind of Camelot, knows how to endure. California will always 
give us – as it has given us in this book – many stories to write.  
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Award-winning journalist, author and wine judge, 
Elin McCoy, reveals how California embraced organic 
viticulture in the 1970s and biodynamism in the 1990s,  
and is now looking towards a deeper earth-consciousness 
with a future of low intervention, regenerative vine farming.

HEARING THE WAKE-UP CALL

ELIN McCOY (2021)

At dawn in a Napa Valley guest house about 25 years ago, I woke gasping for 
breath. Instead of birdsong and breeze wafting from the surrounding vineyard 
through my open windows, it felt like a toxic cloud of air was invading my space. 
As I rushed around slamming the casements shut, I glimpsed workers spraying 
a haze over the vines. 

That experience vividly forced me to think about how chemicals might be 
affecting wines that I loved.  

Since then, happily, there’s been a sea change in attitudes towards organic 
and biodynamic grape growing at wineries in California. It’s a story of disillusion-
ment with conventional pesticide and herbicide-laden, irrigation-heavy farming; 
a shift to thinking of wine as an expression of terroir from its own complex vine-
yard ecosystem – and reflects the increasing awareness of the damage that’s been 
done to the earth.

Essential to this narrative have been passionate people: eco-conscious, radi-
cal winemakers and the charismatic, ahead-of-their-time viticulture consultants 
who advised them; all trailblazing and ready to convert others. 

I’d hoped by now that even more of the state’s wineries would have 
embraced these revolutionary vineyard eco-practices, but the story is still evolv-
ing as California wine country faces wildfires, new pests and the full effects of 
climate change. New forms of farming are constantly emerging.

So how did we get here? The earliest organic efforts in California wine in the 
1970s and 1980s – well before my own personal wake-up call – happened around 
the same time as organic farming in general was beginning to capture a wider 
interest in the US. But the movement’s roots go back even further, to 1942 and  
J I Rodale, who popularized the term ‘organic’ for growing food without pesticides, 
and began publishing Organic Gardening and Farming magazine. In 1972, Rodale 
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Press was one of the five founding members of the International Federation of 
Organic Agriculture Movement, which met in Versailles. Its ideas were picked up 
by back-to-the-land hippies and others, who also gleaned advice from counter-
culture publications like The Whole Earth Catalog (1968–72) and The Mother Earth 
News (1970–).  

Before World War II and the availability of chemicals, most grape growing 
had essentially been ‘organic’, and some old-timers carried on farming that way, 
but there were no national standards about what ‘organic’ actually meant. 

THE PIONEERS 
Visionary organic consultant Bob Cantisano, known to everyone as ‘Amigo Bob’, 
helped define the term. In 1973 he and a few others founded California Certified 
Organic Farmers (CCOF), which campaigned for the state to pass a legal definition 
of organic practices, which it did six years later. The rules held that no synthetic 
pesticides, herbicides, fungicides and fertilizers should be used in vineyards, 
and, instead, cover crops should be grown and compost applied.

Cantisano and Sonoma-based viticulturalist Phil Coturri made a huge 
impact on what happened next. 

Cantisano, who sadly died at the end of 2020, spent decades traveling the 
state in his truck, spreading knowledge like a veritable green guru. He sported a 
ponytail, a seriously bushy mustache, rainbow-coloured tie-dye t-shirts, shorts, 
sandals and always a floppy hat. 

Among the first family wineries to be inspired were Frey and Fetzer, both in 
Mendocino. (Maybe that’s why today nearly 25 percent of the county’s vineyards 
are organic, more than any other California region.) Frey Vineyards bottled the 
first wines in the US made from certified organic grapes. 

Left to right: ‘Amigo Bob’ (Bob Cantisano), Phil Coturri and John Williams, vocal pioneers of 
organic vine growing in the Napa and Sonoma valleys, who practised what they preached and 
were responsible for converting many hundreds of vineyard acres to the cause.
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fissured and soils as significantly patchworked by the shifting plates. Yet the 
ocean’s influence here is geographical in a wider sense. These wines have tra-
versed the oceans to bring the story of the west coast Eden to a wider world. 
They are served to a larger audience, are influenced by an extended world, and 
combine a taste of origin with a flavour of their travels.

Heading north into Humboldt and Mendocino, however, the land and wines 
quieten and become more secretive, muffled by the towering redwoods and damp 
ferns of emerald forests. The coastline here, more than anywhere else, bears the 
scars of an enraged ocean. Few vineyards brave its force, and most are set back 
to avoid the tides that heave rocks onto the shore. There are beaches of bowling 
boulders complete with long channelled grooves millennia-old and stretches of 
crushed glass smoothed by the motion of the surf to multicolour pebbles. The 
crisp dry white wines of northern California match the sweetest fresh crabmeat 
sucked straight from the claws. Heartier Mendocino red wines wash down the 
tough sea snail meat of abalone brought to the beach by divers who swim deep 
with knives drawn. The iridescent shells are scattered through the coast’s camp-
sites, their pearl buffed and degraded by the sandpapered salty air. 

The Pacific Ocean tempers the sun and keeps time with the moon to  
create seasons of fruitfulness. It owns California and its wines entirely. 

UP THE COAST... SONOMA  AND BEYOND 43THE MYSTERIES OF EDNA VALLEY EXPLAINED

Gerald Asher reveals how California’s most  
prestigious Chardonnay appellation came to  
be born in a small coastal community midway  
between (and totally unaffected by) Los Angeles  
and San Francisco…

THE MYSTERIES OF  
EDNA VALLEY EXPLAINED

GERALD ASHER (1996)

The winter rain of 1992 ended six years of drought and left California looking 
like a child’s picture-book image of spring. Between vines, under fruit trees, and 
across hillsides that had been barren only weeks before, California poppies,  
flowering mustard and lupins splashed orange, yellow and blue on the bright 
green of new grass. At the end of a drive south from San Francisco to San Luis 
Obispo – about 370 kilometres (230 miles), much of it along the Salinas Valley 
where crews were already bringing in the first spring crops – I was so entranced 
by the transformation that I overshot my freeway exit and was almost at the ocean 
before I realized my mistake. 

Granted, San Luis Obispo, hidden from the highway that serves it, doesn’t 
announce itself with the visual equivalent of a trumpet blast. But inattention had 
brought home to me how close to the Pacific the town is – as automobiles run 
let alone as crows fly. The fishing boats of Morro Bay and the surfing of Avila 
and Pismo beaches are in the town’s backyard. In this special situation, open 
to the ocean yet a little protected from it, San Luis Obispo has what is prob-
ably California’s most equable climate. It’s also one of California’s most agree-
able places to live. Almost midway between San Francisco and Los Angeles, San 
Luis Obispo is compact, friendly and independent of both. It has advantages  
unexpected for its size – galleries, bookshops, cafés, good movie theatres (the 
town’s Fremont is an Art Deco gem) and lively, unpretentious restaurants – thanks 
to Cal Poly, with its busy and prestigious schools of engineering, architecture  
and agriculture. 

The town’s tie to agriculture in particular is made plain every Thursday, 
when four blocks of Higuera Street, not far from the sprawling 18th-century 
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mission, are closed to traffic at the end of the business day and allowed to become, 
for a few evening hours anyway, a giant street market for local farmers. San Luis 
Obispo County is known for the quality of its fruits and deliciously tender vegeta-
bles. Bright days, cool nights and the humidity of sea fog even in the driest sum-
mers combine to give local strawberries their intense flavour, and Higuera Street 
vendors offer them by the crate, along with bell peppers, basil and coriander. In 
season, there are artichokes and snow peas, onions and zucchini, a multitude of 
lettuces, bok choy and apples, broccoli and avocados, cucumbers, sweet anise, 
oranges and walnuts. Beef ribs and local sausages are available from huge barbe-
cue pits set up on the sidewalks; flowers massed on all sides sell for a couple of 
dollars a bunch; and, at every corner, there is a musician, a juggler or some other 
street performer trying, usually in vain, to divert attention from fat tomatoes and 
garden-grown corn sweet enough to eat straight off the cob. In fact, Thursday 
evenings in San Luis Obispo are as much celebration as commercial endeavour, 
and except when it rains, the whole town turns out for this weekly paseo. 

Jack and Catherine Niven, whose family once shared ownership of 
California’s Purity food chain (service- and quality-driven, it didn’t survive the 
great wave of supermarket expansion in the 1950s and ’60s), already knew of San 
Luis Obispo’s reputation for fruits and vegetables when they were looking, in the 
early ’70s, for land suitable for vines. They were not surprised to learn that Edna 
Valley, abutting southeastern San Luis Obispo, had been recommended for poten-
tially high-quality wine production in the Winkler-Amerine study of California’s 

UP THE COAST... SONOMA  AND BEYOND

The vendors  
of the ‘SLO’ (San 
Luis Obispo) 
farmers’ market 
gather weekly on 
Higuera Street, 
their produce 
ranging from 
fresh clams to 
barbecued corn 
cobs, served 
alongside street 
music as varied as 
the gastronomic 
offerings.
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wine regions, completed back in the 1930s. Jack Foote, San Luis Obispo County 
Farm Advisor (now retired), had planted an experimental plot of vines in 1968, 
in fact, and by 1972, when the Department of Viticulture and Oenology at the 
University of California, Davis, made some wine from those grapes, there was 
general agreement that viticulture in the area was worth pursuing.

For those who cared to look for it, other evidence pointed in the same direc-
tion. The Franciscans who had accompanied Junípero Serra in his trek up the 
coast of California to establish the early missions had planted vines to meet their 
domestic and religious needs wherever they set up a community. The wine pro-
duced at San Luis Obispo was so good, however, that, as word got out, production 
was stepped up to a commercial scale. The mission’s vineyard was extended, and 
by the first decades of the 19th century, according to Dan Krieger, history profes-
sor at Cal Poly, Father Antonio Martinez of the San Luis Obispo Mission was mak-
ing over a hundred barrels of wine a year and trading it with whalers and other 
missions at a good price. Records show that the San Luis Obispo Mission had the 
highest revenues of any in California. 

That vineyard at San Luis Obispo was temporarily abandoned when Mexico 
secularized all mission property in declaring herself independent of Spain; but 
then, some 20 years later, in the 1860s, it was acquired and reconstituted by Pierre 
Hippolyte Dallidet, a French immigrant. His son, also Pierre Hippolyte, predicted 
in a local board of trade pamphlet of 1887 that San Luis Obispo’s vines would 
eventually bring great wealth to the county. By then, says Krieger, local farmers 

The Missíon San Luis Obispo de Tolosa, founded by Junípero Serra in 1772 – one of 21 Spanish 
Missions that lined the California Coast from San Diego to San Francisco. It still functions as a 
Catholic church, but what was once the fathers’ soup kitchen is now a youth centre.
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KELLI WHITE (2021)
The Boffins, from Hilgard to Amerine

RANDALL GRAHM (2021)
California Dreamin’

BOB THOMPSON (1984) 
California and the Critics

WARREN WINIARSKI (2021) 
Good Words Make Better Wines

California’s pioneer thinkers have 
aided the rapid trajectory of its 
wines from bundled vine cuttings 
on their sea journey from Europe 
to wines of mesmerizing beauty 
on the tables of the White House. 
Here’s how they pave(ed) the path 
to success.
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Zinfandel’s arrival and distribution in California is well documented. The now 
standard spelling Zinfandel appeared as early as the 1860s. George Husmann’s 
often mentioned quote in his Grape Culture and Wine-Making in California (1888) 
states that Zinfandel is ‘one of the most valuable grapes for red wine in good loca-
tions, and properly handled. I have yet to see the red wine of any variety, which I 
prefer to the best samples of Zinfandel produced in this state’.

The relative quality of these early wines can probably best be attested to by 
the enthusiastic acceptance of the variety. In addition, it is difficult to believe that 
some of the exceptional Zinfandels produced traditionally just after Prohibition 
in the 1930s were the first efforts of the winemakers who made them. 

I had the opportunity years ago to assess the quality of a group of Zinfandels 
from the 1930s with several knowledgeable tasters. The standouts were the 1937 
Larkmead from Napa County and the 1939 Fountain Grove from Sonoma. Both 
were in excellent condition, but their astounding freshness, especially that of the 
Larkmead, would probably argue for the inclusion of a fair percentage of Petite 
Sirah in these Zinfandel ‘clarets’. On another occasion, again with a group of sea-
soned tasters, a Bordeaux wine merchant and I were treated to a blind tasting of 
the 1935 Simi Zinfandel and the 1924 Château Margaux. Both were in excellent 
condition and there were no signs that either was beginning to fade. We agreed 
that one of the wines was an old Médoc, but the group was evenly split on which 
one. The Simi had developed into a lovely ‘old claret’ with great staying power. I 
have not found Zinfandel vintages of this quality from the 1940s and ’50s, but I did 
again in tasting wines from the ’60s and early ’70s. These latter wines from several 
small producers presaged the arrival of the best Zinfandels of today. The finest, 
most complex examples of this former ‘orphan’ have now joined the nobility.

Bibliographic Note
Historian Charles Sullivan’s essay on Zinfandel’s arrival on the East Coast and in California provided 
essential background for this essay. See Charles L Sullivan, ‘Zinfandel: A True Vinifera’, Vinifera Wine 
Growers Journal, Summer 1982, 71–86, and ‘A Man Named Agoston Haraszthy’, Vintage Magazine, 
February 1980 (part I), 13–19; March 1980 (part 2), 23–25; and April 1980 (part 3), 11–17.

ANYTHING BUT CABERNET!
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EMERITI
Happily, Maynard Amerine never did take that corporate gig, as he went on to 
pioneer many important academic initiatives, including a number within the bur-
geoning field of sensory science. By the end of his career, he had published several 
hundred works, including multiple books, and had lectured all around the world. 
Upon his passing in 1998, Amerine was considered one of the most significant 
wine scientists to have ever lived. Many in the industry credit him, at least in part, 
with their success. As Robert Mondavi is quoted as saying in Amerine’s obituary: 
‘I built my whole business on Mr Amerine’s books on winemaking. If you followed 
that, you could not help but do an outstanding job. I used (them) as my Bible.’    

In 1962, Albert Winkler published General Viticulture, another seminal work 
to come out of UC Davis. This book was so influential (it was translated into Russian, 
Spanish, Hindi, Greek and more) that it won the author a Legion of Honour medal 
to match that belonging to Cruess. Harold Olmo only finished one of the books he 
started, A Survey of the Grape Industry of Western Australia (1956), but his influence 
lives on in other ways. During the long arc of his career, he was a Guggenheim 
fellow and Fulbright scholar, consulted with the United Nations for 20 years, and 
conducted viticultural research all over the Middle East, India and South America.

But though our boffins are profoundly accomplished, their most important 
contribution is arguably in the training of the next generation. Renowned grape 
geneticist Carole Meredith replaced Olmo upon his retirement, Ann Noble of 
the Aroma Wheel fame succeeded Amerine, and Beth Forrestel is hard at work 
expanding and refining the scope of the Winkler Scale – a mighty undertaking 
that should be of great consequence to the industry. 

The California wine scene is very different now than it was 50, 100 or 150 
years ago. Most wineries have their own laboratories and chemical instability is 
(for the most part) a distant memory. If a wine is unpalatable today, it is likely by 
design. Even a UC Davis student might have no conception that ‘Hilgard’ is more 
than just the name of a lecture hall; that ‘Bioletti’ has significance beyond his 
eponymous ‘Way’. Science is slow, memory fades fast, and we have a propensity 
to take ideas for granted once they enter the public domain. So much of what we 
now perceive as common knowledge – be it cane pruning, grape contracts, adding 
sulphur at the crush pad, or simply not planting Pinot Noir in the desert – went 
through a cycle of presentation, criticism, refinement and application/rejection. 

I do not begrudge today’s winemakers their art. But it is important to remem-
ber that science is the scaffolding upon which it hangs. Long live the boffins!

Special thanks from the author go to Axel Borg, Tegan Passalacqua, Jeanne Olmo and Dan Petroski.
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Writer, philosopher and winemaking maverick, 
Randall Grahm, describes his pursuit of new and 
more fascinating grape varieties – and through 
them, the pathway to true sustainability and 
distinction in California.

CALIFORNIA DREAMIN’ 

RANDALL GRAHM  (2021)

For as long as I’ve been thinking about making fine wine I’ve always been 
intrigued by the question of how, in the New World, in California specifically, 
one might find one’s true and lasting place on the global stage. In the last 40 years 
California wines have been particularly successful in their domestic market, 
somewhat less so internationally, but as the world gets smaller and the wine busi-
ness grows infinitely more competitive, the California wine industry, especially 
the fine wine segment, will have to come to terms with its true value proposition. 
What might we have to offer that is truly unique, valuable and in some very real 
sense, sustainable?

If we look at California’s success to date, I believe that it may well have been 
down to felicitous timing and perhaps exquisite luck. California wine really began 
to gain acceptance in the early to mid-1970s as the US prospered economically 
and Americans became more urbane and adventurous. I believe that there were 
essentially three main factors that contributed to its success. Most importantly, 
at least as late as the 1970s, many European wines still had a taste profile that was 
not particularly cordial to the American palate; prestigious Bordeaux wines – the 
ones you were told you really should appreciate – were often quite austere, if not 
green, tart or hard, whereas California wines, produced in the land of abundant 
sunshine, were typically softer, riper, fruitier and more attractive to the still evolv-
ing American palate.1

The Chardonnays were likewise softer, riper, fruitier; the comforting fla-
vours of vanillin (from oak) and buttery diacetyl from the malolactic fermenta-
tion seemed as American as apple pie. Then if you add in the pride of place and 
the fact that Napa and Sonoma were beginning to grow as vacation destinations, 

1 Global climate change and advances in winemaking technology have greatly obviated this particular 
issue in recent years, effacing to some extent the obvious stylistic differences between Old World wines 
and New; again, the shrinking world enhances competition for all parties. 
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In a prophetic article from 1984, Bob Thompson – 
affectionately known by his fellow wine scribes as 
‘the Sage of St Helena’ – takes a look at the emerging 
cult of the wine critic and finds his arteries hardening 
towards ‘novelty wines’ and the uneven commentary 
that surrounds them.

CALIFORNIA AND
THE CRITICS

BOB THOMPSON  (1984)

In the most perfect of all possible worlds, a wine bibber would live by the counsel 
of a wise wine merchant. Glimpses of the ideal may be had from old literature, 
above all George Saintsbury’s Notes on a Cellarbook (1920), the most gentlemanly 
record of wine buying and wine drinking to be found anywhere. At each of his 
posts, Saintsbury found a merchant he trusted and with whom he could deal man 
to man. The merchant, for his part, did his homework at both ends. He learned 
which were the reputable producers, learned Saintsbury’s preferences, and put 
the two together. Merchants and merchants alone stood between the good profes-
sor and the men who made the wines. 

As Saintsbury also records, in some parts of the world hierarchies of con-
sumers and producers have sometimes gotten so rigidly established that buyers 
need only ask for a correct label to keep their social feathers preened. Check the 
vintage charts for a superior year, check the roster of Firsts, Seconds and Thirds 
(or Grands and Petits), check the wallet for maximum allowable expenditure, and 
bingo! The best money can buy. If anyone drinks with long teeth, it is the drinker’s 
fault, not the wine’s. Sooner or later the reluctant learn to like what they are sup-
posed to like, and the hierarchy grows stronger. 

In the 1950s and ’60s, California was something like that. Form players 
could, and did, coast through the era knowing to a surety that a baker’s dozen 
of labels yielded every fully pedigreed bottle a collector had to have. Beaulieu 
Vineyard, Inglenook, Charles Krug and Louis M Martini had all the Napa Cabernet 
Sauvignons one needed until Souverain Cellars and Heitz Cellars joined the lists. 
Almaden, Buena Vista, Concannon, Hallcrest, Paul Masson and Martin Ray had to 
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be watched for an occasional memorable example of Cabernet. For Chardonnay 
the knowing bibber went to Hanzell, Heitz, Charles Krug, Stony Hill, Wente Bros 
and, towards the closing hours of the 1960s, Chalone. On the occasions when 
Pinot Noir rose to the heights, the bottles came from Beaulieu, Chalone, Hanzell, 
Heitz and Martini. Even less often, Martin Ray would join the list. Oh, the rare 
surprise would come from elsewhere, but a collector could earn full marks for 
thoroughness as well as skill by sticking with that short list year after year. A true 
believer would round out the cellar with some Johannisberg Rieslings, Zinfandels 
and the odd Barbera, but not at the expense of adding any different labels. The 
ultimate hobbyist knew enough to harbour some Livermore Sauvignon Blancs 
from Wente and Concannon. 

By 1982 Napa’s wineries had become 110, and its 10,000 acres of vineyard 
25,000. Sonoma nearly paralleled that growth. Monterey County had gone from 
a single, episodic winery to a dozen, and from 30 acres of vineyard to 32,000. 
And so on, through San Luis Obispo, Santa Barbara, Mendocino, Lake, the Sierra 
Foothills, Temecula and, I fear, someplace I have yet to hear about. 

Where does the confident collector of 1968 turn 15 years later? In circles. 
The old certainties were based on a stagnant market rather than mature develop-
ment of the state’s vineyard lands, and they have been drowned by a single wave 
of new optimism. In the turbulence, a newcomer wins a competition against a 
well-regarded older hand, and puts his price up accordingly. Sometimes a price is 
set because somebody has built a jewel-box winery full of state-of-the-art equip-
ment using money rented at 24 percent. Sometimes it is only the wish to be one 
of the best that causes a fledgling proprietor to position himself at the top, as the 
marketing people say. The old hands must elect to play in the new game, or sit 
tight and wait for the bubble to pop. 

A high-school track coach I knew once launched tryouts by lining up all 
his new hopefuls and firing his starter’s pistol without a word of explanation. He 
thought the natural sprinters would take off while the distance men hung back, 
thus sorting themselves out on the first day. What he learned was that in a race 
of no known distance, the only place people feel safe is in touch with the leaders. 
Like the novice trackmen, California’s wineries find themselves running in an 
uncertain, but wildly hopeful, bunch. While would-be connoisseurs wait for class 
to tell in the various distances, the question will not go away. Which are the wines 
to buy? The question before that is, what advice to heed? 

The answer ought not to be hard, but it is. Prohibition decimated the ranks 
of wise wine merchants to such a degree that there are not yet enough to go 
around. The good ones that do exist cannot keep up with the scores of new labels 
that have appeared in each of the past several years. But this is not the main 
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Earth sciences are rarely, if ever, simple and the geologic 
tale of Northern California – as rich in events as a 19th- 
century Russian novel – is particularly stirring. The wines 
emerging from this mottled geology are themselves worthy 
of an epic chronicle, so sit back and hold on tight, while 
Master Sommelier John Szabo takes you on the seismic 
wine adventure of a lifetime.

A VOLCANIC TOUR OF  
CALIFORNIA’S NORTH COAST  

JOHN SZABO MS  (2021)

The most agreeable way to reach volcanic wine country is to head north out of 
San Francisco on Route 101. From downtown head towards Russian Hill (named 
for the 19th-century Russian ships that used to dock there), veer left towards the 
Presidio Park and the southern foot of the Golden Gate Bridge, then, as you head 
over that iconic crossing, you’ll catch a glimpse of Alcatraz Island to the right 
and the wide expanse of the Pacific Ocean to your left… that is, if the thick, pea-
soup fog that streams through the mouth of the bay with Swiss regularity doesn’t 
obscure the view. Your best bet is to go mid-afternoon, after the morning fog has 
burned off and before late-afternoon breezes draw the cool, moist air back inland.

THE DEADLIEST FAULT…
Several kilometres into Marin County, take a detour towards the Pacific where  
Highway 1 splits westward and out towards Bolinas. Then northwest up the coast 
to Point Reyes and Bodega Bay. You’ll be driving up a valley with hills rising to 
some 300 metres on either side, though the valley floor is not a flat trough like 
most; it’s crisscrossed here and there by low ridges which break and fall, disrupt-
ing streambeds and sending their waters in opposing directions before running 
haphazardly into the low hills. There seems to be no logic to the landscape, no 
reason for ponds to be sitting halfway up hillsides and on the tops of low ridges. 

But this is no ordinary valley; you’re driving along the San Andreas Fault. 
Arguably the world’s most famous fault line, geologists explain its notoriously 
deadly potential as the result of a ‘triple junction’: an area where three tectonic 
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plates converge. Not only is the Juan de Fuca plate sliding under the North 
American plate, but beginning some 25 million years ago, another joined the 
fray: the northward-drifting Pacific Plate. The three plates first met in southern 
California, at which point subduction – one plate sliding under another – was 
partially replaced with translation, one plate sliding laterally past another, giving 
rise to an unstable fault line; San Andreas is the major (but certainly not the only) 
fault line on the west coast of North America. The junction reached northern 
California some seven million years ago.

The volcanic activity in what are now Napa, Sonoma and Lake Counties must 
have been apocalyptic during this era, if the mute remnants of the astonishingly 
diverse volcanic ashes, tuffs, pyroclastic material, lahars (volcanic mudflows) 
and lavas have been properly read. Wave after wave of eruption from multiple 
vents in the earth’s crust covered the entire region in a thick fiery outflow. There 
was no single, classically drawn volcanic cone – like Mount Etna or Mount Fuji 
– but rather larger, elongated fissures in the earth that threw up huge curtains 
of lava. Although it’s tempting to look at, say, Mount Veeder atop the Mayacamas 
Mountains, or the perfectly shaped, truncated cone of Mount St Helena at the 
northern end of the Napa, as classic stratovolcanoes (conical-shaped volcanoes, 
built up from multiple hardened layers of lava over successive eruptions), nei-
ther was thus formed. Indeed, neither ever ‘erupted’ in the proper sense. These 
mountains, like the coastal ranges of Sonoma, the Mayacamas as well as the Vaca 

It looks peaceful enough now, but Mount Konocti (left) sits atop a massive underground 
volcanic complex, the threat potential of which is classified as ‘high’. Chunks of volcanic 
glass, obsidian (right), litter the surrounding vineyards, some as large as a VW Beetle.


