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ted lemon 
côte to coast

ted lemon developed in Burgundy an instinct for identifying outstanding 
vineyards and a respect for balance, elegance, and finesse. applying the 

same principles in the different conditions of california’s sonoma coast,  
he has inspired many of the best winemakers of his own generation and the 

next. Stephen Brook assesses his achievements and influence

I’m not sure that ted lemon (left) would take kindly to 
being referred to as a godfather or patriarch of modern 
california chardonnay and Pinot noir, but there are 

few other winemakers of his age who have had a comparable 
influence over the succeeding generation. Perhaps steve 
Kistler and david Ramey are held in similar esteem, but I 
doubt that either of them has spawned so enthusiastic a 
band of followers. What marks him out is that he is no 
slavish Francophile. (that much became clear over lunch  
at an organic restaurant in sebastopol, where he tucked  
into marinated tofu.) after deep immersion in Burgundian 
winemaking, he returned to the United states to apply  
what he had learned and to jettison what was not applicable 
to the bright sunshine, and cooling fogs, of the West coast. 

Raising eyebrows
lemon did not grow up with wine in his veins. Born in 1958, 
he enjoyed a typical east coast suburban upbringing. as 
was common at the time, spirits featured more than wine in 
his family and social circle. nonetheless, an early exposure, 
even to such undemanding wines as Bolla soave and mateus 
Rosé, intrigued him. His interest was further engaged when 
his school sent to him to Rennes in Brittany to improve his 
French; he returned a year later as a committed Francophile. 
In particular, a visit to an estate in muscadet connected the 
dots from vineyard to bottle. at Brown University in Rhode 
Island, he studied French and spanish and made visits to 
dijon and madrid, attending wine-appreciation classes at 
the same time. after graduating, he spent a year in France, 
working in the vineyards.

like so many young americans and australians, he 
gained his first experience at domaine dujac in morey-st-
denis. no doubt the fact that Jacques seysses’s wife is 
american helped open those particular doors.

“Jacques seysses was having an attack of sciatica in 1980, 
and by harvest time he was flat on his back,” lemon recalls. 
“He needed help and hired me with zero experience. I was 
just a cellar hand, running to his bedside with samples of the 
new wines and relaying his instructions. But I stayed on in 
Burgundy for almost a year and had spells of work with 
Bruno clair, christophe Roumier’s father Jean-marie, and 

aubert de Villaine. at the same time, I took a course at dijon 
University. It was while I was in Burgundy that I realized 
that winemaking, as commonly understood, is only required 
when you have to deal with problems such as hail or rot. In 
normal conditions, wine makes itself, and you just need to 
keep an eye on it.”

(I too mastered the secrets of winemaking while 
“working” at dujac during the 1987 harvest. I can reveal all. 
You pick the grapes at the right moment, then you tip them 
into open-top fermentation vats and sprinkle with sulfur 
dioxide to deter oxidation. once fermentation begins, you 
stomp on the grapes to break up the cap and measure the 
speed with which the grapes are losing sugar and gaining 
alcohol. You chaptalize a bit to prolong the fermentation. 
once the process is completed, you press the grapes, gently 
pump the juice into barrels, and leave them in a cool cellar 
for malolactic fermentation and aging. Et voilà! no doubt 
ted lemon picked up a few more pointers during his spell 
there some years earlier.) 

In 1982, lemon moved to california to work at calera 
for Josh Jensen, another dujac graduate, then went back to 
France to take up a post as winemaker at domaine Roulot in 
meursault. aubert de Villaine and Patrick Bize had spread 
the word that someone was needed to run the estate after 
the death of Guy Roulot, since his son Jean-marc was then 
pursuing a successful acting career and had no time to 
supervise harvests in meursault. some eyebrows must have 
been raised, because the young ted lemon was the first 
american to work as principal winemaker at a prestigious 
Burgundian estate.

“It wasn’t really a full-time position, because it was 
always on the cards that Jean-marc might return to run the 
domaine, as he eventually did. It sounds daunting, being a 
young american running a Burgundy property, but I just 
learned how the Roulots had made their wines and followed 
their example. aubert de Villaine was extremely kind and 
helpful, and he often came to Roulot to taste the wines and 
discuss them with me. What Burgundy taught me was the 
inseparability of vineyards and winemaking. Bordeaux, in 
contrast, is more compartmentalized, which is one reason 
why that region never appealed to me.”
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In the meantime, his relish for, and understanding of, 
great Burgundies was expanding. “I was lucky that both 
Jacques seysses and Josh Jensen had great cellars and were 
generous in sharing bottles with me. I was able to taste 
wines from the world over. I also traveled around France 
with some of my Burgundian grower friends and learned 
about other regions, as well as getting to know the wines of 
Italy and, indeed, california. and thanks to Josh, I could 
taste mature vintages of wines from chalone and Ridge  
and other leading california estates.”

In 1985 he left Roulot. “the main reason is that I didn’t 
want to be pigeonholed as a white-wine specialist. I wanted 
an opportunity to produce red wines, too. I got a job working 
for the Woltners, the former owners of la mission Haut-
Brion, who had bought a property on Howell mountain and 
planted it with chardonnay—so I was still involved with 
white wines. Ric Forman, a great napa winemaker, was  
the consultant, and I was keen to work alongside him, and I 
felt I needed to learn about napa in general. after all, it  
was unquestionably the center of the american wine 
industry. the Woltner wines were good but didn’t succeed. 
they had high natural acidity at a time when americans 
associated chardonnay with fat, buttery styles. during  
my spell there, I also learned more about the business side 
of wine production.”

By 1992, he was ready to move on. He was part of a tasting 
group in the “north coast” area composed of, among others, 
steve Kistler, Burt Williams (of Williams-selyem), tony 
soter (of spottswoode), Helen turley, Bill smith (of la Jota), 
and Bill dyer (of sterling). the only wines they sampled 
were chardonnay and Pinot noir, all tasted blind. “these 
tasting sessions led to years of conversations with some of 
the best intellects in the business about growing grapes and 
making wines. that prompted me to relearn much of what I 
thought I knew. I also came to realize that Pinot noir from 
california did, indeed, have great potential. With my wife 
Heidi, I began traveling the whole of the West coast, looking 
for possible sites we could lease or plant. I considered 
Willamette Valley in oregon very seriously but concluded 
that sonoma and mendocino had the most potential.”

His own label, littorai—the name derived from the 
latin for “coastal”—was founded in 1993. For the first three 
years, he made his wines at Robert Pecota’s property in 
napa. then in 1997 he moved to a winery on Howell 
mountain and stayed there for ten years before building  
his own facility in sebastopol. While establishing littorai, 
he took on various consulting jobs with Franciscan and 
Reverie in napa and with archery summit in oregon.

Word-of-mouth reputation 
From the beginning, he established the style of wine he 
wished to make, limiting himself, with rare exceptions, to 
chardonnay and Pinot noir. clearly, it would never be 
possible to replicate Burgundy in the very different 
conditions of california, but it was possible to emulate the 
virtues that made Burgundy so supreme—among others, 
restraint, balance, and finesse.

“From the start, I never wanted to make a bold style of 
wine. I knew this would limit their appeal to the wine media, 
so I was never in the Pinot noir mainstream. But I wasn’t the 
only one following this path. I knew that Burt Williams, Josh 
Jensen, and tom dehlinger were making similar styles. I also 
resolved to stay small, and production hasn’t grown much 
since I started. at first, I marketed my wines by talking to 
sommeliers; many of them had independent tastes and were 
looking for wines that would complement fine food. this 
worked and, in turn, created a word-of-mouth reputation.”

What, I wondered, was the ideal california model for 
Pinot noir? “It’s not that different from the model in 
Burgundy or any other great wine region,” ted replied. “You 
have to respect the site and not impose your will on it. It’s 
exactly the same in Gevrey-chambertin or Barolo cannubi. 
I took my european experience and then set it aside. I never 
worked again in Burgundy.”

lemon works with a large number of vineyards and 
sites, some belonging to sympathetic owners, others not 
under his ownership but in effect farmed by him, and  

others that he owns and planted himself. What were his 
criteria for site selection?

“I was already familiar with the great sites of Burgundy, 
and that knowledge gave me a data set of what makes a 
vineyard outstanding. It’s an instinct that can be applied 
anywhere—in alsace or anjou, as much as in sonoma. I see 
a site, and somehow it just smells right. I never do soil 
analyses. But remember: I have been roaming these hills 
along the sonoma and mendocino coasts for years. I have 
always observed closely and profited from that. the monks 
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Pivot Vineyard, source of a vineyard-designated Pinot Noir, next to the estate winery west of Sebastopol and, like all the estate vineyards, farmed biodynamically
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of Burgundy did the same. the basics haven’t changed. 
exposition, drainage, wind—we all know the factors that 
count and contribute to quality.”

For more than ten years, the vineyards at which ted 
lemon controls the farming have all been biodynamic. 
Unlike many other growers who favor biodynamism, he did 
not make organic farming his previous port of call.

“I learned about winemaking during the time when 
chemical farming was practiced worldwide. But I knew 
early on that it didn’t work. You had to keep piling on more 
and more fertilizers and chemicals, and that simply made 
no sense. But I wasn’t convinced that organic farming was 
the right response. It was just replacing conventional 
chemical treatments with ‘natural’ organic treatments. But 
biodynamics seemed very different. It was a blank slate to 
me, but a number of respected properties in France and 
elsewhere were using its techniques successfully, so I 
thought I would try it and see. I also felt that my ideas needed 
shaking up. I had been farming since 1980 and didn’t want 
to get stuck in my ways. It’s not a question of faith, of wanting 
it to work. on the contrary, I 
can see that it works because 
the vines are in balance.  
my first vineyards were 
converted in 1998, and now 
all my sites are cultivated 
biodynamically.”

though california  
is capable of producing 
excellent Pinot noir, few of 
its wines find favor with 
european critics, who often 
find them too high in alcohol 
and too ripe in flavor. such 
criticism, which I often 
endorse, seems odd given 
the current acclaim for 
many new Zealand Pinots, 
which can suffer from a similar imbalance. american critics 
are more receptive to that style of Pinot, which in turn 
encourages some winemakers to aim for full-bodied, even 
burly Pinots that pack a punch. to those who criticize such 
wines, the standard response is: “But we’re not trying to 
produce Burgundy here!”

For ted lemon, to whom equilibrium in a wine is 
crucial, the problem of how to obtain full ripeness without 
veering off into excessive alcohol or atypical Porty flavors 
is one to which he has given much thought. “Yields are 
crucial. each site has limited energetic potential, because 
you’re effectively mining the earth and mustn’t abuse its 
productivity. I also realized that biodynamics helps with 
processes such as lignification and phenolic ripeness. 
attention to detail is essential. You need to walk the 
vineyards constantly and stay on top of things. With 
vineyards that you don’t farm yourself, you must get to 
know the managers and win their trust. You have to get 
those managers working for you and your goals.

“as for harvesting dates, there’s no reason to wait until 
the grapes are truly overripe. In 2009, I tasted many of my 
grapes with a potential alcohol of 12.5%, and they tasted 
ready, though I admit that’s unusual in california. But at  
the savoy Vineyard in mendocino’s anderson Valley, I  
have never picked at more than 24° Brix, though that still 
translates to around 14%. Usually it’s a bit lower than that, 
between 23 and 23.5 [° Brix], so I can keep the alcohols below 
14%. Vine age is also a factor. 

“the reason there are so many high-alcohol  
chardonnays and Pinots being made is that wineries and 
their winemakers have a commercial fear of being outside 
the paradigm of what critics consider to be fine american 
Pinot. there are people in their 20s and 30s—winemakers, 
as well as consumers—who don’t know anything else and 
have rarely been exposed to great Burgundy. this is the style 
of wine they have grown up with. It’s a style that ignores 
terroir; this doesn’t bother many younger wine drinkers, but 
as one ages, one’s palate refines, and terroir differences do 
become more important. It’s a huge cultural difference. 

Burgundy growers all come 
from the same culture, 
sharing assumptions. that 
doesn’t exist in america 
—hence, growers and 
winemakers tend to cling 
on too late and pick  
overripe fruit. the big, 
fleshy, approachable style 
can be legitimate, but it is 
open to caricature. When 
you go for overripe fruit, 
you are harvesting a lot of 
raisins, and one raisin tastes 
much like another raisin. 
But I sense there are the 
beginnings of a reaction 
against this heavier style.

“Personally, I can’t think of a vintage when I feel I  
should have waited longer before starting to pick. In fact,  
it’s often the other way around. and of course, you are 
tempted to delay harvest in california simply because in 
most years you can do so without risk, which isn’t usually 
the case in Burgundy.”

With top Burgundy, we expect a degree of longevity— 
for chardonnay, as well as Pinot noir. this is why there  
has been such consternation over the premature oxidation 
that has afflicted so many young white Burgundies over  
the past decade. But is it reasonable to expect a  
comparable longevity from a region with so brief a  
history of fine Pinot production?

“absolutely. I want to make wines that live and develop, 
especially in terms of secondary aromas. It may not be 
realistic to expect california chardonnays and Pinots to age 
for 25 years, but I like to see wines that peak at around ten 
years. I don’t want my wines to develop into facsimiles of 
Burgundy; I just want them to get more interesting.  
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We know great Burgundy can age for up to a century in  
some vintages, but we don’t know what it was in those  
wines that made them capable of that longevity. many 
wineries here don’t make wines that will age, and their 
customers are happy with that. But my customers do want 
wines they can cellar, and I am constantly being asked about 
their life cycle.”

Is there a “school of littorai,” as there was a school of 
dujac? lemon laughs. “Yes, Jacques seysses inspired me to 
take on younger winemakers and show them how to survive 
outside the mainstream. some of those who have worked at 
littorai include Jerome chery at saintsbury; andy smith at 
dumol; sam Harrop mW; the late doug Wiser, who made 
wines at craggy Range in new Zealand; sarah Fagan of  
de Bortoli; and in oregon, neil Bernardi at Goldeneye and 
sam tannahill at Rex Hill. that’s not a bad roll call.”

What makes ted lemon, and those he has helped train, 
stand out is a willingness to allow a wine to make itself, 
intervening only when correction is required. Gentle 
handling and a reluctance to use pumps and filters, barrel-
fermentation for chardonnay with natural yeasts and full 
malolactic fermentation, and a discreet use of French oak 
are all hallmarks of the littorai style. the completion of a 
new solar-powered winery near sebastopol in 2008 to his 
own specifications has given him greater control of the 
winemaking and aging processes. His natural skill for  
farming and winemaking are evident: You don’t win the 
lifelong regard and admiration of the likes of aubert de 
Villaine and Jacques seysses easily.

lemon has remained loyal to most of his vineyard 
sources—Heintz, Hirsch, thieriot, summa, mays canyon, 
and others—and they have remained loyal to him. their 
relationships are built on trust and mutual understanding. 
“terroir is crucial to me. I look for sites that have a  
personality that I can display in the wine. terroir here means 
climate, as well as soil, and it has to include the people who 
farm the land. david Hirsch, for example, is always open to 
new ideas. so, my block within the Hirsch vineyard is now 
farmed organically, because david was willing to give it a try. 
consumers, or those who buy top-quality Pinots, are 
fanatically devoted to particular vineyards. Year in, year out, 
they’ll want to buy from the same site.

“In the winery, if you’re trying to make a rich, impressive 
style, you’ll do what it takes to produce it. If you’re  
primarily interested in expressing terroir, then your goal  
is to do as little as possible. Interventions such as  
cultivated yeasts, microoxygenation, and filtration are like 
filters on a camera—they’re bound to alter the final 
photograph. also, the new World is about innovation; 
california winemakers don’t like being told they can’t or 
shouldn’t intervene in the process.”

ted lemon and other like-minded winemakers have 
demonstrated, beyond any doubt, that coastal california  
is fully capable of producing stylish and harmonious 
chardonnays and Pinots that, while tipping their hats at 
Burgundy, have an integrity and individuality of their own. 
lemon—now in his early 50s, though his trim appearance 

belies this (it must be the tofu)—is at the height of his powers. 
He remains self-effacing and modest about his celebrity (in 
certain circles) and influence; he prefers not to court critical 
opinion by sending samples of his wines to powerful 
magazines and writers. He wants his wines to speak for 
themselves, and by all accounts, there are many appreciative 
people out there listening, buying, and enjoying. ·

“the reason there are so  
many high-alcohol chardonnays 

and Pinots is that wineries 
and their winemakers have a 

commercial fear of being outside 
the paradigm of what critics 

consider fine american Pinot.  
It’s a style that ignores terroir”

CONTACT INFORMATION & PRICES FOR RECENT VINTAGES

under $15/£10/¤10 $15–30/£10–20/¤10–20 $31–75/£21–50/¤21–50

$76–150/£51–100/¤51–100 more than $150/£100/¤100

Littorai Wines
788 Gold Ridge Road, Sebastopol, CA 95472
tel: +1 707 823 9586
www.littorai.com 
See directory for stockists

Harvesting Chardonnay in the Tributary vineyard, source of Littorai’s most 
Chablis-like wines, which Lemon expects to peak at around ten years old

Charles Heintz Chardonnay

Mays Canyon Chardonnay

Thieriot Chardonnay

The Tributary Chardonnay

Cerise Vineyard Pinot Noir

The Haven Pinot Noir

Hirsch Vineyard Pinot Noir

Pivot Vineyard Pinot Noir

Savoy Vineyard Pinot Noir

Thieriot Vineyard Pinot Noir


