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who’s talking in this issue

Jeff McBride, president, McBride Wine Consulting, “Industry Roundtable: Working with Cool-climate Vineyards,” page 24

“In cool climates you get a nice acid along with seed development at lower sugars; 
and since you are showing less sunshine effect, you are showing more soil effect.”

Ehren Jordan, owner/winemaker, Failla Wines, “Industry Roundtable: Working with Cool-climate Vineyards,” page 24

“Syrah is a funny beast because Australia and much of California produce bigger, 
more impactful wines. If I describe my Syrah as lacy and delicate, people think  
I am confused.”

Dave Dobson, winemaker, Carneros Vintners, “Maximizing Quality and Efficiency in Winemaking,” page 34

“It can intensify color, concentrate fruit flavors, reduce vegetal characteristics and 
you can get a sugar bump, if you want—up to 10 percent in a rot year like 2010, 
2011. It can be a savior.”

Mark Greenspan, founder, Advanced Viticulture, “Are Nematodes Taking Over Our Vineyards?” page 40

“Whether phylloxera resistance in our rootstocks is here to stay, we have nematodes 
to contend with.”

Michael Longerbeam, direct-to-consumer manager, Dry Creek Vineyard,  

“Successfully Shipping in Warm Weather,” page 64

“During weather holds, we proactively communicate with our customers.  
We offer them a choice of waiting for these wines to ship during favorable weather 
or paying a little more for expedited shipping to get their wines shipped ASAP.”

Matthew Botting, general counsel, ABC,  

“California ABC Regulatory Enforcement Clashes with Winery Social Media Use,” page 72

“Some of this may seem like semantics; but when you look at the underlying  
reason behind the regulation it makes sense. The goal is to discourage  
promotion of the sale and consumption of alcohol through the act of giving  
away free items of goods.”

WBMMay 2015
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winemaking

INDUSTRY ROUNDTABLE: 
Working with  

Cool-climate Vineyards
Three winemakers discuss the unique challenges associated  

with cool-climate fruit and why making wine with it is worthwhile.

Lance Cutler

Go Beyond 
Tradition

FO R Ê T D E TRO N Ç AIS ,
C ENTR AL FR AN C E

É L E V É  E N  F R A N C E

C O O P E R E D  I N  C A L I F O R N I A

Escape the limitations of 
conventional coopering.
In our state-of-the-art lab, 

Tonnellerie Ô's flavor chemists 

are working with winemakers 

to create the finest wines in 

the world, and doing it in

ways never before imagined. 

Call us to arrange a tour,  

meet our flavor chemists, and 

see our cooperage in action.

531 Stone Road  |  Benicia, CA 94510  |  707-752-6350  |  tonnellerieo.com

I T  S E E M S  T O  M E  that the hardest part of winemaking is being consistent. No matter what a particular vintage throws at 

you, whether it is rain during set, heat spikes near harvest dates or extended drought, winemakers have to deliver a wine that 

represents the vineyard, the region and the winery style. It is not easy, but in the end that is the job.

One has to wonder then, why some winemakers are determined to make the job even harder by focusing on cool-climate 

vineyards. The temptation is clear: the opportunity to get ripe fruit at lower sugars with higher acids would attract any California 

winemaker. The real problem occurs in cool vintages and rainy vintages.

Wine Business Monthly was interested in what attracted winemakers to cool-climate zones. We wanted to know if there were 

unique problems associated with cool-climate vineyards. We wanted to understand how winemakers handled chilling fog, soaring 

winds and major rain events during harvest season. Finally, we wanted to know what it was about cool-climate fruit that made the 

added strain worthwhile. For this roundtable we found three winemakers working on the Sonoma Coast.

Ehren Jordan is the owner/winemaker of Failla Wines, a project he started in 1998. He has spent 20 years as winemaker for 

Turley Wine Cellars, and has worked with Helen Turley and Bruce Neyers. In the early 1990s he spent two years making wine in 

Cornas, France. The San Francisco Chronicle named him winemaker of the year in 2008.

Randy Bennett is general manager and associate winemaker for Sojourn Cellars and has worked there since 2008. He has also 

worked at Nicholson Ranch in Sonoma. In 2007, along with his wife, Bennett created Townley Wines, a boutique winery focused 

on producing small lots of artisan wines. 

Jeff McBride is president of McBride Wine Consulting, and is also vice president of winemaking for Benziger Family Winery. 

Before that, he served as vice president of Ste. Michelle Wine Estates and vice president, general manager of Stag’s Leap Wine 

Cellars. A long-time resident of Sonoma County, McBride’s experience also includes winemaking at Kenwood Vineyards and Dry 

Creek Vineyards.

What is it about cool-climate vineyards that makes 
them so attractive to you?

Ehren: Physiological ripeness at lower sugar levels. Better acid. 

Jeff: They make wines that are more vital, more energized with a greater 

sense of place than warmer climate wines. In cool climates you get a nice 

acid along with seed development at lower sugars; and since you are showing 

less sunshine effect, you are showing more soil effect.

Lance Cutler has 
been a working 
winemaker in 
Sonoma County for 
35 years. He has 
been a contributing 
editor for Wine 
Business Monthly 
for more than 10 
years. His unique 
perspective on 
winemaking has 
led to our Industry 
Roundtable series 
and Varietal Focus 
series. Lance is also 
the author of four 
books, including 
The Tequila Lover’s 
Guide to Mexico. 

Ehren: No matter how much fruit you want to set, you are severely limited 

to yield. Too large a crop can overwhelm and neuter terroir at a point. So out 

on the coast, where we are forced into low yields, you really see soil through 

the lens of the wine.

Jeff: The wines balance themselves at a much lower crop level than you can 

push on them because, if you do try to push conventional tonnage on them, 

they will spit in your face. 
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Working with Cool-climate Vineyards 

contact 888-996-8781 ~ sales@innerstave.com

Bring premium barrel pro�les to
your cuvee with Fan Innerstave

�e original innovator and supplier of
premium oak infusion products since 1979.

inside the tank…

Ehren: Well, you’ll get burned out there; and it is not one year in 20, it is four 

out of 10. The rain is coming; and if you set too big a crop, it can’t get ripe.

Randy: In addition, when skins get riper under hotter conditions, you lose 

some specificity to site. The wines become more similar to one another 

when the skins get a lot of sun and heat.

Jeff: One thing to bear in mind here at the Sonoma Coast is that even 

though these are cool-climate areas, they are not as cold or extreme as other 

parts of the world. 

DANIELLE ZITOUN 

Ehren Jordan

Ehren: In the outlier vintages, like 2010 and 2011, you 

had to be prepared to harvest at marginal Northern 

European ripeness levels, say 20° Brix. If you got 20° 

Brix, you were whistling Dixie. People were picking 

even lower than that. If you pick at 20° Brix in Cornas, 

it is the vintage of the decade. But the grapes are 

physiologically ripe. It is a different mind-set. For us in 

California, 20° Brix means sparkling wine. But if it is 

20° Brix in the third week of October and the seeds are brown and the rachis 

have lignified, then that is ripe. Ripe is a relative term.

Define your concept of physiological ripeness.

Randy: I look for tannin maturity in the skins and the seeds, which I judge 

by taste. There is a chewiness to the skins and a certain amount of astrin-

gency. With the seeds, you can judge visually as well as the brittleness when 

you bite them. You want them to be more brittle than chewy. For Pinot Noir, 

I think it is more about the skins than the seeds. 

Jeff: I look for the flavors that I would associate with classically styled, 

European wines that show a sense of place. It could be the variety, the clone or 

the scion: mushroom, forest floor, pomegranate, cranberry, whatever. I also 

look for the seeds to separate from the embryonic sack that is surrounding 

the seeds.

Jeff McBride

http://www.innerstave.com
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Ehren: That is a huge factor, and you start to see that basal leaf senescence. 

Before you even taste the berries, you can often see that a vineyard is ready 

to be picked. It may not be ready, ready, but it is not going up, and it is time 

to schedule a picking crew because the visual clues make it obvious. 

Jeff: The color of the leaves when they turn in cooler climates, especially on 

the coast, occurs almost instantly. The vines shut down.

Ehren: Another factor is that there is not an unlimited availability of water. 

I dry-farm my vineyard. I know people who have some water, but it is not 

limitless. There is not the capacity to deliver water in regular amounts 

throughout the growing season. The vines are in a different cycle. The soils 

need a lot of work, and there are massive soil variations in close proximity. 

Jeff: Goldridge soils have high nutrient levels but not availability. You can’t get 

to it. A huge amount of the farming on the coast is soil building. You also often 

have more air moisture than ground moisture in the summer. It’s like trying to 

grow grapes in San Francisco. You are shrouded in fog most of the day. It finally 

burns off, and then you get winds that come in, bringing more fog.

What is your definition of a cool-climate vineyard?

Randy: I don’t think of it entirely in terms of degree days. There has to be a 

coastal influence with fog and cool winds. Average temperatures and degree 

days are lower, of course, but it is hard to define because it varies materi-

ally from vintage to vintage. 
Randy Bennett

http://www.innerstave.com
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Jeff: Cool climate is recognizable by the other indigenous plants that grow 

in the area, like certain conifers or redwoods or indigenous ferns, and there 

is usually a demarcation where plants that grow naturally in cool-climate 

conditions have a harder time surviving in warmer zones.

Ehren: If you extrapolate away from the Sonoma Coast, the extreme 

western part of the Santa Rita Hills is even colder than here. A lot of the 

Sonoma Coast is elevation-related. You get these offshore events in August 

and September; but if you are above the inversion zone, your night time 

lows will be 75° F. At lower elevations it is a totally different thing because of 

the fog. There is an important distinction: a vineyard can be a cold place in 

an otherwise hot environment, or it can be a hot place in an otherwise cold 

environment. Much of the Sonoma Coast is a warm pocket in an otherwise 

overarching cold area. 

Randy: There is a shorter timeframe in cool-site vineyards, a compacted 

growing season. A vineyard may show early bud break but then becomes 

some of the last stuff to flowe, and then some of the first we pick. 

Jeff: Another thing about cool-climate vineyards is that not every year is an 

exceptional year. In warmer or more moderate climates you can always find 

something that is going to work. With cool-climate zones the door opens, 

the activity starts and then the door shuts. What you get is what you get. The 

climate overrides most other aspects.

Ehren: Standard grape contracts don’t work out on the coast. Minimum 

Brix doesn’t work. All you might get is 21.8° or 22° Brix, so those contracts 

go out the window. 

Do you associate particular varieties with cool-climate 
vineyards?

Randy: My experience is with Chardonnay and Pinot Noir. I associate Syrah 

with a cool climate even though they are often planted in warm-climate 

zones. Pinot Gris and Pinot Blanc. I think cool-climate zones produce a 

flavor and aromatic profile that is different. Syrahs have a gamey, black olive 

character, where warmer climates have big fruit and redder fruit characters. 

Cool-climate grapes aren’t going to have the same maturity in their tannins. 

There will be more acid and more structure.

Working with Cool-climate Vineyards 

EHREN JORDAN

http://www.rackandmaintenance.com/
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The Cool Climate Series by T.W. Boswell is the embodiment of elegance.  
To emphasize fruit and terroir, Cool Climate Series barrels are exclusively crafted  
with 36 month, extra fine grain French oak as part of T.W. Boswell’s Special Reserve 
premium wood selection. Our team nurtures this exceptional wood source, and then 
each barrel is specially crafted using new, low-impact proprietary toasts that focus  
on finesse, thereby complementing delicate fruit and accentuating elegance.

Cool Climate Series
Special Reserve French Oak Barrels

Ehren: For me it is also Pinot, Chardonnay and Syrah. Syrah is a funny 

beast because Australia and much of California produce bigger, more 

impactful wines. If I describe my Syrah as lacy and delicate, people think 

I am confused. With Pinot and Chardonnay, I think Chardonnay is more 

tolerant of heat, so there is a wider range. In coastal Chardonnays you see 

high acid levels. They are more wound up and more energized. The Pinots 

have more delicacy and finesse. There is an ethereal quality. As you move 

inland to warmer zones, the wines get broader shoulders. It is not good or 

bad, just different.

Jeff: I see an elegance and energy in cooler climates as opposed to an 

opulent and unctuous character in warmer climates. Humidity affects the 

varietal mix in cool-climate areas. It has been proven that Riesling grows 

well in cool climates. There are obvious grapes not to grow in cool climates, 

like Cabernet Sauvignon and most of the Bordeaux varieties, including 

Merlot. Outside of that group, I think almost any variety can succeed in cool 

climates. Whatever the variety, cool-climate wines show an energy, vitality 

and ageability.

Randy: I think a big component of ageability is the amount of acid in a wine. 

Cooler climates tend to hold onto their acidity more than warmer climates. 

Of course, that is varietally dependent. Cabernet Sauvignon is very agreeable 

even when grown in warmer areas, so there are a lot of variables. Another 

big influence in cool regions is the micro-climates. We have two vineyards 

close to one another, and they produce completely different wines.

Working with Cool-climate Vineyards 

DANIELLE ZITOUN

http://www.twboswell.com
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Contacts:

Martin McCarthy
North American Sales Director
Cell. (707) 303-0941
martin@sauryusa.com

Deborah Passin
Sonoma, Central Coast
Cell. (415) 215-5302
deborah@sauryusa.com

Office:
1285 S. Foothill Blvd - Cloverdale, CA 95425
Ph: (707) 224-2377  - Fax: (707) 224-2390

100% Integrated french oak Supply,
Full Traceability, HA/HP analysis,
100% PEFC, HAACP, ISO 9001,

Veritas Certification for Wood Aging and Origin

Ehren: The area is still so young. You can make gross generalizations, but 

it is too early to get specific. The coast is a strange place, and I don’t think 

we have discovered the full potential of the area. The wines age differently. 

Wines I thought were relatively simple have taken on weight with time. You 

strip away that baby fat from a warm vintage, and all of a sudden there is 

that core that was there the whole time, but was masked by the flashiness of 

the year. It is a fun time because we are on the cutting edge of a spot without 

a long history.

What kind of character do you look for in wines from 
these cool-climate vineyards?

Ehren: The wines are just wound differently than warmer climate wines. 

On the one hand, the wines can be on the delicate side, but they are wound 

up and have a structural core that gives them surprising longevity and 

transcends vintage differences. You rarely see that in American wines from 

warm-climate areas. I am inspired by European-style wines, but I live in 

California, which is a very different place. That European style is the melody 

playing in the back of my brain while I am doing my work, but I am not 

trying to imitate those wines. 

Randy: One of the things I like about cool climate is that you can hold onto 

that acidity with that physiological ripeness with tannins that give nice 

entry and fullness, but still have that natural acid that holds it all together 

and gives nice length to the wine. Our goal is to have wines with silkiness 

without being flabby. Cool climate helps provide that.

Jeff: I think of cool-climate Pinots as being European in style. The wines 

are elegant and restrained yet with incredible power and vitality. 

Ehren: Chardonnay is also more wound up. They are not flashy. With heat, 

Chardonnay can get more exotic. That’s not good or bad. It’s “Do you like 

Chablis or Burgundy?” Cool climate provides more “cut” to the wine. I 

happen to love Chablis.

Jeff: I get really intriguing fruits from cool-climate Chardonnay with incred-

ible sharpness and brightness. They also carry an incredible minerality.

Randy: I agree that with Chardonnay the cooler regions have a more focused 

minerality and crisp texture. Warmer vineyards make bigger wines that are 

more fruit-driven.

Do you need to care for cool-site vineyards differently 
than warmer site vineyards?

Randy: Within the Sonoma Coast area some vineyards are warmer than 

others, and the amount of vigor is different. We have to adapt to that. In 

the cooler areas some vineyards are almost self-controlled. You don’t have 

to worry about hedging or controlling yields. The vines self-regulate. You 

have to pay attention to each vintage. In a really cool vintage you may have 

to step in and lower crop size even more. Cool areas often have fog, which 

can lead to monitoring mildew conditions more closely, but that can occur 

inland as well. 

http://www.sauryusa.com/
http://www.alainfouquet.com
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Jeff: Our farming practices are based on the principles of biodynamic 

farming, and that makes us pay close attention to the location of the vine-

yards. On the coast, where we have a higher humidity level, we have found 

that the more you touch the vines later in the cycle, the more you are going to 

have disease pressure, the more you will have trouble with bursting berries 

or Botrytis. We minimize our touches. Normal protocol in cool climates 

is to leaf-pull and expose fruit, but that’s the wrong thing to do out there. 

We’ve learned to lay leaves over the clusters so the morning dew collects on 

the leaves and drips off, keeping the clusters dry.

Ehren: All farming is intuitive. A lot of the work goes into the soil. You are 

constantly trying to figure out cover crop and composting. These odd soils 

retain a lot of moisture and nutrients. You want to get that to the plants but 

not too much because you can incorporate a lot of biomass really quickly 

and the plants will go ballistic. That impacts your hand work and spray 

schedule. It is all a game-time decision and it changes every year, even 

within blocks.

How do cool vintages differ from warm vintages in 
terms of working cool-climate vineyards?

Ehren: Out on the coast and in cool-climate vineyards you are dealt the 

hand you are dealt that year, and from that you make wine. Part of the 

excitement out there is that vintages are so variable. In cool vintages we hit 

marker points along the way and realize, “Whoa… this is late, late, late.” 

SCOTT SUMMERS

The view from VbarC ranch in the Freestone area of Sonoma Coast, 

which overlooks Cleary Ranch Vineyards, shows the hills that add to 

the effect of the micro-climates in the area. Fog, wind, inversions and 

frost are all a part of the climate, from one side of the hill to the other. 

VbarC supplies grapes to wineries including Dutton Estates.

www.worldcooperage.com

At World Cooperage, our story is rooted in family 

values, technology and innovation. We maintain 

a long-term vision for every aspect of our 

business — most importantly, to craft enduring 

partnerships with wineries around the world.

The forest is our vineyard.

The cooperage is our winery.

Crafting partnerships is our passion.

http://www.worldcooperage.com
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We might do a really hard fruit drop at veraison and do it right then. Or 

we realize we are no longer in the vegetative cycle. Bam! It stops cold. The 

growing tips are gone. There are no laterals. We’re done. Watching pivot 

points is critical and easier for us to see because we dry-farm.

Jeff: One of the big issues with cool climate is that labor hours per acre vary. 

You have to call an audible every year. We’re still collecting data. Some years 

we might have 180 hours of labor per acre. Other years we’ve had 290 hours 

of labor.

Randy: We don’t own vineyards, but the growers farming our vineyards 

tell us that warmer vintages require more passes and more work. In the 

cooler vintages we consciously drop more fruit and earlier in the process. 

In warmer years we tend to push out viticulture operations. We might wait 

longer to drop fruit or pull suckers to slow down the ripening.

Ehren: If you adjust too early and the plants are still in the vegetative cycle, 

you are just throwing gas on the fire. In 2012, we carried it heavy and then 

did more thinning passes later on and realized we hadn’t taken off nearly 

enough. A certain crop level may not be a lot of fruit for a warmer vineyard, 

but it is enough to make me nervous about getting it ripe out here because 

we know that rain is coming. 

Jeff: That door shuts. You cannot 

talk about extended hang time, 

waiting for an Indian summer. You 

are going to get a rain event. There is 

enough moisture out there with the 

fog. Rain is not something you want.

Do you handle fruit from 
cool-climate areas differ-
ently in the winery?

Jeff: For me, I’m not trying to 

manipulate through the handling 

process as much as express the 

vineyard. What can I do to deliver 

the highest expression of the grapes 

in the vineyard with the minimum 

of touches? That said, while we 

have a responsibility to preserve the 

pedigree of a particular vineyard, 

we also have a responsibility to use 

tools of innovation where needed. 

Optical sorters can be a big help. 

Cooler fermentation temperatures 

preserve fruit character and provide 

less oxidative extraction. I like 

longer fermentations too because 

they tend to long-chain any phenolic 

characters that are in there. I prefer 

punch-downs to pump-overs. I like 

open-top fermenters.

Randy: I agree with what you 

are saying and share a similar 

philosophy, but I don’t think I do 

much different with fruit from 

cool-climate vineyards versus fruit 

from warmer-site vineyards. We 

might do different things given an 

issue in a particular vineyard, or 

during a particular vintage, but not 

differences due to cool and warm 

vineyards.

Flexcube Inc,
433 Soscol Avenue
Suite A-100, Office 4
Napa, CA 94559
 
For further information contact 707 295 9552 or visit www.flexcubegroup.com

THE NEW COOPERAGE
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http://www.flexcubegroup.com
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Ehren: My handling of grapes is so minimal that we don’t do much. Grapes 

come in. We dump them into a fermenter. Some we destem, some we don’t. 

I don’t add yeast or enzymes. I don’t add anything. I ferment it in open-top 

fermenters, all punch-down, no pumps. I basket-press into barrel and then a 

week before bottling, we bulldog it out to a bottling tank. That’s it. 

My thing is: great wine comes from great places. I know people that make 

great wine from places that are poorly farmed. Imagine how good that wine 

could be if the growers got their act together. The fact is winemakers don’t 

have that much to do with great wine. The day you decide to pick probably 

has more to do with it than what you do in the cellar. 

If conditions in these vineyards are so variable, yet there are so many 

single-vineyard wines, what are you doing to add complexity to the wines?

Randy: One of the things we do with single-vineyard wines to build in 

complexity is get fruit from multiple blocks within that vineyard, prefer-

ably at least three different clones. Or we will look at different topographies 

for grapes that will add different layers to the wine. We don’t co-ferment, 

preferring to blend the lots later. We also make different batches with regard 

to stems. We do portions of different blocks in different ways so we have 

options when it comes to blending. We will put together the best blend for 

that single vineyard bottling, and the leftover wine goes into appellation 

blends. 

Oak is another way for us to add complexity. Different forests, toast levels 

and coopers help add layers. Once we get some history with a particular 

vineyard, we find certain coopers or forests seem to do best, but we need that 

experience before we make that call.

Ehren: Fermentation temperature, what wood or concrete or stainless tanks 

are you using. I know personally I use less new wood now than I used to. My 

personal taste has gone to more acid and less wood. They tend to be more 

food-friendly wines, and I drink wine when I eat. I love what concrete does 

to the wines, but I still use wood and stainless tanks as well. Concrete tends 

to round off acid in a really interesting way. 

Jeff: The thing to remember is that we are still learning what these indi-

vidual blocks have to give up. If one year grapes from that block off of a 

particular section give you high acid, ripe pomegranate fruit and it happens 

two or three years in a row, then you can start mapping out what treatment 

in the cellar is going to enhance that character. But for now, we are still 

learning what those clones and sections of the vineyard produce and what 

their true fingerprints will be.

T H E  I D E A  O F  C O O L - C L I M AT E  vineyards can be seductive. The promise 

of physiological ripeness in conjunction with low sugar and high acid can 

constitute the Holy Grail for many winemakers. Listening to our panelists, 

it becomes clear that cool-climate vineyards can present many additional 

problems. They require a different attitude and thought process, one 

that is still being defined because the whole enterprise is relatively a new 

one for winemakers. Many wines from cool-climate vineyards are already 

stunning. Given more experience and a better understanding of which 

varieties do best at the various locations, these cool-climate vineyards 

may provide some of California’s most magnificent wines in the future. 

WBM

http://www.tonnelleriequintessence.fr/english/index.html



