
Introduction
Monterey County is 
one of California’s 
largest premium wine 
grape producing 
regions—only Sonoma 
and Napa are larger 

in terms of vineyard acreage.  While Monterey does not yet have 
the name recognition of its northern competitors, that is changing 
quickly.  We tasted over 250 wines in Monterey and at our offices 
in preparing this report and found a large number of world class, 
elegant wines that reflect the diverse terroir of the county.  In terms 
of plantings, Monterey is still Chardonnay country, but Pinot Noir 
has a very firm foothold, and other varieties like Syrah are also 
staking a claim to the region’s future. In this report we study the 
microclimates, grapes, vineyards and wineries of Monterey and 
look at how they and the exciting winemakers of the county are 
raising the bar on quality.

Monterey has come very far, very fast as a wine growing 
region. A half century ago it had hardly any vineyards.  Thirty 
years ago it mainly produced grapes and wine under contract 
to California’s large, commercial wineries. Today Monterey is 
recognized for producing premium and super-premium wines, at 
wineries located throughout California.

There are nine distinct and separate AVAs and 45 thousand acres 
of vineyards within Monterey’s almost four thousand square miles 
of territory.  Each year they produce about 200 thousand tons 
of wine grapes, 40 percent more than Napa County. In other 
words, Monterey is a huge, diverse winegrowing area. That size 
and diversity makes it difficult to describe it in simple terms.

What the different AVAs—from Chalone in the north to Hames 
Valley in the south and Carmel Valley in the west—share in 
common is low rainfall, large diurnal temperature variations, and 
a strong ocean influence, albeit one that weakens as one moves 
south in the Salinas Valley.  A two mile deep submarine canyon 
(the Monterey Canyon) lies just off the coast of Monterey, and 
its cold water moderates temperatures and contributes fog and 
strong, cool winds that rush through the 80 mile long Salinas 
Valley. The location of each AVA relative to the Salinas River and 

the Monterey Bay determines its daytime temperature, strength of 
winds, and exposure to fog and sun.  

In what follows, we explore the vineyards and wines of Monterey.  
We began this journey two years ago with an in-depth look at the 
Santa Lucia Highlands AVA. In this report we continue the journey 
through the other varied parts of Monterey. At the end of this 
exploration we conclude that Monterey has all the ingredients for 
future success.  We expect that in two decades its name will roll 
of the tongues of wine aficionados like Napa and Sonoma do 
today.  It’s this future and the dedicated growers and winemakers 
of the region that make Monterey such an exciting wine region 
today.

The International Wine Review
October 2011 

Report # 29:  The Wines of Monterey County

In this Issue

Introduction .................................................. Cover
Acknowledgements ..............................................2
The Wine History of Monterey County ....................3
Monterey: The Region...........................................4
 The AVA’s .....................................................5
Viticulture ............................................................7
 Trends in Viticulture .......................................7
 Managing the Wind ......................................8
 The Clones of Monterey .................................9
Monterey Wines  ...............................................10
 Chardonnay ...............................................10
 Pinot Noir ..................................................10
 Other Varieties ........................................... 11
Tasting Notes and Ratings ...................................13
Annexes
 1. Selected Estate and Single Vineyards .........34
  2. Monterey’s Innovative, Young Winemakers .37



2

Information on Subscriptions 
to the International Wine Review [IWR] 

The IWR is published by the International Wine Review, 
LLC. Our office is located at 6625 Old Chesterbrook Road, 
McLean, Virginia 22101. 

Our email is: info@i-winereview.com.

Rates for one-year subscriptions are $50 for the online 
edition and $60 for the print edition. Combined online and 
print subscriptions are $80 for 1 year. Subscriptions include 
exclusive access to all online resources of i-winereview.com. 
Special group rates are available to wine clubs and wine 
schools. Contact us about eligibility and rates. Subscriptions 
may be purchased online at www.i-winereview.com. 
Reproduction of the material contained herein, including 
copying, without written permission is prohibited by law. 
Media, wine importers, distributors and retailers may use 
brief portions of this material in its original form if attributed 
to the International Wine Review.

Acknowledgments

We thoroughly enjoyed working on this report and 
wish to thank the leaders of the Monterey wine industry 
for their collaboration and support.  Our counterpart, 
Rhonda Motil, Executive Director, Monterey County 
Vintners and Growers Association, was a joy to work 
with, and we thank her and her staff for their outstanding 
guidance and collaboration on all aspects of our work.  
We are also grateful to Linda Parker Sanpei and Jamie 
Evans for their excellent assistance in organizing our 
program of visits, tastings and interviews in Monterey 
July 29-August 5, 2011.  We learned a great deal about 
Monterey viticulture and winemaking from the many 
growers and winemakers consulted during our visit.  
They are too numerous to mention here, but they know 
who they are, and we thank them for their hospitality 
and their help.  We also wish to thank in particular Steve 
Pessagno, Rich Smith, Scott Scheid and Steve McIntyre 
for their helpful inputs and comments on sections of 
the report.  Finally we wish to acknowledge with deep 
appreciation the helpful inputs provided by the late, Bill 
Petrovic, Vice President of San Bernabe Vineyard.  He 
was a great guy!!

Mike Potashnik, Publisher
Don Winkler, Editor



40

Previous Wine Reports 
Issue 1  California Petite Sirah 

Issue 2  Red Table Wines of Portugal  

Issue 3  Grenache Wines  

Issue 4  Syrah 

Issue 5  Malbec:  Argentina’s Magnificent Malbec  

Issue 6  The Wines of Southern Italy:  From Quantity to Quality  

Special Report Portugal:  The Douro Boys and Barca Velha 
 
Issue 7  New Zealand’s Exciting Pinot Noirs 

Issue 8  The Wines of Ribera del Duero  

Issue 9  Champagne 

Issue 10  Unoaked Chardonnay:  It’s More Than Wood  

Issue 11  2005 Bordeaux Crus Bourgeois 

Issue 12  California Petite Sirah  -  Syrah Update   

Issue 13   The Wines of Rioja:  Classical and New Wave  

Special Report Introduction to Sherry  
 
Issue 14   The World of Sparkling Wines and Champagne  

Issue 15  The Wines of Chianti Classico  
 
Issue 16  Oregon Pinot Noir   

Issue 17  Sauvignon of the Loire  

Issue 18  Wines of Navarra   

Issue 19  Wines of Greece:  Assyrtiko and Santorini  

Issue 20 The Santa Lucia Highlands      

Issue 21  The Chilean Wine Revolution   

Issue 22 Grapes and Wines of the Western Loire 

Issue 23  Ribera del Duero Revisited 

Issue 24 The New Wines of Portugal Double Issue
 
Issue 25 The Wines of Austria 

Issue 26  The Diverse Wines of Argentina  Double Issue

Issue 27 Sweet Wines of the World

Issue 28  The Wines of Priorat

These reports are available online at www.iwinereview.com




