
The State of 
Chardonnay

Elin McCoy looks at how the big, buttery blockbusters 
that made the Golden State golden have now taken on 

 a new elegance and balance – both with and without oak

This page: a vineyard at 
Calera winery reflected in a 
glass of its Chardonnay, 
which has always been 
made in a restrained style
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FOR YEARS I sneered at the majority of Californian 
Chardonnays. When I judged at US wine competitions 
I lobbied hard not to be on the Chardonnay panel. 
The prospect of sipping and spitting dozens of 
syrupy alcoholic clunkers with flavours of buttered 
popcorn, oak and ripe tropical fruit held zero appeal.

But the era of over-the-top Californian Chardonnay 
is passing. Now the category is in the throes of a 
serious makeover, developing new identities. 
New-wave bottlings of the country’s most popular 
white variety have slimmer, racier profiles that 
emphasise the grape’s pure citrus flavours – lemon 
instead of mango, stones instead of butter and 
toast. The best have a mineral edge and complexity 
that actually make me crave another glass. 

Style diversity has become mainstream, with 
something for everyone. The spectrum swings from 
a rich, toasty, luxuriant extreme (yes, these still 
exist) like Rombauer to lean, flinty, no-oak, ‘naked’ 
versions such as Morgan’s Metallico (see box p44), 
plus variations in between. It’s as though today’s 
Chardonnays span different strands of the grape’s 
California history – adding in a few new ones. 

This evolution has been going on for more than a 
decade, but has gained pace in the past few years. 
No one appellation seems to have a lock on any 
particular style, though very cool-climate spots 
such as the far west Sonoma Coast tend to attract 
producers looking to make wines with balance 
rather than an overt oaky, buttery character. 
(Actually, a restrained style of Chardonnay existed in 
1952, when Napa’s now iconic Stony Hill Vineyard 
released its first vintage. Then, and now, its delicate, 
tightly wound white has been all about terroir.)

Yet 60 years ago, Chardonnay wasn’t even on 
drinkers’ radar. There were only a couple of 
hundred hectares of the grape planted in the state. 
That number is now almost 38,500ha, more than 
for any other variety. One fifth of California’s table 
wine is Chardonnay, some 53 million cases a year. 

Is bigger better?
What first brought Chardonnay to the attention of 
American wine lovers was Steven Spurrier’s 1976 
Judgement of Paris, in which the 1973 Chateau 
Montelena beat top white Burgundies in a blind 
tasting. Californian growers rushed to plant. 
Suddenly drinking Chardonnay was almost patriotic. 

The stylistic model was white Burgundy, which 
meant putting the wine through malolactic 
fermentation to soften its acidity, and ageing in new 
oak to give richness and smoky nuances. Many 
producers overdid that recipe, enthusiastically 
embracing lavish amounts of new oak and pushing 
ripeness and alcohol to extremes. ‘“Bigger is better” 
seemed to be the approach,’ says Matt Licklider, 
who co-founded Lioco wine company in Sonoma in 
2005. ‘The problem resided not with Chardonnay per 

se, but in how Californian Chardonnay was made.’ 
Another key moment in California’s Chardonnay 
style evolution came with the 1982 debut of 
Kendall-Jackson’s now ubiquitous Vintner’s Reserve 
Chardonnay, which contained plenty of new oak 
and, thanks to issues in the fermenting process that 
year, sweetness from residual sugar. Within a 
decade this sweet, round wine became the number 
one Chardonnay in America. 

The 1980s and 1990s saw the rise of powerful, 
voluptuous, often heavy and hot, cult Chardonnays, 
such as Kistler, and later Aubert, which set another 
kind of standard. By the late-1990s the Anything 
But Chardonnay (ABC) backlash had set in, as many 
found such oaky blockbusters tough to match with 
food and better for sipping as an aperitif in the bar. 

At Morgan Winery in Monterey, known for its 
single-vineyard Chardonnays, owner Dan Lee tried 
winning back ABC wine drinkers with an unoaked 
Chardonnay in 2001. Made from top grapes and 
fermented and aged in stainless steel, his crisp, 
citrussy Metallico has no malolactic fermentation. 
Its immediate success proved there was a market 
for this style and triggered plenty of copies. Most of 
them, sadly, lack flavour as well as oak.

Good ‘naked’ Chardonnays, besides Metallico, are 
made by Chamisal, William Selyems and Marimar 
Estate. You know that trend is here to stay when 
Kendall-Jackson adds a new Chardonnay aged in 
stainless steel and neutral oak barrels to its line: 
2010 Avant was the first vintage. Meanwhile, a small 
group of wineries, like Au Bon Climat, Calera and 
Mayacamas, had kept to a restrained style all along. 

Evolving tastes
I’m convinced a series of factors have come together 
to inspire new styles of Chardonnay. One, obviously, 
is that US consumer tastes are shifting. Drinkers 
are becoming more sophisticated and demanding 
more nuance. A new generation of adventurous 
wine lovers just isn’t as keen on oak. (Retired 
ophthalmologist Rusty Gaffney, publisher of 
Pinotfile, says studies have shown consumers of big, 
oaky Chardonnays are mostly male and over 60, so 
maybe attrition has been a factor.)

Above: Dan Morgan Lee 
and wife Donna of Morgan 
Winery in Monterey started 
the trend to win back 
Anything But Chardonnay 
drinkers with their unoaked 
Metallico, first made in 2001

Below: Chateau Montelena’s 
1973 Chardonnay, which 
triumphed over Burgundian 
rivals in the famous 1976 
Judgement of Paris tasting
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McCoy’s top 10 Californian Chardonnays

The rise in importance of sommeliers, many of 
whom champion leaner, more complex white 
Burgundies, has also had an effect. Then, too, 
winemakers’ own palates have evolved. Steve 
Kistler has been pushing his Chardonnays towards 
more finesse and freshness, with stunning results.

‘Many winemakers, more so in the last four 
years, are very concerned about alcohol and are 
picking by numbers again,’ says Tor Kenward, 
whose Tor Chardonnays fall into the mid-range of 
the style spectrum. While Kenward hasn’t changed 
his wine regime of natural yeast fermentation, very 
long malolactic, and barrel fermentation, he says he 
has dialled back the amount of new oak for ageing. 

Gavin Chanin, the 27-year-old winemaking 
whizz at his eponymous estate, whose subtle, 
mineral-focused 2009 Bien Nacido Chardonnay 
wowed me, insists: ‘There’s been a huge change in 
the use of oak and in levels of alcohol,’ adding, 
‘Every year my palate gets more sensitive to oak.’ He 
now uses a maximum 30% new. One key to making 
rich, complex wines at lower alcohol, he says, is old 
vines that regulate yields naturally. 

In the past few years, even the climate has 
cooperated. A string of cool, challenging vintages 
has forced vintners to pick at lower ripeness levels. 
Many Chardonnays from 2009, 2010 and 2011 are 
tighter, leaner, sleeker than their opulent, tropical-
fruit-toned counterparts from 2007 and 2008. 
Mount Eden Vineyard in the Santa Cruz Mountains 
had been trying to pick at lower sugars since 2005, 
and 2010 gave the cool growing season they needed. 

Ehren Jordan, founder and winemaker at Failla 
wines in the Fort Ross-Seaview AVA on the Sonoma 
coast, told me: ‘2011 was my favourite vintage since 
I’ve been making wine, because it was easy to 
achieve balance.’ You only have to taste his intense, 
floral estate vineyard Chardonnay. 

Littorai, Mays 
Canyon Vineyard, 
Russian River Valley 
2010 18/20pts 
(93/100pts)
N/A UK www.littorai.com

Burgundy-trained 
winemaker Ted 
Lemon’s Mays Canyon 
bottling is aromatic, 
elegant and complex. 

Drink 2014–2018 Alcohol 14% 

Aubert, Ritchie Vineyard, 
Sonoma Coast 2009 17.5 (91)
N/A UK www.aubertwines.com 
A decadent, big-textured style 
with lashings of new oak, this is 
packed with baked apple and 
spice flavors. A cult Chardonnay 
for sipping, not food. Drink 2014- 
–2020 Alc 15.1% 

Chanin, Bien Nacido, 
Santa Maria Valley 
2009 17.5 (91)
N/A UK www.

chaninwine.com

Subtle, rich, 
mineral-tinged, with 
racy acidity, it has 
depth without 
heaviness. Talented 
Gavin Chanin even 

paints his own labels. Drink 
2013–2018 Alc 12.8%

Rhys Vineyard, Alpine 
Vineyard, Santa Cruz Mountains 
2010 17.5 (91)
£102.83 (2008) Hedonism 
Software entrepreneur Kevin 
Harvey farms biodynamically and 
is lauded for his Pinots, but his 
Chardonnay is also amazingly 

complex, with floral notes and 
deep minerality. Drink 2013–2019 
Alc 13.2%

Stony Hill Vineyard, 
Napa Valley 2010 
17.5 (91)
N/A UK www.

stonyhillvineyard.com

This classic, pure 
Chardonnay puts on 
weight as it ages. The 
green apple, lemon 
and earth character 
hums with vibrant 

energy. Drink 2014–2022 Alc 13%

Sandhi, Santa Barbara County 
2011 17 (90)
£26.95 Roberson

The entry-level Chardonnay for 
the new venture started by 

sommelier Rajat Parr, winemaker 
Sashi Moorman and former 
Screaming Eagle owner Charles 
Banks. It’s fragrant, delicate, 
nuanced, intensely fresh, aged in 
only 5% new oak. Drink 2013–
2015 Alc 13.5%

Failla, Estate Vineyard, Fort 
Ross-Seaview 2011 16.5 (88)
N/A UK www.faillawines.com

The steep, rocky dry-farmed 
vineyard keeps yields low, giving 
the wine great intensity and 
complexity. It’s crisp and floral 
with an earthy finish. Drink 
2013–2017 Alc 13.8%

Morgan Winery, Metallico 
Unoaked, Monterey 2011 
16.5 (88)
£19.49 Bibendum, Exel 

Terroir hunting
Ultimately, though, styles of Chardonnay reflect the 
producer’s philosophy. ‘The style of my wines grew 
out of my wanting them to express terroir,’ says 
Chanin. He looks for cool sites in marginal climates 
like Durrell on the Sonoma Coast and Sanford & 
Benedict in the Santa Rita Hills, picking early to 
preserve bright acidity. You’d think that the cooler 
the site, the more crisp and mineral-driven all the 
wines would be. But you can achieve alcohol levels 
of 12.5% through to 16% from the same vineyard 
blocks, says Chanin, depending on when you harvest. 

That same obsession with terroir inspires both 
established winemakers like Ted Lemon of Littorai 
and a growing number of new names, like Napa’s 
Steve Matthiasson, to aim for Chardonnays with 
minerality and balance as well as fruit. One fairly 
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Above: Matt Licklider (left) 
of Lioco, with partner 
Kevin O’Connor, says 
Californian producers took 
the white Burgundy model 
to the extreme, overdoing 
oak, ripeness and alcohol 
in their Chardonnays
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McCoy’s top 10 Californian Chardonnays
Intense lemon-lime fruit and 
bright acidity mark this wine, a 
blend of grapes from Santa Lucia 
Highland and Arroyo Seco AVAs. 
One of the most interesting of 
the ‘naked’ Chardonnays. Drink 
2013–2015 Alc 13.5% 

Tor, Wente Clone, 
Hudson Vineyard, 
Los Carneros 2011 
16.5 (88)
N/A UK www.

torwines.com

Tor Kenward cut 
back on the new oak 
used for ageing, but 
not on texture. Rich, 
layered and 

polished, with notes of lemon 
curd and nuts, it’s made from 
grapes grown in the cool Los 

Carneros area. Drink 2013–2016 
Alc 14.8% 

Lioco, Sonoma 
County 2011 16 (86)
N/A UK www.

liocowine.com 

For a budget-priced 
wine in the States, 
this delivers unusual 
elegance and 
precision, with 
orange blossom and 
spice aromas and 

vibrant citrus-and-mineral 
flavours. The wine is fermented 
and aged in stainless steel and 
neutral oak. Drink 2013–2016
Alc 13.1%

For full details of UK stockists, 
see p84 of the main issue

new force in promoting a style shift is the group of 
Pinot and Chardonnay makers, In Pursuit of Balance. 
Chanin, Failla, Lioco, Littori and Mount Eden are 
among its 28 members. Besides using less oak and 
picking at lower sugar levels, all are experimenting 
with native yeasts, seem to favour Wente and Dijon 
clones, and are fine-tuning the top vineyard sites. 

So far, I’d say California’s best AVAs for Chardonnay 
include the Sonoma Coast and Russian River Valley 
in Sonoma, Santa Rita Hills and Santa Maria Valley 
in Santa Barbara, Carneros in Napa, and the Santa 
Cruz Mountains. Since most AVAs produce styles 
across the spectrum, it’s hard to identify distinctive 
regional flavour threads as you can in Burgundy. 
Differences between individual sites seem more 
pronounced. Still, Chardonnays from Russian River 
Valley have a lemon verbena and pear character; 
the Santa Cruz Mountains a strong mineral seam; 
and Santa Maria Valley a mix of tropical fruit and 
lively acidity. Just about all the Chardonnays from 
the ridge of vineyards on the West Sonoma Coast 
show chalky minerality and citrus. 

Powerful, lush Chardonnays may no longer be 
dominant, but they aren’t set to disappear. Plenty of 
drinkers love those fat, buttery wines. Recently, at a 
party, a guest pressed me to recommend a really 
oaky Chardonnay, saying, ‘I can’t find as many as I 
used to and I still love that toasty taste.’ There are 
exceptions, but I’ve found many of those full-blown, 
rich examples fall apart within a few years.

Not so Stony Hill Vineyard’s balanced, finely 
etched wines which have never bowed to fashion 
and gain weight and complexity as they age. At a 
60th anniversary celebration of the winery last year, 
a long, citrussy 1984 was just about perfect. D

Elin McCoy is an author and wine and spirits columnist 
for Bloomberg News and Bloomberg Markets

Connecting flights offer even 
more travel options to the 
world-renowned Sonoma, 
Napa, and Mendocino 
wine regions. 

Sonoma County Airport is set 
amidst natural beauty with 
easy access, shorter lines, and 
a friendly hometown feel. 

For flight schedules, 
reservations and tickets, 
visit alaskaair.com or call 
1.800.252.7522

For less stress, Fly STS!

Enjoy the ease and convenience of direct flights 
to Sonoma County Airport with Alaska Airlines

Charles M. Schulz - Sonoma County Airport (STS)
www.sonomacountyairport.org

Seattle

Portland

Los Angeles

San Diego

Sonoma County Airport -
Santa Rosa, CA (STS)

Nonstop Flights to Northern California’s 

 Wine Country
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2009
Chardonnay

Bien Nacido Vineyard 
Santa Maria County

12.71% alcohol by vol.

Product of California

GOVERNMENT WARNING: (1) ACCORDING TO 
THE SURGEON GENERAL, WOMEN SHOULD 
NOT DRINK ALCOHOLIC BEVERAGES DURING 
PREGNANCY BECAUSE OF THE RISK OF BIRTH 
DEFECTS. (2) CONSUMPTION OF ALCOHOLIC 
BEVERAGES IMPAIRS YOUR ABILITY TO DRIVE 
A CAR OR OPERATE MACHINERY, AND MAY 
CAUSE HEALTH PROBLEMS. 
CONTAINS SULFITES                           750 ML

www.ChaninWine.com
Produced and bottled by 

Gavin Chanin, Santa Maria CA 

W I N E  C O M P A N Y

Chanin Wine Company
P.O. Box 816, Buellton, CA 93427

T: 818 631 2007
E: info@chaninwine.com
 www.chaninwine.com

16 barrels produced 

NEW YORK IMPORTER:
IPO Wines

119 W 23rd Street, Suite 803
New York, NY 10011

T: 212-243-9463
www.ipowines.com

FLORIDA IMPORTER:
Florida Wine Company

T: 561-504-1445
E: anthony@fl oridawinecompany.com

www.fl oridawinecompany.com
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