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Oregon Sauvignon Blanc 
Enters the Flagship Fray

L.M. Archer

MOR E TH A N 50 Y EA RS ago, Oregon winemakers established Pinot 
Noir as their ! agship red variety. Today, the state still struggles to " nd a 
signature white wine equivalent.

Initially, pioneer David Lett championed Pinot Gris, a cool-climate Alsatian 
variety. Later, others touted Chardonnay, Burgundy’s ! agship white, as a 
natural contender. However, another white variety emerged as a surprising 
alternative—Sauvignon Blanc.

Playing at the Fringes
Many credit King Estate for putting Oregon 
Sauvignon Blanc on the map. “I think we 
were the " rst, and maybe the only, that have 
national distribution of Sauvignon Blanc, so 
I would think it’s safe to say we’re the largest 
producer,” said Brent Stone, King Estate COO 
and winemaker. North America’s largest 
Biodynamic®-certi" ed vineyard located south 
of Eugene, King Estate bottled its " rst vine-
yard-designate Sauvignon Blanc in 2013. 
Encouraged by the market response, they 
initiated national distribution in 2018.

But the history of Oregon Sauvignon Blanc 
predates King Estate’s " rst forays. More than 
20 years ago, a trio of Willamette Valley wine-
makers bottled a bit, dubbing themselves 
“# e Oregon Sauvignon Blanc Cartel.” “It was 
a big joke because it was us, Jay Christopher 
and Andrew Rich,” recalled Jim Anderson of 
Patricia Green Cellars. “# ree wineries that 
made any Sauvignon Blanc—certainly any 
appreciable amount of Sauvignon Blanc—in 

the state of Oregon.” Anderson and co-owner Patricia Green purchased 
their 52-acre property on Ribbon Ridge in 2000, which included a block of 
Sauvignon Blanc vines planted in 1990.

“When we got here, this place had Sauvignon Blanc growing,” Anderson 
said. “[We thought], well, we like Sancerre, we like Pouilly Fumé, maybe we 
can make something along those lines out of this property?” Soon their estate 
Sauvignon Blanc program attracted a cult following with sold-out sales, 
which led to implementing an equally popular non-estate program in 2004.

Fellow “cartel” member Andrew Rich of Andrew Rich Wines in Carlton 
happened upon Sauvignon Blanc in 1999 by chance when he attempted to 
source Pinot Noir from Cro$  Vineyards near Monmouth. “# ey didn’t have 
any Pinot to sell, but they did have some Sauvignon Blanc—would I be inter-
ested?” noted Rich. “Figuring I needed to get my foot in the door, I tried it, 
and it was a hit. It’s had a steady following ever since.”

Over time, other winemakers cottoned to the grape’s success, including 
Paul Durant of Durant Vineyards in the Dundee Hills AVA. “It really started 
with Jim Anderson of Patricia Green Cellars,” acknowledged Durant, who 
gra$ ed 2 acres of his estate vines onto Sauvignon Blanc in 2017 for Anderson’s 
use. “We got the wood from Jim.” In 2018, Durant started his own Sauvignon 
Blanc program and continues gra$ ing over other varieties throughout his 
vineyards to the grape whenever possible. “It’s a very popular wine, obvi-
ously, and very obscure in Oregon. It’s always nice to play at the fringes. It 
keeps things interesting.”

DURANT VINEYARDS/ANDREA JOHNSON

“In our estimation, Sauvignon Blanc is 
a lot like Pinot Noir in that it shows 
where it was grown quite a bit in the 
fi nished wine.”

Brent Stone, COO and winemaker, King Estate
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Increased Demand,  
Limited Supply
According to Wine Business Monthly 2020 statistics, Oregon currently lists 
55 Sauvignon Blanc producers. Yet supply remains static. “When Patty and I 
started this winery, there were like 100 wineries in the state; now there’s like 
800,” said Anderson. “So, appreciably no more Sauvignon Blanc 20 years later 
than there was 20 years ago.”

Due to its dearth, Sauvignon Blanc falls under the “other white wine-
grapes” category in Oregon, making tracking elusive. “Unfortunately, for the 
past two years, we have not received enough data to develop estimates for 
production of Sauvignon Blanc grapes,” con"rmed Robert Parker, director 
of strategy and technical solutions at the University of Oregon’s Institute for 
Policy Research and Engagement, who compiles the “Oregon Vineyard and 
Winery Annual Report” for the Oregon Wine Board. 

Limited availability frustrates producers. “I think it’s hard to "nd,” said 
Durant. “Obviously, scarcity drives some demand. Why isn’t Oregon 
producing [larger] quantities? Wineries that have it: they’re sold out of it. 
We’re sold out. Our neighbors are sold out. It’s a hard grape to come by.”’

CAROLYN WELLS KRAMER
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So why don’t more Oregon vineyards grow Sauvignon Blanc? “I think some 
of it is maybe market-driven,” o%ered Rich. “People start planting Pinot Gris, 
and then that’s what everyone’s planting, and that’s what’s selling, and that’s 
what Willamette Valley becomes known for.”

Others blame the grape’s di&cult ripening history in Oregon. “My belief is 
that most of what we have planted in the valley is based on what has worked 
in the past,” said Kevin Green of La Randonnée Wines in Yamhill-Carlton. 
“And what would have worked in the past, I think probably would not have 
included Sauvignon Blanc.” 

Ironically, climate change has improved ripening conditions. “It’s been 
about a decade now where Sauvignon Blanc has had the opportunity, given 
how hot it’s been, to ripen reliably,” observed Green. “Before that time, I 
just don’t think that it would have been reliable enough, each vintage, that 
someone who was concerned with the plant would be willing to take that risk 
because historically, it would not have ripened adequately.”

Other winemakers agree. “It’s easy to get Sauvignon Blanc ripe here in 
Oregon,” said Anderson. “So you know, it’s not Sancerre, it’s not California, 
it’s not New Zealand. Oregon’s got its own thing. People like bright, fresh, 
dramatic. Balanced, high-acid whites, like Sauvignon Blanc, are easily the 
best variety for that here in Oregon.”

Oregon Style
Yet query a consumer about a de"nitive Oregon Sauvignon Blanc “style,” and 
most draw a blank. “We’ve bounced this around quite a bit as a team,” noted 
Stone. “We go all the way down to the Rogue and then all the way up to 
North Valley and Umpqua to build the 4,000-case program that we have.” 
Ultimately, Stone "nds Oregon Sauvignon Blanc combines the minerality 
and richness of Sancerre in France’s Loire Valley with the acidity and green, 
grassy notes of New Zealand, plus tropical and white peach notes unique to 
southern Oregon. “#e combination of all of those components and regions 
can make a fantastic Sauvignon Blanc,” he said. “We feel it "ts its own unique 
place, kind of in the middle of some of those other regions.”

“I think that it’s kind of just a little bit of the Chardonnay story, where 
it’s a cooler climate; it’s a longer growing season,” added Durant about his 
niche. “So those grapes develop the phenolics that are unique to the northern 
Willamette Valley, and they retain their acid well. You get this beautiful, 
fruity balance of fruit-forward wines that still have a really bright, crisp acid 
component to them that I think makes it unique.”

ANDY NELSON

Fog settles over the vineyard at King Estate
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RAY WALSH

Capitello Croft Vineyard has certified organic Sauvignon Blanc planted.

Vineyard Choices
Stylistic imprinting begins in the vineyard. # roughout Oregon, Sauvignon 
Blanc Clone 1, a tropical-noted Bordeaux clone sourced from California’s 
Wente Vineyards, predominates. Other clones include tiny amounts of 20 
(France), 27 and 906 (Bordeaux), 28 (Italy) and 530 (Loire). One notable 
exception: Ray Walsh of Capitello Wines sources a rare Sauvignon Gris 
mutation that looks like Pinot Gris but tastes like a ! oral-noted Sauvignon 
Blanc, from Elkhead Vineyard in Yoncalla, Oregon.

Sustainable farming proves the norm rather than the exception. “We’re the 
largest Biodynamic vineyard in North America,” said Stone. “So it’s been a 
huge commitment from the family here at King Estate, sustainability. And so, 
you know, that’s always going to spill over into your partnerships and what 
you look for in your grower partners.”

“Most of the Sauvignon I work with has come from Cro$  Vineyard, which 
is in the vicinity of Dallas and Monmouth—in what one day may be the Mt. 
Pisgah AVA,” stated Rich. “# e soil is marine sedimentary (Bellpine), and 
the vineyard lies at about 400 feet in elevation. Cro$  has practiced organic 
viticulture forever and has been certi" ed for something like 10 years. # e 
vineyard is trellised to VSP, and leaves are generally pulled on the east side 
only. Harvesting is manual as it is for all our fruit.” 

Unlike Pinot Noir, Sauvignon Blanc does not ripen in a gentle, predict-
able upward fashion. “It just like all of a sudden—boom—there you go,” 
said Anderson. “You have ripe Sauvignon Blanc and then go pick it.” # us, 
controlling acids, sugar levels and phenolics proves a challenge.
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“# e goal in the old days was always to have a lot of air! ow because of 
moisture and getting the fruit ripe, and that’s not the issue anymore most 
years,” observed Rich. “Now the issue is how we keep the sugars in check and 
get ripeness without high sugar—and, of course, sunburn is a real problem 
now. So, we pull 75 percent of the leaves on the east side and create dappled 
sunlight. It’s cool in the morning, and it does help with air! ow, but you don’t 
have the intense heat you do on the west side.”

Walsh, a native Kiwi, harvests Sauvignon Blanc in both New Zealand 
and Oregon. “In New Zealand, the majority of the Sauvignon Blanc comes 
out of the Marlborough region, the top of South Island, a valley full of old 
river beds,” he said. # ese rocky, salty soils drain quickly, requiring irriga-
tion. Marlborough also features intense UV light, less air pollution and a 
thinner ozone layer. “We tend to keep a lot more of our canopy on leaves to 
help shade the grapes, which is also going to help with giving some of those 
greener, grassier tones and jalapeño-like high notes that we’re looking for.” 

By contrast, Oregon enjoys rich, volcanic and marine sedimentary soils. 
“We’ve de" nitely got to tell these vines to stop growing, which is why we 
hedge,” he said. Hedging also helps maintain balance. 

“As important as it is with Pinot Noir, I think it’s perhaps equally important 
with Sauvignon Blanc—that the vigor is in balance with the fruit produc-
tion,” noted Green, who sources his Yamhill-Carlton fruit from Joel Myers, 
of Vinetenders. “If there’s a lot of green growth in the vineyard, a lot of vege-
tative growth, then the risk of more pyrazines, and hence that green kind of 
quality, is elevated.” 

Leaf pulling also controls air! ow and sun exposure, mitigating moisture 
and disease in the soggy Paci" c Northwest. “We’re really careful about how 
we grow it,” said Durant. “We de" nitely put in the time and e% ort to make 
sure that we’re getting a lot of sunlight on the fruit so we can wash out those 
pyrazines. It’s really artisan-level production because we do a lot of hand 
work to really get the fruit into a spot to make wines that people want.”
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Cellar Practices
Cellar practices further impact style. Most winemakers employ whole-
cluster pressing at low press cycles to retain freshness and avoid harsh 
phenolics. “I pretty much use the same program in New Zealand that I use 
here,” stated Eugene-based Walsh. “I use a yeast program that I think really 
brings out the [lovely] styles, and that’s de"nitely what we’re all looking for 
in Sauvignon Blanc.”

Many producers separate ferment lots. “When we "rst got into it, we 
wanted to be pretty mindful of keeping everything separate because we were 
sourcing all these new sites and trying to see how it did by region, by site,” 
recalled Stone. “In our estimation, Sauvignon Blanc is a lot like Pinot Noir in 
that it shows where it was grown quite a bit in the "nished wine.”

A majority interviewed favor inoc-
ulated yeasts over natural ferments. 
“We have our own Biodynamic 
vineyard, and we do a lot of native 
fermentations there,” explained 
Stone. “But with Sauvignon Blanc, 
we have selected some commercial 
strains that we think pair well, based 
on what we’re going for aromatically.” 

As for sulfur, a light touch prevails. 
”Because of our Biodynamic proto-
cols, you’re kind of capped on what 
you can use,” said Stone. “So, we don’t 
make a big distinction when it comes 
to sulfur. It’s easier to roll everything 
into very similar protocols when it 
comes to those kinds of things in the 
winery.”

On the other hand, Green, who 
makes 50 to 100 cases annually—
including a sparkling pét-nat 
Sauvignon Blanc—opts for natural 
yeasts, along with "ltering and 
minimal sulfur application for 
his still wines. “#is year I’m 
100-percent native; last year I was 
100-percent native,” he noted. “#e 
majority of that juice winds up going 
to our still Sauvignon Blanc, whether 
it’s in bottle or keg, and that gets as 
little sulfur as I can manage. It also 
gets "ltered again because of that 
risk-balance calculation. I don’t feel 
like my primary white product can 
a%ord not to be "ltered.” 

King Estate also "lters “because 
we’re sold in the broad market,” 
explained Stone. “It’s just a more 
consistent, stable product.” 

So does Walsh. “I "ne the juice for 
any excess phenolics but not the wine 
(apart from Bentonite for protein 
stabilization.” He also uses cross-!ow 
"lters. 

A few, like King Estate, apply bâtonnage to increase texture and richness. 
Others, like winemaker Leo Gabica of Sweet Cheeks Winery in Eugene, do 
not. “I like a nice, clean ferment,” he explained.

Fermentation vessels add a "nal "llip. “Here in Oregon, or Willamette 
Valley in particular, it really amazed me in the early stages of working with 
Sauvignon Blanc how, whether a cool year or a warm year, I still got these 
quite intensive, tropical !avor pro"les,” said Walsh. “#at led me to buying 
concrete eggs—I was the "rst to bring concrete eggs into Oregon and start 
doing my fermentations that way. I decided to do the Oregon Sauvignon 
Blanc fermentations in egg to give a rounder pro"le so that acidity matches 
the !avor, and mouthfeel matches the !avor pro"le.”
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Stone warms his fermentations up a few degrees, uses a particular yeast to 
tamp down aromatics then ferments the wine in neutral oak, stainless steel 
and the concrete egg-shaped tank to impart minerality. For the New Zealand 
fruitiness, he’ll do the opposite and ferment cool in stainless steel only, using 
a di% erent strain of yeast to drive aromatic intensity.

Anderson selects stainless steel for his Sauvignon Blanc but settles for 
acacia puncheons to age his estate bottling. “I would say that acacia wood 
doesn’t necessarily have a ! avor pro" le unto its own, but it takes the very 
high acid of Sauvignon Blanc and mellows it down. It’s almost like turning 
lemons into lemon meringue pie.” 

He " rst discovered acacia through “cartel” member Jay Somers, former 
winemaker at J. Christopher. “Jay Somers, who was the owner and wine-
maker at the time, was making a reserve Sauvignon Blanc called ‘Uber,’ and 
he was doing it in acacia wood,” Anderson recalled. “I thought it was impres-
sive. I knew that I had these older vines to work with and that they could, at 
the very least, stand up to the acacia wood.”

For the past " ve years, Andrew Rich has employed both stainless steel 
and wood, typically about 66 percent and 33 percent, respectively. Barrels 
are a mix of sizes, from 228L to 500L, and include some cigars. “Until 2020, 
only neutral barrels were used, but last year we tried a couple of light-toast 
Schneckenleitner puncheons (Austrian oak) and really liked the results,” 
he said.

STEVI SAYLER

Sweet Cheeks winemaker Leo Gabica
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However, Green favors the freshness of stainless steel. “What I hear from 
people is, ‘I love the fruit. I love the aromatics. It’s so aromatic. # is just smells 
wonderful.’ I think that going to wood would muddy those waters a bit,” he 
noted. “I’d get something more complex, but I’d lose some of the pure fruit.”

Hot Category
Beyond bottling and release each spring, the clamor for Oregon Sauvignon 
Blanc continues. “We realized that in the price point that we’re at, it’s a pretty 
hot category,” said Stone. “It tends to do well across a range of consumers.”

“I think Sauvignon Blanc is the person that shows up and says, ‘I brought 
the fun,’” described Durant with a wry laugh. “I just think it is a very user-
friendly wine that people enjoy drinking. I think Chardonnay can be a little 
bit more of a serious wine; I think Sauvignon Blanc is just a very pleasurable 
wine to drink.”

And more a% ordable, too. Unlike premium Pinot Noir, Sauvignon Blanc 
o% ers consumers an a% ordable entry point into Oregon wine, with most 
prices ranging between $19 to $35. “I think it’s a great opportunity for 
Oregon,” noted Green. “To sell Sauvignon Blanc in the Northwest is a great 
way to get more people to appreciate what we’re doing in Oregon or what we 
can do.” 

Gabica reports a keen interest among Gen Xers, whom he said, appreciate 
“nice refreshing, more fruit-forward wine,” followed by equally interested 
Millennials and Boomers. “I think it will be the next variety coming up,” he 
said. “We can see demand just keeps growing.”

“You have a blank canvas because there aren’t a lot of expectations for 
what an Oregon Sauvignon Blanc should or shouldn’t be,” concluded Stone. 
“You’ve got the ability to really stretch your legs when it comes to the variety. 
It’s a neat, exciting thing for Oregon winemakers to work with Sauvignon 
Blanc, and I think you’ll see the category grow as we get more planted, as we 
get into more markets, and we get it in front of more customers. We’ve had a 
lot of fun with it.” WBM

RAY WALSH

Capitello Wines uses concrete eggs for its Sauvignon Blanc.

          @mustfabricate
707-967-0553 
888-707-MUST Toll Free
www.MUSTfabricate.com

       @mustfabricate

SC
A

N
 M

E
Th

e 
M

US
T 

ha
ve

 
Ca

ta
lo

g 
is

 h
er

e!

HARVEST
‘22‘22

Don’t let supply chain issues      Don’t let supply chain issues      
   derail your harvest plans.   derail your harvest plans.

Supply Chain Issues are EverywhereSupply Chain Issues are Everywhere

 Let us go over           your harvest list today! Let us go over           your harvest list today! Let us go over           your harvest list today! Let us go over           your harvest list today!

LET’S BE CLEAR
THE ANSWER IS MICROVANTAGE
When high purity & absolute retention are 
prerequisites for your filtration process,
MicroVantage cartridges deliver.
! Membrane Cartridges
! Melt-Blown Depth Cartridges
! Pleated Filter Cartridges

! Custom options available
! Made in USA

100 Bradley Street, Middletown, CT  •  info@shelco.com  •  1.800.543.5843
ISO 9001:2015

SHELCO.COMMade in USA

Since 1973


