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Influences on Sauvignon Blanc Style Explored 
at Lake County International Symposium
Ted Rieger

T H E  2 0 1 8  I N T E R N A T I O N A L  S A U V I G N O N  Blanc Symposium held 

last spring in Lake County, California provided a comprehensive overview 

from experts in climatology, soils and plant/clonal material, and interna-

tional and local viticulturists and winemakers all focused on the production 

of Sauvignon Blanc. Hosted and organized by the Lake County Winegrape 

Commission (LCWC) and held at Chacewater Winery and Olive Mill in 

Kelseyville, this is the third such symposium hosted by the LCWC since 2002. 

Wine journalist and wine educator Deborah Parker Wong was moderator 

for the day-long meeting.

The event prominently featured Lake County producers and their wines, 

but also included producers from New Zealand and coastal California 

regions. An overarching theme was that, although Sauvignon Blanc is one 

of the most distinctive and identifiable wines in aroma and flavor, it can 

be made in a wide range of styles by enhancing and managing aroma and 

flavor chemistry in the vineyard and in the winery. Presentations included 

the results of research trials accompanied by tastings to compare Sauvignon 

Blanc produced from different clones, from different appellations, picked at 

different ripeness levels and fermented with different yeasts.

For more on Sauvignon Blanc, see the 
VARIETAL FOCUS in the January 2017 issue of 

WINE BUSINESS MONTHLY
www.winebusiness.com/wbm

Ted Rieger, CSW, is a wine journalist based in Sacramento, California and a 
writer for wine trade media since 1988.

BILL GROODY
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at Lake County International Symposium

History, Global Production, Wine 
Aromas/Flavors
Keynote speaker professor Jean-Michel Boursiquot is a teacher and 

researcher at Montpellier SupAgro in France and an authority in grapevine 

ampelography. He cited historical references to Sauvignon Blanc in France 

dating back to the 1500s and said the grape’s native origin is likely the Loire 

Valley or possibly Bordeaux. 

Sauvignon Blanc is planted in over 38 countries with about 316,000 acres 

worldwide. It is the 11th most planted variety worldwide and the third most 

planted white variety after Chardonnay and Airen. Based on 2015 statistics, 

countries with the most acreage (in order) are: France with 80,000 acres, New 

Zealand with 53,000 acres, Chile with 37,000 acres, South Africa with 23,000 

acres, USA with 16,000 acres and Australia with 15,000 acres. 

Boursiquot said, as a variety, “Sauvignon Blanc tends to have very high 

vigor, with trellis and training systems used for vigor management.” Pruning 

is very important to control the number of shoots per meter, and the cluster 

microclimate should be managed with leaf removal for light versus shade. 

Rootstocks can also be used for vigor control, such as Riparia gloire, 101-14, 

3309C, 420A, 41B and Fercal. He explained: “It is very susceptible to bunch 

rot, trunk fungal diseases and powdery mildew. It is a technically demanding 

cultivar, and vigor control is the main concern for the variety.” 

It has historically been used to make sweet wines, but today it is popular 

for dry style wines either, as a varietal or in a blend. Sauvignon Blanc’s aroma 

potential includes boxwood, broom, cat pee, fig, citrus, passion fruit, straw-

berry and flint/mineral character. Pyrazines contribute to asparagus, grassy 

and green bell pepper aromas. Boursiquot said, “Vineyard management and 

training systems can be used to manage aromas. Pyrazines decrease with 

ripening, leaf removal and high temperatures.” Moderate water stress can 

increase thiol precursors to enhance citrus aromas/flavors.

Boursiquot said about 20 certified clones of Sauvignon Blanc are available 

and used in France, but about 500 accessions exist in French plant repos-

itories. “I think there is still a need for more diverse origins for the next 

generation of clones to address issues, such as climate change, provide more 

later ripening options, and for good aromatics and acidity,” he said. Boursi-

quot summarized: “Sauvignon Blanc offers opportunities for producing very 

diverse styles of wines. Choice of terroir and vineyard management practices 

can greatly influence the quality and style of wines produced.”

https://custom-metalcraft.com/
http://www.ha-barrelmanagement.com
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John Buechsenstein, a wine educator with the Culinary Institute of 

America and University of California Davis (UCD) Extension, and a long-

time winemaker, has traveled the world exploring the terroirs and winemaking 

practices of Sauvignon Blanc growing regions as a co-founder and winemaker 

with Sauvignon Republic Cellars. Buechsenstein discussed Sauvignon Blanc 

as an international variety and its characteristic aromas, noting that it is the 

most often correctly guessed wine varietal when evaluated blind.

Terpenes, esters and thiols are major classes of chemicals associated with 

Sauvignon Blanc that can contribute to fruity/floral and “perfumey” charac-

ters that include: citrus, melon, fig, apple/pear, stone fruit (apricot, peach), 

pineapple and tropical fruits (guava, passion fruit, mango), lemon grass, 

lilac/floral and “green” fruits such, as gooseberry. 

He said, “For me, the volatile thiols, maybe coupled with pyrazines, are 

the soul of Sauvignon Blanc character.” He listed the following thiols and 

associated aromas:

• 4-mercapto-4-methyl-pentan-2-one (4MMP): cat pee, broom, boxwood

• 3-mercaptohexanol acetate (3MHA): passion fruit, boxwood

• 3-mercaptohexan-1-ol (3MH): grapefruit, passion fruit

• 4-mercapto-4-methylpentan-1-ol (4MMPOH): citrus zest

Methoxy-isobutyl-pyrazine (MIBP) and other pyrazines contribute “green” 

and “vegetal” characters, such as bell pepper, asparagus, grass and celery. 

Buechsenstein said more recent studies indicate that thiols may also 

contribute to these flavors, and thiols and pyrazines may also contribute to 

“minerality.”

He emphasized the need to manage thiols in winemaking. Skin contact is 

necessary. In New Zealand, mechanical harvesting is the norm, and macera-

tion from machine harvest is “a wonderful unintended benefit.” He advocates 

rapid addition of antioxidants (sulfites and ascorbic acid) in picking gondolas 

in the field to prevent oxidation of thiol precursors. Additions of enzymes, 

along with antioxidants, at the crusher can be very beneficial to Sauvignon 

Blanc character. 

Buechsenstein summarized: “Sauvignon Blanc is a grape-chameleon. It 

has an incredible medley of flavors to liaison with a wide variety of food 

flavors, ‘racy’ acidity to refresh the palate after each bite, and structure and 

flavors that embrace rather than fight or clash. It may be one of our most 

terroir-expressive wines.”

For more than a decade 
Tonnellerie Berthomieu has been 

part of Groupe Charlois, the 
only cooperage group that is 

completely integrated from forestry 
operations to the finished product. 
Benefiting from the reputation of the 

Groupe Charlois, its knowledge 
of oak and savoir-faire offer a 
unique advantage.Located in 
one of the most renowned oak 

forests in France, the cooperage 
distinguishes itself by its unique 

steam bending process and by its 
exceptional selection of oak from 
France’s most prestigious forests. 

Office:  
1285 Foothill Blvd  

Cloverdale, CA 95425 
Ph: (707) 944-1330  
Fax: (707) 944-1370
www.berthomieu.com

NATHAN DEHART

http://berthomieu.com/en
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Climatic Factors of Growing Regions
Climatologist Dr. Greg Jones, director of the Center for Wine Education 

at Linfield College in Oregon, said, “Old World Sauvignon Blanc growing 

regions typically are in intermediate maritime climates with higher 

humidity.” Jones collected and compared climate data for 21 Sauvignon 

Blanc growing regions worldwide: France—Bordeaux and Loire Valley; 

Australia—Adelaide Hills, Margaret River, Tasmania and Yarra Valley; New 

Zealand—Central Otago and Marlborough; Oregon—McMinnville and 

Salem; and California—Covelo, Potter Valley, Ukiah, Clearlake, Cloverdale, 

Healdsburg, Graton, Sonoma, Carneros, Lompoc and Santa Maria. 

Average growing season temperatures range from 58.1° to 65.8° F. These 

regions have an annual average of 2,640 growing degree days (GDD) and 

range from 1,811 to 3,390 GDD, with Central Otago on the cool end to Ukiah 

on the warm end of this range. Precipitation among these regions is quite 

varied with an annual average of 32.2 inches, but ranging from 14 inches in 

Santa Maria to 47 inches in Potter Valley.

Jones explained, “Global Sauvignon Blanc climates are quite varied, 

ranging from relatively cool to warm conditions, and experiencing a 33-inch 

range in annual precipitation, with a range of 10 to 65 percent of it coming 

during the growing season, and with a ripening season diurnal tempera-

ture range (DTR) that ranges from 18° to 43° F.” Significant differences in 

humidity across regions produce 

a compensation effect, with high 

maximum temperatures and low 

minimum temperatures producing 

a high DTR, especially in California. 

This results in differences in respira-

tion/metabolism that are important 

for ripening and for producing wine 

style differences. 

He summarized: “Sauvignon 

Blanc produces well across a range 

of climates, with important effects 

produced by day/night differences in 

temperatures and ambient moisture 

levels. Lake County is a relatively 

warm Sauvignon Blanc region with 

more of a continental climate than 

other coastal zones in California and 

globally. Lake County has important 

quality factors of high ultra-violet 

(UV) light that influences ripening, 

high DTR (for acid retention), and 

the moderating effects of elevation 

and Clear Lake. ” The Lake County 

region has a range of 2,800 to 3,800 

GDD and annual average precipita-

tion range of 33 to 45 inches.

Adding to observations about Lake 

County, during a grower panel, was 

David Weiss, vineyard manager with 

Bella Vista Farming Company in 

Lake County. He said 11,000 tons 

of Sauvignon Blanc were produced 

in Lake County in 2017—about 34 

percent of all the county’s tonnage, 84 

percent of the county’s white grape 

production and about one-third of 

all the acreage his company farms. 

“This is a very important variety for 

us. The climate, soils, elevation and 

topography are important charac-

teristics here and are what makes it a 

successful varietal wine,” Weiss said.

Minimize dissolved oxygen
Extend shelf life
Purge O2 from empty bottles
Purge O2 from headspace
Pressurize light-weight aluminum cans

LIQUID  
NITROGEN  
DOSING
 regardless of your package or closure preference

SINCE 1958

4 Barten Lane, Woburn, MA 01801

T 781 933 3570  |  F 781 932 9428
sales@vacuumbarrier.com vacuumbarrier.com

https://www.vacuumbarrier.com/
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Clonal and Trellis Trials
Lake and Mendocino Counties’ UC Cooperative Extension winegrowing 

and plant science advisor Glenn McGourty began a vineyard trial of 12 

Sauvignon Blanc clones planted in 2004 in Hopland, Mendocino County. 

He presented four years of viticultural and wine data. A purpose of the trial 

was to evaluate newer plant materials available at UCD’s Foundation Plant 

Services (FPS) in relation to clone 1 (FPS 01), a California standard known 

as the Wente Clone and originally from Chateau d’Yquem in France. Each 

clone was planted on 101-14 rootstock with a VSP trellis in deep fertile soil 

with drip irrigation.

Clones in the trial and their sources: 

FPS 01 California, Wente Clone, planted in Livermore Valley in 
the 1880s.

FPS 06 Italy, one of several FPS clones from the Istituto 
Sperimentale per la Viticoltura (ISV) in Conegliano, known 
as Italian clone ISV-CPF-5.

FPS 07 Italy, Italian clone ISV-CPF-2

FPS 14 France, one of several French “generic clones” imported 
from the Gironde region, known in France as clone CTPS #316

FPS 17 Italy, Italian clone ISV-CPF-1

FPS 18 France, French clone CTPS #317

FPS 20 France, French clone CTPS #242

FPS 22 California, UC Oakville Field Station

FPS 23 California, Kendall-Jackson Clone from Howell 
Mountain Vineyard.

FPS 25 France, French clone CTPS #378

FPS 26 California, Napa Heritage Clone

FPS 27 France, Sauvignon Musque Clone from Pont-de-la-
Maye in the Gironde region of Bordeaux

The average yield for all clones over the four years of data collection (2009-

2012) was 6.3 tons per acre (T/A). Lower-yielding clones were FPS 14 at 4.3 

T/A and FPS 07 at 4.7 T/A. FPS 01 was the highest yielder at 8.5 T/A. Other 

higher-yielding clones were FPS 20 and FPS 25, each at 7.7 T/A.

Berry weight and fruit chemistry did not differ significantly, with total 

averages of 1.37 grams berry weight, 21.7° Brix, 3.53 pH and 5.3 grams/liter 

titratable acidity (TA). FPS 01 had the lowest pH (3.42) and the highest TA 

(6.1 g/l).

Sensory analysis of wines produced during the trial showed perceived 

differences in wine flavors among most clones by the tasting panels. FPS 

25 received the highest rating for aromatics and fruit flavors. Others that 

received high ratings were FPS 01, FPS 06, FPS 17, FPS 18, FPS 26 and FPS 27. 

McGourty concluded: “There is considerable genetic diversity among 

available FPS clones, but it’s hard to convince people to diversify their plant-

ings since FPS 01 does so well in providing good yield and good wine. Clones 

with smaller clusters may be better for cooler areas as they ripen sooner than 

clones with larger clusters. Available clones do have different flavor profiles.”

Daniel Bosch, viticulturist with Constellation Brands, encouraged more, 

use of different plant materials. “There are a lot of aromatic style clones that 

are not being extensively cultivated, and I think we need to look at this more 

as an industry, to increase our planting tools and wine styles.”

Tonelería Magreñán represents 
5 generations of great coopering 
tradition. Its savoir-faire and 
perpetual quest for quality has 
given rise to its current prestige.
Born into a family of coopers with 
a history dating back to 1820, it 
was Rafael Magreñán’s affinity 
for the wines of Rioja that led 
him to create his own cooperage 
in Alfaro in 1950. Today the 
cooperage is managed by his 
grandchildren, Antonio and Teresa.                 
Tonelería Magreñán is recognized 
for the quality of its products both 
in Spain and all over the world. Its 
barrels are made from American, 
French and European oak.

Office: 1285 Foothill Blvd - Cloverdale, CA 95425  
Ph: (707) 944-1330 - Fax: (707) 944-1370

www.magrenan.es

https://www.magrenan.es/
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McGourty also discussed a trellis trial conducted in cooperation with 

Fetzer Vineyards in Hopland, Mendocino County that evaluated five trellis 

systems. The trial was planted in 2004 using FPS 01 grafted onto 101-14 

rootstock with 8-foot by 7-foot spacing with four replications of 10 vines 

per replication/trellis type. Trellis trial objectives were to evaluate systems 

to maximize yield, achieve uniform ripeness, produce high-quality fruit and 

mechanize operations as much as possible. McGourty described the five 

trellis types as: bilateral cordon, bilateral cordon—flop, hybrid cane system, 

four canes stacked and four parallel canes.

Based on trellis trial results for fruit chemistry and vine performance data 

collected from 2010-2012, McGourty suggested the following:

•  If you want yield, prune for more buds and for clusters at harvest.

•  For short growing season areas, spur systems have less fruit and ripen 
better.

•  For longer growing season areas, four-cane systems give greatest yields.

•  Good fruit separation can be achieved in four-cane systems.

•  The hybrid cane system offers ease of picking, uniform ripening and 
good yields.

 REGISTER YOUR TEAM TODAY 
www.oregonwinesymposium.com

February 
12 & 13
2019

Oregon 
Convention 

Center

LEARN 
Executive track with 

tools and strategies for 
making profitable 

decisions

Tastings of wines from 
innovative vineyard and 

winery experiments 
around Oregon

CONNECT
The Northwest's biggest 

wine industry trade show 
with more than 180 

exhibitors

Mix, mingle and 
enjoy Oregon wine 

and hors d’oeuvres at 
the Soirée

GROW
Direct-to-consumer 

business track especially 
for small wineries

Latest research that 
addresses current 

challenges in 
grapegrowing and 

winemaking

 @ORWineSymposium
 #ORWineSymposium

9ROXPHWULF�	
/HYHO�)LOO�0RGHOV

ZZZ�[SUHVVILOO�FRP����������3UDGR�5RDG�6WH��������6DQ�/XLV�2ELVSR��&$�����������

������������
WROO�IUHH

+DQGFUDIWHG�	�FXVWRP�PDGH�WR�RUGHU�LQ�WKH�86$

Influences on Sauvignon Blanc Style Explored 
at Lake County International Symposium

NATHAN DEHART

https://www.xpressfill.com/
https://www.oregonwinesymposium.com/


    WBM January 2019  179

Influence of Yeast Selection
UCD Cooperative Extension enologist Dr. Anita Oberholster discussed the 

results of a trial with Sauvignon Blanc sourced from the Loasa Vineyard 

in Lake County’s Big Valley American Viticultural Area (AVA) harvested 

in September 2017 at the same Brix level (23.3°) and fermented using four 

different yeast strains at the UCD research winery.

The following are descriptions of the four yeasts and aroma impacts on 

the wines:

•  EC 1118 (Saccharomyces cerevisiae/bayanus), isolated in Champagne, 
has high alcohol tolerance, ferments at low temperature and is a strong 
competitive yeast. It is used by UCD as a control in trials. Typically 
produces fermentation esters, higher alcohol, and low level phenols 
with floral, sweet, fruity and some green undertones.

•  CY3079 (Saccharomyces cerevisiae), isolated in Burgundy, selected to 
complement aromatic expression of typical white Burgundy styles. Can 
provide yeast-derived characters (toasted bread, honey, almond), but 
in the trial also provided terpenes with floral, fruity aromas and herbal, 
leafy undertones.

•  VL3 (Saccharomyces cerevisiae, Zymaflore strain), isolated in Bordeaux, 
expresses Sauvignon Blanc varietal characters (boxwood, citrus, passion 
fruit) and is marketed as a Sauvignon Blanc yeast.

•  QA23 (Saccharomyces cerevisiae/bayanus), isolated in Portugal, converts 
thiols to express Sauvignon Blanc varietal character of passion fruit 
and also fermentation esters with sweet, fruity, banana and green apple 
characters. This yeast produced the most fruit-forward wine. 

•  CY3079 and VL3 had longer fermentations of 40 days. The other two 
yeasts had 30-day fermentations. Each fermentation produced similar 
alcohol levels (14.34 to 14.56 percent) and similar pH (3.54 to 3.66).

Ripeness and Style
Lake County winemaker Matt Hughes with Brassfield Estate said that 

most winemakers pick based on Brix levels, and an informal poll of the 

audience showed most winemakers pick Sauvignon Blanc in the range of 22° 

to 23° Brix what he called “a popular sweet spot.” Giving the audience some-

thing to think about, he said, “Maybe what’s more important than what’s 

your number is what’s your style.” Although many options exist to influ-

ence style (yeast, site, skin contact, oak, blending with Semillon, etc.), he 

suggested that ripeness/Brix level is another option to create complexity and 

define style, and something that may be easier for consumers to understand. 

Hughes said, “When playing around as a winemaker, if you get higher 

ripeness, you’ll probably want to blend to affect complexity and balance. I 

think you can get more when you spread out the ripeness levels of your grape 

lots.” Hughes brought wine samples for tasting of different clones picked at 

different Brix levels: FPS 01 picked at 19.6° Brix and 23.5° Brix, ENTAV-

INRA 376 picked at 20.6° Brix and 23.8° Brix, and the Musque clone picked 

at 22.0° Brix and 23.8° Brix. The tasting showed that different ripeness levels 

can produce very different wines, some ripeness levels expressed better clonal 

character, and different ripeness levels can be blended to enhance overall 

characteristics, complexity and balance. WBM
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