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VITICULTURE

Exploring High Altitude Viticulture

Part One

Story by Ted Rieger > senior feature editor

he Elevation of Wine, the first interna-

tional high altitude viticulture and wine-

making symposium, was held at the

2,200-foot-elevation Snow’s Lake Vine-
yard in the Red Hills American Viticultural Area
(AVA) of Lake County which has one of the larg-
est concentrations of higher altitude vineyards
in California’s North Coast, with 8,800 acres of
vineyards ranging in elevation from goo’ to more
than 3,000’.

The conference was organized by a commit-
tee of the Lake County Winegrape Commission
led by Peter Molnar, co-owner of Obsidian Ridge
Vineyards in the Red Hills AVA that ranges in ele-
vation from 2,350' to 2,640'. Molnar served as
moderator, and in opening comments provided
reasons for the symposium and suggestions for
future direction. He said, “Everyone who grows
fruit in the mountains realizes something is dif-
ferent. We know that light, air, and temperatures
can be different. Let's find out what the differ-
ences really are. We're here out of curiosity.”

One issue highlighted by the symposium was
that the term and concept of “high altitude” viti-
culture and wines have not been clearly defined.
Attendees represented vineyards ranging in ele-
vation from 1,000’ or less for hillside vineyards
in California up to 9,800’ elevation vineyards in
Argentina. As some speakers indicated, elevation
alone is not always the main factor that creates
characteristics associated with higher altitude
vineyards. Other factors include the latitude,
degree and distance of hillside slope, proximity
to the coast, and other localized topographical

and climatic factors.

the direction of Dr. Robert Wample, compiled one
bibliography of relevant research. At UC Davis,
graduate student Sallie Hess, working with Dr.
David Smart of the Department of Viticulture
and Enology, compiled another bibliography.
Files of these bibliographies were placed on
a CD, with copies provided to each symposium
attendee. Hess provided a summary of signifi-

At a Glance

P Factors associated with high altitude viticulture (that

change with elevation gain) are lower temperatures,
higher UV radiation and light intensity, and lower per-
centages of atmospheric components such as oxygen
and carbon dioxide. High elevation vines generally
have a shorter growing season, but can have higher
rates of photosynthesis due to higher UV radiation.
One of the most important and beneficial factors in
high elevation grapegrowing is a wide swing in diurnal
temperature differences distinguished by lower night-
time (cooling) temperatures.

Grapes grown at higher altitudes can develop a more
favorable phenolic profile with higher levels of tannins
and anthocyanins, and a more rounded tannin struc-
ture due to lower levels of monomeric tannins.
Potential challenges associated with high elevation
and mountain vineyard development and manage-
ment include: increased risk of frost; extreme weather
events such as heavy rains, hail, and high winds that
can damage crops; higher costs for vineyard develop-
ment and management; soil erosion; uneven soil types
and variable soil fertility; variable grape maturation
rates from bottom to top of slope; and lower overall
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Symposium organizers pro-
vided grants to UC Davis and >
CSU Fresno to conduct literature
searches on published research
related to high altitude, moun-
tain, and hillside viticulture. CSUF
undergraduate students Willow
Corson and Jeremy Timm, under

yields.

More research is needed to understand and quantify
the effects of altitude on grapes and wine. One area

of particular interest is the relationship between
increased UV radiation intensity at higher altitude
and its effect on phenolic development and content in
grapes.






