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PETER MARTIN RAY CABERNET SAUVIGNON 2017 SANTA CRUZ MOUNTAINS

Very dark garnet. Intense aromas of wet earth, dark black fruit and green herbs. Incredibly fine-grained, muscular 

tannins surround an explosively juicy core of black-cherry and wet-earth flavours that takes the breath away. Deep-

ly savoury, this wine reminds me somehow of tunnelling underground, a sensation enhanced by a stony quality that 

is quite compelling. I would give this wine a few years to truly show its stuff, but it will likely blossom into remarkable 

aromatics as it improves for more than a decade. This is Californian Cabernet like few have made it since the 1970s.  

13.1% \ Drink 2024 – 2030

18.5

TROUT GULCH VINEYARD CHARDONNAY 2018 SANTA CRUZ MOUNTAINS

Pale gold. Wonderfully mineral aromas of citrus pith and petrichor. Positively crystalline flavours of lemon juice, lem-

on pith, white flowers and grapefruit juice have a quartz-like minerality to them. Fantastic acidity and a hint of sa-

linity keep the mouth watering for minutes. A stupendous example of what Californian Chardonnay does at its best.   

12.9%  \ Drink  2020 – 2034

18.5+



ELEVATING CHARDONNAY IN THE SANTA CRUZ MOUNTAINS

The Santa Cruz Mountains American Viticultural Area stands apart from all other California wine regions both lit-

erally and figuratively. As Paul Draper, the founder and long-time CEO at Ridge Vineyards likes to point out, it is the 

only coastal California AVA that is not enclosed by another region. Both Sonoma and Mendocino, for instance, lie 

within the greater North Coast AVA, but the legal definition of the Santa Cruz Mountains AVA specifically states that 

it has no overlaps with either the local San Francisco Bay AVA, nor the massive Central Coast AVA that stretches 

from San Francisco all the way south to Santa Barbara.

Even without the peculiarity of legal separation, the Santa Cruz Mountains remain one of California’s most distinc-

tive winegrowing regions, and frankly one of its most dynamic. As the tasting notes below suggest, it easily qualifies 

as being the single most exciting source of Chardonnay currently being made in the state. Such a declaration will 

quickly have proponents of Sonoma and Santa Barbara Chardonnay in a huff, but I stand firmly behind this assess-

ment. With production levels minuscule by comparison to the state’s traditional powerhouses of Chardonnay, the 

overall quality and personality of Santa Cruz Mountains Chardonnay is now second to none.

Moreover, the region continues to produce fantastic Pinot Noir, including some of the most rightfully sought-after 

bottlings in the state, as well as the bordeaux-blend reds for which Ridge Monte Bello has long been the stan-

dard-bearer.

A TOPOGRAPHY LIKE NO OTHER

While California has several AVAs that are mountainous in either name or location, none is truly as precipitous as 

the Santa Cruz Mountains, whose very boundaries are defined primarily by elevation. The AVA declaration by the 

federal government delimits the growing region by an elevation of 400 feet (122 m) above sea level on the western 

slopes of the mountains, and 800 feet (244 m) elevation on the eastern flanks, a set of contour lines selected in 

part due to the similar vegetation profile in those zones on either side of the mountains. Extremely young by geo-

logical standards, the Santa Cruz Mountains were formed a mere one million years ago, a full 39 million years after 

California’s most prominent mountains, the Sierra Nevada.

Created by the slow-motion collision of the Pacific plate and the North American plate, the Santa Cruz Mountains 

are the geological equivalent of several people pushing a bolt of fabric towards each other across a smooth table 

surface until their hands nearly meet. The seam where everyone’s hands meet would be the San Andreas Fault, 

which runs straight up the mountain range, but at a slight angle, beginning on the western flanks of the mountains 

and eventually crossing over to the east side of the mountains before heading up towards San Francisco.

Bunched, folded, and crinkled up, the ridgetops, peaks, hillsides and steep valleys of the Santa Cruz Mountains 

don’t offer a particular terroir so much as offering hundreds of them. ‘Most of the vineyards are somewhere be-

tween two and 10 acres [0.8 to 4 ha] in size, and they’re dotted through these mountains like a patchwork of little 
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hilltops that face every which way and have different slopes’, says viticultural consultant Prudy Foxx, who has been 

working with growers in the region for more than 30 years.

Because of how the mountains were formed, and their steep slopes, the bedrock and soils throughout the AVA vary 

considerably. Many feature different layers of shale and mudstone, the remains of ancient seabed sediments. Other 

vineyards have sandstone, marble or even granite bedrock. On top of the bedrock, however, it is quite typical to find 

soils comprised of a different sort of rock, thanks to a million years of landslides.

Apart from soils, slopes and endless variations in exposure, one more thing dramatically affects the viticulture in 

the Santa Cruz Mountains: trees.

Most vineyards are quite literally surrounded by forest – a mix of spruce, fir, live oak, madrone and manzanita, pep-

pered with pockets of the coast redwoods and cypress which once covered most of the middle slopes and valleys of 

the region. These giant conifers and their smaller cousins contribute to the generally lower pH of the region’s soils, 

while also creating a dizzying array of mesoclimates.

‘If there’s one word that best describes the region from a viticultural perspective, it’s diversity’, says Foxx. ‘That’s 

both what makes this region interesting and dynamic, but also a challenge for consumers to understand.’

SERIOUS HISTORY

The Santa Cruz Mountains have hosted grapevines since the very beginning of the nineteenth century, when 

Franciscan missionaries explored up the coast of what was then the Alta California region of Mexico. They planted 

vines on the hillsides above the town of Santa Cruz and laid the groundwork for the second wave of viticulture that 

would follow the logging activity of the mid 1800s, which, in addition to attracting residents to the area, also cleared 

swathes of land that could be planted with crops, including grapevines. By the 1880s, the region was well known 

for wine, with hundreds of acres of vineyards, many of which were wiped out by a forest fire in 1899, a scary prece-

dent recalled by this year’s devastating fires in the region. One of the wineries that survived those fires was a little 

limestone building on the crest of the mountains which produced its first vintage in 1892 from a vineyard its Italian 

immigrant founder named Monte Bello.

The ‘modern’ history of Santa Cruz Mountains wine began in 1901, when the Burgundian émigré Paul Masson 

purchased 573 acres (232 ha) of land above the town of Saratoga and planted more than 40 acres (16 ha) of vines. 

Masson established a winery whose sparkling wines earned him the moniker ‘Champagne King of California’. The 

Paul Masson brand still lives on today, perhaps in part due to its pioneering celebrity advertising campaign featur-

ing filmmaker Orson Welles.
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Masson’s protégé Martin Ray would end up purchasing the winery in 1936. Here he made some of California’s first 

100% varietal wines of Pinot Noir, Chardonnay and Cabernet, labelled with their grape varieties, instead of the 

blends and sweet wines that were popular at the time.

Ray sold the Masson winery and brand in 1943. After changing hands several times it became what is known 

today as The Mountain Winery, while his own winery would eventually be renamed Mount Eden Vineyards after his 

financial partners kicked him out following a lawsuit in 1972. Mount Eden would, under the visionary winemaking of 

Richard Graff, and later Merry Edwards, go on to firmly establish California’s claim on world-class Chardonnay and 

Pinot Noir.

Eight years after the end of Prohibition, a man named William Short purchased the abandoned Monte Bello winery 

and replanted several of its vineyard blocks to Cabernet Sauvignon, which were purchased by four scientists from 

the Stanford Research Institute in 1959 with the idea of doing some hobby winemaking. In 1962, after what they 

thought were some spectacular initial garage-style wines, the group launched Ridge Vineyards, bringing on famed 

winemaker Paul Draper in 1969 to help them cement the winery’s, and subsequently the region’s, reputation for 

making world-class wines. The winery’s 1971 Monte Bello Cabernet triumphed at the famous Judgment of Paris 

tasting, as well as at several follow-up rematches.
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