
North Coast 

From rolling hills to towering redwoods, the scenery along the North Coast is as memorable as the 

wine. With one of the coolest climates in our state, this region is home to more than half of our 

wineries, including many of our most celebrated. And the North Coast’s renowned food artisans craft 

everything from olive oil to goat cheese, ensuring that your plate is as full as your glass. 

Lake County 

The jewel of Lake County is the body of water it’s named for, Clear Lake. The largest natural 

freshwater lake in California, it’s a popular destination for water skiing, bass fishing and kayaking. 

Lake County is building a reputation for its fine, affordable Cabernet Sauvignon and Sauvignon Blanc. 

The Lake County wine-growing region is divided into seven recognized appellations, each with its 

own terroir, or sense of place, that produces grapes and wines of compelling quality and character. 

Learn more about the appellations in Lake County: 

Clear Lake AVA 

Benmore Valley AVA 

Big Valley District AVA 

Guenoc Valley AVA 

High Valley AVA 

Kelsey Bench AVA 

Red Hills AVA 

 

  



 

Ancient river course soils set among the valleys of the Northern Mayacamas producing balanced 

Sauvignon Blancs and other red and white varietals. 

 

Topography The Upper Lake growing region lies within the Clear Lake AVA along the northwest 

shore of the largest natural freshwater lake in California. Upper Lake, as its name implies, is the 

region immediately north of the lake where its major tributaries flow into the lake from the 

Mendocino National Forest and the Mayacamas Range. Lake, along with Napa, Sonoma, and 

Mendocino counties, lies along the spine of the Mayacamas Mountains, the most distinctive 

geographical feature of the six county North Coast winegrowing regions. 

Elevation Vineyard elevations range from 1,300 to 1,500 feet. Higher elevations and Lake 

County’s pure air allow for greater levels of UV light, as much as 10% more than neighboring sea level 

valleys. This UV intensity triggers thicker skins, greater tannins and intense wines with high phenolic 

content. 

Soils Valleys in the Upper Lake area are dominated by two deep and well-drained alluvial soils, 

Lupoyoma silt loam and Still loam mixed with coarse underlying layers of sand and gravel — the 

legacy of ancient river bars. These layers were deposited by the gradual shifting of stream courses in 

the gently sloping valleys and are well suited to white wine varieties. Found on terraces overlooking 

the valleys, Manzanita loam is a very old, gravelly, red soil. Over geologic time, surrounding stream 

courses cut downward, leaving the terraces we see today. Manzanita loam is very well drained, 

which helps to produce the moderate water stress that leads to full flavored red wines. 

Acreage 528 acres 

Climate At three to four thousand feet in elevation, the surrounding Mayacamas range and the 

mountains of the Mendocino National Forest impart a strong influence on the local climate. 

Summer’s heat loses its grip in September when temperatures swing dramatically from morning chill 

to afternoon warmth. The cool nights preserve the acidity of the grapes and slow the ripening 

process, enhancing the flavor and complexity of the wine. Cold winters and dry summer conditions 

are an important factor in Lake County’s reduced pesticide and other application rates, one of the 

lowest in California. 

Varietals Cabernet Sauvignon, Chardonnay, Muscat, Sauvignon Blanc, and Zinfandel. 



  



 

Located in southwestern Lake County, the Benmore Valley AVA is within a mountaintop valley that is 

much cooler than surrounding areas. Named for a 19th century cattle rustler, the Benmore Valley 

was established as an AVA in November 1991. 

 

Elevation 2,400-2,700 feet 

Soils The appellation contains mostly alluvial (Manzanita loam) soils. 

Acreage 1,440 acres 

Climate Significantly cooler than neighboring areas with little coastal influence and no fog. The region 

is the recipient of an annual average of 40-50 inches of rain. 

Varietals While Chardonnay was the grape of choice when the appellation was formed, 

Benmore Valley is not currently planted with vineyards. 

  



 

Runoff over millennia have eroded the Mayacamas’ young volcanic foothills of Kelsey Bench into the 

ancient clays and deposits of Big Valley on the shores of Clear Lake, North America’s oldest lake, 

estimated to be two and a half million years old. Big Valley’s mix of gravel, clay and loam, bright 

sunlight from the 1,400 feet elevation, and cool nights produces remarkable Sauvignon Blancs, 

establishing Lake County as one of the premier California regions for the varietal. Along with the 

volcanic Kelsey Bench, the gravel seams in Big Valley produce intense and balanced Zinfandels and 

Cabernet Francs. 

 

Big Valley growers were among the first visionaries to discover the region’s winegrape potential and 

began planting vineyards in the 1960s, the first in Lake County since Prohibition. 

 

Topography Bordered by Clearlake on the north, the Mayacamas on the west and south, and 

Mount Konocti on the east, Big Valley is a structural basin that is part of the larger Clear Lake basin. 

Elevation Vineyard elevations range from 1,330 to 1,440 feet in Big Valley. Higher elevations 

and Lake County’s pure air allow for greater levels of UV light, as much as 10% more than 

neighboring sea level valleys. This UV intensity triggers thicker skins, greater tannins, and intense 

wines with high phenolic content. 

Soils The evolving watershed has eroded into the fertile blocks of clay and loam soils of Big Valley, 

resulting in swaths of gravel deposits and well-drained soils. 

Acreage 3,288 acres (Big Valley and Kelsey Bench) 

Climate Warms days are moderated by the thermal mass of Clear Lake. Afternoon breezes carry 

down from the ridges of the Mayacamas and initiate afternoon cooling that often results in 50° 

diurnal cycles, key to retaining acidity in mature wine grapes. Cold winters and dry summers allow for 

low rates of pesticide and other applications. 

Varietals Sauvignon Blanc, Chardonnay, Viogner, Riesling, Cabernet Franc, Zinfandel and 

Merlot. 

  



 

The Middletown area sits on the elevated flanks of the Mayacamas Mountain range at an elevation 

ranging from 700 to 1500 feet above sea level. The steep slopes and outcroppings of the Mayacamas 

guard the valley floors of the Guenoc, Collayomi and Long Valleys and serve to provide a variety of 

favorable grape growing sites for a select number of winegrape varietals. The clear, warm days 

followed by crisp, cool nights combined with the mature Jafa rocky mountain soils on the slopes, 

well-drained deep Cole and Maxwell clay loams, and stratified alluvium soils on the valley floors 

make the Middletown area a premier winegrape growing region. Middletown has the distinction of 

having the oldest winegrape vines in California, dating back to the 1850s. 

Topography The Middletown region lies within the North Coast AVA, south of Clear Lake and just 

north of Napa. Guenoc Valley is the only sub-appellation within the region and straddles the county’s 

southwestern border with Napa Valley. Middletown and Guenoc include both valleys as well as 

rolling volcanic formations and hills. 

Elevation Vineyard elevations range from 700 to 1,500 feet. Higher elevations and Lake 

County’s pure air allow for greater levels of UV light, as much as 10% more than neighboring sea level 

valleys. This UV intensity triggers thicker grape skins, greater tannins, and intense wines with high 

phenolic content. 

Soils The steep slopes and outcroppings of the Mayacamas Mountains guard the valley floors 

where many of the Middletown area vineyards have been planted. Most hillside soils are classified as 

Millsholm-Bressa loams. Millsholm, shallow and well-drained with 35% sandstone and shale 

fragments mixes with Bressa, a moderately deep well drained soil formed of weathered sandstone. 

In Guenoc Valley, Maxwell clay loam is common on valley floors. Langtry estate vineyards also enjoy 

well-drained deep Cole clay loams and Still stratified alluvium. Near Dry Creek Cutoff south of 

Middletown proper, mature, deep, well drained and somewhat rocky mountain soils can be found. 

Jafa primarily forms terraces and fans from varied sources. 

Acerage 504 acres 

Climate The Mayacamas Mountains determine the climate of the Middletown region. Temperature 

variations during the summer growing season are key to the region’s winegrowing success. 

Middletown and Guenoc’s daily temperature extremes in the summertime range from 100° plus in 

the early afternoon to the low 50s at night, making 45° to 50° diurnal swings, a common occurrence 

particularly in Middletown. Cold winters and dry summer conditions allow for low rates of pesticide 

and other applications. 

Varietals Cabernet Sauvignon, Cabernet Franc, Merlot, Syrah, Zinfandel, Petite Sirah, Petite 

Verdot, Malbec, Grenache, Mourvedre, Tempranillo, Pinot Noir. 



 

Appropriately named, this area’s high hanging valley ringed with steep volcanic hillsides produces 

mountain fruit with great color and structure. 

 

Higher elevations and Lake County’s pure air allow for greater levels of UV light, as much as 10% 

more than neighboring sea level valleys. This extra UV triggers thicker grape skins, greater tannins, 

and intense wines with high phenolic levels. 

 

Situated above the northeast shores of Clear Lake in Lake County, this distinct growing area is 

defined by steep mountain ridges rising up to 3,000 feet directly from this hanging valley’s floor at 

1,700 feet. Approximately nine miles long and three miles wide, this rare east-west transverse in the 

Californian coastal range was created by volcanic activity of Round Mountain. 

 

Elevation Vineyard elevations range from 1,700 to 2,400 feet. 

Acreage 977 acres. 

Varietals Cabernet Sauvignon, Cabernet Franc, Merlot, Syrah, Zinfandel, Petite Sirah, Petite 

Verdot, Malbec, Grenache, Mourvedre, Tempranillo, Pinot Noir. 

Soils The distinct watershed boundaries of this region determine that soils found within the High 

Valley area are derived only from parent material found within the basin. Brick-red volcanic cinders 

and pumice-like gravel and stones allow for superior drainage. The western edge and middle of High 

Valley are composed of gravelly loams created from eroded Franciscan shales. 

Climate Elevation along with the cooling effects of Clear Lake create a natural and perpetual “wind 

machine.” During July and August, daily temperature swings of 50 degrees are not uncommon. This 

intense cooling effect promotes good acidity, improved tannic structure, darker color, and more 

concentrated fruit character. 

  



 

The Kelsey Bench and Big Valley AVAs are closely linked by geography, topography and history. As 

runoff caused the Mayacamas’ young volcanic foothills of Kelsey Bench to erode over millennia, the 

ancient clays and deposits of Big Valley formed on the shores of Clear Lake, North America’s oldest 

lake, estimated to be two and a half million years old. 

 

Volcanic Kelsey Bench and the gravel seams in Big Valley produce intense and balanced Zinfandels 

and Cabernet Francs. 

 

Topography Originally a pyroclastic lava flow, Kelsey Bench is a transition between the volcanic 

mountains and the alluvial flood plain. It has a largely northeastern exposure. 

Elevation Kelsey Bench vineyards are planted up to 1,600 feet. Higher elevations and Lake 

County’s pure air allow for greater levels of UV light, as much as 10% more than neighboring sea level 

valleys. This UV intensity triggers thicker skins, greater tannins, and intense wines with high phenolic 

content. 

Soils Kelsey Bench forms an arc of rich, red volcanic soils. The evolving watershed has eroded into 

the fertile blocks of clay and loam soils of Big Valley resulting in swaths of gravel deposits and well-

drained soils. 

Acreage 3,288 acres (Kelsey Bench and Big Valley) 

Climate Warms days are moderated by the thermal mass of Clear Lake. Afternoon breezes carry 

down from the ridges of the Mayacamas and initiate afternoon cooling that often results in 50° 

diurnal cycles, key to retaining acidity in mature wine grapes. Cold winters and dry summers allow for 

low rates of pesticide and other applications. 

Varietals Sauvignon Blanc, Chardonnay, Viogner, Riesling, Cabernet Franc, Zinfandel and 

Merlot. 

  



 

Dramatic high elevation volcanic hillsides producing intense mountain fruit with great color and 

structure. 

 

Topography Located in the northern Mayacamas Mountains, the Red Hills of Lake County frame 

the southwest edge of Clear Lake. Comprised of dozens of volcanic hills ranging from 1,350 to over 

3,700 feet above sea level, the appellation lies right over the North Coast Magna Pocket. As a result, 

the Red Hills are the latest formation of the volcanic and tectonic processes that created many of the 

famous hillside regions of the North Coast. 

Elevation Vineyard elevations range from 1,350 to 2,600 feet with the majority of the AVA’s 

acreage planted at or over 2,000 feet. Higher elevations and Lake County’s pure air allow for greater 

levels of UV light, as much as 10% more than neighboring sea level valleys. This UV triggers thicker 

grape skins, greater tannins, and intense wines with high phenolic content. 

Soils Volcanic origin from neighboring Mount Konocti, producing well-drained vineyards rich in 

black obsidian, quartz crystals and volcanic gravel content, and strikingly red in color. Three general 

soil types predominate: Glenview-Bottlerock- Arrowhead, Konocti-Benridge, and Collayomi-Aiken. 

Acreage 3,250 acres 

Climate With vineyards starting at 1,350 feet and reaching up to 2,600 feet above sea level, Red Hills 

of Lake County grapes are grown in mountain climate conditions. Upper level airflows from the 

Pacific Ocean combine with many local convections to moderate daytime highs. Low relative 

humidity and varied topography permit quick radiative cooling of ridgetop vineyards in the late 

afternoon and evenings. Both factors allow for good acid retention during ripening. Cold winters and 

dry summer conditions are an important factor in Lake County’s reduced pesticide and other 

application rates, one of the lowest in California. 

Varietals Cabernet Franc, Cabernet Sauvignon, Petite Sirah, Sauvignon Blanc, Syrah, Zinfandel. 

 


