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{ somm camp preview }

Despite their proximity, San Luis Obispo Wine Country and 

Paso Robles Wine Country are worlds apart – a disparity 

that sommeliers from across the U.S. will see when they 

gather for the SLO Wine Country SOMM Camp this month. 

At one-tenth Paso Robles’s size, with vineyards as close 

as one mile from the Pacific Ocean, the Edna and Arroyo 

Grande Valleys couldn’t be more different from their brawny 

cousin just minutes to the north.

CAMP[ ][ ]

SAN LUIS OBISPO WINE COUNTRY’S 
EDNA VALLEY AND ARROYO GRANDE 

VALLEY AVAs HIT THEIR STRIDE

Stephen Dooley of Stephen Ross 
Cellars, Don and Gwen Othman of 
Kynsi Winery and Brian Talley of 
Talley Vineyards standing in their 
co-farmed Stone Corral Vineyard.

GrownSLO- by Jaime C. Lewis / photos by Jeremy Ball
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Although the ocean isn’t always visible from the Edna Valley 
and Arroyo Grande Valley appellations, its presence dominates 
their growing conditions: temperate (almost never above 85 
degrees Fahrenheit, and even then, only briefly), with one of the 
longest growing seasons in the state. “In the Edna Valley AVA, it’s 
all about proximity to the sea,” says Nathan Carlson, winemaker 
at Center of Effort Wines. “The Pacific defines our climate and 
weather patterns, the pace of our ripening. Even the soils were 
laid down by the ancient oceans.”

Indeed, Edna Valley soils often ripple with ancient seashells and 
sand, though the most common earth is dark, loamy clay and 
organic matter, while Arroyo Grande Valley boasts more volcanic 
soils. At Edna Valley’s western edge, Mike Sinor farms the Bassi 
Ranch Vineyard for the Sinor-LaVallee label he launched with wife, 
Cheri LaVallee. Here, the soils are a composite of soft sandstone, 
sand and some clay, with subsoils of hard marine sandstone that 
roots barely penetrate. “We’re telling a story of place,” says Sinor. 
“The message is soil, and the messenger is wine.”

Just a few miles’ drive north on Hwy 227, the town of San 
Luis Obispo is home to Cal Poly University and Mission San Luis 
Obispo de Tolosa, whose padres farmed wine grapes there over 
200 years ago. The valley’s wine history was dormant until the 
1970s, when Northern California entrepreneur Jack Niven hired 
Professors A. J. Winkler from U.C. Davis and Vincent Petrucci from 
Fresno State University to research locations in California where 
quality wine grapes might thrive. Independently from each other, 
both experts identified a little valley outside San Luis Obispo for 
its potential, and by 1973, Niven had planted 500 acres under 
13 varieties to establish the Paragon Vineyard. Seven years later, 
he launched Edna Valley Vineyards winery, and just two years 

after that, spearheaded the application for Edna Valley’s American 
Viticulture Area status.

Today, Edna Valley Vineyards is owned by Gallo, with winemaker 
Joe Ibrahim honoring that brand’s legacy of well-balanced Pinot 
Noir and Chardonnay, especially. Meanwhile, Jack Niven’s second- 
and third-generation descendants continue to farm Paragon 
Vineyard (now at 1,100 acres) for Niven Family Wine Estates. 
There, Burgundy-born winemaker Christian Roguenant oversees 
the brands Baileyana, Tangent (dedicated to cool-climate alterna-
tive white wines), Zocker (Grüner Veltliner and Riesling), Trenza 
(red blends that bring together Paso Robles and Edna Valley fruit), 
Cadre (high-end reserve Pinot Noir) and True Myth, a value 
brand for Edna Valley Chardonnay and Paso Robles Cabernet 
Sauvignon. 

“Edna Valley is one of the greatest places on earth for white 
wines—we’ve known that for years,” says John Niven, grandson 
of Jack Niven, who planted Paragon Vineyard to Chardonnay 
and Sauvignon Blanc 40 years ago. “It’s our steady-temperature 
climate, the long growing season. We get ripe fruit as well as the 
natural acidity to back it.”

Chardonnay is certainly the flagship variety in Edna Valley, as 
well as in the Arroyo Grande Valley to the south, where the Talley 
family oversees the Rincon, Rosemary’s, Monte Sereno and Las 
Ventanas Vineyards, in addition to Oliver’s Vineyard and the Stone 
Corral Vineyard (co-farmed with Kynsi Winery and Stephen Ross 
Cellars) in Edna Valley. “Chardonnay [from the AG Valley] tends 
to have a strong lemon/citrus element,” says third-generation 
Arroyo Grande farmer Brian Talley, of Talley Vineyards. “Edna 
Valley wines tend to be a bit more tropical. Arroyo Grande wines 
[are] more citrus- and mineral-driven.”

Mike Sinor of Sinor-LaVallee 
Wines among Pinot Gris vines 

at Bassi Ranch Vineyard. 

Exposed subsoils of hardened sand and 
sandstone at Edna Valley’s Bassi Ranch, just 
1.2 miles from the Pacific Ocean.

by Jaime C. Lewis / photos by Jeremy Ball
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If Chardonnay reigns here, Pinot Noir is 
definitely her prince, elegantly expressed 
through Kynsi Winery’s repertoire of rich, 
aromatic Pinots. Owners Don and Gwen 
Othman moved to Edna Valley in 1975, 
and Don built a portable shop onto his 
truck to service all the winery construc-
tion and newly-minted stainless steel tanks. 

“Bruno d’Alfonso, Richard Sanford, Ken 
Volk, Clay Thompson, Bob Lindquist, Jim 
Clendenen, Ken Brown—these were all the 
people we were working for before they 
even branched out to start their winer-
ies,” says Gwen. “Harvest after harvest, we 
were learning and being immersed in the 
winemaking process. And most of it was 
Pinot Noir.” Soon thereafter, the Othmans 
embarked on a multi-generational jour-
ney crafting aromatic Pinot Noir from 
intensely-farmed, low-yield Edna Valley 
vineyards, including Stone Corral Vineyard. 
“Edna Valley is a tremendous place to grow 

Paragon Vineyard, the property that started it all, planted by Jack Niven in 
1973. “He wasn’t a big yahoo maverick type,” says his grandson, John Niven. 
“You’d think he’d plant a modest vineyard, but he went out and planted 500 
acres and 13 different varietals when nothing else existed there.”

{ somm camp preview }

Center of Effort Winemaker Nathan Carlson with concrete eggs for Chardonnay fermenting 
and aging. “We never clean the vessels, but instead fill them immediately with new juice; in 
this way, the natural yeast continues from vintage to vintage—a bit of a biological history of 
our winery.”

Somm Journal April/May_72-106.indd   90 3/25/15   2:31 PM



{ SOMMjournal.com }  91

CLONES IN SLO 
WINE COUNTRY
Matching clonal selection to 
sites and soils in the Edna 
and Arroyo Grande Valleys 
has only recently been 
dialed-in, and to great effect. 
For Chardonnay, producers 
are no longer wedded to 
crop-heavy Tepusquet clones 
4 and 5, instead planting 
those that are better suited 
to the cool climate, with 
less acidity and crop: Dijon 
clones 95, 96 and 548; UCD 
Clone 4 and 17; and Wente. 
Early Pinot Noir clones 
were often Swan and Martini 
13, but these days, 667 and 
777 offer lower yields and 
smaller berries; along with 
Dijon clones 113, 114, and 
115; 2A, and 943 for small, 
dark fruit.

SLO Wine Country 
pioneer Edna 
Valley Vineyard.

quality Pinot Noir,” says Gwen. “It has just 
about the perfect weather. We’re tickled to 
have ten acres of our own to control.”

The desire for estate control is a theme 
in Edna Valley, perhaps as a counterpoint 
to the one-size-fits-all farming that plagued 
its first days. Stephen Dooley of Stephen 

Ross Cellars remembers how some early 
Edna Valley producers used a Burgundian 
formula for Chardonnay that didn’t trans-
late to Pinot Noir. “The biggest adjust-
ments we’ve made are planting really good 
Pinot Noir clones, exposing the grapes to 
sunshine, vertical shoot positioning and 
providing air exposure. Now the wines 
have better pigment, flavor development 
and tannins.”

“We’re all estate, so we’re all about 
control,” says Andy Niner, whose 43-acre 
Jespersen Vineyard is the only Niner 
Wine Estates vineyard not located in Paso 
Robles. “It was within the radius of being 
able to safely ship our grapes at night [to 
the winery], and was set up for high-quality 
viticulture from the first planting - the right 
clones, right rootstock, and right spacing to 
facilitate high-quality, low-yield farming.”

“The type of winemaker I wanted to be 
like always had their own vineyards they 
were intimate with,” says Mike Sinor. “This 
is all self-financed, not a trust fund situa-
tion. We sacrificed vacations, living space, 
and were able to grow a vineyard that 
overlooks the ocean.”

ALTERNATIVE WHITES 
IN THE EDNA VALLEY
Given the success of Chardonnay in the Edna 
Valley, Niven Family Wine Estates launched 
their Tangent brand to explore alternative white 
varieties, in addition to the Zocker label, which 
is comprised of Grüner Veltliner and Riesling 
exclusively. “There wasn’t a domestic winery 
dedicated to alternative white varietals,” says 
John Niven. “We wanted to take our white 
wines to the next level with all stainless vessels, 
all cool-climate, pure fruit.” Varieties for Tangent 
include Grenache Blanc, Viognier, Pinot Gris, 
Sauvignon Blanc and Albariño, which is some-
thing of an up-and-coming variety in Edna Valley. 

Talley Vineyard Chardonnay is a benchmark 
for the Arroyo Grande Valley appellation.
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