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 Over the past three decades, California growers and vintners have pur-

sued many grapes outside of the Anything But Cabernet/Chardonnay spectrum.  Sangiovese, 
the wine of central Italy and particularly the Tuscan appellations of   Chianti 
and Brunello, has been one of those.  This presentation explores the Italian roots 
of the noble variety and traces its emergence in California. 
 

Noble Beginnings in Italy 
 

 The first documented mention of Sangiovese was in the 1590 writings of             
Giovanvettorio Soderini (also known under the pen name of Ciriegiulo).         
Identifying the grape as "Sangiogheto" Soderini notes that in Tuscany the grape 
makes very good wine. While there is no conclusive proof that Sangiogheto is 
Sangiovese, most wine historians generally consider this to be the first             
historical mention of the grape. Regardless, it would not be until the 18th     
century that Sangiovese would gain wide spread attention throughout Tuscany, 
along with Malvasia and Trebbiano the most widely planted grapes in the           
region.  
 
 In 1738, Cosimo Trinci described wines made from Sangiovese as excellent 
when blended with other varieties. The winemaker and politician, Bettino         
Ricasoli formulated one of the early recipes for Chianti when he blended his 
Sangiovese with a sizable amount of Canaiolo.  
 
 In the wines of Chianti, Brunello di Montalcino and Vino Nobile di         
Montepulciano, Sangiovese would experience a period of popularity in the late 
19th and early 20th century. In the mid 19th century, a local farmer named 
Clemente Santi isolated certain plantings of Sangiovese vines in order to         
produce a 100% varietal wine that could be aged for a considerable period of 
time. In 1888, his grandson Ferruccio Biondi-Santi-a veteran soldier who fought 
under Giuseppe        Garibaldi during the Risorgimento-released the first 
"modern version" of Brunello di Montalcino, which was aged for over a decade in 
large wood barrels. By the mid 20th century, this 100% varietal Sangiovese was 
eagerly being sought out by critics and wine drinkers alike. 
  
 In the 1970s, Tuscan winemakers began a period of innovation by introducing   
modern oak treatments and blending the grape with non-Italian varietals such 
as Cabernet Sauvignon in the creation of wines that were given the collective    
marketing sobriquet "Super Tuscans."     
 



 Also, conscious experimentation with different clones or selections of 
the variety began in that decade.  That led to the Chianti 2000 program.  The 
goal was to identify the “best” clones of Sangiovese in order to improve wine 
quality for the international market.  Of the thousand clones, one hundred 
were approved, seven hundred were discarded. 
 
 Concurrent with vineyard improvements and creative blending, Italian 
vintners adopted winemaking practices and equipment from the French and 
Americans.  Quickly Sangiovese wines, especially Chianti, upgraded their image 
and, thus, their financial returns.  A Renaissance was quickly underway,             
especially in Tuscany. 
 

Coming to California 
 
 Most theorize that Italian immigrants brought Sangiovese to California 
in the late 19th century, possibly to the Segheshio Family's "Chianti Station," 
near Geyserville. But it received little attention until the success of the Super 
Tuscans and modernization of Chianti in the early 1980s spurred new interest in 
the grape. In 1991, there were nearly 200 acres (80 ha) planted with Sangiovese. 
By 2003, that number rose to nearly 3,000 acres (1,200 ha) with plantings across 
the state, most notably in the Sierra Foothills, Napa Valley, and Sonoma County. 
 
 Always looking for something new, in the early ‘80s California vintners 
began pursuing ABC wines – anything but Cabernet/Chardonnay/Champagne.  
Right after some obscure Bordeaux varieties such as Merlot, vintners consid-
ered Rhone and Italian varieties.  They quickly focused on Nebbiolo and          
Sangiovese based wines among the Italians.  Barolo and Barbaresco for the for-
mer and Chianti and Brunello di Montalcino as well as the newly minted Super 
Tuscans, the former latter already having international reputations,           
well-defined styles, and appellations.  Italian growers and vintners’ steps to 
improve their wine quality and marketability were beginning to have an impact.   
 
 The first California winery to grow and to bottle a varietal Sangiovese 
wine commercially was Caparone near Paso Robles.  Their first vintage was 1986 
and labeled Brunello.  Cuttings for their 1982 plantings came from nine vines at 
Montevina, near Plymouth in the California Shenandoah Valley appellation.  
These vines were propagated from cuttings smuggled into California by Alceo 
di Napoli, the late proprietor of Castello dei Rampolla in Chianti Classico.  The 
cuttings were sourced from Brunello producer Il Pioggione, founded in 1890. 
 
 Literally right behind Caparone’s efforts came Vino Noceto in Amador 
County’s Shenandoah Valley, and  Atlas Peak and Robert Pepi in Napa Valley.  
These three operations defined the early California efforts with this variety. 
 
  



 Suzy and Jim Gullett founded Vino Noceto in 1985 to produce Chianti 
style Sangiovese wines.  They planted their first vines on a fallow grain field.  
Scion wood for these operations included the Il Pioggoine source as well as 
Biondi Santi (Brunello), Altesino (Brunello), and Isole e Olena (Chianti 
Classico) sources. 
 
 Atlas Peak began as a consortium of Brits and the Antinori family, a six 
century Chianti producer.  They budded existing vines to Sangiovese in a 
mountain bowl to the east of the Silverado Trail with the goal of making 
world class wines.  The Pepis, an established family winery, first planted a 
stony hillside to Sangiovese and then budded over valley floor grapes to    
Sangiovese.  Their goal was to add an Italian variety to their already         
well-received stable of Napa standards. 
 
 Sangiovese vines did exist in California prior to the arrival of the above 
cuttings.  The Foundation Plant Management Service (FPMS) at UC Davis had 
three or four Sangiovese clones of uncertain parentage dating back at least 
fifty years.  Trentadue and Seghesio in Alexander Valley in Sonoma County 
had Sangiovese vineyards that likely predated Prohibition.  Seghesio included 
these grapes in its Chianti Station wine for a number of years.   
 
 More recently FPMS has had access to a number of proven Italian San-
giovese clones from the Chianti 2000 experiment, including R-10 and R-19         
selections.  These two clones are prominent in the newest California Sangio-
vese plantings. 
 
 Sangiovese has proven to be very site specific.  Its best wines – Italian or 
otherwise – have come from mediocre soils or worse. Producers in California 
soon learned growing and producing Sangiovese was anything but easy.  On 
most farming soil, Sangiovese tends to overproduce, yielding weak wines.  
Most successful California vineyards produce less than 250 cases of it per 
acre.  (That’s versus 600 or more for many Napa Valley Cabernets.)  And its 
feminine feel and floral aromatics are quickly lost with aggressive            
winemaking practices, in blends, or with lengthy aging in new cooperage.  
 
Because of the decomposed granite conditions of the soils, and dramatic diur-
nal temperature fluctuation, California’s Shenandoah Valley in the Sierra 
Foothills has proven to be a prime growing location for the best and most 
“authentic” Sangiovese in California.  Vino Noceto is the only small producer 
now focusing primarily on Sangiovese.  With twenty-five years of history with 
the variety, it has a well-earned reputation as the “gold standard” for         
Sangiovese production in the USA. 



Attributes and Accompaniments 
 
 Wines made from Sangiovese tend to exhibit the grape's naturally high 
acidity as well as moderate to high tannin content and light color.  Blending 
can have a pronounced effect on enhancing or tempering the wine's quality.  The 
dominant nature of Cabernet can sometimes have a disproportionate influence 
on the wine, even overwhelming Sangiovese character, with percentages as low 
as 4 to 5% of Cabernet Sauvignon or Syrah. 
 

 As the wine ages, flavors can soften and reveal more Sangiovese character.  
Different regions will impart varietal character on the wine, with Tuscan     
Sangiovese having a distinctive bitter-sweet component of cherry, violets and 
tea, while Californian examples tend to have more bright, red fruit flavors with 
some Zinfandel-like spice.  Both will exhibit leather or cedar and sometimes 
dried leaf aromas or flavors as they age.  The dominant color will move toward 
brick and eventually even a deep orange, like a fine Burgundy or Nebbiolo.       
Often a fine Sangiovese-based wine will show Bordeaux qualities in it later 
years. 
 
 Sangiovese based wines have the potential to age but the vast majority of 
Sangiovese wines are intended to be consumed relatively early in its life.   New 
World Sangiovese has so far shown a relatively short window of aging               
potential, with most examples best consumed with 3 to 5 years after harvest.  
However, Vino Noceto’s first wine, a 1990 vintage, showed very well from magnum 
bottles  in March 2010.  
 
 Sangiovese's high acidity and moderate alcohol make it a very food-
friendly wine when it comes to food and wine pairings. One of the classic pair-
ings in Italian cuisine is tomato-based pasta and pizza sauces with a Sangiovese-
based Chianti.  
  
 Varietal Sangiovese can accentuate the flavors of relatively bland dishes 
like meatloaf and roast chicken.  Herb seasoning such as basil, thyme and sage 
play off the herbal notes of the grapes.   
 
 Sangiovese that has been subjected to more aggressive oak treatment pairs 
well with grilled and smoked food.  If Cabernet, Merlot or Syrah plays a       
dominant role, the food pairing option should treat the Sangiovese blend as one 
of those fuller-bodied reds and pair with heavier dishes such as steak and thick 
soups like ribollita and puréed bean soup. 
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