
by julie h. case

rain forests and deserts, 
glacial lakes and ice age 
floods... Washington has 

some of the most diverse 
geography and geology 

in the World. could 
savage soils and dramatic 

climates be making 
this the nation’s most 

distinctive terroir?
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Ephemeral terroir. It’s the moment you taste the 
union between earth and atmosphere in a glass 
of wine; that distinct herbaceous note rising out 
of the glass, the dense smoky flavor erupting on 
palate, the way a landscape appears full cloth in 
the mind as a syrah coats the mouth.

What is terroir but the combination of climate, 
topography, and soil that imparts a sense of place 
on wine?

Portugal’s Duoro Valley has its schist, Riesling 
its slate, and Châteauneuf-du-Pape its remarkable 
round stones—gallets. There’s the fog of Piemonte, 
which bring such tannic structure to nebbiolos, 
Barolos, and barbarescos, and the hot-and-cold 
nature of the steep, south-facing slopes of Mosel, 
which brings such high acidity to the sweet, 
aromatic rieslings. And then, there is Washington, 
volcanic and alluvial, arid and verdant, bordered 
by ocean and river, punctuated by mountains, 
and home to both rain forest and desertlike land-
scapes. Nowhere else in the Old World or New can 
you taste a wine grown on volcanic bedrock one 
moment and in glacial silt the next, and discover 
those grapes came from vineyards just acres away 
from one another.

Could Washington be home to the world’s 
most unique terroir?

This is wine country writ in fire and ice. Here, 
the earth erupted: volcanoes spewed, basalt 
streamed out of fissures in the earth’s surface, 

then cooled, hardened, and folded as continen-
tal plates collided. Then came the glaciers and 
the Missoula Floods—formed when glacial dams 
blocking a Western Montana lake failed cata-
strophically. As those Ice Age waters raged across 
the land at 10 times the combined flow of all 
modern rivers, they scoured away sediment and 
left layers of glacial silt in their wake. 

For vinis vinifera, or wine grapes, such 
violence has been a blessing. Soils that are so 
predominately loess—wind-deposited silts—have 
an exceptional ability to transmit moisture. Water 

moves quickly through sandy soils and is trapped 
in clay, but silt has the perfect particle size to 
transmit water from the surface to a deeper level 
at a slow rate, giving vines time to absorb that 
water. Both the basalt bedrock and loess top soils 
in Washington are—geologically speaking—quite 
young, which means grape vines benefit from 
little nitrogen and a lot of contact with mica, crys-
tal, quartz, metamorphic rocks, and granite—raw 
materials, not weathered down. 

Terroir is not just soil, though, it is also 
climate. Washington’s position on the globe 

between the 46th and 48th parallels—the same 
as France’s grape-growing regions—makes for 
long, hot summer days, with very little rain: ideal 
ripening conditions. “I think a hallmark of our 
winemaking, and what makes our wine so natu-
rally balanced, is that it starts cooling dramati-
cally in September,” geologist Kevin Pogue says. 
“Wines stop ripening naturally. We have a natural 
control valve because we’re at the same latitude as 
Bordeaux and have the same length of days.” That 
natural control on wine also means we don’t get 
“frankenwine,” highly manipulated wines. Unlike 

neighbors to the south, Washington doesn’t have 
to remove alcohol from wine. “You can taste the 
fruit naturally. It’s raspberries and cherries, and 
not overripe prunes,” Pogue says. “That’s a result 
of our geology and our geography.”  

The Pacific Ocean bumps up against two 
mountain ranges, making for wet weather to the 
west, and a dry, arid, agricultural powerhouse east 
of the mountains, in Eastern Washington. Nights 
cool quickly, allowing grapes to retain bright acid-
ity, while cold winters permit vines to go into total 
dormancy and let soils recharge with water. 

For Washington, the consequences of this ter-
roir are obvious in the bottle and the glass. 

Wines from the Columbia Valley—the AVA that 
comprises more than 90 percent of the state’s 
grape-growing areas—have fruit intensity and 
purity. Winemaker and Master of Wine Bob Betz 
says Washington sauvignon blanc smells and 
tastes like sauvignon blanc; cabernet is varietally 
correct. While Washington wines may have simi-
lar pH and TA levels—indicators of the strength 
and acid level in wine—as a Napa cabernet, there 
is a structural difference that’s apparent. 

“Ours are a little sturdier, a little slower to 
emerge in their youth, and a little longer lasting 
in the cellar,” Betz says.

Fruit intensity and purity may be, in part, a 
result of the soils here, which have such a violent 
past and are a unifying theme for Washington 
wines. That our wines are fresh in their youth, 
and that well-made wine ages well, is becoming a 
given. And yet within this sensory umbrella, there 
come subtle differences, too. 

born of fire
While the bedrock in the Naches Heights AVA 
is loess on top of andesite—a blocky volcanic 
rock produced by the Goat Rocks volcano in the 
Cascades—the Columbia Gorge, on Washington’s 
southern border, has a greater variety of soils than 
any other part of the Northwest. Thanks to its 
proximity to both ancient and modern glaciers, 
and because most have a 1,000-foot elevation, 
above the Missoula floods, much of the region is 
covered in volcanic soil. Pumice is standard instead 
of sand, and some areas even have clay. This all 
makes it easy to grow a diversity of varietals here. 

“We have the rainfall gradient going from east 
to west in the gorge. Wetter parts have places 
with 40 inches of rainfall, but go east into the rain 

Vines scatter across a basalt 
cliff formed by ancient 

volcanoes. They jut out from 
among an acre of fist-size 
cobbles. Grapes blossom, 
thick skinned and purple 
under a blazing sun and 
against a howling wind. 

Previous pages: 
Between wahluke 
slope and Red 
Mountain; Mary-
hill Vineyard 
with Mount hood 
in the back-
ground. opposite:  
Vineyards on Red 
Mountain. this 
page, clockwise 
from top: Looking 
north across Lake 
Chelan; snipes 
conglomerate 
soil; vineyard 
rows in the 
Rocks of Milton-
Freewater.
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shadow and rainfall drops about an inch per mile. So, by 
the time you’re in Maryhill, the rainfall is about 10 inches 
per year,” says Alan Busacca, geologist and viticulturist. 

As a result, in a span of about 40 miles, Washington 
grows everything from pinot noir in the cooler, damper 
west side to syrah in the hot and dry east side, especially 
once you reach the Horse Heaven Hills AVA, one of the 
state’s warmest growing regions. In addition to the arid 
conditions and soils comprised of wind-blown sand and 
loess, Missoula Flood sediment, and basalt bedrock, there 
is the wind. Howlers reduce canopy over the grapes and 
toughen grape skins. The result is cabernets dense with 
black cherry and cassis, as well as merlots that are full of 
sweet cherries, raspberry, and chocolate. 

Horse Heaven Hills wines deliver long and supple tan-
nins, those astringent and dry notes that comes from grape 
skins and seeds or the oak the wine is aged in, and helps 
give wine its backbone as well as an ability to age. Here, 
that makes for a distinct, textural feel that is very welcom-
ing. In the nearby Yakima Valley, the cabernet sauvignon is 
a little more delicate, not as powerful, and opens up earlier 
while aging in the bottle and in the glass. 

Meanwhile, in the state’s Cascade Valley and North Cen-
tral region, fire also influences. The deep valley glacier that 
carved out Lake Chelan also left glacial deposits on top of 
granite bedrock throughout the region. Then came volcanic 
eruptions, which covered the area in ash. It is remarkable 
for a wine region. 

Add to this the fact that temperatures here remain mild 
thanks to the influence of the enormous lake, and the 
result is especially profound in white wines, which tend 
to have bright acidity, lots of stone fruit on the palate, and 
increased minerality. 

raised on ice
The glacial ice floes that pushed through during the Mis-
soula Flood are most obvious in the soils of the Columbia 
Basin, which stretches across the southeastern part of  
the state. 

From soil to climate, Snipes Mountain—a sub-AVA of 
the Yakima Valley AVA—is unique. It has its own micro-
climate, its own rain shadow, and its own soil. While the 
north slope is typically covered in wind-blown soils over 
lakebeds, the south is home to aridisol, a desert soil, which 
is composed of 8- to 10-million-year-old river-worn rock 
cobbles, compacted silt, and absolutely no organic matter. 
The unique mineral’s composition is so exclusive to this 
small sliver of the Yakima Valley that it’s known as the 
Snipes conglomerate. 

The steep south slopes provide elevation and dramatic 
vine angles—which wash the grapes in wind and provide 
excellent air drainage. The elevation and incline provide 
dramatic cooling at night, allowing the grapes to retain 
bright acidity and bringing richness and ripeness during 
the day. Grenache from this region has a great deal of 
intense fruit and balance but is not as brooding as from 
other places in the state. 

At Red Mountain, loess soils atop Missoula Flood glacial 
flood deposits cover the state’s smallest AVA. Grapes here 
benefit from the mountain’s southwest-facing slope, which 
builds high heat during the day and allows the fruit to 

WIND-DEPOSITED SOILS
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Winds create dust storms that 
deposit flood-derived top soil 
called loess.
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develop very ripe tannins. Meanwhile, cool 
nights—made cooler still by the Yakima River 
bounding the mountain to the west—help these 
grapes retain acidity, giving the wines structure 
and backbone.

Grow to know the mountain, and it’s easy to 
discern its terroir on the nose and palate. Until 
then, look for big, deep, dark, concentrated reds 
that, at their best, are also structured, tannic, 
and exceptionally balanced. 

Among rolling wheat fields and the steps of 
the Palouse and the Blue Mountains, stretching 
across the boarder into Oregon, is the Walla 
Walla Valley AVA. Once known for sweet onions 
and peas, it is now perhaps the state’s most 
famous wine region. Largely loess covered, the 
AVA is dominated by reds, though it is also cooler and wetter than a number 
of other regions. Precipitation can average 15 inches in the western region 
and 20 in the eastern section along the Blue Mountains. Climate and soil 
collide on the palate here in the form of supple wines, often with a slight 
bramble and smoky quality. 

“The difference between Red Mountain and Walla Walla, for example, 
is remarkable,” Betz says. “Walla Walla is supple, plump, not as much fruit 
intensity, but this nice breadth to the wines. Red Mountain has this terrific 
intensity of fruit. Powerful. More astringency and demands more time in the 
cellar for emergence.”

Then there is The Rocks of Milton-Freewater, 
by far the most terroir-distinct place in the 
region, the nation, and perhaps even, some 
argue, the world. 

Rocks District vineyards themselves are 
actually in Oregon, but it is in Washington that 
the majority of the wine is made. The Rocks—
home site of cult-favorite winery Cayuse—is 
also expected to be the nation’s next AVA. Once 
approved, it will be the only AVA in the United 
States defined not by location or boundaries, 
but by soil type. 

Set atop an alluvial fan wholly within the 
otherwise loess-covered Walla Walla Valley 
AVA, the 3,770-acre Rocks District is covered 
in round, fist-sized, basalt cobblestones. Think 

the gallets of Châteauneuf-du-Pape atop a volcanic core. These stones peeled 
off the Blue Mountains, were tumbled smooth during their journey along the 
Walla Walla River, and were deposited as the river reached the valley floor. 

Not only are they aesthetically unlike any other in the state, they are 
unique in their chemistry, too—higher in iron, magnesium, and calcium. 
Dark and coarse, they also absorb heat from the sun and radiate it back to 
the vines, which aids in early ripening. 

It’s a difference that can be tasted. Cabernets and syrahs are dense and 
smoky, high in tannins, and are so unique that after just a few times even most 
neophytes can distinguish a Rocks wine from all others in a blind tasting.   n
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“Wines stop ripening 
naturally. We have 

a natural control 
valve because we’re at 

the same latitude as 
Bordeaux and have the 

same length of days.”
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spanish Castle Vineyard in the Ancient Lakes


