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Living in the USA 
California

chapter 4



There is probably no better time in history to 

be an American wine drinker. So many wines 

from so many wine regions, both established
and off the beaten path, are available that it truly is an embarrassment of riches. 

How to choose from all of the gems that line the shelves of wine shops and super-

markets and jump off the pages of wine lists?

When it comes to wine, Americans, no matter their political leanings, seem to 

be of one mind, one heart, one palate. We love our country’s wines, and we vote 

with our wallets and purses for wines produced in the United States. American wine 

consumers are a patriotic bunch: mostly, we “drink American,” while enthusiasti-

cally dabbling with foreign wines from all over the planet. 

Many of us have become “locavores” when it comes to enjoying food and wine, 

and that’s great because all 50 states produce wines for an increasing audience of 

Americans. Still, there is only one 800-pound gorilla in America’s wine cellar that 

cannot be ignored, and that commanding presence is California . . . .
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The new American 
wine culture

BY THE TIME YOU READ THIS PAGE, 

the United States will be well on its way to 

becoming the world’s number one wine-

consuming nation, a position it is predicted to hold 

before the year 2010. This rise in consumption repre-

sents a true sea change for a country and culture that 

in the past has been far more identifi ed with beer and 

spirits. There are some compelling reasons why the 

United States has risen to the top when it comes to 

wine consumption, including the following facts:

• There are now more than 5,000 wineries in the 

United States, and every state, including Alaska 

and Hawaii, takes part in that total. Twenty-

fi ve years ago, there were about 1,500 wineries; 

thirty years ago there were only about 250. Forty 

of the fi fty states have commercial vineyards; 

the others buy grapes or juice from other states. 

And wine has become big business in the United 

States. The wine industry contributes more than 

$60 billion to the U.S. economy and provides 

close to 600,000 jobs.

• As Americans, we seem to love our own wines, 

but not just the wines of California. Nationwide, 
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we consume about 70% domestic wines. 

This patriotic percentage would probably be 

even higher, but the price-attractive wines of 

Australia, New Zealand, Argentina, and Chile 

are also quite popular here, accounting for 

about 15% of the total U.S. wine market.

• Wine is perceived as, and has been scientifi cally 

proven by physicians and researchers around the 

world to be, a healthy beverage when consumed 

with food and in moderation. In the minds of 

many Americans, wine has become a nearly 

guilt-free pleasure.

• Americans love to dine out in restaurants, 

and wine is an important part of that dining 

experience. Traditionally, “wine destination” 

restaurants are perceived as white-tablecloth 

venues where prices can be extravagant, but 

that perception is as dated as an over-the-hill 

bottle of Merlot. Dining and wine have become 

a lot more egalitarian, a lot more accessible. 

Starting in 2004, Olive Garden, the well-known 

kind-of-Italian restaurant chain, put together a 

chain-wide wine list of just thirty-eight wines, 

but with thirty-three of the wines available by 

the glass, all of them available to taste for free. 

The result: Olive Garden gives away 35,000 

cases of wine per year but sells 1 million cases 

per year, making the chain the No. 1 restaurant 

venue for wine sales in the entire country. In 

doing so, Olive Garden (and other wine-savvy 

restaurateurs and chains) has turned the idea 

of a “wine destination” restaurant on its ear. 

Clearly, wine has become a part of eating out, 

whether it’s to grab a pizza or burger, a bowl of 

pasta and a salad, or an elaborate and formal 

multicourse dinner.

• Over the last decade there has been an increase 

of 35% to 40% in the total wine-drinking 

population of the United States, driven not only 

by people traditionally considered to be the 

American wine drinkers—male, white, middle- 

or upper-class, middle-aged or older—but also 

more by women, who now account for close to 

65% of the wine purchased in the United States, 

and by younger wine drinkers. People in their 

twenties and early thirties love to try a wide 

variety of wines, especially what the industry 

calls “adventure brands,” wines with curious and 

humorous names—Smashed Grapes, Smoking 

Loon, Plungerhead, 3 Blind Moose, Fat Bastard, 

Mad Housewife, Screw Kappa Napa, and, of 

Hells Canyon Winery in Idaho makes award-winning wine, 
including this delicious Cabernet Sauvignon Reserve.

Unusual, often humorous labels that feature animals or 
tell a story are popular in the U.S. wine market.



course, Cat’s Pee on a Gooseberry Bush are 

just eight examples among hundreds of such 

brands. These wines are tasty and fun and are 

also attractively priced, usually less than $12 per 

bottle (although a bottle of the elegant Used 

Automobile Parts is 50 bucks!).

• Per capita wine consumption has been 

dropping precipitously in France, Italy, Spain, 

and Portugal, nations that have been closely 

identifi ed with wine as their national beverage 

of choice.

• Exports of French wine to the United States 

have suffered incremental losses in the past 

several years, while exports of Italian and 

Spanish wines have more than held their own in 

the United States. Portugal has begun to make 

some inroads in our market, but overall, with 

the exception of the fortifi ed wine Port, Portugal 

is a minor player here.

• Exports of American wines have grown 

exponentially and now stand at more than $1 

billion per year. About 60% of this wine is sold 

to the countries that make up the European 

Union (EU), even though the European wine 

industry is heavily subsidized by government 

and very tough taxes and tariffs are placed 

on American wines imported to EU member 

nations. In addition, Canada, Japan, and 

Mexico, the top three non-EU export markets, 

account for more than $225 million, or more 

than 20% of total wine exports.

• Ironically, our own per capita wine 

consumption still is quite low, even when 

compared to the sliding European per capita 

fi gures (an average of about 13 gallons [49 

liters] per capita in Italy, France, and Spain, 

but only a little more than 2 gallons [7.5 liters 

per capita] in the United States). However, 

the combined population of Italy, France, and 

Spain is about 160 million; the population of 

the United States is about 300 million. While we 

appear to have a growing and dedicated core of 

wine drinkers, less than 15% of American wine 

drinkers consume more than 45% of total wine 

consumed in our country. What this means is 

that we have a lot of room to grow in both our 

per capita and total consumption, and since 

1996 we have seen steady annual growth in one 

or both of these metrics.

The United States is developing a measurable 

and largely home-grown wine culture, and it doesn’t 

just stop at increased wine consumption. The Napa 

Valley, for example, is the hottest tourist destination 

in California (Disneyland is second; think about it), 

but it may also surprise you to know that more than 

750,000 people per year visit the vineyards and win-

eries of Virginia, and the spectacular Biltmore Estate, 

located in Asheville, North Carolina, is the most-vis-

ited winery in the United States. Wineries and vine-

yards have become tourist destinations, and wine 

has become a prominent symbol of a sophisticated, 

relaxed, and enjoyable American lifestyle, both at 

home and in restaurants. We see wine in our movies 

(remember Sideways?), our literature (and not just in 

wine books), our colleges (wine courses are immensely 

popular on campuses throughout the nation), and of 

course, television (note the rise of the Food Network 

and its various wine-conscious offspring). Wine soft-

ware (some good, some not so good) abounds, and 

Web sites dedicated to wine (again, quality can be 

very high or very low) are literally innumerable.

This sign, located on Highway 29 in the Napa Valley, is a sym-
bolic gateway to the world of California wine.
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