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One writer gets an education on  
the state’s varietals

By M. Diane McCormick

Carolyn and Cheryl at Brookmere Farm 
Vineyards call some of their visitors  
“wall huggers” – people slinking around  
the edges of the wine shop, too scared to 
ask questions. So the women  
extend a friendly invitation. 

“Step up to the counter,” they say. “We’ll help 
you find something you like.” 

In a past life, I was a wall hugger, too. But, 
after several trips to Pennsylvania wineries, 
I’ve learned a lot about wines and the people 
who make them. I’m no Sideways-like wine 
connoisseur yet. Call me a wine-for-dummies, 
girl-on-the-street expert. One with a new 
Pennsylvania wine collection. 

Tastings vary among wineries, from 
choreographed line-ups progressing from 
dry to sweet to the customer’s choice of wine 
poured into plastic cups. At Crossing Vineyards 
in Bucks County, I step up to the counter of 
the elegantly tiled tasting room with two other 
curious novices. Owner Tom Carroll Sr. – who 
teaches Wine Tasting for Dummies at the 
Crossing Vineyard’s Wine Institute – knows he 
has wine dummies on hand, but he is glad to 
walk us through the process. 

Step one: He pours a bit of Viognier in a wine 
glass, and I stuff my nose right in for a whiff. 

“What do you smell,” he asks? 

“Uh, grapes.” 

“Well, it’s a start.” 

Step two: Hold the glass by the stem, and 
swirl like crazy, creating a little whirlpool. I sniff 
again and – wonder of wonders – detect deeper 
aromas of citrus and spice. 

Step three: Take a sip and – here is the hard 
part – bend over and slurp in air through pursed 
lips without swallowing, drooling, or choking 
with laughter. Finally, swish the wine around 
inside the mouth to engage every taste area 
of the tongue – sweet in the front, acid on the 
sides, bitter in the back. 

I am not sure, but maybe I am starting to get this. 

Under Tom’s coaching, I notate my wine list 
with sophisticated-sounding thoughts like 
“layered” and “toasty.” Others, I simply mark 
with a checkmark or a sad face, but at least I am 
discovering my personal tastes in wine.

So when I open that fruity Viognier, I’ll recall 
my Wine 101 lesson at Crossing Vineyards. And 
that bottle of Brookmere Chambourcin? Here’s 
a toast to my bygone days as a wall-hugger. 

	 1  Brookmere Farm Vineyards, Belleville  
	 2  Crossing Vineyards, Washington Crossing		
	 3  Chaddsford Winery, Chadds Ford 
	 4  Sorrenti’s Cherry Valley Vineyards, Saylorsburg 
	 5  Presque Isle Wine Cellars, North East  
	 6  Penn Shore Vineyards, North East  
	 7  Christian W. Klay Winery, Chalk Hill 

POURING OVER THE 
FACTS: With approximately 
14,000 acres of grapes, 
Pennsylvania ranks 4th 
nationally in the  
amount of grapes grown (including 
juice grapes). The state also ranks 
8th in the production of wine. 

William Penn first planted wine grapes in what is now Fairmont 
Park in Philadelphia in 1684, but the state’s wine industry did not 
immediately cultivate success. Four decades later, Penn’s son’s 
gardener, James Alexander, was still experimenting with grapes when 
he discovered a vine growing along the Schuylkill River – it was a 
spontaneous hybrid of vinifera and labrusca grapes. It became known 
as the Alexander grape.  The Alexander may have been a prominent 
achievement in Pennsylvania’s viticultural history, but the state’s Vitis 
vinifera grapevines still faltered for two more centuries because of 
harsh winters, poor economic returns, virus and phylloxera, a pest 
that eats on the roots of grapevines. 

Despite its slow start, the wine industry in Pennsylvania today 
is flourishing. Years of experimentation and developments in planting 
technologies, as well as patience and capital, have helped improve the state’s 
wine products. But what makes the state right for growing wine grapes? 
How is it that grapes can survive under a blanket of snow in the northwest 
corner of the state or thrive on vines in the southeast, where there is an 
unpredictability of rainfall during growing season?

That which does not kill our vines, makes them stronger. Different 
varieties thrive in different climates, says Marc Chien, wine grape  
extension educator for Penn State Cooperative Extension. Pennsylvania’s distinct 
regions are a climate smorgasbord.

The state’s warm southeast has some 
of the best viticulture soils anywhere, Chien 
says, so Chardonnays from wineries such 
as the longstanding Chaddsford Winery 
win international competitions. The cooler 
mountain areas coddle red French-American 
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A Toast To 

The term “wine cellar” just might 
say it all. Basically, wines do well in cellars. 
Why? “Wine should be kept between 50 
and 65 degrees, at a steady temperature, 
in the dark,” says Penn State Enology 
Educator Steven D. Menke. “Temperature 
fluctuations are a killer to wine.” Wine 
undergoes chemical reactions that bring 
out the flavors, but heat can hasten the 
process, while cold doesn’t let flavors 
develop, he says. 

For those without a dark, cool cellar, many 
wine storage systems are fine, Menke says, 
as long as they prevent fluctuations. Some 
smaller, cheaper systems aren’t strong 
enough to keep a consistent temperature. 

Moderate relative humidity, between 50 to 
80 percent, keeps corks from drying. Dry 
corks let in air that can turn wine into an 
expensive bottle of vinegar. 

When building shelves, think of the types of 
wines that will fill them. Larger bottles, such 
as champagne magnums or 1.5 liter bottles, 
need fatter spaces, but not every wine 
has to lie down. Wines bottled with a cork 
should lie flat or hang upside down to keep 
the cork from drying out, but natural corks 
are not the standard anymore. Wines closed 
with synthetic corks or screw caps can be 
stored upright, Menke says. Each should be 
stored with labels visible and individually 
accessible, to avoid disturbances that can 
accelerate chemical reactions. 

Tom Carroll, Sr., of Crossing Vineyards 
in Bucks County, suggests that wine 
collectors buy three bottles of a wine they 
like and then keep a wine journal. Open one 
of the bottles every six months, and each 
time, note things such as color, scents, 
tastes, and any changes. White wines, 
which lack the tannins that help preserve 
reds, can go bad more quickly. A general 
but not strict rule from Menke: Most whites 
are consumed within a year or two, while 
reds can last three or four years. 

A good wine cellar should contain wines 
ready for sipping, as well as wines that  
will be ready shortly and ones that  
require more time for maturing. Follow 
these tips and you can transform a 
musty basement filled with cobwebs and 
cardboard boxes into a showroom of 
delicious Pennsylvania wines. — MDM

Pennsylvania  
Grape Varieties

Concord
The Concord grape is 

the state’s leading grape 
varietal, also used for 

juice, jam and jelly.

Niagara
The Concord’s pale 

cousin, the Niagara is  
a floral, strongly  

flavored white grape.

Catawba
The Catawba is a 

 purplish-red grape with 
a musky, rather  

sweet flavor.

Delaware
The fruity aroma of  
this pinkish-brown 

grape is good for use in 
sparkling wines.

hybrids, so that Brookmere in Belleville produces a mean Chambourcin and 
Sorrenti’s Cherry Valley Vineyards in the Pocono Mountains bottles Kittatinny 
Red, a fruity blend of French and Concord grapes. Lake Erie breezes keep 
temperatures moderate, allowing industry pioneers Presque Isle Wine Cellars 
and Penn Shore Vineyards to create whites with just the right acidity to cut 
through heavy foods. 

Climate and terrain are not all that contribute to the success of the 
state’s wine industry. Pennsylvania wineries have won awards in numerous 
international competitions over the last few years and turned heads of 
respected wine critics.

One of these is Roger Morris, a wine columnist and writer for Saveur 
magazine. He recently praised the Pennsylvania wine industry for its 
breakthrough successes. “It’s like living in San Francisco when Napa Valley  
was coming of age in the early 1970s,” he wrote.  

A Pennsylvania wine collection can start with 
a variety of reds, suggests Steve Menke, Penn State 
oenology educator. Merlot from the southeast and 
central regions is good to have on hand, he advises, 
and Cabernet Franc and Chambourcin are the 
staples of many regions. In whites, try Chardonnay, 

RIPE WITH SUCCESS: 
There are more than 
90 wineries in the 
Keystone State which 
produce a delightful 
array of wine varieties.
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Pennsylvania’s modern-day wine industry 
began on Lake Erie’s shore, with Presque 
Isle Wine Cellars and Penn Shore Vineyards 
in 1969. Today, Pennsylvania is divided into 
seven wine regions: 

Philadelphia and the Countryside: 
32 wineries around Philadelphia, Allentown, 
and Reading.

Northeast Pennsylvania Mountains: 
11 wineries in and around the Endless 
Mountains and the Pocono Mountains.

Dutch Country Roads: 18 wineries 
around Lancaster, Harrisburg, York and 
Gettysburg. 

The Alleghenies and Her Valleys:  
11 wineries around Altoona, State College,  
and Bloomsburg. 

Pennsylvania Wilds:  8 wineries in  
north-central Pennsylvania.

Pittsburgh and Its Countryside:  
16 wineries in southwestern Pennsylvania. 

Pennsylvania’s Great Lakes Region:  
7 wineries around Erie. 

When a winery trip isn’t possible, other  
outlets beckon. Many Wine & Spirits Stores 
offer local wines or can get them through 
special order, and some are available online, 
at www.pawineandspirits.com. Many wineries 
also sell online or at satellite stores. 

For more information on Pennsylvania’s seven  
wine regions and a complete listing of wineries,  
go to visitPA.com.

 

IF YOU GO: The Pennsylvania Wine Association website, www.pennsylvaniawine.com, features 
recipes, monthly top 10 lists, and information on events and festivals. It also lists wine trails 
– drivable routes with vineyards that offer tours, tastings and special events. The association’s 
comprehensive “Pennsylvania Touring Guide and Directory of Wineries” is available by e-mailing 
info@pennsylvaniawine.com or calling 1.877.4PAWINE, or by visiting Pennsylvania wineries.

 

Vidal, Riesling, and Gewürztraminer, plus a Viognier and Pinot Gris from 
the southeast or Erie. Also take home a popular new white grape called the 
Traminette, growing best in the Lehigh Valley. Likened to one of its parents, 
Gewürztraminer, the Traminette is a dry, Alsace-style varietal with floral and 
spicy notes.

In addition, sweet wines like Niagaras bring versatility to wine collections, 
adds Sharon Klay, of Christian W. Klay Winery in Chalk Hill, near Uniontown. 

“We have a sparkling red – Summit Mist – and even people who don’t 
like sweet wines like this one,” she says. “It’s a dessert wine. You add a scoop 
of vanilla ice cream, and it’s a dessert float. Those kinds of things are fun  
to discover.”   

Pennsylvania’s Wine Regions

Antler Ridge Winery
Battlecreek Road, off Route 187, Rome, PA.
(570) 247-7222. www.AntlerRidgeWinery.com

Bird Song Winery
Bahr’s Road, off Route 220 near Dushore, PA.
(570) 928-7170. www.birdsongwinery.com

Eagle Rock Winery
Route 42, Laporte. 1 Eagles Mere Ave., Eagles Mere, PA.
(570) 946-7767. www.eaglerockwinery.com

Hidden Creek Vineyard and Winery, Inc.
Off Route 367, follow signs from Route 6, Laceyville, PA.
(570) 869-WINE (9463). www.hiddencreekwines.com

Laddsburg Mountain Winery
Marsh Rd., off Route 220, New Albany, PA.
(570) 363-2476. www.laddsburgmountainwinery.com

Lopez Winery & Vineyard
Route 487, 8 miles north of Ricketts Glen State Park, PA.
(570) 928-7897. www.lopezwinery.com

Nimble Hill Vineyard & Winery
Tasting Room, Route 6, Tunkhannock, PA.
(570) 836-WINE (9463). www.nimblehill.com 

Pickering Winery 
Route 187, between Wysox & Rome, PA.
(570) 247-7269. www.pickeringwinery.com

E n d l e s s M o u n t a i n s  W i n e  T r a i l

Contact the Endless Mountains Visitors Bureau for a wine trail brochure, visitors guide and calendar of events:
1-800-769-8999    •   emvbrequests@epix.net   •   www.endlessmountains.org   




