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In the 1991 edition of Hugh Johnson’s Modern Encyclopedia of Wine, the noted wine critic 
devoted two scant paragraphs of his 576-page work to Virginia, dropping names of a handful of 
wineries -- some of which are still around -- and offering a brief review of an industry that was 
clearly in its infancy. 

“The Virginians are still wary of vinifera,” wrote Johnson. “Archie Smith, of Meredyth Vineyards, 
who has been one of the leaders, was initially entirely sceptical [sic] and planted only hybrids, 
but has started to come round to Riesling and Chardonnay. … Barboursville Vineyards and 
Montdomaine cellars at Monticello and Prince Michael [sic] are also having success with 
Chardonnay and Riesling. The Virginia wine industry now has 40 wineries with 1,300 acres.”  1

After 30 years of aging, Virginia wine has matured dramatically. 

Today, Virginia has nearly 300 wineries  and 410  vineyards, and produces over 2.4 million 2 3

gallons  of wine, the vast majority from vinifera grapes; from well known merlot, cabernet 4

sauvignon, and chardonnay, to more esoteric varieties like tannat, rkatsiteli, and vermentino. 
And the wines themselves have come a long way from the “reasonable ‘but light’” wines 
Johnson described in 1991.   5

Two state-based wine competitions have been evaluating wines in juried competitions since the 
early 1980s  and 1990s : the Governor’s Cup (1982)  and the State Fair of Virginia (1991).  This 6 7 8 9

analysis looks at gold and silver medals awarded between 2007 and 2019 through these 
competitions and identifies key trends and advances in quality, quantity, and variety.  
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The Land: American Viticultural Areas in Virginia 

While not all of the state has suitable conditions for grape growing, there are certain key areas 
where the right mix of topography, soil, and climate combine to provide favorable conditions. In 
some places those areas are designated as American Viticultural Areas. 

An American Viticultural Area (AVA) is a federally designated zone that contains a unique mix of 
environmental characteristics that distinguish it from other areas. In the U.S. there are 246 AVAs 
across 33 states, with over half in California.  Virginia is home to 8 AVAs  in regions as diverse 10 11

as the Blue Ridge mountains in the west to the flat Northern Neck peninsula in the east along 
the Potomac River.  

● Appalachian High Country AVA (shared with North Carolina and Tennessee)  12

● Middleburg Virginia AVA 
● Monticello AVA 
● North Fork of Roanoke AVA 
● Northern Neck George Washington Birthplace AVA 
● Rocky Knob AVA 
● Shenandoah Valley AVA (shared with West Virginia) 
● Virginia's Eastern Shore AVA 

To achieve the designation, vineyards apply to the federal Alcohol and Tobacco Tax Trade 
Bureau (TTB), documenting the conditions and microclimate which they believe make their area 
unique. For example, in their 2008 application to create the Middleburg AVA, Rachel Martin, 
then-Executive Vice President of Boxwood Winery, wrote that “The area is underlain dominantly 
by fractured granites and gneisses intruded with occasional greenstone dyke.” Of the climate, 
she wrote, “The region is cooler than other AVAs in the state and the perennial western soft 
breezes coming from the Ashby Gap in the Blue Ridge Mountains also dissipates the morning 
fog, lessens the effect of frost and reduces the incidence of mildew during the growing season 
of April through October.”  (The AVA was authorized by TTB in 2012. ) 13 14
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The oldest AVA in Virginia is The Shenandoah Valley (1982),  while Appalachian High Country 15

is the newest, designated in 2016 from an application submitted in 2014  by Johnny James of 16

Bethel Valley Farms and the High Country Wine Growers Association (North Carolina). That AVA 
encompasses all of Grayson County, Va. in the Southwest corner of the state. 

AVAs: Inside and Out 

Of Virginia’s nearly 300 wineries,  109, about a third, are situated within one of the state’s 8 17

AVAs. The Monticello AVA has the most wineries, while the Appalachian High Country, Eastern 
Shore, and North Fork of Roanoke have the fewest with one each. Middleburg, which has 19 
wineries, is in the area of the state with the highest overall number of wineries and also has a 
substantial number that appear to be just outside the designated area. The following table ranks 
the AVAs according to the number of wineries.  

More broadly, the state wine marketing office carves the state into 10 regions. Each AVA is 
situated within one of the regions. The table below shows the regions and the number of 
wineries within each region as well as the AVA contained within the region where one exists. 
(Note: Not all wineries in a region are within the AVA.) 

AVA Wineries

Monticello 48

Shenandoah Valley 27

Middleburg 19

Northern Neck 
George Washington 
Birthplace

10

Rocky Knob 2

Appalachian High 
Country 1

Eastern Shore 1

North Fork of 
Roanoke

1

TOTAL 109

Source: 2019 Virginia Wine Guide map
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Wines from AVAs 

Among wines entered in the State Fair and Governor’s Cup competitions between 2007 and 
2019 , wines from the Monticello AVA received the most gold and silver awards (833), with the 18

Shenandoah Valley AVA coming in second (328), and the Middleburg AVA third (149). In all, of 
the 2,627 awards for grape-based wines given between 2007 and 2019 in those competitions, 
1,431, over half, were for AVA designated wines. And of those, over 90% were from those three 
AVAs. 

In part this is due to the presence of a relatively large number of wineries in those AVAs. For 
example, in Monticello there are 48 wineries, while Virginia’s Eastern Shore AVA has exactly 
one. While an AVA designation is no guarantee of quality, the time and expense that goes into 
the analysis of soil, topography, and climate conditions -- as well as the desire of winemakers to 
preserve the value of the designation -- can be an indication of the seriousness of the 
winemaking effort of a wine labeled with an AVA designation.  

Region Wineries AVA

Northern Virginia 89 Middleburg

Central Virginia 81 Monticello

Shenandoah Valley 30 Shenandoah Valley

Blue Ridge 18 Appalachian High Country, North 
Fork of Roanoke, Rocky Knob

Virginia Mountains 12 None

Southern Virginia 11 None

Chesapeake Bay 10 Northern Neck George 
Washington Birthplace

Hampton Roads 9 None

Heart of Appalachia 3 None

Eastern Virginia 1 Eastern Shore

TOTAL 264

Source: https://www.virginiawine.org/wineries; 2019 Virginia Wine Guide map
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But not all wineries or vineyards are located in an AVA. In addition, as AVAs also have defined 
boundaries, some wineries located just outside an AVA may share many if not all of an AVA’s 
defined characteristics. And still others are located in large swaths of land which, while suitable 
for growing grapes, do not necessarily possess any distinguishing characteristics sufficient to 
merit undertaking an AVA application yet which also produce quality, award-winning wines.  

For example, the Northern Virginia region is home to 89 wineries, the highest of any of the 
state’s wine regions. But the AVA within the region, Middleburg, has only 19 wineries. As a 
result, while the AVA wines account for 149 silver and gold medals since 2007, the remaining 
714 of the region’s total 863 medals (83%) go to wines grown outside of the AVA.  

Moreover, as the notion of what the French call terroir, the hard-to-pinpoint character that a wine 
gets from its soil and climate, is highly subjective, an AVA designation may have as much if not 
more to do with marketing. 

Grape Varieties & Performance 

While Virginia is home to nearly 300 wineries,  there are approximately 410 total vineyards , 19 20

most of which are part of the operations of specific wineries. Others sell grapes on the 
commercial market within and outside the state. 

Of the 3,800 total bearing and non-bearing acres,  the vast majority, 3,028, (79%) are planted 21

with vinifera grapes such as malbec, chardonnay, and cabernet sauvignon.  The remaining 22

acreage is given over to hybrid grapes like chambourcin, seyval, vidal blanc, or American 
grapes like norton and concord.  Wines that are labeled with the name of the grape variety -- 23

varietal labeling -- must be made from at least 75% of that grape.  24

Of the 2,627 gold and silver medals awarded to grape-based wines between 2007 and 2019 for 
the two state competitions, 1,862 (70%) went to wines labeled with the name of a single vinifera 
grape and 173 (6.5%) went to wines labeled with the name of a single hybrid grape.  While the 25

requirement for at least 75% of the grape named on the label for a single-varietal wine 
necessarily excludes red wines blended in the Bordeaux style -- often labeled as “Meritage” or 
“Ameritage” -- those wines account for an additional 300 awards and are blended from key 
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vinifera grapes such as cabernet sauvignon, merlot, cabernet franc, and petit verdot. And that 
number is likely higher as it is based on what is expressed on the label. Many wineries craft 
bordeaux blends which are not labeled as meritage or similar and so don’t show up in the data. 

Of the vinifera labeled wines separate from the Meritage blends, cabernet franc has received 
the most awards with 346. That makes a certain amount of sense when you consider that 
cabernet franc is the second most widely grown grape in Virginia (1,118 tons in 2015) , second 26

to chardonnay (1,236 tons in 2015).   27

What is remarkable about this list, is that these top 6 award winning wine varieties are all 
vinifera grapes. In addition, 4 of the top 6 award winning varietals are reds. That represents 
significant change within the industry since its early years as described by Hugh Johnson, when 
growers were skeptical and a handful of wineries had “vinifera trials going.”   28

The Wines 
But perhaps most critically, the wines themselves have improved dramatically. 

In the 1994 edition of The Oxford Companion to Wine, editor Jancis Robinson notes in the 
section on the mid-Atlantic that in Virginia, “today viniferas outnumber hybrids three to one,” and 
she further notes about the wine that, “Chardonnay and the red Bordeaux varieties do 
exceptionally well.”  29

By 2006, in that year’s edition of the Oxford Companion, Virginia gets its own entry and, in 
addition to the previous accolades, Robinson adds that “interesting wines are also made from 

Top Winning Varieties 2007-2019 (over 100 
awards)

CABERNET FRANC 346

CHARDONNAY 305

PETIT VERDOT 260

VIOGNIER 225

MERLOT 138

CABERNET SAUVIGNON 129

 2015 Commercial Grape Report 26

 2015 Commercial Grape Report 27
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Norton, Touriga Nacional, Tannat, Petit Verdot, Viognier, and Petit Manseng.”  And finally in 30

2020, in the latest edition of his pocket guide, the critic Hugh Johnson devotes an entire page to 
Virginia, digging into and rating specific wineries and wines as “luscious,” and “lively,” and “can 
age 10 yrs+,” and he describes the industry overall as producing “Elegant, world-class 
outcomes.”  31

And critical attention has expanded more broadly to competitions outside the state. In 2019, 33 
Virginia wines brought home bronze, silver, gold, and double gold awards in the prestigious San 
Francisco International Wine Competition, the majority of them reds.  Wineries also won gold 32

and silver awards at the 2019 San Diego Wine Challenge.  And 72 wines just took home 33

medals in the 2020 San Francisco Chronicle Wine Competition.  34

Patrick Getlein is a State Fair of Virginia wine competition judge and writer. A retired non-profit 
communications and management executive, he has followed the Virginia wine industry for over 
two decades. He lives in Richmond and can be reached at pgetlein@gmail.com. 
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