
B E V E R A G E  I N D U S T R Y  N E W S

B I N M A G . C O M  $ 9 . 9 5

FERRARI-CARANO VINEYARDS AND WINERY
A  B R I G H T  F U T U R E

+   MEZCAL MAKES ITS MOVE  •  SPRING COCKTAILS  •  VODKA  ROCKS!  •  WINE BUZZ  •  AND MORE





18  BIN 2018

A BRIGHT FUTURE
FOR FERRARI-CARANO

Written By Allison Levine

More than 35 years ago, Don and Rhonda Carano founded Ferrari-Carano and 
broke ground in Sonoma County’s Dry Creek Valley. Second generation Italian-
Americans, Don and Rhonda were introduced to the beauty of Northern Sonoma 
County in 1979. They purchased a 60-acre parcel in the Alexander Valley which 
led to an interest in winemaking. Don, a lawyer, and Rhonda owned a hotel in 

Reno but began taking classes on enology and viticulture at UC Davis. They 
made “Carano Cellars” in their barn, which they gave away to friends. They also 

realized the potential of the area. In 1981, the Carano’s purchased additional 
vineyard land and founded Ferrari-Carano Vineyards and Winery. 

Today they own 1900 acres of vineyards across 24 ranches.



Rhonda Carano, CEO
Ferrari-Carano Winery
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In addition to celebrating their 35th 
anniversary in 2017, Ferrari-Carano also 
lost its founder Don Carano who passed 
away in October. “Don had a natural 
affinity to land,” Rhonda explained. 
“I believe that Don was most proud of 
Ferrari-Carano’s vineyards, in particular, 
the mountain vineyards. He would walk 
each area, look at the soils, taking in 
the majestic views and appreciating the 
beauty of the sites.”

Looking back at the past 35 years, if 
there was one wine that Don considered 
his favorite, it would be Siena. Ferrari-
Carano is one of the largest producers of 
Sangiovese fruit in Sonoma County and 
Siena is their Sangiovese-based red wine 
blend. “Being Italian-American, it was 
only natural for us to make a Sangiovese-
based red wine,” explained Rhonda. “I 
think it was his Italian roots of having 
an easy drinking red wine that can be 
appreciated by all and Siena is a wine that 
can be enjoyed all the time.” The 2015 
Ferrari-Carano Siena Red Wine marks 
the 25th anniversary of this wine. 

Don Carano is missed by all at Ferrari-
Carano but not forgotten. As Ferrari-
Carano looks to the future, Rhonda 
Carano has assumed the role of CEO of 
Ferrari-Carano Vineyards and Winery. 
Rhonda has co-managed the company 
since its inception in 1981 and is dedicated 
to maintaining the Ferrari-Carano “best-
of-class” positions. She brings her 40 years 
of experience in business management, 
marketing, advertising and creative 
design. “We will continue to honor Don’s 
memory through our dedication to quality 

and consistency without compromise. 
The trademark of Ferrari-Carano is our 
people, our vineyards and the positive 
family team spirit we all share,” Rhonda 
expressed. There are many people who 
have worked at Ferrari-Carano since 
the day they opened. “It’s really not a 
company, per se, but a large family who 

have grown together for over 35 years and 
understand the philosophy and direction 
in what makes Ferrari-Carano Vineyard 
and Winery world-class,” Rhonda shared. 

In addition to Rhonda’s new position, 
Winemaker Thomas Rivers Brown 
has joined the winemaking team as a 
consultant on the Cabernet Sauvignon 
program. Named Food & Wine Magazine’s 
2010 Winemaker of the Year, Brown has 

made more than two dozen wines that 
have received perfect scores from top 
critics, such as Robert Parker and the 
Wine Spectator. Originally from South 
Carolina, Brown attended the University 
of Virginia where he developed an interest 
in wine and began working in restaurants. 
He moved to Napa in 1996 and has 
worked with dozens of wineries, including 
Schrader Cellars, Kinsella Estates and 
Charles Krug. 

Brown joined Ferrari-Carano in 2017 to 
focus on the mountain estate Cabernet 
Sauvignon vineyards in Alexander 
Valley and Knights Valley. “We sought 
collaboration with Thomas because we 
felt that Sonoma’s mountain cabernets 
were not being recognized as world-class 
cabernets,” explained Rhonda. “Having 
cabernet vineyards in Knights’ Valley and 
the virgin soil of the Maacama Ranch 
where mostly cabernet will be grown 
deserved special attention which brought 
us to Thomas.” 

Brown agrees that this area is suitable to 
produce exceptional Cabernet Sauvignon. 
“Both Alexander and Knights Valley are 
emerging areas for cabernet, especially 
with a new focus on quality in the region,” 
explained Brown. People are starting 
to look outside of Napa for premium 
cabernet and the Ferrari-Carano estate 
mountain vineyards are well-positioned 
to be part of that movement.” 

Maacama Ranch, Ferrari-Carano’s newest 
estate vineyard, “is contiguous to our 
LookOut Mountain Ranch in Alexander 
Valley, where we source grapes for our 

“Being Italian-American, 
it was only natural for 

us to make a Sangiovese-
based red wine,” explained 

Rhonda. “I think it was 
his Italian roots of having 
an easy drinking red wine 
that can be appreciated by 

all and Siena is a wine that 
can be enjoyed all the time.” 

Don and Rhonda Carano
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PreVail wines,” says Carano. “The site is 
special for so many reasons; the micro-
climate of each hillside, the fact that the 
site is virgin soil–having been used only 
for grazing sheep, terroir diversity and 
sun exposure. It is not only perfect for 
growing cabernet sauvignon, but premium 
chardonnay grapes as well.”

Brown works with Executive Winemaker 
Sarah Quider and Director of Vineyard 
Operations Steve Domenichelli. Brown 
sees the potential of the Maacama Ranch. 
“The Alexander Valley Mountain winery 
is set up to do both quantity and quality 
which is rare. I hope to refine the reds a 
bit more with extra work in the vineyard 
and a gentler style in the winery. The key 
to hillside sites is getting the tannins ripe 
which will be our focus in the vineyards 
and when we decide to pick. The grapes 
will see longer cold soaks but less overall 
time on skins. We will focus on earlier 
extraction and press before we start to 
see seeds break down and contribute 
astringent tannin,” says Brown.

Another key focus of Ferrari-Carano is 
their concentration on sustainability. 
Since Don and Rhonda started Ferrari-
Carano in 1981, they focused on building 
more than a brand. They realized early 
on that to produce quality wines, the 
work begins in the vineyard. In a quest 
to practice sustainability, Ferrari-Carano 
continually seeks the most efficient 
methods of growing and making high-
quality wine. Their intention is to 
be conscientious neighbors, active 
participants in the community and gentle 
stewards of the land.  

Ferrari-Carano has long practiced 
sustainable faming techniques. In 2014, 
Sonoma County Winegrowers announced 
it would become the nation’s first 100% 

certified sustainable wine region in January 
2014.  According to the Sonoma County 
Winegrowers, “for a vineyard to become 
sustainable growers must complete a self-
assessment of each vineyard that includes 
a comprehensive set of 138 best practices, 
undergo an independent third-party 
audit and create an annual continuous 
improvement plan.  The auditors, are 
environmental scientists, biologists, 
chemists, professors, geologists and other 
trained professionals.” That same year, 
Ferrari-Carano’s 24 vineyards earned 
California Sustainable Winegrowing 
Alliance (CSWA) certification. They 
became a Certified California Sustainable 
Vineyard for their abundant efforts to 
preserve the land for future generations 
and are recognized for being conscientious 
of the environment, surroundings, 
neighbors and their labor force. 

Ferrari-Carano practices water use 
efficiency and has a lagoon system at 
the Alexander Valley winery that treats 
water via micro-bubble aeration, making 
it safe for irrigation and eliminating 1.5M 
gallons of water waste. Soil and nutrient 
management includes high quality 
compost and cover cropping. Vineyard 
managers are trained and certified to 
identify pests and apply the least invasive 
products. Wastewater is treated and reused 
through sub-service drip and pomace is 
composted and reapplied to feed the soil. 
Since 2015, 560 acres of the vineyards 
and wildland are certified Fish Friendly 
Farming. Ferrari-Carano has more than 
nine miles of streams and tributaries and 
has planted native vegetation along the 
banks for restoration and preservation. 
Hawk perches and owl boxes are installed 
to aid rodent control and insectary gardens 
use drought-tolerant plants. Lastly, in 
2017, Ferrari-Carano completed a 40,000 
square-foot-building at the Alexander 

Valley mountain winery that meets Cal 
Green requirements. 

In January 2018, as part of their quest to be 
the first 100% certified sustainable wine 
region, the Sonoma County Winegrowers 
announced a Sonoma County Sustainable 
wine label that is TTB-approved. Ferrari-
Carano Vineyards and Winery was one of 
the first two wineries to participate in an 
initial pilot program in conjunction with 
the Sonoma County Winegrowers. The 
SCW’s sustainable winegrowing label is 
now visible on Ferrari-Carano’s 2017 Dry 
Sangiovese Rose and 2017 Pinot Grigio.  

“Our philosophy since day one has always 
been in quality, value and consistency, 
making wines that are approachable 
upon release,” said Rhonda. “The fact 
that we own our vineyards, practice 
yield management, understand the 
climatic changes vintage to vintage is 
our basic approach to each harvest. Our 
viticulture and enology team work closely 
together throughout the year in forming 
our direction and goals for the coming 
harvest. There is incredible team work 
between the two departments.” 

Ferrari-Carano has a full portfolio which 
includes destination wineries in Sonoma 
(Ferrari-Carano Vineyards and Winery) 
and Mendocino (Lazy Creek Vineyards) 
counties; three wine production facilities; 
24 certified-sustainable, estate-owned 
vineyards spanning more than 1,900 
acres across three counties; the 44-
room Vintners Inn and John Ash & Co. 
Restaurant; and Seasons of the Vineyard 
Tasting Bar & Boutique in Healdsburg. 
Don Carano’s memory will continue as 
Rhonda takes the reigns and continues 
to set the bar for the highest standard in 
hospitality, wine quality and sustainability. 
Ferrari-Carano has a bright future.

Thomas Rivers Brown
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