The Wines of Ohio, January 2002

By Greg Varley

When reviewing the results of the most recent Wine Club Quiz, there were many people surprised at the enormous influence of Ohio in the production of American wine.

Vitis Vinifera grapes (those used for the production of wine) did not make their first American appearance on the northern shores of the Ohio River. Instead there is evidence that many of the early European traders brought with them cuttings from the vines of France and Germany. They tried to establish them in the middle-Atlantic states, for instance William Penn tried to create vineyards near Philadelphia. Thomas Jefferson, even prior to his time as U.S. emissary to France was keenly interested in growing wine grapes in Virginia. Jefferson too was unsuccessful, and ultimately had to content himself with large purchases of some of the finest France wines.

By the early 1800’s the village of Cincinnati, which had been founded in 1788, was poised to become the launching point for Western exploration. Nicolas Longworth of New Jersey arrived in The Queen City in 1803, the year of the U.S. acquisition of Louisiana, and the year that Ohio became the 17th state to gain entry into the Union. In the early 1820’s (the specific date is unclear) Longworth, now the wealthiest man in Ohio, planted European transplanted vines on land overlooking the river. They did not survive. Longworth then planted Catawba, and by 1842 had over 1200 acres under vine and was producing America’s first sparkling wine (The Story of Wine, Hugh Johnson, 1989) and was earning acclaim for the wines in Europe. In 1858, The London Illustrated Times suggested Ohio Catawba Sparkling Wine was ‘greater’ than French champagne.

By 1859 Ohio had become the premier wine producing state in the nation with almost 570,00 gallons annually. Over 3,000 acres were under vine. However, wine production in Southern Ohio was under severe threat from both a black rot and a powdery mildew that killed the vines, and the Civil War that took its toll in available manpower. 

Ohio wine production shifted to the shores of Lake Erie where large number of German immigrants had brought winemaking skills to the region. By 1870 the largest winery in America (Lonz) was located on Middle Bass Island off the shore of Sandusky. The Lake Erie Islands offered both a long growing season and isolation from potential disease.  The Lake Erie Grape Belt was born.

Then came Prohibition. While some winemakers shifted to the production of sacramental wines, many others sold to industrialists seeking land for manufacturing near the shipping lanes of the Great Lakes. Ohio wine making lost both talent and acreage, and even the end of Prohibition in 1933 failed to rejuvenate winemaking in the state.

The next turn occurred in the early 1960’s through the encouragement of The Ohio State University Agricultural Research and Development Center. OSU planted disease resistant European varieties in both southern Ohio and along the shores of Lake Erie. More than 65 wineries have been established in the past 35 years in five BATF recognized appellations. 

While Ohio has not returned to the prominence of the 1800’s, the state is now fifth in total production of wine, and with the efforts by the state government to improve the economic climate for wine production, there is seems to be a ‘climate’ for even greater growth.

