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Magical

Wine Country

By Marina Kay

Driving into Malibu feels like a sigh of relief. 
This sleepy coastal enclave is a world away from 
Los angeles’ freeways, sitting pretty about 20 
miles from Santa Monica. Wrapped around its 
21-mile coast is the Pacific Coast Highway, not 
much wider than when it was built in 1929. One 
side is lined with pricey homes on stilts with water 
views stretching to infinity; the other has slate 
cliffs and the Santa Monica Mountains with their 
steep inclines painted with orange groves, avocado 
trees and grapevines— a view that conjures the 
Mediterranean. 

To the usual images of crashing Malibu surf, 
California sun, and The Beach Boys, add scenes 
of cellar doors and vineyard estates, because 
before napa and Sonoma, Malibu established its 
own pocket wine industry. The first vines arrived in 
Southern California with missionaries in the 1770s.  
Cabernet Sauvignon and Sauvignon Blanc cuttings 
were introduced by Frenchman Jean Louis Vignes, 
who opened a large-scale winery in downtown La 
in the 1830s. By the mid 1800s irish businessman 
Matthew Keller had purchased the Spanish land 
grant rancho Topanga-Malibu-Sequit (present-day 
Malibu) and planted hundreds of acres of wine 
grapes in Solstice Canyon. 

Unfortunately, the gold rush and urban sprawl, 
not to mention debilitating Pierce’s disease, wiped 
out La’s vineyards, and it wasn’t until the mid-1980s 
that Malibu resurrected its grape growing efforts. 
Then in 2014, Malibu Coast gained aVa recognition, 
deeming it an official wine-growing region and 
reviving interest in its 50-plus vineyards—half 
of which are commercially viable. For reasons 
rooted in the Prohibition era, legislation restricts 
wine being produced throughout La County, so all 
winemakers must press their grapes outside county 
lines.

MALIBU
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But all is not lost: the region is home to some 
excellent tasting rooms worthy of a weekend trip. 
The two big ones are Malibu Wines and rosenthal, 
and because operating costs associated with cellar 
doors are rather high, you’ll also come across wine 
collectives such as Cornell Winery & Tasting room 
as well as SiP Malibu Grapes. 

Situated along the same latitude as the 
Mediterranean region, La enjoys mild, dry 
conditions in the mountains and cooler 
temperatures by the ocean, with a marine layer 
that lends unique characteristics to locally grown 
grapes. The region’s microclimate produces wine 
unlike that of anywhere else in the world. Leave 
room in the suitcase for a few bottles to enjoy at 
home. 

MALIBU WINE TRAIL 
Malibu Wines

One of the first vineyards planted during Malibu’s 
new wave, Malibu Wines was established in the 
mid 1990s. To visit weave your way deep into 
the canyon-carved Santa Monica Mountains—
reason enough to rent a convertible and blast 
the Beach Boys with the top down! The outdoor 
tasting room serves its two labels, Saddlerock 
Vineyards and Semler Malibu Estate, named for 
owner-entrepreneur ron Semler. note whether 
your tasting includes the citrusy 2016 Saddlerock 
riesling, made with grapes sourced along the 
California coast, and standout Semler wines, made 
with estate fruit grown across 100 Malibu acres – 
such as a 2013 Semler Cabernet Sauvignon (spicy) 
and 2015 Semler rose of Grenache (strawberry 
notes). 

Weekday visits with unobstructed views of the 
undulating vineyards are leisurely compared to 
weekends, when food trucks, live bands and a lively 
crowd dominate the landscape. malibuwines.com

Rosenthal Malibu Estate
On a prime location on Pacific Coast Highway, 

rosenthal Malibu Estate tasting room fits right in to 
the Topanga Beach vibe with its laidback surf-shack 
feel. Like Malibu Wines, the company produces two 
labels: rosenthal Malibu Estate made with locally 
grown grapes, and Surfrider Wines, produced with 
Central Coast fruit. Don’t pass up the 2015 Santa 
Barbara County roussanne—it’s a highlight. 

Owner George rosenthal’s vineyard and 
Mexican-style estate are five miles inland and open 
only eight times a year. Check dates and sign up 
online. in the absence of an onsite winery, there’s 
plenty of art to look at. rosenthalestatewines.com
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STAY FOR A WINE-FILLED WEEKEND
The Native Hotel

This 13 room hotel perched on the Pacific 
Coast Highway and surrounded by acres 
of lush greenery was originally built in 1947 
as the famed Malibu riviera Motel. recently 
overhauled and designed by Los angeles-
based creative agency Folklor, the classic 
one-story building on 4.5 acres of land now 
takes on a modern mid-century look while 
preserving its old paradise charm. Bonuses: a 
roadside-style food trailer by acclaimed Chef 
Ludo Lefebvre of Petit Trois, outdoor gathering 
space and wellness center, and nearby Point 
Dume and Zuma Beach. Later this year, native 
will add luxury tents to its property for a more 
immersive beach experience. 
thenativehotel.com

Malibu Country Mart & Lumber Yard
Two adjacent maze-like outdoor malls 

worthy of a visit for La-designed threads—
check out James Perse, whose ‘low 
maintenance high fashion’ men’s and women’s 
wear is code for Malibu chic. at Café Habana, 
co-owned by businessman rande Gerber 
(and husband of Cindy Crawford) order 
mojitos on the covered patio. Or continue the 
wine weekend with tipple from Hoyt Family 
Vineyards. malibulumberyard.com; 
malibucountrymart.com

Malibu Farm Cafe + Restaurant
Chef/owner Helene Henderson runs the 

fantastic Malibu Farm Café at the end of the 
pier as well as its bigger sister, Malibu Farm 
restaurant, situated at the pier’s top end. 
There really are no two better spots to watch 
the sun go down with a glass of local wine, 
fresh seafood and tacos. malibu-farm.com

MALIBU

Cornell Winery & Tasting Room 
This fully-stocked tasting room sources wines 

from Los angeles to Monterey, including all local 
bottles available for purchase commercially. Either 
owner Tim Skogstrom or his knowledgeable staff 
will pour you through a tasting that includes a 
few Malibu wines. While browsing the racks, keep 
an eye out for these top bottles: 2013 Carol Hoyt 
Chardonnay, 2010 Colcanyon Estate Wines Merlot, 
2013 Montagneux Cabernet Sauvignon, 2014 Malibu 
Vineyards Syrah, and 2013 TaO Vineyards Merlot, a 
San Francisco international Wine Competition Gold 
Medal winner. (Despite its name, Cornell does not 
make wine.) cornellwinery.com

Cornell Winery & Tasting Room. PHOTO BY: Tim Skogstrom

Malibu Farm. PHOTO BY: Martin Lof


