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Introduction 
 
In this, our third report on the wines of Greece, we focus on Crete where Greek winemaking 
began four millennia ago with the early Minoan settlements. Later, wines from Crete were 
exported around the Mediterranean, and during the Middle Ages found their way to the courts 
of Europe.  Two centuries of Ottoman control and 20th century wars largely destroyed 
commercial winemaking in Crete, but just a few decades ago several wine pioneers like Ted 
Manousakis, Silva Daskalaki, and Yiannis Economou began a quality revolution. Some of them, 
like Nikos Douloufakis and the Lyrarakis family were also leaders in rediscovering the island’s 
forgotten varieties like Vidiano and Plytó and raising the quality of indigenous varieties like 
Vilana, Kotsifali, Liatiko, and Mandilari. In this report, we identify Crete’s wine pioneers and the 
promising indigenous varieties of the island. 
 
While even just a decade ago, wine lovers saw Crete as a vinous backwater, today they see it as 
one of the most exciting wine regions of Greece. Crete’s wine industry today looks very 
different even from what it was just two decades ago. It has 8 thousand hectares (ha) of wine 
grapes, 93 commercial wineries, and, most importantly, increasing numbers of young, 
professionally trained winemakers with experience making wine in other parts of Greece and 
Europe.  Most wineries are relatively small with tiny marketing budgets, so their presence in 
foreign markets is still limited.  But they are producing good quality wine from unique, 
indigenous grape varieties and selling it at remarkably low prices. Crete’s quality wine pioneers 
have played a leading role in discovering several promising but long forgotten indigenous 
varieties and then replanting and making wine from them. In addition, Crete has a surprising 
number of very old, self-rooted, dry-farmed bush vines planted in remote locations not yet 
attacked by phylloxera. 
 
It's not always easy to find wines from Crete in the local wine store.  But Crete is wildly popular 
as a tourist destination, and the wines are an additional reason for the wine love to visit this 
lovely island. Fortunately, wine tourism is well developed, and the Wines of Crete has been 
proactive in encouraging wine tourism as well as organizing the participation of wineries in 
national and international trade shows. 



 
The quality wine revolution of Crete is not well known by American consumers or the wine 
trade.  We hope this report helps remedy this.  In the final section of this report, we present 
profiles of each winery and winemakers we came to know in our tastings, and we give our 
evaluations of their wines.   
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History 
 

Crete is an ancient wine-producing land where wine has 
always played an important role in the lives of Cretans.  
There’s evidence of vines and winemaking going back to 
the Bronze Age, about 4 thousand years ago. Fragments of 
amphora found in early Minoan settlements reveal the 
presence of wine and resin, and tombs dated as early as 
2500 BCE show images of grape presses.  Over 40 Minoan 
presses have been excavated by archeologists in Crete, 
including in Knossos, the Minoan’s most famous palace, 
which had underground wine cellars.  Frescos and pottery 
at Knossos show wine as an important part of daily Minoan 
life. The oldest known (16th century BCE) Minoan wine 
press was found in Vathypetro in what is now the Archanes 

wine region in the Heraklion prefecture. There’s also evidence that wine was exported, 
including murals in Egypt depicting Cretan wine amphorae being unloaded from ships. 
 
Wine continued to play an important role in Crete during Roman rule and, especially, in the 
four-century reign of the Venetians. Venetian field presses are scattered around the island.  
However, this was followed by more than two centuries of Ottoman rule, beginning in 1669 and 
lasting until 1913 when Crete officially became part of Greece. Ottoman rule had a detrimental 
effect on viticulture and winemaking that it took half a century to recover from. While in earlier 
times Cretan wine was exported around the Mediterranean and to the courts of Europe, in the 
early 20th century viticulture was focused on growing Sultana grapes for raisins, not wine 
grapes. World War II, the Nazi occupation, and the Greek civil war all took an additional toll on 
Crete. Wine cooperatives emphasized quantity over quality, and wine consumption focused on 

A Knossos Fresco 


