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But the major savers of Sonoma wines are the grapevines themselves, living plants 
with moisture in their veins. They served as natural firebreaks, with flames moving 

on to easier targets such as trees, brush, and structures.

Paradise Ridge is rebuilding, with its LOVE art sculpture standing strong  
after the fires. We celebrate that, and all recovery efforts, with this Top 100 

Wines list. It’s heavy in sparkling wines — to toast Sonoma’s resilient 
personality — and with plenty of Chardonnays, Sauvignon Blancs,  

Pinot Noirs, and Zinfandels to please all crowds.

Welcome to resurgent Sonoma.

wildfires ripped through Sonoma County,  
destroying lives, homes, and businesses. Wine  

Country became Fire Country in the eyes of the world,  
yet paradoxically, flames did relatively little damage  

to local wineries and vineyards.

Paradise Ridge Winery, located in Santa Rosa’s Fountaingrove area, was 
demolished by the Tubbs fire, but this was the worst of it for Sonoma wineries. 

A few suffered structural damage, which they’ve since repaired.  
Backfires intentionally set protected many wineries, including Sonoma Valley’s 

Arrowood Winery, from the conflagration.

A  Y E A R  A G O , 
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S P A R K L I N G

DeLoach Vineyards DeLoach Vineyards 2015 Le Royal Green 
Valley of Russian River Valley Blanc de Noirs Brut  $75
The Charles Heintz Vineyard near Occidental provided the Pinot 
Noir grapes for this new wine from DeLoach’s always-inventing 
owner, Jean-Charles Boisset. Its appealing pink hue suggests 
berries and cherries, and those aromas and fl avors are certainly 
present, along with spring fl ower blossoms, white peach, and subtle 
toasty notes.  

Gloria Ferrer Caves & Vineyards 2010 Anniversary Cuvée 
Carneros Brut  $40
Produced to celebrate this Sonoma winery’s 40th birthday (note 
the corresponding price), this wine over delivers with its tornado of 
furious bubbles, bright golden apple fl avors, creamy mousse, and 
hints of almond skin, marzipan, and brioche. Admirable complexity 
at this price.

Iron Horse Vineyards 2014 Green Valley of Russian River Valley 
Ocean Reserve Blanc de Blancs Brut $52
All Chardonnay, this tangy green-apple-dominant wine has hints of 
white peach, citrus, anise and fresh-baked bread. Sophisticated and 
with great fi nesse. For each bottle sold, Iron Horse donates $4 to 
National Geographic’s Ocean Initiative, which establishes protected 
marine areas and supports sustainable fi sheries. Oysters, anyone?

Iron Horse Vineyards 2013 Brut X Green Valley of Russian River 
Valley Brut  $52
Traditional-method sparklers, as all wines in this section are, 
undergo a second fermentation in the bottle, jump-started by 
the addition of a sugar solution (“dosage”) before each bottle is 
capped. A very light-handed dosage for X, a Pinot Noir-Chardonnay 
blend, created a quite dry, taut, focused wine with scintillating 
acidity. Each mouthwatering sip pleads for another.

J Vineyards & Winery NV Cuvée 20 Russian River Valley Brut $35
Nonvintage bubblies are blends of wine from multiple years, 
and can change slightly in style from year to year. Cuvée 20 has 
evolved from a slightly sweet, fruity wine to one that is drier (less 
sweet) and with more complex, nutty nougat character, and a fi ner, 
creamier texture. A splash of Pinot Meunier adds depth to the 
dominant Chardonnay and Pinot Noir components.

J Vineyards & Winery 2013 Russian River Valley Rosé Brut $65
The rosé craze encompassed sparkling as well as still wines. J has 
long made an award-winning nonvintage brut rosé that’s widely 
available, yet also holds some of its best lots for this vintage-
specifi c wine. It has more precision, fi ner bubbles, and more 

nuanced characteristics, with lime, brioche, and roasted grain 
accenting the bright strawberry and raspberry fl avors.   

Kenwood Vineyards NV Blanc de Blancs Sonoma County $22
This all-Chardonnay sparkler earned a gold medal at NCWC for 
its fresh-tasting citrus, green apple, and Asian pear aromas and 
fl avors. There is a hint of yeastiness in the background, adding 
complexity and boosting the mouthfeel. The price is right, too. 

Longboard Vineyards NV Russian River Valley Brut $45
Oded Shakked, founding bubbly maker at J Wine Co., struck out on 
his own and produces several sparklers at his Healdsburg winery. 
This one is the most accessible to drink, and available in the market. 
With sunny Granny Smith apple, pear, and light berry notes from 
the base-wine grapes, Chardonnay and Pinot Noir, the wine was 
fermented in old oak barrels, adding texture and rounding the 
acidity a bit, for a softer representation of traditional bubbly.

S A U V I G N O N  B L A N C

Davis Bynum 2017 Virginia’s Block Russian River Valley 
Sauvignon Blanc $25
This is the best Virginia’s Block Sauvignon Blanc to date, and it 
appears that small changes in the vineyard to limit vine vigor, and 
partial oak aging — including in barrels made from acacia trees — 
have served the wine well. Its aromas and fl avors are of grapefruit, 
lemon-lime, and green apple, plus a touch of pineapple. It’s racy 
and refi ned. 

Dry Creek Vineyard 2017 Sonoma County Fumé Blanc $15
The Stare-Wallace family has produced this wine since the early 
1970s, and with remarkable success. Note the suggested retail price 
— and it’s often discounted in chain stores — and stock up on one 
of Sonoma’s best-value wines. It delivers mouthwatering citrus, 
lemongrass, and green-melon aromas and fl avors, vintage after 
vintage.

Dutton Family Estate 2017 Kylie’s Cuvée Russian 
River Valley Sauvignon Blanc $27
Owners Joe and Tracy Dutton have put their recent college graduate 
daughter Kylie Dutton to work as brand ambassador (that means 
sales and marketing). This Sauvignon Blanc bearing her name 
is a tropical extravaganza, loaded with pineapple, papaya, kiwi, 
honeydew melon, and lemon-lime fruitiness. It’s also clean and 
refreshing. 

* NCWC refers to The Press Democrat’s 2018 North 
Coast Wine Challenge competition.

It has more precision, fi ner bubbles, and more nuanced 
characteristics, with lime, brioche, and roasted grain accenting 
the bright strawberry and raspberry fl avors. 

—J Vineyards & Winery 2013 Russian River Valley Rosé Brut
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Cornell Vineyards 2015 Sonoma County 
Cabernet Sauvignon ($150)
Never heard of Cornell? It’s a hidden-gem, remote 
vineyard on the Sonoma side of Spring Mountain, northeast of 
Santa Rosa yet just as close to St. Helena. Owners Henry and 
Vanessa Cornell and their children split their time between the 
East Coast and their unfussy house in the vineyard. The diversity 
of soils, exposures, and row orientations, and the winemaking 
skills of Françoise Peschon (formerly of Araujo Estate in Napa 
Valley) and Elizabeth Tangney produced this layered, beautifully 
textured and elegant Cab, with dark mountain-grown fruit braced 
by structured tannins and enlivened by fresh acidity. It’s been 
produced since 2005, but sold in the U.S. only since 2013. 

Shane Wines 2017 Ma Fille Sonoma County Rosé  $17
Mostly behind the scenes, Shane Finley made wines for Paul Hobbs, 
Kosta Browne, and Lynmar. Now his efforts go mostly to his own 
brand, Shane, and to Thirty-Seven Wines, for which he is the 
consulting winemaker. This rosé is a blend of Pinot Noir, Syrah, and 
Grenache, and it delivers bright strawberry and cherry fruit, with a 
tangy citrus note on the palate-whisking fi nish.

Sidebar Cellars 2017 Russian River Valley Rosé $21
As a side project of David and Carla Ramey of Ramey Wine Cellars, 
Sidebar gives their adult kids, Alan and Claire, an opportunity to 
impact the business from a younger viewpoint. This Syrah rosé is all-
too-easy to drink, loaded with fresh strawberry and raspberry fl avors, 
and with mouthwatering vibrancy. It’s a perfect lunch wine.

Toad Hollow Vineyards 2017 Eye of the Toad Russian 
River Valley Dry Rosé of Pinot Noir $14
This great-value wine sports juicy strawberry, raspberry, cherry, and 
watermelon fl avors, accented by tangy citrus notes. Medium-light-
bodied and refreshing, it’s often described by competition judges as a 
“porch pounder,” meaning: Don’t contemplate, just enjoy. 

P I N O T  N O I R 

Balletto Vineyards 2015 Burnside Road Vineyard 
Russian River Valley Pinot Noir $44
It scored 97 points at NCWC, for its fresh red-fruit fl avors, tangy 
acidity, and velvety texture. Pretty and elegant, it has great verve in 
its tart cherry and ripe blackberry profi le. It’s bright, complex, and 
complete.

Balletto Vineyards 2015 Russian River Valley Pinot Noir $29
Not quite as complex — and also lower-priced — as the Burnside Road 
wine above, this 95-pointer at NCWC is bright and juicy, packed with 
personality and with a lingering, crisp fi nish.

Benovia Winery 2016 Russian River Valley Pinot Noir $42 
Winemaker/partner Mike Sullivan produces distinctive single-vineyard 
wines, yet this multivineyard blend, which comes at a fair price for 
high-quality Russian River Valley Pinot, is a joy to drink. Bright 
blackberry, dark cherry, and pomegranate fruit is dusted with brown 
baking spice notes, and comes with a lingering, bright fi nish.  

Bucher Wines 2016 Bucher Vineyard Russian River 
Valley Pinot Noir $40
The Bucher family has grown grapes in Russian River Valley for nearly 
three decades, selling them to such producers as Williams Selyem 
and Merry Edwards. They launched their own brand in 2013, and their 
fl agship is this blend, made by Siduri’s Adam Lee. It’s lush and juicy, 
with bright cherry, cranberry, and pomegranate aromas and fl avors.

DeLoach Vineyards 2016 Russian River Valley Pinot Noir $24
It’s nicely priced and rewarding in its plush red cherry and red plum 
aromas and fl avors, plus hints of vanillin oak and savory spice. This 
Pinot scored 96 points at NCWC, impressing judges for its easy-
drinking, pleasurable nature.

Dutton-Goldfi eld Winery 2015 Fox Den Vineyard Green Valley of 
Russian River Valley Pinot Noir $62
At just 13.8 percent alcohol, this wine delivers amazingly ripe, intense 
aromas and fl avors of wild blackberry, black raspberry, and ripe 
strawberry. It’s fl oral (violets and bay leaf) and energetically succulent, 
with bright acidity on the lingering fi nish. 

t  Winemaker Erica Stancliff of Trombetta Family Wines

R O S É

SEVEN
TO TRY BEFORE YOU DIE
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Carlisle Winery 2016 Compagni Portis 
Sonoma Valley White Wine ($30)
Mike Offi cer, owner and winemaker at Carlisle, continues to seek 
out old vines and unconventional grape varieties, in a quest to 
keep Sonoma winemaking history alive. This high-acid, thrilling 
blend of Gewürztraminer, Trousseau Gris, Riesling, and other 
white grapes is a fi eld blend from the Compagni Portis vineyard. 
Low in production and high in consumer interest, it sells out fast. 
The 2016 will be diffi cult to fi nd, so jump on the 2017, if you can.   

Ektimo Vineyards 2014 Russian River Valley Pinot Noir $32
This soft, silky wine wins points (95 at NCWC) for its delicate, red-
fruit profi le of Queen Anne cherry, fresh raspberry, and strawberry 
compote. The fi nish is plush and lengthy.

Freeman Winery 2015 Akiko’s Cuvée Sonoma Coast Pinot Noir $72
Proprietor/winemaker Akiko Freeman blends wine from her favorite 
vineyards each vintage for this wine; in 2015, the contributors were 
the Keefer, Pratt Sexton, Campbell, and the winery’s own Gloria 
vineyards, all planted in chilly west county. Delicious now, the wine 
has a smooth mouthfeel and excellent acid structure, and likely will 
improve with a few years in the cellar.

Keller Estate 2014 El Coro Sonoma Coast Pinot Noir $55
The inviting aromas of rose petals and violets lead to a palate that’s 
full in juicy dark cherry pomegranate and fruit, infl ected with Asian 
spice, incense, mint, and blueberry. It has laser-like focus, bracing 
structure, and is a textbook representation of Pinot Noir from the 
new Petaluma Gap AVA.

Knuttel Family Winery  2015 Bill’s Hidden Track Sonoma 
Coast Pinot Noir $22
Bill Knuttel has made wine for lots of folks — including Dry Creek 
Vineyard and Teira — and devotes a large part of his time now to his 
own label. For this bottling, he blended fruit from two vineyards, and, 
“like tracks in a rock ’n’ roll recording,” they mesh into one seamless 
wine. Structured and spicy, it has a forest-fl oor earthiness to the 
blackberry, black cherry, and pomegranate fl avors. Fabulous price.

Kokomo Winery 2016 Peters Vineyard Gopher Hill
Sonoma Coast Pinot Noir $44
What can be said about this wine, after it scored a record 100 points 
at NCWC and was chosen best wine of the competition? Let’s count 
the ways. Cherry pie. Mulberry. Deep. Complex. Minty spice. Hint 
of fresh herbs. Perfectly ripe, juicy, red cherry and raspberry fruit. 
Supple tannins. Palate-cleansing snap on the lengthy fi nish. Pretty 
much perfect.

Papapietro Perry 2015 Russian River Valley Pinot Noir $53
This Best of Class winner at NCWC is classic Russian River Valley 
Pinot, showing the pretty red-fruit side of the grape. Luscious red 
cherry, red raspberry, and pomegranate fl avors are accented by spicy 
oak, and the fi nish is bright and lingering.

Siduri Wines 2015 Parsons’ Vineyard Russian
River Valley Pinot Noir $50
This is a hedonist’s delight, with very ripe, fl eshy cherry, berry and 
pomegranate fruit that’s on the sweet side, yet with tannin and acid 
structure to support the ripeness. Slightly jammy, yet not as much 
as a ripe Zinfandel, it delivers the goods for those who adore broad-
shouldered Pinot Noir.  

Sojourn Cellars 2016 Gap’s Crown Vineyard
Sonoma Coast Pinot Noir   $65
It melds plump black cherry and blackcurrant fruit with this vineyard’s 
signature savory qualities — black olive, cola, incense, anise, and fresh 
earth — in a sophisticated, complex wine. This yin-yang contrast 
works beautifully, with rich fruit meeting assertive minerality.

Three Sticks Wines 2016 Gap’s Crown Vineyard Sonoma Coast 
Pinot Noir $70
The similarities with this wine and the Sojourn Pinot above are 
no coincidence. This vineyard lends an unmistakable signature to 
the wines made from it, straddling the line of fruit intensity and 
savoriness. Here, blackberry, blackcurrant, and pomegranate fl avors 
are tinged with licorice, black truffl e, and rocky minerality, making for 
a complex, layered wine.   

Trombetta Family Wines 2015 Gap’s Crown Vineyard Sonoma 
Coast Pinot Noir $65
From the Petaluma Gap AVA (it will be on the label in another year 
or two) comes this wine that’s a bit more lush than other producers’ 
Pinots from this vineyard. Blackberry, blueberry, and pomegranate 
are the primary fl avors, but there are also fl oral aromas, hints of spice 
and fresh-turned earth, and a bright, high-acid fi nish.

s  Knuttel Family Winery 2015 Bill’s Hidden Track Sonoma Coast Pinot Noir

SEVEN
TO TRY BEFORE YOU DIE


