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has a lot to celebrate as it marks its 45th harvest this year : the collec-
tive advancement that the brand, the appellation, and the broader So-
noma County region have all experienced over the past five decades.

When Cecil and Christine DeLoach planted the first Pinot Noir 
vines on Olivet Road in 1971, the valley began its magical transforma-
tion from a pastoral agricultural zone dotted with orchards, pastures, 
and small groupings of gnarly old vines to the home of some of the 
most exciting Chardonnay and Pinot Noir vineyards in the New World. 
After releasing their first vintage in 1975, the family became major 
leaders of this conversion, with Christine playing an instrumental role in 

helping the Russian River Valley earn its AVA status in 1983.
DeLoach Vineyards continues to make a name for itself today through not only its Biodynamic farming 

methods but also the impeccable winemaking techniques introduced by the Burgundy-based Boisset family, 
who purchased the winery in 2003. To study its evolution and the exciting future that lies ahead, I joined 13 
sommeliers and wine buyers for the annual DeLoach Russian River SOMM Camp, an intensive educational 
series co-hosted by The SOMM Journal and the Boisset Collection that was held over two days last fall.

Pictured from left to right: Dylan Elliott, Digital Marketing Specialist, Boisset Collection, Yountville, CA; Ken Hoernlein, Vice President of 
Sales, Boisset Collection, Saint Helena, CA; Joette Callaway, Wine Director, Restaurant Medure, Ponte Vedra Beach, FL; Chris Sawyer, 
SOMM Journal contributing editor and sommelier at Gravenstein Grill, Sebastopol, CA; Judd Fruia, Beverage Director, Front Burner Group 
Dining, Dallas, TX; Jackie Eash, sommelier/Beverage Director, Sea Salt, St. Petersburg, FL; Jean-Charles Boisset, proprietor, DeLoach 
Vineyards and Boisset Collection, Saint Helena, CA; Paul Carayas, Beverage Director, Chez TJ, Mountain View, CA; Amy Ehrnsperger, 
Associate Director of Event and Conference Services, American Museum of Natural History, New York, NY; Peter Demarest, sommelier/
master blender, Grand Bohemian Hotel, Charleston, SC; Vincent Havard, sommelier/proprietor, Mercy Wine Bar, Addison, TX; Paul 
Frampton, Wine Specialist, The Broadmoor, Colorado Springs, CO; Thomas Poor, proprietor, Bin 66, Rehoboth Beach, DE; Tom Bachmann, 
proprietor, Bin 66; Jonathan Rezabek, sommelier, The Wine Store, Alpharetta, GA; Kelly Crook, Beverage Manager, Mason’s at Loews 
Vanderbilt Hotel, Nashville, TN; Julia Jinks, DeLoach Brand Manager, Boisset Collection, Yountville, CA; John Duhig, Beverage Director, 
American Museum of Natural History, New York, NY; Sara Pierce, Associate Brand Manager, Boisset Collection, Yountville, CA; and Patrick 
Egan, Marketing & Communications Director, Boisset Collection, Saint Helena, CA.

ICONIC RUSSIAN 
RIVER VALLEY 

WINERY DELOACH 
VINEYARDS
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“The True Sense of Terroir”
During the opening-night dinner, second-
generation proprietor Jean-Charles Boisset 
(aka JCB) called his family’s purchase of 
DeLoach Vineyards a “dream come true.” 
Beyond providing a chance to extend 
their Burgundian roots into California, the 
acquisition represented a key step in the 
development of Boisset Collection, an 
integrated portfolio of luxury wines from 
the family’s estate properties in Burgundy 
as well as from the historic Buena Vista 
Winery in Sonoma Valley and Napa Valley’s 
Raymond Vineyards. 

“Love for world-class Pinot Noir and 
Chardonnay knows no boundaries,” 
remarked Boisset, who recently released 
his JCB Passion Collection, a line of crystal 
glassware and decanters crafted by Bac-
carat. When asked why his family chose 
to start in the Russian River Valley rather 
than other winegrowing areas they’d 
researched in California and Oregon’s Wil-
lamette Valley, Boisset replied, “In particular, 
we fell in love with Sonoma County and 
the true sense of terroir that makes the 
DeLoach Estate and the other dynamic 
sites we work with in the prestigious areas 

of Sonoma Coast, Petaluma Gap, Carneros, 
and Napa Valley so special.”

Nestled in the rolling hills between the 
city of Santa Rosa and the small towns of 
Graton and Forestville, the 20-acre De-
Loach Estate lies smack dab in the center 
of the Russian River Valley. In a departure 
from the volcanic soils and the sandy 
seabed to the east and west, respectively, 
the vines on the Olivet Bench are planted 
on Huichica Series soil, a clay-based loam 
layered on top of an ancient riverbed 
and rock formations pushing toward the 
surface. Unlike the fertile dirt found in the 
lower-lying areas, this soil naturally restrains 
vine vigor and yields while still providing 
plenty of nutrients for the vines; it also 
imparts minerality in the finished wines.

Less than 20 miles from the Pacific 
Ocean, lingering fog gives way to daytime 
sunshine, powerful maritime winds in the 
late afternoon, and cool air blowing in 
from the nearby Laguna de Santa Rosa 
wetlands at night. The resulting tem-
perature fluctuation of 30–40 degrees 
allows the clusters to ripen slowly while 
developing complex flavors and retaining 
natural acidity.

The person behind the impressive new 
lineup of terroir-driven wines—crafted 
with high-quality fruit from the DeLoach 
Estate and other prestigious sites in the 
area—is Director of Sonoma Winemaking 
Brian Maloney, who earned his viticulture 
and enology degree at the University of 
California, Davis. He joined the DeLoach 
winemaking team just eight months 
before the Boissets purchased the brand. 
“I like to say I came with the property,” 
quips Maloney, who grew up nearby on 
his family’s ranch on the Sonoma-Marin 
County border.

Jackie Eash, sommelier and 
Beverage Director at Sea Salt in St. 
Petersburg, FL, takes a quick break 
between punch-downs.

DELOACH VINEYARDS 
CONTINUES TO MAKE A 

NAME FOR ITSELF TODAY 
THROUGH NOT ONLY ITS 

BIODYNAMIC FARMING 
METHODS BUT ALSO THE 

IMPECCABLE WINEMAKING 
TECHNIQUES INTRODUCED 
BY THE BURGUNDY-BASED 

BOISSET FAMILY, WHO 
PURCHASED THE WINERY 

IN 2003.
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Re-Energizing the  
Estate Vineyard
Although the DeLoach team received the 
coveted Wine Enthusiast Wine of the Year 
award back in 2004 for their 30th Anniver-
sary Cuvée Pinot Noir, the health of the 
estate vineyard was in decline at that time 
due to depleted nutrients and microbial 
activity in the soil. This not only produced 
low yields but also made the vines vulner-
able to harmful nematodes that were 
methodically eating the roots. 

With this fragile ecosystem at a tipping 
point, the winery implemented a sweep-
ing series of environmentally conscious 
changes: removing the vines at the estate 
once the 2004 vintage was complete; re-
charging the soil by tilling in compost while 
the land lay fallow in 2005; and, finally, 
beginning the process of rotating cover 
crops in a 17-acre section of the property 
that would become home in 2006 to eight 
separate blocks of Pinot Noir and three 
blocks of Chardonnay. Today, each block 
has its own distinct combination of clones, 
rootstocks, trellis systems, spacing, and row 
direction—all designed to capture the true 
essence of the terroir in the flavor profiles 
of the resulting wines. 

To ensure the health of the vines, the 
sustainable and organic farming methods 
used during this period laid the foundation 
for the entire estate’s transformation into 
a Biodynamic “Theater of Nature,” a name 
the Boissets coined when the property 
was officially Demeter certified in 2009. 

Building the Theater  
of Nature
To learn more about the farming prin-
ciples developed by Austrian scientist and 
philosopher Rudolf Steiner in the 1920s, 
the campers were joined by Joe Papen-
dick, the Boisset Collection’s Garden and 
Landscape Manager.

As Papendick explained, using a Biody-
namic approach requires viewing an entire 
estate as a self-contained, self-sustaining 
system. This in part involves bolstering 
biodiversity by replacing synthetic chemi-
cals with natural substitutes that include 
organic matter and manure from chickens, 
goats, and cows; planting fruit trees; and 
designing gardens and insectaries that at-

tract “good” bugs, which ward off poten-
tially harmful ones.

Today, Papendick schedules a three-
part series of applications in accordance 
with the lundar calendar; by capturing 
the energy of the earth, sun, and moon, it 
works to strengthen the soils and crops. 
The first step involves the use of spe-
cialty “teas” he makes with plants such 
as chamomile, stinging nettle, oak bark, 
dandelion, valerian, yarrow, and horsetails 
and either sprays or applies through the ir-
rigation system to combat mildew. Second, 

he utilizes cow horns stuffed with dung 
to create a manure-based tea, which is 
sprayed at the base of each vine to stimu-
late microbial activity when winter ends. 
Finally, he crushes silica (ground quartz) 
into fine crystals and dusts it on the vines 
to intensify photosynthesis and boost the 
vitality of each plant in the fall.  

Over the past decade, the use of these 
holistic farming methods has fostered a 
healthier environment for the vines while 
elevating the pedigree of the Pinot Noir 
and Chardonnay programs to an entirely 

Hawk Hill Vineyard owners Bill (pictured) and Margaret Yarak are DeLoach grower-partners.

Boisset Collection Director of Winemaking Brian Maloney discusses the impact that maritime 
winds have on the Russian River Valley.

Somm Journal Feb-March_086-114_KNv3.indd   103Somm Journal Feb-March_086-114_KNv3.indd   103 1/30/20   2:48 PM1/30/20   2:48 PM



104 { THE SOMM JOURNAL } FEBRUARY/MARCH 2020

new level. This can be said not only of the 
estate but also of the other sites DeLoach 
works with in Northern California, which 
total nearly 160 planted acres that are 
either officially organic and Biodynamic or 
in the process of being certified. “Dead 
soils make bad wine,” Maloney said during 
the camp. “If you look at our soils in com-
parison to other vineyards, you will see . . . 
much more potential in the quality of the 
wines we make and much more health 
[within the estate] as a whole.”

From Vineyard to Bottle
With harvest in full swing, day two at the 
DeLoach SOMM Camp began in the vine-
yards, where winegrower Sophie Drucker 

provided an introduction to the terroir of 
the Olivet Bench and the clonal selections 
planted at the estate. To contribute to the 
2019 vintage, the team picked the dazzling 
dark-purple clusters of the La Tache selec-
tion in Block 5 before moving on to the 
sorting table to remove any green material 
or underripe berries. They then tasted 
small-lot samples from grapes that had al-
ready been picked and measured the acid 
levels and pH of other samples at various 
points in the fermentation cycle.

In the cellar, DeLoach’s Pinot Noir 
program focuses on traditional Burgundian 
winemaking techniques that include the 
use of native-yeast fermentation, small 
open-top fermenters, and a daily series of 
punch-downs; this approach helps meld 

the pure flavors of the grape juice and 
skins, build structure, and preserve the 
subtle notes of minerality, wild herbs, and 
other natural characteristics that distin-
guish each block. To explore how these 
unique traits can add more complexity 
to the finished wine, the team tasted the 
DeLoach 2016 Estate Pinot Noir, which is 
made with a mixture of eight Pinot Noir 
clones all grown on the estate. In the glass, 
this elegant, richly textured wine features 
lofty aromas and deep flavors of wild 
berries, ripe plum, cherry cola, and spiced 
nuts as well as a fresh burst of natural 
acidity that leads to a long, rewarding fin-
ish. In short, it’s a true exploration of the 
vineyard in every sip.

To compare various expressions from 
the 2016 vintage, the afternoon tasting 
also included three Boisset selections from 
Burgundy in addition to a pair of Pinot 
Noirs from Sonoma County that are part 
of the DeLoach Vineyard Designate Series. 
One was from the Maboroshi Vineyard in 
the Sebastopol Hills—a cool-climate area 
in the southeastern corner of the Rus-
sian River Valley—that featured dynamic 
flavors of dark fruit, strawberry, ginger-
bread, and hints of wild mushroom. The 
other was from the high-elevation van 
der Kamp Vineyard on Sonoma Mountain, 
which is home to the second-oldest Pinot 
Noir blocks in Sonoma County as well 
as newer clones spread across three soil 
types. According to Maloney, the finished 
blend from this vineyard has offered more 
savory character, weight, and firm structure 
throughout the years than the fruit he 
works with in the valley. 

A Different Approach to 
Chardonnay 
Attention next shifted to DeLoach’s Char-
donnay program and the three main clones 
planted at the estate: the classic Old Wente 
Clone, a newer Montrachet selection, 
and the Clone 809 Chardonnay Musqué. 
To retain the estate benchmarks of fresh 
citrus, minerality, vibrant acidity, and rich 
texture, the team typically picks the grapes 
at 23–23.5 Brix: a big departure from the 
higher sugar levels that defined the sweet, 
fruit-driven style of the 1990s. 

To investigate the intriguing charac-
teristics of Chardonnay vines grown in 

Local squab, prepared by chef Jesse Mcquarrie of Santa Rosa–based Feast Catering, was 
paired with two wines from Boisset Collection: the Chateau Buena Vista 2017 Sonoma Coast 
Pinot Noir and the Bouchard Ainé & Fils 2015 Clos du Roi Beaune Premier Cru.
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Pictured from left to right: SOMM campers Chris Sawyer, Paul Carayas, Thomas Poor, Jackie Eash, Judd Fruia, Amy Ehrnsperger, John 
Duhig, Jonathan Rezabek, Paul Frampton, Vincent Havard, Tom Bachmann, Joette Callaway, and Peter Demarest with Joe Papendick, 
Garden and Landscape Manager for Boisset Collection.

cooler areas, the campers embarked on an 
off-site visit to the Hawk Hill Vineyard in a 
hilly segment of the Green Valley of Rus-
sian River Valley AVA. With a rich history 
dating back to the 1820s, when Russian 
immigrants planted the first vines here, 
this terraced site comprises Heritage and 
Dijon clones planted in fluffy Goldridge 
soil; with their intense flavors, racy acidity, 
and great depth, the resulting wines have 
gained a reputation for quality. 

“I love the richness and plushness,” 
commented Maloney, who also makes 
single-vineyard wines from the nearby 
Ritchie Vineyard and from Stubbs Vineyard 
in Marin County. “And while there is a 
brightness to it, I consider this an example 
of what I think a California Chardonnay 
could be and should be.”

Lessons Learned
To connect the dots between DeLoach’s 
past, present, and future, the closing-night 
dinner featured delicious offerings of old-vine 

Zinfandel, which has been a trademark of 
the Olivet Bench and the eastern segment 
of the Russian River Valley since vines were 
planted in the 1880s. “I love the way each 
wine has its own unique profile, as well as 
spicy personalities and a little bit of attitude, 
that cannot be copied because of the age 
of the vines,” said camper John Duhig, the 
Beverage Director at the American Museum 
of Natural History in New York. 

In the end, the camp reinforced what 
those familiar with DeLoach Vineyards’ 45-
year legacy already knew. At the forefront 
is the fact that every DeLoach and Boisset 
Collection expression represents a com-
plete team effort from talented individuals 
who share a passion for crafting excep-
tional wines. Equally important, though, is 
the Boisset family’s long-term commitment 
to land stewardship as they work with the 
local community to preserve the land for 
future generations. As the somms con-
curred, that’s a philosophy worth believ-
ing in—and a model all of wine country 
would do well to follow.  

Charleston-based sommelier Peter Demarest 
holds up a fresh bin of Pinot Noir grapes 
from the DeLoach estate.

Somm Journal Feb-March_086-114_KNv3.indd   105Somm Journal Feb-March_086-114_KNv3.indd   105 1/30/20   2:48 PM1/30/20   2:48 PM


	Somm Journal Feb-March_001-31_KNv3
	Somm Journal Feb-March_032-63_KNv3
	Somm Journal Feb-March_064-85_KNv3
	Somm Journal Feb-March_086-114_KNv3

