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{ vintage report }

PERHAPS MORE THAN professionals in any other field, 
winemakers value flexibility; always at the mercy of the weath-
er, they must roll with the punches that each year throws at 
them, from terribly timed rain to dangerous frost. But they 
hadn’t seen anything until 2020 came along and said, “Hold my 
beer.” Between the heat spikes, the destruction caused by the 
Glass and LNU Lightning Complex fires in Napa Valley and 
Sonoma County, and, of course, the coronavirus cherry on 
top, the growing season has presented what is perhaps one of 
the most hard-to-swallow sundaes North Coast AVA vintners 
have ever been served. 

Ask them what they expect to get out of the vintage, then, 
and you’ll suddenly find many of them dancing delicately 
around the subject. Raeburn Winery’s Joe Tapparo, by contrast, 
seems to be a terrible dancer, but while his hips might lie, he 
certainly doesn’t. In fact, the self-described “under-the-hood 
winemaker” shot straight from the hip when I interviewed him 
in late October, refusing to sugarcoat 2020’s challenges as he 
discussed the savvy ways in which he and his team are rising 
to meet them. 

“An

THANKS TO WINEMAKER 
JOE TAPPARO, RAEBURN 
WINERY RISES TO THE 
CHALLENGES OF 2020

by Jessie Birschbach

Joe Tapparo is 
winemaker for 
Raeburn Winery.
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“I have never been more proud of 
bringing a bottle to someone’s 
house than [I am with] Raeburn. 
It very much overdelivers for  
the price point.”

Inferno
 Harvest”
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So how will Tapparo manage this year to 
maintain the quality that’s made Raeburn 
Chardonnay one of the bestselling Char-
donnays out of the Russian River Valley—
at an under-$20 retail price, no less? 

The answer to that requires a brief 
lesson in guaiacol, one of the key organic 
compounds responsible for the odor and 
flavor of smoke taint. Though it naturally 
occurs in new barrels (as a result of the 
degradation of lignin, an organic compound 
in all wood), its absorption into grape skins 
at higher concentrations due to prolonged 
exposure to wildfires can result in wine that 
smells like a wet campfire and tastes like an 
ashtray. “The good news for us is that the 
majority of the fruit we source is Char-
donnay, which we press off of skins right 
away—theoretically, the majority of guaiacol 
and other smoke compounds in the skins 

went directly into the dumper after we 
pressed off our fruit, minimizing the risk of 
smoke taint in the wine,” said Tapparo.

As an insurance policy, Tapparo also 
separated the free-run and light-press juice 
from the hard-press juice because, in his 
words, “if there’s guaiacol and other smoke 
compounds in those grape skins, you’re 
[likely] going to get higher concentrations 
in the harder-pressed juice versus the free-
run and lighter-pressed.” Tapparo then fined 
the hard-pressed portion with a combina-
tion of products that included activated 
carbon; according to research he’d seen 
coming out of Australia, where winemakers 
have recently endured their own terrible 
bout with wildfires, “it appears that you 
can fine out really high concentrations of 

guaiacol [in juice] using activated carbon,” 
Tapparo explained. “Most of the numbers 
came back from lab analysis looking pretty 
good anyway from a guaiacol perspective, 
but as it was a small portion of the blend, 
we [tried it] just as a failsafe.” 

He added that they may need to stir 
the Chardonnay weekly rather than 
bimonthly down the line to restore any 
mouthfeel the carbon might conceivably 
take away—but that’s a bridge he has yet 
to cross. In any case, no thanks to climate 
change, forest mismanagement, and other 
exacerbating factors, the 150,000 gallons 
of Chardonnay that were fermenting as 
we spoke seemed “very promising” to 
Tapparo—“at least from an inferno har-
vest 2020 perspective,” as he put it with 
his typical frankness. 

To be fair, 2019 wasn’t the most ideal 

vintage either ; there were a few typical 
yearly challenges as well as some flooding. 
But that actually turned out to be a good 
thing, as it occurred during vine dormancy 
and contributed to the water base—so 
the harvest was a cakewalk by comparison, 
admitted Tapparo. “Oh, 2019, how I miss 
you,” he half-joked about the mild year, 
whose healthy crop resulted in a particularly 
bright Raeburn Russian River Valley Pinot 
Noir. “We bottled the 2019 in August, [and] 
I remember when [I was] putting the blend 
together, the fruit was so vibrant and the 
acid clung—it just hung all the way through.” 

In short, it’s an even fresher version of 
what in his view is always a “fruit-forward, 
classic” example of Russian River Pinot—
but Tapparo was as cautious of overoaking 

as he is every other year even so, aging 
it for 11 months in just 25% new French 
oak. “I just don’t think Russian River Pinot 
needs that typical 40–50% new oak 
regime to really express the fruit,” he said. 
“Don’t get me wrong, I love what a lot of 
people are doing. But to get those bright 
fruit aromatics, we just go lighter on the 
oak—which gives us the added bonus of 
being able to spend less on barrels and 
pass those savings on to consumers.” 

After reflecting on the past couple of 
vintages, Tapparo offered a glimpse into 
his own way of thinking. Having been with 
Raeburn’s parent company Purple Brands 
for 12 years, he mused, “I have never been 
more proud of bringing a bottle to some-
one’s house than [I am with] Raeburn. 
It very much overdelivers for the price 
point.” And that’s no song and dance.  
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Joe Tapparo noses a Chardonnay sample in the lab. 

Meridith May’s 
Tasting Notes
Raeburn Winery 2019 
Chardonnay, Russian 
River Valley, Sonoma 
County ($20) While the 
2018 vintage showed a 
distinct creaminess, the 
2019 has a floral, lit-from-
within profile. Aromas of 
honeysuckle and baked 
yellow apple sync up with 
the palate: Jasmine and lemon sorbet 
are electric, while a toastier note, ac-
cented by crème brûlée, adds texture 
to the finish. 94

PURPLE BRANDS

Raeburn Winery 2019 
Pinot Noir, Russian 
River Valley, Sonoma 
County Striking scents 
of underbrush, cherry, 
and sandalwood are 
both savory and sweet. 
Up front, primarily floral 
flavors emerge, including 
heather and dried roses. 
Clove-spiced cranberry 
is tart on the luxuriously 
textured mouthfeel, high-
lighted by a flash of high-toned acidity. 
The finish sees appearances by cocoa 
and cedar. 92

PURPLE BRANDS


