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NAPA AND SONOMA: 
Easy Yet Challenging

A
t the recent West of the West Wine 
Festival in Sebastopol, there was 
much excitement about the 2012 Pi-
not Noir vintage.

“It was an early harvest, consistent and 
abundant—a ‘rocking-chair year,’ as [Pinot 
pioneer] David Hirsch would say,” says Andy 
Peay, of Peay Vineyards.

“It was a logistical challenge, given the 
abundance,” Peay, who manages sales and 
marketing, says. “It was a cold year, but it 
didn’t rain a lot. We could allow things to de-
velop a little longer on the vine, we were able 
to make decisions on an ideal basis.”

Paul Hobbs, of Paul Hobbs Wines in the 
Russian River Valley, agrees with Peay.

“It was an easy vintage,” Hobbs says. “Rel-
atively benign, idyllic and sensationally mod-
erate with very ideal weather.”

It was cool enough and drawn out enough 
to allow for ripe, robust, yet structured 
wines.

“They’re intense wines, but at the same 
time, there’s a great deal of brightness,” 
Hobbs says. “Despite the longer hang time, 
there isn’t any cooked fruit quality, and yet 
we were able to get the tannins ripe. 

“The wines offer tremendous vibrancy, 
they’re rich and silky, with a satiny quality 
to them, and at the same time, there’s that 
freshness,” he says. “It’s an ideal mix.”

Hobbs saw these conditions across appel-
lations, from sites he sources throughout the 
Russian River Valley to the Hyde Vineyard in 
Carneros Napa Valley. 

But crop yields were sizeable, requiring 
extensive and aggressive thinning. 

“A lot of people didn’t thin,” he says. 
“People were not paying attention. After 
2011 being a low crop and a difficult year, 
they needed the bounty. They were ecstatic 
with that, but consumers are going to have 
to be astute—the wines are not across-the-
board fantastic.”

The pursuit of quantity over quality led 
in some cases to diluted, “dumbed-down” 
wines, according to Hobbs, flabby and less 
likely to age.

“Quality producers thinned,” he says. 
“Others didn’t.”

Justin Ennis, the winemaker for Joseph 
Phelps Freestone Vineyards, also experienced 
above-average yields after a great fruit set. 
Closer to the coast, however, he saw greater 
concentration.

“We had great extraction of tannin, flavor 
and color,” he says. “Being coastal, I feel our 
clusters are on the smaller side, giving us a 
higher juice-to-skin ratio and better extrac-
tion from the skins.”

Others had to work harder to find that 
concentration.

“It was both an easy and a challenging 
year,” says Brian Maloney, the director of 
winemaking for De Loach Vineyards in San-
ta Rosa and Buena Vista Winery in Sonoma.

“It was overall healthy fruit, which af-
ter 2010 and ’11, was nice to see, but there 
wasn’t a lot of concentration,” he says. 
“They’re easy-to-fall-in-love-with Pinots, 
but if you’re looking for more delineation be-
tween smaller appellations, 2011 and ’13 def-
initely show that, where in 2012, you had 
such a big year across the board [that] there’s 
more similarities vineyard to vineyard.”

Maloney saignéed his Pinots to pull out 
a higher amount of juice and aged the wines 
longer in barrel, about 14 months. He left 
wines on the lees for longer, as well.

“With those bigger clusters, we didn’t 
necessarily have the same phenolic maturi-
ty,” he says. “Extended barrel aging helped 
some of those rougher tannins fall out over 
time.”

Maloney says that even after thinning 
there was more crop than people expected.

“In Russian River proper, Carneros prop-
er, we saw big plump berries, big plump clus-
ters,” he says. “Contrast with the 2013s, we 
have higher acids, smaller berries. It’s the 
difference between a very intense year and a 
very voluptuous year. 

“In 2012, these fat wines, for lack of a bet-
ter word, offer richness.” —Virginie Boone

“The wines offer tremendous 
vibrancy, they’re rich and silky, 
with a satiny quality to them, 
and at the same time, there’s 

that freshness.” 
—Paul Hobbs

TOP NAPA AND SONOMA PINOTS

96 Lynmar 2012 Freestone (Russian River Val-
ley). From an intriguing and growing sub-

region of the larger Russian River Valley, Freestone 
is cold and barely planted, but when it works, it 
works. This Pinot is caressed in floral aromas and 
juicy red cherry, the wine fresh and alive, a back lay-
er of black tea, savory herb and exotic spice meshing 
in magical ways. The majority of the grapes came 
from the Sexton Vineyard, the rest from Umino and 
Jenkins. Editors’ Choice.
abv: 14.3% Price: $60

96 Paul Hobbs 2012 Hyde Vineyard (Carneros). 
Mouthwateringly juicy in bright tart-cherry 

fruit, this is a lush Pinot from a great vineyard, with 
delicate acidity and resolved tannins. It provides a 
masterful study in how to balance an exuberance of 
ripe California fruit while still offering finesse and 
restraint. Editors’ Choice.
abv: 14.4% Price: $75

94 Joseph Phelps 2012 Quarter Moon Vineyard 
(Sonoma Coast). This is a sophisticated, 

pretty Pinot Noir that’s brilliant in exotic cherry, 
raspberry and earth, and is bright and soft on the 
palate. The tannins are firmly structured and nicely 
rendered with a twinge of sweet tobacco, its subtle 
power building on the finish. Enjoy now, or cellar 
through 2020–22. Cellar Selection. 
abv: 13.8% Price: $75

93 Buena Vista 2012 Ida’s Selection (Sonoma 
Coast). This is an Old World-style Pinot 

Noir many a Francophile will love. It’s adorned in 
spice, earth and herbs, and is light in color and tex-
ture, with a deft approach to oak. Dark cherry fruit 
abounds around a silky, sublime mouthfeel. This is 
a beautiful wine for the table. Editors’ Choice.
abv: 13.5% Price: $45

93 Red Car 2012 Heaven & Earth (Sonoma 
Coast). A mouthfilling, spicy, seamless Pi-

not from the cool outreaches of the Sonoma Coast, 
it offers a bouquet and taste of clove and rose petal 
as well as juicy layers of cherry fruit. Easy to enjoy 
on its own, it’ll go well with a slab of fresh salmon. 
abv: 13.1% Price: $68

93 Reuling Vineyard 2012 Sonoma Coast. A 
sought-after vineyard by others, Reuling 

is doing great things with its own coveted fruit, as 
evidenced here, a coming-together of earthy fruit 
and lush texture. This vintage is dark ruby in color, 
classic in complex forest floor and wild strawberry 
layered over flowery perfume and a streak of spice. 
The imprint of oak and girth is still evolving, and 
the structure is there to cellar through 2021. Cellar 
Selection.
abv: 14% Price: $70

93 Wait Cellars 2012 Devoto Garden Vineyard 
(Green Valley). Light in ruby-red, see-

through red color, this small-production Pinot is 
spicy and alive, with a silky cherry pit aroma and 
undercurrent of herbal earthiness. The Devoto Gar-
den grows both wine grapes and heirloom apples. 
abv: 13.5% Price: $32

92 Davis Family 2012 Starr Ridge Vineyard (Rus-
sian River Valley). Dark and spicy, this is 

a silky and supple Pinot Noir, richly restrained in 
fresh boysenberry and aromatics of forest floor. But 
it’s the exotic cola spice that’ll hook you in and keep 
you there, particularly piquant on the finish. 
abv: 14.1% Price: $50

92 Dutton Goldfield 2012 Dutton Ranch Emer-
ald Ridge Vineyard (Green Valley). Dark in 

color, this wine is concentrated in ripe blueberry 
and blackberry fruit. A streak of tropical succulence 
and violets characterize the nose. Aged 11 months 
in French oak, the wood is present, but subtle. 
Restrained tannins are topped by a creamy, 
mouthfilling finesse.
abv: 13.5% Price: $58

92 Emeritus 2012 William Wesley (Sonoma 
Coast). Fresh in tart strawberry, owner 

Brice Jones’ Sonoma Coast Pinot Noir hails from 
a vineyard 950 feet above the town of Annapolis 
near the coast. Its profile reflects its provenance, 

an earthy spiciness buoyed by tingling acidity and 
lengthy, leathery finish. Editors’ Choice.
abv: 14.1% Price: $68

92 Thralls 2012 Bucher Vineyard (Russian River 
Valley). Made in small quantities, this Pinot 

is light in color and gorgeously rendered in earthy, 
forested notes of Bing cherry and strawberry. Lean 
and buoyant in acidity, it was given 30% new oak 
in all the right ways. It provides subtle depth and 
complexity without masking the wine’s balance of 
fruit and earth. Editors’ Choice.
abv: 14% Price: $45

91 Ram’s Gate 2012 Glass House Vineyard (So-
noma Coast). This is a generous wine, big 

and full on the nose, with two-thirds new French 
oak making itself felt in texture and aroma. But it’s 

well-managed, resulting in a balanced wine. For-
est floor and earth tones burst on the palate, 

followed by brambly dark berry fruit. The 
texture is soft through the finish, which of-

fers some grip.
abv: 14.5% Price: $62
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