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THE ALEXANDER VALLEY CABERNET ACADEMY  
WAS A RICH EXPERIENCE THAT PROVED  

CABERNET SAUVIGNONS FROM ALEXANDER 
VALLEY HAVE TRULY ARRIVED

by Allyson Gorsuch and Meridith May / photos by Alexander Rubin

“The Alexander Valley Cab Academy event proves that we’ve 
arrived,” announced Jake Hawkes, Proprietor and Winemaker for 
Hawkes Winery. Hawkes spoke to our group of 28 sommeliers, 
who traveled from all over the United States to converge during 
mid-May to walk the vineyards and stand in awe on mountain tops 
overlooking vast valleys across the approximate 25-mile span from 
north to south in Northern Sonoma County’s breathtaking AVA.

Harry Wetzel IV, Assistant Winemaker and family partner of the 
historic Alexander Valley Vineyards, referred to the area as a “niche 
spot: a unique range of microclimates with large diurnal swings, 
diverse soils and sections offering varying styles of fruit to ultimately 
make a complex palate to showcase Cabernet Sauvignon.”

CAMP[ ]
A view of Alexander Valley at dusk, 
as seen at the historic property of 
Alexander Valley Vineyards.

“I wouldn’t be able to pick these out in a blind 
tasting as all coming from Alexander Valley,” 
admitted Fred Dame, MS, VP of Prestige 
Accounts for American Wine & Spirits, address-
ing a group of 28 wine buyers and sommeliers 
at the Alexander Valley Cabernet Academy. 
“The region showcases individuality from the 
diversity of the topography from this complex 
AVA. But what I do see here—and taste—are 
wonderful wines. Don’t change a thing.”

INDIVIDUALITY
A Valley of 
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The Somm Journal and 
Master Sommelier Fred Dame, 
VP of Prestige Accounts for 
American Wine & Spirits, 
were co-hosts of the three-
day educational wine academy, 
organized by the Alexander 
Valley Winegrowers. “Thirty 
years ago, we were not hav-
ing this kind of conversation 

about Alexander Valley,” noted Dame. “We had 
to be patient, and now we’re here talking about 
Cabernet Sauvignon that has stepped into a 
higher gear.”

If there was a clear message from the experi-
ence, it was just this: The wines from this region 
have grown up. “Fifteen to 20 years ago we had a 
bad rap about pyrazines; we’re tasting wines with-
out them now. Winemakers and growers have 
learned where to grow Cab here in the Valley,” 
Hawkes attested. 

“What I love about these wines are the tex-
tural components,” Dame told the group. “The 
beauty of the 2012s is apparent; the voluptuous 
mouthfeel is proof in the glass of this amazing 
topography.”

High atop Hawkes Pyramid Vineyard, the panelists 
led our first introduction tasting of 2012 Cabs 
from Alexander Valley. Left to right: Fred Dame, 
MS; Stefen Soltysiak, CWE, CS/Wine Educator 
for Joseph Phelps Vineyards; Harry Wetzel IV, 
Alexander Valley Vineyards; and Jake Hawkes, 
Winemaker/Hawkes Wines.

The flavor profile that continues to distinguish the Bordeaux varieties from 
Alexander Valley is that of elegance and, as Fred Dame described it, voluptuous. 
Pyrazines are disappearing and being replaced with concentrated fruit; mineral-
ity is showing itself more prominently than in past years, along with savory 
herbs and mountain spices. Tannins are round and soft, and yet ageability is 
more relevant in these wines than ever before.

Grower and Winemaker Bret Munselle plays a prominent role as the voice 
of Alexander Valley, farming 600 acres of vineyards. He consults, sells fruit to 
wineries and makes wines under the Munselle label. “We are becoming more 
decisive on the weather,” he explained, adding, “We are not reactive, but deci-
sive on exactly when to pick. We don’t wait until the weather gets better—it 
won’t. We pick and put it to bed. We’re in California, and on average we have 
a fantastic climate for growing grapes.”

Alyson White, President of the Alexander Valley Winegrowers (AVW), with 
Corey Beck, President of Francis Ford Coppola Winery, and Bret Munselle, Past 
President at AVW and current board member of the Sonoma Co. Winegrape 
Commission. The Cab Academy was Munselle’s original idea. 

   A Reputation for Elegance: 
WEATHER AND MICRO-CLIMATES 
OF ALEXANDER VALLEY

Somm Journal June/July_64-101.indd   73 7/27/16   2:51 PM

http://www.SOMMjournal.com


74 { THE SOMM JOURNAL } AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2016

The Cab Academy group, with panelists Dame, Hawkes, Wetzel 
and Stefen Soltysiak, CWE, CS and Wine Educator at Joseph 
Phelps Vineyards, tasted through classic examples of this region’s 

wines. Francis Ford Coppola 2012 
Director’s Cut is red fruit–driven, 
while the impressive 100% 
Cabernet Sauvignon by Alice 
Sutro is still a baby. The Rodney 
Strong 2012 Alexander’s Crown is 
well crafted, with soft, savory fruit 
but an assertive finish, grown in 
iron-rich sandy loam on a hilltop 
vineyard. Perfumed spice, darker 
fruit, violets and dusty tannins were 
found in the Hawkes 2012 Pyramid. 
Alexander Valley Vineyards 2012 
Cyrus exhibited cinnamon plum 
brandy—riper fruit and a fuller, 
opulent body—with a distinct 
minty element. The Medlock Ames 
2013 Fifty Tons displayed hedonis-
tic, dark fruit, chalky tannins and a 
woodsy nose. The wines showed 
marked differences in aromatic 
profile and yet managed to share a 

common thread—we were in for two unforgettable days of exploration.
As the 2012s hit the market, the academy sets up the majority 

of the wines to compare from that vintage, but as many buyers still 
have 2011s on their lists, the sommeliers were eager to discuss the 
variations between these years. 2011 was a cool vintage, and the 
wines showed less fullness on the palate. “Trying to make vintages 
taste alike is making a marginal product,” Jake Hawkes explained. 
“Wine is agriculture, after all. Often as winemakers, we get so 
caught up in the structure that we lose sight of aromatics. 2011 
may have lacked roundness, but it offered distinct aromatics. The 
last three vintages have been excellent. I like the ‘14s better than 
anything we’ve ever done,” he shared. 

Dame declared, “I expect 2013 to be the best vintage in my 
lifetime.” With four remarkable vintages on the horizon, things 
look good for Alexander Valley Cabernet Sauvignon. The fact that 
Bordeaux is suffering from a string of tough vintages doesn’t hurt 
the plight for wider-spread recognition for Alexander Valley. 

As we move from the seminar at Hawkes Pyramid Vineyard to 
Hawkes Red Winery Vineyard for lunch, the ageability of these 
wines becomes the topic. With a dozen or more bottles, including 
magnums and three-liters of Alexander Valley Cabernet Sauvignons 
to taste, alongside a gorgeous al fresco barbecue, Dame acknowl-
edges that the American palate focuses on young wines. “Maybe 
that’s a bad thing, but maybe it’s a good thing, too,” he said, as 
most wine is consumed without aging. “But California wines, if 
stored well, can age just beautifully.” Proof lies in the savory 2000 
Alexander Valley Vineyards Cyrus, the ethereal 2000 Robert Young 
and the structured 2004 Hawkes in large format.

Winemaker Rob Davis of Jordan Vineyard & Winery relayed 
an anecdote of a conversation with mentor Andre Tchelistcheff 
about the 1992 vintage, which Davis originally did not love. “Years 
from now, you’ll look at this vintage as remarkable,” encouraged 
Tchelistcheff. He was right—the wine shows mint and cedar with 
perfectly developed red and black currants and persistent but 
smooth tannins. Unintentionally, Davis segued into the next subject 
of the day when asked about the biggest changes he has witnessed 
over the years. “When I came here in the ’70s, eighty percent of 
the vineyards were white grapes. The soils have led to Cab being 
the ideal grape here.”

CAMP[ ]

Jordan Vineyard Winemaker 
Rob Davis addresses the group 

to discuss age-worthiness of 
Alexander Valley wines [photo 
taken at Hawkes Red Winery].
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Geology and Soils
At Trione Winery, Soltysiak draws upon his fascination with geology to give a condensed 
lesson in the soils of Alexander Valley. Greywacke, sandstone, chert, volcanic ash, alluvial, 
gravel streaks, clay—quite the diversity for one area. He also pointed out the need to 
avoid the toxic serpentinite, California’s state rock, as it is too high in magnesium to permit 
quality grape growing. It finally made sense to us why some seemingly beautiful hillsides are 
not planted. Nate Weis, Winemaker for Silver Oak Cellars, and Scott Covington, Winemaker 
for Trione Vineyard and Winery, joined the panel this time with Rodney Strong Vineyards 
Winemaker Greg Morthole adding insight to the discussion.

Silver Oak 2011 begins the tasting with the signature American oak touch. With the 
cooler vintage, it is the first time the wine is not 100% Cabernet Sauvignon, but Weis 
insisted, “We’re not afraid to let Cabernet be Cabernet. We noticed that herbaceous-
ness translates to freshness five years later.” Next, Alexander Valley Vineyards 2012 Estate 
Cab exhibits black cherries and strawberry jam with a mocha middle, chewy tannins and 
a flintiness in the finish; Hawkes 2012 Red Winery Vineyard offers up graphite 
and chocolate with lush purple fruit, tobacco and gripping tannins; Trione 
Vineyards and Winery 2012 Block Twenty-One has a heady aroma 
of florals and herbs and the palate shows red pepper, cherry cedar, 
grilled meat and gritty, spiced tannins; Robert Young Estate Winery 2012 
Big Rock Block awaits oak integration with its dark fruit, espresso, rustic frame 
and dried blue flowers on the finish; Rodney Strong Vineyards 2012 Brothers 
unveils violets, scents of cherry tobacco, plums and cocoa powder with bright 
acidity. “When you pick a great site, the aromatics shine on their own,” smiled Morthole.

A close-up of 
Greywacke rocks.

 Leading the discussions on what’s going on in the ground are Stefen Soltysiak; Nate Weis, 
Winemaker for Silver Oak Cellars; Fred Dame, MS; Scott Covington, Winemaker for Trione 
Vineyard & Winery; and Greg Morthole, Winemaker for Rodney Strong Vineyards.
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Elevation and Topography
Alexander Valley encompasses 60,000 acres of vineyards spanning from Cloverdale in 
the north to Windsor in the south, entertaining a ten-degree temperature difference 
between the two towns. This temperature difference, as well as varying levels of fog and 
substantial elevation deviations, make the vineyards, soils and terroirs quite diverse. No 
sub-appellations exist within Alexander Valley as of yet, but the winemakers make it clear 
that there should be three distinct areas: north, middle and south. Munselle confirmed, “To 
me, the decision is clear as day.” 

As we sit in Rodney Strong’s complex Rockaway estate, the vineyard itself comprised 
of ten separate blocks, to taste through our next flight of Cabernet Sauvignon, we look to 
find whether these distinctions can be tasted in the glass. Ryan Decker, Vineyard Manager 
for Rodney Strong Vineyards, and Jim Young, owner and Vineyard Manager of Robert Young 
Estate Vineyard and Winery, joined Master Sommelier Fred Dame and Educator Stefen 
Soltysiak to lead our panel on this morning. 

Decker, playing with a technologically superior mouse, used Google Earth to zoom in on 
each vineyard as we taste them. “2012 was the biggest crop in state history. With bigger 
crops, you get more hang-time, great complexity and flavor,” remarked Decker. With that 
Munselle breaks into a wide grin. “Growers and winemakers were equally happy.”

Technically from the new Pine Mountain–Cloverdale Peak AVA high above the Alexander 
Valley floor, Francis Ford Coppola 2012 Archimedes launched the exploration on this day. 
“Everything is more extreme up there, so it’s the last Cab to be picked, in early November,” 
enlightened Munselle. That extra hang-time allows for physiological ripeness, presenting a 
wine with a floral note, medium body and dusty, pleasing tannins. Another high elevation 
vineyard wine, Stonestreet 2012 Rockfall, shows a completely different expression with 
ripe, dark fruit and overt glycerol to create a full body. 

Mid-level “complicated” vineyards like Rodney Strong’s Rockaway yield horsepower: big, 
rich and texturally creamy wines with a strong contingent of just-ripe black currant, cassis, 
coffee, olive and plum and a hint of menthol and vanillin. Hoot Owl Creek, at a similar 
elevation, shows black cherry, crème de cassis and red plum skin with chewy tannins. 
Robert Young 2012 Scion delivers ripe blackberry and a silky mid-palate with an extremely 
long finish. “We have a lot more diversity in soil types on the hillsides,” confirmed Jim Young, 
fourth generation to farm the land (his father holds the distinction of being the first to 
plant Cabernet Sauvignon in Alexander Valley in 1963).

Medlock Ames 2013 Kate’s & B’s, from the south end of the valley, gave way to an 
earthy, minty nose, dusty red fruit and bright acidity with its seamless but persistent tannins. 
We had six completely different wines here. The one commonality was a savory, herbal 
note—in the most complementary way. The immense differences between temperature, 
fog and elevation certainly were quite discernible.

“Elevation’s a funny thing—it’s going to take us a while to figure it out. It is going to be a 
critical piece of developing California’s AVA system,” suspected Dame.

A CLOSE-KNIT 
COMMUNITY
Alexander Valley dates back to the 
1840s when Cyrus Alexander settled 
in the area and received payment in 
the form of land from the Mexican 
government in exchange for managing 
it. A historic walking tour of Alexander’s 
residence and an old schoolhouse on 
the Alexander Valley Vineyards prop-
erty, followed by an enormous bounty 
at neighborhood Hoot Owl Creek 
Vineyards, replete with a bluegrass 
duo, felt like being invited into a special 
kinship. In fact, Munselle, Hawkes and 
Wetzel are all the same age and have 
known each other since they were chil-
dren. Now, some of their children are in 
the same classes. An evening spent with 
new friends, delicious food and spec-
tacular wines—we’re beginning to see 
why Alexander Valley is a special place.

Hank Wetzel produced Alexander 
Valley Vineyard’s first wines in 1975 and 
the wine world quickly took  notice 
of the elegant Cabernet Sauvignons 
from the southern end of Alexander 
Valley. Forty-two years later they 
are still known for the flavor profile 
that made the valley famous. AVV’s 
Cabernet Sauvignon is a testament 
to  Winemaker Kevin Hall’s skill and 
the Alexander Valley’s unique ability to 
grow amazing Cabernet.

High atop the 
Jordan Winery 
estate.

At Rodney Strong's 
Rockaway Vineyard 
the panel discusses 
elevation and topology. 
Left to right, Fred Dame, 
MS; Jim Young of Robert 
Young Vineyards; and 
Ryan Decker, Vineyard 
Manager for Rodney 
Strong Vineyards.
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Blending the Best of 
Alexander Valley
Exploring the soils of the valley floor with 
Lise Asimont, Director of Grower Relations 
for Francis Ford Coppola Winery, we had a 
lesson in ribboning, or testing the texture of 
soil for proportions of sand, silt and clay. We, 
then, enjoyed jumping into a pit to get a closer 
look at the layers of soil beneath the ground 
before taking a tour of the majestic grounds 
and facilities. We were treated to a delectable 
lunch at their winery restaurant, Rustic, on the 
extraordinary grounds. 

For our afternoon seminar, we embarked 
on a journey to Vista Point at Jordan Vineyard 
& Winery for 360-degree views of Sonoma 
County—absolutely stunning. We were intro-
duced to in-depth analysis maps using NDVI 
(Normalized Difference Vegetation Index) 
pictures to study and understand a vineyard. 

Clearly evident in vineyard specialists 
Munselle and Jordan Vineyard & Winery 
Ranch Manager Brent Young was their outright 
respect for Jordan Winemaker Rob Davis: his 
ability to know what is happening in the vine-
yard when tasting the grapes and, further, his 
commitment in working with them to improve 
separate blocks within a vineyard in order 
to make the best wine possible.  “It’s about 
elevating every single site so you’re not getting 
over-ripe and under-ripe fruit. You can change 
some of the husbandry to achieve complete 
consistency,” Davis explained. Munselle aug-
mented, “The more uniform your vineyard, the 
more uniform the grapes, the more balanced 
the wine.”

CÔTE DU JORDAN  
COMPONENT TASTING
Tasting individual blocks (and varying Bordeaux varieties) from differ-
ent vineyards—with no difference in oak treatment—that were to be 
blended for the Jordan Cabernet Sauvignon was a unique chance to 
really discern the differences in soils alone.  Sampling the individual 
components that make the blend for the best of Alexander Valley 
through the right terroir, grapes, technology and grower husbandry 
was a masterful lesson from grower Bret Munselle and Jordan’s Brent 
Young and Rob Davis.

“We want this to be the standard in our corner of the Cab world,” 
noted Davis. “We’re proud of who we are, what we have to work 
with, without getting exotic. Our job is to produce elegant wines that 
can age 30 to 40 years. Jordan Vineyards & Winery was founded on 
the emphasis of balance, and sourcing in the right places helps us do 
just that.”

His first vintage in 1976, Davis and Jordan Vineyard & Winery 
were attempting something new in producing wines that were able 
to be drunk within four to six years—which now works out to the 
preferred style of consumption. Forty years later they perpetuate 
their convictions in making only one Cabernet Sauvignon and one 
Chardonnay every year. “We’re founded on two principles: balance 
and desire for the best quality. We just want to focus on those two 
things and do them well,” communicated Proprietor John Jordan, son 
of founders Tom and Sally Jordan.

“Staying the course in Alexander Valley is what will continue to 
make this area a stand out,” concluded Fred Dame. “The growers and 
vintners have been wise in not being complacent, even knowing they 
have some of the best terroir in California.” 

 Lise Asimont, Director of Grower Relations for 
Francis Ford Coppola Winery, explained the 
science of ribboning, or testing the texture of soil 
for proportions of sand, silt and clay.

Rob Davis (left) Winemaker for Jordan Vineyards & Winery and John Jordan, 
Proprietor (far right) introduce the complex vineyards, technology and taste 
profiles that make up Jordan’s Cabernet Sauvignon.
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“I’ve had a lot of ideas since I’ve been here,” comments Sandy Walheim, long-time 
winemaker for Francis Ford Coppola Winery. The headquarters in Alexander 
valley were once occupied by Chateau Souverain, and now the castle/fairy tale 
setting has been enhanced further by Coppola’s imagination: including a stun-
ning restaurant called Rustic, a swimming pool with cabanas, a tasting room that 
houses the famous director’s movie memorabilia and an in-house bottling facility. 
“After ten years, some of those ideas may have been crazy, but it led to some fan-
tastic opportunities all around, and I am honored that I was able to be creative.”

One of those ideas includes Francis Ford Coppola Archimedes, an Alexander 
Valley Cabernet Sauvignon. The 2012 vintage blends in 6% Merlot and 4% 
Cabernet Franc. Aged 21 months in 100% French oak, the grapes are sourced 
from high elevation mountain fruit in the Pine Mountain/Cloverdale area – the 
highest AVA in the [north end of] the valley, tucked into the eastern mountains. 
Extreme conditions such as poor soils high in magnesium, windy, steep slopes 
and tightly spaced vines account for this wine’s horsepower. It’s a big, rich, tex-
turally velvet creature with a strong contingent of black plum, black olive and 
Worcestershire. 

Walheim, who oversees the entire Sonoma County wine program for Francis 
Ford Coppola, also crafts the single vineyard designate Francis Coppola Reserve 
wines and the Director’s Cut line-up.  “Cabernet Sauvignon is the true star of 
Alexander Valley,” she attests. “It defines the longevity profiles we’re looking for.”

Sandy Walheim is winemaker for Francis Ford Coppola Winery.

After sipping a stellar 1906 Claret from Bordeaux, 
Francis Ford Coppola decided not only to make a 
Claret but to bottle it with the gold netting adorn-
ing the treasured 1906 bottle as well. Every bottle 
of Coppola’s Black Label Claret, the best-selling 
Cabernet Sauvignon in the U.S. in 2014 and 2015, is 
netted using this special bottling line.

INTERVIEW WITH SANDY WALHEIM, 
Winemaker for Francis Ford Coppola

CAMP[ ]
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PARTICIPATING WINE BUYERS AND SOMMS
Wilson Oswald, CSW, CSS, CS, Director of Beverage, Ruth’s Chris Steak House, Alpharetta, Georgia
Rachael Lowe, Beverage Director, Spiaggia, Chicago
Christian Varas, Buyer, River Oaks Country Club, Houston
Tom Poor, Owner, Bin 66 Fine Wine & Spirits, Rehoboth Beach, Delaware
Vincent Comunale, Wine & Beverage Manager, Harvest Restaurant Group, Morris Plains, New Jersey
Matthew Kaner, Wine Director/Partner, Bar Covell & Augustine Wine Bar, Los Angeles
Corey Drake, Sommelier, RPM Steak/RPM Italian, Chicago
Andrew Izrael, Beverage Manager, Fahrenheit Charlotte
Grant Simpson, Asst. Manager, Memphis Country Club
Matt Dulle, Sommelier, The County Bench, Santa Rosa
Wendy Heilmann, Director of Wine & Spirits, Pebble Beach Resorts
J.D. Wagoner, CS, CSW, FOH Manager/ Wine Director, Restaurant Orsay, Jacksonville
Gregory Mayer, Wine Director, Haven, Tampa
Dave Lund, Sommelier/Wine Buyer, III Forks Austin
Cassandra Felix, Sommelier, HMF at the Breakers, Palm Beach
Mirko Marchi, Director of Restaurants, JW Marriott Desert Springs Resort & Spa, Palm Desert
Veronica Litton, CSW, Wine Buyer, Crown Wine and Spirits, Fort Lauderdale
Brian Phillips, CWE, Adv. Somm, Sommelier, Darden Restaurants, Orlando
Kevin Bratt, Concept Wine Director, Joe’s Seafood, Prime Steak & Stone Crab, Chicago
Liz Mendez, Proprietor/Beverage Director, Vera Restaurant & Wine Bar, Chicago
Jon McDaniel, Corp. Beverage Director & Sommelier, LessLaw Hospitality, Chicago 
Troy Grenstiner, Sommelier, Craftsteak, Las Vegas
Jordan Villareal, CS, Sommelier, The Hobbit Restaurant, Orange County
Elizabeth Kelso, Retail Sommelier, Wally’s Vinoteca, Beverly Hills
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No sub-appella-
tions exist within 

Alexander 
Valley as of yet, 

but the wine-
makers make it 
clear that there 
should be three 
distinct areas: 
north, middle 

and south. Bret 
Munselle con-

firmed, “To me, 
the decision is 
clear as day.” 
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