RECAPPING THE 2024 ALEXANDER
VALLEY CABERNET ACADEMY

N
M\/ m m | dined at the Montage Healdsburg with the same

convivial group of people | had actually broken bread
with the night before. Denise Trione, committee chairwoman for the Alexander
Valley Cabernet Academy and sales and marketing director at her family’s Trione
Vineyards & Winery, welcomed a trio of sommeliers and me with the California
French—inspired fare of resort restaurant Hazel Hill. | awoke still surprised at how
well the delicate white fish in bright, creamy dill sauce swam with the notes of sage
in the Trione 2019 Henry's Blend Red.With a yawn, | pulled up the window blinds
in my Geyserville Inn room.The dull gray light revealed a densely foggy morning:
Neighboring vineyards could be seen, but the surrounding hills and mountains were
faint suggestions at best.

A bit later in the lobby, a small group of renowned wine buyers from across the
country gathered and introduced themselves between bites of pastries and sips of
coffee. Most of us seemed tired from the previous day of travel followed by recep-
tion dinners such as the one | attended—and yet the next two days of the 2024
AlexanderValley Cabernet Academy would prove to be eye-opening. Since 2016,
The SOMM Journal has been privileged to be a part of the Academy’s guest roster.
We've witnessed the region’s Cabernets evolve to not merely shed the pyrazines
they'd shown in the early 2000s but carve out their own niche in the form of a
modern, savory, higher-acid style—one that contemporary wine drinkers, by the by,
seem to prefer. But we've also seen the recurrence of issues from years past, such as
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DAY ONI::
SIHHOWING A
LITTLIE ANKLL

Oak trees strung with cakmoss, fir forests,
riparian foliage, an occasional cow or two,
and vineyards—Iots of vineyards—sped
by as we headed to our first seminar. Ear-
lier shrouded in fog, the hills coyly began
to show a bit of foot. Alice Sutro, owner/
founder of SUTRO Wine Company,
leaned out of the front seat of the shuttle
and gave what she jokingly described as

a “fireside chat barreling at 80 miles an
hour” about her family's history in the Al-
exander Valley, beginning in 191 | with the
purchase of Warnecke Ranch. Of every-
thing she had to say, one thing particularly
stuck, as it seemed to foreshadow not
only the next seminar but the entirety of
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the trip:*"The Alexander Valley is further
north than Napa and on the west side of
the Mayacamas, so it's Pacific facing—and
those two major attributes make our
terroir cooler than Napa. So the wine

in general is less jammy, less extracted.
Stylistically ... I'll brazenly lump the entire
Valley into this:We use less oak, so the
wine comes across as more elegant but
still very powerful. Alexander Valley Cab-
ernet is grace alongside power.”

WEATHER & MICROCLIMATES:
The Grand Drape of Fog

As fascinating and adorable as it was to
hear the very different personalities of
Alexander Valley Vineyards (AVV) head of
operations Harry Wetzel IV and Hawkes
Wine winemaker Jake Hawkes talk about
the climate of Alexander Valley, they could
have very well sat in silence and made
their point. By the end of our “Weather
& Microclimates” seminar; the dense fog
had withdrawn to reveal a sweeping view
of the rocky, steep, and terraced Pyramid
Vineyard and its surrounding green hills.
Hawkes pointed to the house he grew up
in below, nestled just under a small lot of
fir trees. The winemaker, whose family has
been growing grapes in the Valley for over
50 years, wrestled with attributing the
character of his wines solely to climate.
Regarding the Hawkes 2018 Pyramid
Cabernet, for example, as nervy as it

was extracted, he pointed out that “the
vineyard is steep and rocky, and it has

a propensity to want to produce really
tannic, big, purple wines. And | think that
the weather matches the extremity of the

terrain too: We'll have these cool, foggy
mornings like we did today, but then, be-
cause this is a relatively exposed site, you
get really hot afternoon sun and a lot of
coastal wind. The climate is so completely
integrated with the geography it's hard to
tease the two apart”

Wetzel added that Pyramid is rep-
resentative of the southern Alexander
Valley.“It's bright and sunny now, but this
morning started out how most of the
mornings start—fairly cool and foggy,
which makes for a nice growing season.
As you head farther north, it can be a
totally different animal, and you can see a
| O-degree temperature swing between
northern Alexander Valley and southern
Alexander Valley. Of course, this is a very
broad picture, and it doesn't get into the
nuance of hillside versus valley floor or
closer to the Russian River versus farther
from the river”

An egret circled the vineyard and landed
in a rookery below as we tasted a number
of wines, including the Zialena 2019 Maz-
zoniVineyard Cabernet Sauvignon, the
Stonestreet 2018 Cabernet Sauvignon, the
AVV 2021 Cabernet Sauvignon, and the
inky AVV 2019 School Reserve sourced
from a single vineyard in Geyserville: Al
providing a graceful counterpoint to the
dramatic shift of the morning weather be-
fore we headed to lunch at Rodney Strong
Vineyards (see page TK).

If Pyramid represents the south side
of the Valley, AVV perhaps represents
the region’s heart. That evening, we had
dinner at the historic property, preceded
by a tour.Wagging his tail, Wetzel's dog,

The “Weather & Microclimates” seminar was held in Hawkes’ Pyramid Vineyard.

Drake, followed us around a shady oak
tree under which one of the first settlers
in Sonoma and the region’s namesake,
Cyrus Alexander, is buried not far from
Wetzel's great-grandparents, Harry and
Maggie Wetzel, who purchased the prop-
erty from an Alexander heir in 1962 and
would later lead the charge to make the
AlexanderValley an official AVA in 1984.
From there, we wandered through an
extensive network of cool, musky caves
used for barrel aging to a new crush pad;
across a small bridge over a stream; past
an old adobe building built in 1840 by
Alexander; through a garden brimming
with artichokes, lettuces, and more; past
the original Alexander Valley school-
house built in 1868; and through a rolling
vineyard to a sunset barbecue on picnic
grounds overlooking a pond. But all that
is just part of AVV's estate: The Wetzel
family now owns over 700 acres across
the region.

GEOLOGY & SOILS:
Touch the Rock

Mourning doves and other birds chat-
tered in the block of vines behind Trione
Vineyards & Winery's production facility
as Alice Sutro joined up with the group
once again, this time for the “Geology

& Soils” seminar with Trione winemaker
John Duckett. While we settled into our
seats in front of five AlexanderValley
Cabs, Sutro began to pass around a
topographical map and a large piece of
compacted rhyolitic ash (aka tuff) about
the size of a football. “Touch the rock or
we won't let you out of the pit later;” she
joked, referring to a hole in the vineyard
just behind us, freshly dug by Trione’s vine-
yard manager, Kris Hicks. The tuff, excavat-
ed from the soil at her family’s Warnecke
Ranch property, served as evidence of
the volcanic activity that occurred here
3-5 million years prior, which helped to
form the Mayacamas Mountain range and
today defines Alexander Valley's eastern
edge. Attendees rubbed the chalky white
residue of the tuff left on their fingers as
she spoke:“The effect here is really about
water access to the vines.There's some
natural hydric stress that occurs with soil
that's high in calcium content and low in
magnesium, resulting in very low cationic
exchange, which means it doesn't readily
release water” She noted that it's soils
like this, in addition to elevation and steep
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Alice Sutro, owner/founder of SUTRO Wine
Company. and Trione winemaker John
Duckett led the “Geology & Soils” seminar
at Trione Vineyards & Winery

slopes, that cause the vine to suffer; pro-
ducing lower yields and in turn higher-cal-
iber Cabernet.We considered this as we
sipped the peppery, bright 2020 SUTRO
Warnecke Ranch Cabernet before mov-
ing onto the silky yet muscular Trione
2019 Block 21 Cabernet Sauvignon.

“I'm the only winemaker you're going
to meet whose wines you won't be
tasting,” acknowledged Duckett, flashing
a smile. The former assistant winemaker
at Jordan Vineyard & Winery, who joined
Trione in 2022, explained that he's hoping
to make the 2023 vintage of Block 21
with 100% of the fruit from the site in
northern Cloverdale."It's on the eastern
side of Russian River and western side of
Mayacamas, sitting on a Yolo soil series—a
mix of volcanic and alluvial soil coming
from years of erosion off the hills and
from the Russian River” reminiscent of
that of Bordeaux.

Duckett added that the Alexander Val-
ley is a hodgepodge of soil types thanks
to volcanic activity, the uplift of ancient
seabeds, and river deposits. The wines we
tasted at the seminar reflected this com-
plexity, be it Robert Young's 2020 Bob's
Burn Pile Cabernet Sauvignon, sourced
from the producer’s highest-elevation site
set on volcanic rock and tufted sifty loam
(aka Spreckels series); Rodney Strong's
2018 Brothers Cab grown on the alluvial
Arbuckle series; or the Hawkes 2018
Stone Cabernet.
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DAY TWO:
LEGACY AND
POTENTIAL

En route to Stonestreet Wines on
another foggy morning, Bret Munselle of
Munselle Vineyards stood at the front of
the shuttle, oscillating between being a
tour guide and giving directions to the
shuttle driver. The former president of
the Alexander Valley Cabernet Academy
might as well have had his eyes closed as
he pointed out all the vineyards he and
his family work or have worked, proper-
ties they've owned, buildings they've built,
and streets named after them, as they've
been farming in some form or another in
the Valley since 1876.

TOPOGRAPHY & ELEVATION:
The Great Moderator

Sips of Stonestreet's bright and creamy
2015 Blanc de Blancs cut effortlessly
through the fat of the bacon quiche

in the winery’s tasting room. Craig

Ellick, ambassador and educator at
parent company Jackson Family Wines,
used the small-production, traditional-
method stunner as an example of what
Stonestreet's mountain terroir is capable
of as well as the lengths its winemaker,
Kristin Shideler, will go to to achieve
greatness, in this case conducting a
scrupulous block selection of Chardonnay
and leaving the final blend on the lees for
seven years. Stonestreet's Cabs receive

the same patient care, of course."You'll
never see a Stonestreet bottle of Cab
less than five years old," said Ellick, adding
that there’s also a yearly library release.

After the reception, cows that were
grazing on their share of Stonestreet's
5,500 acres of land (800 of which are
planted to vine) to help reduce fuel for
wildfires watched the shuttle drive up
the steep and winding road past a few
rock formations and fallen trees before
it suddenly disappeared above the fog
line, bobbing to the top of sunny Christo-
pher'sVineyard at 2,400 feet in elevation.
There, surprise guest Chris Jackson, pro-
prietor of Jackson Family Wines, joined
Shideler, Ellick, and Justin Seidenfeld,
senior VP of winemaking and winegrow-
ing for Rodney Strong Vineyards, for the
“Topography & Elevation” seminar

“| like to talk a lot about ‘Sonoma
savory' as a point of import for this ter-
roir" said Jackson."“For a long time critics
didn't understand it, because they went
from old-school, rustic Bordeaux to the
primary fruit of Napa. But the Alexander
Valley is savory married with fruit, and |
think we'll see that herbaceous profile for
all the wines on the table today.” Filled
with Rodney Strong's 2019 Alexander's
Crown Cabernet, AVV's 2020 Organic
Cab, ACTAWine 2021 Battle Family—
Chalk Hill Cab, and Stonestreet's 2015
Rockfall Cab, the glasses in front of us
were hard evidence.
Jackson, like most other Alexander Valley
winemakers, believes that the AVA should
be parceled up into subregions. In fact,

Craig Ellick, ambassador and educator for Jackson Family Wines; Stonestreet winemaker
Kristin Shideler; Chris Jackson, proprietor of Jackson Family Wines; Justin Seidenfeld, senior
VP of winemaking and winegrowing for Rodney Strong Vineyards; and Jessie Birschbach,
senior wine, beer, and spirits editor for The SOMM Journal, on the “Topography & Elevation”
panel at 2,400 feet in elevation in Christopher’s Vineyard.
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his family has spearheaded the formation
of the Pocket Peak AVA, the petition for
which is still being processed by the TTB,
to delineate between the terroir of the
region’s valley floor versus that found at
elevation. Between wet, cold weather
and blazing hot temperatures,*| call the
[Mayacamas] mountain range the great
moderator” he said."From a climactic
standpoint, the close proximity to the
ocean is going to be a lifesaver and criti-
cally important, and | think the best days
of Sonoma are ahead of it."
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Coppola 2020 Sei Querce Vineyard Cab,
a direct-to-consumer reserve bottling
sourced from a valley floor block and
benchland block at about 1,000 feet

in elevation. Maintaining the degree of
freshness found in these reserve wines
for Coppola, she said, is a matter of
deciding not only when to pick but which
particular part of a block to pick, then
micro-fermenting the lots separately and
blind tasting them "barrel by barrel." This
is especially important in a record-setting
wildfire season like 2020, she added;

Winemakers and students of the Alexander Valley Cabernet Academy in Hawkes’
Red Winery Vineyard.

BLENDING THE BEST:
Barrel by Barrel

At Hawkes' Red Winery Vineyard, brisket
barbecued by Jake Hawkes himself was
on the menu for lunch and served along-
side a slew of back vintages like Hawkes
2013 Red Winery Cab, Stonestreet 2014
Rockfall Vineyard, AVV’s 2002 Cyrus, Tri-
one 2016 Block 21, and Rodney Strong's
2009 Alexander's Crown. A spirited
debate about how to get more library
wines into the programs of wine buyers
ensued, but all agreed that the high-toned
fruit of the presented wines would enable
them to age for decades.

After lunch, ACTA Wine co-founder
Dustin Moilanen received Academy at-
tendees at the newly renovated | 6-acre
estate he and his family acquired in 2021.
Moilanen hosted the “Blending the Best”
seminar along with Francis Ford Coppola
Winery senior winemaker Andrea Card;
Card.The fourth-generation Sonoma
County native brought the Francis Ford

indeed, not one iota of smoke taint was
detected.

Like the Sei Querce, ACTA's plush and
vibrant 202 | DEEDS is also sold direct to
consumer; as are most of the wines in its
small production of 2000 cases. But unlike
most of the wines we tasted on the trip,
which were predominantly or 100% Cab-
ernet, the DEEDS is a blend of 66% Mer
lot with 23% Cab and other Bordeaux
varieties.l had always wanted to make
a Right Bank—style Bordeaux blend, and
that is essentially a nonstarter in Napa,”
said Moilanen, who's made and sold wine
in Napa for two decades. There’s hardly
any Merlot left as it's been planted over
to Cab, and the good Merlot that’s left is
so sought after it's just not feasible. But
here in the Alexander Valley, I've found
old-vine Merlot that just tastes delicious
and allowed to become what it should.”

Card concurred:“| love the diversity of
varietals we have but also the diversity of
agriculture in general; | love the integration
of all that....We're not in a monoculture

Jake Hawkes is almost as good a pitmaster
as he is a winemaker. (Almost.)

ACTA Wine co-founder Dustin Moilanen
and Francis Ford Coppola Winery senior
winemaker Andrea Card at the “Blending
the Best” seminar, moderated by Jessie

Birschbach.

of just drinking wine.We have hard cider
[producers], breweries, and distilleries, and
I think that's one of the things that makes
Alexander Valley really appealing”

Also poured at the seminar were
Rodney Strong's 2020 Cabernet, Starlite
Vineyards' 2019 Cabernet, Robert Young's
2020 Scion, and AVV's 2017 CYRUS—all
quite different yet all offering that familiar
Alexander Valley herbaceousness. Follow-
ing the tasting, Moilanen served wood-
fired pizzas from his outdoor kitchen with
bread and estate-made olive oil before
taking me on a tour of the facilities; in his
office, he proudly showed me old maps
of his property and the Alexander Valley.

It was a good place to end, staring at an
old map of the region, realizing how far it
has come—and yet, like Jackson and all the
other producers we met with, Moilanen
can also see where it's headed, and his
excitement was endearingly palpable.The
next day, | and the other wine profes-
sional attendees of the Alexander Valley
Cabernet Academy would reluctantly head
home, feeling very much the same.

For an unabridged version of this story,
including accounts from some of the at-
tendees, visit sommjournal.com. s
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A LUE}GI—I*AT RODNEY STRONG'S ROCKAWAY VINEYARD
CAPSULATES THE WINERY/S PAST AND FUTURE

the story of Califor-

nia wine without a
big chapter on Rod Strong,” said Rodney
Strong senior director of communica-
tions Christopher O'Gorman during
our lunch on the first day of Alexander
Valley Cabernet Academy. Sitting under
the shade of a group of oak trees against
the backdrop of the winery's Rockaway
Vineyard at 750 feet in elevation, the
group found it hard to conceive that a
wildfire had blazed through these same
picnic grounds in 2019. In fact, it was the
first time O'Gorman had visited since the
fire, and his expression revealed just how
happy he was to see the view of the val-
ley below, not to mention the bocce ball
court on the grounds back in operation
once again.

Seated at the long table filled with wine
buyers, O'Gorman was joined by Rodney
Strong winemaker Justin Seidenfeld, who
spoke extensively of the winemaking pro-
cess behind each of the bottlings paired
with our lunch, consisting of a strawberry
salad; New York strip; asparagus; crushed
Yukon gold potatoes; and gnocchetti sardi
with pesto, mushrooms, and fava beans.
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The hearty meal was welcome after

we'd built up our appetites a few minutes
before by following the winemaker up a
switchback trail to the tippy-top of the
vineyard. (Luckily, we were able to quench
our thirst on the trip up and down with
the crisp 2023 Charlotte's Home Sauvi-
gnon Blanc.)

Under the shady oak trees, Seidenfeld
attributed the creamy, bright character
of the 2021 Chalk Hill Chardonnay to
the neighboring Sonoma County region’s
““chalky” white soil structure: volcanic
ash composed entirely of silica dioxide,
“meaning there’s zero nutrient concentra
tion, so the vines really struggle to grow,
which ultimately makes for a more in-
tensely concentrated wine,” he explained
as the nutty crumbled chévre in the salad
tempered the expression’s nervy tension.
It was this same volcanic ash that con-
vinced Strong to plant Chardonnay in the
Chalk Hill AVA long before it was officially
appellated in 1965.The great history be-
hind the wine helped to justify an arduous
winemaking technique Seidenfeld learned
from his time at Domaine Leflaive in
Burgundy: Rather than rush the finished

AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2024
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Valley Cabernet Academy enjoyed lunch
atiRodney Strong’s Rockaway Vineyedrek,

wine into bottle in about three weeks as
he typically would have, he said he waits
roughly half a year to bottle “to let it rest
and harmonize and give it time to recu-
perate before resting in bottle. This way it
shows much better more quickly.”
Although we were all in attendance to
learn about Alexander Valley Cabernet,
the Rodney Strong 2021 Reserve Pinot
Noir was a silky respite from the bigger,
bolder Cabs.With an annual production
of 400 cases, the wine is sourced from
two different vineyards in the Russian
RiverValley and aged roughly |5 months
in barrel; after a native ferment, it’s bottled
unfined and unfiltered, “so if there was an



ingredient label on the back of this wine,
it would say grapes,” Seidenfeld said with
a smile.

The refined texture of the Pinot would
have been given a run for its money at
the “Topography & Elevation” seminar the
following day, where we sipped one of
the more delicate versions of Cabernet
Sauvignon experienced during our visit:

Rodney Strong’s 2019 Alexander’s Crown,

the velvety character of which Seidenfeld
once again attributed to the |4-acre vine-
yard's metamorphic red soils as well as its
average temperature of 59 degree Fahr-
enheit thanks to its location in the cooler
southern area of the region. Debuting

in 1974, the relatively light Bordeaux-
style Cab was the first single-vineyard
wine to be produced in the Alexander
Valley. To optimize the terroir of Alex-
ander’s Crown, the winemaking process
consists of carefully managed time and
temperature decisions (via methods like
identifying the most efficient refrigeration
systems and consistent, timed pumpov-
ers) that help determine how much
flavor to extract from the grapes—which,
Seidenfeld added,"is an entirely different
management process to take advantage
of the site then we would for our Broth-
ersVineyard all the way in the north, near
Cloverdale. [Brothers Vineyard] is [much
higher in] elevation with a much warmer
climate, which gives us a much different
ripening process. So we don't treat all
our vineyards the same—we treat as site
dictates” The 2018 Brothers Cab we'd
sample after lunch at the “Geology &
Soils” seminar indeed was as promised: a
much richer; darker version of Cabernet
Sauvignon sourced from the 141-acre
site, which ranges from 400 to 1,020 feet
in elevation.

But as the fragrance of the surround-
ing vineyard hung heavy in our nostrils, I'd
venture to guess that for most of us, Rod-
ney Strong's most memorable expression
was its Rockaway Vineyard Cabernet, of
which we tasted the 2019 and the 2014
poured from a 6-liter bottle. The grapes
for the former were picked from Block
2, situated just below our picnic grounds,
roughly two weeks before the fire and
were 100% optically sorted, “which
means we're throwing away about 60%,"
noted Seidenfeld. Those cherry-picked
berries are fermented in square tanks
designed by Seidenfeld himself as well

as in traditional cylindrical tanks, where

he lets the wine ferment out naturally
before it goes into 100% new French

oak for about 24 months, after which it's
bottled unfined and unfittered. The 2014
was made similarly, but it was during the
production of the 2019 when Seidenfeld
began a practice that perhaps sets Rodney
Strong apart from other producers:*| do
not inoculate with malolactic bacteria and
instead use an amine-free bacteria strain
across the majority of our wines.... Bio-
genic amines in wines are compounds that
cause allergic reactions for many people.
They'll get sweaty or flush or even experi-

ence heart palpitations, [and] typically
they'll blame sulfites—{but] it's not sulfites,
it's biogenic amines, and those are created
through secondary fermentation as a by-
product of the conversion of malic acid to
lactic acid. So we get less issues with our
customers having allergic reactions.”

A murmur rippled along the table as if
Seidenfeld had just presented a ground-
breaking piece of information. At the
very least, it was another example of his
innovative approach to winemaking at a
winery so deeply entrenched in the histo-
ry of the area."Justin has been in charge
of all our winegrowing and winemaking
for about seven years now, and he's re-
ally helped to propel the pioneering and
innovative spirit of Rod Strong forward,”
said O'Gorman.

This pioneering spirit can be traced
back to 1959:That year, Strong settled in
Sonoma on the advice of an enologist
from the University of California, Davis,

who helped him to realize that it was the
only area in California where he'd be able
to grow the grapes used to produce the
wines he'd come to love from his time in
Europe—Bordeaux, Burgundy, and even
German Riesling— thanks to not only its
diverse topography but its varying meso-
and microclimates. A few years later in
1962, he became one of the first to plant
Chardonnay at a time when planting the
grape was seen as a huge risk, as fruitier
whites such as Chenin Blanc and Chas-
selas were more fashionable at the time.
Strong was also the second producer to
plant Pinot Noir in the Russian River as

Rodney Strong
winemaker Justin

Seidenfeld.

well as the second in Alexander Val-

ley to plant Cabernet Sauvignon just
behind Robert Young, and we already
know his Alexander's Crown Cab would
become the first single-vineyard wine in
Sonoma County. The professional dancer
turned pioneering vintner also helped to
establish a few different AVAs in the early
1980s, among them Chalk Hill, Russian
RiverValley, and, of course, the Alexander
Valley. Tom Klein and his family, who've
owned Rodney Strong since 1989, utilized
their background as farmers to spearhead
the producer’s efforts toward limiting wa-
ter and energy use “before sustainability
became fashionable,” said O’Gorman.

En route to our next seminar, | realized
that what the insightful O'Gorman had
said at the start of our visit to Rockaway
might have been a bit of an understate-
ment: Rodney Strong isn't just a chapter
in the book of Sonoma County wine—he
might be the prologue. j
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