Russian River Valley and Rochioli, July 2003

By Greg Varley

The valley is 18 miles long, formed by the power of the river winding its way to the sea. It is a region in which you can harvest your own raspberries in September, pick a pumpkin in October, or a Christmas tree in December. Obviously, traditional agriculture dominates the valley. Okay, agriculture yes, traditional no.

Originally planted in vines by “Count” Agoston Haraszthy, often referred to as the ‘father of California viticulture’, The Russian River Valley became the home to his Buena Vista Winery. An American Viticultural Area of Sonoma County, The Russian River Valley has become home to some of the finest Chardonnays and Pinot Noirs produced anywhere. Many wine reviewers insist that the area should be ranked with Burgundy for these two grapes.

This reputation has been developed despite the fact that the valley does not offer the diverse growing conditions that would be found in other Sonoma or Napa Valley locations. Napa offers both cool of Carneros and the warmth of Calistoga. Sonoma has similar variety. Given the very cool nature of the Russian River Valley it could be assumed that vinifera grapes, which demand warmth to mature, would not succeed in this northern area. 

The advantage that the Russian River growers and producers have is the length of the average season. Experts have determined that a 100-day season is necessary for ripening once the fruit has ‘set’ on the vines. Thus, a cool region would not normally allow grapes to fully ripen (and thus maximize flavor) before the rains arrive in the fall. However, the Russian River Valley has a 115-day growing season. That additional two weeks allows Chardonnay and Pinot Noir, grape types that do thrive in cooler climes, to have sufficient ‘hang time’ to fully mature. Even so, winemakers worry about the weather. Tom Dehlinger noted that “its still really too hot for ideal Pinot Noir. One out of three years we have a cool summer, and those turn out our best vintages”. 

Thus, varietals like Zinfandel, that are traditionally found in the middle of hot and dry valleys, have done well in the Russian River Valley. Try DeLoach and Hanna Zins for confirmation.

In fact, the Russian River Valley began its wine history as a region better known for Zinfandel.  These Zins have been noted for their ‘claret style’ with medium to full bodied structure, with cherry and earth, but comparatively low in alcohol. However, there are other regions that could make the same claims. Carneros and Santa Barbara have comparable climates and soil, and do produce fine Chardonnay and Pinot Noir. So, why does The Russian River Valley have the reputation? The answer is the winemakers.

Williams Selyem, Kistler, Gary Farrel, Sonoma-Cutrer, Patz and Hall, Dehlinger, and, Rochioli. Korbel sparkling wine is also produced in the region. While many of these winemakers had been farmers in the area (Prohibition had destroyed the earlier wine industry), it was an airline pilot, Joseph Swan, who put The Russian River Valley back on the wine map. Swan produced excellent Zinfandel, but he also bottled excellent Pinot Noir. But, it took the efforts of one of the Valley’s farmers to demonstrate the real potential of the region.

Tom Rochioli, grandson of the farms founder, and the manager of Allen Vineyards and its extraordinary fruit, joined with consultant Gary Farrel, to develop a winery with commercial possibilities. The first vintage available to the public was the 1985. 

While winemakers like Tom Dehlinger come to winemaking from a background of biochemistry and The University of California at Davis, Tom Rochioli is a farmer at heart. He credits his success to the quality of his land, the skill of his father, and luck. “I a simple winemaker. I have a pretty good feel for it. Lately I’ve been pretty lucky. If you have good grapes, it’s not hard.”

In fact, Rochioli believes that his academic background in business rather than in winemaking has been an advantage. He finds that academically trained winemakers often try to produce the ‘perfect’ wine. “Unfortunately”, he says, “perfect wine is often boring. Especially in this category, you’ve got to live on the edge a little bit”.

The edge has become more expensive for others. When Joe Rochioli planted Howard Allen’s vineyard, he was harvesting and selling his own grapes to the Gallo brothers for $100.00 a ton. Today those same grapes, if Rochioli would deem it appropriate to sell any of his grapes, could command $3500 a ton. It is these wines that are responsible for the sensual, succulent, juicy, fleshy and alluring texture that is the core of Russian River Pinot Noir and Chardonnay.  

