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HE PINOT NOIRS of Sonoma, Calif., are
widely acknowledged as some of the best in
the world, and as a result some regions within
Sonoma have gained a further measure of fame.
To be sure, a great wine should taste of a place,
but are there truly discernible differences between a Pinot from the Russian River Valley and
one produced in the Sonoma Coast? The answer, I
learned on a recent trip to Sonoma, is yes and no.
The weather, the soil and the exposition of
the vineyard—that is, its position in relation to
the sun—all play a part in determining a wine’s
character. The name recognition of a particular
site can be significant, too, when it comes to selling that wine. In the case of Sonoma vineyards
that span several AVAs (American Viticultural
Areas), a winemaker can choose which one, if
any, he or she wants to put on the label.
Take, for example the 2016 Hartford Court
Hailey’s Block Pinot Noir from the Green Valley
of Russian River Valley. Hartford Court winemaker Jeff Stewart chose the Green Valley appellation
for the wine even though the vineyard’s physical
location meant he could have labeled it simply
Russian River Valley, or chosen Sonoma Coast.
I asked Mr. Stewart about his labeling strategy
when I met him at the Hartford Court winery.
He explained that it was “the most accurate,
physically and in terms of wine style.” Then he
elaborated, “I think of Green Valley as being
more fog influenced and therefore slightly cooler than other neighborhoods in the Russian River Valley.” A cool site will often give rise to lively
acidity and juicy, bright fruit in a wine, and they
did in this one—though I’d apply the same descriptors to several of the other, non-Green-Valley Hartford Court Russian River Pinots I tasted
with Mr. Stewart that day.
One of the Sonoma AVAs, the Green Valley
of Russian River Valley—yes, that’s the complete
name—occupies a southwestern part of the larger Russian River Valley AVA. The region is most
often described with the word fog, just as “wind”
frequently characterizes Petaluma Gap, one
of the newly designated AVAs, named after an
opening in the Sonoma Mountains that funnels
cool air from the Pacific— though there is plenty of fog and wind in other parts of the Russian
River Valley and the Sonoma Coast. The fame of
the Russian River Valley AVA, created in 1983,
was the reason that winemaker Scott Rich of
Talisman Wine chose that place name for the label of his Pinot Noir from Gunsalus Vineyard—
though it is eligible for two others. But he had no
say in the case of another of his Pinots, sourced
from Huckleberry’s Vineyard. That wine carries
the Green Valley of Russian River Valley designation on the label, he explained, because the
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