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NAPA VALLEY 2005 VINTAGE
Dirk Hampson, Director of Winemaking, Far Niente, Dolce and Nickel & Nickel, Oakville
Based on the early results, 2005 may prove to be one of the finest vintages of Napa Valley Chardonnay in over 15 years, and should also yield an excellent crop of Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot and Syrah, as well as high quality but small quantities of Pinot Noir.

Overall, vintners in the Napa Valley saw some of the finest grapes and best flavors on Chardonnay since phylloxera replanting began in the late 1980s.  Merlot achieved excellent ripeness from a large, but not impossible, crop and the outlook is very strong.  Pinot Noir quantities were very small.  It is the only variety down this year in volume, largely due to problems at set.  But the quality from the small crop looks excellent and most growers and vintners wish there were more.  Syrah yielded a strong crop and enjoyed long hang time to fully ripen.  The late-season warmth brought more dimpling to fruit but the early results look very good.  And finally, Cabernet Sauvignon also grew a larger crop, but most of the growers saw it early and took measures to keep levels in check.  The barrel samples thus far are very exciting.

Growing Season

The growing season began with a relatively cool, rainy and late spring, providing a slow start to vine growth.  These cool conditions lead numerous varieties and appellations to go through bloom at about the same time.  

The long summer was very moderate and encouraged extra growth and increased sizing of the berries.  These conditions made for lots of handwork in the vineyards to thin shoots, thin crop, remove leaves and top canes.  Soil moisture and moderate conditions delayed any early need for irrigation, but once irrigation began, it went on a long time due to the length of the season.  Irrigation was critical to quality as harvest approached.

Clusters proved significantly heavier compared to the last several years.  The same number of clusters was leading to, in some cases, a 25 percent or more increase in weight.  Not all of this was due to the size of the berries, rather, tighter clusters, larger clusters and larger berries all had an effect, likely resulting from the weather.

The rate of ripening proved to be moderate and harvest began 10 days to two weeks later than usual in many areas.  The large crop had something to do with this, but also the mild weather and shorter days of the late growing season had an effect.  The larger-than-expected crop also created a tank shortage, leading to some vineyards hanging a bit longer while winemakers waited for tanks to open.  This was not as big a problem as it could have been, since the moderate weather kept ripening levels steady, but we did see several varieties ripening at the same time.  In fact, there were times when Cabernet was coming in before Merlot or Chardonnay from comparable areas.

Early Indications

All of this is said knowing that much of the fruit is still in the tank fermenting or waiting on skins.  Having allowed for that, this is an outstanding year that is also going to give excellent wines.  The proportions, fruit, concentration, ripeness and texture look most promising at this point.
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