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Northern Interior Valley 2005 Vintage
Tim Wong, Director of Winemaking, Delicato Vineyards, Manteca, California

This vintage report covers California’s Sacramento Valley and the northern portion of San Joaquin Valley, which includes Colusa, Sutter, Yolo, Solano, Sacramento, San Joaquin, Stanislaus and Merced counties.  This is an area that is approximately 160 miles long by 50 miles wide.  There are 118,400 acres of vineyards representing 25 percent of the state’s total of 467,000 reported acres.  In 2004, 901,240 tons were harvested and crushed from this district which is 32 percent of the state total of 2,775,000 tons.  For 2005 the crop size may be higher by as much as another 100,000 tons.  Also within the district there are over 50 Wine Institute member wineries which collectively bottles over 100 million cases.

With an area covering 8000 square miles and the associated microclimates, the wineries have a vast area from which to select and source fruit with those characteristics which help the wineries to craft their particular style of wines.  One of the more dynamic growing areas is the central region of the district which incorporates the Sacramento Delta, Lodi, Woodbridge, and eastern foothills of the Sacramento Valley.  What makes this area so ideal for growing wine grapes is the Mediterranean climate of warm days and cool nights which are brought on by the evening breezes flowing in from the Pacific Ocean, San Francisco Bay, and the Sacramento Delta.  This area is one of the fastest growing premium wine grape areas in California and became so not only because of the favorable climate and soil but also because of the innovative work done in the vineyards by the growers in collaboration with the wineries, farm advisors, CSU Fresno, and UC Davis.  One of the winegrowing and winemaking organizations that operates within the region is the Lodi/Woodbridge Wine Grape Commission which represents the region’s 750 winegrowers.  An exciting development this year is that the commission is launching “The Lodi Rules for Sustainable Winegrowing,” a certification system for sustainable viticulture.
Coming off a normal tonnage 2004 harvest season, 2005 started off with a wet winter followed by a rainy spring (resulting in 160% of normal yearly rainfall by June) which made it difficult to get into the fields to apply sulfur dust or spray to keep the mold and mildew away.  Additionally vigorous shoot growth created excessive canopy causing less than ideal growing conditions.  Removing lateral shoots, being careful with water management/irrigation practices, fertilizing properly, thinning where necessary, all helped mitigate the vigor.  The record setting 14 days of 100 degree heat in midsummer did not help matters either.  The excessive heat actually slowed down the ripening process as leaves enter a survival mode that essentially shuts the vine down.  Due to this weather and the heavy crop load, harvest for many did not start until a full month later than last year for most varieties.  For some varieties such as Pinot Grigio and Sauvignon Blanc, surprisingly the flavors developed fully but at lower Brix levels and thereby allowing some wineries to begin harvest on their normal start up date.  For some of these wineries, the harvest will last for 90 days, which is not necessarily a bad thing, given the processing capacity limitations posed by a large harvest.  

As mentioned earlier Pinot Grigio, Sauvignon Blanc, and even Chardonnay flavors tended to develop at lower Brix levels and still exhibit the bright fruit characteristics ranging from citrus to green apple to tropical flavors.  The heat wave in July was followed by a general cool down period in August and September which is ideal for grape maturation and allowed for extended hang time yielding fantastic color, supple tannins, and intense fruit in Syrah, Merlot, Zinfandel, Petite Sirah, and other reds.    

Despite the challenges of 2005 with the weather, heavy crop load, mild mildew in certain varieties, capacity strain at the wineries, there truly will be some outstanding wines coming out of this vintage.  But don’t take my word for it; come back this time next year and taste and judge for yourself!
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