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Sonoma County 2005 vintage
Tom Klein, Owner, Rodney Strong Vineyards, Healdsburg
This spring, it seemed as if the rain would never stop. It would rain, clear up, and rain again. Santa Rosa saw over 4 ½ inches of rain in May, vs. a trace last year, and over a third of an inch in June, vs. nil last year. Grape berry set is dependent on reasonably warm weather, not typically associated with rain. Fortunately, not all varieties flower at exactly the same moment, and as it turned out, between the rainy periods the fruiting weather was excellent, and many vineyards got through the variable weather setting full clusters at an average point in the season, leading to expectations for a good crop, and hopes for a great vintage. Some growers reported that Pinot Noir was affected disproportionately, with lighter clusters than normal.

Cluster size in any vintage is determined the year prior, in the spring, when bud differentiation occurs. The spring of 2004 was quite warm, with 10 days of temperatures over 80 degrees in March, leading to relatively large clusters in 2005. In addition, the late rain this year led to a persistent water table, the result of both being a crop size larger than average, which had to be dealt with by several cluster thinnings during the summer.

The other major factor during this growing season was the generally cool growing season. Cool summers delay and lengthen a harvest, and lead to longer “hang time” for fruit, which invariably leads to concentrated flavors and greater ripeness. 

Most wineries began harvest in early to mid September, and depending on varietal and AVA, harvest began up to two weeks later than normal. Much of the month was rather cool, and the big warm up we always anticipate came late in the month, with six days over 80 degrees and three over 90. By the end of October, with virtually no rain until October 28, most varieties were in, with just a few odd blocks of Cabernet and Cabernet Franc still hanging, but getting quite ripe. From the rather early bud break, to this extended autumn harvest, this will go down as one of the longest period of “hang time” anyone can remember, and everyone is excited about the above average size of the crop and the high quality of the young wines so far, with incredible flavors, rich soft tannin structure, and inky dark colors. 

The California Agricultural Statistics Service raised its forecast for the size of this year’s grape harvest, which statewide is now expected to be 14 percent larger than last year. If the forecast is accurate, this will be the second largest harvest on record, just behind 2000. Sonoma County could be even higher, with some varieties coming in close to 30 percent over last year. The combination of higher yields and high quality put most vintners in mind of the 1997 vintage. A vintage to remember!
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