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SOUTH CENTRAL COAST
Robin Baggett, Owner, Courtside Cellars and Tolosa Winery, San Luis Obispo
San Luis Obispo and Santa Barbara counties have essentially four growing areas for vineyards.  In San Luis Obispo County, there is the Paso Robles area and the Edna Valley-Arroyo Grande area.  In Santa Barbara County, there is the Santa Maria and the Santa Ynez growing areas.  Chardonnay and Pinot Noir (and more recently cool climate Rhone varieties) are the predominant varieties in both the Edna Valley and the Santa Maria area, while Cabernet Sauvignon, Zinfandel, Merlot and Rhone varieties are the dominant varieties in Paso Robles.  Santa Ynez has a mixture of all these varieties depending on location.

The 2005 growing season started off with much higher than usual rainfall in the winter and spring.  This rain leached the salts out of the soils and resulted in full field capacity.  For most varieties there was a very good berry set in the spring; however, higher than normal canopy vigor created an early need to balance crop loads.  Many farmers saw a huge crop load early and began dropping fruit.  Even with the early dropping of fruit, the 2005 crop for most varieties was larger than normal and similar to 1997.  While the 2005 crop was large, it was also very balanced and even.  The largeness of the crop was due mainly to big clusters and larger berry size.  Harvest proceeded at an even and measured pace.  Thankfully, the weather was generally free of heat spikes, allowing the fruit to ripen at an even pace.  These were ideal growing conditions and resulted in overall excellent quality for this year’s crop.
Pinot Noir for 2005 in this region should make excellent wine.  It is a moderately tannic vintage and the wines are now showing beautiful aromatics as they emerge from malolatic fermentation.  Alcohol levels are balanced.  Sugars are good (high acid/sugar ratios), pHs are good and color is good.  Chardonnay had a very large crop (big clusters and larger berry size), but very balanced.

It may be too soon to tell if 2005 is as good as 1997, but with good winemaking techniques, it should prove to be an excellent vintage for Chardonnay.  Syrah was another larger crop in the warmer areas.  However, even with the large crop, the even weather coaxed the Syrah to ripeness.  The grapes developed good aromatics and ripe flavors at lower sugar levels than is usual, all with well-balanced acidity and tannin.  The Bordeaux varieties generally had very high extraction and deep color.  Again, the crop appears to be larger than normal, but the quality should be excellent since many of the farming contracts are tonnage (not acreage) contracts, which should result in excellent quality selection.
In conclusion, this year’s harvest shows even ripeness, good balance, depth of color and above average yields due to larger berries and cluster weights.  It appears as if we are headed to a repeat of 1997 when both yields and qualities were outstanding.
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