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The Opportunity 

The Concept

The theme of this September’s California Wine Fair hosted by the California Wine 
Institute was to “Dream Big”. That was certainly the challenge that Sonoma County 
Vintners took on when it teamed up with The Buyer to take a group of leading buyers, 
sommeliers, wine merchants and consultants on a tour of London restaurants to showcase 
their different styles of wines and how their producers paired against different food styles.

This was a wine tasting on the move where there were as many knives, forks, serviettes 
and toothpicks as there were glasses and spittoons. 

The idea was to showcase Sonoma wines in the same way that consumers do when they 
order them in busy restaurants. To then also taste, explore, analyse, and enjoy different 
styles of wines, paired with the kind of dishes and food that leading restaurants listing 
Sonoma wines would serve them with. 

To do so became as much a logistical challenge as it did hosting a wine tasting. All 
in all, the event included 11 Sonoma producers, 13 members of the UK wine trade, a 
photographer, a fleet of taxis, and three restaurants in just over four hours. 

But somehow it all came together with great wines, gorgeous food, wise words and a lot 
of debate, and banter along the way. We look back on a memorable day. 

The “Taste of Sonoma” event was an opportunity to shine the light brightly on the styles, 
trends and quality of wine being made right across this crucial Californian region. 

In an ideal world bodies such as Sonoma County Vintners would be able to host leading 
buyers, sommeliers, merchants, importers and wine writers in their region all year round. 
To give them a chance to see and experience Sonoma hospitality as well as their wines. 

But whilst it is not always easy to find time in people’s demanding schedules to make such 
trips possible, it also made sense for Sonoma producers to spend time with key buyers and 
influencers in the markets they work in and in the outlets they sell their wines in.

This would provide the buyers and the producers a chance to get to know each other in a 
far more relaxed environment than just in the traditional tasting format. 

It was also an opportunity to shake things up and turn the traditional wine tasting on 
its head. To do something very different and memorable for both the buyers and the 
producers taking part. 

It also meant the series of tastings were being held in the same environments and 
surroundings that the wines they make, buy, and sell are being bought and drunk by 
consumers looking to discover bright and exciting Californian - and Sonoma wines.
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About Sonoma County Vintners 

About Sonoma CountySonoma County Vintners (SCV) is the leading voice for the Sonoma County wine 
community, dedicated to growing awareness and demand for our wines amongst trade, 
media and consumers around the world.

Founded in 1944, SCV now has around 250 members ranging in size from small,  
family-owned wineries to large-volume corporations. It aims to take a collaborative 
approach and build strategic partnerships both with its members and the trade to create 
a series of forward-thinking programmes and events that enhances the reputation of 
Sonoma County and its wines worldwide. It also works closely with the Sonoma County 
Winegrape Commission and the Sonoma County Tourism Bureau to help build the 
profile of Sonoma County as a distinctive grape-growing and wine-producing region.

To find out more go to www.sonomawine.com, or email Jesslyn Jackson, International 
Export Programme Manager, on jesslyn@sonomawine.com. It can be contacted at:  
400 Aviation Boulevard, Suite 500 Santa Rosa, CA 95403. 

• 60,000 acres of growing area
• 24,000 hectares of growing area
• 17 viticultural areas including: Alexander Valley, Bennett Valley, Carneros, Chalk 

Hill, Dry Creek Valley, Fort Ross - Seaview, Fountaingrove District, Green Valley, 
Knights Valley, Moon Mountain District, Northern Sonoma, Pine Mountain  
Cloverdale Peak, Rockpile, Russian River Valley, Sonoma Coast, Sonoma Mountain, 
Sonoma Valley.

• 1,800 grape growers
• 495 bonded wineries
• 291 wineries
• Main grape varieties: Chardonnay, Pinot Noir, Cabernet Sauvignon, Zinfandel, 

Merlot, Sauvignon Blanc, Syrah.
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The Restaurants

How 

The Buyer and Sonoma County Vintners would like to thank the three restaurants and 
their hospitality, wine and catering teams for taking part in the tour. The three selected 
were in order: 

Pitt Cue, The Avenue, Devonshire Square, London, EC2M 4YP
www.pittcue.co.uk
Pitt Cue has gone from a food truck on London’s Southbank to being regarded as one of 
London’s premier restaurants (the original opened in Soho) for wood smoked meats. It 
has an extensive Californian wine list of its own at its Devonshire Square venue that also 
includes its own micro craft brewery.

Hawksmoor Guildhall, 10 Basinghall Street, London, EC2V 5BQ
www.thehawksmoor.com
Hawksmoor has been central to the revolution in premium steak and meat-driven 
restaurants with its growing chain of restaurants across London. This was a chance to pit 
Sonoma wines against its grass-fed, dry-aged meats with Sonoma. 

M Restaurant, Threadneedle Street, 2-3 Threadneedle St, London EC2R 8AY
www.mrestaurants.co.uk/threadneedle
The final stop on the tour took the group to the multi-faceted M Restaurant and its first 
flagship restaurant in the City. Here M Restaurant specialises in meats and wines sourced 
from five countries around the world including California.

The Buyer worked with Sonoma County Vintners’ programmes manager, Jesslyn Jackson, 
to devise a tour that would highlight and showcase different styles, regions and AVAs of 
Sonoma wines in each of the restaurants visited. 

We worked together to identify the right restaurants with the style of food that best 
matched the type of wine being produced in different Sonoma AVAs. 

Three dishes were then selected from each of the restaurants menus that best worked with 
the wines to be shown in that outlet. The food was also chosen to challenge the wines and 
show how they can cope with different flavours, which would be what they would have to 
do with guests sharing wine and food. 

The three restaurants also had to be within a practical distance of each other to make the 
Sonoma culinary and wine mystery tour a logistical possibility. 
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The Touring Tasting Panel

For such a different type of tasting event to work well, we had to rely on the good will, sense of humour - and direction - of our chosen panel of buyers, merchants, sommeliers, importers 
and consultants. The Buyer and Sonoma County Vintners would like to thank all our panel for not only their expert views and advice, but also for being such great sports, and allowing 
themselves to be corralled around the City of London one late September afternoon. They were:

Roger Jones 

Owner of one star Michelin 

restaurant, The Harrow at 

Little Bedwyn and a big 

supporter of Sonoma and 

Californian wines. 

Chris Manthei

The Wine Treasury, 

formerly of independent 

wine merchnts, Vagabond 

Wines, Manthei joined The 

Wine Treasury during the 

summer.

Greg Sherwood MW

Senior buyer at Handford 

Wines in London, one of 

the UK’s retail wholesale 

specialists in Californian 

wine. 

James Hocking

Wine director, The Vineyard 

Cellars, one of the pioneers 

in importing Californian 

wines and also helps manage 

the wines for The Vineyard 

hotel in Berkshire. 

Mike Matthews

Co-owner, Warren Wines, 

a popular independent wine 

merchant in Twickenham.

Richard Ellison

Owner, Wanderlust Wines, 

a new specialist importer and 

wholesaler with a growing 

Sonoma and Calfiornian wine 

list serving restaurants and also 

selling direct to consumers.

Christina Rasmussen

Wine writer, wine 

presenter and PR 

specialist with Westbury 

Communications.

Joe Wadsack

Wine consultant, co-chair 

of the Independent Wine 

Challenge and drinks expert 

on ITV’s This Morning.

Joe Fattorini

Wine consultant, marketing 

expert and wine expert on 

ITV’s The Wine Show, 

about to release its second 

series.

Tal Groinen

Part of the wine sommelier 

team at China Tang at The 

Dorchester 

Rory Benham

Sales director, The Wine 

Treasury, one of the leading 

specialist importers of 

Californian and Sonoma 

wines to the premium on-

trade. 
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The Debate
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Pitt Cue
Wines
Sonoma represented by Dry Creek Valley producers including:

• Dry Creek Vineyard Chenin Blanc, 2015
• Dry Creek Vineyard Cabernet Sauvignon 2014, Dry Creek Valley
• Seghesio Family Vineyards Old Vine Zinfandel 2013, Sonoma County
• Seghesio Family Vineyards Cortina Zinfandel 2014, Dry Creek Valley

Food
Each of the wines was paired against a selection of starters and bites from the Pitt Cue 
menu including:

• Carmel ribs
• Potato cake and smoked ketchup
• Pig’s head scrumpet

The producer with arguably the hardest job of the tour was the one who had to kick 
things off at our first stop at Pitt Cue. Step forward John Doxon, director of sales from 
Dry Creek Vineyard in the heart of Sonoma County. 

Dry Creek Vineyard Chenin Blanc, 2015 (Bibendum Wine)

The winery can lay claim to planting the first Sauvignon Blanc in Dry Creek Valley itself. 
Here the three different types of soil found in the area have a huge influence on the wines 
it can make across its 185 acres of vineyards, as well as the grapes it buys in from its 
contract growers, said Doxon. With sand down in the valley, alluvial soils at mid height 
and then more volcanic, chalky soils up in the hills. The cooler climate, he added, was 
similar to Russian River and meant it was possible to grow a number of different varieties, 
but it was where Chardonnay, Chenin Blanc do particularly well. 

Dry Creek Vineyard Cabernet Sauvignon 2014, Dry Creek Valley 
(Bibendum Wine)

Doxon said it was enjoying more success for its Cabernet wines as both the trade and 
consumers looked to alternatives to the high prices coming out of Napa. It was also having 
good success with younger, millennial wine drinkers who were much more interested in 
finding wines to buy to drink now, rather than collect. These were wines the panel could 
see doing well in the UK market. Good quality, elegant wines, but at very affordable 
prices of £25 to £35.  
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Spotlight on Zinfandel 

Abigail Smyth, international export manager for the Crimson Wine Group was the 
first producer on the day to turn the spotlight on Zinfandel, arguably Califiornia’s most  
well-known grape variety, which she believes still needs to build its potential and profile 
as a premium wine. Whereas most customers are happy to pay premium for Sonoma 
Cabernet they think Zinfandel “should be a bargain”. Particularly in the US. 

“We as premium Zin producers need to do a better job at educating one the buyers and 
two the consumers that Zinfandel can be a premium wine and a good option when you 
go out to a steak house,” she said. It’s also economically crucial that Zinfandel is seen as 
a premium grape variety in its own right, added Smyth, because in Sonoma County the 
average tonnage prices for Cabernet Sauvignon and Zinfandel are the same. 

In fact, the colder the country, like in Scandinavia, the better it seems to do, he said.  “It’s 
the number one selling varietal in Sweden. It pairs well with reindeer in Sweden, Norway 
and Denmark,” added Smyth. 

Joe Wadsack agreed that over the last 20 years Zinfandel was a variety that you could 
return to time and again and “was always great quality”. “I think in the UK we have 
always had exceptionally good Zin. It stands alone as a unique world wine style. In fact we 
are more likely to be critical of your Cabernets compared to other cool climate Cabernets 
than we are your Zinfandel.”

Greg Sherwood at Handford Wines said there has definitely been a change towards 
Zinfandel styles amongst his customers, particularly since 2013, and away from similar 
South Italian styles that are increasingly been seen as being full of dead fruit. “Ten years 
ago we sold a lot more Primitivo and southern Italian wines, but as Zinfandel has got 
better in quality, with more attractive prices and more European styles then it has been 
doing well.”

Doxon went on to compare Zinfandel to American jazz. “It’s appreciated more outside 
the United States than it is in the US sometimes. There is so much Zin that is inexpensive 
in the US that our more premium Zins, say from cooler climates, really underperform. 
People are just happy with cheap and big Zinfandel.”

It’s that “table wine” and white Zin perception that Zinfandel has in the US, and abroad, 
that producers need to work on, says Smyth.
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Seghesio Family Vineyards Old Vine Zinfandel 2013, Sonoma County  
(Liberty Wine)- £47.99

Seghesio Family Vineyards Cortina Zinfandel 2014, Dry Creek Valley  
(Liberty Wine)- £52.99

The panel had the chance to taste Seghesio Family Vineyards Zinfandel from 2013 (Old 
Vine, which includes around 9% Petite Syrah) and 2014 (Cortina, dry farmed), and are two 
of the best recent vintages, said Smyth. They also reflect the amount of work that is now 
being done in the vineyard than in the past. “Our winemaker is spending more time in the 
vineyard than they ever did before,” she added.

She described the Cortina as its “most elegant Zinfandel” as the only wine it does that 
contains 100% Zinfandel. The wine is made in gravel and loam soils from vineyards planted 
in the early 1970s.  

Roger Jones was pleased to see the 2014 Cortina as it was one of the wines he has on his list 
at The Harrow. “It is a wonderful wine. So well balanced. It’s the only Zinfandel we sell. ”

The panel were particularly taken with how well both the Dry Creek and Seghesio wines 
really stood up to the rich dishes from the Pitt Cue kitchen. Particularly the smoked meats 
which gave a lot of salt for the wines to work with. 

“These are just great wines to taste and match with these full on fatty, rich foods. Just brilliant 
combinations,” said Wadsack. “The way the Zin manages the fat in the pork belly. Perfect.”

Richard Ellison said they are also a good pair with Mexican food and all the coriander and 
onions involved.
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Hawksmoor Guildhall

Wines
Sonoma represented by producers from Sonoma Coast, Russian River Valley and Carneros 
including: 

• Iron Horse Vineyards Classic Vintage Brut 2010, Green Valley
• Schug Chardonnay 2014, Sonoma Coast
• Schug Pinot Noir 2015, Carneros
• DeLoach Vineyards Chardonnay 2015, Russian River Valley
• DeLoach Vineyards Pinot Noir 2015, Russian River Valley
• Benovia Chardonnay 2013, Fort Ross-Seaview
• Benovia Pinot Noir 2012, Russian River Valley 

Food
Here the wines went up against sliders from the Hawksmoor menu including:  

• Smoked salmon on soda bread
• Mini grilled cheese sandwiches
• Mini sausage rolls

It took some persuasion to get some members of the panel to leave the remaining ribs and 
make our way across the city towards the Guildhall and downstairs to Hawksmoor. But 
thanks to a combination of Google maps, Uber and black cabs the group re-integrated 
themselves with Sonoma County by turning this time to producers primarily from the 
Russian River Valley region. 

After the heavy Pitt Cue dishes, the focus here was on a slightly lighter, but no less delicious 
fayre. 
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Iron Horse Vineyards Classic Vintage Brut 2010, Green Valley  
(The Wine Treasury)

To freshen up our palate, we turned first to one of the few Sonoma County producers to 
really take sparkling wine seriously, Ironhorse and its Classic Vintage Brut 2010, Green 
Valley.

Ironhorse certainly knows its way around the White House having been used as the toast in 
a number of Presidential inaugurations, said Chris Manthei at the Wine Treasury. 

Wadsack thought it was a “fantastic wine” said he and the trade had always been “astonished 
by how much freshness and acidity you can get with Californian sparkling wine”. The region, 
he added, has a long record of producing what he termed “high profile, big mark sparkling 
wines”. Be it Cuvée Napa or Domaine Carneros amongst others. “Californian sparkling is 
such an established category. After France, for example, you go to California.”

As for opportunities in the UK Wadsack added: “There is definitely a market in-between the 
elegance you get with Californian sparkling wines and the richness of say a Russian River 
Valley Chardonnay.” 

Schug Chardonnay 2014, Sonoma Coast Chardonnay (The Wine Treasury)

The focus then switched to Sonoma Coast Chardonnay and the Schug Winery represented 
by Claudia Schug. Again, the panel quickly took to what was widely termed as “toned-
down” Californian Chardonnay. The trick there, said Schug, was not to use any new oak, 
and other than a small percentage that goes in to used oak barrels, the majority is fermented 
cold in stainless. “We also try and avoid malolactic fermentation to maintain crisp acidity”. 

She said the Chardonnay is “strongly affected” by the cool Pacific sea breezes that “push in 
to the Sonoma Valley” and also from the “influence” of the San Pablo Bay, just up from San 
Francisco. “It really influences the quality of our grapes in a positive way.”

One of the key aspects of Sonoma Coast Chardonnay, said Schug, was that it helped produce 
wines that could be both aged and drunk now. 

The 2014 Chardonnay still had a lot of “vibrancy and fruit”. “There is a lot of depth and 
richness there,” said Ellison. 
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Schug Pinot Noir 2015, Carneros (The Wine Treasury)

Elegance is also very much the key focus for Schug’s Pinot Noir which it has been making 
in Carneros since 1980. Schug explained her father’s approach which culminated in the 
2015 vintage the year he passed away: “We are looking to make soft, balanced wines that 
are not over ripe, that have fresh acidity to remain in the wine. We do night picking, gentle 
pressing and we age it for about nine months, with 25% going into new French oak. I think 
the character of our region really comes through with our Carneros Pinot. It’s our flagship. 
There is lots of spice due to the thicker skins.”  

Wadsack was impressed, but could also see a subtle difference between US and UK palates. 
“This is exactly the kind of wine I drink, but would also like to see a little more pressed 
wine, a tiny bit more resolved tannin. It’s probably an American style preference, but I would 
like to see it being just a little tighter. But I think it is fabulously balanced wine. Delicious.” 

The panel thought at £30 it was also stunningly good value for the money. 

Rory Benham at The Wine Treasury said it was also typical of the kind of wines that “failed 
to get Robert Parker’s memo” about how to make Californian wine. 

Jones, Handford and Wadsack also said it reminded them of the German style of Pinot Noir. 
“It’s the colour, the fragrance, the freshness.” 

Which is not completely surprising considering the Schug family originate from Germany 
and moved to California to start making wine there. 

At around £30 a bottle it also offered great value for money, said Benham.

DeLoach Vineyards Chardonnay 2015, Russian River Valley (Liberty Wines) 

Next it was the turn of DeLoach wines, part of the De Boisset French family and their 
German representative for Californian wines, Christine Scharner. 

Again the focus was very much back on Chardonnay and Pinot Noir from Russian River 
Valley and what DeLoach sees as pure expressions of these varieties. 

The panel heard about the unique, cool climate and the high breeze conditions that the vines in 
Russian River Valley have to cope with. 

The intention, for example, for its Chardonnay is to “really keep the fruit in the wine,” said 
Scharner. “To have more discreet yellow fruits and flowers.” 

To ensure the emphasis is on the fruit, it’s 80% aged in oak (20% new) about 9 months. 
“The oak does not need to give it flavour, it’s more there for its surroundings.”

It was the acidity and freshness that really shone through with the Chardonnay, said 
Wadsack. 

Jones is also very much a fan of Russian River Chardonnays which for him are all about 
“texture”. 
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Benovia Chardonnay 2013, Fort Ross-Seaview (The Vineyard Cellars)

The focus then switched to the relative newcomer on the block, Benovia which was only 
started 10 years ago by owner and winemaker, Mike Sullivan. Situated even closer to the 
coast in the Russian River Valley it looks to make single vineyard wine, by working with 
vineyards in key areas, to again fully express the variety based on the soils where they are 
grown. Like with Fort Ross-Seaview. “Mike really wants to show and pick the place where he 
can make the right grapes,” said  owner of the Vin de Cal, Maryann Bautovich.

The 2013 Chardonnay was a big hit with the panel. “I like the saltiness in the wine,” said 
Sherwood. “There is much more mineral texture on the tannins as well, whether that is 
coming from the acid or the tannin I am not sure.”

This was very reflective of the new styles of Chardonnay coming out of Sonoma and 
California, said James Hocking. “Over the last few years, it is much more about acidity, 
dryness and freshness. We took on Benovia about three years ago as we wanted a good 
Russian River Chardonnay and Pinot that we could sell to the trade for about £20.” 

“It’s very clever and astute winemaking,” said Wadsack. “But then it’s also a bit bling, 
and like Las Vegas in a glass. It’s got the salinity, the acidity, the layering, the texture, the 
fragrance.  So perhaps if it had a few less things, I would drink it faster. But I think it will be 
very successful in restaurants. In fact it’s the perfect restaurant list wine.” 

“You can tell it’s from a hill. You can taste that moderate alcohol and high texture character 
that only comes from the hills. It really is a classic example of that part of Sonoma Coast.” 

“It goes so well with the smoked salmon,” said Jones.

Benovia Pinot Noir, Russian River Valley (The Vineyard Cellars)

This is an interesting blend of both Californian and French Pinot Noir from four different 
vineyards, three of which the Boissets own, where the wine is barrel aged for 12 months in 
35% new oak. 

Here it was the pomegranate and blood orange characteristics that stood out for the panel. 
“I would like to see more of that on some Burgundies,” said Handford. “That sweet sour, 
citrus, raspberry vinegar bitterness to the wines.” 

“There is also a lovely dry mouth watering drag to it which is very attractive in a wine that 
is so subtle,” said Wadsack.  

“This is really exciting as it tastes like Californian hot, but still has fantastic cool climate 
characteristics which is where I think the excitement for California Pinot can be.”  

Jones felt the wine would evolve even better if you had an Oregon Pinot Noir glass.  “It 
would take away some of those high tone characters that you are getting and allow the 
alcohol to seep out.”

Christina Rasmussen also felt you could really taste the whole bunches coming through on 
the palate. “I love that whole bunch style,” agreed Handford. 

For Ellison this style of Pinot Noir is very typical of the kind of Pinot Noir he is looking for 
and enjoyed in California. “When I have gone out there looking for small producers, and the 
one we settled on, has got a very similar profile for both the Chardonnay and Pinot blend. 
This for consumers is what I would say is your benchmark or what wines should taste like 
that from this area. Just fantastically well-made wines.”
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Different approaches

Joe Fattorini thought it was interesting that the debate was looking at the very different 
characteristics that were coming out of the single vineyard plots being tasted. “But no-one 
would ever say that about Burgundy. It’s the same in Argentina where one tiny vineyard can 
be making different styles of Malbec.”

Wadsack, however, felt that was more to do with the way that the wines are being marketed 
where in California there was more of a region approach as opposed to a single vineyard 
focus there is in the Old World and Burgundy. 

Fattorini felt there could be a clearer focus as to why wineries were producing single vineyard 
wines, as opposed to concentrating on making delicious wines full stop. 

With that, it was time to pack and head, on foot this time, through the streets of the City of 
London, guided by what appeared to be a walking map of Sonoma to keep us on the right 
path. 
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M Restaurant Threadneedle Street 

Wines
For M Restaurant, Sonoma County Vintners was able to throw the net a little wider to 
showcase a wider selection of wines, but with a focus on Alexander Valley. The wines included: 

• J Vineyards & Winery Brut Rose, NV (E&J Gallo)
• MacMurray Vineyards Pinot Gris 2015, Russian River (E&J Gallo)
• Twomey Cellars Sauvignon Blanc 2015, 
• Twomey Cellars Pinot Noir 2015, Russian River Valley
• Silver Oak Cellars Cabernet Sauvignon 2013, Alexander Valley
• Sebastiani Zinfandel 2014, Sonoma County (Foley Family Wines)
• Sebastiani Cabernet Sauvignon 2013, Alexander Valley (Foley Family Wines)

It also included the opportunity for the trade tasting team to get a preview of EJ Gallo’s new 
J Vineyards & Winery sparkling wine.

Food 
Each of the wines were paired with M’s slider menu including:

• Pork belly Bao
• Salmon sashimi
• Smoked bone marrow. 

The final stop on the tour took us to the heart of the City and M Restaurant’s first opening 
at Threadneedle Street. Here the group took over the restaurant’s imposing upstairs private 
dining room that overlooks the main restaurant below. 
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J Vineyards & Winery Brut Rose, NV 

First up our attention returned to sparkling wine and the chance to get a sneak preview of a 
new sparkling launch in the UK for J Vineyards & Winery, recently acquired in the last five 
years by E&J Gallo.  This is potentially quite a departure for Gallo as it hopes to initially 
seed it in to the on-trade first, focusing in on London, and believes there is a strong market 
amongst rosé drinkers looking for something a little more premium. 

Greg Sherwood could certainly recognise the quality, but was not sure about a price point 
of £25 to £30.

Richard Ellison felt the blend worked well and was interested to see how it was the Pinot 
Noir more than the Chardonnay that initially stood out, whereas usually Chardonnay was 
important with Californian sparkling wine in “bringing out that additional acidity”. “It’s got 
a very clear identity and from a marketing and brand point of view should do well. If you 
can get it in to the right retailer, then I’m sure it could take off.” 

But he joined Sherwood and Roger Jones in questioning the price point versus the competition 
and advised Gallo to look at lowering the price to catch the attention of restaurant buyers.

MacMurray Vineyards Pinot Gris 2015, Russian River (E&J Gallo)

Gallo’s second wine was a Pinot Gris 2015 from its MacMurray Estate vineyard in the 
Russian River Valley described as being packed with notes of “apples, figs, with wonderful 
richness and minerality” and is aged eight months in stainless steel. 

It was a big hit with the panel. Joe Wadsack explained why: “Pinot Gris is one of those grape 
varieties that you can make a white wine that taste like a red,” said Wadsack, who remembers 
visiting the MacMurray estate and being excited about the potential of making Pinot Gris 
there. “This Pinot Gris is not going for freshness in a Californian sense, but is no less fresh 
than a Grand Cru Alsace wine. It’s lovely, complex and savoury and at a very good price.”  

“It’s absolutely lovely,” confirmed Jones. 

Twomey Cellars, Sauvignon Blanc 2015 (The Wine Treasury) 

Vivien Gay, international export manager, for Silver Oak Cellars and Twomey Cellars kicked 
off her session by thanking everyone for taking part in what she described as this “wonderful 
and unique canapé restaurant crawl of this part of London”.

The first wine was a Twomey Cellars Sauvignon Blanc which is actually a 50/50 Sonoma and 
Napa County Sauvignon Blanc blend, but produced in Sonoma County in stainless steel 
tanks, of which a third goes in to neutral old French oak.

“The idea here is to have a very clean, young, fresh, crisp wine, to drink now,” said Gay, 
pointing out that it comes in a screw cap “which is very risqué for a conservative winery like 
Silver Oak”.
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Twomey Cellars Pinot Noir 2015, Russian River Valley Pinot Noir  
(The Wine Treasury)

“That’s a classic Russian River Pinot Noir,” said Wadsack before Gay had even had time to 
introduce it. “It’s just the complete Pinot Noir.”

Here the emphasis, she said, was “making wine in the right way”. Which means spending 
time in the vineyards, hand picking grapes and very gentle selection and pressing and 
handling in the winery. “This is made in the traditional Burgundian style and, as Joe says, 
is a classic Russian River Valley Pinot. It shows that red fruit, that black cherry, it’s had 14 
months of French Burgundian oak, 28% new, and 25% is whole cluster pressed.”

“The 2015 vintage was lower in production, and was a difficult vintage, but has made some 
beautiful wine.”

Jones agreed: “This really is a wonderful wine. It’s got lovely chewiness to it.”
Wadsack agreed, throwing in “sinew” as an alternative description. “It strings out in the 
mouth.”

Sherwood said this style of Russian River Pinot Noir was extremely popular with his 
customers. “They are all quite vintage dependent,” he said. “They are all good and some are 
great, and when there is a great vintage it can be hard to get on allocation. But I love the 
fact they are quite fragrant, fresh, a more European palate, elegant with a blackberry core.” 

Silver Oak Cellars, Cabernet Sauvignon 2013, Alexander Valley  
(The Wine Treaury)

“This is a blend of 95% Cabernet and a touch of Merlot and Petit Verdot and was only 
released in August so is still very young,” said Gay. “What makes Silver Oak is that we only 
make Cabernet, one from Napa and one from Alexander Valley. Our oak regime is also very 
important. We only use American oak. We are also the only winery in the US to own their 
own cooperage and barrel maker in Missouri. We know the forests, the staves and how to 
age them.”

She added: “This wine has been aged for two years, half of them new and half of them 
second fill after two years. It then ages for a further two years in bottle. We will hold our 
wines for four or five years. 

“This is absolutely amazing,” declared Jones. “It smells astonishing,” added Wadsack.  

“There are two or three Californian Cabernets that for me are the apotheosis of what 
California can do and this is one of them. It is such a vividly individual style of wine. The 
rest can be a little like wine by consortium. It is an astonishing wine and it’s so interesting 
you are using your own cooperage.”

Sebastiani Zinfandel 2014, Sonoma County (Berkmann Wine Cellars)

Sebastiani Vineyards is part of the wider Foley Family Wines group that owns wineries across 
California, into Oregon, Washington and in New Zealand. This Zinfandel was another 
crowd pleaser on the day. Jones found it to be a “very pure Zinfandel”. “It’s got a lovely, 
gentle, very relaxed style to it. It’s easy to drink.”

Marie Derr, international sales manager at Foley Family Wines, said that was pleasing to hear 
as it worked hard to produce a softer style of Zinfandel even if it is 14.5%. The wine is aged 
for around nine months in different styles of oak and it is experimenting in using French, 
Hungarian, American and Russian oak.

The price point was deemed to be “just about spot on” for the UK market.
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Sebastiani Cabernet Sauvignon 2013, Alexander Valley  
(Berkmann Wine Cellars) 

A good example of Cabernet Sauvignon from the Alexander Valley and one that really came 
to life in the glass. Derr said it was important for them to find a style that could really work 
well in exports and was particularly pleased with how it has been able to build a long-term 
business in the UK. Not only because it is so competitive, but it also demonstrates how well 
this wine can do in other international markets.

The history, the tradition and the 100 years plus of winemaking also shines through in the 
bottle design which has been an important development to give it some identity, said Derr. 

Again the panel agreed the price point really does the wine more than justice and gives it a 
good fighting chance in the premium on-trade. 
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In order to get a more comprehensive analysis of the day and what Sonoma County wines 
mean to different members of our touring party we asked a few for their thoughts with these 
follow-up questions. 

Joe Fattorini, wine consultant and presenter on ITV’s The Wine Show

What did you think of the concept of a tour of restaurants to meet producers/ and taste 
wines in context of where they could be sold?
Why don’t people do this more? Seriously. I get the idea of pseudo-clinical tasting line-ups 
if you’re judging wines for a competition. Or maybe if you think that the only true form of 
wine assessment is the rather out-dated model of dispassionate observer assessing each wine 
in isolation. But it’s so far removed from the experience of… well… literally every person 
who will ever drink the wine you’re trying. And you know what, I don’t know a premium 
producer in the last year who hasn’t emphasised that in the UK the on-trade is their target. 
Understanding the on-trade is understanding wine in context. It’s that simple.

What was your perception of Sonoma County wines before the tour?
Napa’s restrained little sister.

Was there anything about the tour or the wines to change your perception?
Napa’s surprisingly fascinating, rather cooler sister. Not for the first time I’m being glib. But 
I’d always seen all their sub-appellations as probably just the narcissism of small differences 
among producers But the characters change dramatically, and I think with more consistency 
than elsewhere.

Any specific stand outs for you in terms of the wines, regions or styles?
As we’re in the UK I’d say Dry Creek Valley. Winemakers there have the natural restraint in 
Zinfandel that other parts of California are now working to recreate. And it’s a great place 
for other grapes too.

What do you see as the opportunity for California wines in UK market?
California should never forget the astonishing recognition it has as a place. What do Hotel..., 
Ferrari..., ...Dreamin’, ...Girls (1965) …Gurls (2010) all have in common. And that’s just 
songs. “Brand California” evokes emotions and memories even in people who’ve never been 
in the place. It has to trade on that.

Specific opportunities for Sonoma County and why
Cooler styles of Chardonnay, certainly. And lighter, vivacious Zinfandels. But it’s wrong to 
pigeonhole “Sonoma”. The restaurant tour underlined the different styles. There’s probably 
an opportunity for someone to be really creative and do a bit of a Sonoma tour on a wine list 
and feature wines across the different sub-regions and show how they match quite different 
foods.

What sort of styles from Sonoma do you think are best suited for the UK on-trade?
It depends where you are in the UK. I split my time between north and south. When 
I’m in Yorkshire I find there is still a love for weightier, denser wines, smooth texture and 
an indulgent lushness. In London there’s more of an appetite for freshness and a brighter, 
crunchier texture. I’m painting with a very broad brush here. It’s not all smooth-Chardonnay-
drinking-Brexiteers in the North and bright-tannin-loving-Remainers in the capital. But 
there are differences.

What price points will work well here? 
It’s going to be in the £35 to £60 area surely. There’s still ‘value’ around there in the on-trade 
and people will experiment. Above £75 there’s too much temptation to play it safe for large 
chunks of wine drinkers. Persuading people to be adventurous in Sonoma at £75 to £100+ 
on a wine list is a challenge.

How Was It For Me
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Any particular advice for producers to get better distribution and knowledge of the 
UK trade?
I used to look after a tiny Rioja producer who had freakishly wide distribution. He did it by 
coming twice a year with his importer. He had strict rules. Five visits a day to accounts who 
didn’t stock his wine. Lunch and supper every day in accounts that did stock his wine. Five 
days at a time. He just wanted to get in front of people, shake their hand and pour a glass of 
his wine. If the importer was slack or couldn’t arrange the appointments he’d give them an 
earful. That’s how you get better distribution and knowledge of the UK trade.

Any other thoughts? 
Can you do another one of these? I’d love to see some Australian regions in this sort of 
context. It’s another region that needs to understand and be understood in the on-trade. 
Premium South Africa too. At the moment the way they’re represented assumes that taking 
the white table cloth off the tasting tables is ‘edgily adventurous’.

Greg Sherwood MW, head wine buyer for Handford Wines

What did you think of the concept of a tour of restaurants to meet producers/ and taste 
wines in context of where they could be sold?
Fantastic idea. Really innovative.
 
What was your perception of Sonoma County wines before the tour?
Having just visited there in March, it was a good, reinforcing follow up for me.
 
Did you think differently afterwards?
There is certainly more interest around Sonoma wines, from the trade and other journalists, 
than I can remember seeing before.
 
Any specific stands out for you in terms of the wines and producers?
Twomey, Schug, Silver Oak, Seghesio
 
What opportunity do you see for Californian wines in the UK market?
Strong and growing. Need to persevere with the message of quality and interesting wines

Specific opportunities for Sonoma County?
Russian River and the sub-AVA’s... always good to drill down a bit.

What sort of styles from Sonoma do you think are best suited for the UK on-trade?
Cooler climate areas of interest. Somona Coast etc, Seaview.

What price points will work well here? 
Ultimately...they are never going to be cheap, but retail from £29.99 to £59.99 can work 
well.
 
Any particular advice for producers to get better distribution and knowledge of the 
UK trade?
Perhaps pick one or two smaller production styles and commit some stock to the UK... and 
develop a niche a la Twomey and their Anderson Valley Pinot versus larger production Bien 
Nacido offering.
 
Any other thoughts? 
Sonoma was always just been lumped in to “California” or “Napa”. Now there is much more 
recognition of the wineries, the complexity of the terroirs, the seven plus valleys, etc. It is a 
complex region (unlike up and down Napa) that needs continuous explaining.
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Mike Matthews, independent wine merchant at Warren Wines in Twickenham

What did you think of the concept of a tour of restaurants to meet producers/ and taste 
wines in context of where they could be sold?
I liked the idea of touring around. Too often you can be stuck in one place too long for an 
event, you get fidgety. Moving around breaks the day up nicely. Clears the mind, keeping 
you fresh. This also means that when you get to the next place you can be more focused on 
what the next producer is saying. 

The fact that you’re giving specific producers a segment in each spot too adds value to 
them being there, no one producer can “hog the floor”, so to speak.  As for the quality 
of restaurant, it might be interesting to see how it would work in areas that aren’t in  
the Square Mile.

What was your perception of Sonoma County wines before the tour?
My perception of Sonoma hasn’t changed. I like what California does, always have done! 
Sonoma, and like their local AVA counterparts, only want to show what the region can 
do. There is a mindset I’ve noticed with smaller producers in California and it is one of 
collaboration, rather that one-upmanship. Wine is there for all to enjoy.

Did you think differently afterwards?
No. The quality was there from the offset. I wouldn’t have expected anything less.
Some of the wines and producers were just phenomenal. 

What do you see as the opportunity for Californian wines in the UK market?
From an off-trade point of view, I think California needs to reinvent itself in the UK. High 
streets have long been dominated by sub-standard, bulk wines from the area, which, in my 
opinion, reflects badly on California. This is what the high street consumer sees, and how 
they associate California. 

I do have some customers who understand the value of what regions like Sonoma do. These 
people though are consumers who have some extra change in their back pockets and are 
aware that if they want decent Californian wine then there is a premium attached.

Any specific opportunities for Sonoma County?
That’s a hard one to answer. I think this is more of an educational issue. Anyone who knows California 
will no doubt shout Napa first. Perhaps suppliers, importers need to get out on the ground more. 
Bring Sonoma to the forefront of consumers thoughts, put the AVA on a par with Napa.

What sort of styles from Sonoma do you think are best suited for UK on-trade
Bordeaux blends and Burgundian styles. It is an area that I believe the UK consumer 
understands best. 

As much as I love, and understand the quality behind Zinfandel, I think this varietal is a very 
much misunderstood grape, again down to bulk producers, that I’m not sure if the everyday 
drinker would be willing to pay a premium for it without further education, or marketing 
it as Primitivo.

What price points would work well here? 
It’s a competitive market, but there needs to be more affordable, quality entry level wines 
that will sit on shelves for around a tenner.

Any particular advice for producers to get better distribution and knowledge of the 
UK trade?
Bring the name of California, and Sonoma, out of the shadows of the bulk producers. Make 
more stock available to the UK market and bring down the bottle price. I’ve had a long held 
belief that the vast majority of the decent stuff stays in California. 



The Buyer would like to thank all the trade members that gave up their time to throw 
themselves into this quite different way of discovering Sonoma County wines. 
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And our thanks go to...

This Special Report was produced by:
Editor: Richard Siddle

Design: Gigantic Creative
Photography: Thomas Skovsende at www.thomaskovsende.com 

www.the-buyer.net


