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B Oom W That’s the

sound of the mic drop capping the 2023
vintage for California Pinot Noir. Run,
don’t walk, to stock up on these wines.
They’re that good.

The 2023 Pinots are defined by a wide spectrum of fruit, from
red and blue to black and purple, matched by a vivid display of
floral and savory aromas. Underneath the flavors runs finely
beaded acidity delivering mouthwatering succulence. Although
not as densely structured tannin-wise as the 2021s, the *23s are
equal in quality, offering a captivating persona along with range
and detail. They also have the potential to age.

“In my 40 years of work here, this one lines up with the best
I've ever seen in Pinot Noir,” says Mark Aubert, whose quartet
of 2023 Pinots all earned classic ratings of 95 points or higher
on Wine Spectator’s 100-point scale, led by the Pinot Noir
Sonoma Coast CIX 2023 (97 points, $125).

The 2023 CIX perfectly encapsulates the character of the
vintage, packing in an admirable amount of bright fruit in the
form of raspberry, cherry and mulberry notes, while sparkles
of anise, sassafras and rosemary provide savory, juicy lift and
cut. There’s a suave gloss of toast, with enough energy and fruit
to burn on the youthfully compact but mouthwatering finish.
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The slopes of Paul Hobbs’ Goldrock Estate
vineyard lie only 5 miles from the Pacific
Ocean in West Sonoma Coast, whose cool
climate has proven ideal for Pinot Noir.

The wine should cellar beautifully for at least a decade.

The 2023 vintage is especially compelling because it’s the
rare year in which classic quality resulted from less-than-ideal
conditions. Yet despite the lack of an easygoing growing sea-
son, producers found ways to overcome the challenges, relying
on their experience and hindsight as well as increasingly con-
scientious farming practices. The season’s absence of extreme
heat was also a factor in their success.

“It wasn’t an easy road, but it never got hot and that favors
Pinot Noir,” says vintner Paul Hobbs, whose flagship Pinot Noir
Russian River Valley George Menini Estate 2023 (95, $95)
earns its place among the 52 classic-rated Pinots in this report.
Expressive and well-defined, with crunchy acidity that helps
drive its mulberry, black cherry and raspberry fruit along, this
vivid red is brimming with energy.

ince my previous report on Pinot Noir (“Feeling the Heat,”
Sept. 30, 2024), I have reviewed more than 600 wines
representing the range of California’s Pinot growing
regions in both the north and south of the state. As with all of
our reports, these reviews are based on formal blind tastings
where producer and price are not known, conducted by Wine
Spectator staff only, without winemakers or owners present.
Nearly one-third of the Pinots under review are from the
2023 vintage. This first wave of releases offers an exemplary
introduction to the year’s wines, with 46 of them achieving
classic ratings of 95 points or higher. An additional 127 wines
earn outstanding scores of 90 to 94 points, meaning that an
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eye-opening 87% of the 2023s I've reviewed so far have reached
the 90-point threshold. With a significant number of elite pro-
ducers included in this total, I give the 2023 vintage an overall
rating of 96 points, equal to 2021.

Joining Aubert’s CIX bottling at 97 points are the Rivers-
Marie Pinot Noir Sonoma Coast Summa Old Vines 2023 (97,
$95) and Rochioli Pinot Noir Russian River Valley West Block
2023 (97,$120), both of them sourced from old vines. The Summa
relies on only about 550 vines, likely Bien Nacido clone, that
were planted in 1978, while Rochioli’s West Block encompasses
just 1.5 acres of vines planted in 1969. Revealing the complexity
and minerality that old vines can impart, these bottlings show
why farming for longevity is so critical to making great wine.

Justbelow the top tier, look for highly rated 2023s from Way-
farer, Williams Selyem, Dehlinger, Peter Michael, Bricoleur and
DuMol, among others. While more 2023 releases continue to
enter the marketplace into early 2026, I'll publish additional
ratings as the wines are submitted for review.

Along with a smattering of other late releases, this report
includes a sizable number of 2022s, showcasing a vintage with
up-front appeal and a very forward fruit profile, but without
the structure or energy to stand among 2023 and 2021, the cur-
rent benchmark vintages for the category. Having now reviewed
nearly 650 wines from 2022 in total—about 60% of which rated
90 points or higher—I've amended the overall rating for the
vintage down to 90 points.

thanks to atmospheric rivers that soaked the Golden State
during the preceding winter. That was key to success for
the state’s producers, who now almost routinely face hot, dry
conditions during the growing season, resulting in an increased
reliance on dry farming.
“But then cool weather persisted through May, and that led
to a long, spread-out flowering,” Hobbs says. “June and July
were OK, and we’d done our usual heavy thinning,” he adds,

T he 2023 vintage started off with a plentiful water table,
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Under their RAEN label, brothers Carlo and Dante Mondavi areimaking exceptional Sonoma Coast Pinots.
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referring to the process of pruning developing grape bunches
to reduce yields. “We thought that’d be it, but then August was
cold and damp. That’s where the real shock came in.”

August’s cool temperatures and moisture resulted in berries
sizing up, since the hydration that accompanies more typical
summer conditions didn’t occur. Instead of losing 20% to 30%
of bunch weight, berries increased in size by that amount.

“It was a worrisome situation,” says Hobbs, alluding to the
potential for dilution. “We basically did a panic thinning over
two straight weeks of work in the vineyard in August. Normally
we do two passes in the vineyard. In 2023, we did three.”

“We did drop a lot of fruit,” Aubert concurs. “You had to be
careful with yields. We knew from the first half of the season
that it was going to be a late harvest, and you can’t risk carry-
ing a bumper crop late because the weather can turn. But the
most important takeaway was that the temps
in August and September were so steady and
moderate. The highest temperature in our Park
Avenue vineyard through all of September was
88 degrees—and we always get 90s there. Be-
cause of that, we were able to push deep into
October, when we got four straight days of 90-
plus degrees that had a great impact.”

“The key was to wait, especially along the
coast,” says Thomas Rivers Brown, owner and
winemaker of Rivers-Marie. “By the start of
October, things weren’t ripe, and that’s usually
when we start picking. Some people were
getting antsy. But if you waited, it all came in
perfectly.” Of the eight Rivers-Marie Pinot
Noirs in this report, five earn classic ratings,
led by the Summa Old Vines. The winery’s base

level bottling, the Pinot Noir Sonoma Coast
2023 (94, $40), is one of the best deals of the
vintage in terms of quality for the price. Brown
also makes the wines for a handful of other
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