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ByLAURA NESS

The Carneros American Viticulture Area (AVA) spans the southern parts
of Napa and Sonoma counties that border on San Pablo Bay. Cooler in
summer than most of Sonoma and Napa, it is home to more than 8,000
acres of vineyards and more than 20 wineries. Los Carneros, Spanish for
“the rams,” is the name for the Napa portion of the AVA, and dates back to
the 1830s, when Mexican General Mariano Vallejo granted large ranchos
to friends and family—many of which became the progenitors of Napa’s
sub AVAs. The hilly coastal region, rich in grass, was ideal for ranches and
dairies. Post statehood, in the 1850s, the 380-acre Rancho Huichica was
planted to vines, making it one of the largest vineyards in the county. It’s
still a coveted site today.

Post phylloxera outbreak, and post Prohibition, Louis M. Martini
bought the old Stanly Ranch in Carneros in 1942, planted Pinot Noir and
Chardonnay, and fueled the development of the area for sparkling wine.
Domaine Carneros is among the well-known producers of bubblies,
along with Gloria Ferrer. In the 1970s, Acacia, Truchard and Saintsbury
popularized the old clones of Pinot Noir, including Swan, Martini and
Pommard, with their distinct Old-World flavor profiles. Napa stalwarts
like Frank Family and Rombauer have purchased outposts here, seeking
the gleaming acid brightness that comes from ocean influence. Here,
varieties such as Albarifio and Vermentino from vineyards like Las Brisas
are attracting vintners looking to craft zesty lower-alcohol wines.
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ANABA J MCK ESTATE
CHARDONNAY, CARNEROS

At the intersection of Arnold Drive and
Highway 121, Anaba’s landmark wind
turbine stands tall. It's named for the
anabatic winds that occur when the sun
heats the air at lower elevations, causing
it to rise up slopes. The enormous heft
of their custom umbrellas are essential
to withstand these strong bay winds.
Nonetheless, the westward views
from the firepit-centric outside patio
are breathtaking. Winemaker Katy
Wilson crafts this elegant, acid-driven
Chardonnay from the J McK Estate
Vineyard. Named for proprietor John
Sweazey’s children, John Michael and
McKenna, this vineyard is planted to an
old Wente clone. Showing a hint of green
in the glass, the nose of lemon meringue
and spice promises vibrancy and intense
juiciness. It’s hard to believe this was
barrel-fermented in 60 percent new
French oak, underwent full malolactic
fermentation and was aged for 17 months.
Lush and silky, there is little doubt this
wine inherits the intensity of the wind.
Also try the wild and spicy 2021 Anaba
Pinot Noir from Las Brisas Vineyard.

14.1% | $65

ARTESA VINEYARDS
& WINERY ESTATE ALBARINO,
PYRAMID BLOCK, CARNEROS

Bright yellow-green and clean, this
wine’s floral, peachy, stony and fresh-
washed linen aromas paint a picture of
a sunny coastal clime, with maritime
breezes tugging at your hair. Brisk and
almost salty, the palate oozes lime and
nectarine, with a fleshiness that stands
up to a grilled prawn and butter lettuce
with apricot white balsamic vinaigrette.
It is so reminiscent of Spanish Albarifio
that I had to look twice at the label. This is
no coincidence. Artesa has Spanish roots,
having been established in Carneros
in 1991 as an outpost of Raventés
Codorniu, Spain’s oldest winemaking
family. These Albarifio vines are now
25 years old and were planted high on a
hillside peak in one of the coolest spots
of the vineyard. Winemaker Ana Diogo-
Draper fermented and aged the wine for
six months on the lees in a temperature-
controlled concrete tank. Also try the
2015 Artesa La Jefa Late Disgorged
Sparkling Brut.

12% | $69
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BOUCHAINE VINEYARDS
CHARDONNAY, HYDE VINEYARD,
CARNEROS

Bouchaine is the oldest continuously
operated winery property in Carneros,
beginning in 1890 when a settler from
Missouri planted grapes and fruit trees.
He sold it to an Italian farmer who sold it
to Beringer in 1961. It was purchased by
Gerret and Tatiana Copeland, a Delaware
couple who has transformed it into
one of the most tranquil destinations
in Carneros. Larry Hyde, one of
Bouchaine’s longtime growing partners,
planted his first Carneros vineyard in
1979. Hyde Vineyards produces some of
the most coveted grapes in Napa Valley.
If you're serious about Chardonnay, look
for the Hyde vineyard designation. This
delightfully persistent example opens
with brown sugar, nutmeg, apple butter
and apricot Danish. Flavors of spiced
baked apples with golden raisins, mango
and papaya, brown sugar cinnamon
pastry pinwheels, golden raisin brioche
toast and satiny cream-cheese iced carrot
cake make this enormously satisfying.

14.3% | $75
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BOUCHAINE

BOUCHAINE VINEYARDS
ESTATE PINOT MEUNIER,
CARNEROS

The luckiest vines on bucolic
Bouchaine’s 87-acre vineyard in the
southern part of Napa-Carneros have a
view to San Francisco’s financial district
across the glittering Bay. Here, they grow
Chardonnay, Pinot Noir, Pinot Meunier,
Gewlirztraminer, Riesling and Syrah. Set
atop a flower-terraced hill, the tasting
room is a bastion of hospitality and a
breathtaking selection of wines made
by general manager Chris Kajani, who
is celebrating 20 years at this inviting
wind-grazed gem. One of my favorite
reds is this Pinot Meunier, a grape
generally grown for sparkling wine.
Fragrantly teeming with red raspberry
coulis, chocolate-covered marzipan,
licorice and caramel, it tells your brain
to expect something fresh and exciting.
On the palate, it explodes with red
raspberry, pie cherry, basil, tarragon,
and black Australian licorice flavors that
continuously pulse across the superfine
tannins. This is one of the most exciting
Pinot Meunier bottlings I've tried, and is
amust for devotees of the grape.

14.5% | $72
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CUVAISON WINERY
CHARDONNAY COEURTINA,
CARNEROS

Don’t be fooled by the golden color, or
by the brioche, orange blossom, grated
ginger and lemon drop aromas. This
is not an oak bomb. The secret is aging
in 40 percent new French barriques
(500L barrels). The relatively subdued
oak acts more like a lattice pie crust,
complementing the ripe apricot and
peach. A pretty core of tangerine,
coupled with a refreshing lemony finish,
is utterly captivating. There is so much
great acid here due to only 50 percent
ML conversion, making for a memorable
and lively Carneros Chardonnay. Also try
the 2023 Cuvaison Mariafeld Pinot Noir
($80), made from a rare clone believed
to have been grown in Switzerland
for centuries. Mariafeld was officially
discovered in a Swiss nursery in 1955.
From Cuvaison’s Tai Vineyard, this
exudes a darkness and density I wasn’t
expecting—with dark cherry, chewy
plum, raspberry ganache and superbly
silky tannins that build to a perfect
trailing crescendo on the finish.

14.3% | $70

36 LOS GATOS MAGAZINE

DOMAINE CARNEROS ULTRA
BRUT BY TAITTINGER

This wine is on a tear, earning 96
points from Decanter, and taking Top
Sparkling honors at the 2025 Sunset
Wine Competition, where it was
awarded 99 points and made an instant
impression with its bright, persistent
effervescence. It’s like sticking your
nose into a frothy foam of freshly
squeezed lemon and lime. Made from
estate-grown 60 percent Pinot Noir and
40 percent Chardonnay, Ultra Brut is
this house’s driest sparkling wine, with
a low dosage (.5 percent). Its complex
nose of white cherry, finger lime and
honeydew, combines with flavors of
ripe white peach, Granny Smith apple,
apricot and shortbread cookie, creating
a wine that can take on shellfish,
poached shrimp, ceviche or fish tacos.
Méthode traditionnelle winemaking
and three years of aging makes this a
nuanced, creamy and eternally bubbly
sparkler that punches way above its
pricepoint. Also try the 2017 Le Réve
Blanc de Blanc.

12% | $52
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FRANK FAMILY VINEYARDS
CHARDONNAY, LEWIS VINEYARD,
LOS CARNEROS

Rich and Leslie Frank purchase fruit
from plenty of great vineyards, includ-
ing Sangiacomo (Sonoma-Carneros)
and Beckstoffer (Napa-Carneros). They
chose this 85-acre hilly site in Carneros,
named for their eldest grandson Lew-
is, to add a bracing style of Chardonnay
to their portfolio that is rich without
being blowsy. With its floral, orchard
fruit, baked custard and tropical pine-
apple notes in the nose, the vanilla bean
creaminess and peach pie decadence
of the palate is offset by a cleansing
throughline of Meyer lemon. Despite its
being barrel-fermented in 100 percent
new oak and aged for 11 months, the pu-
rity of the fruit and acid are remarkable.
Also try the 2023 Frank Family Carner-
os Chardonnay ($40) for its zesty lemon,
guava and caramel apple aromas and sat-
isfying créme briilée density on the pal-
ate. This wine combines Lewis Vineyard
fruit with a portion from neighboring
Beckstoffer Vineyards and Sangiacomo
Vineyards.

14.5% | $85

PATZ, & HALL

HYDE VINEYARD
CARNEROS, NAPA VALLEY
RDONN

PATZ & HALL WINERY
HYDE VINEYARD CHARDONNAY,
CARNEROS

James Hall is a hero to many in the wine
industry. He started the label in 1988 with
Donald Patz, who he worked with at Flora
Springs Winery, along with Donald’s wife
Heather Patz, and Anne Moses. They
grew it into a single vineyard-designate
powerhouse by establishing cornerstone
relationships with top growers like
Larry Hyde, George Martinelli, Charlie
Chenoweth and Gary Pisoni. Although
Hall has since assumed the role of
winemaker emeritus, appointing James
McCeney as his successor, his approach
to Chardonnay remains. All are
barrel-fermented, undergo malolactic
fermentation and rest in the barrel for
11 months before being bottled without
filtration. This wine glows with a lovely
green hue, as it exudes kiwi, green apple,
Queen Anne’s lace, nutmeg, vanilla
and Key lime pie. Delightful flavors of
Gravenstein apple pie and poached pear
with nutmeg make this a keeper. Also try
the lavender, fennel and earth-scented
2021 Patz & Hall Moses-Hall Vineyard
Pinot Noir, $65.

14.5% | $60
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RAM’S GATE WINERY ESTATE
CHARDONNAY, CARNEROS

Founded in 2011, Ram’s Gate sits on
the cusp of three AVAs: Sonoma Valley,
Sonoma Coast and Carneros. It is
owned by wine and spirits industry
entrepreneur Jeff O’Neill of O’Neill
Vintners & Distillers. Winemaker Joe
Nielson was hired in 2018, and has
been slowly turning all of the estate
farming at this winery, within earshot
of the Sonoma Raceway, to organic.
This Chardonnay from a low-yielding
and challenging vintage, is a study in
restraint. He extended the élevage (time
in barrel) to more than 16 months, the
longest of any white wine he produces.
Nielsen also makes estate Pinot Blanc
and Sauvignon Blanc. As the wine
rested in 20 percent new Atelier barrels,
it had ample time to harmonize and
build complexity. This wine has a most
fascinating nose, with aromatics of fresh
chamomile, honeycomb, wet adobe,
orange blossoms and honeydew melon.
The long, slow oak seasoning adds a
touch of creaminess to the core, and the
natural site acidity keeps it energetic,
with a succulent minerality.

14% | $72
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TRUCHARD
PINOT NOIR
CARNEROS, NAPA VALLEY

TRUCHARD VINEYARDS
PINOT NOIR, OSR BLOCK,
CARNEROS

Budwood sourced from the original
acreage planted by the Truchard family
back in 1974, was used to replant the
“OSR” Pinot Noir block in 1985. This
vineyard block flanks Old Sonoma Road,
which bisects Truchard Vineyards.
This truly fascinating and gorgeously
pigmented wine sports a combination of
aromas and flavors rarely encountered in
Pinot Noir, except for the Martini clone.
There’s ginger root, dried strawberry,
rhubarb, sassafrass, root beer, iron ore,
warm baking spice, horehound drops
and poblano pepper. A silky, supple
palate reveals intense pomegranate,
red plum, cranberry, ginger, root beer,
and spicy orange tea. There’s a hint of
parsnip, too. Super acidity and superfine
tannins keep the wine on rails, and
the finish is a long caboose away. I was
also impressed by the 2021 Truchard
Cabernet Franc ($45). Rose petals,
raspberry, cedar, pine and incense invite
a deep dive into the silky raspberry jam
awaiting on the palate.

14.1% | $75
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