Episode 54 Sonoma – Napa’s Laid-Back Neighbor
Hi! I'm Marc, and this is WINE IN SMALL SIPS.
For over 30 years, Sonoma has been home for me—not just geographically, but emotionally. And while Napa gets all the spotlight, Sonoma quietly turns out some of the best, most honest wines in the country.
In this episode, I want to show you:
· Why Sonoma isn’t just “Napa-lite”
· What makes its wines distinct
· How to find stunning bottles without the tourist markup
This one’s personal. Let’s walk through the vineyards I’ve come to love.

Why Sonoma Stands Apart
Sonoma sits just west of Napa, but everything here feels… different.
More relaxed. More rural. More varied.
Instead of one valley, Sonoma is a patchwork of microclimates stretching from the foggy Pacific coast to warm inland valleys. That means it can grow:
· Pinot Noir and Chardonnay in the cool Russian River and Sonoma Coast
· Zinfandel and Syrah in Dry Creek Valley
· Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot in Alexander and Knights Valley
It’s twice the size of Napa and often half the price.

Why You Should Care
Sonoma gives you:
· Diversity – one region, many styles
· Authenticity – family-owned wineries over flashy estates
· Value – top-quality wines without the luxury markup
If you like Pinot but your partner likes Zin? Sonoma’s got both.
Looking for elegant Chardonnay or bold Cab? It’s here.
And it’s made by people who still work the vineyard themselves.
Plus, the tasting rooms are friendlier. You’re more likely to meet a winemaker than a marketing team.

Sonoma’s Key Regions & What They Do Best
	Subregion
	Star Grapes
	Try This
	Price

	Russian River Valley
	Pinot Noir, Chardonnay
	Gary Farrell Pinot Noir
	$50

	Sonoma Coast
	Pinot Noir, Chardonnay
	Failla Chardonnay
	$45

	Dry Creek Valley
	Zinfandel, Sauvignon Blanc
	Ridge Lytton Springs
	$48

	Alexander Valley
	Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot
	Jordan Cabernet
	$65

	Knights Valley
	Cabernet, Syrah
	Beringer Knights Valley Cab
	$35


Try This Lineup:
· Marimar Estate Pinot Noir – Elegant and food-friendly
· Bedrock Old Vine Zinfandel – Intense, layered, great with BBQ
· Merry Edwards Sauvignon Blanc – Bright, textured, serious white.
Here are some Great Value Wines from Sonoma County
Pinot Noir
· La Crema Sonoma Coast Pinot Noir (~$20–24)
Widely available, solid quality, and classic cool-climate style—cherry, spice, and silky texture.
· Balletto Vineyards Pinot Noir (~$28)
Estate-grown, family-run, with serious structure. Underrated and often overlooked.
· Gary Farrell Russian River Selection Pinot Noir (~$35, often found for ~$30)
A bit higher, but still a value for the quality—complex and age-worthy.

Chardonnay
· Sonoma-Cutrer Russian River Ranches Chardonnay (~$22–25)
Creamy but balanced, citrus and green apple. Widely available and crowd-pleasing.
· Ramey “Sonoma Coast” Chardonnay (~$30)
Elegant and food-friendly, with a Burgundian touch at a fraction of the price.
· Stuhlmuller Vineyards Estate Chardonnay (~$25)
Lush but not heavy. Underrated and full of texture.

Zinfandel
· Bedrock Wine Co. “Old Vine” Zinfandel (~$25)
Historic vineyards, complex layers, and always a stunner.
· Seghesio Sonoma Zinfandel (~$20)
Spicy, juicy, reliable. Perfect for pizza, BBQ, or anything grilled.
· Ridge “Three Valleys” Red Blend (~$30)
Mostly Zin with a splash of Petite Sirah and Carignane—classic Sonoma field blend vibes.

Sauvignon Blanc
· Merry Edwards Sauvignon Blanc (~$25–30)
Rich, expressive, and cellar-worthy. One of the most complex SBs out there.
· Dry Creek Vineyard Sauvignon Blanc (~$18)
Crisp, clean, and citrusy. Fantastic everyday white that never feels cheap.

Cabernet Sauvignon
· Beringer Knights Valley Cabernet (~$28–32)
Technically just outside Sonoma AVA, but a staple for full-bodied Cab lovers on a budget.
· Rodney Strong Alexander Valley Cabernet (~$25)
Solid structure, cassis, and oak spice. A classic that often goes on sale under $20.

🍷 Wine Nerd Alert: Why Russian River is Perfect for Pinot
The fog that rolls in from the Pacific each morning cools the vineyards, slowing grape ripening and preserving acidity. That’s why Pinot Noir and Chardonnay from Russian River have:
· Rich fruit
· Balanced freshness
· Signature notes of cherry, cola, and baking spice
And because the region isn’t overbuilt, older vines and smaller lots still thrive here.

Common Mistakes to Avoid
1. Thinking it’s all one style
— Sonoma is incredibly diverse. Pinot from the coast is not Zin from the valley.
2. Only buying from the grocery shelf
— Some of the best Sonoma wines come from small, direct-to-consumer producers.
3. Expecting “Napa polish”
— Sonoma wine is more rustic, but that’s part of its charm.
BTW – Sonoma has more land under vine—about 33% more than Napa. Napa focuses heavily on Cabernet Sauvignon where Sonoma has a far more diverse wine palete.

Quick Cheat Sheet: Sonoma Snapshot
· Location: Just west of Napa in Northern California stretching all the way to the coast.
· Top Grapes: Pinot Noir, Chardonnay, Zinfandel, Cabernet Sauvignon
· Subregions: Russian River, Sonoma Coast, Dry Creek, Alexander Valley
· Style: Fresh and diverse—cool-climate finesse to warm-weather richness
· Pro Tip: Look for single-vineyard Pinot and old-vine Zinfandel

On The Next Sip...
We’re heading back to France for something lean, mean, and mineral-driven.
Episode 55 uncorks “Chablis – Burgundy’s Mineral Expression.”
It’s Chardonnay—but not like you think.
Until then—cheers from Sonoma!
