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T
here were no vines deep in the moun-
tains along the Sonoma Coast. It 
was the early 1970s and viticultural 
experts considered the region too 
cold:  Wine grapes would never ripen. 
Mick Bohan planted them anyway. A 
sheep rancher, he got zinfandel cut-
tings from a friend and put them in 

along the road at 1,500 feet in elevation, on a ridge less 
than two miles from the ocean. 

Bohan’s gamble instigated a march to the coast, as oth-
ers followed suit. But it was pinot noir, not zinfandel, that 
brought in now famed producers such as Hirsch, Flowers, 

it as a vineyard designate. After the 2017 harvest, George 
Bohan pulled the zinfandel in favor of pinot noir. The vines 
had started to decline.

The wine struck me. It was high toned and full of wild 
aromatics, somehow pinot noir–like (though more struc-
tured), with layers of earth and forest rather than the 
upfront fruit more common to zinfandel. I called Passa-
lacqua to ask why 2017 was the only year they bottled it as 
a vineyard designate.

Out of the 15 years Turley had worked with the fruit, he 
believes they could have bottled it on its own in four vin-
tages. “The 2017 was the most complete wine we ever made 
from the site,” Passalacqua tells me. In other vintages, the 
Bohan fruit became a blending component to bring aro-
matics and brightened acidity to the Turley Old Vine blend.

The issue was not only waiting for ripeness, according to 
Passalacqua; it was also uneven ripening. “Uneven clusters 
are zinfandel’s calling card,” he says. “Even so, the Bohan 
site had its own crop balance. For some reason, it weath-
ered storms. And the temperatures were more even there,” 
which helped to reduce vine stress and to preserve fresh, 
high-toned aromatics. 

“To me it also comes down to hydration,” Passalacqua 
says. “In the coastal mountains it can still get hot but you 
have fog coming in to rehydrate the vines. The wines are 
more dew-kissed than sun-kissed, like you get from inland 
sites. That dew-kissed sense gives a little wilder aromatic.” 

But that additional humidity has its downside. “There 
is more risk for botrytis,” Passalacqua admits. “It demands 
more sorting in the cellar, but that is true of coastal pinot 
noir, too.”

Though Bohan’s zinfandel is now gone, it inspired at 
least one other zinfandel vineyard in the region. 
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Marcassin and Peter Michael. 
A few years ago, Tegan Passa-

lacqua drove me several hours 
into the mountains to visit 
Bohan. Passalacqua is winemaker 
and vineyard manager for Turley. 
George Bohan, Mick’s son, who 
now farms the site, laughed about 
his dad defying all expert advice as 
we stood in the vines beside the 
old dirt road. 

Driving into the site felt like 
traveling back into old California. 
The ranch was not only remote by 
distance but also in style. Newer 
plantings of pinot noir and char-
donnay could be seen in the dis-
tance but Bohans’ zinfandel vine-
yard felt more rustic. Near the 
old sheep shed, the head-trained, 
own-rooted vines looked a bit 
scraggly. 

More recently, during my Cali-
fornia Covid-19 mandatory shel-
ter-in-place, I opened a bottle of 
Turley 2017 Bohan Ranch Zin-
fandel. It was the last vintage of 
Bohan for Turley, as well as the 
first (and only) time they bottled 
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Coastal Challenges 
“I tend to find the most exciting sites are not always the most 
dependable ones,” Daniel Schoenfeld tells me. “It takes hard-
headed, determined people to grow grapes out here.” 

In 1981, Schoenfeld and his wife, Marion, owners and 
winemakers of Wild Hog, planted the third vineyard in 
what is now the Fort Ross–Seaview AVA. Their site is five 
miles from the ocean, between 1,300 and 1,400 feet in ele-
vation. Hugged into a canyon, the site is a little more pro-
tected from cold ocean winds than Bohan.

“We planted zinfandel before we planted pinot,” Daniel 
Schoenfeld says. “It was just everyone saying, ‘you are crazy. 
You will never get it ripe.’ So, I planted pinot too, but it turns 
out the zin works really well for us,” though, he admits, he 
sometimes has to pick sooner than he’d prefer because of 
rain. “We do have extreme weather.”  

The coastal mountains are consistently one of the rain-
iest parts of California, making it difficult to ripen thin-
skinned varieties such as pinot noir or zinfandel without 
damage or rot. Of the two varieties, pinot noir tends to 
ripen long before the rains start in late autumn. Zinfandel 
harvest in the region is typically in October, well into the 
threat of late-season rain.  

Aside from the elevated acidity of coastal vineyards, 
Schoenfeld finds that tannins can be accentuated, too. “Our 
place in particular, we tend to get some pretty big tannins,” 
he says. “We tend to hang onto our wines a couple years 
longer before we release them.” Wild Hog is only just start-
ing to release the 2015 zinfandel.

Tasting the wine, the heightened acidity is immediately 
apparent. But it is also full of wild fruit aromatics and has a 
markedly long finish. With the additional age, the tannins 
have turned powdery fine. The wine is rustic and exuber-
ant, playful while still ageworthy.  

Risky Business
When it comes to coastal zinfandel, “it is a bit of taming 
the beast,” says Eric Sussman, owner and winemaker of 
Radio-Coteau. “On coastal sites, zin tends to have bigger 
berries,” he explains. “With these dry-farmed sites, and the 
later growing season, the grapes can start to dehydrate a bit, 
so you get higher sugars but still higher acids, too. A way 
to mask the acid could be to leave the wine slightly sweet, 
but we don’t want to do that.” 

I had called Sussman and asked him to send over a bottle 
of his 2016 Lemorel Zinfandel and am tasting it as we talk 
over the phone. We had walked the site together several 
years ago. It’s eight miles from the ocean, at an elevation 
of 800 feet, near the town of Occidental, sheltered from 
strong winds but strongly influenced by fog.

“Zin here is risky business,” says Sussman. From 2002 to 
2007, Sussman made wine from several blocks of old-vine 
zinfandel planted by the Morellis and Robert Von Weidlich, 
the subsequent owner, across a mix of decades; he bottled 
it as Radio-Coteau Von Weidlich Zinfandel. Then, when he 
purchased the property in 2012, he decided to call the wine 
Lemorel, after the original winery on the site. It’s mainly 
made up of fruit from the 1946 Morelli block but in some 
vintages, like the 2016, it includes a bit of fruit from the 
1981 Von Weidlich block.

He’s been fine-tuning the farming every year, he says. 
“Better pruning and better canopy management have 
helped us balance the acidity and ripeness. It is hard 
because there is not a lot of fruit there.” The old head-
trained vines produce around one ton per acre in a good 
vintage. Even so, at veraison, they go through the bunches, 
removing wings and small berries that could otherwise cre-
ate excessive acidity in the wine. 

Sussman’s team has also fine-tuned the canopy. “We’re 
trying to keep the inside of the vines open, to avoid shad-
ing on the inside. We had to have fenders fabricated for 
the tractor so we can leave the canes to flop open, [allow-
ing for] good sunlight penetration and airflow. It means 
more uniformity and ripeness, with a little more balance 
to the acidity, too.” 

 Tasting his 2016 Lemorel, from a year with unusually even 
ripening, the acidity is elevated but feels comfortably mar-
ried to the body of the wine. The aromatics are full of bram-
ble and forest notes, there’s finesse to the depths of flavor 
and the finish seems to last forever.

MoRe Coastal Zinfandel? 
Just down the road from Lemorel, the Morelli family also 
planted zinfandel at what is now a Dutton Ranch vineyard, 
the source of Dutton-Goldfield’s Morelli Lane zinfandel. 
Other than that, there is very little zinfandel in Sonoma’s 
coastal mountains.

“The market isn’t asking for it,” Sussman says. “We have 
zinfandel because this Italian family moved to the area and 
planted it,” he explains. “It’s part of the history of the site.” 

 He’s committed to sustaining the block of old vines and, 
as individual vines die, planting new ones. But instead of 
simply replanting zinfandel, Sussman is experiment-
ing with a field-blend approach. He’s been interplanting 
another thin-skinned, high-acid variety with a long-stand-
ing kinship to zinfandel in California’s historic field blends: 
grenache. 

“We’ll see how the grenache does,” he says, noting that, 
at five years of age, it’s just beginning to produce fruit. 
Eventually, he hopes to harvest and coferment it  with the 
zinfandel. ”The historic zin would be a part of a wine that 
speaks of the site,” Sussman hopes. “It’s more like a life 
project.”   n

ERIC SUSSMAN AT 
RADIO-COTEAU TENDS 
VINES PLANTED BY THE 
MORELLI FAMILY IN 1946, 
THE SOURCE OF HIS 
LEMOREL ZINDANDEL.

“The far-coast 
wines are more 
dew-kissed than 
sun-kissed, like 

you get from 
inland sites. 

That dew-kissed 
sense gives a 
little wilder 
aromatic.” 

 —TEGAN PASSALACQUA, 
TURLEY WINE CELLARS
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