
Sonoma Valley

Sonoma Valley is often thought of as the “other” Wine Country,
forever in the shadow of Napa Valley. It’s true that Sonoma Valley
doesn’t have as much going on as Napa Valley. You won’t find as
many wineries, shopping outlets, or world-class restaurants here.
But its less developed, more backcountry character is exactly its
charm. Besides, there is more than enough to do here to fill your
vacation time.

Sonoma Valley is far more rural and less traveled than its neigh-
bor to the east, offering a more genuine away-from-it-all experience
than its more commercial cousin. The roads are less crowded, the
pace is slower, and the whole valley is still relatively free of slick
tourist attractions and big-name hotels. Commercialization has, for
the most part, not yet taken hold. Small, family-owned wineries are
still Sonoma Valley’s mainstay, just as in the old days of winemak-
ing, when everyone started with the intention of going broke and
loved every minute of it. (As the saying goes in these parts, “It takes
a large fortune to make a small fortune.”)

Unlike in Napa Valley, in Sonoma Valley you won’t find palatial
wineries with million-dollar art collections, aerial trams, and Holly-
wood ego trips (read: Niebaum-Coppola). Rather, Sonoma Valley
offers a refreshing dose of reality, where modestly sized wineries are
integrated into the community rather than perched on hilltops like
corporate citadels. If Napa Valley feels like a fantasyland, where
everything exists to service the almighty grape and the visitors it
attracts, then Sonoma Valley is its antithesis, an unpretentious gaggle
of ordinary towns and ranches. The result, as you wind your way
through the valley, is a chance to experience what Napa Valley must
have been like long before the Seagrams and Moët et Chandons of
the world turned the Wine Country into a major tourist destination.

1 Orientation & Getting Around
Sonoma Valley is some 17 miles long and 7 miles wide, and it is bor-
dered by two mountain ranges: the Mayacamas Mountains to the
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east and the Sonoma Mountains to the west. One major road, High-
way 12 (also known as the Sonoma Hwy.), passes through the val-
ley, starting at the northern edge of the Carneros District, leading
though the communities of Sonoma, Glen Ellen, and Kenwood,
and ending at the southern boundary, Santa Rosa. Conveniently,
most of the wineries—as well as most of the hotels, shops, and
restaurants—are either in the town of Sonoma, along Highway 12,
or a short distance from it. Of the numerous side roads that branch
off Highway 12, only Bennett Valley Road to the west and Trinity
Road (aka Oakville Grade) to the east lead over the mountain ranges
and out of the valley, and neither is easy to navigate. If you’re com-
ing from Napa, I strongly suggest that you take the leisurely south-
ern route along Highway 12/121 rather than tackle Trinity Road,
which is a real brake-smoker.

ALONG HIGHWAY 12: SONOMA’S TOWNS IN BRIEF
As you approach the Wine Country from the south, you must first
pass through the Carneros District, a cool, windswept region that
borders San Pablo Bay and marks the entrance to both Napa and
Sonoma valleys. Until the latter part of the 20th century, this mix-
ture of marsh, sloughs, and rolling hills was mainly used as sheep
pasture. (Carneros means “sheep” in Spanish.) After experimental
plantings yielded slow-growing yet high-quality grapes—particu-
larly chardonnay and pinot noir—several Napa Valley and Sonoma
Valley wineries expanded their plantings here, eventually establish-
ing the Carneros District as an American viticultural appellation.
Although about a dozen wineries are spread throughout the region,
there are no major towns or attractions—just plenty of gorgeous
scenery as you cruise along Highway 121, the major junction
between Napa and Sonoma.

At the northern boundary of the Carneros District, along High-
way 12, is the centerpiece of Sonoma Valley: the midsized town of
Sonoma, which owes much of its appeal to Mexican general Mari-
ano Guadalupe Vallejo. Vallejo fashioned this pleasant, slow-paced
community after a typical Mexican village—right down to its cen-
tral plaza, Sonoma’s geographical and commercial center. The plaza
sits at the top of a T formed by Broadway (Hwy. 12) and Napa
Street. Most of the surrounding streets form a grid pattern around
this axis, making Sonoma easy to navigate. The plaza’s Bear Flag
Monument marks the spot where the crude Bear Flag was raised in
1846, signaling the end of Mexican rule; the symbol was later
adopted by the state of California and placed on its flag. The 8-acre
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park at the center of the plaza, complete with two ponds that are
populated with ducks and geese, is perfect for an afternoon siesta in
the cool shade. My favorite attraction, however, is the flock of bril-
liantly feathered chickens that roam unfettered through the streets
of Sonoma—a sight you’ll definitely never see in Napa.

About 7 miles north of Sonoma on Highway 12 is the town of
Glen Ellen, which, though just a fraction of the size of Sonoma, is
home to several of the valley’s finest wineries, restaurants, and inns.
Aside from the addition of a few new restaurants, this charming
Wine Country town hasn’t changed much since the days when Jack
London settled on his Beauty Ranch, about a mile west. Other than
the wineries, you’ll find few real signs of commercialism; the shops
and restaurants, located along one main winding lane, cater to a
small, local clientele—that is, until the summer tourist season, when
traffic nearly triples on the weekends. If you’re as yet undecided
about where you want to set up camp during your visit to the Wine
Country, I highly recommend this lovable little town.

A few miles north of Glen Ellen along Highway 12 is the tiny
town of Kenwood, the northernmost outpost of Sonoma Valley.
Though the Kenwood Vineyards wines are well known throughout
the United States, the town itself consists of little more than a few
restaurants, wineries, and modest homes recessed into the wooded
hillsides. The nearest lodging, the luxurious Kenwood Inn & Spa, is
located about a mile south. Kenwood makes for a pleasant day
trip—lunch at Café Citti, a tour of Chateau St. Jean, dinner at Ken-
wood Restaurant & Bar—before returning to Glen Ellen or Sonoma
for the night.

A few miles beyond Kenwood is Santa Rosa, the county seat of
Sonoma, home to more than 150,000 residents, and the gateway to
northern Sonoma wine country. Historically, it’s best known as the
hometown of horticulturist Luther Burbank, who produced more
than 800 new varieties of fruits, vegetables, and plants during his
50-year tenure here. Today it’s a burgeoning city and the gateway to
northern Sonoma wine country. Unless you’re armed with a map,
however, it’s best to avoid exploring the large, sprawling area and its
rural surroundings, as it’s easy to get lost.

VISITOR INFORMATION
While you’re in Sonoma, stop by the Sonoma Valley Visitors
Bureau, 453 1st St. E., in the Carnegie Library Building (& 707/
996-1090; www.sonomavalley.com). It’s open daily from 9am to 7pm
in summer and from 9am to 6pm in winter. An additional visitors
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FAST FACTS: Sonoma Valley

Hospitals The Sonoma Valley Hospital, 347 Andrieux St.
(& 707/935-5000), in downtown Sonoma, is a district hospital
that provides inpatient, outpatient, and continuing care to
the public. Its emergency room is supported by state-of-the-
art equipment and is staffed 24 hours a day by physicians and
nurses who are specifically trained in emergency treatment.
SVH also has an intensive care unit and a pediatric center, and
it provides surgical services.

Santa Rosa Memorial Hospital, 1165 Montgomery Dr. in
Santa Rosa (& 707/546-3210), about a 30-minute drive north
from Sonoma, offers 24-hour emergency service as well as
complete inpatient and outpatient services, a cardiac center,
pediatric services, and a dental clinic.

Information See “Visitor Information,” above.

bureau is located a few miles south of the square, at 25200 Arnold
Dr. (Hwy. 121; & 707/935-4747), at the entrance to Viansa Win-
ery; it’s open daily from 9am to 4pm, and from 9am to 5pm in
summer.

TOURING SONOMA VALLEY BY BIKE
Sonoma and its neighboring towns are so small, close together, and
relatively flat that it’s not difficult to get around on two wheels. In
fact, if you’re not in a great hurry, there’s no better way to tour
Sonoma Valley than via bicycle. You can rent a bike at the Good-
time Bicycle Company (& 888/525-0453 or 707/938-0453;
www.goodtimetouring.com). Goodtime will happily point you to
easy bike trails, or you can take one of its organized excursions to
Kenwood-area wineries or to southern Sonoma wineries. Not only
does Goodtime provide a gourmet lunch featuring local Sonoma
products, but it will also carry any wine you purchase while you
ride, and it will help with shipping arrangements. Lunch rides start
at 10:30am and end at around 3:30pm. The cost, including food
and equipment, is $99 per person. Bike rentals cost $25 a day and
include helmets, locks, and everything else you’ll need (including
delivery to your local hotel). Bikes are also available for rent from
Sonoma Valley Cyclery, 20093 Broadway, Sonoma (& 707/935-
3377), for $6 per hour or $25 a day.
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Newspapers/Magazines The main newspaper in Sonoma Val-
ley is the Press Democrat, a New York Times publication that
is printed daily and distributed at newsstands throughout
Sonoma, Lake, Napa, and Mendocino counties. Sonoma’s local
paper is the Sonoma Index Tribune; published twice a week
and available at newsstands around town, it covers regional
news, events, and issues. Also available around town is the
Sonoma Valley Visitors Guide, a slender free publication that
lists just about every sightseeing, recreation, shopping, lodg-
ing, and dining option in the valley, as well as a winery map.

Pharmacy The pharmacy at Long’s Drugs, 201 W. Napa St.,
Sonoma (& 707/938-4730), is open Monday through Friday
from 9am to 8pm, Saturday and Sunday from 10am to 6pm. If
you prefer a more personable place to get your prescription
filled, try Adobe Drug, 303 W. Napa St., Sonoma (& 707/938-
1144), a locally owned drugstore that claims to be Sonoma’s
“Prescription Specialists” and will even make deliveries; it’s
open Monday through Friday from 9am to 7pm, Saturday
from 9am to 6pm.

Police For the local police, call & 707/996-3602, or in an
emergency, call & 911.

Post Offices In downtown Sonoma, the post office is at 617
Broadway, at Patton Street (& 707/996-9311). The Glen Ellen
post office is at 13720 Arnold St., at O’Donnel Lane (& 707/
996-9233). Both branches are open Monday through Friday
from 8:30am to 5pm.

Shipping Companies See “The Ins & Outs of Shipping Wine
Home,” in chapter 3.

Taxis Call A-C Taxi at & 707/526-4888.

2 Touring the Wineries
Sonoma Valley is currently home to more than 40 wineries (includ-
ing California’s first winery, Buena Vista, founded in 1857) and
13,000 acres of vineyards, which produce roughly 40 types of wine.

Unlike the rigidly structured tours at many of Napa Valley’s cor-
porate-owned wineries, tastings and tours on the Sonoma side of the
Mayacamas Mountains are low-key, often free, and include plenty
of friendly banter between the winemakers and their guests.
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The towns and wineries covered below are organized geo-
graphically from south to north, starting at the intersection of
Highway 37 and Highway 121 in the Carneros District and ending
in Kenwood. The wineries here tend to be a little more spread out
than they are in Napa Valley, but they’re easy to find. Still, it’s best
to decide which wineries you’re most interested in and devise a tour-
ing strategy before you set out so you don’t find yourself doing a lot
of backtracking. (For more on this, see “Strategies for Touring the
Wine Country,” in chapter 3; and check out the map “Sonoma Val-
ley Wineries” on p. 131 to get your bearings.)

Below is a great selection of Sonoma Valley wineries. If you’d like
a complete list of local wineries, be sure to pick up one of the free
guides to the valley available at the Sonoma Valley Visitors Bureau
(see “Visitor Information,” above).

THE CARNEROS DISTRICT
Róche The first winery you’ll encounter as you enter Sonoma
Valley, Róche (pronounced rosh) is typical of the area—a small, fam-
ily-run operation that focuses on one or two varietals and has very
limited distribution. (Róche wines, in fact, are sold exclusively
through the tasting room.) Situated atop a gently sloping knoll, the
ranch-style winery and surrounding 2,200 acres of vineyards and
estate are owned by Genevieve and Joe Róche, who originally
bought the property with no intention of starting a winery. But in
the early 1980s, a colleague suggested that they experiment with a
few vines of chardonnay—and the results were so impressive that
they decided to go into business making estate-grown chardonnay,
pinot noir, and syrah.

The Róches produce only about 10,000 cases per year, some of
which are bought before the wine even hits the bottle. Tastings are
complimentary for nonreserve wines, and prices range from $10 for
a Tamarix pinot noir blanc to $36 for the unfiltered Estate reserve
pinot noir. Picnic tables overlooking the valley and San Pablo Bay
are available, though you’d probably prefer lunching at neighboring
Viansa Winery and Italian Marketplace (see below).
28700 Arnold Dr. (Hwy. 121), Sonoma. & 800/825-9475 or 707/935-7115. www.
rochewinery.com. Daily 10am–6pm (5pm in winter). No tours available.

Viansa Winery and Italian Marketplace This sprawl-
ing Tuscan-style villa perches atop a knoll overlooking the entire
lower Sonoma Valley. Viansa is the brainchild of Sam and Vicki
Sebastiani, who left the family dynasty to create their own temple to

Finds
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food and wine. (Viansa is a contraction of “Vicki and Sam.”) While
Sam, a third-generation winemaker, runs the winery, Vicki manages
the marketplace, a large room crammed with a cornucopia of high-
quality preserves, mustards, olive oils, pastas, salads, breads, desserts,
Italian tableware, cookbooks, and wine-related gifts.

The winery, which sells its varietals exclusively at the winery and
through their extensive mail-order business called the Tuscan Club,
has established a favorable reputation for its Italian varietals such as
muscat canelli, sangiovese, and nebbiolo. Five-dollar tastings are
poured at the east end of the marketplace, and the self-guided tour
includes a trip through the underground barrel-aging cellar adorned
with colorful hand-painted murals. Free guided tours are held daily
at 11am and 2pm.

Viansa is also one of the few wineries in Sonoma Valley that sells
deli items—the focaccia sandwiches are delicious. You can dine
alfresco while you admire the bucolic wetlands view.
25200 Arnold Dr. (Hwy. 121), Sonoma. & 800/995-4740 or 707/935-4700. www.
viansa.com. Daily 10am–5pm. No appointment needed for the self-guided tour.

Gloria Ferrer Champagne Caves When you have
had it up to here with chardonnays and pinots, it’s time to pay a visit
to Gloria Ferrer, the grande dame of the Wine Country’s sparkling-
wine producers. Who’s Gloria? She’s the wife of José Ferrer, whose
family has made sparkling wine for 5 centuries. The family business,
Freixenet, is the largest producer of sparkling wine in the world;
Cordon Negro is its most popular brand. That equals big bucks, and
certainly a good chunk went into building this palatial estate. Glim-
mering like Oz high atop a gently sloping hill, it overlooks the ver-
dant Carneros District. On a sunny day, enjoying a glass of dry brut
while soaking in the magnificent views is a must.

If you’re unfamiliar with the term méthode champenoise, be sure to
take the free 30-minute tour of the fermenting tanks, bottling line,
and caves brimming with racks of yeast-laden bottles. Afterward,
retire to the elegant tasting room for a flute of brut or cuvée ($4–$7
a glass, $18 and up per bottle), find an empty chair on the veranda,
and say, “Ahhh. This is the life.” There are picnic tables, but it’s usu-
ally too windy for comfort, and you must buy a bottle of sparkling
wine to secure a table.
23555 Carneros Hwy. (Hwy. 121), Sonoma. & 707/996-7256. www.gloriaferrer.
com. Daily 10:30am–5:15pm. Tours daily; call for schedule (call & 707/933-1917
after 9:30am the day you plan to visit for an updated tour schedule for that day).

Finds
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Schug Carneros Estate Winery A native of Germany’s Rhine
River valley, Walter Schug (pronounced shewg) comes from a long
line of pinot noir vintners. After graduating from the prestigious
German wine institute of Geisenheim in 1959, he came to Califor-
nia and worked as winemaker for Joseph Phelps, where he estab-
lished his reputation as one of California’s top cabernet sauvignon
and Riesling producers. In 1980, he launched his own label from a
vineyard he tended at Phelps, and he left soon afterward to build
Schug Carneros Estate Winery. Since then, Schug’s wines have
achieved world-class status, and an astounding amount of his wine
is sent overseas.

The winery is situated on top of a rise overlooking the surround-
ing Carneros District, a prime region for cool-climate grapes such as
chardonnay and pinot noir (Schug’s predominant wines). Its post-
and-beam architecture reflects the Schug family’s German heritage;
the tasting room, however, is quite ordinary and small, designed
more for practicality than pomp and circumstance (a radical contrast
to neighboring Viansa and Gloria Ferrer). Typical of Sonoma winer-
ies, there’s no tasting fee for new releases (reserve tasting $5), and
bottle prices are all quite reasonable, ranging from $15 for a Sonoma
Valley sauvignon blanc to $50 for a Heritage reserve cabernet. The
winery has new picnic facilities, but picnicking can be breezy when
the winds upwell from the neighboring dairy farm. More fun:
pétanque courts, Carneros views, and cave tours by appointment.
602 Bonneau Rd. (west of Hwy. 121), Sonoma. & 800/966-9365 or 707/939-9363.
www.schugwinery.com. Daily 10am–5pm. Tours by appointment only.

SONOMA
Gundlach Bundschu Winery If it looks like the people
working here are actually enjoying themselves, that’s because they
are. Gundlach Bundschu (pronounced gun-lock bun-shoe) is the
quintessential Sonoma winery—nonchalant in appearance but
obsessed with wine: The GB clan are a nefarious lot, infamous for
wild stunts such as holding up Napa’s Wine Train on horseback
and—egad!—serving Sonoma wines to their captives; the small tast-
ing room looks not unlike a bomb shelter, the Talking Heads is their
version of Muzak, and the “art” consists of a dozen witty black-and-
white posters promoting GB wines.

This is the oldest continually family-owned and -operated winery
in California, going into its sixth generation since Jacob Gundlach
harvested his first crop in 1858. Drop in to sample chardonnay,
pinot noir, merlot, cabernet, and more. Prices for the 15 distinct
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wines range from a very reasonable $14 per bottle for the Polar Bear-
itage (ha, ha) white table wine to $65 for the Vintage reserve caber-
net sauvignon, though most prices are in the mid-teens. Tastings are
$5 and tours, which include a trip into the 430-foot cave, are held
regularly on weekends and by appointment on weekdays.

Gundlach Bundschu has the best picnic grounds in the valley,
though you have to walk to the top of Towles’ Hill to earn the sen-
sational view. They also have great activities (Midsummer Mozart
Festival, film fests), so call or check the website if you want to join
the fun.
2000 Denmark St. (off Eighth St. E.), Sonoma. & 707/938-5277. www.gunbun.
com. Daily 11am–4:30pm. Tours last 10–20 min. and are offered Sat–Sun; by
appointment on weekdays.

Sebastiani Vineyards & Winery The name Sebastiani is prac-
tically synonymous with Sonoma. What started in 1904, when
Samuele Sebastiani began producing his first wines, has in three
generations grown into a small empire. After a few years of seismic
retrofitting, a facelift, and a temporary tasting room, the original
1904 winery is now open to the public, with more extensive educa-
tional tours, an 80-foot S-shaped tasting bar, and lots of shopping
opportunities in the gift shop. In the tasting room’s mini-museum
area you can see the winery’s original crusher and press, as well as the
world’s largest collection of oak-barrel carvings, crafted by local
artist Earle Brown. You can sample an extensive selection of wines
for $8. Bottle prices are reasonable, ranging from $15 to $75. A pic-
nic area adjoins the cellars, but a far more scenic spot is across the
parking lot, in Sebastiani’s Cherryblock Vineyards.
389 Fourth St. E., Sonoma. & 800/888-5532 or 707/938-5532. www.sebastiani.
com. Daily 10am–5pm. Call for tour schedules; no reservations necessary.

Buena Vista Winery Count Agoston Haraszthy, the Hungarian
émigré who is universally regarded as the father of California’s wine
industry, founded this historic winery in 1857. A close friend of
General Vallejo, Haraszthy returned from Europe in 1861 with
100,000 of the finest vine cuttings, which he made available to all
growers. Although Buena Vista’s winemaking now takes place at an
ultramodern facility in the Carneros District, the winery maintains
a tasting room inside the restored 1857 Press House. The beautiful
stone-crafted room brims with wines, wine-related gifts, and acces-
sories, as well as a small art gallery along the inner balcony.

Tastings are $5 (plus glass) and $10 for older reserve wines. You
can take the self-guided tour any time during operating hours; the
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