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Drink to the blues

A broad spectrum of wine choices cozies up to those pungent cheeses

Published January 24, 2007

Feeling a little down is common when winter grips us in an icy headlock. Fight the blues with blue--blue cheese.

This richly marbled, deeply flavored cheese warms the soul. Whether you choose English Stilton, French Roquefort, Italian Gorgonzola or an Iowa Maytag, blue cheeses are a terrific finale to a hearty slow-cooked meal enjoyed, preferably, before a crackling fire.

Choosing what to drink can be almost as daunting as choosing which variety of blue to enjoy, for there are any number of routes to take.

The first choice: a bold red or a sweet wine.

Sounds contradictory, I know, but both styles of wine can work with blue cheese.

Conrad Reddick, sommelier at Charlie Trotter's restaurant, said sweet wines match the touch of sweetness found in the pungent cheese, while the red wine's tannins cut through the fattiness of the cheese.

"Most people think of red wine when it comes to cheese," he said. But his choices for blue include a young Sauternes from France or a trockenbeerenauslese, the sweetest category in the German qualitatswein mit pradikat ranking system.

Adam Seger, also goes with sweet wines. "Having the sweetness makes an exciting combination," said the general manager of Nacional 27 and beverage manager of Osteria Via Stato. "Generally, dessert wines are high in acidity and you need that because blue cheeses are fatty and soft and tend to stick to the taste buds more."

Seger also likes pouring wine from the country or region where the cheese is from. With Gorgonzola it will be an Italian recioto di Soave or a vin santo. With French Roquefort, he'll pull out sweet wines such as a Beaumes-de-Venise, or a Barsac.

For Robert Owings of Vintages in Arlington Heights, the blue cheese has to be a Spanish blend of sheep's, cow's and goat's milk, and the wine has to be a vintage port.

"The huge fruit flavors and sweetness of the port team well with the saltiness and pungent bite of the blue," he said.

Doug Jeffirs, wine director of Binny's Beverage Depot stores, also likes a young vintage port or a late-bottled vintage (LBV) port with blue cheese. He'll also drink a nutty rich oloroso sherry. But Jeffirs' new fave is a "great modernly styled amarone, like Allegrini's."

Amarone is the choice of Nancy Brussat Barocci, owner of Convito Cafe & Market (formerly Convito Italiano) in Wilmette, when she's serving an intense Gorgonzola naturale. With a creamier, more delicate Gorgonzola dolce, she'll turn to a Barolo or a Barbaresco, even a very robust Chianti.

Australian-born Mark Dryden of Cabernet & Co. in Naperville likes a big Aussie red with blue cheese, like a Barossa shiraz from Molly Dooker.

Of course, you don't have to confine yourself to one type of blue cheese or one kind of wine.

At the Marion Street Cheese Market in Oak Park, owner Eric Larson reports some customers arrive with long-saved bottles of port eager to find three or four different blues to pair with it.

"Each blue is based on milk and what the cheesemaker can do," said Larson, noting that the type of milk, the type of mold used to create the blue veins and the length of aging all play a role in creating the final taste.

Seger offers a tasting strategy: Buy three different blue cheeses, then buy three different wines to put up against them. Taste and compare.

"It's definitely fun," he said.

Don't worry about leftovers. Most blue cheese, properly wrapped, will keep refrigerated for a couple of weeks. Most dessert wines come in 375- or 500-milliliter bottles, Seger said, and these wines, too, will keep for a while in the fridge once opened.

"That means if you don't finish the cheese or wine you haven't blown the money," he said. "If you find one combination that rocks your world, you can go back and get a bigger piece of blue cheese or a bigger bottle."

- - -

A balance of sweet, salt

The bright, creamy innocence of a Maytag blue cheese works particularly well with the complicated honeyed sweetness of dessert wines. The Good Eating taste panel judged five dessert wines on their own merits and paired with Maytag blue cheese. At times, the differences were dramatic; the aggregate score for the oloroso sherry, for example, plummeted when matched with the cheese while the Nittnaus trockenbeerenauslese's score never budged. The ratings reflect how well tasters thought the wine worked with the cheese.

2001 Nittnaus Trockenbee-renauslese TBA Premium

This Austrian white had a beautiful golden color, a slightly syrupy texture and a heady aroma of apple and spice. Good acidity kept sweetness in check. The wine and cheese matched each other for intensity; neither overwhelmed the other.

(3 corkscrews) $40 (375 milliliters)

2005 Bonny Doon Muscat Vin de Glaciere

This California white scored first on its own, second with the blue cheese. Low-key sweetness, with a spry demeanor, matched the saltiness of the cheese. The cheese accentuated the pear notes in the wine.

(3 corkscrews) $16 (375 milliliters)

2001 Chateau Loupiac-Gaudiet Loupiac

From France's Bordeaux region, this dessert wine was lighter in profile than the famed Sauternes, but with good acidity and notes of apricot and honey. The wine gave the Maytag added depth of flavor without attempting to steal the flavor show.

(2 corkscrews) $13 (500 milliliters)

Bodegas Pedro Romero Oloroso Sherry

An aromatic, drier style of sherry, this oloroso from Spain fared well on its own. Tasters were less enthusiastic when pairing it with the cheese, finding the fortified wine to be a bit too assertive.

(2 corkscrews) $9 (750 milliliters)

1999 Poggio Bonelli Vin Santo del Chianti Classico

Solid on its own, ripe with apricots and honey and spice, this dessert wine from Italy placed second on its own merits but dropped noticeably in rank when paired with the cheese. Most tasters found the match did little for either wine or cheese.

(2 corkscrews) $45 (500 milliliters)

--B.D.
Dallas Morning News

Wine of the week: A dazzling wine

08:23 AM CST on Wednesday, January 24, 2007

Abbazia di Novacella, Alto Adige, Valle Iscaro, Kerner 2005, $21.99

This unusual wine is made from the kerner grape, not particularly known for its dazzle factor. The winery is part of an abbey built in 1142 and is a major cultural attraction in this northern Italian region bordering on Germany. Spicy, floral aromas, and apple, pear and citrus flavors with citrusy acidity are surprisingly round and voluptuous in the mouth. Serve as an aperitif or with grilled shrimp. Available at Pogo's.

Rebecca Murphy

TASTING NOTES Riesling makes light with big flavor

12:08 PM CST on Wednesday, January 24, 2007

The Wine Spectator Insider newsletter just gave the 2005 Leitz "Magda" Riesling Spätlese 93 points, and it's expected to show up in the magazine later in the spring.

But there's a more significant name associated with this wine: Terry Theise, an importer who brings missionary zeal to seeking out great rieslings (and others). A Terry Theise Estate Selection – you'll have to squint to see this on the back label – is the sign of a find.

He calls the Leitz "Magda" (full name: Rüdesheimer Magdalenenkreuz) from Germany's Rheingau region "luminous." And so it is, opening with bright green apple and pineapple aromas and darting mineral notes. Then the flavor roars in with fruit, pulls back to crisp acidity and moves like a switchback between the two, finishing with a clean glow. Spicy Thai food, such as green or red curry, makes a good pairing.

All this, and it's a low-alcohol wine – just 8 percent – which can be a welcome change from the usual high-octane fare. It's also a good buy at $24.99. Now, the bad news: It won't be in Dallas stores until late spring. But the 2004 is available at Centennial in Preston Center, one of Dallas' best sources for German and Terry Theise wines. Another place to find Theise wines, including Champagnes and Austrian selections: the Wine Therapist (two Dallas locations: 1810 Skillman; and 5509 W. Lovers Lane).

Kim Pierce

Denver Post

Wine of the week: O'Reilly 2005 Oregon Chardonnay, about $14

By The Denver Post Staff

Article Last Updated: 01/23/2007 04:50:46 PM MST

O'Reilly 2005 Oregon Chardonnay, about $14

Chardonnay often gets a bad rap from wine snobs - and they have a point, since the grape is all too often sweet and laden with enough sweet vanilla flavor from oak that it feels more like oak juice than grape juice.

But when it's made well, chardonnay can be a delight: rich and creamy with generous fruit flavors, perhaps a hint of oak adding a toasty edge to the wine. That's how it is with O'Reilly's chardonnay, an affordable bottling from Owen Roe, an Oregon winery that produces an array of sought-after wines. To taste more Owen Roe wines, head to Opus, 2575 W. Main St., Littleton, 303-703-6787, on Sunday for a special dinner with winemaker David O'Reilly.

Detroit News
Spanish sparkler has the finesse of Champagne

Madeline Triffon: Wine

Don't miss: Codorníu Pinot Noir Cava (Penedés, Spain) $16

Style: Elegant pink sparkler with red berry tones and a dry, delicious flavor. Ideal for drinking throughout a meal!

Conventional wine wisdom has it that one has to swallow a premium price tag to buy sparkling wine that's got the true finesse. But sometimes we trip over a wine that's a giggly-good buy. This cuvée is Spain's first rosé using 100 percent Pinot Noir, the noble red variety that, along with Chardonnay and Pinot Meunier, completes the trio of grapes that gives us French Champagne. Gently dry with effusive strawberry scents, lush flavor and a smooth, elegant mouthfeel, it's a ringer for bubbly twice the price.

The Penedés region in northeastern Spain is a source of unsurpassed value sparklers. Referred to as "cava," they are made by the same "methode classique" that results in the tiny, persistent bubbles and depth of flavor associated with the gold standard, French Champagne.

Active in the wine business since the 1500s, Codorníu vies with any Champenoise family as a benchmark for sparkling wine production. Ancestor Josep Raventós was the first to produce cava in Spain in 1972. Today, Codorníu produces 27 million bottles, aged for a minimum of 18 months in their cellars, which wind underground for 30 kilometers.

For retail sources: Contact AHD Vintners at www.ahdvintners.com, click "e-mail"

Say 'Hi' with wine!

Everyone likes to feel special in the eyes of their friends. What a more welcoming surprise than a bottle of wine waiting at your reserved restaurant table? It's an easy task to arrange just such a generous gesture for someone you value.

If it's an anniversary or birthday your friends are celebrating, you can call ahead to arrange for a bottle of sparkling wine. Most restaurants will accept a credit card number over the phone. Ask to speak to the manager or the sommelier with whom you can discuss the options. The staff will nestle your choice in an ice bucket and set the table set with pretty flute glasses. Specify a price range that's comfortable, keeping in mind that tax and gratuity will be added.

If the occasion or the company doesn't dictate Champagne, let the wine professional ask the table what kind of wine they'd like to enjoy with their dinner. Again, specify the amount of money you'd like to spend. This way, you don't risk the beneficiaries, or the restaurant, innocently taking undo advantage of your largesse!

Houston Chronicle
Newton Vineyards on the right path

It's elegance in a bottle from the Napa Valley

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

When I visited Newton Vineyard on Spring Mountain in the Napa Valley, the winery was not yet complete. I talked with the founding winemaker, Ric Forman, then went on my way.

I'd like to see Newton Vineyard today, because by all accounts it's one of the most scenic places in Napa. Landscape aside, though, I've always enjoyed the Newton wines. They have finesse and elegance, unlike so many of their over-the-top, bigger-is-better Napa neighbors.

English businessman Peter Newton was one of the founders of Napa's Sterling Vineyards in the late '60s. When Coca-Cola bought Sterling in the 1970s, Newton and his wife, Su Hua, looked for their own place. They found a piece of heaven on Spring Mountain. Out of the 560 acres, they managed to carve 120 acres of vineyards.

From the start, the Newton chardonnay, cabernet and merlot were characterized by finesse rather than firepower. I still remember the silky texture of the first I tasted, the '79 merlot.

All are made using natural yeast, and some are bottled unfiltered and unfined. The flagship Newton wine is "Unfiltered Chardonnay," although for my money the reds drive the bus.

In later years Su Hua Newton transformed some of the land around the winery into a showcase, with an English-style parterre garden. There's an old red English telephone booth in honor of Peter's heritage, as well as a red Chinese gate and cedar pagoda reflecting Su Hua's.

Several years ago LVMH, the giant French conglomerate, bought Newton Vineyard. Su Hua still keeps her hand in, however.

Last year a new winemaker arrived, a Frenchman named Stephen Carrier, who had stints at Château Pichon Longueville and Lynch-Bages in Bordeaux, as well as Champagne Chanoine.

One suspects that the Newton wine style — elegant and classy, not gaudy or garish — will remain the focus.

The wines of Newton Vineyard

Jan. 23, 2007, 11:45AM

Newton Vineyard wines are distributed in Houston by Glazer's. Prices are suggested retail.

• 2004 Newton "Unfiltered" Chardonnay — * * * * — Probably Newton's best-known wine, a favorite of those who like their chardonnays ripe and viscous, with nuances of butterscotch, lemon-lime and coconut — definitely not for chablis lovers; $55.

• 2004 Newton Chardonnay — * * * * 1/2 — stylistically different from the "Unfiltered," more subtle, a bit leaner, not as overpowering, with more apple-pear-citrus than butterscotch; probably a better food wine; many will disagree with my comparison of these two chardonnays; $25.

• 2002 Newton "Unfiltered" Merlot — * * * * — even Miles in Sideways would like this merlot, with its Pomerol-St. Emilion dried-herb subtleties along with cherry and plum flavors; and notice the vintage, it has some much-appreciated maturity; $55.

• 2002 Newton "Unfiltered" Cabernet Sauvignon — * * * * — a mélange of bing cherry-mocha-tobacco-cassis on the palate; there's some oak here, but it's well integrated, not overpowering; $55.

• 2003 Newton "Claret" — * * * * — a merlot-based, red Bordeaux blend made in a leaner Bordeaux style; this is a food wine, with no component overwhelming the others; not a big wine, but bigger isn't always better, and look at the price: $25.

• 2002 Newton "The Puzzle" — * * * * 1/2  — a red Bordeaux blend very reminiscent of St. Emilion, with almost equal parts of cabernet franc, cabernet sauvignon and merlot, and a soupçon of petit verdot; think blackberries, blueberries, black currants, leather and a hint of raspberry; a well-balanced wine with, yes, a little oak poking through, but another year or two in the bottle should smooth things out; very well made, and not one of those overripe monstrosities showing up from Napa these days; expensive, but not considering the quality (as well the prices) of some of its neighbors; $75.

Wine Find: 2006 Santa Rita "120" Sauvignon Blanc

Jan. 23, 2007, 12:02PM

History: Santa Rita is a Chilean winemaking operation dating back to 1880. Its renaissance began a century later, when it was acquired by Ricardo Claro Valdes. Santa Rita makes two tiers of wines: the 120, priced at $8 tops, and the Reserva line, priced at $11. The 120 story is a good one: According to the winery, "History relates that in the early 1800s, Doña Paula Jaraquemada, then proprietor of the Santa Rita manor house and estate ... famously gave refuge in the cellars ... to 120 Chilean patriots, led by revolutionary hero Gen. Bernardo O'Higgins, following a fierce fight with soldiers of the Spanish crown. When a brigade of Spanish soldiers arrived ... in search of O'Higgins and his band of rebels, the feisty matriarch stated she would rather see the Spanish burn the property to the ground, with her inside, than let them step foot within her family home. Thus it was that O'Higgins and his band of 120 men lived on to fight another day ... " And if they liked wine, they would fight over the 2006 Santa Rita "120" Sauvignon Blanc — * * * * 1/2 — with sharp, crisp, green flavors and acidity at an almost unbelievable price.

• Pairings: shellfish, chicken, salads

• Suggested retail: $8 or even less.

• From: Republic Beverage.
LA Times
A scorching future

Global warming is altering the world wine map. Bordeaux reds and German whites may be better than ever, but what's in store for Champagne and Napa?

By Corie Brown

Times Staff Writer

8:24 PM PST, January 23, 2007

Imagine a world in which the best sparkling wines come from Surrey in southern England, not Champagne. A world where Monterey Bay is home to California's best Cabernet Sauvignons and Sweden produces world-class Rieslings.

It's not science fiction. A growing number of climatologists are warning that by the turn of the next century, such a radically altered wine map could be the new reality. They say man-made greenhouse gases warming the planet are expected to shift viticultural regions toward the poles, cooler coastal zones and higher elevations.

Burgundian Syrahs? Quite likely. Scientists say that, in 50 years, Napa could be as hot as the Central Valley's Lodi appellation is now. Bordeaux is on track to have a climate similar to France's southern Languedoc region. Germany, on the other hand, will be producing luscious red wines.

"I don't think you can make a vineyard decision today based on historical information," says David Graves, one of the owners of Napa Valley's Saintsbury wines. "You have to factor in climate change."

As he paces the floor at his Carneros winery, Graves explains that vintners plant and tend their vineyards with an eye to a 50-year horizon. Now the future seems unknowable, he says.

Wine is the canary in the climate-change coal mine, according to climatologists. Even slight changes in climate can wreak havoc on high-quality wine, making it particularly vulnerable to global warming.

In young, dynamic wine regions like California, where the weather is currently considered optimal, it is difficult to track global warming's effects. So many things are constantly changing. But the research suggests that such regions may be at the edge of what is ideal. Slight climate changes could be enough to push them over that edge.

Meanwhile, in European wine regions that have struggled to ripen grapes for centuries, global warming is a cause for celebration. Each year in the last decade seems to have brought another "vintage of the century."

No question, says London-based wine critic Jancis Robinson, global warming is changing wines. "Dry German wines now are seriously delicious. English wines and Canadian wines have benefited." On the other hand, she says, wines from warmer regions including Spain and Australia are suffering the rise in temperature.

"With wine, we can taste climate change," says Gregory V. Jones, a climatologist at Southern Oregon University who is a leading researcher in the burgeoning field of wine-region climate studies and the son of an Oregon vintner. "You can honestly argue that Bordeaux is better off today. They can now consistently ripen their grapes."

The year 2005 was the warmest recorded in the United States in the 150 years that good records have been maintained. And each of the last nine years has been among the 25 warmest on record in the U.S. Globally, each of the last 15 years has been in the top 25 hottest years on record.

The acute environmental sensitivity of wine grapes separates vineyards from other agricultural systems, says Dan Cayan, a climate researcher at Scripps Institution of Oceanography. "If you believe the viticulturists and their classifications of where premium wine can, and cannot, be produced, and you impose the global warming projections," he says, "you find some areas would possibly be thrust into a climate no longer suited to the grapes now grown there."

Breaking tradition

THE wine world is scrambling to guard against disaster. In a stunning bow to climate change, French wine regulators last month approved the use of vineyard irrigation, reversing centuries of tradition to rescue regions suddenly too hot for dry farming.

UC Davis scientists are breeding new strains of vines and root stocks that can better survive extremes of heat and drought. Spanish vintners are studying whether they can plant vineyards in the cooler foothills of the Pyrenees. Belgium, Denmark and even Sweden are jumping into viticulture.

The changes in traditional viticulture challenge the cherished French notion of terroir — the predictable expression of soils, climate and traditions in the grapes identified with a particular place — ushering in a new era in wine.

"The research is clearly pointing to major long-term risks to an industry that people in California care about," says Chris Field, director of the Carnegie Institution, Department of Global Ecology at Stanford University. The question facing the wine industry, Field says, is whether it will be a victim of global warming or "are they going to assume a leadership role to ensure that their way of life is sustainable?"

It's a sensitive issue on which Robert P. Koch, president and chief executive of the Wine Institute, the industry's chief Washington lobbyist, has kept a low profile. Careful not to get out in front of his brother-in-law, President Bush, or the conservative wine industry, Koch says the Wine Institute's board is starting to discuss its options.

President Bush declined in 2005 to sign the Kyoto Protocol, a United Nations agreement to reduce greenhouse gas emissions that contribute to global warming, signed by 169 other governments including the developed nations of the world with the exception of Australia. Other politicians deny the existence of global warming, Koch says, mentioning Sen. James M. Inhofe (R.-Okla.), former chairman of the Senate's Committee on Environment and Public Works, who calls it a "hoax."

When pressed, Koch distances himself from both Bush and Inhofe. "Grabbed in an aggressive manner, global warming is a challenge that can be solved," he says. Whether they like it or not, Koch says, California vintners "recognize that we [the Wine Institute] are on the cutting edge of this global environmental issue."

In France, the projected climate changes threaten the very definition of wine, says Bernard Seguin, a climatologist with the French National Agronomy Institute. Each one degree increase in temperature in France is equivalent to moving 200 kilometers (or 124 miles) north, he says. By the end of the century, with current warming predictions, the north coast of France will be experiencing weather that today is common for the south of France. Burgundy will feel like the Côtes du Rhône, he says, and Bordeaux will make wines that resemble those the Languedoc produces today.

Up to this point, global warming has been a boon for France, Seguin says. Rising temperatures have produced wines with higher sugars and alcohol levels and lower acids that are very popular.

"Our weather now is perfect," says Jean-Guillaume Prats, the renowned chief executive of Château Cos d'Estournel, a second-growth Bordeaux house in St. Estèphe. "Global warming has changed the style of wine we make to be a rounder, a more forward wine."

Ocean protection?

BUT what happens if Bordeaux becomes too warm?

That is not possible, Prats says. "We are Bordeaux." The region is protected by its proximity to the Atlantic Ocean, he says. Any further changes in temperature can be managed by technology and, perhaps, a little irrigation, he says. "We will learn from California."

Michel Chapoutier, a celebrated Hermitage producer in the northern Rhône, disagrees. Global warming may be making his wines more popular, but he believes it has come at a price.

Traditionally, the grapes in his vineyards could be harvested with the sugars and other flavors ripening simultaneously, he says, with alcohol levels averaging 12%. Today, he says, the sugars arrive too quickly, before the other flavors. Chapoutier says he must leave his grapes hanging longer on the vine waiting for full ripeness, which results in alcohol levels averaging 14%. To a California vintner, this might seem acceptable, but to Chapoutier, it is evidence of a buildup of greenhouse gases in the air and a warming climate.

"I'm nervous about the future," Chapoutier says. "Yes, we have more and more good vintages now, but we have to choose between vegetal wines or ones that taste like jam."

"The old system of wine production in Europe, the notion of terroir, is now questionable," Seguin says. "We must either do things to make the old system adapt to the new climate, striving to keep the classical qualities of wine by making changes in how we manage vineyards and make wine. Or, we must become like the New World, changing the vineyards to grow whatever grape variety is right for that climate and planting vineyards in new places."

The heat wave in Europe in 2003 sounded the alarm, Seguin says, becoming the example of the future. "Those are very different wines. Not bad wines, but very different," he says. "It made it possible to move from thinking about global warming to doing something about it."

And California? Jones' research shows that 50 years ago, the Central Valley's Lodi region had temperatures on par with what Napa experiences today. If current warming trends continue, in another 50 years Napa's climate could be as hot as Lodi's is today. And the Central Valley could be too hot to grow any kind of wine grapes. In 2049, the regions most suitable for high-quality wine production, according to Jones, may dot a narrow strip of the coast.

Noah Diffenbaugh, a climate scientist at Purdue Climate Change Research Center, projects that by the end of the century, human-driven climate warming could reduce the areas suitable for wine production in the U.S. by 81%. Within those territories, optimal regions for producing the highest quality wines would be half what they are today.

Diffenbaugh anticipates an increase in the frequency of heat spikes. Extremely hot days (95 degrees Fahrenheit or higher) in California's existing wine regions could occur between 30 to 50 times more often each year by the end of this century. Research into increased heat spikes in Europe's wine regions, he says, indicates a similar increase in the number of extremely hot days.

Not everyone is buying the doom and gloom. Some of Graves' Napa neighbors believe that scientists are exaggerating the risks. Napa's geography, they say, protects it from climate change. And Sonoma's proximity to the coast will keep it cool. That's assuming, of course, the oceans are immune from warming.

"I don't think anyone is trying to deny global warming," says Jim Verhey, a director and manager of Silverado WineGrowers, which owns 200,000 acres in Napa Valley, Sonoma, Monterey and Lodi. "But we believe that the marine influence from the San Francisco Bay mediates the effects on Napa Valley. We believe we haven't seen changes in Napa's temperatures."

It is tempting to speculate that the increasingly higher alcohol levels of California wines are the result of a warming climate. But, according to Jones and other scientists who have studied the relationship of global warming and wine, that's difficult to prove.

California vintners have altered their viticulture practices during the last two decades, increasing the time that grapes hang on the vine. This increased exposure of the fruit to the sun has raised sugar levels, which raises alcohol levels. How much of the higher alcohol levels are due to longer hang time, and how much to rising temperatures? It is impossible to know, they say.

"Our parameters for ripeness have changed," says Paul Hobbs, a winemaker well-known for his ripe, powerful wines. He no longer even tests for sugar levels, he says. By concentrating instead on the phenolic development, referring to the other grape flavors, he finds himself among the last to harvest in Napa. "I farm completely differently than I did 17 years ago," he says. "I can't see any effects from global warming on my grapes."

While Hobbs does believe the global climate is changing, he doesn't believe that, on average, Napa is warmer. Still, "I've seen more heat spikes, absolutely. If that is an indication of global warming, then yes, even in cool vintages we have them," he says.

Jones studied viticultural climate data from 1948 to 2004 and found an increase in average growing-season temperatures worldwide of 2.3 degrees. Night temperatures warmed more dramatically than day temperatures, reducing the swing between high and low temperatures that is desirable for producing high-quality wine.

Longer growing seasons

WORLDWIDE, he found higher temperatures during ripening, less frost, and longer growing seasons (from 20 to 40 days longer in Europe, up to 90 days longer in Napa Valley). Southern Hemisphere climate changes were less pronounced than in the Northern Hemisphere, due to the moderating effect of the higher ratio of ocean to land mass.

Jones believes those trends will continue during the next 50 years with worldwide average growing-season temperatures increasing an additional 2 to 3.5 degrees. Greater warming is projected for southern France, parts of eastern Washington and Central California. Temperatures in Spain and Portugal could increase more than 5 degrees, he says, which would make all but the high-altitude viticulture extremely difficult.

Those projections have set off alarms in Spain, says Pancho Campo, president of the Wine Academy of Spain. He organized the first World Conference on Global Warming and Wine last March in Barcelona, attended by more than 100 scientists, journalists, and winemakers. A second conference is set for February 2008. "In Napa, it appears that a lot of very rich people may have sunk a lot of money in the wrong place. We're suffering the same thing here in Spain," Campo says. "We had to drag the growers and vintners in to addressing global warming. Now, six months after the conference, it's unbelievable how attitudes have changed."

Miguel Torres, one of Spain's leading vintners, made headlines when he announced he was mapping soils of the lower slopes of the Pyrenees, 25 miles closer to the mountains than where his vineyards now are planted. "Last year was the hottest vintage in the history of the Spanish wine industry," Campo says. "Everyone is very concerned. It's starting to touch their pockets."

Hans-Rainer Schultz, a climatologist at Germany's Geisenheim Institute whose studies corroborate Jones' predictions, says it is difficult to motivate people to be concerned about change when, so far, it has been beneficial. "The coolest climates are feeling the effects first — France, Germany, Austria — and it's been positive," he says. How else can you explain lush red wines from Austria?

"In the Mosel Valley, growers were allowed to add water to the wines until the early 1980s to reduce acidity. They could add sugar as well. It was very controversial when they stopped those practices because our wines needed those additives to be competitive, to be consistent," Schultz says.

"Today, no one would want to add these things," he says. "We have trouble maintaining our acids. It is no longer difficult to get the sugar content up. In fact, we worry that our alcohol levels are too high. We haven't had a bad vintage since 1987, and the reason is global warming."

Now, Schultz says, "everyone is happy with the changes. It used to be that 4 or 5 vintages out of 10 were marginal. It's why we made sweet wines, to mask the sharp acidity. Now we have less problems."

There is growing concern, however, that Germany may be getting too warm. "Riesling, in a warm climate, you get the kerosene, petroleum character. That's not what consumers are looking for in young, dry Rieslings. Now we get that character very fast, instead of after two or three years of age in the bottle," Schultz says.

So, like David Graves in Napa Valley, German vintners are struggling with questions. Should they plant the grapes that their fathers and grandfathers did, or is it time to look south for guidance?

Riesling, Pinot Gris and Pinot Noir have always been suitable for Germany. But in 20 to 50 years, Schultz's research indicates that Merlot and Cabernet Franc may be more appropriate.

Wine of the Week: 2001 Azienda Agricola Cogno Barolo Ravera

S. Irene Virbila

January 24, 2007

Though Barolo prices are generally sky high, there's still some (relative) bargains to be found, such as this one from a great year and a very reliable producer. Cogno's Barolo 'Ravera' has everything that makes these Nebbiolos so enticing — great color, an aroma of violets, dark fruit and leather, a beautiful mouth feel and lingering finish. These are wines for a relaxing winter evening when you have the time to spend at the table savoring the meal and the wine.

Save a bottle for your best brasato (braised beef ) or a standing rib roast. If you happen to come into some wild ducks, open two bottles. It's also a great match with roast goose.

Quick swirl

Region: Barolo

Price: About $50

Style: Rich and lush

Food it goes with: Braised beef, standing rib roast, roast goose or duck.

Where you find it: The Wine Club in Santa Ana, (714) 835-6485; and Wine Exchange in Orange (714) 974-1454 and (800) 769-4639.

Miami Herald

User-friendly reds from Spain

FRED TASKER

ftasker@MiamiHerald.com

Nothing's hotter in U.S. markets today than wines from Spain. With lots of good, new wines coming our way at very friendly prices, the category grew by 190 percent between 2000 and 2005.

One of the big new Spanish players here is Haciendas de España, created in 2000 by the ARCO Corp., now based in London. Haciendas is a chain of 11 vineyards, wineries and wine-themed boutique hotels that stretches from Oporto in Portugal through Spain's Riubera del Duero, Rioja and Catalunya on the Mediterranean.

One of those properties, Hacienda la Concordia, outside Logroño in northern Spain's cool, high-altitude Rioja Alavesa area, is producing three new tempranillo wines under the Marqués de la Concordia brand that have been in U.S. markets for a year or so.

All three are rich, ripe and fruity, vinified in the ''U.S.'' or ''International'' style. (For the European market, the same wines are made leaner and more tannic.) The grapes come from La Rioja Alavesa, the highest-altitude (2,000 feet), coolest and, most say, best-quality of Rioja's three regions, in the foothills of the Sierra de Cantabria mountains.

The biggest difference among the three Concordia wines is aging. The ''crianza corte'' gets 6 months in new American oak barrels; the ''crianza,'' 18 months in new French and American oak barrels, and the ''reserva,'' 24 months in the same French-Anglo combo. (Two full years of oak aging for under $20 a bottle is quite a value.)

In February, another ARCO property, Berberana, is sending us two new, user-friendly, $7 wines from La Tierra de Castilla, in the hot, arid plains south of Madrid, that some compare to France's Languedoc-Roussillon region.

Berberana is the most popular wine brand in Spain, selling an astonishing 13 million bottles a year. Its grapes are grown with the new ''Smart-Dyson'' trellising system that forces some bunch-bearing canes to grow up, others to grow down for maximum sun on the grapes and greater ripeness. These wines also are rich, ripe, soft and fruity.

By foregoing Spain's Denominación de Origen (DO) quality guarantee process for its $7 wines, Berberana is able to blend 75 percent tempranillo and 25 percent shiraz. Otherwise, shiraz, the Australian name for syrah, could not be used because it is not a Spanish grape.

TASTING NOTES

• 2002 Marqués de la Concordia ''Signa'' Rioja Reserva, DOC: aromas and flavors of licorice and black cherries; very rich and ripe; soft tannin; $19.

• 2003 Marqués de la Concordia ''Signa'' Rioja Crianza, DOC: black cherries and chocolate; rich and soft; $14.

• 2004 Marqués de la Concordia ''Signa'' Tempranillo Crianza Corta: fresh, ripe and fruity, with strawberry-cherry aromas and flavors; $11.
NY Times

Oregonian

Get out of a rut with Euro grapes

Sunday, January 21, 2007

Matt Kramer

A re you in a red wine rut? Statistics suggest that you probably are, considering that the overwhelming choice of consumers centers on just a few grape varieties, such as cabernet sauvignon and merlot, with syrah and pinot noir coming on strong. After that, it's a smattering of all sorts of red varieties.

This week's recommendation should rock your red wine world -- an exceptional red made from a variety that, although widely grown in Europe, is not yet esteemed on our shores, let alone much grown here in America. One taste and you'll wonder why, I assure you.

Abacela Tempranillo Estate 2004: One of the most exciting things for those who follow wine closely is the appearance of what might be called a new "wine life form."

What this means is not merely that someone planted a new grape variety in a zone previously uninhabited by that grape, but that the result exceeds anyone's reasonable expectations. What's more, and most important, is that it emerges not just as a mere copy, but something original -- in effect, a new species.

That is the triumph of Abacela Vineyards and Winery in Roseburg with the Spanish grape called tempranillo. Abacela is not the only American winery trying its hand with tempranillo, although it may well be the first producer in Oregon to do so at a commercial level.

A promotional organization called TAPAS -- Tempranillo Advocates Producers and Amigos Society -- lists 22 charter wineries producing tempranillo, including Abacela as well as three other Oregon wineries: Red Lily Vineyards, Reustle Vineyard and Winery and Valley View Winery, all based in Southern Oregon.

Based on the stellar quality of Abacela's "Estate" tempranillo, various parts of Southern Oregon have more than mere promise for this slightly spicy red grape. Famed in Spain as the informing grape in such districts as Rioja and Ribera del Duero, tempranillo is capable of creating a long-lived wine of uncommon finesse and dimension.

Not every tempranillo wine, in or out of Spain, is either long-lived or many-layered. It can be made as a simple, quaffing, fruit-rich red. Or a producer can swing for the bleachers, which Abacela is doing.

Abacela "Estate" Tempranillo 2004 is no simple red wine. Far from it. This is terrific tempranillo: dense yet impressively refined. The barrel treatment affords the polish and smoothness achieved by small French oak barrels (few of them new, which helps reduce an invasive vanilla scent).

This is superb tempranillo, not just by embryonic American standards but by the standards of Spain itself. Rich, dense, redolent of plums, blackberries and spice, this is an ideal red for roast beef, a well-aged steak or a great plate of scalloped potatoes. $29.95. (Distributor is Galaxy Wine Co.)

Matt Kramer: 1320 S.W. Broadway, Portland, OR 97201 Matt Kramer is a Portland wine critic and author.
San Francisco Chronicle

Social Swirl

Surging in popularity, wine clubs let you learn while you drink

- Stacy Finz, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, January 26, 2007

Few people were doing the reading for Maureen C. Petrosky's Atlanta book club. But everyone was drinking the wine.

So they ditched the books.

Here in San Francisco, Rochelle McCune wanted to expand her mind in a friendly, relaxing setting. Her book club had been a hard-core affair -- hazing anyone who failed to do their requisite reading. But sipping wine and exchanging gossip with nearly a dozen gourmets is definitely more easygoing.

Now they're both members of wine groups that meet once a month to taste and talk about varietals, vintages and vintners. It seems that all manner of soccer moms, suburban dads, young professionals and retirees belong to a wine club or knows someone who does. And it isn't just because it's a lot easier and more fun than having to come up with a coherent and intelligent discourse on James Joyce's "Ulysses." It's because wine, which has been growing in popularity for decades, is a hot commodity. So it only stands to reason that people want to know how to hold their stems, swirl their liquids and speak the lingo with even the snootiest sommelier.

"The 'Sideways' factor has a lot to do with the rise," says Neil Monnens, owner of Winerelease.com and QPRWines.com, on how the Hollywood movie helped make wine a status symbol.

Table wine sales, excluding Wal-Mart, exceeded $4.6 billion in the United States last year, up 30 percent from 2002, according to ACNielsen. The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates that American households spent an average of $426 on alcoholic beverages in 2005 (its most recent numbers). That's $300 more than Americans spent on reading materials.

"What's great about wine clubs is it's a way for people to taste eight or more different wines and share the cost," says Monnens, who meets with 12 to 14 people regularly to drink and talk.

It seems that every club has its own procedures -- blind tastings, food pairings, spitting and even gambling. Sometimes the groups are incredibly informal -- like a cluster of women living in California's Central Coast who gather occasionally to play the dice game Bunco. They drink their local wines while throwing the dice. Some have taken to calling the night out "drunco."

"Years ago we were very serious about the game," says Teresa Gasca-Burk, whose husband is a winemaker in Santa Barbara County. "But it's turned more into a social time. Everyone brings either a bottle of wine or an hors d'oeuvre and we all talk. When you're from this area, wine is often a part of the conversation. But mostly it's so we can catch up and spend time with each other."

For a lot of people wine clubs are the latest option for socializing -- an educational and purposeful cocktail party, sans the formality, fancy clothing and hard liquor. Petrosky, a sommelier and chef, says it's an acceptable way for parents to go out on a weeknight to drink.

She says that with all the cooking, wine and lifestyle magazines and television shows out there, being savvy about luxury items has become de rigueur, and the wine groups provide a comfortable environment in which to learn.

For Monnens' Bay Area group, meeting once a month to sample wines and discuss them is second nature. His club is highly structured -- probably because all 14 members are involved in the wine industry.

"We're pretty serious," he says, adding that their monthly meetings consist of blind tastings of 8 to 10 wines, where they cover the bottles in paper bags and sample them. Each person scores the wines, then they tally up the numbers, rate them, unveil them and discuss their findings from worst to best.

This month the theme was random reds, which they like to do twice a year. Each member chips in $15 to $30, depending on how pricey that month's category is. Champagnes and Barolos might be at the top of the range, while Pinot Grigios and Syrahs could be lower. Usually the evening includes a light supper that can be paired with the wines. That's when they can get a little less serious. One of their favorites is Popeyes fried chicken with white Burgundies, which they do every summer.

McCune, a 44-year-old archivist for Gap Inc., put her San Francisco group together four years ago.

"I liked to drink wine, but I wasn't into the ritual stuff," she says. "I had gone to some of the upper-echelon tastings and I just felt stupid. I don't want to hear about your wine cellar or how a certain expensive wine changed your life."

McCune wanted something that was casual, where people could experiment and learn more about wine without it turning into a master sommelier class. So she named the new club the Wine Hos.

"I felt that it was an offensive enough name that it would prevent the wine geeks from joining," she says.

The club now has about 18 members who range in age from 30 to 50. Only about 12 attend any given meeting, held on the third Thursday of every month. Members rotate host duties, which include buying all the wines and providing hors d'oeuvres. The monthly cost is usually less than $30 a person, which goes toward wine and food.

"We really want to learn, but we don't want a bunch of spit buckets on the table," says 39-year-old David Henry, a group member who works in film and television production. He adds, "The Wine Hos do swallow."

He says if people get too serious, miss too many meetings or don't jibe with the group they get the "heave-ho." And if anyone jumps ship they're required to shout, "Geroniho."

Last month, the club tasted sparklers from France. This month it's Malbecs. A few days in advance the members are e-mailed tasting notes and some informational literature about the wines being tasted so they can read it on their own, before the blind tasting.

"If we spend too much time giving the dissertation at the meeting it's just not fun," Henry says. "The whole point for me is that I get to taste things I would never buy."

And of course there is the socializing part. The Wine Hos have become so cozy that they plan an annual summer camping trip. It's called -- what else -- "Camp Wineho."

Two years ago, Petrosky, who now lives in Pennsylvania, realized that wine clubs were becoming so popular that she decided to write a how-to book, "The Wine Club: A Month-by-Month Guide to Learning about Wine with Friends" (Meredith Books, 2005). She says it was so successful that she's working on a sequel.

"These groups are popping up everywhere," she says, adding that a developer of two planned communities -- one in Pennsylvania and the other in New Jersey -- hired her to help the new residents start their own wine clubs.

"It's a very nonthreatening way to learn and experiment with wine," she says. "It's also a great way for people to have regular get-togethers."

She says her first wine group, in Georgia, started as a book club.

"But there was dissention among the ranks. Some were real serious and others couldn't finish the books. There was a lot of drama. I suggested that at the next meeting we all just bring Pinot Noirs and hold a little discussion. It was a great time. So we all voted to change to a wine club."

Her current group, about 10 women, meet the last Friday of every month in Yardley, a suburb of Philadelphia. It's mostly moms and professionals, she says. And they're making great strides.

"You'd be shocked how much some of them know about wine," Petrosky says. "They know as much as I do and I studied it."

Michael Leary's wine group requires a heavy wallet and a competitive soul. For the last 2 1/2 years the 50-year-old physical therapist has been meeting with eight other men in Marin County for high-stakes wine tasting. Some of them know a lot about wine, while others know next to nothing. But they're learning.

"We all want to be exposed to good wine," he says "And there is also the social aspect of it."

So once a month they meet at a restaurant in San Anselmo. Each one is expected to bring a bottle of wine in a bag, money for dinner and $15 for the pot (not marijuana, this is a wine club). For the blind tasting, the men stealthily transfer their bottles into numbered bags under the table, so they can't see. The wines are sampled, scored and rated. Then the guys stealthily transfer the bottles again -- this time to lettered bags for re-testing. At this point betting against one another is encouraged.

Twenty bucks says you won't pick the same top wine twice. Or 100 bucks says your last choice will finish number one in this round. Then they tally up all the scores. The guy who brought the best rated wine wins the pot, dinner and gets his name engraved on the club's brass cup. He also gets to decide next month's varietal choice and whether to name a price cap per bottle. A lot of times they don't name a cap at all.

It's not unusual for someone to bring a $95 wine, says Leary. And it's not unusual for that wine to lose to a $25 bottle.

"The loser is supposed to drink from the spit bucket, but he never does," Leary says.

Some of the men are scientific about their wine choices, researching the Web and reading up on the latest finds. Others have their secret weapons: their favorite local wine merchant.

"My guy works at Beverages & More," says Leary. "But the last couple of times I haven't done so well, so it may be time to change my strategy."

E-mail Stacy Finz at sfinz@sfchronicle.com

How to host a wine tasting

- Tim Teichgraeber, Special to The Chronicle

Friday, January 26, 2007

The first duty of a party is to be fun, and that goes for wine tasting parties, too. It's safe to assume that anyone who goes to a wine tasting party is interested in wine, but also probably hoping for more excitement than they might get from a typical extension course. Tasting wine blind adds the same spark of unpredictability that makes "Deal or No Deal" somehow barely watchable.

Tasting wines blind, without seeing the label, means checking your assumptions and prejudices at the door and allows you to discover a new appreciation for a grape variety, a producer, a price point or a wine region. You'll find out which wines you personally enjoy without any preconceptions about what you're supposed to like.

Being forced to sit quietly and scribble elaborate tasting notes when they'd rather be socializing is hardly a "party," by most people's standards. But for a serious wine geek, a side-by-side tasting of great wines is a thrill ride. Knowing your guests and tailoring the tasting format to the size of your group is the key to keeping a wine tasting lively.

General wine tasting party tips

-- Tell your guests what sort of wine to bring and how much to spend, whether you're after an assortment of wines or want to focus on a particular variety or country.

-- Design and print note-taking forms for guests ahead of time to make it easier for them to take notes and compare them later.

-- Have plenty of wine-friendly finger food on hand.

-- Aluminum foil is great for wrapping bottles to hide labels. Use a marker to identify each wine. Foil clings better than brown bags, keeps chilled wines cool, and works in an ice tub for Champagne. Remember to chill white wines before you wrap them with foil.

-- An ounce or two is plenty. Remind everyone to take small tastes of each wine, not full glasses.

-- Dump buckets, several of them, give guests a place to spit or pour out extra wine instead of gulping it down to make room for the next taste. Better wasteful than wasted.

-- Unveil the bottles at a designated time, before it gets too late. Let people revisit their favorites knowing what they're tasting or just socialize without focusing on the wine.

-- If you have time, offer to collect and summarize the tasting notes, or let your guests keep their notes and e-mail them a list of what was what.

Blind tasting party suggestions

Some wine tasting party formats work better for large groups and novices, others work best with small groups of hard-core wine lovers.

12 or more guests: Everyone's invited

Informal walk-around tastings require only one glass per person, don't require you to boss people around and are far more social. Tell guests to bring any sort of wine within a certain price range, say from $15 to $25 or $25 to $40 a bottle. Encourage them to bring something more exotic than they might otherwise buy, like a Portuguese red or a Washington Syrah. On arrival, have each guest conceal his or her wine by wrapping it with foil. Instead of numbering the wines, name them after celebrities or politicians to make them more memorable, and you'll hear comments like "Paris Hilton smells like strawberries" or "Barack Obama needs more time."

Let your guests roam around and try the wines at their own pace, compare notes and graze on appetizers. Some folks aren't comfortable taking a lot of notes and sharing them with a crowd -- don't force it.

8 to 12 guests: On the learning curve

Have everyone bring a similar wine, like Pinot Noir, maybe even from the same region, like the Russian River Valley. Serve a little bubbly while you're waiting for everyone to arrive. Have one person uncork and wrap all of the bottles, then have a different person number or name the bottles with a marker. Give everyone a glass, notepaper, a pen and a seat at the table. Everyone tastes the same wine at the same time and takes some notes. Pass a new wine around every five minutes or so. After you've tasted all the wines, talk about them one by one. Ask who really liked or hated each wine and why. You'll learn how other people talk about wine, expand your own wine vocabulary, and learn how to describe the kind of wine that you prefer.

8 or fewer guests: Paging all wine geeks

Tasting similar wines side by side is the best way to hone your tasting skills, but it does require a lot of glasses to taste wines in sets, or "flights," of several wines at a time. This sort of blind tasting works better with small groups of people who like taking notes and can taste for a stretch without talking.

Stick to wines of a similar type and price range, and keep the tasting blind by having different people open, wrap and label the wines. Make sure that everyone arranges their glasses in the same way, with each of the mystery wines in the proper glass. Pour a flight and give everyone enough time to taste and compare the wines, take notes and score or rank each flight. In no time you'll start to see what wines from the same region or variety have in common, and just how different they can still be.

After each flight, discuss the wines that are still in front of you. Did someone notice a flaw in wine No. 4 that you initially missed, but now you see what they're talking about? When you say wine No. 5 smells like chewable vitamins, does everyone nod in agreement? You're clearly catching onto all this wine tasting jazz. Now relax and enjoy the party.

Tim Teichgraeber is a San Francisco writer. E-mail him at wine@sfchronicle.com.
Rex Pickett: Spilling on 'Sideways'

W. Blake Gray, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, January 26, 2007
Imagine if Miles from "Sideways" actually sold his novel, then became famous and beloved by the entire Santa Barbara County winemaking community.

That's the reality for Rex Pickett, 54, who wrote the novel that became the film that switched Middle America's wine-by-the-glass preference from Merlot to Pinot Noir.

The novel, and the 2004 film, are surprisingly close to autobiographical. When he wrote it in 1998, Pickett was a lonely, divorced, down-on-his-luck screenwriter whose failures were almost comical.

Pickett wrote and directed the bleak 1984 film "California Without End," which sold only to German television. His follow-up, "From Hollywood to Deadwood," which he also wrote and directed, was released in 1989 into obscurity.

His agent had just died of AIDS without finding a taker for Pickett's previous novel. Pickett was living with a roommate and he was broke, so he decided to write a fictional version of his own existence.

Director Alexander Payne read an unpublished proof on an airplane and turned "Sideways" into cinematic and wine-industry history. We asked Pickett about how success has changed his wine drinking, whether he'll ever write a "Sideways" sequel, and why he drank from a spit bucket.

Q: What got you interested in wine?

A: I always drank wine. I didn't really know what I was drinking when I was married. I had gone to Napa and Sonoma but I didn't really know what I was tasting. There was a wine shop called Epicurious in my neighborhood. They had tastings for $4. I'd kind of gone into the Dixie Dumpster as a writer. Like Miles. I couldn't afford wines then. I was very isolated. I didn't have a lot of friends. I was really broke. The main salesperson there, Julian, he's in the book's dedication. Julian would call me and say, "Rex, we've got a bunch of bottles open." I'd come over. It gave me the opportunity to try a lot of wine.

Q: How did the tastings change you?

A: I didn't really approach it critically. I wanted to be part of a crowd. There was an elitism, a snobbery. It was a small group and always the same group. They were talking intellectually. I felt a little vinously challenged. I don't like to be put down. I felt the desire to learn more about the different varieties. I started reading about wine. The more I read, the more I became fascinated by wine. It's one of the things I like most about wine -- it's endless.

Q: What first attracted you to Santa Barbara County wine?

A: I initially went up to Santa Ynez Valley to play golf. Then I discovered the wineries up there. I'd go up there and think, "This is beautiful, being in wine country." People don't talk about being in Tequila country or Sierra Nevada (beer) country. I decided I'm going to make this my area of expertise -- Santa Barbara County wines. I couldn't afford Burgundies. A lot of these people at Epicurious were doctors and lawyers. They had cellars. They'd talk about their Screaming Eagles or whatever. I didn't have a cellar. I had to pick wines I could afford.

Q: What drew you to Pinot Noir?

A: Julian at Epicurious once said, "Let's have an impromptu Pinot tasting." He just started opening up bottles. It seemed like Pinot varied more from bottle to bottle. There was a consistency to other varieties that there wasn't to Pinots. Then I started to read about it -- how it's the most difficult grape in the world. I just genuinely like that grape variety more than any other. And it just so happened that Santa Barbara County was making it. I hyperbolized how great the Pinot was there. But I was ahead of my time. When I wrote the book, people hadn't really planted west of the 101 (freeway). That's where a lot of the great Pinot vineyards are now, Sea Smoke and some others. I don't think Santa Barbara Pinot was great in the mid-'90s. But it's come a long way in 10 years.

Q: How popular are you now in Santa Barbara County?

A: They love me up there. If your wine was in the movie, it sold out. Fess Parker, we trash his wines. And he still made out like a bandit.

Q: What did you drink last night with dinner?

A: Last night I had nothing. I've been going light on the grape the last few months because I'm really trying to focus on the novel. I turned down an Anthony Bourdain-type TV show where I was going to go into different wine regions and comment on the wines. I did a few wine shows down here and I got in front of a crowd and I was pretty funny. A producer said, "Let's take this on the road." I had to ask, "Am I going to be an Anthony Bourdain character or am I going to be a novelist?"

Q. Is the next novel a "Sideways" sequel?

A: A lot of people would love to see the Jack and Miles characters again. My agents didn't want me to go in that direction, but I might be leaning that way. If I do, I'm going to reverse them. Miles is like me. In '98, when I wrote this, I had process servers at my door. What if Miles is a novelist and a success? What if Jack is divorced and a failure?

Q: Do you ever drink Merlot?

A: Sure. I did a dinner with Dan Duckhorn in Manhattan Beach (Los Angeles County) and he gave me a hard time, but it was all good fun. That one line ("I'm not drinking any f -- Merlot") in the movie cost Merlot producers millions of dollars. It became anti-hip to order Merlot. Your date was going to leave you for even ordering it. Merlot wouldn't be the first wine I'd reach for. Merlot deserves its reputation because you can make bad wine cheaply from it. But I've had a couple Duckhorns that I thought were outstanding wines. It's a rounder wine, but it's great if it's done well.

Q: How many wines are in your cellar?

A: I have no cellar. I don't have any wine here. Alexander Payne has a wine locker. I could do it; I've got the wallet to do it. But a lot of people sit on wines and they wait too long. I'm the other way around. I've found more disappointment in older wines than I've found ethereal experiences. I'm likely to throw a party and drink everything I have.

Q: What was the first great wine you remember having?

A: I went to Europe when I was 17 years old. I came back and I loved wine, but I wasn't old enough to buy it. I'd go to this liquor store, and they had the 1967 Beaulieu Vineyard Cabernet. They were only $5 a bottle. But I couldn't buy them. I'd put them under my raincoat. They were amazing.

Q: If you were on Death Row and the warden allowed you one glass of wine, what would it be?

A: Part of me wants to say the Henri Jayer Richebourg. I rhapsodize about it in the book and they put it in the movie. I've never had that wine. I'd like to try it.

Q: How much is too much for a bottle of wine?

A: I'm not opposed to spending $50 for a bottle of wine. My upper level is about $100. I'm not rich. But I don't pay alimony. I don't have children. I live in a rent-control house in Santa Monica. Santa Barbara County Pinots run $30 to $100. I can afford that.

Q: Why did you drink from a spit bucket?

A: I was at Epicurious. It was a special tasting upstairs. It was high-end Cab. They weren't really spitting, they were dumping. Maybe a few had spit. You've got to understand, I was broke back then. I thought, "Wait a minute, there's a lot of good Cab in there." I picked it up and drank from it. They talked about that for months. I knew it had to go into the novel.

Q: So how did it taste?

A: I admit, I was a little drunk at this point. I think I said something like, "This is a great Meritage." Honestly, it's a true story. But I didn't guzzle from it. Let's get that straight.

CHRONICLE'S WINE SELECTIONS: Alsatian Whites

- W. Blake Gray

Friday, January 26, 2007

Alsatian white wines are a longtime favorite of sommeliers because of their food-friendly acidity and minerality, as well as their often intense flavors. They're easier for American drinkers to learn about than most French whites because they're labeled by the type of grape they're made from, rather than just the appellation. And because of Alsace's unique history of being sometimes German, sometimes French, those grapes get special dispensation: French law permits growing Riesling and Gewurztraminer only in Alsace.

What's almost as impressive as the quality of the wines is the age of the estates. In California, a winery established in the 1930s is old. In Alsace, such an establishment would be a mere babe.

TWO STARS 2005 Albert Seltz Reserve Riesling ($15) Albert Seltz took over his family's three-century-old estate in 1980, when he was 19. He immediately cut production, reduced yields and converted to organic farming. This wine has a stoic quality, with flavors of green apple and stone fruit and a minerally note that gets chalkier on the medium-long finish.

TWO STARS 2004 Domaine Ehrhart Rotenberg Pinot Gris ($22) The Ehrhart family has been making wine since 1725 and now farms vineyards in 10 different communes. This wine is young and needs to open up, but the good minerality and intriguing notes of pine needles, dried apricot, green olives and red berries show promise.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2004 Domaines Schlumberger Grand Cru Saering Riesling ($27) Domaines Schlumberger is the largest vineyard owner in Alsace, with more than 330 acres. Most of its vines are on steep, terraced slopes, and the winery uses horses instead of tractors. This wine comes from a vineyard with sandy soil mixed with gravel and chalk, and you can taste it: There's plenty of mineral along with some sweet citrus and a toasty note on the long finish.

TWO STARS 2004 Domaines Schlumberger Les Princes Abbes Pinot Blanc ($17) A fifty-fifty blend of Pinot Blanc and Pinot Auxerrois (a grape permitted in any quantity in Alsace without need for label notification), this wine has a bright lemon flavor with notes of apple, flint and pine needles.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2004 Domaines Schlumberger Les Princes Abbes Riesling ($18) This intensely aromatic wine delivers aromas and flavors of pear, diesel, apricot, pinecones and mushrooms, with a long, stony finish.

THREE STARS 2004 Domaine Weinbach Cuvee Theo Clos des Capucins Gewurztraminer ($45) Domaine Weinbach was established in 1612 by Capuchin monks. Theo Faller's father and uncle acquired it in 1898; Theo became a leader in Alsatian winemaking and this wine is named for him. From the sandy, granite-laden soils of Clos des Capucins vineyard, this wine delivers deliciously characteristic aromas and flavors of rose petal and lichee, with a moderate sweetness that makes it great for Thai food.

TWO STARS 2005 Hugel Riesling ($18) Made from grapes purchased on long-term contracts, this entry-level wine has a strong, characteristic diesel aroma. On the palate, it starts with lemon-lime before adding minerality that intensifies on the long finish.

TWO AND A HALF STARS Josmeyer Brand Grand Cru Pinot Gris ($80) "Brand" is the name of the vineyard, a well-protected hillside plot behind the village of Turkheim with deep granite soils. This is a rich wine with generous apple flavor, yet with a crisp edge of minerality and interesting floral notes.

TWO STARS 2004 Josmeyer Les Lutins Pinot Blanc ($40) Made from 50 percent Pinot Blanc and 50 percent Pinot Auxerrois and aged in century-old oak vats, this wine smells sweet like maple syrup, but doesn't taste that way. Instead, it tastes of citrus fruit salad (oranges, lemons and limes) with a peppery note and an expansive finish. Crisp acidity keeps it from tasting fat.

THREE STARS 2004 Josmeyer Les Pierrets Riesling ($54) Domaine Josmeyer CEO Jean Meyer is the grandson of Aloyse Meyer, who founded this winery in 1854. This wine, blended from grapes from older vines from several vineyards, smells like a gas station by the seashore. There's plenty of mineral and diesel on the palate with lime fruit.

TWO STARS 2005 Lucien Albrecht Reserve Gewurztraminer ($19) Maison Albrecht was founded in 1425 and is now run by Lucien's son Jean Albrecht. The winery is now most famous for its sparkling Cremant d'Alsace, but this well-balanced, lean wine, with flavors of rose, unripe lichee, orange blossom and dried herbs shows its range.

TWO STARS 2004 Marc Kreydenweiss Clos du Val d'Eleon ($31) The Kreydenweiss estate was established in 1650; Marc Kreydenweiss took over in 1971. By 1990, he had converted the estate to 100 percent biodynamic. This wine, a fifty-fifty blend of Pinot Gris and Riesling from a vineyard downhill from the Clos Rebberg, overcomes a somewhat dull aroma with lively flavors of citrus and oyster shell with hints of fresh flowers.

TWO STARS 2005 Riefle Bonheur Convivial Pinot Blanc ($20) This pleasant palate-cleansing wine delivers notes of lemon, fruit cocktail, toasted almond and white pepper. There's good fruit density on the long finish.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 Riefle Bonheur Convivial Riesling ($22) Give this wine a little cellar time to mature and you will be rewarded with plenty of minerality, nice citrus fruit flavors and a floral note on both nose and palate.

THREE STARS 2004 Trimbach Riesling ($18) The Trimbach family has made wine since 1626; amazingly, they've gone through only 12 generations of winemakers in 381 years. Arguably the best deal on this list, this wine has intense stone and petrol flavors along with plenty of lime and eye-watering acidity. Chardonnay drinkers won't like this wine, and some German Riesling drinkers may not either. But if you like minerality, you'll love it.

TWO STARS 2005 Willm Gewurztraminer ($17) Founded in 1896, Alsace Willm was the first Alsatian producer to export its wines to the United States after the end of Prohibition. This wine has an intense nose of rose, lichee and apple blossom. The flavors are similar, if milder; the finish is long.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2004 Zind Humbrecht Gewurztraminer ($29) Olivier Humbrecht, who runs the winery with his father Leonard, is currently president of Biodyvin, the international biodynamics organization. His wines are both varietally correct and true to their terroir, but this is not a beginner's Alsatian Gewurz. Strong lichee aromas are lightly echoed on the palate, with a note of rose on the midpalate. There's a metallic character to the minerality that may turn off some people.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 Zind Humbrecht Riesling ($20) This has everything you'd want out of an Alsatian Riesling: lots of mineral, diesel aromas, apricot and citrus fruit, and a pleasantly toasty note in both flavor and aroma.

Bartenders mix it up in contest

- W. Blake Gray, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, January 26, 2007

Judging a cocktail contest is pretty high on the list of "I can do that" jobs, right up there with Zamboni driver and video game tester. So when Greg Lindgren, co-owner of Rye in San Francisco, invited me to be one of four judges for the bar's monthly cocktail contest, what was my response? See above.

The contests are quite a scene for the city's big names in mixmastery. They're always held on Monday nights, when many top bartenders have the night off. And they're open to the public. (The next is Feb. 5 at Rye; 688 Geary St.)

One of my fellow judges, Nish Nadaraja, director of marketing for Yelp, described his credentials as being "the end user" of cocktails. The other two judges, Kim Beto and David Nepove, work for the large liquor distributor Southern Wine & Spirits. Beto is more of a wine guy, as am I, but Nepove, an accomplished mixologist who calls himself "Mr. Mojito," quickly established himself as the lead fiddle in our quartet -- a top-dog assertion among equals who would ultimately decide the winner.

We were seated at a table behind the bar so we couldn't see which bartenders were working, in order to eliminate personal bias. Lindgren gave us score sheets with five categories: drink name; appearance/presentation; aroma/taste; balance/drinkability; and creativity/utility.

The dozen competing bartenders brought and used all types of unexpected ingredients, from muddled gooseberry to edible flowers. The one ingredient everyone had to use was Aperol, a low-alcohol (11 percent), slightly bitter aperitif similar to Campari, though sweeter. Like Campari, Aperol has a variety of components, including bitter orange and rhubarb. The former inspired most mixologists to include citrus products, but only one person picked up on the rhubarb.

The drinks came out one at a time. Lindgren announced the name of each and told us the ingredients. Then we spent a few minutes tasting and writing notes.

When we didn't like a drink, we were harsh, and got harsher as we got a little Aperol (not to mention vodka, gin and Tequila) in us. When we liked a cocktail -- and we liked about half -- we struggled to decide just how much we liked it, and in which category. Was that long orangey finish part of the aroma/taste or the balance/drinkability?

Our favorite of the first six drinks was the Veneto's Vice, a concoction of Aperol, blood orange juice, muddled kumquat, lemon juice, Belvedere vodka and a Prosecco float. Tart initially, it subsided into a balanced mix of citrusy flavors.

Veneto's Vice held the lead until we got back-to-back drinks that outshined everything else: the Valentino and the Aperol Milkshake.

Boy, were they different. The Valentino was extremely complex (check out the recipe). The Aperol Milkshake was the simplest drink of the night.

We liked both and started a debate that continued throughout the contest. What's better: an impressive drink made solely for competition that may never be re-created, or something daringly creative, yet easy for anyone to make?

When we'd had the last drink, Nepove insisted we add up our scores to see which drink got the most points. Beto had the two stars scored equally. Nadaraja agreed with me that the milkshake was the most memorable; we picked it first. But Nepove -- who argued all along for the Valentino -- gave the milkshake a score low enough to drop it into second.

Lindgren came over to see what we'd picked. We started to tell him the scores, but he told us that didn't matter; all we had to do was pick a first, second and third, scores be damned.

Miscarriage of justice! But it was too late to argue, as Lindgren was announcing the winners.

Carlos Yturria of Range restaurant made the Veneto's Vice, which finished third. Todd Smith of Bourbon & Branch made the Aperol Milkshake.

Then I met Victoria Damato-Moran, who made the winning Valentino. She was screaming with joy.

"I needed this," she said, her face glowing with pride.

Turns out she's between jobs. The daughter of a longtime bartender, she worked at Tony Nik's in North Beach for years before leaving early last year to be a restaurant bar manager. Then, she says, she was injured in a traffic accident and went on disability for a few months. When she was ready to go back to work, she was told by the restaurant they didn't have enough money to pay her.

Damato-Moran says she spent two days developing the Valentino, but only finalized it at the last minute.

"About two hours before I left for the contest, I decided, 'This needs a change,' " she says. "It was too thick, because of the syrup. I ran down to the store and got the soda. I said, 'That's it!' "

Damato-Moran hopes the small amount of notice from winning the contest will help her get a new job. Now I'm glad I didn't argue with Nepove.

But I did drop by Bourbon & Branch to see Smith.

"When I do contests, I always try to do something a little odd, that not many people would think of," Smith says. "I like the Rye contest because it's a social gathering of a lot of bartenders. I rarely win. But that's OK. "

I asked him for an Aperol Milkshake. It's not on the menu, but Smith can quickly whip one up if you ask. It's worth doing, but judge for yourself. You can do that.

THE CAT'S MEOW: Rochioli Vineyards struts its stuff in Russian River Valley

- Carol Ness, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, January 26, 2007

From the plate glass windows in J. Rochioli Vineyards & Winery's simple tasting room, the fabled West Block and East Block vineyards can be spied down the hill on the Russian River Valley plain and far off to the right.

The sight almost demands a moment of silence, a gesture of respect for the Pinot Noir grapes grown there -- and the silky, state-of-the-art wines they become.

This is reason enough to stop by, if you're out on Westside Road southwest of Healdsburg in Sonoma County.

You won't get to taste the J. Rochioli West Block and East Block Pinots; only a few hundred cases of each are made each year. (If you've ever wondered, West Block got its name because it's "west of the telephone pole" out in the vineyard and East Block is "east of the pole," according to a winery employee.)

You can't buy them either, or any of the winery's single-vineyard and block-designate wines, unless you're already on the mailing list. The wait to get on the list stretches to seven years.

But at least one or two estate wines are available for tasting, and for purchase.

And, if you're lucky, a giant Maine coon cat named Sweet Pea will be lounging out on the patio looking for a few strokes, or winemaker Tom Rochioli's springer spaniel Sage.

The vibe: A pleasant, no-frills operation, with a lovely manicured garden that leads to the tasting room overlooking the valley. Picnic tables shelter under tall trees that fend off the summer sun. A patio with umbrella tables has the best view.

The team: Tom Rochioli is the third generation in the family business. His Italian-born grandfather, Joe Sr., grew grapes here. His son, Joe Jr., planted Pinot Noir and made the wines that established the Rochioli name. He also sold his grapes to seminal Russian River Valley Pinot makers, including Gary Farrell and Williams Selyem. His son, Tom, is winemaker now, but Joe Jr., now in his 70s, still tends the 130 acres currently in production.

The wines: Current releases of J. Rochioli Vineyards & Winery's estate wines are open for tasting. On a recent visit, that included the lovely, classic 2005 Rochioli Russian River Valley Estate Chardonnay ($34), the 2005 Rochioli Rosé de Pinot Noir ($20) and the 2005 Rochioli Russian River Valley Pinot Noir ($42). In February, the 2006 Rochioli Russian River Valley Estate Sauvignon Blanc ($24) will be poured. Both the Pinot and Sauvignon Blanc will be around for about four months.

The experience: Tasting is free, and no tours are offered. The small selection of discreetly logo-ed sweatshirts and hats, plus Riedel wineglasses, insulated wine bags and framed photos of Wine Country scenes goes with the simplicity of the place. The best souvenir is a free map of Rochioli's vineyards, showing each block of grapes.

Nearby: Many Russian River Valley wineries have connections to Rochioli. Gary Farrell helped the Rochiolis build their winery, made their first wines at the Davis Bynum Winery, and got his start making wine from Rochioli grapes. Gary Farrell Vineyards & Winery (10701 Westside Road, 707-473-2900); Davis Bynum Winery (8075 Westside Road, 707-433-5852).

J. Rochioli Vineyards & Winery

6192 Westside Rd., Healdsburg

(707) 433-2305

11 a.m. to 4 p.m. daily

SIPPING NEWS

- W. Blake Gray, Jon Bonné, Camper English, Jane Tunks

Friday, January 26, 2007

Mondavi, the next generation

Tim Mondavi is making wine again -- and with his father Robert Mondavi.

Tim Mondavi said that on Wednesday he, his sister Marcia and Robert were tasting samples of the new wine, a Cabernet Sauvignon-based blend called Continuum.

Tim's new company will make only one wine and expects to make 1,500 cases of it.

"We have always been in the wine industry as a family," Tim Mondavi says. "We couldn't bear the thought of missing a harvest."

Robert Mondavi Corp. was bought by Constellation Brands in 2004. Tim says of the sale, "We got whacked around the head and shoulders pretty roughly."

But Tim soon arranged with Constellation to buy grapes from longtime Mondavi Corp.-owned vineyards in Oakville and Stags Leap. The 2005 Continuum, to be released in March 2008, includes 20 percent Cabernet Franc and 20 percent Petit Verdot, which Tim says differentiates it from Robert Mondavi Reserve Cabernet Sauvignon and Opus One wines made from the same vineyards.

"It's its own baby," Tim Mondavi says. "This wine does have a lot of flesh and body and extract. My father, I'm delighted to say, is pleased with the '05."

-- W. Blake Gray

Wines from South of the Border

It's not often you look south of the border for great wines, but some of Mexico's best can be found in Napa this Saturday. The second annual Wine Cuisine & Art of Mexico at Copia will feature at least 22 vintners from Mexico's Baja region.

This year, the event will focus on the Valle de Guadalupe appellation, located near the city of Ensenada about 70 miles south of San Diego. There elevations can exceed 1,000 feet, and proximity to cooling breezes off the Pacific provide excellent growing conditions.

Visiting chefs from Tijuana and Ensenada are offering free cooking demonstrations, and will pair their cuisine with the wines at a walk-around tasting ($25, $15 for Copia members) starting at noon. Try dishes like green ceviche or duck with mole served in a corn tostada as you sample such as bottlings L.A. Cetto's Nebbiolo, Cabernet from Monte Xanic and Adobe Guadalupe's Tempranillo-based Miguel blend. A gallery of artwork from Baja artists completes the theme. Copia is at 500 1st St.; (707) 259-1600 or copia.org.

-- Jon Bonné

Strong beer month

In February, Magnolia Pub and Brewery (1398 Haight St.; 415-864-7468) and 21st Amendment Brewery (563 Second St., 415-369-0900) in San Francisco team up to celebrate Strong Beer Month. Each venue will feature six house-brewed strong beers (ranging from about 8 to 10 percent alcohol by volume) on tap, including barley wines, double IPAs and imperial stouts. As an incentive to experiment, drinkers who sample all 12 brews and get a special punch card stamped by the end of the month will be rewarded with a commemorative glass. Additionally the venues will sell vintage strong brews from their cellars and offer beer and food pairings like barley wine with Colston Bassett Stilton cheese. To kick off the month, beer makers from both breweries will be bringing a couple of their kegs to the Toronado bar, 547 Haight St., on Wednesday. For more info, go to strongbeermonth.com.

-- Camper English

San Francisco Mayor endorses the screwcap

Gavin Newsom's stance on a lot of issues -- same-sex marriage for one -- makes us proud, but nothing warms our hearts more than his defense of the screwcap (which he's pictured at right applying to a bottle of Plumpjack wine). The city's most eligible bachelor turns up in the February issue of GQ magazine, saying, "Corks are a really serious issue for me." The partner of Plumpjack Winery boasts to the men's magazine that in Plumpjack bottles screwcapped 10 years ago rival wines of the same vintage that were bottled with corks in blind tastings.

-- Jane Tunks

Ready for "French wine," with one of those black-and-white generic supermarket labels?

It's not quite that drastic. But -- Holy terroir, Batman! -- French vintners, who typically live and die by the place-names on their wines, are nearing approval to blend together grapes from far-flung corners of the country.

The Vignobles de France designation was approved Jan. 17 by Viniflhor, the national office that oversees wine production and other horticulture, and awaits the signature of France's agriculture minister. The move, designed to ease blending of wines to match consumer tastes, would allow French "vin de pays" to mix, say, lean Chardonnay from Burgundy with riper fruit from southern vineyards. Currently, such wines can't even include the grape name on the label.

Not everyone is raising a glass to cheer. Winemakers in the Languedoc-Roussillon region worry the move will ruin their recent push to sell varietally labeled bottles under the "Vin de Pays d'Oc" designation.

-- J.B.

VINTAGE WORDS

“What contemptible scoundrel stole the cork from my lunch?”

-- W. C. Fields

LETTERS TO WINE

Californians love Oz's ruby sippers

-

Friday, January 26, 2007

Editor -- Re "Australia's Undiscovered Reds" (Jan. 19): W. Blake Gray quoted a wine shop employee who said that Napa wineries don't declassify wines. A quick count at turrentinewinebrokerage.com shows more than 70 lots of Napa Valley Cab, in lots up to 60,000-plus gallons, for sale on the bulk market. Those wines were "declassified," even though the wineries did not completely withdraw from the market in that vintage.

California wine drinkers are among the most sophisticated in America. If Aussie Cabs make up such a small percentage of the San Francisco Cab market, might it just be because those sophisticated drinkers don't like them as well as, say, Napa Valley Cab? Critics and sommeliers may disagree. But maybe they're out of step with the drinkers they serve.

ROSS WORKMAN

Napa

Editor -- I very much enjoyed your article on Australian Cabernets. My wife has a cousin who lives in Melbourne, and when we were visiting we spent one day in the Yarra Valley. We were blown away by the value and quality of the wines. You mentioned Yeringberg and Yarra Yering, but there are others. Five Oaks and Ainsworth, both very small producers, were also outrageous. These wines are very rare, but worth seeking out.

MARTIN SLAVIN

San Rafael

Santa Rosa Press Democrat

Q&A: Wine blogs gaining clout

TOM WARK, a Glen Ellen public relations consultant who authors a popular wine blog, Fermentations, discusses the way blogs are changing the way

oenophiles are getting wine news, tasting notes and even gossip.

PRESS DEMOCRAT: What was the landscape like for wine blogs when you started in 2004, and how has it changed?

WARK: The wine blogging landscape was fairly barren, consisting of about 40 folks with wine blogs. Today that number has risen to well over 400. The ease of building a blog and the publicity they have received over the past couple of years has demonstrated to many wine lovers that they too can take part in the world of wine writing. If you are interested in wine-related Haiku, just pinot noir, the business of wine, wines sold at Trader Joe's or Italian wines, then there is a specific wine blog for you.

PRESS DEMOCRAT: As a group, what do blogs do well and what do they do less well?

WARK: Blogs seem to me to be good at two things: starting conversations and presenting a unique voice. Wine lovers love to talk and argue and the blog format really promotes that kind of interaction in new ways. But also, the proliferation of wine blogs has delivered a host of new "voices" that in many cases are unique and interesting. From cheerleaders to skeptics to curmudgeons, you can find all types writing about wine on blogs.

PRESS DEMOCRAT: Who's writing wine blogs and who's reading them?

WARK: The wine bloggers first and foremost are wine enthusiasts with a capital "E." But they are also folks who believe they have something important to say and something that others will want to read. That's not always the case. While there are some terrific writers in the wine blog world, you can also find some blowhards with a computer. The readers of wine blogs are wine lovers who have a taste for the alternative. Yet some blogs are attracting a very niche audience. Mine, for example, attracts a high number of wine industry folks because I tend to write about issues that relate to the business of wine.

PRESS DEMOCRAT: Can you trust what you read on blogs, and how do you know?

WARK: Wine blogs - all blogs for that matter - don't carry the authority that the mainstream media does. There's the perception that blogs attract amateurs and that's because they do. However, when you consider that everyone's palate for wine is different, you understand why wine reviews on blogs are the major source of wine blog content. Wine lovers are finding blogs to be alternatives to the mainstream wine review media.

PRESS DEMOCRAT: Is there any money to be made in blogging, or is it all just for fun?

WARK: At this stage there are probably 10 wine blogs that generate income from advertising. That will most certainly change in the future since the readership of this genre of wine writing is increasing daily. I'm sure that in two or three years we'll have a number of wine bloggers making a fine living by sitting in their pajamas in front of their computer, sipping wine and tapping out blog posts about the latest Russian River Valley pinot noir.

PRESS DEMOCRAT: How does a blogger know if anyone's reading?

WARK: We have our ways. Actually, anyone with a Web site has a simple means of tallying the number of folks who visit their Web site. The more interesting question is, what kind of influence does a blogger have on those who are reading? I suspect it is far more influence than many people in the wine business currently recognize.

PRESS DEMOCRAT: Which wine blogs have made an impact in the wine industry?

WARK: Stormhoek is a South African winery that has marketed its wine almost entirely via a blog and sold thousands of cases in the process. A wine blog called Uncorked out of Ohio exposed a wine retailer that was selling two different wines under the same label. Then there is the case of wine bloggers across the country having recently helped raise thousands of dollars for charity. We are making an impact.

PRESS DEMOCRAT: Do you think wine bloggers will have an impact on the more mainstream wine press, and if so, how?

WARK: We've seen a number of wine journalists join the wine blogging ranks, from the New York Times' Eric Asimov to USA Today's Jerry Shriver to The Press Democrat's own Virginie Boone. The Wine Spectator in fact has a number of blogs written by their editors. It's a unique format that works outside the practical constraints of traditional "pulp" media. I think we will witness bloggers moving into pulp-based media while more pulp-based wine writers take on the wine blogging world.

PRESS DEMOCRAT: You just closed nominations for the American Wine Blog Awards contest. What have you learned through the process?

WARK: There are some amazing writers and minds behind the various wine blogs out there. I'm looking to draw attention to those wine bloggers and the entire wine blog genre with the American Wine Blog Awards. Who knows, maybe we'll find the next Robert Parker or next Wine Spectator among the winners.
Seattle Times
From Greek vines come sleek wines

By Paul Gregutt

Special to The Seattle Times

When purchasing wine, most people look for a lifeline to grab hold of. It might be a familiar grape, a valued place name, or an importer or producer in whom you have confidence.

These have always been, and still remain, my touchstones. At this stage of the game, having written about wine for the past 20 years, it's rare for me to be stymied on all three fronts. But at a recent tasting of a Greek wine portfolio — all Sotiris Bafitis Selections — I felt like a greenhorn again.

Bafitis is based in Washington, D.C., but is new to me. He is represented locally by Steven Brown, a recent transplant to this area. In a past life, Brown was a professional chef, and he brings a chef's knowledge and appreciation for flavor to his wine career.

Flavor was pretty much all we had to go on because the grapes (roditis, sideritis, mandilaria, etc.) all sounded like tropical diseases. The place and producer names were no help either, as I have never been to Greece. When you tell me that a wine comes from Epanomi, just 25 kilometers southwest of Thessaloniki, you may as well be Marco Polo explaining the location of Venice to Gengis Khan.

And my expectations were somewhat muted; the few Greek wines I have tasted over the years were mostly thick, flabby and rustic, not counting the retsina, which is a beast unto itself.

Nonetheless, I have resolved to focus my attention more regionally on wine this year, and here was my first chance. With Brown's thoughtful guidance, I explored more than a dozen Greek wines, roughly two thirds of them white, all of them soundly made and many quite distinctive.

The Greeks have been in the game for a long, long time. They brought grape-growing and winemaking to Sicily and southern Italy ahead of the Romans. And yet, surprisingly, Greece is one of the last countries in the Mediterranean to have embraced modern winemaking technology. These unfamiliar grapes, among more than 300 ancient varieties recently identified in Greece, have (as yet) no direct, proven connection to those grown in Italy, Spain or France.

As Brown and I embarked on our flavor fest, I mentioned my less-than-stellar experiences in the past. He acknowledged the problem, which he attributed to a lack of knowledgeable importers (most Greek wines have been brought into the States by guys in New Jersey more interested in cheese and olives, was the gist of it).

Sotiris Bafitis is the Kermit Lynch, if you will, of Greece. (Lynch is a famed wine merchant in California.) Born in the U.S., Bafitis spent much of his childhood in Greece, then moved back to finish his education at the University of Maryland. His interest in the wines of his native land grew slowly. Over the course of many years and frequent vacations, he began bringing more and more wines back with him. The burden of Greece's miserable reputation didn't faze him. He selected his wines from the best producers, shipped and stored them properly, and personally introduced them to chefs and sommeliers on the lookout for something new.

Today, the Sotiris Bafitis portfolio is a showcase for a renascent Greek wine industry; for ancient grapes crafted into sleek, stylish, ultra-modern wines. By ultra-modern I mean wines for this new century, that speak to our changing tastes.

Apart from the curiosity factor, there is a good practical reason for focusing on native Greek vines. They are naturally high in acid and suited to the country's hot climate, while most international grape varieties simply wilt. The best vineyards are planted at higher elevations, the rows often north-facing, to mitigate the hot, dry summers.

White wines are crisp, immaculate, with firm acids, moderate levels of alcohol and little or no oak. Their flavors often include citrus, green berry and melon, notes of straw and grain and a striking minerality.

Red wines are medium-bodied, spicy, sometimes showing streaks of olive, dried herb and licorice.

The best way to approach these unfamiliar grapes and wines is through comparisons to styles that are better known. This is certainly not to detract from the originality and specialness of the Greek offerings, but it can help the palate tune in to the new flavors.

Think of Lafazanis 2005 Roditis ($10) as a more interesting sibling to Italian pinot grigio. An elegant, floral wine, it blends scents of grain and citrus with cut flowers. There is a distinctive, penetrating finish, and an overwhelming impression of summer — more than welcome at this time of year.

The 2005 Petra from Kir-Yianni ($13) takes the same grape and ramps it up in intensity, with more concentration, slightly higher alcohol (13 percent) than the Lafazanis, and hints of flint and limestone.

The 2004 Canava Argyros ($24) is made from the assyrtiko grape. It's a single estate, with 80-year-old vines, and the wine has the waxy texture of semillon. Flavors suggest melon and light herb, along with a supple richness that jumps gracefully through many delicate flavor changes.

If you love the floral/citrus flavors of viognier, you will enjoy the 2005 Gerovassiliou Malagousia ($21). OK, you'll have to practice a bit before you order a bottle of this tongue-twister (the grape is pronounced mah-lah-goo-ZYA — you're on your own with the producer) but Rome wasn't built in a day, and neither was the Greek wine renaissance. Moderate alcohol (12.5 percent), lovely floral scents, delicate flavors of citrus tinged with jasmine and mint make for a thrilling experience.

I tasted fewer red wines and found them a bit more challenging, but one, also from Kir-Yianni, is my Pick of the Week. For more information on these and other Sotiris Bafitis selections, visit www.sotirisbafitisselections.com. The local distributor is Unique Wine (425-255-8646).

Pick of the Week

Kir-Yianni 2004 Paranga Red ($15): The reference grape for this bright, fruity Greek red is barbera. Kir-Yianni's blend is predominantly xinomavro, the rest agiorghitiko (don't worry, there won't be a quiz), made in an all-stainless style. Ripe, sweet scents of fresh-picked cherries and spicy raspberries greet your sniffer, and the wine follows with forward, balanced, strikingly clean and polished fruit flavors. Tired of $15 pinot noirs that taste like Kool-Aid (or worse yet, a walk down the tomato aisle at your favorite nursery)? Grab this jewel, roast a turkey, and be glad that you can get all this flavor at just 12.5 percent alcohol. (Unique)
USA Today

Kiwi quest

Friday, January 26, 2007

2005 Craggy Range Riesling, Te Muna Road Vineyard, Martinborough, New Zealand, about $24. 

I'm leaving today for a two-week trip to New Zealand to serve on a tasting panel at a Pinot Noir conference in Wellington and to tour several wine-producing areas that are turning out wines for the American market. I'll file a full report in USA TODAY's Destinations & Diversion section and on usatoday.com in early March, and I've prepared some daily recommendations to run in this blog while I'm gone. But for now here's a homework assignment: Visit the largest wine retailer in your area, ask for a $15-or-under New Zealand wine (most places will have Sauvignon Blancs, but also ask about Pinot Noirs and Rieslings), check it out for me and tell me about it by posting a comment below. If you strike out at the low end then you can confidently step up to a higher price range, where a crop of pure and expressive white wines such as this one reside.

Devoutly Bordelaise

Wednesday, January 24, 2007

2002 Domaines Arnaud de Raignac L'Abbaye de Saint Ferme Bordeaux Superieur, Bordeaux, France, about $10. 

The name is a mouthful, and so is the wine. You'll find typical Bordeaux characteristics of subtle cherry, currant and blackberry fruit, savory herbal notes, a slight mustiness and good structure. Try it with a typically fruit-forward New World Merlot or Cab and note the differences. There are only about 1,000 cases of the 2002 vintage left for the United States market (I'm making an exception to my 8,000-cases-availability rule this time) so you may have to ask your wine merchant to recommend another Bordeaux Superieur in the same price range. Chances are good you'll find similar characteristics.

The language of love

Monday, January 22, 2007

2004 Hugel "Cuvee Les Amours'' Pinot Blanc, Alsace, France, about $15. 

It's never too early to start thinking about Valentine's Day -- guys, DO NOT let this sneak up on you -- and if your plans include fixing a romantic meal that includes aphrodisiacal oysters or sea urchin or other raw seafood, this is the wine to start with. The grapefruit and mineral flavors are clean and pure (as your heart should be) and the body is infused with zestiness (as the rest of you should be). Good luck, and be careful out there.

Wall St. Journal

COLD WAR: As Vodka Sales Skyrocket, Many Newcomers Pour In

Grey Goose's Payday Sets Off a Gold Rush; Hendrix Hits Vegas

By DEBORAH BALL
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What do a dive-shop owner, a government lawyer, and a dot-com millionaire have in common? They're all launching new brands of vodka, in one of business's most improbable gold rushes.

Vodka is clear in appearance and doesn't taste like anything. Yet nearly 260 vodka brands were introduced in the U.S. from 2001 to 2006, according to Adams Beverage Group. Swathed in purple glass, illuminated in pink, or infused with flavors like cherry vanilla, vodkas now account for about a quarter of all new hard-liquor brands, more than any other spirit. Hundreds more ideas are being shopped around but will never make it to market.

n 1997, Craig Dieffenbach sold SeattleOnline, an online city guide, for millions. Now the 45-year-old Seattle native is pouring some of those millions into his next venture: Hendrix Electric vodka, named after famed guitarist Jimi Hendrix. On Dec. 31, Mr. Dieffenbach stood on stage in the ballroom of a luxurious Aspen lodge, ringing in the new year with supermodel Heidi Klum and her singer husband Seal. As a spotlight projected a purple image of Jimi Hendrix onto the snow outside, the trio, with 750 guests, chanted the countdown to midnight. Later, guests took home mini bottles of the vodka and purple shot glasses. It was Mr. Dieffenbach's third party in Aspen that week -- another was attended by singer Mariah Carey.

Mr. Dieffenbach, who declines to disclose how much he spent on the three Hendrix parties, says he intends to use video from the bashes in promotional materials. "It was fantastic," he says. "It's unbelievable branding."

Near-Mythic Story

Behind the escalating vodka race are booming sales in hard liquor and the near-mythic story of one brand: Grey Goose, vodka's answer to Google. Launched in 1997 by veteran liquor marketer Sidney Frank, Grey Goose was priced at almost $30 a bottle, far surpassing Absolut, which sold for about $15 at the time. Overcoming skeptics, Grey Goose was an overnight success, selling 100,000 cases in less than two years. In 2004, when the brand's sales hit 1.8 million cases, Mr. Frank sold Grey Goose to Bacardi Ltd. for $2 billion.

"Ever since Grey Goose got sold for $2 billion, people have been seeing dollar signs," says Kay Olsen, a former marketer for Smirnoff vodka who is now handling the U.S. launch of a small Swiss vodka.

While beer sales have been largely stagnant, spirits sales are up strongly, thanks to the cocktail craze and a marketing blitz by spirits makers. In addition to launching a slew of promotions at bars and other nightspots, liquor companies have dramatically ramped up television advertising. In 1996, the spirits industry ended its self-imposed ban on television spots.

Sales of vodka, which blends easily into the sweet-tasting cocktails young drinkers prefer, have grown even faster. Vodka sales in the U.S. rose 4.5% in 2005 compared with the prior year. Sales of the most expensive vodkas -- some priced at more than $20 a bottle -- rose nearly 11%, according to market-research firm Impact. Since vodka is relatively cheap to make, profit margins on high-end vodkas can top 40%, industry executives say.

Unusual Factor

One unusual factor helping many entrepreneurs rush into the market is the liquor industry's antiquated structure of distillers, bottlers and distributors. Stemming from rules passed in the wake of Prohibition in the 1930s, this "three-tier system" was long viewed as a hurdle to efficiency. But it also creates easy points of entry for unknown small brands.

The result: Anyone with a name, a marketing pitch and some cash can launch a vodka, and outsource everything else. In fact, while few of the new vodkas are expected to make it big, many distillers, bottlers and distributors are profiting handsomely from selling their expertise to the flood of entrepreneurs.

Florida Distillers, owned by V&S Vin & Sprit AB of Sweden, recently dedicated several production lines to making new brands. One of them, a caffeine-infused vodka called p.i.n.k., is the brainchild of David Mandell, a lawyer who recently quit his job as the Federal Aviation Administration's chief of staff to pursue his new dream.

"We're getting a lot of inquiries these days, and I saw a business opportunity," says Chris Kearns, Florida's vice president of bottling operations.

MHW Ltd., a Manhasset, N.Y.-based importer and distributor, has widened its menu of advisory services to start-ups in recent years. It now helps new brands register in each state with liquor regulators and pools together small brands to negotiate discounts on delivery rates. About a third of MHW's overall sales comes from this advisory service, compared with 15% in 2000, says Chief Executive John Beaudette.

Screening Calls

Some industry veterans are starting to rein in their vodka business, fearing that too many brands are creating a bubble that will soon burst. A year ago, Distilled Resources Inc., a Rigby, Idaho-based liquor maker, stopped accepting new vodkas. Owner Gray Ottley says he already makes 19 new brands -- from huckleberry-flavored 44° North, named for the latitude of the distillery, to Zodiac, which comes in 12 different bottles, one for each zodiac sign. Mr. Ottley outgrew his existing warehouses so quickly that he built two new ones late last year.

Mr. Ottley says he was receiving several calls a day from prospective vodka entrepreneurs. To lessen call volume, he took down his Web site temporarily, and hired someone to screen calls after he puts the site back up.

"I just couldn't take all the calls," Mr. Ottley says. "We got overloaded."

Before he stopped taking new vodkas, Mr. Ottley agreed to make Hendrix. Mr. Dieffenbach explained that he and other investors were willing to sink about $3 million to get the vodka off the ground.

So far, Mr. Dieffenbach has committed to spend about $5.4 million. He paid Distilled Resources to make the vodka and French glassmaker Saverglass to produce a purple, glow-in-the-dark bottle. Over eight months last year, Mr. Dieffenbach spent $1.5 million on events and marketing before the vodka was even for sale. One event was an Oscar party in March attended by Philip Seymour Hoffman, that year's Best Actor winner.

Mr. Dieffenbach also hired Roger Baer, who has worked in liquor sales and marketing for more than 35 years. In April, at a major liquor convention, Mr. Baer spent two days pitching Hendrix to distributors. One who listened was Steve Matthas, the general manager for Nevada for Southern Wine & Spirits of America Inc., the country's biggest liquor distributor.

Mr. Matthas was skeptical about what seemed to be just another celebrity product. But Mr. Baer argued that Hendrix vodka was different because Jimi Hendrix appealed to such a broad group of consumers. He emphasized how much Mr. Dieffenbach was already spending on marketing to get key bars and restaurants interested in the vodka.

"You have to trust me on this one," Mr. Baer told him. "This is something that transcends generations. It has legs." The Southern executive agreed to distribute the vodka. Southern confirmed Mr. Baer's accounts.

For the past few months, Mr. Baer and Mr. Dieffenbach have been pushing to get Hendrix vodka into the big Las Vegas hotels and bars. Mr. Dieffenbach bought a six-bedroom house there, partly to throw parties to promote the brand. Last November, the entrepreneur also convinced the Flamingo hotel to let Hendrix sponsor its outdoor lounge for several weekends. During those weekends, Hendrix cocktails were served and a 40-foot long, purple stretch Hendrix Hummer was parked outside.

Since Hendrix vodka went on sale in August, it has sold 5,000 cases -- a decent amount, but not enough to be considered a clear success yet.

Negligible Impact

So far, the proliferation of new niche vodkas has had only a negligible impact on sales of the big brands such as Smirnoff and Stolichnaya, which sell millions of cases a year. Small vodka producers, in contrast, often sell no more than a few thousand. But big companies are taking note of the trend, launching their own niche products, and, in rare instances, buying smaller brands.

Several years ago, London-based Diageo PLC launched a grape-based boutique brand called Ciroc. Pernod Ricard SA, the world's second-largest spirits maker, has Elit, a $60-a-bottle vodka launched in 2004.

Many of the new vodka entrepreneurs lack the deep pockets of Mr. Dieffenbach or a major liquor concern. Joe Miller, who runs a dive shop in the Florida Keys, came up with the idea for a Key lime vodka one day in 2005 when his boats were idled due to high winds. He and his boat captain spent about $300,000 to launch Palm Cay Vodka that October.

Mr. Miller found a couple hundred unused bottles left over from another liquor brand that had been discontinued. He opted for stick-on labels rather than ones stenciled onto the bottle. Mr. Miller is now making the rounds to local bars and restaurants, offering to host cocktail competitions to drum up interest in Palm Cay Vodka. So far he has sold 3,200 cases.

"We hope that one of the big boys will come by and offer to buy the brand," Mr. Miller says.

In the 1990s, a marketing executive named Ronnè Bonder dreamed up the idea of setting up his own vodka still in the Hamptons on Long Island in New York, where he often vacationed. Setting up a distillery proved to be too difficult, so Mr. Bonder decided to have the vodka made in the Midwest.

In 1999, when he launched Hamptons vodka, Mr. Bonder hoped to sell 100,000 cases within five years. Instead, he peaked at about 10,000 cases in 2004. Then his distributor in California, which represented half of his sales, started to push a rival vodka instead of his.

Mr. Bonder devised cherry-vanilla and chocolate-raspberry flavors. He ordered slimmer bottles that fit better into the slots where bartenders keep liquor bottles behind the bar. The efforts didn't work, and his sales fell to just 5,000 cases in 2005. With money tight, Mr. Bonder fired his two salespeople.

But he hasn't given up. Dipping into the income he makes from other business activities, Mr. Bonder -- who will only say he is over the age of 50 -- flies around the country to make sales calls himself, often bunking with friends.

"It's been hard for him because there's a lot of competition," says Leonard Phillips, owner of Ambassador Liquors in New York, which sells Hamptons vodka. Mr. Bonder "has to do a lot more marketing, and he can't really afford it."

Last year, Mr. Bonder signed on with a new California distributor. He contacted nearly 200 bars and restaurants in California to talk them into restocking Hamptons vodka. In 2006, Mr. Bonder sold 5,000 cases.

Nonetheless, he's still optimistic. "I had a five-year plan to get to 100,000 cases, but now it's become a seven-year plan," he says. "I believe that it's going to do tremendously well."

Sprucing Up for Wine's Night

Many Ways to Fete Open That Bottle;

Italy Tour, at Home
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Next month, Loni and José Represas will fly from Mexico City to Atlanta with a mission: to help John T. Whaley open a bottle of wine.

It's not just any bottle. It's a 1990 Veuve Clicquot La Grande Dame Champagne that Mr. Whaley's son, Wyatt, gave him in 1999 when Mr. Whaley was made a captain for United Airlines. Mr. Whaley knows it should be opened. He just can't stand to do it. So on Saturday, Feb. 24, Mr. and Mrs. Represas and Mr. Whaley and his wife, Nancy, and Wyatt and his wife, Dawn, will grit their teeth and, together, finally pop the cork. It will be Open That Bottle Night 8, when many of us, all over the world, finally open that bottle of wine we've been saving forever for a special occasion that never comes.

For OTBN 5, Mr. Whaley, who is now a CPA, opened "the first bottle that got me interested in wine: a 1971 Mirassou Cabernet Sauvignon. To my surprise, it was still drinkable after surviving a divorce move and two moves precipitated by two airline bankruptcies." In each of the past two years, he opened a bottle of 1976 Chateau St. Jean Cabernet Sauvignon that he'd purchased at the winery many years ago. "The wine was in great condition and received rave reviews from our guests," recalled Mr. Whaley, who also may open two other cherished bottles next month, long-held gifts from appreciative friends: a 1974 Stag's Leap Wine Cellars Cabernet Sauvignon and a 1983 Dom Pérignon.

Something Extra

This is why we invented OTBN, which is celebrated on the last Saturday of February every year. Whether it's the only bottle in the house or one bottle among thousands, just about all of us have that very special wine that we always mean to open, but never do. On OTBN every year, thousands of bottles all over the world are released from prison and enjoyed. With them come memories of great vacations, long-lost loved ones and bittersweet moments. The whole point of our wine column is that wine is more than the liquid in the bottle. It's about history, geography, relationships and all of the things that are really important in life.

In Forest Hills, N.Y., Barrie Stern plans to open a 1948 Rioja she found when she was cleaning out her mother's house. "It was probably a gift from my uncle for a special occasion and never opened," says Ms. Stern. "Too bad they didn't have Open That Bottle Night then." In Lexington, S.C., Mandy Ackerman, celebrating her second OTBN, is deciding whether to open a Sawyer Cabernet or a Freemark Abbey Cabernet with 16 friends. Andrew Rosenthal is planning an event in Philadelphia at a bring-your-own-bottle restaurant with an alumni group from the University of Pennsylvania. The Geneva Golf Club outside of Chicago is celebrating OTBN with a special dinner for 60 to 80. Main course: pork loin with apple-cranberry chutney.

Restaurants are getting into the spirit as well. Some restaurants drop corkage fees for OTBN. Occidental Restaurant in Washington, D.C., is having its OTBN on Feb. 23, the night before the world-wide celebration, as part of its own centennial festivities. It's planning several different menus (for $130, including tax and tip) to pair with the wines people will bring. The restaurant's wine guru, Daniel Hennessey, will ask diners what they plan to bring so they can be assigned to tables with appropriate menus. Some distributors have agreed to kick in Champagne and dessert wines. Mr. Hennessey said the $30 corkage fee will go to a charity that helps homeless people.

While OTBN has become a time for parties, large and small, don't forget that it also is about romance and intimacy. In our case, for instance, we're going to stay home -- and travel to Italy together. Many years ago, long before we wrote about wine, we visited the Piedmont region and, through a series of happy accidents, were virtually adopted for a week by the Cerettos, one of Italy's legendary winemaking families. When we were leaving, with tears all around, they handed us a signed bottle of grappa, the distilled firewater. We don't often drink serious alcohol and we had never even tasted grappa, but the next year, on a very cold day, we opened it and we each took a sip. One sip was enough for the whole winter.

Memories, and a Mystery

Winter after winter, we took a sip of that grappa, usually while standing knee deep in snow in Central Park or outside our country cabin, until, inevitably, we have come to the last few sips. On Open That Bottle Night, finally, we will finish the grappa and remember the hills and fog of Piedmont and the generosity of strangers. And, yes, of course we'll open a special bottle of wine, too, but which one? Part of the fun is figuring that out, so we don't know yet.

Mr. Represas also is trying to decide what wine he will bring to the Whaleys' home, even though he said bringing wine into the U.S. from Mexico City "is a real nightmare."

A few years ago, he was on a flight from Bogata to Mexico City that experienced hydraulic failure and had to fly in circles to burn up fuel before attempting to make an emergency landing. "It was a good opportunity to review my life," Mr. Represas said. "It was comfortable to find out that I was pleased with most of the things I'd done and the way I left things -- the wills, the properties. But the one thing that I was really upset about was all of those bottles of wine that I had left in the cellar that I would never drink and didn't know who would eventually do it.

"It was a tough landing. All of the tires of the airplane blew out. The pilot did a really fantastic job," he recalled, adding that he had to drink "a couple Scotches before I could even call home." So when the Whaleys, whom he had met on a barge trip through Burgundy, told him about OTBN, "I knew this was something I must do. It is a way to commemorate the importance of not leaving this world without enjoying what you have in this world."

If you plan to participate in Open That Bottle Night, here are some tips to help you make the most of it.

1. Choose the wine. This is the all-important first step. You don't necessarily want to open your "best" wine or your most impressive wine, but the wine that means the most to you, the one that you would simply never open otherwise. Maybe it's Grandpa's garlic wine. You're looking for a bottle full of memories. On the other hand, if you have, say, a 1929 Lafite that's just sitting there, we certainly couldn't argue with that.

2. Stand older wine up (away from light and heat, of course) for a few days before you plan to open it -- say, on Wednesday. This will allow the sediment, if there is some, to sink to the bottom.

3. Both reds and whites are often better closer to cellar temperature (around 55 degrees) than today's room temperature. Don't overchill the white, and think about putting the red in the refrigerator for an hour or two before opening it if you've been keeping it in a 70-degree house.

4. With an older bottle, the cork may break easily. The best opener for a cork like that is one with two prongs, but it requires some skill. You have some time to practice using one. Be prepared for the possibility that a fragile cork may fall apart with a regular corkscrew. If that happens, have a carafe and a coffee filter handy. Just pour enough through the coffee filter to catch the cork.

5. Otherwise, do not decant. We're assuming these are old and fragile wines. Air could quickly dispel what's left of them. If the wine does need to breathe, you should have plenty of time for that throughout the evening.

6. Have a backup wine ready for your special meal, in case your old wine really has gone bad.

7. If you are having an OTBN party, ask everyone to say a few words about the significance of the wine they brought. This really is what OTBN is all about, sharing.

8. Serve dinner. Open the wine and immediately take a sip. If it's truly, irretrievably bad -- we mean vinegar -- you will know it right away. But even if the wine doesn't taste good at first, don't rush to the sink to pour it out. Every year, we hear from people who were amazed how a wine pulled itself together and became delicious as the night wore on.

9. Enjoy the wine for what it is, not what it might someday be or might once have been.

10. Drop us a note at wine@wsj.com about your evening. Be sure to include your name, city and phone number, in case we need to contact you so that we can share your account with other readers.

Wine Notes
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In the years we have been writing our Tastings column, which appears on Fridays, we have received thousands of questions about wine from readers. In this column, we answer some questions that touch on common themes. We have edited the questions for space. If you have a question, drop us a note at wine@wsj.com. Be sure to include your full name, city and state.

Valentine Pairings

I am having a tasting for Valentine's Day and would like to do chocolate and wine pairings. Any suggestions?

-- Cheryl Rawlings,

Altoona, Pa.

It seems that there are about as many kinds of chocolate as there are wines, so it's impossible to give one-size-fits-all advice on this. Champagne and Port are classic pairings with chocolate and that's where we'd start, but here's a curveball: Try a Dolcetto, from Italy. For some reason, a young, fresh Dolcetto seems to go beautifully with chocolate, bringing out the best in both. For our most recent column about Dolcetto, contact us at wine@wsj.com.

Holding Your Glass

Please use your influence to educate Hollywood and TV types that a wine glass should be held by the stem, so the wine can be seen, and not in the palm of the hand and heated to 98 degrees. I suppose it really doesn't matter except as a role model for others who may not understand that knowing how to use the tool, the wine glass, will aid in the enjoyment of the product.

-- Gary Knowles,

Madison, Wis.

It's true that wine glasses should be held by the stem. This keeps the wine from being warmed by your hands -- assuming it's not too cold and you're trying to warm it -- and it allows for easy swirling. (Some people even hold wine by the base, or "foot," of the glass.) Consider Hollywood informed!
Washington Post

A Finicky Grape With a Friendly Side
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I've often wondered whether pinot noir is the wine folks really want when they order a cabernet sauvignon. It's friendlier, fruitier and more food-compatible. Though cabernet sauvignon is a great wine, it needs a lot of time in the cellar to reveal its magnificence, and its cedary, herbal flavors are something of an acquired taste.

Until recently, the only reliable source of truly tasty pinot noir was the Cote d'Or region of Burgundy. Red Burgundy is the purest expression of pinot noir's delectable melange of bing cherry, vanilla bean and roast meat character, but it's often expensive, and the Burgundy nomenclature can be difficult to understand.

American winemakers were slow to master the finicky pinot noir grape; their attempts tasted more like stringy versions of Beaujolais, zinfandel or syrah. But by the time sales of pinot took off in the wake of the 2004 motion picture "Sideways," winemakers had figured out that the grape must be planted in just the right places and handled extremely gently in the winery, and as a result, quality has soared. Though there's been some grumbling that new American pinot noirs are getting too intense and super-fruity, I've found just the opposite. If anything, the wines have become more fragrant and delicate, which is precisely what pinot noir should be.

Here's a list in order of personal preference, based on the rapport between quality and price. Wines are from California except where noted. Resources for finding wines include http://www.winesearcher.com and http://www.wineaccess.com. Call stores to verify availability. Prices are approximate.

Ponzi Vineyards Tavola 2005 Pinot Noir "Willamette Valley" ($25; Oregon): Irresistibly drinkable and luscious, from one of Oregon's best wineries. Copious black cherry and pomegranate fruit, with notes of toast and black currant.

Lily 2005 Pinot Noir "Sonoma County" ($25): A fine center of deep, dark cherry fruit and teasing touches of vanilla beans and spice on the finish.

Meridian 2005 Pinot Noir "Central Coast" ($11): An excellent value, with authentic pinot noir flavors in a quaffable style. Serve lightly chilled.

Wild Horse 2005 Pinot Noir "Central Coast" ($20; half-bottle $12): Fragrant and berry-accented.

Paraiso 2003 Pinot Noir "Santa Lucia Highlands" ($25): Powerfully concentrated.

Martin Ray 2005 Pinot Noir "Santa Barbara County" ($25): Vivid ripe cherry and strawberry flavors energizing an elegant, silky wine.

De Loach 2005 Pinot Noir "Russian River Valley" ($24): De Loach is back with admirable pinot noirs, including this exotically ripe one.

Lockwood Vineyard 2005 Pinot Noir "Block 7" ($19): Effusively fruity with soft tannins; highly quaffable.

Gino da Pinot 2005 Pinot Noir "Monterey County" ($17): Excellent value, offering fresh cherry fruit lightly accented by oak.

River Road Vineyards and Winery 2005 Pinot Noir "Russian River Valley" ($18): Pretty fruit layered over soft tannins.

Beringer 2005 Pinot Noir "Third Century Central Coast" ($14): Rose petal and red fruit aromas; a well-made, food-friendly pinot noir from California's cool Central Coast.

Jacuzzi Family Vineyards 2005 Pinot Noir "Carneros" ($23): Chewy flavors of black raspberry, currants and chocolate; an ideal accompaniment to a thick porterhouse.

Yamhill Valley Vineyards 2005 Pinot Noir "Estate" ($20; Oregon): Vigorous, balanced flavors of roast meat and red fruit.

Ramsay 2005 Pinot Noir "North Coast" ($22): Solid pinot flavors over a firm, tannic finish.

Chateau St. Jean 2004 Pinot Noir "Sonoma County" ($19): Soft cranberry and pomegranate, accented with herbs and minerals.

R. Stuart & Co. Big Fire 2005 Pinot Noir ($19; Oregon): Lots of Oregon's trademark red berry fruit.

Rodney Strong 2005 Pinot Noir "Estate Vineyards Russian River Valley" ($22): Lean flavors and a crisp edge of acidity; a great match with salmon.

WINE OF THE WEEK: Carpe Diem 2004 Pinot Noir

"Edna Valley Firepeak Vineyard" ($29)

Aroma 

Ripe black cherry and spice, with toast and vanilla nuances from aging in new oak barrels.

Taste 

Wild strawberry and meaty black fruit backed by cinnamon, allspice, saffron and red currants, complemented by bright acidity and firm tannins on the finish. Ready to drink now.

Grapes

100 percent pinot noir from seven different clones (sub-varieties). Originally from the Pommard and Dijon regions of Burgundy, all the clones have small grape clusters, which yield an intense varietal character of bing cherries and roast meat.

What's Special About It 

This affordable American pinot noir is a dead ringer for a premier cru Gevrey-Chambertin from Burgundy's Cote d'Or.

Serve With 

Classic Burgundian dishes such as boeuf bourguignon, coq au vin or roast duck in cherry sauce, or with full-flavored fish, such as grilled salmon.

How It's Made 

Christian Roguenant grew up in Burgundy and makes his pinot using traditional regional methods, with small, open-top fermenters to bring out varietal character, minimal handling to reduce oxidation, and aging in French oak barrels to season with spice and toast flavors.

Winery 

Carpe Diem is made using leased facilities at the Paragon Vineyards winery in San Luis Obispo.

On the Label 

Carpe Diem, Latin for "seize the day," signifies Roguenant's view that the time is right to make a great American pinot noir using Burgundian methods.

Geography 

Firepeak Vineyard is in the Edna Valley, which was designated an American Viticultural Area in 1982. With a mild, foggy climate, the area has one of the longest growing seasons in California, allowing for gradual ripening of the grapes, which is particularly beneficial to pinot noir.

Vintage 

2004 was warm for the Edna Valley, yielding particularly voluptuous wines that are ready to drink now. The just-released 2005 Carpe Diem pinot is also excellent but needs six months to a year of cellaring to unwind.

History 

Firepeak Vineyard was planted less than 10 years ago. By contrast, Burgundy's most famous vineyards, such as Le Chambertin and Clos Vougeot, were well established by the 1600s.

Where to Get It Carpe Diem is represented nationally by Maisons Marques &amp; Domaines. According to the Washington area distributor, NDC (202-388-8235), the 2004 Carpe Diem pinot noir is available at Ace Beverage (3301 New Mexico Ave. NW, 202-966-4444; http://www.acebevdc.com), Chevy Chase Wine &amp; Spirits (5544 Connecticut Ave. NW, 202-363-4000; http://www.chevychasewine.com), Dean and Deluca (3276 M St. NW, 202-342-2500; http://www.deananddeluca.com), Pearson's Wine &amp; Spirits (2436 Wisconsin Ave. NW, 202-333-6666, http://www.pearsonswine.com) and Wine Specialist (2115 M St. NW, 202-833-0707, http://www.winespecialist.com).
