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Wine Pick: 2005 Borsao Tres Picos Garnacha
Campo de Borja, Spain

• $13

• Two thumbs up: Different without being peculiar, it has aromas of cherry, light spice and leather. Flavors are sharp, with notes of violets, plums and cinnamonlike spices. Screams for food.

Just because the ol' Wine Curmudgeon is hard, crusty and tolerable in small doses doesn't mean he's set in his ways like a cement piling. And you shouldn't be either. Get off your boring chardonnay/pinot grigio/merlot kick and try something new in 2007.

For cryin' out loud, there are more than 1,000 grape varieties out there, and even more recognized wine regions. You'll easily find 30 or 40 different types of wine in any wine shop you may stumble into. Vow to spice up your life by picking up something you're not familiar with.

"But my supermarket only has merlot and cabernet on its shelves," you say. Well, stop whining and go find a decent wine shop. If Netflix only offered three or four movies, would you keep renting them? Drinking the same wine or the same type of wine again and again is like watching the same movie over and over. Hey, I love "Casablanca" as much as the next guy, but once or twice a year is enough.

You don't want to buy unfamiliar wines? Fine, then try wine at different times during the week. Have you ever tried wine with Chinese food? How about pulling a cork with your midweek burger and fries? At least develop some exciting new habits this year.

Trying new stuff keeps you vital. Blindly clinging to the tried-and-true just makes you boring.

Gil Kulers
Chicago Tribune

Embracing the acid

The zippy quality of certain white wines plays well with citrus-infused dishes

Bill Daley

Published January 17, 2007

Citrus fruits and flavors are increasingly on the plate as Americans experiment with dishes inspired by Asian, Latino and Mediterranean kitchens. But an age-old question remains: What to drink with these oft-colorful and sassy ingredients?

White wine is the answer for many Chicago-area wine sellers, and sauvignon blanc or riesling are classics. Efrain Madrigal, wine director of Sam's Wines & Spirits, goes for a more unusual one, a torrontes from Argentina.

"I recently had a 2005 Parrillada Torrontes with chicken and preserved lemons and it was the perfect wine for that entree," he said. "It was definitely dryer than a lot of rieslings but a little more exotic. It has an almost viognier-like body and a streak of acidity." (Viognier is a rich, aromatic wine with fruit-forward flavor.)

Acidity is important. It's a bracing, zippy quality that can make wines, especially whites, seem so crisp and alive. Acidity also balances out sweet, meaning you could drink a wine with surprisingly high sugar levels and never feel you are stuck with a liquid lollipop. And acidity plays really well with food, cutting through fatty, rich flavors like a clean spritz of lemon.

Two schools of thought

But given that you may be cooking with lemon, do you really need an acidic wine? Depends.

"There are two camps: the contrarians and the similars," said Larry Kaplan of The Wine Cellar in Palatine.

Those looking to match acidity might choose a sauvignon blanc or a French Chablis, some sort of wine "that adds acid and thus allows the drinker to discern different types of acid flavors," he said.

The "contrarians" would go for a riesling or a buttery chardonnay or a sweet style of viognier, Kaplan noted, adding, "This allows the drinker to balance the flavors in the mouth and thus have an overall experience, the sum being better than any single part."

Diana Hamann, owner of Wine Goddess Consulting, is squarely in acid's corner.

"Anytime you're cooking with citrus, be it lemon, lime, grapefruit, kumquat or yuzu, you want your wine pairing to match the food's inherent acidity," she said. "Foods high in acidity will reduce the perceived sourness in wine and make the wine taste richer and rounder."

Cooking with exotic citrus fruits calls for exotic wine choices, bottles with "generous acidity and tropical fruit characteristics," Hamann said. Her picks: Spanish verdejo and New Zealand sauvignon blanc.

Southern Italy is where Todd Hess, a Chicago-based wine wholesaler, heads. His picks include a grillo, a Sicilian white grape used to make marsala, a fortified wine, and an asprinio from Campania.

Christine Blumer, owner of Winediva Enterprises and a wine educator, recommended a dry rose, such as those from France's Costieres de Nimes region, with heartier citrus-infused dishes and a "soft, juicy" pinot noir with an orange-glazed ham.

Stay away from red

Generally, though, the advice is to steer clear of reds with these dishes (although a pinot noir is suggested for lemon-based sauces in the book "What to Drink with What You Eat" by Andrew Dornenburg and Karen Page, and a soft red would surely work with duck a l'orange). Hernandez said the tannins and berry flavors in red wines make for a much tougher match than whites or roses, where the acidity is more prominent.

"Card-carrying red wine drinkers will bemoan the fact that citric acid and red wine is one of the nastiest food/wine combos out there," Hamann said. "Citric acid will kill your once-beautiful red wine, leaving it unpleasantly flat and bitter."

- - -

Multiple choice allowed

Food and wine pairings have long bedeviled diners looking for a heavenly match. But they should relax and realize most dishes can pair with a number of different wines.

Andrew Dornenburg and Karen Page tackle the conundrum in their new book, "What to Drink with What You Eat" (Bulfinch, $35). So thorough is the guide that a reader can look up food choices by wine type and wines by various flavors or dishes, ranging from a bowl of Doritos to eel, veal and wasabi.

Citrus, in general, works fine with chardonnay, riesling (especially German beerenauslese with citrus desserts), sauvignon blanc (especially New Zealand), according to Dornenburg and Page. Here are some of their suggestions for wines to pour with specific citrus fruits:

Grapefruit: Champagne, ice wine (especially with desserts), orange muscat (especially with grapefruit desserts), Pouilly-Fume.

Lemon: Sauvignon blanc. With sweet desserts, Asti, Alsatian or late harvest gewurztraminer, ice wine, Madeira, moscato d'Asti, muscat (especially California and/or white or orange), muscat de Beaumes-de-Venise.

Lime: Riesling, sauvignon blanc (especially high-acid), Australian verdelho. With seafood and lime, chenin blanc (especially California), Oregon pinot gris, Vouvray. With sweet lime desserts, ice wine, riesling (especially late harvest or other sweet).

Orange: Savory dishes, German riesling, semillon, sherry. Desserts, Champagne, muscat (especially orange or Beaumes-de-Venise), Sauternes.

--B.D.

Bag that leftover wine? Not so fast

By Phil Vettel

Tribune restaurant critic

Published January 18, 2007

Boy, that was a good dinner, but I'm stuffed. Couldn't manage another bite. Can I take the rest of my steak home in a doggy bag? The rest of that bottle of wine too.

And while you're at it, could you throw in a big bag of confusion?

In theory, thanks to an Illinois law that went into effect Jan. 1, it is now permissible for diners to tote home an unfinished bottle of wine, just like they'd doggy bag a half-eaten chicken. Provided, of course, that the bottle was consumed as part of a meal, and that the bottle is re-corked and bagged in a transparent, sealed, tamper-evident bag, accompanied by a dated receipt.

So we decided to try it out. Last week, Tribune staffers visited five Chicago restaurants, ate meals and attempted to "doggy-bag" their leftover wine in accordance with Illinois' so-called "cork and carry" law.

One restaurant, Feed the Beast, re-corked the wine and handed it to the reporter--no bag. Thai Classic placed the re-corked bottle in a paper bag. At Brasserie Jo, the waiter explained that it didn't have the approved bags (a difficulty faced by many restaurants that never have had a need for such bags), but when the reporter produced an approved transparent, tamper-evident bag of her own, the waiter happily complied.

And Graze and Mia Francesca apologetically refused, saying they had been advised that doing so would violate Chicago law.

The snag is a legal technicality, but it's not imaginary. Illinois' "cork and carry" law amends the state's Liquor Control Act, so that wine re-sealed according to the new law is not considered an "unsealed container" of alcohol and thus legal to transport in the passenger area of a motor vehicle.

Chicago law, however, is somewhat stricter, banning the possession or transportation of unsealed alcoholic beverages "in or upon or about" any motor vehicle. In other words, driving around with a half-empty bottle of wine in your trunk is legal in Illinois but illegal in Chicago.

The concern is that the stricter Chicago law, enacted under the city's home rule, may supersede the amended Illinois law. And so the Illinois Restaurant Association has been warning its Chicago members that "cork and carry" is not yet legal in the city.

Already, an ordinance has been introduced in the Chicago City Council to clear up the matter.

But that amendment, introduced last week by Ald. Tom Tunney (44th), can't be enacted sooner than the next City Council meeting on Feb. 7. In the meantime, the Illinois Restaurant Association's warning stands.

IRA director of communications Andrew Ariens concedes the chances of anyone being prosecuted due to this legal snag are remote. "But we prefer to err on the side of caution," he said. "We are asking our Chicago restaurants to follow letter of the law until we can give them the all-clear."

Brasserie Jo general manager Kevin Reed said that he wasn't aware of the IRA's concern, but added that his restaurant doesn't stock the special bags. "We've been holding off before purchasing, waiting to see what the demand will be," he said. "The only wine we've re-sealed so far has been for a few customers who brought their own bags."

Calls to Binny's Beverage Depot, Sam's Wines & Spirits and Schaefer's Wines Foods & Spirits revealed none now sells the approved bags; they are available at www.winedoggybag.com.

So for now, don't plan to cork and carry in Chicago for at least three weeks. And, whether in the city or suburbs, carry your own bag, just in case.

Dallas Morning News

Wine of the week: A lush, fruity red

07:37 AM CST on Wednesday, January 17, 2007

Mas de la Dame, Les Baux de Provence, Estate Bottled, La Gourmande 2004, $16.99

La Gourmande is a 50-50 blend of organically grown grenache, for its juicy, red fruit, and syrah for its hearty, spicy, black fruit and tannic structure. It sees no oak, so the brilliant fruit shines through in lush strawberry, plum and black pepper-spiced flavors wrapped in smooth tannins. It's perfect for stewed or grilled red meats. Oh, and Mas de la Dame, or "farm of women," is so named because it is owned by two women. Available at Central Market.

Rebecca Murphy

Denver Post

Wine of the week: Graham's Six Grapes Porto of the week

By The Denver Post Staff

Article Last Updated: 01/16/2007 04:42:00 PM MST

Graham's Six Grapes Porto, about $20

What to do when it's literally freezing outside and the snowdrifts are up to the eves?

Batten down the hatches, light a fire, break out a big hunk of blue cheese, and crack open a bottle of port.

True ports come from Portugal's Douro valley, where the grapes struggle to live on vertiginous slopes and soak up intense sun and heat. This leads to grapes with dense, sweet flavors that are further kicked up with an extra dose of alcohol.

Great port doesn't have to cost a lot: The figgy richness of a ruby such as Graham's Six Grapes will keep you warm over many nights.

Imported by Premium Port Wines, San Francisco|Tara Q. Thomas

Detroit News
Sangiovese -- now that's Italian!

Madeline Triffon

Thursday, January 18, 2007

Don't miss: La Spinetta "Il Nero di Casanova" 2004 Tuscany (Italy), $22

Style: Medium-full, darkly colored, with earthy tones, vanillin oak and deep berry fruit.

It's the least expensive wines that speak volumes about a producer's overall quality. La Spinetta, "Top of the Hill," is a Piedmontese winery famed for its glorious (and expensive!) Barbaresco and Barolo. Made from the austere Nebbiolo, these wines sport a beautiful drawing of a rhino on the label. A rhino? Giuseppe Rivetti wanted an image that would be singular and unforgettable, ecco!

In 2001, the Rivettis ventured into Tuscany in the hills outside Pisa to make three Sangiovese-based bottlings. This is the entry level offering, almost all Sangiovese with a dollop of the local Colorino. It is dark and opulent, and speaks of the Old World through dusty, leafy aromas. Modern winemaking is expressed in vanillin oak, extracted color and a dense mouthfeel. "Il Nero di Casanova" is "The Black of Casanova," a rustic way of referring to reds from a small, such-named village.

For retail sources: Contact Elite Brands at tfreehan@imper ialbev.com.

Sing my name! 'San-gee-oh-VAY-zay'

Varietal typicity is something that wine buyers become adept at recognizing. How does a grape variety manifest itself in the flavor, fragrance and mouthfeel of a wine?

Sangiovese, the dominant red grape of Tuscany, is just as fun to say as it is to describe its complex sense profile. Sangiovese is unique in its balanced expression of earth and fruit, as well as its delectable performance at any table. Its tight power is deceptive, hiding the capability of refreshing super-fatty foods, dancing a jig with cooked tomatoes and caressing broiled fish.

Sangiovese often comes off lean, meaning not weighty; it's not fleshy or "sweet" in the way that fruity New World wines can be. Its tannins are drying, but not aggressive. They keep perfectly even pace with the snap of the tart acidity.

The grape's fruit expression embraces citrus peel (tangerine and lemon) and dried berries, especially cherries and black raisins. Other elusive aromas may include the penetrating smell of a freshly opened box of loose tea; exotic Eastern spices such as cardamom, fresh ginger and Indian masala; dusty earth, like kicking along a dirt road on a hot, bone-dry day.

Intrigued? Stick with the best Tuscan producers and your fascination will deepen, bottle by bottle.
Houston Chronicle
World-class pinot: tough act to follow

Craggy Range hopes to continue late artist's vision

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

Jan. 16, 2007, 4:24PM

The following concept is not original, but it bears repeating:

If your goal is to make world-class pinot noir, you'll need not only a little luck (the right vineyard, clones, climate), but also a high tolerance for frustration (one misstep and you're sunk). Most of all, though, you really have to be an artist and let your passion be your palette brush. There are many pinot noir winemakers, but pinot noir artists? Very few.

You may know some of them: Aubert de Villaine and Jacques Seysses in Burgundy, Burt Williams and Richard Graff in their primes in California, Larry McKenna and maybe Blair Walter in New Zealand.

To which I would add another — young American Doug Wisor, who made some stellar pinot noirs at Craggy Range in New Zealand before dying in a tragic accident prior to the 2005 harvest.

I recall Wisor's 2003 Craggy Range pinot two years ago at dinner with friends. The conversation was getting animated (politics? religion? I forget). I tasted the wine, and just as the discussion was reaching a crescendo, stopped it cold when I yelled, "Now this is burgundy!"

The next year, my friends and I tasted the 2004 Craggy Range pinot and I blurted, "And this is even better!"

Both of those wines would've shamed most Burgundian winemakers; they were so good.

The Craggy Range winery, in the Hawkes Bay region in the southern part of New Zealand's North Island, is still in its infancy. It didn't get off the ground, so to speak, until 1997, as a project of the families of viticulturist Steve Smith, a Master of Wine, and businessman Terry Peabody from Australia. In the blink of an eye, the Craggy Range wines started raising eyebrows.

Now, of course, Wisor is gone. Several months after his death I talked with Smith and asked him the $64,000 question: Could Craggy Range maintain Wisor's vision with pinot noir?

Smith's reply was honest and predictable: We'll try and hopefully succeed.

Well, twice in the past month I have tried the first post-Wisor pinot. Sad to report, I found the 2005 "Te Muna Road" heavy-handed, viscous, somewhat tannic and charmless.

So now the question is, is this disappointing wine the result of a variable vintage? Or is it the fact that Wisor didn't make it?

I don't know. But I'll keep my fingers crossed that next year, it will be back on track.

Wines of Craggy Range

New Zealand's Craggy Range wines are imported by the Kobrand Corp. and distributed by Republic Beverage.

• 2005 Craggy Range "Te Muna Road" Pinot Noir — * * 1/2 — a nice red wine, but it's not the pinot noir it used to be; thick, heavy, alcoholic; $35.

• 2006 Craggy Range "Te Muna Road" Sauvignon Blanc — * * * 1/2 — not a bad rendition, but lacks that sharp gooseberry quality usually associated with New Zealand sauvignon blanc; the vineyard is in Martinborough, not Marlborough, so that may account for it; a better food wine than many from Marlborough, though; $23.

• 2004 Craggy Range "Te Kahu" red Bordeaux blend — * * * * — good red fruit, only a little noticeable oak, a hint of beef bouillon and not overly alcoholic; good steak wine; $25.

• 2006 Craggy Range "Fletcher Family Vineyard" Riesling — * * * 1/2 — pretty fair wine, with citrus notes and fair acidity; it does lack that petrol quality of which riesling lovers are so fond; $23.

2005 Las Brisas

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

Jan. 16, 2007, 4:35PM

• History: Jorge Ordoñez is an importer of Spanish wines. Some of his wines are ridiculously inexpensive, while others are a lot more costly. But whichever route you choose, you're safe. Such as the 2005 Las Brisas — * * * * — a light, crisp, grapefruit-lime-white peach-infused white wine from Spain's Rueda region, northwest of Madrid. Las Brisas is an unusual blend of 50 percent verdejo with equal parts of viura and sauvignon blanc. It is a refreshing wine with a nice mineral character and excellent acidity, making it both a good aperitif and accompaniment to food.

• Pairings: shellfish, spicy dishes, even salad.

• Suggested retail: $9.50.

• From: Prestige Wine Cellars.

LA Times
WINE OF THE WEEK

2004 Clot du Prieur Coteaux du Languedoc

S. Irene Virbila

January 17, 2007

Winemaker and mountain climber Jean Orliac brought the Pic St. Loup appellation to the wine world's attention with the first vintage of Domaine l'Hortus in 1990.

He later acquired some vineyards on the steep slopes west of l'Hortus mountain where he created another estate called Clot du Prieur in the hilltop village of Saint Jean de Buèges. The 2004 is a deep ruby violet in color, with a dose of pepper and spice in the perfume. The blend of 50% Grenache with Syrah and Merlot gives it a wonderful earthy quality. Tannins are ripe and soft. The whole effect is lush.

Clot du Prieur is a perfect winter wine, delicious with roasts and stews, braised short ribs and game. Buy a few bottles now and save for barbecue season.

*

Quick swirl

Region: Languedoc, France

Price: About $15

Style: Lush and earthy

Food it goes with: Roasts and stews, braised meats and game.

Where you find it: John & Pete's Fine Wines in West Hollywood, (310) 657-3080; Silver Lake Wine in Los Angeles, (323) 662-9024; and the Wine House in West Los Angeles, (310) 479-3731.

— S. Irene Virbila

RESTAURANT JOURNAL

For the very label conscious

Restaurants are trying out a new way to save wine labels for diners who want a special memento.

You're crazy about the wine you just had with dinner. So when the sommelier pours the last glass from the bottle, you scramble for a pen and paper to take note of the producer and vintage. Next time you're at the wine store, you'll surely have forgotten both.

You could, however, take the label with you. It's a dining souvenir that few people realize is theirs for the asking.

Better restaurants consider removing wine labels a part of the wine service that continues after the bottle is empty. Just tell the sommelier you'd like to remember the bottle and ask for the label.

A sharp sommelier will present the label in an envelope with the restaurant's letterhead, noting the date of the meal.

Hotel restaurants including the Ritz-Carlton in Marina del Rey know the drill, and so do the city's leading dining rooms, including Patina at Disney Hall and Campanile on La Brea.

"It's a nice memento from a celebration," says Tom Dries, a manager at Ortolan in West Hollywood. And it's a lot more convenient than schlepping home a drippy empty bottle.

But you have to know to ask for it. Removing wine labels takes time. Restaurants may be willing to do it, but they don't advertise the service.

How do they do it? Soaking is the traditional method of removing labels. Sommeliers at the Peninsula Hotel's Belvedere soak bottles in warm, soapy water for 20 minutes, then carefully remove the label, blotting it dry with a napkin. According to sommeliers, the labels dry quickly.

Servers at Jer-ne in the Ritz-Carlton at Marina del Rey eschew the soap and soak them in really hot water for 15 minutes.

At Lucques and A.O.C., co-owner and wine director Caroline Styne lets a wine bottle sit in clean, warm water just long enough to allow her to carefully peel off the label.

Whatever the soaking ritual, when the glue dissolves, the label slides off. Except, of course, when the glue doesn't dissolve.

At Drago in Santa Monica, manager Silvio Cicconi says it's not easy to remove labels. He's soaked bottles for more than half an hour and still had the label stuck firmly to the bottle.

Increasingly, restaurants are using a system that rips off the printed layer of the label using an adhesive sheet. It works 9 times out of 10, says Sona sommelier Mark Mendoza.

That's a better average than soaking, says David Haskell, owner of Bin 8945 in West Hollywood, who along with the soms at Campanile, Patina and Grace swears by a version of this system called Labeloff. (If you want to try it at home, the system costs less than $1 a label at labeloff.com.)

If your label's the 1 in 10 that doesn't come off? You're out a souvenir, but you can still scribble down that wine name.

— Corie Brown

Miami Herald

Getting beyond cabs and chards

BY FRED TASKER

ftasker@MiamiHerald.com

Posted on Thu, Jan. 18, 2007

We wine fans often resolve at the start of the year to broaden our perspectives, get out of our cabernet-chardonnay ruts and try more kinds of wine. It's easy to backslide and simply buy what we know; if nothing else, it avoids unpleasant surprises. But that's no way to live, is it?

So here are some wines that, while not really unusual, are slightly off the beaten track, along with food-pairing suggestions. Happy sampling.

RECOMMENDED

• 2004 Castillo de Monséran Garnacha, Cariñena, Spain: lush cherry, strawberry and spice flavors; soft, light bodied, intensely fruity; $12.

In Spain, where it originated, garnacha is the second-most-planted red grape after the tempranillo of Rioja. (In France they call it grenache.) It's usually inexpensive, popular for rosé wines -- good with tapas, sandwiches, salads and light meats. In the schist-riddled soils of the Priorato area southwest of Barcelona, it makes a powerful, expensive and sought-after red wine.

• 2003 Trinichero Petit Verdot, Napa Reserve, Napa Valley: inky in color, with firm tannins and flavors of black raspberries, mocha and cinnamon; $27.

This is one of the five classic blending grapes of France's Bordeaux region, along with cabernet sauvignon, merlot, malbec and cabernet franc. Petit Verdot's role is to add color and tannin. By itself, it's a great match for charcoal-grilled steak.

• 2005 Kunde Estate Viognier, Sonoma Valley: intensely floral aroma, juicy white grapefruit and vanilla flavors, crisp; $24.

In France's Rhne Valley viognier makes the expensive, prized Condrieu wine. California growers are experimenting with it with varying success. The warmer weather sometimes creates highly alcoholic monsters. The biggest problem is Americans don't know how to pronounce it. So growers penned a slogan: ''Just say viognier.'' So it's VEE-own-yay. Its fruitiness means it goes well with lightly spicy dishes. A Thai curry that's a 2 on a spiciness scale of 5, maybe.

• 2002 Hope Verdelho, Hunter's Valley, Australia: juicy and crisp, with grapefruit, lemon, spice and mineral flavors; $18.

Now, this is unusual. The grape, pronounced ver-DAY-o, comes from the Portuguese island of Madeira, where it is heated, fortified with grape brandy and made into the powerful madeira dessert wine. Here the Aussies grow it in cool climes, ferment it in stainless steel and turn out an entirely different wine -- light, dry and fruity. They call it their answer to sauvignon blanc. Good with pasta with extra-rich sauces.

• 2005 Sartori Soave Classico ``Vigneti di Sella:'' crisp, full-bodied; aromas and flavors of apples and pears; $12.

This is a staple wine of northern Italy, made of the garganega and trebbiano di Soave grapes. Good with chicken, fish and white-sauced pasta.

HIGHLY RECOMMENDED

• 2004 Clos LaChance Estate Cabernet Franc, Santa Cruz: ripe black cherry, licorice and spice flavors; light body; aromatic; $19.

Another of the classic Bordeaux blending grapes, it adds lightness, fruit and aroma. In the limestone soils of France's cool Loire Valley, it makes a crisp, fruity wine all by itself. A few California growers are experimenting with it now, but it hasn't achieved major popularity here. Good with light meats, sandwiches.

NY Times

Ausleses Put Sweetness on the Table

By ERIC ASIMOV

January 17, 2007
ALL right, people, take a deep breath, relax, and gather around. Are you ready? Today we’re going to talk about riesling. Not just any riesling, but German riesling — auslese riesling, to be specific, quite simply the most perplexing great wine around.

Perplexing? Absolutely. Ausleses are beloved by wine critics, who praise them but almost never tell you what to do with them. Even some confirmed lovers of German rieslings are befuddled by ausleses. Are they dessert? Can they be enjoyed with food? Are they best ignored? They are sweet, right?

Unraveling arcane German wine lingo requires time, incentive and a taste for banging your head against stone walls. Nonetheless, cracking the code will pay off with the opportunity to enjoy wines that not only are absolutely delicious and sometimes profound, but are among the most reasonably priced great wines in the world.

The most important thing about auslese is not how it’s pronounced (OWS-lay-zuh), nor what it means (we’ll get to that). No, the first crucial thing to know about auslese wines is how good they are with food.

A spicy Indian vindaloo or Thai curry? A young, balanced auslese will surround the heat and envelop it in a gentle cushion of apricot, peach and mineral flavors. Duck breast with a sweet fruit sauce? Ah, young auslese to the rescue again. How about Sichuan smoked duck, or an earthy venison medallion? A 10-year-old auslese riesling is a wonderful match. And finally, in the realm of the sublime, a perfectly ripe Vacherin Mont d’Or, oozing with funky fruit aromas, is just the extraordinary thing to eat with a 15- to 20-year-old auslese, which by then has developed a singular smoky aroma actually reminiscent of kerosene. It makes me sigh to think about it.

The wines are light, often 7.5 to 8.5 percent alcohol, with an intensity that seemingly belies their delicacy.

So what’s the problem?

“People are scared because they think they’re going to be super-duper sweet wines,” said Paul Grieco, a true riesling believer who is an owner and general manager of Hearth in the East Village, which always has ausleses on its wine list. “It’s not a sweet wine, it’s a balanced wine.”

Mr. Grieco is right. Even though an auslese riesling may come with a lot of residual sugar, it will not necessarily taste sweet, at least most of the time. Why? Because of great acidity, the glowing signature of the riesling grape. Sweetness in a wine is like a couture gown, and acidity is like exquisite bone structure. Put the equivalent sweetness in a wine with little acidity, like a viognier, for example, and you have a frumpy, clumsy wine. But in a good auslese riesling the combination of sweetness and acidity gives you Heidi Klum.

“The auslese category was historically considered the masterpiece of riesling,” said Ernst Loosen, whose winery, Dr. Loosen, is one of the top producers in the Mosel-Saar-Ruwer region. “It showed the most terroir, the best ripeness and the best expression.”

Now, what makes a German riesling auslese instead of, say, kabinett or spätlese? These terms correspond to levels of ripeness in grapes harvested for the best German wines. Kabinett grapes are picked at the normal time, while spätlese refers to late-picked grapes. The literal translation of auslese is special selection, meaning specially selected bunches of ripe grapes. Generally, auslese grapes have the potential for more richness and intensity than kabinett or spätlese grapes.

Notice, though, that these terms refer only to the ripeness level at which the grapes are picked. They say nothing about how a wine will taste, and styles can vary considerably. Winemakers can stop fermentation early on, leaving quite a bit of residual sugar in the wine, or they can allow the wine to ferment until completely dry. In fact, dry ausleses, known as auslese trocken, were very fashionable in Germany in the 1980s. While sometimes extraordinary, those wines were often forbiddingly austere, and thankfully the demand for auslese trockens has slackened.

A young auslese, bursting with sweet fruit flavors, is not necessarily the traditional German style. It is a relatively recent phenomenon. “A hundred years ago, they didn’t drink ausleses young,” Mr. Loosen said. “These wines were the ones to lay down and mature. They drank them 10, 15, 20 years after harvest.”

By then, the sweet fruit flavors had dried out, and the wine was perfectly suitable to typical European styles of food. “But then, my grandfather certainly didn’t know about Asian foods, either,” Mr. Loosen said.

Indeed, Grandfather Loosen might not have recognized the 2005 Mönchhof auslese, from the Ürzig Würzgarten vineyard on the Mosel, a light, taut, balanced wine with aromas of apricot and river slate, which I found for $35 among the superb selection of ausleses at Crush Wine and Spirits on East 57th Street.

But he would have known well the steely, stony 1989 Bert Simon Serrig Würzberg auslese, also from the Mosel, which I found for just $38, and the $50 1995 Wehlener Sonnenuhr auslese from J.J. Prüm, year-in and year-out one of the great Mosel producers.

Though we’re talking exclusively of riesling, it’s not the only German grape that can be designated auslese. Rieslaner (a cross between riesling and silvaner), scheurebe and Müller-Thurgau may all have their good points, but none has the potential of riesling.

Each vintage can have its own character. Wines from the hot 2003 vintage will be fatter and less focused than the sharper 2004s. Regional differences are important, too. Ausleses from the Mosel-Saar-Ruwer for me strike the ideal balance between intensity and delicacy. Rheingau ausleses tend to be a little richer, while those from districts to the south, like Rheinhessen and the Pfalz, will generally be less acidic.

You would think all this would be confusing enough, but there’s more. Some bottles are designated with special cask numbers, others with gold capsules around the cork, and even some with long gold capsules to set them apart from the ordinary gold capsules. Often these wines are made from grapes afflicted with botrytis, the noble rot, which gives the wines a wonderful, honeyed sweetness that indeed differs from the ordinary ausleses.

I have sometimes been surprised by botrytis in an ordinary bottle. You can curse the unpredictable nature of German wines, or you can chalk it up as one of life’s pleasant surprises.
San Francisco Chronicle

Australia's undiscovered reds

High-end Cabernets from Down Under are some of the world's most stunning

W. Blake Gray, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, January 19, 2007

When it comes to Australian Cabernets, Californians look at Cinderella and see a washerwoman.

Entranced by the sexy packaging (not to mention voluptuous character) of Napa Valley Cabernets, California wine drinkers don't pay much attention to plain-looking bottles with uninspiring names like Mount Mary or Cullen. Why spend $75 or more on a wine that comes from the same country as Yellow Tail?

But if you look closer, there are princesses in some of these bottles. The best Australian Cabernets are wines of elegance and refinement. They don't squawk for attention like Cinderella's sisters (or like overripe, overoaked wines). If you're a Cab fan -- particularly if you like good Bordeaux -- and you haven't tried one of the best from Oz yet, it's about time.

Wine folks like to throw around the term "terroir," meaning the effect an area's climate and soils have on a wine's flavor. Yet in many parts of the world, red wines are actually approaching a generic flavor profile, so that, say, an Italian Cabernet, a Sonoma Valley Cabernet and an Oakville Merlot become indistinguishable.

That's not true with Aussie Cabs. These are terroir-driven wines, starting even from the $15 level.

Ironically, Australia's reputation for delivering good value seems to undercut the top-end Cabs -- which are often easier to buy and cheaper in the United States than in Oz.

Take Mount Mary Quintet, a Cabernet-based Bordeaux blend considered one of Australia's iconic wines, and one of the most stunning (see "A sampling of Australia Cabernet," F5). In Australia, it's a wine that connoisseurs fight to get on the mailing list for, according to Australian wine writer Jeremy Oliver.

Bacar co-owner and wine director Debbie Zachareas, who once lived in Australia, is a fan and bought a case of the 1998 Mount Mary Quintet for the restaurant six years ago.

"I still have the same case," she says. "It's one of the best Cabernets in the world, but it doesn't translate over here. (Australian Cabs) are not the things California Cab drinkers are collecting or Bordeaux collectors are drinking. People are less likely to try a very high-end Australian Cabernet."

But they should. Good Aussie Cabs are "like switched-on Bordeaux," says John Rittmaster, wine director and owner of Prima restaurant and wine shop in Walnut Creek. "There's more fruit. There's more energy to the wines. They have a lot more acidity. They also taste identifiably like Cabernet, with more leafy, sage-y character."

Though the country is better known for Shiraz, there's a lot of Cabernet in Australia: more than 71,000 acres, compared to about 77,000 acres in California, according to Wine Australia and the California Agricultural Statistics Service.

Yet even lower-end Aussie Cabs don't sell as well in California as the rest of the United States. Cabernet Sauvignon is America's third-favorite wine, according to ACNielsen, after Chardonnay and Merlot. And outside of California, Australian Cabs make up 11.4 percent of the total U.S. Cabernet market.

But in California, where ACNielsen figures show that Cabernet Sauvignon is even more popular than in the rest of the country, Australian wines grab only 4.9 percent of the Cab market. In San Francisco, that number is even lower: 3.8 percent.

Australian Cabernet is an "out-of-California phenomenon," says wine industry analyst Jon Fredrikson. "There's so many California Cabs pushing to get on shelves. But when you get out of state, those wines represent big values compared to typical Napa Cabs. The Australian wines can come in at half the price and be just as good."

Grapes like it cool

One of the biggest misconceptions about Aussie Cab in this country is where the good ones come from. Sunny, hot Barossa Valley is probably Australia's most famous region because of its big-bodied Shirazes. But unlike California, where relatively hot places like Rutherford are famous for Cab, the best Cabs from Australia come from areas with cool climates.

It's riskier to grow Cabernet grapes in cool areas because they may not get ripe enough. But when they do, they retain their natural acidity, thus leading to wines that are more food-friendly. Cool-climate grapes also don't create as much sugar, so the resulting wines are lower in alcohol.

Looking at a map of Australia, it's easy to spot where the great Cabs come from: the farther south you get, the cooler it tends to be. Margaret River in Western Australia is on the opposite side of the country from Yarra Valley in Victoria. Coonawarra in South Australia is south of Barossa Valley and gets maritime winds that keep the temperature lower.

"The best three regions are Yarra Valley, Coonawarra and Margaret River," says Chuck Hayward, wine buyer for the Jug Shop in San Francisco. "But most Americans wouldn't know that. We're only seeing a very narrow range of Cabs from there."

The Yarra Valley wines are particularly striking, delivering delicious red fruit flavors with distinctly Cabernet-like herbal notes along with a soft mouthfeel and long finish reminiscent of Pinot Noir, or of more traditional Bordeaux wines before the current fascination with super-ripe fruit. In fact, Yarra Valley is one of the few places in the world where Cabernet Sauvignon and Pinot Noir -- usually thought to require entirely different growing conditions -- are planted side by side.

The Margaret River region is the southwesternmost part of Australia, sticking out like a bottle cap into the junction of the Indian and Southern oceans. Its location gives it the lowest mean annual temperature (46 degrees Fahrenheit) of any major Australian wine region, according to James Halliday's "Wine Atlas of Australia" (University of California Press, 2006). Compare that with Napa, where the mean annual temperature is 57.7 degrees. Margaret River Cabs tend to taste of black cherry with some raspberry and black olive notes.

Coonawarra is famous for its "terra rossa," vividly red limestone-rich soil. However, owners of vineyards with plain old black soil successfully sued for admission to the region. This makes the wines harder to characterize by flavor, though the best can be as good as Cabs from anywhere else in the country.

"The appellation of Coonawarra as it is now is a lot like the appellation of Bordeaux, in that it includes a whole heap of rubbish," Oliver says. "But the core of the region produces lovely wines year after year."

The court fight over Coonawarra, which just ended at the beginning of this decade, may have served as effective notice of Cabernet's importance within Australia. In a country with some of the world's oldest producing grapevines -- mostly Shiraz and Grenache -- Australia's modern history of Cabernet is relatively short.

A wine's fall and rise

"There wasn't much Cabernet planted anywhere in the country until the early 1970s," says Peter Gago, chief winemaker at Penfolds, one of Australia's largest and most respected producers.

Cabernet was planted in Yarra Valley as early as the 1850s by people leaving the U.S. Gold Rush, Gago says. Yarra Valley Cab was well respected in the 1880s, and Oliver says some of those wines are still drinking well today. However, viticulture just about died out in the region after World War I. One of the reasons, Gago says, is that Australians in the early part of the 20th century preferred sweet, fortified wines, which are easier to make with very ripe Shiraz from a hot spot like Barossa. Vineyards were ripped out all over Yarra Valley and replaced by cattle and sheep farms.

Replanting in Yarra Valley began in 1969 at both Yarra Yering and Yeringberg. Mount Mary followed in 1971, but the area didn't really take off until the mid-1980s, when Australian Bordeaux aficionados had had a chance to try the wines coming out of Yarra Valley. Cabernet plantings in Margaret River have the same time line: a few in the early '70s, many more in the mid-'80s.

An odd similarity in both Yarra Valley and Margaret River is that medical doctors played a large role in jump-starting the industry. Hayward points out that doctors have money, understand chemistry and also recognize wine's health benefits. Whatever the reason, the doctor-winemakers of Margaret River quickly garnered attention in the eastern cities of Sydney and Melbourne with the Cabernets they began releasing in the mid-'70s.

"Just like in America in the 1970s, when understanding of wine went up by a quantum, Cabernet consumption also went up by a quantum," Gago says. "Many of those vines planted in the early '70s are just hitting their peak now."

In California, Cabernets made in tiny quantities by wineries that make no other wines garner much of the acclaim. While there are some sought-after micro-winery Cabs, the size of the wineries making great Cabs is very different in Australia, as large operations like Wolf Blass, Wynns and Penfolds make some of the best Cab in the country.

Oldest Cabernet vines

Gago is familiar with Australia's Cabernet history because he gets to make wine from Penfolds' 11-acre Block 42 vineyard, which the company says holds the oldest Cabernet vines in not only Australia, but the entire world. Planted in the mid-1880s, Block 42 is in Barossa Valley, but the Cabernet made from it is not at all like most Barossa Shiraz: It's elegant, subtle and capable of aging for decades. It's also on the short list for the rarest wine in the world, as Penfolds has only released five vintages of it ever; the first was an experimental version in 1948 and the last, the 1996, was the first time it was actually labeled as Block 42. A 2004 Block 42 Cab was made and is scheduled to be released this year, but it's already been sold on the futures market.

Most years, the grapes from Block 42 are blended into Penfolds' high-end Bin 707 Cabernet. But Penfolds decided to not release even that multi-vineyard wine three times in the last 12 years, as Gago or his predecessors decided it wasn't up to standards. This is known as "declassifying."

"These are multimillion-dollar decisions for Penfolds," Gago says. "It goes from something that would sell for $110 to $35 a bottle."

This expensive devotion to maintaining a standard for its headliner Cabs is not unique to Penfolds. Cabernet makers as big as Wynns Coonawarra and as small as Yarra Yering declassify their wines; the Jug Shop's Hayward says Yarra Yering once declassified a vintage because it was too ripe.

"That's something they're not doing in Napa: declassifying," Hayward says. "I think it's a testimony to quality you don't see with Napa wineries or Bordeaux. They put it out every year whether they like it or not."

Outside of California, Australian Cabernet's fine qualities are acknowledged by Cab lovers.

"Shiraz is still king. Cabernet from Australia is accepted, but it needs to be mentioned," says William Sherer, wine director at Aureole in Las Vegas, where the "wine tower" in the center of the restaurant draws oenophiles from all over the world. "It's accepted but it's not the first thing people think of."

So why aren't the Bay Area's sophisticated Cab drinkers more accepting of imports from Oz?

It's simple, many sommeliers say: People spending $100 or more on a Cabernet in a Bay Area restaurant prefer to spend it on Napa Valley wines.

"Unless you're a wine geek, Australian Cab is a tough sell here," says Rich Zamora, general manager and wine buyer for Ruth's Chris Steak House in San Francisco. "The number of business travelers we get here leads to people looking at California wine."

Yet elegant Aussie Cabs are often a better match with food than bigger Napa Cabs.

"They have a zaftigness of texture. When compared to their counterparts in California, they tend to be a little bit rounder," says Evan Goldstein, author of "Perfect Pairings: A Master Sommelier's Practical Advice for Partnering Wine with Food" (University of California Press, 2006). "It allows you to do more stews. Things that I would think about with Chardonnay also work with Australian Cabernet, things with richer, creamier sauces. You don't have to think about the tannins as much as you would with a Napa Valley Cab. But you can also find happiness with prime rib or venison."

Aureole's Sherer, previously wine director at Aqua and Moose's in San Francisco, says he specifically recommends Australian Cabernet with lamb with a fresh mint jus because many Aussie Cabs have a minty note.

"Any kind of rich meat with slightly tangy sauce is good," says Sherer, who says he got into Aussie Cabs while working as a sommelier in Monterey in the mid-1990s because the cult Napa producers wouldn't sell him their wines. "Even a duck with cherry sauce would be good. Australian Cabernets carry a little more red fruit, sometimes with an edge of Christmas spice. There's a tangy raspberry you just don't get in Bordeaux."

These are all still secrets in San Francisco. Al Petri, owner and wine buyer for Alfred's Steakhouse here, says he added an Aussie Cab to his list a month ago and "I haven't sold a bottle yet."

"I've tried cheap, I've tried expensive," Petri says. "They're good wines, but they don't move."

Aussie Cabs are just waiting in the cellar for you to find their golden slipper.

A sampling of Australian Cabernet

I tasted 34 Australian Cabernets and Cabernet-based blends for this story; these are the best of the bunch. All are available in the Bay Area. Call local wine shops to ask about availability.

2004 Clarendon Hills Sandown Clarendon Cabernet Sauvignon ($65) Owner-winemaker Roman Bratasiuk is best known for the power and depth of his wines; like a great Cabernet, he seems to have developed more elegance and complexity with age. From vines planted in 1920 in the McLaren Vale region, this is a well-balanced wine with both black and red fruit flavors and some green herbs and leafy notes on the midpalate, and a bacony note that develops with air.

2004 The Colonial Estate Etranger Barossa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($35) Englishman Jonathan Maltus already was seen as a rebel when he bought Chateau Teyssier in St.-Emilion, in France's Bordeaux region, and created the cultish single-vineyard "Le Dome" wine. He subsequently bought several small vineyards in Barossa Valley because he was fascinated by the idea that, since phylloxera has never arrived in Barossa, the region holds some of the world's oldest grapevines. Though it's from a hot area, this Cabernet is Bordeaux-like, with flavors of cherry, toast and some green herb. The mouthfeel is thicker than some of these wines, but good acidity keeps it from being flabby.

2003 Cullen Diana Madeline Margaret River Cabernet Sauvignon Merlot ($75) Diana Cullen was a pioneer of the Margaret River region more than once; first in establishing this 72-acre vineyard in 1971, then in going fully biodynamic, a popular move in the Northern California-like liberal culture of the area. Her daughter, Vanya Cullen, is now in charge and making sought-after wines like this: well-integrated flavors of blackberry, cherry and orange peel. It's composed of 72 percent Cabernet Sauvignon with 20 percent Merlot, 4 percent Petit Verdot and 4 percent Malbec. If it's like its predecessors, this wine should age magnificently.

2002 Henschke Cyril Henschke Eden Valley Cabernet Sauvignon Cabernet Franc Merlot ($100) This family-owned winery is best known for its Hill of Grace Shiraz, which is perhaps Australia's second-most-famous fine wine after Penfolds Grange. The wine's name is a tribute to Cyril Henschke, who shifted the family business in the 1950s from fortified wines to table wines and single-vineyard wines. The estate vineyard is warmer than some of Oz's better-regarded Cabernet areas and that's reflected in a fuller body and very ripe cherry fruit flavors, yet with nice notes of toast, dried herbs and mint and well-integrated tannins.

2000 Mount Mary Vineyard Quintet Yarra Valley ($145) John Middleton, who died in 2006 at age 82, was a medical doctor who founded this estate in 1971 and made the wines for decades. He made wines from his cool 30-acre property -- Pinot Noir is also grown there -- in the classical French style. "Quintet" means the five Bordeaux varieties; this wine is 50 percent Cabernet Sauvignon with 25 percent Merlot, 20 percent Cabernet Franc, 3 percent Malbec and 2 percent Petit Verdot. It's a wonderfully balanced wine, with plenty of red fruit flavors, a gentle mouthfeel and a long finish, and it's only 12.2 percent alcohol. It's a Cab-based wine for Burgundy lovers.

2004 Rosemount Estate Hill of Gold Mudgee Cabernet Sauvignon ($15) Rosemount is now a large, corporate-owned winery, yet this is a small, somewhat idiosyncratic wine from one of Australia's oldest growing regions. "Hill of Gold" refers to the fact that gold was found in Mudgee in 1872, leading to a gold rush. Nowadays Mudgee's main gold rush is from residents of nearby Sydney escaping for a weekend amidst the vines. This wine is restrained, with flavors of black cherry and orange peel and a funky, earthy note, and it ages much better than its price tag would imply.

2002 Voyager Estate Margaret River Cabernet Sauvignon Merlot ($30) Michael Wright's father struck it rich in the mining business, giving him the wherewithal to purchase a well-positioned property with good soils. Part of its fame in Oz stems from Wright's patriotism; he hoisted a huge Australian flag on what for many years was the country's second-largest flagpole. The flagpole dropped to third-largest when Parliament House in Canberra decided to stop being upstaged by a winery and extended its own. I doubt that Parliament passes laws this tasty: There's plenty of ripe black cherry and raspberry with some black olive, vibrant acidity and a medium-long finish. It's made of 85 percent Cabernet Sauvignon with 10 percent Merlot, 3 percent Malbec and 2 percent Petit Verdot.

2002 Wolf Blass Gold Label Coonawarra Cabernet Sauvignon ($24) Wolf Blass is a bow tie-wearing German immigrant who's one of wine's biggest stars Down Under. He captured the nation's attention by winning the prestigious Jimmy Watson Trophy for 1-year-old wines three years in a row, from 1974 to 1976; his winery is still the only one to have done so. The company has grown large enough to have a large winemaking team, but wines like this show it hasn't lost focus. It's an elegant, European-style wine, with plenty of red fruit flavors and some green olive notes, and it's made from 100 percent Cabernet.

2003 Wolf Blass Grey Label Langhorne Creek Cabernet Sauvignon ($32) Cabernets from Langhorne Creek are known for their minty notes. Winemaker Chris Hatcher says many people attribute it to eucalyptus trees planted in the areas, but he believes the mint comes from the particular Cabernet clone widely planted there. This well-balanced wine doesn't disappoint, with flavors of cherry, toast and mint. Most Wolf Blass wines are blended across regions to achieve a certain style for their price point, which is denoted by the label colors. This wine, very representative of its terroir, is a big exception.

2003 Wynns Coonawarra Estate John Riddoch Cabernet Sauvignon ($45) In 1951, Coonawarra was universally considered a failure as a winegrowing region. Only two working wineries had endured a long downward slide since John Riddoch established a winery in 1891, and Riddoch's old winery was about to be sold to the government, which two decades earlier had paid ex-soldiers to pull out vines all over the region to convert it to cattle farming. Instead, David Wynn bought the place and nearly single-handedly rebuilt its reputation. In 1982, the winery created John Riddoch Cabernet, which quickly became the region's definitive wine. Wynns is still a leader, and one of Australia's most iconic wines. Winemaker Sue Hodder insists on handpicking most fruit in an area where many wineries pick everything by machine. Black cherry and black olive keep unfolding on the palate throughout a very long finish.

2005 Yalumba Y Series South Australia Cabernet Sauvignon ($10) If you want to try an Aussie Cab on a budget, this one from Australia's oldest family-owned winery is a good introduction. It has nice black cherry and red plum flavors with a hint of green herbs and noticeable tannins.

2003 Yarra Yering Yarra Valley Dry Red Wine No. 1 ($75) Plant physiologist Bailey Carrodus started Yarra Valley's revival by planting a wide range of vines in 1969, including Pinot Noir, Shiraz and Portuguese grapes as well as the Bordeaux varieties. Starting with the name, this Cabernet Sauvignon-based Bordeaux blend is one of Australia's most famous and idiosyncratic wines, with tremendous vintage variation, according to Chuck Hayward, wine buyer for the Jug Shop. The 2003 is spectacular, with delicious cherry and raspberry flavors, some black olive notes, vibrant acidity, a long finish and only 12.5 percent alcohol. It's the best wine on this list.

2000 Yeringberg Yarra Valley Red Table Wine ($65) Owned by the de Pury family since 1863, Yeringberg is a 1,200-acre sheep and cattle farm that produced famous wines in the 1800s before the vines were ripped out. Guill de Pury replanted five acres in 1969 and the wines quickly gained acclaim. The vineyards now cover 50 acres, including both Cabernet and Pinot Noir. This wine is a blend of 66 percent Cabernet Sauvignon with 17 percent Cabernet Franc, 12 percent Merlot and 5 percent Malbec. Its black cherry flavors with notes of dried herbs and well-integrated acidity and tannins will appeal to Bordeaux fans.

-- W. Blake Gray
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Barolo and Barbaresco

- Jon Bonné
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Among the finest Italian wines, Barolo and Barbaresco can be the most sublime -- and the most difficult to appreciate. Both are crafted from the thick-skinned, late-ripening Nebbiolo grape, which has proven unforgiving to most anyone who tries to remove it from its native Piedmont. It thrives, however, in the calcareous marl soils surrounding the two Piedmontese villages that give the wines their names.

Legally, Barolo can't even be released until at least three years after the vintage (Barbaresco requires two years) and vintners often wait even longer. The 2001s are still current, and the first of the 2003s are just ready for market. Almost no wine was salvaged from the disastrous 2002 vintage, since rain and hail wiped out much of the crop.

Barolo is the more grandiose of the two, but both command top dollar and do not reward those who like to drink their wines young. Any of the wines listed here will benefit from at least 3 to 5 years of aging, and it's not unreasonable to wait a decade. I recently heard of one vintner whose grandmother smacked him for daring to open a Barolo younger than 15 years old. Age smooths out often fierce tannins and high acidity; the resulting wines are uniquely rewarding.

THREE STARS 2001 Andrea Oberto Barolo ($56) From four vineyards in Barolo and La Morra. Intense nose of roses, violets, tobacco, dried cherry and cranberry. Effortlessly glossy and full, with hearty oak notes woven in. A stoic finish. Needs four years or more to develop.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2001 Andrea Oberto Barolo Albarella ($70) From the tiny Albarella plot in Barolo. Stoic and mineral-driven, with toasty oak notes and burnt leaf. Sweet red fruit and straightforward cocoa hints follow, with an almost light, zesty ending. Very well done.

THREE AND A HALF STARS 2001 Bartolo Mascarello Barolo ($80) Ultra-traditional Mascarello is always a source of controversy. This wine generally drew raves, though one taster found it thin and harsh. An intense, old-fashioned wine, with a classic Barolo nose of roses and geraniums. Rich up-front, with dense fruit, loam and a sour tang in back. Long and fiercely tough, with intense, fine tannins and buoyant acidity. Needs at least 5 to 10 years.

THREE STARS 2001 Boroli Barolo Bussia ($75) This Alba-based winery's effort from the Villero vineyard usually draws more attention, but we liked its Bussia, full of intense, sweet fruit, with classic rose and loam notes. A heavy oak presence adds a hint of vanilla and nutmeg. Rich and balanced, with beautiful density and a tannic but fine-grained finish.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2001 Bruno Giacosa Barbaresco Asili ($200) From the southwest-facing Asili vineyard. Leads off with dark loam, mineral and dark fruit notes throughout. But the acidity maintains a bright line, and the end tannins are fine. Not yet showing off its full stripes, but radiates a subtle warmth that gives hints of its future potential.

THREE STARS 2001 Cascina Bruciata Barbaresco Rio Sordo ($45) From Rio Sordo, one of the top sites in Barbaresco. A stunning nose encompasses dried herbs, flowers, sweet cherry and nutmeg. Fully ripe fruit, but a fresh edge comes forward, with sweet vanilla and a dense core. Fine tannins to finish. Well-stitched, modern approach, with a big oak presence.

THREE STARS 2003 Cigluiti Barbaresco Serraboella ($70) Profound rose notes on a very lovely nose, with toast and dried herb. A focused sappy, dark fruit, with hints of kirsch and acidity that grows and a tapered, long, fine-grained ending.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2001 Damilano Barolo Cannubi ($80) Cannubi remains one of Barolo's most-known plots, and the Damilano family applies a modern winemaking approach to its fruit. A bit tarry, with fresh herbs, black currant and leather. Still tight, but the potential is clear, even with a slight metallic hint on the finish.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2003 Giuseppe Cortese Barbaresco Rabajà ($55) Cortese turns out consistently pretty wines, and here's a modest approach to a very hot vintage. Lots of barnyard hints in the nose, with a sharp edge in the middle. Yet there's a light note lacking in most 2003s. It will take time to integrate, but worth it when it does.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2001 Luigi Pira Barolo Margheria ($56) Aged in large barrels at this modest Serralunga estate. Scents of dried branch, cinnamon, cardamom and moist earth. Still tight, with dusty black fruit and orange zest overtones. Rich and subtle, ready to evolve.

THREE STARS 2001 Marchesi di Gresy Barbaresco Martinenga ($50) From the southern-facing 30-acre Martinenga plot south of Barbaresco. A Claret-like nose, with intense brandy, kirsch, rich cocoa and dense red fruit. Moist loam and mineral highlights add to the package. Tannic, yes, but the finish is well managed.

THREE STARS 2001 Massolino Barolo ($49) Established in 1896, the Massolino winery has long been a notable presence in the region. Heady and dense, with charred-leaf notes and roasted cherry. A notable orange-zest note leads to the slowly expansive finish. Tannins beginning to fold in, but it's strong medicine for the drink-now crowd.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2001 Prunotto Barbaresco ($55) Now owned by Tuscany's Antinori family, this winery maintains consistent quality even with an 800,000-bottle production. This effort is rich, but soft-edged. In the modern style, with very pretty charred-wood notes, cherry brandy and dry dust. Fine tannins. Approachable.

Also recommended:

2001 Bruno Giacosa Barbaresco Santo Stefano ($180)

2003 La Spinetta Barbaresco Valeirano Vursu ($120)

2001 Marchesi di Barolo Barolo ($47.50)

2001 Marchesi di Barolo Barolo Sarmassa ($65)

2003 Pio Cesare Barbaresco ($63)

2003 Produttori del Barbaresco Barbaresco ($30)

Sales of expensive wines booming

- Cyril Penn

Friday, January 19, 2007

American wine consumers are buying more higher-priced wine than ever, with all price points $8 and above showing double-digit growth in the last 34 months.

According to the latest data from ACNielsen, sales of wines priced $15 and above grew 41 percent between January 2004 and October 2006. Sales of wines priced between $10 and $14.99 have grown by 28 percent. In the $8-to-$9.99 category, sales have increased 18 percent.

At the same time, sales of wines priced below $6 are dropping. In particular, sales of wines priced under $3 fell 15 percent between January 2004 and October 2006.

"We've moved away from the generics and the low end," said Barbara Insel, managing director of the St. Helena industry research and consulting firm MKF Research. "It's hard to say the industry has reached out a lot because we haven't been that good at that. We've caught the zeitgeist rather than driven it."

Insel believes that consumers are migrating from the concept of a $10 everyday wine up to higher prices.

"I've been saying '$15 is the new $10' for a while, but now finally people seem to be hearing it," Insel says. "[The category] is still small above $15, but there's growth."

The highest average bottle price is $10.42 for Pinot Noir. The second-highest average bottle price is Zinfandel at $8.64. White Zinfandel, at $3.41, has the lowest average bottle price of any of the top varietals.

A Thief buys property: Trinchero Family Estates has sold its Zinfandel Ranch facility in Rutherford to an investment group known as Rutherford Studios, which includes managing director Joel Gott of Three Thieves wines and Napa Valley residents John Webb and Tim McDonald.

The Trinchero family purchased the property, formerly Northern California's largest egg farm, in 1983. Approximately 75 acres, it includes Chicken Ranch Vineyard, with blocks planted to Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot, a warehouse, fermentation building, tank farm, commercial kitchen and six dwellings as well as other buildings and offices. Terms of the sale were not disclosed.

The sale will enable Trinchero to redirect some of its production to Lodi, where it will expand an existing facility known as Westside.

In addition to using the facility for his own growing brand, Gott and Rutherford Studios will provide custom crush services for other local vintners.

The transition will happen over time. Trinchero retains a long-term lease on the Chicken Ranch Vineyard and has a four-year lease on all facilities at the ranch, including a culinary center, bottling and packaging lines, storage and other buildings. The wine company's trade education and culinary programs, headquartered at the culinary center, will continue without interruption as the company completes construction on a new winery in north Saint Helena.

Trinchero Family Estates makes Sutter Home, Trinchero, Montevina, Trinity Oaks, Folie a Deux, Napa Cellars and Fre alcohol-free wine. The company is also a partner with Gott in the Three Thieves brand.

Wine Business Insider is produced by Wine Communications Group, which also publishes Wine Business Monthly and Wine Business Online (winebusiness.com). E-mail Cyril Penn at wine@sfchronicle.com.

SIPPING NEWS

- Deb Wandell, Karola Saekel, Olivia Wu, Jane Tunks, W. Blake Gray
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With tasting room fees creeping upward, a visit to Wine Country can become a pricey affair.

Head to the Santa Cruz Mountains AVA this weekend and you'll find a great deal at the Winter Wine Passport event. For $30 per person, wine lovers can visit as many of the region's 40 wineries as they like between 11 a.m. and 5 p.m. Meet the winemakers, taste the wines and tour the facilities -- many not normally open to the public. The event repeats the third Saturday in April, July and November, so visitors can see the vineyards in every season of the growing cycle. For tickets call (831) 685-8463 or visit scmwa.com.

-- Deb Wandell

A stout breakfast

Home bakers have long made beer bread, but in the Republic of Ireland and the United Kingdom, shoppers can now pick up a loaf of sturdy whole-grain bread that's 17 percent Guinness stout. An Irish bakery produces the boozy loaves for sale in the huge Tesco store chain, thanks to a deal brokered by the parent of Guinness, the beverage giant Diageo, which is planning to get the brew incorporated into more mass-produced foods.

And did we mention that Guinness sales have been slipping?

-- Karola Saekel

You've heard about Slow Food, get ready for Slow Wine.

At Oliveto's 20th birthday bash this next weekend, the Oakland restaurant will announce Wines in Time.

Oliveto is dedicating cellar space to old Italian wines, especially Barolo and Barbaresco, and will age them until they are ready to drink, says owner Bob Klein. "Wines and rents are so expensive now," says Klein, "but restaurants used to buy wines and hold them." Oliveto will do that, says Klein, and occasionally hold tastings of the cellared wines. At the birthday bash, Saturday and Sunday, Oliveto will open a window on how the program might run in the future. The restaurant will pour the Produttori del Barbaresco, 1990 and 1996 vintages, and the Fratelli Barale Barbaresco, 1995 and 1998 vintages, for $7 to $12 per 1.5-ounce serving. Others that he has in lesser supply, Klein hints, will also be poured, but he's coy about which ones. For information, call (510) 547-5356.

Something very contemporary and instantaneous will accompany the Wines in Times program, however, a Web site. More will be revealed later, says Klein. Stay tuned.

-- Olivia Wu

What's hot and what's not in the world of wine

Just a few weeks into the new year, we asked six Bay Area wine professionals to look through their crystal wineglasses and predict what we'll be drinking -- or not -- in the next 12 months. Which wines made the cut? Chardonnay is back (unoaked, that is) and sparkler fans want "anything but Champagne." Oh, and Gruner Veltliner is so 2006 ...

PERSON

Pamela Busch

proprietor and wine director, Cav, San Francisco

WHAT'S HOT

Madeira, Cava, Malbec

5 MINUTES AGO

"Big, over-the-top alcohol, in-your-face, hit-you-over-the-head-with-a-big-sledgehammer wines"

WHAT'S NOT

Chardonnay, Merlot

PERSON

Cezar Kusik

wine director, Rubicon, San Francisco

WHAT'S HOT

California and Oregon Pinot Noirs, Austria, "sparkling wines that aren't Champagne" 

5 MINUTES AGO

Gruner Veltliner

WHAT'S NOT

Merlots -- "Every time someone comes into the restaurant and orders Merlot, I say, 'Thank you!' "

PERSON

David Netzer

general manager, Wine House, San Francisco

WHAT'S HOT

Value reds from the South of France, such as Cotes du Rhone and Costieres de Nimes 

5 MINUTES AGO

"Heavy-handed Pinot Noir"

WHAT'S NOT

Gruner Veltliner that's more than $40 and really expensive California Cabernet

PERSON

Ben Pearson

wine buyer, Bottle Barn, Santa Rosa

WHAT'S HOT

"Pinot Noir continues to rage," Portuguese wines, unoaked Chardonnay

5 MINUTES AGO

"Syrah was supposed to be the next Merlot."

WHAT'S NOT

"Merlot and Sangiovese are the two biggest disasters in California red wines of the last 10 years."

PERSON

Jim Rollston

wine director, Cyrus, Healdsburg

WHAT'S HOT

German and Austrian Riesling, wines for food pairing

5 MINUTES AGO

"Gruner Veltliner is still a great wine, but it's had its moment."

WHAT'S NOT

Australia and South America; "the whole Southern Hemisphere"

PERSON

Peter Eastlake

owner, Vintage Berkeley

WHAT'S HOT

European native grapes, anything with bubbles

5 MINUTES AGO

California Syrah

WHAT'S NOT

Oaked California Sauvignon Blanc

-- Jane Tunks

Just because Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger vetoed the bill to make Zinfandel "California's historic wine" last summer doesn't mean we don't have a soft spot for the grape, whose California roots date back to the Gold Rush. Luckily, the 16th annual Zinfandel Festival put on by ZAP (Zinfandel Advocates & Producers) dedicates four days of festivities to the variety, including the Good Eats & Zinfandel Pairing ($105) on Thursday, a walk-around wine and food tasting for the hard-to-pair grape, and on Jan. 27, a tasting of Zinfandels from more than 250 wineries ($55/$65). Festivities will be at the Herbst Pavilion at San Francisco's Fort Mason and tickets are available at zinfandel.org/festival or by calling (415) 345-7575.

-- Jane Tunks

Buzzless

Winemaker Barry Gnekow, who created Ariel alcohol-free wines in the 1980s, has launched a new high-end brand of wines without the fun ... er, the alcohol. The 2002 Vandalia Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($25) was sourced from three different high-end Napa vineyards, according to Gnekow, who also says they will age as well as a regular, booze-enabled Cab. The grape juice-like flavor divided our staff; I would happily drink it if I were rich and had to give up tippling, while Wine editor Jon Bonné took one sip and ran to the sink looking like he had mistakenly quaffed a mouthful of long-expired milk.

-- W. Blake Gray

Reinventing bitters

House-made concoctions give cocktails a signature spin

- Camper English, Special to the Chronicle

Friday, January 19, 2007

Bitters, the cocktail flavoring agent once considered a crucial ingredient in drinks, fell out of favor after Prohibition. Though a few brands like Angostura and Peychaud's have been continually produced since their inception, most bitters makers closed up shop long ago.

With the recent classic cocktail revival, bartenders and home mixologists have renewed interest in the ingredient. Bartender Jennifer Colliau of San Francisco's Slanted Door says, "It may be that we've run out of ways to infuse vodka. Now there are more people who are interested in booze that tastes like booze. (Bitters) alter the flavor of the liquor but in an aromatic way, rather than adding sugar or acidity -- lemon or lime juice -- or adding a mixer like soda."

The classic Sazerac calls for Peychaud's bitters, the Manhattan and old-fashioned cocktails require Angostura, and an early version of the martini (now making a big comeback) requires orange bitters. With a variety of bitters to use, bartenders can put subtle spins on well-worn cocktails by swapping in one flavor of bitters for another. They can also use bitters in new cocktails to form a bridge between ingredients that don't align perfectly on their own.

Only a few brands of bitters have come on the market in recent years, including new fruit flavors from Fee Brothers and Chronicle Cocktailian columnist Gary Regan's Orange Bitters No. 6. But these and other sought-after bitters like the European brand Bitter Truth can be hard to find in the Bay Area, forcing consumers to call around or order the products online.

Old recipes are new again

Even bartenders with access to all the commercial bitters have begun experimenting with making their own, often following and modifying recipes in out-of-print bartending books from the early 1900s. Absinthe's Jonny Raglin made bitters by infusing herbs in gin and rum for just a few hours, then reducing the proof of the resulting liquid using an espresso machine. His co-worker Jeff Hollinger includes a recipe for cherry-vanilla bitters that can be swapped in for Angostura or other bitters in his book "The Art of the Bar: Cocktails Inspired by the Classics" (Chronicle Books, 2006).

Bourbon & Branch's Todd Smith made "pretty basic" grapefruit hazelnut bitters in his apartment. Duggan McDonnell, formerly of Frisson and Absinthe, and who plans to open a bar called Cantina this year, made Key lime bitters last winter to pair with Latin-style cocktails.

Bay Area bartenders aren't alone in this pursuit. Mixologists throughout the country and internationally have also been mixing up batches of house bitters. They're on the menu at the Dorchester Bar in London; Employees Only, Trestle on Tenth and other venues in New York; and Eamonn's A Dublin Chipper in Alexandria, Va., to name a few.

By adding homemade bitters that require several weeks of preparation to their repertoires, bartenders continue the trend away from convenience and toward craftsmanship in cocktails.

Late last year, San Francisco bartenders gathered at a local distillery to make bitters together and refine their techniques.

Colin Smith, formerly the on-premise sales manager for San Francisco's Distillery No. 209, got the idea to put together a bitters-making event. "I thought we had the great facility to work with," says Smith. "And I thought it would be a great opportunity for them to come down and experiment and make some. Everyone is talking about revisiting the classics and putting their own spin on it. Bitters is another personal signature you can add to your repertoire."

He put the word out to local bartenders, and began collecting herbs and other ingredients for the project. Bartenders from Absinthe, Bourbon & Branch, Nopa, the Orbit Room, Range, Rye, Scott Howard, the Slanted Door and Tres Agaves gathered at the distillery on Pier 50.

Special ingredients

Many bartenders had ideas about what they wanted to create, so they brought or requested special herbs and other ingredients. (Common ingredients in bitters include angostura bark, gentian, orange peel, quassia and quinine.) Raglin made three different versions of apricot bitters. McDonnell focused on North African flavors including Ethiopian coffee beans, and also sweetened his bitters with raisins and figs. He hopes they'll work well with bourbon, as well as with the nutty qualities of Port and sherry. Other bartenders created bitters flavored like apple pie and pumpkin spice.

At the distillery, bartenders added their herbs to a four-times-distilled neutral spirit that is the base for 209 Gin. The bitters infused in glass jars at the distillery for two weeks, before bartenders returned to test, dilute and add sweetener, and bottle the results.

Slanted Door's Colliau, along with bar manager Erik Adkins, made about eight kinds of bitters, with varying degrees of success. "I tried a kaffir lime bitters that didn't work out. It smelled amazing but didn't taste so good. We made one called the Fall Blend with persimmons and warm spices in it. I think there is potential for using that in a cocktail. It was definitely a learning experience and something I would love to do again now that I know how my decisions affected the outcome."

Bitters meet Tequila

"I was trying to make a bitters that I thought would go well with whiskey; bourbon in particular," Abinsthe's Raglin says. "I had high hopes that they would go well, but as it turns out they don't. (Instead) the bitters are great with Tequila." His three apricot bitters contain different combinations of orange peel, quinine bark, gentian root, turmeric root, cardamom pods, black caraway, coriander, licorice root, sarsaparilla root, chamomile flowers and a "mystery ingredient" that he picked up while in Dubai.

"If we all got together and tasted the bitters, hopefully we could all convince Arne (Hillesland, of Distillery No. 209) to manufacture the bitters," Raglin continues. "I hope to move forward with this because I hope to see more bitters available on the market. I think there needs to be more available than Angostura and Peychaud's."

None of the bartenders I spoke with has added their homemade bitters to cocktails offered on their drink menus just yet. Some are still working to adjust the flavor of their bitters by adding different sweeteners. "I'm working with Arne (Hillesland) on balancing that out," McDonnell says. "Cutting it a little bit with water and adding a little glucose in. They're still a work in process."
Seattle Times
Tips for finding lower-alcohol vintages

Wine Adviser

By Paul Gregutt

Reader Tami Garrow has asked a question that I think is on the minds of a lot of readers, especially as we all review our health-and-diet resolutions for the new year.

She writes: "I read your column, and recently you talked about low-alcohol wines. This is a subject of great interest to my husband and me, and I would guess to a lot of other people in our 'boomer' or older age group who are not able to drink copious quantities of alcohol but enjoy a good glass of wine with dinner. Have you ever done a column on good choices of low-alcohol wines, red, white or otherwise, or a column that defines what 'low alcohol' means in terms of percentages to look for on a bottle so we can do our own searching?

"We have tried the few nonalcohol wines on the market, and they are, in a word, awful. It sure seems to me that this is a huge market that folks are missing, with the biggest segment of our population reaching the point where alcohol is something our doctors recommend be moderated or eliminated, and yet most social gatherings include wine, and many of us enjoy a glass or two with a good meal.

"Surely there are alternatives out there? I am betting that a really good, lower-alcohol wine offering or two would be a big hit with the over-50 crowd who can afford a good bottle of vino but not the high alcohol content due to heart, cholesterol, kidney or a whole host of other problems or medication restrictions. At any rate, whatever help you can provide to those of us who love wine but can't have a lot of alcohol, it would sure be appreciated!"

Readers will know that I have been on a bit of a campaign regarding the ever-increasing alcohol levels in wines. I often point out that older vintages of wines, both red and white, from almost anywhere in the world, are significantly lower in alcohol than current releases. This is especially true of red wines and wines produced in warm-climate, New World regions such as California and parts of Australia. But this trend to higher and higher levels of alcohol exists all over the world.

Without going too deeply into the many reasons, I think we can all agree that it is a fact. Briefly, the rise in alcohol levels is the result of changing vineyard management practices, new winemaking technologies, consumer preferences, critics' scores and global warming. But the question remains — if your personal taste and/or health-care circumstances dictate that lower alcohol wines are optimal for you, then where can you find such wines?

I find that my personal preferences run toward wines that are naturally lower in alcohol, because I often find them to be more complex and more food-friendly than the big fruit-bombs. When wines climb toward 15, 16 or even 17 percent alcohol content, they almost always lose subtlety and finesse. Delicate aromas are easily obliterated by the smell of alcohol, jammy fruit and new oak. You can feel the heat in the back of your palate when you swallow. Tannins are thick and meaty, and such wines are often difficult to drink with food.

In contrast, well-made wines that keep the alcohol at more traditional levels — certainly under 14 percent, and still lower for some white wines — are food-friendly. They complement rather than clobber a meal and have more complex aromas that can include subtle whiffs of leaf, stem, herb, earth, mineral etc. They usually have higher acids, which add nerve and lift and contribute to ageability.

There is a big difference, however, between wines with lower alcohol and wines with no alcohol. I agree with Ms. Garrow that de-alcoholized wines offer little in the way of genuine wine flavor and pleasure.

Wineries employ many techniques for reducing alcohol levels by a point or two, which range from adding water to the fermenting wine, to more complicated technologies. But just because a wine has lower alcohol levels does not mean it tastes good. These wines can often be watery, thin, vegetal, hard and lacking in fruit.

There are other obstacles to finding well-balanced wines that have natural alcohol levels of 12 or 13 percent. The law allows quite a bit of leeway, and the percentage stated on the bottle may be as much as a point higher or lower than the true measure. It is really up to consumers to educate themselves (and their palates) in order to find and enjoy wines that naturally keep alcohol content down. If you have become used to drinking California cabernet or zinfandel (or even pinot noir), it may be difficult to adjust to more tart, earthy, herbal styles of red wines. If you like rich, buttery, tropical white wines, the pleasures of higher acid, mineral-laced white wines may not immediately be apparent.

But this is where the search for wines of moderate alcohol will lead you. Seek out wines from cooler regions such as the Rheingau and Mosel (Germany), Alsace and Loire valley (France), Austria, Trentino-Alto Adige and Friuli (Italy) and Rias Baixas (Spain). In the New World, you'll find some good examples from Western Australia; parts of New Zealand; and even California's cooler sites such as Mendocino Ridge, Anderson Valley and certain locations on the Sonoma coast. Oregon and Washington vintners are still struggling to find ways to balance ripeness and alcohol. The best vineyard sites tend to be the warmer sites, and alcohol levels can get quite high, although naturally higher acids do compensate somewhat. Canada's Okanagan is a very promising region for producing more elegant, delicate yet fully realized and well-defined wines.

When I use the term low alcohol, I am generally referring to red wines that are in the 13 percent range, and white wines that are around 12 percent. Some sweet sparkling wines can drop as low as 5 or 6 percent, but for purposes of this discussion, I'm speaking of dry table wines.

Sure-fire low-alcohol wines include Champagne, sekt, cava and other European sparkling wines. Certain white-wine grapes — riesling, gruner veltliner, pinot blanc and sauvignon blanc — are often lowest in alcohol. Among red wines, cool-climate pinot noir is a good choice. Cabernet franc from the Loire valley; less-expensive Bordeaux (especially from cooler vintages); red wines of all types from Germany, Austria and northeast Italy; some Riojas and Portuguese red wines (not fortified!) offer complexity and moderate alcohol. These wines are usually less expensive than the big, rich, jammy, oaky fruit-bombs, because they are easier to produce.

Use these ideas to get started in your search for more elegant, moderate styles of wine. As you educate your palate, take the opportunity to enjoy the pleasures of the hunt. It will help to enlist the aid of a knowledgeable wine retailer.

Pick of the Week

Salomon 2005 Gruner Veltliner Hochterrassen; $13. Don't let the unwieldy name throw you. Just think "Gru-V," and your wine-seller will lead you to the promised land. This Austrian white-wine grape makes steely, lightly herbal, immaculately crisp wines with alcohol levels around 11.5 or 12 percent. The Salomon is especially good for the price, but this is one grape that is almost a can't-miss from any producer. (Triage)

USA Today

Cheers: Today’s Bargain Wine Buys

Jerry Shriver

Refreshing reprise

Friday, January 19, 2007

2005 Lockwood Vineyard Chardonnay, Monterey, about $12. This marks the first time in the nine months I've been writing this blog that I'm recommending a new vintage of a wine that I've previously reviewed. That's a good trend to track because it will begin to indicated which wineries are consistently good producers. The '05 vintage of this Chard is a little lighter than the '04. The aroma is muted but the wine has a nice acidity for balance and the melon and tropical flavors are round and juicy. Try it with creamy pasta dishes.

Fall/winter reds

Thursday, January 18, 2007

As promised, here are six of my favorite red wines from the Cheers archives of the past few months (full descriptions of each wine can be found in the "categories'' and "archives'' sections at the left of this page):

2004 Cousino-Macul Antiguas Reservas Cabernet Sauvignon, Maipo Valley, Chile, about $12.

2005 Bodega Norton Malbec, Mendoza, Argentina, about $10.

2004 Trinchero Family Merlot, Monterey County, about $12.

2004 Kendall-Jackson Vintner's Reserve Syrah, Calif., about $12

2003 Montevina Sierra Foothills Zinfandel, Amador County, Calif., about $10.

2004 Estancia Zinfandel, Keyes Canyon Ranches, Paso Robles, Calif., about $15.

Gold in those grapes

Wednesday, January 17, 2007
I apologize for interrupting your sipping pleasure with a wine industry press release, but today the results of what seems like a fairly significant economic impact study were released in Washington, D.C., and I think a few highlights are worth sharing. If you've ever had to explain why drinking domestic wine (and eating domestic grapes and raisins for that matter) is your patriotic duty, here's more ammunition.

   The report, commissioned by the 182-member Congressional Wine Caucus and compiled by the highly regarded MKF Research firm in Napa, shows that this country's wine, grape and grape-products industries contribute more than $162 billion annually to the American economy.

   Those industries also embrace:

  1.1 million full-time equivalent jobs

   934,750 grape-bearing acres

   4,929 wineries in 2005, up from 2,904 in 2000, a 70% increase in five years.

   $11.4 billion in winery sales revenues

   $9.8 billion in retail and restaurant sales

   27.3 million wine-related tourist visits and $3 billion estimated wine-related tourism expenditures.

  To see the full report and further highlights, visit newyorkwines.org or mkfresearch.com.

Wall St. Journal

A Second Look at First Growths We Revisit 1995 Bordeaux

To See if Age Becomes Them;

The Lafite Conflict of '98

TASTINGS

By DOROTHY J. GAITER AND JOHN BRECHER 


January 19, 2007; Page W8

After we wrote about the 2003 first-growth Bordeaux last year1 -- we thought they were outstanding and would age beautifully for a long time -- our editor said to us, "Have you thought about going back to the very first first-growths you reviewed for your column, the 1995s, to see if they're meeting your expectations?" We know it's always dangerous to pay too much attention to your boss's whims, but, in this case, we let him twist our arms.

His real question, after all, was a more basic one: How well do wines age, and how can you tell when they are at their peak? We are asked those questions, quite literally, every day. Just a couple of weeks ago, we received these two questions within an hour of each other: "Is there a rule of thumb for determining the 'peak year' for drinking a wine based on the vintage year?" and "I found out over the weekend that wine can reach a peak and then start to turn. Is this true?"

First, it's important to remember that most wines are meant for immediate consumption and even many wines designed for aging will only improve for a few years. That doesn't mean they will soon turn to vinegar, only that they will lose fruit and charm over the years and eventually -- hopefully, a long time out -- become rather blah wines. One of the great, continuing debates in the world of wine during the past couple of decades has concerned the tension between winemakers in some regions who still make their wines in traditional ways that require very long aging and their counterparts who make wine that's more approachable sooner. Wine geeks can talk endlessly about the good old days when, say, Barolo took decades to reach its peak and when drinking it too soon could cause hair to grow on your chest and make you growl. Now, some vintners make it in a somewhat easier-to-drink style, which satisfies those who prefer a simpler, less complex version that doesn't require many years of patience. Traditionalists are, of course, outraged about this trend. In their view, it's heresy to strip the potential from these wines of noble heritage just to satisfy Philistines who crave instant gratification.

When wine critics write about fine wines that are meant to age -- fine Bordeaux, top-notch California Cabernet Sauvignon, outstanding white Burgundies, great German Riesling, sweet Sauternes, for instance -- they tend to say something like, "Best in 10 years." But that's just a guess, based in part on some history with the region, the grape types, the winery's previous bottlings and the growing season. Still, nobody really knows when a wine will reach its peak. It depends on many factors including not just the vintage or the kind of wine, but the individual bottle and the conditions in which it was stored. It also depends on the consumer. One person might consider a wine at its peak when another thinks it could still use a year or two and another thinks it's slightly over the hill. Especially when it comes to older wines, with their nuances and complexities, "peak" is very much a matter of opinion.

Age Before Beauty

All that said, it's always worthwhile to try to taste fine wines at their peak because age does magical things to wine, giving it a kind of depth and wisdom that nothing else can provide. Age tends to integrate the various components and heighten the whole, delivering to the drinker an exalted expression of the grape, the terroir and the winemaker's vision. Much as we love all kinds of wine, nothing makes the angels sing for us quite like tasting a wine that has been well-aged and is truly showing all of its multifaceted beauty.

We tasted the 1995 first growths -- Châteaux Haut-Brion, Lafite Rothschild, Latour, Margaux, Mouton Rothschild -- when they were released in 1998. We thought they were excellent, but we disagreed so thoroughly about them that we provided two indexes for that column, with John's favorites and Dottie's favorites listed separately. More than eight years later, those five wines are still widely available at good wine stores, though the prices have increased, of course. When we bought them in 1998, the five cost us $1,430; this time, we found that a fair representative price for the five was $2,070. While that's certainly higher, a gain of 45% over more than eight years should give some pause to those who think they'll make a fortune investing in wine.

We bought our wines from a good store where the wines are well-kept in cellar conditions. Anytime you're buying older wines, this is important. We didn't go back and read our separate tasting indexes from 1998 because we wanted to taste these with as much of a blank slate as possible. We were also curious, of course, about which of our indexes has held up better (hey, we're an old, married couple and we do tend to argue about everything). We didn't taste the wines blind. Instead, as always with the first growths, we drank the five on successive nights, over several hours, both with and without food, to give these wines every opportunity to show their stuff.

We were surprisingly unimpressed with three of them. We found the Latour, Haut-Brion and, especially, the Mouton Rothschild ready to drink now and perfectly fine, but lacking the kind of intensity we'd expect from a first growth from a fine year. These wines now are more than 11 years old, but that's still pretty young for fine, expensive Bordeaux from a good year. They should not only still taste vibrant, but should grow and change and offer new and unexpected tastes with each new sip as they open and warm. These didn't. If you own any of these, we'd urge you to try one soon and see what you think. If you don't own one, we wouldn't recommend buying one. While some fine wines go through what's called a dumb period, when they're simply not showing their best, these were well past that, and simply aren't aging well.

The Lafite Rothschild was outstanding, elegant and structured, though we would have expected a bit more drama. Ultimately, though, it was the Margaux that really proved our point about the vagaries of aging. When we tasted it, we enjoyed it, but it lacked depth. It had marvelous tastes of minerals and was lovely to drink right now, but didn't offer much complexity. Worse, in a couple of hours it broke down into component parts -- alcohol, fruit, oak and such -- which isn't a good sign for the future. We gave it a wistful rating of Very Good, which, at that point, made the Lafite our best of tasting.

We expected more from the Margaux, so we thought it would make a worthwhile experiment to try a second bottle. We bought one from a different merchant -- and bingo! This bottle was outstanding -- intense, with tight, rich fruit, terrific acids and remarkable structure. What's more, it was still young, interesting and classy until the final sip. This is a bottle we'd keep for at least another decade. All in all, though, it was an expensive experiment, with the happy outcome far from certain.

There was nothing wrong with the first bottle. It wasn't corked and didn't taste like it had been abused (and given our many years of experience with the merchant, we'd doubt that anyway). It just didn't age as well as the second bottle. You can never tell -- and that's one of the enchanting qualities of wine. The mystery of each bottle, the fact that each wine has its own personality, its own history, its own future -- that's the wonder of fine wine.

Right on Target

When our tasting was over, we went back to check on our notes from 1998. John's ultimate list was Margaux, Haut-Brion, Latour, Lafite and Mouton. Dottie's was Lafite, Margaux, Latour, Haut-Brion and Mouton. In other words, before we re-tasted the Margaux and still had Lafite on top, Dottie's list from 1998 anticipated our favorites more than eight years later. Even more interesting was how similar her notes turned out to be. In 1998, she wrote of the Mouton: "This looked and smelled wonderful, but the fruit seemed weak." That's exactly how we felt this time. She also felt that the Haut-Brion didn't have enough fruit to age well, and she was right on target. Unfortunately, she will be impossible to live with for a while.

As part of our tasting, we also bought a small selection of less-prized 1995s to see how they are holding up. We generally found that they are ready to drink. We were especially charmed by our old friend Château Gruaud-Larose, which is really lovely right now -- big and rich, with chocolate-covered raspberries, dark earth and a little touch of mint. It generally costs around $60 where it's available, and if you happen to see it, grab it. Remember: In wine, there are no guarantees. But if you are able to experience a wine of some age that sings to you, perhaps you have caught it at its peak, a truly wondrous moment. It is a quest well worth pursuing.

The Dow Jones 1995 First Growth Index

To determine how well the first-growth Bordeaux wines of 1995 are aging, we tasted each over several hours, with and without food. These are listed in order of our preference. These deserve elegant -- yet simple -- food, such as a great steak. The prices listed appear to be generally representative, but prices are all over the map on these. For instance, we bought two bottles of the Margaux from nearby stores and paid $450 for one and $525 for the other.

Vineyard 
Price 
Rating 
Tasters' Comments

Château Margaux (Margaux) 
$525 
Delicious 


Intense, structured, blackberry fruit, still young and tight. Minerals, sandalwood and all sorts of layers. "This really sticks to all the right places," Dottie said, which isn't classic wine-speak but gives a sense of the sensual pleasure of the wine. A genuine first-growth experience. Tasted twice; the first bottle wasn't as good.

Château Lafite Rothschild (Pauillac) 
$425* 
Delicious 


Great nose of cedar, black cherries, earth, oak and even some black olives. Serious, earthy wine, with a dark hardness about it, and some tight tannins that explode in the back of the mouth. Classy and elegant.

Château Latour (Pauillac) 
$430* 
Good/Very Good 


Deep and dark, with good earth and nice acidity, but lacking intensity, so it finishes slightly watery and simple, with too much alcohol -- quite a surprise.

Château Haut-Brion (Pessac-Léognan) 
$350 
Good 


Very pretty, with sparkling highlights. Smells dusty, with raspberry fruit. Tastes, at first, of lively, young raspberry fruit, but it gets tired very quickly. Soft and friendly, but lacking backbone and structure.

Château Mouton Rothschild (Pauillac) 
$340* 
Good 


Dark color, with a lovely, rich-fruit nose, but the taste is more dust and class than fruit. Nicely made, but it seems like it never had enough fruit to go the distance. Drink up.
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These Cabs Are Easy to Hail
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Pronounced flavors of green pepper, string beans and grass clippings can make an otherwise good cabernet sauvignon taste just awful. Steering clear of such noxious vegetal character, a common flaw in lower-priced California cabernet sauvignons and known in wine circles as "the veggies," is key to tracking down the best bottles of this complex, food-friendly varietal.

The chief cause of the veggies is the ill-advised planting of vineyards in cool climates, such as Monterey on the California coast, where this slow-maturing grape refuses to ripen properly. New research points to other factors as well, but while scientists sort it all out, the surest way for wine drinkers to avoid the veggies is to focus on cabernet sauvignon from Napa Valley. In my recent tasting of such wines priced under $30, I was impressed by the abundance of ripe, veggie-free fruit flavors and aromas. That is in marked contrast to cabs from other areas, particularly those bearing the anywhere-in-the-state "California" appellation.

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

Sequoia Grove 2003 Cabernet Sauvignon "Napa Valley" ($32): Vivid flavors of red currant and cedar are layered over a structure of firm tannins. Drink this polished Bordeaux-style selection now and over the next five years.

Pavilion 2003 and 2004 Cabernet Sauvignon "Napa Valley" ($14): Unbeatable at the price, this stylish offering from veteran winemakers Robert Pepi and Brian Mox shows a dark ruby color along with floral, red currant, berry and black fruit characteristics. Refined and delicious.

Edge 2004 Cabernet Sauvignon "Napa Valley" ($22): A full bouquet of new oak and cedar is followed on the palate by opulent blackberries, vanilla and mocha. This husky blend of 85 percent cabernet sauvignon and 15 percent merlot will stand up to the thickest charcoal-grilled steak.

Sterling Vineyards 2003 Cabernet Sauvignon "Napa Valley" ($26): Made from 91 percent cabernet sauvignon, 4 percent cabernet franc and small amounts of merlot, sangiovese, petit verdot and syrah, this silky wine is delectable and ready to drink tonight.

Burgess 2003 Cabernet Sauvignon "Napa Valley" ($28): Aromas of violet and toasty oak lead to flavors of pure berry, mineral and cassis.

Leaping Lizard 2003 Cabernet Sauvignon "Napa Valley" ($12): Made by the well-regarded Adler Fels Winery, this wine has supple berry and cherry flavors lightly seasoned with oak.

Rutherford Ranch 2003 Cabernet Sauvignon "Napa Valley" ($15): This medium-bodied wine offers a soft impression of well-balanced cherry and cassis highlighted by oak.

Louis M. Martini 2003 Cabernet Sauvignon "Napa Valley Reserve" ($19): It has a well-balanced, versatile claret style.

Do you have a question for Ben Giliberti? E-mail him atfood@washpost.com. Include your name and address.

An Open Window For World Wines

Clubs Help Small Vintners Find Customers Eager for New Tastes

By Juliet Eilperin

Washington Post Staff Writer
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Just after John Kerry's 2004 defeat, Michael Evans -- a D.C. native and longtime campaign worker for Democratic presidential candidates -- took succor in the bucolic wine country of Mendoza, Argentina.

Evans and friend David Garrett, a Web site developer, had planned on vacationing in Argentina for three weeks. Instead, they moved there permanently to establish a tasting room and wine-shipping business with an Argentine business partner, Pablo Gimenez.

Evans's decision to channel boutique Argentine wines to North American and European consumers through a wine club ("You just can't get good, interesting Argentinian wines in the U.S.," he said) is part of a larger trend. Smaller wineries are discovering they have better luck shipping their products straight to consumers than seeking out a national distributor, a strategy that allows them to appeal directly to their target audience.

California "micro wineries" -- operations that produce fewer than 5,000 cases a year -- now sell 40 percent of their wines through direct sales, according to a 2004 study by wine-consulting firm MKF Research. Small wineries in the state that produce less than 50,000 cases sell 31 percent of their wine the same way, compared with 1.7 percent of California's biggest wineries.

Not all U.S. residents can take advantage of such sales: Out-of-state wineries can ship to Virginia and the District without a problem, but Maryland remains off-limits. But for those who can order directly from wineries, these clubs provide a convenient way to sample high-quality wines from the United States and overseas.

Vintner's Collective ( http://www.vintnerscollective.com) ships wines from 17 Napa Valley wineries to customers every quarter. Owner Garret Murphy said boutique wineries are beginning to catch up with larger operations through wine clubs like his own.

"It's a great way for the little California producers to get their wine out there consistently," said Murphy, whose members include Judd's Hill and Ancien Wines. "For the consumer, they get boutique wines they can't get at home."

Like many wine clubs, the Vintner's Collective has two tiers of membership. For roughly $150 a shipment, Connoisseur Club members receive four bottles five times a year. (Tax and shipping costs vary depending on the state.) Collector Club members pay about $330 a shipment for eight bottles five times a year.

Although French wine producers do not face the same challenge getting into U.S. stores as some small Napa labels, a few outfits also offer ways to order from smaller French vineyards. Through his Web site, http://www.frenchwinegift.com, Californian Michael Boucher offers a package of two French wines (two reds, two whites or one of each), letters describing the wines, a map of the region and a card, all for $48.75. The price drops if you order in volume: Buy two bottles a month for a year, and each order costs $43.89.

Closer to home, a $75 annual membership in D.C.'s French Wine Society ( http://www.frenchwinesociety.org) gets you a 10 percent discount on French wine in several local stores, special offers at French restaurants and tickets to periodic French wine tastings in town.

The Vines of Mendoza ( http://www.vinesofmendoza.com), which Evans, Garrett and Gimenez opened last March, can offer even cheaper prices, given the current exchange rate with the Argentine peso. Its Acequia Wine Club sends out six bottles to members four times a year for $120 per shipment, including tax and shipping. Its Acequia Reserve Wine Club charges $220 a quarter for shipments of four to six bottles.

"Our preference, for the most part, is for small boutique wines that don't have distribution," Evans said.

I discovered Vines of Mendoza on a vacation last fall with a couple of friends, one of them a true -- though endearing -- wine snob. I had already endured one semi-disastrous vacation in California wine country with a haughty companion (a European who frowned upon Anderson Valley's offerings), and I did not want to make the same mistake.

But my friend Dante, who sampled 15 wines with me and our friend Randy during a pre-lunch tasting at Vines of Mendoza in November, became a convert to Argentine wine in the end. He hadn't been a fan of the Argentine malbecs he had tasted in the United States but said, "clearly they're just keeping all the good wine in Argentina."

He's on to something: Until the 1990s, less than 2 percent of Argentine wine made it out of the country, Gimenez said, and even now only 15 percent of the nation's wine is exported. Gimenez, whose family has been growing grapes in Mendoza for 60 years and making wine for more than half a century, said his country's vintages have become more sophisticated in recent years.

"There's been a big change from table wine to wine that's very good," he said.

In fact, the wines we tasted in Mendoza far surpassed the serviceable but uninspiring malbecs usually proffered at Washington cocktail parties. Our favorites included Vistalba Corte B, a rich blend of cabernet, merlot, malbec and bonarda that has notes of fig and berries; Carmelo Patti Cabernet Sauvignon 2002, an earthy but smooth wine; and Enrique Foster Reserva 2003, another lush wine with strong berry notes and a bit of spice.

In addition to shipping wine and operating a tasting room, Vines of Mendoza arranges free vineyard tours in the area. The club can also book a driver for a day-long tour at a cost of roughly $60; a three-course lunch at one of the wineries' excellent restaurants runs about $30 per person, including wine, tax and tip.

And for particularly wealthy customers, Evans and his partners are building a luxury wine resort and a vanity vineyard operation, where foreigners can buy parcels of two to 12 acres. Vines of Mendoza will provide three years of free vineyard maintenance, planting grapes according to a customer's wishes and providing a bottling operation on hand once the grapes ripen. Most vineyard owners will be able to offset the cost of bottling 100 cases of wine a year by selling 85 percent of the grapes on their land to other wine producers.

"They'll never have to open their checkbook again," Garrett said. Of course, customers have to open their checkbooks at first to buy the land, at $40,000 per acre.

Ordinary mortals can rely on wine clubs in the meantime. And Evans, who came back to the United States in November to see his party retake control of Congress, said he's open to returning to Washington eventually -- on the coattails, he hopes, of a Democrat.

If that happens, you can bet he will celebrate with a nice bottle of malbec.
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WINE OF THE WEEK

Hess 2004 Cabernet Sauvignon

Allomi ($27; Napa Valley)

Aroma 

Fragrant cherry and toast, with a hint of mint.

Taste 

Complex and approachable, with big, hearty plum and black currant flavors and notes of smoky oak, minerals and cherry compote.

Grapes

89 percent cabernet sauvignon, 5 percent petit verdot, 3 percent merlot, 3 percent malbec.

What's Special About It 

Has the structure, complexity and aging ability to stand up to cabs costing two or three times as much.

Serve 

With Charcuterie, roast lamb, a double-cut porterhouse steak or chocolate desserts.

How It's Made 

Hand-picked grapes arrive at the winery in the cool early morning. Fermentation on the skins (to extract color and flavor) lasts approximately 26 days. Malolactic fermentation (a secondary process that softens and smooths the wine) is completed in the barrel to better integrate the oak and is followed by 18 months of aging in French and American oak barrels, 40 percent of them new.

Winery 

The pre-Prohibition winery is on the slopes of Mount Veeder in the Mayacamas mountain range. In addition to the winemaking facilities, the property showcases owner Donald Hess's collection of modern and contemporary paintings and sculpture.

On the Label

"Estate Grown" means that all the grapes come from vineyards owned by the winery. Although the Allomi vineyard has been the backbone of the Hess Estate Napa Valley cabernets since 2002, this was the first year it was specified on the label.

Geography 

The winery makes its flagship wines from its Mount Veeder vineyards near the winery; the Allomi vineyard is on the other side of Napa, in Pope Valley, where land is cheaper. Allomi is 800 to 1,000 feet above sea level, with a southwest exposure on an alluvial sedimentary soil, which fosters concentrated flavors. The area is quite warm during the day but cools down quickly after sunset, which promotes even ripening.

Vintage Note Though not quite the equal of the 2004, the 2003 Hess Cabernet Sauvignon "Napa Valley" is also top-notch and costs only about $19.

Historical Sip 

The name is derived from Rancho Locoallomi, the original Mexican land grant for the area of the vineyard.

Where To Get It 

According to distributor Washington Wholesale, this wine is carried by Calvert Woodley, Circle Liquors, Pearson's Wine &amp; Spirits, S &amp; R Liquors, Total Wine &amp; More, the Wine Specialist and World Market.

