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Pity poor merlot, a victim of its own popularity

GIL KULERS

Published on: 01/11/07

In this season of "state of the (whatever)" addresses, I figure it's a good time to check in on the state of our good friend merlot.

A generation ago, merlot was a happy, easygoing grape that produced more wine in Bordeaux than any other variety, but it cheerfully ceded the limelight to its prima donna cousin, cabernet sauvignon. Merlot didn't care if it added rich, fruity flavors to blended wines or occasionally played a starring role with the help of cabernet franc or cabernet sauvignon. It lived a life of cultivated contentedness.

Then a curious thing happened in the early 1990s. The American public fell in love with this grape's rich fruitiness and minimal tannins, and whoosh! — we had the new "it" wine.

Unfortunately, merlot wore its newfound fame like a wool sweater in Savannah during July. The winemaking industrial establishment jumped on merlot and planted it everywhere. Rich fruitiness often as not became stewed jamminess; minimal tannins became thin, winelike qualities. By 2000, merlot, for the most part, meant generic, lifeless wines. In recent years, merciless wine writers — along with an increasing number of wine lovers — have tossed this pleasant varietal in the trash like an old Leif Garrett album.

Here at the dawn of 2007, unfortunately, I must report that the state of merlot is not sound.

"It is a tough time for merlot," says Dan H. Gainey, owner of Gainey Vineyard in Santa Ynez, Calif. "Sales are going in the wrong direction. Your tasting is indicative of the general state of the variety. There is a lot of unevenness out there. ... We have been inundated with a lot of mediocre examples of this grape."

The tasting Gainey referred to was the one I conducted recently with 25 California merlots, ranging in price from $10 to $43. While I found only a couple of out-and-out stinkers, there were few stellar examples of the winemaker's craft. The vast majority lay in the middle: Safe wines, wines you would never push away, but not the kind of wine so artfully made that it can interrupt a dinner conversation.

But this grape variety has not been completely cast adrift. Americans still drink an awful lot of merlot: 7.8 million cases of it in 2005, according to ACNielsen. That's up from 1.6 million in 1995, when merlot accounted for 3.5 percent of wines sold in the United States. In 2003, merlot's market share crested at 12.4 percent. It slid to 11.7 percent in 2005, and most expect merlot to slide a bit further when figures are released for 2006. That's still a lot of wine, though.

I'm not saying you can't find a bottle of merlot; finding a decent bottle, however, may be hit or miss. What I take away from my review is caveat emptor.

Gainey Vineyard is a perfect example. Its merlots from the 2002 and 2003 vintages were tops on my scorecard, a rare occurrence in any blind tasting. Rutherford Hill and Dry Creek, which also have been making merlot forever, made wines with character and integrity, wines that taste like something. But these were the exceptions.

"We have been making [merlot] ever since we opened in 1984," said Gainey. "It was always a varietal we have enjoyed and always had faith in. It is something we plan to continue with, no matter how unpopular it becomes."

Grape growers who jumped on the merlot bandwagon when it was hot planted vines wherever they could. They produced mediocre grapes, which produced the majority of the middling wines on shelves everywhere. Gainey refused to knock the practices of other winemakers but suggested they might be better off trying to figure out what works best on their property and sticking with it.

For the sake of his business, Gainey would love to see the go-go days of the late 1990s, but he takes a more long-term view. "Just about every variety takes a hit sooner or later," he said. "The good news is that merlot now is being taken out of the ground where it shouldn't have been planted in the first place. ... [Merlot] is still a noble variety, and when done right, it can produce a wonderful wine."

WINE RECOMMENDATIONS

Note: Wines are rated on a scale ranging from thumbs down, one thumb mostly up, one thumb up, two thumbs up, two thumbs way up and golden thumb award. These are suggested retail prices as provided by the winery, one of its agents or a local distributor.

2003 Kendall-Jackson Grand Reserve Merlot, Sonoma/Napa counties, Calif.

$26

Two thumbs up

Intriguing flavors of licorice, dark chocolate and coffee make the wine interesting; bright, rich flavors of red and dark berries practically beg for red meat or creamy cheeses.

2003 Rutherford Hill Merlot,Napa Valley, Calif.

$25

Two thumbs way up

Medium-bodied and food friendly, this wine has bright berry flavors with a supporting cast of nutmeg, leather and licorice notes. It has just enough tannin.

2003 Gainey Vineyard Merlot, Santa Ynez Valley, Calif.

$20

Two thumbs way up

Elegant, refined aromas of cherry and candied apple. Tastes are delicate, but it has lots of character, with notes of tobacco, nutmeg, cherry cola, creamy vanilla and toffee.

2002 Gainey Vineyard Merlot, Santa Ynez Valley, Calif.

$20

Two thumbs way up

Inviting aromas of blackberry, cola and mocha. Captivating flavors of root beer, dark cherries and milk chocolate, with hints of smoked meat, make this wine fun and complex.

2004 Calistoga Cellars Merlot, Napa Valley, Calif.

$29

Two thumbs up

This wine has a bordeaux quality about it, with flavors of dark chocolate, cherry, blackberry, cola and tart raspberry, and it has a dusty, earthy streak running through it.

2004 Dry Creek Vineyard Merlot, Dry Creek Valley, Calif.

$19

Two thumbs up

Great aromas of violets, root beer, cinnamon, nutmeg and touch of coffee lead to pleasant flavors of dark cherry, cola, blackberry and plum. A fair amount of tannins suggests aging potential.

2003 Hawk Crest by Stag's Leap Wine Cellars Merlot, California

$14

One thumb up

Lots of simple but pleasant flavors of blueberry, plums and cola, with a zingy cranberry note at the end. Drinks like wines costing twice as much.

Chicago Tribune

Chicago-based tasting panel rates the top bargains in wine

By Joe Gray

Tribune staff reporter

Published January 10, 2007

Who doesn't love a bargain?

When it comes to wine, that universal feeling intensifies because so much of it can be so expensive, and sometimes disappointing.

Fortunately, the Beverage Tasting Institute, an independent product tasting company based in Chicago, holds something called "World Value Wine Challenge" each year.

Wines submitted by producers are tasted blind by panels of judges drawn from the wine industry, according to Jerald O'Kennard, director of BTI. O'Kennard heads up and participates in the panels, which this year tasted 400 wines over the course of three weeks. O'Kennard said that one of the best parts of such a grueling regime is finding the gems.

"You get a $10 bottle of wine that tastes like a $20 bottle," he explained. "That's always something to talk about."

BTI sends the reviews to the suppliers, who then might use the information to promote their wines. The listings also go to some wine and spirits industry or hospitality industry publications and are posted on BTI's Web site. The rankings have an effect on what restaurants put on their wine lists, and ultimately on what you might be drinking.

But we thought you might like to see some of the lists yourself. The following are two categories in the middle of the value range covered in the tasting. (All wines were less than $20: other designations listed are awards also given by the panelists). For more, go online to tastings.com.

Top 13 wines from $10-$15

2004 Hahn Estates Syrah, Central Coast, "Best U.S. Syrah"

NV Pindar Pythagoras, North Fork of Long Island, "Best U.S. Red Blend"

2004 Hahn Estates Cabernet Sauvignon, Central Coast, "Best U.S. Cabernet Sauvignon"

2003 Care Wines Crianza, Carinena, Spain

2003 Tsiakkas Cabernet Sauvignon, Pitsilia Mountains (Cyprus)

2003 Fire Station Red Shiraz, California

2004 Calina Alcance, Merlot, Maule Valley, "Best Chilean Merlot"

2004 La Playa Claret Block Selection Reserve, Colchagua Valley, "Best Chilean Red Blend"

2005 Vietti Moscato d'Asti (Italy), "Best International Sparkling Wine"

NV Gruet Demi-Sec, New Mexico, "Best U.S. Sparkling Wine"

2005 Masi Masianco, Pinot Grigio, Pinot Grigio delle Venezie, "Best Italian Pinot Grigio"

2005 HaGafen Riesling, Potter Valley (Calif.), "Best US Riesling" (kosher)

2005 Wakefield Promised Land Unwooded Chardonnay, "Best Australian White Wine"
Top 11 wines from $8-$10

NV Commandaria Alasia Lemesos (Cyprus), "Exceptional Value"

2005 Care Wines Syrah-Tempranillo-Garnacha, Carinena, "Best Spanish Red Wine" and "Exceptional Value"

2004 Woodbridge Cabernet Sauvignon, California, "Exceptional Value"

2005 Cycle's Gladiator Merlot, Central Coast, "Exceptional Value"

NV Lynfred Vin De City Red, American, "Exceptional Value"

2004 Quara Malbec, Cafayate Valley, "Best Argentinean Red"

2003 First Rains Cabernet Sauvignon, Western Cape, "Best South African Red"

2005 Domino de Nogara Ribera del Duero, Spain

2004 Quara Torrontes, Cafayate Valley (Argentina), "Exceptional Value"

NV Biltmore Estate Sauvignon Blanc, North Carolina, "Best U.S. Sauvignon Blanc"

2005 Woodbridge Riesling, Mosel,"Exceptional Value"

Dallas Morning News

Wine of the week: Try a barbera

11:41 AM CST on Wednesday, January 10, 2007

Cantine Sant'Agata, Barbera d'Asti, Baby Barb 2005, $16.95

Barbera is grown in the Piedmont region of northwestern Italy, where the current rage is aging in small, French oak barrels. Not for this wine: This is as pure as barbera gets. Charming, bright cherry flavors practically leap from the glass while the grape's trademark high acidity keeps it lively sip after sip. Try it with fried chicken. Available at Tony's Wine Warehouse.

Rebecca Murphy

A pinotage - from California?

08:30 PM CST on Tuesday, January 9, 2007

In 1976, Fort Ross Vineyard owners Lester and Linda Schwartz moved to California from their native South Africa with no thought of making wine. He was an attorney. She, a musician who worked with the arts and international trade.

Twelve years later, they were looking to reclaim Lester's agrarian roots and stumbled upon property on back roads north of Jenner on California's Sonoma coast.

"U.S. 1 was closed," recalls Lester on a recent Dallas visit, "and we had to go around, above the fog." They fell in love with the ridge, built an unusual house there, and eventually decided to try grape-growing.

They figured out that pinot noir and chardonnay would thrive in their 44-acre vineyard, and they imported pinotage cuttings from South Africa, nostalgic for the popular pinot noir-cinsaut cross. The cuttings were quarantined in California for five years. The wait was worth it.

The Fort Ross 2002 Pinotage, one of only a handful produced in California, is a marvel. Deep inky purple, it gives off concentrated aromas of dark red fruit – dried strawberries, blackberries, black cherries – spiced with white pepper and infused with smoke. The fruit grows luscious, creamy and mouth-filling but not in a big-wine, jammy way. Rather, it's like dipping through layers of mousse, with dry tannins and nice acidity that roll to a chewy finish.

Wine Enthusiast calls Fort Ross "a lethal combination of terroir, clones, winemaking and, most importantly, the owners' passion." Lucky for Texas, the state is one of its first markets outside California. The pinotage is about $34. Along with the other Fort Ross wines, it's at Mr. G's, Centennial, Pogo's, Central Market, Farpointe Cellar, and Wine Market and More.

Kim Pierce

'Steak and wine, it's a good fit'

It's news enough that Sigel's has just opened its sleek, new Vin Classic Wines in the Shops at Legacy.

But besides an artisan-driven selection of wines and on-hand expertise with certified wine specialist Mark Roberts, the store is celebrating another first.

Vin Classic will be the first store in the country to carry Chicago-based Allen Brothers products.

Don't know Allen Brothers? Sure you do. Just think of the thick, juicy, marbled steaks you're accustomed to eating at great steakhouses. Allen Brothers is the source for many of them.

Vin Classic will be selling a limited selection of the same USDA Prime cuts that go to restaurants and are sold through Allen Brothers' Web site (www.allenbrothers.com).

"I figure they're here to pick up a bottle of wine," said Allen Brothers' spokesman Rick Hamilton at an event to introduce the products.

"Steak and wine, it's a good fit."

In addition, the shop will carry artisanal cheeses and other gourmet foods. Not all the wines are pricey, by the way. We spied some excellent low-end bottles such as Las Rocas de San Alejandro Garnacha.

Vin Classic Wines is at 5717 Legacy Drive (north side of street), in The Shops at Legacy, Plano; 469-241-8800.

Kim Pierce
Denver Post

Wine of the week: Nigl 2006 Kremser Freiheit Grüner Veltliner

By The Denver Post Staff

Article Last Updated: 01/09/2007 06:50:27 PM MST

Nigl 2006 Kremser Freiheit Grüner Veltliner, about $16

While matching wines to this week's recipes, grüner veltliner kept coming to mind. It goes with nearly every dish here.

The grape, which thrives in Austria, makes white wines that can range from sharply acidic with a limey zing to broad and soft, with flavors of guava and peas.

All, though, have an underlying vegetal flavor that recalls peas or lentils, a bass note that allows them to handle a roast pork loin as well as they do a light salad.

Martin Nigl makes outstanding versions. Most are expensive and need aging to show their best, but the Kremser Freiheit is only $16 and ready to drink tonight.

Imported by Terry Theise Estate Selections/Michael Skurnik Wines, Syosset, N.Y.|Tara Q. Thomas
Detroit News

Steltzner Merlot has the weight of a Cabernet Sauvignon

Don't miss: Steltzner Merlot 2002 Stags Leap District, California; $28

Style: Firm, dry red with dark berry fruit, vanillin oak and a medium-full weight that will satisfy Cabernet drinkers nicely.

"No Merlot!" resounded in the ears of film buffs everywhere when the movie "Sideways" swept the country a couple of years ago. What a bum rap for the not-so-poor little red grape whose quality potential keeps pace with the best Cabernets and Pinot Noirs. The evidence is plain in this quietly impressive Napa red. The fragrance offers rich, oaky aromas of cedar, knit with deep black raspberry. The texture is quite dry but in the form of lots of smooth tannins. The wine is delicious and long, with excellent appeal, albeit inching close to Cabernet in its density and dark tones.

Steltzner is one of a handful of wineries in Napa's Stags Leap District, along with Shafer, Stag's Leap Wine Cellars, Chimney Rock, Pine Ridge, Clos du Val and others. The district's reputation enjoys a firm hold on the consumer thanks to its consistently excellent red wines with supple, non-aggressive tannins. Dick Steltzner has a track record of almost 40 years in the Napa Valley, having planted his first vineyards in 1965. He's his own man, outspoken, charming and firm in expressing his vision of what good Napa wine should be. Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot and a Claret blend dominate their fine reputation, though they also produce small commercial amounts of South Africa's Pinotage and Italy's Sangiovese.

For retail sources: Contact Leone Imports, (800) 969-4042.

Merlot at a glance

Merlot has been fashionable to the point of absurdity, a default choice for rich, smooth red wine. It is Cabernet Sauvignon's blood brother, as evidenced by its ubiquitous presence in Bordeaux blends.

In blind tastings, interestingly, it's not that easy to tell the difference between premium examples of Merlot and Cab. If one were to snapshot a "typical" Merlot, descriptions would include red and black berry fruit, fresh-snipped herbs, bell pepper and olives. The scents shared with Cabernet Sauvignon include tobacco, cedar, cigar box, forest floor, dark chocolate and black raspberry.

The Merlot grape is thinner skinned, less darkly colored and less acidic than Cabernet. It ripens at least one week earlier, which makes it easier to grow. It dominates plantings in southwestern France, especially in Bordeaux and its satellite appellations. It cottons to the cool, damp soils of the "Right Bank," home to Saint-Émilion and Pomerol. The latter commune is famed for its magnificent Chateau Petrus, made almost entirely of Merlot. The fact that this estate's wines are very long-lived, noble and wildly expensive does reset the conventional view that Merlot is always "soft and easy."

The word Merlot telegraphs quality potential equal to any other red varietal. Cruise a wine list or retail shelf for price points that suit your fancy with the confidence that a good buyer will offer you dry, rich options clothed in the friendly texture the grape is known for.
New distributor makes it easier to find Michigan wines

I don't normally write about wholesalers unless it's to complain about the tactics they use to make life difficult for small family-run wineries. But a few actually care about promoting their interests.

Enter Eddie Baur, a newly licensed wholesaler and founder of Mitten Wine Logistics in Traverse City, who is making it easier for shoppers around the state to get their hands on unusual finds from Michigan tasting rooms. Baur's Mitten is unique because it only deals in Michigan wine.

If it weren't for Mitten, names like Isadore's Choice would never make it to shelves in Metro Detroit. This is a special label Pinot Noir and Chardonnay made by Lee Lutes at Black Star Farms for vineyard owner David Stanton; it impressed Tom Natosi at Cloverleaf Wine & Liquor in Southfield and Jason Kugel at Merchant's Fine Wine in Dearborn. Kugel also loved Mitten's port-like Fetter Hahn Black Raspberry wine by Cherry Creek Cellars and the Uncle John's Fruithouse wines. Buyer Mark Reincke at Zucca's by Felpausch in Battle Creek picked up the reds by Raftshol and Isadore's Choice.

"Eddie has more tenacity and belief in what we do than anybody I know," Lutes said this week.

Baur's business may be named "Mitten," after the name that residents of the state affectionately give to the Lower Peninsula because of its shape, but his wanderings to find good Michigan wines even include the Upper Peninsula's only winery, Mackinaw Trail in Manistique.

"Somebody needs to get out there and work for these guys with a whole different attitude," he said this week about Michigan vintners.

If he could change anything, Baur says he wants to make retailers proud of Michigan wines. "I don't want them to say 'It's pretty good for Michigan.' I want them to say, 'It's pretty good, period.'"

Baur, 58, is unique in the wine business because he has done it all, from wholesaling and retailing to sommelier, winemaker and wine educator. Most recently, he owned Jack's Market for eight years in Traverse City. His associate and soon-to-be partner in Mitten is Scott Fochtman, an old friend.

In addition to Mackinaw Trail, Mitten Wine Logistics represents Cherry Creek Cellars, Isidor's Choice, Bel Lago, Gill's Pier, Lemon Creek, Raftshol, Uncle John's Fruithouse, Chateau Fontaine and Pentamere, and the list is growing.

I pressed Baur to name for me some of his personal favorites -- wines that truly surprised him, which is like asking a parent which child he likes the most. But he consented, and many were unusual fruit or fruit-grape blends: the sweet Blackberry wine and Bordeaux-like Blueberry Melange from Mackinaw Trail; Isadore's Choice Pinot Noir; the ciders from Uncle John's; and Cranberry Passion from Cherry Creek Cellars -- "I don't care if you are a sweet wine drinker or dry, people love this."

Michigan wineries still have the right to self-distribute their wines -- they can stick a case in their truck and deliver it to a nearby restaurant or retailer. But as wineries grow, it gets more complicated to drive wines all over the state and visit accounts. The problem with big, mainline wholesalers is they make their money on big brand names, which are easy-sells. They aren't set up to devote time to small Michigan wineries, so Baur, if he pulls it off, is doing wine lovers and wineries in Michigan a favor.

Maybe a business like Mitten can help retailers do a better job of stocking the new Michigan wines that people want to buy. It's not quality anymore that's holding the wines back; it's availability. If you know of a store that does a great job of stocking Michigan wine, send me the name. I'll share it with readers.

Baur can be reached at (231) 499-8006; associate Scott Fochtman at (231) 218-4271.
Houston Chronicle

Australian wines sip like French

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

Jan. 8, 2007, 7:54AM

Snit happens.

The winemaker has been on the road continuously for weeks, he's heard the same questions a hundred times and he'd rather be making wine than making small talk with strangers. He's bone tired and not a little bit grouchy.

Meet Roman Bratasiuk.

Bratasiuk is Australian, and he makes some expensive, world-class wines under the Clarendon Hills label. Not long ago he was in Houston, near the end of a lengthy trip to the States, and we met at Churrascos with Carmen Castorina of Gallo, the Clarendon Hills importer. We tasted through the entire 16-wine repertoire of Bratasiuk's wines. What a treat that was.

Bratasiuk's early passions were French wines. He liked the way they tasted and the way they were structured, which is very different from most Australian wineries, where overly ripe fruit makes juicy, sappy wines at the expense of acidity and balance. He decided he wanted to make wines like those he loved.

Problem was, at the time - 1989 - he was a biochemist for the government and didn't own a vineyard. So he dug around for grape sources he thought would fit his philosophy. He found a number of vineyards near the town of Clarendon Hills, 25 miles south of Adelaide in South Australia.

His first Clarendon Hills wines hit the shelves in 1990, and they were indeed unusual for Australia. Most are grenache and syrah, and they're like Rhône wines. His merlot and cabernets are more like Bordeaux.

"My wines are more European-style,'' he said, "more elegance and vineyard expression.''

Bratasiuk's winemaking techniques are classically French: The vineyards are dry-farmed, he said, to produce grapes with more intensity. He uses natural yeasts, and the wines spend 18 months - sometimes more - in small, French oak barrels. No American oak for him.

He really tries to make wines that are food-friendly and is high on grenache for that purpose. "There's no better food wine on the planet,'' he said.

As for his seven syrahs, they're definitely French in style. No textbook, fruit-bomb Aussie shiraz for Bratasiuk. "It gets me in trouble with other Australian winemakers because they think I'm selling them out. But they're modeled after Rhône syrahs, so . .. . ''

Bratasiuk's flagship wine is a syrah he calls Astralis. "It's its own animal,'' he said. "When people first tasted it, they said it was nearly out of this world, so I called it Astralis (pertaining to the stars).''

Astralis may be the closest challenger to Australia's most famous red wine, Penfold's Grange. I prefer Astralis, but can't afford either one. Grange is around $250 a bottle; Astralis rings up at $325.

So, I finally asked Bratasiuk, just where did you learn to make wine?

"I didn't go to enology school,'' he said, "I don't have that handicap. And I don't have the recipe book.''

In other words, he taught himself.

Did a pretty fair job of it, too.

Australia's Clarendon Hills

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

Australia's Clarendon Hills produces 16 wines. They're imported by Gallo and sold here through Glazer's. Prices are approximate retail.

• 2004 Clarendon Hills Grenache - *** - One of winemaker Roman Bratasiuk's favorite varietals; this bottle, while not bad, was not very fresh; $61.

• 2004 Clarendon Hills "Hickinbotham'' Grenache - **** - raspberry nose, good red and black fruit; $61.

• 2004 Clarendon Hills "Blewitt Springs'' Grenache - **** - spicy red fruit and a hint of vanilla; well-balanced; $70.

• 2004 Clarendon Hills "Kangarilla'' Grenache - ***½ - nose and flavor of raspberry purée, especially after 30 minutes in the glass; good but one-dimensional; $70.

• 2004 Clarendon Hills "Romas'' Grenache - ****½ - Bratasiuk's flagship grenache, with very nice red fruit, violets and spice; $100.

• 2004 Clarendon Hills "Brookman'' Merlot - **½ - my least favorite of Bratasiuk's wines, with oaky nuances from the barrels and a hint of herbaceousness that didn't fade in the glass; $60.

• 2004 Clarendon Hills "Brookman'' Cabernet Sauvignon -  *** - not bad, but oaky and wound up tight; needs decanting; $65.

• 2004 Clarendon Hills "Sandown'' Cabernet Sauvignon - ***½ (½) - very Bordeaux-like, a bit young and tannic; $65.

• 2004 Clarendon Hills "Hickinbotham'' Cabernet Sauvignon - ****(½) - the flagship cabernet, made from low-yield, late-picked grapes; young and intense; $70.

• 2004 Clarendon Hills "Bakers Gully'' Syrah - ***½ - most of Bratasiuk's bottlings are from old-vine vineyards, but one dates only to 1995; nose is slightly cheesy, but on the palate there's good black fruit, hint of bacon fat and good structure; $65.

• 2004 Clarendon Hills "Liandra'' Syrah - ****(½) - Bratasiuk calls this a Côte Rôtie-style syrah; very nice young wine with black fruit and hint of vanilla; $78.

• 2004 Clarendon Hills "Moritz'' Syrah - ****(½) - black fruit, blueberries, cassis and vanilla, plus a hint of mint; $78.

• 2004 Clarendon Hills "Brookman'' Syrah - ***½ (½) - very different, tightly wound, hint of cooked beef; needs a lot of time; $100.

• 2004 Clarendon Hills "Hickinbotham'' Syrah - ****(½) - very concentrated, with black fruit, mocha, a hint of licorice; try to be patient; $100.

• 2004 Clarendon Hills "Piggott Range'' Syrah - ****½ (½) - my favorite of the evening, with concentrated black fruit, nuances of leather, cassis, vanilla and a hint of mint; yummy; $150.

• 2004 Clarendon Hills "Astralis'' Syrah - ****(½) - the flagship syrah, with very deep red cassis, blackberry and blueberry fruit, vanilla and a hint of violets; needs time; $325. I asked Bratasiuk how his wines age, and he said, "My oldest wines are still spring chickens.''

Wine Find: 2005 Hess Su'skol Chardonnay

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

Jan. 8, 2007, 8:03AM

• History: Twenty-five years ago, Swiss entrepreneur Donald Hess came to California's Napa Valley looking to expand his mineral-water business. Instead he bought some vineyard property and has never looked back. The Hess Collection wines always have been solid, well-made and not outrageously expensive, despite the fact that wines from Napa have soared in price of late. Now the Hess Collection has taken a new tack, bringing out vineyard-designated wines whose names hearken back to California's Spanish and Indian heritage.One is the 2005 Hess Su'skol Chardonnay - ****  - named for an early tribe that inhabited the Napa Valley just north of San Pablo Bay. The wine comprises nine chardonnay clones, including the spicy musqué, and the wine has an exotic, ripe, almost Asian character.

• Pairings: grilled tuna topped with shallots, garlic and fresh ginger sautéed in white wine, olive oil and a splash of balsamic vinegar.

• Suggested retail: $25.

• From: Republic Beverage.
LA Times

World tour of intriguing wines

A valuable new book from a master sommelier offers something for every kind of wine lover.

By Leslie Brenner, Times Staff Writer

January 10, 2007

VINCENT GASNIER, a Britain-based master sommelier, has put together a volume that seems appealing at first glance — thanks to its smart design and attractive photos. Pick it up and start reading, though, and like many other comprehensive wine books, it's a snore. But buried in the middle of "A Taste for Wine" (DK Publishing, $20) is a mini-volume that's very interesting, indeed. Work your way through the 215-page midsection of the 352-page paperback and you could well be on your way to possessing many of the skills of a bona fide wine expert.

Gasnier, according to the jacket copy, became the youngest master sommelier ever (in 1997) at the tender age of 22. His first book, the impressive, encyclopedic "Drinks," published in 2005 (also by DK Publishing) hinted that he had a nose for unusual wine discoveries.

Structured in three parts, this new book begins with a section called "Wine Styles." In it, Gasnier discusses grape varieties, climate, soil, vines, the winemaking process, how to read a label, how to taste and group wines by style.

Skip this part, unless you really don't know what a grape is, and don't worry about reading the book's final section, "Wine: A User's Guide," unless you're an insomniac. With chapters on buying and storing wine, serving temperatures, etc., you should be asleep by the "Opening and Serving" chapter.

Instead, proceed directly to Part 2.

Here begins Gasnier's tour through the wines of the world, organized by style — juicy, aromatic whites; full, opulent whites; rosé; fruity, lively reds; rich, dense reds; sparkling wines, etc. Within each of these style categories, Gasnier goes country by country, starting each time with France ("Being French," he writes, "I make no apology for starting each category with the appropriate wines from France!").

The tour is wonderfully inclusive: He doesn't stop with the usual suspects (Italy, Spain, Germany, Australia, U.S., etc.) but also gives us lots of intriguing finds from Hungary, Greece, Austria, South Africa, Croatia, Serbia — even England, where Gasnier lives and works as a consultant.

In these pages you'll discover Aglianico, a powerful red from the mountains east of Naples; Dimiat, a fresh, aromatic, tangy white from Bulgaria; and Setúbal, a fortified Moscatel from Portugal, as well as more familiar wines.

Every few pages, the section is punctuated by a "Taste Test," a self-contained wine lesson. It might be about how to tell the difference between fruity, aromatic wines and true sweet wines, what is meant by "length," or understanding the influence of oak aging. These interactive lessons comprise the heart of the book, an intention made clear by the subtitle, "20 Key Tastings to Unlock Your Personal Wine Style."

Do they really unlock your personal wine style, whatever that is? Who knows. But more important, are they as useful as they appear to be at first glance?

*

Finding the wines

I made a trip to the wine store to buy wines for two of the 20 taste tests to find out. For each tasting, Gasnier instructs readers to purchase three or four different wines, suggesting several producers to choose from. I was worried that I might have some difficulty finding all of them because Gasnier doesn't live in the U.S., but at my well-stocked wine shop I had no problem.

I conducted the taste test, "Microclimate," with two colleagues, one well-versed in wine, the other a little less so. This tasting purported to demonstrate "the influence of microclimate in three Chardonnays from California," one from Carneros, one from Santa Barbara County and one from Napa Valley. We poured the wines — a 2004 Cuvaison from Carneros, a 2004 Cambria from the Santa Maria Valley in Santa Barbara County, and a 2004 Frog's Leap from Napa Valley — into three glasses each, and followed along with Gasnier's photo-illustrated one-page lesson.

The Cuvaison definitely demonstrated the bone-dry acidity Gasnier said we would find, along with "intense yellow-lemon citrus fruit." But we didn't find the "ripe, exotic fruit flavor" nor the "nice, clean acidity" he promised in the Cambria, which was rather flabby, with very little acid.

The temperatures in Carneros (which includes southern reaches of the Napa and Sonoma valleys), according to Gasnier, "are consistently lower than in Santa Barbara and the Napa Valley." This had us scratching our heads, for in fact Santa Barbara is a huge region with wide climactic variations in the many different microclimates.

A more thorough reading of the book suggested that while Gasnier is impressively knowledgeable about French and other European wines, California isn't his strong suit. This was revealed in uninformed or outdated generalizations such as, "The first thing to hit you when you smell the Santa Barbara Chardonnay is a big whiff of new American oak." He's referring to Santa Barbara Chardonnays in general here, but many serious Santa Barbara winemakers these days age their Chardonnay in French oak, not all of it new, or even in stainless steel.

The Frog's Leap did exhibit the ripeness, depth and complexity that Gasnier said we'd find as a result of Napa's warm, sunny days and cool nights.

My less wine-savvy colleague commented that she didn't come away from the tasting knowing much more than she did going in. This is likely because although the test purported to compare microclimates, it actually compared regions, and one of Gasnier's suggested wines didn't demonstrate what he meant it to.

*

Judging 'body'

NEXT, I assembled three reds for a tasting at home. This one would address body — "Just what do we mean by 'rich and dense' when we talk about red wines?" I poured a California Pinot Noir (2005 Au Bon Climat from Santa Barbara County), a Chilean Carmenere (2005 Santa Rita from Rapel Valley) and an Australian Shiraz (2004 Jim Barry "The Lodge Hill" from Clare Valley) into three glasses for each of the three of us tasting. The others were my husband, a Frenchman who has tasted his share, and a girlfriend who's a self-proclaimed know-nothing about wine.

With this test it was easy to distinguish the differences in mouth-feel between the relatively light Pinot and the two denser wines. It seemed to me a no-brainer, but my neophyte girlfriend was wowed.

"I definitely learned something," she said. She explained that when she sat down, she could have imagined what a big, round red was, "but this demonstrated clearly what it meant. The words are defined, not just connoted." Further, she was fascinated with Gasnier's descriptions of the aromas and flavors to look for in each of the wines, and amazed that she was actually able to discern them.

Clearly, for someone nurturing a new interest in wine, this book can be quite valuable. The tastings don't come cheap, however. Though I was able to pick up wines from the producers that Gasnier recommended for between $10 and $20 each, the tab for just two of 20 tastings was almost $100. The idea would be to gather enough friends to make the lessons worthwhile financially.

But whether you're a new wine lover interested in trying out Gasnier's taste tests or a seasoned enophile who knows it all, this book holds plenty of interest, simply for Gasnier's smart thumbnail sketches of the wines of the world. Part of the book's success lies in its design: DK, a publisher known for its beautifully art directed and produced books, does it again, with clear, striking layouts, valuable, easy-to-read sidebars, appealing photos (by Ian O'Leary) and portraits of the handsome author on more than a few pages. The design makes the all-important Part 2 very easy to use.

The book, however, isn't perfect, by any stretch. Though Gasnier gives thorough treatment to Greece and Bulgaria in his world wine tour, the only American whites he covers are Chardonnays from California and Washington state (what, no Oregon?) and, improbably combined in one entry, U.S. Viognier and Gewürtztraminer (he explains they have some similarities). The book is poorly edited, with contradictory statements and errors in syntax.

That said, it covers the giant subject of the wines of the world much better than most books; the wine thumbnails are pretty brilliant. In each, Gasnier explains, concisely, what to look for. Amarone, for instance, the intense Italian red made from dried grapes, "has a distinctive bitter finish, which gives real freshness." Sancerre and Pouilly Fumé are "youthful and aromatic, with green fruit, elderflower, citrus and grass," plus "persistent acidity and a long, clean finish."

There are little nuggets of interest throughout. "A good sparkling wine," Gasnier writes, "will display a phenomenon called the cheminée — a chimney of bubbles, rising from the bottom of the flute to the center of the liquid's surface; the bubbles then move out to form a circle around the inside of the glass." Indeed!

But most valuable are the dozens and dozens of unusual wines Gasnier suggests for discovery. I may not drop everything to run out and try to find a Plavac Mali from Croatia, but next time I bump into a Lago di Caldaro from the Alto Adige in Italy (a red that's "fresh and fruity, with hints of almond") or a Rousette from the French Alps ("perhaps the finest Savoie white"), I'm bound to give it a try.

Unusual grapes, novel wines

Light, crisp whites

Picpoul de Pinet. From Languedoc, in southern France. "During the early 20th century, it was used to make potent, aromatic Vermouth," writes Vincent Gasnier, "but modern examples from the Pinet appellation offer a refreshing taste of sun-soaked lemons and almonds."

Assyrtiko. "The finest white wine in Greece! Assyrtiko has excellent structure and vibrant, citrusy flavors…. The Assyrtiko grape has been grown on Santorini for 3,000 years, and the island's volcanic soil brings out its smoky, flinty flavors."

Juicy, aromatic whites

Bellet. Produced in the hills around Nice, in southern France, this fresh, fruity, floral wine has such limited production that Gasnier writes he couldn't even find a bottle at the Nice airport.

Rivaner. This grape variety from Luxembourg is a cross between Riesling and Sylvaner. "If you like the idea of aromatic Chablis," writes Gasnier, "then you really should try Rivaner. This wine seems to combine freshness and minerality with slightly richer and more complex aromas."

*

Fruity, lively reds

Jura Poulsard. A thin-skinned grape variety from the Jura region of eastern France, sometimes marketed as Arbois, or, when it comes from the Bugey region, as Mescle. "Extremely delicate, fruity, and refreshing, with a long finish," best served lightly chilled.

Somontano. "Make a note now," exhorts Gasnier; "I promise this region will be a really big winner for Spain." Somontano, which he translates as "under the mountains," comes from the foot of the Pyrenees, between Penedés and Navarra. "Soft and light, with velvety, rich, fruity flavors, and an authentic Spanish feel."

*

Ripe, smooth reds

Aleatico. From Tuscany, Latium and Puglia in Italy. "I love the floral aromas of the relatively rare Aleatico grape variety. It's a tremendous shame that it is so little known."

Washington state Lemberger. The same variety as Austria's Blaufränkisch makes wines in limited production "with finely balanced tannins and wonderful cherry flavors."

*

Rich, dense reds

Australian Mataro. Mourvèdre as grown down under "could be on the verge of huge success," writes Gasnier. He describes it as "individual, firm, and solid, with marked tannins plus lots of wild, dark fruit."

*

Sparkling

Franciacorta. From eastern Lombardy . "Franciacorta's dry, sparkling wine is the new star of Italy."

*

Sweet and fortified

Jerepigo. A specialty of South Africa, made from Muscat à Petits Grains grapes. "Unlike other wines," Gasnier explains, "Jerepigo is fortified before, not during fermentation." The aromas are "fresh and youthful, with distinctive notes of dried fig and exotic fruits."

— Leslie Brenner
WINE OF THE WEEK

2004 Charles Hours Cuvée Marie Jurançon Sec

S. Irene Virbila

January 10, 2007

Jurançon sec, the dry white wine of Southwest France, is an astonishing bargain, and this one from highly regarded producer Charles Hours of Clos Uroulat is one of the best from this historic appellation.

Made primarily from the Gros Manseng with 10% Courbu blended in for finesse, the 2004 Cuvée Marie has an exquisite balance of richness, tart acidity and minerality. I love its scent of lime and flowers touched with a little oak. This is a white that can age, and age beautifully. But if you drink it now, open the bottle a little ahead of time. Jurançon sec is a tremendously versatile food wine. Drink it with scallops in a sauce, calamari a la plancha, Indian curries, a roast chicken. It's also a great wine with cheese.

*

Quick swirl

Region: Southwest France

Price: About $18

Style: Rich and minerally

Food it goes with: Seared scallops, sautéed shrimp or calamari, curries, roast chicken and cheese.

Where you find it: Du Vin Wine & Spirits in West Hollywood, (310) 855-1161; Mission Wines in South Pasadena, (626) 403-9463; Silver Lake Wine in Los Angeles, (323) 662-9024; Topline Wine & Spirits in Glendale, (818) 500-9670; the Wine House in West Los Angeles (310) 479-3731.

— S. Irene Virbila
Miami Herald

Who's your daddy, syrah/shiraz?

BY FRED TASKER

ftasker@miamiherald.com

Posted on Thu, Jan. 11, 2007

Given the tenor of his TV show, it's hard to imagine that Jerry Springer is into fine wine. But since he's seriously into using DNA testing to prove who begat whom (usually to the chagrin of philandering fathers) maybe he should do a program on the parentage of the heady, deep purple grape called syrah.

Here's the story: For decades, debate raged (albeit without the need for burly bouncers) over where syrah was born. The French said it was the Rhone Valley. Others insisted it was brought there by crusading 13th century knights (or maybe it was the Greeks) who found it in Persia -- today's Iran -- around a little town called Shiraz.

That theory gained credibility in the 1830s when growers took syrah grapes from the Rhne to Australia and took to calling the wine “shiraz.'”

California growers didn't help. When they brought in the grape from both France and Australia in the 1970s, some of them called it syrah while others called it shiraz. In some cases they used the name syrah when they made it in the firmer French style and shiraz when they made it in the riper Aussie style. In other cases they just called it by whichever name they thought would sell faster.

Still the grape, by either name, is a good, old friend. You can take it for granted, mistreat it and still it will always be there for you.

Plant it in the icy Mistral winds of France's Rhne Valley and it makes firm, powerful wines that age for years to opulent tar, smoke, violets, even bacon fat. Plant it in the heat of Southwest France's Languedoc-Roussillon area, or in sunny Australia, and it turns out soft and cuddly, tasting like those chocolate-cherry bonbons.

It's so forgiving you can buy a really cheap one in a supermarket or from a wine list and expect it to at least be drinkable -- something you'd regret trying with a temperamental pinot noir or sauvignon blanc.

So now we picture the DNA expert invited to Springer's show to testify:

Springer: Please welcome Dr. Carole Meredith, professor of viticulture and enology at University of California. Dr. Meredith, tell us weeping wine fans, Who is the real father of syrah?

Meredith: There's no Persian blood in syrah. It was born centuries ago in France after a chance sexual encounter between two obscure grape varieties, Dureza and Mondeuse Blanche. End of story.

Springer (gasping): Amazing. But, say, what about that other grape with the similar name -- petite sirah? Is it related to syrah?

Meredith: Don't get me started. Our DNA tests showed that it is the same grape as the French variety Durif, also grown in the Rhne Valley.

Springer? So it's not related at all to syrah?

Meredith: I didn't say that. It shares half its DNA with syrah since it arose in the late 1800s as a cross-pollination of syrah with the old French grape Peloursin.

Springer has a dozen more questions, but then a fight breaks out, and we go to commercial. Tune in tomorrow for ``Champagne, who's your daddy?''

HIGHLY RECOMMENDED

• 2003 York Mountain Syrah (Clonal Blend), Jack Ranch, Edna Valley, California: Dark, opulent and powerful, with firm tannins and flavors of bacon fat and black plums; $23.

• 2002 Gravity Hills ''Killer Climb'' Syrah, Paso Robles, California: Inky, firm, with black plum and mineral flavors; $45.

RECOMMENDED

• 2003 Twin Fin California Shiraz: Soft and sweet, chocolate and cherries; $10.

• 2004 Clos LaChance ''Hummingbird Series'' Black Chinned Syrah, Central Coast, California: Heady and rich, with black cherry and blueberry flavors; $20.

• 2004 Wolf Blass ''Yellow Label'' Shiraz, South Australia: Smooth and rich, with red raspberry and mocha flavors; $12.

• 2002 Astrale e Terra Winery Syrah, Napa Valley, California: Big and firm and powerful from the inclusion of 19 percent cabernet sauvignon grapes, with black plum and coffee flavors; $28.

• 2004 McWilliams Hanwood Estate Shiraz, Australia: Lean and spicy, with black plum and espresso flavors; $11.

• 2003 Napa Ridge Syrah, Napa Valley: Black cherries and chocolate, smooth and creamy; $12.
NY Times

Wine Tastings Loosen Up. Butter Pecan With That Cabernet?

By KRISTINA SHEVORY

January 13, 2007

Andrew Sia wanted to find a sommelier who would lecture to his wine tasting club, but was not sure he could afford it. Then there was the matter of the ice cream.

In addition to enjoying wine, Mr. Sia, 34, fancies making his own frozen sorbets and ice creams. Though it seemed to him a natural fit to pair the two, he suspected a wine consultant might not agree.

“Our first concern was that it was going to be stuffy,” Mr. Sia said. “We wanted this to be more of a party.”

Hesitantly, he and his wife, Evangeline, approached Nancy’s Wines for Food, a wine shop on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. After meeting Jason Spingarn at Nancy’s Wines, they quickly relaxed. Mr. Spingarn’s easygoing demeanor was a relief, Mr. Sia said, and Mr. Spingarn immediately warmed to the challenge of a wine-ice cream matchup. Better yet, it would cost only $375 for 15 people — far less than they had thought.

They tasted some wines and Mr. Spingarn eventually chose nine red, white, dessert and sparkling bottles for an October tasting at their TriBeCa loft. Mr. Spingarn would bring, for example, a German gewürztraminer to pair with Mr. Sia’s pear-ginger sorbet and a New Zealand sauvignon blanc to go with his golden kiwi sorbet.

“I thought since Jason was on, we should do it,” Mr. Sia said. “How many times do you have a wine tasting with ice cream. He convinced me it was possible.”

Wine tastings are not new, but they are changing drastically. Twenty years ago, a tasting was typically formal and the wines were masked, with tasters challenged to identify and assess them. But as wine has gone mainstream and the thirst for knowledge has expanded beyond the snobby set, tastings have loosened up. Wine is now considered a social event, something to center an evening on.

“Something weird happened and wine entered the popular culture in a very big way when ‘Sex and the City’ showed how chic it was to drink wine,” said Sergio Esposito, founder and managing partner of Italian Wine Merchants.

The change in tastings has paralleled a rise in wine consumption. About 33 percent of Americans now drink wine, up from 27 percent in 1992, according to the Gallup Organization.

Wine drinkers have increasingly sought ways to better understand what they drink. Web sites, books, classes and schools promise to transform everyday drinkers into aficionados without the fear of looking stupid. Restaurants, wine shops, moonlighting sommeliers and private wine consultants are leading classes and even holding events in private homes, making wine more accessible in a less threatening environment.

At Italian Wine Merchants, public wine tastings became so popular in 2001 that Mr. Esposito had trouble speaking above the din. Instead of the 20 to 50 serious wine enthusiasts he usually had, his tastings were regularly drawing a mix of collectors and people who were more interested in socializing and getting a date. He finally dropped them four years ago to focus exclusively on private events.

Other stores and consultants have different agendas. For wine shops, private wine tastings are a good way to bring in customers and lift their bottom line since they typically pour only their own wine, in the hope the tasters will buy what they sample. As for consultants, it is a good way to attract corporate clients through good word of mouth.

While private tastings require more commitment than dropping into your local shop for a slug of vino and a bit of chat, they can be almost anything — a freewheeling introductory lecture at a party or a sampling of vintage Barolos. Prices range from $250 for a simple tasting to $5,000 for a catered sit-down dinner, and usually include the wine.

As with its retail shop, Italian Wine Merchants limits the focus of its private events to the grapes, wines and wineries of Italy. Food is always included — no surprise, seeing as the co-owner of the shop is the well-known New York chef Mario Batali — with selections that go beyond humdrum cheese and crackers. The fare can include black-olive-encrusted lamb chops with string beans and roasted vegetables and linguini with clams. Prices are $1,500 to $17,500 depending on the size of the party.

A wine party is easy to have because the hosts do not have to do anything, unless they want to put out crackers or bread to absorb the alcohol. At Mr. Sia’s tasting, guests brought a selection of cheeses, cured meats and bread. Mr. Spingarn brought glasses, tasting notes and the wine.

“The only thing I had to do was clean the house and make ice cream,” Mr. Sia said.

Even those knowledgeable about wine can learn something at a tasting. Over the last two and a half years, Richard D. Parsons, chief of Time Warner, has turned to Italian Wine Merchants to be the host of private tastings for more than 30 friends, family and work colleagues. The theme might be an exploration of new wines and regions, perhaps a range of Amarones from Italy’s best producers in the Veneto region, like Giuseppe Quintarelli and Romano Dal Forno.

Mr. Parsons is clearly knowledgeable when it comes to wine: Among his pursuits, he owns the Il Palazzone winery in Tuscany. And his tastings often include samplings of Brunello di Montalcino from his own property.

At private tastings, “one has the opportunity to learn more specifics about a wine, its terroir, its winemaker and the vintage,” Mr. Parsons wrote in an e-mail message. “The dialogue is more intimate and most importantly, the wines can be tailored to my interests at that time.”

Private tastings also often offer a chance to sample wines that might otherwise be budget-breakers or impossible to find. At Seastar Restaurant and Raw Bar in Bellevue, Wash., Erik Liedholm, the wine director, pours only “the gold standard” of wines at his classes. He says he wants his students to learn what really good wine tastes like so they have something to compare other wines against. At a recent tasting, he poured a cabernet sauvignon from the cult winery Leonetti Cellar that costs up to $120 — if you can get it.

Three years ago, Mr. Liedholm held tastings for customers eager to learn more. He initially started with the basics, but quickly noticed that his students were becoming increasingly sophisticated and asking probing questions. He fine-tuned the program and now discusses Washington State’s wine regions and brings in local winemakers. The classes are $220 a quarter.

Residents of Washington, D.C., can even hire a TV wine personality to lead an in-home tasting. Mark Phillips, executive director for the Wine Tasting Association, offers sit-down and blind tastings for as little as $15 a person. Mr. Phillips, who served as host last March on the PBS show “Enjoying Wine With Mark Phillips,” tries to break stereotypes — perhaps throwing in a box wine to show people how good the wines have become. As with many wine consultants, he aims to show people a good time and teach them something in the process.

It is important for a tasting to match the expertise and personality of those attending. Otherwise, they might grow bored or feel out of place. Acknowledging that, William Tisherman, the founder of Wine for All in Katonah, N. Y., tries to make wine more understandable. He has planned his tastings to include jokes and prizes, like cork key rings and soap bubbles in plastic miniature champagne bottles. He charges $40 to $75 a person and provides the wine.

“I usually don’t like to go off on a laundry list of flavors, like at most tastings,” said Mr. Tisherman, the former editor of Wine Enthusiast magazine. “I’m trying to put information in bite-sized pieces and make sure they’re quick.”

The most successful tastings are focused and informative, organizers say, without becoming bogged down in too much detail. For most, the event is primarily about having fun with family and friends.

“After a while, I’m not needed anymore,” said Mr. Spingarn, recalling Mr. Sia’s event. “I stayed till 2 a.m. until all the ice cream was eaten and wine was drunk. That was a great wine tasting.”

St.-Émilions, Ripe From the Heat of 2003

By ERIC ASIMOV

January 10, 2007

THE 2003 vintage in Europe has been characterized as bordering on the bizarre. The weather was extreme, particularly in France, where a long, deadly August heat wave challenged winemakers.

Problems caused by the heat are most evident in white wines. Accelerated ripening meant acidity was lost, and because of this the whites lack their characteristic freshness and vivacity.

But red wines are another story.

From almost every part of France, I’ve found the 2003 reds to be remarkably successful. They aren’t great, except maybe some from Touraine and isolated other cases. But the wines are full of pleasure and are accessible, without the extra aging that a great vintage would require.

A case in point is St.-Émilion, the Bordeaux commune on the Right Bank of the Gironde River where cabernet franc and merlot grapes are far more prominent than cabernet sauvignon. That makes for a softer, easier style than the more austere wines of the Médoc, across the river. The wine panel recently tasted 25 St.-Émilions from the ’03 vintage and we found them to be greatly enjoyable.

The best were juicy and rich, bordering on jammy but never quite crossing over into baked or raisiny flavors. The heat of the vintage was evident in the dark power of the wines and in the abundance of ripe fruit, but the best wines were balanced and surprisingly fresh.

For the tasting, Florence Fabricant and I were joined by Jean-Luc Le Dû, owner of Le Dû’s Wines in the West Village, and Jamie Ritchie, senior vice president of Sotheby’s North American wine department.

We focused on St.-Émilion because it has been the most dynamic of Bordeaux’s leading communes, diverse in style and home both to established producers and rebels. Indeed, more so in St.-Émilion than anywhere else in Bordeaux, a new wave of producers has gone head-to-head against old-line chateaux, receiving the high ratings and stratospheric prices that were once the property only of hallowed old names.

St.-Émilion produces a lot of wine, so we decided to limit ourselves to bottles under $100, which effectively eliminated the most renowned estates like Ausone and Cheval Blanc, along with other leading lights like Angélus, Valandraud and La Mondotte. We made one exception to the price limit. Motivated by curiosity, we spent $210 for a bottle of Château Pavie, a wine that has been the subject of controversy. More on the Pavie later.

We easily accumulated wines from some of St.-Émilion’s best producers, which made our top wine all the more surprising. It was from Château Destieux, a little-known estate that has never received much appreciation but maybe now has earned a little love.

This wine might have been easy to overlook at first sniff. I found it dark, sweet and oaky to begin with, but after it had some time to open up its underlying fruit emerged, showing concentration, complexity and intensity without heaviness. The wine is tannic, but not unpleasantly so, and even though many of the 2003’s are not destined for long aging, the Destieux will benefit from at least another year in the bottle.

At $33, the Destieux was our best value. It was also one of a cluster of relatively inexpensive bottles that were among our top wines. They included Fonroque at $21, tannic yet balanced with complexity already evident; Chauvin at $27, dense and energetic, and Lusseau at $31, concentrated and full of fruit, but with an underlying elegance.

On the other end of the scale, we had the Pavie. This wine has been the subject of much sniping as critics either lauded Pavie as one of the great current St.-Émilion producers or lambasted it for making essentially a satire of a wine.

Frankly, in our blind tasting, we could not see what all the fuss had been about. The wine is dark and juicy, full of lush fruit aromas, and very rich in the mouth. It appealed especially to Jean-Luc and Jamie, less so to Florence and me. I found it somewhat exaggerated compared with other rich wines in the tasting, and I also found little structure, that skeletal quality derived from tannins and acidity that gives shape and definition to a wine. Was that a function of this hot vintage? I’ll have to find a bottle from another year.

Nonetheless, we all agreed that the quality was high enough to make our list of top wines, and though it didn’t fit our price limit, we included it anyway, which is why we have listed our top 11 this week instead of the usual top 10.

That said, we found less outsize versions of the style at a third the price. Our No. 2 wine, Canon-la-Gaffelière, was full of ripe fruit aromas and flavors, yet it had an earthiness to it as well and a tannic definition that gave it focus. So too did the Péby Faugères, which had the baked fruit-and-toasty oak aroma of a California wine but also had a balance and energy to it that kept me intrigued.

Wines that we found balanced were rated higher than those that were powerful without a sense of proportion. That’s why Clos de Sarpe and Tertre Roteboeuf are further down the list. Both are big, jammy, enjoyable wines, but without the delineation of those we liked better.

The last of our top 11, the Monbousquet (like Pavie, it’s owned by Gérard Perse), and the Beauséjour (Duffau-Lagarrosse), both had a surprising lightness to them. They were easy to enjoy but without the intensity of the wines rated higher.

In any tasting like this, others could take our list of top wines, juggle the order and defend their results. In the end, the specifics don’t matter so much as the bigger picture of the 2003 vintage. Ripe? Indeed. But very good.

BEST VALUE

Château Destieux $33 ★★★½

Dark and oaky, yet with plenty of underlying complex fruit and herbal aromas; intense but not heavy.

(Importer: Diageo Chateau & Estates, New York)

Château Canon-la-Gaffelière $65 ★★★
Dark, with flavors of earth, spice and baked fruit. You can taste the heat of the vintage in the ripeness of the fruit. (Le Reine, New York)

Château Péby Faugères $75 ★★★
Silky yet structured with chewy tannins and aromas of dark fruit

and compote. (Le Reine, New York)

Château Fonroque $21 ★★★
Balanced and elegant with taut tannins and complex aromas of fruits and herbs. (Fruit of the Vine, New York)

Château Chauvin $27 ★★★
Balanced herbal and fruit aromas; breezy and uplifting.

(Fruit of the Vine, New York)

Château Lusseau $31 ★★★
Rich texture and concentrated fruit, yet well balanced, even elegant.

(Le Reine, New York)

Château Pavie $210 ★★½

Dark, juicy and ultra-rich with pretty aromas, lingering flavors but little sense of structure. (Le Reine, New York)

Château Clos de Sarpe $75 ★★½

Plum jammy; big, concentrated and a little thick.

(Imperial Importing, New York)

Château Monbousquet $50 ★★½

Well balanced with a sense of lightness; lingering flavors of spice, herbs and fruit. (Vintage Trading, New York)

Château Beauséjour (Duffau-Lagarrosse) $55 ★★½

Opulent aromas of cranberry and anise; easy and pleasing.

(Le Reine, New York)

Château Tertre Roteboeuf $95 ★★½

Rich, ripe and plummy and a creamy, soft texture; on the sweet side.

(Le Reine, New York)

A Brighter Future for a Wine With a Past

By FRANK J. PRIAL

January 10, 2007

AMERICANS these days drink wines from almost every state, continent and grape. Yet at one time they drank essentially only one: Madeira, a rich fortified wine from the Portuguese island in the Atlantic that gave it its name.

In Colonial days, thanks to British blockades, other wines were all but impossible to obtain. But by the mid-19th century, long after the crisis had passed and fine wines could be imported from all over the world, Madeira was mostly forgotten in the wine trade.

Mannie Berk would like to change that. A self-described Madeira fanatic, Mr. Berk, a 56-year-old Dallas native, is trying almost single-handedly to revive America’s interest in what was once, perforce, its favorite wine.

“From the early 1700s until the Civil War,” Mr. Berk said, “affluent Americans were as proud of their Madeira collections as they were of their art and real estate. Our love affair with Madeira stands as the earliest example of wine connoisseurship in America.”

Mr. Berk is founder and president of the Rare Wine Company, with offices in Sonoma, Calif., and Guilford, Conn. The company offers an impressive range of great wines, but fine old Madeira is its reason for being. “A friend got me onto Madeira back in the early 1980s,” Mr. Berk said, “and I was hooked.”

In England in 1986, researching a book on old vintages, Mr. Berk heard that Hedges & Butler, a prominent London wine house, was disposing of stocks of aged Madeiras that had lain in its cellars for decades. “With some financial help from a friend, I bought as much of them as I could,” he said. “And that was the beginning of the Rare Wine Company.”

Mr. Berk landed some 400 cases of Madeira, mostly from the 19th century. Unavailable anywhere else, they probably would never have gone on the market again. But he had more ambitious plans than just selling these finds. “I wanted to make Americans more aware of our Madeira heritage,” he said.

Even so, he added: “Young Madeiras coming into the States in recent years have been pretty mediocre. They don’t give consumers a true sense of Madeira’s possibilities.”

Madeira is capable of achieving an astonishing old age. A vintage Madeira must age at least 20 years in cask before it can be sold.

So in 1998 Mr. Berk began working with Vinhos Barbeito, one of his suppliers, to produce blends with the rich flavors and subtle bouquet of older Madeira but at an affordable price. From this grew the company’s “Historic Series”: Madeiras named for American port cities with historical ties to the island and its wines.

The series has four wines so far. Three — Boston Bual, New York Malmsey and Charleston Sercial — have been released. A fourth, New Orleans Special Reserve, is to be released this month.

Bual, malmsey (Malvasia) and sercial are the principal grapes in the first three blends. About 25 percent of the New Orleans blend will be terrantez, an extremely rare grape almost but not quite wiped out by phylloxera in the 19th century.

“It took a good four years to come up with our first blends,” Mr. Berk said. “The key was including about 15 percent of very old — 50 to 60 years — tinta negra mole with about 85 percent of the principal grapes.” Tinta negra mole is not one of the noble grapes of the island, but it ages well, he said.

While rare vintage Madeira can sell for hundreds or even thousands of dollars a bottle, the Historic Series wines sell are priced at about $40 for the Boston, New York and Charleston wines, and will run about $60 for the New Orleans. Proceeds from the sale of the New Orleans wine will go to post-Katrina culinary and cultural activities in its namesake city.

The first three varieties are dark in color, rich and nutty, with flavors of oranges and lemons, brown sugar and maple syrup supported by just the right amount of acid for perfect balance and harmony. The Charleston Sercial is the driest, lighter in color than the others, and the New York Malmsey is the sweetest. The Boston Bual splits the difference with a spectacular aroma of dark sugar and orange.

These wines develop slowly after the bottle is open, but soon the room is filled with the aromas of coffee, chocolate and dried fruit. One critic detected “almost truffley flavors.” Right on the mark.

Madeira, like port, is a fortified wine created by adding brandy during fermentation. The brandy stops the conversion of the grape sugar into alcohol and carbon dioxide. As a result the wine, like port, has about 18 percent sugar.

Unlike port, Madeira is heated by leaving it in casks for three years or more in the sweltering attics of the Madeira houses in Funchal, the island’s subtropical capital. The best casks are set aside as vintage wines, some not to be sold until they are 60 or 70 years old. Lesser wines are blended for sale at 5, 10 or 15 years of age.

Merchants learned in the 18th century that when Madeira was shipped in sailing vessels, the heat of the tropics and the motion of the ships enhanced the wine’s mellowness and richness. A 19th-century wine list from a New Orleans hotel offered a Madeira said to have made “two voyages to the E. Indies,” for five times the price of more ordinary Madeiras.

The effects of Madeira’s long decline are still evident. The island once had 60 producers, but has only 8 now.

Still, interest in good Madeira has been growing. Most restaurants serious about wine now offer it.

Gramercy Tavern in New York offers five Madeiras by the glass, one of them a 1922 Boal Reserva from D’Oliveiras that sells for $75 a glass. New York restaurants featuring the Historic Series Madeiras include Gordon Ramsay at the London, Hearth, Del Posto, Telepan, Blue Hill and DB Bistro Moderne.

Shops offering at least one or two of the Historic Series include, in the city, Astor, Crossroads, Harlem Vintage, Garnet, Crush, 67 and, in Westchester, Zachys.

While many wine shops offer Madeira blends starting at around $20, first-quality Madeira costs much more. At Sherry-Lehmann in New York a 1974 Sercial from Blandy’s is $175, and a 1920 Bual is $795.

Of course, the Rare Wine Company can top that. Mr. Berk has a 1720 vintage for $3,000.

That early American wine connoisseur Thomas Jefferson probably savored the 1720, but later in life. It was only 23 years old when he was born.

Oregonian

Hearty reds match intensity of season's braised meats

Sunday, January 14, 2007

This is the season supreme for braised meats, whether something as lip-smacking as braised oxtails, a good American beef stew or its more wine-infused cousin, the famous French version from Burgundy, boeuf bourguignon.

In these and other beefy cases, you need a comparably rich red. But what you don't want, interestingly, is something too refined for the rustic, earthy quality of stews. You want a red wine that can gallop along with the dish, rather than a more delicate, refined wine better suited to a fine-china moment.

The wines that follow fit the bill. They're suitably rich, full-bodied and original tasting. Don't let the low prices fool you. Both are really fine wines, far better than their respective prices might suggest.

Quinta de Chocapalha Red Wine "Estremadura" 2004: For many years, Portugal was an also-ran in the world of fine wine. The reasons are various. Most of them can be traced to the effects and lingering aftereffects of the isolating politics and economic stagnation of dictator Antonio Salazar, whose regime controlled Portuguese life from 1933 to the mid-1970s.

Only now is Portugal, a member of the European Union, fully emerging as a modern economy. Interestingly, you can literally taste this. Until recently, Portuguese wines were rustic and rather dreary. No more. One sip of Quinta de Chocapalha 2004 and you'll agree for yourself.

Winemaker Sandra Tavares is making her name with several other Portuguese wines, notably a much-praised bottling called Pintas. Her family owns Quinta de Chocapalha. Although the vineyard is 111 acres, most of the grapes are sold off, with the Tavares family reserving the best lots for themselves, as seen in this rich, deeply colored, succulently smooth red.

A blend of traditional Portuguese grapes such as tinta roriz and touriga nacional along with alicante bouschet and cabernet sauvignon, this is a wine that shows the polishing effects of aging in small French oak barrels. Most importantly, you can taste the distinctive, almost spicy flavors of the two Portuguese grapes that really set this wine apart.

At $16.95 a bottle, this is almost guaranteed to be one of the most intriguing, even exciting red wines you're likely to taste in 2007. It's that good. (Distributor is Lemma Wine Co.) Argiolas Perdera "Isola dei Nuraghi" 2004: While on the subject of the distinctive flavors of indigenous grape varieties, another red wine leaps out as an exemplar of non-mainstream goodness. And it's a swell deal, too.

The wine is called Perdera from the producer Argiolas. A large family estate in Sardinia, Argiolas is the result of one man's unrelenting vision and ambition. Antonio Argiolas, now in his late 90s, inherited a tiny operation from his father, who founded the winery in 1918.

Antonio Argiolas' commitment to wine was tested by the carrot dangled by the European Union in the late 1970s: "We'll pay you to get out of the wine business and uproot or at least reduce the size of your vineyards." Many Sardinian growers, working uneconomic vines, gladly took up the EU bureaucrats on their offer.

But Argiolas decided to do the opposite, deciding to buy more (and better) vineyards and become larger. Given that the demand for Sardinian wines at the time was hardly intense or remunerative, it was a dramatically confident commitment to a presumed better future. He was right, although surely his neighbors thought him foolhardy at the time.

Perdera is the name of a 74-acre vineyard owned by the Argiolas family. Although its elevation and chalky clay soil surely account for part of the distinctive taste of this wine, mostly it's due to the grapes themselves. Ninety percent of Perdera is composed of a local Sardinian red grape called monica; the balance is 5 percent each of carignan and bovale sardo.

Vibrantly fruity with whiffs of cherry and black pepper, this is the sort of smooth, slightly rustic red wine that calls for bean stews, sausages, salami and grilled meats. At $10.95 a bottle it's a steal in distinctive, original-tasting and almost gulpable red wine of real quality and character. (Distributor is Galaxy Wine Co.)

San Francisco Chronicle

The other white spirit

New flavorings could make gin the new vodka

- Gary Regan, Special to The Chronicle

Friday, January 12, 2007

Gin was my very first distilled spirit. I sampled it in a room-temperature gimlet -- gin and Rose's Lime Juice -- at a party thrown by my parents. Dad made it for me. Why room temperature? This was in England, circa 1963. I was 12 years old. Dad thought it was time to wean me off the Guinness. I was sold on gin. Never did look back.

I don't remember what brand of gin was in my very first cocktail, but I do know that it was highly perfumed, and it fell into what I now call the "slap me upside the head with juniper and dab a little behind your ears" category. Think Tanqueray. Think Beefeater. Think Boodles. Think Plymouth. Traditional gins all, these stalwarts are as dry as a bone, and in varying degrees they're all about juniper and perfume. Not all gins follow this path, though, and some of the new bottlings on the market come bearing rather unusual flavor profiles. I discussed this point recently with a friend of mine who is well versed in these matters.

Ted "Dr. Cocktail" Haigh, curator of the Museum of the American Cocktail, cocktail historian extraordinaire and author of the acclaimed "Vintage Spirits & Forgotten Cocktails" (Quarry Books, 2004), makes his living as a graphic designer in the movie business. When he's working on a flick, it's nigh on impossible to get his attention, but when he's between gigs he makes his presence known in all corners of the cocktail-geek world. He surfs deftly from Web site to Web site where his patients, having waited patiently for the wrap party to wrap, bombard him with questions about things such as whether he prefers his Alamagoozlum cocktail to be made with green or yellow Chartreuse (the answer is yellow), and other crucial cocktailian matters.

Doc arrived at my door after spending time in London, where he had attended a gin conference. I watched him struggle with his suitcase. Seemed to be quite heavy for its size. He caught me staring.

"Gin," he said.

"Oh," said I. "I got a new gin for you. Haven't even tried it myself yet." I let him settle in for a minute or so before I reached for an unopened bottle of Aviation, a brand-new gin created by mixologist Ryan Magarian of Liquid Kitchen in Seattle, along with a couple of guys from the House Spirits Distilling in Portland, Ore. I held it up for Doc to see. Doc had already sampled Aviation. I should have known. He did seem to be interested in my reaction to it, though, so I poured myself an ample sample, nosed the spirit and took a sip.

"Lavender. It's full of lavender," I gushed. "It's beautiful. But wait a minute ..." I paused here, aiming for the kind of drama that I know Doc enjoys. He eyed me carefully. "It's beautiful, Doc, but is it gin?" The Cheshire cat took over Doc's face. He'd had the same reaction.

Gin, according to the federal Alcohol and Tobacco Trade and Taxation Bureau, "shall derive its main characteristic flavor from juniper berries," so if lavender brings up the forefront in a product, can it be called gin? To be fair, the juniper in Aviation is pretty distinctive. Still, though, is it gin? Doc and I contemplated the question until the wee hours. Gin, after all, is the sort of spirit that makes boys ponder.

Gin is flavored vodka. It's as simple as that. All gin producers either buy or make high-proof vodka, a.k.a. neutral spirits, then add various flavorings to transform it into gin. Juniper, fennel, calamus root, angelica, cardamom, cassia, orris root, ginger, cinnamon, licorice, caraway seed and various citrus peels are typical of the botanicals used in traditional gins, though juniper is the only one of these that's required by law, and producers are free to use all manner of flavorings to add to the list to differentiate their brand from the rest.

Changing taste of gin

In recent years we've been seeing a new breed of gin emerge -- a kinder, gentler gin that points up fruit flavors, yet still maintains a strong juniper backbone. Tanqueray No. Ten is a good example of this phenomenon, along with other softer gins such as Damrak and Zuidam, Dutch gins that boast their mild-mannered palates. Hendrick's, a Scottish gin that's been on the market for a few years now, counts cucumbers and rose petals among its botanicals, though the juniper in Hendrick's remains very evident. Moving juniper into the background, then, seems like the next logical step, and it's bound to further the cause of the gin producers who are wooing vodka drinkers to their category.

Aviation isn't the only gin that utilizes lavender's flavor, and lavender isn't the only unusual flavoring now being used by what seems to be a new breed of gin producers. Ever had a martini with a hint of saffron? Cadenhead's Old Raj, a pretty high-end bottling from Campbeltown, Scotland, is a fabulous gin that delivers exactly that, and although the juniper really shines through well in this one, the saffron makes its presence known too.

Why is gin taking off? For a number of reasons. The fact that the craft of the mixologist has finally become recognized as a very legitimate endeavor probably heads the list. Bartenders find vodka easy to use in mixed drinks, but more adventurous cocktailians look to gin as "the other white spirit." Gin offers far bolder flavors than vodka, and it also issues a challenge: "What are you going to mix me with, then?"

We are also witnessing a growth in microdistilleries in this country, due in part to new government regulations that make it easier to open mom-and-pop operations. Contract distilling is also on the rise, so that any entrepreneur with enough cash in hand can approach an existing distillery and work with them to produce something new and innovative. In short, what happened to craft brewing in the 1980s and '90s is now happening in the world of distilled spirits. Gin can also be sold within days of being produced, whereas if you want to make a new whiskey, you're looking at two, or preferably four years of aging before you see any return on your investment.

Bucking the trend

Some of today's newer bottlings stick with a more conventional approach. Junipero, made by Anchor Steam Distilling Company in San Francisco, is a good example of this. Although it is a traditional gin, it made its debut in the 1990s and was immediately recognized as a classic. It also happens to be a perfect gin for those choosy souls who like their spirits to be bottled at the same proof as their body temperature -- the hefty 49.3 percent alcohol-by-volume (ABV) content of this bottling handily converts into 98.6 proof. "Junipero just hammers you with juniper," says Neyah White, bartender at San Francisco's Nopa restaurant. And White knows how to hit the nail on the head.

Anchor Steam isn't the only local distillery in the gin game. The newly opened Distillery 209 is offering a gin that's being very well received by the cocktail crowd, and it's interesting to note the flavors detected by experts in this bottling. "(Gin No. 209 is) a very smooth gin with hints of fennel and dried herbs," says Peter Greerty, wine and spirits director of Bong Su Restaurant & Lounge in San Francisco.

Arne Hillesland, master distiller at 209, cites juniper, angelica, cardamom, cassia, bergamot from Italy and quite a bit of coriander as his main flavoring agents, adding that there are more "exotic citrus" ingredients in the gin too. "We wanted to do something a little unique," explains Hillesland. "So we went down the citrus-spice road. We wanted something that would mix well with 21st-century cocktails." Hillesland isn't willing to divulge the rest of 209's ingredients. Distillers love their secrets.

Boosting complexity

Sarticious, a gin from Santa Cruz, is made by another man who likes to keep secrets. "(We use) juniper berries, cinnamon, organic orange, coriander and cilantro," says Jeff Alexander, owner of the brand. Cilantro? "Yes. Coriander is a traditional ingredient in gin, and coriander is the seed of cilantro," he explains. "It brings depth, complexity and a fresh component into the picture." Jimmy Patrick, bartender at the Lion and Compass in Sunnyvale, mixes Sarticious, orange juice, orange bitters and a couple of slices of habanero pepper to make a cocktail he calls the Habanero Orange Blossom. "The heat from the pepper goes really well with the orange juice and botanicals (in Sarticious)," he says.

Other new, or newish, gins that are readily available here include Broker's, a well-made, no-nonsense traditional bottling from London that's issued at 47 percent ABV, and Q Quintessential, another English gin, this one flavored with lotus leaves and lavender as well as the usual suspects such as juniper.

DH Krahn gin is described by the Beverage Tasting Institute as featuring "subtle citrus, banana custard and mild botanical aromas." The producers, New York-based DH Krahn, say they use a "touch of Thai ginger" in their formula.

Distiller's Gin No. 6 is made in the Chicago area at the North Shore Distillery, a small family-owned affair that offers fine handcrafted spirits. Lavender rears its head again in this gin too. You might also want to try Bulldog, an English gin, which despite its name, is a fairly mild-mannered spirit that boasts poppy, and an Asian fruit called dragon eye, or longan, in its list of botanicals.

If you want to taste a very unusual, highly recommendable gin, look for G'Vine online, a product distilled in France that calls for neutral grape spirit as a base, and green grape flowers as a very unusual botanical. Traditional botanicals are employed to make G'Vine, too, but it's the green grape flowers that give it its exceedingly intriguing, incredibly seductive, floral notes. Was that gushy enough? I like this gin.

Gins in the queue

If you're willing to be a little patient you'll soon be able to sample Juniper Green organic gin, a consignment of which was reportedly sent to Britain's Queen Mother -- a woman well known for her love for gin -- for her 100th birthday in 2000. The producers say that Juniper Green -- "smoother and fresher" than traditional gins -- will soon be available here. And on the West Coast you're going to have to wait until spring at the earliest, though probably no later, for Tanqueray Rangpur gin, too. But if you want to taste something new and unusual, the wait will prove worthwhile. Rangpur is flavored with "traditional gin botanicals" as well as Rangpur limes, ginger and bay leaves. That's right, bay leaves.

I remain true to the more traditional dry, perfumed gins, but only to a point. You won't catch me, for instance, making myself a dry gin martini with Aviation -- that style of cocktail demands a traditional style of gin. However, in drinks such as the Aviation cocktail, a mixture of gin, maraschino liqueur and fresh lemon juice that surfaced in the early 1900s and remains a classic today, Aviation gin works incredibly well. So well, in fact, that my wife loved the Aviation Aviation I made for her, and she's a hard sell when it comes to gin. Products such as Aviation and G'Vine shed a whole new light onto the gin category. I'm guessing that lots of people who think they don't like gin are about to be converted.

Doc and I pondered the gin question late into the night. We decided to issue a joint statement on the matter, and since we were a little tired by the time we reached our conclusion we ended up paraphrasing words uttered by Mr. Bumble in Charles Dickens' "Oliver Twist": "If the law states that gin shall derive its main characteristic flavor from juniper berries, then the law is an ass."

Tasting notes

Gins can be very complex creatures, bringing layer upon layer of flavors to the palate. These snapshot tasting notes point toward the most distinguishing aspects of each bottling. Before buying a bottle, though, it's a good idea to invest in your favorite gin-based cocktail at a bar that carries the brand that piques your interest.

Aviation: Lavender notes come through strongly alongside juniper, cardamom and a faint hint of almond.

Broker's: Traditional and no-nonsense, with up-front juniper, high complexity and intensely dry backbone.

Bulldog: Fresh lemon zest leads the way, and it's followed closely by ginger, but there's very little juniper here, and the spirit is rather soft for a London dry gin.

DH Krahn: Heavy coriander notes dominate this gin. They're balanced with a high-note of ginger and citrus.

Gin No. 209: Highly perfumed with juniper taking the lead and complex floral notes following closely behind.

G'Vine: Floral, grassy, spicy and smooth. There's an unusual sweet/dry earthy thing going on in this one.

Old Raj: Juniper takes the lead here, but it's swiftly followed by a distinct burst of saffron and a nutty, spicy backdrop.

Sarticious: A strange gin, indeed, though it's very well crafted. The herbaceous qualities in Sarticious are reminiscent of, wait for it, Tequila. Probably has something to do with the cilantro in the botanicals. This is a must-try-it-at-least-once gin.

Tanqueray Rangpur: Limes dominate in this bottling, and they play well off spicy ginger and a host of other, more subtle botanicals.

-- Gary Regan

Gin production

As is the case with any flavored vodka, gin can be made the right way or the easy way. Many lower-end gins are flavored with concentrated oils or essences, whereas the more reputable brands use fresh, or dried, botanical ingredients that have been very carefully selected -- the distiller is looking for various attributes from each ingredient -- and these botanicals are then distilled into the gin. Some producers allow their botanicals to sit in the neutral spirits for around 24 hours before adding demineralized water to dilute it, then entering it into the still for redistillation. Others choose to add the botanicals, dilute and redistill immediately, and there are a few producers who hang the botanicals in the neck of the still, allowing the vapors from the diluted spirits to capture their flavors as they rise through the neck of the still. It's all a matter of choice, style and individuality.

When choosing gin, look for key words on the label to avoid buying a brand that has been made with essences rather than fresh botanicals. Phrases such as "distilled gin," "dry gin" and "London dry gin" can be used only on gin that has been flavored by way of redistillation. Generally speaking, when it comes to gin, you get what you pay for. Cheap brands are usually cheaply made.

"London dry" is a style of gin -- the style that you're most likely to think of when a dry gin martini comes to mind -- and the words aren't intended to imply a country or city of origin. Plymouth gin, however, must be made in Plymouth, England. There's just one brand of Plymouth gin, and luckily for us it's called Plymouth Gin. This gin has a different flavor profile from other bottlings, but it's still in the style of a gin that you'd use to make a martini.

-- Gary Regan

Spain's Priorat region flexes its muscles

- Michael Apstein, Special to The Chronicle

Friday, January 12, 2007

(01-12) 04:00 PST Gratallops, Spain -- Editor's note: Beginning today, the Wine section will profile noteworthy wine regions across the United States and around the world, with an eye toward helping you in your wine-buying decisions. Look for the Essentials every few weeks in Wine.

In just 20 years, wines from Priorat have gone from obscurity to being the most expensive in Spain. The surging popularity of wines from this rugged mountainous area in Catalonia, 80 miles southwest of Barcelona, stems from their ability to deliver the power and ripeness associated with California or Australia wines balanced by an uplifting freshness. Their chief drawbacks are their limited production, availability and steep prices.

Just like the French Appellation d'Origine Controllee (AOC) system -- name-controlled regulations for making wine in specific geographic areas -- the Spanish have a system, Denominacion de Origen, or DO, for wines. Of the 64 DOs, Priorat is one of only two that have been awarded the top status, Denominacion de Origen Calificada, or DOC -- the other DOC is Rioja. (On Catalan labels, a Q, for Qualificada, is often seen in place of C.) In essence, the Spanish authorities have identified Priorat as one of the two best places in Spain for viticulture.

Priorat's wines -- almost exclusively red, although there is an occasional white -- are blends made chiefly from indigenous Garnacha and Cariñena (Grenache and Carignan) grapes. Since Priorat's renaissance, which started in the 1980s, winemakers have added Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot and Syrah to the blend.

Priorat has been a place for wine since monks cultivated grapes in the Middle Ages -- the region takes its name from the Spanish word for "priory." As recently as 1900, there were 40,000 acres -- about the same area under vine as in Napa or Sonoma counties. A combination of wars, political turmoil and the attraction of jobs in nearby Barcelona and in the thriving tourist industry along the Mediterranean coast led many farming families to forsake the vine.

Priorat's wines sank into obscurity until the 1980s when five forward-thinking winemakers, Rene Barbier, Dafne Glorian, Alvaro Palacios, Carles Pastrana and Jose Luis Perez, combined their resources and started a renaissance. Initially the young, energetic vintners modernized the wines by incorporating "international" grape varieties like Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot and Syrah into the blend, by using new small oak barrels for aging and by using modern winemaking techniques. These innovations gave the wines a New World sheen -- power, suppleness and an emphasis on clean fruit flavors -- while maintaining balancing acidity. Initially they made wine in a communal winery, but gradually established individual facilities -- Clos Mogador, Clos Erasmus, Alvaro Palacios, Clos de l'Obac and Clos Martinet -- respectively, which remain leading names in the region.

Now that wines from Priorat have captured the world's attention, some winemakers have gradually altered the blend -- using less Cabernet Sauvignon and relying more on the indigenous varieties. Barbier, who runs Clos Mogador, says he has not planted nor replanted any Cabernet Sauvignon and it now comprises about a quarter -- instead of half -- of the blend. Barbier and others are also reducing the amount of time the wine spends in new oak barrels to avoid masking the distinctiveness imparted by Priorat's soil and climate.

"Ten years ago, when Priorat was undergoing its renaissance, they didn't have confidence to exclude Cabernet, Syrah and Merlot, but now they do," says Salustia Alvarez, the president of the governing body for Priorat wines. He thinks the change is good, but believes that there will always be some Cabernet or Syrah in the blend.

Priorat wines are intense and high in alcohol (regulations mandate a minimum 13.5 percent alcohol) because grapes ripen well -- sometimes too well -- under the Mediterranean sun. The ripeness can be a two-edged sword, producing wines that are overblown when the intensity is not balanced by acidity and tannins. If winemakers aren't careful, they run the risk of being criticized for favoring size over elegance and producing jammy, overly alcoholic wines.

Priorat's location should help make balanced wines. The altitude of the vineyards -- 1,000 to 3,000 feet -- keeps the grapes cool at night, so they retain their inherent acidity, keeping the wines lively. Some growers also attribute the wines' freshness to elements extracted from the rocky slate soil. Because they are so well balanced, wines from Priorat have the potential to combine the intensity of the New World with the finesse and elegance of the Old World. One reason the wines are expensive is that all the vineyard work must be done by hand -- often with the help of mules. The slopes are so steep that tractors risk tumbling down them. Workers plant the vines by chiseling a hole in the "soil" -- a combination of quartz and slate called llicorella. The roots wend their way through the cracks and crevices to find water. The meaning of the name of Priorat's leading town, Gratallops -- "the place where wolves howl" -- aptly describes the entire region. The landscape is so inhospitable that even those animals go hungry.

The top wines from these five "new school" Priorat producers are all priced well above $100 a bottle, and it's rare to find any Priorat at less than $25 a bottle. Despite the prices, the wines rarely stay long on retailers' shelves and they can be frustratingly difficult to find. There's a large demand, in Spain and elsewhere, for a relatively small amount of wine.

There are a limited number of American consumers willing to pay $100 for a bottle of wine and a lot of wines at that price level vying for their wallets. So are wines from Priorat worth it? Probably no more or less than many other wines at that price -- California Cabernets, classified Bordeaux, Grand Cru Burgundy, Barolo and Brunello.

Personal preference, as much as price, is likely to determine who buys these wines. To enjoy and appreciate Priorat, you need to relish the intensity and weight found in many young wines from California, Australia or France's Rhone Valley. If you are a fan of the delicacy and nuances found in mature Bordeaux or Burgundy, Priorat's power will overwhelm you.

The area's recent growth suggests companies are gambling that consumers will pay. The number of wineries in Priorat has increased from 6 to 60 over the last 10 years, according to Katrin Naelapaa, director of Wines from Spain, a New York branch of the Trade Commission of Spain. In the last five years, vineyard area, while still only a small fraction of what it was 100 years ago, has almost doubled to just over 4,000 acres. Exports to the United States have climbed similarly.

Priorat's recent history is short and how the wines evolve with age remains uncertain. Time will tell whether it will join the other great wine regions of the world and the wolves will finally stop howling.

A taste of Priorat

The recommendations below come from tasting wines costing less than $60 a bottle.

Perfect weather throughout the growing season made Priorat's 2004 vintage excellent. Many producers say it was the finest since 1998. As in the rest of Europe, 2003 was scorching in the region, but the vines there tolerate heat well. Still, some wines were a little overdone. Atypical temperatures and rain resulted in great variability in the 2002 vintage, but some producers still made outstanding wines. The 2001 vintage, thanks to just the right amount of rain, produced balanced wines, similar to those of 2004.

2003 Alvaro Palacios Les Terrasses ($38) One of Priorat's leading producers, Palacios makes two wines from single vineyards, L'Ermita (about $200), a blend of 80 percent old-vine Garnacha and 20 percent Cabernet Sauvignon, and Finca Dofi (about $70), a blend of roughly 50 percent Garnacha and 25 percent Cabernet Sauvignon and 25 percent Syrah. Les Terrasses, his "entry level" wine, is a refined blend of 30 percent Garnacha, 60 percent Cariñena and 10 percent Cabernet that is full of ripe black fruit flavors intertwined with minerals. One reason for its complexity is that almost half of the Cariñena used in the blend comes from old vines. It's outstanding.

2003 Buil & Gine Plaret($55) Oak still shows at this stage, but does not obliterate the region's typicity. Its overall size and supple finish means it's a good choice with a hearty dish of short ribs.

2002 Mas del Camperol ($55) Tarry earthy nuances emerge and meld with black fruit in this concentrated wine. It has great length and, despite its power, remarkable vivacity. Tannins give it structure, but not astringency.

2003 Mas Igneus Fa 206 ($20) Fa 206 (Fa is the Catalan abbreviation for Allier oak; 206 means the wines spent 6 months in 2-year-old barrels) is a designation for one of Mas Igneus' less expensive Priorats. Although it lacks the depth of its stablemates, it is still a remarkable $20 wine. Full of minerals and black-cherry fruit all nicely complemented with fine tannins and acidity, this mostly Garnacha-Cariñena blend is an excellent introduction to Priorat.

2002 Morlanda ($48) In addition to minerals and black fruit flavors, a haunting bacon-fat character that's often associated with Cote Rotie (but there's no Syrah in this blend) adds an intriguing note. The supple tannins complete the picture and allow it to be enjoyed now.

2002 Pasanau Finca La Planeta ($43) Composed of 80 percent Cabernet Sauvignon -- the remainder is old-vine Garnacha -- this stunningly luscious single-vineyard bottling shows the diversity of blends in Priorat. Fine tannins and succulent black-cherry acidity support the intense cassis-like fruit in this nicely balanced wine.

2003 Scala Dei Cartoixa ($35) Plump and ripe, probably a result of the vintage and the inclusion of 40 percent Syrah in the blend, the region's signature minerality and attractive earthiness still shines. By Priorat standards, it's a good buy.

2002 Vall Llach Embruix ($32) Vall Llach, like most of the producers in Priorat, makes several wines. Embruix, which means "bewitched" in Catalan, comes from young vines, but you wouldn't guess it from tasting this one. Succulent and remarkably powerful, its length betrays the youthfulness of the vines.

-- Michael Apstein

Uncorked: A long love affair with the Rhone

- Jane Tunks, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, January 12, 2007

Since last fall, Kitty Puzon has been wowing the crowds at San Francisco's Nopa restaurant with her shaking and stirring behind the bar. Though Nopa is well known for its innovative cocktail program, it also has an eclectic wine list, with many interesting wines by the glass.

Puzon has done stints at Aqua and Bubble Lounge and was a saleswoman for the corporate wine distributor Southern Wine and Spirits, but she's happy to be back in the restaurant world. "It definitely has put the love back into (wine)."

Unlike many servers, who just take your order, Puzon encourages customers to drink outside their comfort zone. For Chardonnay drinkers, she'll recommend a Roussanne aged in oak. "I tell them it's a little bit funkier than a Chardonnay." And she'll steer devotees of Cabernet Sauvignon toward "the biggest style wine we have," such as a Touriga Nacional.

"There's always a parallel for other varietals that I can turn customers on to. And in a restaurant, you can always offer a taste."

Q: What are people ordering at the bar at Nopa?

A: A lot more cocktails than wine, but our wine list is so interesting, it's so different. There isn't a house wine. There isn't a token Cab Sauv by the glass, just because everyone wants it. The wine buyer goes with what matches the food the most and what he likes, and he loves off-the-wall stuff.

Q: What do you think of California wines?

A: Copain makes some really great wines. Wells Guthrie worked in the Rhone region for a long time, and I really like his stuff. Zinfandel from Dry Creek is also one of my favorites. It's so chocolatey and a lot of it is not very overt or too jammy. I really would like to support more local people, just because they're trying, and if people just brush (California wine) off right away then there's never gonna be a chance. The wine industry in California is still pretty young compared with Chateauneuf-du-Pape.

Q: What did you drink last night?

A: I had three people come over for dinner, and we had 1997 Cote Rotie from Guigal that was really nice. It had a really beautiful nose, and we had to decant it for a while, too. But the front palate was really good, it was really earthy and leathery and then it just dropped off afterward, which was kind of sad.

Q: What do you think about wine labels?

A: If it's under $15, sometimes I'll buy something if the label's kind of pretty -- but I'll never buy anything with animals on it unless I know it's really good. I'm not a big fan of the cartoonish labels, but there's a lot of really cool, graphically speaking, labels coming out of Burgundy or Chinon, in the Loire Valley. My friends and I joke that if they can pay attention to the label and make it look really nice and classy maybe the wine inside will be pretty classy too.

Q: How much is too much for a wine?

A: If I had the money, I would be willing to pony up several hundred dollars for a wine that I felt had some age to it and it was something I was really passionate about. Every year I always pony up for something (Pouilly-Fumé winemaker) Didier Dagueneau makes. I'm a huge fan of his wines. No one makes Sauvignon Blanc the way he does.

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

A: For me one of the very first super-great wines I ever had was Caymus Special Selection, an old one, an '85 or something like that. And recently I had a 1976 Dom Perignon. It was absolutely amazing. I had been given this bottle and I never really looked at the label. Last year I pulled it out (for a friend's 21st birthday) and I was like, "Oh, my god."

Q: Do you have a cellar?

A: I have a little cellar that I keep at home in my garage. There's a lot of stuff that I love that I'll buy a case of and drink slowly through the years. But sometimes I am not patient. After a year, I am like, "I wanna try it now." I usually only lay something down if it's really, really expensive.

Q: Do you have a favorite varietal?

A: During the peak of summer, I am a huge Vinho Verde and Vermentino fan. Getting to the end of summer, I love Vouvray. When it's colder, I definitely drink a lot of Rhone varietals -- Grenache, Syrah, Mourvedre. I am usually drawn to the spicier varietals.

Q: Do you have a favorite region?

A: If I had to drink from one region, it would probably be from the Rhone. I've always been really drawn to it. And I fall back in love with it all the time. I will always try something else -- like this year, I went on a big Spanish and Portuguese kick -- but I'll always go back to the Rhone.

Q: Has your view on wine and cocktails evolved since you've worked for Nopa?

A: Working at Nopa -- where the cocktails are absolutely out of the ordinary -- really opened my eyes to the beauty of cocktails. I learned the difference between stirring and shaking. I used to always think, "Aw, that's fricking pretentious." But it actually makes a pretty big difference.

Q: Which cocktails are people ordering the most?

A: People are ordering the elderflower gimlet and the Old Cuban at Nopa. On the weekends, a lot of people still order cosmopolitans. They won't even look at the list.

Q: Which wines are people ordering a lot of?

A: A lot of people are ordering Syrah or Rioja. And people are going toward drier wines. For whites, people are saying, "I don't drink Chardonnay anymore, I drink Pinot Grigio." People just want more out of their wine now. People are looking for something interesting.

Q: Do you have a favorite wine-food pairing?

A: It's very old-school, but I love vintage Champagne with caviar. That's one of my favorites. At the (Grand Central) Oyster Bar in New York, they have a caviar sandwich. And granted it's pretty cheap caviar -- the sandwich is only $10. I love going there and ordering a half bottle of Champagne and then eating that.

Q: How much is too much for corkage?

A: Anything more than $20 is ludicrous. I think charging $50 -- that's so grossly unnecessary. Maybe if I was going to Gary Danko, where I knew I was going to spend more money, I would say $30. But $50 is a lot.

Q: If you could share a great bottle of wine with somebody, who would it be?

A: I would love to drink wine with Didier Dagueneau or (the Mendocino Wine Co.'s) Paul Dolan. I am a huge Paul Dolan fan, he's one of the coolest wine people I've ever met. But if it was somebody famous, I would probably have wine with a star, someone like George Clooney, or someone you know who would be kind of interesting, like Sean Connery. To have some vintage Bollinger and drink with one of the Bonds, that would be pretty cool.
THE CHRONICLE'S WINE SELECTIONS

Dry Creek Valley Zinfandel

- Jon Bonné

Friday, January 12, 2007

Zinfandel isn't nearly so associated with specific locales as some grape varieties. But Sonoma's Dry Creek Valley, stretching north and west of Healdsburg, has long established itself as Zin territory.

The heady, deep wines from Dry Creek are frequently offset by a distinct dusty note that adds tension and texture. While Dry Creek Zins are rarely modest -- either in fruit or alcohol levels -- they can show impressive finesse.

We tasted 45 wines, primarily from the 2004 vintage, when a warm March prompted early budding, and a September heat spell led to early, frenzied harvests for many growers. In many cases, the resulting fruit was even riper than usual.

We detected plenty of heat, but also more balance than might be expected for wines that rarely dipped below 14.5 percent alcohol.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2004 Bella Dry Creek Valley Zinfandel ($25) A touch of Petite Sirah is added to the mix for this limited-production effort. Curious geranium notes on the nose, with delicate hints of red fruit. Buoyant and balanced, with a tight, tannic finish.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2004 Dashe Cellars Dry Creek Valley Zinfandel ($22) Careful picking kept the ripeness in check for the Dashes, and doses of Petite Sirah and Carignane add layers of bright fruit. Butter cream and dusty plum are dominant, with some distinct, Port-like sweetness. It's dense and peppery on the end, with good grip.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2003 Dry Creek Vineyard Beeson Ranch Dry Creek Valley Zinfandel ($30) From century-old vines on the valley's western slopes. This intriguing small-production effort from one of Dry Creek's most noted names is packed with aromatics, including sandalwood, incense and pepper. Brambly fruit lies underneath, with hints of currant and a smoky dried-branch note from 20 months in oak. Big tannins on the finish, but they're refined.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2004 Carol Shelton Wines Rocky Reserve Rockpile Dry Creek Valley Zinfandel ($33) Sourced from fruit grown in rugged, 1,200-foot-elevation vineyards in the new Rockpile subappellation. Heady, hot and thick, it's packed with burnt plum and currant. The flavors pop, though, with solid acidity and a long, wound-up finish.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2004 Fritz Dry Creek Valley Estate Zinfandel ($25) Syrah-like hints of bacon and game meats overlay dark, dusty plum. Balanced and juicy, with a big, straight-line ending.

TWO STARS 2004 Gary Farrell Dry Creek Selection Dry Creek Valley Zinfandel ($26) Hot, almost vaporous, but with great density in the mouth. Highlights of Bing cherry, orange zest, dust and cocoa, with a long finish.

TWO STARS 2004 Laura Zahtila Oddone Vineyard Dry Creek Valley Zinfandel ($24) A big oak note steps forward, with curious accents of vanilla, lemon tree, anise and nutmeg. Tastes bright and jammy, with great plum fruit, though a bit of discernable char on the finish.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2004 Mazzocco Quinn Vineyard Dry Creek Valley Zinfandel ($24) Another heavy hitter, sourced from a 16-year-old vineyard. A dominant wood presence from 22 months in French and American oak. Engaging black pepper and dark currant, with a briny core and a spicy, chile-inflected ending. Very pretty, though it could use a touch more definition.

TWO STARS 2004 Preston of Dry Creek Old Vines/Old Clones Dry Creek Valley Zinfandel ($26) Another effort with 10 percent Petite Sirah, with fruit from old vines that date as far back as 1910 grown on red clay loam. Straightforward and jammy, with sandlewood hints. Slightly waxy texture on the palate, with a nice, bright ending

THREE STARS 2004 Ridge Lytton Springs Dry Creek Valley ($33) Though Ridge harvested nearly three weeks early at its Dry Creek plot, the fruit flavors are thoroughly lush. Silky black fruit on the nose, with subtly toasty oak, dried herbs and a fine, dusty minerality. Gets a touch rougher and more leathery on the finish, but it keeps evolving in the glass. Adding complexity are 18 percent Petite Sirah and 3 percent Carignane.

TWO STARS 2004 Wilson Carl's Vineyard Dry Creek Valley Zinfandel ($26) An all-Zin effort, sourced from 1,740-foot vineyards above the valley. Chocolate tones dominate, with bits of blueberry and spice, but it lacks the complexity of its Reserve sibling. A bit of sweetness and some cilantro-like notes lurk in the background.

THREE STARS 2004 Wilson Reserve Dry Creek Valley Zinfandel ($38) This blockbuster gets 10 percent Petite Sirah and 18 months in French barrels. It emerges with robust, dark fruit notes. Hints of black pepper, cinnamon and caramel add to the mix, with dusty hints and superfine tannin at the end. Everything tastes like it's in the right place, with just a whiff of heat as you finish, which is why your eyes will pop when you see the 16.8 percent alcohol on the label -- hefty even by Zin standards.
THE SIPPING NEWS

- Karola Saekel, Jon Bonné, Deb Wandell

Friday, January 12, 2007

Beer aficionados have long argued that it's not fair that wine producers can legally offer free samples of their product in California, while they couldn't do the same. Free sips of beer could only be poured at brewery tasting rooms.

As of the first of the year, that has changed. Senate Bill 1548 allows brewers to offer up to 8 ounces of free samples per person per day. There are other restrictions, none of them convincing a coalition of religious groups called the California Council on Alcohol Problems.

The group soberly points out that around Sacramento, this has been called the Free Happy Hour bill.

-- Karola Saekel

Hugh Johnson's royal honor

A tip of the glass to British wine historian and writer Hugh Johnson: As part of the Queen's traditional New Year's honor list, he was awarded the rank of Officer of the British Empire (OBE).

While that doesn't quite earn him the title "Sir Hugh," it's a crowning gesture for the 67-year-old Johnson's decades of work in service of his two great passions -- wine and gardening. He has authored such seminal tomes as "The World Atlas of Wine," served on the board of Chateau Latour and co-founded the Royal Tokaji Wine Company. But this latest honor specifically cited his winemaking skills, which are largely limited to home dabbling at a French vineyard he recently purchased.

That said, he's a respected horticulturalist. The grounds of his Saling Hall estate, in Essex, are a destination for green-thumbed tourists.

-- Jon Bonné

A whole lotta shakin' will be going on tonight at Martini Madness.

Bartenders from Sonoma Valley restaurants the Girl and the Fig, Carneros Bistro & Wine Bar, Sante and others will gather at the Lodge at Sonoma to concoct their own versions of the classic cocktail.

The event, part of the Sonoma Valley Olive Festival, goes global this year, with each entrant creating an olive-themed martini based on a region of the world using either gin or vodka -- a twist that's sure to shake up martini purists.

A panel of judges will choose the official winner but the attendees get to sip and pick the crowd favorite. Tickets cost $25 at the door. The lodge is at 1325 Broadway. For more information, call (707) 996-1090 or visit sonomavalley.com/OliveFestival/January.html.

-- Deb Wandell

Single-spirit bars rise

Premium and super-premium booze is so hot, there will be bars that pour only one spirit, say Marian Salzman and Ira Matathia in their just-published book, "Next Now: Trends for the Future" (Palgrave Macmillan, $26.95). Of course, San Francisco's Voda, a vodka bar on Belden Place has, been serving up its all-vodka menu since 2004. Sounds boring? Not to worry. The futurist authors say it will be a much talked-about trend, but it will fizzle quickly. (A futurist is a soothsayer who gets published.)

-- K.S.

Yes, there is a beer for wine lovers, and it's Duchesse de Bourgogne.

This traditional Flemish red ale, actually brewed in Belgium by Brouwerij Verhaeghe, gets two fermentations and up to 18 months in large oak casks. The final blend combines multiple brews of different ages.

The resulting effort extends beyond its nutty chicory nose and packs layers of berry fruit, sweet sherry and apple cider flavors. Some beer fans may find it too sour on the finish (and too sweet), but the pronounced acidity and vinous finish make it a perfect match for rich cream dishes (with mussels, for instance) or a firm, bold-flavored cheese like an aged Gouda. And the lady on the label? Brugge-born Mary of Burgundy, eventual wife of Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian I, and the beer's namesake. $5 at City Beer, 1168 Folsom St. (at Seventh), San Francisco; (415) 503-1033.

-- J.B.

GRAPEVINE

“My wife likes to say, ‘At our house we open no wine until way past its prime.’ ”

-- Paul Draper, Ridge Vineyards
Seattle Times

Despite '04 deep freeze, wines show great fortitude

By Paul Gregutt

Special to The Seattle Times

Wednesday, January 10, 2007 - 12:00 AM

Three years ago, a killer freeze dropped temperatures into the minus teens in parts of Eastern Washington. Hardest hit were the vineyards in Walla Walla, where almost everyone lost all or most of their 2004 crop.

Freeze years are nothing new in Washington, but this one was particularly ill-timed. The last bad freeze to hit the region was in 1996. The majority of the wineries in Walla Walla were begun after that year and had never been through a hard winter. Many new vineyards had just gone into the ground and were particularly vulnerable. Even the older, more established vineyards, such as Pepper Bridge and Seven Hills, were severely impacted. We are now seeing the fallout from that freeze, as many wineries are releasing their red wines from 2004. The results are a testimony to the resilience of the vineyards, the creativity of the winemakers and the generosity that characterizes the industry statewide.

It is commonplace for Washington wineries to purchase grapes from growers scattered throughout the state. The strategy is a smart one, because some places will ripen grapes best in warm years, others in cool years. In a freeze year, wineries that could call upon growers in other parts of the state were able to make good wines even if their own vineyards were out of production.

The state's biggest wine company, Ste. Michelle Wine Estates, quietly and quite generously offered grapes from many of their best vineyards to many boutique wineries, saving them from financial hardship.

A few Walla Walla winemaker/growers, notably Cayuse's Christophe Baron and the late Devin Derby of Spring Valley Vineyards, had been burying shoots in the fall. This expensive, labor-intensive practice is a kind of insurance, and in 2004 it allowed them to bring in crops that were reasonably close to normal.

Spring Valley's 2004 wines — Uriah Red, Nina Lee Syrah, Muleskinner Merlot and Derby Cabernet — are all estate grown and among the best wines they have ever made. Likewise the Cayuse 2004s that I have tasted to date — Cailloux Viognier, En Cerise Syrah and Bionic Frog Syrah — are all exceptional wines and consistent with past vintages.

But what about the wineries that were forced to scramble and make wines from unfamiliar vineyard sources? Here's a quick rundown.

Amavi Cellars, which ordinarily produces 100 percent estate wine, eked out 193 cases of their "Les Collines" syrah and 100 cases of "Seven Hills" syrah in 2004 (both $32). The Les Collines is a fascinating wine, meaty, herbal and European in style. But the winery's mainline releases — the 2004 Cabernet ($24) and 2004 Syrah ($28) — both from Columbia Valley vineyards, are also solidly made, balanced and structured. They may not exactly resemble previous efforts, but they have been given the same first-class treatment.

At Basel Cellars, winemaker Trey Busch found excellent fill-in sources in the Yakima Valley and Horse Heaven Hills. His 2004 Columbia Valley Claret ($20), bottled in screwcap, has substantial fruit, floral aromatics and plenty of tart acids. The 2004 Basel Cellars Merlot ($24) is smoothing out nicely, but the 2004 Cabernet Sauvignon ($32), pure cab from Cold Creek vineyard, is even better; a firm, solid, muscular wine.

I noticed more dramatic changes in the '04s from Beresan, one of my favorite Walla Walla boutiques. Grower Tom Waliser and winemaker Thomas Glase made good wines, but there was no way to duplicate the distinctive and mineral-rich flavors of wines such as their Stone River Red with grapes from completely different sources. Among all their current releases, Beresan's 2004 Syrah ($29) showed the most power, with spicy, peppery black-cherry fruit.

Bob and Roger Gamache, whose Columbia Basin vineyards sell most of their fruit to Ste. Michelle, began releasing wines under their own label with a 2002 cabernet. The freeze in '04 "dinged the crop," says Bob Gamache. "It thinned it out a little bit. But it was not as bad as '96," he adds, "when we lost half our production back to the ground." Current Gamache releases, all made by Charlie Hoppes, include their first merlot ($22), a 2004 from estate vines. The other '04's, an estate cabernet and the eagerly awaited GV Reserve, will be released later this spring.

Some of Walla Walla's newest wineries made their first commercial wines in 2004 — a tough start for anybody. Gifford Hirlinger's 2004 red, the aptly named 18º Below Red, was sourced from Canoe Ridge vineyard. A juicy mix of purple and blue fruits, accented with spicy notes of licorice and vanilla bean, it makes a lively palate impression. Another newbie, Couvillion, did very well with its 2004 Merlot ($15) and 2004 Cabernet Sauvignon ($25). Grapes were sourced from Canoe Ridge and Dionysus. Otis Kenyon's 2004 Cabernet Sauvignon ($28), from Panorama vineyards, is one of the few Walla Walla Valley wines made in 2004. Just 80 cases were produced.

Isenhower's 2004 River Beauty Syrah ($32) and 2004 Wild Thyme ($17), both Columbia Valley wines, are every bit as good as previous efforts, partly because winemaker Brett Isenhower likes to experiment with new vineyard sources on a regular basis. The Wild Thyme, a delicious Bordeaux blend, is dark and roasted, with scents suggesting syrah although it is mostly merlot and cabernet sauvignon.

Pepper Bridge lost almost all of its 2004 crop, and the 2004 Merlot ($45) had to be crafted from completely different grape sources. "Chateau Ste. Michelle was very kind to offer some grapes," winemaker Jean-Francois Pellet explains. "Still," he adds, "it was a tricky deal, a one-year effort." The winery's 2003 Merlot was a gorgeous wine, their best ever. Pellet did a very professional job following up with fruit from widely scattered sources and managed his barrel regimen in such a way as to keep the wine in a style remarkably consistent with past efforts.

Chuck Reininger's Helix label produced a young, pretty sangiovese from Stillwater Creek vines in 2004 ($27), as well as a thoroughly delicious 2004 Syrah ($22) that is one of the state's best values. No Reininger label '04s have been released yet.

Justin Wylie was nurturing a new vineyard, planted in 2000, at his Va Piano winery adjacent to Pepper Bridge. He lost his whole crop in 2004, but calls it a "blessing in disguise" as the vines had a full year to rest. Wylie had already contracted for other grapes as insurance and put them to good use. His 2004 Va Piano Cabernet Sauvignon ($38) from Lewis and Cold Creek vineyard fruit, is a fresh, clean wine with sappy berry flavors accented with toasted coconut and mocha.

Although a year such as 2004 can make it difficult for winemakers (and wine writers) to connect the dots to previous vintages, it does offer some valuable lessons.

• Help your neighbor. Next year you might need help.

• Be prepared. Bury canes or contract fruit from different sites.

• Make the best wine you can, but let people know what has changed that might impact your house style.

• Look at the bright side. The year following a freeze is often very good. 2005, based on the many barrel samples I've tasted, may truly be Washington's best vintage ever.

Pick of the week

Syncline 2005 Subduction Red ($18): Winemaker James Mantone tweaks the blend with each new vintage. Here it includes syrah, grenache, mourvèdre and cinsault. Bright, forward and loaded with juicy and dense fruit, it follows with hints of spice and mineral. A Washington take on Cotes du Rhone — a wine you want to glug. (Distributed by Triage.)

Wine Q & A

Johannisberg riesling: It's half the name now

Q: Someone told me I would no longer be able to buy Johannisberg riesling. Is this true?

A: A sweeping change in the way wines are labeled here in the U.S. is under way. In brief, the practice of using European place names for wines made in this country is no longer being allowed by the federal government.

As of last month, the government has ruled that the following generic names will no longer be approved for domestic wine labels: Burgundy, Claret, Chablis, Champagne, Chianti, Malaga, Marsala, Madeira, Moselle, Port, Retsina, Rhine Wine or Hock, Sauterne, Haut Sauterne, Sherry and Tokay.

Existing, previously labeled bottles are grandfathered in for the time being. As for Johannisberg riesling, that name has been discontinued for any wines bottled after Jan. 1, 2006.

So you will not see much more of it in the future. The actual wine will continue to be made, but the label will most likely read simply riesling.

USA Today

Cheers

Jerry Shriver

Fall/winter whites

Tuesday, January 16, 2007

A loyal and astute reader recently suggested that I offer periodic roundups of my favorite wines from the previous few months so that readers could have a handy shopping list to carry to the store. It's an excellent idea, and given that I haven't had access to many low-cost wines recently, this will buy me some time to scout out some more candidates. So today I offer six of my favorite white wines from the past few months that are still likely to be on store shelves (full descriptions of each wine can be found in the "Categories'' and "Archives'' sections on the left side of this page). Later this week I'll recap the reds.

Top whites:

2006 Bodega Catena Zapata Alamos Chardonnay, Mendoza, Argentina, about $10.

2005 Avila Chardonnay, Santa Barbara County, Calif., about $13.

2005 Villa Banfi Vigne Regali "Principessa,'' Gavi, Italy, about $14.

2005 Columbia Winery Cellarmaster's Riesling, Columbia Valley, Wash., about $12.

2005 Kim Crawford Sauvignon Blanc, Marlborough, New Zealand, about $15.

2005 Valley of the Moon Pinot Blanc, Sonoma County, about $13.

Lunar love

Monday, January 15, 2007

2005 Moon Mountain Sauvignon Blanc, Sonoma County, about $12. I seldom drink Sauvignon Blanc in winter but I'm thrilled this one came across my desk. The bright orange-pineapple aroma and flavors conjured up images of summer poolside siestas and the zippy acidity and surprisingly hefty texture warmed my soul (as did the price). I'll try it with scallops in some sort of cream or fruit sauce.

Sonoma County bastion

Friday, January 12, 2007

2005 Sebastiani Sonoma County Selection Zinfandel, Sonoma County, about $15. The vanilla and toast flavors that come from being aged in oak barrels hide the fruit initially, but after the wine sits in the glass a bit the spice and ripe raspberry notes emerge. Most of the grapes come from Sonoma's Dry Creek Valley, which is famous for producing exceptionally lush and peppery Zinfandel. Some of those elements are found in this wine, though to get the full effect I recommend stepping up a few dollars in price to buy a Dry Creek Valley-designated Zin. Try this one with hamburgers, sausages or a pizza with spicy toppings.

Gaucho fuel

Thursday, January 11, 2007

2005 Astica Malbec, Cuyo Valley, Argentina, about $7. I've been smitten with the wines of Argentina ever since my visit there seven years ago and it's heartening to see that most of the producers there have been able to improve the quality while managing fast growth. You can find out more about their absolutely delicious Malbecs in my Sips wine column in tomorrow's (Jan. 12) USA TODAY, but to whet your appetite consider this value-priced entry-level version. It's a little rustic and the aromas are muted -- the smell of violets should come floating out of the glass -- but there's a lot of dense plum and black cherry essence, and the smooth tannins make it easy to drink, particularly with hamburgers. To experience the full measure of this grape it's worth moving up to the $12-plus range, but this will get you started.

Chew on this one

Wednesday, January 10, 2007

2004 Fetzer Vineyards Valley Oaks Merlot, Calif., about $9. If you've ever wondered what an "oaky'' wine really tastes like, put on a lumberjack shirt and hack away at this Merlot. There's too much wood here for my taste -- I get much more vanilla, toast and newly-sawed boards than I do plums, black cherries and chocolate. But I also recognize that some folks like the taste of oak, and I concede that this wine has decent Merlot fruit and and a nice heft. So have it with a hunk of red meat, and make sure the toothpicks are handy.   

Boffo Campo

Tuesday, January 9, 2007

2003 Masi Campofiorin, Verona, Italy, about $14. How often do you find a wine that's fascinating and unique, playful and serious, and endlessly drinkable, for under $15? I've tried a few other Veronese wines made using the appassimento technique, in which semi-dried grapes are added back into the wine for a second fermentation to achieve added richness, but none have been as captivating as this one (Masi, incidentally, claims a registered trademark on this process, which they call Ripasso). You can definitely smell and taste elements of dried fruit, but there's no overt raisiny character. Instead, the soft and velvety plum and black cherry flavors are balanced by acidity, which keeps things fresh and lively. I can't imagine a better partner for roasted pork tenderloin with a fruit glaze.

Champers for champs

Monday, January 8, 2007

1996 Moet & Chandon Dom Perignon, Champagne, France, about $125. Depending upon how tonight's BCS college football championship game turns out, I'm either going to grab a bottle of this or a bottle of poison (no, not really, but this game is vitally important). I hope it's the former, of course, because I already tasted the Dom over the holidays and it was the most impressive Champagne I've tasted since the legendary 1990 Dom, which saw me into the new millennium. Rich, toasty, sexy, it's a champion champers. So if you hear a cork popping somewhere in Ohio around midnight, it's me.

Wall St. Journal

Inexpensive Chardonnay? No Thanks

For Old U.S. Favorite, The Slump Isn't Over;

Six 'Good' Bottles in 70

TASTINGS

By DOROTHY J. GAITER AND JOHN BRECHER 

January 12, 2007; Page W8

The new year is a time for new hope, for second chances. In that spirit, we decided to conduct a new tasting of inexpensive American Chardonnay.

Chardonnay continues to be America's sweetheart, far and away the most popular varietal wine in the U.S. It was one of our first loves, too, back in the 1970s, but bad things have happened since then. In broad blind tastings of Chardonnay for this column, we have found far more bad wines than good. In our most recent tasting of Chardonnays under $20, two years ago, we found only four good ones out of more than 50. Our advice then: Skip the Chardonnay aisle. Considering our own warm feelings toward Chardonnay from our youth, this was painful for us.

Vintages have come and gone since then, however, and we decided -- actually, it was Dottie's idea, because she tends to be more generous and forgiving -- we'd give inexpensive Chardonnay another chance. We picked up almost 70 that cost less than $20. We bought wines from the 2004 and 2005 vintages, because those are the ones you are most likely to see on shelves. We focused on the best-known, most widely available names, but we also snagged a few that are a bit more obscure. As always, we were not looking for "America's best Chardonnay," but were trying to get an overall sense of the state of inexpensive Chardonnay at the moment.

We certainly understand why people love Chardonnay. When it's right, it has a very special, easy quality, with a balance of ripe fruit, oak, lemon and other citrus fruits. Good American Chardonnay can fill your mouth with a kind of warm glow that lasts a very long time, leaving your throat coated with a rich, sometimes buttery intensity. To be sure, there is also something special about other Chardonnay-based wines from around the world -- the steely intensity of Chablis, the elemental earthiness of other white Burgundies -- but a good American Chardonnay is unique and memorable. One of our 15 best wines of 2006 was a Chardonnay, Chasseur from Hunter Wine Cellars ($55), about which we wrote, "It even looks gutsy: green-tinged and rich. Refined, with toast and great citrusy acidity. Ripe yet restrained." Yummy.

Cheap Tricks

Unfortunately, at some point vintners decided that they could make Chardonnay on the cheap, with flavorings and laboratory tricks replacing real fruit, expensive oak barrels and intense care. Chardonnay became a caricature of itself, with obvious tastes of oak, vanilla, alcohol and sugar replacing anything true. In fact, in our notes during this tasting, we referred to one of our favorites, Clos du Bois "Reserve," as "pre-caricature Chardonnay," because it tasted of real fruit. It had those comforting and comfortable tastes of nutmeg, vanilla and rich fruit, but they tasted real and balanced. Consider these notes: "Pleasing and plump, with smooth, not-in-your-face oakiness and a bit of vanilla, but relaxed, without too much of anything. Really friendly -- round, pleasing wine. Not harsh or alcoholic. Happy wine, with a clean finish and good acidity. Good for a party or as a glass of wine at the bar." Now, really, is that too much to ask for an inexpensive Chardonnay? Apparently so, because our more-common comments in this tasting included "sugar water," "funky, with some potty stuff," "harsh," "sweet," "no hint of real fruit," "fizzy water" and "cotton candy."

If we had to sum up the taste, overall, of inexpensive American Chardonnay today, we'd say the single most notable smell and flavor is pineapple, with syrupy sweetness, some acetate or nail-polish remover, far too much alcohol and a bizarre overlay of unintegrated acidity, as though a big sack of industrial-strength acid mixture had been dumped into the tank at the last minute to compensate for the lack of natural acidity (which gives wines life and makes them food-friendly). If none of that sounds very attractive, well, yep, that's right. In fact of almost 70 wines in our tasting, just six rated Good or better, a terrible outcome. What those six had in common -- especially our best of tasting, from Calera -- should be the simplest thing in the world: tastes of honest Chardonnay fruit. Calera made more than 3,800 cases of that Chardonnay, by the way, and it was distributed in 45 states.

For now, sadly, we would still urge you to avoid the Chardonnay aisle when you are looking for a wine under $20. There are far better wines for the price all over the wine store, including just about anything these days made from the Sauvignon Blanc grape.

* * *

UNUSUAL STUFF: Sometimes in the midst of disappointing tastings, it's easy to forget what we love about wine. Fortunately, something always happens to remind us.

December was tough for us. Noisy neighbors were driving us crazy, Media was in the last frenzied throes of her college applications and, to top it all off, we lost the heat in our country cabin. The heating people came out a dozen times and couldn't figure it out. By the time school ended and we arrived at our cabin for two weeks, we felt we were falling over the finish line.

That night, Media and Zoë disappeared into a small room with a space heater, and we started a fire. John rushed to the wine closet and picked up something that happened to be sitting on the top of a shelf: an odd half-bottle of sweet, late-harvest 1997 Cabernet Sauvignon from Van Der Heyden Vineyards in Napa Valley.

We'd visited Van Der Heyden some years before. Many Napa vineyards have become big and fancy, so we were delighted to find a small, quirky winery like the ones we loved so much in the '70s. Van Der Heyden's specialty, they told us, was late-harvest Cabernet. We tasted it there and -- well, truth be told, we weren't crazy about it. And it was expensive -- $50 for a half bottle. Nevertheless, we bought two, more as souvenirs -- it was a truly memorable visit -- than as great wines we wanted to keep. We opened one soon after we returned and -- well, we still weren't crazy about it.

If John had given it any thought, he probably would not have brought this bottle to our perch by the fire because we really needed a good wine. But it was handy, so he opened it and...

And it was wonderful. The extra years of age had worked a miracle. The wine had become smooth, almost velvety. It tasted of rich chocolate, ripe fruit and dark earth. There was even Cabernet-like structure, which was a huge surprise in a wine of 10% residual sugar. It reminded us somewhat of Port. The acidity was so abundant that the wine wasn't the least bit heavy, and the 15% alcohol was perfectly integrated. Soon, we decided to open an assortment of cheeses we'd received for Hanukkah. Then, warmed by the wine and the fire, we walked outside, where the night was so perfectly clear that, from our deck, the sky looked like a planetarium. We made out both dippers.

When we walked back into the house, the heat suddenly went back on. And it has stayed on.

The Dow Jones Under-$20 Chardonnay Index

In a broad blind tasting of American Chardonnay under $20 from the 2004 and 2005 vintages, these were our favorites.

VINYARD/VINTAGE 
PRICE 
RATING  TASTERS' COMMENTS

Calera Wine Co. 2004 (Central Coast) 


$15.00* 
Good/Very Good 


Best of tasting. Pleasant, with restrained tastes of good, ripe fruit. Nothing obvious or heavy about it, just good, easy-to-drink Chardonnay fruit. Repeat favorite.

Clos du Bois 'Reserve' 2004 (Russian River Valley, Sonoma County) 


$14.00 
Good/Very Good 


Best value. Pleasing and plump, with smooth, not-in-your-face oakiness and a bit of vanilla. Relaxed and friendly, without too much alcohol. Repeat favorite.

St. Clement Vineyards 2004 (Carneros, Napa Valley) 


$16.99 
Good/Very Good 


Happy wine, with good fruit, not too much oak and a flavorful mouth feel. A hint of minerals at the end gives this a more genuine taste than most.

Bonterra Vineyards 2005 (Mendocino County) 


$11.49 
Good 
Tastes very real, with good acidity and uncomplicated fruit, with some seashell minerality. Restrained and interesting.

Merryvale Vineyards 'Starmont' 2005 (Napa Valley) 


$17.99 
Good 
Some character, with balanced tastes and surprising weight. A touch of class. Better with food than most.

Wyatt Wine Cellars 2004 (California) 
$8.49 
Good 
Pleasant and light, with good balance. Nicely lemony. Good for a large gathering.

NOTE: Wines are rated on a scale that ranges: Yech, OK, Good, Very Good, Delicious, and Delicious! These are the prices we paid at wine stores in New York.
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Sticky Situation

I have a 1988 bottle of Dom Pérignon Champagne that I discovered while cleaning out my uncle's apartment. My Uncle Herbert was one of the most interesting people I have ever known. He loved a party and the Champagne would be perfect for raising a glass in his memory. It is in the box and the foil is slightly sticky. Is there any possibility that it is still drinkable?

-- Lem Montgomery,

Port Gibson, Miss.

"Is this wine still good?" That is one of the questions we are asked most often. The simple answer is this: It's impossible to know for sure if any wine is sound. Most of the time that we're asked this question, it's about a single bottle that has been sitting around at room temperature for years, so the answer is probably that the wine is, at best, compromised. In this case, for instance, the sticky foil is certainly not a good sign. At the same time, wine is tougher than you might think and we hear all the time from people who open a bottle that "should" have been spoiled that turns out to taste just fine. You'll simply never know until you open the bottle. When you do, taste the wine immediately -- it's possible it has one last gasp in it before it goes completely over the hill -- but if it doesn't taste good, then give it some time to try to pull itself together. Sometimes wines that aren't irretrievably destroyed need a little air to bring them to life, if only for a short time. In other words: Open and drink. If you can't stand to do this on your own, remember that Open That Bottle Night 8 will take place on Saturday, Feb. 24. That's when all of us, world-wide, finally open that bottle we've been saving forever for a special occasion. It would be a good opportunity for Mr. Montgomery to open that Dom Pérignon and celebrate Uncle Herbert. Under those circumstances, the wine is sure to be delicious no matter how it tastes.

Travel Tip

We'll be in Santiago, Chile, for two days and I was wondering if you could recommend wineries near Santiago that we might visit.

-- Richard Dulude,

Georges Mills, N.H.

At least once a day, we receive a similar question from someone going somewhere in the world. Our advice is always the same: Don't head out with a specific list. Go toward a cluster of wineries -- find them by going to Google and typing in "Santiago Chile wine tourism," for instance (without the quotation marks) -- and drop into the small, unpretentious places that you've never heard of. Your greatest chance of having an unforgettable experience will be a small, family-run winery that is flattered by your visit. Don't be shy -- just ask if you can taste and perhaps buy some of their wine. Don't let language be a problem. A smile, a "yum" and genuine enthusiasm are all you need. Wine itself is a universal language. This is always how we travel in wine regions (we don't identify ourselves as wine writers) and we simply can't offer any more important advice than this.

Washington Post

Bottles With a Princely Pedigree
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The wines of Liechtenstein are not listed in Robert M. Parker Jr.'s 1,635-page "Wine Buyer's Guide." That's the equivalent of being omitted from the telephone directory, except that usually telephone numbers are not in the book because someone doesn't want to be found. Liechtenstein, a small but prosperous landlocked principality between Austria and Switzerland, wants Americans to find its wines.

Most Liechtenstein wines, though, aren't technically from that country. They are from nearby Austria, but they have a Liechtenstein pedigree. Prince Hans-Adam II, listed by Forbes magazine as one of the world's 10 wealthiest rulers, with a family fortune that dates back almost nine centuries, is not only Liechtenstein's head of state but also owner of the leading winery.

The princely winemaking tradition dates to 1436, when Christoph von Liechtenstein bought vineyards near Wilfersdorf, about 25 miles northeast of Vienna in the Weinviertel growing region of Austria. Until fairly recently, production was reserved for the entertaining and dining needs of the so-called princely house, which included castles and palaces in what is now Austria, the Czech Republic and Liechtenstein.

In 1938 the house fled to neutral Liechtenstein, where it remained after World War II, but retained its estates in Austria, including the original vineyards in Wilfersdorf. Wines today are produced from about 105 acres of vineyards surrounding the court winery near the house's centuries-old Wilfersdorf Castle.

In addition to the Wine of the Week, three tasty offerings from the court winery have recently become available in Washington and in select markets across the country.

Hofkellerei des Fursten Von Liechtenstein Clos Domaine 2005 Riesling ($17): Complex and lively, this dry, melon-scented Riesling offers a superb balance between fruit and acidity.

Hofkellerei des Fursten Von Liechtenstein Veramo 2003 Merlot-Zweigelt ($18): This soft, berry-flavored red wine is a harmonious blend of merlot and the spicy, fruity zweigelt grape, a popular Austrian red variety.

Hofkellerei des Fursten Von Liechtenstein Clos Domaine 2004 Zweigelt ($17): Well-structured and polished, it has plenty of fruit and is aged in casks of oak from the forests surrounding the vineyards.
WINE OF THE WEEK

Wednesday, January 10, 2007; Page F02

Hofkellerei des Fursten Von Liechtenstein 2005 Gruner Veltliner Schloss Wilfersdorf Weinviertel DAC ($13; Liechtenstein/Austria)

Aroma 

White pepper, lime and pear.

Taste 

Crisp green apple, fresh herbs and pepper, with lingering notes of honeysuckle blossoms and citrus.

Grapes

100 percent Gruner Veltliner, Austria's most widely planted varietal, accounting for one-third of the vineyard stock.

What's Special About It 

This pure, delicate wine is made by the Court Winery of Hans-Adam II. He is the prince of Liechtenstein, a 62-square-mile principality between Austria and Switzerland. Despite the pedigree, the price is modest and the style is fruit forward and friendly. Gruner Veltliner from the Weinviertel region displays a marked peppery taste.

Serve With 

Asian foods; sushi.

How It's Made 

It is cold fermented in modern stainless-steel tanks and bottled shortly after fermentation to highlight the fresh fruit flavors. It is made to be enjoyed within a year or two of the vintage. Viticultural methods are environmentally friendly and include the use of natural predators such as beetles in lieu of insecticides.

Winery 

Although steeped in tradition, the court winery is an up-to-date facility that also produces sparkling wines made primarily from Gruner Veltliner. The sparkling wines are not yet exported to the United States.

Geography 

Although Weinviertel is Austria's largest wine-producing area, much of the wine is mediocre. The best vineyards are planted on sandy, gravelly soils. A corps of elite growers, including the court winery, is seeking to improve the region's reputation by encouraging the use of vineyard designation for wines from the best sites.

On the Bottle 

DAC (Districtus Austriae Controllatus) is Austria's system of controlled designation of origin, similar to the French appellation controlee (AC). "Weinviertel DAC" signifies that the wine was made from vineyards in that region.

Historical Sip 

The Princely House of Liechtenstein is one of Europe's oldest noble families and is considered the last remaining German-speaking remnant of the Holy Roman Empire. It became an independent state after Napoleon's conquest of the Empire in 1806 and recently celebrated its 200th year of sovereignty.

Where to Get It 

According to the distributor, Dionysos Imports, 571-437-4490, this wine is carried in Washington by Balducci's, MacArthur Beverages, Rodman's, Wagshal's and Whole Foods Market; in Maryland by Balducci's and Bradley Food and Beverage, both in Bethesda; and in Virginia by Rick's Wine &amp; Gourmet in Alexandria.
