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GIL KULERS

2004 Screw Kappa Napa Cabernet

Published on: 01/04/07

Sauvignon, Napa Valley, Calif.

• $14

• One thumb up. Intriguing but simple aromas of raspberry cream with flavors of blackberry and blueberry. Not massive, but fairly well balanced with a note of red apple skin toward the end with evident tannins.

Stone Mountain — Controversy erupted this week at the Kulers Uncorked Tasting Center. Gil Kulers, lead taster at the center, admitted to a packed news conference that he knew the identity of one of the Napa cabernet sauvignons in a recent tasting session, where it was previously believed that all wines were tasted anonymously.

"How many Napa cabs come in a screw top bottle? Of course, I knew it was Screw Kappa Napa Cab," said a defiant Kulers, who deflected questions on whether he would resign."I stand by my previous statements that I was fair with my evaluation and that the wine held its own with others three and four times the price of SKN."

The wine in question is one of the many quirky wines made by 3 Loose Screws, a division of Don Sebastiani & Sons. The company features several lines of inexpensive wines that come in screw-top bottles, such as Mia's Playground and Fusée. At 13,800 cases made, Screw Kappa Napa Cab is not quite a hard-to-find boutique wine, as many Napa cabernet sauvignons are, but is far from insipid, mass-produced wines.

Kulers explained to a skeptical press corps that most Napa Valley winemakers insist on the use of corks because of the romantic notions Napa cabernet sauvignons evoke among wine collectors. The embattled wine taster pointed out that cork is an imperfect, 400-year-old technology, which often infuses a wine with a wet cardboard smell.

"There is no reason why more of the Napa Valley crowd couldn't put screw-tops on their famous cabernet sauvignons. And until they do, we're going to have problems keeping SKN's identity a secret."

Champagne Mailly Brut Réserve

Published on: 12/21/06
Champagne, France
• $41

• Two thumbs way up. Complex aromas of cinnamon, nutmeg, hazelnut, toast and baked bread. Rich, full-bodied, complex flavors of toasted nuts, subtle raspberry and orange zest. Easily competes with wines three times the price.

I'm philosophically disinclined to write about bubbly wine just before New Year's. My editor has a slightly different philosophy, and she's highly persuasive.

Why the reluctance on my part? This time of year, you don't have to look too far (like today's accessAtlanta section, for example) to find a recommendation or two for various types of sparkling wine. I like to be original whenever possible.

The other thing is this: Who wants to drink an icy cold beverage in the heart of winter? For me, chilled sparkling wine is about warm spring days and picnic baskets.

'Tis true, however, that nothing says let's celebrate! like the pop of a champagne bottle. A cork flying out of a bottle is as much a trademark of good times as Coke's dynamic ribbon wave is to carbonated cola refreshment. A bottle of port may be nice for snuggling in front of a fire, but Underground Atlanta would be a sticky mess after the Peach Drop if everyone welcomed in the new year with the sweet alcoholic wine from Portugal.

So, a sparkling wine pick it is. If you find Champagne Mailly Brut Réserve, great. I think you'll like it. If you can't, determine how much you want to spend and ask your wine shop professional for a bottle of bubbly from France, California, New Mexico, Spain or Italy that says brut or extra dry on the label (extra brut or brut natural are too dry; sec, demi-sec and doux, too sweet).

A recent sparkling-wine survey at several wine shops showed me many decent choices abound. Considering that 60 percent of sparkling-wine sales are made in the six weeks following Thanksgiving, this should come as no news flash.

Boston Globe

Toast the New Year

Sparkling alternatives to Champagne

December 27, 2006

The story of how bubbles got into wine is a curious one and not altogether straightforward. What we know for certain is that while for centuries the conventional wisdom held bubbles in wine to be a fault, by the middle of the 1660s a small group of trend-setting (and high-living) English gentlemen had decided fizzy wine was positively the cat's pajamas. After that, the race was on to figure out how to reliably duplicate the process on an industrial scale. The contest was won, after more than a century of experimentation, by the widow Clicquot in her famous Champagne cellars.

But bubbly wine isn't the domain of Champagne alone. Throughout Europe -- or at least in those areas where conditions favored their development -- other sparkling wines emerged based on indigenous grapes and local vinification techniques. Some are fully sparkling, some gently frothy, but the best have qualities that make them delightful to drink on all sorts of occasions when an expensive bottle of Champagne or fancy New World bubbly isn't really called for.

Is there such a thing as sparkling plonk -- that's worth drinking? Despite the fact that putting on the spritz adds cost to any bottle of wine, high or low end, the answer is yes. At $12 or less, keep an eye peeled for cava from the vineyards around Crémant d'Alsace, Crémant de Bourgogne, and Crémant de Limoux. Use the money you save to buy your cat a new pair of pajamas.

-- STEPHEN MEUSE

Bubbly winners

Mionetto Prosecco Brut NV Attractive citrus-spicy aromas and flavors with a slightly minerally finish. Simple, pleasing sip. A modest 11 degrees of alcohol. About $12. At Trader Joe's, Cambridge, 617-491-8582 ; Curtis Liquors, Cohasset, 781-383-9800 ; Kappy's Liquors, Peabody, 508-532-2330.

Brut d'Argent Blanc de Blancs Brut NV

Good, steady-on apple-pear fruit and some brisk acids; nicely round and full in the mouth. A reliable and versatile value sparkler. About $11. At Federal Wine & Spirits, Boston, 617-367-8605 ; Shubie's, Marblehead, 781-631-0149 ; Post Road Liquors, Wayland, 508-358-4300.

Michel Olivier Blanc de Blancs Cremant de Limoux 2003 Light, fresh , and zesty with a toasty grace note. One stop short of fully dry; quite a little charmer. About $10. At Marty's Fine Wine, Newton, 617-332-1230.
Segura Viudas Brut Reserva Cava

Robust, earthy, little bubbly with a subtle fillip of tangerine-like fruit. About $8. At Wollaston Wines & Spirits, Quincy, 617-479-4433 ; Murray's Liquors, Newton, 617-964-1550 ; Colonial Spirits, Acton, 978-263-7775.

Simmonet-Febvre Crémant de Bourgogne NV

Gently frothy with a mineral element that we surmise won't be everyone's cup of tea -- but more Champagne-like than anything else we tasted. About $12. At Bauer Wine and Spirits, Back Bay, 617-262-0363 ; Cambridge Wine & Spirits 617-864-7171; Newton Highland Wine & Spirits, Newton, 617-527-3040.

Chicago Sun-Times

2006 diet news brought us fish, wine

January 1, 2007

BY LINDSEY TANNER Associated Press

The year's biggest nutrition news sometimes echoed what moms and food scientists have been harping on for years. Other times, it seemed too good to be true.

Often, the news centered on food choices many want removed from the table, but in a year that included white-bread icon Wonder Bread baking two whole-wheat versions, there were still plenty of healthy options available.

A recent study found that huge doses of a wine extract called resveratrol seemed to help obese mice live longer, healthier lives.

(AP)

The year started out sweet -- more data suggesting dark chocolate might be good for the heart -- and ended with trans fats grabbing big headlines -- New York City became the first in the nation to ban these unhealthy fats in restaurant food.

Although moms say save dessert for last, chocolate news deserves the first look. It made lots of mouths water, but nutrition experts say it needs to be taken with a grain of salt.

A study published in February found lower blood pressure and lower risk of death in older Dutch men who ate the equivalent of one-third of a chocolate bar daily. And research later in the year found improved blood flow in adults who drank flavanol-enriched cocoa. Flavanols are compounds also found in red wine that researchers believe help keep blood vessels healthy.

The two studies build on previous suggestions that chocolate, especially the dark variety, might be good for the heart. But the research is not conclusive and scientists still don't know if there really is a connection.

''Certainly nobody should start eating chocolate because they think chocolate is good for their heart,'' said Tufts University nutrition professor Alice Lichtenstein. ''At this point we don't know.''

Same goes for red wine.

In November, a headline-grabbing study found that huge doses of a red wine extract called resveratrol seemed to help obese mice live longer, healthier lives. Some scientists think the ingredient, found in grape skin, is one reason French people have less heart disease than Americans.

But no one knows if resveratrol would benefit humans the way it did mice, and it would take enormous amounts of red wine to equal the dose used in the experiment.

A safer approach would be choosing foods with more proven benefits, including fish. The American Heart Association recommends eating fish, especially oily kinds like salmon and tuna, at least twice a week. They contain omega-3 fatty acids that can make blood less likely to form clots that cause heart attacks.

A study published in July said diets high in fatty fish might also reduce risks for a major cause of age-related vision loss.

The Institute of Medicine weighed in, declaring in October that benefits from eating seafood twice a week outweigh risks of mercury exposure. Children and pregnant women, however, are still urged to avoid big predators such as shark, swordfish, tilefish and king mackerel, which have higher mercury levels.

Research in April said a heart-healthy Mediterranean-style diet heavy on fish instead of meat, along with lots of vegetables and grains, appeared to protect against Alzheimer's disease.

More brain-boosting news came in October when researchers reported that eating lots of vegetables appeared to help slow the mental decline sometimes associated with aging.

The best were spinach, kale and collards, which contain vitamin E, an antioxidant believed to help fight cell-damaging chemicals.

What not to eat -- and drink -- got lots of attention in 2006.

Several reports said sugary sodas are a major cause of obesity, and in May beverage companies agreed to stop selling non-diet fizzy drinks in U.S. schools.

As New York's board of health moved toward its decision in December to ban artificial trans fats from restaurant food, some fast food operators made the move in advance.

And the heart association became the first major health group to recommend specific dietary limits for the fat. Trans fats, found in many cookies, crackers and fried foods, raise levels of LDL cholesterol, the bad kind that contributes to heart disease.

Health experts said they hoped other cities would follow New York's lead -- and also adopt the city's plan to require restaurants to list calories on menus.

''That will have an even greater impact on the nutritional health of our population than just the trans-fat ban,'' said Dr. Robert Kushner, medical director of Northwestern Memorial Hospital's weight management program in Chicago.

''That will hopefully start to chip away at the increasing prevalence of obesity ... the story that never goes away,'' Kushner said.
Chicago Tribune

Take those sparklers out and pop 'em

Bill Daley

Published January 7, 2007

Q. What is the aging rule for champagne? If I buy a bottle of medium-priced white champagne and put it in the cellar, should I keep an eye on the calendar? My friend has a stash he ignores (including a few good ones) because he doesn't drink champagne, and I'm thinking it's all going to ruin. Any advice?

--Julie Pabst, Naperville

A. Sparkling wines are ready to drink as soon as they're sold, or so the French strongly insist. So don't keep that midpriced bubbly too long; get to work on your friend's "stash."

Quality sparkling wine, notably vintage French Champagne, is a candidate for aging, especially if you want a toastier, more yeasty flavor. The British are famously passionate about aged Champagne, a preference galling, no doubt, to many French. But the two apparently agree to disagree.

I loved it when Queen Elizabeth II had the French president over for dinner two years ago. She was perfectly polite, even changing the name of Windsor Castle's Waterloo Chamber for the night to avoid offense, but the Champagne was a Krug 1982. Contrast this to the Champagne served by Jacques Chirac when the queen came to Paris just a few months before: Dom Perignon 1995--the most current vintage then available.

Q. On a recent trip to Nova Scotia, we liked Jost Winery's Cayuga Cote de Bras d'Or. I brought several bottles home, and family and friends loved it too. Jost does not ship to the U.S., and I haven't found it at any local wine shops. Is there a law regarding Canadian wine that means we have to go back to Canada to get more?

--Julie Stielstra, Lyons

A. Jost wine is sold only in Canada. It's more a matter of choice than of law; if the winemakers wanted to sell here, they could apply for a permit or find an importer.

But you can find Cayuga wine in the United States. In fact, this white hybrid grape was developed in New York in the 1970s. A good place to start looking would be wineries in New York's Finger Lakes region. Go to newyorkwines.org, Web site of the New York Wine & Grape Foundation, an industry group.

There's no one answer on temperature

By Bill Daley

Q: Should red and white wines be refrigerated before opening? Should leftover wine, red and white, be refrigerated? Is there any way to successfully store them to retain their taste? How long will their tastes remain without going south?

_Eleanor P. Moseley

A: I think all wines, red, white or pink, taste better on the coolish side. Just how cool depends on the type or grape varietal, the style and even the quality of the wine. Ideal serving temps can vary up to 20 degrees, which is why your seemingly simple question is hard to answer.

Whites should be refrigerated, or chilled in an ice bucket, before serving. Lighter, younger and cheaper whites are served colder than richer, older and pricier whites. Roses are refrigerated too.

Reds are supposed to be served at "room temperature," but the room in question belongs in a drafty French chateau, not a modern American home with central heating. Reds do best in the upper 50s to mid-60s, so a quick chill in the refrigerator may be in order.

Refrigerate leftover whites or roses. Whether you refrigerate leftover red is up to you (remember you can always zap a glass in the microwave if it's too cold).

As for saving leftover wine, there are a number of products to consider. Most seek to remove air from contact with the wine, either by vacuum-pumping air out or inserting a layer of a harmless gas over the wine and then stopping up the top. They work fine. Talk to your local wine merchant about the various products; don't feel you have to buy the fanciest or most expensive.

And don't worry if you don't have this gear. I find that most wines make it safely into the next day or two by simply being (gently) recorked. Alpana Singh, the master sommelier and author of "Alpana Pours," recommends storing leftover wine in a smaller covered jar or container so there's no room for air to get into contact with the wine. I've tried her suggestion, and wine lasts several days that way.

If you're worried about having leftover wine, consider buying half-bottles, which can be finished in one evening. Or buy one of those inexpensive "box" wines; the airtight packaging keeps the wine for weeks.

Cheaper by the bubble

Cava trumps Champagne when budget enters the sparkling-wine equation

Published December 27, 2006

Good bargains are often scarce at the holidays. The sparkling wines of Spain are a delicious exception.

Known simply as cava, Catalan for "cellar," these Spanish bubblies are made according to the traditional methods used most famously in France's Champagne region--but the resulting wines often cost a fraction of the French price, often less than $20 a bottle.

"Cava always sells really well for us," said Michael Scharber, partner in Kafka Wine Co. in Lakeview. "It's so modern and easy to drink. It has broad appeal."

Scharber said the store is "ripping through" cases of the 2002 Marques de Gelida cava because the bubbly has lots of fruit flavor as opposed to the more traditional, yeastier taste of Champagne.

That certain cava flavor also draws Charles Stanfield, the sparkling-wine authority at Sam's Wines & Spirits. So special is the flavor that he confesses to growing annoyed when people call cava "the Spanish Champagne."

"They should call it what it is," Stanfield insisted. "It's the Spanish sparkling wine. Champagne is Champagne, cava is cava. When you're one of the most popular sparkling wines in the world, you don't have to compare yourself to anything."

Cava's minerality keeps bread-like aromas to a minimum, Stanfield said. It's not as fruity as American bubbly or as melon-like as Italian prosecco. The minerality makes cava a good match for seafoods, cream sauces and white meats, he said.

Most cava comes from the Penedes region of Catalonia in northeastern Spain. The predominant white wine grapes used are macabeo (viura), parellada and xarel-lo, according to "The New Wine Lover's Companion." Chardonnay also is permitted. Some cava producers make rose versions by using garnacha (grenache), monastrell (mourvedre) and pinot noir, the wine dictionary reports.

Spain is the largest producer of sparkling wine in the world, according to Wines of Spain, a division of the Trade Commission of Spain in New York. The United States is Spain's third-biggest customer for cava. Germany is first, followed by the United Kingdom.

Beyond the taste, price is a major draw.

Doug Jeffirs, wine director of Binny's Beverage Depot stores, said he tries to sound out sparkling wine buyers on whether they want high-end bubbly or something more everyday.

"If they are looking for something more crowd-pleasing, I take them there [to cava]," Jeffirs said. "They get more bang for the buck."

Scharber agrees cava is easy to serve at parties because it is less expensive than French or Italian sparkling wines.

"When I hear the words `entertaining' and `budget,' cava pops out in my mind," he said. "The Spanish know their market. They compete with gorgeous packaging and a great price point."

- - -

A toast to cava

If you choose to ring in the New Year with cava, make sure to serve plenty of food. These Spanish sparklers can carry quite a kick, offering up lots of tart, citrusy notes that can act with food like a spritz of lemon.

The Good Eating tasting panel tried eight cavas. Some were vintage, some not (wines with no year listed are non-vintage). Most were under $20 and thus an affordable alternative for New Year's Eve entertaining.

J. Esteve Nadal Cava Avinyo Brut Reserva

Tart, citric, with a nose that ranged from grapefruit to tar, this sparkler had muscle underneath its creamy blanket of bubbles. Notes of grapefruit, lime, even incense marked the flavor. Serve with cheeses, oysters wrapped in bacon.

$15 (3 corkscrews)

U Mes U Fan Tres Cava 1+1=3

Consider this Sprite for adults with plenty of lemon and lime notes for sparkle. A creamy, almost powdery stone element offered balance. It tied with the Gramona Cava Gran Cuvee. Serve with Spanish ham, scallops in cream sauce.

$15 (2 corkscrews)

2003 Gramona Cava Gran Cuvee

Surprisingly spicy with a lemony-pear flavor. Lots and lots of tiny bubbles underscored the wine's zest. Serve with shrimp, green olives and almonds.

$19 (2 corkscrews)

Freixenet Cava Cordon Negro Extra Dry

Fruity with an aroma of hay, leather and moss. Smooth flavor, short finish, bubbles build slowly to a dramatic mouth-filling sensation. Serve with paella, Parmesan cheese and Spanish chorizo.

$11 (2 corkscrews)

1999 Raventos i Blanc Cava Gran Reserva Brut Nature

Lots of mineral elements first, followed by citrusy notes that melt into soft floral touches. The bubbles create a buoyant foam on the tongue. Serve with chicken in cream sauce, shrimp quiche.

$29 (2 corkscrews)

2002 Marques de Gelida Cava Brut Exclusive Reserva

Very fizzy, sharp, with notes of granite and lime. Some yeastiness on the finish. Serve with caviar-topped blinis, shrimp.

$13 (2 corkscrews)

Tierra Salvaje Cava Brut Reserva

Made by Chandon Espana, the Spanish arm of the French Champagne house Moet & Chandon, this kosher sparkler has an oily, mineral flavor spritzed with lime. Tart. Serve with cheeses, figs, apricots.

$12 (2 corkscrews)

Montsarra Cava Brut

Notes of pineapple, stone and lime marked this wine, but most tasters found it very one-dimensional. Serve with macaroni and cheese, ham.

$15 (1 corkscrew)

--B.D.

Follow THAT cork

You had a great bottle of wine in a restaurant. We can help you find it again.

By Phil Vettel

Tribune restaurant critic

Published January 4, 2007

A restaurant that serves superb food is likely to have a selection of superior wines to match. Indeed, one of the great joys of dining out is discovering new and delicious wines.

Once you've fallen in love with a new wine, the challenge then becomes learning where to find more of it.

In my experience, sommeliers are great resources when it comes to learning about wine, and not-so-great resources when it comes to obtaining wine. They are happy, for instance, to jot down the salient information (name, vintage year, varietal and so forth) for you to take home.

But ask wine directors where one might find the wine at retail, and their answers may range from a vague guess to a shrug. Perhaps that's because wine directors don't purchase at retail and are therefore less informed about the retail market. Another issue is that some wines on restaurant lists simply aren't available at retail.

However, if you've tasted an extraordinary wine and wish to purchase more, there's a good chance you'll succeed. The keys are persistence, flexibility and a realistic attitude.

Sad to say, wine is a finite quantity. Only so much wine of one style by a particular maker is available in a given vintage, and after enough years go by, that wine may exist only on a few restaurant wine lists and in private collections. The older the wine, particularly from the prestige houses in Bordeaux and Burgundy, the more likely this is to be true.

Some prized wines are so sought-after that vintages never make it to market; they're snapped up by collectors and investors as soon as the corks hit the bottle. (One such wine is Screaming Eagle, a legendary cabernet sauvignon; I saw it listed in a restaurant last month for $6,000.)

And then there are those wines that exist in restaurants and nowhere else.

"A good example is Navarro, from Mendocino, which to my mind is the best domestic gewurztraminer out there," said Brian Duncan, wine director for Bin 36 and its sibling restaurants. "Navarro doesn't want its wines at retail. The wine isn't expensive by any means, but they've made a conscious decision that they only want to see their wines in juxtaposition to good food."

At Bin 36, Duncan makes all of his 50 "Bin Selections" available for retail purchase. But the restaurant's expanded wine list includes selections that could be difficult or impossible to obtain.

So a little reality check is in order before you spend hours scouring retail shelves for 20-year-old Bordeaux or, worse, a vintage from the year you were married or when a child was born. ("I feel bad when people do that," Duncan said, "because it's often a vintage that wasn't particularly good. If you go that route, I recommend an Armagnac or Madeira; you'll have better luck.")

Nevertheless, the majority of wines out there are indeed out there, as long as you know where to look.

For instance, I recently fished out of a jacket pocket a cork from a bottle of wine. I don't remember which restaurant, and I don't even remember the wine particularly well. But I must have saved that cork for a reason.

Most corks don't tell the drinker very much, but this cork was particularly informative (no doubt another reason I kept it), bearing the words "Silvio Grasso La Morra."

I conferred with Tribune food and wine reporter Bill Daley for advice.

"Start with the Internet," he said. "If the winemaker has a Web site, you can contact them to learn where their wines are available in your area."

I started by searching the Internet for a bottle of La Morra wine, made by Silvio Grasso. But I didn't find one. I found enough sites to confirm that Grasso is an Italian winemaker, but many of the sites were in Italian, which was of limited usefulness.

Eventually, however, I found a site that linked the wine to Distinctive Wine & Spirits Co., a distributor on Chicago's South Side. I phoned, and someone at Distinctive confirmed that the company did indeed distribute Silvio Grasso wines. Distinctive couldn't sell to me directly, but they advised me that Binny's and Sam's Wines & Spirits, two large Chicago-area retailers, carried the wine.

Saddle up and drive to the wine store, right? Not so fast.

"You absolutely have to call first," said Daley. "Just because the distributor says it's there doesn't mean it is."

That advice was particularly useful in the case of Binny's and Sam's, which have multiple locations. The Sam's Wines & Spirits closest to my house had no Silvio Grasso, but another Sam's location had four different Grasso wines in stock (two from 1999, two from a 2000 vintage). Similarly, the Binny's store in Hyde Park was all out, but the River North store had exactly eight bottles of Silvio Grasso "Bricco Luciani" 2001 Barolo in stock.

Distinctive's Web site just happened to mention the U.S. importer of Silvio Grasso is Vin Divino, which, fortuitously enough, is based in Chicago.

A phone call put me in contact with Chad Calder, who works in Vin Divino's national sales and marketing department. Though I identified myself as a reporter, Calder said that Vin Divino fields calls from civilian wine-buyers as well.

"We get calls like this all the time," said Calder, "from all over the country. Typically we refer them to the wine's representative, or to the local distributor."

Calder explained why my initial search for "La Morra" wine was fruitless. "La Morra isn't a wine," he said. "It's one of several hilltop towns in Piedmont where Barolo is made.

"And I see here," said Calder, "that we have several cases of Silvio Grasso in the warehouse. So if you wanted one, two or five cases, we could set that up; all it takes is a phone call. We'd ship it to Distinctive and they'd ship it to the retail store. Worst case scenario, it'd take three weeks, but probably less."

- - -

How to find a wine

1. If you taste a great wine, write it down.

"In the best-case scenario, keep the bottle," said Chad Calder of wine importer Vin Divino. "I also advise people to keep a wine diary, so even if you can't take the bottle with you, get as much information as you can, especially the producer's name, the vintage, and cru or producer designation."

2. Noting why you liked a wine is as important as remembering that you liked it.

What exactly about the wine pleased you? Did you love one pinot noir for its black-cherry fruitiness, or a chablis for its flinty mineral quality? If you know not only what wine you want, but also why you want it, you'll learn aspects of your personal taste that will help in future wine searches.

3. The Internet is your friend.

Sites such as www.winesearcher.com and www.winezap.com can help search for wines and even offer price comparisons. "Those sites," said Brian Duncan, wine director for Bin 36, "are great indications of how much trouble you're going to have. If these sites don't list them, the wine is going to be difficult to find."

Duncan also recommended Hart Davis Hart Wine Co. (www.hdhwine.com), a well-respected source for hard-to-find wines.

4. A relationship with a good wine retailer is an invaluable resource.

If the retailer doesn't carry a particular wine, he may know which distributor to contact and likely will be willing to order the wine for you. More important, over time the retailer will remember your preferences and can suggest wines that you might otherwise never have considered. "I had a wine merchant once who knew my taste perfectly," said Tribune food and wine reporter Bill Daley. "All I had to do was walk in and say 'salmon,' and his fingers would go tripping down a line of bottles."

5. Be open to new suggestions.

If a maker's wine wows you, perhaps you'll enjoy the same wine from a different vintage, other styles of wine from the same maker, or a similarly styled wine by a different maker. And don't fly off the handle if you try a wine and don't like it. Knowing which wines and styles you don't like can be just as valuable as knowing which ones you love.

--Phil Vettel

Good things also come in huge packages

Published December 24, 2006

Q. We purchased a huge bottle of 1996 Casa Lapostolle Merlot Cuvee Alexandre at a charity auction a couple of years ago. I was thinking about opening it for the holidays and wonder if it is still OK.

--Saundra Van Dyke, Chicago

A. This Chilean red should be good still, especially if you've stored it correctly: in the dark, on its side, with cool and steady temperatures. I don't know how "huge" your bottle is, but wines tend to age more slowly in larger formats, which is part of the appeal when the vintage in question is considered a keeper.

If it makes you feel better, the Web word on the wine is quite complimentary, so I think you'll be pleased.

Q. Before I invest in a bottle of this year's Beaujolais nouveau, I'd like your opinion of this year's crop and if any brand is worth purchasing.

--Nina Gaspich, Chicago

A. "Invest" is not a word I'd use for Beaujolais nouveau. This is a light, fruity red wine, the first of the harvest, and it's meant to be drunk now with as little gravitas as possible.

This one-time plonk for the peasants has taken on cachet only because the French decided to turn its release--always the third Thursday of November--into a party and, let's face it, we all need a party in gray November. Thanks to all the publicity, Beaujolais producers have been able to push up the price on what is, essentially, grape juice gone "bad." Even so, you're still talking around $10 retail.

I usually turn to Georges DuBoeuf first because, as one of the largest producers of Beaujolais, his wines are widely available. Shop around for the best price.

When you buy, remember to drink up. Most folks suggest finishing the nouveau by the New Year, or the end of January at the latest. That's because the charm of this wine lies in its freshness. There are other higher-quality, non-nouveau Beaujolais more suitable for storing and drinking over a longer period, such as Beaujolais-Villages, or from specific cru villages, like Chenas, Morgon, Regnie and Saint-Amour (always a popular buy around Valentine's Day).

Denver Post

Wine of the week: Bodegas Gutiérrez de la Vega

Article Last Updated: 01/02/2007 06:26:30 PM MST

Bodegas Gutiérrez de la Vega 2005 Casta Diva Cosecha Miel, about $29/500 ml

Can't eat another thing after the holidays? Me neither, yet I still want a little something sweet at the end of the day. A sweet sip of Casta Diva Cosecha Miel does the trick. This "Honey Harvest" lives up to its name in its golden hue and flavors so sweet they seem to buzz. Made from muscat grown in Alicante on Spain's Costa Blanca, it's packed with exotic, sunny flavors, from almond nougat to tropical fruit with orange blossom scents. The price may seem steep, but a bottle goes a long way.

Imported by Classical Wines, Seattle | Tara Q. Thomas
Champagne of the week: Gaston Chiquet

By The Denver Post Staff

Article Last Updated: 12/26/2006 06:56:55 PM MST

Gaston Chiquet Champagne Brut Tradition, about $42

As with most things, price isn't necessarily an indication of quality. Especially in Champagne. Sure, you can pay $225 for a fabulous bottle of bubbly - but $42 can get you a wine to knock your socks off.

For the best buys, look for the small, family-owned houses that grow their own grapes for their wines (the big ones buy most of their grapes). One of my favorites is Gaston Chiquet, a brand that dates to the 1700s. The Brut Tradition in Champagne is as gutsy as it is elegant, its fine bubbles carrying flavor that's as bold, minerally and smooth as an oyster. Now that's a way to ring in the New Year.

Imported by Terry Theise Selections/ Michael Skurnik Wines, Syosset, N.Y.|

Tara Q. Thomas
Detroit News

Michigan's Old Mission finally wakes up as new ventures bring change

As wine regions go, Michigan's Old Mission Peninsula has been a sleeper, where the only change was the weather. It seemed forever that there were only four wineries (Chateau Grand Traverse, Chantal Chantal, Bowers Harbor and Peninsula Cellars), or five if you count the one that didn't have a tasting room, Zafarana.

But then, a year and a half ago, Brys Estate gently stirred up the chemistry to make five tasting rooms, and now the race is on. You need a scorecard to keep track of the changes on that tiny strip of land poking out of Traverse City. Just 19 miles long and no more than 3 miles wide at the broadest point, the landscape is more and more vineyards, fewer and fewer cherry trees.

As reported here last week, the family of the late Joseph Zafarana, who died in April of 2006, sold their land to Chateau Grand Traverse: a total of 67 acres with 32 acres in mature vines, bringing a close to any new vintages for the Zafarana brand. Zafarana only owned their vineyards. They did not build a winemaking facility or tasting room; instead, the wines were made at Chateau Chantal, and the Zafarana family, with its vast business ties, was able to sell the wines at a hundred stores and restaurants throughout Michigan.

And now, that leaves Chateau Grand Traverse with all those acres of producing vines. According to Sean O'Keefe, specialty winemaker there and son of founder Ed O'Keefe, their dash to buy up land and sign new leases will give them more than 100 acres of vines this year, the largest vinifera holdings in this part of the country.

Winemaker Cornel Olivier, who put Brys Estate on the map with a number of awards for his Cabernet Francs and Pinot Noirs, announced he is leaving that winery on March 1 to become a partner in the new Two Lads winery venture, just north and east of Chateau Chantal.

His partners are Chris Baldyga and Dick Quartel. Baldyga is a chum of Olivier's from his stint at Chateau Grand Traverse and Quartel is Chris's father-in-law. Two Lads will kick off production with 16 acres of 6-year-old vines, and in another year, 10 acres of recently cleared cherry orchards will be planted in grapes. If you know your geography, their property is the John Drettnan farm.

Baldyga, 29, was raised in the Traverse City area and spent many summers as a kid helping out at Chateau Grand Traverse, where his mother, Terrie McClelland, is now the operations manager. He remembers planting the home vineyard of then Chateau Grand Grand Traverse winemaker Mark Johnson.

"It's the right time. It's the right place," said Baldyga this week, referring to his association with Olivier, who will be the winemaker. The two worked in the cellar together at the Chateau and played rugby in Traverse City. Groundbreaking for a winemaking facility and tasting room is expected this year to prepare for the first vintage.

Olivier is excited about the venture. The South African said this week: "I came to the states with just a backpack on my back. Now, eight years later, I have the opportunity to be a partner in a winery. It's been a goal of mine to have something like this."

And how does that affect Brys Estate? Eileen Brys, contacted this week, said she and husband Walter were surprised by Olivier's news, but for now, he has agreed to finish the work on the 2006 wines and consult on the 2007 harvest.

And you still have to throw into the whole mix the news that Bryan Ulbrich, formerly of Peninsula Cellars, is now busy building his own urban winery and tasting room in Traverse City (read my previous column), and sister Emily Ulbrich is replacing him out on the peninsula. His Left Foot Charley wines will all use Old Mission fruit.

Spencer Stegenga, proprietor of Bowers Harbor, has a ringside seat on the action. His winery, like Zafarana, does not have a winemaking facility, but nevertheless has grown by leaps and bounds, with production at a healthy 8,000 cases a year. Stegenga still has no plans to build. He already has four top winemakers producing his wines: Bryan Ulbrich at Left Foot Charley makes the dry reds; Bernd Croissant at Chateau Grand Traverse makes the semi-dry Riesling and Pinot Grigio; Cornel Olivier at Brys has made the single-vineyard Rieslings; and Dr. David Miller at St. Julian makes his popular Otis wines.

Also, Ed O'Keefe at Chateau Grand Traverse is finally pursuing his idea of building a farm cooperative winery in Traverse City to make wines for growers who can't afford a winemaking facility or tasting room. "This is a boon for the grower," he said this week. "All the work is done by the cooperative, and the wines are then sold on the premises of the cooperative.

It's an old European concept that has only been touched on in this country, but O'Keefe has held a license for this type operation for years and decided to dust off the paperwork and make it happen.

So behold a vibrant and changing wine climate on Old Mission Peninsula.

There's nothing sleepy about it anymore.

-- January 4, 2007

Michigan wineries gave us much to remember in 2006

The new millennium is well under way, as is a new chapter for the modern Michigan wine industry. Looking back on the year 2006, here are some of the memorable people, events and wines that stick out in my mind:

Leelanau Cellars, one of the state's oldest and largest wineries, moved out of its small, pine-paneled quarters on an obscure hill in Omena to the bright lights of Grand Traverse Bay in a spacious new facility that cannot be missed as you enter the tiny unincorporated community. It's the perfect showcase for the wines of Shawn Walters, who quietly reaps medals around the country as he impresses experts with his crisp, dry whites; earthy, full-bodied reds; and some of the best fruit wines in the state. Plus his cherry port is one of the best.

The Moersch family business at Round Barn in Southwest Michigan is mushrooming! Rick Moersch, another legend in the modern history of Michigan wine, joined with David Otis of Chicago to launch DiVine vodka made from distilled Michigan grapes, made at Round Barn, and the spirit went into statewide distribution this year. In addition, sons Matt and Chris launched their own winery, Free Run Cellars, in Berrien Springs.

Chateau Chantal on Old Mission Peninsula took the unique step of producing a line of Argentinian wines to add to their lineup, especially in vintages in which Michigan reds have a hard time ripening. This step makes Chantal's Mark Johnson the state's first "flying winemaker." The dry Malbecs are produced in Mendoza, with Johnson overseeing the harvest and winemaking. Back home, Coenraad Stassen has taken over the production of the Michigan wines, pulling down 32 medals, 20 of which were silver or better, this year.

Old Mission Peninsula, in general, seemed to be the wine region that came alive, not only with the wines of Stassen, but the launch of Left Foot Charley by Bryan Ulbrich, who left Peninsula Cellars to start his own line; the new vineyard-designated Rieslings at Bowers Harbor, as that winery continues to increase its production; the new Brys Estate and its success under winemaker Cornel Olivier; and the bushel of medals won by the dry whites at Chateau Grand Traverse, including Best Sparkling Wine honors at the 2006 Michigan Wine & Spirits competition.

Old Mission also brings to mind the passing of a great friend to the Michigan wine industry, Joe Zafarana, 82, the founder of Zafarana Vineyards. He was unique among Michigan vintners, proving you don't need a tasting room or romantic landscape to sell wine, though he dreamed of having both. Zafarana contracted with Bob Begin of Chateau Chantal to harvest his grapes and make the wine, and Zafarana placed his Rieslings and Pinot Noirs in more than 100 top Michigan restaurants and retail stores. The big-hearted entrepreneur put off the building of a $1.7 million Tuscan-style winery to be by the side of his wife, Olga, who had fallen ill. Mr. Zafarana died on April 20.

Larry Mawby of L. Mawby Vineyards warranted a chapter in "The Great Wines of America: The Top Forty Vintners, Vineyards and Vintages" by Paul Lukacs, who cited Mawby's Talismon Brut. "Larry Mawby is a man on a mission," Lukacs writes. "His self-imposed mission is to compel consumers to think of Michigan when they think of classy, elegant American bubbly."

Silvio "Tony" Ciccone and wife Joan finally put daughter Madonna to work for them and Michigan. The new Madonna wines made by Ciccone Vineyards, with labels taken from the pop star's recent "Confessions" tour and CD, are targeted to be collectibles, priced at $39.99, and signed by Madonna and Ciccone. They are in limited production, and each bottle is numbered.

One of the sweetest ideas of the year was the making of truffles flavored with St. Julian's award-winning Solera Cream Sherry. Tina Buck, proprietor of the Chocolate Garden in Coloma, Mich., partnered with David Braganini, owner of St. Julian, on the project. The chocolates are sold at the winery and at the Chocolate Garden.

The turn of the century has seen the most progress and confidence in the history of Michigan wines. It may be a matter of inching their way to people's attention, but the wines, especially the Rieslings, Cabernet Francs and Pinot Noirs, are worthy of the world's scrutiny.

-- December 28, 2006

Wineries in the American East: You ain't seen nothin' yet

Look out, California.

The wild, wild East is on your tail.

Give me a New York wine, any ol' day. Love those Long Island Merlots, the Viogniers and Cabernet Francs from Virginia, the Chambourcins from Pennsylvania, the ice wines from Ohio. Pour me a glass of Massachusetts sparkling wine, Rhode Island Cabernet Franc and -- from one special winery -- by all means, an Indiana Cabernet Sauvignon! And let's not leave out Michigan and its Rieslings, Pinot Blancs and Gewurztraminers.

An ongoing project of mine has been writing a chapter on the Atlantic Northeast states, reaching inland as far as Michigan, Ohio and Indiana, for Tom Stevenson's annual paperback guide to all the wine news around the world. It's called "Wine Report" (DK Publishing, $15). Covering such a big and diverse region is a daunting assignment that has changed the way I taste and view wine. In writing my fourth installment for this series, I can say I have personally witnessed tremendous strides in quality coming out of this region.

While many obscure, cold-hardy grape varieties provided the early foundation for wineries in the East, and still do in some places, vintners are learning how to make the more popular European wines: Pinot Noir, Cabernet Sauvignon, Sauvignon Blanc, Chardonnay and of course, Riesling. Especially since the start of the new millennium, vintners are reviewing the way they plant and make wine, and learning how to blend it in trying vintages.

I am amazed at the Eastern grape varieties I have grown to love beyond the obvious. Rkatsitelli, a widely planted variety in the former Soviet Union, in the hands of New York's Dr. Konstantin Frank or the Tomasello family in New Jersey; Seyval as made by Linden in Virginia; Chambourcin that's reminiscent of Pinot Noir at Chaddsford in Pennsylvania, or of Zinfandel at Keswick in Virginia, and Syrah-like at Terra Cotta in a dry county of Ohio. And I would have sworn the vintage Port made at New York's Lakewood was Cabernet Franc. Nope. It's the hybrid, Baco Noir.

Eastern winemakers are a brave bunch. Not even Europeans tend to make straight varietal wines out of Petit Verdot, which is normally used in Bordeaux blends, but they do it very well at Veritas and Jefferson in Virginia. And what about planting the Spanish Albarino and Austrian Gruener Veltliner in Maryland? Ed Boyce and Sarah O'Herron at the new Black Ankle hired consultants Lucie Morton of Virginia and Lucien Guillemet of Bordeaux to help them. And who would have expected to find a Marsanne grown outside of France and bottled as a varietal in Michigan? Domaine Berrien Cellars made a superb example in 2005.

Viticulturists such as Morton of Virginia and Pascal Marty of Bordeaux are helping wineries adapt their growing practices to make charming European-style wines. Morton's mantra is dense plantings, low-vigor rootstocks and European clones. European clones are nothing new to Dr. Frank's Vinifera Wine Cellars, which has sworn by the high-quality, low-yielding, winter-hardy German Clone 90 Riesling for years.

As I wind up my coverage for the year 2006, a vintage that certainly took every ounce of energy and brain power to pull off because of the cold, rainy growing season, I pinch myself at the changes I've seen this year.

Backers in New York opened a gorgeous $7 million wine and educational center in Canandaigua to serve as a gateway to all the wineries in that state. A burst of growth in Maryland saw sales of its homegrown wines up 18 percent, versus 2 percent for all wines. And there were unprecedented outlays of money to rebuild old wineries, or start impressive new ones from the ground up. Among the new ones were Boxwood in Virginia (owned by the former president of the Washington Red Skins, John Kent Cooke, and his wife); and Sugarloaf Mountain in Maryland, owned by four siblings in the Donoghue family (who are all judges or lawyers), who hired U.C.-Davis-trained winemaker Carl DiManno, along with Lucie Morton for viticulture.

Remember these names:

# Bedell Cellars on Long Island, where John Irving Levenberg, formerly of Hobbs in California is turning out new sensational white blends and taking steps to beef up red-wine quality.

# Veritas in Virginia, where French master Champagne maker Claude Thibaut is consulting and even using the facility for his own brand.

# Ravines in New York, where Morten Halgren is dedicated to European-style Meritages and Pinot Noir.

# Fox Run in New York, with winemaker Peter Bell; Red Newt in New York, with winemaker David Whiting; Anthony Road in New York with Johannes Reinhardt; Heron Hill in New York with Thomas Laszlo. Long Island wineries Lenz, Woelffer, Channing Daughters and Paumanok; and Priam in Connecticut; Barboursville in Virginia; Sakonnet in Rhode Island.

# Michael Shaps is a one-man force in Virginia, consulting at King Family and DelFosse, besides making his own brand.

# Ohio offers the remarkable wines of Firelands, Debonne, Ravenhurst, St. Joseph, Markko, Kinkead Ridge, Ferrante and Valley, to name a few.

# Winemakers coming on strong in Michigan are Shawn Walters at Leelanau Cellars, Cornell Olivier at Brys Estate and Coenraad Stassen at Chateau Chantal.

And folks, I've just grazed the surface of talent.

If anybody epitomizes the drive and passion stoking the wine fires in the East, it's Eric Miller, and wife Lee, at Chaddsford near Philadelphia. They are veterans who still see the need for change and settle for nothing but quality. Eric doesn't even use paper labels on his better wines, but has the bottles etched with his handwritten, straight-from-the-heart messages.

But there's a runner-up -- Bill Oliver at Oliver Winery in Bloomington, Ind. Imagine the state known for soybeans and popcorn producing world-class Cabernet Sauvignon. Oliver did it at his Creekbend Vineyard, with meticulous viticultural practices.

"I'd like to have some respect for the good wines we make. It's like people just assume you don't make good wine," he said to me.

Well, he's got mine.

Like I said, look out, California.

-- December 21, 2006

Experience the taste thrills of a Mosel Riesling

Madeline Triffon: Wine
Don't miss: Zilliken Riesling "Butterfly," Mosel-Saar-Ruwer 2004 Germany, $17

Style: Delicate and perfumed with racy acidity and delicious green apple and peach flavors.

If you still think that "Riesling" telegraphs "sweet," you're cheating yourself out of the most food-friendly wine experience in a bottle. The German producers have long figured out that they are competing with dry whites from France and Italy. The lion's share of their wines range from Trocken (bone-dry), to just off-dry (Halb-Trocken), to lightly fruity (Kabinett). FYI: The sweeter styles are usually indicated by Spätlese and Auslese.

This pretty Butterfly demonstrates the thrilling fruity-tart feeling of medium-dry Riesling at its best. Mouth-watering acidity and low alcohol make it a quaff one could indulge in with spicy-hot Asian dish even at lunch!

Inspiration for the name "Butterfly" comes from wine journalists who would refer to the wines of Hanno Zilliken as butterflies due to his ethereal, almost effortless style. Fully 100 percent of the Zilliken estate is planted to Riesling, Germany's star varietal. Zilliken has the deepest cellars in the Saar River valley, with three levels below ground. Due to ground water entering through the walls, the natural humidity is so high that stalagmites grow from the ceiling!

For retail sources: Contact Wines of Distinction at michaelk @jjimporters.com.

Impossible food-and-wine combos? Solved!

What do you mean "no wine"? Why is beer alone the fall-back with Mexican, Indian and Thai cuisine?

Just what is it that makes a food "non-wine friendly"? Eye-opening heat levels (think wasabi), and overt sweetness (aka mango chutneys) and super-exotic flavors pull the rug out from under traditional principles of what-goes-with-what.

But wine lovers need not despair! What's needed is wine with moderate-to-low alcohol, crisp acidity and a kiss of sweetness. Take a bow, Ms. Riesling!

Off-dry to slightly sweet German whites work wonderfully well with challenging cuisine. Thanks to Germany's cool climate, its wines sport alcohol levels that usually hover somewhere between 8.5 and 12 percent. "Hot" wines, meaning those that come in well over 12 percent, have an effective "blow-torch" effect when in contact with spicy foods. A cool-growing region also preserves a wine acidity, rendering it refreshing and cleansing, ideal for a rich, palate-coating dish.

Notice how effective a soft drink works with spicy-hot foods? Much more so than a gulp of cold water. Wine that has just a whisper of sweetness will do the same trick, all the more so if it's fresh and pleasantly tart.

Houston Chronicle

Australian wines strike good balance

Mount Mary Winery reflects a European taste

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

Jan. 3, 2007, 6:34AM

The huge leg of lamb was perfectly seasoned and perfectly medium rare. All it needed was the perfect wine match.

And it was sitting in my glass.

Lamb goes particularly well with red Bordeaux, although I am fond of other wines with it, too, notably a spicy syrah. What lamb doesn't go well with — few foods do — is a red wine so overripe and alcoholic you may as well be drinking port.

Welcome to the miserable world of overblown premium red wines today.

This is a shame, because the subtlety and complexity of many dishes need a wine that likewise can bring finesse to the table. A wine can be concentrated, certainly, but it has to have balance. And that balance between a wine's ripeness, the fruit, the tannins and acidity is sorely lacking today in many wines.

Bigger is better, the mantra goes. Which, of course, is claptrap.

Let's cut to the chase here. A wine should have a reasonable alcohol level. Half a glass shouldn't give you a buzz.

So here I am, having dinner with Denise Ehrlich, the area representative for Old Bridge Cellars, a company based in California that imports premium Australian wines and is represented in Texas by Prestige Wine Cellars. Every so often she cooks a grand dinner and opens a number of wines to taste. This time the table groaned under 20-plus bottles.

But after tasting (and spitting) my way through, the wine I chose to drink with that lamb was a dandy red Bordeaux blend. Made by a winery in the Yarra Valley in southern Victoria not that far north of Tasmania, the Mount Mary "Quintet" was very well-balanced, had good fruit and was blessedly sane in the alcohol department, somewhere in the 12 1/2 percent range. It reminded me of the Special Selection cabernets from Louis Martini in the mid-to-late '60s. Those wines didn't have high alcohols, either, and were excellent with food.

They also lasted a very long time.

If the Mount Mary Quintet has any drawback, it's the price: very expensive.

Mount Mary dates back to 1971, when it was planted in the Yarra Valley by Dr. John Middleton. He wanted wines to reflect not only the terroir of the region, but also have the restrained subtlety of European wines, not the overblown qualities of plonk so readily available nearby.

He succeeded.

Old Bridge Cellars imports wine from nearly 20 wineries, from the highly regarded d'Arenberg to Zonte's Footstep. So it was a good exercise for me to taste maybe half of them.

Some of the wines I would prefer alone, or maybe with different dishes, but the Mount Mary wines were my favorite for the meal. Having said that, the 2004 John Duval "Entity" Shiraz and the 2002 Jasper Hill Shiraz weren't shabby, either, even though their alcohol levels were in the 14.5 percent range. Somehow they retained good balance between ripeness and acidity.

And the Jasper Hill Riesling got a second (OK, third) taste, too. And so did the lamb.

Wines of Mount Mary

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

Jan. 2, 2007, 12:31PM

The following four wines are a study in contrasts. The first are two vintages of a dandy wine made by an Australian winery called Mount Mary. The next two I found difficult to drink for ... well, read on.

The good news

• 2000 Mount Mary "Quintet" — * * * * ( 1/2 ) — a classic red Bordeaux blend of mostly cabernet sauvignon, plus cabernet franc, merlot, malbec and petit verdot, it is more reserved than the newer 2001, yet has all the attributes of a well-made wine: balance, excellent red-cassis fruit, plus a hint of dried herbs so attractive in red Bordeaux, as well as excellent acidity and balance; I would lay this wine back for another four to five years easily; very expensive at $145.

• 2001 Mount Mary "Quintet" — * * * * 1/2 — very similar to the 2000, only a wee tad more open (it's a vintage thing); at 6 years old, this wine is just beginning to hit its stride, and it's the stride of a marathoner, not a sprinter; $145.

Now the bad news

• In my wine column, I mentioned the old Louis Martini Special Selections cabernets. In 1968, there were five separate Special Selection lots, with Lot 4 (aged in small French oak) generally regarded as the best, although the other four weren't bad, either. The alcohol levels were 12 1/2 percent.

Now Napa Valley's Louis Martini Winery, owned by Gallo, has released the 2003 Louis Martini Lot 1 Cabernet Sauvignon — * * — which is overripe (think milk chocolate), overalcoholic (14 1/2 percent, maybe higher) and very difficult to drink more than a few sips — it just tires you out. Even harder to swallow is the price: $100. There's not a lot of it for Texas, so that's a good thing.

•Also hard to drink is the 2004 Coppola "Claret" Diamond Label — * * — a California red Bordeaux blend that was so sweet I thought I was drinking port. I tried this wine twice because I thought the first bottle might be "off" The second bottle was the same. However, if you like to cook and want to make a red-wine reduction sauce ... About $19.

Montevina Barbera

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

Jan. 3, 2007, 5:58AM

History: Amador County is in the Sierra foothills 45 minutes east of Sacramento, and it's the heart of California's Gold Rush country. In the early 1970s Walter Field bought two vineyard properties and began making wine under the label Montevina. Montevina is now owned by Sutter Home. While the flagship wines are various renditions of zinfandel, some of the Montevina wines are so-called Cal-Ital varietals: pinot grigio, sangiovese and barbera. The entry-level 2004 Montevina Barbera - ***½ - is not a complex wine, but it is bright and juicy with nice black fruit and none of that coarseness that barbera often has. Better yet, it's affordable.

Pairings: burgers, spaghetti, grilled chicken.

Suggested retail: $12.

From: Republic Beverage.

Winery of the Year is one Pretty Sally

Let us hope that pinot noir doesn't go the way of merlot

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

Jan. 2, 2007, 12:20PM

It was a strange year in the wonderful world of wine.

I had my Red Wine of the Year picked out in the summer, my Winery of the Year has a silly name (but serious wines), and my White Wine of the Year ... well, that's a long story.

A few trends of note:

• Screwcaps: They're here to stay, and I say hooray. They're convenient, and they don't allow any cork "taint" to foul up the wine. This kind of closure is way overdue.

• Speaking of closures: A few sparkling-wine makers have begun to use crown caps, similar to those on soft-drink bottles, to avoid the bleach contamination found in some corks. Problem is, some of the caps require special openers. Doesn't that negate the whole convenience idea?

• Pinot noir: It remains the hot red varietal. Keep your fingers crossed that it doesn't go the way of merlot, with overplanting and overcropping, resulting in an ocean of insipid red wine.

Now, let's get to the best of the best:

A few months ago I pulled out a bottle of 1997 Grgich Hills Fumé Blanc. I have a fondness for older white wines, and I figured this bottle would be either DOA or terrific. It was outstanding. It had aged like a first-class white Bordeaux, the fruit component giving way to a bracing mineral quality. It was easily my favorite white wine of the year.

Only trouble is, the wine's been out of circulation for eight years.

I contacted the winery in California's Napa Valley to see if there might be a little tucked away or if they knew of a retailer or wholesaler anywhere that might have some.

The reply was succinct: No, no, and go away. Probably thought I was one step ahead of the butterfly nets.

Now, Red Wine of the Year. It's a dandy and it's cheap. Can life get any better?

The 2005 Viña Borgia has bright, spicy fruit, no harsh tannins and a lot more complexity than you'd expect for — ready? — $7. It's made from garnacha (grenache), comes from Spain and is versatile enough to pair with prime rib, burgers and grilled salmon.

OK, one drawback. This wine is so good it's been flying off the shelves. The wholesaler, Prestige Wine Cellars (713-426-0020), may not get a new shipment until January. But keep this wine in mind.

Now to my Winery of the Year: Pretty Sally from Australia.

The name refers to a historical person (and what a person) and to a skein of hills near the winery.

So the name is legit, and the wines are, too. Well-made, not overblown, not overpriced. There wasn't one in the lot that I'd turn down.

As the story goes, during Australia's Gold Rush of the mid-1800s, there was a successful brothel north of Melbourne run by a madam named Mrs. Sally Smith — "Pretty Sally" to her customers. Later the name was bestowed on a hilly range nearby.

In 1996, a couple of families established a winery in the shadow of the Pretty Sally Hills. They brought in veteran winemaker John Ellis, the founding winemaker at Rosemount in 1974, and decided to break with Australian tradition. Pretty Sally wines are made from very low-yield vines, the alcohols aren't over the rainbow, the wines have good, moderately ripe fruit, and the acidity levels are excellent. They are both elegant and balanced, a rare combo these days.

When partner Jim Davies was in Houston, I talked with him at Mockingbird Bistro. He said from the start that Pretty Sally "was always intended to be a red-wine facility, but one of the partners planted sauvignon blanc. And we've had good success."

We tried the 2006 Pretty Sally Sauvignon Blanc ($17) — * * * * 1/2 — which was like a cross between a good Australian sauvignon blanc and a white Bordeaux, and the 2006 Pretty Sally Rosé ($16) — * * * * * — which is made from cabernet sauvignon and easily the best rosé I had this year.

The 2003 Pretty Sally Cabernet Sauvignon ($24.50) — * * * * 1/2 — was much like a red Bordeaux, while the 2004 Pretty Sally Cabernet-Shiraz ($19) — * * * * 1/2 — is terrific, with a nice mint-eucalyptus nuance. And the 2004 Pretty Sally Shiraz ($25) — * * * * * — is outstanding, with a peppery quality reminiscent of a top-grade Cornas.

(Pretty Sally is distributed in Houston by Ambiente. Call Cary Scott Brown at 713-557-2003 for more information.)

"We make wine in a tradition that dates back to Bordeaux," Davies said. "It's about drinkability."

He's absolutely right. And I'll drink to that.

What's on your holiday shopping list?

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

Dec. 19, 2006, 8:13AM
Have you been naughty? Or have you been nice?

Inquiring Santas want to know.

When it comes to wine-related Christmas gifts, the world is your oyster. Champagne? Check. Burgundy? Check. Wine books? Check. Wine paraphernalia? Check.

Where to start? As with a dinner party, let's start with champagne.

If you're at all familiar with sparkling wines, you know that the best come from the Champagne region of northeastern France. There, sparkling wine was not only invented but also perfected. And since this is Christmas, let's splurge. How about a gift set of Perrier-Jouët "Flower Bottle'' with two hand-painted glasses? About $125.

Or if you like rosé champagne, the Nicolas Feuillatte Palmes d'Or Rosé is hard to beat. About $180.

If that's over your budget, consider Bollinger "Special Cuvée'' for $50, or Iron Horse sparkling brut from California for $29.50.

Red burgundy is notoriously expensive, but you can have the real thing for not much money if you know what to look for - such as the 2003 Vincent Girardin "Maladière'' Santenay, about $30.

If the object of your gift likes wine books, there are some new ones worth looking for. If you want something rather light-hearted and fun, check out Extremely Pale Rosé (St. Martin's, $23), about a trio of friends in search of the palest of rosés in southern France. Written by a former London lawyer, it's a tad too cute at times but fun nonetheless. And the idea of aging cheese in their car's glove compartment - well, it's a pretty funny idea.

Just want a primer about wine, and one that isn't intimidating? The best I've ever seen is Windows on the World Complete Wine Course (Sterling, $25) by Kevin Zraly. Zraly writes the way he talks, which is to the point, often humorous and never pretentious.

Maybe the most practical and informative book on matching wines and foods I've ever encountered is Perfect Pairings (University of California Press, $30) by master sommelier Evan Goldstein, whose mother is a well-known San Francisco restaurateur and supplied some terrific recipes for the book. If you've ever stumbled over what to serve with what - and we all have - you need this book. It can get a little esoteric, but so what? Maybe you'll learn something. I did - a lot.

Wine accessories on your list? The well-known stemware firm of Riedel makes glasses shaped expressly for different kinds of wines and spirits, from vintage port to tequila. If that's too complicated, do what I do: Use the all-purpose Riedel Red Bordeaux glass. Works every time. Prices range from around $10 to $80, depending on which "tier'' you choose.

Need a corkscrew? Screwpull makes several widely available models, priced from $16.50 for a pocket model to a bit over $100 for the fancy lever model. I swear by the inexpensive table model but swear at the lever model (mine broke).

And if money is no object, how about a Baccarat "Moulin Rouge'' Champagne Bucket? It'll be the center of attention and only ding that new titanium card for (gulp) $3,200.

LA Times

Where have all the honest Cabs gone?

The bad press on overblown California Cabernets has intensified lately, but if you know where to look, you can still find great wines hiding in plain sight.

By Patrick Comiskey, Special to The Times

January 3, 2007

THE wine was a youthful reddish purple, with aromas of cassis and red raspberry, a plush mid-palate and a rich finish of dark chocolaty oak. It was, in its way, delicious — and it made absolutely no impression. There were no rough edges, no distinguishing terroir flavors, little food-friendly acid and no Cabernet "grip" from tannin. It was about as challenging as a kitten or a chocolate-covered cherry. That bottle of 2004 St. Helena Winery "Sauvage" Napa Valley Cabernet seemed to embody everything that's wrong with many California Cabs these days.

Indeed, sommeliers, retailers and critics have become increasingly dismissive of California Cabernets, which often seem generic, confectionary, overblown or gutless. In a recent issue of the International Wine Cellar, critic Stephen Tanzer wrote of their "freakishly high alcohol, port like ripeness and strong oakiness." Even Robert Parker, whose penchant for "blockbuster" Cabs may have instigated this trend for bigger, blowzier wines, seems to have had enough. In a recent issue of the Wine Advocate, he derided many of the $50 to $100 Cabs he'd tasted recently as "vapid, overly-oaked, devoid of any real charm, texture or fruit."

This alarming trend is enough to make one question the future direction of California's flagship variety. In a world where sweet fruit and buxom textures can taste and feel like so much surgical enhancement, is there an honest wine among them?

In fact, there are still plenty of honest wines out there — terrific, generous Cabs that nevertheless have structure, a fine balance of firm tannin and bracing, meal-friendly acid. Some have been hiding in plain sight in the Napa Valley, still California's greatest source for Cabernet. Others come from nearby mountains and valleys in Sonoma County or even the Santa Cruz Mountains. These wines may seem relatively unadorned compared with flashier counterparts, but they're worth revisiting or discovering.

They don't come cheap — for most, you'll pay between $50 and $100, though there are a few good ones from $20 to $40.

If you can't remember what a good Cabernet tastes like, a bottle of Karl Lawrence Cellars Cab from Napa will remind you. The winery was founded in 1991, but its wines sell out quickly, so it has remained a kind of underground success. Drawn mostly from the famed Morisoli Vineyard near Rutherford, the 2003 is a bold and powerful wine with ample dark fruit, but its driving acids and gripping tannins give it a depth and a length that many of these plumper, richer wines only pretend to possess.

Good, ripe California Cabernet should have more concentration than most other wines, with a texture marked by fine tannins and a vinous flavor that informs the fruit. Sometimes that vinous flavor is an herbal note; sometimes it's more like dark earthy spice. It's a quality that the place where the grapes are grown will contribute, a terroir element that will typically go missing when that fruit is too ripe or raisined, or when it has been aged in heavily toasted new oak barrels. Karl Lawrence assiduously avoids that mistake.

The wine is made by Michael Karl Trujillo, who was lucky to have had the late André Tchelistcheff, one of Napa's winemaking legends, as a mentor — the two worked together at Sequoia Grove, where Tchelistcheff consulted, in the '80s and early '90s. "He used to say that you could make any wine great if you focused on the balance," says Trujillo. "Acidity is something I believe in. I want my wines to be just sweet and firm enough to enjoy on release, but I want them to last five or 10 or 20 years."

Another relative newcomer whose wines buck the trend is Neal Family Vineyards, which started full-scale production in 2001. Mark Neal can't really help but suffuse his family's wines with terroir. His father Jack Neal founded one of the Napa Valley's first vineyard management companies in 1968, and that company still farms nearly 2,000 acres of vineyards, from Coombsville to Calistoga. Neal Family winemaker Gove Celio makes eight vineyard-designated wines; his Napa Valley Cabernet is succulent, generous and completely on point, a rich wine possessing fine, pristine tannins to give the wine grip and precision.

You can still find Karl Lawrence Cellars Cabernet and Neal Family Napa Valley Cabernet in a few retail shops here, but like the "cult" Cabernets with which they're sometimes compared, these wines are made in fairly small quantities, so they can be hard to come by.

Many of the wineries that made Napa famous are still making terrific wines; these old-school Cabs are being grown and made with a kind of four-square honesty that serves to remind you what Cabernets used to taste like before they went over the top. They may not be as plush or as seductively sweet as the new breed, but in many cases they're as good as they've ever been, and are often better with food than their more overblown counterparts. Their prices, too, aren't as overblown.

Take some time to revisit the wines of Sequoia Grove (which Trujillo also makes), Frog's Leap's organically grown Cabernet and the well-priced wines from Honig. As for old school, you can't get much older than Robert Mondavi Winery, whose Napa Valley Cabernet is every bit as reliable and balanced as it's been since 1966; the 2003 is widely available for less than $25.

A tactile, 'dusty' quality

ALL these wines hail from Rutherford and Oakville, the heart of the Napa Valley, in many ways the clearest expression of Napa we have. The valley floor is also home to many high-priced, super-premium wines, but the more reliable producers there, such as Groth, Paradigm and Rubicon Estate still produce wines with a tactile, characteristic "dusty" quality to the tannins that will again remind you that Napa, too, can foster a sense of place.

For the most powerful California Cabs, though, you'll want to hit the slopes. The Napa Valley is lined by the Mayacamas and Vaca ranges, providing hillside vineyard land at high elevations with poor soils (a good thing for wine) and intense growing conditions that lend an earth or mineral character to the wines, a terroir imprint that shows through even at big ripeness levels.

It's hard to generalize across 30 miles of topographical dips, inclines and expositions on two different mountainous spines, but each range carries its own broad set of attributes. Cabernets on the Mayacamas side, from Marston Family Vineyard on Spring Mountain, Chateau Potelle on Mount Veeder, Long Meadow Ranch on Mount St. John and the Diamond Mountain wines of J. Davies and Von Strasser all possess a particularly volcanic, granite minerality in their tannins that gird the wines' structure and amplify their power. Across the valley in the Vaca range, the wines from Howell Mountain above Calistoga tend to have a darker, more soil-like black earth character, as expressed in wines from Ladera, Lokoya and Robert Craig Wine Cellars.

Napa may be ground zero for Cabernet in California, but it's not the only place in the state where great Cabernet is grown and made. The Alexander Valley has long been the source for such classic Cabs as Simi, Jordan and Silver Oak; it's also a hotbed of new vineyard development. Recently Kendall-Jackson planted impressive new vineyards whose fruit finds its way into a number of bottlings, most notably the Hawkeye Mountain Cabernet from its Highland Estates program. Another well-known old-school winery, Ferrari-Carano, recently released two darkly beautiful Cabernet blends from newly developed vineyards there, bottled under a label called PreVail and crafted by Napa wine consultant Philippe Melka.

The Cabernets of Sonoma Mountain might be the most Napa-like of any Sonoma-based fruit. They're often marvelous, such as those produced from Monte Rosso Vineyard, one of Sonoma's oldest, for years owned by one of its oldest wineries, Louis M. Martini (Martini is now owned by E. & J. Gallo Winery). And for nearly two decades, Patrick Campbell at Laurel Glen has produced fiercely minerally, powerful wines of profound depth, made with consistency and grace.

The redwood-forested Santa Cruz Mountains AVA (American Viticultural Area) in the southern part of the Bay Area is much less well known for Cabernet than is Napa. And yet one of California's greatest wines — the Monte Bello Cabernet blend from Ridge, made by Paul Draper — is produced entirely from fruit grown on this out-of-the-way coastal range.

Monte Bello and Ridge's more affordable Santa Cruz Mountains Cabernet are consistently some of my favorite reds. Draper's 2000 Monte Bello was chosen as the best among some of the world's most revered California and Bordeaux wines in the reenactment of the 1976 Judgment of Paris tasting held last summer in Napa and London, and his 1971 also took top honors among all the older wines in the tasting.

Monte Bello is attractively lean, with shimmering acids that give the fruit lift and contour — a far cry from all those blowzy, super-ripe Cabs. There's plenty of dark plum and black fig fruit, but that fruit resides within the context of other Cabernet attributes, a vinous earthy core that reminds us that this stuff comes from a vine, and from the earth.

Monte Bello could well serve as a touchstone for California Cabernet. Producers of overblown, over-the-top Cabs should be required to open a bottle, pour a glass, swirl it, take in the aromas and taste, and remember what California Cabernet is supposed to be.

WINE OF THE WEEK

2002 Paradigm Cabernet Sauvignon

S. Irene Virbila

January 3, 2007

Winter's here, time to hibernate at home and delve into some California Cabernet. My candidate is the 2002 Paradigm — rich and sumptuous, with the taste of dark sweet berries and a live-wire acidity. As California Cabs go, this one is a lithe feminine expression of the grape with a smooth elegance that brings you back to the glass again and again.

Drink it with a great roast or standing prime rib, or a classic braised beef dish.

---

Quick swirl

Region: Napa Valley.

Price: About $50

Style: Rich and elegant.

Food it goes with: Roasts, prime rib, braised beef dishes, roast goose.

Where you find it: Hi-Time Wine Cellars in Costa Mesa, (949) 650-8463; John & Pete's Fine Wines in West Hollywood, (310) 657-3080; Mission Wines in South Pasadena, (626) 403-9463; Twenty Twenty Wine in Los Angeles, (310) 447-2020; Wade's Wines in Westlake Village, (818) 597 9463; Wally's Wine & Spirits in Los Angeles, (310) 475-0606; Wine Country in Long Beach, (562) 597-8303; the Wine Connection in San Diego (877) 667-9463; Wine Hotel in Los Angeles, (323) 937-9463; and Woodland Hills Wine Co. in Woodland Hills, (818) 222-1111.

— S. Irene Virbila

Best bubbly money can buy

Champagne demand is up -- and so are prices. But don't fret: We found standout sparklers for every budget.

By Corie Brown, Times Staff Writer

December 27, 2006

SHOPPING for New Year's Eve Champagne sounds like fun — visions of popping corks, dancing bubbles, clinking glasses as you pick through the bounty available for the holidays. It's mouthwatering just imagining the celebration. But when you actually walk down the Champagne aisle, your spirits may flag. Prices have soared in the last few years.

Take Veuve Clicquot. Two years ago, it was widely available for $29. Today, a rock-bottom price would be $35, and some Los Angeles wine stores charge as much as $45 a bottle for it.

Still, Champagne is flowing throughout the United States. Sales have been climbing for years, despite the rising prices. Wine stores in L.A. have Champagne stacked to the ceiling to meet demand.

So, are there any Champagne values left? Is it possible to buy France's legendary fizz without bursting your celebratory bubble?

Yes. There are good Champagne values available in most price categories, particularly during the holiday season when Champagne producers compete most fiercely for your dollars. Many retailers aggressively slash prices during the holidays, reasoning that it has never been easier for the annual Champagne buyer to comparison shop.

Priced to impress

BUT beware — some retailers take the opposite tack. Convinced that Champagne consumers are brand slaves who only buy recognizable names such as Veuve, Moët & Chandon or Perrier-Jouët, they pump up prices to take advantage of the seasonal urge to pop an impressive cork. As a result, the same Champagne may sell for wildly different prices — a 50% differential in some cases — at various stores in the Los Angeles area. The more expensive the Champagne, the greater the price spread.

"Consumers buy Champagne as a gift or to celebrate," says Steve Zamotti, Champagne buyer for Wine Exchange in Orange. They want the excitement that comes with a brand that has been marketed as a high-quality wine. Unfortunately, he says, most of these buyers don't drink enough Champagne to know if the hype is worth the eye-popping price.

Several big Champagne houses have sought to improve their image just by raising their prices, Zamotti says. "It's the same wine. They are just repositioning themselves at a higher price point in the market."

Another wrinkle in Champagne pricing is the falling value of the dollar in relation to the euro. Jim Knight, an owner of Wine House in West Los Angeles, says he's watched prices soar in the last several months as the dollar has dropped. A Champagne purchased earlier in the year can be priced lower than wines purchased more recently, he says.

One way to find values is to focus on the small grower-producers. An increasing number are exporting their limited production Champagnes to the United States, and Americans are becoming more familiar with these unsung heroes of the Champagne world.

"The huge hike in prices has been with the prestige cuvées by the grande marque houses," says Paul Wasserman, a fine wine expert from a Champagne importing family. (Grande marque refers to the well-known major Champagne houses.) "The deals are the Champagnes from the small grower-producers."

That's not to say there aren't values in the grandes marques as well. It's just that the bigger the name, the more likely it will be that the Champagne house is relying on marketing, not quality, to sell its wines.

To help readers navigate the minefield that is Champagne in time for New Year's Eve, we sought out the best we could find in each of a number of price categories. (For the less-than-$20 category we included sparklers from around the world, because Champagnes aren't to be had at that price.) The Times tasting panel blind-tasted the wines — more than 40 in all — coming up with our favorites at various price levels. Then we called around to find the lowest prices on these standout bubblies.

We found plenty of easy-drinking yet compelling budget (priced less than $20) sparkling wines. Our three favorites included a sparkling wine from California, an Italian Prosecco and a Crémant de Bourgogne from France that were all festive enough for New Year's Eve.

The next category ($21 to $30) is entry-level Champagne. At this price, disappointing wines outnumbered the gems. Aromas that were too reticent, over-the-top effervescence and flat or unpleasant flavors were common. One of the two wines we do recommend, Drappier, is from the rare Champagne house that has lowered prices to compete, dropping prices 15% in the last two years, according to Zamotti.

There were more wines to recommend when we jumped up to the $31 to $40 price category, where the Champagnes generally have richer flavors and a bit of complexity. These wines, as a group, offered more generous aromas and lingering finishes.

Then we found a quantum leap in quality with Champagnes priced between $41 and $70. The wines we liked in this price range, the majority of which are produced by small growers, were the most exciting, offering complexity, distinctiveness and elegance that was missing from the less pricey selections. The panel's clear favorite from the two-day tasting was in this category — a nonvintage Domaine Bruno Gobillard Vieilles Vignes Brut, available for $54. A 1995 Pommery, however, a vintage grande marque available for about $60, did impress.

Well-known and worthy

ODDLY, we found there wasn't a similarly remarkable bump in quality when we stepped up to the next group ($71 to $115), and there is less available in this price category. These days, most of the prestige cuvées in Champagne (Roederer Cristal, Pol Roger cuvée Sir Winston Churchill, and Perrier-Jouët cuvée Belle Epoque) retail for much more.

The surprise is that one of our favorite wines in this priciest category is also arguably the best-known wine in the world, Moët & Chandon's cuvée Dom Pérignon. Made with grapes primarily from grand cru vineyards, Dom Pérignon is the tête de cuvée (most prestigious bottling) for the largest producer in the Champagne region. We included this Champagne in the tasting when we found that, although it is available in fine wine stores for $150 a bottle, it also sells for $115 at Costco, Cost Plus and Beverages & More.

It was edged out as the No. 1 wine in the category by the 1995 vintage of L. d'Harbonville, the prestige cuvée of tiny grower-producer Ployez-Jacquemart, a wine known to a handful of Champagne connoisseurs.

Whatever your price range, there are plenty of sparklers to choose from to keep the New Year's Eve spirit alive long after midnight.

Champagnes that really sparkle

Corie Brown

December 27, 2006

THE Times tasting panel met twice in recent weeks to find the best Champagnes to recommend across the price spectrum — from $21 to $115 — as well as the standout sparkling wines from around the world for less than $20. (There are no Champagnes available to recommend at that price point.) Joining me on the panel were Food editor Leslie Brenner, assistant Food editor Betty Hallock, columnist Russ Parsons, restaurant critic S. Irene Virbila, staff writer Charles Perry and deputy features editor Michalene Busico. The first tasting included wines priced up to $40; the second included wines priced from $41 to $115.

In all categories, there was broad consensus among the panel, with clear favorites emerging in each price category. Still, there were several strong also-rans, including nonvintage Pol Roger Extra Cuvée de Réserve Brut (available in better wine shops for about $37) and a 1998 Comte Audoin de Dampierre Family Réserve Grand Cru Brut (available at the Wine Exchange in Orange for $80). Following is a list of our favorites in each category with the best price we found in the Los Angeles area.

---

Sparkling wines: $20 and less

Caves de Bailly Brut de Charvis, N.V. This Crémant de Bourgogne is a blend of 60% Pinot Noir, 20% Aligoté and 20% Chardonnay. Well-balanced and very drinkable, with tiny bubbles and aromas of cherry, rose and a little toast. Best price found at Wine Expo in Santa Monica, (310) 828-4428, $11.

Bele Casel Prosecco, N.V. A fun and frothy wine with rose geranium and orange blossom aromas, lemon and apple flavors and a flowery finish. Best price found at Woodland Hills Wine Co., (818) 222-1111, $13.

Roederer Estate Anderson Valley Brut. A delicate, fruity California méthode champenoise sparkler with ripe apple and pear flavors. Best price found at Cost Plus stores, $17.

Champagnes: $21 to $30

Duval-Leroy Brut, N.V. An elegant and clean Pinot Noir-dominated blend from the Côte des Blancs region, with light lemony aromas and a slight sweetness to the toasty finish. Best price found at Mel & Rose Wine & Spirits in West Hollywood, (323) 655-5557, $25.

Drappier Carte d'Or Brut, N.V. This blend of 80% Pinot Noir, 15% Chardonnay and 5% Pinot Meunier wines has appealing floral and fruit aromas with earthy flavors and a creamy texture. Best price found at Wine Exchange in Orange, (714) 974-1454, $30.

Champagnes: $31 to $40

Jacques Picard Brut, N.V. From a small grower-producer in the Montagne de Reims district, this open, accessible wine delivers a richness you'd expect with a vintage Champagne that has a few years of bottle age, with a whiff of fresh biscuits and ripe pear and green apple flavors. Best price found at Wine Expo, $35.

Billecart-Salmon Brut Réserve, N.V. A well-balanced Champagne from a grande marque house in Mareuil-sur-Ay. With fruity aromas, the wine has an appealing earthiness and a creamy texture. Best price found at Wine Exchange, $36.

Camille Savès, Premier Cru, Brut, N.V. A delicate Pinot Noir-dominated blend from Bouzy, with earthy, mushroomy aromas, a bit of depth and complexity and a long finish. Best price found at Hi-Time Wine Cellars in Costa Mesa, (949) 650-8463, and Wine House in West Los Angeles, (310) 479-3731, $40.

Champagnes: $41 to $50

Pierre Gimonnet & Fils Blanc de Blancs, Premier Cru, N.V. This small grower-producer in the Côte des Blancs region relies on 40- to 80-year-old Chardonnay vines to make an elegant wine with quiet aromas, delicate bubbles and a silky texture. Best price found at Wine Expo, $42.

H. Billiot Fils, Grand Cru, Brut Réserve, N.V. An elegant, well-balanced wine with fine, light bubbles from a small grower-producer in Ambonnay, a well-known village in the Montagne de Reims district. A hint of roasted chestnuts on the nose, mango flavors and a long finish. Best price found at the Wine Country in Signal Hill, (562) 597-8303, $47.

Champagnes: $51 to $70

Domaine Bruno Gobillard Vieilles Vignes Brut, N.V. This wine from a small estate in the Vallée de la Marne district was the standout of the tasting. It's a delicious, complex and well-balanced wine with warm, inviting yeasty and earthy aromas and a lovely long finish. Best price found at Wine Exchange, $54.

2002 José Dhondt Grand Cru Vieilles Vignes Blanc de Blancs Brut. This small grower-producer's tête de cuvée has appealing green apple aromas, good acid, some complexity, with a touch of bitterness. Best price found at Wine Exchange, $54.

1995 Pommery, Grand Cru, Brut. From a better-than-expected vintage, this is a big, blowsy, rich Champagne with toasty butterscotch aromas and a long finish — perfect for the holiday. Best price found at Woodland Hills Wine Co., $60.

Champagnes: $71 to $115

1995 Ployez-Jacquemart, L. d'Harbonville, Brut. This Chardonnay-dominated prestige cuvée from a small grower-producer in the Montagne de Reims district is a robust, rich wine with a hint of funkiness and ripping acids. Should be great with food. Best price found at Wine House, $90.

1998 Moët & Chandon, Cuvée Dom Pérignon, Brut. Moët's renowned tête de cuvée delivers on its reputation. It's delicate and delicious, with inviting, warm yeasty aromas, a silky texture and a pretty finish. Best price found at Cost Plus, Beverages & More, and Costco stores, $115.

— Corie Brown

WINE OF THE WEEK

2004 Gulfi Carjcanti

S. Irene Virbila

December 27, 2006

Here's a fascinating white wine from one of Sicily's most lauded boutique wineries. Ten years ago, Vito Catania took over his father's vineyards in southeastern Sicily and began making his own wines. Though his crus of Nero d'Avola have gotten most of the attention, his Carjcanti, made from a blend of indigenous Carricante and the even more rare Albanello grapes, is a wonderful find. Pale gold with glints of green, it has an extravagant and generous aroma of apples and orange blossoms with notes of almond and anise in the taste.

It's great with all kinds of seafood, but especially grilled whole fish. It also makes a fine aperitivo.

---

Quick swirl

Region: Sicily

Price: About $20

Style: Dry and aromatic

Food it goes with: Grilled fish, seafood pasta, chilled shellfish platters

Where you find it: Hi-Time Wine Cellars in Costa Mesa, (949) 650-8463; Wine Exchange in Orange, (714) 974-1454 and (800) 76WINEX; the Wine House in West Los Angeles, (310) 479-3731; and Wine Pavilion in Lake Forest, (866) 610-9463

— S. Irene Virbila

Miami Herald
First screw tops, now boxes: New ways to fight oxidation

BY LIBBY QUAID

Associated Press

Posted on Thu, Jan. 04, 2007


The hottest-selling wines don't come in a bottle -- they come in a box.

Winemakers have been getting creative with packaging -- swapping corks for screw caps or putting premium varieties like syrah and pinot grigio in boxes -- and sales figures show it's working.

Though just a part of the burgeoning wine industry, sales of premium-priced, 3-liter boxes are increasing faster than any other segment, according to marketing information company ACNielsen.

Jon Fredrikson, an industry consultant based in the San Francisco Bay area, said boxed wines appeal to the growing number of Americans drinking wine regularly. They want something that doesn't need uncorking and will last longer than a few days once opened.

''The advantage of boxed wines is just one of extreme convenience,'' Fredrikson said. ``Once they're open, it's just so easy to draw a nice glass of wine. It's ideal for working couples, people that are kind of passing in the night.''

Boxes are really bags in boxes with spigots that keep air out. That keeps the wine from oxidizing. Fredrikson did his own taste test to see how the box measured up.

''It drove my wife crazy. I left a box in the refrigerator for about five months. I honestly didn't notice any deterioration in taste or quality,'' he said.

The amount inside is also a good value. A 3-liter box contains the equivalent of four bottles of wine, and the cost translates to around $4 to $5 a bottle for quality wine. A box should keep for at least four weeks after opening.

According to ACNielsen, sales of 3-liter boxes rose 77 percent over the past year to nearly $31 million. The most expensive category, boxes costing $16 or more, saw the most dramatic growth, rising 537 percent to nearly $9 million in sales. ACNielsen records its sales data from supermarket point-of-sale purchases.

Overall wine sales during the same period grew about 9 percent to $3.9 billion.

Boxed wine actually has been around for years. But traditionally, it was low-brow stuff that the bottle crowd wouldn't touch.

Not anymore. Now, 90 percent of sales of 3-liter boxes are by people switching some of their buying from bottles. The rest are starting to buy more wine or trying it for the first time, according to ACNielsen. Those figures come from a set of 125,000 households that use in-home scanners from the company to record their purchases.

''There's a whole group of consumers who are comfortable with purchasing wine that's not in a traditional bottle,'' said Danny Brager, vice president of ACNielsen's alcohol beverage team. ``I believe it's got some staying power. In some other countries, the segment we're talking about is much larger than in the U.S.''

In particular, the popularity of screw-cap wines has helped boxes overcome their old stigma, said vintner Ryan Sproule, who started Black Box Wines in 2003 and has collected a half-dozen medals for his wines.

''That's helped us quite a bit -- if people can make the mental leap from cork to screw cap, making the leap to a box is a little easier,'' Sproule said. 'If you asked anyone four years ago about screw-cap wine, they'd go, `Oh, I'd never drink that.' ''

Black Box wines aren't even available in bottles; Sproule figured there was just no room in the market for another bottled wine. He said he has a cult following of boaters and campers who like the portability of boxes.

New brands introduced in the past two years make up more than half of boxed wine sales. The top-selling varieties in boxed wine are chardonnay and merlot. The biggest growth in the past year has been in pinot grigio and cabernet sauvignon.

''Some people think, `Oh, it's in a box, it can't be good,''' he said. ``They don't understand. This is an upscale, premium box.''

Some nights deserve the best

BY FRED TASKER

ftasker@MiamiHerald.com

Bubblies are born around the world, but nothing can match the authority, the augustness, the gravitas of real champagne from France's Champagne region, that hallowed, chilly, 225 square miles that is 100 miles northeast of Paris.

Luckily for us, they turn out 300 million bottles a year.

Unluckily for us, demand is so great that it still can be costly.

But the good stuff, even if it's only one bottle a year, is great for toasting the New Year. Here are some of the best champagnes I've tasted this year:

HIGHLY RECOMMENDED

• Nonvintage Besserat de Bellefon Brut Blanc de Blancs, Cuvée des Moines, Epernay: yeast and citrus; intense, juicy, mouth-watering fruit; $65.

• Nonvintage Mumm de Cramant Brut Chardonnay Grand Cru, Reims: smoke, yeast, juicy apricots, racy acid; $61.

• 2000 Louis Roederer Brut Blanc de Blancs, Reims: orange liqueur and yeast; very rich; concentrated, aged quality; $76.

• 1995 Charles Heidsieck Brut Blanc de Blancs, Reims: aromas of honey, maple syrup and hazelnuts; rich, liqueur-like fruit flavors; intense, concentrated, full-bodied; $95.

• 1999 Philipponnat Brut Grand Blanc, Mareuil-sur-Ay: toast and honey; very dry, frothy, feather-light; intense flavor; $75.

• 1999 Delamonte Brut Blanc de Blancs, Le Mesnil-sur-Oger: orange and pecan aromas; tart, foamy, light-bodied; racy acid; $79.

• 1998 Nicolas Feuillatte Brut Blanc de Blancs, Epernay: aromas of sherry and beer; flavor of bitter oranges; very light; mild acid; $50.

• 1998 Duval-Leroy Brut Blanc de Chardonnay, Vertus: sherry and citrus aromas; tart pineapple flavors; very light; citrus-peel finish; $45.

• 1998 Pol Roger Brut Chardonnay Extra Cuvée Réserve, Epernay: toasty, spicy aroma; candied orange-peel flavor; intensely fruity, feather-light; $102.

• Nonvintage Taittinger Brut La Francais, Reims: nutty aroma; sweet orange flavors; lots of tangy fruit; long, fruity finish; $35.

• Nonvintage Pommery Brut Royal, Reims: fresh orange and pineapple aromas; lots of sweet citrus flavors; soft acids; $39.

• Nonvintage Perrier-Jout Grand Brut, Epernay: sweet lemon aromas; flavors of lemons, limes, oranges; frothy; crisp acid; $49.

• Nonvintage Billecart-Salmon Brut Réserve, Mareuil-sur-Ay: yeasty, nutty aromas; tart apricot flavors; full, firm, dry; $45.

• Nonvintage Pol Roger Brut Extra Cuvée de Réserve, Epernay: aromas of toast, nuts, minerals; concentrated candied lemon-peel flavor; frothy; $48.

• Nonvintage Charles Heidsieck Brut Réserve, Reims: yeast and mineral aromas; tart, rich butterscotch flavors; mature; tart finish; $40.

• Nonvintage Bollinger Brut Special Cuvée, Ay: aromas of beer, sherry, toast; powerful tart citrus rind and mineral flavors; long, fruity finish; $40.

• Nonvintage Veuve Clicquot Ponsardin Brut, Reims: smoke, flint, citrus and yeast aromas; yeast, tart orange and lemon-peel flavors; tart finish; $38.

• Multivintage Laurent-Perrier Brut Grand Sicle, Tours-sur-Marne: Yeast, citrus, cream; full-flavored, frothy; long, fruity finish; $110.

• Multivintage Krug Brut Grand Cuvée, Reims: bread dough and vanilla aromas; juicy, tart tangerine flavors; crisp and lively; $180.

• Nonvintage Chartogne-Taillet Fiacre Brut Tte de Cuvée: toasty, nutty aromas; beery, sherry-like flavors; full body; $62.

• 2000 Comte Audoin de Dampierre Family Réserve Grand Cru, Ficelée á l'Ancienne Blanc de Blancs, Avize: toast, orange aromas; lime, kiwi flavors; full body, active bubbles; $105.

• 1996 Philipponnat Brut Clos des Goisses, Mareuil-sur-Ay: malty, toasty, pale ale flavors; powerful and intense; $135.

• 1996 Pol Roger Brut Cuvée Sir Winston Churchill, Epernay: yeast and lemon meringue aromas; tart apricot flavor; frothy and light; tart, fruity finish; $205.

• Nonvintage Piper-Heidsieck Brut Cuvée Rare: toasty aromas; intense, fruity flavors; full-bodied and powerful; $120.

• 1996 Cosset Brut Celebris: malty, beery aromas; lively bubbles; slightly aged flavor; $150.

• 1996 Veuve Clicquot Ponsardin, Brut La Grande Dame: pure butter aromas; apricot flavors; light, with a tart citrus finish; $110.

• 1996 Billecart-Salmon, Cuvée Nicolas Franc¸ois Billecart: aromas of caramel and cream; flavors of malt; long, fruity finish; $100.

RECOMMENDED

• Nonvintage Bruno Paillard Brut Blanc de Blancs, Réserve Privée, Reims: yeasty, toasty; intense sweet-tart lime flavors; tart finish; $61.

• Nonvintage Ruinart Brut Blanc de Blancs, Reims: vanilla, apricots and lemons; frothy; burst of sweet oranges in the finish; $98.

• 1998 Deutz Brut Blanc de Blancs, Ay: yeast and tart pineapple aromas and flavors; $94.

• Nonvintage Mumm Brut Cordon Rouge, Reims: citrus and cream aromas; steely acids; intense, tart citrus flavors; $43.

• Nonvintage Besserat de Bellefon Brut, Cuvée des Moines, Epernay: flint and smoke aromas; intense, sweet-tart, white-grapefruit flavors; soft acids; $38.

• 1996 Duval-Leroy Brut Femme de Champagne, Vertus: grapefruit and green-apple aromas and flavors; light body; steely; $105.
Finding a bubbly that doesn't bust the budget

BY FRED TASKER

ftasker@miamiherald.com

It's only champagne, they say, if it comes from France's Champagne area, 100 miles northeast of Paris. But there's a lot more bubbly out there by different names.

In Spain they call it cava, and it's powerful and muscular, with big, active bubbles.

In Italy it's spumante, as in the lightly sweet, lightly sparkly wine Asti Spumante.

It's also prosecco in Italy; that's the name of the grape that makes a mildly sparkling, informal bubbly that's a favorite at the Venice Film Festival. In the U.S., they sell it in a bottle with a beer-cap on top.

In Germany it's sekt, but that's pretty rare in U.S. wine shops.

And in California it's sparkling wine -- often made by the same people, from Mumm to Piper Sonoma -- who make the official champagne in France.

For the most part, non-champagne bubbly is cheaper than the real stuff. Some is very much worth drinking on its own, while others benefit from a dollop of orange juice (Mimosa) or peach juice (Bellini) or, these days, pomegranate juice (let's call it a Pomeranian).

Here are tasting notes on some nice non-champagnes. Next week we'll talk about the expensive stuff.

HIGHLY RECOMMENDED

• Nonvintage Codorniu Cuvée Raventos Brut Cava, Spain: Bread dough aromas, crisp lemon flavors, big bubbles; $13.

• Korbel Natural Sparkling Wine, California: light body, very crisp; lean red berry aromas and flavors; $15.

• 2002 Schramsberg Brut Blanc de Blancs, Napa Valley and Coastal Vineyards: lemon meringue aromas and flavors; light and crisp; $34.

RECOMMENDED

• Nonvintage Freixenet Brut, Cordon Negro Cava, Spain: tart lime aromas and flavors; frothy, crisp; $9.

• Segura Viudas Brut Reserva Heredad, Cava, Spain: bread dough aromas, lemon flavors, hint of sweetness; $17.

• Nonvintage Korbel Brut Sparkling Wine, California: feather-light, crisp citrus flavors; $12.

• Nonvintage Gloria Ferrer Sonoma Brut Sparkling Wine, California: tart citrus flavors, full-bodied, rich; $15.

• Nonvintage Gloria Ferrer Sonoma Blanc de Noirs Sparkling Wine: dry apple aromas and flavors; full-bodied, crisp; $19.

• 1997 Gloria Ferrer Royal Cuvée, Carneros: big, active bubbles; black plum and red berries: $28.

• Mumm Napa Brut Prestige Sparkling Wine: tart tangerine flavors; rich and full-bodied; $18.

• Mumm Napa Blanc de Noirs Napa Valley Sparkling Wine: rich, red berry aromas and flavors; full-bodied; $20.

• Chandon Brut Classic Sparkling Wine, California: light and lively; tart citrus aromas and flavors; $16.

• Nonvintage Chandon ''Etoile,'' Sparkling Wine, Napa/Sonoma: toasty aroma, lemon meringue flavors; smooth; $32.

• Domaine Ste. Michelle Blanc de Blancs, Columbia Valley, Wash.: light as air; tart lemon flavors; lively bubbles; $12.

• Martini & Rossi Asti Spumante, Italy: lightly sweet, softly bubbly; orange flavors; $12.

NY Times

Ancient Messages, Hidden in a Dusty Bottle From Long Ago
By ERIC ASIMOV

Published: January 3, 2007

BEAUNE, France
THE lineup of wines to be served with dinner was extraordinary, including a Montrachet from 1939 and a Volnay Caillerets from 1929. Still, the wine I couldn’t wait to try was the ’46 Meursault Charmes.

That would be the 1846.

The dinner was in honor of Bouchard Père & Fils, the venerable Burgundy producer and négociant, which was celebrating its 275th anniversary with a tasting of some very, very old wines. It was held at the historic Château de Beaune, a 15th-century fortress here that has been the producer’s ceremonial and corporate home since 1810. In addition to the 1846, Bouchard was to pour a relative youngster, the 1865 Beaune Grèves Vigne de L’Enfant Jésus.

Both of these ancient vintages had spent their long lives in the bowels of the chateau, where thick walls keep the cellars cool and the bottles can rest undisturbed. As rare as it is to taste wines this old, it’s even more unusual to taste bottles with such an unimpeachable provenance.

Scientists know that the gradual interaction between a fine wine and small amounts of oxygen results in what we call aging. Firm tannins soften and aggressive aromas of fruit mellow and evolve into complex new characteristics. A wine becomes harmonious and shows new dimensions.

That’s the ideal, anyway. How the wine is stored and handled and a host of other factors can be the difference between a sublime old bottle and an expired soup. What no one has been able to do is predict when a wine will be at its peak or exactly how it will fare in its descent. What happens after a few decades along the aging trail is a mystery. But wine as old as these bottles borders on the mystical.

“No producer makes a wine to be drunk after 80 years,” said François Audouze, a retired French steel executive who now arranges dinners centered on old wines and who was at this dinner. “When a wine is older than that, it is generally not the result of a will but of an accident.”

The evening had begun in a nondescript industrial area outside this handsome little city, which has been the center of the Burgundy wine trade for 300 years or more. First, we toured Bouchard’s new winery with its great steel tanks, catwalks, lots of oak barrels, the smell of fermented grape juice, even — gasp — a bottling apparatus. Then there was a tasting of Bouchard’s 2005 lineup; 2005 was an excellent year in Burgundy, and Bouchard’s wines are elegant and pure.

But the luminaries on the tour this soggy late fall evening — including Clive Coates, the British writer; Serena Sutcliffe, the head of Sotheby’s international wine department; Allen Meadows of burghound.com, a leading Burgundy critic; and the French writers Thierry Desseauve and Jacky Rigaux — hadn’t come to Bouchard to sample unreleased wines. So it was with a discernible eagerness that we dispatched the initial tasting and headed to the chateau. After a Champagne reception (magnums of 1988 Cuvée des Enchanteleurs from Henriot, a corporate sibling of Bouchard), the 49 guests trooped expectantly to the dining tables, where the six wines would accompany six courses.

What’s in an ancient bottle almost matters less than the vivid historical images conjured up by the year on the label. An 1865? By the first hint of green on the vines that mid-April, Lincoln was dead, “Hush’d Be the Camps Today,” as Walt Whitman wrote that year.

The 1846? Not quite as resonant with me, although the French might have thought of Louis-Philippe, the last king to rule France, who was teetering on the throne before being unseated in 1848. The 1929 brought up the stock market crash and the start of the Great Depression, though I couldn’t help thinking of my father, who was born in 1929 at the height of the summer.

Yet none of the wines summoned visions as searing as the 1939 Montrachet. As New Yorkers were enjoying their World’s Fair, the French army had just been mobilized with France’s entry into World War II. The harvest that fall stretched from days to weeks, Mr. Meadows recounted, as the women and children who were left behind picked grapes when they could, resulting in uneven degrees of ripeness.

Perhaps that explained why the ’39 Montrachet, the second wine served after a well-balanced 1992 Chevalier-Montrachet, seemed so odd. It was a dark amber gold, with flavors of sherry and caramel, as if it were slightly oxidized. It smelled sweet yet tasted dry, and truthfully it was slightly disappointing. At first, at least. But an hour later, around the time I might have thought exposure to air would have dried out an older wine, the ’39 Montrachet was just coming alive, with a beautiful, brilliant minerality. It was lesson No. 1 of this meal: never give up on a wine.

Lesson No. 2 came from Mr. Meadows, who has made it his business to taste wines from every vintage of the 20th century and before, if he can find them. “Pay attention to the texture,” he advised, alluding to the fact that the two 19th-century wines predated the phylloxera epidemic, which devastated European vineyards in the late 1800’s. The 1846 and ’65 would be those rare Burgundies grown on their own rootstock instead of on grafted American roots, the only protection against phylloxera.

The moment of truth came. The 1846 was poured carefully but generously by the wine stewards, who had opened five bottles. The labels looked almost new, no surprise there. The humidity in a good wine cellar will rot paper, so wineries rarely label bottles until they are ready for shipping. The corks looked fresh, too. With its older bottles, Bouchard replaces the cork every 25 to 30 years, sacrificing one bottle to top off the others, which keeps air from aging the wine more rapidly.

What can one say about a wine 160 years old? It was amber, browner than the 1939, but with wonderfully fresh aromas of lime, grapefruit, chalk and earth, and the slightest overlay of caramel. In the mouth it was vibrant with acidity that was remarkable in a wine this old.

Tasting it blind, I would have guessed it to be 100 years younger — no, make that 130 years younger. And Mr. Meadows was right about texture: this wine was alive and joyous, almost thrusting itself out of the glass. I thought of horse carts, canals and steam engines. Pas mal, as the French say — not a bad little chardonnay. And it got even better over time. What was it served with? I seem to remember chicken in cream sauce. It didn’t much matter.

Reds were next, beginning with an appetite-whetter, Le Corton 1990, young and dark with wild berry aromas. Then, with the lamb, the 1929 Volnay Caillerets, Ancienne Cuvée Carnot, was poured. The ’29 and ’90 vintages were both exceptional in Burgundy, and the ’29 was almost as dark as the ’90, yet with a sedate sweet fruit aroma balanced by minerals. With time in the glass it developed a smell of truffles.

Finally, the last wine of the evening was poured, the 1865 Beaune Grèves Vigne de L’Enfant Jésus, from a vineyard entirely owned by Bouchard. Like the 1846, it too had the lively texture of youth. Its color was still vibrant, pale ruby with touches of orange around the edges. The fruit was gentle yet striking, reminiscent of the 1929 and even the ’90, like a family resemblance seen over generations.

Where I was simply dazzled by the 1846, the 1865 conjured up a feeling of respect and awe. We were tasting a legacy, transmitted long after its makers had died and conveying emotions that might have been inconceivable back then. At a moment like that, I had no doubt that winemaking can rise to the level of an art.

I thought of those bottles deep in the cellar. They had survived the Franco-Prussian War, World War I and World War II, when Bouchard had constructed false walls in the cellars to conceal their older bottles from the Nazis. This year, Bouchard will no doubt put away a few bottles of those promising 2005’s. May their passage be somewhat easier.

WINES OF THE TIMES; Hungary Returns to a Sweet Past

By ERIC ASIMOV

December 27, 2006

AS with the first person to have eaten a lobster, it took a brave soul to have first made wine from grapes infected with Botrytis cinerea, the noble rot. The fungus attacks the fruit, absorbing water and shriveling skins, and a metamorphosis takes place as ripe, healthy grapes shrink into a ghastly, desiccated mass.

That ancient plunge into seeming peril was telling. Almost always, making great sweet wines requires taking great risks. Whether it's encouraging botrytis, which intensifies the sweetness and adds a gorgeous honeyed aroma, or leaving certain grapes to hang long after others have been picked, hoping that they will become lusciously sweet, that it won't rain and that animals won't eat them, or even allowing the grapes to freeze in hopes of concentrating the juice to nectarlike levels, the costs of time and labor are high, and the chances of failure are great.

For these reasons alone, elevated prices seem understandable for sweet wines that haven't been produced through technological shortcuts. They are not everyday wines by any means, which makes them ideal for special occasions like the holidays, when the sweetness of life is celebrated through cookies, cakes and other desserts. The exquisite perfume and lush, rich flavors of a great sweet wine are a sublime counterpoint.

Sauternes, of course, is the best known of all sweet wines. Germany is renowned for its sweet wines as well, as are Vouvray, Alsace, certain parts of Italy and even Australia. Yet one of the greatest and most unusual sweet wines is one of the least known, Tokaji aszu, which for centuries has been made in the Tokaj-Hegyalja region of Hungary.

To try a good Tokaji aszu (pronounced TOKE-eye-ee AHS-oo) for the first time is a revelation. The color of a wine of recent vintage, say six or seven years old, is already a shocking orange bordering on red, and it can be rich, thick and lavishly sweet, with the flavors of dried apricots and oranges. Yet a high acidity keeps the wine in a thrilling balance, teetering between cloying and syrupy on one side and overly harsh on the other. Though far sweeter than a Sauternes, a Tokaji aszu will generally be more refreshing because of the higher acidity.

The trick is finding a good Tokaji aszu. With that in mind, Florence Fabricant and I were joined by two guests, Paul Grieco, an owner and general manager of Hearth in the East Village, and Richard Luftig, wine director of Cookshop in Chelsea, as the wine panel tasted 17 bottles of Tokaji aszu. While we found wines we adored, we also found bottles that seemed flawed, indicating uncertainty in an industry that, despite its long and illustrious history, is paradoxically very young.

The Hungarian wine industry was reborn after the overthrow of the Communist government, which capped more than a century of difficulties, despair and neglect for the once-great Hungarian wines. In fact, the first documented discovery of the noble rot was not in France, but in Hungary, in the late 16th or early 17th century, when growers found that the shriveled, rotten grapes, called aszu, produced a wonderfully sweet, unctuously honeyed wine. When they mixed the sweet wine with a dry base they created the model that Tokaji aszu has followed ever since.

Tokaji aszu became celebrated, favored by royal families throughout Europe. But phylloxera hit Hungarian vineyards hard in the late 19th century and they were slow to recover. Then, swiftly, came World War I and the crumbling of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, World War II and then the rise of Communism. The industry was controlled by the state, which for the most part made insipid wine in big cooperatives rather than offering the incentive necessary for the painstaking work required to produce Tokaji aszu.

The 1990s saw tremendous progress in the reawakening of the Hungarian wine industry, propelled mostly by outside investment. Among those now in the Hungarian wine business are Anthony Hwang, an owner of Domaine Huet in Vouvray, whose estate, Kiralyudvar, made our top-rated wine; Vega Sicilia, the great Spanish producer, which owns Oremus; and AXA, the French insurance giant whose wine holdings include several prominent Bordeaux chateaus, which owns Disznoko. But the most prominent name in Tokaji aszu, and certainly the easiest for Americans to pronounce, is the Royal Tokaji Company, whose shareholders include the wine writer Hugh Johnson. Royal made 4 of the 17 wines we tasted. All made it to our top 10.

Tokaji aszu is unique not only because of the indigenous Hungarian grapes used in the blend -- primarily furmint but also harslevelu, muscat blanc, zeta and koverszolo -- but because of the method used to make the wine. Grapes without any botrytis are harvested and made into a base wine. The aszu grapes are picked separately and made into a paste, which is added to the base wine in various proportions. In the old days the proportions were measured in puttonyos. A puttony is a hod, as the old carrying vessels were called, so five puttonyos, for example, meant that a cask of base wine had been blended with five hods of aszu paste. Nowadays the puttonyos number corresponds with the amount of residual sugar in the wine.

We tasted several wines of three or four puttonyos, but they all seemed unbalanced. Quality takes a definite step upwards at five puttonyos, and so does price, though our best value, the 2000 five puttonyos Red Label from Royal Tokaji, is an excellent introduction at $35, exhibiting a fine balance between fruity sweetness and taut acidity. Our top three bottles were all six puttonyos wines, which don't get much better than the ambrosial 1999 Kiralyudvar Lapis. At $122, though, it's not cheap, and we also very much liked the perfumed, floral '99 Oremus at $69, and the elegant 1999 Tokaj-Hetszolo Szolobirtok at $65.

What lies beyond six puttonyos? At that point, my friends, you are truly talking about nectar of the gods. The free-run juice of aszu grapes, unblended with a base wine, may take years to ferment because of the astronomical sugar level, and may only reach 4 or 5 percent alcohol rather than the more typical 11 percent. The resulting wine, eszencia, is almost excruciatingly intense, wildly expensive and rarely seen. As with many fantasy scenarios, it's maybe better off relegated to the imagination.

A sort of pretend eszencia exists, though, called aszueszencia. We had one bottle, a 2000 Chateau Henye, that was syrupy and almost oozing. It was undeniably complex, but a little bit went a very long way.

Tasting Report: A Wine You Can Almost Eat With a Spoon

Kiralyudvar Lapis 6 Puttonyos 1999: $122 *** 1/2 [Rating: Three and a Half Stars]

Like orange and apricot slowly caramelized in butter; honey rich, elegant and beautifully balanced. (Importer: Robert Chadderdon, New York)

Oremus 6 Puttonyos 1999: $69 *** [Rating: Three Stars]

Rich and lively, with a floral perfume and lingering fruit and nut flavors. (Europvin, Oakland, Calif.)

Tokaj-Hetszolo Szolobirtok 6 Puttonyos 1999: $65 *** [Rating: Three Stars]

Elegant, balanced and concentrated, with complex floral and apricot flavors. (Monarchia Selections/USA Wine Imports, New York)

BEST VALUE

Royal Tokaji Company Red Label 5 Puttonyos 2000: $35 ** 1/2

Lively, balanced and refreshing, with rich apricot and orange flavors. (Wilson Daniels, St. Helena, Calif.)

Chateau Pajzos 5 Puttonyos 1999: $44 ** 1/2 [Rating: Two and a Half Stars]

Lush, with flavors of peach and mint. (V.O.S. Selections, New York)

Royal Tokaji Company Szt. Tamas 6 Puttonyos 1995: $75 ** 1/2 [Rating: Two and a Half Stars]

High-toned and balanced with long, lingering fruit and nut flavors and lively acidity. (Wilson Daniels, St. Helena, Calif.)

Chateau Henye Tokaji Aszueszencia 2000 $70** 1/2 [Rating: Two and a Half Stars]

Oozy and unctuous bordering on cloying, with floral, butter and pine aromas and flavors. (Wine Source Selections, South Kearny, N.J.)

Royal Tokaji Company Nyulaszo 6 Puttonyos 1995: $95 **

Sweet and nutlike but lacks depth. (Wilson Daniels, St. Helena, Calif.)

Disznoko 4 Puttonyos 2000: $34* 1/2 [Rating: One and a Half Stars]

Lovely rich aroma, yet overly acidic and out of balance on the palate. (W. J. Deutsch & Sons, Harrison, N.Y.)

Royal Tokaji Company Betsek 6 Puttonyos 1999: $75 * 1/2 [Rating: One and a Half Stars]

Luscious aromas of ginger and fruit, but acidity overwhelms. (Wilson Daniels, St. Helena, Calif.)

WHAT THE STARS MEAN:

(None) Pass It By

* Passable

** Good

*** Excellent

**** Extraordinary

Ratings reflect the panel's reaction to wines, which were tasted with names and vintages concealed. The panelists this week are Eric Asimov; Florence Fabricant; Paul Grieco, an owner of Hearth in the East Village; and Richard Luftig, wine director of Cookshop in Chelsea. The tasted wines represent a selection generally available in good retail shops and restaurants. Prices are those paid in liquor shops in the New York region.

Tasting Coordinator: Bernard Kirsch

2006's days of wine, spirits and beer

By Eric Asimov

Thursday, December 28, 2006

I could not begin to count the bottles of wine I opened or drank in 2006, though I have no doubt I could give those mice in the resveratrol experiments a run for their money.

Honestly, I do not drink wine for my health. That is what carrots and broccoli are for. I drink it because I love it, because it is a never-ending pleasure, and because meals with wine always beat meals without wine.

From whichever direction I look at 2006, what stands out is the joy of wine. Sure, thorny issues confront the larger wine world. But the questions now are no different from what they were in 2005 and what they most likely will be a year from now.

Global warming, high levels of alcohol, the tension between international styles and indigenous traditions, the rising importance of what Jacqueline Friedrich calls hyper-natural wines, counterfeit wines — these concerns are much easier to list than they are to allay.

But most important, they do not take away from the fundamental enjoyment found in a good glass of wine. And 2006 saw more good wine from more places than ever before.

Forget the specter of a monochromatic world of taste-the-same wines. For me, the greatest moments of 2006 involved immersing myself in wines that are utterly distinctive.

The world buzzed this past spring about the fantastic 2005 vintage in Bordeaux, and I am mighty glad about that. But I was even happier to spend time in the Jura, a secluded region of rolling hills in eastern France that is home to wines unlike those anywhere else in the world.

A pungent, briny vin jaune, tangy, complex and deep, may not be for everyone. But it is heaven with an aged Comté cheese. It is made of the savagnin grape, which you will not find anywhere else, nor will you find pretty reds made from the Jura's delicate, fragrant poulsard.

Spain has been behind France and Italy in modernizing its wine industry, but it is catching up in a hurry. Each year another Spanish region comes to the fore, and for me 2006 was the year of Bierzo, featuring the mencia grape. The best reds from this ancient wine region in the northwest have an almost haunting, exotic quality, with aromas of wildflowers, earth and raspberries. You will not find mencia wines made anywhere else, either.

You will find pinot noir just about everywhere. Americans continued to embrace pinot noirs, and I enjoyed a few exceptional ones, particularly from Sonoma Coast producers like Peay Vineyards and Littorai, and from longtime pinot noir makers like Calera Wine Company, Mount Eden Vineyards and Hanzell Vineyards.

Even more rewarding were the pinot noirs I enjoyed from regions that are not often associated with this grape. A perfumed yet earthy Barthenau pinot nero from J. Hofstatter in the Alto Adige region of Italy offers clear evidence that there is more to pinot noir than is found in Burgundy, California and Oregon. A juicy 2003 August Kesseler from the Rheingau will second the notion.

Of course, I would never turn my back on Burgundy, and if I can find any good 2005s in my price range when they are released I plan to scoop them up. As in Bordeaux, 2005 was great for red Burgundies, but they will be very expensive. I cannot speak of Burgundy without mentioning Henri Jayer, the master winemaker, who died in September at the age of 84. His wines will remain benchmarks of the heights that Burgundy can achieve.

While most of the talk in the United States is about pinot noir and cabernet sauvignon, the most exciting wines for me came from the most unexpected places. Great dry gewürztraminers from Lazy Creek Vineyards in the Anderson Valley in Mendocino County rival any you can find from Alsace, if you can find a dry gewürztraminer from Alsace, that is. And the dry gewürzes from Londer, Navarro, Handley and Corison are pretty good, too.

I already mentioned the pinot noirs from the Sonoma Coast, a rugged and unforgiving area where you are more likely to find wild boar than wine tourists. A small amount of syrah is grown in the region, including some of the best California syrah I have had, from Peay Vineyards, Failla's Estate Vineyard and Radio-Coteau.

This year I have traveled all over Europe and the United States, visited an old zinfandel vineyard in Mexico and tasted delicious chenin blanc and pinot gris in British Columbia.

Though I did not get to Australia, one of my favorite moments was a vertical tasting of Penfolds St. Henri shiraz in New York. This wine is kind of the forgotten old-fashioned brother of Penfolds Grange, and it is a pure, delicious expression of Australian shiraz, without the overlay of oak, that has stood the test of time.

This year has not been all wine and roses. It has been spirits and beer, too.

In April, we had a wonderful panel tasting of lambic beers. The good ones, from producers like Cantillon in Belgium, are made as they were centuries ago, and they are unlike any other beers in their rich complexity. We also had a sensational tasting of porter beers, an old English style of finesse and subtlety that has been reborn in the last 20 years. For a New World take on porter, seek out a Geary's or Smuttynose, and for a classic porter try a Samuel Smith or a Fuller's.

I know I tasted a lot of bad wine this year, too. But for some reason I cannot remember any.

Napa Sparkle to Make a French Nose Twitch

By ERIC ASIMOV

Calistoga, Calif.

OLIVE trees more than 100 years old arch over a wide forest lane on Diamond Mountain, a little southeast of this rustic spa town on the northern tip of the Napa Valley. The sun glints through the slender leaves, and occasionally the Napa Palisades show their craggy ridges off to the north.

Hugh Davies grew up on this land. He was born in 1965, the year his parents, Jack and Jamie, founded Schramsberg Vineyards and dedicated themselves to producing world-class sparkling wine.

Now he is 41 and president of Schramsberg. Dressed in a flannel shirt, jeans and a quilted blue vest, he greets cellar workers in Spanish.

He has a confidence born of doing what comes naturally. Still, when I asked him why some producers of sparkling wine in California persist in calling it “Champagne,” it touched a nerve.

“The notion of French Champagne still has a perception of quality and luxury,” he said, adding that Schramsberg itself dropped the “Champagne” from its label around 2000.

Playing catch-up with the French is difficult. But with sparkling wine, nothing is easy — not growing the grapes, not making the wine, not putting it in bottles. Even selling it is a challenge, except at the approach of the new year, when holiday thirst demands fizz.

Going into the sparkling wine business in California, then, requires considerable determination, along with a dollop of ignorance of the hazards lying ahead.

Jack and Jamie Davies were generously equipped with both back in 1965, when they acquired an abandoned vineyard on Diamond Mountain, with a crumbling gingerbread house and a network of cool caves that had been dug into the hillside by Chinese railroad workers in the 1870s and ’80s. But they also had ambition, enough to want their sparkling wine to be among the world’s best.

They called their wine Schramsberg after Jacob Schram, who bought the place in 1862, built the house and planted 100 acres of grapes. The Davieses issued their first sparkling wine, a 1965 blanc de blancs, at a time when nobody was making Champagne-style sparkling wines in California.

True to form, their path to greatness was not easy. But now with Hugh, the youngest of their three sons, at the helm, Schramsberg can take its place in the world’s sparkling pantheon. In fact, American sparkling wines, at least the elite, have never been better.

Several dozen California producers now make sparkling wine in the style of Champagne, but the best are Schramsberg, Roederer Estate and Iron Horse. Of these, Schramsberg has the best story by far, a story of perseverance in the face of obstacles, to do what nobody else had done.

The story, of course, is no good without the wine, and Schramsberg sparkling wine is very good, indeed.

The biggest seller today is the vintage blanc de blancs, made entirely from chardonnay. The 2002, which goes for around $25 a bottle, is dry, crisp and delicate with just a touch of pleasing yeastiness.

The high-end 1999 J. Schram, an $80 bottle, is richer and yeastier, with toasty, caramelized flavors that combine with a floral creaminess to achieve depth and complexity while retaining its delicate texture. The J. Schram is 74 percent chardonnay and 26 percent pinot noir.

The 2000 Schramsberg Reserve, an equally expensive bottle, takes the opposite approach and is dominated by pinot noir, giving it more tangible fruit flavors, though it remains crisp and elegant.

In 2006, just in time for the boom in rosé sparkling wines, Schramsberg issued its first J. Schram rosé, a 1998 vintage, dry yet deliciously juicy and structured, with berry and fruit flavors, though it is primarily chardonnay. The rosé retails for $120, unheard of for an American sparkling wine.

“You can make extraordinary cabernets outside of Bordeaux, and great pinot noirs outside of Burgundy,” Mr. Davies said. “Maybe it’s the one category of wine where it’s not yet understood that you can make beautiful sparkling wines outside of Champagne.”

Regardless, the top Schramsberg cuvées are superb sparklers and would be extremely difficult to pick out from a lineup of Champagnes.

California produced plenty of “Champagne” when the Davieses were getting started, just as it was making boatloads of “Burgundy” and “Chablis.” Some of it was even bottle-fermented in the true Champagne fashion, though the two leading producers, Korbel and Hanns Kornell, were using grapes like French colombard, chenin blanc and Johannisberg riesling in their sparkling wines. Fair enough, but not the traditional Champagne grapes of chardonnay, pinot noir and pinot meunier.

After moving from Los Angeles, where Jack had been an executive, the Davieses began to restore the old house. They rid the tunnels of a legion of bats, and insisted on planting their Diamond Mountain vineyard with pinot noir and chardonnay, even though little of either grape was planted then in California.

There was only one problem. As with much of the Napa Valley, Diamond Mountain is cabernet country. The summers here can be too warm for pinot noir and chardonnay, and this part of Napa is especially unsuited for grapes destined for sparkling wine, which are best when barely ripe, when the acidity is razor sharp and before the sugar levels shoot up. In the Champagne region of France the grapes rarely ripen enough to make a good still wine. But for Champagne they are just right.

In California, sparkling wine producers have to grow grapes in cooler regions, like Carneros or Anderson Valley in Mendocino County, and then pick them early before they ripen completely. It’s tricky and difficult, and it is one reason that California sparkling wine can often taste overly fruity and dull next to the more focused Champagne model.

The Davieses struggled with the fruit from their vineyard, always supplementing it from other sources. Today, Schramsberg gets grapes from 83 vineyards, from Marin to Mendocino Counties, leading to a logistical nightmare at harvest time. The estate vineyard was replanted in 1994.

“Once we decided to replant, it didn’t take too long for cabernet to enter the mind, and other Bordeaux varietals,” Hugh Davies said. The first release of the J. Davies cabernet sauvignon was the 2001 vintage. The 2003 J. Davies is polished, restrained and elegant, without the rugged tannins of some other Diamond Mountain cabernets.

“I think there was a little bit of chagrin for all of us, but we convinced ourselves that we could really make a go of a cabernet-based wine,” Mr. Davies said.

Schramsberg sparkling wines were recognized early on. They were first served at the White House in 1972, at a state dinner.

The first barrage in the invasion of California by French Champagne producers also took place in the 1970s, and eventually included such famous names as Moët & Chandon, Piper-Heidsieck, Mumm, Deutz and Roederer. Despite all their expertise, only Roederer Estate, in the Anderson Valley, has consistently produced great sparkling wines.

Meanwhile, the Schramsberg sparkling wines have never been better. Jack Davies died in 1998. Jamie Davies remains chairwoman of Schramsberg, although Hugh is largely running the place. From under 1,000 cases of sparkling wine in the first few years, Schramsberg now makes more than 55,000 cases.

Regardless of the quality of California sparkling wine, Hugh Davies feels that it doesn’t get a fair shake next to Champagne. To prove a point, he has held tastings around the country, matching Schramsberg’s best bottles against Champagne’s best. Schramsberg usually does pretty well.

“Our point is not to say we’re better than those guys,” he said, “but we have to be aggressive in our marketing, because people are not going to give us the benefit of the doubt.”

Paying $120 for a bottle of the sparkling rosé might say otherwise.
Oregonian

Lush new red releases worth seeking out

Sunday, January 07, 2007

Y ou would think that the post-holiday season, the dead zone of mid-winter, would be a slow time for wine. True, from the merchant's perspective it is slow going, coming after as it does the adrenaline rush of December's sizzling sales.

Yet the new year is, oddly enough, a moment when all sorts of interesting new releases appear. Why? Largely because distributors receive major shipments just in time for the holidays. While the attention is on big Champagne sales and other big-ticket items, a slew of small-lot offerings are unloaded and tucked into warehouses, eventually to trickle out in the new year after the razzle-dazzle wines finish their holiday romp.

The following wines -- and others to come over the next month or so -- are examples of this refreshment in fine-wine supplies that inaugurates the new year.

Matello "Hommage a A & D" Pinot Noir 2005 One of the privileges of living in Oregon is our localized access to small-production Oregon pinot noirs that the outside world likely will never hear about or taste. Although small is by no means a guarantee of goodness (there's a lot of lousy Oregon wine to prove that), it's no contradiction to say that small often leads to goodness through handcrafting.

Matello is an extremely small producer, even by Oregon standards, with a total production of a mere 477 cases of pinot noir in the 2005 vintage. And those few cases were divided among four individually bottled lots.

The pinot noir passion of Marcus Goodfellow, formerly the head bartender of The Heathman Hotel in Portland, the Matello label uses fruit sourced from several Willamette Valley vineyards. This is an increasingly common practice among Oregon wineries as vineyard acreage continues to expand.

The bottling labeled "Hommage a A & D" -- in homage to Amy Wesselman and David Autrey, the owner/winemakers of Westrey Wine Co., where Goodfellow first produced his wines -- is a pinot noir from three vineyards, two-thirds from Momtazi vineyard with the balance divided equally between Oracle and Whistling Ridge vineyards. This is a lovely, delicate, exceedingly pure pinot noir that displays exceptional finesse and flavor impact devoid of a manipulated fruitiness or excessive vanilla-scented oakiness. In short, it's a pure pinot play of real refinement with a layered dimensionality. Just 152 cases were produced. $27. Since the winery self-distributes, availability is limited. Contact the winery at 503-939-1308.

Chianti Rufina 2004, Selvapiana Although Chianti is one of wine's most famous names, this ancient red wine from Tuscany can be maddeningly difficult for consumers. The problem is not just sifting through Chianti's hundreds of wineries. Rather, it's that there's no divining what's in the bottle any more.

Traditionally, Chianti was about Tuscany's great indigenous red grape, sangiovese. It was blended with other local grapes, both red and white. Some of these traditional wines were awful; others were great. But you knew what you were getting.

Today, just about anything can be added to sangiovese to create a Chianti wine. And just about anything is, especially such powerfully flavored "international" grapes such as cabernet sauvignon, merlot and syrah. Too often (although not always) the resulting wine is banal. They are reminiscent of popular wines from everywhere, not something distinctively Tuscan.

Chianti Rufina 2004 from the producer Selvapiana is the real, true, utterly irreproducible-anywhere-else Tuscan thing. Composed almost entirely of sangiovese with a small addition of the local red grape canaiolo, it makes no concession to market trends and doesn't need to.

Instead, this is a dense, savory red wine of uncommon elegance, freshness and restraint that cries out for serving with roasted meats, salami, sausages or just a carefully prepared plate of pasta. If you want to taste Tuscany at its traditional best, you can do no better than to seek out this sangiovese-pure red wine. $18. Distributor is Galaxy Wine Co.

Willamette Valley wineries branch out into champagne

1/1/2007, 12:01 a.m. PT

The Associated Press
 


EUGENE, Ore. (AP) — Everybody knows Willamette Valley vineyards produce pinot noirs and chardonnays — after all, over the past few decades, those two varieties have put Oregon on the viticultural map.

But now a few Oregon wineries are branching out, dabbling in the production of champagne and other sparkling wines.

Vintners say it's a natural fit: Pinot noir and chardonnay grapes, are two of the three varieties used in champagne.

Buzz Kawders, managing partner of Domaine Meriwether, a specialty winery with roots in both Eugene and Carlton, said producing champagne was among the winery's top goals.

"The reason Meriwether settled in the Willamette Valley was (that) the idea was to produce Old-World, classic champagne," Kawders says. "Ultimately, it was decided the best region to produce what we wanted to produce was the Willamette Valley."

Domaine Meriwether now produces about 5,000 cases per year of champagne in four blends.

True champagne can require eight years or more of aging, and a process that requires handling the wine as many as 40 times. The labor-intensive methode champenoise — which involves an initial cask fermentation and a secondary fermentation in the bottles — gives pause to many winemakers and increases costs to producers and consumers.

Often, winemakers decide that the costs aren't worth it, said John Albin, a winemaker at King Estate Winery and proprietor of his private label, J. Albin.

"But Oregon has the climate and has the fruit," Albin said. "Personally, I think it has to be done."

Doug LaVelle, owner of LaVelle Vineyards in Elmira, said that since champagne uses primarily pinot noir grapes that are picked earlier in the ripening process than those used for table wines, he intends to begin producing a sparkling wine every year.

"On paper, this should be a great area for growing and producing sparkling wine," LaVelle said.

Nationally, sparkling wines accounted for 4.1 percent of all wine purchases in 2005, according to the Wine Institute, an advocacy organization for California's wine producers.

Stephany Boettner, senior communications manager for the Oregon Wine Board, said she sees the overall sparkling wine market as being relatively flat. Most people see it as a "celebratory" drink, reserved for special occasions, Boettner said.

But Kawders, at Domaine Meriwether, says he loves to serve champagne as an everyday drink.

"People still look at champagnes and sparkling wines as something that elevates the moment," Kawders said. "And I like being the producer of something that elevates the moment."

Climate change could mean changes for Oregon's wine industry

12/31/2006, 2:00 p.m. PT

The Associated Press
 


PORTLAND, Ore. (AP) — Climate change could lead to hotter, drier heat waves, heavier rains and quicker snowmelts in the future, scientists say — and a change in the taste of Oregon's signature pinot noir wines could also be on the horizon.

Vintners are already shifting their vines uphill to keep them cool during warmer summers. But researchers forecast that by the end of this century, pinot noir grapes, the centerpiece of the state's $1 billion wine industry, will grow better along Washington's Puget Sound that they do in the Willamette Valley.

Research shows that the heavy rains of this past November were a preview of the future in the Northwest: heavier rain will begin earlier in the winter; rain will fall in place of snow, even in the mountains and all that extra rain will rush downstream, posing the threat of floods.

The storms are expected to collide more directly with the Cascade Range, which may wring yet more moisture from the clouds, Eric Salathe, a Climate Impacts Group research scientist, told The Oregonian.

December once was the rainiest month in much of the Northwest, but now it's November, data show. Last month, almost 50 inches fell in Oregon's Coast Range west of Salem, beating a December 1996 record that was thought to be unbreakable.

And projections from the University of Washington show that by the 2090s, the Northwest's mountain snows will melt almost three months sooner than they do now.

As more rain falls, the same rivers and streams are left to drain an overwhelming amount of runoff, leading to more chance of flooding, particularly on the west side of the Cascades.

Summers, too, will be increasing parched as a result, because rainwater vanishes quickly compared with snowmelt, which will be in shorter supply. Hotter days will only accelerate the drying.

And that's a challenge if you grow a certain grape for a certain kind of wine.

Oregon vineyards made their reputation with pinot noir, which is sensitive to heat. The weather must match the grape's preferences precisely for an award-winning wine to emerge.

"The cool climate is what we've hung our hat on here," said Harry Peterson-Nedry, founder and managing partner of Chehalem, a leading winery based in Newberg.

But growing seasons have turned warmer in only the 30 or so years since Oregon wines took off. So far that has been good, producing superior vintages grown in the ideal window of temperatures for pinot noir.

"But the problem is, we're not going to stop there," said Peterson-Nedry. "If we could stop it there, we would."

When researchers plotted places that will remain cool enough for Oregon's iconic grape by the end of this century, they were left mainly with a narrow strip along the coast and land to the north around Puget Sound.

The shift may present other opportunities, however: The Willamette Valley could become more hospitable to grapes California is known for today. Some wineries already are experimenting with warmer-weather grapes such as syrah, staple of France's hot Rhone Valley and abundant in California.

"That's with the anticipation they're going to be planting and harvesting those varieties here someday," Peterson-Nedry said.

San Francisco Chronicle (Jan 5th)

Lodi revival

A new generation of grape growers is going into business for themselves

- W. Blake Gray, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, January 5, 2007
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It sounds like Depression-era advice: to save the farm, you gotta start a winery.

In fact, it's the 21st-century lesson Michael and David Phillips of 7 Deadly Zins fame have for their fellow farmers in Lodi.

[Podcast: 2002 Mettler Family Vineyards Lodi Cabernet Savignon]

Only 80 miles from San Francisco, Lodi (San Joaquin County) is the backbone of the California wine grape-growing industry, and has been for decades. It leads the state in production of Cabernet Sauvignon -- with more than twice as much as Napa County -- as well as Chardonnay, Merlot and Sauvignon Blanc, according to the Lodi-Woodbridge Winegrape Commission.

About 44 percent of the state's Zinfandel is grown in Lodi, dwarfing every other region, and much of it comes from some of the state's oldest vines.

Yet times are hard for Lodi farmers. Content for decades to sell their grapes to large wineries like E. & J. Gallo Winery and Woodbridge by Robert Mondavi, farmers have discovered that consolidation in the wine industry eliminated their negotiating leverage and endangered their livelihood. Grape prices have dropped by half in the last five years, according to Stuart Spencer, program manager of the winegrape commission.

Lodi grapegrowers want to be in the big leagues with Napa and Sonoma counties, fussing over small crops for wineries that can charge a premium bottle price for precision viticulture. But the humongous wine companies that have emerged from the industry's recent buying and merging frenzy prefer to keep Lodi fruit as a nice little step up -- price-wise and quality-wise -- from the nearby Central Valley.

However, if farmers don't earn more money from their crops, the farms might disappear. Caught between fast-growing Stockton and Sacramento, Lodi faces development pressure, because farmland rarely brings the same return on investment as housing.

"We're feeling a little squeezed," says David Phillips, co-owner of Michael-David Vineyards. "Lodi has a special identity that we want to preserve. We don't want to turn into Orange County."

Michael-David has provided an inspirational example of how to stave off development by making agriculture more valuable. Frustrated by low prices for their wine grapes, the Phillips family morphed in less than five years from farmers running a roadside fruit stand into moguls selling 200,000 cases annually of wines with clever brand names like Earthquake and 6th Sense. And in the spirit of Lodi, they still have the fruit stand.

Unlike Napa, Lodi is not a monoculture strictly devoted to wine grapes. San Joaquin County leads the state in producing apples, asparagus, blueberries, cherries, corn and walnuts, according to the California Agricultural Statistics Service.

But wine grapes, which potentially earn way more than other crops, are the key to Lodi's economy, and the reason there's a big Wine & Visitor Center in town instead of, say, an Asparagus & Visitor Center.

The center showcases many of the small-production wines now being made by Lodi farmers. This twist is the latest in the 150-year history of wine grape growing in Lodi. The region is as old as any in California, but throughout most of its history growers have concentrated on quantity rather than quality.

Lodi's wine grape industry survived Prohibition better than most because growers were close to main railroad lines and could quickly ship their freshly picked grapes to the East Coast, where their Zinfandel was a big hit with home winemakers. (Home winemaking was legal.)

However, shortly after Prohibition ended in 1933, growers organized into co-ops, thinking this would give them greater marketing strength. It turned out to be a huge mistake that quickly undermined the area's reputation. And instead of fostering harmony, co-ops encouraged individual members' greed.

"What happened is, when you have a good crop, the growers would sell their grapes for cash," says Rudy Maggio, a former member of the giant Eastside Co-op, which was founded in 1934, and now one of three owners of Oak Ridge Winery, which bought the once-decrepit facility in Lodi. "When they couldn't sell it, they'd bring it to the co-op. The co-op had no control."

The potential to grow good grapes has always been there, although whether Lodi can be as great a growing region as Napa Valley -- which local farmers like to use as a comparison -- is questionable.

Purely based on high temperatures, Napa Valley and Lodi have very similar climates. David Akiyoshi, former director of winemaking at Woodbridge by Robert Mondavi, points out that according to Sunset magazine's "Western Garden Book," a popular reference for gardeners, Lodi and Napa Valley have the same climate zone. (Zone 14, called "Northern California's inland areas with some ocean influence," also includes much of Sonoma Valley as well as Tracy, Manteca and Modesto.)

However, UC Davis viticulturist Andy Walker says that measures like degree days -- a popular way to compare climates, based on high temperatures -- "underestimate the climate" of Lodi.

"What it doesn't take into account is the duration of that heat," Walker says. "Calistoga is as hot as Lodi but it drops away quickly at night."

Lodi does get cooling delta breezes that distinguish it from the much hotter Central Valley to the south, Walker says. But heat is not the region's largest challenge.

Farmers moved to Lodi during the Gold Rush for a very good reason: deep, fertile soil. Unfortunately, premium wine grapes are generally grown in shallow, nutrient-poor soil.

It took Robert Mondavi, California's wine visionary in so many ways, to see Lodi's potential. Mondavi grew up in Lodi and was president of his class at Lodi Union High School in his senior year, according to his autobiography "Harvests of Joy" (Harcourt, 1998). But he acted as though he couldn't get away fast enough, moving to St. Helena soon after graduating from Stanford in 1936.

Mondavi was synonymous with Napa Valley by the time he returned to Lodi in a business sense, in 1979. Needing someplace to make cheaper wines than the ones he was turning out in Oakville, he bought a large facility just outside the city of Lodi. He then put his staff to work on figuring out how to make the most of the area's bounty of grapes.

Mondavi's influence

"Bob Mondavi taught us how to be winegrowers," says Randall Lange, co-owner with his twin brother Bradford of LangeTwins winery. "Mondavi would take every individual block of our wine grapes and kept them apart. I could taste the wine in the spring and make adjustments in the vineyard. We were Zinfandel farmers. That's what we did. It turned out we had a very good Cabernet vineyard."

Mondavi, who paid a premium for the best grapes and established long-term relationships with growers, remains popular in Lodi.

But Robert Mondavi Winery was bought by Constellation in 2004. Constellation had previously bought Blackstone Winery, Estancia Winery, Ravenswood and Simi Winery, which had also been well-paying buyers of Lodi grapes.

"Every time I had a winery client, Constellation would buy them," says Rodney Schatz, chairman of the California Association of Winegrape Growers. "It hurts when you have worked hard to create a product and you can't even sell it to your own wineries at a price where you can survive."

Constellation and Gallo make up 50 percent of the market for grapes, Spencer estimates. "Consolidation has really squeezed the growers," he says. "You develop strong relationships with individuals and companies like Mondavi that really value the grower relationship. Now all that's gone."

Brad Alderson, general manager and vice president of Woodbridge by Robert Mondavi, has worked at the company since 1975 and wrote Lodi's application to become an American Viticultural Area in the 1980s. He says lower grape prices offered by Constellation are a necessity caused by global competition.

"The vast majority of wines made in Lodi are sold for between $6 and $10," Alderson says. "That's where the growth in the industry is. If you don't have the wine at that price, somebody else will. Grape growers don't see how competitive it is on the shelf. We have meetings with the growers to explain that. It's not always what they want to hear."

Alderson says grape gluts in Australia and Europe directly affect the prices paid for Lodi grapes. Yet no foreign vineyard can compete with Lodi in its area of greatest strength: ancient Zinfandel vines. Lodi's first vineyards were planted in the 1850s and some century-old vineyards are still producing crops.

Lodi's patron saint?

"I don't care how much money you have, you can't go out and plant a 100-year-old vineyard," says consulting enologist Barry Gnekow. "That's what's great about Zinfandel. You're talking history, California history."

With a dozen clients in the area, Gnekow is the patron saint of modern Lodi family wineries. On each of his regular weekly visits from his San Francisco home he drops in on several, doing everything from advising farmers on which winemaking equipment to buy to helping inexperienced winemakers deal with unexpected aromas in their still-fermenting wine.

A Stockton native, Gnekow worked as a grocery clerk in Lodi while in high school before going to UC Davis to get a master's degree in enology. He spent 10 years as winemaker for J. Lohr Winery in San Jose, also founding the alcohol-free winery Ariel. Gnekow sold his interest in Ariel in 1996 and was briefly involved in a custom crush business, making wine for vintners that have no facility of their own. Afterward he was at loose ends, and had a respect for Lodi grapes founded from his experience in buying them for J. Lohr.

In something like a vineyard version of "Antiques Roadshow," Gnekow finds gems all the time in the area, and not just Zinfandel. Recently at his urging, ampelographers (grape variety specialists) from UC Davis discovered that a vineyard with grapes that the owner had been selling cheaply to East Coast home winemakers was actually 110-year-old Cinsault vines.

"I called Randall Grahm (of Bonny Doon Vineyard) and he was in tears," Gnekow says. "He didn't know there was a 110-year-old Cinsault vineyard in California. They were selling it off for $90 a ton; he's paying 10 times that now."

There would be even more old vines lingering in Lodi, but giant wineries have usually been less interested in history than current affairs.

"Gallo's marketing guys will be sitting around in a room saying, 'We're going to sell a boatload of Pinot Grigio,' " Gnekow says. "The growers say, 'Sure.' ... That's how vineyards get pulled out that should be historical monuments. Once you go out and replant Pinot Grigio, the history is gone."

Of course, Gallo and Constellation have a sound business reason for urging farmers to replant: some of Lodi's best old vineyards don't really pay for themselves. Gnekow makes a wine called Old Ghost for Klinker Brick Winery from a 90-year-old vineyard that produces just half a ton per acre.

The owner, an 87-year-old woman in a nursing home, doesn't want to sell the vineyard, Gnekow says, but her family does, and even charging $35 a bottle for the wine doesn't give Klinker Brick owner Steve Felten enough potential income to buy it.

"We can keep making the wine as long as she's alive," Gnekow says. "We'll have to keep her on life support."

Finding a solution

Charging more money for wines isn't a potential solution to Lodi's current travails, because Lodi wines are most appealing to shoppers when they're under $20, says Ferry Plaza Wine Merchant managing partner Peter Granoff.

It's no coincidence that Michael-David's popular 7 Deadly Zins wine costs $17. The Phillips brothers have been as savvy about pricing as every other aspect of marketing. They've also been instrumental in getting Lodi on the world's wine radar, but it happened almost by accident.

The family has been farming the same land since 1860, running the kind of multicrop farm that's common in Lodi: 350 acres of tomatoes, green beans, sweet corn, peaches, plums, apricots, lavender -- and wine grapes. Wine grapes have usually been a moneymaker, but David Phillips says that during an industry downturn 25 years ago, the diversity kept the business going.

"In the early '80s, grape prices were so bad that selling fruits and vegetables at farmers' markets in Berkeley and San Rafael saved the farm," he says.

In 1984, the Phillipses, who have long operated a fruit stand on Highway 12, were mainly selling their grapes at rock-bottom rates to Sutter Home.

"We thought we might as well make a little wine in the barn in back," he says. "From '84 to '97 we just chugged along, making maybe a thousand cases a year."

Then in the spring of 1997, the Phillipses got a visit from Gnekow.

"Barry told us we weren't getting the right price for our grapes," Phillips says.

The Phillips brothers hired Gnekow as a consultant -- the first Lodi winery to do so. They quadrupled production in three years, but were still a tiny winery making 4,000 cases annually in 2000 when David Phillips had a flash of marketing genius.

"Our family didn't inherit any old-vine Zinfandel. Our cousin had some, and we bought some more," he says. "We had seven different lots of Zinfandel. My brother said, 'Why don't we blend them all together?' I had a Catholic-school flashback: the seven deadly Zins. We had no idea how big a hit that would be."

Bada-bing! While their neighbors may have felt Envy, the Phillips brothers showed little Sloth as the brand quickly shot up to selling 200,000 cases, mostly in the Midwest.

"We get e-mails every day from Missouri and Nebraska saying, 'I've found the wine I'm going to drink the rest of my life'," Phillips says. "Wisconsin and Iowa really like us. We have a flavor profile that fits there."

Phillips says that when Midwestern visitors stop by the fruit stand, cafe and bakery (which serves great apricot pie) to see where their favorite wine comes from, they like it even more.

But Lodi can support only so many fruit stands. So what's a farmer to do?

Follow in the footsteps of the Phillipses. The Mettler and Lange families could tell nearly the same story. The Mettlers have been growing grapes and other crops for eight generations; they sell their grapes to 10 different wineries. They used to run a fruit stand in front of the farm. Now, advised by Gnekow, they make 5,000 cases of their own wine, including a Cabernet Sauvignon that's one of the best wines from the area.

"When I was in college, the professor said, 'You can't grow Cabernet in Lodi,' " says patriarch Larry Mettler. "We haven't been getting our due for the quality of grapes here."

Winegrower Schatz also opened his own winery, Peltier Station, starting with a $2 million investment in equipment.

"You take more of the risk, you put more resources into it," Schatz says. "You don't sleep as well at night."

Owners of one of the area's largest vineyard management companies, as well as 1,600 acres of their own, Randall and Bradford Lange started LangeTwins winery this year, recruiting former Woodbridge director of winemaking Akiyoshi as winemaker.

"The depth and the heart and the soul of this district are the farm families," Randall Lange says. "When you drive around this district you see some big corporate wineries. But we're real people here."

Much as Mondavi encouraged his Oakville neighbors to join him in Napa's quality revolution, the Phillips brothers are glad to see their farming brethren with their names on the front of wine bottles.

"I'm hoping the Lange twins will get up to our speed fast," David Phillips says. "I need more Lodi people on the road. We have three times the grapes here as the whole state of Washington. We need to be promoting Lodi. I want to save this land here. I hate to see grapes torn up and replaced by strip malls."

E-mail W. Blake Gray at wbgray@sfchronicle.com.

Hot-climate Mediterranean grapes thrive in Lodi soil

- W. Blake Gray

Friday, January 5, 2007

The variety of wine grapes grown in Lodi is impressive, from popular Chardonnay to obscurities like the native Spanish grape Graciano. But what grows best?

What's best now is clearly Zinfandel; more wineries do good versions of it than of anything else. But that has as much to do with history as viticulture. Much of the Zinfandel there is old, and old-vine fruit often has additional character.

Zinfandel, Lodi's most abundant grape, thrives in the area's warmth. But some other varieties are widely planted even though they probably shouldn't be. The climate and soils are not a great fit for Chardonnay and Merlot, yet Lodi produces more of both than any other area of the state because large wineries have historically asked Lodi farmers to grow whatever's selling well.

"I call it the kingdom mentality," says consulting winemaker Barry Gnekow. "The drawbridge goes down, the grapes go in, the drawbridge goes up and something mysterious happens inside. Here, people wait for pronouncements from the king, which has been Gallo. 'We want you to grow Merlot. We want you to grow Cabernet.' So they do it, but they don't know why."

Now that some Lodi farmers are shaking off the monarchy, what should they plant?

"What they need to do is recognize their strengths -- rich, ripe grapes," says Jim Moore, winemaker for L'Uvaggio di Giacomo in Napa, which makes a fine single-vineyard Barbera from grapes grown by Lodi farmer Rodney Schatz. "Their strengths are reds, whether it's Syrah or Zin or Malbec. Whites are a challenge. Their Cabs don't quite have the precision that they have here (in Napa)."

UC Davis viticulturist Andy Walker says hot-climate varieties such as Sicilian red grapes and Spanish and Greek white grapes would do best there. But he adds that U.S. consumers often shy away from unfamiliar varietals.

"Lodi is a classic case of being caught between marketing and what might be best for the climate," Walker says. "Nebbiolo would be a good choice. Verdelho or Vermentino would do well. The problem is consumers aren't experimenting much."

Mitch Cosentino has wineries in Yountville and the Lodi area, and he has had so much success with the latter that he's building a larger facility there. Cosentino likes the character of Sauvignon Blanc from Lodi. He's also enthusiastic about the area's Dolcetto, Tempranillo and Touriga Nacional.

"This is a great area for Mediterranean varieties," Cosentino says.

For consumers looking for a Lodi wine right now, though, Zinfandel is still the place to start. Seniority matters.

THE CHRONICLE WINE SELECTIONS: The Best of Lodi

- W. Blake Gray

Friday, January 5, 2007

Lodi wines are not known for their subtlety. The region's warmth allows grapes to get very ripe, leading to powerful wines. Many also have some sweetness, either from ripe-tasting fruit or actual residual sugar.

More than 60 wines were tasted for this story. The best made by Lodi wineries from Lodi fruit are listed below.

WHITES

Rating: TWO STARS 

2005 M. Cosentino Mohr-Fry Vineyard Lodi Sauvignon Blanc ($16) Mohr-Fry Vineyard is a 150-year-old family business; Mitch Cosentino says he likes the grapes for their floral notes, which accent primary flavors of tart green apple and a little cucumber.

Rating: TWO AND A HALF STARS

2005 Michael-David 7 Heavenly Chards Lodi Chardonnay ($17) Michael-David Vineyards is known for power, so the restraint and balance in this wine are pleasant surprises. Initial gingerbread flavors segue into lime on the medium-long finish, with aromas of wildflowers. Not a fruit-dominant style, but still somewhat heavenly.

Rating: TWO STARS 2005 

Oak Ridge Winery Simply White Lodi ($9) This cheerful table wine, with flavors of green apple and yellow peach, is an unlikely blend of Viognier, Pinot Grigio, Chardonnay and Symphony.

PINK

Rating: TWO STARS 2005 

Housley's Century Oak Winery Lodi Founder's Rosé ($6) Made in an unusual way: Zinfandel grapes are fermented until the sugar is gone, then small amounts of Muscat are added, for slight sweetness and floral aromas, along with Cabernet Sauvignon for body. It smells floral, but tastes of wild strawberries and fresh peaches, though it is a bit hot.

REDS

Rating: TWO STARS 2004 

Bokisch Lodi Tempranillo ($21) Markus Bokisch's mother is from Spain; he spent summers there as a boy and later worked in the Spanish wine industry. Bokisch Ranches in Victor (near Lodi) now sells Spanish grapes to many wineries. This wine offers black fruit with interesting notes of peanuts, earth and smoke.

Rating: TWO STARS 2002 

Campus Oaks Cum Laude Old Vine Lodi Zinfandel ($18) A strong toasty note dominates the aroma of this wine, which also offers cherry and brambly flavors. The tannins are somewhat assertive, and you do taste the 15.1 percent alcohol.

Rating: TWO STARS 2005 

Jessie's Grove Winery Ancient Vine Lodi Carignane ($15) Carignane is an undistinguished grape unless it comes from really old vines; at 118 years old, these qualify. The wine offers mature flavors of cherry and orange peel with a slight floral note, good acidity and a medium-long finish.

Rating: TWO STARS 

2003 Jessie's Grove Winery Lodi Petite Sirah ($25) Most of Jessie's Grove's Petite Sirah disappears into blends or is sold to other wineries. The winery held back enough to make 352 cases of this big-bodied, rich wine, with flavors of blueberry, vanilla and oak.

Rating: TWO STARS 

2004 Klinker Brick Winery Old Vine Lodi Zinfandel ($16) This isn't a single-vineyard wine but it's good in the glass, with flavors of sweet cherry and earth and intriguing notes of pomegranate and raw meat.

Rating: TWO STARS 

2004 Old Ghost Old Vine Lodi Zinfandel ($35) Made by Klinker Brick Winery. Winemaker Barry Gnekow says of the Ghost, from a stumpy old vineyard that produces only a half ton per acre: "This wine has its own personality. It fights you all year. It never cooperates. It doesn't want to finish fermentation. It has its own mind." The wine doesn't taste cantankerous, instead delivering bright cherry flavors that are on the sweet side, with 15.5 percent alcohol.

Rating: TWO AND A HALF STARS

2004 M. Cosentino Lodi Dolcetto ($18) This fine pizza and pasta wine shows how well Mediterranean grapes can do in Lodi. There's plenty of tangy red fruit (raspberry and cranberry) as well as some earth and a hint of chile. Food-friendly acidity ties it all together.

Rating: TWO AND A HALF STARS

2002 Mettler Family Vineyards Lodi Cabernet Sauvignon ($22) This well-balanced wine shows how well Cabernet can do in Lodi, offering flavors of blackberry, leather, orange peel and dried herbs. Firm tannins require 30 minutes of air. One of the best from the appellation.

Rating: TWO STARS 

2005 Oak Ridge Winery Simply Red Lodi ($9) This delightful wine has bright cherry fruit, notes of chocolate and good acidity, and is a tremendous value at this price. It's a blend of Shiraz, Merlot, Cabernet Sauvignon, Zinfandel and Souzao.

Rating: TWO STARS 

2004 OVZ Old Vine Lodi Zinfandel ($15) This blend of small lots of wine from 50- to 100-year-old vines has plenty of personality, with flavors of cherry, earth and chile and a restrained alcohol level of 13.95 percent. It's on the sweet side.

Rating: TWO STARS 

2003 Ripken Vineyards & Winery Lodi Alicante Bouschet ($18) The primary flavor is sweet black cherry; spicy aromas and flavors of cinnamon add interest to this bottling of 100 percent Alicante Bouschet, which is generally used as a blending grape. Only 93 cases were made.

Rating: TWO STARS 

2004 6th Sense Lodi Syrah ($17) A dense, powerful, tannic wine from Michael-David Vineyards, with flavors of cherry, oak and chile and a little dark chocolate on the midpalate.

DESSERT

Rating: TWO AND A HALF STARS

NV OVZ Sweet Solera Zin Old Vine Zinfandel Dessert Wine ($30) Oak Ridge Winery inherited barrels of 40-year-old brandy originally made for Korbel that had no market after Americans lost their taste for brandy. The spirit just kept aging until the winery employed it in this delicious dessert wine, which tastes like a well-aged tawny Port, with flavors of almonds, walnuts, raisins and caramel.

Key: FOUR STARS: Extraordinary THREE STARS: Excellent TWO STARS: Good

Cellar doorstop or indispensable resource: 2007's wine buying guides

- Jon Bonné, Chronicle Wine Editor

Friday, January 5, 2007

It is the wine writer's annual tradition: With the new year comes a new round of wine buying guides, tailored to reflect the latest vintages. We leafed through the latest releases, both annual updates and newly published overviews.

Andrea Robinson’s 2007 Wine Buying Guide for Everyone (Broadway, $12.95)

APPROACH: Approachable picks and advice that ven !a novice can parse

SCOPE: Global, with a slight bias toward the New World and well-known names

WHO’S BEHIND IT: Wine writer and !educator Andrea !Robinson

PROS: Pronunciation keys, and Robinson’s awesome "Kitchen Fridge Survivor Grade," for those who can’t down a bottle in a single evening

CONS: Notable shortfalls in some areas ("Italian Regional Reds" !includes just nine wines); the breakdown by varietal puts !California Cab next to Chilean

Food & Wine Wine Guide 2007 (American Express Publishing, $11.95)

APPROACH: Reader-friendly tasting blurbs, with a four-star rating system

SCOPE: Global, split by Old World, New World and sparkling wines

WHO’S BEHIND IT: The magazine, with summaries by contributor Jamal A. Rayyis

PROS: Easy to digest; focuses on currently available vintages

CONS: Wine wonks may be left thirsting for more info

Hugh Johnson’s Pocket Wine Book 2007 (Mitchell Beazley, $14.95)

APPROACH: Concise winery and appellation summaries, and vintage lists, slips unobtrusively into a dinner-jacket pocket

SCOPE: Global; surprising depth for unusual places (Texas, Romania)

WHO’S BEHIND IT: The esteemed British wine writer and a bevy of largely European contributors

PROS: Well-polished format (it’s the 30th edition); excellent food/wine pairing section

CONS: Lots of shorthand symbols, which can take awhile to master

Oz Clarke’s Pocket Wine Guide 2007 (Harcourt, $14)

APPROACH: A-to-Z insights on wines, vintners and !regions

SCOPE:

Global, though New World offerings can be spotty (Long Island, yes; Lodi, no)

WHO’S BEHIND IT: Wine writer Oz Clarke; despite the name, he lives in !London

PROS: Detailed Old World coverage and helpful country profiles

CONS: Small type; food pairings listed by grape, not food

The WineAccess Buyer’s Guide (Sterling, $14.95)

APPROACH: Highlights of top producers in most growing regions

SCOPE: Global, with focus on well-known regions

WHO’S BEHIND IT: Noted wine critic Stephen Tanzer of International Wine Cellar, and WineAccess.com

PROS: Tanzer’s terrific palate; multivintage ratings; free Web updates

CONS: No tasting notes; the ties to WineAccess !(a network of wine retailers) are never fully explained

Wine Enthusiast Essential Buying Guide 2007 (Running Press $29.95)

APPROACH: Tasting notes and 100-point scores collected from the magazine’s panels

SCOPE: Global; American wines account for nearly half

WHO’S BEHIND IT: The magazine’s editors and contributors

PROS: Comprehensive, to the tune of 800 pages (doubles as a cellar doorstop)

CONS: Alphabetical lists by country can be confusing; some reviews are old

Anthony Dias Blue’s Pocket Guide to Wine 2007 !(Fireside, $15)

APPROACH: Dictionary-style listings of vintners and their best offerings

SCOPE: Global, with detailed sections on California, France and Italy

WHO’S BEHIND IT: Dias Blue is a longtime contributor to Bon Appetit and other magazines

PROS: Concise and clear; founding dates for most wineries are a nice bonus

CONS: No wine ratings; breakdowns by region can be a bit confusing

Wine Report 2007 (DK Publishing, $15)

APPROACH: Vintage reports and insights from a variety of experts

SCOPE: Global, though the U.S. section is notably brief

WHO’S BEHIND IT: British wine expert Tom Stevenson has gathered a team of !luminaries

PROS: Highly opinionated and very detailed, with thrillingly unfettered advice ("Buy Lebanese!")

CONS: Very little focus on individual wines

THE SIPPING NEWS

- Jon Bonné, Karola Saekel, Tara Duggan, Camper English, Deb Wandell

Friday, January 5, 2007

Minerally and slightly fizzy,

the 2005 Gianni Gagliardo Fallegro from Italy's Piedmont region is a refreshing, palate-cleansing start to a meal. It's made from the native Favorita grape, considered to be virtually identical to Sardinia's Vermentino, and as made by the Piedmontese, it tastes like a soulful Vinho Verde. Find it for $15 in stores, or sample a 1/4-liter carafe ($11) at Perbacco, 230 California St. (near Front), San Francisco; (415) 955-0663.

Jon Bonné

Ice wine harvest on thin ice

Kansas and Colorado may be buried under record snows, but in some northeastern states and Canada, mild temperatures are threatening one of the finest agricultural specialties. Ice wine, beloved of aficionados of sweet dessert wines who may shell out a cool $80 for a half bottle, can only be produced from frozen grapes -- naturally frozen, that is, not chilled in a freezer.

By law, if the grapes aren't harvested and pressed in a frozen state (hence the high sugar content), vintners may not call their sweet product ice wine, reports the Jefferson City, Mo., News Tribune. In Canada, the grapes need to be below a bone-chilling 17 degrees Fahrenheit.

Those temperatures haven't been recorded during the usual harvest month of December. There is still time, if the mercury dips low in the next month or so -- and if the birds don't get to the grapes first.

Karola Saekel

Graveyard Grapes

A Hayward cemetery discovered it would cost about half as much to start a vineyard as it would to clear up unused land in need of pruning. So the Roman Catholic Diocese of Oakland recently decided to hire a vineyard management contractor to plant Pinot Noir, Chardonnay and Zinfandel vines on the fringes of the Holy Sepulchre Cemetery.

None of the vines are closer than 60 feet of the graves, so quash that temptation to make indelicate remarks about the quality of the soil. When the grapes mature in a few years, they may produce up to 300 cases a year of wine intended for sacramental purposes. It's the same excuse those early Catholic missionaries used to introduce winemaking to California.

Tara Duggan

Whiskey world

In a very long lead-up to the Whiskies of the World Expo in mid-April, the Inner Mission bar Elixir is hosting weekly whisk(e)y tasting, usually on Thursdays from 7 to 9 p.m. A representative or master distiller from brands including Old Potrero, Buffalo Trace and Compass Box will be on hand to educate the crowd. The tastings are free and open to the public, though specialty cocktails and other drinks will have a charge. The speaker/sampling schedule is at www.elixirsf.com. The bar is at 3200 16th St. (at Guerrero), San Francisco; (415) 552-1633.

Camper English

All H20 is not created equal.

We've known that since Perrier began marketing here in the '70s. Bottled waters now flood the market, so it should come as no surprise that we finally have a book to help discerning water drinkers navigate the choices: "Fine Waters: A Connoisseur's Guide to the World's Most Distinctive Waters," by author Michael Mascha. This is not a guide for crude guzzlers of tap water but for epicureans with a serious thirst for terroir. Tasting notes for an international selection of 100 of still and sparking brands reflect on mouthfeel, taste and aromas; Mascha offers serving suggestions (never over ice!), advice on choosing the proper glassware (never a lemonade glass!) and pairing tips: serve grilled beef with a classically carbonated, alkaline bottled water that has high minerality.

"Fine Waters: A Connoisseur's Guide to the World's Most Distinctive Waters," by Michael Mischa ($24.95; Quirk)

Deb Wandell

Silver Oak buys Roshambo Winery

- Chronicle Staff Report

Friday, December 22, 2006

Roshambo Winery near Healdsburg is selling its Westside Road winemaking facility and tasting room to Silver Oak Cellars, the Napa Valley Cabernet producer, a Silver Oak spokesperson confirms.

Silver Oak, whose Oakville winery suffered a serious fire last year, will move this year's wine-making operations to the Roshambo site, the spokesperson said.

No sales figure has been revealed. Roshambo Chief Financial Officer Lou Garcia said both sides have agreed not to speak publicly until Jan. 15.

Garcia confirmed that the tasting room will close that day, and Roshambo will move tasting operations into an RV and tank a short distance down Westside Road. He said Roshambo will keep 125 to 135 of acres of wine grapes.

Roshambo will continue making wine under its brand, according to a letter President Naomi Brilliant posted on her winery's blog.

The sale came about, she wrote, because Roshambo was "overzealous in the sheer scope" of its winery.

Roche Winery sold out of bankruptcy

- Wine Business Insider Cyril Penn

Friday, December 22, 2006

The sale of Roche Winery to HP Land LLC for $7 million closed last week.

Joseph and Genevieve Roche, together with their children, sold their Carneros-based winery, including 135 acres and a 6,700-square-foot winery production and tasting facility. The permitted capacity of the winery, located across from Infineon Raceway, is 30,000 cases.

HP Land LLC is a partnership that includes Jeff O'Neill of O'Neill Vintners and Distillers, according to industry sources. O'Neill Vintners and Distillers operates a bulk wine, custom processing and bulk storage facility in Reedley (Fresno County).

According to Jenny Heinzen, director of winery and vineyard sales for WineryX Real Estate, which represented the Roches in the sale: "The Roche brand and wine inventories were retained by the Roche family. The Roche brand will lease the winery property from the new owners under the management of Brendan Roche for one year, while the Roches investigate relocation alternatives for the brand."

The sale allows the Roche family to emerge from their Chapter 11 bankruptcy, pay bankruptcy creditors in full plus interest, and retain the brand.

The Roche family will keep the bulk of their 2,000-plus-acre southern Sonoma Valley estate, located on the west side of the winery property.

Currently, a 1,600-acre parcel of the ranch is listed for sale for $15 million with Sotheby's.

Charitable Cohn: In one of the largest fundraisers by an individual winery in Sonoma County, Bruce Cohn and B.R. Cohn Charity Events distributed $400,000 to a variety of charities last week during a luncheon at the B.R. Cohn Winery in Glen Ellen.

The proceeds from concerts and live auctions held at the winery are earmarked for the Sonoma Valley Mentoring Alliance, the Sonoma Valley Education Foundation and the Children's Village.

Over the past 20 years, the B.R. Cohn Winery Charity Events Fall Music Festival and Celebrity Golf Classic have donated more than $1.7 million to various charities.

People: Michael Jellison was named president and chief operating officer of Swanson Vineyards & Winery in Oakville. Most recently, Jellison was vice president for sales and logistics at Icon Estates. Swanson Vineyards was founded in 1985 by Clarke Swanson and is one of the largest producers of estate-grown Merlot in Napa Valley.

The bell tolls: St. Francis maintains the trappings of an Italian church

- Tara Duggan, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, January 5, 2007

A lot of wineries go for the California Mission look in their tasting rooms. So it's not surprising that a winery called St. Francis would go for a similarly churchy architectural style. Visitors approach the tasting room via a stone bridge, strolling past a bell tower that evokes an Italian hill town. The bell was actually made in Italy and blessed in the St. Francis Cathedral in Assisi, the saint's hometown. Inside, slate tile floors, serene statues and wrought-iron chandeliers add to the experience.

It could all veer toward the Disney-esque, but it works. All in all, the winery's pretty setting and the helpful tasting room staff make it worth a stop.

The vibe: Friendly and knowledgeable, the hosts offered lots of extra pours and helped guide visitors to an interesting tasting.

The team: Founder Joe Martin and his wife, Emma, first purchased land in Sonoma Valley in 1971 and began by growing and selling wine grapes. In 1979, partner Lloyd Canton joined Martin in opening the winery. The winery and its 600 acres in Sonoma are now owned by the Kopf family, who also own Sequoia Grove and the French winery Louis Jadot. Tom Mackey is director of winemaking and Sally Johnson is the winemaker.

The wines: All wines are made from Sonoma County-grown grapes. On the day we visited, there were nine wines to chose from -- including the popular 2003 Rockpile Vineyard Red Wine -- for our five tastes in the reserve category ($10, which is partly applied back to bottle purchase). In addition, several reserve bottles were open and freely poured by the staff, such as the 2002 Anthem Sonoma Valley Meritage. A classics tasting of four pours costs $5.

The experience: The L-shaped Mission building wraps around a large patio with modern teak picnic tables overlooking a garden of Japanese maples and lavender and a view of Hood Mountain.

The extras: Every hour on the hour, chef John Littlewood offers a food and wine pairing for $20 with combinations like the 1999 Lagomarsino Vineyard Russian River Valley Cabernet Franc with a filet mignon meatball and pomegranate sauce. Reservations recommended.

Nearby: Ledson Winery & Vineyards (7335 Highway 12, Kenwood; 707-833-2330) is just up Highway 12. To the south, Landmark Vineyards (101 Adobe Canyon Road, Kenwood; 707-833-0053) is the closest.

St. Francis Visitors Center & Tasting Room

100 Pythian Road (just off Highway 12), Santa Rosa; (888) 675-9463; www.stfranciswinery.com.

10 a.m.-5 p.m. daily.

Rating: TWO STARS

San Francisco Chronicle (Dec 29th)

BARGAIN BONANZA!

Soothe your aching wallets with local wine shops' picks for bottles $10 or less

- W. Blake Gray, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, December 29, 2006

Your Christmas tree's in the Dumpster, your kids already destroyed half their presents and your credit cards are smoking from overuse. But here's your biggest problem: You're broke and thirsty.

This is a call for The Chronicle's Bargain Wines column. (We need to get capes.)

We wanted to do a larger year-end edition of Bargain Wines to help everybody with that endemic end-of-year budget crunch. I wanted to do it differently than my usual method, which is to sit down with about 35 wines of a given variety and try to discern the best ones. And I wanted to respond to my most e-mailed comments from readers.

Because The Chronicle is so widely distributed, whenever I rave about a small family-produced wine I get a dozen e-mails asking, "Where can I buy this wine in Vallejo?" Or Eureka or Santa Cruz or even occasionally Atlanta. This leads me to always include a few mass-produced, widely available wines. That leads to frequent e-mails from local wine shops saying, "We have several wines in that price range better than that mass-produced supermarket plonk."

OK, fine, let's try 'em. I asked wine buyers from 11 shops around the Bay Area to recommend their five best Bargain Wines. This provides a starting point (11, actually) on where to find the wines.

The rules were simple: The wine could be anything -- red, white, sparkling, dessert -- from anywhere, but had to actually be available in the store for $10 or less. And I would be the sole judge of which ones are best.

From those 55 wines, the best 31 are listed starting at right. There are 3 bubblies, 10 whites and 18 reds. Sorry, fans of stickies: No dessert wines were submitted.

Why wine shop buyers? Along with sommeliers, they are the most important gatekeepers of the wine industry. Good wine buyers may taste 50 wines or more per week, choosing the best to carry in their stores. Forget quality schools and access to transit: a wine shop with a careful selection is the best reason to choose your neighborhood.

But unlike sommeliers, good wine buyers are something of a dying breed. Morgan Miller, a partner and wine buyer at Oddlots in Albany, says store owners increasingly prefer to rely on scores from publications like Wine Spectator, the Wine Advocate and The Chronicle, rather than pay a salary for a specialist to pick wines different from those in the shop across the street.

"It's harder to find stores where you can talk with somebody who's knowledgeable," Miller says.

After talking with the buyers about their choices, a few common themes emerged.

-- Most, but not all, like European budget wines better than American ones.

"A lot of people think that's the black hole of California: There aren't a lot of good wines under $10," says Richard Leland of Vintage Wine & Spirits in Mill Valley. "There are a lot of daily drinking wines, but they're at $12 to $14. Two years ago, the California wines were more fruit-driven. But that gap has narrowed. The wines coming from Europe are cleaner and more fruit-forward (than before). That largely has to do with better viticultural practices, and cleaner and better winemaking. That's where Europe lagged."

-- Many buyers think Spain is the current hot spot for good values.

"Traditionally all Spanish wines are aged a lot longer before release," says Bi-Rite Market wine buyer Josh Adler. "The youngest bottles coming out of Spain are aged at least 18 months."

-- Wine shop buyers are usually concerned with food matching, and enjoy being asked what will go with their dinner.

After tasting all of their recommendations, a few more themes emerged.

-- A good $10 wine is much easier to find than a good $7 wine. For $10, if you choose well, you can get varietal correctness, great fruit flavors, complexity and a long finish -- all desirable characteristics of a $50 wine. For $7 or less, you'd better settle for drinkability.

"Most of our customers who want bargain wines come here looking for things at $13.99 or less," says K & L Wine Merchant wine buyer Mulan Chan. "If people are really looking for $7 wines, they're usually shopping at Trader Joe's."

-- America's five favorite wines are Chardonnay, Merlot, Cabernet Sauvignon, White Zinfandel and Pinot Grigio in that order, according to ACNielsen. Wine buyers recommend almost none of them.

The reasons differ. Many wine buyers look down on White Zinfandel and say there are more interesting whites than Pinot Grigio. Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot are challenging to make well for $10 or less.

As for Chardonnay, which accounts for about 20 percent of all wine sold in the United States, according to ACNielsen, wine buyers seem to enjoy talking their customers out of it and into other whites.

-- Bargain white wines have greater economic value than reds for two reasons. You can chill them to disguise flaws, and they can be refrigerated at near-serving temperature, keeping them drinkable for a few days longer than bargain reds.

-- Sauvignon Blancs may be the safest bargain wines of all, with fewer undrinkable duds than almost any other varietal.

"Sauvignon Blanc is one of the best values out there," says Miller, who points out that it's also made well in more countries than almost any other varietal.

-- White wines in general and Sauvignon Blanc specifically may be better at this price point because of the way cheap wines are made. Corners must be cut to get the price under $10 for red wines. In particular, aging in oak barrels -- an expected part of the process for top reds -- is simply too expensive. However, many of the best Sauvignon Blancs in the world, as well as many other high-quality white wines, are fermented in large stainless-steel tanks.

-- Whites from France's Gascony region are a revelation. They're often super-cheap, at $7 or so, because the region is best known for Armagnac brandy and has no real flagship wines to boost its reputation and prices. And speaking of cheap production, the whites are made from prolific grapes usually used in brandy production and often deliver wonderful mouthfeel and food-friendly flavors. Try them with fish and vegetarian dishes.

-- Similarly, food-friendly Italian reds from underappreciated regions like Abruzzo and Marche are often great values, with plenty of fruit and vibrant acidity.

-- Big red wines are extremely popular and delicious when done correctly, but they're hazardous to choose. It's easy to go wrong in this direction, so if you find one you like, stick to it.

-- Different stores focus on different factors in buying wines. Whole Foods seeks wines made from organically grown grapes. Kermit Lynch Wine Merchant seeks out small family-run wineries. Oddlots prefers wines nobody else has. Pick a wine shop that shares your values.

-- My favorite choices overall came from Bi-Rite Market, a small food shop in San Francisco's Mission District.

"This is a grocery store, so I'm a big fan of wines that go well with food," Adler says.

So am I.

That leads me to conclude with a few general tips on finding delicious Bargain Wines.

-- Downsize your expectations. For $10 or less, you're looking for a nice wine to have with dinner, not a 90-point "experience."

"Many people buy wines because they get 90 points but I don't know if that's what they really like -- these thick, sweet, syrupy wines," Chan says. "We have wines that are really different from that style, and people will come back and buy more of those, more than with the 90-point wines."

-- There aren't enough good Bargain Wines in the world to have a different one every night. Believe me -- I tasted more than 600 wines under $12 this year. When you find one that's special, buy it by the case.

-- Mea culpa: My suggestions aren't better than a passionate wine buyer's just because they're printed in the newspaper. If you can find a local wine shop whose recommendations you trust, follow them. In that case,use the Bargain Wines column as you should use online video poker: for entertainment purposes only.

The winners: The 31 best bargains

SPARKLING WINES

NV

Ca' Berti Tipico Lambrusco Grasparossa di Castelvetro ($9) This earthy, deeply flavored sparkling red wine is the driest of four versions made by this producer, a family named Vandelli who were the first to bottle Lambrusco Grasparossa, which is now considered the fullest, most alcoholic (this one's 11.5 percent) and perhaps most serious Lambrusco. K & L Wine Merchants wine buyer Mulan Chan suggests it as an answer to difficult food pairings like Mexican mole or Vietnamese dishes that combine pork and shrimp. Or see page F4 for a classic pairing.

NV Presto Prosecco Brut ($9) Just in time for the New Year, Whole Foods offers this exclusive version of Italy's lovable simple pleasure. Prosecco has three meanings: It's a grape, a region and a style of wine. In Italy, many people start their meal with a glass because it's light, frothy and fun. That makes it ideal for toasting the turning of the calendar.

NV Veuve Ambal France Blanc de Blanc Brut ($9) Most wineries in Burgundy specialize in still Pinot Noir and Chardonnay, but Veuve Ambal makes bubbly, albeit not always from those famous grapes of Champagne. This wine is a blend of white grapes; it's simple and somewhat sweet, but has plenty of lemon-lime flavor and is perfectly fine for New Year's toasts.

WHITES

2004 Chateau de Vallagon Touraine Sauvignon Blanc ($8) If you like tart wines, you'll enjoy this passion fruit-tasting white wine from France's Loire region. The acidity is spine-tingling.

2005 Domaine de Poyane Vin de Pays des Cotes de Gascogne ($7) The round mouthfeel of this good-value white wine makes it a pleasure to drink, and its flavors of green apple and green leafy lettuce with some pepper make it a perfect accompaniment to salads and vegetarian cuisine.

2005 Domaine Duffour Vin de Pays des Cotes de Gascogne ($8) This good food wine has plenty of green fruit (underripe pineapple, green mango) and an interesting hint of green onion. Like most white wines from Gascogne, it's made from white grapes that are usually grown in large quantities to make Armagnac. Weimax wine buyer Gerald Weisl says he was visiting proprietor Michel Duffour when somebody asked about reducing the yield of the vines for this wine. "He said, 'What's the point? It's still (French) Colombard and Ugni Blanc,' " Weisl says. Even with large yields, it's still a good wine with plenty of character.

2005 Domaine La Hitaire Hors Saison Vin de Pays des Cotes de Gascogne ($10) Armagnac producer La Hitaire also makes wine, and this is a smooth one. The round mouthfeel is its outstanding feature; the flavors are mostly underripe pineapple (not a bad thing) with a little white pepper on the finish.

2005 Erbacher Honigberg Rheingau Riesling ($10 for 1 liter) What a deal: one-third more wine than the typical 750 ml bottle, and tremendously food-friendly to boot. Bi-Rite wine buyer Josh Adler says it sells slowly in part because customers are put off by the size, which they fear connotes cheap, mass production. But this is a well-made, refreshing wine with nice green apple and pear flavors. The slight sweetness and low alcohol level (11 percent) make it a great choice for spicy food.

2005 Jean-Pierre et Jean-Francois Quenard Chignin Vin de Savoie ($10) White wines of France's alpine Savoy region, on the border of Switzerland, are unique in that they combine citrusy, herbal and minerally characteristics with occasional red fruit notes usually expected only in red wines. This wine is like that; there's a lot going on in the aroma, and the secondary note of cherry on the palate is unexpected. It lends itself to fusion food pairings: Vietnamese dishes that combine fish with pork come to mind, though Weisl says it's perfect with a plate of fried small fish.

2005 Joel Gott California Sauvignon Blanc ($10) Joel Gott is one of the founders of Three Thieves, and he co-owns Taylor's Automatic Refresher burger joints in St. Helena and San Francisco. This good-value wine delivers plenty of green apple fruit with some pineapple and a little pepper; try it with an ahi burger.

2006 Oyster Bay Marlborough Sauvignon Blanc ($10) It's a mystery why this wine is still so affordable, because in 1991 this brand helped start the price escalation of Sauvignon Blancs from New Zealand's Marlborough region when it won its category in the 22nd International Wine & Spirit Competition in London. This is what people expect in a $20 Marlborough Sauvignon Blanc: It's potent, with plenty of passion- fruit flavor, some grassiness, a little minerality and a long finish. Overall, it's the best white wine on this list.

2005 Tamas Estates Monterey Pinot Grigio ($8.50) Livermore Valley's Tamas Estates produces a consistently easy-drinking food-friendly wine out of Pinot Grigio from Monterey, where co-founder Steve Mirassou has deep family roots. It's a one-note wine of clean, pink grapefruit, but that note's a nice one.

2006 Vida Organica Mendoza Torrontes ($8) The Zuccari family is best known in Argentina for its irrigation company. They bought their first vineyard near the city of Mendoza to demonstrate their irrigation system and the next thing you know, they're in the wine business. They farm all their vineyards organically, making this a natural fit for Whole Foods' clientele. This is an extremely spicy wine, with flavors of ginger, apricot and clove, and will be an interesting complement to vegetarian casseroles.

REDS

2004 Artazuri Navarra ($9) Artazu is a Spanish producer that makes a $35 wine from century-old Grenache vines on the hills of the Navarra region. The fruit from the company's younger Grenache vines goes into this wine, which has slightly sweet red fruit flavors and a strong, appealing spiciness.

2004 Aveleda Charamba Douro ($4.79) This is the best under-$5 bottle I've had this year. It's made by Aveleda, a large Portuguese company best known for Vinho Verde. Weimax wine buyer Weisl says it's a store favorite, and no wonder, with its flavors of cherry, berry, earth and spice. Consider buying this one by the case.

2003 Bodega Inurrieta Sur Navarra ($10) Wine has been produced on a large scale for more than 2,000 years in the Spanish town of Falces, near this bodega, but this is very much a New World-style wine with plenty of spicy, red raspberry flavors that just keep coming on the medium-long finish. It's a blend of 65 percent Grenache and 35 percent Graciano.

2004 Chateau Saint Martin de la Garrigue Cuvee Tradition Coteaux du Languedoc ($10) "Garrigue" refers to the aromas of wild lavender, rosemary, scrub oak and other plants that grow on southern France's arid limestone hillsides. Wine grapes grown nearby take on those aromas, few more so than this wine, which smells like red plums in an herb basket. Few wines are more expressive of their terroir than this.

2004 Craneford Private Selection South Australia Cabernet Sauvignon ($10) It's hard to find a well-balanced, varietally correct Cabernet Sauvignon for $10, but this wine from Barossa Valley delivers, with flavors of cherry, mint, earth and mineral. With only 13 percent alcohol, this is a Cab that will go well with dinner.

2001 Domaine du Silene des Peyrals L'Esprit du Silene Coteaux du Languedoc ($10) If you like aged Bordeaux but can't afford it, this wine is a reasonable substitute, though it's made from different grapes. But the primary, mature aromas and flavors of leather, orange peel and dried cherry may remind you of more expensive wines, and unlike with a 2001 Bordeaux, this wine is meant to drink right away. Give it 30 minutes or more of air first.

2003 Forca Cotes du Roussillon ($9) Miller says he likes the "guts" of wines from this region on the Spanish border. This wine comes from a 750-year-old domaine that was restored in the 1980s. The blend of Syrah, Grenache and Mourvedre tastes of fresh cherry and raspberry, with a medium-long finish.

2004 Greenstone Point South Island New Zealand Pinot Noir ($10) This is like finding a diamond in your backyard: a $10 Pinot Noir that actually tastes like Pinot Noir should, with flavors of raspberry and soy sauce and a little spiciness. Bi-Rite wine buyer Josh Adler said he did a blind tasting of Pinot Noirs in his home and this one came in second overall against wines costing three times as much. It's one of the best wines on this list.

2004 Les Traverses de Fontanes Vin de Pays d'Oc Cabernet Sauvignon ($10) This wine is actually from France's Pic-St-Loup region, a great source of value wines, but French laws forbid the winery from putting that on the label because it's 100 percent Cabernet, which is not allowed in Pic-St-Loup's wines. If that keeps the price low for this wine, lucky for us. It can use 30 minutes or more of air and is one of the rare bargain wines that might improve with bottle age.

2003 Masciarelli Montepulciano d'Abruzzo ($7) Weisl says the fine quality of this wine is due to the diligence of the Masciarelli family, which he says has upgraded its vineyards and tried with limited success to persuade its neighbors to do the same in order to lift up the quality of the region. An unoaked wine, this pizza- and pasta-friendly red is light-bodied with all high notes of bright cherry, leather and earth.

2004 Protocolo Vino de la Tierra de Castilla ($6) Vintage Wine & Spirits wine buyer Richard Leland says, "If you were in Europe, it's the sort of wine they'd pour into a tumbler." For $6, you can't expect profundity, but you will get cheerful, spicy flavors of raspberry and chile. This wine has been on Bay Area budget shelves for years, and seems to have taken a sharp uptick in quality.

2005 Quattro Mani Montepulciano d'Abruzzo ($9) This wine is the first of an ambitious project from a New York importer who plans to source second-label wines from four famous European winemakers. This one is made by Italian consulting winemaker Attilio Pagli. It's a great food wine because of its light-medium body and vibrant acidity, yet it's also interesting because its flavors of red and black fruit and earth keep evolving in the glass. Overall, it's the best wine on this list.

NV Ramblin' Red Cuvee One California Red Wine ($10) American Canyon-based winery owner Jon Ruth wanted to create an easygoing wine for travelers, and this blend of primarily Cabernet Sauvignon, Syrah and Zinfandel does the trick. It's extremely smooth and easy to drink, tasting of blueberry with a floral note. It's made by Cartlidge & Browne winemaker Paul Moser.

2003 Ramon Bilbao Rioja Crianza Tempranillo ($10) Here's a wine that bridges Rioja's traditional mature-tasting style and the modern ripe-fruit flavors that are taking over the region. This wine tastes of dried red fruit (cherries and plums) with a smoky note, and is made by a family-owned company founded in 1924.

NV Rosenblum Cellars Vintner's Cuvee XXIX California Zinfandel ($9) The entry-level blend from Alameda's Rosenblum Cellars remains popular for its juicy fruit flavors. It's balanced well enough that it's hard to detect the 15.5 percent alcohol.

2002 Salomon Estate Bin 4 Baan South Australia Shiraz-Petit Verdot ($10) Bert Salomon is from an Austrian wine-producing family known for white wines; he moved to the other side of the world both geographically and enologically with wines like this one. The earthy, spicy, red-fruit flavors will appeal to fans of Amador County Zinfandel.

2005 Ten Mile California Red Wine ($10) This brand is from two Canadians who moved to Stags Leap to produce high-end wines; this is their budget entry. It's a blend of Petite Sirah, Barbera, Zinfandel and Carignane. It's a wine of restraint, with raspberry, floral and earthy notes and 13.5 percent alcohol.

2003 Ursa El Dorado Merlot ($10) The husband and wife winemaking team of Greg Stokes and Deborah Elissagaray worked together at David Bruce Winery for several years before moving to El Dorado County to open their own winery, making just 2,500 cases annually. This is a very Petite Sirah-like Merlot: It's an intense, rich, cherry-fruit bomb for lovers of the type. You can taste the 15.3 percent alcohol, but the tannins are pleasingly soft.

-- W. Blake Gray

Where to find the wines

Here are the 11 stores that participated in this story.

All recommended wines are available in at least one store, but most can be found at several of them.

Beltramo's Wine & Spirits, 1540 El Camino Real (at Encinal), Menlo Park, (650) 325-2806; beltramos.com

Beverages & More, many Bay Area locations, (877) 772-3866; bevmo.com

Bi-Rite Market, 3639 18th St. (at Guererro), San Francisco, (415) 241-9760; biritemarket.com.

D & M Wines & Liquors, 2200 Fillmore St. (at Sacramento), San Francisco, (415) 346-1325; dandm.com

K & L Wine Merchants, Redwood City and San Francisco, (877) 559-4637; klwines.com

Kermit Lynch Wine Merchant, 1605 San Pablo Ave. (at Cedar), Berkeley, (510) 524-1524; kermitlynch.com

Oddlots Wine Shop, 1025 San Pablo Ave. (at Marin), Albany, (510) 526-0522.

Vintage Wine & Spirits,

67 Throckmorton Ave.,

Mill Valley, (415) 388-1626; vintagewines.biz

Weimax Wines & Spirits, 1178 Broadway, (near Laguna Ave.), Burlingame, (650) 343-0182; weimax.com

Whole Foods Market, many Bay Area locations, (510) 428-7400; wholefoodsmarket.com

The Wine Steward, 641 Main St., Pleasanton,

(925) 600-9463; thewinesteward.com

-- W.B.G.

E-mail W. Blake Gray with any questions other than "Where can I buy this wine?" at wbgray@sfchronicle.com.

Paint the town red with Italian bubbles

- Jon Bonné, Chronicle Wine Editor

Friday, December 29, 2006

Red, fizzy and carefree, Lambrusco is a wine meant for modesty. Native to Italy's Emilia-Romagna region, the Lambrusco grape has always been a workhorse: reliable, if not distinguished. The resulting wine, mildly bubbly and tart, is a staple on tables in and around Parma, Modena and Bologna.

Lambrusco's U.S. history has been anything but glamorous. A twist-and-serve holdover from the late 1970s and early '80s, its popularity faded over the years like the red-checked tablecloths it so often graced.

Mauro Cirilli, wine director at Perbacco, was surprised at its reputation when he arrived here. Starting at age 7, the Padua native enjoyed it with countless family meals: "The first thing on the table was the bottle of Lambrusco, every weekend."

Yet in the past year or two, Lambrusco has made a bold stand on wine lists in the Bay Area and around the country. While Americans once considered Lambrusco to be sweet and insubstantial, versions available nowadays are typically made in the traditional secco, or dry, style, mostly by small producers and with a depth that transcends its plonky reputation. A modest amount of amabile, or sweet, small-batch Lambrusco has also appeared.

With some 60 grape subvarieties, Lambrusco can be labeled with regional designations like Reggiano, or one of four individual appellations. Some of the best is Lambrusco Grasparossa di Castelvetro; the commune of Castelvetro, near Modena, lends its name to both grape and wine.

Let's not mince words: By no means has Lambrusco made a bid for profundity. It's still a simple, straightforward wine. But at long last, dry Lambrusco has found a respectable place on the table.

"It's a wine that's happy to be less important," says restaurateur Joe Bastianich, co-author of "Vino Italiano" (Clarkson Potter, 2002).

Sommeliers, with their food-minded sensibilities, are unquestionably behind the current push. The classic pairing is with salumi, or cured meats, of its native region. High acidity and red-grape tannins are a perfect offset for the fat of the meat.

Perbacco's Cirilli sells a 3-ounce taste, meant to pair with salumi, for $4. At Oakland's Oliveto, wine buyer Seth Corr sells a case each week at $8 per glass.

Lambrusco's virtues hardly end there. The low alcohol and crisp profile make it an excellent New Year's alternative. And it can cut through much of Emilia-Romagna's cream- and cheese-heavy food.

"A wine like that won't weigh down the rich dishes, and a little frizzante not only aids digestion but it uplifts the dish," says A16 co-owner and wine director Shelley Lindgren.

Its fortunes have been boosted by vast winegrowing improvements. New clones and better soil management now produce superior fruit. Some small producers maintain traditional practices, including second fermentation in the bottle, but most have invested in modern equipment and embraced a push for quality. Better temperature controls can delay the bubble-making secondary fermentation -- typically performed in closed tanks -- until it's time to release the wine to market. The wines are fresher, more vibrant.

Producers like Medici Ermete & Figli are committed to making excellent Lambruscos in a variety of styles, showing every facet of the grape. For the first time, wines like Ermete's Assolo made it to the final award tastings of Italy's prestigious Gambero Rosso guide.

"The quality over the last 5 to 10 years has just improved so much," says Edward Ruiz, wine director at Incanto.

But above all, Lambrusco has come to peace with what we'll call the Riunite issue.

Formed in 1950 by nine Emilia-Romagna producers, the Cantine Cooperative Riunite struck on a gold mine in 1967 when, with its U.S. importer, Banfi Vintners of Old Brookville, N.Y., Riunite devised an off-dry Lambrusco for the export market tailored to American tastes.

For nearly 30 years starting in 1973, according to Banfi, Riunite was the top-selling imported wine in the United States, the Yellow Tail of its time. Bolstered by unforgettable TV ads ("Riunite on ice ... that's nice!"), sales soared -- peaking at 11.5 million cases in 1985.

Respect never quite followed. In 1982, Victor Hazan called Lambrusco "the object of condescending and derisive remarks from most critics." Drinkers quickly distanced themselves as their palates matured. Riunite's sales slid to a low point of 1.77 million cases in 2001.

Lambrusco's mystery has always been that, despite the derision, Americans have drunk it by the boatload. Even Riunite's fortunes are on the upswing, with 2.17 million cases sold last year and a new label unveiled in March.

"It's hard to argue with the taste of millions of people who enjoy this style of wine," says Banfi vice president Lars Leicht.

The value of Lambrusco's fallow years may be that its reputation was sidelined, allowing a new generation to consider it without baggage and to allow small producers a shot at the U.S. market.

"Fifteen years ago, they would have been drowned out by the Riunite reputation," says Oakland importer Oliver McCrum.

In contrast to Banfi, McCrum brings in 500 cases of Barbolini, made by the Buffagni family outside Modena. "Which is about 400 more than I thought I'd be bringing in," McCrum says. Banfi, too, now imports Vivante and Ottocentonero, two dry Lambruscos made by Riunite and its affiliates.

Lambrusco's success will likely be modest. Table wine it always was, and table wine it will remain. Still, small U.S. importers are determined to root out the best.

"This year," says Ali Biglar of Vitis Imports in Santa Monica, which handles several artisanal Lambruscos, "out of 50 we tried, we picked two."

Tasting Lambruscos

For our Lambrusco tasting, The Chronicle focused on wines that are available in stores and on wine lists in the Bay Area, plus a bottle of Riunite. We tasted both secco and amabile styles:

NV Barbolini Lambrusco Grasparossa di Castelvetro ($12) Intense dusty notes amid the fruit. The weightiest of the bunch, with notable tannin on the finish. Needs food to balance it out.

NV Ca' Berti Robusco Lambrusco Grasparossa di Castelvetro ($11) Marked semi-dry, but it tastes fully dry. Earthy, with a tobacco overtone, like a good fizzy Loire red. Lots of grip. Perfect for smoked meats.

NV Ca' Berti Tipico Lambrusco Grasparossa di Castelvetro ($9) Bright, sweet blackberry nose on a fully dry effort. A lighter, rounded body, with a fine-grained finish.

2005 Medici Ermete Bocciolo Colli di Scandiano e di Canossa Lambrusco Grasparossa Dolce ($15) Made in the sweet style, this is like fizzy currant syrup with a kick. Make fun of it and it'll whup you good. At 7.5 percent alcohol, this should push alcopops off the market.

2005 Medici Ermete Concerto Lambrusco Reggiano ($21) Straightforward, refreshing plum and dust, with chive overtones. Refined, gripping tannins.

NV Riunite Lambrusco Emilia ($11/1.5L) Sugary flavors didn't distract so much as a faint fizziness that died too quickly. Pungently sweet, with fun blackberry and green-apple candy notes, though not nearly enough balance.

-- Jon Bonné

Karen MacNeil: Wine educator keeps her roots close to the vine

- Jane Tunks, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, December 29, 2006

It's been nearly 25 years since Karen MacNeil accidentally stumbled into wine writing. A well-published food writer in the mid-'70s, MacNeil was asked by Elle magazine to write an article about wine. MacNeil's younger, female voice was a breath of fresh air amid the mostly stodgy wine world of wine writing, and within a year, she went from writing 100 percent about food to 90 percent about wine. "Wine itself is endlessly fascinating -- it's historic, it's cultural, it's mystic, it's pleasurable," she says.

MacNeil saw that so much wine writing was "deathly boring," and knew she had found her niche. "I am just as proud of being a good writer, as well as teacher, as knowing a lot about wine."

In 2001, MacNeil published "The Wine Bible" (Workman Publishing Company, 2001), a 910-page introductory tome that took her 10 years to write. Her follow-up book "Wine, Food & Friends" (Oxmoor House, 2006) is a companion piece to the PBS series of the same name, focusing on pairing wine with food through the seasons.

MacNeil's future plans include a second season of the TV show and the January launch of an Internet broadband channel at winefoodandfriends.com that will include six-minute online wine tasting classes.

MacNeil is also chairwoman of the Center for Professional Wine Studies at the Culinary Institute of America in the Napa Valley and a mother of one -- she often boasts that her 4-year-old daughter swirls her milk. MacNeil lives among the vineyards of Napa Valley with husband, Dennis Fife of Fife Vineyards.

Q: What are the differences between being on the East and West coasts?

A: There's certainly a much more international focus in New York, it's hard (in California) to keep up with European wines -- I have to make a really big effort. Of course, the wonder of California is being so close to the vineyards; that does something magical that can probably never be articulated.

Q: Do you drink wine on its own, or do you feel it should always be paired with food?

A: I drink wine on its own, as well as with food. In fact, my definition of a cooking wine is a wine that you drink while you're cooking.

Q: What's your favorite classic pairing?

A: I love lamb and Syrah -- a really amazing combination. ... I love the way the meaty gaminess of lamb picks up on the earthy sexy gaminess of Syrah. I think that's one of the most sensual red wine-pairing combinations in the world.

Q: What is an unusual pairing that you like?

A: Alsace Riesling and guacamole. When you live in New York, you don't eat a lot of guacamole. But when you move to California, guacamole somehow works its way into your repertoire. One day I just sat down and had 15 different, major styles of wine -- of all types -- that I thought might work well with guacamole. At the last minute, I added an Alsace Riesling... I was just stunned. It is so delicious.

Q: How has women's role in wine changed over the years, and where do you think it might be going?

A: The wine industry is great for women, because there isn't much of a glass ceiling. If you can get good at (wine), you're right up there on the ladder. That said, 30 years ago, there were very few women. ... But today, of course, it's very, very different in every area, from sales to winemaking to education to writing to marketing to winery management. In every single aspect of the wine industry women now play a key role.

Q: What makes someone good at wine?

A: The logical assumption is that some people just have better adapted taste buds... But I think a lot of what makes someone good at wine has to do with language, the ability to put into words a very individual sensory perception. ... If you look at all the really great wine critics or wine writers they all have this ability not just to taste but to articulate what they taste.

Q: Any new winemakers or vineyards you've discovered recently?

A: I think that the quest to always find something new is fun but sometimes counterproductive because it causes you to take your eye off the ball of tradition and greatness. Just last year, for example, I tasted some really unbelievably, knee-weakeningly, hedonistic "I am so glad I tried this before I died" Bordeaux and California Cabernet. ... I think that while it's fun to be off into something obscure, like trying the latest Pinot Grigio from Tazmania, it's also astounding when you go back to the great classics.

Q: Do you prefer Old World- or New World-style wines?

A: I like the Old Word style whether it's in the Old World or the New World. And I think that's an important distinction to make now, because the Old World is giving us a lot of New World-style wines these days.

Q: What do you like in a wine?

A: I like wines that have minerality and acidity, and I like wines that are genuinely complex. I don't think a wine has to be a big orangutan of a wine to be impressive. ... A lot of wines in the world today are like rap music, and I'm tired of that -- any wine that is gratuitously overripe and gratuitously high in alcohol. .... Riesling, especially cool-climate Riesling, can be sort of like a long path into another world. It's very, very exquisite, quiet music.

Q: So what makes great wines great?

A: You have to read the second chapter of the Wine Bible. (Ed note: You can also read Michael Bauer's June 1 blog post on what MacNeil thinks makes wine great at sfgate.com/blogs.)

Q: What do you drink at the end of a workday?

A: Well, I drink a glass of sparkling wine or Champagne every night; I consider it indispensable to motherhood. I'm always surprised that when someone tells me that they drink sparkling wine or Champagne once or twice a year. I'm flabbergasted, I just can't even imagine that.

Q: What will you be drinking on New Year's Eve?

A: I like to get several different Champagnes and have them progressively through the evening. One of my favorites is a small house called Delamotte, it's the baby sister of Salon, but Salon is $220 a bottle and Delamotte is $30 a bottle.

Q: How much is too much to spend on a bottle of wine?

A: Nothing is too much. It all depends on your ability to appreciate nuance. ... Anytime you know about something -- it can be as simple as bread or coffee or as complex as computers or stereo systems -- you're willing to spend more on it because you understand the fine points of nuance and quality.

Q: How big is your cellar?

A: I have about 5,000 wines or so. Before I got married, my husband merged our cellars and I was horrified. I came home one day and he said, "I merged our cellars." I thought, "Hey, that's too much commitment for me." Now we have his cellar, my cellar and our cellar.

E-mail comments to jtunks@sfchronicle.com.

SIPPING NEWS

- Jon Bonné, Deb Wandell, W. Blake Gray

Friday, December 29, 2006

A bit of extra cheer for sparkling winemakers

Sales of California methode champenoise wines are up 6 percent for 2006, according to the annual "bubbly index" forecast from research firm Gomberg, Fredrikson & Associates.

About 2.5 million cases of these top-quality sparklers are projected to be sold, based on data through October -- a mix of big names like Korbel, Domaine Chandon and Roederer Estate, plus smaller wineries like J Wine Co. and still wineries like Kenwood that make modest amounts of bubbly. It marks the second straight year of growth at that level ... still more proof that Americans are finding plenty of great homegrown fizz to celebrate with.

-- Jon Bonné

Sick of fishing cork from your wine? Haley's Corker keeps bits at bay.

The plastic cork's built-in filter also captures residue and tartrates. The airtight stopper helps keeps wine fresher and a spout allows drip-free pouring. The cork fits bottles of all sizes and is dishwasher-safe. Bonus: Glitter-flecked plastic will make it a great conversation piece at your next Barbie Sparkling Wine Party.

$3.95, available at Crate & Barrel, Sur La Table and winecorker.org.

-- Deb Wandell

A cocktail for the day after

Mimosas are a beloved New Year's morning tradition, but if you're not in the mood for something so sweet, consider a blood orange mimosa. The tartness of the oranges, newly in season, offers a lively changeup that pairs well with a greasy, salty meal -- which often is just what you want after a few too many rounds of "Auld Lang Syne."

Slice and juice 1-2 oranges per person. Pour 1 ounce of freshly squeezed juice into a Champagne flute. Add 4 to 5 drops Angostura bitters and a dash of Grand Marnier. Top off with a dry sparkling wine like Spanish cava. Garnish with an orange twist. Toast the new year.

-- J.B.

GRAPEVINE

“You find the ingredients that inspire you. If it goes with the wine, great. If it doesn’t, open a beer.”

-- Ron Siegel, chef at the Dining Room at the Ritz-Carlton

New Bronco wines are too pricey for owner Fred Franzia.

Bronco Wine Co., maker of Two Buck Chuck, is moving into the $20 category, but that doesn't mean owner Fred Franzia's own dinners are getting all fancy.

Franzia has always proudly proclaimed that he drinks his own wines, but says he won't drink the new 2003 Napa Ridge Napa Valley Reserve wines, a Cabernet Sauvignon and a Merlot (both $20), because "they're too expensive," he says. "I like to sell them. I just don't like to drink them."

Give Franzia credit for consistency; he has accused Napa wineries of soaking customers with overpriced wine for years. The new reserves are Bronco's first wines more than $12. Franzia says Bronco is not changing its overall strategy; he simply believes there are great values available in bulk wine.

"That reserve is an insignificant part of our business," Franzia says. "It's a reflection of the cost of the goods we're putting into that bottle."

-- W. Blake Gray

Ring in the New Year with a luxe, late-night snack that's the perfect partner for sparkling wine.

Truffled popcorn, which has been popping up on bar menus around the Bay Area, is elegant and easy to make (a good thing if you've already indulged in a glass or two). Toss several cups of freshly popped corn with a few tablespoons of melted unsalted butter (Challenge European Style won raves from the Food section's Taster's Choice panel). Sprinkle with truffle salt (available at Pasta Shop and Lucca delicatessens) and serve immediately. The crisp popcorn plays up the festive snap of the bubbles, and the wine's palate-cleansing acidity offsets the snack's salty richness.

-- D.W.

THE CHRONICLE'S WINE SELECTIONS: STARS OF 2006

- Jon Bonné, Sarah Fritsche

Friday, December 29, 2006

SPARKLING WINES

FOUR STARS

1996 Gosset Celebris Brut ($150)

1988 Veuve Clicquot Ponsardin Rare Vintage ($85)

THREE AND A HALF STARS

1996 Iron Horse LD Green Valley Blanc de Blancs ($60)

1995 Krug Brut ($224)

1997 Nicolas Feuillatte Cuvee Palmes d'Or ($120)

1999 Roederer Estate L'Ermitage Anderson Valley ($49)

THREE STARS

1999 Bollinger La Grande Annee ($120)

NV Charles Heidsieck Champagne Brut Reserve ($40)

1998 Duval-Leroy Blanc de Chardonnay Brut ($45)

2003 Iron Horse Sonoma County Green Valley Wedding Cuvee ($34)

2003 Kluge SP Brut Albemarle County, Virginia ($38)

1997 Nicolas Feuillatte Cuvee Palmes d'Or Rosé ($175)

1998 Piper-Hiedsieck Brut Vintage ($60)

NV Roederer Estate Anderson Valley Brut ($24)

Roederer Estate L'Ermitage Anderson Valley Brut Rosé ($72)

2002 Schramsberg Blanc de Blancs Brut ($34.50)

2000 Schramsberg Reserve ($80)

WHITE WINES

California Aromatic Whites

THREE AND A HALF STARS

2005 Acacia Carneros Viognier ($28)

THREE STARS

2004 Bonterra Mendocino County Roussanne ($18)

2005 Bridlewood Reserve Central Coast Viognier ($20)

2005 Navarro Vineyards Mendocino Old Vine Cuvee Chenin Blanc ($11)

California Sauvignon Blanc (and Blends)

THREE AND A HALF STARS

2005 Charles Krug Napa Valley ($17)

THREE STARS

2004 Chimney Rock Napa Valley Elevage Blanc ($35)

2004 Courtney Benham Napa Valley ($14)

2005 Gary Farrell Redwood Ranch Sonoma County ($25)

2005 St. Supery Napa Valley ($19)

U.S. Pinot Gris/Grigio

THREE AND A HALF STARS

2005 Lachini Vineyards Oregon ($18)

2005 Robert Sinskey Los Carneros ($24)

THREE STARS

2005 Cosentino Winery Stewart Vineyards Solano County ($18)

2005 Navarro Vineyards Anderson Valley ($18)

2005 Torii Mor Reserve Willamette Valley ($21)

California Chardonnay

FOUR STARS

2002 Mount Eden Vineyards Santa Cruz Mountains ($35)

THREE AND A HALF STARS

2004 Morgan Monterey ($20)

2003 Ridge Santa Cruz Mountains ($30)

THREE STARS

2002 Carmel Road Arroyo Seco ($35)

2004 Five Rivers Monterey County ($10)

2004 Hagafen Oak Knoll District Napa Valley ($18)

2003 Hendry Blocks 9 & 21 Napa Valley ($25)

2004 The Hess Collection Napa Valley ($18)

German Riesling

THREE STARS

2004 Dr. H. Thanisch Muller-Burggraef Bernkasteler Doctor Kabinett ($36)

2004 Dr. Loosen Bernkasteler Lay Kabinett ($20)

2004 Dr. Loosen Villa Wolf ($12)

2004 Josef Leitz Rudesheimer Klosterlay Kabinett ($18)

2004 Langwerth von Simmern Erbacher Marcobrunn Spatlese ($40)

2004 Markus Molitor Zeltinger Sonnenuhr Auslese** ($50)

2004 Peter Jakob Kuhn Oestrich Lenchen Auslese ($39, 375 ml)

2004 Prinz Hallgartener Jungfer Spatlese, Gold Capsule ($29)

2004 Reinhard & Beate Knebel Winninger Rottgen Spatlese Alte Reben ($29)

2004 Schloss Schonborn Erbacher Marcobrunn Kabinett ($20)

2004 Von Buhl Maria Schneider ($15)

2004 Von Othegraven Kanzem Altenberg Auslese ($60)

2004 Von Schubert Maximin Grunhauser Herrenberg Kabinett ($22)

2005 Werner & Sohn Classic ($15)

New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc

THREE AND A HALF STARS

2005 Framingham Marlborough ($17)

2005 Matua Valley Paretai Estate Series Marlborough ($17)

2005 Sauvignon Republic Marlborough ($18)

THREE STARS

2005 Forrest Estate Marlborough ($16)

Italian Whites

THREE AND A HALF STARS

2003 Teruzzi & Puthod Toscana Terre di Tufi ($20)

THREE STARS

2004 Argiolas Costamolino Vermentino di Sardegna ($13)

2004 Marco Porello Camestri Roero Arneis ($14)

2004 Mastroberardino Lacryma Christi del Vesuvio Coda di Volpe ($19)

2004 Vigne Regali Principessa Gavia Gavi ($14)

Gruner Veltliner

THREE AND A HALF STARS

2004 Franz Hirtzberger Rotes Tor Wachau Federspiel ($26)

2003 Hirsch Lamm Kamptal ($30)

2003 Schmelz Hohereck Wachau Smaragd ($35)

THREE STARS

2003 Alzinger Weingarten Smaragd ($33)

2004 Gobelsburg Gobelsburger Kamptal/Kremstal ($16)

2004 Schmelz Steinwand Wachau Federspiel ($18)

ROSE WINES

THREE AND A HALF STARS

2005 La Crema Russian River Valley Pinot Noir Rosé ($18)

THREE STARS

2005 Bieler Pere et Fils Sabine Vin de Pays des Maures Rosé ($10)

2005 Domaine de Fontsainte Corbieres Gris de Gris ($13)

2005 Domaine de Pellehaut Harmonie de Gascogne Rosé ($9)

2005 Lawson's Dry Hills Marlborough Pinot Rosé ($15)

2005 Roselle Thornhill Vineyard Mendocino County Syrah Rosé ($12)

RED WINES

California Cabernet Sauvignon

THREE AND A HALF STARS

2003 Joseph Phelps Insignia Napa Valley ($165)

THREE STARS

2002 Beringer Private Reserve Napa Valley ($116)

2001 Broman Cellars Napa Valley ($48)

2003 Chappellet Pritchard Hill Estate Vineyard Napa Valley ($120)

2001 Corison Kronos Estate Napa Valley ($70)

2003 Corison Napa Valley ($65)

2003 Dominus Estate Dominus Napa Valley ($99)

2003 Honig Napa Valley ($35)

2002 Judd's Hill Napa Valley ($40)

2003 Pine Ridge Rutherford ($40)

2004 Ramey Wine Cellars Larkmead Vineyard Napa Valley ($75)

2003 Screw Kappa Napa Napa Valley ($14)

2003 Smith & Hook Grand Reserve Santa Lucia Highlands ($25)

2002 Smith-Madrone Napa Valley ($35)

2003 Source-Napa Family Home Napa Valley ($55)

2003 Wings Winery Wings Napa Valley ($60)

U.S. Syrah

THREE AND A HALF STARS

2003 McCrea Ciel du Cheval Vineyard Red Mountain ($45)

2004 Rusack Santa Barbara County ($25)

THREE STARS

2004 Andrew Murray Vineyards Tous les Jours Central Coast ($16)

2003 Alexandria Nicole Destiny Ridge Vineyard Columbia Valley ($27)

2004 Columbia Winery Columbia Valley ($15)

2004 HdV Carneros ($60)

2004 Novy Page-Nord Vineyard Napa Valley ($32)

2003 Paradise Ridge Winery Sonoma County ($24)

2004 Presidio Artistic License Presidio Vineyard Santa Ynez Valley ($39)

2004 Sand T Cellars Brookside Vineyard Napa Valley ($28)

U.S. Pinot Noir

THREE AND A HALF STARS

2003 Domaine Serene Mark Bradford Vineyard Willamette Valley ($90)

2004 Failla Keefer Ranch Russian River Valley ($42)

2003 Lynmar Russian River Valley ($32)

2004 Roessler Cellars Sanford & Benedict Santa Rita Hills ($46)

THREE STARS

2004 Carmel Road Monterey ($20)

2003 DeLoach O.F.S. Russian River Valley ($20)

2003 Domaine Serene Evenstad Reserve Willamette Valley ($52)

2003 Domaine Serene Hill Vineyard Willamette Valley ($75)

2004 Freeman Vineyard & Winery Keefer Ranch Russian River Valley ($45)

2004 J Russian River Valley ($30)

2003 Goldeneye Anderson Valley ($52)

2005 Hayman & Hill Reserve Selection No. 41 Santa Lucia Highlands ($14)

2004 Holdredge Russian River Valley ($32)

2004 Lachini Vineyards Lachini Family Estate Willamette Valley ($42)

2004 Lincourt Santa Barbara County ($22)

2004 Miner Rosella's Vineyard Santa Lucia Highlands ($50)

2004 Papapietro Perry Sonoma Coast ($39)

2005 Rusack Reserve Sta. Rita Hills ($38)

2004 Tantara Solomon Hills Vineyard Santa Maria Valley ($45)

2004 Siduri Sapphire Hill Vineyard Russian River Valley ($42)

2004 Williams-Selyem Ferrington Vineyard Anderson Valley ($59)

U.S. Merlot

THREE AND A HALF STARS

2003 Helix Columbia Valley ($20)

THREE STARS

2001 Chalk Hill Estate Chalk Hill ($43)

2003 Chateau St. Jean Sonoma County ($25)

2002 Columbia Crest Two Vines Columbia Valley ($8)

2002 Foolish Oak Columbia Valley ($11)

2003 Kendall-Jackson Highland Estates Taylor Peak Bennett Valley ($40)

2003 L'Ecole No 41 Seven Hills Vineyard Walla Walla Valley ($37)

2004 Leonetti Columbia Valley ($60)

2003 Northstar Columbia Valley ($41)

2003 Pepper Bridge Walla Walla Valley ($45)

2002 Seven Hills Winery Seven Hills Vineyard Walla Walla Valley ($30)

Zinfandel

THREE STARS

2004 Bianchi Heritage Selection Zen Ranch Paso Robles ($18)

2004 Grey Wolf Cellars Barton Family Reserve Paso Robles ($32)

2004 Peachy Canyon Winery Especial Paso Robles ($36)

Petite Sirah

THREE STARS

2004 Michael-David Earthquake Lodi ($28)

2002 Quixote Panza Stags' Leap Ranch Napa Valley ($40)

2003 Rosenblum Pickett Road Napa Valley ($28)

U.S. Red Blends

THREE AND A HALF STARS

2003 DeLille Cellars D2 Columbia Valley ($36)

2003 Helix by Reininger Pomatia Columbia Valley ($20)

THREE STARS

NV Bunnell Family Cellar Vif Columbia Valley ($32)

2002 Columbia Crest Walter Clore Private Reserve Columbia Valley ($35)

2003 Merryvale Profile Napa Valley ($95)

2002 Miner The Oracle Napa Valley ($60)

2004 Pendulum Columbia Valley ($25)

2004 Shimmer Columbia Valley Shiraz-Merlot ($15)

2003 Trinchero Mario's Reserve Napa Valley Meritage ($45)

Rioja Reds

THREE STARS

2000 Montecillo Reserva ($19)

1996 Montecillo Gran Reserva ($26)

2003 Roda Cirsion ($205)

Barossa Valley Shiraz

THREE AND A HALF STARS

2002 Barossa Valley Estate E&E Black Pepper Barossa Valley ($85)

2004 Torbreck Descendant Barossa Valley ($105)

2003 Torbreck RunRig Barossa Valley ($210)

2004 Torbreck The Struie Barossa Valley ($50)

THREE STARS

2004 Charles Cimicky Trumps Barossa Valley ($16)

2004 Glaetzer Bishop Barossa ($48)

2003 Grant Burge Filsell Barossa ($30)

2004 Kaesler Stonehorse Barossa Valley ($28)

2002 Penfolds RWT Barossa Valley ($70)

2003 Schild Estate Ben Schild Reserve Barossa ($48)

2003 Yalumba Barossa 95% Shiraz & 5% Viognier ($17)

Argentine Malbec

FOUR STARS

2003 Vina Cobos Cobos Marchiori Vineyard Mendoza ($150)

THREE AND A HALF STARS

2003 Vina Cobos Bramare Marchiori Vineyard Mendoza ($85)

THREE STARS

2002 Catena Zapata Catena Alta Angelica Vineyard Mendoza ($45)

2004 Dominio del Plata BenMarco Mendoza ($20)

2003 Valentin Bianchi Particular San Rafael ($30)

-- Compiled by Jon Bonné and Sarah Fritsche

Seattle Times

Making 2007 a good year for wine — and wine lovers

Paul Gregutt

Wednesday, January 03, 2007 : Living

As long as you're making resolutions — or good intentions dressed up in pithy packages called affirmations — why not toss a few wine-related resolutions into the mix?

For myself, I resolve to push my palate to its furthest frontiers, for wine, like music, rewards such individual effort with enhanced perception and pleasure. I resolve to clean out the wine cellar, which, like a garden, requires regular pruning. Along that trail, I resolve to open as many "untouchable" bottles as time allows, because it's better to drink wine a year early than a day late. None of us, bottles of wine included, is getting any younger.

In the coming year, I resolve to focus my attention more regionally on wine, emphasizing place over grape or producer. Because place, often referred to as terroir, is the defining element in all great and most good wine.

What will you do in 2007 to enhance the pleasure you find in wine tasting? Read some books about wine? Take a wine class? Visit a new wine region? Join a tasting group? Plan some meals around wine, rather than vice versa? Start a wine cellar?

Any and all would be worthwhile, but I suggest that your guiding light should be the fun factor. Tasting and learning about wine should be fun. If it is not, then something, as Captain Jack Aubrey would say, "is ahoo."

Here's an idea: Once a week, sit down at the dinner table with a bottle of unknown wine, preferably from an unknown region. Make it a petite voyage d'exploration. The other night, Mrs. G and I popped the cork on a very pleasant sauvignon blanc. The wine, a 2006 from Sula Vineyards, had a Southern Hemispherish mix of flavors, with lots of lime, soft tropical fruit and a hint of peppery grass. It sells for around $13.

I've tasted thousands of sauvignon blancs over the years. But what made this one especially interesting was the place from which it came. Sula Vineyards is located in Nashik, India. As the importer (Dreyfus Ashby) notes in its letter of introduction, "it's not every day that we invoke the monsoon when discussing the growing season in a wine area." You can say that again!

I found myself probing the Sula sauv blanc with unusual attention. Could I find something in the taste and character of this wine that I could somehow connect to India? The answer, for now, is not yet. But with wine it takes time, effort and numerous bottles to really nail a regional identity. And not all regions, it goes without saying, will have a distinctive (and desirable) identity.

Even in more familiar locales, the hunt for the flavor of the place can be exciting. It takes on an added dimension when the bar has been set quite high, along with prices, for a particular regional specialty. Can you find the same sort of complexity, detail and power in a less expensive wine? It's a bit like a day at a flea market, rummaging through piles of junk looking for treasure. Disappointing if you don't find the treasure, but the thrill of the hunt is always there.

And when you do!

A letter came in recently from a young winemaker named Jayson Woodbridge, along with a bottle of his 2005 Layer Cake Shiraz from Australia's Barossa Valley. You may recognize him as the winemaker for the cult California cabernet producer Hundred Acre. Layer Cake is his new Australian project.

The name comes from a conversation Woodbridge had some years ago with his grandfather, who made and drank wine, Woodbridge tells me, for eight decades. Grandfather gave his young grandson some pretty good winemaking advice. The best soils in which vines lived, said the old man, were a layer cake. Wine, if properly made, was like a delicious cake layered with fruit, mocha, chocolate and hints of spice — rich and flavorful. "Never pass up a good layer cake," he advised.

Woodbridge claims to have found his layer-cake soils in the Barossa, and in the pricey world of top Barossa shiraz, his Layer Cake sounds like a steal at around $15. But I approach such winemaker exuberance with a great deal of skepticism. I'm from the Show-Me State when it comes to wine. This wine really delivered the goods. Dark and minty, fragrant with eucalyptus, intense and sappy, it was rich all right, but not tiring. The French oak was carefully managed, the acids were pure and natural, and the grapes were 100 percent Barossa. Great flavor from a great region at a great price. (For information on Layer Cake and other Jayson Woodbridge wines, visit www.vintagepoint.com or call 707-967-9398.)

This theme, the primary importance of location, was reiterated in a press release from the Center for Wine Origins in Washington, D.C. This is a lobbying organization whose focus is on promoting consumer-friendly wine laws. Commenting on the recent passage of certain wine-related sections of the Federal Tax Extender package, the CWO wrote:

"The Tax Extender package that recently passed Congress includes language that prohibits any new wine labels that include semi-generic names such as Port, Sherry and Champagne. We believe any step forward in enacting consumer protections and improving truth-in-labeling laws for wine is a step in the right direction. American consumers know that location has a direct impact on the quality and character of the wine in the bottle, and they use that information to make their purchasing decisions. Therefore, place names need to be clear and protected to better inform consumers about the true source of their wines not just on future labels, but on those that already exist as well."

According to a national poll conducted by Fairbank, Maslin & Associates, an overwhelming majority of American wine consumers (80 percent) wants policymakers to correct the problem of misleading wine labels. Fully 85 percent of us believe that the region where a wine comes from is an important factor in the decision to purchase wine. And roughly four-fifths agree that wines should name a specific geographic location on their labels only if they are actually made there.

This may seem self-evident, but it is a big step forward for this country, where such terms as Hearty Burgundy and Chablis have been applied willy-nilly to generic jug wines for decades.

So, a jug-full of resolutions to chew on as we embark on our wine tasting in 2007. My sincere wishes to all of you for a happy, safe and prosperous New Year. I look forward to continuing the journey together.

Year's best Washington wine? Here's my top 100

Paul Gregutt

Wednesday, December 27, 2006 : Living

Two of the most eagerly-awaited "Best of" lists are the year's top 100 wines as profiled in the Wine Spectator and the Wine Enthusiast. Thousands of wines from around the globe are reviewed by these publications each year, so to place any wines at all on these lists is a coup. Washington does quite well, especially considering how truly small our wine industry is. But it occurs to me, why not do a top 100 Washington wine list?

In 2006 I tasted more new releases than ever. I was intent on experiencing the full range of what this state has to offer, from the Olympic Peninsula to the Columbia Gorge, from Walla Walla to Spokane and all points within that vast circle. Many of the wines on this list may have been made in very limited quantities, and quite a few are now sold out. Some wineries sell only to mailing-list customers. However, the more widely-available, less expensive wines listed here are just as important, because these are the everyday, affordable wines that best promote the quality of Washington vineyards and vintners.

With one or two exceptions, I have elected to list just one wine per winery, although many producers named here have delivered a full lineup of outstanding wines. The wine listed is the one that I felt was the best.

This ranking is not done strictly by the numbers, although these are all wines that score very well on the 100-point scale. However, I firmly believe that both quality and cost are factors in overall excellence. If a winery charges $80 or $100 for a wine, it darn well better be good! But if the wine costs $8 or $10 and delivers quality flavor, it is every bit as valuable as the pricey juice.

Congratulations to everyone whose work is recognized below. I very much look forward to chronicling your continued success in 2007.

Paul Gregutt's Best of Washington State Wine 2006

1. Quilceda Creek 2003 Cabernet Sauvignon ($95)

2. Cayuse 2003 Armada Syrah ($65)

3. Fielding Hills 2004 Cabernet Sauvignon ($30)

4. Betz Family Winery 2003 Père de Famille Cabernet Sauvignon ($45)

5. Cadence 2004 Camerata Red Wine ($50)

6. Andrew Will 2002 Annie Camarda Syrah ($58)

7. Mark Ryan 2004 Dead Horse Ciel du Cheval Vineyard ($42)

8. Columbia 2005 Gewurztraminer ($12)

9. Stephenson Cellars 2003 Syrah ($28)

10. Chateau Ste. Michelle 2003 Ethos Syrah ($29)

11. Soos Creek 2003 Champoux Vineyard Cabernet Sauvignon ($30)

12. Chaleur Estate 2005 Blanc ($33)

13. Abeja 2003 Cabernet Sauvignon ($35)

14. McCrea 2003 Boushey Grande Côte Syrah ($42)

15. Gorman 2004 The Evil Twin ($50)

16. Matthews 2004 Hedges Vineyard Syrah ($50)

17. Dunham 2004 Lewis Vineyard Syrah ($75)

18. Leonetti Cellar 2003 Reserve ($100)

19. Boudreaux Cellars 2003 Reserve Cabernet Sauvignon ($80)

20. J Bookwalter 2005 Riesling ($16)

21. Syncline 2004 Milbrandt Vineyards Syrah ($22)

22. Owen Roe 2005 Sinister Hand Red ($24)

23. Buty 2005 Conner Lee Vineyard Chardonnay ($30)

24. Januik 2003 Syrah ($30)

25. Syncline 2004 Cuvée Elena Grenache-Mourvèdre-Syrah ($35)

26. Kestrel 2003 Co-fermented Syrah ($37.50)

27. Spring Valley Vineyard 2004 Uriah ($40)

28. Basel Cellars 2004 Syrah ($42)

29. Pedestal 2003 Merlot ($45)

30. Robert Karl 2003 Inspiration Reserve Red ($45)

31. Bergevin Lane 2003 Jaden's Reserve Syrah ($55)

32. Woodward Canyon 2003 Old Vines Dedication Series #23 ($75)

33. Rulo 2004 Syrah ($19)

34. Morrison Lane 2003 Syrah ($29)

35. Chandler Reach 2003 Monte Regalo ($22)

36. Seia 2004 Clifton Hill Vineyard Syrah ($23)

37. McCrea 2004 Ciel du Cheval Mourvèdre ($28)

38. Latitude 46{+o} N 2004 Syrah ($28)

39. Hightower 2003 Merlot ($28)

40. Baer 2003 Ursa ($29)

41. Novelty Hill 2003 Syrah ($29)

42. Sineann 2004 Cabernet Sauvignon ($30)

43. Alder Ridge 2002 Cabernet Sauvignon ($30)

44. James Leigh 2003 Spofford Station Merlot ($32)

45. Isenhower 2004 River Beauty Syrah ($32)

46. Bunnell Family Cellar 2004 Boushey-McPherson Vineyard Syrah ($33)

47. Stevens 2003 Reserve Cabernet Sauvignon ($35)

48. L'Ecole No 41 2004 Ferguson Commemorative Reserve Red ($45)

49. Walla Walla Vintners 2003 Vineyard Select Cabernet Sauvignon ($45)

50. K Vintners 2003 The Creator ($55)

51. Townshend 2004 Viognier ($10)

52. Canoe Ridge 2004 Oak Ridge Vineyard Gewurztraminer ($13)

53. Sagelands 2003 Merlot ($13)

54. Three Rivers 2005 Meritage White ($19)

55. Wineglass Cellars 2002 Boushey Vineyard Syrah ($23)

56. Seven Hills 2003 Syrah ($25)

57. Waters 2004 Interlude Red ($25)

58. :Nota Bene 2003 Miscela Red ($26)

59. Beresan 2004 Syrah ($29)

60. O• S Winery 2004 Champoux Vineyard Cabernet Franc ($30)

61. Saviah Cellars 2004 Une Vallée Red ($30)

62. Doyenne 2005 Roussanne ($31)

63. Woodinville Wine Cellars 2004 Ausonius ($35)

64. Sheridan 2003 Syrah ($38)

65. Walter Dacon 2004 C'est Syrah Magnifique ($38)

66. Northstar 2003 Syrah ($40)

67. Forgeron 2004 Boushey Vineyard Merlot ($46)

68. Fidélitas 2003 Champoux Vineyard Cabernet Sauvignon ($55)

69. Bonair 2005 Dry Gewurztraminer ($9)

70. Columbia Crest Grand Estates 2002 Shiraz ($11)

71. Arbor Crest 2003 Merlot ($15)

72. Alexandria Nicole 2005 Viognier ($16)

73. Chinook 2004 Semillon ($17)

74. Cedergreen Cellars 2005 Sauvignon Blanc ($18)

75. Chatter Creek 2005 Viognier ($18)

76. San Juan Vineyards 2004 Celilo Vineyard Chardonnay ($19)

77. Andrew Rich 2004 Cabernet Franc ($20)

78. Helix by Reininger 2004 Syrah ($22)

79. Brian Carter Cellars 2004 Oriana White ($24)

80. Couvillion Winery 2004 Cabernet Sauvignon ($25)

81. Animale 2004 Cabernet Sauvignon ($26)

82. Harlequin 2003 Cuvée Alexander ($29)

83. Maryhill 2003 Proprietor's Reserve Cabernet Franc ($32)

84. C.R. Sandidge 2004 Stone Tree Red ($34)

85. Gamache Vintners 2003 GV Reserve Cabernet Sauvignon ($40)

86. Barons V 2003 Cabernet Sauvignon ($48)

87. Pepper Bridge 2003 Merlot ($50)

88 . Barnard Griffin 2005 Rosé of Sangiovese ($8)

89 . Balboa 2005 Cabernet Sauvignon ($16)

90. Willow Crest 2003 Syrah ($16)

91. JM Cellars 2005 Viognier ($20)

92. Vin du Lac 2005 LEHM Dry Riesling ($21)

93. Zerba Cellars 2004 Merlot ($28)

94. Maghee Cellars 2002 Merlot ($28)

95. Col Solare 2003 ($70)

96. Hedges 2005 CMS White ($11)

97. Apex II 2005 Sauvignon Blanc ($11)

98. Covey Run 2003 Merlot ($9)

99. Columbia Crest Two Vines 2003 Chardonnay ($8)

100. Snoqualmie Vineyards 2003 Syrah ($11)

USA Today

Cheers 

Jerry Shriver

Friday, January 5, 2007

A wine to be fond of

2005 Domaine Lafond "Roc-Epine,'' Cotes du Rhone, France, about $9. Winter is the ideal time to explore the rich, hefty reds of the Southern Rhone because they just cry out for bowls of beef stew and a fireplace setting. And the Cotes du Rhone are particularly attractive right now because they don't cost much and fit into post-holiday budgets when nobody has any money anyway. This version, a blend of Grenache and Syrah, is serious and meaty, with a solid body of cherries, minerals and herbs and a finish that reaches places a roaring fire cannot.

Thursday, January 4, 2007

Ripe for the picking

2004 Two Tone Farm Cabernet Sauvignon, Calif., about $10. My taste buds have been slow to awaken this year. After my first few sips this wine tasted like a simple and flabby Merlot. But something about it made me set it aside and revisit it a few minutes later (which I seldom do with wines in this price range). After the second pour I found more structure and less plushness, and the wine showed typical Cabernet characteristics of blackcurrant, black cherries, herbs and vanilla (from the oak). A pleasant sip, especially for the price. I guess that means I'll have to spend a little more time with some of these wines during my tasting sessions. And maybe it means I'm getting old.

Wednesday, January 3, 2007

On the right path

2004 Turner Road Shiraz, Lodi, Calif., about $12. Too many Shirazs in this price range over-emphasize the sweet aspects of the grape at the expense of its savory qualities, but that's not the case here. Serious plum and herbal flavors predominate, then give way to a pleasingly earthy and faintly bitter finish. The body is medium-weight and the tannins are smooth, and the wine went very well with the leftover spareribs and sauerkraut I had made for New Year's Day.

Tuesday, January 2, 2007

Better by the minute

2005 Dominican Oaks Chardonnay, Napa Valley, about $13. I kept this bottle in the fridge for about a week before I tried it and my first few sips showed me absolutely nothing because the wine simply was too cold. I let it warm up for about 10 minutes and suddenly an aroma of apple blossoms wafted out of the glass. That was followed by light, pleasant pear flavors, and as the wine warmed further, out came some citrus notes. My wife had a sip at that point and found a flowery bouquet and a mellow aftertaste. Then she reminded me that patience should have been one of my New Year's resolutions.

Monday, January 1, 2007

A riot in a bottle

Henriot Rose Brut, Champagne, France, about $50. For the record, this is the quite lovely sparkler that saw me and my wife into the New Year an hour ago at home in New York. There was no particular significance behind the choice -- it was the easiest bottle to reach in the fridge, it was properly chilled, and I felt like a rose for some reason. Interestingly, we began sipping on the bubbles about 15 minutes before midnight while we were in the midst of watching the fourth segment of Ken Burns' Jazz documentary series. As the magic hour approached we were listening to the various commentators describing the elegance and exotic undertones of Duke Ellington's music, and those characteristics also applied to this wine. We sipped it out of our favorite glasses, which are made in the wide-mouth, hollow-stem style that supposedly mimics the shape of Marie Antoinette's breast. Flute-shaped glasses are a better bet for bubbles, of course, but these remind us of great times in Washington, D.C. and New Orleans, and the pale salmon color of the wine looks cool in the hollow stem. So far, the New Year seems to be going according to plan.

Friday, December 29, 2006

New look for the New Year

Champalou Brut, Vouvray, Loire Valley, France, about $15. I chose this delightful non-vintage, bone-dry Chenin Blanc-based sparkler to re-emphasize the point that you don't have to spend big bucks in order to have high-quality bubbly ready for New Year's eve. You don't even have to source those bubbles from Champagne, either. Other parts of France, mostly notably the Loire and Alsace, produce fantastic low-cost sparklers, as do Spain (ask for cavas), Italy (Prosecco and Franciacorta) and California, Oregon, New York and Virginia. In fact, the best-value sparkler I know of might be Gruet, which is produced in New Mexico and sells for under $20. The quality of all of these sparklers has improved greatly over past five years, so you can shop at the low end with more confidence than ever.

Wednesday, December 27, 2006

Take it for a spin

2005 Cycles Gladiator Syrah, Central Coast, Calif., about $10. I tried several wines in the Cycles lineup, including the Chardonnay, Cabernet Sauvignon and a Merlot, and this is the only one that spoke to me. I tasted typical Syrah flavors of spice, black cherries and blueberries, the aroma was an intriguing mix of raw meat, cherries and vanilla, and the medium tannins made the wine easy to drink as soon as it was poured. Try it with stews and hearty soups.

Tuesday, December 26, 2006

Scintillating Sicilian

2004 Feudo Arancio Nero D'Avola, Sicily, about $10. Southern Italy, Argentina and to a certain extent Chile lead the world right now in producing interesting, good-quality, low-cost wines (sorry Australia, you've gotten boring at the low end; California, I fear you're headed that way). I've never been burned by a wine made from Nero D'Avola, which is a Sicilian grape known for its earthy flavors, dark color and smooth texture, and more often than not I've been thoroughly smitten. This one has an exotic bouquet of roses and cloves and flavors of cherries, plums and licorice. It feels silky and makes a fine companion to pasta with meat sauce.

Friday, December 22, 2006

TGIF

2005 Clos du Bois Chardonnay, North Coast, Calif., about $14. What a week. What a week. I resumed my tasting sessions a day after the events outlined in my Dec. 19 post (again, thanks for all of your condolences) but I must not have been in the mood because I rejected the first seven wines I tasted. Most were domestic Chardonnays, and frankly they were wretched -- not just over-oaked and thin but weird-tasting. Maybe it was lingering effects of the cold medicine or a simple emotional hangover -- oh hell, it's low-cost domestic Chard, so let's just blame the wines. At any rate, this Chardonnay, from one of California's more reliable big producers, was the first one to make a favorable impression and it lightened my mood. The beautiful deep gold color and generous apple-honey bouquet more than made up for the faintly bitter finish, and in between there were loads of pleasant apple and vanilla notes. I imagine this will go well with creamy winter soups.

Wall Street Journal

Wine Notes (1/6/07)

When I shop for wine, one retail outlet offers "ratings" from Wine Spectator, a second from the Wine Advocate and a third from Wine Enthusiast. I read these and am sometimes motivated to try the wine being touted. However, I wonder: Are these ratings really independent and credible assessments?

-- Mark J. Schneider,

Travelers Rest, S.C.

TASTINGS

That's such a good question that it's just about impossible for us to answer it without stepping into potholes because people feel really strongly about these ratings, both pro and con. What we would say, and have always said, is this: It can never hurt to gather information and opinions on any subject, and writers who get you excited about trying new wines are great, but don't get obsessed with anyone's specific ratings, including ours. No matter how independent and well-meaning any wine rating may be, it is simply a reflection of that rater's taste and opinion. Your taste may be different and, in the long run, the only rating that matters is your own. Personally, if we were looking for guidance on a specific bottle, we'd much rather hear from the wine merchant at the store because we like to look into the eyes of the person who has to stand behind a recommendation.

Lifting Labels

Occasionally I find a wine that I like enough that I'd like to find it again. I have tried removing the labels but the adhesives make it almost impossible. I'm lucky if I get a pile of tiny scraps of the label each time. Any suggestions?

-- Chad Croft,

Gibsonia, Pa.

This is one of our most-asked questions and we're happy about that because we're glad so many people are drinking wines they want to remember. We have been saving labels for more than 30 years, so we've removed thousands. For many years, we put the empty, uncorked bottles into boiling water. Most labels (especially on German wines) floated right off. More recently, we have found that more labels are easier to remove with the oven method. For that, put the empty, uncorked bottles into the oven and heat the oven to 350 degrees until the bottles are hot -- maybe 10 minutes or so. Remove -- very, very carefully -- and the labels (especially Australian labels) will peel right off. Put the labels on wax paper. Be very careful with those hot bottles. If the label doesn't peel right off, wait until the bottle cools and try boiling. If all else fails, many wine stores sell label removers that are essentially big pieces of adhesive that rip the label right off.

Crystal Gazing

Crystallization on cork: What does it mean to the wine and how does it get there?

-- Peter Kellogg,

New York

These are harmless tartrate deposits that occur naturally. Winemakers generally avoid these in various ways, including filtration, because they know they bother consumers -- or, as the Oxford Companion to Wine, which has an extensive entry on this, explains delicately: "The modern wine industry has in the main decided that tartrate stabilization is preferable to consumer education."

The Overnight Wine Collector Facing Empty Cellars,

Homeowners Try Buying Bottles 'By the Foot'

By CHRISTINA S.N. LEWIS

January 5, 2007; Page W8

Planning a custom home in Los Angeles County, Alan Bursteen plotted a spread with a nine-hole putting green, a screening room and a glassed-in cellar big enough for 800 bottles of wine. When he moved his family there this spring, just one thing was missing: the wine.

The 49-year-old television producer has done the occasional winery tour and charity tasting, but he calls his wine knowledge limited. So he hired a consultant who charged $50,000 to put together a 420-bottle collection ranging from Antinori (Italy, 1997 Ornellaia, eight bottles) to Zinfandel (California, one 1998 Turley Wine Cellars' Hayne Vineyard).

"A wine cellar looks better filled up," Mr. Bursteen says. "It's kind of like having a Ferrari parked in the middle of your dining room."

Some wine-smitten homeowners are skipping the collecting and going straight for the collection. With many expensive new houses and condominiums including dedicated space for wine, owners are often finding themselves a few cases short of a cellar. Many, of course, will fill them the old-fashioned way, accumulating a case here or there over the years. But in one emerging solution, others are seeking instant cellars -- paying consultants to add hundreds or even thousands of bottles within a month or two, or asking wine stores to fill overnight orders for a decade's worth of wine.

Fast-track cellars are rooted, in part, in the real-estate business. Developers are offering storage racks or rooms, hoping buyers will equate wine with the good life. At La Vita, a new 32-home development by KB Home in Henderson, Nev., four of six house plans include cellars (capacities range from 850 to 1,440 bottles). At John Laing Homes' new Roubion development in Los Altos Hills, Calif., where home prices start at about $2 million, glass-enclosed cellars are a standard option. A new luxury tower in Manhattan, 15 Central Park West, offers 30 private climate-controlled wine rooms facing a shared tasting area. Every apartment at The Manhattan, a 221-unit condo tower in Kansas City, Mo., where studios start at $85,000, comes with wooden wine racks.

'Just Send It'

For vendors, those empty shelves spell opportunity. In Los Angeles, retailer Wally's Wine & Spirits began providing prefab collections as props for Hollywood studio shoots more than a decade ago, and now it fills a couple instant-collection requests a month, from $5,000 apiece to more than $1 million. The Wine Club, a warehouse-style store in Orange County, Calif., says overnight-collection buyers accounted for about 2.5% of its $40 million in revenue in 2006. At New York's Sherry-Lehmann four years ago, a client fresh from a remodeling job asked for help filling his new wine room. "I put together a proposal for 400 cases of wine, anticipating him to say, 'I'll take this or that,'" says company chairman Michael Aaron. "Instead, he says, 'I got the list. It looks good. Just send it." The $700,000 tab remains the retailer's largest instant-collection sale, Mr. Aaron says, but now the company says it fills about three turnkey-cellar orders each month.

Michael Lorber, a 27-year-old principal of a real estate agency, likes to buy wines gradually for the 400-bottle cellar in his New York apartment. But he took the express track for his new one-bedroom pied-à-terre in Boston, where he plans to entertain friends and business associates in a wine-bar area off his open kitchen. "Considering I'm only there two days a week, I can't keep on top of it," says Mr. Lorber. He spent a couple hours with a personal shopper at Gordon's Fine Wines & Liquors, a chain in the Boston suburbs, spending $3,000 for 40 bottles, including Caymus from California, Bollinger champagne, Montrachet from Burgundy and some sweet French Chateau d'Yquem. "I completely stocked up," he says.

Instant stashes have their detractors. Wine experts say the collections tend to be less diverse than those gathered over time because buyers are limited by what's in stores or at auctions. Thanks to a recent collecting boom, the most desirable bottles have become pricier at retailers and auctions, while many bottles in stores now either won't improve markedly with age or won't be ready to drink for years. Simon Lambert, a senior sales manager at The Chicago Wine Company, a retailer that holds a monthly auction, says overnight buyers are practically guaranteed a sub-par mix. "At a one-stop shop," he says, "it's virtually impossible to get a good, well-balanced collection."

Long-time oenophiles also don't relish extra competition for already-pricey bottles, particularly from collectors who might not know their Domaine de la Romanée-Conti from a Beaujolais Nouveau. It's also, some say, an example of people buying the trappings of wealth. "It's not that these people want to be considered rich, they want to be considered connoisseurs," says Sharon Zukin, a sociologist at City University of New York who studies consumer culture. "It's similar to buying books by the foot."

Not all the new owners are depleting global stocks of Chateau Latour. Two months ago, Kurt Manley, 44 and his wife, Sara, 30, issued a challenge to wine store co-owner Kristen Kowalski: Their new house has a cellar with a vaulted ceiling and 18th-century French monastery floor tiles, and they had a week to fill it with 700 bottles, in time to host a fund-raiser for Minnesota Gov. Tim Pawlenty. "He was really complimentary," says Mr. Manley, a real estate developer in Eagan, Minn.

The Manleys' new collection, averaging $14 a bottle, includes about half white and sparkling wine. Now, instead of going to the grocery store for bottles to drink with dinner, the Manleys pick a Cakebread Sauvignon Blanc or Torbreck Woodcutter's Shiraz from the right side of the cellar, where Ms. Kowalski put the everyday wines. Mr. Manley says he hasn't touched the "collectibles" at the far left. "We have some," he says. "I don't really know what kind they are."

To serve customers with modest wine knowledge, Wally's began offering cellar guides on spreadsheets and organizing shelves with color-coded labels, says Chairman Steve Wallace. The company even promises to help customers match wines to their guests' stature. "We'll organize it so that the east wall is for cheap wines for the B-guest list," Mr. Wallace says. "The A-guest-list wines will be elsewhere."

Jeff Smith, author of "The Best Cellar" and owner of Carte du Vin, a wine-organizing company in Beverly Hills, Calif., says that rather than analyze his potential clients tasting preferences, he tries to figure out their collecting style. He outlines 13 collector types, including "Bargain Hunters," "Bankers" (who hope to sell the wine for a profit later), and "Point Men," whose focus on ratings leads them to churn their collections to get rid of low-scoring bottles. Mr. Smith says he'll assemble cellars for all types. The inventory spreadsheets he includes with each one has price data, ratings from Robert Parker and the Wine Spectator, and when to drink each bottle.

'Go to Column 12'

Not all clients heed Mr. Smith's advice. Mr. Bursteen and his wife have drunk only a few of the 420 bottles Mr. Smith chose for them, despite the consultant's email reminders. "For a good time, go to column 12, row M," Mr. Smith wrote recently, nudging them toward a 1994 Joseph Phelps Insignia. Instead, Mr. Bursteen says he lets dinner-party guests pick their own bottles. "I don't pay much attention until afterwards," he says. "Then I go look it up in the chart."

Other turnkey collectors may find their pricey new wine hard to swallow. Ralph Eads, who has been collecting wine since 1984 and has a 6,500-bottle cellar, recently visited a friend who he figures spent well over $100,000 for 1,000 bottles -- mostly 1985 and 1989 Bordeaux -- for his new tasting room. The Houston oil & gas executive was impressed. But as the two friends and their wives shared an '88 Mouton-Rothschild, Mr. Eads noticed that his friend seemed uncomfortable drinking wine that had cost him hundreds of dollars. Mr. Eads says he thinks little of opening a 1985 or 1982 Chateau Latour that could fetch $300 and $700, respectively, in part because he bought the bottles decades ago. "It only cost me about $75 a bottle."

Charmaine Weeks has her own shelf-stocking strategy. The 47-year-old real estate agent and her husband have about 50 bottles. But they recently bought a home at Roubion, which has a 1,000-bottle cellar. To bridge the gap, she's already started saving empty bottles that she'll use to fill the upper rows of the floor-to-ceiling cellar. She'll also ask her friends to pitch in. "Our plan is to immediately host a 'cork-it' party and have everyone bring a bottle," she says. Still, Ms. Weeks sees no incongruity in buying a cellar she'll struggle to fill. "It's mainly the look of it. What word can I use?" she says. "It's just so fabulous."

VOILA! WINE

A look at some of the consultants and vendors who promise to build wine cellars from scratch in short order:

COMPANY 
SERVICE 
COMMENT

Carte du Vin

Beverly Hills, Calif. 
"Wine cellar concierge" picks, buys and organizes collections. 
Owner Jeff Smith began organizing and appraising messy cellars in the Los Angeles area in 2002. Now, he says, one-third of his business is buying and selling wine.

Italian Wine Merchants

New York City 
Cellar-management unit assembles collections of specialty wines. 
Merchant specializes in older Italian wines but began buying more broadly last year for investment-minded clients. Owner Sergio Esposito says top clients get access to rare wines like a '41 Giacomo Conterno Barolo Monfortino Riserva ($995).

Manhattan Wine Company

West Orange, N.J. 
In "instant cellar package," company picks and stores wine, then sends it to you. 
New online-only storage company offers packages of three-, six- or 10-case collections from $1,000 annually. To drink a bottle, local clients must request delivery no later than 10 a.m. from the storage facility in New Jersey.

Wally's Wine & Spirits

Los Angeles 
Sells wine from its inventory, color-codes bottles by taste or price. 
Some of Wally's "instant cellars" go to real-estate agents who use the wine to "stage" vacant houses, including a $29 million home in Brentwood, Calif. (pictured above), with a 500-bottle collection that sells separately for $30,000.

Falling in Love With a Rustic Italian

2001 Brunellos Deliver

Complex, Earthy Charm;

A First-Class Update

January 5, 2007; Page W6A

Brunello di Montalcino excites a very special kind of passion in some people. They don't just like this special red wine from Italy's Tuscany region. They love it. And now, for the first time, we can say that we understand why. Let us tell you about our own journey.

Some wine writers and wine experts act like they already know everything there is to know about wine and that their opinions were set in stone long ago. Not only is that ridiculous, but think how boring it would be. The world of wine is a dynamic place and we like to think we're growing and changing all the time, too. Put that together and you have a journey of discovery that makes wine, to us, endlessly fascinating.

We didn't drink much Brunello di Montalcino in our early wine years. That's no surprise. It's a pretty new kind of wine as these things go, and back in the 1970s there weren't many producers and they didn't make much wine. Brunello is made from the Sangiovese grape, just like that other famous wine of Tuscany, Chianti. But different climate, different winemaking practices -- including plenty of time in the barrel -- and different soil make for very different wines. The first Brunello on which we have notes was a 1975 Tenuta Col d'Orcia, which we opened in late 1980. "Good," we wrote then. "Very dry. Very earthy. Not elegant. Brawny. You can almost taste the earth." The first Brunello we had that we really loved was a Campogiovanni 1978 that we drank in 1986. "Delicious," we wrote. "Incredible nose of pure chocolate. Gorgeous red-gold color. Old on front of mouth. Dry. Huge. Austere. Drying, long finish. A truly special wine that is both chocolatey and austere at the same time."

Skepticism vs. Excitement

Alas, that was the only Brunello we ever had that we rated that highly. And considering the high price for Brunello -- it's a fairly small-production wine with only about 200 producers and a total of 500,000 cases a year, but a great many world-wide admirers, so it's pretty dear -- Brunello wasn't among our go-to wines. In 2002, we conducted our first large tasting of Brunello, and once again we came away skeptical. There were some good wines, but most of those were quite expensive, and the overall quality wasn't consistent enough to merit excitement.

Now, the wines from 2001 -- said to be a great year -- are arriving in stores, so we decided to try again. We bought a large sample from several states. We set our price limit at $80, which left out quite a few but still allowed us plenty of opportunity to taste a broad sampling.

Lightning hit quickly.

In the first flight, we tasted a wine about which we wrote: "Earthy, tight and filled with minerals. Bittersweet chocolate. Rough and brawny. Makes you feel alive, like it's really close to the earth. Rustic, primitive lustiness. Sun-baked minerality. Lots of power, but harnessed with razor-sharp acidity and underlying earth." This was Podere Salicutti "Piaggione," which costs about $78, and sure as heck turned our heads.

The good news is that the entire tasting was exciting. These were, overall, unique wines -- bone dry, filled with lemony acidity, no-nonsense fruit and lusty earth. They were so lean they were almost sharp, but the good ones had so much harnessed ripe fruit that they seemed to vibrate. The wines, which are designed to age for many years, are still so young and tannic that they changed with each sip -- several wines in one bottle. So many wines these days are berry-like. These were not. Instead, they were restrained, earthy and very serious, disciplined wines. The ones that failed simply didn't have enough of that tight fruit, which left them harsh, thin or dull -- and, to be sure, we tasted quite a few that did fail. But there were enough truly exciting wines that we would be willing to kiss some frogs, even at these prices, to have such a fine experience.

The 2001 vintage was the one that changed our view of Brunello. When the 2002s arrive, will we change our minds again? Perhaps, but, for now, who cares? The 2001s are on shelves. Buy one, decant it for an hour and sip slowly with a giant veal chop or sausage and peppers. And if you can, buy some more and lay them down for a decade or so. They're worth the wait.

* * *

UPDATE: A couple of years ago, we conducted "the first-class taste-off," in which we compared the wines available on two cross-country flights. John flew Continental and Dottie flew American. Continental won by a sip. Recently, John took a first-class flight from New York to Los Angeles on American, returned on United and compared the wine selections. In fact, there was no comparison: United's were far more thoughtfully chosen, from the Schramsberg Blanc de Blancs in the waiting lounge to a William Fèvre Premier Cru Chablis (one of our long-time favorites) and a St. Supéry Cabernet Sauvignon on the plane. United is clearly putting some special thought into this and deserves a pat on the back. But the high point of the little tasting came aboard the American flight, when John asked for a half-glass of both white wines, a simple Chardonnay and an even simpler American Pinot Grigio. The quizzical flight attendant asked: "Together? In the same glass?"

The Dow Jones 2001 Brunello di Montalcino Index
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In a blind tasting of Italy's Brunello di Montalcino from the 2001 vintage, these were our favorites. We set a price limit of $80; many cost far more. These get better with age -- a decade and more if well-kept. They are good with lusty dishes, especially Italian, and pair well with your most wine-savvy friends.

	Vineyard 
	Price 
	Rating 
	Comments 

	Podere Salicutti 'Piaggione' 
	$78.00* 
	Delicious 
	Best of tasting. Earthy, tight and filled with sun-baked minerals and bittersweet chocolate. Brawny and lusty. Powerful, but tightly wound, with great acidity. 

	La Colombina Di Caselli Anna Maria 'Castelnuovo Dell'Abate' 
	$36.99 
	Very Good/ Delicious 
	Best value. So hard it made us think of red bricks and so dry it reminded us of strong tea. Very serious wine and, despite its youth, already beautiful. 

	Argiano 
	$49.95 
	Very Good/ Delicious 
	Almost brooding in its dark, black-cherry tastes. Real gravitas. A wine to take seriously and eat with a massive veal chop. Great earth and not a hint of sweetness. Doesn't even try to be "smooth." 

	Poggio Antico 
	$64.99 
	Very Good/ Delicious 
	Tight fruit and plenty of it. Dry and earthy and filled with minerals. Proud to be a big wine. Dottie called it "a guttural, rustic wine," and meant that as a compliment. 

	Il Palazzone (Parsons Bollag) 
	$80.00* 
	Very Good 
	More elegant than most, with real purity. Nice flintiness, marvelous fruit and balanced oak. Tastes very, very real. 

	Manachiara (Silvio Nardi) 
	$80.00* 
	Very Good 
	So young and tight that it takes an hour to come alive. Then it's hearty, with blackberry fruit, chocolate and abundant acids. Needs food. 

	Terre di Bò 
	$37.00* 
	Very Good 
	Eucalyptus on the nose and focused orange-brown-red, earthy fruit. There were moments when it got downright voluptuous, and then pulled itself together like a prim, intense headmistress. 

	Tornesi 
	$54.99 
	Very Good 
	Edgy wine. John called it "intense and face-slapping" because it almost vibrates with tightly packed tastes of lemon, blackberries and minerals.


Wine Notes (December 30, 2006)

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

A Wine to Replace Beer

My wife and I will be hosting a dinner for wine-loving friends and will be serving mojito chicken (from the Dinosaur Bar-B-Que cookbook). This is a tasty dish in a marinade of orange juice, lime juice and cilantro. Typically, I would serve beer with this, but our guests would be disappointed if we did not serve wine. I would appreciate your recommendation.

--Hal Kanthor, Rochester, N.Y.

We think it's always a good idea to offer a red and white, so we suggested that Mr. Kanthor try a brand-new New Zealand or Chilean Sauvignon Blanc and a lightly chilled Beaujolais. Later, we got back in touch with Mr. Kanthor to ask how the advice had worked out. "The meal was excellent (and my wife is not even reading this email, so it has to be true)," he responded. "I served a Sauvignon Blanc from Chile and a Chénas," from one of the villages of Beaujolais. "The nine guests voted with their refills. Seven of nine agreed that the citrusy sauce was better paired with the citrusy Sauvignon Blanc. Two die-hard red drinkers preferred the Beaujolais. The competition between the wines proved an additional spark to a most enjoyable meal and evening."

More on Returning Wine

In a recent Wine Notes, a reader bought a $20 bottle of Pinot Noir that he found "rancid" and asked if he could return it to the store. We said he should. That brought this response from Mike Adams of the Bon Vivant Market in Smithfield, Va.:

"As an owner of a wine shop, let me give you my policy on bad-wine returns: most definitely -- with an exception. My suppliers will take back any wine deemed 'bad' by the consumer or myself. No questions asked, but they all require the bottle back with at least some wine in it. The only exception is wine that has been laid down by the consumer for an extended period of time -- say, six months or more. If it were returned by a good customer, I would credit that, too, and just eat the loss as a measure of good will. I always tell my customers, if in doubt, bring it back. Trust your judgment. I won't question it."

A 'Delicious!' Quest

By DOROTHY J. GAITER AND JOHN BRECHER

December 29, 2006; Page W1

We tasted about 2,000 wines this year. Of those, 15 earned our highest accolade, a rating of Delicious or Delicious! You should make a New Year's resolution to find your own delicious wines next year. We'll help you do that, in 10 easy steps.

Last week, we discussed the general trends we saw in the wine world in 2006. This week, we're asking a question you can take forward into 2007: What makes a wine delicious? We want a wine to taste like fruit, have a sense of place and offer a passionate, singular vision. These days, too many wines taste like component parts -- oak, vanilla, alcohol and such. One of the great things about wine is the way it picks up its surroundings -- the soil, the sun, the slope of the hill. We fell in love with wine more than 30 years ago because every good bottle took us somewhere, often places we'd never been, because of the strong sense of place the wines offered. And, of course, the grape-grower and winemaker also are critical to a great bottle of wine. Some wines are lusty and some are buttoned-down, for instance, and if you get to know some winemakers, you'd be amazed how often the wines reflect their creators. That, too, is something we love about wine.

In the attached list, you will see the 15 wines that we rated highest this year. While most of these are expensive, we also had some delightful inexpensive wines this year. Six wines that cost $10 or less rated Very Good or Very Good/Delicious. Interestingly, five of them were from Chile. Three were Sauvignon Blanc from 2005 (Morandé "Terrarum Reserve," Concha y Toro "Casillero del Diablo" and Miguel Torres "Santa Digna") and two were Cabernet Sauvignon (Montes "Reserve" 2004 and Luis Felipe Edwards 2005). The sixth was Sobon Estate Syrah 2003 from California.

Our Delicious list is, of course, a function of what we happened to taste and write about this year. It's longer than usual because we tasted some excellent American "cult wines," such as Screaming Eagle; because we tasted very expensive champagnes for the holidays; and because the expensive, 2003 first-growth Bordeaux we tasted this year were a particularly good group. Of course, we also tasted quite a few expensive wines this year that were far from delicious. In any event, the list will certainly be very different next year, likely with more affordable wines on it. We don't present the attached list so you can rush out and buy any of these wines. Rather, we hope you will read the notes in that list, think about the best wines you had yourself this past year and decide that you simply must drink more delicious wines in 2007. There are hundreds of delicious wines out there. We buy all of the wines for this column off retail shelves for many reasons, but one of them is symbolic. We think it's important to make the point that there are wonderful wines sitting on shelves everywhere, all the time. How can you find them? Here are some tips.

1) Find a good merchant. There are more good wine merchants than ever, all over the country. There is no reason anymore to feel like you're on your own or to put up with pushy or snooty sales clerks. Don't let prices alone determine your choice. A good merchant who will guide you toward good stuff and away from bad stuff might charge a bit more, but the advice is worth it.

2) Don't be a slave to ratings. Too many people these days buy wine based on someone else's ratings, but only you know what tastes good to you. Not only that, but if you do happen to find a wine that we rated Delicious or someone else scored a 99, think about the weight on the shoulders of that poor wine. When you open it, won't you bring an awful lot of expectation to it? Our guess is that you will be more likely to have a delicious experience when you discover a wine on your own and it's a surprise as opposed to a wine that you open and then say, "OK, I hear you're delicious. Prove it."

3) Be adventurous. Whenever you see a type of wine you've never tried before, buy it. You might not naturally gravitate toward Austrian Riesling, for instance, but that might be your life-changing wine.

4) Be willing to spend more. A high price is no guarantee of quality and there are more good wines at low prices on shelves right now than ever before. But if you set some arbitrary limit, you may be skipping a wine that, for a few dollars more, could be your soul mate. If you don't want to spend more than $20 on a bottle of wine, compromise: Buy one bottle for $7 (think Chile or Argentina, for instance) and go to $30 for the next.

5) Play with temperature. Most reds are served too warm and most whites are served too cold. One of our eureka moments in wine came when a merchant sold us a big, buttery California Chardonnay more than 20 years ago and told us to drink it not chilled but at cool room temperature. We can still describe every sip of that wine.

6) Go to the source. Our guess is that half the people reading this are thinking, "The best wine I had all year was at that winery (or on vacation in that country)." Wines always taste better at the source. That doesn't mean you have to travel to Tuscany. There are wineries all over the U.S. now, including, we'd guess, one near you.

7) Keep an open mind. Even if you taste a wine and you don't immediately like it, stay with it. The most memorable wines might well be those that, at first, don't taste comfortable and familiar. Give them a chance to show their stuff; hang in there.

8) Try something older. Our tastings usually focus on young wines because we generally write about the wines that you are likely to see on shelves. But there is something very special about a good wine with age. Years add depth and complexity to good wine -- not just good reds, but fine whites, too -- and you'll never really know what all the fuss is about until you taste some well-aged wine.

9) Keep notes or labels or both. You don't need to be a wine geek and create an extensive computer program to remember every wine you ever had. But if you have a wine you like, make a little note of it somewhere or save the label, so you can begin to focus on what you like about certain wines and therefore work with a good merchant to keep that going. You might discover a penchant for, say, Loire Valley whites. There's no reason you should have to start from scratch with each bottle.

10) Find a good merchant. We know this was also No. 1, but we can't emphasize this enough. Establishing a relationship with a passionate, knowledgeable merchant is an essential step toward great wine experiences. We understand that passion and knowledge don't always make for a user-friendly merchant, but it has been our experience that when merchants are truly passionate about wine, they live to spread that passion.

May 2007 be delicious for you in every way. Happy New Year.

Delicious Wines of 2006

In our tastings this year, 14 wines rated Delicious and one, the Screaming Eagle, rated Delicious! The prices listed are the prices we paid or representative prices at the time we bought the wine. Prices are surely different now, but, more broadly, it's unlikely you'd walk into a store and find most of these wines anymore. We list them as symbols of the kinds of delicious wines that are available everywhere at any time for anyone willing to experiment and take some risks. These are listed from sparkling to white to red to Port.

	VINEYARD/VINTAGE 
	PRICE 
	COMMENTS 

	Pol Roger Cuvée Sir Winston Churchill Champagne 1995 
	$190 
	Elegant and beautifully balanced, with layers of ripe lemon, brioche, minerals and yeast, all tightly wound and working together. Not too big, not too shy -- just right. A consistent favorite. 

	Bollinger R.D. Extra Brut Champagne 1995 
	$180 
	Lovely, golden-straw color, with elegant, beautiful bubbles. Some brawn, but beautifully put together, with a toasty, rich and ripe lemon finish that lingers forever. This says "expensive." Bollinger La Grande Annee 1997 ($100) was also delicious, even weightier, nuttier and more serious, with a whisper of white truffles. 

	Taittinger Comtes de Champagne Blanc de Blancs 1998 
	$130 
	Some prestige Champagnes seem like meals -- impressive wines that require a little work -- but this is elegant and lovely, a wine to be admired, not conquered. Lovely chalk, acidity, ripe fruit and balance, with perfect ribbons of tiny bubbles. 

	Vincent Girardin "Les Enseigneres" 2004 Puligny-Montrachet 
	$46.99 
	Intense, pure tastes, with a beautiful balance of ripe Chardonnay fruit, oak and acids and a kind of comfortable and comforting elegance. 

	Chasseur (Hunter Wine Cellars) "Durell, Sand Hill" 2003 Chardonnay (Sonoma Coast) 
	$55 
	It even looks gutsy: green-tinged and rich. Refined, with toast and great citrusy acidity. Ripe yet restrained. Awesome with stone crabs. 

	Screaming Eagle 2002 Cabernet Sauvignon (Oakville, Napa Valley) 
	$1,595 
	Tight, layered and classy, with intense blackberry-cherry fruit, spices, great warmth, a very special mineral underpinning and an intriguing touch of bitterness at the end. Drink this in tiny sips over many hours and each taste is like a world in itself. 

	Colgin Cellars 2002 "Cariad" Red Wine (Napa Valley) 
	$500 
	Rich, intense and dark, with a black core of ripe, dark fruit. Proudly American, with confident, powerful tastes and gorgeous, silky tannins. A marvelously earthy, dry finish whets the appetite for another sip. 

	Château Latour 2003 (Pauillac) 
	$585 
	Flawless. Deep, dark and inky, with suggestions of tobacco, cedar and strong coffee. Amazingly elegant, considering how big and intense it is. Like little pellets of pure fruit tastes that burst in your mouth. 

	Château Haut-Brion 2003 (Pessac-Léognan) 
	$280 
	Especially beautiful: It seems to sparkle in the glass. Pure tastes of purple fruit, with the most remarkable underlay of minerals. A bit too much alcohol peeks in and out, but this is a true experience, razor-sharp and interesting. 

	Château Lafite Rothschild 2003 (Pauillac) 
	$450 
	Heavenly, rich nose of chocolate, blackberries and nutmeg, followed by some cedar, sandalwood and tobacco. Taste is very serious, of raisins and sweet plums. Tightly wound, yet with plenty of ultra-rich fruit. 

	Dunham Cellars 2002 Syrah (Columbia Valley) 
	$44.99 
	This has it all: concentrated blackberry-blueberry fruit, black pepper, intensity, weight and a long, dry finish. The 2003 is also excellent, and the 2001 was our favorite in our last tasting. 

	Saxon Brown "Parmelee-Hill, Stonewall Block" 2004 Zinfandel (Sonoma Valley) 
	$24 
	Proof that Zin can be elegant. Structured and fine, but still bursting with peppery, earthy Zin character, with a dry, mineral finish that calls for more. Repeat favorite. 

	Enzo Boglietti Dolcetto d'Alba 2004 
	$14.49 
	Very fine, with blackberries, blueberries and real purity of taste. 

	Tardieu-Laurent 2001 Côte-Rôtie 
	$69.45 
	Layer upon layer of tastes -- raisins, herbs and earth. It's the most polished Cote-Rotie we can remember, with structure and a real brightness that makes it leap right out of the glass. 

	Dow's 1963 Vintage Port 
	$299.95 
	Beautiful dark-apricot color. Heavenly nose of earth, sweet fruit and chocolate. Rich and round, with plenty of body but seamless, relaxed tastes, as if all of the edges have broken down into a warming whole. At the very end, a surprising little sprinkling of cinnamon leaves a glow.
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By Dick Rosano

Wednesday, January 3, 2007; F02

Whenever red meat is on the menu, attention turns to red wine, for good reason. Some flavor accents in a dish may reverse such an inclination, but not in this case. The intense combination of baby back ribs, onions and spicy red pepper flakes and the sweet, intriguing apple and cherry sauce call for a not-very-subtle, well-structured, wonderfully fruity red wine: Barbera.

While underappreciated and seldom recognized in the United States, Barbera is one of the three B's (the others are Barolo and Barbaresco) of Italy's Piedmont region. Here are some favorites, in order of preference (prices are approximate).

Michele Chiarlo 2003 Barbera d'Asti La Court ($40): Concentrated flavors and a focused nose; silky and elegant but with bold strokes of dark fruit.

Altare 2005 Barbera d'Alba ($26): Sumptuous and elegantly smooth, with dark cherry and blackberry flavors.

Marcarini 2004 Barbera d'Alba Ciabot Camerano ($20): Intensely structured, with dark fruit flavors, accents of black pepper, a touch of cocoa and brown spice on finish.

Massolino 2003 Barbera d'Alba ($33): Dense and concentrated, with hints of truffles and earth, plus fabulous balance and delivery.

Conterno Fantino 2005 Barbera d'Alba ($28): Spicy, rich, smooth and full-bodied, with ebullient black cherry flavors.

Poderi Colla 2004 Barbera d'Alba Costa Bruna ($23): Intensely colored, beautifully balanced, soft and subtle, with bright black cherry and plum flavors.

Francesco Boschis 2004 Barbera del Piemonte ($16): Medium-bodied, with flavors of bright cherry on a background of cinnamon and oak.

Michele Chiarlo 2004 Barbera d'Asti Le Orme ($13): Bright fruit; dry but with a dollop of sweet cherry to lighten it.

Corino 2005 Barbera d'Alba ($19): Cherry-flavored, with unmistakable black pepper accents.

Dick Rosano teaches wine and food pairing at L'Academie de Cuisine.

It's All About the Bubbles

By BEN GILIBERTI

Wednesday, December 27, 2006; F02

T o ring in 2007, nothing beats a bottle of French champagne, which has the style, flavor, complexity and, yes, the tiniest dancing bubbles of any sparkling wine. With prices dipping to about $25 at retail outlets this year, champagne has become a distinctly affordable luxury.

For larger gatherings or smaller budgets, other sparkling wines, at prices as low as $10, can also make for delightful imbibing.

These champagnes are listed in order of personal preference based on quality and value. For inexpensive sparklers, my highest rating goes to the most shameless imitators of French champagne.

Resources for finding wines include http://www.winesearcher.com and http://www.wineaccess.com. Call stores to verify availability. Prices are approximate.

FRENCH CHAMPAGNE

Charles Heidsieck Brut Reserve ($30): Aggressive pricing makes this toasty, full-bodied offering irresistible.

Perrier-Jouet Grand Brut ($35): This aperitif-style champagne is magically racy, with marvelous clouds of bubbles.

Aubry Brut Premier Cru ($30): Lovely honeyed apple with subtle smoky finish. Medium-bodied.

Heidsieck &amp; Co. Monopole Blue Top ($28); Heidsieck &amp; Co. Monopole Blue Top Premier Cru ($40): Explosively fruity and bright with bubbles that just won't quit. The Premier Cru has more body.

Roger Pouillon &amp; Fils Brut Cuvee de Reserve ($36): Beautiful focus with warm, mellow flavors of toast, ginger and pear.

Piper-Heidsieck Brut ($27): The low-price leader among the big houses delivers a full quotient of yeasty fruit and lively effervescence.

Bertrand-Delespierre Brut Tradition Premier Cru ($38); Bertrand-Delespierre Brut 2000 Premier Cru Millesime ($50): Mouth-filling pinot noir flavors and toast-ginger bouquet.

Joseph Perrier Brut Cuvee Royale ($39): This medium-bodied brut offers intriguing notes of mineral and smoke with spiced apple and pear flavors.

Pommery Brut Royal ($38); Pommery Brut Apanage ($46): Brut Royal is fresh and racy, and Apanage adds a mellow notes from older reserve wines.

Jean Laurent Brut Blanc de Blancs ($35); Jean Laurent Brut Blanc de Noirs ($35): Although one is made from chardonnay and the other from pinot noir, both have authoritative flavors and bounteous bubbles.

Louis Roederer Brut Premier ($40): Yeasty and toasty, with a rich overlay of coffee/mocha notes on the husky fruit.

Pascal Doquet Brut Blanc de Blancs ($45): Rich bouquet followed by ripe, toasty apple and pear fruit flavors.

Deutz Brut Classic ($34): Zingy citrus and apple fruit ride over the palate on clouds of tiny bubbles.

Pol Roger Brut Extra Cuvee de Reserve ($35): Impressive, full-bodied; can be enjoyed now or cellared for one or two years.

Canard-Duchene Brut Cuvee Leonie ($39): Fresh, robust and lively.

Taittinger Brut La Francaise ($36): Subtle and elegant as always.

INEXPENSIVE SPARKLING WINES

Charles de Fere Brut Blanc de Blancs Reserve ($10; France); Charles de Fere Jean-Louis Brut Blanc de Blancs ($9): The chardonnay-dominated reserve is champagne-like, with notes of toast, citrus and apple. The Jean-Louis is

lighter and nicely crisp. Both are amazing for the money.

Gruet Brut Blanc de Noirs ($15; New Mexico); Gruet Brut ($15): Great structure and character in these unlikely sparkling wines from New Mexico.

Gloria Ferrer Blanc de Noirs Brut Sonoma County ($15; California); Gloria Ferrer Brut Sonoma County ($15; California): Both offer lots of robust pinot noir character. The blanc de noirs is huskier.

Saint-Germain Brut French Sparkling Wine ($10): Lively, fresh and tasty.

Domaine Ste. Michelle Brut Columbia Valley ($12; Washington); Domaine Ste. Michelle Blanc de Blancs Columbia Valley ($12): Fresh fruit flavors with a vibrant finish.

Great Occasions Call for Great French Reds

Wednesday, December 20, 2006; Page F02

Christmas and holiday dinners deserve a wine that is truly special. One of the best choices is Chateauneuf-du-Pape, France's most affordable great red wine.

Made from a blend of up to 13 grape varieties, this full-bodied wine from the southern Rhone valley can compete in mellow complexity and aging ability with the top wines of Burgundy and Bordeaux, at much lower prices (starting at $25).

Offering ultra-ripe, complex flavors of black fruit, pepper, Provencal herbs and cherry kirsch, Chateauneuf-du-Pape matches especially well with holiday recipes of beef, duck and goose. After dinner, it's one of the few dry reds that has the richness to be sipped with cheese or semisweet chocolate desserts.

Cotes-du-Rhone and Cotes-du-Rhone Villages, most of which is made in vineyards surrounding Chateauneuf-du-Pape, also can offer a good deal of style and are even more affordable. (Prices start at about $10.)

Prices are approximate. In addition to the contact information listed, resources for finding wines includehttp://www.winesearcher.comandhttp://www.wineaccess.com. Call stores to verify availability.

CHATEAUNEUF-DU-PAPE

Chateau Mont Thabor 2003 Chateauneuf-du-Pape ($36; Jack Siler Selections, Country Vintner, 800-365-9463): Imbued with great perfume and intensity, this sumptuous wine rings with the flavors of ripe cherries, licorice and roasted Provencal herbs all the way through the long finish. An exceptional wine at its peak.

Domaine Berthet-Rayne 2005/2004 Chateauneuf-du-Pape ($25; Elite Wines Imports, 202-345-3623, lisa.giufre@elitewines.net): A joy to drink now even though still young; spicy on the nose, with pure, densely packed fruit on the palate. Great value.

Patrick Lesec 2004 Chateauneuf-du-Pape Pierres Dorees ($45; Constantine Wines, 410-309-9463, maggie_constantinewines@yahoo.com); Patrick Lesec 2004 Chateauneuf-du-Pape les Galets Blonds ($54): I slightly prefer the Pierres Dorees bottling over the more expensive Galets Blonds, but both are outstanding, with subtle oak and violet aromas and exceptionally deep fruit flavors.

Domaine Grand Veneur (Alain Jaume) 2004 Chateauneuf-du-Pape ($44; Kysela Pere et Fils Ltd., 540-722-9228); Alain Jaume 2003 Chateauneuf-du-Pape ($37): Focused, concentrated and long, the 2004 Grand Veneur offers currant and plum flavors highlighted by notes of wild herbs and anise. The 2003 Alain Jaume, from the same producer, offers the riper, more exotic fruit of that vintage.

Domaine de Monpertuis 2003 Chateauneuf-du-Pape ($41; Rosenthal Wine Merchant/Potomac Selections, 301-583-8844): Full-bodied, concentrated and deeply fruity, with exotic, complex notes of wild herbs and cherry/kirsch in the bouquet.

Les Cailloux 2004 Chateauneuf-du-Pape ($44; Robert Kacher Selections/Washington Wholesale, 202-832-9083): Even better than the delectable 2003, with a deep purple color, spice-box aromas of herbs and earth, and opulent flavors of blackberries and ground pepper with a hint of fig.

COTES-DU-RHONE AND COTES-DU-RHONE VILLAGES

Paul Jaboulet Aine 2005 Cotes-du-Rhone Parallele 45 ($12; NDC, 202-388-8235): Bright, fleshy fruit with good grip on the finish.

J.L. Chave Selection 2004/2003 Cotes-du-Rhone Mon Coeur ($19; Bacchus, 443-692-6020): Get a taste of the legendary Chave Hermitage style for about one-20th the price.

Selection Laurence Feraud Seguret 2005 ($15; Hand Picked Selections, john.heinel@handpickedselections.com): This Seguret packs a lot of flavor for the price.
