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A dogged search for the truth about bubbly

Gil Kulers

Published on: 11/30/06

Hot dogs and champagne. Why do these words sound so unharmonious? Is the food of our national pastime too humble in the presence of high society's favorite libation? Or is it that we place wine with bubbles on too high a pedestal?

Probably a bit of both, but in fact they do go great together. Ask loyal readers Danny and Maura Walker. Danny wrote to me after I reviewed a bunch of domestic sparkling wines. Almost apologetically, he confessed that he enjoyed Gloria Ferrer sparkling wines from Sonoma County with chili dogs from the Varsity.

I was not surprised at all by the unlikely combination. The saltiness of the dogs together with the zippiness and acidity of the chili makes for a wonderful match with the acidity and bubbles of the sparkling wines. In a way, it's not much different than briny caviar or Bluepoint oysters with a shot of Tabasco served with champagne.

I proposed that the Walkers meet me at Atlanta's favorite hot dog stand, the Varsity, for a taste test. I would bring five bottles of sparkling wine from around the world and we would taste them with a variety of hot dog preparations. I didn't get past the free hot dog part before Danny eagerly said yes.

To lend a little credibility to this experiment, I invited Gina Hopkins, owner and wine lady for Atlanta's Restaurant Eugene. A proponent of healthy eating (Hopkins works with her husband, chef Linton Hopkins, to improve the quality and nutrition of lunch at the school the couple's two children attend), Hopkins believes any diet should have room for a chili dog once in a while. Everything in moderation, right? She enthusiastically agreed to participate.

So on a sunny Friday afternoon in October, the four of us met in the carhop lot of the Varsity on North Avenue. I brought five chilled bottles wrapped in tinfoil to conceal the identities of the wines. I chose a dry sparkler from Sonoma County, Calif., a cava from Spain, a subtly sweet pink bubbly from France's Loire Valley and an affordable bottle from Champagne, France. I couldn't resist adding a ringer into the mix, so I threw in a bottle of 1996 Taittinger, Comtes de Champagne (a regal and respected wine that retails for about $140) just to see how far we could take this beauty-and-beast tasting.

After we popped the corks and poured a sample of the first wine, we ordered a potpourri of hot dogs — from naked dogs to slaw dogs and everything in the middle.

As we got down to business, one thing quickly became clear: You can get away with a lot in the parking lot of the Varsity. As police cruisers and carhops circulated through the area, not an eyebrow was raised as we stood behind my station wagon gnawing on chili-cheese dogs and sipping sparkling wine in our plastic champagne flutes.

The other thing that was clear was that hot dogs do marry quite well with all things bubbly.

"These folks are right on," said Hopkins, referring to the Walkers' predilection for franks and bubbly. "Sparkling wine works great with hot dogs, but the trick is in the toppings." And, of course, she was right.

Although we did not know the identities of the wines during the tasting, we generally agreed that the Schramsberg Blanc de Blanc from Sonoma found a friend with the yellow dog (hot dog with mustard), chili dog and chili-cheese dog. However, the slaw dog made the wine noticeably bitter.

To a lesser extent, the 1+1=3 Cava Brut from Spain performed similarly with mustard and chili, but it was not nearly as bitter with the slaw.

So what do you serve with a slaw dog? A wine with some sweetness could be your best bet. There was some agreement that the Bouvet, Excellence, Rosé from the Loire, with its berry qualities and slight sweetness, left a pleasant fruity/floral aftertaste.

As for the wines from Champagne, the less expensive Joseph Perrier, Cuveé Royale, didn't really find a home with many hot dog combos, although Hopkins and I thought it went smashingly well with the mustard dog.

The winner for overall frankfurter friendliness had to be the $140 Taittinger. It was the favorite on several cards with the chili; it was good to great with mustard; and out of all the drier sparklers, it tolerated the slaw the best. And for good measure, Maura thought it went great with the greasy-but-yummy onion rings.

I doubt Taittinger will be changing its marketing campaign to note our designation of "the World's Greatest Hot Dog Champagne," but our experiment showed that a great wine can hold its own regardless of what you serve with it.

What our pleasant research in the Varsity parking lot illustrated was this: You should never make assumptions about any food-wine combination or take either of the two components too seriously. We'd all enjoy our food and wine a little more if we could focus on the fun and lose the pretense.

WINE RECOMMENDATIONS

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

1996 Taittinger Blanc de Blancs Comtes de Champagne, Champagne, France

$140

Two thumbs way up

Whether with hot dogs at the Varsity or canapés at a swank affair, this is one sparkler you make sure you get your share of. Balanced flavors of lightly yeasty dough, with a punctuation of lemon-lime and elegant, pinpoint bubbles.

Champagne Joseph Perrier Brut Cuvée Royale Champagne, France

$36

Two thumbs up

Dry almost to the point of dustiness, but with very Champagne-like yeasty dough aromas and flavors with those one-of-a-kind chalky mineral notes. Great with naked dogs or Beluga caviar, whatever the situation dictates.

2002 Schramsberg Blanc de Blancs, Napa/Sonoma/Mendocino/Marin counties, Calif.

$35

Two thumbs way up

Lots of floral and apple aromas and an assortment of delicate flavors like lemons, limes and green apples and a brisk acidity that somehow matches nicely with mustard. Goes great with yellow dogs but would be fabulous with spicy crab cakes and grain mustard sauce, too.

1+1=3, Brut, Cava, Spain

$14

One thumb up

Very rich floral aromas and flavors, with abundant bubbles; this sparkler had straightforward lemon flavors with a touch of baked bread. It had a touch of sweetness that makes it work with items like slaw dogs or curry chicken salad canapés with a chutney garnish.

Bouvet Brut Rosé Excellence, Loire Valley, France

$14

One thumb up

A beautiful-looking, rich pink wine with plentiful bubbles, it had a unique mineral-strawberry flavor with subtle sweet cream quality. Overall, simple, but with enough fruit flavors and sweetness to match with a slaw dog or hand-dipped, chocolate-covered cherries.

Gil Kulers is the beverages instructor for the culinary arts program at Chattahoochee Technical College; he lives in Smoke Rise.

Sara's Little Taxi, Red Table Wine
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Gil Kulers' Wine Pick
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•Bridges, Sara's Little Taxi, Red Table Wine, California (non-vintage)

•$13

•One thumb up: Simple but enjoyable red berry fruits in abundance, with enough tannin and spices to keep it interesting. A wonderful wine for pizzas, burgers or whatever is cooking tonight.

As often as not, my office resembles a wine shop where a bomb went off. Doris the FedEx lady — and her counterparts at DHL and UPS — arrive at my house daily with wine samples. I get way more wine than I could ever write about, so the stuff tends to accumulate (nice clutter if you can get it).

So my daughter Elise asked me the other night, "When are you going to write about this one, Daddy?" She was pointing to a bottle with a pink label and a nondescript sketch of a bridge. This red wine, for reasons beyond me, was called Bridges. While this packaging may be pretty to an 8-year-old girl, the label had no appeal to a 42-year-old professional wine guy. But I thought, "What the heck! I've always told both my daughters not to judge a book by its cover."

Most of the wines I test for these columns I taste blind, so I'm as unbiased as can be, but if I come across a gem through other means, I don't keep it a secret. With the odd packaging, the confusing name (Bridges, Sara's Little Taxi, Red Table Wine) and no vintage, I figured it was going to be more coal-like than a diamond in the rough.

So much for first impressions! I loved it. So did Eleanore, my wife. And the price of $13 made it even more attractive. While you might not find Bridges in your local wine shop or grocery store, the moral here is that you should always be willing to try bizarre-looking wines, like the Red Guitar and the Show. Never judge a wine by its label.
Boston Globe

Chicago Sun-Times

Savoring the flavors

November 29, 2006

BY SANDY THORN CLARK

The pairing of wine with foods or, vice versa, the pairing of foods with wine isn't as easy as it appears.

It requires connoisseurs of each.

That means that chefs must be educated beyond thinking that wine is just grape juice, and sommeliers must be persuaded that certain foods and flavors enhance an appreciation of wine. Simply put, it's a learning process.

The key is that the food and wine connoisseurs must gather together, taste together, compare reactions together and make decisions together.

Pairings a growing trend

The outcome of such professional expertise and collaboration is the growing trend of restaurants pairing wine and food for special events, such as the wine dinners the first Saturday night of each month at Ristorante We, the once-a-month Monday Night Flights of cheese-focused tastings with six wines at One SixtyBlue and the increased popularity of menus recommending specific pairings of wine and food.

Such thought-out appreciation of pairings means, for example, that One SixtyBlue executive chef Martial Noguier doesn't nonchalantly pair a 2001 Ariadne Semillon-Sauvignon Blanc with a first-course salad of chiogga beets, capriole goat cheese, mache salad, white truffle oil and hazelnut vinaigrette; and Vinci chef/owner Paul LoDuca doesn't randomly team Sella & Mosca Vermentino "La Cala" with sauteed octopus with fennel, onions, lemon and olive oil.

Heightened consumer interest in pairings was why Beringer Vineyards of California dispatched executive chef David Frakes on a cross-country trip, including a stop in Chicago, to share his recipes and suggested wine pairings. One recommendation: herbed crepes filled with goat cheese and a confit of olive and roasted peppers with Beringer Napa Valley Chardonnay.

"A New Generation of Food and Wine Pairing" was the focus of a recent eye-opening, behind-the-scenes brainstorming session, which was held at Charlie Trotter's Studio Kitchen. Chicago area chefs and sommeliers taste-tested and critiqued combinations of common and exotic flavors with the event host's Green Valley wines. As a result of the sipping and swallowing, the participants with skilled palettes agreed they are more likely to forego tradition in favor of flavor experimentation.

Panelists in the laboratorylike event included Adam Seger from Nacional 27, Michael Lachowicz and Marcello Cancelli from Michael in Winnetka, Jeremy Lycan and Jody Richardson from Niche Restaurant in Geneva, Jill Gubesch from Topolobampo and Frontera Grill, Matthias Merges and Conrad Reddick from Charlie Trotter's, Dan Keller and Shannon Wildenradt from Chicago Wine Merchants, and master sommelier Joseph Spellman.

Iron Horse Vineyards CEO Joy Sterling explained there were no rules, no script to follow, and preconceived notions and prejudgments were taboo.

"The idea," she told participants, "is to find new tastes for a new generation" using what Iron Horse chef Christopher Greenwald called the four T's -- temperature, texture, time and taste. "It's new because re-evaluation always leads to new taste sensations," Sterling added. Tasting findings will be passed along to vineyard clients.

Combinations invite chatter

Greenwald's five experiments -- a succession of composed plates each with a theme for discussion -- included raw vs. cooked oysters, raw vs. cooked vegetables including four kinds of winter squash, assorted mushrooms, and various cheeses plus Bosc pear and Honey Crisp apple slices. Olive oil, butter and three kinds of salt invited even more combinations and chatter.

Think-tank participants paired the foods and flavors with samples of 12 wines including Iron Horse 1996 "LD" Blanc de Blancs, Iron Horse 2003 "Corral" Chardonnay, Marimar Estate 2005 "Acero-Don Miguel" Chardonnay, Dutton-Goldfield Russian 2004 "Rued" Chardonnay, Orogeny 2005 Char- donnay, Iron Horse 2004 "Q" Pinot Noir, Hartford Court 2005 "Fog Dance" Pinot Noir, Marimar Estate 2003 "Christina" Pinot Noir, Dutton-Goldfield 2004 "Sanchietti" Pinot Noir, DeLoach 2005 Pinot Noir, Orogeny 2005 Pinot Noir and Iron Horse 2001 "Russian Cuvee."

The taste-testers' discoveries included:

Pinot Noir worked with smoked-in-the-shell oysters, though Sterling had to coax several participants to try it. "While I don't see this becoming a trend, I was surprised at how well [cooked] oysters worked with Pinot Noir -- probably because of the wood smoke," Sterling said.

Raw endive with gray salt and raw carrot ribbons lightly tossed in extra virgin olive oil and sprinkled with Himalayan pink salt both paired beautifully with Pinot Noir, rather than the expected Chardonnay. "Endive doesn't work with anything [any wine]; wine just enhances the bitterness of endive," Lachowicz interjected.

Because of the nuttiness of their skins, olive-oil roasted butternut and delicate squashes and butter-roasted spaghetti squash paired best with Pinots; the rich, buttery and smooth acorn squash was best with Chardonnay.

Mushrooms were an exercise in texture: Soft, buttery chantrelles were best with Chardonnay; darker, earthier velvet piopinis, with Pinots; baby shiitakes with Pinots, and sliced raw porcinis in olive oil with Chardonnay.

Sterling described pairing light, fluffy Bellwether ricotta sheeps' milk cheese with Russian Cuvee as "a textbook experience of texture." Redwood Hill Crotin goats' milk cheese worked with both Chardonnay and Pinot; St. George cows' milk cheese with Pinot, though adding pear to the bite made it a Chardonnay pairing. Spellman rebuked the inclusion of fruit, saying, "I hate fruit -- especially a pile of strawberries and a bunch of grapes -- on cheese plates. The fruit does the work of wine -- it's too much sugar. I'd prefer nuts to fruit."

Learning to listen

Increased attention to a new generation of wine enthusiasts doesn't surprise Keller, vice president of sales and marketing for Chicago Wine Merchants, importers and distributors of fine wines, who said ages 21 to 30 are fueling the increase in wine sales. "That and a better product," explained Keller. "Fifteen years ago, bad wine was being made. That isn't happening anymore."

Sommeliers learned they have to tune into chefs; chefs learned they need to listen to sommeliers. "Even if it comes to fisticuffs," Sterling insisted.

"And we've got to think outside the box," Gubesch reminded.

Sandy Thorn Clark is a Chicago-based freelance writer.

Surplus spurs French to turn wine into disinfectant

November 28, 2006

BELLEVILLE-SUR-SAONE, France -- At some of France's most celebrated vineyards, vintage wine is being transformed into alcohol for disinfectants or gasoline additives -- a process winemakers hope will help them stay afloat.

Overproduction, dipping domestic consumption and overseas competition have created a European wine crisis.

''For years, we shrugged the crisis off as a temporary downturn,'' said Gilles de Longevialle, who heads a group representing the vintners of Beaujolais. ''But we're beginning to see it's here to stay.''

Until last year, so-called ''crisis distillations'' were only for the cheapest table wines. Now, however, quality wines are also boiled away.

So for the second autumn in a row, Philippe Terrollion sent out a fleet of trucks to pick up 2.3 million gallons of unsold Beaujoulais wine.

''For vintners, the decision to distill is a hard one,'' said Terrollion. ''But in the end, they have to do it." AP

Chicago Tribune

Gifts wine lovers can cozy up to

Bill Daley

Published December 6, 2006

Baby, it's gonna be cold outside this holiday season. You can, of course, give your special sipper his or her favorite potable--be it Barolo, Beaujolais or beerenauslese--but a well-chosen wine-themed gift can warm the spirit all year long.

Here are some items to consider for your wine lover. (Prices are rounded off.)

A sippin' and a swirlin' in stereo

Putumayo World Music offers another in its series of theme CDs with "Music from the Wine Lands." It's a collection of 13 songs by performers from wine-growing countries around the world, including Spain, Greece, Italy, South Africa, Australia and the U.S. The tunes are folk or jazz, with a soulful intensity that doesn't need translation. Liner notes touch on the wine traditions of each country and give artist bios. A portion of sales goes to Slow Food, the non-profit international organization seeking to combat fast food and fast life. $16. Barnes & Noble, Borders, Virgin Megastore, Whole Food Market or online at putumayo.com.

Tie one on

Chicagoan Lee Allison likes his wine so much he has worked oneological themes into his clever line of neckwear. Wine patterns include "Glass Half Full," "Corkscrew," "Wine for Two" and "Wedding Toast." (Spirits sippers can choose ties with martinis, mai tais and assorted cocktails.) $49-$90, depending on the tie. House of Glunz, Macy's State Street store, Shirts on Sheffield, S'Agaro Inc. in Winnetka or leeallison.com.

Cork this

Haley's Corker is a corker, yes, but it's also a pourer, an aerator, a filter, a stopper--and it is now being sold in glittery pink or black plastic. This five-in-one corker from The Vinum Corp. in Oak Brook has many useful uses, according to the package. It provides spill-proof side storage in the fridge; re-corks olive oil and vinegar; prevents evaporation. $3.50-$5. Sur La Table, Crate & Barrel, WineStyles in Woodridge and Sam's Wines & Spirits, or winecorker.org.

Boxed in

Those springy cloth wine totes can be lots of fun to carry, but there are times when you want a sturdier carrier, particularly given the bump and grind of the city. True Box by True Fabrications of Seattle is one solution. This black and white Art Deco box is shaped like a vintage piece of luggage. It holds two bottles in separate compartments. $14-$21. Sam's Wines & Spirits, Que Syrah Fine Wines or artofwine.com.

Slip into this . . .

A coaster shaped like a flip-flop? Why not, especially if the brand is called "Drinkwear" and the slogan is "for the foot of your glass!" The coaster slips easily onto the bottom of the glass and stays on; it's a fun accessory your fine wood tabletops will adore. From Napa's Carrie and Co., the coasters come in a variety of designs from preppy anchors to stripes to Hawaiian hibiscus. $5. Sam's Wines & Spirits.

Learn the wine game

Here's a novel way to increase your wine knowledge, a board game called "Bouquet." A Swedish sommelier named Britt-Marie Backe created the game, which features some 900 questions, while preparing for the challenging sommelier certification exam. The questions are wide-ranging and tough. Players travel around the game board on a path through the "world of wine." The winner is the player who correctly answers questions from all six categories (area, chateau/producer, fortified wine, grape, spirits and vocabulary). Corks serve as game pieces, natch, otherwise the graphics are elegant, especially the collage of wine labels on the box and back of the game board. $37-$45. Sam's Wines & Spirits, Bin 36 restaurant or bouquetthewinegame.com.

----------

Bill Daley answers questions on wine, beer and spirits every Sunday in Q. Hear him on WBBM Newsradio 780 at 8:52 a.m., 11:52 a.m., 3:41 p.m., 6:21 p.m. and 10:22 p.m. Tuesdays and 7:52 p.m. Saturdays and Sundays.

wdaley@tribune.com

Dallas Morning News

A case (of wine) for the holidays

12:00 AM CST on Wednesday, December 6, 2006

By KIM PIERCE / Special Contributor to The Dallas Morning News

Maybe you rarely buy wines. Or maybe you stick with a few sure favorites. But for the holidays, you're feeling the need to be more expansive and keep some wines on hand that are as friendly as you are, especially for drop-in guests or hostess gifts when you're invited out.

Here are three wines and an ale that you can serve with confidence to anyone, be they wine (or beer) geeks or novices. They can be enjoyed on their own or paired easily with food.

Smart money buys a mixed case of the wines for discount. Plus, this is the season for mark-down specials, so it's easy to find most of these wines priced below suggested retail. The ale is also inexpensive enough to keep a few bottles on hand. Most are widely available, although the ale is only in stores with artisanal beer selections, such as Central Market, Hall's Grocery in Colleyville, Market Street, and Whole Foods Market.

Kim Pierce

Bah Humbug! Christmas ale

$3.99 (pint)

From Wychwood Brewery in England comes this beautiful, toasty amber ale. It's mouth-filling and intense, with 6.2 percent alcohol. Beyond the traditional hops and malted barley, fruity notes like tangerine peel, allspice and white pepper are balanced with a bitter note. But it's never rough or rogue-ish. Definitely made for sipping around the fire, or to go with mild Italian sausage or beer-simmered meats.

Gruet Brut NV

$16.99

It's always startling to see "Albuquerque, N.M.," on Gruet's labels, but the European winemaking Gruet family knew what it was doing when it chose to locate in our neighboring state. Today Gruet Brut reigns as a classic, inexpensive sparkler, with regional roots, to boot. Crisp and citrusy, the nonvintage bubbly echoes the flavors of tart lemon curd on fresh country toast. Fine bubbles and a crisp, clean mouth-feel melt into a long, citric afterglow. Raise it for holiday toasts, or pair with light, cream-sauced pasta or fish, or mac 'n' cheese.

Banfi Le Rime 2005

$8.99

This approachable, unoaked Tuscan blends chardonnay and pinot grigio to excellent effect. It's light and crisp, with tropicals like pineapple and mango, dashed with lemon in the nose. Yet there's a pleasant ripe-pear undercurrent. These flavors spill over to the mouth, where the fruit dances lightly, for a wine that's crisp and clean, never sweet, and shaded by mineral notes. A friend to fish, fowl and pork.

Louis M. Martini 2003 Sonoma County Cabernet Sauvignon

$16.99

This wine introduces itself with bright, black-cherry fruit edged by dried strawberry and soft, leathery accents. Take a sip, and its fruit is amplified on the tongue as the tannins tug gently on your cheeks. Keep going, and hints of smoke and sage join in. The long finish changes like a kaleidoscope from darker, leathery notes to pure, fresh grape. It's a natural with red meats and tomato-sauced pasta.

Wine of the week: A great red to go with meat

02:11 PM CST on Tuesday, December 5, 2006

Vina Robles, Paso Robles, Red 4 2004, $15.99

The name Red{+4} represents what winemaker Matthias Gubler believes is a synergistic blend of four grape varieties. He uses syrah for its cherries and spice, petite sirah for structure, touriga for violets and tannat for depth. This sturdy wine eloquently shows those components and deserves a place at your table, especially if the main fare is a red meat grilled or stewed. Available at Beverage City and the Wine Therapist.

Rebecca Murphy

Denver Post

Wine of the week: Terrazas de Los Andes 2005 Mendoza Malbec

Article Last Updated:12/05/2006 05:57:42 PM MST

Terrazas de Los Andes 2005 Mendoza Malbec, about $10

As you may have noticed, I've been on a white wine kick for weeks. Sorry; it's my method to stave off Seasonal Affective Disorder.

But enough! The light has faded and sudden snowstorms are a fact of life. Might as well break out the big reds. Big, however, doesn't have to mean 16 percent alcohol with pruney gobs of sun-baked fruit. I prefer wines that are big on flavor yet have some class as well - like this malbec, from the cooler heights of Mendoza.

It's as juicy as a perfectly ripe cherry, meaty yet mouthwatering. And it's terrific with Sunday's pot roast.

Imported by Moët Hennessy USA, New York|Tara Q. Thomas

Clooney, Aykroyd, Paltrow & Paltrow

Article Last Updated:12/05/2006 07:10:11 PM MST

George Clooney, on a recent appearance on "Late Show With David Letterman," said he deep-fried a 20-pound turkey for Thanksgiving this year. "The secret to it is the pot has to be bigger than the turkey," said Clooney, who admitted the bird is not necessarily healthy. "Everyone comes over and thinks it's great because it's 400 sticks of butter. So if you can't feel your left arm, it's probably a good meal."

Dan Aykroyd is producing a line of moderately priced wines from Chile, California, Italy, Spain and Canada, according to Canadian gossip columnist Shinan Govani. Aykroyd has turned to his friend novelist Jay McInerney to be on his "tasting panel," Govani reported.

Gwyneth Paltrow, on another reason she prefers living in the U.K., in an interview with NS magazine in Portugal: "I love the English lifestyle, it's not as capitalistic as America. People don't talk about work and money. They talk about interesting things at dinner."

Cameron Paltrow, in an interview with GQ magazine, said: "I used to be able to eat anything I wanted and then go right to bed. Fried chicken, onion rings, half a bottle of wine. But as you get older, your insides rebel. ... They just go 'Uh-uh! Gonna eat these cheese fries? See how you sleep!' And then you're tossing and turning all night."

Emma Thompson, in an interview with London Telegraph on dating her future husband, Greg Wise: "When we first got together, he cooked meals for me. Every night. I couldn't believe it. I thought, This man's got staying power."
Detroit News

Henriot makes party sparkle

Madeline Triffon

Don't miss: Henriot "Brut Souverain" Champagne, France, $42

Style: Dry and refined, with crisp citrus and rich apple pastry flavors.

Nothing sets the tone for a party quite like French Champagne. For a wine lover to recognize that it still rules the roost as the benchmark for quality bubbles is merely honest, not snobby!

Henriot (pronounced on-ree-oh) is a family-owned Champagne house whose style is utterly elegant and subtle. In the 1600s, the Henriots started as growers of Chardonnay in the Côte des Blancs, a district where the white grape Chardonnay dominates. The Brut Souverain is a multi-vintage blend of 40 percent Chardonnay and 60 percent Pinot Noir, with a third of the cuvée made up of reserve wines.

The Champagne's grace is no doubt due in part to the high proportion of Chardonnay coming from Grand Cru vineyards. Green apple and fresh lime flavors are deepened by brioche and roasted nut aromas. Ephemeral, light-bodied and smooth, the finish lingers as does the bright mouthfeel.

For retail sources: Contact L & L Wine World at dannyann@ sbcglobal.net

Welcome to our holiday casa!

A most effective way to express generous holiday hospitality is to set up a Champagne station near the front door. All you need is an ice bucket and flute glasses on a credenza or a side table. Offering your guests a glass of bubbly after the chorus of "hello's" subsides is a warm welcome indeed. Sure, some folks will opt for beer or a cocktail, but don't be surprised if you hear more than one say, "Sure, why not?"

The texture of a really fine sparkling wine is not so much frothy as pleasantly cleansing. And there aren't many holiday hors d'oeuvres that won't be happily tamed by a glass of Champagne. Invite your friends to try a sip of crisp Champ with homemade country pâté on toasted baguette or hot cheese fondue. It's a decadent contrast that perpetuates an indulgent sip-munch-sip fest.

Chilling a bottle of Champagne is essential, not just so that its flavor shines, but especially for safety's sake. Opening a warm bottle is an invitation for the cork to explode out, dousing you, nicking the chandelier and endangering your audience.

A bottle will get cold enough if left in the fridge overnight. But if you want to get the temp down in a hurry, make an ice bath in a tub or a bowl deep enough for the water to reach the neck of the bottle. The slurry should be like a thick ice stew, with plenty of cubes and water. A useful trick is to throw in a handful of salt. The ice will melt more quickly and chill the bottle tout suite!

If you are having a party during the wintertime and live on the ground floor, you can put the scenic snow banks to good use -- just bury the bottles in the powder, with their pretty foil necks sticking out. Or, put the whole case on the patio, along with your bags of ice.

It is not a cute idea to put the bottle in the freezer. Chances are terrific that you will forget about it, and it will go "BOOM!"
Houston Chronicle

Italian winery pursues a unique sense of style

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

Copyright 2006 Houston Chronicle

Although the valet parkers at the Alden Hotel made a valiant effort to keep me dry, the monsoon a few weeks ago soaked me before I could get inside. I was all wet.

And I was stressed. I had to leave one tasting with an old friend to meet these folks, and then I was off to another. Short time frames can mean short shrift.

But in the end, the effort — rain and all — was worth it, because the wines were good, the prices reasonable and the story an interesting one.

I sat down with Filiberto Massone, who is marketing and sales manager for an Italian winery called Azienda Agricola Marchesi Incisa della Rocchetta. The name may sound familiar; his mother, Barbara Incisa della Rocchetta, is the winery owner and a cousin on the side of the Incisa family that owns one of Italy's most famous wineries, Sassicaia.

That's pretty fast company.

Obviously, these are not Johnny-come-latelies in the wine biz. They can trace their family roots in the Monferrato region of northwest Italy's Piedmont back 1,000 years.

"We have 17 hectares," he said. That's roughly 50 acres. On those 50 acres are several varietals, including barbera, often called the "second" grape of Piedmont after nebbiolo; grig- nolino (not available in Houston); and pinot noir, which they call pinot nero.

Pinot noir? It can be world-class in Burgundy, California, Oregon and New Zealand, but it really isn't Italy's cup of vino. Of the handful of Italian pinots I've tried, the only one that comes to mind is ... well, there isn't one.

"Our pinot noir," Massone said, sensing my skepticism, "isn't American style or French style. It has its own style."

And you know what? I really liked it. It's unlike any other pinot noir I've had, but it's a pretty wine, light (but not wimpy), floral, with good fruit and a pleasing finish. Unique.

The family also makes a blend of barbera and pinot noir (a first for me), called Rollone, that's a nice red wine, but one looking for an identity. Massone said it "has the elegance of pinot noir and the strength of barbera." No sale, but the '04 is only the second vintage; call it a work in progress.

Then there's the barbera. In many places barbera is a blending grape. It used to be fairly important in California, where many early winemakers were Italian, and it gained a foothold in Argentina for the same reason.

But this barbera, which comes from two vineyards with vines up to 50 years old, is no blender. It's a very well-balanced wine with good fruit and structure and the trademark barbera notes of violets, plums and cherries. It stands on its own, and it's a keeper.

But I wasn't. My 45 minutes were up — time to go.

At least the monsoon was over by then. Maybe I wasn't all wet, after all.

The wines of Azienda Agricola Marchesi Incisa della Rocchetta

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

* * * * * = Outstanding

* * * * = Fine

* * * = Good

* * = Fair

* = Poor

(*) = indicates ageability

The wines of Azienda Agricola Marchesi Incisa della Rocchetta are handled by Serendipity Wine Imports of San Antonio. Contact Steve Butterfield, 2643 Mossrock No. 125, San Antonio, TX 78330 (832-654-4247 or e-mail spbutterfield1@aol.com).

• 2003 Marchese Leopoldo Nero — * * * * — an elegant wine, light, floral, with cranberry nuances, good acidity and a lingering finish, perfect with salmon or prime rib; but beware: this is NOT red burgundy, nor is it New World pinot; $28.

• 2004 Rollone — * * * — unusual blend of pinot noir and barbera, with plum, cranberry and cola, fair acidity and not overly alcoholic; this is the second vintage, giving the winery an outlet for young pinot-noir vines; stay tuned; $30.

• 2002 Sant'Emiliano Barbera d'Asti — * * * * 1/2 — yummy wine, with all kinds of plum and bing-cherry nuances, along with a touch of vanilla from small oak barrels; good acidity and perfect weight, not too light, not too heavy; $33.

A pair of 2004 Wishing Tree wines

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

Copyright 2006 Houston Chronicle

* * * * * = Outstanding

* * * * = Fine

* * * = Good

* * = Fair

* = Poor

(*) = indicates ageability

• History: John Larchet gets around. He's Irish, has lived in Canada and Chicago and started importing hard-to-get Australian wines a dozen years ago.

His company, the Australian Premium Wine Collection, represents perhaps 20 fine Aussie producers.

Larchet also has started his own label, Wishing Tree. It seems that, as a child, he and his siblings would take respite beneath the branches of an outsize oak tree.

"To gain a few minutes peace," he says, "our parents told us (that) if we made a wish under this tree, it would come true"

There are a couple of Wishing Tree wines in this market.

The 2004 Wishing Tree "Unoaked" Chardonnay — * * * * — is very nice, with good fruit and acidity. Problem is, there isn't much to go around.

The 2004 Wishing Tree Shiraz — * * * * — is a bright, juicy, slightly spicy red wine that really reaches beyond its station. And there's plenty of it here.

• Pairings: for the chardonnay, think fish, especially shellfish, as well as chicken or pasta with a cream sauce. For the shiraz, it's burgers and brats, maybe even shrimp off the barbie.

• Suggested retail: $11.

• From: Prestige Wine Cellars
LA Times

Wine of the Week

2005 Franz Hirtzberger 'Rotes Tor' Grüner Veltliner Federspiel

S. Irene Virbila

December 6, 2006

Franz Hirtzberger is a star in the Wachau, the region of Austria famous for world-class dry whites made on steep, terraced vineyards west of Vienna. With a little luck, you can still find his beguiling "Rotes Tor" Grüner Veltliner from the excellent 2005 vintage. (The federspiel refers to a level of ripeness.) What I love about this wine is its fragrance — all ripe, golden fruit, with a touch of bitter citrus. The taste is of green apples and white pepper, along with a deep-seated minerality and a zingy acidity.

It's an incredibly versatile food wine, shining with chilled seafood platters or smoked salmon on blinis or bialys. It sets off a rich pumpkin soup too, and goes well with pan-fried trout or grilled fish.

Quick swirl

Region: Wachau, Austria

Price: About $28

Style: Crisp, dry

Food it goes with: Chilled seafood, smoked trout and salmon

Where you find it: Manhattan Fine Wines in Manhattan Beach, (310) 374-3454; Mission Wines in South Pasadena, (626) 403-9463; Wine Exchange in Orange, (714) 974-1454 and (800) 76WINEX.

Miami Herald

Pore, then pour: Some book reviews

Fred Tasker

ftasker@MiamiHerald.com

Herewith my annual mini-reviews of the year's most fascinating wine books:

• The Oxford Companion to Wine, Third Edition, by Jancis Robinson (Oxford, $65). This is the bible -- the bible, I tell you -- of wine. With more than 4,000 alphabetical entries, from abboccato (a medium sweet Italian wine) to zymase (a fermentation enzyme), it's the best overall reference on the market. She lists 167 in-country contributors, from John Platter in South Africa to Gábor Rohály in Hungary. If the CIA had a network like this, it would have avoided that gaffe about weapons of mass destruction.

• The Book of Sake; a Connoisseur's Guide by Philip Harper, (Kodansha, $25): Written by the first non-Japanese sake ''master brewer,'' it explains what it is (rice beer), how it's made (don't ask) and how to enjoy it (served cool, in regular wine glasses). And it warns that trying to drink beer with sushi will create what the Japanese call namagusai, literally ``raw stink.''

• What to Drink With What You Eat by Andrew Dornenburg and Karen Page (Bulfinch, $35). This takes some novel approaches to wine-food pairing. One is to pair light and heavy foods to light and heavy wines. And it gives you a list of wines from the lightest to the heaviest (chablis to viognier in whites, beaujolais to zinfandel in reds). I've tried this method, and I like it. It also gives some unusual pairings (cucumbers with riesling, rosé champagne with cumin). It'll get you arguing with your foodie friends.

• The Complete Idiot's Guide to Wine Basics by Tara Q. Thomas (Alpha, $18.95): These idiots' books are great. This one straightens us out on the names of grapes and wines, points out that sauvignon blanc really can smell like cat pee, argues that sophisticated sippers like slightly sweet wines. It'll help you fight off your wine bully friends. Only problem: It's awkward to cite your source in an argument.

• A Wine Miscellany: A Jaunt Through the Whimsical World of Wine by Graham Harding (Clarkson Potter, $16.95). Just funny, unrelated facts about wine. Examples: Michel Chapoutier, a top Rhne wine producer, was so impressed by musician Ray Charles that he now prints his labels in Braille. Cleavage Creek, a California winery, produces ''jug'' wines and donates 10 percent of profits to breast-cancer research. Info like this can make you the biggest bore at any wine tasting.

• Marilyn Merlot and the Naked Grape: Odd Wines from Around the World by Peter F. May, (Quirk, $16.95): Brief stories of oddly named wines like ''Blue Christmas'' (named after Elvis' song) and ''Goats do Roam'' (a South African play on the French wine Ctes du Rne, although it turns out the goats did once get out and eat some of the vines). And it turns out that Cleavage Creek happened when Jeff and Barbara Connors decided to honor Barbara's grandmother, a breast-cancer survivor. The buxom woman on the label is another breast-cancer survivor. Their cabernet sauvignon is described as ``full-bodied.''

• The Simple and Savvy Wine Guide by Leslie Sbrocco (Morrow, $14.95): Sbrocco, whose first book was Wine for Women, continues the theme here. Her chapter on ''Girls Night In: Celebration of Femme Fatale Wines,'' lists 33 wines by women winemakers or winery owners including Gina Gallo's chardonnay and Alexandre Marnier-Lapostolle's Casa Lapostolle Merlot. No mention of Cleavage Creek.
NY Times

Settling in, Glass in Hand, to Read of Wine

By ERIC ASIMOV

USED to be you could tell the time of year in New York by the weather, but you can’t always count on that anymore. This week’s chill was preceded by a spell of humid muck that required other means for gauging the season. Like the Christmas trees on the streets, despite the salesmen in shorts. And, for me at least, the wine books that engulf my desk before the holidays.

Not that I mind. Most people who love wine love reading about wine, the regions where it is made and the people who make it. Among this year’s crop, here are six volumes that I found especially noteworthy.

The third edition of The Oxford Companion to Wine (Oxford University Press, $65), edited by Jancis Robinson, is the one essential book for any wine-lover. The wine world has evolved since the last edition in 1999, and this encyclopedic work keeps pace with new information on issues like climate change, biodynamic viticulture and globalization, and emerging wine regions like Canada and eastern Europe.

Ms. Robinson harnessed the talents of a battalion of contributors, which makes for expert perspectives but uneven writing, from lyrical to tongue-twistingly scientific. Nonetheless, the book is a necessity for those in the wine business, and it offers highly pleasurable browsing for anybody who is remotely curious about why wine is so compelling.

With their emphasis on tasting notes and vintages, shopping guides can be hard slogging, but three new ones offer absorbing reading. Foremost among them is The Wines of France: The Essential Guide for Savvy Shoppers (Ten Speed Press, $19.95) by Jacqueline Friedrich, whose last book, “The Wine and Food Guide to the Loire,” published in 1996, cries out for a new edition. In this book she embraces France region by region, offering opinionated reviews of producers and concise demystifications of the French nomenclature that bedevils American consumers.

Ms. Friedrich does not try to be complete, but she clearly understands the trends that are reshaping the French wine industry. She shows a marked preference for what she calls hypernatural wines, those made with the least intervention possible, yet she is sympathetic to styles that would seem to be diametrically opposite, like the plush, oaky garagiste wines of St.-Émilion.

Matt Kramer, the provocative Wine Spectator columnist, turns his attention to Italy in Making Sense of Italian Wine: Discovering Italy’s Greatest Wines and Best Values (Running Press, $24.95). In previous volumes Mr. Kramer investigated in great detail the many facets of terroir in Burgundy and in California. In a departure, this book is a primer, intended for those only beginning to come under the spell of vino Italiano, who don’t know their Barolos from their brunellos.

Mr. Kramer can present even the most familiar thought in a stimulating guise. His brief essays on Italian wine culture are well grounded in history, while his critiques of styles and producers are clear and opinionated. Two quibbles: there are too many typos, and Mr. Kramer gives surprisingly short shrift to brunello di Montalcino. Given its importance in the marketplace, he should have explained his reasoning.

Stephen Tanzer is the editor and publisher of International Wine Cellar, a newsletter. His controlled prose is overshadowed by that of the more flamboyant Robert M. Parker Jr.’s Wine Advocate. Sometimes it’s hard to tell where Mr. Tanzer’s tastes lie, as he conscientiously considers each wine. But in his new book, The WineAccess Buyer’s Guide: The World’s Best Wines and Where to Find Them (Sterling Publishing, $14.95), he loosens up and offers more personal evaluations.

Mr. Tanzer visits wine regions around the world and offers quick assessments of the producers he considers to be the best, without confining himself to hard-to-find cult winemakers. It is compact, concise and clear, and it couldn’t be more useful.

Much has already been written about Jay McInerney’s book A Hedonist in the Cellar: Adventures in Wine (Alfred A. Knopf, $24), a collection of the monthly wine columns he writes for House & Garden magazine. I will add only that it is a pleasure to see the wine world through a novelist’s playful eyes, and to feel the infectious joy he finds in great wines, places and personalities from around the world.

For all his skill as a writer, Mr. McInerney talks as an expert guiding his readers. Red, White, and Drunk All Over: A Wine-Soaked Journey From Grape to Glass (Bloomsbury, $23.95) by Natalie MacLean, a Canadian writer, takes another tack altogether. Ms. MacLean has made a name for herself on the Internet, where her site Nat Decants (nataliemaclean.com) has won numerous awards.

Ms. MacLean is the disarming Everywoman. She loves wine, loves drinking and loves getting a little buzzed. But as she follows wine’s journey from vineyard to cellar to retail shop, restaurant and dining room, she can’t help feeling insecure.

She fears embarrassing herself in front of Aubert de Villaine, the proprietor of the august Domaine de la Romanée-Conti, on a visit. Instead he opens a 1956 La Tâche for her. She takes a turn as a retail clerk and her shoes kill her. She invites friends to a tasting party, but sweats with anticipatory anxiety. She bursts into tears when confronted with an unsympathetic sommelier. “Who knew that rejecting a bottle of wine involved the same arc of emotions as Greek tragedy?” she writes.

Ms. MacLean is also flirtatious. Great wines make her feel as if she’s being undressed, while a properly uncorked bottle of Champagne opens with a “postcoital sigh.” And her point of view is distinctly female. On a glassware producer’s discovery that “content commands shape,” she notes, “But anyone who has ever bought a bra already knows that.”

At times her enthusiasm gushes like Champagne opened improperly. But ultimately, it’s a winning formula, aimed at women who are intimidated by wine, and at men who feel that way, too, but won’t admit it.
Oregonian

French vinters aim for younger drinkers

12/6/2006, 1:06 p.m. PT

By EMILY WITHROW

The Associated Press
 


PARIS (AP) — Forget about things improving with age. Some officials here are saying French wine needs to be made more appealing to their not-so-vintage countrymen.

Lawmakers said Wednesday that young people in France need better education on the tradition of wine-drinking, according to a report aimed at getting the country's storied but struggling wine industry back on track.

Declining consumption at home coupled with a dwindling demand for French wine abroad have pulled the French wine industry into crisis over the past 10 years.

France remains the world's most wine-thirsty country, the report said, but average consumption per person has dropped from 26 gallons, or about 423 glasses a year in 1970 to 15 gallons, about 234 glasses in 2003.

"To be French is to know wine," said lawmaker Philippe-Armand Martin, co-author of the report, which advocates educating and courting youth as means to increase consumption.

"That's not to say baby bottles should be filled with wine," Martin said, encouraging the steering of young people "toward a moderate consumption of our quality wines."

Vie Libre, an association of reformed alcoholics, said it was shocked by the report — especially by the idea of bringing a marketing message into schools.

"Vie Libre believes there can be no question of inciting minors to consume a product to which 10 percent of adults have an addictive relationship," the group said in a statement, adding that it planned to protest to lawmakers, teachers' unions and parents' federations.

The report argued that wine, in moderation, can have health benefits. But only 37 percent of French youth aged 17-25 reported liking wine, and 92 percent prefer another alcoholic beverage, the report said.

The lawmakers said young people were forgoing wine's "health benefits and tasting pleasure" with a desire for higher alcohol content. Martin and co-writer Gerard Voisin, both members of the conservative ruling party UMP, cited a 2005 national survey that linked decreased wine consumption among youths with an increase in drunkenness.

To boost sales overseas, the report proposes an international campaign promoting the "originality and superiority" of French wine. Sales of wines from China, the United States and Australia have inched up in the last 10 years, edging out French producers. In France, a government crackdown on drunken driving in recent years has also hurt sales.

Chronic overproduction has compounded the problem, sending surplus wine to the distillery to be boiled down to pure alcohol. Until last year, so-called "crisis distillations" were only for the cheapest table wines. Last year, quality wines joined the ranks of wine that was distilled.

To try to keep prices steady, the European Union has resorted to paying vintners to destroy billions of bottles each year — the EU distilled 740 million gallons of wine in 2005.

Other recommendations in the report include revamping vintners' training, simplifying bottle labels, classifying wines by three sweeping categories, and creating two national departments in charge of wine and its exportation.

San Francisco Chronicle

WINEMAKER OF THE YEAR: Paul Draper

Ridge Vineyards' leader proves the virtues of tradition

- Jon Bonné, Chronicle Wine Editor

Friday, December 8, 2006

Let's consider what Paul Draper hasn't done.

Draper, 70, the longtime winemaker and CEO for Ridge Vineyards, hasn't tinkered with Pinot Noir. He barely even dabbles in white wines. Though he worked with more than 100 Zinfandel vineyards in 38 vintages at Ridge, he's slashed that back to a modest 14.

And though Draper has made Cabernet Sauvignon with fruit from Santa Maria to Mendocino, including an Eisele Vineyard bottling that harnessed some of Napa's most coveted soils, he abandoned nearly all in favor of the vineyard that has become the source for one of the best Cabernets in the nation, if not the world.

"Gradually we just said all of these require winemaking from us to make great wines, whereas Monte Bello doesn't," he says.

Simply for the consistent excellence of his wines in the course of nearly four decades, Draper could easily have claimed our top honor this year. Two Ridge wines scored spots on The Chronicle's Top 100 Wines; neither is the paradigmatic Monte Bello, which wasn't tasted for the Top 100 (but which we'll return to shortly).

One was the 2003 Ridge Santa Cruz Mountains Chardonnay ($30), no small feat considering that Ridge is a red-wine house.

The other wine, the 2004 Lytton Springs Zinfandel ($33), composes half of Ridge's renowned Zinfandel duo. While it's sometimes said that the world is split into Geyserville drinkers and Lytton Springs drinkers, the 2003 Geyserville's presence on last year's Top 100 indicates that we -- like many Ridge fans -- want it both ways.

Draper's exquisite Zinfandels, and his longtime championing of that grape, would have earned him the honor too. Though Zinfandel is usually enjoyed young, Draper frequently advocates waiting 10 years or more -- and his aged Zins show remarkable finesse.

But that's not what was on our minds. We were thinking of Paris.

The Judgment of Paris tasting, to be precise, marked this past May with a retasting of the wines that put California on par with Bordeaux. In 1976, Ridge's 1971 Monte Bello placed a respectable fifth. This time around, it was a clear sweep for the '71. Though the French barred a head-to-head tasting of younger wines, Draper's 2000 Monte Bello topped the list of California wines and received the second-highest number of points among red wines from the official panelists, just behind the 2000 Chateau Margaux. Not bad for a modest Cabernet from the Santa Cruz Mountains, and a very worthy reason to name him our 2006 Winemaker of the Year.

When not at his office at Ridge's historic facility outside Cupertino, Draper spends his time at home with Maureen, his wife of 31 years, who is a musician and author, and Bodhi, his 2-year-old Samoyed, who's also a frequent presence at the winery. Ridge's winemaking team, including Monte Bello winemaker Eric Baugher, Lytton Springs winemaker John Olney and vineyard operations vice president David Gates, have taken on more day-to-day decisions. But as a senior figure in California's wine industry, Draper is hardly content to quietly pass the reins. His transparent winemaking style continues to highlight the unique qualities of Ridge's handful of extraordinary vineyards.

At the same time, while never vitriolic, he is a frank critic of an industry he views as eagerly seduced by flashy wines meant to be uncorked almost before they've passed the winery gates.

Draper studied philosophy at Stanford, and though his well-known label notes take on a wonky, just-the-facts demeanor, his view of wine can be almost spiritual. He is frustrated that a generation of winemakers is paying lip service to terroir and seems to be drowning out wine's historic meaning.

"It was traditionally the central symbol for transformation, because the grape transforms itself simply by being broken by man, because it transforms itself with nothing else," Draper offers. "If that interests you at all, you then say the character comes from the vineyard, it doesn't come from the winemaker."

In practical terms, that means no non-native yeasts or enzymes are used at Ridge. No chemicals beyond sulfur dioxide. No mysterious antimicrobial compounds.

Draper's devotion to traditional practices dates back to his post-college days making wine in Chile in the mid-1960s and studying 19th-century Bordeaux texts in the native French. He was drawn to Ridge after tasting the 1962 and 1964 Monte Bello, made in old oak barrels with native yeasts and natural malolactic fermentation. The vineyard's history was a draw too: The first Monte Bello vines were planted in the 1880s and replanted in the 1940s.

Always tasting

Over the years, Draper has embraced modern techniques -- in moderation. Olney, based in Healdsburg, is installing temperature-control systems on the tanks at its Lytton Springs winery, which was completed in 2003. And though Ridge uses field blends for many of its wines, co-fermenting grapes from a particular slice of vineyard, Draper and Olney vinify the wines in small batches from individual parcels, which allows them to fine-tune. Draper tastes almost every day, invites nearly everyone at the winery to lend their palate and encourages discussion.

"He's a relentless taster, and he has to be absolutely convinced that we've made the best selection," Olney says. "His passion for taking every step seriously is infectious."

Why is Draper so eager to don a provocateur's cloak? For one, his Monte Bello, from 108 acres of estate plantings, is an anomaly. It clocks in at just over 13 percent alcohol, a modest number even for Bordeaux. The Santa Cruz Mountains vineyard, with its 2,660-foot top elevation, wind-whipped slopes and limestone soils, evades comparison even with its neighbors. While most U.S. vintners are obsessed with French oak, Draper uses air-dried American oak to subtle effect. The wine speaks not of luscious California fruit but of the freshness and refinement of a fine Claret.

It was this effort to create a unique, world-class wine that attracted Ridge's current hands-off owner, pharmaceutical magnate Akihiko Otsuka, who purchased the winery from its founders in 1986 but only visits once a year to walk the vineyards and taste wine.

Draper's criticisms can be mild, as when he ribs Napa counterparts like longtime acquaintance Doug Shafer of Shafer Vineyards, whose Hillside Select Cabernet Sauvignon Draper singles out as a true expression of terroir. Shafer recalls the moment he confessed to Draper that, after a decade or more, he could detect a consistent, unique quality in the Hillside Select fruit. "He was cute," Shafer says. "He looked at me and said, 'You've finally got it, don't you?' "

But when it comes to high-alcohol wines, Draper is unsparing. Though he acknowledges climate instability is a growing problem, he dismisses global warming -- a popular explanation for highly ripe fruit -- as "an excuse." He grows frustrated when discussing such practices as extended hang times that produce Brix levels (a measure of sugar content) of 28 or more. The resulting alcohol levels above 15 percent often are reduced by controversial techniques like reverse osmosis, in which alcohol is filtered out using a special membrane.

"To make that a standard part of your practice because you think you're going to get 95 points consistently, that's a tragic choice," he says.

But Draper's harshest words may be reserved for winemaking schools, specifically UC Davis, which Draper sees as ignoring wine's long history in favor of an "industrial process" that embraces all the science and none of the art: "Basically Davis rejected traditional winemaking as old wives' tales that made bad wine. That was the shock to me."

'Something authentic'

It's hard for a vintner to cast stones without admitting his own sin. Draper's criticism gained significant cred after he resorted to reverse osmosis to reduce alcohol in some of his 2002 Zinfandel from York Creek. He released it as Spring Mountain District Zinfandel and, of course, noted its use on the back label.

There have been other moments of so-called heresy. Ridge briefly experimented with microbullage, for instance, in which tiny amounts of oxygen are used to soften a wine's tannins.

So Draper is hardly a Luddite. He gladly acknowledges science's role in wine, and praises technologies like ozone generators, used to sterilize barrel surfaces, that are not without controversy. Ridge's wine lab, a nod to the Stanford research backgrounds of its original founders, is packed with spectrometers and liquid and gas chromatographs, and may be the foremost in the world for a winery of its size. Draper's only mandate is that the lab is used to analyze, not tweak, the wine.

At times Draper can sound professorial, though he has no intention to teach winemaking beyond the confines of his winery. But he is exceedingly proud of having created a culture of inquisitiveness at Ridge, where the past is revered but even the tiniest aspect of winemaking is questioned.

"It leads to trying to do something well, trying to make something of excellence, something of consistency and something authentic, something that is real," he says. "I guess that would be at the heart of the matter for me."

Monte Bello, and the rest of the Ridge wines, are proof that Draper's relentless desire to improve has earned him a rightful place in the annals of American wine. Podcasts at sfgate.com/blogs/podcasts

WINEMAKERS TO WATCH

ADAM AND DIANNA LEE: Siduri Wines and Novy Family Wines

How to make great wines without a vineyard

- Jane Tunks, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, December 8, 2006

Adam and Dianna Lee have come a long way since their college drinking days -- Adam recalls drinking bottles of Ernest & Julio Gallo, while his wife, Dianna, says she was "drinking wine out of the box."

Since they released their first Pinot Noir in 1994, the Texas natives have become known for turning out some of the most coveted single-vineyard wines in California under the labels Siduri Wines and Novy Family Wines from a Santa Rosa industrial park.

Though the Lees weren't the first winemakers to make great wines without their own vineyards -- they were inspired by Williams Selyem, for instance -- they have set an example for other up-and-coming winemakers that you don't need an estate to make great wine. It is a template likely to become more common in coming years.

Because they don't own any land, the winemakers source their fruit from all over the West Coast, from the Santa Rita Hills to the Willamette Valley. They exploit each vineyard's unique terroir, resulting in such well-regarded wines as the 2004 Siduri Sapphire Hill Vineyard Russian River Valley Pinot Noir ($42) and the 2004 Novy Page-Nord Vineyard Napa Valley Syrah ($32) -- both of which made the Chronicle's Top 100 Wines this year.

"We're really conscious of sourcing from truly special vineyards," Adam says. "The thing that is most important to us is that the wines really show a distinct sense of place."

Adam, 42, and Dianna, 36, call their style "gentle winemaking" -- they use some cultured yeast, but they don't make any additions after fermentation, and don't fine or filter the wines. The Lone Star transplants moved to California in 1992 and launched Siduri in 1993 with just $24,000. Not only did they lack the financial clout of corporate-backed, land-owning wineries, the couple had no winemaking experience.

"At the very beginning," says Dianna, "we didn't know anything at all."

"Everything we knew about winemaking was from reading books," adds Adam.

So the Lees put an ad in Wine Country Classifieds looking for grapes to buy by the acre instead of the ton, because they read (in Matt Kramer's "Making Sense of Burgundy") that Pinot Noir responds best to low-yielding vines.

"We ended up finding a vineyard in Anderson Valley that was willing to sell grapes to us," says Adam. The couple made 4 1/2 barrels that they thought tasted pretty darned good.

Influential critic Robert M. Parker Jr. agreed. The '94 vintage -- their first -- garnered a 90-plus in 1995, giving them enough momentum to sell futures, raising capital for the next year's crop.

The couple, who married just after their first harvest, now source fruit from 27 different vineyards -- and they visit each one up to a dozen times throughout the growing season. More than 800 miles separate Cargasacchi Vineyard in the Santa Rita Hills near Santa Barbara, from Shaw Mountain Vineyard in Oregon's Willamette Valley.

"It is challenging (to get fruit from all of these different vineyards) but it helped us learn faster," Adam says.

Still, there are advantages to sourcing from so many growing regions. "Every harvest for us is like three different harvests," Adam says. "You learn almost three times as fast in some ways."

Adam and Diana make all the viticultural decisions about managing the grapevines, and most importantly, when to pick the fruit. This high level of involvement by winemakers who didn't own the land was unusual when they started out.

"Having set sections (in vineyards) and control of them was certainly really new when we started in '94," Adam says.

Once they get the fruit to the warehouse that doubles as their winery, their goal is to enhance the grapes' character.

"We do use yeast, and we do use different kinds of oak -- and we'll do different fermentation temperatures or different punch-down regimes -- but we're paying attention to what's already there," Diana explains.

They must be doing something right because Siduri Wines and Novy Family Wines, a second label that they launched in 1998, have been in The Chronicle's Top 100 for the last two years, and Siduri also made the list in 2003.

Though the wines are highly sought after, the couple strives to keep price increases modest. For example, the Siduri Pisoni Vineyard Pinot Noir, their most expensive bottle, was priced at $48 when it was first released in 1998 -- today it's just $53.

Novy Family Wines is best known for its Syrahs, but it also serves as a "lab" for the adventurous winemakers to try out new varietals. "We always come up with a plaything each year." The result of one so-called experiment is the 2005 Novy Oley dessert wine, a late-harvest blend of Viognier and Chardonnay.

This year, the couple is experimenting with Nebbiolo, the notoriously finicky Italian grape of Barolo and Barbaresco, from Stolpman Vineyard in Santa Ynez. "That's kind of in some ways, maybe, my midlife crisis," Adam says.

The Lees say their "play wines" pose a challenge each year that keeps them on their toes. If their mastering of Pinot Noir and Syrah is any indication, wine drinkers have a lot to look forward to.

KRISTIN BELAIR: Honig Vineyard & Winery

The approach is quirky, but the wines are serious

- Stacy Finz, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, December 8, 2006

Two weeks into her job at Honig Vineyard & Winery, winemaker Kristin Belair was recruited by her co-workers to pose as Fran, the hysterical housewife, on one of the company's famous marketing postcards.

Since then, she's donned a mermaid suit and long blond wig, masqueraded as a backup singer for rocker Robert Palmer's look-alike and authored the phony romance novel "Vineyards of Desire" -- all in the name of advertising.

Honig is not your staid Napa Valley winery. Every year it's turned into a studio for two weeks in which employees build sets, create costumes and pose in zany scenarios for the postcards that are mailed annually to wine retailers, restaurants and consumers. And Belair loves every minute of it.

"When she came here she was like a wilted flower," says manager Michael Honig. "She had come here from a winery that for whatever reason wasn't letting her do what she wanted. My philosophy is to find people who are smarter than me and let them do their jobs."

In the last nine years at Honig, Belair's been making richly textured Cabernet and Sauvignon Blanc reminiscent of those from France's Loire Valley. The winery has gained a devoted following thanks to its wink-wink marketing, but Belair's affordable food-friendly wines have consistently drawn plenty of attention on their own. In fact, Honig's 2003 Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon was chosen this year to be one of The Chronicle's Top 100 Wines. Of the Napa Cabs on the list it's the second least expensive, retailing for $35.

The 47-year-old has been producing about 10,000 cases of Cab and 30,000 cases of Sauvignon Blanc a year for the family-owned Rutherford winery, which started as a 68-acre ranch purchased by Louis Honig in 1964.

Louis Honig planted Sauvignon Blanc and Cabernet Sauvignon grapes and sold them to local wineries. He had hoped to one day make his own wine, but died before that happened. In honor of their patriarch, the family made 2,000 cases of Sauvignon Blanc in 1981. And from that the business was started.

It has since grown from a two-person operation to a company with 22 employees. The winery is relatively small compared with many of its Napa Valley neighbors, and its quirky approach is the exception in Rutherford, but its wines are a serious business. And Belair is at the forefront.

"I have quite a bit of say on the style of the wines we make," she says. "But with freedom comes a lot of responsibility.

"I want to make a consistent wine," Belair continues. "But it's not like working from a recipe -- it's always evolving."

Honig says Belair's wines are a lot like her personality -- "subtle with great depth and style."

"Her wines are never aggressive," he says. "They're never in your face."

What attracted Belair to the field -- after first considering careers in psychology and biochemistry while studying at UC Davis -- was the fact that she could blend her love of science with her desire to make art. So she joined the school's enology program.

"I have a broad range of interests," she says. "What really drew me in (to winemaking) was the possibility of doing everything. It's like cooking on a grand scale."

After graduating from college in 1981, Belair took a harvesting job at Trefethen Vineyards in Napa. She was the first woman to work in the cellar, filling, emptying, cleaning and topping barrels -- learning the business from the ground up. Four years later, after working at several small wineries and learning the art of handcrafted wines, she took a job at Johnson Turnbull Vineyards (now Turnbull Wine Cellars). She worked there for 13 years, making Chardonnay and Bordeaux-style reds.

"I'm not so particular about varietals as much as I just really love making wine," Belair says, adding that creating Sauvignon Blanc has been "more fun than I thought" because there's a faster turnaround.

As far as her drinking tastes, the winemaker says that with the exception of Chardonnay, she doesn't play favorites with varietals, instead seeking out wines with subtle and balanced flavors. "For me wine is a contextual thing," she says. "I stay away from wines with super-high alcohol content and ones that are too oaky. In a Cab I like red and black fruitiness without too much jamminess. In a Sauvignon Blanc my preference is more toward the balance between citrus and tropical fruit."

Belair says she's not a wine collector because her first love is in the making, not in the drinking. She says she's always stretching her skills because every harvest brings new challenges. For example, she says, 2004's warm spring brought an early crop, which was drastically different from 2005, when rain delayed the harvest. "There isn't a normal year anymore," Belair says. "You just never know what's going to happen with the weather or the conditions. So every year you wind up with raw ingredients that are different from the last crop. I'm trying different things all the time."

She says it will take her another 10 years before she considers herself an expert. In the meantime, she's honing her skills and blending family life with winemaking.

Her plans for the future: "If I ever retire, like when I'm 70 or something, I'd like to do some consulting work in other parts of the country or even overseas."

ADAM LAZARRE AND PAUL CLIFTON: Hahn Estates

A push for quality in bargain bottles

- W. Blake Gray, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, December 8, 2006

In a sea of unremarkable $10 wines from California, the Cycles Gladiator lineup -- introduced this year -- stands out immediately. The fruit-forward wines taste far better than almost all of their peers.

Hahn Estates winemakers Adam LaZarre and Paul Clifton, who make the Cycles Gladiator wines, have done this before.

They created the HRM Rex Goliath brand, which was so good that it grew from 19,000 cases in 2002, its initial year, to 300,000 cases in 2005, helped by enthusiastic recommendations from wine shops and critics.

Hahn sold Rex Goliath to Constellation Brands in 2005, so LaZarre and Clifton rolled up their sleeves and started over on Cycles Gladiator, with immediate success.

They also make Hahn's other wines, including the 2003 Smith & Hook Grand Reserve Santa Lucia Highlands Cabernet Sauvignon ($25) that made The Chronicle's Top 100 wines of 2006.

But even that wine is not as eye-opening as its cheaper sibling, the 2004 Cycles Gladiator Central Coast Cabernet Sauvignon ($10), which may be the best $10 Cabernet in the state.

What's their secret? How do a former Navy radar specialist (LaZarre) and a surfer from Salinas (Clifton) produce deliciousness at a price point where so many others settle for competence?

They decline the credit, saying the key is the 1,000 acres of vineyards owned by Hahn Estates in Monterey County and Paso Robles.

"It's always best to have grapes from both a warm climate and a cool climate," LaZarre says. "We get the dark, peppery, brooding fruit of Monterey with the warm, light, raspberry fruit of Paso Robles."

They also make their cheap wines similarly to the more expensive ones, keeping each block of grapes separate from the others until the final blend.

"We can say, 'Maybe this block of Cabernet's a little herbaceous,' " Clifton says. "Maybe we need to pull a few more leaves."

The duo has learned how to divide responsibilities.

LaZarre, 43, has enough charm to smuggle large amounts of wine -- which was prohibited -- onto his military base on Diego Garcia Island in the Indian Ocean. ("I made friends with all the British customs guys," he says.) He's the public face of the team and spends 30 weeks a year on the road marketing the wines. He also makes most decisions on when to harvest.

Clifton, 38, who did two different university stints on the south island of New Zealand because "it's one of the only places on the planet where you can surf and ski on the same day," is in charge of the estate grapes and the day-to-day winemaking. His job was more complicated this year because his wife, Rebecca, Hahn's cellar master, had their first child, Ella.

"Rebecca helped through harvest. We handed off the baby to each other at the winery," Clifton says.

Starting next year, Clifton and LaZarre will have more separation of roles. Hahn Estates has always been known for value brands, but will also begin producing two limited-production lineups. Clifton will be in charge of Lucienne brand Pinot Noirs from Santa Lucia Highlands, while LaZarre will be able to "do whatever I want" with 62 acres of grapes from the St. Gabrielle Vineyard on the west side of Paso Robles, which is planted to all five Bordeaux varietals, Syrah and a few other Rhone grapes. Those wines will bear the name Gaby.

LaZarre already makes 100 cases annually of Pinot Noir under his own label ("LaZarre") that he says he sells only to restaurants that are loyal Hahn customers.

All the small production wines could threaten the duo's focus on the 125,000 cases of Cycles Gladiator, but both say their pride keeps them striving.

"We do competitive tastings, where we pick 10 different wines that got 90 points or more and put them up against our wines," LaZarre says. "Our wines have to finish in the top three."

And if they don't?

"We've never had it that they don't," LaZarre says.

MITCHELL KATZ: Mitchell Katz Winery

Fighting for Livermore's honor

- W. Blake Gray, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, December 8, 2006

Two years ago, Livermore Valley winemaker Mitchell Katz bought a crusher/stemmer from Araujo Estate Wines in Calistoga.

"The winemaker asked, 'Where is Livermore?' That hurt," Katz says.

Livermore Valley's reputation as fine wine territory may be at its lowest ebb since before Charles Wetmore's Livermore Valley Sauterne won a Grand Prix at the 1889 Paris International Exposition. Livermore is only 40 miles from San Francisco and has 38 wineries, up from 15 in 1999. But its wines are practically impossible to find in San Francisco restaurants and wine shops, and the few famous wineries that buy grapes from Livermore often disguise that fact by using a San Francisco Bay appellation.

Livermore Valley needs a champion -- and Katz is stepping up to the role.

Katz, 43, is an unlikely candidate to be a star winemaker. He's a plumbing construction foreman with no formal winemaking education. A burly 6-foot-4, he looks every bit the former Long Beach State offensive lineman he actually is.

"People have looked at me for years as not a real winemaker," he says. "I've had guys from (UC) Davis come to the winery and say, 'I have a degree and you don't. But you're making wine.' "

Katz learned to make wine from his English grandfather, who made fruit wines because traditional wine grapes didn't ripen in England prior to global warming.

"As a 22-year-old, the closest thing I could make to a red wine was blackberry wine," he says.

By 1998 he was entering his amateur wines -- made from grapes -- in local and statewide competitions. The two gold medals he won from the Alameda County Fair were encouragement for him to start making commercial wine the same year.

Katz has an intuitive touch with red wines. The 2003 Mitchell Katz Ruby Hill Vineyard Livermore Valley Petite Sirah ($16) made The Chronicle's Top 100 wines of 2006. The wonderfully balanced 2003 Mitchell Katz Thatcher Bay Vineyard Livermore Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($18) may be even better, and the 2004 Mitchell Katz Crackerbox Vineyard Livermore Valley Sangiovese ($22) is enticing.

He also makes a delicious 2003 Menage a Trois Reserve Lodi JK's Traditional Port ($20) out of three traditional Portuguese grapes: Bastardo, Touriga Nacional and Tinto Cao. He gives credit for the port's quality to Lance Winters of Alameda's St. George Spirits, who sells him the brandy he uses to stop the grapes' fermentation.

"That's one of the best lessons I've learned in winemaking: use good brandy," Katz says.

His rough edges show in his white wines, which he admits are an afterthought.

"I'm not a huge white wine fan. You've gotta have it," says Katz, who says white wines make up 15 percent of his production. "Real wine drinkers drink red wine."

In 2002, Katz and partner Mike Callahan swung an ambitious business deal with the Wente family to move into Livermore Valley's most prestigious location: the abandoned Ruby Hill Winery, which had been severely damaged in a fire in 1989. Here Katz's construction talents served him well in rebuilding Ruby Hill into a showcase winery.

The beautiful winery now has a neighbor that provides it constant business -- the Palm Event Center, owned by Callahan and leased to a catering company, which has bookings through 2008, mostly with weddings, Katz says.

Here's where Katz could easily fall into the trap that has kept many of Livermore's small wineries from rebuilding the area's reputation: selling out small-production wines to uncritical tasting room customers, without pushing to improve quality.

"Everyone says, you shouldn't make hand-crafted wine for those people," Katz says of the wedding guests who deluge his winery for prenuptial tasting. "But some of those people know something about wine.

"I've tried to tell people, it's not about me. It's about trying to promote Livermore Valley. It doesn't matter how good a wine I make. Until everyone makes good wine, Livermore's not going to get a better name."

JIM MOORE: L’Uvaggio di Giacomo

A lone voice for Cal-Itals finds an audience

- W. Blake Gray, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, December 8, 2006

In spring 2005, industry veteran Jim Moore was on the verge of giving up his dream.

Moore, 55, had left a job as an assistant winemaker at Bonny Doon Vineyard nearly a year before to concentrate on his own label and passion, L'Uvaggio di Giacomo ("the blend of James"). He had taken the Bonny Doon job in the first place because L'Uvaggio -- which makes Italian varietal wines from California, often called Cal-Itals -- wasn't paying the bills.

But the L'Uvaggio wines were sitting around unsold. Vintages were piling up in bottles and barrels in four different locations. And without the Bonny Doon salary, he had a mortgage to pay and two daughters to put through college.

"I was actively looking around for my next reality," he says.

The problem wasn't the quality of the wines. Moore is a Cal-Ital specialist who, as an assistant winemaker at Robert Mondavi Winery in the 1980s and '90s, helped create the now defunct Cal-Ital brand La Famiglia di Robert Mondavi.

He says his Italian epiphany came in 1990 when Tim Mondavi asked him to arrange a huge tasting of foreign wines for the winemaking staff at every Mondavi property.

"Syrah looked like the next hot ticket. All the winemakers were fighting over it, saying, 'I want to make the Mondavi Syrah,' " he says. "My epiphany was: I'll just draw a line at the Alps and take everything south of it."

When he survived the removal of a non-cancerous brain tumor in 1998, he decided it was "a sign from above" to leave Mondavi after 19 years to found his difficult-to-pronounce winery.

He obviously picked up some techniques at Mondavi. His Barbera, Nebbiolo and Arneis are among the best of their kind in the United States.

The problem is that consumers simply haven't embraced Cal-Itals, with one exception: Pinot Grigio. And in a typically contrarian move, that's an Italian grape Moore doesn't want to work with.

"I don't want to be one of 100 Pinot Grigios," Moore says. "I want to be one of three Vermentinos."

Vermentino is an Italian white grape that generally makes refreshing, seafood-friendly wine with more character than the ubiquitous Pinot Grigio.

"Vermentino is the thinking man's Pinot Grigio," Moore says.

However, not enough thinking men sought out his beautiful bottles, with their Art Deco labels of a fantasy Piedmont and the foreign-sounding name.

Just as he was thinking of taking another managerial, hands-off position, divine intervention appeared in the form of a small Minnesota family-investment group that had bought a property in the Oak Knoll district of Napa Valley but had no experience in the wine industry.

The group hired Moore in May 2005 to be winemaker and vice president of operations, bringing him in to help plan and build Black Stallion Winery from the ground up.

"This just came out of the blue in the nick of time," Moore says of Black Stallion.

The winery on Silverado Trail isalready taking shape, and a temporary tasting room in a trailer is open to the public. Even though Moore says Black Stallion now takes up 75 percent of his "mind space," its proximity to his home in Napa makes it easier to keep track of his own label.

That market is looking up as well. Interest from sommeliers in Vermentino enabled him to sell all 550 cases of his 2005 vintage in just over two months. For a guy who needed 4 1/2 years to sell 200 half cases of Vin Santo dessert wine, that's a marketing maelstrom. In total, he sold 2,000 cases of wine in 2006 -- his best year yet.

"Jim's wines work really well with the food here," says Rob Renteria, wine director for the Martini House restaurant in St. Helena. "The wines have incredible balance. They're not overdone. And they're true to the varietal. They let the varietal speak."

Moore still has hundreds of cases of unsold wine. That's bad for him, but great for people who seek out his wines. His 2000 L'Uvaggio di Giacomo Il Leopardo California Nebbiolo ($24) is a delicious wine with the kind of complexity that only six years of aging can impart.

Moore has switched from 60 percent red wines to 60 percent whites and pinks, both because those are quicker to market and because the market seems receptive. And it should be: His 2005 Il Gufo Lodi Barbera Rosato ($10) is one of the best rosés in the state.

"We're going to be even better in '07 than '06," he says.

The dream is back.

THE CHRONICLE'S WINE SELECTIONS

Tete de Cuvee Champagne and Sparkling Wines

- Jon Bonné

Friday, December 8, 2006

Too bad rap mogul Jay-Z couldn't join us for this tasting panel, since earlier this year he was looking to replace his once-beloved Cristal with another Champagne par excellence. And that's what we were sampling -- the high-end cuvees from sparkling wine producers in Champagne and the United States.

These wines are generally sourced from the best vineyard sites, given the longest time on the lees and made with spare-no-expense winemaking. As you might expect, that's all reflected in the price, though we found several terrific values among the 47 wines tasted. Given the expense, a three-star rating of "Excellent" was merely a baseline for inclusion here.

Champagne is typically an opener to a meal. But most of these wines have a weight and intensity not found in standard nonvintage Champagnes, which makes them worth serving even with a main course -- and a special one at that.

THREE STARS 1999 Bollinger La Grande Annee ($120) A super-refined take on Bollinger's classic sharp-edged profile, crafted from small lots in old oak casks. Hints of fresh dough, spun sugar, white mineral, creamy peach and soft lemon. Surprisingly subtle, with signs of sweetness on the finish.

THREE STARS NV Charles Heidsieck Champagne Brut Reserve ($40) A nearly even balance of the three main Champagne grapes, Pinot Noir, Chardonnay and Pinot Meunier, with at least three years' aging. Opulent, with deep notes of toast, rich citrus and chalky mineral. Ends on a mineral note that seems to last forever. It even edged out its fancy cousin, the 1995 Heidsieck Blanc des Millenaires.

THREE STARS 1998 Duval-Leroy Blanc de Chardonnay Brut ($45) A blend of five Grand Crus from Avize, Cramant, Mesnil sur Oger, Oger and Chouilly. Very yeasty and sharp, with pepper, zippy apple and tart nectarine. Herbaceous in spots, but it lingers in an appealing way. Great value for the price.

FOUR STARS 1996 Gosset Celebris Brut ($150) This old-fashioned house in Ay blends fruit from eight Grand Cru vineyards for its exquisite Chardonnay-dominant cuvee, and gives the wine up to eight years in the bottle before release. A wine of amazing balance and complexity, with croissant and sweet dough. Ripe notes of Meyer lemon, green apple and hints of berry. Simultaneously creamy and sharp, with an endless finish.

THREE AND A HALF STARS 1996 Iron Horse LD Green Valley Blanc de Blancs ($60) "LD" stands for "late-disgorged," and this all-Chardonnay effort from relatively young Sonoma vines was released in December 2005, after more than eight years on lees. Dusky, yeasty and nutty, with brioche, baked apple, fig and caramel notes. Slightly oxidative, with a silky, voluptuous finish balanced by bright acidity. Strong, commanding, with a gripping finish. Stunning.

THREE AND A HALF STARS 1995 Krug Brut ($224) Krug's wines are built for the ages, and even after a decade, this is just barely starting to show its stripes. But what stripes: A slight cocoa note, with dry bread, firm mineral and vibrant citrus. Incredibly high acidity, but it's vinous, expansive and resilient, with a long, electric ending.

THREE AND A HALF STARS 1997 Nicolas Feuillatte Cuvee Palmes d'Or ($120) This producer's co-op-owned brand achieves extraordinary heights with its top end, distinctive in its curvy, mottled-glass bottle. A hard mineral core, surrounded by tangy bread dough and hints of hazelnut. Rich, leesy and gorgeously vinous. Packed with umami, like a beautiful salted caramel in your throat.

THREE STARS 1997 Nicolas Feuillatte Cuvee Palmes d'Or Rosé ($175) Many rosé Champagnes include some white grapes, but this is 100 percent Pinot Noir. Rare, distinct Pinot-like aromas of white truffle, forest floor and fresh strawberry. Rich and full of Pinot flavors, with a gripping peacock-tail finish. A different approach from most rosés, but an appealing one. Current vintage is 2000.

THREE STARS 1998 Piper-Hiedsieck Brut Vintage ($60) Pinot Noir leads the way here at 60 percent to 40 percent Chardonnay. It's earthy, with a slightly sugary overtone and lots of body. Hints of veal stock, toast and almond, with a clean chewy finish. Could easily be served with meat.

THREE AND A HALF STARS 1999 Roederer Estate L'Ermitage Anderson Valley ($49) Roederer's top-level American wine, with 55 percent Chardonnay and the rest Pinot Noir, more than holds its own with its French cousins. Scents of gray flint dominate amid the dough and yeasty fruit. Its has sharp oxidative notes (the dosage wine was aged 9 years in oak casks) and it's vibrantly, almost alarmingly, tangy. The sharpness lingers, with a compelling mix of red fruit, mushrooms and sherry.

THREE STARS Roederer Estate L'Ermitage Anderson Valley Brut Rosé ($72) Still Chardonnay-dominant, even though it's in the pink. Floral hints, with fresh strawberry and caramel. A hint of sweetness in the mix, but it's lively, with precision and a fruity ending.

THREE STARS 2000 Schramsberg Reserve ($80) More than two-thirds Pinot Noir from Napa, Mendocino, Sonoma and Marin. Still young, but richly nutty, like a pie filling, with bright berry accents, ripe apple and baking spice. Grips you and carries you along, though it can be a touch uneven along the way. Perfumed and compelling.

FOUR STARS 1988 Veuve Clicquot Ponsardin Rare Vintage ($85) Seems to come from a completely different galaxy than the omnipresent Yellow Label. A true taste experience -- opulently yeasty, with hazelnut, toast, lemon curd, apple, red berry and more, accented by strong sherry and brandy scents. The flavors just keep coming. Dazzlingly complex, heady and overpowering. Holds on and won't let go. Note: Different from the 1988 Reserve.

KEY: FOUR STARS...Extraordinary, THREE STARS...Excellent, TWO STARS...Good

Turn up the game, grab a burger and bust open Wines for Men

- W. Blake Gray, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, December 8, 2006

Yo, men -- listen up. Longtime readers of The Chronicle's Bargain Wines column know that I alternate writing it with Leslie Sbrocco, author of "Wine for Women" (Morrow Cookbooks, 2003). From her I learned the potentially distressing news that my choices in wine don't match my pants.

Fortunately, I don't care if my shirts match my pants; I'm a man. (Cue Bo Diddley.)

If you're like me, you might be asking yourself, 'Hey, where's the wine for guys like us?' Well, buddy, I got yer Bargain Wines for Men right here.

Which wine is it? It's Syrah, known as Shiraz in Australia, a real man's country, where they play football in shorts without helmets or clean-uniformed field goal kickers.

Why Syrah? It's a man's wine: big, bold and often high in alcohol (men don't drink for flavor alone). Syrah sometimes causes pinky-waving wine critics to use descriptors like "raw meat," "burnt rubber" and "sweat." Throw in a little gasoline and you've got yourself a tractor pull.

My two favorite wines this week are from industry bogeymen. But who roots for goody two-shoes Luke Skywalker? Darth Vader -- now there's a man's man.

Say "I like Yellow Tail" in most California wineries and the reaction is like Skywalker's when he learned Vader was his father. There's nothing evil about Yellow Tail; it's simply an efficient, no-nonsense business that has turned some of Australia's grape glut into affordable wines.

It would be socially gracious to California wineries to say there are better Shirazes in this price range than the 2005 Yellow Tail South Eastern Australia Shiraz ($8). It would also be dishonest, and John Wayne didn't cotton to liars. It's delicious and easy to drink -- not that men who can slug shots of whiskey from a rusty canteen care about that -- yet also complex, with flavors of black cherry, earth and menthol and some floral notes.

Fred Franzia is even more hated and feared by the California wine industry than Yellow Tail, and he even looks the part: like a long-lost cousin of Star Wars' Jabba the Hut, and there's a man who knows what he likes. But give Franzia his due -- his Bronco Wine Co. puts decent wine on the table of underpaid pipe fitters, firefighters and cowboys.

The 2003 Napa Ridge Napa Valley Syrah ($12) was created for the most macho of reasons: to rub dirt in the eyes of Franzia's enemies. Earlier this year, Franzia lost a six-year court fight with the Napa Valley Vintners over his use of the Napa Ridge brand name to sell wines not from Napa Valley. So his response was to beat the Napa Valley folks with their own grapes (not as convincing as beating them with a bullwhip, but there are touchy-feely laws against that in Napa County).

Why aren't all Napa wineries manly enough to make $12 wines this delicious? It tastes of ripe cherries, earth and black pepper, with some vanilla on the medium-long finish.

E. & J. Gallo Winery has a Godfather-like past of take-no-prisoners marketing techniques like puncturing the aluminum caps of competitors' wines on store shelves and even shoving cigarette butts into competitors' bottles and resealing them, according to "Blood & Wine" by Ellen Hawkes (Simon & Schuster, 1993).

These days, the Gallo folks seem gentler, but their wines still have some testosterone -- maybe that's the source of the intriguing gamy note in the 2003 Bridlewood Central Coast Syrah ($8), which mainly tastes of black cherry with some vanilla. Bridlewood is one of several wineries bought by Gallo in the 21st century as it embarks on a battle royale with Constellation Brands for world domination, a macho goal worthy enough to have engaged our own government for the last few years.

Constellation is No. 1 in sales, though, and faces the Syrah challenge head-on like a noseguard who just heard "hike!" with the 2004 Night Harvest by R.H. Phillips California Shiraz ($8), which has black fruit flavors that persist like bruises after a whupping.

Because men don't like to run dry, the 2005 Banrock Station South Eastern Australia Shiraz ($18 for 3 liters) gives the equivalent of four bottles of wine for the price of two. The bag-in-box system keeps this wine, which tastes of juicy black currant with some allspice, fresh for up to four weeks, though the only way it lasts that long undrunk is if some overly cautious doctor warns you it'll interfere with your anger-control medication.

Another good bag-in-box value is the 2004 Delicato Family Vineyards California Shiraz ($18 for 3 liters), which has a strong black pepper flavor in addition to blackberries and earth. There's even a hint in the aroma of hot dogs, that classic food of barbecues, ball games and formal dinner parties (at least the good ones).

Delicato also owns Night Owl, a brand that touts its sustainable Monterey County vineyard. Environmental responsibility is important; otherwise, there won't be any game animals to shoot in 20 years. The 2004 Night Owl San Bernabe Vineyard Monterey County Shiraz ($12) will go well with fresh-killed, fresh-grilled meat, with its flavors of ripe cherry fruit, earth and cherry tobacco.

The 2004 Smoking Loon California Syrah ($9) has spicy red plum flavors and keeps the cinnamony spice coming throughout the medium-long finish. Telling you how well it goes with smoking loon will have to wait until I bag a loon.

Sometimes even men like sweets, especially when they have a kick to them. The 2004 Jindalee Estate South Eastern Australia Shiraz ($8) mostly tastes like cherry pie filling, but it's got a hint of chile for interest. It's like a helpful librarian who hasn't noticed some of her blouse buttons have come undone.

The McManis Family Vineyards California Syrah ($10) is even spicier, with red cherry flavors, notes of cardamom and pepper, and somewhat assertive tannins. This gutsy guzzler hits you like Tony Montana in "Scarface" without leaving you in a pool of blood, and isn't that a relief?

Join us for our next edition of Bargain Wines for Men, when we pick wines to pair with Slim Jims, wines to give your wife for her birthday when she suspects you have a mistress and -- for the technologically inclined with enemies -- the best wines to cover up the slightly hot flavor of polonium 210.

Shopping list

2005 Banrock Station South Eastern Australia Shiraz

($18 for 3 liters)

2003 Bridlewood Central Coast Syrah ($8)

2004 Delicato Family Vineyards California Shiraz

($18 for 3 liters)

2004 Jindalee Estate South Eastern

Australia Shiraz ($8)

2005 McManis Family Vineyards California Syrah ($10)

2003 Napa Ridge Napa Valley Syrah ($12)

2004 Night Harvest by R.H. Phillips

California Shiraz ($8)

2004 Night Owl San Bernabe Vineyard Monterey County Shiraz ($12)

2004 Smoking Loon California Syrah ($9)

2005 Yellow Tail South Eastern

Australia Shiraz ($8)

Friendliness matters: Owner and winemaker greet their guests at Napa Valley throwback

- W. Blake Gray, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, December 8, 2006

In addition to being a good winery, Sawyer Cellars is an homage to what a good winery should be -- and that makes it well worth visiting.

Owner Charles Sawyer, 71, bought the first 40 acres of his now 50-acre Rutherford estate vineyard in 1994. This is a common story in Napa Valley: A rich guy takes money made from businesses elsewhere and pours it into a winery.

But Sawyer's story is uncommon in a number of ways. He didn't charge in and build a huge showplace winery; instead, he concentrated on the vineyards, saying, "I planned to make a few hundred cases of wine and be a farmer."

Once he decided to open a winery, he chose to restore a 1930s-era barn for it. Instead of a big-name, high-priced winemaking consultant, he hired a respected industry veteran, Brad Warner, who had not been a chief winemaker before, because they liked each other.

The winery shows that respect for tradition. It's reminiscent of the way Napa Valley was in 1982, when Sawyer first visited. He says, "I had a religious experience the first time I drove into Napa." His winery shows that level of devotion.

The vibe: Friendly and personal. Sawyer was in the tasting room chatting with patrons when I arrived, and winemaker Warner also came out to talk. This kind of personal attention at a Napa Valley winery is rare.

The team: Sawyer ran successful propane gas and mechanical contracting businesses in northeast Florida before selling them in 1991 to look around for a suitable vineyard for his new passion, wine. Warner worked as cellar foreman at Robert Mondavi Winery. He had met Sawyer at a social event in Napa Valley and helped him produce his first wine from purchased fruit. When Sawyer established the winery in 1999, Warner took early retirement from Mondavi and joined Sawyer as winemaker. Sawyer says Mondavi told him: "You have hired the best man in Napa Valley."

The wines: You get tastes of three wines for $7.50; unbidden, they poured me a secret bonus wine and asked me to comment on whether or not I liked it (I did) before revealing that it was the 2002 Sawyer Cellars Estate Rutherford Merlot ($38), as Merlot is getting a bad rap these days. Sawyer uses grapes only from its estate in Rutherford, one of the best areas for Bordeaux grapes anywhere; unsurprisingly, that's the winery's focus. The 2002 Sawyer Cellars Estate Rutherford Cabernet Sauvignon ($46) was the highlight, and is a good value for a Rutherford Cab.

The experience: Maybe it was just great timing on a Wednesday morning during harvest season, but my anonymous visit to Sawyer was as good as any I've had at any Napa Valley winery. Others feel the same way; a couple in the tasting room said their bed and breakfast had recommended visiting Sawyer above all its more famous neighbors. The wines are good, and the staff is knowledgeable and friendly. But the main draw is the personal attention from the personable owner and winemaker. Warner's office is right next to the tasting room and he says he enjoys chatting with guests. If your timing is good, he'll chat with you.

Extras: Print the "tours and tastings" page from Sawyer's Web site and one person in a group can taste free. Tours are available with advance notice; it's $10 per person, or $15 with a barrel-sample tasting. Even if you don't need to, visit the restroom, which is in the process of having its walls covered by used corks; many Sawyer, and many not. Drink up, Sawyer and Warner, you missed a spot.

Nearby: A talented disc golfer could hurl a disc in any direction and hit a winery. Particularly close are Peju Province (8466 St. Helena Hwy., Rutherford; 707-963-3600) and St. Supery Vineyard & Winery (8440 St. Helena Hwy., Rutherford; 707-963-4507).

Sawyer Cellars

8350 St. Helena Hwy. (Highway 29), Rutherford

(707) 963-1980,

sawyercellars.com

10 a.m. to 4 p.m. daily

Rating: THREE STARS

Mother Earth gets a taste of a new pisco-based drink

- Gary Regan

Friday, December 8, 2006

The bar is empty and the Professor, our cocktailian bartender, is poring over an article about Machu Picchu in a travel magazine. The door opens and Julie Reiner, one of the owners of the Flatiron Lounge in Manhattan, struts to the mahogany and takes a glance at the pictures of this pre-Columbian ruin, sometimes known as the Lost City of the Incas.

"Been there, done that, Professor," she says.

"You have? Jeez, I'm jealous, Julie. Whatcha doing here on the left coast?"

"Just a little vacation, Professor. After spending time in Peru, I thought it might be good to see what's happening with Peruvian pisco brandy in the city that made it famous."

Peruvian pisco is a grape-based spirit that's made in very much the same way as Cognac, except for the fact that it's not aged, and therefore it looks much like vodka, but it tastes, well, it tastes like pisco. There can be a slight smokiness in some bottlings of pisco, though the smoke is extremely light. And many piscos come bearing lots of vegetal flavors, but they aren't the same vegetal notes that can be found in Tequila. Pisco is a product unto itself. In Peru, it's often sipped neat.

This style of brandy was once the toast of San Francisco, and Pisco Punch, a drink that was created by bartender Duncan Nichol at the Bank Exchange, a bar that used to stand on Montgomery Street, is said to have been the most popular drink in the city in the 1870s. Unfortunately, Nichol took his recipe to the grave.

The Pisco Sour, perhaps the best-known pisco-based drink in America, is said to have been created in 1915 by Victor Morris, a native of Berkeley who owned the Morris Bar in Lima, Peru, and this cocktail, a simple mix of pisco, lime juice, egg white and simple syrup, has made a big comeback in recent years. The secret to a good Pisco Sour is the angostura bitters that are dashed on top of the drink as an aromatic garnish.

A number of brands of pisco are available in San Francisco -- Barsol, Capel, Don Cesar, Montesierpe and Bauza among them -- and some brands are offered in different styles. Quebranta pisco is widely available. This style has a sturdy backbone, making it a good choice for cocktailian pursuits, and Acholado, made from a mixture of grape brandies, is also fairly easy to find. Italia pisco, a fragrant bottling, is difficult to locate here, as is Torontel, a lightly aromatic spirit.

"So Professor, wanna try my new pisco drink, the Cuzco Cocktail?" Julie hands him a recipe for her new creation, named for the Peruvian city close to Machu Picchu. The Professor smiles and sets about making the drink.

"I don't have Italia pisco, so I used the Quebranta," he tells Julie as he places the drink in front of her.

"Well, it won't be quite the same, but I don't think Pachamama will mind," she says, dipping her finger into her cocktail and flicking a few drops of the drink onto the floor.

"What are you doing, Julie? And what the heck is Pachamama?"

"Mother Earth, Professor. Pachamama is Mother Earth, and some Peruvians give Her a few drops of the fruits of her loins before taking a drink for themselves. It's an old Incan custom that I've sort of adopted."

"They really still do that?"

"Some do, Professor. I witnessed it."

"Must keep the cleaning crews busy," the Professor declares, raising his eyebrows.

The Cuzco Cocktail

Makes 1 drink

Adapted from a recipe by Julie Reiner, Flatiron Lounge, New York.

INGREDIENTS:

Kirschwasser (cherry brandy), to coat the glass

2 ounces Peruvian pisco

3/4 ounce Aperol

1/2 ounce lemon juice

1/2 ounce grapefruit juice

3/4 ounce simple syrup

1 grapefruit twist, for garnish

INSTRUCTIONS:

Pour a little kirschwasser into a highball glass, and swirl the glass around to coat the interior with it. Fill the glass with ice. Fill a cocktail shaker two-thirds full with ice and add the pisco, Aperol, lemon juice, grapefruit juice and simple syrup. Shake for approximately 15 seconds and strain into the highball glass. Add the garnish.

Lobster sparkles with top-of-the-line bubbly

- Joyce Goldstein, Special to The Chronicle

Friday, December 8, 2006

It's festive, it's fizzy, and it's one of the most versatile of wines. But we rarely get to experience its full range because Champagne has become associated with two formats: the celebratory preprandial drink and the wedding toast.

Most people serve Champagne with cocktail party food and appetizers, or pair it with a slice of overly sweet cake. Why not consider serving this spectacularly versatile wine throughout the meal? It really will surprise you with its ample acidity, light weight, low alcohol and its ability to brighten and highlight many a dish, even those with complex spices and acidity. The effervescence is a refreshing foil for heat and richness.

Champagne and other sparkling wines pair beautifully with shellfish and dishes that have butter, cream and citrus. They work well with notes of anise, ginger and mild curry, as well as toasty flavors from breadcrumbs or nuts.

Tete de cuvee is the top of the line in bubbly, representing the best each house has to offer. Since the wines in the Chronicle's Wine Selections today are the creme de la creme, I've chosen that most festive of foods, roast lobster.

While lobster is invariably an expensive restaurant item, it is way more affordable when you serve it at home. When my granddaughter Elena was 3, she ate her first lobster dipped in melted butter. She fell madly in love with it and began asking for it every week. Finally my son explained to her that lobster was for special occasions, not for the everyday family dinner. For years whenever we dined together she would ask, with hope in her voice, if the dinner was going to be a "special occasion." Thus every year we celebrate Elena's birthday with a lobster fest. This month she will be 13, truly a special occasion, and this is the lobster I will serve.

For this recipe, which can be assembled completely ahead of time, I parboil the lobsters very briefly and then cut them up. I allow one 1 1/2-pound lobster per person. After extracting the meat from the shell you may be dismayed at the small yield, but remember, it is quite rich and you can add to the richness by your accompaniments.

And as a bonus, oven roasting with the compound butter gives the lobster a tender texture akin to butter poaching.

Roast Lobster with Champagne, Lemon & Tarragon Butter

Serves 4

For the compound butter, you might want to try Meyer lemons, as they are a bit less tart than regular Eureka lemons. Anise-scented tarragon heightens the sweetness of the lobster. Star anise picks up on the anise theme and a braised fennel accompaniment echoes it even more.

INGREDIENTS:

4 live lobsters, about 1 1/2 pounds each

1/4 cup finely minced shallots

2 tablespoons finely chopped fresh tarragon

1 star anise pod or a generous pinch Chinese five-spice powder

1/4 cup Champagne vinegar

1/2 cup Champagne or dry white wine

2 teaspoons grated lemon zest

2 to 3 tablespoons fresh lemon juice or to taste

16 tablespoons unsalted butter ( 1/2 pound) softened

Salt and black pepper to taste

INSTRUCTIONS:

To partially cook the lobsters: Bring a 4-gallon pot with 3 gallons of heavily salted water (about 1/2 cup salt) to a rolling boil. Drop in the lobsters and cook for 2 minutes. Remove them with tongs. The meat will be soft and undercooked. Work with the lobsters while they are warm, so the meat is easy to remove.

You now have two options. If you want to serve the lobster meat in the shell for a dramatic presentation, proceed as follows. Using a towel or rubber gloves, twist off the claws and set aside. Lay each lobster on its back on a work surface and cut it in half lengthwise from head to tail. Remove the gravelly sac in the head and discard it. Save the tomalley and roe if you want to add it to the sauce. Remove the tail meat and cut away the intestinal vein that runs down the center of each tail. Wrap the tail meat in plastic wrap and refrigerate.

If the shell presentation does not appeal to you, and if you plan to warm the lobster meat in gratin dishes, discard the heads. Twist off the claws as above. Hold each tail flat and twist away the fan-shaped pieces at the bottom narrow end. You can use your finger to push the tail meat out of the larger end. Or you can use sharp kitchen scissors to cut through the soft inner part of the shell (not the round part) to release the tail meat. Cut the tail meat in half lengthwise and then cut away the intestinal vein. Cover with plastic wrap and refrigerate.

Break off the knuckles of the claws. Wiggle the lower pincer and break it from the claw. With luck the cartilage inside the claw meat will come with it. Gently crack the top of the shell with a mallet or heel of a cleaver; do not shatter it. Carefully break the shell away from the claw and remove the meat. With small, sharp scissors, cut through the knuckle shells, pry open and pull out the meat. Wrap the rest of the meat in plastic and refrigerate. You may cut up the lobster shells, and save for stock, or discard.

To prepare the compound butter: Put shallots, tarragon, star anise, vinegar and Champagne in small saucepan and reduce over high heat until liquid is almost totally absorbed and syrupy. Stir in the lemon zest and juice. Remove the star anise pod. Cool this infusion and then beat it into the softened unsalted butter. Season the butter with plenty of salt and pepper to taste. If you make the butter ahead of time, let it come back to a soft consistency just before roasting.

To prepare for oven roasting in the shells: Cut all lobster meat into bite-size pieces and place back into body shells. Spread with softened compound butter. Cover tightly and refrigerate. If you do not want to serve in the shells, you can place the meat in individual ovenproof gratin dishes and top with softened compound butter. Refrigerate until needed. The lobster can be prepped up to 8 hours ahead of time and refrigerated until ready to serve.

To roast: For accurate timing, be sure to bring lobster to room temperature for 30 minutes before roasting. Meanwhile, preheat the oven to 400°. Spread softened compound butter atop room temperature lobster meat if you have not done this already. Cover loosely with foil and warm in oven until lobster is cooked through and warm, about 8 to 10 minutes. Serve with Fennel with Toasted Breadcrumbs.

Per serving: 495 calories, 12 g protein, 3 g carbohydrate, 46 g fat (29 g saturated), 163 mg cholesterol, 213 mg sodium, 0 fiber.

Thriving middle-aged, overweight mice drive up red wine sales

- Cyril Penn

Friday, December 8, 2006

Sales of red wines in food, drug and liquor stores surged in the four weeks ending Nov. 18, following extensive media coverage of a study that found resveratrol, a substance found in red wine, extended the life and improved the health of middle-aged, overweight mice. The study was co-authored by researchers from Harvard University and the National Institutes of Health.

In early November, virtually every major newspaper in the country had a story on its front page about new studies suggesting consumption of red wine may help people live longer.

"Because we don't show up on the radar with any industry advertising, this kind of wonderful publicity -- appearing on the front page of the New York Times and in papers around the country -- generates attention and is great for wine," said industry analyst Jon Fredrikson.

Red wines accounted for a record 52.4 percent of table wine dollar sales in food, drug and liquor stores as measured by ACNielsen in the four weeks ending Nov. 18, compared with just less than 50 percent in the immediately preceding four-week period, and 51 percent in the comparable year-ago time frame.

Red wine volume sales had been growing at 3.3 percent for the full year ending just prior to the recent favorable press, but the growth rate almost doubled to 8.3 percent for the four-week period compared with the previous year's sales.

Hundreds of scientific articles related in one way or another to the health effects of drinking wine have been published since 1991, when "60 Minutes" broadcast a segment about the "French paradox," the fact that people in France suffer relatively low incidence of coronary heart disease despite a diet rich in saturated fats.

Annual sales of wine in the United States have nearly doubled in volume and tripled in value since 1991.

Phylloxera hits Yarra Valley: The wine industry's most feared scourge, the phylloxera root louse, was discovered last week for the first time in Yarra Valley, Australia, according to the Age, a Melbourne newspaper.

The insect was found in a Merlot vineyard owned by Australia's largest wine producer, Foster's Wine Estates. The vines will be destroyed, but because phylloxera is rarely detected right away, surrounding vineyards are at great risk. An estimated 75 percent of vines in Yarra Valley are not planted on phylloxera-resistant rootstock, according to the paper.

Some like it hot: A new study of Zinfandel consumers and producers found that a majority of consumers do not associate Zinfandel with high alcohol levels.

The survey, commissioned by Zinfandel Advocates & Producers (ZAP), found that Zinfandel producers identified "perception of Zinfandel as high-alcohol, ultra-ripe wines" as their most important issue. Secondly, they worry about a "lack of consumer understanding of Zinfandel."

While 40 percent of ZAP members did indicate that Zinfandel was "heady and alcoholic," this was not seen as a negative descriptor. Less than 5 percent of ZAP members and high-frequency Zinfandel consumers feel that Zinfandel is "too ripe and alcoholic."

Waterbrook sold: Precept Brands, the third largest wine company in Washington state, has purchased Waterbrook Winery of Walla Walla. The deal includes the brand, inventory and tasting room in downtown Walla Walla, but not Waterbrook's production facility or vineyards. Financial terms were not disclosed.

John Freeman is expected to continue as winemaker.

Don Talley memorial: A memorial service honoring the life of Don Talley will be held at 11 a.m. Saturday at Talley Vineyards, 3031 Lopez Drive, Arroyo Grande. Talley died Dec. 2 of complications following a heart transplant in October. He was 66.

Talley planted the first grapes at Talley Vineyards in 1982 and expanded his family farm's production of specialty vegetables. Four years later he founded Talley Vineyards with a small winery and a tasting room. Talley Vineyards makes Chardonnay and Pinot Noir in the Arroyo Grande Valley.

Wine Business Insider is produced by Wine Business Communications, Inc., which also publishes Wine Business Monthly and Wine Business Online (winebusiness.com). E-mail Cyril Penn at wine@sfchronicle.com.
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- Joyce Goldstein, Jane Tunks, Deb Wandell, W. Blake Gray, Lynne Char Bennett, Carol Ness
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Truffle salt with wine is a luxe gift.

Casina Rossi Truffle & Salt combines ground black truffles and fine sea salt. Imported by Ritrovo, the condiment doesn't have the chemical aftertaste of truffle oil. Sprinkle the salt on mashed potatoes, buttered pasta, buttered popcorn, scrambled eggs and risotto. It's pricey, but a little goes a long way.

It makes a great gift paired with bottle of Nebbiolo, Barolo or Barbaresco.

Casina Rossi Truffle & Salt. (3.5 ounce; $25) Available at Lucca delicatessens and Draeger's.

-- Joyce Goldstein

Not your grandmother's gingerbread house

Several wineries are getting into the holiday spirit with the Sonoma Valley Vintners & Growers Alliance Gingerbread Winery Contest, such as this likeness from Nicholson Ranch. The edible art pieces are on display in each winery's tasting room until December 24. For a list of participating wineries, go to sonomavalleywine.com.

-- Jane Tunks

Potato chips and bubbly?

Author and Chronicle Bargain Wines columnist Leslie Sbrocco takes the angst out of matching wine and food in "The Simple & Savvy Wine Guide" (William Morrow; $14.95). Sbrocco has compiled lists for "foods and moods" -- Snack-Attack Party Food, Girl's Night Out, Bathtub Whites, Take-Out Favorites. The easy-to-use reference offers wine suggestions along with tips (how to throw a wine tasting party), quick recipes and "cheat sheets" all written up in Sbrocco's perky, reader-friendly style.

-- Deb Wandell

Luis Miguel is one of the biggest names in Latin music.

The Mexican crooner has sold more than 52 million records since his career began at age 10, and is best known to English-speaking audiences for performing "Suena," the main theme to Disney's "The Hunchback of Notre Dame." Until now, that is -- Miguel is now in the celebrity wine business, joining forces with Chile's Vina Ventisquero winery to create the 2003 Unico Luis Miguel Gran Reserva Maipo Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($15). It's a simple but likable wine with bright fruit flavors and tannins almost as smooth as his voice. It's like a good $12 Chilean Cab with a $3 celebrity name surcharge, but that's reasonable if you're a fan.

-- W. Blake Gray

Zesty salad bites

Make mini-Caesar bites as an easy hors d'oeuvre. Give individual baby romaine leaves a squiggle of Caesar dressing, then garnish with mini-croutons, shaved or grated Parmigiano-Reggiano and julienne of anchovy. Chardonnay, Sauvignon Blanc or Arneis would be a good match.

-- Lynne Char Bennett

Pinot goes pop

Want to drink your fill of holiday bubbly made from real Chardonnay or Pinot Noir grapes and still drive yourself home? Look for Vignette, soda pop for grown-ups, bottled in Sonoma County from California-grown varietal grapes.

The Chronicle Wine and Food staff liked its not-too-sweet and fruity effervescence -- though if you close your eyes and taste, you'd be hard-pressed to identify the varietal. Of course, that can be true with wine too.

$2.50-$3 per 12-ounce bottle. Available at Village Market in San Francisco's Ferry Plaza, Pasta Shop in Berkeley, Sunshine Foods in St. Helena, and at restaurants including Garibaldi's in San Francisco and Oakland. winecountrysoda.com.

-- Carol Ness

VINTAGE WORDS

“Beer is proof that God loves us and wants us to be happy.”

-- Benjamin Franklin
Seattle Times

Gift books for wine lovers

Paul Gregutt

Apart from wine itself — always a great option — what makes a great wine gift?

Wine books remain my favorite gifts of all. They won't break, don't need recharging, and since the books recommended here have only recently been released, the odds are that your wine-geek friend won't already have purchased them. Some are portable, some are encyclopedic, some are just pure fun. Here are my favorites:

"Oz Clarke's Pocket Wine Guide 2007," (Webster's Time Warner Books, $14, www.ozclarke.com): The number of annually-updated, pocket-size wine guides continues to expand, but for those seeking just one, all-purpose, cover-the-world handbook, this is the one to get. Oz Clarke and a hand-picked group of regional contributors (including Seattle's Dan McCarthy) manage to pack an incredible amount of information into the book's 344 pages.

It's far more than just a guide to individual wines and wineries, though it certainly gets a gold star there. You'll find tips on matching wines to food; mini-essays on grapes, appellations and wine styles; vintage charts and much more. But best of all is Clarke's sense that wine, as he writes, "should taste of somewhere." He most enjoys, he admits, "real wine, unsophisticated, unprocessed, unhomogenized." Bravo!

"Wine Report 2007," by Tom Stevenson (DK Press, $15, www.dk.com):This thick pocket guide covers the other end of the wine spectrum, offering topical news and Top Ten lists rather than wine education and tasting notes. As such, it makes a perfect companion to Oz Clarke's work. Stevenson, the author of "The New Sotheby's Wine Encyclopedia," has assembled his own team of regional specialists (full disclosure — I am one). Each correspondent annually reports on the latest news, trends both good and bad, business developments and personnel changes for his or her territory.

The heart of each regional report is a series of Top Ten lists recommending the greatest producers, fastest-improving producers, up-and-coming producers, greatest value producers and the best and most unusual wines. It offers a true insider perspective on every corner of the winemaking world.

"The Cork Jester's Guide To Wine, An Entertaining Companion for Tasting It, Ordering It and Enjoying It," by Jennifer Rosen (Clerisy/Emmis Books, $15, www.corkjester.com):Rosen, who calls herself the Cork Jester, is certainly one of the most entertaining — albeit wacky — wine writers to emerge in the U.S. in recent years. Her stream-of-consciousness, pun-filled essays manage to expand the wine columnist's beat to include observations on such things as travel, sex, dating, single parenting and the art of trapeze. She may wander, but she does so purposefully, always wrapping her wry observations around a wine theme.

This chuckle-filled book is a guide to wine in the broadest sense; it has been arranged into topical sections with useful-sounding titles such as "Tasting" and "Labels." But the real pleasure lies in Rosen's manic verbal skills and her irreverent, occasionally forensic approach to studying wine.

The "bite-size stories" she offers us are, she claims, "Trojan horses filled with facts programmed to infiltrate and lodge in your brain, with no effort at all on your part." Whether they lodge successfully is less important than the great fun you will have dislodging them from the pages of this guide.

"Red, White and Drunk All Over: A Wine-Soaked Journey from Grape to Glass," by Natalie MacLean (Bloomsbury, $24, www.nataliemaclean.com):Natalie MacLean is to Jennifer Rosen what Ed McMahon was to Johnny. She is unfailingly upbeat, a natural-born cheerleader, and she tackles the subject of wine with unbridled enthusiasm. She calls her work participatory journalism, and reading about her adventures in the wine trade is like cozying up with a friend's diary. This is a book that will be particularly enjoyed by women, for it puts a female perspective on an industry that was almost entirely male-dominated up until the last decade.

Some readers may find the relentless first person accounts a bit breathless, the revelations less than earth-shattering. But wine is a complex subject that can be approached in myriad ways, and MacLean's breezy take on such weighty matters as wine ratings, biodynamic viticulture and choosing the proper stemware will strike just the right tone for those who are beginning to explore its many dimensions.

"At Home in the Vineyard: Cultivating a Winery, an Industry, and a Life," by Susan Sokol Blosser (University of California Press, $25, www.ucpress.edu):"I set out to write a history of the Oregon wine industry," Susan Sokol Blosser explains, "but I realized that the only story I could tell was my own." That turns out to be quite a good one, for she and her husband, Bill, were among the very first to settle on Yamhill County as a fine place to grow wine grapes. Sokol Blosser winery remains a leader today in "green" viticulture, and the author, though she tells the story quite modestly, belongs on anyone's top-10 list of women who pioneered their way into the wine industry in the early decades of this country's wine renaissance.

For anyone contemplating a life in the vineyard, this book is part manual, part cautionary tale, but always upbeat and ultimately inspiring.

"A Wine Miscellany: A Jaunt through the Whimsical World of Wine," by Graham Harding (Clarkson Potter Publishers, $17, www.clarksonpotter.com):Graham Harding's name is not likely to ring any bells for even the most fanatic wine hobbyist; he is chairman of the Oxford Wine Club. To my knowledge, this is his first wine book. And what a delightful book it is. Subtitled "A Jaunt Through The Whimsical World of Wine," the book is a true miscellany, without chapters or any apparent organization at all. The entries, most quite short, many illustrated with clip art from the 19th century, run the gamut from useful statistics (Decanter's Top Ten List) to quirky marketing stories (Pansy! Rosé) to recipes (Marijuana wine) and odd moments in wine history (The Comet Vintage).

It can be picked up at a moment's notice, opened to any page and will most likely both surprise and delight you. For the wine geek who has everything, this is the book to buy.

"The Oxford Companion to Wine Third Edition," edited by Jancis Robinson (Oxford University Press, $65): What is there to say about this indispensable tome that has not already been written? With almost 4,000 entries in its 800-plus pages, it is not a book that you are likely to keep by the bedside! But if you want the latest research and scientific data on virtually any facet of grape growing and wine making, you will find it here, written by experts and presented in rather dry but perfectly clear prose.

There are a smattering of photos, maps and graphs, but this is truly a text book — don't look for visual detail here. From "abboccato" (Italian for medium sweet) to "zymase" (a group of enzymes that convert sugars to alcohol) the Companion will not let you down when you are pursuing some esoteric or highly technical wine factoid. No wine library would be complete without it.

Paul Gregutt is the author of "Northwest Wines." His column appears weekly in the Wine section.

Picks of the week

Here are three new releases from Walla Walla that deliver a lot

of flavor at moderate prices:

Helix by Reininger 2004 Syrah, $22: Flat out delicious syrah, dark and spicy with a strong streak of mint.

Balboa 2005 Cabernet Sauvignon, $16: A tasty red wine, with bright cranberry flavors perfect for holiday fare.

Isenhower 2005 Snapdragon White Blend, $18: A racy roussanne/ viognier blend with a mouth- cleaning, yeasty freshness.

USA Today

Vineyards, wineries are pouring it on

Updated 12/7/2006 8:11 PM ET

By Jerry Shriver, USA TODAY

America's new wave of wine lovers no longer treks just to the West Coast to vacation in the vineyards. Nestled among the Appalachian foothills, the high desert mesas west of the Rockies, the Great Lakes shores and several places in between are thriving wine communities that showcase the bounty and hospitality of the regions. USA TODAY's Jerry Shriver visited five states where well-made wines and unpretentious tasting rooms combine with food, festivals and gorgeous scenery to draw thousands of tourists.

Raise a full glass this weekend to toast the 40th birthday of Robert Mondavi's landmark winery in the Napa Valley, where the founder has preached the gospel of American winemaking and California wine-country tourism to a once-skeptical world.

But save a few cheers for the folks in the rest of the nation who have adapted the seeds of Mondavi's vision and sown them deep and wide in their own backyard. In a majority of states nationwide, entrepreneurs are planting vineyards, building wineries and opening tourist-friendly tasting rooms at a pace that's unprecedented since the end of Prohibition. As a result, they're ushering in a new era of grass-roots wine appreciation that finally is erasing the stigmas of mystery and elitism.

In places where the winery wave is strongest, it's aiding sagging local economies, spurring leisure travel and expanding the scope of America's palate. (Haven't tried a Norton from Missouri, a North Carolina Viognier or an Ohio Riesling? They've all won top honors at major competitions recently.)

"We're in a golden era, and it's getting more golden," says wine educator Kevin Zraly, who assembled the first great collection of American wines at New York's Windows on the World restaurant in the 1970s and whose Kevin Zraly's American Wine Guide has just been published (Sterling, $12.95). "We're not a wine-drinking nation yet," he cautions, noting that a small percentage of the population drinks a vast majority of the wine. "But do I feel a turning point? Yes."

That momentum is due in part to the rise in regional (non-West Coast) viticulture, which gained widespread notice in 2002 when North Dakota became the 50th state to open a licensed winery. But it has been building over a decade, as the number of U.S. wineries has grown to roughly 4,000 from about 2,100 in 1995 (different groups count wineries differently, but all agree that the number has doubled in that span).

The West Coast states and New York still lead the pack (and account for 98% of domestic wine production), but the federal bureau that grants winery licenses says last year's 12% rise in applications was fueled in part by Colorado, Florida, Illinois, Iowa, Michigan, Virginia and a few other states.

Among the multitude of factors that are fueling the growth:

•Some state legislatures have adopted laws that make it easier and more economically feasible for small-scale wineries to sell their products from their tasting rooms and/or ship them directly to customers in other states.

•The emerging, 70-million-strong millennial generation — the first to prefer wine over beer and spirits, according to a recent survey — is viewed as a potentially lucrative market that is showing great interest in local produce and food products. "There is a lot of buzz about regional wines," says Jeff Carr, co-owner of Garfield Estates Winery in Grand Junction, Colo. "Europeans get the concept, while in America people think wine only comes from two or three magic places. But now there's a new understanding."

•Advances in winemaking techniques and vineyard management make it possible to create better wines in far more places than once was thought possible. "There are so many (vine) clones available and the variety of rootstock is so great now. I couldn't have done this 10 years ago," says Mark Friszolowski, winemaker at Childress Vineyards in Lexington, N.C.

•Shifts in agricultural markets have sent some farmers in search of alternatives. "The tobacco buyout has had a big effect on smaller growers," says Margo Knight, head of the Wine & Grape Council in North Carolina, where about 30 wineries have sprung up since 2000. "There aren't a lot of crops where you can take 10 acres and make a living, but wine grapes make it feasible to continue to farm the family plot."

•Tourists looking to save fuel costs and stretch leisure dollars are attracted by area winery tasting rooms, which sell an affordable luxury product and sometimes offer entertainment or dining.

"I don't need to go to California or France anymore to see a winery and see how wine is made," Zraly says.

Instead, wine appreciation is taking on a more casual, down-home flavor, and it's reaching audiences that previously never glanced at grapes. Most of the newer tasting rooms sport a casual atmosphere and offer a broad array of wines. The lineup typically includes simpler versions that appeal to novice drinkers alongside the more famous varieties such as Merlot, Chardonnay and Riesling, and they're treated with equal respect.

Says Richard Childress, the well-known NASCAR team owner whose winery in Lexington, N.C., is becoming a must-visit pit stop on the racing circuit: "You can get a big ol' race fan, beer-drinking buddy in there, and as soon as he tries one of the house sweet wines, he says, 'I can drink this, it's pretty good.' But we also have CEOs and people who are connoisseurs that want some of your good wines."

"Our customers are very open to learning about wine and how to hold the glass and smell it without being intimidated," says Mary Jo Ferrante-Leaman of Ferrante Winery in Harpersfield Township, Ohio, where 26 wines can be sampled. "There is no pretension here."

In Ohio, as in many other states with emerging wine tourism, the tasting-room experience is bolstered by a nearly year-round series of special events and festivals that help place wine in a more natural, less-stilted context.

"On the weekends you'll find pig roasts, corn roasts, weenie roasts, s'mores with wine, steak cookouts, a chess tournament, outdoor movies, bridge and backgammon — the wineries are all doing these various unique things," says Donniella Winchell, head of the Ohio Wine Producers Association, which oversees five wine trails. Her group's annual Vintage Ohio festival, which features fine-arts performances, draws 35,000 annually and has become a model for the growing number of festivals in other states.

Advocates in emerging wine-producing states have known that agri-tourism can generate big bucks, though until recently few had hard data to support their view. But trade associations and commissions in a few states, including New York, Colorado, Texas, Virginia, North Carolina and Ohio, have launched economic impact studies and are working with MKF Research, which also is completing a national wine industry study that's due in January.

The key preliminary finding: Wineries nationwide are recording 30 million visits annually, which translates into $2 billion in tourist spending. National comparison figures from prior years are sketchy, but in New York, where growth has been tracked regularly, annual winery visitation has jumped by almost 2 million since 2000. And in northeast Ohio, "the wine industry is the tourism industry," says Tony Debevc, who heads Debonne Vineyards in Madison.

While the national study calls wine "the most sought-after consumer good of this era," there are some obstacles for those who pursue regional wines. Most of the newer operations are tiny, and their products often can't compete in price and distribution with national and international brands. And a cluster of wineries in a pretty setting isn't automatically a tourism magnet.

"Wine is important, but only in context of a larger experience," says Debbie Kovalik, head of the Convention & Visitors Bureau in Grand Junction, Colo., where 18 wineries compete for tourists. "You have to tout other things."

Her group targets the "3 million sitting ducks in Denver" a few hours away with a billboard campaign: "Reds, Whites and Greens" shows bottles of wine and a hole at a Grand Junction golf course, while "Adventure You Can Taste" pictures vineyards, mountain bikers and river rafters.

Similarly, wineries in Virginia stress their proximity to Jefferson-era landmarks and the Blue Ridge Parkway, and wineries in New York's Finger Lakes talk up regional attractions such as the Corning Glass Museum, the just-opened New York Wine & Culinary Center in Canandaigua, and Niagara Falls.

"People don't want to just taste wine, they want an experience, and entrepreneurs have seized upon that," says Jim Trezise, head of the New York Wine & Grape Foundation. At the same time, "governments at various levels are coming to realize that the wine industry is really a good thing for the economy, for image and consumer health. It's all coming together."

Cheers: Today’s Bargain Wine Buys

Music to my tongue

Friday, December 8, 2006

2005 R&B Cellars Swingsville Zinfandel, Calif., about $10. I know, I know, I'm recommending yet another low-cost Zin, but California keeps making them and I keep loving them, so there you are. If you had told me back in the spring that starting this blog would cause me to fall back in love with this grape, I would have choked on my Sauvignon Blanc. Turns out I had been drinking in the wrong Zin price range -- $25-plus, where the fruit component often is too massive and overripe. I had burned out and moved onto other things. But this fall I was exposed to a ton of less rambunctious versions and I'm having a ball. This version, made from grapes (a little Petite Sirah has been been added for color and texture) grown in the Lodi area, has a really playful bouquet that's a mix of strawberries, raspberries and cinnamon. Luscious blackberries and black cherries dominate in the glass, and there's black pepper on the finish. Some of the final bite comes from the alcohol, listed at 15.4%. Normally that's too much for me, but here it's folded in nicely with the fruit.

Hard to contain myself

Thursday, December 7, 2006

2006 Bodega Catena Zapata Alamos Chardonnay, Mendoza, Argentina, about $10. I had the great good fortune to renew my acquaintance recently with Nicolas Catena Zapata, a pioneer of modern winemaking and grape-growing in Argentina, and his daughter Laura, a dynamic behind-the-scenes force at the winery. They were eager to talk about Malbec, the signature grape of Argentina (more on that in coming weeks), but we started our tasting with this Chardonnay and I was immediately distracted. The grapes come from high-altitude vineyards (between 3,000 and 5,000 feet) so the climate is cool. But the vines also receive lots of intense sun so you taste a perfectly balanced wine that's light, lemony and elegant but which also has some tropical fruit notes. It's rare to find a Chard with this much charm at this price.   

Brief holiday hiatus

Wednesday, December 6, 2006

I'm in one of those moods again when nothing I taste excites me, not even the high-end stuff, so I'm taking a one-day break from blogging, during which I'll recalibrate myself with some of that horrid green tea and see what happens. Check in again Thursday.

Cheers,

Jerry Shriver

As advertised

Tuesday, December 5, 2006

2005 Chalone Vineyard Pinot Noir, Monterey County, Calif., about $14. The primary test for any wine that hopes to be included in this blog is that it faithfully display the characteristics of the grape/grapes printed on the label. That may sound simplistic but it's amazing how many contenders fail to meet that standard. This one is perfectly true-to-type. You get the nice strawberry aromas, followed by straightforward raspberry flavors and a soft texture that's more lean than lush (probably because the grapes are from a cool-climate area). My only quibble is that the alcohol, listed at a reasonable 13.5%, tastes noticeably hot on the finish.

Change of heart

Monday, December 4, 2006

2004 Cousino-Macul Antiguas Reservas Cabernet Sauvignon, Maipo Valley, Chile, about $12. After five or six years of dismissing most Chilean wines as examples of blown potential I've begun to come around again, thanks to bottles such as this one. This Cab is hefty, complex and rich without being overtly fruity. And it doesn't taste tired or thin, which are the flaws that turned me off on the country's wines originally following a long, pleasant honeymoon in the early 1990s. Low-end Chilean whites are still a work in progress but the Cabs, Carmeneres and some of the Merlots I've had this year warrant a second look.

Wall Street Journal

A Sweet Dream From Germany As a Gift, Auslese Will Please Novices and Old Hands

The 'Candy' Skeptics

December 8, 2006; Page W4

By DOROTHY J. GAITER AND JOHN BRECHER

The very best presents are the unexpected ones -- the ones that, at first, might make the recipient ask, "What were they thinking?" and then later say, "How very thoughtful." They're the kind of presents that are used every day, or that change someone's perspective. A few years ago, John's brother Kris, who likes electronic gadgets, sent us a gift that seemed extravagantly silly at first, but which we don't know how we ever lived without. It was a newfangled technology called TiVo. In that spirit, we have a gift suggestion for the person on your list who is either newly embarked on a wine journey or is a confirmed wine lover: a Riesling Auslese from Germany.

Sweet.

German.

Riesling.

Those three words strike fear in the hearts of many Americans, so we know you might be skeptical, and that your friend or loved one may be skeptical, too. That's why it's such a great present, because a good Auslese may forever change someone's view of sweet wines, of German wines and of Riesling wines. That would be a gift that would keep on giving.

Fine German wines are classified by ripeness, which generally equates to sweetness. Kabinett is the lightest and usually the driest you're most likely to see; Spätlese is next up the line; and then there is Auslese (pronounced something like owss-lay-zah), which is made from very ripe grapes. (You might sometimes see the word Trocken, which means the wine is dry regardless of its ripeness. As we've written before, Spätlese Trocken and even Auslese Trocken, both rare in the U.S., are a special treat, but let's save those for another holiday season. We'll also save the rare, expensive wines even further up the ripeness line: Beerenauslese and Trockenbeerenauslese.)

Too many people think German wines are simple, that Riesling is cloying and that sweet wines taste like candy. That's why it would be fun to change some minds with a good bottle of Auslese. But this isn't just a good present for novices. Even people like us who love wine don't buy Ausleses very often. There's always something trendier, something newer and perhaps something less expensive. Auslese is so special that it gets put into the dreaded category of "special occasion" wine, which means it's bought infrequently and opened rarely. So novices will discover a new friend and wine lovers will rediscover an old one. What could be better?

Auslese wines are hard to describe, and if you wonder why, think about how you'd try to describe a great soufflé to someone who has never had one. It's sweet yet ephemeral; it has texture but no real weight; it has mouth-filling flavors, but the flavors are like clouds that beguile your taste buds and then just leave a long memory behind. At their best, Ausleses have all sorts of tastes of tropical fruits and caramelized peaches, sometimes with a bit of luscious mouthfeel, but with abundant acids that make the whole package light on its feet. While many of these are delightful as aperitif or dessert wines, they also go beautifully with some dishes, especially pork and veal in cream sauces. Ausleses are also generally low in alcohol -- around 7.5% to 9%. At a time when so many wines seem like work to drink, with big tastes and even bigger alcohol, these are effortless.

Big Taste, Half Bottles

It's impossible to know what Riesling Auslese you might find on shelves because, while many are out there, all are made in limited quantities. To get a sense of what might be available, we bought a large sample from stores in California, Missouri, North Carolina, New Jersey and New York. We did not set a price limit, but most cost less than $40 for a regular-size bottle. Quite a few came in half bottles, which is a good idea because these are often so mouth-coating and luscious that a half bottle really is plenty for a night.

We tasted the wines in blind flights over several nights. We expected to have a delightful time with the tasting -- and we were not disappointed. They were filled with spices and a cornucopia of fruits -- pears, peaches, apricots, pineapples, green apples, lemons and limes. Some had a nicely floral nose while others smelled like apple pie. The tastes were generally nicely balanced between sweet and tart, with integrated flavors and, in most, long, mouth-coating finishes with just a hint of minerals. In the best -- and this is what makes them so special -- there was a clarity, a purity, a focus and sharpness that seemed to deliver all of the tastes in one well-conceived package directly to the pleasure points of our brains. The kicker is that these will be even better in a few years as they round out a bit and become even more complex and haunting.

In the index, you can see our favorites and get an idea what these taste like and approximately how much they cost. You will certainly see different ones at your store. Just pick one up and give it away this holiday season. Trust us. Your recipient will think of you with every sip and be very grateful for a very long time.

The Dow Jones Riesling Auslese Index

In a tasting of German Riesling Auslese wines from recent vintages, these were our favorites. We focused on 2003 to 2005 because those are the vintages you're most likely to see, but Germany has had a string of good vintages and these age beautifully for a long time, so don't worry too much about the year. They are delightful to sip on their own, and the lighter ones pair beautifully with some dishes, especially pork, while some are better with (or as) dessert. As it happened, most of our sample came from the Mosel-Saar-Ruwer region, and most of the wines below are from there, though, of course, outstanding Riesling Auslese is made in Germany's other great wine districts, too.

VINEYARD/VINTAGE 
PRICE 
RATING 
TASTERS' COMMENTS

Dönnhoff Schlossböckelheimer Felsenberg 2004 (Nahe) 
$27.99

(½ bottle) 
Very Good/Delicious 
Best of tasting. Lovely and light, with the airiness of a soufflé but also tastes of earth, minerals, good acidity and plenty of apple-pie spices, along with lychee, peaches and carambola.

Bastgen Kestener Paulinshofberg 2005 (Mosel-Saar-Ruwer) 
$17.99 
Very Good Best value. 
Vibrant nose of tropical fruits. Intense, dessert-like flavors of melon and earth, with some brown sugar and minerals.

Clemens Busch Pündericher Marienberg 2004 (Mosel-Saar-Ruwer) 
$29.99

(½ bottle) 
Very Good/Delicious 
Ground walnuts and almonds, rich fruit and a long lemon-carambola finish. Intensely fruity, but with pinpoint focus and great balancing acids so it's not a bit heavy.

Fritz Haag Brauneberger Juffer Sonnenuhr '#09' 2005 (Mosel-Saar-Ruwer) 
$50.00* 
Very Good 
Luscious. Fleshy and rich, with a flowery nose, peach-pear tastes and just enough acids to give it lift. Lovely balance and great fruit.

Max Ferd. Richter Graacher Himmelreich 2003 (Mosel-Saar-Ruwer) 
$35.99 
Very Good 
Lychees and pears on the nose. Effortless and delightful, with green apples, pears and some minerals. Charming.

Milz-Laurentiushof Trittenheimer Leiterchen 2005 (Mosel-Saar-Ruwer) 
$37.99 
Very Good 
Luscious, like caramelized peaches, fleshy and rich. Some earth and real complexity. We'd save this for dessert.

Selbach-Oster Zeltinger Schlossberg 2003 (Mosel-Saar-Ruwer) 
$35.00* 
Very Good 
Better with food than some, with a nice balance of sweet and tart, plenty of minerals and tastes of peaches, pears and lemons.
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Around the Corner, Two Ways to Wine

Wednesday, December 6, 2006; F02

Vienna's Out of Site Wines keeps limited hours: only Thursdays, Fridays and Saturdays. But that doesn't mean the owners aren't around. If you happen to be walking by and the light's on, ring the doorbell and they'll welcome you in. That's the kind of place it is.

Tim Stevens, who formerly worked for distributor Dionysus Imports, and Steve Long, a former wine buyer at Whole Foods Market, pride themselves on pointing their customers to lesser-known wines. And since the shop's opening six months ago, it already has some competition in Vienna's blossoming Church Street shopping area.

Around the corner and down the block, Mark Heider, who trades in commodities in the early morning, trades in wine the rest of the day at his new Church Street Cellars, open seven days a week.

When you come in looking for a chardonnay, Heider will steer you to wines that are a little lighter on the oak and fruitier than the California chardonnays most of his customers are familiar with. His recommendations include Lafond SRH Chardonnay 2005 ($20) or Santa Barbara Winery Chardonnay ($15).

Long and Stevens, meanwhile, have placed the California wines in the back of the shop. Ask for a well-priced sparkling wine along the way, and Long reaches for one from France's Loire Valley. The Domaine Gendron Vouvray Brut NV ($17) is well-balanced, with nice fruit and a bit of sweetness. Ask for a change-of-pace white, and you might get steered to an Austrian choice, the Hopler Gruner Veltliner 2005 ($15), a light but surprisingly complex wine.

Long and Stevens offer classes in their "Center of Enlightenment" room (December includes lessons on champagne). Both shops have regular tastings and e-mail newsletters to keep regulars informed of special events.

Out of Site Wines, 214 Dominion Rd. NE, Vienna. Open Thursday, noon-7:30 p.m., Friday, noon-8 p.m., Saturday, 10 a.m.-6 p.m., Tuesday and Wednesday by appointment, extended hours through the holiday season, call for specific times; 703-319-9463,http://www.outofsitewines.com.

Church Street Cellars, 111 Church St., Vienna. Open Monday-Thursday, 11 a.m.-7 p.m., Fridays and Saturdays, 11 a.m.-9 p.m. and Sundays, noon-5 p.m.; 703-255-0550,http://www.churchstcellars.com.

-- Stephanie Witt Sedgwick
