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Gil Kulers' Wine Pick: 2004 Wolf Mountain Vineyards, Coupage,

Published on: 02/01/07

• 2004 Wolf Mountain Vineyards, Coupage,

• Lumpkin County

• $20

• Two thumbs way up. One of Georgia's better wines but hard to get because of state shipping regulations, this easy-to-like wine offers aromas and tastes of mocha, dry cherries and a cabinet of spices like cinnamon, mace and nutmeg. Wolf's Rhône-inspired Instinct is also a winner.

An eagle-eyed reader asked me: "The Publix wine buyer says that some of your recommendations aren't even available in Georgia ... any response?"

Nearly all the wines I write about are indeed available in the Georgia markets, but some are not available through traditional retail outlets. These wines are available directly from the winery. I'm assured that these wineries have the necessary license to send wine into Georgia and right to your doorstep — something most wine retailers would rather forget.

Still, I will occasionally mention a wine not available in either manner. Why? I view the column as a means to help people discover their own appreciation for wine. I typically use these "unavailable" wines to illustrate a point. If you're buying only things that wine writers suggest, you're enjoying only what other people say you should enjoy.

Your best bet is to view what I've written as mere suggestions and as a general advisory on what's going on in the wine world. You'd be much better off finding a good wine shop, using my column to engage the shop owner (or perhaps your pal at Publix) on similar wines that he/she has in stock and discovering for yourself what is good, bad or otherwise.

Chicago Tribune

Policing the organic label: Some consumer advocates question foreign-grown food

By Laura Hodes

Special to the Tribune

Published January 31, 2007

These days, if you see the "USDA Organic" food label, you probably take for granted that the food is more healthful and better for the environment and that organic standards were followed.

But what happens when that fresh or frozen organic produce is from outside the U.S.? Some consumer advocates are questioning whether that label is backed up in the same manner that domestic organics are.

To meet the booming demand for organic food--in 2005 sales were $13.8 billion, a 16 percent increase from the previous year, according to an Organic Trade Association survey--grocers are increasingly turning to foreign-grown produce.

Liana Hoodes, organic policy coordinator with The National Campaign for Sustainable Agriculture, Inc., said the USDA has been understaffed and overworked since the implementation of the national organics program four years ago. The agency is feeling pressure from all sides regarding the enforcement of existing standards.

But Joan Shaffer, the USDA's National Organic Program spokeswoman, countered that any agricultural product, livestock or crop marketed as organic in the U.S. must be certified that it meets the standards.

"We are committed to the integrity of the standards," Shaffer said. "If anyone thinks there is a violation, we have a Web site set up [for complaints]. We check out every complaint."

How certification works

The organic label on a bag of produce, whether domestic or foreign-grown, does not mean that USDA inspectors actually have visited the farms. Instead, a certifier visits the farms and reports to the USDA, which reviews the paperwork.

China presents one example of the problem encountered with the credibility of foreign certifiers, said Joe Mendelson, legal director with the Center for Food Safety, a non-profit consumer and environmental protection association based in Washington D.C.

"Do we know whether the government or the certifier has the will to crack down on fraud?" Mendelson asked. "I doubt it, because [a crackdown] would have direct impact on China's ability to export product."

When foreign countries export organic food, even with the USDA certification label, there is cause for concern because of a language gap and a knowledge gap in farmers' understanding of U.S. regulations and what organic means in the U.S., said Jim Riddle, organic outreach coordinator of the University of Minnesota and former chair of the USDA National Organic Standards Board.

China is the primary country under question, he said, because of its incredibly rapid growth in converting massive amounts of land to organic production in order to reap the price premiums of organic.

"I have been an organic inspector (and have trained inspectors throughout the world, in Japan, Taiwan and Russia) for 20 years--it takes time to convert to organic production," Riddle said.

"There are concerns about China's past agricultural processes and toxic inputs, the possibility of toxic residue in the soil and possibly in the food, and there are concerns about the long-term commitment to following the organic standards and the depth of understanding of the organic requirements," Riddle said.

Whole Foods Markets is among the grocery companies that rely sometimes on foreign suppliers. Although Kate Lowery, national public relations director for Whole Foods, emphasized that the company strives to acquire organic and local produce, it buys internationally when a product cannot be sourced in the U.S. because of seasonality. But the company takes care with suppliers.

"If it adheres to USDA standards and is verified by a third party certifier, we do have some product from China, when we cannot get it locally in the U.S.," Lowery said.

Farmers in China maintain their own paperwork and may not always report infractions, according to Ron Khosla, an organic farmer and international consultant on organic certification to the United Nations. Khosla has created an alternative certification system for foreign and U.S. produce called Certified Naturally Grown, which relies on peer review.

His idea is to get rid of the middlemen and to focus on the farmers. Instead of inspectors, his system has farmers monitoring other farmers and deciding whether a farm should be included in the certification system. With farmers educating each other, they are less likely to cheat the system, such as using pesticides if a pest attacks their crop, Khosla said.

This peer review approach is a central part of the Participatory Guarantee System (PGS) programs that are being supported internationally by the International Federation of Organic Agricultural Movements. Khosla is working with the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (UN-FAO) to implement them in India.

But until the day that these changes are put into action, what's a consumer to do?

Evaluate the certifier

It's time-consuming for harried shoppers, but one answer is to evaluate the certifier.

The product will have a seal from an organic certifier, which allows a consumer to check to see if the certifier is accredited by the U.S. government on the USDA National Organic Program site (www.ams.usda.gov/NOP). Or the consumer may research the background of the certifier at ecolabels.org (run by Consumers Union).

"If it's certified by more recognizable U.S. certifiers--long-standing certifiers, like California Certified Organic and Oregon Tilth--then you have a sense their program is strong and that they are going to be adhering to the standards as much as possible," Mendelson said.

- - -

Thoughts on buying local

For consumers concerned about organics, another approach is to buy locally grown and/or organic food instead of products shipped long distances, with the attendant fuel and shipping costs.

"Buy local from a diversified farm," said Ron Khosla, an organic farmer and international consultant on Organic Certification to the United Nations. "It doesn't have to be certified organic. Go to local food stores and farmers markets--where you can buy straight from the farmer--and ask questions."

He also recommended CSAs, or community sponsored agriculture programs, through which participants subscribe to a share of a farm's harvest.

Ronnie Cummins, national director of the non-profit Organic Consumers Association, added, "If you can establish trust with a farmer who is in transition to organic, give your dollars to that farmer . . . you can help [him] make the transition and build up the regional organic food and farming network."

For a listing of CSAs, visit localharvest.org/csa.

--L.H.

Dallas Morning News

Zin captures family kinetics

11:03 AM CST on Wednesday, January 31, 2007

As one of California's top winemakers, Ed Sbragia didn't need to prove anything when he started Sbragia Family Vineyards. He's earned more than enough accolades over the past 30 years making wine at Beringer Vineyards, where he still works every day.

But this venture is a family project, one that reaches back and honors his late father, Gino, and embraces the future with son Adam, who abandoned an acting career to come home to work with his dad.

"It's really a passion of ours," Adam told an SRO audience at the Dallas Central Market recently, "something that's very personal to us."

The first Sbragia Family Vineyard wines were released in fall 2004. And while all the wines from the family's various small vineyards are meticulously well-crafted, Gino's Vineyard Zinfandel may be the dearest to Adam and his father's hearts.

"This is what I grew up drinking," said Ed, because it echoes the style of wine his father made from grapes planted in the late '50s on the family's Dry Creek Valley homestead. "This is what got me into this business."

The parcel was replanted to zinfandel about 25 years ago, and the 2003 Gino's Zin comes on with rich, dark berry fruit and hints of black pepper, smoke and spice that roll into a balanced mouthful braced with nice tannins. More rustic than the other wines, it trails off to a warm finish and invites good food and company.

This and other Sbragia Family Vineyard wines are available at Central Market, where the zin sells for $33.99.

Kim Pierce

Denver Post

Wings will soar with the right pour

By Tara Q. Thomas

Special to The Denver Post

Article Last Updated: 01/30/2007 08:11:35 PM MST

"Wine doesn't really go with chicken wings, does it?" asked my editor last week. I can't decide if she was insinuating something about the quality of wings or about wine, but let this Buffalo gal set everyone straight: Great wings deserve great drinks - whether wine, beer or bourbon.

And, for you skeptics out there who will be noshing on wings while watching the game, real men do drink wine. Read on for suggestions for getting your wing party on.

Atomic wings: I love spicy food, but having eaten my share of atomically hot wings, I can tell you now that it's a waste of chicken meat.

You can't taste a thing; you might as well just chug the sauce straight. But if you insist, then go all the way: Stoke that fire with a high-octane zinfandel such as Peachy Canyon's Westside, Martinelli's Jackass Vineyard or Earthquake Zin.

If those don't put hair on your chest, bourbon is your next best bet. Nobody light a match.

Very hot wings: When the heat is enough to make you sweat yet you can still taste the sweetness of juicy, well-fried chicken meat, this is where beer makes most sense.

The cool temperature and lower alcohol will help tame the flame better than wine can. And it goes well with blue cheese dip too. To be very Buffalo about it, the beer should be cheap and Canadian, like Molson's or Labatt's.

Wine lovers should look for the lightest, coldest whites: Portugal's Vinho Verde is an excellent fit, with its light, limey flavor, low alcohol (typically around 11 percent) and low price (often less than $10).

Hot wings: With a perfect balance of spice, tang and soothing chicken meat, the possibilities are endless. You could play up the red spice with a red wine, like a spicy Côtes du Rhône from Delas Frères, Eric Texier or Domaine de la Janasse (all under $17); or you could work on the principle that opposites attract, and pair them with a bright, cold, fruit-juicy rosé, like Babcock's Big Fat Pink Shiraz, Routas Rose or Ca' del Solo Big House Pink (all $15 or less).

If your team is winning, you could pop open a bottle of bubbly (or a can: Francis Ford Coppola's fruity Sofia Sparkling comes in single-serve cans that run about $4 each).

Honey-mustard: With sweetness spiked by mustard's sneaky, tangy burn, these are the white-wine lover's wings.

Avoid buttery, rich chardonnays (their sweetness will take these into candyland) and opt instead for a cool, crisp, affordable pinot gris, like one from King Estate or Ponzi in Oregon, or Kris or Lageder ($15 or less) from Italy, where they call it pinot grigio.

Chinese-style: Salty soy, pungent garlic and sweet-hot red pepper combine to make an addictive snack that shows best against the sweet fruit, zesty acidity and low alcohol of riesling. The Germans are masters of the type; try Basserman-Jordan's Paradeisgarten Kabinett; Dr. Loosen's Dr. L, or a Kabinett from Johannes Leitz - all of which can be found for under $20.

Japanese-style: Glazed with a garlicky, black pepper-laced sauce and coated in sesame seeds, these are Japanese fast-food but gourmet by American wing standards. Delicious with a cold glass of sake; try crisp, fruity versions such as Senshin, Kubota Senju or the go-with-everything Wakakate Junmai Dai Ginjo.

Detroit News
Don't miss: L'Aventure "Optimus" 2004 Paso Robles, California, $48.

Madeline Triffon: Wine
Thursday, February 01, 2007

Style: Rich, plush red with plenty of oak and spice, and gently drying tannins

Consumers have made friends with the concept of red blends, sensing that they deliver a rounded, integrated character with no one component dominating. The most common blends include Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot partnered with Cabernet Franc and Malbec; or Syrah combined with Grenache or Mourvèdre as is traditional in France's Rhone Valley. Hold the boat: Syrah's smoke and pepper profile is creeping its way into non-Rhone-style blends with harmonious results.

"Optimus" sounds like it tastes, an optimum combo of dark-skinned varieties: 57 percent Syrah, 35 percent Cabernet Sauvignon and 8 percent Petit Verdot. The aromas are Cab-like, with blackberry and tobacco tones. Syrah manifests in delicious warm spice and licorice flavors. The palate is rich and expansive, with opulent vanillin oak and a pleasantly drying finish. You can't quite put your finger on the overriding flavor, and that's part of the fun!

Owner Stephan Asseo is indeed an adventurer, trolling the globe for a growing region where he could make his singular mark. The western hills of California's Paso Robles provided long warm days and cool nights, as well as what Asseo felt was authentic "terroir" (unique soil composition and aspect). We can look forward to more creative blends as their plantings include Grenache, Mourvèdre, Roussanne, Viognier and Chardonnay.

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

Michigan's cult favorite flies under the radar

The release of a new wine at Wyncroft in Buchanan, Mich., is always a big deal -- because production is so low and demand is so high.

Owners/winemakers Jim and Rae Lee Lester announced this week the 2003 Chardonnay is available to buy, for the tidy sum of $420 a case, plus 6 percent sales tax, plus $25 per case for shipping. (That's about $38 a bottle.) They describe it as a powerful yet elegant Chardonnay, resembling a big French Meursault.

And you cannot buy a single bottle; you have to buy a case.

And it's not available in stores, just by mail-order.

If you think that's a tad high for a Michigan wine, believe me, it will sell. Wyncroft is Michigan's own cult winery, known in serious wine circles across the state and in Chicago. Located in the rear of a convenience store, entered from the back alley, and not open to visitors unless by appointment, it's also the state's only garagiste, the term fondly coined for small production wineries that indeed may be located in a garage.

And now, the latest: New York is calling. James Endicott, wine director at Compass Restaurant on the Upper West Side, recently sought the Pinot Noir and the Bordeaux blend called Shou.

Reached by phone this week, he said: "I seek out smaller wineries."

But how on earth did he ever hear about this teeny-tiny, under-1,000 case operation tucked away in Southwest Michigan?

"On a food blog," he said.

The open-minded sommelier also carries wines from Pellegrini and Lieb Cellars on Long Island, Herman Wiemer's Dry Riesling in the Finger Lakes, the Viognier from Horton in Virginia, and for a while, the Gruet sparkling wine in New Mexico.

But back to the price: Lester was glad when I cornered him on it. "If you go down to the wine store for a Chardonnay with this pedigree, you'd pay twice as much," he exclaimed. And then he added, with a good bit of passion: "This idea that Michigan should take a back seat to other wine regions of the world is hooey. Just taste my wine next to a nice Meursault or Puligny," he said in a spirited voice.

He added that he's preparing to notify his mailing list about the sale of "futures" on the 2005 Shou and 2005 Pinot Noir. That's how the French sell their top Bordeaux -- people pay in advance, and with Wyncroft, then enjoy a 10 percent discount. (That brings down the price of the Pinot and Shou to $486 a case. But be advised that Wyncroft's well-established mailing-list customers get first dibs. To get on the list, you have to buy a case. But you can ask to get on a waiting list.

Wyncroft doesn't have any trouble selling to the mailing list and a couple of dozen high-end restaurants around the state, including Metro Detroit's The Lark, Bacco and Rattlesnake Club, and Tapawingo and Trattoria Stella in the Traverse City area. In Chicago, customers include the Pump Room, Ambria, Le Francais, Cafe 36 and more.

Wyncroft's very Burgundian Chardonnay is joined by a Burgundian Pinot Noir, an aged, dry Riesling, a bone-dry Gewurztraminer and the Shou Cabernet Sauvignon-Merlot-Cabernet Franc blend. ("Shou" is the Chinese symbol for longevity.)

Lester and Rae Lee baby their vineyards, where they stress low yields and long hang time for ripeness. They only use the most expensive French oak barrels for fermenting and aging -- a new barrel, including shipping, runs them about $900.

As I was about to press the button to post this column, Lester gave me a call with the latest news: A call from Charlie Trotter's in Chicago for the 2003 Chardonnay.

Now, as to the weather this week in Southwest Michigan, Lester along with Kaitlyn Lemon at Lemon Creek Winery reported white-out conditions, with 18 inches of snow on the ground, and more on the way. It's good news for the vineyards because deep snow insulates the vines when the temperature plunges.

Winery spotlight: Chaddsford in Pennsylvania.

The Pennsylvania wine industry is in the fast lane now. Consider the growth: In 2000, the Keystone state had 64 wineries. In 2007, it has 111. One of the stalwarts has always been Chaddsford near Philadelphia, operated by Eric and Lee Miller, who are pioneers in the modern industry. Eric's passion for high-quality wine could be considered near-manical in intensity. He pours out his heart on wine labels, and in the case of his Bordeaux blend, called Merican, he etches it in the glass. And he would be the first to tell you how much he has changed his production.

I recently tasted through a series of his reds, which show the degree of attention he has paid to viticulture -- in a climate that is trying at best. The 2005 Chambourcin has the finesse of a Pinot Noir; the 2005 Pinot Noir has the intensity and complexity of a French Burgundy; the 2004 Merlot is smooth with grainy tannins, totally ripe and clean, and powerful; and the 2005 Rubino, a Tuscan-style blend of Cabernet Sauvignon, Sangiovese, Dornfelder and Petit Verdot, could truly pass for Italian in a blind tasting. The cream of the crop, the 2002 Merican, which is mainly Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot, is dense, complex, and still so big and young, it's trying to find itself. It's packed with great stuff, and just needs time to flaunt it. It's what "real" wine is all about.

When Jim Lester of Michigan's Wyncroft talks about the "hooey" of thinking emerging wine regions can't be great, he's so right.

Learn more about Chaddsford.

-- February 1, 2007

Houston Chronicle
The breakup: saying goodbye to zin

Pretentious, overblown wines force a separation

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

Jan. 30, 2007, 7:44AM

There's been a divorce at my house. Zinfandel and I have split.

I'm not alone. The wine divorce courts are filled with former zinfandel lovers who are leaving "California's wine" behind.

The reason: Zinfandel has changed. It's no longer a bright, charming, well-constructed companion for a dinner party, whether you're serving pizza or pistachio-crusted salmon. No, today zinfandel has gone uptown, demanding that we fork over a fortune for a potable gone all pompous and pretentious.

What a shame. Once upon a time, zinfandel was a dependable, affordable delight. But in the past few years, many winemakers have gotten into the "bigger is better" mindset. Now they're making overripe, overalcoholic, low-acidity wines that taste not of grapes but of prunes and raisins. These travesties are hard to match with food, too.

I don't mean to tar all producers with the same brush. Sane ones such as Seghesio, Dry Creek Vineyards, Pedroncelli come to mind, as do some wines from Rosenblum and Ridge. But their ranks are thinning.

Even old favorites have slipped into the morass. Quivira used to make excellent zins, but the past few I've tasted, especially some expensive single-vineyard wines, have been heavy, dull, charmless. What gives?

Zin was popular because it was good and inexpensive, but 25 years ago winemakers were all over the stylistic map; consumers couldn't depend on the wine. Would it be the big, chocolaty, overblown style, like today's, or a lighter, more balanced, fruitier claret-style? The fledgling white zinfandels were just plain confusing, except to the young buzz-for-a-buck crowd. If customers aren't sure what they're buying, they ain't buying.

So zinfandel's popularity went south. Many producers began planting other varietals, especially chardonnay and merlot. Ironically, though, the boom in white zinfandel saved some of California's old vineyards from being replanted.

In the '90s, zin came back. Unfortunately, a lot of small-lot producers began pricing them as if they were cult cabernets and pretentious pinots. That's like pricing a Mazda as if it were a Maserati.

There will always be suckers for overhyped wines; the French have known this for years. Now zinfandel has gone over to the dark side. That's why well-made, affordable, interesting, good-with-food Spanish wines have made such inroads in the U.S. Same for Chilean wines. Argentine wines. Australian wines.

So my friends and I are moving on. So long, zinfandel, it was good to know you.

The wines of Jasper Hill

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

Jasper Hill wines are imported by Old Bridge Cellars and distributed by Prestige Wine Cellars.

• 2004 Jasper Hill Riesling — * * * * 1/2 — very nice citrus, apple, pear flavors with good minerality, plus a nuance of petroleum that should be in all premium rieslings but often isn't; $37.

• 2003 Jasper Hill "Georgia's Paddock" Shiraz — * * * 1/2 — it's a vintage thing, but not the best Georgia's Paddock you'll find; overripe and tending toward pruney; $100.

• 2002 Jasper Hill "Georgia's Paddock" Shiraz — * * * * ( 1/2 ) — this is what all the fuss is about: excellent black cassis fruit, a touch of vanilla, a hint of dried herbs and still a bit tannic; give it another year or two, and then look out; $100.

Reds

Three reds that show what happens when wine is made from overripe grapes, or is just too old:

• 2000 Domini Veneti Amarone — * — OK, by definition the intense wine from the Veneto region of Italy has a certain pruney quality, but it also should have acidity and some dried fruit, as well as dried herbs; this too-old wine is strictly prune juice. Very expensive and not worth the price; $40.

• 2004 Monteviña "Terra d'Oro School House Road Field Blend" Zinfandel — * * — way too much prune, not enough fresh fruit; about $20.

• 2005 Sebastiani Zinfandel — * * — oddly, the alcohol says 13.5 percent, but the wine tastes like it was made from raisined grapes; about $15.

Wine Find: 2005 Signorello "Seta"

Jan. 30, 2007, 8:26AM

History: In the mid-1970s, Ray Signorello bought a 100-acre plot on the Silverado Trail in the Napa Valley. Originally the San Francisco businessman planned to grow grapes and sell them to neighboring wineries. But the 1985 harvest proved bountiful and good, so the Signorello family began to make its own wines. The original winemaker was Bruce Newlan, replaced in 1998 by Frenchman Pierre Birebent. The primary Signorello wines are cabernet sauvignon, chardonnay, syrah and a sauvignon blanc-semillon called "Seta" (Italian for silk). I don't find it silky, but rather French in style. In fact, the 2005 Signorello "Seta" — * * * * 1/2 — a 60-40 blend of sauvignon blanc and semillon, has a pronounced mineral quality reminiscent of a top white Bordeaux, with hints of figs, pears and wet stones. It was 100 percent barrel-fermented, so there's a hint of vanilla, too.

• Pairings: shrimp, oysters, arugula salad or broiled catfish with a drizzle of creamy cilantro dressing, à la Churrascos.

• Suggested retail: $25, with limited availability, but worth looking for.

• From: Glazer's

LA Times
Mortadella, Beaujolais ... hike!

Take calls from wine bars this Super Bowl Sunday with a spread for the rest of us.

By Laurie Winer, Special to The Times

January 31, 2007

THE last time I watched a football game all the way through, I lived in Baltimore, wore a Brownie uniform on Thursdays, and rooted for the local team — the Colts. In those days we marked the Super Bowl with Chinese carry-out and Coke and liked it.

These days, Super Bowl Sunday usually finds me shuttered in my office while shouts emanate from the den where my husband and stepkids seem to believe they are helping some halfback with a pigskin tango his way through a thicket of linebackers. If I enter at all, it's to watch the ads, which last year featured a man seducing a woman with his "Crunch Wrap Supreme" from Taco Bell and a teenager fainting from excitement when Jessica Simpson sticks a "Cheesy Bite" from Pizza Hut in his mouth. My own brood, munching on Domino's pizza, seemed untroubled by the improbability of these scenarios.

This year, I felt I should intervene, I mean participate, which, for me, means planning and executing a menu (or, as my husband calls it, being a complete control freak). If the fast-food chains in this country haven't changed much since the '70s, the wider food and wine culture certainly has. I took this year's choice of halftime entertainment — Prince — as a sign (or a symbol, if you will) that one could introduce something a little sophisticated into Super Bowl Sunday.

First of all, I decided there was to be no beer. I hate beer. I hate all beer. Given that there are so many wonderful new wine bars in the city, I thought I might ask some of the local proprietors about setting up an at-home wine bar. I mean, who could object to a long table of delicious small dishes, hunks of cheese and sausages and cured meats, olives in orange zest and herbs, and crusty breads?

To test the waters, and I was especially nervous about the beer part, I ran the idea by my husband. "As long as there are no green salads," he said firmly. "Why?" I asked. "Because it's the Super Bowl," he answered quickly, and his tone suggested I pursue the issue no further.

Not surprisingly, the local wine bar guys all thought this was a superb idea, an idea whose time had come — perhaps about six years ago. "That's when wine bars starting proliferating all over the country, people began trying many wines by the glass, and the curiosity about wine exploded," says Mike Farwell, co-owner of Vertical Wine Bistro in Pasadena. He'll be pouring at his place in Pasadena on Super Bowl Sunday.

I envisioned a spread with enough variety to remain interesting and surprising through five or so hours of continual face-feeding for 10 people. The star feature, I decided, would be charcuterie — a fine big plate of sliced cured meats and dried sausages, which these days is easier than ever to assemble in impressive pedigrees. Look at your meat plate like an artist's palette — you want to vary the flavors and the textures and give each meat enough room to inspire experimentation.

Classy cold cuts

HAVE the deli slice some prosciutto, so silky it curls up like a pencil shaving, and a mortadella, spotted with circles of flavorful fat (you can find good ones at Bay Cities in Santa Monica, Mario's Italian Deli in Glendale and a brand-new small deli in Silver Lake called Cardone's, and artisanal versions at Cube in Los Angeles). Next to that I would place some denser meats, such as a coppa and a spicy sopressata for a little kick. You also want some uncut sausages that ask to be eaten in chunks on their own terms: a whole pepperoni or a nice hard chorizo, sitting suggestively next to a knife. I would steer away from a big side of ham and sliced bread because those things encourage the indelicate art of sandwich-making, and I want my guests to taste the flavors of the meats, as we are not talking Oscar Meyer baloney here.

If you want to do something patriotic for the afternoon, you could collect only American-made artisan meats: This isn't the World Cup, for goodness sake. Fra' Mani, which comes from Paul Bertolli in the Bay Area, is suddenly widely available; you can find it at Surfas in Culver City, Cube and many Italian delis and gourmet shops.

How much meat is always a question. After consulting with two experienced deli hands, Jim Tribuzi from Mario's and Fred Heinemann at the Artisan Cheese Gallery in Studio City, I settled on a formula: one-third pound each of five or six meats. This should keep 10 happily tasting throughout the long afternoon.

As for cheese, I would pick three or four unfussy and/or rustic beauties, one-third pound each. For me, nothing enhances salty meats more than fresh mozzarella, and as Gioia Cheese Co. makes it right here in El Monte, you can get it really fresh. My local store has an organic sheep's cheese called Lamb Chopper that I'm currently crazy about for its mysterious and subtle nuttiness. It comes from Cypress Grove Chevre in Northern California. Of course you can only take the patriotism thing so far. I would go out of the country, to Italy, for a slightly harder Piave, and to France for a lovely Comté.

This spread is too nice for crackers; as a delivery system I suggest baguettes or other crusty breads. I'd avoid anything that has olive or rosemary; the breads need to be canvases on which to really taste the meats. It's the only ingredient you must buy day-of.

Because man cannot live by bread and meat and cheese alone, or if he can, he likes some cornichons and olives with that, I rounded out the menu with some savory dishes from local wine bars; these places know how to keep people nibbling and sipping happily for hours. I borrowed four for my ensemble. They're homey bites that complement each other and a variety of wines without ever demanding top billing: duck rillettes from Sara Levine, chef at Vertical Wine Bar; a lemon-dill potato salad from Todd Barrie, chef at Upstairs 2 (the wine bar attached to Wine House in West L.A.); Suzanne Goin's mushroom persillade from A.O.C.; and a yellowfin tuna confit salad (with emphatically no greens) from D.J. Olsen, the chef at Lou Amdur's wine bar, Lou.

Amdur also suggests "a whole lot of different olives each with its own schmutz." Barrie is more of a Spanish white butter bean man; he briefly sautés the beans with a dash of lemon juice and a drop of chili sauce, a little chopped parsley and garlic and some sliced cherry tomatoes.

And to drink …

IT should come as no surprise that the wine guys were eager to match grape juice to this smorgasbord. Amdur immediately took the big picture view. "For an event like the Super Bowl," he says, "you do not want what the Italians call a wine of meditation or a wine of contemplation." (I'm pretty sure he meant no insult to sports fans … but he may have.) His first thought was to open an organic French hard cider from Normandy, which "functions more like a beer" (I kept my mouth shut), but is "more complex and adult." Amdur would keep the day moving with two inexpensive sparkling wines, a Cremant de Bourgogne rosé and a fizzy Italian red — he loves a 2002 Picchione Sangue di Giuda. A Sangue di Giuda was also the first thought of David Haskell, owner of Bin 8945 in West Hollywood; he recommends one from Bruno Verdi.

Amdur would then move onto two more light-bodied wines that will counteract the fattiness of the meat: a Pinot Gris from Slovenia and a Beaujolais. At this point, when guests are going back for thirds, Amdur would open something "with a little meat on its bones," a Valpolicella. Finally, he would finish with no dessert but a dessert wine, an inexpensive Sauternes. For 10 people he would serve at least 10 wines because, he says, "My friends have superior livers."

Upstairs 2's Barrie immediately thought of a Tyronia Albariño from Spain. "It's light and crisp," he explained, "and would please both Chardonnay and Sauvignon blanc fans."

Miguel Garza of the brand new Culver City wine bar Vinum Populi ("wine of the people") thought of "wines that are approachable and can handle a variety of different flavors." His enthusiasm for the 2004 Dominio de Eguren Protocolo from La Mancha, Spain, at $6, was palpable. "For the money it's out of this world," he said, before challenging me to find a lower-end wine that is more complex (I demurred). He lingered in Spain, picking a white Basa from Rueda, "which is very easy to drink, with just a little sweetness," and a red from Campo de Borja, which "just blossoms in your mouth."

As for dessert, Vertical's Farwell goes for the so-simple-it's-painful approach: "I love to eat a handful of grapes and a glass of Riesling." After five hours of eating and watching and yelling, that might be just the thing.

Wines that go deep and long

GATHER as many different wines as possible; many are inexpensive, and it's going to be a long day. Suggested as they were by wine-bar owners, some of these bottles are a bit unusual and hard to find; ask your local wine shop to recommend similar bottles.

Organic cider

Etienne Dupont Brut de Normandie N.V. Available at Silverlake Wine in Los Angeles, (323) 662-9024, about $20.

Sparkling whites

Domaine Albert Mann Crémant d'Alsace N.V. Available at Le Petit Vendome, Pasadena, (626) 396-9234, $20.

Sparkling reds

Caprari Lambrusco dell'Emilia N.V. Available at Wine Expo in Santa Monica, (310) 828-4428, $13.

2002 Picchioni Oltrepò Pavese Sangue de Giuda. Available at Wine Expo, $10.

2005 Bruno Verdi Oltrepò Pavese Sangue di Giuda Paradiso. Available at Liquid Wine & Spirits in Chatsworth, (818) 709-5019, $14.

Sparkling rosé

Bailly-Lapierre Crémant de Bourgogne Rosé N.V. Available at Red Carpet Wine Merchants in Glendale, (818) 339-0609, $14.

Whites

2005 Frédéric Magnien Chablis. Available at Wine House in West Los Angeles, (310) 479-3731, $27.

2005 Didier Champalou Vouvray. Available at Wine House and Moe's Fine Wines in Brentwood, (310) 826-4444, about $16.

2005 Dveri-Pax Eisenthur. Available at Woodland Hills Wine Co., Woodland Hills, (818) 222-1111, $14.

2004 Dveri-Pax Sivi Pinot Gris. At Woodland Hills Wine Co., $18.

2005 Basa Rueda Blanco. Available at Le Petit Vendome, Red Carpet Wine, Silverlake Wine and Wine House, about $11.

2004 Albert Mann Furstentum Tokay Pinot Gris. Available at Wine House, $29.

2005 F. X. Pichler Smaragd "Durnsteiner Hollerin" Riesling. Available at Wine House, $50.

2004 Tvronia Albariño. Available at Wine House, $16.

2000 Château d'Armajan des Ormes Sauternes. Available at Greenblatt's Deli & Fine Wines in Los Angeles, (323) 656-0606, $18.

Reds

2003 Château des Labourons Fleurie. Available at Le Petit Vendome and Wine House, about $17.

2004 Dominio de Eguren Protocolo. Widely available, about $6.

2005 Feudi di San Gregorio Primitivo di Manduria di Ognissole. Available at Fine Wine House in Pasadena, (877) 981-6555, $30.

2003 Bodegas Alto Moncayo, Campo de Borja. Available at Le Petit Vendome, Wine House and Twenty-twenty Wine Merchants in West Los Angeles, (310) 447-2020, about $42.

2005 Andeluna Malbec. Available at Wine House, $10.

2005 Casa de la Cruz Pinot Noir, Sonoma Coast. Available at Le Petit Vendome and Silverlake Wine, about $15.

2003 Cecilia Beretta Valpolicella Superiore Ripasso. Available at Wine Expo, $19.

Wine of the Week: 2005 Le Cellier du Palais Aprémont Vin de Savoie

S. Irene Virbila

January 31, 2007

The Savoie region of France doesn't usually merit its own section in a wine shop, but here's one bottle worth setting right up front. Le Cellier du Palais' 2005 Aprémont is everything you want in a food-friendly wine. The crisp, briny white has character and finesse, a firm minerality and the taste of green apples. Made from 100% Jacquère grown on the slopes above Aprémont (which translates as bitter mountain), it's perfect with oysters or clams on the half shell, a fully decked-out shellfish platter or sushi and sashimi (think yellowtail and jumbo clam).

---

Quick swirl

Region: Savoie, France

Price: About $11

Style: Crisp and minerally

Food it goes with: Oysters, clams, chilled seafood platter, sushi, soups.

Where you find it: Du Vin Wine & Spirits in West Hollywood, (310) 855-1161; Mission Wines in South Pasadena, (626) 403-9463; Wine Exchange in Orange, (714) 974-1454 and (800) 769-4639; the Wine House in West Los Angeles, (310) 479-3731; and Woodland Hills Wine Company in Woodland Hills, (818) 222-1111

— S. Irene Virbila
Miami Herald

Under Gallo, Martini specializes

Fred Tasker

Thu, Feb. 01, 2007

Michael Martini, whose grandfather, Louis, had founded the Martini Grape Products Co. back in 1922 and developed it into the historic Louis L. Martini Winery in California's Napa Valley, came to a sobering conclusion six years ago.

``At 150,000 cases, we were too big to be a small winery, and too small to be a big winery.''

So he consulted his eight siblings and persuaded them to take a big step. They sold the winery to Gallo in 2002, with Martini staying on as master winemaker. Gallo came in strong, pulling Martini's existing wines out of markets or selling them off, starting with a new slate.

Today Martini is traveling the country speaking out about how well the partnership has worked. The Martini Winery has cut back from 15 varietals to concentrate on one -- cabernet sauvignon -- with the exception of a small, 800-case lot of old-vines zinfandel. But, with Gallo's money and its sales and distribution force, they've increased production to 167,000 cases and are aiming at 250,000.

'Matt Gallo [who oversees Gallo's Napa and Sonoma vineyards] told me, `You make the best cabernet sauvigon you can, and we will provide you the resources to do it.' The best part is that the sale has freed me up from administration duties and let me concentrate on winemaking,'' Martini says.

``They gave me an open checkbook to buy Napa grapes -- from Diamond Mountain, Mount Veder. They've put as much money in this winery in two years as I could have in 15.''

Today Martini makes several versions of cabernet sauvignon. It's one of the few wineries to make it in both Napa and Sonoma counties, on land the family bought decades ago. The Sonoma land includes the high-altitude, top-rated vineyard called Monte Rosso, or Red Mountain, for its red volcanic soil.

Martini says he isn't free to disclose much about the winery's plans except to say he hopes it will become ''a serious destination'' on Route 29, the road that runs through Napa past a dozen famous vineyards including Robert Mondavi, Opus One and Stirling. (Veteran wine travelers will note they've already torn down the ugly cyclone fence in front of the winery and done some landscaping.)

The sale also has freed up Martini, 56, to take courses at the nearby Culinary Institute of America campus and travel to Vietnam to experiment with new food-wine pairings.

''I'm loving it,'' he says. He adds: ``The Gallos are honorable people.''

HIGHLY RECOMMENDED

• 2003 Louis Martini Cabernet Sauvignon, Napa Valley: black raspberry and espresso flavors; big, ripe tannin; powerful; $25.

• 2003 Louis Martini ''Lot 1'' Reserve Cabernet Sauvignon, Napa Valley: powerful cassis, licorice and black plum flavors; big, ripe tannins; very smooth; $85.

RECOMMENDED

• 2003 Louis Martini Cabernet Sauvignon, Sonoma County: black cherries and black coffee; soft and rich; ripe tannins; $16.

• 2003 Louis Martini Cabernet Sauvignon, Alexander Valley: tart, dry, intense cassis flavors; lean, firm tannin; $35.

• 2001 Louis Martini Cabernet Sauvignon, Monte Rosso Vineyard, Sonoma Valley: intense blackberry and iron flavors; lean, powerful; $60.

• 2004 Louis Martini ''Gnarly Vines'' Zinfandel, Monte Rosso, Sonoma Valley: intense red raspberry and mocha flavors; very rich, concentrated; $40.

FRED'S BARGAIN BIN

(A new weekly spotlight on under-$12 wines.)

• 2005 Santa Rita ''120'' Cabernet Sauvignon, Rapel Valley, Chile: A soft, ripe Chilean cab with flavors of black cherries and chocolate, very smooth. This would be great with comfort food, from meatloaf to macaroni and cheese. It's $8 in wine shops.

NY Times

In an Enclave of Serious Wine Lovers, a Mesmerizing Theft

February 1, 2007 

By PATRICIA LEIGH BROWN

ATHERTON, Calif. — It was perhaps the most Californian of crimes. Behind the electronic gates and freshly clipped hedges of an exclusive cul-de-sac, the thieves worked in the dead of night, ignoring watches, laptops and other ho-hum booty to cart away the ultimate prize: 450 bottles of wine, including a rare $11,000 1959 magnum from the Château Pétrus in Bordeaux, France.

Thus began what the police in this Silicon Valley town, one of the country’s most affluent ZIP codes, refer to as “the big wine caper” — a $100,000 theft, still under investigation, whose audacity has inspired Agatha Christie-like fascination among sophisticated oenophiles in the Bay Area.

“It’s a worrying thing,” said Ken Chalmers, the assistant manager at Beltramo’s, a local wine purveyor who sells hard-to-come-by vintages to customers with pebbled driveways and lavender-lined walks. “If you drink a bottle of a ’61 Bordeaux every five years and somebody swipes it, you’re not going to be happy. You can’t replace it. Wine is a very personal thing.”

Like a sauvignon blanc with an ash-covered chèvre, theft and wine make a heady pairing, especially in Atherton, the sought-after nesting place of venture capitalists and magnates like Charles Schwab, of the wealth management company, and Tom Proulx, the founder of the software company Intuit. Wine cellars are a fixture of daily life here, a common amenity along with home theaters, fitness centers and his-and-her offices.

At some point between Dec. 28 and Jan. 4, while the homeowner was on vacation, the police said, the thief or thieves made their way to the basement, where the collection, much of it distinguished Bordeaux, was stored at an optimal 55 degrees. The police have not identified the victim. There was no sign of forced entry, indicating the possibility of an inside job, said Detective Sgt. Joseph C. Wade, who is in charge of the investigation. The house is gated, and a code and a key would have been needed to enter it, he said.

The perpetrator had a discerning palate, leaving behind lesser vintages. The collection included a magnum of 1959 Château Beychevelle and a magnum of 2002 Jones Family cabernet, a Napa Valley cult wine.

The mystery of the theft on Fair Oaks Lane has captivated a region obsessed with the vine, a place where The San Francisco Chronicle’s weekly Wine section is required reading.

“The properties in Atherton are so large that it’s possible to imagine no one would notice,” said Stephen J. Bachmann, the chief executive of Vinfolio Inc., an online store and consultant service for private wine collectors, who also writes a blog. “It’s an interesting question of whether they had advanced knowledge of what was in the cellar. A lot of people don’t think of wine as an asset that needs to be protected. But they should.”

In many ways, Bordeaux has assumed the status of liquid gold.

“Like chocolate was to the Aztecs, wine has become the ultimate currency,” said Daphne Derven, an independent scholar on food and wine based in Eugene, Ore. “It appears that the thieves, whoever they were, had more faith in the stability and accruing value of the ultimate bottle of wine than the American dollar.”

The crime is perhaps understandable given record increases in wine prices at auction, said Thomas Matthews, the editor of Wine Spectator, which recently reported on counterfeiting, in which labels are falsified. .

In 2005, major auction houses in the United States and abroad sold $166 million worth of wine, Mr. Matthews said. Last year, sales rose to $240 million, with numerous world records, like the 50 cases of 1982 Mouton-Rothschild that sold for $1.05 million at Sotheby’s.

Although theft of private wine collections is uncommon, Mr. Matthews said theft at wine warehouses in the United States and Europe was on the rise. With yet-to-be released vintages, like a 2005 Château Latour, fetching $800 a bottle, “that puts a lot of upward pressure on older wines,” he said. “In wine, the supply is finite. Rising prices are the result.”

The crime’s swirling reach has extended even to New York, with the list of stolen wines making the rounds of retailers and distributors.

“It’s going to be difficult to track,” said John Kapon, the auction director at Acker Merrall & Condit in New York. “The sad truth is, it should be relatively easy for whoever stole it to sell this wine without anyone being able to figure it out.”

Unlike missing art and antiquities, hot wine has no official registry. “Something like an Amber alert would be very useful,” said George Derbalian, the president of Atherton Wine Imports, an importer of Burgundy and Bordeaux.

Theresa Lawless, a manager for the Fireman’s Fund Insurance Company, in Novato, Calif., one of several major American insurers of private wine collections, said loss of wine was typically a result of fire or power failures, not theft. “But this will definitely make people think twice,” Ms. Lawless said.

Wine cellar designers are increasingly installing fingerprint and voice recognition systems and crisscrossing laser beams that trigger alarms (à la the movie “Entrapment” with Sean Connery and Catherine Zeta-Jones), said Tod Ban, a wine cellar designer in Atlanta who recently completed such a cellar for a private collector with 27,000 bottles.

Evan L. Goldenberg, an architect and owner of Design Build Consultants in Greenwich, Conn., said radio-frequency labels that allow the tracking of individual bottles were on the horizon. In Atherton, where cameras are embedded in oaks, the theft has caused deep unease.

“You’ve got to be careful,” said a resident, speaking through her intercom. “There’s been a lot of trouble around here.”

The case has lingering overtones for Sergeant Wade, who also was working on a case in nearby East Palo Alto, a city that has long wrestled with high crime rates.

“An 18-year-old girl was shot point-blank in the head and I received no calls about it,” he said. “The wine theft? A gazillion. It kind of shows you where people’s values lie.”

All Over America, Wines Search for Identity

January 31, 2007

By ERIC ASIMOV

MAYBE it was the 2004 Peninsula Cellars riesling that I tried last fall out in San Francisco. It was dry and delicious with a minerally flavor that I don’t find so often in American rieslings. What surprised me most of all, though, was the wine’s provenance: Old Mission Peninsula, north of Traverse City, Mich.

Or it might have been the 1998 Ultra Brut blanc de blancs I had from Westport Rivers in Westport, Mass. Who knew there was such a thing as the Southeastern New England appellation, or that it would include such an elegant Champagne-like sparkling wine as the Westport Rivers?

It might even have been the 2005 Chaddsford pinot noir, a light-bodied wine with earthy cherry and spice flavors that was distinctly not a California pinot noir, though I would have been hard-pressed to guess it was from Pennsylvania.

Regardless of the particular wine, these three bottles and more like them have convinced me that credible wines at the least, and often enough really good wines, are emerging from the most unexpected corners of North America, and now is a good time to start paying attention to them.

Like most wine drinkers, I’m pretty much a creature of habit. So many good wines come from so many familiar, well-established places that motivating myself to try something new and different seems pointless and onerous, like going to a great steakhouse and ordering the fish.

Yet what if that fish were distinctive and unanticipated, a fish that you couldn’t find anywhere but at that one steakhouse? Wouldn’t it then be worth a trip to try the fish?

One organization that certainly thinks so is Appellation America, whose Web site, wine.appellationamerica.com, is dedicated to what it inelegantly calls the “appellation-ization of North American wine culture.”

In Appellation America’s view, the steakhouse offers dozens if not hundreds of unexpected things to try. The trick is making sure the restaurant keeps offering those exciting fish, rather than looking for fish that tastes like steak. Or to put it another way, Pennsylvania pinot noir is only worth drinking if it tastes of Pennsylvania rather than trying to duplicate a California style.

That’s a not-unfamiliar Old World idea, that wine should reflect its place of origin. By this way of thinking, a Pauillac should not taste like a Margaux. Or a chenin blanc from the Okanagan Valley in British Columbia, like a 2005 Quails’ Gate, which I greatly enjoyed last summer, should have something in common with other Okanagan chenin blanc.

Here in the United States, such thinking is alien. Consumers go to the wine shop for a cabernet sauvignon, not an Oakville or a Rutherford. But Appellation America is hoping to change all that, and to that end it has marshaled a team of more than two dozen regionally based wine writers whose task is to try to identify the precise characteristics of each meaningful wine-producing area in North America, to recommend producers and wines that express these characteristics and eventually to redraw the viticultural map.

It’s a daunting task. “Americans are not concerned with a sense of place,” said Alan Goldfarb, Appellation America’s correspondent for the Napa Valley. “We’re ahead of the curve, and that’s a good place to be.”

But it’s not simply a matter of pushing appellations, around 300 of which are already recognized by the American and Canadian governments. Many appellations — Sonoma Coast, for example, which extends well inland from the Pacific — were drawn for political or marketing purposes. Appellation America proposes, in the words of its publisher, Roger Dial, “documenting terroir from the ground up and doing radical surgery on appellations to give them ecological authenticity.”

They sound like fighting words, but Mr. Dial says no. He’s been in the wine business for 40-plus years and he says he would like it to be thriving 40 years from now. The key, he believes, is creating distinct regional identities rather than continuing to promote a stultifying sameness.

“We’re here to establish an alternative place-force,” he said, “an alternative understanding of producing wine.”

In Mr. Dial’s view, the American wine industry was originally based on a sense of place. The problem was that the place was Europe; hence the myriad American wines called chablis, rhine wine, burgundy and champagne. The growth of the American wine industry in the 1970s and 80s came from the more honest emphasis on grape varietals and the individual stories that wineries used to market themselves.

You can almost imagine it as a Christopher Guest-style mockumentary: “I was a mild-mannered dentist, but am now a passionate winemaker. This is the best place to grow grapes because this is the place that I bought.”

Whether Americans are ready for another paradigm shift is not clear. Right now, if you want to learn what kind of wines are made in the Old Mission Peninsula appellation, or the Arkansas appellation, you can get the information at Appellation’s Web site. But if you want to taste the wines themselves, it’s another story.

While the liberalization in shipping laws makes more wines available to more people now than two years ago, it hasn’t made it easy to get offbeat wines. Chaddsford, the Pennsylvania producer, can ship its pinot noir to New York, for example, but gnarly state regulations permit neither Old Peninsula in Michigan nor Westport Rivers in Massachusetts to send their wines. For its part, Appellation America has entered the e-commerce world to sell wines that it deems representative of their appellation.

So far, most of the wines, and most of the discussion on the Web site, involve California wines. That’s as it should be, as California remains North America’s most evolved winemaking region. The sample is still a little small to debate what makes a true Peninsula Cellars wine. Even in the Web site’s discussion about California, conclusions about what defines a Spring Mountain cabernet sauvignon or a Carneros pinot noir seem feeble at best.

“Can we really make these distinctions?” Mr. Dial said. “If you ask the question and the results are, ‘Hmmm, maybe we’re not very different from our neighbor,’ you might make them think about what the differences ought to be.”

Oregonian

If you think you know these categories of reds, drink again

Sunday, January 28, 2007

The two red wines featured this week are exemplars of what might be called the "new rigor" among small wine producers in traditional European zones. Both wines represent a well-known, time-hallowed category, the sort where an experienced drinker might say, "Been there, done that." Not so fast.

Chances are that you probably have already had a good dolcetto or Bourgueil before. But the ones to follow are something special. Both are markedly superior to most examples of other wines of the same designation. They're worth hunting down. Dolcetto d'Alba "San Lorenzo" 2005, Brezza: The Piedmontese red grape variety called dolcetto (pronounced dole-CHEH-toe) has been variously portrayed as an easygoing red wine (which it can be); a kind of Italianate Beaujolais (which it's not); and a palate-tuner red before you get on to the sterner stuff of barbera and nebbiolo (some truth there).

But what dolcetto is almost never called is "serious." Usually it's not. Most dolcetto wines are indeed easygoing, fruit-rich, soft wines that need nor even demand much attention. This 2005 Dolcetto d'Alba from the producer Brezza is the exception. This is serious dolcetto.

The reason is location. This is a single vineyard dolcetto from the San Lorenzo vineyard. Now, San Lorenzo is not in just any location. Legally, it could be called Cannubi. And Cannubi is considered the best vineyard in the famous Barolo zone. (A wine in that zone can be called Barolo only if made entirely from the nebbiolo grape.) In short, San Lorenzo is a very great site. I know of no other dolcetto -- a humble red grape -- grown in such an exalted location, where Brezza has a 3.58-acre parcel planted to this grape variety.

Breeding shows. This is intense and unusually structured for a dolcetto, yet still classically dolcetto-smooth and user-friendly. Yet it offers a degree of character and individuality that I cannot recall tasting in any other dolcetto bottling. It's that distinctive. Worth noting is that Brezza's winemaking style, which has always struck me as a bit musty, has changed for the (much) better, emphasizing a degree of freshness and flavor purity previously absent.

Further underscoring this new flavor purity, Brezza now employs a new-fangled "glass cork" developed by Alcoa. (The seal is an O-ring attached to the glass insert.) You twist off the plastic capsule covering the stopper and then lift up the "cork." Brand-named "Vino-Seal." it precludes any possibility of cork taint.

Dolcetto d'Alba "San Lorenzo" from Brezza is an exceptional, possibly even unique, dolcetto from the great 2005 vintage. At $16.95 a bottle it's a remarkable red wine for current drinking and worth pursuing. (Distributor is Young's Columbia.) Bourgueil "Clos Senechal" 2002, Catherine & Pierre Breton: Cabernet franc has yet to receive its due among American wine lovers. The reasons are varied, but it comes down to the fact that most really good cab francs show best when served with food rather than lined up in big blind tastings where whopper fruit and vanilla-rich oakiness are the (winning) order of the day.

Bourgueil (pronounced boor-goy) is a village in France's Loire Valley and -- in classic French fashion -- also the name of the 100 percent cabernet franc wine from the vineyards surrounding the village. The Bretons offer several different bottlings of Bourgueil, based mostly on the various soil types in the zone, as well as vine age.

Clos Senechal is one of the Bretons' best bottlings, coming as it does from a site composed of clay and limestone, which creates longer-lived cabernet franc with more muscle and depth than, say, the sandier soils closer to the Loire River.

This is delicate yet intense red wine of uncommon purity. It also comes from organically grown grapes certified by the European agency Ecocert. Reflective of its grape variety, it proffers strong whiffs of red and black raspberries with an easily discernible underlay of a kind of gravelly/stony savor of site.

Serve this with a hanger steak or flank steak, along with some good french fries, and you'll be dreaming of France in no time. This is a beautifully pure, delicate red that can only be called -- admiringly -- a connoisseur's wine. $23.95. (Distributor is Domaine Selections.)

Escape 'SUV' trap of mundane syrahs

Tuesday, January 23, 2007

S yrah (aka shiraz) is the sport utility vehicle of the wine world: Where its bold prowess used to take one's breath away, it's become so ubiquitous as to be banal.

Of course, if we went back and looked at the originals -- the powerful, brazen beauties of France's northern Rhone River valley -- we'd see things of stunning sublimity. Hermitage. Cote Rotie. Condrieu. Such names send shivers down the spines of wine collectors. These legendary French syrahs (named for the Rhone subregions they hail from) have been sought-after prizes since the 17th century. They're also expensive and obtuse, needing years of bottle age until they're soft enough to enjoy.

But today, thanks in large part to the bounty of inexpensive shiraz from Australia, syrah has a different reputation: the mundane. Choosing among an $8, $10 and $12 shiraz is like choosing among the mid-priced SUVs: They'll all transport you well enough, but will they transport you?

Fortunately, there is a middle ground between an expensive northern Rhone wine (and its pricey, New World counterparts) and the cheap mass-produced shiraz. If you're willing to spend somewhere between $15 and $30, you'll discover a whole new world of syrah.

Opening occasions: Americans treat Aussie shiraz like beer. Which is great, because wine is good for you (in moderation, of course) and a wonderful thing to incorporate into your evening routine.

But many Americans don't realize that syrah -- and shiraz, particularly from Australia's Barossa, Clare and Eden valleys and McLaren Vale -- can be elegant as well. Check out the next syrah tasting at your local bottle shop. If you've never ventured beyond the realm of Yellowtail, you'll be surprised by the depth and beauty this grape can achieve.

An initial whiff might hit your olfactory organs with aromas of ripe dark fruit, like black cherries, blackberries, blueberries and plums. A second sniff might make you think of coffee or earth or maybe a pepper steak fresh off the grill.

Then take a sip: The procession of flavors that march across your palate might include dark fruit, dark chocolate, espresso, earth and a long, lingering finish of black pepper.

So, go ahead and drink cheap shiraz alongside burgers. But also, serve special syrahs with hearty midwinter dinners built around more refined roasted meats. Label lesson: Just in case you haven't figured it out by now, syrah and shiraz are the same thing. "Shiraz" is the term of choice in Australia and South Africa; "syrah" rules in the United States, Argentina and Chile. Good luck finding either S-word on a French wine label; as is the case with any grape variety, you are best off asking your wine merchant to find you a French syrah in your price range. Note that red wines from the northern Rhone tend to be pricier and in need of some cellar age, while reds from the southern Rhone, Languedoc and Provence tend to be less-expensive, drink-now blends of syrah and other grapes.

Oh, and one more thing: Don't be drawn in by a bottle of "petite sirah" if you're thirsting for syrah. While petite sirah can be potent and fruity, it's a different grape altogether.

Surprising domestic syrah: When it's well-made, American syrah can have the earthy, mocha notes of a gorgeous Australian shiraz as well as the feisty, black-pepper-crusted meat character of a red from the Rhone. Washington is well-known for outstanding syrahs, particularly from the Walla Walla region, but California wins when it comes to well-made bargains. In recent years, Oregon vintners also have been establishing their own elegant style of syrah. Here are some notable domestic syrahs worth seeking out, in ascending order of affordability:

2005 Cycles "Gladiator" Central Coast Syrah: Fruity and exuberant, this is a bargain for everyday sipping or a casual party. The grapes were grown in the Monterey and Paso Robles regions of California's central coast. Just when you're beginning to think its aroma and flavor of ripe black cherries is a little too tutti-frutti for syrah, an undercurrent of espresso shows up to make it a more serious wine. Find it for approximately $8.50 at Fred Meyer Hollywood West, New Seasons Concordia or Wild Oats Fremont or Laurelhurst.

2004 McManis Family Vineyards California Syrah: An ideal accompaniment to roasted beef, pork or lamb, this syrah smells like sun-baked blackberry brambles. It's velvety on the palate with food-friendly acidity and a sizzling finish of pepper bacon and coffee grounds. Tremendous complexity for the price. Widely available for approximately $11 at local supermarkets and wine shops.

2004 Viento "Cuvee R" Columbia Valley Syrah: Using grapes from Walla Walla and Benton City, Wash., Hood River vintner Rich Cushman has crafted a posh syrah. Earth, stone and mushroom notes keep an otherwise hedonistic nose -- evoking black raspberries and dark chocolate -- grounded. The palate is boldly juicy and spicy, but silky in texture. Find it for approximately $20 at Elephants Delicatessen, any New Seasons Market, Renaissance Premium Wines & Cigars, Vino Vixens and Wine Cellar.

2004 Dominio IV "Alyosha" Columbia Valley Syrah: Named after one of Dostoevski's Brothers Karamazov, "Alyosha" is a thinking-person's syrah, with wildflowers and high fruit notes on the nose and a pure dark-berry palate with undercurrents of baked plums and roasted pork. The finish begins subtly with espresso and white pepper but builds to a crescendo of hot chiles. Made from grapes grown at The Pines vineyard in the Dalles as well as Klipsun Vineyards in Washington's Red Mountain wine region. Find it for approximately $29 at Cork, The Cellar Door, E&R Wine Shop, Great Wine Buys, Mt. Tabor Fine Wines, Noble Rot, Ponzi Wine Bar and Strohecker's.

2004 Cristom "Estate" Willamette Valley Syrah: Enjoy local pinot noir while you can: Thanks to global warming, syrah might just be the next big grape of the Willamette Valley. Aromas of red earth, incense and pepper, a fruity palate and a finish of black pepper and dark chocolate truffles are all proof that true-to-type syrah can be grown in Salem. Find it for approximately $32 at Great Wine Buys, Lamb's Palisades Thriftway Marketplace, New Seasons Seven Corners and Whole Foods Markets.

Note: Many of these wines are available at stores other than those listed, and you can always special-order wines through your local wine merchant.

Katherine Cole: 1320 S.W. Broadway, Portland, OR 97201
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Riesling's California comeback

Wineries race to meet rising demand for domestic Riesling

- Janet Fletcher, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, February 2, 2007

In the eyes of California's few remaining Riesling producers, Riesling is the variety people love to hate.

The less consumers know about wine, these vintners say, the more likely they are to view Riesling as invariably sweet and terribly unfashionable and to fear that enjoying a glass would expose them as rubes. For most of the past 20 years, California Riesling has ceded the spotlight to the state's more glamorous white varieties, such as Chardonnay and the currently chic Pinot Grigio.

But signs of a rebound have begun to emerge, in rising sales for California Riesling and brisk demand for Riesling grapes. Riesling sales climbed 29 percent in 2006, more than any other white wine variety and a close second only to Pinot Noir, according to Impact Databank, a wine industry report. Although the report attributes the Riesling boost largely to German imports, some California Rieslings boast strong showings, too. A few of the state's producers of midpriced Riesling have exhausted their supply of California grapes and resorted to bottling German Riesling under their label.

Even the makers of high-end Rieslings say they have noticed a surge, if not exactly a boom. "There's an excitement in the industry, an excitement with retailers and restaurateurs, that quite frankly has never been there," says Stuart Smith of Smith-Madrone, a Riesling producer in Napa Valley for 30 years.

Take it from the state's die-hard Riesling winemakers: If you wait long enough, everything comes back in fashion.

"People have forgotten that Riesling was the big wine, more popular than Chardonnay," says Janet Trefethen, referring to the late 1960s, when Trefethen Vineyards planted its first vines in Napa Valley. The winery has bottled an estate Riesling every year since its debut vintage in 1974, and sales the past three years have been particularly strong, Trefethen says.

Before Prohibition, Riesling was Napa Valley's dominant white variety, thanks to German immigrants like Charles Krug, Jacob Schram and Frederick Beringer, who planted the grapes they knew best. Riesling persisted in the valley when the wine industry emerged from Prohibition and remained an obvious choice when Fred and Eleanor McCrea began planting their Stony Hill Vineyard on Spring Mountain in the late 1940s. "When we first started planting," recalls their son Peter McCrea, "there was probably five times more Riesling planted than Chardonnay."

Stony Hill bottled its 50th vintage of Riesling last year -- the first few harvests went to Souverain -- and McCrea says the family has never considered abandoning it, although Spring Mountain Cabernet fetches far more money.

"We're a prisoner of our mailing list, to be honest with you," says McCrea. "We wouldn't dare not make it. And now it's getting more fashionable. You couldn't give a bottle away to a restaurant five years ago, and now it's very popular by the glass."

Vintners have no shortage of theories on why California Riesling lost its audience over the years. Some say consumers abandoned the variety because they never knew what to expect from a bottle. Even Rieslings labeled as dry might have noticeable residual sugar, and those labeled as off-dry could be cloyingly sweet. Cheap German bottlings like Blue Nun and Liebfraumilch didn't enhance Riesling's reputation. Although Blue Nun and the generic Liebfraumilch contain little if any Riesling, many consumers associated them with that variety because the wines were German. They concluded that Riesling was a beginner's wine, not to be taken seriously.

"People got it in their minds that, above all, wine must be dry," says Randall Grahm, the Bonny Doon winemaker. "Somehow the culture turned against sweet wines, and if you liked them you were a philistine."

What's more, vintners admit, they sometimes planted Riesling in the wrong place and may not have used the best clones. Riesling producers now uniformly acknowledge that the grape needs a cool climate to preserve its acidity and delicate floral aromas. Grown in warmer areas, Riesling can accumulate too much sugar, which translates to alcohol in the bottle and makes the wine seem heavy and sweeter than it is. Many California producers cite Sonoma County's Russian River area, Mendocino County's Anderson Valley and the Arroyo Seco area of Monterey County as today's prime Riesling real estate. In contrast, Napa County has lost almost two-thirds of its Riesling acreage since the early 1990s. Sonoma County has also largely abandoned Riesling over the last 15 years, the Russian River area excepted.

When Grahm planted Riesling in Soledad a few years ago, he sought out a German clone known to be better adapted to warm climates. Even so, the winemaker believes that California-grown Riesling lacks the acidity and aromatic potential of Washington state fruit, and he has switched to the latter for his Bonny Doon Pacific Rim Riesling. Reflecting the trend of global sourcing, the Pacific Rim blend includes almost 25 percent German Riesling, which Grahm adds to lower the alcohol, boost the acidity and enhance the perfume.

Although many California wineries pulled out their Riesling vines in the 1990s, replacing them with more profitable varieties, acreage planted to Riesling has bounced back -- from just shy of 1,500 acres in 1997 to more than 2,300 acres today. Riesling contributes only minimally to the state's white wine lake -- California has 95,000 acres of Chardonnay -- but it's on the upswing.

Shifting image

"It's been a struggle," says Smith of Smith-Madrone. "I feel as though my entire adult life I've had to push Riesling. If I had a nickel for every time somebody said, 'I don't like Riesling, it's too sweet,' I'd be retired to the Bahamas."

But Smith believes that today's young drinkers are not the snobs their parents were, with "their nose in the air" about Riesling. These open-minded young people are scouting out aromatic whites like Riesling and Pinot Gris as an alternative to the ubiquitous Chardonnay, and they have repeatedly heard wine professionals tout Riesling as food-friendly. What's more, they're discovering that California Rieslings aren't so sweet anymore, that almost every producer has significantly toned down the sugar. Several of the state's dry Rieslings today are truly brisk and all but bone-dry, and even those Rieslings with noticeable sugar usually have a firm acidic backbone. The industry still has no standards or regulations governing the meaning of dry, off-dry or sweet, so each winemaker -- or, more likely, each marketing department -- decides where to draw the lines.

Few if any California Rieslings are literally dry, meaning no measurable residual sugar. Almost every winemaker leaves at least a trace of sugar -- perhaps one-half of one percent -- because Riesling can taste bitter or lack fragrance without it.

"With Riesling, if you leave a subliminal amount of sugar, a homeopathic amount, it works to enhance the fruitiness of the wine and aromatic potential," says Grahm. "Don't ask me why, but it does."

Consequently, many winemakers consider their Riesling dry if the sugar is below the so-called threshold amount, the point at which most consumers perceive it. That's roughly one-half of one percent or a little more. Wines that fall between threshold and one percent sugar may still be considered dry by many, although experienced tasters will notice the sugar. With a sugar level between one and two percent, most wines would be considered semidry or off-dry. Late-harvest Rieslings, intended as a dessert wine, can measure seven percent sugar or more. In between, says Smith, "is no-man's-land. There's no reason for (Riesling) to be there."

Sweet sells

Tell that to Fetzer Vineyards. The Hopland winery sold 80,000 cases of its 2005 Riesling -- a wine with 2.7 percent residual sugar -- and had to import Riesling wine in bulk from Germany to fill unmet demand. An additional 20,000 cases of Fetzer's 2005 Valley Oaks Riesling is identified on the label as German, and the winery expects to continue the practice for the 2006 vintage. "We have maxed out the (California) sources available to us," says Fetzer spokesperson Jim Caudill. "At that price level" -- the Fetzer retails for about $9 -- "people are looking for a certain kind of wine and are not that concerned about where it comes from."

As Fetzer's experience illustrates, the budget-minded Riesling drinker still has a sweet tooth. Kendall-Jackson's $10 Riesling comes in at just under 2 percent residual sugar -- at the high end of off-dry -- and the winery sells 180,000 cases a year, making it the state's largest producer of Riesling in 750-milliliter bottles. But at the premium end of the market, where California Rieslings command $15 to $20 a bottle and more, consumers can expect a drier style, sometimes much drier. At Navarro Vineyards in Anderson Valley, the residual sugar in its Riesling has dropped steadily, from about two percent in 1991 to less than one-half of one percent in the 2004 vintage.

"I've been on this kick, along with (owner) Ted Bennett, to dry it out," says winemaker Jim Klein.

Unlike most California winemakers, who leave Riesling in stainless steel from start to finish, Klein ferments his grapes in large oak oval tanks and leaves the wine on the lees, the spent yeast and grape sediment, for several months. As the yeast breaks down, it enhances the mouthfeel of the wines, so they don't seem too lean or severe even without the texture that sugar provides.

At Claiborne & Churchill, a San Luis Obispo winery that has long specialized in dry Riesling, owner Claiborne Thompson remains one of the few producers committed to keeping the residual sugar below threshold. "In the very beginning, we made them bone-dry," recalls Thompson. "I mean zero RS (residual sugar), and we found that it had such a short finish that if we just left .3 percent (sugar), it was smoother and longer on the finish."

Thompson admits that consumers have largely not shared his passion for Alsatian-style Riesling, which tends to be fully dry. The 23-year-old winery sells only 2,000 cases of Riesling a year, a steady climb from the 200 cases of its initial vintage, but no smash hit.

"When we started, we had this dream, a naive dream, that if we made Riesling in a dry style, the world would beat a path to our doorstep, because people were drinking drier and drier," says Thompson. "That turned out to be overly optimistic."

For consumers, finding a Riesling that fits their palate can require opening a lot of bottles. Winery Web sites often provide details that are not on the wine label, such as the actual residual sugar, but that's no help for the impulse buyer at the supermarket. Smith says, only half joking, that Riesling producers need a system akin to the thermometer on salsa jars to indicate the relative dryness of their products.

Whether dry or off-dry, the best Rieslings have abundant floral notes, minerality and a razor-edge balance that makes them refreshing. Some exhibit a diesel or kerosene aroma that can be pleasant if subdued, off-putting if pronounced. And they are surprisingly long-lived, winemakers say.

"They age better than practically any varietal that California makes," claims Smith. "A mature Riesling is elegant and sophisticated and complex and worth waiting for. And frankly, you don't want to drink those 15-year-old California Chardonnays, for the most part."

McCrea concurs. "I've got 20- to 30-year-old Rieslings in our library that are to die for," says the Stony Hill proprietor, referring to his cache of former vintages. For Riesling fans such as Shirley Sarvis, a San Francisco consultant on pairing wine and food, the variety is a workhorse at the table. Sarvis likes it with asparagus and corn on the cob -- two notorious challenges for wine -- as well as with chicken livers, ham "and almost anything that can use a little bit of lift, such as spinach."

"It is certainly an aristocratic grape," says Sarvis, "and we're just missing the boat by not giving it more stature."

Jeff Vierra, a Riesling enthusiast and wine buyer for K & L Wine Merchants in Redwood City, says the store has expanded its selection of California Riesling in the last couple of years, and that shoppers are warming to it as a lighter, fresher alternative to Chardonnay.

Still, the state's Riesling producers have work to do to persuade top-tier sommeliers to embrace it. At San Francisco's Ame and Slanted Door and at Cyrus in Healdsburg -- all restaurants with wine lists heavily weighted to German and Austrian Rieslings -- California Riesling rarely makes an appearance.

Making the list

"Riesling is far and away my favorite white grape variety," says Jim Rollston, sommelier at Cyrus, "and our food responds to it so well. But compared with German, Austrian or Alsatian Rieslings, the California wines don't have the same balance. There are some great Rieslings in California, just none that have that extra excitement I'm looking for."

German and Austrian Rieslings, renowned for their delicacy, come from areas where the grapes struggle to ripen. Their relatively low alcohol and bracing acidity keep them exhilarating even when off-dry.

Among domestic viticultural areas, Washington State and New York's Finger Lakes region appear to be Riesling's most suitable home, with Washington the volume leader. Chateau Ste. Michelle, in Woodinville, Wash., expects to sell more than half a million cases of its 2006 Riesling, and large Washington wineries such as Columbia Crest, Hogue Cellars and Covey Run are also helping quench the American thirst for Riesling.

"Washington state is laughing all the way to the bank," says Eileen Fredrikson of Gomberg, Fredrikson & Associates, a wine industry analyst.

Whether California, with its abundant sunshine, can produce Rieslings comparable to those of the Old World remains in dispute and may not even be the right question.

"California is not Europe," says Smith. "We have our own climate and terroir, and we have to learn to make wines our way. Nobody makes a better German Riesling than the Germans do, and nobody makes better Smith-Madrone Riesling than we do."

THE CHRONICLE'S WINE SELECTIONS: West Coast Rieslings

- W. Blake Gray

Friday, February 2, 2007

Wine drinkers are always torn between patriotism and globalism, and Riesling brings that conflict into sharp relief. Do we consider the 37 Rieslings we tasted from California, Oregon and Washington state as their own type of product, or do we compare them to the fine Rieslings of Germany and France's Alsace region?

Riesling tastes best when grown in areas much cooler than many of the places it's planted on the West Coast. Europe hung over our heads throughout this tasting, which accounts for the absence of wines rated three stars or higher. We didn't find a significant difference in quality between California and Washington, but we do regret that the near absence of New York Rieslings in local stores precluded us from tasting them.

We liked the wines below and can recommend them all without reservation -- especially because the relatively small market for Riesling in this country keeps prices for even the very best within the range of everyday drinking.

TWO STARS 2005 Chateau St. Jean Sonoma County Riesling ($15) Most of the grapes for this wine come from the cool Alexander Valley. It's fresh and bright, with a predominant lime flavor backed by mineral and floral notes, and it gets progressively sweeter on the finish.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 Chateau Ste. Michelle Columbia Valley Riesling ($9) Credit head winemaker Bob Bertheau for keeping the quality high while making more than 550,000 cases of this wine. A delicate nose of honeysuckle and orange blossom leads to a crisp, solid palate of lime and mineral. Not particularly complex, but very food-friendly.

TWO STARS 2005 Chateau Ste. Michelle & Dr. Loosen Eroica Columbia Valley Riesling ($22) This collaboration between Washington's oldest winery and star German vintner Ernst Loosen is supposed to be the Opus One of Riesling. The seventh vintage of it isn't as inspiring as some previous ones, but there's plenty of lime, some oyster shell and earthy notes.

TWO STARS 2005 Columbia Crest Two Vines Columbia Valley Riesling ($8) There's very nice fruit in this good-value wine: cherry, peach and apricot, with additional aromas of earth, pine trees and sea breezes.

TWO STARS 2005 Columbia Winery Cellarmaster's Columbia Valley Riesling ($12) Winemaker David Lake discovered this ultra-sweet style by accident years ago, when a fermentation stopped before all the sugar had converted to alcohol. At only 10 percent alcohol, this is low even for Riesling, and it's very sweet, but lime, peach and floral notes ensure that it's not boring.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 Esterlina Cole Ranch Riesling ($18) These grapes were grown in the smallest of all American Viticultural Areas, Cole Ranch: 253 acres of chilly, high-elevation vineyards completely owned by Esterlina. Perceptually the driest wine on this list, it tastes of lime and mineral with a hint of anise, and has excellent food-friendly acidity. One taster said he would buy it, cellar it and not touch it for four years.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 Fetzer Vineyards Valley Oaks California Riesling ($9) When we pulled the bag off of this after the blind tasting, everyone exclaimed their surprise that such exotic fruit aromas (cherry, lemon, red berry, Mandarin) would come from an 80,000-case wine that seems like it's been in every Bay Area supermarket forever. It's a good lesson to not ignore the familiar.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 Hagafen Cellars Estate Bottled Napa Valley Riesling ($21) With its lime, mineral and floral aromas and flavors, and its long, moderately sweet finish, this wine tastes more like a German Riesling than any of the others. In fact, it's a kosher wine made from grapes from the heart of Napa Valley. Owner/winemaker Ernest Weir consistently wins awards with this small-production Riesling, and it's easy to taste why.

TWO STARS 2005 Hogue Columbia Valley Riesling ($9) Hogue white winemaker Co Dinn used to be a roughneck, in the literal sense -- raised in Texas, he worked in oil fields before going to UC Davis to learn winemaking. Dinn wrangled good flavors of peach and pear with hints of pepper, floral notes and minerality into the 98,500 cases of this wine. That's good work.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 Jekel Vineyards Monterey Riesling ($11) Owning both Fetzer Vineyards and Jekel makes Brown-Forman, makers of Jack Daniel's, the top dog among California Riesling producers. Intense minerality and lemon-lime flavor, a firm body and an expansive finish make this 25,000-case wine another winner. Think Alsace.

TWO STARS 2005 Robert Mondavi Private Selection Monterey County Johannisberg Riesling ($11) Director of winemaking Scott Kelley started his career in 1996 with a year as a beer brewer before making the uncommon leap to the fermented grape the following year. This light wine has pleasant flavors and aromas of lime, flowers, mineral and honey.

TWO STARS 2005 Snoqualmie Naked Columbia Valley Riesling ($11) Snoqualmie Vineyards' "Naked" line is made from organically grown grapes. This wine entranced two tasters with its nose of diesel, orange blossom and fresh flowers, and its light but pleasant orange, floral and mineral flavors. One taster objected that it smells like Styrofoam, which is not organic.

Miller time? Or maybe it's Merlot time

SUPER BOWL XLI: Beer and wine matchups tackle challenging game day foods

- Christina Kelly
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Wine is not the traditional beverage that comes to mind when watching the Super Bowl. Custom has it that beer rules the roost, along with sloppy snacks loaded with salt, spices and hot sauce.

Most game day foods work surprisingly well with wine. For a football party, this is not the time to dust off that bottle of vintage Bordeaux or cult California Cab -- it's informal food, and inexpensive wines work very well. Just keep in mind that the bolder (and spicier) the food, the greater the challenge when it comes to your wine pairing. For our beer picks, the rule of thumb is the hotter and spicier the food, the darker the beer.

Guacamole

Wine: The best match depends on the spiciness of the guacamole. For a milder version, try a crisp Sauvignon Blanc with tropical fruit flavors and maybe a little herbaceous lift. If the guacamole is spicy, an off-dry Riesling works well.

Beer: Pick a beer that matches the smooth texture of the guacamole, such as a pale ale. We tried the Australian Cascade Amber, which was smooth, creamy and able to take on the stronger flavors of the guac. If the dip's heat is mild to medium, try a Pilsner beer like Beck's. (Guacamole recipes from the Jan. 31, 2007, Food section.)

Chili

Wine: If your chili recipe is fairly mild, plenty of wines can cozy up to a simmering bowl. Bold wines and delicate wines do not blend well with chili. If you go red, keep the wine young and fruity with good acidity to match the acid in the tomatoes. An Italian-style Sangiovese works well. A somewhat sweeter Zinfandel, like some of the Zins produced in Sonoma, will stand up to the spice in the chili. Think contrasting flavors -- spicy and sweet. If the chili is really hot, try a sweeter white wine.

Beer: A no-brainer here -- select a frosty Corona or a Negra Modelo and a wedge of lime. It's refreshing and the lime works great with chili, no matter how spicy.

Potato chips

Wine: With salty foods, your best bet is sparkling wine or a Prosecco. The bubbles cut through salt and add a little effervescence in the mouth. However, there are also many flavored potato chips. An Australian or California Shiraz stand up to the spiciness of the pepper in salt and pepper chips. For something like cheesy-flavored Doritos, go with a medium and fruity Zinfandel.

Beer: Plain chips work with nearly every beer. For a thick-cut, flavored chip, a crisp, hop-flavored beer like an India pale ale will stand up to the crunch and quench your thirst.

Nachos

Wine: People put all kinds of toppings on tortilla chips, making this a tough call. For nachos without jalapenos, start with a bold California Syrah made in more of a Shiraz style, which is softer and immediately drinkable. A medium-bodied Pinot Noir will work with chicken; try Merlot with beef and cheese. The juicier the wine the better; this is football, so you can slurp.

Beer: If spice and jalapenos dwell on your nachos, go for a malty beer -- Anchor Liberty Ale has a firm malt background that will cool the tongue. You can't go wrong with Anchor Porter either.

Buffalo wings

Wine: No matter how tempting, there are few red wines that can make a spicy chicken wing sing. Sweet pinks like White Zinfandel or sweet Lambrusco cut the spice and are low in alcohol. If you dip the spicy wings in either ranch or blue cheese dressing, serve a Washington state Riesling or Gewurztraminer -- they take the heat and stand up to the blue cheese. A Chardonnay that's crisp, with lots of acidity and lemon flavors could also take the heat.

Beer: Mild or wild, a bitter beer works with the chicken and spice. If the wings are mild, try a lighter-colored bitter beer -- spicier needs the darker bitter to take on the hot sauce. With Frank's Red Hot sauce, a hefeweizen brought those wings to their knees.

Pizza

Wine: The key to a good pairing is what's on top of the pie -- but the wine should have reasonably low acidity and lots of fruit. The temptation is to serve Italian wine, such as a light Chianti or a Dolcetto d'Alba, but you can get the same synergy with a California Sangiovese, Cabernet Franc, Nebbiolo and especially a medium-weight Zinfandel. Watch the alcohol levels since high-octane wines will bury the flavors of the pizza.

Beer: Who wants just cheese on a pizza for the biggest football game of the year? Slather the pizza with toppings and look no further than the Anderson Valley Brewing Company's Boont Amber Ale or the Hop Ottin' IPA -- the beers work well with nearly every olive, pepperoni or mushroom on a pizza. For less traditional pizza (garlic sauce, artichokes, chicken), a pale ale the likes from Deschutes Brewing Company fits the bill.

German labels lose big words, gain bigger audience

- Olivia Wu, Chronicle Staff Writer
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The thrill of the cheap always satisfies. With an excellent bargain wine, every step, from discovery to purchase to imbibing, heightens its deliciousness. In the late 1970s (I'm dating myself here), I would drive across two state lines to Washington, D.C. (which had lower taxes), to buy cases of wine for the next few months. Nothing creates as much happiness as when a wine tastes $24 but costs $4.

Then inflation ballooned, and dismal years followed when my great wine "bargains" rose to $6, then $7 and even $10. These days, more often than not, I count it a cheap thrill -- rather than the thrill of the cheap -- to spot a $15 bottle that tastes better than its price tag. It almost ended my bargain addiction.

So it was with a trembling hand that I picked up a $6.99 bottle with a rabbit on it, labeled simply "Riesling" at my local Whole Foods market. At first I was annoyed: Another animal logo, another marketing ploy, and most likely another dumbed-down wine. But I couldn't resist buying it.

I don't usually peruse labels carefully when a wine is under $10, but when I tasted the rabbit Riesling, my interest was piqued. I liked it; and I liked it even better when I double-checked the price (yep, still $6.99). And when I read the back label, it leapfrogged to "the best wine I've bought in a long time." It turns out my new discovery was a German Riesling, not a New World pretender from Mendocino or Washington state's Columbia Valley, but a Riesling from the great wine's home soil.

Labels simplified

Turns out quite a few German Rieslings have crossed the cultural divide. Traditional German wine labels with seven-syllable words, arcane designations and baroque labels have long put Americans off German wine, says Thomas Haehn, national sales director for Rudi Wiest Selections, the largest importer of German wines to the United States. "People are tired of these Prussian-style labels. They say, 'I don't want to have a language barrier before I can drink.' " Haehn says that the new way of marketing Rieslings "is doing German Riesling a favor because people are giving German wines another look," he says.

These jazzily packaged Rieslings are grown and made in Germany's traditional regions -- Mosel-Saar-Ruwer, Rheinhessen, Pfalz and Nahe -- but they have a radical new look, with short and snappy names, such as Relax, Bloom and Clean Slate, and not a single German word on the label. Haehn says there are scores of such German Rieslings retailing in the United States. Most sell for around $10, but there are also smaller production single-estate Rieslings, such as Jazz, Butterfly and Dragonstone, that range in price from $12 to $20.

Haehn explains that customers used to ask for a German wine where "the bottle was green and had a crest on it" -- which accurately described most German wines. Marketers discovered that if they put an animal on the label, or gave it a fun name and put it in a sleek bottle at a cheap price, it would fly off the shelf. In 1996, in a move that was way ahead of the curve, the von Schleinitz Estate in Mosel marketed Slatestone Dry Riesling with a label that was a highly stylized photograph of gray-colored rock. It did so well, the winery followed it up with a second Slatestone Riesling without the dry designation. American negociants quickly caught on.

Younger drinkers targeted

"We've seen in our recent history that the barriers and borders around brands and language are breaking down," says Peter Click, president of the Click Wine group, which markets Clean Slate Riesling. The company sources big-name, successful varietals from countries like Australia and Chile, gives them a catchy name and innovative packaging, and markets them with great success. For example, Clean Slate, released first in the American market last fall, sold well beyond expectations, especially to a younger demographic, says Click.

The same demographics within Germany are responding, and the contemporary look and simple labels are "wildly successful," says Haehn. Butterfly, made by the Zilliken Estate, is an example of Riesling's renaissance in its homeland. With an English name and a butterfly on the label, Haehn says, the wine has sold "by leaps and bounds."

Haehn adds that new technology and the consolidation of small wineries, as well as relabeling and branding, whether by outsiders like the Click Group or the Germans themselves, are part of a shift in German wine production and marketing.

Schmitt-Sohne, makers of Relax Riesling, sold 140,000 cases last year.

The Click Group says it's ready to produce up to 100,000 cases a year of its Clean Slate within the next few years, up from 15,000 in 2006, and it's poised to enter several European markets with it, including Germany.

After all, Germany is where the grape grows and tastes best. Haehn points to the significant climate difference between California and Germany. "American Rieslings lack acidity and minerality. They generally tend to be one-dimensional and focused on sweetness." Haehn, of course, is partisan.

Peter Click, however, is not. He is American and the Click Group is based in Washington state. "We are in the middle of Chateau St. Michelle," considered one of the prime American makers of Riesling, "and we chose German Riesling . . . We did not look at American, Australian or South African Rieslings. Our focal point is to go to the place in the world that for that specific grape, where we think the grape is best expressed in that part of the world." And for Riesling it's Germany.

German Riesling, with low alcohol, subtle fruit balanced by acidity and tinged with minerally terroir, is easy to pair with food, easy to like and now, easy to read.

At any rate, Americans are gulping Riesling whether it is from the New World or Old. It was a clear sign of Riesling's future that when Fetzer ran out of California Riesling, it bought German Riesling to bottle as its Valley Oaks Riesling in 2005.

Old and New World thrills

I learned to drink the Old World version not because of wine mavens who extol Riesling as the next Pinot Grigio. I learned from a German professor, whose relatives in the Mosel would send him cases of the best of every vintage.

Every year, I lifted gold-kissed, featherlight and ethereally complex goblets of Ockfener Bockstein and Wehlener-Sonnenuhr from Kabinett to Spatlese to Auslese to Trockenbeerenauslese.

No, Rabbit and Clean Slate are not of this caliber. But in a sublime year, such as 2005, a mass-market blend from the "other side of the tracks" can be outstanding. Now such a wine still thrills me, and it inspires me to learn some German -- but that may no longer be necessary.
Beating the heat in Zin pairing challenge

- W. Blake Gray, Chronicle Staff Writer
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Even for professional chefs, pairing food with powerful, fruity, delicious Zinfandel is a challenge.

Last week's Good Eats & Zinfandel Pairing at the 16th annual Zinfandel Festival in San Francisco was a good demonstration of that.

At the event, 55 wineries poured wine samples, and each had arranged for a restaurant to prepare a dish to go specifically with its Zinfandel. Most participating restaurants were from Northern California, but out-of-state chefs made Philadelphia cheese steak sandwiches, Texas-style barbecued suckling piglet and New Jersey's state championship chili.

The good news: Most of the food, and most of the wine, was delicious. The bad news: Many pairings didn't work all that well. Yet it would take a true sourpuss to complain about it. ("The fact that this pomegranate-glazed duck breast doesn't work perfectly with this Zinfandel ruins my day.")

Good Eats is part of the four-day Zinfandel Advocates and Producers (ZAP) event, which is the largest single-varietal festival in the world, according to the organizers. ZAP drew an estimated 9,000 Zin lovers to the public grand tasting finale -- where 273 Zin producers from around the state pour samples in two buildings.

Zinfandel, the wine with the longest history in California, clearly has plenty of fans. It's not the hardest wine to pair with a wide range of food; Cabernet Sauvignon would be on the short list for that distinction. But it's not the easiest either. Zin tends to be high in alcohol, which makes it a poor choice with foods that are salty or have a lot of heat from chiles.

Also, Zin's level of sweetness varies wildly from wine to wine. Sweetness is one of the most important factors in food pairing; if the food is sweeter than the wine, it can make the wine taste sour.

The obvious choice for Zin is meat, and for most chefs, pork, lamb or beef was at the center of their dishes. But saying Zin goes great with pork is way too general.

"It's fascinating how much sauce changes the wine," says Ravenswood winemaker Joel Peterson, who led a ZAP seminar earlier last week on pairing sauces to Zins.

"We had a Hendry Zinfandel with a blueberry yogurt sauce," Peterson said about the seminar. "It was amazing. The Hendry was reserved and tight, and this made the wine fill out and blossom. And we had Rosenblum Monte Rosso Zinfandel, which has 11 grams of residual sugar. We put it with Asian peanut sauce and it tasted like peanut butter and jelly."

Ravenswood's pairing at Good Eats was one of the most daring: two 1999 single-vineyard Zins with mussels, chorizo and black beans prepared by Petaluma's Central Market.

"The chorizo adds a meaty smokiness," says Peterson, who showed up at Good Eats in his trademark cowboy hat to pour wines and chat with fans. "You have the sweetness of the mussel but it's not aggressively fishy."

Another daring yet successful combo was corn and shrimp fritters with red pepper cream sauce from San Francisco's First Crush, which brought out the spice in 2005 Boeger Walker Vineyard El Dorado Zinfandel.

Most successful pairings were more old-school. Alfred's Steakhouse in San Francisco cooked up an open-faced New York strip steak sandwich with creamy horseradish that brought out a smoky quality in the 2004 Peachy Canyon Westside Paso Robles Zinfandel.

"We put our steaks on a mesquite grill that gives them 'charcoalization,' " says Alfred's general manager Marco Petri. "It's a good mix with the sweetness you get in Zinfandels. This wine has a nice spice to it. We wanted to accent that."

Most wineries arranged for a restaurant to cook, but Seghesio Family Vineyards CEO Pete Seghesio and his crew would never trust their barbecue ribs to an outsider.

"It's all about balance," Seghesio says. "You don't want it too sweet; you don't want it too spicy; you don't want it too tangy."

Seghesio refused to give a recipe for his sauce, though he did say it has a Zin reduction in it. He suggests that Zin-loving barbecue freaks hold a blind tasting of dry rubs to "find your rub, the rub you're drawn to," just as you would a wine tasting. That's serious. But boy, were those ribs good, especially with the 2004 Seghesio Old Vine Sonoma County Zinfandel.

Taki Laliotitis, chef for Edmeades Estate winery in Philo, confidently said of his dish, "This is one of the better pairings here. I know my product."

Sure enough, his Zinfandel chili with bison and cranberries was wonderful with 2005 Edmeades Mendocino County Zinfandel, bringing out additional complexity in each without damping either the gaminess of the chile or the fruit of the wine; like Chuck D. and Flavor Flav, they're better together than separately.

When food and wine pair that well, it's magical. And when they don't? Eat and drink it anyway. Who wants to be a sourpuss?
Chart-topping Chardonnay still No. 1

- W. Blake Gray, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, February 2, 2007

Like "American Idol," cheap Chardonnay produces plenty of grimace-inducing duds, but it's still No. 1.

Chardonnay dominates the U.S. wine market the way "American Idol" dominates TV ratings. About one in five bottles of wine sold in the United States is Chardonnay, nearly as much as the number two and three wines -- Merlot and Cabernet Sauvignon -- combined. Put another way, there's more Chardonnay sold here than Pinot Grigio, Syrah, Sauvignon Blanc, Pinot Noir, Zinfandel and Riesling combined.

Like Coca-Cola soft drinks, the No. 1 product placement on network TV shows, Chardonnay shows no signs of slowing down. Sales were up 4.6 percent over the last year, significantly higher than the 3.1 percent increase for all table wines. It stands to reason that if you like the nation's most popular wine, you probably also enjoy other "most populars" like "Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man's Chest," the top-grossing movie of 2006. (Thanks to the Nielsen Company for that information and all the other "No. 1s" cited in this article.)

But cheap Chardonnay has plenty of pitfalls, as I discovered in tasting 42 of them recently. Some are cloyingly sweet, like Daniel Powter's "Bad Day," the most downloaded track of 2006. Some, by well-known companies, have unpleasant chemical notes. It's a minefield in the Chardonnay aisle, so I'm here to help you navigate it.

Chardonnay drinkers fall into two categories, divided by oak: There are those who like the unoaked flavors of lemony fruit, and those who like the oak-produced flavors of toast and vanilla.

My two favorite wines this week include one for each. The 2005 Leaping Horse Vineyards Lodi Chardonnay ($6) is a tremendous value for fruity Chardonnay fans, with perky grapefruit flavors and aromas that are just as lively as the "High School Musical Soundtrack," the top-selling album of 2006. Try it with takeout roast chicken, a great Chardonnay match.

For something more contemplative, more in line with Mitch Albom's "For One More Day," the top-selling novel of 2006, pick up the 2004 Concannon Central Coast Chardonnay ($10). It's quite toasty, but has nice lemon fruit in the background. If you're going to drink the wine without food, this is the better choice.

If you like it really toasty, consider the 2005 Blackstone Monterey County Chardonnay ($12). This wine tastes like breakfast -- imagine crusty toast smeared with butter and a bit of lemon curd -- and goes down as smoothly as Mary J. Blige's "Be Without You," the most played song on the radio in 2006.

Of course, some good cheap Chardonnays can straddle the toasty/fruity line as adroitly as "Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire," the top-selling DVD of 2006, balances child-friendly amusement with darker adolescent concerns. One such wine is the 2005 McManis Family Vineyards River Junction Chardonnay ($10) from a family-owned winery that is consistently one of my favorites in this price range. The McManises own the entire River Junction American Viticultural Area, so this wine comes from their own fruit, and delivers nicely balanced flavors of grapefruit and vanilla. It tastes more expensive than it is.

The 2005 Jacob's Creek South Eastern Australia Chardonnay ($8) is also well balanced, with flavors of lemon, toast and butter, and is made in large enough quantities that it's almost as ubiquitous as Yahoo, the 2006 leader in total Web page views. The similar 2005 Estancia Pinnacles Ranches Monterey Chardonnay ($12) is just as pleasant as John Grogan's "Marley & Me," last year's top-selling nonfiction book.

Some people want more complexity; that's what made "An Inconvenient Truth" last year's top-grossing documentary. You might enjoy the 2006 Man Vintners Coastal Chardonnay ($11) from South Africa, which delivers flavors of lemon and orange with some white pepper and a pleasant floral note.

Or consider the 2005 Angove's Red Belly Black South Australia Chardonnay ($12), which defies easy definition just as does Web 2.0, the most cited Wikipedia entry of 2006. Flavors of lemon, pepper and toast intermingle, and it seems a little different each time you sip it.

Gallo Family Vineyards' Twin Valley lineup of wines has been a leader in its field, like the animation company Pixar, yet like Pixar's latest release "Cars," the top animated movie at the box office in 2006, it's facing declining sales compared with previous products. Twin Valley wines have dropped 20.4 percent in volume sales over the last year, according to ACNielsen. But if Gallo keeps making wines as good as the NV Gallo Family Vineyards Twin Valley California Chardonnay ($5), that trend deserves to be reversed. It's lemony with a peppery note, and it's a really nice drink for $5. It has to be a better use of your money than buying Akon's "Smack That" ringtone for your cell phone, because that song's No. 1 status means your phone will sound like everybody else's.

If you are a fruity Chardonnay fan on a tight budget, pick up the citrusy, likable 2005 Banrock Station South Eastern Australia Chardonnay ($5) and your experience should parallel that of top-selling audio book author Joel Osteen: "Your Best Life Now."

Shopping list

These are the best of 42 Chardonnays tasted for this article.

2005 Angove's Red Belly Black South Australia Chardonnay ($12)

2005 Banrock Station South

Eastern Australia Chardonnay ($5)

2005 Blackstone Monterey

County Chardonnay ($12)

2004 Concannon Central Coast Chardonnay $10)

2005 Estancia Pinnacles Ranches Monterey Chardonnay ($12)

NV Gallo Family Vineyards Twin Valley California Chardonnay ($5)

2005 Jacob's Creek South

Eastern Australia Chardonnay ($8)

2005 Leaping Horse Vineyards Lodi Chardonnay ($6)

2006 Man Vintners Coastal

Chardonnay ($11)

2005 McManis Family Vineyards River Junction Chardonnay ($10)

SIPPING NEWS

- W. Blake Gray, Tara Duggan

Friday, February 2, 2007

Label watch

Standard wine bottles would be boring but for the trio of rapscallions behind St. Helena's Three Thieves. First they brought back the 1-liter wine jug. Then they put their wine in 1-liter boxes, followed by 250-ml boxes perfect for smuggling into the opera.

Now that the Thieves are making a standard 750 ml bottle of 2005 The Show California Cabernet Sauvignon ($15), they enlisted the Nashville design shop Hatch Show Print -- famous for bold-lettered music posters -- to create the label. The rodeo motif fits well with the Thieves' jocular, wine-cowboy image. And the wine's a pretty darn good value, with nice blackberry and cherry flavors that segue into vanilla on the medium-long finish. Sheriff, them Thieves have gone and done it again.

-- W. Blake Gray

We aren't big fans of stemless glassware.

Sure, the glasses are less prone to breakage and more dishwasher-friendly than their stemmed counterparts. But who wants finger smudges all over her glass, not to mention warm wine?

The latest abomination popping up all over town is too much to bear: Champagne "tumblers" that look like they are missing a major limb.

Though the light pink lead-free crystal one from from Riedel's O line (2 for $21.95 at www.wineenthusiast.com) is in honor of last year's Breast Cancer Awareness month, it resembles, ahem, a water pipe. Low-rent versions include stemless flutes from Crate & Barrel ($1.95 each). Covo of Italy has the most aesthetically pleasing option, called the Grip flute ($26 at unicahome.com) that at least somewhat mimics the upward sweep of traditional flutes -- those sexy, long-legged numbers that make you think of tiny, delicious bubbles just by looking at them.

-- Tara Duggan

Alsace comes to Mendocino

A round-trip flight to Alsace, France costs more than about $700, and besides, it's winter there. Save the airfare by visiting the second International Alsace Varietals Festival on Saturday and Sunday in Mendocino County's Anderson Valley. Seventeen wineries, including some from outside the county, will pour samples at the grand tasting from noon to 3 p.m. Saturday at Scharffenberger Cellars in Philo; tickets are $65 and available at the door. Many Anderson Valley wineries will hold open houses on Sunday with special tastings. For more information, visit www.avwines.com or call (707) 895-9463.

-- W.B.G.

Tequila could be the spirit of the future in the U.S. and blended whiskey could be in for hard times, according to research by the ACNielsen Co.

The study compares spirit buying habits for groups it defines as Caucasians, Hispanics and African Americans. While Caucasians are still in the majority, the study says the Hispanic population is growing at a much faster rate than the other two groups.

Hispanics drink more Tequila, bourbon and rum than the general population, and much less blended whiskey and gin.

African Americans drink 3.5 times as much brandy (including Cognac) as the general population; this was the greatest spirit-demographic affinity. African Americans also drink more gin and rum than the general population, and much less bourbon and blended whiskey.

So who drinks blended whiskey? Caucasians, who also like vodka, bourbon, Canadian whiskey and liqueurs. Caucasians don't drink much brandy compared to non-Caucasians, according to the study.

-- W.B.G.

VINTAGE WORDS

“Music is the wine that fills the cup of silence.”

— Robert Fripp
Seattle Times
Play-by-play pairings for Super Bowl parties

By Paul Gregutt

Special to The Seattle Times

Wednesday, January 31, 2007 - 12:00 AM
Well, our lads didn't make it to the Super Bowl this year, but that's no reason to cry in your beer. How about crying in your wine instead?

Wine for Super Bowl Sunday? Granted, a few years ago, the idea of featuring wine at your Super Bowl party would have been a bit forward-thinking, to put it kindly. But it's a new day.

The great thing about wine is that it can be called like an audible at the line of scrimmage. Bottles can be slotted in to suit the playing conditions, both on and off the field. Have a selection of the following ready to go with whatever you're piling on the party platters.

I wouldn't worry at all about "matching" wine to your fine selection of chips, dips, nuts, cheeses, salsas, nachos, pizza, brats, burgers and grilled meats. Once your guests see you ready with the right wine for the right game-day situation, you'll have them eating (and drinking) out of the palm of your hand.

I'm not suggesting that you shouldn't have some brews standing by alongside the wines. It may be another couple of years before we hear the vendors at any sports event shouting, "Get yer ice-cold chardonnay!" But you, my friend, are cutting edge.

So let's go. Where possible, I've named the distributors (in parentheses) so your local retailer can track down these wines for you.

The situation: Need to jump-start this party!

The Wine: Wild Bunch 2003 California Red (Young's Columbia). The label on this screwcapped zin/syrah/barbera blend looks like a biker tattoo. Bright berry fruit and sharp acids will keep your tongue jumping. This wine is ready for the gnarliest brats, barbecue or pizza you can throw at it. $9.

The Situation: Your team just scored and put six points on the board.

The Wine: Six Prong 2004 Red and Six Prong 2005 White (Unique). Both come in a screwcap — now those are celebration wines. The white may be a little light for the occasion, but the red is a barbecue-friendly blend of cabernet, cab franc, sangiovese, malbec and syrah, and weighs in at a substantial 14.5 percent alcohol. $15.

The Situation: Close game: two field goals and a touchdown.

The Wine: "337" Lodi Cabernet Sauvignon (Alaska). Three-three-seven is the name of the wine, a big, brooding bottle of plummy dark cabernet. Definitely a score. $12.

The Situation: Your team is up by two points.

The Wine: 2004 or 2005 "2 Up" Shiraz (Click). The vintage is in transition, but the wine is a winner. An explosion of blackberry juice, with plenty of smooth licorice and vanilla, it really packs in the flavor. $14.

The Situation: Some grease-fingered meathead made a particularly ill-timed play. Dropped a touchdown pass. Bobbled a sure-fire interception. Fumbled away a first down in the red zone.

The Wine: 2005 Beauzeaux Red (Alaska). Beauzeaux (pronounced Bozo) is the right call here. The label shows an incompetent, stumbling juggler, and the blend of eight oddball grapes is identified as "a juggler's blend" by the winery, Beaulieu Vineyards. Inside is spicy California juice. $10.

The Situation: Someone just made a really good, heads-up, momentum-changing play.

The Wine: 2004 Jewel Collection (Odom). The Jewel 1004 Viognier is a thick, oaky take on the grape; no shrinking violet here. The Jewel 2004 "Firma" is a firm, peppery red from Lodi (California). $10.

The Situation: The Spousal Unit is starting to chafe a bit — peanut shells on the rug, noise level, the dog really needs a walk and probably can't wait until halftime. What do you do?

The Wines: Mad Housewife White Zinfandel ($5) and Dunham Cellars 3-Legged Red ($16). Tell the dog to keep hopping till the clock runs out. You're on your own with the spouse.

The Situation: Somebody just juked his way down the field for a touchdown.

The Wine: 2004 Zig Zag Zin (Odom). I would like this wine even if it didn't have a great name. It's a sweet, sappy, all-purpose Mendocino zin, with no pretenses and plenty of pizzazz.

USA Today

Cheers

Jerry Shriver

One for the books

Friday, February 2, 2007

2005 Sterling Vintner's Collection Chardonnay, Central Coast, Calif., about $13. This is a textbook low-cost California Chard in every respect: bright golden color, aromas and flavors of fresh apples and pears, a creamy texture, toastiness at the very end and no lingering chewiness or bitterness. The label's boring, and I wish the producers would switch to screw caps, but otherwise this wine passes the test. Try it by itself or with creamy winter soups.

Wonderful woofer

Wednesday, January 31, 2007

2003 Red Rover Petite Sirah, Central Coast, Calif., about $8. So what if California is imitating the Aussies and developing its own menagerie of wines with cutesy animal drawings on the label? This one, featuring an adorable dog caricature, is quite fetching. Petite Sirah is one of those niche grapes that once was used primarily to add color to blends and that is now winning fans as a stand-alone varietal. If you've never experienced the grape, this is a decent place to start. It's filled with juicy blackberry flavors (the label says "boysenberry,'' but I don't have enough experience with that fruit to make the call) and chocolate,pepper and toast notes. Hamburgers or pizza are the obvious parings. I also tried the Cabernet Sauvignon and Chardonnay in the Red Rover lineup and found them to be simple and pleasant. This one is the top dog.

Winter respite

Monday, January 29, 2007

2005 Marques de Riscal Rose, Rioja, Spain, about $10. Rose wines are so closely associated with sultry summer lunchtime drinking that it's easy to forget that they pair nicely with cold-weather fare as well. I tried two other roses with Thanksgiving leftovers and found them to be versatile and charming, and I got the same result when I drank this version with a spicy Cajun shrimp dish. The cherry-strawberry flavors and acidity stood up to the richness of the shrimp and took some of the sting out of the spice.

Wall St. Journal

For Valentine's Day, Think Pink

As Sales Bubble, We Try Rosé Champagne;

A Heartfelt Choice

February 2, 2007; Page W7

This year, you have the chance to show your valentine that you are both romantic and hip. Here's the key: rosé Champagne.

We've been recommending rosé Champagne to lovers for years because its blushing color and complex, demure tastes are so very romantic. Suddenly, rosé Champagne has become very trendy. World-wide exports of rosé Champagne more than doubled from 2000 to 2005, according to the Office of Champagne, USA, to a new high. Imports of rosé Champagne into the U.S. also hit a record last year. In 2005, 6.35% of all Champagne imported into the U.S. was rosé, up from 1.81% in 1995. Numbers from ACNielsen are even more striking. Sales of rosé Champagne rose 13.5% by volume for the 52-week period ending on Nov. 18, 2006, while sales of all rosé sparkling wines rose by an even greater percentage: 24% by volume in the same period.

In a blind tasting of rosé Champagnes that cost less than $100, these were our favorites.

To be sure, there are many other fine wines for Valentine's Day. When it's right, there's no more romantic wine than red Burgundy. American Pinot Noir is a good bet, too, for the same reasons: It can be silky, with some sexy earthiness. And there's always Saint-Amour, from one of the villages of Beaujolais (the history of the name has nothing to do with love, but that will be our secret).

Something Very Special

But there is something very special about rosé Champagne -- the real thing, from the Champagne district of France. And here's good news: The surge in interest in pink bubbly has led to more rosé Champagnes on shelves at better prices. When we first wrote about these wines eight years ago, they were generally rare and precious. Our best of tasting, both in 1999 and in 2003, was Louis Roederer Cristal Rosé, which then cost about $300. In fact, most of our favorites were quite expensive. The big exception was Pommery, which then cost $45 or less and was good enough to go bubble-to-bubble with the big boys.

When we went shopping for rosé Champagnes this year, we were surprised and pleased to find a far larger selection. In fact, there were so many that, for the first time, we were able to conduct an entire tasting of rosés that cost less than $100. This eliminated some excellent pinks, such as the Cristal and Veuve Clicquot La Grande Dame, but it still left us with plenty. While there are thousands of small Champagne producers, and many of them make a pink bubbly, we generally stuck to the names you're most likely to see, such as Piper-Heidsieck and Moët. We did include just a few small-production wines, such as Camille Savès, whose regular Champagne is a long-time favorite. For this tasting, we included only real Champagne, which always makes a special statement for Valentine's Day, though more good pink bubblies are being made all over the world, including California.

While most still rosé wines are made by leaving the juice in contact with the red grape skins for a short time, most rosé Champagne is made by adding a little bit of red wine -- Pinot Noir -- to the cuvée. The colors run the gamut from light blush to red. Because rosé Champagne has a little more taste and body than regular Champagne, but the same mineral, acidic intensity, it's nicely complex and interesting, and tends to pair well with food -- especially romantic dinners, of course.

We have returned from our blind tasting with good news: The average quality of the wines was excellent. Less than 6% of all Champagne is rosé and it's clear that winemakers make it with a great deal of care. Most of the wines were quite good, with beautiful bubbles, lovely color and mouth-watering acidity. Not only that, but the average price of our seven favorites was around $50, which is a real bargain considering the price of a dozen roses these days.

A Lack of Color

Our old favorite, Pommery, by the way, was good, but not among our favorites (it now costs around $55). We also wish it had a bit more color. While we tend to prefer rosé Champagne with more of a blush than a true red color, this was far too pale as a Valentine's Day choice, especially since it costs about 50% more than regular Pommery. (Our first bottle was so light-colored that we bought a second, thinking perhaps there was some kind of labeling mistake, but the second had the same faint tint.)

Our best of tasting really put it all together. It was elegant and romantic, smooth yet intense, with well-integrated, pure tastes and a lovely, long-tasting finish. Darn if it didn't turn out to be Louis Roederer again -- this time the 2000 vintage rosé, which costs just a fraction of the Cristal's price.

With rosé Champagne all the rage, don't wait until the last minute to pick up a bottle. Get one today and start planning your Valentine's Day around it. This is a wine that, we promise, really is good for your heart.

The Dow Jones Rosé Champagne Index

In a blind tasting of rosé Champagnes that cost less than $100, these were our favorites. All of them are best served chilled, but note how they change and become more interesting, if not quite as well-integrated, as they warm in your glass. These pair best with a kiss. All are Brut and all are non-vintage, except the Roederer.

VINEYARD/VINTAGE 


PRICE 


RATING 


TASTERS' COMMENTS

Louis Roederer Vintage Rosé 2000 


$62.00* 


Very Good/ Delicious 


Best of tasting. Elegant and romantic, focused and pure, with beautifully integrated, toasty tastes and a fetching bit of creaminess on the finish.

Moët & Chandon Rosé Impérial 
$43.00 


*Very Good 


Best value. 

Romantic, deep pink color. More red-berry tastes than most, but quite dry, with great acidity and just the right amount of fruit and mineral flavors.

>Camille Savès (Grand Cru) 


$49.99 


Very Good 


Marvelous little bubbles and a classy, blush color. Dry, intense and quite elegant, with all the right tastes. Beautiful wine.

Gosset Grand Rosé NV 


$64.95 


Very Good 


Fine wine, with lemony acidity and real charm. Not as intense as some, but extremely drinkable.

Taittinger 

Prestige Rosé 


$59.95 


Very Good 


Great bubbles and a lovely, yeasty nose. Nicely austere, with brioche, lemon and minerals. Tastes expensive.

Veuve Clicquot Ponsardin 


$48.00* 


Very Good 


Dottie called this "rose-petal bubbly" and said it reminded her of a garden party. It's complex and somewhat shy, comfortable and comforting. You could drink this all night.

Henriot 


$49.95 


Good/Very Good 


Refreshing and clean, with good minerals and focused tastes. Lighter than some, somewhat shy, but lovely.

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

*We paid $64.95 for Roederer, $39.95 for Moët and $44.95 for Veuve Clicquot, but the prices shown appear to be more representative. Prices vary widely.

Wine Notes

January 27, 2007; Page P3

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

Big Bubbly

I got into an interesting discussion over the holidays about large-format Champagne. I know real Champagne is fermented in the bottle and this can take years. So would it be true that larger bottles would be released after the standard bottles? I would assume the fermentation process would take longer in the larger bottles. Or is the wine fermented in standard bottles then repackaged into magnums, etc., to ensure consistency?

Real Champagne, from the Champagne region of France, is packaged in bottles ranging from the petite quarter-bottle to enormous bottles that are more for show and publicity than tonight's dinner. All producers of magnum-sized bottles (1.5 liter) and some producers of Jéroboam bottles (3 liter) ferment in the bottle, according to Sam Heitner, director of the Office of Champagne, USA. The fermentation process for the magnum or Jéroboam-sized bottles does not take longer because each bottle has the proportionate amount of yeast, alcohol and liquid by volume, he told us. Most larger-format bottles, beyond the Jéroboam size, are repackaged with wine that was fermented in smaller bottles. One exception is the Champagne house Drappier, Mr. Heitner said. It carries out fermentation in all of its big bottles, including its giant, 30-liter size, which the winery has specially made so that it can withstand more than 70 pounds of pressure per square inch, according to the winery.

