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Gil Kulers' Wine Pick: 2003 Altano, Douro, Portugal

By GIL KULERS
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• 2003 Altano, Douro, Portugal

• $8

• Two thumbs up. Tastes of blueberry with lots of cinnamon and cloves. It was a home run with pasta lightly tossed in tomato sauce with a touch of cream. The 2004 is available, but there should still be a few '03s around.

I was in a wine shop in downtown Decatur picking up door prizes for a presentation I was giving to the local chapter of the American Culinary Federation when I spied a bottle of Portuguese wine. It was not the sweet wine from Oporto or from the island of Madeira. It was a dry red table wine from the Douro Valley.

Curious, I asked Jessica behind the counter how it was selling. "For as little as we're charging and how good it is, not very well," she said.

That's a shame. The most mind-blowing thing about wine is its nearly unfathomable diversity. There are so many wines from so many unexpected corners of the world, you're bound to be surprised by something every time you walk into a wine shop or look at a wine list.

I remembered I had a few bottles of dry Portuguese wine kicking around at home. The next day I popped open a few. Just as Jessica said, they were wonderful. It wasn't a blind tasting, as these were all bottles from the Symington family, makers of dessert ports for 350 years. They are trying their hand at making unsweet wines from various blends of grapes typical in the Douro.

While I'd love to tell you about the high-end stuff like the Chryseia and especially Post Scriptum (Wow! So yummy and only $23), this week I'm featuring Altano, a blend of tinta roriz (tempranillo) and touriga franca, which retails for the insanely low price of $8!
Boston Globe

Ward off chill winds with New World wines

Most weeknights supper at our place is something long-simmered and ladled out of an enameled cast-iron pot. It's likely the simmering happened on the weekend when there was time to assemble and prep ingredients. That we're reheating dinner rather than making it from scratch pretty much every night doesn't make the experience a whit less satisfying. At the last minute, someone will descend to the cellar to fetch the wine.

This time of year that will mean red wine. And while a midweek supper doesn't normally call for anything fancy, we'll expect whatever we draw the cork on to pull its weight, making our time at the table more of a pleasure. It's the least we expect from any wine.

With this first plonk column of the new year, we're raising the price ceiling from $10 to $12. The decision stems in part from the continued decline in the value of the dollar, a situation that makes all European wines more expensive than they might otherwise be. The change will also allow us to report on some California wines that otherwise wouldn't make the cut due to high costs of winemaking there.

This particular group is an eclectic collection with nothing more in common than their New World provenance and a robust, flavorful profile that makes for ideal winter-weight sipping -- leftovers or no. -- STEPHEN MEUSE

Martin Ray California "Red," 2003. The scale may be modest, but the proportions are spot on. There's a nice mouth-filling quality to the fruit, good concentration, and a bit of length. A steady, satisfying, appealing sip. About $14 for the oversize, finger-loop jug (a full liter, one-third more than a standard bottle). At OurGlass Wine Co., Saugus, 781-941-8068; Andover Liquors, Andover, 978-470-0500; Kingston Liquors, Kingston, 781-585-4462.
Cartlidge & Browne California Cabernet Sauvignon, 2004. Good color and extraction with coffee, tobacco, and cassis aromas that repeat faithfully on the palate. Good depth of flavor, with a modicum of complexity and nice balance; fine value here. About $12. At Golden Goose Market, North End, 617-367-3198 ; Vintages, West Concord, 978-369-2545; OurGlass.
Peralta Winery California Syrah, 2004. Dense, slightly gamy fruit that's fleshy and chewy; maybe little texture but good length; some will find the vanilla notes a little intrusive. About $10. At Brix, South End 617-542-2749; Ball Square Fine Wine & Liquors, Somerville, 617-623-9500; Solera, Roslindale, 617-469-4005.
Casa Julia Maipo Valley Cabernet Sauvignon, 2003. Earthy aromas; little edge but lots of flavor and plenty of readily identifiable Chilean character. About $12. At Beverly Wine and Beer Co., Beverly, 978-524-0300 ; Wine Emporium, South End, 617-262-0379 ; The Wine Express, Norwood, 781-255-7090.
Jelu Argentina Syrah 2004. A big, ripe, juicy palooka that's not without a certain finesse; good acidity and some lovely bright fruit flavors. A likeable lug. About $12. Leary's Fine Wines, Natick, 508-653-6221 ; Wine Sense, Andover, 978-749-9464 ; Marty's Fine Wine, Newton, 617-332-1230 .
Chicago Tribune

Winemaking legends get their due

Chicago Tribune

Published February 14, 2007

The Culinary Institute of America will honor posthumously eight California wine legends by naming them to the school's Vintners Hall of Fame. The honorees, determined by ballots sent to 70 American wine journalists, will be inducted during a fundraising reception and dinner March 9 at the CIA at Greystone in St. Helena, Calif.

Listed under the "Founders" category as vintners whose early ventures planted the roots of the present-day California wine industry are Andre Tchelistcheff, Georges de Latour, Charles Krug, Agoston Haraszthy, Gustave Niebaum and Brother Timothy. Named as "Icons," individuals whose achievements contributed to the establishment and growth of the Californian wine industry, are Maynard Amerine and Harold Olmo.

Along with these eight men, the institute is honoring one very living legend at dinner. Winemaker Robert Mondavi will be named to the hall of fame's "Pioneer" category.

The Vintners Hall of Fame annual induction dinner will endow new scholarship programs for the Rudd Center for Professional Wine Studies at the CIA at Greystone.

Founded in 1946, The Culinary Institute of America is an independent, not-for-profit college offering bachelor's and associate degrees in the culinary arts and baking and pastry arts.

White wines don't have a corner on fruit

Bill Daley

Published February 11, 2007

Q. My wife and I enjoy wines like Piesporter and riesling. Because of the benefits attributed recently to red wines, we are looking for a similar fruity-tasting wine in a red varietal. What would you recommend?

--Ronald Musil, LaGrange Park

A. How about a lambrusco from Italy? This red wine, often made as a sparkling wine, is sold in a semi-sweet style. Or, try a French Beaujolais or gamay; they're not particularly sweet but very fresh and fruity. A number of Midwest winemakers produce semi-sweet red wines too. For who makes what in Illinois, visit this industry Web site, illinoiswine.org.

Q. My wife and I received two bottles of the 1997 brunello di Montalcino from the Castello Banfi winery as gifts. The question is, is it ready to drink and how long should it be decanted? Also, could you recommend what food would go best with the brunello?

--Robert Elster, Hoffman Estates

A. Brunello di Montalcino is a Tuscan wine made with the sangiovese grape. It is considered one of Italy's finest wines, with a powerful profile that can endure for years under proper storage conditions. Robert E. Parker, the noted wine authority and critic, suggests on his Web site, erobertparker.com, that you drink up by 2012.

Decant about 30 to 40 minutes before serving. I'd pair the wine with braised beef, leg of lamb, rosemary-scented pork loin or even a juicy steak.

Q. Two years ago I traveled to Italy and had a wonderful lunch at a cafe in Burano, a small island near Venice. The seafood lasagna was fantastic and so was the white wine. I was wondering what that white wine might be, and if I could buy it or a similar wine in the Chicago area. The wine wasn't served in a bottle, but in glass pitchers.

--Fred Moss, Elmhurst

A. I suspect the wine was one of the sassy whites of the Veneto, the region around Venice. These wines have high acidity, making them good food wines. The most famous of these is Soave, which is made by producers in various levels of quality.

Close to home is usually close enough

Published February 18, 2007

Q. My husband and I tasted the following wine at someone's house. They made a copy of the label since they purchased from a wine dealer in California by the case and we would prefer to purchase locally and not buy an entire case. The wine label reads: "Jakob Gerhardt Nierstein am Rhein Rheinhessen 2004 Bereich Bingen Ortega Auslese Qualitatswein mit Pradikat A.P. Produce of Germany Bottled and Shipped by Wein und Sektkellereien GMBH Imported by W.G. Best Weinkellerei Inc. San Diego, CA."

I tried to e-mail a Web site but did not receive any answer. Can you help?

--Sandra Randell, Glenview

Q. When traveling in Italy, I found that some of the local supermarket (co-op) wines were excellent and very inexpensive. One from southern Tuscany was from the Moris winery. Is this kind of wine (Moris or others of that same area) available in the Chicago area?

--Charles Pinto, Grayslake

A. I'm afraid I can't do much for either of you.

Dennis Gerger, a sales manager for the company that imports the German wine, said the wine is only available directly from them and sold only by the case.

As for Mr. Pinto's wine, I'm assuming he is referring to Morisfarms Winery. They make a number of red and white wines. I sent an e-mail to the winery in Italy trying to track down a distributor for Illinois. The answer: There isn't one.

Morisfarms is carried by companies in other states, including Wisconsin. Try calling Import Wines at 608-833-8622; possibly there are stores across the border near you with the wine in stock.

In the meantime, let me reiterate what I've written many times before: These wines are not one-of-a-kind bottlings. Don't sweat being unable to find that one wine from a particular winery.

The information both of you have provided offers clues into what you like and why: the geographical region, the grape varietal and style. Visit some local stores with your information in hand and ask for wines that are similar to these. I'm sure you'll find a pleasant alternative that comes very close.

Dallas Morning News

Wine of the week: $15 and good with pasta

06:38 AM CST on Wednesday, February 14, 2007

Rebecca Murphy

Val Delle Rose, Morellino di

Scansano 2003, $14.99

Morellino di Scansano is in the Maremma on the southern coast of Tuscany. The Val Delle Rose estate is owned by the Chianti-based Cecchi family. Made primarily from the sangiovese grape, this is a heady mix of cherry, vanilla and toast aromas and flavors. It's smooth and succulent on the palate. Enjoy it with a hearty pasta. Available at Pogo's.

Rebecca Murphy

Last-minute love potions

12:00 AM CST on Wednesday, February 14, 2007

By KIM PIERCE / Special Contributor to The Dallas Morning News

Even though today's the day, it's not too late to find a love potion worthy of your valentine. Here are several that are widely available, as well as a package deal for valentines who have been, or would like to be, a little bit naughty before getting to nice. Prices are for 750 ml bottles.

Alizé Red Passion ($24) – Just the right combination of cranberry, passion fruit and other tropical extracts mixed with Cognac for a beguiling tart-tropical sipping or mixing beverage. At 16 percent alcohol, it's comparable to a rich wine.

Godiva Chocolate Cream Liqueur ($34) – This luxurious dark-chocolate cream is the newest flavor in the Godiva liqueur line, but chocoholics will love any of them, even the white chocolate. A dessert and after-dinner drink all in one, it's also dreamy-good in coffee, over ice cream or drizzled on pound cake.

Nicolas Feuillatte Brut Rosé Champagne NV ($41) – If it's got to be French Champagne and it's got to be pink, Nicolas Feuillatte is widely recognized as a value bubbly for the bucks. The blend of pinot noir, chardonnay and pinot meunier in the rosé provides crisp, nuanced red-berry fruit with a profusion of fine, streaming bubbles.

Zardetto Prosecco ($13) – A terrific Italian sparkler for the price, made from prosecco grapes. Light and delicate, it intoxicates with apricot-peach-pineapple fruit for a crisp, refreshing aperitif.

Alexander Valley Vineyards Wicked Weekend ($49.99) – This trio of sibling zinfandels invites you to drink and compare over three nights (say, Friday through Sunday) the 2004 "Temptation" Zinfandel, 2004 Alexander Valley "Sin Zin" and finally the 2003 "Redemption" Zinfandel from Dry Creek Valley. Besides the clever packaging, these sturdy, reliable California zins show off the grape and how terroir (the growing particulars) changes it. Oh? You weren't just going to drink these for educational purposes? Then, just enjoy one or all three. At Majestic Liquor Stores and Whole Foods Market, as well as Fossil Creek Liquor in Fort Worth.

Denver Post

Wine of the week: Eric Texier 2004 Côtes du Rhône

By The Denver Post Staff

Article Last Updated: 02/13/2007 06:25:34 PM MST

Eric Texier 2004 Côtes du Rhône, about $12

It's not easy to become a winemaker in France when you've never had any connection to the wine business and don't own a single vine.

That didn't stop Eric Texier, who decided to forgo a career in nuclear science to devote himself to wine. In the early '90s, He hooked up with Jean-Marie Guffens, a prominent Burgundian vintner who schooled him in the art of manipulation-free winemaking - organic farming, hand-picking, natural yeasts and so on.

Today, he makes a wide variety of wines, from crisp burgundies to a tannic, brooding Côte-Rôtie. His 2004 Côtes du Rhône tastes like a mouthful of black cherries and goes down like silk.

Detroit News

Expanded trade show reflects rapid growth of wineries beyond the West Coast

Sandra Silfven
Trade shows and wine conferences are not usually the drink of choice for the wine consuming public, but they eventually have an impact on the quality of what people drink and reflect where the industry is going.

The largest such meet-greet-sip-and-learn get-together is the annual Unified Wine & Grape Symposium in Sacramento every January, which draws wine people from across the U.S., though its biggest audience is from the West Coast.

Well, the East, South and Midwest of America, and the provinces of Canada, have their "show" too, and this year's new venue, expanded trade show and conference themes reflect the growth.

The 31st annual Wineries Unlimited Conference and Trade Show, staged by Vineyard & Winery Management Magazine, will be held March 6-9 at the Valley Forge Convention Center in King of Prussia, Pa., near Philadelphia, with an exhibit hall that is twice the size of the meeting's old home in Lancaster, Pa., to accommodate 100-plus more exhibitors than last year. Anywhere from 1,500 to 2,000 people are expected to attend, not including 72 speakers. And as the head of the whole shebang, Robert "Rob" Merletti of Vineyard and Winery Services, loves to remind people, "In America today, there are more wineries outside California than inside California."

Merletti, who is president and publisher of the trade publication, said this week: "The exponential growth and reputation of the Eastern American wine industry has grown to a point of being able to sustain a trade show and conference of this magnitude, and Vineyard & Winery Management is proud to have partnered in the education and promotion of the Eastern industry since the early 1970s." (And he certainly has that fact right -- this magazine started out as Eastern Grape Grower and Winery News, and was the first trade publication to represent the Eastern industry.)

Vineyard & Winery Management

Merletti adds that the move to the bigger and better venue this year "validates to the rest of the wine industry that wineries east of the Rockies are a viable and important part of the global wine industry."

The event draws people from all over the U.S. and Canada.

Richard Leahy, program director, is particularly proud that the final day, March 9, will be dedicated to viticulture issues related to quality wine growing, with experts from the University of Missouri, Purdue, Cornell, Ohio State, and other key schools.

The event especially well-serves newcomers to the industry, who can sign up for a daylong workshop on winery planning and design, and tap the brains of key industry leaders. But other themes and highlights, and the trade show, draw the bulk of the visitors.

Kevin Zraly, who founded the Windows on the World Wine School in Manhattan and authored many books for it, is the keynote speaker this year. He will spin his talk off his latest book, "Kevin Zraly's American Wine Guide," in which he breaks out of his European and California mode to recognize wineries all around the U.S.

Dr. Bruce Reisch of Cornell University in Geneva, N.Y., will talk about the new hybrid grapes he developed with Dr. Thomas Henick-Kling -- Noiret and Corot noir for red wines and Valvin Muscat for white. Michigan's Joe Herman of Karma Vista Winery said this week there is talk these varieties may be even better than some of the other old reliable hybrids, including Chancellor and Chambourcin.

Two sessions on Vidal will include growing and harvesting issues, plus an ice-wine round table discussion. Doug Welsch of Michigan's Fenn Valley Vineyards is a speaker at both. Welsch is known for his high-quality Vidal ice wines. Other participants from this region include Ohio's Kenny Schuchter of Valley Vineyards near Dayton and Nick Ferrante of Ferrante Vineyards near Lake Erie.

Two sessions on Merlot will feature Fred Wilson of Elk Run in Maryland, David Breaux of Breaux Vineyards in Virginia and Richard Olsen-Harbich from Raphael on Long Island.

This kind of event demonstrates the breadth and depth of the wine industry outside the West Coast.

As California shudders at the issues surrounding global warming and its threat to viticulture, parts of the rest of the country, even Old Mission Peninsula and Massachusetts, suddenly look inviting to wine aficionados. Eric Asimov in the New York Times on Jan. 31 stirred up the Web with his story, "All over America, Wines Search for Identity."

His first two paragraphs tout the quality of the 2004 Riesling from Peninsula Cellars in Michigan and the 1998 Ultra Brut Blanc de Blancs from Westport Rivers in Westport, Mass. His third paragraph praised the 2005 Pinot Noir from Chaddsford in Pennsylvania. He didn't comment on Illinois, but that state, the home to corn and soybeans, now has 68 wineries, 10 of which opened in the last 18 months. Or Iowa, where pork producers usually get all the glory, but there are currently 67 wineries!

Wineries Unlimited is the No. 1 industry event of the East, and I'll be blogging from there, grabbing comments from as many Michigan people as I can find, March 6-8. Learn more about the schedule and speakers for an insider's peek at wines east of the Rockies.

-- February 15, 2007
$8 red has good breeding

Thursday, February 15, 2007

Madeline Triffon: Wine

Don't miss: Viñas de Vila "Tinto Fundación" 2005 Mendoza, Argentina, $8

Style: Full-flavored, deeply colored and dry; makes an excellent "everyday Cabernet" alternative.

Argentina has actually become somewhat of a wine consumer buzzword. Malbec, the country's star red varietal, trips off the tongue of people shopping for Cab-like reds. Here's a darkly handsome "little" Argentine red that over-delivers in a major way. The grapes used include 50 percent Bonarda with the balance split between Malbec and Cabernet Sauvignon. Black currant fruit, Zinfandel-like ripeness, edgy tannins and an opaque color make "Tinto Fundación" a stunning buy.

Bonarda joins Malbec as Argentina's two most widely planted varieties. Originally from northwestern Italy where it's blended with Nebbiolo or Barbera, some claim it's long been in California under the name Charbono.

The Vilas family has been a presence in Argentina since the Spanish invasion. Originally Castilian, they're the exception to the domination of the Argentine wine business by Italian immigrants and large multinational firms. Only recently dipping into the bottled wine business, their fine industry reputation was built on supplying quality bulk wine to large producers.

For retail sources: Contact michaelk@jjimporters.com

Bad wine, good sauce?

So you've left the bottle of Saturday night's wine on the counter for a week -- oops. No, it's not even worth smelling to see if the flavor's good enough to sip. It's not.

But hold the garbage can lid down! Oxidation, the degeneration of wine after exposure to oxygen, does not make wine useless; it just changes its mission. The fragrance may have turned sherrylike and the color browned, but a wine's last gasp can breathe depth of flavor into an ordinary dish.

Conventional wine wisdom has it that the better the dinner wine, the better the cooking wine. OK, but it's hard to believe that most people would gleefully part with a glug of their $50 "something special." Most commercial chefs buy inexpensive varietally labeled cooking wine destined for their stock pots. They're happy to use something swankier to de-glaze a pan in preparing À la minute dishes and will stash leftover wine samples (from bottles, not glasses!) for just that purpose.

You don't cook with wine, you say? Tuck those few ounces into the simmering pot of meat sauce you're brewing. Or dash them into the pan that's searing up your dinner burgers or chops. Chefs are always chipping at the burnt bits in the bottom of a cooking vessel, adding a little wine and reducing it down to a light but tasty jus.

Houston Chronicle

A successful union of film and wine: Coppola's latest offering makes the cut

Feb. 12, 2007, 2:26PM

WINE

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

You can call Francis Ford Coppola an Oscar-winning screenwriter-producer-direct- or, owner of the most historic wine property in the Napa Valley, owner of a Belizean resort, owner of the Mammarella brand of sauces and pastas.

You can call Coppola a lot of things, but you can't call him lazy.

And he's on the move again.

But let's backtrack a little. In 1975 Coppola was looking for a summer home in Napa. Never one to do things in a small way, he bought the old Inglenook estate in the heart of the valley. He changed the name to Niebaum-Coppola Estate, in honor of Inglenook's founder Gustave Niebaum. And he began making a high-end, red Bordeaux-style wine that he called Rubicon.

Later he would make other tiers of far less expensive wines, such as the Coppola Diamond Series and Francis Ford Coppola Presents. And he would rename his Napa Valley gem Rubicon Estate, which — with all its movie memorabilia — had become the major tourist draw in Napa.

Then last March he bought the winery property of Château Souverain in the Healdsburg area of Sonoma. Not the winery name and not the vineyards — the Sourverain owners kept those — but Coppola bought just the winery property itself. And that included a restaurant (it had seen its apogee under chef Gary Danko), as well as a permit to build a hotel. Both these opportunities are rare in Sonoma.

Coppola also has started a new line of wines called Director's Cut. To be honest, before I sat down with winemaker Corey Beck a couple of weeks ago at Hotel Icon, I didn't expect much.

Coppola's inexpensive Diamond Series wines have always delivered — to me — less bang for the buck. Sure, they're very popular, but the price and name are the two great allures.

And as for Rubicon, I can't afford three-digit wines.

So I was very surprised at how good the Director's Cut wines were.

"The idea behind Director's Cut was to pair his film and wine careers," Beck said.

Beck talked about the unusual label on the Director's Cut bottles, which wraps around the bottle at least twice. It was designed by Coppola.

"That's why we have all four of the wines, including the chardonnay and pinot noir, in Bordeaux bottles — because of the length of the labels. And they're straighter."

On the chardonnay, which was barrel-fermented: "We try to let the fruit speak for itself."

On the pinot noir: "There's a concentration of Russian River pinot aromas and fleshiness from the Carneros fruit."

On the zinfandel: "We like to source fruit from growers that have their own labels — like Rafanelli — because they understand what we, as a winery, want."

On the cabernet sauvignon: "Look at the color, the phenolics. The '05 vintage was the best in years, analogous to '97 — very big, but with great quality."

So, I confess: Beck made a believer out of me. Having just written this semi-apologia, I think I'll have a glass of Director's Cut Zinfandel.

It should pair nicely with a helping of crow.

Feb. 14, 2007, 3:56PM

California wines

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

The following California wines are handled here by Republic Beverage. Prices are suggested retail.

• 2005 Director's Cut Chardonnay — * * * 1/2 — from Russian River Valley, some citrus to go along with tropical fruit (papayas, mangoes), fair acidity and finish; $20.

• 2005 Director's Cut Zinfandel — * * * * — hey, here's a zin you can drink! From Dry Creek Valley, nice, briary fruit, with 7 percent petite sirah for color and complexity; $22.

• 2005 Director's Cut Pinot Noir — * * * * — good aromatics, not too heavy, with good fruit and structure, not overly alcoholic; fair acidity and finish; $24.

• 2005 Director's Cut Cabernet Sauvignon (barrel sample) — * * * 1/2 ( 1/2 ) — good rendition from Alexander Valley without any herbaceousness; touch of tobacco and herbs, along with French oak nuances; $26.
Wine Find: 2004 Hewitson 'Miss Harry'

Feb. 12, 2007, 2:41PM

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

• History: Aussie Dean Hewitson worked on several vintages around the world before returning home to start his own winery. Sourcing fruit from a number of first-rate vineyards, Hewitson has made a name producing top-quality mourvèdre and shiraz. Today his wines are imported by the Australian Premium Wine Collection. One of Hewitson's best affordable is his "GSM," the 2004 Hewitson "Miss Harry" grenache-shiraz-mourvèdre — * * * * — a juicy, black- and red-fruit wine with lots of complexity for the money. Married to the fruit profile are nuances of cedar and vanilla, and just a hint of tobacco.

• Pairings: roast duck breast with a berry reduction, venison chops with a peppercorn sauce or burgers off the grill.

• Suggested retail: $20.

• From: Prestige Wine Cellars.
LA Times

Coming in from the cold

Once thought too chilly for most wine grapes, Marin County is emerging as a region with great potential.

By Patrick Comiskey

Special to The Times

February 14, 2007

Nicasio — UNLESS you've been living under an air-conditioned rock for the last couple of decades, you may have noticed signs that the world seems to be getting warmer. It's been widely reported that the trend is likely to wreak some interesting havoc upon California's wine regions in the not-too-distant future, leaving Napa and parts of Sonoma with conditions that resemble the Central Valley. And wine-growing regions once thought to be extreme, like Marin County, the sprawling coastal county north of San Francisco whose cliffs form the northern edge of the Golden Gate, are finding their way to the center.

Marin has long been considered too cool, too foggy and too marginal for anything but sparkling wine grapes. But all that's changing. In the last decade, a small but ardent group of viticulturalists has been farming vineyards there and attracting winemaking talent. Not long ago, the Chalone Group (now owned by wine-industry giant Diageo) planted a spectacular vineyard in the Nicasio Valley for its new Pinot Noir project, Orogeny. And filmmaker George Lucas recently planted 20 acres of Pinot Noir and Chardonnay at Skywalker Ranch to augment his tiny vanity label, Viandante del Cielo.

Whether or not global warming is a factor, the county's reputation for grapes has gone from marginal to viable in a very short period of time.

Of course, Marin County is more famous for its counterculture than its viticulture, but wine grapes have been here for nearly two centuries, beginning with plantings by Spanish settlers at Mission San Rafael in 1817. As the century progressed, immigrants planted so many vines that a souvenir booklet from 1893 boasts "every dweller from Fairfax to Sausalito has his little vineyard." Earthquakes, Prohibition and phylloxera brought an end to this cottage industry, but interest was rekindled in the early 1980s as Napa and Sonoma became wine tourism destinations.

Marin vineyards tend to be set fairly close to the Pacific, and they're subject to dramatic daily fluctuations of temperature, along with moisture and fog. Most of them at one time or another have been farmed by grower Mark Pasternak.

Pasternak, 54, manages much of the vineyard land in Marin, including his own property, Devil's Gulch Ranch, overlooking the town of Nicasio. An L.A. native who decided at an early age to become a farmer, Pasternak has done little else since moving north in the early 1970s. He's farmed fruit trees and leafy vegetables, grown comfrey and alfalfa for pig fodder, even raised prized rabbits that are roasted and rilletted in many Bay Area restaurants, as well as at L.A.'s Spago and Sona. (In true Marin tradition, years ago, Pasternak had been known to grow an agent of intoxication other than wine grapes as well. His riskiest venture these days, however, aside from grapes, is a summer agricultural day camp for kids.)

For the first decade, Pasternak sold all of his fruit to sparkling wine producers — a safe bet, since sparkling wine doesn't require fully ripe fruit. Even at its warmest, Marin's climate is distressingly cool: When the temperature is hitting the mid-90s in the Napa Valley, most Marin growers are lucky if it reaches 80 in their vineyards.

But Pasternak's efforts were aided by one consistent pattern. In a typical season, vines bud in the middle of February, and fruit hangs into late September. "The season here is horrendously long," Pasternak says, "much longer than virtually the rest of the state."

How it all began

IN 1990, Pasternak found himself with a huge fruit surplus. So he contacted winemakers he admired and made them an offer: They could take a ton of grapes off his hands for nothing. If they made wine, and liked the results, they could cut him a check. "The only guy who took me up on it was Dan Goldfield," Pasternak says.

Winemaker Dan Goldfield came to the Russian River Valley in Sonoma County early in his career and pretty much hasn't left since; after formative stints at La Crema and Hartford Court, Goldfield teamed up with Steve Dutton, whose family's vineyards in the Russian River, Green Valley and Sonoma Coast American Viticultural Areas have been standard bearers for cool-weather fruit in Sonoma.

In less than a decade, Dutton Goldfield has became a winery defined by these outer reaches of California viticulture. When Pasternak offered the winery a ton of grapes, and thereby the chance to extend its range into Marin, Goldfield jumped at the opportunity.

"A lot of people said you can't grow grapes here," Goldfield says. "But I like being out on the edge."

On a beautiful cloudless day last October, I toured the Devil's Gulch vineyard with Pasternak and Goldfield. This steeply terraced vineyard overlooking the Nicasio Reservoir is planted largely to Pinot Noir and Chardonnay on soils of fractured, mineral-flecked sandstone. Nets were flung over the vines to protect the fruit from the birds above our heads. Even without bird pressure, yields are puny. A good vintage yields 2 tons an acre. In the Russian River region, twice that figure is common.

Goldfield buys half of Pasternak's Pinot from Devil's Gulch to make a vineyard designate. The other half goes to Bolinas resident Sean Thackrey, whose Rhône-inspired blends like Pleiades, Orion and Sirius have been underground favorites for wine collectors for years. Andromeda is Thackrey's first commercial Pinot Noir. He's made Pinots before, he's just never released them: Andromeda is the first to have the complexity he's looking for.

"You get such great intensity here," Thackrey says. "That concentration is one of its hallmarks."

The Pinots from Devil's Gulch are surprisingly dark, with plum and blueberry fruit accented by a clean, almost minty herbal top note. That intensity seems anomalous. Most cool-weather sites yield lighter, less concentrated wines — think New Zealand, or Burgundy in a cool year. The paradox is explained by the presence of the wind; an incessant stream of it travels into the Nicasio Valley by way of Tomales Bay, harassing grapes into transpiration (losing moisture) and thickening their skins. "I'm an agnostic about terroir," Thackrey says, "but this place is a situation unto its own, with all of the wind he gets here."

Thackrey is equally agnostic about global warming. "The real story is a greater willingness to deal with cooler regions," Thackrey says. "Remember that Carneros was once considered absolutely marginal. Fifty years ago, nobody would have dreamed to plant grapes there."

Jonathan and Susan Pey are perhaps the most articulate proponents of Marin's viticultural potential. They founded two Marin-based winery brands, Mt. Tamalpais in 1999 and Pey-Marin in 2001, and bring many years of experience to their efforts. Jonathan served as the general manager for several large wineries, including Robert Mondavi, Rosemount and Penfolds N.A. Susan, meanwhile, directs the wine program for the Il Fornaio restaurant chain.

"Marin's capable of producing wines of great varietal purity," Jonathan says. "Flavors come before sugars here, not the other way around."

The key to growing on the edge, according to Jonathan, is to alter your growing practices to the demands of the climate. To establish a viable fruit zone, "we really had to correct the vine's architecture," he explains, by trimming the plant, opening the canopy and exposing clusters to sunlight. "We have no problem getting things ripe here if you can get the sun on the fruit." The Peys make a Pinot Noir called Trois Filles which is richer and slightly more earthy than the wines from Devil's Gulch, as well as a succulent, gripping Merlot and a brisk citrusy Riesling — the only one in the county.

Marin wine country's outer edge may well be the Stubbs Vineyard in Marshall, just a few miles inland from Tomales Bay and the most westerly vineyard in the county. Tom and Mary Stubbs planted 11 acres of Pinot Noir and Chardonnay on their idyllic 600-acre ranch in West Marin 10 years ago.

The proximity of the Stubbs Ranch to the ocean has led to an unorthodox planting, in the swale of a valley, set far from the ridgeline and largely off the hill.

"Normally you decide to plant on hillsides," Tom Stubbs explains, "but out here, the valleys are so much safer, out of the wind."

Stubbs used to sell his grapes to Schramsberg, the Calistoga sparkling wine entity, but he was never comfortable with the arrangement. "You can never really gain an identity, contributing to a sparkling wine," he points out. "Not us, and not the county." So he sought out Goldfield, and started making wines.

The Stubbs Vineyard Pinot and Chardonnay don't have the intensity of Devil's Gulch, but in Burgundian varieties, that's hardly a shortcoming. Both have an aromatic finesse and a lacy delicacy on the palate that speaks to their cool weather roots, a grace and a lightness that suggests this nascent wine region may have a plurality of voices as it defines its identity.

*

(INFOBOX BELOW)

Look for these Marin County Pinots

OVER the years, Marin County fruit has contributed to a number of California sparkling wines. Schramsberg has purchased fruit from Marin sources including Stubbs and Devil's Gulch Ranch. Another longtime advocate of Marin fruit for sparkling wine is the wonderfully idiosyncratic Kalin Cellars, owned by Terry Leighton, whose long-aged sparkling wines (the current release is from 1988) can be exotic and marvelous.

Here are tasting notes on a selection of Marin Pinot Noirs. These wines are made in such small quantities that they are difficult to find at retailers; check winery websites for details and direct orders.

2005 Vision Cellars Chileno Valley Marin Country Pinot Noir. A lively, youthful wine with impressive concentration and an extra oomph of texture from adding clusters to the fermentation. Scents of dark cherry give way to a deeply flavored, earthy wine with a long spicy finish. At visioncellars.com, $32.

2004 Stubbs Vineyard Estate Pinot Noir. The lightest, most "clear-eyed" of the wines here. Lighter in color, it has aromatics of wild strawberries and a mildly rosy floral scent. It's clean and light on the palate with vinous flavors of cranberry and herb. At stubbsvineyard.com, $36.

2004 Pey-Marin Pinot Noir. An earthy and slightly thick wine — but those earthy flavors are toothsome. It's chewy without being rich, with a nice foresty scent and green flavors. Pillow of black cherry fruit and redwood, barky finish. At marinwines.com, $36.

2003 Thackrey Devil's Gulch Ranch Andromeda Pinot Noir. Perhaps the darkest of the Pinots here, with dark, almost blueberry aromas and that classic Thackrey touch of eucalyptus. It has a Burgundian spiciness in its flavors. A concentrated wine, with black cherry fruit, balanced and cleanly delivered. At wine-maker.net, $60.

2004 Dutton Goldfield Devil's Gulch Ranch Pinot Noir. Structured like an old Carneros Pinot, with a smoky edge and rippling acidity, this is nevertheless a dark-fruited wine, with deep, earthy black cherry and plum. Its lean texture runs counter to so many California Pinots — it isn't puffed up — and contributes to a real Pinot feel in the mouth. At duttongoldfield.com, $52.

— Patrick Comiskey
WINE OF THE WEEK: 2005 Domaine Raymond Dupont-Fahn Bourgogne 'Chaumes des Perrières'

S. Irene Virbila

February 14, 2007

Buying a straight Bourgogne rarely gets you anything other than an unremarkable white Burgundy at the bottom rung of the appellation's hierarchy, but Domaine Raymond Dupont-Fahn's is much more than that, mainly because the vineyard is declassified Meurseult.

The soil in part of the vineyard was too shallow to plant properly, so some topsoil had to be added. And that is a big non-non in Burgundy. But not for Burgundy lovers, because this barrel-fermented blanc from 40-year-old vines has an elegance that belies its humble appellation. Ripe and full, the 2005 has butterscotch and smoke in the nose and an earthy finish. Drink up, with scallops, risotto, steamed mussels, fish or roast chicken with morels and cream.

---

Quick swirl

Region: Burgundy

Price: $28

Style: Rich and earthy

Food it goes with: Seafood risotto, chicken with morels

Where you find it: Mission Wines in South Pasadena, (626) 403-9463; Silver Lake Wine in Los Angeles, (323) 662-9024; and Wine Exchange in Orange, (714) 974-1454 and (800) 76WINEX

S. Irene Virbila

Miami Herald

Sommelier Secrets: Taming the terror of ordering wine at a fine restaurant

BY FRED TASKER

ftasker@MiamiHerald.com

Nothing puts sweat on the palms of the average diner like the prospect of ordering wine in a fancy restaurant from a sommelier.

Questions abound:

What do I ask/tell him/her?

How do I keep her/him from pressing a $300 bottle of wine on me?

How much do I tip?

Sommeliers used to deserve that rep, says Rick Garced, Miami-based CEO of the U.S. Sommelier Association.

''In the past it was intimidating partly because sommeliers wore such ornamental uniforms,'' he said -- burgundy silk sleeves over their suit jackets, saucer-like silver tastevins on chains around their necks for sampling wines.

''You don't see that any more. What's really stressed in classes is that they are friendly, not there to show how much they know, just to help the guest,'' Garced says.

It's a good thing, with so many new hotels and restaurants opening in South Florida, and industry estimates that up to 40 percent of new white-tablecloth restaurants now offer the service.

''All the better properties have them; it's expected at this point,'' says Virginia Philip, sommelier at The Breakers Palm Beach and a master sommelier. ``People are more sophisticated about wine.''

Demand is high enough that Miami-Dade College has inaugurated a 12-week sommelier course that is putting a dozen hospitality students on the first of three educational steps toward certification by the International Sommelier Guild.

Garced's U.S. Sommelier Association and Le Cordon Bleu College of Culinary Arts in Miramar are collaborating on courses. And Garced will moderate a sold-out seminar, ''Taste Wine Like a Master Sommelier,'' Feb. 23 at the South Beach Wine & Food Festival.

The top of the mountain for sommeliers is certification as a Master Sommelier. South Florida is home to a handful of the 66 men and 13 women in the United States to hold that title. It takes at least three years of study and a final exam in which they stand before judges of the Court of Master Sommeliers in London, are handed five glasses of unknown wine and given five minutes each to identify them by grape, country, region, vintage, even producer.

To help you to get the most out of all this talent, here are tips from Garced, Philip and Cynthia Betancourt, sommelier at the Mandarin Oriental Miami:

Q: When do I use a sommelier?

A: If you know what you're going to eat and what you want to drink with it, you don't need a sommelier. If you're feeling adventurous and want to try something new, or if you're having frog legs and don't know what wine to have with it, you do.

Q: What do I say when the sommelier arrives?

A: Tell him/her what you're having to eat, any wine likes or dislikes at your table, any new wine areas you'd like to try. A good sommelier will ask further questions to pinpoint your preferences.

Q: How do I keep the sommelier from pointing me to the $300 bottles?

A: Most sommeliers won't ask you a price range to avoid embarrassing you in front of your guests. Some are taught to offer you low-end, medium and high-end choices. If you want, you can simply say, ''I'd like something around $40.'' To be more subtle, you can point to a price on the wine list and say, ``I'd like something in this range.''

Q: I don't know much about wine; how do I avoid saying something stupid?

A: A tip from the Mandarin Oriental's Betancourt: Call ahead and talk to the sommelier from the privacy of your office or home. They'll be happy to note your choices and make you look good in front of your breathless new lover or judgmental old boss.

Q: What do I do when the sommelier opens the bottle and places the cork on the table in front of me?

A: Glance at it. If it's broken or soaked all the way through with wine, the seal may have broken, and the wine might be spoiled. But you can't tell until you taste it, so don't put much effort into examining the cork.

Q: What do I do when he/she pours me a sample and asks me to approve it?

A: Look at the bottle to be sure it's what you ordered. (If it isn't, send it back, or you might have a costly surprise at bill time.) Swirl the wine, sniff, take a small sip. If it smells like wet cardboard, sulfur or vinegar, tell the sommelier you think it's flawed, and ask him/her to confirm that. If it smells like wine, just nod. You don't have to enthuse over it; the sommelier didn't make it.

Q: Should I ask for an ice bucket?

A: Champagne should be served at 40-45 degrees, white wines at 50-55, red wines at 60-65, give or take a few degrees. The icy water in the bucket will be closer to 32 degrees, so you don't want to leave a wine in the bucket for long. If your red wine is served too warm -- which makes it smell unpleasantly alcoholic -- you can put the bottle in the bucket for a short time.

Q: Should I pour refills for my guests or leave it to the sommelier?

A: It's the sommelier's job. But if he/she is inattentive, go ahead and do it yourself.

Q: What missteps should I watch out for?

A: Occasionally, a sommelier -- or, more likely, a waiter -- will go around the table and overfill everyone's glass, emptying the bottle. This leaves some at your table with more wine than they want -- and pressures you to buy another bottle. Don't make a big fuss; just motion over the sommelier and quietly ask her/him not to fill any glass more than one-quarter full.

Q: When and how do I tip the sommelier?

A: Tip, as usual, when paying the bill at the end of the meal. In most cases you can simply tip 20 percent of the entire bill, including the wine, and let the restaurant divide it up among the servers and sommelier.

Q: Wait. If I tip 20 percent, that means $8 on a $40 bottle of wine but $60 on a $300 bottle. That's ridiculous.

A: True. And some sommeliers privately say they don't even do this themselves, limiting the wine tip to no more than $20.

Q: Are there exceptions?

A: If the sommelier has performed brilliantly -- suggesting a food-wine match that was simply heavenly or finding a special bottle in the cellar that wasn't on the wine list -- you can tip more. Do this by writing the amount on the bill and specifying ''sommelier,'' or simply handing the cash to him/her.

Fred Tasker is The Miami Herald's wine columnist.

Crisp, delicate Friuli wines worth discovering

FRED TASKER

ftasker@MiamiHerald.com

One of the joys of writing this column is coming across a wine once in a while that's new -- at least to me -- and excellent. That category is nicely represented by the crisp, delicate, fruity wines of the northeastern Italian region called Friuli-Venezia Giulia.

It's northeast of Venice, northwest of Trieste, with hills that roll as they begin the rise from the Adriatic Sea to the nearby Alps. Bounded by Austria on the north, Slovenia on the east, it's been fought over by Italy, Austria and the former Yugoslavia for centuries, allowing a wide variety of grapes and wine-making methods to take root.

It's a confusing region of zones and sub-zones, with a plethora of little-known grapes, a history of German cool-climate winemaking techniques and the occasional French grape variety introduced in the 1800s under the Hapsburg Empire.

Friuli has grapes that grow nowhere else -- tocai friulano, ribolla gialla, refosco, verduzzo -- as well as its own unique version of grapes such as pinot grigio and cabernet franc. What they have in common is a delicate crispness from long, cool nights and a pleasing mineral tang from Friuli's marl and sandstone soil.

Now bringing his family's wines to the United States is Massimo Zorzettig, co-owner with his brother, Marco, of La Tunella, in the Colli Orientali district of central Friuli. It's a compelling story: The winery was founded in 1986 by their father, Livio. He died a few months later, with Marco only 12 and Massimo 14, so their mother, Gabrielle, took on the job of raising two sons while running a winery until the boys could step in.

The Zorzettig brothers say they're confident they can resist pressures to make only world-market chardonnay and cabernet sauvignon, even though most fans are only vaguely aware that their unique wines exist.

''We have to defend our philosophy,'' says Massimo. ``We think there's room for every kind of wine, even though it's hard to educate people about the different flavors.''

HIGHLY RECOMMENDED

• 2005 La Tunella Tocai Friulano, Colli Orientali del Friuli: pale yellow color; aromas and flavors of flowers, cinnamon and tart pears; delicate and subtle and crisp; $20.

• 2005 La Tunella Ribolla Giala Selenze, Colli Orientali del Friuli: pure yellow color; aromas and flavors of vanilla, apricots and minerals; delicate, crisp and tart; $20.

• 2005 La Tunella Pinot Grigio, Colli Orientali del Friuli: deep yellow color; rich white peach aromas and flavors; complex, crisp; $17.

RECOMMENDED

• 2005 La Tunella Bianco Sesto (50 percent tocai friulano, 50 percent ribolla gialla), Colli Orientali del Friuli: pale yellow with glints of green; a hint of smoke from oak aging; intense floral aromas, tart kiwi and mineral flavors; crisp; $22.

• 2004 La Tunella Campo Marzio (50 percent tocai friulano, 50 perdent ribolla gialla), Colli Orientali del Friuli: deep yellow color; heady orange flavors from extra-ripe fruit and oak aging; rich and spicy; $36.

• 2005 La Tunella Refosco dal Peduncolo Rosso (refosco is the name of the grape; peduncolo rosso means ``red stem''), Colli Orientali del Friuli: ruby red color; spicy, liqueur-like red berry fruit; soft and rich with a bitter almond finish; $24.

• 2005 La Tunella Cabernet Franc, Colli Orientali del Friuli: opaque dark-purple color; aromas and flavors of violets, minerals and iodine; spicy and rich; $14.

• 2005 La Tunella Verduzzo Friulano Sweet Dessert Wine, Colli Orientali del Friuli: deep yellow color; moderately sweet; aromas and flavors of crème caramel, dried fruit and almonds; $18.

FRED'S BARGAIN BIN

A new feature spotlighting under-$12 wines.

• 2005 Blackstone Riesling, Monterey County: Unlike many rieslings, this is very dry, with tart pear flavors and crisp acidity that makes it go well with food. Serve it with a nice piece of grilled mahi-mahi; $9 in wine shops.
NY Times

By Wine Besotted: A Fantasy Fulfilled

By ERIC ASIMOV

February 14, 2007

LAKEVILLE, Conn.

ALL wine collectors, no matter how small their hoards, have cellar fantasies. Whether they keep wines in hall closets, in special coolers, at their parents’ houses or spilling out of basement corners, they harbor the dream of a cellar of their own. For the true believer, a collection is no mere cache of bottles but, even more than the eyes, a window into the soul. In the imagination a cellar is a sanctuary where the tactile act of communing with one’s bottles can border on the religious.

For most people, of course, the wine cellar remains a fantasy. A select few maybe have achieved some portion of their dream, carving out a room to serve as their vinous retreat. But perhaps nobody has realized the vision in details so glorious as Park B. Smith, a textile entrepreneur who is also one of the world’s great wine collectors.

In the limestone and shale beneath the weekend house that he and his wife, Linda, share in this little New England town in northwestern Connecticut, Mr. Smith has constructed a cellar of thousands of fantasies, covering almost 8,000 square feet and holding more than 65,000 bottles. As if that weren’t enough, more than half of Mr. Smith’s collection is in magnums, twice the size of normal bottles, and the count doesn’t include the 14,000 bottles auctioned off by Sotheby’s last November, which raised almost $5.33 million for his alma mater, the College of the Holy Cross in Worcester, Mass.

A cellar that size is no simple room. Mr. Smith’s is actually seven cellars built over 25 years or so and joined together, each more elaborate than the last. What began in 1978 as a small, claustrophobic root cellar has evolved into rooms with double-height ceilings and columns, filled with Asian art accumulated during his business travels. To fulfill the kid-in-a-candy store fantasy, Mr. Smith added to his domain a full kitchen and bath, and a comfortable dining room with a sound system, all enclosed in smoky glass to protect his guests from the 53-degree chill of the cellar.

“If I’ve had a crummy week, I just come down here for a few hours and talk to my bottles,” Mr. Smith said, giving voice to the desires of frustrated wine lovers everywhere. “Linda said, ‘That’s all right, as long as they don’t start talking back to you.’ ”

Mr. Smith, 75, is so passionate about wine that he practically pulses with ardor. Still lean with a head of straight white hair and surprisingly white teeth for a man devoted to red wine, Mr. Smith bears a passing resemblance to the actor Jason Robards, especially in his assertive, slightly raspy voice and no-nonsense diction. He’s a Jersey guy, born in Madison, a beer drinker who discovered wine while in the Marine Corps stationed at Camp Lejeune, N.C.

“I went to buy a six-pack and the store had a promotion, Beaujolais for 99 cents a bottle,” he remembered. “So I bought one and tried it, and said, ‘This isn’t bad.’ ”

Soon he was a civilian again, in the textile business, flying regularly to Asia and enjoying wine. By the early 1970s he was stopping on his way back in California, visiting wineries and befriending talented winemakers like Warren Winiarski of Stag’s Leap Wine Cellars and Dexter Ahlgren of Ahlgren Vineyard. The relationships he made seemed almost as important as the wines.

“Something happens to people who love wine,” he said. “You really discover a camaraderie. It’s not like coin collecting or something cynical. It’s like sharing love in a glass.”

The wines that Mr. Smith essentially gave away in the Sotheby’s auction represent themselves a mind-boggling world-class collection: cases of La Tâche 1990 and 1985, Richebourg 1990 and Montrachet 1985 from Domaine de la Romanée-Conti; cases upon cases of first-growth Bordeaux, including one extraordinary lot of 50 cases of 1982 Mouton-Rothschild, which sold for $1,051,600; vertical collections of Harlan Estate and Araujo; and hundreds of bottles of Mr. Smith’s beloved Châteauneuf-du-Pape, especially those from superstar producers like Château Rayas, Henri Bonneau, Domaine du Pegau and Château de Beaucastel.

But don’t cry for Mr. Smith. It’s true that six cases of Château Margaux 1982 went in the auction, but he still has 12 cases left.

Is it possible that Mr. Smith is a little excessive in his devotion?

“When I like something, I get a little carried away,” he concedes.

No more so than after he discovered Châteauneuf-du-Pape, a wine that transfixes him to this day.

“I don’t know any other wine that is so drinkable early on and ages so well,” he said. “The first I had was a 1978. It was a magnificent year, and those wines are beautiful now.”

Early on, he realized the importance of getting to know the winemakers, and he has established close relationships with even the most reclusive of them, like Mr. Bonneau. As a result, Mr. Smith is able to buy in quantity wines that border on cult objects, like the 2000 vintage of Pegau’s Cuvée Capo, a wine that the critic Robert M. Parker Jr., who Mr. Smith calls “my closest friend in life,” awarded 100 points. Mr. Smith has 135 magnums of the Capo, the equivalent of 22 cases, in addition to myriad regular bottles.

It’s a good thing Mr. Smith is a generous soul with an enthusiasm for opening bottles. A visit to his cellar rarely ends without him opening at least a handful of rare treasures — the count reached 14 over the course of a long lunch for five people late in January.

“Wine to me is an emotional thing — I’ve tried drinking alone but haven’t done too well,” he said. “A bottle of wine and a conversation with someone you like — wow!” He waved his hand over the glossy black dining table, littered with dozens of crystal glasses and the 14 bottles, including one Champagne; two 2003 Chave Hermitages, white and red; and 11 Châteauneufs including Cuvée Capo ’03, ’00 and ’98; Bonneau Réserve des Célestins ’90 and ’89; Rayas ’90, ’89 and ’78; and Beaucastel ’66. “This is what I’m all about,” he said.

Like even the smallest wine collector, Mr. Smith has had a problem outgrowing his storage space. By the time his fourth cellar was done, his first wife, Carol, who died in 2002, asked him a question.

“She said, ‘If you never buy another bottle of wine in your life, and you drink a bottle each night with dinner, how long would it take you to drink up all you have?’ ” he recalled. “I said, ‘I don’t know, 25 or 30 years?’ She said, ‘Nope, 119 years!’ I said, ‘I got a problem.’ We decided to open a restaurant.”

That restaurant, Veritas, opened in 1998 with an extravagant wine list largely based on the collections of Mr. Smith and another partner, Steve Verlin, whose holdings of Burgundy and Champagne dovetailed with Mr. Smith’s Châteauneufs, Bordeaux and California wines. But opening his collection to the Veritas clientele has by no means alleviated his storage challenge.

“We’ve added three more cellars since Veritas, so it wasn’t quite the panacea we expected,” Mr. Smith said.
Oregonian

Fruity red won't mask Jerusalem artichoke's flavor

Tuesday, February 20, 2007

T he place: Alba Osteria & Enoteca in Southwest Portland's Hillsdale neighborhood specializes in the culinary culture of Piedmont (that's Piemonte in Italian), that northwestern corner of Italy renowned for its fabulous food and wine. Alba Osteria & Enoteca, 6440 S.W. Capitol Highway; 503-977-3045; www.albaosteria.com.

The people: Alba chef and owner Kurt Spak sources his produce directly from local farmers and culls his recipes from the classics of Piedmont cooking. Wine buyer Jeff Welton stocks bottles worthy of any Turin trattoria.

The problem: Most of us would be hard-pressed to name a vegetable that's at its peak in February. But Spak loves this time of year because it's Jerusalem artichoke season.

Popular in Piedmont, the Jerusalem artichoke isn't an artichoke at all, although the two vegetables have remarkably similar flavors. Also called a sunchoke, this rare vegetable is actually the knobby tuber of a type of sunflower, or girasole (hence, "Jerusalem") in Italian.

According to Spak, it's traditional in Piedmont to slice one's sunchokes thinly and serve the raw medallions with a bagna cauda, or "warm bath," made from anchovies, garlic, butter and oil. Spak's twist on this dish turns the savory dip into a creamy sauce that blankets the Jerusalem artichokes as they bake.

Welton's task is to find a wine that complements the bold flavors of garlic and anchovies without masking the unusual flavor of this unusual vegetable.

The pairing: When I tested Spak's recipe, I served it alongside cod. With white vegetables, white sauce and white fish on the table, a brisk white wine was the logical accompaniment, and indeed, it made a magnificent match. But according to Spak, the Piedmontese love to drink the signature red wines of their region with a dish like this. So to honor them -- and the customers who come to Alba Osteria in search of Italian reds this time of year -- Welton pairs Jerusalem Artichokes Baked in Bagna Cauda with a bold, fruity red.

Welton's wine choice, the 2004 Podere Ruggeri Corsini "Armujan" Barbera d'Alba Superiore, has the acidity and alcohol to cut through the butter and cream in the bagna cauda sauce. After an initial nose of "graphite, then fruit pie," as Welton describes it, the wine's sweet cherry and blueberry notes fade and a tart, blood-orange character -- which Welton attributes to the red earth of Piedmont -- emerges. This pleasing bitterness complements the artichoke-like flavor of the sunchokes.

(But beware, folks: This match might not work with globe artichokes. Because they contain a compound called cynarin, artichokes make most wines taste extremely bitter.)

The profile: Piedmont's best-known wines are Barolo and Barbaresco, both made from the nebbiolo grape. These reds are dark, dense and heavy with tannins. They're best enjoyed after many years of bottle age, and tend to be expensive, as well.

Then there's barbera, the most-planted grape in Piedmont and the most pleasant and affordable Piedmontese red for everyday sipping. "Barbera's your best jumping-off place if you want to get into Piedmont wines," says Welton. "Barbera has a nice round appeal to it. This style of wine matches well with American palates." It's also terrific with food, thanks to its low tannins, high acidity and bright fruit, he adds.

Spak loves to drink barbera alongside roasted chicken; Welton pairs it with just about anything on the Alba Osteria menu, including sweeter winter root vegetables such as parsnips, carrots and beets.

2004 was a classic barbera vintage, says Welton. And since barbera doesn't typically need bottle age, now's the time to be drinking the 2004 Podere Ruggeri Corsini "Armujan" Barbera d'Alba Superiore. Produced in Monforte d'Alba, a village in Piedmont's top barbera district, this wine meets the barrel-aging and alcoholic concentration requirements to achieve the official distinction "superiore." And that's a word that needs no translation.

Find the 2004 Podere Ruggeri Corsini "Armujan" Barbera d'Alba Superiore for approximately $25 (also available by the half-bottle for approximately $14) at City Market, E&R Wine Shop, Pastaworks and Strohecker's.
San Francisco Chronicle

Sonoma on the verge

As wineries, restaurants court well-heeled visitors, will Sonoma become the next Napa?

Tina Caputo, Special to The Chronicle

Friday, February 16, 2007

Sixth-generation vintner Jeff Bundschu doesn't remember a time the town of Sonoma wasn't a tourist attraction. Raised on his family's Gundlach Bundschu winery estate in Sonoma, 38-year-old Bundschu has spent his whole life observing an ever-changing stream of visitors to his hometown.

"Early on, Sonoma drew people with its culture and history -- its quaint and historic square, Jack London's home," Bundschu says. "Foodwise, our two cheesemakers and the French bakery were the extent of the culinary scene. Restaurants were all geared toward locals, and the winery tasting rooms were fringe benefits."

As the public's interest shifted toward wine in the '80s and '90s, wineries became Sonoma County's main attraction. But even then, Bundschu says, visitors were content to hop indiscriminately from one tasting room to the next.

A decade later, it's a different scene. Sonoma County towns like Healdsburg and Sonoma are gradually shifting from down-home to upmarket, and visitors are seeking out increasingly high-end wineries, restaurants and hotels with full-service spas.

But as Sonoma County continues its upscale trajectory, residents and vintners fear it's in danger of losing its identity. Is Sonoma County, with its rural charm and eccentric personalities, destined to become the new Napa?

Napa Valley has long looked down on its less sophisticated country cousin, and until recently, Sonoma seemed to accept and even embrace its reputation as a funky destination. But according to regional associations like Sonoma County Vintners (SCV) and the Sonoma County Tourism Bureau (SCTB), who cater to the nearly 2 million tourists that visit the county each year, Sonoma is now making a conscious effort to promote itself as a luxury destination on par with Napa -- and the shift in direction seems to be paying off.

Visits to Sonoma wineries increased by almost 20 percent in 2005, according to the wine industry's annual VinQuest survey, and that number is expected to climb even higher when 2006 figures are released.

"Napa's really done an excellent job of going after the high-end, luxury traveler," says tourism bureau director Ken Fischang. "We have that high-end traveler experience, but then we also have everything else in between. Napa is exclusive; Sonoma is all-inclusive."

While many Napa wineries, such as Rubicon Estate, are trying to weed out entry-level tour bus crowds by charging $25 and up for tastings, Sonoma vintners are expanding their offerings to include high-end reserve tastings and elaborate food pairings.

"I think that people in Sonoma have realized that they were leaving a lot on the table by only cultivating this down-home farmer image," says Sonoma County Vintners spokesman Phil Bilodeau.

J Vineyards & Winery started the trend in 1999 with the opening of its Healdsburg visitor center. Tasting bar patrons now pay $20 for a flight of J wines, each paired with a sophisticated snack. In 2004, J Vineyards took the concept a step further with the Bubble Room, a swanky tasting salon that pairs higher-end wine flights with refined eats like seared foie gras, mushroom terrine and truffled whitefish caviar.

A year after the launch of the Bubble Room, Mayo Family Winery opened the Reserve Room in Kenwood, a tasting room entirely devoted to sit-down wine-and-food pairings. For $25, visitors are treated to appetizers made by the winery's in-house chef, such as bee pollen-crusted scallop "lollipops" or molasses-glazed duck breast kebabs, paired with single-vineyard wines. This concept proved to be so successful that the winery has opened a second Reserve Room in Healdsburg.

"People are more interested in the entire Wine Country experience now," says winery owner Jeff Mayo. "It's not just about accumulating wine and getting whatever has a 99-point rating."

Mayo points out that Napa Valley spillover is partly responsible for the change in Sonoma's visitors. "What really happened is that the congestion and pricing and attitude of Highway 29 forced people to look at other alternatives," he says. "It's kind of like when the glass it too full, it spills out over the top, and the only place for it to spill nearby is Sonoma."

As wineries polish up their public faces, luxury hotels are also bringing big-city sophistication to small-town Sonoma. And restaurants like Cyrus and Charlie Palmer's Dry Creek Kitchen have put Sonoma County on the fine-dining map.

The opening of Hotel Healdsburg in 2001, with its sleek, modern furnishings, fine dining restaurant and luxurious spa, appeared as perhaps the most clear signal of Sonoma's changing standards. At $260 to $790 per night, the 55-room boutique hotel was a major step up from the typical bed-and-breakfast experience. The involvement of celebrity chef Charlie Palmer as part owner of the hotel and owner of its on-site restaurant, Dry Creek Kitchen, brought an air of high-end legitimacy to the town of Healdsburg.

Hotel Healdsburg's success paved the way for other chic hotels, like the 16-room Les Mars Hotel. Opened in 2005, it emulates the elegance and service of fine European hotels. Appointed with 17th- and 18th-century antiques, rooms at Les Mars run $425 to $1,025 per night.

Les Mars even offers customized wine tours led by well-known wine educator Karen MacNeil. The starting price for a one-day excursion is $7,500.

Les Mars is also home to Cyrus, Sonoma County's answer to the French Laundry. With its fine china, silver flatware and formal, Old World service, Cyrus received four stars from The Chronicle and two stars from Michelin. Despite some initial doubts that this ultra-upscale concept would fly in down-home Sonoma, hopeful diners have been fighting for reservations since the restaurant's 2005 opening.

Cyrus maitre d' and co-owner Nick Peyton, who helped set standards at restaurants like Masa's and Gary Danko, originally planned to open Cyrus with chef Douglas Keane in San Francisco. But when rents proved too expensive, he turned his attention northward to Healdsburg.

"When the idea came up that Doug and I should look at this property, we talked about it and said, 'If there can be French Laundry, Auberge du Soleil, Terra, La Toque -- all these world-class restaurants over in the Napa Valley -- then surely Sonoma could have one special-occasion, formal dining restaurant.' "

After talking to local restaurateurs, Peyton and Keane decided that Healdsburg could not only support such a restaurant, it desperately needed it. "I feel like we provided a piece that was missing in the whole jigsaw puzzle."

While attracting more well-heeled visitors will certainly benefit the businesses of Sonoma County's vintners, hoteliers and restaurateurs, what effect will it have on the town's rural charm and residents' quality of life?

Protecting open spaces

Tourist traffic on Napa Valley's winery-packed Highway 29 has turned into a real problem, and some fear that Sonoma is headed in the same direction.

"Bit by bit, things like wineries, event facilities, hotels and resorts are chipping away at the very qualities that make Sonoma County a great place to visit -- its rural charm, natural beauty and wide open spaces," says Daisy Pistey-Lyhne of the Sonoma-Marin Greenbelt Alliance.

"Maintaining the economic vitality of our farmlands is important, but if we don't strengthen our protections for rural land, we could lose the farmland and the scenery that define Sonoma -- and that would be bad for visitors, residents, farmers and businesses alike."

Jennifer Barrett, deputy director of Sonoma County's Permit & Resource Management Department, says that citizens are concerned about traffic and congestion.

"The saturation of wineries and events has been ranked as an issue in some areas, like Sonoma Valley and Dry Creek Valley, where road capacities are maxed out," she says. "We've had to limit winery events in some areas, and we can't always approve tasting rooms in remote locations."

In some cases, wineries are issued "appointment only" permits, or encouraged to open their tasting rooms in town centers. Local citizens' organizations, like the Dry Creek Valley Association, carefully monitor winery use permits and expansions to ensure that traffic and environmental concerns are met, and that the balance between development and agriculture is maintained.

Lou Preston, owner of Preston Vineyards in Dry Creek Valley, serves on the association's board. As a vintner and 35-year resident, he is worried about more than traffic and congestion. He fears that the increasing number of wineries and tourist-driven businesses in the Dry Creek/Healdsburg area will result in homogenization. "The consumers demand these ancillary -- or not so ancillary -- services of fine dining, hotels and all that," Preston says. "In a way there's nothing wrong with that, but it kind of takes away the personality of the area."

Even so, Preston believes it's possible for showcase wineries to coexist with small, low-key operations like Preston. "I think you need the more visible wineries to capture the imagination of the broader public."

The positive side to Sonoma's development, Preston says, is that it's bringing more cultural diversity to the region. "There is culture here now -- we used to be kind of a cow town, and rather introverted. I think the danger is that the decision makers -- I'm talking especially about Healdsburg -- like the City Council and Chamber of Commerce, are listening to money. The people who have been here for a long time aren't calling the shots anymore, yet they are the personality of the area."

Despite Healdsburg's rapid boom, Chris Hanna, president of Healdsburg-based Hanna Winery & Vineyards and president of Sonoma County Vintners, says the city will maintain its diversity and small-town charm. Hanna operates two popular tasting rooms -- one in Healdsburg and one in Santa Rosa -- that attract approximately 2,300 visitors each month.

"I think the merchants here and hoteliers really value the locals and the small-town atmosphere," she says. "That's why we all live here, and we all work toward that end."

Balancing act

Rather than pushing out the small, folksy wineries that characterize Sonoma, Hanna says, new tourist-driven wineries will make it easier for them to survive. "If we want family wineries to be viable, we've got to provide wine tourists to support those businesses. The reality is that many of those wineries are small, and they rely on direct sales. I think there's room in Sonoma County for both types of experience."

Jeff Bundschu also believes that Sonoma's quirky character will live on. "I don't believe that upscale and eccentricity are mutually exclusive attributes," he says. "The funk hasn't disappeared, it has just moved right along with the times. As Sonoma has evolved, the 'down-home oddball' has become the 'rich eccentric,' with the only real difference being the size of their respective checkbooks.

"For example, no longer do we have the guy downtown who rented his un-refurbished chicken sheds out as art studios, but we do have the guy who is putting a full-scale railroad around his 10-acre rural property."

Vintner Jeff Mayo adds that Sonoma County's landscape will prevent it from turning into a congested wine Disneyland. "We've got something going that Napa doesn't, and it's that our areas are so much more spread out," he says.

"You're not so bottlenecked in one location, with so much traffic on only two roads. You can go to Highway 12 in Sonoma Valley, you can go to Dry Creek, you can go to Westside Road, you can go to Occidental Road, you can go out to Graton -- we really have a way of dispersing people in more varied locations."

Still, Mayo predicts that Napa and Sonoma will someday be thought of as a single wine region. "They're becoming more alike," he says.

"People used to only say 'Napa' or 'Sonoma,' but now I hear people saying 'Napa-Sonoma.' "

A taste of luxury in Sonoma County

Wineries

The Blending Cellar

Free wine blending session included with six-bottle (per person) purchase of the final blend at $40 per bottle. Mayo Winery, 13101 Arnold Drive, Glen Ellen; (707) 849-4041 or blendingcellar.com.

Chalk Hill Winery

Culinary tour ($55) includes a tour of the winery's organic garden, vineyards and a sit-down tasting of wines paired with several small plates. 10300 Chalk Hill Rd., Healdsburg; (800) 838-4306 or chalkhill.com.

Hanna Winery & Vineyards

Artisan cheese pairing ($12) includes sit-down tasting of Hanna wines. 9280 Highway 128, Healdsburg; (707) 431-4310 or hannawinery.com.

J Vineyards & Winery

Bubble Room tasting ($45) includes a choice of wine flights with appetizers. 11447 Old Redwood Hwy., Healdsburg; (707) 431-5430 or jwine.com.

Mayo Family Winery Reserve Rooms

Tasting ($25) includes seven wines paired with seven gourmet appetizers. Sonoma Valley Reserve Room, 9200 Sonoma Hwy., Kenwood; (707) 833-5504. Healdsburg Reserve Room, 40 Center St., Healdsburg; (707) 433-9400.

St. Francis Winery & Vineyards

Wine and food pairing ($20) includes four reserve wines and four appetizers. 100 Pythian Rd., Santa Rosa; (888) 675-9463 or stfranciswinery.com.

Seghesio Family Vineyard

Sit-down tastings ($25) featuring chef-prepared family recipes and four limited or library wines held Friday-Sunday in the winery's upstairs cellar. 14730 Grove St., Healdsburg; (707) 433-3579 or seghesio.com.

-- T.C.

Tina Caputo is the managing editor for Wines & Vines magazine. E-mail her at wine@sfchronicle.com.

SIPPING NEWS

W. Blake Gray, Jon Bonné, Olivia Wu, Camper English

Moldova, a landlocked country between Romania and Ukraine, is the world's 10th largest wine exporter -- ahead of Argentina, Austria and New Zealand, according to research firm Trade Data & Analysis.

So why isn't Moldovan Cabernet Sauvignon (not to mention Rkatsiteli) on your supermarket shelf? More than 90 percent of its wine exports go to Russia.

The State Department arranged a U.S. tour last week for several members of the Moldovan wine industry to learn to market their wine. They visited wineries in Virginia ("The Cabernet from Virginia has more body than Moldovan wines," said Ecaterina Ocunscaia, one of the visitors) and Missouri before heading to Napa Valley.

The Moldovans also visited The Chronicle Wine section to learn how U.S. wine media works. The answer: Diligently, of course (pass the Rkatsiteli).

-- W. Blake Gray

Ring in the year of the boar

Lunar New Year is this Sunday, which means it's prime season for Chinese banquets. Below are just five of the scores of dishes that might be served at the Lunar New Year, along with suggested wine pairings. Riesling and Madeira, as well as beer, are go-to wines that pair well with a majority of dishes served during banquets. And many late harvest whites, which are sweeter and have a higher alcohol content, also work across the Chinese flavor spectrum. Or you can try the most popular drink at banquets: brandy with 7Up. The oxidized spirit mixed with the soda's sweet edge and crisp bubbles, covers most of the bases in Chinese dining. When in doubt, think of the sauce rather than then main ingredient when pairing.

-- Jon Bonné and Olivia Wu

Cold vegetable dishes, with sesame oil, soy sauce, sugar and vinegar

Chardonnay (unoaked)

Riesling

Sparkling wines

Chenin Blanc

Deep fried spring rolls, tofu, fish or oysters

Chardonnay (unoaked)

Riesling

Sparkling wines

Viognier

Gewurztraminer

Steamed whole fish with a soy-sauce finish

Madeira

Riesling

Pinot Bianco, sake

New Year's "cake" (nian gah) with bamboo shoots, cured greens and pork

Pinot Noir

Riesling

Dolcetto

Sichuan-spiced vegetables and meats

Madeira

Riesling

Chablis

Chardonnay

Tokaji

Drink to Rumfest

Alameda's tiki bar Forbidden Island celebrates Rumfest 2007 this week by adding 17 new brands of rum to its menu, bringing its collection to over 80. On Thursday, the bar throws a party for Don the Beachcomber, the most famous tiki mixologist after Trader Vic, and the creator of the zombie (the drink, not the living dead).

Next Thursday would have been his 100th birthday, and to celebrate they'll be pouring two of Don's creations not usually on the menu: the Nui Nui and Colonel Beach's Plantation Punch.

Then on the Feb. 25, the bar sponsors a rum and cigar pairing event, with three of each for $35. The goal is to taste the similarities in rum from sugarcane and tobacco grown on the same soil. Advance tickets are available -- and recommended -- at the bar.

Forbidden Island, 1304 Lincoln Ave, Alameda, (510) 749-0332; www.forbiddenislandalameda.com

-- Camper English

Sports fans spending more on wine

The San Francisco Giants have long been accused of drawing a Chardonnay-sipping crowd. If that's true, they've tapped an unusual audience: baseball fans drink less wine than the average U.S. household, according to a study by the Nielsen Company.

The real wine drinkers are following Annika Sorenstam and her putter-wielding rivals. Fans of the LPGA spend $124.90 per year on wine, according to the study, easily topping the list. Tennis fans were second, followed by fans of men's golf, soccer, college football, women's pro basketball and men's college basketball.

The average household spends $95.10 per year on wine, Nielsen reports. Pro football fans spend slightly less than that, but more than fans of the NHL, baseball and the NBA.

NASCAR fans spend the least on wine -- $81.40 per year. But like Dale Earnhardt Jr. after a pit stop, they're catching up fast. NASCAR fans increased their wine spending by 22 percent in the last year. Another year like that would make NASCAR fans above-average wine drinkers, leaving Giants fans (OK, A's fans too) in their dust.

-- W.B.G.

Guess who has the largest per-capita wine consumption in the world.

France? Nope, it's third, according to research firm Trade Data and Analysis. Italy? Fifth. The United States? Way down at 60th, between Finland and South Africa.

Give up? It's Vatican City, an independent state with a population of 932 that consumes 62.02 liters annually per capita -- more than seven times as much as the United States. No wonder cardinals wear red; it masks the stains.

So who's lowest? North Korea, where more than 23 million people average just 0.01 liters of wine annually. Under communism, we're sure it's equitably distributed. Pass the thimble, please.

-- W.B.G.

Biodynamics sheds kooky image

Top vintners toast success of natural winemaking in L.A.

Jon Bonné, Chronicle Wine Editor

Friday, February 16, 2007

Nicolas Joly, the world's current grand advocate of natural wine, curled up on a bench to relax, barefoot, with an after-dinner cigar. His Birkenstocks lay on the ground in front of him.

"These," quipped a fellow winemaker, "are the official shoes of biodynamics."

Joly had come for the annual tasting of his group Return to Terroir (Renaissance des Appellations), which returned to California for its fourth edition this week (the 2005 tasting was in San Francisco), bringing along vintners at nearly 60 wineries from Napa to Slovenia who are certified either organic or biodynamic.

In 2004, at the first tasting in New York, biodynamics was still viewed as a fringe offshoot of organic with a curious dose of philosophy. But the message has matured.

Forget buried cow horns and hippie mysticism. Some of the world's greatest vintners have signed onto the biodynamic message, names such as Domaine Marcel Deiss of Alsace, Italy's Emidio Pepe and Araujo Estate Wines in Calistoga. This has provided a major selling point to Joly's crusade: Take or leave the philosophy, but the wines are fantastic.

Philosophical farming

Biodynamics dates back to a series of 1924 lectures given by Austrian philosopher Rudolf Steiner, who argued that modern farming was out of spiritual alignment with nature. Biodynamics is often considered "beyond organic," but that tends to ignore its near-religious implications. Not only are pesticides and most chemicals banished, as with organic farming, but its practices stem from the belief that a farm -- or a vineyard -- must be run as a self-sustaining system in harmony with its natural surroundings. Vintners can certify their land through one of two rival groups, Demeter or Biodivin (Demeter USA controls the term "biodynamic" in the United States).

Its practices are manifested in practical (if hard-to-explain) applications, such as the use of soil ameliorants like Preparation 500, a cow horn filled with manure that is planted in the soil each autumn. The cow horn has become the symbol of biodynamics' kooky reputation.

But it also advocates farming by the phases of the moon -- a frequent source of derision, though one backed by ample historical evidence and outlined in "The Old Farmer's Almanac." And it incorporates often novel techniques to combat plant disease and pests. Joly has been experimenting with a spray made from milk and water that, he swears, can vanquish the spores that cause powdery mildew.

Nature's law

Curiously enough, Joly believes vineyard diseases are less a peril to be fought than a sign of plants that are being tended in unhealthy ways, and less of a problem than large-scale monoculture farming that allows for massive vineyards to be planted with little crop diversity.

"We have reached the time when nature will implement its law on earth," he says, apocalyptically.

Not all his counterparts are so strident. In a savvy move, Joly and his fellow vintners crafted a broad range of standards for admission. Level 1 participants must farm organically and eschew additives like oak chips. Level 2 also mandates manual harvesting and only native yeasts. Level 3, the true believers, pledge not to add sugar or acid to their wines, or to practice fining, a process to clarify wines.

Nearly every biodynamic member insists that the process, specifically the attention required to every detail in the vineyard, has proved revelatory. Though Mendocino vintner Paul Dolan made wine for nearly 30 years before certifying 70 acres of his Dark Horse Ranch, he continues to fine-tune his methods. Currently he is experimenting with both rainwater and well water for his soil preparations.

"I was curious how I could learn more about agriculture, what the limits of agriculture were," Dolan says. "I just felt there was so much more to know about farming."

For those in the final tier, there is an implicit risk that a poor vintage can have disastrous effects. But most insist the techniques help protect vines in those years.

Natural safeguards

Christine and Eric Saurel of the Montirius estate in the Rhone Valley credit their switch to biodynamics with, among other things, preventing vine stress during a blisteringly hot 2003 vintage. Christine Saahs of the Nikolaihof winery in Austria's Wachau got similar results, and also avoided rot problems that plagued her neighbors the previous year.

"It was the first time we could see the changing of climate was not a problem," says Saahs, an early biodynamics adopter in 1971.

Technique is just Return to Terroir's first step, though. Most members view the required methods as a vehicle to express wine's sense of place. Conventional farming isn't the only foe; these vintners evangelize that not all vineyards are created equal, and that it's their job to craft wines that transparently reveal their rarefied origins.

"If you want to make good Riesling, why do you need to make it in Alsace? You can make it in China," says Marie-Helene Cristofaro, enologist and partner at Domaine Marcel Deiss. "When you want to express that individuality, you think biodynamics."

Granted, Deiss takes terroir to the extreme -- its wines now consist almost entirely of field blends labeled not by grape (as is typical in Alsace) but with each vineyard name. An Engelgarten tastes only like an Engelgarten.

And here's where the specifics of Joly's crusade become complicated. At times, it's hard to know just what's verboten in terms of terroir.

To their enormous credit, Bart and Daphne Araujo took the time to convert their historic Eisele Vineyard to biodynamic farming (certified in 2000), but it should hardly be a surprise that their benchmark Eisele Vineyard Cabernet Sauvignon receives 26 months in all-new French oak barrels. Ales Kristancic of Movia, whose long-aged wines grown on the border of Italy and Slovenia have their own devoted following, insists on using new Slovenian oak barrels for each new crop: "When you put the new wine, the new opportunity, in the old barrel, you lose the vintage."

Compare that to the Saurels, whose red wines from plots in the villages of Gigondas and Vacqueyras never see a shard of oak -- a rarity, but one they defend as allowing their wine to best express itself, robust tannins and all. Instead, they use steel tanks and cement vats. I'm still not sure what to make of their decision to mix water for the concrete with minerals in their soil so each tank "resonates at the same frequency as the subterranean stone and allows the entry and exit of cosmic and telluric energies." But their Grenache-dominant wines burst with the spicy aromas of the southern Rhone, and an amazing clarity of fruit.

Economics remain a thicket, too. While the Return to Terroir roster includes mostly well-heeled vintners -- Joly's own La Coulee de Serrant is one of the most famed wines in the Loire Valley -- a sign of the steep costs of organic and biodynamic winegrowing. Nearly every member produces minuscule amounts of wine and sells it at a premium; the largest is probably Bonterra, part of Brown-Forman Wines, whose McNab Ranch in Mendocino is biodynamically farmed. Large-scale biodynamic winegrowing is nearly impossible.

Significant costs

And not everyone wants to wear their politics so publicly. While Rubicon Estate's vineyards are certified organic, you'll still find no mention of it on the label. Their Rutherford counterpart, Frog's Leap Winery co-founder Julie Johnson, sees the neighbors surrounding her Tres Sabores vineyards taking more interest in organics, but acknowledges that a key facet of biodynamics - crop diversity - is hard to achieve in a locale with such expensive real estate as Napa.

But Joly believes biodynamics' biggest boost may come from other vintners' most pressing concern: the global wine glut. As he tells it, the oversupply of grapes and an increasingly unstable climate will weed out inferior vineyards, and natural winemaking's believers will be the beneficiaries.

"In the same way that fast food has made a market for slow food, industrial wines have made a market for real wines," Joly says.

THE CHRONICLE'S WINE SELECTIONS: West Coast Cabernet Franc

W. Blake Gray

Friday, February 16, 2007

The "other Cabernet," Cabernet Franc, plays a supporting role in some of the world's greatest red wine blends because of the way it adds oomph to Merlot and complexity to Cabernet Sauvignon. But Cab Franc -- the genetic parent, with Sauvignon Blanc, of Cabernet Sauvignon -- rarely takes the lead outside of a few isolated pockets of France, most notably in the Loire Valley.

Cab Franc has been embraced in New York and Virginia because it ripens slightly earlier than Cabernet Sauvignon and is more resistant to winter freezes. On the West Coast, it's mostly a blending grape.

Cab Franc bottlings tend to be in quantities of 300 cases or less, and almost none are 100 percent varietal; many have the maximum allowable amount, 25 percent, of Merlot and/or Cabernet Sauvignon blended in. Cabernet Franc often tastes more rustic than its usual blending partners, with distinctive herbal notes.

Most of our recommended wines are sold only through the winery; please contact the wineries directly about availability.

TWO STARS 2004 Bishop's Peak Boland Five Oaks Vineyard Paso Robles Cabernet Franc ($22) This is the last vintage under this name. Bishop's Peak is the label used by the Talley family, owner of Talley Vineyards in Arroyo Grande, for wines made from purchased fruit. The Talleys bought this vineyard in 2005 and have renamed it Hazel Talley Vineyard. The Talleys aren't sure what they'll do with the fruit, so enjoy the delicate cherry and violet character with an orange-rind note while you can. It's unusual in that it's actually 100 percent Cab Franc.

TWO STARS 2005 C.G. Di Arie Estate Grown Shenandoah Valley Cabernet Franc ($35) This is one of the first estate-grown wines made by Chaim Gur-Arieh, a food scientist who invented Cap'n Crunch cereal and PowerBars before buying 209 acres of uncultivated land in the Shenandoah Valley in 2000. The aromas are mostly of wood and clay, but there's nice cherry flavor with a nutty note on the medium-length finish.

TWO STARS 2003 Chateau St. Jean St. Jean Estate Vineyard Sonoma Valley Cabernet Franc ($50) One of Chateau St. Jean's best and most popular wines, its "Cinq Cepages" ("five varieties") Bordeaux-style blend, requires Cabernet Franc every year. The best way to ensure a consistent supply of quality Cab Franc is to grow it yourself, and that's what Chateau St. Jean does on its 90-acre estate vineyard. In fruitful years like 2003, the winery releases a little varietal Cab Franc. This one tastes of blackberry and plum with a char note, and is ready to drink now.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2003 DiStefano Sogno Columbia Valley ($36) Winemaker Mark Newton married Donna DiStefano in 1987. As a wedding gift, he promised to make a wine for her. Twenty years later, he's still at it. "Sogno" means "dream" in Italian, and it's an apt nickname for this unlabeled Cabernet Franc because of its profusion of bright, sweet cherry flavors with cola notes.

TWO STARS 2004 Drytown Cellars Amador County Cabernet Franc ($18) Allen Kreutzer is a consulting winemaker or enologist for a number of small wineries; Drytown Cellars is his own small winery named after its location, Drytown, which might be the worst name for any wine-producing city in America. This wine's juicy cherry flavor with notes of vanilla, a hint of green bean in the aroma, and long finish might be enough to give a temperance supporter pause.

THREE STARS 2003 Foris Siskiyou Terrace Rogue Valley Cabernet Franc ($20) Surrounded by the Siskiyou Mountains in remote southwest Oregon, Foris claims to not have a winemaker, instead relying on collaborative decision making by many of its workers. It's hard to argue with the system after tasting this wine, the panel favorite because it's exactly what Cabernet Franc lovers seek: highly perfumed aromas, a range of red and black fruit flavors, notes of graphite and tobacco, silky tannins and a long finish. Workers of the world, unite.

TWO STARS 2003 Imagery Artist Collection Sonoma County Cabernet Franc ($36) Cotati artist Robert Hudson created the label for this bruiser of a wine, which has a nose of sandalwood, dry leaves and black plum. On the palate, the fruit is muted, giving some black currant and kumquat with plenty of tannin. Time in the cellar and decanter is needed.

TWO STARS 2003 Ironstone Vineyards Reserve Sierra Foothills Cabernet Franc ($28) Ironstone Vineyards draws tourists to Murphys in Calaveras County for its wine-and-entertainment complex, but there's much more to the place than a jewelry shop and gourmet deli. This wine is evidence, delivering pleasant cherry and berry flavors with notes of walnuts and wood.

TWO STARS 2004 Madroña Estate Grown El Dorado Cabernet Franc ($16) Winemaker Paul Bush's father Dick Bush was one of the first modern vintners to see the potential in El Dorado County, planting 35 acres in 1973 at 3,000 feet elevation -- one of the highest vineyards in California. The Cabernet Franc grown there has developed a very pretty nose of blueberry and currant; the finish is long and slightly woody.

THREE STARS 2004 Pride Mountain Vineyards Sonoma County Cabernet Franc ($60) Winemaker/guitar hero Bob Foley made more than 1,400 cases of this wine. That would be relatively small production for Sonoma County Cabernet Sauvignon, but for domestic Cabernet Franc, it's an ocean; this may be the easiest wine on this list to buy. That's good because it's delicious and approachable, with generous flavors of blackberry, black cherry, violet and toast and characteristic graphite and tobacco notes in the aroma. (N.B., one bottle we sampled was corked.)

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2004 William Hill Estate Napa Valley Cabernet Franc ($30) Illinois-based Fortune Brands, which acquired William Hill Winery in 2005, has changed the name to William Hill Estate to denote a new focus on estate-grown wines from vineyards in southern Napa County. Winemaker Richard Sowalsky has turned those estate grapes into a wine that smells like the inside of a church, with incense and candles, not to mention spicy black and red fruit. This wine needs time to open and might benefit from two to three years in the cellar.

Seattle Times

Smart picks for a Gru-V Valentine's toast

Wednesday, February 14, 2007 - 12:00 AM
Grüner veltliner, which I once derided for having a name so ugly that it makes gewürztraminer seem like a song, has nonetheless been finding a place for itself among wine drinkers who have the explorer gene.

Like many of the other racy, high-acid, herbal white wines of Europe, Austria's grüners offer more complexity and sensory input, more scent and flavor, and more compelling regionality (terroir, if you insist) than many expensive white wines made from familiar grapes. Sommeliers and other wine adventurers are taking notice. Recent vintages (2002, 2003, 2004 and 2005) in Austria have all been excellent for these wines, which belong to that elite group of dry white wines that can benefit from cellaring. Best of all, grüner seems to have acquired a jazzy nom de plume — Gru-V — which, corny as it sounds, is still a great leap forward.

Grüner (rhymes with crooner) simply means green, which identifies this grape as separate from the rest of the veltliners (you know — roter, brauner and fruhroter.) White wines remain Austria's forté, and grüner the standard bearer, especially those from Wachau and the neighboring regions of Kamptal and Kremstal.

In keeping with this year's promise to explore less well-known regions and grapes, I recently sat down with Dieter Klippstein of Triage Wines and tasted through a lineup of 2005 grüners in his warehouse.

These wines are great date-starters, whether on a special day such as this, or on any other day, for that matter. They are light, palate-cleansing wines, peppery and a bit sharp, and they set the table for what is to follow without being overbearing or too filling.

I've mentioned the Salomon 2005 Grüner Veltliner Hochterrassen ($13) in this column as a former Pick of the Week. It's a Terry Theise Selection, bone dry and just 11.5 percent alcohol, and it comes with a screwcap (very cutting edge). It hits the taste buds like a blast of mountain spring water, clear, cool, crisp and refreshing.

Another winner is the Johannes Hirsch 2005 Veltliner #1 ($14). From the Kamptal region, it's got an extra dollop of creamy fruit, and it's loaded with the steely minerality that makes these wines so bracing. Somewhat riper (and a bit higher in alcohol) is the Schloss Gobelburger 2005 Grüner Veltliner ($12), also from Kamptal. This one is flavored like a ripe sauvignon blanc, with immaculate fruit and a grassy scent. The Loimer 2005 Grüner Veltliner ($16) costs a bit more and delivers more intensity, adding a fusil character that comes with the extra concentration of flavors.

It's especially exciting when you can purchase some of the finest wines of a region for prices that don't buy squat in other places (Burgundy, for example). Step up to the Hirsch Heiligenstein 2005 Grüner Veltliner ($20), and you'll find a wine laced with black pepper that gains in amplitude from extra ripeness. It's a mouthful of liquid power and finesse, poured over rock and tasting of pepper and slate.

Folio Wine Partners, Michael Mondavi's new company, is also bringing some grüners into the market. I especially liked the Laurenz V 'Charming' 2005 Grüner Veltliner ($25) (that's really its name). But the real surprise is an Oregon Gru-V, made by Reustle 'Prayer Rock' Vineyards in the Umpqua Valley. Just as Abacela has aggressively pioneered tempranillo, grenache and other nontypical grapes in central Oregon, Reustle not only was the first to plant grüner in the Northwest (if not the entire country), it actually petitioned the Tax and Trade Bureau and won approval for it to be added to the government's list of approved grape variety names for American wines.

Reustle made just 69 cases of 2005 grüner, but the 2006 will be released next month, and production has quadrupled. I previewed the wine and found it true to varietal, crisp and pepper, with more juicy fruit and residual sugar than the Austrian versions. Contact the winery for purchase information (541-459-6060).

So, you're off to a Gru-V start on this Valentine's Day. Now what?

Bring out the bubbly

Regular readers will know that my vote on any special occasion day will always go directly to Champagne — rosé Champagne, whenever possible — particularly when romance is in the air. What to eat with your Champagne? The Center for Wine Origins, which serves as a lobby for the protection of regional names such as Champagne, Port and Sherry, has created a useful pairings wheel that offers some good ideas for romantic, off-the-beaten-path wine and food combos.

Much of this information is also available on their Web site (www.wineorigins.com), but here's the gist of it:

• Rosé Champagne: Soft cheeses, salmon (smoked or grilled), lobster, berry tart.

• Fino/Manzanilla Sherry (a dry style): Sushi, shrimp, ham, paella, vanilla ice cream.

• Amontillado Sherry (richer style): Gorgonzola, stilton or Roquefort; grilled chicken, roast turkey, crème brulée.

The perfect couple

The real test of a relationship (I'm speaking of the relationship between food and wine, of course) is dessert. As usual, I've got to warn you away from the trap of drinking dry red wine and chocolate.

If you are having chocolate, pair it with ruby Port (see my Seattle Times column from Nov. 22, 2006 at seattletimes.com/wineadviser for specific recommendations) or Oloroso Sherry. Their sweetness will provide the right framework for the chocolate. If you are serving any nut or caramel-based dessert, try a tawny Port (10- or 20-year-olds are the most affordable and drink very well). Want something truly exotic? Try a white Port, and pair it with smoked ham, barbecued duck and a pear tart.

These are unusual, special-occasion wines that should put a smile on your Valentine's face. When you serve them, you will appear to be suave and knowledgeable. Let the wines do their magic, and chances are good that the illusion will outlive the evening.

Finding the wine

Unless noted, all Wine Adviser recommendations are currently available, though vintages may sometimes differ. All wine shops and most groceries have a wine specialist on staff. Show them this column, and if they do not have the wine in stock, they can order it for you from the local distributor.

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

Cheers

Jerry Shriver

By Jerry Shriver

Best of a thin crop

Tuesday, February 20, 2007

2006 Geyser Peak Sauvignon Blanc, Calif., about $12. What's going on here? Normally, low-end domestic Sauvignon Blancs are agreeable, gulpable, no-brainer wines, but I had to suffer through three confused versions from California and two weirdos from Washington before I found this perfectly normal bottle. It's light and simple, with zingy grapefruit notes and has a little spicy bite at the end. Try it with shellfish or salad with a creamy dressing.

Winter respite

Friday, February 16, 2007

2004 J. Lohr Merlot, Los Osos Vineyard, Paso Robles, Calif.; about $15. There's a pleasing complexity within this wine that probably stems from the addition of a little Cabernet Sauvignon, Cabernet Franc and Malbec to the blend. The oak is more prominent than I prefer, but underneath I found blueberries, black cherries, licorice, pepper and a little coffee, all supported by medium tannins. Roasted pork or duck with a savory cherry sauce would be ideal companions.

Tonight's the night

Wednesday, February 14, 2007

If you're dining out with someone special tonight, don't forget to show a little extra love to your sommelier on this busiest of nights. A good wine server can turn a very good meal into a great one, as I learned once again the other night. My wife and I were dining with another couple, and three of us preferred a red wine that would go with our hearty cassoulets while the fourth wanted a white that would go with her roasted salmon. We only felt like ordering one bottle, so we faced a bit of a dilemma. The easiest solution would have been to have the white drinker stick to a by-the-glass selection while the three of us red drinkers shared a bottle (I had my eye on wines from the Rhone). But I asked our sommelier whether there were any bold whites on the list that would stand up to the cassoulets and not overwhelm the salmon. He thought for several seconds, then said, "your instinct for a Rhone wine is a good one,'' -- thus making me feel good -- "so let's go with a white from the same region that should satisfy everyone.'' He suggested a white Chateauneuf-du-Pape, a wine I'd never given much thought to, and I said we'd be willing to take a chance. I'm glad we did. The wine, a blend of several grapes, had plenty of body, a lush texture and elegant, nuanced fruit, so everyone was happy. And, I'd added to my wine knowledge.

   So tonight, if you're taking a leap on love, try taking a leap on the wine as well, and maybe you'll get lucky twice over.

  As always, don't forget to tip well.

More than pretty Goode

Monday, February 12, 2007

2005 Murphy-Goode Chardonnay, Sonoma County, about $15. To make the blend for this delightful mainstream Chardonnay, the winemaker(s) fermented most of the juice in oak barrels, to bring out the rich, toasty notes, and the remainder in stainless steel tanks, to accent fresh, firm fruit. I get pleasant aromas of bananas and apples, medium-weight citrus flavors, notes of butter and an elegant texture. Though I'm not a huge Chard fan, I could easily sip this by itself when I come home from work.

Wall St. Journal

How Moët & Chandon Made Rosé Champagne Fashionable

By SARAH NASSAUER

February 15, 2007; Page B1

For the third year in a row, Moët & Chandon was happy to foot the bill last week while the glitterati at New York Fashion Week downed large amounts of its Rosé Impérial Champagne at the "Moët Rosé Lounge" in Bryant Park. Moët-approved fashion VIPs like Betsey Johnson and Vivienne Tam served bottles of Moët rosé at backstage parties after their runway shows on Moët's tab.

Being Fashion Week's official champagne sponsor cost Moët, the world's largest champagne producer, hundreds of thousands of dollars, not counting the free bubbly and the labor costs, says Franklin D. Isacson, the drink's brand manager in the U.S. But the buzz created around Moët's nonvintage rosé was worth the investment, he says. The evidence? "Paris Hilton's publicist called me to make sure she could get a VIP pass."

Across the Atlantic, in the Champagne region of northeastern France, there is also a lot of buzz about rosé. Until recently, most champagne houses made only limited amounts of expensive vintage rosé in years when the weather produced high-quality grapes, and then it was generally sold as a luxury product for wine enthusiasts. For decades, rosé's share of the French champagne export market hovered around 2% to 3%.

But since 2000, rosé champagne's share has climbed to more than 7%, with exports soaring 37% in the first nine months of 2006 from a year earlier, according to Comité Interprofessionnel du Vin de Champagne France, which represents grape growers and production houses in the region. Most producers believe the growth is a structural shift, not just a trend. "I am convinced, along with a certain number of houses, that we are creating a new category," says Daniel Lorson, a CIVC spokesman.

A combination of factors has contributed to rosé champagne's recent success, including quality improvements, rising champagne sales in all categories, the search by increasingly educated wine consumers for something new, and a general trend toward all things pink. But industry players point to one factor in particular: a decade of well-orchestrated publicity campaigns and production increases by the region's giant: Moët & Chandon, which is owned by luxury-goods behemoth LVMH Group.

"They were not the first to do a nonvintage [rosé], but arguably the most influential," because of their sheer size and timing, Mr. Lorson says.

Moët executives say the idea of developing a nonvintage rosé was attractive because demand for their vintage rosé was growing, especially among women in Japan. Also, consumer feedback showed that people perceived rosé as young and extroverted, and the company hoped to widen its consumer base.

"Champagne is elitist. It's pretty much about status, so some consumers are afraid to get into it," explains Frédéric Cumenal, president of Moët & Chandon Champagnes. Executives thought that rosé was "something interesting that can boost the brand to be seen as young," Mr. Cumenal says.

But Moët's decision to invest heavily in nonvintage rosé was risky. Champagne's growth is limited by a 1927 French law, aimed at maintaining quality, that fixed France's Champagne region at about 84,000 acres, most of which is already planted. Möet's expansion meant transferring valuable grapes to rosé production years before any actual sales while the bottles aged.

Nonvintage rosé blends grapes from different harvests, allowing the maker to maintain a fairly consistent taste year to year and to produce a product every year. But it is also more difficult and expensive to make than nonvintage white champagne because of the extra labor required by the blending process, which involves adding red wine or grape skins to the champagne. And rosé champagne wasn't yet a proven success in terms of high volume sales.

On the other hand, the profit margin for a bottle of nonvintage rosé is higher then for nonvintage white champagne. Mr. Cumenal says this fact was "somewhere in the thinking, but not a key factor" in Moët's turn toward rosé because the margin is only slightly better. But other producers say that even though margins change every year because weather plays a big part in the cost of production, rosé's margins are very attractive and significant in a region where producers are struggling to make more money off a limited supply of grapes. Mr. Lorson estimates that a nonvintage rosé is priced 15% to 20% higher then a bottle of nonvintage white champagne.

After making the decision to invest in nonvintage rosé production, Moët knew its "visibility had to increase," says Benoît Gouez, the company's head wine maker. Moët started with rose-petal-covered Valentine's Day ads in glossy magazines and special packaging in the late 1990s. As sales increased, marketing spread to all parts of the world year-round.

The company tried to embrace the fashion world from the beginning. At London Fashion Week in 1998 the company launched nonvintage rosé in the U.K., and it is sponsoring the event for the 10th year in a row this week.

Many other houses do less mainstream marketing, choosing to focus purely on client relationships, and some have only recently begun focusing on traditional advertising for rosé.

Yves Dumont, chairman of Groupe Laurent-Perrier, one of the few champagne makers that became known for its nonvintage rosé decades ago, says the company has struggled with its strategy since "high-volume producers" like Moët moved in, pushing the market forward rapidly and stretching Laurent-Perrier's supply.

A few years ago, Laurent-Perrier considered following the trend by buying several other houses to acquire grape-growing land and doing a lot more marketing, but it eventually decided not to, says Mr. Dumont. "We just can't compete on volume and marketing size," he says, so the company hopes to fill a premium rosé niche.

Over the last five years, other champagne houses have poured into the nonvintage rosé market with new products and focused marketing, but supply is always an issue. In California, Domaine Chandon, the sparkling wine brand owned by LVMH, began producing its first nonvintage rosé, Etoile Rosé, in the mid-1990s, around the same time as the company's French counterpart, Moët & Chandon.

Demand is now so high for rosé champagne that most houses are selling it only to their very best clients and have stopped using bottles for promotional events. Moët has stopped offering its Nectar Impérial Rosé, a sweeter rosé then Rosé Impérial that does well in the U.S., at publicity events, says Mr. Isacson, the U.S. brand manager.

Some champagne houses are pulling back on marketing. But Moët has no plans to do so. "These people are jaded," Mr. Isacson says of New York's fashion crowd. "We really have to do something that will stand out." In fact, next month the house will start selling handmade leather Moët Rosé picnic bags, complete with magnums of Rosé Impérial. Only 10 will be available for sale in the U.S., priced at $1,500 apiece.

Wine Notes: Port for Less

February 17, 2007; Page P10

By DOROTHY J. GAITER AND JOHN BRECHER 


Port for Less

I can't justify the $60 and up for Port wines anymore. I recently had a bottle of 1995 Warre's Late-Bottled Vintage Port wine that was pretty good. Its price was about $22. Any other recommendations?

The world of Port -- real Port, from Portugal -- is a complex one. Vintage Port is the top of the line. It's very special, but also can be expensive and needs many years of gentle aging to show its best. One less-costly alternative is Late-Bottled Vintage Port, which is aged in barrels before it's released and is more approachable when it's younger. It's not as complex as Vintage Port, but it's still mighty tasty -- and affordable. For much more about this, including some specific recommendations, drop us a note at wine@wsj.com4 and we'll send along our recent column in SmartMoney magazine about LBV, as it's sometimes called.

An Intemperate Cellar

My son and I built a small wine cellar in a corner of a crawl space in our home. While not as environmentally controlled as one of those pricey wine refrigerators, it has the charm of Italian tile on the floor, stucco walls, hand-made wine bins, and, of course, the satisfying memories of my son and I building it together. Having a year of experience with the new wine cellar, I have noted that the temperature fluctuates between 48 and 68 degrees. Are those temperature changes a problem?

--Eric Gundlach, Owings Mills, Md.

It's good to hear from someone who understands that the best wine cellars aren't just about the wine. A good wine cellar is an environment that's full of memories and offers an oasis from the pressures of the real world. When we moved to Miami many years ago, we turned the maid's room into a wine cellar, with floor-to-ceiling individual spaces for 990 bottles, a shelf for wine books, a table and two chairs. It had its own bathroom and its own air conditioning unit. No matter what was happening in our lives, everything was always perfect in that room. (When we sold that house in 1990, the Realtor told us that the wine room was a negative because the new owners would simply want to tear it out. How times have changed.) All that said, unfortunately, yes, if you have a serious collection of fine wine you hope to cellar for a while, those temperature fluctuations are harmful. We would worry less if they were drink-now wines. The wine cellar sounds so wonderful that it's worth speaking to a clever contractor or wine-cellar expert to figure out how to make the temperature more constant.

Refilling Your Glass

I want your opinion of some advice I received from a friend of mine who lives in the wine country in Northern California. He says that one should not add wine to a partially filled glass and should wait until it is empty before refilling. Apparently the concern is that the newly introduced wine will change the character of the wine poured previously. What is your take on this?

--Ken Burger, Newport Beach, Calif.

First, in most cases, when you're simply drinking a wine for fun and relaxation, don't worry about it. You don't want to turn one of life's little joys into a fussy bunch of rules. But that said, when we are having a special bottle or we're conducting a serious tasting, we agree with your friend. We tend to sip slowly from our glasses and swirl quite a bit, so the wine in our glasses has generally been exposed to much more air and warmth than the wine in the bottle. We prefer to finish what's in the glass before pouring more. (This also allows us to smell the empty glass, which we often enjoy.) We would not, by any means, tell anyone that this is essential to do -- it's just something we've done for a long time.

Tastings: The Wild World of Australian Shiraz

Trying Under-$20 Wine,

We Find Delights, Dogs;

Beware 'Critter' Labels

February 16, 2007; Page W6

It's hard to believe now, but when we conducted our first tasting of Australian Shiraz in 1998, we had trouble putting together a large sample. That was before Australian wines, led by Shiraz and Chardonnay, took over the world -- and the shelves of wine shops. Shiraz has become so popular that it has helped spark interest in Syrah -- same grape, different name -- all over the globe.

For a time, inexpensive Australian Shiraz was a reliable everyday wine. It was fun, affordable, easy to drink and great with informal food. But quality has suffered over the years. In our most recent broad, blind tasting1, in 2002, we found most inexpensive Shiraz unimpressive -- simple, sometimes sweet and not very pleasant. Worse, we found that most of them basically tasted the same, which certainly isn't fun.

Australian wines have peaked since then. Imports into the U.S. barely rose last year. There's a lake of surplus wine in Australia. Inexpensive Chardonnay from Australia has been deeply disappointing in our most recent tastings. So we wondered: What would all this mean for inexpensive Shiraz? We bought the first 50 we saw on store shelves to find out. We focused on the most recent vintages -- 2004, 2005 and 2006 -- because those are the ones you are most likely to see. Our sample included the familiar names, of course, but also some less-usual suspects.

About half the wines in our tasting had critter labels. Australian winemakers have led the way in cute labels, but we've generally found that kangaroos, dogs, birds and other animals are not good indicators of the quality of wine inside the bottle. We tasted the wines in blind flights over several nights.

We completed our tasting with very mixed feelings. The good news was very good indeed: The best under-$20 Shiraz is better than it was a few years ago. In the past, we felt you could tell the difference between expensive and inexpensive Shiraz with a simple whiff. The less-expensive wines, even the good ones, smelled and tasted like raspberries -- simple, quaffable and, in some cases, better chilled. They were pleasant, but not special. We found that Shiraz over $20 -- and expensive Shiraz, such as Penfolds Grange, is, after all, what originally put Australia on the map of the wine world -- was a much different taste: darker, richer, with pepper and other spices and a very interesting, black core.

Expensive Tastes

In this tasting, we are happy to report, we found that those interesting, dark-fruit tastes have migrated to the lower end in some cases. Several of the wines we tried tasted like more-expensive Shiraz, with rich, deep fruit, good acidity, some intensity, peppery flavors and a serious, dark look. They'd be excellent with your best steak. Our favorites are listed in the attached index. We disagreed so thoroughly on the best of tasting, however, that we're presenting competing best of tastings. As always, it's impossible to know which wines you will see in your store, but our notes will give you an idea of what the good ones taste like and what bargains they can be.

"Can be" is the operative phrase, however. The bad news, as it turned out, was very bad: The overwhelming number of wines we tasted were simple, forgettable and tasted pretty much exactly the same as each other. Few were terrible, but few were better than OK. But here's the weirdest thing: They tasted more like "wine" than wine. Most tasted lab-made and watery, as if various flavorings -- charred wood, blackberry or black cherry sauce, a little sugar, a splash of lemon and some alcohol -- had been blended with water to make them. The wines tasted like water in the front, then tasted like the component parts in the middle of our mouths and then, when swallowed, disappeared again into a taste of water. It was an entirely phony taste, if not entirely unpleasant.

The bottom line, we'd say, is that the aisle of inexpensive Shiraz continues to be a pretty scary place. We wouldn't simply pick up a new one and try it because the chances of success are low. But there are good ones out there at low prices. If you have a reliable wine merchant who can steer you to the ones with true tastes and away from the ones that taste like purple water, you can find a winner.

Oh, and one other thing might be worth keeping in mind: Of our eight favorites, not a single one had an animal on the label.

• Don't forget that Saturday, Feb. 24, is Open That Bottle Night 8, when all of us will finally pop the cork on that wine that's always too special to open. If you'd like to know more about OTBN, drop us a note at wine@wsj.com2 and we will send you our recent column3.

The Dow Jones Inexpensive Shiraz Index

In a blind tasting of Australian Shiraz under $20 from recent vintages, these were our favorites. These are generally good with cold-weather food such as stews and savory vegetable casseroles and, in some cases, would pair beautifully with a rare hamburger.

	VINEYARD/VINTAGE 
	PRICE 
	RATING 
	TASTERS' COMMENTS 

	Hill of Content (The Australian Premium Wine Collection) 2004 (Western Australia) 
	$16.00* 
	Very Good 
	Dottie's best of tasting. Lovely balance of rich fruit, oak, minerals, acidity and earth. Great power, reigned in. Classy, fine and elegant, but needs some time to open up. 

	K. Cimicky & Son Winemakers 'Trumps' 2005 (Barossa Valley) 
	$15.49 
	Very Good 
	John's best of tasting. Real guts, with a dark, black core, good acidity and seamless, plum-like fruit. Serious, weighty wine. 

	Lindemans Wines 'Bin 50' 2005 (South Eastern Australia) 
	$4.99 
	Good/Very Good 
	Best value. Quite tasty, with plenty of blackberry fruit. No great complexity, and ready to drink this minute, but very easy to enjoy and excellent with hearty food. Repeat favorite. We also liked the just-released 2006, which costs about $6.99. 

	Kilikanoon 'Killerman's Run' 2004 (South Australia) 
	$18.50* 
	Very Good 
	Interesting and attractive, with a dark base of black coffee and chocolate. Roasted, with pepper and sage and a nicely dry finish. Not a frivolous wine. 

	Penfolds Wines 'Koonunga Hill' 2004 (South Eastern Australia) 
	$9.99 
	Very Good 
	Dark and rich, with real depth. Serious wine, with good spices. Reminded us of a good Rhône red. 

	Deakin Estate 2004 (Victoria) 
	$5.49 
	Good/Very Good 
	True fruit and bracing acidity. It's a tad thin, but so pleasant and drinkable that it's an excellent bargain. 

	Thorn-Clarke Wines 'Terra Barossa' 2005 (Barossa) 
	$12.99 
	Good/Very Good 
	Very pleasant flavors, with dark, raisiny fruit and a nicely earthy underpinning. 

	Trevor Jones 'Boots' 2004 (Barossa) 
	$13.50* 
	Good/Very Good 
	Delightful. Intense fruit, with good pepper and life. Exuberant and fruity -- nothing tentative about it. A bit earthy and very easy to drink.


Washington Post
From Campania, Unashamedly Italian
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Until recently, Italy's winemakers didn't seem to realize how lucky they were. Although able to make distinctive wines from all over the boot, in the 1980s and '90s they seemed obsessed with creating the perfect French wine.

Using meticulously copied French techniques, they tried their hand at cabernet sauvignon, merlot, syrah, chardonnay and sauvignon blanc, all French grape varieties, and at Bordeaux-style blends. Efforts were not limited to the hinterlands in the south, where just about any change would have been for the better, but also included Chianti, Montalcino and the Piedmont. Many of those efforts proved to be world-class. Ultimately, though, what was the point? There were already plenty of terrific French wines, made in France by the French.

What the world really needed was more great Italian wines, something only Italians could make, even if they bothered to do so all too rarely. Although Italy sits atop a mother lode of distinctive grape varieties, each ideally adapted to the unique conditions of soil and climate found in the country's diverse winemaking regions, winemaking tended toward the casual, and attention to basics, such as the use of clean barrels, was often viewed as optional. To unlock Italy's potential, wineries needed to better express their country's rich natural endowments.

Among the first to recognize that was Mastroberardino, a family-owned winery in the picturesque Campania region on Italy's west coast. Mastroberardino focused on honing the virtues of Campania's traditional grape varieties, such as aglianico, fiano, piedirosso, greco, falanghina and coda di volpe. Among other things, the winery paid close attention to planting varieties on appropriate soils, to using the right type of vine training and trellising, and to adopting winemaking methods that maximized the grapes' varietal character rather than techniques that buried it under oak or fruitiness.

More recently, other regions of Italy have also returned to their roots, producing wines worth trying. But the movement began in Campania, so here's a sampling of new releases from Mastroberardino and other wineries in the region. Online resources for finding wines include http://www.winesearcher.com and http://www.wineaccess.com. Call stores to verify availability. Prices are approximate.

REDS

Terredora DiPaolo 2004 Lacryma Christi del Vesuvio ($24): Less pungent than the Mastroberardino version (see Wine of the Week, at right) but deliciously ripe and fruity.

De Angelis 2005 Lacrima Christi del Vesuvio ($16): Deep purple, bursting with spicy, fresh fruit. Great for pizza and pasta.

WHITES AND ROS?S

Mastroberardino 2005 Lacrimarosa Campania Ros? ($18): Because Italy makes few good ros?s, this aglianico-based example is noteworthy; bright strawberry, peach and dried apricot flavors.

Feudi di San Gregorio 2005 Greco di Tufo ($23): Fresh apple and melon with complex notes of honey and dried hay.

Mastroberardino 2004/2005 Falanghina Sannio ($22): Delectable honeysuckle and apple blossom, with a firm, crisp finish.

De Angelis 2005 Lacrima Christi del Vesuvio ($16); Mastroberardino 2005 Lacryma Christi del Vesuvio ($18): Both offer peach and honeydew melon flavors seasoned by notes of freshly ground white pepper and smoky minerals.

Do you have a question for Ben Giliberti? E-mail him at food@washpost.com. Please include your name and address.

