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Believe me, the search for gems isn't easy

GIL KULERS

Published on: 02/22/07

Dear Gil: I read your column all the time and I seldom disagree with you, but one of my favorite wines is merlot. I think there are a lot of good ones out there even in my price range — which is not a lot of money. I really like Bogle Merlot at the high end and Alice White Merlot from Australia on the low side. I can usually get it on sale at two for $10 and it is quite good. I wish you would think about us once in a while. The ones who like a glass of wine but cannot afford to pay a great deal for it and still do not want to drink jug wine.

NANCY SABERNICK

Atlanta

Now, Nancy, that's not fair! I think about you all the time. In fact, I've done entire columns on wines under $12. This past June, I wrote about boxed wines, which go for the equivalent of about $5 for a standard bottle.

With apologies to Three 6 Mafia, it's hard out here for a wine writer. For example, no sooner had I written that column on boxed wines than I received a letter from a reader accusing me of writing "only ... for the most novice of wine drinkers. What about those whose palates are more sophisticated?"

It's a two-edged sword that cuts me both ways. I try hard to find killer inexpensive wines out there — widely available wines with true character that fly under the radar and are therefore undervalued. Take, for instance, last week's wine pick, the $8 Altano from Portugal.

To be honest with you, Nancy, finding the figurative diamond in the rough is about as hard as literally finding diamonds in a mine — they're few and far between.

One might ask: Why not just write about the cream — the high-priced wines that are at least interesting if not drop-dead delicious? Excuse the cliché, but isn't that like shooting fish in a barrel?

Personally, I'd love to write only about first-growth bordeaux and grand cru burgundies. These members of wine's upper class are not without faults, but I'm pretty sure my compliments would far outnumber my complaints. And I have written about wines that are nearly impossible to find, let alone afford. Bubblehead that I am, I waxed poetic in November about that 1996 Taittinger Comtes de Champagne ($140) and still dream about the 2001 Ceretto, Bricco Rocche ($200) from Barolo, Italy, I wrote about in January 2006.

The point is that there's a wide world of wine out there and limited space to write about it. I try to create a balance between inexpensive and pricey, European and new-world, red and white, dry and sweet. If you don't like what I'm writing about this week, check in next week. I endeavor to shine a wide light on wines and always try very hard to appreciate the healthy, wholesome role wine plays in our lives.

So, just for you, Nancy, I've been picking up some bargains around town. I'm happy to report that while there were no 23-carat diamonds going for $5, I was able to bring you decent, plentiful wines for your consideration. I hope you like them. And I remain on alert and will let you know about other great wines and good values when I come across them.

Want to compliment or complain? Kulers would love to hear from you. Write to him at winekulers@aol.com or in care of The Atlanta-Journal Constitution, Food & Drink section, Eighth Floor, 72 Marietta St. N.W., Atlanta, GA 30303.

Gil Kulers, a certified wine educator with the Society of Wine Educators, is the beverages instructor for the culinary arts program at Chattahoochee Technical College.

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

WINE RECOMMENDATIONS

2006 Veramonte Reserva Sauvignon Blanc, Casablanca Valley, Chile

$10

Two thumbs up

Hard to believe they make hundreds of thousands of cases of this stuff and still maintain a uniquely Chilean mineral quality and a balanced lemon-lime, kiwi quality.

2004 Dancing Bull Zinfandel, California

$12

One thumb up

Die-hard merlot drinkers out there, come out of your shell and try this wine. It's exciting, with spicy notes and flavors of dark berries and plums. It's available everywhere, and it's easy on the pocketbook.

2003 Château Pesquié Les Terrasses, Côtes du Ventoux, France

$13

Two thumbs way up

OK, not the most available wine and not under $10, but this southern Rhône wine, with its meaty flavors and notes of black licorice, black pepper and plum, drinks like a $50 wine from Châteauneuf-du-Pape.

2004 Primus

Casablanca Valley, Chile

$17

Two thumbs way up

Want to impress the boss or start collecting wine but think you don't have the funds? Try this seemingly expensive wine, a blend of carmenère, cabernet sauvignon and merlot, and enjoy its intense, ripe fruit flavors along with its array of spices.

2005 Pepperwood Grove Cabernet Sauvignon, California

$8

One thumb up

Brought to you by the makers of Smoking Loon, it's about the same as the Loon, but it has an uglier label and is a dollar cheaper.

2005 Smoking Loon Cabernet Sauvignon, California

$9

One thumb up

Scared of really inexpensive wine because you're afraid it's going to be awful? Pick up this smoky, fruity wine with hints of dark chocolate and have yourself a party.

Not too late to open that bottle

Remember, Saturday is Open That Bottle Night, the day dedicated to opening wines you've been saving for far too long.

You have until midnight to enter your request to have wine columnist Gil Kulers come to your house that evening, share a couple of his wines and give a mini wine class for you and your friends. Send him an e-mail about what bottles you'll be opening and what they mean to you. Send it before midnight tonight to winekulers@aol.com.

Chicago Tribune

Netting the right wine for seafood

Bill Daley

Published February 21, 2007

Shrimp remains the most consumed seafood per capita in the U.S., according to recent statistics released from the National Fisheries Institute, a trade group based in Washington, D.C. It is followed by canned tuna in second place and salmon in third.

Let's raise a glass of vino in salute to them all--and all the possibilities inherent in pairing.

But matching wines with fish and shellfish can seem so daunting--maybe because seafood can seem, well, "fishy" to so many of us. It can be done, although pairing strategies can differ, not only from person to person but also depending on the seafood and its preparation. That's the challenge and the fun of matching wine with food.

Figuring out these pairings is growing more urgent because seafood has clearly found a place in the American diet: Overall seafood consumption has risen nearly 10 percent since 2001, according to the institute.

For years, a simple mantra applied: "Red wine with meat, white wine with fish." That rule often is ignored these days.

A grilled salmon steak glazed with soy sauce practically begs for a red, especially a pinot noir. Canned tuna could use the lean yet defined snap of a dry rose, especially if the tuna is darker meat packed in olive oil. And shrimp, well, you can go as delicate or brawny as you please depending on how you're cooking them. Shrimp cocktail gets one wine, say a tangy French Graves, while butter-broiled scampi gets an equally buttery California chardonnay, and shrimp tempura works with a bubbly glass of Spanish cava.

In her new book, "Secrets from the Wine Diva," New York-based wine educator Christine Ansbacher uses the acronym "WHITE CUFFS" to remember what to think about in pairing food and wine. The W in "white" for "weight" of both food and wine (generally, the lower the alcohol the lighter the wine). The C in "cuffs" is cooking method, the U stands for umami, the savory so-called fifth taste found in food, the first F stands for fat in meat, the second F is for fatty ingredients, and the final S means "spicy, salty or smoky."

Basically, this system teaches you to think through both the wine and the food. A heavy food would overwhelm a light wine, for example. Fish cooked by a "clear" method like poaching, steaming or boiling would generally go with a "clear" or white wine. Umami flavors can war with the tannins in bold red wine, so go for whites or the lightest, softest reds.

While Ansbacher generally shies away from making color-based decisions in food-wine pairings, Tracy Lewis Liang is more of a traditionalist.

"I know a lot of people want to get clever and break the rules," said Liang, wine and spirits director for Treasure Island Foods. "But, really, with the exception of salmon and some preparations of tuna, swordfish and marlin, fish is white wine territory."

Tom Benezra, wine director/consultant for Sal's Beverage World stores, would also go with white wine for most seafood. He thinks Alsatian wines are the most versatile.

"Generally, their generous full body, off-dry mid-palate but very crisp finish due to sometimes searing acidity provide the best of both worlds," Benezra said. "Most Alsatian rieslings, pinot gris and even gewurztraminers can be confidently served with the vast majority of fish."

Rieslings work particularly well with "river fish" or spicier fish dishes. "Try a dry riesling such as Jacob's Creek Reserve from South Australia with fried catfish," he said. "Its dry mineral-tinged crispness refreshes the palate and cuts through any greasiness in the batter."

But Benezra also notes the exceptions up front. Heavier, oilier fish do pair well with red wine. Salmon and pinot noir is perhaps the classic combination.

Ansbacher doesn't rule out red with fish in "Secrets from the Wine Diva," but she does suggest less tannic reds with any kind of fish.

"It's a matter of chemistry," she wrote. "Fish takes on a metallic taste when it interacts with bitter tannins, which someone once described as tasting like `liquid aluminum foil.' So again, chose pinot noir or merlot to preserve the delicate deliciousness of fish."

- - -

Fishing for a match

What wines work best with America's most consumed seafoods? Chicago area sommeliers, wine store owners and managers offer their best recommendations for shrimp, canned tuna, salmon. These are the three most consumed fish and seafood in the United States, according to the National Fisheries Institute.

Food: Shrimp

Wine: Champagne or high acid whites

Why: "I like to play off the natural richness of shrimp. If the shrimp is spicy, an off-dry German riesling is the ticket."

Adam Seger

Wine: Rhone rose, such as Domaine Les Aphillantes or spicy grenache such as Panorroz from Spain or mosophilero, such as Boutari

Why: "Moscophilero is a great contrast for the shrimp, floral, fresh, a little spicy."

Doug Jeffirs

Food: Canned tuna

Wine: Dry gewurztraminer or riesling

Why: Wines with a little sweetness "to highlight the sweet sea tone of the fish."

Larry Kaplan

Wine: Southern Italian white, such as a Greco di Tufo

Why: "It's quite rich, but not heavy due to its lively orchard fruit character and subtle minerality."

Efrain Madrigal

Food: Salmon

Wine: Oregon pinot noir

Why: "It has enough tannic structure to buoy the weight of the fish while contrasting the oiliness."

Tom Benezra

Wine: Whites: Crisp sauvignon blanc, creamy pinot gris, viognier or rich chardonnay; or Reds: Piedmontese barbera, Beaujolais or Austrian zweigelt

Why: "[Salmon's] inherent richness and intensity of flavor is refreshed by a white or tamed by a red."

Tracy Lewis Liang

--B.D.

Dallas Morning News

Wine of the week: Giacosa Barbera d'Alba 2004, $31.99

08:13 AM CST on Thursday, February 22, 2007

Giacosa Barbera d'Alba 2004, $31.99

Bruno Giacosa is one of the master winemakers of Piedmonte in northwestern Italy. A traditionalist, his nebbiolos are wines that show their best after several years in the bottle. Fortunately, we don't have to wait so long for his Barbera d'Alba, which is a finely woven package of dried cherry, cedar, smoke and violets tied up with barbera's trademark piquant acidity and chewy tannins. Savor with venison or beef stew. Central Market, Jimmy's Food Store and Pogo's.

Rebecca Murphy

Lindeman's offers inexpensive South African wines

08:08 AM CST on Thursday, February 22, 2007

Louise Owens

An Aussie stakes a South African claim

Lindeman's, the well-known Australian winery, has set up shop in South Africa and introduced a line of inexpensive varietals from the Western Cape region.

At $8 a bottle, you won't go wrong with the 2006 Chardonnay, full of melon, peach and green apple aromas with round, easy-going flavors on the palate and a touch of hazelnut and vanilla on the end.

Or the 2005 Cabernet Sauvignon that winemaker Peter Taylor described at a recent tasting in Dallas as part of Lindeman's long tradition of making soft, easy-to-drink red wines.

Black cherry aromas topped off with the scent of roses and fresh rosemary followed by a silky texture with bursts of tart cherry in the mouth make this a great red to keep around the house.

Also in the lineup are a tasty shiraz and merlot.

All the wines are $8 and widely available.

Louise Owens

Detroit News
Saintsbury's Pinot Noir deserves its praise

February 22, 2007

Madeline Triffon: Wine

Don't miss: Saintsbury "Garnet" Pinot Noir 2005 Carneros, California, $20

Style: Light-bodied and soft with exuberant red berry fruit and warm spicy aromas. A slam-dunk match for grilled salmon steaks!

"Comfort label" is a tag restaurant wine people use in referring to wines that have broad, enduring public recognition. These labels embrace the consumer with a name that says, "Trust me, your money will be well spent."

Saintsbury's Pinot Noirs have enjoyed such well-deserved comfort status for a long time. Founders Dick Ward and David Graves, California wine personalities whose names are synonymous with "Pinot," met as graduate students in '77 at California's U.C. Davis. They joined other oeno-pioneers in committing to wind-swept Carneros as a hospitable home for growing this very fussy grape. Tucked north of San Francisco, you have to drive through this flat, cool growing region en route to either Napa or Sonoma.

Debuted in 1983, "Garnet" is a cuvée of Pinot styled to be early-drinking, open and refreshing. The nose is a "banker," the essence of Pinot fragrance: ripe cherry-strawberry fruit and clove spice, sweet, forthcoming and very attractive. For a light-bodied red, the palate is surprisingly fleshy with the softest tannins. Balanced, open and delicious with a surprisingly comfortable price tag for Pinot, it's all one could want and easily acquire.

For retail sources: Contact Decanter Imports at rklau sing@gwlc.com.

To know Pinot is to love Pinot

At its best, the charm of Pinot Noir is so seductive it's a veritable siren's call, pulling sensible winemakers away from much easier grapes to grow and vinify. The combination of red berry fruit, spice and soft texture is irresistible. Not to mention the celestial aromas and flavors that it gives when it's really, really good, all in a gentle, translucent framework.

Pinot Noir is Red Burgundy, a.k.a. Bourgogne (boor-gone-yeh) Rouge. It's the parent of noble reds named after the townships where the grapes are grown, such as Gevrey-Chambertin, Pommard, Volnay and Chambolle-Musigny. Pinot Noir likes a cool climate. It's a slow ripener, often trailing behind its companion White Burgundy grape, Chardonnay. It's also happy in Champagne, Europe's northernmost wine-growing region.

Pinot Noir, more than any other noble red grape, is very rarely blended with other varieties. Its wines are mono-varietal, one-note marvels. Pinots mature quickly but can hold their own in a cool cellar, hovering near death interminably, giving pleasure all the way.

Pinot Noir's beauty is illusive, maddening. It will never win us over with its power, but its whispers and feather touch keep us close and wanting more.
Houston Chronicle
La Tunella takes the subtle approach

Italian winery excels with light, airy white wines

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

Feb. 20, 2007, 1:19PM
I felt like London after the blitz.

After a couple of weeks of bombardment by wines wielding overripe fruit, too-low acidity and ridiculous alcohol levels, I got a break. I sat down with Massimo Zorzettig and his interpreter, Giovanna Borreri, from La Tunella, a winery in the northeastern Italian region of Friuli-Venezia Giulia. Specifically the subarea of Colli Orientali del Friuli near the border with Slovenia.

Light, aromatic white wines reign here. You may never have heard of some of the grape varieties (me, either), but they are worth trying if for no other reason than that you can have more than a glass without being too full or too buzzed. These wines are not meant to be "big" wines, and they're the better for it.

The name La Tunella, Borreri said, referred to a hill and village not far from the winery.

Founded by Zorzettig's grandparents, it's about 40 years old. Today he, his mother and brother run the winery.

"We have 70 hectares (about 175 acres)," Borreri said, "and we make 75 percent white wines."

Zorzettig showed me some sharp, gray rocks, indicative of the vineyard's soil. "They show why we get minerality in our wines," he said.

They mentioned the indigenous Friuli grape called ribolla gialla. Zorzettig called pinot grigio "our international grape," because from Italy, it has circled the globe.

"Tocai friulano is our flagship wine. And it's the most widely known grape of Friuli," she said. "We like the minerality we get with it. So good with seafood."

(Aside: The La Tunella Pinot Grigio was a good match for the fried calamari at Crapitto's.)

"And it's the future of Friuli," he added.

In addition to the single-varietal wines, La Tunella also offers two blends. The Bianco- Sesto and the Campo Marzio are both 50-50 mixtures of tocai friulano and ribolla gialla. But with the BiancoSesto, the grapes are picked and vinified together, while with the Campo Marzio, the grapes are picked separately, vinified separately and blended before bottling. Result: two different wines.

I complimented Zorzettig and Borreri for making wines that are subtle, not showy, drinkable, not trophy hunters.

Smiled Borreri, "We like wines that go with food, too."
LA Times
A sommelier on your shelf

'What to Drink With What You Eat' enlists an army of experts to suggest pairings. How about a Barbera with that mahi mahi?

By Patrick Comiskey

Special to The Times

February 21, 2007

IMAGINE having the perfect wine for every dish on the takeout menu from your favorite Chinese seafood restaurant. The very notion seems farfetched. Those menus usually list dozens of items running the gamut from heat to savory, sweet to sour. Where do you start?

I'd recommend you start by picking up the latest book from food writers Andrew Dornenburg and Karen Page, "What to Drink With What You Eat,"(Bulfinch Press, $35) and turn to the page in the fifth chapter on Chinese food, where you'll find 20 well-reasoned suggestions, as well as a handful to avoid. Most of them will make the meal better. A few might be ideal. And one might create that perfect synergy between food and drink that can make even eating out of a box a memorable dining experience.

Pairing wine with food has always been more of an art than a science. Even though hundreds of thousands of words annually are devoted to the topic in books, newspapers, magazines and blogs, it's nearly impossible to apply hard and fast rules. And really, how could you? The perfect pairing is almost always inexpressible, a heady mix of the sensual and the unexpected. When it happens, words fail; you're left speechless, simply marveling at your own mouth.

So a book that seeks to demystify this most wondrous of mysteries seems about as useful as a book on how to look at a painting, or a book on how to read a book. But that is exactly what the husband-wife team Dornenburg and Page have done with "What to Drink," subtitled "The Definitive Guide to Pairing Food with Wine, Beer, Spirits, Coffee, Tea — Even Water — Based on Expert Advice from America's Best Sommeliers."

Thanks to Dornenburg's experience as a chef and the pair's seemingly insatiable appetites and exhaustive taxonomic energies, the authors have shed new light on the art of pairing, ensuring even the novice wine drinker — and eater — a book's worth of peak experiences.

Dornenburg and Page are best known for their book "Becoming a Chef," a kind of experiential guidebook: life lessons by way of the toque. But the new book builds on their more recent "Culinary Artistry," to which a number of the country's most famous chefs contributed their expertise on complementary foods. At the heart of that book is an index of ingredients and their most reliable and delicious accompaniments. This approach, supplemented by chef's suggestions and recipes, allows readers to reference time-honored flavor combinations with flashcard quickness.

"What to Drink" extends the list approach to food and beverage pairings. Drawing from extensive interviews with some of the country's best-known sommeliers, it compresses their suggestions into two sprawling indexes that take up nearly two-thirds of the book. One is an alphabetical list of dishes, ingredients and types of cuisines from "acidic (or tart foods) or dishes, e.g. goat cheese, tomatoes," to "zucchini blossoms (esp. fried)" and the wines, beers, teas and other drinks to pair with them. The other lists wines and beverages and suggests foods to pair with them (and to avoid).

Not only will you learn that meals flavored with celery, citrus and cilantro will pair well with your New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc (not to mention a Filet-o-Fish), but you'll also get snippets of information about how it works and why.

The book's initial chapters establish some basic principles of food and wine pairing. If you're a foodie, or if wine is a regular feature of your supper, you're probably acquainted with several of them: how to employ your senses, for example, or how to pair a region's food with a region's wine.

But Dornenburg and Page take pains to point out that you don't need to be an expert — indeed, for most of us, pairing food and wine is practically innate. We've known since we were kids that certain foods taste better with certain beverages. Oreos always taste better with milk; with 7-Up, on the other hand, they're pretty yucky. (They are with Barolo too; a Banyuls, however, would be heavenly.)

Voices galore

DRAWING on that foundation, Dornenburg and Page employ a small army of sommeliers to back up their claims with suggestions, anecdotes and advice. These include such well-known experts as New York's Joe Bastianich (wine book co-author, restaurateur, wine merchant and winemaker); Karen King (beverage director at the Modern, formerly of Union Square Cafe); Bernie Sun (corporate beverage director for Jean-Georges restaurants); Chicago's Alpana Singh, (Master Sommelier, previously of Everest restaurant); Brian Duncan (wine director and partner of Bin 36 Restaurant, Wine Bar & Market); the Bay Area's Larry Stone (Master Sommelier, French Master Sommelier, winemaker, formerly of Rubicon); Rajat Parr, (Master Sommelier, wine director of Mina Group); and Alan Murray (Master Sommelier, sommelier and wine director Masa's). Los Angeles is underrepresented, but Valentino's Piero Selvaggio and Silver Lake Wine's George Cossette both make appearances.

The sheer number of quotations tends at times to fragment the reading experience — the authors' voice ends up being a little lost in the polyphony — but few would argue with the credibility of the sources.

In the fourth chapter, Dornenburg and Page elaborate on what I think is a wonderful idea. They recommend purchasing and maintaining a "starter case": a dozen expressive, inexpensive wines that encompass a range of flavors to have on hand at all times. They recommend a world sampler with examples of everything from Champagne to sherry. Regional starter cases — French, Italian, California — are obvious next steps.

"With these wines on hand," the authors say, "you can come home with just about anything from the store or takeout window and be ready to open a bottle to fit your food and mood."

Nor do they limit the mood to wine. Beer, sake, tea, soft drinks, even bottled water are given consideration for their range and pairing prowess.

When we reach the heart of the book, we've been suitably primed. Of course all of the classic pairings are represented — Chablis with oysters, red Burgundy with mushroom dishes, Cabernet with steak (by the authors' reckoning, the wines of Champagne and Alsace probably have the greatest versatility). But what is impressive here is the reach of the suggested pairings, extending well beyond the classic and expected into some surprising flavor combinations.

Next time you grill mahi mahi, for example, see if an Italian Barbera picks up on the char of the grill. As for Champagne with omelets: Why not?

Clearly Dornenburg's experience as a chef plays into this. If anyone can articulate the flavor nuances between a Kumamoto and a Wellfleet oyster, or for that matter between a skirt steak and a rib eye, it's a chef. When the authors delve into their topic on this level of detail, the results can be thrilling. In fact the cheese guide, with more than 100 different cheeses and their accompanying wines, may alone be worth the price of the book.

For Epoisses, for example, the wonderfully stinky, washed-rind cheese from Burgundy, some recommendations stick close to home — red Burgundy for a ripe wheel, white Burgundy for a less ripe wheel. But a Marc de Bourgogne — a brandy distilled from the must of Burgundy wine — might be your best bet. It will certainly clean your palate more effectively than any wine.

As for Roquefort, the classic pairing, Sauternes, would never fail you, but the authors encourage you to try a sweet red from Banyuls, an oloroso sherry, or even a rich, heady Belgian ale. The results may not be classic, but they're likely to be stimulating.

The authors are clearly less comfortable, however, when the lead-in is wine. Their index of wines is broad and far-reaching, and their coverage of wine styles, regions and varieties is impressive, even a little geeky at times. (Who knew that Locorotondo, an indigenous Italian white, goes best with broccoli rabe?) But often the wines are oddly described, or their descriptions are inconsistent in the level of detail. Barolo, for example, is referred to as a "bitter" red wine (tannic certainly, but bitter? Not these days), and its grape variety, Nebbiolo, goes unmentioned. Crozes-Hermitage is described as dark and red (it can be white too) without naming the principle variety, Syrah. And why mention Crozes and neglect St. Joseph in a list of Rhône reds?

How do you spell it?

ELSEWHERE, misspellings and typographical errors reinforce the sense that the authors are less familiar with wine than food and may be relying on their army of experts to coast around this shortcoming. "Meursault," for example, has three spellings in the book; in one instance, two different spellings are found on the same page.

Worse, the book's real stars, the sommeliers, are occasionally subject to some embarrassingly bad transcriptions. One sommelier suggests a pairing with "Cayman's Conundrum." (The white table wine named Conundrum is from Napa's Caymus Vineyards.) Another professes a love for Austrian Grüner Veltliners from Larry Brundlaeyer when she almost certainly means Willi Bründlmayer. For anyone whose first love is wine, these errors compromise the book's integrity. But if you stick to the business of pairing, few books of its kind are more enjoyable.

The final chapter invites sommeliers to select their "desert island" wines, and the results are a wonderful. Indeed, if your island retreat comes equipped with a good refrigerator, a Wolf stove and a set of Calphalon, make sure you pack "What to Drink" too, and you'll happily live out your days.

Wine of the Week: 2005 Malm Cellars Sonoma County Pinot Noir

-- S. Irene Virbila

February 21, 2007

Brendan Malm may not have a winery or a vineyard, but by purchasing the best fruit he can get from select vineyards in Sonoma County, he's able to make a terrific Pinot Noir that's also a great value. He's someone to watch. The L.A. native's 2005 Sonoma County Pinot is inky and intense, positively bursting with the flavor of blueberries and blackberries in a tightly knit package. You catch some sweet spices in the perfume, which give it a touch of the exotic. Malm has that cool Russian River climate going for him. Ripe, but not overripe, this is a luscious Pinot for anyone who appreciates something with more acidity and grace than the typical fruit bomb.

And, oh baby, does it go with pig. Bring on the lacquered suckling pig, the grilled chops and the smoky ribs. It loves them all, along with most things in the animal kingdom.

Quick swirl

Region: Sonoma County

Price: About $20

Style: Bright and pure

Food it goes with: Pig!

Roast suckling pig, pork chops, ribs

Where you find it: At fine wine shops throughout Southern California

— S. Irene Virbila
Miami Herald

For winemaking Mondavi brothers, everything improves with age

Thu, Feb. 22, 2007

American wine pioneer Robert Mondavi, at 93, uses a wheelchair, is nearly deaf and seldom speaks. But he still enjoys good food, good wine, good friends, says Margrit Mondavi, his wife of 26 years.

Peter Mondavi, younger brother at 92, is small, spry and engaging. He's hard of hearing, too, and remembers the old days of California winemaking perhaps better than its particulars today.

But the two old men are at peace -- at least with each other. Forty years after their legendary fistfight and breakup over how to run their father's winery, after decades of shunning each other while building separate wine empires five miles apart on Napa Valley's legendary Route 29, the two have reconciled.

And this weekend, they will come together to accept lifetime achievement awards at the South Beach Wine & Food Festival.

''From the beginning, it was the Robert and Peter Mondavi families who worked to create fine wine in America,'' says Mel Dick, president of the wine division of Southern Wine & Spirits of America, who will present the award. ``And it's fine wine that has brought America to the forefront in the world.''

The brothers could hardly be more different.

Robert, brash, headstrong, risked everything to lift California winemaking out of its post-Prohibition funk and persuade its winemakers to emulate the methods that gave greatness to the wines of Europe. He took on the even bigger task of teaching Americans to appreciate the fine wines that California came to make. He succeeded on all fronts, but at the eventual cost of the empire he had created when Robert Mondavi Winery was sold in 2004.

''It hasn't been easy,'' says Margrit, speaking on Robert's behalf. ``But his legacy is already there. He had a vision of American wines, and he stuck to it.''

Peter, cautious, prudent, making improvements in small steps, is intent above all on keeping his winery in family hands by avoiding the fast track that Robert ran. He created something of an empire himself at Charles Krug, and in 1995 he was named one of Napa's 12 ''Living Legends'' by the Napa Valley Vintners Association.

And while he remains titular head of his winery, it is run today by his two sons, Marc and Peter Jr., with Marc's daughter, Angelina, 23, coming on, studying enology at Australia's University of Adelaide.

''I think you need to limit your size,'' he says. ``We're set now to perpetuate into the next generations.''

The Mondavis' story is a true American tale: Sons of immigrants make good.

Just after 1900, young Cesare Mondavi and his wife, Rosa, fled the hardscrabble mining life in Sassoferrato in central Italy, later opening a grocery store for miners on the Minnesota Iron Range.

With Prohibition's ban on alcohol sales, Cesare began traveling to California to bring back grapes for the 200 gallons of wine immigrant families were allowed to make for themselves each year. The family, which came to include sons Robert and Peter and a daughter, Marcia, eventually moved west.

In 1943, the boys persuaded their father to purchase Napa's oldest winery, Charles Krug, founded in 1861. The brothers were to run it together, but they didn't get along. Robert pushed to expand, while Peter favored a cautious course.

In 1962, Robert toured Europe's great vineyards, from Bordeaux to Germany, and came back inspired. In his 1998 book, Harvests of Joy: How the Good Life Became Great Business (Harcourt), he wrote: ``Their approach was far more subtle and sophisticated. We made wines in bulk, they kept their output small to maximize quality. They aged white wines in small oak barrels to create gentleness, subtlety and complex flavors. We were business, they were high art.''

Robert wanted to borrow money to expand and adopt the European methods; Peter held back.

At a family gathering in 1965, Peter accused Robert of extravagance and profligate spending.

''Take it back,'' Robert said.

''No,'' said Peter.

''So I smacked him, hard. Twice,'' Robert wrote.

After a nasty court fight that tore apart the family, Robert left Charles Krug with 20 percent of the business and $500,000 in cash. At age 52, he was free to do things his way.

He moved quickly. In 1966, with borrowed money, he built his showcase winery in Oakville on prime cabernet sauvignon land. The Robert Mondavi Winery was only five miles from Charles Krug, but the two brothers wouldn't speak for decades.

Robert, following French methods, pioneered fermenting sauvignon blanc in oak barrels, even making up a French-sounding name for it, fumé blanc. It was an immediate and enduring hit.

He became a consummate promoter. He courted top restaurants, traveled the wine world, invited chefs to blind tastings, putting up his own wines against the world's best. When he was 80, he joined Julia Child, also 80, on a 10-year quest to create COPIA, the American Center for Wine, Food and the Arts in Napa. And the two of them, at 90, presided in triumph over its opening.

Robert wasn't above stacking the deck. This writer remembers a 1991 tasting in Coral Gables in which Mondavi put his 1987 Reserve Cabernet Sauvignon, at $45 a bottle, against such top French wines as the 1987 Chateau Latour at $90. He knew he couldn't lose, since cool-weather French wines, especially in those days, needed many more years of aging to mellow into readiness than did the sunny wines of California.

Robert also battled America's anti-alcohol forces, arguing persuasively that drinking wine is part of a healthful lifestyle -- in fact, part of the good life, on a par with great literature, classical music, fine art.

And he created a new image of winemakers as media stars. When the 1980s TV series Falcon Crest portrayed Napa as a steamy hotbed of black-tie galas, limos in the vineyards and adulterous affairs, he pronounced himself pleased by the characterization.

His triumph on the world stage came in 1978, when he joined Bordeaux's patriarch, the Baron Philippe de Rothschild, to create Opus One, a winery across the road from Mondavi, and a powerful, prize-winning wine that today fetches up to $150 a bottle -- a major coup for the son of immigrants born in a Minnesota mining town.

On a personal level, things weren't going as well. Mondavi's dream was to leave his wine empire to his sons, Michael and Tim, but the two -- like their elders before them -- never got along. Michael was older, outgoing, a businessman. Tim was more introspective, a winemaker.

Robert Mondavi, as part of his hard-nosed business philosophy, pitted the sons against each other, expecting it to make them tough. It only led to constant clashes.

Mondavi admitted it in his candid book: ``I rode them hard, Mike and Tim, and this caused some damaging rifts.''

The atmosphere became so tense that Robert, Michael and Tim brought in a full-time therapist to help them manage their relationship, both business and personal, Mondavi says in his book.

Mondavi charged ahead with grandiose plans. In the early 1990s, the company engaged in a buying spree of California vineyards, also setting up joint ventures in Australia, Chile and Italy. A plague of phylloxera, a deadly plant louse, necessitated replanting entire California vineyards.

Strapped for cash, the Mondavis took the company public in 1993, but the stock plunged in value, and the difficult personal relationships got worse.

In 2003, Robert, going deaf, resigned from the board, just as Michael, then Tim were demonstrating their disaffection by taking separate, six-month sabbaticals. With direct control out of the Mondavis' hands, the board of directors accepted a $1.3-billion buyout offer in 2004 from Constellation, an international drinks conglomerate.

Mondavi had lost his empire. Today, Tim has started a new wine venture called Continuum, making a single Bordeaux-style red wine in Napa. Robert and Margrit Mondavi and Tim's sister, Marcia Borger Mondavi, are principals. Michael makes wines under the Oberon and Hangtime labels at the Carneros Creek Winery.

Constellation, sensitive to appearances, created a fine wine division that runs the Mondavi winery at arms length, letting both Robert and Margrit keep their old offices.

''They've been very nice,'' she says.

Meanwhile, five miles north in the Napa Valley, Peter Mondavi had been building an empire of his own at his historic, oak-lined Charles Krug Winery -- and racking up firsts in the wine industry.

In the early days, he was a pioneer in putting vintage dates on varietal wines -- a radical concept at the time. He helped develop cold fermentation of white wines to preserve their crispness and fruitiness, at first using mechanical cooling towers supplemented by blocks of ice.

In more recent years, with Peter Jr. running Charles Krug and Marc running its sister winery, C.K. Mondavi, the family is moving to make its vineyards organic, eschewing artificial fertilizers and pesticides.

Peter Jr. is enthusiastic: ``It's for the health of the community and our workers. We live here, and our kids play here. It's our backyard, and we want to take care of it.''

And finally, as they passed their 90th birthdays, the two brothers saw the rancor between them soften. Urged on by their children and grandchildren, they began attending family Thanksgiving and Christmas gatherings together.

Then came public acknowledgement. For the 2004 Napa Valley Auction, a charity event, each brother contributed some of his best grapes to be blended to make two barrels of wine. They called it ''Ancora una Volta,'' ''One More Time.'' It was a sensation, with half a barrel selling for $400,000 -- nearly $2,700 a bottle.

At the South Beach Wine & Food Festival, Robert and Peter Sr. will pour their Ancora una Volta wine together. Peter Jr., his brother, Marc, and their cousin Tim will pour wines their fathers made together at Charles Krug before their 1965 breakup. (Robert's other son, Michael, is not expected.)

At last, the families are at peace for the most part.

''Time heals things,'' Peter Sr. says.

''In old age we soften,'' says Margrit. ``The hurt is gone. Everybody's doing fine. It's good.''

HONOR ROLL: Robert and Peter Mondavi will receive lifetime achievement awards Sunday at a South Beach Wine & Food Festival tribute brunch at the Loews Miami Beach Hotel. Media and lifestyle mogul Martha Stewart and Continental Companies founder Donald E. Lefton will be honored at the same event, which is sold out.

-- FRED TASKER

FRED'S BARGAIN BIN

• 2004 Snoqualmie Merlot, Columbia Valley, Washington: The tractor seems incongruous on the label of this soft, ripe, red wine that's named for an Indian tribe and has aromas and flavors of cassis and black coffee to go with fish like grilled salmon or seared tuna. It's $9 in supermarkets.

-- FRED TASKER

NY Times

Brooding, Complex 2004 Châteauneufs

February 21, 2007

By ERIC ASIMOV

A GOOD Châteauneuf-du-Pape is first and foremost a wine-lover’s wine.

Other wines can give you gloss and symmetry, the sort of good looks that are obvious even if you aren’t much of a wine drinker. But Châteauneuf does not lend itself to smoothness and polish.

It is earthy and sometimes fierce, the proverbial “brooding” wine. Yet as difficult as it can initially be to embrace, the ornery character of Châteauneuf makes it all the more rewarding when the lights finally go on.

That aha! moment with Châteauneuf is like suddenly recognizing the beauty in one of Picasso’s women, and realizing that conventional notions can take you only so far.

A classic Châteauneuf can offer the fruit flavors that most wine drinkers love so well, ranging from cherry and blueberry to deep, rich raspberry. It can also have intense aromas of violets and other flowers, woven through with whiffs of earth and Provençal herbs, spices and indeed a little of what is politely termed barnyard. This is all in one big package that is rarely neat.

Few wines offer as visually clear a sense of place as a good Châteauneuf. When you stick your nose in a glass and breathe in, you can actually feel transported to Provence, to perpetually windy slopes and rocky terrain redolent of garlic, lavender and thyme. It’s not a bad strategy for dealing with the chill of winter.

While the wines that are lumped together in the Rhone region are bound by the Rhone River, northern and southern Rhones are completely different characters. The reds of the northern Rhone, like those of Burgundy to the north, are based on a single grape. Syrah rules the north, even if the vignerons of Côte-Rôtie occasionally throw in a little viognier, and the fascination of these wines is in the various expressions of this one grape.

But Châteauneuf and the southern Rhone is a land of blends. Traditionally, the wines were field blends of many grapes grown side by side. While the appellation’s rules permit the use of 13 grapes in the blend, most wines nowadays are dominated by grenache, mourvèdre and syrah (with some exceptions, like Château Beaucastel, a historic Châteauneuf producer, which still uses all 13 varietals).

Since the great vintage of 1998, Châteauneuf has been on something of a roll. With the exception of 2002, which was a rain-drenched washout for the reds of the southern Rhone, almost every year has been very good, to say the least, and each has its particular fans. Except for some of the great producers, like Beaucastel, Rayas and a few others, most of the 2004’s have hit the stores. The wine panel recently had the pleasure of tasting 25 bottles.

Florence Fabricant and I were joined for the tasting by Tim Kopec, the wine director at Veritas, and Mollie Battenhouse, the sommelier at Tribeca Grill. Both restaurants have superb lists of Châteauneuf-du-Pape.

Not surprisingly, we each had different feelings about the 2004 vintage. I was the most enthusiastic. It reminded me of 1998 because I found so many balanced wines with great character.

Tim was the least enthusiastic, feeling that some grenache grapes hadn’t ripened sufficiently. While he called 2004 very good, he also said it reminded him more of 1997 than 1998, a vintage that a decade later has not earned many compliments.

We all found the wines to be highly diverse, with Mollie dividing them into three groups: elegant, concentrated and brooding. While I understood her groupings, I found a lot of overlap in the wines, which is part of what makes Châteauneuf-du-Papes so interesting.

Whatever we thought of the vintage, we all agreed on our top wine, the Colombis from Domaine Ferrando, a newcomer to this historic region. The estate is owned by Isabel Ferrando, and this, the first vintage of Colombis, is quite the beginning: rich and generous with a spicy, herbal complexity and plenty of earth and mineral flavors.

Ms. Ferrando also owns the established Domaine Saint Préfert, which produced our No. 8 wine, the big, dark Réserve Auguste Favier, which was jammy yet balanced with plenty of room for aging and improvement.

The bottles in the tasting ranged from $20 to $95, and our best value, at $32, was the Domaine de Monpertuis, an old-style Châteauneuf that blends in some tart herbal and earth aromas with a fresh raspberry flavor. This wine was balanced and though enjoyable now will benefit, like most of these bottles, from at least a few years of aging. In fact, Châteauneuf in general can be enjoyed young but doesn’t really come into its prime until it is at least 7 to 10 years old.

Our No. 2 wine, the Domaine de la Janasse Vieilles Vignes, reminded me a little of a Rayas because of the beautiful raspberry aromas that are typical of that storied estate.

A different style was shown by our No. 3 wine, the Domaine des Relagnes, a cuvée with a peculiar name, Les Petits Pieds d’Armand, which does not refer to Armand’s little feet, but to a vineyard of very old vines. This wine was big and powerful with plenty of stuffing, and while three of us liked it very much, Mollie dissented, finding it port-like.

The Bosquet des Papes à la Gloire de Mon Grand-Père was a special favorite of mine. This cuvée, made from an old patch of grenache, is a complete package — jammy yet elegant with flavors of fruit, spice, earth and herbs, and is already delicious.

Several noteworthy wines didn’t make our top 10, including the Clos des Papes, which seemed bright and sunny but lacked a little structure, and the Deus-ex Machina from Clos St. Jean, an almost impossibly concentrated wine that was very pure with well-integrated oak but on this day didn’t show much complexity.

It should be no surprise that Châteauneuf-du-Papes are brawny wines, historically high in alcohol. In fact, the appellation requires the highest minimum level of alcohol, 12.5 percent, of any appellation in France. Most of the wines in our tasting were 14 to 14. 5 percent, a number than can go higher in an especially hot year like 2003. Yet they wear their strength well. Brooding, perhaps. Monstrous, almost never.

Tasting Report: Bold Choices for the Fearless Enthusiast

Domaine Ferrando Colombis $43 ***

Big, spicy and rich with both jammy fruit and complex mineral and herbal

aromas. (Importer: Weygandt-Metzler, Unionville, Pa.)

Domaine de la Janasse Vieilles Vignes $88 ***

Concentrated and balanced with bright raspberry aromas edged with spices and herbs. (Eric Solomon/European Cellars Select, Charlotte, N.C.)

Domaine des Relagnes $65 ** 1/2

Les Petits Pieds d’Armand

Power-packed, with complex aromas of lavender, spice and flowers.

(Wines of France, Mountainside, N.J.)

BEST VALUE

Domaine de Monpertuis $32 ** 1/2

Earthy and old-fashioned with a nice balance between raspberry and tart herbal aromas. (Rosenthal Wine Merchant, New York)

Domaine Bosquet des Papes $58 ** 1/2

À la Gloire de Mon Grand-Père

Elegant and balanced with spicy, earthy aromas of dark fruit and tobacco. (Wines of France, Mountainside, N.J.)

Domaine Bois de Boursan $45 ** 1/2

Rich and spicy with plenty of finesse; needs time to develop.

(Louis/Dressner Selections, New York)

Mas de Boislauzon Cuvée du Quet $58 ** 1/2

Dark and deep with lingering spicy fruit flavors.

(Wines of France, Mountainside, N.J.)

Domaine Saint Préfert $40 ** 1/2

Réserve Auguste Favier

Balanced, spicy fruit flavors; lots of rustic power.

(Daniel Johnnes Selection, New York)

Domaine Lafond Roc-Épine $35 ** 1/2

Aromas of flowers and dark fruit; needs aging to open up.

(Wines of France, Mountainside, N.J.)

Domaine Pierre Usseglio & Fils $95 ** 1/2

Cuvée de Mon Aïeul

Aromas of anise and spicy fruit; balanced and pleasing.

(Wines of France, Mountainside, N.J.)
San Francisco Chronicle

The little appellation that could

With only 189 acres, Cole Ranch is the nation's tiniest AVA, proving that small can be beautiful

Jon Bonné, Chronicle Wine Editor

Friday, February 23, 2007

(02-23) 04:00 PST Ukiah -- Blink and you'll miss it. And how could you not? Drive into the hills west of Ukiah on Highway 253, and you'll be minding boulders, rutted dirt trails and precarious switchbacks. Climb higher, above 1,400 feet, and you might, just might, catch a glimpse of grapevines. If you notice them at all, you'll have found Cole Ranch, the smallest wine appellation in the United States.

The American Viticultural Areas (AVAs), designated by the federal government to highlight wine areas of special significance, are typically 1,000 acres or larger. The Russian River Valley encompasses some 127,000 acres. Napa's Mount Veeder is 15,000 acres.

By comparison, Cole Ranch is just 189 acres, according to the federal Alcohol and Tobacco Tax and Trade Bureau, with 55 under vine. Oakville's To Kalon vineyard, home to the Robert Mondavi Winery, has 10 times as much vineyard land. Undoubtedly, the Cole Ranch site is charming, a remote, odd-shaped canyon valley nestled into the hills.

It was on a drive along the 17-mile Boonville-Ukiah road in 1971 that John Cole, whose name would eventually grace the ranch, found inspiration.

"I came over the hill and saw that valley, and said, 'Well, why aren't there grapes there?' " Cole recalls.

Cole Ranch is often considered a footnote in the realm of California wine -- a tiny patch of land yielding tiny amounts of wine. Certainly it is not an easy plot to farm. Cold nights, late harvests and frugal yields make for a lot of work and relatively little return -- not exactly an easy sell in Mendocino, whose restrained wines already have to shout to be heard in a world of steroidal fruit bombs.

In other words, farming the ranch's vineyards has always been a labor of love. But it's one that its owners have gladly undertaken.

"What we love is when you get it right here, when you get the right year, it's like nothing else," says Eric Sterling, winemaker for Esterlina Vineyards & Winery, whose family bought Cole Ranch in 1999. "The Pinots are closer to Burgundy than anything else I've tasted in the United States."

Though Bonterra Vineyards' McNab Ranch lies on the other side of a mountain to the south, Cole Ranch has few immediate neighbors beyond mountain lions and wild pigs. A lone steer owned by the Sterlings often wanders near the vines. The 253-acre ranch that encompasses the appellation produces a minuscule 150 to 250 tons of grapes. For an area its size, many wineries would harvest double that.

But what the appellation lacks in production, it makes up for in the unique quality of its fruit.

The ranch possesses a curious microclimate, with notably less heat and more rain than Ukiah, just a few miles away. The high elevation and cold nights extend grapes' ripening time over a month longer than nearby vineyards while maintaining a buoyant level of acidity. That marked acidity is the defining trait of Cole Ranch wines. The wines are remarkably delicate, yet earthy, with bright fruit flavors. Almost every year, Cole Ranch Rieslings have an electric edge.

And if most Cabernets are a case study in "more is more," Esterlina's Cabernet Sauvignon is a model of restraint, with vibrant red-fruit flavors and finessed oak overtones. In cool years, it can taste vegetal; in warmer years like 2002, it has the modest balance that's an increasing rarity in Cabernet in California and elsewhere.

Cole Ranch is a further rarity in that it's one of a handful of AVAs with a single owner. Currently, that's Esterlina, founded by Eric Sterling, his brothers and their father, Murio.

The Sterlings also farm Esterlina's estate vineyard in Philo, and they own Healdsburg's Everett Ridge Vineyards and Winery, on the edge of the Dry Creek and Russian River valleys.

When it came to Cole Ranch, they decided to keep nearly all the fruit for themselves, though they share a bit of Riesling with their neighbors at Philo's Handley Cellars, and some Pinot Noir with Vision Cellars in Windsor. But for most of the past 31 years, Cole Ranch was a source for other people's wines. Big names such as Chateau St. Jean and Fetzer relied on it for grapes that made some of their best-loved bottlings.

"The Riesling was great," says Paul Dolan, who used ranch fruit when he was the winemaker at Fetzer in the late 1970s. "We made some beautiful Riesling up there."

The ranch's climate makes it a challenge to ripen grapes: Riesling struggles toward a modest target of 22.5 Brix, a measure of sugar in the fruit. But the climate also helps keep the wine's acidity hovering around a pH of 3, a rarity in California, which lends the wines a vitality and freshness more characteristic of German or Alsatian wines. Over the years, the lengthy ripening seasons have frequently induced natural botrytis, or noble rot, which concentrates the fruit's sugars and adds a honeyed intensity.

Cole Ranch is nothing less than a laboratory for cool-climate grape growing. Vine buds often break in early May, a full month later than in Sonoma. Frost is present up to 10 months a year; in 2005, the Sterlings had to spray water for frost protection 17 times.

"It's almost like a European growing season, only longer, because you have the California climate," says Chris Sterling, one of Murio's sons and Esterlina's vineyard manager.

Big temperature swings

As harvest approaches in November, daytime temperatures in the 80s give way to nights in the high 30s, often with a 50-degree swing as the sun sets. During a January visit, a clear frost line on the dirt marked off where a patch of Merlot began.

"It's definitely, far and away, the hardest vineyard we have to farm," says Eric Sterling, who is a physician as well as Esterlina's winemaker. "Most people in this industry thought this ranch was too much of a pain to deal with."

Consider the different grapes growing in close proximity. Riesling can be found on several plots, a proper match for the chilly site. At a modest 3 tons per acre, the Riesling is a relative workhorse compared with the old-vine Cabernet Sauvignon, which scarcely clears 2 tons per acre. The Cab's acidity is so high that Esterlina holds back the wine for an extra year or two to mellow before release.

Young-vine Pinot Noir sits on the eastern edge, nudging up against redwood-dotted slopes, arrayed to soak up every last drop of sunshine as the sun ducks in and out between the surrounding 2,200-foot peaks. The Pinot is even stingier in its yields. Ten acres provide just 9 tons of grapes for Esterlina's reserve Pinot, less than one-quarter of the average in the Russian River. And yet, across a creek from the Pinot plot lies chunky vines of the ranch's 30-year-old Cab vines, which by all logic shouldn't even be in such a temperate spot. Pinot and Cabernet nestled together? It's all part of Cole Ranch's odd history.

In 1971, Ohio native John Cole left his job at a real-estate firm, romanced by the California wine boom of the early '70s. He began studying at UC Davis, where advisers suggested he hunt down vineyard opportunities on the North Coast. During a drive back from the Mendocino coastline, he saw the outlines of a worn-out sheep ranch.

Planting a vineyard

In late summer of '71, Cole bought the 385-acre property and set to work. There was much to do. He had to dam up a spring-fed lake high above the ranch's flat pastures, creating a gravity-fed water source. A climate study was necessary. Vine rootstock was a challenge to find. It took two years before he planted 32 acres of Cabernet and 18 acres of Riesling vines, some of which -- including the Cab, planted on hearty St. George rootstock -- are still producing fruit. Because irrigation could slow down the grapes' maturing process and seemed likely to delay what was already a late-ripening crop, Cole initially dry-farmed his plot. (Some limited irrigation came later.)

Two years later, in 1975, he was ready for his first harvest. Then reality hit. "It got into probably September. I hadn't sold anything," he says. "I was talking to Barney Fetzer one day ... and he said, 'I can't take your grapes, but I heard Chateau St. Jean is looking for Riesling up here.' "

So Cole headed down to Sonoma, where Richard Arrowood was running the Kenwood-based winery, and made a deal.

The following spring, St. Jean's vineyard manager, Bernard Fernandez Jr., came up to visit with a couple bottles of wine. Cole was shocked -- and flattered -- to find his name on the label.

On the label

"We put designations on those wines that deserved it," recalls Arrowood. "We were very surprised at how it turned out, so we designated it Cole Ranch."

St. Jean was making a name for itself with late-harvest Rieslings, and for the next two years, Cole's fruit made one of the standouts in St. Jean's lineup. But in 1978 the Fetzers, still on their way to becoming Mendocino moguls, took interest, just as St. Jean was starting to focus solely on making Sonoma wines.

Before long, both Riesling and Cabernet were headed down the hill to the Fetzer facility in Redwood Valley. The arrangement would remain well into the 1990s, even after the Fetzers sold to wine and spirits corporation Brown-Foreman in 1992.

By 1981, with the federal Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms beginning to approve the first of the American appellations, Cole decided to try and formalize the name. At the time, it was anyone's guess whether AVAs would have real commercial value, but Cole says, "I just sort of knew in my heart that it would be of increasing importance someday."

In his April 1981 application, Cole highlighted his site's cooler climate -- 2,868 degree days (a measure of optimal heat levels for vineyards), compared with 3,460 down the hill in Ukiah -- along with up to 13 inches more rainfall, and an elevation that made it, at the time, "one of the highest altitude vineyards" on the North Coast. He included press clippings that praised the quality of Cole Ranch wines.

In May 1983, John Cole's ranch became the smallest appellation in America. It remains so today.

New owners on the scene

By the mid-'90s, Cole was enjoying the fruits of the wine boom. "But I could see that all booms end sometime," he says. His contracts with Fetzer had ended, and he put the property on the market, where it sat for several years.

Enter the Sterlings. Originally cattle ranchers and grape growers during the 1960s in the Central Valley, they had since bought vineyards in the Russian River and Alexander valleys. One day while driving the road between Ukiah and Boonville, they saw the For Sale sign.

"We just dropped by to take a look but, and I'll tell you the truth, my Dad just kind of fell in love with it," says Eric Sterling. "We liked the fact it was self-contained." In 1999, $1.6 million later, Cole Ranch was theirs.

Cool climate challenge

Then came the tough part. The Sterlings replaced Chardonnay with Pinot Noir. But, as they quickly learned, farming the ranch is like tanning in Seattle -- an exercise in chasing every last ray of light. Even with the vines planted for maximum exposure, the surrounding hills provide shade in both the early morning and the afternoon. At peak growing season, Sonoma vineyards might get 13 hours of sunlight; Cole Ranch gets nine.

The family decided to become their own best customer. They bought Philo's Pepperwood Springs winery in 2000 and renamed it Esterlina. Using nearly all the ranch's grapes gave them a vital level of control over farming.

"If you had to survive off this as just a grape grower," says Eric Sterling, "I believe it would be pretty hard sledding."

Cole Ranch will never become easier to farm. The climate remains a challenge even to experienced farmers, the need for hand pruning and harvesting limits its productivity and the steep terrain prevents expansion. And yet an amphitheater-shaped 4-acre plot will soon be planted in either Zinfandel or Syrah. Neither is an obvious pick for such a cold site, but then, neither was the Cabernet.

Vineyard foreman Chris Lopez, who has worked Cole Ranch -- and lived on it -- for nearly two decades, and his crew of two must decide, row by row, how best to tend the vines. Between uneven slopes and the ever-shifting sun, a single row can require several different amounts of pruning. In just 100 feet, you can walk from the one of the warmest spots in the vineyard to the coldest.

This close attention to detail, and the resulting wines, just goes to show that small can be beautiful.

And at a time when appellations are sometimes seen more as marketing tools than anything else, Cole Ranch has managed to prove with the quality of its fruit just how different it actually is.

"When you get up here and you farm it, and you see how it's different from any other place that I'm aware of, it makes sense," says Eric Sterling. "And I think you have to know the ranch the way John did to appreciate that."

Cole Ranch wines

The downside to wines from a small appellation such as Cole Ranch is that there aren't many bottles to go around.

Esterlina makes most of the wines from the appellation's fruit. The 2004 Esterlina Reserve Cole Ranch Pinot Noir ($50) is sold out, but the 2005 Esterlina Cole Ranch Riesling ($18), packed with lime flavors and hints of tropical fruit, masks a sizable amount of sugar with impressive acidity. The 2005 Esterlina Cole Ranch Dry Riesling ($19) is more bracing, but with a lush texture that will improve over the next few years. The 2004 Esterlina Cole Ranch Merlot ($20) is particularly bright and spicy for that grape variety. And the 2002 Esterlina Cole Ranch Cabernet Sauvignon ($20), with its juicy notes of cherry and cedar, is the current release.

Milla Handley at Handley Cellars makes a Riesling from Cole Ranch most years. The 2005 Handley Cole Ranch White Riesling ($17) is lacy and tangy, with flavors of lime and guava overlaid by white mineral.

Vision Cellars in Windsor also produces a tiny amount of Pinot Noir from Cole Ranch fruit. Both the 2004 Vision Cellars Cole Ranch Pinot Noir (141 cases) and 2005 Vision Cellars Cole Ranch Pinot Noir (154 cases) are $65 per bottle.

-- Jon Bonné
SIPPING NEWS
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"Wine, food and an intelligent sense of vice."

That was the tagline of Wine X magazine, which founder and publisher Darryl Roberts announced is ceasing publication after more than 10 years. The Santa Rosa-based magazine targeted twentysomethings with its irreverent approach to wine. The Wine X Web site will continue until contractual obligations are met and then be dismantled.

Roberts pulled the plug because few wineries were advertising. "There's a lot of talk within the wine industry about marketing to young adults," Roberts says. "New wines have been created, new wine divisions have been formed by large wine companies, all with the idea of targeting young adults. Yet they give us absolutely no support."

Since 1997, twentysomethings have added 40 percent to per capita consumption in the U.S. and 25 percent to the core wine consumer group.

-- Cyril Penn

Skilled mixologists know the importance of square ice cubes -- they don't melt as fast, so they don't dilute your drink. Make bar-perfect ice at home, with silicone ice trays from Tovolo.

A set of two is $9.95 at Sur la Table.

Blossoming scents of tangerine peel in the glass hint that Daphne is sweet as can be.

Not so. At first sip, this frizzante Malvasia Secco from Lambrusco producer Medici Ermete (whose Concerto red we can't resist), reveals itself to be edgy and dry. Made from the Malvasia di Candia variety, which once was also a staple in Madeira, the wine is highlighted by subtle floral overtones. If you need a break from Champagne's yeasty heft, and still want bubbles to launch a meal, the 2005 Daphne ($20) from the Emilian area of Reggio (Italy) offers an aromatic alternative. From winerydirect.com.

-- Jon Bonné

Oscar goes green

There's a push for green products and practices at this year's Academy Awards, and gift bags will be bursting with eco-friendly products. And even though rehab is becoming de rigueur for celebrities, several Oscar events will feature Mothership Wit, an organic beer by New Belgium Brewing of Fort Collins, CO (the maker of Fat Tire Amber Ale ), which boasts that it is the country's first fully wind-powered brewery. Finally, a beer we can feel virtuous drinking.

-- Karola Saekel

Since it's the tail end of citrus season, we thought we'd remind you to substitute the juice of a Mandarin, satsuma, navel or blood orange for the lemon juice or wine vinegars in your homemade salad dressing, especially when drinking wine.

Delicate white wines are often overwhelmed by lemon juice, but orange juice, with just a few drops of lemon juice, can provide the low-acid profile you want for pairing. A few passes of orange peel on a Microplane grater would also give you enough zest for a nice variation.

-- Olivia Wu
Mastering Tequila, one glass at a time

Camper English, Special to The Chronicle

Friday, February 23, 2007

Tommy's Mexican Restaurant, with a mere 275 bottles squeezed onto its shelves, no longer has the largest selection of 100 percent blue agave Tequila outside of Mexico, but likely has the most Tequila-savvy clientele. The restaurant's Blue Agave tasting club is the nation's largest, with more than 6,000 members -- not too shabby considering the restaurant is located out in San Francisco's avenues and the bar has only nine stools.

The club began around 1989, according to beverage manager Julio Bermejo, who runs the family restaurant with his father Tommy, mother and two sisters. Bermejo got the idea for the tasting club while at UC Berkeley, when he frequented Raleigh's, a bar with a beer-drinking club.

He started the Blue Agave Club a bit later, but says that, at first, "it wasn't taken seriously at all."

Now the Blue Agave Club has several levels and corresponding degrees. For the master's level, students must drink 35 different kinds of Tequila to graduate, upon which they receive a T-shirt, a framed diploma and a Tequila Master booklet. With 35 additional tastings of Tequila and a (notoriously difficult) 70-question written test, ambitious students can earn a Ph.D. (if they drink the Tequila in margaritas) or become a Ninja Master (if they drink it neat in snifters). Then, if the student visits Tequila distilleries in Mexico, usually on a Bermejo-led tour, he or she becomes a Demigod of Tequila.

Like most clubs, Tommy's has membership rules. There is a maximum of three card punches per visit and cards are stamped Sundays through Thursdays only, though most club members come in Mondays and Wednesdays after work.

The price and effort of graduating from the Blue Agave Club are daunting. It takes at least 12 visits to graduate from the master's level alone (at three card punches per visit). And since the lowest-priced Tequila is $7 for a 2-ounce pour, it costs well above $250 to earn the master's diploma.There are currently more than 700 master's graduates and about 100 Ph.D.s, Ninja Masters and Demigods, according to Bermejo. But stopping into the bar on a recent Monday showed why so many people join the club and become regulars. Bermejo greeted nearly every customer by name, made dinner plans with one, and discussed travel plans with another. Regulars introduced themselves to new people, and everyone at the bar was soon connected.

Rather than Bermejo leading a formal tasting, patrons discussed Tequila (and other topics) together in small clumps that morphed in size. When discussing a particular brand of Tequila, a Demigod stepped behind the bar (an extreme offense in most venues) to take the bottle off the shelf and pass it around for people to examine. In trying to name the five Mexican states that can legally produce Tequila, the same customer asked for help and everyone in the bar chimed in.

Bermejo's fastest master's graduate was "an attorney looking for loopholes."

"He finished in two days and 11 hours. ... He would drink three (drinks), pay his tab, physically walk out of the restaurant and come back in." Bermejo says the guy had a chaperone who drove him home and that he actually handled his liquor impressively well.

But that is far from the average customer, some of whom have taken more than 10 years to graduate. Bermejo is quite proud of his graduates, many of who become friends. Several members of the Blue Agave Club attended Bermejo's wedding in Mexico last year.

Gary Satterfield, who works at a phone company, was introduced to Tommy's by a co-worker.

"It only took one visit," Satterfield says, for him to join the club.

Satterfield now holds the title of Demigod of Tequila. Some of his other co-workers, three of whom were at the bar on a recent Monday, are in various stages of earning their degrees as well. His co-workers include "two Demigods, three Ph.D.s, six people working on their master's, and one is just waiting to finish breast-feeding so she can come back in and work on her card."

Donna Weinman, general manager of the Lake Merced Golf Club, was also at the bar that evening. She's been coming to Tommy's for more than 20 years, since she was 21. "Going through the whole program and getting the master's has helped me immensely," she says.

She explains that thanks to her education at Tommy's, Lake Merced now carries the best selection of Tequila of any golf club in California. "The membership embraces the variety, so much so that we're doing a Tequila dinner," Weinman says.

Other graduates of the club have gone on to open Tequila bars and become Tequila importers in other countries. Many of them become private collectors.

The Blue Agave Club sounds like a clever marketing plan, and it probably is that. But it works not because customers can show off how much Tequila they've consumed to earn a T-shirt, but because Bermejo has created an environment where customers learn from him and from one another in an open setting.

And, of course, the Tequila makes the lessons go down easy.

Tequila sampler

These restaurants have extensive Tequila selections:

Tommy's. 5929 Geary Blvd. (near 23rd Avenue), San Francisco; (415) 387-4747. For information about the Blue Agave Club, visit tommysmexican.com.

Colibri Mexican Bistro. 438 Geary St. (near Mason),

San Francisco; (415) 440-2737.

Tres Agaves. 130 Townsend St. (near Second Street), San Francisco; (415) 227-0500.

Mamacita. 2317 Chestnut St. (at Scott), San Francisco; (415) 376-1629.

Camper English is a nightlife and spirits freelance writer, and the author of "Party Like a Rock Star: Even When You're Poor as Dirt."
THE CHRONICLE'S WINE SELECTIONS: Russian River Valley and Sonoma Coast Chardonnay

W. Blake Gray

Friday, February 23, 2007

Chardonnay: It's what's for breakfast. We tasted 68 Russian River Valley and Sonoma Coast Chardonnays first thing in the morning, and that was the perfect time because the dominant flavors in almost all of them were toast, butter, lemon and vanilla.

This doesn't mean they were bad wines; far from it. But they were remarkably similar, given that the Sonoma Coast is a sprawling American Viticultural Area (AVA) of more than a half million acres that stretches from San Pablo Bay to the Mendocino County line, and not all of the vineyards in it are actually near the coast. Russian River Valley isn't tiny either; one-sixth of all vineyard acres in Sonoma County are in the appellation, which overlaps the Sonoma Coast AVA.

Fog unites most of the vineyards in these large AVAs; it pours in from the Pacific Ocean to keep things cool, allowing the grapes to maintain their natural acidity. This acidity is crucial to making food-friendly wines while still indulging big Chardonnay fans with long aging in oak barrels (that makes wine toasty) and malolactic fermentation, for those buttery notes.

If someone ever develops a Russian River Valley Chardonnay-flavored breakfast spread, please let us know. We'll take a case.

THREE STARS 2005 Barefoot Reserve Russian River Valley Chardonnay ($15) For anyone who believes corporate ownership is always bad, consider this: The Gallo family bought Barefoot Cellars in January 2005. The winery was always known for good value $5 wines, but this reserve bottling -- made in the first year under Gallo -- takes that to the next level. It's definitely for oak fans, but also has forceful citrus and green apple notes with a creamy mouthfeel. Excellent quality/price performance in this tonier crowd earns it three stars.

TWO STARS 2005 Clos du Bois Calcaire Russian River Valley Chardonnay ($20) On the front page of the Web site closdubois.com, there's a link titled "All the French you need to know" that leads to an audio file that pronounces the winery's name for you, followed by that slogan. But what about Calcaire, the French word for limestone, and the proprietary name for this wine? How can we pronounce it without a sound link? While we're waiting for Clos du Bois' corporate parent, Illinois-based Fortune Brands, to help, we can enjoy this wine's lemony flavor with notes of cedar and toast and a lingering lemony finish.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 Dutton Goldfield Dutton Ranch Russian River Valley Chardonnay ($35) In the early 1990s, winemaker Dan Goldfield and vineyard owner-manager Steve Dutton were among the first to explore the idea of making wine from the coolest appellations of western Sonoma County. This wine, from four vineyards in chilly Green Valley, is soft and elegant, balancing the classic Russian River flavor quartet of toast, lemon, butter and vanilla.

TWO STARS 2004 Gallo Family Vineyards Laguna Vineyard Russian River Valley Chardonnay ($24) Laguna Vineyard is one of the coolest of all the many vineyards owned by the Gallo family, and quite properly gets this small bottling of its own. There's plenty of toast and butterscotch on the palate, with lemon and cedar notes. It's 14.5 percent alcohol and does taste a little hot.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 Keller Estate Oro De Plata Sonoma Coast Chardonnay ($22) Auto-parts entrepreneur Arturo Keller moved to Petaluma in 1984 and built an asphalt road to drive his beloved vintage cars on. He planted vineyards in 1989 largely as landscaping, but the grapes quickly proved to have value to other wineries, and Keller Estate released its first wines in 2001. This wine will please people looking for balance and moderation with its restrained flavors of citrus, tart apple, oak and mineral.

TWO STARS 2005 Lake Sonoma Winery Russian River Valley Chardonnay ($16) It's not easy to move a lake, but fairly easy to move a winery named for one. Bubbly maker F. Korbel & Bros. sold Lake Sonoma's facility in Geyserville last year to Sbragia Family Vineyards and moved the brand into a tasting room in Healdsburg to attract more foot traffic. Korbel still makes the Lake Sonoma wines in different Sonoma County wineries. This wine, one of the last from the old building, has mouth-coating flavors of lemon and toast; it's a little yeasty on the long finish.

THREE STARS 2004 Landmark Lorenzo Russian River Valley Chardonnay ($48) This was the panel favorite by a large margin. Interesting aromas of toast, lemon, mineral and French sea salt leap from the glass. On the palate, it's Burgundian in the best way, with vibrant apple, citrus and fig flavors with plenty of toast and a laser-like finish that leaves you wanting another sip. Kudos to the winery owners, heirs of steel-plow inventor John Deere, for maintaining the legacy of exalting agriculture.

TWO STARS 2005 Lynmar Russian River Valley Chardonnay ($30) Lynmar owner Lynn C. Fritz's other main business is the Fritz Institute, a nonprofit that helps provide logistical and technical support to disaster relief operations. This wine is no charity case: It's intensely flavored with lemon, lime, caramel and plenty of toast; natural acidity carries it through a long finish.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2004 Marimar Estate Dobles Lias Don Miguel Vineyard Russian River Valley Chardonnay ($40) "Dobles Lias" means "double lees" in Spanish, the mother tongue of winery owner Marimar Torres. Lees are the spent yeast cells at the bottom of a fermenting barrel of wine; letting wine mature on the lees adds richness and complexity. "Double lees" means some poor winery workers were assigned the sloppy task of transferring lees from other barrels that were being bottled to this wine, after it had already spent more than nine months on its own lees. Bottled a year later, the resulting wine tastes like lemon meringue pie with a very toasty crust.

TWO STARS 2005 Schug Sonoma Coast Chardonnay ($20) Winemaster Walter Schug moved here from Germany more than 45 years ago and worked at some large wineries before founding his own label in 1980. He wanted to keep making Pinot Noir, which his then employer thought had no future in California. Two-thirds of the grapes for this food-friendly wine come from Carneros; it has plenty of lemon flavor with some vanilla notes.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 Taft Street Russian River Valley Chardonnay ($18) Taft Street in Oakland's Rockridge neighborhood is where company president Mike Tierney and his brother John got their start in the 1970s as home winemakers before moving to Sonoma County in 1982. Fittingly for a company born at a Berkeley home-winemaker shop called Wine and the People, this wine doesn't offer just any old toast: It smells and tastes like whole-wheat toast, with a big mouthfeel and a yeasty note reminiscent of Burgundy.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 White Oak Russian River Valley Chardonnay ($20) White Oak owns about 800 acres of vineyards in the Napa, Alexander and Russian River valleys, but sells 90 percent of its fruit to other wineries. The winery keeps 10 percent to make, among other things, this elegant, well-balanced wine, which has lively apple, citrus and toast flavors and stays toasty on the medium-long finish.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 Williams Selyem Russian River Valley Chardonnay ($35) Williams Selyem owner John Dyson is probably watching the 2008 presidential nominees step forward with more interest than most, as he was a deputy New York mayor under Rudolph Giuliani and returned to work full time for him after Sept. 11. The United States currently has no ambassador to Burgundy, but this cloudy, unfiltered wine with winning acidity and an unusual character of lemon, wildflowers, sherry and table grapes is a viable candidate.

Much-maligned Merlot so unhip it's cool again

W. Blake Gray, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, February 23, 2007

2004 Cycles Gladiator Central Coast Merlot (left) tastes ...

I typed "unhip" into Wikipedia's search engine and 41 results came up, including Blood, Sweat & Tears, Van Halen and Cher.

What didn't come up was "Merlot."

Merlot has suffered two years of insults, ever since the release of a certain directionally named movie. Bottle sales flattened, and last fall some vintners reported that they were offered premium Merlot grapes for free if they would pick them.

Yet Merlot is still the top-selling red wine in the United States, according to ACNielsen, the market data company. There's still nearly five times as much Merlot sold as Pinot Noir. Moreover, the sales slump might be ending; the company reports that Merlot sales were up 4.7 percent over the most recent 13-week period.

Has Merlot returned to fashion, like ankle boots, miniskirts and skinny-leg jeans? Will hipsters start carrying Merlot in their messenger bags?

Because of the bicycle motif, those bags would be particularly appropriate for the best wine on this list, the 2004 Cycles Gladiator Central Coast Merlot ($10) from the talented winemaking team of Paul Clifton and Adam LaZarre. This is the type of wine that made America fall in love with Merlot in the first place: It has a nice blueberry flavor and a very smooth, round mouthfeel with just a touch of earthiness for interest. It tastes much more expensive than a $10 wine, and maybe when Merlot regains its hipness, it will be.

Constellation Brands, the world's largest wine company, dominates this week's list. Constellation owns Night Harvest by R.H. Phillips, 3 Blind Moose, Twin Fin and Vendange. Perhaps the New York company's size allows it to take advantage of a down market for Merlot, because great Merlot grapes are available to wineries now at low prices. Whatever the reason, these are very good values.

My favorite of the Constellation wines is the 2003 Twin Fin California Merlot ($10), which delivers plenty of sweet cherry fruit with hints of chocolate on the medium-long finish. It's a simple yet indulgent wine that would be great for drinking on its own -- the fabled "glass of Merlot" so popular in the late 1990s.

Usually the 3 Blind Moose wines are sweeter than average because the brand is targeted at younger adults. The 2004 3 Blind Moose California Merlot ($10) shows the brand may be maturing with its audience; it's not noticeably sweet, instead delivering nice cherry flavor with a hint of earthiness.

Constellation acquired R.H. Phillips last year when it bought Vincor International, Canada's largest wine company. R.H. Phillips has been harvesting grapes at night for more than 20 years, through two ownership changes. The idea is to maintain the grapes' fresh flavors and crisp acidity by getting them in the crusher during the cool evening. Night harvesting pays off in the 2004 Night Harvest by R.H. Phillips California Merlot ($8), which has a pleasant cherry flavor accented by a toasty note.

I didn't expect to recommend the 2004 Vendange California Merlot ($4 for 500 ml box); this is a brand served at hockey games. But this wine has decent red-fruit flavors of red currant and raspberry with a hint of green pepper. Moreover, the box is small enough to fit in a pants pocket (at least a fat-pants pocket), so if your local hockey team doesn't serve wine, bring your own.

The Trinchero Family isn't as big as Constellation, but owns Sutter Home, the third-largest selling U.S. wine brand by total revenue after Yellow Tail and Franzia, according to ACNielsen. The company uses the Trinchero Family label for its midpriced wines, and the 2004 Trinchero Family Monterey County Merlot ($12) is a good one, with bright cherry fruit, crisp acidity and noticeable tannins.

Of course, if you want to talk about powerful wine families, you might as well start with the Rothschilds, who own some of the leading wineries in Bordeaux and collaborate with Constellation on Opus One. The 2004 Baron Philippe de Rothschild Vin de Pays d'Oc Merlot ($8) is a good entry-level wine that takes advantage of southern France's grape glut, delivering mild black currant and earth flavors.

If you prefer a family-made wine, check out the 2004 Bogle Vineyards California Merlot ($11). The Clarksburg (Yolo County) winery is owned by Patty Bogle and the vineyards are managed by her son, Warren Bogle. The flavors of blackberry and earth in this wine disappear rather quickly, but it leaves a nice blackberry aftertaste on the tongue.

Happy Camper's name and label are so clever that I assumed it was a corporate product. But it's not: Wine industry veteran Jeffrey Dye of Concord made 3,500 cases of the 2004 Happy Camper California Merlot ($9) at custom-crush facilities because he has no winery of his own. It's a light-bodied wine that tastes of cherry with a little blackberry and toast. Seek out a bottle of Happy Camper and you'll be one. That's a bad pun, but I heard that bad puns are now excruciatingly hip.

Shopping list

These were the best of 25 Merlots tasted for this column:

2004 Baron Philippe de Rothschild Vin de Pays d'Oc Merlot ($8)

2004 Bogle Vineyards California Merlot ($11)

2004 Cycles Gladiator Central Coast Merlot ($10)

2004 Happy Camper California Merlot ($9)

2004 Night Harvest by R.H. Phillips California Merlot ($8)

2004 3 Blind Moose California Merlot ($10)

2004 Trinchero Family Monterey County Merlot ($12)

2003 Twin Fin California Merlot ($10)

2004 Vendange California Merlot ($4 for 500 ml box)
In Amador County, Gold Country morphs into Wine Country

Laura Compton, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, February 23, 2007

Mellow Amador County may be only 45 minutes east of Sacramento, but it feels a world away as strip-mall sprawl gives way to fields of cows, lambs and even a few peacocks. Most of the wineries are off Highway 49 in the Shenandoah Valley, between the Gold Country towns of Plymouth and Fiddletown and reflect the sleepy, small-town pace. Domaine de la Terre Rouge/Easton even has a white picket fence surrounding the vineyards as one approaches the low-slung, rust-colored tasting room and adjoining picnic area.

Still, in a region not known for the hard sell, tasting room employee Doug Bellamy nonetheless had an irresistible pitch: "One, these are all good wines. Two, you drink; I talk. Three, it's free."

He was right on all three counts. We had visited before, and were familiar with the wines, so it was his knowledgeable food pairing suggestions that were truly the highlight. Clearly this is a passion among staff, rather than simply a way to sell wine.

Winemaker Bill Easton makes his wine under two distinctly different labels: Terre Rouge boasts Rhone-style varietals including Viognier, Syrah, Roussanne and Mourvedre; his Easton wines take advantage of the area's top Zinfandel grapes. Total production is low -- 12,000-15,000 cases a year -- at this family-owned winery whose Syrahs have impressed redoubtable Robert M. Parker Jr., among others.

The vibe: Friendly, relaxed and unhurried. The intimate room's cement floor and tiled tasting counter blend well with the ocher walls and rustic wood shelving. A well-edited selection of cookbooks, tabletop accessories, throws and other gift items reflect a love of food and wine, and invite browsing. Outside, there's a small patio cafe table, a few picnic tables and a petanque court that draws visitors on balmy days.

The team: Winemaker Bill Easton and his wife, Jane O'Riordan, a co-owner and chef whose recipes are featured on the winery Web site and given to wine club members. Easton has spent 30 years working in the wine industry, and started Easton Estates in the mid-1980s.

The wines: A rotating group focuses on roughly 10 choices from the 20 Terre Rouge and Easton wines. Our tasting started appropriately with a dry rosé (the 2005 Terre Rouge Vin Gris d'Amador; $14), and also included the 2004 Easton Sauvignon Blanc ($16), the 2004 Terre Rouge Viognier and Roussanne (both $24), the 1999 Terre Rouge Noir Grande Annee ($25), the 2002 Terre Rouge Mourvedre ($22), the 2002 Easton Zinfandel ($25) and 2002 Easton Estate Cabernet Sauvignon ($35), and several dessert wines.

The experience: Tasting room employees are welcoming, low-key and happy to share the history of the wines and the terroir of the four surrounding counties in which the grapes are grown. When we visited Domaine de la Terre Rouge/Easton a few weeks before Thanksgiving, talk quickly turned to the holiday menu of pork shoulder roast. Bellamy considered each ingredient as he poured the various wines, discussed their merits and quizzed us on white and red preferences before recommending the Tete a Tete, Terre Rouge's blend of Mourvedre and Syrah designed for everyday drinking. (The Noir, a popular blend available at restaurants that we had enjoyed before, wasn't being poured the day of our visit.) He even discussed some of his own favorites and recent cooking endeavors.

The staff is not at all pushy, and didn't even mention the wine club, but the wines are so reasonably priced that the six-bottle mixed case discount (10 percent) in particular is hard to resist. (Full case discount is 15 percent.) Library vintages are also poured on a fairly regular basis.

The extras: An eau de vie paired with tapenade on a saltine was offered at the end of our tasting. Joining the Grapeheads wine club entitles members to three annual shipments of two to four bottles, a 20 percent case discount, invitations to special events, and recipes and spice packets from O'Riordan.

Nearby: Vino Noceto (11011 Dickson Road; 209-245-6555), specializing in Sangiovese and other Italian varietals; and Serenidad (21399 Dickson Road; 209-245-5304); more than a dozen others, including Montevina, Rendwood and Sobon Estates, within a 5-minute drive.

Domaine de la Terre Rouge/Easton Estates

10801 Dickson Road (off Shenandoah Road), Plymouth

(209) 245-4277

11 a.m-4 p.m. Friday-Monday

Rating: THREE AND A HALF STARS
Seattle Times
What's the point of those all-important numbers?

Wednesday, February 21, 2007 - 12:00 AM

If you buy wine on a regular basis, you cannot avoid being hammered with numbers. Never mind the brix, the pH, the total acidity, the residual sugar — I'm talking about the BIG numbers.

The 100-point-scale numbers. At times, it seems that no wine in the world can be bought or sold without a number attached to it.

Here's a classic anecdote, recently told by a wine salesman who swore it was true: A customer went into his favorite wine shop, and the owner, knowing this person liked a certain producer's wine, alerted him to the new vintage, which had just been released. "Has it been rated?" the customer asked. "No," came the reply, "but the last vintage got a very good score."

The customer somewhat reluctantly ordered six bottles and took them home. He was back the next day, with five bottles to return. "Tried it last night. Didn't like it," he told the shop owner. The owner took the bottles back, no questions asked, knowing there was nothing wrong with the wine but wanting to please the customer. A week or so later, the reviews came out. The wine got a big number, up in the mid-90s. And sure enough, the wine flew off the shelf. And no sooner had it all disappeared than the original customer showed up, demanding his five bottles back!

How has it come to be, I wonder, that so many people have so little faith in their own palates that they need a number to decide whether a wine is any good? It is customary to point a finger at the press. The man credited with inventing the 100-point scale is Robert Parker, and he is often singled out as the man to blame for the current situation. Along with Parker, publications such as the Wine Spectator and the Wine Enthusiast, for which I am a contributor, have done their utmost to promote the 100-point scoring system, running pages of reviews in every issue with "The Number" prominently displayed.

So yes, the press plays a part. But I think it is the wineries themselves, and the wine sellers — particularly importers and distributors — who have done the most to convince consumers that "The Number" is all-powerful. The following letter, which I received from a prominent importer and marketer of wines, is typical:

"Dear Paul: This year ... we learned, after lengthy research, that the Paterno portfolio received more 90+ ratings over the past two years than any company of its kind in the world! This demonstrates how we seek out the finest wine producers in the world ... "

Now, I am not criticizing Paterno, an excellent company, for promoting its high-scoring wines. I'm simply pointing out that this addiction to selling the score, rather than the wine, is standard practice throughout the industry.

You may wonder what the problem is. In brief, there are many problems with the 100-point system. The 100-point scale may sound generous, seeming to allow room for a lot of subtlety in the grading curve (that is how it was designed to function, and how it is still ballyhooed by major critics today), but in practical terms, it's not a 100-point scale at all, nor even close.

It began, at least in theory, as a 50-point 100-point scale. Any bottle got 50 points automatically, no matter how wretched the contents. From the beginning, nothing meaningful happened below 70 points, so it was a 30-point 100-point scale.

You can see where this is heading. Over time, the effective rating range has shrunk to little more than a 10-point spread. Most publications won't even bother to publish a rating lower than 80. But it gets worse. Read the reviews, and you will see that a wine with a score lower than 85 never sounds very good. At the high end, wines that earn a rating of 95 and higher are extremely rare and expensive. So what's left? Eighty-five- to 94-point wines. A 10-point 100-point scale! And even within that truncated range, anything scoring below 90 had better be priced under $15 or it won't sell.

Even more disturbing is another trend — the frenzied filtering of hundreds or thousands of reviews to winnow out a handful of wines that score over 90 and cost under $20. Are these usually good wines? Sure they are. But they are rarely wines that challenge the palate; that take your taste buds to some new place; or that trade power for elegance, oak for stone, alcohol for acid.

At the annual meeting of the Washington Association of Wine Grape Growers a few weeks ago, a full afternoon's panel discussion was devoted to the topic "The Quest For The Holy Grail: 100-Point Wines." I was on the panel, along with Andy Perdue (Wine Press Northwest), vintners Rob Griffin (Barnard Griffin) and Bob Bertheau (Ste. Michelle Wine Estates), and growers Paul Champoux and Dick Boushey.

I have to say it was probably the most lively and entertaining panel discussion I have ever been a part of. We all came at the question from different sides, but I think there was a general consensus that many winemakers, grape growers and critics are going to keep chasing that Holy Grail. And yet, as Perdue pointed out, when magazines publish long lists of wine names, prices and scores — with nothing else — something has gone terribly sideways (pun intended).

On the other hand, if the quest for that "Holy Grail" 100-point wine encourages growers and winemakers to do everything in their power to improve quality, then it is clearly a force for good. But I urge consumers to consider whether the industry's relentless hyping of high-scoring wines is really doing you a favor.

Most scores don't mean much unless you understand who awarded them and how. Were the wines rated by a tasting panel or an individual? Tasting-panel scores reflect a consensus average, which means that radically different wines can receive a similar score. Tasting panels often wind up scoring most wines in the mid- to upper-80s, with very little variation.

Scores from a single reviewer are much easier to evaluate, simply by comparing that person's impressions of a specific wine with your own. Over time, you can arrive at a pretty clear understanding of what she or he likes or dislikes. If you find a reviewer whose palate preferences mirror your own, you can use her numbers with confidence.

Remember: Price counts. So before passing up those 86- and 87-point wines, take a moment to read the descriptions and check the cost. This is where the best values can often be found. I also like to look for wines whose styles don't fit the high-scoring wine profile. Wines made in more elegant, subtle styles are rarely assertive enough to compete with the oaky fruit bombs that get the 90s. And yet these lighter wines may have more interesting aromas and more complex textures, as well as being lower in alcohol, hence more food-friendly.

By all means, use ratings as one way of sifting through the sheer number of choices. But don't use them as a crutch or as a replacement for honing your own judgment skills. Try rating the next few wines you pour — before checking to see what the critics said. You'll find that your own personal 100-point scale is the one that really counts.

Paul Gregutt's column appears weekly in the Wine section. He can be reached by e-mail at wine@seattletimes.com.
No coupling too unusual for pairing food, drink

By J.M. HIRSCH

The Associated Press

Wednesday, February 21, 2007 - 12:00 AM

If you're still struggling with how to pair reds and whites, you've got a steep learning curve ahead.

That's because the art of pairing food and drink has taken a turn to the avant-garde, making your worries over which wine best complements your entree seem positively pedestrian.

Today, the question isn't whether shellfish takes chardonnay or shiraz, but which single-source gourmet dark chocolate best marries a porter. Or whether Italian roast coffee shines with cave-aged Gruyere or fresh ricotta.

Consider this urge to pair unlikely items a symptom of the broadening of the nation's palate. Led by chic restaurateurs and audacious gourmets, Americans searching for the next taste sensation are increasingly open to new ways of thinking about old flavors.

Such as the partnering of scotch and sushi at San Francisco's Nihon restaurant. Or the pairing of riesling and steak tartar at New York's Riingo restaurant. Even coffee and cheese, classes on which are offered by Murray's Cheese shop in New York.

It's an extension of Americans' almost obsessive interest in the provenance of their food, says Dana Cowin, editor-in-chief of Food & Wine magazine. "As people understand the individual nuances of things, then the next question in their mind is how do they go together."

Sure, it's serious food geek. And esoteric doesn't begin to do justice to the discussions that fill Web food forums. But it's also just plain serious, especially for food processors, who are forever searching for the next "it" flavor that will launch a product to pop-culture success.

Coca-Cola, for example, recently partnered with the Culinary Institute of America in Hyde Park, N.Y., to brainstorm which foods go well with the company's drinks, including its signature beverage (which they say goes well with Cajun seasonings and coconut).

As consumers think more about how food and drink interact, marketers are happy to fuel the interest. The New York wine shop Pour, for example, organizes its bottles by how to pair them, rather than by varietal or origin.

Thus, the wall of wines labeled "crisp," which shoppers are told to partner with seafood, poultry, green herbs and citrus.

But wines are just the beginning, says Jerri Banks, the beverage director at Pour. The popularity of mixed drinks has driven interest in pairing cocktails with food. Among her favorites — a jalapeno-laced margarita alongside spicy Mexican food.

Of course, there are plenty of failures. Espresso with just about any cheese, for example.

"The espresso just blew everything away with the bitterness," says Liz Thorpe, managing director of Murray's Cheese. "I felt like I was sucking on aluminum foil every time I tasted something."

She eventually settled on an aged Gouda. More successful combinations included Vienna roast with fresh ricotta (an acidic coffee with a rich cheese) and an Italian roast with aged Gruyere (a smoky coffee with a salty, beefy cheese).

For intrepid culinarians game for a taste of these unorthodox marriages but unsure where to start, help abounds.

At New York's Institute of Culinary Education, a class on rum and chocolate last fall had students sip the Caribbean liquor alongside dishes such as cocoa baked beans, eggplant mole and chocolate-braised chicken.

And Boston's upscale chocolate shop Temper Chocolates has teamed with a beer retailer to offer a class on pairing their products.

During one recent class, eight students matched various stouts, porters and double IPAs with chocolates ranging from a creamy milk to a funky dark bar with layers of peanut butter and raspberry jam. Some worked, some didn't.

Either way, Mary Sullivan, a Newton, Mass., woman who attended with her husband, needed little convincing. They often have a bit of beer or scotch with chocolate in the evening. "If you don't want to overwhelm your meal, it's a great dessert," she said. "And really easy, too."

Taste is so relative, many foodies are reluctant to say which combinations work and which don't. If you like it, it works.

But there are some guidelines that can improve your odds of liking a pairing. Karen Page, co-author of "What to Drink with What You Eat," encourages people to think regionally because foods and drinks with common backgrounds often have complementary flavors.

Cheddar cheese and hard cider, for example, match well. Both are products of England.

Page also encourages people to generalize about the heft of the food. Hearty food, hearty drink and lighter food, lighter drink (so stout might be a better complement to a roast-beef sandwich than to a leafy salad).

Perhaps most important, however, is balance.

"Every food has certain things that other foods need from a flavor perspective," says David Kamen, chef instructor at the Culinary Institute. "Look for those opposites that attract. For example, sweet and acidity, sweet and spicy, hot and cold, salty and sweet."

Balance is why fried foods and sparkling wines work so well together. Beyond their shared effervescent nature, the acidity of the wine cuts through the fat of the food, he says. Pizza and soda have a similar relationship.

USA Today

Cheers

Jerry Shriver

Old reliable

Friday, February 23, 2007

2004 Ravenswood Old Vine Zinfandel, Sonoma County, about $14. I love this for its vibrant blackberry aromas alone. Takes me right into the briar patch. Next come concentrated black-fruit and peppery flavors supported by agreeably fine tannins. The finish is long and I didn't take exception to the 14.5% alcohol level. This is the quintessential burger wine.

Bistro beauty

Wednesday, February 21, 2007

2005 Barton & Guestier "Bistro Wine'' Pinot Noir, Vin de Pays d'Oc, France, about $9. Simple and unpretentious, yet distinctly French, this wine completely lives up to its name. The fruit is restrained, the texture is soft and there's a smidgen of that ethereal Sideways character lurking in the bottle. Try it with braised lamb shanks or roasted chicken.

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.
Wall St. Journal

Wine's New Wave – Stores With Shtick

Novel Techniques

Target New Buyers;

Service With a Parka

February 23, 2007; Page W5

Tom Geniesse used to help develop movies and television series. He left that to start an Internet business-education company and not long ago sold that. All the while he was a wine lover, so we suppose it was natural, given his creative bent, that he would decide that there had to be a better way to design a wine shop.

So last year he opened Bottlerocket Wine & Spirit in New York City. There are 365 different wines in the store, one for every day of the year. All are lined up on the right side of the store, alphabetically by country, from Argentina to the U.S. Then, down the middle of the store, the same wines are organized around kiosks by theme. There's wine to have with seafood, for instance, which is then broken down into heavier and lighter fish dishes. There's even a kiosk marked "Gifts," with subheadings including "Third Date."

"The traditional store does nothing to help the consumer buy intelligently and learn, other than provide a knowledgeable salesperson," Mr. Geniesse says. "Wine is a confusing but very rewarding subject. So I thought, gee, there must be a way that this complex world can be presented to folks in such a way that they can be intelligent and learn and grow confident."

Making It Fun to Shop

Call them Stores with Shtick. Or, better yet, let's identify them by the generation many of them seem to covet: Let's call them Y stores. All over the country, Y stores are opening up with all sorts of new ideas to make the wine-buying experience more fun and less intimidating. Some are already franchising their ideas and others hope to do so in the future. Some stores will make it and some won't; some ideas will last and some will die. But right now is a particularly good time to be a wine lover because there are more interesting stores -- and wines -- out there than ever.

Joshua Wesson, co-founder of the Best Cellars chain, was way ahead in this trend, beginning in 1996 in Manhattan with an easy-to-navigate store. The wines are organized in eight style categories: fizzy, fresh, soft, luscious, juicy, smooth, big and sweet. There are seven Best Cellars now in six cities. "I do think that we lit the sparkler. It's kind of great to see," he says of the explosion of interesting stores that followed his innovations, and in some cases went beyond them. "Our goal was to make shopping for wine as much fun as drinking it."

To be sure, the new wave hasn't reached everywhere yet. Some areas still have state stores or laws that inhibit modernization of the wine-buying experience, while other places just haven't yet been touched by the trend. In addition -- and we can't emphasize this strongly enough -- nothing will ever replace a store with an interesting, ever-changing selection, fair prices and friendly, passionate, knowledgeable merchants, whether the store has shtick or not. All that said, though, here is a mixed case of interesting trends we've seen recently. We have focused on stores around New York City, which is a hotbed of Y stores, but these trends are apparent in many places.

• Smaller selection. It would seem that consumers would want as much choice as possible. That's why we love giant stores like Sam's Wines & Spirits in Chicago. But many Y stores believe that less is more, that a limited number of good bottles makes the experience less intimidating. A franchise chain called Vino 100, which now has 50 stores in 22 states, offers an average of about 120 wines at each store. Such a concept is related to the idea that some stores seem focused more on people buying a single bottle for immediate consumption than on acquiring mixed cases to lay down for a while. That also means they place more of an emphasis on drink-now wines. Stores that offer pricier, well-aged wines and focus on collectors and moneyed wine-lovers have little to fear from most Y stores.

• Wines by weight or taste profile. At quite a few new stores, such as Pour in New York City, wine is grouped by taste, such as "Bright," "Plush" and "Mellow." At others, such as Vino Vino in New York, wine is arranged by weight, from lightest-tasting to heaviest.

• Keeping cool. Wine should be stored well, at a temperature around 56 degrees. Some Y stores keep the store temperature around there. Moore Brothers in New York offers coats to customers when they walk in. Moore Brothers, which also has stores in Wilmington, Del., and Pennsauken, N.J., also promises that the wines were handled from the winery to the store under temperature-controlled conditions. Another store in New Jersey is so proud of its temperature-controlled environment that it's named 56 Degree Wine.

• Food pairings. The new-wave merchants realize that wine goes with food and that most people pick up a bottle for dinner that night. So some stores specifically have areas for, say, Asian food. Some provide recipes. Customers who walk into Pour are greeted with the question: "What are you having for dinner tonight?" Some stores, such as Who Cut the Cheese in Maui, Hawaii, focus specifically on selling cheese and wine.

• Do one thing well. With America's increased interest in wine, some merchants think now's the time to make a go at a store that sells the wine of only one country or region. Wine stores have specialized in this region or that forever, but there now are more stores that sell only wines from one place. Tinto Fino in New York, for instance, sells only wines from Spain. This means consumers can go deeper into certain regions than ever before because these stores tend to find unusual stuff from small producers. Mani Dawes, owner of three-month-old Tinto Fino and part-owner and wine director of Tía Pol, a tapas bar, majored in Spanish in college and lived in Spain for three years. "I just fell in love with it and couldn't get it out of my system," she says. The all-Spanish inventory, with 115 labels and a focus on Sherries, is, she says, "my way of getting closer to the country."

• Kids' areas. Some stores are providing small sections in the back or off in a corner with books or crayons to keep kids busy while Mom and Dad shop. This is inevitably controversial -- some people surely think that kids and wine stores don't mix -- and not allowed everywhere, but Mr. Geniesse, who has a small kids' area at Bottlerocket, says, "I think that all retail is really, on some level, a neighborhood phenomenon and a service and it just seemed so logical to provide for the little people, too, so they can enjoy their experience and then their parents can enjoy their own experience."

• Tasting notes. It's hard to believe this has been so long in coming, but many Y stores display their own tasting notes for every bottle in the store and, in many cases, include a copy of the notes with purchased bottles. At Discovery Wines in New York, consumers scan the bar code of any bottle at one of many computers and the screen displays all sorts of information about the wine, including tasting notes and food pairings.

• Remember me. At the Greene Grape in Manhattan and Brooklyn, the stores' computers keep a record of every wine you buy. Yes, this sure seems simple in this day and age. We wonder why it took so long. Amy Bennett, the owner in Brooklyn, says the computer file was inspired by her tech-savvy partner and by her experience being in a large store next to a woman who approached a clerk and asked, "I had this great Spanish red. Do you remember which one it was?"

• "Handpicked" wines. Many of the Y stores use this exact expression to explain that the stores are filled with small-production, unusual wines that you probably won't see anywhere else. With Costco, Total Wine & More, Trader Joe's and other big players selling all of the common stuff like Yellow Tail, Y stores are more likely to offer the unusual.

• "Enomatic" machines. These machines give customers a chance to try a wine, for a small price (or, in some cases, for free if they've built up a kind of frequent-buyer points), from a machine in the store that keeps quite a few wines in good condition using gas. Put in your card and get a taste. At the Seventh Street Wine Company in Fort Lauderdale, Fla., managing partners Mark Darley and Chris Skillicorn have eight Enomatic machines, with a total of 96 wines -- 64 reds and 32 whites. The store sells debit cards with a minimum of $25 credit that are inserted to purchase a one-ounce pour. Among the offerings is 2002 Opus One for $15 a taste. The two-year-old store also has a Champagne bar and 1,100 wines for sale the conventional way. "We call ourselves the tasting place," Mr. Darley told us. "The idea is that you taste, buy and linger a while." According to Enomatic company representatives, there are dozens of these machines all across the U.S. in at least 55 wine stores from Sugar Land, Texas, to Escondido, Calif.

• Meeting, tasting or lounge space. Y stores often have a separate area where people can sit and read wine books, making the store seem a little more like a lounge than simply a retail space. The space is often also used for book signings and tastings. And, by the way, Y stores generally offer tastings with real wine glasses. For decades when we were growing up in wine, we never tasted a wine at a wine shop in anything but a plastic cup. Now, many of these tastings include food, once again focusing on the simple idea that wine and food go together.

• Quiet education. Put together many of the things above -- printed tasting notes, books in the store, regular tastings, book signings -- and you see an emphasis on a very gentle kind of education. No one wants to go into a wine store and get pounded with information, or wants to be told that you have to study wine to enjoy it. But the Y stores understand that the more people enjoy wine, the more they will want to know about it, and the more they know about it, the more they will enjoy it. Cova, in Houston, offers what it calls the "Monsterville Wine Experience," a series of classes, tastings and dinners organized by the store's owner, Monsterville Horton IV. In fact, Cova embodies many of the current Y store trends. It is a restaurant and a wine bar and wine store stocked only with wines Mr. Horton has tasted and selected. The wine experience Mr. Horton offers has many features including a wine boot camp -- 32 hours of intensive study and tasting -- and progressive dinners. Mr. Horton says that for the progressive dinners, participants ride "a rock-star motor coach the size of a Greyhound bus." Over six hours, usually from 6 p.m. to midnight, the diners visit three or four of the "finest restaurants in the area" and sample a dozen to 20 wines with carefully paired dishes. To us, that's an appropriate symbol of wine finally getting on the road to modern, clever retailing.
Washington Post

Is It Voodoo, or Old-Fashioned Passion?

By BEN GILIBERTI

Wednesday, February 21, 2007; F02

In the world of wine, as elsewhere, some ideas are good, some are bad and some are just plain wacky. Biodynamic winemaking seems to occupy a fourth category: so wacky it just might work.

What is biodynamic winemaking? I'd call it an unorthodox combination of organic winemaking and sustainable agriculture, plus an elusive something extra.

The organic and sustainable components encompass such familiar concepts as the use of organic fertilizers, elimination of chemical pesticides and herbicides, protection of the ecosystem and other practices considered healthy for people and the planet.

Then it gets tricky. Biodynamic winemakers also might consult the zodiac to determine harvest times; make compost by burying grape skins and other plant materials in skulls, horns or bladders taken from dead animals during certain phases of the lunar cycle; brew special teas to spray on their vines; and raise cattle to ensure a supply of homegrown manure, which they say makes for happier vines.

Such techniques have been part of biodynamics since its development shortly after World War I by Rudolf Steiner, a prominent Austrian philosopher and spiritualist. Approached by dispirited farmers who thought the land was no longer producing nourishing crops, Steiner prescribed a return to agricultural methods rooted in the peasant folklore of the past, which apparently included a good deal of what modern critics of biodynamics refer to as "doo-doo voodoo."

Although some of it may be hard to fathom, biodynamic winemaking clearly is a growth industry. Wineries are permitted to label their wines "biodynamic," "biodynamically produced" or some such variation as long as they have a certificate from a biodynamics organization such as the Demeter Association, which is headquartered in Brussels with offices in the United States and other countries. Dozens of wineries in the United States and around the world claim to be fully committed to biodynamics, and many more say they are employing at least some of its practices.

In the United States, one ardent disciple of biodynamics is Mike Benziger, who is making some terrific Demeter-certified wines at Benziger Family Winery in Sonoma, Calif. Benziger displays the enthusiasm of the converted and has given his commitment a lot of thought. "People can scoff at what we do if they want to, but just because we don't yet understand how something works, that doesn't mean it doesn't work," he says. "Biodynamics isn't just some theory. It's the collected wisdom of the most effective farming techniques developed during the last 10,000 years. It comes down to us from folks who had an incredibly intense connection with the environment, because historically, if you did the wrong things and your crops failed, you didn't survive."

In keeping with his beliefs, Benziger follows strict biodynamics practices on the winery's 85-acre Sonoma Mountain ranch. Chemical pesticides have been eliminated through the establishment of three wildlife sanctuaries devoted to plants that attract beneficial insects such as mites, wasps and butterflies, as well as birds and other small animals that prey on pests harmful to grapevines. Cover crops such as mustard, crimson clover and bell beans, rather than chemical herbicides, are used to control weeds, and great attention is given to returning to the land -- through the use of biodynamic composts and manure from cattle raised on the ranch -- whatever winemaking extracts.

But do the wines taste better? Benziger insists they do. "When the soil is healthy, the vine roots fan out and grow a lot deeper, which provides better balance between the root system below and the plant growth above," he says. "I'm amazed by the flavors we get. They're not only more intense, they're also site-specific, which gives us more flavor components to work with when we make the wines."

I'm not so sure. Benziger's biodynamic wines are terrific, but so are many of his wines that are not biodynamic -- and that sell for a lot less. Indeed, my overall impression of biodynamic wines is that they are very good but relatively expensive, probably because of the extra costs involved in production.

Maybe the real point is not the price but the overall high quality. A winemaker like Benziger, who has the passion to invest his time, energy and money in biodynamics, almost certainly will do whatever it takes to make the best possible wine, biodynamic or otherwise. I don't know if you can taste biodynamics, but I do know you can taste passion, the single most important ingredient of all great wines.

Here is a sampling of recommended biodynamically produced wines. Online resources for finding wines include http://www.winesearcher.com and http://www.wineaccess.com. Call stores to verify availability. Prices are approximate.

RED WINES

Benziger Family Winery 2003 Tribute ($85; California): This Bordeaux blend is powerful, impressive and delicious but needs two or three years in the cellar to come into its own.

Ceago Vinegarden 2002 Merlot "Camp Masut" ($25; California): From organic farming pioneer Jim Fetzer, this deliciously supple and deeply flavored merlot from unheralded Mendocino County has a level of class and complexity usually associated with prestigious Napa and Sonoma bottlings.

Montirius 2005 Le Cadet De Montirius "Vin de Pays de Vaucluse" ($13; France); Montirius 2003 Vacqueyras ($21): The Cadet, a blend of grenache, syrah, cinsault and merlot from vineyards near Provence, is a classic French country wine, making it great for pairing with steak and pommes frites, pâté, cassoulet and other bistro fare. The potent Vacqueyras offers brawny flavors of figs and damp earth.

Marc Kreydenweiss 2004/2005 Perrieres "Costieres de Nimes" ($13; France): This stylish blend of carignane, syrah and grenache offers red plum, blackberry and subtle licorice flavors at the finish.

Querciabella 2004 Chianti Classico ($31; Italy): It is expensive for a regular Chianti Classico but has the complexity and aging ability of a reserva.

WHITE WINES

Grgich Hills 2004/2005 Fume Blanc Napa Valley ($33; California): Grgich's fume blanc (another name for sauvignon blanc) is always among the best of Napa, but the 2004 is simply phenomenal, and the 2005 is not far behind.

Domaine de l'Ecu (Guy Bossard) 2004 Muscadet Sevre et Maine "Sur Lie" ($19; France): It delivers a bracing mix of peach, sea salt and citrus flavors.

Domaine Ostertag 2005 "Les Vieilles Vignes de Sylvaner" ($18; France): Delicate peach and floral notes merge into a soft, round, citrusy finish.

WINE OF THE WEEK

Wednesday, February 21, 2007; F02

Ferraton Pere &amp; Fils 2005 Cotes du Rhone Samorens

($13; France)

Aroma 

Raspberries and vanilla.

Taste 

Smooth, deep-red fruit with a firm finish.

Grapes 

Grenache (80 percent), syrah (15 percent) and cinsault (5 percent).

What's Special About It 

Although not certified as biodynamic, this unusually well-structured wine is made by two biodynamics pioneers and delivers savoir-faire at an everyday price.

Serve With 

Classic bistro fare such as cassoulet, duck confit, coq au vin and garlicky lamb sausage.

How It's Made 

Ripe grapes are harvested by hand and fermented in modern stainless-steel vats. During fermentation, the "cap" of grape skins and grape solids that floats to the top is frequently punched down, a traditional method of extracting additional color and tannins.

Winery 

Located in the northern Rhone village of Tain L'Hermitage, Ferraton is now jointly owned with its neighbor, the house of Chapoutier. Although Ferraton is a family operation and Chapoutier is one of the largest and most important producers in the northern Rhone, both wineries are committed to biodynamic winemaking and benefit from each other's knowledge and experience.

On the Label

"Samorens" is a cross between the first names of the current owner, Samuel Ferraton, and his grandfather, Orens.

Geography 

Although the winery is in the northern Rhone, the grapes come from vineyards in the southern Rhone, where most Cotes du Rhones are made. However, the high limestone content of the vineyards is similar to that found in the northern Rhone.

Vintage The 2005 vintage was exceptional throughout France.

History Ferraton labels its top bottlings from Hermitage as "Ermitage," the way it was often spelled in the late 1700s, when Thomas Jefferson praised the wines made there.

Where to Get It According the importer, the Country Vintner (800-365-9463, Ext. 125), Ferraton Pere &amp; Fils 2005 Cotes du Rhone Samorens is available in the District at Chat's Liquors (503 Eighth St. SE, 202-544-4660, http://www.chatsliquors.com) and Wide World of Wines (2201 Wisconsin Ave. NW, 202-333-7500, http://www.wideworldofwines.com); in Maryland at Bun Penny Market &amp; Cafe (10300 Little Patuxent Pkwy., Columbia, 410-730-4100); and in Virginia at the Vineyard (1445 Laughlin Ave., McLean, 703-288-2790, http://www.thevineyardva.com).
