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Gil Kulers' Wine Pick: 2005 Domaine de la Mordorée

GIL KULERS

Published on: 03/01/07

•2005 Domaine de la Mordorée, La Dame Rousse, Côtes du Rhône, France

•$15

•Two thumbs up. Rich aromas of dark berries, plums, black pepper and leather support delicious flavors of black cherry, cinnamon, vanilla and kirsch brandy with nicely balanced acidity.

As old man winter releases his grip on our lives, it's time to consider the blessings of the frosty season we leave behind. There are the crackling fireplaces, the reviving stews and piping hot chocolates after walking the dog on a brisk afternoon.

As for wine, we bid farewell to the big, rich bruisers as we turn expectant eyes toward the rosés, bracing dry rieslings and other refreshing wines of the world. In a homage to winter, let me raise a glass of Domaine de la Mordorée from France's Côtes du Rhône (CDR). This friendly grenache/syrah-based wine extracted smiles from the cantankerous members of my tasting group and could be the poster child for winter wines. And for $15, it would be easy for you to rescue it from the shelves of your local wine shop.

Winemaker and owner Christophe Delorme also makes a pretty tasty wine from organic grapes grown only in Châteauneuf-du-Pape, but good luck getting a bottle. He made only about 1,100 cases, and it goes for in excess of $150.

Instead, get the CDR version. And if Mother Nature throws a warm, sunny day at you this weekend, seek out Domaine de la Mordorée's pink version from the town of Tavel ($20) to welcome spring with open arms and a picnic.
Boston Globe
Choosing your wine is a matter of taste

By Emily Shartin, Globe Correspondent  |  February 25, 2007

As a gift, Ted Allen once received a bottle of Cristal, a champagne produced by Louis Roederer that can easily cost more than $200 a pop.

It would have paired well with a luxurious meal of oysters, or perhaps caviar with brioche and creme fraiche.

But Allen, who rose to prominence as one of the "fab five" on the TV show "Queer Eye for the Straight Guy," instead chose to drink the champagne with a meal of Popeye's fried chicken.

The wine's dry crispness was perfect for cutting the rich fattiness of the food, he recalls.

Allen may be labeled as the food and wine connoisseur on the Bravo show, which is slated to begin its final season this year, but he aims to stay down-to-earth when offering advice to the budding bon vivant.

In town recently for the Boston Wine Expo, where he appeared as a representative for Robert Mondavi Private Selection Wines, Allen offered some simple starting points for pairing wine and food.

Many people still stick to the basic guideline of drinking red wine with red meats and white wine with seafood, Allen says.

A big red wine such as a cabernet sauvignon is simply a better match for a steak, which, in turn, could overpower a white such as a sauvignon blanc.

"It takes a big, assertive wine to stand up to that flavor," Allen says.

But whites aren't the only wines to drink with seafood.

Lighter reds such as pinot noir are popular with fish, says Chris Campbell, owner of Troquet, a Boston restaurant and wine bar.

The restaurant also has been serving more Alsatian and German wines such as riesling, Campbell says, which are considered good food wines because they are lower in alcohol and are more acidic. Allen likes some of these wines with Thai or Indian food because they counter the food's spiciness but can offer some floral notes.

"It contrasts, but it also echoes," he says. At the Wine Expo, Allen, who has written a cookbook and now appears as a judge on the Food Network's "Iron Chef America" and Bravo's "Top Chef," showed his audience how to make chocolate truffles.

Chocolate is often paired with port wine, but Allen also suggests something like a zinfandel, which can have dark berry or chocolate flavors. He will sometimes use the wine to flavor the truffle itself.

A journalist by training, Allen worked as a food writer in Chicago.

He has taken some classes in wine, but says he has learned largely by trying lots of different bottles, and asking questions at restaurants and stores. "When I don't know, I practice what I preach," he says. "I find someone and ask them."

Allen contends that you can find wine to drink with just about every kind of food.

He has found that a merlot will often work with hamburgers or tomatoes. He likes zinfandel and syrah with pizza.

He briefly considers what type of red he would drink with one of his favorite meals, a meat sandwich from Max's Italian Beef in Chicago, but then decides the wine might be better left at home. "I would probably want a beer with that," he admits.

Chicago Tribune

A Portuguese adventure

Discover the rich, dark wines gaining attention from an ancient land

By Bill Daley

Tribune food and wine reporter

February 28, 2007

Portuguese sailors gained a reputation for adventure nearly 600 years ago when they set out to explore the world. Return the favor now by discovering their country's table wines, especially the reds.

Portugal's most famous wine is a fortified one, port. Americans also may recall, with varying degrees of affection, the Mateus and Lancers roses so popular in the 1970s (and still made) or they may enjoy the crisp light vinho verdes of today. But it is the reds that hold out considerable promise for years of enjoyment.

Winemaking in Portugal extends back to ancient times, and the Portuguese had an appellation system in place centuries before the French. Unfortunately, Portugal has long been overshadowed by other wine producers such as France, Italy, Germany and, now, Spain.

"Among European wine-producing nations, Portugal has been something of a paradox," wrote Richard Mayson in "The Oxford Companion to Wine." He noted that the country is known more for the corks produced there than for its wines.

After decades of isolation from the rest of the world, Portugal's wine industry began coming back in the 1990s, Mayson wrote, noting regions like the Dao and Alentejo "now boast some of the most modern winemaking facilities in Southern Europe."

Challenge for shoppers

Yet, buying Portuguese wines can be tough. Many Portuguese labels denote geographical regions rather than varietals. Some blends are labeled simply "vinho tinto," or red wine--that's the kind of generic info many American buyers find hard to swallow, especially at prices that can reach $40 or more.

"Most people don't really know what to expect," said Robert Owings, owner of Vintages in Arlington Heights. "Their only real experience with Portugal is vinho verde or port, so they are afraid the wine might be too light or too sweet. One taste will dispel all misgivings."

Most Portuguese reds are "dense with jammy fruit," he said, but are not spicy.

"I warn all my customers to give them plenty of time to open up," he said. "I typically open and decant them around lunchtime to serve them for dinner."

His favorites include the $15 Adriano Red from Ramos Pinto, the "same blend of reds that would go into port but made as a still red"; a $19 Terras de Belmonte from Abarbanel, the first kosher Portuguese wine made in 500 years; and a $25 bottle of 2000 Quinto do Crasto reserva from the Douro.

Gerhard Rohr, owner of Fine Wine Brokers Inc. in Lincoln Square, likes Portuguese wines because they are different.

"The focus is on indigenous varietals, so they're not another group of producers doing chardonnay or sauvignon blanc or so on," he said. "The wines are interesting, a little bit different in character and style."

Rohr said Portuguese reds, especially those from the Douro region, have a rich, dark expression. That's because dozens of different grape varietals are permitted in the region for the production of port, he said, although the better port producers usually use just a few varieties. In any case, when it comes to red, many Douro winemakers believe in blends.

Adding to the mix is the rise of young winemakers trained in the so-called international style of fruit-forward winemaking. They're experimenting with many things, Rohr said, fueled with "big-time money" from foreign investors.

While these winemakers may be shooting for top dollar, Rohr said they are also using top-notch technology that will translate into richer, fuller fruit.

Efrain Madrigal, wine director at Sam's Wines & Spirits, said there has been an "enormous influx" of Portuguese wines into the United States lately. He's delighted with the quality.

One of his top picks is a $6 red blend, J.P. Tinto.

"It's a terrific value; we've sold a ton of this wine," he said.

A neighborly boost

Madrigal said Portuguese wines are just starting to catch on thanks initially to interest in wine from Portugal's neighbor.

"Spain really opened the door for Iberian wine in general," he said. "It [Portuguese wine] is the last western European wine to be embraced [by Americans] except for Greek."

Buying Portuguese wines are "wine-savvy people reading the wine press," Madrigal said. They have a sense of adventure, he added, because Portuguese wines are different and distinctive.

"These wines are great with roasted meats like lamb or simple roasted poultry, like chicken," he said.

- - -

Tastes of the Douro

For this informal blind tasting of Portuguese wine, we focused on reds from the Douro, arguably Portugal's best-known wine region. The sampling of the 2003 vintage featured four wines ranging in price from $13 to $65. Although ranging wide in price, the wines scored relatively close together. And all scored very well; none received an aggregate score under 7 on Good Eating's 10-point scale. The wines were opened and decanted about three hours prior to the tasting.

2003 Jose Maria da Fonseca & Van Zeller Quinta Vale Dona Maria

A dark, almost mysterious wine made from a single vineyard in the Rio Torto Valley. Rich with the aroma of cooked plums and cedar, the wine's fruit is reined in by strong yet never overly assertive tannins. Expect notes of mint, cinnamon and spice, including plenty of pepper. Serve with braised beef and mushrooms, pork stew with clams.

(3 corkscrews) $42

2003 Quinta do Crasto Touriga Nacional

Touriga Nacional is the primo wine grape in the Douro. Here, the grape makes a smooth, sophisticated wine rife with notes of pepper, leather and cherries. The nose is very much like a pinot noir. Serve with roasted salmon and wild mushrooms, rosemary-scented leg of lamb.

(3 corkscrews) $65

2003 Prats & Symington Chryseia

This Douro red has a subtle black cherry aroma and a flavor infused with smoke, cedar and even a touch of rubber. Fruit and tannins are balanced, although the finish can get a tad puckery. Serve with pot roast, rabbit in wine sauce, pork tenderloin with roasted peppers.

(3 corkscrews) $45

2003 Lavradores de Feitoria Tres Bagos

The least expensive and lightest of these Douro reds. A tongue-tickling pepperiness gives way to cherry and earth flavors. Nice spice. Serve with roast chicken and garlic, grilled chicken pizza, bean and beef stew.

(3 corkscrews) $13

Sources: These wines may or may not be in stock at your local store; inquire first. At least one of these wines was found at these stores: Binny's Beverage Depot stores, Sam's Wines & Spirits, Treasure Island Foods, Howard's Wine Cellar. Prices may vary from store to store. Prices are rounded off.

(4 corkscrews) Excellent

(3 corkscrews) Very good

(2 corkscrews) Good

(1 corkscrew) Fair

(No corkscrews) Poor

Dallas Morning News

Tasting notes: A refresher for Rosemount

08:33 AM CST on Wednesday, February 28, 2007

Kim Pierce

When the now familiar Diamond Label Rosemount wines washed up on our shores in the early '90s, they were nearly the only Australian wine game in town. Now, there are dozens of Australian wines lining store shelves, and Rosemount had gotten lost in the shuffle.

But no more. Stylish new labels, a very cool diamond-footed bottle and tasty wines mean it's time to celebrate a reunion with these old friends.

Winemaker Charles Whish was in Dallas recently and explained that it's not just a new look on the outside but improved wines, too. "We've rethought the vineyard site selections, and there's been an evolving effort to enhance the winemaking formulas," he says.

We especially enjoyed the new Rosemount South Eastern Australia Pinot Grigio 2006 with its aromas of melons, apples and a fresh floral overlay, its bold citrus flavors and lingering lush finish.

Rosemount South Eastern Australia Sauvignon Blanc 2006 also is awinner, with bright grapefruit, peach and mineral aromas, and a blast of tart citrus at first taste with a creamy ending. An excellent choice with shellfish.

Of course, the Rosemount South Eastern Australia Shiraz 2005 is outstanding, with tons of ripe raspberry and strawberry at first whiff followed by earthy hints of mushrooms and pepper on the nose. Lush and round in the mouth with plenty of ripe fruit and spice flavors make this a go-to red wine for everyday drinking.

All are widely available and about $10 a bottle.

Louise Owens

New wines from Inwood Estates

Dallas winemaker Dan Gatlin is rightly proud as a new papa of his first Inwood Estates Vineyards releases, a white and a red made in Dallas with unusual grapes for Texas.

The 2003 Palomino-Chardonnay is made from 70 percent palomino grapes grown on the shores of Lake Tawakoni in Hunt County. Palomino is a Spanish grape associated with excellent sherries, but Mr. Gatlin felt that he also could coax out its better nature for a table wine.

The result is a distinctly earthy, old-world-style wine whose aromas softly caress with green pear, honeydew, vanilla and ginger. Crisp, with a little creaminess, it warms the back of your throat before falling away at the finish with almond tones. Suggested retail is $49.99.

Mr. Gatlin isn't the only Texas winemaker to see the potential in another Spanish grape, tempranillo, but his 2003 Tempranillo-Cabernet Sauvignon blend (58 percent and 42 percent, respectively) leapfrogs to the head of the class for now.

These grapes are grown at his vineyard in the Texas High Plains, and the aromas smolder with dark, smoky black cherries and blackberries that unite for a restrained, lightly tannic mouth experience, again very much in an old-world style. It would be easy to see this paired with tapas or braised red meats. Suggested retail is $39.99.

Both are at Central Market, and they're on the wine lists of Pappas Bros. Steakhouse, Del Frisco's, Rouge Tapas and others. The wines also will be on the menu next month at a James Beard House "Texas Modern Dinner."

Kim Pierce

Wine of the week: A refreshing wine you can't pronounce

Itsas Mendi, Bizkaiko, Txakolina 2005

09:39 AM CST on Wednesday, February 28, 2007

Itsas Mendi, Bizkaiko,

Txakolina 2005, $21.99

An unpronounceable name made from a grape you never heard of. Yes, it's chancy, but definitely worth a try. "Chock-a-leena" comes from Spain's beautiful Basque country near Bilbao. Zesty, lemony, floral, slightly herbal, crisp, mouthwatering, refreshing – you can handle that, right? Perfect for a white-meat fish. Available at Pogo's.

Rebecca Murphy

Denver Post

Wine of the week: D'Arenberg 2005 McLaren Vale The Stump Jump

By Tara Q. Thomas

Special to The Denver Post

Article Last Updated: 02/27/2007 09:22:35 PM MST

D'Arenberg 2005 McLaren Vale The Stump Jump, about $10

The best wines reflect the place they're made - what we wine geeks refer to as "terroir."

Some also reflect the personality of the vintner - a good thing when the vintner is as cheery and cheeky as Chester d'Arenberg. You get a feel for him in the name of this wine - the "stump jump" referring to a plough that can handily "jump" over gnarled eucalyptus roots (common in South Australia).

And you get a sense of the place in the flavor of this wine, a classic Rhône blend of grenache, syrah and mourvedre that radiates the warm, sunny McLaren Vale in its generous, plummy fruit. It's plump and easy, as ready to party as it is ready to settle in with a hearty pot roast.

Sommeliers vie for best in the U.S.

By Tara Q. Thomas

Special to The Denver Post

Article Last Updated: 02/27/2007 09:16:30 PM MST

New York - What's it take to be a great sommelier?

A knowledge of wines that spans the world? Agility with a corkscrew? A mean bargaining streak to get the goods at decent prices? The ability to carry 45-pound cases of wine up and down stairs about 70 times a day?

How about all of that and more?

A few weeks back, 11 sommeliers gathered at the Essex House in New York City to compete for the title of America's Best Sommelier. All the contestants are employed in the hospitality world; this was no reality TV show-like audition. Most them have also been studying wine on the side in formal classes put on by the American Sommelier Association, the organization responsible for the contest.

The test: A written exam testing the sommeliers' knowledge of winemaking and viticulture ("vini-viti" in wine student slang) as well as spirits and cigars. Questions went far beyond chardonnay and cabernet: how about limnio and Zubrowka (a Greek grape and a Polish vodka flavored with bison grass)?

That narrowed the field to three finalists.

After a night's rest, those three showed up in their best black-and- whites to take a practical that included identifying wines blind as well as serving a table of persnickety "diners" (actually industry professionals).

A group of some of the industry's best sommeliers were on hand as judges. The rest of the room was filled with sommeliers who came to support their colleagues and pick up some pointers on service, and - just in case the contestants weren't nervous enough - a bevy of sound and camera people filming the whole thing for later review.

The exam began one sommelier at a time.

First task: To approach the table of four and help them select wines for a seven-course menu he's never seen before, and without a wine list. To make the task more difficult, the host of the table requested that some of the wines reflect the origins of her guests: South Africa, Italy and France.

The sommelier had to think fast, calling up names and vintages of wines from the top of his head, and supplying reasons for each choice, which the diners quickly argued about, pushing him to find more and better selections from the virtual list in his head.

Of course, the grade for this part of the exam is based not only on the wine choices, but on the grace with which the sommelier performs. Did he remember to offer water (still, sparkling or tap?) before they discussed wines? Did he flinch when they turned down his wine suggestions? Was he able to satisfy them in the limited time without having to hurry them up?

Next up: Six wines and two spirits to be identified by place, variety and vintage in 24 minutes. That was directly followed by a wine list projected on a movie screen which was riddled with errors. All the mistakes needed to be identified and corrected, orally, in front of the crowd.

It's not over yet: The same guests returned for another celebratory dinner, and this time, they wanted champagne and a fancy bottle of red.

The charade continued as it did the first time around: The guests were picky and insatiably curious, only this time the sommelier needed to actually pour the bubbly all around while charmingly fielding all of their questions ("At what temperature should you serve sparkling wine?" and so on).

A normal waiter would, at this point, be able to flee to the cellar for wine and a picosecond of decompression time, but this section was timed as well; there were no breaks.

The sommelier quickly found the proper glassware for the red wine and decanted it slowly over a candle flame - all the time, chatting amiably with the crafty diners ("Why this shape of glass?" "How do you store red wine?")

At this point, any normal person would be ready to collapse, not to mention to tell the table to pick and pour their own wines. These sommeliers had to complete a last practical on the selection and serving of cigars before they could go home.

Sound ridiculous? Not really.

Think about it: When a sommelier approaches your table, you want not only help in deciding what wine will go best with your food and your mood, but you want him (or her) to be nice to you. You want to feel like he has your best interests at heart, and that he doesn't think you're stupid for asking questions. You don't want an automaton that knows everything about wine but has no personality.

And in real life, the sommeliers don't have just one picky table. They have 50 other tables that night that would like - and deserve - the same level of gracious service as the one practice table in the exam.

In the end, the winner of the competition was Aldo Sohm, beverage director for Café Sabarsky, Thor and Wallsé in New York; runner-up was Yannick Benjamin of LeDû's Wines and second runner-up was Troy Weissman of Beacon (both in New York). Regardless the parsing of points, I'd be tickled to have any of them at my table any night.

Tara Q. Thomas is managing editor of Wine & Spirits magazine, and author of the "Complete Idiot's Guide to Wine Basics." She can be reached at dp@taraqthomas.com.

Detroit News
This deep, dark Brunello is a beauty

March 1, 2007 

Madeline Triffon: Wine

Don't miss: Ciacci Piccolomini Brunello di Montalcino "Pianrosso" 2001 Tuscany, Italy, $78

Style: Dark, deep and dry, with broad, generous flavors and terrific length. It's a wine to enjoy now or tuck away for quite some time.

There are some wines that holler "Quality Alert!" from the moment you nose the glass to the last whisper of the finish. With deep, dark flavors, firm grip and warm generosity, this single-vineyard Brunello is one such beauty.

The nose is all dusky scents of earth, dark fruit and oak -- plums, blackberries, exotic tea leaves, fresh mushrooms and cedar. Quite dry, it yearns for a rib roast or prime steak to balance its edgy tannins. The finish goes on for days. It spends three years in oak before bottling. The lengthy barrel-aging is the minimum requirement by law.

Brunello is a strain of the Tuscan red grape Sangiovese, and produces intense, long-lived reds. The picturesque township of Montalcino (and what part of Tuscany isn't!) is a virtual temple to wine production, thanks to Ferruccio Biondi-Santi, who pioneered Brunello di Montalcino in the late 1800s.

For retail sources: Contact Elite Brand at tfreehan@impe rialbev.com

Food and wine pairings

To the sweet-conditioned American palate, tart-and-tannic spells "not delicious." But Italian culture does not separate food and wine. And the effect of one on the other is natural harmony.

So, how does food alter a wine's mouthfeel? Acidity forms the backbone of wine, keeping it from being flabby, or not refreshing.

Foods with corresponding tartness (vinaigrette, citrus marinade, wine-based sauce) will make a mouth-watering wine feel softer, less acidic. Experiment by sucking on a piece of lemon and re-trying a wine you found way too crisp. Presto! The wine rounds out and its fruitiness swells.

Foods with protein, salt or fat will erase a red wine's drying tannin. An easy test is to grill off a small piece of meat. Don't season it at all, no salt, oil, nothing. Munch a bite thoroughly and then go back to a red you found to be uncomfortably astringent. Tra La! The wine is still dry but the wine feels much smoother and its delicious flavors have run out from behind the curtain.

The moral of these experiments is this: Just because a wine is not as rich and creamy as your favorite Chardonnay or Cab, it doesn't mean it lacks the capacity to give you pleasure. Many Old World wines are meant to be enjoyed with a meal and often enhance it.

Houston Chronicle
Success is winery's middle name

Messina Hof is making a big name for itself in Texas

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

Copyright 2007 Houston Chronicle

Feb. 28, 2007, 5:36AM

The news was official Monday: For its late-harvest riesling called "Angel," Messina Hof Winery has won the Top Texas Wine award in the Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo's annual competition — again.

Ho-hum, just another prize saddle to add to a storeroom of other medals and awards for the burgeoning Bryan winery.

But then, Messina Hof is used to faring well — against all comers.

A few weeks ago at Ibiza, Messina Hof's Paul Bonarrigo proudly brought up his winery's success in the state compared to that of outside wine producers.

In Texas sales, Messina Hof ranks right behind the top French import and is also No. 2 to the top Chilean import. "And we're (ahead of) Argentina," he said. "So I don't think consumers really worry about where a wine is from, as long as it's good."

Messina Hof sales in Texas last year also eclipsed some well-known California names, including Columbia Crest, Gallo of Sonoma, J. Lohr, Château St. Jean, Rodney Strong, Sterling and Franciscan.

So the wine life is good now for the physical therapist from Bryan and his wife, Merrill. For smaller Texas wineries, though, it's still a tough slog. Some are undercapitalized and making do as best they can. They're underappreciated, too. Selling Texas wines in Texas is easier than it was, but in many cases — particularly restaurants — it's still an uphill battle.

Founded in 1977, Messina Hof is celebrating its 30th anniversary this year. "All year long," said Merrill. "We're going to have events every month."

At present, Messina Hof makes about 100,000 cases of wine a year. Make that wines — there are almost 60.

And if you don't think of Bryan as a hotbed of activity, think again. For several years Messina Hof has hosted activities just about every weekend — and not all wine-related, including murder-mystery dinners, bridal showcases and holiday dinners for New Year's Eve and Valentine's Day. The winery now has its own B&B and restaurant. Messina Hof has become a destination winery.

But back to the wine. A couple of factoids:

• Messina Hof has introduced an "Unoaked Chardonnay." That means it was fermented in stainless steel, not in oak casks, for crisper, livelier fruit. "People want crisp, food-friendly wines," Bonarrigo said.

• Speaking of another white wine, Bonarrigo also said that "we introduced pinot grigio four or five years ago, and the sales overtook all our chardonnays."

• Speaking of another white wine, Part 2: Five years ago the Bonarrigos bought an old vineyard that had gewürztraminer on it. That and "weeds higher than the grapes. But this was a treasure, and we finally restored it." The 2006 Gewürztraminer is fruit from that plot. "There are 41 acres of gewürztraminer in Texas, and this vineyard has 40 of them," he said.

• And that's not all. Here's another white-wine grape, muscat canelli. Of 45 acres in Texas, Bonarrigo has 40.

In short, Messina Hof is a happening place these days. Last summer it became the largest privately owned winery in Texas. Not bad for an operation whose first wines were fermented in ... used dairy tanks.

The Bonarrigos are tireless promoters for the entire Texas wine industry. You'll recognize Paul; he's always in one of his trademark red, yellow, purple or green suits, with hat to match.

So they've worked long and hard for their success. And you know what? Couldn't have happened to a nicer couple.

The wines from Messina Hof

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

Copyright 2007 Houston Chronicle

* * * * * = Outstanding

* * * * = Fine

* * * = Good

* * = Fair

* = Poor

(*) = indicates ageability

The wines from Messina Hof in Bryan are distributed in Houston by Republic Beverage.

• 2005 Messina Hof "Unoaked Chardonnay" — * * * * — good fruity, slightly creamy texture; $11.

• 2005 Messina Hof Cabernet Sauvignon — * * * * — good fruit, a fair amount of oak; a gold-medal winner at the recent Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo Wine Competition; $15.

• 2005 Messina Hof Gewürztraminer — * * * 1/2 — good wine, with that spicy "gewürz" character; more complexity should come in later vintages; $11.

• 2006 Messina Hof Muscat Canelli — * * * * — another spicy white wine, with good fruit and balance; $10.

• 2004 Messina Hof "Reflections" — * * * * — an unusual Meritage blend, mostly cabernet franc with cabernet sauvignon and merlot, but it works; $25.

• 2004 Messina Hof "Paulo" Merlot — * * * * 1/2 — Paul Bonarrigo may disagree, but I think this is his finest red wine to date; rich, plump, but with a strong backbone (20 percent cabernet sauvignon); $42.

• 2005 Messina Hof "Paulo" Shiraz — * * * * — with its telltale black-fruit profile, you could spot this in the dark; here's your wine for venison or duck breast; $42.

• 2005 Messina Hof "Angel" Riesling — * * * * 1/2 — this not-too-sweet dessert wine, made from grapes from the northernmost vineyard in Texas (20 miles south of Amarillo) consistently wins high medals in wine competitions; Merrill Bonarrigo recommends serving it with apple pie or crème brûlée; $17.

• 2003 Messina Hof "Paulo" Porto — * * * * — made from Black Spanish (lenoir) grapes, this is naturally fermented, with no brandy added; because lenoir is a teinturier grape, the juice has color, so there's no sediment (because there's no skin contact); sweet black fruit that cries out for blue cheese; $42.

Wine of the Week: 2004 Michele Chiarlo "Le Orme" Barbera d'Asti

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

Copyright 2007 Houston Chronicle

* * * * * = Outstanding

* * * * = Fine

* * * = Good

* * = Fair

* = Poor

(*) = indicates ageability

• History: The firm of Michele Chiarlo has been making wines in Italy's Piedmont region since 1956. They're imported to the U.S. by the Kobrand Corp. The Chiarlo wines range from Moscato d'Asti to barolo bruisers such as Cannubi, Cerequio and Brunate. In between come a couple of barbarescos and barbers, such as the 2004 Michele Chiarlo "Le Orme" Barbera d'Asti — * * * 1/2 — a juicy, black-fruit-driven wine with hints of tobacco, tar and blackberries. Fairly smooth on the palate, it would benefit from 20-30 minutes in the fridge before serving. Chiarlo also makes a higher-end Barbera d'Asti called Le Court. But that's for weekends; Le Orme is your Monday-through-Thursday wine.

• Pairings: almost anything off the grill, as well as sautéed portobellos (don't forget the balsamic), medium-hard cheeses or pasta with tomato sauce or pesto.

• Suggested retail: $13.

• From: Republic Beverage.

LA Times
Trading it all in for the grape life

THE OENO-FILE

Dinners with vintners, tasting trips to bucolic corners of Europe -- what's not to like about an importer's life?

By Corie Brown

Times Staff Writer

February 28, 2007

IT starts as an idle thought while navigating the twisting roads of Provence, or at the first glimpse of the terraced hillsides of Spain's Priorat. For some, simply staring at the constantly expanding selection of Italian wines in a favorite wine store brings it on. There is a pause and a smile as the wine lover dreams about a life spent tootling along the wine world's less traveled roads, sitting down to fabulous meals with world-class winemakers, taking home exceptional discoveries — the wine importer's life, yes, that would be a sweet life.

It is a fantasy that proved irresistible to four Californians — Emily Weissman and Stephan Schindler of Winemonger, an importer of Austrian wines; Betty Dunbar, whose Vinalia Imports focuses on bringing under-appreciated French wines to California; and Brian Larky, whose company, Dalla Terra Winery Direct, acts as sole U.S. agent for selected Italian wineries.

Each has carved a niche in the rough-and-tumble international wine business. But survival isn't guaranteed. Importers operate on tight budgets and have to work their way through a slew of regulations as they coordinate trucks, boats, trains and planes to move wine around the world — and then there is the challenge of selling unknown wines.

Yet Southern California's expanding wine community is enriched by these intrepid souls. Not only do they bring in bottles that wouldn't be available here otherwise, but they also help keep prices in check. As independents, they survive by undercutting the traditional three-tier system that dictates hefty mark-ups at each stage of the process by importers, distributors and retailers.

"It's been terrifying," Weissman, 35, says. "And hilarious." She and husband Schindler, 38, have invested everything they own in Winemonger, a company that imports, distributes and retails Austrian wines. "When we started, all we knew was that we both loved wine," Weissman says. Everything else, she says, they learned the hard way.

Weissman and Schindler met as students at the American Film Institute, but they bonded over the bottles of wine they shared each evening at dinner. Weissman, the daughter of a wine-loving Stanford University professor, has been swirling, sniffing and sipping wine as long as she can remember. And Schindler, whose family owns a tiny vineyard in Vienna, loves the wines of his homeland.

When Schindler wanted to introduce his favorite Austrian wines to Weissman, however, they were nowhere to be found in Los Angeles. One afternoon in the couple's Burbank backyard they had a moment of clarity: Weissman would stop rewriting other people's mediocre movie scripts and Schindler would extract himself from a job producing "Star Mania," the Austrian version of "American Idol." Instead, they would import Austrian wine and sell it on the Internet.

Purple teeth, red tape

IT took a year to organize the paperwork, which entailed much more than an import license. There were the wholesale license, off-site retail license, label approvals and customs compliance to obtain, and they had to build an Internet site, not to mention learn the logistics of shipping and exporting wine from Austria. Buying trips to Austria were rare treats.

Winemonger's first shipment landed at the port of Oakland in October 2004. Thanks in part to delays at customs and more paperwork snarls, the first Internet sale — four bottles to a California customer — wasn't made until June 20, 2005.

"We kept getting little things wrong," Weissman says. "And getting wines from California to other states turns out to be as complicated as importing them in the first place."

As they worked through the layers of state and federal bureaucracy, Weissman says, "people kept saying, 'You can't do that.' Well, turns out you can." But since they were combining so many different businesses into one entity run by just two people, no one person had the answers they needed, she says.

It's been worth it. "Our vintners have become good friends," Weissman says. "The adventure of finding the wines, knowing we've picked great ones, I love that part."

Weissman and her husband signed then-25-year-old Johann Donabaum a year before Wine Spectator named him one of three leading winemakers in the Wachau. And adding Roland Velich's Moric, a tradition-defying Blaufränkisch (usually a light-style red, but in this case made to age like a Grand Cru Burgundy), to their portfolio gave Winemonger credibility among wine cognoscenti after Robert Parker's Wine Advocate singled it out as one of Austria's most important reds.

"We're working with the young, up-and-coming winemakers," Weissman says. "They don't have the fancy names, so we can sell wines that are as good as the big names for a third of the price."

Winemonger imports 140 Austrian wines from 18 wineries. So far, they have the permits to ship to 27 states. Winemonger also sells to retailers, but because its own retail Internet price is close to its wholesale price, other retailers have to charge higher prices than those posted on the site, which limits interest, she says.

Restaurants, however, have proven to be a bonanza. Fifty dining rooms in the Los Angeles area now feature Winemonger wines. Its first San Francisco restaurant account, the Slanted Door, has been selling 10 cases a week of Högl Schon Grüner Veltliner.

Restaurant exposure drives Internet sales. "People who taste the wines go looking for them," Weissman says. But it took a lot of work and ingenuity to snag Winemonger a spot on the first page of Google search results for "Austrian wine" and "ice wine." And even today, four years after they began their wine adventure, she says, every dime that rolls in goes to pay for the next shipment.

Surviving the travails of her first wine shipment four years ago, Betty Dunbar says, makes everything that has followed seem simple.

Twenty years of working in wine stores, running national sales for Santa Ynez vintner Brander Wines along with stints working for distributors and importers had taught Dunbar a lot about wine. For starters: It was clear to her that wines from France's Languedoc and Roussillon were improving and that Chablis from Burgundy was underappreciated. Consequently, there were better-than-expected wines at lower-than-expected prices in these categories.

In 2002, Dunbar seized the moment to launch a boutique import company, Vinalia Imports. She believed that if she could keep prices between $10 and $20 a bottle, Los Angeles restaurateurs and wine retailers would snap them up. Dunbar didn't speak French. And on her two previous short visits there, she had not been shopping for wine to import. But with the help of interpreters, she figured she could attend something called the Vinisud festival, cherry-pick the best wines and launch her business.

But on the eve of her buying trip, a surgeon's scalpel nicked a nerve in Dunbar's ear. Suddenly, everything she put in her mouth tasted metallic. "How was I going to do this?" Dunbar, 45, remembers asking herself. But, as a single mom, with no business partner, she didn't have anyone telling her she couldn't do it, she says.

And so, with a second mortgage on her home and no other source of income, she walked on to the plane to France relying on her sense of smell and knowledge of wines to pull her through. Her fail-safe was to bring samples of the wines she was buying back to Los Angeles to taste with friends.

Her first shipment, in April 2003, included wines from 12 producers. Acting as both the importer and the California distributor, Dunbar sold everything she had at her first Los Angeles tasting. She'd managed to avoid any duds, she says, while discovering some particularly aromatic wines.

The first wine she picked up on that trip — a $17 Chablis produced by Daniel Dampt — has remained her most popular wine, and now sells at a rate of 100 cases a month.

The thrill of discovery

TODAY, Vinalia imports 143 wines from 43 producers. Domaine des Grécaux is a favorite discovery. A small producer from Montpeyroux in the Languedoc owned by winemaker Alain Caujolle, the wine is a Grenache-Carignan blend with a touch of Syrah. It's an untraditional wine from a forsaken place where grapes are grown without irrigation high on limestone hills. The difficulty of driving stakes into the ground there has frustrated most others.

"The wines carry the aromas of herbes de Provence. They have great character," Dunbar says. And at $12 a bottle, she sells out within days of each shipment's arrival.

Dunbar travels to France frequently now, haunting the regional wine festivals where smaller producers gather by the hundreds. Moving from booth to booth tasting wines, she searches for gems that she can price reasonably for the California market. Her focus remains Southern California, but she's adding salespeople in the San Francisco region as well. She has expanded her portfolio to include wines from well-known Burgundy negoçiant Becky Wasserman, and she just returned from a buying trip to the Loire Valley.

She also has to play the currency market. With value wines sold on narrow margins, the falling value of the dollar is a particular strain. "You learn to ride the currency waves like a roller coaster," Dunbar says. "And you're grateful for the days when it breaks your way."

Sitting at a desk she shares with her office manager in two small back rooms in a Camarillo office park a block off the 101 Freeway, Dunbar wastes nothing on décor. She's saving for her next buying trip to France. Oh, and she's regained her sense of taste.

Like most independent wine entrepreneurs who play the import game, Brian Larky lives on the edge. But he's playing at a higher elevation than many. Last week when he was hand-selling his Italian wines, it was to billionaire moguls dining at Montana's Yellowstone Club. Larky, 44, poured wines and worked the crowd.

"Some of these guys are really into wine, extremely knowledgeable and very interested," Larky says. "As long as you know your stuff and are comfortable, the evening just flows." The good news is that the average mogul doesn't ski when he goes to his mountain retreat, Larky says, so he had the untracked powder to himself that day.

It's not the life he envisioned when he started Dalla Terra Winery Direct in 1990, he says. It's better.

A winemaker by training, the Santa Monica native tucked his UC Davis oenology degree into a suitcase and moved to Italy in 1985. "I wanted a different perspective, a view of wine outside of the Napa Valley petri dish," he says. So he rolled up his sleeves and started cleaning tanks at Lombardia's celebrated sparkling winemaker Ca' del Bosco, eventually working his way up the winemaking ranks.

When he was ready to return to the U.S. five years later, Larky was approached by a handful of Italian vintners who thought their wines weren't selling as well as they could in the States. Could he help them? The seed of the idea for Dalla Terra Winery Direct was planted. "It's a twist on importing," he says. "We act as the sole U.S. agents for our winery clients, connecting them directly with distributors in each state."

The distributors, in most instances, act as the official importers for Larky's portfolio of wines in their individual states, and the wines are shipped directly to them. He rarely takes possession of the wines. So, instead of tacking on the traditional 40% importer's fee, Dalla Terra charges a 15% agent's fee.

"We're too small to pick up unknown wines," Larky says. But there have been wines whose rising popularity with Americans is a gratifying surprise. Dalla Terra's producer in Brunello di Montalcino, Casanova di Neri, was named the world's best winery of 2005 by Wine Spectator magazine.

Also among the just 13 wineries in Dalla Terra's portfolio are Alois Lageder in Alto Adige, Boroli in Piedmont and Avignonesi in Montepulciano. Staying small, Larky says, enables him to place the entire portfolio with a single distributor in each state.

The essence of the job is to keep the wines moving smoothly between the wineries and distributors throughout the United States, Larky says. It takes an office staff of four in his Napa headquarters as well as an eight-person team of regional managers working with U.S. distributors. By cutting the importer's fee, "generally speaking we can lower the prices of their [Italian] wines 20% to 30% overnight," he says.

When Larky's not skiing in Montana, he's in Italy, at least five times a year. That's often enough for him to be part of the crew of a professional yacht-racing team on a 100-foot carbon fiber sloop based in Monaco. It's not a glory position — he's the grunt at the back of the boat trimming the sails — but he gets to be on the boat. Being part of the action — whether it's wine, skiing or sailing — is better for him than the sidelines.

WINE OF THE WEEK: A great Napa Valley Cab for under $50

February 28, 2007

Finding a top-notch Napa Valley Cabernet for less than $50 is tough these days. Here's one, though: the 2003 from Meyer Vineyard. It's got intensity, deep fruit flavors of blackberry and cassis with ripe but firm tannins and a light touch of French oak. And like the big boys, this one is not filtered or fined. In short, a model Napa Valley Cabernet and pure pleasure.

Drink it now or wait awhile. And when you do, break out a standing rib roast, some beefy ribs or a prime steak. Keep it simple, and let the wine show its stuff.

---

Quick swirl

Region: Napa Valley

Price: About $40

Style: Concentrated and rich

Food it goes with: Prime rib roast, beef ribs, prime steak

NY Times

Craft Brewers Turn to Whiskey Chasers

By ROB WILLEY

Published: February 28, 2007

Newport, Ore.

THE bar at the Rogue House of Spirits, a craft distillery in this coastal town about a 135-mile drive from Portland, is crowded with rose vodka and spruce-infused gin, vodka spiked with fresh wasabi and vodka that tasted like pickled ginger. There are shots of organic peppermint schnapps, some hazelnut cherry vodka that everyone thought needed work and, down at the end of the bar, in a glass jar with green sludge at the bottom, a honey-colored concoction known around the distillery as Roguermeister.

“Part of it is ignorance,” Jack Joyce, the founder of Rogue Spirits, said as he considered his odd lineup, most of which is still in the testing stage. “Remember, we’re not from the distilling business, so we don’t know how you’re supposed to do this to start with.”

Mr. Joyce is one of a small but growing number of small-scale distillers with deep ties to beer. He is also the founder of Rogue Ales, a pioneering craft brewery. When Rogue spawned a distilling operation in 2003, he became a member of the craft spirits movement, made up of tiny independent distillers making an array of unusual whiskeys, vodkas, gins and other spirits.

A number of brewers would like to follow in his path. Robert Cassell, who worked at Victory Brewing Company and Harpoon Brewery before landing at Philadelphia Distilling, a craft distillery in Philadelphia, said he has been approached by at least four breweries looking to branch into spirits.

For a brewer, the lure of distilling is easy to understand. Making beer, a fermented mash of grains, is the first step in making many spirits, particularly whiskey. (The beer is then run through a still.)

As Ty Reeder, a brewer who now runs the McMenamins Edgefield Distillery near Portland, explained, the fundamentals of brewing — understanding yeasts and fermentation technique, recognizing off flavors — are crucial skills for distilling. And as Lee Medoff, another Oregon craft distiller, noted, “I don’t know any brewer who doesn’t like whiskey.”

Lance Winters would agree. A onetime nuclear engineer, he was working in a California brewpub when he caught the distilling bug in the early 1990s, bought a 25-gallon still, and started tinkering in his garage. “I was a brewer who was in love with single malts,” he said. “As soon as I realized I was halfway to making single malts, I wanted to learn the other half.”

Mr. Winters now operates the stills at St. George Spirits, maker of Hangar One vodka, St. George Single Malt and assorted fruit brandies and liqueurs. He said he expected to see more brewers, “maxed out with what they can do with their beers,” embracing distillation. “There’s a whole other level, a creative freedom you can engage through distilling,” he said.

The experimental ethos of craft brewing — Rogue Ales is known for eccentric brews like soba ale, oyster-infused stout and Dad’s Little Helper malt liquor — has become as much a part of the craft spirits business as red tape and copper pot stills.

“Not many people have what it takes to open a distillery,” said Bill Owens, founder of the American Distilling Institute, a trade organization for craft distillers. “You’ve seen the photos of little boys with their tongues stuck to a flagpole? Well, distillers are just like that. You tell them they can’t do something and they’re going to be the first to try it.”

Mr. Medoff, who started House Spirits with Christian Krogstad, a fellow beer veteran, in Portland, in 2005, sees a connection between the exploratory impulse in craft distilling and the disregard for convention that helped define microbrewing.

“Most of the brewers here started off imitating German beers or English beers, but because you weren’t constrained by any tradition, you could take those styles and warp them to whatever you wanted,” said Mr. Medoff, a former brewery manager and distiller for the McMenamins chain of brewpubs.

Mr. Medoff believes that House Spirits is doing some warping of its own. The company is talking about an all-Oregon gin flavored with local and decidedly nontraditional ingredients like licorice fern and Oregon grape. Its current lineup includes a full-bodied Eastern European-style rye vodka; a rounded, aromatic gin loosely inspired by Dutch genever; and an aquavit.

Brewing expertise can be an advantage when it comes to choosing basic ingredients. Donald R. Outterson spent nearly 20 years as a brewer and brewery consultant, launching 52 brewpubs before settling at Woodstone Creek, an urban winery and distillery in Cincinnati, in 2003. His pet project is five-grain bourbon made in part from plump two-row barley, which he said yielded a richer tasting beer (and, thus, richer whiskey) than the more commonly used six-row barley.

“I’d like to say, ‘Gee, I’ve made something different and I’m a real craftsman,’ ” he added. “But I feel like the pizza commercial. You know, ‘Better ingredients, better pizza.’ ”

In less capable hands, however, the combination of a pot still and a craft brewer’s unfettered imagination could be a recipe for disaster. Mr. Cassell, who makes a citrusy gin called Bluecoat, said, “I see the trend following the path of the surge in microbreweries in the ’80s and ’90s, with a lot of people jumping into it without a lot of knowledge.”

Regulatory hurdles may slow them down. It is generally much easier to open a brewery than it is a distillery. And a brewer who studies the blur of big-name labels on liquor store shelves may have second thoughts about jumping into the fray.

But Mr. Joyce said craft distillers did not think that way. “You don’t go out and figure out what people will like,” he said. “You figure out what you like and try to bring something new to the table.” He added: “It’s the same with beer. You can’t analyze the market. Because if you did, you wouldn’t do it.”
Wine Under $20

A Spicy Keeper From Austria

Article Tools Sponsored By

By HOWARD G. GOLDBERG

Published: February 25, 2007

Zweigelt is the most popular everyday red in Austria, which consumes 75 percent of its wine production. Weingut Höpler’s matured 2002 version, from Burgenland, south of Vienna, is a standout.

The bouquet and flavor have hints of cherry. The body is delicately spicy and earthy, a slight tartness whets your appetite and the finish is long. In winter, sip it with tafelspitz — boiled beef.

Höpler’s zweigelt costs $19 at Winesby.com, 23 Jones Street (Bleecker Street).

Oregonian

Oregon's wine influence felt in the land Down Under

Sunday, February 25, 2007

Editor's note: Matt Kramer is traveling and his column will run every other Sunday through early May. 

MELBOURNE, AUSTRALIA -- The reach of Oregon pinot noir extends farther than even Oregon's most impassioned pinot boosters might imagine.

This Oregonian, anyway, was more than surprised to see Elk Cove Vineyards' pinot gris and the pinot noirs of tiny, sought-after (and much recommended in this column) Evesham Wood Winery & Vineyard on several restaurant wine lists here as if it was the most normal thing for Melbourne's diners to order.

Melbourne, a southerly city of some 4 million people (counting the expanding suburbs) is Australia's second largest urban area. Plumped with considerable wealth (I've never seen so many late-model Ferraris and Lamborghinis) from Australia's booming economy, the food-and-wine scene here is vibrant.

Wine plays a far more central role in Australian life than it does in America. One fact is telling: Australia's annual per capita wine consumption is 21.7 liters; America's is just 8 liters of wine per person. The old image of Australia as a beer-swilling, surf's-up paradise is fast being replaced by the kind of worldly (and expensive) sophistication more associated with San Francisco. Australia is not quite in that exalted food-and-wine league, but it's not for want of trying.

If anything, the country's pinot noir producers look more to Oregon than to California. Recently, I visited Shadowfax Wines, 19 miles from Melbourne's city center. A high-profile winery, Shadowfax offers the usual array of Australian wines such as syrah, pinot gris, chardonnay and riesling presented in a spacious, modern tasting room equipped with a small deli-like restaurant that serves lunch daily.

The morning I dropped in, the tasting room was empty. The pourer was an affable young man -- seemingly all Australians are affable in the extreme -- who instantly identified my accent.

"What part of the States are you from?" asked Ashley Barnard.

When I replied Oregon, he said, "Great place! I worked the harvest at Adelsheim Vineyard for three months in 2005. Boy, I learned an awful lot about wine, especially pinot noir."

Shortly thereafter, I attended the biannual Mornington Peninsula Pinot Noir Celebration, which occurred earlier this month. The 60-strong pinot noir producers of the Mornington Peninsula south of Melbourne hosted their celebration with the likes of Oregon's Cristom Vineyards and Domaine Serene, as well as a flotilla of Burgundies and, of course, Australian pinot noirs.

The organizers freely admit that Oregon's two-decade-old International Pinot Noir Celebration is the model for the Mornington Peninsula Pinot Noir Celebration, which launched in 2003. The event is smaller scale here than in McMinnville, as well as a culturally more formidable task for Australia's pinot noir producers.

The problem is that Australia is shiraz or syrah country. Aussies like their red wines big, rich, bold and plumped with fruit, which is precisely what shiraz -- the Australian word for syrah, and the country's most widely planted grape -- is all about. Pinot noir is (ideally) more delicate and subtle. To convert Australian palates to what might be called the pinot noir aesthetic is no small undertaking.

Oregon's winegrowers, in comparison, preach to the already-converted -- indeed fervent believers. Oregon wine lovers know mostly to look elsewhere for big and bold (although Southern Oregon reds can deliver such goods with cabernet sauvignon, syrah and tempranillo).

The old iron-building-in-the-blood tradition of mighty reds still retains a grip on Australian affections. But that hold is weakening.

Although it's hard to see it from American shores (and stores), Australia is chockablock with small wineries nibbling away at the give-'em-what-they-want giant Australian wine producers who specialize in cheap, bold, fruity reds. The wines we mostly see are Australia's cheap and cheery, which is fine for everyday drinking but hardly illustrative of what's lurking in this vast country of more than 2,200 wineries.

If you want to get at least a glimpse of what Australia can do when it sets its cap at more refined efforts, seek out dry rieslings from the Clare Valley district. Or look for racy, surprisingly elegant shiraz (syrah) from the Heathcote district. Various bottlings from these two areas trickle into Oregon at prices ranging from $20 to $65 a bottle, depending upon which producer you land on.

San Francisco Chronicle

Higher ground

Napa and Sonoma's mountain vineyards produce Cabernets with desirable intensity

Tim Teichgraeber, Special to The Chronicle

Friday, March 2, 2007

High above the ritzy bustle of Napa Valley is the domain of the mountain man.

The mountain man is a rather independent sort. Like his brethren on the valley floor, the mountain man makes a great Cabernet, but being shy, or maybe downright unsociable, he may not keep regular tasting room hours. He'll be the first to tell you that his mountain wine is different. It ain't for the faint of heart, but that's what some folks like about it.

"Mountain vineyards are more difficult to farm. It's harder work to establish them, they're lower yield. I think the people who planted the vineyards at elevation are a different type of character maybe," says Philippe Melka, a consulting enologist whose clients include Marston Family Vineyard on Napa's Spring Mountain.

Once the land gently rises for several hundred feet up the base of the Mayacamas and Vaca mountain ranges from the valley floor, the hillsides turn steeper and rockier. These vineyards have rockier soils and better water drainage than those on a valley floor. They tend to produce smaller grapes with relatively less juice and relatively more skin. All of a wine's color, all of its tannin and much of its flavor complexity comes from the skin, so mountain vineyards tend to produce more intense, deeply colored and more structured wines. It's a difference that you'll see not just in California but all over the globe.

And that's only part of what sets these vineyards apart. Hillside vineyards often have more varied soils as well as varying altitudes and orientations toward the sun. At higher altitudes the daytime temperatures are cooler, which changes the ripening pattern.

Napa Valley is a great place to compare mountain wines with valley floor wines because Cabernet Sauvignon is the preeminent grape both on the valley floor and the mountains that rim the valley: Mount Veeder, Spring Mountain, Diamond Mountain, Howell Mountain and Atlas Peak. Each of the mountains produces a distinct sort of wine, but they share similar qualities when compared with valley floor wines from Rutherford or St. Helena. The gently sloped transition between the valley floor and steeper mountainsides is usually called the "bench." Benchland vineyards, usually only a couple of hundred feet in elevation, offer something of a hybrid of valley and mountainside fruit character.

Mountain character

Pat Stotesbery of Ladera Vineyards, which controls vineyards on Howell Mountain as well as the steep and elevated Lone Canyon vineyard just outside the Mount Veeder appellation, says mountain vineyards have a different climatic rhythm. Bud break is almost always later, says Stotesbery, "and that can only be because it's cooler." During the rest of the growing season the mountain vines slowly catch up to the valley floor. Though the mountains are cooler during the day, they get more early sun because they are above the fog line. In the afternoon the heat from the valley floor begins to creep up the hillsides. "There's an intense depth to the wines that I taste off the mountains. There's a brightness to the fruit, there's a bit more going on," says Sam Baxter, general manager and winemaker for Terra Valentine on Spring Mountain.

Many microclimates

Even small hillside vineyards can have a mix of soil types and elevations, microclimates and sun exposures that add varied flavors and textures, and that can result in very complex wines because those various patches must be farmed differently, resulting in quirky, unique wines. "It's more work, but I think what you get from that is the wine ... is going to have its own thumbprint, its own character."

Napa isn't the only California region where high-altitude vineyards produce exceptional wine. Consider Ridge's Monte Bello Cabernet Sauvignon produced from the peaks of the Santa Cruz Mountains, an area that also produces some mineral-laden Chardonnays. Josh Jensen's long-lived Calera Pinot Noir from Mount Harlan in the California Central Coast is another example. And the high ridges along the Sonoma Coast are gaining a reputation as one of the finest places in the state to grow Pinot Noir and Chardonnay.

"It's almost like men versus women," says Michael Honig of Honig Vineyard and Winery in Napa's Rutherford district, which sits on the valley floor and extends up to the benchlands. "Mountain wines are bigger, with more alcohol, more tannin. Valley floor wines are softer and a little rounder, more feminine. The world needs both men and women to continue." Honig says valley floor wines can age too. "The average consumer is not so interested in whether a wine can age for 50 years. We try to make wines that can age 5 or 10 years, but aren't for a 30th anniversary."

Read between the lines and you may find that some wine critics prefer structured mountain wines, while others prefer more plush valley floor wines. In recent San Francisco Chronicle panel tastings several mountain Cabernets earned recommendations, but so have benchland wines like Shafer Hillside Select and valley floor Cabernets like Honig's.

But more than half of Wine & Spirits magazine's top nine American Cabernets last year came from Napa mountain vineyards. When you consider that mountain Cabernets comprise a small minority of Napa's total Cabernet production, those figures are telling.

And mountain-grown wines -- a Von Strasser Cabernet from Napa's Diamond Mountain and a Domaine de la Terre Rouge Syrah from the Sierra Foothills -- have been named Wine of the Year at Connoisseur's Guide to California Wines for two years running.

Charles Olken, the guide's publisher, says his tasting panels are frequently able to identify a mountain wine in blind tastings. "It's less plush. It has tighter structure without being hard, and there is frequently a little kind of dry spice aspect, not like a Dry Creek Valley Zinfandel, but there's something different in the character," says Olken.

"You're looking for depth, you're looking for balance, you're looking for complexity. You get a lot of those things in mountain vineyards, particularly in the reds, but you can also get wines that have a lot of structure and not much center," says Olken. Because mountain wines are generally more tannic, and sometimes higher in acidity and lower in alcohol, some wine buyers believe that they mature more slowly and age more gracefully than valley floor wines.

Ageworthy wines

Rhett Gadke, wine director of the Bounty Hunter, a mail-order catalog catering to collectors of high-end California wine, believes that mountain wines take time to become approachable, but are longer lived. "To my mind the common thread that they share is ageability. A lot of stuff you see grown in Rutherford and on the valley floor in Oakville, they're brilliant wines, but if you were to look at them apples-to-apples 15 to 20 years later, my guess is that the mountain stuff would hold up better."

Randy Dunn, who has been making wine on Howell Mountain since 1979, believes that mountain wines age better, but says he intentionally makes his wines with less alcohol and more tannin so that they'll last longer in the cellar. "I started out making the wines the way I did and I'm not about to change just to go along with the crowd. Some people are making wines that are released and you take it home and drink it. Well, there's nothing wrong with that if that's what you want to do, but supposedly, historically, artistically, wines do evolve with age and if they do, they develop into something better than they were when they were bottled," says Dunn.

Large wineries take interest

Small family estates dominate the Napa mountains, but some large companies have also taken an interest in hillside vineyards. Beringer, now part of the beverage giant Foster's Group, has helped family estates develop and plant vineyards on Howell Mountain and Spring Mountain in Napa Valley in exchange for long-term leases that entitle them to a share of the fruit for a number of years.

Kendall-Jackson Wine Estates has made several long-term investments in mountain vineyards as well. Kendall-Jackson prefers to own its land holdings, and in recent years has invested heavily in mountain vineyards in Sonoma County and Napa Valley, banking on their future value.

The strategy, according to Randy Ullom, Kendall-Jackson's winemaster and chief operating officer, is to secure and develop the types of vineyards that can produce the sorts of grapes that make great wines.

Ullom says that mountain vineyards' rockier soils produce smaller grapes with comparatively more skin and less juice. "The berry size goes down and the yields go down, but the concentration of the flavors and the quality of the grape and subsequent wine goes up logarithmically," says Ullom. "If you're aspiring for high-end wines, that's the way to do it."

Kendall-Jackson produces its Highland Estates line of small-production wines priced at $50-$60 exclusively from ridge, mountainside, hillside and bench vineyards. In addition to Napa, Ullom sees great potential in the eastern sides of Mount St. Helena in Sonoma's Knights Valley, Alexander Valley mountainsides, Bennett Valley and the red soils on the Sonoma side of Mount Veeder.

But does any of this make California's mountain wines superior? The idea that certain vineyard sites might be better for growing great wine isn't exactly new. In France, the most consistently outstanding vineyards have been officially honored with grand cru (great growth) and other rankings. In theory, at least, the top "cru" vineyards are determined by their superior soil, geography and climate rather than by the skill of the people who own it.

It may be worth considering whether certain sorts of California vineyard sites are beginning to outperform others. But even if mountain vineyards make more intense and cellarworthy wines, California doesn't have a cru-style ranking system. And the idea of establishing a class system for vineyards or anything else may be a hard sell in a society that fetishizes class mobility. Even winemakers and critics who prefer mountain vineyards are hesitant to endorse a formal ranking.

"I think it kind of goes against the spirit of viticulture, especially in California," says Terra Valentine's Baxter. "As a winemaker and as a grape grower, you want to always feel that you have the chance to make the next great wine, and I think that doing some sort of classification system is only going to make the cut feel like they don't have to keep working at it and it could lower the striving for quality."

Olken also gives vineyard classifications a 'nay' vote. "I'd rather not have a ranking system. I'd rather put them in a cover and taste them blind and say, 'This is this year's great wine,' rather than be told that Rubicon is a first growth."

For now, mountain wines don't necessarily cost more than wines from valley floor vineyards. Gadke says that a few regions -- Howell Mountain, Diamond Mountain and Spring Mountain -- do have some marketplace cachet, but others like Atlas Peak lag behind in name recognition.

If mountain wineries really want to distinguish their product, they'll have to sell the concept to consumers, Gadke adds. "I don't think they have adequately defined even amongst themselves just what makes their regions special. If the mountain districts ever do command a premium it will be because there was a sense of recognition of quality. If you ask a Mount Veeder vintner what makes Mount Veeder special and he can't answer in 30 words or less, then it doesn't matter in the marketplace."

A taste of mountain-grown Cabernet Sauvignon

Mountain-grown Cabernet Sauvignon is notorious for taking a little more time to open up, but it's often well worth the wait. Vines planted in thin, high-elevation soils produce smaller grapes with more skin and less juice than grapes grown on the valley floor. The result is concentrated with deeper color and more tannin than grapes grown at lower elevations.

The mountains ringing Napa Valley are known for producing some of California's best and longest-lived wines, but great Cabernet is also grown on the other side of the Mayacamas range in Sonoma County. I tasted 21 mountain-grown wines from Napa and Sonoma counties and these were my favorites.

2003 Atlas Peak Atlas Peak Claret ($86) Impeccably balanced and elegant with a lovely nose of blueberry, cassis, sour cherry, olive, anise, cinnamon, toast, concentrated black cherry and currant, gravel dust and olive flavors that aren't at all heavy and finish with just the right amount of zesty acid and tannin.

2003 Atlas Peak Mount Veeder Cabernet Sauvignon ($86) Lots of toasty new oak in the nose, plus cedar, black cherry, toast and red currant flavors. Concentrated, supple and rich, finishing with fine, well-proportioned mountain tannins.

2003 Fantesca Estate & Winery Spring Mountain District Cabernet Sauvignon ($60) A bit on the simple side for a wine in this price range, but a good wine from a young estate closer to the base of Spring Mountain. Ample black cherry, cola, blackberry, dried herb aromas and cherry licorice, vanilla and thyme flavors finishing with mild tannins.

2004 Frias Family Vineyard Spring Mountain District Cabernet Sauvignon ($65) Opulent and fruit-driven with cassis, black cherry, chocolate and licorice and dried herb aromas and intense, almost sweet black-fruit flavors balanced by fine, grainy tannins and great natural acidity.

2002 Guilliams Spring Mountain District Cabernet Sauvignon ($40) A lovely Bordeaux-like Bordeaux blend from John and Shawn Guilliams' estate near the top of Spring Mountain. Very nicely balanced with black cherry, black currant, subtle mint, cola and vanilla notes; an agile wine with great acidity and proportionate tannin.

2004 Kendall-Jackson Highland Estates Napa Mountain Estate Mount Veeder Cabernet Sauvignon ($60) Dynamic and layered with rich blackberry compote, pound cake, cinnamon, cassis and coriander aromas. Loaded with ripe fruit but focused thanks to plenty of acidity and lots of mountain tannin. Best in a few more years.

2004 Kendall-Jackson Highland Estates Trace Ridge Knights Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($55) Intensely colored and shy at first, then opening up to show tightly wound blackberry, cassis, gravel dust, coffee aromas, nice red currant and raspberry flavors, a bit of cola and licorice and lots of rocky minerality and stiff muscular structure.

2003 Ladera Howell Mountain Cabernet Sauvignon ($68) Intense, concentrated and very ripe with dense blackberry, boysenberry and vanilla aromas plus a penetrating cherry note and subtle dried herb and spice flavors. Sweet and ripe, but stays balanced with minerally flavors and stiff tannins that will take a few years to mellow.

2002 Marston Family Vineyard Spring Mountain District Cabernet Sauvignon ($90) Close to perfection. Packed with tremendously expressive cassis, boysenberry, dried herb, graphite, cedar, chocolate flavors, loam, ultra-ripe black cherry flavors and plenty of highly polished tannin. Just beginning to blossom, it should age beautifully.

2004 Pride Mountain Vineyards Napa/Sonoma Cabernet Sauvignon ($66) This wine from vineyards at the top of Spring Mountain straddling the county line is always a hot commodity with intense black cherry, graphite, black currant, dried herb, coffee, olive and toast flavors and at this young stage, lots of heavy-duty tannin.

2002 Spring Mountain Vineyard Elivette Reserve Spring Mountain District Estate Red Wine ($90) A blend of Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot and Cabernet Franc with classic Cabernet Sauvignon aromas of toast, cassis, black cherry, olive and hints of cedar, concentrated black cherry, cassis and dried flower and herb flavors bolstered by very fine, sturdy tannins. A gorgeous, exceptionally complex Napa Cabernet that will reward patience.

2002 Spring Mountain Vineyard Spring Mountain District Estate Cabernet Sauvignon ($50) A little tightly wound with intense, focused cherry, cassis, toast, cedar, graphite, black pepper aromas, concentrated and intensely flavored but not heavy. Brightened by racy acidity and ample alcohol on the finish.

2003 Terra Valentine Spring Mountain District Cabernet Sauvignon ($35) A mouth-filling Cabernet with tons of class in the compact black cherry and cassis fruit, aromatic red pepper, root beer, toast, mineral and dried herb flavors with polished tannins. Built to last, and a very serious wine for the price.

-- Tim Teichgraeber

France's unsung wines play well in snow

Derrick Schneider, Special to The Chronicle
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Few wines belong on a ski trip more than those from France's Savoie region. Clean and light, they revive the spirit like the mountain air that flows from the nearby Alps. Just ask the skiers and hikers who quaff carafes of the local beverage after a day of outdoor exercise. Savoie vintners, small growers who speckle the region's nooks and crannies, produce rivers of generic white wine for these tourists, and this flood has tainted the area with a reputation for wines that travel poorly.

"Things have changed since I first went there about 30 years ago," says Berkeley importer Kermit Lynch. "Back then, there wasn't much of an attempt to make anything but ski station wines, but now quite a few people are making more serious wine."

Regional pride and a well-heeled global market have spurred vintners, but even the best bottles do not yet rival France's greatest. Instead, Savoie wines are ideal house wines, bottles for the weeknight dinner table and not the cellar. They are charming, delicate, food-friendly and inexpensive: Most cost less than $15, well within a ski weekend's budget.

The Alps, which hulk nearby, shape every aspect of local viticulture, including the oddball grape varieties, rarely if ever blended in the cellar, that fill the vineyards. Until highways brought vacationing tourists, mountainous terrain kept the region isolated, and more famous grapes didn't find their way into farmers' fields. Today the Savoie has a small cache of unusual vines that will interest anyone who seeks out the wine world's lesser-sung grapes. Chief among them is the high-yield workhorse Jacquere, which creates most of the white wines in the Savoie's southern portion. In the northern half, the Haute-Savoie near Geneva, Chasselas, a popular table grape, dominates vineyards around villages such as Ripaille and in the subregion of Crepy.

But the two best white grapes in the Savoie are the floral Altesse and the peachy Bergeron, the latter the local name for Roussanne. The first is bottled as Roussette de Savoie; the second, Chignin Bergeron, connecting the grape to the village of Chignin. Lynch calls Bergeron "the only French Roussanne I care about."

Even if the appellation allowed more famous grapes, it's doubtful they'd fare well in the mountain valleys; the Alps give each village a fairy-tale landscape but each vine a tough life. Even on valley floors, where you find the least interesting vineyards, growing conditions are difficult. On the slopes, it's amazing any vines survive.

Water drains quickly from these steep inclines, forcing vine roots deep through rocky ground to slake their thirst. This stress on the plant creates more intense flavors in the grapes and thus in the wines. Limestone, twisted and folded into itself when two continental plates smashed into each other to create the Alps, underlies most of the vineyards.

Ambient temperature deals its own blow to the farmer. The blanket of cool air that surrounds the snowy slopes keeps grapes on the edge of ripeness. High-acid, low-sugar fruit becomes wines with minimal alcohol, which keeps hangovers at bay for skiers hitting the slopes the next morning. Few Savoie wines register above 12 percent alcohol, and most hover around 11.5 percent.

But large lakes such as Lac du Bourget, which droops through the region's lower half, temper the chill and create surprising warmth. "There's this one band as you start up these incredibly steep hills," says Lynch, "a microclimate where you find fig and olive trees." The icons of Mediterranean weather abut vineyards where fruit ripens more, adding body to the final wine. Though white wines dominate the area's output, these warm zones allow red grapes to mature as well, most famously Mondeuse, another native variety that good vintners age in large foudres. Michael Wild, chef-owner of Oakland's Bay Wolf and a longtime fan of Savoie wines, describes Mondeuse wines as having "the very ethereal perfume that I associate with wines made in colder places."

As in many French appellations, certain villages, or "crus," with distinct environments may add their names to the region's. Vins de Savoie can be labeled with Abymes, Apremont, Chignin and 14 others. Roussette de Savoie has four cru villages, including Marestel, the best.

It's no surprise that Wild pairs delicate Savoie wines with appetizers and lighter fare, but he's quick to point to their affinity for cheese. Indeed, tell a wine merchant that you're eating cheese fondue, and you're likely to find a Savoie bottle pushed into your hands. But don't stop with this pairing, for the Savoie produces some of France's greatest cheeses: buttery Reblochon, semihard Tomme de Savoie and nut-flavored Beaufort.

Heading to the slopes for the weekend? Need to please a houseful of friends? Pack some Savoie bottles to enjoy. And even if you're staying at home, stock up on these friendly mountain wines and bring the Alps inside for your next dinner.

A taste of Savoie

The Savoie's 2004 and 2005 harvests each have their fans among Bay Area importers. Lynch suggests that the rainy summer and warm fall of 2004 made for a perfect vintage; John Levine of North Berkeley Imports feels that 2004 was colder than normal and that 2005's consistent good weather created classic Savoie wines.

SPARKLING

NV Andre et Michel Quenard Petillant de Savoie ($20) Some of the Savoie's high-acid fruit finds its way into sparkling wine, which like most Savoie wines is tasty and pretty without pretension to anything grander. This sparkler has creamy and floral aromas, and a pleasant apple flavor. A crisp acidity makes this an ideal wine with which to greet guests coming in the door.

WHITES

2005 Labbe Abymes ($14) Alexandra and Jerome Labbe took over this estate from their fathers, who had used the land for basic farming needs and lackluster wines. The two cousins planted AOC-approved Jacquere and updated the cellar with modern equipment. The wine has a subtle mineral and citrus nose, with a modest acidity and a combination of mineral and apple-skin flavors.

2005 Domaine Portaz Apremont Tete de Cuvee ($14) Light cheese aromas feature subtle notes of wheat. The wine has a modest acidity, but plenty of mineral flavors, and it leaves a delicate apple flavor on the finish.

2005 Domaine Portaz Cepage Altesse Roussette de Savoie ($15) Marc and Jean-Marc Portaz farm a number of interesting vineyards in the Savoie, including some that sit atop a long-ago buried village on the slopes Mount Granier. This rendition of the Altesse grape evokes the waxy scent of candy corn, with strong floral components. A refreshing acidity supports cheese flavors and a clay-like minerality on the finish.

2004 Andre et Michel Quenard Chignin Bergeron Les Terrasses ($22) Michel Quenard, one of a seemingly infinite number of Quenards in the area, invests a lot of time and care in his wines, which is why they cost more than the average Savoie bottle. But the results are worth it. Quenard bottles this unusual single-vineyard wine from a terraced slope high up the mountain near Chignin. He also ages it in old foudres, a rarity in a region that does everything in stainless steel. This wine is pitch-perfect, with delicate tropical fruit and peach aromas, and a clean mineral flavor. Refreshing acidity never interferes with the wine's lovely balance.

2005 Andre et Michel Quenard Roussette de Savoie ($17.50) This wine's aromas of wax and white flowers are typical of the Altesse grape, and the subtle pine notes add a pleasant quality to the nose. The almost sparkling acidity supports flavors of apple skin.

2005 Jean-Pierre et Jean-Francois Quenard Chignin ($12) Jean-Francois Quenard took over the estate from his father, Jean-Pierre, after studying winemaking in Burgundy, Bordeaux and California. Lime and citrus zest delight the nose, along with a chalky minerality. This wine has a quivering acidity and salty mineral flavors coupled with citrus.

2005 Chateau de Ripaille Ripaille ($12) The stunning Chateau de Ripaille, the former residence of the Comtes du Savoy, makes a spectacular backdrop for 21 hectares of vines. The current owners restored the ramshackle estate to its former glory, and revived the surrounding vineyards, planted with the Chasselas grape typical of this area. The wine's rich aromas smell of Gruyere and pine, with hints of smoky wax. Its acidity fades away too quickly, leaving an almost-too-harsh mineral finish.

RED

2005 Maison Angelot Bugey Mondeuse ($15) The Bugey region in the Ain department, just outside of the Savoie region, grows many of the same grapes, and many expect the region to soon graduate from Vin Delimite de Qualite Superieure to full-fledged Appellation d'Origine Controlee. Eric and Philippe Angelot, two brothers, run the property, which has vineyards on the hillsides and the valley floor. This pretty red wine has a lovely cherry and leather nose with a background of forest floor. The wine has a light acidity and body, but nonetheless a meaty quality on the palate. Minerals dominate the finish.

THE CHRONICLE'S WINE SELECTIONS: 2004 White Burgundy
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Burgundy is Chardonnay's original home. It's where you'll find some of the purest examples of that grape. After sweltering 2003, with its fat, forward white wines, came 2004's uneven weather.

The 2004 whites are lean, sometimes extremely so. Far be it for me to complain about too much acidity, but at moments the crispness of these wines was extreme. The best were right on the edge, racy but not painfully sharp.

We received a patchwork of 58 wines, from basic Bourgogne AC (a blend from anywhere in Burgundy) to rarefied Corton-Charlemagne, with more negociant wines than small growers.

Wines from Chassagne-Montrachet, in the southern Cote de Beaune, are sometimes considered country cousins to their counterparts next door in Puligny-Montrachet. But they were the stars of our panel, accounting for nearly all the top wines.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2004 Joseph Drouhin Chassagne-Montrachet Marquis de Laguiche ($69.50) Chassagne-Montrachet contains part of Le Montrachet, the vineyard that may produce the best white wines anywhere, certainly among the most rarefied. Chassagne wines often reveal themselves with a smoky minerality. One of Burgundy's most influential negociants, Drouhin doesn't own the Laguiche site -- which includes the largest single parcel of Le Montrachet -- but has long made wines from it. A classic nose of gunflint and spice, but also a bit sulfurous. Flavors of ripe pear, apple and quince show themselves as broad and tangy, with a surprisingly soft ending. Not yet ready to drink.

TWO STARS 2004 Faiveley Georges Faiveley Bourgogne Blanc ($17) Around since 1825, Maison Faiveley is one of Burgundy's most established names, and owns vineyards in such renowned sites as Corton-Charlemagne. Here the aim is something simpler: a straightforward wine for every day, especially before a meal. This is Chardonnay without the frills -- hints of coriander on the nose, clean citrus flavors, a sharp-edged mineral note and a very precise finish.

TWO STARS 2004 Louis Jadot Meursault Les Genevrieres ($69) Jadot's pale parchment-colored labels are familiar to most Burgundy drinkers, as the Beaune-based negociant and grower makes wines from all up and down the Cote d'Or. Its basic '04 Meursault was a bit dull, but the premier cru effort had much more to offer. Sweet oak, talc, ripe pear and cream merge with pineapple and fig. Very smooth texture, with a forceful ending and a subtle bright acidity.

THREE STARS 2004 Olivier Leflaive Chassagne-Montrachet ($43) A village-level bottling from this consistently solid negociant-grower, whose cousin Anne-Claude runs the famous Domaine Leflaive. Here's a great introduction to Chassagne, aged on the lees for at least 15 months in no more than one-quarter new French oak. A balanced nose enhanced by smoke, honey and toasted almond. All the notes fit, with ripe fruit gripping the palate.

THREE AND A HALF STARS 2004 Domaine Bernard Moreau Chassagne-Montrachet Champs Gain ($65) Moreau's wines are typically aged in mostly old oak for at least a year, with no more than 30 percent new barrels. The result is classic old-fashioned Burgundy. This was the best wine we tasted. An opulent nose of paraffin and toasted spices, with a subtle gray minerality. Forceful, but balanced, flavors of lemon curd, kiwi, mango and green apple, with a perfectly tapered finish.

THREE STARS 2004 Domaine Bernard Moreau Chassagne-Montrachet La Maltroie ($65) Bernard and Francoise Moreau sent their sons Alex and Benoit around the world to learn winemaking before coming on board at this 19th century estate in the heart of Chassagne. A fantastic effort, despite a slightly muted nose -- more ripe pear and creamy apple, less smokiness. Good, intense fruit throughout, with lots of potential.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2004 Domaine Jacques Prieur Meursault Clos de Mazeray ($69) Prieur's wines are made by Nadine Gublin, the first woman to be named winemaker of the year by Revue de Vin de France. Meursault should be rich and full, and 50 percent new oak, plus lees stirring and 14 months aging round out a profound wine. Spicy, with hints of fennel seed, honey, tart pear and pretty tree fruit flavors. A fine-line acidity adds an edge, and the finish grips your palate.

THREE STARS 2004 Domaine Jacques Prieur Puligny-Montrachet Les Combettes ($110) Puligny-Montrachet may well be the global epicenter for Chardonnay. Here you'll find the other portion of Le Montrachet, a vineyard so venerable that the village appended its name to include it. Puligny is also home to 14 premier cru sites, including this one. The wine, aged for 18 months in half new barrels, is ripe and intense, with blossoming scents of tree fruit, white mineral and paraffin. Acidity dominates toward the finish, a sign of just how young the wine still is.

SIPPING NEWS
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$833.33 for a bottle of Napa Cab

That was the top price tag at last weekend's Premiere Napa Valley midwinter barrel auction.

This year's fundraiser brought in a record $2.16 million for 1,215 cases of wine, the highest figure in its 11-year history and a jump of 15.5 percent over 2006. The biggest single bid came from V.J. Jazirvar, executive vice president of the Petroleum Club of Oklahoma City, who ponied up $50,000 for five 12-bottle cases of 2005 Rombauer Vineyards Stice Lane Block D Cabernet Sauvignon, which will go to members and will be added to the club's 600-bottle wine list at a modest $15 markup.

Unless you get an invite to Oklahoma, don't expect to taste it. Like most wines at Premiere, it was made specifically for the event. Don't expect to find the 2004 either, which was last year's top lot. Jazirvar bought that one too -- for an even steeper $85,000. At more than $1,400 a bottle, every drop was claimed by club members.

"I bought a bargain this year," he says.

-- Jon Bonné

Stalking an asparagus pairing

Asparagus is back, signaling another round of the eternal dilemma: Which wine to pair?

Seek fresh, tart, low-alcohol white wines that aren't too complex. Consider Vermentino (Italy), Txakoli (Spain) and Vinho Verde (Portugal), or a basic Gruner Veltliner (Austria) or Kerner (Italy). Pinot Grigio and unoaked Sauvignon Blanc are popular suggestions, too, though not to everyone's taste.

The preparation -- particularly the use of cream -- is a big factor. With more rich notes, you'll want a wine that has a bit more body.

-- J.B.

Guzzling monarch

The March 9 entry in the just-published "Life Is Meals: A Food Lover's Book of Days," by James and Kay Salter (Knopf, $27.50), says "in 16th century England, water was too dangerous to drink, and Queen Elizabeth I had beer or wine with breakfast."

-- Karola Saekel

Dessert cocktails

We've all heard stories about the fabled liquid lunch. Well, now you can drink your dessert, too, because several sweet cocktails that riff on soda fountain favorites are popping up around town. A sampling:

Alembic, Manhattan float. Served in a martini glass, a rye floating island is suspended atop blood orange soup and a cherry liqueur anglaise and drizzled with a bitters gastrique. 1725 Haight St. (near Cole), S.F. ; (415) 666-0822 or alembicbar.com

Bourbon and Branch, Aperol milkshake. An alcoholic spin on the egg cream blends milk, simple syrup, orange juice, Aperol and tops it off with soda. 501 Jones St. (at O'Farrell), S.F.; www.bourbonandbranch.com

Coi, Coke and Bourbon float. A shot of bourbon and classic Coke with a scoop of bourbon ice cream garnished with two piping-hot chocolate chip cookies (pictured) give a grown-up spin to a childhood favorite. 373 Broadway (near Montgomery), S.F.; (415) 393-9000 or www.coirestaurant.com.

St. Francis Fountain, Guinness float. The old-timey soda fountain has been serving up a Guinness float with two scoops of vanilla ice cream ($6) since its 2002 reopening. 2801 24th St. (at York), S.F.; (415) 826-4200.

-- Jane Tunks

Lone sharpshooter sent packing

The glassy winged sharpshooter that showed up in Napa last week on a shipment of ornamental plants from Orange County appears to have been a lone ranger, not a sign of a deeper infestation by the grapevine-destroying pests, according to agricultural officials in both counties. It was the first live bug of its type ever found in the county.

"The bad news is we found it; the good news is we found it," says Greg Clark, assistant Napa County ag commissioner. The infested shipment was immediately sent out of the county, and no further signs of the pests, which can cause vineyards to wither from Pierce's disease, have been found in Napa or in the Huntington Beach nursery where it started.

"We're very concerned," said Jennifer Kopp, executive director of the Napa County Grapegrowers Association, pointing out that it was an adult female that easily could have started an infestation.

-- Carol Ness

Seattle Times
A milestone in winemaking

Paul Gregutt

In a few weeks, winemaker Rob Griffin will celebrate his 30th anniversary making wine in Washington. That's a milestone few in this state have reached, and even fewer have surpassed.

What began, Griffin recalls, as a brief adventure after graduating from UC Davis ("I figured I'd invest a year or two, get my name on the marquee and come back to California in a blaze of glory," he told me a couple of years ago) has suddenly become a life's work.

Migrating from Preston Wine Cellars to Hogue and finally to his own enterprise, Barnard Griffin, Griffin has carved a trail laden with wonderfully fresh, carefully rendered wines that deliver what I think of as true-to-varietal, true-to-place flavors. Barnard Griffin has steadily grown to become the state's largest family owned winery (neck-and-neck with Hedges).

Tasting through the winery's expansive lineup of current releases should be mandatory for any winemaker in Washington who aspires to similar breadth and depth. Because few, if any, do it as well as Griffin does across the varietal spectrum, while keeping prices (and alcohol levels) in check.

You'll find Barnard Griffin's most affordable wines widely distributed in liquor stores, grocery stores and wine shops throughout the state. For his reserves and single vineyard bottlings, you'll have to stop by the tasting room just outside of Richland, or visit his Web site (www.barnardgriffin.com). I rarely find myself recommending an entire lineup of wines from any single winery — but in this instance, I will make an exception. Everything in this lineup deserves your attention.

Widely available Barnard Griffin wines

• Barnard Griffin 2005 Fumé Blanc; $9. "We made a deliberate effort to 'New Zealandize' the nose," says Griffin. This is his second-best-selling wine, dry, sauvage and nicely detailed with flavors of fresh fruit skins.

• Barna rd Griffin 2005 Chardonnay; $10. A super value, half barrel fermented, half stainless, made in a consistent style with the fumé — good acid, great fruit, some nice butterscotch finish in the back of the throat.

• Barna rd Griffin 2006 White Riesling; $8. Tight, bright and spicy, with light peach flavors under fresh herb. Though it's under 12 percent alcohol, it does not come across as sweet, but rather as racy and food-friendly.

• Barnard Griffin 2005 Semillon; $10. True to varietal and European in style, it's tart with lemony acids and a hint of cracker in the finish.

• Barnard Griffin 2006 Rosé of Sangiovese; $10. What says spring is on the way better than a fresh, crisp rosé from the just-finished vintage? Bold, fruity and packed with fresh strawberry flavor.

• Barnard Griffin 2004 Merlot; $15. This is straight-ahead Washington merlot, with pretty, bright raspberry and cherry flavors set on a foundation of herb and leaf.

• Barnard Griffin 2005 Cabernet Sauvignon; $15. A gorgeous color, this vanilla and clove-laced cab is dark, plummy, rich and full-bodied.

• Barnard Griffin 2005 Syrah; $15. Still young and tight, this Wahluke Slope syrah sports crisp acids, hints of citrus rind and a polished mouthfeel.

Limited-production Barnard Griffin wines

• Barnard Griffin 2006 Viognier; $18. Available through the Wine Club only. This is the first viognier the winery has done, and it shows classic varietal citrus and tangerine; lovely aromatics; and a focus on bright, crisp, well-defined fruit.

• Barnard Griffin 2004 Ciel du Cheval Merlot; $35. I think this wine has benefited tremendously from additional bottle age. It's a first-rate Ciel merlot, fleshy and full, packed with the vineyard flavors of lead pencil, graphite, iron filings and black tea.

• Barnard Griffin 2004 Reserve Merlot; $25. Ripe and focused, with stacked layers of berry, plum and cassis. Decant it well before drinking.

• Barnard Griffin 2004 Reserve Cabernet Sauvignon; $25. This wine can stand alongside far pricier wines, offering the same suppleness, density, nuance and detail as many $70 and $80 California cabs.

• Barnard Griffin 2004 Sagemoor Vineyards 'Partners Reserve' Cabernet Sauvignon; $50. Here's a rare example of a pricey wine from Griffin, but he made only 40 cases, and it's from some of the country's oldest cabernet vines. Ripe, raisiny fruit is laced with a pleasing herbal/olive streak. Big and dense, it's atypically high (15.2 percent) in alcohol.

• Barnard Griffin 2005 Malbec; $20. Malbec is Washington's newest trendy red grape. This is a good example, 100 percent varietal, juicy, sharp, spicy and packed with bright acid.

What's up at Tamarack

I've featured Tamarack Cellars' Firehouse Red as a Pick of the Week, noting that it's a classic Walla Walla mutt red, with a little bit of everything going for it: berries, cherries, cassis, coffee, chocolate, vanilla bean and cinnamon. The 2005 version, due out this spring, continues the string of success, with pungent aromatics, bright and spicy fruit, and a touch of heat in the finish. This is the kind of wine you want by the glass in a restaurant.

It's a shame that winemaker Ron Coleman, who also owns the legendary Iceberg Diner in Walla Walla, can't serve his wine with the Iceberg's classic burgers. No liquor license. It would be a match made in heaven.

Coleman is the first to admit that the Firehouse Red is his workhorse wine, accounting for roughly two-thirds of his 11,000 case annual production. "I don't like the California model, where you make the wine and then produce a few hundred cases of your best [reserve] wine and charge triple for it," he says. "In Bordeaux, they do the opposite — they make their best wine and then put out their second wine. I like that."

Tamarack debuted with the 1998 vintage, which qualifies as an early arrival in Walla Walla given what has happened since (103 wineries now and counting). Coleman sources grapes from a nice mix of vineyards and appellations: Seven Hills in Walla Walla, Tapteil on Red Mountain, DuBrul in the Yakima Valley and old block fruit from Sagemoor. Less-expensive fruit goes into the Firehouse, but the primetime juice is reserved for his more limited bottlings. Here's a look at what's just out and what's coming up later this spring.

• Tamarack Cellars 2005 Cabernet Franc; $25. Solid, meaty, deep purple and blue, with hints of smoked meat in the nose. This is Coleman's favorite red, and he gives it plenty of TLC that shines through in the bottle.

• Tamarack Cellars 2004 Syrah; $28. Sappy and sweet, fresh and forward, this bright syrah is bursting with flavors of just-picked berries. Drink it young.

• Tamarack Cellars 2005 Merlot; $28. Good Washington merlot, with muscle, extract and plenty of stuffing. Flavors run to the dark side — blue/black fruits, mineral, licorice and smoke.

• Tamarack Cellars 2005 Sangiovese; $25. Pure sangiovese from Candy Mountain, it's light and spicy, with a bit of peppery herb.

Pick of the week

Seven Hills 2005 Riesling; $11. Walla Walla's Seven Hills winery is best known for its well-crafted red wines, many from its namesake vineyard. But winemaker Casey McClellan makes quite a bit of this excellent riesling. This will be his last vintage from a vineyard block planted in the Yakima Valley in 1979. It crisply captures the fullness and ripe fruit of the old vines, with succulent tangerine and white peach flavors. (Unique).

USA Today

Cheers

By Jerry Shriver

On target

Friday, March 2, 2007

2006 Bulletin Place Chardonnay, South Eastern Australia, about $9. I think I'm regaining my taste for Chardonnay after years of avoidance. I sampled some expensive Domaine Leflaive and Morey-Blanc white Burgundies (made from Chardonnay) last week in California that were absolutely thrilling -- austere and elegant with a streak of minerals, and perfectly balanced. Works of art. This one has none of those characteristics -- it's a buttery fruit bomb -- but I like it just the same. The flavors are legitimate and speak of Australian sunshine. It's so juicy you can drink it by itself.

Don't pass by this one

Wednesday, February 28, 2007

2005 Baron Herzog Chardonnay, Central Coast, Calif.; about $13. Passover arrives early this year, on April 2, so it's time to start looking for kosher wines to serve at that time. This pleasant sipper, from the country's largest kosher wine producer, offers warm apple pie aromas that lead into rich tropical fruit flavors dominated by pineapple. The texture could use more crispness, but some drinkers may find the softness appealing.

Make no mistake

Monday, February 26, 2007

2005 Oops Carmenere, Valle Central, Chile, about $13. This new brand's cheeky name plays off the fact that for years, the Carmenere grape was often mistaken for Merlot by vintners in Chile. A lot of the wines labeled "Merlot'' that were shipped here over the last decade probably contained a great deal of Carmenere, but thanks to recent scientific advances in grape identification (there's a technical word for this that escapes me at the moment) the situation is being straightened out. Carmenere is slowly beginning to establish its own reputation, and this new line of wines, which also encompasses a Carmenere-Merlot blend, a Cabernet Franc-Carmenere blend and a white Carmenere, is part of that trend. This version has dense plum and black cherry flavors and meaty/smoky notes, but the distinguishing characteristic is the incredibly soft texture, which just sort of floats softly down your throat. Roasted duck would be an ideal mate.

Wall St. Journal

A New Everyday Chardonnay

South America's Restrained

Spin on an Old Favorite

March 2, 2007; Page W6

We both took a sip of the Chardonnay and smiled. "It's a throwback to our yoots," Dottie said, and John knew just what she meant, even the "yoots" part. We were in the middle of a tasting borne of history, disappointment and curiosity. Here's the story:

When we were growing up, inexpensive Chardonnay was an everyday pleasure. Its easy, round, embracing tastes made it the perfect wine to keep in the refrigerator at all times, ready to greet us when we got home from a long day at work. We went through many different ones, but our house Chardonnay for years was Estancia, from California. In the 1990s, our house Chardonnay became Jacob's Creek, from Australia. These weren't wines to dissect, discuss and debate, but simply to enjoy. And they were inexpensive enough to enjoy regularly.

Bad things have happened, however, to inexpensive Chardonnay from California and Australia. In broad blind tastings over the past few years, as well as in our real lives, we have found them mostly unpleasant. In far too many cases, they're sticky, heavy and phony -- hard to drink.

At the same time, the wines of Chile and Argentina have been coming on strong lately. We're especially big fans of Chile's Cabernet Sauvignon and Sauvignon Blanc and of Argentina's Malbec. So we wondered: Is it possible that we should be looking toward Chile and Argentina for today's inexpensive, everyday, just-plain-pleasant Chardonnay?

Coming on Strong

To be sure, our off-hand impression before our broad tasting was not great. Our sense was that most Chardonnays we'd tried from those countries were simple and lacked tasty fruit. But we had never conducted a broad tasting of them. Now seemed like a good time. We included both Chile and Argentina in the tasting because we figured we couldn't find enough under-$20 Chardonnays from either country to conduct an entire tasting. As it turned out, there are more out there than we realized. We ultimately found almost 60, about two-thirds from Chile and one-third from Argentina. We focused on recent vintages, since these should generally be drunk young.

We tasted the wines in blind flights over several nights. As always, we were not looking for "the best" inexpensive Chardonnay from Chile or Argentina, but were trying to get an overall sense of their current state. Truly, we had no idea what we'd find. The answer: Well, it's complicated. The wines were generally light and, in many cases, seemed to have more in common with Sauvignon Blanc -- clean, bright fruit, some herbs, zippy acidity -- than Chardonnay. Our complaint with too many Chardonnays from Australia and California these days is that they have too much of everything. These, in contrast, tended not to have quite enough of anything and, in some cases, seemed slightly watery and weak.

But given a choice, the restraint and lightness of these wines was more pleasing and made them far easier to drink than the ponderous Chardonnays we've tasted too often recently. That said, not one of them knocked our socks off. Of the eight wines we liked best, we rated seven Good/Very Good; they were pleasant. (In a January column about inexpensive American Chardonnay, three of our six favorites rated Good/Very Good and three were just Good.) One other important note about the Chilean and Argentine wines: In general, they were not sweet, unlike so many inexpensive Chardonnays these days. That alone was a huge relief. They were clean and acidic enough to be good with spiced peel-and-eat shrimp or while slurping oysters.

Overall, we liked the fruit-forward qualities of the wines. They were crisp and lemony, with some hints of tropical fruits. On the whole, they were not over-oaked. For all of those people who write to us and ask where to find non-oaky Chardonnay, here's where to start your search. In fact, the structure of these wines seemed so slight that even a little bit too much oak was a big mistake. There were some that got the balance of bright, light fruit and oak just right. It was one of these, in fact, that prompted Dottie to recall our yoots.

Saying a Lot

That's a word from the movie "My Cousin Vinny," in which Brooklyn lawyer Joe Pesci is talking to a Southern judge about the "two yoots" he's representing. "What is a yoot?" asks the judge, and the lawyer explains that he means "youths." The fact that this wine would not only remind us of the Estancia and Jacob's Creek of our youth, with their charming, oaky roundness, but would remind us of them within the terms of a whimsical movie says a lot. It was Concha y Toro "Marques de Casa Concha," which usually costs about $16. Concha y Toro has been a consistent favorite in our tastings of various Chilean wines for years.

Our best of tasting was Montes Alpha, which was bursting with ripe fruit and offered beautiful balance. In a tasting of inexpensive Chilean Cabernet Sauvignon last year, Montes was our best of tasting.

Notably, two wines we liked cost around $5, which is always cause for celebration. One was Walnut Crest from Chile and the other was Falling Star from Argentina. The Falling Star, as it happened, was from 2004, which is older than we'd usually buy this simple, fruity wine. The importer, Frederick Wildman, says the 2005 is currently on shelves; we did not see it, but we'd certainly pick it up if we did.

All in all, if we were looking for a simple, charming, inexpensive white tonight, we'd probably still get a Sauvignon Blanc from Chile, which we find consistently good. But Chardonnay lovers should certainly give these wines a try. For the money, they're not much of a risk, and many of them would be excellent with seafood, fried chicken and light pastas. And while it's hard to think about it now, these will be excellent wines this summer.

• Thanks to everyone who has already written to tell us about the wine and food you shared on Open That Bottle Night 8. We'll be reporting soon on all of the great bottles, great meals and great memories. There's still time for you to tell us your story. Drop us a note at wine@wsj.com.

The Dow Jones Inexpensive Chile/Argentina Chardonnay Index

In a blind tasting of Chardonnay from Argentina and Chile that cost under $20, here are our favorites. These are good with light seafood or as an aperitif. They are generally simple wines that should be bought and consumed young; some wines from the 2006 vintage are already on shelves. Most of these are better closer to cellar temperature -- 55 degrees or so -- rather than truly chilled because their fruit gets even livelier around that temperature.

VINEYARD/VINTAGE 


PRICE 


RATING 


TASTERS' COMMENTS

Montes Alpha 2005 (Casablanca Valley) Chile 


$16.99 


Very Good 


Best of tasting. Like sunshine. Bright, crisp, clean and bursting with ripe fruit. Concentrated, fruity tastes and a long, citrus finish.

Falling Star 2004 (Cuyo) Argentina 


$4.99 
Good/Very Good 


Best value (tie). 

Very pleasant, with nice fruit and abundant acids, like a very ripe, juicy lemon. Better chilled.

Walnut Crest 2006 (Central Valley) Chile 


$4.99 


Good/Very Good 


Best value (tie). Lovely quaffer, the kind of friendly wine to keep ready in the refrigerator, but it also has enough fruit and acidity that it pairs well with stone crabs.

Concha y Toro 

'Marques de Casa Concha' 2004 (Pirque) Chile 

$15.99* 


Good/Very Good 


Oakier than most, like an old-fashioned California Chardonnay, with toast, butter and a little oiliness. Charming. Try it with fried shrimp.

Concha y Toro 'Xplorador' 2005 (Central Valley) Chile 


$5.99 


Good/Very Good 


Medium weight, with nice acidity, some nutmeg and a friendly, spicy finish.

La Playa 'Block Selection' 2005 (Casablanca Valley) Chile 


$9.99 


Good/Very Good 


Rounder than most, a bit richer, with nutmeg, cream, lemon and some weight.

Navarro Correas 'Limited Release' 2005 (Mendoza) Argentina 

$10.99 


Good/Very Good 


Nicely lemony, with a good fruit-oak balance and a hint of Chardonnay plushness. Excellent with trout.

Valdivieso 2005 (Central Valley) Chile 


$9.99 


Good/Very Good 


Very fresh and very alive. Crisp, clean and just lightly wooded. A nice summer wine, good with paella.
Washington Post

Invite a Gentle Spaniard to Dinner
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Rioja, the well-known wine region in northern Spain near the Pyrenees Mountains, offers balanced red wines that have much in common with the finesse-oriented wines of Burgundy and Bordeaux. They are quite different from the blockbusters from Priorat and elsewhere in Spain, which seem to be generating all the hoopla lately.

There's a place for Priorat and other super-ripe heavyweights, but I'm increasingly convinced that it's not at the dinner table, where their often massive fruit and high level of alcohol are likely to overwhelm the accompanying food. By all means, enjoy a Priorat or a Toro after dinner with cheese or perhaps a dark chocolate dessert, but leave the entree to a wine that will harmonize with the dish.

Rioja's reservas, which are aged in the bottle at the winery before being released, offer the complex nuances of taste and aroma of mature wines. Their gentle flavors are augmented by the traditional Rioja practice of aging in American oak casks -- a method that, if not overdone, as it once was, adds mellow notes of caramel and vanilla that seem to go especially well with wintry cuisine.

Crianza, the level below reserva, is also highly food compatible, in the manner of a petit chateau Bordeaux or young pinot noir. Crianzas offer gentle fruit without a lot of harsh tannins, and they match particularly well with poultry and light meats. If served lightly chilled, they are also appropriate with pizza and pasta.

Here is a sampling of recommended reds from Rioja based on quality and value. Online resources for finding wines include http://www.winesearcher.com and http://www.wineaccess.com. Call stores to verify availability. Prices are approximate.

Baron de Ley Rioja Reserva 2001 ($22): This departs from the traditional reserva recipe; it is aged in French oak and bottled after one year instead of two. Traditionalists may scoff at such "international" style, but fresh, supple fruit combined with Rioja's complexity makes it delicious.

Castillo Labastida Rioja Crianza 2003 ($13): Supple ripe cherry fruit is generously seasoned with American oak flavors. Offers reserva character and quality at a crianza price.

LAN Rioja Crianza 2003 ($12): The lively mix of blueberry, cola and peppery black fruit flavors has a spicy finish.

Montebuena 2004 Rioja Cosecha ($10): This jammy red offers raspberry and vanilla flavors that are soft and sweet on the palate.

Marques de Caceres Rioja Reserva 2000 ($25); Marques de Caceres Rioja Crianza 2003 ($13): I have always preferred the Rioja reserva over the more expensive gran reserva because it is less oaky, allowing the ripe tempranillo fruit to shine through. Although the excellent 2000 is at its peak, it opened up greatly with two hours of breathing. The well-made 2003 Crianza is in a fruit-forward style reminiscent of a young pinot noir.

Montecillo 2002 Rioja Cr ianza ($11); Montecillo 2000 Rioja Reserva ($19): The crianza brims with berry and cherry fruit flavors, accented by floral notes; the harmonious reserva adds nuances of oak and cedar.

Faustino VII Rioja 2004 ($12); Faustino V Reserva Rioja 2001 ($19): The Chianti-like VII emphasizes vibrant, youthful fruit and would make for splendid quaffing with pasta or pizza. The more complex and structured V Reserva, offering tart cherry/strawberry fruit accented by vanilla and smoky notes from barrel aging, would be at home with a roast of veal or chicken.

WINE OF THE WEEK

Marques de Riscal 2002 Rioja Reserva ($18; Spain)

Aroma 

A bit shy at first but blossoms with 15 minutes of breathing to reveal a ripe, plummy bouquet of violets, vanilla, mocha and cola.

Taste 

Spicy black cherry and earthy flavors seasoned by vanilla.

Grapes 

Tempranillo (90 percent), mazuelo (5 percent) and graciano (5 percent). Although tempranillo provides the backbone of this wine, as it does for all red Riojas, graciano and mazuelo add color and acidity.

What's Special About It 

An elusive combination of finesse and power makes it reminiscent of a well-made Bordeaux at a great price.

Serve With 

Hearty roasts of beef or lamb, grilled steak, or Parmigiano-Reggiano and other hard cheeses.

How It's Made 

Fermentation takes place in temperature-controlled stainless-steel tanks with periodic pumping over, a technique that deepens color and concentrates flavor. Before being put into American oak barrels for aging, the wine is left on the grape skins for about a week to extract softer tannins. The use of American oak is a tradition in Rioja and accounts for the wine's spicy vanilla flavors.

Winery 

Although Marques de Riscal is considered among the most prestigious bodegas in Rioja, by the mid-1990s its winemaking had fallen behind the times. That was corrected in 2000, when it replaced most of its outdated equipment with a computerized winemaking system that allows precise control of fermentation temperature, initiation of malolactic fermentation and other steps in the winemaking process.

On the Label 

Marques de Riscal was one of the first Rioja bodegas to achieve international recognition, and it has decorated its bottles with these early accolades, most notably the First Class Medal from the Exposition de Bordeaux of 1865.

Geography 

Rioja has a moderate climate similar to that of France's Bordeaux and Burgundy. Like the products of those areas, its wines are restrained and elegant.

Vintage

Although 2002 was a difficult year in Rioja, in such vintages the reservas are often especially good because the winery decides not to make a gran reserva and declassifies that wine into the less expensive reserva.

History

In 1858, Marques de Riscal hired away the winemaker from Bordeaux's Chateau Lanessan. Today the winery still looks to France for inspiration: Its technical adviser is Paul Pontallier of the prestigious Chateau Margaux.
