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Pop quiz: How much of the joy's outside the bottle?

By GIL KULERS

Published on: 03/08/07

"Is this a good wine?" This is the unanswerable question I get all the time. Sometimes I just say: "Sure, that's a great wine!" and hope they enjoy it more now that the "wine guy" said it's OK.

Taste is personal. You may (or may not) like what I like for many different reasons; taste is but one point in a larger discussion.

We paint wine with so much meaning; that's what makes it extraordinary. Perhaps the bottle was bought during a winery visit, or given by a special someone, or maybe it was enjoyed during a once-in-a-lifetime moment. If you don't think a wine tastes sweeter if it was given to you by your dad upon your graduating from college and now you're enjoying it at his retirement party, then you've got a lot to learn about wine.

For example, which is better: a 1982 Château Margaux or a nonvintage, almond-flavored sparkling wine from Southern California? The answer is: It depends. If you regularly bathe in $100 bills and you picked up the $800 wine from Bordeaux on your way home from work, the Margaux probably will taste great but will hold little meaning.

But suppose you got the almond-flavored sparkling wine after your hot-air balloon crashed during a trip to Temecula, Calif.? And you and several other tourists laughed so hard you thought your sides would split because one of your fellow passengers lost a shoe, her wig and her neck brace during the crash? Would that make opening that almond-flavored bubbly with friends at home more enjoyable?

You bet your corkscrew it would.

That's why, of the several dozen letters I received from readers inviting me to celebrate Open That Bottle Night in their homes (including a charming reader in Atlanta who did tempt me with a 1982 Château Margaux), I chose to hang out with Marilyn Weathington, a recently retired physical education teacher from Bremen.

She was with her younger sister, Rhonda Breeland, in the basket of that ill-fated hot-air balloon when it slammed into the ground during an outing sponsored by Wilson Creek Vineyards & Winery in October 2006. Thankfully, nobody was hurt (not even the octogenarian in the neck brace, who was celebrating her birthday at the time). Instead of offering a small sampling of the sparkling wine at the end of the ride, however, the winery wisely gave each passenger an entire bottle to make up for the rough landing.

When I arrived at Marilyn's house, the party was in full swing. Open That Bottle Night, you'll remember, was conceived to help people enjoy those special bottles they thought they'd never open.

Marilyn invited several of her girlfriends, including Beth Roop, Angela Awalt, Deborah Dore, Carol Murphy, Vicki Wright and Joy Jones, and her daughter, Marla Weathington.

After I said hello, I gave the group a choice: listen to me lecture on the pros and cons of wild vs. cultivated yeasts used in winemaking or watch me cut the tip off a bottle of sparkling wine with a sword. Needless to say, we immediately went into the backyard, where I sabered a bottle of Marilyn's Wilson Creek bubbly, sending the cork flying into the night air.

We all clinked glasses and toasted Marilyn's generosity and hospitality. As we spread out into smaller groups, I talked with Marilyn about her escapade in the balloon. Turns out her visit to Wilson Creek was at the beginning of a sister-bonding road trip — à la "Thelma & Louise" — that would take them from Southern California to Atlanta. To provide some focus to the journey, they agreed to stop at every winery they could find along the way.

They got into a little trouble here and there as they plied the dirt roads of Oklahoma and Texas hunting down tiny, obscure and sometimes bizarre wineries, but they didn't drive off any cliffs. It was the trip of a lifetime, filled with a lot of sharing and self-discovery, often at the rail of a tasting-room bar. The only regret of this night was that Rhonda could not make it to share the Wilson Creek sparkling wine she'd helped cart back to Georgia.

I had a little surprise in store for Marilyn and her friends. To show that price — high or low — often has little to do with what wines we actually enjoy, I concocted a blind taste test. I put a bottle of Charles Shaw Cabernet Sauvignon ($2.50) from Trader Joe's in a brown paper bag and a bottle of Stag's Leap, Cask 23, Cabernet Sauvignon ($175) from Napa Valley in another bag. By the amazing vote of 6 to 2, the Charles Shaw (aka Two Buck Chuck) bested one of the world's most respected and sought-after wines. Even I had to admit that right out of the bottle, the Two Buck Chuck was more approachable.

As the night marched on, I checked out some of the wines brought by Marilyn's guests. There were several rieslings, a Marqués de Cáceres Rosada (a Spanish fave of mine) and the Walasiyi White Wine from Dahlonega. Vicki fell in love with the Walasiyi on a trip through North Georgia wine country. She was happy to see that a shop on the Marietta Square carried the wine and enjoyed sharing it with me.

I had one more trick up my sleeve. Knowing full well that the 2003 Cask 23 was a mere baby and that its regal stature needed time to present itself properly, I gathered Marilyn, Angela (who liked the Cask 23 from the start) and Marla for a re-taste of the two cabernet sauvignons. It was clear to all of us that the wine from Stag's Leap had a lot more going for it than we'd originally thought. Gone was the harsh, bitter tannin flavor, revealing rich, ripe fruit that made the Two Buck Chuck pale appreciably.

"See, I told you!" said Angela.

As the evening came to an end and I packed up my glasses and sword, we all promised (even Joy Jones, the self-professed "beer lady") not to put excessive emphasis on a wine's label and to pay more attention to enjoying the life and times that surround a bottle of wine.

Oh, and what did the almond-flavored wine taste like? It had a just-noticeable almond taste and aroma, but it maintained a brisk acidity with just a whiff of sweetness. I enjoyed it.

But was it because of the wine, or was it the pleasant company I shared it with?

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

Chicago Sun-Times

Event focuses on what women really want -- in wine

March 11, 2007

BY MICHELLE LOCKE

SANTA ROSA, Calif. -- Women buy much of the wine purchased in the United States, and they make quite a bit of it, too. But it's mostly male critics who proclaim what's prime.

Enter the National Women's Wine Competition taking place this month in northern California. The event, judged entirely by women, sports the slogan ''Wine Women Want.'' There's even a separate category of entries from women winemakers. The competition runs March 13 to 15 in Santa Rosa, and interest in being a single-gender contender has been keen. Wineries from across the country responded, and about 1,800 entries have come in, more than double expectations.

Judging usually ruled by men

''We seem to have hit a nerve,'' organizer Lea Pierce said.

Having an all-women panel is a departure for the wine industry, where judging remains largely a man's world, something Pierce and others attribute to slowly changing trends rather than discrimination.

Organizers say this is the first contest judged by an all-women panel in the United States. An international competition to be judged by women is planned in April in Monaco.

The competition began as a ''bolt from the blue,'' in a conversation about wine contests few years ago, said Pierce, co-owner of an advertising agency and member of a networking group called Women for WineSense.

Contestants include Marcia Monahan, winemaker at Pelton House, a new winery in Sonoma County. She's entering a 2004 cabernet sauvignon and 2004 merlot in three categories, including the women winemaker's challenge division.

Palate not the issue

Is there a difference between male and female palates?

Linda Bisson, a professor in the wine department of the University of California, Davis, hasn't seen much of a gender gap.

Leslie Sbrocco, author of Wine for Women, says she doesn't think there's a male or female palate, but that doesn't mean there's no distinction.

''It's not about the female palate being different. It's about the female perspective being different,'' Sbrocco said.

Pierce said women want to be recognized, and ''people want to know what wine women want. Especially men.''

AP

Chicago Tribune

Cost of Gigondas rising but it still remains a value among Rhone wines

By Bill Daley

Tribune food and wine reporter

March 7, 2007

Long overshadowed by its glamorous southern Rhone neighbor, Chateauneuf-du-Pape, Gigondas is now coming into its own some 36 years after earning appellation status on its own. (A number of makers proudly stamp the bottle glass with the name and seal of Gigondas; you can't miss it in the store.)

Gigondas (zhee-gawn DAH or zhee-gawn-DAHSS) lies at the foot of the Dentelles de Montmirail, a large jagged ridge of mountains located in southeastern France. The region produces mostly red wines and some rose. The reds are made of grenache blended with syrah and mourvedre, according to "The New Wine Lover's Companion."

The reds are full-bodied, warm, perfect for red meats, stews and aromatic cheeses.

"There's more grenache in Gigondas than people realize," said Gregg Wilson, wine buyer at The Artisan Cellar in Chicago. "People think the south of France is all syrah."

In any case, more people are buying Gigondas, he said, although this added interest comes at a cost: higher prices.

"Gigondas used to be thought of as poor man's Chateauneuf-du-Pape," said Diana Hamann of Chicago's Wine Goddess Consulting, "but prices have steadily crept up since the heroic '98 vintage-so no more poor man's wine."

Hamann said many Gigondas wines are in the $25 to $35 range but, even so, can "parallel" the greatness of Chateauneuf-du-Pape at a "fraction of the equally skyrocketing Chateaneuf price."

Gigondas, she said, is a "great starter kit" for wine drinkers seeking a look at how grenache, syrah and mourvedre work together. It also serves as a good comparison to the Spanish garnacha (grenache), she added.

"Spanish grenache is often marked by candied, ripe raspberry, vanilla and cola notes while Gigondas is redolent of robust pepper, ... cherry and blackberry fruit, with savory and rustic notes of earth, roasted meat, leather and smoke," she said.

While Hamann likes to contrast Gigondas against the Spanish red, Wilson likes to play up the similarities between newer vintages of Gigondas, especially the 2003, with California's Rhone-style wines.

The 2003 vintage was a product of a hot summer, he said, and its lusher, more fruit-forward qualities make this vintage particularly appealing to California wine lovers. Still, there's a "nice streak of minerality on the finish" that lets you know the wine is French, he added.

The 2004 vintage is more mannered, more structured in the French style, but Wilson said those who like the 2003s won't be disappointed.

"They are still made in a modern style," he said.

Efrain Madrigal, wine director at Sam's Wines & Spirits, said many customers consider the Gigondas by Domaine Raspail-Ay to be their "go-to" wine.

"For good reason," he added. "It's definitely typical of the style, more herb and chunky than a typical Chateauneuf-du-Pape. ... It's a substantial wine, with great flavor and complexity at a fair price and very food-friendly."

Madrigal said Sam's sold five times the amount of Raspail-Ay in January 2007 as it did in January 2006.

"I have to believe it's all the customers new to the wine who are coming back to buy more," he said.

Gigondas also is turning up on more restaurant wine lists, like Le Titi de Paris in Arlington Heights. Sommelier James Crooker offers three bottlings.

"We have so much game on the menu, it's a great pairing," he said. "Whether lamb or duck it's just great."

For Crooker, the appeal of Gigondas is simple.

"I think it's a great blend," he said. "It's reasonably priced and really agreeable."

- - -

A natural match for stews and roasts

Opposites do attract, which is why a lively, somewhat raw-boned wine like Gigondas works so well with slow-simmered rich meats. The wine's puckery tannins, so harsh on their own, are gentled and soothed by stews, roasts and casseroles.

The Good Eating taste panel sampled eight Gigondas reds in an informal, blind tasting. The clear winner, just a whisper away from a four-corkscrew rating, was the 2004 vintage of Domaine de la Maurelle. Panelists just adored its sassy yet accessible profile.

2004 Domaine de la Maurelle

Spunky with a nose of sun-baked earth and leather, lively with notes of caramel, cherries and toffee, and blessedly smooth from start to the long, long finish. Serve with roast duck in tart cherry sauce, sausage-flecked lasagna, roasted rosemary chicken. (3 corkscrews) $28

2003 Domaine Saint-Damien Les Souteyrades

Rich cherry fruit, nice spice, redolent of aromatic wood and black pepper, this big wine has plenty of tannins. Serve with cassoulet, grilled flank steak and wild mushrooms.

(2 corkscrews) $21

2003 Les Espalines Cuvee les Tendrelles

Notes of green pepper, a sign of underripeness, underlie the predominant flavors of cloves, cinnamon, black pepper. A minty aftertaste barely counters the harsh tannins. Serve with steak and mushrooms, lamb ragout.

(2 corkscrews) $22

2003 Domaine Santa

Sporting a briny, vegetal smell, this wine tasted of cooked plums and black pepper with lots of minerality and tannins; it should last 20 years, one taster noted. Serve with braised rabbit, roast beef, grilled chicken with mustard butter.

(2 corkscrews) $29

2001 Domaine Raspail-Ay

While a number of stores now offer the 2003, the 2001 vintage is still out there. Expect notes of cherry, green pepper, spices and a long, tart finish. Serve with chicken Marbella or a pork roast.

(2 corkscrews) $22

2003 E. Guigal

Decent fruit but short finish. Loads of tannin makes for a rough ride and begs for fatty foods. Serve with meat loaf, colcannon with loads of butter.

(2 corkscrews) $15

2004 Chateau de Saint Cosme

Expect to find a definite minerality sandwiched amid the meaty flavors of this wine. Berries plush up the tannins. Serve with filet mignon or braised oxtails.

(2 corkscrews) $30

2003 Chapelle-St. Arnoux

Bright fruit but, oh, the tannins. Notes of cherry and salt countered by sharp astringency. Pair with short ribs, coq au vin, steak frites. (2 corkscrews) $26

--B.D.

Dallas Morning News

Wine of the week: A red for burgers

10:56 AM CST on Wednesday, March 7, 2007

Hedges, Columbia Valley CMS Red 2004,

$11.99- $17.99

The Hedges family has a beautiful chateau-style winery on Washington's Red Mountain, known for its powerful reds. CMS, a blend of cabernet sauvignon, merlot and syrah, is the family's value brand, with dense, dark plum and blueberry fruit spiced with clove and vanilla surrounded by smooth tannins and lifted by crisp acidity. Try it with a burger or sausage pizza. Available at select Central Markets, Corner Wines, Farpointe Cellars, Goody-Goody Liquor, Mr. G's and State Street Spirits.

Rebecca Murphy

Denver Post

Wine of the week: Tenimenti Angelini 2005 Toscana Rosso Tuttobene

Article Last Updated: 03/06/2007 10:28:17 PM MST

Tenimenti Angelini 2005 Toscana Rosso Tuttobene, about $11

This Tuscan wine estate is most known for its more expensive fine wines - Val di Suga from Brunello di Montalcino, for instance, or the San Leonino Chianti Classico. All fine wines, to be sure - but, if you're like me, you need to wait to try them until someone else is footing the bill.

Now, however, we can all have a taste of the estate's handiwork in Tuttobene. It blends the soft, plummy richness of merlot with the mouthwatering acidity and herbal notes of Tuscany's traditional grapes sangiovese and canaiolo.

And at $11, tutto is bene (everything is good) - especially if you have a few dry sausages and some cheese on hand.

Imported by Wilson-Daniels, St. Helena, Calif.; www.wilsondaniels.com | Tara Q. Thomas

Detroit News
American wine industry owes much to Ernest Gallo

Sandra Silfven
KING OF PRUSSIA, Pa. -- It seems ironic that, just as hundreds of winemakers, growers, suppliers and educators gathered for the huge Wineries Unlimited meeting outside Philadelphia this week, the country would lose one of the last post-Prohibition American wine pioneers.
Ernest Gallo, who with his late brother Julio, co-founded E&J Gallo Winery in 1933, died peacefully on March 6, surrounded by his family, in Modesto, Calif. He was 97, and considered a giant in the wine world.

"The industry has lost an important entrepreneur in the promotion of wine consumption," said Andrew Hodson, proprietor of Veritas Winery in Afton, Va., who was attending the 31st annual wine conference and trade show at the Valley Forge Convention Center.

Even more ironically, the news broke just as Kevin Zraly, founder of Windows on the World Wine School in New York, an iconic wine educator himself, gave a passionate keynote address to point out how far this country has come since Prohibition days.

Zraly proudly cited polls that show: 1.)Americans prefer wine to any other alcoholic drink; 2.) 75 percent of all wines consumed in America come from America; and 3.) America is poised to be the No. 1 wine-consuming country in the world, beating out France and Italy, by the end of the decade.

Zraly, whose books for his wine school have become best sellers, appropriately has a new paperback guide to the wines in all 50 states coming out this spring. He quipped that his editor was concerned about the "all 50 states" aspect, because Delaware only has one winery, and what if it goes out of business?

At Tuesday night's talk, Zraly was surprised to discover that the owner of Nassau Valley Vineyards, Peggy Raley, was in the audience, and she assured everybody that nothing was going to happen to the winery.

Since Gallo's humble beginnings as a winemaker, the wine industry has grown remarkably, and not only in California. Zraly fires out the details:

# There are 4,000 plus wineries in the U.S., and 51 percent are located outside California.

# There are 1,900 wineries in California, and they contribute $52 billion to that state's economy, and $125 billion to the country's economy.

# Thirty years ago, there were 580 wineries.

He reminded everybody that Boomers groomed their palates on the likes of Gallo Hearty Burgundy, Mateus Rose, Lancers and Liebfraumilch. And now, here we are, growing Pinot Noir, Merlot and Cabernets in the East. As he spit out these facts, he was taking sips of a rich, big, elegant 2002 Breaux Vineyards Merlot from Virginia.

For sure, the Gallo family played a key role getting Americans to drink wine, and as our palates became more sophisticated, so did Gallo's huge array of wines.

Zraly didn't say it -- he probably had did not heard about Gallo's death that evening -- so I will: "Thank you, Mr. Gallo."

Michigan citings and tidbits at Wineries Unlimited: Dan Nitz of Arrowhead Vineyard in Southwest Michigan, with vineyard manager Glen Greiffendorf, scouted out equipment at the trade show and attended sessions on enology and running tasting rooms. The Nitz family, longtime Concord growers, has ripped out hundreds of Concords to plant wine grapes and is in the early stages of launching a multi-million-dollar winery to be named Vinterra. ... Noel Powell of Hidden Lakes Cellars in Ann Arbor, whose winery really is hidden, because it's in the cellar, is a home winemaker with big dreams. Until the Pfizer pullout from Michigan, where he was employed, he dreamed of starting a winery. ...Sisters Holly Balansag and Heather Price of Sandhill Crane Vineyard were still catching their breath after presenting a fruit wine seminar last week to winemakers in New Mexico. ... Chas Catherman, former vice-president and winemaker at St. Julian, who recently retired, was at the trade show. ... Joe Herman of Karma Vista came for the special session on Merlot because he is the prime grower for St. Julian.

-- March 8, 2007
Last day deal!

Red wine lovers can pick up two good deals at Meijer stores. Rancho Zabaco Dancing Bull Zinfandel is now only $6.99 per bottle, and is two for $10.

This deal is good through today only, so act fast. While you're there, grab two packages of fresh-cut tulips (eight stems per pack) for $10.

For more information about wines at Meijer, visit Meijer.com/wineguide.

Kara G. Morrison

The Detroit News
Houston Chronicle
Enjoying a brandy moment

Cognac Park produces a well-crafted spirit

March 6, 2007, 11:09AM

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

It's called making a silk purse out of a sow's ear.

In this case, the sow's ear is a pedestrian grape, ugni blanc. It produces a thin, mediocre white wine with high acidity.

But when you distill ugni blanc (and maybe throw in some folle blanche or colombard, a couple of other losers), you end up with the silk purse: cognac, the world's finest brandy.

Cognac comes from the Cognac region of west-central France, about 300 miles southwest of Paris. Think of the area as a bull's-eye. At the center is the best site, Grande Champagne (referring to the chalky soil, not the sparkling wine). Then come Petite Champagne, Borderies, Fins Bois, Bons Bois and Bois Ordinaires, in descending order of quality.

If you see a bottle of cognac labeled Fine Champagne, it's a blend of at least 50 percent Grande Champagne and Petite Champagne.

Almost exclusively, cognac is not a vintage-dated spirit but rather an amalgam of brandies of various ages blended to achieve a certain style. The younger blends are usually labeled VS (very special), VSOP (very special — or superior — old pale, an old English term), with older blends labeled variously X.O. (extra old), Hors d'Age (without age) or Age Inconnu (unknown age).

So much for the geography lesson. Enter Dominic Park.

Park is a Scottish businessman who worked in the London wine trade for some years. In the early '90s he was bitten by the cognac bug. He moved to France and began acquiring impressive stocks of older eau-de-vie. The market was weak then, so his timing was spot on.

Park then began blending brandies into his own light style. A purist, he eschews the cheap but legal tricks employed by some large maisons. He doesn't add grape sugar or caramel to make the brandy smoother (but less complex). He rejects boisé, too, which is steeping brandy in oak chips to make it take on the appearance of extended barrel aging.

The result: several cognacs of various average ages, all lighter and more delicate than those of the big houses, such as Hennessey, Courvoisier or Martell.

The brandies of Cognac Park are expensive but well-crafted, as I learned from a talk with importer Jack Jelenko recently. Though they're fairly new to much of the U.S., Jelenko said, they have been warmly received. "They're on fire."

Jelenko poured the cognacs into small eau-de-vie glasses. Jelenko said Park eschews large brandy snifters — "all you can smell is the alcohol." Park favors the smaller, tulip- and chimney-shaped glasses.

Yup, just like the ones I use at home. The crystal brandy snifters are still in a box somewhere.

The four brandies from Cognac Park are distributed in Houston by Serendipity Wine Imports. Call 713-256-4732 for more information.

• Cognac Park V.S.O.P. - **** - light, delicate, with a faint hint of sweet cinnamon; $60.

• Cognac Park X.O. - **** - fairly rich, with oak-vanilla nuances and nuttiness from a high percentage of Borderies; $90.

• Cognac Park Vieille Fine Champagne Family Reserve - ****½ - even richer than the X.O., with nuances of sweet stewed fruit; $105.

• Cognac Park Vieille Grande Champagne - ****½ - from 60- to 80-year-old vines, hints of sweet stewed fruit, leather, tobacco - and is that cinnamon? - and that nuance that only age can bring to a cognac; $125.

HOW WE RATE THE SPIRITS

* * * * * = Outstanding

* * * * = Fine

* * * = Good

* * = Fair

* = Poor

(*) = indicates ageability

Wine of the Week: 2006 Charles Krug Sauvignon Blanc

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

History: One of the first wineries in California's Napa Valley was established in 1861 by Prussian Charles Krug. The winery changed hands at the onset of Prohibition and remained shuttered for 13 years. In 1943 Cesare Mondavi bought it, and three generations later it's still being run by his family. (The "other Mondavi,'' Robert, was one of Cesare's sons, who left Charles Krug and started his own Napa Valley winery just down Highway 29.) Today Charles Krug Winery owns 850 acres in Napa and makes wines ranging from a tastefully subdued chardonnay to several kinds of red, all solid if not flashy. One of the best is the 2006 Charles Krug Sauvignon Blanc - **** - with good fruit, bracing acidity and spiciness from a wee splash of sauvignon musqué.

Pairings: shellfish, soft cheeses, salads (watch the vinaigrette).

Suggested retail: $13.

From: Republic Beverage.

NFL Hall of Famer Mike Ditka is into wine

MICHAEL LONSFORD

NFL Hall of Famer and Super Bowl-winning coach Mike Ditka teamed up with the Mendocino Wine Co. to produce five wines, distributed in Houston by Prestige Wine Cellars.

2006 Mike Ditka Pinot Grigio - **** - attractive bouquet of melons and figs, with surprisingly good fruit; nice wine at a good price; $12.

2005 Mike Ditka Chardonnay - **½ - a simple, slightly sweet commercial wine, not much to it; $18.

2004 Mike Ditka Merlot - *** - some cherry fruit, simple, inoffensive; $12.

2004 Mike Ditka Cabernet Sauvignon - ***½ - a conundrum - it's a nice red wine but smells and tastes more like a ripe zinfandel than a cabernet; $20.

2004 Mike Ditka Kick Ass Red - ** - a blend of zinfandel, syrah and petite sirah, it's a major disappointment; smells and tastes like overripe, sweet raspberries; a $10 wine in a $50 suit.

LA Times
Eureka, a wine rush!

One-ounce pours by debit card, tasting notes via audio wands, 'love tents' for sipping: Wine merchants are selling a lifestyle, and we're slurping it all up.

By Corie Brown

Times Staff Writer

March 7, 2007

IT'S an automat for wine lovers, albeit one that requires lots of quarters. At Vinum Populi in Culver City, tastes of 48 wines are for sale from "Enomatic" vending machines. With your glass under one of the spouts, you insert a prepaid debit card, punch a button and you've served yourself at the wine bar. An ounce of 2002 Tua Rita Redigaffi: $15.24. Owner Miguel Garza hopes that that thimbleful of wine will convince you to buy a bottle of the Tuscan merlot for $351.92.

The gimmick just might work. Because in wine-thirsty Los Angeles, everything works these days. Wine bars are selling bottles. Wine shops are adding wine bars; chefs are opening wine stores. New fine wine stores are opening all over town, and established shops are expanding.

The new guys are selling more than wine — they're selling a wine lifestyle. Plans for a downtown wine store-wine bar envisioned by "Top Chef" contestant Stephen Asprinio include museum-style audio wands that deliver recorded spiels about each individual wine that customers can access while they are sipping and shopping.

In six weeks, five Enomatic machines costing a total of $40,000 will arrive at the Wine House to outfit a new self-service tasting room in the center of the West Los Angeles store. "You have to create a social environment," says Jim Knight, whose father founded the store 29 years ago. "We're the biggest store in Southern California. We need to create foot traffic, get people into the store." The new wine drinkers aren't signing up for wine classes, Knight says. They like the idea of self-service.

A Manhattan Beach entrepreneur has launched Wine Styles, a new chain of franchised wine stores with party rooms tricked out with such flourishes as the red organza "love tent" in the chain's Pacific Palisades store. Store owner Thierry Pierre Oliva says the tent creates a supernatural vibe for the fortune tellers he hires to work during wine tastings — a perfect accompaniment for "spiritual" wines. The bordello red velvet couches and dim lighting, however, scream unbridled hedonism.

It's not all silliness. Mark Peel, chef-owner of Campanile, plans to open a wine store-takeout restaurant/wine bar on La Brea near Melrose this summer. His niche: stocking perhaps 1,000 labels of moderately priced wine — $10 to $25 — to take home with the Campanile food available at the takeout counter. "It's something I've always wanted to do," Peel says. "I'm really happy with things at Campanile. So we're doing it now."

Perhaps most significantly, for the first time, a fine wine retailer based outside the region has expanded into the Los Angeles market. K&L Wine Merchants from San Francisco is opening an 8,700-square-foot store this week in Hollywood that will dwarf most of Southern California's fine wine outlets.

*

We love our vino

BY any estimate, Southern California leads the country in wine consumption; it is the most populous region in a state that consumed 46 million cases of wine in 2005, more than any other state and twice as much as New York, according to statistics compiled by Impact, a beverage industry trade publication. That translates into rising wine store sales. At Liquorama in Upland, owner John Solomon says, "Our average sales have gone up 30% in the last five years. And I think that's common among retailers."

But people such as Jennifer Nugent, 38, and her husband, John, 33, weren't happy with the wine stores. When they turned their avocation into a profession and opened Colorado Wine Company in Eagle Rock two years ago, they designed a 1960s-style wine bar that reminded them of the basement rec rooms they grew up in — modern sofas, Scandian-style wooden tables and a sleek wooden bar decorated with upholstered insets. "We found a surprising gap in the market for the kind of store where we wanted to shop, a place where no one is ever made to feel stupid," Jennifer Nugent says.

A Los Angeles Times telephone survey of 61 specialty wine stores in Los Angeles, Orange and Riverside counties shows there has been recent, explosive growth in wine retail outlets. Of the stores queried, 14 opened in the last three years and 11 stores expanded. More than half of the stores serve wine to customers while they shop, representing twice as many in-store wine bars as existed three years ago.

The survey did not count the proliferation of Beverages & More warehouse-style stores — 17 outlets in this region with nine more to open this year — or wine departments in grocery stores such as Trader Joe's or retailers such as Target and Costco.

"In California, everyone can sell wine," says Steve Zanotti, co-owner of Wine Exchange in Orange. "It's the most competitive market in the country."

The increase in specialty wine retail outlets in the Los Angeles area is a reflection of ongoing growth in high-end wine sales across the nation, says Jon Fredrikson, a wine industry analyst. In 2005, the value of French wine imports to the U.S. increased by $200 million, or 19%, without a dramatic increase in volume. "The dollar value of Bordeaux imports alone increased 59%," Fredrikson says.

But, across all price categories, wine sales are up, he says. "Wine is becoming a part of mainstream American life."

Unlike the restaurant business, with its notoriously high first-year failure rate of more than 50%, specialty wine stores are sure bets. In the Los Angeles area, a wine market full of family-owned stores, most places have been in operation for decades and failure is rare. (One chain — Liquor Barn — went out of business. And another chain, Vendome, downsized from more than 50 stores to the four surviving Vendome stores now operated by John Tran and his family.)

That stability appeals to K&L Wine, says Brian Zucker, a K&L vice president and son of one of the two founders. The company first considered opening an L.A. store in 2000 when online sales from customers in the Los Angeles area suddenly surged, increasing 350% in a year and a half. "Los Angeles is an enormous, sophisticated wine market. We didn't find anyone going out of business here," Zucker says. Of the 3,000 wines K&L will stock, two-thirds are priced more than $20 per bottle.

Opening here was easier said than done, however. It took a year longer than anyone expected to renovate the building in Hollywood and secure permits for wine sales and a wine bar, Zucker says. K&L had to pay top dollar — $50,000 to $70,000 annual salaries with the possibility of wine-buying trips to Europe — to hire seasoned sales staff capable of attracting serious wine buyers. The store is set to open Saturday.

In three years on Glendale Boulevard, Silverlake Wine has become renowned for offering the personalized service K&L hopes to emulate.

"We knew we needed to expand after the first year and a half," says George Cossette, one of Silverlake Wine's owners. There are plans to double the shop's 1,000-square-foot space, and they are considering opening a second store in downtown Los Angeles. "We'll keep expanding," Cossette says.

"The advantage of a neighborhood store is that 80% of our customers are regulars," says Randy Clement, Cossette's partner. "We have a lot of younger customers and a lot of women. They aren't afraid of wine any more." Customers don't just buy a bottle and leave. They hang out at the wine bar. Silverlake Wine's tastings feel more like neighborhood parties than class sessions.

*

Know the market

CREATING a hip, frenetic bar that also sells wine by the bottle was Fred Hakim's new twist on wine retail when he opened Bottle Rock in Culver City last fall. The gimmick is if you order two glasses, they'll open any of the 600 bottles offered for sale.

The concept has worked well enough that Hakim plans to open a second Bottle Rock in downtown L.A. near Staples Center in the fall. Two additional Bottle Rocks should open before the end of the year and five more in 2008, all in Southern California. "We'll push out around the country from there," says Hakim, who also owns Fireside Cellars in Santa Monica.

"Customers at Fireside are established people who know what they want," Hakim says. "At Bottle Rock, it's the 30- to 45-year-olds."

The same new wine drinkers are the target market for Wine Styles, the franchise chain launched by Brigitte Baker, a self-described wine neophyte. After listening to her Manhattan Beach neighbors complain about their wine anxiety, she created a store where categories such as "crisp," "rich," "bold" and "mellow" replace traditional varietal and regional categories. In three years, 102 Wine Styles launched around the country, with shops in Pacific Palisades, Costa Mesa, Torrance, Thousand Oaks and Irvine.

Oliva opened his Pacific Palisades Wine Styles four weeks ago. "Our wines are not serious," he says, offering a taste of Luscious Lips, a $14.99 wine with residual sugar levels more typical of soda pop. Wine is a lifestyle, says Oliva.

As a franchisee, he gets the faux stone display cases designed specifically for the chain and can select the 140 wines he stocks from a master list with thousands of wines purchased by the Wine Styles headquarters' staff. Equal floor space is dedicated to an array of wine-related gifts including board games and wine carryalls as well as accessories like beverage napkins and decanters.

Sprucing up the store to bring in new wine drinkers and to keep regulars in the store longer is only part of surviving in this new, more competitive wine market, says Wine House's Knight. He's one of several established retailers who is worried that Los Angeles' wine stores have expanded too much, too quickly.

"I don't think the pie is getting that much bigger," he says. "K&L is going to take a piece of the business from others." The best defense: Beef up the wine selection your store offers on the Internet, say Knight and other local retailers.

"The Internet works while you are asleep," says Chris Meeske, who opened Mission Wines in South Pasadena three years ago. "As a boutique wine shop, it allows people who otherwise would never find you to shop in your store."

Around-the-clock sales have changed the pace of wine retail, says Diana Hirst, general manager of her family's Hi-Time Wine Cellars in Costa Mesa. "Things that used to take three or four months to sell in the store are gone in three days after we send e-mails advertising them for sale online."

And the transparency of the Internet, the ability to compare wine prices around the world, is a boon for consumers. Price competition is fierce.

"Before we buy a wine from a distributor, we look it up on the Internet," says Jeff Kavin, son of the founder of Greenblatt's in Hollywood. "If the going price is lower than where we can sell it, we pass on it unless the wholesaler gives us a better price. There is so much wine out there, the high prices aren't going to hold."

*

corie.brown@latimes.com

*

(INFOBOX BELOW)

The new breed of wine stores

Following are a selection of specialty retailers that have opened in the last three years in Los Angeles, Orange and Riverside counties:

Amazing Grapes, 29911 Aventura, Rancho Santa Margarita, (949) 888-9463; amazinggrapeswinestore.com

Bottle Rock, 3847 Main St., Culver City, (310) 836-9463; bottlerock.net

Colorado Wine Co., 2114 Colorado Blvd., Los Angeles, (323) 478-1985; cowineco.com

K&L Wine Merchants, 1400 Vine St., Los Angeles, (323) 464-9463; klwines.com

Mission Wines, 1114 Mission St., South Pasadena, (626) 403-9463; missionwines.com

Moe's Fine Wines, 11740 San Vicente Blvd., Brentwood, (310) 826-4444; moesfinewines.com

Silverlake Wine, 2395 Glendale Blvd.,Los Angeles, (323) 662-9024; silverlakewine.com

Vinum Populi, 3865 Cardiff Ave., Culver City, (310) 204-5645

Wine Hotel, 5800 W. 3rd St., Los Angeles, (323) 937-9463; thewinehotel.com

Wine Styles: 2646 Dupont Drive, Irvine, (949) 474-7393; 970 Monument St., Los Angeles, (310) 454-6860; 193 N. Moorpark Road, Thousand Oaks, (805) 371-8466; 2733 Pacific Coast Highway, Torrance, (310) 377-3434; 270 E. 17th St., Costa Mesa (949) 631-6627; winestyles.net

— Corie Brown

WINE OF THE WEEK

2004 Roc d'Anglade Vin de Pays du Gard

S. Irene Virbila

March 7, 2007

An impressive wine for the price, the 2004 Roc d'Anglade from a vineyard west of Nîmes in the Gard region of southern France, is beautiful juice. In 2002, Rémy Pedreno increased the Carignan in this estate's wine, so that the vigorous, widely planted red grape now dominates the blend, with Syrah and Grenache each adding their 25% worth. The result is a wine that exudes a voluptuous southern French character and tastes of wild herbs and dark, concentrated berries.

It could be the perfect 'cue wine once the weather clears. But it's equally terrific with a pork roast with herbs tucked into the meat, with grilled lamb chops, or even better, a magret (seared or grilled duck breast).

*

Quick swirl

Region: Languedoc-

Roussillon

Price: About $36

Style: Rich and juicy

Food it goes with: Barbecue, ribs, grilled lamb chops, magret

Where you find it: Mission Wines in South Pasadena, (626) 403-9463; Silver Lake Wine, (323) 662-9024; the Wine House in West Los Angeles, (310) 479-3731; Wine Pavilion in Lake Forest, (877) 338-9463 or (949) 206-9531; and Woodland Hills Wine Company, (818) 222-1111.
Miami Herald

Soft wine drowns old bitterness

BY FRED TASKER

Posted on Thu, Mar. 08, 2007

The scene was touching, even a bit tearful, at the South Beach Food & Wine Festival events surrounding the presentation of lifetime achievement awards to California wine pioneers Robert Mondavi, 93, and his little brother, Peter, 92.

Their joint appearance celebrated their recent reunion after an estrangement that began in 1965 when the two, working together at their father's Charles Krug Winery, had a disagreement that ended in fisticuffs.

Robert Mondavi went on to found Robert Mondavi Winery, and Peter stayed on at Charles Krug. Though their Napa Valley wineries were only five miles apart, they didn't speak to each other for 40 years.

When the two men finally reconciled at the urging of their children and grandchildren, they marked the event by making a new wine together -- a 2004 cabernet sauvignon with half the grapes from Mondavi's vineyards and half from Charles Krug's. It's called ''Ancora una Volta'' -- Italian for ``one more time.''

They made only a couple of barrels, never meant for commercial distribution. They showed it off at the Napa Wine Auction, and earned a $401,000 bid for charity for 60 bottles plus dinner for 16 with the two old gents.

So the air was electric at the Mondavi Tasting Seminar at the Feb. 23-25 SoBe Fest.

''I have goose bumps,'' said Tom Matthews, executive editor of Wine Spectator magazine, making introductions. In the front row were Robert and Peter. Sitting at the dias were Robert's son Tim and daughter Marcia plus Peter's two sons, Peter Jr. and Marc.

''This is our first public tasting together as a family,'' Marcia said.

Robert Mondavi sat silent, ailing, with his wife of 26 years, Margrit, whispering to him about the proceedings. Peter Sr., still spry, sprang to the microphone and reminisced about the old days until son Marc, in a stage whisper, pleaded, ``Dad, we've got to move on.''

The younger Mondavis led the crowd through a once-in-a-lifetime tasting. None of the wines tasted there are available commercially. I almost never write about wines you can't buy, but this is was a special occasion:

• 1965 Charles Krug Cabernet Sauvignon, Napa Valley: The last wine Robert and Peter made together before their split, it has a slightly browning rim from age, and flavors of raisins along with black cherries. But it's still fruity and bright with acid and very much alive.

''This wine is carrying on,'' said Marcia.

• 2004 Ancora Una Volta, Robert and Peter Mondavi, Napa Valley (62 percent cabernet sauvignon, 30 percent petite verdot, 8 percent cabernet franc; 50 percent from Peter Mondavi's Yountville vines, 50 percent from Robert Mondavi's Oakville vines): It's a fabulous, complex wine, with flavors that shift from cassis to mulberries to black cherries and coffee, powerful and voluptuous, with soft, ripe tannins and an endless finish. It's a shame they're not selling it to the public.

''The whole is greater than the sum of the parts,'' said Peter Jr. ``This is a very personal wine to us.''

''When we got Dad and Peter together,'' added Marcia, ``it was incredible to see they had the same comments about the wine. They want a soft wine. It's wonderful to see.''

Peter Jr. noted in passing that the alcohol level in Ancora Una Volta is a lot higher than in the 1965 wine the elder Mondavis made together -- part of the California trend toward riper grapes, but long a sore point with Peter Jr.

''Don't tell Dad,'' said Marc. ``You'll get him going again.''

The standing ovation lasted five minutes.

Silverado goes Gallic in Napa

FRED TASKER

Posted on Thu, Mar. 01, 2007

A lot of California winemakers probably think it. Jonathan Emmerich, of Silverado Vineyards in Napa, comes right out and says it.

``If someone were to mistake our wines for great French wines, that would be OK.''

He's talking about the style he seeks.

``We want wines with structure, not dominated by fruit or high alcohol. Good food wines.''

It's a reaction to a tendency in California -- now diminishing, thank heaven -- to make huge, buttery chardonnays and even sauvignon blancs by using extra-ripe grapes, lots of oak-barrel aging and special fermenting practices.

''People think a Napa chardonnay has to be big and oaky and full of butterscotch flavors,'' Emmerich says. ``That can be delicious, but you can only drink one glass.

``Our wines have mineral flavors, especially the whites. It's from the soil. The cool weather in Carneros [Napa and Sonoma's southern tip] gives us a good core of acidity, so we can do barrel fermentation.''

Silverado is also taking a new direction in grape-growing.

``We're going to single-vineyard wines. Our philosophy is that we were growing in the wrong direction. So 2005 is the last year we will use outside growers.''

So instead of expanding to 125,000 cases as earlier planned, Silverado will stay at around 80,000 cases, shed almost all of its contracts with independent grape growers and grow its own.

``You get better control that way.''

Silverado also ''bulks out'' -- sells in bulk to other wineries -- grapes that don't meet its standards. It means that in 2003, a cold year that produced highly tannic grapes, it didn't make its Limited Edition cabernet sauvignon.

Silverado now has 400 acres of vines in seven vineyards scattered within about 15 miles of the winery at Miller Ranch, just outside Yountville.

''What I like about wine,'' Emmerich says, ''is that it has all these different dimensions -- soil, weather, clones'' -- versions of a grape developed to encourage favorable characteristics such as flavor and hardiness -- ``all add to it.''

HIGHLY RECOMMENDED

• 2003 Silverado Cabernet Sauvignon ``Solo,'' Stags Leap District, Napa Valley: cedar and red raspberry aromas; rich and voluptuous, with ripe tannins; $75.

• 2005 Silverado Sauvignon Blanc, Miller Ranch Vineyard, Napa Valley (with 2 percent semillon): aromas and flavors of melons, green pears and minerals; tart lime finish; $18.

RECOMMENDED

• 2005 Silverado Chardonnay, Vineburg Vineyard, Carneros: aromas and flavors of vanilla, white peaches and pineapples; crisp, tart finish; $30.

• 2005 Silverado Chardonnay, Napa County: lush vanilla and golden apple aromas and flavors; tart finish; $14.

• 2003 Silverado Cabernet Sauvignon, Napa Valley (2 percent merlot and 2 percent cabernet franc): intense cassis aromas and flavors; medium body, firm tannin; $43.

• 2002 Silverado Vineyards Cabernet Sauvignon Limited Reserve, Napa Valley: intense cassis aromas and flavors; big, ripe, rich and muscular; $100.

Fred's bargain bin

• 2004 Santa Rita Carmenere Reserva, Rapel Valley, Chile: Made from an ancient grape recently rediscovered in Chile, it's heady and rich, with dark berry and cinnamon flavors and soft tannins. A fitting match for your famous gourmet burger. It's $9 in supermarkets.
NY Times

Never Mind the Bordeaux

By MALCOLM McLAREN

March 11, 2007

I’ve had only one real job in my life. I know what you’re thinking, but managing the Sex Pistols wasn’t a job; it was a lifestyle that consisted of creating an environment that you could run wild in. The boring job was in London in 1962, when I was 16. I hadn’t done well on my exams — in fact, I hadn’t bothered to take most of them. University was not in the cards.

My mother dragged me to the local labor exchange, where a man read off a list of available jobs: machine operator in a pen factory, assistant to a linens salesman, booking clerk for Fyffes banana boats. As he worked his way down the list, he came across a job for a trainee wine taster at George Sandeman, the venerable wine merchant. The occasional glass of sherry on religious days was the only wine I’d tasted. But my mother, a walking cliche of nouveau riche, thought this sounded respectable enough to boast about at cocktail parties.

A week later, I found myself in Piccadilly, climbing a narrow staircase to a Dickensian garret. Room after bomb-struck room was filled with dusty ledgers and bottles. The six other trainees were boys from Eton and Harrow. The permanent staff was made up almost entirely of retired colonels and generals who had been stationed in Asia, back when it was referred to as the Orient. Our red-faced, blustery boss was a former army general who had spent too many years in Burma — killing villagers, rumor had it.

I was a junior trainee wine taster and potential wine salesman, which meant I had to know everything about French wines: understand their value by age and quality, their particular virtues and, as I later discovered, their vices. I would have to recognize them by taste and identify where they came from.

Every day, the trainees were blindfolded and led to a spittoon. Here we were given test tubes of wine and asked to taste but not swallow. Blueface (as the general came to be known by us for the blue veins that ran across his face, like a gorgonzola) would then lecture us about the qualities each wine possessed, followed by the inevitable question: What did we think of it?

The first time this happened, we were tasting reds from Burgundy: “McLaren, tell us! What do you think of this wine?”

Blind, unable to assemble a coherent thought, I blurted out: “Yessir! Very nice. Deep . . . uh, rich, rich, very rich! Sweet, sweet.”

“What are you talking about?” he boomed. “That’s Pommard! A premier cru —1950!”

Fair enough. But then things began to get strange. “Goddamn, tastes like an army has been through there . . . that sodden earth! All mud and slush. All right for those frogs, but what we like is something a little fresh, don’t we?” he said, elbowing me in the ribs. “Something young and untouched!”

Old Blueface made us taste another.

“Now, that’s a little girl from Morey-St.-Denis!” he said. “A virgin. She needs to air a bit. Then we can all prod it, taste it and love it as we truly deserve, as God appointed us.” While we young virgins stood frozen, embarrassed and blushing from learning about the facts of life this way, he talked about wines for men and wines for women. Wine that tastes like a man, and wine that tastes like a woman. Wine that was friendly, frilly, silly or simply handsome; heroic or cowardly and foolish. And wines that defied discussion — these were apparently homosexual.

As the days went by, we traveled the length and breadth of France, tasting its body, studying its regions, learning about its physical geography and separating its men from its women. Eventually we were in the southwest, swirling glasses of Sauternes.

“Now, chappie, what are you drinking?” the general asked rhetorically. “What’s that tommyrot?”

Before we could answer, he added with disdain: “It’s not French. The Romans have been in there and planted it. Noble rot! They let the grapes hang on the vine and die slowly, and what have you got? A lot of fat under the arm!”

Indeed, the wine felt heavy. Oily. Fatty. Perhaps, I thought, he is not entirely insane.

From behind our blindfolds, we’d try to imitate what we’d heard. With recent Burgundy vintages, I’d say: “Virginal, sir. Not seen a man.” And with cheap Bordeaux, I’d mimic: “That’s right, sir. Sharp, bitter, not much discipline in this wine.”

“Male?” Blueface would ask. “Female?”

“Definitely female. Needs to be put in her place, doesn’t she?”

“Well done, McLaren!” he’d say. I was actually good at this. And yet, I dreamed of better things to do with my time. I needed a real adventure.

During our lunch breaks, the general would march us past St. Martin’s school of art. One day I broke ranks and followed a pack of girls wearing mohair sweaters and fishnet stockings into the school, where I came across a buxom woman — an actual woman! — perched naked on a stool, surrounded by students sketching this sexual apparition. How can I do that? I wondered.

The general had begun talking about sending us to Oporto. It sent a chill up my spine. No Carnaby Street? And my clothes! How would it be to wear purple polka-dot shirts and bright-green hipster pin cords in a Portuguese wine cellar? I might just rot away! How would I get to see the new rock ’n’ roll bands, the Rolling Stones, the Kinks? How would I find out about real sex?

I had to get fired. But how could I offend this group of sexist and racist military men? There was only one way.

The following week, during that dreaded lunch hour, I stayed behind, puffing on one Gitanes after another, trying to ruin the taste buds in what was now a smoke-filled room. I must have smoked a whole box. And then, a voice: “What filthy Turk has been in here?”

“Sir,” I announced myself. “Sir, it’s me.”

“What are you smoking?”

“Gitanes,” I said, trying to sound provocative.

Blueface slammed his fist on the desk. His neck purple, he scrambled for a pen. Had I made a mistake? Was the joining of this club so important? But then again, I thought, it’s so old! There was no room to be free, to make mistakes, to think stupid thoughts, to rock. I felt cocky for once and on the threshold, so it appeared, of a possible court-martial.

And yet he cooperated. He wrote to my mother: “Your son is not fit to work in this firm. He’s smoking foreign cigarettes, preventing other boys from tasting and smelling our wines. He’s a saboteur!”

It was years before I’d hear the words “concentrated,” “spicy” and “herbal” when describing wine. When I drank Hermitage later with my fellow art students, I’d find myself saying: “This one’s got a big back on it: older it is, bigger the back. A truly heroic, masculine body.” Or that a cheap Beaujolais was “young, frilly, got to watch her — she’ll betray you.” My friends would look at me, amused, as if I were an intriguing, slightly exotic being, just off the boat from Burma.

Roast Chicken Vermentino

2 ½ ounces (about 2 ½ cups) dried porcini mushrooms, or mixed dried mushrooms

¼ up extra-virgin olive oil

2 cloves garlic, finely sliced

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

1 4 ½ -pound chicken, cut into 8 pieces

2 pounds waxy boiling potatoes, like Yukon gold or red-skinned potatoes, quartered

1 tablespoon chopped rosemary

1 cup Vermentino, or other crisp, citrusy white wine, like Pinot Grigio.

1. Preheat the oven to 400 degrees. Bring 1 2/3 cups water to a simmer, and stir in the porcini; soak for 10 minutes. Drain, reserving both mushrooms and broth. Roughly chop the mushrooms.

2. Heat 1 tablespoon of the oil in a 10-inch skillet over medium-high heat. When hot, add the garlic and cook until lightly browned. Add the mushrooms and saute for 2 minutes. Stir in the mushroom broth, bring to a boil and then simmer for about 10 minutes, so that it reduces by 1/3. Season to taste with salt and pepper.

3. Trim off excess fat from the chicken pieces. Rinse and pat dry. Place the chicken, skin-side down, in one layer, in a large roasting pan. Tuck the potatoes and mushrooms around the chicken. Sprinkle with the rosemary, wine and remaining 3 tablespoons oil. Season with salt and pepper. Roast in the oven for 30 minutes. Turn the chicken over, season with more salt and pepper and continue cooking until the chicken and potatoes are lightly browned, 30 to 35 minutes more. Serve with the vegetables and the juices from the pan. Serves 4. Adapted from “Italian Two Easy: Simple Recipes From the London River Cafe,” by Rose Gray and Ruth Rogers.

Jerez Cream

This is a Spanish version of Italian panna cotta.

11/2 vanilla pods

3/4 cup superfine sugar

1/3 cup brandy, such as Jerez

1/2 cup sherry, such as Pedro Ximénez

3 blood oranges

31/3 cups heavy cream

21/4 teaspoons (about 11/4-ounce package) unflavored powdered gelatin

1/2 cup whole milk.

1. Split the vanilla pods in half lengthwise, scrape out the seeds, and place the seeds in a medium bowl with the sugar, brandy and sherry. Stir to combine and set aside.

2. Using a vegetable peeler, cut off the rind from 11/2 of the oranges, removing as little pith as possible. Place the rind in a saucepan with 21/3 cups of the cream and the vanilla pods. Bring to a boil, then simmer over low for 10 minutes.

3. In a small saucepan, stir together the gelatin and 1/4 cup of the milk and let sit for 5 minutes. Add the remaining milk and place over low heat until the gelatin dissolves.

4. Fill a large bowl halfway with ice water. In a smaller bowl strain the cream mixture. Stir the gelatin mixture into the cream mixture until combined, then stir in the sherry mixture. Place over the ice bath to cool.

5. In a medium bowl, whip the remaining cup of cream to very soft peaks. When the sherry cream mixture has cooled, fold in the whipped cream until combined. Pour into 8 1-cup bowls. Cover and chill overnight or until the puddings set.

6. Using a small, sharp knife, peel the oranges down to the fruit. Slice between the membrane to release each orange segment. Discard the membranes. Place the segments between triple layers of paper towel. Refrigerate until ready to serve.

7. Serve the panna cottas in the bowls or, if you choose, warm each bowl in hot water for a few seconds, then invert onto a plate. Top with a few orange segments. Serves 8. Adapted from "Casa Moro: The Second Cookbook," by Samuel Clark and Samantha Clark.

Malcolm McLaren is an artist, musician and designer best recognized for his work with the Sex Pistols and Vivienne Westwood. He is currently working on a stage musical.
Inquiry Looks at Accusations That Wines Had False Labels

By JAMES BARRON and ERIC ASIMOV

March 7, 2007

Federal investigators in New York are looking into allegations of counterfeiting in high-end wine sales, issuing subpoenas to auction houses that handled what were billed as rare bottles with distinguished provenances, according to people in the wine trade.

Agents from the F.B.I.’s art-fraud squad have collected a large amount of data on wine sales, according to one person with direct knowledge of the investigation.

The inquiry, reported yesterday by The Wall Street Journal, is centered on whether auction houses, collectors or importers sold wines they knew could not be from the vintages listed on the labels.

A spokesman for Christie’s, which sold $58.5 million worth of wine last year, more than half of it in the United States, said that they had received a subpoena. “We have been cooperating with officials and will continue to do so,” Christie’s said in a statement.

In 1985, Christie’s accepted a consignment of what it described as the oldest authenticated-vintage Bordeaux it had ever sold, a Château Lafite dated 1787 and carried the initials “Th.J.,” for Thomas Jefferson. The shipment was consigned by Hardy Rodenstock, a German music publisher and wine merchant.

William I. Koch, a billionaire wine collector, is suing Mr. Rodenstock over four bottles of the wine that he concluded could not have been Jefferson’s. Mr. Rodenstock’s lawyer, Birgit Kurtz, did not return a call seeking comment.

Mr. Koch said yesterday that he found 500 other bottles in his 35,000-bottle collection that he believes are fake, some traceable to Mr. Rodenstock. He said he was considering expanding his lawsuit to include those bottles and the resellers who sold them to him.

In keeping with Justice Department policy, Yusill Scribner, a spokeswoman for federal prosecutors, said she would not confirm or deny that there was an investigation.

The labeling of wine has long been a problem, but in recent years fraud has become widespread in the world of the high-end collector.

“It’s a major concern over the last 10 years easily,” said Tim Kopec, the wine director of Veritas, a New York restaurant known for the breadth and depth of its wine list, “and more people with large amounts of money who come into the wine world are fueling the issue.”

“Once I started to see bottles of wine selling in excess of $1,000 a bottle, it really started to become a problem,” Mr. Kopec added. “The first bottle I remember breaking $1,000 was the ’61 Pétrus back in the early ’90s. Today it’s quite commonplace at the retail level, at the auction level, at restaurants. It’s even common to see people spending $5,000 or $10,000 for magnums of old Pomerol or for aged Burgundies, even $15,000 or $20,000.”

To protect themselves, collectors often employ consultants experienced with old wines, people like Mr. Kopec, or Robert Bohr, the wine director at Cru, another New York restaurant with a spectacular wine list.

These consultants assist them in their quest for valuable bottles, whether investigating wines to be sold at auction or evaluating the contents of a cellar or an estate. They try to trace the provenance of the wines. If a bottle’s history leads directly and clearly to the producer, it may be a safer bet than a bottle with a murky history.

And they carefully inspect the bottles. “We know how clear or fuzzy the labels should be, what the font size should be, what the cork should look like,” Mr. Bohr said.

While a fraudulent bottle can sometimes be easy to spot, sometimes it can be exceedingly difficult. Today, with the extent of the problem evident, producers take steps to prevent counterfeiting, like etching the bottle with the vintage or other identifying mark. Corks are generally marked with the name of the producer and the vintage.

Counterfeiters have an easier time with older bottles. Thirty years ago frugal Burgundy producers like Henri Jayer would pay for a generic label that could be used year after year, differentiating vintages with a tag placed at the neck. The tag of a bottle from a poor vintage could easily be steamed off and replaced with one from a great vintage.

Thus, a bottle of Jayer Cros Parantoux ’79, considered to be a lesser vintage in Burgundy, could easily be transformed into a Cros Parantoux from the legendary 1978 vintage, a bottle that can be found for sale on the Internet for $5,500.

“When we were buying a lot of Jayer, we sprung the cork on an ’85 Échezeaux and it didn’t taste like ’85,” Mr. Bohr said. “We looked at the cork and it was an ’82.”

Oftentimes, though, even experts have little more to go on than their instincts. They may sense something amiss without being able to put their finger on anything specific. “It’s not like you can say, ‘This is a fake,’ ” Mr. Kopec said. “You just get a bad vibe and you say, ‘Even if this might be good, it’s not worth the risk.’ ”

South Africa’s Trove of an Elusive Grape

WINES OF THE TIMES

By ERIC ASIMOV

March 7, 2007

IF you love wines made from the chenin blanc grape as I do, you are grimly aware that your source for good bottles has been more or less restricted to one: the Loire Valley of France.

Should a disaster befall the vineyards of Anjou, Saumur and Touraine — an earthquake, perhaps, or a plague of chardonnay-loving vignerons — the world’s reservoir of Vouvray and Savennières could be wiped out. We’d be left to battle for the few good chenin blancs from California, or the already scarce bottles from Paumanok Vineyards on the East End of Long Island.

However farfetched this scenario may sound, all who hold chenin blanc dear should be soothed to learn how far the wines from South Africa have come in the last 20 years. Only South Africa can rival the Loire in its taste for chenin blanc.

In fact, South Africa has around twice as much chenin blanc planted as does the Loire, which in itself is small comfort. Australia has a lot of chenin blanc planted as well, for little discernable reason since just about all of it is made into bad bulk wine.

Likewise, most of the South African chenin blanc, occasionally known as steen, was historically blended into bad bulk wines or even used to make brandy. But, as with everything in South Africa, so much has changed. As the wine panel found in a recent tasting of 25 bottles, South Africa today is teeming with good chenin blancs, wines of freshness and character with prices that make them exceptional values.

For the tasting, Florence Fabricant and I were joined by Mina Belhaj-Rouas, the wine director for Punch and Wined Up, and Philippe Buttin, the former sommelier at Le Bernardin, who spent five years working as a sommelier in Cape Town and developed an unexpected enthusiasm for the region’s wines.

“It’s remarkable how far they’ve come,” he said. “These wines used to be for distillation and now there are some very serious wines.”

Among grapes, only riesling rivals chenin blanc for versatility. The range extends from the steely dry yet profound Savennières to the lusciously sweet, honeyed wines of Quarts de Chaume and Bonnezeaux. For this tasting, we focused on South Africa’s dry chenin blancs. Only a couple of bottles strayed into what the French call demi-sec territory, in which a little residual sugar lends a modest sweetness to the wine.

The reason for chenin blanc’s versatility, as with riesling’s, is the grape’s remarkable acidity. Far from being a flaw, acidity gives a white wine structure, length and integrity, allowing it to exhibit its aromas and flavors without collapsing into a fatiguing puddle. A well-modulated acidity keeps a wine refreshing even if it is sweet. Too much acidity, though, can make a wine harsh and unpleasantly aggressive.

Aside from good viticulture and winemaking, to achieve proper acidity grapes need to grow in a climate that allows a gradual, balanced ripening. The prime South African wine region, which arches around Cape Town at the southern confluence of the Atlantic and Indian Oceans, might be theoretically too warm and humid for making fine wines. But during the long, southern summer, from November through April, a cold current flows up from the Antarctic, sending cooling breezes inland that ward off the heat.

The most surprising thing about the wines we tasted was their consistent good quality. Often, the wines from an emerging region like South Africa — which is indeed emerging even though wine has been produced there since the 17th century — can be all over the place as producers inexperienced with the export market struggle with an international audience.

Problems can occur, like using too much sulfur as a preservative, which can give wine an acrid burnt-match quality, or pandering to meet perceived expectations, which can result in chenin blancs tasting like hot, buttered California chardonnays.

You can even see this in two wines that made our top 10. Our No. 1 bottle, the 2005 Original from Raats Family Wines, has a crisp, refreshing quality and pure chenin blanc aromas of lime, flowers and a touch of honey.

By contrast, our No. 10 wine, also from Raats, seems much more like an oak-inflected chardonnay than a chenin blanc, with tropical fruit flavors and a little butterscotch. It’s a good wine, but of a completely different character.

The second Raats was an exception, though. All the other wines on our list had specific chenin blanc characteristics, and at great prices. Of the 25 bottles in the tasting, 23 were $20 and under, and 10 of these were $10 and under. Neither of the two remaining bottles, one for $25 and the other for $37, made our list. Partly, these are good values because the exchange rate between the rand and the dollar favors the dollar. But it also illustrates the low esteem in which South African wines are generally held.

Such an attitude seems silly when you taste a wine like our No. 2 bottle, the 2005 Fleur du Cap from the Stellenbosch region. It’s bright, fresh and minerally, with the classic chenin blanc signature of tart-and-honey. It’s delicious, and it’s only $10. And then there’s our best value, the 2005 Indaba, which delivers about as much pleasure in a bottle as you can find for $7. Of course, some people can’t be happy spending so little for wine. For them, I recommend the $15 2005 Pecan Stream, the $15 2005 Cederberg or, if they insist, the $20 2005 Rudera.

These are not now great wines, but they are indeed good. Despite the centuries of grape-growing experience in South Africa, farmers are only beginning to experiment seriously with which grapes grow best where, and as they zero in on the better sites, the wines should continue to improve.

The hope is that chenin blanc will continue to be part of the South African wine equation. It was the dominant grape in an era characterized by bad wines, and it may only be natural for the industry to equate improvement with different grapes rather than with making better chenin blancs.

Though it is still widely planted, the proportion of chenin blanc is steadily going down as growers turn to chardonnay and sauvignon blanc, to say nothing of cabernet sauvignon, merlot and syrah. It’s possible that chenin blanc will one day become an afterthought in South Africa. Now that would indeed be a disaster.

Tasting Report: For Fans, the Latest in Chenin Blancs

Raats Family Wines South Africa$13 ***

Original Unwooded 2005

Crisp and refreshing with balanced aromas and flavors of lime, flowers and honeysuckle. (Importer: Cape Classics, New York)

Fleur du Cap Stellenbosch Wooded 2005 $10 ***

Bright, fresh and minerally with classic tart-honey chenin blanc flavors.

(Maisons Marques & Domaines, Oakland, Calif.)

Pecan Stream Stellenbosch 2005 $15 ** 1/2

Vivacious and refreshing, with flavors of apples, pears, minerals and honey. (Yellowwood Wine Company, Calistoga, Calif.)

BEST VALUE

Indaba Western Cape 2005 $7 ** 1/2

Clean and true with pleasing floral and lime flavors and a touch of honey. (Cape Classics, New York)

Robertson Winery South Africa 2006 $11 ** 1/2

Earthy, minerally flavors with a rich texture and a bit of sweetness.

(Indigo Wine Group, Venice, Fla.)

Spier Western Cape Steen 2005 $9 ** 1/2

Mineral and citrus aromas; balanced and alive. (MHW Ltd., Manhasset, N.Y.)

Cederberg South Africa 2005 $15 ** 1/2

Dry and fresh with flavors of rosemary, citrus and honey.

(Vinnovative Imports, Charlotte, N.C.)

Rudera Stellenbosch 2005 $20 ** 1/2

Refreshing with flavors of citrus, herbs and apples. (Cape Classics, New York)

Vinum Africa Stellenbosch 2004 $12 **

Fresh and bracing with aromas of flowers, ripe apples and lemons.

(Vinnovative Imports, Charlotte, N.C.)

Raats Stellenbosch 2005 $19 **

Rich aromas of tropical fruit; like an oak-aged California chardonnay.

(Cape Classics, New York)

WHAT THE STARS MEAN:

Ratings range from zero to four stars and reflect the panel’s reaction to wines, which were tasted with names and vintages concealed. The panelists this week are Eric Asimov; Florence Fabricant; Mina Belhaj-Rouas, the wine director for Punch and Wined Up; and Philippe Buttin, former sommelier at Le Bernardin. The tasted wines represent a selection generally available in good retail shops, restaurants and over the Internet. Prices are those paid in liquor shops in the New York region.

Tasting Coordinator: Bernard Kirsch

Oregonian

Vineyard's low yield is the key for this tasty sauvignon blanc

Sunday, March 11, 2007

MARLBOROUGH DISTRICT, New Zealand I t's one of wine's most improbable stories. At the northern tip of New Zealand's South Island is a flat, windy, undeniably cool area called the Marlborough district.

Nothing about this place -- mere miles from the frigid water that separates the South Island from the more populous North Island -- brings wine to mind. Yet in less than 15 years Marlborough has become world famous. The zone is filled to its boundaries with vines, many of them now owned by corporate global wine giants such as LVMH Moet Hennessy Luis Vuitton, Constellation Wines, Seagram, Diageo and Gallo. They arrived in the 1990s because they saw a worldwide sales phenomenon.

That phenomenon is Marlborough's distinctively tangy, citrus- and tropical-fruit-inflected sauvignon blanc. Early efforts by Cloudy Bay Vineyards (now owned by LVMH) rocketed Marlborough sauvignon blanc to fame. Founded only in 1985, the vineyard received enthusiastic reviews from English wine critics who exclaimed (with no little amazement) over the unique goodness of the sauvignon blanc. With that, the land rush was on.

Today, the Marlborough district has some 42,000 acres of vines, according to James Healy of Dog Point Vineyard. Healy knows pretty much all there is to know about Marlborough sauvignon blanc because he was Cloudy Bay's chief winemaker until 2002.

Healy, 55, and longtime Marlborough grape grower Ivan Sutherland -- who originally sold his grapes to Cloudy Bay and still does -- struck out on their own with Dog Point Vineyard. Their first vintage in 2002 attracted raves. And why not? Healy knows sauvignon blanc like few others, and Sutherland owns one of the oldest vineyards in the zone, dating back to 1979.

The challenge today in this highly competitive, deep-pocket winegrowing zone is creating a more distinctive (read "better") sauvignon blanc than your neighbors'. All the sauvignons share the same bright, zingy flavors. They all use screw caps (New Zealand is the world leader in embracing screw cap closures over corks.) And they all even use the same clone or strain of sauvignon blanc, called UCD1. So what's left to set yourself apart?

"Yields," says Healy succinctly. "It's in the vineyard. Our yield for the portion of Dog Point Vineyard we use for our own label -- most of it still gets sold to others -- is about 3.1 U.S. tons to the acre. A lot of companies will do 5.3 U.S. tons to the acre, or about 40 percent more. That makes perfectly acceptable wine, but a bit thin."

Healy furthers notes that the grapes for Dog Point Vineyard are handpicked, which is rare in Marlborough. "About 95 percent of all the grapes in Marlborough are machine-harvested," he says. Many winegrowers prefer handpicking over machine harvesting, as the machines can bruise the grapes creating what's call skin contact flavors. Also, there's what's memorably called MOG (material other than grapes), such as stems, leaves, dirt and stones. But hand harvesting is more expensive, and willing workers are hard to find. "Most of our pickers come from Thailand, Fiji and Tonga," Healy says.

In the winery, Healy uses wild or indigenous yeasts rather than the more commonly used commercial yeast cultures. This is a hotly argued practice. Some winemakers, like Healy, believe superior subtleties are gained by employing the wild or indigenous yeasts that cling to the grape skins and float freely in the air. Others submit that commercial yeast strains are not only more reliable but are less likely to create unwanted flavors in the wine.

"Twenty-five percent of our wines that are aged only in stainless steel, such as our regular sauvignon blanc, are wild-yeast-fermented," Healy says. "Everything that's barrel-fermented, such as our Section 94 sauvignon blanc from our best subplot, is 100 percent wild-yeast-fermented."

Does all this add up to a better Marlborough sauvignon blanc than others on the market? Yes. Dog Point Vineyard sauvignon blanc has regularly stood out as one of the richest, most intense versions from this zone. Is it fundamentally different from its competition? In style, no. In textural density, fullness of flavor and the sense of greater dimensionality, yes. Put simply, it's better. (For this observer all this is mostly due to lower yields.)

Marlborough is trying to broaden its horizons with chardonnay (good but unexceptional) and pinot noir (getting better every year). But sauvignon blanc is its calling card and cash cow. Too many are now merely commercial.

And Dog Point Vineyard is a good example of what the best of the bunch can deliver -- a bracing, sharply defined sauvignon blanc experience with highly delineated scents and flavors of citrus fruits, mango, guava and pear. It's literally mouthwatering thanks to crisp acidity from the zone's baby-it's-cold-down-there climate. Happily, it's available in Oregon for about $20.
San Francisco Chronicle

A tame Hall of Fame

Inaugural class of iconic vintners spurs little controversy or excitement

W. Blake Gray, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, March 9, 2007

"Dear Moron: How can you vote for Mike when Paul had a longer career with more hits? Sincerely, a Wine Drinker."

All my life I've been waiting for a chance to have people send me that kind of letter. Baseball fans love arguing over who belongs in the Hall of Fame. Like most fans, I've always wanted to vote.

So I was thrilled earlier this year when a ballot arrived in the mail for the new Vintners Hall of Fame, which is holding its first inauguration ceremony tonight in St. Helena.

That is, until I saw the names on the ballot.

Expecting the Willie Mayses and Mark McGwires of the wine world, I saw instead a whole bunch of George Davises.

Who's George Davis, you ask? He was a shortstop from 1890 to 1906 and apparently a good one, but his plaque is hardly the reason people drive to Cooperstown, N.Y., to see the baseball Hall. And that's the problem. Created by the Culinary Institute of America, Greystone -- and modeled after the baseball Hall -- the Vintners Hall of Fame is a fine idea; California wine could use an annual shot of publicity.

"Our mission is to promote wine," Mark Erickson, the CIA's vice president for continuing education who oversees the Greystone campus, says of the Hall.

But obscure choices of inductees -- Agoston Haraszthy? Maynard Amerine? -- could quickly defeat that purpose and turn it into a dusty Hall of Obscurity. In its first year, the Hall has gone out of its way to avoid controversy.

"There's so many great people to induct. Hopefully there will be a long time before there's any controversy," Erickson says.

That's not an unusual approach for Halls of Fame, but it makes tonight's induction ceremony a big snooze, and imperils any future impact the Hall might have.

When the National Baseball Hall of Fame inducted its first five players in 1936, it included guys like Ty Cobb and Babe Ruth, who are still household names 70 years later. Like the wine Hall, the baseball Hall made noncontroversial choices -- but they were famous, and they were alive, and their presence captured America's attention from the beginning.

The Rock and Roll Hall of Fame also stayed noncontroversial at the beginning, inducting mostly blues and soul artists in its first year and avoiding even the Beatles and Rolling Stones. But the rock Hall still had plenty of star power in its first class, with Chuck Berry, James Brown and Ray Charles, not to mention Elvis Presley.

Tonight the CIA inducts its first group into the Vintners Hall of Fame at a posh $500 dinner held at Greystone. Robert Mondavi leads the class, as he should -- he's arguably the most important person in California wine since Prohibition. Oddly, the CIA didn't trust the 80 wine writers they invited to vote to agree on this: The CIA just put Mondavi in without a vote.

"We wanted to make a big deal for Bob Mondavi this year," says Reuben Katz, the CIA's director of strategic initiatives and development, who adds that he expects all future nominees to be voted on. (Katz says that while Mondavi is well known for his charitable contributions, he has not made donations to the CIA or the Hall.)

But where's Ridge winemaker and CEO Paul Draper? Wine consulting star Helen Turley? The original Judgment of Paris tasting winners, Mike Grgich and Warren Winiarski?

They're not going into the Hall of Fame, at least not this year -- they weren't even on the ballot. Yet Maynard Amerine is now in the Hall. Do wine drinkers today even know who Maynard Amerine is?

The point here is not to run down Amerine, a former chairman of the UC Davis Viticulture and Enology Department who helped develop the system of classifying regions by heat that is still used today. He's a legitimate, safe choice. So are the other eight inductees -- all men.

But other than Mondavi, who is expected to attend, they're all dead, and though their relatives are showing up, who wants to pay $500 to drink with plaques? How is TV going to cover their acceptance speeches?

Where are the wine icons of today? Where's the fun? Hall of Fame decisions should be fun.

Don't get me wrong: I love the idea of the Hall, and don't want it to become another forgotten publicity campaign.

"As a member of the balloting committee, we're certainly interested in any suggestions you have," Erickson says.

OK, here goes:

-- Don't avoid controversy -- court it.

On my ballot, I ignored the seven suggested dead "icons" -- nominated by the CIA through an eight-person committee, according to Katz. They included mostly forgotten men like Jean-Louis Vignes, credited with planting California's first documented imported European grapevines in 1833.

Instead, I wrote in Grgich and Winiarski. Their wines won the original Judgment of Paris tasting in 1976 that put California on the world's wine map. But I didn't write in Draper, whose wine won last year's rematch, and who makes what may be my favorite California wine (Ridge Geyserville).

How could I leave Draper off? The ballot only allowed me to vote for two "icons" (as opposed to "founders," a category supposedly for pre-Prohibition leaders). I decided I couldn't split Grgich and Winiarski; I'll have to vote for Draper another year, along with all my other great, not-yet-officially-nominated candidates.

It's easy to see where this kind of choice is troublesome: Louis Martini or Joe Heitz, who founded two of Napa Valley's most famous wineries? Bonny Doon Vineyard madman Randall Grahm or Au Bon Climat's Jim Clendenen, who makes similarly idiosyncratic wines? Diamond Creek Vineyards founder Al Brounstein or Rodney Strong, the professional dancer who founded his own eponymous Healdsburg winery?

Instead of shying away from these minefields, the Hall needs to steer directly toward them. Controversy gets attention and invites second-guessing. Controversy is why the Baseball Hall of Fame gets on newspaper front pages (will they ever forgive McGwire, Joe Jackson and Pete Rose?) and the American National Business Hall of Fame doesn't. (Memo to the latter: Where's Bill Gates? Where's Steve Jobs?)

-- Don't ignore the bad boys. Put 'em on the ballot and let us decide.

Will Fred Franzia, creator of Two Buck Chuck, ever get his due, and if so, will any Napa Valley winemakers share the stage with him? And how long will Kendall-Jackson founder Jess Jackson -- like Barry Bonds, long known for his pugnaciousness -- have to stay on the ballot before writers warm up to him?

There's a reason that Rose, who's banned from baseball for gambling on the sport, gets headlines every year around Hall of Fame induction time. Baseball fans like the bad boys.

Like any entrepreneur-dominated field, the wine world has its share of selfish cranks, some of whom happen to achieve greatness. I want more of them on the ballot; it's a Hall of Fame, not a Hall of Niceness. Instead, the Vintners' ballot offered choices like Father Junipero Serra, who planted the first Californian vineyard in 1769, and George C. Yount, who planted Napa Valley's first grapevine. Nice, but bo-ring. (Neither got in; the world awaits their next shot.)

-- "Founders," "icons" and "pioneers" are arbitrary categories that mean little.

Let's learn something from the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, which has these easily understood categories: "performers," "non-performers," "early influences" and "sidemen."

How about the very simple "winemakers," "grape growers" (always underappreciated) and "personalities." We could slide Thomas Jefferson in the "grape grower" category with more recent farmers like Andy Beckstoffer.

The last category would be wide enough to include candidates like film director-turned-TV pitchman Orson Welles ("We will sell no wine before its time") or "Sideways" director Alexander Payne -- but only if the Hall institutes the next suggestion.

-- Change the name to Wine Hall of Fame, and widen the scope.

Who has been more important to California wine: Pierre Pellier, founder of Mirassou Winery and an actual nominee, or Robert M. Parker Jr., the world's most powerful wine critic, who has helped scores of tiny wineries establish thriving businesses by writing favorably about their wines?

The CIA's Katz, a key figure in creating the Hall, says the "icons" committee is open to non-vintners. But Parker wasn't on the ballot, though he should be.

Moreover, choosing between media types opens the door for even more fun controversy. Who gets in first, Lettie Teague of Food & Wine magazine or Jay McInerney of Home & Garden? British elder statesman Hugh Johnson or wine encyclopedist (and Chronicle contributor) Jancis Robinson?

That raises another point: The Hall is in St. Helena, but it's not being called the "U.S. Vintners Hall of Fame" or the "California Vintners Hall of Fame." Perhaps it should be -- there's nothing wrong with a California bias in the middle of Wine Country. But let's be clear about it, because once you feel generous enough to put in, say, Dom Perignon, the French monk often credited with discovering how to make white Champagne from black grapes, you open the doors to every Tom, Dick and Thierry who has been influential in making wine in Europe, Australia, South Africa and everywhere else these last few centuries.

As you can tell, I'm excited about the Hall's potential, if not its current reality. At tonight's ceremony, a sculpture of Mondavi will be unveiled, the first of many that the Hall plans to display. Let's hope the future ones are also recognizable.

The Vintners Hall of Fame inaugural class

PIONEER

Robert Mondavi (1913-) Raised in the bulk wine business, Mondavi started his own winery in 1966 with the ambition of not only making the best wine in the world, but convincing everyone in the world to try it. Generous to his winemaking neighbors and the community, Mondavi merged the worlds of food and art with wine, practically inventing the idea of the "Napa Valley lifestyle." A true visionary of both quality wine production and image marketing.

FOUNDERS

Brother Timothy (1910-2004)

New Jersey native and Roman Catholic monk who was "wine chemist" as well as the public face for the Christian Brothers winery for decades, giving California wine a very respectable image. He helped fund the Napa Valley Vintners and was its three-time president; Robert Mondavi once called him "the heart of the industry."

Agoston Haraszthy (1812-1869) Hungarian immigrant and successful self-promoter often wrongly credited with introducing Zinfandel to California. He does deserve recognition for writing the first book, "Grape Culture, Wines and Winemaking" (1862), that told the rest of the nation about California wine. He died in mysterious circumstances in Nicaragua and may have been eaten by an alligator.

Charles Krug (1825-1892)

German immigrant who came to San Francisco to edit a German-language newspaper before founding his namesake winery, one of Napa Valley's first, in 1861; he also was Napa Valley's first consulting winemaker. He went bankrupt the year before his death. The winery named after Krug is now owned by the Mondavi family.

Georges de Latour (1856-1940) French immigrant who founded Beaulieu Vineyard in 1899; he made a fortune by anticipating the onset of Prohibition and stockpiling sweet wine to sell expensively just beforehand. He also had a warm relationship with the Catholic Church that allowed BV to stay open making sacramental wine throughout Prohibition, positioning it to be one of Napa's premier wineries when the law was repealed.

Gustave Niebaum (1842-1908) Finnish immigrant sea captain who in 1879 founded Inglenook Winery, which would be California's premier winery for nearly a century. He also supervised the winery's construction. The building, now the home of Rubicon Estate, is still impressive today.

Andre Tchelistcheff (1901-1994) Russian immigrant who became Beaulieu Vineyard's winemaker for 35 years, as well as a highly influential consultant who taught California vintners the importance of good hygiene in the winery to prevent spoiled wine.

ICONS

Maynard Amerine (1911-1998) As a professor and later chairman of the UC Davis Department of Viticulture and Enology, Amerine helped train many of the prominent California winemakers of the 20th century. In 1938, he and professor Albert Winkler created the system of classifying grape growing regions by heat. The system is still used today to plant the right grapes in the right areas.

Harold Olmo (1909-2006) Born in San Francisco's Mission District, he became a grapevine geneticist for UC Davis nicknamed the "Indiana Jones of viticulture" because of his overseas adventures seeking wild grapevines for the university collection. He found what he considered to be the original wine grapevines growing wild in mountains on the border of Iran and Afghanistan. He also developed 29 commercial grape varieties, including Ruby Cabernet and Symphony.

-- W. Blake Gray

Our nominees for next year's Hall of Fame

Andy Beckstoffer (1939-)

Born in Virginia, the Dartmouth MBA came to Napa Valley as a numbers cruncher for indifferent corporate parent Heublein Inc. in 1966. Within a decade he transformed himself into a large-scale vineyard farmer and is now Wine Country's largest vineyard owner. He has consistently pushed for improvements in viticulture and, as a founder of the Napa Valley Grape Growers Association, helped change the way growers are paid to garner more money for higher quality grapes, leading directly to a huge increase in premium wines' quality.

Ernest Gallo (1909-2007)

A ruthless businessman, tireless worker and lifelong Central Valley resident. Gallo's aggressive marketing reintroduced Americans to wine after Prohibition. E. & J. Gallo Winery, founded by Ernest and his brother, Julio, in 1933, grew to be the world's largest wine company and introduced millions of people to affordable California wine.

Mike Grgich (1923-)

A Croatian immigrant who, as winemaker at Chateau Montelena, made the Chardonnay that some of France's most prestigious wine judges decided at the 1976 Judgment of Paris tasting was superior to some of the best white wines of Burgundy, instantly putting Napa on the world's wine map. Subsequently founded and still runs Grgich Hills Cellar. In the 1990s he went back to Croatia and established a premium winery there.

Jess Jackson (1930-)

Founder of Kendall-Jackson Wine Estates, in 1982 Jackson helped create what is still, 25 years later, America's favorite wine priced more than $10, according to ACNielsen: the slightly sweet Kendall-Jackson Vintner's Reserve Chardonnay. He also has been instrumental in increasing the California wine industry's global reach by starting or acquiring wineries in Argentina, Australia, Chile and Italy.

Helen Turley (1943-)

A Cornell graduate, Turley helped blaze the trail for women in the California wine industry by turning out a succession of highly regarded wines at Chappellet Winery, Stonegate and Peter Michael Winery before becoming one of the most-sought consultants of the past 20 years. Many of the wines she consulted on, including Bryant Family and Colgin, have become small-production cult favorites that have enhanced the image of California wines worldwide.

Warren Winiarski (1928-)

A Chicago native who changed careers from lecturing about political theory to winemaking. The very first wine he produced from his own estate winery, Stag's Leap Wine Cellars, was a Cabernet Sauvignon that won the red wine portion of the Judgment of Paris tasting in 1976, beating some of the best wines of Bordeaux. He still owns and runs the winery.

-- W. Blake Gray

E-mail your "Dear Moron" letters to wbgray@sfchronicle.com

APPRECIATION: Ernest Gallo, wine's master salesman

Jon Bonné, Chronicle Wine Editor

Friday, March 9, 2007

When David Kent worked for Ernest Gallo in the 1990s, he joined the Modesto wine mogul on a trip to Italy. Along a slippery patch of street, an employee offered Ernest his arm.

"Ernest refused it, as he always refused any kind of help," recalls Kent, now CEO of the Wine Group, the third-largest U.S. wine company. "His response was, 'Look, if you fall down, I don't want you taking me with you.' And that was Ernest."

It would have been a point of pride for Gallo that he could always make it on his own. Gallo, who died Tuesday at 97, was both loved and feared by a wine industry that adored the often generous support from the influential Gallo family, but scowled at its hardball tactics and secretive ways.

There was the endowed chair at UC Davis and the neuroscience research center at UC San Francisco. Then there were the rumblings about Ernest's relentless focus on the bottom line, a hot temper and an approach to business so coldhearted that he sued his younger brother, cheesemaker Joseph Gallo Jr., over the use of the family name.

But always, there was the tale of Ernest and his brother Julio's hard-fought climb to the top. They began in 1933 with $900.23 of Julio's savings and a $5,000 loan from Ernest's mother-in-law, Teresa Franzia. From those modest beginnings -- and driven by the devastating murder-suicide of their mother Susie and father Joe -- the pair turned their business into the largest winery in the world. E. & J. Gallo Winery is still responsible for nearly one of every four bottles of wine sold in the United States. "They built their company from the ground up, from scratch, and in turn were instrumental in building the American wine industry," says Robert Koch, president of the Wine Institute. "It's a wonderful American success story."

Ernest's work ethic was instilled early. At age 17, he was sent by his father to Chicago to sell a boxcar of grapes and returned with $17,000. It was his introduction to sales, the basis for his creation of a virtual army of Gallo salespeople that exercised its influence around the globe. His work ethic was forged by grueling 18-hour days as he and Julio struggled to resurrect the family's grape growing business after Prohibition and the trauma of their parents' deaths.

Yet Ernest rarely mingled with his industry counterparts, although he served as an early Wine Institute chairman and remained active on its board.

While the family kept its distance from fellow winemakers, they courted political influence when necessary. While Ernest was a frequent donor to such Democrats as Sen. Dianne Feinstein, D-Calif., and former Rep. Gary Condit, D-Modesto, Koch recalls a Modesto dinner at Ernest's home in 2000 for George W. Bush.

The broad support made him a popular figure on his trips inside the Beltway. "Everyone was willing to take time to meet Ernest Gallo," Koch says.

Even as the Gallos bought thousands of acres of vineyard land, their winery always needed more grapes. Growers throughout California enjoyed the largesse of its constant expansion. Not only were the Gallos the largest employer in Modesto, where their sprawling winery complex is located, but they offered economic stability throughout Central Valley and in areas like Lodi and Sonoma counties.

"The University of Gallo, a lot of us have been through it," says Sonoma vineyard manager Pete Opatz, who grew grapes for Gallo in the 1980s. "These guys really loved this county and put a lot of money here."

Despite frequent tumult within their own family, Ernest and Julio saw the virtues of doing business with other families, especially other Italian immigrants. Ernest even married the daughter of a grape grower, Amelia Franzia. (Ernest's nephew is Bronco Wine Co.'s Fred Franzia) When the Seghesio family controlled about one-fifth of Sonoma's bulk grape business in the 1960s, Gallo was an enthusiastic buyer of fruit from North Coast counties. But that didn't make negotiations easy.

Pete Seghesio Jr., CEO of Seghesio Family Vineyards, recalls driving in his father Pete Sr.'s Ford Fairmont down to meetings with Ernest in Modesto. "He was the toughest guy I saw my father ever deal with," Seghesio says. "My dad and him would go round and round."

Tireless worker

In 1993, both Ernest's wife Amelia and his brother Julio passed away. Another son, David, died in 1997. Yet Ernest's determination never flagged. Well into his 90s, he could be found working on weekends. Top industry executives recall their stints working for Ernest as an object lesson in commitment.

"He and I would be the last two people out of the winery in the evening, and I would rarely beat him out," recalls Kent, who worked as a senior Gallo executive from 1991 to 2000. "He was never satisfied, and he never allowed the managers around him to be satisfied. He was always pushing for more."

Boycott target

The Gallos were often a lightning rod for controversy. Ernest's legendary enmity toward the United Farm Workers Union fueled several long-standing feuds and two boycotts. But his seemingly preternatural ability to read the marketplace gained him enormous, if sometimes grudging, respect. While Julio crafted the wines, Ernest detected what Americans would want to drink next, relying in part on endless reams of sales data that allowed him to see untapped potential -- or unmotivated salespeople. Respect for Gallo wines was harder to come by. The most extreme example was Thunderbird, hatched in 1957 and, for many years, Gallo's top-selling product. That the apparent target of the potent white-port-and-juice mix was low-income African American customers was long a source of criticism. Wines like Ripple and Boone's Farm gained a similar reputation.

Not all Gallo products were so contentious. Simple, everyday wine in screwcapped bottles proved to be a formula for huge success. Jugs of Carlo Rossi were a common sight on 1970s dinner tables; it remains a top-selling brand. Bartles & Jaymes wine coolers (nowadays more of a malt cooler) were an unstoppable hit in the 1980s. By 2006, Gallo was responsible for selling an estimated 75 million cases of wine in more than 90 countries, according to Wine Business Monthly.

Nearly every wine drinker's path intersected with Gallo. In 1998, critic Robert M. Parker Jr., recalled his college-era tippling of Gallo's Hearty Burgundy, first introduced in 1964 and still available today. "I have tasted many wines that cost 10 times more that were inferior to this blend," Parker wrote.

Still, connoisseurs often dismissed Gallo wines as mass-produced plonk. The longtime rift between Ernest Gallo and Robert Mondavi, one that would heal in later years, was also the gap between low-end drinking and high-end drinking.

That low-grade reputation stung. Even in the early 1970s Ernest was converted to one of Julio's long-held beliefs: that the future lay with higher-quality wines sealed with corks. Early attempts fizzled, but in 1977 they established a beachhead in Sonoma when they bought the Frei Brothers property

Over the next two decades, Sonoma would be the focal point of a push for respectability, as the family poured huge amounts of money into local vineyards, buying such properties as MacMurray Ranch and establishing a Gallo of Sonoma brand. They constructed a massive facility outside Healdsburg with Julio's grandchildren, Gina and Matt Gallo, at the helm of what last year was renamed Gallo Family Vineyards.

Even as the Gallo's Sonoma efforts gained the respect (and critical praise) that Ernest and his brother long dreamed about, the Gallos' bread and butter remained everyday wines. Projects like Red Bicyclette, a French-grown table wine with a catchy label, were further signs of Ernest's determination to stay one step ahead.

Though Ernest was realistic about the wines' quality, he was always quick to defend them -- often with a wit that may have been the secret weapon of a man so often described as dour and unrelenting.

Bill Newlands, now the CEO of Beam Wine Estates, worked for Gallo from 1985 to 1994. During a lunch visit to Modesto a few years ago, Newlands recalls, Ernest came out of his office with his usual boundless energy.

"I said, 'I've got a little more gray than the last time you saw me,'" Newlands recalls. "And he never missed a beat. He said, 'You're drinking the wrong wine.' "
APPRECIATION: Belle Rhodes -- Napa Valley's patron of the culinary arts

Janet Fletcher, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, March 9, 2007

One of Napa Valley's grande dames and early ambassadors, Belle Rhodes died of natural causes on February 13. She was 87. A grape grower, wine collector, consummate hostess and patron of the culinary arts, Rhodes and her physician husband Barney, who survives her, helped establish Napa Valley's reputation as a locus of good living.

In 1959, the Rhodeses bought a prune orchard west of Oakville and planted a small Cabernet Sauvignon vineyard. But they soon tired of the commute from their Oakland home and sold the property to Tom and Martha May, who renamed it "Martha's Vineyard" and made it famous. Unable to shake the wine bug, the Rhodes purchased yet another prune orchard in Rutherford and turned it into Bella Oaks Vineyard, an esteemed source of Cabernet Sauvignon grapes for Heitz Wine Cellars.

Born and raised in small-town West Virginia, Rhodes enlisted in the WAVES, the Navy's volunteer women's unit, during World War II. She met her future husband at the Jacksonville Naval Hospital in Florida. After their move to the Bay Area, she attended and graduated from Mills College.

A tiny, elegant woman with an impeccable palate, Rhodes was one of the first women wine judges at the Los Angeles County Fair, according to Bay Area radio personality Narsai David, a close friend. A talented home cook with a library of 3,500 cookbooks (later donated to Napa Valley College), Rhodes "set an extraordinary table," recalls David. "There was always something on the cutting edge. The first time I had radicchio was there. Whenever something new showed up, Belle knew about it."

Rhodes also discovered, nurtured and promoted the valley's young culinary talent, such as Cindy Pawlcyn and Michael Chiarello. Along with other prominent valley women, she established the Napa Valley Cooking Class in 1973, an informal school that endured for 20 years.

"Entertaining had to happen in the home because (Napa Valley) restaurants didn't exist then," says Chiarello. "So they schooled themselves. They brought in chefs from all over the world to teach them how to entertain with wine in world-class fashion."

Dinner parties at the Rhodes home in Rutherford were legendary. Chiarello remembers that meals often ended with warm pistachios and a round-bottomed Port decanter that had to be passed continuously because it couldn't stand on its own. Says Narsai David, "All of us developed more sophisticated tables and a more impressive array of glasses on the table because of Belle."
CHRONICLE'S WINE SELECTIONS: New Zealand Pinot Noir

W. Blake Gray

Friday, March 9, 2007

Once known as the "heartbreak grape," Pinot Noir doesn't prosper in just any place -- it needs, among other things, weather so cool that it produces magical wines, though some years it doesn't ripen at all. Windy, moist, pastoral New Zealand offers the right climate.

New Zealand's potential has excited a wine world thirsty for more Pinot. One drawback we discovered in tasting 59 wines from throughout the country is that while Pinots from France's Burgundy region or California vary significantly in their flavors -- that's one of the grape's greatest charms -- the New Zealand Pinots tend to be very similar to one another. That's not a bad thing if you like ripe red fruit and a food-friendly body and acidity, which most of them offer. We weren't as excited about their relative lack of complexity or individual expression.

Of course, lack of diversity isn't usually an issue because not many people will open three of these at once, much less 59. Any of the wines recommended below would be a fine accompaniment to dinner.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2003 Bannock Brae Estate Barrel Selection Central Otago Pinot Noir ($36) In 1996, Bannock Brae Estate was a mostly brown patch of earth with some weeds supporting a population of rabbits. Now it's home to 15,000 Pinot Noir vines. The fruit of this transition is a wine with tart cherry and strawberry flavors and a menthol note. It needs a little time in the cellar to reach its potential.

TWO STARS 2005 Brancott Reserve Marlborough Pinot Noir ($13) The country's largest wine producer, Brancott, is called Montana Wines in New Zealand and is owned by the French liquor company Pernod Ricard. Size is an advantage to a company trying to make a good Pinot Noir in this price range, as it had many vineyards to choose from. The result is an easy-drinking wine with a pretty nose and flavors of cranberry and raspberry that get a little spicy on the midpalate. It's a great value.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 Cloudy Bay Marlborough Pinot Noir ($35) Owned by the French luxury goods company LVMH Group, Cloudy Bay is best known for its Sauvignon Blanc, which is probably New Zealand's most famous wine internationally. The Pinot's no slouch, with a great mouthfeel, plenty of cherry fruit, nice food-friendly acidity and an interesting mineral note.

TWO STARS 2005 Craggy Range Te Muna Road Vineyard Martinborough Pinot Noir ($35) Businessman Terry Peabody, who has homes in Australia and Canada, traveled the world looking for vineyards to make great wine before hooking up with respected Kiwi viticulturalist Steve Smith to create Craggy Range, which focuses on single-vineyard wines. The terroir of Te Muna Road Vineyard comes across as steely mineral, along with cherry and raspberry fruit with a toasty note.

TWO STARS 2005 Forrest Estate Marlborough Pinot Noir ($20) In two weeks, Forrest Estate will host its annual Grape Ride, a 101-km bicycling event that last year drew 1,700 entrants. The day culminates with 100 "virgins" crushing Pinot Noir with their feet. Perhaps it's a coincidence that we noticed a little musky aroma and talc flavor in this wine, along with plenty of cranberry and spearmint flavors.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2004 Neudorf Moutere Pinot Noir ($45) When Judy and Tim Finn initially applied for a bank loan to establish Neudorf in 1978, she says the bank officer refused and asked, "Have you thought about sheep?" They persevered with grapes anyway. The Moutere region on the South Island is one of New Zealand's sunniest, though it cools rapidly at night. The resulting wine is delicate, pleasant and food-friendly, with flavors of cranberry and red plum and a soy sauce note on the nose.

TWO STARS 2003 Peregrine Central Otago Pinot Noir ($37) Central Otago native Greg Hay is from one of the region's pioneering wine families, as they founded Chard Farm winery in 1986 when the area was better known for sheep farms. This wine, sourced from a number of different vineyards, has plenty of juicy cherry and raspberry flavors, like a Fruit Roll-Up, with ripping acidity and an orange note on the finish.

TWO STARS 2004 Schubert Block B Wairarapa Pinot Noir ($50) German winemakers Kai Schubert and Marion Deimling searched through several countries for the right place to establish a winery before settling in Wairarapa on the North Island. They consider tiny Block B to hold their highest quality vines, and only 387 cases were made of this wine. It tastes of cherry, soy sauce, black tea and cherry cola.

TWO STARS 2003 Te Kairanga Reserve Martinborough Pinot Noir ($43) Te Kairanga was one of the first wineries to plant Pinot in New Zealand, in 1982 in the Martinborough region in the southernmost part of the North Island. This wine spent 10 months in French oak barrels but it seems longer; it's big, fleshy, ripe and delivers a whole lot of wood with the cherry fruit. Good if you like in-your-face Pinots.

THREE STARS 2003 TerraVin Omaka Valley Pinot Noir ($36) Mike Eaton established Clayvin Vineyard in Brancott Valley in the Marlborough region in the early 1990s, first selling the fruit to another winery, and then, in 1998, selling that winery the vineyard. He moved to nearby Omaka Valley and started again as TerraVin. Now the fruit of the new vineyard is ready for harvesting, and good fruit it is: This was the panel favorite, with dense cranberry flavors and notes of mushrooms and pine needles on a long finish. Kudos to Eaton, who began his career as a general laborer at a large corporate winery for less than $3 an hour. There's hope for us all.

TWO STARS 2004 Wairau River Home Block Marlborough Pinot Noir ($25) Phil and Chris Rose began growing grapes for other vintners at the top of the South Island in 1978 and founded this winery in 1991. The Home Block is a vineyard that surrounds their house. This wine will turn off some with a huge barnyard note up front, but it has pretty cranberry fruit, a very soft mouthfeel and a little caramel on the finish. Drink now.
Olivier Humbrecht: Biodynamic dynamo

Jane Tunks, Chronicle Staff Writer
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Olivier Humbrecht practically grew up in the wine cellar. The 43-year-old owner and winemaker of Domaine Zind-Humbrecht is a 12th-generation grape grower; his family has been tending vineyards in Alsace since 1620, selling most of their grapes to negociants.

In 1959, his parents combined their families' lands, and named their new enterprise Domaine Zind-Humbrecht. Their steep hillside vineyards produce world-class aromatic white wines, such as Gewurztraminer, Riesling and Pinot Gris.

During a stint working in London, Humbrecht met his future wife, Margaret, and began studying for the notoriously difficult Master of Wine exam, which he became the first Frenchman to pass.

When Humbrecht took over the day-to-day operations of the domaine, he began to experiment with biodynamic viticulture, which treats each vineyard as a self-sustaining system that should be in harmony with its natural surroundings.

We recently met Humbrecht when he was on a round-the-world trip, including stops in New York, California and New Zealand.

Q: You grew up around wine, since it's the family business. Were you always interested in it?

A: I only started to get very interested when I was 15 or 16 years old. One day my father told me, "Go in the cellar and get a good bottle of wine." My grandfather Humbrecht was invited to dinner -- so I had to get a good bottle. I went down to the cellar to get the oldest bottle I could find. I had to rummage around because everything was piled on top of each other. I eventually got a bottle that was excellent (a 1967 Domaine Zind-Humbrecht Hengst Gewurztraminer).

And then I said to myself, "I can't leave the cellar like that." So the following holidays, I just went through the cellar and put everything back into order, classifying the wines. And I really liked doing that. It sounds odd, but it was actually lots of fun.

Q: What is the first wine you bought for yourself?

A: A Burgundy from the '76 vintage. It was a wine from Gevrey-Chambertin from an estate that doesn't exist anymore called Domaine Clair-Dau. I remember buying some of the Gevrey-Chambertin, Clos St. Jacques, Bonnes Mares. I bought a mixed case, and it was very expensive. I must have been about 15 years old.

Q: What makes a wine great?

A: When you are with the right people at the right moment -- with the right glass even -- and everything feels great. Then you have a memorable moment. I am convinced it's not just the taste of the wine that is capable of giving you that experience.

Q: What do you drink at home?

A: If I am very thirsty, it would often be Champagne. Both myself and my wife like Champagne a lot. Or it would be a red wine -- because we produce white, it's a change for the palate. You get less acidity, more tannins, it's different.

Q: Which wines do you like that are from outside of France?

A: I love Italian wines. Unfortunately, Italian wines are a bit difficult to get in France, so we tend to open them only once every two or three weeks.

Q: Any wines you tried this year that surprised you?

A: A young grower from Cornas, Matthieu Barret (Domaine du Coulet), just joined (the French biodynamic association) Biodivin two years ago -- I never heard of him before -- and I had the chance to taste his wine six months ago. I really adored them. They were really very good. And when I was in New York recently I went to a wine shop and the guy says, "I've got a wine I'm sure you've never tried before and it's great." And it was from this guy -- a strange coincidence. I am glad I am not the only one to like it.

Q: Any other wines from around the world that you've discovered lately?

A: The Swiss make a lot of wine, but they don't export it very much. I went to a wine fair and there was a grower from the Valais, a huge valley on the Rhone River. At the end of the valley, there's a very small wine area on the steepest slopes where some growers grow very unknown grape varieties. The one that struck me the most was Petite Arvine, a local grape variety with only 50 hectares (about 123.5 acres) of it planted in the world -- and it's all located in that valley. It makes the most wonderful, aromatic, exotic spicy wine, often in a sweet style, because in those areas they harvest late with botrytis. It's a really, really great wine.

Q: Which New World wines do you like?

A: Most of the wines I tried in New Zealand I liked quite a lot. The Sauvignon (Blanc) is a bit of a cliche, and I am not convinced it's the best wine they make. I think New Zealand has a real potential for Pinot Noir. And definitely their Chardonnay is great.

My wife's parents live in Australia, and when I went there the first time, I was absolutely amazed by the red wines from Australia. I don't mind a wine that's big and bold if that's the true image of what the terroir and climate is capable of doing.

Q: What about California wines?

A: In California, what I like to drink -- and you might laugh when I say this -- is Zinfandel. Luckily, it's a really good one that I can't get in France, Ridge Geyserville. I like it a lot. Zinfandel, when it's well made from old vines in the right area from good people, it's a damn great wine.

Q: What is your favorite region to drink from right now?

A: For red wines, I would say one bottle out of two that we open is from the Rhone Valley. I have a lot of friends in Gigondas, Chateauneuf-du-Pape, Cote Rotie, Cornas, Hermitage, the Cotes du Rhone Villages and all that. I adore the wines.

I personally like Burgundy a lot, but my wife prefers Bordeaux more than Burgundy. The Rhone Valley is a good compromise because we both like it a lot.

Q: What is the first wine you drank with your wife?

A: We met when I was working in London. On our first serious date, I invited her to a wine tasting with friends. It was a comparison of Mouton-Rothschild and Opus One, from the early '80s vintages, with six wines from each. She was so uncomfortable because she had never been to a wine tasting before and there she was sitting among wine geeks, with 12 glasses of red wine in front of her.

After the tasting we went to a party, and I brought one of the Zind-Humbrecht wines, a 1985 Gewurztraminer from the Rangen Vineyards, which we drank together. She married me, so she must have liked the wine.
Chefs' favorite libations get a shot of sophistication

Amanda Berne, Special to The Chronicle
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Snuggled into a table right near the kitchen, lingering over dessert at the newly opened Salt House, I noticed the strangest thing.

It was just past 11 p.m. on a Wednesday and the kitchen was winding down while the dining room slowly emptied out. Chef de cuisine Robert Leva finally stepped out from behind the stoves, after a fiercely busy night on his feet.

Leva sidled over to the bar, ordered a drink and sauntered up to our table to say hello. OK, so a chef ordering a drink, what's weird about that?

It wasn't that Leva ordered a drink. If anyone deserved one, it was him. It was what he carried in his hand.

Forget the pint glass. There was certainly no bottle and a shot. Instead, Leva carried a tall, slender-stemmed martini glass glowing with bright orange liquid and a slightly sugared rim.

This wasn't a swigging drink, but a sipping one: a classic sidecar. After 12 hours sweating on his feet, who can blame the chef for wanting a drink (or a little more than that)?

Chefs' favorite drinks are transcending the three-letter PBR (that's Pabst Blue Ribbon, for the uninitiated) and shot of Jack (that's Daniel's) to the more sophisticated cocktails, wines and beers that regular restaurant customers are also clamoring for.

But it's not just about drowning the rush of a busy night. For many chefs, the San Francisco cocktail culture is just a natural part of Northern California's culinary scene: good quality ingredients, a passion for balance and a twist on classics, much like what's found on a dinner plate.

Usually, the chefs are introduced to the drinks by the bartenders who are sometimes testing out new concepts, as in Leva's case. And it wasn't just this night that Leva happened upon a sidecar. He got a taste for the bourbon-based cocktail when Tim Bowman, the bar manager at Redd in Yountville, mixed up a Marked Car for Leva after service one night.

Redd is where Leva used to work, and the Marked Car is Bowman's version of a Maker's Mark sidecar. In place of brandy, Bowman uses Maker's Mark bourbon, and the lemon isn't just the puckery supermarket kind, but the much more floral Meyer lemon.

"I am really not a frilly drink kind of guy, and I always thought sidecars were an old lady type of drink," says Leva. Sidecars are classically made with brandy, Cointreau and lemon juice. As with any cocktail, variations abound, and now this drink sometimes comes with bourbon in place of brandy, or orange juice for a sweeter touch than lemon.

For Leva, a perfectly balanced cocktail is the best way to end the night, and Bowman's versions always hit the spot.

For Ravi Kapur, chef de cuisine at Boulevard, most of the time the margarita is a guilty pleasure after work. The cool lime, strong Tequila and festive feeling it conjures takes the edge off, but other times it's bourbon on the rocks or neat Tequila. Kapur likes local bar Wish for general after-work socializing, but when he's feeling more adventurous in his drinking, he'll head over to Range and let some of his favorite bartenders make the decisions for him. This is his time to experiment with cocktails that he might not normally order, and to taste flavors that he wouldn't imagine necessarily going together. In many cases, they usually do.

"My favorite time is on Sunday at Range in front of Thomas Waugh -- that is definitely my favorite cocktail experience," says Kapur. "I was just here on Sunday when he made me a drink with anejo Tequila, apple, Calvados and lemon."

Kapur goes to Range once or twice a month, sits in front of Waugh and just asks him for a cocktail based on his mood. Not whether he's happy or sad, but rather which liquor he's in the mood for, such as bourbon or Tequila.

It's not always just about cocktails. David Kinch, chef-owner of Manresa in Los Gatos likes a glass of wine after work, whether it's at the restaurant or his own home nearby. The varietal is not set in stone; it could be a new item going on the wine list, or might be a bottle from a friend.

That is, until Sunday.

At the end of the week, he and the other Manresa chefs go out for drinks to one of the local places in Los Gatos. It's always beer chasing a shot, or two, of Irish whiskey.

"Jameson is our mascot," says Kinch. Why? No reason, it's just what they all happen to like, and it's become more ritual than anything.

Ryan Scott, chef of Myth Cafe, is also a beer guy. If he's feeling a little more froufrou, then he'll order Mandarin vodka and tonic with extra lime. It's cold, acidic and clean tasting to him.

"I was drinking vodka tonics with lime at the end of the nights when I cooked at Gary Danko, but I eventually found them too astringent," says Scott. "I know the Mandarin vodka sounds froufrou, but I think it's cool and refreshing at the end of the day."

When he's not drinking those, his next favorite is the Old Cuban, a muddled mint drink he orders at Nopa, where he can sometimes be found perched at the bar. Scott especially likes the cocktail list and bartenders there, citing the good balance of flavor and creativity -- but not too much so -- of the cocktails.

But, lest we think we're back in the '80s, all of these chefs save `drinking until after work, and usually go home after one or two. After all, they do have to get up again early the next day.

Morning, noon or night, whenever the chefs are off, Leva agrees that the drink should promote a more jovial feeling. "If I am getting pummeled and having a really difficult night, it's a strong Manhattan," says Leva. "But, after a hard, fun night, nothing beats a margarita or sidecar."

Marked Car

Makes 1 drink

Bar manager Tim Bowman of Redd in Yountville updates the classic sidecar with fresher ingredients. Maker's Mark bourbon takes the place of brandy, Cointreau stands in for Triple Sec and Meyer lemon replaces the regular variety.

INGREDIENTS:

3 ounces Maker's Mark

1/2 ounce Cointreau

1/2 ounce Meyer lemon juice

Simple syrup to taste, about 1/4 to 1/2 ounce

Sugar, for martini glass

Slice of Meyer lemon

INSTRUCTIONS:

Instructions: Mix Maker's Mark, Cointreau, Meyer lemon juice and simple syrup in a cocktail shaker filled with ice. Dampen the edges of a martini glass and dip into sugar. Strain cocktail into sugar-rimmed glass. Float a slice of Meyer lemon on top, if desired.

Amanda Berne is a senior editor at Ten Speed Press in Berkeley. E-mail her at wine@sfchronicle.com.
Seattle Times
New Zealand vs. Oregon in the pinot noir challenge

By Paul Gregutt

Special to The Seattle Times

Pop quiz: Which country is enjoying the greatest growth in the U.S. wine market? Go to the head of the class if you guessed New Zealand.

According to industry pollster ACNielsen, New Zealand is experiencing annual U.S. sales growth of more than 45 percent. The country's most famous wine is and has been sauvignon blanc. Given the rather lackluster reputation that sauvignon blanc enjoys with consumers, it's remarkable that it could propel a country whose wine production was so limited, it could claim just 31 winemakers less than 15 years ago.

I suspect it's not sauvignon blanc but pinot noir that has really put a tailwind behind the escalating sales of New Zealand wines. And a recent press release from New Zealand's Marlborough Wine Research Centre confirms it.

It reports that export volumes for New Zealand pinot increased by 55 percent in the fiscal year ending last June, putting it second behind sauvignon blanc in terms of volume sent overseas. The world is desperately seeking decent pinot!

Yet in the midst of such good news, a cautionary note is being sounded. The press release quotes the Research Centre's Dr. Mike Trought as saying, "We've demonstrated the potential here for pinot noir, but we have not yet achieved the reliability and consistency that is needed to confirm a national or regional claim to making excellent pinot. Some winemakers are producing very, very good wine, but it's vital that we lift the overall standard to ensure consistency if we want to establish the international reputation of New Zealand pinot noir."

If only representatives for the American wine-industry were as forthright. It's not just the honesty that I admire here, it's the sense that the winemakers in New Zealand are being prodded by their Research Centre to "lift the overall standard." I can't tell you how many off-the-record conversations I've had with winemakers and wine-industry executives in this country bemoaning the fact that we don't seem to be able to methodically and, yes, cold-bloodedly, eliminate the incompetently made wines from industry-funded showcase events.

But I digress. What I really want to focus on is finding some decent pinot noir at moderate prices. How does New Zealand stack up against the locals — in this case, Oregon — in the pinot noir sweepstakes? I would rate them about neck and neck, which is to say roughly evenly uneven. In tasting after tasting, I find such a diversity in the pinots from both regions that I sometimes wonder how consumers can possibly make any sense out of either country.

Given their limited productions, modest plantings and widely variable vintage conditions, consistency goes out the window. As far as vintages go in New Zealand, 2002 and 2005 were the best of recent years. In Oregon, 2001 and 2004. But vintage conditions in such relatively marginal red-wine-growing regions are highly localized. That's why it is essential to taste individual releases and track specific wineries over time if you want to draw any useful conclusions about quality.

In New Zealand, the most widely available, best-quality pinots consistently come from Villa Maria, Kim Crawford and Nobilo. All three wineries offer well-made, fruit-driven examples priced around $16-$18. New to me but equally impressive is Pencarrow, a second label from Palliser Estate. The 2005 Pencarrow Pinot Noir ($18) is an elegant and lively wine, loaded with wild berry, bark, spice and coffee mocha flavor, with a medium-bodied, fairly soft finish. Oddly, its pricier companion, the 2005 Palliser Estate ($28), did not show as well, tasting quite astringent, even stemmy, with a finish all too similar to green tea.

I found that same earthy astringency in the Nautilus 2005 Marlborough Pinot Noir ($22), but here a core of sweet cherry fruit compensated for it. More stemmy, tannic, green-tea flavors cropped up in the Drylands 2005 Pinot Noir ($17), this from a very highly regarded producer. Which left me to wonder: Is stemmy and tannic a flaw or a feature in New Zealand?

In Oregon, the story is much the same, at least at the lower price levels. Cheap Oregon pinot is often green and stemmy, occasionally soda-pop fruity and rarely interesting. I do not know how many expensive, single-vineyard pinots are made in New Zealand because they seldom reach these shores. But in Oregon, if you make one pinot, you likely make five or six, and up to a dozen is not all that uncommon.

The Oregon single-vineyard pinot phenomenon, as I have often written, is partly tied to pinot's Burgundian tradition; it's partly a savvy marketing decision, partly (let's be generous here) a necessary stage in the growth and development of a young region and partly simple egotism.

Rare is the single-vineyard Oregon pinot that lives up to its price point. On the other hand, the cheap stuff (meaning under $20) doesn't generally compete well with the best budget bottles from California. It's in the middle ground that you'll find Oregon's best (and most fairly priced) pinots. Here are my top choices, ranked according to score and price (best score, lowest-price first):

Ponzi 2005 Pinot Noir 'Tavola' ($23): A marvelous value, the Ponzi Tavola brings bright raspberry fruit, spicy black tea and Dr. Pepper flavors to the fore. Details include streaks of licorice and baking chocolate; it's got great complexity for a wine in this price range.

Elk Cove 2005 Pinot Noir ($26): Clean and fresh, with light, appealing flavors of berry, cola and chocolate-covered espresso bean. The wine has a smooth, silky texture and feels substantial without being fat or hot or tiring.

Dobbes Family Estate 2004 Skipper's Cuvée Pinot Noir ($28): This is one of the best Rogue Valley pinots I've ever tasted. The fruit is clearly defined and lit up with nuances of clove, cinnamon stick and sandalwood. Smooth and creamy in the mouth, the wine adds buttered nuts, mocha and caramel in the finish.

Sokol Blosser 2004 Pinot Noir ($29): True pinot character shines through, balanced elegantly on natural acid, with a tight core of spice, cola, mocha and mixed red fruits. Likable but restrained now, it should age nicely over the next half decade or so.

Eola Hills 2004 Reserve Pinot Noir "La Creole" ($24): The winery's reserve pinot is a substantial wine that clearly stands well apart from its well-made budget bottle. It's vertically structured with mixed red fruits and nicely detailed whiffs and streaks of bark, earth, pepper and iron filings.

Willamette Valley Vineyards 2005 Pinot Noir ($25): It begins with a pretty nose scented with red fruits, earth and spice, and an elegant structure that lays gently on the palate. It's ripe but laid-back, true to varietal, with persistent flavors of cola and berry.

Dobbes Family Estate 2005 "Wine By Joe" Pinot Noir ($18): Ten different vineyards scattered from the Willamette on down to the Rogue Valley are sourced for the Wine By Joe, the budget bottling from Dobbes Family Estate. This is a fine effort for the price, crisp and fruity with plenty of cool climate citrus character.

Pick of the Week

Cycles Gladiator 2005 Central Coast Pinot Noir; specially priced at $12 this month. More than just the usual, fruit-forward Central Coast flavors, this has some tannic backbone behind the sweet strawberry/cherry base. Ripe and spicy, it cloaks its subtle earthiness in velvety tannins and plenty of posh fruit. Burgundy it's not, but tasty it is — as Yoda might say. (Distributed by LBV)

USA Today

Cheers

By Jerry Shriver

Nifty name

Monday, March 12, 2007

2006 Cono Sur Chardonnay, Casablanca Valley, Chile, about $10. See, even the Chileans have gotten into the swing of using puns in their wine titles. You won't groan, however, when you taste the refreshing banana/pear/citrus flavors and feel your mouth being washed clean by the zesty acidity. Even though I sense that the juice has been manipulated somewhat, the overall pleasurable effect is more than I expect from a $10 Chard.

Zesty Zealander

Friday, March 9, 2007

2006 Babich Sauvignon Blanc, Marlborough, New Zealand, about $14. During my recent visit to New Zealand (read more about it in today's Travel section at usatoday.com) I was pleasantly surprised to find that a number of the famous Sauvignon Blancs from the Marlborough region were slightly less pungent than the versions that captured the world's attention over the past decade. They weren't less vibrant or fruity, just less in-your-face. I wasn't sure if this was a characteristic of a particular vintage or whether winemakers in general were dialing things back a notch. I asked general manager David Babich of Babich winery, one of the country's oldest producers, about this and he said their winemakers have consciously tamed the acidity in recent years because a number of their customers suffer from acid reflux and prefer a slightly softer wine. I"m going to investigate this further, but for now you can enjoy the slightly softer passion fruit/melon/mango elements in Babich's well-priced Sauvignon Blanc.

Back to the drawing board

Wednesday, March 7, 2007

2006 Cousino-Macul "Dona Isidora'' Riesling, Maipo Valley, Chile, about $10. To my knowledge this is the first Chilean Riesling I've tasted, and I have to say ... close but no thanks. The apple-scented bouquet is OK, but the flavors are simplistic and hard to decipher, and the texture is way too soft and flabby. There's little of that bracing acidity and minerality that normally characterize the grape. Plus, the 14% alcohol is very noticeable, even though Riesling tends to taste best (to me, anyway), at 11% to 13%. Maybe they're growing this in the wrong climate. Try it if you're a Riesling fan, but just for informational purposes.

In your face

Monday, March 5, 2007

2003 Villa Mt. Eden Grand Reserve Cabernet Sauvignon, Napa Valley, about $15. Lush black cherry flavors and a surprisingly supple texture lured me in but then came the bite of the 14.6% alcohol. Hot hot hot. It's way more intensity than I prefer, but many folks like this brawny style. If you dare to indulge, just make sure you have a hefty, well-marbled steak handy.

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.

Wall St. Journal

Sounding Off on Restaurant Wine Service

Our Readers Tell Us

Their Pet Peeves;

A Big C for 'Cheap'

TASTINGS By DOROTHY J. GAITER AND JOHN BRECHER 


March 9, 2007; Page W6

It happened over a year ago, but Bradley Lundy, an analyst with an investment-management company, is still angry about it. At a fancy Los Angeles restaurant, he ordered a $50 bottle of wine. All around him, diners were drinking from lovely Riedel glasses, but "I got one of those tiny, old-school Italian-restaurant wine glasses." When he insisted on better glasses, the waiter refused. "It was crystal clear I hadn't ordered an expensive enough bottle," Mr. Lundy told us. He regrets not having walked out, but he has never returned, which even Mr. Lundy says is a real shame because "the food is fabulous."

Memo to restaurateurs: Small, easy-to-correct problems with your wine service are making a good number of diners very unhappy. Some are letting you know about it, but most, like Mr. Lundy, will simply never return. A few weeks ago, we wrote a column listing 10 minor issues that make the wine experience irksome at some restaurants (for a copy of that column, click here). The response was extraordinary.

Real Clunkers

Mr. Lundy's experience, for instance, is hardly unique. It has happened to us, too. We were at a restaurant once where the waiter actually took away the nice glasses from our table and replaced them with real clunkers. Sure, there are good reasons why different wines might be served in different glasses, depending on issues like whether the wine is red or white, young or old, sweet or dry, sparkling or still. And we can even imagine some cases where a diner orders a very, very special wine so the owner breaks out the glasses he usually only uses on his own anniversary.

But, in general, linking the quality of the glass to the price of the wine is annoying and insulting. Restaurants argue that, hey, you have to consider the cost of glasses, breakage, and so on. But, in fact, the markup on lower-priced wines is generally a higher percentage than on more expensive wines. There's plenty of room built into that lower price for good glasses. Our guess is that diners who order less-expensive bottles get the bad glasses to make a statement to them -- and to other diners. Kind of like a big, scarlet C on their chests -- for "Cheap."

"I have recoiled in some restaurants where they overprice the wine and then deliver the equivalent of Bugs Bunny juice glasses to drink it in," wrote Donald Alford Weadon Jr. of Washington, D.C. "With the advent of better-quality glass and durable crystal, there is no excuse to set garbage glassware." We couldn't agree more.

Interestingly, we received more mail from women in response to that column than almost any column we've written. We're not sure why. Maybe women notice these slights more than men. Or perhaps women are more often slighted, as Dottie sometimes is when she eats out alone or in the company of other women. In any event, quite a few letter writers simply wrote to give us a hear! hear! on points we made. For instance:

• Overfilling glasses when you've ordered a bottle. Edmond R. Pelta from Brunswick, Maine, wrote that he dislikes "servers who 'park' as much wine as they can get into a glass." He added, "Our daughter, who is an otherwise civilized young lady, learned this practice when she was working as a cocktail waitress at an upscale restaurant in San Jose, Calif., when she was a college student. Unfortunately, she hasn't unlearned the practice and when she is at our house, she will pour everyone at the table a rather full glass if I can't stop her first."

• On the other hand, a number of people, like us, would really rather just do it ourselves. "I would prefer 'don't pour,' " wrote Gerald F. McIlvain of Chicago. "I find I drink much too quickly when the wait-staff pours from my bottle."

• Decanting without permission. "I was particularly interested to hear that restaurants in your neck of the woods decant without permission," wrote Irene Nattel. "Here in Montreal, decanters are always at hand, but I have never had a wine decanted without first being offered a taste, and then being asked whether we wanted the wine decanted. It hadn't occurred to me that it would be done any other way."

• Beyond that, several readers mentioned another point about decanting, as voiced by Veronica DeGuenther of Tampa, Fla. "I've always wondered when they take the bottle to open it or decant it away from the table, how do you know it is the same wine you purchased?" Or, as Lyle Hubbard of Portland, Ore., put it: "When you decant, do the whole process at the table. It's great drama and romances the experience -- and ensures that we received the wine we ordered (ouch!)."

• Serving reds too warm and whites too cold. "More often than not, I must ask our waiter to plunge a just-ordered bottle of red into a bucket of ice. The reaction? The server looks at me like I have three heads," wrote Jeff Linder of Great Neck, N.Y. On the other hand: "Add one more: White wine served too cold, and then they want to put the bottle in a bucket of ice," wrote Mike Powers of Morristown, N.J.

• Taking away glasses before they're truly empty. "Can't count the number of times that a waiter has tried to abscond with the last great sip from my table," wrote James Milbery of Chicago.

• Serving mystery wine by the glass. "I often want to see the glass of wine I've ordered being poured. It seems very logical and courteous to do so," wrote John Murphy of Mansfield, Mass.

• Abusing wine. "The one that continues to amaze me are people who purport to know something about wine who store it in a dedicated, built-in rack -- in the kitchen, near the oven, over the stove..." wrote Mary Florin-McBride of Croton-on-Hudson, N.Y.

In addition, many readers brought up other issues they find annoying:

• Don't leave wine in the "empty" bottle and take it away "to join the remnants of other bottles as the basis for the kitchen's next reduction," wrote Mike Williams of Chester Springs, Pa. "At $100 a bottle, this is grand larceny."

• "Don't twirl, spin or shake that bottle when you serve any wine, especially older wines," wrote Steven Pinsky of San Francisco.

• Ungenerous, or nonstandard, pours of wines by the glass. "I sure would like some standards when it comes to a 'glass of wine' rather than depending on the eye and guess of the server as to what constitutes a glass of wine," wrote Harold Hawkes of Melrose, Mass.

• Dirty glasses. Several people, such as Frank Webb of Wilmington, Del., mentioned glasses or decanters that smell of detergent and ruin the taste of the wine. Carin Fike of Cincinnati wrote: "Please clean wine glasses thoroughly so that I do not have to enjoy my glass of wine with a previous diner's lipstick on the rim." And Lou Martins of New York City added: "Seems simple enough, but I am always 'spotting' something (most of the time I don't want to know what), even at better places."

Talk about easy-to-fix problems! And that's really the point here. There are so many simple, little things restaurants could do to enhance the wine experience. And so many restaurants these days really do get everything right. Let's hope more do with each passing day.
'People I Know Still Put Ice and Juice in Wine'

Saint-Emilion Vintner Hires

Chinese Woman as Envoy

To Court the Elite at Home

By JOHN W. MILLER

February 28, 2007; Page B1

SAINT-EMILION, France -- Last year, Yan Xin tasted wine for the first time in her life -- not any wine, but a $700 bottle of 2005 Cheval Blanc from this fabled village near Bordeaux.

"It was fruity and the alcohol wasn't too strong," says the 26-year-old from the Chinese coastal province of Jiangsu.

The experience steered the newly minted business-school graduate away from her parents' dream of a career in pharmaceuticals and toward an idea whose time, she hopes, has come: helping her homeland learn to savor the finer things in life, one of those things being French wine. "Wine is an art," she says. "Like painting or music."

That attitude has made Ms. Yan a hot commodity among the crème de la crème of French vintners eager to groom an Asian ambassador worthy of their silky reds and fruity whites. Last month, after weighing nine job offers, she settled on a position with Jean-Luc Thunevin, a former bank teller who in the 1990s scraped together his meager savings and started Château Valandraud. Renowned critic Robert Parker considers his wines to be among the world's best reds.

Mr. Thunevin hopes Ms. Yan can help him crack the code of marketing wine that has world-class taste -- but not the backing of a famous name -- to the nouveaux riches of the Middle Kingdom. He needs the help: Last year, he managed to sell just 744 bottles on the mainland. "She speaks three languages, and her parents are doctors, so she knows people in the upper classes," he says.

Whether that will matter is an open question. Without well-schooled palates, Chinese consumers are known for favoring brand cachet over taste. The droll among Saint-Emilion's vintners like to tell the story of one Chinese businessman who orders the occasional bottle of 1982 Château Lafitte -- valued at some $2,000 -- only to mix it with Coca-Cola. Ms. Yan allows: "People I know still put ice and juice in their wine."

European trade officials say fine wine is one of the few agricultural products in which Europe enjoys a clear advantage over Asia. "We need to exploit niche products like cheese and wine," says European Union trade commissioner Peter Mandelson.

Since 2001, Chinese wine imports have grown to $133 million from $32 million. Wine experts think that one day, the high end of China's wine market for imports could match America's, valued at over $2 billion a year.

Elite vintners from Saint-Emilion, Médoc and other prestigious regions have the most potential in China, experts say. The low end of the market belongs to Chile, Spain and Australia.

The French education of Ms. Yan began in 2004 when she decided to pursue a master's degree in business administration in Rennes, hoping to land a spot in one of France's big pharmaceutical firms. But last spring, a cousin who imports wine to China helped her land a six-month internship at a 130-year-old château called Maison Rivière.

When owner Philippe Rivière picked her up at the Saint-Emilion train station, she introduced herself as "Jessica," a name she thought more in tune with Western culture (and one that the Chinese apply as a reference to any successful businesswoman); her Chinese name, pronounced in French, sounds exactly like the word for China (Chine, pronounced sheen).

Surrounded by romantic châteaux, "I felt like I was a princess in a movie," she says.

It didn't take long for Ms. Yan to catch the eye of Christophe Lebail, Rivière's Japan export manager. The 39-year-old Mr. Lebail, an accomplished chef, spent hours preparing sumptuous meals for the novice, developing her palate for the wonders of foie gras and pungent Reblochon cheese.

They recently moved in together.

Mr. Lebail has also helped Ms. Yan discover that some Chinese stereotypes of the French simply aren't true. "In China, people say the French are the world leaders in perfume because they don't take showers," she says.

[Chart]

She is puzzled, though, at how much the French seem to go on strike, and smoke. "In China, if you strike, they just tell you to go home," she says. "And I thought that in a developed country like France, people wouldn't smoke so much."

When Ms. Yan's internship with Rivière ended last November, she opted to work with Mr. Thunevin, whose Etablissements Thunevin produces 15 brands and 200,000 bottles, with annual sales around $15 million. Its finest wine sells for up to $650 a bottle.

After training, Ms. Yan will frequently travel to her homeland, where Mr. Thunevin hopes she will use her language and social skills to begin making inroads among restaurants, stores and wine dealers.

For now, Ms. Yan is a familiar sight among the wine bars and châteaux in Saint-Emilion. She walks among the cobblestones in high-heeled boots and wraps her slender frame in a fake fur coat. Fluent in Mandarin, French and English, she is also mastering the stilted argot of the sommelier.

"I used to like wines that were easy to drink," she says. "Now I believe in a long finish and a complicated structure."

She still has a few things to learn, however. One recent day, she betrayed her naïveté by asking a colleague whether the French wine world could take a lesson from Coca-Cola. Why not, she suggested, generically label all French wine as "Bordeaux," even those made in Saint-Emilion? "You can still have different kinds, like Coke light and Coke lemon," she said.

"Xin, that's against the law," said colleague Cécile Montsec, patiently explaining France's strict labeling rules based on regional classifications.

Nonplussed, Ms. Yan turned her attention to translating postings from Mr. Thunevin's blog (http://thunevin.over-blog.com/) into Chinese and sending email solicitations to Chinese distributors, restaurants and hotels. She's also preparing her own blog, "about what it's like to be the only Chinese person in Saint-Emilion."

Eventually, says Ms. Yan, the Chinese will warm to luxury wines. She is so confident of the market potential, she wants to be paid on commission.

In the meantime, she is still struggling with some of the basics. "Remind me, how many bottles do we manufacture a year?" Ms. Yan says to Ms. Montsec, who replied: "We don't manufacture anything, Xin. We create luxury."
Washington Post

Bold Whites Bridge the Seasons

Wednesday, March 7, 2007; F06

A lot of winter food poses problems for white wine lovers, as menus that feature long-cooked meals and red wines are all the rage. But in the coming days, when each spell of warm weather flirts with thoughts of spring, we can still find some white wines with pizazz that can stand up to the current season's heartier foods. Avoid the lean and bracingly acidic wines, but focus on those with spice and personality.

So, where to start? Bypass the fruity, forward wines with light body and short flavors. Those are great for the warmer weeks ahead but wouldn't work with the richly aromatic foods of winter. And don't settle for the big, gregarious wines bulked up with oak, like so many carelessly made, inexpensive California chardonnays. These have the oomph to manage the food, but they're one-dimensional and largely uninteresting.

Portuguese table wines, eclipsed by the fantastic popularity of port, are forgotten gems. The white Alvarinho (related to Spain's Albariño) and Muscat are sometimes excellent and perfectly fit the late-winter bill. Try Portal do Fidalgo 2005 Alvarinho (Vinho Verde, $17), Terra Antiga 2004 Alvarinho Trajadura (Vinho Verde, $9), Adega de Moncao 2005 Muralhas (Vinho Verde, $13), or Quinta do Fojo 2005 Lisa White (Terras do Sado, $9).

Vouvray, a seductively beautiful wine made from chenin blanc in France's Loire Valley, is also perfect for the fare. It is typically lightly honeyed and slightly sweet, showing intriguing hints of tea, fig and slight spice. Try Chateau de Montfort 2005 Vouvray ($15), Francois Pinon 2004 Vouvray Cuvee Tradition ($16), or Domaine Pichot 2005 Vouvray ($12).

To find retailers that carry specific wines, go tohttp://www.winesearcher.comorhttp://www.wineaccess.com.

-- Dick Rosano
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Philadelphia's BYO Revolution

How Budget-Minded Brown-Baggers Have Energized A City's Dining Scene

By Jason Wilson

Special to The Washington Post
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PHILADELPHIA It was the guy with the shiny metal case. He's the one who drove home how much the bring-your-own-bottle aesthetic has profoundly changed this city's dining scene.

We were at Pumpkin, a 28-seat restaurant owned by a young couple in a neighborhood that, depending on your outlook, could be called emerging, marginal or flat-out dicey. The candlelit former deli has a single storefront window and an open kitchen. Gauzy orange curtains hang from exposed fixtures, and the secondhand tables, pushed tight together, are covered in butcher paper. The short, frequently changing menu is printed on a single sheet of paper. The food, such as braised veal cheeks, pan-seared sea scallops or a pork chop served over spaetzle, is admirable and at times approaches outstanding.

In other words, Pumpkin follows the pattern of cool BYOBs all over Philadelphia, where crowds of people with brown paper bags of wine and beer in tow wait patiently for tables. My companion and I had removed a 2004 Turley zinfandel from our bag, while the table behind us had unsheathed a 2000 Castello Banfi Brunello di Montalcino. The table of young people to my left pulled a cheap magnum of Yellow Tail chardonnay and a six-pack of Amstel Light from a plastic shopping bag.

Then the gray-haired gentleman and his date took their seats next to us. He flipped open the metal case and, with a flourish, unpacked a rare cult cabernet sauvignon that would retail for more than $200. But this guy hadn't just brought his own bottle. He also unwrapped two gleaming Reidel crystal glasses. The restaurant stemware apparently wasn't good enough.

It's hard to think of another city where a diner might feel similarly empowered. At a traditional restaurant with an established wine list and the service to go along with it, such an act would be considered heresy. But as David Snyder, who writes the popular blog PhilaFoodie.com, put it, "There's a little bit of rebellion here. You and the restaurant are sort of on the same level."

Over the past decade, Philadelphia has experienced an astounding boom in BYOB dining. When Audrey Claire opened in 1996, it was one of only two fine-dining BYOBs in the city, along with longtime favorite Dmitri's. Now, in the metropolitan region, there are more than 240.

According to a recent survey by the online reservation service OpenTable.com, 63 percent of Philadelphia diners said they had taken their own wine to a fine-dining restaurant within their last 10 meals. That's compared to a national average of 27 percent and more than double the percentages in New York and wine-crazy San Francisco. In the OpenTable.com survey, Washington's diners were the least likely to bring their own wine to a restaurant; brown-bagging to unlicensed restaurants in the District is illegal, and corkage policies at licensed restaurants are all over the map.

The Greater Philadelphia Tourism Marketing Corp. promotes the BYOB concept to out-of-towners under the slogan "Brown-bagging is chic." The Zagat guide to Philadelphia is the only one that has its own separate category for BYOB restaurants.

Philadelphia Inquirer restaurant critic Craig LaBan says the prevalence of these no-liquor-license restaurants, which charge no corkage fee, has shifted the balance of power. "One of the biggest flashpoints for diner angst is dealing with a wine," he says. At a BYOB, diners don't have to depend on the advice of a sommelier to help them navigate a wine list or worry about an "incorrect" choice.

A major reason for the rise of the BYOB has been the state-controlled monopoly on wine distribution. Restaurants and consumers must buy their wine through the Pennsylvania Liquor Control Board, which also operates all the retail wine stores. In general, wines are more expensive than through private distributors. That means small profit margins for restaurateurs -- unless they triple or quadruple the price. But since everyone is buying from the same source, diners are extremely price conscious.

Budget-mindedness is a big part of the BYOB appeal. Snyder says he recently found a bottle at a state liquor store for $14 that he'd ordered in a restaurant for $50. For diners with more expensive taste in wine, the same $30 or $40 that wouldn't get them too far in a restaurant can open up whole new categories of quality in a wine shop.

At a state liquor store, for instance, I recently bought a $25 bottle of Nebbiolo that I've seen on several restaurant wine lists for well over $60. With it stowed in a brown bag, I braved an hour-long wait at Melograno, one of the best of the city's many Italian BYOBs. The wine was an especially nice complement to roasted quail stuffed with figs and walnuts.

On my last visit to Matyson, one of Philadelphia's finest restaurants -- with or without a liquor license -- my wife and I ate a delicious five-course Year of the Pig tasting menu: split pea soup with smoked ham and seared scallop; twice-cooked pork belly; barbecued pork shoulder on a sweet potato waffle; tender roasted pork loin with Brussels sprouts; and a warm pecan tart for dessert. We brought along a modest $16 Cotes du Ventoux that would've cost three times that much at a licensed restaurant. Instead, the whole meal -- including our wine -- cost less than $120.

Another reason the BYOBs have taken off is the prohibitive cost of liquor licenses for many young independent chefs: up to $60,000 in the city and more than $300,000 in the suburbs. Since the city isn't issuing any new licenses because of a cap, restaurateurs have to buy one from an existing owner.

Pumpkin's owners, Ian Moroney and his partner, Hillary Bor, are a classic example of who opens a Philadelphia BYOB. Moroney's first kitchen job was at his father's 23-seat BYOB restaurant, Little Fish. After he met Bor, the two hatched a plan for their own restaurant and ended up doing it for less than $50,000. "We don't have financial backing," Moroney said. "We don't have rich parents. If times get tight, I can cook, Hillary could run the front, we could hire a dishwasher, and we'd be okay."

LaBan and others credit the BYOB movement with energizing the city's dining scene. "The restaurant is only making money on the food, so it had better be damn good," says Dave Sulock, an environmental consultant who publishes the online directory http://byobguide.com/.

Others see it as limiting. Philadelphia magazine's April White sardonically described the stereotypical BYOB owners in the January issue: "He's in the miniature kitchen; she's in the dining room with the decor straight out of the Pottery Barn catalog." White declared, controversially, that BYOBs were so ubiquitous that they were contributing to a rut.

"I love BYOBs," White says. "Because of the business model, I wonder if you can only reach so far with a BYO."

Chef David Ansill, though, is living proof that the BYOB offers an opportunity for up-and-coming chefs to gain a following. Ansill opened Pif in 2001 for under $50,000: "It was not a huge investment in order to see if I was as good as I thought I was."

Five years later, he has taken that exposure and opened an adventurous, eponymous restaurant that has garnered a lot of buzz and critical acclaim. "I love Pif. It's my baby," he says. "But I'm hoping to make some money at my other place."

Even at Ansill, which has a liquor license, he felt pressured to offer a BYOB night -- every Tuesday, the night that Pif is closed -- with a lower-than-usual corkage fee of $15 on other nights.

Owners of liquor-license establishments throughout the city have felt a similar pressure. When Joseph Scarpone opened Sovalo two years ago with his wife, Karey, they aimed to be what Scarpone calls "BYOB-friendly," even though Sovalo has a liquor license. "I'm originally from Philly, so I knew BYOs were big," he says. "But I never knew how big until we opened and started having BYO on Monday night." Scarpone has regulars who dine at Sovalo every Monday, when there's no corkage fee, but never on any other night.

While the freedom is empowering to diners, observers occasionally grouse about the downside. Caricatures of the BYOB enthusiast have emerged. This is the guy who busts out a 1982 Bordeaux and loudly announces it to the restaurant; LaBan calls him "Mr. See-My-Cellar." "It's the culinary equivalent of driving to the mall in your Hummer," he says. "It's become like a Kabuki dance for some people."

While BYOBs allow the wine-savvy diner to spend less money on a potentially better bottle they bring to their own table, LaBan laments, "restaurants have traditionally been places where we've learned about wine. We're missing that a bit in Philadelphia."

As an example, LaBan tells a story that may sound like an urban legend, but he swears he witnessed the scene. Two couples arrived at a BYOB carrying wine in a wicker basket, then sat down and unwrapped crystal glasses that had been swaddled in Hermes silk scarves. After tasting their wine, the men declared that it had turned to vinegar and called the waiter over, asking him to take the bottle to the kitchen and dispose of it. A few moments later, a cook sheepishly appeared at their table. The wine tasted exactly like it was supposed to, the cook told them, but that's because it wasn't wine at all. The diners had brought in a bottle of sherry vinegar by mistake.

WINE OF THE WEEK: Clotilde Davenne 2005 Chablis "Les Temps Perdus" ($21; France)

Aroma 

Acacia, white peach and mineral tones.

Taste 

Ripe apple, lemon and flint, all the way through the long, bright finish.

Grapes

100 percent chardonnay.

What's Special About It 

This is the antidote to the boring, over-oaked and overpriced swill from California and Australia that sparked the ABC ("Anything but Chardonnay") movement.

Serve With 

Oysters and other shellfish, rockfish, rainbow trout and lemon grilled shrimp.

How It's Made 

Hand-harvested grapes are gently pressed and fermented in temperature-controlled stainless-steel vats, a method that retains freshness, followed by malolactic fermentation, a traditional Burgundian technique that tames Chablis's naturally high acidity and adds complexity. The wine is left to age on its lees (yeasty sediment) for several months and is bottled without barrel aging, to fully express the natural flavors from the grapes and soil.

Winery 

Clotilde Davenne's first vintage of Les Temps Perdus was 2004. She believes in minimal human intervention in the vineyard and in the winemaking, and avoids the use of chemical pesticides and treatments.

On the Label

"Les Temps Perdus" ("The Lost Time") refers to the time spent removing the plow-shearing limestone boulders that work their way up through the soil of the Chablis vineyards.

Geography 

Davenne's 20-acre vineyard in the village of Courgis enjoys a favorable southern exposure and has an ideal soil of chalky limestone.

History 

Many growers in Chablis abandoned their vineyards in the wake of the legendary frost of 1956, which destroyed thousands of acres of vines on one horrible spring evening. Today, modern frost prevention equipment and global warming have largely eliminated the threat of frost in the area.

Where to Get It 

According to J. Cambier Imports (703-772-4448), Clotilde Davenne 2005 Chablis "Les Temps Perdus" is carried in the District by Paul's of Chevy Chase (5205 Wisconsin Ave. NW, 202-537-1900, http://www.paulsdc.com) and Whole Foods Market (2323 Wisconsin Ave. NW, 202-333-5393, http://www.wholefoodsmarket.com); and in Virginia by the Vineyard (1445 Laughlin Ave., McLean, 703-288-2970, http://www.thevineyardva.com) and Rick's Wine &amp; Gourmet (3117 Duke St., Alexandria, 703-823-4600, http://www.rickswine.com).

Chablis: When Chardonnay Gets Complex
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French Chablis is among the world's most delightfully idiosyncratic and complex wines. It's not much like other chardonnays, including French white Burgundy, which is made about 100 miles to the southwest, and it's thoroughly unlike the horrible California jug "chablis," which often are not even made from chardonnay.

What sets Chablis apart is its sheer energy. In good vintages, such as the just-released 2005, it is vibrantly alive, offering crisp green apple and pear flavors followed by a whiplash of tangy mineral and citrus on the finish. Although the Chablis region is technically part of Burgundy, it's closer to the more northerly region of Champagne than to the Cote d'Or. The key to Chablis is the cool climate and the distinct mineral flavors imparted by the limestone chalk soil, known as Kimmeridge. They combine to create a wine of exceptional raciness, often a bit lean when young but among the most age-worthy white wines.

Because of its taut structure, Chablis is a perfect choice for raw oysters and spicy crab cakes, and in ripe vintages such as 2005 and 2003, the extra body and softer fruit make for an excellent match with white meat poultry, lobster and light, buttery fish.

Online resources for finding wines include http://www.winesearcher.com and http://www.wineaccess.com. Call stores to verify availability. Prices are approximate.

OUTSTANDING

Jean-Claude Bessin 2005 Chablis ($20) Led by lemons, stones and green apple, and finishing with tangy mineral flavors.

Jean-Marc Brocard 2005 Chablis Domaine Ste. Claire ($25) Complex and long on the palate, well-structured and laced with clean earth and mineral elements.

J. Moreau &amp; Fils 2005 Chablis ($18; available soon) All classic steely flavors of Chablis, with an additional touch of juicy ripe citrus.

Georges Pico 2005 Chablis Domaine de Bois d'Yver ($17) Textbook aromas of hay and minerals, followed by pleasing citrus and peach flavors.

VERY GOOD

Christian Moreau Pere &amp; Fils 2005 Chablis ($20) Nuanced aromas of stone and white peach followed by complex, minerally flavors of lemon-lime and apple.

Domaine Barat 2005 Chablis Les Fourneaux ($24) Quite citric and brisk, with a tight finish that makes it perfect to drink with raw oysters.

William Fevre 2005 Chablis Champs Royaux ($22) Round, smooth and full, with flavors of peach and green apple.

Olivier Leflaive 2005 Chablis Les Deux Rives ($20) Rounder than most, with flavors of orchard fruit.

Louis Michel &amp; Fils 2005 Chablis ($21) Wonderfully clean, with a sneaky depth of lemon-lime and mineral flavor.

Gilbert Picq 2005 Chablis ($19) Fruity in the middle but with good steely reserve on the finish.

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