Atlanta Journal-Constitution

Gil Kulers' wine pick

Published on: 03/15/07

• 2005 Skouras, Cuvée Larsinos

Viognier, Peleponnese, Greece

• $28

• Two thumbs way up.

Seductive, smoky aromas with notes of minerals and apricots. Full of rich, fruit flavors, including mango, orange and lemon, along with tastes of black licorice and a subtle creaminess. Nice, bright acidity, too.

Readers who turn to these pages every Thursday to find easy-to-love, easy-to-find bargain wines may want to skip today's column. This wine pick is one for our more eclectic wine lovers.

A couple of weeks ago, I was at a wine tasting sponsored by a large wine distributor in town. There were some good wines, some bad wines and lots of others in the middle. As I meandered down one side of the room, I spied a Greek wine. I love Greek wines, be it a crisp asyrtiko, a spicy moschofilero or a Nemean agiorgitiko from the Peloponnese peninsula.

I made a beeline for this table. But as I held out my glass, I paused. This was a viognier from Greece. "Yuck," I said to myself. I'd be willing to try unusual wines that only guys named Zorba know how pronounce, but I wasn't ready for the Greek version of a white wine native to France. Too late, though; the stone-faced gentleman behind the table had already poured my sample.

Wouldn't you know it? I loved it, from its smoky, mineral, apricot aromas to its full, fresh flavors of mango and other yummy fruits.

There's the lesson: Don't prejudge wine. Regardless of your level of wine appreciation, give that seemingly ho-hum chardonnay or that ostensibly bizarre blueberry wine a try. You never know what's going to work for you.

Chicago Sun-Times

Wait, merlot is wine?

March 19, 2007

SALT LAKE CITY -- Merlot can be a variety of grape or a type of red wine, but not an acceptable personalized license plate in Utah.

Glenn Eurick has had a license plate reading ''merlot'' on his 1996 Mercedes for 10 years. But the Utah Tax Commission told him last week he had to remove it because the state doesn't allow words of intoxicants on vanity plates.

Words like "liquor" or "whiskey" probably wouldn't make it through the state screening process before the plates are issued.

But merlot did, and Eurick was fine until an anonymous caller told the state that merlot was also an alcoholic beverage.

Eurick said he will challenge the state's decision.

AP

Chicago Tribune

Drinking of the green (wine, that is)

Published March 14, 2007

Bill Daley

If you ask me, way too many people will mark St. Patrick's Day this Saturday by sudsing it up with green beer. The rest of us can take heart; there are other liquid alternatives out there guaranteed to brighten the day. Take "green" wine.

Oh, not so much green in color, although certain varietals in a certain light take on limey highlights. I'm talking "green" as in flavor profile: crisp, herbaceous, apple-y. Delicious.

These often-spunky wines will stand up to all the corned beef and cabbage, shepherd's pie, fried fish, poached salmon and colcannon dished out over the weekend.

What fits the definition of green? Depends on whom you ask.

"When I think of 'green' wines, those that come to mind are zippy whites with herbal notes such as New Zealand sauvignon blanc, Italian verdicchio and Austrian gruner veltliner," said Natalie Maclean, the Nepean, Ontario-based wine expert, author and creator of a free online food and wine matching system (nataliemaclean.com/matcher).

"They all have enough mouthwatering acidity to stand up to traditional pub dishes," she said.

Efrain Madrigal, wine director of Sam's Wines & Spirits, likes the 2005 Portal do Fidalgo Vinho Verde. "Vinho verde" means "green wine" in Portuguese and is Portugal's largest wine appellation. This wine is made from alvarinho grapes, which are known as albarino in neighboring Spain.

"It's reminiscent of an Alsatian riesling," Madrigal said of this wine, "with an intense apricot, peach character. The fresh acidity of this wine would work well with the St. Patrick's Day corned beef and cabbage, and even the soda bread."

Doug Jeffirs, wine director of Binny's Beverage Depot stores, loves the "green" characteristics of the sauvignon grape. He thinks the "pungent herb, tangy underripe citrus and vegetal notes" work well, as long as they don't overpower the citrusy aspects of the wine.

New Zealand epitomizes the style for him but Jeffirs said good, "green" sauvignon blanc also can be found from California, Chile and France.

Michael DiCarlo, president of DiCarlo Fine Wines & Spirits in Mundelein, likes the 2003 Glen Eldon riesling from Australia's Eden Valley.

"You don't want to go with anything too heavy," he said, suggesting a wine that would combat the saltiness of corned beef. For DiCarlo, a "green" wine has a vegetal quality that would help cleanse the palate.

In their book, "What to Drink with What You Eat," Andrew Dornenburg and Karen Page devote many pages to pairing foods to beverages and vice versa. With corned beef, the quintessential St. Patrick's Day food here in the U.S., the pair suggest Alsatian pinot gris, Alsatian pinot blanc, off-dry riesling and even Champagne. Their top choices, though, are beer-of course-and red wine. Beaujolais to be exact.

Variations on sauvignon blanc

Sauvignon blanc can be the "greenest" of wines, grassy and crisp, aromatic and refreshing. They may be just the things to counter the always hearty and sometimes heavy fare so popular on St. Patrick's Day. Here are seven California sauvignon blancs to consider. The Good Eating tasting panel sampled the wines in an informal, blind tasting.

2005 Robert Pecota Winery

This pale green Napa Valley wine had an almost voluptuous nose and creamy mouthfeel balanced by an elegantly disciplined minerality. A burst of pineapple on the finish is a winning surprise.

(3 corkscrews) $13

2005 Duckhorn Vineyards

Made like a classic Bordeaux blend, with sauvignon blanc (75 percent) and semillon (25 percent), this Napa Valley wine had a crisp lemon-lime tartness for most tasters. One thought the wine was just a bit too sweet. The aroma is distinctly French in style, a mix of citrus and stone.

(2 corkscrews) $25

2005 Baron Herzog

A kosher for Passover white from the Central Coast. Aroma like green grass. Tart like green apples, herbaceous, with a hint of grapefruit.

(2 corkscrews) $9

2005 Hanna

Sporting the grassy "cat pee" nose sauvignon blanc is often noted for, this wine from Sonoma's Russian River Valley is lively with notes of lime, grapefruit. The strong tart edge begs to be paired with food.

(2 corkscrews) $15

2005 Clos LaChance

A little spritzy on the tongue, this Central Coast white tastes of green apples, pears with a touch of grapefruit on the finish.

(2 corkscrews) $16

2005 Groth

There's a sparkling quality, a bit of fizz, to this funky Napa Valley white. There are lemon, lime and grapefruit flavors spiked with a dash of pepper. The finish ends sweetly.

(2 corkscrews) $18

2005 Shenandoah Vineyards

Sourced only as "California," this white had a plump, almost mango-like profile that ran against type compared to the other sauvignon blancs sampled.

(2 corkscrews) $11

-B.D.

Dallas Morning News

A play for Chilean wines

05:43 PM CDT on Wednesday, March 14, 2007

Kim Pierce

"Sa-a-a-n-tiago, where the wind comes sweepin' down the plain. ... " Hmm. Maybe not. But you have to hand it to Chile's Concha y Toro: This may be the first time a winery has commissioned, produced and taken a Broadway-style musical on the road to publicize its brand.

In this case, the production is Vineland: The Musical, which tells the story of Chile's fledgling wine industry in the late 1800s, starring none other than Don Melchor de Concha y Toro, the winery's founder and a Chilean winemaking pioneer.

Legend has it that, to keep thieves from pilfering his finest wines, Don Melchor spread the rumor that the devil lived in his cellar. Hence, the wine name Casillero de Diablo, or cellar of the devil. For more about Concha y Toro, go to www.conchoytorousa.com.

The Dallas performance of Vineland: The Musical is at 7 p.m. Tuesday at the Majestic Theatre. Tickets are free, but limited, so reserve at www.vinelandmusical.com.

To whet your appetite for the show, Dallas Central Market is hosting a Chilean Food and Wine Tasting from 5 to 7:30 p.m. Sunday featuring Concha y Toro wines. It's $40. Make reservations at 214-361-5754.

Seriously, the play sounds like a clever and entertaining way to learn more about Chile and its wines. Can Gallo: The Musical be far behind?

Kim Pierce

WINE OF THE WEEK: Felsina, Chianti Classico DOCG, Berardenga 2004

05:47 PM CDT on Wednesday, March 14, 2007

Rebecca Murphy

Felsina, Chianti Classico DOCG, Berardenga 2004, $18.99

Chianti doesn't get better than this: 100 percent sangiovese. Made from old vines with no fancy winemaking smoke-and-mirror tricks, by a legendary producer, at a bargain price. The dried-cherry-strawberry fruit with hints of earth and leather is classic and delicious. Sangiovese's trademark acidity provides lift and food friendliness perfect for a platter of salami, a plate of pasta or a juicy steak. Available at Jimmy's Food Store.

Denver Post

Wine of the Week: Crios de Susana Balbo 2005 Mendoza Malbec

Article Last Updated: 03/13/2007 10:31:02 PM MDT

Crios de Susana Balbo 2005 Mendoza Malbec, about $15

There are far fewer female winemakers in the world than there are men, and in Argentina, the ratio is even more skewed. Yet one of the country's finest winemakers is Susana Balbo, who made wine for other people for 21 years before starting her own winery, Dominio de Plata.

Together with her husband, Pedro Marchevsky, arguably the country's most knowledgeable vineyard manager, they make a variety of wines, including the affordable Crios de Susana Balbo range. Her malbec - soft and lush with chocolate-rich fruit - is a terrific choice for this bridge season, where one day you might be grilling steaks in the backyard and the next you may be shoveling snow.

Imported by Vine Connections, Sausalito, Calif.; vineconnections.com|Tara Q. Thomas
Detroit News
Australian Shiraz offers bang for the buck

Madeline Triffon: Wine

Don't miss: Black Wing Shiraz 2005 South Australia, $14

Style: A flavor-packed Shiraz of medium heft with an everyday price tag.

"Shiraz" has wiggled its way into the American beverage lexicon as a buzzword for "easy-drinking red wine with delicious fruit and spice flavors." In actuality, the grape variety resists such simple definition. Shiraz, aka Syrah, is a globe-trotter, making a range of styles from light and juicy to inky-black with drying tannins.

Black Wing seems to have its finger on the consumer pulse, hitting the bull's-eye of delicious expectation. This delightful, medium-bodied Shiraz has ripe black fruit, smooth tannins and licorice spice.

The fragrant vanillin oak is subdued. The wine's rich enough for a pepper steak, tasty enough for a by-the-glass restaurant offering and deep enough to bear a serious critical look.

Black Wine, made by the Step Rd winery, comes by its name in a uniquely Aussie way. Spreading food scraps among the vines encourages hawks to circle above the ripening vineyards. Their presence deters the smaller birds from going after the grape clusters, leaving them partially eaten and destined to rot.

Transport wine safely

In transporting wine, a bit of awareness to outside temperatures will serve to keep it safe and sound.

Wintertime: As long as the outside temperature is above freezing, wine is happy in cold storage. If it's a white wine, you can flip it directly from the car to the table, bypassing the fridge or an ice bucket. If it's red, the bottle may need a quick tepid bath to bring it above 50 degrees. The water should be neutral to the hand, neither warm nor cool. Five minutes max will do the trick.

But if the outside temperature is cold enough to have you worried about your laptop and glass water bottles, cart the wine box into the house.

Summertime: This time of year, the risk of damage from heat is more pressing. If you are comfy in an air-conditioned vehicle, so is your vino. But turn off the engine, and a sweltering summer day will make short work of perishables. It's not just that, but sitting in the trunk, wine will rise to a most unattractive serving temperature. The wine risks maderization, being literally cooked.

If wine starts oozing out from under the foil, this is not a good sign. Worse yet, if the cork starts pushing against the protective capsule, heat damage is almost a certainty.
Houston Chronicle
A French sip by way of New Mexico

Gruet wines make an impression all over the country

March 13, 2007, 12:25PM

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

Some places instantly conjure the mystery and romance of wine: Burgundy, Champagne, Napa, South Africa, New Zealand.

Other places, though, tell a different story. Lebanon, for example, doesn't automatically come to mind, although there are a number of wineries there and at least one, Château Musar, is world class. And Texas? Mention Texas and wine in the same sentence and some people will look at you funny. Although, as most of us know by now, there are some darn good wines made in the Lone Star State.

Then there's New Mexico. Not exactly synonymous with a glass of good wine, is it?

Ah, but you'd be wrong. There are about 30 wineries in our neighbor to the west, and the best known probably is Gruet. You may have seen some Gruet ("grew-A") wines around Houston; three won medals at the recent Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo International Wine Competition, including the Blanc de Noirs, the top overall sparkling wine. It beat stiff competition from all over the world, including Champagne.

So what's a winery with a French name doing near the town of Truth or Consequences?

Since 1952, the Gilbert Gruet family has made champagne in France.

In the early '80s, the Gruets visited the southwestern U.S. and discovered that some European winemakers had planted a vineyard 170 miles south of Albuquerque. One thing led to another, and soon they had planted a small vineyard of pinot noir and chardonnay themselves. Son Laurent and daughter Nathalie and her husband, Farid Himeur came over to start the small winery, which today makes seven wines totaling 100,000 cases a year.

Gruet sparkling wine is fairly well known by wine cognoscenti. But that's just part of the story. The rest I found out when I tasted through the Gruet wines one chilly evening with broker Dan Redman at 13 Celsius. The Gruet pinot noir is a nice, light, not overly aromatic European version; the chardonnay converted me on the spot. It's like a cross between California (rich, ripe fruit) and Burgundy (good acid, modest oak). In short, a surprisingly good wine at an excellent price ($15).

And I'm not the only one who thinks it's a good wine. It won a double gold medal at the rodeo wine judging.

A taste of France in New Mexico

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

The New Mexico wines from Gruet Winery are available in Houston through Glazer's.

Gruet Brut NV (nonvintage) - **** - good fruit, nice acidity, a hint of toastiness and a good stream of tiny bubbles; $15.

Gruet Blanc de Noirs NV - ****½ -  a really nice sparkler, with a light copper color and nuances of strawberry and raspberry along with a pleasant, toasty quality; first-rate bubbly; $15.

Gruet Brut Rosé NV - **** -  deeper color and richer flavor from 100 percent pinot noir grapes; not quite as complex as the Blanc de Noirs, but good; $15.

Gruet Demi-Sec NV - ****½ - sweet sparkling wines usually leave me cold, but this is not too sweet; good fruit and acidity, and one glass won't tire you out; $15.

1998 Gruet et Fils Blanc de Blancs Champagne - *** - not a bad champagne from the family winery in France, but it seemed a bit heavy for a 100 percent chardonnay sparkler, and a little tired, too; maybe it was an off bottle; $42.

2004 Gruet "Cuvée Gilbert Gruet'' Pinot Noir - ***½ - not a bad version, fairly light in color and aroma, with a good but slightly reticent flavor; more reminiscent of a Volnay than one of the "bigger'' burgundies; $24.

2005 Gruet Chardonnay

Yee-hah, indeed.

Wine of the Week: 2005 Terlato-Chapoutier Shiraz-Viognier

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

March 12, 2007, 5:04PM

History: Here's a recipe for success: Take an icon winery in France's Northern Rhône called Chapoutier (whose flagship wine, Hermitage, is a rich, black currant-infused red made from syrah that can live for decades). Take Tony Terlato, head of the the U.S. importing firm Paterno Wines International. Get them together in Australia making wine, and one result is the 2005 Terlato-Chapoutier Shiraz-Viognier - ****½ - a terrific red with so much raspberry fruit and nuances that you'd swear it was grenache. It has a terrific nose, flavor and structure. If there's any quibble, it's that the acidity is a mite low, meaning it probably won't last more than a few years. But who cares? Drink this puppy now. Decant it at least an hour before dinner, and serve it slightly chilled.

Pairings: duck breast with a blackberry or red-wine reduction, smoked turkey, spicy Mexican dishes.

Suggested retail: $25.

From: Republic Beverage.

LA Times
Flavored vodkas play well with others

Modern Spirits' unusual infused concoctions are perfect for food pairing. What goes with oysters? Rose vodka, of course!

By Charles Perry

Times Staff Writer

March 14, 2007

WIELDING six-pronged chippers, three people are smashing up 2-inch slabs of Belgian dark chocolate on a stainless steel table and tossing it, along with coils of fresh orange peel, into gleaming 50-gallon tanks of vodka. Just another Friday morning in a Monrovia industrial park.

This sterile yet aromatic room is the Modern Spirits Vodka "fruit lab," where Litty and Melkon Khosrovian and assistant Randy Clemens — the entire Modern Spirits staff — create exotic flavored vodkas.

Introduced to this country only two decades ago, flavored vodka now accounts for 11% of vodka sales, but little of it is made by direct infusion. Instead, big vodka companies such as Smirnoff and Stolichnaya use commercial flavor extracts. Only a few brands — mostly in California — infuse their vodka with fresh ingredients, examples being Hangar One and Charbay in the San Francisco Bay Area and 267 Infusions in Santa Ana. Modern Spirits is the only artisanal vodka infuser in the San Gabriel Valley (also the only one between Santa Anita and North Miami, Fla.).

While most flavored vodka goes into cocktails, Modern Spirits insists its vodkas are for sipping — and for pairing with food, just like wine. To this end, it specializes in unusual flavor combinations.

One vodka starts out being steeped for months with pears, making something that tastes like a pear eau de vie, but with some sweetness extracted from the fruit (eaux de vie typically distill out bone dry). Then they throw in fresh lavender. In a few hours, the flavor has dramatically changed — the pear and the lavender have combined into something new, with the pear providing a plush background.

The Khosrovians can't remember how they came up with that combination, but their celery-peppercorn vodka arose in the kitchen. "Litty was cooking a celery and lamb tagine," Melkon recalls, "and I got so wrapped up in the flavor I started infusing with celery. I was watching her, trying to use the same spices." The celery gives the vodka a sweet herbal quality, punctuated by a subtle pepper bite.

The candied ginger vodka — very fragrant, slightly sweet — arose from food as well. The Khosrovians were trying to capture the pungency of the pickled ginger served at sushi restaurants and found they preferred it with a sweet effect.

Several flavors can be traced to the Hollywood Farmers Market. Their favorite grapefruit producer there pointed out to them that nobody had ever made a grapefruit vodka, so they tried it, balancing the grapefruit bitterness with the round sweetness of honey. At a mushroom stand one Saturday, they splurged on two Oregon black truffles. Next morning, after they'd had the first one with their breakfast eggs, Litty proposed making a truffle vodka with the other.

The tea flavor, based on a mixture of black, green and oolong teas, is surprisingly rich, with a nose more like some sweet spice than like tea. This was Melkon's attempt to commemorate their honeymoon in France, where they'd made a memorable visit to an old tea house.

For the Khosrovians, it has been a long road to Monrovia. Melkon was born in Armenia and raised in Rhode Island; Litty was born in Ethiopia to a family of Indian Christians. They met at a graduate journalism program at USC. By the time they got married, Litty had studied cookery at the Cordon Bleu in Paris and started working as a freelance writer, and Melkon was an Internet consultant.

But there was a slight culture clash in the new family. "Armenians like to drink vodka and brandy with meals," says Melkon, "and they love making toasts. But Litty hated the burning taste and the cheap flavors in a lot of vodkas."

"When my in-laws were making toasts," she says, "I would just quietly put my glass down."

So Melkon tried doctoring vodka with flavorings she'd like that would also go well with the boldness of Armenian food. Then they got further into the subject, studying the different kinds of vodka.

"We discovered how each kind of vodka tastes," Melkon says. "Corn spirit is sweet, but it has a harsh edge — which is OK in bourbon, because it disappears in barrel aging, but we don't do that. Potato spirit is smooth, rye is spicy. We decided we liked a potato-wheat combination, in different proportions for different flavorings to control flavor and mouth feel."

And the infusions? They had to scrap some flavors along the way. "The most disappointing was the melon family," says Melkon. "They all came out tasting like vegetables. Berries tend to taste like cough syrup. Shiso, this very aromatic Japanese herb, tasted like grass."

Friends and relatives started asking about the special vodka Litty was drinking and insisted on tasting it themselves. Flavored vodkas became a community project, with everybody putting in their two bits about the Khosrovians' experiments. They held tasting parties with 20 or 30 flavors and 70 or 80 guests.

After a couple of years holding down their day jobs and infusing vodkas every night, the Khosrovians found their friends were asking to place orders. That was when they took the plunge and started Modern Spirits. They entered the market in November 2004, with the chocolate-orange flavor (derived from a lucky slip, when Melkon accidentally dropped a piece of chocolate into a friend's drink and found he liked the resulting warm flavor).

The flavors aren't as simple as their names make them sound. For instance, the tea vodka also contains fresh roses, violets and dried fruit. "We do have secret ingredients for each flavor," Melkon says, "for food pairing purposes. We're always looking for a bridge to food, connections with main ingredients, sauces, garnishes."

The flavor connections may not be obvious, either. Occasionally, when they can get enough fresh rose petals, Modern Spirits makes a rose vodka. To their surprise, they learned that several restaurants were serving it with oysters. Why oysters?

A few months after this discovery, Litty found herself seated next to a perfumer on a plane trip. "He said, 'You're using whole rose petals,' she recalls. 'When we make perfume, we extract the sweet aroma, but if you chew on a rose petal, you get a spectrum from sweet to saline. Oysters have the same kind of sweet-to-salty range.' "

What are the Khosrovians aiming at? "If we could legitimize the use of spirits with a meal," says Litty, "that would be an accomplishment."

But if the caliber of chefs who have taken to their vodkas is any indication, they've already achieved that. At Grace in Los Angeles, Neal Fraser has served a dessert of pear sorbet, dates and brown sugar cookies with the candied ginger vodka. He's also paired celery-peppercorn vodka with sashimi.

Craig Strong of the Ritz Carlton, Huntington Spa & Hotel in Pasadena likes to pair a tuna salad with the candied ginger vodka. "There's a little spice in the tuna," he says. "It plays off that." A bit of celery-peppercorn vodka goes into his tomato sorbet with oysters.

Strong also uses a couple of them when making caramel. "When the sugar caramelizes," he says, "you hit it with a little cream, some milk chocolate and then a little ginger vodka. I've used the chocolate orange in a cardamom caramel. The alcohol gives the caramel a soft, smooth texture, which contrasts with the delicate, brittle texture of a chocolate shell."

The Raymond in Pasadena has a tasting menu that offers flavored vodka as an option to wine. "We pair a three-fourths-ounce glass with each course," says sommelier Steven Krikul. "For instance, with a crab and avocado salad in lemon soy vinaigrette, we serve grapefruit-honey vodka. If you chose to pair with wine, you'd get an Austrian Gr–ner Veltliner instead."

So there you go. Next time somebody asks you, "What's a good crab-avocado-lemon-soy-vinaigrette wine?" you can say, "Maybe it's a vodka."

WINE OF THE WEEK: 2002 Le Dix de Los Vascos

S. Irene Virbila

March 14, 2007

To commemorate the 10th anniversary of Domaines Barons de Rothschild's making wine in northern Chile, the longtime owners of Ch–teau Lafite in Bordeaux created a wine called Le Dix de Los Vascos. The grapes — all Cabernet Sauvignon — come from 50-year-old vines on the property. The result is a stunning Cabernet that has the elegance and refinement of a top Bordeaux married with the terroir of Chile.

It's expensive for a Chilean wine, but a terrific bargain against Bordeaux's vertiginous prices. Deep ruby in color, it tastes of black cherries, a little tobacco and something leafy. Tannins are round and ripe. One sip, and you'll go back for another. And another. The Lafite touch is quite evident in this wine.

Pour it with a simple roast beef, prime rib or a good steak. Of course, it would be beautiful with any red meat, and with an aged cheese.

*

Quick swirl

Region: Colchagua, Chile

Price: About $34

Style: Rich and full

Food it goes with: Roast beef, prime rib, steak

Where you find it: Fine wine retailers including Hi-Time Wine Cellars in Costa Mesa, (949) 650-8463; Manhattan Fine Wines in Manhattan Beach, (310) 374-3454; Southern Hemisphere Wine Center in Huntington Beach, (800) 504-9463; the Vintage Shoppe in Playa del Rey, (310) 822-1138; Wine Exchange in Orange, (714) 974-1454 and (800) 76-WINEX, and more.

*

— S. Irene Virbila
Miami Herald

An all-around glass act

By LYDIA MARTIN

Posted on Sun, Mar. 18, 2007
Maximilian Riedel, 11th-generation glassmaker, puts the average metrosexual to shame. At 29, he is so impeccable that he matches his ties and pocket squares to the linings of his custom-made suits, so sophisticated he can tell a Porsche, a Ferrari and a BMW apart just by their aromas.

''You can put me into one of those cars blindfolded, and I can tell you what kind of car it is. It must be the leather. I cannot describe what each scent is, but I know exactly the difference,'' says the CEO of Riedel Crystal of America, a division of the Austrian wine-glass company.

If you own a set of Riedels (rhymes with needles), you know the pleasure of drinking a nice wine from those polished, grape-specific crystal bowls. And the agony of breaking them. The hand-blown Sommelier collection can set you back about $100 a glass, the machine-made Vinum Extremes about $30 a glass. Even the more casual stemless O tumblers, dreamed up by Maximilian (his father Georg had conniptions), are about 25 bucks each.

The Riedel family had been making glass for 200 years, originally in Bohemia, before Maximilian's grandfather Claus hit on the idea that the shape of a glass might affect the overall sensory wine experience. In the 1970s, he introduced the elegant, oversized Sommeliers, which the company characterizes as the first variety-specific glasses.

In town for the South Beach Wine & Food Festival, which Riedel co-sponsored, Maximilian handily converts you into a believer, someone who will swear it's sacrilege to drink pinot noir from a cabernet glass.

''Wine is like a human. It needs to breathe. Wines fall asleep; wines wake up,'' Riedel says to a crowd of foodies, wine-shop owners and restaurant and cruise-ship managers during a glass-tasting seminar at the South Beach Marriott.

In front of each participant awaits a set of glasses -- four Vinum Extremes and a 'Joker' glass, a short-stemmed, generic U with a fat, rolled rim.

Depending on its volume, diameter and rim width, a glass will direct a sip of wine to a specific spot on the tongue, enhancing or downplaying sweetness, muting acidity, removing bitterness. Whatever correction or embellishment each wine needs most. It isn't just the flavor that changes. Nose and texture vary, too. A rolled rim clumsily splashes wine into your mouth with the sensation of swilling from a coffee mug. What you want instead is a fine rim that delicately delivers a sip to the right spot.

But Riedel doesn't want you to take him at his word. At the seminar, he has you swirl your tall, oversize cabernet glass, then inhale, then taste. Then he asks you to pour your cabernet into the shorter, wider-bowled pinot noir glass.

Swirl again, breathe, taste.

''Here, the alcohol is very dominant,'' Riedel says. ``Here, the tannins are very intense. Our mouth is dry. This is not wine enjoyment; this is getting wasted.''

Fifteen minutes into the seminar, you're buying anything Riedel is selling.

You spend the next hour or so swirling, smelling and tasting. Pouring chardonnay from the fish-bowl shaped chardonnay glass to the Riesling glass to the pinot glass to the cabernet glass -- and witnessing a different wine with each switch. Same with the pinot. Same with the cab.

''Our wine glasses are not designed on a drawing board,'' Riedel tells you the day before, during a chat in the library of the Setai hotel. ``Our glasses are about functionality. They are meant not to be fashionable but to serve as the best possible messengers for their grape variety.''

TRADITION HOLDS

Clearly, he reveres tradition. ''I was raised with no doubt that I would one day be taking over the family business,'' he says. ``America has the three-generation rule. First builds, second enjoys, third sells it. In Europe there are companies being run by 11th, 12th, even 25th generations.''

But he still came up with the idea of whacking the stems off the classic Vinum line. He was shrugging off the long-held conviction that a wine glass should be held by the stem, not the bowl, so that the warmth of the hand did not affect the temperature of the wine. But, so what?

''I guess if you held the O glass the whole time, it might affect temperature,'' Riedel says as he pours inky red zinfandel into two zinfandel-specific Os. ``But you and I are talking right now, and our wine is not in our hand.''

The Os quickly increased company sales by more than 20 percent when they were introduced in 2004.

''I moved from a big house to a small flat in Hoboken, because I wanted to be close to our offices and port of entry,'' Riedel says. ``But now I had not enough storage space. Plus, I would come home and pour wine and then have to wash the glasses by hand. I realized, if you take the stems off but keep the bowl design, then you still have the great messengers for each wine, and you can stack them in your cabinets. Plus, they fit in the dishwasher.''

But being hip doesn't mean you can't retain a love for old-school ways. Today Riedel's navy suit is set off by a pale-pink tie and pocket square. You'd swear it's the same navy suit from yesterday. Except that it's perfectly unrumpled. Then you notice that it has a pink lining. Yesterday's was purple, with accents to match, of course.

You ask Riedel the suit's label and he lights up.

SUIT YOURSELF

``As I am a glassmaker, I like handmade products. My suits are tailored in Munich. My shirts have been made by the same shirtmaker in Venice for 12 years. My shoemaker is also in Venice. If people realized it doesn't cost much more for a tailor-made suit, they would stop going to Gucci.''

So Americans must seem like unsophisticated slobs.

''What is sophisticated?,'' Riedel wonders. ``Is it about traveling around the world? Because in the smallest Asian town, in any corner of the world, you will find an American. Is it about knowing wine? Because I think some Americans are more educated about wine these days than any other group. It may not be all Americans, but the ones who are into it really, really know it.''

As Riedel clearly does. But does he ever, like, just drink a Coke?

``I am a Diet Coke fan. The best glass to drink it from is our pinot noir glass. It shows less bubbles, and the pinot glass will enhance the aroma, tone down the sweetness and take away the saltiness and bitterness.''

3 centuries on, 'Ho-Bryan' still a `most particular taste'

By FRED TASKER

ftasker@MiamiHerald.com

Top French Bordeaux wines come with high prices and even higher pedigrees, as was demonstrated at a seminar at the South Beach Wine & Food Festival last month. California grape farmers, eat your hearts out.

The wines of Chateau Haut-Brion and Chateau La Mission Haut-Brion come from Bordeaux's Pessac-Leognan region in northern Graves. Their histories are long and longer.

Chateau Haut-Brion was founded in 1533, and was the oldest and smallest of the four First Growth properties in the famous 1855 classification. After tasting it at the Royal Oak Tavern in London in 1662, famed English diarist Sam Pepys described it as ``a sort of French wine called Ho-Bryan that hath a good and most particular taste I never met with.''

Chateau La Mission Haut-Brion dates at least to 1664, when the Lazaristes Monks, founded by Saint Vincent de Paul, got control of the property and set out to improve its vineyards. Hence the word ''Mission'' in its name.

Both chateaux went through multiple owners, each one higher-ranking then the previous. In 1935, the French were shocked when Chateau Haut-Brion was bought by an American, New York financier Clarence Dillon. When he died in 1979, it passed to his son, C. Douglas Dillon, who had been U.S. ambassador to France under President Eisenhower.

After too many births, marriages and deaths to detail, it is owned today by Madame La Duchesse de Mouchy, who is Clarence Dillon's granddaughter, and run by her son, His Royal Highness Prince Robert of Luxembourg.

He's an affable man, and no dilettante: ''We can be as passionate about wine as the Americans,'' he said. ``Our family makes great wines. There are no economic pressures to do anything else.''

The vineyards of Chateau Haut-Brion and Chateau La Mission Haut-Brion abut, he says, but make very different wines. La Mission wines are richer and softer; Haut-Brion's are leaner, longer-lasting, more elegant. And more expensive.

With such a long history, a French chateau can put its wines in context. The 1998 vintage the prince was pouring was a very good year -- not as good as the 1798 or 1900 vintages, perhaps, but certainly up to the 1906 or the 1928.

The Haut-Brion was youthful and a bit closed -- that is, not yet showing the fruit aromas and flavors it will develop over time. La Mission was more nearly ready to drink.

The prince also poured the secondary wines of each chateau -- the La Chapelle de La Mission Haut-Brion and Chateau Bahans Haut-Brion -- and white wines from both chateaux.

He wouldn't try to make an American-style wine.

``We're not in competition with California wines for high alcohol or a fruit-forward style. We don't know how to make that. We express our terroir.''

HIGHLY RECOMMENDED

• 1998 Chateau Haut-Brion red, Premier Cru Classé, AOC Pessac-Leognan: powerful, ripe fruit flavors, cassis and minerals, a hint of chocolate; smooth, long finish; $253.

• 1998 Chateau Haut-Brion white, AOC Pessac-Leognan (60 percent semillon, 40 percent sauvignon blanc): intensely fruity, with complex, shifting aromas and flavors of pineapples, peaches, honey, dried fruit and a hint of minerals; $373.

RECOMMENDED

• 1998 Chateau La Mission Haut-Brion red, Grand Cru Classé AOC Pessac-Leognan: cedar and red raspberry flavors; tart, minerally, youthful; $95.

• 1998 La Chapelle de La Mission Haut-Brion red, AOC Pessac-Leognan: rich, dense red-plum aromas and flavors, medium tannin; $35.

• 1998 Chateau Bahans Haut-Brion red, AOC Pessac-Leognan: lean, minerally; concentrated tart cherry fruit with firm, youthful tannin; $42.

• 1998 Chateau Laville Haut-Brion white, AOC Pessac-Leognan (80 percent semillon, 20 percent sauvignon blanc): flowery aromas, flavors of white peaches and honey; crisp; $163.
NY Times

Sniffing Out Fraud in the Bottle

By ERIC ASIMOV

March 14, 2007

A FEW months ago a wealthy wine collector held a dinner to taste some rare old Burgundies that he had purchased at a recent auction. He had invited several fellow Burgundy lovers, and the wines poured that night, ranging from 45 to 85 years old and worth tens of thousands of dollars, represented just a small cross-section of the purchase.

The collector’s primary reason for the dinner was simply to enjoy great wines with like-minded friends. But the dinner had another purpose as well, a purpose that points at the burden of suspicion that these days weighs heavily on the high-stakes wine market.

“It was an authentication tasting,” said Allen Meadows of burghound.com, a leading Burgundy critic who attended the dinner. “Off the top of my head we had 17 wines, three of which I personally felt were outright fakes.”

Such a tasting would have been unimaginable 20 years ago, when high-end wine collecting was seen as the quaint province of dusty aristocrats, and even the rarest old bottles might fetch a few hundred dollars at best. But the world of wine collecting and the stakes involved have changed dramatically since then.

Today, the price of coveted old wines has shot upward, with individual bottles primarily of aged Burgundy and Bordeaux wines selling for thousands of dollars, and sometimes tens of thousands dollars each. Naturally, this small but lucrative market has become a fat target in the last five years for counterfeiters hoping to capitalize on the thirst for rare wines and the difficulties in telling the difference between real and fake.

The federal government is now investigating whether auction houses, collectors or importers knowingly sold wines that were not from the vintages listed on the labels. Ordinary wine lovers, even those who buy a few cases of great wines each year, are unlikely to be affected by scammers, unless they buy old wines or buy their wines from secondary sources, like brokers or through Internet auctions. Even so, most of the action takes place with extremely rare, extremely expensive bottles.

Wine collecting is now a world-wide phenomenon, with collectors from Russia and Asia, along with brand new zillionaires, leaping into the game with seemingly bottomless pools of cash. Sometimes they are easy marks for counterfeiters and act as entry points for circulating bad bottles, a fact not lost on experts looking for red flags.

The difficulty in identifying bad bottles easily results in collector profiling.

“If a 25-year-old Wall Street exec says to me he’s selling wines, and he’s made all his money in the last three years and he’s got $5 million worth of wines, I feel suspect,” said Tim Kopec, the wine director of Veritas restaurant in New York, who sometimes acts as a consultant for collectors. “The problem is when you see older bottles, you’re never positive.”

The rise of Internet sales and wine auctions has given all collectors the opportunity to bid against each other for what ought to be very few bottles. Wine auctions were not even legal in New York until 1993.

Now, New York is auction central, with about $131 million worth of wine sold in 2006, up 66 percent from 2005, according to Peter D. Meltzer, a writer who chronicles auctions for Wine Spectator magazine. Worldwide, auction sales of wine topped $240 million last year, up 45 percent from 2005. Last fall, a six-magnum case of 1945 Château Mouton Rothschild was auctioned off by Christie’s in Los Angeles for $345,000, or $57,500 a magnum. On a smaller scale, a bottle of 1955 La Mission Haut-Brion can be found on the Internet for $4,000 — $10,000 if you want a magnum.

That was a significant number to me. Back in 1990 I splurged on a 35th anniversary gift for my parents, paying $275 for a bottle of that ’55 La Mission. Even accounting for inflation and the increased scarcity of an older wine, that’s an astounding increase.

“Ten years ago nobody was even thinking about counterfeit wines,” said John Kapon, the president and auction director of Acker Merrall & Condit, a New York wine merchant.

Back in October, Mr. Kapon presided over an auction in New York that sold almost $24.7 million worth of wine, which demolished the previous record by more than $10 million. But this auction, from the private holdings of Rudy Kurniawan, a wealthy young collector from Los Angeles, came with a guarantee intended to protect against fraud. If buyers weren’t satisfied with any part of their purchase within 90 days, Acker Merrall would buy back that part.

That 90-day timeframe led to what Mr. Meadows called the authentication dinner, where several experts, including a Burgundy producer and a leading New York sommelier, offered their collective opinions on whether wines purchased at that auction were genuine.

Yet even with their expertise, bogus wines are not easy to spot. The obvious fakes — those with labels where, say, Château Lafite-Rothschild is misspelled — may be more legend than anything else. Or they may be real.

Mr. Meadows recalled that the 1911 Musigny Vieilles Vignes from Comte Georges de Vogüé, one of the world’s coveted producers, came with an unfortunate juxtaposition in the word “vieilles.”

“The real thing has the misspelling,” he said.

One bottle served at the dinner, a 1923 Bonnes Mares from Georges Roumier, was suspicious simply because the domaine was not established until 1924.

“But it was possible,” Mr. Meadows said. “When they took the domaine over, it could have come with stocks of wine.”

Nonetheless, Mr. Meadows felt that wine was a fake because the color seemed far too youthful for a bottle more than 80 years old.

“Could you have a wine that does not conform to the average still be real?” he asked. “Yeah, it’s possible. But is it likely? No.”

Another wine, he decided, was clearly not what it purported to be. Still, it was a judgment call. “When you have enough examples of old Burgundy and you get something that doesn’t resemble anything you’ve ever had, you just know that either it’s been cut or it’s not pinot at all,” he said.

One person at the dinner, who also collected old phonograph records and was accustomed to culling fakes, decided to examine the label with a magnifying glass. Sure enough, Mr. Meadows said, he found several tiny details that were wrong, like images of twigs that were turned up rather than down.

There’s no telling what’s actually in a bottle of counterfeit wine. It could range from complete plonk, which might easily be written off as corked or otherwise flawed, to something that is quite delicious even if it’s not the advertised wine. In a case like that, the scammer might have taken, say, a bottle of a coveted wine like Henri Jayer Cros Parantoux from an ordinary vintage, like 1982, and changed the label to reflect an in-demand vintage, say 1985, increasing the value of the bottle by five or 10 times, or even more.

Or, the scammer might slap a label on a bottle of good but unrelated wine. A collector investing in old Burgundy might find himself drinking an old Hermitage — very good, but not what he paid for.

As to who is producing the bogus bottles, the answers amount to little more than guesswork.

“It’s a small group of select people, not hundreds of counterfeiters all over the place,” Mr. Kapon speculated. Mr. Meadows suggested that the lack of standards in the wine business makes counterfeiting bottles relatively easy compared with counterfeiting currency, a more demanding task. He suggested that the federal inquiry might discourage counterfeiters.

“It’s no longer a risk-free game,” he said.

Wine producers themselves have made tracking counterfeit wines far more difficult because of their own haphazard business practices, particularly before World War II when few records were kept. Back in those days, few estates bottled all their own wine. Often they would sell barrels of wine to merchants, or to importers, who would bottle the wine themselves, using subtly different labels. Sometimes, but not always, producers might stamp the cork with the name of their domaine and the vintage, so a bottle with a generic cork might indicate a problem, but maybe not. Mr. Kapon recalled that Château Mouton-Rothschild in the 1970s and 80s released hundreds of cases of older wines. “The bottles looked new, but they could still be authentic,” he said.

And then you have devious practices of the wine producers themselves. In the 19th century Burgundy producers were known to beef up a bad vintage with a little wine from the Rhone or even from Algeria. Today, some wine producers may take older bottles, which have lost wine to evaporation, and top them off with a more recent vintage of the same wine, effectively freshening up the bottle.

“A 1915, topped off with some 1985, is that a sin?” Mr. Meadows asked. “Well, it raises the question of why you have a vintage. I’m personally offended by that.”

A less pernicious form of topping off is called reconditioning. If a producer has a supply of older wines, one bottle may be sacrificed to top off the others. The producer may add a small dose of sulfur dioxide, a stabilizer, and replace the old cork with a new one. Some producers, like Domaine de Romanée-Conti, will stamp the cork “reconditioned.” Purists might prefer not to have their bottles reconditioned but nobody considers it unethical.

The fear of counterfeit bottles may stop somebody from trying to track down a single bottle of Chateau Pétrus 1961 on the Internet. But for collectors with deep pockets concern may not outweigh thirst.

“If someone wants to defraud you, they can,” said Tom Black, a collector in Nashville, Tenn. “But I don’t want to miss an opportunity at a great old wine just because you can’t read the date on the cork.”

Wine Under $20: German Grapes From Two Eras

By HOWARD G. GOLDBERG

 March 18, 2007

Elbling, an ancient white Mosel grape grown on limestone, and Dornfelder, a red grape bred in 1956, provide Germany with savory minor wines.

Elbling Dry, a 2005 aperitif from Ernst Hein, a Mosel producer, resembles Chablis. The screwcapped 2005 Dornfelder from Winzerverein Deidesheim, in the Pfalz, is luscious.

At Red, White and Bubbly, 211 Fifth Avenue (Union Street), Park Slope, Brooklyn, the elbling ($10.95) and Dornfelder ($12.49) are good values. Miskeit Wines, in Manhattan, imports both.
Oregonian

Fruity Rioja complements beef in rustic chile sauce

Tuesday, March 06, 2007

T he place: Nuestra Cocina serves serious Mexican cuisine. So, it's no shock that this eastside eatery also offers an array of fine tequilas and innovative margaritas in addition to the more typical assortment of Mexican and domestic beers. What does surprise first-time diners is the lovely list of well-made Spanish wines, with 10 available by the glass. "In Spain, there are smoky, spicy, tart and sweet aspects to the cuisine," chef/owner Benjamin Gonzales says. "Mexican food is similar." Nuestra Cocina, 2135 S.E. Division St.; 503-232-2135; www.nuestra-cocina.com

The people: As one might expect from its welcoming name ("our kitchen"), there's a happy couple -- and parents of four -- behind this restaurant: Benjamin Gonzales manages the stoves while his wife, Shannon, manages the business, including a forthcoming expansion project.

The problem: A perennial favorite on the menu is Puntitas de Res en Chipotle, or beef tips sauteed in a chipotle chile sauce. Chipotles are smoked jalapenos, which means they create the sensation of both fire and smoke in your mouth. Make a rich sauce out of them and simmer the meat in this and you've got a potent combination (FOODday suggests using top sirloin, which is easy to find and quite tender). I asked Benjamin Gonzales to simplify his recipe for readers and suggest a wine that could stand up to such a vibrant dish.

The pairing: When he sits down to a plate of Puntitas de Res en Chipotle after a hard night's work, Gonzales reaches for a warming red Rioja from the Spanish producer Valserrano.

The chef describes this recipe as "very simple comfort food," and his wine choice is made in a similar style: Fruity, toasty and rustic, it doesn't try to be the center of attention.

Together, the two create a refined and harmonious progression of smoke, fruit and spice across the palate. "Enjoying all those flavors in your mouth is exciting," Gonzales says. "It feels good to unwind with something like this."

The profile: Rioja is a classic Spanish wine made in a region by the same name. Rioja reds are made primarily from tempranillo, although a few other grape varieties may also be blended into the mix. Valserrano is the label of the well-regarded winery Vinedos y Bodegas de la Marquesa, located in the small, cooler-climate Rioja Alavesa subregion of Rioja.

The term "Crianza" on the label guarantees that this red is a minimum three years old, with at least one of those years spent in oak barrels. It also implies that the wine will be a simple and affordable pleasure. Find the 2003 Valserrano Rioja Crianza for approximately $15 at City Market, Great Wine Buys, Pastaworks and Vino.
San Francisco Chronicle

Rye, resurrected

America's historic firewater enjoys newfound popularity

Gary Regan, Special to The Chronicle

I have a friend who never pays for a drink. At least not when I'm around. When the bar bill arrives he'll start telling me about the definitive way to fix a certain cocktail in the style of a specific New Orleans restaurant, circa 1897. And he'll keep the yarn spinning just long enough for me to pay the bill. I seldom even realize what went down until a day or two later. Damn! Dave Wondrich did it again, I'll think to myself.

Still, Wondrich, a onetime history professor who is now the drinks correspondent for Esquire magazine, was the man who made me see the light about rye whiskey.

One of the historical truths that Wondrich likes to fling my way is the fact that most whiskey-based cocktails created in the late 19th and early 20th centuries called for rye, not bourbon. We're talking about classics, like the Sazerac, old fashioned and my very favorite drink in the whole darned world, the Manhattan.

Until Wondrich got my attention, I always made Manhattans with bourbon.

Whiskey, in very general terms, is any distilled spirit that's made from grain and aged until it develops a flavor that we recognize as being, well, whiskey. When we define different styles of whiskey, though, we must get a little more specific. Technically, straight rye must be made from 51 percent rye grain; in the case of bourbon, corn must be the predominant grain. In reality, most of these whiskeys exceed that, to about 70 percent of these grains.

After falling out of favor for nearly 70 years, rye's popularity has returned. American distillers have been issuing some incredible new bottlings, such as the 18-year-old Sazerac and the 21-year-old Rittenhouse rye. Without missing a beat, bartenders are getting very creative with this spicy whiskey.

Jimmy Patrick, a bartender at the Lion and Compass in Sunnyvale, created the Rye Tye, a variation on the rum-based mai tai, to introduce his customers to the once and potentially future King of American whiskeys.

Many bartenders, Patrick included, are also using rye in classic drinks so their customers can taste the time-honored cocktails in their original forms. "People are starting to hear the hype about rye, but don't know what to drink it in," Patrick says, so he also encourages his guests to try Manhattans, old fashioneds and Sazeracs made with rye.

Prior to Prohibition, straight rye was said to be even more popular than bourbon. And in the two decades that preceded the great drought, it was whiskey -- not gin, not rum, not Tequila and certainly not vodka -- that was the King of the American Barroom. Rye was a very popular dram indeed.

When Prohibition was repealed in 1933, American whiskey distilleries fired up their stills, but concentrated their efforts on making bourbon, and more or less ignored rye.

Why no rye? Nobody's telling. It was probably because corn is less expensive than rye. The whiskey men had been out of business for quite some time, remember, and because whiskey isn't worth drinking until it's been aged a minimum of two years in oak, it would be at least that long until the newly made whiskey was deemed salable.

While American distillers were waiting patiently for their bourbon to mellow in charred oak barrels, Canadian rye whisky was being poured in the United States. Its popularity stuck, even though many Canadian whiskies are now made with no rye whatsoever. Until recently, many American bartenders automatically reached for a bottle of the Canadian impostor when their guests ordered rye.

Among whiskeys, Canadian whisky is generally sweet and somewhat generic. It almost always slides down the throat singing some ballad by Robert Goulet, another easily palatable Canadian. Bourbon also has harmonious sweetness from corn, but with a bit of an attitude. You might hear the Nitty Gritty Dirt Band, for instance. Or Robert Johnson could make an appearance on a 78-rpm gramophone record, complete with earthy scratches. He's likely singing "Love in Vain."

Straight rye whiskey is more elegant, with subtle spice notes and a flavor that's smooth but not sweet. It leans a little toward opera. Think Enrico Caruso. Rye is elegant in a very masculine sort of way.

Although straight rye whiskey seems to be a new addition to the barroom, a few bottlings have been lurking in the background all along. Relatively small quantities of stalwarts such as Old Overholt (made by Jim Beam) and Rittenhouse and Pikesville (both from Heaven Hill Distilleries in Kentucky) have been long available. And brand names usually associated with bourbon, such as Wild Turkey and Jim Beam, have also had straight ryes on the market for a number of years.

Until a new breed of whiskey connoisseur delved into this style, most ryes were sold to a knowledgeable few, and rye was a rare sight in bars or liquor stores until around a decade ago. Then a series of rye whiskeys began to hit the market, and bars and their tenders took note.

"I have expanded my rye whiskey collection considerably, both out of personal favor and customer interest," says H. Joseph Ehrmann, owner of Elixir, a neighborhood bar in San Francisco's Mission District.

Elixir's list of straight ryes includes Michter's, a relative newcomer available in two bottlings -- a 10-year-old bottling and also in a bottle sans age statement. (No age statement on bottles of any straight American whiskey denotes a minimum age of four years.) Both are highly recommendable. Michter's is made in Kentucky, though it's based on a brand originally from Pennsylvania, once a great source for rye.

In fact, most of these spicy drams are made in Kentucky, except for Old Potrero, which is made from 100 percent malted rye grain in the pot stills at San Francisco's Anchor Distillery. Old Potrero features three bottlings. Two, the "18th century style," and "19th century style," bear no age statements. But the third, Old Potrero Hotaling's Rye Whiskey, so named to honor the A.P. Hotaling & Company's warehouse on Jackson Street, a building filled with whiskey that survived the 1906 San Francisco earthquake, spends a full 11 years in charred oak casks.

Old Potrero is so popular that Greg Lindgren, owner and bartender at Rye, a Geary Street watering hole, ran out of his allotted number of cases shortly after introducing a rye-based cocktail, the Dogpatch, a drink that's named for a neighborhood near the Anchor Distillery. All was not lost. Lindgren went straight to the source. "The folks at Anchor assure us that we will be able to get enough (rye) for the remainder of the year," he said.

The Rittenhouse 100, an old staple out of Kentucky, is also worth seeking out. The 100-proof bottling has gained much favor among rye aficionados. If you're really lucky you might stumble across a bottle of the limited Rittenhouse 21-year-old rye.

Or hunt down Sazerac brand 18-year-old rye, a superb expression of rye whiskey issued by Kentucky's Buffalo Trace distillery. Sazerac also issues a 6-year-old rye that's been a great hit in the barrooms of America. It works neat, it works on the rocks, and it serves as a very sturdy backbone for rye-based cocktails.

Other recommendable well-aged American straight ryes include the Black Maple Hill, available in 18- and 23-year-old expressions, and the Hirsch 21-year-old Kentucky Rye. And there are also a couple of Canadian ryes that contain no neutral spirits, and no added flavorings, so for our purposes, the Hirsch Selection Canadian rye whiskies, currently available in 10- and 12-year-old bottlings, fit the bill nicely.

Finally, there is Van Winkle. In the late 1990s, I found myself in Bardstown, Ky., to attend the annual Kentucky Bourbon Festival. As I strolled around town with my friend, spirits writer Paul Pacult, we happened upon one Julian Van Winkle, the guy who's responsible for bringing us 13-year-old Van Winkle Family Reserve Rye. It's a superb example of a classic rye, though it can be very hard to find at times. Van Winkle told us that he had started to bottle a straight rye whiskey for the Japanese market, but that it wouldn't be available in the good old U.S.A. Pacult and I beat the man to a pulp. And that's why you can now get this delectable whiskey. True story. Aside from the beating part.

I've used this rye successfully as a base for cocktails, but I usually save it for sipping neat or over ice.

I poured a shot of Van Winkle rye for a good friend when he stopped by my house for a late afternoon chinwag recently.

"I love this stuff," he said. "Dave Wondrich bought me a dram of this when I bumped into him last week."

"Wondrich actually paid for it?" I asked.

"Oh, yes. He's very generous at the bar, you know. Unless he thinks you're a scoundrel, that is. You know the Wondrich creed, dontcha? Never buy drinks for rogues and scoundrels. He pretty much lives by that one."

Rye tasting notes

I chose the following ryes because of their versatility. Whether sipped neat, over ice or in a cocktail, any of these will fill the bill nicely.

Michter's 10-year-old Straight Rye Whiskey 

This is one of the most versatile ryes out there. It's nutty, chocolaty, fruity and spicy. If Maker's Mark is the best all-rounder of bourbons, and Highland Park fits the same bill for single-malt Scotches, then Michter's 10-year-old takes the title for the ryes.

Sazerac 6-year-old Straight Rye Whiskey 

Perhaps the quintessential cocktail rye, this whiskey has enough bite and punch to shine right through a Sazerac cocktail, but it's intricate and marvelously spicy enough to be a rye that stands tall on its own two feet. Forgive the review-speak but I get oranges, white pepper and violets.

Rittenhouse 100-Proof Straight Rye Whiskey 

This is a gutsy bottling. Since there's no age statement on the label, it's a minimum of 4 years old. It jumps out of the glass and gets right in your face. You gotta fight through the spices to get to that incredible buttery mouthfeel, but it's there all the same. A bartender's dream rye.

Van Winkle Family Reserve 13-year-old Straight Rye 

Here's a dram that's full of flowers and toffee and spices that never bows down to the vermouth in a Manhattan. It's full of character, and seems to offer something you never noticed before every time you go back to it.

Wild Turkey Straight Rye Whiskey 

I have a hard time finding anything wrong with any whiskey that this Kentucky distillery puts on the market, and this is no exception. There's an old-leather quality to this rye that can be found in Wild Turkey bourbon, too, but its rye has that perfumed quality that's hard to find in any other style of whiskey.

-- Gary Regan
Which whiskey?

Jon Bonni

The word "whiskey" can refer to several spirits, including Scotch, bourbon and rye. No matter what you call it (or how you spell it; some are spelled "whiskey" while others are spelled "whisky"), all of them are made from fermented mash of grain (rye, corn, wheat or barley) and aged in oak barrels. Below is a short list of whiskeys found in the United States.

Bourbon A quintessentially American whiskey, bourbon must be made from at least 51 percent corn mash and aged in charred oak barrels. The name comes from Bourbon County, Ky. (formerly part of Virginia).

Blended whiskey The most basic of whiskeys, made from at least 20 percent of any straight whiskey, plus light whiskeys -- made in older or uncharred barrels -- and grain or neutral alcohol.

Canadian whisky In the 1930s Canadian whisky had a high rye content, over the years that has changed -- some Canadian whiskies are now made with no rye whatsoever. However, until very recently they often were perceived as being rye whiskeys. Even many bartenders were confused.

Irish whiskey Whiskeys made in Ireland typically go through three distillations rather than two, and typically are made from barley, wheat or oats. They often have lighter flavors than most Scotch.

Rye Straight rye is made from at least 51 percent rye mash and aged in charred oak barrels.

Scotch The whiskies most associated with Scotland are those made from barley malt that is dried over peat fires, hence the smoky, peaty flavors. Blended Scotch combines malt whisky with grain whisky.
THE CHRONICLE'S WINE SELECTIONS: Napa Merlot

Jon Bonni
Times are tough for Merlot lovers. The Pinot crowd has waved it off, and what people used to love about Merlot -- the soft, forward fruit and smooth edges -- has become its undoing. They must have gotten the memo in Napa, because many of the 58 wines we tasted seemed to be emulating Cabernet, with brash dark fruit and enough stand-up tannins to leave a Merlot fan (if he or she still admits being one) puzzled. Merlot may be doing its turn as the Gordon Lightfoot of wine, but Napa fruit still isn't cheap, which might explain the use of so much oak and the high price tags. Just don't whistle "The Wreck of the Edmund Fitzgerald" as you drink.

TWO STARS 2002 Cosentino Reserve Napa Valley Merlot ($42) Pretty scents of violets and sweet toasty oak. Bit hot at moments, but bright cherry highlights shine through.

TWO STARS 2004 Duckhorn Vineyards Napa Valley Merlot ($50) Duckhorn is all about Merlot, so it's nice to see that the plushness is captured here, with soft sweet cherry and kirsch, graced by fine tannins. The heat isn't shy, though. It leaps out amid a nose of dried branches and vanilla. Slightly uneven finish.

TWO STARS 2004 Ehlers Estate Napa Valley Merlot ($30) Good for heart health in more than one way: This St. Helena winery was founded by Jean Leducq, whose nonprofit foundation uses profits from Ehlers wines for cardiovascular research. A waxy nose of charred leaves and plums. Dark fruit is up front, with a modest finish.

TWO STARS 2003 Hartwell Estate Grown Stags Leap District Merlot ($65) There's 22 percent Cabernet here, which helps explain the Cab-like countenance. Distinct eucalyptus note on the nose, dried herb, lots of oak char and a bright raspberry note. Flavors are in broad strokes, with gritty tannin to finish. Not brooding, but a tough guy.

TWO STARS 2003 MacRostie Napa Valley Merlot ($28) Sonoma-based Steve MacRostie has always specialized in Carneros fruit, and that's what composes 80 percent of this hearty bottling -- grapes from Andy Beckstoffer's Las Amigas Ranch. The tannins aren't shy here, and a nose of burnt leaves and blackberry brings Cabernet to mind. It's balanced by boysenberry highlights and a bright fruity core, with a long, broad finish.

TWO STARS 2003 Merryvale Beckstoffer Vineyards Las Amigas Vineyard Carneros Merlot ($39) Ample oak here, with cocoa, coconut and subtle burnt leaf on the nose. A bright core of acidity -- the virtues of cooler Carneros -- underscores refreshing plum flavors and yields a long, tangy finish. Not a wide range of flavor, but the balance is pleasing.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2003 Merryvale Reserve Napa Valley Merlot ($35) Lots of cocoa and plum on the nose, with sour cherry highlights and a gripping core of lingering fruit. Almost too much structure, but bold flavors sustain it. Hints of oak char on the finish.

THREE STARS 2005 Michael Pozzan Winery Special Reserve Napa Valley Merlot ($15) Michael Pozzan, who's been making wine since 1991, crafts his bottlings in Oakville and points to his family's Italian heritage for inspiration. Merlot may not be the most Italian of grapes, but no matter -- there's a lot going on here. Sweet caramel, saddle leather, fresh herbs, brown spice and bright cherry are followed with huckleberry notes, subtle oak char and a fine, long finish that shows great balance. A wine to convert the haters.

TWO STARS 2004 Nickel & Nickel Harris Vineyard Oakville Merlot ($48) Plenty of hot weather and an early harvest plumped out the fruit from this south-facing Oakville site. The flavors are punchy and bright, with scents of pencil shavings and cocoa to accent and dense, chewy tannins for structure. Very precise finish.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2004 Nickel & Nickel Suscol Ranch Napa Valley Merlot ($55) Nickel & Nickel sources this fruit from a vineyard in Jamieson Canyon, south of the city of Napa and hence closer to San Pablo Bay's cooling effects. It's clearly a good spot for Merlot. Big vanilla bean and dry leaf scents, followed by dark fruit and cranberry highlights. Broad and bright flavors, with a good dose of tannin that lingers -- along with the fruit.

TWO STARS 2004 Pavilion Napa Valley Merlot ($12) How do you craft a Merlot from Napa grapes for the price of a pair of super burritos? We're not sure we want to know, but if anyone knows Napa well enough to do it, it's Bob Pepi, who helped make this wine. His family has been a valley fixture for a couple of generations. Scents of charred plum and cherry wax candy. Straightforward, with plenty of wood and sturdy dark fruit. Outpaced plenty of wines at twice the price.

TWO STARS 2003 Raymond Reserve Napa Valley Merlot ($24) Lots happening in this bottle, perhaps due to 7 percent Cabernet Sauvignon. Scents of wax, vanilla, nutmeg and black olive mix with fine ripe flavors of plum, blackberry and cassis. Not always in harmony, but chewy tannins are held in check, with a focused finish.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2004 Shafer Napa Valley Merlot ($45) Shafer makes big, hefty wines and this Merlot, its largest-production wine at 10,000 cases, is no exception. It hides its 14.9 percent alcohol well, though. A toasty nose, bolstered by flavors of coffee, vanilla, mint and plush back cherry. Silky and bold.

THREE STARS 2004 Stag's Leap Wine Cellars Napa Valley Merlot ($42) Warren Winiarski's reputation is founded on his Cabernet, so what a pleasure to find such complexity in his Merlot, sourced from 60 percent estate fruit. One of the few wines we tasted with true nuance, and under 14 percent alcohol, though a big whack of tannins may chase some away. Musky, with black olive, tar, raspberry and light oak.

Also recommended:

2002 Baxter Rodger's Vineyard Napa Valley Merlot ($30)

2005 Folie a Deux Napa Valley Merlot ($28)

2003 Grgich Hills Estate Grown Napa Valley Merlot ($38)

2004 Hagafen Cellars Vichy Vineyard Block 4 Napa Valley Merlot ($45)

2004 Trinchero Chicken Ranch Vineyard Rutherford Merlot ($30)

2002 Schweiger Vineyards Spring Mountain Merlot ($38)

2004 Whitehall Lane Napa Valley Merlot ($28)
Southern Hemisphere bottles shake off the vacation blues

W. Blake Gray, Chronicle Staff Writer

Let's slay a persistent myth about the Southern Hemisphere: Water does not drain in a different direction there. Coriolis force, which actually does affect the direction tornados spin, isn't powerful enough to have an impact on a bathtub.

That's bitter news, because I just returned from a vacation south of the equator, and I had been planning on hours of fun watching bathtubs drain. Instead I had to make do with scuba diving, whitewater rafting and hiking in the jungle to soothe my disappointment.

Naturally, I needed some wine to shake the counterclockwise-draining blues. So before leaving, I tasted 32 bargain wines produced below the equator to find the best 10.

Having ceviche for dinner? Unscrew a bottle of 2006 Man Vintners Coastal Chenin Blanc ($10) from South Africa for an outstanding match. The quality seems particularly high this vintage; sadly, that's probably a reflection of the economic hard times that have hit the South African wine industry.

The South African news Web site 24.com ran a story last month saying the grape glut is so extreme that some wineries are paying farmers not to harvest. Those troubles have put premium grapes into $10 bottles; the fruit for this wine comes mostly from low-yielding "bush vines" in the Paarl region. It tastes of lime with some white peach and minerality, and food-friendly acidity carries through on the long finish.

Thai food fans looking for a cheaper alternative to Gewurztraminer should check out the 2006 Alice White South Eastern Australia Lexia ($7), made from Muscat of Alexandria grapes. It's so intensely floral that it smells like a walk through a garden. On the palate, it's also very floral, with apricot fruit flavors and moderate sweetness that would be an excellent contrast to something hot and spicy like yum pla muk (squid salad). It's only 10 percent alcohol.

Pink wine has an image problem in the United States. While red and white wine sales continue a long-term rise in sales, rosi sales dropped 4.4 percent over the last year, according to ACNielsen.

Rosi has long suffered from a stigma among Americans, many of whom believe it's not what serious wine fans drink. The French and Italians don't have this bias, nor should we. If you're in any posh Napa Valley restaurant on a hot summer day and see someone drinking pink, it's probably a winemaker. Or maybe it's me, with a glass of the 2006 Angove's Nine Vines South Australia Grenache Shiraz Rosi ($12). It's a pretty light red color and smells and tastes like wild strawberries. It's not bone-dry, but it's not sweet either, and it's a great choice for fowl, pork, burgers and dark-flesh fish.

Pinot Noir has the opposite problem of rosi -- it's too popular. Sales are up 22.2 percent over the last year, ACNielsen reports, and the wave shows no signs of cresting yet. While most of the world's grapes are oversupplied, the Pinot Noir boom came with no warning, and it's sending Pinot purveyors farther afield in search of product.

Argentina is one of the last countries to come to mind for Pinot fans. The country is most famous for big-bodied, intense Malbecs from its high-elevation vineyards. But the 2005 Trapiche Mendoza Pinot Noir ($7) delivers simple, likable cherry and plum flavors with a little tar on the mid-palate for a very nice price.

The 2006 Hardys Nottage Hill South Eastern Australia Pinot Noir ($9) is more of a standard red wine, with flavors of cherry, toast and oak; only the light body distinguishes it from mass-production Shiraz or Merlot. But at these prices, a good-tasting, light-bodied standard red is worth having.

Does that idea get under your skin? Do you demand varietal character in your bargain wines? We've got some, but it might not be varietal character you recognize.

The so-called lost grape of Bordeaux, Carmenere, was widely planted there in the 1700s but growers lost interest in it because it's susceptible to a condition called coulure, in which the smallest grapes in the bunch fall off. This is actually a pretty good thing for a wine; the remaining grapes will ripen more easily and have more intensity. But it was a bad thing if you were a French farmer of the 1800s (or the 1970s, for that matter) being paid by the ton, with no extra pay for the quality of your grapes.

After the phylloxera louse, devastated Bordeaux in the 1870s, farmers needed cash flow and didn't replant Carmenere. Like the ivory-billed woodpecker, Carmenere seemingly all but disappeared from the world. But in 1994, French viticulturalist Jean-Michel Boursiquit discovered that a lot of what farmers in Chile called Merlot was actually Carmenere, presumably exported from France in the 1850s.

Now that they know what they have, Chilean vintners, in search of an identity, are trying to tell the world. Who better to do it than Norman Schwartz, president and CEO of Schwartz Olcott Imports in New York state, who has on his resume the marketing launch of a little product called Yellow Tail.

Copying the brackets around the wine name from Yellow Tail, (oops) wines all contain Carmenere -- the "oops" refers to the grape's long-mistaken identity. My favorite, I'm slightly embarrassed to say, is the one with the least Carmenere in it: the 2005 (oops) Valle Central Cabernet Franc Carmenere ($12). It has plenty of varietal character, but that's Cab Franc character: cherry flavors with notes of chocolate and green herbs. Tannins are present but under control through the medium-long finish. Try it with grilled red meat.

I also liked the 2005 (oops) Valle Central Carmenere Merlot ($12), which will appeal to fans of northern Rhone wines more than Bordeaux drinkers because of its cherry flavors with nice peppery spice. This is an excellent burger wine.

Speaking of France's Rhone region, South Africa's Fairview winery calls its entry-level red blend Goats do Roam because it sounds like one of France's most popular cheap cafe wines, Cotes du Rhone. The similarity irritated France's protector of appellation names, the Institut National des Appellations d'Origine, enough to take legal action to fight the Goats do Roam trademark in the United States. Widely mocked for it, the INAO quietly dropped the case, and the 2005 Goats do Roam Western Cape red wine ($9) is free to graze in your local supermarket. It's rustic but decent, with earthy flavors of red plum, black pepper and oak.

Also from South Africa, the 2004 Golden Kaan Western Cape Cabernet Sauvignon ($9) doesn't taste like most Cabs, but it's not in the "international style" either: it has a light-medium body, mild tannins and pleasant cherry and red plum flavors.

The contrast with the 2004 Golden Kaan Western Cape Pinotage ($9) couldn't be more intense -- and "intense" is the word for this wine. The exotic aromas and flavors of earth, charred wood, raspberry and smoked meat are characteristic of the Pinotage grape, a cross between Pinot Noir and Cinsault that's South Africa's contribution to the wine world.

Carmenere and Pinotage are about as Southern Hemisphere-specific as you can get. Too bad they don't twirl down your gullet clockwise.

Shopping list

These are the best of 32 wines tasted for this story.

Whites

2006 Alice White South Eastern Australia Lexia ($7)

2006 Man Vintners Coastal Chenin Blanc ($10)

Pink

2006 Angove's Nine Vines South Australia Grenache Shiraz Rosi ($12)

Reds

2005 Goats do Roam Western Cape ($9)

2004 Golden Kaan Western Cape Cabernet Sauvignon ($9)

2004 Golden Kaan Western Cape Pinotage ($9)

2006 Hardys Nottage Hill South Eastern Australia Pinot Noir ($9)

2005 (oops) Valle Central Carmenere Merlot ($12)

2005 (oops) Valle Central Cabernet Franc Carmenere ($12)

2005 Trapiche Mendoza Pinot Noir ($7)
SIPPING NEWS

Karola Saekel, Tara Duggan, Camper English, Jon Bonni

Shake it up

Know the difference between dark and anejo rum and how to use either? One of three new volumes in the "Mini Bar" series, "Rum" gives the basic facts of this favorite spirit of the Caribbean, followed by about 50 recipes for anything from a basic, not-too-sweet Cuba Libre to a wicked Velvet Voodoo with absinthe, amaretto and chocolate on the ingredient list.

The other two new volumes in the pocket-size series by Mittie Hellmich (each 80 pages, $7.95, Chronicle Books) gives a similar treatment to gin and Tequila. The trio joins "Vodka" and "Whiskey," already in print. Keep a gimlet eye open for the three additions in bookstores in the next few weeks.

-- Karola Saekel

Hops make you smell better

Who would've thunk that hops, the flowering plant that adds that nice hit of bitterness to beer, can also help make people smell better. Tom's of Maine has recently added hops to its lineup of natural, aluminum-free deodorants, and after putting it through a rigorous road-test, we found that it actually works.

While most of those hippy deodorants usually aren't that effective, apparently hops inhibits the bacterial growth that causes odors. Tom's organic lemongrass- and lavender-scented ones smell natural, too, which is an added bonus if you are trying to taste wine without getting bludgeoned by artificial perfumes.

Tom's of Maine deodorants are available for $4.71-$6 at most drugstores and natural food stores.

-- Tara Duggan

Look out, world

U.S. wine exports increased by 30 percent in value in 2006, according to the Wine Institute, though exports still make up only about 15 percent of the California wine market.

Green parties

Ireland is the birthplace of more beverages than Guinness. Whiskey was likely invented there, and they still make it a little bit differently than the Scots. Most brands triple-distill the spirit and almost none use peated malt, so the end products are often smoother and less smoky than the average scotch. Though there are only a handful of Irish whiskeys on the market, the following bars have good-size selections from which to start your investigation into the Emerald Isle firewater.

Beckett's Irish Pub & Restaurant. This playwright-named Berkeley fave features 12 Irish whiskies (including classy Midleton at $20 a shot) along with food from the Emerald Isle. 2271 Shattuck Ave. (between Bancroft and Kittridge), Berkeley, (510) 647-1790 or www.beckettsirishpub.com.

The Gold Dust Lounge. For a non-Irish bar, the historic Gold Dust Lounge sure has a good selection (10-plus) of Irish whiskies. Also, a lot of really good scotch. 247 Powell St. (between O'Farrell and Geary), San Francisco; (415) 397-1695.

O'Neill's Irish Pub. The ballpark-adjacent bar opens at 6 a.m. on Friday, allowing you ample time to sample the 12 Irish whiskies offered. (You may want to start with one of the three Irish coffee drinks.) 747 Third St., (near King), San Francisco; (415) 777-1177 or tisoneills.com.

O'Reilly's. These bar/restaurants serve up 21 Irish whiskies at the Polk Street location and just a few less over in North Beach (including bartender-recommended Knappogue Castle), plus hearty food to help you sober up between samples. 622 Green St. (at Columbus), San Francisco; (415) 989-6222 or oreillysirish.com. Also at 1233 Polk St. (near Bush), San Francisco; (415) 928-1233 or oreillysholygrail.com.

-- Camper English

Stags Leap redux

In the beginning, which is to say 1978, Shafer Vineyards' Cabernet Sauvignon was made from Stags Leap District fruit. Its Hillside Select, first made in 1983, has always been a Stags Leap bottling. But in the early 1990s, phylloxera forced the winery to switch to a Napa Valley Cabernet.

As of this month, both Cabs will again be Stags Leap. Shafer has replaced its Napa Valley wine with One Point Five, which combines fruit from several plots. The key is its 25-acre Borderline vineyard, bought in 1999, which helps provide enough fruit to make 6,000 cases. The name winks at not-quite-two generations of family winemaking between founder John Shafer and his son Doug.

"We're excited because we're going back to our roots," says Doug Shafer. "Stags Leap Cab is where we cut our teeth."

The ever-so-approachable 2004 Shafer One Point Five Stags Leap District Cabernet Sauvignon ($65) offers lavish doses of warm oak, chocolate and plush blackberry, with a plump finish.

-- Jon Bonni
NAPA'S MERLOT KING: The jewel of Duckhorn's crown

Stacy Finz, Chronicle Staff Writer

Duckhorn Vineyards is known as the "king of American Merlot." Dan and Margaret Duckhorn founded the Duckhorn Wine Co. more than 30 years ago when they launched the flagship Duckhorn Vineyards.

The latest additions to the Duckhorn family are Paraduxx, started in 1994, and Goldeneye, founded in 1997.

Focusing on Bordeaux varietal wines, Duckhorn has seven vineyards scattered throughout the Napa Valley, including on the slopes of Howell Mountain, from which it makes its estate wines. The winery also buys grapes from other Napa Valley vineyards for some of its Merlots, Cabernets and Sauvignon Blancs.

Set in the middle of one of their small vineyards is the Duckhorn tasting room, a large, white Craftsman-style house filled with antique and collectible duck decoys and waterfowl art.

The estate house is open to the public daily, where visitors are free to stroll the garden, check out the winery's temperature-controlled aboveground cellar or purchase wine.

The vibe: Rows of grapevines and manicured gardens frame the attractive estate house. An enormous wraparound porch is an inviting spot for guests to sit a while and take in the view. With its Craftsman furnishings, polished wood floors, decoys and duck art collection, the house has a sort of men's club feel about it. The tasting room is large, with lots of tables for sipping wine or chatting and a bar with stolls in the center of the room. Much of the seating is next to big picture windows that look out onto the vineyard.

The team: Dan Duckhorn started in the wine business in 1971 as president of a vineyard management firm. Seven years later he and his wife at the time, Margaret, a former Berkeley public health nurse, harvested and produced their first cases of wine - 800 of Merlot and 800 of Cabernet Sauvignon.

This year they named Bill Nancarrow executive winemaker. He learned his craft in New Zealand, where he was raised. Nancarrow came to the Napa Valley in 2001 to work for Duckhorn, where he started as assistant winemaker.

The wines: Current releases of Duckhorn wines are open for tasting. For $10 visitors can taste three current release wines. Tasters can get two additional limited production wines for $20. On a recent visit that included the 2003 Three Palms Vineyard Napa Valley Merlot ($80), 2004 Napa Valley Merlot ($50), 2003 Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($60), 2003 Napa Valley Estate Grown Cabernet Sauvignon ($90) and the 2005 Napa Valley Sauvignon Blanc ($25).

The experience: Appointments are required for all tastings, but on weekdays they can usually be made just by walking in. The staff was accommodating, but a little standoffish. They seemed to assess your seriousness about the wine before deciding whether you were worth a spiel about Duckhorn. Despite the lack of attention and the expense, it was a comfortable setting - a mix of tourists and industry people.

The extras: Hour-long tastings with food pairings and a tour are available with a reservation and for $30. A complimentary tour is offered at 1 p.m. daily with a reservation.

Nearby: This is the heart of Napa Valley Wine Country. Less than a mile away is A Dozen Vintners, a cooperative tasting room (3000 St. Helena Hwy. N., 707-967-0666) and Charles Krug Winery (2800 Main St., St. Helena, 707-967-2200).

Duckhorn Vineyards

1000 Lodi Lane, St. Helena (888) 354-8885

10 a.m. to 4 p.m. daily, by appointment only

Rating: TWO STARS

Seattle Times
Here's a preview of Napa's 2005 best

Wine Adviser

Wednesday, March 14, 2007 - 12:00 AM

Premiere Napa Valley, which took place late last month is, in many respects, the Napa Valley Wine Auction for insiders: winemakers, restaurateurs, retailers, wine wholesalers and a few members of the media.

It's held each winter just as the mustard is in bloom, the vineyards are showing early signs of bud break, and the valley is enjoying the peaceful, almost bucolic lull between the rush of the holidays and the tourist-driven lunacy that ensues shortly after the official start of spring. The highlight of Premiere is a barrel tasting and auction, staged at the Culinary Institute of America (CIA) at Greystone, in Napa. This year the oversold event included 192 stations, each with a barrel, a vintner, a number and a story.

I rarely attend, much less review, barrel tastings because they usually feature wines from the most recent vintage; unblended, unfinished, uneasy in their youth, and often impenetrably tannic.

Premiere is different, in several respects. The wines being shown were from the 2005 vintage, not 2006. They were one-of-a-kind offerings, sometimes single lots from a favored vineyard block, sometimes blends made specially for the auction. The vintners often will tell you that they have never made, and never again will make, these particular blends. Though unfinished, most wines being poured are delicious, substantial and representative of their winery's stylistic strengths.

There are more than 350 wineries in the Napa Valley, many quite small. Given that the best — often the only — way to obtain their wines is by ordering them directly from the winery, I set out to find some that are still flying under the radar, whose wines justify their steep prices and can still be purchased — if you get in now.

But where to begin? I needed insider guidance, so I turned to Jeff Morgan, co-author of "The Plumpjack Cookbook" and winemaker at Solo Rosa. Morgan lives in St. Helena, just down the road from CIA, and he knows who is growing and making the good stuff. With his suggestions and some sleuthing of my own, I was able to sniff out some of the top cuvées.

Time after time, I found myself favoring wines from the higher altitude vineyards on Howell Mountain, Diamond Mountain and Spring Mountain. These wines, though they pack plenty of power, are less prone to jammy fruit and alcoholic heat, and seem to be more vertically structured.

The specific cuvées noted here were auctioned off at the event and are no longer for sale. One indication of quality: the auction raised $2.16 million, and the wines sold for an average case price of $1,781 ($148 a bottle!). The wineries all make similar wines based and/or built upon these same vineyard sources. Please use this as a guide to some of the top 2005 Napa Valley wines that will be released over the next year or two.

Amuse Bouche 2005 Bordeaux Blend. Heidi Barrett owns this boutique producer, and I love this blend of two cabs from Oakville hillside fruit. Flavors of lead pencil, slate and ash under the tight black currant and black-cherry fruit suggest that this wine will age beautifully.

Blackbird Vineyards 2005 Red Table Wine. My favorite of the tasting, this blend of merlot and cabernet franc is from the estate vineyard. Gorgeous structure and depth, dense yet light on its feet, it offers pleasing details such as mushroom and gravel, in a layered, supple and compelling wine.

Cakebread Cellars 2005 Dancing Bear Ranch Bordeaux Blend. From Howell Mountain, this is a wine that could be enjoyed right now, although projected release is not until December 2008. Sweet blackberry fruit sails into a spicy mid-palate with good grip.

Cliff Lede 2005 Cinnamon Moon Cabernet Sauvignon. Stags Leap District fruit from steep hillside blocks is featured here. The sites, named for classic rock songs, are blended into a bright, cinnamon-scented wine with a bit of heat.

Darioush 2005 Cabernet Sauvignon "Apadana Block." Winemaker Steve Devitt told me he blind-tasted every vineyard block, then blended the best over a period of weeks before coming up with this special barrel. Saturated and powerful without being hot or over-ripe.

Hourglass 2005 36-24-36 Cabernet Sauvignon. The perfect hourglass blend, says the winery, hence the name. Numerical puns aside, I loved the lush mixed berries and lightly cinnamon spice.

J Davies 2005 Cabernet Sauvignon. Diamond Mountain cab from Schramsberg Cellars, makers of California's finest sparkling wines. From Jack's Block, named for the late founder, it shows great mountain fruit flavors of blackberry and black cherry, firm tannins and a whiff of smoke.

Keenan 2005 Side By Side Meritage. Spring Mountain-grown, half merlot and half cab franc — a great combo. I like the weight of this wine, its substantial bottom of earth and mineral, its bright acidity and ripe, fresh blueberry and boysenberry fruit.

Plumpjack 2005 Syrah. Smoky, spicy and infused with flavors of black licorice, it finishes with a firm foundation of mineral. It's got more stuffing and less of the "hedonistic" fruit qualities than many California syrahs, probably why I like it better than the syrahs from farther south.

Pride Mountain Vineyards 2005 Summit Ranch Cabernet Sauvignon. This winery sits atop Spring Mountain and straddles Napa and Sonoma counties. Winemaker Bob Foley comes up with another rich, detailed, well-defined wine, packed with tight fruit and buttery oak.

Revana Family Vineyard 2005 Cabernet Sauvignon. This gorgeous Heidi Barrett cab opens up with ripe, succulent black raspberry fruit, then deepens into layers of coffee, anise, spice and smoke. Supple and vertically structured, it mixes its powerful fruit with well-placed nuances of herb and iron.

Robert Foley/Switchback Ridge 2005 Cabernet Sauvignon. This special blend from winemaker Bob Foley offers rich, supple fruit packed in a powerful and penetrating body. Light pepper and lead pencil spark a long, even finish.

Viader 2005 Cabernet Sauvignon . I found myself enchanted with this supple cabernet's tart red fruits and crisp, racy profile. The sharp acids and fine-grained tannins contribute to a wine that is still a bit angular, but has plenty of the right stuff.

In addition to Premiere, Napa Valley Vintners also sponsor Auction Napa Valley (the big one!), the Symposium for Professional Wine Writers and Master Napa Valley, an intensive, three-day educational program for Master of Wine and Master Sommelier candidates. For more information on these programs, go online to www.napavintners.com.

Pick of the Week

Tamás Estates 2005 Pinot Grigio; $8. Maybe it's wishful thinking, but spring has to be around the corner, and pinot grigio has to be the white wine of spring, n'est-ce pas? This is California-grown, which means it pushes the fruit to the limit. Lip-smacking flavors of Meyer lemon, orange and pineapple burst from the glass, yet the alcohol stays a moderate 12 percent. (Odom)

USA Today

Cheers

Jerry Shriver

Well, I'll be...

Monday, March 19, 2007

2005 Smoking Loon Zinfandel, California, about $9. Could this be the first-ever government-approved wine label to contain an expletive (it's a mild one and is presented in corrupted form as part of a quote on the back label)? Just asking. Anyway, it doesn't detract from the heavenly, super-ripe blueberry and blackberry flavors, which are darn decadent. Some might find this a little too sweet, but this is what I want in a $9 Zin -- or a $19 zin, for that matter.

A tad prickly

Friday, March 16, 2007

2006 Porcupine Ridge Syrah, Cape of Good Hope, South Africa, about $13. Bring on the juiciest grilled burger in the realm: This wine comes with its own bacon-like flavor. It's probably a result of some technical winemaking flaw, and I've been on wine-judging panels where wines with this characteristic are soundly flogged, but I find it interesting in small amounts, which is the case here. There are also generous meaty flavors and peppery spice notes which are typical of the grape and make it easier to recommend.

Long legacy

Wednesday, March 14, 2007

2005 Woodbridge Sauvignon Blanc, Calif., about $8. The winery founded in 1979 in the Lodi area by the legendary Robert Mondavi has been swallowed by a giant company but the folks there apparently still know how to make textbook low-cost wines. This refreshing, nicely balanced Sauvignon Blanc offers a mix of grapefruit and tangerine flavors with a flinty character in the middle. Perfect for light appetizers such as grilled shrimp.

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.

On the New Zealand wine trail

By Jerry Shriver, USA TODAY

NEW ZEALAND — For all of their understated charm and sophistication, workers in the hospitality business here have an annoying habit of buttonholing foreign tourists and earnestly asking:

"How do we stack up? We're such a young nation, so isolated. Our mountains are still growing. Have we caught up to the rest of the world?"

Oh, please. Drop the humble hobbit persona. Why, during the past decade alone you energetic islanders have:

•Deftly moved beyond your "home of bungee jumping and 40 million sheep" image to emerge as an elite eco-friendly destination with world-class resorts.

•Created a culinary culture that's at the forefront of such trendy movements as sustainable agriculture and fishing; fresh/seasonal/locally based menus; and boutique produce and meat production. (You're cultivating your own saffron, for heaven's sake! Wellington's coffee shops rival Seattle's! Alice Waters would approve!)

•Wowed the wine universe with wholly original and affordable Sauvignon Blancs from Marlborough. That's huge for a newbie. Now you're riding the Sideways-fueled Pinot Noir wave, evoking envy from Burgundy to California. And you're showcasing those and other gems in unpretentious, user-friendly tasting rooms throughout the country.

Well done, Kiwis. Your overseas scouting missions have borne fruit. Now extract your heads from beneath your spectacular Lord of the Rings landscape and take a bow.

"We're a pioneering nation, but we're the most insecure nation on Earth," says cinematographer Michael Seresin (Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban), a native and owner of Seresin Estate, a biodynamic vineyard and winery in the Marlborough region. "There's this attitude of exploration and assimilation, but that is counterbalanced by this huge negativity. It's part of our Anglo-Saxon heritage."

Thankfully, the self-doubt hasn't impeded progress on the food and beverage front, particularly within the wine industry, which is among the world's most dynamic at the moment. In just 10 years the number of wineries has mushroomed from about 200 to more than 550. And worldwide exports — the USA and the U.K. are the top customers — have increased fivefold over that span, to 6.4 million cases annually. That makes them a small but important player in the world market.

More important, this growth has stimulated international curiosity and begat a wine-tourism element that is helping to lead the country into the post-Rings era.

New Zealand gets 2 million overseas visitors a year, including 250,000 from America. And of those U.S. tourists, 16% say they visited a vineyard or drove the wine trails last year, according to a tourism industry survey. Considering the distance and expense involved in getting to the country, and considering how wine tourism is just now being widely promoted, those are numbers worth toasting.

Wine as a way of life

"The mix of tourists is broadening," says John Kavanagh, winemaker for Neudorf Vineyards, which operates a popular tasting room (a "cellar door" in New Zealand-speak) in the lesser-known Nelson region. "We get people self-driving camper vans, wine industry people from elsewhere and tourists just passing through. A huge number of them are Americans from the East and West Coasts. They like the uncrowdedness."

And they apparently like the way that wineries are integrated into the larger fabric of New Zealand's culture and geography. The eight primary grape-growing regions are distributed throughout the two islands, and most are close by urban centers, breathtaking natural attractions or both. That shifts the focus away from the marathon-of-tasting-room-visits model and more toward a rounder experience of winery stops interspersed with sightseeing, dining and outdoors adventures.

Among the options from the top growing regions:

•Auckland offers more than 20 wineries on nearby Waiheke Island, which is also home to art galleries, beaches, hiking/biking/sailing outfitters and the just-opened Cable Bay winery with sculpture garden, tapas bar, olive-oil press and tasting room.

•Hawke's Bay, the second-largest wine region, combines Art Deco architecture with artisanal producers along the Wine Country Food Trail and dozens of wineries that are becoming famous for Syrah.

•The capital city of Wellington, which has the country's most sophisticated restaurant/cafe/gourmet food-shop scene, is a gorgeous 90-minute drive from sleepy, rural Martinborough, where two dozen producers make attention-getting Pinot Noir and Pinot Gris.

•Nelson is a backpackers' paradise with access to Abel Tasman National Park, funky pottery shops and the imposing vineyards of Neudorf and nearby Woollaston Estates (one of a growing number of wineries owned by American investors).

•Marlborough, where the vast vineyards surrounding the town of Blenheim form the heart of the country's wine industry, sports more than 20 wineries with helicopter landing pads and is close to the Marlborough Sounds, a water-sports mecca.

•Queenstown, a fast-growing outdoors paradise, is the setting for many of the most spectacular backdrops for The Lord of the Rings and is the gateway to the Central Otago region, home to the country's most-sought-after Pinot Noirs.

'A sense of place'

From an outsider's perspective, there is already a rich variety of experiences to be found along the various wine trails, but industry leaders say it's still early in the harvest. "We're not yet at the point where we understand our global offerings," says Jim Robertson, global business relations manager for giant producer Montana Wines, whose visitors center in Blenheim draws 150,000 annually. "We need to do a better job of conveying the importance of a sense of place in food and wine."

Perhaps. But for now, Tuscany, Napa and Bordeaux should make room on the world wine stage: A small but potent force has emerged. In spite of itself.

"We know we are making good wine," concedes George Fistonich, owner of Villa Maria Estate in Auckland. "But we are relatively shy as a nation. We're cautious about showing off.

"Perhaps New Zealand needs to do more with celebrating its successes."
Wall St. Journal

WINE NOTES

By DOROTHY J. GAITER AND JOHN BRECHER

Freezing Wine

March 17, 2007

In the years we have been writing our Tastings column, which appears on Fridays, we have received thousands of questions about wine from readers. In this column, we answer some questions that touch on common themes. We have edited the questions for space. If you have a question, drop us a note at wine@wsj.com1. Be sure to include your full name, city and state.

I have a summer cottage in Nova Scotia. Two winters ago, I mistakenly left a case of wine in the house when I closed it up for the winter. Upon returning in the spring, I realized what I had done. A couple of the bottles of white had shattered, but none of the red. I assumed all were undrinkable. Indeed, what remained of the white was, but the reds were not only drinkable, but some seemed to have improved from the experience. The freezing of it seemed to add several years of aging. Have you ever heard of anything like this?

We have never frozen wine intentionally -- and when we have frozen it unintentionally, the bottles have broken or the corks have been pushed out -- so we can't respond to your question from personal experience. We can tell you, though, that Harvey Steiman, in "Wine Spectator's Essentials of Wine," recommends freezing leftover wine. "Wine does lose something when frozen and thawed, mainly tannin and acidity," he writes, "but the flavors remain 95% intact." If he's right about losing tannin and acidity, we can understand how this might have the same effect as age in some cases, though it's not something we'd recommend as regular practice. So we contacted Harvey -- we've known him since we all worked at the Miami Herald in a previous millennium -- and asked him about this interesting question. He responded: "Like you, I would never recommend freezing wine to age it, but I do freeze already opened, half-full bottles that I can't drink within a day or two. Some acidity drops out of suspension in the process (visible as tartrate crystals) and some phenols as well, including tannins and some flavor (but the loss of flavor is much less than in a bottle left at room temperature or fridge for a couple of days). The result certainly can mimic the effects of aging. Also, it's possible that your bottle lost some unwanted flavors in the process, making it seem better."

Starting a Wine Journal

Since we moved to Washington state, we've gotten more into wine. My wife urged me to start a wine journal. I thought about it and came up with the following. The wines are classified in three ranks, which we call "Économie" (up to $15), "Moyen" ($15 to $30) and "Classique" ($30 and up). The listing is by winery name, wine type, year and a grade on a 1- to-10 scale. We're having a lot of fun looking at wine tears, sniffing and making comments like "hints of oak and cinnamon."

--Richard Shilling and Barbara K. Henon, Shoreline, Wash.

Readers often ask us how to start a wine journal, so it's great to hear from someone who has. We began a journal 30 years ago and still enjoy looking back on those notes, which also remind us of great dinners and old friends. Your own journal doesn't need to follow anyone else's form; all that matters is what's easiest and most comfortable for you. Similarly, don't feel that you need to dredge up all sorts of wine-geek words to describe wines, especially at first. If you keep doing this, you will find that your descriptions and language grow more complex in time, and that's fine. Remember that you are writing this for yourself, so the only descriptors that matter are those that make sense to you and will still resonate years later. If a wine smells like Aunt Jenny's barn to you, it doesn't matter that no one else knows what that means because it's a description that you'll always understand (and we'd guess it's a Burgundy).
Toast to Memories

You tasted the family winery's last bottle, shared a six-liter Bordeaux, grilled steak in Russia's wilds. Readers tell our columnists their tales from Open That Bottle Night.
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Michaela Rodeno is the widely respected chief executive of St. Supéry winery in Napa Valley and a leader of her industry. But rarely have the industry's history and traditions been celebrated quite as they were Saturday, Feb. 24.

Ms. Rodeno, her lawyer husband, Gregory, and a large group of friends opened a virtual cellar full of wines, including "the 1980 Chalone Pinot Noir that Bobby got a discount on by purchasing her husband, Dave, 100 shares of Chalone stock in the early '80s"; a 1970 Louis Martini Cabernet Sauvignon ("I have always had a special place in my heart for Louis P. Martini, a wonderfully wise and kind man"); and a rare 1995 Lokoya wild-yeast "Sauvage" Chardonnay "made by Greg Upton, who died in his 30s of cancer on Thanksgiving Day in 1997." Added Ms. Rodeno: "It's now after 10 p.m., and several people are singing 'Werewolves of London.' Amazing how many of us know the lyrics."

Ah-ooooo! From Oakville, Calif., to Russia to Tokyo, it was Open That Bottle Night 8, when thousands of people all over the world -- sometimes in romantic couples, sometimes as part of giant parties, often at restaurants and even at big fund-raisers in Vail, Colo., and Rochester, N.Y. -- finally uncorked that wine that has always been too precious to open. Some of the wines were special because of their age -- like a 1900 Moscatel de Setúbal from Portugal -- but others were priceless for other reasons.

Just ask Jake Kaufman of Chambersburg, Pa. At a charity event in 2002, he bought a bottle of 1999 Sangiovese made for the Thomas Jefferson Foundation from the replanted vineyard at Jefferson's Monticello estate in Virginia. Two years later, Mr. Kaufman's house burned to the ground. When the salvage crew removed the debris, they found five bottles of wine; the last remaining bottle was the Sangiovese, which he opened with friends on OTBN. "The label was brown, but the wine was still good!" marveled the host, Patricia Mathews.

Since we came up with OTBN, every year has offered a small window into the mood of the nation, and this year was no different. Even though OTBN took place a few days before the stock market's slide, there was a notable restraint this year -- far fewer showy wines (California's expensive "cult wines" were barely mentioned), far fewer wacky stories, far more tales of quiet celebrations of life and good works. The most noted food choice was interesting, too: It was that elegant comfort food, short ribs -- though not just any short ribs, of course. In Pacific Grove, Calif., Frances and Gary Spradlin "marinated beef short ribs in honey, cinnamon and three cups of Cabernet for eight days (in an airtight bag in a cold part of the refrigerator), then browned and braised them in the oven for two-plus hours."

Technology was a big subtheme this year. It's certainly no surprise that we've been in the middle of a technological revolution for some time now, but wine is an ancient, slow-moving thing, and it has taken a while to catch up. Well, it has. As in years past we received hundreds of e-mails about your experiences, but this year more of them included photographs and online slide shows of OTBN celebrations all over the world. Wine-drinking buddies Tom Bodley and Kyle Cheriton celebrated OTBN by videoconference on their Macs, Tom in Eugene, Ore., and Kyle in Tokyo. They declared both their California and Oregon Pinot Noirs "delicious."

The Old-Fashioned Things

In the long run, of course, it's the old-fashioned things -- love, family, friends -- that make OTBN what it is. There are so many memories trapped inside wine bottles and OTBN is a time for all of us to let them out. Tara McAdams of Stillwater, Minn., opened the last four bottles she had from the extensive cellar of her father, who died 20 years ago. The 1955 Château Latour was "warm and rich and everything my dad would have loved," she wrote. Rich Steuk of Scottsdale, Ariz., opened his very last bottle from his family's winery, Steuk Wine Co. of Sandusky, Ohio, which was founded when Ohio was a prominent part of America's wine industry in the 19th century, but closed about a decade ago. "I remember my first job at around 10 was to hoe the grape vines, row after row, for all of 10 cents an hour," Mr. Steuk said. He had one bottle left -- a 1988 Vidal Blanc -- and "I hadn't the courage to open it or the right occasion." So how was it? "Our neighbors, who are real oenophiles, tasted and made some noncommittal but yet gracious comments," he said. "I was so delighted that it was actually acceptable to drink, and it got better as the night went on."

Granted, some of the wines opened on OTBN were subprime. But it's amazing how much the moment, the memories, the company -- and the food -- combined to make the wine taste much better. Patricia and Bard Brown of Larchwood, Iowa, opened a 1998 Carmenère from Chile they bought at a fund-raiser several years ago. "According to our wine-snob friends, the wine supposedly was at its peak in 2003," they wrote. "But we thought it was GREAT in '07." And consider the experience of Joel A. Cuffman of Arlington, Va. At the winery in 1986, his mother bought a half bottle of Sterling Vineyards Cabernet Sauvignon, which she put in the refrigerator when she got home and which remained in the refrigerator until she moved to an assisted-living facility last year -- 20 years later. "On Open That Bottle Night, my friend Leo Settler and I drank the 25-plus-year-old wine," Mr. Cuffman wrote. "What a wonderful surprise! The wine had plenty of fruit, was still well-structured, and was truly enjoyable."

WHAT WE DRANK...

What did we uncork on Open That Bottle Night? Château Meyney 1989, from Bordeaux. The bottle itself doesn't have any great history. We bought three of them on June 5, 1992, for $13 each. That was a fine vintage in Bordeaux, but we think of Meyney -- a very old friend -- as wine to enjoy regularly, not necessarily to age forever. We simply never got around to drinking this one and, of course, at some point it became too cherished to open. But now was most certainly the time because 1989 is especially meaningful to us at the moment: That was the year our first daughter, Media, was born. This week, she turned 18. We simply can't believe it. This was our last Open That Bottle Night before she leaves home for college.

Media has aged beautifully. Growing up in New York City and attending a very competitive school, she has retained her sweetness and grace. And the wine? It was still vibrant, deep and elegant, with great Bordeaux structure. It still has a few years ahead of it -- it actually tasted like hard candy at some point during the night, a good sign -- and was excellent with Dottie's roast duck.

We finished our meal with the very last sips of a bottle of grappa that was given to us long ago by the Ceretto family during an unforgettable trip to the Piedmont region of Italy. We have enjoyed a swallow or two of that grappa every winter for many years and finally, after all this time, we finished it. We taste it still, and we always will.

As usual, many of the bottles came from trips all over the world, from South Africa to Italy to New Mexico to Siberia. Siberia? "I was Speaker of the Florida House of Representatives when Helen and I were invited to Tomsk, Siberia, for a democracy-building conference in January 1995," wrote Peter R. Wallace of St. Petersburg, Fla. For OTBN, the Wallaces and some friends opened several fine old wines -- and then, on a whim, finally opened a bottle of liqueur, called "Golden Autumn," they were given on that trip. "After 10 years of benign neglect," he wrote, "it was warm and flavorful and brought the evening to a fun conclusion."

Surprisingly, that wasn't the only mention of Russia. In Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk, on a frigid Pacific Island in the country's Far East, three couples grilled steaks in 10-degree weather and opened three bottles they'd brought from home. "Ah, an evening spent huddled around a toasty fire, away from the Siberian night, enjoying home cuisine, wine and laughter with good friends," wrote John Senger, who's involved in oil production.

One of Steve Kennedy's guests in Williamsburg, Va., brought a wine from a Virginia winery called Naked Mountain, adding: "This was special to the mom because they would stop by this winery on their way back from dropping their daughter off at Virginia Tech each year." Mr. Kennedy and his wife contributed a nonvintage red blend purchased at Biltmore Estate Winery in Asheville, N.C., when they were celebrating their 20th wedding anniversary a few years ago. "OTBN was the perfect time to open it," he wrote. "Both the memories and wine were excellent."

An Exceptional Experience

Few could match the winery experience of a guest of Chuck and Bonny Schroyer of Pierre, S.D., who have celebrated every OTBN with seven or eight couples:

Several years ago one of our faithful had read your column before an upcoming trip to California. You had declared a 1997 Vigil Meritage as Delicious, with an exclamation mark, no less. He decided to seek out the featured wine and took a 60-mile side trip to what turned out to be a lonely-looking place with only one car in the area and where upon inquiry he was told none was available. After unsuccessful use of "the poor guy from South Dakota who had traveled all this way" approach (which is often successful, as with only 750,000 of us, most people have never met anyone from our state), he offered that his true motivation was to share the wine with his wife on some forthcoming special occasion. That approach triggered the desired sympathy factor and the fellow ended up parting with two bottles, both of which had been saved by our friend and neither opened until Saturday night.

In Toronto, Joe Shlesinger had been keeping around an Imperial -- that's the equivalent of eight regular-size bottles -- of 1983 Château Pichon-Lalande because, after all, how often do you open an Imperial? It was shared among six people on OTBN. "It was great to just go deep into one wine, to taste it over several hours (it really changed with every hour) and to talk about special bottles we have each consumed during our lives," he wrote. "We knew it had been a success when our guests left after 4 a.m."

OTBN often brings together diverse groups -- "a lawyer, an auditor, a schoolteacher, a retired IT professional, a custom woodworker, and the wine manager of a local grocery store," as Gail and Vincent Kashulon of Raleigh, N.C., described their guests. In Westbrook, Conn., Bill Lee and his wife, Kate, hosted 14 couples who opened about 20 bottles ranging from a 1966 Château Margaux to " 'hooch' made by my parents in the '80s. They had a grove of beach plums at their house and would harvest the fruit, mix it with vodka and sugar and create beach plum brandy. Many of the guests knew my parents and it was a nice remembrance of them to share their hooch." At the Freedom Village retirement community in Holland, Mich., a group ate prime rib, garlic shrimp and duck à l'orange with wines ranging from a 37-year-old Chianti to a Grand Traverse Riesling from Michigan. There was also a Chardonnay called "A Few Good Men" from South Africa. "The 80-year-old lady who brought it is single but looking," explained one of the organizers, Martha Joynt.

[otbn]

Peter Bonafede of Beaverton, Ore., and friends also shared a South African wine, a 1973 Groot Constantia that was filled with what he called "liquid memories":

In the 1970s Groot Constantia on a Tuesday morning at 7:30 a.m. sold 100 cases of Cabernet, 50 Shiraz and 100 Pinotage at a steep discount to the first in line until the quota was finished. I was a student at the time and together with some of my classmates would get up especially early to queue up for our wine when we had sufficient funds. For years the Groot Constantia Cab was simply the best, and many a memorable evening was spent figuring out our future with our whole lives ahead of us. Oh, the memories. The wine had clearly seen better days. It had lost its complexity and was somewhat watery but could still be enjoyed for what it was.

Looking Forward

OTBN is always a time to look forward as well as back, as James A. Gongola of Elkins, W. Va., reminded us. In 1998, he and his wife, Janice, left for Europe on a dream vacation. On just the second day in Paris, "the phone rang with bad news from home. Janice's mother had fallen very ill and was not expected to survive. After changing our return flight to the next day, we spent our last few hours in Paris walking the streets of the Latin Quarter. While waiting for our flight to board I noticed a wine shop just down the hall from the gate area. Featured was a display of three Bordeaux reds neatly packed in a wooden case with a handle for carrying on the plane. The promotion was to celebrate 100 years of something in Bordeaux. We mourned the loss of my mother-in-law and for years after felt bad about not completing our dream. We were reminded of this every time we were in our basement wine closet and saw the airport purchase. Finally, for OTBN 8, we opened the Bordeaux and drank it with a steak topped with blue cheese and asparagus. The wine was great and we resolved to adjust our budget so that we could finish our dream trip in the very near future."

Indeed, OTBN -- and wine itself -- is about so much more than a liquid, as Marc Avni of Issaquah, Wash., pointed out:

I chose a wine from my collection that I purchased years ago at a charity auction. I had little hope for this 1971 Charmes-Chambertin. I was under the impression that a 36-year-old Burgundy would be well past its prime with very little, if any, life left. Imagine our surprise when it turned out to be the best wine of the evening. As I was drinking it, I thought that it was a great metaphor for old age in people. I work as the executive director for a senior center and am constantly amazed by older adults. They, like old Burgundy, are often considered past their prime with no life left and little to offer the rest of us. In fact, the opposite is true. I daily experience the vitality and vigor of many seniors and see what they contribute to their community. Much like old wine, don't discard it just because you think there is nothing left. Open it up, and experience something you never expected.

Surprises? Just ask Jim Phelps of Charlotte, N.C., about that. He and his party used 90 glasses and the good china to go through wines from all over the world. But the surprise came later:

Just when you think that OTBN is over, it's not, because someone has to wash those bloomin' 90 glasses and that good china. But one of my attendees volunteered to come back on Sunday morning to get it done. And so, for three hours, I had a chance to catch up with this person in a way one simply never has time for in this madcap world of ours. We covered life and liberty and the pursuit of happiness, and the vintages of our lives, and the figurative corks we've popped and hope to yet pop. In your column (and regarding wines in general), we talk a lot about the character of a wine, its range, smoothness and perhaps depth, and once in a great while we get to sense that in another. Memorable. No .. .unforgettable.

-- Melanie Grayce West contributed to this article.
Washington Post

The Reign in Spain Is Changing

Ben Giliberti
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Not long ago, the only wines from Spain's Ribera del Duero region you were likely to encounter were from the renowned Vega Sicilia winery. Rightly considered on par with first-growth Bordeaux such as Chateau Lafite-Rothschild, Chateau Latour and Chateau Margaux, and with a limited production, Vega Sicilia is priced in the upper brackets, selling for hundreds of dollars a bottle.

Fortunately, a revolution in Spanish winemaking over the past 10 years has opened Ribera del Duero to the world. It is now one of the hottest emerging wine regions of Spain, luring talented winemakers not only from Spain but also from France, Italy and elsewhere and attracting extensive investment in vineyards and winemaking facilities. While some of their wines are priced almost as high as Vega Sicilia's, others are highly affordable.

The principal grape is the tinto fino, an indigenous thick-skinned clone of Spain's workhorse tempranillo. As in Vega Sicilia, many wineries blend it with up to 25 percent Bordeaux grapes such as cabernet sauvignon, merlot, malbec and petit verdot. That, coupled with the use of French winemaking techniques -- long traditional in the region -- gives the wines a style that, while distinctly Spanish, has the firm structure and fresh fruit typical of French wines.

Because they are mid-weight, with a superb balance between fruit and tannins, the wines of Ribera del Duero complement a wide variety of foods from many countries. Try them not only with traditional Spanish tapas and pork sausages but also with French dishes such as cassoulet and duck confit and with roasted meats and vegetables.

The following wines are recommended. They are listed in order of preference based on the rapport between quality and price. Online resources for finding wines include http://www.winesearcher.com and http://www.wineaccess.com. Call stores to verify availability. Prices are approximate.

Vinos de Fabula Vivir, Vivir 2004 Ribera del Duero ($10); Valdubon 2004 Ribera del Duero Cosecha ($15) Serving up oodles of chunky, chewy red-berry fruit cradled by soft tannins, these early releases are harbingers of the great 2004 vintage in Ribera del Duero.

Vina Mayor 2001 Ribera del Duero Crianza ($15) Pretty red berry and floral aromas follow through to a medium body with fine tannins and a fruity finish. Much style for the price.

Protos Ribera del Duero Crianza 2003 ($25); Protos Bodega Ribera del Duero Reserva 2001 ($40) Ripe plum and currant aromas and flavors shine in the polished crianza, which is delicious now. The imposing reserva is made for aging, with fleshy but smooth tannins, great concentration and a generous seasoning of new oak.

Torres de Anguix 2003 Ribera del Duero Barrica ($12); Torres de Anguix 2001 Ribera del Duero Crianza ($18) The barrica offers earthy, dark red fruit with spicy notes from aging in both French and American oak barrels. The crianza opens up after an hour's breathing to reveal more complexity and vanilla oak notes than the barrica; it has an intriguingly tarry finish.

Pago de Carraovejas 2004 Crianza Ribera del Duero ($40) It has a very new-oakish style but is well made, with black cherry, licorice and spice flavors.

Abadia Retuerta 2003 Rivola Sardon de Duero ($15) Although this lacks the drama of the Abadia Retuerta Seleccion Especial (the Wine of the Week), it offers a complex bouquet, plus silky red berry and cedar fruit.

Bodegas Hermanos Sastre 2003 Crianza Ribera del Duero ($28) Lots of mineral and plum character on the nose, with blackberry, currant and licorice flavors brightening the palate.

WINE OF THE WEEK: Abadia Retuerta 2003 Seleccion Especial ($24; Spain)
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Aroma 

Vanilla, violets and cedar.

Taste 

Silky Bing cherry, spicy vanilla and cassis fruit layered over a structure of dense, smooth tannins.

Grapes 

Tempranillo (75 percent), cabernet sauvignon (20 percent) and merlot (5 percent).

What's Special About It 

Has the deep, opulent fruit, structure and complexity associated with boutique bottlings costing twice as much.

Serve With 

Grilled lamb chops, roast prime rib of beef and sauteed veal liver.

How It's Made 

Hand-harvested grapes are fermented over six to 11 days, followed by an additional two weeks of resting on the grape skins to soften the tannins and extract additional color. Aging takes place for 18 months in French oak barrels, followed by a light clarification with egg whites, a traditional Bordeaux technique that removes harsh tannins. The wine is bottled without filtration to avoid stripping the fruit.

Winery 

State-of-the-art facilities are designed around a gravity flow system that moves the wine through each step of the winemaking process in the gentlest manner possible. Winemaking is directed by Angel Anocibar in consultation with Bordeaux oenologist Pascal Delbeck, who rose to stardom as the winemaker of first-growth Chateau Ausone.

On the Label 

Sardon de Duero is a region on the banks of the Duero River in the province of Castilla y Leon, just outside the official Ribera del Duero appellation. Although the growing conditions there are virtually identical to those of Ribera del Duero, wines from Sardon de Duero are entitled only to the less prestigious appellation of Vino de la Tierra de Castilla y Leon.

Geography 

The estate's 510 acres of vineyards are divided into 54 blocks based on soil composition and microclimate. Each of the blocks is treated individually from cultivation through final blending. The key climatic factor is an unusual combination of scorching daytime temperatures and very cool nights.

Vintage 

Although 2003 is rated below the great 2001 vintage, the 2003 Abadia Retuerta Seleccion Especial is even fuller and more voluptuous than the 2001. The 2002, which you might encounter in some stores, was good for the vintage but isn't as lush. While quite enjoyable now, this wine will improve for three to five years.

History 

Established in 1146 as the winery and vineyard of the monastery of Abadia de Santa Maria de Retuerta, the property was purchased in 1988 by the Swiss pharmaceutical group Novartis, which revitalized the vineyards and reestablished the winery in 1996.

Where to Get It According to importer Kobrand Corp. ( http://www.kobrandwine.com), Abadia Retuerta 2003 Seleccion Especial is carried in the District by Calvert Woodley (4339 Connecticut Ave. NW, 202-966-4400), Paul's of Chevy Chase (5205 Wisconsin Ave. NW, 202-537-1900), Pearson's Wine and Spirits (2436 Wisconsin Ave. NW, 202-333-6666), Rodman's (5100 Wisconsin Ave. NW, 202-363-3466) and Wine Specialist (2115 M St. NW, 202-833-0707); in Maryland by Finewine.com of Gaithersburg (20A Grand Corner Ave., Gaithersburg, 301-987-5933), Olney Beer and Fine Wine (18208 Village Center Dr., Olney, 301-774-7593) and Silesia Liquors (10909 Livingston Rd., Fort Washington, 301-292-1542); in Virginia by Classic Wines of Great Falls (9912C Georgetown Pike, Great Falls, 703-759-0430) and Out of Site Wines (214 Dominion Rd. NE, Vienna, 703-319-9463).
