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Israeli wines are on track to be contenders

By GIL KULERS

Published on: 03/22/07

A couple of weeks ago, I received a letter from my doctor, Michael Baron. It said, in part, that my tests results were back and that I needed to see him immediately. He also requested a column on good kosher wines for Passover.

Fortunately for me, a column on good kosher wines is a lot easier than it used to be. Back then, families participating in a Seder dinner were condemned to suffer with that syrupy stuff in square bottles made out of Concord grapes. While the ceremonial dinner recalls the plight of Jews during their time in Egypt, attendees these days don't have to suffer as much as their more recent ancestors.

American winemakers such as Baron Herzog and Napa Valley's Hagafen Cellars make eminently palatable wines to be enjoyed by observant Jews and gentiles alike. And decent kosher wines are made everywhere, from Australia to France. But the real news these days is that Israel's long-slumbering wine industry is making great strides toward becoming a bona-fide region for high-quality wine.

"It's not about our wines being kosher or not kosher," says Tal Gal-Cohen, author of "The Wine Route: The Wineries of Israel" and de facto ambassador for Israeli wines. "I recently introduced Israeli wines to winemakers in Australia and New Zealand and they were surprised by the quality. Most people don't know that Israel even makes wines."

Gal-Cohen came to Atlanta earlier this month on his tireless worldwide tour to change the world's perceptions of Israeli wine. About 15 Israeli winemakers showed off their wares in the Atlanta Financial Center atrium, and Gal-Cohen was kind enough to give me a guided tour of each table.

"Many of these areas, until recently, used to make wines only for sacramental purposes, but the hills and valleys are well-suited for making world-class wines," Gal-Cohen said.

Beyond the volcanic and limestone soils, the heart of this transformation lies in the 40-and-younger crowd — such as Lior Laxer, the winemaker for Carmel Winery — eager to change the region's image as maker of only sweet, insipid sacramental wines. "I'm here to introduce people to the quality of Israeli wines," Gal-Cohen said. "The fact that they are kosher is a bonus."

To my surprise, a number of the wines on the Israeli Fine Wine Tour were not kosher — or at least they are not certified as such. To be a kosher wine, it has to be OK'd by a rabbi, be made at a kosher-only winery, use certain clarifying agents and have only Sabbath-observing Jews grow the grapes, make and serve the wine. Kosher wines for Passover have even more restrictions. Observing these practices doesn't necessarily get in the way of making fine wine, but being kosher is not the overriding goal for wineries such as Tulip and Margalit, both of which make lovely non-kosher wines based mostly on Bordeaux varietals.

We are seeing less of one type of kosher wine from Israel, according to Gal-Cohen. Mevushal wines, which are heated to 185 degrees during the winemaking process, are on the decline. The ancient purpose of the mevushal process was to make wines good enough for religious ceremonies but not good enough to gain any pleasure from their consumption. Technology now gives winemakers the ability to flash-heat and cool mevushal wines so there are no perceptible differences in taste, aroma or color. Gal-Cohen disagrees on this last point. "You can make a good mevushal wine, but not a great one," he said.

With almost an audible "harrumph!" Gal-Cohen steered our conversation away from the religiosity or nonreligiosity of Israeli wines. He prefers to talk about the 26 new wineries built in the past 12 years in Judean Hills. The region in the rugged hills west of Jerusalem had only two wineries in 1994. This growth, as Gal-Cohen patiently pointed out, is fueled by winemakers interested in making a statement to all wine lovers around the world and not just to observant Jews.

So how're they doing? On my scorecard, I'd give them a solid B with lots of potential.

Several bottles caused me to give the good-natured Gal-Cohen a little ribbing. "This isn't Israeli wine! It's too good!" I said with false incredulousness. Some wines were merely — or barely — adequate. And a fair number of wines I felt were "over-made" — either they were swimming in oak or they tasted like textbook examples of a wine, but lacked soul. In a more serious tone, I shared this observation with Gal-Cohen, who seemed to know exactly what I was talking about.

"We're in a period of discovery," Gal-Cohen said. "In five years, we'll have more of an idea of what an Israeli wine is. In five to 10 years, we'll know the identity of wines from Israel."

In the meantime, the community of Israeli winemakers explores to see what works and what doesn't. Gal-Cohen emphasized that it is a community, with winemakers and grape growers sharing strategies, tasting one another's efforts and giving feedback.

The good news is that among this wave of improved Israeli wines is a ton of good kosher offerings. So make Elijah a little happier at this year's Passover Seder with tastier kosher wines — and buy a few extra bottles for the rest of the year, too.

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

WINE RECOMMENDATIONS

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

Continuing its comeback as the liquor of the moment, gin makes a splash when mixed with sunny accompaniments such as lemonade. Unlike vodka, gin doesn't lose its flavor and become little more than an alcoholic backdrop when combined with cocktail mixers — it keeps its smart, sassy juniper flavor through and through.

— Meridith Ford

2004 Carmel Winery Petite Sirah,

Judean Hills, Israel

$12

Two thumbs up

Brooding with dark aromas of leather, smoke and plums, this massive, age-worthy wine had flavors of dark chocolate, cinnamon, black cherry and chewy tannins at the end.

2003 Recanati, Special Reserve,

Galilee, Israel

$34

Two thumbs way up

This cabernet sauvignon/merlot blend could embarrass a lot of Bordeaux makers with its smoky, licorice, blackberry and leather aromas. Its easy-to-like flavors of blackberry, black cherry and spices did not overshadow its subtle complexities.

2004 Domaine du Castel, Petit Castel, Jérusalem

Haute-Judée, Israel

$35

Two thumbs way up

More approachable than the winery's Grand Vin, this merlot/cabernet blend offered full-bodied flavors of chocolate, black cherry and cherry brandy, but presented them in a delicate package.

2006 Golan Moscato,

Galilee, Israel

$11

One thumb up

Wonderful floral and honeyed aromas. It had flavors of honey, lemon and a pleasant light spritz. The bonus here is that it's a mere 6 percent alcohol.

2004 Domaine du Castel, C Blanc du Castel

Chardonnay, Judean Hills, Israel

$35

Two thumbs up

Made in a Burgundian style, this rich wine offered aromas and flavors of pineapple, mango, honey and peach, with a solid acidic backbone.

Chicago Tribune

Drinking up, for the health of it

Bill Daley

Published March 21, 2007

Word that red wine is good for you has been around ever since "60 Minutes" famously aired a report on "The French Paradox" in 1991.The CBS television news magazine examined the question: How could the French eat all that fatty, egg- and cream-rich food and not suffer the kind of heart disease we Americans do? Regular consumption of red wine was part of the answer, the show declared.

Red wine sales shot up dramatically.

Ever since, scientific studies have emerged linking consumption of red wine with good health and aging. Last November, a study sponsored by the Harvard Medical School and the National Institute on Aging found that adding resveratrol, a compound found in nuts, grapes and red wine, to the diet of aging, overweight mice had a beneficial impact on their health and survival.

"The findings are the first to demonstrate that resveratrol, an activator of a family of enzymes called sirtuins, could affect the health and survival of mammals," the institute reported.

OK, so that's good news for overweight mice, but what about the rest of us?

The institute notes that much still has to be done to determine resveratrol's safety and effectiveness in humans.

The verdict also is out with the U.S. Department of Agriculture and the American Heart Association. Both institutions point out the health risks of drinking alcohol and urge moderate consumption, if at all. The American Heart Association defines "moderate" as one to two drinks (4 ounces of wine) per day for men and one drink per day for women. Those who don't drink shouldn't be swayed to start by the claim of health benefits, the association insists.

All this is sage advice, but Americans seemed to have jumped at the viniferous possibilities. A bounce in red wine sales was noticed immediately after the mice study findings were issued.

Red wine sales grew by 8 percent in just four weeks, according to an ACNielsen report issued in December.

"It certainly appears that the weight of favorable red wine press, on the heels of the Harvard Medical School report, impacted consumer choice within the wine category," Danny Brager, vice president of client service for ACNielsen's Beverage Alcohol Team, said at the time.

ACNielsen has continued to watch red wine sales figures and it's clear from the numbers that the increase was no mere blip on the charts. A just-released report shows red wine sales continue on a "healthy roll."

Red wine trailed white wine in terms of sales growth through last October; then the trend reversed. But couldn't some of that growth be due to the natural shift in taste toward red when the weather gets cold?

Brager said ACNielsen factored in a seasonal shift to red wine by comparing sales figures for the same 16-week period going back a number of years. While red wine's dollar share has grown over this period, which runs through mid-February, every year since 2003, the ACNielsen study found the share jumped from 51.6 percent in 2006 to 52.9 percent in 2007. The increase was only 0.5 percent to 2006 from 2005.

The red wine drinker also "skews older, and to more affluent communities," according to ACNielsen.

That's not necessarily news to Brager, who said the mainstay of the wine trade has been older consumers. What ACNielsen is doing now is following up on anecdotal evidence that younger people aged 21 to 34 are choosing wine and spirits in lieu of beer.

Certainly Brager finds that his wife is encouraging him to drink more red wine.

"I just think with more weight behind these stories, it [the possible health benefits] plays in the back of people's minds," he said. "And it comes out when they're standing in front of a shelf or are about to order something."

Increasing red wine sales is no surprise to Gladys Horiuchi, communication manager for the San Francisco-based Wine Institute, a trade group. While news reports on red wine and health may play a part, she also thinks another element is involved: Taste.

"The American consumer is simply becoming more sophisticated and knowledgeable about wine," she said. "They may start out with whites and blushes, but as their taste matures, they are probably trying many of the classic wines, many of which happen to be red."

Dallas Morning News

How to net a wine match for seafood

12:00 AM CDT on Wednesday, March 21, 2007

By BILL DALEY Chicago Tribune

Shrimp remains the most consumed seafood per capita in the United States, according to recent statistics from the National Fisheries Institute, a trade group in Washington, D.C. It is followed by canned tuna, then salmon.

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

But matching wines with fish and shellfish can seem daunting. It can be done, although pairing strategies differ from person to person and also depending on the seafood and its preparation.

Beyond 'white with fish'

For years, a simple mantra applied: "Red wine with meat, white wine with fish."

That rule often is ignored these days.

A grilled salmon steak glazed with soy sauce practically begs for a pinot noir.

Canned tuna could use the lean yet defined snap of a dry rosé, especially if the tuna is dark meat packed in olive oil.

And with shrimp, you can go as delicate or as brawny as you please, depending on how you're cooking them. Shrimp cocktail gets one wine, say a tangy French Graves, while butter-broiled scampi gets an equally buttery California chardonnay. Shrimp tempura works with a bubbly Spanish cava.

In her book, Secrets from the Wine Diva (Sterling Publishing, $14.95), New York wine educator Christine Ansbacher uses the acronym "WHITE CUFFS" to remember what to think about in pairing food and wine. The W in "white" for "weight" of both food and wine (generally, the lower the alcohol the lighter the wine). The C in "cuffs" is cooking method. The U stands for umami, the savory so-called fifth taste found in food. The first F stands for fat in meat, the second F is for fatty ingredients. And the final S means "spicy, salty or smoky."

Basically, this system teaches you to think through both the wine and the food. Fish cooked by a clear method such as poaching, steaming or boiling generally would go with a clear or white wine.

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

"Generally, their generous full body, off-dry mid-palate, but very crisp finish due to sometimes searing acidity provide the best of both worlds," Mr. Benezra says.

"Most Alsatian rieslings, pinot gris and even gewurztraminers can be confidently served with the vast majority of fish."

Rieslings and more

Rieslings work particularly well with river fish or spicy fish dishes.

"Try a dry riesling such as Jacob's Creek Reserve from South Australia with fried catfish," he says. "Its dry mineral-tinged crispness refreshes the palate and cuts through any greasiness in the batter."

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

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

"It's a matter of chemistry," she writes. "Fish takes on a metallic taste when it interacts with bitter tannins, which someone once described as tasting like 'liquid aluminum foil.' "

Unusual wines from Italy's Masi

10:29 AM CDT on Wednesday, March 21, 2007

In 1772, Paolo Boscaini bought his first vineyard in the Valpolicella region of northern Italy, the Vaio dei Masi. Masi is still owned and operated by the Boscaini family, and, after a couple of hundred years, they most assuredly have this winemaking thing figured out.

Masi Masianco 2005 ($14) is one of their more intriguing wines. Made from a blend of late-harvest verduzzo grapes and pinot grigio, this is a white wine with chutzpah. Wonderful aromas of peaches, melons and apples drizzled with honey pop out of the glass. In the mouth, gorgeous citrus and mineral flavors combine with an underlying creaminess that's pure pleasure. The wine is at its best served only slightly chilled.

Masi Brolo di Campofiorin 2001 ($25) is made from the local corvina and rondinella grapes using an unusual process of double fermentation in which grapes that have been dried after harvest are added to the blend after the first fermentation. The result is a baby version of an Amarone, the superstar of the region. Decadent cassis, cocoa and thyme aromas followed by a lush, velvety mouthful of black cherry, black pepper and a touch of sweet vanilla on the end make it a wine to linger over, for every drop.

Both wines are available at Centennial, Central Market, Grand Tastings and other fine wine shops.

Louise Owens

Wine of the week: A distinctive red for $11

10:26 AM CDT on Wednesday, March 21, 2007

Feudo Monaci, Salice Salentino 2003, $10.99

Salice Salentino is a wine-producing region in the Puglia region along the Adriatic Coast of Italy. Negroamaro is the primary grape with intense black plum, dried cherry, blackberry and tobacco flavors, while malvasia nera provides a floral, spicy touch. Moderate acidity for balance and chewy tannins round out this distinctive wine that is just yearning for a grilled piece of beef. Available at Central Market, Jimmy's Food Store and Pogo's.

Rebecca Murphy

Denver Post

Kentucky: horses, hoops and a wine tour?

By John Henderson

Denver Post Staff Writer

Article Last Updated: 03/22/2007 10:33:52 AM MDT

Nicholasville, Ky. - Being a wine guy - and being about one bottle a week shy of becoming a registered wine lush - I've visited my share of wineries. France. Italy. New Zealand. California. They all have one thing in common: a culture.

There's a learned air when you're in the middle of the Chianti region or in Napa County or in a wine bar in Bordeaux. Wine isn't a luxury. It's one of the four major food groups.

But last week I found myself in the backwoods of Kentucky, in the middle of horse farms, bourbon drinkers and angry college basketball fans. And, to my surprise, I was in the middle of the birthplace of American wine.

"You are sitting within 3 miles from where the first commercial vineyard was ever established," Denise Nelson said.

Denise and her husband, Chris, own Chrisman Mill Vineyards. Sitting 15 miles southeast of Lexington, Chrisman Mill is part of a number of wineries that has recently sprouted in Kentucky, returning to the roots of the American wine industry.

Kentucky wine? Doesn't quite have a ring to it, does it? Sounds like Siberia timeshare or Omaha Symphony Orchestra. Yet, in 1796, a French Swissman wine pioneer named Jean Jacques DuFour studied longitudes and latitudes and saw central Kentucky has the same latitude as Napa County and is just south of Chianti and Bordeaux.

His plan worked, originally. At one point, Kentucky was the third-leading grape grower in the U.S. Then came the little speed bump called Prohibition. Tobacco became Kentucky's big cash crop, and the state's health has gone downhill ever since.

However, the American tobacco industry has lost more in courts than Kentucky's basketball team lately and many of the state's tobacco farmers have turned to growing grapes instead. Talk about a healthy choice. Only one problem.

"Prohibition is alive and well in Kentucky," Denise Nelson said. "It has been for a very long time."

The hoops the Nelsons had to jump through to establish their winery could qualify them for a circus. Three-quarters of Kentucky's counties are dry. That includes Jessamine County, where their winery sits. They had to collect signatures to put it on a local ballot; they had huge restrictions on advertising and until January couldn't let the wine off their property without using a distributor.

Yet deacons would come in, buy wine and hide it under their robes.

The Nelsons established Chrisman Mill in 1997 and have been busy educating Kentuckians. It hasn't been easy. The Kentucky growing season is about two months shorter than California's, meaning the chardonnays and pinot noirs are poor imitations.

However, if you love wine and want something different, do a Kentucky wine tour. The wines here are unique. That's because the grapes are unique. Ever had wine called Norton? Chambourcin? Vidal Blanc?

Norton? Sounds like wine you'd find in a trailer park.

Actually, it's quite good and the '04 took the Governor's Cup in Missouri. I bought a bottle after trying the '05, lusciously laced with blackberry, black cherry, nutmeg and cinnamon, a totally unique taste. It's not heavy like a cabernet but with as big a nose as a pinot noir.

The Chambourcin tastes more like a pinot noir but smokier, with a hint of - what else? - tobacco.

But Kentuckians don't drink wine. The Nelsons are trying and pay the bills with the sweet blackberry and raspberry wines that appease palates raised on bourbon and those god-awful mint juleps.

"When a person walks in and says, 'I don't know anything about wine,' I am like, 'COME WITH ME!"' Denise Nelson said.

She spent time in kitchens in Tuscany and serves a mean Tuscan lunch, complete with crabmeat ravioli and crostini plus chicken marsala with mushroom orzo.

Starving, I drove 14 miles through narrow, windy country roads past horse farms.

The sun set on the rolling green hills as I pulled into Jean Farris Winery. A former tobacco farm, Farris features other unique wines I've never tried: Merito Red, a dry blend of barrel-aged wines heavy in black cherry, and Tempest Reserve, a blend of Tempranillo, cabernet sauvignon and cabernet franc, a nice smoky array of dark fruits.

I coupled the Merito with Ferris' specialized Kentucky foods: three big Foxglove Farm lamb chops with mashed potatoes and French-cut green beans and a corn bread crab cake.

A Kentucky winery tour. This could be a big hit.

John Henderson can be reached at 303-954-1299 or jhenderson@denverpost.com.

If you go:

    * Chrisman Mill Vineyards, 2385 Chrisman Mill Road, Nicholasville, Ky., 859-881-5007

    * Jean Farris Winery, 6825 Old Richmond Road, Lexington, Ky., 859-263-9463

    * Talon Winery, 7086 Tates Creek Road, Lexington, Ky., 859-971-3214

    * Castle Hill Farm Winery & Vineyard, 3650 Lexington Road, Versailles, Ky., 859-879-6282

    * Wildside Vines Winery and Vineyard, 5500 Troy Pike, Versailles, Ky., 859-321-5046

    * Lovers Leap Vineyards & Winery, 129 Lovers Leap Road, Lawrenceburg, Ky., 502-839-1299

    * Equus Run Vineyards, 1280 Moores Mill Road, Midway, Ky., 877-905-2675

    * Rising Son's Home Farm Winery, 975 Frankfort Road, Lawrenceburg, Ky., 502-859-5641

Cono Sur 2005 Rapel Valley Pinot Noir

Article Last Updated: 03/20/2007 10:58:49 PM MDT

wine of the week

Cono Sur 2005 Rapel Valley Pinot Noir, about $10

Chile isn't the first place that comes to mind when someone says "pinot noir." But if Cono Sur has its way, that may be changing. Winemaker Adolfo Hurtado recently told Joshua Greene in Wine & Spirits magazine that he plans to make about 230,000 cases of pinot noir in 2007, making Cono Sur possibly the largest producer of pinot noir in the world.

The winery is 14 years old, but its wines have just begun to show up on U.S. shelves. Hurtado's proudest wine is Ocio, a high-end pinot noir made with the input of Burgundian vintner Martin Prieur of Domaine Jacques Prieur, but his best bargain is the basic Rapel Pinot Noir, a juicy, clean, cherry- scented red with pinot character at an amazingly low price.

Imported by Vineyard Brands, Birmingham, Ala.|Tara Q. Thomas
Detroit News
Red Bordeaux is sleek and refined

March 22, 2007

Madeline Triffon: Wine

Don't miss: Château du Pav- illon 2005 Bordeaux, France, $14

Style: Medium-bodied red Bordeaux, dry, balanced and subtle. An excellent example of an Old World Merlot blend.

There's an elegance to traditional red Bordeaux that sets it quietly apart from New World renditions of Merlot and Cabernet Sauvignon. Château du Pavillon displays this sleek refinement in full. The wine offers pretty black and red cherry fruit, a touch of cedar-scented oak and as clear-cut an expression of "terroir" ("earth") as you're apt to find. Wines that display terroir have a sense of place, a sensory identity that reflects a specific growing region. To a practiced nose, this wine smells of Bordeaux and nothing else! Merlot dominates the blend at 80 percent, the balance made up by Cabernet -Sauvignon.

Situated in the Entre-Deux-Mers ("Between-Two-Seas") region of Bordeaux, the estate produces this dry red, a rosé in the commune of Ste. Croix du Mont, and a lovely Sauternes-style wine under the Château Les Roques label in the township of Loupiac.

These wines come to us from the family of Michigan's own Jean-Jacques Fertal: The estate's owners and winemakers are his aunt and uncle, Vivianne and Alain Fertal. Jean-Jacques is a Frenchman married to an American whose Oakland County import and distribution company, Eagle Eye Imports, has a core of French wine estates in its portfolio.

For retail sources: Contact Eagle Eye Imports at (248) 231-3775.

Madeline Triffon is wine director for the Matt Prentice Restaurant Group. To comment on this column, e-mail eats&drinks@det news.com.
Houston Chronicle
Cecchi: Tuscan wines with finesse

Italian family's wines are good, and they go with food!

By MICHAEL LONSFORD
March 21, 2007, 11:53AM

Don't know about you, but I know I'm not alone in being sick and tired of "bigger is better" wines. Wines on steroids. Wines that are highly extracted, high in alcohol, high in price. Wines with all the charm and grace of a rhinoceros in the shallow end of the pool.

We used to call these wines "late harvest" and serve them after dinner. Now they're passed off as table wines — but they really don't match any cuisine of subtlety and elegance.

But there's hope. Unoaked chardonnays, for example. Or take the wines from the chianti producer Cecchi. They're good, and they reflect their origins. And they go with food — now there's a concept!

The Cecchi family, under patriarch Luigi, started making wine in Tuscany in 1893. His son Cesare promoted the business, followed by his son Luigi. By the 1970s Cecchi was an important chianti producer. Today it's run by Luigi's two sons: Cesare, who handles the business side, and Andrea, the winemaker.

Cecchi makes Tuscan wines under several labels, including several chiantis, orvieto, Morellino di Scansano, vermentino and Vino Nobile di Montepulciano.

I sat down with Andrea at Grotto a couple of weeks ago and found him likable and modest — adjectives you can't always use to describe winemakers.

"We now have four estates," he said, " but our first winery was very small." World War II was especially hard on the business — a bomb destroyed the winery — but the firm bounced back.

The first wine we tasted was the Castello Montaúto Vernaccia di San Gimignano, a white wine that smelled very ripe but actually is vinified dry. I mentioned to Cecchi that the name is a mouthful.

"Yes, we've been making this wine since 1981. Explaining Italian grape varieties is not an easy job, but it's our job," he smiled.

The Cecchi wines showed off their terroir — their sense of place — and while most see some oak aging, it doesn't overpower the wines. One in particular, which isn't in the U.S. market yet, is the Bonizio, a dandy, spicy red wine that sees no oak at all. Cecchi said it didn't need it.

"I think there's a trend back to the style of elegance," Cecchi said, "and the wines don't need the wood taste or power."

The one Cecchi wine that was different — the Spargolo — is a ripe, rich sangiovese that either had been exposed to some heat or was a little long in the tooth. Cecchi picked up on that.

"Spargolo means 'sparse,' " he said. "The bunches on the vines are spread out. We've been making this wine since 1978. It's good, but it's different. It has to have its own personality."

Cecchi serves up a taste of Tuscany

By MICHAEL LONSFORD
March 19, 2007, 2:21PM

• 2005 Castello Montaúto Vernaccia di San Gimignano — * * * 1/2 — a white wine that smells sweet but tastes dry; slightly spicy, à la gewürztraminer; Andrea Cecchi likes it with ribolito (Italian bean soup) or light, white meats; $13.

• 2005 Cecchi "Bonizio" — * * * * 1/2 — really nice cherry-plum fruit, a little spicy; great with anything off the grill; arrives in about two months; about $10.

• 2005 Cecchi Chianti Classico — * * * 1/2 — not a bad wine, but from a season that was a little wet, so it's a trifle thin; Cecchi says the '06 vintage "is a great one"; $13.

• 2003 Val delle Rose Morellino di Scansano — * * * * 1/2 — it's all sangiovese, rich, ripe and elegant, with excellent balance; $19.

• 2003 Villa Cerna Chianti Classico Riserva — * * * * — Cecchi's favorite wine; a good, solid chianti with some complexity and that trademark sangiovese "dusty rose" quality; one bottle was corked, so I asked Cecchi if he'd thought about using screwcap closures; by law he can't; $22.

• 2001 Cecchi "Spargolo" — * * * * — very ripe sangiovese fruit, with hints of cooked fruit; probably was better a year ago; $35.
Wine Find: 2005 Don Olegario Albariño

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

March 19, 2007, 2:11PM

• History: Galicia is in northwest Spain, and within it is an official wine subregion called Rías Baixas. There, in view of the Atlantic Ocean, lives a wine producer, Olegario Falcón Piñeiro, whose small establishment was born in 1983. The main white-wine grape in Galicia is albariño, which makes a bracing wine that's great with fish. Albariño, at its best, is quite acidic (better to cut through the inherent oiliness of fish), with crisp citrus and mineral qualities. A good example is the 2005 Don Olegario Albariño — * * * * — a slightly racy wine with that acidic tingle and modest, well-balanced fruit.

• Pairings: definitely seafood, anything from oysters to baked fish to fried catfish.

• Suggested retail: low $20s.

• From: Republic Beverage; 832-782-1000.
LA Times
Wine of the Week: 2005 Ponzi Vineyards Tavola Pinot Noir

S. Irene Virbila

March 21, 2007

A gorgeous expression of Pinot Noir from one of Oregon's leading wineries, the family-owned Ponzi Vineyards. Named for the table where the family gathers for meals, the 2005 Tavola is a lush wine loaded with cool, complex fruit. Take a sip, and you can trace an itinerary of sweet spices, blue plums, black cherries and toasted oak. It's a fascinating wine, one of this winery's best efforts and an argument for Oregon's Willamette Valley as Pinot Noir territory.

No need to age this one. Just pop the cork and drink it with that roast chicken or duck, saut–ed liver and onions, a roast leg of lamb.

---

Quick swirl

Region: Willamette Valley

Price: About $22

Style: Lush and complex

Food it goes with: Roast duck or chicken, liver and onions, leg of lamb

Where you find it: Available at fine wine shops and retailers, including Pacific Ranch Market in Orange, (714) 639-9792; Heritage Wine Co. in Pasadena, (626) 844-9333; Hi-Time Wine Cellars in Costa Mesa, (949) 650-8463; Wine Exchange in Orange, (714) 974-1454 and (800) 769-4639; and from the winery, http://www.ponziwines.com , (503) 628-1227.

— S. Irene Virbila
Miami Herald

Fred's bargain bin

Posted on Thu, Mar. 22, 2007
• 2004 Osborne ''Solaz'' Tempranillo/Cabernet Sauvignon, Castilla, Spain: Osborne, famous for making Spanish sherries, turns out a nice red table wine to go with tapas. This one is rich, soft and smooth, with red berry aromas and flavors. It's $9 in supermarkets.

NY Times

It Boils Down to This: Cheap Wine Works Fine

By JULIA MOSKIN

March 21, 2007

IN the beginning, there was cooking wine.

And Americans cooked with it, and said it was good.

Then, out of the darkness, came a voice.

Said Julia Child: “If you do not have a good wine to use, it is far better to omit it, for a poor one can spoil a simple dish and utterly debase a noble one.”

And so we came to a new gospel: Never cook with a wine you wouldn’t drink.

For my generation of home cooks, this line now has the unshakable ring of a commandment. It was the first thing out of the mouth of every expert I interviewed on the subject.

But it is not always helpful in the kitchen. For one thing, short of a wine that is spoiled by age, heat or a compromised cork, there are few that I categorically would not drink. (Although a cooking wine, which is spiked with salt and sometimes preservatives, has never touched my braising pot.)

And once a drinkable wine has been procured, trying to figure out whether it is the best one for a particular recipe can seem impossible. How much of the wine’s subtler qualities will linger in the finished dish? How much of the fruit flavor? Does it matter whether the wine is old or young, inexpensive or pricey, tannic or soft?

Two weeks ago I set out to cook with some particularly unappealing wines and promised to taste the results with an open mind. Then I went to the other extreme, cooking with wines that I love (and that are not necessarily cheap) to see how they would hold up in the saucepan.

After cooking four dishes with at least three different wines, I can say that cooking is a great equalizer.

I whisked several beurre blancs — the classic white wine and butter emulsion — pouring in a New Zealand sauvignon blanc with a perfume of Club Med piña coladas, an overly sweet German riesling and a California chardonnay so oaky it tasted as if it had been aged in a box of No. 2 pencils.

Although the wines themselves were unpleasant, all the finished sauces tasted just the way they should have: of butter and shallots, with a gentle rasp of acidity from the wine to emphasize the richness. There were minor variations — the riesling version was slightly sweet — but all of them were much tastier than I had expected.

Next I braised duck legs in a nonvintage $5.99 tawny port that reminded me of long-abandoned Halloween candy, with hints of Skittles and off-brand caramels. Then I cooked a second batch of duck legs in a 20-year-old tawny port deliciously scented with walnuts, leather and honey. Again, the difference was barely discernible: both pots were dominated by the recipe’s other ingredients: dried cherries, black pepper, coriander seed and the duck itself.

Wincing a little, I boiled a 2003 premier cru Sauternes from Château Suduiraut (“The vineyard is right next door to Yquem,” the saleswoman assured me), then baked it into an egg-and-cream custard to see whether its delicate citrusy, floral notes would survive the onslaught. They did, but the custard I made with a $5.99 moscato from Paso Robles, Calif., was just as fragrant.

Over all, wines that I would have poured down the drain rather than sip from a glass were improved by the cooking process, revealing qualities that were neutral at worst and delightful at best. On the other hand, wines of complexity and finesse were flattened by cooking — or, worse, concentrated by it, taking on big, cartoonish qualities that made them less than appetizing.

It wasn’t that the finished dishes were identical — in fact, they did have surprisingly distinct flavors — but the wonderful wines and the awful ones produced equally tasty food, especially if the wine was cooked for more than a few minutes.

The final test was a three-way blind tasting of risotto al Barolo, the Piedmontese specialty in which rice is simmered until creamy and tender in Barolo and stock, then whipped with butter and parmigiano. Barolo, made entirely from the nebbiolo grape, is a legendary Italian wine; by law, it must be aged for at least three years to soften its aggressive tannins and to transform it into the smooth aristocrat that fetches top dollar on the international wine market.

I made the dish three times in one morning: first with a 2000 Barolo ($69.95), next with a 2005 dolcetto d’Alba ($22.95), and finally with a jack-of-all-wines, a Charles Shaw cabernet sauvignon affectionately known to Trader Joe’s shoppers as Two-Buck Chuck. (Introduced at $1.99, the price is up to $2.99 at the Manhattan store.)

Although the Barolo was rich and complex to drink, of the seven members of the Dining section staff who tasted the risottos, no one liked the Barolo-infused version best. “Least flavorful,” “sharp edges” and “sour,” they said.

The winner, by a vote of 4-to-3, was the Charles Shaw wine, which was the youngest and grapiest in the glass: the tasters said the wine’s fruit “stood up well to the cheese” and made the dish rounder. “It’s the best of both worlds,” one taster said, citing the astringency of the Barolo version and the overripe alcoholic perfume of the dolcetto. The young, fruity upstart beat the Old World classic by a mile.

“I’m not surprised,” said Molly Stevens, a cooking teacher in Vermont whose book “All About Braising” (W. W. Norton, 2005) called for wine in almost every recipe.

“If it had been short ribs, you probably wouldn’t have been able to taste the difference when the dish was done, because meat and wine work together differently,” she said.

This might explain how the chef Mario Batali got away with pouring an inexpensive California merlot into the beef with Barolo served at Babbo, as Bill Buford observed in “Heat” (Knopf, 2006), his account of his work at the restaurant.

In an e-mail message, Mr. Batali said he preferred to cook with Barolo when he would be drinking Barolo, saying that “the resulting comparison of the raw, uncooked wine and the muted, deeper and reduced flavor of the wine in the finished dish ... allows more of the entire spectrum of specific grape flavor, a dance on the ballroom of the diner’s palate.” (He did not dispute Mr. Buford’s assertion, however.)

Mark Ladner, the executive chef at Del Posto, Mr. Batali’s restaurant on the fringe of the meatpacking district, sees several hundred dollars’ worth of aged Barolo stirred into its version of the risotto, a signature dish, every week.

“My brain tells me it should matter,” he said, “but once a wine is cooked I’m not sure how much even a discerning palate can tell.

“When I make the dish at home, I use a dolcetto d’Alba — a simpler wine from the same region — and honestly I like it even better.”

The difference between Barolo and dolcetto does reveal one hard rule of cooking with wine: watch out for tannins. Found in grape skins and seeds, tannins are bitter-tasting plant compounds that can give red wine and tea some desirable tartness but become unpleasantly astringent when cooked. (Barolo, young Bordeaux and northern Rhônes are examples of very tannic wines.)

“I wouldn’t cook with Barolo even if I could afford it,” said Bob Millman, a longtime wine buyer for Morrell & Co. in Manhattan.

“Tannins are what get you into trouble in cooking,” Ms. Stevens said, because they are accentuated and concentrated by heat. “For reds, err soft,” she said, and choose a wine with a smooth finish.

Are there any other hard rules for choosing wine for cooking? One: don’t be afraid of cheap wine. In 1961, when Mrs. Child handed down her edict in “Mastering the Art of French Cooking,” decent wines at the very low end of the price scale were almost impossible to find in the United States.

Now, inexpensive wines flow from all over the world: a $6 bottle is often a pleasant surprise (though sometimes, still, unredeemable plonk).

“Often customers come in looking for an inexpensive wine to cook with, and when I steer them to our $5.99 and $6.99 Portuguese wines, which are perfectly good for most dishes, they are uncomfortable with it,” said Gregory dal Piaz, a salesman who specializes in wine and food pairings at Astor Wines and Spirits in SoHo. “They think it is just too cheap.”

At the other end of the price scale, the experts agree that it is wasteful, even outrageous, to cook with old, fine and expensive wines.

“Let’s take the most horrifying example, a Romanée-Conti, among the most subtle and aristocratic wines on the planet,” Mr. Millman said. “There is no way that its complexity and finesse will be expressed if you cook it, even for a minute. The essential flavors that make it a Romanée-Conti will be lost.”

Ms. Stevens said that she divides the vast and bewildering universe of wine into Tuesday night bottles and Saturday night bottles, and that she cheerfully cooks with whatever Tuesday wine happens to be open.

“I really resent opening a bottle just because a recipe calls for a quarter cup of something,” she said, “but the acidity of wine in cooking really is irreplaceable. You can’t just leave it out or sub in another liquid.”

Plain dry vermouth, she said, which lasts indefinitely, is her standby white for cooking. (This was also Mrs. Child’s solution. Red vermouth, however, cannot be used in recipes calling for red wine; it’s too sweet.)

Before these cooking sessions, I would have been suspicious of a recipe that casually called for “Sauternes or another dessert wine,” as Nigella Lawson’s custard recipe does. I still would not swap in a sugary ruby port for drier tawny, or pour Manischewitz into a coq au vin — sweet wines and dry should be kept in their places.

But beyond that, cooking with wine is just that — cooking — and wine is only one of the ingredients that give a finished dish its flavor. Aromatics, spices, herbs, sugar and especially meat and fat tend to erase the distinct flavors of wine.

Mr. Millman, the wine buyer, maintains that cooking with wines that have the same terroir as the food produces the best-tasting results, but Mr. Ladner, the chef, isn’t so sure.

“In my head,” he said, “it tastes better and I like it more, but I wouldn’t like to put it to the test. I like the romance of cooking with wines of the region. That’s my story, and I’m sticking to it.”

Navarre Toasts a Wider World

By ERIC ASIMOV

WINES OF THE TIMES

March 21, 2007

FOR 25 years one of the great wine stories has been the rapid transformation of sluggish, antiquated local production networks into dynamic winemakers to the world.

Nowhere has this been more striking than in Europe’s longtime vinous backwaters, regions that for centuries churned out the village plonk, which was usually sold in bulk.

With the transportation and communication revolutions of the 20th century, to say nothing of the economic, social and political changes that have opened trade pretty much around the world, wine drinkers everywhere no longer had to settle for what their parents drank. They had choices, which is no small thing in human history.

The evolving wine business required the people who made the plonk and the farmers who sold their grapes to the people who made the plonk to fundamentally rethink what they were doing. They would have to adopt modern techniques of viticulture and winemaking to survive.

They would have to give more thought to quality and less to quantity. They would no longer have a monopoly on the local market. They would have to appeal to wine drinkers around the world.

Those changes, as the business types like to say, had a tremendous upside: a marked expansion of the market, with the possibility of undreamed-of profits and fame.

But it had a downside, too, because it came with the crucial but difficult decision that winemakers and restaurateurs face around the world: Do we give the people what they think they want? Or do we give them something that we like and can make well?

In other words, do winemakers try to capitalize on what’s already popular and middle-of-the-road, or do they offer something distinctive and original, with a basis in local history?

The answers to these questions are playing out daily in Campania and Sicily, Languedoc and the Jura, and almost everywhere in Spain and Portugal. It is the privilege and pleasure of the wine panel to look in periodically on these developing regions, to gauge how the evolution is going. But it’s not always easy to come up with a definitive answer.

Such is the case with Navarre, a historic region in northern Spain, just south of the city of Pamplona and a little northeast of Rioja.

Rioja has long overshadowed its neighbor. For years Navarre was known mostly for its rosados, or rosés, and after the French phylloxera crisis of the 19th century a fair amount of Navarre wine was sold in France until its vineyards had been replanted. By then, phylloxera had struck Navarre, too.

In the last 20 years, growth in Navarre has been swift, propelled by improved research and technology. Its wines, now primarily red, have been gaining a reputation for quality.

The panel tasted 25 Navarre reds from vintages ranging from 1999 to 2005 and priced from $6 to $45. For the tasting Florence Fabricant and I were joined by Roger Kugler, general manager of Suba, a Spanish restaurant on the Lower East Side, and Rafael Mateo, managing partner of Ostia, a new tapas lounge in Greenwich Village.

The tasting revealed a region in transition but without a clear destination. Unlike other reborn regions, Navarre lacks both industry leaders to set examples — like the Mastroberardinos of Campania in southern Italy and the Palacios family of Bierzo in Spain — and distinctive indigenous grapes to carve out identities.

Bierzo has its exotic mencía grape, and Campania its aglianico. But Navarre’s production was built on garnacha, or grenache as it is known in French. Garnacha can be wonderful in the right circumstances, as in Priorat and Châteauneuf-du-Pape, but less interesting if yields are not controlled and the soils and climate are not right.

In Navarre growers have greatly increased plantings of tempranillo, the leading grape of Rioja, and have added considerable amounts of cabernet sauvignon and merlot, as well as a little graciano, a spicy, unusual grape found occasionally in Rioja and Navarre. Often the grapes are blended together, not just tempranillo and garnacha, as in Rioja, but cabernet and merlot as well.

We found many enjoyable wines that we would not hesitate to drink. While some wines tasted of hot weather — baked fruit — the good ones balanced the fruit with acidity and so were lively and would be particularly good with grilled meats.

Most were good values, with 7 of our Top 10 wines under $20. But few of these wines were distinctive. Generic would not be too strong a word.

Mr. Mateo called most of the bottles “mass-production wines” and expressed disappointment that our selection did not include some of the earthier, funkier bottles that he has in his restaurant. It was not for lack of trying. We bought what we could find in retail shops and on the Internet.

Sometimes the results of modern blending are promising, as in the case of our No. 2 wine, the 2000 Viña Sardasol reserve from Virgen Blanca, which is 50 percent tempranillo, 30 percent cabernet and 20 percent merlot.

This wine had a lot of jammy fruit, but also enough acidity to give it shape, which kept it lively and refreshing. We gave it the same score as our No. 1 wine, the 2002 Santa Cruz de Artazu, but the Artazu, made solely from garnacha, had an earthy elegance that gave it the edge.

Artazu, by the way, is one of many new wineries to spring up in the last year. It was established in 2000 by Artadi, a Rioja producer.

Our No. 3 wine, the 2000 crianza from Javier Asensio, is made up of 50 percent cabernet, 30 percent merlot and 20 percent tempranillo. It had a surprising juiciness that reminded me of a barbera. The 2001 Arteaga crianza, our best value, was deliciously spicy and fruity, and only $13.50.

I want to single out two other wines. According to its label the 2003 Azul from Guelbenzu, a refreshing, aromatic bottle, is from Ribera del Queiles rather than Navarre. It was actually made in Navarre, but for bureaucratic reasons carries the name of a small neighboring appellation.

The 2001 Viñedo No. 9 from Señorio de Sarría is a juicy wine made from cabernet sauvignon. After the tasting Mr. Mateo said he greatly preferred another Señorio de Sarría wine, Viñedo No. 7, made from graciano. It certainly is a more distinctive wine.

Despite the various combinations of grapes, we didn’t find a lot of variety in the wines we had on hand. The profile was narrow, the range small.

For now, at least, the bottom line on Navarre reds is good value, good wines for a barbecue, but little excitement.

Tasting Report: Reds From a Region That's Gaining a Name

Artazu Santa Cruz de Artazu 2002 $32 ** ½

A jamfest, but good structure provides shape and elegance.

(Eric Solomon Selections/European Cellars, Charlotte, N.C.)

Bodega Virgen Blanca $19 ** ½

Viña Sardasol Reserva 2000

Juicy and a little jammy, but its balance and structure make it refreshing.

(Importer: Baron François, New York)

Javier Asensio Crianza 2000 $14 **

Lively and juicy, with aromas and flavors of flowers and rich fruit.

(Metropolis Wine Merchants, New York)

BEST VALUE

Arteaga Crianza 2001 $13.50 **

Light, fruity and easy to drink, with spicy, floral aromas.

(José Moura Selections, New York)

Guelbenzu Azul $24 **

Ribera del Queiles 2003

Floral and blueberry aromas; balanced, juicy and refreshing.

(Classical Wines, Seattle)

Ada Minotauro Azul 2004 $9 **

Earthy, well-knit and refreshing. (Axial Wines USA, Manhasset, N.Y.)

Señorio de Sarría $18 **

Viñedo No. 9 2001

Juicy fruit aromas and lingering flavors of fruit compote.

(Spain Wine Collection, Congers, N.Y.)

Julián Chivite $12 **

Gran Feudo Reserva 2002

Soft and fruity; a safe wine, pleasing but undistinguished. (Kobrand, New York)

Alzania Crianza 2002 $29 **

Light-bodied and balanced, but you can smell the heat in the baked-fruit aromas. (José Moura Selections, New York)

Vega Sindoa El Chaparral $13 **

Old Vines Grenache 2005

Generous blueberry and plum aromas, but some raisiny flavors, too.

(Tempranillo, New Rochelle, N.Y.)

WHAT THE STARS MEAN:

Ratings range from zero to four stars and reflect the panel’s reaction to wines, which were tasted with names and vintages concealed. The panelists this week are Eric Asimov; Florence Fabricant; Roger Kugler, general manager of Suba on the Lower East Side; and Rafael Mateo, managing partner of Ostia in Greenwich Village.

The tasted wines represent a selection generally available in good retail shops, restaurants and over the Internet. Prices are those paid in liquor shops in the New York region.

Tasting Coordinator: Bernard Kirsch

Oregonian

Light, fruity red wines marry well with spring meals

Katharine Cole

Tuesday, March 20, 2007

B rake lights. Stop lights. Seedy parts of town. Red lights have all sorts of negative connotations.

But light reds, well, they're another story entirely. They're a sacrament of spring.

This time of year, warmer weather and a lusher, greener landscape make us long for greens on our plates. Stews, casseroles and roasts no longer look appealing, so we toss up big salads, grill asparagus spears and puree spring-pea soup. We poach fish and grill chicken.

With such foods on the table, the heavy red wines that got us through winter are no longer appropriate. White wines work, but some drinkers find them too flimsy.

Enter spring's light reds. These wines are fruity and fresh, with brisk acidity and understated tannins. Most important, the alcohol percentage should be moderate -- 13.5 or less.

Here are a few tried-and-true light-red wine styles that work well with spring fare. Serve them slightly chilled.

Gamay noir

Gamay noir a jus blanc is the grape of Beaujolais, the French wine region at the southern tip of Burgundy. You might be familiar with Beaujolais nouveau, a juicy wine that often smells like candy and bananas (in a good way, really) thanks to a winemaking method, called carbonic maceration, that maximizes fruitiness. While Beaujolais nouveau should be drunk immediately and slightly chilled, the more serious Beaujolais-Villages and Beaujolais Cru can take some age.

2005 Louis Jadot Beaujolais-Villages: Its sangria-like approachability make this an excellent choice for parties. Ripe strawberry, raspberry, pomegranate and floral aromas and flavors on this lip-smacking wine from a notable Burgundy negociant. Approximately $10 at any Fred Meyer, New Seasons Market, Whole Foods Market and Woodstock Wine & Deli.

So few local producers make gamay noirs that I want to mention all the ones I'm aware of. Amity Vineyards makes a fresh and juicy gamay ($17) in the style of a Beaujolais Nouveau as well as a gamay-pinot blend called "Eco Wine" ($18). WillaKenzie Estate makes a dark and intense gamay ($19) that's comparable to a top Beaujolais Villages with its notes of tart black cherry and violets. And Brick House Vineyards produces a truly elegant organic gamay ($22) that would give a Beaujolais Cru a run for its money.

Pinot noir

Whether you choose one from Burgundy, Oregon or any other region, check the alcohol percentage on your bottle of pinot noir before buying. The best pinots for spring are light, elegant and food-friendly, weighing in at 13.5 percent alcohol or less.

2003 Cooper Mountain "Mountain Terroir Five Elements Series" Willamette Valley Pinot Noir: The perfect wine for a rainy spring evening, this organic and biodynamic wine was made with a gentle hand. Silky and elegant with cloves and raisins on the nose and an earthy, lithe and spicy palate finishing with ginger and white pepper. Approximately $20 at Caprial's Bistro, New Seasons Market Seven Corners and Wine Cellar; look for the 2005 vintage on more store shelves next month. 

2006 Willamette Valley Vineyards Whole Cluster Fermented Willamette Valley Pinot Noir: Made in the style of a Beaujolais nouveau, this perfect picnic wine has a nose of a sugar-dusted raspberry-filled doughnut and candied strawberries. Fun, fruity and zesty on the palate with a more serious finish of earth and graphite. Find it for $19 at any Albertsons, Bales Cedar Mills and West Linn Thriftway Marketplaces, any Fred Meyer, any Haggen, Lamb's Garden Home and Wilsonville Thriftway Marketplaces, any Made in Oregon, any New Seasons Market or any QFC.

Two Albas

Barbera d'Alba, from northwestern Italy's Piedmont region, is a fruit-forward, food-friendly red wine that will please just about any palate. A completely different -- and admittedly obscure -- Alba called lacrima di morro d'Alba is just as fresh and lively; it hails from central Italy's east coast, near Ancona.

2005 Filippo Gallino Barbera d'Alba: Aromas of fruit punch and almond paste continue on the floral palate, with an added earthiness and gentle spice to the finish. Approximately $13 at E&R Wine Shop, Food Front Cooperative Grocery, Fred Meyer Hollywood West, Hollywood Wine & Espresso, La Bodega, Lamb's Wilsonville Thriftway Marketplace, Liner & Elsen, Market of Choice, Piazza Italia, any New Seasons Market, Pearl Wine Shop, Ross Island Grocery & Cafe, Strohecker's, any Wild Oats Natural Marketplace and any Whole Foods Market.

2004 Marotti Campi Rubico Lacrima di Morro d'Alba: An unusual Italian grape with an unusual nose; vinified in the style of a Beaujolais. Intense aroma of daphne and pancetta; silky body and a lightly tannic finish of tarragon, oregano and thyme. A terrific match for grilled herbed sausages and salad. Approximately $14 at E&R Wine Shop, Fred Meyer Hollywood West, Hollywood Wine & Espresso, Liner & Elsen, Noble Rot, Pearl Wine Shop and Strohecker's.

Note: These wines may be available at stores other than those listed; and you can always special-order wines through your local wine merchant.

Katherine Cole: 1320 S.W. Broadway, Portland, OR 97201
San Francisco Chronicle

Albarino is in the air

Perfect springtime wine from Spain makes a pilgrimage to the New World

Tim Teichgraeber, Special to The Chronicle

Friday, March 23, 2007

(03-23) 04:00 PDT Santiago de Compostela, Spain -- For 1,000 years Catholic pilgrims have made long treks from all over Europe to the city of Santiago de Compostela near the Atlantic coast of northwestern Spain. The remains of Saint Iago -- the apostle Saint James -- are said to lie in the crypt under the magnificent cathedral there, and the church has recognized the pilgrimage to Santiago as one of only four great pilgrimages by which a penitent might be absolved of even the most egregious sins.

You would think that with so many travelers passing through Santiago over the years, the great local white wines would have caught on sooner. Fresh, zesty white wines made from Albarino grapes in the nearby Rias Baixas (REE-ass BY-shuss) region have long been a favorite match for seafood in Spain, but 15 years ago they were rarely tasted in the United States.

With Albarino imports topping $5 million in 2005, up 159 percent since 2001 according to Spanish wine bureau data, the United States is now the No. 1 importer of Albarino wine. Spanish producers in Rias Baixas, a wine region in Galicia, have had to scramble to keep up with growing demand.

"You can't imagine how this region was 20 years ago," says Manuel Otero-Gudino of the Agro de Bazan winery in the Salnes Valley. "Most people had tiny vineyards and no temperature control in the winery. It was hard to even find a wine with a label." Today the region has many modern wineries, and increasing global demand for Albarino wines from Rias Baixas has generated a healthy assortment of international brands like Agro de Bazan's Gran Bazan label.

If you've never heard of Albarino, you're certainly not alone, but the grape is clearly gaining traction with American consumers -- tapas restaurants and Gen Y sommeliers with indigenous grape fetishes aren't the only ones buying the stuff.

"People definitely ask for it," says Rusty Albert, co-owner of Wine Impression on San Francisco's California Street. Albert says he now carries five Albarinos from Rias Baixas, up from just one a few years ago. "We have a number of customers that are traveling all over, including to Spain and Portugal, and when they come back they're looking for those wines."

Albarino grapes make neat, distinctive wines that smell and taste like a remix of other, more popular grapes. It has some of the citrusy, grassy flavors of Sauvignon Blanc, flashes of the richer peach and pineapple flavors of Viognier, and the delicate, minerally character of Riesling. In Portugal, Albarino makes Vinho Verde, a refreshing, low-alcohol, sometimes fizzy wine. The Spanish versions tend to be riper, richer and more complex, but still tart and refreshing. Local wines usually complement local food, and Albarino is tailor-made for seafood, Galicia's other claim to fame.

Until recently, the only place Albarino grapes were grown was along the cool Atlantic coast of Northern Portugal and across the Mino River border in Rias Baixas, a region known as "Green Spain" because of its lush seaside forests.

Galicia looks like the Pacific Northwest, right down to the fishing boats in the harbors and mussel beds floating in the inlets. Red grapes like Garnacha and Tempranillo that grow well in the hot, hardscrabble country that makes up most of the rest of Spain don't ripen well in Galicia's Rias Baixas wine appellation (in Spanish parlance, a Denominacion de Origen or D.O.) but the cool seaside hills suit Albarino just fine. No one knows exactly where the grape originated, but Albarino's pilgrimage ended in Galicia.

Like Burgundy or Champagne, Rias Baixas has thousands of small family vineyards, many of them only 1 to 5 acres in size. Some small growers have pooled their resources to form the cooperative wineries Martin Codax and Condes de Albarei, the two largest wineries in the region, both producing more than 1 million bottles per year. Then there are a number of midsize privately owned wineries producing hundreds of thousands of bottles per year that may own some vineyards, but also buy grapes from a number of other small growers. A handful of small- to medium-size wineries make estate-bottled wines from grapes grown in their own vineyards.

Albarino accounts for 94 percent of the grapes planted in the Rias Baixas wine region and its five subregions of Val do Salnes, Ribeira do Ulla, Soutomaior, O Rosal and Condado do Tea. In O Rosal and Condado do Tea, two of the warmer subregions, local grapes like Loureiro, Treixadura and Caino Blanco are blended with Albarino, but even there the wines are usually at least 70 percent Albarino.

Rain is always a possibility in Rias Baixas, and wet grapes are very susceptible to rot. Most Albarino growers grow the vines very high, up tall vertical posts to trellises that suspend the grape bunches above vineyard workers' heads, higher up from the potentially wet ground and allowing more drying breezes to flow through the vineyard after a shower. Sometimes growers with small plots will plant another crop, like potatoes, under the vine canopy.

Albarino wines from Rias Baixas are made in a very uniform way from winery to winery. After the grapes are crushed, the pulp and skins are chilled, so that they don't begin to ferment, and left to "cold soak" for a couple of days while the juice extracts aromatic phenols from the grape skins. "Cold maceration is like a religion in Rias Baixas," says Cristina Mantilla Gonzalez, winemaker for several top wineries including Valminor and Pazo San Mauro. Christina's husband, Emilio Rodriguez Canas, is no slouch as a winemaker himself, turning out top-quality Albarinos at Terras Gauda, an expansive, modern estate in the sunny O Rosal district of Rias Baixas. Between the two of them, the husband and wife make several of the region's best wines.

The juice is fermented in stainless steel tanks, where it stays until it is bottled just before shipment. Because Albarino tends to have very high acidity the winemaker will sometimes put part of the wine through a secondary malolactic fermentation to soften it, but not too much. That zesty edge is part of the grape's charm. An Albarino with a buttery finish is like a Porsche with under-inflated tires.

Albarino wines can have exotic fruit flavors, but oxidation and age can cause them to fade quickly. Most taste best in the first year after harvest. Fefinanes is one label whose wines seem to hold up, but most lose more than they gain.

Behind the scenes, though, there's a lot of experimentation going on. Many winemakers are beginning to experiment with new yeasts and oak barrels.

"We still have a lot to investigate," says Marcos Barros Lopez of Coto de Xiabre winery, which produces the brands Maior de Mendoza and Fulget.

Commercial Albarino is rarely fermented or aged in oak barrels because the aromas and flavors of the wood can overshadow the variety's subtleties. But Valdamor winery, which exports most of its 500,000-bottle-per-year production, is one of several in Rias Baixas making a small amount of oak-aged wine.

Export Manager Carmen Paya Gonzalez insists the oak-aged Albarinos are motivated by local changes in taste rather than a belief that oaky Albarino will sell well in the United States or the United Kingdom. "As people started to like oakier wines in Rias Baixas, we decided to experiment with the same."

Lucia Carballeira, winemaker for Condes de Albarei looks quite the scientist in a white lab coat, toting a clipboard that helps her keep track of many lots of wine. "We try to retain a house style that customers expect," she says.

Rather than using oak barrels to make her reserve wine, Carballeira simply held back some choice batches of fruit from older vineyards and prime sites to make an outstanding small-production Albarino called Erxebre. Unfortunately none is exported to the United States.

At a time when some wine lovers are moaning about globalization and a perceived creeping homogenization of wine styles, Albarino's success proves that unique regional wines can compete against cookie-cutter Chardonnays.

What they all have in common is a consistency of winemaking style -- dry, fresh and unoaked -- throughout Rias Baixas. If you try one Albarino and like it, you'll probably like the next one you try, because it won't be all that different. It's the same branding strategy that has worked for New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc.

Even Spanish winemakers experimenting with new styles of Albarino will tell you that they don't necessarily believe that oak or cellar-aged Albarinos are better wines than the straightforward, vivacious Albarinos that are selling so well in foreign markets. "In simplicity, sometimes you may reach higher goals than with wines that are more ambitious," explains Pilar Jimenez of Bodegas Pazo de Barrantes in the Salnes Valley.

With Albarino, sometimes less is more.

Old World grape thrives in New World

While wineries in Rias Baixas tinker with new techniques and styles, Albarino is making inroads in the New World. A handful of Albarino vineyards have popped up in an interesting assortment of places, from Oregon's Umpqua Valley to Carneros, Lodi and Santa Barbara County.

Michael Havens, founder and winemaker of Havens Wine Cellars in Carneros claims to be the first Albarino producer outside Europe, at his wife Kathryn's insistence. "We were drinking (Albarino) in Spain and Kathryn said, 'We need this wine in our life. We either have to import it or plant it.' "

A year later, Havens imported Albarino budwood, but the only way he could persuade grower Doug Hill to plant three acres was to commit to buying the whole crop. "He said, 'Albawhat?' "

Havens makes about 500 cases of Albarino, and it sells out quickly.

Louisa Sawyer Lindquist of Qupé Wine Cellars in Santa Barbara County makes several wines from Spanish grapes under her Verdad label, including a few hundred cases of Albarino. Lindquist has so far been sourcing her Albarino from a vineyard in Santa Ynez Valley, but is planning to double her production as soon when new plantings in Edna Valley mature.

After a few trips to Spain, Earl and Hilda Jones of Abacela Vineyards in Oregon's Umpqua Valley started planting Albarino in 2000 and now have 5 acres and expect to make about 800 cases of the wine this year.

Earl Jones says he tempers the wine's acidity with some malolactic fermentation, "but I like acidity in a seafood wine. We have decided that we're going to stay with a crisp style. It's pretty classic Rias Baixas Albarino."

Lodi vintner Markus Bokisch also makes some Albarino, and the grape has made its way to Australia, where some 10 wineries are reportedly making Albarino.

-- Tim Teichgraeber

A taste of Albarino

The hallmarks of great Albarino are bright citrus flavors with more subtle grass, peach or tropical fruit notes and a zesty finish that sings with boiled crab, grilled prawns or New World ceviche. The few new American Albarinos emulate the same zippy, unoaked style of the Spanish original.

2005 Castel de Bouza Bouza do Rei Rias Baixas Albarino ($11) A great value, zesty and focused with great Albarino character in its almond, white pepper, pineapple and lemon-lime flavors.

2005 Condes de Albarei Rias Baixas Albarino ($15) A very well-made, well-distributed wine from one of the largest co-op wineries in Rias Baixas. It has good varietal character with straightforward grapefruit and grass aromas and richer peach tones in the mouth, finishing with bright lemon-lime and mineral flavors.

2005 La Val Rias Baixas Albarino ($15) A crystalline, fresh white with grapefruit, candied pear, nectarine, rosemary and mineral flavors and a long, juicy finish. It doesn't have the midpalate richness of some of the best, but has plenty of juicy charm.

2005 Mar de Frades Rias Baixas Albarino ($17) A full-bodied, relatively soft Albarino with plush peach, apricot, butter and melon flavors and a hint of salty sea spray character that you sometimes notice in wines that are made close to the sea.

2005 Pazo Pondal Condado do Tea Albarino ($19) A lovely Albarino with delicate lavender, melon and citrus aromas, a rich mouthfeel and melon, cream, anise and lemon lime flavors, very expressive and nicely layered.

2005 Pazo Senorans Rias Baixas Albarino ($19) This is one of the great wines of the region. It's a kaleidoscope of typical Albarino flavors, focused and taut, but rich in body, with candied pear, grapefruit, peach, lavender and green apple flavors that shimmer and shift through the citrusy finish.

2005 Santiago Ruiz O Rosal ($20) A ripe, opulent blend of Albarino with smaller amounts of Treixadura and Loureiro grapes from the warm O Rosal subregion with rich grapefruit, melon, cream and herb along with mild grassy notes that give it fresh flair.

2005 Terras Gauda Abadia de San Campio Rias Baixas Albarino ($14) An estate-grown 100 percent Albarino from one of the finest seaside estates in O Rosal, a dazzling white wine with perfectly balanced, crystal-clear green apple, lavender, grapefruit and green tea flavors that run especially deep.

2005 Valminor O Rosal Albarino ($12) A big, ripe Albarino blended with other local grapes from the warm O Rosal region of Rias Baixas with hints of green grass and flowers on the nose and generous peach, passion fruit, coconut cream and pineapple flavors that finish focused and crisp.

2005 Vionta Rias Baixas Albarino ($15) This Freixenet-owned brand is one of the easier Albarinos to find in the Bay Area and a good, typical example. It has fresh red grapefruit aromas and hints of apricot and peach flavors that seem comparatively ripe, but still finish crisp.

-- Tim Teichgraeber
SIPPING NEWS
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Sitting pretty in the Veuve Clicquot loveseat

Footsie or footsy (noun): A furtive flirtatious caressing with the feet (as under a table). Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary was clearly published before the invention of the Veuve Clicquot Loveseat, which puts a couple's extremities within easy reach of ... the sommelier? Throughout April, Americano Restaurant at Hotel Vitale in San Francisco offers a chance to sit in this reinterpretation of the 18th century French loveseat created by whimsical, influential designer Karim Rashid. No special order is required, though there will be a special Veuve Clicquot-friendly menu available for chair occupants. Be sure to wear clean socks.

Americano, 8 Mission St. (at The Embarcadero), in the Hotel Vitale, San Francisco. (415) 278-3777.

The making of a wine lover

Can a devotee of cheap Chardonnay learn to love great Chablis?

Executive editor and wine columnist for Food & Wine magazine Lettie Teague takes on the challenge in "Educating Peter" (Scribner, $25), in which she sets out to turn Rolling Stone's film critic Peter Travers into a wine expert. Teague schools Travers in everything from how to swirl the wine to sharpening his tasting vocabulary. The wine-challenged Travers uses film as his frame of reference, making for interesting comparisons: When Teague explains notoriously difficult Bordeaux classification system, Travers declares "Citizen Kane" a first-growth film and compares the overlooked 1996 vintage of Bordeaux to "Network." Wine novices will find it a fun and enlightening read.

-- Deb Wandell

Local beer pairings

We're well aware of the hubbub about eating local, but those of us who toil away in the Wine section want to drink local too. Luckily, the folks from the San Francisco Brewers Guild and San Francisco Slow Food have us covered, with this Saturday's Beer & Bites, a walkaround tasting that pairs food with beer. More than 25 beers will be poured from microbreweries like Magnolia Pub and Speakeasy, along with tips on which will pair best with snacks from Cowgirl Creamery, Hog Island Oysters and Fatted Calf. Hmmmm, will Speakeasy's Big Daddy Ale be the best match with a Sweetwater oyster? For you, dear reader, we'll find out.

Beer & Bites, noon to 4 p.m. Saturday at 1 Fort Mason (Officer's Club), San Francisco. Tickets cost $50. Call (415) 834-9042.

-- Jane Tunks

Vineland, the Musical!

Fans of the 1938 movie "The Terror of Tiny Town" (the first all-midget musical Western) might want to attend "Vineland, the Musical" this weekend. It's an over-the-top extravaganza that tells the story of the massive Chilean winery Concha y Toro with lyrics like, "The fruit of my passion (dramatic pause) ... my Wai-i-i-i-i-ne!"

Northern California merits two one-show stops on the "Vineland" U.S. tour, with shows at 2 p.m. Saturday at Alcazar Theater in San Francisco and 2 p.m. Sunday at Copia in Napa. Tickets are complimentary. Visit www.vinelandmusical.com to reserve them. Don't say you weren't warned.

-- W.B.G.

A toast to the Opera House

Wine at the War Memorial Opera House is about to go well beyond intermission. Wine Enthusiast magazine has brought its Toast of the Town tasting to San Francisco next Thursday, from 7 to 10 p.m. More than 70 wineries are being paired with local restaurants like Ana Mandara, Delfina and Rivoli. The magazine likes to hold its banner event in arts venues -- the New York State Theater at Lincoln Center and Chicago's Field Museum. This latest addition finally brings the tasting to the doorstep of Wine Country. For tickets, $95 or $185 (including 5 p.m. VIP tasting), call (800) 847-5949 or www.wineenthusiast.com/TOT07.

-- Jon Bonné
Paso Robles asks for 11 new AVAs

Cyril Penn
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Paso Robles may be about to get sliced up like pizza -- but two different groups want to make the slices in different places.

A group of Paso Robles-area vintners and growers are submitting petitions that, if approved by federal regulators, will create 11 separate American Viticultural Areas with no overlapping boundaries, all within the broader Paso Robles AVA.

Petitions for three such new AVAs -- San Miguel, Adelaida District and Santa Margarita Ranch -- were filed with the Alcohol and Tobacco Tax and Trade Bureau (TTB) earlier this month, part of a "master plan" for defining smaller AVAs within Paso Robles. Petitions for five more are expected to be filed next week with the remainder to be submitted next month.

The 614,000-acre Paso Robles AVA was established in 1983. Bearing acres of wine grapes have more than doubled since 1999, and the region now includes more than 120 wineries with 26,000 vineyard acres planted.

AVAs are, at least in theory, defined by geographic and climactic boundaries instead of by political considerations. For them to be referenced on a wine bottle, 85 percent of the grapes in the wine labeled with the AVA must come from the region.

The Paso Robles AVA Committee was headed by J. Lohr proprietor Jerry Lohr. The group hired an expert team to help define the geology and climate of the area led by Deborah Elliott-Fisk, a UC Davis professor of geology.

In anticipation of new AVAs, the Paso Robles Wine Country Alliance has been working with Assemblyman Sam Blakeslee (R-San Luis Obispo) on the introduction of AB 87, legislation that would create a conjunctive labeling law to ensure the Paso Robles name is used on wine labels when subappellations within the region are approved.

"We're still driving and getting awareness for Paso Robles as a wine region," Paso Robles AVA Committee spokeswoman Stacie Jacob said. "That's where the conjunctive labeling comes in. It will help ensure Paso Robles remains the dominant AVA while the subappellations can truly tell the story."

The "master plan" has local opposition. An effort to establish a new 179,622-acre Paso Robles Westside subappellation was already under way before the Paso Robles AVA Committee was formed and the two may be mutually exclusive. The controversial Westside proposal has been working its way through the TTB process and is up for public comment.

Some feel the Westside proposal is flawed because the new AVA is too large and includes some of the coolest and some of the warmest areas of Paso Robles, all of which would be considered part of the Westside AVA. The wineries and growers involved in the Paso Robles AVA Committee are opposing the Westside proposal.

Tablas Creek Vineyard managing partner Robert Haas, a member of the Paso Robles AVA Committee, sees the "master plan" as the best thing the region can do to divide Paso Robles into meaningful AVAs.

"East-West in my opinion is misleading," Haas said. "There's just as much difference north to south in a big AVA as there is east to west."

Wine Business Insider is produced by Wine Communications Group, which also publishes Wine Business Monthly and Wine Business Online (winebusiness.com). E-mail Cyril Penn at wine@sfchronicle.com.

Martine Saunier

Pairing wine with pleasure

Jon Bonné, Chronicle Wine Editor
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Burgundy's Henri Jayer and Domaine Leroy. The Rhone's Domaine du Pegau. Names to make a French wine lover drool.

Thank Martine Saunier for putting them on your table -- or perhaps the table of your dreams, since these wines are as scarce as they are stellar. A mere 75 cases of Jayer's Cros Parantoux made its way to these shores. Individual bottles from Leroy's lone barrel of Musigny start around $1,100. And after Pegau's Laurence Feraud received perfect scores for her Cuvee da Capo, the cutthroat demand was such that she stopped making the wine.

A Paris native, Saunier came to California in 1964 and settled in Mill Valley. After meeting Napa wine pioneer Andre Tchelistcheff, who told her the only good Pinot Noir was back in Burgundy, Saunier began fondly recalling the wines of her homeland. In 1969, she began importing French wine, and quickly gained a following across California for her exquisite selections. A decade later, with prodding from Jean Bertranou of L'Ermitage, one of Los Angeles' top chefs, she launched Martine's Wines, the first woman to found a U.S. wine importing company. When one of her retail clients sent samples to an enterprising wine critic named Robert M. Parker Jr., word spread nationwide.

Nearly 30 years later, she manages a portfolio from her Novato warehouse that encompasses the best of Burgundy and the Rhone, along with such esteemed properties as Diebolt-Vallois in Champagne and quirky cult wineries like Chateau Gilette, the Sauternes producer that ages its sweet wines at least 20 years before release.

Q: So what was life like before Robert Parker came along?

A: I didn't sell retail in those days. I started with restaurants, because I thought if I want to establish a reputation and create a consumer, they have to try the wine in a restaurant and then they ask where they can buy it.

In those days, the California wineries I knew, they were all going retail, they never had a wine on the wine list. So then the wine would sit on the shelf because nobody knew about it and they never had a write-up.

Retailers were passionate people. They knew a lot about French wine. It was incredible the knowledge a few retailers had of French wines. They knew everything and they tasted most of the wines.

Q: Do you think that retailers are better now?

A: I think they're just as good, and there are a lot more. There are bigger retailers and I must say, when you go to a retail shop like the Wine Club, everybody in the store tastes everything that comes to the store.

Q: What about sommeliers, has their role really changed?

A: Sommeliers have made a huge difference. When you go and sell your wine you've got somebody who understands, who's willing to taste something like Irouleguy from Basque Country. Before, you couldn't do that. They would laugh at you. But now you can. As long as it's good, they go for it. They're excited.

Q: And how has the wine market changed?

A: The big change in the market in the last 10 years is the phasing out of overoaked wines. You have no idea. When I did tastings with my Chablis -- no oak at all -- people said, "Oh, we love it, we don't want those oaky wines anymore." They never realized there was another way of drinking wine besides oaky Chardonnay.

Q: So you can sell unoaked Chardonnay even in the home of California Chardonnay?

A: Yeah, isn't it funny? But even in California they've started to use less oak. The California palate has changed.

Q: How do you think the American palate has changed?

A: People discovered the elegance of Pinot Noir. Of course, they like a Pinot Noir that has full body but they like the elegance, the taste of Pinot Noir. And also they started to realize that you don't have to have a Cabernet or a Pinot Noir that are black as ink to be good. They were obsessed with the color before.

Q: Do you think people who drink New World Pinot Noir will ultimately want to drink Burgundy, or will Burgundy start tasting like New World Pinot?

A: Burgundy is Burgundy. The terroir is different. But I represent Ken Wright, and Ken Wright makes wine very much in the Burgundy style but still it reflects the terroir of Oregon. He's a passionate producer that really believes in terroir. And he can prove it to you by demonstrating each vineyard.

Q: Was there a time when it was difficult to be a woman in the wine industry?

A: Never. First, because it never occurred to me that I was stepping into a man's world. I did it because I love wine, I knew wine and I thought, "OK, I know wine, why not?" It never occurred to me that I was doing something that nobody else had ever done.

In America, people knew -- when I started to talk about my wines, they realized that I knew what I was talking about so they never gave me trouble.

When I started in Burgundy, no one ever saw a woman buying wines. So they challenged me, of course. They tried to ask me to determine what vintage it was. (Yet) most of the winemakers would say, "Oh, my wife has a better palate than I have."

Q: And yet their wives were not making the wine.

A: But they tasted and they'd tell right away what they thought. They were right.

Q: Do you ever wonder if you should retire?

A: Henri Jayer, when he retired, his wife said, "Martine, when are you going to retire?" I said, "I don't know." One day, she took me aside and said, "Don't ever retire. It's terrible."

She worked in the vineyard; he worked as a winemaker. They were going out and meeting people. He was training young winemakers. All of a sudden he's in his little house, his health is going down and it's getting worse because he has nothing mentally to revive him.

The only reason I'm still working is because I love it. I have my bad days, you know, business is up and down, but I always trust that I'm a survivor. And I love the contact with a new generation of sommeliers. They're really exciting kids.

Q: What's the best wine you've ever had?

A: The best wine I ever had is when I tasted the '59 or '61 Chateau Rayas. I just couldn't believe that I had found such a gem. Just extraordinary. And then the Jayer Cros Parantoux, barrel tasting the '78. And (Domaine Leroy owner and Domaine de la Romanee-Conti part owner) Lalou Bize-Leroy's Musigny 2003. Barrel tasted. You never spilled it out.

Q: And what do you like to drink?

A: It all depends on my mood. I love Champagne, I love Pinot Noir. I love really good vintage Champagne if I want to start a meal. I like elegant, pleasurable wine. I drink wine with my food at night.

Q: So what did you have for dinner last night?

A: I had a Fleurie, Beaujolais, Brunet 2004. With a steak. It was wonderful. I don't have big wines by myself. I share it with my friends. When I have a bottle of great Burgundy, I always have it with company because it should be shared. I think wine is conviviality. I will never open a great bottle just for two people.

Q: How many bottles do you have in your cellar?

A: I'm afraid I found out a year and a half ago when somebody did the inventory. Because I had no clue, you know? I'd just open a wine on the pallet and label "For Martine," so I had no idea. Somebody said, "We'll do your inventory, we'll do it on the computer." So I said OK. And I thought it was going to be a breeze, like half a day. It took two days and I found I had 4,500 bottles.

It's just because I've been doing it for many years. And I bought some Bordeaux futures when it was great years. And I love Cheval Blanc, I'm not afraid to say.

Q: Where do you like to go out for a glass of wine?

A: I don't go out for a glass of wine. I go out to dinner but I don't go out for a glass of wine. I have too much in my own home.

Q: And what's the greatest thing about wine?

A: It has to give you pleasure. That's what Jayer always told me. He said, "Martine, you have to think of pleasure when you think about wine." If it is an intellectual interpretation of how dark, how tannic, forget it. You barrel taste, it's got to give you pleasure. Intensely. Now.
THE CHRONICLE'S WINE SELECTIONS: California Petite Sirah

Jon Bonné
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California vintners sure must like Petite Sirah. In 2005, The Chronicle received 35 of them to taste. Last year that increased to 65, and this year we received 99 wines. Prices are rising too. Three-quarters of the bottles were $20 or more, topping out at $60.

This inky bruiser of a grape finds its parentage in two Rhone varieties: noble and prolific Syrah, and the obscure Peloursin, known mostly for being the mother of Petite Sirah.

Comparisons often are drawn to Zinfandel, another grape that California has embraced as its own. The ripe fruit flavors do match up, but Petite Sirah has something most Zins don't: major-league tannins that can throw their weight around.

Those tannins can be a problem. We detected a good share of off flavors, but even some wines with pretty fruit became unruly and fierce on the finish. The more likely comparison is to Tannat, the fiercely tannic grape of southwest France and Uruguay. Tannat inspired the process of micro-oxygenation, in which tiny bubbles are released into wine in hopes of softening the tannins. I found myself thinking fondly about micro-ox during the tasting, something I never thought would happen.

When wines were pulled from their bags, names both familiar and unfamiliar had failed to cut the mustard -- or perhaps the plum preserves, since that was the dominant flavor. We did quite enjoy several bottles, and those are listed below. But with all the Petite Sirah out there, here's hoping our next encounter is more satisfying.

TWO STARS 2004 Amphora Mounts Vineyard Dry Creek Valley Petite Sirah ($32) Winemaker Rich Hutchinson crafted pottery -- including the ancient-style wine jars known as amphorae -- before putting his hands to work at his own winery. He's not (yet) aging his wines in them, but a mix of half new and half 1-year-old oak evoke scents of coffee, cocoa and dust. They add an edge to heady purple fruit that tastes nearly overripe. Very soft edges, but the body is nicely tapered and the solid tannins are well handled.

TWO STARS 2003 Blockheadia Ringnosii Mendocino County Petite Sirah ($38) Yountville's Cosentino Winery produces more than 30 bottlings, but the Blockheadia series is the most visually memorable -- not only for the name, but the attendant label, which features a rather cubist painting of a blockhead with, yep, a ring around its conical nose. This wine's nose is as funky as its aesthetic, and thank 32 months in French barrels for subtle floral and tobacco notes that wrap into the earthy scents. Then comes modest purple fruit and bright huckleberry highlights. A whopping tannic finish, but it's more or less held in check.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2004 John Christopher Cellars California Petite Sirah ($20) This Livermore-based winery got its start in 2003. The source of the grapes, Lodi, didn't quite make it on the bottle. A bit of barnyard funk plays off scents of dried herbs, violets and vanilla from 20 months in American oak. Subtle, sweet fruit gets a lift from a mineral layer, with pleasing grip at the finish. Manages to stay shy of 14 percent alcohol, a rarity in this tasting.

TWO STARS 2004 Mitchell Katz Winery Ruby Hill Vineyard Livermore Valley Petite Sirah ($18) Pleasanton's Mitchell Katz seems to have a way with Petite Sirah. His 2003 blew our socks off. The '04 is a more modest effort, though it still offered plenty to please. Heady aromas of black pepper and chocolate add layers to bright, balanced, juicy black fruit, with some mint overtones. The finish is a heavyweight, with big cheeky tannins out in force.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2003 Lolonis Winegrower Selection Sisters Blend Redwood Valley Petite Sirah ($32) Petros Lolonis and his family have long championed Redwood Valley fruit, and his winery seems to have a knack for finding the best in Petite Sirah with its Orpheus. This blend (produced by Jed Steele before current winemaker Lori Knapp arrived) pays tribute to two sisters, Betty Foster and Mary Louise Chase, who own the two vineyards that provide fruit for this wine, both of which are farmed using organic practices. Waxy, slightly charred oak overtones on the nose lead to lush plum and sour cherry highlights, with a pleasantly tapered finish. Best of the tasting.

TWO STARS 2003 Ripken Vineyards & Winery Idyllwild Station Lodi Petite Sirah ($25) This Lodi-based winery had its first crush in 2003, but the Ripken family is plenty familiar with grapes -- they've grown them for nearly 60 years. With this bottling of just 70 cases, they play homage to a local inn. Big scents of burnt branch and spice, with good basic plum and blackberry flavors. A bit simple, but the tannins are held in check. Some sweetness and heat surge at the very end. Winery only.

TWO STARS 2004 Victor Hugo Paso Robles Petite Sirah ($18) Victor Hugo Roberts first planted vines surrounding his Templeton home, just southeast of Paso Robles, in 1985. The wine is dominated by lush blackberry and oaky vanilla notes from 16 months in American oak, with a healthy dose of perceptible sweetness for those who like it that way. The acidity makes it buoyant, with a good, gripping finish. Limited availability.
A route less traveled: Navarro offers flavors of Alsace in Anderson Valley

Jon Bonné, Chronicle Wine Editor
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It takes a true talent to be able to explain Edelzwicker without sounding like a dork. That the staff at Navarro Vineyards can do it is a testament to their social skills.

Since 1974, Navarro has been known for its interpretations of Alsatian wines. That includes Edelzwicker, which refers to a blend of grapes, usually for a basic white wine, as well as Riesling, Gewurztraminer, Pinot Gris, Muscat and even Pinot Noir (which, yes, grows in Alsace). It was an early pioneer in establishing Mendocino's cool climate winegrowing and helped define the Anderson Valley as a prime site for these varieties. Navarro's devotion to the wine routes less traveled has won it a legion of dedicated fans.

That might explain why its Philo tasting room, a 2 1/2-hour drive from San Francisco up Mendocino's twisty Highway 128, remains so popular. The winery offers a sweeping view of the valley floor and its 90 acres of vineyards. After the drive, you might be ready for a drink, but the emphasis here is on sampling -- right down to the mug given each taster as an impromptu spit bucket.

The vibe: Rustic but polished. The sturdy wood beams and log-cabin aesthetic belie a well-oiled winery operation with a 45,000-case production and a fiercely loyal customer base.

The team: Owners Ted Bennett and Deborah Cahn have overseen Navarro since its founding more than 30 years ago. Winemaker Jim Klein joined on 15 years ago after stints at the Brander Vineyard in the Santa Ynez Valley and making sparkling wine in the Golan Heights, the contested region between Israel and Syria. Philo is a bit more placid.

The wines: Navarro has its hands in nearly everything, though White Riesling ($16) and Gewurztraminer ($18) are its stalwarts. At least a dozen wines are on offer at the tasting room, not just the usual whites but its Methode a l'Ancienne Pinot Noir ($25) and Zinfandel ($19) too. For a special treat, nip a taste of the winery's hidden talent: transcendent grape juice made from Pinot Noir and Gewurztraminer ($11 each).

The experience: Tasting is free, and never hurried. The down-home staff perfectly finesses that difficult balance between knowledgeable and warm. They're pleasantly chatty but not pushy, even though much of the winery's business comes from direct sales. Perhaps they're confident that the wines sell themselves. The view is one of the best in the valley. The mugs are a subtle reminder that it's not polite to guzzle Gewurz.

The extras: Tours are available by appointment before 10:30 a.m.

Nearby: Mendocino stalwart Greenwood Ridge Vineyards (5501 Highway 128, Philo; 707-895-2002) is virtually next door, and sparkling house Scharffenberger Cellars (8501 Highway 128, Philo; 707-895-2957) is down the road.

Navarro Vineyards

5601 Highway 128, Philo

(707) 895-3686, www.navarrowine.com

10 a.m. to 5 p.m. daily

Rating: THREE STARS
Seattle Times
Tequila!

By Jack Broom

Seattle Times staff reporter

Warning: Asking Ramiro Rubio for his "finest tequila" can be hazardous to your bank account, as one bunch of revelers found out not long ago. With their approval, Rubio poured them 10 shots of Cuervo Colleccion — totaling $1,100.

Another group, celebrating a couple's 10th anniversary, shelled out more than $400 for a half-dozen shots of Porfidio Barrique, one of the other "top shelf" tequilas at Rubio's Capitol Hill spot, Galerias Gourmet Mexican Restaurant. Maybe they were lucky to get it for $70 a pour; Rubio has since bumped it to $105.

What gives? Are we talking about tequila, the stuff of college parties and killer hangovers? The high-octane fuel that helped turn Cinco de Mayo into one of America's most celebrated holidays?

Isn't this the liquid fire country singer Joe Nichols warns about in his hit single "Tequila Makes Her Clothes Fall Off"?

Si. And no.

When restaurant patrons browse through tequila lists offering dozens of choices, that's a clue. When liquor stores carry high-end tequilas at prices usually associated with single-malt scotch, that's another.

But when aficionados toss around terms like "floral notes," "layers of complexity" and "hints of caramel and vanilla" to describe a beverage that used to be knocked back with a lick of salt, a bite of lime and a wince of esophagus-searing pain, there can be no doubt:

Tequila has arrived.

Major tequila types

Blanco (or silver): Clear and transparent, bottled immediately after it is distilled, displays much of the taste and aroma of the agave plant.

Gold: Typically not aged and may include color or flavoring ingredients such as sugar syrup, caramel coloring or oak extract.

Reposado: Aged at least two months in oak, mellowing the tequila "bite." Pale yellow.

Añejo: Aged at least a year in oak barrels, picking up flavors such as caramel and vanilla. Deep golden color. A new category, "extra añejo," is aged at least three years.

And you should know:

No worm: If it has a worm, it's probably mezcal, a different spirit also made from agave.

Sangrita: Sipping tequilas aren't usually served with lime and salt, but may come with a small glass of sangrita on the side. No, not the fruity wine punch called "sangria" — sangrita is a combination of juices and spices intended to enhance tequila's impression on the taste buds.

Tequila sales in Washington rose 15 percent last year to 256,860 cases, the biggest increase of any major spirit category, said Steve Burnell, liquor-board marketing manager.

Today's tequila-sippers are people like Jason Smith, 34, of Wedgwood, who was having a margarita at Cactus in Kirkland a couple of years ago when owner Marc Chatalas asked if he'd like to try a tequila sampler.

"At first I was like 'No thanks, been-there-done-that.' We did shots years ago, and it was nasty stuff — rough on your throat, harsh on your nose, hard going down. It was just something you did to get wasted."

But Smith, who works for a company that provides professional services to law firms, gave it a try and now appreciates the nuances of a fine aged tequila. "It's got a lot of interesting, different flavors, different feel, smooth finishes — something you could approach like a wine or scotch."

Many of the younger customers driving tequila's success at places like Matador in Ballard — sporting a list more than 75 different tequilas — weren't even alive when Jimmy Buffett came out with "Margaritaville" in 1977. The original parrothead was ahead of his time, but on the right track. The "frozen concoction" he serenaded is now America's favorite cocktail, says the Distilled Spirits Council of the United States.

"We have a lot of people who go to Mexico; that's a factor. And I think people are interested in the artisan nature of some of the tequilas," said Burnell, adding that premium brands show the sharpest increase. On liquor-store shelves, bottles in the $45-$55 range have become commonplace, with the selection topping out at $189.50 for Gran Patrón Platinum.

But you don't have to be rich to try decent tequila. Even on extensive tequila lists around Seattle, the bulk of offerings still go for $6 to $10 for a 1.5-ounce pour. Some bars offer "tequila samplers" with small amounts of several tequilas side-by-side, encouraging exploration.

"People have always been afraid of tequila," said Ryan Magarian, a former bartender whose company, Liquid Relations, advises restaurants on cocktails and spirits. "It's got a strong flavor, and it takes time to get used to. But when they learn to appreciate it and try some of the brands that are out there, they become very loyal."

Even though tequila is surging, Washingtonians still buy more than four times as much vodka. And Magarian is quick to point out Seattle "is still in its tequila infancy, certainly compared to California." Consider that Tommy's Mexican Restaurant in San Franciso boasts a tequila tasting club of more than 6,000 members.

Among the signs of tequila's emergence: Spitfire, which opened in Belltown last year, has begun offering a once-a-month "tequila pairing menu," combining three food courses and three tequila tastes for $20. Those bacon-wrapped jalapeno prawns? They pair up with a Don Julio Reposado.

Perhaps we could have seen this coming. Ever since salsa surpassed ketchup as America's favorite condiment in the 1990s, highlighting the Latin influence in the U.S. marketplace, it was only a matter of time before tequila claimed the spotlight.

In the Southwest and West Coast in particular, an interest in Mexico's regional cuisines has helped pave the way for an appreciation of the distilled nectar of the blue agave, a desert succulent that takes up to 12 years to produce its pineapple-shaped fruit.

Now even casual consumers are looking for ones that are 100 percent blue agave, and noting the differences between clear, "blanco" tequilas and the slightly aged "reposados" or the longer-aged "añejos," which can have aromas similar to cognac.

At Galerias, Rubio, a Guadalajara native who's been collecting tequilas for more than two decades, said tequila is benefiting from the Mexican government's efforts to regulate where it can be grown and how it can be produced. Only five Mexican states, and only certain regions within those states, can label their product "tequila." Agave spirits made outside those areas have other names, such as mezcal.

Rubio traveled to Mexico last year for a four-day class put on by the Tequila Regulatory Council designed to deepen retailers' knowledge of the beverage.

And despite the attention tequila is getting on its own, the amount being served "neat" in this country is still tiny compared with the oceans of it poured into margaritas. Every bartender worth his or her salted rim claims a special technique or formula, with the best designed to showcase a good tequila instead of obscuring it in what Magarian calls "adult limeade."

In the tiny bar of at La Carta de Oaxaca, a half-block from Matador, bartender Zach Harjo is familiar with the "bad rap" tequila has to overcome. "I've heard a lot of people say, 'I got sick on Cuervo Gold in college and I haven't gone back to it.' They've had bad tequila or too much of it, and they think if they even smell it they'll get sick again."

With a selection of nearly 30 tequilas — including a half-dozen not on the printed menu — Harjo enjoys wooing customers back into the tequila fold with a smooth-tasting añejo, like the Gran Centenario for $13 a shot. "I almost don't like calling it a 'shot,' " he said. "That brings up those old negative connotations. Good tequila has so much more to offer."

Jack Broom: 206-464-2222

Tequila spoken here

Tequilas meant to be sipped — not slammed — are turning up all over the Seattle area. Here's just a taste:

Cactus: Brothers Marc and Bret Chatalas offer more than 30 tequilas and six "samplers," featuring three 1-ounce pours of different tequilas, starting at $12.50. Just get your income-tax refund? The $35 combo teams three "top shelf" tastes: Gran Patrón Platinum, El Tesoro Paradiso and Don Julio 1942; 2820 Alki Ave. S.W., Seattle; other Cactus locations, with somewhat smaller lists, in Madison Park and Kirkland (www.cactusrestaurants.com).

Galerias Gourmet Mexican Restaurant: Don't let the "Day of the Dead" figures guarding Ramiro Rubio's most precious bottles scare you off; he's got more than 150 tequilas on his metal-jacketed, five-page tequila list, and though they top out at more than $100 a shot, most are in the $5-$10 range; 611 Broadway E., Seattle (www.galeriasgourmet.net).

Spitfire: Belltown's "urban sports bar" — is tequila-sipping an urban sport? — lists 14 premium tequilas, 18 margaritas and a margarita sampler. Their new feature: On the first Thursday of each month, Chef James Earl presents a food-tequila pairing menu of three small food courses, each matched with a tequila, for $20; 2219 Fourth Ave., Seattle (www.spitfireseattle.com).

La Carta de Oaxaca: Bartender Zach Harjo at this busy Ballard favorite loves to talk tequila and has a selection of about 30, including some not on the printed list, and margaritas in which you actually do taste the tequila; 5431 Ballard Ave. N.W., Seattle (www.lacartadeoaxaca.com).

Matador: "First and foremost, we are a tequila bar," says general manager Sarah Kronzer, and she's got the selection to prove it: More than 75 bottles, ranging up to $85 a pour for Don Julio Real, served in a small, brandy-style snifter. Sales of "sipping tequila" are growing, but if you had a nickel for every margarita served to this crowd of 20- and 30-somethings, you could fly down to Mexico and have yours on the beach; 2221 N.W. Market St., Seattle; also in West Seattle and Tacoma (www.matadorseattle.com).

Peso's Kitchen and Lounge: Uncertain what to try? Ask for a small taste. General manager Dan Olsby has no interest in sticking you with something you don't like, and guarantees to always have at least 70 tequilas in stock. Toward the spendy end of the list is Herradura's Seleccion Suprema for $50; 605 Queen Anne Ave. N., Seattle (www.pesoskitchen.com).

Frida's Gourmet Mexican Restaurant: Owner-chef Josè Antonio Piña, a cousin of Rubio at Galerias, presides over a list of more than 200 tequilas, topped off by Cuervo Colleccion, aged in French oak and going for $110 for a 1.5-ounce pour. Better hurry for that one; last we checked, he was down to less than half a bottle. 3226 132nd St S.E. #108, Mill Creek (www.fridasmexrestaurant.com).

Youthful passion from ancient Spain

If there is a wine-producing country on Earth more exciting than Spain, with more palate- thrilling wines at every price point, I have not found it.

The wines of Spain cover every sensation that the human nose and tongue can transmit. They intrigue the mind and touch the heart. They capture the energy of youth and its passion for transformation, while retaining at least some of the pride and tradition that come only from ancient lands. Spanish wines give me what any wine lover loves: intensity. This is not a matter of over-ripening grapes, sorting fruit berry by berry or bulking up the wine with unnecessary new oak.

The best of these wines come by their flavors honorably — some by virtue of being planted in marginal soils, some by virtue of age (when they say old vine, they are talking 60 or 80 or 100 years, not 20 or 30). The white wines are succulent, sharp, crisp and herbal. The reds are bright, sappy, often tasting of rock and mineral, with plenty of acid. It's rare to find oxidized wines, as in the old days.

Many of the new breed of inexpensive Spanish wines sport colorful graphic labels. They don't need animals, vehicles or other gimmicks, but they do convey an image of youth, fun and relaxed enjoyment. These everyday whites are clean and refreshing, and not afraid to show their herbal side. Their counterpart reds are fermented in stainless steel and don't rely on fake oak flavors of vanilla and sneaky residual sugar to make an impression.

Writing in the latest issue of Robert Parker's Wine Advocate, Dr. Jay Miller, who now covers Spain, punctuates his giddy introduction to the reviews by urging budding wine collectors to lay in Spanish wines. The best cost less than $50-$60 a bottle, he says, adding, "Let your wealthy friends stock up on $500-a-bottle Bordeaux and cult California Cabernets, and then shock them years later in blind tastings."

Truth is, you don't need to spend $50 a bottle to get great wines from Spain. In a series of recent tastings, I found some delicious wines for as little as $7 or $8. By the time you hit $40 or $50, you are really catching a tail wind. Here are my favorites in a variety of price points.

(distributed by Noble):

Rioja Vega 2005 Joven ($8 in March). Though the older Rioja Vega wines I tasted failed to impress, this fresh blend of 90 percent tempranillo and 10 percent garnacha (grenache) delivered some surprisingly dense, chewy fruit, accented with black licorice. Well-structured and affordably priced.

Monjardin 2005 'El Cerezo' Chardonnay ($10). From Navarra, it actually reads "unoaked" and delivers the clean, refreshing flavors that only stainless-steel fermentation can muster. Better yet, it's an intense mix of apple, pear and white peach fruits, a glorious wine to match with fish, poultry and noodle dishes.

Bodega Pirineos 2005 Mesache Blanco ($10). A blend of gewürztraminer, chardonnay and macabeo, this is almost unctuously rich, yet retains the lovely floral nuances of the gewürztraminer.

Bodega Pirineos 2004 Parraleta ($13). This indigenous red grape from the Somontano region is hardly ever released as a varietal. It's a wine that sneaks up on you. At first you taste bright, crunchy cranberry and wild cherry fruit, but it lingers and resonates, morphing into a sleek and penetrating wine with a sensuous minerality.

Montesierra 2005 "Organic" Tempranillo Merlot ($13). From Bodega Pirineos, this wine, from certified organically grown grapes, is a 50/50 blend. Tightly wound, its flavors are wild red berries set in a distinctly earthy, somewhat tannic frame. Not a keeper, but for those seeking "back-to-the-earth" flavors, this nails it.

Anima Negra 2004 "AN/2" ($23 in March). The Anima Negra wines, from largely obscure, indigenous old vines grown on the island of Mallorca, really lit up the tasting. The AN/2 blends Callet, Manto Negro, Fogoneu and Monastrell (mourvèdre). It's youthful, fresh and fruit-driven, with the accent on wild raspberry.

Anima Negra 2003 "AN" ($54). OK, we've crossed the $50 line, but this is made only in the best vintages and exclusively from an obscure grape called Callet. Fermented in small, open-top wood vats, it marries an ancient grape to artisanal winemaking to create a magnificently iconic wine. Elegant and racy, its flavors are deep and detailed, its impression profound.

From Olé Imports (Unique):

2005 Marola ($8). This is two-thirds carignena, one-third garnacha, tight and mouth-puckering. A strong streak of black pepper adds some extra interest to the finish.

Vinos Sin-Ley 2005 "G-2" Garnacha ($8). A fine value, this very young, grapey red has clear, clean wild berry and crushed rock flavors. Straight-ahead, flavorful, no-frills winemaking.

2005 Carril De Cotos ($8). This pure tempranillo tastes, once again, exactly like wild raspberries over crushed rock. Austere, bone dry, searingly scrapey, and yet with plenty of fresh fruit snap and sizzle. It needs a good, greasy cut of meat.

2005 Distinto ($9). Half tempranillo and half syrah, this stylish blend offers a bit more substance than the other Olé wines in this price range. Hints of leather mingle with chewy tannins and mixed red fruits. It's a bit rustic, but if you give it plenty of air time, it comes around nicely.

2004 Portal ($15). For a modest bump up in price, you get this classy blend of merlot, cabernet, grenache, syrah and tempranillo. A chewy, dry, tannic mix of berries and chalky rock, it takes the flavors of the cheaper wines to a new level.

2005 Barahonda Tinto ($10). A deep, juicy, blackberry and black cherry-flavored red, 100 percent monastrell, concentrated and finished with flavors of coffee liqueur, smoke, graphite, black licorice and fruitcake spices. Clearly the best of the Olé wines.

From Quintessential Wines (Alaska Distributors):

2005 Rojo Tempranillo/Cabernet Sauvignon ($9). It's really a tempranillo with a splash of cabernet in the blend, making a lightly flavored wine leaning to wild berry and pomegranate fruits. There is a streak of cassis, perhaps from the cab, and enough of a tannin base to serve this with lighter meat dishes.

2005 Rojo Tempranillo/Garnacha ($9). Soft and supple, this accessible blend is a fruit-driven wine with slightly cooked, yet still appealing flavors. A good choice for vegetable stews, soups and casseroles.

Pick of the Week

Castillo de Almansa 2005 Garnacha Tintorera, priced at $7 this month. Also known as Alicante Bouschet, this is a grenache clone occasionally found in California. Here it is entirely stainless steel fermented and aged, and delivers tooth- staining grapey fruit flavors with plenty of stuffing. It's rustic, country wine at its best — the kind served up in half-liter carafes by charming inns in hilltop towns. That's a lot of fantasy for 7 bucks (distributed by Noble).

Wine Q & A: Marry a white and a light red

Q: My daughter is getting married in August and wants to serve both white and red wine at the reception. I have given thought to a pinot grigio for the white, but since I am not much of a red-wine drinker, I am stumped over an appropriate summer red wine to have. Can you offer any suggestions?

A: It's too soon to be able to give you specific wine recommendations for an August wedding. Vintages tend to change rapidly in the spring, and by August most of the wines currently in the marketplace will have changed. I can give you some general guidelines, however.

For summer reds, which are often served outdoors, your best strategy is to stick with lighter red wines from recent vintages. 2005 reds from Spain (see this week's column for some excellent examples), Southern France, Washington and California's Central Coast are all good candidates. Less expensive red wines tend to be fruity and light, perfect for summer. Inexpensive zinfandel, syrah and pinot noir are all good candidates.

You might also consider serving dry rosé: It's very contemporary, very refreshing and very popular with the younger consumers.
USA Today

Wolfgang Puck puts mercy on menu across USA

By Jerry Shriver, USA TODAY

Pioneering celebrity chef Wolfgang Puck is putting his empire's financial and PR muscle behind an initiative that will guarantee that the vast majority of the meals served in his restaurants are made only with all-natural and certified organic ingredients and meats that come from animals that have been treated humanely. Once the WELL (Wolfgang's Eating, Loving and Living) program is phased in over the next few months, it will affect the standards at his 14 fine-dining restaurants, 80-plus Wolfgang Puck Gourmet Express fast-casual eateries and 43 catering venues, which served 10 million customers last year. It's an expansion of a philosophy that already governs his fine-dining establishments.

"I want to be certain that only animals who are able to freely engage in natural behaviors are used to provide the products for our tables," Puck said in a statement.

Under the program, the restaurants will eliminate from their menus foie gras, eggs from battery-caged hens, and crated veal and pork; expand their vegetarian offerings; and only serve certified sustainable seafood. The WELL standards, among the most far-reaching and comprehensive in the restaurant industry, were created as part of a partnership with the Humane Society of the United States. They will be promoted via Puck's various TV appearances, books and newspaper columns.

In addition, his companies are working with the Las Vegas Clark County School District to develop similar standards for improving the quality of school menus.
Cheers 

By Jerry Shriver

Marriage made in Spain

Friday, March 23, 2007

2004 Osborne "Solaz'' Tempranillo-Cabernet Sauvignon, Spain, about $9. I tasted this alongside some similarly priced Cab blends from Australia and it blew everything else out of the sink because it was not dumbed down. Here, the Cab is just 20% of the blend but you can spot its firm presence and the depth that it lends to the softness and elegance of the Tempranillo. It's a serious wine and one heck of a bargain. Drink it with any grilled red meat.

More than a feeling

Wednesday, March 21, 2007

2005 Ironstone Vineyards Chardonnay, Lodi, Calif., about $10. As I grow older (I'm 51) I've noticed that the texture of a wine -- how it feels in my mouth -- is becoming nearly as important as its flavor and aroma. I don't know if this has to do with the fact that my palate is aging and has changed its sensitivity or with the fact that I've gained more experience with wine-tasting and am now just getting attuned to something I should have been observing all along. At any rate, give me silkiness in my Pinot Noirs, structure in my Cabernets and a mild zestiness in my Sauvignon Blancs and Rieslings and you're halfway to a good recommendation. (Wine geeks call this "mouthfeel.'') I bring this up because this subtle, modestly-flavored Chardonnay captured my attention with its richness, roundness and buttery-ness -- characteristics I don't often find in a $10 Chard.

Wall St. Journal

Kosher -- for Any Wine Lover

A World of Wines Worth Discovering; Riojas and Pinotage

March 23, 2007; Page W7

TASTINGS

By DOROTHY J. GAITER AND JOHN BRECHER 


More good kosher wines are available to more people now than ever. From Chilean Carmenère to New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc to fine Bordeaux and semisweet reds from Georgia, fine kosher wines are on the shelves -- and, critically, on the Internet.

We have been conducting broad tastings of kosher wines for almost a decade. We have found that anyone who keeps kosher no longer has to settle for simple, sweet wines and anyone who loves wine shouldn't avoid the kosher aisle. We routinely include kosher wines in our general tastings and some of them have been among our favorites. In a tasting of midrange American Cabernet Sauvignon, for instance, Hagafen Cellars was one of the best, way up there with Jordan Vineyard & Winery.

International Flavor

To get a sense of the international flavor of kosher wines these days, we bought more than 50 kosher wines -- right off the shelves, as always -- that we felt demonstrated the great breadth of kosher wines today: red and white, sparkling and still, dry and sweet. They were from all over the world, from Argentina to Italy. In the past, we have written about kosher wines made from the most common grapes -- Chardonnay, Merlot and so on -- so we focused this time on imported wines that some people might not expect to find in the kosher aisle, such as Rioja from Spain.

Some wines are kosher, some are kosher for Passover and some are mevushal. Most kosher wines are kosher for Passover. The most notable exception is one part of the Manischewitz line. Manischewitz's sweet Concord is the kosher wine many of us grew up with. A spokeswoman for Constellation Brands, which makes Manischewitz, says it is still the No. 1 kosher wine in America, with more than a million cases produced each year. From the end of December through Passover, the company produces kosher-for-Passover wines. For the other eight months of the year in its kosher wines, Manischewitz uses fructose, a sweetener derived from corn, which is forbidden at Passover. The company urges customers looking for kosher-for-Passover wines to read its labels closely.

Some wines are both kosher for Passover and mevushal. A mevushal wine is one that can be handled by the general public, such as a non-Jewish waiter, and still remain kosher once it's open. A mevushal wine is heated in seconds by flash pasteurization. We are often asked if the mevushal process harms the wine. In our tastings through the years, we haven't found a consistent difference in taste between mevushal and nonmevushal kosher wines. In this tasting, we liked two-thirds of the wines that were nonmevushal but only one-third of the wines that were, but our favorite red and our favorite white -- a New Zealand Pinot Noir and an Alsatian Gewürztraminer -- were both mevushal.

The tasting would be an eye-opener for anyone who still doubts the range of kosher wines. Earthy Portuguese reds, Italian Pinot Grigio, South African Pinotage -- you name it, you're likely to find a version that's kosher. In the attached index, we have listed a few of our favorites as examples of the kinds of wines that are out there. We also saw a more-interesting selection of kosher wines from Israel this year, including a Pinotage, which is a grape usually associated with South Africa (it was made by Barkan and, while not among our favorites, was good and worth trying). We even tried a couple of wines from the Republic of Georgia, which weren't among our favorites but were still interesting and well-made.

Where to Find Them

Now, about getting them. We understand that some places have a far better selection of kosher wines than others. But thanks to the Internet and the burgeoning number of excellent wine stores willing to deliver to many states, it's possible for most people to order good kosher wines. Binny's in Chicago (binnys.com1) lists about 100, Wally's in Los Angeles (wallywine.com2) around 55 and Wine Library in New Jersey (winelibrary.com3) about 80. If you might be interested in ordering wine online, drop us a note at wine@wsj.com4 and we'll send you our column about how to do it, and the names of some stores that have good general-interest wine Web sites. There are still some people around the country who are out of luck. The state stores of Pennsylvania, for instance, have a limited kosher selection, almost entirely from Israel. A spokeswoman for the Pennsylvania Liquor Control Board told us that "currently, the PLCB has a kosher wine program focused on increasing the kosher wine selection in anticipation of Passover and other Jewish holidays."

Actually, in many places, the selection of kosher wines tends to grow as Passover nears. In fact, the one caution flag we'd raise is that some places seem to hold on to their kosher wines far longer than they should, so every year we see old, tired bottles that should have been given away or poured out long ago. Be sure to look at vintages carefully.

Wine stores still generally keep the kosher wines in a separate section, which is fine if you're specifically looking for kosher wine, but probably means that too many people are passing them by. Next time you're in a wine shop, even if you don't keep kosher, you really should take a look.

A Kosher Sampler

To get an idea of the broad range of international kosher wines on shelves these days, we bought more than 50 from all over the world. These were some of our favorites, listed from white to red and from lighter to heavier. We have chosen these not only because they are good, but also because they demonstrate the wide variety of kosher wines available today. As always, it would be frustrating to look for any specific wine, but these will give you an idea of how broad the selection is these days.

VINEYARD/VINTAGE 
PRICE 


TASTERS' COMMENTS

Rashi Moscato d'Asti 2005 (Italy) 
$10.99 


It's hard to go wrong with any Moscato d'Asti as an aperitif or after-dinner wine. This one is a delight: fresh, fruity, slightly spritzy and filled with orange blossoms, kiwi and tangerines. We also liked Bartenura's Asti ($10.99).

Abarbanel Vin d'Alsace Gewürztraminer 2004 (France) 
$17.99* 


We're big fans of Alsatian Gewürz and this is an excellent example, clean and spicy, with a nose of roses and tastes of white pepper. Lovely wine. Best white of the tasting.

Ramon Cardova Rioja Blanco 2003 (Spain) 
$13.99 


White Rioja isn't very common, so we were delighted to see this and it was excellent, filled with minerals and a little bit of muskiness that was quite attractive and made it food-friendly. Nicely dry. A white that could stand up to brisket. We also liked Cardova's red Rioja in this tasting and in the past.

Dalton Rosé (Israel) 2005 
$14.99 


A good example of the increasing number of good rosés available from all over the world. Crisp, filled with fruit and just slightly sweet, with lots of strawberry tastes and lively acidity. Serious minerals on the finish make it a good pair with food, especially roast chicken.

Dalton Barbera 'Oak Aged' (Upper Galilee) 2004 (Israel) 
$21.99 


We tasted a couple of Italian Barberas, too, but this was better, with exuberant, lemony fruit and simple in the best sense of the word. Great with pasta.

Goose Bay Pinot Noir (East Coast) 2005 (New Zealand) 
$19.99 


Wine-lovers are excited about New Zealand's Pinot Noir and this is a good one, with a haunting nose of earth, pepper and a little funk and a silky, fruity taste. Best red of the tasting. We also liked Goose Bay's 2005 Sauvignon Blanc ($13.99), which was crisp, juicy and very easy to enjoy.

Teperberg Family Estate Meritage (Judean Hills) 2005 (Israel) 
$12.99 


Lovely, Bordeaux-like nose, crisp and structured. Earthy, with good fruit and a long finish. Could age nicely. Good with brisket.

Bartenura Nebbiolo (Colline Novaresi) 2004 (Italy) 
$15.99 


Interesting and tight, with intense, earthy fruit and the smell of blue flowers and rich earth. Fragrant. Good with all Italian food.
Washington Post

Sometimes, Respect Starts With a Pour Down the Drain

By Jason Wilson

Special to The Washington Post

Wednesday, March 21, 2007; F01

Jared Brown wants you be nicer to your vermouth.

He'd like you to stop making those tired jokes when you order your so-called dry martini. He'd rather you didn't quote Alfred Hitchcock's martini recipe, calling for "five parts gin and a quick glance at a bottle of vermouth," or Winston Churchill's, which calls for drinking a tumbler of gin while bowing in the direction of France. And he isn't amused when you ask the bartender to simply wave a bottle of vermouth over the shaker. In his opinion, the joke's on you, because you're not really drinking a martini anyway. You're drinking a cold glass of gin.

"Vermouth gets picked on, and it doesn't deserve to be," says Brown, cocktail scholar, consultant and co-author of "Shaken Not Stirred: A Celebration of the Martini." "Vermouth is the least-understood common beverage behind bars today."

Most of all, Brown wants you to take better care of your vermouth. Go to your liquor cabinet, fish out that ancient bottle and pour it down the drain. Now go buy a fresh bottle and, this time, keep it in the fridge. "I will die a happy man," says Brown, "if I leave this life having only succeeded in leading the world to the understanding that vermouth is a wine and, like port, spoils a month or two after opening." Spoiled vermouth tastes like, well, spoiled wine.

It's not only the home cocktail maker he's trying to convert. Brown, along with his partner and co-author Anistatia Miller, recently created a cocktail menu for the annual White House Correspondents' Association dinner, including a Reverse Manhattan that called for three parts sweet vermouth to one part bourbon. Arriving at the banquet room, they discovered that the bar was stocked with several already-opened, half-filled bottles of vermouth that, according to Brown, had been sitting there "since Carter banned the three-martini lunch." He sneaked into the hotel's supply room and found shelves loaded with more unsealed, half-used bottles -- all spoiled.

In a panic, Brown ran to the nearest liquor store and bought all the vermouth he could get his hands on. The bartenders, of course, thought he was nuts. But once the event began, they changed their tune. "Every time another person raved to the bartenders about the drinks, I shot them an I-told-you-so look," he says.

Brown is not alone in his vermouth evangelism. Over the past year, numerous food and beverage trendspotters have declared a sort of vermouth renaissance.

Though vermouth traditionally is one of the cheapest spirits available, ranging from $7 to $10 a bottle, several premium brands have edged into the market in recent years. A few years ago Quady Winery, in Madera, Calif., began selling its Vya sweet and dry vermouths at more than $20 a bottle. And some bartenders are using the hard-to-find Carpano Antica Formula, based on the original vermouth recipe from 18th-century Italy.

Whether a rise in vermouth represents a true or concocted trend is still open to debate. Jack Robertiello, an editor at Adams Beverage Group, which monitors the wine and spirits industry, is skeptical. His research shows that Italy's Martini & Rossi, the most popular brand of vermouth in the United States, imported about 550,000 cases in 2005 and has hovered there for years.

"If you asked a bartender, 'When's the last time someone ordered a glass of vermouth?,' they'd look at you like you were crazy," Robertiello says.

However, Laura Baddish, who represents the Martini & Rossi brand in the United States, claims that vermouth sales increased significantly in 2006, though she said numbers were not available. "Classic cocktail recipes are re-energizing the vermouth category," she says. The recent trend of high-end bourbon and rye whiskeys, for instance, has rekindled interest in the Manhattan, for which sweet vermouth is essential.

Brown backs up the enthusiasm. "It is a trend in its early stages," he says, explaining that the interest is being led by those "who want to restore bartending as a profession and an art."

Todd Thrasher, cocktail guru at Restaurant Eve and the PX lounge in Alexandria, makes his own vermouth by macerating 16 different herbs in wine. He also uses expensive Vya sweet vermouth in his Manhattan at PX. "I think vermouth is something that's misunderstood," he says. "The best way to learn about vermouth is to try it on the rocks to explore its nuances."

But Robertiello questions how many bartenders demonstrate such vermouth devotion. "I would bet that 99 out of 100 bartenders have never sat down and done a tasting of vermouths," he says.

Probably true. But as it happens, I have just returned from Italy, where I did participate in a tasting at the Martini & Rossi distillery in Pessione, near Turin. Though aromatized wines have been around since the ancient Greeks, Turin is the birthplace of vermouth as we know it. Antonio Benedetto Carpano first produced the spirit here in 1786; Alessandro Martini and Luigi Rossi introduced their version in 1863. Carpano was inspired by a German fortified wine that used wormwood. The word "vermouth" derives from "wermut," the German word for wormwood.

Talk of a vermouth trend in the United States was met with amusement by the Italians I talked to during Turin's evening aperitivo hour. In most Italian bars, vermouth sits right in the rail, next to the Campari and the spumante, and is poured dozens of times every evening, so storage is rarely an issue. Also, Italians generally drink vermouth by itself as an aperitif, on the rocks and perhaps with a citrus garnish.

At Martini & Rossi, I was led through the laboratory and into a stark white room by the production team. A man in a white lab coat poured glasses of extra dry, rosso, bianco and ros? vermouths. "If you ask young people in Italy what their favorite Martini is, they'll say bianco," says Luciano Boero, the head of production at the plant. "For older people like me, however, Martini Rosso is the most popular."

Vermouth is 75 percent wine, and all the wine for Martini & Rossi vermouth -- even the rosso -- is a basic white, such as Trebbiano. The wine provides only the structure and body. "To make a great vermouth, the wine must be neutral," says Alberto Oricco, an oenologist and quality-control supervisor at the plant. "It's important not to use a wine with a big flavor, because the flavor comes from the herbs."

The aromatic herbs that give Martini & Rossi vermouth its flavor are mixed secretly in a lab in Geneva. While Boero knows which herbs are used, and did admit to some ingredients, even he doesn't know the exact recipe. Besides the wine and botanicals, there is also alcohol, sugar, and -- in vermouth rosso -- caramel added for color.

Because we are sampling at room temperature, I can much more easily pick out aromas and flavors. As we taste the pale yellow extra dry, there is a scent of iris, lemon peels and raspberry, and a hint of sweet wine in the taste. "We use a little Marsala wine in this blend," Boero says.

We move on to the rosso, which is actually brown, and what we commonly call sweet vermouth. "Why is it called red? I don't know why," Boero says with a chuckle. Besides the interesting note of coriander, one of the most important ingredients is cinchona, a tree whose bark gives sweet vermouth a bitter kick. "We never use spicy herbs," Boero says, "only mountain herbs."

The 10 minutes I've spent tasting Martini Rosso is easily the most time I've ever spent thinking about sweet vermouth. It's usually just something I pour into a shaker, with bourbon, for a Manhattan.

"Vermouths were not originally created for being mixed. They were created to drink alone," says Cristiana Fanciotto, Martini & Rossi's spokeswoman. "I don't think Luigi Rossi ever thought to create Martini Rosso so that it could be mixed with other liquors. He'd already created the perfect mix. There was no need to mix it with anything else."

For me, the most impressive vermouth is the bianco -- another sweet vermouth -- which is available in the States but little known. The scent of thyme and oregano and the tastes of cloves and vanilla create a wonderful balance of sweet and savory. I could drink bianco vermouth on the rocks, with a twist of lemon, all afternoon. To me, it is no wonder that bianco is the most popular vermouth in Italy, accounting for half of Martini & Rossi's production.

Back home, of course, who cares how the Italians do it? Now that I better appreciate the spirit's complex flavors, I've begun experimenting with it to create new drink variations. Try using more dry vermouth in your classic martini. Add more sweet vermouth to your Manhattan -- or replace the standard rosso vermouth with bianco.

"Vermouth has such an undeserved reputation," says Brown. "We just want the truth to be known."

Jason Wilson is The Post's new Spirits columnist.

Four Pours That Are Verifiably Vernal

By Karen Page and Andrew Dornenburg
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We're not your typical wine writers: We love food first and wine second. Frankly, we think the most amazing thing about wine is its ability to make food taste even better.

That means, simply, that you can bring more pleasure into your life every day through more thoughtful -- even inspired -- pairings. We know from experience that the wrong combination can ruin the wine, the food or both: Imagine pad thai wiped out by a cabernet, or Riesling overwhelmed by a steak. On the other hand, reverse those same wine choices, and you'll see that the ideal match can transform virtually any meal from ordinary to extraordinary.

Sharing our enthusiasm for some of the best wine and food pairings we've tasted, we'll focus less on once-a-year or even once-in-a-lifetime extravagances and more on those that can be enjoyed week in and week out. As one of life's greatest delights, the matching of compatible food and wine need not be limited to special occasions.

But it isn't just a matter of finding the right wine for the right food. It's also about pairing to the moment -- the particular people gathered, the occasion, the mood (such as Sunday brunch with the family vs. a romantic dinner out) -- and to the season.

As temperatures rise and winter officially melts into spring, at least on calendars, cravings for full-bodied winter reds give way to those for lighter-bodied reds, such as pinot noir, and whites, such as Riesling. In fact, pinot noir and Riesling are two of the most food-friendly wines around, so they're worth keeping on hand in your wine rack or refrigerator throughout the year.

After all, what better wine to accompany spring's more delicate flavors? All sorts of seasonal foods -- fava beans, spring lamb, first-of-the-season salmon -- are noticeably lighter in flavor and texture than they are later in the year, calling for a wine equivalent.

This week we bring you four recommendations, all white wines. At home as our "go-to" wine, we often "call the Doctor": Loosen Bros. "Dr. L" Riesling. This elegant wine is fruity, high in acid and low in alcohol, with a touch of minerality and a hint of sweetness -- which helps it stand up beautifully to sausages, spicy Indian food and chili-laden Mexican dishes. Best of all, it's usually priced around $10.

We enjoyed our other three recommendations earlier this month at a restaurant wine tasting. These wines sparkled on our palates as well as in our glasses; their liveliness and vibrancy are the essence of spring. We were even happier when we learned that each retails for less than $25.

Moreson means "morning sun" in Afrikaans, and Moreson winery's 2006 Chenin Blanc struck us as a liquid exemplar of the phrase. South African chenin blanc often calls to mind melon, peach and honeysuckle flavors, and Moreson's impressed us with its lemon-lime acidity and slight minerality. This is an ideal wine to pair with spa cuisine, whether steamed shrimp dumplings or sauteed scallops.

The other two wines are from New Zealand's Te Awa Winery, which is better known for its reds, especially pinotage and syrah. However, its excellent sauvignon blanc (which is 50 percent barrel-fermented, adding flavor complexity) and chardonnay should not be overshadowed. Both wines are well balanced, with finishes that seem to go on forever on your tongue. The winery describes its chardonnay as having "well-integrated oak," which is a nice way of saying it has all the body and flavor benefits of oak without being a proverbial oak bomb, which would obliterate the taste of many foods. That makes it the perfect foil for full-flavored fish such as salmon.

All four of this week's recommended wines can herald spring with their mood-lifting sprightliness. The pleasure they deliver is only enhanced by the suggested food pairings, because of course the right food can make wine taste even better, too.

Karen Page and Andrew Dornenburg are the award-winning authors of "What to Drink With What You Eat" and several other books. They can be reached through their Web site,http://www.becomingachef.com, or atfood@washpost.com.

In the Wine Aisle
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2005 Loosen Bros. "Dr. L" Riesling

(Mosel-Saar-Ruwer, Germany), $10

Flavors: a blend of peaches and pears with nice lemony acidity and the slightest hint of sweetness, minerality and effervescence.

Alcohol: 8.5 percent.

Pair with: chilies, salads, salty cheeses, seafood, smoked salmon and other fish; spicy Thai, Vietnamese and other Asian dishes.

Where to find it: Cecile's, Decanter Fine Wines, MacArthur Beverage, Rodman's, Trader Joe's.

2006 Moreson Chenin Blanc

(Franschhoek, South Africa), $15

Flavors: light and dry, with lemon-lime acidity and hints of mineral, quince and honey.

Alcohol: 12.5 percent.

Pair with: chicken, lemon and other citrus; white fish such as halibut and rockfish; parsley and other herbs; seafood; steamed shrimp dumplings (shu mai).

Avoid with: heavier and/or stronger-flavored dishes.

Where to find it: Balducci's, Cleveland Park Wines, De Vinos, MacArthur Beverage, Potomac Wine & Spirits.

2005 Te Awa Sauvignon Blanc

(Hawke's Bay, New Zealand), $20

Flavors: ripe stone fruit, particularly peach, with hints of melon and fig and a touch of minerality, plus a long finish.

Alcohol: 12 percent.

Pair with: artichokes, chicken, Thai curries, dill, lemon, mildly spicy dishes, oysters, pesto, salmon, seafood.

Where to find it: Grape Legs, Southern Hemisphere Wine Center.

2004 Te Awa Chardonnay

(Hawke's Bay, New Zealand), $25

Flavors: packed with fruit (nectarine and pear), with some floral, spice and mineral notes plus a refreshing lime-tinged acidity and finish.

Alcohol: 14 percent.

Pair with: butter sauces, chicken, halibut, salmon, miso (especially when rubbed on chicken or fish), crab.

Avoid with: curries and very spicy dishes.

Where to find it: Dean & DeLuca, Grape Legs, Southern Hemisphere Wine Center.

Note: Prices are approximate. Contact stores to verify current availability. Other resources for finding wines include http://www.winesearcher.com/ and http://www.wineaccess.com./BBalducci's, 3201 New Mexico Ave., 202-363-5800, and 10323 Old Georgetown Rd., Bethesda, 301-564-3100; Cecile's, 1351 Chain Bridge Rd., McLean, 703-356-6500; Cleveland Park Wine and Spirits, 3423 Connecticut Ave. NW; 202-363-4265; Dean & DeLuca, 3276 M St. NW, 202-342-2500; Decanter Fine Wines, 6420 Freetown Rd., Columbia, 410-531-6663; De Vinos, 2001 18th St. NW, 202-986-5002; Grape Legs, 1905 Ninth St. NW, 202-387-9463; MacArthur Beverages, 4877 MacArthur Blvd. NW, 202-338-1433; Potomac Wine & Spirits, 3100 M St. NW, 202-333-2848; Rodman's, 5100 Wisconsin Ave. NW, 202-363-3466; Southern Hemisphere Wine Center,http://www.southernwines.com/; Trader Joe's (multiple locations nationally).

2004 Te Awa Chardonnay

(Hawke's Bay, New Zealand), $25

Flavors: packed with fruit (nectarine and pear), with some floral, spice and mineral notes plus a refreshing lime-tinged acidity and finish.

Alcohol:14 percent.

Pair with: butter sauces, chicken, halibut, salmon, miso (especially when rubbed on chicken or fish), crab.

Avoid with: curries and very spicy dishes.

Where to find it: Dean &amp; DeLuca, Grape Legs, Southern Hemisphere Wine Center.

Note: Prices are approximate. Contact stores to verify current availability. Other resources for finding wines include http://www.winesearcher.com and http://www.wineaccess.com.BBalducci's, 3201 New Mexico Ave., 202-363-5800, and 10323 Old Georgetown Rd., Bethesda, 301-564-3100; Cecile's, 1351 Chain Bridge Rd., McLean, 703-356-6500; Cleveland Park Wine and Spirits, 3423 Connecticut Ave. NW; 202-363-4265; Dean &amp; DeLuca, 3276 M St. NW, 202-342-2500; Decanter Fine Wines, 6420 Freetown Rd., Columbia, 410-531-6663; De Vinos, 2001 18th St. NW, 202-986-5002; Grape Legs, 1905 Ninth St. NW, 202-387-9463; MacArthur Beverages, 4877 MacArthur Blvd. NW, 202-338-1433; Potomac Wine &amp; Spirits, 3100 M St. NW, 202-333-2848; Rodman's, 5100 Wisconsin Ave. NW, 202-363-3466; Southern Hemisphere Wine Center,http://www.southernwines.com/; Trader Joe's (multiple locations nationally).
