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Wine of the Week: 2005 Rutherford Hill Rosé of Merlot

GIL KULERS

Published on: 03/29/07

• 2005 Rutherford Hill Rosé of Merlot, Napa Valley, Calif.

• $19

• Two thumbs up. Refreshing aromas of watermelon, rose petals and dry cherries were supported by similar flavors and a pleasant hint of bitterness. Enjoy with nearly anything coming out of a picnic basket.

In honor of Rosé Awareness Month in April, it seems right to pick a pink wine for this week's adventure in wine writing. Since the 2005 Rutherford Hill Rosé of Merlot is the only new pink wine I've tried thus far in 2007, my choice was pretty easy. Fortunately, it was pretty yummy, too.

Obviously excited by the honor of being the poster winemaker for RAM 2007, Rutherford Hill's Doug Fletcher said, "There's no such thing as Rosé Awareness Month, is there?"

I could have chosen the Etude Rosé of Pinot Noir from Carneros, Calif., which I thoroughly enjoyed with ginger-marinated pork chops off the grill only a week before I tried Fletcher's pink wine. The Etude — my final rosé wine from last year — was released in 2006, and that didn't seem right. Fletcher just bottled his in early March.

Almost without exception, pink wines should be consumed soon after you take them home. If you see an "old" vintage rosé (say about three or four years old) on a wine list, keep looking. Why? A pink wine's stock in trade revolves around its fresh, floral, brisk aromas and flavors, which are never more abundant than the day you see it for sale in a wine shop or restaurant. So if you're holding onto that special rosé for a time when the planets align, stop it.

Still reeling from the distinction of being the de facto RAM 2007 winemaker of the year, Fletcher wanted me to pass along these sage words of advice: "Pink wines are not all sweet, you know!" You should see his dry pink wine and lots of others showing up in the market through early summer.

Boston Globe
At home or abroad, find simple pleasures

March 28, 2007

During a recent stay in North Africa, our digs were located in the oldest part of an ancient city where alcohol of any sort is hard to come by. If we wanted a bottle of wine with our supper, we either had to hop a donkey to the modern part of town and eat in a hotel dining room, or ask the very accommodating young host of our riad to go to the trouble of bringing a bottle in -- something we found hard to do. As the wine-less days wore on, the modest cellar we left behind in Boston grew lavish in the imagination.

Later, sitting down to our first home - cooked supper in weeks with a bottle drawn from our very own cellar proved something of a thrill. Our conclusion: The pleasure of closing out the day with a simple glass of wine is easy to take for granted and hard to overrate.

With warm weather just a chilly night or two away, we remain focused on red wines this month: the kind we can enjoy with a warming bowl of homemade vegetable soup, long-simmered short ribs, or -- our current obsession -- a Moroccan-style chicken-in-the-pot featuring lemon rind cut into the shape of a tiny hand.

Don't be reluctant to buy these by the case, since you can count on any versatile lightweight to mid-weight reds to make a smooth transition to spring dishes, including Passover and Easter tables. All excellent value. Not having to straddle a donkey to sample them: priceless.

STEPHEN MEUSE

Raimat Costers del Segre Cabernet Sauvignon. Plenty of blocky, bright red fruit garnished with a dollop of loamy earth and brown spice; nicest edition of this label we've encountered. Around $10. At North River Wine & Spirits, Pembroke, 781-826-8060; Colonial Spirits, Acton , 978-263-7775 ; Wollaston Wines & Spirits, Quincy, 617-479-4433.

Jim Jim McLaren Vale Shiraz. Jim Jim is a dog, and my guess is he's one of those big, friendly, eminently lik able types that steals your heart with one wag of the tail. Ever meet up with a wine like that? Around $11. At Our Glass Wine Co., Saugus, 781-941-8068; Cambridge Wine & Spirits , 617-864-7171; Fifth Avenue Liquors, Framingham, 508-872-7777.
Cuvee de Pena VDP Pyrenees Orientales. A little wine that's perfectly to scale with some lovely earthy aromas and bright, juicy fruit. Don't let the bag-in-the-box format fool you; this is real deal wine at the equivalent of $4.25 a bottle. Around $17 for 3 liters. At Shubie's, Marblehead, 781-631-0149; Andover Liquors, Andover, 978-470-0500; Wollaston Wines & Spirits.
Rocca di Montemassi "Le Focaie" IGT Maremma Toscana. Nice mouthful of plump raspberry-ish fruit; a bit of richness with fine freshness and zip. Around $12. At Andover Liquors; Murray's Liquors, Newton, 617-964-1550; Gary's Discount Liquors, Chestnut Hill, 617-323-1122.
Vina Antigua Maipu Sangiovese-Bonarda. Fresh and lively with plenty of straight-up fruit, some pleasing vegetal notes and sleek acidity. Serve it with what you're having. Around $7. At Wollaston Wines & Spirits; Blanchards Wines & Spirits, Jamaica Plain, 617-522-9300; Wine Cellar of Silene, Waltham, 781-890-2121.
Stephen Meuse can be reached at onwine@comcast.net.

Chicago Sun-Times

Hip to be square

March 30, 2007

Composer-turned-writer Steph Waller considers herself something of a wine connoisseur.

But she isn't seduced by the sweet smell of cork or the curve of a narrow glass neck. Instead, she swoons over a glass poured straight from the box.

Waller is one of a growing group of wine drinkers turning to the box rather than the bottle. With better wine varieties now available in boxes, wineries are attempting to give the category a new identity far from the rowdy boating trips and drunken fraternity parties that gave box vino its cheap, low-quality image.

The effort seems to be slowly paying off. Box wine is now the fastest growing wine category. According to data from AC Nielsen, 3-liter box wine volume grew 44 percent in the past year, compared to a 3 percent gain in overall table wine volume.

"It's gaining tremendous acceptance by the consumer," said Ben Dollard, president of Pacific Wine Partners, a division of Constellation Brands. "It's just the tip of the iceberg."

The premium boxed entries are more expensive. For example, a Chardonnay can run $20 for a box that contains the equivalent of four bottles. The 5-liter box (six-bottle capacity) that contains lower-quality wine sells for between $6 and $10.

The premium boxes are still a steal, however, since one quality bottle can run anywhere from $10 to $30 or more.

Box wine manufacturers can afford to charge less for quality since the packaging materials are far less expensive. Morningstar analyst Matt Reilly said, for example, that bottling a $4 or $5 bottle of wine can cost $1 whereas a box can cost a tenth of that.

And of course, you can't beat the convenience. You can take a box of wine just about anywhere or you can leave it at home and not worry that it will go bad. Box wines typically stay fresh for as long as four weeks after they're opened because the boxes contain a vacuum-sealed bag that prevents the wine from being exposed to air.

"A box just kind of sits in the fridge, and I don't have to think about it," said Waller, who is also writing a book called Box of Wine: A Cultural Icon.

Despite the advantages, Wall Street analysts and wine industry experts say it could still take some time before Wine Spectator-reading enthusiasts -- and the grocery stores and wine shops that cater to them -- can fully embrace the box.

"People are pretty nervous with taking that leap," said Barbara Insel, managing director and wine researcher at MKF Research. "People need to feel comfortable that their friends won't make fun of them."

For now, the new wines are attracting drinkers content with a glass a night at a value price.

These drinkers may have outgrown the wine cooler college days, but are still less sophisticated than the tasting room aficionados.

Although the wines can now be found in major retailers like Safeway, Wal-Mart, Kroger and Albertson's, many stores stock them in the same section as the lower-priced and lower-quality box wines of yesterday.

"That is the biggest problem we have," said Ryan Sproule, founder of Black Box wines. "It's a problem we don't necessarily have the best answer to."

Even Waller, known among friends as the "Box Master" for her habit of bringing a box of wine to every party, isn't fully sold.

"If I'm going to spend $25 for a wine, I'm going to get a bottle," she said.

AP

Chicago Tribune

Moving away from tradition

Bill Daley

Published March 28, 2007

Anyone planning an Italian-themed seder this Monday night will have plenty of kosher for Passover wine from Italy to choose from. No one has to drink syrupy sweet Concord wine unless they want to.

Search the online shelves of kosherwine.com, the Web arm of Skokie's Hungarian Kosher Foods, and you'll find more than 40 Italian wines, ranging from a sweet, effervescent malvasia to pinot grigio to Chianti and even a kosher montepulciano d'Abruzzo.

Daniel Kirsche, the store's wine manager, said there's much demand for Italian kosher wines.

"We used to see it with France but customers are shying away from French wine," he said. While politics has played a part, Kirsche said price is the major reason for the shift.

"Italian wines seem to be much more reasonably priced," he said.

The big seller among Italian kosher wines at Passover? Moscato, Kirsche said.

"People like it because it is low in alcohol and tastes like pop," he said. "You can serve it with anything."

The irony of this is not lost on Sterling Pratt of Schaefer's in Skokie. Moscato is sweet, yes, but it provides "reliable relief from what your parents served before," he said.

Howard Silverman of Howard's Wine Cellar in Chicago said that moscato appeals to an older generation while still being drinkable for the younger folks.

"It's sort of refreshing at 5 or 6 percent alcohol," he said. "And that little bit of sparkle helps the moscato finish drier. It finishes clean without the heaviness found in traditional wines."

That move away from the traditional has fueled greater interest in kosher wines from Italy and other points around the world, Pratt said.

"I see the downcast look in people's eyes when they say, 'We have to have something sweet for ceremonial purposes,' but they are uplifted when they learn kosher doesn't have to be like that. It can be French, it can be Italian," he said.

Kosher wines have come far from the days when they "were considered wine only in name," or so says the Web site for one of Chicago's largest wine retailers, Sam's Wines & Spirits.

Just consider how Reform Judaism magazine included in its spring issue a section called "RJ Insider's Guide to Kosher Wine," complete with a pullout chart of the top 50 kosher wines in the world as chosen by Daniel Rogov, the Israeli-based wine writer and author of "Rogov's Guide to Israeli Wines."

"Today a good many kosher wines are acknowledged as competing comfortably with the best wines in the world," Rogov writes in the magazine. While Israel is the world's major producer of fine kosher wines, he notes that good-quality kosher wines also are produced in California, France, Italy, Spain, Chile, Argentina, Australia and New Zealand.

"The construction of modern wineries, an ongoing importation and cultivation of good vine stock from California and France, experimentation with new wine varieties and blends, and the enthusiasm and knowledge of young, well-trained winemakers has yielded an abundance of fine kosher wines that can win the hearts of even the most devoted of wine lovers," he wrote.

At Vintages in Arlington Heights, Robert Owings carries about a half-dozen kosher wines.

"My rule is that I carry only kosher wines that are top-notch, world-class wines," he said. "A 'kosher,' 'kosher for Passover' or mevushal designation should never be an excuse for bad wine.

"There are now enough great kosher winemakers, and enough demand for great wine," Owings said, "that you don't have to look for kosher wine that happens to be good; you can find good wine that happens to be kosher."

- - -

A Passover in Chianti

2004 Borgo Reale Vespertino

The unanimous first choice of the tasters, this lively wine was bursting with cherry flavor sharpened by a sassy acidity that gave plenty of zing without turning too tart. The nose was lovely, offering notes of black pepper, oak and incense. The wine is mevushal. Serve with lamb roasted with rosemary, roasted chicken.

(3 corkscrews) $14

2003 Toscaleoni

Sassy like the Borgo Reale but with an earthier nose, this Chianti had an almost lemony spritz underlying its cherry tones. Nice acidity. This wine is not mevushal. Serve with broiled salmon, roast beef.

(3 corkscrews) $15

2004 Bartenura

A forceful wine whose cherry notes give way very quickly to a sharp, almost medicinal finish. This wine is mevushal. Serve with spaghetti in marinara sauce, braised short ribs.

(2 corkscrews) $14

2003 Cantina Gabriele

There is a sulphuric barnyard-like smell that overpowers any fruit aromas in this wine. The flavor is rather fungal and bitter; serve rich or fatty foods with this mevushal wine.

(1 corkscrew) $12

(4 corkscrews) Excellent

(3 corkscrews) Very good

(2 corkscrews) Good

(1 corkscrew) Fair

(No corkscrews) Poor

Sources: These wines may or may not be in stock at your local store; inquire first. At least one of these wines was found at these stores: Binny's Beverage Depot stores; Sal's Beverage World stores, Hungarian Kosher Foods in Skokie. Prices may vary from store to store. Prices are rounded off.

Kosher wine tastings

Sam's Wines & Spirits will offer free tastings of kosher wines from 3 to 7 p.m. Wednesday through Friday and noon to 4 p.m. Saturday at its Chicago and Highland Park stores.

Expect about a dozen wines, both mevushal and non-mevushal, from around the world, including Israel, California, Chile and Australia, said Chris Durbin, a wine sales specialist at Sam's. The Chicago store is located at 1720 N. Marcey St. The Highland Park store is located at 1919 Skokie Valley Rd.

Dallas Morning News

Wine of the week: Sauvignon blanc with an attitude

03:00 PM CDT on Thursday, March 29, 2007

Pascal Jolivet, Vin de Pays

du Jardin de la France, 'Attitude' Sauvignon

Blanc 2005, $15.99

Sauvignon blanc with an attitude from Pascal Jolivet, LoireValley producer extraordinaire. The grapes for this wine are from the area called Touraine, home to many spectacular chateaux. Since it is a vin de pays, or country wine, the grape variety legally can be named on the label. This wine displays the mineral character of the Loire with intense grapefruit, lime and tightly wound acidity, making it perfect for grilled seafood or a tuna salad. Available at Pogo's.

Rebecca Murphy

House Wine: From their house to yours

11:49 AM CDT on Wednesday, March 28, 2007

Kim Pierce

With nothing more on the front label than "house wine" in black block letters and a stick-figure drawing of a house, this Washington red is an attention-getter.

But what's inside the bottle delivers more than its clever come-on would belie. The cabernet sauvignon-merlot-syrah blend erupts with fruity plum and black cherry, while teasing with red roses, spice and earth. Mouthfuls are marked by soft tannins and medium body that make it New World friendly, but surprisingly pleasant for old-worlders, too.

The 2004 House Wine red would find easy company with tomato-sauced pasta, meatloaf or burgers, or ripe cheeses such as cheddar or Cantal. As for the not-so-subtle suggestion that it could be your "house wine," you could do a lot worse.

It's $11.29 at World Market, Central Market, Market Street, Whole Foods Market, Goody Goody, Majestic and others. Find out more about the Magnificent Wine Co. that makes House Wine at www.magnificentwine.com.

Kim Pierce

Denver Post

Wine of the week

Article Last Updated: 03/27/2007 11:41:58 PM MDT

Santadi 2005 Vermentino di Sardegna Cala Silente, about $16

Vermentino grows all along the Mediterranean coast, from Spain, where it is thought to have originated, to Italy, where many of the best versions come from. Those grown along the cool shores of Liguria are crisp and bright - terrific for cooling down with on a hot day, or drinking with raw oysters. But when it comes to spring drinking, the richer versions from warmer areas like Sardinia fit the bill better.

Try the Cala Silente, for instance. It's broad and satiny, filled with savory toasted almond flavor - light enough not to be cloying, and rich enough to be warming. And it's delicious with grilled and fried fish.

Imported by Empson USA, Alexandria, Va. | Tara Q. Thomas
Detroit News
Bordeaux is distinctive from start to finish

Madeline Triffon: Wine

How can one easily distinguish between red Bordeaux from France and Merlot-Cabernet blends grown elsewhere? Assuming a level quality playing field, it's not that difficult.

The biggest distinction between the two, discernible to a practiced nose, is the scent of the outside, what wine speak calls "forest floor." Think of gardening and the aromas that come to mind as you dig, plant and prune: mulch, dried leaves, fresh mint and turned earth. The earth or "sense of place" specific to Bordeaux can also show itself in the form of graphite or lead pencil. Too far-fetched to imagine? Think of using a pencil sharpener and the whiff of a newly honed No. 2.

Fruit-wise, red Bordeaux is all about berries, both red and black: blackberry, black raspberry, red cherry and pomegranate. For those who love the wine-based cocktail Kir, the smell of crème de cassis that colors the dry white wine is primal red Bordeaux. The oak barrels used for ageing wine manifests not so much as shop floor smells as baking and cooking aromas: vanilla, crème brulée, allspice, clove, cinnamon, dark chocolate, molasses, grilled toast, coffee. The sweet, spicy oak barrel aromas are a wonderful complement to the ripe berry fruit. Often, the oak smells marry with the forest aromas to produce the seductive scent of a cigar box, another Bordeaux fingerprint.

Kosher wines climb in quality; Zin Man takes the summer off; honors for St. J Riesling

Sandra Silfven

The variety, quality and origins of kosher wines never cease to impress.

Whether you observe Passover or not, if you have an interest in wine, you have to marvel at some of the kosher labels you can pick up today: Cabernet Sauvignon from the Upper Galilee of Israel, Shiraz from Australia, Moscato from Italy, old vines Zinfandel from Lodi, Calif.

Whatever happened to Manischewitz and Mogan David?

Oh, they're still around, but the sweet, dessert-style wines have lost ground to traditional dry table wines. Larry Waller, wine buyer and store manager at Hillers Market in the Orchard Lake Mall in West Bloomfield, Mich., who has one of the biggest kosher wine departments in the state, says sales are split 50-50 between the old-style syrupy stuff and modern dry varietals and late-harvest wines.

"I remember when the division was 80-20 in favor of old stuff," he said.

Today's kosher labels satisfy wine lovers who appreciate good flavors and balance. They are from all over the world.

Waller's kosher wine section is 8 feet long and five shelves deep. Some of the best-selling brands of contemporary wines are Barkan from Israel, Teal Lake from Australia and Herzog from California.

All those wines and more are either imported or made by the Royal Wine Corp. (Bayonne, N.J.), which owns Herzog. Royal Wine also has its own winery in upstate New York, Kedem, producing kosher varietals, along with the new state-of-the-art winemaking facility and tasting room for Herzog in California's Central Coast region. Royal imports kosher wines from 15 countries, including 75 percent of all Israeli exports. Royal's longtime winemaker, Peter Stern, who now serves as a consultant, was instrumental in raising the quality of kosher wines. Several years ago, Stern explained the whole kosher business to me.

There are two basic rules for making kosher wine, he said. First, anybody can pick the grapes, but the minute they are poured into the crusher, they have to be handled by Sabbath-observant Jews. Second, no animal-derived products can be used in the making of the wine such as yeast to start fermentation or gelatin to clarify the wine, though he adds nearly all yeasts are kosher.

Kosher wines, as a rule, are also flash-pasteurized. Flash-pasteurization -- a process of raising the temperature of the wine to somewhere between 168 and 193 degrees for a split second, as ordered by a rabbi -- is for wines that will be handled in restaurants by non-Orthodox Jews and people of other faiths.

It is not a step reserved for kosher wineries only. Many wineries, Stern pointed out, put their wines through this process. It is well known that Louis Latour's famous Bordeaux reds undergo flash pasteurization. This step provides several benefits -- it enhances the aromas, guards against oxidation and stablizes the colors. "It's done at a lot of wineries, but they just don't talk about it," Stern said.

Here are five examples of modern kosher wines to watch for:

2003 Barkan Reserve Altitude +624 Cabernet Sauvignon, $38: Meet a stunning Cab from Alma, in Upper Galilee, grown at an altitude of 624 meters above sea level, hence the name. It's a dense, dark beauty, with intense aromas of ripe, sweet berries, cocoa, vanilla and spice, followed by vibrant flavors, supple tannins and good acid for balance. It's quite a mouthful.

2005 Carmel Sha'al Gewurztraminer, $19: Earning medals and accolades from critics around the world, this is dessert all by itself, capturing the classic floral, lichee nut, spice and tangy citrus notes you want from a Gewurz. It's a delicate wine with lovely acid balance.

2004 Baron Herzog Special Reserve Zinfandel, $24. Think big, spicy, fruit-forward, concentrated flavors, supple tannins, lush mouthfeel. At 15 percent alcohol, it's one to sip. Serve it with hearty dishes.

2006 Goose Bay Marlborough Sauvignon Blanc, $19:For the Sauvignon lovers at the table, this one is pure New Zealand in character: intensely tart aromas of gooseberries, white grapefruit and lime; good body and a long, grassy finish. Flavors coat the palate. This one will wake up every taste bud in your mouth.

2005 Yatir Sauvignon Blanc Judean Hills, $24: The sassy label has Yatir scripted in playful, flowing lettering on a simple white strip, and the aromas and flavors are in lockstep -- bouncy floral, green apple and citrus. It was fermented in stainless steel and aged three months in French oak, a third of which was new, which gently enhances the weight and mouthfeel. Gooseberry comes through on the long finish. Delicate is the word.

---

Farewell to Zin Man: Don Baughman, known as "Zin Man" on his license plate and to his legions of friends, has bowed out from selling wine at Merchant's Fine Wine in Dearborn, Mich., at least for the summer, he says. Baughman was the inspiration for the store's annual Zinfandel tastings every May. His enthusiasm for California wine, especially Zinfandels, and his vast knowledge will be missed. Here's a toast to you, Zin Man!

Awards for St. Julian: It bears repeating that St. Julian's St. J Riesling has won "Best of the East" recognition two years in a row. Best of the East honors, awarded by Vineyard and Winery Magazine, highlight the wines outside the West Coast that won the most medals last year. The St. J Riesling won in the Best White Vinifera category. Winemaker David Miller has high hopes for the 2006 vintage, too. St. Julian carried home other honors, too: Best Fortified Dessert Wine, for the Solera Cream Sherry.

Michigan Wine Month: Governor Granholm has officially designated April as Michigan Wine Month. See our calendar of events for all the special tastings and festivals. The latest news: The Ritz-Carlton in Dearborn will honor Michigan wines with a special meal every Friday night in April. The Michigan Wine Month Prix Fixe Menu includes a Larry Mawby sparkling wine, the 2003 Bel Lago Riesling, 2002 Chateau Grand Traverse Reserve Chardonnay and 2005 Arcturos Vignoles with select courses. Cost is $75 per person, not including tax and gratuity. For reservations, call (800) 241-3333.

... Peninsula Cellars will offer a 10 percent discount on half cases (six bottles) and special deals on Rieslings.

-- March 29, 2007

Houston Chronicle
The cowboy sommelier

Texan Guy Stout belongs to an exclusive set of wine experts

By ALISON COOK

March 26, 2007, 1:49PM

Only 136 people in the world have earned the title Master Sommelier, and the sole Texas member of this exclusive tribe is sitting in Collina's pizza and pasta joint on Richmond Avenue, trying his best to, as he puts it, "stay under the radar."

He's doing a pretty good job. Glancing around this garlic-scented room, with its red-and-white-checked tablecloths, the casual observer wouldn't identify Guy Stout as one of the international wine community's certified alpha dogs.

Stout, 53, who directs beverage education for Dallas-based Glazer's wholesale distributors, is a big, shambling guy with a friendly pink face and salt-and-pepper whiskers. At first glance, he's an archetypal Texas good ol' boy who would look right at home coaching peewee football or competing in a chili cook-off.

Right now he's sipping a little 2005 Cottat "Vielles Vignes" Sancerre from a singularly inglorious vessel, one of the squat, thick-lipped wine glasses that Collina's furnishes to its BYOB customers.

He gives the pale liquid a businesslike swirl and sniff — no ostentatious, drawn-out ritual for him.

"People are always telling me, 'You're the cowboy sommelier,' " he says, half proud and half rueful. "I'm really pretty conservative, but I'm straightforward, and I call it like I see it. I have fun with wine."

Stout spins the word "fun" out and lets it hang over the table. If wine can't be fun, he's not interested. He loves screw caps, he says, and gleefully mentions that his brother calls him the "Master Grand Marnier."

He refuses to wear his considerable erudition on his sleeve. "I hate (wine) people who want to give you a geology lecture or a science lesson," he says. "I don't care about whether it's been aged in French oak or whether it's undergone malolactic fermentation. I just want to know, 'Does the wine taste good?' "

He's exaggerating, of course. Stout survived the three-level examinations organized by the Court of Master Sommeliers and can nail the presence of old French or new American oak with the best of them. He's a candidate for the Master of Wineprogram, which could add another prestigious title to his résumé and which tests precisely the kind of knowledge he has just professed not to care about. Because the exam is written (as opposed to the more practical Master Sommelier exams), Stout has even taken a writing class to better prepare himself.

Stout loves nothing better than to share his expertise and the secrets of his well-honed taster's palate with his colleagues and special customers, as well as an informal group of young Houston wine professionals that he coaches every Monday at his office.

Many of the tasting-class members are restaurant sommeliers to whom Glazer's sells wine, staffers from Mockingbird Grill, Prego, Polo's and El Meson among them. Kim Wallace, the former sommelier at Brenner's Steakhouse, who is now with Republic distributors, is a Stout protégée; in 2005 she won the first annual "Best Texas Sommelier" competition against a field of more than two dozen. Drew Hendricks of Pappas Brothers Steakhouse in Dallas, a Glazer's alumnus whom Stout has mentored, was named one of 2005's Best New Sommeliers by Wine & Spirits magazine.

Stout's reach extends to the 10 other states to which Glazer's distributes (most of them in the South, Southwest and Midwest), as well as to the Texas hinterlands. He's staged popular "Burgers and Bordeaux" events as far afield as El Paso and Buffalo Gap, a hamlet outside Abilene. He is not unlike a Johnny Appleseed of wine.

"My goal," says Stout, "is to bring the knowledge level up."

Just don't put him on the spot by asking him to name his favorite restaurants, wine lists or wines.

"I love all restaurants," Stout insists. "I have to be very careful what I say. If I don't mention 'em all, I can't win. My wine producers get mad. My restaurants get mad."

That's why he has picked Collina's as the oh-so-neutral venue for an interview.

"I always say Collina's on Richmond has the best wine list in town," he jokes. "That's a safe thing to say, because you bring your own."

The wine epiphany that helped launch his career came in the late 1960s, when Stout was waiting tables at Dom- inique's restaurant in Dallas. On his 18th birthday, he brought his high school sweetheart in for dinner, and the owner sent a half-bottle of Pommard to their table.

"On my birthday every year since then, I've had a Pommard," says Stout. "It's the only really consistent thing in my life. There are so many great French reds, but on my birthday I still drink Pommard."

By the mid-1970s, Stout was the California wine buyer for the late, great Marty's store in Dallas. "California was barely a blip back then," reminds Stout, who had a front-row seat as the American wine industry took off and the Texas wine market evolved. During the 1980s boom years, he recalls, "It was all about money — people were just blowin' and goin'. Then for a while in the 1990s, it seemed like people were becoming trophy hunters, chasing Parker scores and the Wine Spectator's Top 100 List. I hate that!"

Finally it is time to taste a 2004 Alexander Valley Vineyards Cabernet Sauvignon. His blue eyes light up.

"Black fruits," he says. "Driven by black fruits. Vanilla. Baking spice. Moderate acid, alcohol moderate-plus. I'd say the tannins are moderate-plus, as well."

"Is there clove in there?" I venture hesitantly.

"You got it!" exclaims Stout.

I feel proud enough to pop, and for a second I know what it's like to be one of Stout's lucky Texas students.

Celebrate Passover with affordable and food-appropriate alternatives

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

You don't have to serve the old, sweet kosher standbys for Passover. Here are some affordable and more food-appropriate alternatives, available through BevCo International (281-500-4055).

From Italy:

• 2005 Borgo Reale Pinot Grigio - **** - quite a nice wine, with good melon and fig fruit and pretty fair structure; $13.80.

• 2005 Borgo Reale Chianti - **** - good plum-cherry fruit, a little spicy; medium weight; serve slightly chilled; great-looking label, too; $15.

From Israel:

• 2005 Kinnaret Riesling - ** - it may have been an off bottle; slightly oxidized and a trifle sweet; but then, Israel's climate is not conducive to world-class riesling; $12.

• 2004 Ella Valley (Kinnaret) White Zinfandel - *** - it says zin on the label, but it's unlike any I've tried; off dry and not bad in a rosé style; $8.

• 2005 Kinnaret Merlot - *** - a little rough at first, but it smooths out; fairly simple, an easy quaff; $12.

• 2005 Dalton "Canaan White'' - ***½ - interesting: the back label says "Israeli Dry Red Wine''; a blend of sauvignon blanc, chardonnay and riesling; soft, spicy, fruity, a little off dry; $15.

• 2006 Dalton "Canaan Red'' - **** - a blend of cabernet sauvignon, merlot and shiraz, a nice, spicy red wine with just a hint of sweetness in the finish; serve slightly chilled; $15.

• 2004 Dalton "Safsufa''  Cabernet Sauvignon - **** - fairly soft, with bright cherry fruit and a hint of cassis and leather; serve slightly chilled; $22.

• 2004 Dalton Merlot - **** - soft, spicy red-black fruit, with a faint hint of mint; serve slightly chilled; $22.30.

LA Times
What's really in that wine?

New federal labels may tell us more than we want to know.

By Corie Brown

Times Staff Writer

March 28, 2007

EVER wonder what goes into a bottle of wine? The story winemakers love to tell on the bottle label is one of a mystical alchemy of climate, soils, ancient practices and long traditions. Wine labels tend to focus on romance; the small amount of government-mandated information includes the percentage of alcohol, a warning against consuming wine when pregnant or driving, and a disclosure of sulfites.

It might be disenchanting if the label also listed the chicken, fish, milk and wheat products that are often used to process wine. And it would be hard to maintain the notion that wine is an ethereal elixir if, before uncorking, consumers read that their Pinot Noir or Syrah contained Mega Purple (a brand of concentrated wine color), oak chips or such additives as oak gall nuts, grape juice concentrate, tartaric acid, citric acid, dissolved oxygen, copper and water. The mention of bentonite, ammonium phosphate and the wide variety of active enzymes used to make some wines would end the romance. FOR THE RECORD:

Wine rules: In a Food section article Wednesday on proposed changes in wine labeling regulations, the name of a grape variety was misspelled as Rudy Red. The correct spelling is Rubired. —

Federal regulators are considering revamping the rules governing wine labels, and if changes are made, the information revealed may surprise many wine buyers. Additives that supplement what nature failed to provide in an individual wine — tricks of the trade that winemakers rarely talk about — could soon be listed in detail on the labels.

The wine industry, through the Wine Institute, the industry's chief lobbying arm, is opposing the regulatory changes. But could new regulations be good news for consumers?

Wine industry consultants familiar with the subject are divided on the question.

Supporters, such as Leo McCloskey, president of Enologix, a Sonoma, Calif.-based wine consulting company that has analyzed the chemical composition of 70,000 wines, say the best wines don't rely on additives. If ingredients were listed on wine labels, the finer wines would stand out.

"The wine industry is completely unregulated," he says. "It would be so useful to have labels that detail everything in a wine. It would tell the consumer what they are drinking."

But critics of the federal initiatives say ingredients labels would make widely accepted winery practices unnecessarily controversial.

"Why freak out the ignorant when we are adjusting something that is already there in the wine?" says Clark Smith, chairman of Vinovation Inc., a Sebastopol, Calif.-based wine industry "fix-it shop."

Smith uses additives of all kinds to turn unsuccessful batches of wine from his 1,200 winery clients into salable products. On the labels of the wines he makes, under his own Wine Smith label, he discloses whether he has used wood chips for mellowing or if he's brought down alcohol content using a controversial process known as reverse osmosis.

But, Smith says, most of his clients don't share his attitude of openness, and he sees no harm in keeping consumers in the dark.

Links to additives

WIDELY accepted processing practices account for some of the additives in wine. Fining — the practice of using animal proteins such as egg whites to remove impurities — can result in some of those proteins remaining in the wine. The aging of wine in oak barrels adds not only oak tannins but also can leave traces of wheat paste used to make the barrels.

Animal proteins (chicken, fish, milk) and wheat are examples of allergens potentially present in wine that would be listed under new requirements now being finalized by federal regulators.

Questions remain about how to detect these allergens and how much of a particular allergen needs to be present to warrant listing it on the label. The rules for wine, however, are all but certain to be enacted in the next few months to satisfy allergen labeling rules for all foods and beverages mandated by Congress in 2004.

There is a separate federal initiative on a slower track to list all of the ingredients in a wine as well as the calorie, fat and carbohydrate counts. Proposed ingredient and nutrient rules are expected to be released later this year for public comment.

Because nearly all processed foods and beverages are required to disclose ingredients and their nutritional values, why aren't they already listed on wine labels?

Blame the different policies of different regulatory agencies. The Food and Drug Administration considers ingredient disclosure a health issue, but the FDA isn't directly responsible for regulating alcoholic beverages. That's the job of the Alcohol and Tobacco Tax and Trade Bureau, or TTB, a division of the Treasury Department. The last time the Treasury Department pushed for ingredient labels on alcoholic beverages was in the 1970s during the Carter administration.

But by the time the regulations were ready to be finalized, President Reagan was in the White House. The regulations were rescinded by executive order before they could go into effect.

The 2004 congressional mandate requiring allergen labeling specifically includes alcoholic beverages. Once the door for label rule changes was opened, consumer groups led by the Center for Science in the Public Interest pressed the TTB to revive the 1970s idea of ingredient disclosures on wine labels. Proposed rules to that effect are expected to be published for public comment later this year.

The wine industry is seeking an exemption from the allergen labeling act, says Wendell Lee, general counsel for the Wine Institute. As for the broader ingredient labeling, Lee says, "We oppose mandatory ingredient and nutrient labeling. When you are forced to convey information that we don't see as useful, it doesn't justify the cost of testing and label modification. It's $5,000 just to redesign a label."

Allergens are a health issue. Congress has decided that people who are highly allergic to milk, fish, chicken and wheat, the only major allergens that are legally allowed in wine, need to be warned.

The Wine Institute argues that there's no way to prove the allergens are present in wine. At the same time, there is no way to prove that they aren't.

Removing tannins

MILK, fish and chicken products are introduced to wine as fining agents. Albumen from egg whites, milk proteins and isinglass, from sturgeon bladders, may be added to wine to remove tannins, reducing excessive astringency.

Fining also clarifies by separating out residual grape solids and yeast. The animal proteins attach to these solids, sink to the bottom of the tank or barrel and are left behind, says Gordon Burns, co-founder of ETS Laboratories in St. Helena, a leading wine industry testing laboratory.

"Is there some slight trace of these agents left in the wine? It is very difficult to detect," Burns says. Because there are no minimal standards for allergens, one molecule remaining in a tank of wine is considered as harmful as a bucketful of them. "The rule is going to keep labs like mine in business," he asks, "but for what?"

The allergen labels are a marketing nightmare, Lee says. To prove the allergens don't exist in wine, the industry needs to develop a simple, inexpensive test for their presence. But no one now knows how to do that. As it stands, he says, "If a winery uses allergens in fining, then they are going to have to put them on the label."

How many wineries fine their wines? Nearly everyone does some kind of fining, Burns says. It is part of the winemakers' craft and art.

Wheat could be an issue for high-quality wines aged in oak barrels. The paste used in oak barrels contains wheat flour. It's possible that traces of wheat end up in all barreled wine, but it is not something that has been monitored.

The other ingredients allowed to be used in wine made in the United States are spelled out in federal regulations. In general, each country has its own rules on additives. The celebrated wine regions of France have traditionally struggled to produce grapes with enough sugar.

So, in France, it's OK to throw beet sugar into the grape juice before fermentation to enhance the flavor.

California typically produces wine grapes with high sugar levels. Adding sugar isn't allowed, but adding water during fermentation is OK. In France, however, it is not allowed.

At first glance, it appears that the United States has taken a purist approach to winemaking. Beyond the yeasts and enzymes used to vinify wine, and the sulfur dioxide used to preserve it, with rare exceptions American vintners may use only grapes and grape derivatives in their wine.

Over the years, however, the wine industry has deconstructed wine grapes into their various parts, as well as discovered other ways to reproduce the essence of what comes from grapes.

The parts are concentrated into additives used to enhance whatever is lacking in the wine produced by an individual winemaker.

Mega Purple is one of the more notorious additives. Anil Shrikhande, vice president of research and development for Constellation Wines, which manufactures it, says Mega Purple is 100% grape juice concentrate from grape varieties known as Rudy Red, Central Valley and Royalty. Although it is intensely sweet, it is used primarily to add color. It comes in white, pink, red and purple.

Introduced in 1992, Mega Purple is sold to various food processors as a natural coloring agent. Twenty percent of the 50,000 gallons produced each year is sold to the wine industry, Shrikhande says.

Then there are the flavor enhancers — grape juice concentrates from particular grape varietals — Syrah, Cabernet Sauvignon, Chardonnay, etc. The concentrates, made by several companies, add varietally specific flavors and sugars.

Enhanced flavor

POWDERED and liquid tannins may be sprinkled into wines to enhance flavor and structure. Oak chips can be thrown into wine vats for a jolt of oak flavor without spending the time and money on barrel aging. There are several powdered acids that can be added when the natural acids are missing.

A fashionable additive is oxygen, which is pumped into wine slowly enough to be absorbed. Such "micro-oxygenation" can speed up the aging process, particularly in red wine, in a way that captures more color and creates finer, softer, less astringent tannins, says Vinovation's Smith, a proponent of the technique. Often, these wines are easier to drink at an earlier age.

"We can only use additives that supplement what is already in the wine, or what is conventional, like oak extractions," Smith says. "And you can't make wine without exposing it to the oxygen in the air."

Winemakers can add tartaric, citric and malic acids and still be operating as purists because acids are found in grapes, Smith says. Enzymes that come from a wide variety of sources can be added because their job is to help the yeast to ferment the wine.

"For all of the posturing about terroir, very little wine sells because it is distinctive," Smith says. "Additives are cosmetics. They are supposed to enhance, improve a wine. [Wine enhanced this way is like] a beautiful woman whose makeup is invisible. It's the clumsiness of the winemaker who is using the additives that is the problem." Those wines end up tasting "tarted up," he says, instead of improved.

McCloskey of Enologix sums it up. "A great wine is obvious. It doesn't need any additives."

However, any winemaker who doesn't control what's happening in his vineyard is using additives in his wine, McCloskey says. "When you can't create the value in the vineyard, you have no choice but to create it in the winery.

"The industry lives and breathes on the story of being a natural product. But there is a lot of fast food in wine."

The problem with listing additives, says Lee, the Wine Institute general counsel, is it could change consumer perception of all wines. "Wine would look engineered instead of natural," he says.

Simple solution for cork taint

March 28, 2007

CORKED wine is the ultimate wine disappointment, all the more crushing when the bottle in question is a costly, highly anticipated extravagance. One whiff of the aroma of old gym socks, the signature scent of trichloranisole (TCA), and the only option is to pour the bottle down the sink.

Or is it?

Mel Knox, a San Francisco-based oak-barrel broker who represents French cooper Taransaud, says there is an easy solution, particularly when the cork taint is relatively mild.

In a glass pitcher, wad up roughly a square foot of Saran Wrap or other polyethylene plastic wrap. Pour the tainted wine over the plastic wrap in the pitcher. Expose all of the wine to the plastic wrap by gently swirling the wine in the pitcher for five or 10 minutes. The more pronounced the taint, the longer the wine should be exposed to the plastic wrap. For stubborn cases, repeat the plastic soak with a fresh wad of wrap.

Pour out a small amount of wine to test the results and when the taint is gone, decant the wine into another container. Toss the plastic and enjoy the wine.

Polyethylene absorbs TCA like a sponge, says Brian Smith, president of Vinovation, a "wine fix-it shop" that is experimenting with different plastic-filled cartridge filters that can be thrown into cork-tainted barrels or tanks to absorb TCA.

As offensive as cork taint is, from a health standpoint it's harmless. Cork taint derives its name from cork closures. The prime cause is a reaction between a mold found in cork crevices and chlorine-containing cleaning compounds used to clean the corks. Its presence also can be traced to wineries where phenolic wood preservatives come in contact with chlorine compounds. Once TCA infects a winery, it is difficult, if not impossible, to eradicate.

— Corie Brown

WINE OF THE WEEK: 2005 Lang & Reed Cabernet Franc

S. Irene Virbila

March 28, 2007

Cabernet Franc is traditionally a blending grape in Bordeaux, but in the Loire Valley, in Chinon and Bourgeuil, it comes into its own producing supple wines with a dose of black pepper and spice.

California winemakers never seem to have taken to the grape. But John Skupny, who started Lang & Reed winery with his family just more than 10 years ago, thought he'd try his hand at making a Cabernet Franc from grapes grown in Rutherford's western bench. He makes two, actually: this one, which is released a year after it's made, and an age-worthy one called Premier Etage.

The 2005 straight Cabernet Franc is a beauty, and proof, if anyone needs it, that this grape can make a delightful wine in California. It has a beautiful texture, lots of pepper and spice, along with velvety, deep fruit and a lively acidity. Altogether, it's wonderfully food-friendly and delicious.

Drink it with just about anything — a burger, some ribs, a rack of lamb, cheese. This is one versatile wine.

Quick swirl

Region: Napa Valley

Price: About $20

Style: Ripe and quaffable

Food it goes with: Burger, ribs, rack of lamb, cheese.

Where you find it: Widely available at fine wine retailers.

— S. Irene Virbila

Miami Herald

These Passover wines don't bypass quality

By FRED TASKER

ftasker@MiamiHerald.com

Passover is soon upon us -- time for our annual celebration of how far kosher wine has come from the days when you could stand a knife in it.

It's important, because on Passover Jews are commanded to drink four glasses of wine as part of the Seder ritual. In ancient days historians say most wines -- kosher or not -- were white, thick, maybe unpleasant for the lack of a functional cork or other means of preservation.

Things have picked up in the past century or so. Israel got its first commercial winery in 1882 when France's Baron Edmond de Rothschild sent vines to help Jewish settlers get a foothold there. The 1967 war put the high-altitude, cool-climate, quality grape-growing Golan Heights into Israeli hands. Today Israel has more than 150 wineries -- many of them modern, even cutting-edge.

Also, kosher wines today are made around the world -- from California to Portugal to South Africa. And sweet wines no longer rule the category. There are dry kosher cabs and chards, trendy, gooseberry-scented kosher New Zealand sauvignon blancs, kosher bubbly. There are even some modern sweet kosher wines. Retro wines, you might say.

There's also a new book to help us understand it all. The Wine Route of Israel by Yaron Goldfisher and Eliezer Sacks, (Cordinatat, $50) describes the history of Israeli and other Mideastern wines, going back to that ancient time when Noah's ark is said to have come to rest in eastern Turkey and Noah ``became a husbandman and planted a vineyard.''

The book follows Israeli wine from then to now, and traces an Israeli Wine Route through eight geographical regions, from the heights of Mount Hermon to the Negev Desert. It's all the more reason to say l'chaim!

HIGHLY RECOMMENDED

• 2003 Peraj Ha'abib Flor de Primavera, DO Montsant, Spain (kosher for Passover, grapes: garnacha and garganega): deep, dark color; black plums and blueberries; full-bodied; firm tannin; $60.

• 2006 Goose Bay Sauvignon Blanc, Marlborough, New Zealand (kosher for Passover and mevushal): pale green color, lively and crisp, with tart citrus and kiwi flavors; $19.

RECOMMENDED

• 2003 Barkan Altitude Series +624 Cabernet Sauvignon Reserve, Galilee (kosher for Passover): dark purple, black cherries and cinnamon, full body; $38.

• 2005 Binyamina ''Yogev'' Cabernet Sauvignon/Merlot, Israel (kosher for Passover): dark red color, medium body, red plums and spice, crisp; $15.

• 2005 Baron Herzog Chardonnay, Central Coast, California (kosher for Passover and mevushal): lush pineapples and crisp citrus, aromatic; $13.

• 2004 Baron Herzog Old Vine Zinfandel, Lodi, California (kosher for Passover and mevushal): vivid red; aromas and flavors of raspberries; lush and rich; $13.

• 2006 Baron Herzog ``Jeunesse,'' Central Coast, California (kosher for Passover and mevushal): a young, semi-dry cabernet sauvignon; off-dry black cherry flavors; rich and lush; $13.

• 2005 Opinioni Verdetto Umbria Rosso, IGT Umbria (kosher for Passover; merlot, cabernet sauvignon, sangiovese): full-bodied and rich; intense black plum and coffee flavors; $26.

• 2005 Carmel Winery Cabernet Sauvignon, Private Selection, Galilee (kosher for Passover and mevushal): black plums and black coffee, full body, firm tannin; $16.

• Nonvintage Rashi California Claret Semi Sweet Red (10 percent alcohol; kosher for Passover and mevushal): sweet and simple, like grape jam; $8.

Fred's bargain bin

• Nonvintage Barefoot Bubbly Brut Cuvée Chardonnay Champagne: It's light, crisp and just a tiny bit sweet -- a lot better with, say wedding cake, than those extra-tart expensive bubblies. It's $8 in supermarkets.

-- FRED TASKER

NY Times

French Winner, Clear and Dry

By HOWARD G. GOLDBERG

Published: March 25, 2007

The most savory dry sauvignon blanc at a Loire Valley Wine Bureau tasting here two weeks ago was Christian Thirot-Fournier’s 2005 Sancerre from Domaine des Vieux Pruniers. It stood out among 30 wines from seven appellations.

Deeply smoky, delicately nutty and a bit herbal, this intense white came from grapes grown in chalky soil. Sip it with baked crottin de Chavignol, a Loire chèvre, on a green salad (hold the vinegar).

Le Dû’s Wines, 600 Washington Street (Morton Street), charges $17.99.

Overcoming a Frat Party Reputation

By ERIC ASIMOV

March 28, 2007

BROOKLINE, Mass.

ANY online communiqué from Todd and Jason Alström ends with the tagline “Respect Beer.” It’s hard to know how to interpret that phrase.

Is it a request, a plea for understanding a beverage to which the brothers are devoting their lives?

Or is it a demand, a threatening line in the sand heightened by the tendency of the Internet to amplify aggression?

Curious, I traveled to the Boston area last week to meet the Alströms, whose Web site beeradvocate.com has become a lightning rod for the pent-up passions of beer lovers everywhere.

They started it 10 years ago, posting notes on beers they enjoyed or despised. Now it is a full-featured site with news, essays on beer history and styles, forums and voluminous notes on brews from around the world. The Alströms say they have more than 100,000 members. Reversing the usual direction of print to Web, they’ve begun publishing Beer Advocate magazine, a glossy monthly about beer and beer culture.

The Web site is just one of the gathering spots for beer lovers — not the guys sitting in front of the tube with a six-pack of mass-market brew, but a rapidly growing body of connoisseurs who are as devoted to their chosen beverage as wine lovers are to theirs.

On sites like beeradvocate.com, ratebeer.com and realbeer.com, in blogs and bars, restaurants and stores in about every big city, beer cognoscenti debate and argue over beer styles, issues of authenticity, alcohol levels and of course which beers they like best.

Each of the Web site has its partisans, and crossover is common, but at beeradvocate.com, discussions seem to get louder, arguments rage more fiercely and passions flow close to the surface.

The image of the craft beer revolution of the last 30 years has centered on celebrities in the beer world like Garrett Oliver, brewmaster at the Brooklyn Brewery and author of “The Brewmaster’s Table: Discovering the Pleasures of Real Beer With Real Food” (Ecco, 2003), Jim Koch, founder of the Boston Beer Company, makers of Samuel Adams, and Charlie Papazian, a leading home brewer who is also president of the Brewers Association, a trade group of craft brewers. But the real action in beer culture takes place on a far more visceral level, in the rants about why so many good restaurants have wine lists as thick as books but only carry three beers, or whether beer lovers have a bias against big breweries, or whether high-alcohol extreme beers are great or ruinous.

We met at the Publick House, a bar and restaurant here on Beacon Street as devoted as the Alströms to treating beer with love and respect. With beer memorabilia on the walls and Gothic archways in the dining room, Publick House resembles dozens of other beer temples around the country. But the sheer variety of glassware hanging in overhead racks reflects a desire to treat each genre of beer as special by serving it in the appropriate vessel. And the ordinary hullabaloo of the packed dining room has given rise to a new adjoining room, the Monk’s Cell, devoted to the quiet contemplation of myriad Belgian brews.

At first glance, the Alströms epitomize both sides of the Respect Beer question. With a shaved head, beard and multiple earrings, Todd, 38, projects an almost reptilian aggression, seemingly ready to pounce on anybody who might reject his demand. Jason, 35, offers a quieter demeanor, taking a little more time to get his words out. You can imagine a “please” appended to Respect Beer, in the form of a polite request.

In fact, both are far more mild-mannered and thoughtful than they might appear online. In person, Respect Beer is neither a demand nor a request but a reasonable approach to a beverage that, given a chance, offers the same sort of pleasure and conviviality as a good glass of wine. But it needs the chance.

“I go to a really high-end restaurant, and they come out with a really nice wine list and a book of cocktails, but the beer list is just something the waitress recites and they’re all awful,” Todd said. Jason adds, “That really disturbs me. But some have caught on and they really get it.”

“It’s a lost opportunity,” Todd insists. “They could offer such great beers. Beer enthusiasts need to be more vocal, they need to say something!”

As with so many American wine lovers, it wasn’t until Todd and Jason Alström traveled to Europe that they discovered what would become their abiding passion in life. Todd was in the Air Force from 1987 to 1992, at one point stationed at Greenham Common in England, about 45 miles west of London. Jason would occasionally visit there, and they would repair to the local taproom.

“I fell in love with the pub, and those really flavorful ales,” Jason recalled, as we sipped a selection of Belgian ales before dinner. “It wasn’t like any other drinking experience.”

When Todd was discharged and returned to Massachusetts, something was missing. “I wasn’t exactly depressed but I just wanted to sit down and have a few pints of bitter,” he said.

Now smitten, the Alströms brewed their own beer, and, with Todd returning to the United States smack in the middle of the craft beer revolution, they tasted copiously of the new brews appearing in just about any style a beer historian could conjure up, and quite a few more. That’s when they came up with the idea of posting their reviews on the Internet. Todd quit his day job in advertising four years ago to devote himself to beeradvocate.com. Jason left his job as an airline baggage handler just last year. Now, along with their Web site and magazine they hope to open their own brewery in the Boston area. But their biggest hope is more ambitious by far.

“One of our main goals is trying to raise the image of beer as a whole and bring back the beer culture,” Todd said. “We had a beer culture but Prohibition kind of reset the button.”

The popular image of beer drinkers has always been the industry’s greatest strength and its greatest weakness. The slobbering yahoos at the football game with the bare chests and painted faces; the snarling mud wrestlers battling over “tastes great, less filling,” and the usual array of good ol’ frat house antics are all representations from the mass-market beer industry itself, which has succeeded by aiming low. The cost has been respect, and the result has been a decades-long battle to win it back.

The Alströms and others in the craft beer industry are determined to remove the image of rowdiness from beer drinking. At the beer festivals they sponsor in the Boston area they emphasize beer-and-food pairings, and they limit the size of the beers served by the brewers in attendance to tastes, to discourage overindulgence.

“We find a lot of people who learn this culture has nothing to do with the beer culture they’re used to,” Todd said.

Even Anheuser-Busch, the biggest of the big breweries, has gotten on board with “Here’s to Beer,” a campaign and Web site aimed at merchants and the hard-core beer lovers. Rather than talk about particular brands — it doesn’t even mention Anheuser-Busch — it focuses on education, talking about history, varieties and styles, and beer-and-food pairings.

“These are places that we haven’t traditionally been,” said Bob Lachky, an Anheuser-Busch executive. “Ultimately it’s aimed at the consumer to rethink beer.”

Still it’s difficult to know how committed the big breweries are to changing ways of thinking. Even though “Here’s to Beer” celebrates Ben Franklin the beer lover, it’s hard to imagine that Anheuser-Busch really wants mainstream drinkers to rethink beer when the Bud Light commercial is celebrating “Mr. Professional Sports Leg Cramp Rubber Outer.”

While fraternity behavior is largely associated with beer drinking, serious beer lovers have spent years on the outside of polite society.

Without the pastoral mystique that has been appropriated by wine producers or the suave, sophisticated imagery of the wine drinker, beer lovers have largely retreated to the antistyle precincts associated with such proverbial social outcasts as computer nerds and science fiction fanatics. Bizarre facial hair, unflattering T-shirts and strange headgear are standard equipment among beer geeks.

“Before the Internet, computer nerds felt on the outside but now they’re accepted,” Todd said. “I think beer geeks are the same way. We’ll look back 10 years from now and remember what it was like.”

In fact, many small breweries with local distribution and minute advertising budgets seem to have relied on the intensity of Internet discussions to get the word out about their products. Users of beeradvocate.com seem to compete to see how fast they can post reviews of new beers, and growing craft breweries like Stone in California and Dogfish Head in Delaware have capitalized on the unsolicited marketing.“One of the most powerful things a site like ours has done is bridge the gap between brewer and the public,” Jason said. “We gave people a forum. You can have a new release and everybody knows about it within seconds. It’s instant feedback.”

The flaming discussions and rants of the online world are nowhere in evidence at the Publick House. On a recent Monday night, the dining room and bar were packed with young professionals and even some families, accompanying their grilled pork loin and salmon with Belgian ales, English porters, German pilsners and all manner of American brews. At the bar a couple did a crossword puzzle. At one large table, an animated young crowd debated jazz history. At another table a foursome discussed the merits of Stilton versus Humboldt Fog.

Two things were striking: First, nobody was discussing beer. They were just drinking it. And second, as many women were in the place as men, something unthinkable 10 years ago, when groups of beer lovers rivaled video-game players for male dominance.

“As far as the vocal component on the Internet, it’s all men,” Todd Alström said. “But at beer festivals and on the social end, it’s more even.”

Looks to me like a sign of respect.
Oregonian

Zeal for pinot noir raises Australian to 'hero' status

Sunday, March 25, 2007

LEONGATHA, AUSTRALIA -- Every vital winegrowing culture in the world has what might be called "zealot heroes." They're not always right. And they're not to everyone's taste -- either their wines or their personalities.

Oregon, for example, has David Lett of The Eyrie Vineyards, who single-handedly pioneered Oregon's pinot noir culture at his Dundee vineyard in 1966. Not everyone admires Lett's pinot noirs (some call them too delicate; others find them enchanting and ethereal) or his brand of personal stubbornness. No matter. Lett's contribution is indisputable, and his role -- including his forthright assertions about how a "true" pinot noir should taste -- is simply invaluable.

Australia has its own such icons. Most of these folks are involved with Australia's great red wine, shiraz (or syrah). Very few have arrived at zealot hero status, if only because pinot noir is a relatively recent pursuit in Australia's red wine culture, which much prefers the muscular, forthright fruitiness of shiraz or cabernet sauvignon to pinot noir's greater subtlety.

Arguably, the zealot hero of Australian pinot noir is Phillip S. Jones, of Bass Phillip winery. In 1979, Jones installed several small pinot noir vineyards (and a little chardonnay) in this cool-climate area about two hours' drive southeast of Melbourne in the South Gippsland region. At the time, no other wineries were found in the vicinity.

Only a handful of winemakers followed in his pioneering footsteps, despite the acclaim Jones has reaped for his wines. South Gippsland remains Australia's lushest dairy farming zone, and wine, let alone pinot noir, is still an anomaly.

Like the zealot hero he is, Jones doesn't care. This is where he's staked his claim (and vines) for Australian pinot noir greatness. Jones planted his vineyard in admiring imitation of the Burgundian model, with very close spacing (12,000 vines per hectare, which translates to roughly 21/2 acres, compared with Burgundy's typical spacing of 10,000 vines per hectare) and low-to-the-ground trellising.

"It made sense to me," said Jones, 60. "After all, who knows pinot noir better than the Burgundians? Besides, I sure didn't know any better. I was an engineer before I got involved in this madness."

One of the commonalities to all zealot heroes is that not everything they do works out quite the way they intended. During an extensive tasting of Bass Phillip pinot noirs going back to 1988, wine quality varied from extraordinary to disappointing.

Jones, an unflinching sort, admits his winemaking hasn't always measured up. "My winemaking has been, especially in the past, too oxidative." That means he allowed his wines too much exposure to air during the aging process. The result is a premature mahogany hue, the reddish-brown tint signaling a wine that looks older than it actually is or -- interestingly -- than it tastes.

This last point is most unusual. Typically, a pinot noir younger than 10 years old has a vibrant, indisputably red color with little, if any, hints of orange or brown. What's more, when a young wine looks prematurely old, you expect the fruit flavor to be sapped or devoid of intensity.

Yet the Bass Philip pinot noirs retained a striking measure of fruit intensity. The palate is deceived by the eye. It's a disconcerting experience as all of us base certain expectations on a wine's color. This was also a much-needed reminder that the world's best pinot noirs don't necessarily have to resemble each other in flavor or appearance.

That acknowledged, even Jones admits he prefers a brighter, fresher color. "It's not only better commercially, but it just makes more sense. The wine is more complete, if you will."

The best wine of the tasting, the 2002 Pinot Noir "Premium," was blackish-garnet and semi-opaque with a profound savor of wild cherries and strikingly dense texture buoyed by superb finesse thanks to excellent acidity. The color was as fresh as you could hope.

"I only got 5 percent of my usual crop that year," Jones said, "so I don't think we'll be seeing another wine like that anytime soon." He laughed ruefully. Happily, the 2004 Pinot Noir "Premium," his most recent vintage, was a stunner as well.

"It's all still a work in progress," Jones said. "And that's how it ought to be, don't you think?"

Matt Kramer: 1320 S.W. Broadway, Portland, OR 97201 Matt Kramer is a Portland wine critic and author.

Hip to what's new? GruVe

Tuesday, March 27, 2007

Looking to improve your cocktail-party banter? Just repeat after me: groon-er felt-leener.

This Austrian white has been the preferred aperitif of cork dorks since the turn of the century (that's this century). Now that it's showing up in local bottle shops, you and I can give it a try.

If you like pinot gris, pinot blanc, sauvignon blanc or vinho verde, you'll enjoy the pale color, light body, brisk acidity and dry mineral-citrus notes of grner veltliner.

G.V.'s most popular nickname these days is "GruVe," pronounced "groovy," although wags prefer to say "groo-vay" because it sounds more, I don't know, French. Another popular truncation is "grn velt." Just don't shorten it to "grner," which means "green" and will give you away as a greenhorn. And let me tell you, it isn't easy being green.

Opening occasions: Whatever you do, don't open G.V. with savory, parmesan-topped Italian fare. The two are a terrible combo.

Instead, drink this spritzy and relatively low-alcohol wine as an aperitif. It's also a solid match for Asian cuisines, particularly Vietnamese, and for delicate seafood dishes dressed with lemon. Open it alongside salads tossed with vinaigrette and astringent vegetables such as asparagus or artichokes.

Also note that grn velt is the perfect bottle for kicking off an important business dinner after a long, grueling day at the office in an uncomfortable suit and tight shoes. Because, first of all, you'll impress everyone with your wine knowledge and pronunciation. Second, this palate-scrubbing wine will make your mouth feel fresh and clean after your first sip. Third, G.V.'s low alcohol and spritzy character will keep your spirits perky and your conversation sparkling. And finally, the moderate beverage bill will please the boss.

Label lesson: What's that red-and-white-striped sticker atop most grn velt bottles? It's a tiny reproduction of the Austrian state flag. On the slightly creepy-looking black stick figure (it's an eagle, wings and talons outstretched), you might just be able to make out a coat of arms, a crown, a hammer and a sickle, representing all the classes of society. On some stickers it's even possible to see the broken chains of fascism flapping around the eagle's ankles.

But I digress. The eagle and the candy-cane colors are there to assure you that this is one good bottle of wine. And why do you need assurance? Because back in 1985, certain Austrian wines being imported into the U.S. were found to be contaminated with a toxic chemical used in antifreeze. As a result, Austria today has some of the most stringent wine laws in the world. The official stamp of approval is basically Austria's way of saying, "No antifreeze in this bottle." (That said, I've tasted perfectly fine GruVes from sticker-free bottles.)

Also, know that many G.V. labels are littered with long German words -- very helpful to Teutons but useless to the rest of us. Here's where your local wine shop comes in handy. The moment you mention you're looking for a grner veltliner, your friendly merchant will happily show you his or her favorites in your price range. No translation needed.

Some choices to try

Grner veltliner, the major grape of Austria, might sound exotic to you because Austrian wines haven't had much of a presence in the U.S. market until now. But be assured that -- just like their neighbors in Germany and Italy -- Austrians have been making fine wine for centuries.

If you still have your doubts (these people have been known to wear lederhosen, after all), there's now a grn velt from Oregon, as well.

Be warned that since GruVe is the hot wine of the moment, it's in short supply and high demand. If your local wine merchant doesn't have what you're looking for, consider trying another grn velt or placing a special order so you're sure to get in on the next shipment. 2005 Heidler "Loss" Kamptal Grner Veltliner: Creamy and perfumed nose; spritzy, creamy, chalky palate with a finish of lime and white pepper. Find it for approximately $15 at Cork, Fred Meyer Hollywood West, and Liner & Elsen.

2005 Hirsch "#1" Kamptal Grner Veltliner: Tangerine nose; light and effervescent palate with juicy notes of citrus. Find it for approximately $15 at Fred Meyer Hollywood West, Foster & Dobbs and New Seasons Markets Arbor Lodge, Concordia and Seven Corners.

2005 Hopler Burgenland Grner Veltliner: Clean nose and palate of grapefruit rind and river rocks on this crisp, dry white. Find it for approximately $13.50 at Edelweiss Sausage Co. and Delicatessen, Great Wine Buys, New Seasons Markets Cedar Hills Crossing and Wizer's Oswego Foods.

2005 Loimer "Lois" Kamptal Grner Veltliner: Nose of honeydew melon, steel and chalk; initially spritzy honeydew palate with a hint of vanilla bean. Meyer lemon and white pepper at the finish. Find it for approximately $14 at Cork, Fred Meyer Hollywood West, and New Seasons Markets Arbor Lodge and Concordia.

2006 Reustle Prayer Rock Vineyards "Sorek Bloc" Umpqua Valley Grner Veltliner: The first U.S. grner veltliner comes from our own state's Umpqua Valley. Winery and vineyard owners Stephen and Gloria Reustle jumped through numerous hoops to make grn velt an officially recognized American wine, and their efforts have paid off. Their first release, the 2005, has an intriguing nose of fennel and chamomile and a fennel/mineral palate with a voluptuous body and lime-pepper finish. The 2006, just being released now, is lighter and more elegant, yet also vibrant and fruity, with a silky texture, notes of pear, melon, tarragon and minerals and a lightly spiced finish. This is a wine to watch and an exciting development for Oregon. Approximately $22; order directly from the winery at www.reustlevineyards.com.

Also, keep an eye out for the Berger grn velt from Kremstal. Thirst-quenching with notes of key lime, it should be back in stock by late May -- just in time to get you through the summer. It comes in an oversized 1-liter bottle and it's a screaming deal for approximately $12.

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

Drinks gone wild!

Spring break cocktails offer an explosion of fruit, sugar and innuendo

Amanda Gold, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, March 30, 2007

Marissa Winston's college spring break memories are straight out of an MTV special.

The now 31-year-old San Francisco marketing executive vaguely recalls the long, lazy days of sunbathing in Cancun, Mexico, and dancing poolside in a bikini that would have surely offended her conservative parents back in Maryland. She has scattered images of sucking down ice-cold Coronas at happy hour, and she thinks there may have been a wet T-shirt contest at some point.

Truth is, says Winston, "It's all a little bit hazy." What she does remember, however, is the elixir that fueled her evening entertainment.

Sweet, tropical Sex on the Beach.

Get your mind out of the gutter -- she's referring to the drink.

A cocktail crafted of vodka, peach schnapps, cranberry and orange juices, Sex on the Beach is one that many remember as the training wheels of mixed drinks -- an easy introduction into the world of specialty cocktails. But for Winston, like so many other spring breakers before and after her, it wasn't about the ingredients. It was simply a means to an end.

It could just as easily have been a Sea Breeze in her hand each night, a similar concoction of vodka and cranberry with grapefruit juice; a Bay Breeze (pineapple subbed for grapefruit) or a Long Island Iced Tea, that heady blend of four spirits topped with triple sec and Coke.

"There was a state of mind I was trying to achieve," recalls Winston, "and Sex on the Beach got me there without ever having to taste the alcohol."

It's a sentiment echoed by college students (over 21, of course) around the globe, especially those who have taken, or will take, a wild spring break trip. What is it about these fruity, sugar-laden drinks that make them the libation of choice at that stage of life? It's an age where masking the alcohol is the goal of the evening -- and it doesn't necessarily matter in what form.

This point is driven home by Evan Goldin, a 22-year-old Palo Alto resident who headed east for college, but whose spring break last year led him to Cabo San Lucas, with a vacation package that provided three coupons for Lemon Drops, a classic sweet and sour mixture of vodka, lemon juice and sugar.

"The coupons were for a bar there," said Goldin, "and most of the people were there on the same package, so at the beginning of the night, you just saw tons of college students pounding Lemon Drops."

Trial and error

The thing is, continues Goldin, you don't really have interesting cocktails until you can go into a bar. "It's not like you're mixing a Long Island Iced Tea in your dorm room. So sometimes spring break is the first place you can experience those things."

Vacations like these are often the first chance for students to interact with bartenders, and choosing the drink isn't really about what they prefer as much as what's popular.

Stanford student and campus bartender Carlos Kronen feels that it's a lack of knowledge and accessibility that fuels this behavior.

"People don't really know what's out there, so they just order what they hear their friends ordering."

There is something, too, he says, about what it's called. "The crazier the name, the more people want to drink it. If they like the way it sounds and they hear it enough, they'll order it."

Luckily for them, this has become an age where the raunchier, sweeter and more outrageous the cocktail, the more popular it becomes.

For Winston, Sex on the Beach was about as racy as it got. A decade later, that's downright chaste compared with today's provocative selections.

Just ask Krissa Lagos, a 23-year-old recent Berkeley grad, who spent her last college spring break in Rosarito, Mexico. Yes, she'd heard of Winston's drink of choice, and some people were even known to order them, but the popular cocktail of today's generation?

"Adios Mother -- ." (Expletive deleted.)

That wasn't her way of saying goodbye. "People love that drink," she said nonchalantly.

This neon blue cocktail -- the demure call it AMF -- is essentially a Long Island Iced Tea that has been ramped up with blue curacao and subs lemon-lime soda for the cola.

"I sell a lot of those," says Kris Lee, bar manager at Blake's on Telegraph, a long-standing watering hole in Berkeley. Weekend nights see a college-age crowd there, and that means one thing.

Of the AMF, says Lee, "It's about 2 1/2 shots of alcohol, and people want whatever is going to get them the most buzzed for the least amount of money."

But AMFs only scratch the surface of what's available. You can also belly up for: Redheaded Sluts (Jagermeister -- an herbal digestif -- mixed with peach schnapps and cranberry juice); Purple Hooters, a blend of raspberry liquor, triple sec and lemon-lime soda; or a Busted Cherry, an ice cream drink enhanced with white rum, chocolate syrup and maraschino cherries. It's as if these should come with a warning label for the young drinkers: "Caution -- name of cocktail does not necessarily reflect outcome of evening."

There are two trends going on with these drinks. The first reflects a sudden desire to come up with naughty, even vile names that almost guarantee a reaction from the drinker. Don't believe me? Just try ordering a Duck Fart (a simple mix of Baileys, Kahlua and whiskey) without laughing.

Some of these cocktails are simply re-branded with new titles, but others reflect a proliferation in new drinks made from liqueurs and spirits that are relatively new on the market, as opposed to just new combinations of alcohol and fruit juice -- the contents that made up the spring break drinks of yore.

"There is so much more crazy alcohol out there now, so there are more options," says Mike Goebel, a 29-year-old bartender and owner of San Francisco bars Magnet Lounge, Double Dutch and Ambassador.

"One vodka that people are really hot on is P.I.N.K.," he says, referring to the high-end vodka that's infused with caffeine and guarana, an ingredient in Red Bull. "People love the energy drinks, and it's already in this."

Plus, he continues: "Drinks like cosmopolitans, Lemon Drops and kamikazes are boring -- every bar and every bartender can do that. But now, everyone wants to have a signature cocktail list."

All liqueured up

And they can, with seemingly endless flavors at their fingertips -- as a walk through any liquor store will confirm. Liqueurs that have flooded the market in the past decade have changed the face of cocktails. Apple Pucker schnapps gave birth to the appletini and chocolate liqueur to the chocolatini, both dessert-like variations of the vodka martini. Coconut rum will instantly transport you to the tropics, if you're not already there. Every fruit now has a schnapps; every berry a brandy. Based on what's available, there are thousands of combinations to be had, and bartenders have taken full advantage.

But the sickly sweet drinks have a limited life span -- it seems that as the last speck of sand is shaken from the suitcase, and steps are taken into the "adult" world, gone is the desire for cloying concoctions.

According to Goebel, morning-after misery plays a large role in this cocktail graduation. "You get drunk enough times and are hungover in the morning before you realize that you don't want to do that anymore."

Dr. Aaron White, an assistant professor in the psychology department at Duke Medical school explains that although the alcohol -- in whatever form -- causes the hangover, it's the extra stuff -- sugar, syrups, juice and soda -- that heightens the upset stomach. "Anything that's added to the alcohol is related to the nausea."

Miserable as they are, however, hangovers are only one reason that people's tastes evolve, and the other may be something that we have no control over.

Dr. Danielle Reed, an associate member of the Monell Chemical Senses Center in Philadelphia, Pa., says that there is actually scientific reasoning behind the shift. Reed studies taste patterns, and says that as humans age, they prefer things that are less sweet. "It's a biology thing, not a fad thing," she explains.

But fads also play a role, as do education and experience.

"Once I left college and started going to trendier bars," Winston says, "I became more aware of what was available, and more interested in trying new things." She says that her friends all gravitated toward cosmopolitans when they shot to fame on "Sex and the City."

Martini bars gave her the chance to sample stronger drinks that really showcased the alcohol, and as she finished a glass of Pinot Noir on a recent evening at District, one of the city's newest wine bars, she gestured with a sweep of her arm. "Now it's all about wine bars, so that's what I'm drinking."

So does the proliferation of wine bars popping up mean that even younger drinkers are headed for the grape? Could be.

From cosmos to Pinot

"I had a 21-year-old come in recently to celebrate his birthday with his dad and his soccer team," says Greg O'Flynn, owner of California Wine Merchant in the Marina, a spot generally filled with an older crowd. "It was clearly a choice that he had made to come here."

And recent sightings at Healdsburg barrel tastings and Wine Country tasting rooms include droves of 21- to 25-year-olds.

Wine might be making an impression on a younger crowd, but cocktails certainly aren't going out of style anytime soon. Beyond the spring break drinks lies an approach to cocktails that appreciates the subtlety of flavors.

Places like Bourbon & Branch in San Francisco or Cyrus in Healdsburg are big on well-balanced drinks that stem from more natural, seasonal ingredients and high-end spirits.

At Cyrus, bartender Scott Beattie still makes crazy cocktails, but instead of drinks like a Scooby Snack -- a blend of Malibu, Midori, juice and whipped cream -- served at Blake's on Telegraph, Beattie concocts his own mixers and syrups to combine with unusual spirits. His Rhubarbarella -- made from Hangar One Buddha's Hand vodka, ginger-rhubarb syrup, shiso, fresh lemon juice and ginger beer is one such example -- and is geared to a crowd that starts in their late 20s or early 30s and moves toward an older set.

Still, in all likelihood, as long as there is spring break, students will continue to consume the sugary drinks that go down easy and taste like fruit. It's a rite of passage.

And classics stand the test of time. Spring break has been around longer than MTV, and so too have many of the libations that define those trips. AMFs might be the drink of "the moment," but it's likely that spring breakers will forever be ending their crazy nights with rounds of Sex on the Beach.

Redheaded Slut

Makes 1 shot

INGREDIENTS:

1/2 ounce Jagermeister

1/2 ounce peach schnapps

1 1/2 ounces cranberry juice

INSTRUCTIONS:

Instructions: Mix ingredients in a cocktail shaker with ice. Shake well, and strain into shot glass.

Adios Mother -- (AMF)

Makes 1 drink

INGREDIENTS:

1/2 ounce rum

1/2 ounce Tequila

1/2 ounce vodka

1/2 ounce gin

1/2 ounce blue curacao

2 ounces sweet and sour mix

2 ounces lemon-lime soda (like 7Up)

INSTRUCTIONS:

Instructions: Combine the rum, Tequila, vodka, gin, blue curacao and sweet and sour mix together and pour over ice in a highball glass. Top with lemon-lime soda, and stir gently.

Sex on the Beach

Makes 1 drink

Variations on this drink abound, but it is essentially a mixture of vodka, peach schnapps and fruit juice.

INGREDIENTS:

2 ounces vodka

1 1/2 ounces peach schnapps

3 ounces orange juice

3 ounces cranberry juice

INSTRUCTIONS:

Instructions: Pour vodka and peach schnapps into a cocktail glass filled with ice. Add orange juice and cranberry juice, and stir to combine.

SIPPING NEWS

Laura Compton, Jon Bonné, W. Blake Gray

Friday, March 30, 2007

Out: Trucker hats, In: Boone's Farm T-shirts

Showing the savvy marketing sense that made it one of the most recognized names in wine, Gallo is looking to get a piece of the still-hot "ironic" T-shirt market. And what better wine to choose than Boone's Farm, the company's iconic fruit-flavored beverage that left an indelible impression on a generation's palate?

The made-to-look vintage T-shirts feature popular Apple and Strawberry Hill flavors, and have been spotted on Gina Gershon, Robert Downey Jr. and Kevin Federline (we're sure it's only a matter of time until Britney gets ahold of one). But despite the down-home appeal of Boone's, the men's styles are being sold exclusively at upscale retailer Saks for $49 (call 800-347-9177). Ah, the irony ...

-- Laura Compton

WINERY WATCH / 39 Degrees and Redtree

If you're launching a new winery, and your brother-in-law is Don Sebastiani -- that Don Sebastiani -- you might expect just a bit of family rivalry. Roy Cecchetti isn't blinking.

In the '90s, the two men pioneered bargain Pinot Noir with their Pepperwood Grove brand. Now the Sonoma-based Cecchetti has a new passion: Lake County, which he learned about during a brief stint as president of Langtry Estate & Vineyards (once known as Guenoc) in Middletown. "It kind of opened my eyes to what Lake County is all about," Cecchetti says. "I realized there is tremendous potential there."

Through the Cecchetti Wine Company, he's unveiling a new brand, 39 Degrees, due to hit stores in early April. A nod to the latitude that slices across the county, right through the midst of Clear Lake, 39 Degrees highlights two varieties that Cecchetti sees as rising Lake County stars: Sauvignon Blanc ($10) and Petite Sirah ($15), along with a Cabernet Sauvignon ($15) largely sourced from Andy Beckstoffer's Lake County holdings.

Along with winemaker Bob Broman, the onetime value wine magnate is also unveiling Redtree, a $10 line of varietal wines sourced from throughout California, complete with neon-red synthetic cork. The initial release is 50,000 cases between the two labels. Like Sebastiani, Cecchetti may develop higher-end wines, too, including a Super Tuscan-style blend in tribute to his family heritage.

Any brotherly (in-law) toes being stepped on here? "It's a little friendly competition," Cecchetti says. "We're going to have some fun with it."

-- Jon Bonné

Beyond Manischewitz

With Passover beginning next Monday at sundown, grocery stores often see a run on the sickly-sweet industrial-smelling Concord grape wine that has long been part of the American seder, the ceremonial dinner which commemorates the holiday. You can do much, much better with kosher wine these days -- and you'll probably want to, seeing that the seder calls for drinking four cups of wine. Many European wineries produce special kosher bottlings, and Israel has its own wine industry. Closer to home, The Chronicle's tasting panel has tasted the kosher wines of Napa's Hagafen Cellars blind against similar non-kosher wines for several years. We have recommended Hagafen's Cabernet Sauvignon and Chardonnay on merit, and Hagafen's Riesling is becoming an annual choice. In fact, the 2005 Hagafen Cellars Estate Bottled Napa Valley Riesling ($21) was arguably our favorite Riesling from the entire West Coast. Forfeiting 10 drops of it -- as called for in the seder -- may not be the exact equivalent of suffering a plague of locusts (not to mention rivers of blood, yuck), but it is still a sacrifice.

-- W. Blake Gray

Chariots of Chablis

Rugby and the Boat Race are the most famous competitions between Oxford and Cambridge, rival British universities. But since 1953, they've also been facing off once a year in wine tasting: Six-member teams vie to identify as closely as possible wines from around the world. (Oxford -- which trains six days a week, according to Decanter magazine -- leads the series, 34-20.)

Now Decanter reports the wine societies at the two schools are lobbying to have wine tasting recognized as at least a "half-blue" sport, which would allow captains and team stars to wear a prestigious "half-blue" jacket. The "Blues Committees" rejected the idea last year, but perhaps time is on wine's side.

-- W.B.G.

Very berry

Strawberries are suddenly painting the town red, and there's nothing like a little fizz to enhance them. Light, fresh Moscato d'Asti matches the sweetness and brings a citrus edge to the berry flavors. Depending on the preparation, a brut or extra-dry sparkling wine with a higher dosage should also work, especially if you're highlighting the fruit with a savory note like black pepper. (Honest, it works.)

Needless to say, the subtle strawberry flavors in off-dry Vin de Bugey Cerdon from outside the French city of Lyons are a perfect match. The daring among us might even try a softer-edged Pinot Noir. Some Pinots' aromas will echo the fruit, which makes for a berry good time.

By Jerry Shriver

Friday, March 30, 2007

All the rave

2005 Ravenswood Chardonnay, Sonoma County, Calif., about $15. Ravenswood built its reputation by producing some of California's best Zinfandels (they make a ridiculous xx separate bottlings, but the entry-level versions are just fine) and recently they've expanded to other grape varieties, including a Syrah and this new Chardonnay. It's huge, full-bodied, luscious and packed with fruit and spice flavors. It's not subtle but I could drink it all the way through a meal, particularly if the meal included grilled seafood or roasted chicken.

Posted at 01:29 PM/ET, March 30, 2007 in Chardonnay | Permalink | Comment   | TrackBacks (0)

Wednesday, March 28, 2007

2006 Willamette Valley Vineyards Pinot Gris, Willamette Valley, Ore., about $15. I recently visited New Zealand where Pinot Gris is all the rage among winemakers and consumers (at the expense, I fear, of that nation's far superior Rieslings). The Kiwis are experimenting with several styles but most of the ones I tried had an intense flavor of candied pears that was cloying and not at all refreshing or food-friendly. There's still a lot of work to do down there, in my view. Oregon's Pinot Gris producers, on the other hand, tend to take their cue from the well-established style of France's Alsace region -- bold, complex, viscous and tangy, with pear and melon flavors as part of the mix. This nicely-priced version has most of those characteristics and will stand up to full-flavored fish such as salmon or cod.

Posted at 06:58 AM/ET, March 28, 2007 in Pinot Gris/Pinot Grigio | Permalink | Comment   | TrackBacks (0)

Monday, March 26, 2007

Thumbs up from Down Under

2005 2 Up Shiraz, South Australia, about $14. Lately I've carped about how $10 to $15 Australian Shirazes have grown one-dimensional, boring and indistinguishable from one another, and there is still plenty of evidence on the shelf. But this version from the Click wine group breaks that mold and reminds me of why I got excited about the category 15 years ago. It's a brawny fruit-monster, full of bright blueberry and juicy raspberry (red and black) flavors that are seasoned with notes of earth, pepper and licorice. And yet the texture is rich and smooth. Well done, mates. Now bring on a slice of hard cheese and some sourdough bread.

Posted at 05:59 AM/ET, March 26, 2007 in Shiraz | Permalink | Comment   | TrackBacks (0)

Friday, March 23, 2007

Marriage made in Spain

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.

THE CHRONICLE'S WINE SELECTIONS: 2005 Cru Beaujolais

Jon Bonné

Friday, March 30, 2007

It's easy to mock the easy-drinking wines from France's Beaujolais region, ever the more so with marketing taglines suggesting we all "Get Beaujolaid."

But for the oceans of one-note Nouveau and Villages on store shelves (often still there, it should be noted, well after their implied sell-by dates), you'd be foolish not to consider the charms of Cru Beaujolais.

Basic Beaujolais, including the Nouveau wines, which are released directly after harvest in November, comes mostly from the southern part of the region. The higher-quality Villages wines hail from the northern part.

From this northern section, 10 individual sites, or crus, have also been carved out, accounting for more than one-quarter of the total planted vineyard land. Each cru offers its own distinct take on the red Gamay Noir grape that so dominates the region.

As with all Beaujolais, grapes are hand-harvested. But the crus are deeper, often more alcoholic wines than Nouveau or Villages. The largest, Brouilly, offers approachable wines with fresh fruit and floral scents, while the granite-manganese soils of Moulin-a-Vent appellation lend the wines a tannic structure that helps the best wines last more than a decade.

We sampled 29 wines from 8 of the 10 crus: Brouilly, Chiroubles, Cote de Brouilly, Fleurie, Julienas, Morgon, Moulin-a-Vent and Regnie. (Chenas and Saint-Amour were odd crus out this time.) The 2005 vintage was hailed as extraordinary for its nearly perfect ripeness. We found the quality consistently impressive, especially given the modest prices that Cru Beaujolais commands. Vive la value!

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 Nicole Chanrion Domaine de la Voute des Crozes Cote de Brouilly ($17) Here's a secret: This Kermit Lynch pick has been my Thanksgiving wine for the past few years. The Cote de Brouilly appellation, inside of larger Brouilly, is notable for its blue stone soils and ageworthy wines. Appealing Pinot-like scents of forest floor and damp earth add depth and complexity to fresh, sweet raspberry. It's approachable now, but will be plenty durable, should you want to hold it for a Turkey Day to come.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 Chateau de la Chaize Brouilly ($17) With more than 3,200 acres, Brouilly is also the largest of the 10 crus. Marquise de Roussy de Sales' revitalized historic estate holds 242 acres of vines, accounting for nearly 8 percent of the appellation. It's a bit sulfurous on the nose. But fresh berry flavors break through, with musky overtones, great concentration of flavors and a pleasing tapered finish.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 Coudert Pere et Fils Clos de la Roilette Fleurie ($20) Fernand Coudert and his son Alain tend to this plot, which once was part of Moulin-a-Vent. The former owner was so angry at the appellation switch in the 1920s that he named the wine after his horse, Roilette. The Couderts took possession of the property in 1967, but Roilette's likeness still graces the label. The vines, at least 25 years old, produce a dense, aromatic wine. A focused nose of crushed gravel and sour-plum tart, with bright fruit flavors and a floral finish.

TWO STARS 2005 Joseph Drouhin Brouilly ($17) In addition to its efforts with Burgundies, the Drouhin firm makes Beaujolais from 7 of the 10 crus. In this case, the grapes are fermented in less than a week, then aged in barrel for at least eight months. A good dose of oak offers toasty leaf and coffee highlights to fresh plum flavors. Finish is narrow but lingering.

TWO STARS 2005 Joseph Drouhin Morgon ($14.50) Morgon is the second-largest of the crus. Its 2,700 acres, with their crumbling schists and broken granite soils, yield forceful, deep wines. The nose here is subtle and toasty, with eucalyptus, mineral and lush berries. An elegant, balanced wine, though there's more complexity on the nose than the palate.

TWO STARS 2005 Georges Duboeuf Brouilly ($13) Duboeuf just about single-handedly developed the American market for Beaujolais, right down to the much-hyped (now oft-mocked) arrival of each year's Nouveau in November. But his firm also holds parcels in each of the crus. Duboeuf's "flower label" bottlings, made using the same carbonic maceration techniques as his other wines, can often be great value for money. Here's a pleasing basic Brouilly, with sweet raspberry jam and blueberry scents, underscored by hints of patchouli and white minerals.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 Louis Jadot Chateau des Jacques Moulin-a-Vent ($22) Burgundy negociant Jadot bought this historic 67-acre property in 1996. The chateau has a long reputation for producing some of the most profound and long-lasting wines in Beaujolais. Aged for 10 months, mostly in oak, this wine proved to be potentially our most interesting, but also most problematic. The nose revealed so much sulfur that it overwhelmed the wine's aromas -- something that has happened with other Jadot wines I otherwise quite enjoy. Once past that, a dense mouthful of fruit awaits, with a tight structure bolstered by refined tannins and a beautiful, precise finish. It needs time.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 Nathalie et Patrick Thevenet Domaine des Gandelins Moulin-a-Vent ($14) The Thevenets belong to Terra Vitis, a French vintners' group dedicated to sustainable agriculture. Their 70-year-old vines produce a well-structured wine with dark flavors, brightened by overtones of violets, watermelon and gray mineral. The ripe tannins on the lengthy finish should mellow with time. Limited availability.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 Vincent Morgon Charmes ($19) Jean-Jacques Vincent's family has a long history in Burgundy: His great-grandfather founded Chateau Fuisse in the Maconnais region in 1864. His firm, founded in 1985, now buys fruit from a family plot at Les Charmes in Morgon, next to the village of Saint-Joseph, for this gravelly, musky bottling. Dense watermelon and plum fill out the layered flavors, with a gripping, expansive finish.

10 haikus to celebrate spring and Sauvignon Blanc

W. Blake Gray, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, March 30, 2007

The year's at the spring, and day's at the morn, there's Sauvignon Blanc in my glass, and all's right with the world.

Robert Browning, who wrote most of that, was actually all excited about larks, snails and dew pearls, but he would have shared my sentiment if wine technology of the 1800s had been able to preserve Sauvignon Blanc's exciting young flavors in a bottle. (Take my word for it, it's better than snails.)

Forget any wistful odes to traditional styles of wine production. Protected from oxygen by stainless steel fermenting tanks, and kept chilled and fresh throughout shipping, Sauvignon Blanc is a modern delight. It's also one of my favorite Bargain Wines, because there are fewer outright duds in the $12-and-under price range than with any other varietal.

It's great with green salads and other fresh vegetables: the flavors of spring. It's also fantastic with fish and chicken, and while it wouldn't be my choice with red meat, it's versatile enough that Farallon wine director Peter Palmer says a customer recently ordered it with short ribs -- and after the first bottle was empty, he ordered another.

Sauvignon Blanc is thirst quenching and easy to drink. I love it more than Robert Browning's entire oeuvre, and his wife's too. I love Sauvignon Blanc to the depth and breadth and height my soul can reach, perhaps because my soul has stubby arms.

But while I'll argue that today's drinkers can appreciate it more than ever, especially now that poetry doesn't have to rhyme anymore ("Sauvignon Blanc, it's better than plonk"), Sauvignon Blanc may have been around longer than the English language.

In 582, while Angles and Saxons were working out their linguistic differences, St. Gregory of Tours wrote about the wonderful wines of Sancerre, France -- one of the best places today for the grape. Sauvignon Blanc was in Bordeaux at least by the 1700s, when it spontaneously crossed with Cabernet Franc in vineyards to create redheaded love child Cabernet Sauvignon.

What did it taste like then? That would have depended on where you were.

Sauvignon Blanc is best when drunk young, as in now, which is the reason so many good ones today are topped with screwcaps. Why take the risk of tainting the wine with cork when long-term storage isn't an issue?

In 18th century Sancerre and Bordeaux, at the very beginning of spring, the previous year's Sauvignon Blanc would probably have finished fermentation and been bottled fairly soon after. It would have been the very taste of springtime, and 18th century wine critics would have busted out couplets like, "So young, fresh and ripe/my palate it wiped."

But if you were in merry old England, where endemic weather conditions forced poets to race outside and rhyme it up fast whenever the sun peeked around a cloud ("Oh day/So gay/Hey hey/Oh no/Sky's black/Come back"), the rigors of transport and storage would have given Sauvignon Blanc a very different flavor. Imagine cream sherry -- walnuts, almonds, honey. Nice enough, but hardly the taste of spring.

Here in California, Sauvignon Blanc suffered for years by being mistreated like Chardonnay: plugged up in oak barrels, absorbing all those woody flavors, completely squashing its citrusy, melony, passion fruity (and passionate) charms.

But now, Sauvignon Blanc is free both here and in most of the world to be what it is.

I tasted 45 of them for this Bargain Wines column, creating the particularly strong group above: I could easily recommend 10 more. I'm not going to play favorites with these 10. There are enough major producers on this list that you should be able to find at least one in your local wine shop. Buy a bottle, take it home, and drink it with dinner. If it gets you thinking about blooms and blossoms and the return of baseball, so much the better.

One surprising discovery I made was the strength of Chilean Sauvignon Blanc in this price range. I'm not a fan of red Bargain Wines from Chile lately, as many seem thin (probably overcropped), and not a few seem to have spoilage problems. But with Sauvignon Blancs, I tasted just four from Chile, and three easily made the top 10.

Inspired by the Brownings et al, I was going to write a sonnet to each of these wines. But sonnets are so 18th century. Instead, how about haiku?

-- 2006 Aresti Chile Sauvignon Blanc ($9): Refreshing passion/fruit and pineapple flavors/Is it Chile's best?

-- 2005 Chateau Ste. Michelle Columbia Valley Sauvignon Blanc ($10): Lemon and pepper/flavors make it a fine match/for a Greek salad

-- 2005 Fernleaf New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc ($10): Intensely herbal/like rugby players grabbing/you and shaking hard

-- 2006 Geyser Peak Winery California Sauvignon Blanc ($12) Annual fav'rite/ fills your mouth with passion fruit/another good year

-- 2006 Joel Gott California Sauvignon Blanc ($11) Lots of lime, peach hints/from the family that owns/Taylor's Refresher

-- 2006 Montes Classic Series Casablanca-Curico Valley Sauvignon Blanc ($12) Famous Cabernets/from this winery upstaged/by ripe passion fruit

-- 2006 Oyster Bay Marlborough Sauvignon Blanc ($12) Layers of flavor/unfold, from lime to green tea/Why is it this cheap?

-- 2005 Pepi California Sauvignon Blanc ($11) Crisp lime and grapefruit/with slight sweetness on finish/try it with stir-fries

-- 2006 Pomelo California Sauvignon Blanc ($10) What a well-named wine/it tastes like fresh grapefruit and/smells like grapefruit skin

-- 2006 Santa Ema Maipo Valley Sauvignon Blanc ($9) Chile's hidden strength/with ripe cool-climate flavors/is Sauvignon Blanc

Haiku scholars might complain that to truly qualify, each exquisite three-line poem must contain a seasonal reference.

To this I reply:

Imagine the taste

of unoaked Sauvignon Blanc

and you will feel spring

Shopping list

These were the best of 45 Sauvignon Blancs tasted for this story.

2006 Aresti Chile Sauvignon Blanc ($9)

2005 Chateau Ste. Michelle Columbia Valley Sauvignon Blanc ($10)

2005 Fernleaf New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc ($10)

2006 Geyser Peak Winery California Sauvignon Blanc ($12)

2006 Joel Gott California Sauvignon Blanc ($11)

2006 Montes Classic Series Casablanca-Curico Valley Sauvignon Blanc ($12)

2006 Oyster Bay Marlborough Sauvignon Blanc ($12)

2005 Pepi California

Sauvignon Blanc ($11)

2006 Pomelo California Sauvignon Blanc ($10)

2006 Santa Ema Maipo Valley Sauvignon Blanc ($9)
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A trek through the best of the malbecs

Paul Gregutt

Malbec, though still a minor player in most Bordeaux blends, has become a solo superstar in Argentina.

The rap on malbec in France is that the young grapes are prone to shatter (meaning that the tiny berries fall off the vine in the spring, long before they ripen). But in climates where malbec thrives, it brings depth of color, soft tannins and flavors of tart plum, accented with cut tobacco, to the table.

In Argentina, malbec rocks. It is the country's most-planted grape, accounting for 10 percent of the total vineyard. Prices for top Argentine malbecs have gone through the roof — you are not likely to see them outside of very expensive restaurant wine lists. On the other hand, you will find that some — not all — of the country's less-expensive malbecs are beautifully rendered, tart/sappy/spicy reds that add zing to any meal built around roasted meats.

Here's a look at some great choices in a variety of price points:

Malbecs under $12

Your least-expensive malbecs are often quite good, because they have not fallen prey to the "Yellow Tail" syndrome (sugar and oak chips). They are steely, stony and a bit sharp-edged but with clean, bright fruit flavors of wild raspberry and tart plum. Avoid those that taste green or musty. Recent vintages have all been quite good, so no worries there.

Wild Gaucho 2004 Malbec; $7. The label is a bit hokey, but the wine is softly fruity, very much like a young merlot. A perfect party wine. (Unique)

Vistalba "Corte C" 2004 Malbec/Merlot; $12. The blend works because it doesn't get at all flabby. Stony mountain flavors of wild berries are surprisingly intense, and the wine is substantial enough to taste even better on the second day. (Unique)

Malbecs under $30

Tomero 2004 Malbec; $15. Bright raspberry fruit shines here, with fresh herb and bracing mineral underneath. (Unique)

Amancaya 2005 Malbec/Cabernet Sauvignon; $17. The cabernet stiffens up the tannins a bit, while the malbec's juicy, plummy, spicy core is a bit bolder in this price range. (Unique)

El Felino 2004 Malbec; $19 . This adds a whiff of leather and tack room to the spicy fruit. If you like that sort of earthiness, it's right on the money. (Unique)

Punto Final 2005 Reserve Malbec; $20. Punto Final's reserve truly deserves the designation and is worth the extra bucks. Rich, dense, tannic and compact, it's a wine to savor over a long evening or put away for another five or six years. (Noble)

Bodega Noemia "A. Lisa" 2005 Malbec; $30. There is plenty of acid here and well-defined flavors of plum and ripe cherries, with a mineral texture. (Unique)

Sky's-the-limit malbecs!

Caro 2002 Malbec; $39. This has a couple of extra years of bottle age, though it remains somewhat rough and chalky. But it amps up the fruit, spice, rock and leather across the board. (Unique)

Bodega Noemia "J. Alberto" 2005 Malbec; $45. This Patagonian producer has the terroir in spades. Stark and racy, this is like a splash of mountain berry served "on the rocks" — literally. (Unique)

Bramare "Marchiori Vineyard" 2003 Malbec; $88. My clear favorite among the pricey malbecs, the Bramare impressed me in particular for its concentrated flavors of black raspberry, blackberry, cigar box and smoke. When a wine can hit almost 15 percent alcohol and still retain a sense of elegance, that's impressive winemaking. (Unique)

Cobos "Marchiori Vineyard" 2003 Malbec; $150. This massive malbec, from winemaker Paul Hobbs, is often cited as the greatest wine in Argentina. I can see why — it's an immense wine, effusive and seductive in every way. The mix of flowers and spice, the dark and wickedly delicious fruits and the extra levels of flavor that carry right on through the tannins can't help but impress. Does it lose a bit of its regional character in the race for sheer power? Maybe, but I doubt anyone who tastes it will object. (Unique)

Northwest malbecs

Winemakers in Washington and Oregon are taking notice of malbec, incorporating it into creative blends that break down the self-imposed borders of Bordeaux. But varietal bottlings are rare. Here are some to look for, but you will have to source them directly from the wineries:

Reininger 2003 Pepper Bridge Vineyard Malbec; $45. This is seductive, assertive, firm and ageworthy; a lovely rendition of the grape with a Washington (high-acid) spin.

Abacela 2004 Malbec; $23. A complex, intriguing wine. Malbec makes up three-quarters of the blend, but there are substantial amounts of cabernet sauvignon and cabernet franc.

Wineglass Cellars 2003 Malbec; $25. Offered to Wineglass wine-club members, this dense, black malbec is loaded with scents and flavors of ripe berries, a profusion of loganberry, boysenberry and blackberry.

Barnard Griffin 2005 Malbec; $20. Just released, this is a first-ever malbec for B-G. And of course, it's very well done; tart, tight, juicy, spicy and sporting firm acids.

Kennedy Shah 2003 Malbec; $24. This shows an herbal, peppery side to the grape, with wild herb, rosemary and even violets in the nose. Pungent, lean and spicy.

Ka na 2004 Malbec Snipes Mountain Vineyard; $18. Big fruit and alcohol here, with snappy blackberry, licorice and roasted espresso flavors.

Coming soon: Seven Hills 2005 Malbec.

Pick of the Week

Maryhill 2005 Winemaker's Blend Red Wine; $10. For my money, this little $10 red is the most authentic wine that Maryhill makes. It has not been softened, oaked, sweetened and vanilla'd up — it just shows the great fruit and the verticality of nicely ripened Washington fruit. This is a killer $10 bottle. (Click).

Early '70s cream sherry should be opened soon

Wine Q & A

Q: I would like to know how long a bottle of a particular dessert wine would last in storage. The wine is a bottle of Sebastiani Angelica Antigua, Proprietor's Reserve #1792 of 4356. I found this wine at a small wine shop in California while on vacation years ago and was intrigued by the story behind it. Is there a Web site that would give me more information, including the current value of the wine?

A: I queried Sebastiani directly and the winery's Paul Bergna was kind enough to send the following note: "I have worked for Sebastiani for nearly 28 years and I know this wine was bottled before I started. We do not have records that would allow me to give you specific information on the wine, but I talked with our retired winemaster, Doug Davis, and he was familiar with it.

"He felt the vintage was the early-to-mid 1960s and it was bottled in the early 1970s. He would describe it as a dry-styled cream sherry and felt it would still be an enjoyable wine to drink. Because of its age, I would suggest you open it fairly soon. I don't think additional aging will improve the wine."

To which I would add: The quality of the storage will have a lot to do with how this wine has held up. If it is fortified (over 18 percent alcohol), it has a better chance of survival.

USA Today

Cheers

By Jerry Shriver

All the rave

Friday, March 30, 2007

2005 Ravenswood Chardonnay, Sonoma County, Calif., about $15. Ravenswood built its reputation by producing some of California's best Zinfandels (they make a ridiculous xx separate bottlings, but the entry-level versions are just fine) and recently they've expanded to other grape varieties, including a Syrah and this new Chardonnay. It's huge, full-bodied, luscious and packed with fruit and spice flavors. It's not subtle but I could drink it all the way through a meal, particularly if the meal included grilled seafood or roasted chicken.

Wednesday, March 28, 2007

2006 Willamette Valley Vineyards Pinot Gris, Willamette Valley, Ore., about $15. I recently visited New Zealand where Pinot Gris is all the rage among winemakers and consumers (at the expense, I fear, of that nation's far superior Rieslings). The Kiwis are experimenting with several styles but most of the ones I tried had an intense flavor of candied pears that was cloying and not at all refreshing or food-friendly. There's still a lot of work to do down there, in my view. Oregon's Pinot Gris producers, on the other hand, tend to take their cue from the well-established style of France's Alsace region -- bold, complex, viscous and tangy, with pear and melon flavors as part of the mix. This nicely-priced version has most of those characteristics and will stand up to full-flavored fish such as salmon or cod.

Thumbs up from Down Under

Monday, March 26, 2007

2005 2 Up Shiraz, South Australia, about $14. Lately I've carped about how $10 to $15 Australian Shirazes have grown one-dimensional, boring and indistinguishable from one another, and there is still plenty of evidence on the shelf. But this version from the Click wine group breaks that mold and reminds me of why I got excited about the category 15 years ago. It's a brawny fruit-monster, full of bright blueberry and juicy raspberry (red and black) flavors that are seasoned with notes of earth, pepper and licorice. And yet the texture is rich and smooth. Well done, mates. Now bring on a slice of hard cheese and some sourdough bread.

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.

Wall St. Journal

America's Great White

Finding Top Chardonnay

Isn't Easy, Even for $50;

Grand Tastes, Elegance

March 30, 2007; Page W6

Sadder words were rarely spoken during a wine tasting. We were in the middle of a very disappointing tasting of American Chardonnay under $20 earlier this year when Dottie said it: "I think maybe I've forgotten what good American Chardonnay tastes like."

It was like a dagger to our hearts, where American Chardonnay has a very special place. When we were growing up with wine in the 1970s, the most profound American wines we tasted were Cabernet Sauvignon -- Beaulieu, Heitz, Mondavi and more -- but Chardonnay was our love. Partly it was because it tasted like a blanket of white velvet that enveloped us in a special way. But partly it was because it was so aggressively American. It didn't try to be anything other than what it was: a massive, proud, showy wine that commanded attention. We remember so clearly every sip of our first Fisher (with sweetbreads), our first Kistler (at a concert in Central Park), our first Bacigalupi (at room temperature) and our first Peter Michael (so memorable that, almost 20 years later, we still keep in touch with the sommelier who recommended it).

Loss of Confidence

But Chardonnay, even expensive Chardonnay, has suffered over the years. American Chardonnay was blasted by critics for being too big, too aggressive, too hard to pair with food. Why can't it be more like white Burgundy, they asked. In our minds, and to our palates, California Chardonnay lost its way. It wasn't white Burgundy, with elegant restraint and marvelous terroir, but it lost its confident American-ness, too. And the prices! For the price of a top-notch American Chardonnay, we could have a finer Burgundy -- or two.

America's modern wine industry is very young, however. It changes quickly. Wineries, winemaking regions and wines themselves are still finding their way. In the past couple of years, we've sensed some return of confidence at the higher end of the Chardonnay scale. So when Dottie voiced her deepest fear, we knew it was time to break the bank and find out if, even at the high end, real American Chardonnay still exists and, if so, how hard it is to find. We decided to buy every American Chardonnay we could find over $50 from the 2004 vintage. We chose that year because it's the most widely available and was a good year.

There are more expensive Chardonnays out there than you can imagine. In fact, as far as we can tell, if a winery wants its new Chardonnay to be taken seriously, it needs to charge at least $50 and probably more. Each high-end Chardonnay -- Patz & Hall, Paul Hobbs, Kistler, and Ramey to name a few -- then has its strident partisans. We bought more than 50; in many cases, these wineries make more than one Chardonnay each year, from different vineyards, so in some cases we bought two bottlings from a particular winery.

Even at these prices, some prized Chardonnays are just about impossible to get. We had to go to a restaurant to try the 2004 Littorai and paid $94 for it. It really is a special wine, with tremendous confidence that makes it big, proud and yet surprisingly easy to drink and pair with food. "Deft hand," we wrote in our notes. It wasn't a part of our official blind tasting, though, because we tried it at a restaurant. How were the ones we tasted blind? Far too many were disappointing. They tasted like inexpensive Chardonnay that had been packaged beautifully and then overpriced to sell. The one thing that was immediately clear in our tasting is that paying $50 or more for a Chardonnay does not guarantee you a wine that's worth the money.

However -- and this is a major however -- we tasted more than we expected that really did make our socks roll up and down. To us, a special American Chardonnay should have super-rich, luscious fruit that is then kept in sharp focus by abundant acidity. It should taste pure and true. It shouldn't be afraid of oak, but the oak flavors should be held in check. The wine can have some lime-like sourness and probably will have hints of cinnamon, nutmeg, vanilla and all sorts of tropical fruits. Most of all, the wine should hold interest throughout the whole bottle. At the price, these should be wines that you want to talk about because they are interesting, and complex enough that they change and grow throughout the night. Even though they offer grand tastes, they should also have elegance and balance -- a big man who can dance.

Personality and Verve

That doesn't mean that they have to be wines that we love, but they should be wines of personality and verve, which means that we should be able to appreciate them even if they're not exactly our cup of tea. It's fine if they're controversial. Check out the notes on our favorites in the attached index. Note how each one is different -- some bigger, some more restrained, some with more tastes of this or that. This is what makes wine drinking fun: excellent wines, from the same country and from the same grape, made by winemakers who have different visions. Our favorite? Peter Michael. We wrote of this one: "Intense, with great fruit-oak balance and bell-ringing acidity. Juicy. Tightly wound, ripe fruit. It's like a meal, with spices (especially nutmeg) and earth. Classy American wine, huge yet elegant. A complete wine. What Chardonnay can taste like."

While the rap on American Chardonnay is that it's too big and fat to pair with food, our favorites have the kind of acidity and complexity that disprove that criticism. For instance, we generally have felt that American Chardonnay is a bad match with lobster because it's just richness on top of richness, but most of our favorites would be excellent with simply prepared lobster, not to mention stone-crab claws. When we called the Brewer-Clifton winery to ask how the winemakers there achieved so much power and yet so much finesse in their Chardonnay, Steve Clifton, who owns the winery and makes the wines with Greg Brewer, said, "It's all about Santa Rita Hills." The cool temperatures in that region of Santa Barbara provide a long growing season that enables the grapes to maintain "great acidity," he explained. "So you get unbelievable ripeness and you're able to balance out both the acidic and lean qualities and have the kind of flesh that gives that plushness that's enticing.

"Our first goal is to make wines that complement the table and work with food," he added. "Our second goal is to have people really have to ponder over them."

We're glad to have reacquainted ourselves with truly memorable American Chardonnay. We feel that Chardonnay, on the higher end, is on the upswing again. And even though these are expensive and even though there are fewer great ones than there should be, it's important that someone continues to set the standard. We hope more winemakers will rediscover what Chardonnay can be and shoot for it at all price ranges. In the meantime, we'd urge you to choose carefully among expensive Chardonnays, but don't give up on them.

The Dow Jones Very Expensive 2004 American Chardonnay Index

In a tasting of American Chardonnays from the 2004 vintage that cost from about $50 up, these were our favorites. These are very young and would benefit from at least a couple of years of age. Ted Lemon, the owner-winemaker at well-regarded Littorai Wines, says he'd guess that his 2004 will improve for at least another five years if well kept, and that sounds about right to us, though we'd certainly like to try it in 10. If you open them now, we'd suggest decanting unless you have all night to drink them (but taste first before you decant). They are better at cellar temperature than chilled, and then, in many cases, even better as they slowly warm toward room temperature. These demand elegant meals, but we'd keep the preparations simple -- say, steamed lobster -- because the wines themselves have so many layers and such complexity that they should be the stars of the show. These are hard to find, and therefore prices fluctuate wildly.

VINEYARD/VINTAGE 
PRICE 


RATING 


TASTERS' COMMENTS

Peter Michael Winery 'La Carrière' (Sonoma County, Knights Valley) 
$125* 


Delicious 
Best of tasting. 

A complete wine, very American, very proud, very balanced. Great rich fruit, sparkling acidity and judicious use of oak. What Chardonnay can be. We did not like the Ma Belle-Fille ($110) as much.

Ramey Wine Cellars 'Hyde Vineyard' (Napa Valley, Carneros) 
$59* 


Delicious 


Best value. Fine wine. Fills the mouth with fruit and some butter, but it's so focused and balanced that it's easy to drink, with a kind of lemon-lime-fruit-oak taste. Bright as sunshine. We also liked Ramey's Hudson Vineyard ($57).

Kistler Vineyards 'Durell Vineyard' (Sonoma Valley) 
$140* 


Delicious 


Great restraint and serious class, with Chablis-like intensity and focus, good minerals and plenty of elegance, especially on the long, clean finish. A California Chardonnay with real terroir. We did not like the McCrea Vineyard ($140) as much.

Brewer-Clifton 'Clos Pepe' (Santa Rita Hills) 
$55 


Very Good/ Delicious 


Amazing. Big, explosively rich tastes. Very powerful and very satisfying. A winemaker's wine.

Fisher Vineyards 'Mountain Estate Vineyard' (Sonoma County) 
$60* 


Very Good/ Delicious 


Perfumed nose, with a nice hint of lime sourness, some kiwi and also some nutmeg and butter. Unusual wine, clearly someone's vision, with almost Riesling-like cleanliness on the front and rich cinnamon-nutmeg on the back. Quite an experience.

Rudd 'Bacigalupi Vineyard' (Russian River Valley) 
$59.95 


Very Good/ Delicious 


Bold yet refined, quite sure of itself and not afraid of oak. Really smooth, with some nice oiliness. Cinnamon, nutmeg, even some sandalwood. Really takes off at room temperature.

Morgan Winery 'Hat Trick, Double L Vineyard' (Santa Lucia Highlands) 
$54.99 


Very Good 


Plenty of toast on the nose, with grapefruit-lemon tastes. Nicely crisp and restrained, with fine balance.

Neyers Vineyards 'El Novillero Vineyard' (Carneros District) 
$59.99 


Very Good 


Lovely nose, with some honey and spice, a little melon and some cloves. Classy and rich but not at all heavy. Focused, pure and very young.

PlumpJack Winery 'Reserve' (Napa Valley) 
$52.99 


Very Good 


Chewy, with all sorts of layers and tastes. Each sip is filled with juicy tastes. "It's like a course of the meal," Dottie said.

Talley Vineyards 'Rosemary's Vineyard' (Arroyo Grande Valley) 
$45* 


Very Good 


Harsh and a bit overly piquant at first, but as it warms and opens it becomes round and voluptuous, with some butter and butterscotch and plenty of balancing acidity.

NOTE: Wines are rated on a scale that ranges: Yech, OK, Good, Very Good, Delicious, and Delicious! These are the prices we paid at wine stores in New Jersey and New York.

*We paid $99.99 for Peter Michael, $65 for Ramey, $150 for Kistler, $64.99 for Fisher and $59.99 for Talley, but these prices appear to be more representative. Prices vary widely.
Wax On, Wax Off
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In the years we have been writing our Tastings column, which appears on Fridays, we have received thousands of questions about wine from readers. In this column, we answer some questions that touch on common themes. We have edited the questions for space. If you have a question, drop us a note at wine@wsj.com. Be sure to include your full name, city and state.

I'm a retired American living in France. One of the best vineyards in the Morgon area has gone to a new-style bottle and they use a very hard, thick red wax that is almost impossible to remove. And when you do, lots of the small wax pieces end up in the bottle. I managed to cut myself today in the process, so I asked my wife to call the owner and ask why they are using it now. He didn't really explain but said that I should just pierce the wax on the top of the bottle with my corkscrew and open it as always and the wax would pop off. What exactly is the purpose of the red wax?

--Wayne A. Bartsch, Fontainebleau, France

Over the years we've also struggled with wax cork sealers and we've also wondered why winemakers would make their wines so inaccessible. It's almost as if they've issued a challenge: How badly do you want to drink this wine? Just recently, John had a devil of a time opening a bottle of Chardonnay from California's Brewer-Clifton winery that had a thick wax seal so, as it happens, John also asked his wife to call the winery and find out what that was all about. Dottie asked Steve Clifton, half of the Brewer-Clifton winemaking team, how the heck you get to the cork. "Sink the corkscrew into the top and pull it out as though the wax is not there," he said. The wax "will always break just at the edge of the glass. We do everything we can here completely by hand and literally try not to use electricity. So why should the final motion be driven by electricity and machinery? Each bottle is hand-dipped" in nontoxic, food-grade wax, he said. Mr. Clifton did offer a tip to make it easier: "Hold the wax in your hand for about 30 seconds" before opening to warm it up a bit and make it more pliable. So we bought another bottle of Brewer-Clifton and tried it with our Screwpull. The process was slightly ugly -- little pieces of cork and wax broke off and fell to the table -- but it worked.

Are 'Old Vines' Better?

Several vineyards now label their wines as derived from old vines and one of these has become my favorite. I wonder if you have run across this "old vine" phrase and I wonder what you think.

--Susan K. Ilka, Grand Rapids, Mich.

While it's certainly not always the case, the idea is that older vines produce fewer but better grapes for a variety of reasons (the remaining grapes have more concentrated flavor, the vines have dug that much deeper through more layers of interesting rock and soil, adding to the wine's complexity, and so on). About 25 years old is getting up there for a vine, though some wineries claim vines that are more than a century old. But here's the problem: Any winery can put "old vines" on the label. There is no legal definition or industry consensus for the term, which means wineries can define it however they choose or, for that matter, just make it up and put it on their labels as a clever marketing gimmick. In the long run, though, all of us need some signs to help us select wines among the thousands at stores, and if you've had good luck with wines labeled "old vines," we'd urge you to keep trying that.
They're Not Martinis

By ERIC FELTEN

March 24, 2007; Page P6

The most common complaint I hear about the offerings on the current cocktail scene concerns the epidemic of "Martinis" that aren't Martinis. For the purists, it's bad enough that a drink of vodka and vermouth is referred to as a Martini. But one doesn't have to be a stickler to bemoan the candy-colored cocktails with labels like "Raspberry Martini" or "Apple-tini" that fill out the "Martini List" at innumerable bars and restaurants. A drink of vodka, sweet liqueur and fruit juice is not a Martini.

Some linguists might contradict that assertion. It has, after all, become common usage to refer to any drink in a stemmed cocktail glass -- a "Martini glass" -- as a "Martini." And usage is usage. The compilers of dictionaries struggle endlessly with the descriptive/prescriptive question: Do they document the way language is actually used, or do they present language as it should be used? The prescriptivists are usually engaged in a fighting retreat -- even dear old Fowler's succumbs to new editions every now and then. Though the transformed meaning of "Martini" may be regrettable, it is an evolution no more dramatic than that which altered the word "cocktail" itself.

When the cocktail first turned up a little over 200 years ago, it wasn't a category of drink, but a specific quaff -- liquor, sugar, water and bitters. One could have a Brandy Cocktail, a Whiskey Cocktail, or another variation based on the spirit used, but that was the full extent of the word's elasticity.

It wasn't until after the Civil War that the term "cocktail" started to be used for a class of mixed drinks -- those with bitters. By the teens, just about any mixed drink served as a preprandial was considered a "cocktail," bitters or no. And by the time Prohibition was shown the door, a "cocktail" had come to mean any mixed drink at all. Now the word is applied, by metaphorical extension, to anything that is mixed. If the term "Martini" stretches as expansively as "cocktail" has already done, some day we will refer to treating difficult diseases with combinations of medicines called "drug martinis."

And what a shame that would be. Though hardly the purest of the purists, I am firmly of the belief that a Martini is a drink of dry gin and dry vermouth. No other drink has what songwriter Frank Loesser called the "slam, bang, tang" of the original. But beyond my unshakeable fidelity to the basic ingredients of the Martini, I must admit a tendency to apostasy. For example, I like to have an olive or three in the glass (two olives is bad form), which is anathema to the most orthodox, who insist a twist of lemon peel is the only acceptable Martini garnish. And even more heretically, every now and then I like to doctor Martinis with a smidgen of liqueur.

Let's remember that the classic dry Martini wasn't always so pure. It was common well into the 1930s to douse one's "Dry" with a dash or two of orange bitters. And perhaps the most common variant on the Martini was to mix it with absinthe. In F. Scott Fitzgerald's "The Beautiful and Damned," this is just the sort of drink that the aristocratic Anthony Patch serves up to Geraldine, the theater usherette, when he invites her up to his apartment for some canoodling: "He wheeled out the little rolling-table that held his supply of liquor, selecting vermouth, gin, and absinthe for a proper stimulant." A Martini with absinthe-substitute (the real stuff is not allowed in the U.S.) is still served in New Orleans, where it is known as an Obituary Cocktail.

Messing about with the essential Martini recipe, however, is not without risk. In his book "Martini, Straight Up," classics professor Lowell Edmunds champions what he calls the "communal" Martini. With a standardized recipe, the cocktail is a civilizing force: a secular "sacramental drink that unites in spirit even those who have never met." As such, the classic Martini "resists the pompous intrusion of personality," and Mr. Edmunds declares that efforts to individualize the drink "are doomed in advance."

The point is well taken, which is why I think we should make it clear that any cocktail that varies from the strict Martini paradigm is no Martini, but rather a drink of some other name altogether. Thus we can enjoy the occasional permutation on the Martini theme without contributing to the linguistic erosion of the Martini.

David Embury, in his opinionated 1948 classic "The Fine Art of Mixing Drinks," decrees as acceptable "occasional interesting variations in your Martinis," but each variation he suggests comes with a name attached. Add a couple of dashes of orange curaçao to a Martini and you have a Flying Dutchman. If instead you add a touch of the herbal French liqueur Chartreuse, the drink is called a Nome. A dash of crème de cassis and you get an International. Embury is so serious about correct Martini nomenclature that he insists a Martini is not worthy of the name if it has not been stirred: "If you shake the Martini, it becomes a Bradford."

It is only natural that a popular cocktail will breed variations on the theme -- witness the proliferation of Pomegranate Margaritas and Mango Mojitos. When the dry gin Martini was at its peak, there were dozens of "special" cocktails anchored with gin and vermouth. One of my favorites is a house cocktail that was served at London's Savoy Hotel: Dry gin, dry vermouth and a little mellowing Dubonnet. The Savoy Hotel Special is a fine, sophisticated drink, and one that might appeal to those who like the idea of a Martini but who find gin and vermouth alone to be a bit demanding.

Just please don't call it a Martini.
Washington Post

The Precarious Balance of Oak and Yolk

By Karen Page and Andrew Dornenburg

Wednesday, March 28, 2007; F07

Wine isn't the first thing that might come to mind when you think about eggs. After all, it's bad form, not to mention a warning sign of alcoholism, to drink before noon. But since egg-based dishes, despite their breakfast connotations, play so well in other meals, especially this time of year, the question arises: What wine should you drink with them?

Joshua Wesson of the Best Cellars retail chain once told us memorably: "Wood and eggs are an awful combination. If you want to make someone suffer, serve them barrel-aged chardonnay with an egg salad sandwich!"

Of course, then we had to taste the combination of a particularly oaky chardonnay and egg salad for ourselves. It struck us as a cross between tinfoil and one of Harry Potter's more distasteful Every Flavor Beans. Our tongues still haven't forgiven us that research.

In general, savory egg dishes such as omelets, frittatas and quiches are well-matched by a dry champagne, especially blanc de blancs (that is, 100 percent chardonnay), or sparkling wine. Chardonnay -- unoaked or very lightly oaked, of course (as if you could forget) -- works, too.

A general rule of thumb for identifying an unoaked chardonnay: The lighter the color and the lower the price, the less likely it is to have spent time in expensive oak barrels. More important, check the label. While some indicate the wine is "unoaked" or "oak free" (as does the smooth-textured St. Supery Estate Oak Free Chardonnay), wineries sometimes have fun with their wording. For example, Trevor Jones christens its unoaked chardonnay "Virgin," and Four Vines describes its own as "Naked."

Let the dominant flavors of the dish guide you, as eggs fade to the background when matched with vegetables and herbs, both of which suggest a lightly oaked or unoaked sauvignon blanc. Or, if the egg dish is heavy on breakfast meats, such as a bacon-laden quiche Lorraine or a ham omelet, consider a dry Alsatian pinot gris or even a light-bodied red, such as Beaujolais. At an elegant brunch, we once enjoyed a delicious lobster omelet that was magically elevated by its pairing with a white Burgundy.

Sweeter egg-based brunch items such as custardy French toast are well matched by sweeter sparkling wines. Look to demi-sec (semi-sweet) or doux (sweet) champagnes, or the sweet Italian sparkler Moscato d'Asti. (We're fans of Marchesi di Gresy Moscato d'Asti La Serra.) If your French toast is topped with fruit such as berries or bananas, it would be delightfully complemented by Brachetto d'Acqui, a sweet red sparkling wine. If all you have on hand is dry sparkling wine, which will wilt under the sweetness of your dish, consider adding a compatibly flavored fruit juice, such as pear or litchi, to create your own mimosa.

Few people celebrate eggs with as much gusto as do natives of Spain, where they are eaten at all times of the day. Eggs not only are served up in the ubiquitous Spanish tortilla or fried in olive oil for dinner, but also are commonly featured after dinner, in the form of creme Catalan and other custard-like desserts.

We turned to Spanish native Antoni Yelamos of Jaleo Wine Shop in Crystal City, who also selects wines for award-winning chef José Andrés's restaurants, and he recommended a few of his favorites.

Dry Spanish sherry, such as La Gitana (a favorite we share with Yelamos), is one ideal accompaniment to tortilla. You'll want to drink sherry chilled and fresh, as it doesn't store well. The Spanish sparkling wine cava is another perfect match, and Yelamos recommends one called 1+1=3 Cava Brut. "Its depth of flavor brings it very close to champagne," he says. For fried eggs, too, he sees cava's mix of acidity, freshness and bubbles as the ideal accompaniment. A purist, he recommends cooking the eggs soft, not hard, allowing full appreciation of the way the bubbles cut through the richness of the yolks.

Sweet sherry can be a lovely accompaniment to a custardy flan-like dessert. We're longtime fans of oloroso sherry, but Yelamos turned us on to Bailen oloroso, which starts sweet with notes of chocolate and caramel but finishes dry. "It's a very nice balance to flan's richness," he enthuses.

The old American oak barrels (called butts) used in the making of sherry are much larger than regular wine barrels, by the way, so far less sherry comes into direct contact with the oak. That, plus the butts' age, means that far less oak flavor is imparted into the sherry -- or into the eggs you drink it with.

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

2005 Marchesi di Gresy Moscato d'Asti La Serra

Italy, $18

Alcohol: 5.5 percent.

Flavor: fruity yet crisp semisweet wine virtually bursting with bubbles.

Pair with: eggy French toast and other sweet brunch dishes, with or without fruit.

Available at: the Wine Specialist, World Market.

Domaine St. Pierre Brut NV

Albuquerque, N.M., $11

Alcohol: 12 percent.

Flavor: well-balanced fruity, crisp wine that fizzes like fireworks.

Pair with: egg dishes (from omelets to huevos rancheros, as the bubbles will calm the heat) or even custardy French toast (as its fruit stands up to maple syrup).

Available at: Best Cellars.

2004 Albert Mann Pinot Blanc Auxerrois

France, $19

Alcohol: 12.5 percent.

Flavor: juicy peach meets tangy lemon; a well-balanced dry white.

Pair with: eggs Benedict, fish, white meats.

Available at: Calvert Woodley.

2005 St. Supery Estate Oak Free Chardonnay

Napa Valley, California, $20

Alcohol: 13.5 percent.

Flavor: juicy pear and honeydew melon, with a creamy finish.

Pair with: creamy dishes, eggs, fish, poultry.

Available at: Burka's, Circle Liquors, Schneider's of Capitol Hill.

Hidalgo La Gitana Manzanilla Sherry

Spain, $23

Alcohol: 15 percent.

Flavor: crisp, dry, delicate, nutty, with a hint of apple and citrus.

Pair with: almonds, anchovies, appetizers, olives, Spanish tapas (such as tortilla).

Available at: Jaleo Wine, La Tienda, Schneider's of Capitol Hill.

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

Retailers: Best Cellars, 1643 Connecticut Ave. NW, 202-387-3146, and 2855 Clarendon Blvd., Arlington, 703-741-0404, http://www.bestcellars.com/; Burka's Liquor, 3500 Wisconsin Ave. NW, 202-966-7676; Calvert Woodley, 4339 Connecticut Ave. NW, 202-966-0445; Circle Liquors, 5501 Connecticut Ave. NW, 202-966-0600; Jaleo Wine, 2550-A Crystal Dr., Crystal City, 703-413 -8181, http://www.jaleo.com/wineShop.htm; La Tienda, www.tienda.com; Schneider's of Capitol Hill, 300 Massachusetts Ave. NE, 202-543-9300; Wine Specialist, 2115 M St. NW, 202-833-0707; World Market, multiple locations nationally, http://www.worldmarket.com/.
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