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Unearthing the essence of Burgundy

By GIL KULERS
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I just checked the Web to see what the wine intelligentsia thought about the white wines from Burgundy made in 2004. A famous wine magazine described them as a "90," which was three digits higher than the wines from 2003 that were deemed "87" — presumably a lesser vintage with no hope of improving its grade.

Even though I do it for a living, I've always thought describing individual wines a little odd. So many variables come into play, there is no way a wine is going to taste exactly the same for me every time, let alone someone else's tongue tasting that wine in a different place, time and environment. But to sum up a vintage of an entire region with a number seems just this side of absurd.

But wait. There are more elaborate descriptors, too. Here's what the famous wine magazine had to say about the 2003 white wines from Burgundy: "Charming, forward Chardonnays; most wines rich and soft in structure."

That's it. Ten words to describe the work of thousands of grape growers and hundreds of winemakers in this French winemaking region. Yet many consumers don't need any more information before they buy (or don't buy) wines. If we can put aside any publication's sterling reputation and respected opinion just for a second, shouldn't buyers be asking for a bit more info?

Perhaps the bigger question consumers should be asking is why any region deserves so much attention that its performance is tracked and graded by dozens of periodicals and Internet wine experts. After all, I didn't find too many numerical grades or curt descriptions of any Austrian wine regions on the Internet.

Not to take anything away from Austrian winemakers (who make wine from the grüner veltliner grape, which I love), but Burgundy is a special patch of earth on this planet meant for growing winemaking grapes. And through about 2,300 years of testing, professional winemakers have determined that two grapes — chardonnay and pinot noir — have no better home than the hills and valleys of Burgundy.

Why? It's as simple as this: Burgundy, which lies between Dijon and Lyon in eastern France, hit the cosmic lottery. Its combination of sun, temperature, wind, rain and — most importantly — soil conspires to produce wines that often taste as if they could not be made anywhere else. And, in fact, they couldn't.

Early on in this past millennium, monks from the Abbey of Bèze planted some vines in the hills southwest of what is now the town of Gevrey-Chambertin. It didn't take too long for the monks to discover that the vines from a particular bowl-shaped area produced better grapes and thus better wines. They decided to demarcate this area with a small stone wall, keep the harvested grapes separate from the others and make singular wines from those grapes. Clos de Bèze, perhaps the world's first specially designated vineyard, was born.

In the ensuing centuries, Burgundian winemakers found other unique nooks and crannies that produced uniquely flavored wines. Burgundians felt it was more important to put the name of the vineyard or village on the bottle rather than the grape type because the place made the biggest difference in the taste of the wine. Who knew that a thousand or so years later, this practice would lead to mass confusion on the part of millions of American wine lovers? After all, who can remember all those French villages and vineyards?

But one might wonder if these thousands of specially designated plots of land really make a hill of beans' worth of difference? In a word, yes. And probably more so than any other wine region in France, perhaps the world.

Last year, I found myself at the doorstep of the Montrachet vineyard, which produces wines that put me in a near-transcendental state. My tour guide grabbed a random chunk of dirt from Montrachet, walked not 20 yards to the Damouzel vineyard for another chunk and did the same with the nearby Batard-Montrachet vineyard. Each chunk looked different in color and composition. Different dirt, different drainage, different radiating heat, different subsoils, different wines.

But back to my original rant. With so much variation, you're going to slap a number down and say this is what to expect from an entire vintage? There are just too many exceptions to prove this rule. My suggestion is to try a lot of wines from Burgundy, from the steely, crisp, pure wines of Chablis, to the rich, creamy chardonnays of Puligny-Montrachet, to the solid, value-driven wines of Chalonnaise and Mâcon. Then pick your favorite nooks and crannies to enjoy every year.

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

WINE RECOMMENDATIONS

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

2003 Louis Jadot, Domaine du Duc de Magenta, Clos de la Garenne, Premier Cru, Puligny-Montrachet, France

Two thumbs way up

$80

Lovely perfume of green apple and pear with a note of honey. Tastes regal, with creamy, rich flavors of vanilla, lemon drops, toasted hazel nuts and caramel balanced by a racy, exciting acidity.

2003 JJ Vincent & Fils, Propriété Marie-Antoinette Vincent, Pouilly-Fuissé, France

Two thumbs up

$22

Smells like a cinnamon Creamsicle with a light lemon, earthy note. Enjoyable, simple flavors of lemon and lime and light, smoky spices.

2004 Joseph Drouhin, Marquis de Laguiche, Chassagne-Montrachet, France

Two thumbs way up

$85

A wave of aromas (pears, brown spices, green apples and honeycomb) rush from the glass. Loads of flavor, too, with brown spices, lemon zest, toasted walnut, rich honey notes and satisfying tastes of pineapple and papaya after it opened up. Tastes young but with great aging potential.

2005 Moillard, Premier Cru, Vaillons, Chablis, France

Two thumbs up

$35

Very un-Chablis-like, with complex aromas of pear, cinnamon, kiwi and lime, but delicious. Full-bodied, with lots of spices and light creaminess and flavors of cinnamon, pear, green apple and toasted walnut.

2004 Olivier Leflaive Puligny-Montrachet, France

Two thumbs up

$46

Delicate aromas of lemon and smoky spices led to approachable but complex flavors of citrus fruit with a fair amount of cinnamon, nutmeg, smoke and a steely mineral characteristic. A thinking person's chardonnay.

2005 Joseph Drouhin, Premier Cru, Chablis-Montmains, France

Two thumbs way up

$33

Pure green apple, pear and mineral aromas stop you in your tracks. It had a refreshing, ripe lemon-lime flavor with hints of cinnamon and bitter almond balanced by a bracing, steely acidity. The essence of chardonnay.

2004 Joseph Drouhin Meursault, France

Golden Thumb Award

$36

Wow! Aromas of cream, vanilla, lemon, lime and bay leaf suggest complexity, and it delivers. Zippy, refreshing acidity accents the richness of this wine. It starts with tastes of lemon, green apple and pear but gives way to smoky cinnamon and vanilla flavors that go on and on.
BusinessWeek.com

Waiter, I'll Have the Pizza Wine

Forget "critter" labels. A new, lower-priced brand classifies its wines not by how they're made, but by what foods to pair them with

Small Biz April 4, 2007, 1:03PM EST 

by Kerry Miller

Americans' interest in wine has been on the rise for decades, but it was the phenomenal success of a little-known Australian brand that really shook up the U.S. wine industry. Thanks to a stand-out label with a black-and-yellow wallaby and a solid distribution plan, Yellow Tail became the No. 1 imported wine in the U.S. within a few years of its 2001 debut, transforming its producer, Casella Wines, from a small mom-and-pop winery into one of the largest in Australia (see BusinessWeek.com, 3/10/04, "Grape Expectations: It's a Matter of Taste").

Yellow Tail's wallaby spawned a whole menagerie of copycats—ACNielsen reports that of the 438 table wines introduced between 2003 and 2005, nearly one in five featured an animal on the label. (And they outsold bottles without them by more than two to one.) But the success of so-called "critter wines" also introduced the industry to a new generation of 20-something wine-drinkers that experts say will be driving growth in the U.S. wine trade for years to come.

Now experts say young consumers are beginning to move away from "critter wines" in favor of slightly more sophisticated—and expensive—offerings without the snobbery, and the closely-watched demographic has a bevy of young startups eager to help them on their journey.

A New Category

Among the most ambitious is the San Francisco-based Amazing Food Wine Company. With its new brand, Wine That Loves, co-founder Tracy Gardner says he's aiming to create a new category of wines classified not by what's in them but by what foods they go best with, using names such as "Wine That Loves Pasta with Tomato Sauce," and "Wine That Loves Roast Chicken."

Developed with the expertise of Ralph Hersom, former sommelier at New York's Le Cirque, the wines were designed to be paired with popular American dinnertime fare— including pizza, steak, grilled salmon, roast chicken, and pasta with tomato sauce. (Wines for grilled chicken, Chinese food, and macaroni and cheese are also in the works.)

While the concept of bringing wine pairing to the masses is nothing new—there are plenty of books, Web sites, in-home tastings, and in-store kiosks aiming to do just that—Gardner says his wines do a better job by allowing busy shoppers to simply "reach out and grab the solution" without slowing their pace.

The bottle's label doesn't list the wines' primary grape or vintage—details most buyers are accustomed to looking for, even if it doesn't mean much to them. Instead, the back label is a mini wine-pairing lesson in grid form, with simple descriptions explaining the intensity, acidity, tannin, and flavor of the wine. The aim: to win over foodies without alienating newer drinkers who might be scared off by more esoteric tasting-notes.

"Wine That Loves Pizza," for example, reads, "Pizza crust can create a dry mouth feel, so the right wine needs to be low in tannin," and "Because of the tomato sauce, pizza demands a wine that is red-fruit dominant." Gardner says the descriptions were designed to answer the big question most people have when they're buying a bottle of wine—"What is this going to taste like?" (see BusinessWeek.com, 12/14/04, "Best Cellars: The Taste of a Good Idea").

Wine that Loves isn't available in stores yet—the company is still negotiating with retailers and wholesale distributors—but Gardner says it should be available for purchase at a few stores in California and New York by May, and online directly from WinethatLoves.com by the end of April. It will retail for around $12.

Even without distribution, the Wine that Loves concept is already generating some buzz—not all of it positive. "I must be a total wine geek to actually think those pesky little details such as grape, vintage, and place of birth actually matter," griped one blogger.

Not Dumb, Accessible

Others share those concerns."It's a paint-by-numbers approach that by definition sophisticated wine drinkers will not be drawn to," says industry analyst Vic Motto of wine investment bank Global Wine Partners. For wine newbies, he says, "It might be something to try once. But if you liked it, wouldn't you want to know why?"

Gardner says the critics who grumble about how he's "dumbing down wine" don't bother him. "It's to be expected—this always happens with any kind of exclusivity-breaking innovation," he says, citing the introduction of the Prince oversized tennis racquet in the 1970s as an example. "Clearly, this is an idea that people feel passionate about."

Miller is a reporter with BusinessWeek.com in New York.

Chicago Tribune

Look to the villages. The 10 crus of Beaujolais promise depth and complexity beyond the nouveau that many of us drink every fall

Published April 4, 2007

Beaujolais has become a wine identified with the fall, notably the third Thursday in November. That's the date the first wine of the just-ended season, the nouveau or primeur, is released with much fanfare around the world.

Yet the celebration and the celebrity surrounding simple, naive nouveau obscures a basic fact: There are plenty of far more interesting Beaujolais out there.

Look for the crus, bottles of Beaujolais named after 10 villages in this region of southern Burgundy. These are the villages in Beaujolais considered to make the highest-quality wines. They are the ideal reds for spring and summer: lively, fresh, fruity -- perfect for Easter meals.

Gamay is the grape for Beaujolais, but as with all French wine, it's important to think location rather than type of grape. The more site-specific a wine label is, the higher the quality, price and customer expectations.

Sterling Pratt of Shaefer's in Skokie thinks the cru wines may be so identified by their respective villages, be it Brouilly, Moulin-a-Vent or Chenas, that the buyer of such wines may not even recognize them as Beaujolais, particularly nothing akin to nouveau.

That's why a promotional Web site like Licensed to Chill (licensedtochill.org) is so useful; it offers a clean, comprehensible guide to almost all wines Beaujolais.

These wines can be sorted into three large categories:

*A wine labeled simply as "Beaujolais" will be just a tad older and a bit more interesting than its nouveau cousin but you're still talking about a very uncomplicated, young wine. Drink as you buy it.

*"Beaujolais-Villages" is made from grapes gathered in 39 villages, according to "The New Wine Lover's Companion." More depth, yes, but this still is a very simple, fresh wine. Drink young, in about two years.

*At the top sit the crus. They are: Brouilly, Cote-de-Brouilly, Chenas, Chiroubles, Fleurie, Julienas, Morgon, Moulin-a-vent, Saint Amour and Regnie. The heftier crus, like Moulin-a-Vent, Julienas and Morgon, can age for up to a decade. So important are these village names as appellations that some labels don't even bother with the word "Beaujolais" -- which may be a good thing.

There is customer resistance to the crus because of all the hype surrounding Beaujolais nouveau, according to Gregg Wilson of The Artisan Cellar.

"If only people would realize Beaujolais is still part of Burgundy," he said. "They're using gamay instead of pinot noir, but they're still getting those Burgundian notes."

Michael Scharber, co-owner of Kafka Wine Co., said the crus could be considered "Burgundy light." That can be a good thing for those American drinkers who appreciate the fruitier Beaujolais style as opposed to the sometimes fungal profile of classic Burgundy, he said.

"Beaujolais is a nice introduction," he said. "The flavor is fruity, not like a barnyard." Expect to find those fruity flavors more in the lighter-bodied crus, wines like Brouilly, Chiroubles and Regnie.

What to serve with a cru Beaujolais? Many choices exist for this food-friendly wine. In their book, "What to Drink with What You Eat," Andrew Dornenburg and Karen Page offer these as top matches: charcuterie (cold cuts), grilled or roast chicken, pork, salads and sausages. Oh, bacon and burgers work too.

Kevin Reed, general manager at Chicago's Brasserie Jo, suggests Nicoise salad or fish, especially salmon. In summer, the restaurant always keeps chilled bottles handy for patio patrons, he said.

Why chill Beaujolais?

"There's a violet aroma in the wine that you don't get if it's too warm," Scharber said. "The tannins are so soft you need to firm them up. Chilling will do it."

It takes a village ... or 10

Just how site-specific wines can be was made clear when the Good Eating tasting panel sampled one wine from each of the 10 cru villages of Beaujolais. Though all Beaujolais is made from the gamay grape, the expression changed from bottle to bottle, maker to maker. Nearly half the wines come from one producer, Georges Duboeuf, who can probably take credit for popularizing Beaujolais in the United States and, indeed, around the world. (The wines were not scored because the panel was sampling across the spectrum of cru styles. The wines are listed in traditional order of intensity from lightest to heaviest.)

2005 Georges Duboeuf Brouilly

From the largest of the Beaujolais cru villages, this red has a fresh cherry flavor deepened with just a touch of earthy terroir. One taster reported a hint of cinnamon on the finish. $10

2005 Georges Duboeuf

Chiroubles

Pleasantly tart, with notes of violets, black pepper and mint layered under the fruit flavor. Tannins are noticeable. $11

2005 Georges Duboeuf Regnie

Created in 1988, Regnie is the youngest of the Beaujolais cru designations. Flavors of cherry, berry and mushroom seasoned with a shot of smoke. Astringent finish. $9

2004 Chateau Thivin Cote de Brouilly

From grapes planted on the side of Mont Brouilly, this red had plenty of ripe fruit flavors, with touches of cinnamon and earth. The taste is far cleaner and sweeter than the herbaceous nose suggests. $16

2005 Trenel Fleurie Clos des Moriers

Sporting a classic cherrylike Beaujolais aroma, this wine tempers the fruit with intriguing notes of pepper, leather and earth. The profile is deeper, more serious than the lighter styles. $19

2005 Clos de la Brosse Saint-Amour

Wines from this cru are popular around Valentine's Day. This particular bottling has some astringency to counter the clean fruit flavor. $15

2005 Jacky Janodet Chenas

Colored a brilliant ruby red, this wine had a nose ripe with cherry and black pepper. These aromas translate to flavor, spiced with a little black pepper and a touch of violets. $13

2005 Georges Duboeuf Julienas

Velvety, with lots of deep cherry fruit flavor underscored by a definitely "green" herbal tone. $13

2005 Sarl Marcel Lapierre Morgon

Don't let the light color fool you. This wine had a vibrant profile, heady with cherry, mint and black pepper. A classic Beaujolais. $20

2005 Georges Duboeuf Moulin-a-Vent Domaine de la Tour du Bief

A wine built for aging up to a decade, this red had plenty of tannins overlaid with notes of black cherry, spice and mint. $13

-- B.D.

Sources: These wines may or may not be in stock at your local store; inquire first. At least one was found at these stores: Binny's Beverage Depot stores, Kafka Wine Co., UnCork It, Howard's Wine Cellar, Sal's Beverage World stores. Prices may vary and are rounded off.

Dallas Morning News

New vintages from Napa

11:10 AM CDT on Wednesday, April 4, 2007

At odds with everything you've learned about wine etiquette, Koener Rombauer sniffs the cork from a newly opened bottle at Craft, waving off the server's offer of the requisite first taste.

"If the cork's fine, the wine's fine," he declares, like one of Orson Welles' "Big Daddy" archetypes.

Don't argue. He knows his stuff. For the past three years, most recently in February, Mr. Rombauer has drawn the highest bid for his barrel lot at the prestigious Premier Napa Valley auction.

The owner of Rombauer Vineyards, whose great aunt Irma Rombauer wrote the foodie icon Joy of Cooking, is one of the Big Daddies of Napa Valley winemaking.

He was in Dallas recently to talk about his new vintages, including the Rombauer 2003 Merlot and the 2005 Zinfandel. (North Texas is familiar territory. When Mr. Rombauer was a pilot for Braniff in pre-wine mogul days, he lived in Grapevine.)

These are wonderful wines. The 2003 Merlot gives off ripe blueberry and blackberry aromas and becomes even more engaging in the mouth with earthy, smoky nuances. Elegant tannins let you caress the wine, and the long, smooth finish leaves your mouth watering.

"I think it's a good transition to get into a more serious wine," Mr. Rombauer says.

But if you're really a newbie to red wines, wait until the 2005 zin finds its way into the market later this spring. It is, as Mr. Rombauer points out, an intensely fruity wine. Brilliant, ripe, dark-berry fruit tickles your nose and makes you want to savor mouthful after juicy mouthful. To learn more about the winery, go to www.rombauervineyards.com.

Both are $32 and are widely available where fine wines are sold.

Kim Pierce

A better barrel

For years, Glenfiddich 21 Year Gran Reserva ($130/750 ml) wasn't available in the United States because it was aged in used Cuban rum barrels. But a switch to rum barrels from other Caribbean countries made it legal for us to finally savor this deluxe tipple in our own homes.

Chock full of toasty caramel, honey, a dash of orange peel and vanilla on the nose and nutty sweetness in the front of the mouth with a long spicy toffee finish, it's a fine way to round off a meal.

Available at fine-spirits shops.

Louise Owens

Wine of the week: A rush of fruit in a crisp red

10:31 AM CDT on Wednesday, April 4, 2007

Da Vinci 2005

Chianti DOCG, $16

Cherries, strawberries and a hint of pepper erupt in the nose for a New World introduction to this wine made by a Tuscan cooperative in partnership with Gallo. But that rush of fruit dissolves into Old-World mouthfuls of pleasant, round tannins and crispness that make your mouth water and yearn for food such as a classic spaghetti alla Bolognese. It's widely available.

Kim Pierce

Denver Post

Wine of the week: Château Val Joanis 2004 Côtes du Luberon

Article Launched: 04/04/2007 01:00:00 AM MDT

Château Val Joanis 2004 Côtes du Luberon, about $12

I tasted this white from the south of France months ago, and the first thing I though of was ham. How delicious the peach and apricot flavors would be against the sweet, salty pink meat. How sumptuous the satinlike texture would feel against the richness of a slow- baked, clove-studded ham. How refreshing the kick of acidity in the end would be bite after bite, sip after sip.

Now, with distance, I can also see how delicious it would be with roasted asparagus, spring peas, new potatoes and all the other traditional Easter fixings. Or even with roast fish, for those who don't do pork. You can have it with lots of things. I'm having it with ham.
Detroit News
Light white is a palate-cleanser

Madeline Triffon: Wine

Don't miss: Andreza Loureiro "Escolha," Vinho Verde 2005 Portugal, $13

Style: Light, crisply dry and cleansing, with fresh apple fruit and floral scents. Like a squeeze of fresh lime!

There are some white wines that make you shout, "Oysters!" just at the thought of their snappy tartness and super-fresh fruit. With an ethereal light weight and cleansing freshness, this young Vino Verde is the quintessential "pool wine," an easy, juicy summer quaff.

Its nose has minerality aplenty, the bracing scent of river rocks or wet flagstone. On the palate, there's the tiniest spritz that speaks of intentionally captured carbon dioxide. It maximizes the wine's freshness and palate-cleansing capability. Lip-smacking and dry with lime-scents and green apple fruit, it'll get the appetite revved up in no time.

"Loureiro" is an aromatic white grape reminiscent of the "laurel" for which it is named. "Escolha" is "selection," referring to the rigorous choice of grapes for this particular cuvée.

Vinho Verde is one of Portugal's most prolific wine regions, extending from the river Douro to the river Minho, which forms the northern border with Spain. ("Vinho Verde" means "green wine," as in "young," a recommendation to drink it freshly bottled.) With one of the highest levels of rainfall in Europe, the region's best known for its light, tart wine that can be red or white, and sometimes slightly sparkling. Vines are grown everywhere, trained high on traditional pergolas, but also creeping up trees, telephone poles and fences. This allows the thousands of small landowners to cultivate food crops underneath.

Also very successful here is the Alvarinho grape, aka Albariño, famed for its aromatic whites just over the border in Galicia.
It's time to tango -- with Chateau Chantal's global venture in Argentina

Sandra Silfven
Looking for something different to pour for Easter, or for that matter, any occasion that calls for a fruit-forward, dry red wine?

You can still "buy Michigan" with this one, even though the grapes come from Argentina.

The 2005 Chateau Chantal Malbec, produced off Chantal's vineyards in Argentina and imported and sold by the Old Mission winery, is available now, and Meijer stores have embraced it in a big way.

Chateau Chantal's Malbec is on sale at a number of Meijer stores now.

"I think it's extremely interesting that a Michigan winery went down to Mendoza to buy a vineyard," said Scott Kamp, wine buyer for the Grand Rapids-based chain.

Which raises the question: Why would they do that? As I have written in several previous columns, it's because Michigan vintners can't produce a top-quality, full-bodied dry red every year, especially in sizable quantities, but it is possible in South America, plus it's fairly affordable, and Chantal has the resources to do it. In fact, they send their own winemaker, Mark Johnson, to oversee the harvest.

Meijer carries the Malbec, which has a label showing a couple doing Argentina's signature dance, the tango. It's in select stores now, at the sale price of $7.99 (regular price is $9.99), including locations in Warren, Canton, Southgate, Royal Oak, Utica, Rochester Hills, Waterford and more. By May 1, it should be in all the stores. "I've tasted Malbecs twice the price that aren't this good," Kamp said this week.

Also carrying the Chateau Chantal Malbec are Bee Bee's Liquor & Wine Shop in Warren, Goodrich's Shop-Rite in East Lansing, Holiday Market in Royal Oak, Kroger in Rochester, and Relish in Lansing.

Malbecs are hearty, inky-colored red wines with generous tannins and plumlike flavors. In the hands of New World winemakers, the tannins are soft and supple, and the fruit-forward flavors make for easy drinking.

Master of Wine Tim Atkin, writing in the 2007 "Wine Report" (DK Publishing, $15) by Tom Stevenson, rated the 2005 vintage in Argentina 93 points out of 100, saying the Malbecs were exceptional especially in the higher-altitude vineyards.

Chateau Chantal also offers a Reserve, available at Michigan gourmet markets.

So get ready to tango!

More news at Chateau Chantal: With the departure of Coenrad Stassen, the South African who freed up winemaker Mark Johnson to devote more time to the Argentina project, along with sales and marketing, the winery has been looking for a replacement. On May 1, Brian Hosmer will come on board, though when I talked to the winery this week, he was already there, helping hand-bottle the latest Cerise cherry port.

Hosmer, 27, was born in Flint, and is a graduate of Michigan State University in resource development (aka environmental matters), who switched to winemaking and viticulture after several teaching-assistant positions in France, Spain and Belgium -- where he learned to appreciate wine. Hosmer went through the two-year wine/viticulture program at MSU, and is closing in on a Master's degree.

His official title will be assistant to the winemaker, but his goal is to be appointed cellar master and winemaker.

He moved up north last year to work at Bel Lago.

The governors are coming! The governors are coming! The National Governors Association will hold its 99th annual meeting in Michigan wine country, at the Grand Traverse Resort in Acme, east of Traverse City, July 20-23, and yes, they'll take time to visit some wineries. In a most unusual event, some 1,200 people in the group will be bussed on the evening of July 22 to Brys Estate and Chateau Chantal on Old Mission Peninsula for a catered grazing dinner and the opportunity to taste a wide variety of Michigan wines. There is even talk of a bonfire at the lighthouse! Party on!

Events around the state: Here are some notable events, not part of Michigan Wine Month, coming up:

Taorello's in Brighton will hold a 7 p.m. wine tasting of Rodney Strong wines on April 26 at JR's Iron Grill. Advance reservations only; cost is $30 per person. Space limited to 50 guests. Call (810) 225-8900.

St. Julian's next winemaker dinner is May 5 inside the Frankenmuth winery, where you can see the solera for the famous cream sherry and probably taste it. John Zehnder, of the famous Zehnder's restaurant, will cook a five-course menu, and pair each dish with newly released vintages of St. Julian's St. J and Braganini Reserve wines. Reception at 6:45 p.m.; dinner at 7:30 p.m. Cost is $75, all-inclusive. Call the Frankenmuth winery for reservations: (989) 652-3281. Winemaker Nancie Corum will be the host. Also, consider booking a night at the Drury Inn & Suites, within walking distance of the winery. Call (989) 652-2800 for reservations and ask for the "St. Julian Wine Dinner" rooms.

Discount Drinks in Wyandotte has two big events planned: On April 13, the Spring Wine Tasting will take place from 6-9 p.m. at the Downriver Italian American Club, 646 Biddle Ave. It's $25 in advance, $30 at the door or purchased after April 10. Call (734) 282-3800.

On Saturday, May 12, Discount Drinks will host a Pelee Island Winery Tour, including bus ride to and from the winery in Kingsville, Ontario, lunch and wine tasting. It runs from 9 a.m. to about 4:30 p.m. Cost is $50 per person. Advance tickets must be purchased by April 28. You will need a birth certificate and photo ID for the border crossing. Call (734) 282-3800.

California vintner Scott Harvey will be the special guest at a dinner at the Eurasian Grill in West Bloomfield at 6:30 p.m. on May 2. Cost is $100 plus tax and gratuity. Advance reservations are required and seating is limited. The Eurasian Grill is at 4771 Haggerty Road in West Bloomfield. Call (248) 624-6109.
Houston Chronicle
Australian wines runneth over

New winemakers giving Yellow Tail a run for the money

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

Better get out your snorkel and flippers — there's an ocean of inexpensive Australian wine out there. And here comes another wave.

The biggest wine mass-marketing success in recent years has been the introduction of Yellow Tail, an inexpensive Aussie product that has surged into the multimillion-case level in just a few years. Black Swan, Bird in Hand, Cockatoo Ridge, Four Emus, Jackaroo, Little Penguin, Madfish — and there's a flock of others in the same category, many also with cutesy animal names.

Now from an Australian company called Kingston Estate come some direct competitors to Yellow Tail — and they're not very subtle about it. One is even called Yellow Bird. Another is Ashwood Grove. These are meant for the younger drinker who likes wine that's soft, easy to quaff and of course "fruity" — a euphemism for slightly sweet.

Which means they should be served chilled. They're inexpensive — virtually all less than $15 and most less than $10 — which doesn't hurt, either. And that suits many American wine lovers just fine, thank you.

Snobs and mavens turn up their snoots at wines such as these, but who cares? They fill a need, and the hope is that they'll eventually encourage wine lovers to try others, perhaps ones with more complexity, more personality.

Recently I wrote a piece about high-alcohol, highly extracted zinfandels and how they don't match up with food. Even worse, they're so ponderous that half a glass can wear you down. A friend of mine calls this unfortunate phenomenon "mass in the glass."

Almost all the responses have been positive.

One reader near Houston e-mailed to agree and said she felt the same way about overly extracted California and Australia cabernets. Ditto for chardonnays.

A friend who's a winemaker in California recently told me the same thing. "What happened to the wines we all loved to actually drink? What's with this trophy mentality? America has created a milieu where you have to do steroids to be a serious baseball player and you have to do steroids to make a great wine. These zins are all on steroids. I also fear that zins are merely leading the errant way for the other varietals. ... By the way, didn't they once call this stuff 'late harvest zinfandel?' "

I did get one thumbs down from an old friend who runs one of California's most respected wineries; he took me to task for singling out zinfandel. Thought I was being unfair.

Guess I can't whine, because I actually like his zinfandels.

C'est le vin.

Aussies on the move

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

* * * * * = Outstanding

* * * * = Fine

* * * = Good

* * = Fair

* = Poor

(*) = indicates ageability

These are some of the wines sold by Australia's Alliance Brands, a division of Kingston Estate Wines Ltd., and distributed in Houston by American-Nordic Trading Company (713-691-9463).

    * 2006 Ashwood Grove Chardonnay - *** - tropical-fruit profile with a hint of citrus and butterscotch, soft and a bit off-dry - serve well-chilled; $9.

    *

      2006 Ashwood Grove "Soft Press'' Chardonnay - ***½ - all free-run juice in this wine, with better structure and a touch more backbone than the above; serve well-chilled; $9.

    *

      2006 Pigs in the Sky Chardonnay - ***½ - very similar to the previous wine, made from grapes grown at a higher elevation; serve chilled; $8.

    *

      2006 Yellow Bird Merlot - **½ - nice, juicy fruit, but a bit soft and also off-dry; serve chilled; $7.

    *

      2006 Ashwood Grove Merlot - *** - not bad at all, with good, cherry fruit and a touch of residual sugar, but not as sweet as the previous wine; $9.

    *

      2006 Yellow Bird Cabernet Sauvignon - *** - fair structure and flavor, especially for the price; $7.

    *

      2006 Ashwood Grove Shiraz - **½ - good nose and juicy fruit, but there's a lot of sweetness here; serve well-chilled; $9.

    *

      2005 Pigs in the Sky Shiraz - ***½ - nice little wine, good fruit, easy on the palate and the wallet; serve slightly chilled; $9.

    *

      2004 Baritone Cabernet Shiraz - **** - black fruit, a touch of cinnamon and spice, soft but with some complexity; $14.

These are for entry-level wine drinkers, meant to compete with the ubiquitous Yellow Tail wines.

Wine Find: 1996 Taittinger Comtes de Champagne Blanc de Blancs

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

HOW WE RATE THE WINES

* * * * * = Outstanding

* * * * = Fine

* * * = Good

* * = Fair

* = Poor

(*) = indicates ageability

History: The champagne maison of Taittinger is best known for its Comtes de Champagne Blanc de Blancs, a vintaged, all-chardonnay cuvée that consistently ranks among the best. It is named in honor of Thibaud IV, the Count of Champagne who, in the early 1200s, reportedly was the first to plant chardonnay vines in the region. However, Taittinger also makes a skein of wines, ranging from a nonvintage brut to a Comtes de Champagne Rosé, which, oddly, is on the heavy side. Stylistically Taittinger champagnes are delicate, because of the high percentage of chardonnay in the blends. But let's talk about the best. I've tasted them back to the early '60s, and the 1996 Taittinger Comtes de Champagne Blanc de Blancs - ***** - is not only the best Taittinger but one of the most complex champagnes I've ever tasted, period. It has flavors of stone fruits, minerals and a pleasant buttered-toast finish, complete with fine acidity, all adding up to remarkable layers of complexity.

Pairings: Drink it by itself - it deserves your undivided attention.

Suggested retail: $140, which is a lot of money, true. Bottom line: It's worth it.

From: Republic Beverage; 832-782-1000.

LA Times
Grüner Veltliner: In step with spring

Austria's minerally white wine complements the season's freshest menus.

By Patrick Comiskey

Special to The Times

April 4, 2007

SPRING is not simply an in-the-air phenomenon, nor is it limited to the meadow or the flower patch — it happens on the plate as well. As the first vegetables find their way to market — favas, peas and their pale, graceful tendrils, pungent green garlic, artichoke and asparagus — the mealtime flavors turn brisk, immediate and alive.

Austrian white wines perfectly capture this vernal moment, none better than Grüner Veltliner. Few wines in the world seem as vivid or as unique as Grüner, and few pair better with the flavors on an April menu. "When it comes to spring vegetables," says Brian Kalliel, wine director at Mélisse in Santa Monica, "Grüner owns the menu."

"They rise to the occasion with the season," says Jonathan Waters, who directs the wine program at Chez Panisse in Berkeley. "They're such pure, beautiful wines."

Grüner used to be kind of a sommelier's secret weapon: an exotic, food-friendly, relatively unknown grape variety from an under-explored country that wine people could really geek out on. But gone are the days when sommeliers were the only ones in the know about Grüner.

"People ask for them," says Benny Bohm, wine director at Ammo in Los Angeles and an Austrian who grew up with Grüner in Vienna. "It's part of the wine movement now. When people want to go off the beaten track, they drink Grüner."

Now more importers are bringing more Grüners into the country than ever before, and they've become a regular fixture on wine lists and on retail shelves.

Grüner Veltliner is nearly always dry; if a wine possesses any residual sugar, it is more than compensated for in its tone and structure.

In terms of aromas and flavors, young Grüner is frequently stubbornly unusual. Terry Theise, an importer based in Silver Spring, Md., suggests that its aroma is roughly a cross between Viognier and Sauvignon Blanc, an aromatic image that might be useful if it weren't so peculiar. Aromatic descriptors such as green bean, lentil, scallion, cucumber, arugula and chervil are not unheard of; many people detect a jittery bite of white pepper. I get all that, but for me, Grüner is like smelling a shot of freshly pressed wheat grass. It may not be an exact match, but that immediacy, that pungent, bright-spring chlorophyll smackdown of green, gets at Grüner's elusive bouquet.

The flavors are no less easy to pin down. Peach, mango, melon, lemon and other citrus all turn up in tasting notes, but fruit is not its lead card. "At the heart of it," explains Waters, "Grüner has a savory nature. It has fruit, but it's not really a sweet core."

Kalliel agrees. "It hints at fruit, but it's really just insinuating," he says. "With most wines, what you taste is the fruit, or sweetness. With Grüner, the edge is what you're tasting; that's what you focus on."

Wide-ranging tastes

LIKE Chardonnay, another fairly neutral grape, Grüner has a truly wide range of expression. Unlike Chardonnay, there's a vivid through-line in nearly every Grüner, one of structure, acidity and minerality. "That minerality is so pervasive and so important with food," says Ammo's Bohm. "You can taste the wet stones and the white pepper in the wine; it's almost like an effervescence, without the bubbles."

Grüner and Austria are practically synonymous. The variety constitutes more than a third of the country's total wine output, and for good reason. It seems ideally suited to Austria's continental, partly Alpine climate, with its harsh winters and fairly hot summers. Grüner is winter-hardy, but it is notoriously late-ripening, which has (until quite recently) made it unsuitable in Germany, to the north. (Austria's vineyards hover around the 47th parallel, almost due east of Burgundy.)

Grüner Veltliner is grown all over Austria, but the regions best-known for quality, Wachau, Kremstal, Kamptal and Langenlois, are clustered in foothills north of Linz, though lesser regions, like the Weinviertel and Burgenland, still produce some fine, simple wines. Because most of the country rests on the remnants of the geological tumult that produced the Alps, its soils are a muddle, but deposits of schist, slate, mica and loess are found on the better sites, as well as eroded granitic base rock. That mineral soup and the region's warm days and cool nights combine for whites with a prominent mineral spine.

Chefs, like sommeliers, adore the wine because nearly every Grüner, from the humblest table wine to the loftiest vineyard selection, possesses a luminous purity that shines with food.

This wasn't always so. When, in his teens, Wolfgang Puck left Austria to hone his cooking skills in France, he didn't believe his homeland was capable of producing great wine. (That early stint, in Burgundy, may have reinforced this impression.) While he was establishing himself abroad, the wine industry in Austria did what it could to uphold his initial opinion, with high yields (leading to wines with less concentration), a focus on cheap bulk production and a general lack of inspiration.

Then on a visit home in the early '90s — there were no Austrian wines in any of his restaurant wine lists at the time — Puck drove through the Wachau, one of the country's premier wine regions, and visited the home of winemaker F.X. Pichler. "He brought out five wines," says Puck, "without telling me what they were or who they were from, and I tasted them. When he told me they were all Grüner Veltliners from the Wachau, I said, 'You must be joking. These cannot be Austrian wines.' I could not believe how beautiful they were."

Indeed, Austria's wine industry had been transformed — partly by decree and partly by near-disaster. In the mid-'80s, a scandal erupted in the Austrian wine market when unscrupulous merchants added diethylene glycol, a chemical additive that was said to contribute body and the perception of sweetness, to a small but highly publicized portion of Austrian wine. Exports plummeted and the industry nearly collapsed.

In response to the crisis, laws were passed that have made Austrian winemaking standards some of the most stringent in the world. Today, Austria's winemaking and grape-growing practices are known for pristine, artisanal and natural methods; the country has some of the highest percentages of organic and biodynamic producers in the world. The whites in particular are vivid, almost electric in their vibrancy. Along with Austrian Riesling and Weissburgunder, Grüner is a standard-bearer for this extraordinary clarity of expression.

Austrian labels aren't nearly as bewildering as those in Germany, but they can still be somewhat difficult to interpret. For dry wines, there are three national classifications: Tafelwein (or table wine), Landwein (land wine or wine of the country) and Qualitätswein, which indicates a higher standard of quality than the other two and must show a region. (A fourth, Pradikätswein, refers to wines with a higher sugar content and, usually, some residual sugar.)

The lesser wines are typically mixed with seltzer and ice to make spritze, consumed on summer afternoons in street-side Vienna cafes.

In the U.S., it is rare to see anything less than a Qualitätswein on a wine store shelf. Many wine shops carry an inexpensive Grüner Qualitätswein for about $10 for a liter bottle, often finished with a bottle cap like the tasty Grüner from Weingut H.u.M Hofer. Liter bottles from Loimer, Berger and der Pollerhof are good alternates.

The Wachau region has three supplemental classifications that refer to the must-weight or level of sugar in the unfermented grapes. A Steinfeder (named for a local species of grass) tends to be light, fresh and very low in alcohol. A Federspiel (referring to falconry) is more medium-bodied in intensity. Smaragd-level wines ("smaragd" is the German word for emerald, and refers to a local sun-loving green lizard) are made from grapes harvested at peak ripeness and are the most highly concentrated and full-bodied.

Though Smaragd wines from Wachau represent a pinnacle of expression, sommeliers sometimes prefer a bit more agility. "The Smaragd wines are impressive, but they can be quite big," Chez Panisse's Waters says. "I think our spring menu requires a lighter wine to keep from overwhelming the food."

For pairing with your spring menus, I'd recommend the middle ground: Federspiel and wines like it (remember that you'll only see the word on wines from the Wachau). Grüners at this level are usually quite affordable — between $15 and $20 retail, $25 to $40 on restaurant lists — so I'd encourage you to experiment.

Try them with your most minimal meals: mizuna and chicory greens with avocado, simply prepared spears of asparagus, fresh pasta with peas. They pair well with light white fish, and more full-bodied versions would easily hold up to grilled pork.

If the flavors of these dishes seem exceptionally broad, it's because Grüner can seem to intersect with food at different points, now bringing out the sweetness of the peas, now mollifying with the pungent edge of asparagus, now punctuating the peppery finish of the arugula salad.

So take Grüner Veltliner wherever the flavors of spring lead you.

Grüners worth discovering

The business of importing Austrian wines is small and personal. These are some bottles worth picking up.

Patrick Comiskey

Special to The Times

April 4, 2007

THE business of importing Austrian wines is small and personal. If the wine makes it to the shelf of an American wine shop, it has almost always been selected with care. The wines below (with one exception) are Federspiel-weight wines or lighter, listed from light to medium body. A clue: If the wine has a screw cap, which many Austrian wineries have adopted, you've probably found something meant for early consumption.

2005 Kalmuck Wachau Grüner Veltliner. This wine has a sweet nose of camellia flowers, leek greens and faint quince fruit. Wonderfully clean and fresh on the palate, with a flavor like fresh-picked apples and peas, and a salty, wet stone finish. About $15 at Bristol Farms in Beverly Hills, (310) 248-2804, http://www.bristolfarms.com ; Colorado Wine Co. in Eagle Rock, (323) 478-1985, http://www.cowineco.com ; and Woodland Hills Wine Co. in Woodland Hills, (818) 222-1111, http://www.whwc.com .

2005 Loimer Kamptal "Lois" Grüner Veltliner. This zippy, buoyant wine has a grassy, green-pea scent with a hint of green garlic, and a green, grapey immediacy to its flavors. The finish is crisp and bright, more about acidity than minerals. About $15 at Mission Wines, South Pasadena, (626) 403-9463, http://www.missionwines.com ; and Manhattan Fine Wines, Manhattan Beach, (310) 374-3454, http://www.manhattanfinewines.com .

2005 Nigl Kremser Freiheit Grüner Veltliner. Lean and vibrant, the aromatic edge of the wine is savory with chervil, fennel and white pepper. Very angular on the palate, with a gentle core of minerals and elusive tropical notes — peach, passion fruit — in the finish. About $16 at Mel & Rose, West Hollywood, (323) 655-5557, http://www.melandrose.com ; and the Wine House, Los Angeles, (310) 479-3731, http://www.winehouse.com .

2005 Weingut H.u.M. Hofer Niederösterreich Trocken Qualitätswein Grüner Veltliner.

A sturdy wine with stalwart peach and melon aromas; fairly rich and full-bodied, its richness is held in check by a clean acidity. Not exactly graceful, but a lot of wine for the money. About $11 for a liter bottle, at K&L Wine Merchants, Hollywood, (323) 464-9463, http://www.klwines.com ; and the Wine House.

2005 Nikolaihof Wachau "Hefeabzug" Grüner Veltliner. This beautiful, complex biodynamic wine leads with leesy, heady, sweet biscuit aromas to go along with the scent of dried mango. Substantial on the palate, with a flinty, talc-like core that grounds the wine — at the finish, a beautiful burst of pear fruit emerges. About $22 at Mel & Rose and the Wine House.

2005 F.X. Pichler Wachau "Loibner Frauenweingarten" Federspiel Grüner Veltliner. Substantial and impressive, with lovely peach scents marked with white pepper and a touch of wild fennel. What impresses is its powerful tension, supporting a compelling mélange of savory flavors — parsley, fennel and white pepper up against peach and quince. Good balance of fruit and savory elements. About $26 at the Wine House and Woodland Hills Wine Co.

Schmelz 2005 Wachau Smaragd "Pichl Point" Grüner Veltliner. Included because at $28 it's a steal of a Smaragd, this wine is distinctly savory in its aromas of Chinese long beans and tomato leaf. A rich but elusive fruit component appears on the palate, with plenty of flinty minerals to gird the wine to a long finish. About $27 at Silver Lake Wine, Los Angeles, (323) 662-9024, http://www.silverlakewine.com ; and Hi-Time Wine Cellars, Costa Mesa, (949) 650-8463, http://www.hitimewine.net .

— Patrick Comiskey

WINE OF THE WEEK

2005 Domaine de Vieux Télégraphe Châteauneuf-du-Pape blanc

S. Irene Virbila

April 4, 2007

Châteauneuf-du-Pape is renowned for its reds, made famous during the 14th century when the Avignon popes had their summer residence nearby. Nothing like a celebrity endorsement to get an appellation going.

A small amount of white is made there too, and it can be stunning, especially if it's from the great 2005 vintage and a producer with a track record such as Vieux Télégraphe's. With a scent of peaches and flowers, the 2005 blanc is rich and opulent, absolutely seductive. It has an affinity for the local black truffles and is wonderful with soft scrambled eggs or an omelet laced with truffles. But I love it with a roast chicken, sea scallops in butter or a chilled Dungeness crab.

---

Quick swirl

Region: Rhône Valley

Price: About $40

Style: Rich and opulent

Food it goes with: Sea scallops, crab, roast birds, black truffles.

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

—S. Irene Virbila
Miami Herald

Essence of America in our cabernets

Posted on Thu, Apr. 05, 2007

By FRED TASKER

We Americans are brash and full of ourselves. We talk too loudly and too much. We're unsubtle. Show-offy. In your face. Too rich. But warm and generous as the day is long. Just ask our European friends.

And they're not even talking about us as people. Well, maybe they are, but they're also talking about our wines.

The description above fits California cabernet sauvignon to a T. It gets that way because California's climate is so much warmer and sunnier than Europe's. In France's Bordeaux region, the other bastion of world-quality cabernet sauvignon, growers pray the grapes will at least marginally ripen before the rains of fall.

In California, during the 2003 vintage, the grapes were ripe by early October, but confident growers left them on the vines for another three weeks -- and the weather cooperated by producing all sunny days and 90-degree temperatures.

So California turned out monster wines, packed with fruit and soft, ripe tannins. And because there was so much grape sugar to ferment into alcohol, they also turned out 14 to 14.5 percent alcohol, while the average French Bordeaux is 12, maybe 12.5.

For good or ill, it's our style. And, being good Americans, we love it.

HIGHLY RECOMMENDED

• 2004 Shafer One Point Five Cabernet Sauvignon, Stags Leap District, Napa Valley: sweet cedar and mulberry aromas, red berry and espresso flavors, opulent and smooth; $65.

• 2003 Wattle Creek Cabernet Sauvignon, Alexander Valley: coffee and iodine aromas, big black cherry flavors, concentrated fruit, very smooth, bitter espresso finish; $50.

• 2003 William Hill Estate Cabernet Sauvignon Reserve, Napa Valley: aromas and flavors of coffee, iodine, black plums; very full-bodied; bitter espresso finish; $52.

• 2003 Kuleto Estate Cabernet Sauvignon, Napa Valley: aromas of toasted oak and sweet black coffee; big, black plum flavors; ripe tannin; $60.

• 2003 Simi Cabernet Sauvignon Reserve, Alexander Valley: sweet cherry and sweet chocolate aromas; bright, spicy fruit flavors; lively and sweet; $60.

• 2003 Fisher Vineyards Cabernet Sauvignon, Coach Insignia, Napa Valley: chocolate and coconut aromas, mellow black cherry liqueur flavors, soft and fruity; $70.

RECOMMENDED

• 2004 Trinchero Cabernet Sauvignon, Stagecoach Vineyard, Napa Valley: aromas of mulberries and coffee, black plum and bitter chocolate flavors, rich and tart; $50.

• 2004 Ballentine Cabernet Sauvignon, Maple Lane, Napa Valley; aromas and flavors of black cherries and espresso; rich and full-bodied; big, ripe tannin; $60.

• 2004 Caymus Vineyards Cabernet Sauvignon, Special Selection, Napa Valley: toasted oak aromas; flavors of blueberries, black cherries and bitter chocolate; smooth; $136.

• 2003 Isley Vineyards Cabernet Sauvignon, Stags Leap District, Napa Valley: milk chocolate and sweet cherry aromas and flavors; soft and rich; very full-bodied; $50.

• 2003 Kunde Estate Winery Cabernet Sauvignon Reserve, Sonoma Valley: earth, dust and game aromas; tar, black plum flavors; big, spicy, youthful; $60.

• 2003 Rubicon Estate Cask Cabernet Sauvignon, Rutherford: black plum and espresso aromas and flavors, creamy; $70.

• 2002 Clos Pegase Cabernet Sauvignon, Palisades Vineyard, Napa Valley: black cherry and mint aromas; sweet black espresso flavors; spicy, lively, youthful; $60.

• 2002 Clos Pegase Cabernet Sauvignon, Graveyard Hill, Carneros, Napa Valley: intense black cherry aromas and flavors, mocha, fruity; $60.

Fred's bargain bin

• 2005 R.H. Phillips Night Harvest Sauvignon Blanc, California: This is crisp, with flavors of citrus and cut grass; a really nice fish wine. It's $9 in supermarkets.

NY Times

The Comeback of Condrieus Is the Story of a Singular Grape

WINES OF THE TIMES

By ERIC ASIMOV

April 4, 2007

FEW Old World wine regions offer so dramatic a story of success as the resurrection of Condrieu.

Today, Condrieu is a fashionable wine, valued around the world for its lush, voluptuous flavors and rich, seductive texture. Yet only 35 years ago the Condrieu appellation in the northern Rhone Valley was barely alive, with only about 30 acres of grapes to its name.

What shook it from its near death slumber? In a word, viognier.

Had New World producers not seized on viognier, the grape of Condrieu, in an effort to make it their own, Condrieu might have languished among the forgotten vineyards of old. Instead, the successful marketing of viognier in the New World created a demand for the original source, and Condrieu was reborn in the 1980s and ’90s.

From those paltry 30 acres in the early 1970s, plantings in Condrieu are now about 300 acres — still a tiny amount, comparable to a single large Bordeaux estate, but firmly established, nonetheless.

The reawakening of Condrieu has provided an Old World appellation with many of the issues that confront New World producers, except for the most important one, of course: which grape to grow where.

In Condrieu, only the viognier grape is permitted. Beyond that, pretty much anything goes, as the wine panel learned in a recent tasting of 19 bottles of Condrieu. Florence Fabricant and I were joined by Bernard Sun, the beverage director for Jean-Georges Management, and Jean-Luc Le Dû, owner of Le Dû’s Wines in the West Village.

Without an anchor of tradition holding winemaking styles in place, Condrieu producers, like their New World counterparts, are experimenting with several different styles. As with California chardonnay, you are as likely to find a rich, viscous wine framed with new oak as you are a bone dry, crisp, minerally wine. A fair amount of sweet late-harvest wines are also being made, though we restricted our tasting to the dry side of the spectrum. Nonetheless, this was an exciting group of wines regardless of the style, exotic and sensuous, and their sheer deliciousness sets a standard that New World producers have yet to reach.

I am not a fan of obvious new oak flavors in any wine, but in Condrieu new oak integrates beautifully with the viognier’s tropical flavors.

The new oak aging was obvious in our No. 1 wine, the 2005 from Saint Cosme. Yet it was so balanced and fresh, its oily, rich texture so captivating, that we could not fault the oak treatment. Of course, this was a rational treatment. It wasn’t so uncommon in recent years to find Condrieus that were overwhelmingly oaky to the point of clumsiness, but as is usually the case, producers who use extreme techniques eventually find their way to a middle ground.

By contrast, a 2005 La Loye from Jean Michel Gerin, our No. 4 wine, had pure aromas and flavors of flowers and tropical fruit unmitigated by oak, while retaining the thick, pleasing texture so characteristic of the viognier grape. It, too, was delicious.

Few wines are as texturally interesting as Condrieu, a tribute to the region itself where viognier is able to ripen without sacrificing the acidity that gives it freshness and structure.

Few New World producers have been able to achieve this combination apart from some of the best, like Alban Vineyards in the Edna Valley, the Calera Wine Company on Mount Harlan and Cayuse Vineyards in the Walla Walla Valley. According to John Livingstone-Learmonth, a British writer whose book “The Wines of the Northern Rhone” (University of California Press, 2005) is the definitive work on the region, the thin soils and hilly vineyards of Condrieu are crucial to its success with viognier.

The grape itself is said to be difficult and capricious, and yields must be kept low, particularly because so many vines are young, planted in the last 10 years and prone to overcropping. Growers do not consider viognier vines to be in their prime until they are 25 years old. The combination of young vines and high yields can result in thin and shallow wines.

That was not a problem with the wines we tasted. Certainly, our favorites all were sumptuous without being heavy. The conventional wisdom — make that cliché — about viognier is to drink it young, within three or four years of the vintage. Most of the wines we tasted were from the 2004 or 2005 vintages, but the oldest, a 2001 Côte Chatillon from Patrick & Christophe Bonnefond, was superb: rich yet elegant with some mineral flavors among the exotic fruits. This six-year-old wine may be hard to find — we just happened upon it — but it was by no means on a downslide. Indeed, it is hard to imagine that any of our favorites will be over the hill at 10 or even 15 years of age.

In the dark old days Condrieu was essentially kept alive by the Domaine Georges Vernay. Mr. Vernay kept the faith even as vineyards around him were abandoned. Today his children run the domaine.

We tasted a Vernay 2005, les Terrasses de l’Empere, and found it to be a direct, modern style with spicy pineapple flavors. Nothing wrong, but it did not make our top 10.

E. Guigal, the well-known Rhone négociant, has also been an important name in Condrieu. Of the two Guigals we tasted, the 2004 had pretty floral aromas and was both rich and delicate. We also tried the more expensive 2004 La Doriane, which suffered from vegetal and sulfur flavors. Maybe it was a bad bottle.

Nowadays, perhaps the most frequently seen name in Condrieu is Yves Cuilleron, who has his own domaine and a partnership with two other Rhone producers, François Villard and Pierre Gaillard. The 2005 Cuilleron La Petite Côte was straightforward and juicy with a lingering touch of heat from the alcohol. A 2004 Les Terrasses du Palat from François Villard was more complex, with long, lingering flavors and a touch of honey.

It is safe to say that Condrieu is never cheap. Our 19 bottles ranged from $37 to $90. Our best value, at $45, was the 2004 Les Ravines from Rémi & Robert Niero, a lively wine that was refreshingly pure and precise.

Perhaps that is the price of scarcity. Increasingly, it seems to be the price of quality.

Tasting Report: Tropical Flavors That Never Come Cheap

Saint Cosme 2005 $71 *** 1/2

Beautifully rich texture with tropical flavors of coconut, citrus, peach and apricot; new oak is well integrated. (Importer: Stacole Company, Boca Raton, Fla.)

Patrick & Christophe Bonnefond $40 ***

Côte Chatillon 2001

Rich and viscous yet elegant with exotic fruit flavors and aromas of flowers, honey and minerals. (Domaine Select, New York)

Alain Paret Lys de Volan 2004 $60 ***

Sumptuous yet delicate, with lingering flavors of honeysuckle, peach and

melon. (Robert Kacher Selections, Washington, D.C.)

Jean Michel Gerin La Loye 2005 $58 ***

Thickly textured yet fresh with flavors and aromas of flowers and tropical fruit. (New Castle Imports, Pawleys Island, S.C.)

François Villard $57 ***

Les Terrasses du Palat 2004

Elegant and soulful, with complex aromas of flowers, spices, fruit and honey. (European Cellars, Charlotte, N.C.)

BEST VALUE

Rémi & Robert Niero $45 ** 1/2

Les Ravines 2004

Fresh and lively with pure, precise flavors of exotic fruits.

(David Bowler Wine, New York)

Yves Cuilleron La Petite Côte 2005 $60 ** 1/2

Juicy and full-bodied with flavors of nuts, tropical fruit and a touch of alcoholic heat. (Rosenthal Wine Merchant, New York)

Cuilleron Gaillard Villard La Chambée 2004 $48 ** 1/2

Oaky and viscous but with pure flavors of fruit, flowers and butterscotch.

(USA Wine Imports, New York)

E. Guigal 2004 $48 ** 1/2

Pretty floral aromas; delicate yet full-bodied.

(Ex Cellars Wine Agencies, Solvang, Calif.)

Jean-Luc Colombo Amour de Dieu 2004 $65 **

Fresh, lively and straightforward. (Palm Bay Imports, Boca Raton, Fla.)

WHAT THE STARS MEAN:

Ratings range from zero to four stars and reflect the panel’s reaction to wines, which were tasted with names and vintages concealed. The panelists this week are Eric Asimov; Florence Fabricant; Bernard Sun, the beverage director for Jean-Georges Management; and Jean-Luc Le Dû, owner of Le Dû’s Wines in the West Village. The tasted wines represent a selection generally available in good retail shops and restaurants and over the Internet. Prices are those paid in liquor shops in the New York metropolitan region.

Tasting Coordinator: Bernard Kirsch

Oregonian

Ordering wine at a restaurant should be enjoyable

Tuesday, April 03, 2007

The Oregonian

Some people peruse a restaurant wine list with smug anticipation. Others face it with dread. Neither is appropriate.

You shouldn't feel intimidated by a sommelier, nor should you try to engage in a sparring match with him or her.

In short, ordering wine should be a fun and educational experience. To that end, here are some tips to keep in mind the next time you're handed a 55-page wine list and requested to make a selection. 

Before you go

Don't forget your reading glasses (if you use them). Candle-only illumination and tiny menu print are all the rage these days, so be prepared to deal with them.

Leave the library at home. Vintage charts and pocket wine guides can be distracting, and they're not all that useful unless you plan to spend serious money on fine old wine.

And don't bring your own wine unless it is something very special. By the time a $10 to $15 corkage fee is added to your bill, you won't have saved yourself any money by bringing a bottle that's merely average. Plus, you'll have insulted the sommelier, who puts a great deal of time and effort into assembling a list of wines that complements the menu. (If you do bring your own wine to a restaurant, offer the sommelier a glass. It's a gesture of goodwill that will ensure attentive service.) 

No perfect lists

Some restaurants simply list a few wines on a chalkboard or at the end of the food menu. Others present a leather-bound binder with hundreds of pages of choices.

Then there's the middle ground: The short- to mid-length wine list favored by most restaurants. This can be organized in four ways:

Grape/variety -- Easy to use, if you know what you like.

Region -- Not so simple to navigate if you don't have The World Atlas of Wine memorized.

Style, i.e. "fresh and fruity" or "ripe and spicy" -- Meant to be user-friendly, but often befuddling.

Not organized at all.

Guess what? No matter what the list looks like, it's often best to ask for a recommendation (more on this to follow). If your server is well-trained, she will have tasted all the wines and be able to give you an educated recommendation. Also, better restaurants employ a wine steward or sommelier whose job is to guide diners in their wine selections.

No such thing

as a stupid question First of all, know that you should be able to ask your waiter or wine steward anything about the wine list. If he can't answer your question cheerfully, then the restaurant's management -- not you -- should be embarrassed. If you need help with pronunciation of foreign words, ask for it. No one was born knowing how to say trockenbeerenauslese.

If you want to stay within a certain price range and don't want your dinner guest to know that you're on a budget, point to a wine that you can afford and say to the sommelier, "Could you recommend something that's similar to this?" He'll get the hint. By the glass or bottle?

It's usually cheaper to order wine by the bottle than by the glass. Also, a wine that's being poured by the glass may not be so fresh.

But it's more fun to order by the glass because this allows you to try different things. I love wine bars and restaurants that offer wines by the flight, half-bottle and quarter- or half-carafe because they allow groups to experiment without breaking the bank.

If you're a party of two, one bottle should get you through a full meal. Some wines that can carry you from the salad course all the way through dessert (depending on what you order) include chenin blanc, pinot noir, riesling and sparkling wine. 

Restaurant tricks

Don't assume that wines are listed by price from lowest to highest, because they often aren't. Also, don't automatically select the second-cheapest wine to save yourself from looking like a total cheapskate. This is the most popular price point for diners, so restaurateurs have been known to price a slow-moving wine accordingly.

That said, don't be suspicious of the least-expensive wines on the list, particularly if they're unusual. Dining professionals usually don't earn enormous salaries, so the lower-end wines on a restaurant list often are staff members' personal favorites.

Be wary of that anachronism known as the "house wine." In some hipster joints, this is actually a terrific find, but in old-fashioned eateries it tends to be pretty awful. 

Making a selection

Don't rush yourself. If your server demands your beverage order before you're ready to decide, simply tell him that you're still thinking or that you'll need to settle on food before you choose a wine.

If you agree to buy a bottle, ask your tablemates what they like and what they think would go best with what they're ordering. If you're a party of at least four, consider starting off with a crisp and refreshing white or bubbly that will accompany appetizers and salads (as well as lighter entrees), then moving to a red later in the meal.

Choose a wine that's in keeping with the specialty of the establishment. For example, you're much better off ordering an Italian than an Australian wine when dining at an Italian eatery.

Light-bodied reds often are a good choice because they complement a variety of different dishes and palates. As recently discussed in this column, the "B" reds -- Barbera, Beaujolais (gamay noir) and Burgundy (pinot noir) -- all tend to be light and food-friendly; ask your server for other suggestions that are specialties of the establishment.

Don't worry about vintages unless you like a rich red wine such as a cabernet or merlot, in which case five or more years of age typically will render it softer and more palatable.

Try something you've never tasted before. If you're ordering by the glass, this is your chance to experiment; and many servers will offer you a free taste of a wine you're curious about. Also know that the wine director wouldn't take a chance on an obscure wine that most diners have never heard of unless she thought it was a real gem.

Order a fortified or dessert wine at the end of your meal. A small glass of Port or late-harvest muscat can be just as satisfying as -- and less caloric than -- a slice of chocolate cake. If you don't want to consume too much more alcohol, share your glass with your dining companions. 

Service

When the waiter arrives and holds the bottle up for you to inspect, read the label before she opens it. Occasionally a server will mistakenly grab the reserve when you requested the cuvee. If this happens and you don't catch it, you may end up paying for a more expensive wine than the one you originally ordered.

Don't bother smelling the cork, but do look at it; it should be moist, indicating that the wine has been stored properly, on its side. If it appears to be rotten, bring this to the waiter's attention.

Once the server has poured you a taste, gently swirl the glass and take a sniff. If it smells fine, taste it. It should taste fine, too. Say, "It's just fine, thanks" or "It's delicious!"

If, however, you notice an unpleasant aroma (which might remind you of cooked cabbage, glue, moldy cardboard, wet dog, sherry, sour milk or vinegar), hand the glass back to the waiter and say, "I think there might be something wrong with this."

Note that there's a difference between a wine that isn't to your liking and a wine that is damaged or flawed. If you've just brushed your teeth or eaten something strongly flavored, your palate might be affected. If you aren't sure whether it's the wine or you that's off today, just say, "It tastes odd to me, but I might need to taste it with food." Have a bite of bread and try the wine again, or ask your tablemates or waiter to try it.

If you've ordered a bottle, your server should only fill your glass one-third to one-half full. This allows the wine to breathe and leaves enough space in your glass that you can swirl it without spilling over the sides. If your waiter is constantly trying to refill everyone's glass to the brim, just ask him if he minds leaving the bottle on the table so you can serve yourselves.

If you've ordered a white wine and it arrives in an ice bucket, feel free to remove the bottle and put it on the table (you can plunge it back in the ice water later if it gets too warm). Wine that's ice-cold isn't as fragrant and enjoyable as one that's merely cool.

And don't let your server snatch that glass away before you've enjoyed the last precious sip! If you're afraid your waiter might be a glass-nabber, put your hand on the stem whenever he passes by the table.

Finally, know that you can, according to Oregon law, take an unfinished bottle of wine home with you provided that you ordered it to accompany your meal and you're not visibly intoxicated. So don't guzzle your wine just to finish it -- especially if you're driving. If you don't plan to get to the bottom of the bottle, put the cork in your pocket before an overzealous busboy whisks it away. When it's time to go, jam the cork back into the bottle as tightly as you can. Try to keep the bottle upright on the ride home. Or, if you can think that far in advance, simply order a bottle that's topped with a screw cap.

Katherine Cole: 1320 S.W. Broadway, Portland, OR 97201
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SON OF SILVER OAK

The scion of one of Napa's biggest legends makes a name for himself in Mendocino County with Meyer Family Cellars

Thom Elkjer, Special to the Chronicle

Friday, April 6, 2007

Matt Meyer had it all worked out.

Having grown up in Napa Valley, he knew the formula for becoming a successful winemaker: get a bachelor's degree in science, a master's in viticulture at UC Davis and then work a few harvests overseas before coming back to California to launch his own label.

On the surface, it looks like he nailed it. After getting the degrees and overseas experience, he was running his own winery by his early 20s. In 2006, he crushed his first wine grown entirely in the Yorkville Highlands appellation, where his winery, Meyer Family Cellars, is located. He kicked off 2007 by celebrating his 30th birthday and releasing an impressive Mendocino County Syrah, the first wine he made entirely from budbreak to bottling.

But don't expect to see any swagger in Meyer's stride. "Things turned out OK," he says, after a characteristic pause for thought, "but it's not like I executed the plan perfectly." In fact, it all fell apart in the middle, forcing him to struggle with death, divorce and wine he didn't want to put his name on.

The irony is that the man who inspired and taught him the most was also the man who created some of his greatest challenges: his father, Justin Meyer.

At one time, everyone who cared about American wine knew Justin Meyer's name, because he co-founded the iconic Silver Oak winery in Napa Valley in 1972. He was also a larger-than-life personality who helped create the Napa Valley we know today, and thereby influenced the course of California wine.

Matt Meyer was prepared to take on this legacy -- but on his own terms, in his own time.

"When he worked in the winery as a kid, he didn't want people to know who he was," says his mother, Bonny Meyer. "He wanted to earn whatever he got, and he didn't want any favoritism."

Matt also didn't want a winery handed to him, but he got one anyway. Justin was diagnosed with late-onset Type 2 diabetes in the late 1990s and his health was failing. He wanted to set Matt up in a winery. So when his son came home during breaks from his undergraduate work in biology at Lewis & Clark College in Oregon, the elder Meyer would drive him around the North Coast to look at wineries for sale. Matt resisted, but his father was a hard man to refuse.

In 1998, they visited a 160-acre property with a non-producing winery in the Yorkville Highlands in the interior of Mendocino County. This was about as different from Napa as wine country could be: rugged hills, houses few and far between, and a handful of vineyards nobody had heard of. But the price was right, his father was insistent, and by January 1999 the deal was done. They named the place Meyer Family Cellars and immediately planted two test vineyards.

He didn't know it then, but Matt's life was about to go off the rails at the age of 22.

His father's legacy

Being the son of Justin Meyer carries extraordinary expectations.

"Everybody loved Justin," says Carl Doumani, a longtime family friend who launched his own Napa Valley winery, Stags' Leap Winery, at the same time Meyer started Silver Oak. "He was a good man in any way you want to define it."

Justin Meyer's winery changed the game in the United States.

Back in the 1970s, most wineries made several reds and whites. In contrast, Silver Oak made just one wine each year: Cabernet Sauvignon. When it became one of America's first cult wineries in the 1980s, its unusual business model wound up having a far-reaching impact.

"Other Napa wineries made good Cabernet, but they had not placed such a big bet on it," says Charles Olken, editor and publisher of the Connoisseur's Guide to California Wine. "Silver Oak bet the house, and it came up huge. So when phylloxera hit and growers in Napa had to replant their vineyards in the early 1990s, they didn't put back the grape varieties they had before. They planted Cabernet, and the rest is history."

Justin Meyer's personal story is just as compelling. He joined the Christian Brothers religious order and attended St. Mary's College in Moraga. He was teaching high school in Sacramento in 1964 when the order transferred him to the Christian Brothers winery in St. Helena. There he learned the wine business from yet another Napa icon, Brother Timothy.

Meyer left the Christian Brothers to marry Bonny. Although his original vow of poverty left him with just $1 in his pocket, it did not take him long to team up with Ray Duncan, a Colorado oilman, founding Silver Oak in 1972. Their timing was perfect, because Napa Valley was just a few years away from leading America into the world of fine wine.

A cult wine is born

Unlike any winery before, Silver Oak made national headlines when it released its Cabernet Sauvignon each year. Customers would come to Silver Oak on the day of release to make sure they got as many bottles as they could.

"It was an unbelievable phenomenon. ... Eventually they were selling a million dollars worth of wine in a single day. No one had ever seen anything like it," Doumani recalls.

As Silver Oak's success grew, Justin Meyer became known for his generosity. He served on the Napa Valley Vintners association, the Wine Institute and other organizations. "He could get people to do things they never thought they would do," Doumani says.

Now Justin was doing the same thing with his son. "I knew my dad didn't have a lot of time left," Matt says, "and that made it even harder to argue with him."

In 2000, Matt got accepted into UC Davis and married his high school sweetheart, Dante Gasser. Then, in 2001, his father sold his half of Silver Oak to Duncan and decided to jump-start production at Meyer Family Cellars. He promptly bought the equivalent of more than 1,000 cases of 2000 Syrah on the bulk market.

Bulk wine comes from wineries that have harvested and fermented it, but decide for some reason to cash out and move on. Brokers manage the bulk market so that buyers and sellers can keep their identities confidential.

Justin's bulk wine purchase meant that Matt's first professional wine would be "his" in name only. Plus, the Syrah came from Sonoma County, not the wine region where Meyer Family Cellars was located.

Then one of the vineyards that Justin had insisted on planting in 1999 suddenly stopped growing in 2001. "There was too much magnesium in the soil, which we didn't know about because my dad didn't want to lose a year waiting for a soil test," Matt explains. "I felt stupid, because here I was at UC Davis, studying viticulture, and I had a dead vineyard because I didn't do the basic science."

He also couldn't stop his father from buying even more Sonoma bulk wine, this time from the 2001 harvest. To Matt's palate, it was even worse than the 2000.

His personal life was not faring any better, particularly after he and his wife, Dante, moved to a small town near the Yorkville Highlands and their marriage began to falter. "I was living in a place where I didn't know anyone, much less anyone my own age," Matt recalls.

Justin died at age 63 of a heart attack in August 2002. Suddenly Matt felt even more alone. His business partner, winemaking mentor, father and friend were all taken from him overnight.

Working in the winery was not much of an escape. Meyer finally dumped most of the 2001 back onto the bulk market at a big loss. He blended the remainder into the 2000, so he would at least have something to pour in his tasting room. Anyone looking for the winery's name, however, had to search for it on the back of the bottle, where it was written in small type. "I didn't even want to sell it, because I didn't really make it," Meyer admits.

That fall, he finally accepted that divorce was the only option for his failed marriage. His feelings were not much different for the winery, the property and the place he lived. His grand plan had become a grand wreck.

To escape, he worked the 2004 harvest at Te Kairanga winery in New Zealand. Meyer knew one of the other young winemakers there, an Australian named Karen Edwards, with whom he had worked the harvest at Argyle Winery in Oregon in 1999. As they worked together for the second time, their feelings for each other blossomed.

"Falling in love with Karen was the last thing I was looking for, but it's the best thing that could have happened," Meyer says. "The great thing about it is that we started as friends and colleagues, so we didn't have to learn that side of the relationship. We already had it."

The rest of it came with surprising ease. Edwards moved to Yorkville Highlands with Meyer, and they settled into an apartment above the winery. She hit it off with his family so well that when the two decided to marry, they "eloped" with their mothers in tow.

New beginnings

These days, Meyer's life is back in focus. He has a winemaking partner he knows and trusts, he's happily married, and the wine is starting to come around. This past winter, Meyer Family Cellars released what Meyer considers his true debut: a 2003 Syrah that he made from the beginning, grown entirely in Mendocino County vineyards. Starting with the 2006 vintage, the Syrah will come solely from the Yorkville Highlands appellation.

One of the keys to that strategy is the new Summerwind Vineyard planted by Kevin Barr of Redwood Empire Vineyard Management. The vineyard lies high on a hilltop a few miles northeast of Meyer Family Cellars, catching plenty of sun as well as cooling breezes from the Pacific Ocean.

"We're pretty excited about that fruit, which they're growing to our specifications," Meyer says. Next year, he and Karen will plant a new vineyard next to the winery, on an 11-acre plot that has been meticulously tested, graded and drained. "That will give us another 25 to 30 tons of Syrah each year that we can count on rather than having to contract for," he adds.

These new plantings are only one sign of rapidly improving prospects for Yorkville Highlands, which lately boasts single-vineyard wines from the likes of Williams Selyem and Wattle Creek as well as one of California's leading producers of organically grown wines, Yorkville Cellars.

To help move the appellation even further forward, Meyer got himself elected to the newly formed Mendocino Winegrape & Wine Commission -- a sure sign that he plans to follow in his father's footsteps in yet another way. "When people ask what the commission can do," he says, "my answer is, 'What can't it do?' We have so much opportunity now to build the reputation of this area."

Asked if he has any similarly ambitious plans for himself, Meyer smiles briefly and shakes his head. "I'm just happy to have wine that I'm proud to sell," he says softly. "That should keep me busy for a while."

Current Release

2003 Meyer Family Cellars Mendocino County Syrah ($30) Aromatically intense, featuring red plums and cherries sweetened with new oak. Concentrated and focused on entry, with naturally ripe tannins polished with extra barrel time. While it fills your mouth easily and lasts long on the palate, the wine is just 13.5 percent alcohol. Rather you get admirable consistency across aroma, flavor and finish plus a gentle but firm grip on your palate. I would decant an hour before drinking or cellar two to four years.

-- Thom Elkjer

Yorkville Highlands

Yorkville Highlands is a rugged, landlocked appellation in southern Mendocino County that straddles Highway 128 approximately 20 miles northeast of the Pacific coast.

Most vineyards lie between an elevation of 900 and 1,300 feet, with a few nearer 2,000 feet. Slope and exposure vary widely, creating multiple microclimates.

A handful of wineries and tasting rooms are in the appellation, including Meyer Family Cellars, Maple Creek and Yorkville Cellars. Approximately 20 vineyards produce 14 different grapes, not counting a pair of oddities -- Flora and Symphony -- grown at Maple Creek.

After attending a comprehensive tasting of Yorkville Highlands wines in 2006, Glenn McGourty, the University of California's agricultural extension adviser for Mendocino and Lake counties, suggested that the appellation's claim to fame will come from red wine. "The heat summation data (a technical measure of grape-ripening capacity) say it's perfect for Syrah and pretty good for Merlot," he explained, "but in the right vintage Pinot Noir can shine just as bright."

About Meyer Family Cellars

Meyer Family Cellars makes a single Syrah each year, and next year will begin releasing Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon from its tiny Oakville vineyard -- a holdover from Justin Meyer's Napa legacy. The winery also produces a non-vintage fortified wine made from (primarily) old-vine Zinfandel. It is generally considered one of the best Port-style wines made in the United States.

The tasting room, open from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Monday-Saturday, is at 19750 Highway 128, Yorkville; (707) 895-2341.

-- Thom Elkjer

SIPPING NEWS

W. Blake Gray, Camper English, Jon Bonné

Friday, April 6, 2007

A wine to jeer

Hey, Giants fans -- get ready to boo your local wine merchant: Longtime Dodgers manager Tommy Lasorda is introducing a new line of Italian wines. The wines will be sourced and produced by Santa Monica-based Casa Torelli Imports from various Italian regions, and are expected to hit store shelves like an errant Steve Sax throw in July. There's no word yet on whether the wines will be red, white or Dodger blue. -- W. Blake Gray

The perfect wine for Easter eggs

Easter dinner usually involves ham, which is a trickier wine pairing than it seems. If it's smoked ham, you might want a red Rioja. If it's baked and salty, a Cru Beaujolais or other low-alcohol red is a reasonable choice. And if it's honey-baked and slightly sweet, you might try a Riesling with some residual sugar, like a German Spatlese.

But why wait for dinner? If you've got kids, you've probably got a dozen or more brightly colored Easter eggs sitting around. Crack one of those open with a nice bottle of Champagne, or perhaps an Italian Vermentino, and feel revivified. -- W.B.G.

Heavy medals

We'd love to list the results of the San Francisco World Spirits Competition that took place a few weeks ago, but there just isn't enough space. They awarded about 640 medals to the roughly 750 entrants. Everyone's a winner! Double Gold winners included the $2,600 Johnnie Walker Anniversary Pack blended scotch and the $10 Feeney's Irish Cream Liqueur, so chances are you can find something good from the list in your price range. (And if your price range is $2,600, call me; I'm single.)

Check out the winners at www.sfspiritscomp.com. -- Camper English

Passover palate cleanser

Matzo made a welcome cameo at The Chronicle's wine tasting panel this week. Not that we don't like to mark Passover, but we can't chalk this up to a sudden bout of religiosity. And we weren't hunting for the perfect pairing for unleavened bread. Let's face it: Matzo doesn't taste like much of anything.

But that particular attribute (or lack thereof) happens to make it an ideal palate cleanser for wine tasting, even better than our usual packets of water crackers. It's too early to say that we'll make the switch permanent, but if you see an extra package on store shelves this week, keep this potential use in mind -- especially since stores will be trying to clear their inventory as of next week. And if there's a sudden run on matzo in markets frequented by sommeliers (or in a five-block radius of Fifth and Mission streets), don't say we didn't tell you so.

Jon Bonné

New to the mix

As a child, I drank tonic water instead of Coca-Cola. (I even snuck a case away to summer camp.) Just as with Mexican Coke, I always wondered why tonic water tasted better in Europe. Was it just the "Indian Tonic" name on the bottle?

Now, problem solved. British-made Fever-Tree tonic water includes cane sugar and natural flavorings, which might explain its subtle sweetness, versus the corn syrup that powers most domestic tonics. The quinine flavor is less overt, hence a less astringent edge. That may necessitate an extra dose of lime for those who prefer some bite. Lime is definitely needed when gin enters the picture, in order to keep the juniper from stealing the show.

Fever-Tree comes in a 200 ml bottle ($5.99 for four), just enough to mix one proper G&T. That alone is worth clinking glasses to.

-- Jon Bonné
IN OUR GLASSES

What we've been drinking

Jon Bonné

Friday, April 6, 2007

Our new regular feature, In Our Glasses, will showcase wines and other drinks that The Chronicle's Food & Wine staff has recently tasted. We'll let you know where to find them in Bay Area shops and restaurants.

2006 Saint Clair Marlborough

Sauvignon Blanc ($15)

-- What sold us: Let's face it -- New Zealand Sauv Blanc has gotten a bit, well, rote. How much cat's pee can one man whiff? So the leaping nose here wakes you up -- fresh grass, pink grapefruit and peach nectar supersede the usual gooseberry. The finish lingers well beyond the usual and there's just enough weight to make you take this wine seriously.

-- Where to find: The Jug Shop (www.jugshop.com); Solano Cellars (www.solanocellars.com)

2003 Schramsberg Blanc de Noirs ($34.50)

-- What sold us: Sometimes Blancs de Noir can be a bit too sharp and lean. But here the use of Pinot Noir grapes brings lively fresh berry and Meyer lemon flavors to the table. Yet they also provide enough structure to match heavier foods, even meat. Talk about versatile.

-- Where to find: Widely available.

2005 E&M Berger Kremstal Blauer Zweigelt ($13/liter)

-- What sold us: Berger's one-liter bottles of Gruner Veltliner are always a winner around here. The winery, in Austria's Kremstal region, also makes a Zweigelt -- a cross between the obscure Blaufrankisch and even more obscure St. Laurent that's somehow become Austria's most popular red grape. Peppery, with warm cherry flavors, it's great table wine for nights you don't want to think too hard.

-- Where to find: The Wine House (www.winesf.com); K&L Wine Merchants (klwines.com).

2005 Steele DuPratt Vineyard Mendocino Ridge

Chardonnay ($24)

-- What sold us: As Jess Jackson's onetime winemaker and legal pincushion, Jed Steele knows what Americans want in a Chardonnay. (Well enough for Jackson to sue Steele over alleged winemaking "secrets" -- and win.) Steele's effort from this late-ripening 1,200-foot-elevation Mendocino vineyard matches a slightly toasty, tropical nose, with a fresh, crisp taste profile. The toasty flavors are subtle and the acidity high. Still plenty of oak, but in a style to please all sides in the Chard Wars. Is this the new, new Chardonnay?

-- Where to find: From the winery (www.steelewines.com).
LETTERS TO WINE

Two different takes on spring break drinks

Friday, April 6, 2007

Editor -- I was shocked and dismayed to read a reference to "Spring break cocktails gone wild!" on the front page of the March 30 Chronicle.

The Wine section prominently featured an article condoning and even glorifying the use of strong alcoholic drinks by college students on spring break. Indeed, the article quotes a young woman who "vaguely recalls" her spring break, has "scattered images of sucking down" drinks, and notes that her spring break experience is "all a little bit hazy." The desire to achieve this boozy "state of mind," according to the author, "is echoed by college students ... around the globe."

One parenthetical aside suggests that only students "over 21, of course," engage in such behavior, but in fact, most college students are not 21. It is disgraceful that The Chronicle would run such an article at a time when binge drinking is epidemic on many college campuses, and thousands are killed or seriously harmed as a result of alcohol use.

ALICE MEAD

Mill Valley

Editor -- Your story zeroed in on a ubiquitous, but underexplored cultural custom.

This is a genre of drinks that caters to the type of crowd I always disliked serving when I was a bartender in the early to mid-'90s -- drinks that I call "jocktails."

In the late '70s, when I came of age, the first jocktails I remember were the Harvey Wallbanger and the Sloe Comfortable Screw, both were popular with the rowdy fraternity crowd.

Jocktails of the '80s were the Kamikaze, B-52 and Tequila Puff. When I tended a neighborhood bar in the Inner Sunset (long gentrified away), I got so sick of the customers that would come in on the weekends and compliment themselves on the "cool dive bar" they "discovered." Since they wanted "cool," I invented the ultimate jocktail and gave it a cool name: the Black Leather Jacket.

I had a small sign on the back bar that read: Are you man enough for a Black Leather Jacket?

The recipe: Over ice in a double old-fashioned glass, blend 1 ounce Jack Daniel's, 1 ounce Cuervo Gold, 1 ounce Jagermeister and enough Kahlua to make it black. Add a float of peppermint schnapps or Baileys Irish Cream (depending on your mood) and garnish with an olive between two maraschino cherries impaled on little plastic swords. Add three cocktail straws (to encourage faster drinking).

RALPH McDANIEL

Oakland
THE CHRONICLE'S WINE SELECTIONS

Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon $35 and under

W. Blake Gray

Friday, April 6, 2007

We taste all wines blind for The Chronicle's Wine Selections, so we had no plans to be sentimentalists for Napa Valley industry veterans.

Yet that's the way it turned out. When we did the big unveiling of 49 Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignons priced at $35 and under, we noticed that many of our favorites were made by people who have been doing the same thing for decades.

It could be that we like traditional Cabernet flavors -- dark cherry fruit, with cigar box and dried herb notes. It could be that we tend to like wines of balance and restraint.

It could also be possible that many newer winemakers aren't as interested as the old guard in making a nice, drinkable Cab from Napa Valley grapes -- often the most expensive in California -- and charging $35 or less for it. We like many other affordably priced wines from Napa wineries, so maybe Napa Cab in this price range brings out a different mind-set.

Napa Valley Cabernet is the most famous combination of appellation and varietal in North America. The most sought-after easily fetch upwards of $150 a bottle, and the best of those can deliver the kind of exquisite experience that leaves drinkers breathless for days.

In contrast, this is the entry-level price range for Napa Cabs. Our socks stayed on throughout the tasting, but we found plenty of very nice wines that represent good value. If a large proportion of them happen to be made by people who've been doing this a while, more power to them.

Rating: TWO AND A HALF STARS

2004 Charles Krug Peter Mondavi Family Yountville Cabernet Sauvignon ($26) Peter Mondavi has worked in his brother's shadow since Robert Mondavi left this Mondavi-owned family business to open his own winery in 1966. Now that Robert Mondavi Winery is owned by Constellation Brands, Charles Krug seems to be emerging from long stagnation. This clean wine has nice tart cherry flavors with cigar box and floral aromatic notes and can be enjoyed now or in a couple of years.

Rating: TWO STARS

2003 Clos du Val Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($30) Clos du Val co-founder Bernard Portet, a French native raised in the Bordeaux region, has always had a more European approach to Cab than many of his Napa neighbors. This wine is very toasty on both nose and palate, with interesting floral and herbal hints. Leave it in the cellar for a few years.

Rating: THREE STARS

2003 Flora Springs Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($30) Here's a tip of the cap to Ken Deis, who has been Flora Springs' winemaker since 1980 and is not a follower of fashion. This classically styled Cab was our favorite of the tasting; it's meaty, with plump blackberry flavors, tobacco and orange zest notes. Highly aromatic, it tastes mature already and is drinking beautifully now.

Rating: TWO STARS

2002 Folie a Deux St. Helena Cabernet Sauvignon ($26) As a brand, Folie a Deux may have outlived its usefulness to the Trinchero family, multigenerational Napa Valley winemakers who struck it rich with their Sutter Home brand in the 1970s. The family bought Folie a Deux in 2004 to be their high-end brand but has since introduced more expensive Trinchero Family Estates wines, leaving Folie a Deux as an amorphous midrange label. At least it's still good wine, with a pre-aged character of sweet black fruit, strong orange peel, chocolate and somewhat heavy oak.

Rating: TWO STARS

2004 Robert Mondavi Winery Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($27) Robert Mondavi Winery was bought by Constellation Brands while this wine was fermenting. This very smooth wine shows no transitional bumps; it's like a proper schoolboy, with all the notes -- cherry, toast, cherry jam and oak -- in the right places. We like the medium-long finish.

Rating: TWO STARS

2003 Sanctuary Usibelli Vineyard Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($32) Sanctuary is a new label created by Brown-Forman (which owns Fetzer Vineyards, Sonoma-Cutrer and other brands) for its head winemaker Dennis Martin to make wines from whatever lots he chooses among the many the corporation controls. This debut Cab is promising, with cherry and fresh herb flavors, though the tannins grip a bit on the midpalate .

Rating: TWO STARS

2003 Sequoia Grove Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($32) New ownership by the Kopf family, who own the large New York wine marketing group Kobrand, gave a cash infusion to Sequoia Grove, allowing the purchase of new equipment for the century-old winery. This wine shows they're headed in the right direction; its well-integrated flavors of black cherry, toast and oak with hints of tobacco continue throughout the smooth finish.

Rating: THREE STARS

2003 Terra Valentine Spring Mountain District Cabernet Sauvignon ($35) The Terra Valentine winery has one of the most interesting backstories in Napa Valley. Its previous owner, Fred Aves, was a recluse who made a fortune inventing an auto accessory and used it to finance the building of an idiosyncratic castle, by hand, on Spring Mountain. After his death, the building was in disrepair when purchased in 1999 by retired Minnesota paint magnate Angus Wurtele, who revived it and renamed the brand. You'd think a retiree would want to make drink-now wines, but you'd be wrong: This tightly wound wine has promising blackberry, cocoa and dried mint notes but needs long decanting. You'll probably get the most for your money if you hold onto a bottle for five years or more.

Rating: TWO STARS

2003 Villa Mt. Eden Grand Reserve Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($15) Mike McGrath has been making good, affordable wine at Villa Mt. Eden since 1982 and this Cab certainly qualifies. It's extremely oaky, but has decent cherry fruit and some nice dried herb notes. And you can't beat the price. Decant it to let some of the woodiness blow off.

Rating: TWO STARS

2004 Vinum Cellars Slow Lane Cab Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($27) Vinum Cellars is a side project for Richard Bruno, winemaker for Don Sebastiani & Sons, and his collegiate buddy Chris Condos, a consulting enologist for Kathryn Kennedy Winery. Their main passion is Chenin Blanc, but this is a solid Cab, with tart, fresh black-cherry flavors and strong oak and vanilla notes. The tannins are very strong, so give it some air and/or cellar time.
Seattle Times
2 wineries, 2 separate paths, 1 goal

Paul Gregutt

Two young wineries, Long Shadows Vintners and Nicholas Cole Cellars — located at opposite ends of the Walla Walla Valley — are methodically putting together the components required to make world- class wines.

Each is working from an entirely different business plan and creative vision — and both are positioning themselves as major players.

Long Shadows is actually an umbrella winery that includes seven separate projects, each with its own, high-profile winemaker. As conceived by founding partner Allen Shoup, its goal is "to create seven or eight Leonettis — free-standing, 4- or 5,000-case wineries that are meeting world standards."

The first vintages (2003, 2004 and 2005) were in a real sense experimental, as the visiting winemakers, coming from as far away as France, Italy, Germany and Australia, got the feel for Washington vineyards and began to adapt their methods to Washington grapes.

Gilles Nicault, a French-educated winemaker who is responsible for managing all Long Shadows projects, calls his job a "once-in-a-lifetime opportunity." But he is the first to admit, "We have not yet seen where these wines are going. For example, with Sequel (the syrah project guided by Australian John Duval), we started with 20 percent American oak; in 2004, we went to 10 percent. John thought that was still too much, so we are down to 5 percent in 2005."

After working in borrowed space for these first years, Long Shadows moved into its own production facility just in time for last fall's crush. Set amid rolling hills in the wheat country a few miles northwest of downtown Walla Walla, it is, as Shoup once told me, " just a cement box buried in the ground." A $4.2 million box to be sure, with every winemaking bell and whistle that modern technology can provide.

Shoup's vision is playing out vintage by vintage, wine by wine, as each of the seven projects finds its own confident footing. Although every wine has been carefully made, I am still waiting for many of them to crystallize, if you will, into truly distinctive expressions of Washington fruit. They are getting closer.

The newest releases, which have already sold out at the winery, show confidence and improvement across the board. Of particular interest is the initial release of Saggi, which emulates a super-Tuscan blend and is the project of Ambrogio and Giovanni Folonari. Roughly one third sangiovese, one third cabernet sauvignon and the other third a split between syrah and some not-so-Tuscan barbera, the 2004 Saggi ($45) is smooth, chocolatey and dark — a good first step.

Now in its third released vintage, the 2005 Poet's Leap Riesling ($20) is a bit drier than before and takes full advantage of what was a great vintage in Washington. Old-vine riesling from Dionysus and Weinbau form the core of the wine, which is immaculate, rich and generous.

The second release of Sequel Syrah ($55), from 2004, delivers lush berry, plum, cherry and currant fruit, wrapped in generous new oak. What was for me the star of the 2003 show, the Pedestal Merlot ($55), returns in 2004 as a silky, smoky wine that is perhaps more elegant, with grace notes of licorice, citrus, coffee and plenty of tart strawberry and raspberry fruit.

Randy Dunn's 2004 Feather Cabernet Sauvignon ($55) displays lovely aromatics, though at first it seems soft to the point of being a tiny bit airy. As it sits in the glass or decanter, it begins to open up, and clearly the flavors are there — blueberry and boysenberry and black cherry, with well-matched oak and acid. The 2004 Pirouette ($55) is another aromatic and seductive wine right out of the glass, with waves of perfumed fruit, dusty cocoa, bright espresso and toasted grain. All Long Shadows wines are distributed by Cordon.

At the eastern end of the Walla Walla Valley, bumping up against the foothills of the Blue Mountains and overlooking Leonetti Cellar, its high-profile neighbor, is Nicholas Cole Cellars. Mike Neuffer, retired from a thriving construction business, purchased the property and planted the first 42 acres in 2001. The vines curve along a series of south- and west-facing slopes, at an altitude of 1,100 to 1,300 feet, offering good frost protection.

Neuffer's inspiration is Bordeaux, and his well-stocked wine cellar includes many fine examples of the sorts of wines he hopes to make. Consulted by Andrew Will's Chris Camarda, Neuffer is serving as his own winemaker, slowly moving from a reliance upon purchased fruit to estate-grown grapes as his vineyard matures.

He's a meticulous, detail-oriented man, willing to do whatever it takes to achieve his winemaking goals. In 2004, the freeze year, he cut back the entire vineyard because he was unhappy with the trellising. Waiting for flavors to mature, he often delays releasing his wines longer than any other new winery I can recall, despite his unconcealed impatience to show a visitor the results of his efforts.

Consumers will recognize his "second" wine, the GraEagle 2004 Red Wing Red ($25), a straightforward Bordeaux blend that is drinking quite well already. But the top-shelf wines, except for the Camille, have not yet been seen. The 2004 Camille ($48) is a polished blend of roughly two-thirds merlot, one-quarter cab franc and the rest cabernet sauvignon. The grape sources are Klipsun, Champoux and old-vine Canoe Ridge. "I'm trying to stress the right bank [style]," Neuffer explains. "Until the estate fruit is up and running, I lose a little flexibility. This 2004 is getting back on track; in '05 we use more estate fruit."

This new Camille is a gorgeous wine, scented with a mix of plum, berry, melon and mocha. The scents envelop you, and the flavors follow, good, still tight, still firm, still showing a little bit of green tea in the tannins. It's structured well, with a forward, lush roundness from the merlot, backed with more assertive tannins and some moist earth flavors from the cab franc. Just a hint of coffee comes through at the end. Decant this wine; I found it drank superbly after being open for a full 24 hours.

Neuffer and I tasted through a number of other wines in progress:

The 2005 Michele (a cabernet-dominated blend) built upon estate fruit with some Klipsun merlot. It showed exceptionally clean fruit flavors of ripe berries and melon and cassis, backed with thick, ripe, sweet and satiny tannins. Release is still a year away.

Better still (and two years away from release) is the Nicholas Cole Cellars 2005 Estate Reserve — a dark, thick and tannic wine, tasting at this point quite strongly of bourbon barrel, yet already showing the estate's clean and sharply defined fruit, concentrated with black cherry, cassis, herb, coffee, smoke and a bit of iron.

Last, but certainly not least, out came a Nicholas Cole 2005 Dauphiné Syrah, again from estate fruit, and due (hopefully) for release this fall. Young, spicy and lifted with grapefruit, pineapple and citrus scents, it is the sort of young, assertive wine you can guzzle down, yet it brings excellent concentration to the table, with pure purple fruits and crisp natural acids.

Two wineries, two completely different business models. One is working with the best fruit it can find from around the state, and using the skills of nine different winemakers to produce its wines. The other is focusing on a more traditional approach: estate-grown fruit; a single, dedicated vision; and a narrow, well-defined range of wines. Both are making wines that will build upon the pioneering efforts of this state's founding wineries and show the world that Washington wines rank with the best.

Pick of the week

Charles Krug 2004 Yountville-Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon; $26. Charles Krug — which bills itself as the first Napa Valley winery — is owned by the Peter Mondavi branch of the famed Mondavi family. The Charles Krug brand has been left in the dust by brother Robert, but a new generation is now in control, the vineyards are replanted and being farmed organically, and this stunning 2004 cabernet is proof that the turnaround is for real. It's a return to sanity for Napa Valley cabs, with its lovely fragrance, beautiful proportion, sensible alcohol, deft use of barrel, stylish tannins and affordable price tag. Bravo! (Distributed by Young's-Columbia).

USA Today

Cheers

Jerry Shriver

Standing tall

Friday, April 6, 2007

2003 Redwood Vineyards Cabernet Sauvignon, Calif., about $8. Any time I can get honest Cabernet characteristics at this price I'll take them, no matter how modest they may be. This is a simple wine, and there's a lingering sweet finish that's a little out of whack, but it's easy to drink and offers reliable flavors of black currants, black cherries and herbs. Drink it at your next cookout with burgers and you won't be embarrassed.

Can we get a revival?

Wednesday, April 4, 2007

2006 Dry Creek Vineyard Dry Chenin Blanc, Clarksburg, Calif., about $11. I've enjoyed every vintage of this wine I've ever tasted, going back at least five or six years, and I'm always left wondering why more wineries aren't reviving this grape. I understand that a lot of cheap and clumsy Chenin Blancs were produced in California in the 1960s and 1970s and that kind of killed the market, but we've learned a lot about making wine and growing grapes since then. The few domestic versions I've had recently are far more interesting than the trendy and mostly insipid Pinot Gris that are flooding the store shelves. This Chenin smells like honeysuckle and roses and offers playful flavors of tropical fruits and brown spices. Lively and polished, it's a perfect picnic wine.

Serious bargain

Monday, April 2, 2007

2005 Columbia-Crest Two Vines Sauvignon Blanc, Columbia Valley, Wash., about $8. Thinking ahead to summer, this would make a decent house wine to have on hand for porch and pool parties and picnics. It's an exceptionally well-priced, easy-to-find no-brainer wine, with clean, crisp, straightforward flavors of green apples and herbs. Serve it by itself or with green salads, light appetizers or even grilled fish.   

In Harlem, sweet home cooking

As part of a series of occasional stories on classic, down-home eateries, USA TODAY's Jerry Shriver visits the Harlem section of New York to dine at some of its most soulful spots.

Must-visit: Sylvia's Restaurant (328 Lenox Ave., New York; 212-996-0660)

Manhattan's decade-long real estate boom continues to change the face of Harlem, the historic center of African-American culture. But for now, the creeping gentrification has left intact some of the most famous soul-food eateries and created opportunities for new down-home restaurants that are attracting more diners from outside the neighborhood.

Within the dining hierarchy of upper Manhattan, no place has a more esteemed legacy than Sylvia's, which celebrates its 45th anniversary this summer. In 1962, Sylvia Woods and her husband, Herbert (now deceased), bought a 35-seat luncheonette where she had worked as a waitress. They began serving meals to neighborhood regulars and various nationally known cultural figures, who spread the word of her comforting recipes. Over the years, Woods and her family created a small empire that now includes the greatly expanded flagship restaurant, a branch in Atlanta, a catering operation and a line of food and beauty products.

The heart of the operation remains the simple Southern cuisine Woods knew from childhood: barbecued ribs drenched in a spicy sauce, crispy fried chicken and deeply flavored side dishes that include collard greens simmered with smoked turkey, black-eyed peas and okra/tomato gumbo (entrees $8.95-$18.95). Some regulars say the restaurant is at its best at breakfast when chicken and grits, fried catfish and fluffy waffles rule. Though the menus for the three daily meals are studded with classic dishes, the Woodses take care to keep the dining experience from becoming stuck in the past by occasionally freshening the décor and emphasizing gracious service.

Also worth a detour

•Amy Ruth's, 113 W. 116th St.; 212-280-8779. While Sylvia Woods bills herself as the Queen of Soul Food, this bustling, smaller and less fancy eatery, dating to 1998, has adopted the title The Authentic Soul of New York. Diners would be foolish to argue with either claim. The two menus overlap somewhat, so diners who hit one place in the daytime and the other at night can sample nearly every essential dish. Amy Ruth's emphasizes local culture by displaying works from black artists and naming dishes (entrees $11.95-$18.95) after community leaders and celebs: The Al Sharpton is chicken and waffles, the Ludacris is fried chicken wings. The most notable work of art may be the Inez Bass, a noble red velvet cake slathered with sweet cream frosting.

•Miss Mamie's Spoonbread Too, 366 W. 110th St.; 212-865-6744. Compared with its comfort-food competitors, Miss Mamie's feels dainty, and the kitchen applies a more thoughtful and somewhat more stylish approach to Southern cooking. Former Wilhelmina model Norma Jean Darden, who also runs the nearby Miss Maude's, opened the 40-seat cafe eight years ago near the Columbia University campus. The menu features dishes inspired by her mother's Alabama roots, built around chicken (fried, smothered, barbecued, roasted or jerk-style), meat loaf, oxtails and pork chops. It also includes a catch of the day, grilled salmon with carrot-ginger sauce and pan-seared trout (entrees $12.95-$16.95.) The smothered chicken isn't drowning in gravy, the collards haven't been cooked to death, and the yams taste more like yams than candy. The one over-the-top item is the addictive sweet tea, which delivers a rush of sugar and mint. It's only slightly more addictive than the desserts, which include a changing lineup of fruit cobblers and cakes and banana pudding.

•Dinosaur Bar-B-Que, 646 W. 131st St.; 212-694-1777. How likely is it that a branch of a biker bar/barbecue joint in Syracuse could not only succeed but excel in New York's cutthroat and finicky dining culture? Given New Yorkers' insatiable appetite for affordable slow-smoked meats, it's easy to believe. Dinosaur is among a handful of very good barbecue restaurants to have opened in Manhattan the past few years (also check out Daisy Mae's), and it has thrived despite its location in an area under the Riverside Drive bridge that stumps some cabbies. The cavernous roadhouse ambience and authentic-tasting, in-house smoked meats are rarities in the city. The menu covers the obvious bases: Carolinas-style pulled pork, Southern-style pork ribs, Texas-style beef brisket and sausage, and apple cider-brined chicken, and the porks are primo. Combo platters ($11.95-$21.95) are the way to go for first-timers, and make sure to try the crusty-creamy macaroni and cheese. A 50-choice beer selection, well-priced wines and motorcycle sculptures are nice touches.

•Rack & Soul, 2818 Broadway; 212-222-4800. Charles Gabriel, who runs two other popular eateries, A Slice of Harlem and Charles' Southern-Style Kitchen, is a consultant for this year-old cafe, and one assumes it's the satisfying food that reflects his expertise, not the sometimes maddening service. Barbecued ribs and pork shoulders (smoked over fruit wood and finished with a spicy-sweet tomato-based sauce) and chicken (pan-fried, juicy and mildly seasoned) are the reasons to come. And the creamy/smoky black-eyed peas and airy golden-brown waffles make you glad you stayed (dinners with two sides, $14.95-$17.95).

USA TODAY continues to explore down-home and out-of-the-way eateries. If you have a favorite unpretentious place, send your suggestion to downhome@usatoday.com.
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TASTINGS

By DOROTHY J. GAITER AND JOHN BRECHER 


Wine-tasting groups are the book clubs of the new millennium.

They're everywhere. Just ask Manning Voorhees. The 50-person group at his retirement community in Toms River, N.J., the Wine Appreciation Society of Lake Ridge, meets every month to taste four wines. Most recent tasting: the wines of Argentina. "We're having a grand time," he says. Or Pat Luks, whose wine group in Minot, N.D., is 28 strong and growing. "I attended a wine tasting at the state fairgrounds in late August. Hundreds of people from every walk of life were there trying different wines, including local wines grown right here in the frozen north. I knew that I would find others who would enjoy wine as much as I did and could talk about subjects other than just the weather and the farm report," he told us, adding: "The social connection at the monthly meetings is just as important as the wine."

We receive thousands of notes from readers throughout the year, and it's amazing to us how many people mention, in passing, that they are members of wine-tasting groups. The groups are usually informal, though they can sometimes be very serious. Five years ago, we mentioned a 10-member wine group in Boston called Divas Uncorked: Sisters Who Sip. Since then, the group has become quite famous -- and now is even releasing its own wine label. What is a wine group like and what do they do? Meet some of them:

-- In Piedmont, Calif., the East Bay Winos group has been meeting for 15 years, holding a blind tasting of six wines each month. One recent tasting, of Pinot Noir, had a surprise ending when the winner was Chasseur 2004 -- and second place was Chasseur 2003.

-- In Swansea, Mass., Linda and Tom Pendergast and three other couples meet every month. Sometimes they take trips to wineries, too, including Westport Rivers Vineyard and Winery in Massachusetts. "It's been a wonderful experience for us all," says Mrs. Pendergast. "Out of all eight of us, I have the most wine knowledge and am called the SME (subject matter expert) of the group. I just know what tastes good."

-- In Cincinnati, a group of eight women has been meeting every month for the last three years. "Our group is called Pinot NV, and we have been exploring wines from all over the world," says Reeta Brendamour.

-- In Punta Gorda, Fla., a group from a condominium met monthly during the winter and spring last year, tasting five or six different wines. "Each host provided notepads and typed notes about the wines, the grape varieties and the regions where they were produced. In addition, there were crackers and water," Cotter Tharin told us. "We brought our own glasses and thirst." He added: "We did have a chance to taste Two-Buck Chuck. Made me decide to spend more on wine! I can say that the tastings were enjoyed by all and the conversations about particular wines were spirited and indicate how people differ in their tastes."

-- In Minneapolis, Paula Denman's group of around 12 people has been meeting monthly for 10 years. A highlight of last year's tastings was wines from the Veneto region of Italy with this menu: Gorgonzola and pear crostini with acacia honey, stuffed tomato salad, veal and wild mushroom risotto, Parmesan cheese with 30-year-old aged balsamic vinegar and tiramisù. Sigh.

-- In Greensboro, N.C., the Grape Nuts Wine Club includes 15 members and has been meeting once a month for more than four years. "Our most interesting tasting of 2006 happened right after my wife and I, along with another couple, returned from the Paso Robles Zinfandel Festival. We both had sent back wines from several small wineries that are unavailable in our area, and opening and introducing these wines to our friends made for a very enjoyable evening," says group member Brian Surette.

-- In Beaufort, S.C., the Dataw Wine Group -- a 12-member, all-male group -- meets regularly to taste six to eight wines and even publishes its own newsletter. Most interesting tasting last year: Bordeaux reds spanning the years 1966 to 2000. "Interestingly, only once in the 2½ years our group has been together has the highest-priced wine been the most highly rated wine," says member Larry Bernard.

We know how much fun, and how important, informal wine groups can be because we had our own little group in Miami for years. A few of us would get together every month or so and taste wine and talk all night. One sample tasting: 1974 California Cabernet Sauvignon in 1985, with Louis Martini ("slightly vegetal"), Montelena ("creamy"), Beaulieu ("rich, woody, dark, chewy") and Sterling ("soft, rich, beautiful").

If you think you might be interested in starting a wine-tasting group, our advice would be to keep it very simple at first. Just ask a few friends to come over with a specific kind of wine in a brown-paper bag. Keep the focus fairly narrow -- say, Sauvignon Blancs from around the world under $20 or American Syrah between $15 and $25. We find that tasting similar wines blind gives the tasting focus and makes each wine more interesting. It's important to have food at a wine tasting, but we'd keep it simple, even takeout, to begin with. Ideally, there would be a separate glass for each wine, but that's a lot of glasses, so it's fine to give everyone one glass and have a spit bucket to pour out one wine and move to another. (Should you rinse between wines? That's a controversial question. We would not because we find the water in the glass is more destructive to the next wine than what's left of the previous wine.)

It's really not important that anyone take notes, but there's bound to be at least one person in the group who wants to (in our group, it was John). At some point, take a vote on your favorites and then unbag the wines. Be sure to leave plenty of time for retasting; people often want to try wines again once they know what they are.

Unless you live within walking distance -- and many wine groups are based in neighborhoods -- be sure to have a designated driver or a taxi standing by. And one other thing: We really hate it when people play "gotcha" with wine. If someone in the group thinks it's really funny to trick everyone by bringing a very cheap wine or a very expensive one, that might seem humorous at the time, but you'll have trouble getting people to do this a second time. No one enjoys being tricked and no one wants to be on the defensive at a wine tasting.

Finally, be prepared for something that Henry Gillis of Okatie, S.C., noticed after he joined a wine-tasting group last year. "After serving the wine or Champagne, the talk is all about everything but the wine itself!" To some extent, really, that's the best thing about a wine tasting. How often do people just get together and talk anymore? And it's not a bad thing in terms of the tasting, either. It's possible to focus so much on a wine that it's like staring too hard at a painting or smelling a rose too aggressively. By talking about everything but the wine, you relax and let the wine speak to you in subtle ways that are more emotional than intellectual. If the wine is a winner, you'll notice it soon enough and come back to that subject.

Even if you've been a member of a wine group that has been meeting for years, there are always new ideas because there are always new wines. It would have been difficult to do a tasting of Austrian whites just a few years ago, but now they're all the rage and perfect for a tasting. In addition, long-time groups looking for ideas should think about new concepts: tasting the same wine from bottles of different sizes, for instance, or tasting the same wine in different glasses. Truly, when it comes to wine, there is always something new to try. Gary Miller of Chaska, Minn., can vouch for that. He and his wife started a wine club in their community four years ago that meets every four to six weeks. "I have gained immeasurably in my knowledge and passion for wine," he told us. His most memorable recent tasting? Here it is:

About a year ago, I had two wines within the same week that each seemed to be lacking what the other had in abundance. I thought it would be fun to base a wine-club program on the blending of wines to teach what it takes to build on the strengths of a wine and hopefully produce a blend that was better than the sum of its parts. When the club members arrived they were greeted by four "winery" stations. We divided the members into Team Australia, Team France, Team Chile and Team USA. Each team was given magnums of three different varietals sourced from their country and consistent with a Bordeaux-type blend. Each team also had graduated cylinders for careful measuring, empty bottles and a packet of information. Their mission in this "wine survivor" game was to blend a "reserve" wine and a secondary "trade" wine from the wines they were given.

Upon hearing what was going to happen that evening, more than one club member said, "I do not come to the wine club to work." But the club very quickly got into the challenge. We were amazed at how the individual characteristics of a wine can be carried through to the final blend, even in very small concentrations. And, unfortunately, some teams found there is nothing you can do to cover up a bad or very strong flavor profile. All the wines were then tasted by the group and a best "reserve" wine, best "trade" wine and winning winery were announced.

In the end, the level of enthusiasm for the event and the amazement that the members expressed at the knowledge or understanding gained during the game greatly exceeded my expectations.
Washington Post

Sip by Sip, Tasting His Way to the Top

By Karen Page and Andrew Dornenburg

Wednesday, April 4, 2007; F09

Aldo Sohm is training like an Olympic athlete for the "best in the world" competition he faces in Greece next month.

He works closely with a team of coaches to condition himself physically, mentally and emotionally for the intense battle ahead. He lets Steven Schram, a chiropractic acupuncturist with a University of Maryland PhD, stick needles into his legs, arms, face and head -- which Sohm insists enables him to relax his body and focus his mind. From Sohm's native Austria, via an online chat program, holistic coach Michaela Angerer counsels him on how to work through performance blocks such as fear of failure.

But Aldo Sohm is not an athlete. He's a sommelier. America's best sommelier.

After being named the top sommelier in Austria four times since 2002 and the best in America earlier this year by the American Sommelier Association, 35-year-old Sohm is one of 46 candidates due to arrive on the Greek island of Rhodes next month to compete for the International Association of Sommeliers' top prize. Sohm is clearly out to win. The competition involves a written test of global wine knowledge, plus challenges including blind tasting and identification of wines and pairing wine with food. Sohm has advisers to help him prepare for each trial. He has adapted German author Vera Birkenbihl's strategies for memory training and improvement, and he uses Mindjet Corp.'s MindManager software to create "mind maps" that help him visualize the links among wines, regions, soils and more.

"During a competition, I'll have just three minutes to describe a wine's color, nose and taste; determine its quality level; recommend a food pairing; and come as close as possible to naming its varietal, vintage and region of origin," Sohm says. "This is where tasting experience comes together with theoretical knowledge."

Between lunch and dinner service from 3 to 5:30 p.m. every day at Wallse, one of the three New York City restaurants whose wine lists he oversees, Sohm tastes wine. A lot of wine. A typical day has him sampling 5 to 10 of them, but he's tasted as many as 100 at a time.

"Every time I sample a wine, I scan it for data," Sohm says. "Everyone eats and drinks every day, but very few people ever really taste. Concentrating on what's in the glass is essential to memorizing a wine's level of acidity, alcohol and fruit."

Even more important to his success than memorization, he says, is achieving an optimal competitive state -- or "getting into the flow." Before every competition, he centers himself by reading passages from one of his favorite books, "The Alchemist," by Paulo Coelho.

"I learn something new every time I read it," he says. "Many people are too lazy or lack courage to go after their dreams. But, in fact, life is fair and supportive. You just have to see the signs."

Who better than America's best sommelier to ask what to drink with the ham and lamb so popular this season?

"Ham is what we eat for Easter in Austria, and I definitely recommend white wine with ham," says Sohm. His picks from his native country include two Gruner Veltliners: a Bernhard Ott Rosenberg ($15) and a Schloss Gobelsburg Lamm ($46). He also suggests a Leitz Dragonstone Riesling ("a dry-style German Riesling with a bit of residual sugar, which works well with the ham," $17) or a 2005 Tesch Unplugged Riesling ("great fruit, mineral and complexity," Germany, $10) that he praised with such enthusiasm we had to taste it for ourselves.

For lamb lovers, Sohm offers three possibilities. "Calera Pinot Noir Central Coast ($23) is fantastic, and the 2004 is beautiful with delicate sweet fruit, spice from the soil, a soft oak touch and nice tannin, which gives it character," he says. "You can get a great pinot noir in Au Bon Climat's Knox Alexander ($45), which is an outstanding producer. The fruit is upfront, and the wine is not overoaked." Both are from California.

For those looking for a blowout wine for celebrating a special occasion over lamb, he suggests the Aldo Conterno Barolo Granbussia (Italy, $140). "It's a ripe, spice-driven wine, and roast lamb softens all the edges of its tannins," he says. Having taste-tested Sohm's recommended pairings of the Tesch Riesling with ham and both the Au Bon Climat and Calera pinot noir with lamb, we can attest that as his competition nears, he's in fine form.

Karen Page and Andrew Dornenburg are the award-winning authors of "What to Drink With What You Eat" and several other books. They can be reached through their Web site,http://www.becomingachef.com, or atfood@washpost.com.
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2005 Leitz Dragonstone Riesling

Germany, $17

Flavors: rich fruit and high acidity balanced with a bit of residual sugar and a long, juicy lime finish

Alcohol:8 percent

Pair with: Asian dishes (mild to moderately spicy), chicken, ham, pork

2005 Bernhard Ott Gruner Veltliner Rosenberg

Austria, $15

Flavors: juicy green apple freshness and acidity with soft spice notes

Alcohol:13 percent

Pair with: asparagus, goat cheese, ham, pork, salads, seafood, veal

2005 Calera Pinot Noir Central Coast

California, $23

Flavors: dark cherries and plums, spice notes, plus soft oak and tannins

Alcohol:14.5 percent

Pair with: beef, duck, lamb, mushrooms, salmon, tuna, veal chops

2003 Lan Crianza Rioja

Spain, $11

Flavors: dark red berries and spices balanced by smooth tannins

Alcohol:13 percent

Pairs with: beef, cheese (especially manchego), game and game birds, lamb, pork, stews

Available at: Calvert Woodley, Chevy Chase Wine &amp; Spirits

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

Retailers: Calvert Woodley, 4339 Connecticut Ave. NW, 202-966-0445; Chevy Chase Wine &amp; Spirits, 5544 Connecticut Ave. NW, 202-363-4000; MacArthur Beverages, 4877 MacArthur Blvd. NW, 202-338-1433; Mills Fine Wine and Spirits, 87 Main St., Annapolis, 410-263-2888; Nick's of Clinton, Gateway Plaza, 3953 St. Charles Pkwy., Waldorf, 301-843-4825.

