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Gil Kulers' wine pick: 2005 Joseph Drouhin Laforet Bourgogne Blanc

Published on: 04/12/07

• 2005 Joseph Drouhin Laforet Bourgogne Blanc, France

•$12

•Two thumbs up. Buttery, creamy aromas with fresh lemon and floral notes. It offers flavors of juicy pear and green apple with a nice selection of spices and just enough fresh lemon. Fairly complex yet easily enjoyed.

Last week's column on Burgundy had not made it into print before I received this letter from ajc.com reader Tom McGuinness of Chattanooga. McGuinness writes, in part: "Don't you ever write about wines that I can afford? Who's going to pay $85 for a bottle of wine?"

Well, Tom, despite the fact that you didn't mention anything about the 800 words above the wine reviews — in which I suggested you should love Burgundian wines but not pay too much attention to reviewers of Burgundian wines — I'm coming back at you with some lovely white Burgundies from the bargain basement.

For last week's column, I blind-tasted 45 white Burgundies (the ancestral home of chardonnay). The most expensive was $160; the least expensive was $10. I listed my top picks, and there was at least one that should have appealed to the most budget-conscious among us ($22).

But I'm guessing Tom wants the price of his wines to be like spring weather in Minneapolis: in the single digits. Let me introduce you to Joseph Drouhin (or at least the winery that bears his name). Drouhin makes two inexpensive wines that nearly cracked last week's list. The 2005 Drouhin Laforet and the 2005 Saint-Véran are both under $15.

OK, so they're slightly above the magic $9.99 price point, but I don't think you'll find better Burgundy bargains anywhere.

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. Contact him at gil.kulers@winekulers.com.
Chicago Tribune

Finding a match made in heaven

Pairing wine with food can be daunting, but help is available in many forms

Published April 11, 2007

Sorting out which wine goes with which food has gotten easier of late. You can find help in books, classes and online -- and even in a quick chat with your favorite wine retailer.

Books on wine and food matching have been hot. Some to consider include "Perfect Pairings," by Evan Goldstein, "Everyday Dining with Wine," by Andrea Immer Robinson, and "What to Drink with What You Eat," by Andrew Dornenburg and Karen Page.

Goldstein's book features recipes by his mother, Joyce Goldstein, the San Francisco-based chef and author. Each recipe comes with wine suggestions. There are three wines each at "everyday," "premium" and "splurge" levels.

Robinson also offers recipes and wine pairings, along with chapters focusing on popular varietals like sauvignon blanc, chardonnay, shiraz and pinot noir.

Dornenburg and Page present a formidable array of experts, including many from Chicago, in their book, which offers an encyclopedic roster of pairing suggestions. One chapter offers matches for wine, the next offers matches for food. So thorough are they that there are wines to go with fast-food fried chicken.

Beyond the books

Internet surfers may want to click on the Web site of Canadian wine writer Natalie MacLean. At NatalieMacLean.com, visitors can access a free database for general recommendations of what wines go best with chicken chow mein (an Italian frascati) or braised lamb shanks (a syrah or shiraz) or baked Alaska (tawny port).

The Food Network has a handy chart on its Web site, foodnetwork.com. Just click on "party ideas" and work your way down to "wine & drinks." The chart offers inexpensive, moderately priced and expensive wine picks for popular foods.

If you want to find out what your fellow Net surfers drink with, say, "asparagus wrapped in smoked salmon on a bed of scrambled eggs," check out the postings at Strat's Place, www.stratsplace.com/winefood.html, a forum on wine, gardening and the arts.

Tastings are sprouting up everywhere; indeed, it seems you can't operate a wine store these days without having some sort of tasting, even if it's six wines set out on a card table. Classes can be fun. The Chopping Block, for example, is hosting a "sommelier series" of pros offering their take on wines. (Call 773-472-6700.) Bin 36 restaurant has pairing classes, including wine and cheese matches on April 29 and food and wine "synergy" on May 17. (For tickets, go to bin36.com or call 312-755-9463).

And, of course, you can ask for advice from a wine merchant or restaurant sommelier. These folks can guide you to the right wine. Keep a journal if you can, writing down the labels or grape varieties that seem to work particularly well with certain dishes. After a while, you'll have your own roster of go-to wines for any situation.

No matter what, don't get discouraged and don't think you're alone out there.

"Remember, celebrated sommeliers out there are basically doing the same," pointed out Diana Hamann of Wine Goddess Consulting. "There's no play-by-play rule book out there on perfect food and wine pairings. The best way to become a champion food and wine pairer is to drink a lot of wine, and eat a lot of food. Together."

How true. Don't become a stickler for rules other people make up, like red wine with meat and white wine with fish. Drink what makes you happy.

Tips while you sip

That said, most wine drinkers want the optimal experience when pairing wine with food, even if the food in question is an Indian curry, a Japanese hot pot or a Mexican tamale wrapped in a fragrant banana leaf. Here's where some counsel from the pros comes in handy.

"Most people come from a place of confusion," said Brian Duncan, wine director of Bin 36 restaurant, who delights in introducing customers to new wines. "To really break it down for people, they have to understand some basic principles. It helps to know the different grape varietals."

Pinot noir, for example, has more acidity than a cabernet sauvignon so it cleans the palate and pairs well with rich, fatty meats, he said.

Tracy Lewis Liang, wine director of Treasure Island Foods, also points to pinot noir as very food-friendly. Other reds she said to consider are Italian barbera, grenache and syrah. (But not Australian shiraz. Apt to be too big and syrupy, she said.)

"People too often neglect white wines," she added. "They think red wine is prestigious and it's not a meal without red wine. They forget white wines are fantastic food partners."

Her choices? Dry riesling or pinot gris.

"Another thing that always comes up is oakiness and alcohol content," Liang said. "Wines super-high in alcohol, whether a super-ripe California chardonnay or zinfandel, are simply not food-friendly. They're too heavy, they don't have enough acidity to balance out the food. They're sort of a meal on their own."

Duncan said that one big mistake most people make in pairing food and wine is to concentrate on the "main protein" of the meal rather than the sauces and seasonings that affect flavor. A piece of halibut in a light lemon sauce is not going to taste like the same fish rubbed in barbecue spices, he said, and consumers need to adjust their wine choices accordingly.

Hamann said it all comes down to balance.

"If you imagine your palate a boxing ring, you really want no clear winner between your food and wine," she said. "This is a scenario where diplomacy is key, and you want an even-Steven tie between the two."

Dallas Morning News

Cuvaison rolls out its new vintages

08:20 AM CDT on Wednesday, April 11, 2007

It's spring, and winemaker Steve Rogstad is on the road, talking up Cuvaison's new vintages.

It's not difficult. This Napa Valley winery is known for its chardonnays.

"We're a chardonnay house that's also a boutique red-wine producer," Mr. Rogstad says.

One of his wines is the 2005 Cuvaison flagship Chardonnay, entry-level to the line, but hardly an entry-level wine. It is driven by stone-fruit flavors such as peach and apricot, with just a blush of citrus. "But the wines are not heavy or syrupy," he adds.

Rather, the flavors and aromas are bright and clean, with a touch of honey and cream woven into the crisp finish. Suggested retail is $25, and it's widely available where fine wine is sold.

But Mr. Rogstad also is here to introduce his new baby, the 2004 Brandlin Mt. Veeder Cabernet Sauvignon. This is the first vintage of the single-vineyard wine that has found its way into commercial release.

With a little help from malbec, petite verdot and cabernet franc, it erupts with bright dark red fruit and chocolate aromas that spin out in layers on the palate, showing floral hints and flickers of herbs. Brandlin is a limited-production wine that will be primarily available at restaurants, when Texas' allocation arrives later this spring.

Denver Post

Wine of the week: Vilmart Champagne Brut Cuvée Rubis

Article Last Updated:04/10/2007 08:38:49 PM MDT

Vilmart Champagne Brut Cuvée Rubis, about $71

People love to apply gender stereotypes to wine: Women like pink, for instance, and real men like big reds. But I know dozens of manly guys who drink pink, and women who love big reds with a bloody rare steak.

So when it comes time to buy a celebratory wine for a guy who's done something great - like, say, Tucker Shaw, who's just published a book on cooking for guys - I'm not going for the jacked-up cabernet. I'm going with the sexiest sparkling wine I can find, one that has buoyant bubbles for the celebratory effect along with enough full cherry flavor to stand up to anything from Cheetos to steak.

That Vilmart Champagne Cuvée Rubis happens to be a warm shade of light red just gives it bonus points for style.

Imported by Terry Theise Selections/Michael Skurnik Wines, Syosset, N.Y. | Tara Q. Thomas

Detroit News
Try this sleek Italian red

Madeline Triffon: Wine

Don't miss: La Mozza "I Perazzi" Morellino di Scansano 2004 Tuscany $18

Style: A true expression of Italian Sangiovese, sleek and dusty-dry with dark berry and crisp citrus flavors.

"Old World" is a phrase signifying Europe and often bandied about by wine lovers. It conjures up a feeling of earth, tradition and complexity.

That spirit is beautifully reflected in this Sangiovese-dominated red. The nose is fantastic, deep and rustic, with the promise of dried fruit, citrus rind and snappy tannin that comes true on the palate. The wine is balanced and quite dry; dark cherry fruit and a kiss of oak fatten up the flavor. It's all one would want and expect from a traditional Tuscan red. Bring on the antipasti!

There's culinary gold dust associated with this label: primary owner is Chef Mario Batali working in partnership with the Bastianich family. Lydia Bastianich has long been revered for her glorious Manhattan restaurant Felidia. Lydia's son, Joe Bastianich, partnered with Batali in creating Dark Star Imports, which ships La Mozza out of Italy. Joe and Mario are also partners in the New York eateries Babbo, Otto, Esca and Becco.

The wine is 85 percent Morellino, a clone of Sangiovese, grown in the township of Scansano. It's blended with Syrah and native Tuscan varieties. Morellino di Scansano lies west of Montalcino of Brunello fame. "Maremma" is derived from "mare, Latin for sea. "Mozza" refers to a jagged rip in the hillside property. "I Perazzi" are the wild pear trees that grow on the property.

For retail sources: Contact Veritas Distributors at veritas dist@sbcglobal.net.

Tuscany's Gold Coast

Maremma defines the Tuscan coastline that runs for about 100 miles south of Livorno. The area is a hotbed of modern winemaking, anchored by Bolgheri, birthplace of the Super Tuscan movement that pioneered Cabernet Sauvignon in the area. Sangiovese is the primary red grape variety, in all its clonal variations, including Morellino. Morellino's name refers to its dark, blackish color. Cabernet Sauvignon performs remarkably well here, and Syrah is showing strong promise.

Sangiovese (san-joe-vay-zay), or "blood of Jove," is an ancient red grape variety. Its parentage was only recently identified, part Tuscan and part Calabrese. Numerous clones produce wines as intense as Brunello di Montalcino and as dilute as poor Chianti. Its two primary families are Sangiovese Grosso (Brunello, Prugnolo Gentile) and Sangiovese Piccolo (Sangioveto, Morellino). All of Sangiovese's incarnations invariably include zippy, sometimes piercing, acidity and corresponding drying tannins.

Madeline Triffon is wine director for the Matt Prentice Restaurant Group. To comment on this column, e-mail eats&drinks@det news.com.

Michigan and New York wineries invited to Riesling summit at Chateau Ste. Michelle

Michigan's Chateau Grand Traverse is one of only four American Riesling growers east of the Rockies to make it to the short list of participants in the first Riesling Rendezvous at Chateau Ste. Michelle in Woodinville, Wash., June 24-26.

The Old Mission Peninsula winery is joined by New York's Dr. Konstantin Frank, Sheldrake Point and Anthony Road at the three-day event, with panel tastings, workshops and food pairings celebrating all styles of Rieslings.

The event, geared to winemakers and writers, is hugely significant for this half of the country: It means the famous growers in Germany, Alsace, Australia, New Zealand, the Niagara Peninsula in Ontario, and the Pacific Northwest, as well as top writers like Stuart Pigott (author of numerous books on German wine), Howard Goldberg (New York Times) and Paul Gregutt (Seattle Times), will get a fresh taste of what we can make in the East.

This honor is a particular tribute to Michigan's Sean O'Keefe, specialty winemaker at Chateau Grand Traverse, because of his passion for the grape and his time spent promoting Michigan Dry Rieslings. Last year, he persuaded Pigott, the British wine critic considered the premier writer on German wines, to visit the state.

"We're finally getting some traction. It's nice to get recognition," said O'Keefe, who plans to pour a range of Rieslings, including the Chateau Grand Traverse Whole Cluster and Dry. Sean's dad, Ed O'Keefe, who founded the winery, planted the first Riesling grapes in Northwest Michigan in 1974. The O'Keefes currently have 58 acres of estate Riesling vines, as well as 16 newly planted acres, and 24 more under contract with nearby growers.

The three New York wineries invited to the Riesling fest are in the Finger Lakes region. Frederick Frank and his late father, Willy, have been tireless in promoting Rieslings at Dr. Konstantin Frank. Johannes Reinhardt sets lofty standards at Anthony Road, as does Michigan-born winemaker Dave Breeden at Sheldrake Point, who has made wine in the Finger Lakes for 10 years.

The Riesling extravaganza is the joint project of Chateau Ste. Michelle, a longtime Riesling grower, and the acclaimed German winery, Dr. Loosen.

Ernst Loosen (pronounced Low-zen) is carrying on his family's 200-year tradition of Riesling production in the Mosel at Dr. Loosen Estate and is a partner with Chateau Ste. Michelle in the production of the Erioca and Saint M Rieslings.

"I've been running around the world for 20 years now, preaching the gospel of Riesling," said Loosen, "and it's so gratifying that we can now seriously think about putting on such an event. Riesling has definitely made a comeback."

The roster of attendees is a who's who of the Riesling world, including Katharina Prum of J.J. Prum in the Mosel, who is making wine with her father at the legendary estate in Wehlen, Germany; Nik Weis of Weingut St. Urbans-Hof also in the Mosel, whose Rieslings seem to always grab 90 points or more in the top U.S. wine magazines; Philipp Wittmann of Weingut Wittmann in Germany's Rheinhessen, considered a Riesling genius; Maurice Barthhelme of Domain Albert Mann, who makes wine off sites in five Grand Cru vineyards of Alsace; Jeffrey Grosset of Grosset Wines in the Clare Valley of Australia, considered one of that country's best Riesling producers; Angelo Paven and Tom Pennachetti of Cave Spring Vineyards on the Niagara Peninsula in Ontario, home to some of that province's oldest vinifera plantings; and Bob Bertheau of Chateau Ste. Michelle, where Riesling has been produced for more than 40 years. And these stars are not the only ones.

This is going to be one big Riesling love-in!

Weather in Michigan wine country: The bitter cold, on the heels of a few days of springlike weather, has not affected the wine grapes up north or in the southwest, which are still dormant, but it has devastated early-budding cherry, peach and apricot orchards, located inward from Lake Michigan in the southwest. According to the Southwest Michigan Fruit Report put out by MSU Extension's Mark Longstroth, tart cherry growers report heavy losses in Allegan and Van Buren counties. Early developing apples also were hit in this region. Concord growers will have to play a wait-and-see game as many primary buds were nipped.

Big Rock rocks for Michigan Wine Month: Larry Mawby of L. Mawby Vineyards, Jim Lester of Wyncroft and Lee Lutes of Black Star will pour wines at a walk-around tasting and grazing at 6:30 p.m. on Wednesday, April 18, at the Big Rock Chophouse in Birmingham. Mawby will have his Blanc de Blanc, Cremant, Talisman and M. Lawrence bubblies. Lutes will pour his Rieslings and Pinot Grigios, along with Pinot Noir and the Leorie Vineyards Merlot-Cabernet Franc. Wyncroft will feature its Madron Lake Vineyard Riesling and Gewurztraminer and Avonlea Vineyard Chardonnay and Pinot Noir. The cost is $75 per person, all-inclusive. Reservations are required as space is limited. Call (248) 647-7774 or go to the Web site. This is one rare event and worth attending.

New Wine Country guide out: Four pages bigger than last year's book and covering the state's 50 wineries, this publication is free and contains all the info you need to tour Michigan wineries. You'll find directions and maps, along with a yearlong list of events. The "what's new" section of the 48-page guide offers suggestions for wines to try when you're at the wineries, as well as a look at the 2006 vintage. Michigan Wine Country is available online or by calling (517) 241-1207. (The recording has not been updated, but rest assured you will get the 2007, not 2006, guide.)

-- April 12, 2007

Houston Chronicle
A winery with all the right moves

Chardonnays and pinots are part of Cuvaison's success story

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

April 9, 2007, 4:52PM

It's called being ahead of the curve.

American wine drinkers were easing toward pinot noir before the movie Sideways pushed the button three years ago. Now pinot is all the rage; many wineries can't keep it in stock, and more is being planted daily.

The downside to pinot's new popularity is the fear that it may become the new merlot: overplanted, overcropped, under-quality.

Napa Valley's Cuvaison Winery saw the trend toward pinot coming years ago. Winemaker Steve Rogstad was in Houston recently and told me that "pinot noir is becoming more important for us."

So much so that when the winery's vineyard in Carneros developed phylloxera (a vine-killing plant louse) and had to be replanted on resistant rootstock, it also earmarked previously unplanted acreage to pinot noir.

And built a new winery right in the middle of the vineyard.

The original Cuvaison Winery (cuvaison is French for wine fermenting on the grape skins) is on the northeast side of the Napa Valley, near Calistoga. It was founded in 1969 by two Silicon Valley engineers, along with a 27-acre vineyard. It's been owned by a wealthy Swiss family, the Schmidheinys, since 1979, when they also bought 400 acres at the south end of the valley, in the Carneros region. A few years ago they purchased a prime vineyard, the 170-acre Brandlin Ranch on Mount Veeder, on the west side of the valley.

In 2002, Rogstad came on as winemaker, and in '04 Cuvaison built that new winery in the middle of its Carneros property.

"We got tired of trucking our fruit all the way up to Calistoga," Rogstad said.

No wine is made at the old winery near Calistoga, but it serves as a tasting room. Cuvaison also custom-crushes for other brands there.

Today Cuvaison makes about 65,000 cases of wine, two-thirds of which is chardonnay. The Carneros bottling is the flagship, he said, made from about 50 different lots from the vineyard. It's a fairly rich version, with some citrus undertones.

There also is a Cuvaison Estate Collection chardonnay, which was leaner, with more acidity. Rogstad said it comes from a single block of old Wente clone fruit, "and it needs longer aging before we release it."

The pinot noir — call it a blend of Old and New World styles — gets gentle handling, he said, because the fruit needs to express itself both on the palate and with its unique aromatics.

Finally we tasted the newest member of the Cuvaison family, the Brandlin cabernet sauvignon. The wine is excellent — and expensive. And it carries the Brandlin name, "to showcase Mount Veeder."

That vineyard, by the way, was planted in 1926, when the area was known as the Napa Redwoods. Can you imagine culling redwood trees to plant vines?

The wines from Cuvaison

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

* * * * * = Outstanding

* * * * = Fine

* * * = Good

* * = Fair

* = Poor

(*) = indicates ageability

Cuvaison wines are distributed in Houston by Republic Beverage (832-782-1000). Prices are suggested retail.

    * 2005 Cuvaison Carneros Chardonnay - **** - rich fruit with tropical undertones and citrus nuances; nice finish; $22.

    * 2004 Cuvaison Estate Collection Chardonnay - ****(½) - leaner, tighter, with more noticeable acidity; another 6-12 months in the bottle wouldn't hurt; $35.

    * 2005 Cuvaison Carneros Pinot Noir - ****½ - very good aromatics of beet root, cinnamon and sandalwood; similar flavor, with good acidic backbone; a New World style with a nod to the Old World; $30.

    * 2004 Brandlin Cabernet Sauvignon - ****½ - spicy black fruit, with an exterior hardness but a softness underneath; hints of mocha and just a faint trace of tobacco; won't be here for a couple of months; $80.

Wine Find: 2004 Zaca Mesa "Z Cuvée''

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

April 9, 2007, 4:59PM

HOW WE RATE THE WINES

* * * * * = Outstanding

* * * * = Fine

* * * = Good

* * = Fair

* = Poor

(*) = indicates ageability

    *

      History: There's a dandy little winery in Southern California's Santa Ynez Valley called Zaca Mesa, owned by the Cushman family. In 1978, it was the first in its area to plant syrah, and it's known for its Rhône varietals. In addition to single-varietal wines (syrah, marsanne, roussanne), Zaca Mesa also makes a Châteauneuf-du-Pape-style red blend called "Z Cuvée,'' year in and year out one of the best of its kind. In fact, if I had a Wine Hall of Fame, this would be in it. The 2004 Zaca Mesa "Z Cuvée'' - ****½ - is a blend of grenache, mourvèdre, syrah and cinsault, aged in French oak and redolent of red and black fruit, a hint of cooked meat, a touch of herbs and a splash of oak vanillin. In short, yum.

    *

      Pairings: This diverse wine could pair with leg of lamb, burgers off the grill, even salmon.

    *

      Suggested retail: $18.

    *

      From: Republic Beverage, 832-782-1000.

LA Times
Cultivating Carneros

Larry Hyde, custom grower to an all-star list of winemakers, lovingly tinkers and prods to create unique fruit.

By Corie Brown

Times Staff Writer

April 11, 2007

Carneros — LARRY HYDE surveys his vineyard from the front seat of his "mule," a beat-up green truck small enough to drive down narrow vineyard rows, each vine within easy reach of the 61-year-old farmer's calloused fingers. One after the other, he tells the stories behind each of his 52 vineyard plots as he passes. The angle of each row, the soils and the genetics of each vine are puzzle pieces that he works to match. After 28 years, he says, the 180-acre Hyde Vineyard is still revealing itself. Perhaps his sons, now 23 and 21, will live long enough to learn its true character.

Though his words might sound like viticultural grandiosity, Hyde considers his long view simply practical. Vineyard experiments take years, sometimes decades, to show results. His vine-by-vine tinkering has required planting and replanting plots to discover the types and varieties of vines that work best in each section of Hyde Vineyard.

The winemakers who produce wines with grapes from Hyde Vineyard, an all-star lineup that includes Kistler Vineyards, Kongsgaard Wine, Paul Hobbs, Mia Klein's Selene Wines, Ramey Wine Cellars and Patz & Hall agree with him. And in 1999, the elite club expanded to include international wine celebrity Aubert de Villaine, codirector of Burgundy's Domaine de la Romanée-Conti. Hyde's cousin by marriage, Villaine has partnered with Hyde in HdV Wines, a winery using Hyde Vineyard fruit.

It's not just grapes that Hyde supplies to other winemakers. The vine stock he's cultivated is just as sought-after as his fruit. Cuttings he has shared with his friends are the backbone of a new generation of vineyards in Napa Valley and Sonoma.

At the pinnacle of the California wine industry is a handful of vineyards such as Hyde, operated by growers who cater to prestigious winemakers. The fruit is sold by the acre instead of by weight. Each winemaker controls his or her particular parcels, dictating farming methods and the amount of fruit produced as well as harvest dates.

Hyde Vineyard is so prestigious it's often designated on the wine bottle label. Paul Hobbs has a Hyde Vineyard-designated Cabernet Sauvignon as well as a Pinot Noir. Patz & Hall has both a Chardonnay and a Pinot Noir labeled "Hyde Vineyard." Selene produces a Hyde Vineyard Sauvignon Blanc.

"Larry invented the concept of the custom grower 20 years ago," says John Kongsgaard, who uses Hyde grapes in his Napa Valley Chardonnay. "I'd ask for no leaves on the morning side of the row except for one leaf fluttering above the grape cluster, and he did it. The guy next to me in the vineyard wanted exactly the opposite thing, and he'd do what that guy wanted. Every few acres are farmed completely differently."

"Larry knows every vine in his vineyard," says David Ramey with Ramey Wine Cellars, who along with many of the other winemakers asks Hyde to farm organically, which he prefers.

Over the years, the individual relationships between Hyde and his winemakers have become more like partnerships, extending into perpetuity with no need to renegotiate contracts. It's a club no one wants to leave, they say, with a long list of winemakers waiting to get in. "Larry is creative; he takes risks. What winemaker wouldn't want to be a part of that?" Selene Wines' Klein asks.

The uncommonly patient touch of the man who first planted wine grapes here in 1979 makes this slice of Carneros a viticultural hot spot, say the winemakers. The challenge of Hyde's partial paralysis, the result of a stroke when he was still in his 30s that forces him to rely on the mechanical "mule," only adds intensity to his viticultural mission, they say.

Not everyone saw greatness in Carneros. When Hyde bought the original 100-acre plot with his brother Richard and sister Diana, the most appealing characteristic was its low price. "In 1979, you could count on your hands the number of vineyards down here," Hyde says.

*

A flourishing vineyard

CARNEROS developed as a viticultural afterthought to Napa and Sonoma. Stretching across the southern end of those two counties, the region's southern border is the flatlands above San Pablo Bay. The towns of Napa and Sonoma define its northern limits. Chilly fog from the bay blankets the land in the morning; ocean winds sweep in from the Pacific in the afternoon. The relatively light clay soils are shallow, extending only a few feet before hitting a layer of impenetrable clay. French Champagne house Taittinger defined it as a sparkling wine region when it established Domaine Carneros in 1987.

The bottom of the long, narrow Hyde Vineyard at Carneros Highway is only 20 feet above sea level. Tucked in a warm, northeast corner of Carneros, it is protected from the often-brutal Sonoma winds. Soils extend 3 feet before giving way to cement-like clay subsoils. A mile and a half away at the northern end of the vineyard, the elevation rises to 200 feet and the top layer of clay soils mixed with sand and rocks is somewhat deeper.

Trained to be a winemaker — working at Ridge Vineyards, Joseph Phelps Vineyards and Stags' Leap Winery — Hyde was new to farming and not sure which grape varieties would flourish in Carneros. He planted several kinds, experimenting from the start.

Today, with 62 acres planted to Chardonnay and 26 acres in Pinot Noir vines, Burgundian varieties dominate the vineyard. There are Syrah plots in the cooler lower vineyard; in the warmer north end, Hyde has planted Cabernet Sauvignon, Cabernet Franc and Merlot.

But, says James Hall, a partner in Patz & Hall, "Chardonnay is the vineyard's sweet spot." The loamy clay soils and cool climate are right. But the secret, he says, is the wide variety of Chardonnay vines cultivated by Hyde. Plant diversity in the field translates into more complex wines in the glass.

Vines are classified first by variety — for instance, Chardonnay. There are many clones of Chardonnay, each identified by its genetic match to a "mother" vine. A third level of diversity comes from the various types of vines that develop within each clonal family.

"Larry stuck with California heirlooms — Wente, Calera, Robert Young — when everyone was planting French Dijon clones," Hall says. "He was old-fashioned, out of date, and right."

In a painstaking trial-and-error process, Hyde continues to experiment with several types of each heirloom clone, pairing them with different root stocks and planting them in different plots to determine where they will produce the most intriguing fruit.

"Larry is immune to the aggravation of agriculture," Kongsgaard says. "He's patient, even amused, with his vines, tolerant of their quirks. He knows he can't control them."

The result, Hall says, are vines that naturally produce exceptionally small crops of grapes with very small berries. Those grapes produce juice with intense flavors and aromas. The cool climate preserves the acids. "It's why so many winemakers are able to produce world-class Chardonnay here," he says.

It's also why most of those growers ask Hyde for cuttings. "We've propagated Larry's vines in our vineyards and even in the other vineyards where we buy fruit," says Mark Bixler, a partner in Kistler Vineyards.

Nearly everyone who has worked with Hyde's fruit has done the same. Paul Hobbs, Helen Turley, Mark Aubert and others now cultivate vines first grown at Hyde Vineyard. "He likes to send vine cuttings off to have adventures in other lands," Kongsgaard says, noting that his own vineyard has benefited from Hyde's generosity.

Unconventional vineyard theories appeal to Hyde. Driving around his patchwork of vineyard plots last week, he pointed out that many of the ones producing his best fruit have some kind of virus or disease. His theory: Disease is the key to great fruit.

Diseased vines don't live as long, Hyde explains, but they can produce mature-tasting fruit at an earlier age. "The wines have a longer finish, and the acids survive. The sugars come more slowly so the alcohol levels are lower," he says, noting that these are the hallmarks of fruit from mature vines.

That out-of-left-field thinking is what winemakers love about Hyde, says Paul Hobbs, whose Hyde Vineyard Pinot Noir was one of the first vineyard-designated wines released under his own label in 1992. "He's curious about what makes great wine," Hobbs says.

And Hyde has always made some for himself. Using a hand-cranked basket press and manual de-stemmer, he produces a couple of barrels a year of Merlot for himself and his family. "When Larry first called to tell me he was starting his own wine brand with a partner, I was worried," Ramey says. It was a huge leap from garage winemaker to becoming a vintner with his own winery. "Then he told me that his partner was Aubert de Villaine."

Villaine says his reasons for moonlighting from his job running Domaine de la Romanée-Conti are rooted in family ties. But the Burgundian winemaker had tasted the rising quality of the wines made with Hyde fruit, including the Merlot made in the garage behind the pre-fab yurt that was Hyde's original home at the vineyard.

*

Another world

"IT is an old envy I had, to make wine in California," Villaine says. "To see how Chardonnay behaves in such a place. It pleased the adventurer in me." Villaine avoids making Pinot Noir in California, saying "it's like having an affair on your wife."

In California, "I've discovered another world," Villaine says. "Carneros is cooler than Napa. The winds keep the acidity in the wines. We can make wines that are more European. The clay soils are quite closed, roots will go in but only so far. It is very favorable to Chardonnay."

HdV produces two Chardonnays, one with fruit from younger vines and one with fruit from older vines. There is a Syrah and a red wine that is 80% Merlot and 20% Cabernet Sauvignon.

"Larry's patchwork approach is very good," Villaine says. "The key to complexity and finesse is diversity with many clones, many root stocks. That creates more expositions that you can blend together." Experimentation in the vineyard, not technology in the winery, makes great wine.

"It is the difficult way," he says. "But I am more and more satisfied with the wines we are making in California."

Working with land that has so little history with its vineyards, "is a little strange," he says. "To be a part of giving identity to that land, this is very exciting."

*

Wine of the Week: 2004 Il Poggione Rosso di Montalcino, Italy

S. Irene Virbila

April 11, 2007

The Il Poggione estate makes superb age-worthy Brunello di Montalcino, but it also, like most Brunello producers, makes a younger wine for earlier drinking. And in 2004, Il Poggione made a killer rosso di Brunello. A brilliant ruby red, it is luscious and ripe, but with enough structure and sheer stuff to carry it from an antipasto of prosciutto di Parma all the way through the entire meal to an aged pecorino cheese. This is delicious drinking.

Pair it with pasta fagioli, spaghetti with lamb ragù, a lasagna made with a classic Bolognese sauce, or with grilled sausages and meats from the barbecue.

*

Quick swirl

Region: Tuscany

Price: About $20

Style: Vibrant and juicy

Food it goes with: Pasta with lamb ragù, grilled sausages and meats.

Where you find it: John & Pete's Fine Wines & Spirits in West Hollywood, (310) 657-3080; Vintage Wines in San Diego, (858) 549-2112; and Wine Exchange in Orange (714) 974-1454 and (800) 769-4639.

— S. Irene Virbila

Miami Herald

Unpronounceable grapes; very drinkable wines

By FRED TASKER

ftasker@MiamiHerald.com

As Aristotle lay dying, the story goes, his disciples asked him to anoint a successor. In his gentle way, the philosopher asked for flagons of wine from the Greek islands of Rhodes and Lesbos. He tasted both, and said: ''Without any disparagement to that from Rhodes, I think the Lesbian wine is most delicate.'' And so his pupil from Lesbos won the post.

The Greeks have been making wine for at least 3,600 years. For a few centuries, there was one little glitch: Winemakers tended to seal the tops of the amphorae -- the ceramic jugs that held their wares -- with pine resin. It made the wine taste like Lysol. (Well, taste like Lysol smells; I haven't actually sipped the cleaning liquid.)

To this day, a Greek friend swears that I would like retsina wines if only I would try them with grilled octopus in an outdoor cafe in Athens. I doubt it. Luckily, the retsina fad peaked in the 1960s, and most Greek wines today are resin-free.

What's better, Greek vineyard owners have largely resisted the economic pressure to tear out native vines and replace them with merlot, chardonnay and other international grapes in order to boost exports. They go on happily growing grapes we can't pronounce, with names like agiorgitiko, assyritiko, athiri, moschofilero, roditis and hynomavro. Some of them make lovely wines.

The white table wine made of the moschofilero grape by Boutari Winery is delicate, even gentle, relatively low in alcohol at 11.5 percent, with flavors of Key limes and kiwi and a tiny hint of sweetness. A marvelous aperitif wine.

The crisp, minerally white wine called Santorini, made on the beautiful Aegean island of the same name from the assyritiko grape, is touted for serving with grilled octopus and Asia Minor-style hummus. It's the best-selling wine in Greece.

Other grapes come from Macedonia, the Greek province on the Aegean; Naoussa, a village on the Greek island of Paros; and Mantinia, a region on the mainland.

The wines listed here are readily available in better wine shops. If you want to drink them in the manner of the ancient Greeks, leave them to the final half of the evening meal, the part called the symposion. Bring in three kratirs, or bowls, of wine, and make sure each guest gets an equal amount.

In Greek literature, in a play by Euboulos, the ceremony is described by the wine god Dionysos: The first bowl is for health, the second for love and pleasure, the third for sleep. Works for me.

HIGHLY RECOMMENDED

• 2005 Boutari Moschofilero Dry White Wine, Mantinia Region, Greece (moschofilero grape): aromas and flavors of flowers, Key limes, kiwi; light-bodied, gentle, tiny hint of sweetness; $16.

RECOMMENDED

• 2005 Boutari Santorini Dry White Wine (assyritiko grape, island of Santorini): tart lime and mineral flavors; very crisp; medium body; $17.

• 2001 Boutari Grande Reserve, Appellation of Origen Naoussa (xinomavro grape): red berry and bitter almond flavors; light body; crisp; $23.

• 2003 Boutari Evinos, regional wine of Macedonia (xinomavro, merlot): red berries and cinnamon; light body; crisp; $23.
NY Times

To Study Wine, Buy and Drink

By ERIC ASIMOV

April 11, 2007

PEOPLE ask me, more often than any other question by far, where to go to learn about wine.

Usually I tell them to go home.

No kidding. The best place to learn about wine is at home, particularly if you stop off at a good wine shop on the way.

What I’m about to propose is a do-it-yourself method that has a lot to offer to just about anybody who loves wine, or wants to learn about it. In fact, if you’ll join in with me, we will take this home wine class together and be the better for it. Let me explain.

Wine classes are best if you already know a little something and have decided that you are enthusiastic enough to pursue a passion. But for beginners they can be daunting, and they tend to teach more about how to describe wines rather than helping you learn what you like.

Books can be inspiring and entertaining, and at some point they are essential. But they pose similar problems for beginners. Do you think you can learn to play golf by reading a book? Of course not. You have to get out there and struggle, for years most likely.

Learning about wine is far more pleasant. All you have to do — almost — is drink it.

My approach does require a little thought and a modest bit of work, though, because you will learn only if you pursue wine systematically.

First, identify a good wine shop near you. If the answer isn’t obvious, ask a wine-obsessed friend for some recommendations. Second, find somebody at the shop with whom you seem to have a rapport and who is passionate about wine. Certain clues will help you gauge the passion. For example, if a salesperson tries to entice you by quoting scores from a consumer magazine, forget it. But if the salesperson explains why he or she loves a particular wine, it’s a very good sign.

Now you are ready to get down to business. Ask the salesperson for a mixed case — six red, six white — and give the shop a spending limit. You don’t need to be extravagant, but it’s not a time to stint, either. I suggest $250, give or take $50.

If the shop is a good one, you will be taking home a guide to the diverse and wonderful forms wine takes around the world. Some you will love, others you may detest. Either way, tasting a range is essential to learning about wine and about your own tastes.

Now comes the fun. Every night, or however often seems right, open one of the bottles with dinner. This is important. You want to drink a wine with food for the full experience.

Just the other night in a Spanish restaurant, I tasted a Rueda, a white wine made from the verdejo grape. On its own it was unexpectedly tart and pungent. With a bite of my shrimp-and-fig tapa, it was softer and more harmonious.

Over time you will gain a pretty good idea of which wines correspond with which foods. A really good wine shop may even have suggested general food pairings with the wines.

You will have to take some notes. Write down the name of the wine, the vintage, what you ate with it, and what you liked or didn’t like about it. It’s even easier than it sounds, especially if you don’t try to use the florid language of wine writers.

As you inhale the aromas and taste the flavors, think in general terms — was it sweet? Bitter? Did the aromas remind you of fruit, or maybe something else? Perhaps it didn’t taste like fruit at all, but like a beautiful sunset. Don’t know that I’ve had a sunset, but it’s evocative, at least.

The most important thing, though, is not how you describe the wine but whether you liked it or not, and whether you felt it enhanced what you ate or clashed with it. When you finish the case, return to the wine shop. Go over your list with the salesperson and, based on what you liked best, ask the shop to put together a second case of different bottles.

With this method you will gain a sense of what wines you like best. Eventually, if it’s fun, you may be motivated to find out even more.

That’s the time to buy a book or take a class, because now you have a context for organizing, understanding and digesting a blizzard of information. You may not be driving the ball 300 yards, or picking out Pomerols from Pommards, but you know what? Very few people do.

Now, as I said, I think this method is great not just for beginners but for anybody who wants to learn more about wine. So I’ve gone out and placed an order for a mixed case of wine on a $250 budget. In fact, I placed not just one order but two, from different shops, to see how the selection of the mixed case might differ and what that might mean.

For my first order, I called Lyle Fass at Chambers Street Wines in TriBeCa, an excellent, idiosyncratic shop that specializes in wines of the Loire, Burgundy and Piedmont. I know Lyle, and we share similar tastes for offbeat wines, so I asked him to please put together a case for me as he would for anybody else trying to learn about wine. It turns out that he gets a lot of requests like this.

“All the time,” he said. “It’s the funnest thing in the world.”

Out of curiosity, I also placed an order with a different sort of place, Sherry-Lehmann, the ultimate establishment wine shop. I spoke on the phone with Joy Land, a salesperson whom I didn’t know, but she knew exactly what I was after, and she quickly described her own palate.

“My background and my love is French wine,” Ms. Land said. “I like wines that are very elegant. I don’t like wines that are very big. I don’t like purple wines, or wines that stain your teeth.”

I’ll go along with that, though I do admit I kind of like purple.

I’ve now received both cases and they are similar conceptually, though they differ completely in the particulars. Both contain a Bordeaux, a red Burgundy and a white Burgundy. Both include a riesling and a zinfandel. Both include a sauvignon blanc, a Côtes du Rhône and a red from Italy. Both Lyle and Joy decided that one of the whites needed to be a Champagne.

I’ve got my work cut out for me, and I hope you’ll join me. I plan to keep you abreast of my progress on my blog, The Pour.

If you are newsprint-bound, check back here over the next couple of months and I’ll let you know what I’ve learned.

Homework

Your assignment: buy the following wines and drink them. Take notes. The lists were compiled by Lyle Fass of Chambers Street Wines in TriBeCa and Joy Land of Sherry-Lehmann.

LYLE'S CASE

Camille Savès Brut

Carte Blanche NV $36.99

Schäfer-Fröhlich

Nahe Halbtrocken 2005 $16.99

Picq Chablis Vieilles Vignes

2005 $19.99

Boulay Sancerre Chavignol

2005 $22.99

Pépière Muscadet sur Lie

2005 $9.99

Huet Vouvray Clos du Bourg

Demi-Sec 2002 $36.99

Maréchal Bourgogne Rouge

Cuvée Gravel 2005 $24.99

Paloumey Haut-Médoc

2004 $21.99

Sobon Estate Fiddletown

Lubenko Vineyard 2005 $19.99

Texier Côtes du Rhône

Brézème 2004 $15.99

Moris Morellino diScansano

2004 $15.99

Baudry Chinon Les Granges

2005 $14.99

JOY'S CASE

Deutz Brut NV $27.95

Selbach-Oster Zeltinger

Schlossberg Spätlese 2002 $22.95

Domaine Guy Roulot

Bourgogne Blanc

2004 $21.95

Villa Maria Private Bin

Marlborough Sauvignon Blanc

2006 $12.95

Salomon-Undhof Kremstal

Hochterrassen Grüner Veltliner

2005 $9.95

Tablas Creek Paso Robles

Esprit de Beaucastel Blanc

2004 $29.95

Mommessin Gevrey-Chambertin

2003 $34.95

Croix de Beaucaillou Saint-Julien

2003 $31.95

Ridge Sonoma County

Three Valleys

2005 $19.95

Guigal Côtes du Rhône

2003 $10.95

Allegrini Palazzo della Torre IGT

2003 $16.95

Enrique Foster Mendoza Malbec

Ique 2004 $8.95

Oregonian

Zonal clones will be the ticket for better Aussie shiraz

Sunday, April 08, 2007

MELBOURNE, Australia I n this era of presumed global warming, the catchphrase on wine lovers' lips everywhere is "cool climate." The Willamette Valley, for example, is widely recognized as a cool-climate zone, as are France's Burgundy region and virtually all of Germany's various wine districts.

Australia's traditional vineyard areas -- a tradition that dates back 150 years -- are all warm, even hot, areas for grape-growing. These traditional areas, such Barossa Valley north of Adelaide and Hunter Valley north of Sydney, excelled with Australia's greatest red grape, shiraz.

Australia's shiraz -- and everyone's else's -- originally came from France, where it's called syrah. The grape, and the name, might have come from ancient Persia (now Iran), home to a city called Shiraz. No one really knows.

We do know that it has numerous strains or clones. And that syrah -- more than pinot noir or cabernet sauvignon -- is uncommonly adaptive to either warm or cool climates.

The key is the clone. Australia, not surprisingly, has clones or strains of syrah that perform magnificently in warm-climate zones such as Barossa Valley, where the local shiraz is rich, intense and flavor-packed.

Increasingly, Australian winegrowers in southerly (read "cool") districts such as Mornington Peninsula, Yarra Valley or Gippsland are striving to create cool-climate versions of Australia's greatest red grape.

Are they succeeding? The results are mixed. Too often, these cool-climate Australian shirazes are rather shallow, lacking a full flavor dimension. This is not to say that they're supposed to taste like Barossa shiraz, but rather, that they're supposed to taste fully ripe. And often they don't.

The problem, most likely, is clonal. Nearly all the growers I've talked to were using local Australian shiraz clones. Guess where those clones were developed? You got it: warm, toasty Barossa Valley.

What's more, when I mentioned California's recent, and stunning, success growing cool-climate syrah using what's called the ENTAV clones, almost everyone looked blank. The dean of Australia's wine writers, James Halliday, said he'd never heard of ENTAV. Neither had all but one of the growers I spoke with. Likely, it's just a matter of nomenclature, as Australia's wine writers and growers are well-traveled and usually very well informed.

Among American syrah producers, the term ENTAV is commonplace. ENTAV is a French acronym for Establissement National Technique pour l'Amelioration de la Viticulture or the National Technical Association for Viticultural Improvement. A government-supported agency, it has become a clearinghouse and coordinator for identifying, preserving and commercializing France's vast grapevine patrimony.

California, unlike Australia, has no significant history of growing syrah. Turns out it was lucky. Because when new vineyards were planted in cool-climate areas of the state's central coast in the 1990s, the California growers had access to the newly commercialized ENTAV clones, many of which are ideal for cooler areas.

What's the difference? Cool-climate syrah -- when grown with the right clone -- has a pronounced blueberry scent. Warm-climate syrah is more about spice and leather notes. But if an inappropriate clone is used, then all flavor bets are off.

The proof is in the tasting. California's best cool-climate syrahs excel compared to Australia's, while California's warm-climate versions aren't anywhere near as profound as those from Australia's Barossa Valley or Heathcote districts.

That Australia, of all wine nations, could be deficient in shiraz is hard to believe. It would seem to be a classic case of "for want of a nail." It shows just how challenging and fast-changing winegrowing is today. Given Australia's competitiveness, that need won't go unanswered for long. You can be sure, as they say here, that is fair dinkum -- absolute truth.

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

It takes a Jezebel to tame asparagus

Tuesday, April 10, 2007

T he place: The menu at Filbert's in Northwest Portland reflects what's fresh locally. The wine list is devoted to Oregon and Washington labels. Filbert's, 1937 N.W. 23rd Place; 503-222-2130, www.filbertscafe.com.

The problem: Asparagus season is upon is. Problem is, this spring delicacy is famous for its tendency to make wine taste terrible.

The person: Chef and owner Bill Sutherland is a stickler when it comes to cooking asparagus. He prefers to peel the spears, then blanch them "in water as salty as the sea."

Sutherland has two brilliant solutions to the asparagus/wine-pairing problem. First, make this ornery vegetable match-worthy by combining it with ingredients that work well with wine. Second, serve it with a fresh spring white wine that's versatile and forgiving.

The pairing: Sutherland's recipe, Grilled Prosciutto-Wrapped Asparagus With Chevre Aioli, can be easily prepped in advance and served in place of salad the next time you have friends over for dinner. The salty prosciutto and creamy, lemony aioli create bright and savory flavors that are much more wine-friendly than astringent asparagus on its own.

The chef's wine selection, the 2005 Jezebel Blanc, produced by Daedalus Cellars in Dundee, is a fragrant and fruity white with a bright acidity that cuts through the fat of the prosciutto and aioli and matches nicely with the lemon. The cracked black pepper in the dish brings out a spiciness in the wine's finish.

Light, crisp and slightly spritzy, the Jezebel Blanc is a delicious spring aperitif -- ideal for sipping as you and your dinner guests stand around the grill, watching the prosciutto sizzle and smelling its enticing aroma.

The profile: The 2005 Jezebel Blanc Oregon White Wine is a blend of pinot blanc, pinot gris, riesling and gewrztraminer. This combination of grapes brings a ripe, tropical element as well as a lean minerality to the glass. "It has nice citrus notes and ripe pineapple flavors," says Sutherland. A popular by-the-glass choice at Filbert's, the Jezebel also is "one of our staff favorites here."

Find the 2005 Jezebel Blanc for approximately $12 at Beaumont Market; Food Front Cooperative Grocery; Fred Meyer Hawthorne or Hollywood West; Hollywood Wine & Espresso; Mt. Tabor Fine Wines; any New Seasons Market; Phil's Uptown Meat Market; QFC Mount Tabor; Renaissance Premium Wines & Cigars; Ross Island Grocery & Cafe; any Whole Foods Market; Wild Oats Natural Marketplace Bridgeport Village, Fremont or Laurelhurst; and Zupan's Burnside. You also can order directly through Daedalus Cellars (visit www.daedaluscellars.com for more information) or special-order through your local merchant.

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

East of Napa

Inside Yolo County's emerging wine scene

Georgeanne Brennan, Ann M. Evans, Special to The Chronicle

Friday, April 13, 2007

John and Lane Giguiere believe good, even great, wine can be made from grapes grown in warm climates.

As two of the founders of R.H. Phillips winery, they were the first to plant wine grapes in Yolo County's Dunnigan Hills. Nine years later, they petitioned and received the appellation for the area.

Now the couple is building a nearby winery and tasting room for their new company, Crew Wines, on 360 acres where they planted Tempranillo, Syrah and Chardonnay, among other varieties. They just sold the vineyard Wednesday for $2.2 million to San Rafael's Vintage Wine Trust in a leaseback arrangement, with options to repurchase, that will help them finance the winery.

"We've learned so much about growing grapes in a hot climate these past 20 years," says John Giguiere. "I love this soil. It can do great stuff. I think the wine that is going to come out of Yolo County in the coming years is going to be great."

His enthusiasm is echoed across Yolo, a region better known for wheat, tomatoes, alfalfa, rice and nuts than for wine. But with 13 wineries, 6 of which have opened in the last five years, a quiet wine revolution is under way.

Consider how Mike Anderson, winemaker at Berryessa Gap Vineyards in Winters, got started making wine. In 2000, he picked fruit from old vines grown by the father of one of his partners. "We made our first batch in my garage in Davis, and when we tasted it I said, 'Oh, my gosh, it's pretty good. ... Shall we bottle it?' "

Today Anderson, Dan Martinez and their partners have a tasting room in downtown Winters, a winemaking facility just outside of town and a row of gold medals for their Tempranillo, Syrah and Zinfandel wines -- red varietals that are suited to the region's heat.

"We are trying to make the best wine we can with our resources," says Anderson, who has a day job as a staff research associate with the UC Davis Department of Viticulture and Enology. "Here we've got a hot climate and coarse soils. So what's the best way?"

That's the question a number of emerging Yolo County winemakers, from the hilly west to the low-lying delta region, are asking themselves.

The county has a diverse climate. The western side, where Yolo abuts the Coast Range and the border of Napa County, is hot. It's also hot in the east, along the Sacramento River, but cooler evening breezes flow through the river delta from San Francisco. The soils vary from the clay and gravel of the Dunnigan Hills to the loams along the river in the Clarksburg area.

Grape varieties are also diverse, from such hot-weather varieties as Tempranillo and Carignane to cooler-climate grapes like Chenin Blanc and Pinot Noir.

Yolo's winemakers and grape growers are playing around with varieties and techniques, and discovering what brings out the best of their wines. Mark West, winemaker at Rominger West Winery, has been experimenting for five vintages. With access to 29 different varieties grown by Rominger Farms in the western part of the county, West is focusing on blends as well as single varietals.

"With us, it is an ongoing experimentation," he says. "That's what got me into this partnership: the chance to experiment. The quality of our wines just keeps improving the more we learn."

UC Davis' proximity to Yolo vineyards and its own experimental vineyards means locals have access to some of the leading wine research and researchers in the world.

"They're paying attention to how to optimize the site and growing conditions to grow wines in a lot more places than the Napa Valley," says Andy Waterhouse, chair of Davis' department of viticulture and enology. "If you work at it, it will become a place for good wine. Economically, grapes are one of the few crops you can grow and actually support a family farm."

Yet Yolo's wine culture is still anchored by two large, pioneering wineries, R.H. Phillips winery in the northwest and Bogle Vineyards in the southeast. They emerged in the early 1970s and 1980s when family farmers planted wine grapes, then a new crop, and began making wine. Now Bogle and R.H. Phillips are internationally known brands, each producing more than 800,000 cases a year. Bogle is still owned by the Bogle family.

R H. Phillips is now owned by Constellation Brands, but its winemaking is still overseen by Barry Bergman, who started in 1986 with the Giguieres when he was a UC Davis graduate student.

At the opposite end of the spectrum is the county's enthusiastic subculture of home winemakers, some working with friends, some on their own.

"Making wine's not rocket science," says Nick Thomsick, who has a half acre of vines at his home, where he grows 13 different varieties. He also tends a small vineyard near Woodland, northwest of Sacramento, along with three other home winemakers.

"I took a couple of classes at UC Davis," Thomsick says, "but mostly I learned how to make wine from other home winemakers. It's a lot of fun. I love doing it." He even has a wine cellar built into his hillside by a neighboring home winemaker, Yves Boisrame, who, like Thomsick, has a small parcel of vines and a hillside cellar. Other home winemakers buy their grapes, locally or from Napa, Solano or Sonoma counties.

Bob Marr of Marr Cellars and Bob Traverso of Traverso Wines both made wine for fun long before they went commercial. Marr spent time working in wineries when he was putting himself through school and Traverso made wines at home. Each decided to get bonded a few years ago.

Marr, who works full time as a property appraiser for the state, makes between 800 and 900 cases a year. He sells out of his wine, which he makes in a small warehouse in Woodland, every year.

"I really like the lifestyle surrounding wineries and winemaking," Marr says. "I meet a lot of wonderful people."

Traverso attributes his early passion for winemaking to his Genovese grandfather. A former assistant city manager for Davis, he started making wine with his grandfather and father in the 1960s, but didn't think of it as a career. He took winemaking classes at UC Davis, but planned to defer his dream of a winery until he retired. Then, with encouragement from friends, he went commercial, using facilities in Napa and grapes from Napa and Sonoma. He now makes about 1,000 cases a year.

"I have always planned to keep it boutique size, a one-person business, so that I can maintain quality, be hands-on, and not have to manage anyone," Traverso says. "That was the career I left."

Most of the new wineries in Yolo have bigger plans, like Rominger West, which is poised to expand with a brand-new winery and tasting room located in Davis, just off Highway 80. But for now, most of the new wineries rely largely on direct sales at tasting rooms, local restaurants and wine shops, with a relatively small amount being sold through distributors. There is a local interest, the winemakers have discovered, in serving and promoting local wines. Markets, wine bars and restaurants frequently feature their wines, and their tasting rooms and wine clubs support a steady stream of customers.

Yolo has always been an agricultural region. Cattle roam the hillsides. The county's vast, flat midsection is part of the Central Valley, and is covered in tomatoes, rice and alfalfa, with increasing acreage of walnuts and almonds.

From one side of the county to the other, wine grapes are becoming an addition to the landscape. But Yolo's geography changes radically from its hilly western edges to the flat, low-lying lands on the eastern border along the Sacramento River. And so, over the years, Yolo has received three additional appellations besides Dunnigan Hills: Clarksburg, Merritt Island and Capay Valley.

The most recent, Capay Valley, lies over the hills to the northeast of the Napa Valley. It was established in 2002 and has only one winery, Capay Valley Vineyards, started in 1999 by Pam Welch and Tom Frederick. Their 15 acres of vineyards lie near the town of Brooks.

Clarksburg, on the east side of the county, is cooled by a delta breeze that comes up from the San Francisco Bay. Split between Yolo, Solano and Sacramento counties, it has been an important wine-growing region since the early 1970s, when the growing demand for California wines led several landowners, including Warren Bogle, to plant wine grapes. Bogle is the only winery in the Merritt Island AVA and for many years was the only winery in Yolo's portion of the Clarksburg AVA.

In 2000, John Carvalho bought the Old Sugar Mill in Clarksburg, a 1935 brick building that processed local sugar beets until the early 1990s. His vision was to create a state-of-the-art custom crush facility at the site, and lease turnkey space to small wineries, from crush to tasting room. In 2006, Carvalho Family Wines released its inaugural 2003 vintage, made mostly from purchased Clarksburg grapes.

Last year, Steve Heringer and his son, Mike, began their winery, Heringer Estates, at the Sugar Mill. Mike had left a Hollister winery to work full time on land farmed by the Heringer family since the 1860s. As both a grower and winemaker, Mike says there is no crop other than wine grapes that makes any economic sense for their family farm. The Heringers crush about 5 percent of their grape crop, primarily Chardonnay and Petite Sirah, and sell the rest from their 120 acres to outside buyers.

Down a long, flat road not far from the Old Sugar Mill is the River Grove Winery, which started selling wine in 2000. It has no tasting room, though one is planned soon, just the old family farmhouse and some agricultural buildings. The winery started because Steve Pylman, a fifth-generation Clarksburg farmer and grape grower who planted his first vines in 1991, believed his grapes deserved more than commodity prices. He had a home winemaker friend and retired professor, Bob Scoby, make and bottle the wine for him, which he then brought to potential buyers to taste. They were pleased with the results, and Pylman and Scoby formed River Grove in 2000. They produce about 1,500 cases a year, including a sparkling Blanc de Blancs. "I'm taking things a little bit at a time," says Pyleman.

A few miles away, Mark Wilson of Wilson Vineyards in Clarksburg has an even bolder plan for Yolo's wine future. He envisions a wine trail, via boats on the river, with a few restaurants and bed-and-breakfasts.

"I'm sure the Sacramento River along the delta, where our farm is, will always be a water playground," Wilson says. This vision doesn't sound like Napa or Sonoma, but maybe that's the idea -- preserving the region's distinct agricultural identity.

In the meantime, Yolo's wine industry continues to build, both in the hot western areas and the cooler Clarksburg AVA in the east. At this rate, wine grapes and new wineries will soon be as much a part of the landscape as the cattle on the hills and the tomato and alfalfa fields stretching across the valley floor.

Yolo County tasting rooms

Berryessa Gap Vineyards. 15 Main St., Winters; (530) 795-3201 or www.berryessagap.com.

-- Friday and Saturday 4-8 p.m.; 12-6 p.m. first Saturday of the month, and by appointment.

Bogle Vineyards. 37783 County Road 144, Clarksburg; (916) 744-1139 or www.boglewinery.com.

-- Monday-Friday 10 a.m. -5 p.m.; Saturday and Sunday 11 a.m.-5 p.m.

Carvalho Family Wines. Old Sugar Mill, 35265 Willow Ave., Clarksburg; (916) 744-1625 or www.carvalhowines.com.

-- Wednesday-Sunday

11 a.m.- 5 p.m.

Heringer Estates. Old Sugar Mill, 35265 Willow Ave, Clarksburg;

(916) 744-1094 www.orheringerestates.com.

-- Thursday-Sunday 11 a.m.-5 p.m.

R.H. Phillips. 26836

County Road 12-A, Esparto; (530) 662-3215 or www.rhphillips.com.

-- Daily 11 a.m.-5 p.m.

Rominger West Winery. 4602 Second St., Ste. 4, Davis; (530) 747-2044 or

www.romingerwest.com.

-- Friday 11 a.m. -5 p.m. or by appointment.

Georgeanne Brennan is a freelance writer whose latest book is "A Pig in Provence." Ann M. Evans, former mayor of Davis, is a writer and sustainable food systems consultant in Yolo County. E-mail them at food@sfchronicle.com.

SIPPING NEWS

Jon Bonné, Camper English

Friday, April 13, 2007

In our glasses / What we've been drinking

2005 Burgerspital Zum Hl. Geist Wurzburger Stein-Harfe Scheurebe Kabinett ($16)

What sold us: The crossbred Scheurebe grape brings to the table both the mineral whip-crack of Sylvaner and the opulent fruit flavors of Riesling. There's a blossomy note here, too, and the slightest hint of sweetness. Lean and racy, and found in the traditional squat Bocksbeutel of Franconia, so you'll always be able to know which bottle is yours.

Where to find:

K&L Wine Merchants.

2004 Domaine Drouhin Willamette Valley Pinot Noir ($45)

What sold us: After Oregon's painfully hot 2003 vintage, I fretted about the '04s, but they're beautiful (if in short supply). Drouhin's entry is a bit atypical for Oregon: warm and rich, with lots of brown spice and cola. But there's impressive balance and pretty cranberry highlights. Drouhin, with its roots in Burgundy, finds a style to mend the gap between Pinot traditionalists and the new wave.

Where to find: Beltramo's, the Wine Stop (Burlingame).

2002 Chateau de Chamboureau Savennieres ($19)

What sold us: Dry Chenin Blanc from the Loire Valley is a perfect match for fish as the weather warms up. This example from Pierre Soulez harnesses vines more than 50 years old. It's snappy and firm, with subtle apple, and an ending that's alternately stony and creamy. As a bonus, Savennieres can age beautifully, so if you don't drink it now, it'll be even better later.

Where to find: Blackwell's Wines & Spirits

2005 Kavaklidere Yakut Okuzgozu d'Elazig ($13)

What sold us: What in the wide, wide world of wine?!? Say what you want, but Turkey's wine industry, while small, has a millennia-old history. Kavaklidere, one of its best-known wineries, was founded in 1929 outside Ankara. This deft take on the sturdy Okuzgozu grape tastes somewhere between a Barbera and an Austrian Zweigelt -- with soft, peppery red fruit.

Where to find: Du Vin Fine Wines (Alameda), Cav Wine Bar & Kitchen

-- Jon Bonné

Wine disasters averted!

It being Friday the 13th, let's not even begin to contemplate the bad things that could befall your wine today. (You might save that bottle of Sine Qua Non for another night's dinner, though.) Even if you can't escape fate, you can do your part to avoid disaster. Consider reaching for a bottle with a screwcap, since even the most talented among us break the occasional cork. Of course, storing your wine on its side, so the liquid helps keep the cork moist, will help avoid disaster on this most tridecimal of days.

-- J.B.

Bay Area bartenders invade the Interweb

Most spirits Web sites are a mess of Flash animation and overly loud house music that you can't turn off, but the relaunched Roth Vodka Web site is actually kind of cool. It stars many of the Bay Area bartenders we know and love, including Greg Lindgren from Rye, Jonny Raglin (Absinthe), Martin Cate (Forbidden Island), and Nicole Burke (Garibaldi's), in hundreds of short videos wherein they demonstrate recipes and drink preparation techniques. Because there is a lot of overlap in topics, it's great fun to watch bartenders with contrasting opinions, such as the nine bartenders who justify their muddler of choice or Zack Morlock (Frisson) dismissing "Ice is ice" while Dominic Venegas (Range) says, "It's the backbone to a drink." Stalk your favorite bartender at www.rothvodka.com.

-- Camper English

eBob gets a dose of Brit wit

When Robert M. Parker Jr.'s online abode relaunched earlier this month, it marked the return of one of online wine writing's most vibrant voices -- Neal Martin. Martin, 36, was the author of wine-journal.com, which featured the London native's pointed commentaries and winemaker profiles. Last year, as part of a staff changeup, Parker hired Martin (pictured at left) as a "critic at large" and acquired the rights to merge wine-journal.com into his Web site, affectionately known as eBob. Martin has since recounted his starry-eyed job interview and meal with his new boss ("The crab cakes are awarded 98 out of 100") in a three-part online essay. He may be working out the kinks of retrofitting his veddy British 25-point rating system into Parker's 100-point regimen, but fans can rejoice that more of Martin's writings are en route, along with a full archive. Subscriptions for www.erobertparker.com are $99/year or $29/3 months.

- J.B.

7 whiskey survival tips

At the Whiskies of the World Expo tomorrow you can sample around 250 whiskies over 4 1/2 hours, which makes 56 drams per hour. This should leave plenty of time in between to:

1. Drink water.

2. Ask at the Compass Box table if they think their fancy wood barrels makes them better than you.

3. Try to get a plate of food from the buffet to a table without spilling.

4. Buy a kilt for your dog (yes, there is really a booth for that).

5. Show the Scottish fiddler troupe the techniques you picked up watching "Riverdance."

6. Go binge shopping at the K&L booth and have it shipped to you later, at which point you may recall how much you actually spent.

7. Keep asking, "Does this whiskey go better with Coke or Pepsi?"

For tickets, go to www.celticmalts.com or call (888) 748-2400.

-- C.E.
A warm welcome from Duckhorn's Philo sister

Olivia Wu, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, April 13, 2007

Make yourself at home with a glass of Pinot on the comfy ...

(04-13) 04:00 PDT Philo (Mendocino County) -- As you slip into the house on the path inside the spanking white fence, you'll be forgiven if you gasp, as I did, "I'm sorry -- am I barging into someone's house?"

You'll be graciously assured that no, it is not a home but the tasting room for Goldeneye Winery at the top of the Anderson Valley in Mendocino County. A warm welcome to sit down will be extended.

Feels like home it does, and the large cherry dining table invites you to take a seat. Sit down and look out toward the front, where a bubbling stone fountain and path lead up to French doors, but more surely, your gaze will be pulled by the perfect, geometric rows of vines in back of the house. The rows themselves form a lovely design incorporating precise straight lines, vertical shoot pruning and drip irrigation, now common in Mendocino, but new when the Duckhorns of Napa Valley brought the technology into the Anderson Valley nine years ago. Duckhorn Wine Company is the parent of Goldeneye. (The golden eye refers to the yellow eye of the Northern diving ducks.)

The Duckhorns, makers of superb Cabernet Sauvignon in Napa, were convinced that the Anderson Valley is Pinot Noir terroir, and purchased the former Obester Winery 10 years ago to plant 57 acres of the varietal. They now farm a total of 180 acres in the valley.

You may promise yourself, as I did, that you'll come back in the summer, and bring a picnic.

The vibe: An airy, light-filled room of a restored 1930s cottage defines the homey, but elegant feel. Seats at the dining table invite you to gaze in both directions.

The team: Winemaker Zach Rasmuson, enologist Neil Bernardi, operations manager Bob Nye and vineyard manager Nathan Miller make up the team gathered by Duckhorn of Napa Valley. Rasmuson has been here three years, after stints at Stag's Leap Wine Cellars and Husch.

The wines: In late January, the winery was releasing the 2004 Goldeneye Anderson Valley Pinot Noir. Made of grapes from seven vineyards and released two months early, it was ready for drinking, and promised even better drinking later in the year. Similarly, the 2005 Anderson Valley Migration, made from grapes of 13 vineyards, was just being sold, also ahead of the expected March release. The Goldeneye sells for $52; the Migration, $32. Tasting is $5 per person for pours of the 2004 Goldeneye Anderson Valley Pinot Noir and 2005 Migration.

The experience: The small space gives a surprisingly gracious, expansive experience. A rectangular plate of almonds, cheese and dried Oregon marionberries is served to each taster. Linger as you nibble, sip and gaze. The staff is knowledgeable, attentive and open to answering questions -- understandable and necessary, since they serve only two wines. Gentle recommendations on what nibbles go best with which wine are graciously made. Men's and women's clothing with the Goldeneye logo are for sale.

Nearby: You're on the most traveled section of the Anderson Valley, where you can go big and sparkling (Roederer Estate at 4501 Hwy. 128, Philo, 707-895-2288; and Scharffenberger Cellars at 8501 Hwy. 128, Philo, 707-895-2957), or small and intimate (Navarro Vineyards 5601 Hwy. 128, Philo, 707-895-3686; and Greenwood Ridge at 5501 Hwy. 128, Philo, 707-895-2002) within minutes.

Goldeneye Winery

9200 Highway 128, Philo

(707) 895-3202 or visit

www.goldeneyewinery.com

11 a.m.-4 p.m. daily

Rating: THREE STARS
Cantillon, a brew for wine lovers

Derrick Schneider, Special to The Chronicle

Friday, April 13, 2007

Beer and wine may live in different worlds, but Cantillon, the best known of Belgium's last true lambics, sits in the thin overlap between grape and grain.

Barley, wheat and neutral hops go into the quiet, musty Brussels brewery; beer as tart and complex as any wine comes out. Its sour taste is so unusual that brewer Jean Van Roy says, "We get many visitors each year who like wine and not beer."

Many casual beer lovers equate lambics with fruit beers, but the term refers to a Belgian beer made with wild yeast. Most breweries use commercial yeast, preferring lab-grown safety to natural chance; by royal decree, lambic brewers must exploit airborne yeast somewhere in the beer-making process. But the prestige of the term "lambic" and its vague definition tempt producers to take liberties.

Van Roy doesn't need loopholes for his label: Tradition and passion have guided the brewery since his father Jean-Pierre took over, abolishing the standard practice of adding saccharine to the brew and forgoing an industrial route.

"If Jean-Pierre hadn't made that decision," says Cantillon's importer Dan Shelton, "nobody would be talking and fighting about traditional lambic today, and no one would be claiming to make it." Cantillon now makes only dry beer with organic ingredients. Most breweries seek out shortcuts; Cantillon follows the difficult road.

After Van Roy mixes water with the grain -- 65 percent barley and 35 percent wheat -- and heats the mixture to extract starches and sugars, he pumps the liquid, or wort, into a shallow, 300-square-foot all-copper basin in the brewery's attic. He then opens the shutters and cools the mix overnight before he moves the lambic to oak casks. Wild yeasts settle on the wort, both from outside and from the thriving population in the building. When the brewery replaced the roof, the family kept the old tiles and wedged them above the rafters to preserve their house yeast. Even with in-house reserves, each batch can vary wildly from one night to the next.

"Before Pasteur," says Van Roy, "every beer was made this way." Yeast exists everywhere, but any fan of San Francisco sourdough knows that not all populations are equal. Bay Area yeast makes superb bread; Brussels yeast makes superb beer. The 80 to 120 strains of yeast in any cask of lambic create a universe of complex flavors: earthiness, cheese, foie gras and more.

Few breweries have the patience to let beer sit for at least a year before it sees a bottle, but Cantillon is a sea of oak barrels filled with aging lambic. Like it does in a wine cellar, the porous wood matures the beer and smoothes its harsh edges. Spiderwebs sit in the corners of the white walls like a decorator's tasteful flair, a natural way to keep away hungry flies.

But 1-year-old lambic is still young, and won't go solo into a bottle. Van Roy blends this still-fermenting liquid with more complex 2- and 3-year-old lambic to produce the style of lambic called gueuze.

A second fermentation starts in the bottle as the older, dormant yeast meet the sugar in the young beer, giving the mix a fluffy head when poured. "We call it Brussels Champagne," says Van Roy. Every batch of Cantillon lambic is different, but as with the famous sparkler, blending gives gueuze a consistent flavor profile.

Van Roy also adds fruit to the young beer to create fruit lambics, an old way to stretch beer and harvest alike. You'll find industrial versions of this genre in good markets, but the average kriek (cherry) or framboise (raspberry) has nothing in common with Cantillon's version. Industrial brewers flavor -- and sweeten -- their drinks with fruit syrups. "Kids get this syrup in their yogurt," says Van Roy, "so of course they like it when they find it later in their beer." Cantillon prefers whole fruit, letting it macerate until the piranha-like microbes have devoured all the pulp and all the sugar. Only cherry pits survive the yeasty feast.

In the past, brewers bought fruit from local farmers, but the city of Brussels has spread since Cantillon opened its doors in 1900. Van Roy now has to look across Europe for good fruit. Only the cherries still come from Belgium.

Lambic's mouth-puckering tartness makes it hard to drink on its own; drink it with a meal instead. Garrett Oliver, author of "The Brewmaster's Table," serves gueuze with foods you normally wash down with a crisp, flavorful white wine: mussels, goat cheese and terrines. He pairs Cantillon's dry fruit lambics, on the other hand, with richer dishes: duck confit, goose or Mexican mole sauce.

Tradition is a tenuous thing, cast aside in favor of methods that ease the labor but hurt the taste. But in a quiet neighborhood of Brussels, Cantillon keeps it alive with each crisp bottle of beer.

Tasting notes

Cantillon beers, which are sold in full-size wine bottles, can be hard to find, but PlumpJack Wines in Noe Valley usually has some in stock, and Ledger's Liquors in Berkeley can order it for you. Most of the bottles are also available from John's Grocery (www.johnsgrocery.com), which can ship to California. Just make sure you've got a few bottle openers handy: The brewery protects its beer with both a crown cap and a cork.

NV Cantillon Gueuze ($16) This flagship drink's foamy head isn't large for the beer world, but it towers over the light wash of bubbles in Cantillon's other bottles. The beer's subtle aroma suggests Parmigiano cheese, but the flavor suggests lemonade and apple cider with a dash of grapefruit juice. A floral finish rounds out this sour brew.

NV Cantillon Iris ($19) Van Roy makes this beer the same way as the rest of his lambics, but he doesn't put the term on the label because he uses 100 percent barley in the mix, not the barley and wheat combination of traditional lambic. This relatively mellow beer might be a nice stepping-stone for the Cantillon newbie, with aromas of apples and grapefruit that sit atop a pleasant earthiness. The tame acidity lifts a delicate lemon zest flavor. A hint of vanilla reveals itself on the long finish.

NV Cantillon Rosé de Gambrinus ($17) Cantillon's framboise has the color of a cranberry spritzer but the complex aromas and flavor of a great wine. A rich, dusty smell of horses and earth wafts up from the glass. The tart beer has flavors of foie gras and cheese, with a citrus-pith bitterness. The raspberries are surprisingly subtle until the finish, when a last whip crack of fruit hits the palate.

NV Cantillon Vigneronne ($17) Van Roy connects beer and wine directly in this fruit lambic made with Muscat grapes. The beer features grapefruit and light floral aromas, but the grapes create wax and soap flavors that overwhelm the subtle tastes in the beer.

-- D.S.
Giants crush A's in wine pairing

W. Blake Gray, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, April 13, 2007

Antonio Rinaldi examines the wine selection at California...

Yeah, it's $8 now for a beer at AT&T Park, where Barry Bonds and other Giants play. Though I'm usually a consumer advocate, I confess I'm not sympathetic to the cries of the overcharged Bud Light drinker.

Why drink an $8 beer when you can have a $7.75 cup of wine? The Giants don't serve cult Cabernets, but their wine list has improved enough in the last three years so that there are several ballpark food-friendly wines worth having.

Because I usually attend more games in Oakland, I wish I could say the same of the selection at McAfee Coliseum. Wine has taken a step backward there. Though Napa Valley is just 50 miles away from the best seats in the lower deck, you'd think you were in Cleveland from the wine choices.

On opening night on Monday, only two uninteresting wines were available in the entire lower concourse -- and even those weren't available at many food booths. Trying to pair wine with food in Oakland forced me to miss two full innings for a two-step purchase. And I'd much rather go without wine (or food, or possibly air) than miss an inning.

You can still find a good plastic cup of wine at the Coliseum, but unless you're in a luxury suite, you have to go to the crowded West Side Club bar.

In contrast, decent wine can be found throughout AT&T Park, often in the same booths as food that pairs with it. The credit goes to AT&T Park concession manager Sandie Filipiak.

"It's really important to me that people don't think because they're sitting in the bleachers, you can't get good food," Filipiak says. "In so many ballparks, if you don't eat in the club level, you don't eat well. That's not fair."

One of the best places to eat at a Giants game is behind the cheapest seats, the center field bleachers. That's where you can score a Cha Cha Bowl -- the team's signature dish. Try it with the Pepi California Sauvignon Blanc that I recently recommended in a Bargain Wines column or with Filipiak's favorite ballpark white wine, the melony, floral, slightly sweet Brassfield High Valley Serenity blend. (All wines in San Francisco are $7.75 save for Laurent-Perrier Champagne, which is $13; in Oakland, wines range from $6.50 to $7.50)

As much as I like to Cha Cha, the new Crazy Crabz booth -- named after my favorite Giant, a mascot from 1984 that fans hated so much they threw garbage at it -- has an even better item. The Crazy Crab Sandwich will set you back $15, but it's worth it: generously crabby Dungeness salad on grilled sourdough bread. It's good with the Sterling Vintners Collection Chardonnay.

Closer to home plate, the Coppola Rosso Shiraz is a fine choice with the US Restaurant Meatball Sandwich ($7.50) -- and it's one-stop shopping for them.

"We try to pair," Filipiak says, pointing out that all the beers at the Edsel Ford Fong Chinese food booth are Asian: Tsingtao, Sapporo, Kirin and Tiger.

At Oakland, if there was any sense of food-and-drink pairing, I didn't detect it.

Beer drinkers are much better off in Oakland than wine fans. Most specialty beers cost $7.75, and interesting ones are scattered randomly throughout the stadium: One hot dog booth will have Coors Light and Bud Light, and the next will inexplicably have Fat Tire or Sledgehammer IPA.

After scouring the entire stadium looking for a good food-wine combo, I felt like I'd gotten away with something when I scored a delicious prime rib dip sandwich with fries ($11.50) from the bar menu in the West Side Club with a glass of Calera Central Coast Pinot Noir ($7.50).

This discovery does not make up for the loss of my favorite baseball beverage: A's Private Label Sauvignon Blanc, which had been produced by St. Helena's Markham Vineyards for the past three seasons. Markham president Bryan Del Bondio says the team requested a Chardonnay instead of a Sauvignon Blanc this year because that's what suite holders like. You can't get the Chard outside the suites, though you can still have the A's Private Label Merlot ($6.50), also made by Markham; it's reasonably good with the paninis served up by the West Side Club's carvery station (another hidden treat, at $13.50 with pile-on-your-own side dishes).

I always knew the suits in the suites don't know baseball, and they clearly don't know much about wine with ballpark food either: Chardonnay with hot dogs? They go together like Billy Beane and the hit-and-run, or Rickey Henderson and modesty.

Though it took awhile, I bought a cup of non-A's label Markham Sauvignon Blanc ($6.50, West Side Club only) and took it downstairs to wait in line for a Saag's linguisa sausage ($5.50) -- still my favorite pairing in Oakland.

It's for wine-unfriendly venues like the Coliseum that Three Thieves winery introduced 250-ml juice boxes of California Pinot Grigio ($10 for a four-pack), which goes well with garlic fries and slips easily into a pocket. I've smuggled them into the Coliseum before, and faced with the wine choices this year, well, I take the Fifth.

There's no need for subterfuge in AT&T Park. Filipiak stocked the Laurent-Perrier in the club section, because she says, "There's going to be a lot to celebrate this year." I'll toast the very idea of drinking well at the ballpark.

E-mail W. Blake Gray at wbgray@sfchronicle.com.
LETTERS TO WINE
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The good, the bad and the sorry

Editor -- Re "Out to lunch at Geyser Peak Winery" (March 30): "Smarmy with a hint of flippant, friendly in a transparent, join-our-wine-club way," staff talking among themselves rather than with you, making fun of you, producer of box wines, cheating you out of a dollar, skipping the reserve room because you didn't think it was worth the cost, "memorized spiels," staff walking away rather than answering your question, giving you a wine you didn't ask for but for which you were charged -- what does it take for you (or any other Chronicle wine and/or food critic) to rate a facility poor?

Stop the madness and call a spade a spade. And don't reward them by recommending any of their wines on the next page.

STEPHEN ROSENTHAL

San Francisco

Editor -- I find W. Blake Gray's Tasting room review a breath of fresh air. I believe that any person who takes the time to visit a winery tasting room to sample and learn about the wines deserves quality treatment. Why not -- you're paying for it.

I happen to represent one of the largest wine companies on the planet, with a number of well-known California brands under our umbrella. If I were to hear of anyone visiting one of our wineries and receiving poor or unprofessional treatment as you experienced at Geyser Peak, I would not hesitate a second in sending the president of the company an e-mail.

CRAIG ORMAN

Spokane, Wash.

Editor -- All of us at Geyser Peak Winery were disappointed to read of W. Blake Gray's experiences at our tasting room. We strive to offer excellent customer service to each and every guest, and we were sorry to hear that we fell short of that objective on these occasions. We appreciate Mr. Gray's candid comments and intend to carefully review and improve our tasting room experience.

Our first order of business will be to reinforce our training program that emphasizes our customer focus. Welcoming, attentive and knowledgeable service has long been the hallmark of our tasting room; clearly, we have work to do to ensure that these standards are always maintained. We will also review our pricing strategy, as our goal is to offer a tasting experience that is as highly regarded as our wines.

We welcome the San Francisco Chronicle and your readers to visit us, and we look forward to offering a significantly improved tasting experience.

MARY G. BURNHAM

Public Relations Director

Geyser Peak Winery

Drink blue

Editor -- Re "A wine to jeer" in the Sipping News (April 6): Your amusing paragraph about Tommy Lasorda introducing a line of wines spurred me to dream up a hypothetical tasting note for the "Tommy" wine: Huge nose with hints of cigar tobacco. Round, fat and broad on the palate with flavors of roasted game and blue fruits. As with previous years, the finish is lacking. Needs lots of air time.

DREW HSI

Sunnyvale

Hail Sauvignon Blanc

Editor -- I enjoyed your praise of Sauvignon Blanc ("10 haikus to celebrate spring and Sauvignon Blanc," March 30); I, too, love those wines.

However, Wine Spectator certainly doesn't share your opinion of the Chilean version!

I guess I'll have to try some myself.

For budget Sauvignon Blanc I still prefer the many excellent, reasonably priced and often discounted versions from New Zealand.

JACK POTTER

Olympia, Wash.

Wine, poems, and baseball

assayed by Mr. Blake Gray

most palatable

ANN WINTERS

Santa Cruz

Catchers of the rye

Editor -- Re "Rye, resurrected" (March 16): Absolutely loved the superb article. I must confess:

1. My 71-year-old palate couldn't catch "oranges, white pepper and violets" or any other fragrance you guys write about.

2. I like rye old-fashioneds at lunch.

PHIL McNALL

San Ramon

Editor -- You should certainly drink rye whiskey from a proper whiskey glass. They can be blown from clear crystal and left that way or decorated elaborately on the lower half, thereby allowing the assorted fruit that was part of the recipe to be seen.

In the Bay Area, during the old days, Old Overholt (Old Overalls to some) was by far the most popular. If you had to mix your drink the "old-fashioned" was a sure call.

Overalls was 80 proof and that would allow the usual patron to imbibe several at a sitting.

MIKE MASSA

Brookings, Ore.

Editor -- Enjoyed the article on ryes. When I was a kid in the '30s the drink of choice for my parents, aunt, uncles, et al., was rye.

These were not sippin' whiskies for my family, but what could be afforded! And yes, they were what was used for the Sunday Manhattans.

JO MacCLELLAND

Walnut Creek

THE CHRONICLE'S WINE SELECTIONS: Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignons $36-$50

W. Blake Gray

Friday, April 13, 2007

Napa Cabernet Sauvignons that cost more than $50 continue to include some of the superstars of American wine. And our tasting last week of Napa Cabs at $35 and under unearthed some solid values.

So when we tasted 68 Napa Cabs priced between $36 and $50 -- a midrange category we created because, with about 400 wineries, Napa Valley has more Cabernet than our governor has muscles -- we expected to be shocked and awed. And we were ... by the mediocrity. It seems plenty of famous Napa Valley wineries slap their name on a bottle of indifferently made wine and assume that the prestigious appellation will justify a $45 price tag.

Don't misunderstand: The wines we recommend below are good wines and, considering Napa real estate prices, good values. We liked them all. We just thought there would be a lot more of them.

For $36 to $50, you can get the best Zinfandels in the country, as well as some of the best Merlots and Syrahs. You can also buy fabulous Cabernets from Australia, which outclassed the Napa Cabs in this price range for consistent quality in a tasting conducted earlier this year.

It was much easier to edit this list than it should be for a varietal as famous as Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon. The lesson here is that instead of shopping haphazardly in a category that's not as safe as you'd think, find a Napa Cab you like, buy a case of it and enjoy its evolution over time.

TWO STARS 2003 Bennett Lane Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($45) Bennett Lane owner Randy Lynch owns a race car team that finished 12th last year in the NASCAR AutoZone West Series. This wine finished in the money with our panel because of its bright red fruit flavors and fine tannins at the end, though a bit of alcoholic heat prevented it from taking the checkered flag.

TWO STARS 2004 Chanticleer Yountville Cabernet Sauvignon ($48) This wine is almost a ringer. It qualifies as Cabernet (federal law requires 75 percent for varietal labels), but was planned as a Super Tuscan-style wine by winemaker Chris Dearden, maker of some fine Sangioveses at Benessere Vineyards in St. Helena. Unlike most Napa Cabs, which use Merlot as a blending grape, this has 7 percent Sangiovese, which emerges in hints of dried rose petal on the nose and a tomatoey note on the palate. The primary flavors are cherry, cassis and toast; a couple years in the cellar might pay dividends.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2003 Cosentino Winery Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($45) Cosentino Signature Wines learned the hazards of public stock offerings last November when its stock -- listed in London, not New York -- lost nearly 80 percent of its value practically overnight after investors learned the company had exhausted its line of credit. In February, Cosentino announced plans to refinance with $25 million in new loans; some employees have left. Now here's the good news: This wine is delicious in the classic California style, big and ripe, with lots of cherry and blackberry fruit and somewhat heavy-handed oak that should integrate nicely over time.

TWO STARS 2003 Hagafen Cellars Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($40) Hagafen owner-winemaker Ernest Weir proves again he can beat most of Napa Valley's winemakers with one hand tied behind his back. The "tied hand" is the fact that Weir had to heat this wine in its formative stages to make it "mevushal," a wine that is kosher even if it's opened and served by non-observant Jews. Nice cherry and toast flavors and a thick if somewhat sloppy mouthfeel make drinking it enlightening.

TWO STARS 2003 Judd's Hill Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($42) Judd's Hill owner-winemaker Art Finkelstein was a Los Angeles architect before moving to Napa Valley in 1979, where he designed and built Whitehall Lane Winery, which he and his partner sold in 1988 to get back to running a smaller winery. At 1,000 cases, this is now his largest production wine. Its deep, rich aroma of cherry, toast, caramel and toffee leads to flavors of cherry and roasted red pepper with a chile note.

TWO STARS 2003 Meyer Vineyard Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($40) Hong Kong cookware magnate Stanley Cheng (KitchenAid, Farberware) and his wife, Helen, tasted a Merus Cabernet Sauvignon at the French Laundry in 2001 and decided to recruit Merus winemaker Mark Herold to work with the grapes on his Napa Valley ranch. This wine, made for Cheng by Herold from purchased fruit, is light-bodied and likable, with bright red fruit flavors and a subtle cassis note.

TWO STARS 2004 Pine Ridge Rutherford Cabernet Sauvignon ($48) Stacy Clark has been winemaker at Pine Ridge since 1988, giving the winery a consistent approach. This crowd-pleasing wine has fat berry fruit and a thick mouthfeel, with cherry and blackberry syrup flavors, hints of violet and pleasantly sweet fruit on the finish. It contains 12 percent Merlot and 2 percent each of Cabernet Franc and Petit Verdot.

THREE STARS 2003 Rutherford Ranch Reserve Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($38) By far the most expensive wine made by the company that makes the Round Hill line of supermarket wines, this Cab proves again that a winemaker's pet project is often worth buying. Rich flavors of cherry, blackberry and toast are accented by hints of mineral and fresh herbs. It's an honest, 100 percent Cabernet that's drinking well now and might integrate its oak even more in the near future.

TWO STARS 2003 Silverado Vineyards Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($42) Winemaker Jonathan Emmerich put this wine together using 63 percent fruit from Silverado's well-located Stags Leap District vineyard, which shows in a chocolaty note on the nose and palate, along with dense cherry flavors and a hint of black pepper. The tannins are a bit assertive, but there's a nicely tapered finish.

TWO STARS 2003 Spring Mountain Vineyard Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($50) To fight the grape-damaging vine mealybug, Spring Mountain Vineyard worked with UC Berkeley to develop a new biological control system that combines predatory parasitic wasps with cards that mimic female mealybug pheromones, in order to confuse the males about where to find a mate. Deployed properly, this floral-scented wine with lots of licorice and cassis and a candle-wax note could aid in the human mating process.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2003 St. Clement Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($36) Now owned by Foster's Group, St. Clement tends to get overlooked in discussions of great Napa Valley wineries, but in this price range, it turned out to be our superstar. This wine delivers sweet and ripe blackberry fruit with hints of mint and pepper in the aroma and an oaky note on the finish. It contains 4 percent Cabernet Franc and 3 percent Merlot.

THREE STARS 2003 St. Clement Vineyards Oroppas Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($50) Where does "Oroppas" come from? It's the name of the former winery owner, a Japanese brewery, spelled backward. This very traditional Cabernet tastes like it should be consumed in an oak-paneled men's club: It smells and tastes of cherry, cigar box, beef bouillon and orange peel, and gets toastier on the finish. It contains 15 percent Merlot, 4 percent Petit Verdot and 2 percent Cabernet Franc.

TWO STARS 2003 Stags' Leap Winery Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($48) Like St. Clement, Stags' Leap Winery (watch that apostrophe!) is now owned by Foster's Group. This wine is quite oaky, with the nice vanilla flavors that stem from oak, but it also has interesting floral and anise notes above a core of dark cherry fruit. Let it sit in the cellar for a couple years at least.

TWO STARS 2003 Tamayo Family Vineyards Cana Logan's Run Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($50) Tamayo Family Vineyards is based in Brentwood and mostly uses Contra Costa County fruit, but the family owns a tiny vineyard just east of St. Helena that it uses to make this wine. It's not as fruit-forward as some, but has plenty of interesting secondary flavors: mint, licorice, tar, cocoa. It's soft and ready to drink right now.

TWO STARS 2004 Titus Vineyards Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($41) Brothers Eric and Phillip Titus were fortunate that their parents were farsighted in the 1960s, buying up some good Napa Valley vineyards when the grapes planted there included Mondeuse, Burger and Golden Chasselas. Cab's a better use of the land, as evidenced by this concentrated wine with big oak flavors, sweet cherry and hints of toasted wheat.

TWO STARS 2003 Vin de Manies Winery Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($50) Owner-winemaker Daniel Manies was the original senior cellar worker at Opus One at its inception in 1991 and stayed there for 13 years. The 2003 vintage is the first for his own small winery, and it's a promising start. This wine has green herb notes to complement the characteristic cherry, toast and oak flavors; tannins on the finish are a tad coarse.

Seattle Times
The rosés are really blooming

The most recent sales figures (from the Nielson Company) show that rosé table-wine sales (dry pink) continue to surge.

While blush (sweet pink) wines still dominate the category, with more than 8 percent of all table-wine sales, their growth has topped out. Meanwhile, rosé table wine sales (defined as wines priced over $6.50) are up almost 24 percent in the past year. Anecdotal evidence such as restaurant wine lists, conversations with wine retailers and the growing number of wineries making dry rosés suggests that more and more consumers are discovering the pleasures of these quintessential deck wines.

Rosés come in a wide variety of colors and flavors, and setting a few different bottles out on the table is the vinous equivalent of a springtime bouquet. You want to drink them young and fresh, and most retailers are now stocking rosés from the 2006 vintage. A few 2005s remain and have made this recommended list, but I would be careful about anything older.

Rosés from the Pacific Northwest often are the first to arrive on store shelves. Among them are a pair of Oregon pinot noir rosés, done in the saignée style (literally, juice "bled" from the tanks before fermentation). Look for the lovely Ponzi 2006 Pinot Noir Rosato ($17) and the Hamacher 2006 Pinot Noir Rosé, both fresh and pretty with bright fruit flavors.

Some interesting Cotes du Rhone-style rosés are also making an entrance. But act quickly because these take their bows and exit promptly. Alongside the Cotes du Rhone Pick of the Week (see box), here are a couple made in Washington that you'll want to try. Syncline always leads the pack. Its 2006 Rosé ($14) — a blend of grenache, mourvèdre and cinsault — is a delightful basket of tangy fruits: berries, citrus, rhubarb. A fitting companion is Isenhower's 2006 Rosé ($17), made in a similar style with counoise in place of cinsault. Only 100 cases were produced, and the wine is sold directly from the winery.

I would be remiss if I left out the expanding lineup from California's Solo Rosa, which first introduced a barrel-fermented dry rosé several years ago. Solo Rosa's lineup now includes three different bottlings: the original Solo Rosa 2006 Rosé $16 (a blend of Atlas Peak sangiovese and Lodi merlot); a wonderfully delicate Solo Rosa 2006 Pinot Noir Rosé ($20); and a Solo Rosa 2006 Syrah Rosé ($28), with bigger, broader, more substantial fruit.

Willis Hall

From time to time, I have the opportunity to sit down with one of the many home winemakers-turned-pro, and here is where the really good stories start to roll. John Bell, sole proprietor of Willis Hall, began his pursuit of winemaking as a member of the Boeing Wine Club. After many years and a slate of awards, Bell retired and began a second career as a full-time winemaker.

His first vintage was 2003, produced while he was wrapping things up at Boeing. He made about 1,200 cases, spread over a diverse portfolio including merlot, malbec, a pair of cabernets, a cabernet franc, a syrah, a grenache and a sangiovese.

In 2004, newly retired, he ran smack into the Freeze, which forced him to find new sources for grapes and to change his winemaking plans. Several vineyard owners stepped up and offered grapes — a good thing — but then in 2005, Bell found that he suddenly had twice the number of grapes he needed, as his old suppliers returned. Production reached 2,500 cases ("more than I ever wanted to make") and climbed still higher in 2006.

Bell, like so many winemakers I've met, takes the various slings and arrows in stride and tells some funny tales. A glass of his 2003 Symposium ($14) — a remarkable blend of syrah, zin, counoise, cinsault and sangiovese that barely reaches 12 percent alcohol — launches a fascinating tale of winemaking gone wrong. "Twelve percent alcohol!" he exclaims. "How on Earth did I make that without adding water?" The story of his "rescue wine," as he wryly names it, ultimately ends happily: Symposium turns out to be a very pleasant quaffer, with good color, plummy fruit, an affordable price tag and exceptionally low alcohol.

Most of Bell's wines hover in the 13-percent alcohol range, a welcome respite from the palate-thrashers that so many boutiques produce. He sources his grapes from several vineyards that are a bit off the beaten track — Snipes Canyon Ranch, Chandler Reach and Destiny Ridge among them — and he works with some nonstandard grapes such as Dolcetto, tempranillo, malbec, nebbiolo and sangiovese.

It would be astonishing if every wine in such a young and broad portfolio hit a home run, and they do not. But when Bell rings one up, it's a pleasure. I particularly like these current Willis Hall releases; for purchase information, consult www.willishall.com:

Willis Hall 2005 Snipes Canyon Ranch Viognier; $20. Wonderfully fragrant with citrus, beeswax, orange peel, lime and hints of stone. It's full but not fat, nice bright acid lifts the mid-palate, and it cruises through a lingering, fresh and fully ripe finish, with no heat or bitterness.

Willis Hall 2004 Syrah; $26. This is the winery's strong suit, firm and loaded with spicy berries, a mix of blackberry, boysenberry, loganberry. Ripe and tart, there is an undercurrent of earth and chocolate, lifted with citrus rind around the edges.

Willis Hall 2004 Sangiovese; $20. A beautiful color, clear and medium rosé with a hint of brick, it's packed with flavor. There's a touch of leather but plenty of juicy, plummy cherry fruit, cut tobacco and the varietal's characteristic sharp acid.

Willis Hall 2003 Merlot; $26. This is a better, bigger, more authoritative wine than the cabernet, powered by spicy fruit, with a crisp, cinnamon kick to the finish. Round, soft plum and cherry flavors are set against medium tannins, and a dense finish with dark chocolate, smoke and a satisfying streak of espresso.

Willis Hall 2005 Orange Muscat 'Passito'; $27/375 ml. This may be the only passito-style dessert wine made in Washington. The muscat grapes are air-dried (to concentrate flavors), then the withered, raisiny berries are slowly fermented. You'll taste luscious honey, malt, apricot purée, golden raisins, orange peel and a lingering, buttery denouement. Yuh-um!

Finding the wine

Unless noted, all Wine Adviser recommendations are currently available, though vintages may sometimes differ. All wine shops and most groceries have a wine specialist on staff. Show them this column, and if they do not have the wine in stock, they can order it for you from the local distributor.

Paul Gregutt's column appears weekly

in the Wine section. He can be reached

by e-mail at wine@seattletimes.com.

Pick of the Week

Abel Clément 2006 Cotes du Rhone Rosé; $7. Made from a blend of grenache, syrah and cinsault, this pretty wine shows bright, fruity flavors of strawberry and melon, and a hint of tangy fruit sweetness. It's a young, light, delightfully pleasing summer sipper. Drink it cold, with cold cuts, smoked ham, etc. (Distributed by Grape Expectations).

Finally, Chateau Ste. Michelle has a new wine called 'Nellie's Garden' Dry Rosé ($13). This is widely available, basically a rosé syrah. A pale cranberry color, it is fresh, bright and tart, with crisp acids and a finish that shows some of the white peppery character of the grape.

USA Today

Noteworthy exception

Friday, April 13, 2007

2004 Vietti "Tre Vigne'' Barbera D'Alba, Piedmont, Italy, about $22. This wine costs a little more and is made in a smaller amount than the wines that normally appear in this blog but it's worth making an exception. Barbera is the so-called "second grape'' of the Piedmont region (that's where the Winter Olympics were held last year), after the more famous Nebbiolo, which goes into the noble Barolos and Barbarescos. Barbera makes softer, rounder wines that have bright cherry flavors and acidity and are extremely compatible with food, especially after they age for about three years from the vintage date. This food-friendly quality is what spurs me to make an exception -- I had this bottle with a lamb roast and it was magical. The region produces a lot of this type of wine (you'll often see the towns of Alba and Asti included in the name of the wine), so if you can't find this particular bottle ask your retailer for something similar.

Serious Sauvignon

Wednesday, April 11, 2007

2006 Raymond Vineyards Sauvignon Blanc, Napa Valley, about $14. Though it's a tad overpriced I can gladly recommend this wine because it blew away the competition in a recent tasting of six $15-and-under domestic Sauvignon Blancs. The fruit is pure, without any of the intrusively sweet citrusy elements that often occur in California Sauvignon Blancs, and it feels round and smooth in the mouth, not shrilly acidic. Put this in the "serious, not a sipper'' category and search it out because it will fit right in at the beginning of most spring/summer menus.

Y? Why not?

Monday, April 9, 2007

2006 Yalumba "Y Series'' Riesling, Barossa Valley, Australia, about $11. This New World-style Riesling doesn't have the purity, delicacy and precise flavors that characterize the classic versions from Germany and Austria. But it does have plenty of obvious, pleasant fruit -- limes, lemons, grapefruits -- and a rather rambunctious profile that make it a fine wine in its own right. It contains a tiny bit of residual sugar but the wine isn't noticeably sweet and would pair well with fish and spicy ethnic fare.

George Washington slept - and made hooch - here

By Jerry Shriver, USA TODAY

Thomas Jefferson had the snazzier bachelor pad, Paul Revere ate off better silverware, and Ben Franklin flew cooler kites. But George Washington, he made whiskey, commanded a good price for it, kept Martha well-stocked in support hose and thus became our foremost forefather.

That's one interpretation, anyway. Beginning Saturday, visitors to George's Mount Vernon estate near Alexandria, Va., can decide for themselves when his newly reconstructed distillery opens to the public. The remains of the 1797 structure and a nearby gristmill, located three miles from the main farmhouse, were excavated 10 years ago, and a $2.1 million project was launched to re-create them and make them operational.

Visitors can tour the site separately ($4 for adults, $2 for children) or as an optional part of the main Mount Vernon tour (mountvernon.org). A gallery in a loft above the five working stills explains the art of whiskey-making, and thanks to a newly enacted state law, as of July 1 shoppers will be able to buy small amounts of commemorative hooch made the way George made it, with corn and rye.

"George Washington was a great entrepreneur, and the distillery was perhaps his most successful financial project," says Peter Cressy, head of the Distilled Spirits Council, which contributed $1.6 million to the project. He notes that Washington made 11,000 gallons of whiskey the first year and sold it for $7,500, the equivalent of about $300,000 today.
Wall St. Journal

On the Menu: Wines Not in Stores

Restaurants Offer

Hidden Treasures;

The Refosco Lesson
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Have you had a Refosco recently? We hadn't, either.

Refosco is an Italian red wine we used to drink from time to time when we were younger. We remember it being fun and slightly rustic. But we rarely see Refosco anymore and pretty much forgot about it. So you can imagine our surprise when we visited a restaurant recently that was serving a wine made predominantly of Refosco -- from California. It was called Mattia from Palmina winery, and it was 55% Refosco, 30% Cabernet Franc and 15% Merlot. The Refosco grape is so rare in California that the state doesn't report how many acres are planted, but the number is very small.

We ordered it, of course, and it was outstanding, with lusty earthiness and real vibrancy. We had never seen this wine before, and there's a good reason for that: The winery made only 280 cases, and most went to restaurants. Only a small percentage found its way to retailers.

Over the past couple of months we've written about some of the small annoyances of wine service at restaurants. Readers have suggested quite a few more. But all of this helpful criticism shouldn't obscure something very important: There are all sorts of terrific wines that you will usually find only at restaurants. If you are going to expand your palate and taste some really unusual and interesting stuff, restaurants are key.

We have written in the past about how to decode a wine list, but no point is more important than this: Look for the unusual. Quite a few good wineries focus their sales on restaurants, not retail stores. Not only that, but ordering a wine that you've never seen before makes the whole issue of markup far less relevant. Whenever someone says to us, "Why should I pay three times what I'd pay for a wine at the corner store?" we want to say, "Why are you ordering a wine you see at the corner store?" Sure, there are some restaurants where the wine list is so lackluster that you have no choice. But, increasingly, restaurants do offer something special if you spend a little time with the wine list.

Unique Experience

Consider Navarro Vineyards Gewürztraminer. We love the spicy, unique taste of Gewürz, and Navarro routinely makes one of America's best. We celebrated our daughter Media's 18th birthday at New York's Le Cirque restaurant last month. The wine list was huge and filled with some reasonably priced wines and a lot of famous wines that cost thousands of dollars. Amid all of these, Dottie spied Navarro's 2004 Gewürz for $55, the best buy on the list. We ordered it to go with the seafood-heavy tasting menu Media selected, and it was excellent -- dry, spicy and filled with personality. We felt so lucky to have it because we knew that we'd rarely see it in a store.

Deborah Cahn, who owns Navarro with her husband, Ted Bennett, says the winery makes about 1,900 cases of the Gewürz. Most is sold directly from the winery to consumers, and about 500 cases go to restaurants. The winery doesn't sell to retailers (except a tiny amount to a few old friends). Why? "I think all of our wines show better with food. They are meant to have with a meal. So for us, selling to restaurants that we like to eat in is almost a form of advertising, because it introduces the wine to people who otherwise wouldn't have a chance to come to the Anderson Valley to try our wines." By the way, the Gewürz sells for $18 at the winery, which means the markup at Le Cirque was about three times retail. But we're not complaining. It's sure cheaper than a plane ticket to California.

Steve Clifton, the owner-winemaker at Palmina, says small wineries that make unusual wines, such as his Mattia, count on restaurants to showcase their wines. "Because we're sort of different than the norm, it takes sommeliers who are willing to hand-sell this type of wine," he told us. "Italian varietals from California need a lot of education for people to get behind them." His wines, he said, "are purchased by and sold by really excited sommeliers." In our experience, an excited sommelier makes for a fun dinner.

We recently visited a restaurant because we saw on its wine list online that it had Littorai, one of California's sought-after Chardonnays. The winery's total production is about 3,000 cases. A third of that goes to the winery's mailing list and the other two-thirds to restaurants. Ted Lemon, the owner-winemaker, says he doesn't have any bias against retailers, but that's how the winery has always done it and, with so little supply, it works fine. Besides, he says, "it's important that each bottle be an ambassador. We want to get the word out there as far and wide as we can," and getting the wine into restaurants does that. In addition, he said, at restaurants "it's going to get treated with the respect and attention it deserves.

"It's the magic of food and wine," he told us. "When you sit down to eat there, you're not only the captive of the chef's food but you're the captive of what's in the glass. If it's interesting and complex enough to reveal itself during that meal, you're going to have a really good time." Mr. Lemon said that especially winemakers who "make wine that's a little bit more elegant or subtle" really appreciate their wines being enjoyed over a long period of time with a fine meal at a restaurant.

One of the advantages of fine restaurants with good wine cellars is that you can often have bottles with some age on them that you couldn't find in stores, and you can have some confidence that they've been kept well. We recently had dinner at a restaurant in New York called The Modern at the Museum of Modern Art. We did our homework beforehand -- considering the ease of the Internet these days and how many restaurants have sites, we'd really recommend this -- and discovered that the chef and wine director were both from Alsace. Our advice is always to order a wine that seems to be the passion of the restaurant, so when we got there, we told the sommelier to wow us with an Alsatian wine that cost around $100 or less (it was a special occasion). He did not know we are wine writers.

From the cellar he brought a 1985 Alsatian Pinot Gris from Léon Beyer. That's right -- a 22-year-old white. It was golden colored and smelled of fruit, earth and wisdom, and it was, in a word, spectacular, with the kind of complexity and depth that only age can bring. This is simply not an experience we could have had by dropping in to the local wine store.

A Winning 'Threesome'

These experiences are not available only at big-city restaurants. In Tallahassee, Fla., recently, we dropped into a cute little place called Albert's Provence, and Dottie noticed a wine we'd never seen before: "Threesome" Rhône-style blend from Léal Vineyards in the San Benito region of California. The wine, from the 2004 vintage, was a blend of Syrah, Grenache and Mourvèdre. We enjoy trying California's Rhône blends, but we often find them overly aggressive and somewhat harsh. This one was smooth and winning. The winery made 1,268 cases of this wine. Of the winery's 10,000-case total production, almost all is sold directly to consumers or to restaurants. Why the focus on restaurants? "The ambiance, the food, the wine -- our wine shines a lot better in that situation," the owner of the winery, Frank Léal, told us. "And we get the loyal fan. They taste it in the restaurant, they join our wine club, they look for our wine."

It's also not just fancy places that offer unusual wines. More Mexican restaurants these days offer Mexican wines. A little Indian place we visited recently was pouring a white Beaujolais by the glass. We don't often see white Beaujolais, and we're not generally big fans of it, anyway, often finding it thin. But this one, from Jean-Paul Brun, was excellent, with ripe Chardonnay fruit and good acidity that was perfect with our Indian food. Our favorite little Italian place, a cash-only, family spot, has an owner who cares about wine, so he always features a wine special that he found himself (it's written in chalk on a blackboard -- it's that kind of place). Recently, it was 2001 Truchard Cabernet from Napa Valley for $28. It was earthy and broad and, interestingly, reminded us very much of a good Italian wine. Having a bottle with any age at a restaurant is always a treat, and 2001 was a very good year.

Good wineries work very hard to get their wines into restaurants, and many restaurants work very hard to offer interesting, different wines. You are the third part of that equation. If you see something new and different on the list, take a chance and order it.

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

I bought a couple of cases of 1997 and 1999 Brunello di Montalcino that I'd love to open when my girls turn 18; those were the years they were born. I do have them stored in a small wine cellar at 57 degrees, but as you can see, I still have a few years to go. However, my friend told me that in general, Italian wines, especially Brunellos, do not hold well through time, regardless of whether they are properly stored or not. Is this correct? Should I be concerned that when the time comes and I open one of these, they will be mediocre?

--Mario Ruiz, Miami

Relax. Brunello ages well for a very long time, and these were excellent years. With proper care, they will be wonderful. More broadly, we are asked so often about laying down wines for newborns that we devoted an entire chapter to this in our most recent book, "Wine for Every Day and Every Occasion." While there are many great possibilities -- top-notch Bordeaux and Port are classic examples -- we're particularly fond of laying down fine Sauternes. Not only does it get better and better with age, but it even gets prettier and prettier in the clear bottle, which means your child can enjoy the wine long before he or she can actually drink it. Unfortunately, the best Sauternes estates don't make wine in every vintage, so this might not always be possible. However, the best wines from all over the world often aren't released for three years or so after harvest anyway, so you have plenty of time to investigate this. Remember that if you are going to lay down a case for the kids, proper storage is important.

Getting the First Taste

Here are a couple of responses to a recent item about sommeliers who taste your wine before you do:

I just returned from a trip to Paris, where I had the good fortune to dine at several two- and three-star restaurants. At all of them, the sommeliers always tasted the wine (in a separate glass, of course, so no reason to be grossed out) before offering it to us. I think the American sommeliers are merely copying their European counterparts, and given that many wines are corked, it is not a bad thing.

--Ernie Tiu, New York

If the real purpose of a "tasting sommelier" is to ensure the wine is "sound," which presumably means not corked, it certainly isn't necessary to taste it. A corked bottle will usually assault the nose with the foul pungency of moldy gym socks as soon as it is opened. Still, I suppose I could allow a sommelier to give the glass a swirl and a pass under his nose with a quick flourish if he absolutely thought he must. But the thought of him tasting it, supposedly on my behalf, is so revolting and insulting it would be difficult for me not to flee the restaurant immediately and never return.

--Thomas Katheder, Lake Buena Vista, Fla.

The Pear Essentials

By ERIC FELTEN
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"Is it sweet or not?" The woman had been puzzling in front of the fruit brandies and liqueurs and was finally asking for help from the liquor store clerk. Hers was not a silly question. Open a bottle of raspberry eau-de-vie expecting a sweet cordial resembling a raspberry syrup and you will be shocked to get a mouthful of firewater. Yet the eau-de-vie and cordial may both say "framboise" on the label. How do you know which is which?

Old cocktail books can be particularly confusing when it comes to fruit brandies. Does a recipe calling for "cherry brandy" mean a brandy distilled from fermented cherries, or a liqueur made by macerating cherries in an already distilled spirit and then adding sugar? It will make a big difference in how the cocktail turns out.

The former is what is called an "eau-de-vie," and it is usually colorless (though occasionally eaux-de-vie are aged and take on a slight honeyed hue). The thick sweet stuff can be labeled with the word "liqueur" or "crème" (which, by the way, does not mean that the liqueur has cream in it). The American term "cordial" might also be found on the label. But the simplest cue comes from a peek at what's inside: Liqueurs are generally jewel-toned. This is not, however, a rule. Though I can't think of any candy-colored eaux-de-vie, there are plenty of sweet liqueurs that abjure gaudy dyes -- Cointreau, triple sec, and the clear varieties of such staples as crème de cacao and crème de menthe.

I suspect that the eau-de-vie that has most often surprised the unsuspecting palate is "poire William," in particular that version that comes with a pear trapped inside the bottle. Not all pear eaux-de-vie employ this eye-catching shtick, but those that do pull off the trick by sticking bottles right on the branches of pear trees when the fruit is just starting to bud. The pear grows in the bottle and the two are harvested together. One can be forgiven for expecting something sugary sweet with luscious ripe fruit sitting there pickled in the brandy. But poire William is classic eau, dry and hot, with just a hint of elusive sweetness.

If you buy a bottle of pear-in-bottle brandy, also be prepared to purchase one of fruit-free poire to keep the fancy one topped up. As long as the pear is fully submerged in the eau-de-vie, it will be preserved, a permanent lab specimen for your bar. But should the brandy level fall to the point that the pear is even the least bit exposed, the fruit will rot and ruin what's left of the spirit.

There are a number of excellent poire William brandies -- with or without fruit -- available in the States. I tried two French versions, Massenez and Trimbach, along with two from artisanal distillers on the West Coast -- California's St. George Spirits and Oregon's Clear Creek Distillery. When I tasted them blind, I found that I preferred the American pair.

The Massenez was so dry that hardly any of the fruit was left in the flavor; there was more pear in the Trimbach, especially when I rolled the spirit forward in my mouth, but it was even hotter with alcohol than the Massenez. St. George's poire William had, by far, the headiest pear perfume, but the taste in the glass -- elegant and smooth as it was -- didn't quite live up to the pronounced nose. The Clear Creek poire William combined a welcoming pear scent with a lovely, mellow and subtle taste of the fruit.

I also tasted several pear liqueurs, all of which leaned toward the simple-sweet. Unlike oranges -- which combine bitter peels with sweet fruit -- pears are just plain sweet, which makes it hard to devise a complex pear liqueur. My favorite of the bunch, the Trimbach liqueur, compensated for the cloying sweetness of the pears by upping the alcohol heat. Most of the liqueurs are bottled at a mild 20% alcohol (40 proof) level. The Trimbach uses more eau-de-vie and less fruit syrup, making for a well-balanced 80-proof spirit.

In between the understated pear eaux-de-vie and the sybaritic liqueurs are a couple of anjou-flavored vodkas from Absolut and Grey Goose. They have a far more pronounced pear flavor than the pear brandies, but the fruit is unnaturally dry in the flavored-vodka manner. Absolut Pears had the more aggressive pear taste of the two, but Grey Goose La Poire was lighter and smoother.

But what to make with all these pear spirits? They have long been neglected in cocktail construction. There are hundreds of drinks that employ orange liqueurs. And not only do plenty of drinks call for sweet cherry "brandies" such as Cherry Heering, there are a number that use the cherry eau-de-vie, kirsch. But hardly anything for the poor pear. A rare exception is the Lennart, a European highball made with pear brandy, lime juice and lemon-lime soda. The moniker is Swedish for "Leonard," and though I don't know whom the drink was named for, I like to imagine it is a tip of the hat to the modern realist artist Lennart Anderson, whose still-life of a pear and a jug is one of his better-known paintings.

In a similar highball vein, I found that pear brandy and pear liqueur together make for a refreshing "rickey" -- a category that combines just about any liquor with fresh lime juice and club soda on the rocks.

Then again, you can't go wrong drinking a good eau-de-vie de poire all by itself, chilled to cellar temperature. Save it for the end of a meal and enjoy it slowly -- the only way you'll get the elusive pears, shy at first, fully to reveal themselves.

PEAR RICKEY

1 oz pear brandy (eau-de-vie)

1 oz pear liqueur

juice of ½ lime

Build on the rocks in a highball glass and top with soda water. Garnish with the lime shell.

LENNART

1½ oz pear brandy (eau-de-vie) or pear vodka

juice of ½ lime

Build on the rocks in a highball glass and top with lemon-lime soda, such as Sprite or 7UP.
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How to Tempt the 20-Somethings?

By Karen Page and Andrew Dornenburg

Wednesday, April 11, 2007; F05

"Wine has a stuffy image." "Wine labeling is too complex." "There are too many wine choices and styles."

We're twice the age of the 20- to 25-year-old occasional wine drinkers around the globe whose opinions above were solicited in a recent study by Vinexpo, organizer of the world's largest wine and spirits exhibition. We've both earned sommelier certificates to boot. Still, we found ourselves nodding in agreement at the first two of those three opinions culled from survey results released last month.

The 100 respondents, who live in the United States, the United Kingdom, France, Belgium and Japan, expressed a definite curiosity about wine. The problem? They are discouraged by the amount of time and effort they think it takes to learn how to appreciate wine.

Anything that makes wine easier to understand and enjoy is a boon to 20-something wine drinkers, not to mention the rest of us.

So we applaud the entertaining new wine book "Educating Peter" (Scribner, $25), whose subtitle is "How I Taught a Famous Movie Critic the Difference Between Cabernet and Merlot, or How Anybody Can Become an (Almost) Instant Wine Expert." It chronicles author Lettie Teague's Pygmalionesque efforts to transform Rolling Stone magazine film reviewer Peter Travers from a "wine idiot" (according to the book's jacket) into a connoisseur. Travers's confidence is ultimately tested at a wine auction and in a restaurant encounter with an opinionated sommelier.

Studded with Hollywood names and factoids (director Martin Scorsese's favorite wine is Chianti), the book teaches the basics, from how wine is made, served and tasted to characteristics of wines from the Old World (Europe) and the New World (most of the rest of the globe).

It's a hook that's ideal for young wine lovers and movie buffs who find wine encyclopedias off-putting, given not only Rolling Stone's mostly under-30 demographics but also the number of film-world luminaries involved in wine. Director Francis Ford Coppola owns the well-regarded Rubicon Estate in California, and many actors have put their names on bottles around the globe, from Australia (Olivia Newton-John) to Canada (Dan Aykroyd) to Italy (Lorraine Bracco) to New Zealand (Sam Neill) to France's Bordeaux region (Gérard Depardieu, who partners with legendary winemaker Bernard Magrez).

Bordeaux is also the home of Chateau Cheval Blanc. History's biggest fictional merlot defamer, Miles in the 2004 film "Sideways," lost his heart to a 1961 Cheval Blanc, but one irony you don't hear in the movie is this: The wine is a merlot blend. The much-vaunted Bordeaux Petrus, one of the world's most expensive wines (with the 1995 vintage fetching $1,000), also is merlot-based.

But everyday merlot isn't stuffy. It's a soft, juicy, drinkable wine. In fact, its simplicity can be considered one of its virtues.

Merlot, like certain actors, just has an image problem. "Educating Peter" author Teague describes merlot as "equal to chardonnay as the most easily pronounceable grape and the most culturally maligned. And yet it's not a simple grape; like chardonnay, it too is capable of producing great wine."

Like popcorn at the movies, merlot is a crowd pleaser -- especially to those who, like the 20-somethings surveyed by Vinexpo, reportedly want their wines "light, fruity and refreshing." Merlot isn't always as light or fruity as some pinot noirs, nor as tannic as some cabernet sauvignons.

Foodwise, it complements a broad range, including tomato-sauced pastas, roast beef and lamb, and cheese.

You'll find some of the best merlots from Washington state, California's Napa Valley, Chile, Italy's Tuscan coast and (of course) France -- namely, the Right Bank of Bordeaux in Pomerol, which tends to be rather high-priced, and St.-Emilion, which at least offers better prices than Pomerol.

Our advice to 20-something wine lovers, and those who concur with their opinions: Don't throw the baby out with the bath water. Wine isn't inherently stuffy, although certain wine snobs might deserve that description. Bear with the changing state of wine labels, which are improving at a rapid clip to become easier to read, often with food-pairing advice. And rather than be discouraged by the variety of wine choices and styles, think of it this way: Such a wide assortment holds the promise of great pleasure yet to be experienced.

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

In the Wine Aisle
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2005 Casa Lapostolle Estate Merlot

Chile, $13

Flavors: Carmenere grapes (15 percent) add color and spice; black cherries and figs meet earth and smoke

Alcohol:14.5 percent

Pair with: salmon, veal, grilled or roasted beef or lamb

Where to find it: Cecile's, Circle Wine &amp; Liquors, Rodman's

2004 Francis Coppola Diamond Collection Blue Label Merlot

California, $18

Flavors: ripe berry with notes of smoke and spice balanced by subtle tannins

Alcohol:13.5 percent

Pair with: dry Jack or Gouda cheese, roast lamb, meaty tomato sauces, barbecued pork

Where to find it: Chevy Chase Wine &amp; Spirits, Corridor Wine &amp; Spirits, MacArthur Beverages, Safeway, Rodman's, Total Wine &amp; More, Trader Joe's, Whole Foods Market, World Market

2003 Tenuta di Arceno Prima Voce

Italy, $20

Flavors:57 percent merlot means soft tannins; luscious, juicy cherries, currants and raspberries

Alcohol:13.5 percent

Pair with: beef, Parmesan cheese, chicken cacciatore, lamb, lasagna, mushroom risotto, sausages, tomato-sauced pastas

Where to find it: Calvert Woodley, De Vinos, Paul's of Chevy Chase, Pearson's Wine &amp; Spirits

2004 (or any vintage) Shafer Napa Valley Merlot

California, $49

Flavors: big, ripe red berries, hints of chocolate, firm tannins; an outstanding splurge

Alcohol:14.9 percent

Pair with: chicken, duck, cherry or cranberry sauces, mushrooms, pork, roasted garlic, turkey

Where to find it: Calvert Woodley, Chevy Chase Wine &amp; Spirits, MacArthur Beverages, Rodman's, Schneider's of Capitol Hill

Note: Prices are approximate. Contact stores to verify availability. All stores not listed. Other resources for finding wines include http://www.wineaccess.com and http://www.winesearcher.com.
