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California syrahs worth a little extra expense
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Sometime in May 2003 — in a closed-door meeting — marketing gurus on Madison Avenue decided that syrah would be the new "it" wine. They reasoned it was an easy grape to pronounce, not particularly hard to grow and that merlot had had a good run but needed to be replaced.

Like so many well-laid plans, it didn't turn out as they figured. Yes, tons of syrah were planted, but the memo instructing winemakers on what kind of syrah wine to make was never sent. Would it be the scintillating, earthy, austere style of France's northern Rhone Valley or the fruit-laden, jammy and bold style made famous by Australian shiraz makers?

Turns out that plenty of both kinds were made, but this created an identity crisis. You never knew what you were going to get, unless you paid careful attention to the scribblings of intrepid wine columnists with their fingers on the pulse of America's wine industry. So syrah's moment to shine as an A-list, American wine never came to pass.

Then everyone got infatuated with pinot noir after the movie "Sideways" hit the screens, and syrah fell back into the middle of the wine pack. (Dare I say "Que sera, syrah?" Probably not.)

David Hopkins, winemaker for Bridlewood Estate Winery and self-appointed swami of syrah, says "Sideways" really should have been made about his favorite grape, not pinot noir.

"We have a saying around here that people come to Santa Ynez for the pinot noir and stay for the syrah," says Hopkins, referring to one of the Santa Barbara, Calif., growing regions where "Sideways" was filmed. "And the pinots are great, but I think ultimately it will be the perfect place for syrah."

Despite Hopkins' best efforts, syrah sales remain stagnant. After a jump in 2003, domestic syrah sales have settled down. Syrahs made up about 3 percent of food-store wine sales in 2004 and 2005 and inched up to 3.5 percent in 2006, according to AC Nielsen. That doesn't matter to Hopkins, who has enthusiastically made syrah wines for a dozen years.

"I think it is a very malleable grape in terms of winemaking," Hopkins says. "Each of our blocks expresses where it's from, and I'm able to use each of these expressions to blend for elegance and structure."

I enjoy wines made of syrah. I prefer the Rhone style over the Aussie style, but unlike a lot of whiny wine experts, I don't cast off the big, burly wines from Down Under, or those made in their likeness from the United States. Sometimes only shiraz will do.

About nine months ago, I started collecting California syrahs of all types. They do make syrahs in other places in the United States, but I didn't care to taste several hundred wines for this report. The 51 from California I did taste (all blind-tasted) were plenty to get a sense of the state of syrah.

The state of domestic syrah is generally sound, with just a couple of caveats. First, to all you bargain hunters out there: You're probably better off sticking to $10 cabernet sauvignons and merlots if you are looking for a discount red wine. I did find a couple of gems under $15 (the 2004 Fetzer Vineyards, Valley Oaks, Shiraz and the 2005 Virgin Vines Shiraz, which I will address in a future column), but most of the value-oriented syrahs ranged from blah to yuck-o for me.

Second, if you're looking for more food-friendly, Rhone-style versions of syrah, you'd be better served by winemakers south of the San Luis Obispo County line. The wines from Paso Robles and Santa Barbara, for the most part, accentuated bright, fresh berry flavors and minerals. If you're prone to pop a bottle of fun and fruity Aussie shiraz (pronounced SHE-raz), then look for syrahs from Sonoma, Mendocino and, to a certain extent, Monterey and Livermore counties. I found a preponderance of beefy, full-bodied, jammy syrahs from these northerly regions.

(By the way, in case you were wondering, there are no genetic differences between syrah and shiraz, the latter of which is typically associated with Australian wines. Indeed, most of the plant material found in Australia originally came from French vineyards, where it was called syrah. Shiraz refers to more of a style rather than a unique grape type.)

Bridlewood's Hopkins couldn't agree more with my north-south observation. "I think that at some point, someone is going to draw a line in the sand, and it will be cabernet to the north of San Pablo Bay and syrah to the south," he says. "The central coast will be syrah-central some day. And we're still learning where to grow this grape, and when we finally figure it all out, you'll be finding some incredible wines coming from here."

The bad news is that to get any of these incredible interpretations of syrah, you're going to have to part with a little cash. Cline's Los Carneros version was perhaps the value leader, coming in at $21, but most of the better syrahs (and there were a bunch of fancy ticklers in this tasting) will set you back at least $30 or $40.

But the good news is that they are worth it. Unlike the jaw-dropping prices of many A-list cabernet sauvignons and pinot noirs, the best domestic syrahs will set you back no more than $50 or $60. And let's face it, you need to try some new varieties, right? Maybe the marketing geniuses got it right after all.

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.

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

2002 Wattle Creek Shiraz,

Alexander Valley, Calif.

$28

Two thumbs way up

What an exciting wine, with aromas of black pepper, spices, blackberries and plum. Medium-bodied with subtle spiciness, it has flavors of boysenberry, a note of dark chocolate and food-friendly tartness.

2004 Cline Cellars Syrah,

Los Carneros, Calif.

$21

Two thumbs up

An intense wine packed with blackberry fruit, black cherry, dry cherry, black licorice and notes of chalky minerals. A couple of hours later, it offered "meaty" plum and cranberry flavors with a subtle bitterness.

2004 Daniel Gehrs Syrah,

Santa Barbara County, Calif.

$30

Two thumbs way up

You don't have to drink this wine, just get lost in its aromas of violets, dark berries and peppery spices. But if you do, you'll find flavors of fresh, ripe blackberries with a light gaminess and black licorice. Very approachable.

2003 Curtis Winery,

Crossroads Vineyard Syrah, Santa Barbara County, Calif.

$32

Two thumbs up

A pleasant mix of berry, earthy barnyard and leather aromas. It has flavors of ripe blackberries and plum, with a touch of black pepper, minerals and a subtle, sweet quality. It should please novices and wine snobs alike.

2004 JC Cellars, Haley's Reserve,

Rockpile Vineyard, Rockpile, Calif.

$50

Two thumbs up

A powerful wine with blackberry, blueberry and leathery, sharp black pepper notes. A little over the top and lacking some "syrah-ness," but still enjoyable.

2003 Tablas Creek Vineyard Syrah,

Paso Robles, Calif.

$35

Two thumbs up

Intoxicating aromas of dark spices, real root beer, violets and blueberries. It has subtle flavors of cranberry, pleasantly tart raspberry, cola and an exciting note of jalapeño pepper. Tablas rarely disappoints.

2003 Bridlewood Estate Winery,

Reserve, Syrah, Central Coast, Calif.

$24

Two thumbs way up

Exotic without being weird, this wine has aromas of dark berries, violets and a hint of mint. It offers flavors of ripe red berries, blueberry with nice balance among its tart, spicy and meaty qualities. Yum, what a food wine!

Chicago Tribune

La resistance

Americans missing out on the charms of Chablis because they still confuse it with the California fake

Bill Daley

April 18, 2007

Chablis can trigger an involuntary shudder in those of us who are a certain age. That's because we nearly drowned 30 years ago in a flood of cheap California "chablis" made with everything but.

It was a wine so unpleasant many of us have shied away from Chablis, the noble white wine made in France's Burgundy region. Complicating matters more, Chablis is made from the chardonnay grape, a varietal whose blowzy, butterball persona (again, blame California) has triggered a backlash with consumers demanding ABC -- "Anything But Chardonnay."

It's important to realize one thing: French Chablis is nothing like California "chablis" or, in many cases, California chardonnay.

The wine has a commendable austerity, a crispness and a signature minerality. Even the higher-quality Chablis, sometimes aged for a time in oak, still don't seem to have the over-the-top quality so many oaked chardonnays can have.

Chablis comes from northern Burgundy, from the land around the town of Chablis. There are four quality-based appellations. In ascending order of quality, and often price, they are: Petit Chablis, Chablis, Chablis Premier Cru and Chablis Grand Cru. "Regular" Chablis makes up much of the production, according to "The New Wine Lover's Companion." There are 40 vineyards with premier cru status and seven grand cru vineyards. You can spot that prime acreage easily on the map; the grand crus are located on slopes facing southwest. Geographical orientation is important because the often cool climate can affect the ripening of the grapes.

The distinctive minerality is due to chalky limestone soils.

Chablis can be among the world's best white wines, so why have so many people forgotten Chablis' appeal? Even Nora Horan, a publicist for Joseph Drouhin, the French vintner, conceded that the American consumer has forgotten the "meaning of Chablis." But she insisted that the white can "once again have a place on the tables and in the hearts" of consumers.

Frankly, Chablis still has a way to go.

Alixe Lischett, owner of Glen Ellyn's Cabernet & Co., loves Chablis and she recommends them to customers who like other white Burgundies. Yet, she has been turned down by some, especially those looking to buy a bottle for a gift. They aren't certain the gift-getter will realize that Chablis is a good wine, she reported.

Howard Silverman of Howard's Wine Cellar said that those novice drinkers used to drinking American whites might not like Chablis, particularly the basic wine, because of its austerity.

"It's lighter, there's less alcohol, no residual sugar and no oak," he said. "That can be difficult for someone coming off of Kendall-Jackson."

Silverman said that people new to Chablis might want to consider ordering a bottle at a restaurant and letting the server suggest the perfect food match.

Lischett also recommended pairing food to the Chablis because the wine's chalkiness offsets the cream or butter in food.

"Chablis will complement the dish while a big chardonnay would compete with it," she said.

Lischett uses Chablis' mineral quality to help sell the wine. This note piques interest in many customers, even those who say they don't like chardonnay. Variations from vintage to vintage due to climate -- 2003 was a record hot year -- also is a plus for her.

"It's another story for us to tell and stories sell wine," she said.

Still, Silverman bemoaned how many drinkers handle Chablis.

"People drink them too cold, they drink them too young," he complained. "Chablis needs proper aging, it could take seven to 10 years in a good vintage."

For him, the wait and the money are worth it.

"You are paying the money for special grapes grown in special soil," he said. "The character of those grapes doesn't reveal itself for 10 years or so."

- - -

Variations on a theme

The Good Eating tasting panel sampled Chablis in three quality levels in an informal blind tasting. Three wines by Joseph Drouhin were among them so panelists could discover the various approaches one maker brings to chardonnay. All but one of the wines was from 2004. The exception, a 2003 Joseph Drouhin Chablis Grand Cru Les Clos, was more robust than the classically austere 2004s, underscoring the role vintage can play, especially in France where the climate can differ dramatically year to year. The summer of 2003 was unusually hot, resulting in bigger, fruitier wines, while the cooler 2004 season produced wines in the more austere style.

Chablis

2004 Julien Brocard Domaine de la Boissonneuse

Clean, crisp minerality, lively acidity and refreshing grapefruit flavor. Serve with sole. $18

2004 Joseph Drouhin

Lemony nose translates into a crisp lemon flavor with a definite sweet-tart finish. Serve with grilled shrimp, oysters. $20

Chablis Premier Cru

2004 Joseph Drouhin

More body than the regular Chablis but still a clean profile. Good acidity, pineapple notes. Serve with baked ham, sauteed fish. $29

2004 Jean-Marc Brocard Collection Mineral

Well-balanced, buttery, with a subtle burst of fruit on the finish. The nose is a bit mushroomy. Serve with seared scallops, chicken in veloute sauce. $19

Chablis Grand Cru

2004 William Fevre Les Clos

A complex wine, with sweet pineapple notes balanced by touches of tart citrus. Crisp, well-balanced. Serve with crab souffle, fettuccine in a lemon -ream sauce. $70

2003 Joseph Drouhin Les Clos

Aromatic, rounded, with plenty of tingly clove flavor spiking up the buttery, almost Burgundian richness of the wine. Serve with chicken-mushroom roulade, lobster. $84

-- B.D.

Sources: These wines may or may not be in stock at your local store; inquire first. At least one of these wines was found at these stores: Binny's Beverage Depot stores, Howard's Wine Cellar, Sal's Beverage World stores, Whole Foods Market, Dobby's World-Wide Liquors in Palatine, Cabernet & Company in Glen Ellyn and WineStyles in Woodridge. Prices may vary from store to store. Prices are rounded off.

Simple is fine but don't fault label readers

Bill Daley

April 15, 2007

Q. At one time we ordered white or red and that was it. It worked fine. Yearning for those days came to mind Saturday when I stopped at Bistro Monet in Glen Ellyn. I asked for a glass of chardonnay while looking over the menu. It was pleasant, and I enjoyed it with my foie gras appetizer. I decided on scallops for the entree and another glass of the same wine. It was fine.

If I had chosen a specific wine, it might not have tasted right, been from the wrong vintage for what I was ordering, been from grapes too high or too low on the same slope, etc. I have seen labels from the same winery with the same year and grape, yet different suggested food pairings. As we get older, our taste buds lose their ability to tell the different flavors either through age or medications. But we would like a good red or white that can be enjoyed with a variety of meals without having to guess among hundreds of wineries. Any suggestions on finding a solid red and white?

-- Joe Piekarczyk, Wheaton

A. Relax. Drink what you find you like. You enjoyed that chardonnay; get the name from the restaurant and go out and buy it. Ditto for a red.

Vintages, grape-growing elevations, residual sugars, oak aging, all that important blah-blah-blah does matter, yes, in terms of the quality of the final product. But whether you need to know all that or not is up to you in the end. Focus on what you think you need to know to get the kind of wine you like.

That said, please realize that not everyone wants to go back to that simpler time of choosing red or white. The product could be pretty ghastly then; no wonder people drank hard liquor. Offering the consumer more choice, be it vintage, varietal, styling, bottle size, price or whatever, is a smart move, especially if the consumer is a knowing buyer who can appreciate the differences out there.

As for your comment about a winemaker releasing two wines with the same vintage and the same grape but with differing food recommendations, remember these two wines may come from different wine regions. Their flavor may be different enough to warrant a second roster of food choices.

Dallas Morning News

Winning wines that don't cost a fortune

$12 gold medalists from the Dallas Wine Competition

11:08 AM CDT on Wednesday, April 18, 2007

By REBECCA MURPHY / Special Contributor to The Dallas Morning News

The most expensive wine in this year's Dallas Morning News Wine Competition cost $200, and prices for gold-medal wines ranged from $5 to $85. But price doesn't always ensure quality, as the following wines demonstrate. These gold-medal-winning wines are available in Dallas retail stores for less than $12.

Korbel , California, Methode Champenoise, Blanc de Noirs non-vintage, $11.99

The family­owned Korbel winery makes sparkling wines using the labor-intensive Champagne method. Blanc de Noirs is a white wine made from red grapes, in this case pinot noir, showing off with enticing raspberry and strawberry aromas. Light yeasty, raspberry flavors in the mouth are made festive by plentiful bubbles. Try it as an aperitif or with fresh goat cheese. Widely available.

Bogle Vineyards, California, Chenin Blanc 2005, $9

The Bogle family were grape-growers before they were winemakers, so they understand the importance of the vineyard. Since they've owned their vineyards for a long time, they are also able to make good value wines. This chenin blanc is dry but lush, with melon, pineapple and apple with crisp, citrusy acidity to keep it fresh and vibrant in the mouth. The perfect wine for pad Thai. Available at select Whole Foods Markets.

Blackstone, California, Pinot Grigio 2005, $9.99

Pinot gris has traditionally been a small category in the competition, with eight or 10 entries. But in the past five years, entries have ballooned to an average of 85 to 90. Blackstone was founded in 1990 to make easy-to-drink, affordable wines. They added pinot gris to their portfolio in 2006. Light pear and floral aromas lead to crisp apple and pear flavors. Just right as an aperitif or with light salads. Widely available.

Oak Grove, California, Reserve Viognier 2005, $7.99

Viognier (vee-on-YEA) is a white grape most famous for the Rhone wine Condrieu. But it's catching on all over the world, particularly warm spots, because this highly aromatic grape needs to be fully ripe to unleash its heady perfume. Grapes for this wine come from the California Central Coast regions of Monterey, Arroyo Seco and Paso Robles. This is a full-bodied wine with floral aromas of honeysuckle and flavors of melon and apricot weighty enough for a grilled salmon. Available at Majestic Fine Wine & Spirits.

Altivo, Mendoza, Malbec 2005, $7.99

Malbec, the signature grape variety of Argentina, is still allowed as a component of blends in Bordeaux and is responsible for the "black wines" of Cahors. But Argentina is where it shines. Mendoza is a major wine-growing region at the foot of the Andes Mountains, where the vineyard altitude ranges from approximately 1,900 to 3,300 feet. Here, malbec presents bounteous, juicy blackberry, cassis and plum fruit in the aromas and flavors, with smooth tannins. A versatile partner fit for roasted chicken or grilled sausage. Available at Goody-Goody.

Rosemount, Southeastern Australia, Cabernet Sauvignon 2005, $8.99

Southeastern Australia covers a lot of territory, and the folks at Rosemount use grapes from throughout the region, determined to produce their diamond-label wines with plentiful fruit and good varietal character. The judges say the Rosemount winemakers achieved their goal with this cab, which displays bright berry, cassis fruit in the aromas and flavors, with gentle tannins. Enjoy it with a burger or a red-meat roast. Widely available.

Favorite chardonnays that won't disappoint

Our wine panel picks eight examples that give the grape its due

02:02 PM CDT on Tuesday, April 17, 2007

By TINA DANZE / Special Contributor to The Dallas Morning News

How many times have you stared down shelves of chardonnay, wondering which bottle to buy? Worse, how many times have you purchased a California chardonnay – the varietal that put the state's winemaking on the map – only to be disappointed?

Back when chardonnay became America's most popular wine, the varietal was burdened by overambitous winemaking. An over-oaked, buttery, harsh-tasting style became so common that many consumers avoided chardonnay altogether.

But that over-the-top approach is losing steam, and avoiding the varietal today means missing out on some excellent, reasonably priced wines.

"Chardonnay has progressed into a more balanced wine," says Paul Pinnell, a sommelier and general manager of Nana restaurant. "It's moved away from the massive-oak fruit bombs, and butter, and moved toward a more balanced style with higher acidity."

The evolution of chardonnay has also spawned a New World style completely devoid of oak.

"Palates have changed, and winemaking styles have changed," says James Tidwell, sommelier of Café on the Green at the Four Seasons Resort in Las Colinas. That explains the unoaked trend, which he says started gaining momentum about 18 months ago. "The pendulum has almost swung in the opposite direction from the oaky, buttery style."

George Howald of Serendipity Wine Imports summed up the variety of styles this way: "Chardonnay isn't about the grape. It's about what you do – or don't do – to the grape."

For Salut, our wine panel set out to find a stable of chardonnays under $20 that you can count on for either pairing with food or serving as an aperitif. Out of 14 sampled, we found eight great wines, ranging from the classic Old World style of Burgundy to the unoaked New World variety, and even an oaky, buttery one done right.

Tina Danze is a Dallas freelance writer.

MISSION: CHARDS TO LOVE

ASSIGNMENT: Sample 14 chardonnays in search of wines to bring back consumers turned off by over-the-top styles.

THE TASTERS

•James Tidwell, sommelier at Café on the Green, The Four Seasons Resort and Club in Las Colinas, and a certified wine educator

•Paul Pinnell, a sommelier and general manager of Nana in the Hilton Anatole

•George Howald, Serendipity Wine Imports

•Blythe Beck, executive chef, Hector's on Henderson

•Cathy Barber, Taste Editor

•Tina Danze, freelance writer

THE BEST: Au Bon Climat Chardonnay 2005, Santa Barbara

(Tom Thumb – Lovers Lane, Frisco, Plano and Coppell flagship stores; Central Market, $20)

"Balanced," is the ultimate praise Mr. Tidwell bestowed on this wine, our jewel of the tasting. "It's got oak, but not too much; acidity, but not too much; and flavor, but not too much. It's got the fruit of California, but the minerality of Burgundy. To me, that's what wine is all about: balance." Others weighed in with more accolades: "This wine has the complexity, depth and character to compete with world-class chardonnays," says Mr. Pinnell. Mr. Howald adds: "You could have this wine on its own, or as a food companion, and it would serve you very well." Another taster, burned by many bad chardonnay purchases, adds: "This would bring anyone back to chardonnay."

Sharpe Hill Chardonnay 2005, Connecticut

(Central Market; Mr. G's in Plano, $17.99)

This Connecticut – yes, Connecticut – chardonnay was a hit at a recent "Anything But California" tasting hosted by Mr. Tidwell at Café on the Green. It was a hit with our panel, too. "It shows that there are good chardonnays made in other places besides Napa and Sonoma," says Mr. Tidwell. The wine has a nice, crisp acidity and ripe apple-pear flavor with an elegant hint of ginger spice. "It also has some oak for richness, but it's not over the top," says Mr. Tidwell. Mr. Howald gives it high marks for "exquisite balance." "If you don't like big buttery, oaky wines, this is your chardonnay," he says. Ms. Beck also admired the wine's "light, easy to drink" quality.

Chalone Vineyards Chardonnay 2005, Monterey County

(Widely available, $10.99)

Thick, unctuous and oily – in a good way – were the initial descriptions that this wine elicited. "I think it's interesting that the first remarks out of everyone's mouth have to do with texture," says Mr. Tidwell. Gradually, the tasters found other characteristics they liked as well. "It reminds me of my perfume: springy and floral, with tropical fruits," Ms. Beck says. Mr. Tidwell noted that it had some oak, but that it was well integrated. "Monterey tropical fruit at its best," says one taster. A great value wine.

Edna Valley Vineyards Paragon Chardonnay, 2005

(Widely available, $11.99)

This easy-drinking chardonnay has peach and citrus notes, well-integrated oak, and a minerality in the finish. "It fulfills the expectations about chardonnays from that area," says Mr. Howald. Edna Valley is a cool-climate California region sometimes compared to France's Champagne and Côte d'Or, and the Rhine in Germany. The climate produces wines that are crisp and refreshing. Mr. Pinnell took the compliment further, calling it "one of the best buys in the market."

Alpha Domus Unoaked Chardonnay, 2005 New Zealand

(Vino 100; selected Centennials; Big Daddy's, $15.20)

The panel fell unanimously for this "classic, textbook chardonnay," with its pleasant green apple, peach and melon flavors. "It's the right flavor profile for chardonnay," says Mr. Howald. Mr. Pinnell concurred. "It really brings you back to chardonnay and what it's about," he says. "It's all about the fruit. A foolproof chardonnay that you can't help but love." Ms. Beck hailed it as "a flavorful, fun wine that's easy to drink and goes well with a lot of food."

Four Vines Naked Chardonnay 2005, Santa Barbara

(Sigel's; State Street Spirits; WineStyles in McKinney and Flower Mound; and Mr. G's in Plano, $11.99)

This unoaked chardonnay should appeal to those who dislike oaky wines, but still seek complexity and richness. "It gets the whole New World, unoaked-chardonnay thing right," says Mr. Tidwell. "Too many are austere and uninteresting." Mr. Pinnell agreed, praising the wine's complexity, body and texture even without the oak. "This wine makes me want to cook!" says Ms. Beck. "It's thick and meaty and works as a great food wine. I could see it with scallops." Other panelists agreed, suggesting fish with a lemon beurre blanc, capers and lemon.

Geyser Peak Chardonnay 2005, Sonoma

(Widely available, $15.99)

This wine gets the buttery, oaky California style right. "It's a good example of the style, without being overpriced," says Mr. Howald. Although he noted that the unoaked style works better with food, he thought this would be a good choice for budget-conscious fans of the California butter-oak style. "It's a good wine to enjoy by itself," says Mr. Pinnell. "It's a meal in a glass, and it's beautiful."

Valley of the Moon

Chardonnay 2005, Sonoma

(Dallas Fine Wine and Spirits; Central Market; Kroger in Arlington; Market Street in McKinney, $11.24)

A classic, elegant Sonoma-style chardonnay that all panelists embraced. "It's crisp, clean, with beautiful acidity and a kiss of subtle oak," says Mr. Pinnell. "It's got some butter, but not too much." The panel agreed that this wine would be "a popular wine" with universal appeal. Several tasters proclaimed, "I love this wine."

A touch of Italy under the Texan sun

12:00 AM CDT on Wednesday, April 18, 2007

By WES MARSHALL / Special Contributor to The Dallas Morning News

Lubbock's CapRock Winery recently entered an alliance with Cantine Marchesi Fumanelli Winery, a 600-year-old Italian winery close to Venice.

CapRock has been distributing the Fumanelli wines, and both parties decided to strengthen their ties by turning over the winemaking responsibilities at CapRock to Fumanelli personnel.

Winemaker Flavio Peroni and agronomist and associate winemaker Alberto Marchetto will be working on CapRock's Texas wines as well as working on ways to combine Texan and Italian wines.

CapRock's facilities can process up to 100,000 cases of wine per year, which will allow significant growth both for CapRock and Fumanelli.

Given the abundance of Italian wine on the international market, this alliance promises to offer new ways to sell Italian wines.

It will also bring new, international-style winemaking techniques to the Texas High Plains.

Longtime grape grower and winemaker Bobby Cox says: "I think the new blood being transfused into the High Plains from the ancient wine-growing culture of Italy can help solve some of the wine-growing challenges of our area. Plus, Italy has a more informal approach to wine at the table, and that attitude can help Texans fall in love with their wines."

Veteran Texas winemaker Kim McPherson has left CapRock to focus on his two rapidly growing side interests: McPherson Cellars, which he owns, and La Diosa Cellars, where he is the winemaker.

"If I was still just doing 300 to 400 cases, it might have been different, but I'm doing way over 5,000 cases, and it was just time for me to move on," he says.

"I just wanted to do my own deal. I've always wanted to do my own label, and now it's come into fruition."

Wes Marshall is a freelance Austin wine writer.

Hill Country winery wants to be a foodie destination

02:59 PM CDT on Wednesday, April 18, 2007

By WES MARSHALL / Special Contributor to The Dallas Morning News

DRIFTWOOD, Texas – Damian Mandola wanders through his tasting room, stopping for a casual chat with the customers. He's gracious, with a big laugh and a happy demeanor. His T-shirt reads, "One Ton of Fun," an obvious reference to and acceptance of his girth. But the important word there is "fun." Mr. Mandola's having the time of his life.

He's been jigging through projects like a circus clown playing Beethoven's Ninth on a row of milk bottles. There's Cucina Siciliana , his PBS cooking show; book signings for his three books (Ciao, Y'all; Ciao, Sicily; and Ciao, Tuscany); the opening of his new concept grocery store-restaurant, Mandola's Italian Market, in Austin; and the start-up of the Mandola Estate Winery. One can understand why he sold his share of Carrabba's Italian Grill to his nephew, Johnny Carrabba.

Then Mr. Mandola decided to leave Houston and move to Driftwood, in the more relaxing Hill Country. Only he forgot to relax.

He started Mandola Estate Winery by hiring veteran winemaker Mark Penna. Mr. Penna has worked at all the top High Plains wineries and was the winemaker at Ste. Genevieve.

Together, Mr. Mandola and Mr. Penna have built one of the most gorgeous wineries and tasting rooms in the state. Think Tuscan mansion, with beautifully manicured grounds inviting visitors into a homey tasting room. In the back of this showplace, every consideration has been given to the winemaker's craft.

EVANS CAGLAGE/DMN

Damian Mandola has created one of the most beautiful wineries in the state, with Tuscan-mansion architecture and lush landscaping.

But since Mr. Mandola still has an occasional couple of minutes on his hands, he's decided to make his winery into a destination stop for foodies and wine lovers all over the U.S. He'll start by integrating his winery tasting room with a new restaurant.

"It's going to be a casual family restaurant," he says. "It will be real rustic Italian, with things like oxtails, osso bucco, roasted suckling pig. We'll also serve rustic pastas, like wild boar with papparadelle."

The restaurant, to be called Lisina, will open in late June. Because it will be open for dinner only, Mr. Mandola has decided to use the kitchen and restaurant for cooking and wine classes.

He's already planning on large crowds, and he's come up with a great way to handle the overflow: The tasting room will stay open and morph into a homey wine bar. Mr. Mandola is all about keeping the customer comfortable.

"In the beginning, my goal was to do a small little boutique winery," he says. "But we all talked and decided that if we're going to get in business, let's do it right." Doing it right is now defined, at least by Mr. Mandola, as creating a palace for food and wine in Driftwood, Texas, southwest of Austin.

And he says that although he's keeping a frenetic pace, he feels more relaxed than ever. "I love just sitting back and watching the grapes grow."

Wes Marshall is an Austin freelance wine writer.

MANDOLA WINES

Mandola's vines are too young to produce, so the winery sources its grapes from other Texas vineyards. These wines are food wines, with plentiful acidity that will make them perfect palate- cleansers.

•My favorite wine so far is the unoaked pinot grigio. Winemaker Mark Penna is finding some great grapes, resulting in rich, long-lasting flavors.

•Their best red wine is a syrah sourced from Hill Country grapes. The wine is a garnet color with chocolate and spice aromas. In the house style, the acids are pronounced but well-integrated.

•Vintage 2008 is when they should start making estate wines.

•Mandola wines are available direct from the winery.

MANDOLA ESTATE WINERY

13308 FM 150 W, Driftwood, Texas, 512-858-1470, www.mandolawines.com

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

Wine of the week: An Italian cousin to California zinfandel

10:28 AM CDT on Wednesday, April 18, 2007

Cantele, Salento IGT, Primitivo 2004, $9.99

DNA profiling has recently determined that primitivo and California's zinfandel are genetically identical. While this wine from Puglia, Italy's boot heel, is not as robust as many of its New World cousins, it certainly bears a family resemblance with briary, spicy, dried cherry and berry fruit, chewy tannins and trademark high alcohol content. Serve with spaghetti and meatballs. Available at Pogo's.

Rebecca Murphy

Pick a pear vodka

11:28 AM CDT on Wednesday, April 18, 2007

Grey Goose "La Poire" pear-flavored vodka had me at the first whiff.

The vodka vapors are such a good medium for the Anjou pear essence that it rises like thick perfume from the glass. Both aroma and flavor are so intense that they also tease your senses with flashes of ripe banana.

With such vivid flavor, this pear vodka makes an excellent mixer. Pair the chilled vodka with a nectar or fresh juice from a spectrum that includes pineapple, peach, apricot, citrus, mango and, of course, pear. Add lemon or lime juice to crisp it. Finish with a dash of liqueur, such as Disaronno Originale, Cointreau or Midori, and a touch of sweetness, such as simple syrup or sugar.

Or, check out one of the recipes below. What great spring refreshers. Grey Goose "La Poire" pear vodka is about $30 for a 750 ml bottle, available where fine spirits are sold.

Grey Goose Peartini: Mix well 1/2 cup (4 ounces) chilled La Poire, 1 tablespoon Disaronno, 1 tablespoon simple syrup and 2 tablespoons fresh-squeezed lemon juice. Serve over ice. Makes 1 serving.

Lucky Pears Faux-jito: In the bottom of a tall glass, muddle 4 to 6 mint leaves, 1 teaspoon light brown sugar and 1 tablespoon lime juice. Add ice. In a shaker, mix a scant 1/4 cup (13/4 ounces) pear vodka, 1/2 tablespoon (1/4 ounce) Midori and 1/4 cup (2 ounces) white grape juice. Pour into prepared glass. Makes 1 serving. This libation was served on St. Patrick's Day at New York City's Nurse Bettie.

Kim Pierce

A wine find in Frisco

GSM is a designation in Australia for wines made from grenache, syrah and mourvedre grapes. CrossRoads Winery in Frisco has its own idea, called CSM, which exchanges cabernet sauvignon for the grenache. Winemaker John Otis learned his trade working 12 straight harvests at Oregon's Erath Vineyards before starting his winery.

CrossRoads Winery CSM NV ($17) is the wine he makes for his tastes. The color is deep, and the dark berry aromas promise a great pairing with grilled meats. Good tannic grip finishes the package. Available at Mr. G's in Plano, and the Village Market in Castle Hills in Lewisville. Also at the winery, 15222 King Road in Frisco; 972-294-4144. The Web site is www.crwinery.com.

Wes Marshall

Denver Post

Wine of the week: Campari

By The Denver Post

Article Last Updated: 04/17/2007 07:05:58 PM MDT

Campari, $28

After a week of jury duty, a glass of white just won't cut it to settle my nerves, and a glass of red just makes me want to go to sleep - which I can't do, as my e-mail box is threatening to implode from the volume of mail that's piled up. So what am I drinking as I'm trying simultaneously to unwind and catch up on work? Campari and soda. The sweetness of the bright red liquor takes the edge off my nerves; the arresting, herbal bitterness helps shake off the last memories of boring waits and bickering attorneys. And the soda keeps it lower in alcohol (mixed 50/50, it's about 10 percent alcohol) so I can get on with my day ... even when it's actually night.

Imported by Skyy Spirits, San Francisco | Tara Q. Thomas

Foodies drink up, devour

Taste of Vail a gastronomic delight for food and wine lovers

By Michelle Asakawa

Special to The Denver Post

The Denver Post

Article Last Updated:04/17/2007 08:48:55 PM MDT

Vail - Who knew that to really appreciate your chocolate's aroma, you should cup it in your hands and inhale?

The seminar on chocolate and wine at last week's Taste of Vail instructed the audience on both the finer points of tasting gourmet chocolate (look, smell, snap, then taste) and which wines to pair with it.

Bobby Stuckey, wine director and co-owner of Frasca in Boulder, matched fruit-driven wines with some sweetness - muscat, zinfandel, port-style zin - with high-end chocolates by Hershey's Cacao Reserve.

"You have to be careful about the tannins," Stuckey explained. "You need some sugar; that's the key" to a successful pairing. And if you thought swirling was something you only do with wines, think again: Lina Bierker, brand manager for Cacao Reserve, recommends you let the chocolate melt on your tongue and then swirl it throughout your mouth.

Guest chef Michael Chiarello ruminated on flavor versus taste, why history is one of the most important things you can put in your food, and how zinfandel is "the golden retriever of red wine; it loves everything that comes to the table" as he assembled pan-roasted trout bruschetta and other Calabrian/Napa Valley dishes for a packed house.

Chiarello, who hosts "Easy Entertaining" on the Food Network, also prepared a showcase dinner earlier in the week and poured his own vineyard's wines alongside homemade salami and other antipasti during the Grand Tasting.

Held in Vail's largest ballroom, inside the Marriott Resort and Spa, the finale on Saturday night offered table after table of fine wines - poured by the winemakers or winery owners - interspersed with creative fare by valley restaurants.

Among the best were Ocotillo's veal cheeks with foie gras on mashed potato and Balata's shrimp and grits with bacon and Amish bleu cheese.

Ludwig's buttermilk panna cotta with mango jelly offered a light, sweet respite from the multitude of seafood- and game-themed savories.

In its 17th year, the Taste of Vail attracts about 5,000 people during its four days of seminars, chef showcase dinners, and tastings. Over 50 wineries joined 37 Vail Valley restaurants (as well as several others outside the valley) for this year's event, which benefits local charities. Here are some highlights:

Most delicious: Normandy Brie Soup with Black Truffle and Chervil, at the Mountaintop Picnic

Not the gooey mess you might expect but rather a creamy, silky chicken-stock based wonder, complete with a slice of black truffle and a tasty crouton. On the menu.

By: Ocotillo (in the Marriott Resort and Spa)

Wildest combo: Foie Gras Torchon PB&J at the Mountaintop Picnic

Toast two slices of brioche, slather one side with homemade blueberry jelly, insert a slice of foie gras, squish together, and enjoy. "Pull that out on a hut trip and you'd be stoked," Jeff Armistead of Vail exclaimed upon tasting this strange but delicious combo. Not on the menu, so you'll have to experiment with this one at home.

By: Mirador (in the Lodge and Spa at Cordillera)

Best contrast: Hungry volunteers chowing down on Domino's pizza while pouring $120 bottles of Louis Latour wines for the Corton-Charlemagne vertical tasting. "There's nothing like a cheese pizza to go with a fine varietal," said one volunteer.

Most memorable quote: Michael Chiarello's admonition that relying on recipes "is like using a guidebook to make love." (Instead, you should learn proper techniques, he says.)

Michelle Asakawa is a Lafayette-based writer.

Detroit News
Pinot Gris is a glass of good cheer from Alsace

Madeline Triffon: Wine

Don't miss: Schlumberger Pinot Gris "Les Princes Abbés" 2003 Alsace, France, $20

Style: Light-bodied and refreshing, dry and super-smooth with delicious ripe peach flavors.

Pronounced "shlum-bear-zhay," this family-owned winery in northeastern France provides us with classic examples of Pinot Gris as well as Riesling, Pinot Blanc and Gewurztraminer.

From the shiny golden color to the uplifting finish, this wine speaks of cheery quality. There's a density to the mouthfeel that is uniquely Alsace Pinot Gris. The fragrance and flavor are in exact harmony, with ripe apricot-peach flavors brightened by crisp lemony acidity. Balanced, showy and long, it will serve as a sophisticated warm weather quaff or be an able partner for the freshest summer catch.

Sometimes, you meet a wine personality that is so likable, your natural thought is, "I sure hope their wines are half as good as their persona!" Such is deliciously the case with Séverine Schlumberger, who runs the family wine business -- her three brothers tend to other family concerns. Séverine is gleeful in reminding her father that it is his daughter who is taking over. Asked if her dad is still active, she replied, "Oh, no! We're too much alike. The workers would put up with the both of us for two weeks at the most."

For retail sources: Contact Vintage Wine Company at jmarascovwc@hotmail.com

Pinot Gris, Pinot Grigio: What's the diff?

Thanks to the wild popularity of Italian cuisine throughout the world, Pinot Grigio enjoys enviable oeno-fame. Pinot Gris is the grape's French name, originating as it does from Burgundy. A mutation of the red Pinot Noir grape, the color of Gris is described variously as pink or gray. Until recently, French Pinot Gris could be labeled as Tokay d'Alsace, creating confusion between Pinot Gris and Hungarian Tokaji.

Alsace Pinot Gris and Italian Pinot Grigio are twins whose upbringings and homes have resulted in siblings that are different indeed.

Italian Pinot Grigio, notably in the northeastern provinces of Friuli-Venezia-Giulia and Trentino-Alto Adige, is crisply dry with a strong stony character. Alsace Pinot Gris at its best produces white wines with a signature richness and firm acidity. With bottle age, the aromas develop notes of spice, roasted nuts and honey, and a decadent, creamy mouthfeel. When lightly sweet, as in Vendage Tardive (late harvest) versions, Alsace Pinot Gris makes a formidable partner for sautéed foie gras.

Though these regions are the gold standards for Pinot Gris/Grigio production, very respectable to superb examples are being made in Oregon, California and, yes, northern Michigan!

Correction

Neither Mario Batali nor Joe Bastianich has ownership in Dark Star Imports as was incorrectly stated in April 12's wine column about La Mozza "I Perazzi" Morellino di Scansano.

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

Houston Chronicle
Chalk it up to a history of good taste

The champagnes of Dom Ruinart define purity and elegance

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

It's the oldest champagne producer — and its chalk caves, dating from Roman times 2,000 years ago, are a French national monument.

The maison of Dom Ruinart was founded in the early 18th century by linen merchant Nicolas Ruinart. The firm eventually took the name of his uncle, Dom Thierry Ruinart, a Benedictine monk and winemaking colleague of Dom Pérignon. On Sept. 1, 1729, Ruinart opened his account book: "In the name of God and the Holy Virgin shall this book be commenced."

The champagne business was officially under way.

Dom Ruinart champagne always enjoyed a high reputation and reportedly was a favorite of the Empress Josephine, who drank it until her divorce from Napoleon.

Ruinart was family-owned until 1963, when it was bought by Moët-Chandon, part of the giant Louis Vuitton Moët Hennessey group. For years its champagnes were fairly low-profile, even exiting the U.S. market for a while.

Now that's all changed as LVMH markets aggressively stateside. Hence my dinner recently with cellarmaster Jean-Philippe Moulin.

The Dom Ruinart style has always been one of flirtatious finesse, not chest-beating machismo. Moulin described it as "pure, delicate, elegant." Which is why he asked the waiter not to serve the wines too cold. "That hides the quality," he said.

According to Moulin, Ruinart's reliance on chardonnay has a positive effect on the wines: "It will keep the older vintages fresher."

We tasted just two wines at dinner, but they were keepers. Both the 1996 Blanc de Blancs and the 1996 Rosé were indeed delicate but not lacking in finesse. Champagne lovers who prefer the more aggressive, heavier styles of Krug and Bollinger probably won't cotton to Dom Ruinart, and that's OK. It just leaves more for the rest of us.

Moulin described the '96 vintage, which is a great one all over the Champagne region, as "a very good year, very acidic, good for aging."

Then I asked him what he liked to eat with his champagnes, especially the Blanc de Blancs.

"Sea urchin," he said. "It works wonderfully."

I had the cassoulet.

Dom Ruinart champagnes and Zaca Mesa wines

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

Copyright 2007 Houston Chronicle

The champagnes of Dom Ruinart are distributed by Glazer's (713-791-9830).

    * 1996 Dom Ruinart Blanc de Blancs - ****½ - think stone fruits, citrus zest, maybe a touch of minerals, with a silky, mellow quality; cellarmaster Jean-Philippe Moulin's description ``elegant'' is on the nose; $60.

    * 1996 Dom Ruinart Rosé - **** - made mostly of chardonnay, it has delicate strawberry fruit, a note of minerality and a very pure, clean aftertaste; $70.

Zaca Mesa wines

In the 1970s, Zaca Mesa was the first winery in Santa Barbara County, Calif. to plant syrah. The current vintage is 2003, but the winery recently released a few bottles of '01 and '02 to show how the wine ages. Bottom line: very well, thank you. Zaca Mesa is distributed in Houston by Republic Beverage (832-782-1400).

    * 2003 Zaca Mesa Syrah - **** - intense, bright black fruit, mostly cassis, but not over the top; some spice and a hint of leather; $19.

    * 2002 Zaca Mesa Syrah - **** - some of the brightness has mellowed, and a layer of complexity has seeped in; $19.

    * 2001 Zaca Mesa Syrah - **** - the fruit aspects are moving toward the background, replaced by well-integrated, drier components, such as herbs, tobacco and leather; not available.

Wine Find: 2006 Ferrari-Carano Fumé Blanc

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

Copyright 2007 Houston Chronicle

    *  History: Attorney and hotel-casino owner Don Carano and his wife, Rhonda, started a small winery operation in Sonoma's Dry Creek Valley in the early '80s. Today they own 19 vineyards in four appellations totaling 1,400 acres. Ferrari-Carano makes a slew of wines, from chardonnay and cabernet to sangiovese and a few blends, one a Bordeaux mélange and another a sort of Cal-Ital blend. One of the most successful wines is the 2006 Ferrari-Carano Fumé Blanc - **** - which sees a little wood but not too much. The flavors are fairly soft, with some tropical nuances to go along with just a hint of grassiness.

    *  Pairings: Roast chicken or pork, pesto pasta.

    *  Suggested retail: $17.

    *

       From: Republic Beverage; 832-782-1000. 

LA Times
Forget vintage Port. For dessert wines, Italy's the place to be.

Seeking after-dinner adventure? Enter the world of evocative dessert wines produced in regions from Piedmont to Sicily.

By Leslie Brenner

Times Staff Writer

April 18, 2007

LET'S face it: It's hard to get very excited over Italian desserts. Torta della nonna? Zabaglione? Sure they're good. But exciting they're not.

When it comes to Italian post-prandial thrills, wine and spirits is where the action is. Grappa rocks, if you're up to it, and there's nothing like a cold drop of limoncello on a summer evening. But there's also a big, sweet, serious, complex world to discover in Italian dessert wines.

Moscato d'Asti, Italy's best-known example, sweet and lightly fizzy, has never quite done it for me — it's pretty, sure, but too light and fluttery to stand in for dessert. For me, the ideal after-dinner wine is sweet but not too, with enough complexity to intrigue. Its aromas must beguile, and its finish should last long enough to keep me thinking about it. Vin Santo, Tuscany's signature dessert wine made from dried grapes, can be swell, but without biscotti for dipping, it's often a bit dull.

The best plan, if you want to discover the most compelling after-dinner action Italy has to offer, is to venture all around the country. There are amazing finds from the northernmost reaches of Alto Adige, near the Austrian border, to the southern island of Pantelleria, just about 50 miles from Tunisia. They say that when it comes to cooking, Italy is not one country but a collection of cuisines, and that's just as true for these wines. They're intriguing, unusual, attractive — though not in the conventional sense — often complex, sometimes challenging, sometimes even funky and always interesting.

Take Moscato Rosa, for instance. This pale red (or even pink), sweet wine, made in Alto Adige and Friuli from grapes that are a red sub-variety of Moscato, has lately become trendy in Friuli, according to Joseph Bastianich, author (with David Lynch) of "Vino Italiano: The Regional Wines of Italy."

"It's a northeast phenomenon," he says. "Pink is in on all fronts."

They're worth seeking out, as they can be light and pretty, yet seriously intriguing, with unusual herbal and fruit aromas and unexpected depth. Look for bottles from producers Franz Haas, Zeni and Abbazia di Novacella.

Just to the south, Recioto della Valpolicella, the sweet cousin of dry Amarone, is the Veneto's answer to Port. Known for their intensity and complexity, these reciotos are made according to an ancient method from grapes that are dried for four months, or even longer, on bamboo canes up in the lofts of wineries.

"These sweet wines are an accidental coincidence," Bastianich explains. When the farmers went out to pick the white grapes, he says, if the reds were ready too, they'd pick them and put the reds up in the attic while they vinified the whites. "So it was really born out of necessity," he says.

Piedmont's sexy stars

MOVING west, to Piedmont, Moscato Passito Loazzolo is like Moscato d'Asti's sexy big sister. Loazzolo is a denominazione di origine controllata (D.O.C.) for sweet wine made from semi-dried Moscato grapes within the Asti D.O.C.G. (denominazione di origine controllata guarantita) just south of the town of Asti. A 2001 Forteto della Luja is sweet and gorgeous, golden, luscious and honeyed, with a seriously long finish.

One of Italy's most fabled dessert wines also comes from Piedmont. Well, not exactly — but it was vinified there.

In 1959, the story goes, Antonio Ferrari, a Piedmontese winemaker with a thing for wines made from Primitivo grapes, went down to Puglia and bought some fruit from one of that region's best growers. It just so happened that '59 was the hottest year of the century in that part of the world, and the grapes he bought were super ripe and air-dried.

He made the wine, transported it back to his cellars in Piedmont, in the cool hills of Novara, and though he expected to wind up with a wine with about 21% alcohol, the wine stopped fermenting at 14% alcohol, thanks to the suddenly cooler temperatures. He aged it for 10 years in wood, then left it in cement casks to continue aging for another 35 years.

Three years ago the Ferrari family released it, as Ferrari Solaria Jonica, and the wine is stunningly good — it has an amazing amount of ripe fruit for a wine of that age, a beautiful, velvety texture, and terrific depth and complexity. It's very expensive — $190 for a 500-milliliter bottle — and there's not much of it around, but it's absolutely unforgettable.

Moving south to Umbria, Montefalco Sagrantino is in its infancy as a D.O.C. wine — the denominazione was created only in 1979; it took a step up to become a D.O.C.G. wine in 1992. But already it's become a star in the region, and the sweet passito (or dried grape) wines made from the variety can be powerfully interesting.

A 2001 Giuliano Ruggeri was the most challenging of the dessert wines I've sampled lately, with serious tannins, curiously dry aromas and a completely dry finish. It's almost like a big, brawny dry red wine dressed up to go out for dessert — curious, and compelling in its way.

And then there's Zibibbo. What's that? It's what Moscato is called in Sicily, and the dessert wine that's made from it in those parts — Moscato Passito di Pantelleria — couldn't be more different than Piedmont's Moscato Passito Loazzolo.

Moscato Passito di Pantelleria comes from a small, sunny, wind-swept island off Sicily's southeast coast; the grape is actually Muscat of Alexandria. (Piedmont's is Moscato Bianco.) According to Nicolas Belfrage, author of "Brunello to Zibibbo: The Wines of Tuscany, Central and Southern Italy," Pantelleria's Moscato is grown in black volcanic soil, the vines dug into holes to protect them from the sciroccos that whip over from across the Sahara. Passito di Pantelleria, he writes, "for the intensity and complexity of sheer grape, floral and female-scent aromas that it is capable of releasing, is surely one of the world's great sweet wines."

Well, I got prunes, black cherries, burnt caramel and rancio aromas from Salvatore Murana's 1999 "Martingana." (Murana is one of Pantelleria's best-known producers.) Deep flavors of dried apricot and hazelnuts, and a silky, sumptuous texture. It was like nothing I had ever tasted.

You can keep your vintage Port. Meanwhile, don't bogart that Solaria Jonica.

A sampling of great Italian dessert wines

Leslie Brenner

April 18, 2007

Many great Italian dessert wines, with their limited production and distribution, aren't easy to find, nor are they inexpensive; most come in small-format (375- or 500-milliliter) bottles. Chill the whites, but not too cold, and serve the reds either lightly chilled (especially in warmer weather) or at cellar temperature. Listed in order of vintage.

2002 Abbazia di Novacella Moscato Rosa. Made from a red sub-variety of Moscato, this intriguing wine has a lovely clear garnet-ruby color, an unusual bouquet of sweet cassis, red berries, pomegranate and an herbal finish. It's well-balanced — not cloyingly sweet, and with good acid. At Liquorama in Upland, (909) 985-3131, http://www.finewinehouse.com ; and at Wine House in West Los Angeles, (310) 479-3731; http://www.winehouse.com , $40 (375 ml).

2001 Forteto della Luja Moscato Passito Loazzolo. This luscious, full-bodied wine has a beautiful, clear, deep golden color with a rose tint, a gorgeous honeyed aroma that whispers botrytis, and delicious flavors of honey, mushrooms and vanilla. It's very sweet, with a long finish: a serious argument for passing up the tiramisu. At Wine House, $35 (375 ml).

2001 Giuliano Ruggeri Montefalco Sagrantino Passito. Deep and dark purplish-red, this wine has herbal, earthy aromas that belie its sweet character. On the palate it's full-bodied, sweet and a little viscous (with 15% alcohol) with serious tannins and intense flavors of roasted cherries, vanilla and good butter. The finish is curiously dry, almost grapey. At Wine House, $50 (500 ml).

2000 Le Salette Recioto della Valpolicella "Pergole Vece." Recioto della Valpolicella is known as the Veneto's answer to Port. This one is concentrated, well-balanced and complex, with a pleasant hint of bitterness and a long, lip-smacking finish. It's all preceded by aromas of warm red fruit, brambles and herbs. At Liquorama and Wine House, $70 (500 ml).

1999 Salvatore Murana Moscato Passito di Pantelleria "Martingana." A lovely, tawny-colored wine that greets you with racy, attractive, slightly rancio aromas of prunes, black cherries, herbs and burnt caramel. On the palate, the texture is silky and luxuriant, and the wine is full-bodied and sweet but not cloying, with enough acid to support the sugar, and fabulous flavors of dried apricot and red fruit. Delicious and intriguing. At Wine Expo in Santa Monica, (310) 828-4428, $80 (375 ml).

1959 Cantine Antonio Ferrari Solaria Jonica. Wow! The Solaria Jonica is unforgettable, even down to its color, which is deep and dark, almost black, but brilliant. The aromas are intense and alluring: roasted black cherries in aged balsamic and prunes — specifically, pruneaux d'Agen, the high-toned, deeply flavored prunes from the southwest of France. The texture is velvety, the flavors soft and caressing, but with some oomph. It's a terrifically balanced wine with layers of flavor, seriously complex, not cloyingly sweet, with lots of ripe fruit (even at its advanced age) and tannins that have completely mellowed. It's gutsy, but with some finesse, a lovely strawberry finish and amazing length. At Wine House, $190 (500 ml); or http://www.smithandvine.com , $150 (500 ml).

— Leslie Brenner

WINE OF THE WEEK: 2004 Les Aphillanthes Cuvée 3 Cépages Côtes-du-Rhône Villages

S. Irene Virbila

April 18, 2007

A brilliant Côtes-du-Rhône Villages from cult producer Les Aphillanthes. This beauty is a blend of Syrah, Grenache and Mourvèdre with a full-blown, earthy character that shows lots of sweet fruit and wily tannin. It's impossible to stop drinking this one. One sip and the taste of wild herbs, smoke and dark berries lays unmistakable claim to the southern Rhône.

Perfect for the beginning of barbecue season. Pull the cork for grilled chops and ribs or leg of lamb laced with garlic and herbs.

---

Quick swirl

Region: Rhône Valley

Price: About $22

Style: Structured and earthy

Food it goes with: Grilled ribs and chops, roast leg of lamb and stews.

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

— S. Irene Virbila
Miami Herald

Chilean Oops a happy accident

By FRED TASKER

ftasker@MiamiHerald.com

Take a deeply colored, rich and spicy red wine from Chile made from a mysterious grape that was lost to growers for more than a century. Add the creative energy of the Madison Avenue ad man who helped launch Diet Coke and a wine exec who helped develop wines in boxes. And what have you got?

Oops.

That's not a mistake. It's the brand name of the new wine from the grape called carmenère, just coming from Chile into U.S. markets. Its cartoon spokesman is a so-ugly-it's-cute grapevine root louse called Phylloxera -- which in real life has periodically devastated the vineyards of California and Europe for centuries.

Hokey? Enough to make you cringe. But these are some nice, ripe, generous wines at some nice, ripe, generous prices. What's not to like?

Predictably, there's a tale behind this. For decades, the wines of France's vaunted Bordeaux area have been blends of two or more of five noble varieties -- cabernet sauvignon, merlot, cabernet franc, petit verdot and malbec. But in previous centuries there was a sixth noble grape called carmenère, which added spice plus depth of color and flavor.

Carmenère was finicky and hard to grow, so after nasty phylloxera killed most of Bordeaux's vines in the 1860s, growers didn't bother replanting it. As far as anyone knew, it was nearly extinct.

Skip forward to the early 1990s. Growers in Chile began to notice that some of their ''merlot'' vines looked different. Got ripe a little later. DNA testing proved them to be the long-lost carmenère.

That's where the ''oops'' comes in. It seems carmenère had been imported from France in the early 1800s and never hit by phylloxera because of Chile's isolated location. Quickly now, Chilean growers are planting whole fields of the rich and spicy carmenère, which, like many other grapes, is richer and riper in Chile than in chilly, foggy Bordeaux.

A few of the new Chilean wines are 100 percent carmenère, but most winemakers blend it with cabernet sauvignon, merlot or cabernet franc. They even make a rosé of it. The result: wines that are deeply colored, richly spicy and soft in tannin. The very essence of Chilean wine.

Enter the marketers. A partnership called Schwartz/Olcott quickly formed to bring carmenère to the States under the brand name Oops. It's a powerhouse team: Norman Schwartz, who, at Doyle Dane Bernbach, ran ad campaigns for Chivas Regal before leaving to work on the campaign for Diet Coke; Emery Olcott, Yale grad named one of America's Top 100 Entrepreneurs by Ernst & Young; and Terry Wheatley, who, working at Sutter Home Winery, helped develop the Wine Cube, the wine-in-a-box concept that's thriving at Target stores.

So the hype will be thick. But behind it, there's some nice wine.

RECOMMENDED

• 2005 Oops White Carmenère, Valle Central, Chile: pale orange, spicy, tart apricot flavors, very crisp; $12.

• 2005 Oops Carmenère, Valle Central, Chile: mulberries, blueberries, spicy, powerful, generous; $12.

• 2005 Oops Carmenère/Merlot, Valle Central, Chile: black cherries and cloves, full-bodied, rich; $12.

• 2005 Oops Cabernet Franc/Carmenère, Valle Central, Chile: black cherries and cinnamon, very rich, very smooth; $12.

NY Times

Shaken & Stirred: Tequila’s New Take on the Old-Fashioned

By JONATHAN MILES

IS tequila, as someone recently declared to me, the new cognac? Or is it rather, as another someone said, the new vodka?

“In a way, they’re both true,” said Marc N. Scheinman, a marketing professor at the Pace University Lubin School of Business and the author of “The Global Tequila Market,” a comprehensive study of tequila’s fortunes that was published last year. Mr. Scheinman sees no end in sight for the boom in tequila sales, which rose 12.5 percent last year, according to Nielsen Scantrack and Liquor Track reports.

“The aged, superpremium tequilas that we’re increasingly seeing in the market have the refined air and taste of fine cognacs,” Mr. Scheinman said. “And you’re seeing tequila following the vodka pattern, too, with flavored tequilas entering the market and tequila having a growing presence in the cocktail culture.”

Souped-up, tip-top-shelf margaritas may be driving the boom, but tequila is flourishing in less predictable ways as well. In New York, creative bartenders are venturesomely expanding tequila’s boundaries, extricating it from its longtime flavor posse of lime and salt or prepackaged sour mix.

A tequila crawl through Manhattan turns up unexpected treasures: the Tequila Pepino at WD-50 on Clinton Street, for instance, in which the marriage of gold tequila with cucumber juice yields connubial bliss; the Giovanni Battista Ferrari at Hearth, in the East Village, which pairs El Jimador Silver with shaved fennel; and the Carris, at the West Village restaurant Alfama, in which tequila meets dry port and a splash of briny olive juice.

Death & Co., a Lower East Side cocktailery that opened in January, serves the Oaxaca Old-Fashioned, in which tequila and its more rough-and-tumble cousin, mezcal, steal the starring role that bourbon plays in a traditional Old-Fashioned, with agave nectar standing in for simple syrup in the sweetener role.

“I really, really love working with tequila,” said Philip Ward, the head bartender at Death & Co., where the imposing entrance, with its heavy scorched-wood doors and the windowless dark-on-dark interior put a Gothic spin on drinking. (The bar’s somber facade and its name, which the owners cribbed from a Prohibition-era anti-booze poster, has sparked complaints from spooked neighbors.)

“Tequila entered the mainstream in this country at a time, in the ’60s and ’70s, that cocktail culture was dead,” said Mr. Ward, whose revamped cocktail menu, which was to be unveiled this weekend, features an expanded roster of tequila-based cocktails. “It’s not like rye whiskey, which is the base for so many classic cocktails. It’s a really cool spirit to work with because there are still original things you can do with it.”

As its name suggests, Mr. Ward’s Old-Fashioned doesn’t scream originality — until you taste it. This is tequila at its most nuanced, a baritone-voice cocktail with a rich, deep smokiness and dark, elusive sweetness, and it swiftly banishes questions of whether tequila is the new something else. Rather, it is the new tequila: still growing, but decidedly mature.

Savoring Tuscany a Glass at a Time

By JENNIFER CONLIN

If the idea of wandering through a village dating back to Etruscan times before stopping off at a family-run restaurant for a plate of pollo con pepperoni (chicken with peppers) and a glass of Chianti sounds good to you, then consider two wine-region trips that Tuscan Way, a specialist in food vacations, is offering this fall.

On four- to seven-day trips along the Strada del Vino (southern Tuscany’s Road of Wine), guests will visit some of the oldest vineyards and cellars and sample the wines of Montalcino, Scansano and Montepulciano.

Guests at La Locanda del Prete, a medieval country inn in Arcidosso, can participate in either a weeklong tour (two wine tastings a day) or a four-day trip (six tastings in all), as well as cooking classes that include the preparation of homemade pasta dishes. At Villa Gaia, a luxuriously restored country estate outside Seggiano, a seven-day package includes three wine tastings a day and lunches at vineyards and restaurants where guests will learn from sommeliers the fine art of pairing wine with food.

Prices start at $3,590 a person, double occupancy, for the Villa Gaia program; and $2,290 for seven days or $1,150 for four days at La Locanda. Information: (800) 766-2390 or www.tuscanway.com.

In South Africa, Vintages That Match the Views

By BONNIE TSUI

IF you were asked to name locations of the top wineries in the world, several familiar regions would likely come to mind. Bordeaux. Barossa Valley. Napa.

Perhaps it's time to add one more spot to that list: Cape Town.

The Cape Winelands of South Africa, stretching roughly 100 miles north and east from Cape Town, have been in production since the Dutch East India Company established the Cape Colony in 1652 and planted gardens at the foot of Table Mountain.

In the three and a half centuries since, lush green vineyards have carpeted the valley floors around Cape Town, and grande dame estates like Vergelegen have regularly earned top accolades in international wine publications and competitions. And smaller, newer wineries are getting attention with exciting, experimental blends.

There are more than 20 wine-growing areas and 17 wine routes surrounding Cape Town. All along the roads that crisscross the mountain valleys, signs proclaim “Wynverkope” — Afrikaans for “Wine Sales.” A drive around the Winelands is an opportunity to sample stunning wines, many of which you cannot get in the United States — and at affordable prices.

In December, I spent a few summery Southern Hemisphere days driving through the Winelands with friends, visiting Franschhoek and Stellenbosch, two of the most important wine areas, both established around towns of the same names.

Leaving Cape Town, the city quickly gave way to verdant farmlands and flowering lavender fields, all framed by jagged mountain peaks. Less than an hour's drive on meandering roads got us to Franschhoek, a striking valley originally settled by the French Huguenots 300 years ago.

An arcing monument to the settlers stands in the town of Franschhoek, but Huguenot history is perhaps best preserved and honored in the area's lovely gabled houses — many of them B & Bs catering to oenophiles — and its nearly 40 wineries and vineyards. (This is, after all, where the French first made wine in South Africa).

Though a town of just 16,000, Franschhoek is a significant culinary hub, with an improbably high density of excellent restaurants on its main street. The cafes and sidewalks are often crowded, and are known to harbor celebrities (we spotted Jude Law casually strolling with his children).

One of the most popular places for an alfresco lunch is Reuben's, with its sun-splashed jewel of a courtyard. Be sure to make a reservation, and make room for Reuben Riffel's incredible roast duck salad with mango, sprouts and mint.

Another Reuben's owner, Marc Kent, doubles as the winemaker at Boekenhoutskloof, a celebrated winery that in a decade has grown to an annual production of 1.5 million bottles. It is known for its premium cabernet sauvignon and syrah.

We tried both in the winery's brand-new tasting room, a bright, modern space that opens out to the vineyards and a covered patio. The tasting room attendants were helpful and friendly, and Mr. Kent can often be found chatting with customers. Boekenhoutskloof also produces excellent, good-value wines under the Chocolate Block and Porcupine Ridge labels.

“We're still the top South African winery to Robert Parker, and we make the top red according to Wine Spectator, so we're doing very well considering that we started just 10 years ago,” Mr. Kent said.

Unlike many of his counterparts in the wine world, he does not adhere to the terroir-is-everything doctrine, the idea that elements of a vineyard can be tasted in a wine.

“South Africa is a veritable fruit salad,” he said. “People have planted whatever they wanted, wherever, and so there is a lot of variation. Terroir doesn't really apply, and is certainly less important than getting the best barrels, the best grapes and making the best wine in the winery.”

There are lots of other up-and-coming operations around Franschhoek, including the family-run Stony Brook Vineyards. We felt like we were at a friend's house when we sat on the veranda; the owners, Joy and Nigel McNaught, often serve guests themselves.

Stony Brook's premium label is Ghost Gum, named for a 150-year-old tree on the farm, and its best wine is a 2003 cabernet sauvignon with touches of merlot and petit verdot. A visit there spotlights what this valley does best: pairing high-quality wine with an intimate, open-air tasting experience.

By contrast, Boschendal was founded in 1685, and has its own museum and conservation area in the sprawling grounds. A prime example of Cape Dutch architecture is found there in the manor house; in the late 1890's, when a plague threatened to destroy the area's vineyards, the British-born financier and politician Cecil John Rhodes took over and helped revive the wine industry.

Outside the tasting center, visitors sit at wrought-iron tables in the shade of a massive oak tree. The setting is majestic, but the service is far from personalized — we were issued photocopied sheets by a harried server and asked to tick off the wines we wanted to taste. The estate produces an array of wine in six different ranges, including the easy-drinking Pavillion label and the small-batch Cecil John Reserve vintages.

THE Winelands' most established estates are west of Franschhoek in Stellenbosch, considered the center of South Africa's wine industry. Unlike the tourist-focused village of Franschhoek, Stellenbosch is a large, thriving university center.

The Stellenbosch wine route now includes over 130 wineries (spread across five sub-routes). We visited Thelema, a family-run cellar that makes deep, delicious cabernet sauvignons, and Ernie Els, the winery of the South African champion golfer that is winning accolades for its new, masterful reds.

Then there was Vergelegen, a 7,400-acre estate with gorgeous hydrangea, camellia and rose gardens and 300-year-old camphor trees. Like Boschendal, Vergelegen is a large, time-honored estate, but its tasting room is smaller and its staff more attentive.

In 2001 and 2003, Vergelegen won the Pichon Trophy for best blended red at the International Wine and Spirit Competition in London. It was voted best New World winery in 2005 by the Wine Enthusiast, and named the country's best winery in 2006 for the third year in a row by Wine magazine.

After tasting the 2005 Vergelegen white, a highly prized, crisp, citrusy semillon-sauvignon blanc blend, we wandered through the sunny gardens and sat under a camphor tree. It had been around since 1700, when the estate was granted to a governor of the Dutch East India Company's Cape Colony supply station. Under that tree, 30 minutes from Cape Town, we discovered that wine was a pretty good way to get close to the city's roots.

VISITOR INFORMATION

The annual John Platter South African Wine Guide (www.platteronline.com), a must-have primer, costs 133 rands (about $18.50 at 7.3 rands to the dollar) at bookstores and wine shops.

WHERE TO TASTE

In Franschhoek:

Boekenhoutskloof (27-21-876-3320, www.boekenhoutskloof.co.za); tastings are free.

Stony Brook Vineyards (27-21-876-2182, www.stonybrook.co.za); 20 rands, but refunded with wine purchase.

Boschendal Wine Estate (27-21-870- 4272, www.boschendal.com); 15 rands.

In Stellenbosch:

Thelema Mountain Vineyards (27-21-885-1924, www.thelema.co.za); free.

Vergelegen Wine Estate (27-21-847-1334, www.vergelegen.co.za); 2 to 10 rands a wine.

Ernie Els Wines, (27-21-881-3588, www.ernieels.co.za); 30 rands for three wines.

WHERE TO STAY AND EAT

At Reuben's Restaurant and Bar (19 Huguenot Street, Franschhoek; 27-21-876-3772) lunch for two costs about 300 rands without wine.

Le Quartier Français in Franschhoek (16 Huguenot Street; 27-21-876-2151, www.lequartier.co.za) is a 17-room Relaix & Chateaux property with two restaurants. Doubles from 2,900 rands.

Oregonian

Light, fruity red wines marry well with spring meals

Friday, April 20, 2007

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

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

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

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

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

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

Gamay noir

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

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

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

Pinot noir

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

2003 Cooper Mountain "Mountain Terroir Five Elements Series" Willamette Valley Pinot Noir: The perfect wine for a rainy spring evening, this organic and biodynamic wine was made with a gentle hand. Silky and elegant with cloves and raisins on the nose and an earthy, lithe and spicy palate finishing with ginger and white pepper. Approximately $20 at Caprial's Bistro, New Seasons Market Seven Corners and Wine Cellar; look for the 2005 vintage on more store shelves next month. 2006 Willamette Valley Vineyards Whole Cluster Fermented Willamette Valley Pinot Noir: Made in the style of a Beaujolais nouveau, this perfect picnic wine has a nose of a sugar-dusted raspberry-filled doughnut and candied strawberries. Fun, fruity and zesty on the palate with a more serious finish of earth and graphite. Find it for $19 at any Albertsons, Bales Cedar Mills and West Linn Thriftway Marketplaces, any Fred Meyer, any Haggen, Lamb's Garden Home and Wilsonville Thriftway Marketplaces, any Made in Oregon, any New Seasons Market or any QFC.

Two Albas

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

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

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

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

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

Man, 35, seeks grapes for serious relationship

Central Coast winemaking whiz kid Andrew Murray splits from his parents and strikes out on his own

Olivia Wu, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, April 20, 2007

How do you top yourself if you've reached the pinnacle of your career at age 25?

For Andrew Murray, 35, of the eponymous vineyard in Santa Barbara County, the answer is to lose the farm, flirt around with new vineyards and train for a triathlon. Oh, and make even better wines.

A decade ago, Murray was tagged as one of the youngest -- and most talented -- winemakers in America.

The Los Angeles Times, Bon Appetit and Appellation magazine praised him soon after he exploded onto the scene with world-class bottles of Viognier and Syrah, Rhone varietals that almost no Americans were planting. By 1999, when he was 27, The Chronicle named him a Winemaker to Watch.

The question then was: Is Andrew Murray a flash in the pan?

In 2002, two of his 1999 Syrahs were recommended by The Chronicle's tasting panel. In 2004, Food & Wine magazine named him first on its list of Tastemakers under 35. In 2006, The Chronicle Wine section awarded three stars to his 2004 Tous les Jours Syrah.

Murray's family owned a 200-acre ranch and vineyards, and before he was finished with college, his father entrusted him with making wine, and the young whippersnapper quickly mastered the lesser-known varietals they grew.

The question now is: What will the next 10 years look like? Will he be able to live up to the reputation he established?

The grown-up wunderkind has had the very terroir he was known for pulled from under his feet. His parents gave him a loving boot out of the nest, handing him the Andrew Murray brand and the winery's equipment and assets, but selling the ranch that had been the site of Andrew Murray Vineyards in the Santa Ynez Hills.

Murray now joins the growing group of maverick, peripatetic winemakers who don't own land or farm their own grapes. Perhaps as a measure of his coming-of-age, though, he has been hired as a consultant by Xavier and Nicole Rolet, new owners of the former Domaine de la Verriere in the Gigondas region and its neighboring area in France. Their soon-to-debut label, Le Chene Bleu, will appear on Viognier, Syrah, Grenache and other Rhone bottlings that buck France's hallowed appellation system.

"I was famous for being young -- I got pretty tired of it," he says now, still recognizable as the geeky, tall, rail-thin, UC Berkeley intellectual he was before he transferred to UC Davis to study enology.

He seems to relish the idea of being vineyard-less. He embraces the challenge to prove he is much more than the moniker of "the youngest," and that a winemaker can excel, sans estate. While the move astonished many, it was, like most of the decisions Murray made, based on firm foundations.

It isn't astonishing at all if you know the Murray family, tout ensemble; above all, if you know how they trust Murray's remarkable palate.

James and Francis Murray, Andrew's parents, were successful owners of eight restaurants in the Los Angeles area. The teenage Andrew sulked in the car when his parents drove him to a beautiful ranch outside Santa Barbara to gaze at a wave of sunlit rolling hills. James, a self-made entrepreneur, wanted to "retire" from the restaurant business, buy the ranch and, he announced to the family, plant a vineyard and make wine.

Once the restaurants were sold, James purchased the ranch and moved the family to the Santa Ynez Valley. Then the Murrays went to France to indulge their passion for fine food and wine.

"We took Andy along because he could translate for us," says mother Fran. "We knew we were in trouble when he stopped translating and started having conversations with the winemakers."

Andrew himself remembers an epiphany of sorts at age 15 while visiting the Rhone Valley appellation of Condrieu and conversing with Philippe Faury, whose name is whispered in reverent tones by Rhone lovers.

The Murrays, led by James, decided that they would grow Rhone grapes in Santa Barbara because they loved the Rhone, and because few Americans were growing Rhone varietals in the 1980s.

Pere and mere Murray had dreams of a continuing their restaurant dynasty and sent young Andrew to a summer culinary apprenticeship. He returned with a resounding "no" to the career of a chef.

Australia's influence

Instead, he went to UC Berkeley, where he flitted among English, archaeology and paleontology. When he wanted to switch to Davis, his academic adviser told him to go to Australia to catch the growing season in the Southern Hemisphere.

The three-month internship at Capel Vale Wines in Western Australia lasted nine months, and Murray quickly rose from barrel cleaner to assistant winemaker. He made his first wine there, at age 19. To this day, the dual influences of French Rhones and Aussie Shiraz inform his palate.

"My style has the politeness of the French, and the brashness of the Australians. I walk the razor's edge."

Back at Davis, he was happy to bounce around disciplines and avoid hard science courses. Urged by his wife (then girlfriend) Kristen, to complete a degree, he relented and wrote a paper to justify the courses he had taken (in enology, viticulture and business) in order to earn his bachelor's degree.

However, when he thought about a master's and then a doctorate, his father intervened. "There's your master's and Ph.D.,'' James Murray said, waving at the family vineyards.

Even during university and certainly afterward, the praise rolled in. In 1999, Robert M. Parker Jr. called the winery "one of the shining stars in the Santa Barbara firmament."

In the '90s, the Murrays decided to move their tasting room to Grand Avenue in downtown Los Olivos, after they realized their remote location made them hard to find.

In off years, when Andrew was not satisfied with the grapes off his own ranch, the family bought grapes from nearby farms, and Andrew forged his first relationships with growers. While the farming and winemaking all flowed from family discussion, everyone deferred to Andrew's palate.

Meanwhile, even as the elder Murrays began a gradual handoff to their son, Andrew chafed at collaboration. Fran Murray clearly realized that her son needed to make all the vineyard and winemaking decisions.

The reality of breaking up the business so that the older Murrays could retire, selling the land and bequeathing the winery to Andrew, hurt. Over the course of about a year, a buyer was found. In January 2006, the formal papers were signed. The elder Murrays retired to the neighboring town of Solvang. Andrew was on his own.

Standalone vintner

"I literally matured -- physically, emotionally and professionally -- on that ranch. I grew up on it." Yet he is not maudlin about the loss. "When you literally spill sweat -- and sometimes real blood -- on a farm, it becomes very special to you."

Immediately after the sale Andrew leased an old brewery on the property of nearby Firestone Winery and installed a state-of-the-art winemaking center. Meanwhile, he had quietly been making wines for friends and will continue to do so, among them Oak Savanna Vineyard, Great Oaks Ranch and Vineyard and Calzada Ridge Vineyard. There is also the consulting gig for Le Chene Bleu.

He is between the 2006 and 2007 vintages: the earlier one with some of the grapes coming from the former estates; the latter from grapes purchased from various vineyards -- with none of his former estate grapes whatsoever in barrel.

In early March, he was working with some of the best vineyard consultants in the area, among them Ben Merz of Coastal Vineyard Care Associates. Merz oversaw Murray's estates in the past and now advises him on which fruit to purchase. The plus side of not owning vineyards is that Murray feels liberated from what had been pressure to use his own grapes. "Now I can put more energy on winemaking and rely on relationships with growers," he says.

More important, the capital that he used to plow back into farming can now be plowed into his new winery. What he used to have to spend on the farm, he can now spend on the larger, cutting-edge winemaking equipment and a bottling line. Those vines, he points out, contain the early mistakes the family made as neophyte growers.

"I'm in my flirtatious period -- I'm having affairs with vineyards, not women." In the meantime, he can spend time with his children, 8 and 6, and he can train for a triathlon. Bicycling hundreds of miles allows him to meander among his vines and commune with them in peace, he says. Riding slowly through the vineyards, he can examine the plants in some detail.

The taster

Fran, Andrew's mother, says that from early on, he tasted alone. The son of avid cooks, he considers every block of grapes a spice in a "spice rack."

He used to think of his own estate in blocks of flavor, he says. Now, with the freedom to pick and choose from the best in all the surrounding appellations -- Santa Ynez Valley, Santa Maria Valley, Santa Rita Hills and Paso Robles -- his spice rack has expanded.

Whether he is bottling a single-vineyard wine or a multi-vineyard effort, "I am always blending. Every cluster I choose for my single-vineyard wines is a blending of the grapes I pick. I am always blending for taste."

Tasting and tweaking the wines in the lab -- and more importantly, once the blends are in barrels -- is now a daily ritual before bottling and release. "It's after the juices marry and sit together ... I can get my head around the wine."

What does he think of the wines in barrel -- those with none of his original estate fruit -- to be released in 2008? "Some vineyards I preferred to our own. Some made me miss our old ranch."

A few of them, from the Great Oaks Ranch Syrah and Watch Hill Syrah, to a Paso Robles Grenache promise magnificently big, single vineyard wines. (The Grenache will also go into Eleven, a red blend.) They are lush and opulent on the palate, overarched by a subtle and transparent elegance, in classic Andrew Murray style.

There are more changes planned. When pressed, he says that indeed he hopes to have a vineyard and estate in his future, perhaps on the farmland of his in-laws. Terroir draws him back.

There, he is planning to plant Viognier and Pinot Noir (Murray loves the challenge of such a difficult grape) and erect a "farm stand," which sounds like camouflage for a tasting room. With or without a farm, however, he's going to make wine as he likes it.

Meanwhile, he knows what it's like to push himself to the edge, as he trains 70 to 100 miles on his bicycle. Getting back to the land is a faraway dream, and he is pedaling for the long haul.

On 'Sideways' and big wine

Two topics make the normally quick-witted Andrew Murray hesitate and squirm: the higher alcohol in his wines and higher profile he received after the movie "Sideways."

About the 15 percent alcohol that is almost common in his reds now, Murray passes on the blame. "I believe in low-alcohol wines, but they're not commercially acceptable." He says his distributors began to express discomfort when he released a 13.5 percent Syrah. And distributors, he says, go by wine critics. The fault is in the system, he believes. "If you taste a low-alcohol wine after an afternoon of in-your-face high alcohol wines, it tastes flat."

He adds, "Wine critics have killed softer wines. If they taste 50 to 100 wines at one sitting, the high alcohol ones will come out on top." In some ways, he intimates, he can't argue with the results: "Robert Parker Jr. has been generous to us. We certainly make some unabashedly big Syrahs that collectors love." His own heart, he suggests, lies with lower alcohol levels.

When asked about "Sideways," he says, "I thought 500 people were going to see this film."

The producers gave him the script to read before shooting; and he concluded it was a story about two losers and a plot with nothing redeemable. Which is why he signed the agreement to allow his bottles to be filmed and his wines named in the dialogue. It is a testament to Murray's business sense that though he thought the movie wouldn't amount to much, he didn't think the product placement would hurt.

A few other vintners dismissed the movie out of hand, and wouldn't sign on at all.

The movie gave Murray a small boost. " 'Sideways' woke up folks within driving distance from Los Angeles and Santa Barbara who would normally go to Napa," he says -- especially younger wine drinkers who are learning about his wines. Still, Los Olivos is no Yountville: "No matter how we've arrived, we still haven't arrived."

Like most Los Olivos regulars, Murray now avoids the restaurant and tasting room featured in the movie, now peopled by tourists. He says his core audience is still people who drove up the dirt road to his vineyards in the '90s and discovered him. "Those are the people I make wine for."

-- Olivia Wu

Andrew Murray Vineyards wines

In addition to these wines, Murray makes wines for Oak Savanna Vineyard, including a Chardonnay and Tempranillo; a Syrah, Sauvignon Blanc and red blend for Great Oaks Ranch and Vineyard; and a Viognier for Calzada Ridge Vineyard.

2004 Andrew Murray Enchanté Santa Ynez Valley ($22) A white blend of 60 percent Roussanne and 40 percent Marsanne. It opens rich, with nutty flavors, but there's lean fruit and acidity to balance it out. The use of older French oak and malolactic fermentation rounds out the Roussanne, without turning it oaky or too fat.

2005 Andrew Murray Tous Les Jours Central Coast Syrah ($16) Murray's everyday wine is big and hulking -- at 15 percent, it's even more weighty than the 2004, though it manages decent balance despite that. Slightly floral nose, and there are bright red berry highlights reminiscent of Grenache (though it's 100 percent Syrah) along with more typical salty flavors.

2005 Andrew Murray Esperance Central Coast ($22) Murray's southern Rhone-style red is based around Grenache (60 percent), with Syrah (25 percent) and Mourvedre (15 percent) making up the rest. His skill is evident in the blend -- it's dark and leathery, with broad fruit across the palate, plus pepper and cured meat overtones. The 15.1 percent alcohol is evident on the finish, but soft tannins help cushion the ending. Available in June-July.

-- Olivia Wu, Jon Bonné

E-mail comments to owu@sfchronicle.com.

THE SIPPING NEWS

W. Blake Gray, Jon Bonné, Camper English

Friday, April 20, 2007

In our glasses

What we've been drinking

2005 Koshu Yamanashi Cuvee Denis Dubourdieu ($39 bottle, $7.50 glass)

What sold us: This may be the best Japanese wine ever. Japanese wineries have been trying for decades to produce wines like they do in Bordeaux, using Bordeaux grapes and Bordeaux techniques. But Japan can't import Bordeaux's weather, and has a monthlong rainy season in the middle of summer. This wine from longtime producer Grace Wine shows a complete rethinking: Koshu is indigenous to Japan and grows well in the climate. Bordeaux winemaker Denis Dubourdieu has helped coax crisp, grassy flavors from it that are a great palate-cleanser for delicate Japanese food, and it's only 10 percent alcohol.

Where to find: Bushi-Tei restaurant (San Francisco, bushi-tei.com)

-- W. Blake Gray

2004 Robert Karl Columbia Valley Claret ($20)

What sold us: It's rare to find more than three of the six classic Bordeaux red varieties in a blend, but this one from Spokane, Wash., winemaker Joe Gunselman uses five: Cabernet Sauvignon and Cabernet Franc, Merlot, Malbec and Petit Verdot. With bright blackberry fruit and subtle vanilla, it's also rare to find such balance and depth at this price.

Where to find: Prima Vini Wine Merchants (Walnut Creek) or from the winery (robertkarl.com)

-- Jon Bonné

2006 Charles Krug Napa Valley Sauvignon Blanc ($18)

What sold us: This latest vintage from Peter Mondavi's winery shows restraint in a category (Napa Sauv Blanc) that often doesn't see much. There's a Loire-like sensibility at play here - with clean flavors of zesty citrus mixed with warmer fruit like honeydew, and a broad, easy finish. It's refreshing and crisp, but not bracing.

Where to find: Safeway, Top of the Hill Market (San Francisco)

-- J.B.

2005 Von Schubert Maximin Grunhauser Herrenberg Kabinett Riesling ($22)

What sold us: A full-bore Mosel Riesling from a stellar year. Starts out sharp as a tack, with lime, ripe peach, tart berry and a talc-like mineral undertone, followed by honeyed highlights. Plenty opulent -- almost decadent -- for a Kabinett-level Riesling.

Where to find: William Cross Wine Merchants (San Francisco), Vintage Wine & Spirits (Mill Valley, vintagewines.biz)

-- J.B.

2004 Romana Clelia Colli di Lapio Fiano di Avellino ($36 bottle, $9 glass)

What sold us: What wine can you drink with artichoke pizza? Artichoke is one of the toughest of all wine matches, because of its vegetal nature. But this wine was beautiful with it and delicious with halibut cheeks as well. It's made from the Fiano grape, rarely found outside Italy's Campania region, and it smells great, with strong aromas of pine needles and moss as well as chalky oyster shells. On the palate, you get palate-refreshing citrus flavors along with strong notes of pine needles and an impressively long finish. It's like walking in the forest on a dewy morning.

Where to find: A16 restaurant (San Francisco, a16sf.com)

-- W.B.G.

-------

Vodka for special moments?

For something that tastes like nothing, spirits companies can find a lot of ways to market vodka. We've seen vodka flavored with garlic, vodka bottles shaped like a bong, vodka made out of cactus, and vodka with energy supplements. What more could they possibly do to sell the stuff? Add bubbles, of course!

At least two new products have started what could be the best worst trend in vodka. Vodka O2 (www.sparklingvodka.com) has infused bubbles that "create a lightly effervescent texture that gently tingles on the tongue." Better yet, Nuvo For Her (www.nuvoforher.com) is a pink "vodka liqueur" (vodka, wine and fruit nectar) with ad copy that reads like something you'd expect to buy at Good Vibrations rather than BevMo: "The world's first sparkling vodka liqueur that celebrates 'Joie de Vivre,' the Joy of Life, and the pleasure of women sharing beautiful moments. Nuvo's delicate fruity taste, distinctive pink colour, and enchanting bottle allow you to experience a whole new array of sensations like never before." We've just discovered a new spirits category: soft-core vodka.

-- Camper English

-------

Organic wines need sheep -- and sulfites

With Earth Day imminent, we're often asked why we don't recommend more organic wines. The simple answer is because we don't like very many.

It's not because we don't believe in organic agriculture. We're big fans of wines made from organically and biodynamically grown grapes. If The Chronicle had a vineyard, we'd farm it organically. We'd use sheep to eat the cover crop; then we'd drink the wine with mutton.

But we would put sulfites in the wine to preserve its fresh fruit flavors, so we wouldn't be able to label it as "organic wine." Sulfites are naturally occurring preservatives and antioxidants and are absolutely crucial for preventing spoilage. But the USDA -- in a position that many organic grapegrowers consider extreme -- prohibits any added sulfites in any wine labeled "organic."

If you're wondering why there are so many more organic wines in France, it's because the French government and the European Union allow added sulfites in wines made from organically grown grapes. Very sensibly, we believe: Those wines not only protect the earth; they protect the buyer from the disappointment of a wine that went bad before its time.

-- W. Blake Gray

-------

New Zealand water trickles into U.S.

Though some local watering holes are rediscovering the virtues of tap water, bottled waters continue to have their day. The latest across our transom is 420 Artesian Water, sourced from the same spring on New Zealand's South Island used to make 42 Below vodka.

Lest you jump to any conclusions, 420 gets its name from the size of its mod-looking tapered bottle (420 ml) -- the side of which is ridged in a trippy way. When tasted against a native Hetch Hetchy tap specimen, the 420 was a bit ... mellower. It's not in the Bay Area yet, but is available from Beverly Hills-based AquaBar (aquabar.ws).

And if you happen to get the munchies after drinking, well, 420 serves admirably to wash down that 4 a.m. microwaved burrito. Or so we heard.

-- Jon Bonné

Bronco president unveils proposal for glass plant in Napa

Cyril Penn

Friday, April 20, 2007

Bronco Wine Co. president Fred Franzia said Tuesday his company is exploring the possibility of building a $200 million glass container plant in Napa Valley.

It's the first time a new glass bottle manufacturing facility has been proposed in California since the 1960s. Franzia revealed his plans during an event at Bronco's Harlow Court wine-bottling facility in Napa held to celebrate the fifth anniversary of the launch of Charles Shaw Wines, also known as "Two-Buck Chuck." More than 300 million bottles of Two Buck Chuck have sold.

"Why celebrate on April 17?" said Franzia. "It's tax day and we're counting on people having two dollars to celebrate with."

Bronco is the largest wine-grape growing operation in California, a bulk supplier to other wineries, and annually produces more than 22 million cases of branded wine under various labels, making it the fourth-largest California wine company by volume.

Franzia has quietly been planning the glass plant for some time and hopes to build it on an 80-acre industrial-zoned site Bronco owns by the Napa Airport. Franzia claims the project will create 350 jobs with an annual payroll in excess of $35 million and that it will increase Napa's tax base by $2 million per year.

Such a proposal will undoubtedly meet resistance, especially from environmentalists, but Franzia claims the strategic location will eliminate 62,000 truckloads or roughly 375,000 diesel-driving hours per year -- eliminating tons of air pollutants. Raw materials would arrive via rail.

The proposal, which will need approval from the Airport Commission, Planning Commission and Napa's Board of Supervisors, includes an 8-acre "park and arboretum buffer" between the eastern boundary of the glass plant and Highway 29.

"If anybody is up to the task (of working for regulatory approval) Fred is," Napa Supervisor Bill Dodd said.

In the last couple of years, California vintners have been hit with huge price increases for glass bottles. Whether for trucking in sand, firing the massive furnaces or shipping finished bottles, fuel is a key ingredient in making and shipping glass bottles. Because of price considerations, some wineries routinely purchase glass from Mexico and a few have even sourced bottles from China.

"We don't want to put our wine in bottles made in China," Franzia said. "We want to succeed in the global marketplace with bottles made right here."

Slow growth in grapes: While U.S. wine sales grew by about 9 percent last year, according to the Nielsen Company, California's wine grape acreage rose by just 1 percent, according to the California Grape Acreage Report released last week.

According to the report, released annually by the California Agricultural Statistics Service, California's wine grape acreage totaled 527,000 acres in 2006.

Chardonnay and Cabernet Sauvignon continue to be the most-planted varietals.

Table grape acreage remained flat at 93,000 acres, and raisin-type grape acres totaled 240,000, down 6,000 acres from 2005.

People: Santa Barbara vintner William "Bill" Foley II has announced his purchase of the iconic property Gaia Vineyards, formerly known as Fess Parker's Ashley's Vineyard. The 213-acre Pinot Noir and Chardonnay vineyard is the most westerly in the Santa Rita Hills AVA. Foley already owns Foley Estates Vineyard and Winery in Santa Rita Hills and Lincourt Vineyards in Solvang.

L'Expansion, a French business Web site, reported last week that Patrick Ricard, chairman and CEO of Pernod Ricard, the world's second largest drinks company, has nominated Pierre Pringuet as his successor. Ricard, who will be 62 on May 12, had already announced that he would be stepping down in 2008. He has been head of the company since 1978. His father, Paul, founded the Ricard business, which merged with Pernod in 1974. Pringuet joined the Pernod-Ricard group in 1987 as development director.

Pernod Ricard owns many popular spirits and wines brands, but its largest presence in California wines is its ownership of Mumm Napa.

Wine Business Insider is produced by Wine Communications Group, which also publishes Wine Business Monthly and Wine Business Online (winebusiness.com).

New Orleans cocktail journeys to Cognac

Gary Regan, Special to The Chronicle

Friday, April 20, 2007

I was recently press-ganged into joining a bunch of bartenders in the Cognac region of France on a trip to tour 10 Cognac houses in 96 hours. If you figure that around four hours a day were given over to feeding our weary bodies, and we managed to get an average of, oh, say, five hours sleep a night, we were left with six hours per distillery, including travel time. There was barely time left for drinking, but we managed to elbow up to the zinc bar quite frequently all the same.

We visited the "Big Four" Cognac houses, like Martell, Hennessy and Courvoisier, as well as a number of smaller producers, where we met some of the quirkier characters in the Cognac business.

Benedict Hardy, the charming and savvy head of the Hardy Cognac house, and seemingly one of the very few women higher than bottling-plant level in the Cognac business, helped me brush up on my French over a sumptuous dinner followed by a few tots of her company's finest Cognac. During dinner the conversation turned to the first "Star Wars" movie. I seized the opportunity to increase my French vocabulary, and now, when bidding my French friends au revoir I leave them with, "Que la force soit avec vous." They're always mightily impressed.

At the house of Cognac Frapin I met a remarkable man by the name of Max Cointreau. He's now the patriarch of the Frapin household and a descendant of the people who created Cointreau in the mid-1870s. It's one of my very favorite liqueurs. And Max Cointreau is a delight.

I didn't hear any earth-shattering secrets about Cointreau from Max, save the fact that it was originally deemed a "triple sec" because the third recipe used during the development phase of this fine, dry, peppery orange-flavored liqueur, was the one that is still used today. I was also amused to hear that Max's father used to tell his Scottish mother that English was merely French, pronounced badly.

On the last day of our trip my fellow bartenders and I staged a cocktail demonstration for various and sundry Cognac dignitaries. We'd been asked to create new drinks with a Cognac base for the occasion, and I created a variation on the classic American cocktail the Sazerac. I wondered how would it have been made if the drink had been developed in Orleans, France, instead of New Orleans. I had no time to actually experiment with the formula that I came up with through my musings, though, so I prayed that it would prove at least palatable.

The Sazerac started its life as a Cognac-based drink, but since the late 1800s it's been more commonly made with bourbon or rye whiskey. This is due, most people think, to the late 19th century phylloxera epidemic that decimated most of Europe's vineyards, thus limiting Cognac. Pernod is commonly used to rinse the glass used to serve a Sazerac, yielding a wonderful aroma of anise as the glass nears the nose, and simple syrup and Peychaud's bitters -- another anise-centered component -- round out the ingredients.

There was no need to dispense with the Pernod in my new drink, but I surmised that any French bartender worth his salt would have discarded the simple syrup in favor of Cointreau. All that was left to figure out was what a 19th century barkeep in the Loire Valley might have used instead of Peychaud's bitters? Suze was the answer.

Suze was created in France in 1889. It's a digestif that relies on gentian, the roots of a European plant that are both bitter and aromatic, as its focus, and although it can be found easily in France, Suze can be difficult to procure in the United States. My cocktail, which I named for the Eiffel Tower, since the Parisian landmark opened in the same year that Suze was created, was well received by our amis francais, and I suggest you give it a try if the fancy takes you. The drink is dedicated to those 50-some people who gathered that afternoon at the office of the Bureau National Interprofessionnel de Cognac. Unbeknownst to them, they tasted the drink before anyone else in the world. Yours truly included.

Que la force soit avec vous, mes amis.

La Tour Eiffel

Makes 1 drink

INGREDIENTS:

1/4 ounce Pernod, to rinse the glass

2 1/2 ounces XO Cognac

1/2 ounce Cointreau

1/2 ounce Suze (see Note)

1 lemon twist, for garnish

INSTRUCTIONS:

Instructions: Pour the Pernod into a chilled Champagne flute, and by tilting the glass and rotating it at the same time, coat the interior of the glass. Add a few ice cubes to the glass, and set it aside. Fill a mixing glass two-thirds full of ice and add the Cognac, Cointreau and Suze. Stir for approximately 30 seconds. Discard the ice and any excess Pernod from the Champagne flute. Strain the drink into the glass. Add the garnish.

Note: Suze is available from Du Vin Wine & Spirits at du-vin.com.

Buoyant sommelier reveals what floats his boat

Jane Tunks, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, April 20, 2007

There's just one sommelier in the Bay Area we'd call "irrepressible." And we mean that as a compliment.

After beginning his career in wine at some of Southern California's most heralded restaurants -- Water Grill and Melisse -- Paul Einbund arrived in San Francisco three years ago to help open George Morrone's Tartare.

Recently, Einbund became chef Daniel Patterson's partner at the three-star Coi restaurant in North Beach. Though he oversees the front-of-the-house staff, he maintains a close relationship with wine.

"No matter what happens to me in life I will always be a sommelier," Einbund explains. "I am obsessed with liquids. Every second of every single day I am thinking about some sort of liquid, be it water, tea, coffee, wine, brandy, Chartreuse or sake."

And he shares his obsession with the lucky diners at Coi, putting even the most tentative wine drinker at ease with his passionate descriptions of the bottles on his list.

When asked which of the 250 wines on his list was his favorite, he replies like a proud parent, "I love all of my babies, they're all my children."

The only art school student-turned-sommelier we've heard of, his creativity is evident in his inventive food-wine pairings. Though some of them may sound downright wacky, trust us, they work.

Reflecting on his recent 36th birthday, Einbund chuckles, "I am no longer part of the up-and-comers, I am now part of the 'we're theres.' "

We're just glad the Bay Area dining scene was fortunate enough to steal him away from Southern California.

Q: How did you get interested in wine?

A: While I was a student at Cal-Arts (in Southern California), I took three weeks off to train the waiters at a restaurant (in the Bay Area) that shall remain nameless. In those three weeks, I had one day off. And on this one day off, I decided: Heck, I am so close to Wine Country, I should go. I went up to Napa and as soon as I smelled the vineyards, I became totally obsessed with wine and everything related to it.

Q: How did you become a sommelier?

A: The Water Grill (in Los Angeles) decided they were looking for a sommelier. And I was able to sneak in the door there before I really had any knowledge. At that point, I am not even sure I'd seen a sommelier on the floor so much. So I am totally self-taught. Eventually I started dining out and just watching the sommeliers to see what they did.

Q: What wines do you drink when you go out to restaurants?

A: A lot of time when I go out to eat, I don't want food and wine that are necessarily perfect with each other. Most of the time, I'll keep the food in mind -- if I go to Michael Mina, chances are I am not gonna order Zinfandel, 'cause the food is seafood based. So I am probably gonna order white wine, and if I order red it's probably gonna be Burgundy. But Michael Mina also has the best wine list in the country. So if I go to a normal restaurant, I am gonna order a bottle of wine I like, some food I like and I am gonna be happy.

Q: Do you really think Michael Mina has the best wine list in the country?

A: I will also take it a step further. I think Raj Parr is the best sommelier. Raj shares every ounce of information he knows about everything. If you say to him, "Hey Raj, I've got a 1794 bottle of white wine from Canada." He'll be like, "Oh yeah, I just had that wine last week."

Q: What are customers ordering a lot of now?

A: In my tiny restaurant, I get to talk to everybody. And more often then not, people ask me what to drink with the food and people kind of let me do what I wanna do, which is really fun and really lucky. In most restaurants, it doesn't really happen that way. So I am kind of sheltered in what the world is drinking. But I am very, very pleased to say that there is a lot more Riesling consumption than in the past.

Q: So how do you come up with your wacky pairings?

A: I don't like to think within the box. I do very few classic pairings. When I do a pairing, it's just flavors based on flavors. Daniel will put up some interesting flavor combination and then I'll come up with some flavors to work with his flavors. And I don't even think in terms of wine all the time. I've got sake parings and beer pairings and cocktail pairings. It's just flavors that work well together and hopefully a lot of new interesting flavors.

Q: What's a good value wine?

A: One of my favorite white wine appellations in the world is Savennieres, which is 100 percent Chenin Blanc from the Loire Valley. The weird thing about Savennieres is that it's almost always dirt cheap. And the other weird thing about this dirt-cheap wine is that it ages incredibly well. I call it a roller-coaster wine because every single time you open a single bottle it could be at a different place. So one day it's custardy and soft and has this lemon-meringue thing going on to it. Just delicious. The next day you open one and it's incredibly acidic and austere and tart. So what I've learned is that you need to decant it and possibly even splash it around and take it from one decanter to the next and pour it back and forth until it opens up. Old Savennieres can be like baby Montrachet, the greatest vineyard of wine in the world.

Q: Do you have other favorite regions or varietals?

A: I've recently become obsessed with Sardegna Vermentino. That stuff is so good. Shelley Lindgren from A16 introduced me to this wine that I think is the best of the breed, Capichera, and I've got the basic level by the glass at Coi right now, and then I've got the big brother, the big daddy, by the bottle, as well. They're super-good, like a combination of Riesling and Chenin Blanc.

Q: What about California wines?

A: I really like the Pinot Noirs of the Santa Rita Hills, and the crispness of Sonoma Coast. I drink Peay wines. I think that Andy (Peay) and Vanessa (Wong) are making some of the best wine in America. That vineyard is incredible. And as those vineyards age, those wines are gonna be better and better. They make Pinot, Syrah, Chardonnay, a little bit of Viognier, and a little bit of Roussanne/Marsanne, and they're all outstanding.

Q: So what is this wine you're working on?

A: It's a wine I am making with Paul Hobbs. It's 100 percent Cabernet Heritage clones, from a single block of Gemstone Vineyard in Yountville, which is one of my favorite vineyards in America. I've never until this point taken one block of one vineyard and specifically watched it from budbreak to harvest to bottling and then watch it age. The label is called Three, because it's Paul Frank (who owns Gemstone), Paul Hobbs and me. The total production is 75 cases. '05 is the first vintage and '06 is already in barrels as well.

Q: Do you have a favorite wine shop?

A: Probably the coolest place to open in a long time is Ceri Smith's Biondivino in Russian Hill. It's so cool and Ceri is there way too much -- I think she's taken a few hours off since she opened. She couldn't possibly have more passion about what she's doing. Whenever I add a new Italian wine to my list, I call her up. She knows her stuff, and she's so into it.

Q: Do you have any favorite spirits?

A: I am incredibly obsessive about Chartreuse. When I was in the Rhone Valley, I stayed at this hotel that cooked with Chartreuse and had verticals with vintage-dated Chartreuse. Every night I was there, I would have one or two vintages of Chartreuse. And when I was in Spain I found Tarragona Chartreuse and that ends up being my prized bottle of Chartreuse. Then I found out that Chartreuse actually ages in bottles -- it continues to develop. I have six or seven different bottles of Chartreuse in my personal collection.

Q: Do you have a cellar?

A: I've never counted. People ask me about my wine list, how many do I have, and I don't count. I think it's the art school student in me. Like set wine pairings, I don't have set wine pairings. I look at everything with fresh eyes, and it's the same thing as with how many bottles of wine I have in my wine cellar. I just kind of have wines in there. I could count them, but I don't know. Where do I need to get it to, where's it coming from, where's it going to, I don't know. I am gonna do it until it feels right.

Super Tuscan producers size up Syrah

Michael Apstein, Special to The Chronicle

Friday, April 20, 2007

(04-20) 04:00 PDT Montalcino, Italy -- It was the first time I've been stopped by customs officials going into Italy. At Rome's Leonardo di Vinci International Airport, the uniformed official looked up from his coffee and conversation with several co-workers as I pushed my luggage chart through the green -- nothing to declare -- channel.

"What's in the box," was my interpretation of his Italian as he pointed to the large brown cardboard carton next to my suitcase. "Vino di California," I replied in broken Italian. He rolled his eyes and waved me through. I'm sure he was thinking to himself, "Crazy American bringing wine -- California wine -- into my country."

But I had a plan. I had lugged a dozen bottles of California Syrah and reds from France's northern Rhone Valley to compare to their Tuscan counterparts. I wanted to determine whether Tuscan Syrah was unique and stylistically different.

Syrah is making its first foray into Tuscany -- causing a subtle shift in the signature of Super Tuscan wines, even appearing as a varietal wine. Super Tuscans originated in the late 1960s as a response to insipid wine made primarily from Sangiovese grapes, the mainstay of Chianti. Growers had failed to limit yields of Sangiovese and the resulting wines lacked concentration and flavor. To make matters worse, regulations required inclusion of white grapes like Trebbiano and Malvasia in the Chianti blend.

Breaking the rules

The Tuscan ego -- the sense that they are the most cosmopolitan and innovative of all Italians -- may explain why the Italian wine revolution started there. In what turned out to be a brilliant innovation, Piero Antinori jettisoned the traditional white grapes to buttress the indigenous Sangiovese with Cabernet Sauvignon and Cabernet Franc, making the now legendary Super Tuscan Tignanello in the 1970s. (One of Antinori's relatives, Mario Incisa della Rocchetta, is credited with making the first Super Tuscan, the 1968 Sassicaia, a blend of Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot.) Although Cabernet adds substance and structure, filling out the wine, its drawback is that even a little bit in the blend can dominate the final wine, muting the individuality of Sangiovese.

The driving force behind the creation of Super Tuscan wines -- to make better wines without being constrained by antiquated regulations -- explains why, even today, there is no accepted definition for this category. Nearly any upscale Tuscan red wine -- except Chianti or Brunello -- qualifies. (Some writers even include white wines.) Wines made exclusively from Sangiovese were included under the Super Tuscan umbrella as producers realized that viticultural practices to limit yields, such as high density planting and severe pruning, resulted in fabulous wines made solely from that grape.

Originally these pricey wines could only be sold under the lowliest category of Italian wine, vino da tavola ("table wine"), because they failed to conform to rigid Denominazione di Origine Controllata (DOC) regulations.

Embarrassed to have their best wines relegated as ordinary, the Italian wine authorities created a new rung on the regulatory ladder -- Indicazione Geografica Tipica (analogous to France's vin de pays) -- with fewer rules to give winemakers far more flexibility. Though better and more expensive than the category would imply, many Super Tuscans are labeled IGT Toscana. Confusingly, inexpensive wines that fail to conform to DOC regulations also carry the IGT designation. For the consumer, the choice should be based on the producer's name and reputation, not a set of initials.

Now Syrah has crept into Super Tuscans. It has the potential advantage of filling out the wine without obliterating the more delicate qualities imparted by Sangiovese. Unlike Cabernet Sauvignon's potentially hard-edged tannins, those from Syrah -- at least Syrah grown in Tuscany -- meld well with Sangiovese. In Italy, Syrah is not unique to Tuscany, but is also popular in Sicily. (Some argue that the grape originated and took its name from the Sicilian town Syracuse.) The modern origins of Syrah in Tuscany are hard to pin down, but all of the current plantings come from Rhone Valley clones.

Tuscan soil suits Syrah

Lars Leicht, a spokesperson for Castello Banfi, one of the wineries to embrace the variety, believes Banfi introduced the grape to the region in the late 1970s as part of its extensive new plantings for the then-new Montalcino estate. Others credit Paolo di Marchi, ironically from Piedmont, a region the Tuscans view as parochial, when he planted and made a varietal wine from it on his estate in the Chianti Classico region. According to one producer, farmers planted Syrah in Tuscany in the 19th century for the same reason they planted Sangiovese: its ability to produce a large crop.

Syrah has an affinity for Tuscany's dense clay soil, which brings out the grape's perfume and produces smaller bunches of grapes with smaller berries, which translates into more concentrated wine. Maurizio Marmugi, Banfi's viticulturist, believes that soil has a greater impact on wine made from Syrah compared with wine made from Sangiovese grapes.

The dry Tuscan summer -- rarely does rain fall from June to September -- is the chief impediment to growing Syrah because it stresses the vine and actually inhibits ripening. Irrigation is permitted, but is an expensive undertaking. In Tuscany, Syrah, similar to Merlot, ripens earlier than Sangiovese or Cabernet Sauvignon, which means it is safely in the winery before autumn rains can spoil the crop.

Although exact numbers are unavailable, Syrah clearly remains a minor player in the region. Banfi, with 150 acres of Syrah, has more of it planted than anyone in Tuscany, but it still represents only 7 percent of its total vineyards. (For comparison, 700 of its 2,000 acres are planted to Sangiovese.)

Beatrice Bonacossi, whose family owns Tenuta di Capezzana in Carmignano near Florence, is enthusiastic about Syrah, which her father planted as an experiment in the early 1990s. They replaced Cabernet Franc with Syrah in their Super Tuscan, Ghiaie della Furba, and are gradually increasing the amount in the blend, up to about 30 percent, because they believe it adds spice and complexity. In 2004, to honor the 1,200th anniversary of the winery, they made a 100 percent Syrah.

Although many other producers throughout Tuscany -- Angelo Gaja in Maremma in the west, Antinori and Alessandro Luigi in Cortona in the east, Fontodi and Isole e Olena in Chianti Classico, and Banfi in the south near Montalcino -- are experimenting with Syrah, not everyone has embraced it. Despite regulations that allow up to 25 percent of "other red varieties," including Syrah, in the blend of many Tuscan wines, such as Chianti, few producers seem to be using Syrah in this manner. (The 2003 Da Vinci Chianti, a wine in Gallo's portfolio, had 5 percent Syrah in the blend.)

Microclimate effects

Laura Bianchi, whose family owns Castello di Monsanto, one of the iconic properties in the Chianti Classico area, thinks it is very difficult to produce good Syrah where they are located. They have four rows of it, but are not happy with the results. The microclimate and soil just down the road at Paolo de Marchi's estate, Isole e Olena, must be different because he was one of the early advocates of the variety. Alessandro Lunardi, the U.S. market director for Tenuta dell'Ornellaia, one of the most sought-after Super Tuscans, believes that Syrah has potential as a component of a blend, though they have no intention of using it.

Unlike the customs officials, the staff at the Enoteca le Logge in Montalcino viewed the contents of my cardboard carton -- 2003 Sonoma Coast Vineyards Syrah and 2003 Beckmen Vineyards Santa Ynez Valley Syrah, plus a 2001 Guigal Cote Rotie and others -- with great interest as they wrapped the bottles in aluminum foil for our blind tasting. Roberto Cipresso, winemaker at his estate in Montalcino, La Fiorita, and consultant to other estates in Montalcino and Argentina, and Yoshiaki Miyajima, a certified sommelier and hospitality manager at Castello Banfi, joined several other American wine writers and myself.

The tasting showed Tuscany's potential for the varietal. Not as fruit-forward as California Syrah, they still had plummy flavors as expected from Syrah grown in warmer climates -- as opposed to the peppery element often found in Syrah from the cooler climes, such as the northern Rhone -- balanced by the lively acidity inherent in Italian wines. In the blends, Syrah added an alluring -- and exotic -- edge.

Don't expect Tuscan winemakers to replace all their Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot with Syrah, but it's likely we will be seeing more Syrah in the Super Tuscans and Chianti of the future.

Tasting notes

2004 Ca'Marcanda Promis ($42) Angelo Gaja uses Syrah -- about one third of the blend -- to fill out the Merlot and Sangiovese in this entry-level wine from his Maremma estate. It works because it adds fullness and richness without overwhelming the typical bright cherry flavors and earthy components that Sangiovese and Merlot deliver. It's a wonderfully harmonious blend. Its supple tannins mean you can enjoy this wine without further aging.

2000 Tenuta di Capezzana Ghiaie della Furba ($45) Capezzana is perhaps the leading producer in Carmignano, an area just west of Florence where blending Sangiovese and Cabernet Sauvignon has been the tradition and was codified into the regulations when the DOC was established in 1975. Although this is not a DOC wine, this Super-Tuscan blend of 60 percent Cabernet Sauvignon, 30 percent Merlot and 10 percent Syrah has a more "international" signature than Capezzana's Carmignano, but still retains Tuscan verve, earthiness and character. Its length and finesse -- given its powerful fruit flavors -- are remarkable.

2003 Castello Banfi Colvecchio Sant'Antimo Syrah ($36) Pipe irrigation spared Syrah, unlike Sangiovese, from the drought of the 2003 growing season and helps explain the balance in this wine. More plummy than peppery, as expected, it also delivers an alluring meaty component surrounded by supple tannins and uplifting acidity that clearly identifies its Tuscan origin. California winemakers should take note of this great Syrah.

2003 Castello Banfi Summus Sant'Antimo ($66) The rationale for using Syrah expressed by Paolo Benassi, one of Banfi's winemakers, makes as much sense as all of the logical explanations: "In Tuscany we blend everything, we love to blend." The proportion of Syrah in this Super Tuscan blend varies from 15 to 20 percent year to year. In 2003, it was 20 percent with the remainder split evenly between Cabernet Sauvignon and Sangiovese. This big -- but beautifully balanced wine -- conveys a multitude of thick black fruit flavors, cherry-like acidity and engaging hints of cocoa or chocolate.

2003 D'Alessandro Il Bosco Cortona Syrah ($50) This 100 percent Syrah from Cortona exemplifies the powerfully plummy side of that grape in part because of the vintage. In every prior year of Il Bosco that I have tasted, its finesse coupled with power has stood out. The exotic leathery component supported by moderate tannins and ripe dense black fruit flavors suggests it will evolve nicely. Approach it now only if you like boisterous wine.

-- M.A.

Michael Apstein is a freelance writer based in Newton, Mass., and a columnist for winereviewonline.com. E-mail him at wine@sfchronicle.com
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Russian River Valley Pinot Noir $35 and Under

Jon Bonné

Friday, April 20, 2007

It's increasingly tough to find reasonably priced California Pinot Noir. It's even tougher to find it in Sonoma's Russian River Valley, where Pinot reigns -- and the best wines have long been the stuff of mailing-list dreams. That might explain why it was a bit tough to find Russian River Pinots with real depth for $35 or less. We liked these wines quite a bit, but often wished for a bit more complexity among the 36 wines tasted. More complex flavors could be found once we pushed the price above $35, and we'll cover those wines next week.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 Alderbrook Russian River Valley Pinot Noir ($24) Wine magnate Tony Terlato took over Alderbrook in 2000, determined to refocus it from white wines into reds because of its Russian River location. This wine is another sign of success, with lifting red fruit at its core, hints of dust, dried herbs and earth on the nose and a tapered, spicy finish. Winery only.

TWO STARS 2005 Angeline Russian River Valley Pinot Noir ($14) Angeline is the bargain label for Santa Rosa's Martin Ray Winery, and while its Pinots don't always succeed, the hits are worth remembering. This one's a winner -- on the lighter side, perhaps too light for those who like Pinots with brawn. It's basic but very solid, with bright red berry and a silky grip at the end. Good luck finding other Russian River Pinots at this price.

TWO STARS 2005 Belvedere Russian River Valley Pinot Noir ($29) Belvedere is part of the Hambrecht Wine Group, founded by Bill Hambrecht, who co-founded the investment bank Hambrecht & Quist. His winemaker at Belvedere, Troy McEnery, was a New York banker before switching to the wine world. This effort banks on a pretty nose highlighted by eucalyptus, though it verges toward cough-syrup mode at moments. Buoyant candied cherry, with a slightly chewy finish. Some heat intrudes at the end.

TWO STARS 2004 Everett Ridge Russian River Valley Pinot Noir ($35) In 2006, the Everett Ridge property was bought by the Sterling family, whose Esterlina Vineyards and Winery also makes radiant cooler-climate Pinot Noir in Mendocino. This wine was already in progress at the time the winery changed hands. The winery sits on the edge between the Dry Creek and Russian River valleys, and perhaps it's symbolic, as this is Pinot for non-Pinot lovers. It's got a Zin's sweet backbone and richness, plus a healthy dose of oak. A good bit of alcohol shows itself too, amid scents of cool, sweet mint. Done in a big, broad style, but there's brightness that reveals its Pinot soul.

TWO STARS 2005 Harrington Maurice Galante Vineyard Russian River Valley Pinot Noir ($35) Bryan Harrington lives in San Francisco, makes wine in Berkeley and gets fruit from five different California appellations. This one's from a cooler spot in the Green Valley. Dark and brooding, with lots of brown spice, vanilla and black fruit. It's bolstered by big sour cherry and cranberry notes, leading to a pinpoint finish. Disjointed at moments, but also leathery and curious -- almost like two different wines. Limited availability.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 Holdredge Russian River Valley Pinot Noir ($32) Healdsburg-based John Holdredge makes just about 1,000 cases per year, and this wine -- a blend of four vineyard sites, using all 3-year-old French oak -- accounts for the bulk of it. It's got a juicy, alluring core, full of red berry and cola, with soft edges and a very fine-grained, zesty, minerally finish. Elegant, and with just a touch more complexity, it could be stunning.

TWO STARS 2005 Hook and Ladder Russian River Valley Pinot Noir ($24) Certainly, the DeLoach family knows about the Russian River Valley. San Francisco fireman Cecil DeLoach bought his first vineyard there in 1970, and his family's winery became one of the largest in the area before he sold it to the Boisset firm in 2003. Hook & Ladder is his second act, run along with his son Michael and granddaughter Sarah. Their Pinot shows off elusive scents of cranberry, orange zest and warm allspice. A radiant core of fruit, and real stuffing in its midst. Could use a bit more depth.

TWO STARS 2005 Kenwood Russian River Valley Pinot Noir ($18) Founded in 1970, Kenwood was bought in the late 1990s by sparkling wine maker Korbel. Like Korbel, Kenwood thinks in big numbers; with more than 44,000 cases of this wine around, it's won't be hard to find. All the more impressive, then, that one-quarter of the grapes came from estate vineyards. There's toasty berry, spun sugar and warm brown spice from 11 months in older French oak barrels. A darker flavor profile, with less intrigue than you might hope for, but still with classic Pinot notes.

TWO STARS 2005 Pellegrini Family Vineyards Olivet Lane Estate Russian River Valley Pinot Noir ($30) The Pellegrini family got its start in Sonoma as grape shippers, but their Olivet Lane property, bought in 1973, has long been a source for quality Pinot grapes. This latest vintage is a bit tight and minerally, but with solid cherry and blueberry flavors. Could use more breadth and depth of flavor, but the finish is fine-grained, with verve.

THREE STARS 2005 Rutz Cellars Maison Grand Cru Russian River Valley Pinot Noir ($35) Owner Keith Rutz fell for Burgundian Pinot Noir on trips to France during his years in the fashion industry. After moving to a home outside Sebastopol, he wanted to make wines in a Burgundian style, and relied on longtime ties to such growers as Warren and Gail Dutton. No surprise, then, that this was one of the few wines in the flight that demonstrated true Pinot Noir-like characteristics, which earned it extra points. Hints of soy sauce and cola, with charred leaf, dense strawberry and black cherry. It's got a big, chewy presence, with solid grip and a zesty note at the end. Packs a wallop, but the layers show off terrific fruit quality.

Also recommended:

2005 DeLoach Vineyards Russian River Valley Pinot Noir ($20)

2005 Iron Horse Vineyards Estate Green Valley Pinot Noir ($35)

2005 TR Elliott Queste Russian River Valley Pinot Noir ($32)

Seattle Times
New Zealand's sauvignon blanc is so very nice

I do my best to suppress the wine writer's natural impulse to delve into wine minutiae — the technical details of vat and vineyard, bud and barrel — but once in a while I must unloose the inner wine geek.

In this instance, the opportunity to quickly summarize an emerging wine region and its most important wines is too good to pass up.

Earlier this month, Seattle was the first stop on an eight-city showcase organized by New Zealand Winegrowers, and the event should serve as a template to any organization hoping to promote its region's wines. In particular, the amount of useful information that was assembled for this tour made it a brilliant and pleasurable learning experience.

Although these are trade events, consumers who want to dig into the nuts and bolts of New Zealand wines should visit New Zealand Wines online, www.nzwine.com, where much of this same background material is available.

I have spoken with many American winemakers who have visited and/or worked in New Zealand, and the reports are always the same: spectacular scenery, unspoiled and unique, and winemakers with a fervent desire to make their wines in a style that sets them apart from the rest of the world.

New Zealand is described in the winegrowers' group's literature as a "nation of islands (that) benefits from the temperature modulating effect of the sea." It is a country where dense, native forests and snow-capped mountains tumble down into rugged, spectacular coastline. Its wine-growing regions span a length of 1,000 miles (north to south). Its vineyards are set in a range of climates and soils that are the rough equal of Northern California on up to the Willamette Valley.

New Zealand's winemaking history is quite recent. The first experimental sauvignon blanc was planted in the early 1970s. Commercial harvests began in 1980. The Marlborough region, on the northeastern edge of the southern island, quickly established itself as the best place for sauvignon blanc. Much credit goes to the Cloudy Bay winery, founded in 1985 by David Hohnen of Cape Mentelle (they will be profiled in a column on Western Australia soon). Both wineries are now owned by Louis Vuitton Moët Hennessy, and Cloudy Bay sauvignon blanc is still the premiere brand in the country.

But it is really just the tip of the quality iceberg.

The growth of the New Zealand wine industry throughout the past two decades has been propelled by its overall success with sauvignon blanc, which now represents 72 percent of the country's wine exports. A quarter of these exports come into the U.S., and I was amazed at the variety and overall quality of the more than 30 sauvignon blancs being poured.

The Marlborough style, which is undeniably the varietal benchmark, is described as "pungently aromatic and explosively flavored, its zesty character redolent of green bell pepper and gooseberry with tropical fruit overtones."

Some of those descriptors may not immediately ring your bell, but they are reasonably accurate when describing the full range of these wines. They come from soils old and young, from riverbed rock to old glacial moraine, loess and clay. With rare (and not necessarily admirable) exceptions, they are cold fermented in stainless steel, to optimize freshness and fruit flavor. This enhances the crisp, sometimes razor-sharp minerality of the wines.

Marlborough's subregions (Rapaura district and Awatere Valley) have their own fine-tuned nuances, and sauvignon blancs from other parts of the country can also be quite good. But as I wound my way through the tasting, it was the Marlborough wines, time and again, that scored the highest.

Prices range from around $10 to the mid-$20s, and quality generally follows the curve. The cheaper wines are most likely to bring up capsicum (bell pepper or green bean) flavors, while the most expensive have more richly varied aromas and layering of fruits, from green berry to citrus (lime and grapefruit) to light tropical, often underscored with that marvelous, bracing minerality. In the $16-$19 range you will find some of the overall best values.

These are seafood wines but also well-suited to poultry or veal, lighter pastas (capellini with halibut cheeks, shiitake mushrooms and leeks was my own successful experiment) and pan-Pacific cuisines. About 90 percent are sealed with a screwcap, and though controversy continues to surround the cork vs. screwcap debate, it does make them virtually taint-proof.

I would certainly encourage you to explore New Zealand's other aromatic white wines — riesling, gewürztraminer and pinot gris; its seductive pinot noirs, every bit the equal of California and Oregon's best; and the increasingly impressive merlot, cabernet and syrah blends. But your initial foray into the pleasures of New Zealand wines absolutely must begin with sauvignon blanc, especially at this time of the year.

Listed (in ascending order by price) is a case of my top-scoring New Zealand sauvignon blancs, all from the most recent vintage. Distributors have been indicated where known.

Nobilo 2006 'Regional Collection' Sauvignon Blanc (Marlborough); $12. Citrus, green apple and tart melon.

Matua Valley 2006 Sauvignon Blanc (Marlborough); $13. Tart, racy, bright, high acid, lively wine. (Young's-Columbia)

Babich 2006 Sauvignon Blanc (Marlborough); $14. Creamy, leesy and spicy. (Young's-Columbia)

Saint Clair 'Vicar's Choice' 2006 Sauvignon Blanc (Marlborough); $15. Grapefruit and lime, with texture and length. (A&B Imports)

Whitehaven 2006 Sauvignon Blanc (Marlborough); $17. Layered, snappy, with modest hints of green pea and herb. (Odom)

Wairau River 2006 Sauvignon Blanc (Marlborough); $19. Intense, sharp, edgy, layered with mixed fruits and herbs. (Odom)

G oldwater 2006 Sauvignon Blanc (Marlborough); $19. Spicy, elegant style with grapefruity citrus.

Brancott Reserve 2006 Sauvignon Blanc (Marlborough); $19. Very fresh, strongly mineral. (Young's-Columbia)

Te Kairanga 2006 Sauvignon Blanc (Martinborough); $19. Grassy, herbal, textural. (A&B Imports)

Vavasour 2006 Sauvignon Blanc (Marlborough); $19. Creamy, light, well-balanced.

Nobilo 2006 'Icon' Sauvignon Blanc (Marlborough); $22 . Notes of quinine, grapefruit and citrus rind; exceptional length.

Saint Clair 'Pioneer Block 7' 2006 Sauvignon Blanc (Marlborough); $27. Best of show. Lime, rock, tropical fruits, plenty of depth and detail. (A&B Imports)

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.

Pick of the week

Oyster Bay 2006 Sauvignon Blanc (Marlborough); $11. Striking flavors of mineral, lime, wet stone and green apple.

On special this month at an exceptional price. (Distributed by Noble).

USA Today

Cheers

Jerry Shriver
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Monkey on your front

2006 Monkey Bay Sauvignon Blanc, Marlborough, New Zealand, about $11. Though the label places it in the "critter wine'' menagerie along with the Little Penguins and Yellowtails of the world, this bottle stands apart because of the distinctive quality of its fruit. A smell of flowers is the first thing you notice, then come ripe, smooth flavors of mango and lime and just the right amount of acid. The profile is tamer than that of most Kiwi Sauvignon Blancs, but I don't mind because that aggressive style has gotten a little out of hand recently.

Wednesday, April 18, 2007

High flier

2005 Terrazas de los Andes Cabernet Sauvignon, Mendoza, Argentina, about $13. There's much more to Argentinian red wine than the famous Malbecs which have made such a splash in this country during the past decade. Cabernet Sauvignon also grows extremely well in the high-altitude vineyards of the Andes foothills. This version has concentrated fruit and a complexity that's unusual for this price. The aroma alone gives you red raspberries, herbs, nuts and vanilla. But the best thing is the smooth tannins which make the wine easy to drink right away, preferably with hamburgers.

Monday, April 16, 2007

South African caper

2006 Sebeka Sauvignon Blanc, Western Cape, South Africa, about $9. This is the best entry in a new line of South African wines imported by Gallo (there are also a Chardonnay, Shiraz, Cabernet-Pinotage and Shiraz-Pinotage blend). True to form it's very well-priced, varietally correct and easy to drink. Though I'd prefer a smidgen more personality, I'm content with the precise balance of citrus and mineral flavors and the cleansing, but not abrasive, acidity. Try it shellfish and light appetizers.

Wall St. Journal

New Zealand Places Bets on Red

In Pinot Upsurge,

Not All Are Winners;

More Stuffing, Please

April 20, 2007; Page W5

New Zealand has been one of the wine world's great success stories in the past decade. Fifteen years ago, its primary grape was the undistinguished Müller-Thurgau. Then it decided to place its bets on Sauvignon Blanc, and the rest is history. Imports of New Zealand wine into the U.S. have risen 60-fold in 10 years. Its signature wine has become so popular and famous that winemakers all over the world tout their "New Zealand-style" Sauvignon Blanc.

Now New Zealand has its sights set on Pinot Noir. In a decade, its plantings of Pinot have grown from about 1,000 acres to nearly 10,000. It has more acreage devoted to Pinot than even Chardonnay -- and more than all other red grapes combined. That's a big bet indeed, but it turned to Pinot at a good time, just before America's interest in the grape rose with the release of the movie "Sideways" in 2004. The result: Exports of Pinot nearly quintupled between 2002 and 2006.

Increasingly Available

Wine-lovers have been very excited about New Zealand's Pinot for some time now. Considering what the industry did with Sauvignon Blanc, why not? We've written about New Zealand Pinot for years, but we have never conducted a broad blind tasting because there haven't been enough of them on shelves nationwide. That has changed. While they are still not as ubiquitous as, say, Australian Shiraz, New Zealand's Pinots are becoming more widely available. So we decided it was time. We bought the first 50 we saw from stores in Florida, Illinois, New Jersey and New York. We didn't set a price limit, but most cost $20 to $30 and only a few cost more than $40.

Pinot Noir is, of course, the great grape of red Burgundy that has become a surprising success story in both California and Oregon. Although experts said for years that the U.S. couldn't make a fine Pinot, it has now become a more reliable choice on wine store shelves than either Merlot or Cabernet Sauvignon, even though Pinot is a notoriously fickle grape. At its best, Pinot makes a wine that is complex and haunting, with a bit of funk, a great deal of earth and many layers of flavor that slowly reveal themselves in time. There are often raspberry-cherry-berry flavors and sometimes a lovely, silky texture. But it's hard to make a good Pinot, and bad ones can taste flat, dull and unpleasant.

We tasted our New Zealand Pinots blind over several nights. As always, we weren't looking for "the best" New Zealand Pinot Noir, but were trying to get an overall sense of the current state of the grape. What we found is that New Zealand is on the road toward good Pinot, but still has a way to go. The wines reminded us of the early years of American Pinot, before the U.S. industry really got it right. Overall, the wines rated OK to Good. They generally had good Pinot flavors, but they lacked depth and complexity. We wrote in our notes "not enough there" or "watery" way too often. It's almost as though the winemakers know what tastes they want, but they don't yet have the experience with the grape, and perhaps the vines don't yet have the age, to provide the stuffing that makes for a really fine Pinot. It also is possible that some winemakers are still intimidated by the grape's notorious reputation as a petulant heartbreaker. Some wines tasted as though the winemaker didn't trust the grapes enough to leave them alone. The result was wines that tasted as though they had been interrupted on their way to becoming truly memorable. They weren't complete. Some came so close that we wanted to stand at the finish line and coax them over it. C'mon, with just a little bit more, you can do it!

We also felt that too many vintners were covering up the lack of rich fruit and depth with a hint of sweetness and, sometimes, a heavy dollop of cream from too much oak. Even a little sweetness or too much oak in a Pinot is a killer. (By the way, the best-known name in New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc is Cloudy Bay, so we included the 2004 Cloudy Bay Pinot in two flights and found it pleasant enough but not among our favorites.)

Now, all that said, we still tasted quite a few winners that found the balance among fruit, earth, funk and acidity (see the index below). They still were generally light, but often classy and interesting. Unfortunately, while a third of our sample cost less than $20, just one of our eight favorites came in under that bar (and it was $19.99). We found that the younger wines generally tasted better and that nearly all of these should be drunk sooner rather than later. Given a choice, we'd buy the youngest vintage we saw.

Satisfying Curiosity

Where does this leave us? If we were going to simply pick up a Pinot for dinner tonight, we'd still go to the California or Oregon shelves because those wines are more consistent for the price. But if you're curious and eager to sample new trends, we'd urge you to buy a New Zealand Pinot Noir sometime soon -- and then try another in a few months, as a newer vintage becomes available. We think we're in the midst of a developing situation here, and it should be fun to watch -- and taste.

The Dow Jones New Zealand Pinot Noir Index

In a tasting of Pinot Noir from New Zealand, these were our favorites. Overall, we found that these should be drunk soon. They are good with duck, lamb, salmon, eggplant and other savory dishes. They're generally better at cool room temperature. Many New Zealand wines, even the best ones, now come with screw caps. Any specific New Zealand Pinot will be hard to find; we offer this list, as always, just to give some examples of what these can taste like and about how much they cost. Many good wine shops now have at least a couple of New Zealand Pinots.

VINEYARD/VINTAGE 
PRICE 


RATING 
TASTERS' COMMENTS

Saint Clair Estate Wines 'Omaka Reserve' 2004 (Marlborough) 
$22* 
Very Good 
Best of tasting. Really fine fruit, left alone to make a fine, earthy wine with good acidity. Tastes like ripe berries. Nicely dry, especially on the long finish. Could age. We also liked the 2004 "Doctor's Creek Reserve" ($25), but give it some time to open up.

Seven Terraces (Foxes Island Wines) 2005 (Marlborough) 
$20.30 
Very Good 
Best value. Really tastes like Pinot, with a primitive roughness about it that's quite real and attractive. Nicely balanced, but not afraid to be earthy and a bit smoky, with an appealing little bite at the end.

Dog Point Vineyards 2004 (Marlborough) 
$38.99 
Good/Very Good 
Smoky and a bit funky, with enjoyable, drink-now tastes.

Drystone (Berridge Vineyard Estates) 2003 (Central Otago) 
$33* 
Good/Very Good 
Easy to drink, with abundant, smooth fruit and good acidity. A hint of cola and some earthiness add interest.

Goose Bay (Spencer Hill Estate) 2005 (East Coast) 
$24.99 
Good/Very Good 
Pleasant, with very nice, silky flavors in a soft package. Even nicer as it warms. Kosher.

Mountford Estate 2004 (Waipara) 
$44.99 
Good/Very Good 
Earthy and rich, with a long wood-fruit-earth finish that's quite fetching.

Mud House Wine Co. 2004 (Marlborough) 
$19.99 
Good/Very Good 
Berry-like, with exuberant, fun fruit. Some earth, but mostly just fun, uncomplicated, happy tastes.

Te Mata Estate 'Woodthorpe' 2004 (Hawkes Bay) 
$25.99 
Good/Very Good 
Nice funk on the nose. Earthy and slightly roasted, with some cranberry tastes and, interestingly, a hint of bacon. Especially good with food.

NOTE: Wines are rated on a scale that ranges: Yech, OK, Good, Very Good, Delicious, and Delicious! These are the prices we paid at wine stores in Florida, Illinois, New Jersey and New York. *We paid $23.99 for Saint Clair and $29.99 for Drystone, but these prices appear to be more representative. Prices vary widely.

Speakeasies With a Twist

By ERIC FELTEN

April 14, 2007; Page P9

Chumley's, in New York's West Village neighborhood, was a rarity -- a Prohibition-era speakeasy that survived into the 21st century nearly unchanged. The bar claimed an illustrious literary clientele over the years, including Theodore Dreiser and F. Scott Fitzgerald. Alas, early this month a minor renovation went awry and a chimney gave way, taking part of a wall with it. For a while it looked like no small part of the building would take a tumble too. No one knows when Chumley's will reopen.

There's little left of New York's once-famous speakeasy world, but over the past year or two a raft of nouveaux speakeasies have turned up to keep the concept alive. In New York there are Little Branch, Blue Owl and the Back Room; San Francisco has Bourbon & Branch and Slide; PX opened last year in Alexandria, Va. The trend got its start in 2000 when New York bar entrepreneur Sasha Petraske opened Milk & Honey. The small, conspicuously inconspicuous place combined artfully made cocktails with an anticelebrity aesthetic. Milk & Honey rejected Manhattan's glam velvet-rope club scene, replacing it with the exclusivity of being in the know.

"To be sophisticated, or 'in the know,'" Michael A. Lerner writes in "Dry Manhattan," a recent history of Volstead-era New York, "one had to master the art of dodging the manifold prohibitions." The speakeasies of New York legend were hidden behind toy stores, or entered through fake phone booths. Now that alcohol is perfectly legal, the new speaks have to contrive hurdles and restrictions to test the knowingness of would-be patrons. They adopt the furtive practices of the originals -- unmarked doors and peepholes.

Make a reservation at Bourbon & Branch and you'll be given a password to whisper at the door. Getting into PX usually takes a password too. But to get one, first you have to find the club's Web site -- just a link on the front page of Eamonn's, the Irish fish-and-chipper that fronts for PX.

During Prohibition, many clubs would provide "set-ups" -- exorbitantly priced trays of glasses, ice and ginger ale. Patrons supplied their own flask-borne liquor. San Francisco's Slide (one enters the basement room down a wide wooden chute) has revived the set-up, though it does provide the spirits to go with the fixings. The Back Room in New York relives the era by pouring its drinks into innocent little teacups.

There is one way in which the new breed of "whisper lows" differs from its ancestors. Prohibition-era watering holes weren't exactly famous for the quality of their cocktails. The liquor was "so unutterably vile," wrote David Embury in "The Fine Art of Mixing Drinks," that "the primary object in mixing a cocktail became the addition of a sufficient amount of sweetened, highly flavored, and otherwise emollient and anti-emetic ingredients . . . to make it reasonably possible to swallow the resultant concoction."

But where jazz-age drinks were rarely anything more than efficacious, the nouveaux speaks are at the center of the modern handcrafted-cocktail cult. Following Milk & Honey's lead, Bourbon & Branch and PX abjure prepacked mixers like sweet-and-sour. All the fruit juices used are fresh-squeezed. Once you get used to cocktails made with fresh ingredients, you'll never settle for the squirt-gun substitute. However, if I have one quibble about the otherwise excellent drinks at PX, it is that the commitment to using fresh juices can lead to cocktails overwhelmed by the taste of citrus.

Speakeasies so-named were born in Pennsylvania in 1888, when the Brooks High-License Act raised the state fee for a saloon license to $500 from $50. The number of licensed bars promptly plummeted, but not all the barkeeps unable to get a license shut their doors. Kate Hester had run a saloon in McKeesport, just outside of Pittsburgh, for years; she refused to pony up the new license fee and wanted to keep from drawing attention to her newly illicit joint. When her patrons got too rowdy, she hushed them in a hoarse whisper: "Speak easy, boys! Speak easy!" It wasn't long before Hester's "expression became common in McKeesport and spread to Pittsburg," noted the New York Times in 1890. "Some day, perhaps, Webster's Dictionary will take it up."

Pittsburgh may have pioneered the concept, but it was in Prohibition New York that the speakeasy came into full flower and fame. It's been guesstimated that Manhattan boasted as many as 32,000 illegal bars and nightclubs, some swanky, some louche, and many in between. In the waning days of Prohibition, artist Al Hirschfeld drank and drew his way around Gotham with scribbler Gordon Kahn, producing a wry, illustrated guide titled "Manhattan Oases," reprinted a few years ago as "The Speakeasies of 1932." They visited everything from "The Mansion" at 27 W. 51st St. ("The most pretentious place in New York, or it will do until the most pretentious place is built") to O'Leary's on the Bowery ("the sight and smell of a score of sodden derelicts is none too pleasant"). They pop in at Jack and Charlie's, an upscale speak at 21 W. 52nd St. that remains in business today as the 21 Club. At Club Simplon, "admission is not easy," Hirschfeld and Kahn wrote. "A nonchalant manner, with a touch of imperiousness, will get you by, here as elsewhere." Words to live by.

By and large, the new speaks feature classic cocktails. But the bartenders are not without ambition: They wish to add to the canon. Bourbon & Branch mixer Jon Santer has a contender, The Revolver, a house special with the simplicity one finds in the best cocktails. Made of bourbon, the Jamaican coffee liqueur Tia Maria, and orange bitters, the drink gets its name from the brand of bourbon -- Bulleit -- used. But you should use any bourbon you like. Bourbon & Branch's recipe calls for a little less than three parts bourbon to one part liqueur; I found I preferred a 4:1 ratio.

• Email me at eric.felten@wsj.com
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For Oenophiles, a Holy Grail

By Karen Page and Andrew Dornenburg

Wednesday, April 18, 2007; F05

How many different wine grape varieties have you tasted?

We'll bet that your list includes chardonnay and cabernet sauvignon, two of the world's most popular wine grapes. It might also include some or all of the other four that make up the "noble" grapes, so named for their use in creating the finest wines: merlot, pinot noir, Riesling and sauvignon blanc. But that's a small fraction of the thousands of grape varieties that exist.

The Wine Century Club was created two years ago to encourage wine lovers to explore the diverse array of wines around the globe. The sole criterion for membership -- which is free, and earns you a proverbial "certificate suitable for framing" from the club's London headquarters -- is to have tasted more than 100 grape varieties. The club's online application featuring a checklist of 185 varieties can be found at http://delongwine.com/century.html. Although it has been downloaded more than 6,000 times, only 3.5 percent have actually been submitted.

The club's mere 211 members represent a cross section of wine lovers around the globe. In the United States, 15 are based in Williamsburg, Va., the site of the club's first local chapter, which launched last year.

Georgetown University philosophy professor Henry Richardson has been the District's lone member since November 2005 -- and he'd enjoy a little company. "I am sure that there are a good number of people who already qualify, if only they've kept good notes," says Richardson, who had tasted 160 varieties at last count.

We wish we'd kept better notes of all the wines from such places as Slovenia and Lebanon we've been served while researching our last half-dozen food books, because we suspect that each of us has easily tasted more than 100 varieties. However, now that we're completing our WCC applications, we've decided that if we're not positive we've tasted a grape, better to taste it again. (What's the downside in that?)

"Most people in the wine business or advanced amateurs can get to 50 to 80 grape varieties fairly quickly, but then the work begins," says Steve De Long, a London-based architect and wine enthusiast who co-founded the Wine Century Club with his designer wife, Deborah, after they had tasted 188 varieties. They're now at 216. "In this way, membership isn't really free at all. It also helps to explain why the club isn't bigger than it is."

De Long offered some insider tips to those interested in expediting the process. No. 1: It's fair game to have sampled grapes as part of a blend. One taste of Chateauneuf-du-Pape, the famed Rhone red that features up to 13 grape varieties, can take you 13 percent of the way to membership.

A single taste of port can take you as much as 40 percent of the way. However, it's often tough to determine which grapes are part of the blend, because European labels generally do not disclose it.

Heather Hatcher, general manager of the Wine Seller in Williamsburg and head of the WCC's local chapter, suggests exploring the robust red blends of Portugal's Douro region. "The Portuguese grow an array of different grapes that aren't often used in other areas of the world," says Hatcher, who has tasted 124 grape varieties.

Richardson says that many unusual grapes are cultivated in France, Italy and Spain, especially outside the best-known areas. "Consider wines from the Loire and Corsica, from Friuli and Sicily, and from Galicia and Basque country," he advises. However, for exotic grapes, he, too, recommends turning to other countries such as Greece and its excellent, well-priced imports. "These range from the Xinomavro reds, which are like Malbecs with slightly brighter fruit, to wonderfully fresh whites like the well-priced Biblia Chora, a blend of half sauvignon blanc and half Assyrtiko," he says.

As you inch toward your own 100-grape milestone, don't overlook the interesting varieties being cultivated in the United States. Veritas Vineyard's Kenmar (Virginia, $25; http://www.veritaswines.com), an award-winning dessert wine, is made from Traminette, a cross between Joannes Seyve and Gewürztraminer. And check out some blends, including Sonoma's Bucklin Mixed Blacks (four grapes, including Alicante Bouschet) and Oregon's Sokol Blosser Evolution (nine grapes).

We hope you'll join us in tasting at least 100 grape varieties -- and pushing yourself out of any wine rut you might find yourself in. E-mail us about your experiences, and we'll share comments in a future column.

Membership is on the honor system, but beware: The club's Web site threatens a curse of the Roman wine god Bacchus on cheaters.

Andrew Dornenburg and Karen Page, award-winning authors of "What to Drink With What You Eat" and several other books, can be reached via http://www.becomingachef.comorfood@washpost.com.

In the Wine Aisle
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Casa de Santar Tinto

Portugal, $13

Grapes: Touriga Nacional, Tinta Roriz, Alfrocheiro Preto

Flavors: medium- to full-bodied with black cherries and plums and a long finish

Alcohol:13 percent

Pair with: beef, duck, pork, steak

Where to find it: Fine Wine, Potomac Wine & Spirits

Dow's 2000 Late Bottled Vintage Port

Portugal, $23

Grapes: a blend of up to 40 grapes including Touriga Nacional, Touriga Franca, Tinta Roriz, Tinta Barroca and Tinta Cao

Flavors: dates and figs plus dried spices with a hint of dark chocolate

Alcohol:20 percent

Pair with: blue or Manchego cheeses, dark chocolate, nuts, pound cake

Where to find it: Beltway Fine Wine, Schneider's of Capitol Hill, Total Wine & More, the Wine Specialist

Pirineos Mesache -- Tinto

Spain, $10

Grapes: Garnacha, cabernet sauvignon, syrah and 10 percent Parraleta

Flavors: lighter-bodied red with the refreshing fruitiness of dark berries

Alcohol:13.5 percent

Pair with: cheese, chorizo, grilled dishes, paella, seafood, spicy dishes

Where to find it: MacArthur Beverages, Schneider's of Capitol Hill

Sokol Blosser Evolution

Oregon, $20

Grapes: Muller-Thurgau, white Riesling, semillon, pinot gris, Gewürztraminer, Muscat Canelli, chardonnay, pinot blanc and sylvaner

Flavors: light with fruits of the tropics plus a hint of sweetness and spice

Alcohol:12 percent

Pair with: fish; salads, from fruit to green; spicy dishes, from Mexican to Thai

Where to find it: Calvert Woodley, Rodman's, Schneider's of Capitol Hill, the Wine Specialist

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

Retailers: Beltway Fine Wine, 8727 Loch Raven Blvd., Towson, Md., 410-668-8884; Calvert Woodley, 4339 Connecticut Ave. NW, 202-966-0445; Fine Wine, 20A Grand Corner Ave., Gaithersburg, 301-987-5933; MacArthur Beverages, 4877 MacArthur Blvd. NW, 202-338-1433; Potomac Wine & Spirits, 3100 M St. NW, 202-333-2848; Rodman's, multiple locations, http://www.rodmans.com; Schneider's of Capitol Hill, 300 Massachusetts Ave. NE, 202-543-9300; Total Wine & More, multiple locations, http://www.totalwine.com; The Wine Specialist, 2115 M St. NW, 202-833-0707

Pear Noses Out Pomegranate

By Jason Wilson
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Flavor trends seem to work somewhat like high school. One day, the cool kids -- usually people with suspicious job titles like "cool hunter" or "flavorist" or "cocktail columnist" -- wake up and decide that, say, pomegranates will be the next big thing. There's usually talk of antioxidants or benefits to the urinary tract, but everyone knows the popularity is really all about the crimson-purple color. Suddenly, everywhere you turn, they're putting pomegranates into everything. How did we ever live without the sweet-and-sour nectar of the pomegranate?

Well, allow me to be the first to tell you: Pomegranates are so, like, 2006. Pears are the new pomegranates. Haven't you heard?

Yeah, me neither. Until I received this recent e-mail from the Pear Bureau Northwest: "Pears Make a Splash as Fresh Drink Trend for 2007." Which makes total sense if you ignore the fact that pears have been cultivated and enjoyed by humans since about 5000 B.C.

In this breathless news release, a spokesperson for Absolut vodka declares pears to be "the next big flavor." Says he, "We constantly have flavorists on the hunt for all the new scents, flavors and tastes, and pear was 'ripe' for us." Not surprisingly, Absolut was at the same time launching a new flavor-infused vodka, Absolut Pears. Within weeks, Grey Goose unveiled its own pear vodka, La Poire.

Anyone who understands lifestyle journalism knows that three of anything is a certifiable trend, and so we are getting dangerously close to the tipping point on pear vodka.

"They're running out of flavors, so I wouldn't be surprised if another company comes out with one soon," says Jack Robertiello, an editor at Adams Beverage Group, which monitors the spirits industry.

A few words about the explosion of flavored vodkas. Well, maybe just one word: ridiculous. Perhaps this is too ungenerous. I mean, I can understand the basic impulse behind citrus vodka, and perhaps even vanilla. But blueberry vodka? Espresso vodka? Black cherry vodka? Kaffir lime vodka? "Mojito Mint" vodka?

When I tasted the two new pear vodkas, what struck me immediately was how differently each company has interpreted pear flavor. Absolut Pears has a strong candy scent and an assertive fruity taste that no pear in nature could possibly convey. Grey Goose, on the other hand, has a delicate, natural pear bouquet. But the mild flavor is so subtle as to be nearly lost.

So what does one do with pear vodka? That is a very good question, one that bartenders are asking. Here's a recent post on Webtender: "I work at a rather nice upscale restaurant in Manhattan and our bartender recently ordered Absolute [sic] Pear. After we all tasted it in several drinks we decided to make a few drinks based around it for our signature drink list. We aren't having much luck." After experimenting with both pear vodkas for over a month, I can empathize. But I've found a few good options.

Jim Hewes, head bartender at the Willard Room at Washington's Willard InterContinental Hotel, created a great cocktail with Absolut Pears that he calls Martha Washington's Pirouette, a sort of pear Cosmopolitan. He mixes three parts pear vodka with one part each Cointreau and white cranberry juice, and a splash of lime juice.

I also suggest an adaptation of a Pear Sazerac created by Nick Mautone, author of "Raising the Bar," for Grey Goose La Poire. The traditional Sazerac, made with rye whiskey, is a famed New Orleans drink, the one many claim was the first one actually referred to as a "cocktail" in the early 19th century. In this version, the rye whiskey is replaced with pear vodka. The anise flavor, such as in Pernod or absinthe, is a surprisingly natural coupling with pear.

Meanwhile, I am taking wagers on the next inevitable flavor trend -- the Hot Flavor of 2008. I'm placing my bet on elderflower. You heard it here first: Elderflower is the new pear.

Jason Wilson's Spirits column appears every other week. He can be reached atfood@washpost.com.
