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Gil Kulers wine pick: N.V. Casal Garcia Vinho Verde

Published on: 05/10/07

• N.V. Casal Garcia Vinho Verde, Portugal

• $9

• One thumb up: Light, fresh aromas and tart flavors of green apple and lemon with a light "peachy" quality. Great when served cold.

If there was ever a poster child for summer wines, my vote would go to the white wines from Vinho Verde. The large wine region in northwestern Portugal produces wines with crisp acidity, low alcohol and a refreshing spritzy quality. Better yet, they benefit from spending a couple of hours at the bottom of an ice cooler, and they're cheap.

The wines are made from loureiro, trajadura and alvarinho grapes. The last one is the same as the albariño grape found across the border in Spain, where they make creamy, peachy, apricoty wines out of it.

In Vinho Verde, the wines are decidedly simpler and lighter. In fact, while vinho verde means "green wine" in Portuguese, the term refers to the wine's fresh, fruity youthfulness.

They also make a red wine in Vinho Verde. It comes in two flavors: harsh and very harsh. Not much red wine gets out of Vinho Verde, but if you find one, be forewarned.

There's more white Vinho Verde out there than red, but it is not exactly ubiquitous. Most well-stocked wine shops should have one or two on hand. Make sure you are getting the most recent vintage, as these green-behind-the-ears wines were meant to be drunk young.

A salute to North Carolina wines

If you love wine and are up for a five-hour drive, head for North Carolina on Saturday.

Some 37 of the state's wineries will be showing off their wares at Salute! The North Carolina Wine Celebration. The affair will be held from noon to 6 p.m. on Fourth Street in downtown Winston-Salem. Tickets are $20 at the door or $15 in advance and can be purchased at www.salutencwine.com.

A variety of music acts will be performing, and wines may be purchased at the festival. Special lodging rates at the Winston-Salem Marriott are available by calling 336-725-3500.

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

Chicago Tribune

New gins are a tonic for spirits fans

By Charles Perry

Tribune Newspapers: Los Angeles Times

May 9, 2007

Blame James Bond. Everything started going downhill, cocktail-wise, when he insisted on vodka martinis, shaken, not stirred. That sounded ultra-suave in the '60s, but the vodka martini has a fatal flaw: It lacks the heady aromatics and complex palate of gin (which must be why Ian Fleming actually specified a mixture of vodka and gin in "Casino Royale"). A straight vodka martini is a cocktail with a hole in the middle.

People were bound to fill that hole with something, and just look at what they're doing. The sugary, imitation fruit-flavored vodka cocktails being poured these days taste like some kind of naughty children's Kool-Aid party.

A lot of these cocktails are suffering from gin deprivation, leading to somewhat of a backlash. There's more interest in gin these days than there has been in many years. The best sign of a gin revival: In recent years, a whole category of boutique gins has arisen alongside the long-established brands.

The bartenders' favorite seems to be Hendrick's, a Scottish gin, which is so distinctive and yet refined that it creates remarkable cocktails. But keep your eyes open for other unfamiliar names, such as Junipero, from the San Francisco Bay area; France's Citadelle; a gin made by a Sonoma, Calif., winemaker, No. 209; and Old Raj, another Scottish entry -- plus from Metro Chicago, North Shore Distillery's Distiller's Gin No. 6.

Medicinal origins

Gin was invented for medicinal purposes by a 17th Century Dutch physician named Franciscus Sylvius, who added juniper berries, spices and other botanicals to distilled spirits.

During the 18th Century, the English took to drinking gin for its alcohol content, but in the 19th Century, despite gin's bad reputation -- it had become a byword for alcohol abuse -- bartenders noticed that its crisp, piney flavor performed excellently in mixed drinks. In particular, it wedded beautifully with the body and winy aromas of vermouth. The all-time classic gin cocktail is the dry martini, created 100 years ago, a cocktail so sleek and powerful it has been nicknamed the Silver Bullet.

As a result of this discovery, gin moved out of the categories of dubious medicine and cheap hooch to become one of the classic cocktail bases, along with whiskey, brandy, Champagne and rum. Gin is the only one of that group that is almost never aged and gets its aroma entirely from added ingredients.

It starts as grain spirit (vodka, in effect; many gin distillers are also vodkamakers these days). The botanicals are steeped in it, it's distilled one more time, and -- voila -- gin.

First, juniper

To be called gin, it has to include juniper berries; its very name comes from the French or Dutch word for juniper. This provides gin's unique, refreshing outdoorsy scent.

Gin always contains some citrus peel, either lemon or bitter orange or both. After that, the distiller has a huge range of choices. Coriander and anise are very common, but some gins use 20 or more botanicals such as cucumber, licorice, rose petals or almonds.

One of the most important is angelica, a cold-climate member of the carrot family that flourishes in Northern Europe. Angelica is astringent; it's the reason gin doesn't have a cloying aftertaste.

Another traditional ingredient is orris root, which has a mild, funky herbal smell somewhat resembling violets. More important, orris root binds volatile aromas, which would otherwise evaporate more rapidly.

But recently, more than a dozen specialty gins have appeared on the market, showing an extravagant variety of styles: powerful gins for memorable cocktails, delicate or exotic ones for sipping, new takes on classical gins with a twist of their own.

About half of the companies marketing the new-wave gins have long experience in spirits, such as mainline gin distiller Tanqueray and the French firm Cognac Ferrand. There's a surprisingly strong Scottish presence. Hendrick's comes from the Girvan Distillery, which supplies grain whiskey for the Grant & Sons brand of blended scotches. Old Raj is distilled for Wm. Cadenhead, a specialist in bottling high-end single malts. Ian Macleod Distillers, producers of Scotch and many other spirits, makes the remarkable Kensington, which tastes like a cross between gin and aged whiskey.

Other brands are mostly the work of newcomers to the business, based in places as various as Chicago, Santa Cruz, Calif., Princeton, Minn., and Bend, Ore. The Chicago area's North Shore Distillery was launched in November 2005 by a couple new to spiritsmaking. Sonja and Derek Kassebaum's Distiller's Gin No. 6 is infused with 10 botanicals: juniper berries, cardamom, coriander, cubeb berries (a member of the pepper family), orris root, angelica root, Ceylon cinnamon, anise seed, fresh lemon peel and lavender blossoms. Earlier this year, North Shore released a new gin, Distiller's Gin No. 11, based on the traditional London dry gin profile with plenty of juniper flavor. But it is available only in restaurants.

There's no single style to these new gins. But what many of them do have in common is small-batch production. The well-known gin brands, like most spirits in the modern world, are distilled in high-volume column stills. In contrast, many of the newcomers boast that they use the old-fashioned pot still. These stills are slower and less efficient than column stills but can make a more distinctive product

In the gin market, these brands are just the proverbial drop in the bucket. But they reveal new possibilities.

A taste for juniper and other botanicals

Joe Gray

Tribune staff reporter

May 9, 2007

We invited Jerald O'Kennard, director of the Beverage Tasting Institute, and Adam Seger, manager, sommelier and mixologist of Nacional 27, to join the Good Eating tasting panel for a blind tasting of gins. All were so-called boutique gins, going for distinctive flavors, and most of them are small-batch. Most are relatively new to the market, except for Plymouth Gin, an old-timer still relatively obscure to imbibers but a growing favorite with bartenders for its citrus aromas and earthy flavor.

The gins are listed top to bottom in order of our most to least favorites, along with comments from tasters. (Prices are what we paid at retail for 750-milliliter bottles.)

Hendrick's Gin, Scotland (88 proof)

Floral scents of lilies and apple blossom. Flavors of perfumed plum, potpourri and a slight pepperiness. "Reminiscent of muscat grapes," O'Kennard said. $29

North Shore Distillery Distiller's Gin No. 6, Lake Bluff (90 proof)

A clean, slightly piney aroma, with citrus and lavender notes. The taste for Seger was unmistakable: "Lavendar, lavender, lavender, violets and jasmine." $28

Cadenhead's Old Raj Dry Gin, Scotland (110 proof)

This straw-colored (from saffron) gin smelled of coriander, white pepper, grapefruit and candied citron. It tasted of zippy citrus, a touch of anise and spicy coriander. "A wonderful balance of vibrant juniper and creamy vanilla and citrus peel," O'Kennard said. $53

Junipero Gin, San Francisco (98.6 proof)

From Anchor Distilling Co., this gin had notes of ginger, coriander, citrus oil, bergamot, mild juniper, and a great oily texture. Flavors of dried fruit, vanilla, citrus and custard with an herbal/pine finish. $35

Plymouth Gin, Plymouth, England (82.4 proof)

A subdued nose of dried flowers, juniper oil, talc; flavors of fruit Danish and frosting with lightly herbal juniper. $23

Cascade Mountain Hand Crafted American Gin, Bend, Ore. (95 proof)

Golden straw in color, with scents of vanilla, lemon curd and subdued citrus candy. Some tasters scored this gin quite low, citing its somewhat off flavors of dishrag, harsh tannic caramel and bitter zest. $26

Dallas Morning News

Wine of the Week

Four Vines Naked Chardonnay,

Santa Barbara County 2005, $13

"Naked" refers to the absence of oak in this refreshing, clean, round wine that seems to penetrate every cell in your mouth. With no honey, no cream and no butter from wood, it offers instead a marigold, pine needles, and browned-butter nose that melts into a crisp, soft, perfect wave of flavor. Try it with Caesar salad or a chicken-fried steak. Widely available.

Denver Post

Wine of the week: Bieler Père et Fils 2006 Coteaux d'Aix-en-Provence Rosé

By The Denver Post

Article Last Updated: 05/08/2007 09:20:41 PM MDT

Bieler Père et Fils 2006 Coteaux d'Aix-en-Provence Rosé, about $10

Spring can be trying, especially when it insists on teasing us with warm temperatures and gorgeous sunshine only to follow them days later with icy rain and snow. One wine that can handle both extremes is Bieler Père et Fils 2006 Rosé.

Sure, it's pink, but it's gutsy, with plenty enough sun-filled strawberry flavors to warm a gray day (and to match a spicy Indian curry). And yet it's also mouthwatering and bright, the sort of wine that would taste particularly delicious after a long hike on a warm, sunny day.
Detroit News
Standout Merlot is a great buy

Madeline Triffon: Wine

Don't miss: Bogle Merlot 2005 California, $11

Style: Medium-bodied, dry and smooth, with rich red fruit and sweet oak accents. A terrific buy!

Finding an all-around dependable winery is no small feat. It's the rare producer that does everything well. Bogle has delivered consistent varietal quality at deliciously moderate prices for decades, and this Merlot is a standout. The nose is an attractive invitation, with plush red berry fruit and vanilla-scented oak. Both follow through nicely on the palate, with a kick of gently drying tannins. A kiss of herby green flavor is uniquely Merlot. Juicy and very pleasant, this wine's a slam dunk in its price point.

Bogle's vineyards lie primarily along the Sacramento River in Yolo County, east of San Francisco. Farmers since the 1800s, the Bogle family first planted wine grapes in the late 1960s. "California" is the only place name you'll see on a Bogle label as the winery happily supplements their estate fruit with vineyards throughout the state. Look for Bogle's Petite Sirah as well, dense with beautiful dark fruit and smoother than most.

For retail sources: Contact Decanter Imports at rklausing@gwlc.com

Wines for the barbie

The outdoor grill provides us with irresistible flavors, charred and smoky, offset with spunky marinades. It's handy to know which wines are the best bets for the casual summertime meal built around the Weber. The beauty of the patio or picnic table is that it's the stage for meals served family-style: Just open a bottle each of white and red and let the hands reach for what's closest.

Barrel-fermented whites, notably Chardonnay, are ideal; their toasty oak flavor mirrors the happy effect grill marks have on food, red meat included. Juicy reds packed with berry fruit and spicy oak work wonderfully well across the board. If your protein (read "ribs") is slathered with barbecue sauce, keep the red wine soft, not edgy-dry, such as young Rioja, Côtes-du-Rhône or modest red Zinfandel and Shiraz.

If vegetables are simply brushed with olive oil, or shellfish has taken a nap in an herb-scented bath, a crisp light white is in order. Think Vinho Verde, Pinot Grigio or Grüner Veltliner. If your marinade is Asian-inspired with soy, garlic and a kick of heat, off-dry, fruity whites are a happy partner, such as Riesling, Gewürztraminer and New World Sauvignon Blanc.

Want to showcase a rare, mature bottle of Bordeaux, Cabernet, Burgundy, whatever? The grill is a master for keeping food utterly simple. A perfect cut of steak, seared as close to rare as you'll tolerate and seasoned with a bit of good salt, that's it. Grilled tuna or eggplant works almost as well.

But if all you're doing up are delicious hot dogs, destined to be dressed with a ketchup/relish/mustard combo, you're really better off reaching for diet soda, or a beer. Strong sweet-hot flavors are a losing sumo match for most wines.

Madeline Triffon is wine director for the Matt Prentice Restaurant Group. To comment on this column, e-mail eats&drinks @detnews.com.
Houston Chronicle
Longview wines long on taste

Affordable, well-made wines define the South Australian winery

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

What do you do when life dumps a pile of lemons in your lap?

You make lemon (drum roll, please) . . . beer.

That's what Duncan MacGillivray did, so the story goes. He owned a small brewery and pub in Australia. Friends — lemon growers — had a long crop and short sales. What to do?

MacGillivray said he'd make a lemon beer, which tasted like alcoholic lemonade. It proved popular, and the new brand, Two Dogs, took off.

In 1995, MacGillivray sold it to France's Pernod Ricard and established a vineyard in South Australia's Adelaide Hills, the country's oldest winegrowing region.

He named it Longview because of its scenic panorama of the Coorong National Park and Lake Alexandrina. And he began making some good wines, including cabernet sauvignon.

"My family came from Scotland in the 1830s," MacGillivray said. "They settled in Coonawarra, which became cabernet sauvignon country after World War II.

"I was born in Coonawarra, so cabernet's in my blood."

MacGillivray's cabernet is extremely well-made, reminiscent of a fine Bordeaux. He also makes several other wines, including riesling, viognier and nebbiolo.

Why nebbiolo, I asked? That's unusual.

"I have a passion for nebbiolo because I've visited Piedmont so many times." Piedmont, in northwest Italy, is the grape's ancestral home; it's not grown very much elsewhere.

Houston wine aficionados, please note: Two Longview wines won double gold medals at the recent Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo International Wine Competition.

The Longview wines stand out because they're not over the top — overextracted, overpriced — and the prices are downright reasonable.

I asked MacGillivray which of his nine wines he liked the best.

"These are my nine children. I can't play favorites."

The wines of Longview Vineyard

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

The wines of Longview Vineyard in Australia are handled in Houston by BevCo International (281-500-4055).

    *

      2006 Longview "Whippet'' Sauvignon Blanc - **** - a double-gold-medal winner at the rodeo wine competition; good, zingy fruit, hint of grassiness and gooseberries, but not too aggressive; nice acidity; $17.

    *

      2005 Longview "Iron Knob'' Riesling - ****½ - very dry (thank you!) with good zesty aromatics and flavors, including that trademark petrol twang; if you can drink a color, this is like drinking "white''; $17.

    *

      2005 Longview "Beau Sea'' Viognier - **** - smells like viognier (figs, honeysuckle), dry on the palate but with underlying richness; very well-made wine; $21.

    *

      2005 Longview "Red Bucket'' Semillon-Sauvignon Blanc - **** - for an entry-level wine, this is very well made, with good, dry fruit and fair acidity; an excellent apéritif; $12.59.

    *

      2005 Longview "Devils Elbow'' Cabernet Sauvignon - ****½ - a New World wine with Bordeaux undertones and hints of cedar and eucalyptus; soft tannins and pretty fair acidity; terrific value for the price; $22.

    *

      2005 Longview "Yakka'' Shiraz - ****(½) - very nice wine, but wound up tight; good fruit and structure; decant at least an hour before serving; $22.

    *

      2004 Longview "Black Crow'' Nebbiolo - **** - made the way most nebbiolo should be made, fairly light, not overly extracted, with a pretty flavor profile (light plums, cherries) and a hint of earthiness; very little produced; $22.50.

    *

      2004 Longview "Red Bucket'' Cabernet Sauvignon-Shiraz - **** - pretty yummy wine for the price, with the shiraz clearly showing through with its blackberry quality; supple, very fruit-forward but not bubble-gummy; serve slightly chilled; $12.60.

Wine Find: 2004 Buena Vista "Ramal Vineyard'' Pinot Noir

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

    *

      History: Buena Vista Winery, founded in 1857 by Agoston Haraszthy, is California's oldest producing winery. For years it was owned by a German family named Racke; the giant conglomerate Allied Domecq bought it in 2001. Today the winemaker is Jeff Stewart, a veteran of many Sonoma County wineries, including Laurier, Mark West, DeLoach, La Crema and Kunde. The focus on Buena Vista, Stewart said recently, has shifted to its huge vineyard holdings in the Carneros region of southern Sonoma-Napa. The vineyard slowly has been replanted with more emphasis on pinot noir. To see its progress, try the 2004 Buena Vista "Ramal Vineyard'' Pinot Noir - ****(½) - a "big'' pinot with 14.4 percent alcohol and fairly heavy black-red fruit. Yet the fruit's not overripe, the aromatics are very good (cinnamon, strawberry, beetroot) and the acidity keeps everything in balance.

    *

      Pairings: grilled salmon, lamb, venison.

    *

      Suggested retail: $42.50.

    *

      From: Glazer's; 713-791-9830.

LA Times
White hot in Australia

Reds get the attention, but Aussie Riesling, Semillon and Viognier are nervy originals.

By Patrick Comiskey

Special to The Times

May 9, 2007

AMERICANS are developing a real taste for Australian red wines — inky, fulsome Shirazes from the Barossa; dark, herb-scented Cabernets from Coonawarra; and stout-hearted blends from century-old vines in the McLaren Vale. But it's time to squirrel these away, along with your winter woolens, until Labor Day.

Instead, wake up your palate with whites from the same continent. Australia simply excels at certain varieties — Riesling and Semillon in particular — making wines that are every bit as distinctive as the famed whites of Germany, Austria and France. For every full-bodied tannic red, there is a light, nervy white with fresh, palate-cleansing acidity — and springtime is a very good time to get acquainted.

Although Australia's white wines have lived in the shadow of their more substantial red counterparts, they have a long and storied history.

Like the western U.S., Australia boasts large and temperate wine-growing regions. Its warm, dry climate confers nominal success on nearly every variety grown. For whites, this includes California staples such as Chardonnay and Sauvignon Blanc, as well as a few interesting transplants, such as French Colombard and the Portuguese grape Verdelho. Blends, too, are worth checking out, if only for their names: Yard Dog, Shoofly and Broken Fishplate.

In Australia, as in grape-growing regions throughout the world, Chardonnay dominates the acreage. There are some nicely delineated Chardonnays from cooler regions, including the Yarra Valley and Margaret River, but much of the rest was fairly monochromatic until about 10 years ago, when un-wooded, steel tank "naked" Chardonnays emerged, such as the Trevor Jones "Virgin" and Plantagenet's "Omrah." These are wines with clean, unadorned fruit flavors and brisk, refreshing charm.

But Australia's most recent white success story has been Riesling.

*

Clean, elegant Riesling

IF you were allowed only one word to characterize Australian Rieslings, it would have to be nerve. Well-made Rieslings the world over possess the acidity to give them poise and tension; in Australian versions, though, it's more like a racing pulse.

Their aromas are clean and lime-scented, sometimes with a hint of green apple or white peach, with exotic elements of ginger, minerals and a kind of crisp, rainwater freshness.

On the palate they can be thrillingly dry — no consistently drier Rieslings are found in the world. Their uncompromising firmness lends that clean-lined, pulsating angularity of texture — lovers of German Riesling might find them a bit shrill at first — but to me it's like the difference between sitting in a La-Z-Boy and an Eames chair; both will give you support and comfort, but you'll marvel at the latter's elegance and taut, clean lines.

Fine Riesling is grown on several parts of the continent. In western Australia, for example, there are well-regarded Riesling vineyards in the Margaret River south of Perth, and in the area known as the "Great Southern" you find the important districts of Frankland River and Mount Barker.

But if this country has an ancestral home for Riesling, it's the state of South Australia, in the wine districts that flank the city of Adelaide. Originally settled by German immigrants of Silesian extraction, it's home to some of the country's most famous and important red wine regions, from Coonawarra and Padthaway to the McLaren Vale and Barossa Valley.

Barossa, of course, is renowned for powerful reds and a notoriously torrid climate, so it's odd to note that the region next door, the Eden Valley, produces some of the country's best Rieslings. This appellation climbs to more than 1,700 feet in elevation, well above its neighbors in Barossa, so heat accumulation there is relatively moderate during the growing season, making it ideal for aromatic whites.

The country's first Riesling vines were planted here, at Pewsey Vale in 1847; the winery was also the first in the world to experiment with screw caps, back in 1977. Ever since, Australian producers seem to have reached consensus that that screw cap closures best preserve Riesling's delicate aromatics. In fact, in the Clare Valley, about an hour's drive north of Barossa and Eden, there has been a regional mandate to make screw caps the obligatory closure for Riesling.

In every way, Clare Valley Rieslings are as well-regarded as those in the Eden Valley. Here the climate is less maritime and more continental and generally warmer. And yet, the Clare has bracingly cool nights, for a dramatic diurnal shift; few white wine regions produce more feathery, ethereal wines.

Perhaps the most famous Rieslings in the country come from Clare Valley winemaker Jeffrey Grosset, whose Polish Hill and Watervale bottlings are marvels of tension and stony intensity. Several other fine producers here are also worth pursuing, including Leasingham, Annie's Lane and Pike's.

*

Aromatic Semillon

AFTER Riesling, the country's most distinctive dry white wine is Semillon (rather than the French pronunciation — sem-ee-yon — most Australians call it as they see it: sem-ill-on). Semillon originates in Bordeaux, where it's used in Sauternes, in white wines from Graves and in the charming but rather ordinary wines from the inland Bordeaux region of Entre-deux-Mers. Dry white Bordeaux is nearly always blended, and though it's occasionally quite fine, it has a rather limited range of expression — and Semillon is usually but a meager contributor in these wines.

Semillons from Australia, however, have a character all their own, either fresh out of the winery or after several years of bottle age.

The country's heat index seems to grace Australian Semillon with more intriguing aromatics than those found in Bordeaux; notes of mango and passion fruit are common, along with more classic aromas: honey, beeswax and corn silk.

They possess a broad middle palate like the French, but Australian versions seem to have more intensity, and they retain a finely wrought acidity that gives them a thrilling edge.

They also age beautifully. Philip Shaw, former winemaker at Rosemount who now makes wines under his own name in an emergent region near the Hunter Valley called Orange marvels at their longevity. "There's a bit of a dip after two years or so," he says, "but after that, it can age for 20 years, with a beautiful honeyed, nutty richness."

Good Semillons are also found across the country, but if there's an ancestral home for this grape in Australia, it's the Hunter Valley in the eastern state of New South Wales, a warm, temperate, uncharacteristically humid area north of Sydney, probably the only region in Australia that produces more white than red wine.

Here, traditional wine estates such as Rosemount, Tyrrell's, Brokenwood and McWilliams have established worldwide reputations, some of them practically on their Semillon alone, although these wines are not easy to find in Southern California.

Semillon's success in the Hunter Valley led to its propagation across the country in the late 19th century, and older, well-established vineyards are plentiful in South Australia. It's a staple in Barossa, where old Semillon vineyards are planted side by side with old Shiraz vineyards; the Eden Valley too has its share of old vines.

*

Rich, complex Viognier

FOR all of the red Rhône varieties found in Australia, including Grenache, Shiraz and Mourvèdre, Rhône whites have been in relatively short supply. And yet the world's oldest Marsanne vines, a principal grape found in white Hermitage, are planted at Château Tahbilk in the Nagambie Lakes region of Victoria. (This marvelous wine has had a troubled import history in the U.S. and is currently hard to find.)

Lately, however, other Rhône varieties such as Viognier have gathered some steam, especially in South Australia, where the hot, dry, disease-retarding climate makes it an ideal place to grow the grape. Here, many producers have taken to co-fermenting a small percentage of Viognier with Shiraz, mirroring a practice employed in the Northern Rhône region of Côte Rôtie. The practice seems to leaven the red grape's brooding intensity, while deepening the color and providing some aromatic delicacy.

Inevitably, Viognier has found its way into a few bottles of its own, and in Australia it has a unique character, with rich, unctuous textures and bright tropical fruit aromatics. Traditional Rhône variety winemakers such as d'Arenberg in the McLaren Vale have been making stalwart, wonderfully structured Viogniers since the early '90s, in blends, and in a wine they call the Last Ditch.

But perhaps the best regarded Viognier of the moment comes from Yalumba, whose best white goes by the august name of "The Virgilius." Winemaker Louisa Rose has been making this wine since 1998, with each passing year retreating more from wood character and employing natural yeast fermentations, which give the wine considerable complexity. It's a wild, fascinating wine, with bold peach fruit character that's teasingly offset by a floral edge and a long, exotic finish.

Not surprising for wines from an island continent, these Australian whites intersect nicely with seafood in its various forms. The Viogniers have enough body to pair with seafood pastas, razor clams, monkfish, even lobster. Semillon has the right palate weight for a slightly lighter fare, such as mahi-mahi or, better yet, barramundi, an Australian native that's been turning up on menus lately. And I'm unscrewing a citrusy Clare Valley Riesling for my next rendezvous with the ceviche bowl at Mario's Peruvian & Seafood Restaurant.

*

food@latimes.com

*

Standout whites from Australia

THE excellent South Australia wines recommended below are readily available, but don't limit yourself to just that district; Australian whites from other regions made from these grape varieties are worth exploring too. Wines are listed by variety, in order of preference.

Pike's 2005 Clare Valley Riesling. The driest of a group of very dry Rieslings, this lean white leads with scents of lime and grapefruit pith. Cool and angular on the palate, it has a salty tang to accent its fresh lime flavors and a bright granular texture that will sing with ceviche or poached white fish. At Hi-Time Wine Cellars, Costa Mesa, (949) 650-8463, (800) 331-3005, http://www.hitimewine.net ; and Wine Cask, Santa Barbara, (805) 966-9463, http://www.winecask.com (about $16).

Annie's Lane 2006 Clare Valley Riesling. This delicate wine has a light floral scent accenting aromas of blood orange and kaffir lime. On the palate it's taut and lean, but there's a fine touch of cream in the middle palate, with just a hint of mango fruit flavors and a clean, mouthwatering finish. At Larchmont Village Wine, Spirits & Cheese, (323) 856-8699; and K&L Wine Merchants, Hollywood, (323) 464-9463, http://www.klwines.com (about $11).

Rolf Binder 2005 Eden Valley Riesling. Succulent and balanced, this generous wine possesses a bit more amplitude than many of its fellow Rieslings; it leads with a delicate Meyer lemon scent and a hint of wet stones. Its generous flavors and gentle texture are assisted by just a touch of residual sugar. Pretty and poised. At Colorado Wine Co., Eagle Rock, (323) 478-1985, http://www.cowineco.com ; and Heritage Wine Co., Pasadena, (626) 844-9333, (800) 630-9463, http://www.heritagewinecompany.com (about $16).

Henschke 2005 Eden Valley "Louis" Semillon. Slow to open, this wine leads with savory, mildly herbal scents of celery and fennel. With a day's air, those give way to richer aromas of acacia to beeswax. Honey and quince lead the way on the palate; the fruit is ephemeral, a fresh core that seems hidden within. A long ager, clearly. At Manhattan Fine Wines, Manhattan Beach, (310) 374-3454, http://www.manhattanfinewines.com ; and Wine Exchange, Orange, (714) 974-1454, (800) 769-4639, http://www.winex.com (about $22).

Kaesler 2005 Barossa Valley Old Vine Semillon. From vines planted in 1961, this subtle, soft wine has a hint of quince and white plum fruit, with a mildly grainy texture on the palate and pear-like flavors, but it's very dry and concentrated, suggesting a kind of old-vine intensity. Very firm and clean on the finish. Less complex than the Henschke, but that directness is its strength. At Silverlake Wine in Los Angeles, (323) 662-9024, http://www.silverlakewine.com ; and the Cheese Store of Silver Lake, (323) 644-7511, http://www.cheesestoresl.com (about $15).

Yalumba 2005 Eden Valley "The Virgilius" Viognier. Not shy, this golden-hued wine: The aromas lead with honeysuckle blossoms and apricot fruit, ripe, heady and rich. It's all apricot nectar on the palate, with a creamy texture, a touch of fat and a finish that gathers the wine with impressive focus and a long finish. At Hi-Time Wine Cellars and Manhattan Fine Wines (about $32).

D'Arenberg 2005 McLaren Vale "The Last Ditch" Viognier. From one of the mainstays for Rhône varietal wines in South Australia, this is a well-structured Viognier with hints of ripe peach and apricot aromas that give way to ripe stone-fruit flavors as well — with perhaps an added touch of mango. Its firm structure would pair well with grilled mahi-mahi. At Silverlake Wine (about $22).

— Patrick Comiskey
Miami Herald

Brazil has mountains -- and vineyards

By FRED TASKER

ftasker@MiamiHerald.com

Wine from Brazil? No, no. Brazil is sugar cane and bananas, sultry beaches with girls from Ipanema, sweet summer sweat and writhing Carnaval dancers.

Ah, but Brazil is large -- 2,600 miles long -- with a wine country 1,800 miles south of the Equator, 2,000 feet up in the Serra Gaúcha, the Gaucho Mountain Range, where nights are cold, sun is bright and conditions are pretty good for making wine.

This region is home to many of Brazil's 25 million residents of Italian descent, who fled poverty and unemployment in Italy in the 1870s, flocked to Brazil's booming coffee industry and later created a wine industry, celebrating a biannual Festa da Uva grape festival. Who knew?

Brazilian wines are just now arriving in the States, and they're something of a work in progress to judge by a recent tasting. Of course, the same could have been said of Chilean wine 20 years ago or Argentine wine 10 years ago, and they've come a long way.

Despite their Italian roots, Brazilian winemakers are entering the world market with mainstream grapes, mostly of French origin -- cabernet sauvignon, merlot, chardonnay.

''We're starting with grapes that everybody knows,'' says Marcio Marson, director of Vinhos Marson, in Serra Gaúcha. ``But we're seeking a Northern Italian style -- lean and pure and fruity. And we're experimenting with other grapes. Barolo doesn't work here, but we think there's a future in sangiovese and pinot grigio.''

''Local markets in Brazil are not very big,'' says Valnei Santos, importer for Casa de Amaro and other Brazilian wines. ``As it grows, we'll get higher quality.''

While most Brazilian wines are familiarly dry, there is an occasional chardonnay or cabernet sauvignon with a hint of sweetness. Sparkling wines range from fully dry to lightly sweet to sugary dessert wines.

''Brazilians prefer very sweet wines,'' says Carlos Chora, of Aurora Winery in Serra Gaúcha.

They're confident their wines will catch on.

''If it worked for Chile and Argentina,'' says Marson, ``why not Brazil?''

HIGHLY RECOMMENDED

• 2004 Casa Valduga Cabernet Sauvignon Gran Reserva, Vale dos Vinhedos: big, rich, powerful and balanced, with chocolate, licorice and black cherry flavors; $32.

• 2002 Cave Marson Cabernet Sauvignon Gran Reserve, Serra Gaúcha: oak and leather aromas; big, hearty black fruit flavors; big, ripe tannin; $25.

RECOMMENDED

• Nonvintage Aurora Winery Conde de Foucauld Brut Sparkling Wine, Serra Gaúcha (semillon and chardonnay): soft, rich and dry, with citrus flavors: $10.

• Nonvintage Aurora Winery Conde de Foucauld Moscatel Sparkling Wine, Serra Gaúcha: soft, sweet and grapey, with hints of orange; $9.

• 2005 Aurora Winery Brazilian Soul Chardonnay, Serra Gaúcha: a sweetish demi-sec chard, with lemon and pineapple flavors; $7.

• Nonvintage Casa de Amaro Espumante Chardonnay Brut Sparkling Wine, Serra Gaúcha: quite dry, soft bubbles, intensely fruity, with lime and orange flavors; $20.

• Nonvintage Casa de Amaro Espumante Moscatel Sparkling Wine, Serra Gaúcha: soft bubbles, slightly sweet, kiwi flavors; $20.

• 2004 Casa de Amaro Reserva Merlot, Serra Gaúcha: light body, red plum and cinnamon flavors, fruity; $20.

• 2004 Casa Valduga Espumante Brut Premium Sparkling Wine, Vale dos Vinhedos (chardonnay and pinot noir): big, active bubbles; tart citrus and cinnamon flavors; $17.

• 2006 Casa Valduga Chardonnay Premium, Vale dos Vinhedos: lots of oak; tart, intense lemony flavors; $15.

• 2006 Fante Oremus Sparkling Muscat, Serra Gaúcha: soft bubbles, quite sweet, peach and apricot flavors; $15.

• Nonvintage Georges Aubert Espumante Brut Sparkling Wine, Serra Gaúcha (chardonnay, pinot noir and riesling): lively bubbles, lightly sweet, fruity grapefruit flavors; $11. • Nonvintage Georges Aubert Espumante Sparkling Wine, Demi-Sec, Serra Gaúcha: Soft bubbles, very sweet dessert wine, candied lemon flavors; $10.

• 2005 Cave Marson Brut ''Champenoise'' Sparkling Wine, Serra Gaúcha (chardonnay and pinot noir): soft, rich and fruity, with tart pineapple flavors; $20.

Fred's bargain bin

• 2003 Columbia Crest ''Grand Estates'' Shiraz, Columbia Valley, Washington: This is the syrah grape made in the rich, jammy Australian ''shiraz'' wine style. A good wine for salmon and other full-flavored ''red-wine-with-fish'' dishes. It's $11 in supermarkets and wine shops.

NY Times

Where the Homework Is a Pleasure

By ERIC ASIMOV

The Pour

May 9, 2007

WITH wine, as with so many wonderful things in life, you can never know it all.

This doesn’t stop some people from thinking they do. But it does keep even the most ardent wine lovers humble and open to new ideas, new flavors and new wines.

For the last month I’ve put into practice my idea that the best way to begin learning about wine is at home.

The thought, as I wrote in my column on April 11, was to find a good wine shop, buy a case of 12 different bottles, drink them with dinner over time, and keep track of what you like and don’t like and why. The shop would select a second case based on your reactions to the first.

The point for a beginner is to develop a sense of what kinds of wine you like. If you want to learn more, take a class, or do further study.

Even though I have not yet finished both cases, the tastings have reaffirmed one big lesson: Keep an open mind.

The wine that drove home that point was a 2004 Enrique Foster malbec, from the Ique vineyard in the Mendoza region of Argentina. It was an $8.95 bottle, I might add.

I really haven’t had much taste for malbec, the grape that Argentina has staked a reputation on and a wine that seems fairly popular these days. I’ve had some malbecs I’ve liked, especially those from Bodega Catena Zapata, but for the most part I’ve found them lacking in personality and distinctiveness.

The Enrique Foster, though, was delicious, with luscious, earthy aromas of licorice, flowers and berries. Was it a great wine? No, it was a little unbalanced, with too much heat from the alcohol. But it was an interesting wine, inviting enough to make me reconsider my attitude toward malbec.

The problem for me is not malbec itself, I decided, but what so many Argentine winemakers do to it. They flavor it with oak, primarily, and they emphasize the fruit over the earthiness, making wines that taste like imitation California cabernets rather than Argentine malbecs. If the Foster is a taste of what can be achieved with malbec I will put it on my summer agenda.

The selection also reminded me how important and overlooked the Loire Valley is as a source for fascinating wines. From the Pépière muscadet on the western edge of the Loire region to the Baudry Chinon and the Huet Vouvray demi-sec in the central Loire to the Boulay Sancerre on the eastern end, each of these four wines is made from a different grape in a different place.

Each was thoroughly distinctive, delicious and a great value. If I were a beginner, I might not link them together geographically, but I think I would have enjoyed each of them.

More than from the wines I’ve had, though, I’ve learned from the public reaction to that article, expressed primarily in the comments posted on my blog, The Pour.

For those who supported the idea, thank you. I’m even more grateful to those who objected to some aspect of it — my comments on wine classes, books or even the selection of wines that I bought — because you have forced me to clarify my thinking.

The initial motivation came from the many encounters I’ve had with people who say they feel inadequate because they don’t know anything about wine, as if an inability to recall the 1990 Bordeaux vintage or to detect “mocha-scented currant and cream notes” in a wine were evidence of a personality defect.

People seem perfectly comfortable knowing little about history, politics or poetry. But wine? It seems to breed a sense of obligation, abetted by books that purport to save you from embarrassment by teaching tricks for recalling wine minutiae.

My sense has been that people learn about wine backward. We are so caught up in teaching wine appreciation — its illustrious history, its importance, its poetic greatness, the names of all the grapes — that we forget about helping people simply to like wine. You don’t introduce people to baseball by asking them to memorize the records for hits, home runs, strikeouts and walks. They seek that information after they develop an interest.

To put it another way, wine, like art or music, is experienced on both the subjective level of whether you like it, and on the objective basis of whether it is good.

I can thoroughly enjoy the Enrique Foster malbec while recognizing that objectively, it has some drawbacks. The point of this exercise was to emphasize the subjective sense before exploring the objective context. My thought was that if people develop a taste for wine, some will be curious to learn more, to reach for that objective framework for judging quality. The others will at least enjoy themselves.

Some readers objected to the geographical breakdown. They felt more American wines should have been included, or Italian wines, or Spanish or Australian.

I felt the salespeople who chose the wines for this exercise, Lyle Fass of Chambers Street Wines and Joy Land of Sherry-Lehmann, did a superb job. Could they have substituted a Spanish wine or a second Italian wine for a French wine? Sure. More American wines? Possibly. But remember, these cases were a beginning. They were not meant to represent every style available. That would be impossible in one case. The first case is meant to lead to a second case and a third, each expanding on the reaction to the previous bottles.

Frankly, the Old World offers a far better selection of styles at far better prices than does the New World. You won’t find a better $16 introduction to syrah than the 2004 Côtes du Rhône Brézème from Eric Texier, or a better peppery summer white for $10 than the 2005 Hochterrassen grüner veltliner from Salomon.

All the important elements of good wine were present in these wines. You want varietal character? It’s all there in the 2006 Villa Maria sauvignon blanc from New Zealand. How about regional identity? The 2004 Haut-Médoc from Paloumey is a great introduction to Bordeaux.

The 2003 Allegrini Palazzo della Torre from the Veneto was a wonderfully expressive wine while the 2005 Boulay Sancerre and the 2002 Huet Clos du Bourg demi-sec both offered a complexity that kept me returning to the glass for another sniff and taste. All of the wines I liked were harmonious, but I might single out the Camille Savès Brut Champagne for its lovely integration.

Beginners, of course, would not be likely to use any of these terms. But their reactions to these wines, I think, would offer knowledgeable professionals like Lyle and Joy directions to emphasize in their next cases. In fact, I’ve already asked both of them to prepare second cases for me based on my reactions to the first set of bottles. You can find their next set of selections on my blog.

Meanwhile, this marks the end of the first class in the Dining Table Wine School. If you found a few bottles you liked, it’s only the beginning.

Oregonian

These three offerings from Westrey are worth the effort to find

Sunday, May 06, 2007

T he challenge of Oregon wines today is not, as it once was, a matter of relatively little choice. Years ago the Oregon wine industry was a small affair, about enough for a neighborly square dance.

Today, what with roughly 300 wineries, you've got more "wine partners" than all but the most obsessive tasters can handle.

One thing hasn't changed, though: Most Oregon wineries are still small by any standard. The structure of the industry hasn't changed, even if the number of wineries has mushroomed. About three-quarters of all Oregon wineries produce fewer than 5,000 cases a year, and about half issue fewer than 3,000 cases annually.

Consider McMinnville's tiny (1,600 cases in 2005) Westrey Wine Co., a joint effort by the married couple Amy Wesselman and David Autrey. Westrey is an exemplar of Oregon pinot noir perfectionism. Few, if any, Oregon wineries exceed Westrey in pinot noir quality, even when their prices are well in excess of anything Westrey asks.

The challenge with Westrey pinot noirs -- and with other equally small and fine Oregon bottlings -- is securing the wines. So little is produced that it gives a writer pause, as you don't want to frustrate your readers.

However, the three wines recommended below collectively add up to a plausible supply that justifies bringing these superb wines to your attention. They will take some effort to locate, but any retailer in the Portland area and well beyond can obtain them for you, while supplies last.

Westrey Pinot Noir Reserve "Willamette Valley" 2004: Oregon saw a superb pinot noir vintage in 2004. That's the good news. The bad news is that it saw very little wine, as 2004 had some of the lowest yields anyone can recall. To paraphrase Spencer Tracy, there's not much meat on the 2004 vintage, but what's there is cherce.

Proof is found in the Westrey 2004 Reserve pinot noir. It's exceptionally dense and rich yet suffused with finesse -- a combination of attributes rarely found cohabitating, and one that makes this wine a standout.

The Reserve bottle is a summation of what Westrey's owners believe are their best barrels, drawn from several vineyards. For those who relish such precision, winemaker Amy Wesselman reports the blend is 12.5 percent Justice Vineyard, 62.5 percent Shea Vineyard, 12.5 percent Stony Mountain Vineyard, 6.25 percent Abbey Ridge Vineyard and 6.25 percent Momtazi Vineyard.

Not much was made, however: just 195 cases, more than half shipped out of state. However, there's still some left for us. This is a superbly rich yet elegant pinot noir of uncommon character that will surely improve for at least five years, if not twice that. $32 a bottle. Get it while you can. (Distributor is Casa Bruno.)

Westrey Pinot Noir Oracle Vineyard "Dundee Hills" 2005: Oracle Vineyard is Westrey's own 18.5-acre vineyard. Purchased in 2000, most of the vines are young and are either not yet bearing or doing so only grudgingly. But the location is on the same alignment, elevation and soil types as the much-acclaimed Abbey Ridge Vineyard, with which it is practically contiguous. It's a good neighborhood.

Location shows in this lovely, mineral-inflected pinot noir from Oregon's cliffhanger 2005 vintage. It was one of those years that taxed the patience of local winegrowers right down to the finish line, yet the results have frequently proved exceptional.

Proof is found in Westrey's 2005 Oracle Vineyard pinot noir. Still very young and fresh and in need of additional cellaring, this is a magnificent wine filled with the rich, almost liquorous black cherry flavor characteristic of the Dijon 777 clone, which occupies a large portion of the vineyard.

Here again, not much was made, a scant 197 cases, most of it sent out of state. This is lovely pinot noir that should be pursued, as it is a standout. The price is unbeatable for the exceptional quality: $24 a bottle. (Distributor is Casa Bruno.)

Westrey Justice Vineyard "Eola-Amity Hills" Pinot Noir 2005: What's the difference between the Justice Vineyard and Oracle Vineyard? Location, mostly. The Eola Hills usually are a bit warmer than the Dundee area (elevation affects this, though, in both cases). Often, Eola Hills-area pinot noirs are comparatively meaty and dense.

A blend of Dijon clones 777 (80 percent) and 667 (20 percent), the 2005 Justice Vineyard is true to its locational school: richer, meatier, even chunkier than the more minerally Oracle Vineyard in the Dundee Hills. Which is better? A matter of taste, as the winemaking and the quality are equal in both cases -- as is the price, $24 a bottle. Total production: 171 cases. (Distributor is Casa Bruno.)

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

The vintner who did it his way

Mike Grgich's storied journey from Yugoslavian bookkeeper to Napa Valley legend

W. Blake Gray, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, May 11, 2007

Mike Grgich is the embodiment of the American dream.

Grgich, 84, left Communist Yugoslavia in 1954 to seek his fortune. He worked his way gradually to California and arrived in Napa Valley in 1958 practically penniless.

But Grgich knew how to make wine at a time when most people in Napa Valley did not. He developed a reputation by playing a major role at several of Napa's most renowned wineries.

Grgich made the Chateau Montelena white wine that won the Judgment of Paris tasting in 1976, instantly elevating the prestige of all Napa Chardonnays.

He parlayed those successes into ownership of a winery, Grgich Hills Cellar, which celebrates its 30th anniversary on July 4. Then he bought vineyards and eventually a mountainside St. Helena home that he had coveted for 25 years.

He also became a hero in his native Croatia after he started a separate winery, Grgic Vina, there in 1996.

Not bad for a frugal sheepherder who started wearing his trademark beret because he was burned by the cost of losing an umbrella.

The road to fame and fortune hasn't come without bumps. Grgich has torched some bridges at wineries where he worked. And what he calls his "old-world customs" led to a sexual harassment lawsuit.

His doctor told him not long ago he should retire for health reasons, but Grgich still oversees the winemaking at Grgich Hills in Rutherford, and he also loves meeting the Napa Valley Wine Train, boasting, "I can sell twice as much wine as anyone else."

Grgich has never lacked confidence. All he ever needed was opportunity.

Miljenko Grgich was the last of 11 children born to peasant farmers in a small Croatian village. The Croatian custom was to name children after a relative, but his parents had run out of male relatives' names.

"My father got one letter a year, from my sister in America. She sent him $5 a year," Grgich says. "He was illiterate. He never got any mail. The $5 was very important to him. So he honored the man who brought him this letter every year by naming a son after him."

That's how he came to be named after the mailman. Growing up on a farm, Grgich worked from the time he can remember at everything from tending the sheep to crushing grapes with his feet for the family wine.

By the time he was 14, he was managing a cousin's small grocery store. No wonder he put his only child, Violet, to work at Grgich Hills Cellar's bottling line when she was 12.

"I kept trying to convince my dad that we needed an automatic bottling line, and a dishwasher for the tasting room," says Violet Grgich, now 42 and the winery's vice president of operations. "I did all the dishes by hand. They didn't get one until I went to college."

In addition to frugality and a strong work ethic, Mike Grgich developed a hatred of Communism early. When Communists took over his region of Croatia in 1943, they confiscated the store's goods.

Yet Grgich has always been practical. He noticed that the Communist state employed many bookkeepers, so he went to business school in Zagreb. After graduating, he worked as a bookkeeper for a year but "it didn't fit my nature."

He entered the enology program at University of Zagreb and found a goal: winemaking in California.

In 1954, Grgich delayed his graduation so he could apply for a two-month student program studying plant genetics in West Germany. He purposely overstayed his visa and the West German government sent him to an internment camp for refugees in Nuremberg. The farmer he had stayed with during the student program paid for his release.

Grgich waited 18 months in West Germany hoping for a U.S. visa until a friend suggested he emigrate to Canada, where it was easier to get a visa. He arrived in Vancouver, where he took the name Mike, and spent several years in the area, working as a waiter, a grocery clerk, and eventually as a quality control engineer for a paper mill.

In 1958, one of Grgich's nephews, a priest in Washington state, put him in touch with the Christian Brothers winery in Napa Valley, which put him in touch with Souverain Cellars proprietor Lee Stewart. Stewart sent Grgich the job-guarantee letter he needed to enter the United States.

But California wasn't all milk, honey and Chardonnay for Grgich, then 34 and desperately poor. "I had one plate. I had one knife that was the smallest one you could buy," says Grgich.

Grgich's big break came after he went to visit Andre Tchelistcheff, the Russian-born enologist at Beaulieu Vineyard. Tchelistcheff spoke some Croatian, a great comfort to Grgich, whose English is still heavily accented after nearly 50 years in Napa Valley. Two months later, BV's wine chemist was diagnosed with leukemia, and Tchelistcheff offered Grgich the job.

At BV, Grgich developed a reputation as an innovator, particularly in preventing spoilage. It's easy to forget today, in an era when few wines smell like dirty socks, how big a problem this was in the 1960s.

E. & J. Gallo Winery in Modesto maintained a laboratory for wine science and had experimented with a sterile micropore filter that might help reduce spoiled bottles. Tchelistcheff's son Dmitri worked at Gallo, so he tipped off BV about the tests. Grgich saw the potential in the idea and oversaw the installation of similar filters at BV. This filtering system is still used today by many wineries.

Grgich was, and remains, ambitious. "If you have no goal, you can't achieve it," he says. He wanted his own winery, and being below Tchelistcheff at BV wasn't going to get him there. So he took a job at Robert Mondavi Winery, which was in a pell-mell expanding phase.

"Working at Mondavi was a run-run production," Grgich says. "Everybody was going hurry hurry, work work. He was an innovator. He wanted to make wine like the French. He didn't spare buying the machinery that would make better wine."

Mondavi's older son, Michael, was officially winemaker, but the Mondavis leaned heavily on Grgich. It was part of Grgich's job to figure out how to use all this state-of-the-art equipment, which didn't always fit in with the stuff already there. After four years at Mondavi, Grgich knew as much about modern winemaking as anyone in Napa Valley.

"I would never (have left) Mondavi because of anything I didn't like," he says. "But I was still their employee. Mr. Robert Mondavi has two sons and one daughter. There was no way to go up."

In 1972, a Southern California lawyer named Jim Barrett offered Grgich a chance to be winemaker and own a percentage of a property he was renovating called Chateau Montelena.

The success of the 1973 Chateau Montelena Chardonnay that beat the best of Burgundy at the historic Judgment of Paris tasting in 1976 hastened a rift between Grgich and Barrett that continues to this day. Neither likes to discuss it, but their relations weren't great even before the struggle to establish who was responsible for the world-famous wine became an issue.

Last year, when Copia staged a re-enactment of the historic tasting, Barrett told the organizers they could have Chateau Montelena or Grgich, but not both. Copia chose Chateau Montelena -- and Barrett. Grgich was not invited.

"Mike is an extremely talented winemaker," Barrett says. "Mike was an important part of Chateau Montelena being in that thing. I felt that Chateau Montelena was a representative of Napa Valley, and I felt that all praise should go to Napa Valley. I'm not saying I won the Paris Tasting. Mike and I just look at that event differently."

Grgich sold back his shares in Chateau Montelena shortly after the historic victory, but he still didn't have enough money to start his own winery. He was introduced to Austin Hills, whose family had recently sold its Hills Bros. coffee business.

"I wanted to have a larger winery, but I didn't have a lot of experience and I wasn't sure I could do it myself," Hills says. Hills put up the money, and the two men formed a fifty-fifty partnership.

"It's been a very enjoyable experience, working with Mike," Hills says. "He's a very dedicated worker. He is there almost all the time. He supervises everything. He has a great talent for winemaking and he's also great at public relations."

Grgich Hills started out with no vineyards, making wine from purchased fruit. One St. Helena vineyard in particular interested Grgich, and not just for its old-vine Zinfandel. The vineyard owner lived in a house that overlooked the vines, with a view of Mount St. Helena out the back that reminded him of Babina Gomila mountain in Croatia; his childhood home was on its slope.

"When I see this mountain, I feel almost home," says Grgich. "I always wanted to buy this house. Then in 2002 there was a divorce (of the owners) and I could buy it."

That story tells a lot about Grgich: He's very goal-oriented, no matter how long it takes.

Ironically, Grgich was restless at wineries where family members were ready to take over, yet some winemakers have moved on from Grgich Hills because of Grgich's own line of succession.

Grgich's daughter, Violet, is his only child; he was married for 25 years to a woman he brought over from Croatia but divorced 20 years ago.

His nephew Ivo Jeramaz, who Grgich brought over from Croatia two decades ago, is vice president of vineyards and production. The plan is for Violet Grgich and Jeramaz to split duties when the time comes.

"I always wanted to come to California. I'd seen it in a movie," says Jeramaz, 47, who began corresponding with Grgich while working on his engineering degree in Croatia. "(Grgich) called my grandma. He asked her if I'm a hardworking young man or a bum. He said, 'I don't need a bum.' "

Jeramaz lived with Grgich for his first three years.

"I started working for $7 an hour," says Jeramaz. "I didn't care. I was happy to be here. He tested me for three years to see what kind of person I am. It took me 10 years before he gave me some responsibility."

As its profits accumulated (Grgich doesn't believe in living on credit), Grgich Hills has bought five vineyards -- all in Napa Valley -- totaling 366 acres. The winery now makes all 60,000 cases a year of Chardonnay, Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Zinfandel, Sauvignon Blanc and dessert wine from estate-grown grapes. It was Jeramaz's decision in 2003 to take all the company's vineyards biodynamic, but he says it only took him five minutes to get Grgich's approval.

In 1996, Jeramaz set up Grgich's winery in Croatia, which he and others say has brought up the level of quality of Croatian wine in the same way that Robert Mondavi energized Napa Valley.

"We went there to show them how the best wine can be made," Jeramaz says. "Before, people just brought their grapes to collective crushers. The wine quality was terrible. People used to drink wine made from sugar and water and old skins. Their bottles of wine were $1. Mike set his bottle at $3. For the first couple of years, we had to export 50 percent of it. Now we run out of wine."

You don't have to be a family member to be loyal to Grgich. Chief enologist Gary Ecklin has worked for Grgich Hills for 25 years, as has Grgich's assistant Maryanne Wedner.

If family and loyalty are his strength, women are his weakness.

In 2003, Grgich was sued for sexual harassment by two teenage sisters and a bookkeeper , who claimed she was fired for asking Grgich to stop harassing the girls. All three settled out of court in 2004.

But a lawsuit likely won't be his legacy. He built a successful all-estate winery he can leave to his daughter and nephew -- not to mention the two houses he bought in St. Helena, a town he arrived in practically penniless. His Croatian winery has become a beachhead for quality wine throughout that country.

Above all, Grgich's legacy is the most famous white wine ever made: the Chardonnay that brought Napa Valley respect.

"My dream came true," he says. "Mike Grgich's American dream came true."

Movies chronicle the Judgment of Paris

Mike Grgich is looking forward to seeing his most famous achievement on the big screen next year -- as a double feature.

Moreover, astute viewers might catch a whiff of the ongoing, "Rashomon"-like feud between Grgich and Chateau Montelena owner Jim Barrett over who was more responsible for the Judgment of Paris wine tasting success.

There are two movies currently in production based on the Judgment of Paris tasting: one based on George Taber's book "Judgment of Paris," and another more fictionalized account called "Bottle Shock." Both are expected to be released in 2008.

"Judgment of Paris" producers Clark Peterson ("Monster") and Elizabeth Fowler have hired screenwriter Robert Mark Kamen ("The Karate Kid," "Lethal Weapon 3"), who owns a 280-acre Sonoma Valley ranch with 36 acres of vineyards as well as a winery, Kamen Estate Wines. This will not be Kamen's first wine movie; he also co-wrote the screenplay for "A Walk in the Clouds."

" 'A Walk in the Clouds' was a romantic Hollywood version of the Wine Country," Kamen says. "This is anything but. It's not going to be the 'Rocky' of the wine world. And it's not going to be bashing the French. It's going to be a transcendent American story of people with dreams and how they fulfill their dreams. Warren Winiarski (owner-winemaker of Stag's Leap Wine Cellars) and Mike Grgich came to Napa without a penny to their names. It's a real classic American story."

"Bottle Shock" is based on a script by Ross Schwartz, son of TV producer Sherwood Schwartz ("Gilligan's Island"). The producers have signed Randall Miller ("Nobel Son") to direct.

Co-producer Brenda Lhormer, a Sonoma resident who says Barrett has been "very supportive," says Grgich isn't as big a part of this story. "We are telling a different story and we're focusing on different characters," she says.

"I am happy that there will be a movie next year," Grgich says. "I'm happy that my hard work led to that. I'm looking forward to seeing it."

-- W. Blake Gray

THE CHRONICLE'S WINE SELECTIONS: West Coast Viogniers

W. Blake Gray

Friday, May 11, 2007

In 1991, few people in the United States had even heard of Viognier, the grape of the great white wines of Condrieu, France. California had less than 80 acres of it, according to the California Agricultural Statistics Service, and half had been planted in the previous two years.

Now it's trendy. There are more than 2,000 acres of it in California, as well as significant plantings in Washington and Oregon. Wine bloggers chatter about it, sommeliers recommend it, and we had no problem obtaining 75 Viogniers from the three West Coast states for a taste-off.

We discovered, not surprisingly, that a cool climate is crucial for good fruit flavors, and also that there's a big divide over wood. Some wineries ferment Viognier in stainless steel tanks to preserve its ripe apple fruit character, while others treat it similarly to Chardonnay, with months in oak barrels giving it a toasty appeal.

The two styles are so different that it's hard to compare them. We found some virtue in both, though our favorite wines let the fruit speak for itself.

We sometimes call Viognier "the Zinfandel of whites" because of its naturally high alcohol levels in the wines made in the United States. Only one recommended wine has less than 13 percent alcohol, and several reach 15 percent. A balanced wine can carry that much without tasting hot, but if your tolerance is low, be sure to look at the small print before having a second glass.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2006 Alexandria Nicole Columbia Valley Viognier ($18) Owner-winemaker Jarrod Boyle was inspecting vineyards in the mid-1990s for his former employer, Hogue Cellars, when he fell in love with a barren slope of land in Washington's Horse Heaven Hills. He soon talked childhood friend Rob Mercer, manager of the large Mercer Ranch farm, into going into business with him. Some of the fruit from vines they planted on that slope made their way into this strongly floral wine, which has citrusy fruit and mineral notes. If you like dry Gewurztraminer, you'll love this.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 Anna Maria Rogue Valley Viognier ($17) Established in 1972, Valley View Winery is one of Oregon's oldest wineries. It has the quirky habit of calling its reserve wines "Anna Maria." This wine tastes like spring: It's pretty, with lush citrus flavors, floral notes and a long finish. A slightly discordant savory note doesn't ruin the overall harmony, and it's only 12.8 percent alcohol.

TWO STARS 2005 Bonterra Vineyards Mendocino County Viognier ($18) To its credit, Kentucky-based Brown-Forman organically farms all 2,000 acres of its estate vineyards, but most brands in its stable include some non-organic purchased grapes. Created in 1990, Bonterra is Brown-Forman's all organically farmed label and produces up to 200,000 cases annually. This is an intense wine, delivering a rush of apple and citrus fruit with floral notes. Let's hope Brown-Forman's Hopland winery can maintain this level of quality without the 14 production employees who, along with 10 people at Sonoma-Cutrer winery, were laid off at the end of April.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 DiStefano Columbia Valley Viognier ($22) If you want to taste the pure flavor of Viognier, this is a good choice. Made from 100 percent Viognier grapes from the Willard vineyard in Prosser, it was fermented in stainless steel with no malolactic fermentation. It's delicious and varietally correct: bright Granny Smith apple fruit and mineral, with vibrant acidity and a long finish. Winemaker Hillary Sjolund says the wine tastes just like the grapes tasted on the vine; you won't notice the 14.3 percent alcohol. Fewer than 300 cases were made.

TWO STARS 2005 Domaine des Deux Mondes Saints and Sinners Sanford and Benedict Vineyard Santa Rita Hills Viognier ($30) This is a collaboration between Morgan Clendenen, winemaker of Santa Barbara County Viognier specialist Cold Heaven, and Yves Cuilleron, well-respected winemaker from Condrieu. It's a skillfully made wine with good oak management that confers interesting anise, almond and toast flavors.

TWO STARS 2006 Eberle Mill Road Vineyard Paso Robles Viognier ($20) Owner-winemaker Gary Eberle is an enthusiastic private pilot, often flying to wine events as far away as Florida. This straightforward wine soars into the mouth on wings of bright apple fruit with some notes of shredded wheat before executing a smooth landing on the back of the palate. The 15 percent alcohol isn't noticeable.

TWO STARS 2005 Jorian Hill Santa Ynez Valley Viognier ($25) Jorian Hill owners Gary and Jeanne Newman are TV bigwigs; he's president of 20th Century Fox Television, she's a lawyer who has helped foreign-created shows like "Big Brother" enter the U.S. market. They bought a 20-acre estate in Santa Barbara County's Ballard Canyon in 2005 that included a Syrah and Viognier vineyard and hired winemaker Bruno D'Alfonso, formerly of Sanford Winery. This spare-no-expense wine has great Granny Smith apple fruit as well as an appealing leafy green herb note, but the 14.2 percent alcohol is noticeable.

TWO STARS 2005 Perry Creek El Dorado Viognier ($15) Former San Franciscans Dieter Jurgens and Michele Wilms bought Perry Creek winery last year. Wilms says they intend to make good wine that can be a standard for El Dorado County, a favorite area for home winemakers because of the quality of grapes that is not always matched by quality in bottles. This wine could teach a lesson in the toasty style of Viognier with its good balance, golden apple and lemon fruit and gentle finish.

TWO STARS 2006 San Sakana Cellars Catie's Corner Vineyard Russian River Valley Viognier ($36) San Sakana, which means "three fish" in Japanese, is a virtual winery started by three Silicon Valley tech workers who buy grapes and make their wines at Crushpad in San Francisco. None of them is Japanese, but inscrutably, they like to call each other "Fish A, Fish B and Fish C." They made less than 500 cases of Rhone-style wines last year, including just 100 cases of this one. Bright green and golden apple flavors make this wine simple but delicious, though pricey.

TWO STARS 2005 Shadow Canyon Cellars Larner Vineyard Santa Ynez Valley Viognier ($20) Cinematographer-turned-grapegrower Stevan Larner was a key figure in helping many Santa Barbara County winemakers get their starts. He and his wife, Christine, worked their 34-acre Ballard Canyon vineyard themselves, Stevan often driving the tractor, and they preferred to let young enthusiasts buy their grapes. In 2005, Larner had 26 different small wineries buying his grapes. Larner harvested these Viognier grapes for Shadow Canyon Cellars on Oct. 5; the resulting wine has a creamy mouthfeel with layers of flavor, including toast, candied apple and toasted almond.

TWO STARS 2005 Terra Blanca Yakima Valley Viognier ($15) Owner-winemaker Keith Pilgrim is a geologist who grew up in Fairfield and had various summer jobs in vineyards in the area. He moved to Washington's Red Mountain region in 1993 for the white, calcium carbonate-rich soils. This light-bodied wine, which includes 12 percent Roussanne, starts citrusy, then gets toasty with golden apple notes and a hint of caramel, though it's not sweet.

TWO STARS 2006 Zaca Mesa Estate Santa Ynez Valley Viognier ($18) Zaca Mesa has been making Rhone varietals for nearly 30 years, and that experience shows in this wine made from grapes sustainably grown on the winery's 750-acre estate vineyard. While you smell some toast in the aroma from three months in neutral oak barrels, on the palate it's all golden apple and Asian pear fruit with a few floral notes. It's 14.5 percent alcohol, but you'd never guess that from the flavor.

Spain's early ripener

W. Blake Gray, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, May 11, 2007

Answer: Birds, warning signs, sunrise, retirement and Tempranillo.

The question: Name five good things that come early. (Would you rather have your warning signs late?)

"Temprano" means "early" in Spanish. It's likely that Spain's most-planted red wine grape, Tempranillo, was named after its very useful tendency to ripen early. Of course, there are plenty of grapes like Ugni Blanc (the main grape of Cognac) that growers like for reasons of reliability and high yield, yet make boring wines.

This is not the case with Tempranillo. As the main grape of Rioja, Tempranillo has been the base of Spain's greatest wines for centuries, even long before the Spanish Inquisition (nobody expects the Spanish Inquisition in a wine column).

Today, it's the source of great wines at all price levels, including some phenomenal under-$10 wines. I tasted 21 Tempranillo-based wines for this column and was impressed by the variety and price performance. Bargain Wine drinkers, if you like your reds spicy -- and don't mind them woody, because oak and Tempranillo have a long, complicated and ongoing relationship -- it's time to start shopping.

Tempranillo survived phylloxera's death march across Europe in the 1800s and even flourished afterward in Portugal, where growers have been unusually resistant to foreign grapes. They make an exception for Tempranillo, which they call Tinta Roriz, one of the most important components of vintage Port.

For nearly a century starting in the late 1800s, the red Tempranillo-based wines of Rioja were nearly universally considered the best non-fortified wines Spain had to offer.

But for some reason, Tempranillo has found few footholds outside the Iberian Peninsula, unlike its occasional blending partner Garnacha (aka Grenache). Exactly why is a mystery.

Often when I talk with viticultural experts about which grapes farmers should be planting in warmer parts of California, they mention Tempranillo. It handles heat well, produces good-size crops and has the capacity for greatness. But there are less than 800 acres of it in the state, according to the California Agricultural Statistics Service, making it the 19th most planted red grape here, after such obscurities as Carnelian and Alicante Bouschet.

For an introduction, it's hard to beat the 2004 Biurko Rioja Tempranillo ($9), which delivers bright raspberry fruit and plenty of spice: cinnamon stick, cardamom, black pepper. The fine-grained tannins give it a great mouthfeel -- you feel them, they announce their presence, but they're not over the top.

There's a huge contrast between the very Spanish-tasting Biurko and my other favorite wine this week, the very American-tasting nonvintage Boeger Winery El Dorado Tempranillo ($12). Aged in American oak barrels for 3 1/2 years, its strong cherry flavors overcome the potent oak character that's most noticeable in the aroma. Most of the fruit (81 percent) was harvested in 2001, and the rest in 2002, giving this wine a maturity advantage over others in its price range: You can taste the effect in slight orange-peel notes.

What makes the Boeger wine new world is the heft and dark fruit character, not the presence of oak. Oak is an important component in traditional Rioja wines. However, it's usually older French oak, which gives a milder character.

The use of newer American oak is increasingly common in Spain and is noticeable in the 2005 Reinares Tierra de Castilla Tempranillo ($9), which bridges old and new worlds. Its dried cherry, earth and pepper flavors are reminiscent of the past, while three months in American oak barrels gives it a woodiness that requires some airing out in the glass.

Made in Argentina by one of that country's leading wineries, the 2005 Familia Zuccardi Santa Julia Reserva Mendoza Tempranillo ($11) spent 10 months in American oak and it shows. The toasty oak flavor is very nice, but once again, give it some air to better appreciate the cherry fruit flavors.

The 2003 Ramon Bilbao Rioja Tempranillo ($10) is also in the new-world style, with rich cherry flavors and plenty of vanilla from spending 14 months in oak barrels. It has a medium-full body and is a great substitute for Cabernet Sauvignon.

Speaking of Cab, there are three Tempranillo-Cab blends on this list at good prices. The 2004 Infinitus Tierra de Castilla Tempranillo Cabernet Sauvignon ($7) is a throwback to the older style of Spanish winemaking, when the Sherry-loving locals preferred the taste of maturity to that of fresh fruit. With aromas of oak, old leather, dried cherry and orange peel, and flavors of dried cherry and earth, this wine will appeal to people whose desire for aged wine is not matched by their budget or patience.

The Sherry producer Osborne makes a variety of Tempranillo-based table wines, and the 2004 Osborne Solaz Tierra de Castilla Tempranillo Cabernet Sauvignon ($9) is the best of the current bunch. Let it sit in a glass or decanter for an hour or so to liberate the bright cherry fruit and orange notes from the forests of oak.

The 2003 Gargola Tierra de Extremadura Tempranillo Cabernet Sauvignon Syrah ($10) doesn't taste extreme at all: It's a light-bodied wine with cherry and strawberry flavors and a citrusy note that's closer to a dark rosé than a new-world red. Try it with a burrito.

Speaking of rosé, one of the many things I like about Tempranillo is its ability to make good ones. Tempranillo has a zesty quality that seems to carry through to pink versions.

For $5, it's hard to find a better drink than the 2005 Casa Solar Tierra de Castilla Tempranillo Rosé ($5). After a strawberry attack, you get strong pink grapefruit flavors on the midpalate with plenty of food-friendly acidity on the medium-long finish. This wine is a great choice when you're having fish, fowl and meat and don't know what to have with all three.

The 2006 Marques de Caceres Rioja Rosé ($7.50) is a dependable pink wine with completely dry raspberry and cherry flavors. It's light, simple and likable, and perfect as a red wine substitute on a hot day.

Shopping list

These were the best of 21 Tempranillo-based wines tasted for this article.

Pinks

2005 Casa Solar Tierra de Castilla Tempranillo Rosé ($5)

2006 Marques de Caceres Rioja Rosé ($7.50)

Reds

2004 Biurko Rioja Tempranillo ($9)

NV Boeger Winery El Dorado Tempranillo ($12)

2005 Familia Zuccardi Santa Julia Reserva Mendoza Tempranillo ($11)

2003 Gargola Tierra de Extremadura Tempranillo Cabernet Sauvignon Syrah ($10)

2004 Infinitus Tierra de Castilla Tempranillo Cabernet Sauvignon ($7)

2004 Osborne Solaz Tierra de Castilla Tempranillo Cabernet Sauvignon ($9)

2003 Ramon Bilbao Rioja Tempranillo ($10)

2005 Reinares Tierra de Castilla Tempranillo ($9)

THE SIPPING NEWS

Camper English, Jon Bonné, Olivia Wu, Tara Duggan, W. Blake Gray
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You, too, can mix like the pros. Cocktail conclave Bourbo... Next week is San Francisco Cocktail Week. Beginning Monda... Macallan Cask Strength Single Malt Highland Scotch Whisky...

BAR PATROL / Get schooled

You, too, can mix like the pros. Cocktail conclave Bourbon & Branch recently e-mailed customers about its new Beverage Academy, which will begin in a few weeks. Up to 15 people at a time can attend a series of Monday cocktail classes.

The drink menu has also been updated with even more elderflower cocktails (one with gin, one with bourbon), a new cucumber drink, a Black Manhattan made with Italian liqueur, house apple clove bitters, and a martini with house-smoked olives. Two bourbon flights will be offered during May.

Even better, the bar will now be open Mondays for your post-work pleasure. And you can monitor other drinking developments via its new blog: blog.bourbonandbranch.com.

-- Camper English

Mother's little helpers

The liquor PR armies would have us believe no holiday is immune to improvement through alcohol. Don't believe us? Consider one recent missive suggesting that flavored vodka sub for Tequila as a Cinco de Mayo beverage.

Most moms deserve a good drink. But with full apologies to the writer of the "Three Martini Mother's Day" screed, a "Momosa" (mimosa with guava juice instead of orange) or a "Breakfast Martini" (dry vermouth replaced by orange liqueur, lemon juice and marmalade) wasn't what we had in mind -- especially since Mother's Day tends to be a brunch-heavy affair.

Why not pay tribute to classics? As Sonoma Valley's Spotlight on Chardonnay this weekend acknowledges, many moms can't resist a glass of the buttery stuff. A low-alcohol Moscato d'Asti or German Riesling not only pairs well with brunch but will leave you lucid afterward. Or go with a good bottle of Champagne. Better yet, make it two bottles -- and leave one for Mom to open later.

-- Jon Bonné

Drink to cocktail week

What's more thrilling than May being National Hamburger Month?

Next week is San Francisco Cocktail Week. No surprise that the Bay Area leads the way in creating world-class cocktails; here's a chance to sample the best of the best. Beginning Monday, more than 20 bars will feature two special drinks each -- one classic tribute to cocktail history, and one of their own signature concoctions.

Sample a masterful Negroni at Range or check out Forbidden Island's Nui Nui. Nopa is offering a study in sidecars, both the original and a Gran Reserva, and Jardiniere riffs on the Pegu Club Cocktail, offering a classic version made with gin and a Rhum Pegu with rum.

Intrepid tipplers can also seize on a pre-opening opportunity to preview Cantina (580 Sutter St., cantinasf.com), the long-awaited new project from former Frisson bartender Duggan McDonnell that promises to be a magnet for top mixological talent.

It all will culminate with a May 21 finale ($45 per ticket) at Absinthe, where The Chronicle's own Cocktailian columnist, Gary Regan, will be found behind the bar. So stir yourselves for a rousing week. More at sfcocktailweek.com.

-- J.B.

In our glasses

What we're drinking

The Macallan Cask Strength Single Malt Highland Scotch Whisky ($55)

What sold us: This 117-proof Scotch is a potent, rich, decadent whisky with flavors of caramel, Sherry, toasted almond and currants and a particularly long finish. "Cask strength" means it comes straight out of the used Sherry barrels in which it was aged, rather than having water added to bring down its alcohol percentage, as is done with most whiskies. Add your own drops of water, as wee as you like, and notice how the mouthfeel softens.

Where to find: Beverages & More; D&M Wines & Liquors (San Francisco)

-- W. Blake Gray

Coi aperitif ($10)

What sold us: Champagne cocktails are hard not to like, but often are too sweet. At Coi, the house aperitif created by sommelier and partner Paul Einbund doesn't have that problem. He brews a strong hibiscus tea and infuses it with essential oils of cassia cinnamon and litsea cubeba, a pepperlike plant with a lemony aroma. When serving the drink, he grates the faintest flicker of long pepper into a Champagne flute, then tops it with the tea and Adami Prosecco.

Where to find: Coi restaurant (San Francisco)

-- Tara Duggan

2000 Cronin Santa Cruz Mountains Chardonnay ($10)

What sold us: Former software consultant Duane Cronin had a near-cult following for his Woodside winery. Before his death a few months ago, he made arrangements to offer his remaining wines through K&L Wine Merchants, whose staff would sometimes help Cronin bottle. For this final vintage, it's hard to know which is more unlikely: great aged Chardonnay for a sawbuck, or a California Chard that has earned the right to wear the "Burgundian" moniker so many wineries love to use. Packed with honeycomb and golden apple, it's still rich and minerally, with impressive acidity to balance.

Where to find: K&L Wine Merchants (San Francisco, Redwood City)

-- Jon Bonné

2005 Domaine du Salvard Cheverny ($13)

What sold us: It's summer and we're eating lighter foods. Fresh young vegetables are a joy, but they are something of a challenge to pair with wine. Jeff Bareilles, sommelier at Manresa, pulled off a stunning pairing. He poured a 2005 Domaine du Salvard Cheverny (Sauvignon Blanc with touch of Chardonnay) with a sublime vegetable and gnocchi dish that chef David Kinch created using about 12 kinds of biodynamically grown greens. It was crisp, light, lively and played up the flavors on the plate without drowning them. It was $13 by the glass at the restaurant, but for the same price you can buy the bottle retail.

Where to find: Beverages & More

-- Olivia Wu

Tasting through Burgundy

Jancis Robinson

Friday, May 11, 2007

Most of us know how to visit a winery, don't we? You walk into the tasting room and try to wangle a taste of as many of the producer's best wines as possible.

But in Burgundy, the business of visiting to taste is very different indeed.

The places where Burgundy is made have in most significant cases remained virtually unchanged for centuries. The typical Burgundian wine producer operates in a dark, damp, low-ceilinged stone cellar that can be found only by those with an intimate knowledge of village backstreets and the courtyards and passageways that lie behind and beneath them. Why, even the Domaine de la Romanee-Conti, the most famous and best endowed Burgundian wine estate of all, keeps half of its fabulous wines maturing in a subterranean cavern accessible only by what is virtually a trapdoor.

Nor are the really interesting wine domaines in Burgundy particularly interested in receiving visitors. They can generally, after all, sell every bottle they fill. An almost infallible rule for tourists in Burgundy is that if they are invited to taste by signs outside an establishment, the wines therein are unlikely to be interesting.

So the first challenge is to make an appointment to taste at a worthwhile address. Expecting to taste without an appointment is futile. Burgundian wine producers are busy, hands-on introverts who do not need adulation. An hour spent showing you their wines means an hour less tending their wines and vines, which they all do personally. There are none of Bordeaux's teams of workers here. A few helpers perhaps, but the name on the label is almost invariably that of the person who did most of the work.

We wine writers have better access than an unknown visitor perhaps, but even for us the Burgundian welcome is measured. Indeed a fellow wine writer recently exclaimed with more than a hint of exasperation, "Why is it that in Burgundy they never ever ask you for lunch?" In this respect Burgundian vignerons much more closely resemble cautious farmers than anything remotely like a public relations person. In fact, I have found that the more urbane and more famous the producer, the more effusive the welcome.

Talking of lunch, it is vital to remember that the lunch hour, possibly two, is sacrosanct. Very few vignerons would welcome a visitor who arrived as late as noon and only exceptionally cooperative ones would agree to an afternoon appointment that began before 2 p.m. or after 4:30 p.m. This makes for some rather relaxing tasting days compared with the madness of tasting one's way round a more competitive wine region, where my tasting day could and has run from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. without any break for solid matter. Thus, the visitor to Burgundy needs to remember to make his own arrangements for lunchtime, whether by booking at a convenient village restaurant or by buying provisions for a picnic -- before all the shops close at noon, of course.

But even once you have your itinerary in place (last-minute arrangements are unlikely to work), more homework is still needed. Some villages such as Vosne-Romanee and Gevrey attempt via a map in the main square and a printed map in the tourist office respectively to locate individual wine producers but this is rare. You will typically be armed only with an address, and the typical vigneron's premises are signaled with nothing more (and often less) than a modest nameplate. You can save valuable time in a hard-pressed day by scouting around the village backstreets in advance -- during lunchtime perhaps? -- to locate your eventual destinations.

Let us assume however that you have found your vignerons. And have turned up at the right time, and so have they. Although almost all of those under 40 speak English and occasionally other languages, many of the older ones speak nothing but French. You'll be looked up and down and then taken down into the cellar or cave, at some point collecting glasses and the all-important wine thief (pipette), because most of the tasting in Burgundy is done straight from barrel. And here we encounter one of the great professional obstacles for anyone who writes tasting notes. A Burgundian cellar is full of barrels and very little else. Barrels on their sides, as they all are here, are round. There is not a flat surface to be found. The vignerons will roam all over their cavernous cellars to present you with samples of their wines from the most basic Aligote or Passetoutgrains up via village wines and premiers crus to grands crus, each one dribbled into your glass from their pipettes -- and you will have a devil of a job balancing your glass and notebook. You will be presented with a spittoon, but you will be expected to pour back what remains in your glass, often into the vignerons' own glasses unless you demonstrate that you too can unerringly find the bunghole hidden under the barrel stacked above the one you're tasting from.

Because the wines will be presented to you upwards in order of quality (which sometimes means that a great premier cru such as Clos St. Jacques in Gevrey may well be served after a lighter grand cru such as Charmes-Chambertin) it is vital that you don't gush with too much enthusiasm about the first few wines. Reserve the superlatives for the wines dribbled into your glass at the end. And you might also assume that whites will always be served before reds, but this is far from an infallible rule. Many producers serve their whites at the end, especially if they are very smart ones, believing they are much more testing than reds out of cask.

You can be sure that you too will be tested, as a taster and a visitor, and that you will be participating in something that feels like an ancient rite. Because that, as so much in Burgundy, is precisely what it is.

Visiting Burgundy

For help organizing your Burgundy itinerary, go to www.vins-bourgogne.fr. For a list of local tourist offices, go to www.burgundy-tourism.com.

More wineries bypass the middleman

Cyril Penn

Friday, May 11, 2007

Customers are increasingly buying their wines directly from wineries, according to an industry study.

New Vine Logistics, a company that handles direct sales for many wineries, presented the study last week at the third annual Executive Wine Summit organized by St. Helena's MKF Research.

The study showed that consumer direct sales were up 31 percent between the first quarter of 2006 and the first quarter of 2007, following a spike in direct-to-consumer wine sales of 27.6 percent between 2005 and 2006.

Direct sales of wines priced more than $30 were up by 68.5 percent last year, while direct sales of wines priced less than $10 were up 8.2 percent.

Wine club memberships are seen as the largest source of direct to consumer sales growth.

The wine industry's overall growth rate last year stood at slightly more than 10 percent.

Coppola picks a name: For more than a year since its March 2006 purchase, the former Chateau Souverain winery in Geyserville has been known as the yet-unnamed Francis Ford Coppola winery. Last week, Coppola officially christened the property Francis Ford Coppola Presents Rosso & Bianco.

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

A splash of Champagne tops off the refreshing Starfish Cooler

Gary Regan

Friday, May 11, 2007

Starfish Cooler. Styled by Amanda Gold. Chronicle photo b...

The Professor, our cocktailian bartender, is on vacation, so there's a new face behind the stick today. Cindy has been tending bar at a nearby joint for a couple of years, and she's taken a leave of absence from her regular gig in order to fill in for the Professor for a few weeks.

"Good afternoon, my name is ..."

"Your name is Doc, you're a longtime regular, you're a good friend of the Professor's, and you linger at the bar for hours on end reading old books. You mostly sip on beer, but you're always ready to try a new cocktail, and you're an OK tipper. Not a great tipper, mind, but you're here a lot, so that's OK."

"I see the Professor gave you the lowdown on me," says Doc.

"He e-mailed me a 16-page document detailing most, if not all, of the regulars here. He's nothing if not anal, huh?"

"That he is, m'dear, that he is."

"OK, Doc, you and I need to get a couple of things straight. My name is Cindy, not m'dear. I'm not offended, but I will be if you call me that again. I'm a bit of a bookworm myself, so perhaps we can chat about what flies your kite at the library, and I'll tell you about the sort of stuff that makes my boat sail. You're welcome to sit here for as many hours as take your fancy, I don't need you to run up a big tab, and I don't need a huge tip, either. What I do need, though, is for you to join me in sampling a Starfish Cooler. New drink. OK with you?" Cindy is wearing a semi-serious look on her face, but there's a twinkle in her eye that tells Doc they'll probably get along just fine.

"Bring it on, Cindy. Let me have a beer first, though, would you? There's a dear, erm, sorry. Slip of the tongue. Old habits and all that. Just a beer, please, then we'll sample your new drink."

Cindy grins, pulls a draft for Doc, and starts to assemble a Starfish Cooler. It's the official drink for this year's Tales of the Cocktail, an annual five-day New Orleans event that takes place in July. The drink, created by Stacy Smith, a bartender at G.W. Fins, a highly acclaimed seafood restaurant in the Big Easy, is a refreshing quaff that calls for an ounce of Champagne to give it a sparkle. For more than one reason, Champagne can be well utilized in cocktails.

Champagne, of course, adds bubbles to the drink, and makes it just a little more celebratory, and it also cuts down on the alcohol content, since less liquor is needed to fill the glass. There's often a price differential, too, since Champagne is often less expensive than fine distilled spirits.

Cindy sashays down the bar with a Starfish Cooler in hand, but before she hands it to Doc she takes a sip for herself.

"I'm not altogether sure if this will slice your bread, Doc, but it's certainly right up my alley," she says as she places the drink in front of the Professor's old friend. Doc takes a sip.

"Consider my bread sliced, Cindy. The mustard has been cut. I'm up the alley with you, my kite is flying high, and my boat is sailing merrily along.

"Doc."

"Yes?"

"You're trying too hard."

Doc mutters something unintelligible and puts his nose back into his book.

Starfish Cooler

Makes 1 drink

Adapted from a recipe by Stacy Smith, bartender at G.W. Fins, New Orleans.

INGREDIENTS:

1 orange slice

1 mint leaf

1 ounce limoncello

1 ounce PAMA pomegranate liqueur

1 ounce unsweetened iced tea

1/2 ounce simple syrup

1 ounce Moet & Chandon White Star Champagne

1 mint sprig, for garnish

INSTRUCTIONS:

Instructions: Muddle the orange slice and mint leaf in collins glass. Add ice and the limoncello, PAMA, iced tea, simple syrup and Champagne. Stir briefly, then add the garnish.

Seattle Times
Pouring their heart into wine

By DeAnn Rossetti

Special to The Seattle Times

Washington state boasts 500 wineries, two in Southeast King County: Isabella Grace Winery in Hobart and Illusions Winery in Black Diamond.

Isabella Grace's Tom Hornberg talks about wine the way some people talk about art or literature.

"You can distinguish various flavors in red wine, more nuances," he said. "I love the color and complexity of reds. They're more full bodied (than white wines), but I find crisp white wines refreshing during the summer."

After getting his business degree from Seattle University, Hornberg started several businesses, including a men's and women's clothing store, and a custom door-making company on his land in Hobart.

As an amateur wine-lover, Hornberg started making wine at the turn of the century and felt as if he were learning by trial and error.

"It's very creative, like an art form," Hornberg said. "It's very similar to building custom doors and windows in that you're building something that is beautiful and that people enjoy."

In 2002, Hornberg got serious. He bought a couple of tons of grapes from Eastern Washington and set to work.

Hornberg, his brother Jim, and several friends work together from harvest to bottling to make 350 cases of wine a year.

This fall, Hornberg and his friends will be creating Isabella Grace's first white wines.

Isabella Grace was supposed to be the name of Hornberg's first grandchild, but his only daughter had two sons. So Hornberg gave the name to his winery and had his friend, Issaquah artist Gloria James, create a line drawing of the back of a voluptuous woman as the Isabella Grace logo.

Isabella Grace's cabernet sauvignon, a merlot and a syrah are available at Lake Wilderness and Enumclaw QFCs, Maple Valley and Hobart markets and Wine Alley in Fairwood, among other stores. Wines sell for around $20.

For more information on tastings and events, visit the winery's Web site, www.isabellagracewinery.com.

When Illusion's Dave Guest is not working as a newspaper-systems editor, he's working as a general contractor on his new winery complex in Eastern Washington or making wine in his Black Diamond garage, as he has for years.

"I'm going to have two licenses, and I plan on making my dessert wines here," Guest said. "Dessert wines need more attention. Plus I plan on doing most of my bottling (in Black Diamond)."

Guest's interest in creating his own wine began when he first tasted cheap jug wine while getting his psychology degree at the University of Washington.

A home-brew supply shop in the University Village piqued his interest, and after brewing his own beer in the early 1980s, he became fascinated with the chemistry of fermenting wine.

"I've always enjoyed building things, so I taught myself to build a winery from the ground up," he said. "It satisfies the creative side of me."

Guest began visiting wineries in Eastern Washington with his wife, Dina, and took a tour through Napa Valley, Calif., in 1990. The couple decided in 2002 to open their own winery.

They bought 2,000 pounds of mixed wine grapes from a commercial grower and created 50 cases of a red table wine they called "Apparition."

They made a chardonnay with Columbia Valley grapes and a few others.

"Most wineries have names that include ridge, creek or crest," Guest said. "We came up with something we could have fun with that would have an interesting visual attached to it."

Guest hired co-worker Ben Garrison to paint a logo of a hooded woman swathed in mist in front of a full moon for the winery label.

The Guests released 250 cases in 2003, 350 cases in 2004 and 500 cases in 2005 and 2006.

"Right now we're doing 500 cases, but we hope to have 750 by fall," Guest said. "We hope to escalate our production by 250 cases a year until we reach the 2,000 mark. That's our personal goal."

Guest hopes that he can retire in the next five years to become a full-time wine-maker.

"I haven't made a wine that I don't like yet," he said. "When that day comes, the (bad wine) will go down the drain."

Illusion wines sell for $12 to $20 a bottle and can be found at Maple Valley Market, Covington QFC, The Maple Club restaurant and Lake Sawyer Grocery. The new Illusion winery will be open for tasting in July.

For more information, call 206-261-1682, or visit the winery Web site, www.illusionwine.com.

Great wine values right under your nose

If you Google "Value Wines," all hell breaks loose. I get "about 1,290,000" results — which means there are far more things being written about value wines than there are wine brands in existence.

There is little disagreement among the vast majority of wine consumers that what we are all looking for are the bottles that provide an extra measure of pizazz at an everyday price. Though I taste (and spit) thousands of different wines in a given year, the wines that I purchase, cellar and drink are always — without exception — wines that I perceive to be values.

Value wines don't necessarily have to cost less than $12. But wines that are not only values — in terms of relative peer-group quality — but also cheap in real dollars are the wines we want to bring home and introduce to the family. They are the keepers.

Two regions whose least-expensive wines consistently deliver such value are Southern France and Argentina. For many reasons (but most often, I believe, because the cost of land and/or labor is significantly less than in many other places) the cheap wines from both places have a high percentage of successes.

When I say success, I mean that these are wines (mostly red) that have not been tampered with, tarted up with oak chips or residual sugar. They don't need a truck, camper, weasel or platypus on the label to attract your attention. They have muscle and verve, and they let the grapes, whatever they may be, express nuances beyond just ripe, jammy fruit. They are, in a word, authentic.

Jean-François Arnoux visited Seattle recently and poured a selection of his family's Rhone wines. As is so often the case, he began the conversation by proudly displaying a copy of the original land grant made to his ancestors in 1717.

Arnoux, about to complete his family's third century of winemaking, is headquartered in the picturesque village of Vacqueyras, which has emerged in recent times as a bargain wine hot spot for those who love grenache-based, southern Rhone wines. Apart from a dazzling array of Vacqueyras, Arnoux & Fils produces simple Cotes du Rhone, Cotes du Rhone Villages and Cotes du Ventoux wines in a no-frills, Old World style.

Some fruit is sourced from the family vineyards, some is purchased, but all comes from low-yield vines. Though all these wines carry the Arnoux name, the labels are a bit confusing, with different designations, bottle styles and graphics. Never mind — your wine seller can hunt these down (they are distributed by Grape Expectations).

Arnoux "Seigneur de Lauris" 2003 Cotes du Rhone; $8.

From 40-year-old vineyards, this blend of 60 percent grenache and 40 percent syrah is pleasantly aromatic, a pretty rose/plum color, with scents of rose petals, flavors of sour plums and a finish of chalky tannins. Drink it with grilled steak and spring mushrooms.

Arnoux "Seigneur de Lauris" 2003 Cotes du Ventoux; $8.

Here the blend is reversed: 65 percent syrah and 35 percent grenache. I found more of the meat, garrigue and herb scents characteristic of the Rhone, with more tannin, more herb and more overall authenticity.

Arnoux "Vieux Clocher" 2003 Cairanne Cotes du Rhone Villages; $10. The CdR-Villages designation indicates a higher quality level, and this wine delivers. A ripe, pruney nose leads into flavors of cooked prune, Fig Newton and earth. It's a bit overripe but not overextracted and finishes without any heat or burn or aggressive tannins. It's a rustic but very flavorful wine.

As I wrote in a recent column, Argentine malbecs have long been that country's best red-wine effort. Here's one that has just come into town from Pinnacle International Imports. The brand is Gouguenheim (some distant relation to Guggenheim, as in art museum), and the star of the show is the Gouguenheim 2005 Malbec. To begin with, the packaging is stellar — simple, classy graphics, fine paper stock and a hefty bottle. But a snazzy package means nothing if the wine can't measure up. This malbec can easily pass for a wine that costs three times as much. Spicy and dense, it's packed with raspberry and cherry, floating on a base of acid and rock.

Two other Gouguenheim wines to look for: the 2005 Syrah (sappy and succulent, with berry, cherry and chocolate); and the 2005 Cabernet Sauvignon . All three wines are 100 percent varietal, grown in high-altitude vineyards in a desert climate. They are made by Bodegas y Viñedos Valle Escondido S.A. The price: $10 a bottle.

Such bargains as these may seem elusive at best when you scan the shelves for domestic wines. Sadly, California's cheapies are mostly corporate concoctions that resemble soda pop more than wine. Oregon and Washington have only a handful of wineries that produce wines in quantities significant enough to kick in cost-effective value pricing. I'm afraid that many consumers overlook the best of these brands (familiarity breeds contempt?): Chateau Ste. Michelle.

Under the supervision of recently installed head winemaker Bob Bertheau, Ste. Michelle has ramped up the quality of its chardonnays and red wines at all price levels. But the least-expensive white wines, labeled simply Columbia Valley, still offer some of Washington's (and the nation's) very best values. Vintages are changing, so be sure to look for the latest releases as noted here.

Chateau Ste. Michelle 2006 Pinot Gris; $10. Fresh and crisp, mingling light citrus and green-apple fruit with interesting herbal enticements of white pepper and tarragon.

Chateau Ste. Michelle 2005 Chardonnay; $10. Soft and creamy, this sets the stage for the winery's bigger, oakier single vineyard chardonnays. Mixed stone fruits, pineapple and an elegant, full-bodied mouthfeel.

Chateau Ste. Michelle 2005 Sauvignon Blanc; $10. Clean and detailed, with citrus, dried herbs and no new oak. It leaves you with a hint of flint and an irresistible urge to pour another glass.

Chateau Ste. Michelle 2006 Riesling; $7. Chateau Ste. Michelle and its sister brand Columbia Crest are together the leading riesling producers in the country. This 2006 is a little light, off-dry, with flavors of peach, pear and apricot.

Chateau Ste. Michelle 2005 Semillon; $7. With 22 percent sauvignon blanc in the blend, this delivers flavors of fig and melon along with fresh grain and a bit of spice. It's balanced and crisp; a good summer sip.

Paul Gregutt is the author of "Northwest Wines." His column appears weekly in the Wine section.

He can be reached by e-mail at wine@seattletimes.com

Pick of the week

Chateau Ste. Michelle 2006 Dry Riesling; $7. Dry riesling, which used to be an odd sidebar to a dead category, has blossomed into national stardom. This textural, complex wine delights with scents of blossom and citrus rind. It retains just enough residual sugar to broaden the fruit flavors across the palate, leading into a long and nicely detailed finish. Truly a superb and versatile food wine. (Distributed by Young's-Columbia.)

Wine Q & A: Tips for starting your own tasting group

Q: We would like to start a small wine-tasting group to meet regularly and learn a bit more about wine. Can you suggest a format for organizing a home-tasting group?

A: There are many ways to do this, but if you really want it to be a learning, rather than purely social occasion, I would suggest the following:

• Set a regular date (monthly if possible) and get it on everyone's calendar.

• Choose a specific topic, such as a specific grape (riesling), a specific place (Yakima Valley), a specific vintage, etc. Keep it as focused as possible, for each tasting.

• Either everyone brings a bottle, or one person buys all wine for the night.

• Figure one bottle per person, 12 people maximum (8-10 is ideal).

• Strip off capsules, pull corks and place bottles in plain brown bags.

• Taste a bottle at a time — one ounce pours — and make notes — remember tasters are sampling and spitting, not drinking each ounce.

• Go through the wines again, discuss, and vote (like, didn't like, favorite, etc.).

• Reveal its identity after you go through each wine the second time.

• Have a good reference book handy, such as "Oxford Companion to Wine," "The New Sotheby's Wine Encyclopedia," or "The Wine Bible"; read some highlights out loud.

• If you want to add a challenge, have the host put a "ringer" into the mix and see if anyone can guess which wine does not fit the evening's topic.

• Most important, provide food, water, spit cups and a dump bucket. Have fun!

USA Today

Cheers

By Jerry Shriver

Mixed breed

Friday, May 11, 2007

2005 Red Truck Red Wine, California, about $10; and 2005 Hey Mambo Sultry Red Wine, California, about $12. Here's a two-fer for your TGIF imbibing. If you've read this blog closely you know that I'm a sucker for simple red blends from California, and these cleverly-packaged wines are models of the genre. The Red Truck brand is an offshoot of Sonoma-based Cline Cellars. For this blend they draw upon Syrah, Petite Sirah, Cabernet Franc and Mourvedre grapes from Central California to achieve a simple, easy-drinking wine. It's a little grapey, but the black cherry and pepper notes are genuine. The Hey Mambo is another one of those quirky labels from Sebastiani in Sonoma County (I also like their Smoking Loon wines). This blend of Syrah, Barbera, Malbec, Zinfandel and Petite Sirah is sweeter (as in blackberry sweet), more polished and a shade more interesting than the Truck. You won't be disappointed with either if you serve them with grilled hamburgers.

Thrill to the quills

Tuesday, May 8, 2007

2006 Porcupine Ridge Cabernet Sauvignon, Coastal Region, South Africa, about $12. The handful of South African Cabernet Sauvignons I've tasted have tended to be made in a refined Bordeaux style instead of an overtly fruity New World style, and that holds true here. The cassis and black currant flavors are rich, rounded and accessible, and are accented with notes of herbs, cedar and a touch of smoke. If you haven't yet fired up the grill for the season, here's a great excuse.

From the good earth

Monday, May 7, 2007

2006 Bonterra Vineyards Sauvignon Blanc, Mendocino County/Lake County, Calif., about $13. The organically-grown grapes aren't the only feel-good aspect of this zingy fruit bomb. The wine closely resembles its counterparts from New Zealand, with an almost pungent kiwi aroma, pronounced grapefruit and gooseberry flavors and vibrant acidity. It might overwhelm raw seafood but it would be swell with Cajun-spiced shrimp.

Wall St. Journal

Informal, Inexpensive Bordeaux

Smaller Châteaux Yield Big Bargains; Giving Burgers Style

May 11, 2007; Page W5

One of the best places to find a red-wine bargain in the wine shop is also one of the most unexpected. It's the aisle marked "Bordeaux."

Bordeaux produces some of the world's best and most expensive wines, but it's a large region with thousands of small châteaux that most of us have never heard of. Château Pimpine anyone? In fact, while most people know areas such as Pauillac and Saint-Émilion, the wines we're talking about often come from appellations that are obscure. Château Pimpine, for instance, comes from an appellation called Bordeaux Côtes de Francs, which is hardly a household name even though it produces more than 3.3 million bottles of wine a year, mostly red.

Many of these obscure wines are imported into the U.S., but they're generally made in small quantities and imported in even smaller quantities, so it's impossible to know what you will find. Still, we've rarely been in a wine store that didn't have at least a few, waiting for some adventurous consumer to take a chance on a wine that's unfamiliar. Over the years, we have found these generally to be excellent bargains. They're usually made primarily from Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot and often offer some of the same kind of tastes as more-expensive Bordeaux, in a lighter package.

Vintage Matters

We have found, however, that vintage really does matter with these wines. Even though the 2000 vintage was a good one for the expensive wines, the lower-end wines were overwhelmingly disappointing in a broad tasting. However, the less-expensive Bordeaux from 2003 were delightful, with many bargains. Now that the 2004s are on the shelves, we decided it was time to give them a shot. We bought more than 50 from retail shelves for a broad blind tasting. Some were simply "Bordeaux"; some came from well-known appellations such as Graves; and many came from places like Côtes de Bourg, Côtes de Castillon and Côtes de Blaye. We set our price limit around $20, giving ourselves some leeway on the higher end because we saw so many at $20.99 and $21.99.

Our conclusion: The 2004 wines are a buy. Time and again, we found them charming, with lovely noses of fruit, wood and cedar; layered tastes of dark fruit; balanced acids that make them food-friendly; and a dry, easy finish. Overall, these are not wines to rhapsodize about -- they tend to be fairly light and designed for early drinking -- but they hold more interest and offer more class than many wines at their price range.

Our best value, which was nicely rich and offered all sorts of interesting smells and tastes, from sandalwood to black olives, was Clos Floridene, a Graves whose white is a long-time favorite. (Don't forget that a white Bordeaux such as Clos Floridene is excellent for elegant summertime entertaining.) Another favorite, from Lalande-de-Pomerol, was Château Tournefeuille, whose name will give you an idea why these encounter some consumer resistance in the U.S., but whose taste would convert anyone. It will give you a sense of the diversity of these wines that it's made from 70% Merlot and 30% Cabernet Franc. Château Pimpine, by the way, was not among our favorites, but was typical of many of the wines: soft and friendly and easy to drink. If you can imagine Bordeaux as an informal wine, that's what many of these are.

Brightness and Class

Our best of tasting had class, some weight, ripe fruit, a hint of tar and a very special brightness about it. "Really tastes like Bordeaux," we wrote. "Could age." This turned out to be Château Baury from Margaux. We'd paid $20.99, for it, though $22 appears to be a more representative price. About 1,100 cases of this were imported and distributed to 12 states.

As part of our tasting, we checked out a few 2003s and found that they are still drinking nicely. And some of the lower-end 2005 Bordeaux reds are already on shelves, so we also tried some of them and found them good, too (we'll conduct a broad tasting of them when more are available). So the bottom line is that the aisle of inexpensive Bordeaux reds right now is a good bet. Don't worry about trying to figure out the appellations or pronouncing Tournefeuille. Pick one up and have it with dinner tonight. It will pair beautifully with steak, but will also make pizza or hamburgers into a surprisingly elegant meal.

You can contact us at wine@wsj.com1.

The Dow Jones Cheap Claret Index

In a tasting of red Bordeaux (sometimes called claret) from the 2004 vintage that cost about $20 or less, these were our favorites. They are generally made to drink soon. We say every week that it's folly to look for any specific wine because it's impossible to know what you will find, and that is especially true in this case because most bargain Bordeaux is made by small producers and little is imported. These will give you an idea of what is out there. You will do best by asking a good wine merchant for a recommendation among the 2004 Bordeaux in stock. While the Mouton Cadet listed below was not among our favorites -- it rated Good -- we have included it because, for around $8, it's a fine summertime red, widely available and the best Mouton Cadet we've tasted in many years.

VINEYARD 
PRICE 
RATING 
TASTERS' COMMENTS

Château Baury (Margaux) 
$22* 
Very Good 
Best of tasting. Real class and some weight, with black-cherry fruit and lovely balance in which the fine acidity and elegant oak don't overwhelm the fruit. Nirvana with a rare hamburger. Could age a bit.

Clos Floridene (Graves) 
$17.99 
Very Good 
Best value. Great nose of fruit, cedar, sandalwood and tobacco. Quite dry and very interesting, with a hint of black olives and a mouth-watering finish. Really meant for food. (The white Clos Floridene is a long-time favorite.)

Château Tournefeuille (Lalande-de-Pomerol) 
$21* 
Very Good 
Soft and velvety, bursting with ripe fruit and balancing acidity, with a mineral undertone -- especially after it's open a while -- that adds complexity. Fetching. Drink now.

Château Haut-Beauséjour (Saint-Estèphe) 
$21.99 
Good/Very Good 
Deep black fruit, with a long finish that's exceptionally smooth. A bit of structure, but mostly just soft, easy drinking.

Château Grand Village (Bordeaux Supèrieur) 
$11.99 
Good/Very Good 
Fruity and very pleasant. No real structure, but friendly, forward, soft fruit. Fun wine.

Château Le Pavillon de Boyrein (Graves) 
$15.95 
Good/Very Good 
Real character, with some dustiness and earth. It seems to tighten up at times and then soften, so this will be interesting to taste in a year or two.

Mouton Cadet (Bordeaux) 
$7.99 
Good 
Grapey and pleasant. Simple, drink-now wine with good flavors. Pleasant and easy.

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

A Gulp of Agave

By ERIC FELTEN

May 5, 2007; Page P8

Early this year, Mexicans took to the streets, aggrieved at the high price of tortillas. Costs had soared as ethanol makers bought up corn to turn it into fuel-alcohol. It isn't the first time that alcohol-production in Mexico has pushed up the cost of tortillas. In 1914 the Mexican government responded to high corn prices by forcing distillers to stop making corn liquor. The Compañia Alcoholera Nacional inked a deal with the government agreeing not to make any distilled spirits from grain for 10 years. No wonder tequila -- which is distilled from the fermented juices of a spiny succulent, the agave -- solidified its place as the essential Mexican drink.

For some time, tequila had a tawdry reputation in the States. A 1912 article in the Lincoln, Nebraska Evening News took up the subject of "American Bums in Foreign Lands" (an archetype later embodied by Humphrey Bogart in "The Treasure of the Sierra Madre"). The reporter declared, "Ninety percent of the American tramps in Mexico are victims of tequila."

Tequila would see its first real success among Americans during prohibition, when a trip to Nogales, Juarez or Tijuana was a chance to indulge in some legal drinking (not to mention the opportunities for smuggling). As a headline in the Lima News & Times-Democrat put it, "U.S. Prohibition Helps Mexico: Supplying America With Booze Is Great Industry." But it was World War II that made a real market for the drink in the States, where distillers had turned to war work, making industrial alcohol. French, U.K. and American spirits became scarce, and many of the substitutes were vile. "Sensitive Martini-boys and Gibson-girls still shudder" at the thought of wartime gin from Argentina, M.F.K. Fisher once wrote. "They took to tequila and vodka in desperation."

Now tequila and vodka are staples, and hardly out of desperation. Though bargain tequila revenues have hit the skids, the pricey artisanal stuff has enjoyed solid growth. The number of cases of high-end tequila sold grew by 5% from 2005 to 2006. That's nothing like the explosion (as inexorable as it has been inexplicable) of the highest-end vodkas -- 39% growth in one year. But the upscale tequila market has still been robust enough to encourage the entry of plenty of new competitors. In 2002, just five new brands of tequila were floated in the U.S. By contrast, according to the Adams Beverage Group, some 40 tequilas were introduced to the American market in 2006.

One reason this tremendous expansion of brands is possible is that Mexico enjoys a healthy diversity of distilleries, with scores of independent producers. Many of them are now concentrating on producing a full range of high-end tequilas, from the fresh and limpid blancos, to the woody and amber añejos. I decided to give four of the newest blanco tequilas in the U.S. a try. I found that the competition for the premium drinker's dollar has led to a raft of excellent choices.

Trago, introduced in November, is from a relatively new distillery, and it presents the tequila in an all-too modern package -- a bottle with the shape (and all the charm) of an International Style skyscraper. The tequila had a whiff of smoke, and was not without flavor. But I thought the agave expressed itself in the kind of sour taste that reminded me of well-boiled Brussels sprouts. That may sound less than appealing, but I don't mean it that way. Vegetable notes are desirable in tequila. They were just a little out of balance in the Trago.

Partida Blanco is produced by the well-established David Partida distillery, which makes a slew of tequila brands, mostly for the Mexican market. The best feature of the Partida is its elegant bottle, polished enough for perfume but with a vaguely canteen-like shape in harmony with ranchero life. The tequila itself leaned toward the bland, and I wonder if the idea was to distill the spirit with as neutral a flavor as possible, with the timid taste buds of vodka drinkers in mind.

El Diamante del Cielo provided more for the senses, with an interesting mix of sweet and spice. The sweet was delivered to the nose -- a smell of apples and brown sugar. The spice was on the tongue -- refreshingly peppery, with a cinnamon bite. In a way, the taste of El Diamante del Cielo is fitting, given that the brand was devised by an entrepreneur, Jeff Hopmayer, whose previous enterprise was making scones for Starbucks.

My favorite of the lot, though, was the Fina Estampa. The tequila wasn't afraid to let one taste the agave sugars, balancing that sweetness perfectly with earthy, vegetal flavors. The combination evoked the citrus-juniper collaboration that gives good gin its twang.

How to drink these tequilas? They make for first-rate Margaritas, but really warrant drinking neat, preferably in the small, narrow glasses called caballitos. You can indulge in the salt-and-lime ritual, which is well enough known in the U.S. Though it is certainly a traditional Mexican way to drink tequila, I'm not that enamored of the routine. I find it distracts from the more delicate flavors of a good tequila; it also encourages gulping, tied as it is for many people to memories of tequila bacchanals in college.

Somewhat more civilized, and civilizing, I think, is the Mexican habit of keeping tequila company with Sangrita, a drink of orange, tomato and lime juices spiked with chilies. One drinks a shot of Sangrita as a chaser; it both soothes and jolts the palate, and it functions as a well-advised breather between glasses of tequila.

Make a batch of Sangrita ahead of time so that you can let it chill in the fridge. Sangrita can be an elaborate affair requiring jalapeños in a blender, but for starters, try this recipe: 10 ounces of tomato juice, 8 ounces orange juice, 2 ounces lime juice and an ounce and a half of Cointreau. Spice it to taste with a dash, more or less, of Tabasco, and some salt and pepper.

SAMPLING BLANCO TEQUILAS

Very Good

• Fina Estampa $27.59

Beautiful balance of the agave sugars and earthy, vegetable flavors. Reminiscent of the citrus-juniper collaboration that gives good gin its twang.

• El Diamante del Cielo $31.95

An interesting mix of sweet and spice: the smell of apples and brown sugar, followed by a peppery, cinnamon taste.

Good/Very Good

• Partida $41.99

An elegant bottle containing a tequila made with the timid taste buds of vodka drinkers in mind.

• Trago $49.99

A whiff of smoke on the nose, with a sour vegetal taste that hints of well-boiled Brussels sprouts (but in a good way).

Washington Post

Virginia Vintages That Can Hold Their Own

By Karen Page and Andrew Dornenburg

Wednesday, May 9, 2007; F07

At her coronation in 16th-century England, Queen Elizabeth I was presented with the sweet spiced wine Ipocras, then considered a wine of the highest nobility. Queen Elizabeth II, at her enthronement nearly four centuries later in 1953, was presented with Traminac, which debuted in 1710 and came to be known as royal wine.

Wine's importance to England led its tastemakers -- and market makers -- to exert enormous influence globally over the past 400 years. When the first settlers from England arrived in Jamestown, Va., in 1607, one of their primary aims was to establish a wine industry in the New World. Indeed, all male heads of household were commanded by 1619 law to grow grapevines. While the settlers' efforts produced the first wine in the United States made from indigenous grapes, their mission was largely thwarted after many vines were destroyed by phylloxera.

But four centuries later, a new chapter is being written. While Queen Elizabeth II visited Virginia last week to mark the 400th anniversary of the founding of Jamestown, 65 wines representing 33 of Virginia's 119 wineries were showcased May 2 at the Virginia Wine Experience back home in London.

Held at Vinopolis, a wine-themed visitor attraction on the Thames a few miles from Buckingham Palace, the event was intended to show London's media and trade just how far Virginia wines have come. Today, Virginia is the fifth-largest wine-producing state, with its winemakers winning national competitions.

Are Virginia wines worthy of comparison to fine wines from other global wine regions? Richard Leahy, executive director of the Virginia Wine Experience in London ( http://www.vawineinlondon.com), believes so. And he says the May 2 event helped win over some prominent wine writers. "Steven Spurrier, who organized the 1976 Judgment of Paris tasting, deemed it 'an eye-opener for chardonnay and particularly Viognier,' " Leahy reports. "Hugh Johnson was visibly impressed with both whites and reds and was so delighted with the Veritas petit verdot that he took a bottle with him."

The Virginia Wine Experience in London is a project of six Virginia wineries: Keswick, Kluge, Pearmund, White Hall, Williamsburg and Veritas. Last month we visited Pearmund -- rated the state's most popular winery in the Virginia Wine Festival's ongoing online poll -- plus Barboursville and Linden, for a taste.

Pearmund, a 2003 newcomer, quickly managed to make a name for itself by producing award-winning wines and the unique Vin de Sol ($25), a sherry-style aperitif wine made in the sun on the winery's roof in Fauquier County. All winemaker Chris Pearmund needs to do to impress the British even further is to pour his stellar debut 2006 Pearmund Sauvignon Blanc ($19) with some fish and chips, or his 2004 Pearmund Ameritage ($23), a classic Bordeaux blend, with a traditional British Sunday roast.

In his most recent Sixth Edition (2002) of "Parker's Wine Buyer's Guide," Robert M. Parker listed five Virginia entries among "the best of the Mid-Atlantic": Barboursville, Jefferson, Rockbridge, White Hall and Willowcroft Farm. Barboursville, in Orange County, was established in 1976. It was the first of several winery openings prompted by the passage of the 1975 Virginia Farm Winery Act, offering tax breaks to Virginia wineries selling their wines in state.

In 1990, Barboursville winemaker Luca Paschina moved from his native Italy to the United States, noting that there were few good wines in Virginia at the time. Given the state's markedly hot and humid climate, Paschina focused his efforts on Viognier. "For a warm region, I thought this could become an important, ageable white wine," he recalls.

It's a food-friendly wine as well. The other week at the winery's Italian-themed restaurant Palladio, executive chef Melissa Close prepared a lunch that supported our contention that wines show best with food. The elegant 2005 Barboursville Viognier Reserve ($22) came alive with rounded pear flavors and light tropical fruit notes as it melded seamlessly with our tagliatelle pasta with morels, pancetta and Parmesan cheese. Barbourville's enormously impressive signature red Bordeaux-style Octagon ($40) was beautifully matched with braised short ribs, as was its vin santo-style dessert wine Malvaxia Passito ($30) with two Virginia-made pecorino cheeses.

Linden, in Warren County, was the only Virginia winery to make Tom Stevenson's 2007 Wine Report's list of the top 10 wine producers in the Atlantic Northeast. Finding the winery takes planning, however. We didn't notice any local signs directing spontaneous visitors its way. In fact, as we arrived at the winery's gravel road only after the local post office provided directions, one of its first signs warned off undesirables: that is, groups of more than six people, buses and limos.

But it's worth persevering. Stevenson rates the 2002 Linden Hardscrabble Chardonnay ($23) as the Atlantic Northeast region's "#6 greatest quality wine." Visitors are poured complimentary tastes of five wines; among those served to us, our favorites were a lemony 2005 Linden Seyval ($16), ideal for pairing with seafood, and a light-bodied 2006 Linden Vidal Riesling ($17), perfect for matching with lighter seafood dishes and Thai curries.

Each was proverbially fit for a queen -- so long as she didn't arrive in a limo.
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These wines were among the 65 selected to be featured in London; the complete list can be found at http://www.vawineinlondon.com.

2003 Barboursville Malvaxia Passito

Virginia, $30

Flavors: apricot notes with balanced acidity and honey-tinged sweetness

Alcohol:13.9 percent

Pairs with: cheese, foie gras or pat?; drink with or instead of dessert

Where to find it: Balducci's (some locations), the Wine Specialist, http://www.barboursvillecellar.com

2004 Barboursville Octagon

Virginia, $40

Flavors: black plums meet cassis in this well-balanced, big Bordeaux-style red

Alcohol:13.5 percent

Pair with: beef, braised meats, lamb, short ribs, steak, veal

Where to find it: Balducci's (some locations), Planet Wine & Gourmet, Whole Foods (some locations), the Wine Specialist, http://www.barboursvillecellar.com

2005 Blenheim Vineyards Viognier

Virginia, $25

Flavors: peaches and tropical fruit with a hint of honey

Alcohol:13.8 percent

Pair with: chicken, lobster, pork; richer, creamier sauces

Where to find it: http://www.blenheimvineyards.com, Calvert Woodley, Cleveland Park Wine and Spirits

2004 Kluge SP Ros? Brut

Virginia, $45

Flavors: hints of red berries mark this methode champenoise sparkler

Alcohol:12 percent

Pair with: duck, foie gras, lobster, seafood, shrimp, smoked salmon

Where to find it: Cleveland Park Wine and Spirits, http://www.klugeestateonline.com

2006 Pearmund Riesling

Virginia, $19

Flavors: light-bodied, featuring bright lime acidity with a hint of fennel

Alcohol:12.5 percent

Pair with: Chinese stir-fried dishes, fresh cheeses, green salads

Where to find it: http://www.pearmundcellars.com

Note: This new release was bottled April 23 and hits wine stores this month.

2005 Prince Michel Pinot Grigio

Virginia, $13

Flavors: refreshingly dry with lime-like acidity plus peachy and mineral notes

Alcohol:12.2 percent

Pair with: hamburgers, hot dogs, salads, seafood

Where to find it: Wegmans (some locations), http://www.princemichel.com

Prices are approximate. Contact stores to verify availability. List does not include every store that carries these wines.
