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Advice for al fresco sipping

Published on: 05/17/07

Conclusive data from the Kulers Uncorked Center for the Love of Wine has confirmed that wine tastes better outside in a picniclike format. So before you hit the beach, grassy meadow or mountaintop, consider these four tips for outdoor sipping.

• Keep it crisp — Unless you're picnicking near the Arctic Circle, keep your selections pointed toward the refreshingly acidic, such as sparkling wines, pinot grigios, sauvignon blancs, gewürztraminers and dry rieslings.

• Keep it cold — While it is true that Americans tend to serve their white wines too cold, feel free to put your picnic wines at the bottom of the cooler. The first half glass may be on the chilly side, but 90-degree weather and direct sunlight will quickly bring the wine up from too cold to just right.

• Keep yourself hydrated — We're apt to glow (read: sweat) a little more in the warm out of doors. You're spoiling for a headache if you're drinking any alcoholic beverage and not drinking water. Shoot for about one glass of water for every glass of wine.

• Hold the ethanol — As the temperature rises, we can easily sip all beverages faster than normal. Manage your intake of alcohol by purchasing wines in the 10 percent to 13 percent alcohol range. Higher-alcohol wines tend to "taste" hotter anyway; and who needs that?

— Gil Kulers

A picnic test to find perfect outdoor wine

By GIL KULERS

Published on: 05/17/07

Our quest was simple but daunting. Sitting around a table brimming with sandwiches, salads, hard salamis and cheese, a panel of well-qualified judges would determine The Perfect Picnic Wine. Our qualifications? We all love wine, food and dining outdoors.

Besides myself, our group included Charlie and Anita Augello, proprietors of East 48th St. Market, and AJC readers George and Roxanna Young. We gathered on a sun-speckled meadow in Windwood Hollow Park. The temperature was a breezy 83 degrees. A better picnic environment you could not ask for.

I chose six categories, but only one style of wine would be crowned The Perfect Picnic Wine. They were sparkling wine, sauvignon blanc, riesling, dry pink wine, chardonnay and chianti from Italy. All the wines were under $16 a bottle and widely available, because picnic wines should be easy to find and easy on your bank account. The identities of the wines were hidden to prevent favoritism to certain brands.

I kept the selections, for the most part, on the light side. The last thing you want while picnicking, whether it's a warm spring day or a hot summer night, is a heavy red wine chock-full of alcohol. Why? The warmer a wine gets, the easier it is to taste the alcohol, which we perceive as hotness. Also, as the thermometer turns red, we tend to drink more, so high-alcohol refreshment is a no-no.

As for the food, I left that up to the deli man, Charlie, who whipped up five mostly Italian-style sandwiches at his nearby Dunwoody delicatessen. He also threw in his house specialty, roasted olives; a couple of pasta salads (one mayonnaise-based, one olive oil-based); dry sausage; and a chunk of pecorino cuvee, an aged sheep-milk cheese from Sardinia.

With the wines, the food and the people in place, here's what we found.

CONTENDERS

Chardonnay

• 2005 Target, Wine Cube, Chardonnay,

South Australia, $16/3 liters

• The pros: To demonstrate that oaky chardonnays can have an overpowering effect on food, I brought one. And this theory was proven in spades. Everyone trashed the style of wine, but when they found out that it originally came from a box and didn't cost much, everyone agreed that the portability and increasing quality of boxed wines makes them perfect as picnic wines, just as long as it is not an oaky chardonnay.

• The cons: Anita Augello spoke for the group when she said: "It totally washed out all the flavors of the food."

• Comments: Despite agreeing that the wine didn't particularly go well with the picnic food, terminal chardonnay lover Roxanna Young said: "I haven't met a chardonnay I didn't like. I'd drink this one."

Dry pink wine

• 2006 Domaine de Nizas Rosé, Coteaux du Languedoc, France, $16

• The pros: I was quite certain that this dry pink wine would walk away with the best picnic-wine title. I also thought Mike Hampton would win 20 games for the Braves this year. At best, the group was neutral. I liked it with the oil-based pasta salad featuring basil, tomatoes and provolone cheese.

• The cons: The comments were unanimous that, with or without food, the wine was harsh. Roxanna asked if she could have another glass of the sparkling wine instead.

• Comments: "It doesn't bite as much as the chardonnay, but it is still a little rough," said George Young.

Riesling

• 2005 Wakefield, Promised Land, Riesling, South Australia,$13

• The pros: A split vote. Charlie Augello and I thought the riesling went fairly well with all the foods, and we enjoyed its rich fruit and floral qualities. Anita Augello and Roxanna Young thought otherwise. George abstained.

• The cons: Anita and Roxanna agreed that the riesling didn't do anything with the food. Anita, however, did warm up to the riesling during the post-picnic discussion period and asked for another glass.

• Comments: "I like riesling because I like wines with just a little sweetness but that are not too sweet," Anita said.

Sauvignon blanc

• 2006 39 Degrees Sauvignon Blanc, Lake County, Calif., $9

• The pros: Nice refreshing acidity and minerality came to the forefront when combined with the food. Perhaps because of its subtly herbaceous quality, 39 Degrees complemented the mozzarella, red pepper and pesto sandwich, which also had a green herb trait.

• The cons: Take away the food, and everyone had something negative to say about this wine. Whether it was too sour, too herbaceous or "too mineraley," this wine was not particularly pleasant on its own.

• Comments: "The food softens the wine's rough edges," said George Young.

Chianti

• 2005 Ecco Domani Chianti, Italy, $11

• The pros: I picked chianti to show by comparison that lighter, crisper, chilled white wines make for a better choice for warm-weather picnics. Well, throw that logic out the window. This wine's red berry flavors showed brightly with the salty, vinegary picnic fare. In several comparative chianti tastings in the past, Ecco Domani always finished in the middle of the pack — not great, but not bad. This time, the food lit a spark under this simple wine.

• The cons: The wine was not chilled but was kept cool. As the wine's temperature rose, the alcohol was more noticeable. As a group, we all liked the chianti with all the foods, and especially the cheese and sausage, but just not as much as the sparkling wine.

• Comments: "I normally only drink white wines, but I like this one," said Roxanna Young. "It sits well on your tongue," said George Young. "It reminds me of my father's wine. And he made great wine," said Charlie Augello.

Sparkling wine

• THE PERFECT PICNIC WINE: Scharffenberger Brut, Mendocino County, Calif., $14

• The pros: "It's crisp and refreshing," said Roxanna Young. "You just have to get over the idea that you need to have a special occasion to have [sparkling wine]." The Scharffenberger was the hands-down winner of our contest. Its simple, lemony flavors didn't screen out the flavors of the foods. In fact, it gave the sandwiches with red peppers a sweet, fruity oomph that made them better for the pairing. The sparkler went surprisingly well with the sausage and cheese.

• The cons: Try as I might, I could not get this group to say a disparaging word about the sparkling wine. They even praised the fact that you do not need a corkscrew to open it.

• Comments: "This reminds me of one of the best picnics I've ever had, which was on an island in the China Sea," George Young said. "They roasted fish and lobsters, and as we were snorkeling, servers would wade out with silver trays with sparkling wine on them. That was the best wine I've ever had."

Note: These are suggested retail prices as provided by the winery, one of its agents or a local distributor.
Chicago Tribune

Club vino

Wine shops pour on the entertainment as they vie for customers' attention, and wallets

Bill Daley

May 16, 2007

Juicy Wine Co. can set one's head spinning. Walk in the door and the wall to the right is stacked with wine bottles for sale. But there's a bar to the left just made for sipping, and deli cases by the front window display cheeses and charcuterie. Clusters of folks gather around tiny cafe tables in the back.

Exactly what is this joint at 694 N. Milwaukee Ave.? Is it a wine store? A wine bar? A sleek lounge? A deli, even?

The answer is yes to all of the above.

To offer a little bit of everything to everyone is an increasingly visible trend in wine shops, as stores big and small vie to whip up a veritable cocktail of services, tastings, classes, performances, exhibits, even belly dancing lessons. Faced with increased competition from supermarkets, big-box stores and chains, today's wine sellers have to do even more to stand apart from the pack and draw in business.

"You want them to try fun stuff so they don't realize they're buying wine," said Juicy's owner Rodney Alex. "You have to get them into the store."

What does the consumer get, besides a presumably lighter wallet? For John A. Svoboda, a Chicago wine collector who loves to share his passion with others, these marketing efforts are "terrific" at dispelling notions that wine is intimidating or somehow not for Americans.

"They highlight the fact wine is more mainstream and really should be fun," he said. "The whole entertainment aspect is interesting. Any tasting invites discussion and breeds education and breeds fun comparisons about wine. This is great for the wine industry and great for the American wine consumer."

But getting people to realize that wine is, A. fun, B. mainstream and C. being poured at that little shop down the street isn't as easy as one might think, as Alixe Lischett of Glen Ellyn's Cabernet & Company has observed.

"You have probably had some input as to why people come to the small stores, but why do people go to the big box store?" she asked. "My theory is that American consumers have been trained to trust chains and big names. Look at all our fast-food restaurants, our shopping centers. Also, some customers feel intimidated by the intimacy that a smaller shop offers. They prefer to be anonymous in the 'Big Box.' It's up to us to ensure they feel comfortable in the shop, never talked down to."

The "they" or "them" that the small or boutique wine merchants are zeroing in on are aging Baby Boomers and young adults aged 21 to 29, two key American demographic groups with lots of disposable income who are thirsty for wine, said David "Bump" Williams, a beer, wine and spirits expert at Information Resources Inc., a Chicago-based marketing company. Williams said the trend is perhaps most evident in California and the West Coast, but the move toward multiple services is cropping up in metropolitan areas such as New York, Miami and Chicago.

"I think retailers and restaurants are looking for ways to get people in the door and there's nothing new about that," said Todd Hess, co-owner of H2Vino, a Chicago wine wholesaler. "What's different is they've expanded into the kinds of things that are tangentially oriented to wine.

"People want something more than just tasting wine. Creative retailers and restaurants are doing a good job responding," he said.

Certainly, Chicago has long been home to a series of line-blurring wine operations where retail is mixed with other services. There's Bin 36 restaurant and its sister, Bin Wine Cafe, where customers can go to dine and buy a wine to take home. Randolph Wine Cellars is joined at the hip to The Tasting Room, a lounge where cheeses, pizzas and small plate nibbles are served. Pops for Champagne, settled into new digs at 601 N. State St., features a retail shop, wine bar, jazz club and small-plates menu.

But for Hess, Juicy Wine Co. serves as "the best example so far" of an entity that functions as both a retail store and a wine bar without being firmly identified as one or the other.

What Juicy represents, or underscores, is today's reality: Even the most "basic" wine merchant has to think holistically to capture more customers.

"We all need the other income streams besides people walking in the door, like wine clubs, private tastings and special events," said Tim Colestock of Oak Park's Cabernet & Company. "It's no secret that consumers expect higher prices [from small stores] than the big box guys, so we have to have great service, expertise and the ability to talk wine to a wide variety of customers from beginners to experts.

"It's a smaller customer niche to attract, and Chicago metro and suburbs have exploded with small shops over the past year," he said. "Suffice to say it's a tough arena to compete in."

But merchants can and do.

"We have grown since 2001 almost double-digits each year," said Larry Kaplan of The Wine Cellar in Palatine. He offers classes, pairings, at-home tastings and soon will be opening a wine bar, all in an effort to make sure people realize his business exists.

"I just have to work harder and smarter in getting wine and myself in front of people," Kaplan said. "And if I do my job right and get the right wine in front of the right people, I will make a customer forever -- or at least until someone else that works hard and smart takes them away."

Kaplan believes success feeds on itself. As The Wine Cellar got known for its tastings and educational programs, word of mouth started up and the business grew, he said.

"As that happened the better wines wanted to be in the store and as that happened the business grew and as that happened even better wines wanted to be in the store and that drew even more customers and so on and so on," Kaplan explained.

Back at Juicy Wine Co, follow the beat of the house music up the stairs to the second floor. Couples and groups sit in a sleek, dimly lit lounge on cubelike stools and curvy sculpted banquettes. A deejay does his thing in a booth built up high, almost to the ceiling. The young staff, all looking offhandedly hip, help guests through a food and wine menu heavily annotated with Alex's comments. Wines by the glass arrive in tall, showy goblets like the fancy restaurants use. There are two prices listed for each wine sold by the bottle. The first is the retail price, what it will cost to take it out of the store as-is. The second -- always $15 more no matter the base price -- includes the corkage fee, what it will cost to enjoy that bottle in the lounge.

Lean back into the banquette and savor just how well the Abbazia di Novacella Kerner from Italy's Alto Adige region works with the artisan cheese and charcuterie platter, and it would not be hard to think, "Man, this sure is a fun club."

It's easy to forget that Juicy Wine Co. is indeed a 150-bottle wine shop, even though Alex insists retail is the core of the operation. Such a soft sell appeals to other entrepreneurs and to consumers.

"We wanted to do more than sell wine," said Tara Nemeth, co-owner with Neb Mrvaljevic of HouseRed in Forest Park. Their small store, located on a lively stretch of Madison Street, opened last fall but has hosted an astonishing assortment of tastings, food and wine classes, an art exhibit, jazz performances and, yes, belly dancing lessons.

"We wanted to emphasize how people gather around wine," she said. "We thought there was a larger interest in wine. ... In other cultures, people get together to drink wine, sing, talk. We wanted to have a space where people could come and gather. We wanted to make it more than a retail space."

Also championing the indirect approach are Charlene and James Pontrelli, who own the WineStyles franchise in Woodridge.

"What my husband and I like to do is create an experience rather than a transaction," she said. "We have so many customers who think of this as their home away from home. ... We want everyone to feel they are part of the store."

Lischett of Glen Ellyn's Cabernet & Company (she also holds a majority stake in the Naperville store) believes a warm personal atmosphere is important. She describes her space as "brick walls, wooden floors and racks, dust -- lots of dust -- and two cats named Ernest and Julio, for obvious reasons.

"Customers love the cats," she added. "It makes the shop less threatening."

To have patrons feel they belong is also the wish of Robert Owings of Vintages in Arlington Heights.

"The goal is to build a community of customers," he said. "A family of people, who feel connected, who stay informed about events, and who introduce their friends and neighbors to the store. Building trust is key. Integrity is critical. Passion is invaluable. Events, like tastings, tours, educational seminars, dinners, are the vehicles that reliably bring customers into the store."

It's a weeknight, and the crowd is thinning a bit early at Juicy Wine Co. The mood is low-key, exactly the way Alex likes it.

"We purposefully didn't have a full bar," he said, explaining that wine drinkers tend to be "a lot more mellow and calm" than those drinking liquor.

Does this all-in-one concept work? Seems to. Just watch that guy who had been drinking at a corner table upstairs linger by the door choosing a bottle to take home.

Alex said the idea for Juicy Wine Co. evolved from Plumpjack Cafe in San Francisco, which began offering wine at retail prices in 1994, and Bin 36. The question now may be for whom will Juicy Wine Co. serve as inspiration. For there are a lot of stores out there in play.

"My problem is that many of the wine shops, large or boutique, tend to all be doing the same sort of events," said Larry Ellis of Antioch Fine Wines and Liquors. "There is a huge proliferation of tastings and dinners for the consumer out there. This is great for the consumer but it does make it hard for a wine shop of any size to stand out."

For Don Hupp of Que Syrah Fine Wines on Southport Avenue, finding the right hook to draw in customers is key. He tries to put new twists into such established ideas as wine tastings. Que Syrah, for example, re-created the Judgment of Paris, the famed 1976 face-off between French and American wines that proved the Yanks had something going on.

Still, one has to wonder: Where or when does it all stop?

"Belly dancing is new to me," Bump Williams said dryly.

What the small stores are doing right, he said, is "romanticizing" wine and branding wine for the consumers.

"They're trying to make it as fun as possible and I don't blame them," said one long-time Chicago retailer, Howard Silverman of Howard's Wine Cellar. "People are just trying to make wine as accessible to their clients as possible.

"After all these years I don't have to resort to those things but I wish I had room," he added. "If I did, I'd have tasting classes in a second."

Is the genie in the bottle or in the glass?

Shape of the stemware can affect the taste of the wine, experts say

Bill Daley

May 9, 2007

Proper Americans a century ago believed that every food deserved its own special sterling utensil, be it sardine forks, asparagus tongs or tiny fruit knives. Whether or not the food tasted better was moot, but surely having everything just-so was almost as delicious to that upright, uptight generation. Today's America is a considerably more casual place. Yet, our glassware is getting fancier -- particularly for wine. It seems every wine grape has its own stemware today.

Now, really, do you need a special glass just for Beaujolais nouveau or gruner veltliner? And do you need to pay upwards of $100 or more for it, even if it is hand-blown crystal?

The glass companies would say you do. Indeed, Austria's Riedel (rhymes with "needle") has become an industry leader by arguing, persuasively it seems, that the size and shape of different glasses enhance the pleasure of tasting and savoring the aroma. Waterford Crystal forgoes its trademark-patterned faceting with its Robert Mondavi collection of nine grape-specific shapes, a tribute to the legendary California winemaker. Germany's Schott-Zwiesel markets its wares as "the glass for professionals." Expect to pay from $25 to $75 and up, per stem, depending on size and quality.

There's a lot to be said for having more than one glass, especially in terms of aroma. Shape can help funnel the scent of the wine up toward the top of the glass and the waiting nose. Less easy to pinpoint, perhaps, is how the glass affects the taste of the wine. Different areas of the tongue pick up tastes differently; these specially designed glasses "throw" the wine to where it will taste best on the palate.

"The pinot noir glass delivers this very fruity, almost jammy tasting wine right at the tip of your tongue, so you taste that impression first," said Bill St. John, wine educator at Sam's Wines & Spirits.

Phil Grenier, of Wine Knows in Grayslake, said he was skeptical at first of claims by Riedel and other glassmakers. So when a Riedel salesperson offered to do a demonstration, with four wines poured side-by-side into his company's specialty glasses and regular all-purpose glasses, Grenier was game.

"By the third wine I said, 'Forget it. Just pour into the Riedel.' It does make a difference," he said.

Efrain Madrigal, wine director of Sam's Wines & Spirits, sees the "subtle differences" in various types of stemware but warns that the taster has to be "hyper-sensitive" to them.

Others are more skeptical.

"You don't need 80 million wine glasses, you really don't," said Michel DeWolf, manager of Randolph Wine Cellar in Chicago. He believes some of the fuss is marketing.

"Do you need eight different glasses for eight different varietals? I don't and lived to tell the tale," said Diana Hamann of Wine Goddess Consulting. "I tell people it's important to have a white wine glass and a red wine glass."

So, given the various pro opinions, is it worth the outlay of money, not to say cabinet space, to buy an assortment of stemware?

It depends on you, your lifestyle, and where you place on the wine road through life. Collectors and seasoned wine drinkers can certainly buy a variety of glasses to enhance their enjoyment. Well-heeled design types may buy to savor the various shapes. The socially ambitious may purchase certain glasses to impress their friends.

Chicago wine pros would probably winnow the number of glasses to two if pressed.

"Everyone seems to use the Bordeaux glass as the general glass, but I think the Burgundy glass is as important," Grenier said. "It does have a major effect on the wine. The Burgundy glass has a wide bottom, it let's the pinot open up better."

Wine newbies, be they newlyweds or newly retired, really can get by with one basic glass, even for bubbly, if they have to.

While many wine experts would go with a glass holding 8 to 10 ounces, some hold out for bigger glasses.

"Psychologically, they can make a huge difference," said Brian Duncan, wine director of Bin 36 restaurant. "Some people feel a bigger glass means a better experience, more sensual."

What's the bottom line? Well, as with anything in life, you can always make do with less. But if you can afford it, and have enough shelf space, why not play a little with the different stemware? Certainly, getting your partner a special glass for his or her favorite wine would make a terrific anniversary present.

Relatives can give newlyweds a "starter" pack of quality wine glasses in the most generic of shapes. If the couple likes to entertain a lot, a big box of inexpensive stemware that can and will get broken is the smart buy. College grads out on their own at last? Affordable, almost rugged stemware that can cope with frequent moves and clumsy roommates works best.

- - -

What glass to buy

OK, you're stuck on a desert island with a mixed case of wine. What do you use to drink them, besides a hollowed-out coconut shell? Chicago wine pros gave us advice on the one must-have glass:

*Buy a tulip-shaped glass designed to hold 8 to 10 ounces, but only fill it about one-third full. This shape funnels the scent toward the nose.

*Keep an eye on balance and proportion. Some restaurants offer huge goblets for big, expensive wines; the size works but may be too breakable for home use.

*Try to have the thinnest lip to the rim as possible. It will prevent dribbles (think of how coffee mugs always drip) and gets the wine where it should be: in your mouth.

*Buy glasses with a stem. Holding the glass by the stem or the base keeps the heat of your palm from warming the wine.

*Avoid colored glass, etched glass or fancy patterns. You want to be able to see and enjoy the color of the wine.

-- B.D.

Dallas Morning News

Wine of the Week: Try a Sicillian Grillo for $9.99

10:33 AM CDT on Wednesday, May 16, 2007

Kim Pierce

Kyos 2005 Sicilian Grillo, $9.99

With juicy aromas of tangerine and passion fruit that translate into crisp, bright flavors and a flinty-almond finish, this Sicilian has a disposition as sunny and cheerful as its island of origin. It will make you hungry; feed the hunger with citrus-sauced fish or scallops. At Pogo's and Jimmy's Food Store.

Kim Pierce

Bubbles for bridal season

11:00 AM CDT on Wednesday, May 16, 2007

By LOUISE OWENS / Special Contributor to The Dallas Morning News

Wedding season is upon us, with its bachelor and bachelorette parties, rehearsal dinners and, one hopes, anniversary celebrations for all the past June couples. None of these occasions is complete without the familiar pop of a bottle of bubbly. We've especially enjoyed these, and at least one is sure to suit your budget. Prices are approximate and vary by store.

Iron Horse Wedding Cuvée Sonoma County Green Valley 2004 ($35): Made primarily from pinot noir, it has a lovely rose tint to the pale straw color and is a classic champagne-style sparkler. With fine aromas of fresh pear, almonds and freshly baked bread, it's creamy and delicate in the mouth with an easy acidity, making it a breeze to pair with many foods. Available at Sigel's, Whole Foods Market, Majestic, Central Market, Goody Goody, Farpointe Cellar, Pogo's and other fine wine shops.

Domaine Ste. Michelle Brut Columbia Valley ($11): A crowd pleaser with lively peach, apple and citrus aromas, it's very crisp and clean with a hint of almonds and pear in the mouth and a dry finish. Great style and flavor for not too many bucks; just the sort of thing to serve at a large reception. Widely available.

Toad Hollow Vineyards Risque Vin Vivant ($14): They might as well add "made especially for bachelorette parties" to the label, which features a lovely frog doing the can-can. Slightly on the sweet side with loads of pear, peach and green apple flavors, it's easy to drink and perfect alone or in mimosas, Kir Royales or Bellinis. Given the usual lack of decorum observed at many bachelorette parties, the ceramic flip-top closure ensures that the wine will remain in the bottle except when pouring. Available at Goody Goody, Sigel's and other fine wine shops.

Bellenda San Fermo Prosecco Brut 2005 ($21): This elegant prosecco from northern Italy will add a touch of amore to any event. Lush aromas of honeysuckle, ripe peaches and citrus are followed by a creamy, rich mouth feel, with a lovely, dry ending of lime and mineral. Available at Chateau Wine Market and Central Market.

Piper-Heidsieck Rosé Sauvage ($48): Don't be fooled by the color. This luxuriant, rose-hued sparkler has nothing to do with the frigid-fowl type of bubbly. Fragrant aromas of black cherry, strawberry and raspberry combined with toasty nuts and a hint of yeast on the nose, leading into a lightly fruity mouth full of ripe berries and a touch of tart citrus on the end. The color will complement the complexions of blushing brides of all ages. Available at Whole Foods Market, Central Market, World Market and other shops.

Louise Owens is a Dallas freelance writer.

Denver Post

Wine of the week: Ca' del Solo 2006 Monterey County Albariño

By The Denver Post

Article Last Updated: 05/15/2007 09:22:30 PM MDT

Ca' del Solo 2006 Monterey County Albariño, about $18

There's been a sea change at Bonny Doon, and here's evidence. After making some 425,000 cases a year, Randall Grahm sold off his Big House and Cardinal Zin lines last year. Now he puts out 35,000 cases a year, focused on his Ca' del Solo Vineyard in Soledad.

In place of cartoons, the wine labels sport what looks like an elegant flower; it's actually an image of the crystalline structure of the wine, something that Grahm says reflects the life force of a wine, which has gotten stronger in Ca' del Solo since they started to farm it biodynamically in 2003.

Do taste the wine: Floral and broad with this Galician grape's waxy feel, it's different from any Spanish or Portuguese version yet just as fitting with chorizo and clams or any seafood you happen to be serving.

Tara Q. Thomas

Detroit News
A surprising Michigan Sauvignon Blanc and Dolcetto, and who's for sale?

Wayne Smith / The Detroit News

St. Julian's Braganini Reserve Sauvignon Blanc

The short story: You read it here last week -- St. Julian produced its first Sauvignon Blanc, the Braganini Reserve, $20.

The long story: I recently got to taste it, and it's dynamite! And though production was small and sales have been brisk, it's still available.

Sealed with a Stelvin screwcap a la New Zealand, it's spot-on correct with intense citrus, herbal and gooseberry aromas, followed by dry, crisp, minerally flavors that are mirrored on the long finish.

It's whistle-clean and crisp-dry, thanks to great fruit and St. Julian winemaker David Miller.

Sauvignon Blanc, next to Pinot Grigio and Pinot Noir, is one of the hottest varietals in today's world marketplace, but it's as rare as a desert cactus in Michigan vineyards. The wine was simply not in vogue when many vineyards were planted, plus the vigor of the vines and the susceptibility to winter damage turned growers off.

Joe Herman, owner of Karma Vista Winery in Coloma, Mich., grew the grapes for St. Julian president David Braganini. They're from a block of three-year-old vines at his farm vineyard. (He makes a softer-style Sauvignon for himself off a vineyard mixed with Merlot near the tasting room.)

Herman has 2.5 acres in the ground for Braganini, and looks to double that planting. His old refrain: "It takes a special site."

So far, Karma Vista and Braganini are the only wineries in the state to make a Michigan Sauvignon Blanc.

Sandra Silfven / The Detroit News

Tony Ciccone

That'z Italian! If you think a Michigan Sauvignon Blanc is rare, what would you say to a Michigan Dolcetto? Master Sommelier Claudia Tyagi and I tasted the 2005 Ciccone Dolcetto, $29, in Traverse City. She marveled at how true this Michigan example is to the ones from the Piedmont in northwest Italy.

It had intense blueberry, vanilla and spice aromas, followed by bold fruit on the palate framed by supple tannins. It had surprising weight for Michigan's cold climate, but then again, the 2005 vintage was the ripest in the new millennium. The alcohol was an impressive 13.4 percent.

Tyagi said it was good enough to pour by the glass at The Whitney in Detroit and surprise a few of her good customers.

Winemaker Tony Ciccone is rightly proud. "Everybody thought I was crazy when I planted it, and yeah, I guess I am," he said with a gleam in his eye.

I remember shooting a photo of Ciccone down on his hands and knees when he first planted those vines in 1998. Since then, he has replanted portions of the vineyard every year to compensate for winter damage.

For sale or not?

# Bel Lago in Lake Leelanau for $4 million? Yes.

# Willow in Suttons Bay for $2.35 million? Yes.

# Chateau de Leelanau in Suttons Bay for $4.2 million? "I have nothing to report," said owner Roberta Kurtz. "On the other hand, if somebody wants to pay me that, I'd think about it."

This news is not a reaction to the sad state of the Michigan economy, but a reflection of people getting their priorities in line.

Kurtz is a cardiologist in Wisconsin, who depended on her business partner, Joanne Smart, to run the day-to-day affairs at the winery. Smart's death in April 2005, however, put many new pressures on Kurtz and her medical practice. She indicated in an interview this week that she was not actively trying to sell the winery.

John and Jo Crampton at Willow simply want to pursue "another adventure," John said. "We have no children; we are not getting any younger." It will be sad to see them leave their well-groomed estate on the hill overlooking Grand Traverse Bay.

As for Charlie Edson at Bel Lago, he's not leaving the wine biz, but looking to spend more time with his family. Bel Lago is a family venture with his wife, Amy Iezzoni, a professor at Michigan State, and her parents, Domenic and Ruth Iezzoni.

"My father- and mother-in-law are in their 80s, and are ready to retire," Edson said this week. I decided either I have to buy them out or sell." He chose the latter to spend more time with his wife and 7-year-old daughter

When I talked to him, he was outside planting Merlot and Cabernet Franc vines to expand the winery's red wine program.

No one in Michigan has been more passionate about reds, especially Pinot Noir, than Charlie.

"I still want to make that elusive fabulous Pinot Noir," he said. Whether a future buyer will keep Edson on as winemaker is not known yet, but it's good that he plans to stay in the industry.

Around the state: The 2007 Vinum Cum Laude Awards were announced recently by the Wine Appreciation Guild in San Francisco, and a Michigan sparkler found itself in good company. A cum laude award went to the Sparkling Riesling 2005 from Shady Lane Cellars. The other cum laude in that category went to Domaine Carneros 2000 "Le Reve" from Napa Valley. The top wine was Roederer Estate 2000 "L'Ermitage." Catch that -- Michigan in the same breath as Domaine Carneros and Roederer Estate! The competition is judged by wine journalists as part of the Wine Literary Award ceremony. Wine author Karen MacNeil, who wrote "The Wine Bible," was presented the 17th annual Wine Literary Award in front of a packed audience at the California Culinary Academy.

... Also, the 2006 Arcturos Semi-Dry Riesling from Black Star Farms and 2005 Manigold Vineyard Gewurztraminer from Peninsula Cellars won a Chairman's Award at the Riverside International Wine Competition. This award goes to wines that get a unanimous vote for gold medal.
Houston Chronicle
Mourvèdre's magic at Domaine Tempier

Grape reaches epitome in Bandol

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

Copyright 2007 Houston Chronicle
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BANDOL, FRANCE — If a certain wine grape were a character in a Western movie, it would be the Mysterious Stranger, dressed in black leather, strong, silent, a penetrating stare, keeping its own counsel, not suffering fools gladly.

In other places, the grape has different names, but in France it's called mourvèdre (mohr-ved).

And it takes no prisoners.

Mourvèdre needs lots of heat to ripen, heat like in France's southern Rhone or in Bandol east of Marseilles. Growers curse it, because if you pick it too early, there's isn't much flavor. Wait too long and it tastes of prunes. The harvest window in between is narrow and tricky.

Because of its rough-hewn qualities, mourvèdre is most often blended, usually with grenache, as in Chateauneuf-du-Pape. But on its own it can be an ebony beauty that produces a unique wine, as dark as 4 a.m., one with a wisp of a smile, seductive one minute, brooding the next.

Mourvèdre is not a wine for the ladies who lunch or the score dogs who buy by the ratings. This is, unashamedly, a macho wine, muscular, sinewy, a lifeguard of a wine. The flavors — and there are many — are almost like forbidden pleasures: blackberries, tar (not a bad thing), leather (a good thing), tobacco (don't go there), a hint of herbes de Provence, exotic spices, and all through it, if you're lucky, maybe the wisp of a campfire in the night.

That's mourvèdre.

Call it ... black smoke.

Black smoke: Open a bottle of Domaine Tempier, and you'll see what I mean. The epitome of Bandol mourvèdre is Domaine Tempier, out in the boondocks east of Marseilles, not far from the Mediterranean.

Winegrowing in Bandol dates back to 500 B.C. Domaine Tempier has been owned by the same family since 1834. Tempier's glory days actually began in 1936, when Lucie Tempier married Lucien Peyraud, who set about to make Domaine Tempier a winery on a par with the best of Burgundy and Bordeaux, but based on another grape — mouvèdre. The Peyrauds were prominent in the effort to get the Bandol appellation approved in 1941.

Lucie Tempier Peyraud — "Lulu" — is now 89, and still visits the winery, often to autograph her cookbook. The winery is open only by appointment.

Today Domaine Tempier makes basically five wines — a rosé and four reds. The rosé is light but beautiful. The reds are the basic "Cuvée Classique," which is 50 percent mourvèdre, the rest grenache, cinsault and carignan. "La Migoua" is 50 percent mourvèdre, 40 percent cinsault with a little grenache and carignan. It is a special lot, with the most smoked-meat quality. "La Tourtine" is 80 percent mourvèdre, which is darker, dense but more linear.

The special cuvée called "Cabassaou" is a one-hectare parcel at the top of La Tourtine, made up of 95 percent Mourvèdre. It is most impenetrable of the Domaine Tempier wines.

The winemaker — "manager," as he calls himself — is a young Frenchman, Daniel Ravier, who has been at Tempier since 2000. "I am not the winemaker," he said when I visited Tempier in late April. "The wine is made in the vineyard. We just take care of it in the vats."

He paused. " 'Winemaking' doesn't mean anything to me. We rely on the terroir. And we don't own the land — we are renting it for our children."

That land is 32 hectares (about 75 acres) stretched over several plots. The farming techniques are mostly traditional, as are the winemaking — "managing" — techniques. But there are exceptions. Pruning the vines, for example: Ravier does it by phases of the moon. "It sounds stupid," he said, "but it works."

Ravier is intense and perfectionist, and he hasn't yet met his own high standards. "The wines today are more consistent than they were in the '60s and '70s, but they may not reach the same heights."

I asked Ravier the standard question these days: What does he think of screwcap closures in place of corks?

"There will be no screwcaps for Domaine Tempier. Actually I like (the idea of) screwcaps, because it's making the cork producers clean up their act."

Tasting barrel samples of the '06s and '05s, as well as bottles of the '04s and two older wines, a '98 and '82, you could trace the thread of consistent quality. And the flavors of the mourvèdre grape — blackberries, tar, herbs — in different stages of development. As well as that wonderful gamy nuance.

Call it black smoke.

LA Times
Sake rocks it old school

Part of an artisanal revival, the robust kimoto style has depth born of hand crafting and natural ingredients.

By Linda Burum

Special to The Times

May 16, 2007

WITH a rush of powerful silky flavors, one sip of Sawanoi Kiokejikomi Iroha sake dramatically overturns your expectations. Unlike the light, dry brews that have been the recent darlings of connoisseurs, this is a full-bodied sake — complex and bright with yeasty, meaty flavors, notes of lemon and a marvelous but faint cedar backbeat.

Fermented in traditional cedar barrels, it's one of the finest examples of kimoto sake. The return of kimoto — made the way all sake was once made — is part of the trend toward robust, richly flavored sakes made using revived artisanal methods and often organic ingredients.

These more assertive sakes possess a depth and range of flavors that industrially produced brews never develop. And as the Japanese diet has become richer, and sake has gained an audience worldwide, kimoto and other robust sakes have gained popularity because they can be paired with more kinds of foods than lighter, more delicate sakes.

Beau Timken, proprietor of True Sake in San Francisco, the first all-sake store in the U.S., says full-bodied sakes are the next frontier for aficionados. "These have the flavor dexterity needed, now that sake is seen as a drink to match up with many kinds of food," he says.

To add an extra measure of boldness to their sakes, artisanal sake breweries, or kuras, are experimenting with a variety of techniques that hadn't been used since before World War II. They are fermenting sakes in old-fashioned cedar barrels instead of standard enamel-lined, stainless-steel tanks.

They are producing unfiltered sakes, organic sakes, sakes made from sprouted brown rice and sakes brewed with slower, labor-intensive fermentation techniques. And they're working with little-known yeast strains and heirloom rice varieties.

*

Handcrafted process

PERHAPS the most intricate of the revived techniques is the centuries-old handcrafted process known as the kimoto method, which died out in the early 1900s. To make kimoto sake, brewers create their starter yeast mash without relying on commercially produced lactic acid to speed things up.

When the kimoto mash develops naturally, there's a give and take between the yeast and bacteria until the yeast prevails. The result is gamy, yeasty undertones adding complexity to the brew.

The kimoto method may be used for most sake categories, including junmais, or pure rice sakes; daiginjos, or super-premium sakes; and ginjos, or premium sakes. (Sake style categories, a sometimes confusing welter of designations, provide information about, among other things, whether alcohol has been added and how much of the rice grain is polished away before steaming and fermenting.)

Daishichi, a kura in the northern prefecture of Fukushima, may have been the brewer to inspire the modern kimoto-style revival with its Minowamon kimoto junmai daiginjo. But this 300-year-old sake maker did more than simply bring back the method. It came up with "super flat" rice polishing, a technique that eliminates more of the grain's impurities. Its resulting sakes — unlike traditional varieties that tended to be a bit syrupy and funky — had amazing clarity yet also the complexity of kimoto-style brews.

Another brand that paved the way for the kimoto revival, Kodama Brewing Co.'s Taiheizan, made in Akita prefecture, won acclaim for its daiginjo kimoto sake as well as for its explosive junmai kimoto, "Grand Mountain." Its slightly less labor-intensive modification of the kimoto technique resulted in Akita-ryu kimoto, or Akita-style kimoto.

Every year the availability of kimoto sakes continues to expand. The few mentioned here illustrate just how much their styles can vary.

From Yamagata prefecture comes Hatsumago kimoto junmai. Its luscious aromas may be attributed to the unique yeast of Yamagata, a strain that clearly has thrived in the northern region's deeply cold winters.

For a rustic kimoto sake, Kurosawa junmai kimoto is a choice that fares well served warm or cold. Its origins in Nagano prefecture, a region known for its consumption of wild game, may be why the sake pairs so well with grilled and fried foods, the sort of accompaniments likely to turn up in a country-style izakaya, or pub.

Although traditional methods and ingredients are prized for the elegance they can bring to sake, few kuras are dispensing with their modern technology. Automatic rice cookers and computer-controlled temperature for the brew tanks, among other things, are still viewed as essential.

Brew masters no longer sleep by their tanks as was done for centuries, to awaken in the middle of the night to check the temperature of the fermenting sake.

The decades after World War II were an era that profoundly changed the fate of Japanese sake. Brutal postwar food shortages meant that table rice instead of sakami (sake-grade rice) took precedence. Brewers fortified their sakes with glucose and cheap alcohol.

Many traditional techniques went by the wayside. And sake's reputation foundered as many small regional kuras closed and others grew more industrial. Meanwhile, the Japanese public developed a fondness for beer and other alcoholic beverages.

The prosperity of the late 1970s brought a renaissance for unadulterated sakes. The movement, comparable to the microbrewery boom in the U.S., inspired kuras both large and small to finesse their sake methods and to bring new and memorable varieties to market.

Yuji Matsumoto, sake sommelier at Tokyo Table in Beverly Hills, confirms the emerging preference for full-bodied sakes, and points out that other techniques besides the kimoto method are used to create elegant versions. Some kuras make unfiltered brews, such as Nanbu Bijin, a special junmai from Iwate. Based on Gin Otomi, a locally grown rice, Nanbu Bijin has a golden color and melony flavors.

Narutotai from Tokushima is made using the yamahai method, a slightly more modern version of kimoto.

The brewer has amplified the sake's already compound nature introduced by a slow-growing starter mash. Kikumasamune Honkano sake also gilds the kimoto lily. Its brew master adds a smidgen of fine rice alcohol, a touch that gives his perfumy brew added kick.

The ascendancy of bold, audacious sakes in Japan may have begun as a response to that country's ever more cosmopolitan eating habits, but it's a trend that has a natural foothold here in Southern California, where more and more non-Japanese restaurants are adding not only sakes, but bold sakes to their wine lists.

And why not? With these big, full-bodied styles, sommeliers can suggest some that will pair as brilliantly with lamb chops or duck as their more delicate counterparts do with sushi and tofu.

*

food@latimes.com

*

(INFOBOX BELOW)

Where to find interesting sakes

ARTISANAL sakes including interesting robust styles such as kimoto sakes are available at fine wine retailers, restaurants and Japanese markets. The following sources have extensive selections, helpful staffers and/or special programs. At smaller retailers, the selection can change frequently.

Retail stores

Beverages & More. Store locations at bevmo.com. About 30 to 40 sakes; artisan and large producers.

Marukai Markets. All branches carry sakes from artisan and large producers. Gardena, (310) 660-6300, has more than 80 sakes. Little Tokyo, (213) 893-7200, has more than 200. West Covina, (626) 430-0900, and Costa Mesa, (714) 751-8433, each has more than 40; marukai.com.

Mitsuwa Marketplace. All branches carry 30 to 60 sakes from artisan and large producers. Costa Mesa, (714) 557-6699; Little Tokyo, Los Angeles, (213) 687-6699; San Gabriel, (626) 457-2899; Torrance, (310) 782-0335; West Los Angeles (Centinela), (310) 398-2113; mitsuwa.com.

Nijiya Markets. All branches carry sakes from artisan and large producers. Torrance, (310) 366-7200, and West Los Angeles, (310) 575-3300, carry more than 50 sakes. Industry, (626) 913-9991, has more than 30. Little Tokyo, (213) 680-3280, has more than 100; http://www.nijiya.com .

Silverlake Wine. Los Angeles, (323) 662-9024; silverlakewine.com. An idiosyncratic rotation of eight to 10 sakes; primarily artisan producers.

True Sake. San Francisco, (415) 355-9555; truesake.com. Over 200 sakes; artisan and large producers.

Twenty-Twenty Wines. West Los Angeles, (310) 447-2020; 2020wines.com. Rotating selection of 10 to 12 sakes; primarily artisan producers.

Vendome Wine & Spirits. Store locations at vendomebeverlyhills.com. Branches carry 30 to 50 sakes from large and small producers.

Wally's Wine & Spirits. Los Angeles, (310) 475-0606; wallywine.com. Changing inventory of about 20 sakes; primarily artisan producers.

Wine House. West Los Angeles, (310) 479-3731; winehouse.com. Rotating selection of 20 to 30 sakes; primarily artisan producers.

Restaurants

Bin 8945. Los Angeles, (310) 550-8945; bin8945.com. A list of 16 sakes by the glass (selection changes), many from artisan producers.

Celadon Galerie Culinaire. Los Angeles, (323) 658-8028; http://www.celadongalerie.com . More than 45 sakes by the bottle and glass, many from artisan producers.

Hamasaku. West Los Angeles, (310) 479-7636; hamasakula.com. More than 15 sakes; a few artisan labels, by the bottle only.

Izakaya SaSaYa. 11613 Santa Monica Blvd., (310) 477-4404; izakaya-sasaya.com. Fifteen sakes, mostly artisan, by the bottle, carafe or glass, depending on the brand.

Japonica. Redondo Beach, (310) 316-9477; japonicadining.com. About 30 sakes by the glass and bottle; some artisan producers.

Japon Bistro. Pasadena, (626) 744-1751; japonbistro-pasadena.com. More than 25 sakes by the glass and bottle; artisan and large producers.

Katana. Los Angeles, (323) 650-8585; sushiroku.com. More than 60 sakes by bottle and glass, many from artisan producers.

Mako. Beverly Hills, (310) 288-8338; makorestaurant.com. About 20 sakes by the glass, half-bottle and bottle; half from artisan producers.

Tengu. Westwood, (310) 209-0071; tengu.com. About two dozen sakes by the glass, bottle and carafe, several from artisan producers.

Tokyo Table. Beverly Hills, (310) 657-9500; tokyotable.com. Rotating selection of 25 sakes by the bottle and glass, many from artisan producers.

Torafuku. West Los Angeles, (310) 470-0014; http://www.torafuku-usa.com . Fifteen sakes by the bottle and glass; primarily artisan producers.

Uerukamu. Tarzana, (818) 609-0993. 30 to 35 sakes by the bottle; some artisan producers.

— Linda Burum, Jenn Garbee and Ed Stockly

WINE OF THE WEEK

2006 Château Mas Neuf Costières de Nîmes Tradition Blanc

S. Irene Virbila

May 16, 2007

A beautiful southern Rhône white with a scent of peaches, flowers and almond. The texture is creamy and lush, with a bright thread of acidity that keeps it fresh. A blend of two-thirds white Grenache and one-third Roussanne from the up-and-coming Costières de Nîmes, Château Mas Neuf's Tradition Blanc drinks like a pricey Châteaneuf-du-Pape blanc but is enough of a bargain to stock up for summer drinking.

Serve it as an aperitif, and with chilled shellfish, cold poached salmon, grilled fish, seafood pasta dishes and cheese.

Quick swirl

Region: Rhône Valley

Price: About $12

Style: Fragrant and lush

Food it goes with: Summer soups, tapenade, seafood, omelet or frittata, chilled poached salmon.

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

— S. Irene Virbila

Miami Herald

The ultimate Chinese takeout

By FRED TASKER

ftasker@MiamiHerald.com

Related Content

What kind of wine goes with Chinese food?

How about Chinese wine.

No, seriously. The first Chinese wines, from the foot of the Great Wall, have arrived in South Florida and other major U.S. wine markets. They're a bit of a work in progress, but perfectly serviceable for Chinese takeout. And if you're like me, you always have to try the latest thing just so you can lord it over your wine-snob friends.

If you think we don't drink much wine compared to those worldly Europeans, consider that while the French consume 54 liters per capita yearly, Italians 49 liters and Americans 8 liters, the Chinese drink 0.3 liters -- about two glasses a year. A sobering thought.

Still, the Chinese are trying to put on party hats, according to a story in The People's Daily: 'Chinese people often say: `If there's no alcohol, it can't be called a banquet because alcohol makes for a cheerful atmosphere.' ''

Chinese wine production has doubled in the past decade to 434,300 tons, and is expected to grow by 15 percent a year, the PD says, although it may say something that they measure wine output in tons. It may also say something that China's chief wine spokesman is Wang Qi, president of the wine branch of the China Brewing Industry.

He's candid about Chinese wines: ``They still have a long way to go to compete internationally, and the lack of national standards handicaps the healthy development of domestic wine industry.''

Still, an October article in Business Week titled ''Potations from Chairman Mao'' said some of China's 500 wineries are making ``surprisingly good wine.''

And three wines from the Dragon Seal Winery tasted here last week were very nice -- if not quite ready for Wine Spectator's Top 100 list. Imported by Halby Marketing of Sonomoa, Calif., and distributed by Uva Cellars of Hollywood, Fla.,Dragon Seal is from grapes grown on 617 acres in Huailal County, 75 miles northwest of Beijing in the Sacheng Basin, at the foot of China's Great Wall.

French winemaker Jerome Sabate says growing conditions are similar to those in central and northern France. He says he uses French vines, state-of-the-art equipment and French and American oak barrels to make pinot noir, merlot, cabernet sauvignon, chardonnay, riesling and an all-chardonnay blanc de blancs style sparkling wine.

So now you have everything you need for a Chinese feast: a bubbly for dim sum and other appetizers, a white riesling for cashew chicken with snow peas, and a red pinot noir for Peking (or is it Beijing?) duck. Don't say I never take you anywhere.

RECOMMENDED

• Nonvintage Dragon Seal Sparkling Wine, Blanc de Blancs, Appellation Hebei, China: golden color; active mousse of pinpoint, long-lasting bubbles; tart lime flavors; $13.

• 2004 Dragon Seal Riesling, Appellation Hebei, China: lightly floral aroma; crisp and tart; golden delicious apple flavors; $11.

• 2003 Dragon Seal Pinot Noir, Appellation Hebei, China: pale, varietal red color; perfumy aromas; maraschino cherry flavors; $11.

SoFla room temp too hot for red wine

BY JOHN GRIFFIN

San Antonio Express-News

In the restaurant business, wine and liquor sales can really boost the bottom line of a customer's ticket. So you'd think that servers would do what they could to encourage people to drink more while drinking responsibly.

One way of doing that would be to serve wine at the proper temperature. This sounds like a no-brainer, but it's an all-too-real problem, especially in the warmer months, when almost all reds and even some whites arrive at the table too hot to enjoy.

If you ask for an ice bucket, chances are good your server will balk. There are not enough buckets to go around, I've been told, and besides, no one else is complaining about the temperature of their wines. So much for ``the customer is always right.''

This situation seems to have arisen because someone somewhere in the past, most likely in northern Europe, made a pronunciamento that red wine should be served at room temperature, and that has been subsequently taken as gospel.

(The same person also bloviated that only white wine should go with fish, but that's another matter.)

Red wines are not supposed to be served at room temperature. They're supposed to be served at cellar temperature, which is far below what most people's homes and most restaurants are cooled to.

LOSS OF BALANCE

In Europe, you can get a full-bodied red wine at the preferred temperature of 65 degrees. What happens when that red wine gets warmer? Imbalances often occur. The alcohol becomes more dominant, shutting out all the subtle flavors and complexity that you're paying for, Texas sommelier Guy Stout says. Also, the tannins in the wine become harsher, giving the wine a negative double whammy.

''The change in temperature makes an unbelievable difference,'' says Rob Davis, who has been making wines for Napa's Jordan Winery since 1976.

Bring a bottle or a glass of his excellent chardonnay up to room temperature and you lose the wine's vital acidity, its dynamic play of toasty oak with green apple and mineral flavors. You also lose the aromatics on wines when you serve them too warm, Stout says.

IDEAL RANGES

But he warns people to be careful not to go in the other direction and chill their wines too long, either. Full-bodied reds, such as cabernet sauvignon and merlot, should be chilled to 65 degrees, while a light-bodied red, like pinot noir, is better when served at about 60 degrees, he says.

Full-bodied whites, such as chardonnays, can get a little cooler, 50-55 degrees, while light-bodied whites, from riesling to sauvignon blanc, fare best at about 45 degrees.

As for sparkling wines, ''I don't think you can get them too cold,'' Stout says, though you shouldn't actually freeze them as the bottles could explode.

Laely Heron, who makes Heron Wines in California, France and Spain, says the folks in the sunny areas of the Mediterranean understand the need to keep wines at the right temperature. They serve every bottle in a bucket or ceramic container to keep the temperature constant.

''You need to think about the pleasures of the diners,'' she says. ``Let's give people a good experience.''
NY Times

A Purple Passion for Pinot Noir

By ERIC ASIMOV

SINCE the movie “Sideways” came out in 2004, America has carried on a passionate affair with pinot noir. Restaurants can’t keep it in stock, wineries can’t make enough of it and consumers show no signs of loosening their embrace of it.

Sales shot up by 70 percent in 2005, and might have continued at that rate in 2006 except that shortages held growth to 20 percent, according to the Wine Institute, a trade organization.

To retain a sober perspective on the trend, Americans drink far more cabernet sauvignon, chardonnay, zinfandel and, indeed, merlot than pinot noir. Still, it’s fascinating to think back to the early 1990’s, when, as reported in 1993 in Wines and Vines, a publication for the industry, many pinot noir vines in California might well have been pulled out and replaced had it not been for producers of sparkling wine, who provided a market for pinot noir grapes in those otherwise lean times.

While the unslackening demand for pinot noir makes American producers almost giddy, consumers who have a longstanding relationship with Burgundies, which are also made with the pinot noir grape, are apt to be a mite cautious. Where Burgundy producers aim for harmony, balance and understated beauty, many American pinot noirs offer a lavishness of fruit that can be overwhelming for those used to the more subtle approach.

I count myself among those who have cast a skeptical eye toward many American pinot noirs. Rich, powerful and heavy? Indeed. Buckets of sweet fruit with little structure? Absolutely. Inky purple with lots of alcohol? Of course. In short, all the characteristics that I’m not looking for in a pinot noir.

Nonetheless, the continuing popularity of pinot noir practically demanded that the wine panel go forth and taste, so we plunged in, sampling 25 pinot noirs from “Sideways” country, Santa Barbara County. Florence Fabricant and I were joined by Adam Rieger, wine director of Bar Americain, and Rebecca Foster, a sales consultant with Empire Merchants, a distributor.

We did find wines that struck us as over the top, soft and sweet, with flavors that would overpower food. But we were also pleasantly surprised by how many wines seemed balanced and somewhat restrained. We all agreed that we preferred wines that were elegant and structured over those that were powerful, oaky or shapeless.

Pinot noir comes from two main regions in Santa Barbara County. The Santa Maria Valley, south of the town of Santa Maria, forms the northern tier. It has an industrial-agricultural feel to it and remains largely off the wine tourism trail, though it contains some prime pinot sources like the Bien Nacido vineyard.

The southern tier, just north of the city of Santa Barbara, is the more bucolic Santa Ynez Valley, which encompasses a cool region to the west near the Pacific and a warmer area to the east.

Since the two parts of the Santa Ynez Valley were so obviously different, the western portion, between the towns of Buellton and Lompoc, was granted its own appellation in 2001, designated Santa Rita Hills. That designation brought trademark-infringement objections from the Chilean wine company Viña Santa Rita, so the appellation is now rendered Sta. Rita Hills.

Thirteen bottles in the tasting were from the Santa Rita Hills and 11 were from the Santa Maria Valley. One was designated Santa Barbara County, meaning the grapes came from more than one appellation.

Our consensus favorite was the 2004 Siduri from the Clos Pepe Vineyard in the Santa Rita Hills. Siduri is a husband-and-wife operation that makes small lots of 21 pinot noirs each year from vineyards throughout California and in Oregon.

The Clos Pepe has plenty of bright fruit balanced by an earthiness and the crisp acidity characteristic of many pinot noirs from the Santa Rita Hills. The No. 2 wine, the 2003 Melville from Carrie’s in the Santa Rita Hills, is in a similar mold, with acidity that grounds and gives shape to the intense fruitiness.

The wines ranged from $22 to $85. Our best value was an old favorite, the 2005 Au Bon Climat La Bauge au Dessus from the Santa Maria Valley. This is a balanced wine, built on a more elegant scale than many California pinot noirs, with flavors of blackberry and spices.

Some well-known Santa Barbara names did not make our top 10, including the 2004 Brewer-Clifton Rancho Santa Rosa, the 2002 Arcadian Dierberg, the 2004 Loring Rancho Ontiveros and the 2004 Belle Glos Clark & Telephone.

But some lesser-known names did make the list, like A. P. Vin, shorthand for Andrew P. Vingiello, the owner of this small winery, whose first vintage was 2003. His 2005 Rancho Ontiveros, from the Santa Maria Valley, had the rich, ripe fruit that is typical of so many California pinots, but the anchoring structure and balance held all that fruitiness in check.

Ambullneo, whose 2004 Bulldog Reserve from the Santa Maria Valley was No. 5 on our list, takes a slightly different approach than many top pinot noir producers. Instead of making a series of single-vineyard wines, intended to show off the specific characteristics of a particular place, Ambullneo specializes in blended cuvées so as not to be beholden to single vineyards. On its Web site it asks this question: “What if Burgundy could blend La Tache, Musigny and Chambertin? Just imagine the results.”

I can tell you what a Burgundian producer would answer: “Quelle catastrophe!”

Regardless of possible heresy, the Bulldog Reserve manages to be Burgundian in its mellow balance, good acidity and structure. The name, by the way, alludes to a new breed of dog developed through a crossbreeding of bulldogs and mastiffs — a canine cuvée, so to speak.

Over all, I was glad not to find as many high-alcohol, sweet-tasting, overly concentrated wines as I had expected. As American chardonnay producers have learned, bigger, louder and more extravagant is not always better.

One day, the infatuation with American pinot noir may mature into a lasting relationship. If so, I think consumers will be thankful to have traded in the fireworks for wines made for the long haul.

Tasting Report: Elegance From Santa Barbara County

Siduri Santa Rita Hills $53 ***

Clos Pepe Vineyard 2004

Earthy and bright with floral and cherry aromas; well balanced and structured.

Melville Santa Rita Hills $60 ***

Carrie’s 2003

Cherry, cola and violet aromas and flavors balanced by vibrant acidity;

bright but not overbearing.

BEST VALUE

Au Bon Climat Santa Maria Valley $33 ** 1/2

La Bauge au Dessus 2005

Deep, dark and balanced with a core of earthy fruit.

A. P. Vin Santa Maria Valley$50 ** 1/2

Rancho Ontiveros 2005

Ripe, rich, well-balanced raspberry and spice flavors.

Ambullneo Santa Maria Valley $85 ** 1/2

Bulldog Reserve 2004

Mellow and well structured with bright fruit and earth aromas.

Tantara Santa Maria Valley 2005

$45 **

Soft and silky with ripe floral and berry flavors and a bit of cocoa.

Hartley Ostini Hitching Post Highliner $45 **

Santa Barbara County 2004

Aromas of licorice, menthol and berries but unbalanced by alcoholic heat.

Ken Brown Santa Rita Hills $53 **

Clos Pepe Vineyard 2004

Spicy and rich with licorice and sweet raspberry flavors.

Lafond Santa Rita Hills $23 **

SRH 2004

Somewhat oaky but well structured with restrained fruit.

Alma Rosa Santa Rita Hills $55 **

La Encantada Vineyard 2005

Ripe and pleasant with flavors of raspberry jam.

WHAT THE STARS MEAN:

Ratings range from zero to four stars and reflect the panel’s reaction to the wines, which were tasted with names concealed. The panelists this week are Eric Asimov; Florence Fabricant; Adam Rieger, wine director of Bar Americain; and Rebecca Foster, a sales consultant with Empire Merchants. The tasted wines represent a selection generally available in good retail shops, restaurants and over the Internet. Prices are those paid in wine and liquor shops in the New York region.

Tasting coordinator: Bernard Kirsch

Oregonian

Health benefits, taste of reds tip preference away from whites

Sunday, May 13, 2007

Although it's hard to remember now, Americans once preferred white wines to reds. According to The Nielsen Co., red wine sales accounted for 52.9 percent of all wine sales in the first 16 weeks of 2007, compared with 47 percent in 2003.

Nielsen says its latest figures show that the extensive media coverage touting the potential health benefits of red wine may be affecting buying habits. Consumers are known to reach for products that promise improved health and guard against aging.

All of that is doubtless true, even if red wine's health benefits are very likely overplayed in the media and exaggerated in peoples' minds. (Health care professionals are understandably concerned about the "if a little is good, a lot is better" syndrome.)

Another reason for our newfound red wine appreciation -- unprovable but attractive all the same -- is that red wines taste good. The following reds prove this tastefully indeed.

Torii Mor "Willamette Valley" Pinot Noir 2005: Although Oregon winegrowers like to point an accusatory finger at what they perceive as California's excessively ripe and fruity renditions, an increasing number of Oregon pinot noirs are getting pretty plump themselves.

The reasons are various. Some producers say it's a consequence of global warming. Others point to the ripe flavors of certain clones or strains of pinot noir, especially the popular "Dijon clones," identified by numbers such as 113, 114, 115, 667 and 777. Not least is the fact the very definition of "ripeness" has changed in the past decade, with growers picking grapes later than was once common.

What this means is a flavor shift in pinot noir almost everywhere in the world, including Oregon. That said, Oregon pinot noirs collectively still display an allegiance to the concept and importance of finesse -- which really describes the deft way a wine's flavors are delivered. A high impact/low finesse pinot noir can bludgeon you with massive fruitiness and high alcohol. Or a pinot can dance on your tongue, tease and seduce you.

Torii Mor "Willamette Valley" Pinot Noir 2005 is an exemplar of the latter -- and yes, better -- kind of pinot noir. This is lovely stuff, filled with a dense, finely delineated pinot noir fruit with all the berryish goodies we've come to expect from this grape variety.

This is the sort of seductive, detailed pinot noir you pair with simple meat dishes such a well-aged steak or a thick pork chop, as well as something seasonal such as pasta with fresh morels simmered in cream. It's superb, classic Oregon pinot noir at an attractive price: $29.95. (Distributor is Casa Bruno.)

Moulin-a-Vent "Clos du Tremblay" 2004, Domain Paul Janin: Lovers of finesse in their red wines can do no better than to pursue the best examples of grand cru Beaujolais. This district in southern Burgundy grows gamay noir rather than pinot noir.

Now, the trick about really fine grand cru Beaujolais is to forget everything you thought you knew about Beaujolais. This is because most Beaujolais are industrial, commercial and dilute. You'd never know from these all-too-common (in every sense) wines just how refined a great Beaujolais can be.

Moulin-a-Vent is arguably the finest of Beaujolais' 10 grands crus. Here you find the pinot noir-like cherries and berries allied to the distinctive stony/earthy note of Moulin-a-Vent. The locals point to Moulin-a-Vent's pink granite soil threaded with manganese as the reason for the local gout de terroir, or savor of site.

Moulin-a-Vent "Clos du Tremblay" 2004, Domain Paul Janin is a single-vineyard, biodynamically grown grand cru Beaujolais from 60- to 80-year-old vines that demonstrate just how elegant, refined and flavorful a really great, traditionally made Beaujolais can be.

It's a steal at $18.95 a bottle. (Distributor is Galaxy Wine Co.)

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

Bottle's visual cues are clues to the kind of wine inside

Tuesday, May 15, 2007

Y ou can't judge a wine on looks alone.

But you can come to quite a few conclusions simply by eyeing a wine bottle. Here's a primer to assessing wine from the outside in:

Capsule: The sleeve covering the top and neck of a bottle. Typically this is made from thick foil; bargain bottles are sometimes topped with an easy-to-use PVC version outfitted with tear-tape. And bottles under screw cap don't need a capsule at all. Then there's wax. Some vintners say wax capsules are more environmentally sound; others like their old-world, handcrafted look. The nice thing about today's pliant wax is that it's soft enough that you can stick your corkscrew right through it -- no need to trim that sharp, pesky foil. Its use is declining, however, as the flange-topped bottle falls out of favor. (This type of bottle has a wide-lipped top that resists foil capsules and is typically topped by wax.)

Hue: Blind-tasting trick: You can sometimes guess what's in a wine bottle if you can get a peek at the color of the bottle. Some classic examples: German and Alsatian whites tend to come in green or amber bottles. You'll find many Italian reds and fortified wines behind brown glass. And white Burgundies and other chardonnays are typically bottled in a mossy-yellow-green shade the French refer to as feuille morte, or "dead leaf."

Punt: The indent in the bottom of a bottle. Traditionally, the punt provided stability, lessening the likelihood of a handblown bottle tipping over. But the dimpled design also strengthens the structure, which is why champagne bottles -- with their high-pressure contents -- have such deep punts. Champagne houses also sometimes carefully stack bottles upside down, necks resting in punts, as a step in the process of making sparkling wine.

Still-wine producers prefer punts primarily because they're impressive. A standard 750-ml bottle looks larger when the top is expanded to allow for the space taken up by a sizable punt. Also, a good punt allows a sommelier with strong forearm muscles to "pour from the punt": that is, dramatically pour the wine while grasping the bottle by its base, thumb inserted in punt. Some punt lovers also claim that a punted bottle's doughnut-shaped bottom captures and traps sediment.

Shade: Clear bottles typically hold drink-now wines, such as fresh, light whites and roses, whose beautiful hues beg to be admired. Because heat and light can damage wine over time, any wine that's meant to be aged (or meant to look like it should improve with age) is typically bottled in dark glass.

Shape: We've come a long way from the amphora, but when it comes to vessels, tradition still trumps technology. After centuries of jugs, flagons and the like, the modern cylindrical wine bottle emerged in the early 19th century as the most efficient shape for stacking horizontally, so that the cork could stay moist and thus fully expanded. Eventually, certain bottle profiles began to be equated with certain styles of wine. That's why so many German and Alsatian whites come in tall, slender bottles with gently sloping sides and Burgundies (as well as pinot noir and chardonnay from other parts of the world) can be found in similarly sloped, but stouter, bottles. The defined, squarish shoulders of bottles bearing Bordeaux or Bordeaux-style wines (merlot, cabernet sauvignon, cabernet franc, malbec, sauvignon blanc, semillon, etc.) supposedly trap sediment as the wine is poured. Champagne and many other sparkling wines come in thick, wide-bottomed bottles designed to withstand intense internal pressure.

Size: An editorial aside: Heavy, oversized bottles with deep punts are all the rage among boutique vintners, but they drive me bonkers. These goliaths don't fit in standard wine racks and take up more than their fair share of room in wine boxes, carriers and bags. Also, the price of an expensive bottle is rolled into the price of the wine -- and I'd rather pay for wine, not glass.

Standard capacity: A standard wine bottle holds 750 milliliters of liquid, which isn't ideal. A standard serving of wine should be -- but rarely is -- 5 ounces, which means you should get five glasses out of a bottle. According to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, women should consume no more than one glass of wine per day and men should drink no more than two, so one bottle of wine should serve two guys and a gal. For the typical couple, the ideal wine bottle size would be approximately 444 milliliters, or just short of a pint.

San Francisco Chronicle

THE ESSENTIALS: Germany's secret Rieslings

Steve Pitcher, Special to The Chronicle

Friday, May 18, 2007

When you're tucked between famous neighbors, it's easy to be overlooked. With the Mosel to the northwest and the Rheingau to the northeast, Germany's Nahe (NAH-heh) region, ironically, is less well known -- even by Germans -- than some of the individual wine estates and great vineyard sites located within its borders.

Yet for many connoisseurs of German Riesling, the Nahe is at the top of their list. Some consider it an insider's secret.

I'm going to spill the beans.

The Nahe's best vineyards are second to none in Germany and several of the region's talented winemakers are widely considered to be among the country's top producers. Nahe Rieslings are the wines I turn to when I want the very best Germany has to offer.

Named for the river that traverses the valleys of the forested Hunsrück mountains as it gently flows toward its confluence with the mighty Rhine River some 45 miles southwest of Frankfurt, the Nahe region is roughly triangular in shape, lying geographically halfway between the Rheingau and the Mosel Valley. Vineyards are mostly on steep slopes rising above the Nahe River and its tributaries, the Glan and the Alsenz.

The general style of Nahe Rieslings borrows something from each of its neighboring regions -- the raciness, sleekness and slate minerality of the Mosel combined with the earthier, riper, nectar flavors of the Rheingau. But what really distinguishes them, especially Rieslings from the wild heart of the upper Nahe around the wine villages of Traisen, Norheim, Niederhausen, Oberhausen and Monzingen, is an intriguing, almost pungent mineral character that often drives the wine's apricot and white peach fruit aromas into a supporting role. They are expressive and unique among German Rieslings.

While the Nahe doesn't attract the tourists who flock to the Mosel and the Rheingau, it has its own endearing charm. The upper Nahe's twisting river valley stretches southwest from the town of Bad Münster. Its meandering stream, steep cliffs, bizarre rock formations and forested hills offers one of the most remarkable -- and bucolic -- natural landscapes in Germany.

For the winegrower, the beauty of the Nahe is in its soils, for no other German wine region can match the extraordinary range of soil types found here -- the entire rock cycle of volcanic, sedimentary and metamorphic (slate), all tumbled about as the result of a turbulent geological history that included volcanic eruptions and earthquakes massive and powerful enough to change the course of the Rhine and split mountain ranges asunder.

As a consequence, the Nahe is blessed with a vast profusion of juxtaposed soil components that are extremely important from a wine perspective.

Nahe rainfall is low, comparable with that of the neighboring Mosel Valley, which forces the vines to send their roots deep into the complex soil to reach water, extracting much more in the way of minerals and trace elements than vines elsewhere in Germany.

This results in enormously interesting Rieslings, says David Netzer, co-proprietor of the Wine House in San Francisco. "I always carry a small number of the best Nahe producers because their Rieslings are the most minerally wines from Germany -- quite transparent and irresistible," he says.

Who are these "core" producers? The first name uttered by virtually everyone is invariably the same: "Dönnhoff is what put Nahe wines on the world wine list," explains Mark Ellenbogen, wine director at Slanted Door in San Francisco, a thoroughly Riesling-centric restaurant.

Ellenbogen has also featured top-flight Nahe producers like Kruger-Rumpf, Hexamer, Emrich-Schönleber and Schlossgut Diel, among others.

"Crappy wines are hard to sell," Ellenbogen concludes. "With these producers, it's quite easy to please the customer."

Dade Thieriot, who imports German wines for Dee Vine Wines in San Francisco, is also an unabashed fan of Dönnhoff. "It doesn't get better than this. Helmut Dönnhoff year after year quietly and methodically makes Rieslings to be reckoned with."

I can't disagree -- to me Dönnhoff is the first name in German Riesling. And I would add another personal Nahe favorite winery, Dr. Crusius, which makes a sometimes exquisite Riesling from the estate's unique Traiser Bastei vineyard. This tiny 3-acre plot is wedged between the base of the Rotenfels, a gigantic mass of red volcanic porphyry that at 777 feet is the highest vertical rock face north of the Alps, and, separated narrowly by the highway and a rail line, the Nahe River.

Traiser Bastei Riesling, like so many Nahe Rieslings, speaks eloquently of place -- a minerally, often wild, usually bucolic landscape that is unlike any wine-growing region in Europe.

With only about 11,000 vineyard acres, the Nahe is one of Germany's smaller wine regions, yet the best of its Rieslings tower above a crowded field of excellent wines, offering attractive qualities reminiscent of the Mosel and Rheingau, but distinguished by an exciting balance between fruitiness and driving minerality, intensity and elegance that can't be matched.

A taste of the Nahe

Fine shops that stock German wines invariably offer some Nahe Rieslings. Harder to find and expensive, but worth a search, are wines designated "Grosses Gewächs," which are Germany's Rieslings from "Erste Lage" (grand cru) vineyards.

2005 Dönnhoff Estate Riesling ($20) A German wine labeled simply "Riesling" isn't expected to taste this great or show such complexity and finesse. Aromas of dried apricot, lemon zest and jasmine combined with minerality are replicated in bold, generous flavors buoyed by palate-cleansing acidity. The finish is long and exciting.

2005 Dönnhoff Hermannshöhle Grosses Gewächs Riesling ($75) Very complex nose starting out with lemon blossom and white peach, picking up dried apricot and lemon zest, finally adding white smoke and stone-washed minerality to the chorus. Rich and equally complex in the mouth with monumental flavors and balancing acidity, the wine is intense, driven and focused, finishing long and lovely with lemon blossom.

2005 Emrich-Schönleber Monzinger Frühlingsplätzchen Kabinett Riesling ($22) Just-chopped, ripe white peaches mingled with lemon zest and white flowers define the nose of this deep, concentrated, generous wine, with loads of apricot and peach, and an intriguing streak of minerality that persists into the finish; a joyful drink. This house vies with Dönnhoff for top honors in the Nahe.

2005 Emrich-Schönleber Monzinger Halenberg Spätlese Riesling ($34) Scents of crushed-stone minerality, white peaches and quince jelly. Complex, dense, almost brooding on the palate with similar fruit flavors spiked with an iron-like minerality; very noble and interesting, with a prolonged finish.

2005 Hexamer Schlossböckelheimer In den Felsen Estate Spätlese Riesling ($30) Young Harold Hexamer is one of the Nahe's rising stars. He and his wife, Petra, operate a tiny winery at their home in remote Meddersheim in the Upper Nahe. Mineral-rich nose features dried apricot, grapefruit and hints of straw and lavender, plus a little sulfur, which should disappear with a few months more bottle age. Plush and juicy with great concentration, bright but gentle acidity and deep flavors of stone fruit, the wine finishes with a flourish of ripe apricot and subtle botrytis.

2005 Jakob Schneider Kabinett Riesling ($20/liter) From three excellent vineyards, this is a bargain. Enticing scents of ripe apricot and white peach, with notes of cherry blossom and iron-like minerality. Plush and round with ripe, succulent stone-fruit flavors, the acidity keeps it all lively, and the concentration and nectar-like finish demand another sip.

2005 Kruger-Rumpf Pittersberg Grosses Gewächs Riesling ($38) The winery and this grand cru vineyard are in the Lower Nahe, near Bingen on the Rhine. Nutty, slaty minerality accents apricot-quince compote and white pepper in the nose. Full-bodied and laser pure with bracing acidity and deep, rich, persistent flavors that echo the nose, this is a complex, noble wine that finishes dry and snappy.

2005 Schäfer-Fröhlich Bockenauer Felsenberg Spätlese Riesling ($33) Best decanted for near-term drinking to allow the sulfur to blow off (it will dissipate after a year in the cellar), the scents and flavors beneath the sulfur show ribbons of peach, apricot and quince jam enhanced by lime-like citrus and crushed-stone minerality; built for aging (that's what the dose of sulfur was intended to facilitate).

2005 Schlossgut Diel Dorsheimer Goldloch Spätlese Riesling ($48) Proprietor Armin Diel operates one of Germany's most famous castle wineries and is also a much respected wine writer and editor in chief of the Gault Millau Wine Guide. Goldloch, in the Lower Nahe, is one of the region's grand cru vineyards. A seductive wine, enticing with scents of ripe peaches and apricots, lemon chiffon and black currants. Smooth as silk and deeply fruited, with rich stone-fruit flavors that verge on Auslese, this late-harvest Riesling is classy and beautifully balanced with palate-cleansing acidity.

-- Steve Pitcher

Doon north

Bonny Doon Vineyard founder Randall Grahm's midlife crisis prompts an investment in Washington state

Jon Bonné, Chronicle Wine Editor

Friday, May 18, 2007

(05-18) 04:00 PDT Finley, Wash. -- For years, Washington vintners fretted that another California big shot would invade their turf. Chalone Wine Group partnered with local growers in 1990 to create Canoe Ridge, now owned by Diageo. Rubicon Estate's Larry Stone, too, eyed a site for his Sirita winery, but the deal dissolved.

Others came from farther afield, including Piero Antinori, who paired his Tuscan sensibilities with the influence of Ste. Michelle Wine Estates, the state's largest winery. Together they recently unveiled a $6.5 million home for their joint project, Col Solare.

But here, amid 130 acres of Riesling vines on this wind-lashed bluff above the Columbia River, home to the Wallula Vineyard, lies evidence of another outsider's arrival. Could it be the nearby French-made copper vortex mixer used to craft biodynamic soil preparations by the vatful?

Because no one expected that the Californian interloper would be the psychedelia-wielding proprietor of Bonny Doon Vineyard, known for his bizarre blends and through-the-looking-glass labels.

Yet there it is: Randall Grahm has come to town.

Grahm's new endeavor, Pacific Rim Winemakers, is driven by a curious vision: to create a (nearly) all-Riesling winery that can satisfy Americans' thirst for this food-friendly grape. With U.S. sales of Riesling up more than 25 percent in the past year, according to the Nielsen Co., there's certainly potential.

This year, Pacific Rim expects to make 120,000 cases of Riesling and 6,000 of Chenin Blanc. Within five years, the company expects to produce 300,000 cases of Riesling a year. It will be dwarfed by Ste. Michelle, which makes 868,000 cases of Washington Riesling a year, but would become one of the state's largest wineries. If Grahm has his way, a good portion of its grapes will be farmed biodynamically.

Biodynamic Riesling for the masses? It's so Randall Grahm.

This, after all, is the guy who reveled in planting such obscurities as Fer Servadou and whose tasting notes read like a hybrid between Michael Broadbent and Allen Ginsburg. His latest endeavor was born out of the same soul-searching that prompted Grahm last year to drastically slash the size of Bonny Doon and sell off two of his biggest assets. Yet it seems poised to become another outsized project -- just the sort of thing he wanted to escape.

For one thing, that much wine requires grapes from many different vineyards, a puzzling decision for a guy who claims he downsized so he could circle back to a zealous devotion to terroir.

"It may be a little schizophrenic," Grahm says, "but there you have it."

The cornerstone of this effort is a new $5.7 million winery in East Richland, just east of Washington's Red Mountain appellation, built and financed by Bill and Andy Den Hoed, owners of the Wallula Vineyard and source for almost half of Pacific Rim's grapes. The 27,500-square-foot winery, publicly unveiled in April, will be open in time for the 2007 harvest. Surrounded by irrigation pivots, it's just down from Col Solare's magisterial winery near the top of Red Mountain, at the end of Antinori Road. Thus far, there is no Grahm Street.

If Pacific Rim Riesling sounds familiar, that's because it was a long-standing Bonny Doon brand launched in 1992, made largely with fruit from Washington state, though about 20 percent German Riesling is blended into the American Dry Riesling. Bonny Doon had prior ties with several Washington winegrowers. But the wine, made in King City (Monterey County), and bottled at Bonny Doon's Santa Cruz facility, had no real geographic identity.

Then in 2003, Grahm ran into a Frenchman named Nicolas Quillé at a Seattle tasting for the Rhone Rangers group that Grahm helped to found. Quillé, a winemaker on track to get an MBA from the University of Washington, was working at the time for Hogue Cellars, a large Yakima Valley winery. Grahm, ever the Francophile, took a shine to Quillé, but the Lyon native didn't want another winemaking job; he was intent on finding a wine company to run. Six months later, Grahm called.

"He didn't know how to get from A to B," says Quillé, 34, who was hired as Bonny Doon's general manager. "And B was to focus on a smaller Bonny Doon, with all estate vineyards."

As Quillé puts it, Grahm, 54, had joined a growing posse of Baby Boomer winemakers "trying to find meaning in their lives."

In Grahm's case, the golden tourniquet was Bonny Doon, which had grown from its quirky early days as the home of Grahm's Rhone-style Le Cigare Volant blend to a 425,000-case heavyweight. The popular Big House series of wines, and the equally popular Cardinal Zin -- with its Ralph Steadman label that once was banned in Ohio -- accounted for over half of it. What began as side projects had become the propeller that drove the S.S. Bonny Doon. "It got to such a point that I really didn't like it very much anymore," Grahm says.

At the same time, Grahm had come to realize two things. First, he had become an enthusiastic convert to biodynamics, the near-religious devotion to practices that require vineyards to be farmed in harmony with their natural surroundings. Grahm wanted Bonny Doon back in control of all its vineyards, and he wanted to farm his land biodynamically. With so many growers supplying grapes, those goals were virtually impossible.

Second, Grahm's more popular efforts had alienated him from his love of the notion of terroir -- wines that spoke of their unique sense of place. Despite his belief in winemaking technologies like micro-oxygenation, he found himself increasingly distanced from some of wine's simpler charms.

"It just occurred to me that I had to do something very radical," Grahm says. "But what do you do? Do I sell the company? Would anyone want to buy Bonny Doon?"

Yes. And no. While Bonny Doon's brands were strong, Grahm's outré personality was the core of its identity. Bonny Doon minus Randall Grahm was just another California winery with ho-hum wine.

So Grahm found a third option: Shed the brands that held him back. In July 2006, he sold Big House and Cardinal Zin to San Francisco's the Wine Group LLC for an undisclosed amount. Of some 100 employees at Bonny Doon prior to the sale, Quillé says about 40 were let go. The staff is now less than half its former size.

This year, Bonny Doon will produce 35,000 bottles. In wine terms, it has shrunk by more than 90 percent. The Ca' del Solo wines (which once included Big House) have always been an outlet for Grahm's esoteric wine ideas. He has kept Sangiovese, and this year added an estate Albarino and Muscat. Familiar pen-and-ink labels were replaced by kaleidoscopic images of the wine's "sensitive crystallizations" that fall visually somewhere between a balloon and a prophylactic.

As for Grahm's biodynamic dreams, he estimates 65 percent of the 2006 harvest was farmed using biodynamic methods. Just over two months ago, Bonny Doon's 125-acre Ca' del Solo Vineyard in Soledad (Monterey County) was certified biodynamic. He intends to implement biodynamic -- or at least organic -- practices at every vineyard owned or controlled by Bonny Doon.

"For me," Grahm says, "biodynamics is the road to terroir."

Pacific Rim languished amid the great Bonny Doon shrinkage. Grahm had tried to sell the brand, but couldn't get his asking price. So with the money from the Big House sale burning a hole in his pocket, Grahm decided to spin it off.

Wineries typically take years to launch, but the first talk of a Pacific Rim breakaway began just 14 months ago. Only last December did Quillé and five other Bonny Doon staffers move up to offices in Portland, Ore., to create this new Riesling empire. The company officially broke free from Bonny Doon on April 1.

As for grapes, Quillé was keen on the Yakima Valley, where much of Grahm's Riesling had been sourced. It can be a difficult place to ripen red wine grapes, thanks to a shorter growing season and later budbreak for vines. But those same qualities can help a cool-climate white grape like Riesling, especially if you want less alcohol and leaner fruit flavors. Since Pacific Rim was conceived to pair with more delicate foods, even sushi, that taste profile is essential. Quillé picks his Riesling block at Wallula up to three weeks before nearby vines consigned to another winery.

If anyone could hawk Riesling, it would be Grahm. In 1999, he coauthored a "Riesling Manifesto" with Alsatian vintner André Ostertag and Johannes Selbach of Germany's Mosel Valley, who now supplies the German component of the Pacific Rim Dry Riesling, which is used for its edgier citrus flavors and low alcohol levels. Grahm wrote in his trademark style: "Thus Riesling asylum was born, out of a need for independence, out of mistrust for the hegemony of the cabo-chardocentric paradigm."

At times it can be tough to reconcile Grahm's Doon 2.0 vision with Pacific Rim. Both he and Quillé speak of terroir, but how do you express place when your wine comes from 500-plus acres on nine or more sites? Or when you add in a shot of German wine? ("I'm a little tortured about it," Quillé says.) For that matter, how does a 300,000 case winery fit in with Grahm's vision of thinking small?

When pressed, both Grahm and Quillé acknowledge creative tensions, and it's here that glimmers appear of the shrewdness behind Grahm's wild-eyed proselytism. "It's not marketed the way I would market it. It's not sold the way I would sell it, it's not made the way I would make it. I'm not the winemaker." Grahm says. "I'm sort of just the owner and cheerleader."

Still, Pacific Rim has the potential to reshape the Riesling market. Grahm has a powerful following and an uncanny knack for projecting a small-winery image even when he's moving big numbers.

"We're at a point now where we think we've mastered Riesling in Washington," says Ted Baseler, Ste. Michelle's president and CEO. "Having Randall Grahm come here is very complimentary to what we're doing."

Pacific Rim's suggested retail price of $10.99 per bottle is appealing as a weeknight option. P.F. Chang's is selling the dry Riesling by the glass. Washington vintners primarily seem interested in whether he'll promote the region. "If it says Washington state on the label, it all helps," says Tom Hedges of Hedges Family Estate.

As for Grahm's biodynamic blitz, his Washington growers face a soft sell. On the one hand, there is Jim Willard of Willard Family Vineyards outside Prosser in the central Yakima Valley, whose first Riesling vines went into the ground in 1980. An old-time farmer who sells to wineries like Seven Hills and L'Ecole No. 41, Willard doesn't strike you as a Randall Grahm guy. ("The first time I met him he had a 'Boycott France' sticker on his truck," Quillé says.) But even Willard was coaxed to California for a biodynamics seminar. "It sort of changed my way of looking at vineyard management," he says.

On the other hand, consider Andy and Bill Den Hoed. Brothers who look like they might be toned-down Grateful Dead members (albeit in the Bob Weir mode), they own large swaths of vineyard land on both ends of the Yakima Valley, growing grapes to spec for such wineries as Ste. Michelle and Leonetti Cellar. Their Wallula Vineyard, 1,650 acres in the Horse Heaven Hills appellation, stretches along 4 miles of riverfront high above the river, with the nation's third-largest wind turbine farm on a nearby ridgeline. The Riesling block will ultimately provide up to 30 percent of Pacific Rim's total production. Quillé wants to make a single-vineyard Riesling from it, along with a sparkling Riesling.

The Den Hoeds eagerly signed on when Grahm and Quillé showed up with a long list of requests, from biodynamic practices to a special method of buried irrigation that draws roots down into the silty loam soil and outward from the vine rows, allowing them to reduce their water use over time.

The Den Hoeds' Riesling plot, planted on what had been virgin land, is biodynamics on a large scale. They installed a unique trellising system that spreads vine canopies (to reduce sun exposure and help achieve those sharper fruit flavors) but can be folded up to provide a mechanical harvester easy access to underhanging fruit.

Ah yes, the harvester. For this project, the Den Hoeds bought a $250,000 machine that not only harvests but can apply biodynamic preparations to six rows at a time. Such a machine in the vineyard might leave some biodynamic advocates aghast -- and Grahm won't even use mechanical harvesting for the new Bonny Doon vineyards. It is one sign that biodynamics' future could be very different than the pastoral view of the past.

"This," notes Bill Den Hoed, "is Nicolas' wild scheme here."

And though Pacific Rim is being billed as an all-Riesling winery, Grahm has grander plans in the distance. Not far from the Den Hoeds' Riesling plantings lie fledgling vines of Gamay Noir, the red grape of Beaujolais. Other space is set aside for Gruner Veltliner, the aromatic Austrian white grape. Neither has more than a token presence in America, but with Grahm on the case, don't rule out the possibility of either one going mainstream.

Grahm sees it all fitting into his vision -- affordable, food-friendly wines beyond the usual. "We're going to have fun with these grapes," he says. "Whether they're going to be great, who knows? But we're going to have fun."

Wineries staking their claim on Red Mountain

Jon Bonné

Friday, May 18, 2007

Just west of the new Pacific Rim winery, Red Mountain is facing a huge growth spurt.

The smallest of Washington's appellations, Red Mountain comprises just 4,040 acres and is well-known for its powerful, tannic red wines. For years, just 700 were in vine. But with recent land sales and the long-term lease over the past year of five parcels by the state's Department of Natural Resources, Red Mountain is on the grow.

The most high-profile project is Col Solare, the joint effort between Piero Antinori and Ste. Michelle Wine Estates. With 28 acres of vineyard and a new winery designed by Seattle firm Boxwood, the project sits high up on the barren slope, with new patches of vineyard being filled in below it on a daily basis.

"It's transformed so quickly that instead of Red Mountain, it's going to be a green mountain," says Ted Baseler, Ste. Michelle's president and CEO.

Hedges Family Estate, which helped pioneer Red Mountain as a wine area, recently acquired a DNR lease and planted 20 acres of Syrah on a parcel that had been sought by Sirita, the winery owned by Larry Stone.

The Williams family of Kiona Vineyards and Winery, another Red Mountain pioneer, recently moved their tasting room from the basement of their house to a new $2.5 million facility.

In 2001, Quilceda Creek Vintners planted a 17-acre estate vineyard nearby, and Cadence, a small Seattle-based winery, last year began to harvest its own 10-acre vineyard, first planted in 2004. Bob Long of St. Helena's David Arthur Winery, and his brother, Doug, were part of a group that won a 30-acre Red Mountain parcel for a new winery, Obelesco.

And Charlie Hoppes' Fidelitas winery just opened a tasting room on the mountain, though it doesn't currently sell a Red Mountain wine.

Another round of auctions will likely be announced next month for at least some of the remaining 540 acres. The state's involvement is crucial because much of the land on Red Mountain hasn't come with water rights necessary to plant and irrigate a vineyard in the high-desert soils.

But private sales are also taking place. Next month, more than 90 acres currently owned by businessman Sam Hobson will go on the block, with opening bids at $9,500 per acre. Recent sales aren't quite at Napa levels, but reportedly topped $20,000 per acre.

Were that not enough, two potential development projects are also on the boards. One, on the eastern side of the appellation not far from Pacific Rim, calls for a series of winery "condominiums" -- with up to 12 small wineries, living quarters and shared winemaking facilities. The other, on the western side, would be even grander -- a wine "village," complete with retail shops, restaurants and residences.

All the activity has led some local vintners to wonder if growth is coming too fast. Even the Pacific Rim project has drawn scrutiny. The facility is located on land leased from the Port of Kennewick in a 12-acre development called Red Mountain Wine Estates, yet it isn't located on Red Mountain.

"People with bigger goals and bigger bank accounts are coming in, so it's going to be neat," says vineyard owner Tom Hedges. "It's going to be interesting to watch over the next couple years."

THE CHRONICLE'S WINE SELECTIONS: West Coast Pinot Gris/Grigio

W. Blake Gris (not Grigio); e-mail wbgray@sfchronicle.com

Friday, May 18, 2007

What's the difference between Pinot Gris and Pinot Grigio? Nothing, yet everything.

It's the same grape in different languages: "gris" is French and "grigio" is Italian. Both mean "gray." But there's a huge difference in bottles labeled Pinot Gris versus Pinot Grigio.

As a general rule, wineries calling it Pinot Gris follow the traditions of France's Alsace region, where the grape is turned into floral, minerally wines. And wineries calling it Pinot Grigio follow the Italian tradition of making lemon-flavored water.

OK, that's unkind, especially because Pinot Grigio is so popular. This white genetic cousin of Pinot Noir is now America's fifth favorite wine, according to the Nielsen Co., and sales grew by a whopping 18.9 percent by volume over the past year. At that rate, it could move into fourth place within two years, passing White Zinfandel.

But the lemon-water analogy rang true for us after tasting 42 wines labeled Pinot Gris and 32 labeled Pinot Grigio from Oregon, California and Washington. All of the wines rated 2 1/2 stars and above were called Pinot Gris save one huge exception, made by an Italian-named winery, which proved there's no reason a wine called Pinot Grigio can't be complex and delicious. Most wineries simply choose not to make it that way to please the mass market. And why not? There are plenty of occasions when a simple palate-cleanser is called for, and that's the time to open a bottle labeled Pinot Grigio.

Because it's trendy, Pinot Grigio is grown everywhere, but wines from cool climates are far better. Oregon is the best place overall -- though we tasted just 19, half our recommendations come from there. That said, we also learned that the best wines from cool parts of California can be just as good as the best from the Beaver State. It largely depends on the name.

TWO STARS 2006 Balletto Russian River Valley Pinot Gris ($14) John Balletto took over his family's zucchini farm at age 17 after his father died in 1977. He bought more land to grow vegetables, but eventually competition in the vegetable industry led him to try a more profitable crop: wine grapes. He's up to 12,000 cases per year, including 4,100 cases of this finessed wine, with good citrusy flavors that can carry a noticeable sweetness and some floral notes.

THREE STARS 2006 Benessere Carneros Pinot Grigio ($25) Though situated in Napa Valley, where Cabernet is king, Benessere general manager and winemaker Chris Dearden heavily invested in Sangiovese. Pinot Grigio, a much more popular Italian grape, is a natural brand extension. But this is as far from a flavorless Pinot Grigio as imaginable. Lush fruit characterizes this wine: lemon marmalade, papaya, apricot. The palate is very forthcoming yet never overpowering. It's the best bottle of wine labeled "Pinot Grigio" in this country.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2006 Benton-Lane Willamette Valley Pinot Gris ($16) Carol and Steve Girard bought an old sheep ranch in 1988 to create a winery. Sunnymount Ranch is in a "rain shadow" just east of some of the highest peaks in Oregon's coastal mountain range, an advantage in the often-soggy state. This is an intense, fresh-tasting wine with plenty of tart pineapple and some papaya on the midpalate.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2006 Chehalem Reserve Willamette Valley Pinot Gris ($24) This wine is for Chardonnay fans. Flavors of ginger and vanilla are boosted by nice minerality and earthiness and a dense texture. It takes Pinot Gris about as far in the rich/big direction as it can go. Beware the 15.5 percent alcohol.

TWO STARS 2006 Cooper Mountain Vineyards Reserve Willamette Valley Pinot Gris ($15) The winery's Web site says this about proprietor Robert Gross: "He's a psychiatrist, a homeopath, an acupuncturist, a vineyard owner and winery owner. You might call him superman but we just call him Bob." Well, Bob, we liked the slightly sweet pineapple flavor of this wine and its lip-smacking acidity, but what we really want to know is where do you launder your capes without revealing your secret identity?

TWO STARS 2006 Elk Cove Vineyards Willamette Valley Pinot Gris ($19) This is a highly anticipated wine because the 2005 vintage made the top 100 lists of two national magazines. It delivers grapefruit flavors with gingery notes and some minerality. More than 13,000 cases were produced, so it shouldn't be hard to acquire.

TWO STARS 2006 Estancia California Pinot Grigio ($12) Estancia is owned by Constellation Brands, the world's largest wine company, giving it access to good vineyards. That shows in this well-made, affordable wine, which is juicy, simple (all lemon, nothing else) and likable.

TWO STARS 2006 Fetzer Vineyards Valley Oaks California Pinot Grigio ($9) Here's a simple, intensely ripe and slightly sweet wine -- it's like a kiwi and lime rickey -- at a nice price.

TWO STARS 2006 Francis Coppola Presents Bianco California Pinot Grigio ($11) Francis Coppola talks often about how he liked the food-friendly, unpretentious homemade wines served at family dinners when he grew up. Sure enough, this wine's like that: It's lemony simple but totally quaffable.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2006 Greenwood Ridge Vineyards Anderson Valley Pinot Gris ($16) Greenwood Ridge winemaker Allen Green is the center fielder for the winery's baseball team, which dominated the Redwood Empire Baseball League's age-45-and-up division last year, going 24-0. Green also found time to make the most unusual wine on this list: With dense flavors of mango nectar, maraschino cherry and papaya, it would be hard to tell blind whether it's red or white. The more we sipped it, the more we liked it.

TWO STARS 2006 Hogue Columbia Valley Pinot Grigio ($9) Like Estancia, Hogue is now owned by Constellation Brands. This is a very solid, palate-cleansing wine, with tart, slightly pungent grapefruit flavor and a medium-long finish.

TWO STARS 2005 King Estate Domaine Oregon Pinot Gris ($25) King Estate has the look and feel of a small feudal monarchy, presided over by Ed King Jr. and Ed King III with a succession of famous or soon-to-be-famous winemakers and consultants. Fortunately it's a benevolent kingdom; all of the winery's estate vineyards are certified organic. This wine smells, but doesn't taste, sweet. Instead, it has a sharp mineral profile, pineapple fruit flavors and lots of complexity, though it is a little hot.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2006 Morgan R&D Franscioni Vineyard Santa Lucia Highlands Pinot Gris ($18) Morgan winemaker Gianni Abate was raised in the Central Valley and worked for Bronco Wine Co., Delicato Family Vineyards and Robert Mondavi Corp. Morgan makes 45,000 cases a year, about one-tenth what Bronco makes per week, but Abate has adjusted to artisanality. This tightly wound wine starts with tart lime, mineral flavors assert themselves midpalate, and there's some earthiness on the medium-long finish.

TWO STARS 2006 Ponzi Vineyards Willamette Valley Pinot Gris ($17) Ponzi became one of the first wineries to plant Pinot Gris in Oregon in 1979. Made from grapes from six vineyards, all of which are certified sustainable, this is an interesting, delicate, easy-to-drink wine with light pineapple flavors and slight floral notes.

THREE STARS 2006 Van Duzer Estate Willamette Valley Pinot Gris ($17) Van Duzer's estate vineyard has the same average high daily temperatures as all of northern Willamette Valley, but its average lows are 13 degrees lower. Grapes there ripen later, developing more flavor while maintaining their natural acidity. That plays out in this wine, which features bright pineapple and green apple fruit and keeps evolving in the glass.

TWO STARS 2005 WillaKenzie Estate Willamette Valley Pinot Gris ($19) Owner Bernard Lacroute grew up in Burgundy and drank gallons of bad jug wine while studying plasma physics on a NASA fellowship at University of Michigan. His tastes got pricier after he succeeded in building computer companies in California and he sunk some of his earnings into founding this winery in 1991. This wine combines green pineapple flavors some chalky minerality; the 14.5 percent alcohol is unfortunately noticeable.

Bar crawl celebrates local mixologists

Amanda Berne, Special to The Chronicle

Friday, May 18, 2007

Pin curls, old-school Mustangs and '40s-style red lipstick all mesh perfectly with my love of classic style, which also includes a Manhattan on the rocks.

But my pin curls were once magenta, the Mustang made way for motorcycles, and the red lipstick sometimes gets swapped for green eye shadow. The Manhattan? Well, when I'm feeling adventurous, I'll take something a little more up to date.

In celebration of my split personality -- I mean, San Francisco's first-ever Cocktail Week -- I ventured to several local bars on Monday night. Each is serving two special drinks -- one classic and one not-so-classic concoction -- for the occasion.

Three top bar owners/managers in San Francisco -- Absinthe's Jeff Hollinger, Elixir's H. Joseph Ehrmann and Cantina's Duggan McDonnell -- organized Cocktail Week to show off the San Francisco cocktail scene.

On Monday night, a bus tour of six local gin joints to kick off Cocktail Week started at the Mission District's Elixir. Twenty of us mingled, sipping the first classic drink of the night -- the Corpse Reviver No. 2.

Sounds like a B-horror movie, right? But the pale-yellow cocktail with a cherry balanced on top was adapted from a recipe in "The Savoy Cocktail Book," a British book published in the 1930s, and has a hint of Herbsaint (would've been absinthe in the good ol' days) and a healthy dose of lemon. Ehrmann claims that the Corpse Reviver No. 2 is a hangover helper, but as the first drink of the evening, I figured it would help me achieve a hangover. A few sips, five more to go, and I was ready for the next cocktail.

The modern drink at Elixir was an Eldersour, which Ehrmann came up with after stumbling upon rose hips at a Russian grocery in the Richmond District. It's floral with a good dose of rose hip-infused vodka, St. Germain elderflower liqueur, classic sour mix, powdered sugar, bitters and organic egg whites.

Both cocktails are tied together with a tart punch of lemon, but the first is spicier, while the latter has a creamy texture.

"I like to keep a simple balance," says Ehrmann. "Alcohol, acid and sugar."

With that, we boarded the bus for "Camp Drink-a-Lot" with our cocktail counselors in tow, wielding the microphone and a bottle, or two, of Tequila. They all took turns talking to the rapt crowd about Cocktail Week. May 13 was National Cocktail Day, but the San Francisco bartenders banded together to stretch out the one-day celebration through May 21, when Chronicle contributor Gary Regan will be bartending at a benefit at Absinthe.

"The result of this week is that San Francisco could be branded as a cocktail community," says McDonnell. "We know we're there, but we're hoping that this creates a trickle-down effect for the rest of the country to know we're there."

The bus pulled up to Distillery 209, a small-batch gin distillery on Pier 50. The gin is light and zesty, with a floral note from the spice cocktail of bergamot, juniper, cardamom and coriander.

Hollinger jumped behind the makeshift bar, as distiller Arne Hillesland walked the gin-loving group through the small warehouse space and into the spice trailer for a little scratch-and-sniff session. We crushed pods of cardamom, tasted juniper and swooned over dried bergamot before popping out for another round of drinks.

Then it was off to the Upper Haight, where Alembic owner Dave McLean and bar manager Daniel Hyatt greeted us with mint juleps. It had been 10 minutes since I had a drink, and boy was I parched.

The group stood around the crowded bar, feeling ever so posh as we sipped icy-cold bourbon-based goodness out of the traditional silver tumblers. We nibbled hand-fried potato chips between beverages. "You should never go wanting," says Hollinger, as he passed a drink to freelance writer Karen Solomon.

Hollinger stops by Alembic a couple of times a week, mostly to admire the extensive whiskey collection. On the bus, he admitted a bias. "I don't mean to offend anyone here, but Alembic is my favorite bar right now," says Hollinger. "Besides Absinthe, of course."

But the bartenders heartily agree. They appreciate McLean's philosophy of using as many local ingredients as he can -- he even built the bar out of reclaimed wood from nearby Kezar Stadium.

Alembic's original drink, Vow of Silence, plays off one of the ingredients, Benedictine, and offers quite a smack in the head of alcohol with rye, the cherry liqueur Creme de Griotte and bitters. I ordered a Sazerac on the side, just to balance things out.

We kidnapped McLean, forcing him onto the bus, and passed around the Corralejo Tequila blanco (now half full) as we headed downtown to the grand opening of Cantina, the long-awaited bar from McDonnell. The Latin-inspired bar has bright walls, tons of artwork and an extensive cachaca, Tequila and rum selection.

"Where places like Alembic do a great job with whiskey," says Ehrmann, "Duggan is going to make rum hot."

Sazeracs greeted us at the door with an assault of smokiness from the addition of mescal. As Jan Newberry, food and wine editor of San Francisco magazine, delicately says, as I place my half-full glass aside, "Mescal is just not for everyone." The special drinks at Cantina this week are the pisco punch, a Latin American favorite, and a marmalade cooler.

Four bars, a couple of hours off the written schedule and a whole ton of fun later, and this girl about town was beat. With a day job to answer to, I had reached my limit.

Others moved on to Rye, just up the street, for an original Dogpatch and a classic (sniff) Manhattan. Then onto Bourbon & Branch for two types of martinis -- the old standard 1896 Martini and the newer model Todd's Smoked Olive Martini.

I snuck out of Cantina right after a toast to the opening, bumping into other just-arrived bar folks there to offer support, or tend bar -- Scott Beattie from Cyrus, Dominic Venegas from Range -- but before I left, McDonnell flashed one of his characteristic grins, which will keep his bar crowded long after the buzz wears off.

"We dig so much what we are doing," says McDonnell. Then he happily mixed, shaked and smiled for the quickly filling bar.

Now that's classic.

Where to drink during Cocktail Week

For a list of bars and restaurants participating in San Francisco Cocktail Week, go to www.sfcocktailweek.com. Below are the addresses of the establishments visited during the bar crawl.

Alembic, 1725 Haight St. (near Cole), S.F. ; (415) 666-0822 or www.alembicbar.com.

Bourbon & Branch, 501 Jones St. (at O'Farrell), S.F.; www.bourbonandbranch.com.

Cantina, 580 Sutter St. (near Mason), S.F.; www.cantinasf.com.

Elixir, 3200 16th St. (at Guerrero), S.F.; (415) 552-1633, www.elixirsf.com.

Rye, 688 Geary St. (at Leavenworth), S.F., (415) 786-7803.

Amanda Berne is a senior editor at Ten Speed Press in Berkeley. E-mail comments to wine@sfchronicle.com.

THE SIPPING NEWS

W. Blake Gray, Jon Bonné, Jane Tunks, Miriam Morgan, Laura Compton

Friday, May 18, 2007

The flying winemaker

Winemaking is a high-wire act. The winemaker needs perfect balance between patience and quick, aggressive action. So maybe more winemakers should join Stephane Vivier of HdV Wines in Napa for his weekend hobby -- practicing the flying trapeze with instructor Marek Kaszuba in Sonoma. This activity is recommended before the barrel tasting, not afterward.

-- W. Blake Gray

Who's best behind the bar?

Know a stellar bartender whose skills are second to none? Bonus points for a sympathetic ear, but we're looking for nominations of truly talented folks on the other side of the slab who keep you in great cocktails. In 50 words or less, tell us who it is and what exactly makes them so spectacular. E-mail us at www.sippingnews@sfchronicle.com.

Hurry up and aerate

I'm a skeptic about wine gadgets. While they might make great gifts for the millionaire oenophile, rarely do I see any use for wine accessories beyond the basic openers, foil cutters, decanters and refrigerators.

So I surprised myself with my enthusiastic response to the Vinturi ($39.95), created by inventor Rio Sabadicci. It's a simple acrylic device that aerates wine in a hurry with no moving parts. Instead, it takes advantage of Bernoulli's principle, forcing air into wine using nothing more than a cleverly designed shape and the force of gravity.

When you pour wine through it, you'll hear an amusing sucking sound, just like a wine taster inhaling while sampling. I tried it on a tannic red wine and it instantly tasted better. It's made with surgical-grade acrylic, is dishwasher-safe and should last indefinitely. Pick one up at some Napa Valley tasting rooms or at www.vinturi.com.

-- W.B.G.

The Rosé Avengers think pink at their annual Pink Out!

Pink wine doesn't get enough respect in the United States, according to the Rosé Avengers and Producers. Last year, RAP didn't really advance the cause with its Pink Out! tasting. A small venue, Butterfly restaurant in San Francisco, was jam-packed with tasting tables. Food cooking next to the tables made it impossible to smell the wines. There were no spit buckets in sight.

Pink Out! is back in the same venue with more than 40 rosés from around the world this year from 6:30 to 8:30 p.m. on May 21. Let's hope that improvements have been made. Tickets are $35 in advance and are expected to sell out; for more information, visit www.rapwine.com. Hint: Try the pink bubblies.

-- W.B.G.

Bottling Carolina moonshine

When I lived in central Florida (that's FLAH-dah to the natives), I had the opportunity to sample authentic moonshine out of a mason jar. They call it corn squeezins, and that's about right, because it had a strong taste of ripe corn and a potent kick. Plus, there was an appealing romance to it: The distiller produced it from the trunk of his muscle car at our meeting by an isolated lake and warned me to toss it out the window if I saw the poe-lice in my rearview mirror on my way home.

Piedmont Distillers is attempting to capitalize on that old Southern romance with Catdaddy Carolina Moonshine ($20), a legal product brewed in Madison, N.C. I love the idea and the bottle, but not so much the artificially sweet-tasting spirit inside. If you want good moonshine, you still gotta get it the old-fashioned way. Actually, that applies to Catdaddy too; it's still not legally distributed west of Wisconsin, so if you manage to git it, watch out for the poe-lice. For more information, visit www.piedmontdistillers.com.

-- W.B.G.

In our glasses

What we're drinking

Obstbau Reisetbauer Apfel-Cuvee Schaumwein Trocken ($18)

What sold us: This sparkling apple wine is made by Hans Reisetbauer, arguably Austria's best producer of fruit eaux de vie (along with a very serious Austrian single-malt whiskey and a gin). It's one of the more obscure items in the catalog of importer and Riesling fanatic Terry Theise. While some hard apple ciders are heavy and yeasty, this "foam wine" bursts with scents of fresh-cut apples and talc-like minerals. It's edgy and bone-dry, and at 7 percent alcohol, a perfect pick for a spring day or to pair with light seafood.

Where to find: Ferry Plaza Wine Merchant (S.F.), JV Wine & Spirits (Napa)

-- Jon Bonné

2006 Lazy Creek Vineyards L'Aperitif de Gewurztraminer ($20)

What sold us: Lazy Creek Vineyards is known for its Gewurztraminers, which are some of the best from the Anderson Valley. But winemaker Josh Chandler veers away from the traditional dry rendition of the Alsatian grape with the first vintage of his L'Aperitif de Gewurztraminer. Made in the style of Moscato d'Asti, the old-vine grapes are picked early, at 19 Brix, resulting in 2 percent residual sugar. Honeyed notes of apricots and stone fruit with the slightest effervescence make this aperitif go down easy.

Where to find: Whole Foods (www.wholefoods.com)

-- Jane Tunks

2003 Allegrini Palazzo Della Torre ($20)

What sold us: This mix of Corvina, Rondinella and Sangiovese has just enough fruit tempered with acid to pair well with roast or braised pork, veal or chicken, or with dishes such as tortellini en brodo. The Italian blend is on the lighter side, with an alcohol content of 13.5 percent, enough structure to make it interesting, and a price to make it affordable.

Where to find: Beverages & More (www.bevmo.com)

-- Miriam Morgan

2004 Diamond Oaks Mina Ranch Chalk Hill Chardonnay ($30)

What sold us: This wine slipped through the cracks of The Chronicle rating system. We got a bottle labeled "Carneros," so we tasted it with the Napa Valley Chardonnays and liked it, deeming it worthy of 2 1/2 stars. But when we called to learn more about it, we discovered it was part of a small mislabeled shipment. We had already published our Russian River Chardonnay rankings, which it was good enough to have made, so it remains unranked. But just to be sure, we got another bottle and once again enjoyed it: It's quite toasty, but with fine acidity, citrus flavors, floral hints and a medium-long finish. Try it with roast chicken.

Where to find: Half Moon Bay Wine & Cheese Shop (Half Moon Bay, www.hmbwineandcheese.com)

-- W. Blake Gray

2005 Bush-Field Sonoma Mountain-Top Vineyards Sonoma Valley Pinot Noir ($54)

What sold us: If you're into exclusivity, you'll like this wine. It comes from the highest vineyard in Sonoma County, 2,350 feet above sea level and far from its neighbors. Just five acres of Pinot are planted there, and only 70 cases were made of this wine -- the only one the winery makes -- so the price seems reasonable. We love the generous cranberry fruit with notes of soy sauce, earth and violet and a tolerable sweetness on the medium-length finish. Winery proprietor Alan Benfield Bush made his money as a "master hair artist," first as managing director of education for Vidal Sassoon and later as founder of the ABBA Pure and Natural Hair Care line. No wonder this Pinot is stylin'.

Where to find: Wine Bar & Shop (San Francisco, www.winebarsf.com)

--W.B.G.

2006 Confrerie des Vignerons Oisly & Thesee Les Gourmets Touraine Sauvignon ($8)

What sold us: This charming Loire Valley wine was the ideal companion to a recent dinner of baked wild halibut with asparagus, favas and peas. Why, I can't exactly say. The wine had been chilled too long, but even as it warmed up, its true flavors eluded me. Its nose hinted at stone fruit or spring blossoms, its crisp, minerally backbone was immediately alluring, and there were definitely lip-smacking tart flavors. But was it grapefruit -- or gooseberry? My companion sensed pineapple, but then we reconsidered -- perhaps it was passion fruit? We finished the bottle, still puzzled. We're just going to have to keep buying it -- and drinking it -- until we figure it out.

Where to find: Whole Foods (www.wholefoods.com)

-- Laura Compton

New wine country: Washington's Olympic Peninsula

Cyril Penn

Friday, May 18, 2007

As global warming progresses, cooler areas begin looking more favorable for wine grape growing. The latest is Washington state's Olympic Peninsula.

A new study by Southern Oregon University professor and research climatologist Greg Jones concludes that the North Olympic Peninsula provides sound potential for viticulture, and that the local wine industry should grow grapes that result in a light, crisp and aromatic style of wine.

The study recommends the following grape varieties:

-- White: Chardonnay, Pinot Gris, Pinot Blanc and Gewurztraminer, along with lesser known Sylvaner, Muller-Thurgau, Madeleine Angevine and Siegerrebe.

-- Red: Pinot Noir was the best known, though the report also mentioned Zweigelt, Garanoir, Regent, Marechal Foch and others.

Raymond selling vineyard: St. Helena's Raymond Vineyards is putting its 330-acre Monterey County vineyard up for sale as part of a repositioning that will see the winery focus more on its Napa Valley roots and less on Amberhill, a second label that has grown to nearly half of the winery's production.

The winery will use proceeds from the sale to upgrade its St. Helena hospitality center and redevelop some of its vineyard operations in Napa Valley.

As a result of the repositioning, four of Raymond's roughly 50 employees have left the company.

People: Béatrice Cointreau has resigned as president of Champagne Gosset and director-general of Cognac Frapin. She has been replaced by her brother, Jean-Pierre Cointreau.

LETTERS TO WINE
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Mike Grgich as Napa underdog

Editor -- Re "The Vintner Who Did It His Way" (May 11): Nice piece, loved it, Mike Grgich is the ultimate underdog. We have been loyal to Grgich Hills for 10-plus years.

My wife and I visit Grgich Hills Cellar every six to eight weeks. Every time we walk in, we are greeted by name and treated like we are the only ones in the tasting room, when it is often packed three to four people deep.

My fondest memory with Mike is a party we attended last year at Violet Grgich's home in Yountville. Mike sat with us at lunch and we talked World Cup soccer for 45 minutes. He is a such a warm, humble man, but he does love the ladies. Grgich throws some of the best parties in Napa Valley and trust me, we have attended a lot of them.

PATRICK K. HOLLISTER

Oakland

Editor -- I continue to be surprised that people like Jim Barrett continue to say that the 1973 Chateau Montelena Chardonnay put Napa Valley Chardonnay on the map. The label reveals that the grapes were from Napa and Alexander valleys.

I purchased four bottles of this wine from Mike Grgich at Montelena in 1976 and enjoyed my last one in 1993. One would have thought it was a 4- or 5-year-old wine judging by the color, aroma and flavors. It held together so well because of Grgich's winemaking skills and his demand for no malolactic fermentation, high acid, adequate sulphur and reasonable alcohol (13.2 percent). Grgich Hills Chardonnays will also age well; however, I've never had luck aging Chateau Montelena Chardonnays since Grgich left.

PHILIP HICKS

San Anselmo

We are not all Napa

Editor -- Thank you for the great article on Chardonnays from the Carneros appellation (The Chronicle's Wine Selections, May 4).

We would like to clarify that Carneros is a unique, independent appellation, spanning the southern portions of both Napa and Sonoma counties. It is not a subappellation of either Napa or Sonoma Counties as described in your article.

We were delighted to see Benziger Family Winery, MacRostie Winery and Schug Carneros Estate Winery recognized in your article. All three wineries are located on the Sonoma side of our appellation and use Sonoma fruit in the wines noted.

STEVE SANGIACOMO

Chair, Board of Directors

Carneros Wine Alliance

Address remarks to Letters to Wine, San Francisco Chronicle, 901 Mission St., San Francisco, CA 94103. E-mail wine@sfchronicle.com. Include name, city and phone number. Letters may be edited.

Island spirits: Artisan distilled liquors on Alameda's onetime naval base

Jane Tunks, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, May 18, 2007

It's not every day you visit a former naval air base to sample vodkas and eaux de vie. But the onetime military installation on Alameda island is where St. George Spirits distillery has made its home. Drive past the abandoned gatepost, and follow the "Hangar One" signs to hangar 21 (confusing, but trust them), where you'll find the distillery and tasting room.

"Welcome from the Firebirds" scream the block letters under the roofline, which formerly housed the Marine Corps air squadron of the same name. Today, the industrial building is home to St. George Spirits, most famous for its Hangar One vodkas.

Perched on the edge of Alameda, the west-facing tasting room has a drop-dead gorgeous view of the San Francisco skyline. On clear, sunny days you can even see the Golden Gate Bridge.

The vibe: The warehouse-like space is downright stylish, in a minimalist way, with soaring ceilings, poured concrete floors and arty-looking display cases that showcase fruit infusing vodka in glass containers. The tasting room is glassed off from the distillery, so on weekdays, you can watch the distilling activity while you sample the wares.

The team: Founder Jorg Rupf's family distilled eaux de vie for generations in Germany's Black Forest. The German-born Rupf came to California to study at UC Berkeley, but after falling in love with the state's gorgeous produce, he began hand-distilling eaux de vie (unaged fruit brandies) in 1982 with a German Holstein pot still he brought across the Atlantic. In 1996, distiller Lance Winters showed up with a bottle of not-very-good homemade whiskey. Rupf hired him anyway and Winters has been an integral part of the team every since.

The spirits: A generous tasting of a dozen spirits draws from the entire St. George portfolio. Start with Aqua Perfecta Raspberry and Pear liqueurs, before moving on to the prized Hangar One vodkas. The straight vodka is a blend of Viognier grapes and wheat vodka, and the fruit-flavored vodkas include buddha's hand (a South Asian citrus), mandarin blossom, kaffir lime and raspberry. A single-malt whiskey and several eaux de vie -- pear, raspberry and cherry -- are also poured.

The experience: The staffers' passion for these artisan spirits is evident when they talk with visitors. Each person we spoke with was very well informed about what they were pouring, and were happy to answer any questions, from explaining the intricacies of distilling to sharing where the ingredients were from. The $10 fee for more than a dozen tastes is extremely good value, so you won't feel bad about using the dump bucket.

The extras: Every Saturday at 1 p.m., a guide gives free tours of the distillery and a thorough explanation of the distilling process. Group tours for 10 to 20 people can be arranged on Sundays with advance notice. Private parties can also rent the tasting room for special events. It would be a particularly festive spot around sunset -- and there's plenty of parking in the free lot.

Nearby: As well as stalwart Rosenblum Cellars (2900 Main St., Suite 1100, Alameda, 510-865-7007, www.rosenblumcellars.com), some new tasting rooms have opened up in the East Bay, including the shared Dashe Cellars & JC Cellars tasting room (55 Fourth St., Oakland; 510-452-1800, www.dashecellars.com) and Lost Canyon (2102-A Dennison St., Oakland; 510-534-9314, www.lostcanyonwinery.com).

St. George Spirits

2601 Monarch St., Alameda

(510) 769-1601,

www.stgeorgespirits.com

Noon-7 p.m. Wednesday- Saturday, noon-6 p.m. Sunday

Rating: THREE STARS

RATING KEY: FOUR STARS...Extraordinary, THREE STARS...Excellent, TWO STARS...Good

Chronicle critics make every attempt to remain anonymous. All expenses are paid for by The Chronicle. Star ratings are based on a single visit.

E-mail comments to jtunks@sfchronicle.com.

Seattle Times
Wine-tasting galas mark the season

Washington state has just reached an enological milestone: The 500th Washington winery recently joined the ranks of the vintner brotherhood.

That in itself is reason to celebrate, and not a weekend goes by without a passel of wine-related activities that provide the opportunity to do so. A great resource for many of them is the Washington Wine Commission Web site: www.washingtonwine.org. Two upcoming events, one on each side of the state, offer wine enthusiasts unusual opportunities to taste, purchase and learn about Washington wines.

Vintage Walla Walla

May 31-June 2, at various venues in and around Walla Walla

This is the Walla Walla Valley Wine Alliance's signature event, one that has been a real insider's treat in past years.

It follows the town's wildly popular "Big Three" (Spring Release weekend, Balloon Stampede weekend and Whitman Commencement weekend) and is therefore a bit in the shadows. Which is all just fine, because this is the wine-tasting event that the locals love most, and it is getting harder to get in as a result.

There is a strong food-and-wine focus to the weekend, as reflected in many of the seminars, with topics such as "Flavor Pairing," "Cheese and Wine Pairing" and so on. Guest chefs are Pascal Sauton (Carafe Bistro, Portland), Jason Wilson (Crush, Seattle) and Bear Ullman (The Marc, Walla Walla). Also tied into the weekend is a Friday evening ArtWalk, highlighted by a special bronze pour at the foundry.

The main event, of course, is the Grand Tasting, a sort of Taste Washington with an exclusive Walla Walla focus.

More than 50 wineries will be pouring, and along with new releases, many will be offering library selections. Among those bringing rare, older wines are Abeja, Canoe Ridge, Cayuse, Dusted Valley, Dunham, L'Ecole N{ring} 41, Leonetti, Reininger, Saviah, Trio, Va Piano, Walla Walla Vintners and Woodward Canyon.

Admission to the Grand Tasting is $125 per person. For complete ticket and event information, call 509-526-3117 or go online to www.vintagewallawalla.com. Proceeds from the tasting and its associated auctions — many with large-format bottles — benefit ArtWalla, a local arts organization.

My "Don't Miss" winery for this event is Waters Winery. which has just opened its tasting room (at 416 N. Second, Walla Walla).

Winemaker Jamie Brown has excellent credentials (James Leigh Cellars) and even better vineyard sources (he is the first winemaker to make a vineyard-designated wine from Leonetti's Loess vineyard). Small lots of vineyard-designated syrah, cabernet sauvignon and Bordeaux blends are the specialty here. Waters has already established a reputation with some of the country's top sommeliers, and a dedicated vineyard and winery are being readied near Pepper Bridge.

The winery's current release is the Waters 2005 Columbia Valley Syrah ($25). It is a thoroughly delicious wine, showcasing bright, clean raspberry fruit against a foundation of firm, fine-grained tannins. Authoritative and substantial, it is a brilliant combination of finesse, tension and balance.

Not yet released, but being sold as futures, are three other exceptional syrahs:

Waters 2005 Loess Vineyard Syrah ($40) comes from a two-acre parcel of the Leonetti Cellar estate vineyard, planted in 2002. Dark berries, black cherries and rum (from one-year-old French oak) are buttressed by snappy natural acids. This wine has high-toned aromas and plenty of power; it needs just a bit more time to knit together and bring the barrel flavors into focus.

Waters 2005 Forgotten Hills Vineyard Syrah ($40) comes from a 10-year-old vineyard owned by Walla Walla artist Jeffrey Hill. It's tight, young, tart and sappy, with fruit tasting of salmonberries and blueberries, and hints of mineral and flint. (There is also a 2005 Pepper Bridge Vineyard Syrah, untasted.) For purity and polish, these syrahs are world-class.

Washington

Wine Highway

May 26 and 27; 11 a.m. to 4 p.m. daily, Chateau Ste. Michelle, Woodinville

If a gala outdoor wine tasting sounds like a fine way to spend your Memorial Day weekend, you may want to check out the second annual Washington Wine Highway event at Chateau Ste. Michelle in Woodinville. The grounds will be set for casual strolling among regional pavilions highlighting wines from the Yakima Valley, Red Mountain, Walla Walla Valley, Columbia Valley and Puget Sound appellations. Along with wines and winemakers, each pavilion will feature food purveyors and travel specialists from the featured region.

The idea behind the Washington Wine Highway is to allow visitors to take "a mini road trip" through Washington wine country. Unlike most such events, here you may actually purchase wines as well as gift certificates from the restaurants. The list of participating wineries is impressive and includes many boutiques and brand-new producers.

The restaurants are also impressive. Among them are Bellevue's splashy new 0/8 Seafood Grill, Woodinville's Barking Frog, El Gaucho, the Herbfarm, Salty's on Alki, Troiani, Union Square Grill, Waterfront Seafood Grill and Wild Ginger.

For tickets and information, go online to www.washingtonwinehighway.com/event. General admission is $65 for either day, $110 for both; on-site parking will be $25 a day. The Washington Wine Highway is tied in with (and co-sponsored by) The Bellevue Collection, whose first Culinary & Wine Showcase (May 23-27) is also putting the spotlight on Washington wines and restaurants. See www.bellevuesquare.com/event/event.php for complete details on wine tastings, seminars ( I am participating in the seminar segment) and winemaker dinners.

My "Don't Miss" stop on the Washington Wine Highway is Hightower. This Red Mountain boutique will be harvesting its first estate vineyard grapes this fall. I recently had the opportunity to sit down with Tim and Kelly Hightower and taste through every vintage of cabernet and merlot they have released, beginning in 1997 (when the winery was in Woodinville).

The wines have been remarkably consistent, though fruit sources have changed. All eight cabernets are in fine condition, as are the merlots (which were first made in 2000). Current releases, from 2003 and 2004, are stylistically in line and show continued, steady improvement.

Hightower Cellars 2004 Merlot ($28) is a smooth blend of Red Mountain and Horse Heaven Hills merlot, with a generous (18 percent) supplement of cabernet sauvignon. Satiny smooth, glossy and tightly wound fruits taste of ripe raspberry, and the bright acidity adds intensity to the toasty, coffee-inflected finish.

Hightower Cellars 2004 Red Mountain Red ($50) is a dark, dense, ripe and oaky blend that wraps the fruit in rich layers of smoke, cedar, honey and butterscotch. If you are looking for a Washington take on ripe, high-octane California reds, this is a good place to start.

Hightower Cellars 2003 Columbia Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($35), a rich, ripe and chocolatey cab, hits your mouth in all the right spots. It brings the tastes that consumers love right to front and center — sweet fruit and rich chocolate.

Accommodations in Walla Walla are limited, so don't plan on just showing up. Vintage Walla Walla 2007 will feature several new events; among them is a Riedel stemware tasting event Thursday evening, several new and expanded educational classes and Saturday picnics at area vineyards.

Pick of the week

Domaine de la Tourmaline 2005 Muscadet "Saint-Fiacre"; $14. Muscadet is forever stuck with the oyster-wine image, and it does set up an oyster like nobody's business. But why stop there? These are wines that capture the delight and delicacy of a glorious spring day. Wines to chill and sip from tumblers, sitting on your deck or patio, feeling a warm breeze (finally!). This wine, from Chadderdon Selections, captures all that and more. It's fresh, creamy and surprisingly rich, while keeping the alcohol low and the acids high. Bring on the picnic food, with or without oysters. (Distributed by Elliott Bay.)

USA Today

Cheers

Jerry Shriver

How true

Friday, May 18, 2007

Non-vintage True Earth Chardonnay, Mendocino County, Calif., about $13. The label of this new Three Thieves brand offshoot states that organic farming "isn't just a philosophy, it's something you taste.'' Which begs the question, what does organic taste like? Here, I get lean and light, almost watery, pear and apple flavors, some minerals and a trace of smokiness. The combined effect is pleasant and within the norm of Chardonnay, but I'm not sure if the organic pedigree of the grapes lends anything in particular to the flavor. Still, it feels good to drink, especially at this price. Try it with scallops or steamed mussels.

A pour for pizza

Wednesday, May 16, 2007

2004 Gabbiano Chianti Classico, Tuscany, Italy, about $13. I tasted this alongside its $9 counterpart, the 2005 Gabbiano Chianti, and I believe the difference more than justifies the step up in price. The regular Chianti was quaffable but left little impression -- it would go poof in the presence of a proper pizza. But the Classico, made from grapes (mostly Sangiovese) drawn from a smaller area, was blessed with a pleasant plum aroma and a sturdy texture, and the cherry and herb flavors were assertive enough to complement a decent pie.

Stand up for the Republic

Monday, May 14, 2007

2006 Sauvignon Republic Sauvignon Blanc, Russian River Valley, Calif., about $18. This is the latest effort from a quartet of wine buffs in Sonoma County, Calif., who have dedicated themselves to making wines from Sauvignon Blanc grapes grown in the world's top production regions, including Marlborough in New Zealand, the Loire Valley in France and Stellenbosch in South Africa. This one's from their own back yard, and even though the Russian River is better known for Chardonnay, the wine is truly tantalizing. It's a perfect blend of grassy aromas and sunshine-drenched tropical fruit flavors that are held in check by a refreshing acidity. It's friendlier than an austere Sancerre and less over-the-top than a Sauvignon Blanc from New Zealand. Try it alone, after mowing the lawn, or with an elegant raw seafood appetizer.

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.

THE DOW JONES CHEAP CLARET INDEX

[Go to chart]

In a tasting of red Bordeaux (sometimes called claret) from the 2004 vintage that cost about $20 or less, these were our favorites.

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.

Despite the growing gap between the euro and the dollar, there are some bargains for fans of Bordeaux wines. WSJ wine columnists John Brecher and Dorothy Gaiter found five top-notch French reds priced at $20 or less.

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.com.

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.

Washington Post

Tying the Knot With Bubbles

By Karen Page and Andrew Dornenburg

Wednesday, May 16, 2007; F05

You can practically hear the clinking already. In June, July and August, when almost one-third of the annual 2.3 million weddings in the United States will take place, countless revelers will raise a traditional champagne toast.

With the national average cost of a wedding now topping $25,000, and with half of that being spent on the reception, and with half of that being spent on alcohol . . . well, let's just say there'll be a whole lot of bubbly-shopping and -popping over the next few months.

But all those newlyweds may or may not be toasting with traditional champagne from the French region of Champagne. Although Brendan Cox, executive chef of Notti Bianche and Circle Bistro restaurants, and his wife, Leslie, got their 2001 party started at the Morrison House in Alexandria with a magnum of 1996 Bollinger Grande Annee, they poured Bisol Prosecco later in the evening. Ellen and Todd Gray, co-owners of Equinox restaurant downtown, served Oasis Brut sparkling wine at their 1995 wedding at Virginia's Tarara Winery before moving on to Zardetto Prosecco.

Nevertheless, sales of sparkling wines from Champagne and elsewhere around the globe are booming, thanks to consumers' growing enthusiasm for bubbly wines in general.

The Washington-based Office of Champagne reports that champagne shipments to the United States rose 12 percent from 2005 to 2006, the fifth consecutive annual increase. Strong growth in the rosé category -- which represents just 5 percent of the wine produced in Champagne -- accounted for nearly one-third of the increase. Spokesman Marc Destito credits growing consumer awareness of the food-friendliness of still and sparkling rosés, among other reasons.

"Still rosé has also lost the stigma it once had, which has opened the door for rosé in the champagne market," Destito says. "In addition, our research shows that women tend to be the primary purchasers of wine in their household, and that women -- including brides-to-be -- tend to gravitate toward rosé."

Color didn't play much of a role in our choice to serve peach-hued Iron Horse Wedding Cuvee from Sonoma at our 1990 wedding at chef Lydia Shire's Boston restaurant Biba. We were swayed by its rave from Biba's sommelier -- and its name. We loved the idea of serving magnums of a "Wedding Cuvee" and, because we were paying for the wedding ourselves, we especially loved the cost-per-ounce savings that magnums of sparkling wine can offer. A pinot noir-dominant blend, Iron Horse has a taste reminiscent of strawberries and cream. Indeed, this wine is so food-friendly that we served it throughout our wedding reception -- accompanying fare from mini-pierogi hors d'oeuvres to tandoori chicken -- and have enjoyed it on several August wedding anniversaries since with tuna or wild salmon.

Had money been no object, sure, we might have opted to serve the legendary Dom Perignon Champagne. But although the best names in Champagne still sparkle, it's also worth checking out some of the better values from the region, including offerings from producers such as Charles Heidsieck, Drappier, Duval-Leroy, Lanson and Louis Roederer.

Then again, when it comes to champagne, value is a relative concept. Champagne Delamotte might be one of the Champagne region's best-kept secrets. Its sister Champagne Salon, a rich, complex wine that costs hundreds of dollars a bottle -- when you can even find it -- has taken on cult status because of winemaker Didier Depond's extreme selectivity when it comes to the matter of declaring a vintage year. In non-vintage years, the grapes are turned into the impressive NV Champagne Delamotte Brut and Brut Rosé, which many insiders consider to be steals at $50 and $77, respectively.

Another sleeper champagne, NV Champagne Henriot ($35), has even been mistaken for Dom Perignon at first sip. This 100 percent chardonnay champagne is elegant and surprisingly complex, especially at just a small fraction of the other's price.

While in a whole different category, the refreshing taste -- and price -- of Italian prosecco adds to its appeal for summer drinking, at a wedding or otherwise. Mionetto Prosecco Brut ($15) aced our recent prosecco tasting for its food-friendliness with fried calamari, chicken Caesar salad and grilled salmon with lemon butter sauce.

Selecting a sparkling wine for such a momentous occasion can be stressful, so it's comforting to keep in mind that even champagne aficionados will attest that there are more important aspects to your wedding day than what you drink.

Author Ed McCarthy ("Champagne for Dummies") and his master-of-wine wife Mary Ewing-Mulligan, with whom we shared dinner last month at the Inn at Perry Cabin during the fifth annual St. Michaels Food & Wine Festival, confessed that they don't recall which champagne was served when they tied the knot on Long Island in 1983.

However, Ewing-Mulligan said, "we both remember the best champagne of our honeymoon: 1975 Krug, which a sommelier served us begrudgingly at a restaurant in the Dordogne region of France, because he said it was too young. We ordered a second bottle!"

Andrew Dornenburg and Karen Page are the award-winning authors of "What to Drink With What You Eat," the first book to be named both the IACP cookbook of the year and the Georges Duboeuf wine book of the year. They can be reached through their Web site,http://www.becomingachef.com, or atfood@washpost.com.

In the Wine Aisle
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NV Champagne Delamotte Brut Rosé

France, $77

Grapes:80 percent pinot noir, 20 percent chardonnay

Flavors: red berry, with a long finish, carried along by tiny bubbles

Alcohol:12 percent

Pairs with: canapes, chicken, pork, salmon, tuna

Where to find it: Wide World of Wines

NV Champagne Delamotte Brut

France, $50

Grapes:50 percent chardonnay, 35 to 40 percent pinot noir, 10 to 15 percent pinot meunier

Flavors: refreshing and well-balanced, powered by a steady stream of tiny bubbles

Alcohol:12 percent

Pairs with: canapes, chicken, pork, salmon

Where to find it: Cleveland Park Wine and Spirits, Paul's of Chevy Chase, Potomac Wine & Spirits, Wide World of Wines

NV Henriot Blanc Souverain Pur Chardonnay Brut

France, $45

Grapes:100 percent chardonnay

Flavors: full-bodied with lively lemon-like acidity, toasty notes and a long finish

Alcohol:12 percent

Pairs with: canapes, caviar, halibut, oysters, salmon, seafood

Where to find it: Magruder's (some locations), Paul's of Chevy Chase, the Vineyard of Virginia, the Wine Specialist

2004 Iron Horse Wedding Cuvee

California, $37

Grapes:86 percent pinot noir, 14 percent chardonnay

Flavors: this elegant sparkling wine has hints of strawberry and a creamy finish

Alcohol:12.7 percent

Pairs with: chicken, mushrooms, salmon, strawberries -- especially chocolate-dipped

Where to find it: Beltway Fine Wine, Rodman's

NV Mumm Brut Prestige Napa Valley Sparkling Wine

California, $19

Grapes:51 percent pinot noir, 46 percent chardonnay, 2 percent pinot meunier, 1 percent pinot gris

Flavors: crisp acidity; apple and vanilla flavors end in a lemon cream pie finish

Alcohol:12.5 percent

Pairs with: Brie cheese, calamari, chicken, lobster, mussels, oysters, seafood

Where to find it: Burka's Liquor, Calvert Woodley, Magruder's, Pearson's, Rodman's, World Market (some locations)

NOTE: Prices are approximate. Contact stores to verify availability. List does not include every store that carries these wines.
Romance? They Pour It On.

By Jason Wilson

Wednesday, May 16, 2007; F05

I love the corporate storytelling that accompanies the launch of so many spirits into the marketplace. The genre is well established: miraculous tales of rustic peasants gathering some obscure ingredient (Sorrento lemons for limoncello); secret recipes zealously guarded by monks who've taken a vow of silence (Chartreuse); black-and-white photos of the stern family patriarch carefully inspecting the goods (just about every Kentucky bourbon).

"Quintessential liquor industry puffery" is what Robert Cooper calls some of those stories. "I guess you could say it's romantic and that it allows the consumer to dream. They need to have a compelling story of some sort. A lot of companies probably feel that pressure."

Says Cooper, "I'm over the whole puffery thing."

Cooper, whose family owns Charles Jacquin et Cie distillery in Philadelphia, is launching an elderflower liqueur called St-Germain that will debut nationwide this month at a suggested retail price of $32.99. And after his observations about "puffery," it might surprise you to know that St-Germain has launched with a romantic story. It is a doozy.

According to the lavish marketing material, St-Germain uses only wild elderflowers picked in the French Alps. The flowers undergo a "highly secret" maceration process that extracts flavor "without bruising the flowers." It is "a carefully orchestrated sequence of events, which must be completed during the short three- to four-day span when the blossoms peak."

So, with only a few days to gather all the elderflowers needed for a year's production, how do they harvest the crop?

According to the company's tale, "bohemien" farmers handpick the elderflowers. "After gently ushering the wild blooms into sacks and descending the hillside, the man who gathers blossoms for your cocktail will then mount a bicycle and carefully ride the umbels of starry white flowers to the market," reads the marketing material, which includes photos of a man in a beret, his bicycle loaded down with satchels of blooms.

Says St-Germain: "You could not write a better story if you were François Truffaut."

Indeed. But some spirits industry insiders seem a little skeptical. When I recounted the St-Germain story to Frank Coleman, spokesman for the Distilled Spirits Council of the United States, he rolled his eyes and said, "Guys on bikes? Yeah, right." Then again, the council represents brands such as Bacardi, Pernod Ricard and Moet Hennessy, with which St-Germain -- not a member of the council -- is meant to compete.

I asked Cooper to show me his bohemiens on bicycles. He said the harvest was happening in early May, and because I was planning a trip to Europe anyway, I offered to drive from Geneva to see it.

Cooper rejected the idea. "I will not divulge the name of the town where the elderflowers are grown," he said. "I want to protect this brand." When I suggested visiting the production facility, he said: "I'm not going to show you. I'm not going to show anyone. Ever."

The elderflowers are on public land, Cooper said, and he worried that a multinational liquor company will swoop in on the action if it learns the location. I questioned that business model.

People in the Alps may pick elderflowers and use them in cooking and making drinks. You might even be able to find some kind of elderflower spirit made in someone's barn. But that's a long way from using fresh elderflowers, picked by local guys on bikes, for a liqueur that's having an expensive, PR-driven U.S. rollout.

What if the elderflowers didn't bloom one year, or what if he lost availability? "That's a great question," Cooper said, adding that he was sure that if he were working at a larger company, the risk management department "would have kiboshed the project."

So I offered to keep his Alpine town anonymous. I also told him that I'd visited many spirits distilleries with secrets and had never figured out, let alone published, their method or recipes. Still, Cooper would not budge.

He instead offered to send a man named Yves to meet me at my hotel in Geneva. From there, I would be driven into the Haute-Savoie region, to an undisclosed destination. "Are you going to blindfold me and throw a sack over my head, too?" I asked.

"Maybe we should!" he replied.

I would be forbidden to see his guys on bicycles and his production facility. Yves and I would drive around the mountains, have lunch and return to Geneva. I declined.

And so, for now, the idea of men handpicking fresh elderflowers in the French Alps for Cooper's new liqueur remains a good story.

(By the way, St-Germain is lovely to drink, sweet but lightly so, with a delicate but pronounced aroma. My favorite way to drink it is in the St-Germain Cocktail: simply 2 shots each of the liqueur and either sparkling or dry white wine, topped with soda, on the rocks, in a Collins glass. Just in case it matters to you.)

Jason Wilson can be reached atfood@washpost.com
