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2005 Este de Bodegas Alto Almanzora

Published on: 05/24/07

• 2005 Este de Bodegas Alto Almanzora, Vino de Mesa, Spain

• $8.50

• Two thumbs way up. A powerful wine filled with aromas and bold flavors of cherry, black licorice, cinnamon and rich blackberry, with soft touches of chocolate and cola. Unbelievably complex for a sub-$10 wine.

Listen up, all you cheapskates out there. The Wine Curmudgeon has said this before, but it bears repeating: You don't have to pay a lot for great wine.

The Curmudgeon is not talking about those inexpensive, overly commercial, "safe" wines with the barking penguin (or some other cartoonlike character) on the label. Not that they're bad, but those easygoing wines wouldn't offend your teetotaling grandma.

The great wines of which the Curmudgeon speaks are those balanced, interesting, "edgy" wines with indefinable characteristics that take your breath away. These are what the wine intelligentsia refer to as "serious" wines. Unfortunately, one characteristic of "serious" wine is high price.

Yet there are plenty of scrappy players out there making artisan wines on the cheap. Maybe they are in unestablished wine regions or use oddball grapes, or perhaps they haven't found favor with the dwindling number of distributors out there, thus lessening their chances for discovery. Whatever the reason, these wines are like mutts at the Westminster dog show: They get no respect and can't fetch a high price.

But take it from the Curmudgeon, these wines are out there. Can't find them by yourself? Then challenge your local wine shop to locate these gems. I've heard more than one shop owner moan about big-box retailers and specialty markets "stealing" their customers. Here's an opportunity for them to shine, if they'd only get off their keisters and track down these undiscovered treasures.

This week, the benevolent Wine Curmudgeon offers this $8.50 pearl: Este, a Spanish table wine made by Bodegas Alto Almanzora from monastrell and garnacha grapes. Never heard of it? Well, my dear friends, that's the nature of discovery.

Gil Kulers, a certified wine educator with the Society of Wine Educators, is beverages instructor for the culinary arts program at Chattahoochee Technical College. Contact him at gil.kulers@winekulers.com.
Chicago Tribune

Generations of wine savvy

Alto Adige's Alois Lageder talks about his family's wines

Bill Daley

Tribune food and wine critic

May 23, 2007

Winemaker Alois Lageder may be an Italian citizen but he frequently punctuates his English with the word, "Ja," German for "yes." It's a simple verbal tic, but it's also a very basic illustration of how his home region of Alto Adige is literally caught between two worlds.

Located along the Alps in northeastern Italy, the region was held by the Austrians for almost 600 years and was known as Sudtirol. Then the Italians took over after World War I. "Sudtirol" became "Alto Adige," but the area never became fully Italian. Instead, as Lageder notes, the two cultures have co-existed.

"You know we never consider ourselves Italian," Lageder said, chuckling, "but it is on our passports."

Joseph Bastianich and David Lynch in their authoritative book, "Vino Italiano: The Regional Wines of Italy," say Alto Adige is where you'll find "some of the most well-structured whites in the world." This is quite a switch from a few years ago, when Alto Adige's unoaked chardonnay couldn't find a market in the United States.

"But people changed their minds. They realized the elegance was more important," Lageder said. "The quality of the wine is more and more accepted."

Lageder makes and sells 30 wines in three quality classifications. Nineteen of them are available in Illinois.

Based in Magre, described by Bastianich and Lynch as the most southerly German-speaking village in Europe, he operates two wine estates in Alto Adige, Tor Lowengang and Cason Hirschprunn. The first has been in the family's hands for generations and 70 percent of the grapes grown are white. Pinot grigio makes up 22 percent of white grape production, followed by chardonnay, pinot bianco, gewurztraminer, Muller-Thurgau, sauvignon blanc, riesling and moscato giallo. The second estate, a more recent purchase, is split 50-50 between red and white grapes. Pinot grigio and merlot are the top grapes there.

Whites clearly had his attention during a dinner held in his honor at Evanston's Va Pensiero restaurant. The dinner featured his 2004 Pinot Bianco Haberlehof and his 1999 Contest, a very nuanced white blend. But what really got him excited was a wine not even on the menu, a 2005 Moscato Giallo Vogelmeier. He asked an associate to run out to the car to get a bottle. The nose was profound: fruity, ripe and sweet. But the flavor was lively and dry; surprising considering the nose and muscat's "sweet" reputation.

"There's no residual sugar," Lageder said proudly.

Pinot bianco is another fave. He finds it more interesting than its relative, pinot grigio.

"It has good structure. It shows what Alto Adige can produce," Lageder said.

Bastianich and Lynch note the interest in pinot bianco in their book, but they would have no hesitation urging white wine lovers to shop around.

"For a white wine drinker looking for something different, there's probably no better place to experiment than the Alto Adige," they write.

Go native

Northern Italy gaining attention for the dark fruit flavors of lagrein grape

Bill Daley

May 23, 2007

Alto Adige has had something of an identity problem. A region of northern Italy once part of Austria, the language of choice often is German and the wines can have a distinctly non-Italian edge.

Although Alto Adige's whites have slowly gained a following among the cognoscenti for their high quality, crisp profile and relatively low prices, the reds have remained largely undiscovered in the United States.

That may soon change. In Alto Adige, arguably the source of Italy's best pinot nero, the ever-popular pinot noir, interest is growing in native red grapes, notably lagrein (pronounced lah-GRAYN). Lagrein is used to make both red and rose wines. (Read the bilingual labels carefully; I once bought a rose by mistake thinking it a red.)

In "Vino Italiano, The Regional Wines of Italy," Joseph Bastianich and David Lynch apologize for giving short shift to lagrein in an earlier edition.

"It is undoubtedly a grape that has come on strong in recent years, with producers such as Cantina Terlano, Cantina Produttori Santa Maddalena and Alois Lageder making very distinguished versions," they wrote in 2005. "Lagrein has an intriguing balance of sweet and savory elements -- a combination of dark, coffee-ground flavors, a slight vegetal edge, and a mass of dark fruit that is sometimes reminiscent of cabernet franc."

Bastianich, a New York restaurateur who co-owns Babbo with celebrity chef Mario Batali, said in a telephone interview that wines from Alto Adige and the neighboring region of Trentino are selling well by the glass in his restaurants. Lagrein and teroldego (teh-rawl-DEH-goh), which grows mostly in Trentino, are both "very accessible, fruit-forward wines," he said.

Lynch, general manager of Babbo, said that he has been doing a lot of talking and writing about the reds of Trentino-Alto Adige.

"These reds are catching on, not the least because our new-generation sommeliers, they of the creative facial hair, thick tie knots and architect eyeglasses, are always looking for something offbeat to hand-sell," he said. "Indigenous varieties are where it's at."

He said lagrein and teroldego "offer great, deep color and a big dollop of fruit, without overly harsh tannins. But then they both veer off in a funky, savory direction." Of the two, lagrein is a touch more "green," he said, with "a bit more of a smoked-meat savor."

Adding to the appeal is Alto Adige's dual identity -- and this goes beyond labels printed in German and Italian. Winemaker Alois Lageder said the region's wines combine "the richness and body of the south with the elegance and finesse of the north."

There are reasons for this. The fourth-generation winemaker, whose family has been in the business 150 years, said Alto Adige is blessed with very hot days, with temperatures among the warmest in Italy, and very cool nights.

"The hot days help ripen the grapes and cool nights preserve the aroma and acidity," Lageder told guests at a dinner held in his honor last month at Evanston's Va Pensiero restaurant. The terrain can be mountainous, he added, with grapes growing at elevations up to 3,000 feet. Soil types vary from chalky to volcanic to glacial. All these microclimates explain why some 20 different grape varietals grow in Alto Adige, from pinot noir to Muller-Thurgau, pinot blanc to the native lagrein, gewurztraminer and schiava, Alto Adige's most planted red grape.

What to serve with lagrein? At Va Pensiero wine director Marcus Will pairs it with a pancetta-wrapped, mustard-rubbed pork tenderloin served with braised red cabbage and whipped potatoes. The dish, he said, needs a full-flavored wine.

"Lagrein gives it but doesn't overpower the dish at all," Will said. "It's definitely a rich wine without being particularly over the top. It bridges a number of categories, merlot, cabernet franc, syrah. Reds that are moderately tannic."

Efrain Madigral, wine director at Sam's Wines & Spirits, likes to compare it with pinot noir. Lagrein can be "pretty aromatic," he said, with a style ranging from austere to fleshy. "The wine to me has a certain depth," he said.

"It's not a steak wine," cautioned Gregg Wilson of The Artisan Cellar. "I think it's actually a red you could do with heavier fish dishes like tuna, if you wanted to do a red with fish. ... It's a chicken, duck, tuna, swordfish kind of wine."

- - -

Tastes of Alto Adige

Traditionally made into crisp, light roses, lagrein grapes are now being used to make very lively reds. The Good Eating tasting panel sampled five lagreins in an informal, blind tasting. A common theme to nearly all the wines was a refreshing acidity that gave snap to the fruit flavors.

2002 Alois Lageder

Lindenburg

There's a lively, fresh quality to this red. Plenty of cherry and plum notes but the tannins are there to discreetly shape the flavor. Peppery finish. Serve with seared duck breast and prune sauce, roast chicken.

(3 corkscrews) $23

2001 Terlan Gries Riserva

Spicy, with lots of cherry notes and a hint of violets, this red has a tart fruit finish that never sours. Serve with grilled pork tenderloin.

(2 corkscrews) $19

2002 Heinrich Mayr-Nusser

Nusserhof Riserva

Light to medium body, plenty of cherry flavor. Tart on the finish. Serve with grilled leg of lamb, mushroom pizza.

(2 corkscrews) $20

2005 Abbazia di Novacella

A sharper wine, with cherry notes giving way to a bitter aftertaste. Aroma was earthy, with a touch of wet hay. Serve with Italian cured meats and cheeses.

(2 corkscrews) $22

1995 J. Hofstatter

Steinraffler

Tannic, yes, but also a bit tired at 12 years old. Flavor of dried cherries, leather, tobacco, with a touch of raisin at the end. Serve with lamb shanks.

(2 corkscrews) $37

-- B.D.

Sources: These wines may or may not be in stock at your local store; inquire first. These wines were found at Sam's Wines & Spirits. Prices may vary from store to store. Prices are rounded off.

(4 corkscrews) Excellent (3 corkscrews) Very good (2 corkscrews) Good (1 corkscrew) Fair (No corkscrews) Poor

If a wine isn't drinkable, it isn't edible

May 20, 2007

QI am an amateur chef—not good, but I like what I do. I often see recipes using wine as an ingredient, but the recipes almost never tell me what kind of wine to use, just a teaspoon, a tablespoon, a cup. By the way, often when potatoes are used in a recipe, red or white or Yukon are often not stated (just as an aside).

So, what kind of wine: good, everyday, screw-top cap? And then can the balance be stored or refrigerated? If so, how? Of course, the easiest answer is to just drink it, but my wife or I are not really drinkers.

—Jerry Meyers, Skokie

A When a recipe has a general call for wine, you can pretty much use whatever dry wine you have on hand. The recipe should tell you whether white, red or rosé is preferred. Generally, white wine is more useful in cooking because it doesn't color the food like a red. I once used a merlot in a fondue and ended up with purple cheese. If a recipe calls for a certain type of wine, maybe a sparkling or a sweet dessert type, it will say so. (Same thing with those potatoes; if a specific spud is required, you'll know.) In all cases the wine you cook with should be drinkable—forget cooking wine—but it doesn't have to be expensive at all. So, go with the most basic wine you can find that tastes good.

Consider buying one of those box wines with the airtight bladder if storage is an issue. You can pour out what you need and the rest stays fine in the box for up to several weeks.

QI saw in an article that gin-soaked raisins help relieve aches and pains: "Just taking a teaspoon (technically nine of these puffed-up raisins) each morning is said to help the aches and pains fade away." I put white raisins in gin, but now I am afraid to take some. Would the gin keep the raisins from spoiling? I'd really like to try it. With age, 79 years, come aches and pains.

—Elloise Vandermerkt, South Holland

A Gin has enough alcohol to act as a preservative. I'm no expert on home canning, but I suspect the raisins should be fine if completely submerged. Keep it refrigerated to be on the safe side. I, personally, think the gin acts as the painkiller, not the raisins. So, instead of stomaching nine soused raisins every morning, why not treat yourself to one dry martini every night? I bet the martini will taste a lot better.

Dallas Morning News

Bonterra unveils a frisky white

10:48 AM CDT on Wednesday, May 23, 2007

The 2006 Bonterra Vineyards Sauvignon Blanc is the producer's first release of this varietal, and what a racy, bright refresher it is. Nose-tingling grapefruit aromas with a tropical subtext shift toward lemongrass and honeydew-vanilla on the palate, but the wine never loses that entry bounce.

Bonterra uses organic grapes. And while many grape-growers use sustainable methods, it takes a little extra push to gain California's stringent organic certification.

But the wines themselves are not organic, as Bonterra adds a bit of sulfites to give them greater stability. That should hardly be a deal-breaker. Sole meuniere or lemongrass chicken would be soulmates with this wine. Suggested retail is $10; at Centennial and coming to other outlets.

Kim Pierce

A great start from a new Texas AVA

Good wine from Whitewright, Texas? That's a big 10-4 if it's Grayson Hills Winery Estate Cabernet Sauvignon, 2004. The word "estate" means the grapes have to be grown there and the wine has to be made, bottled and stored there.

The Grayson Hills Cabernet Sauvignon is the first from the new Texoma AVA (American Viticultural Area) and one of the best to come out of Texas.

Many Texas cabs are color deficient because of insufficient pigments in the grapes. This wine is deep and dark, with huge flavors, yet defiantly not Napa style. Instead of the overwrought, stressed-vine flavors, Grayson's is smooth and suave.

The miracle is that this is Grayson's first wine. Available only at the winery; $21.95. Get more information at www.graysonhillswinery.com.

Wes Marshall

Get a peek at the 'new' Atlas Peak

10:40 AM CDT on Wednesday, May 23, 2007

For years, Atlas Peak Vineyards produced mediocre wines under the hopeful eye of Italian wine producer Marchese Piero Antinori. But Atlas Peak, the mountain, never produced the stellar sangiovese he had hoped for, and Atlas Peak Vineyards' reputation languished.

Enter winemaker Darren Proscal – not to make sangiovese, but to push the winery toward cabernet sauvignon, which he believes is the best expression of the mountain vineyards. Not only that, he has deliberately made four mountain cabs, one each from four high-altitude appellations ringing Napa Valley, in an effort to show what Atlas Peak can do with the right varietal.

This is the genesis of the Atlas Peak Mountain Cabernet Series, featuring wine from Atlas Peak, Howell Mountain, Mount Veeder and Spring Mountain. You can visit with Mr. Proscal and taste his wines tonight from 6 to 8:30 at Cork, where he will discuss his 2003 series. Cost is $10. 3636 McKinney, Suite 170; 214-780-0373. Cork faces City Place Boulevard, which is perpendicular to McKinney, across from the Hank Haney Golf Center at City Place.

RIESLING RENDEZVOUS: Riesling is one of the food-friendliest wines for summer sipping. Spend Thursday evening at Grand Tastings sampling six styles from growing areas as diverse as France, Australia, California and Germany, including those made by the pre-eminent Dr. Loosen winery, 7 to 10 p.m.; $19 for wine-club members, $23 for nonmembers. 4430 McKinney Ave.; 214-559-3491.

FIRE UP THE GRILL: The folks at Farpointe Cellar are set to prepare you for Memorial Day weekend as they focus on outdoor-grilling wines, two flights of five wines each, 4 to 11 p.m. Friday, and 1 to 11 p.m. Saturday; $15 per flight. Both locations. Frisco: Legacy Drive at State Highway 121; 214-618-9886. Southlake: 721 E. Southlake Blvd.; 817-416-7500.

TRY A ZIN: Taste Marietta Cellars Zinfandel from Sonoma, a new selection at Goodies From Goodman, 2 to 5 p.m. Saturday; free. 4222 Oak Lawn at Wycliff; 972-484-3236.

Submit information to food@dallasnews.com at least nine days before publication.

Two-Minute Expert: What's that dimple in the wine bottle

03:50 PM CDT on Tuesday, May 22, 2007

The dimple in the bottom of a wine bottle is called a punt (or a "kick-up" by bottle manufacturers).

When bottles were made by hand many years ago, the punt probably was part of the glass-blowing process.

So why do some of today's wine bottles have the punt when bottles no longer are made by hand?

Explanations abound, among them:

•The punt gives structural integrity to bottles holding sparkling wine, which must be strong to withstand the pressure. It's also helpful during the fermentation process when sparkling wines are stacked cork-to-punt.

•Some also say that a punt makes the bottle easier to hold, with the thumb in the dimple.

•Or that the ring around the punt helps collect and hold sediment in red wine.

•The punt also makes a bottle look bigger.

•And, like so many things related to wine, a punt is traditional.

Laura H. Ehret

SOURCE: www.wineintro.com

If you have a cooking question for the Two-Minute Expert, send it to Taste, P.O. Box 655237, Dallas, TX 75265, or e-mail food@dallasnews.com. Questions of general interest will be answered in the column.

Denver Post

Wine of the week: Tasca d'Almerita 2005 Sicilia Regaleali Le Rose

By The Denver Post

Article Last Updated: 05/22/2007 10:22:11 PM MDT

Tasca d'Almerita 2005 Sicilia Regaleali Le Rose, about $9

If I had to settle for a single wine to pour for my backyard barbecues, it'd be a pink one. Not too light, in case it scares away those in doubt of their masculinity; not too heavy, or it won't provide refreshing relief from the heat. Something such as Tasca d'Almerita's Le Rose is perfect.

Made from a grape called nerello mascalese grown in Sicily, the wine is fragrant as a rose, with plenty enough strawberry flavor to stand up to a grilled steak.

And yet, it's light enough to drink on its own, whenever you wish you could be on a Sicilian beach.

Imported by Winebow, New York|Tara Q. Thomas
Detroit News
Leelanau Peninsula getting a new state-of-the-art winery: Forty-Five North

Talk of a large new winery opening in Leelanau County has bubbled for months, and now the secret is out.

Steven P. Grossnickle, an Indiana ophthalmologist with a passion for wine and the landscape of Northern Michigan, has vineyards in the ground and a winemaking facility nearly completed for the new Forty-Five North, which will specialize in vinifera and fruit wines.

Shawn Walters, who groomed and polished the wine program the last six years at Leelanau Wine Cellars as winemaker, has resigned to take the position of winemaker at Forty-Five North, named for the 45th Parallel that runs through the property.

"I'm the luckiest dude in the world," the 60-year-old Grossnickle said in a recent interview. He glowed about Walters' accomplishments, which include his sideline job making wine for the new Longview Winery in Cedar, and landing them a bunch of medals last year.

Grossnickle, who has vacationed in Northern Michigan since he was a teenager, purchased the 100-acre cherry farm of Dean Robb, located off M-204, between Leland and M-22.

He competed with five developers for the land. Because Robb wanted it to stay in agriculture, he awarded the plum to Grossnickle in April 2006.

He already has 15 acres planted, five acres each of Riesling, Pinot Grigio and Chardonnay, and plans to plant 10 acres a year for the next three years.

The next project is building, or finding, a tasting room on or near the farm.

The vineyards are managed by Doug Matthies of Big Paw Vineyard Services, whose father and mother, Dan and Lucie Matthies, own nearby Chateau Fontaine.

Matthies is the project manager for the farm and winery, and designed the 8,000-foot winemaking facility, which is ready to outfit with equipment. He's waiting on state-of-the-art jacketed, programmable tanks and a bottling line by Prospero. The anti-microbial floor is already installed.

"I'm psyched about it," he said this week, especially because he and Walters have been friends from childhood. "It's pretty neat we're working together."

Walters said he would buy wine grapes and fruits from Leelanau growers this year for their first vintage. Including custom production for other wineries, he plans on making 6,000 cases this fall.

"I want to hit the ground running," he said.

Walters was not without mixed feelings about leaving Leelanau Cellars, where he has worked in various capacities for more than a decade. "Now the vineyards are textbook, the wines are nice and production is up immensely. It's sad to leave."

Grossnickle, who runs the Grossnickle Eye Center in Warsaw, Ind., has been passionate about wine for 30 years. His best friend from childhood is physician and wine aficionado Maynard Johnston of Sacramento, Calif., who is part owner of Scott Harvey Wines.

So it wasn't surprising to hear that that Harvey, a Napa winemaker with deep roots in Zinfandel and a personal love for Riesling, and Michigan, too, will produce a Michigan Riesling. Grossnickle said Harvey would get the grapes from Forty-Five North. (Harvey also makes a Riesling off grapes grown in New York's Finger Lakes region.)

Grossnickle, who has three grown children, said his family has vacationed in the Traverse City area for so many years, he remembers when Bernie Rink started Boskydel.

"A couple of years ago, I said to my wife Lori, 'we're going to build a winery,' and she thought I had lost my senses.

"You may think it sounds corny," he said, "but I do like your state."
Houston Chronicle
Winding down with Spanish wines

Martin Codax's albariño, red are excellent choices

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

It was one of those out-of-the-blue epiphanies.

The other evening at Pesce, I had half a dozen raw oysters in front of me.

My dinner companion, Carmen Castorina of Gallo, normally would've joined me, but that night he passed. I was sipping an albariño, one of a brace of new wines (the white albariño and a red from Rioja) from Spain called Martin Codax, being marketed now by Gallo. It's an interesting story — but first, those oysters.

Castorina squirmed a bit as I slurped and "oohed" and "aahed" my way through the shellfish. As I finished, Castorina told me about a woman who works for Martin Codax. She had described a custom in Galicia, in the northwest corner of Spain, which is famous for its seafood and the bracing albariño. When you finish eating raw oysters, you pour a little albariño into the oyster shell and mix it with the oyster liquor. "She says it tastes great," Castorina said.

I was game, so — doubtless to the dismay of some of my fellow Pesce diners — I poured a wee splash into the shells. And drank them all.

And damn, that combo was really good. It was so good that I wanted to hit my forehead with the palm of my hand and say, "Why didn't I think of that?"

So who's Martin Codax? He was a 13th-century troubadour in Spain. Today it's the name of a large wine co-op — 50 families in Galicia, all of whose vineyards are within a couple of kilometers of the Atlantic. The exposure to the ocean and the granite-based soil gives albariño its trademark mineral quality.

Gallo has been expanding its import portfolio and wanted some wines from Spain. They found the Martin Codax co-op and loved the albariño, but they also wanted a red wine. Winemaker Luciano Amoedo had friends at a co-op in Rioja, and one thing led to another. The red is a blend of 86 percent tempranillo and 14 percent mazuelo (math-way-lo). The wine says ERGO on the label, Latin for "therefore," but in this case it stands for Ebro River Grape Origin (the Ebro River runs through Rioja).

While the albariño is vinified in stainless steel to emphasize its freshness and acidity, the ERGO is made more or less like a crianza, seeing modest oak treatment to, again, emphasize the fruit. It's meant to be drunk young, Castorina said.

Bottom line: Interesting story, good wines for the money — and a lesson learned about oysters and wine.

michael.lonsford@chron.com

The wines of Martin Codax

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

The wines of Spain's Martin Codax, imported by Gallo, are distributed in Houston by Glazer's (713-791-9830).

• 2006 Martin Codax Albariño - **** - very nice fruit (fruitier than most), with good acidity and that trademark mineral quality; needless to say, it goes with raw oysters; $14.

• 2005 Martin Codax "ERGO'' Tempranillo - *** ½ - fairly soft, fruity red wine, with a hint of that unmistakable tempranillo earthiness blended with dusty plum and cherry fruit. I would serve it with just a little chill on it; $14.

LA Times
Get the service your bottle deserves

In a city of oenophiles, restaurants are trying to keep pace. But don't let the list outshine the experience.

By Patrick Comiskey

Special to The Times

May 23, 2007

YOU'VE ordered the 2003 Yangarra Estate Vineyard Old Vine Grenache, and the server brings you the 2004 — but you don't notice until he's already left the table. He's poured so much in each glass that you can't swirl it around — but ack! It's way too warm.

Is there any way to prevent such a wine nightmare?

In the last few years, Los Angeles has truly become a city of wine lovers, and restaurants have risen to the occasion with seriously interesting lists. But wine service hasn't necessarily kept pace.

There are some strategies you can use to head off bad wine service — and have a much better dining experience as a result. But first you have to know what good wine service looks like.

When you're seated and the menus are handed around, a wine list should arrive too. Most sensitive servers and hosts will place it in a neutral position on the table (some tent it in the middle, which can result in a bit of "capture the flag" activity). Others will read the table and target the person who seems to be seeking out the list. Still others will simply ask who would like to make the wine selection — that's probably the most diplomatic.

But you're entitled to as many wine lists as you'd like, and should ask for more if you need them.

If the restaurant has a sommelier, he should find his way to the table shortly after the server has made the first greeting to offer his services.

*

Who's in the know

IF a restaurant does employ a sommelier, chances are good that appropriate service will follow. But many restaurants — even those that do take wine seriously — don't have a sommelier. Nevertheless, there is probably someone on hand who knows the wine list — it could be a wine director or a manager who put together the list. As you look over the wines, it makes sense to involve someone knowledgeable from the staff. If you show your seriousness by asking for expertise, chance are the restaurant will take extra care with your wine service.

In some cases, your server may be a go-to person. Ask if he knows the list pretty well. If he says no, insist on seeing someone who does. If he says yes, ask some specific questions. You might choose two wines you're considering and ask how they're drinking. Then listen.

Does he seem knowledgeable and confident in describing them? Or does he seem as though he's making it up as he goes along?

If you're uncertain, watch him like a hawk; even if you don't have someone with polished skills, you might be able to guide him ever so gently into the kind of service you want.

Once you've made your selection, while the wine is being dispatched, examine the glasses on the table. Most fine restaurants these days pay close attention to stemware and use glasses from European crystal suppliers such as Riedel, Schott Zwiesel and Spiegelau. These are generally lighter, thinner, larger and more balanced than the dinky old clunky standbys. At this point in history, if you find yourself in a restaurant with undersized, thick and graceless glasses, it's a pretty good indication that wine is not a priority.

Occasionally restaurants will offer a better glass for the pricier bottles on their list, or for those diners who care about the wine. Look around at the other tables and see what they're drinking from. Don't be afraid to ask for an upgrade — you're paying for the experience, you should make the most of it.

Now give the empty glass a sniff to be sure it has no smell. If it smells like detergent, ask for a new glass.

The server returns to present the bottle — to you, the person who ordered it, not anyone else (you're the one who knows what you ordered). If the server presents it to someone else (say, to a man at the table, when it's a woman who ordered it), this is the moment to politely and firmly insist on what's correct. This is no mere ceremony; countless mistakes are made at this juncture, so double-check the winery, the appellation, the vineyard and especially the vintage. Occasionally a sommelier will point to each of these things on the label. To me it's a good sign; I know I'm in competent hands and the sommelier is taking care of me.

The server then takes out his wine key and cuts the foil, uncorks the wine and deposits the cork, dry-side down, for you to inspect.

If you're dealing with a sommelier or the manager who put the list together, this is the perfect moment to ask a few questions — how did he discover this wine? What can he share about the winemaker or the place the grapes were grown? Most sommeliers, as authors of their wine lists, are proud of their wines; if you express interest in their efforts and focus, they'll become more engaged and treat your table with more attention.

Moreover, chances are good that the person before you has parlayed a degree in the humanities into a career in wine, in part because the wine field has so much history and so many stories to learn and to tell. All wines taste better with some context, and all sommeliers love telling stories.

As for the cork, there's some professional disagreement as to whether it should be presented at table. On one hand, if the wine has been spoiled, poorly stored or is "corked" (tainted with the chemical compound TCA), the evidence turns up here first, so you might want to see it. But some sommeliers think that the cork is unsightly, and so has no place on the table, and that it's easier to detect corked wine by smelling the wine itself.

Now the server pours a taste: again, to the person who ordered the wine. He should pour a healthy amount — at least an ounce — something you can swirl and work and sink your nose into. Concentrate and smell, taking care to notice any off odors in the aroma.

A few trendy restaurants use stemless O glasses by Riedel (or a knockoff version). The crystal is fine, but they're difficult to swirl, and they present a bit of awkwardness during the tasting ritual: The bottom is flat, so quite a lot of wine must be poured for a taste.

If you're in a restaurant with a sommelier and you've ordered a very old wine (say a Bordeaux from the '80s or earlier) or if the wine is from the top end of the list, the sommelier will often taste the wine himself, away from the table.

Some restaurants reserve this service for very expensive wines — say, a $400 cult wine. Others care so much about what they're presenting you that they'll taste every bottle (this is the case at Cut steak house in Beverly Hills, for example; at Il Grano in West Los Angles, wine director Peter Birmingham tastes every bottle over $50). This is face-saving for the sommelier and for you: He'll know what the wine is supposed to taste like, and the preemptive tasting ensures that you're getting a bottle in good condition.

Whether or not a sommelier has already tasted and approved it, it's now your turn to taste. If the wine seems flawed or tastes funny, say so. If you're not sure, ask the server for his opinion if you're convinced by this point that he's knowledgeable; if not, ask the sommelier or manager for an opinion.

If the wine is flawed, the server should immediately remove the wine, the cork and the tainted glass from the table, and return expediently with a fresh bottle and tasting glass. (A good server will realize that time is of the essence and that delaying your gratification at this juncture is not in his interest.)

If the wine isn't flawed but it's simply not to your liking, you're not necessarily stuck with it. If the sommelier or server bears some complicity in your selecting it — if you chose it based on his effusive praise, for example — you can reasonably refuse the wine. Most sommeliers are more willing to swap out a wine to make sure your evening is successful than have you struggle with something you don't like.

*

When to decant

WITH certain bottles of red wine — especially older reds that are likely to have tannin deposits, such as a Brunello, Bordeaux or Cabernet, as well as these types of wines when young — good service includes decanting. If you've ordered a young red that tastes coltish and tannic and decanting is not offered, by all means ask for it. Ditto for any wine over 10 years old.

If you haven't managed yet to determine whether your server knows proper wine service, now you'll want to focus: Watch him pour. He should pour, first for ladies, only about a third of a glass. If he pours the first glass too full, thank him for his efforts and take over immediately.

But if you're not confident about how he'll handle the pour, this is a point where you can head off a faux pas. Just say something like, "That's lovely; please pour just a small amount for each person. We really want this to savor this." Or simply, "I'd love to pour this for my guests." Usually servers are more than happy to be let off the hook.

Now, at long last, you have a glassful of wine. But egad — that red is unpleasantly warm. (For reds, the wine should taste fresh, but not shrill.) Cellar temperate, usually a few degrees cooler than the room, is best. Room temperature is acceptable, but anything warmer suggests the wine hasn't been properly stored, and at the very least you should request a chill down, with 10 minutes in the ice bucket. Don't be embarrassed to ask to chill a red. Any restaurant that takes wine seriously will understand such a request, and may just respond with more-attentive service.

White wines are rarely served at a temperature that's "just right" — they're often either too warm or too cold. Ideally, they should start cold and come up to temperature. If the wine isn't cold enough, it should be placed on ice after it has been tasted and a small amount poured for the table; if it's too cold, ask that it be placed directly on the table, rather than in the ice. This will help them to breathe and open too.

At some point, someone should check on how the wine is performing, whether it's an attentive server or a sommelier. It's wise to let him know how you think the wine is evolving. Not only does this keep him engaged, but it also improves his understanding of the wine. All of which adds up to the likelihood to attentive service through the rest of the meal, and on future visits too. As diners we've all been taught that no self-respecting server or sommelier would allow a glass to empty before it's refilled. As a former server and sommelier, I'm a bit more forgiving if this part of the social contract isn't upheld, especially on busy nights. And particularly because it's better than the contrary: the dreadful situation in which wine is poured almost to the brim all around, and when the bottle gets back to you — or one of your guests — there's nothing left and you're forced to order another bottle.

Refills should be discreet and modest — a good server or sommelier can read a table and recognize who's doing most of the consuming, and will pour accordingly.

When the bottle is exhausted and the glasses are low, the server should return with a wine list, or ask if you'd like a second bottle. If you select the same wine, it's appropriate to use the same glasses, but the server should always bring a fresh tasting glass.

If you do manage to get good wine service, remember that good wine knowledge, good storytelling and good flair with the bottle are worth rewarding, and returning for. And when you do return, ask for the server who treated you so well the last time, and give him the chance to lead you down yet another memorable path.

*

food@latimes.com

*

(INFOBOX BELOW)

Service savvy

•  Size up your server's wine knowledge and service skills as quickly as possible in order to head off bad wine service before it starts.

•  If you're not the only one in your party interested in wine, ask for wine lists for your guests.

•  If you need help deciding on a wine, and you're unsure of your server's abilities, ask her to describe a wine or two. Does she seem confident in her wine descriptions? Can she get specific (e.g., something more than "Oh, that's very good" or "Pinot Noir is lighter than Cabernet"). If not, enlist the help of a sommelier or anyone else who knows the list. You'll get the best service by dealing with the staff person who knows and cares the most about wine.

•  If there is a sommelier, get her involved. Even if you know wine and know what you want, starting a dialogue with her will draw her into your table and get her engaged with your wine experience, and that will improve your service.

•  Make sure you're comfortable with the glassware. If what's offered on the table is subpar and there's a better set of stemware in the house, don't be afraid to ask for it.

•  Is the white wine too cold? Ask to have it removed from the ice bucket and kept on the table for a while.

•  If your red wine seems youthful and tannic, ask for a decanter. If the wine you've selected is 10 years old or older, it should be decanted as well. If the server starts pouring it without decanting, stop her and ask to have it decanted.

•  Is the red wine too warm? Ask to have it iced down a bit. You won't look silly; on the contrary, any sommelier or server who knows wine will respect you and probably step up the service.

•  Take an active role in monitoring how the wine is poured throughout the meal. Remind your server, if necessary, to keep the pours short and even.

•  If glasses are being poured too full, take over, telling the server you'd like to pour for your guests.

— Patrick Comiskey

WINE OF THE WEEK

2006 Domaine du Bagnol Cassis rosé, France

S. Irene Virbila

May 23, 2007

From Cassis, the steeply canted jewel of a port on the Mediterranean east of Marseilles, comes this crisp, elegant rosé for summer drinking. Made by tiny Domaine du Bagnol, it is a blend of Cinsault, Grenache and Mourvèdre. The color is a pale coppery pink, and it has an enticing perfume of rose petals and strawberries. But what sets this rosé apart is its wonderful depth and complexity, and its bone-dry finish of earth and stone.

It's also a wonderful wine with food. Drink it with mushroom or fennel salads, soupe de poissons, light pasta dishes, grilled fish, roast chicken or grilled lamb chops.

Quick swirl

Region: Provence

Price: About $22

Style: Crisp and elegant

Food it goes with: Salads and antipasti, light pasta dishes, grilled fish

Where you find it: Hi-Time Wine Cellars in Costa Mesa, (949) 650-8463, http://www.hitimewine.net ; Silver Lake Wine in Los Angeles, (323) 662-9024, http://www.silverlakewine.com ; and Woodland Hills Wine Co. in Woodland Hills, (818) 222-1111, http://www.whwc.com

— S. Irene Virbila

NY Times

The Vineyard, the Barrel and Full Disclosure

By ERIC ASIMOV

THE natural, pastoral image of wine is one of its greatest marketing strengths. You’ve seen the ads — all about meadows and rolling hills and sunny skies and convivial companions. The production of wine, too, connotes an agrarian world of picturesque vineyards, wooden barrels and sage craftsmen.

This, of course, is imagery for consumers. If you were to look at advertising aimed at the industry you would see a much different picture: ads for mobile bottling lines, filtration equipment, liquid nitrogen injection systems (for keeping wine stable in the bottle), micro-oxygenation machines and electronic pumps for moving vast quantities of wine from one vat to another.

Nothing is surprising about this. All industries, whether medicine, cooking or even journalism, convey one face to the public and another to their colleagues. But when the inner workings are revealed, people in the industry fear adverse reactions.

For wine, this brings up two current issues of full disclosure. Both will raise questions of quality and taste, and both involve winemaking techniques that have never been secret but may not square with the image that the wine industry prefers to project.

The first involves the longstanding practice in the New World of using alternatives to oak barrels. The traditional method of aging fine wine, as most people know, is to store it in oak barrels. For many top winemakers this has come to mean new oak barrels, which are not only sanitary and airtight but can also imbue the wine with the flavors of vanilla, chocolate, mocha and coconut, depending on what type of oak is used and how the wood is cured by the coopers.

Barrels perform another important role as well, contributing to a wine’s texture and body. Small amounts of oak tannin leach into the wine, making it firmer and more structured, while minute quantities of oxygen penetrate the wood and combine with the wine, affecting both the way it feels in the mouth and the way it tastes. But oak barrels are not cheap. New barrels made of French oak, the preferred wood for most American producers, run $800 to $1,000 apiece, or more.

The best producers continue to make the investment, or use older barrels, which offer many of oak’s best qualities without the pronounced flavor additions. Others might use steel, glass-lined or wood tanks. Each method has its virtues.

Many vintners, though, and not only those who make inexpensive branded wines, have turned to alternatives to the barrel. Winemakers now have many choices, like bags of oak chips or oak dust, which can be dangled in the wine like teabags, or barrel staves or spirals of oak, which are likewise inserted into tanks of wine to impart flavors. These techniques are not new, although in the past few in the industry have wanted to talk about them.

But Wines & Vines, a magazine for the wine industry, published a special issue in April devoted to oak alternatives, and suggested that wine producers would be better off speaking openly about their practices.

“People are going to find out sooner or later about all of this,” the editor, Jim Gordon, wrote, “so wouldn’t the American wine industry be smart to shape the story itself, rather than let some political opponent or competing region do so?”

“The industry is probably much more frightened of the subject than consumers will be,” Mr. Gordon went on to say. “Oak is as natural as it comes. Whether it surrounds and contains the wine or is immersed in it, it’s still just a natural flavoring from a tree that symbolizes strength and longevity.”

Still, just as winemakers are reluctant to discuss other practices that don’t support the industry’s natural image, like using de-alcoholization technology, it’s hard to imagine they will leap to make public their use of oak chips, a point Mr. Gordon acknowledged.

“The main reason not to use — or not to admit using — oak alternatives is the fear that this admission will tarnish a wine’s image,” he wrote. “Wineries have invested centuries and fortunes to glorify the barrel, so they’re reluctant to give it up.”

I agree with Mr. Gordon, though not for reasons that are likely to support his position. The only reason to use oak infusions in wine is to add flavoring, and personally I don’t care for most wines with obvious new oak flavors. What’s more, the benefits to texture and body don’t come from oak alternatives. For that, a winemaker using oak chips might turn to another technology, micro-oxygenation, which tries to mimic the process of barrel-aging by pulsing bubbles of oxygen into a wine.

Proponents offer many compelling arguments for oak alternatives and other technologies. They are less expensive, supporters say, and they may be more environmentally sound because they don’t require using as much wood.

But the obstacle for me is that these sorts of wines are copycats, trying to imitate the characteristics of more expensive wines. So if you don’t want to spend $75 for a bottle of rich, powerful, oaky Napa Valley cabernet sauvignon, you spend $20 for a bottle of seemingly rich, powerful, oaky cabernet from some other place in California.

So I would like to know who is using oak alternatives, just as I want to know who is de-alcoholizing their wine or adding acid or adding sugar. None of these disclosures would tell you everything you need to know about a wine, but they might add to your understanding of a winemaker’s vision and goals.

The second issue comes courtesy of the federal government’s Alcohol and Tobacco Tax and Trade Bureau, which regulates wine labeling. The bureau has proposed a rule that would require producers of all alcoholic beverages to list on their labels any major food allergens that have been used in production. Federal law defines major food allergens as “milk, egg, fish, crustacean shellfish, tree nuts, peanuts, wheat and soybeans, as well as most ingredients containing proteins derived from these foods.”

This would seem to be of no concern to vintners; wine is simply grape juice fermented with yeast, right? Well, not always.

After the grape juice has been transformed into wine, the liquid contains microscopic particles — remnants of yeast, grape matter and other sediment that may leave wine hazy if not removed or allowed over time to settle or dissolve.

Many winemakers have long used the process of fining, adding a material to the wine that will combine with the suspended particles and can then be removed, leaving the wine clear. What do they use as fining agents? You guessed it: milk proteins, egg whites, even isinglass, a gelatin-like substance made from fish bladders, and bentonite, an absorbent form of clay.

Nobody opposes a rule that would require a clear indication when a product contains a major allergen. The question here is what is actually contained in wine. Winemakers argue that while allergens may be used in the production of wine, the fining agents are removed and are not present in the final product. Therefore, warning labels should not be required, or should say “processed with” rather than “contains.” Proponents of the rule suggest that trace elements of fining agents might remain in the wine, and that consumers have the right to be informed.

The Wine Institute, a trade organization, suggests the rules might cause some producers to switch their fining agent to bentonite, a material that is generally not recommended for better wines as it can strip wines of flavors and aromas. Not all wines are fined, by the way. Many exceptional wines and wines intended for aging are not fined, while winemakers who avoid any sort of technological intervention also may not practice fining. But on the whole, most everyday wines are fined.

Decision-making in this case is hindered by the fact that very little is known about how allergic people react to wines. According to the government’s proposal, research shows only one documented case of a serious reaction to allergens in an alcoholic beverage and that involved a wheat beer. The evidence involving wine is anecdotal, although the leading proponent of allergen labeling for wine, Dr. Christine A. Rogers, a senior research scientist at the Harvard School of Public Health, asserted that she is allergic to egg protein and has had allergic reactions to wine.

Some sort of warning label seems inevitable, though, perhaps similar to the sulfites acknowledgment required on wine labels. One elegant solution comes from the New Zealand Winegrowers, a trade group whose members are already required to acknowledge potential allergens on their domestic labels. It proposes that producers be given flexibility in wording their warnings, so that a label might contain a statement like this: “Clarified in the traditional way using egg whites. Traces may remain.”

That doesn’t seem too painful, though it might not work with fish.
Oregonian

Bold reds to match your backyard grill

Sunday, May 20, 2007

Matt Kramer

How you view a season comes down to your interests. If watersports are your thing, then summer is all about getting wet. If food is your fixation (count me in), then summer is about grilling just about anything that can withstand a flame.

More often than not, whatever comes off a grill pairs best with red wine. Exceptions exist, of course (fish, obviously), but most grilled vegetables take to reds, it seems. The reason is the smoky char you get by grilling. It tends to overwhelm white wines, but reds take it in stride, and indeed, the combination of smoky char and red wine is tasty. The following reds will kick off the grilling season in fine style.

Sagrantino di Montefalco 2003, Antonelli: Make no mistake: This is a big red. It's also a stellar one, made from one of Italy's more obscure grape varieties. The sagrantino grape is an unlikely story in that it was "discovered" only recently, at least by Italian standards, where time is measured in centuries, even millennia.

Of course, there was always red wine grown in the little town of Montefalco, in the hills of Umbria in central Italy. This is Italy, after all. But it was a plain rosso, offered in demijohns, mostly made from the ubiquitous sangiovese.

Still, it didn't taste like anyone else's sangiovese, if only because a local grape called sagrantino -- possibly brought in by Spanish Franciscan monks living in Montefalco's ancient monastery -- was intermixed in the vineyards with sangiovese. Occasionally a sweet sagrantino was made using partially dried grapes, a tradition that still exists.

But it was only in 1979 that the first dry or non-sweet sagrantino appeared -- to great surprise and acclaim. The rest, as they say, is profits.

The challenge of sagrantino is that it's a strong, tannic red grape capable of creating equally strong, tannic red wine. The trick is taming it into something more refined. Because of this, it requires longer-than-usual aging in barrel or cask, as well as bottle.

A really good sagrantino -- and this is one -- is a mouthful of pleasurable flavor. This 2003 sagrantino from the traditionalist Antonelli family (no new oak barrels for them) is an unusually accessible bottling, largely thanks to the warmth of the 2003 vintage. Sagrantino's normally formidable tannins turned out soft and ripe in that hot vintage.

This is a rich, dense red wine plumped with the scent and taste of cocoa and wild cherries, along with a slight (and very Italian) edge of bitterness that makes your mouth water. It's a red that's meant to pair with hearty, meaty dishes such as a grilled steak or lamb chop, pasta with meat sauce, a beef stew or a spicy Moroccan tagine. A sturdy red wine, it will surely improve with additional cellaring, upwards of 10 years. But it's mighty tasty right now.

No Sagrantino di Montefalco is cheap, but this 2003 is unusually low-priced for a wine of this pedigree and quality. It's very much worth the $33 asking price. (Distributor is Young's Columbia.)

Cotes du Ventoux "Les Boudalles" 2005, Domaine Brusset: One of the bargain spots of French wines, especially reds and roses, is the Cotes du Ventoux district in the southern Rhone valley.

The region is a bastion of state-subsidized winegrowers' cooperatives, and it's rare that we see a grower-owned Cotes du Ventoux on these shores. Domaine Brusset is one such producer, and the exceptional quality of this red wine shows just what private, unsubsidized initiative can do.

A blend of grenache (60 percent), mourvedre (15 percent), carignan (15 percent) and clairette (10 percent) from a 12.3-acre vineyard near the town of Carpentras, this is an unusually dense, rich, dimensional Cotes du Ventoux. It displays the signature raspberry and red cherry scents and taste of grenache, but with an uncommon backbone and even a touch of austerity provided by the mourvedre grape, which is not commonly used in Cotes du Ventoux because it's low-yielding.

The price is as terrific as the quality: $8.95 a bottle. You'll have to look pretty diligently to find a more characterful red Cotes du Ventoux than this, let alone at that low a price. This is the sort of rich, rustic red that embellishes burgers and practically grooves on grilled sausages. It's a winner that will improve in the bottle for at least another three or four years, if stored in a cool space. Get it while you can. (Distributor is Casa Bruno.)

When wines just won't do, try a sparkly 'mocktail'

Tuesday, May 22, 2007

The lowdown: These "natural" or "organic" (depending on the flavor) sparkling ciders are made in Healdsburg, Calif., by a former winemaker. Flavors include apple, pear, peach, raspberry, blood orange and lemonade.

The package: Approximately $4.20 for a 750-milliliter, sparkling wine-style bottle with foil-wrapped top. Crown cap requires a bottle opener.

Nutrition info: Made from 100 percent fruit juice. At 135 calories per 8 ounces, this is a beverage for brunchers and teetotalers.

Wine lover's taste test: The traditional apple tasted a bit too Martinelli's-sweet, but the blood orange flavor struck a chord with its striking red color. The nose of apples and blood oranges was winelike; and although the palate was on the sweet side, the blood orange brought some tasty tartness to the glass. There was even a note of barnyard to the finish.

Find it at: Big City Produce, Cost Plus World Markets, Food Front Cooperative Grocery, Strohecker's, Lamb's Garden Home Thriftway Marketplace, Market of Choice, New Seasons Markets, People's Food Co-Op, Wild Oats Natural Marketplaces, Whole Foods Markets and Zupan's stores; www.sonomasparkler.com.

Izze

The lowdown: Sparkling apple, blackberry, blueberry, clementine, grapefruit, lemon, pear and pomegranate juices produced in Boulder, Colo. Izze Esque, a new low-calorie version of the drink, is now available at Whole Foods Markets.

The package: Hip-looking glass bottle with twist-off cap. Approximately $1.50 per 12-ounce bottle; some stores also carry 8.4-ounce cans.

Nutrition info: 70 percent fruit juice, 30 percent sparkling water. At 80 calories per 8 ounces, but packing a full serving of fruit in each bottle, this is a good option for anyone who's pregnant or has a hangover.

Wine lover's taste test: Many of the fruity flavors struck my palate as too soda-pop-ish. Pear, however, was well-balanced and complemented food nicely with its dry and tart notes. Find it at: Any Cost Plus World Market, Elephants Delicatessen, Fred Meyer, New Seasons Market, QFC, Safeway, Target, Wild Oats Natural Marketplace or Whole Foods Market; www.izze.com.

Hint

The lowdown: San Francisco-based firm uses still water with a hint of cucumber, lime, mango-grapefruit, pear, peppermint, pomegranate-tangerine, raspberry-lime, strawberry-kiwi or tropical punch.

The package: Approximately $2 per 16 ounces. Plastic bottle with twist top is convenient for drinking on the go. Clean, contemporary graphics. Photo of flavor on a see-through label conveys the idea behind the beverage: It almost looks like you're buying water with paper-thin slices of cucumber floating in it.

Nutrition info: Purified water with natural flavors. At zero calories per 8 ounces, this drink is for dieters and diabetics.

Wine lover's taste test: Wine lovers like consistency between nose and palate, so it bothered me that these waters seem to have been infused more with fragrance than flavor. Thus, the fruit flavors, which smelled ripe and fruity but tasted flat and watery, didn't work for me. The one success was cucumber, which was much like the cucumber water you get in restaurants. The neutral nose and palate actually jibed with one another and worked with food.

Find it at: New Seasons Markets and Whole Foods Markets; www.drinkhint.com.
San Francisco Chronicle

The best Wine Country picnics

Jon Bonné, Chronicle Wine editor

Friday, May 25, 2007

A freshly made sandwich, a bottle of wine and thee. Such are the makings of the Wine Country picnic.

But which wineries? We dispatched our band of die-hard scouts to Napa, Sonoma, the Livermore Valley and the Santa Cruz Mountains -- locales that allow you to unfurl your picnic blanket before noon and still beat traffic home. Tabbouleh salad in one hand and corkscrew in the other, they hunted down the best stops.

We devised wine-friendly recipes that pack nicely in Tupperware. If you head to the park instead, we found great wines that don't require a corkscrew. Our cheese guru even recommended selections that can endure the journey.

Should you want to let someone else do the cooking, our Picnic Patrol picked great places for a meal on the run. And if you'd rather stay home this Memorial Day weekend, our guide should prove handy all summer long.

Napa Valley: A license to picnic and pop corks

Stacy Finz, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, May 25, 2007

The assignment seemed simple -- picnic your butt off in the Napa Valley for a Memorial Day story.

So while digging into the dark corners of the closet for my white shoes, I found the picnic backpack. It's a little green number with an insulated wine holder, plastic plates, stemware, corkscrew and linens -- a wedding gift from 10 years ago that's never seen the light of day, let alone a picnic blanket. I dusted it off, threw it into my Honda Accord and hit the road.

It was the first really warm day in May. My expense account was full and my stomach was empty. Things were looking good -- real good.

Then I reached the green rolling hills of the valley only to learn that of the 150 brick-and-mortar wineries there, only 36 have permits for picnicking. (A list and map are at www.napavintners.com.)

"A bulk of our wineries are small producers, and these are their homes," says Terry Hall, spokesman for the Napa Valley Vintners Association, of why so few allow visitors to eat their lunches alfresco on their lawns. "Everyone thinks that the Napa Valley is so fancy-schmancy and that everyone drives around in Maseratis. But we're actually very farm-centric and are trying to preserve our agricultural roots."

The faux chateaux notwithstanding, Hall says the citizens of the Napa Valley encourage picnickers to take advantage of the area's city and state parks. Fuller Park, located at the edge of Napa's Old Town, has lovely big trees, green lawns and 25 picnic tables. In Yountville there's Yountville Park, which is popular for picnickers with kids because of its elaborate play structure. Downtown St. Helena has pretty-as-a-picture Lyman Park, a 1-acre space complete with a historical gazebo. Pioneer Park in the heart of Calistoga is a shady spot with old-fashioned gazebo, tables and children's play equipment.

Bothe Napa Valley State Park has 2,000 acres of hiking and biking trails, picnic spots, campsites and an outdoor swimming pool. The state park charges a small fee to use the facilities.

But I wanted romantic chateaux and a rich, full-bodied Cabernet in my plastic wineglass. I wanted freaking "Falcon Crest," so I headed to the first winery I could find with a picnic license. For the rest of the day I toured Napa's picnic offerings, categorizing the standouts.

Most romantic: Napa's Clos Du Val was in full bloom. Red, white and yellow roses lined the walkways, purple lavender created fragrant hedges, and green ivy covered the walls of the tasting room. I made my way to a cove of shady trees to find four round teak tables with matching chairs -- one even came equipped with a bar cart for a makeshift buffet. Picnickers had already claimed two of the spots and were spreading out tablecloths they had brought from home and unpacking their Dean & Deluca and Model Bakery bags of cheese, apples, baguettes and pastries. There were more tables by the vineyard, but even the large canvas umbrellas couldn't block out the sun on this 90-degree day. So I stuck to the shade.

Jeff Moore, his wife, Sally, and their friends Bill and K. Kay Lewis were sipping a 1996 Clos Du Val Cabernet Sauvignon. Moore said they had planned to picnic at Paraduxx, but were told that the winery didn't have a permit. So they were directed to Clos Du Val. They saw that I was empty-handed and quickly ended that by offering me a glass of wine. The winery had lent them a few extra stems.

"When we first met them, Two Buck Chuck was just fine," said K. Kay Lewis of the Moores. "See what we're drinking now. It's been an expensive friendship."

The two couples said they like to picnic together in Wine Country at least four times a year. In my opinion, they couldn't have chosen better. During my one-day jaunt, Clos Du Val was hands down the most romantic spot I visited.

Best alcohol-free area to lunch: Miner Family Vineyards in Oakville. The stucco multitiered winery has sweeping views of vineyards and a few picnic tables and benches on its deck -- some under an ivy-covered roof. Jaime Orozco, a sales representative at Miner, says guests are welcome to dine, but not to drink.

"We don't have a permit for drinking out there," said Orozco, adding that visitors can shuttle between the winery's hospitality center and the deck for tastings. But they can't buy a bottle of wine and uncork outside.

Needless to say, I moved on. Before hitting another winery, I went in search of food. Since I was already in Oakville it was only logical to stop in at Oakville Grocery. The specialty market will pack an entire picnic with advance notice -- you just grab it and go. Or you can fight the weekend crowd and customize your own, which is what I did. Fifty bucks later I had a sack full of sandwiches, salads, fried chicken fingers, roasted vegetables and dessert.

There are plenty of tables and benches outside the store -- even ones next to a small neighboring vineyard. But the noise from the rushing cars on Highway 29 doesn't make for a relaxing meal.

Most likely to be a picnic factory: I moved on to Rutherford Hill Winery, which has two large picnic areas and signs that read "only Rutherford Hill wines may be consumed on this property."

More rustic than Clos Du Val, the wooded sites reminded me of campgrounds. Ample parking and seating make the groves a favorite with the limousine crowd, who on this particular day stunk up the grounds with their cigars and made lots of noise.

Most hippie-dippy: Casa Nuestra Winery & Vineyards, a funky old farmhouse in St. Helena, won the award of most hippie-dippy. This by-appointment-only spot has a smattering of tables. But a guy who works there and goes just by Bailey (just one name -- like Donovan) says visitors are free to throw a blanket on the lawn and hang out.

"We prefer that you drink our wines, but if you bring Opus One that's OK, too," he said. "We have two goats, and you can feed them."

Most convenient: If it's one-stop shopping you're looking for then V. Sattui in St. Helena is your place. It's just a few steps from the in-house deli and cheese board to expansive picnicking lawns.

As day turned to dusk, I zipped up my picnic pack and headed home.

Napa Valley wineries

1. Casa Nuestra Winery and Vineyards. 3451 Silverado Trail, St. Helena; (866) 844-9463, www.casanuestra.com

2. Clos Du Val. 5330 Silverado Trail, Napa; (707) 261-5200, www.closduval.com

3. Miner Family Vineyard. 7850 Silverado Trail, Oakville; (800) 366-9463, ext. 17; www.minerwines.com

4. Rutherford Hill Winery. 200 Rutherford Hill Road, Rutherford; (707) 963-1871; www.rutherfordhill.com

5. V. Sattui. 1111 White Lane, St. Helena; (707) 963-7774, www.vsattui.com

Napa Valley Parks

Bothe Napa Valley State Park. 3801 Highway 29, St. Helena

Fuller Park. Jefferson Street at Oak Street, Napa

Lyman Park. 1300 block of Main Street, St. Helena

Pioneer Park. Cedar Street off Lincoln Avenue, Calistoga

Yountville Park. 7000 Washington St., Yountville

Where to buy food

Dean & Deluca. 607 S. Highway 29, St. Helena; (707) 967-9980, www.deandeluca.com. Open daily.

Model Bakery. 1357 Main St., St. Helena; (707) 963-8192, www.themodelbakery.com. Open daily.

Oakville Grocery. 7856 Highway 29, Oakville; (707) 944-8802, www.oakvillegrocery.com. Open daily.

E-mail comments to sfinz@sfchronicle.com.

Sonoma County: So many options, so little time

W. Blake Gray, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, May 25, 2007

I'm a busy guy: wines to taste, gourmet sandwiches to nosh, scenery to grok. I'm not down with this leisurely picnic hogwash. Speed picnicking -- that's the way the pros roll.

Your amateur picnickers, they're totally content to get knockout food at Jimtown Store and haul it below the speed limit (out of my way, loafer!) to some idyllic winery lawn where they can watch the grass grow while they recite Keats.

I am a leather glove-wearing, convertible-driving, insatiable picnic professional, by virtue of the fact that I was charged with covering the million acres of Sonoma County -- bigger than Rhode Island -- in a day.

Here's how it went: Run into gourmet food store. Point frantically at the fennel, grape and blue cheese salad: "A quarter pound of that, and I'll take one of those chicken tamale pies. And gimme, I don't know, seven slices of prosciutto. All set. Here's the credit card."

Snatch the bag from bewildered clerk's hands. Race to car; leadfoot to winery. Run to tasting room. Compose myself for undercover duty (better for all concerned, as I hate representing The Chronicle with convertible hair).

"Do you sell wine by the glass? No? If I pay the tasting fee, can I take the tastes outside? No? Can I buy a bottle and drink it outside? Yes? Gimme."

Of the roughly 275 wineries in Sonoma County, more than 50 have picnic facilities, according to Sonoma County Vintners Director of Communications Phil Bilodeau. Even if I ate faster than champion hot-dog eater Takeru Kobayashi, I couldn't get to them all. But here are some of the highlights from my whirlwind tour:

Best winery for one-stop shopping: Chateau St. Jean. Unlike at almost every other winery, you can buy wines by the glass and take them to one of two picnic grounds, a closed-in rose garden in back or an expansive lawn in front. They have a small deli on the premises that sells fine panini as well as cheeses and salami, baguettes, and pasta and bean salads. I had the longest, most interesting conversation I've ever had about apple varieties with the guy behind the counter before buying a Pink Lady. The panforte, an Italian fruit-and-nut cake, is delicious, and a surprisingly good match with the reserve Merlot.

Best view: Paradise Ridge Winery. The winery is 800 feet above sea level, giving a stunning overlook of the farmland surrounding Santa Rosa. This place has the feel of an insider's secret. Unlike more rural parts of Sonma County, you drive up through suburbs that could be anywhere in America, and it's easy to get lost. But it's well worth the effort to find: Tasting is free, and the wines are outstanding. The 2003 Paradise Ridge Sonoma County Syrah made The Chronicle's Top 100 wines last year, but it was the minerally 2002 Paradise Ridge Rockpile Merlot that totally rocked my world. The staff is super-friendly; if the picnic tables aren't set up on the balcony already, they'll lug one out there for you. Buy food a few miles away at the showplace deli at the 6-month-old Skyhawk Village Market, where prices were significantly lower than at other gourmet delis. We loved the asparagus, fennel and Spring Hill Dry Jack salad.

Best patio: Hanna Winery. Four tastes of wines cost $5 at Hanna, and it's a quick walk outside to two-person stone tables that overlook hills and vineyards; we enjoyed our picnic lunch with small tastes of four different wines. Or you can buy a bottle of the nice 2006 Hanna Estate Russian River Valley Sauvignon Blanc and take it to a large wooden picnic table beneath a big old oak tree.

Best manicured space: Stryker Sonoma Winery. The picnic area is a lawn so meticulously maintained that it could be a putting green, with a great view of vineyards all around. You can't take your tastes outside, but buy a bottle and they'll loan you glasses. Try the wine before you buy; you can taste three wines free and apply the $5 or $10 tasting fee for higher-end flights toward any wine purchase. The winery has an interesting, open-feeling modern design, the staff is extremely helpful, and like Hanna, it's close to my favorite food stop. Read on...

Best food store: Jimtown Store. This is the country store of our collective imagination. The staff makes great sandwiches and boxed lunches to order; the baked egg, provolone, romesco and ham on focaccia is generous and delicious. Of all the gourmet goodies I snatched across the county, my favorite was the fennel, grape and blue cheese salad. On weekends they accommodate hungry bicyclists by setting up a quick-access table outside. The store makes interesting spreads and sauces, and waiting for your food order needn't be boring: Browse through curios like imported Mexican saint wallets, shadow boxes and "magic powder." (Use judiciously.)

Best escape from downtown Healdsburg: Seghesio Family Vineyards. You thought you were going to farm country and suddenly found yourself somewhere between corporate wine tasting rooms and Rodeo Drive North, with preening "do you know who I am?" tourists usually not seen on this side of the Napa County line. Grab a pricey bag of goodies from Oakville Grocery and drive less than a mile north for psychic relief to Seghesio Family Vineyards, a low-key, old-style family winery that makes good Sonoma County Zinfandel and -- unlike almost everywhere else -- sells it in the tasting room in picnic-size 375 ml bottles as well as the regular full-size bottles. The picnic tables are completely shaded by trees, have rosebushes beside them and a view of patriarch Ed Seghesio's house. Seghesio, 80, has been known to come out and greet visitors.

I could recommend more places, but my sandwich order's ready -- gotta run.

Sonoma wineries

1. Stryker Sonoma Winery. 5110 Highway 128, Geyserville; (707) 433-1944, www.strykersonoma.com

2. Hanna Winery. 9280 Highway 128, Healdsburg; (707) 431-4310, www.hannawinery.com

3. Seghesio Family Vineyards. 14730 Grove St., Healdsburg; (707) 433-3579, www.seghesio.com

4. Paradise Ridge Winery. 4545 Thomas Lake Harris Drive, Santa Rosa; (707) 528-9463, www.paradiseridgewinery.com

5. Chateau St. Jean. 8555 Sonoma Highway, Kenwood; (707) 833-4134, chateaustjean.com

Where to get food

Jimtown Store. 6706 Highway 128, Healdsburg; (707) 433-1212, www.jimtown.com. Open daily.

Oakville Grocery. 124 Matheson St., Healdsburg; (707) 433-3200, www.oakvillegrocery.com. Open daily.

Skyhawk Village Market. 5755 Mountain Hawk Way, Santa Rosa; (707) 537-1954. Open daily.

E-mail comments to wbgray@sfchronicle.com.

Santa Cruz: A rich repast under the redwood trees

Kacie Ratner, Special to The Chronicle

Friday, May 25, 2007

To most, Santa Cruz is known for its summertime fun: the Beach Boardwalk, saltwater taffy, hot sandy beaches next to cold blue water and, above all else, the legendary surf.

But just to the north, the Santa Cruz Mountains have been drawing another kind of attention. Several local wineries fill the hillsides with rows of grapevines, beautiful properties and great picnic areas. Since the Santa Cruz Mountains, spanning from San Francisco to the Salinas Valley, are not as well known for wine production, many of the tasting rooms and picnic areas are not overly crowded. Still, arriving early to snag a table is always recommended.

Five wineries in the area stand out in terms of picnic facilities, views and local places to stop and pick up all the ingredients needed to make a holiday picnic unforgettable.

Sunniest picnic area: Ridge Vineyards, located outside of Cupertino, is a great place to picnic in the sun. The winding road up to the property is as beautiful as it is long, with a variety of trees lining the road as you climb higher and higher on the steep mountainside. With an elevation of 2,400 feet, it is not recommended for biking unless you are training for the Tour de France. Ridge looks down over the Silicon Valley. On hot days, the sun blazes down on the vineyard with not much area for shade. For picnickers who prefer not to roast, the staff sets up umbrellas over the picnic area. For food, drive a little bit out of the way to Roberts Market in Woodside, where you can pick up made-to-order sandwiches or shop the fresh deli case with marinated mushrooms, Greek feta salad and rosemary chicken breast. There's a good cheese selection to boot.

Best-kept secret: Hallcrest Vineyards in Felton, just north of Santa Cruz, is also the best place to bring the kids. Hallcrest is hidden away off Felton Empire Road in a small residential area. The tasting toom has an outdoor patio with picnic tables, where guests are allowed to eat as well as sample the daily selection of wines on a first-come, first-served basis. Reservations are available for groups of eight or more. Below the main building and down a walkway there is another large area with more tables as well as a grassy knoll for guests to enjoy. Just outside of Felton, Ben Lomond Market has not only a good, fresh range of fruits and vegetables, but also many fresh breads and deli selections to choose from, such as their barbecue lemon roasted chicken and macaroni salad.

Best place to exercise while sipping wine: Byington Vineyard & Winery, on Bear Creek Road off Highway 17, has a bocce ball court, making it a great Memorial Day choice for those who need a little more activity than just sipping while enjoying the breathtaking view. Inside, guests can taste and purchase wine, along with lunch snacks such as marinated olives and tapenades. For a better selection of food, New Leaf Market in Ben Lomond has many picnic essentials, including cutlery. Beyond forks and knives, New Leaf carries a wide variety of sliced meats and cheese, crackers, chips and breads. Best of all, they have bulk bin snacks like cheddar cheese sesame sticks, a personal favorite.

Best view: Burrell School Vineyards & Winery is located on Summit Road, the opposite side of the canyon from Byington off of Highway 17. Burrell School has two patios, facing different directions, overlooking the symmetrical rows of vines and the lush, green valley below. In addition there are more spots to picnic around the grounds, just ask the staff for locations. Most tables are not well suited for large parties, so groups of four or five are recommended. The best place to pick up food is the Buttery Bakery on Soquel Avenue in Santa Cruz. This 20-year-old classic serves freshly baked breads, cookies, muffins and pastries, and delicious sandwiches and salads, a fairly recent addition to the business. Menu items also include avocados stuffed with curried turkey salad, polenta salad with grilled vegetables, and a roasted vegetable and goat cheese sandwich. Order ahead of time to avoid the lines.

Best place to buy souvenirs: Bonny Doon Vineyard in Santa Cruz, north of downtown Santa Cruz on Highway 1, has much more to offer than just a gift shop. The surroundings, the young but knowledgeable staff, and the rustic atmosphere all contribute to the Bonny Doon experience. Still, there are some great things to buy besides wine. From soaps and lotions to books and apparel with art by Chuck House, all the tchotchkes would make perfect gifts or souvenirs. Around from the front entrance of the tasting room are a few areas set up for picnicking: on a back deck overlooking a small river, in a garden field across from the patio and a table situated beneath the redwoods. Pick up sandwiches from Zoccoli's Delicatessen, on Pacific Avenue in downtown Santa Cruz. Good menu items include the Castroville sandwich (salami, mortadella, prosciutto, artichokes, pepperoncini and Italian dressing on a French roll), a vegan Santa Cruzer (hummus, onions, lettuce, tomato, cucumber and sprouts) and Chicken Pesto (grilled or breaded chicken, pesto, roasted red peppers and Swiss cheese). But what would a sandwich shop be without the sort of long build-your-own list that Zoccoli's has?

Napa Valley wineries

1. Casa Nuestra Winery and Vineyards. 3451 Silverado Trail, St. Helena; (866) 844-9463, www.casanuestra.com

2. Clos Du Val. 5330 Silverado Trail, Napa; (707) 261-5200, www.closduval.com

3. Miner Family Vineyard. 7850 Silverado Trail, Oakville; (800) 366-9463, ext. 17; www.minerwines.com

4. Rutherford Hill Winery. 200 Rutherford Hill Road, Rutherford; (707) 963-1871; www.rutherfordhill.com

5. V. Sattui. 1111 White Lane, St. Helena; (707) 963-7774, vsattui.com

Napa Valley Parks

Bothe Napa Valley State Park. 3801 Highway 29, St. Helena

Fuller Park. Jefferson Street at Oak Street, Napa

Lyman Park. 1300 block of Main Street, St. Helena

Pioneer Park. Cedar Street off Lincoln Avenue, Calistoga

Yountville Park. 7000 Washington St., Yountville

Where to buy food

Dean & Deluca. 607 S. Highway 29, St. Helena; (707) 967-9980, www.deandeluca.com. Open daily.

Model Bakery. 1357 Main St., St. Helena; (707) 963-8192, www.themodelbakery.com. Open daily.

Oakville Grocery. 7856 Highway 29, Oakville; (707) 944-8802, www.oakvillegrocery.com. Open daily.

Kacie Ratner is a student at the California Culinary Academy. You can e-mail her at wine@sfchronicle.com.

Livermore valley: Winery-hopping in the East Bay

Deborah Grossman, Special to The Chronicle

Friday, May 25, 2007

Livermore Valley may be my local wine country, but it's a challenge to keep pace with 38 wineries and counting. What better way to explore picturesque new venues, reconnect with stalwarts and unwind at bucolic spots than to plan a picnic?

Fortunately, the region's compact geography makes winery-hopping convenient. Most wineries in Livermore and my hometown of Pleasanton are picnic-friendly and cluster along two-lane roads.

Sometimes I picnic at secluded wineries in the Castro Valley hills and in Sunol, both part of the Livermore Valley viticultural area. But I began this odyssey in Livermore proper. Though Trader Joe's recently opened a downtown store with an array of sushi, burritos and salads, I chose a chicken, artichoke and red pepper sandwich from Tommie's Deli on First Street.

Best organic wine and gardens: The tall banks of California pepper trees framing the rustic entranceway and the redwood tables dotting the 1-acre lawn set the picnic mood at Retzlaff Estate Wines. While sipping organic, lightly oaked estate Chardonnay a few yards from the vines, roses and herb pots, downtown Livermore seems light years away. Kids clamber around the antique toy trucks on the lawn and greet Elsie, the winery's gentle dog. Several estate organic wines are available in the tasting room, a turn-of-the-century barn outbuilding. Known for fun-filled, advance-reservation picnic parties, Retzlaff will host a Father's Day picnic with prizes for the most colorful table decor.

Best homage to the Rhone: The elegant Concannon Vineyard gate and sculpted greenery relay a bit of European sensibility to the valley. With a Memorial Day weekend theme of "Born to Rhone," the winery will host special Rhone tastings and offer classics such as Reserve Livermore Valley Syrah. Unpack your Frisbees and blankets on the new, expansive lawn, which replaced a parking lot in front of the historic tasting room. Cozy up at small wrought-iron tables under the big trees or shady Thompson and Tokay grape arbor with newly released Captain Joe's Reserve Livermore Valley Petite Sirah, the varietal first introduced by Jim Concannon in 1964.

Best picnic fixings and tours: Picnicking is easy at Wente Vineyards Estate Winery. Just grab a personal picnic basket at the tasting room and load up with fresh baguettes, feta cheese tortas, Sonoma Jack cheese and Columbus salami. Select the Riva Ranch Chardonnay or Crane Ridge Merlot, perch at a table in the tasting room, or head out to the rear patio and relax on a redwood rocker made from recycled wine barrels. There are also picnic tables on the side deck closer to the road. Schedule time for a tour of the historic winery, one of the few that offer in-depth tours. The trailhead for Sycamore Grove Park is directly across Arroyo Road from Wente's other location at 5050 Arroyo Road. Picnic tables line the park entrance and are located along the 2.5-mile path to Wetmore Road. The hike, the views of the vineyards, hills and ruins of the old Olivina Winery are spectacular.

Best backyard-style picnic: Tucked in the southeast corner of the valley on an old, dirt mining road is 9-month-old Charles R Vineyards. Bring hot dogs and burgers on Memorial Day and owner Randy Bartlett will fire up the gas grill in the picnic area behind the tasting room. Don't expect a manicured lawn, just an open area where rabbits and other wildlife dart among the rolling hills of Crane Ridge, where the grapes are sourced for a refreshing peach-scented estate Pinot Grigio. Before you leave, sample the Vin de Amor Port-style wine and the chocolate brownies served with it.

Best creekside view: Outside the historic Fenestra tasting room and winery, the aging equipment on the old crush pad calls to mind Livermore Valley's grape-growing legacy. Nearby wood tables are rough-hewn and picnic-ready. Savor complimentary hors d'oeuvres during the Memorial Day Weekend Spring Fling, when the focus is on white wines, including Livermore Valley Sauvignon Blanc and newly released Lodi Verdelho. During the past 31 years, owner Fran Replogle has watched kids take sticks down to the tree-shaded creek and pretend they're fishing. She's also seen plenty of picnic food consumed, from homemade pate to Italian specialties from Campo di Bocce restaurant a mile away.

Best hillside picnic nook: Chouinard Winery is nestled at the foot of Walpert Ridge just west of Pleasanton in Castro Valley -- just don't miss the turn for Palomares Road at the purple barn and watch out for crossing deer. Hillside vineyards overlook the wooded picnic grounds behind the winery. On Memorial Day, musician Roger Kardinal will entertain oenophiles at tables shaded by the grape arbor or the huge live oak. Many picnickers walk to the deer gate or hike the steep, half-mile ridge trail before purchasing not-too-sweet Chouinard Granny Smith apple wine or estate Cabernet Sauvignon. Also available, delicious Amish smoked cheddar or pepper Jack cheese, crackers and bargain 25-cent truffles.

Livermore wineries

1. Chouinard Winery. 33853 Palomares Road, Castro Valley; (510) 582-9900, www.chouinard.com

2. Fenestra Winery. 83 Vallecitos Road, Livermore; (925) 447-5246, www.fenestrawinery.com

3. Retzlaff Estate Wines. 1356 S. Livermore Avenue, Livermore; (925) 447-8941, retzlaffwinery.com

4. Concannon Vineyard. 4590 Tesla Road, Livermore; (800) 258-9866, www.concannonvineyard.com

5. Wente Vineyards Estate Winery. 5565 Tesla Road, Livermore; (925) 456-2305, www.wentevineyards.com

6. Charles R Vineyards. 8195 Crane Ridge Road, Livermore; (925) 454-3040, www.charlesrvineyards.com

Where to pick up food

Campo di Bocce. 175 E. Vineyard Ave., Livermore; (925) 249-9800, www.campodibocce.com. Open daily.

Tommie's Deli and Sandwiches. 2152 Second St., Livermore; (925)456-3354, www.tommiesdeli.com. Open daily.

Trader Joe's. 1122-A E. Stanley Blvd.; (925) 243-1947, www.traderjoes.com. Open daily.

Wine County etiquette guide: Leave the beer at home and try to keep your clothes on

Jon Bonné

Friday, May 25, 2007

That table of six out on the winery patio, unwrapping every stinky cheese known to humankind. That limo full of wobbly- gaited day-trippers that's just a few decibels too loud. Winery picnics can be wonderful, but not everyone brings their manners.

While a good winery staff is unfailingly polite no matter who rolls up, certain faux pas can ruin a lovely day. Consider these basic rules of thumb when packing your spread.

Buy the wine there. It's an unofficial compact (not so unofficial, judging by the frequently posted signs) that the trade-off for a meal on the grounds is to drink the winery's wine. And I can't believe I'm writing this but: Don't bring beer to a winery. "We find beer bottles stashed back there, and other, inferior wine," says Jim May, tasting room manager for Bennett Lane Winery in Calistoga.

Call ahead. Especially when bringing six or more people. Some wineries require reservations for tables or patio space. Wineries also have space limits. Even so, wineries will try to accommodate visitors as best they can, like the wedding party that showed up for an unscheduled reception -- tuxedos and all -- one midweek afternoon at Clos du Bois in Geyserville. "They set up a boom box and were dancing," says Debra Price, the winery's hospitality director.

Dog days. Before you bring along the family pooch, check to make sure dogs are welcome; sometimes they are, but only outside and on leash.

Bring prepared food. Even if a winery sells food, most have no problem with whatever you want to bring -- though at locations with a full-scale deli, like V. Sattui Winery in St. Helena, it's polite to ask first. But if you want to cook or grill something on-site, go to a state park.

Hydrate. Even with the food, a combination of the hot sun and high-octane wine can fell the intrepid picnicker. Bring plenty of water, and drink it.

What comes from the winery stays at the winery. They're kind enough to lend you glasses or silverware, so make sure to return them.

Sharing is encouraged. The guy at the next table will gladly trade you a bite of smoked salmon for a taste of your duck confit. Tasting-room staff spend their days watching other people eat and drink. If they're not too busy, chances are they'll be only too happy to regale you with tales from behind the pouring bar. "We get invited to join the picnics all the time," says Eric Markson, tasting room manager at De Loach Vineyards in Santa Rosa.

Don't fake a wine club membership. You may think it'll nab you a prime spot, but staff are often trained to root out impostors.

Be a good guest. Do a bit of advance research to find a winery that matches the experience you want. Winery staff are trained to be as hospitable as possible -- even at stately Chateau St. Jean, a game or two of touch football isn't unwelcome, but the women running through the sprinklers may have been a bit much. (No clothes were shed in the telling of this anecdote.)

Tasting fee tyranny

W. Blake Gray

Friday, May 25, 2007

Napa Valley has often been ahead of the rest of the U.S. wine industry in many ways, from the quality of its wines to the breathtaking prices charged for them. Now a Yountville winery is again breaking new ground.

Domaine Chandon charges $5 more to drink a bottle of wine at the winery than to take it home.

"It's for the glasses and the cleanup," says Domaine Chandon public relations manager Lara Abbott, who says the winery has had no complaints about the charge since instituting it about a year ago.

Even in a county where some wineries charge a $25 tasting fee, this charge is unique. While many wineries do not allow on-premise consumption, those that do have traditionally provided glassware and seating gratis.

"That's the first time I've heard of this," says In Short Direct Marketing founder Elizabeth Slater, who trains winery staffs around the country in marketing, customer service and sales. "Any charge can end up backfiring on a winery. I would rather see them add a couple bucks to the cost of the wine."

That's just what Domaine Chandon is doing, says Abbott, who provided a pre-printed menu showing prices $5 higher for "bottle enjoyed here" instead of "bottle taken home."

But one customer, electrician Lewis Hinkle of Hayward, says the most irritating thing about the charge was that he didn't learn of it until it showed up on a debit card bill.

"I go to quite a few wineries. This is the only place we've been charged this," Hinkle says. "They didn't do any work. They just gave us the two glasses and a bottle. They didn't pour it for us. A gratuity should be the customer's choice."

Other sparkling winemakers in the area, including Domaine Carneros and Mumm Napa, are not charging a similar fee.

The $5 fee "is an unusual strategy for a winery whose underlying goal is to increase the overall consumption of sparkling wine," says Priya Raghubir, associate professor in the Haas School of Business at UC Berkeley. "This is not going to help. It becomes another barrier."

Hinkle points out that the winery already makes more profit by selling the wine directly to the consumer, rather than through the three-tier distribution system.

"You let one place do this and it gives a bad reputation to all of them," Hinkle says. "They're making a ton of money. They're bypassing the distributors. But now they're getting greedy. That particular day left a sour note in our throats."

THE CHRONICLE'S WINE SELECTIONS: West Coast Rosés

W. Blake Gray

Friday, May 25, 2007

You can't tell a good pink wine by its color, but you can tell a bad one.

A great rosé is light and refreshing, food-friendly and interesting to drink without requiring a lot of thought to appreciate. We want to quaff, not ponder.

What we don't want is a baby red wine, as some of the 81 wines we tasted from California, Oregon and Washington were. If we want a big body and high alcohol, we'll just stick to red.

So if a "rosé" is medium to dark red, skip it and buy a red wine. Some of our favorites were the lightest colored of all.

We learned that when rosé is good, it's a lot of fun, but when it's not, it's horrible. So shop carefully.

We also discovered that Pinot Noir is our grape of choice. We tasted 16 pink Pinots and are recommending 6, including all 3 of our favorites. We could philosophize on why that is, but that would be entirely too much pondering.

THREE STARS 2006 Balletto Russian River Valley Rosé of Pinot Noir ($16) This is Balletto's first rosé, which is impressive because it's precisely what a good one should be: delicious, thirst-quenching, light-bodied and food-friendly. A very light salmon in color, it tastes of strawberry and citrus with notes of raspberry and lemon zest on a medium-long finish.

TWO STARS 2006 Chimney Rock Stags Leap District Rosé of Cabernet Franc ($21) Chimney Rock grows 4 acres of Cabernet Franc on its estate vineyard mainly for its red wines, but has enough leftover to make this. It's austere, with subtle aromas and flavors of cherry and graphite.

TWO STARS 2006 Clos LaChance Central Coast Rosé ($14) Twenty years ago, when Bill Murphy worked for Hewlett-Packard, he planted Chardonnay vines in his backyard for landscaping and to make a little wine on the side. Now it's his new career. Made from Grenache from his estate vineyard blended with Syrah, this wine is juicy and light-bodied, with fresh violet and berry flavors and nice grapefruity acidity.

TWO STARS 2006 David Girard Vineyards El Dorado Rosé ($16) David Girard is an education lawyer and former U.C. Berkeley teacher who bought an 85-acre property in Placerville in 1992. He first planted Merlot, but Oakland winemaker Steve Edmunds helped convince him Rhone grapes would do better on his property. Here's the proof: Made from Grenache, Mourvedre and Counoise, this wine is quite citrusy with cranberry fruit, herbal notes and a long finish.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2006 Don Ernesto Napa Valley Vin Gris Rosé ($13) The bearded revolutionary on the label of this wine is actually a picture of proprietor-winemaker Ernest Weir at age 25. Vineyard workers called him "Don Ernesto" as a measure of respect. Years later, Weir repays the favor with a 100 percent Pinot Noir wine that's friendly to Mexican food: grapefruit, wild strawberry and watermelon flavors are accented by hints of mint and vanilla.

TWO AND A HALF STARS 2006 Eberle Paso Robles Syrah Rosé ($16) Here's a pink wine with hair on its chest. A day and a half on Syrah lees -- as well as some Viognier lees for complexity -- gave this wine a medium pink color that presages its strong flavors: strawberry, with some lemon, toast and even meaty notes. It's a big wine, with 14.5 percent alcohol, that bellows for barbecue.

THREE STARS 2006 Etude Carneros Pinot Noir Rosé ($20) This wine's information sheet reads, "We tend the grapes for our rosé to the same exacting standards employed in our meticulously farmed plots for red wines." That stuffy terminology would make us chuckle if we hadn't tasted it. This is as serious as rosé gets: flavors of grapefruit and watermelon and some prickly tannins lead to an austere finish. ** 1/2 2006 Fritz Russian River Valley Rosé ($16) Five years ago, winemaker Christina Pallmann began cutting Fritz's production to concentrate on quality. This wine is made from an unusual combination of grapes: mostly Zinfandel, with some Pinot Noir and Cabernet Sauvignon. It's very pretty, with lots of floral notes and wild strawberry flavors and just a touch of sweetness.

TWO STARS 2006 Husch Anderson Valley Pinot Noir Vin Gris ($16) Winemaker Brad Holstine let crushed dark fruit sit inside the press for 18 hours. Then he pressed out the juice, which had become a light salmon color, and was rewarded with this light, tart wine with flavors of grapefruit and watermelon that brighten on the finish.

TWO STARS 2006 Robert Stemmler Carneros Vin Gris Pinot Noir Rosé ($20) Robert Stemmler was a small independent winery owner who sold out to a big company, Buena Vista Winery, in 1989. That winery was bought by Allied Domecq in 2001. But the Buena Vista owners, the Racke family, kept the Stemmler label. This is a good hot dog wine: fairly sweet, but with acidity to balance the sugar, and juicy cherry flavors with some bubble gum notes.

THREE STARS 2006 Van Duzer Willamette Valley Pinot Noir Rosé ($16) Rather than making the pink wine with a random selection of grapes, winemaker Jim Kakacek chose a particular block of Pommard clone Pinot Noir for its fruit intensity and floral character. The flowers are subtle; what we liked was the wild strawberry and watermelon fruit, along with the soft mouthfeel and citrusy finish.

TWO STARS 2005 Ventana Vineyards Arroyo Seco Dry Rosado ($14) Ventana founder Doug Meador was a Navy fighter pilot in Vietnam. After his discharge, he was planning to return to Washington state to be an apple baron -- his family owned orchards -- but he took a detour to supervise grape plantings in Monterey County. Now it's 35 years later and he's still there. This wine, made from Grenache and Syrah vines from his estate, has smoky, barbecue-ready flavors of watermelon and grapefruit with some tropical fruit aromas and great palate-cleansing acidity.

THE SIPPING NEWS

Jon Bonné, W. Blake Gray

Friday, May 25, 2007

Keep your wine cool with a lime-green wine carrier. Throw... The portable wine and cheese set includes a mini-cheese b... Stabilize your glass of vino with a steady stick wineglas... Single-serve Champagne bottles from wineries like Mumm an... More...

Picnic in style with our picks of the most useful accessories. From a luxury picnic basket to an insulated wine cooler, we've got you covered.

1. Keep your wine cool with a lime-green wine carrier. Throw the thermally insulated tote, which holds two bottles, over your shoulder as you meander from winery to winery. $14.95 at Crate & Barrel, www.crateandbarrel.com.

2. The portable wine and cheese set includes a mini-cheese board, four knives and a corkscrew, packaged in a stylish nylon case. $50 at Cowgirl Creamery, 1 Ferry Building, San Francisco; (415) 362-9354, www.cowgirlcreamery.com.

3. Stabilize your glass of vino with a steady stick wineglass holder. Stuck into the ground, the stainless steel gizmos will ensure you don't have any accidental spills. $9.95 for a set of 2 at Crate & Barrel, throughout the Bay Area; www.crateandbarrel.com

4. Single-serve Champagne bottles from wineries like Mumm and Piper-Heidsieck are flooding the market. With just 187ml of bubbly per bottle, there's no excuse to let any precious bubbles go flat. Available at BevMo and other wine shops.

5. The wine rack trunk carries four 750ml wine bottles, and fits perfectly on the back of a bike. Velcro strips attach to a standard bike rack and foam padding ensures that your just-purchased bottles won't break en route to your destination. $52.50 at Mike's Bikes (with special order), 1233 Howard St., San Francisco; (415) 241-2453.

6. The Nostalgia picnic trunk, with mini pop-up table, is made of canvas-covered wood, comes with china plates, wineglasses, cotton placemats and napkins for two, a corkscrew, and salt and pepper shakers. The trunk also has room for munchies and a couple of bottles of wine. $168 at Napa Style; 1760 Fourth St., Berkeley; (510) 558-7900, www.napastyle.com.

In our glasses

What we're drinking at our picnics

2004 Jean-Marc Brocard Chardonnay En Sol Jurassique Bourgogne ($25/3-liter box)

What sold us: Is it any surprise this tastes like a good Petit Chablis? Jean-Marc Brocard is one of the most respected producers in the region, and this blend of Chardonnay from three parcels of Jurassic-era soil is amazing by any measure. Flinty and forceful, it reveals its unoaked nature with sharp lemon and green apple flavors, and a textured finish full of gray mineral. Mock wine in a box if you like, but an effort this serious will wipe any smirk right off your face -- and keep you refreshed for weeks on end.

Where to buy: Bi-Rite Market (San Francisco), the Wine Steward (Pleasanton)

-- Jon Bonné

2005 Sobon Estate Old Vines Amador County Zinfandel ($13)

What sold us: The Chronicle recently blind-tasted 50 Zinfandels from the vast, five-county Sierra Foothills appellation, and this unpretentious screwcapped wine from family-owned Sobon Estate in Plymouth was one of our two favorites. We liked it for its sweet blueberry flavors, peppery accents, meaty Syrah-like notes and subtle, spreading finish. We also liked the fact that it's made from organically grown grapes -- and it's about half the price of the only other wine we liked as much. If you're bringing red meat on your picnic, bring this too.

Where to buy: D & M Wines & Liquors (San Francisco)

-- W. Blake Gray

2005 Josef Leitz Dragonstone Riesling ($16)

What sold us: Another stunning bargain from another top producer, in this case one of the best in Germany's Rheingau. The name is a take on its source vineyard -- far easier to pronounce than "Rudesheimer Drachenstein" -- and for the price, the quality here is astounding. It starts delicate, then is unabashedly sweet, with velvety apricot and fig flavors. That's balanced by dramatic acidity, a raspy dry mineral note and a galvanizing finish. You'd be hard-pressed to find a more refreshing pick, and like all the IOG wines this week, it won't require a corkscrew to open.

Where to buy: BevMo, Beltramo's (Menlo Park)

-- J.B.

2006 Sauvignon Republic Stellenbosch Sauvignon Blanc ($18)

What sold us: We like the single-minded focus of Santa Rosa's Sauvignon Republic, which makes only Sauvignon Blanc but does it from three countries (so far) with plans to add more. The South African version may be the best of the three: It has great fruit -- pineapple, lime and green apple -- with fine balance and a medium-long finish. This is a superb picnic wine, friendly to salads and other fresh vegetarian fare, and topped by a screwcap.

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

-- W.B.G.

Corti against wines with high alcohol

Olivia Wu

Friday, May 25, 2007

Darrell Corti, co-owner of Corti Brothers store in Sacramento, threw down the gauntlet -- or wineglass? -- a few weeks ago.

He was fed up. High-alcohol wines above 14.5 percent would no longer grace the shelves of Corti Brothers, Corti declared.

After the Sacramento Bee wrote about it, opinions spewed forth.

It moved Robert Parker himself to weigh in on his message board, eRobertParker.com. "Seems apallingly stupid, frigheningly arbitrary, and like some part of a police state's mentality to me," wrote Parker, who added that the stance was hypocritical, and pointed to a 1976 Amador Zinfandel bottled for Corti that was more than 15 percent alcohol.

"I don't recall any disclaimers he put on the label warning of some grotesque wine encounter because of high alcohol."

Corti took time to comment on the controversy last week at the Los Angeles International Olive Oil Competition.

Last month, Corti recalls, he and his staff were tasting Zinfandels for the store. Appalled by the quality of most of the wines, he targeted the alcohol levels as the culprit. "There was one Zin with 14.3 percent alcohol. Six of them were from 15.5 to 17.3," he said.

"Now, 15.5 percent is sherry, and 17 is a semi-Port," he says. "I would rather drink real Port," he said, "or real Zin." Corti, who can nail a wine tasted blind, was also dead-on about the reaction to his decision. "People are going to bitch and complain," said Corti, usually imperturbable in his trademark high-visibility tie and suspenders.

"Sure, I'm a little responsible for the Zin revolution 40 years ago. Those Zins from Amador were a revelation," he said. Though they were high in alcohol, they were good, so he promoted them. Now the Sacramento godfather of fine wine and food is sticking to his guns.

Seattle Times
How to showcase a key member of the wedding party

When it comes to selecting your wedding wines, here are my Top 10 Wedding Wine Tips:

Tip No. 1: Pick a theme. How about "Hometown Wines"? Where are the bride and bridegroom from? You might select wines from each of their hometown regions. Of course, this works best on the West Coast, but everyone is from somewhere that produces something. Wine is made in every state of the union and on every continent save Antarctica. Another way to theme: When purchasing your wedding wines, organize them in groups of bride wines and bridegroom wines. Use the occasion to show how together they are far better than alone. The bride's wines could be white and the bridegroom's red; or the bridegroom's dry and the bride's sweet. Put your imagination to work.

Tip No. 2: Ask the parents and/or relatives and friends if they would like to clean out the cellar and donate some older wines. If you have anyone among your friends and family who has been collecting wines for any length of time, I guarantee they have more than a few bottles that should really be drunk but are waiting for a special occasion.

Tip No. 3: Negotiate corkage fees well in advance with your caterer. Depending upon who is catering and where your event is being held, the corkage fees can range from zero to as much as $20 or $25 per bottle. If you are asked to purchase the wines on-site, you are going to pay dearly for them. You'll save a lot of money if you provide the wines. Just be sure that any per-bottle corkage charge has been clearly agreed upon. That should be part of the overall bid for the venue, the catering and the service. You will really save money if you find a venue that will agree to waive all corkage fees.

Tip No. 4: If you are working with a caterer, make certain that he or she can provide a dedicated wine steward for your event. This person will see that your wines are properly chilled, that there is plenty of wine open at all times and that guests have an easy time getting their glasses filled. If there is to be a special Champagne toast, your wine steward can coordinate that as well. An agreed-upon hourly rate, plus a tip for good service, should give you a clear idea of the cost.

Tip No. 5: Rather than rent wine glasses, you may be able to purchase them new.

Rental wine glasses are expensive, generally not very good and often smell of dishwasher detergent. You'll use them once and never see them again. If you look around at any of the big-box retailers, you'll find glasses that are as cheap or cheaper than rentals. You might even use tumblers, which can work for all but the most expensive wines. Best of all, when the reception is over, you bring them home and have a lifetime supply of wedding tumblers.

Tip No. 6: When stocking your wine bar, plan on an equal mix of white wine, dry rosé, red wine and bubbly. Figure on a half bottle per guest, and don't buy more than three bottles of the same wine. Always buy in case quantities from a wine seller who will give you case discounts on mixed lots. Be sure to stock plenty of water (still and sparkling) and nonalcoholic alternatives as well.

Tip No. 7: Don't bother worrying about matching the wine with the food. Much easier to have a nice assortment of wines and let your guests explore on their own. Let them do the matching; it's more fun and less hassle. And it's another reason that you are far better off with a range of wines, not cases and cases of a single brand. One exception here: If you plan to serve bubbly with the wedding cake, it should be a sweeter style. The best choice would be an Italian spumante, moscato d'Asti or Prosecco. Not the sugary California stuff!

Tip No. 8: Somewhere in the mix of wines should be a few special bottles. The wine steward/bartender can keep them under the counter for you. The bride and bridegroom, the wedding party and perhaps a few close wine-loving friends can be offered a glass of something a cut above the party wines. Discreetly, of course.

Tip No. 9: If you want to be really sneaky, buy a few bottles of a super premium wine (such as Plumpjack) sealed with a screwcap. Make sure your inexpensive wines are cork-sealed. Most guests will avoid the screwcapped wine, thinking it's the cheap stuff.

Tip No. 10: Stash a bottle of really good Champagne in the bridal suite. Even if everything else that's poured is plain old party wine, make sure that the last toast of the night is the best of the night.

The Wines

I suggest you find a single source for your purchases and work with a specific person to make your final selections. Ideally it should be someone you already know or who comes recommended from a wine-knowledgeable friend or relation. Give that person a budget, a rough number of guests and the following guidelines, and you are in business!

Bubbly: You want dry (brut) Champagnes or méthode champenoise (Champagne method) alternates. Spanish cavas and French crémants are welcome choices. For something inexpensive and domestic, try Domaine Ste. Michelle Blanc de Noirs.

White wines: Get a good mix of dry and off-dry whites, avoiding the heavy and oaky styles. Be sure to include both riesling and chardonnay. This is a great category in which to get a bit adventurous. Try some less-familiar varietals from Italy, Spain or Austria.

Rosé wines: Be sure to specify dry rosé. New releases from Washington are currently in the market, and many are quite good. If you purchase rosé from elsewhere, ask for the 2006 vintage (rosé should always be fresh). Avoid "white" zinfandel (or "white" anything else) unless you want sweet soda pop.

Red wines: Focus on young red wines from recent (2004 and 2005) vintages. Southern France, South America, southern Italy, most of Spain and Australia are all good sources for inexpensive reds. California and Oregon are not. Washington has some gems.

Pick of the Week

Hogue Cellars 2005 Shiraz; $7. Hogue Cellars wines have been rather spotty of late, but this well-made shiraz is a solid effort and a standout in a new lineup that marks a bit of a comeback for the brand. Included in the blend are both cabernet sauvignon and (believe it or not) a bit of lemberger — don't ask me why. This is clean and crisp, and the fruit shows some tangy blackberry and black raspberry flavor. There is plenty of backing acid, and good varietal character (distributed by Young's — Columbia).

USA Today

Cheers

Jerry Shriver

Crested beaut

Friday, May 25, 2007

2004 Columbia-Crest Grand Estates Cabernet Sauvignon, Columbia Valley, Wash., about $11. They make a ton of this wine, some 110,000 cases, but somehow they manage to keep the quality high. There's a little more oak than I normally prefer but it nicely frames the black-cherry and cocoa flavors and lends a pleasant vanilla scent. The tannins are manageable, so this baby is ready to go tonight with a burger and fries.

Beautiful symmetry

Wednesday, May 23, 2007

2004 Symington Family Estates Altano, Douro Valley, Portugal, about $12. The label says that the intense berry flavors in this blend come from the Tinta Roriz grape and that the floral notes come from the Touriga Franca grape, and since I don't know either grape well I'll take their word for it. But what I want to know is, how did the winemaker achieve such a smooth, fine texture? It's not lush enough to be silky, it's just very fine-grained, and very wonderful. Try it with roasted pork loin.

A wine with merit

Monday, May 21, 2007

2003 Kendall-Jackson Vintner's Reserve Meritage, California, about $12. A Meritage for this price? Well, yes -- after all, "Meritage'' is simply a marketing term given to domestic wines that are blends of traditional Bordeaux grape varieties. And with a makeup of 44% Cabernet Sauvignon, 47% Merlot and 4% Cabernet Franc, this one qualifies. The fact that many Meritage wines start at double this price is simply a function of smart marketing. This is a rich, though a tad rustic, wine, dense and spicy with strong elements of coffee and chocolate, and more complex than most $12 wines. Try it with grilled red meat.

Wall St. Journal

Sauvignon, American Style

U.S. Plays Catch-up

With Global Trend;

Aiming for Elegance

May 18, 2007; Page W7

We'd guess that Americans, and people all over the world, are drinking more Sauvignon Blanc these days than ever before. For many years, those in the know enjoyed wines made from the Sauvignon Blanc grape such as France's marvelous Sancerre. Just in the past few years, though, there has been a wave of good Sauvignon Blanc coming from all over the world -- New Zealand, South Africa, Chile -- often at bargain prices. It's clear that many people now consider Sauvignon Blanc a great summertime wine, and they're right: It's refreshing, good with lighter food and very easy to enjoy.

In the midst of this Sauvignon surge, American vintners haven't come close to leading the charge. California wineries sold about as much Sauvignon Blanc in 2005 as in 1995, according to figures from Impact Databank, while U.S. imports of all New Zealand wines -- largely fueled by Sauvignon Blanc, which is its signature wine -- rose about 100-fold during the same period. Unfortunately, there's good reason for this. For years, American vintners made Sauvignon Blanc into a kind of junior Chardonnay, stripping much of its grassy, vibrant, mouth-watering tastes and burying what was left with an overlay of oak. When vintners in other countries started offering Americans vibrant, juicy and delicious Sauvignon Blanc instead, U.S. winemakers were caught flat-footed -- or rather, with flat-footed wines.

Developing a Style

That has begun to change in the past few years as American wineries developed their own style of Sauvignon Blanc, one that we like quite a bit: not quite as earthy as many French wines, but more restrained and less over-the-top exuberant than New Zealand's. It's simply another example of the versatility of this grape, which can be as bright and aromatic as fresh-mown grass in the sunshine; rich and earthy; dry or a little sweet; an elegant wine when paired with its traditional blending partner, Sémillon, especially in white Bordeaux; and an ingredient in some of the world's best and most luscious dessert wines.

In this mix, we believe that some American winemakers now are creating Sauvignon Blanc that is special, with its own style. With warm weather arriving, we asked ourselves this question: If someone wanted to know which American Sauvignon Blanc to buy that could stand on its own against the class of Sancerre, the value of Chilean Sauvignon Blanc and the life of New Zealand's style, which would we recommend? So we decided to do a different type of tasting.

Usually, we buy 50 or so examples of a certain kind of wine and taste them blind to get an overall sense of the state of that wine. Our index of favorites, as we routinely explain, is only meant to give an idea of what these might taste like at their best. This time, though, we decided to have a best-of taste-off. We bought all of the American Sauvignon Blancs that we have recommended over the years -- more than 30 in all -- and tasted them, blind, against each other. We bought either the 2005 or 2006 vintage, whichever was the younger we saw. Our mission was to come up with a list to answer the question we're sure to be asked this summer: If I were going to buy an American Sauvignon Blanc, which would you recommend? Because all of these have been good over several years, we'd feel especially good recommending the best of the best in any vintage, whether 2005, 2006 or even, when it's released, the 2007. We were looking for wines that have been consistently good over the years, that express a special American style and that stood out among their peers in this tasting.

We tasted the wines in blind flights over several nights. They were often good, of course, since they were already among our favorites in the past, but they expressed a wide variety of visions. What the best ones had in common was good fruit and some sense that the winemaker was very deliberate in fashioning a particular style of Sauvignon Blanc. Not surprisingly, among our favorites were Groth, Chateau Ste. Michelle and Joseph Phelps, which have all made excellent Sauvignon Blanc for some time. (It's also interesting that several of our favorites had at least a touch of Sémillon -- and Hogue had fully 25%.)

Our best value was another old favorite, Geyser Peak. As always, it pretty much exploded in the mouth with ripe, fresh tastes of lemon-lime fruit. On the taste map, it's more toward New Zealand-style, but it also offers a hint of underlying minerals that gives it a nicely grounded, somewhat haunting finish. And at $8 or so, it's hard to beat for the price. It's widely available, too: The winery made 112,000 cases that were distributed nationally.

A Delicious Line

Our best of tasting deserves kudos for walking a very delicious line: It retained the varietal tastes of the grape while also offering richness and mouthfeel. This is an elegant wine, appropriate to sophisticated summer dinner parties -- and it turned out that we paid just $10.99 for it (though $13.50 is a more representative price). It was from Bernardus Winery, which made about 8,000 cases of it. What makes this wine, which is 3% Sémillon, stand apart? We called the winemaker at Bernardus, Dean DeKorth. "For me, it sort of reflects the growing conditions in Monterey County," he told us. "The largest source is from Griva Vineyard, and it just has a gravelly, rocky, extremely poor soil and a lot of wind in the afternoon. It's just the right balance to give it its own special character, the terroir of the vineyards. I like doing pretty minimal stuff, trying not to do anything that messes it up. We use stainless steel for most of it, trying to avoid getting oaky notes. The Sémillon is very rich and dense, and the wine has a lot of Sémillion character that gives it a special little note." Interestingly, Mr. DeKorth says that Bernardus used to make oakier Sauvignon Blanc and adds: "Everybody [was doing that] until New Zealand came out with its. Our model was from New Zealand. They were making very bright, intensely varietal wines, so a lot of us went that way."

In the past, we have found American Sauvignon Blanc too variable, with some fine examples and many that were OK but flat. Even in this tasting, we certainly found some winners, but we didn't find the wines as consistently likable as New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc. So if you asked us what American Sauvignon Blanc to buy this summer, one that would offer taste, value and an American viewpoint, we'd suggest the eight in the index. Of course, none is available everywhere, but good wine shops will likely have one or two.

You can contact us at wine@wsj.com1.

The Dow Jones American Sauvignon Blanc Index

In a tasting of American Sauvignon Blanc (sometimes called Fumé Blanc) among wines that have been our favorites in broad blind tastings in the past, these rose to the top. Sauvignon Blanc is good with all kinds of seafood and the richer examples here, such as Bernardus, would pair well with dishes with cream sauce.

VINEYARD/VINTAGE 
PRICE 
RATING 
TASTERS' COMMENTS

Bernardus Winery 2005 (Monterey County) 
$13.50* 
Delicious 
Best of tasting. Filled with fruit, with richness and mouthfeel, especially in the middle and back of the mouth. A wine of finesse and some stature, even as it retains its varietal tastes.

Geyser Peak Winery 2006 (California) 
$7.99 
Very Good 
Best value. Tastes true. Bursting with lemon-lime fruit, lively and fun, with just a hint of minerals. Can pair with food but also good just as a sipper in the sunshine.

Groth Vineyards Winery 2006 (Napa Valley) 
$16.99 
Very Good 
Mouth-watering nose of very fresh limes. Crisp and clean, with a nice hint of varietal green pepper and an interesting, mineral finish that keeps the wine grounded and prevents it from being frivolous.

Joseph Phelps Vineyards 2005 (Napa Valley) 
$28.99 
Very Good 
Lime and some crème brûlée on the nose. Interesting, with some weight. A bit fluffy and slightly toasty, with a hint of caramel. Fetching. Especially good with food.

Chateau Ste. Michelle 'Horse Heaven Vineyard' 2005 (Horse Heaven Hills) 
$16.49 
Good/Very Good 
Juicy and oh-so-pleasant, with a particularly vibrant, happy, very long finish that tastes like summer.

Gary Farrell 'Redwood Ranch' 2006 (Sonoma County) 
$21.99 
Good/Very Good 
Vibrant, grassy nose. Very pleasant and easy to drink and true to its roots. Hard not to embrace.

Hogue Cellars Fumé Blanc 2005 (Columbia Valley) 
$7.14 
Good/Very Good 
Lively and simple in the best sense of the word -- excellent, mouth-watering fruit that's clean and fresh, with great acidity that keeps you coming back for more.

Voss Vineyards 2005 (Rutherford, Napa Valley) 
$15.95 
Good/Very Good 
Restrained, sophisticated tastes of white peaches, with some pepper, cinnamon, nutmeg and other spices. A very grown-up Sauvignon Blanc, appropriate to a dinner party.

Washington Post

Bottles That Won't Break the Bank

By Karen Page and Andrew Dornenburg

Wednesday, May 23, 2007; F05

We love hearing from you. And judging from the e-mails we've received since this column began two months ago, many of you have price on your mind.

"Would you consider a series on wines under $15 a bottle?" writes Marc Stern of McLean, echoing similar requests we've received. "Finding good everyday affordable table wine is my objective -- with an occasional splurge on a higher-priced bottle, just to keep the search for the Holy Grail alive. . . ."

Ask and you shall receive.

These days our home is filled with dozens of bottles awaiting their turn to be sampled in one of our roundups of wines grouped by style, grape, country or food pairing.

But before we started concentrating on tasting different wines every night, we'd often open an Osborne Solaz ($8) -- a surprisingly well-balanced Spanish red with soft tannins, made from tempranillo and cabernet sauvignon -- with chicken, salmon or steak. Our house white is Loosen Bros. "Dr. L" Riesling ($12), which we prefer over Rieslings at twice the price, and we've more recently come to enjoy Nora Albarino ($15), a Spanish "Dr. L" stunt double that complements spicy foods almost as well.

Even with such reliable favorites of our own, though, few things are more exciting than being turned on to beloved bargains of other wine lovers. A few weeks ago, Louis Alexander, general manager of Dish, introduced us to some terrific, gently priced wines by the glass at the River Inn's restaurant in the West End. Thus having earned our trust, he was one of the first people we asked in e-mail interviews about what they like to drink at home for less than $15.

Alexander, a passionate home cook, counts pork spareribs as one of his specialties. "One of my recipes for dry-rub pork spareribs is perfect paired with 2004 Edna Valley Vineyard Syrah[$15]," he says. "This wine's smoky black cherry and blackberry flavors with caramel and vanilla notes go really well with grilled pork."

Todd Thrasher, general manager and sommelier of Restaurant Eve in Alexandria, also likes to cook at home. "One of my favorite things to make is pizza, for which I usually keep a few bottles of Hill of Content Shiraz[$14] on hand," Thrasher says. "I also love to drink Ken Forrester Petite Chenin chenin blanc from South Africa [$13] with grilled prawns while sitting out back on my patio. And just for sipping on a hot summer afternoon, I turn to Mulderbosch Cabernet Sauvignon Rosé[$13], which tastes like Bing cherries and strawberries in a glass."

The Inn at Little Washington's sommelier, Sabato Sagaria, also claims to make a mean sausage pizza, which he says he'll pair with one of two favorite pizza wines. "From Spain, I'll open a Casa de la Ermita Castillo de Jumillia Crianza[$13]," Sagaria says. "From Italy, I like the Di Majo Norante Sangiovese[$10]. Both are medium- to full-bodied wines that have a lot of character without aggressive tannins, which makes them approachable on their own or with cheese."

Cafe Atlantico's sommelier, Jill Zimorski, enjoys Crios de Susana Balbo Torrontes ($10) from Argentina. "It's floral on the nose, yet dry -- like viognier in some ways, but certainly a lesser-known and therefore less-costly varietal," she says. "I like it with seafood that has some natural sweetness: crab, lobster or scallops. It's delicious with a seafood salad or on its own as a patio quaffer."

To Hank's Oyster Bar chef-owner Jamie Leeds, summer means casual patio dining with her family and friends -- and Muscadet. " Foliette Clos de la Fontaine Muscadet Sevre et Maine[$14] is my favorite warm-weather wine of choice because it is crisp, clean and refreshing," she writes. "I love it with West Coast oysters."

Andy Myers, sommelier at CityZen at the Mandarin Oriental Hotel, introduced us to the lovely 2005 Cantina del Taburno Falanghina from Italy ($15). "I love it with grilled squid or shrimp or a nice, simple roasted fish," he tells us.

Dan Mesches, president of Star Restaurant Group (which owns Indigo Landing and Zola), and his wife, Kate, are fans of New World sauvignon blanc. "We both find that Thai food really enhances the fruit-forward qualities of these wines. Spicy squid salad is a home run with the Jibe[$13] or Brancott Sauvignon Blanc[$8]," he says. "Otherwise, Burgans Albariño[$11] is nice if you want to cut back on the fruit but still get some of those flavors. We'll also make a warm potato and kielbasa salad with a garlic-mustard dressing, which goes well with Elsa Malbec[$10]."

In the end, cost doesn't matter as much as the pleasure a wine brings you. "There's nothing better than taking your shoes off after a long day at work and sitting down to a good rosé," writes Nadine Brown, sommelier at Charlie Palmer Steak. " SoloRosa Rosé from California [$15] is good with whatever you are eating: fish, salads, duck, Thai, Indian, cheese -- anything!"

To us, that's priceless.

In the Wine Aisle
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2005 Cantina del Taburno Falanghina

Italy, $15

Flavors: delicate, soft lemon and apple with stony minerality

Alcohol:13 percent

Pair with: fish and chips, fried oysters, seafood, shrimp, squid, white meats

Where to find it: Rodman's (some locations), FineWine.com

2004 Edna Valley Vineyard Syrah

California, $15

Flavors: rich, full-bodied with smoky black cherry, blackberry

Alcohol:13.6 percent

Pair with: duck, lamb, pork, venison

Where to find it: Calvert Woodley, Magruder's (District)

2005/2006 Mulderbosch Cabernet Sauvignon Rosé

South Africa, $13

Flavors: lively red berry and pomegranate with a dry finish

Alcohol:13.5 percent

Pair with: hors d'oeuvres, picnics, salmon, tuna

Where to find it: Calvert Woodley, Rodman's (some locations), the Wine Specialist, State Line Liquors

2005/2006 Brancott Sauvignon Blanc

New Zealand, $8

Flavors: crisp with tropical fruit and lively lime-like acidity

Alcohol:14 percent

Pair with: grilled fish, seafood, spicy dishes, Thai food

Where to find it: Beltway Fine Wines, Calvert Woodley, Circle Wine &amp; Liquors, Corridor Wine &amp; Spirits, Whole Foods Market (some locations), Magruder's (District), Rodman's (some locations), Total Wine &amp; More (some locations), the Wine Specialist
