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North Carolina school puts state back on road other than tobacco

By GIL KULERS

For the Atlanta Journal-Constitution

Published on: 06/14/07

Where tobacco once ruled, a new crop is pushing up through the rolling hills of western North Carolina.

With the burgeoning Yadkin Valley wine region growing around it, Surry Community College in Dobson has become the epicenter for information on grape growing and winemaking on the Eastern seaboard.

In just seven years, the modest winemaking facility, situated in a garage, and 40 acres of vineyards have become a crucible for developing home-grown talent for North Carolina, the country's ninth-largest wine-producing state.

"We didn't know what the climate was going to be like for grapes," said Van Coe, owner of Stony Knoll Vineyard, which opened in 2003. "[At the college], you get a lot of exposure to different grapes and find out what works in different types of conditions. Surry laid the groundwork for us. They were the brain trust for our winemaking enterprises."

Winemaking in North Carolina awoke in the early 1970s after its long slumber following Prohibition, but things really didn't get moving until the late 1990s. The Shelton brothers, Ed and Charlie, developed the ambitious Shelton Vineyards project (a 25,000-square-foot winery with 250 acres of vineyards) in Dobson, N.C., in 1999, and they wisely hired Sean McRitchie from Oregon's Benton-Lane Winery.

McRitchie's father, the renowned viticulturist and winery consultant Robert McRitchie, followed his son to North Carolina. The elder McRitchie jump-started the Viticulture and Enology Department in 2000 at Surry. Soon after, the school had a half-dozen 263-gallon stainless steel tanks, two 526-gallon tanks and a professional winemaking laboratory. McRitchie also started studies on rootstocks and the region's weather and soil conditions, in addition to teaching local aspiring winemakers how to grow grapes and make wine.

McRitchie provided the enviable intellectual foundation for Surry's wine program, but people like former tobacco farmer Tommy "Vance" Marion provided the undeniable need ... and the core reason why Carolina wines and Surry have been so successful so quickly.

Marion was a lifelong tobacco farmer before coming to Surry in 2001 as the school's vineyard manager. When the tobacco, textiles and furniture industries hit the skids, North Carolinians saw that the wine industry — which before Prohibition had a history just as rich as California's — had the potential to fill the vacuum.

Standing in his immaculate, orderly equipment barn, Marion gives the appearance of the luckiest man in the world. Asked if he gets nostalgic for what was for so long King Tobacco, he quietly but emphatically says: "I don't miss tobacco, not one bit."

Coe, whose family for more than 100 years has owned the property on which Stony Knoll sits, echoes Marion's sentiments. "Tobacco is dirty, hard and dangerous. Grape growing is just hard."

In the real world, a winery not only must make wine but must sell it, too. Surry established its own bonded winery for students to learn the hard lessons of bringing their product to market. One of only a handful of student-run wineries in the country, and the only one in the East, Surry Cellars wines can be found in several locations in North Carolina, including Charlotte's Douglas International Airport.

In addition to its own marketing classes — a part of its two two-year degree programs — Surry has entered discussions with Appalachian State to create a four-year degree program with more emphasis on the business side of the wine industry.

With the wheels spinning so fast with Surry's wine program, the school's president, G. Frank Sells, felt the need to take action before those wheels fell off. Two years ago, he proposed to the college's board that through public-private effort, Surry would build the North Carolina Center for Viticulture and Enology on Surry's campus. The $15 million, 45,000-square-foot building would house a winery, a barrel storage room, classrooms and a 1,000-seat auditorium. It would also solidify the region's status as the center for winemaking research and information on this side of the country, leapfrogging over more venerable regions like Virginia and New York.

Sells passed the collection plate around to area wineries and related businesses, which ponied up $3.5 million. In 2006, the state came through with $1 million for feasibility studies, building design and planning. This year, the state promised an additional $6.5 million.

"The Legislature has been absolutely visionary on this matter," Sells said in April, when it seemed likely the money would be approved. "They have been bold enough to say that this state used to be the No. 1 grape grower in the country and there's no reason why it can't be that way again."

Then the effort to get the winery out of the garage hit a bump in the road. The $6.5 million was cut down to $1 million in the House version of the budget bill and a mere $500,000 in the Senate's version.

"That's not nearly what we wanted," said a still-positive Sells in June. "My recommendation to the board will be that if we get $500,000 or $1 million, we're looking at $4 [million] to $4.5 million when you add in the local commitments we have. We'd still have enough for a new winery. ... It would be a better facility than we have our winery in now, but we can't sit back and wait and lobby for all the money each year."

Sells expects to hear something by the beginning of July. Until then, Surry will continue to turn out winemakers who understand the ins and outs of growing grapes and making wine on Tobacco Road.

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

How to make red wine work in summer

Making red wines work in the heat of summer requires lighter styles, cooler temps

Published June 13, 2007

Reds rule for some folks. Fifty-two weeks a year, through the change of seasons and through good days and bad, these wine lovers persist in the habit, knowing that no white or rose is ever going to make them as happy.

Still, I suspect even the most die-hard red-wine lover is going to wilt a bit at the thought of sipping a warm cab or pinot on hot summer days. Reds also "suffer" in hot weather because they tend to taste "hotter" than whites -- due not only to the tannins found in red wines but also the generally higher percentage of alcohol.

What to do? As several Chicago wine pros made clear, there is no one "right" red for the season. The lesson here is to shift tactics. Change the style of wine you drink to find a friendlier match for the season and its foods. And cool the red down; see how below.

Beaujolais and similarly light, fruity reds are one option, according to Howard Silverman of Howard's Wine Cellar.

Beaujolais, the more serious "cru" or "village" wines, also are the immediate first choice for Jill Gubesch, wine director at Frontera Grill and Topolobampo restaurants in Chicago. But when it comes to a "sweet, tangy barbecue sauce," her cry is, "Bring on the zin." Red zinfandel, of course, and at the proper temperature: cool.

Tracy Kellner of Chicago's Provenance Food & Wine thinks wines like the 2003 Graziano Zinfandel from California's Mendocino region have the body to stand up to the "zip and spiciness" of barbecue rubs and sauces. The Graziano also has a nice fruitiness that's good for grilled chicken or tofu, she said. A 2003 Chono Carmenere from Chile's Maipo Valley has the smokiness to complement charred eggplant or grilled lamb, Kellner added.

Tom Trilla of The Wine Merchant in Crystal Lake recommended a fuller red from Argentina's Famatina Valley, such as the 2006 LaPuerta Malbec for grilled foods. But he also is taken with the softer profile of the 2005 Domaine du Vieux Chene from France's Cotes du Rhone region.

Just how helpful, and detailed, a wine pro can be, is clear in the recommendations of Lisa D'Adamo, owner of Tannins wine shop in Elmhurst.

Yep, she picks a Beaujolais -- a 2005 Chanrion Cote de Brouilly -- like everyone else, but then she gets a bit funky. An Australian shiraz from Pure Love Wines called Layer Cake has a "chocolate and spice" style good with barbecued ribs, she said, while an Italian barbera d'Alba, a 2005 Gagliardo, works with grilled portobello mushrooms, red peppers and eggplant. And, as an alternative to pinot noir, she runs with a 2003 Italian nebbiolo delle Langhe from Produttori del Barbaresco.

"I like this feminine style nebbiolo with grilled fish and have enjoyed it with dishes garnished with citrus and bright herb flavors," she said.

All of this underscores the basic fact that pretty much no matter what you eat, from fish to lamb to salads, there is bound to be a red wine to suit you.

How to make sense of it all? Talk with your local wine merchant, to begin with. He or she can help you find a red wine that matches your taste, your menu and your budget.

Whatever you choose, remember to chill it down a little bit. Room temperature for red wines means French chateau temperatures, around 55 to 66 degrees. Achieve that by putting the wine in the refrigerator for at least 20 minutes; a full hour works best to reach 63 degrees. Or put that bottle of red in a wine bucket filled with cold water and ice. This method will take about 5 minutes. The easiest course of action? Plop an ice cube in the glass.

- - -

Toasting summer

Here are some red wines we've sampled for Uncorked articles that scored near the top of their respective packs. All would make great summer sippers.

2002 Alois Lageder Lagrien Lindenburg

There's a lively, fresh quality to this red from Italy's Alto Adige region. Plenty of cherry and plum notes but enough tannins to discreetly shape the flavor. Peppery finish. Serve with grilled chicken, seared duck breast. $23

2005 Trenel Fleurie Clos des Moriers

Sporting a classic cherrylike Beaujolais aroma, this French wine tempers the fruit with intriguing notes of pepper, leather and earth. The profile is deeper, more serious than the lighter styles of Beaujolais. Serve with grilled steak, butterflied leg of lamb. $19

2005 Yellow Tail Shiraz-Grenache

This lively red blend from Australia's hottest bargain winemaker offers plenty of candied cherry flavor with just enough touches of cinnamon to give some zip. If you can't find 2005, go with 2006. Serve with spare ribs and anything with bacon. $6

2002 Palandri Boundary Road Shiraz

There's a pleasant whiff of the cigar box to the aroma of this red from Western Australia. Fruity, spicy. Serve with burgers, shish kebab. $8

-- B.D.

----------

wdaley@tribune.com

DALEY DRINK It's not getting better, it's just getting older

Published June 10, 2007

QI have from a deceased aunt the following: a blue storage case with a red velvet interior containing a 1956 Royal Gold Round bottle of Jim Beam. The outer case is marked Beam's 175 Months. My aunt had an old newspaper article about the bottle stating that it could be worth up to $160. I suspect the article is over 30 years old. The bottle is blue with gold trim. The bottle is still sealed, and the Regal China label is also enclosed. Any idea on the worth of this item? Should I go to a collecting club or eBay?

—George Carbray, La Grange

A I knew the "this old bottle" letters would resume in earnest after I wrote (April 1) about the 1953 whiskey that actually could be worth some bucks. For most letters, the answer is the same: Google your bottle, especially your wine bottle, on the Web to determine if there's any value.

In most cases, the bottle in question is too old or has been improperly stored. As for value, most serious collectors will buy old bottles only from other serious collectors or auction houses that maintain dauntingly high quality standards.

So, what to do? Open it, taste it, hope for a miracle.

Mr. Carbray's letter struck a chord with me, though, and got me digging. The makers of Jim Beam pointed me to a collectors group, the International Association of Jim Beam Bottle and Specialties Clubs based in Madison, Wis. Shelia Gillingham is the club's executive administrator. She said the association was formed in 1971 and has members in the United States, Australia, New Zealand, Portugal, the Netherlands, England, Japan and Germany.

This is what she had to say: "Am sorry to disappoint you or your reader, but it is very possible the contents are not fit to drink even though it has been sealed for 51 years. If the Jim Beam whiskey in it is still amber but not cloudy, it probably would be good to drink, but after it is removed from the oak barrel it does not continue to age.

"As far as the value of the decanter, the price guide values it around $65 for insurance purposes, but if I wanted to purchase that decanter I am sure I could find one for less than $25."

Do you have a wine or spirit question for Bill Daley? Write to him at the Chicago Tribune, 435 N. Michigan Ave., Chicago, IL 60611, or e-mail wdaley@tribune.com. Sorry, but questions cannot be answered individually.

Dallas Morning News

Rums evoke sun and sand for dad

08:06 AM CDT on Wednesday, June 13, 2007

Just in time for Father's Day, Tommy Bahama has added the perfect complement to its casual, island-chic line of clothing and home furnishings: two tasty rums produced at the well-known R.L. Seale Distillery on Barbados using blackstrap molasses and water naturally filtered through the surrounding coral.

Golden Sun is the darker of the two. Mellowed in oak barrels for three years, it has a deep amber-gold color with sensuous aromas of hazelnuts, figs and currants, and a hint of ripe tropical fruits. It hits the mouth with a burst of butterscotch and toffee flavors, with a lingering finish of coffee and caramel.

White Sand is the clear version with fresh pear, citrus, coconut and vanilla aromas and bright, clean flavors of lime and orange followed by a touch of molasses on the end.

Either would be perfect for an island-inspired getaway on the deck. Enjoy them on the rocks, in a rum cocktail, or in one of these cocktails created by the Tommy Bahama gang.

The rums sell for about $37 (750 milliter bottle) and can be found at most fine spirits shops.

Firefly: Combine 11/2 ounces White Sand Rum, ¾ ounce brandy, 1 teaspoon fresh squeezed lemon juice and 1 teaspoon Grenadine in a cocktail shaker with ice. Shake and strain into a chilled martini glass; garnish with a lemon wheel.

Golden Sunset: Mix together 11/2 ounces Golden Sun Rum and 1 ounce premium orange liqueur. Pour over ice in a brandy snifter, stir and enjoy.

Louise Owens

Wine of the Week: This one's great with spring rolls

08:03 AM CDT on Wednesday, June 13, 2007

Don Olegario, Rias Baixas, Albariño 2005, $20.99

Rias Baixas (ree-ahs bye-shush) is a Spanish wine region in the northwest just above Portugal. Here, Spain's warm, dry climate is moderated by the rias, long fingers of the Atlantic Ocean that reach inland, where the grape variety albariño thrives. This regal, refreshing wine displaying mineral, citrus and peach aromas and flavors with bracing acidity is suitable as an aperitif with Marcona almonds, or at the dinner table with Vietnamese spring rolls or linguine with clams. Available at Central Market, Farpointe Cellar and Pogo's.

Rebecca Murphy

Denver Post

Wine of the week: St. Hallett 2006 Barossa Poacher's Blend

By The Denver Post

Article Last Updated: 06/12/2007 09:27:16 PM MDT

St. Hallett 2006 Barossa Poacher's Blend, about $12

When people ask me what they should ask winemakers, I tell them to ask about food. Winemakers who talk about hangtimes and punchdowns often make wines that are more impressive than delicious, but if the winemaker excitedly tells you about what he made for dinner last night, you've most likely found someone who makes wines to drink, not show off.

Stuart Blackwell, St. Hallett's winemaker, loves food at least as much as he loves wine, and it shows in his Poacher's Blend, a mix of semillon, sauvignon blanc and riesling: With rich pineapple flavor offset by bright acidity, it's as comfortable with a bowl of potato chips as it is with just about anything you want to toss on the grill this summer. | Imported by Beam Wine Estates, Healdsburg, Calif. | Tara Q. Thomas
Detroit News
Shiraz delectably dances with barbecue

Madeline Triffon: Wine

Don't miss: Jim Barry "The McRae Wood" Shiraz 2003, Clare Valley, Australia, $37.

Style: Full-flavored, ripe, spicy and smooth, quintessential "Aussie Shiraz."

One can find value Shee-raaaz with ease, but why not indulge in a delectable small batch bottling once in a while?

The McRae Wood has oodles of Aussie generosity at its best. The aromas dance out of the glass, sweet vanillin oak, rich, red berry fruit and warm baking spices. A touch of licorice and smoke herald "I'm Shiraz, baby!" Plush, weighty and smooth, it'll snuggle up to a cowboy steak or drink very well on its own. The strong expression of oak comes from a combination of new French and American barrels.

Clare Valley, north of Adelaide in South Australia, is lauded for both superior Shiraz and stylish dry Riesling. The "Jim Barry" label is a slam-dunk for Shiraz at all price points, from the affordable over-performer "The Lodge Hill" to the heroic ultra-premium "The Armagh." This cuvée salutes Clare Valley's Duncan McRae Wood from whom Jim Barry made a sizable purchase of vineyard land in 1964 and planted his first Shiraz.

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

What, no beer for barbecue?

No matter. Juicy, ripe red wine works every bit as well.

Let's consider the flavors and textures of barbecue: sweet, hot sauce slathered over fatty meat. You've probably got baking spices, honey, Tabasco and Dad's secret ingredients in the marinade/rub. If a wine's going to have a chance to dance with this lip-smacking, messy-fun food, it needs a touch of sweetness, or at least an illusion of the same.

Quintessential Aussie Shiraz is a glorious bet, with oodles of "sweet" coconuty-vanillin oak. The tannins, an essential refreshment factor, are well-padded with super-ripe fruit. Mouth-filling, jammy fruit slides around the spicy meat with cheerful collaboration.

Other genres of wine to consider include robust California Zinfandel, chunky Côtes-du-Rhône, and warm Spanish Garnacha.

Craving something cool? Yank any of the following out of an ice bath: German Riesling Spätlese ("Late Harvest"), a rich-rosé from southern Italy or French Rosé Champagne, refreshing, elegant and a party-in-a-bottle. Why not pair that special bottle you've been saving with all-American comfort food? Think of a stunning movie star on the slum, wearing rare South Sea Islands pearls and garden-stained jeans. Why not!

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

Houston Chronicle
A dedicated American in France

Winery owner has a love affair with Bordeaux

By MICHAEL LONSFORD

June 13, 2007, 9:38AM

Back in 1855, the red wines of Bordeaux were ranked according to price — and, presumably, quality — and 61 landed at the top. These were subdivided into five tiers called the Classified Growths.

The 61 are royalty among the thousands of wine properties in Bordeaux and, with a few exceptions, are sought after by collectors and command the highest prices.

Steve Adams is a rich American businessman who loves French wines, so much so that he's bought several estates in Bordeaux. Adams knew that the best deals would be estates that needed upgrading. Not only would they cost less, but he also could tailor them to suit his taste and purpose.

"And he could bring them to the level where they should be," Olivier Nouet, national sales manager for Adams French Vineyards, said one evening recently at the Corkscrew.

So where does Adams' money come from? "He owns one of the largest billboard companies in the U.S.," Nouet said, "and he also owns a bank. And a very large RV distributorship." And now, at 70, four Bordeaux properties.

Adams is a player. To cement his dedication to Bordeaux wines, he hired perhaps the foremost consultant in the region, Michel Rolland, well-known for his practice of micro-oxygenation. That's where you pump oxygen through the wine to soften it, make it more approachable. Some believe it strips wines of their natural structure, but many consumers like the style.

All four of Adams' properties are on the "right bank" of the Gironde River, near or in St. Emilion, where merlot is the dominant grape. "We like to wait for the merlot to be ripe," Nouet said, "so we harvest fairly late."

The four estates:

• Château Lagarosse, in the region of Premières Côtes de Bordeaux, purchased in 2000. It dates from the 17th century. Some white-grape vines were replanted to red.

• Château de Bel-Air in Lalande de Pomerol. The area should not be confused with the better-known region of Pomerol, where some of the most coveted estates, such as Château Petrus, are located.

• Château de Candale, a grand cru of St. Emilion, with a second-label property, Château Roc de Candale.

• Château Fonplégade, a St. Emilion grand cru classé, formerly owned by a cousin in the Moueix family, Pomerol aristocracy. Adams spent $5 million upgrading the property.

"This is really a love story for Adams with Bordeaux," Nouet said, "but there's, of course, the business behind it."

Now, remember those Classified Growths? Nouet said Adams "looked at Château Pichon-Lalande, which sold to Roederer, and also Château Lascombes." Neither worked out.

But Adams is undeterred. "We'll keep looking for an available property," Nouet said. "Next year we'll probably get a Classified Growth."

The wines of Adams French Vineyards

By Michael Lonsford

* * * * * = Outstanding

* * * * = Fine

* * * = Good

* * = Fair

* = Poor

(*) = indicates ageability

The wines of Adams French Vineyards are distributed here by Horizon Wines (713-413-9463).

• 2003 Château Lagarosse - *** (½) - although it's 80 percent merlot and from an extremely warm vintage, this wine is a bit tight and unyielding, with classic leather, tobacco and herbal undertones; $15.30.

• 2003 Château Lagarosse ``Les Comtes'' - **** - from the oldest vines and vinified in 100 percent new French oak, this is a fatter wine, with a meatier texture and a more attractive bouquet, thanks to a bit more cabernet franc; excellent value; $24.

• 2003 Château Bel-Air - *** ½ (½) - trademark Bordeaux flavors, with a hint of ``barnyard,'' a touch of anise and a hint of bell pepper; a little tight, needs decanting half an hour before serving; $27.30.

• 2003 Château de Candale - **** - mostly merlot, with good cherry-infused flavors and a hint of vanilla; too expensive at $80.

• 2004 Château Roc de Candale - *** ½ - although a ``second label'' of Candale, it's a château in its own right; from younger vines, with cherry, beef bouillon and cedar undertones; pricey at $37.

• 2004 Château Fonplégade - **** ½ - a really nice wine, with cranberry, tobacco and black cherry flavor and a slightly meaty texture; it's a young wine, but there's a lot going on here; $56.75.

Wine Find: 2004 Schlumberger Pinot Blanc

By Michael Lonsford

HOW WE RATE THE WINES

* * * * * = Outstanding

* * * * = Fine

* * * = Good

* * = Fair

* = Poor

(*) = indicates ageability

• History: Some of the best - and most affordable for the quality - wines in France come from Alsace, cheek by jowl with Germany. This is white-wine country, home to first-rate riesling, gewürztraminer, pinot gris and pinot blanc. The largest family estate in Alsace is Domaines Schlumberger, with about 350 acres, half of which is rated grand cru. While the best known wines are from the Kitterlé vineyard, the basic tier is nothing to sneeze at - including the 2004 Schlumberger Pinot Blanc - ***½ - a straightforward white with pretty fair citrus-and-mineral qualities and good acidity. With summer upon us, we're all looking for a refreshing white to replace the ponderous chardonnays that seem to be everywhere. Here's a good alternative.

• Pairings: broiled or baked fish, chicken, tuna salad.

• Retail: about $14.

• From: Glazer's (713-791-9830).

LA Times
WINE OF THE WEEK

2005 La Devèze 66 Côtes de Roussillon Villages

Quick swirl

S. Irene Virbila

June 13, 2007

Olivier Bernstein doesn't come from a winemaking family, but found his way by working and learning with some of France's best winemakers, including Henri Jayer in Burgundy. What's a winemaker without a property to do, though? Buy one. Burgundy was too expensive, but he found an old farm in Roussillon, the up-and-coming area bordering on the Languedoc.

Mas de la Devèze may have been rundown, but it had something very valuable: old vines. And with the grapes from the estate, Bernstein began to produce wines impressive enough to make it onto the lists of several three-star restaurants. The 2005 "66" — only his third vintage — is a blend of 70% old vine Grenache, 20% Syrah and 10% old vine Carignane. It drinks like a Burgundy, sleek and silky, with smooth tannins and a hint of raspberry in the nose. At under $20, this is one to lay in for grilling season.

Pour it with slabs of ribs, chargrilled steaks and chops, rack of lamb or lasagna. Keep a look out for his other wines, too, including a less expensive regular Côtes de Roussillon and a couple of old-vine cuvées.

Quick swirl

Region: Roussillon

Price: About $19

Style: Sleek and silky

Food it goes with: Barbecued and grilled meats, lasagna, pasta with meat sauce.

Where you find it: Monsieur Marcel in Los Angeles, (323) 939-7792; Silver Lake Wine in L.A., (323) 662-9024, http://www.silverlakewine.com ; Wine Exchange in Orange, (714) 974-1454 and (800) 76WINEX, http://www.winex.com ; Wine House in West Los Angeles, (310) 479-3731, http://www.winehouse.com ; and Woodland Hills Wine Co. in Woodland Hills, (818) 222-1111, http://www.whwc.com .

— S. Irene Virbila

Something's brewing in Santa Barbara wine country

Serious beer-making is on the rise here: Think porter aged in Zinfandel barrels.

By Charles Perry

Times Staff Writer

June 13, 2007

Santa Barbara — DARK, chocolaty porter made the nearly forgotten 19th century way, by blending new and aged beers. Summery pale ale with a note of buckwheat honey. Belgian-style wheat beer spiked with lemongrass.

Thanks to a small but dedicated group of craft brewers, serious beer is making news in Santa Barbara County.

Two new brewpubs opened here on the same day last month, making a total of seven places, most of them recent arrivals, where you can taste fresh local beer in Santa Barbara County.

That's quite a few breweries for a place this size. Are we talking serious beer in wine country?

We sure are. Here's a dirty little secret: Beer is the everyday drink of winemakers. There's even a saying, "It takes a lot of beer to make wine."

The whole country is enjoying a craft beer renaissance, no question, but it's not equally distributed. Local breweries are commonplace in Northern California, and there are a fair number in San Diego County, which has a dozen breweries on top of a score of brewpubs. Los Angeles County lags behind, especially given its larger population.

Most Santa Barbara breweries are brewpub-size operations that make small seven-barrel (about 108-gallon) to 15-barrel (about 230-gallon) batches. As a result, most do not bottle their beer, though they will sell you a "growler" — a half-gallon jug — to go. Some places give a discount on your next half-gallon if you bring in an empty growler.

The only moderately big operation is the well-known Firestone Walker Brewing, which distributes bottled beer throughout Central and Southern California. (Bowing to local custom, it also sells growlers at its Buellton taproom.) Nevertheless, a couple of the smaller fry — Telegraph Brewing and Island Brewing — bottle their beer for sale in local liquor stores, and their brews show up on Central Coast restaurant beer lists.

--

Aged in wooden barrels

THE wine country milieu seems to color Santa Barbara beer. Three of the breweries — Telegraph, Hollister and Walker Firestone — age or even ferment some of their beer in wooden barrels. Most of the brewers say their beer is designed, like wine, to go with food. Typically, Santa Barbara's brewers (by contrast with certain outfits in San Diego, notably Stone Brewing) do not like a lot of hop bitterness in their beer, even when they're going for a strong hop aroma.

The food relationship goes beyond that, even beyond cultivating local farmers for the honey or strawberries to throw into an exotic brew. A couple of breweries donate the spent grain from the brewing process — it makes desirable animal feed — to a farmer who repays them with a yearly pig. Bet you don't find that sort of thing going on in Milwaukee. Another thing you might not find going on there is some of the wild experimental brews being made in Santa Barbara.

Hollister Brewing Co., one of the most ambitious of the Santa Barbara breweries, is located in a huge shopping center in Goleta, half a mile from the UCSB campus. Obviously, college students drink a lot of beer, but Goleta is also home to a number of high-tech firms, and this provides a sophisticated clientele that doesn't hesitate to order unfamiliar brews such as Kölsch (a cross between ale and lager) or Weizenbock (a dark, malty wheat beer).

The pub is a big, airy place with stylish slate-gray walls. A low wrought-iron fence worked in a pattern of barley and hop plants separates the outdoor dining area from the sidewalk. Beyond the dining room is the brewery, displayed behind a big plate glass window in a room lined with gleaming white tile. Beside brewing here, brew master Eric Rose is also planning to age some beers in used barrels — dark beers in the Bourbon barrels, he speculates, maybe a Belgian ale spiked with dates in the Pinot barrels.

The beers he makes at the moment include a couple of pale ales, an organic amber ale and a jokey "smoked hemp ale" ("The J"), made with smoky German yeasts and sacks of sterile organic hempseed, which gives a subtle nutty flavor.

Rose has far wilder plans, including some beers fermented with 100% Brettanomyces yeast. This is wine country heresy — most winemakers are desperate to stamp out the dreaded Brettanomyces, which gives a flavor variously compared to meat, mushrooms, leather and elastic bandages. But Rose likes its effect on beer. His eyes shine as he exclaims, "It gives a sour lemonade finish!"

In addition to 16 taps for Hollister beers, there's one here for the brewery's homemade root beer. The pub menu includes a root beer float — or, if you prefer, a stout float.

Telegraph Brewing is a young operation — it started selling early last year and opened a tasting room only this April (it's tiny, just four stools and a counter in a corner halfway walled off from the rest of the brewery). Brew master Brian Thompson looks young too, though he's already had a prior career, like most other craft brewers. He was a Wall Street analyst when beer took over his life.

His version of wheat beer splits the difference between the fruity Bavarian Hefeweizen and the spicy Belgian wit styles, and his pale ale falls between the English and the hoppier American interpretations. For that porter of his that ages part of the beer, he uses secondhand Zinfandel barrels, so the porter comes out with a hint of oak and a wild note of Brettanomyces on top of coffee and chocolate flavors.

"Wine drinkers have more of an affinity for the porter," Thompson says. "Beer drinkers are not accustomed to swirling and sniffing."

Most Santa Barbara brewers have something to say about the city's legendarily hard water. Some grumble about it, but Thompson champions it. "It's a great mineral profile for brewing richer, fuller beers," he says. "I couldn't do a classic Pilsener in this town."

The Brewhouse, which has been a brewpub for four years (a pub for nine), seems the quintessential local Santa Barbara hangout — its website gives streaming information on surf conditions. It has the smallest brewing capacity in town.

Nevertheless, it usually has eight or nine beers on hand. They might include a Belgian-style wheat beer with a refreshing tart finish and the usual Belgian orange peel and coriander flavorings plus a dash of lemongrass. Or perhaps a subtly smoky porter made with beechwood-smoked malts, such as the recent "Smokey the Beer."

Pete Johnson is the only brewer in town who regularly makes Belgian-style ales: Saint Barb's Abbey, Dubbel and Tripel. You might not find them all on tap at the same time (this is a small brewery), but the Abbey is a medium-dark ale with an elegantly yeasty, spicy nose underlaid by dried fruit.

Johnson has a couple of hop plants growing in his parking lot. In fall, he harvests the hop "cones" (blossoms), and one day each year he offers a fresh-hop beer.

--

A beat with the brew

IN Carpinteria, a dozen miles south of Santa Barbara, a beer flag where the train tracks cross Linden Avenue indicates Island Brewing Co.'s pub-like tasting room. Owner Paul Wright's story is the familiar one of a man becoming obsessed with beer-making — except that he started out as a home winemaker and was thinking of owning a winery.

But he didn't. "Wine is a very seasonal hobby," he explains. "Wine is very capital-intensive, and inventory-intensive, too. Beer answered a lot of the questions."

He distributes his bottled beers as far south as Ventura. They include Blond (a crisp Kölsch) and Jubilee (a stronger version of pale ale technically known as an Old Ale), as well as the usual craft-brew lineup: IPA, wheat beer, brown ale.

But why is there a drum kit in the brew room? "When you live in a small town," Wright explains, "you get involved in things. I joined the Rotary Club, and all the big players in town are members." The result was a band, the Brew House Boys, with the city manager playing bass, two local attorneys on guitar and Wright as drummer.

The oldest Santa Barbara area brewery is Santa Barbara Brewing Co., a busy, cavernous pub on high-traffic South State Street. "We opened Aug. 2, 1995, during the Santa Barbara Fiesta," says founder Wayne Trella, a former real estate broker. "It brought in crowds — they practically destroyed the place."

The beers range in seriousness from the ultra-mild Beach Blonde (27% of the bar's business) to the well-balanced, appetizingly hoppy Pacific Pale Ale and the State Street Stout with a pronounced coffee nose.

This year, the brewery will expand, doubling its capacity. "In 60 days," says Trella, "we will be looking at a site for brewing outside. Six months to a year and we'll be brewing there."

The dozen-year history of Santa Barbara's brewing scene has been plenty of time to develop at least one tangled tale.

Technically, Downtown Brewing Co. isn't a brewpub, because the beer isn't made on site (it's made in San Luis Obispo County). Since Downtown Brewing is on far upper State Street, Santa Barbarans relish saying that it "isn't downtown and isn't a brewery."

That hasn't kept them from flocking there, because it's an attractive, spacious sports pub with outdoor seating. Its beers include a solid, medium-malty amber ale (Reggae Red) and a light pale ale with a note of buckwheat honey (Honey Blonde).

Technically, also, Firestone Walker Brewing Co., the most widely known of the area breweries, is not a Santa Barbara brewery these days, even though it was founded here in a corner of the Firestone Vineyard in Los Olivos.

Here's what happened. In 2002, Firestone Walker planned a larger brewery in neighboring Buellton and had even constructed a huge building for it, but then the well-regarded SLO brewery in San Luis Obispo abruptly put its big, new 55-barrel Paso Robles brewery on the market. Firestone Walker snapped it up, so its beer is now made in San Luis Obispo County and the Buellton operation has become a restaurant and taproom.

Meanwhile, new owners have bought the old SLO brewpub and renamed it Downtown Brewing Co. and begun opening additional branches, including the new one in Santa Barbara. Downtown makes four of the beers that its pubs sell and gets the rest brewed for it by Firestone Walker.

Firestone Walker's brew master, Matt Brynildson, worked at SLO for a while, and Downtown's brew master, Steve Courier, currently works for Downtown and Firestone at the same time. "It's a lot of guys who've known each other for a long time," Courier says.

The wine country connection is clearest with Firestone Walker, owned by Adam Firestone — a third-generation winemaker and current president of Firestone Vineyards — and his brother-in-law, David Walker. When they decided to try brewing, they automatically thought of using wine barrels. In time, they developed a system of fermenting beer in Bourbon-style charred oak barrels.

This gives a hint of smoke and vanilla to Firestone-Walker's Double Barrel Ale, but the basic impression is a broad-shouldered malty ale palate. No wonder it's the local favorite — David Walker says it's the No. 1 selling beer on tap on Santa Barbara and No. 3 (after Budweiser and Bud Light) throughout the Central Coast. Firestone Walker's porter also gets the wooden barrel treatment.

Firestone Walker's other two regular brews are a fairly malty lager and an American pale ale. The last also shows the Santa Barbara taste — it explodes with hop fragrance but is scarcely bitter.

So in Firestone Walker's case, maybe the saying can be read backward. It takes a lot of wine — three generations' worth — to make beer. Or at least wine-country beer like this.

--

charles.perry@latimes.com

--

(INFOBOX BELOW)

All along the beer route

The Brewhouse. 229 W. Montecito St., Santa Barbara, (805) 884-4664; http://www.thebrewhousesb.com . Brewpub with as many as nine of its own beers on tap, plus outside beers. Growlers available. Open 11 a.m. to 11 p.m. Sunday through Thursday, 11 a.m. to midnight Friday and Saturday.

Downtown Brewing Co., 3744 State St., Santa Barbara, (805) 682-7803; http://www.downtownbrew.com . Branch of a brewpub based in San Luis Obispo. Ten of its own beers on tap, some outside beers. Growlers available. Open 11:30 to 2 a.m. daily.

Firestone Walker Brewing Co., 620 McMurray Road, Buellton. (805) 686-1557; http://www.firestonewalker.com . Restaurant and taproom. Four Firestone Walker beers on tap; growlers available. Open 5 to 8:30 p.m. Monday through Thursday, 11 a.m. to 9 p.m. Friday and Saturday, 11 a.m. to 8:30 p.m. Sunday. Beers also available at Albertsons, Ralphs, Vons and Bristol Farms markets and many liquor stores in Central and Southern California.

Hollister Brewing Co., 6980 Marketplace Drive, Goleta, (805) 968-2810; http://www.hollisterbrewco.com . Brewpub. Sixteen beers on tap, plus selected microbrews; growlers available. Open 11 a.m. to 11 p.m. daily.

Island Brewing Co., 5049 6th St., Carpinteria, (805) 745-8272; http://www.islandbrewingcompany.com.Tasting room. Seven or eight beers on tap, no outside beers. No growlers, but 22-ounce bottles are available. Open 2 to 9 p.m. Monday through Friday, 11 a.m. to 9 p.m. Saturday and Sunday. Website lists restaurants, markets and liquor stores that stock the beer.

Santa Barbara Brewing Co., 501 State St., Santa Barbara, (805) 730-1040; http://www.sbbrewco.com.Brewpub . Usually eight beers on tap; also outside beers. Growlers available. Open 11:30 a.m. to 10 p.m. Sunday through Thursday, 11:30 a.m. to 11 p.m. Friday and Saturday. Telegraph Brewing Co., 416 N. Salsipuedes St, Santa Barbara, (805) 963-5018; http://www.telegraphbrewing.com . Tasting room. Usually four beers on tap. Growlers available. Open 4 to 6 p.m. Thursday through Friday, 1 to 4 p.m. Saturday. Its website lists restaurants, markets and liquor stores that stock the beer.

— Charles Perry
Miami Herald

$12 cab from Napa

By FRED TASKER

ftasker@MiamiHerald.com

If you made a movie about French wine, its hero might be a négociant. That's a large merchant who buys grapes, juice and/or wine from many smaller producers, blends and bottles it himself, and sells it under his own label.

The best-known négociant, whose stuff is in every American supermarket, is Georges Duboeuf, who sells 25 million cases of wine a year from vineyards up and down France's Beaujolais area, taking grapes from growers who are too small to afford expensive wineries, distribution systems and advertising, putting them together and bringing them to the consumer.

Now the concept is catching on in California. And one of the results is astonishing -- a $12 cabernet sauvignon from Napa Valley, where many wineries' top cabs sell from $50 to $100.

In this case the négociants are general manager Steve Lindsay and winemaker Harry Parducci Jr. of Adler Fels, a winery in the Sonoma Valley that, since 1979, has been known for making good sauvignon blanc, gewürztraminer and chardonnay under it own label.

They're at it in a big way, producing 50,000 cases a year from Sonoma and Napa valleys under the Leaping Lizard label and selling it in supermarkets and wine shops.

The secret of making a $12 cab in $50 cab country?

''We buy bulk wine,'' says Parducci.

At harvest time, Parducci travels the length of Napa and Sonoma, tasting and buying wines that are being offered in bulk, blending and bottling it at Adler Fels.

Most wineries, he says, harvest 10 to 15 percent more grapes than they need to provide blending flexibility and a cushion in case something goes wrong. For example, a winery that sells a blend of cabernet sauvignon and merlot might end up with too much merlot for the cab it has, or vice versa.

And bulk wine typically sells for much less than the wineries' top brands.

''There's nothing wrong with the wines,'' Parducci says. ``They just don't fit into what the winery is doing.''

Parducci won't say which wineries he buys from. Most insist on nondisclosure clauses, he says, so their $50 customers don't know they're selling some of their wine for less.

Given the price, Parducci says he's aiming for a wine that most people will buy and consume within a couple of weeks.

``We're not trying to make Mouton Rothschild. We make a wine that people can enjoy right away.''

RECOMMENDED

• 2004 Leaping Lizard Cabernet Sauvignon, Napa Valley: soft, smooth and fruity, with black cherry and mocha flavors and well-tamed tannin; $12.

• 2004 Leaping Lizard Merlot, Napa Valley: firmer tannin, raspberry and cinnamon flavors, crisp and fruity; $12.

• 2005 Leaping Lizard Sauvignon Blanc, Napa Valley: aromas and flavors of green apples and green melons, crisp and light and fruity; $12.

• 2005 Leaping Lizard Chardonnay, Napa Valley: buttery, toasty, with flavors of golden delicious apples and spice; $12.

• 2004 Leaping Lizard Zinfandel, Sonoma County: red raspberries, cinnamon and cloves, ripe and hearty; $12.
NY Times

The Unspeakable Delights of Zweigelt

By ERIC ASIMOV

A GRAPE and a wine that go by the name zweigelt have immediate obstacles to overcome on the path toward popularity. First and foremost is the fact that the American wine-drinking public is attracted to melodious wine terminology drawn from the romance languages. Chardonnay and merlot and Chianti and Rioja flow beautifully from the tongue, with connotations of captivating pleasures. Germanic words like zweigelt, blaufränkisch and, yes, rotwein, do not.

That has been true for years, but you know what? It’s time to get over it. The pure pleasures available by being open to some of the less familiar Germanic wines are now too great to allow a little matter like language to stand in the way.

Today we’re talking specifically about Austria. If Austria is known at all for its wines, it’s for whites. Its dry, minerally rieslings are more full-bodied than Germany’s, while its peppery grüner veltliners have actually achieved a modest vogue of their own. Yet as delicious as Austrian whites can be, the real excitement these days is in the discovery of its reds, most notably zweigelt (pronounced TSVYE-gelt) but also blaufränkisch.

The two grapes are linked by geography and by heritage, so the wine panel tasted them together, 12 bottles of each, along with one that was largely a blend of the two, for a total of 25 bottles.

For the tasting, Florence Fabricant and I were joined by Fred Dexheimer, a former sommelier who is now a manager at T. Edward Wines, an importer and distributor, and Aldo Sohm, wine director at Le Bernardin, who is not only Austrian himself but was selected best sommelier in the country this year by the American Sommelier Association.

Zweigelt and blaufränkisch are among the most widely planted red grapes in Austria. Blaufränkisch is the older, and it theoretically has the potential to make wines of greater depth and ageability than zweigelt, but it is also more difficult to grow and make into wine.

In Germany and in the United States, blaufränkisch is known as lemberger, and in fact our tasting coordinator slipped one American lemberger into the otherwise all-Austrian sample. We found some blaufränkisches that we liked very much, but we also found a stolidity in some of the wines that contrasted greatly with the lighter, more agile zweigelts.

Zweigelt is a relatively new grape, developed in 1922 when an Austrian scientist, Fritz Zweigelt, crossed blaufränkisch with St. Laurent. The grape was originally called rotburger, but mercifully, for English speakers at least, the name was changed to honor its creator.

A few of our bottles came from areas associated mostly with white wines, like Kamptal, Kremstal and Donauland, but most were from the red wine territory of Burgenland, in eastern Austria, south of Vienna and along the border with Hungary.

It is no exaggeration to say that we were greatly excited by the zweigelts. They had a freshness and grace that marked them as wines that would go beautifully with a wide range of foods. What’s more, they had an exotic spice and floral character, predominantly aromas of cinnamon and violets, that made them distinctive and unusual.

Fred compared the zweigelts to Côtes-du-Rhônes. They reminded me of lighter Bierzos or spicy Beaujolais.

What helped make the zweigelts so good was the consistency of style among the producers. Unlike the blaufränkisches, which for the moment seem to have some identity issues, only one zweigelt among those we tried strayed from the lithe, nimble model. That bottle, the 2003 Weninger Raga, seemed dominated by flavors of new oak and visions of power. Aldo called it the Arnold Schwarzenegger of zweigelts, and not coincidentally it was the most expensive zweigelt in the tasting, at $28. The other zweigelts ranged from $12 to $22.

Zweigelts took the four top spots in our list of favorites. Our No. 1 wine, the 2005 Leo Hillinger, epitomized what we liked about them. It was lively and refreshing, with cherry, mineral and spice flavors, energizing rather than fatiguing.

Similarly, our No. 2 wine, the 2005 Steininger Novemberlese, was also bright and vibrant, with aromas and flavors of cinnamon, sour cherry and flowers. At $16, the Steininger was also our best value.

The top blaufränkisch in the tasting was our No. 5 wine, the 2005 Gfänger from Paul Lehrner. Though just a $12 bottle, it was spicy, earthy and quite delicious.

In comparing wines made from the two grapes, it’s immediately apparent that blaufränkisch makes bigger and deeper wines, but they are not as graceful. The best blaufränkisches have a fullness that can be very satisfying, but some that we tasted seemed clumsy, as if the producers were unsure how to get the most out of this grape.

Others sacrificed their distinctiveness in favor of a generic international style. We found that blaufränkisch can be turned into rich, polished, powerful and expensive wines, but neither the 2003 Weninger Durrau ($85) nor the 2003 Paul Achs Altenberg ($80) were among our favorites.

The only other straight Austrian blaufränkisch to make our top 10 list was the 2004 Heinrich, which had deep, long-lasting spice and berry flavors.

The other blaufränkisches included the American lemberger, a 2002 from Kiona Vineyards in Washington State, which was a good example of how oak flavors can be used harmoniously, and the 2004 Beck Heideboden, a blend of 40 percent blaufränkisch and 30 percent zweigelt, with pinot noir and merlot making up the remainder. This was a modern international-style wine with the power to stand up to a steak but nonetheless retaining a floral identity.

Clearly the blaufränkisches are works in progress. The Lehrner has been a personal favorite of mine, and I was pleased to see my opinion affirmed by our tasting. I think as producers fine-tune their approach with this grape we’ll see the wines get better and better.

As for zweigelt, these wines are ripe for discovery right now. Their lightness makes them fine reds for summer drinking, while their spicy, floral flavors should sustain them in colder weather. Their price is right year round.

As for the name, well, take a tip from somebody whose own name could be Exhibit A in an alphabetical list of hard-to-pronounce words: zweigelt’s not so bad.

Tasting Report: Easy on the Palate, if Not on the Tongue

Leo Hillinger Burgenland Zweigelt 2005 $18 ***

Lively, vibrant and balanced, with spicy cherry, mineral and floral aromas

and flavors. (Importer: Prescott Wines, New York)

BEST VALUE

Steininger Kamptal $16 ***

Zweigelt Novemberlese 2005

Bright and fresh, with aromas of cinnamon, sour cherries, earth and flowers. (Prescott Wines, New York)

Walter Buchegger $14 ** 1/2

Kremstal Zweigelt 2004

Lively and fresh, with cinnamon, black cherry and violet aromas.

(Valley View Wine Sales, Glen Ellen, Calif.)

Iby Burgenland Zweigelt Classic 2005 $12 ** 1/2

Fresh and appealing, with a concentrated, exotic sour cherry flavor.

(Morandell Imports, Gardena, Calif.)

Paul Lehrner Mittelburgenland $12 ** 1/2

Blaufränkisch Gfänger 2005

Depth and presence, with earthy, spicy fruit and a herbal touch.

(Terry Theise Estate Selection/Michael Skurnik Wines, Syosset, N.Y.)

Anton Bauer Donauland Zweigelt 2005 $16 ** 1/2

Juicy and appealing, with floral and cherry flavors. (Prescott Wines, New York)

Beck Burgenland Blaufränkisch $30 ** 1/2

and Zweigelt Heideboden 2004

Spicy and full-bodied, with fruit and floral flavors. (Vin DiVino, Chicago)

Heinrich Burgenland $14 ** 1/2

Blaufränkisch 2004

Balanced and harmonious, with deep, spicy berry flavors. (Vin DiVino, Chicago)

Kiona Columbia Valley Lemberger 2002 $14 ** 1/2

Concentrated, rich and appealingly funky, with spicy berry flavors.

Umathum Burgenland Zweigelt 2005 $16 **

Floral and earthy, with simple, pleasing fruit. (Vin DiVino, Chicago)

WHAT THE STARS MEAN:

Ratings range from zero to four stars and reflect the panel’s reaction to wines, which were tasted with names and vintages concealed. The panelists this week are Eric Asimov; Florence Fabricant; Fred Dexheimer, a manager at T. Edward Wines, an importer and distributor; and Aldo Sohm, wine director at Le Bernardin. The tasted wines represent a selection generally available in good retail shops, restaurants and over the Internet. Prices are those paid in liquor shops in the New York region.

Tasting Coordinator: Bernard Kirsch

Oregonian

Warm weather? Time to lighten up

Tuesday, June 12, 2007

Hot weather calls for lightweight wines. Not wimpy wines, mind you, but wines that won't weigh you down with overblown flavors or excessive alcohol percentages.

These beverages should be at their best when chilled. They shouldn't balk should you be so bold as to drop an ice cube in your glass. And they should taste best with summer salads and picnic-basket fare.

Here are a few bottles that fit the bill:

Oregon rose

Rose is one of those wonderful wines that can stand up to (and taste delicious with) just about any food, from a green salad to a grilled burger. Many Oregon roses are particularly food-friendly because they're made from that versatile grape, pinot noir. The following two are slightly different from their peers because they're pinot blends.

2006 Maysara McMinnville, Oregon Roseena Rose ($16): This combo of equal parts pinot blanc and pinot noir is a pretty peach color and comes with a convenient screwcap. Aromas of minerals, spices and ripe nectarine jibe with the nectarine-lime palate. Slight spritz and a soft mouthfeel make this a versatile picnic wine. Just released at press time; find it at any Zupan's (distributor is Columbia).

2006 Soter Oregon North Valley Rose ($20): A raspberry-hued blend of pinot noir, chardonnay and pinot gris, with lip-smacking acidity and a dry, food-friendly palate. Nose of cherries and dark raspberries; flavors of tart raspberries and stones, with lemon to the finish. Serve with grilled chicken. Find it at In Good Taste, Liner & Elsen, Oregon Wines on Broadway, Strohecker's, Wine About It and Wizer's Oswego Foods.

Oregon white

Oregon has, rightfully, made a name for itself as a producer of pinot gris and chardonnay. But our vintners excel at a number of other white-wine varieties that are delicious in warm weather. These two are perennial favorites among restaurateurs for good reason: They complement many foods.

2006 Cameroni Delle Colline Rosse Giovanni Oregon Vigna Pinot Bianco ($14): Mineral-laden, spritzy and clean, this crisp pinot blanc is as delightfully fresh as mineral water . . . only it's much, much tastier. With its palate-cleansing acidity, you could serve it alongside a salad. Find it at City Market, Fred Meyer Burlingame, Hollywood West and Northwest Best, Great Wine Buys, New Seasons Markets Concordia, Raleigh Hills and Seven Corners, Liner & Elsen, Mt. Tabor Fine Wines, Pastaworks or any Zupan's.

2006 Evesham Wood Eola-Amity Hills Blanc du Puits Sec ($14.50): While it's mostly pinot gris, this white has a little certain something else to it . . . and that certain something is a tidbit of luscious gewrztraminer. The nose is yeasty and the palate is wonderfully mouthfilling with food-friendly acidity, notes of citrus and apricot and a grapefruit-rind finish. Bring this screwcapped beauty to a clambake. Find it at Cork, E&R Wine Shop, Fred Meyer Hawthorne, Great Wine Buys, Liner & Elsen, Oregon Wines on Broadway, Vinopolis and Whole Foods Markets.

White finds from Europe

Of all the great European white wines, two summer sleepers are albarino and arneis. The former is a grape hailing from the damp northwest coasts of Spain and Portugal; at its best, it makes a zesty and brisk white wine that's ideal with seafood. The latter is an elegant grape from Piedmont in northwest Italy. Both share a dry minerality that make them amenable to many food matches.

2005 Algareiro Rias Baixas Albarino ($16): Nose of minerals and cucumber; feather-light, slightly effervescent palate with a touch of citrus and that refreshing cucumber once again. Serve with seafood or salad. Find it at City Market, E&R Wine Shop, Pastaworks and Strohecker's.

2006 Filippo Gallino Roero Arneis ($13): An all-around terrific summer sipper with a crisp, almondy nose and mineral-laden almond palate. The silky yet spritzy mouthfeel has a creamy weight to it that could stand up to roasted veggies or cold roasted pork or chicken. Find it at Beaumont Market, Cornell Wine Co., E&R Wine Shop, Food Front Cooperative Grocery, Fred Meyer Hawthorne and Hollywood West, Hollywood Wine & Espresso, La Bodega, Lamb's Palisades Thriftway Marketplace, Liner & Elsen, any Market of Choice, any New Seasons Market, Pearl Wine Shop, Phil's Uptown Meat Market, QFC Barnes Road and Grant Park, Strohecker's, Vino, Vino Paradiso, any Wild Oats Natural Marketplace, Wine Cellar, Winestock and any Whole Foods Market.

Frivolity to finish

Woodinville, Washington-based Covey Run turns out tons of dirt-cheap and not-bad wine -- it's one of those labels to keep in mind for those moments when you find yourself in the kind of town that doesn't boast fabulous wine shops or enlightened grocery-store wine buyers. In short, it's a safe bet at the supermarket. I also love the fact that this relatively large business devotes time to making wines from oddball grapes such as the Austrian red known as lemberger. Then there's morio-muskat, a white grape that doesn't get much respect in its native Germany. Covey Run may just be the only U.S. winery to make something of it; and the effort is worthy of note.

2005 Covey Run Columbia Valley Morio Muskat ($7): A fun and uncomplicated wine to finish a meal. Enticing floral nose of honeysuckle, orange blossoms, freesia and litchi, with a barely sweet, slightly spritzy palate of tangerine. Serve with fresh fruit. Find it at Fred Meyer Hawthorne, Raleigh Hills, Sandy, Sunset, Tigard and Tualatin, any New Seasons Market and Ray's Market.

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

Two wines prove big taste doesn't have to come with a big price tag

Sunday, June 10, 2007

In the course of learning about wine it's easy to get caught up in the esoterica of winemaking. You visit a winery and you learn about barrels made not just of different types of wood (oak, redwood, chestnut) but from oaks grown in different forests.

You're humbled and awed by the complications, maybe even a little depressed. It all seems a bit much -- or at least more than you'd care to take on. It seems a secret world, with an exclusionary vocabulary all its own, as well as a certain fetishistic nuttiness. (Stereo gear has the same sort of madness.)

Happily, in order to buy and drink really good wines you don't need to become a nutter yourself. All that's needed is a willingness to try new wines and a recognition that the relationship between quality and price is tenuous at best. The following wines prove the point. They are far better than their low prices would suggest. Indeed, they're good enough for, well, real wine nutters.

Serrano Rosso Conero 2005, Umani Ronchi: We Americans have never been adept at locating places on a map. According to a 2006 poll conducted for the National Geographic Society, half of Americans 18 to 24 cannot find New York State on a map. Seventy percent could not locate Israel or Iran. Whether older Americans are any more geographically literate was unexplored.

Wine at its best is liquid geography. Never mind oaks from different forests. What really matters with wine is which grapes are grown and, above all, where those vines are planted. In some cases, such as pinot noir, the way a grape translates the "taste of place" can be profound, making a wine a kind of GPS down to the particularity of a single vineyard.

Such is not the case for this really wonderful red Italian wine from the Rosso Conero district on the Adriatic (eastern) coast of Italy. But make no mistake: This wine could not have come from just anywhere.

Few wine lovers -- even the nutters -- can find the Rosso Conero district on a map. No matter. What matters is finding the goodness of this locale in your glass. That won't be a problem with this succulent and supple blend of the montepulciano grape (85 percent) and sangiovese (15 percent).

This is the sort of brightly flavorful red wine that could easily become your summer "house red" every time you fire up the grill. It's ripe-tasting (thanks to the superb 2005 vintage), smooth-textured and just downright yummy with its rich black cherry, plum and light spice flavors -- and no oak either, never mind pinpointing which forest.

The price is especially tasty, too: $9.95 a bottle. It's a standout deal. (Distributor is Young's Columbia.)

Cotes du Ventoux Rose 2006, La Vieille Ferme: The hunt for great summertime roses continues this week with a really lovely contender from the southern France district of Cotes du Ventoux. I've long liked the red wines from this zone, various bottlings of which have popped up in this space. But good roses are rarer, although I don't know why.

That said, this 2006 Cotes du Ventoux rose from the shipper La Vieille Ferme is one of the best roses I've had in quite a while. It's got everything that a really good rose should deliver: genuinely flavorful yet delicate fruitiness allied to refreshing acidity. And it has a nice watermelon-hue tint.

A blend of cinsault (50 percent), grenache (40 percent) and syrah (10 percent), this fruity yet fully dry rose combines the cherry taste of grenache with just a touch of "black fruit" flavor from syrah. It's a terrific rose, attractively packaged (with a desirable screw cap).

The price is unbeatable at $7.95 a bottle. At that price, especially, this is surely one of the rose contenders of the season. (Distributor is Galaxy Wine Co.)

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

Are ratings pointless?

The highs -- and lows -- of the 100-point scale

W. Blake Gray, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, June 15, 2007

In 1999, Chateau St. Jean's Cinq Cepages Cabernet Sauvignon became an international sensation when Wine Spectator rated it at 95 points and named it Wine of the Year.

The fuss came because a 95-point wine at a suggested retail price of $28 was considered exceptional -- even if many stores quickly jacked up that price. But if a rating is a statistic, it's a malleable one. Earlier this year, Wine Spectator re-evaluated the very same wine as an unremarkable 88-pointer.

"A wine gets rated one time -- a nanosecond in its life cycle," says Sebastiani winemaker Mark Lyon. "From then on, its fate is determined. Aren't wines always evolving? Shouldn't they be rated every year?"

The 100-point rating scale, created by wine critic Robert M. Parker Jr. in the mid-1970s, was a great innovation that has done a world of good for wine lovers. But as it has become the most-accepted critical standard, the scale may have gradually changed from a consumer's best friend into a force that discourages diversity of styles, encourages higher alcohol levels and inflames price inflation for highly sought wines.

It wasn't always that way. The 100-point scale broke the feudal system of rewarding only owners of the most revered vineyard plots, installing in its place a democratic system where wineries everywhere have a chance at high ratings. Small wineries as different as Santa Rosa's Siduri Wines and Spain's Bodega Numanthia have ridden big scores to business success.

Loved or hated, the 100-point scale has an enormous impact at every level of the wine business, including retailers and restaurants, says Kim Beto, a vice president for the large distributor Southern Wine & Spirits.

"Every sommelier in the world will say, 'I don't care about ratings.' But they won't buy (Joseph Phelps) Insignia until it gets 100 points. Then they beg for it," Beto says.

The scale has also punished lazy winemaking and encouraged improvements. Most of all, it gives wine consumers -- particularly beginners -- clear direction in which wines to purchase.

"I find the Wine Spectator rating to be a big help," says Diane Jaquier, an interior designer from San Ramon. "While there are many fabulous new wines on the market, a little assistance from the rating system helps us weed out the good from the not-so-good."

However, some winemakers, importers and retailers complain that the 100-point scale has become a menace.

The main weakness of the scale is the mirror image of its greatest strength: It answers a philosophical question -- is one wine truly better than another? -- with an authoritative, "Yes, this one's five points better."

Most major wine ratings organizations now use the 100-point scale, from the two heavyweights, Wine Advocate newsletter and Wine Spectator magazine, to others including Wine Enthusiast, Stephen Tanzer, Wine & Spirits and even bloggers like Vinography's Alder Yarrow. The most influential publications rate all wines -- from first-growth Bordeaux to light and lively Chenin Blancs -- on the same scale. The highest scores go to wines of greater power and complexity -- wines that make you notice them. Major publications don't give 98 points to a palate-cleansing Sauvignon Blanc.

By itself, this would not be a problem. But because wines that get higher scores command higher prices, many wineries naturally pursue higher scores, which alters the way wines are made.

One frequent argument is that the drawbacks from the scale's hegemony are the fault of the critics doing the ratings, not the scale itself. While many publications use the 100-point scale, many industry people say only the ratings from Parker's Wine Advocate and Wine Spectator actually move the marketplace. Both publications use multiple critics, but both allow one critic -- not a team of critics -- to give each wine its all-important score. (See The Chronicle's four-star wine ratings.)

Winemakers and some oenophiles like to complain about the "Parkerization" of wine, implying that Parker's personal taste for dramatic, powerful wines has taken over the world.

"The 100-point system makes the supposition that everybody has the same taste, and that wine can be evaluated as if it were a scientific endeavor," says Gerald Weisl, wine buyer for Weimax wine shop in Burlingame. "It's no more scientific than enjoying a pizza, a movie or a book. Some people like a movie and some don't."

Parker declined to return phone calls seeking comment for this article. According to Elin McCoy's book "The Emperor of Wine: The Rise of Robert M. Parker Jr. and the Reign of American Taste" (Harper Perennial, 2005), Parker developed the scale in the mid-1970s as an amateur taster. At the time, many reviewers did not use a scale, preferring prose that often politely masked a famous wine's shortcomings. Parker wanted to recommend a wine for its performance rather than for its pedigree.

The most popular ratings scale at the time was a 20-point scale invented by UC Davis enology professor Maynard Amerine, but that scale was meant to expose flaws, not espouse virtues: Wines with no defects got scores between 17 and 20.

Parker doesn't really rate wines on a scale of 1 to 100. The lowest score possible is 50, but he has not given a score below 70 in the past seven years. Just 3.6 percent of all wines listed at eRobertParker.com have ratings lower than 80. He used his first newsletter, in 1977, to disparage the 1973 Bordeaux releases, giving the 1973 Chateau Leoville Poyferre 50 points. His highest rated wine in that first issue was the 1974 Sonoma Vineyards Alexander's Crown Cabernet Sauvignon, at 91 points.

Consumers immediately liked the 100-point scale; retailers began posting the scores on "shelf talkers" (small advertisements on store shelves). Wine Spectator started using the 100-point scale in 1985 and other publications, such as Wine Enthusiast and Stephen Tanzer's International Wine Cellar, have followed suit.

"I do it strictly for competitive reasons," Tanzer says. "Most American consumers seem to demand it."

In fact, Tanzer believes competition between publications that rate wines is a major reason that scores are getting higher. (See Grade inflation, Page F5.) Yet consumers assume that an 85 from one magazine is the same as another. So what exactly do the scores mean?

According to Wine Advocate's official scale, an 80 to 89 point wine is "a barely above average to very good wine displaying various degrees of finesse and flavor" -- vague language that seems to encompass just about every wine in the world. Wine Spectator is more precise: 80 to 84 points is "a solid, well-made wine" while 85 to 89 points is "very good: a wine with special qualities."

But who pays attention to 89-point wines? For many consumers, it's all about the 90s, which both the Advocate and the Spectator call "outstanding." A quick look at eRobertParker.com reveals that 36 percent of all wines rated by the Advocate get 90 points or more. Wine Spectator gave 90 points or more to 24 percent of the wines it rated in 2006.

"If you don't get a 90, it's better just not to mention it," says San Francisco wine importer Charles Neal, who does not submit his wines for ratings, but whose wines are sometimes rated anyway by magazines. "If a wine gets an 88 or 89, the message is that it's not that good."

Wine Spectator Managing Editor Thomas Matthews says his magazine makes great efforts to ensure consistency from its critics. Wines are tasted blind, but each tasting includes a non-blind, previously scored wine to set the scale. Also, the magazine gathers its critics once a year to taste wines together and calibrate their individual scales.

"It's important for readers to realize that the score is a summary of a subjective opinion," Matthews says. Regardless of the rater, the scale is not as democratic as it seems. While Cabernet Sauvignons from any country might get 100 points, lighter, food-friendly wines simply cannot.

When asked which varietals might get scores above 95, Tanzer and Matthews listed the same ones: Cabernet, Pinot Noir, Syrah, Chardonnay and Riesling. Matthews added that the best Nebbiolos and Sangioveses from Italy might score that high. Both said Beaujolais could not. And while Sauvignon Blanc is widely popular, Matthews could think of only one Sauvignon Blanc-based wine worthy of 95 points: Chateau Haut-Brion Blanc, which sells for more than $200 a bottle.

That's a potential reward for wineries that garner stellar ratings: the ability to charge far higher prices. Once a wine hits 99 or 100 points, they almost certainly sell for more than $100; some cost more than $1,000. Bob Golbahar, owner and wine buyer for Twenty Twenty Wine Merchants in Los Angeles, says clients come to his store from as far away as Tahiti and Japan because he specializes in this rarefied sort of wine.

"Money is not an object" for these customers, Golbahar says. "Everybody always wants to try one 100-point wine in their lifetime."

In theory, 100-point wines set the standard for all other wines, which is one reason Tanzer says he's never given that score to a new release. Bouchaine winemaker Mike Richmond says it's unfair to judge daily drinking wines against 95-point ultraconcentrated luxury products.

"Wines that get 87, 88 and 89, those are wines that people should lust after in their usefulness," Richmond says. "Wines in the 90s are caricatures and conversation pieces."

Matthews says that to get above 95 points, a wine must have structure, complexity, typicity and some personal characteristics. The Wine Advocate's Parker has written often about how he enjoys regional differences.

Yet there are the words, and there are the scores. Several winemakers who did not want to be quoted said the way to get higher scores is to let grapes ripen longer on the vine, which produces more intense fruit flavors but also leads to higher alcohol and the absence of distinctive differences between wines of different regions. Wine consultant Barry Gnekow says it's always important to improve scores.

"I say to winemakers all the time, 'You're only as good as your last score,' " Gnekow says. "You've got to follow the basics. Number one, you've got to make a good-quality wine.

"The first entry into the venue is expensive French oak barrels. You're not going to get the scores with American oak. That's what (Wine Spectator's) Laube and Parker taste all the time -- wines aged in expensive oak barrels. The next step is letting those grapes get really, really ripe. That gives the wine power, oomph, really big body. The consequence is high alcohol."

"We've gone from 13 percent alcohol to 15 percent because of this," says importer Neal. "For some people in the wine business, if a wine gets a 95-point score, it's a tip that the wine will be disgusting to us."

Winemakers might also use more new oak, which adds toasty complexity but can block the flavors of the grapes.

Why would a winemaker make a wine he or she wouldn't personally drink? Because the wine business is a business.

"We've moved away from people making their own artisan wines with their own vision to people saying, 'I thought I was doing pretty good until I got an 87 on this Pinot Noir,' " says Sebastiani's Lyon.

Matthews responds: "If Americans didn't like the style of wine that got high scores from critics, the critics wouldn't stay in business."

It's tempting to blame Parker's and Wine Spectator's California critic James Laube's personal love for big-bodied, high-alcohol wines for those wines' proliferation. But Leo McCloskey, founder of the Sonoma wine consultancy Enologix -- which advises wineries how to get higher scores -- says that's wrong.

McCloskey frequently conducts blind tastings with winemakers, some of whom complain about their ratings. McCloskey says winemakers' ratings usually parallel Parker's and Laube's, which he says some winemakers are embarrassed to discover. He also says that 4 to 6 points is the margin of error for most tasters, so that a 91 may not be so different from an 89, even if they're priced very differently.

Still, McCloskey is a big fan of 100-point ratings. "Discrediting the critics is discrediting quality," he says. "When winemakers slam the ratings, that's the culture of the cover-up. That's not useful to the consumer."

Moreover, while some wineries complain about the scores, those that get high ones aren't complaining. Adam and Dianna Lee founded Siduri Wines in 1993 with just $24,000 and no land. A 90-plus rating from Parker on their first release allowed them to sell futures on subsequent wines, giving them the capital to buy grapes from more vineyards. There are dozens of examples like these: Little guys uplifted over big players by virtue of a good score.

The downside is that a bad score -- fair or not -- can leave a winery with cases of difficult-to-sell wine.

"I'm working with the best vineyards and making what I think are really, really good wines," says Jeff Cohn, owner and winemaker of JC Cellars in Oakland. "Then somebody takes a half minute out of their life and gives it a score. That score affects my whole life. The score system is crazy. Winemakers, we live by it and die by it. That doesn't mean we believe in it."

Of course, Cohn could stop submitting his wines for ratings, as Bouchaine's Richmond did. But that would make selling his wines harder.

"If it gets 90 points or more, the wine sells faster," Cohn says.

Because wines with higher scores sell more rapidly, wine stores are more likely to stock them. This alters the choices of which wines people can buy, and the very culture of wine appreciation in this country. Why drink an 85-point Chenin Blanc or Muscadet with your oysters when you can have a 94-point Chardonnay? Isn't that better?

"A bad Montrachet will get 94 points out of 100 and good Muscadet will get 88," says Berkeley wine importer and merchant Kermit Lynch. "A perfect Muscadet should get 100. But the graders will say, 'No, it's not rich enough.' But that's not its duty."

The irony is, even some of the raters themselves acknowledge that they don't drink only highly rated wines.

Matthews, who rates the wines of Spain for Wine Spectator, says, "If I could drink only 90-point wines, would I? Probably not. The wine world is so diverse and gives different kinds of pleasure. If I'm opening a wine on a weeknight with dinner at home, I'm probably going to open a wine that's rated 80 to 88. A great wine demands serious attention. Sometimes you don't have the energy to give it that attention. It's like with music: sometimes you want to listen to a pop song, and sometimes you want to sit down and hear a Beethoven symphony."

Grade inflation

In the first issue of Robert M. Parker Jr.'s Wine Advocate in 1977 -- the publication that introduced the 100-point scale -- the highest rating awarded was just 91 points.

Earlier this year, Jay Miller, a new rater hired by Parker, reviewed nearly 1,000 wines from Spain and gave five of them perfect 100-point scores.

There's little dispute that Wine Advocate scores have trended upward over the past 30 years. Of 78,252 wines listed in the eRobertParker.com database on Monday, 36 percent have scores of 90 or above -- and a score of 96 or more is hardly a rarity, with 2,080 wines listed (2.7 percent). But the underlying reason for the big scores is unclear.

Parker posted the following on his eRobertParker.com bulletin board: "Hard for some of you to believe, but the goal posts have not moved ... wine quality is dramatically better today ... and there are at least several thousand producers making very good to outstanding wines that were ... 1. not even producing wine 15-25 years ago...2. their fathers or mothers or some third party was producing industrial/innocuous swill...I suspect few of you even remember how appalling much of the wine world's products were in the '70s."

Parker was responding to a poster who pointed out that the 1978 Stag's Leap Wine Cellars Cask 23, which Parker called "the finest Cabernet of that very good vintage," got just 92 points in 1985. That score would hardly motivate oenophiles to buy it today; to name just one example, Oakville's Harlan Estate has received 100 points from the Wine Advocate for its Cabernet Sauvignons four times in nine years.

Stephen Tanzer, who also rates wines on the 100-point scale for his International Wine Cellar newsletter, says that giving wines ever-higher scores is a competitive advantage for a ratings publication.

Wine stores display only the highest scores on shelf talkers, so that if Wine Advocate gives a wine a 98 and other publications give it scores in the 80s, the consumer is likely to see only Wine Advocate's name. Eventually, that leads to brand recognition for the ratings organization.

"With ever higher scores in the Wine Advocate, 90 means nothing anymore. Now it has to be 95," says Tanzer, who says he has never given 100 points to a current release.

Wineries also tend to highlight only their highest scores; who can blame them? The 2002 Tablas Creek Cotes de Tablas Paso Robles red Rhone-style blend got 90 points from Wine Advocate and 78 points from Wine Spectator. Naturally, the winery publicized only the Wine Advocate score.

"High scores have more staying power than low scores," says Tablas Creek general manager Jason Haas. "The good scores get repeated multiple times down the supply chain."

Despite multiple factors driving scores upward -- better winemaking and competition between ratings organizations -- at least they can't get any higher, right?

Well, actually the Wine Advocate awarded "100-plus" points to the 2003 Domaine du Pegau Cuvee da Capo Chateauneuf-du-Pape. The 100-point limit on the 100-point scale may soon become as much a relic as the "perfect" 4.0 grade-point average.

-- W. Blake Gray

The Chronicle's four-star wine ratings

Jon Bonné

Friday, June 15, 2007

Rather than use a 100-point scale, The Chronicle rates wines on a four-star scale similar to the one we use for restaurant reviews.

It isn't our intention to provide ratings that are measured against publications like Wine Spectator or the Wine Advocate. Unlike most wine magazines, our scored ratings are agreed upon by a panel of tasters rather than an individual critic. The goal is to offer an assessment of quality to help our readers make buying decisions.

During a typical panel, we blind taste between 30 and 100 wines, recommending 10 to 15. Any two-star, or "good," wine is recommended without reservations. Wines that do not receive at least a rating of two stars are not listed.

Ratings of three stars and above are relatively rare. We consider each wine relative to the universe of all wines, and a three-star, or "excellent," rating denotes a wine of distinction. A four-star wine is "extraordinary" -- memorable, unique, one of the best in its class. We typically find fewer than 10 four-star wines each year.

Our last four-star wine, the "dazzlingly complex" 1988 Veuve Clicquot Ponsardin Rare Vintage Champagne ($85) may be a far more unique drinking experience than the "very solid" 2006 Hogue Columbia Valley Pinot Grigio ($9) that received two stars last month. But the two wines serve very different purposes.

Price receives consideration too: We hesitate to recommend two-star wines that are more than $40, and -- like most consumers -- view more expensive wines with a more critical view than less expensive wines.

We print tasting notes elsewhere in the Wine section, including the weekly "In Our Glasses." Those wines are recommended, but not rated because they aren't tasted by The Chronicle panel.

THE SIPPING NEWS

FATHER'S DAY GIFT GUIDE

Camper English, W. Blake Gray, Jon Bonné

Friday, June 15, 2007

For the dad who has almost everything

It's a touch pricey for a Hallmark holiday gift, but consider this: Father's Day is on Sunday and National Martini Day is on Tuesday. That's two birds you can kill with one stone, and by stone we mean a $440 silver-plated cocktail shaker set packaged in baby blue Tiffany's-esque boxes. The Ercuis brand two-piece shakers and Hawthorne strainers were imported from Vienna by former Enrico's bartender David Nepove, a.k.a. Mr. Mojito, who now sells them online at MisterMojito.com. Unfortunately the shakers do not come with the magic power to transform every drink made in them to the finest cocktail in the world, so we recommend you also send Dad's butler a gift certificate for bartending school.

-- Camper English

Father's little helper

Fatherhood is a lot of work. First you have to help make the baby, then you have to sit around and wait for nine months until it's ready to play with. After all that effort, new dads deserve a refreshing cocktail, and since there are extra hands around the house, it's about time baby started pitching in. "Baby Mix Me a Drink" ($9; McSweeney's), a 12-page board book from San Francisco resident Lisa Brown, will help Baby start to identify shapes and colors such as olives and red vermouth. Good baby!

-- C.E.

Making wine harmonic

I get e-mail every day offering enhancement, but usually not for wine. However, that's what the Catania Mezzo Wine Enhancer purports to do.

It's a New Age thing, a hunk of metal that looks like a copper alloy, but there are crystals involved. The Massachusetts company's Web site claims, "Anything placed on the enhancer that has fluid in it will have its atoms resonated by the enhancer and the randomness of that fluid's molecules will begin to harmonize to the specific beneficial, natural frequency."

I followed the recommended instructions, enhancing an overly tannic Merlot for 11 minutes. Sure enough, the flavor did change -- now it was more sour. I preferred the structure of the unenhanced glass. Then I realized the device had been sitting on my desk outside of its protective "static shield" for more than a week, within an arm's reach of me. Honey, have I got a surprise for you.

Available for $45-$150, depending on model, at wineenhancer.net.

-- W. Blake Gray

Fun with meat and wine

Tony Soprano stands -- stood? -- as proof that dads can't resist cured meat. So as prelude to Father's Day, take Dad to Kermit Lynch Wine Merchant this Saturday. For his first Italian-themed parking lot festa, Lynch invited over his pal Paul Bertolli, formerly of Oliveto and now a cured meat master.

Bertolli's Fra' Mani grilled sausages, plus salumi like soppressata and a new mortadella, will be served up alongside wines from Lynch's lesser-known Italian and Corsican portfolio, like Tocai Friuliano and Patrimonio Rouge. Wines will be $5 and up per glass; $12-18 for the meats.

11 a.m.-4 p.m. Saturday, 1605 San Pablo Ave., Berkeley; (510) 524-1524.

-- Jon Bonné

In our glasses

What we're drinking

2005 Domaine Terlato & Chapoutier Lieu Dit Malakoff Pyrenees Shiraz ($45)

What sold us: Importer Tony Terlato and Rhone whiz Michel Chapoutier teamed up to make French-style Syrah (make that Shiraz, mate) down under. The brawny size (14.5 percent alcohol) and sweet black fruit is all Aussie, but the nutmeg and roasted meat scents are eerily reminiscent of Hermitage, perhaps the greatest of French Syrahs (and one of Chapoutier's specialties). In only its second vintage, the low-yielding Malakoff vineyard on the slopes of Australia's Pyrenees range is producing wines of impressive depth.

Where to find: The Jug Shop (San Francisco)

-- Jon Bonné

2005 Novy Judge Family Vineyard Bennett Valley Grenache ($26)

What sold us: Sonoma Grenache from the non-Pinot label of Pinot pros Adam and Dianna Lee. This particular parcel took its sweet time to ripen: The Lees didn't pick until Nov. 3. But the slow ripeness resulted in a deep, expressive wine with a huge leathery and peppery nose. Opens with a big dose of tarry dark fruit, and a broad finish that sticks with you.

Where to find: Bottle Barn (Santa Rosa), Vino (Oakland)

-- J.B.

4 Copas Tequila Blanco ($55)

What sold us: Have you ever wondered, "If only there was a way I could drink Tequila shots and help the environment"? Your dreams have been answered: 4 Copas, a San Clemente company, is making the world's first certified organic Tequila in Mexico. The blanco is not aged in oak barrels (as a reposado or anejo would be), so it gives you the pure taste of blue agave, which in this case is extremely salty with a faint note of aloe vera in the background.

Where to find: Beverages & More

-- W. Blake Gray

The people's winery: The creators of White Zinfandel still holding strong

Karola Saekel, Chronicle Staff Writer

Friday, June 15, 2007

Anybody who faults Northern California's wine community in general and its Napa Valley representatives in particular for being snobbish and elitist should be obliged to make a stop at the Sutter Home tasting room just south of St. Helena.

This is the people's winery.

Sutter Home pioneered White Zinfandel, the result of a fortuitous winemaking glitch in 1975: a "stuck fermentation" in its Zinfandel, in which yeast died before consuming all the sugar in the grape juice. It was decided to bottle the slightly sweet, pink wine that resulted -- and the rest is wine history.

The Trinchero family, owners and operators of Sutter Home as well as Trinchero Family Estates, acquired the winery in 1948, though its roots go back into the 1800s, when Swiss-German immigrant John Thomann established a distillery and small winery about 17 miles north of the town of Napa. Thomann was a pioneer in his own right, using only mountain-grown grapes rather than the coarse Mission grape that was then California's standard wine grape.

After Thomann's death in 1900, the winery operation fell apart, and the property was snapped up by a San Francisco couple, Emil and Caroline Leuenberger, for $10 at a sheriff's sale. They renamed it for their other winery on Howell Mountain, Sutter Home.

Italian immigrant John Trinchero acquired it shortly after World War II (and the repeal of Prohibition), and persuaded his brother Mario and his family to move from New York to the valley. Mario was the salesman and instituted, among other things, something entirely new to the valley: free tastings.

Sutter Home, now run by Mario's three offspring, Bob, Roger and Vera (now Torres), still offers free tastings, one of the last wineries in the valley to do so.

The vibe: A large, homey room, remodeled 1 1/2 years ago to let in more light, features a long tasting counter built from recycled oak barrels. Shelves and tables display clothing, stylish plastic barware with rainbow-colored bubbles built in (until you pick it up, you won't know it's not glass), plus salsas and other wine-related food items. The popular Sutter Home pasta sauces have been phased out, but as of Memorial Day, the winery's red wine vinegar, gone for some years, is once again on sale. On two recent afternoon visits -- one on a sunny Saturday, the other on a windy weekday -- the place was pleasantly busy, including many couples with kids in tow, who seemed almost as intrigued by the salsas out for tasting (or was it the free chips?) as the wine. Banter at the tasting counter indicated that these were mainly wine novices.

The team: Jim Huntsinger, vice president for production and planning, heads up the team of winemakers, which includes director Glenn Andrade and Rick Oberschulte, who is the man responsible for blending. Their goal is to produce easy-drinking wines at consumer-friendly prices.

The wines: In addition to the much-imitated best-selling White Zin, Sutter Home produces more than a dozen table wines (plus a triple cream sherry and a Zinfandel port). A changing selection of five or six is available for tasting on any given day. On one visit, that included a 2005 Zinfandel ($4), a meat-friendly 2001 Shiraz ($6), 2005 Merlot ($5), 2005 Moscato ($6) and a very sweet blush wine, the 2005 White Merlot ($5). If you join one of Sutter Home's wine clubs, the already low prices go down an average of 20 percent more. Sutter Home also produces non-alcoholic wines under the Fre label.

The experience: The cheerful staff is knowledgeable but doesn't throw fancy wine terms at visitors without prompting. When flowers came up in conversation, our server urged us to make sure to look around the adjacent garden with its spectacular seasonal display of blooms (roses right now, all with name and planting date tags). The immaculately tended garden, officially called the White Zinfandel Garden, fronts the Victorian mansion, used for housing business guests and not open to the public.

Nearby: Highway 29 is virtually lined with wineries, including Flora Springs (677 S. St. Helena Hwy., Saint Helena; 707-967-8032) and V. Sattui (1111 White Lane, St. Helena; 707-963-7774).

Sutter Home Family Vineyards

277 St. Helena Hwy. South (Highway 29), St. Helena

(707) 963-3104, sutterhome.com

10 a.m.-5 p.m. daily

Rating: TWO AND A HALF STARS

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

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

E-mail comments to Karola Saekel at kcraib@sfchronicle.com.

Snow cones and shrimp cocktails at Auction Napa Valley

Jon Bonné, Chronicle Wine Editor

Friday, June 15, 2007

A preview of a five-bottle auction lot from Bravante Vine...

Let this be said about Auction Napa Valley: Where else would you find Thomas Keller handing out 1,200 snow cones?

Sure, the treats in question were very Keller -- made from tomato water granita and gazpacho syrup with a poached shrimp on top. But still, he stood with a metal tray under a massive tent last Friday, half superstar chef and half ballpark vendor.

"What better way to celebrate the American classic!" Keller roared, offering an impromptu quiz about his icy treat. "What two American classics are in there?" The answer, mumbled between slurps: snow cones and shrimp cocktails.

But the point was made. "The American Classic," this year's theme for the Napa Valley Vintners' annual auction, marked a return to roots. It was designed to telegraph the valley's seminal role in American wine -- and wine auctions.

"We were working very hard to get back what this auction and this event stand for," said Bill Phelps of Joseph Phelps Vineyards, whose family chaired this year's auction. "It has served as the template for so many others."

The vintners raised $9.8 million, a solid boost over the $8.4 million raised last year, with all proceeds going to Napa Valley nonprofits. With 45 live auction lots, plus 106 barrel lots and another 81 offered online, the streamlined effort was designed to collect more money with fewer parcels. Still, it fell short of the record set by Napa's would-be competitor in charity, the Naples Winter Wine Festival, which raised $16.5 million during its January event in Florida. Naples' sky-high numbers have become a point of frustration in Napa.

Record year

Still, Napa hit new highs this year, including a record for its largest-ever single bid: $1.1 million for an extensive package assembled by Garen and Shari Staglin of Staglin Family Vineyard, including lunch with the Staglins, dinner in Los Angeles and a luxe tour of Italy for four people, with transit in two Maseratis. As more than 800 guests gathered for the Saturday night auction, the price tag crossed $800,000 and auctioneers Ursula Hermacinski and Fritz Hatton urged the Staglins, who planned their package as the evening's main event, to throw one of the Maseratis into the deal.

When the gavel came down, the lucky bidder was John W. Thompson, chairman of the board and CEO of Symantec Corporation in Cupertino. Thompson, attending the auction for his third year, said he was looking forward to traveling with the Staglins, whom he considers good friends. But even he was impressed with the final number.

"We expected to be bidding, but not this high," he said.

His wife, Sandi, was quick to sit on her husband's paddle. "That's it!" she joked.

The Staglins' package surpassed their record-setting $1.05 million lot last year for a jaunt through France. That was won by Woodside philanthropist Joy Craft, who made camera flashes pop yet again with her big-ticket bidding, offering up $1.04 million by evening's end. It included $340,000 for a dinner and extensive wine collection from Araujo Estate Wines, including a vertical of its rare Eisele Vineyard Vieilles Vignes wine.

Craft also ponied up $200,000 for this year's new addition, a "fund a need" bidding war with no prize, but all proceeds going to Napa nonprofit Clinic Ole. Joseph Phelps, Bill's father, and the Trinchero family, jointly pitched in another $225,000, and the overall bidding raised $764,000.

Screaming Eagle sleepover

But Craft turned the most heads with her $500,000 for a lot from Screaming Eagle, which included an overnight campout on the notoriously hard-to-locate winery property. Craft was doubly excited about the win because, she said, she had suggested that the vintners offer a camping trip. They took her advice and, with her blessing, her half million. Craft hadn't filled up all eight spots for the sleepover. But she apparently extended an invite to her tablemate, Beth Nickel of Far Niente Winery in Oakville.

"She's going to bring wine, and I'm going to bring bug spray," Craft said.

The campout was hardly the only novel lot. Warming to the theme, Beringer Vineyards offered a brand-new Airstream trailer filled with 25 vintages of its Private Reserve Cabernet. The Novak family of Spottswoode Estate Vineyard & Winery offered an electric car similar to the one driven by winery owner Mary Novak, filled with 125 bottles of its Cabernet -- one for every year since the inaugural vintage.

Politicians hovered, including Lt. Gov. John Garamendi; Rep. Mike Thompson, D-St. Helena; and Paul Pelosi, husband of House Speaker Nancy Pelosi. Comedian Dana Carvey, a Marin native, warmed up the crowd as he morphed his "Hans and Franz" accent into a pitch-perfect imitation of Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger.

But he hit a political trip wire as he began a riff on Nancy Pelosi, saying she "always looks like she's sitting on something cold and wet." When Hatton quietly pointed out Pelosi's husband within spitting distance of the stage, Carvey struggled to recover with lavish praise for the House speaker. "Thank you," he told the crowd, "and I'm officially screwed. Good night!" He stayed on to steady applause.

Napa's own luminaries were all present and accounted for -- including stageside seats for Robert Mondavi and his wife, Margrit, who helped plan the first auction in 1981. "I think it's going fabulously," said Margrit Biever Mondavi, who noted that the inaugural event's haul was about $140,000.

"Today they don't even say 'ooh!' when it's $140,000," she said. "In a way, I think it's maybe a bit over the top, but look what it does!"

Saturday ended with an emotional farewell for Hermacinski, who presided over every auction since 1992 but is leaving auctioneering to become Screaming Eagle's general manager. "You're never really prepared for it, but it was time," she said.

Changes were visible in virtually every aspect of the Napa event. While ticket prices were down from a high of $7,500 per couple in 2005, it still cost $2,500 per person for the full package, prices that targeted the deepest of deep pockets. But bidders received silk-glove treatment, including a "buddy system" that paired each guest with a vintner who called to ask about any personal requests.

The tweaks were a sign of the pressure to keep up with Naples, though organizers on both sides downplayed any rivalry. "We don't really look at it as competition," said Dawn Montecalvo, executive director of the Naples festival. "We each have a different focus."

Streamlined event

But this year's Napa event was markedly smaller, with more intimate seating. The vintners offered 45 live bids, down from 60 last year after attendees grumbled about the auction's length and complexity.

"Bill Phelps did such a good job of getting it down to size," said Beth Novak Milliken, Spottswoode's president.

If the main event was shrunk, Friday's sold-out prelude was still mayhem, with more than 90 food purveyors and almost 140 wineries and an estimated 3,000 people in attendance. Scores of Napa residents took advantage of a half-off offer on the $250 ticket price.

Amid a sea of Chanel and Dolce & Gabbana sunglasses, plenty of locals got a hint of the treatment often reserved for high rollers.

"They're not stingy," said Ivanka Matijaca of St. Helena, commenting on the ample wine pours.

In addition to Keller's frozen treats, there were oysters from Hog Island, foie gras from Bistro Jeanty and even a battle of gazpachos -- strawberry with creme fraiche and mint versus grape and cucumber.

For some regulars, the biggest challenge was simply to relax. Attending their fifth consecutive auction, Frank Pilotte, a tax and estate attorney from Palm Beach, Fla., sat at a shady picnic table with his wife, B. Jaye. Pilotte alternated between checking on lots inside, flipping through a paperback thriller and referencing the bulky auction guide.

"He studies it like he's putting together an estate plan for someone," said B. Jaye, who like Joy Craft had her own idea for a dream lot. "I would like to get Ellen DeGeneres for next year. My paddle would go up high to dance with Ellen."

Inside, more than 100 wineries doled out sips from their barrels.

Standing amid a crush of fans, Doug Shafer of Shafer Vineyards poured as fast as his fingers would allow while winemaker Elias Fernandez coaxed more of their 2005 Hillside Select Cabernet from the barrel using something resembling a high-end keg tap. "I'm just in awe," Fernandez shouted above the din, "because of where we began and where we are today."

Shafer would net the day's top bid: $104,950 for a single 12-bottle case of the Hillside Select. Kongsgaard Wine would net the highest e-auction bid of $21,600 for six bottles of wine, plus dinner.

Army of volunteers

None of the festivities would have happened without the help of more than 800 volunteers, who uncorked wines, handed out gift bags and made sure that wine lovers were well hydrated. They helped pour more than 4,300 bottles of wine into 11,500 Riedel glasses lent for the event.

For some, it was a chance to give back to an event that has given over more than $70 million to the local community since it launched 26 years ago.

At a Sunday reception, Napa County public health director Karen Smith and assistant public health manager Laura Keller served espresso and outlined grants they received from the vintners. While they happily kept attendees caffeinated, Keller wished for a glimpse of Saturday night's glitz.

"I would have bussed tables to be there," she said.

E-mail Jon Bonné at jbonne@sfchronicle.com.

A bartender's new drink is the cat's meow

Gary Regan

Friday, June 15, 2007

The Reluctant Tabby Cat. Styled by Kacie Ratner. Photo by...

I'm not being modest when I tell you that creativity isn't my strong suit behind the bar. I like to think that I can fix a pretty mean Manhattan, and my margaritas might make some toes curl, but I'm pretty pedestrian when challenged to construct a new drink from scratch. My usual form in this situation is to take a classic formula, remove one ingredient, replace it with something similar and call it new. It's known as pimping the classics.

The Dubliner is a good example. It's a drink that my wife and I came up with for St. Patrick's Day a few years ago -- a simple mixture of Irish whiskey, sweet vermouth, a touch of Grand Marnier and a couple dashes of orange bitters. It's a Manhattan with a few tweaks. Irish whiskey instead of rye or bourbon, orange bitters instead of Angostura, and throw a little Grand Marnier in there for good measure. The drink works fairly well. When you pimp a classic, the odds are with you.

I once met a bartender who just didn't get it when it came to pimping drinks. Nice guy, but he didn't understand his ingredients, so when my friend ordered a sidecar, "but make it with bourbon, please," he took a wrong turn. The sidecar, comprised of Cognac, Cointreau and lemon juice, works very well indeed when bourbon is substituted for the Cognac. It doesn't work well when bourbon is substituted for the Cointreau. My friend discovered this the hard way.

Laphroaig 10-year-old single-malt Scotch is one of my favorite drams. It's not elegant or sophisticated, but it is very reliable, devoid of subtlety, and I love the briny, smoky, iodine-filled punch that it packs. I drink it over ice. Drinking Laphroaig 10-year-old is akin to smoking a fine Cuban cigar in a third-world clinic. It's an experience not to be missed. Imagine my delight, then, when Dale DeGroff, founder and president of the Museum of the American Cocktail, recently asked me to devise a new cocktail to be served at a cocktail-pairing dinner: "And it must contain Laphroaig 10," he commanded. Gee, thanks, Dale.

Manzanilla sherry came to mind. A salty sherry with a briny whisky. That's the ticket. It was a ticket to nowhere. Back to the drawing board. This time I got lucky. I often turn to Dubonnet or Lillet, both aperitif wines that can be used as vermouth substitutes, when I'm in a jam behind the bar, and a couple of years ago I successfully married Dubonnet Rouge to the orange blossom-flavored Belvedere Pomarancza vodka, added a few drops of orange bitters, and came up with a drink I called the Tabby Cat. Why Tabby Cat? Dubonnet uses a black-cat logo; I added orange flavors . . .

Using Dubonnet Rouge for a base for the Laphroaig cocktail turned out to be a ticket to ride. I added a little limoncello for a fresh, clean citrus note, and I poured a few drops of Laphroaig into the mixture. The Laphroaig, no longer a nuisance, became a rather interesting nuance, instead. Three ingredients started to harmonize. They were singing about the bonny, bonny banks of Loch Lomond, I think.

What to call this new cocktail? Naming a new drink is often harder than creating it in the first place, but this time the name came to me in a flash. "I'm going to call it DAM!" I told a friend. The letters stand for "Dale's a Man with whom I must talk about what sort of difficult tasks he sets for me in the future." Something to that effect.

The name was nixed, though. Dale's wife didn't much like it. Meet the Reluctant Tabby Cat.

The Reluctant Tabby Cat

Makes 1 drink

INGREDIENTS:

1 1/4 ounces Dubonnet Rouge

1/2 ounce Pallini limoncello

1/4 ounce Laphroaig 10-year-old single-malt Scotch

Lemon twist, for garnish

INSTRUCTIONS:

Instructions: Fill a cocktail shaker two-thirds full of ice and add all of the ingredients. Shake for approximately 15 seconds, strain into a chilled wine goblet, and add the garnish.

Gary Regan is the author of "The Joy of Mixology: The Consummate Guide to the Bartender's Craft." E-mail him at wine@sfchronicle.com.

THE CHRONICLE'S WINE SELECTIONS: Cava and Prosecco

W. Blake Gray

Friday, June 15, 2007

It's hard to get good Champagne for less than $25, so if you want European sparkling wine on a budget, you have to look to France's neighbors, Spain and Italy.

Spanish Cava and Italian Prosecco get lumped together because they're in the same price range and they're not French. But our blind tasting of 16 Proseccos and 39 Cavas revealed that they're already different and getting more so.

Prosecco tends to be simpler, with frothier bubbles caused by its mechanical method of carbonation, known as Charmat. Cava undergoes secondary fermentation in the bottle, the expensive method used in Champagne, and also often has toasty aromas from primary fermentation in oak barrels.

We found many Cava producers are reaching for greater heights -- though with mixed degrees of success -- while most Prosecco makers just want an easy-drinking bubbly. There's a place for both, especially at these price levels. The greatest thing about Cava and Prosecco is that they're affordable enough to turn Tuesday night dinner into a celebration.

TWO AND A HALF STARS NV Avinyo Cava Brut ($16) Made by a family-owned winery, this wine has a sweet nose of lime and lychee but a dry palate of lemon and mineral, a red fruit note and some yeast. It's austere, stony and layered.

TWO STARS NV Bele Casel Prosecco di Valdobbiadene Extra Dry ($17.50) Who knew there was garagiste Prosecco? Winemaker Danilo Ferraro actually makes 50,000 bottles of this each year in his garage. It's a worthwhile effort: nicely frothy, with flavors of lemon, peach and honeysuckle and a slightly sweet finish.

TWO STARS 2003 Cristalino Cava Brut Nature Vintage ($15) Unlike most Cavas, this one contains 30 percent Chardonnay in addition to the traditional Xarel-lo, Macabeo and Parellada. It's a stoic wine with toasty aromas and flavors and some mineral complexity.

TWO STARS NV Cristalino Cava Extra Dry ($8) In international sparkling wine language, "extra dry" is the sort of misleading terminology Newt Gingrich would love, because it actually means "sweeter than Brut." This wine is good value, with simple lemon and toast flavors; despite the name, it's not overly sweet.

TWO STARS NV Freixenet Cava Brut de Noirs ($10) Unlike most Cavas, this wine is made from Garnacha and Monastrell grapes. It spends up to 18 months fermenting in the bottle, delivering fresh, bright strawberry aroma and flavor with a little earthiness. It's an excellent value.

TWO STARS NV Loredan Gasparini Montello e Colli Asolani Prosecco Brut ($15) The Montello e Colli Asolani region is across the Piave River from the more famous Valdobbiadene region, and is known for the distinctive almond note in its wines. This one, from a winery most famous for its Bordeaux-blend red wines, has that almondy note along with citrus and apple notes and some lingering minerality on the finish. If there's such a thing as a serious Prosecco, it's this.

TWO STARS NV Masia Parera Cava Brut ($9) Former Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts will love this wine, as it smells like toasting marshmallows. On the palate, it combines toast and citrus in a lean profile, with lingering fruit on the finish.

TWO STARS NV Mionetto Prosecco Brut ($11) Mionetto is a 120-year-old family business that has moved into the 21st century with some very modern-looking labels and beer bottle-like crown caps. We prefer this more traditional release, which is strongly yeasty and toasty, like a dinner roll, and richer than most Proseccos.

TWO STARS NV Montsarra Cava Brut ($15) If you want something resembling Champagne for half the price, this is a good way to go. The nose and palate lead with steely mineral and it gets toastier on the finish; firm acidity carries all the way through.

TWO STARS NV Segura Viudas Reserva Cava Brut ($10) Segura Viudas is an "artisanal" label owned by the Cava giant Freixenet, though its prices are about the same as Freixenet's comparable bottlings. We liked the delicacy of this wine and its clearly defined toast, lemon and yeast aromas and flavors.

TWO STARS NV Segura Viudas Reserva Heredad Cava Brut ($20) A lot of effort goes into this wine, which develops in the bottle for a minimum of five years. It's made with only Macabeo and Parellada, eschewing Xarel-lo, the usual third grape of Cava. The nose leads with toast and ginger with some pepper and coriander notes; on the palate, it's minerally with lemon fruit and a ginger note. Considering the total package -- the bottle is handblown and rests in a heavy metal coaster inscribed with grapes -- this makes a great gift.

LETTERS TO WINE

Watering vines

Friday, June 15, 2007

Editor -- Re "Turning water into wine" (June 1): I agree that the argument over irrigation of non-essential crops such as wine grapes will grow only sharper in California, especially where it dovetails with the debate over whether trendy, expensive high-alcohol, fruit-forward wines, typically from irrigated vineyards, are actually any good. On the other hand, irrigated vineyards on the whole use much less water than other irrigated crops, especially water-sucking plants like alfalfa.

There's one key fact that's not right in the article, however: Grapevine roots do not seek water, they follow water. People get that wrong all the time.

STEVE BJERKLIE

Franconia, N.H.

Editor -- Ms. Feiring's article on irrigation was terrific and it was such an incredibly refreshing change from the usual front page featuring a photo of some rich guy in blue jeans holding a glass of wine and the accompanying puff piece about how he's become a man of the soil (on weekends).

ROB CORRIGAN

Santa Cruz

Editor -- Thanks for the article on dry-farming vineyards. I have been concerned about so many new wineries sprouting up in California and depleting the water table. I was glad to learn about a few that practice dry-farming, which I feel more comfortable giving my business to.

EMILY KING

Fresno
Seattle Times
Passion shapes Matthews Estate

Most winemakers are gear-heads. A visit to a winery is often an occasion to admire some gleaming new piece of hardware, whose function may or may not mean much to the average consumer.

But it is darn near impossible to stifle a gasp of admiration when Matt Loso shows you his egg — actually a pair of them, concrete fermenters that represent state-of-the-art technology of the everything-old-is-new-again school. Made in France, the eggs are about 6 feet tall and designed specifically for sauvignon blanc.

Loso is pretty pleased with his first egg-vinted wine, a Matthews Estate 2006 Stillwater Creek Sauvignon Blanc that sells for $30. "I'm looking to express minerality," he explains, "to show the sauvignon blanc as clean as possible. I don't think stainless steel is the end-all for white wines, so for me concrete was the perfect idea."

In order to test drive the egg during last year's crush, Loso made a pair of sauvignon blancs; one in concrete, the other one kept in stainless and neutral oak. Among its other properties, the concrete egg naturally circulates the fermenting juice. This allows for a longer, cooler fermentation, with more lees contact, and delivers a more crisp, varietal wine, showing scents and flavors of citrus, grapefruit, herb, anise and stone. Both wines are delicious — the other a Columbia valley bottling that sells for $20 — but tasted side by side, there was no doubt that the concrete fermentation produced a wine with considerably more detail and precision.

When I last visited Loso, almost two years ago, he was planning to build a new winery on his eight-acre property just outside Woodinville. His annual production, up to roughly 4,500 cases, has now stretched the existing building past the breaking point. Groundbreaking is expected to begin this fall on phase one of the new project, a barrel storage facility. A chateau will be added later; the existing winery will continue to be used exclusively for wine production.

Along with the new chateau, says Loso, he is hoping to build a new identity. Hence the name change, from Matthews Cellars to Matthews Estate. Though he won't say it, I think he wants wider recognition, especially from national critics, for his work. Hence his intense commitment to making brilliant wines. As much as any winemaker in Washington, he questions every step of the winemaking process and looks for a better way to do things.

It is a given in the wine industry that experimentation takes place over long periods of time. Many years are required for a vineyard tweak to prove its worth as a finished wine. But Loso has cleverly found a way to accelerate the process. He consults to as many as a half-dozen small wineries, overseeing their winemaking. "It's tough as a consultant to make a lot of different wines out of the same vineyards and make them unique," he admits. But he does it.

We tasted through a portfolio of new releases from William Church, Page Cellars, Arlington Road and Barons V — all wines made by Loso. To a large degree, he follows the instructions of the winery principals, who ask him to make their wine along certain stylistic lines. It chafes at him a bit, because not all of these wines are designed as he would prefer. But on the other hand, it not only shows that he is an unusually eclectic stylist but also that his own Matthews wines are truly best of show.

The most unusual offering among his new releases is a Matthews 2005 Lachini Vineyard Pinot Noir ($60). Loso calls pinot noir "the ultimate challenge in winemaking," but then modestly adds that his golden rule for making pinot is, "If it ever tastes good, it is good. Leave it alone and walk away." Insisting that he did little but de-stem it, throw it in the tank and walk away, he nonetheless has produced a very pretty Oregon pinot — three barrels only — due for a fall 2007 release. The color is clear and bright, and not so dark that it loses its character. Fresh scents combine black cherry, cherry cola, some sweet herb and a strong root-beer aroma that sails on through the finish.

I always enjoy the Matthews Claret ($30), and the 2004 is as good as any he's done. It's the least expensive, most widely available wine he makes, a Bordeaux blend from different vineyards. Hedges, Stillwater Creek, Klipsun and Cold Creek grapes contributed to this latest vintage, a seamlessly crafted wine that has no rough edges; in fact, no edges at all. It is a supple and elegant wine, yet loaded with fruit-bowl flavors that run from berry to cherry to plum. The oak — half new, half neutral, all French — adds spice and toast but is gently applied. This is comparable to Quilceda Creek's second label "Red Wine," which is to say, it's terrific.

The Matthews 2003 Red Wine ($60), despite its uninspired name, is an authoritative big brother to the Claret. Again a Bordeaux blend, its tannins are richer, its fruit is denser and its overall flavors deeper. This is a dark wine, meaty and saturated, with ripe blueberry and cherry fruit, softly chalky tannins, whiffs of smoke and splashes of pepper. It gathers itself in the mid-palate and steams into a full-throttle finish. The suspicion is that it needs another five years to really show all of its complexity.

The rarest of all (just 217 cases) is the Matthews 2003 Conner Lee Vineyard Cabernet Franc Reserve ($110). Yes, the price makes a statement, but Loso has earned his stripes, and this is the finest pure cabernet franc I've ever tasted from Washington state. The purity and focus, the way it plays across the palate, mark this wine as a real high-wire act. In general, cabernet franc does not lend itself to either elegance or completeness as a varietal grape, which is why it is usually blended with other red grapes. But here it is the whole show, and it's razzle dazzle all the way. Ripe blackberry and black cherry fruit are framed in spice and tannin, with a sweetness rarely found. The finishing notes of fresh roasted coffee and mocha linger sensuously in the back of the mouth.

"I was floored by this wine [in the barrel]," Loso admits. "Bottling it as a single varietal allows the wine, not me, to show off. The wine made itself; I just guided it along the way."

Matthews wines are distributed by Cordon or available direct from the winery.

Pick of the Week

Cono Sur 2006 Chardonnay ($10). Despite the hokey name, this value line of wines from Chile delivers good flavors across the board. Among the Cono Sur white wines are a firm riesling and a very acidic sauvignon blanc, but this tangy chardonnay, juicy and dry as a desert shrub, really hits the mark. My immediate thought was grilled or fried seafood, but it is one of those chameleon chards that could be poured against anything short of red meat. (Distributed by Noble.)

Wall St. Journal

Boxed Wines Face The Six-Week Challenge

Boxes Battle Bottles

For Young Drinkers;

Letting the Air Out

June 15, 2007; Page W5

We were surprised to see an ad for wine "casks" during this year's Oscars. Boxed wines and the Academy Awards don't seem like a natural match, even in a year in which "Borat" was nominated. It turned out that the ads were just the beginning of an aggressive, $4.5 million television campaign by the makers of FishEye wine. Among their claims: that the wine stays fresh in its bag-in-box for six weeks. To us, that sounded like a challenge. Having slowly filled our refrigerator with partially emptied boxes of wines over the past month and a half, we're happy to say we survived the experiment and we're back with a full report.

Boxed wines have been around for some time now and are far more common in some countries than the U.S. Australians, for instance, drink about half their domestic wine from boxes, according to Australian statistics. The big player in the field is the Wine Group, based in San Francisco, which is the world's third-biggest wine company by volume because of its ubiquitous Franzia boxed wines. People ask us all the time if we've found a boxed wine we like and the answer is that, even though we've conducted broad blind tastings and there's certainly nothing inherently wrong with a boxed wine, we've found the wine inside the boxes generally to be unpleasant. Over the years, we've written positively about two boxed wines: Target's Australian Chardonnay Wine Cube (2005) and Carmenet Winery "Vintner's Collection" Cabernet Sauvignon (2002), which is no longer produced. Both were packaged in three-liter boxes.

Pumping Up the Volume

The most common size of wine in a box is five liters -- that's almost seven regular bottles of wine -- and we'd guess the demographic those wines attract are our parents. But with America's increasing interest in wine and more of a willingness among wine-drinkers to experiment -- consider the rise of screwcaps, for instance -- the people at the Wine Group clearly figured the time was right for something new, so they introduced FishEye in three-liter boxes with heavy promotion.

We first ran across FishEye, in regular bottles, as part of a tasting of the house brands of big chain stores last year. Back then, it was an exclusive offering at Harris Teeter grocery stores and we wrote that it was "consistently disappointing." Others must have disagreed, however, because the Wine Group says the brand sold so well that the company decided to put it in a box and roll it out nationally. (It is also still available in bottles.)

Why a three-liter size instead of five? "The smaller size is a signal that it's different. Consumers need a signal that something has changed," Laurie Jones, a Wine Group spokeswoman, told us. Clearly, the company's eye is on a younger, more-affluent demographic, too -- just look at where the ads are placed: "Desperate Housewives," "Lost," "Brothers and Sisters," "Boston Legal" and "Grey's Anatomy," although, really, we just can't imagine Dr. McDreamy offering Meredith a glass of wine from the box in his refrigerator. We can, however, see The Chief, still missing his wife, tapping the cask a glass at a time over a couple of weeks.

In any case, the target consumer, the Wine Group says, is "influential 25-40 year old wine drinkers." And Ms. Jones says sales are strong: Wine Group is expecting to sell about a million nine-liter cases of FishEye this year, including both boxes and bottles. "Everyday wine drinkers are using this as their house wine," she said. "It used to be a big magnum of Mondavi in the refrigerator door." Indeed, according to ACNielsen, sales of premium three-liter box wines, including brands such as Hardys, FishEye and Black Box, rose 43.4% by volume for the 52-week period ending April 7.

FishEye claims -- and other boxed wines make similar claims -- that its wines will keep well for six weeks after opening because the plastic bag inside the box collapses and therefore keeps out air. We decided to test the claim. We bought seven boxes of FishEye Chardonnay (vintage 2005, "best when consumed before Nov. 6, 2007"). They cost $16 each, or about $4 per regular bottle. Our idea was that we would open one every week for six weeks and empty about a sixth of the contents. Then we'd taste the six boxes against a newly opened box six weeks later. We opened the first box, found the pour spout and tapped the bag. Then we tasted the Chardonnay and it was OK, but harsh. We decided that we couldn't very well perform our test with this wine because it didn't taste that good to us to begin with, so then we tried FishEye's 2006 Pinot Grigio, which was fairly pleasant and not too sweet (though it smelled and tasted more like Sauvignon Blanc), and its Shiraz, which was tasty -- "soft and pleasant, with integrated acidity and nice fruit." The Shiraz seemed perfect for our experiment. (All of the boxes cost $16.) While FishEye doesn't say the boxes need to be refrigerated, we did this because these simple wines, even the Shiraz, are better with a chill.

Over the next six weeks, we opened one box of Shiraz every Friday and poured out about one-sixth of all of them that were open. (The Shiraz was vintage 2004, "best when consumed before Dec. 1, 2007.") Because we had the Chardonnay anyway, we went ahead and conducted the experiment with those boxes, too. Soon, our refrigerators were groaning under the weight of boxed wines.

A Pleasant Surprise

At the end of the experiment, first we tasted the box of Pinot Grigio we'd tried weeks earlier. It was still pleasant, with some lemon, peach and kiwi. It tasted somewhat watery, but not at all oxidized. It didn't taste like it had been open for six weeks.

Then we put all of the boxes of Chardonnay and Shiraz on a table. We had noted on the bottom of the box when each was opened. We asked a friend to serve them so we wouldn't be able to tell which boxes were lightest and which were heaviest, and therefore we were able to taste the seven wines blind: from one open for six weeks to one just opened fresh.

The Chardonnays, on the whole, continued to taste pleasant enough but a bit harsh. Three smelled and tasted notably sulfuric. All tasted of pineapple -- sometimes sweet pineapple and sometimes watery pineapple. One was clearly the best. It tasted riper, fresher and cleaner than the rest. This turned out to be the newest box, the one we had just opened. But our second favorite was the wine we'd opened the third week of the experiment, and our third favorite was the very first we'd opened, all those weeks before. Overall, the boxes we opened first and last were the best; the boxes opened in the middle weeks were the ones that tasted and smelled less fresh. But none of the boxes tasted oxidized or obviously off. We've tried some wines by the glass at tony wine bars that tasted far more over the hill.

We sampled the Shirazes next. Once again, none of them was obviously oxidized. The difference among them was that a couple tasted vibrant and alive -- these were wines we would take to a picnic ourselves -- while others had the same basic tastes, but they'd lost life and seemed somewhat dull and flat. In any event, none of them tasted as sweet, alcoholic and heavy as many jug wines on the market and even many under-$20 wines in bottles.

When we checked the bottom of the boxes, it turned out that our favorite Shiraz had been opened in week No. 4 and our second favorite had been the very first cask we opened. Our third favorite was the freshest box. Once again, it appeared that the boxes from the fifth and sixth weeks -- those open for one week and two weeks -- were the most problematic. Call it a dumb period.

So, the bottom line: It's true. The wine really does keep for six weeks. It has its ups and downs in your refrigerator, but it will keep fine. Would we keep a box of wine in our refrigerator for six weeks? Well, no. Today, there are so many interesting, affordable wines on the shelves that we'd rather taste several wines than one wine in a big box. That said, the FishEye Shiraz, at the equivalent of $4 a bottle, is a perfectly nice wine for a party this summer -- and, yes, if you have any left over, you can keep it around until the dog days of summer without it turning hairy.

Washington Post

Dark Reds and Leafy Greens

By Karen Page and Andrew Dornenburg

Wednesday, June 13, 2007; F05

It was a wine lover's laugh-out-loud moment on ABC's "Brothers & Sisters." Sally Field and Ron Rifkin's characters were sitting at a restaurant table set with simple green salads -- and glasses of dark red wine. Unless the show's prop masters also happen to be cutting-edge sommeliers, we suspect they chose the food and wine more for their camera-friendliness than the appropriateness of the pairing.

Even though conventional wisdom points to high-acid whites, red wine with salad isn't always a laughing matter. Yes, we were surprised when a sommelier recently poured a glass of red wine with our truffle and salsify noodle salad featuring arugula, wild mushrooms, artichoke and asparagus. However, we were even more surprised to discover that the wine, a 2003 Domaine Karydas Naoussa ($25), was so well-balanced with acidity and tannin that the pairing worked beautifully.

"Artichokes and asparagus are known to be red wine killers, but the richness of the truffle dressing and the rich meatiness of the mushrooms make this wine sing," the sommelier, Spanish native Ruben Sanz Ramiro, told us. He also recommends a similar Greek red -- Kir-Yianni Ramnista ($17), likewise made from 100 percent Xinomavro grapes -- that is even more widely available.

We've since come to expect the unexpected from Ramiro. During his previous tenure at the Fat Duck, a Michelin three-star restaurant in England, Ramiro mastered the art of edgy, inspired pairing while matching wines to chef Heston Blumenthal's signature dishes, such as scrambled egg and bacon ice cream.

More recently, Ramiro brought his infectious passion for wine to the United States to showcase his offbeat wine pairings, which are developing something of a cult following, at a 25-seat lounge with a speak-easy-like ambiance in Manhattan called the Monday Room.

Its existence reflects the multiple layers of knowledge that exist in any field: First are the general rules of thumb, followed by the exceptions to the rules, followed by the field's innovators, such as Ramiro, pushing the envelope to expand both.

The rule of thumb when matching wine with salads? Acid loves acid. Tradition honors safe bets such as sauvignon blanc, rosés or -- if you insist on a red -- Beaujolais. A crisp 2005 Bollini Pinot Grigio Trentino ($14) delightfully offsets a Caprese salad of mozzarella, tomatoes and basil.

At the wine-theme Baltimore restaurant Corks, which last month marked its 10th anniversary, chef Jerry Pellegrino, a Johns Hopkins-educated molecular biologist, is more sensitive than most to the fact that vinegar and wine are a tough match because few wines have the acid levels to stand up to those of salads.

"When we make a vinaigrette, we'll go very light on the vinegar," Pellegrino says. "Instead of the typical 1-to-3 or 1-to-4 ratio [of vinegar to oil], we will use a 1-to-10 ratio, so the salad will have the flavor of vinegar without the usual acidity."

A tarragon vinaigrette dresses a salad at Corks for which local cucumbers are cut into long threads like spaghetti and served with peeled baby tomatoes resembling meatballs. "We pair this salad with an herbaceous Honig Sauvignon Blanc ($17, 2005) from Napa Valley," Pellegrino says. "The freshness of the cucumber and tarragon match the cold sauvignon blanc nicely."

What about exceptions to the rules? Consider Caesar and pasta salads. With their creamy dressings and Parmesan cheese, they tend to pair better with chardonnay.

So, too, does Corks' baby arugula salad, served with sliced duck breast and what Pellegrino describes as a "retro-1980s" mango vinaigrette. "It's great with a Basignani Chardonnay ($16), which is local to Maryland," he says. "The wine is fermented in old oak barrels, so it is nice and round, and its citrus notes play well off both the mango and the duck."

What's the next pairing frontier? Matching salads with the new global array of red wines is our bet. Later in the summer, Corks serves a salad with blue cheese and candied walnuts dressed with a port wine dressing made with a peppery extra virgin olive oil. Pellegrino says it is "great with a big red, like a Ravenswood Vintners Blend Zinfandel" ($11, 2004).

Corks also serves a salad made with baby red romaine, poached pear, bacon and toasted almonds, dressed with a red wine vinaigrette. It's paired with a Cristom Mt. Jefferson Cuvee Pinot Noir ($30) because, as Pellegrino explains, "the bacon and almonds marry really well with this Willamette Valley wine."

Pellegrino's last suggestion reminds us of another cringe-worthy moment on the small screen. It was an episode of "The West Wing" a couple of years ago in which we heard Martin Sheen's character mispronounce the name of the Oregon wine region as "Wil-lam-ETTE," mistakenly placing the emphasis on the third syllable instead of the second.

Since he was playing the president, who supposedly has the country's best advance teams at his disposal, there went our suspension of disbelief. But it was good for a laugh -- albeit, we suspect, an unintended one.

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

In the Wine Aisle
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2000 Kir-Yianni Ramnista

Greece, $17

Flavors: crisp with acidity and bright with flavors of red raspberries and spice

Alcohol:13 percent

Pair with: wild mushroom salads, salads with red meat (beef, lamb)

Where to find it: MacArthur Beverages

2005 Bollini Pinot Grigio Trentino

Italy, $14

Flavors: pear and lemon fruit flavors balanced by minerality and creaminess

Alcohol:13.5 percent

Pair with: Caprese salad (fresh mozzarella and tomatoes), seafood salads

Where to find it: Corridor Wine &amp; Spirits, Total Wine &amp; More (some locations), Wine Specialist

2004 Cristom Mt. Jefferson Cuvee Pinot Noir

Oregon, $30

Flavors: lively with red berries and cherries and a lingering finish

Alcohol:13 percent

Pair with: baby red romaine or spinach salad with almonds and lots of bacon

Where to find it: MacArthur Beverages, Total Wine &amp; More (some locations), Wine Specialist

2005 or 2006 Honig Sauvignon Blanc

California, $17

Flavors: vibrant grapefruit and tropical fruit acidity with herbaceous notes

Alcohol:13.5 percent

Pair with: cucumber salad with tarragon vinaigrette, garlicky salads

Where to find it: Beltway Fine Wine, Calvert Woodley, Chevy Chase Wine &amp; Spirits, Circle Wine &amp; Liquor, Corridor Wine &amp; Spirits, Finewine.com, MacArthur Beverages, Magruder's (District), Schneider's of Capitol Hill, Rodman's, Total Wine &amp; More (some locations), Wine Specialist

2004 Ravenswood Vintners Blend Zinfandel

California, $11

Flavors: blackberries and black cherry flavors balanced with cinnamon

Alcohol:13.5 percent

Pair with: salad of arugula, blue cheese and candied walnuts

Where to find it: Beltway Fine Wine, Corridor Wine &amp; Spirits, MacArthur Beverages, Magruder's, Schneider's of Capitol Hill, Total Wine &amp; More (some locations), Wine Specialist

Prices are approximate. Contact stores to verify current availability. Other resources for finding wines includehttp://www.wineaccess.comandhttp://www.winesearcher.com.

Retailers: Beltway Fine Wine, 8727 Loch Raven Blvd., Towson, 410-668-8884; Calvert Woodley, 4339 Connecticut Ave. NW, 202-966-0445; Chevy Chase Wine &amp; Spirits, 5544 Connecticut Ave. NW, 202-363-4000; Circle Wine &amp; Liquor, 5501 Connecticut Ave. NW, 202-966-0600; Corridor Wine &amp; Spirits, 3321 Laurel-Fort Meade Rd., Laurel, 301-617-8507; Finewine.com, 1351 Chain Bridge Road, McLean, 703-356-6500; 20A Grand Corner Ave., Gaithersburg, 301-987-5933; MacArthur Beverages, 4877 MacArthur Blvd. NW, 202-338-1433; Magruder's, 5626 Connecticut Ave. NW, 202-244-7800; Rodman's, multiple locations,http://www.rodmans.com; Schneider's of Capitol Hill, 300 Massachusetts Ave. NE, 202-543-9300; Total Wine &amp; More, multiple locations,http://www.totalwine.com; Wine Specialist, 2115 M St. NW, 202-833-0707.

Brazil's Cachaca, No Ho-Hum Rum

By Jason Wilson

Wednesday, June 13, 2007; F05

Until last week, I had no idea that June 12 was National Cachaca Day. Did anyone wish you and yours a Happy National Cachaca Day yesterday? I bet not. I'll go out on a limb and bet that none of your friends and family members even knew about this special day -- unless, of course, they're employed by the particular brand of cachaca that dreamed it up.

That is not surprising. Cocktail geeks aside, if you mention the word "cachaca" to most people, you'll receive a blank stare. What is surprising, though, is that many of the same people will recognize the most famous drink made with cachaca: the caipirinha. Yet as the caipirinha's popularity grows, many people still have little idea what fuels it.

Cachaca is essentially Brazilian rum. But instead of the dark, heavy molasses used for many rums, cachaca is made from the juice of the first press of unrefined sugar cane. It's made in pot stills and generally not aged. Cocktail guide author Mittie Hellmich calls it "rum's fiery cousin." Harsher than rum, the average cachaca can deliver a kick similar to that of grappa or aguardente. Cachaca often has a wild edge and a vegetal or smoky finish.

In the past year, a number of premium cachacas have launched with the American market in mind: rounder, smoother cachacas such as Boca Loca, Cuca Fresca, Mae de Ouro and Leblon, which won top cachaca at this year's San Francisco World Spirits Competition. In fact, the largest growth category at the competition was cachaca. Introduced in 2006 with only three entries, the cachaca category grew to 16 entries in 2007, as many as the number in the gin category. For me, though, the jury is still out on whether premium cachaca adds enough to justify the extra expense over the mass-produced brands such as Pitú.

In Brazil, of course, the spirit is a part of everyday life and represents 80 percent of the country's spirit sales. "It's really a workhorse. It's very versatile," says Paulo Rosolem, export sales manager for Cachaca 61. The Cachaca 61 brand, incidentally, should not be confused with another widely available brand, Cachaca 51. Apparently, it's common in Brazil for a company to number its cachaca (usually the year of the brand's origin). There is also a Cachaca 69 and a Cachaca 71.

But how versatile is it? I enjoy a caipirinha very much. Of all the ubiquitous cocktails -- the Cosmopolitan, the mojito, the Appletini -- it's the only one that feels like a good, stiff drink. It has a simple formula: Cut one lime into wedges and muddle it together with two teaspoons of sugar in a medium glass; add 1 1/2 ounces of cachaca and crushed ice; stir vigorously. As with all classic drinks that have a simple formula, there are endlessly debatable variations. Do you cut the lime into four or eight wedges? Do you use turbinado sugar? How much do you crush the ice?

The caipirinha has led me on a search for other good drinks to make with cachaca. Not as easy as it sounds.

Case in point: I was recently at Lima, the South American-theme spot on K Street downtown, and ordered a caipirinha. As I watched the bartender dutifully muddle the lime and sugar, then add the requisite cachaca, I asked him a question: Besides making caipirinhas, what else can you do with cachaca?

He looked up from his muddling, stared at me vacantly for a moment, then shrugged. "I don't think there's really anything else," he said. "You don't really want to drink this stuff by itself."

With a little bit of experimenting, however, I've found that cachaca's bite and wildness make it an excellent mixer with fresh fruit juices. For instance, Cafe Atlantico in Penn Quarter makes a delicious caipirinha variation with crushed pineapple. Rosolem also suggests a batida, a traditional Brazilian drink with many variations involving fruit juice and coconut milk or condensed milk that can be blended or shaken.

Cachaca especially can stand up to tropicals such as passion fruit, mango or guava -- perhaps even better than rum -- adding balance to the syrupy sweetness.

As Hellmich writes: "Although they say you can power a Ford Fairlane with cachaca, I'd rather fuel a daiquiri with it."

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