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Los Carneros.





Nowhere blesses the whims and tantalizes the senses quite like the valleys of Napa and Sonoma, California’s garden of earthly delights.


Soak in a soothing mud bath. Smell lavender wafting through the valley as you lounge poolside. Picnic on farmstead cheese and figs still warm from the sun. Dine on food prepared by some of the world’s best chefs from ingredients cultivated only a few feet away.


And I haven’t even started talking about the wine. Vines of chardonnay, cabernet, zinfandel, and sauvignon blanc grapes—just to name a few—cover the land in lush ribbed acres, while nearby tasting rooms of all sizes pour expertly crafted samples.


Wine has been integral to life here since the Spanish missionaries arrived and planted the first grapevines. It was later perfected by 19th-century European immigrants, who built the grand estates that today stand as monuments to their accomplishments.


Although it only produces 4 percent of the state’s wine, Napa, with its world-class wineries, constellation of Michelin-starred restaurants, and luxurious spas, is the beating heart of Wine Country. Despite lacking the same name recognition as its neighbor, Sonoma County often offers more diversity. It is home to sleepy villages, small farms, laid-back wineries, and the historic towns of Sonoma and Healdsburg. Eventually, the bucolic farmland yields to towering redwoods and the impressive and often unruly Russian River. Here, backpacks and canoes replace mud baths and massages, beer rivals wine for accolades and devotees, and celebrated farm-to-table restaurants rarely require a reservation.
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Healdsburg Bar & Grill
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the Napa River
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Hale’s Apple Farm along the Gravenstein Highway





It is hard to know whether the spirit of Bacchus came with the wine, or if it was already here. Either way, you will find it in Napa and Sonoma: along flat valley floors that invite bicycle tours through vineyards heavy with fruit, on top of rugged mountaintops and wild rivers, and in piping hot mineral pools, colorful country stores, and chic upscale boutiques. And through it all, there’s enough farm-fresh food and award-winning wine to keep you fueled and inspired. There is no better place to savor the moment.
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chickens in the Russian River Valley
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St. Francis Winery & Vineyards.







[image: image]

Dry Creek Valley









Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


Napa Valley


This is California Wine Country, as far as many people are concerned—arguably the most important winemaking region in the state with a name that is recognized around the world. The 30-mile-long Napa Valley is a valley of contrasts. Some 16 distinct appellations are home to hundreds of wineries, ranging from the historic big names that make millions of cases of wine per year down to more modest wineries turning out some of California’s best cabernet sauvignons. It can be expensive and crowded in Napa, yet it’s not hard to find pockets of rural tranquility as you venture off the beaten path.


Southern Sonoma


Although it now lives in the cultural shadow of the Napa Valley, this is ground zero not only for California’s modern wine industry but for California itself. The notable town of Sonoma is thoroughly at peace with itself, as though worn out from the tumultuous series of events more than 150 years ago that gave birth to the state. Life is more laid-back (and cheaper) here than in the larger, more famous neighboring valley, yet there are still plenty of cultural, culinary, and outdoor attractions alongside the first-class wineries, from the sleepy town of Kenwood to the cool flatlands of Los Carneros.
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Northern Sonoma


If any region epitomizes the diversity of California’s Wine Country, it is northern Sonoma, where scenery and wines from the multitude of hills and small valleys often have little in common other than their Sonoma County address. The cool, lush Russian River Valley has forests, rivers, small farms, and some of the best pinot noir and chardonnay in California. The warmer Dry Creek Valley and Alexander Valley are home to big red wines from small family-owned wineries. Bordering all three regions is the fascinating town of Healdsburg, itself a mix of the upscale and down-home.
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zinfandel grapes in the Russian River Valley





San Francisco


If you’re visiting Napa and Sonoma via San Francisco, spend a day or two in the city dining on cutting-edge cuisine at high-end restaurants and offbeat food trucks, touring classical and avant-garde museums, biking through Golden Gate Park, and strolling along Fisherman’s Wharf before driving across the Golden Gate Bridge to Wine Country.



Know Before You Go



When to Go


Summer and fall are when the weather is at its best and the wineries are at their most active, laying out lavish food and wine events, preparing for harvest, and releasing new vintages. The problem is that everyone seems to be here at this time of year. Hotel prices surge, traffic clogs the roads, and getting a restaurant reservation is like a game of roulette. Weekends can be particularly bad, as day-trippers from the Bay Area swell the already bulging tourist traffic.


Visiting midweek at this time of year can make a huge difference. St. Helena, Healdsburg, and Sonoma can feel deserted on an August or September weekday. After October, things quiet down a little bit, hotel rates drop, and the weather can still be fine as the vineyards turn glorious hues of red and gold.


Winter is the wettest but also the quietest period, when wineries can be blissfully devoid of visitors, enabling plenty of one-on-one time with tasting-room staff. In spring the weather warms up and the valley and mountains are a fresh, vivid green after the winter rains, making this one of the best times to visit the Wine Country ahead of the summer crowds.


Where to Stay


These towns stand out for their variety of accommodations and nearby wineries, eateries, and attractions.


• Napa: The biggest city in the Napa Valley, Napa is well on its way to having the most hotel rooms of any Wine Country town. Accommodations range from small and quiet bed-and-breakfasts to compounds devoted to high-end luxury to clean economy digs, all of which are close to downtown and its excellent and diverse dining scene.


• Calistoga: At the other end of the Napa Valley, Calistoga is filled with old-school resort accommodations that are affordable, filled with character, and have mineral pools and spa services. All are within easy walking distance from downtown.


• Sonoma: Historic, affordable, and family-friendly accommodations are scattered throughout the charming country town of Sonoma. With countless attractions within walking distance, Sonoma is easy on the traveler and the wallet.


• Guerneville: Nestled in the redwoods along the Russian River in northern Sonoma, Guerneville has recently been revitalized by the arrival of hip new hotels and restaurants. Prices haven’t caught up, so this funky town remains an affordable place to stay.


Transportation


Most of Napa and Sonoma is rural and has little, if any, public transportation, making a car necessary. You can park the car and explore some of the bigger towns like Napa and Healdsburg by foot, but you’ll need wheels to fully appreciate Wine Country.


There’s one obvious problem with this scenario—drinking and driving (or cycling) is not the best combination. If you’re wine-tasting, planning a designated driver each day or for the duration of the trip is a good idea, or check out several companies that offer daylong tours either in a private vehicle with a driver or as part of a group in a small bus. If you must drive, having the discipline (and skill) to spit out wine in the tasting room is essential.


Be aware that driving times can be slower than you might expect. Average speeds can be very low on rural roads, especially in the mountains and in busy areas like Napa during rush hour. If you’re cycling, keep in mind that distances between wineries and summer heat can be exhausting, so plan accordingly.



The Best of Napa & Sonoma



With so many wines to taste, restaurants to try, parks to visit, and spas to relax in, visiting Wine Country can be a dizzying proposition. To make the most of your time, pick a location and spend a day or two exploring it at your leisure.


If you plan on starting or ending your trip in San Francisco, see click here for a one-day itinerary.


Day 1: Carneros to Napa


Make your first drink in Wine Country a Bloody Mary at Boon Fly Café in Carneros. Pair it with a hearty breakfast, which will give you fuel for a tour through the 200 acres of modern art at the di Rosa Preserve. Toast the day with champagne across the street at Domaine Carneros before heading to Napa.
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Ram’s Gate in Carneros





In Napa, head to the Oxbow Public Market for a casual lunch and a bit of souvenir-shopping. Afterwards, wander over to the eccentric Mark Herold Wine for some bold cabernets or drive into quiet Coombsville for an appointment with chardonnay and pinot noir specialist Ancien. After other tasting rooms have closed, 1313 Main pours great wine in a cool, lounge-like atmosphere. Slip out for dinner at the equally hip Miminashi, followed by some drinking and dancing at Silo’s jazz and blues bar.


Day 2: Yountville to Calistoga


Head to Yountville first thing in the morning for a steaming espresso and buttery slice of coffee cake on the sun-dappled patio of Bouchon Bakery. Take a shopping detour at the historic V Marketplace before driving to the iconic Robert Mondavi Winery for a tour. Stop for a bite at Francis Ford Coppola’s Inglenook or at Cindy’s Backstreet Kitchen in St. Helena.


Farther up the valley, Castello di Amorosa impresses with its medieval largesse, and the historic Chateau Montelena pours such good chardonnays and Bordeaux blends that you’ll see why the Paris judges swooned. Or, for a smaller, more intimate tasting experience, make an appointment at Failla Wines or take a drive up Spring Mountain for a tasting at Pride Mountain Vineyards. Afterwards, drive to Calistoga to take in the restorative waters at Indian Springs Resort or Dr. Wilkinson’s Hot Springs Resort before indulging in a fun, low-key dinner at Sam’s Social Club.
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Indian Springs Resort in Calistoga





Day 3: Calistoga to Geyserville/Healdsburg


Fuel up on Brannan’s Benedict at Café Sarafornia, then take the beautiful Highway 128 to the Alexander Valley. Make your first stop the friendly Alexander Valley Vineyards; enjoy the complimentary tasting and cave tour. Stop for a bite at the quirky Jimtown Store and a tasting at the lovely Medlock Ames. Either shoot west to Victorian Healdsburg or continue on to Geyserville.
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the grave of Cyrus Alexander at Alexander Valley Vineyards





If you head to Healdsburg, spend the rest of the day shopping for antiques and sipping on chardonnay at Selby Winery and Banshee or make the short drive to Seghesio Family Vineyards for a glass of sangiovese and a round of bocce ball. Enjoy Italian at Scopa and end the day with a pint at Bear Republic Brewing Company.


If you head to Geyserville, try the boutique wine along the tiny but historic Main Street at Meeker, Pech Merle, and Locals Tasting Room. Dine on the delicious house-made charcuterie and thin-crust pizzas at Diavola.


Day 4: Dry Creek Valley to Guerneville


Have breakfast at Geyserville Grille, then cross U.S. 101 into the Dry Creek Valley and enjoy the sunshine and Rhône varietals at Preston Farm & Winery. Make a stop at the equally charming and rustic Bella Vineyards before heading south along the sleepy West Dry Creek Road. Lunch, as well as cute housewares and stiff drinks, can be found at the 1881 Dry Creek General Store. Nearby, try the famous zin at Dry Creek Vineyard or go higher to sample some famous cabernet at Ridge Vineyards.


Follow Westside Road down into the Russian River area and marvel at the original hop kilns at Hop Kiln Winery or its inky reds at the homespun Porter Creek Winery. Continue on for an outrageously original dinner at Dick Blomster’s Korean Diner or make a reservation for the hip boon eat + drink. After dinner, trade wine for beer at the Stumptown Brewery, where pool and live music keep the fun going.
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Hop Kiln Winery





Day 5: Guerneville to Santa Rosa


Start your day with a big breakfast at Big Bottom Market. If the weather is nice, head to the Russian River to swim or kayak. If it’s foggy, go for a hike at Armstrong Redwoods State Natural Reserve. Afterwards, get on the Gravenstein Highway to enjoy award-winning brut in the rustic surroundings at Iron Horse Vineyards or make an appointment for a food and wine pairing on the lovely patio at Lynmar Estate. Grab some fruit (Gravenstein apples if it’s summer) to snack on at Andy’s Produce Market.


Head to Sebastopol to browse the artsy shops at The Barlow before having a farm-to-table dinner at zazu. Shoot east to end your night in Santa Rosa with a pint (or two) of craft brew at Russian River Brewing Company.


Day 6: Santa Rosa to Sonoma


Fill up at Omelette Express before you head to Kenwood. Start at the manicured grounds of Chateau St. Jean for a tasting of its celebrated chardonnay. Next, pick up supplies at the Glen Ellen Village Market, then head on to Imagery Estate Winery or Matanzas Creek Winery to lay out your picnic blanket. Afterwards, try to squeeze in a stop at Little Vineyards Family Winery or B. R. Cohn Winery for a flight of reds before heading to the Sonoma Plaza. Jump from varietal to varietal at one of the many tasting rooms tucked through downtown or plant yourself on a couch at the lounge at Pangloss Cellars for a flight of Sonoma wines. Be careful not to fill up on delectable small bites before your reservation at Oso next door.


Day 7: Sonoma to SFO


Start your day with buttery biscuits at the Fremont Diner before making a final toast to Wine Country with some bubbly at Gloria Ferrer. Give yourself plenty of time to head back to San Francisco for your flight.



Varietals 101



California Wine Country is like no other in the world thanks to its unique geology and climate, which have created a patchwork of soil types with microclimates at varying elevations. Within Napa and Sonoma Counties’ combined 2,320 square miles, there are 33 distinct AVAs, or American Viticultural Areas. These AVAs produce an astounding range of varietals, making it possible for you to start the day with a cool-weather sparkling wine and end it with a heat-loving cabernet.


Cabernet Sauvignon


Cabernet sauvignon, a grape from the Bordeaux region of France, creates a deep, dark, strong red wine. The grapes that get intense summer heat make the best wine, which makes the scorching Napa Valley a perfect fit for this varietal. A good dry cab might taste of leather, tobacco, and bing cherries. Cabs age well, often hitting their peak of flavor and smoothness more than a decade after bottling.


BEST PLACES TO SAMPLE:


• Stag’s Leap Wine Cellars (click here)


• Silver Oak (click here)


• Shafer Vineyards (click here)


Chardonnay


Most of the white wine made and sold in California is chardonnay. The grapes grow best in a slightly cooler climate, such as the vineyards closer to the coast. Most California chardonnays taste smooth and buttery and a bit like fruit, and they often take on the oak flavor of the barrels they sit in. Chardonnay doesn’t keep (age), so most chards are sold the year after they’re bottled and consumed within a few months of purchase.


BEST PLACES TO SAMPLE:


• Grgich Hills Winery (click here)


• Landmark Vineyards (click here)


• Chateau St. Jean (click here)




[image: image]

chardonnay grapes
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old vine zinfandel grapes in the Dry Creek Valley










Best Winery Tours


One of the joys of wine tasting in Napa and Sonoma is the variety of winery tours available. Art, history, and education pair well with an earthy pinot noir or a crisp sauvignon blanc. Book a tour at one of the following wineries for an unforgettable afternoon.


HISTORY


• Established in 1876, Beringer Vineyards (click here) is now on the National Register of Historic Places. Pay the extra expense for the reserve tasting, which takes place in the lavish and ornate Rhine House.


• Explore caves and check out the classic car collection at Far Niente (click here), a winery from the 1880s.


• History was made at Chateau Montelena (click here) in 1976 when the winery’s chardonnay beat the French in the Judgment of Paris tasting. To learn more about all the château’s history, book the 90-minute tour.


VINEYARD TOURS


• Book early if you want a spot on the popular tour at Frog’s Leap Winery (click here), which highlights the principles of organic farming and sustainability against a beautiful backdrop.


• Long Meadow Ranch (click here) gives tours of its organic 650-acre Rutherford ranch and winery.


• Benziger Family Winery (click here) shares the secrets of biodynamic farming on the 45-minute tractor drawn tours.


• The 380-acre organic Bell Weather Ranch at Medlock Ames (click here) is home to an astonishing variety of varietals, as well as gardens, wildlife corridors, and a 100% solar -gravity flow winery.


CAVE TOURS


• Gundlach Bundschu Winery (click here) has tours of the 430-foot-long hillside cave.


• With a 100,000-square-foot four-story cave system extending underground, Palmaz Vineyards (click here) could be in a James Bond movie.


• Schramsberg Vineyards (click here) has one of the best (and spookiest) tours in the valley, with bottle-lined caves that date back to the late 1800s.


WINE EDUCATION


• At Ancien (click here), learn how climate, topography, and soil types combine to create great wine.


• Robert Mondavi Winery (click here) offers tours geared toward the novice that illuminate the process of winemaking and tasting.


• Opt for the Palate Play experience at Ram’s Gate (click here), which includes an educational tour around the vineyards and winery.


EXPERIENCING THE CRUSH


• Lend a hand—err, foot—with the grape stomp held at Grgich Hills Winery (click here) from mid-August to the end of October.


• High up Spring Mountain at Schweiger Vineyards (click here), you can “help” the Schweigers prune, harvest, and crush the grapes (barefoot) on select weekends in September and October.


• Join the Battaglinis at their homey Russian River winery, Battaglini Estate Winery (click here), for their fall stomp event.


ART AND ARCHITECTURE


• The Hess Collection (click here) is home to a four-story gallery with contemporary art ranging from obscure to internationally famous artists.


• HALL’s (click here) commitment to sustainable design is matched only by its cutting-edge aesthetics.


VIEWS


• Take in the views at the monastery-like Sterling Vineyards (click here), perched above the valley floor and accessible only by gondola.





Pinot Noir


Pinot noir grapes do best in a cool coastal climate with limited exposure to high heat. The Anderson Valley and the Monterey coastal growing regions tend to specialize in pinot noir, though many Napa and Sonoma wineries buy grapes from the coast to make their own versions. California vintners make up single-varietal pinot noir wines that taste of cherries, strawberries, and smoke.


BEST PLACES TO SAMPLE:


• Robert Sinskey Vineyards (click here)


• Ancien (click here)


• Lynmar Estate (click here)


Zinfandel


These grapes grow best when tortured by their climate; a few grow near Napa, but most come from Dry Creek Valley. A true zinfandel is a hearty deep-red wine that boasts the flavors and smells of blackberry jam with the dusky hues of venous blood. Zinfandel often tastes wonderful on its own, but it’s also good with beef, buffalo, and even venison.


BEST PLACES TO SAMPLE:


• Ravenswood (click here)


• Ridge Vineyards (click here)


• Bella Vineyards (click here)


Sauvignon Blanc


When grown in cooler climates, sauvignon blanc grapes produce refreshingly crisp wine, and when grown in warmer climates, they produce a richer, more tropical wine, called fumé blanc. The California sauvignon blanc wine goes well with salads and fish, as well as vegetarian and spicy international dishes.


BEST PLACES TO SAMPLE:


• Hanna Winery (click here)


• Fritz Underground Winery (click here)


• Medlock Ames (click here)


Merlot


Merlot is the second most widely planted red wine grape in California, though its popularity is now waning. In California it’s often made into an easy-drinking wine that is less tannic and more plump than most cabernet sauvignons. Sometimes its subtler flavors can be lost, resulting in a bland wine, but a well-made merlot has just as much structure as other reds.


BEST PLACES TO SAMPLE:


• Rutherford Hill Winery (click here)


• Duckhorn Vineyards (click here)


• Twomey Cellars (click here)


Syrah


Syrah is the rising star of California’s red wines and the fifth most planted red grape in the state. Its traditional home is the Rhône region of France, and it is often made into Rhône-style wines in cooler parts of California, exhibiting telltale black pepper and chocolate flavors and an almost purple color. It makes a much denser, more powerful wine when grown in hotter climates.


BEST PLACES TO SAMPLE:


• Loxton Cellars (click here)


Sparkling


Most California champagne-style wines are blends of both pinot noir and chardonnay, the grapes of which grow best in the cool climates of Carneros and the Russian River Valley. The key to making champagne is to bottle the wine while it is still fermenting so the yeast will generate both alcohol and carbon dioxide, the all-important gas that creates the fizz.


BEST PLACES TO SAMPLE:


• Gloria Ferrer (click here)


• Domaine Carneros (click here)


• Domaine Chandon (click here)


A Romantic Weekend


Day 1


Start your day in Sonoma Plaza. Grab a cup of coffee, a pastry, and some picnic supplies at the Basque Boulangerie Café, then take a morning stroll through the Sonoma Mission and other historic sights of Sonoma State Historic Park. Venture over to Gundlach Bundschu Winery, where history is paired with Bordeaux- and Burgundy-style blends. Either plant yourself at one of the picnic tables on the estate’s plentiful grounds or take your supplies up the Sonoma Overlook Trail and enjoy the view over lunch.
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Sonoma City Hall at Sonoma Plaza





Next, venture up Highway 12 to Glen Ellen. Hop aboard the tram at the Benziger Family Winery for a tour of the beautiful biodynamic winery. Afterwards, wander over to the nearby Jack London State Historic Park for a stroll in the late afternoon. Enjoy a range of pinot noir at the cozy and relaxing tasting room at Eric Ross Winery, followed by a dinner at the Glen Ellen Star. Stay the night in Sonoma.


Day 2


Take the scenic Oakville Grade to Yountville and enjoy some pastries on the patio of Bouchon Bakery, then take a stroll through town. Afterwards, a glass of bubbly at Domaine Chandon is the perfect way to greet the day. Grab lunch at Bistro Jeanty before hitting the Silverado Trail. Stop in at the famous Stag’s Leap Wine Cellars for some equally famous cabernet sauvignon or venture to organic champion Robert Sinskey Vineyards. Continue north to a seated tasting at Mumm or opt for an impressive cave tour at Rutherford Hill Winery, followed by a bottle of its fine merlot or sauvignon blanc on its expansive picnic grounds. Finish the day with a sunset dinner overlooking the valley at the Auberge du Soleil resort, high up in the hills. Stay in St. Helena.
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patio tasting at Domaine Chandon





Day 3


Coffee and pastries at the Model Bakery begins the day in St. Helena. Spend the morning browsing the town’s shops and galleries before heading to a tasting at Velo Vino. Pick up some picnic supplies at Dean & Deluca to enjoy at Bothe-Napa Valley State Park, where the redwoods beg for a hike. Alternatively, enjoy the quietude of the mountains by booking a tasting at St. Clement Vineyards for velvety cabernets or at Schramsberg Vineyards for a president-worthy blanc de blanc.




Soaking It Up


Soaking in a hot spring or volcanic mud bath is the ideal way to pamper yourself after a tough day of wine tasting.


CALISTOGA (click here)


• Sitting on the site of Sam Brannan’s original resort in Calistoga, Indian Springs Resort has an Olympic sized pool fed by hot springs, in addition to massages and body treatments such as the Chardonnay Scrub.


• Dr. Wilkinson's Hot Springs Resort, an old school establishment, is the gold standard for mud baths, with its proprietary blend of Calistoga mineral water and volcanic ash, Canadian peat, and lavender.


• Lincoln Avenue Spa offers a menu of refined pampering including massages, facials, mud treatments, and an Ayurvedic steam table in private rooms filled with candlelight.


• Spa Solage combines many of the highlights above in its serene compound devoted to health and beauty, where mineral pools, therapeutic massages, and aromatherapy unwind even the tightest muscle.
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a mineral pool at Spa Solage





SONOMA (click here)


• At Garden Spa, treatments are inspired by the flowers, herbs, and fruit found in the garden that surround this sanctuary at Sonoma’s luxurious MacArthur Place.


• At the Fairmont Sonoma Mission Inn, Willow Stream Spa is the only spa in the Sonoma Valley with pools filled with hot mineral water from springs nearby.





Next, it’s time for some pampering, Calistoga-style. Drive north for your appointment for a couple’s restorative mud bath at the Lincoln Avenue Spa. Since it’s a wine-themed weekend, choose the antioxidant-laden mud containing wine, grape seed oil, and green tea. Fully relaxed, stop in at Up Valley Vintners to sample wine from some of the northern valley’s smaller wineries. Finally, end your weekend at the Michelin-starred Solbar. Try getting a table on the expansive patio alongside its floating fireplace.



Wine Country with Kids



Day 1


Start your tour of Wine Country with some inspiration from the Peanuts Gang at the Charles M. Schulz Museum in Santa Rosa. Ponder the Kite-eating Tree or wander the Snoopy Labyrinth before jumping in the car and heading to the redwoods of the Russian River. Stop by the back-to-the-land Porter Bass where kids are welcome to explore and visit with the resident chickens while you enjoy glasses of estate chardonnay and pinot noir. For lunch, grab picnic supplies at Big Bottom Market. If the fog has burned off, rent an umbrella and a couple of inner tubes at Johnson’s Beach for an afternoon of picnicking and sandy fun. If not, take a nature hike in the fog-enshrouded giants of Armstrong Redwoods State Natural Reserve.


For an all-in-one stop, head north to the Francis Ford Coppola Winery in sleepy Geyserville. Kids will love the pool, the movie memorabilia, and the gelato; you will love relaxing poolside with a glass or two of Alexander Valley cabernet. For dinner, plan on pizzas at Guerneville’s Main Street Bistro. Stay at one of Guerneville’s rustic riverside resorts.


Day 2


Order a big breakfast at Pat’s Restaurant before heading south on U.S. 101, then taking Highway 116 east to Carneros. Get out and stretch your legs at Cornerstone Sonoma, where you can taste small-lot chardonnay, pinot noir, and cabernet sauvignon, and the kids can explore the large and playful gardens filling the property. Not far away, down a long bumpy road, they’ll love the farm animals at Larson Family Winery or simply beeline it to TrainTown, where carnival rides, a petting zoo, and a ride on a narrow gauge train will surely tire out any car-bound kid. For dinner, Mary’s Pizza Shack is always a hit, but for something other than pie, Murphy’s Irish Pub has a kids menu, plus plenty of brews for the grown-ups. Stay at El Pueblo Inn in Sonoma, which has a pool and is right across the street from TrainTown.
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Cornerstone Sonoma







Epicurean Delights


RESTAURANTS


In Wine Country, options from diners to Michelin-starred restaurants tease the palate, inspire the novice, and make savoring the moment inescapable. Here is just a sampling of some of the best.


• Widely credited with putting Napa Valley on the culinary map, The French Laundry (click here) continues to wow diners year after year.


• At The Restaurant at Meadowood (click here), each dish is designed to inspire visceral experiences like the forest in spring or the sea after a storm.


• Adjacent to the historic Sonoma Plaza, the girl & the fig (click here) serves French bistro fare utilizing Sonoma’s agricultural bounty.


• In Guerneville, venture off the beaten Wine Country path at Dick Blomster’s Korean Diner (click here), where Korean street food meets American pop culture.


• Housemade charcuterie and woodfired pizzas draw many to Diavola (click here) in tiny Geyserville.


PAIRINGS


Most restaurants in Wine Country tailor their cuisine to highlight local vintages. A chef’s tasting menu paired with wine is an economical and adventurous option.


• In St. Helena, Press St. Helena (click here) pairs its beef and veggie-heavy menu with the biggest Napa Valley wine list in the world.


• Bruschetteria Food Truck (click here), parked out front of Velo Vino in St. Helena, serves up farm-to-fork Italian dishes that are perfectly savored with St. Helena cabernet.


• Scopa (click here), an unpretentious favorite among Healdsburg locals, hosts a different winemaker every Wednesday.


PICNIC SUPPLIES


Great food emporiums, delis, shops, and markets hawk specialty cheese, bread, and charcuterie, plus produce, olive oil, and prepared food ready to take with you or eat at a table a few steps away.


• Oxbow Public Market (click here), the king of food emporiums in Wine Country, has everything from cupcakes to kitchen supplies, with some of the biggest food names in the Napa Valley making an appearance.


• Oakville Grocery (click here), the oldest grocery in the state, is known for stocking only the best food, wine, cheese, and other goodies.


• Healdsburg’s one-stop shop for foodies, The Shed (click here) has a sit-down restaurant, a fermentation bar, a coffee shop, and a casual deli counter.


• Jimtown Store (click here) recalls country general stores with its mix of penny toys, kitchen gadgets, freshly baked pastries, and hearty lunch options—all with an epicurean sensibility.


• Nearly all Wine Country towns have their own farmers market (at least part of the year), and all are worth a stop. Two of the best are in Healdsburg (click here) and Sonoma (click here) during the summer and fall.


COOKING CLASSES


• With campuses in St. Helena and Napa, the Culinary Institute of America (click here) has plenty of demos and hands-on cooking classes taught by some of tomorrow’s best chefs.


• At Napa City College, the Napa Valley Cooking School (click here) offers classes for the lay cook on everything from the concept of wine to the perfect steak at its St. Helena campus.


• Silverado Cooking School (click here) is a small Napa cooking school that offers a range of classes, including cheese courses taught by local cheese expert Janet Fletcher.


• Relish Culinary Adventures (click here) is a mom-and-pop operation that makes cooking fun, with classes geared toward making the most out of what’s in season.





Day 3


For breakfast, take a table out on the patio at the Sunflower Caffe. Burn off any extra energy exploring the historic buildings at Sonoma State Historic Park before heading to Napa. Make a stop at Starmont Winery and Vineyards, which prides itself on its kid-friendly atmosphere almost as much as its estate pinot noir. You’ll get a flight of five wines and they’ll get their own menu of organic snacks, activity books, and a variety of lawn games. For lunch, the Oxbow Public Market can accommodate even the most fickle palate (with a noise level to match); however, you may get talked into a treat or two from Kara’s Cupcakes.


Next, consider making a stop at Robert Mondavi Winery, Beringer Vineyards, or Castello di Amorosa, all of which have tours that accommodate and even entertain kids. Follow your tour up with a walk through Bale Grist Mill. The massive grinding stone turning wheat into flour never fails to impress. Or you may just want to plant yourself with a newly purchased bottle of rosé at the Old Faithful Geyser, while the kids wait for it to blow. Games, a petting zoo, and plenty of room to run around keep everyone happy while you relax in the sunshine. Stay at the surprisingly family-friendly Dr. Wilkinson’s Hot Springs Resort, where kids will love the pool and you’ll love the no-fuss atmosphere.




Bicycling Through Wine Country


COOMBSVILLE


6 miles round-trip


Just east of downtown Napa, this sleepy AVA is filled with gently winding country roads and plenty of appointment-only wineries pouring crafted cool-weather pinot noir and chardonnay.


Begin your ride in downtown Napa by taking 3rd Street across the Napa River to its junction with Coombsville Road. Just past the cemetery, make a stop at Tulocay Winery for barrel and stainless steel-fermented chardonnay beneath the resident oak tree. Then, go left on 3rd Avenue for a flight of chardonnay and pinot at Ancien. Continue on 3rd Avenue to reach Farella Vineyard, which offers varietals by a longtime Coombsville winemaker. From Farella, go back down 3rd Avenue, make a right on North Road, a left on 1st Avenue, and then another left to reach Coombsville Road back to Napa. Eat at Taqueria Maria in Napa for a filling post-ride meal.


SONOMA


10 miles round-trip


Downtown Sonoma is blessed with shaded country roads populated with historic wineries that sell picnic supplies and have fantastic picnic areas. Plan on eating lunch on the road.


Begin at the Sonoma Plaza and take Lovall Valley Road east to Gehricke Road, where Ravenswood illuminates the wonders of zinfandel. Hop back on Lovall Valley Road to Castle Road and the history-laden Bartholomew Park Winery. It sits on the original estate of wine pioneer Agoston Haraszthy along with Buena Vista Winery, on the next road off Lovall Valley Road, aptly named Old Winery Road. Once back on Lovall Valley Road, take a right on Thornsberry Road until it winds its way to Gundlach Bundschu Winery, where you will be rewarded with wonderful views, beautiful wine, and even a cave tour. To get back to the plaza, take Bundschu Road to Denmark Street. Take a left. Take another right on 7th Avenue East, followed by a left on E. Macarthur Street, a right on 2nd Street East, then a left on East Napa Street.


CARNEROS


5 miles one-way


Just as flat as Sonoma, but a little cooler and with longer distances between wineries, Carneros offers a quiet ride through the vineyards. It’s possible to tour the entire southeast section by bike, but it’s a 20-mile round-trip.


Consider starting at Etude Wines close to Napa. Once you’ve had a flight of the estate wines, head south on Cuttings Wharf Road until it reaches Las Amigas Road, which will shortly veer left. Head straight until you reach Buchli Station Road, which will take you to the picturesque Bouchaine Vineyards. Flat and straight Las Amigas gives way to curvy and hilly Duhig Road when you turn right at the intersection. Ride the heart-pounding hill, then descend to reach chardonnay specialist Cuvaison’s modern tasting room. Finally, reward yourself with bubbly and small bites on the veranda at nearby Domaine Carneros.


DRY CREEK VALLEY


6 miles one-way


Northern Sonoma is packed with tiny country roads, but the best ride is up West Dry Creek Road, where the bumps and turns of this narrow country lane keep cars going slow. It gets hot in the summer.


Make your first stop the Dry Creek General Store, where you can stock up on plenty of water and picnic supplies or grab that last shot of espresso. Cross Dry Creek Road and ride a short way down Lambert Bridge Road to Dry Creek Vineyard to start your tour of heat-loving varietals. After your flight of old vine zinfandels, take Lambert Bridge Road to West Dry Creek Road and take a right. More zinfandel and flavorful sauvignon blanc can be found at Quivira Vineyards. Keep pedaling north until you reach Göpfrich Estate Vineyard and Winery; stop for some unusual late-harvest German white wines. At the top of West Dry Creek Road, Bella Vineyards makes good on its name, pouring beautiful zinfandel to match its beautiful farm-like setting. Backtrack slightly to Preston Farm & Winery, which is the ideal spot to conclude your ride with a flight of Rhône varietals, a loaf of hearty sourdough bread, and fresh fruit and aged cheese.










[image: image]



Castello di Amorosa in Calistoga
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old vine chardonnay in Coombsville.







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S The Hess Collection: Located in the mountains above Napa, this winery/gallery brings new meaning to the expression “the art of winemaking” (click here).


S Domaine Chandon: This Yountville winery offers one of the best tours in Napa as well as a gorgeous setting in which to sample its premier California champagne (click here).
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S Robert Mondavi Winery: This pioneering winery is a great introduction to wine and the valley that grows it (click here).


S Mumm: This sophisticated yet easygoing winery excels in friendly service, sparkling wines, and generous pours (click here).


S Frog’s Leap Winery: Revel in the laid-back vibe at this organic winery and garden. There’s an excellent tour of the vineyards (click here).


S Pride Mountain Vineyards: Straddling the Napa and Sonoma border, this mountaintop winery has some of the best views in the valley and some of the best mountain wines (click here).


S Bothe-Napa Valley State Park: Stroll back in time through the redwoods and explore the Bale Grist Mill nearby (click here).


S Schramsberg Vineyards: If you plan to visit just one champagne cellar, why not make it the most historic one in the valley? Tour the spooky cellars once visited by Robert Louis Stevenson (click here).


S Calistoga Spas: Sink into a relaxing bath of Calistoga’s famous mud at Dr. Wilkinson’s Hot Springs Resort, soak in California’s largest mineral pool at Indian Springs Resort, or detox in the infrared sauna following your massage at EuroSpa (click here).





There’s no escaping it—the Napa Valley is regarded as the center of everything wine in California, no matter how Sonoma, Santa Barbara, or Mendocino might jump up and down for attention.


The oft-mentioned Paris tasting of 1976, which pitted the valley’s wines in a blind tasting against France’s best, put the Napa Valley—and California—firmly on the international wine map: Napa Valley wines won both the red and white tasting, while other California wines placed in the top five.


The Napa Valley led the premium wine revolution in the 1980s and saw the building of some of California’s most ostentatious wineries in the last two decades, including a grandiose castle near Calistoga. This little valley is now home to more than a quarter of all the wineries in California, despite the fact that it accounts for only about 4 percent of all the wine made in the state. The statistics speak for themselves—the Napa Valley turns out some of the best wine in California.


The valley is also a marketing manager’s dream. Natural beauty, colorful history, some of the biggest names in the world of wine, and $100 bottles of cabernet all serve to draw hordes of visitors—almost five million a year at last count. They in turn are entertained by top chefs, luxury pampering, and lavish winery shows like no others in California, or probably anywhere else in the world.


It can all seem a bit like a giant wine theme park at times, especially when you are lining up at yet another ticket booth to empty your wallet for the privilege of being herded around another winery by guides who are probably as bored as they look.


While many visitors flock to the same big wineries, there are hundreds of others to choose from in the valley, big and small, glamorous and rustic. Such diversity is one of Napa Valley’s big draws and the reason so many people keep coming back for more.


Art lovers could easily spend an entire vacation visiting the many wineries with art or sculpture displays, not to mention all the public art found in Yountville and the cutting-edge galleries of St. Helena. Photosensitive souls can hunt down all the wineries with cool, dark underground caves. Architecture buffs will have a field day at some of the more outlandish facilities, with design influences in the valley ranging from medieval to avant-garde.
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And all of that happens before even considering wine itself. The valley is home to everything from boutique wineries making just a few hundred cases of wine a year to corporate behemoths turning out millions. The multitude of microclimates has given rise to a patchwork of 16 (and counting) distinct appellations, or AVAs, where just about every major type of grape can be grown. Although this is a red wine lover’s paradise, there’s a wine made here for almost every palate.


The valley’s diversity extends well beyond wine: At one end are Napa’s charming entertainment venues and museums, and at the other are the hot springs and spas of Calistoga. In between, nature offers plenty of diversions, and restaurants turn out delicacies that would put many in the world’s finest dining capitals to shame.


The locals are remarkably sanguine about the endless stream of visitors clogging their valley. Clearly, they are wise enough not to discourage the hands that ultimately feed them. But they also get to experience the beauty and diversity of the valley, the quality of the food, and the strong sense of community when the rest of us have long since gone home.


And, of course, they get to toast their good fortune with some of the best wines in the world.


ORIENTATION


The Napa Valley, including Eastern Carneros, is roughly 35 miles long, with two main roads running up each side and about half a dozen roads traversing the 2-4 miles between them. As far as the world’s major winemaking regions go, this is baby-sized, so don’t be intimidated.


Just north of Carneros is the city of Napa itself, the biggest settlement in the valley, home to many of the workers who keep the wine industry humming. The small city lacks the bucolic charm of the other towns up the valley and has traditionally been bypassed by tourists speeding to the big-name wineries and trendy destinations. However, over the years, Napa has transformed itself into a destination in its own right, thanks to a revamped riverfront and downtown commercial district, burgeoning dining scene, and its proximity to one of the valley’s newest AVAs.


From Napa, the two main valley roads begin. The St. Helena Highway—more commonly known as Highway 29—is the well-beaten path up the valley. It passes the town of Yountville, dominated by increasingly upscale shops, restaurants, and hotels, then whistles past sleepy Oakville and Rutherford before hitting what has become almost the spiritual heart of the valley, St. Helena. Pretty, upscale, full of boutiques and restaurants, St. Helena still manages to be a fairly down-to-earth, functional place—except on those weekends when the world comes to visit and traffic slows to a crawl.


St. Helena and the surrounding big-name wineries are the main draw in this part of the valley, and rural tranquility quickly returns as Highway 29 continues north to the narrow top of the valley, where laid-back Calistoga has an almost frontier-town feel—seemingly torn between maintaining its slumber and being awakened by attracting more tourists to its up-and-coming wineries and famous volcanic hot springs.


Calistoga is also where the other main valley road, the Silverado Trail, ends. Named for a silver mine that it once served north of Calistoga, it runs from Napa along the foot of the eastern hills and is the shortcut used to get up and down the valley by locals in the summer when the other side is clogged. Anyone in a hurry to get to a spa appointment in Calistoga or a restaurant in Napa should consider cutting across the valley to the Silverado Trail if there is heavy traffic on Highway 29.


This undulating, winding two-lane road remains almost eerily quiet at times and feels like it’s in another valley altogether. It’s a road along which smaller wineries turn out some of the best wines in the valley, with little of the hoopla of the big show-offs farther west. It’s also a road down which serious wine lovers might prefer to travel, sampling famous cabernet sauvignons in the Stags Leap or Rutherford appellations before heading up into the hills to some hidden gems on Howell Mountain or in the rural Chiles Valley.




Best of Napa Valley Varietals


SPARKLING


• California’s first big champagne house, Domaine Chandon (click here) still sparkles with its wines and setting.


• Mumm (click here) is a surprisingly down-to-earth winery with generous table service and options for nondrinkers.


• On the wooded slopes of Diamond Mountain, Schramsberg Vineyards (click here) has been making some of California’s best bubbly since 1862.


CHARDONNAY


• Tulocay Winery (click here) is a small Coombsville producer of barrel-fermented chardonnay and unoaked, stainless steel-fermented chardonnay.


• The Oak Knoll estate chardonnays at Trefethen Vineyards (click here) can be tasted in the historic Eshcol winery building.


• At Grgich Hills Winery (click here), you can taste descendants of the chardonnay that bested the French in the Paris wine-tasting of 1976.


PINOT NOIR


• Learn how soil and climate mix to make great pinot noir at Ancien (click here).


• Single-vineyard pinot noir is poured at Failla Wines (click here), one of the most relaxed and friendly tasting rooms in the valley.


CABERNET


• At Shafer Vineyards (click here), you might be lucky enough to taste the Hillside Select cabernet.


• Stag’s Leap Wine Cellars (click here) is home to the vineyards that beat the best in the world in the famous Paris tasting of 1976.


• Splurge on the $125 clonal tasting at Bell Wine Cellars (click here) and distinguish the characteristics from a distinct clone of cabernet.


• Beaulieu Vineyard (click here) is a historic 1900 winery that makes bold cabernets laced with the distinct flavor of “Rutherford dust.”


• Compare Napa and Alexander vintages at Silver Oak (click here), a perennial favorite with cabernet enthusiasts.


• St. Clement Vineyards (click here) pours cabernets from different appellations in the valley in one of the prettiest tasting rooms.


MERLOT


• High above Rutherford, Rutherford Hill Winery (click here) specializes in well-structured merlot.


• Duckhorn Vineyards (click here) is known for its outstanding merlot, personal service, and exclusive tasting lounge.


• Twomey Cellars (click here) employs an ancient racking technique known as soutirage traditionnel in order to make rave-worthy merlot.





NAPA VALLEY WINES


The Napa Valley probably has more microclimates and soil types along its 35-mile length than any other valley in the Wine Country. The climates and the soils drew the attention of wine-loving European settlers in the 1800s, and the seeds of the modern-day wine industry were sown.
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As you drive from the city of Napa north to Calistoga in the middle of summer, the temperature can rise by up to 20 degrees. Although the northern end of the valley is significantly hotter than the southern end, throughout the length of the valley there are dozens of unique microclimates created by small hills on the valley floor as well as the canyons and slopes of the mountains that define its eastern and western sides.


In addition, geologists have identified a staggering 33 different types of soil in the valley, laid down over millions of years by volcanoes, rivers, and the earth’s shifting crust. The combination of soils and microclimates creates a patchwork of growing conditions that could keep winemakers happy for centuries more, and that is why there are so many distinct, recognized growing regions within the Napa Valley.


The Napa Valley north of Carneros is predominantly a red wine-growing region, thanks primarily to a warm climate that ensures the most popular red grape varietals can easily ripen and attain the sugar levels needed to make the big, powerful wines for which the valley is known. White grapes and some red varietals like pinot noir can get by in cooler climates because they generally reach their desired ripeness more easily while retaining the high acid levels desired by winemakers.


The one red grape for which Napa is most famous is cabernet sauvignon. There are roughly 45,000 acres of vineyards planted in Napa County, about three-quarters of which are planted with red grape varietals. Just over half of that red grape acreage is cabernet, which means that one varietal accounts for 40 percent of all the vineyards in Napa County (about 19,000 acres). The figure is probably closer to 50 percent of all the vineyards in the Napa Valley north of Carneros, where pinot noir and chardonnay are the more dominant varietals.


That’s not to say that other wines are not important here—far from it. The Napa Valley is where some of California’s most distinctive chardonnay and sauvignon blanc are produced, together with increasing amounts of syrah, sangiovese, and many other minor varietals. But cabernet always has dominated the vineyards and probably always will, with chardonnay a distant second in terms of vineyard acreage, followed closely by merlot.


Most of the big Napa Valley wineries own vineyards all over the valley. They and smaller wineries also often buy fruit from other growers outside Napa Valley, so white-wine drinkers need not despair—there will usually be plenty of whites on offer, even at wineries in the big-cab appellations like Rutherford and Stags Leap. But ultimately this is a valley dominated by cabernet and chardonnay, and those looking for more unusual types of wine will want to choose the wineries they visit carefully.


TOURS


One way to visit wineries without having to worry about traffic, drinking, or cooking an expensive wine in a sunbaked car is to take a daylong organized wine tour. Someone else does the driving, you can drink until you can no longer stand, and any precious wine purchases will get transported back to your hotel probably in better shape than you.


Another advantage is that the local tour guides are knowledgeable about the valley, the wineries, and often about wines as well, making an organized tour an option worth considering if you have no idea where to start.


The Napa Valley Wine Trolley (877/946-3876 or 707/252-6100, www.napavalleywinetrolley.com, tours 6-6.5 hours, $99-129) departs every day from Napa and Yountville in a motorized cable car. Stops are made at four wineries, and a catered lunch from Oxbow Market is included. What is not included are the tasting fees, which can total $80-90 per trip, making it an expensive, albeit fun and relaxing, day out. Likewise, the Napa Winery Shuttle (707/257-1950, www.wineshuttle.com, $75) specializes in personal tours of the valley from Napa to Calistoga. The shuttle has a long list of local hotels it picks up from at about 10am (though they can often pick up at any hotel not on the list). It generally hits about five or six wineries with a stop for a gourmet lunch along the way. Unfortunately, the fee doesn’t include tasting, but wineries will often throw in a deal or two for being with this long-standing Napa Valley business.


Beau Wine Tours (707/938-8001 or 800/387-2328, www.beauwinetours.com) is more of a custom touring company and often the owner of the limos seen parked at some of the bigger wineries. Rent a chauffeured car, SUV, limousine, or van for 3-13 people for $65-90 per hour plus tax, tip, and (depending on gas prices) a fuel surcharge, and plan your own itinerary. Note that the size of the stretch limos and vans means they sometimes cannot visit smaller wineries at all, or only by prior arrangement. Beau Wine Tours has plenty of knowledge of the valley, however, and can offer lots of advice. It also offers private, preplanned, daylong tours (www.dynamicnapawinetours.com, from $125).


Napa Valley Wine Train


The Napa Valley Wine Train (1275 McKinstry St., Napa, 707/253-2111 or 800/427-4124, www.winetrain.com, $129-300) is surely the most glamorous touring option. You’ll experience the valley aboard vintage train cars, while you can sit back and enjoy the food, wine, and views. The train runs from Napa to St. Helena and back, a 36-mile three-hour round-trip tour. Each package includes seating in a different historic railcar—you might lunch in the 1917 Pullman Car or take an evening tour of Grgich Hills aboard the 1952 Vista Dome Car. Visits to Grgich Hills, Raymond Vineyards, Castello di Amorosa, or Charles Krug can be tacked onto lunch, but to make this a true tour and tasting experience select the Quattro Vino tour, which stops at Robert Mondavi, Charles Krug, Merryvale, and V. Sattui. Advance reservations are strongly suggested.




[image: image]


Napa Valley Wine Train





PLANNING YOUR TIME


How can visitors make sense of all these wineries and avoid all the crowds? It’s a $10,000 question with about 10,000 different answers. Many visitors seem to follow a similar pattern, never making it much farther north than St. Helena and sticking to the western side of the valley. If you can avoid that pattern, you’re halfway to lowering your blood pressure.


The other key to enjoying the valley rather than being frustrated by it is plenty of planning. There’s so much to do and so many wineries to visit that anyone simply turning up without a plan, however vague, will end up with a headache even before drinking too much wine in the sun. Visitors can get away with no preplanning in many other parts of Wine Country, but not in such a tourist mecca as the Napa Valley.


Research the type of wine that wineries specialize in before choosing which to visit, especially if you’re not a big red-wine drinker. This is, after all, the land of endless cabernet sauvignon, but it is also a land where plenty of stunning white wines, including champagne, are made. And if you are a big cabernet drinker, this can be the place to learn much more about the king of wines—how and why a Spring Mountain cabernet is different from a Stags Leap cabernet, for example.


Alternatively, pick a theme not related to wine for a day of touring. Wineries in Napa have necessarily become adept at distinguishing themselves from their competitors to try to attract increasingly jaded visitors, a form of Wine Country evolution. Some rely on the reputation of their wines, others on art, caves, car collections, architecture, gardens, tours, history—the list is almost endless and provides endless employment opportunities for marketing folks. Another option is to abandon the car altogether. From Napa to Calistoga, tasting rooms have opened along the valley’s Main Streets, many of which are boutique wineries too small to have their own on-site tasting rooms. Fees are low, and the atmospheres are fun and relaxed. So pick what town most appeals to you, park the car, taste, shop, spa, and dine.


Or you can head for the hills, where healthy doses of nature help make the hidden wineries in the Coombsville, Spring Mountain, and Chiles Valley appellations that much more enjoyable. Unfortunately, most mountain wineries are appointment only and require some planning to visit.


If possible, avoid the peak season that runs roughly July-October. It brings peak crowds (particularly on weekends), peak hotel prices, and peak daytime temperatures. April-June is perhaps the best time to visit, when the wet winter season is finally drying out, the temperatures are mild, the creeks flowing, the hills green, and the vineyards full of vivid yellow wild mustard.


Most of all, the key to experiencing the best of the valley is to keep it simple and relaxed. Napa is about savoring the moment. Select three wineries at most to visit per day and consider carefully where you want to enjoy each meal (picnic or a fine dining restaurant?). If you are worried you won’t see everything you want to, start planning your next trip!


GETTING THERE


There were far more ways to get to the Napa Valley a century ago, when trains and riverboats brought the visitors and goods that made the valley so successful. The car has long since become the main transportation mode, though the more adventurous can still get here on public transportation.


Car


The Napa Valley is almost the same driving distance from three major international airports—Oakland, San Francisco, and Sacramento. Driving from the airports to the city of Napa itself will take 1-2 hours, depending on traffic; from downtown San Francisco or Oakland, it’s closer to an hour of driving time.




A Case for Winter


Visiting the Napa Valley conjures dreams of long golden afternoons tasting cabernets, soaking in the sun at some the valley’s most luxurious spas, and cycling along country lanes as the vineyards turn in the heat of an Indian summer. The unfortunate truth is that traveling during Napa’s most spectacular seasons (summer and fall) can also mean horrendous traffic, crowded tasting rooms, and astronomical hotel prices. So, why not go in winter?


In fact, winter is the best-kept secret in Wine Country. Hotel prices drop by as much as 50 percent, and restaurants, eager to lure in diners, offer inexpensive prix fixe dinners and even coupons for 10 percent off or a free appetizer or dessert. In tasting rooms free of summer crowds, pourers have more time (and patience) to give you individual attention, even sharing with you some of their favorite vintages not on the tasting menu.


The beauty of traveling in the off-season is also the weather. Rarely does it dip below 55 degrees, and Napa is often blessed with crystal clear days. If it does rain, there are several wineries that are the perfect place to spend a drizzly day.


• Beringer Vineyards, St. Helena: Splurge on a reserve tasting and wait out the rain inside the ornate Rhine House, filled with carved wood and beautiful stained glass.


• Prager Winery & Port Works, St. Helena: Warm yourself with a tawny port.


• Castello di Amorosa, Calistoga: Listen to the rain hit Italian quarried stone as you sip wine or tour the vast armory and torture chamber.


• Schramsberg Vineyards, Calistoga: Wander through history-soaked caves and sample some of the finest sparkling wine in the country.


• Vermeil Wines, Calistoga: Cozy up with a glass of muscular cabernet in an overstuffed leather chair.





The most direct route from Oakland and Sacramento is on I-80 (west from Sacramento, east from Oakland). Exit at Six Flags Discovery Kingdom (Highway 37), then take Highway 29 north into Napa and beyond. From Sacramento, a slightly more direct route is to exit at Jameson Canyon Road (U.S. 12), a little farther north of American Canyon. This also heads west and meets Highway 29 at the Napa airport.


From San Francisco (especially downtown), it takes about the same amount of time to drive across the Bay Bridge to I-80 and north to Napa as it does to go the prettier route through Marin. This route crosses the Golden Gate Bridge on U.S. Highway 101 to Marin County, then east on Highway 37 before Novato, which links with Highway 121 through Carneros, past the turnoff to the Sonoma Valley, and eventually to Highway 29 just south of Napa.


The Napa Valley is also easily accessible from other parts of the Wine Country, thanks to the numerous roads that cross the Mayacamas Mountains on the western side of the valley. From the Sonoma Valley, just north of Glen Ellen, Trinity Road winds its way east into the mountains, forking at Dry Creek Road, which heads south to Napa and the Oakville Grade. Farther north in the Sonoma Valley, just east of Santa Rosa, Calistoga Road heads to the hills and eventually to Calistoga, or you can turn off on St. Helena Road after about three miles to cross into the Napa Valley down through the Spring Mountain appellation and into St. Helena.


From the Russian River Valley, just north of Santa Rosa, take Mark West Springs Road east, eventually turning onto Porter Creek Road, which leads down into Calistoga. And from the Alexander Valley, Highway 128 runs south through Knights Valley to Calistoga.


Try not to be in a rush if you take these routes, because they are narrow, winding, and slow, but a lot of fun if time is not of the essence.


Boat and Bus


The most unusual way to get to the valley without driving, short of an epic bicycle ride, is on the Baylink Ferry (877/643-3779, www.baylinkferry.com) from San Francisco via Vallejo. The speedy catamarans leave San Francisco’s Ferry Building about every 1-3 hours 6:30am-8pm daily for the hour-long crossing to Vallejo, which is about 12 miles south of Napa. The one-way fare is $13.40 for adults, $6.70 for children 5-18, and free for those 5 and under.


From the Vallejo Ferry Terminal, Route 11 of Napa Valley’s VINE (707/251-6443 or 800/696-6443, www.ridethevine.com, $1.60-$5.50) bus service runs directly to downtown Napa about every hour until 7pm daily. The express Route 29 is faster, making only a handful of stops, including the El Cerrito BART station, thus linking Napa to the long arms of BART. The only drawback is that Route 29 only runs on weekdays. In the valley, Route 10 runs along Highway 29 from Napa to Calistoga every hour on the weekends and roughly every half hour on the weekdays. Check the schedule for details on this route.


Taking the ferry and bus to the valley and then renting a bike in downtown Napa, St. Helena, or Calistoga for a couple of days would certainly make for a memorable Wine Country experience, but it might not be for the impatient or those traveling on weekends.


GETTING AROUND


Car


Seemingly everyone drives to the Napa Valley, so you’d think everything would be geared up for the cars transporting those five million annual visitors to this part of the world. Wrong! This is essentially agricultural land that its custodians battle to protect, so the mighty vine and strict planning laws limit a lot of development—including, evidently, road widening.


The 28-mile drive from Napa to Calistoga up Highway 29 can take less than 45 minutes in the middle of a winter day. Try that same drive on a summer weekend or a weekday during the evening rush hour and it might take close to double that time. The sheer volume of traffic is really what slows things down, especially with so much traffic coming and going from the multitude of wineries and the traffic bottleneck of St. Helena’s Main Street.


Heading north on Highway 29, you can be lulled into a false sense of security as you zip toward St. Helena, only to hit a wall of traffic about a mile south of the town caused by traffic lights that seem to meter only a dozen cars at a time onto Main Street. Heading south from St. Helena from mid-afternoon until evening on many days, your average speed is likely to be less than 20 mph until well after Rutherford. The mid-valley traffic situation is not helped by the countless turnoffs for wineries from Rutherford to St. Helena that also slow traffic. Make your life easier and use the empty center lane of the road to turn left into wineries or when turning left out of wineries to merge into traffic. That’s what it’s there for.


The almost constant traffic jams on Highway 29 are also a reason to discover the Silverado Trail, running north-south on the other side of the valley. There might be the occasional slowdown caused by a valley visitor unfamiliar with its dips and bends or who is simply lost. Usually, however, this is the domain of merciless local speed demons zipping up and down the valley at 60 mph, a feat usually possible even when the road through St. Helena across the valley is at a standstill. Many locals will use the Silverado to bypass St. Helena altogether, cutting back to Highway 29 when necessary using one of the many small cross-valley roads.


Napa is the only city in the valley to have made an effort to ease traffic, with its brief stretch of smooth-flowing freeway and frustrating yet effective one-way system downtown. The irony, of course, is that so many valley visitors bypass the city for destinations up-valley, traffic is usually light anyway.


Bike


Picking the right route at the right time of the day and exploring a section of the valley by bike can be one of the most enjoyable ways to experience the Wine Country. Whether you plan a long bike ride up the Silverado Trail or a short hop around a few Rutherford-area wineries, there are a handful of established places to rent well-maintained bicycles in Yountville, St. Helena, Calistoga, and Napa. All know the area from a biker’s perspective and so will have plenty of suggestions on routes—from easy rides of a few miles to epic loops through some of the best mountain appellations. Helmets, locks, bottle cages, and puncture repair kits are always included with rentals. It’s also worth asking about free roadside assistance should you get a flat, or pickup service for any winery purchases.


Touring on a bike is easy in almost every part of the valley thanks to the flat landscape (on the valley floor, at least) and the proximity of all the wineries. The only place you might want to avoid is the stretch of Highway 29 between Oakville and St. Helena, which is the scene of regular car accidents—probably caused by inattentive, lost, or simply drunk visitors. It’s also such a busy stretch of road that you might not want the hassle of car-dodging anyway. The Napa Valley Vine Trail makes navigating Highway 29 easier. Although still largely under construction, the 47-mile bike trail will connect Vallejo’s Ferry Terminal with Calistoga largely paralleling the St. Helena Highway. As of this writing, many of the sections are complete, and it is now easy to pedal your way from Napa to Yountville and through many parts of Calistoga. For the most up-to-date information, visit the website www.vinetrail.org, which has a map of the trail’s progress. The best stretches of valley to explore on a bike include the Silverado Trail in the Stags Leap District, where big-name wineries like Clos Du Val, Pine Ridge, Shafer, Stag’s Leap, and Robert Sinskey are all along a three-mile stretch of winding road. Just beware the speed demons on the trail. Other easy rides include many of the cross-valley roads, which sometimes have fewer wineries per mile but also have far less traffic. Biking the Rutherford Road from Highway 29 to the Silverado Trail, for example, takes in Beaulieu, Frog’s Leap, and Caymus. Then a few hundred yards down the Silverado Trail are Mumm and ZD Wines.
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along the Silverado Trail





The Coombsville area east of the city of Napa is also worth exploring on bike, not only because it has relatively quiet and flat roads but also because of its proximity to the hotels and amenities of the city. You could leave your hotel after breakfast, visit a couple of small wineries and have a relaxing picnic, then be back in Napa by mid-afternoon.


A couple of companies do all the work and planning for your bike tour. All you need to do is show up and pedal. To explore the southern part of the valley by bike, stop by Napa Valley Bike Tours (6500 Washington St., Yountville, 707/944-2953, www.napavalleybiketours.com, daily 8:30am-5pm) in either Yountville or Napa. You’ll have the option of joining half-day ($124) or full-day ($164) tours, or tack on a gourmet meal and spa treatment ($319) to your full day pedal. Expect to visit two to three wineries on each tour, and bear in mind that the fee does not include the tasting fees, but does include a catered gourmet picnic (all-day tour only). If you prefer to go your own way, the company also rents bikes for $45-75 per day and will bring the bikes to your hotel for $40-60. Up north, Getaway Adventures (2228 Northpoint Pkwy., Santa Rosa, 800/499-2453, www.getawayadventures.com) offers a five-hour tour ($149) of four wineries in the Calistoga area, and the price includes the bike, helmet, and lunch.


Napa and Vicinity


The blue-collar heart of the Napa Valley is the city of Napa, many of whose 80,000 residents work in banking, construction, the medical industry, and other businesses that serve the rest of the valley. Nathan Coombs laid out the city in grand style on a bend in the Napa River in 1848. The river was pivotal to the city’s rapid growth (thanks to its connection to the San Pablo, and by extension San Francisco, Bay), but also to its setbacks. Massive floods, including those that wiped out downtown businesses in the 1980s, 1990s, and as late as 2005, kept the city economically vulnerable and a second-tier destination, despite its location and lovely Victorian past. The 2008 recession and the devastating 2014 earthquake didn’t help. However, thanks to smart planning and a successful $300 million flood defense program, the city is on the rebound.


Now Napa has become a destination in its own right. Major luxury hotels have been moving into downtown Napa, including the Archer Hotel, which when completed will be the tallest building in Napa. At the feet of these great hotels, a new crop of restaurants has sprouted, plus many boutique winery tasting rooms. Big-city entertainment keeps Napa happening late into the night, and every year 100,000 people descend on the city for three days of food, wine, and music at the mega music festival BottleRock. The Oxbow Market, the valley’s epicurean emporium, continues to shine, and the Culinary Institute of America has recently signed a deal to revamp the defunct Copia (the American Center for Wine, Food, and the Arts), promising to bring more vitality to this foodie district. Expect to find expanded cooking classes, a museum, restaurants, wine-tasting, food and wine demonstrations, and special events at the CIA at Copia beginning in 2017.


As for the river, it has regained its status as a boon to the city. A promenade along the water’s edge provides scenic walks, and a new boat launch in the heart of downtown gives river access to kayaks, canoes, and stand-up paddleboards. A multiuse trail is in the works along the river through the city, as is native plant restoration. Beavers have already recolonized the city’s stretch of river, and there is talk of a water taxi to the ferry terminal in Vallejo, creating a direct aquatic link to San Francisco. With plentiful accommodations and a vibrant dining scene, plus scores of attractions and recreation, visitors may find themselves tasting up-valley but returning to Napa for dinner and bed, or just sticking to Napa altogether.


The Wines


Napa is chock-full of tasting rooms, and the city is bordered by one of the best mountain appellations in the valley as well as two of the newest AVAs. All are home to historic and modern wineries, small and large.


Just east of the city of Napa is the newest of the Napa Valley’s 16 appellations, Coombsville. Small in terms of vineyard acreage (under 1,000 acres) and the number of wineries, it has begun to nevertheless turn out some noteworthy wines as distinct as any in the valley thanks to a patchwork of different soils and microclimates, from sun-soaked hillsides to cool, breezy lowlands. It is an ideal place to grow both cabernet and Bordeaux varietals as well as cooler-climate varietals like pinot noir and chardonnay. Natural acidity and soft-focused tannins characterize the wines made here, so lovers of big, burly Napa Valley wines might be disappointed.


To the north, and stretching across the valley floor from the Silverado Trail to the St. Helena Highway and crossing the alluvial fan of the ancient Dry Creek is Oak Knoll, the other new addition to the Napa Valley’s appellations. Here, the climate is a blend of the cooler weather in Carneros, south of Napa, and the hotter mid-valley temperatures. Just about every major grape varietal is grown here, though the appellation is probably best known for whites such as chardonnay and sauvignon blanc. It is also one of the few places in the valley where varietals such as pinot noir and riesling do well.


West of the Oak Knoll appellation is the Mount Veeder appellation, which extends from Napa up the middle of the valley on the slopes of the Mayacamas Mountains to the highest ridges and the Sonoma County line, and from Carneros to the Oakville Grade on the western side of the valley. Compared to the Spring Mountain and Diamond Mountain appellations farther north on the slopes of the same range, Mount Veeder wines have a leaner, more mineral edge to them, but with strong tannins. The thin volcanic soils provide little nourishment for the struggling vines, and the region is far enough south to feel the cooling effects of the bay. The conditions result in elegant, age-worthy cabernets with good acidity and an earthiness lacking from mountain appellations farther north. Likewise, Mount Veeder chardonnays are fresh and bright with an equally distinctive sense of place.


NAPA WINERIES


TRINITAS


Situated in a cool cave beneath a hilltop vineyard, the Trinitas Tasting Room (875 Bordeaux Way, 707/251-3012, www.trinitascellars.com, 11am-7pm daily, tasting $25) functions as the resort wine bar for the Meritage Inn. The bar is open to both hotel guests and passersby, offering tastings of Trinitas wines. Surprisingly balanced, these well-crafted wines are more than worth your time, even if (or especially if) you’re serious about your vintages. Seats at the bar make it easy to get comfortable and stay awhile—which quickly becomes a possibility as soon as tasters get their nose inside a glass.
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Downtown Tasting Rooms


You could spend a whole day, or even two, sampling wines from the dozen tasting rooms in the city of Napa itself—a process that’s made a lot cheaper with the Taste Napa Downtown wine-tasting card, available at the Napa Valley Welcome Center (600 Main St., 707/251-5895 or 855/847-6265, www.visitnapavalley.com, 9am-5pm daily). The cards are also available online through the Downtown Napa Association (www.donapa.com), which produces the passes. However, you must allow enough lead time to make sure it reaches you by mail before you arrive in Napa. Costing $30, the card pays for tastings at eight downtown tasting rooms. Check online for participating wineries.


Without the card, tasting prices range from $5 up to $25 at the larger collectives. Many of Napa’s tasting rooms are the only places to taste the wine from some of the valley’s smallest wineries, and the winemakers themselves will sometimes be pouring the wines on weekends.




Downtown Napa Tasting Tour


Begin your day at the Napa Valley Welcome Center and pick up a wine-tasting card, a few free passes, and loads of helpful advice from the gracious staff. Take a stroll down Main Street and across the river to Mark Herold, where you’ll start your day with some outrageous cabernets. For lunch, head across the street to Oxbow Public Market. Pick between burgers at Gott’s Roadside, tacos at C Casa, or sushi at Eiko’s at Oxbow. After lunch, browse for kitchen-related knickknacks at Napastak or hunt down rare spices at Whole Spice Company. Once fortified with food (and maybe a cupcake or two from Kara’s Cupcakes), keep heading up Main Street to Vintner’s Collective, Napa’s biggest tasting room, and order a flight of six wines from the valley’s premium boutique wineries. For one last tasting, walk across the street to 1313 Main, a tasting room/restaurant/lounge that offers 13 whites and 13 reds and quickly becomes happy hour central in the early evenings. Alternatively, jump in the car and drive 10 minutes east into the quiet hills of Coombsville to taste delicate and aromatic chardonnay and pinot noir at Ancien. End your day in downtown Napa with izakaya-style small plates at Miminashi, a local hot spot. Plan a stay at the Blackbird Inn, which is conveniently located near downtown.





VINTNER’S COLLECTIVE


The biggest tasting room is the Vintner’s Collective (1245 Main St. at Clinton St., 707/255-7150, www.vintnerscollective.com, 11am-7pm daily, tasting $10-25) in the historic stone Pfeiffer Building. A house of ill repute during its Victorian youth, it is now the public face of 31 different wineries and winemakers. The regular tasting includes a flight of three wines, while the more expensive tasting adds three more-expensive wines. Parking is free, although limited.


JOHN ANTHONY TASTING LOUNGE


As Napa continues to evolve and reach out to the younger set, its tasting rooms have taken on a city chic. John Anthony Tasting Lounge (1440 1st St., 707/265-7711, www.johnanthonyvineyards.com, 10am-10pm Sun.-Wed., 10am-midnight Thurs.-Sat., tasting $20-30), next to the new Andaz Napa, looks more like a classy café than your typical tasting room. The white and black color scheme is warmed up with dark wood that seems to glow, particularly in the after hours when John Anthony really comes alive. Whether you stop in during the day or swing by before or after dinner, you can opt for a flight of three wines ($20 or $30), a glass ($8-70—no kidding), or a bottle. For serious wine lovers, a seated tasting is available during the day by appointment and includes a cheese pairing. The winery is principally known for its cabernet sauvignon, sauvignon blanc, and syrah.


JAM CELLARS


Also rocking the youth vibe is JaM Cellars (1460 1st St., 707/265-7577, www.jamcellars.com, 10am-10pm Sun.-Wed., 10am-midnight Thurs.-Sat., tasting $15-20), on the other side of the Andaz Napa. Pouring wine and spinning records late into the night, this hippie-chic tasting room/lounge/recording studio is the brainchild of the folks behind BottleRock, Napa’s mega music festival. The wines are approachable and inexpensive (around $20), and can be enjoyed by the flight, glass, or bottle along with a menu of late-night comfort snacks. Every other Friday, an indie band takes the stage and, well, jams into the wee hours.


MARK HEROLD WINE


Across the river and next to the Oxbow Market, Mark Herold Wine (710 1st St., 707/256-3111, www.markheroldwines.com, noon-7pm daily, tasting $20-60) is a must-stop for both the casual drinker and the hardcore oenophile. Known up and down the valley for his cabernets, Herold’s tasting room is filled with beakers, test tubes, and other science-oriented knickknacks. The result is a heady selection of not only great, but also approachable wines in a fun atmosphere. The tasting fee may seem steep, but the price gets you six tastes that include unusual Latin varietals such as grenache, tempranillo, and albariño that are made into the blends Flux and Acha. Cab lovers can indulge themselves with his hallmark wines in the pricier tasting. Either way, let your pourer know your preferences and they will be sure to accommodate you. Prices for bottles range $16-200.


ST. CLAIR BROWN


Follow the train tracks north and you’ll run into St. Clair Brown Winery (816 Vallejo St., 707/255-5591, www.stclairbrownwinery.com, noon-8pm Mon.-Sat., noon-6pm Sun., tasting $20), an oasis of greenery. The small boutique winery produces fewer than 2,000 cases per year (everything from sauvignon blanc to cabernet) in the small downtown facility. You can taste many of these small lot wines at the charming Garden Eatery. Surrounded by a culinary garden, the Eatery serves small plates such as pork rillettes and farro salad ($9-18) to accompany its food-friendly wine. Order a flight of four ($20), a glass ($6-20), or a bottle ($39-57), and enjoy an afternoon at this true labor of love.


COOMBSVILLE WINERIES


The rolling hills and country lanes to the east of the city of Napa are home to an increasing number of small wineries that coexist alongside horse farms, sheep pastures, and the giant Napa Valley Country Club. In a valley of big wineries and big traffic jams, exploring this area by car or on a bike is a welcome respite from the more hectic parts of the valley. In fact, Coombsville’s only big traffic jam occurs when school lets out at 3 o’clock. Even the crush is low key. Due to local planning codes, all the wineries in this area require an appointment.


ANCIEN


At Ancien (4047 E. 3rd Ave., Napa, 707/255-3908, www.ancienwines.com, daily by appointment, tasting $35) you will learn what makes Coombsville wine special from the ground up. Standing in the 1885 Haynes vineyard, your tasting will start with a conversation about Coombsville’s geology and volcanism, its unique wind patterns that create a myriad of microclimates, and the minutiae of grape farming from rootstock selection to owl boxes and deer fences. Not only will the beautiful historic vineyard help you to envision the ancient caldera upon which Coombsville sits, your guide will likely be owner and winemaker Ken Bernards, whose affability is equal to his infectious scientific curiosity and love of wine. Inside the cave, you’ll see that this passion translates to restrained and elegant pinot noirs and chardonnays. Five wines are available to taste (three pinots and two chardonnays), all of which hail from different AVAs and are poured alongside soil samples of their home vineyards. With each sip and examination of the white volcanic ash of Coombsville or the red alluvial clay of Carneros, you’ll have one of the best (and tastiest) lessons of terroir. Wines range between $30 and $60 per bottle.
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the cave at Ancien





FARELLA VINEYARD


Tom Farella has been a grape grower in this part of the Napa Valley for decades, so to say he knows Coombsville fruit well is perhaps an understatement. He still sells most of his estate fruit to other wineries, but he also makes about 1,200 cases of his own wines a year, which are known for their structure and balance. Farella Vineyard (2222 N. 3rd Ave., Napa, 707/254-9489, www.farella.com, by appointment daily, tasting $20) is nestled in the trees at the end of a long driveway cutting through the vineyards, and, depending on the time of year, Tom’s personalized tour might involve a walk through the vineyards or a tasting of some barrel samples.


PALMAZ VINEYARDS


With a 100,000-square-foot four-story cave system extending underground complete with its own elevators and a computerized carousel of giant fermentation tanks, Palmaz Vineyards (4029 Hagen Rd., Napa, 707/226-5587, www.palmazvineyards.com, tours and tasting by appointment only, $80) was hailed as an architectural and engineering marvel when it was completed in 2009 after a reported eight years of construction costing $20 million. This is not just a wine aging cave like so many others in the Napa Valley; it’s a huge gravity-flow winery facility built entirely underground with its own water treatment plant and the world’s largest reinforced underground structure at its center. The wines are just as impressive as the structure, and most can be tasted as part of the pricey, appointment-only tour. Plan on spending two hours exploring the cave, learning about gravity-flow winemaking, and finally tasting five wines paired with small bites of gourmet food. Book well in advance because every tour is private, so only a handful of visitors can get their chance each week.


TULOCAY WINERY


On the other end of the spectrum, Tulocay Winery (1426 Coombsville Rd., Napa, 707/255-4064, www.tulocay.com, by appointment, tasting $20) could not be more down-to-earth. Since 1974, Tulocay has been making elegant, age-worthy pinot noir and traditional (for Napa, at least) barrel-fermented chardonnay and an unoaked, stainless steel-fermented version, and, of course, cabernet. Your host will likely be owner Bill Cadman, who has been making wines for over four decades. His winery is the oldest in Coombsville. While tasting beneath the oak trees (you are encouraged to bring a picnic lunch), you’ll better understand what makes this part of the Napa Valley such a unique spot for growing cabernet and likely hear plenty of local history and gossip.


OAK KNOLL AREA WINERIES


Stretching across the base of the valley floor, Oak Knoll is blessed with light traffic, walk-in tasting rooms, and acres upon acres of vines. Several straight roads crisscross the AVA, making it easy to navigate and lending a distinctly low-key agricultural vibe.



TREFETHEN VINEYARDS



Both a driving force behind the decadelong quest to have Oak Knoll designated as an official AVA (successfully bestowed in 2004) and one of the oldest wineries in the Napa Valley, Trefethen (1160 Oak Knoll Ave., Napa, 866/895-7696, www.trefethen.com, check website for current schedule, tasting $25-35) offers both history and the diversity of this AVA. All the wines are estate, and you’ll drive through some of Trefethen’s 600 acres of vineyards on the long way to the original Eshcol winery building, built in 1886 and listed on the National Register of Historic Places. The building suffered major damage in the 2014 earthquake and was closed for restoration. As of this writing, work is scheduled to be finished in early 2017, complete with a new tasting room on the second floor of the historic building, overlooking the gardens, vineyards, and 100-year-old cork tree.
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demonstration vineyards at Trefethen





Trefethen is perhaps best known for its chardonnay, which grows well in the slightly cooler southern end of the valley, but you’ll find plenty of reds on the tasting menu (you may select any four). Tours ($35) are available daily at 10:30am and include a tasting in the demonstration vineyard.


DARIOUSH


This Persian palace rising from the vineyard flatlands just north of Napa is one of the more unusual additions to the Napa Valley’s ever-colorful architectural mash-up. The winery of Persian immigrants Darioush and Shahpar Khaledi, Darioush (4240 Silverado Trail, Napa, 707/257-2345, www.darioush.com, 10:30am-5pm daily, Sat.-Sun. by appointment only, tasting $40) is a hard-to-miss winery, thanks in part to the 16 giant sandstone pillars, each topped with a double-headed bull, that take the place of more traditional trees in front of the main entrance. The theme is continued in the luxurious interior, where carved sandstone looks like it’s straight from the set of Raiders of the Lost Ark. The winery’s lavish tasting options mirror its architecture. Options range in price from $40-300, with all but one offering caviar, boutique cheese, and small gourmet bites to accompany the winery’s signature Bordeaux varietals. The cheapest option is a $40 flight of five wines either tableside or at the glass-topped tasting bar. For this walk-ins are welcome during the week, but on weekends it is appointment-only.



Wineries by Appointment



JUDD’S HILL


This small winery at the southern end of the Silverado Trail is beginning to gain a big reputation. Judd’s Hill (2332 Silverado Trail, Napa, 707/255-2332, www.juddshill.com, 10am-4pm daily by appointment, tasting $25-45) makes only 3,000 cases of wine here, but the complex cabernet sauvignon, with dusty tannins and a long finish, remains the mainstay and accounts for about half the production and many rave reviews. Another favorite is a proprietary red blend called Magic, so named because owner Judd Finkelstein not only works his magic on wines and the ukulele but also on audiences as an amateur magician. Tasting options include a current release and a reserve tasting. Both are flights of five wines and are $25 and $45, respectively. You can also opt for the 90-minute wine and food pairing seminar offered six days a week for $50.


SIGNORELLO VINEYARDS


Set back from the road on a hill with an idyllic view from its sunny poolside patio, Signorello Vineyards (4500 Silverado Trail, Napa, 707/255-5990, www.signorellovineyards.com, 10am-5pm Thurs.-Mon. by appointment, tour and tasting $65-175) is a gourmet stop on a daily tasting schedule. The winery is best known for its estate cabernet sauvignon and its limited-production estate chardonnay. These along with other varietals are paired with cheese and charcuterie or small bites for 90-minute to two-hour tastings, which also include a tour through the vineyard.


MOUNT VEEDER WINERIES


You’ll find mostly grapes on Mount Veeder’s terraced hillsides and few tasting rooms. Allow 15 minutes to get from downtown Napa to the heart of this appellation along the narrow country roads.



S THE HESS COLLECTION



The art is probably going to be more memorable than the wines at the mountain estate of The Hess Collection (4411 Redwood Rd., Napa, 707/255-1144, www.hesscollection.com, 10am-5:30pm daily, tasting $25), but that’s not to say the art of winemaking has not been perfected here. It certainly has, but the soaring four-story gallery linking the two historic stone winery buildings is the biggest draw. Most of the contemporary paintings and sculptures are by lesser-known European artists discovered by winery founder and Swiss entrepreneur Donald Hess, along with works by some big names like Francis Bacon, Frank Stella, and Andy Goldsworthy.


Visiting the museum is free, as is the audio tour, which you can download onto your phone. Docent-guided tours are available with advance reservations ($35) and conclude with a tasting of Hess’s current release wines, including the Mount Veeder chardonnay and cabernet. For a more tailored experience select any one of the tour tasting combos ($35-85), but advance reservations are required.


SIGHTS


The city’s River Front District and the historic commercial area along Main Street are bursting with new hotels, restaurants, shops, and tasting rooms, making the small city a wonderful place to spend the day. Stroll the wide promenade along the river that borders the Riverfront Complex and the charmingly revived Napa Mill (www.historicnapamill.com), which used to be where steamships docked before the automobile age. Both have been ushering in new upscale shops and noteworthy restaurants. The Riverbend Performance Plaza at the Napa Mill hosts free music and art shows on weekends.


Nearby, the cultural anchor of downtown is the recently restored Napa Valley Opera House (1030 Main St., 707/226-7372, http://nvoh.org). La Scala it isn’t, but the 1880 Italianate building is a reminder of Napa’s Victorian boom times. The opera house is one of a handful of pre-1890 buildings scattered around downtown. In fact, Napa has more buildings that survived the 1906 earthquake than any other city or town in this part of the Wine Country. At one end of the spectrum is the fabulous Gothic Victorian First Presbyterian Church (1333 3rd St., 707/224-8693, www.fpcnapa.org) at 3rd and Randolph Streets, built in 1875, and at the other is the 1888 Semorile Building (975 1st St.), just around the corner from the opera house and now home to the Bounty Hunter Wine Bar and Smokin’ BBQ (975 1st St., 707/226-3976, www.bountyhunterwinebar.com, 11am-10pm Sun.-Thurs., 11am-midnight Fri.-Sat., $14-35).


An easy-to-follow walking tour of Napa’s historic buildings is available from the Napa Valley Welcome Center (600 Main St., 707/251-5895 or 855/847-6265, www.visitnapavalley.com, 9am-5pm daily). Also available are maps for the self-guided Art Walk. Over a dozen modern art installations can be found in the heart of downtown, mainly along 1st and Main Streets. Hunting for Napa’s sculptures is another way to see the city.


ENTERTAINMENT


There’s usually something going on in the bars and restaurants along bustling Main Street in downtown Napa’s River Front District, especially on Friday nights in the summer, when the Downtown Napa Association (www.donapa.com) organizes live music at the Veteran Memorial Park overlooking the river. The schedule changes frequently, so check their website for more information.


Napa might not be the center of the valley’s wine scene, but it is the cultural center. The Napa Valley Opera House (1030 Main St., 707/226-7372, http://nvoh.org) is home to just about every performance art except opera. This 130-year-old Napa institution hosts comedians, musical acts, theater performances, and even old movie nights. In fact, you can count on something going on nearly every night of the week. Countless cultural icons from Jack London to Steve Martin have walked the stage over its long history. Jazz lovers will be thrilled to know that New York’s famed Blue Note opened a jazz club in Opera House’s lower theater in 2016.


At the Napa Mill complex, Silo’s (530 Main St., 707/251-5833, www.napa.com, doors open at 6pm Mon.-Fri., and at 7pm Sat.-Sun.) is as popular for a predinner drink as it is for its entertainment. The eclectic mix includes everything from jazz to stand-up comedy to Johnny Cash tribute bands, and the cover charges (up to $25) vary just as much. There are plenty of Napa and Sonoma wines by the glass, and there is also a small food menu of appetizers, pizza, and desserts.


Bigger names appear at the recently renovated Uptown Theatre (1350 3rd St., 707/259-0123, www.uptowntheatrenapa.com). Originally opened in 1937, this art deco theater now hosts acts from Lindsey Buckingham to Steven Wright to Ani DiFranco. Shows generally start at 8pm.
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the Uptown Theatre





Many restaurants also host live music. A popular casual jazz venue is Uva Trattoria & Bar (1040 Clinton St., 707/255-6646, www.uvatrattoria.com, until midnight Fri.-Sat.), where everything from funk to flamenco can be heard Friday and Saturday nights. You’ll also find live music three nights a week at Downtown Joe’s (902 Main St. at 2nd St., 707/258-2337, www.downtownjoes.com). Joe’s stays open until 1:30am Friday-Sunday hosting music that ranges from rockabilly to Latin to jazz, with a live DJ spinning on Sunday nights. Wineries, or at least one, have gotten into the live music game. JaM Cellars (1460 1st St., 707/265-7577, www.jamcellars.com), owned by big sponsors of BottleRock, hosts indie rockers every other Friday night until midnight, while other nights, DJs spin tunes at this tasting room/lounge that also moonlights as a recording studio.


SHOPPING


Napa continues to be the place where locals up and down the valley come for their big-box needs. Many bargain hunters beeline it to the Napa Premium Outlets (629 Factory Stores Dr., right off Highway 29, 707/226-9876, www.premiumoutlets.com, all stores 10am-9pm Mon.-Sat., 10am-7pm Sun.), with its outposts of Michael Kors, J Crew, Tommy Hilfiger, and Calvin Klein.


The Oxbow and River Front districts are lovely places to pick up that special gift or while away an afternoon window-shopping. A great place to start is the Historic Napa Mill at the south end of Main Street. Formerly the Hatt Warehouse, the mill has since been converted into a shopping and dining center, decorated with rustic touches—weathered redwood, an abundance of trailing vines, and blooming planter boxes and hanging baskets.


From there, you’ll find plenty of shops lining Main Street, with a string of antiques stores on 2nd Street. The aptly named Antiques on Second (1370 2nd St., 707/252-6353, 10am-5:30pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-5pm Sun.) has plenty of vintage cookware, clothing, and nostalgia-inducing knickknacks, as well as Napa prices.


For vintage clothes, check out Betty’s Girl (1320 2nd St., 707/320-3739, 10am-5:30pm Mon. and Thurs.-Sat., 11am-5pm Sun.). A quirky and original clothing store (mainly for women), Betty’s carries used clothes that are in great condition and somehow retain their hip edge.


Stocking everything from appliances to citrus zesters, Shackford’s Kitchen Store (1350 Main St., 707/226-2132, 9:30am-5:30pm Mon.-Sat.) is where Napa home chefs shop for the tools of the trade. The shelves of this Napa institution are crammed to the gills with all sorts of gadgets and cookware, so give yourself enough time to take it all in.


Two blocks away, another local institution, Napa Bookmine (964 Pearl St., 707/733-3199, www.napabookmine.d7.indiebound.com, 10am-6pm Mon., 10am-8pm Tues.-Sat., and noon-5pm Sun.), has a huge collection of used and new books. Find plenty of literary fiction for your trip or swing by for one of its author events.


If you must find a gift to bring back home, the place to go is the Napa General Store (540 Main St., 707/259-0762, www.napageneralstore.com, 8am-6pm daily), which sells scores of wine-related knickknacks and local artwork, including leather crafts and fiber art, all of which have an arty ecological bent. The General Store also serves breakfast and lunch, plus wine-tasting to take the edge off.


Should the ideal Wine Country gift include something edible, head over to the Oxbow Public Market (610 and 644 1st St., 707/226-6529, www.oxbowpublicmarket.com, 9am-7pm daily) and pick through cooking- and kitchen-related knickknacks at the Napastak; get lost in the myriad spices and seasonings at the Whole Spice Company; sample and select your favorite olive oil at The Olive Press; or grab your favorite Napa vintage at the venerable Wine Merchant. No matter what, you won’t leave empty-handed.


RECREATION


Skyline Wilderness Park


Most people don’t associate Napa Valley with serious mountain biking, but just outside the city of Napa is Skyline Wilderness Park (2201 Imola Ave., 707/252-0481, www.skylinepark.org, 8am-7pm daily), which hosted the U.S. round of the Mountain Bike World Cup three years in a row in the late 1990s. It’s not the prettiest park in the valley—that distinction goes to Bothe-Napa Valley State Park near St. Helena—but it does offer 16 miles of trails for bikers, hikers, and horseback riders through its 850 acres of meadows and woodland. Spring is probably the best time to come, when the meadows are full of wildflowers doing their thing before the dry season turns the grassland to golden brown.




Napa Valley Festivals and Events


JANUARY


Just as you have recovered from holiday excess, Napa Valley kicks off its year of festivals with the Napa Valley Truffle Festival (www.napatrufflefestival.com). Cooking demos, truffle hunting, and wine pairings fill four days mid-January. Tickets range $60-495 per event, but the Festival Marketplace at Oxbow has a bit of everything and is free.


MARCH


Flavor! Napa Valley (www.flavornapavalley.com), held the third week in March, has a higher purpose than simply indulgence—it raises money for scholarships to the Culinary Institute of America at Greystone. The festival lasts five days with events scattered up and down the valley that include wine-tasting, culinary demonstrations, and discussions with some of the area’s biggest names, like Thomas Keller and Masaharu Morimoto.


MAY


Anyone thinking that Napa Valley food and wine don’t mix with rock and roll could not be more wrong, at least during Memorial Day weekend. The three-day, three-stage music festival BottleRock (Napa Expo, 575 3rd St., Napa, www.bottlerocknapavalley.com) pairs 76 bands like The Shins, Flaming Lips, and Primus with 40 wineries and 28 Napa Valley eateries. Tickets are pricey: Expect to pay from $155 for a day pass to $275 for a three-day pass.


JULY-SEPTEMBER


The most all-American event of year is the Napa County Fair and Fireworks (www.napacountyfair.org). On the long Fourth of July weekend, Calistoga dons its best red, white, and blue (or “reds, whites, and blues”) and puts on a summer festival that would make even Norman Rockwell nod in approval. There is a parade, fireworks, a Ferris wheel, bull riding, music, food, and, of course, plenty of wine to wash it all down.


The Robert Mondavi Summer Music Festival (888/769-5299, www.robertmondaviwinery.com) in July and August has become a summer institution in the Napa Valley and features big-name rock, jazz, blues, and Latin music artists (Blondie, Ziggy Marley, k.d. lang). The outdoor concerts are held Saturday evenings on the Robert Mondavi winery grounds, usually from the beginning of July through mid-August. Tickets cost $60-115.


The celebration of music continues with the month-long Music in the Vineyards (707/258-5559, www.napavalleymusic.com, $60) series of chamber music concerts. The festival kicks off in late July and features a concert every couple of days at wineries and other venues up and down the valley.


Downtown Napa is host to the Napa Town & Country Fair (www.napavalleyexpo.com, $13) in August at the Napa Valley Expo Fairgrounds, a kid-friendly arts, crafts, and culinary celebration.


NOVEMBER-DECEMBER


In November, the latest crop of independent films makes its way to big screen in Napa, Yountville, St. Helena, and Calistoga with the Napa Valley Film Festival (http://napavalleyfilmfest.org). Exclusive screenings, celebrity Q and A, and food and wine round out the event.


Grab a hot cocoa and join the locals for the Calistoga Lighted Tractor Parade (http://visitcalistoga.com), where all sorts of vintage tractors, modern construction equipment, and antique trucks are bedecked with lights for a truly agrarian Christmas celebration.





The park is reached from downtown Napa on Imola Avenue. The day-use fee is $5; be sure to pick up a map when you arrive because the trail system is more complex than most. Hikers should look out for bikers and horses—all users share all the trails.


Mountain bikers wanting to try their skills on the World Cup route should ride from near the park’s entrance for about a mile up Lake Marie Road before turning right onto the murderous ascent of Passini Road and then descending on the rocky, sometimes steep single-track of the Bayleaf Trail. The next stage of the Cup was the Manzanita Trail, reached by climbing back up Lake Marie Road to the fig tree. The undulating two-mile trail was described as one of the best single-tracks on the Cup circuit.


Disc golf offers some less traditional exercise. You might know it as Frisbee golf, but the Professional Disc Golf Association would prefer you use the D word instead. It is played exactly as you might think, like golf but throwing a Frisbee instead of hitting a little white ball. There is an 18-hole course, and in case you don’t always travel with one, Frisbees (sorry, discs) are available at the entrance kiosk, along with course maps. The dress rules are a little more relaxed than on most traditional golf courses—no collared shirts or fancy shoes are required. In fact, you don’t even have to wear shirts or shoes.


Those who’d prefer to expend less energy can find picnic areas near the park entrance and about 2.5 miles up Lake Marie Road at the lake itself.


Kennedy Memorial Park


Napa’s largest city park, Kennedy Memorial Park (2295 Streblow Dr., 707/257-9529, www.naparec.com, sunrise-sunset) sits along the southern bank of the Napa River. Within its 350 acres are the Napa Valley Vine Trail, the new Napa Skatepark, a boat launch, and plenty of picnic spots overlooking the recently restored wetlands. The park is also home to one of the few golf courses at this end of the valley open to the public. The 18-hole Napa Golf Course (707/255-4333, www.playnapa.com, $21-49) is a 6,500-yard, par-72 championship course. It has a driving range, practice putting greens, and a fully stocked golf shop.


The Napa River


With the success of the restoration of the Napa River, plus the revitalization of the River Front District (including the new boat launch), it is no surprise that the opportunity for river recreation is blossoming. To jump on a stand-up paddleboard, check out Napa Valley Paddle (100 Riverside Dr., 707/666-1628, http://napavalleypaddle.com). SUP and kayak rentals are available ($75/full day). You must make an appointment, as there are only two two-hour tours. The Oxbow Loop Tour ($89) takes guests from the Kennedy Park launch up through downtown, pointing out river and civic restoration along the way. The Living River Tour ($119) focuses mainly on the ecology of the river, beginning at the Napa Yacht Club, south of downtown, and traveling north to the Oakville district, where guests are then shuttled back.


To tour the river on a kayak, book a spot with Kayak Napa Valley (707/501-8585, www.kayaknv.com, $70). Tours last three hours and launch from the Napa Yacht Club, Kennedy Park, or Cuttings Wharf in Carneros around 9am. Another local outfit is Enjoy Napa Valley (707/227-7364, http://napariverhistorytour.com, $49-89), which offers the 1.5-hour Napa River History Tour. Launching near downtown, you’ll explore the river’s wetlands and no doubt see a river otter or beaver by the time you’re through.
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