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CRITICAL ACCLAIM FOR THE WORLD’S BESTSELLING WINE BOOK


“If you have never bought a wine book before, start with this one. If you have a roomful of wine books, get this one anyway. . . . It makes wine fun, it makes wine exciting, and it carries its erudition lightly, just like its author. . . . One of the best start-from-scratch wine books ever written. . . . Zraly’s never flagging enthusiasm for wine bounces off every page. . . . His book is still the best of its kind.”


NEW YORK TIMES


“When it comes to beginners’ wine guides, Windows on the World Complete Wine Course is one of the perennial best.”


WALL STREET JOURNAL


“Brims with enthusiasm . . . breezy, down-to-earth.”


CHICAGO TRIBUNE


“Zraly’s friendly guide teaches readers to think about wine and realize the connections and differences between regions and styles.”


SAN FRANCISCO CHRONICLE


“The liveliest short course on wine ever wrapped between two covers.”


BOSTON GLOBE


“Kevin Zraly is the finest wine educator I have known. . . . He has made enormous contributions to wine education and appreciation.”


ROBERT M. PARKER JR., WINE ADVOCATE


“He’s a consummate teacher. . . . The book is an extraordinary distillation . . . lively, non-intimidating, easily absorbed. The great Zraly wit and his legendary front-of-the-classroom presence are integral parts of this fresh approach.”


WINE SPECTATOR
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DEDICATION


This book is called Windows on the World Complete Wine Course for a reason. Windows on the World was the restaurant atop One World Trade Center in New York City. I worked there from the day it opened in 1976 and for the next 25 years—until September 11, 2001. I continue to title this book with the name of the restaurant to continue its legacy.


This year I will be turning 70! It’s also my 50th anniversary of studying and tasting wine. I’ve done a lot of reflecting on these years and realize how blessed I am to have a supporting cast around me.


I’ve had many goals over the course of my life, in addition to having a family, but three stand out.


As a musician in my teens, I wanted to write a hit song. I was sure my band, the Motivations, was on the path to becoming the next Beatles or Rolling Stones.


In my twenties, I wanted to write a screenplay for a movie about my life in Pleasantville, New York, and my friends from the class of 1969. And I did. But nobody bought it!


In my thirties, my goal was to write a book on wine and food. So far, I’ve written eight, with more to come, I hope.


One out of three ain’t bad!


I dedicate this edition of Windows on the World Complete Wine Course to all my family and friends, the supporting cast, without whom I couldn’t have done any of this and who have helped and guided me throughout my life.
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In 2020, I am celebrating my 50th year of studying and drinking wine. And what a great ride it has been! 2020 also marks the 35th anniversary of the publication of Windows on the World Complete Wine Course, a book that I’ve never thought of as “complete,” until now. If there has been a silver lining to the horrible pandemic that has changed all of our lives, it has been the gift of time, at least for me, to finally complete this book. After 35 years of multiple editions, it’s the best work I’ve ever done.


Having said that, the format of the book has stayed very much the same for the last 35 years. To emphasize specific points and supplement the information in the text, I’ve added sidebars. I love statistics, too, so I have included facts and figures, as well as anecdotes, personal commentary, and quotes in the margins to reinforce the ideas in the main text. All of these tools (“direct relevance,” as one of my editors refers to them) make learning about wine easy and fun.


Studying wine is not merely a matter of learning about a beverage; it also gives you an understanding of the history, language, culture, and traditions of the people and countries where each wine is made. Wine is a complicated subject, one that reinvents itself every year with a new vintage. That wines constantly change makes for a fascinating lifelong study.


Faced with the opportunity to revise this book, my approach over the years has been to add only up-to-date, useful information. Less is more—or, as Shakespeare put it so masterfully, “Brevity is the soul of wit.” Nevertheless, for this special edition, I have added a personal chapter, “Windows on the Wine and Food Revolution 1970-2020,” which explores some of the most profound and fascinating changes in the intersecting worlds of wine and food in the United States since 1970, when I began my career in wine. I started the project in the summer of 2019, a very busy year for me, having already visited 60 cities around the world.


In early March 2020, everything in my life came to a grinding halt, as it did for most other people, when the coronavirus struck. Suddenly I was faced with the reality that the business model and lifestyle I had followed for the last 50 years was now completely defunct. That vacuum was quickly filled, however, with learning to do so many things I’d never had the time to do before—like baking bread! I have always dined out several times a week, but that possibility went out the window with sheltering at home and the shutdown of restaurants and bars all over the country. So, I learned to cook! My thirst for great wines also became a thirst for exercise. I started riding my bike ten miles a day and lifting weights again. I’m in the best physical shape of my life. I’m also finally uncorking some of the great wines in my cellar that I’ve saved over the decades for an important occasion—like today.


I hope this newly revised edition of Windows on the World Complete Wine Course sparks not just a fresh interest in learning about and truly savoring wine, but also inspires a renewed belief in your own resilience, ability to handle even the worst setbacks, and enjoy life once again.


Good luck on your wine journey,
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WINDOWS ON THE WINE AND FOOD REVOLUTION
 [image: ] 1970–2020 [image: ]



MY LIFE HAS REVOLVED AROUND WINE FOR THE LAST 50 YEARS, BUT MANY people are surprised to learn that wine is not the most important thing in my life. After my four beautiful children, my biggest pleasure in life is the arts—some of my brightest memories are of listening to live music, going to Broadway shows, strumming my guitar, and making music with my band, the Winettes. My second greatest joy in life is sports—as a player, as a fan, and as a coach. I’m proud of the fact that, in my 60s, I can still throw a 30-yard pass, make three-point shots in basketball, and am considered a danger to myself and others on the tennis court. Wine, finally, ends up in third place (but hey—it pays for numbers one and two!).


As someone who has built his career and life around wine, I know that people are often astonished when they learn that I’m not a big drinker. The only time I have wine is with food. I feel that a properly paired glass of wine enhances my meal, and it wouldn’t be the same to have food without wine. But once the food stops, the wine stops. Just as wine and food go hand in hand for me, personally, their wider histories are intertwined. My 50-year career has dovetailed almost exactly with the great American food and wine revolution. During this time, roughly from 1970–2020, Americans went from regarding French food and wine as the gold standard to charting their own course, one that has led to world-class wine offerings—not just from California but from every state in the union—and a food scene that is marked by invention, creativity, and a “can-do” attitude that is uniquely American.


During this time, I have been fortunate to work with some of the most groundbreaking restaurants and to have created one of the most popular wine schools in the country, experiences that provided a singular vantage point to this “revolution.” Wine is a complicated subject, one that reinvents itself every year with a new vintage. Studying this ancient drink has challenged me, fed my curiosity, taken me around the world, and introduced me to some incredible people. I attribute my success to hard work, a willingness to dive into new experiences, a desire to always keep learning, a bit of luck (including a few instances of being in the right place at the right time!), and a dash of chutzpah. This half-century’s worth of history could easily fill the pages of several books, but I hope to offer an overview of it here, through a very personal lens. I’ve experienced mind-boggling highs and incredible lows in both my professional and personal life, but through it all, I have always chosen to see my glass as half full. What a long, strange (delicious!) trip it’s been!
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Kindergarten, 1955





I was born in 1950 and grew up in the quaint little town of Pleasantville, New York (home of Reader’s Digest), 30 miles north of New York City, where I led a structured, sheltered life, attending Catholic schools from kindergarten through high school and serving as an altar boy at Holy Innocents Church, a jacket and tie my daily uniform. At 14, I got a job in town at a little luncheonette called the Lorelei. That was my very first restaurant job, and I loved it. The hustle and bustle, the social interaction of waiting on people—I fit right in. A few years later, I spent my 18th birthday mixing drinks and pouring beer at Donahue’s Bar in Valhalla, New York, which was owned by my Uncle Tommy. That was the start of my bartending experience.


When the Woodstock festival took place in 1969, you could say I was a “lost child”—naive to the ways of the world, unaware of what the future held for me. When I got to Woodstock, I was awestruck, excited, wide-eyed—here was a group of people my age (many of them not wearing any clothes!), from all different backgrounds, getting together in harmony with nature and music, despite the dreary weather. Months before men had walked on the moon, and in the Age of Aquarius, anything seemed possible. Let the sunshine in!
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The Lorelei Luncheonette in the 1960s





Days after Woodstock wrapped up, I moved to High Falls, New York, and enrolled in the nearby SUNY Ulster to study history. I lived in a small apartment over a bakery. One month I was a little short on the rent, so I went down to see the bakery’s owner, Marie Novi, and asked if I could wash dishes to earn a little cash. She didn’t have any work for me, but she sent me over to see her son, John, who had recently opened a restaurant in town. That was one of those most fortuitous introductions of my life.




According to the National Restaurant Association, 1 in 3 Americans got their first job experience in a restaurant, and nearly 6 in 10 adults have worked in the restaurant industry at some point during their lives.





1970s


John Novi opened the DePuy Canal House on June 14, 1969, in a lovingly restored stone building that had been built in 1797. From the beginning, it was an absolutely magical place. John had grown up cooking at his mother’s side, and he was doing things so differently from anyone else in the United States. He served whole fish, choucroute, moussaka, steak with oysters. There were bottles of Pellegrino on the tables, but no salt and pepper (John felt that his seasonings were perfect). Salad was served after the main course, as was homemade bread (John didn’t want his customers to fill up before the main event). I was 19 years old and had grown up on Mrs. Paul’s® fish sticks and boxed potatoes, so this was a whole new world for me!
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Christmas at the DePuy Canal House, 1970s







“When I first started to think about food as an ingredient and not as a necessary substance for life, I became aware of its magnificent variety of colors and combinations. I had no worries about the medium, nor could I become bored with it. It was not monotonous; I could change recipes and come up with new ones. I became deeply acquainted with the subject of food, and it became my world of art. There are so many ingredients from so many countries that one’s versatility to create becomes an endless stream of exciting ideas, visual images, and tastes. Imagination and courage are also necessary, but all fears are overcome once the results are apparent.”


—JOHN NOVI





Before this time, food in America had been slowly beginning to change, thanks in large part to the work of James Beard and Julia Child. The enthusiastic writing and television appearances of these two giants (Beard was 6′3″ and weighed 300 pounds; Child was a strapping 6′2″) helped open Americans’ eyes to food, reawakening their senses. Beard’s writing career started in 1940 with his first book Hors d’Oeuvre and Canapés, which earned enough attention to launch him on his way. From the beginning, Beard championed American home cooking, which was under attack by industrialization and convenience (see the foods of my childhood), but it took a number of years for our country’s own regional cooking to become respected. Until then, we were in thrall to French food, thanks in part to the wildly popular French pavilion at the 1939 World’s Fair in Queens, a 400-seat restaurant captained by Henri Soulé and manned by the team of chefs he brought with him from all over France. Many of those chefs stayed in the U.S. after the fair closed, opening their own fine restaurants. Soulé himself went on to open Le Pavillon on East 55th Street in Manhattan, which, with its fleet of waiters and impeccable tableside service, became the template for other fine French restaurants in the U.S. and catered to American royalty such as the Rockefellers, Kennedys, and Vanderbilts.
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Kevin smelling a cork at the DePuy Canal House





Anyone who has seen the film Julie and Julia or laughed at Dan Aykroyd’s parody of Julia Child on Saturday Night Live has a passing acquaintance with the career of America’s most famous Francophile. After many years spent living in France, Child wrote her seminal cookbook, Mastering the Art of French Cooking, with Simone Beck and Louisette Bertholle, which was published in 1961. Based on its wild success, Child was offered a cooking show on WBGH, Boston’s public television station. The French Chef aired from 1963–1966 and was then reprised, in color, from 1970–1972. Her popularity helped bolster the belief that French food was fine food, and fine food was French food, full stop. But chefs like John Novi would start to challenge that belief.




“Fine dining in America may have been cemented when James Beard helped write the first menu for the Four Seasons Restaurant in 1959. The love of fine wine and food exploded in the ’70s, leading to the thankful demise of the TV dinner. Today, there is nowhere on the planet that a human being can experience a wider variety of foods and wine, both cultural and experimental, than the United States.”


—KEN WRIGHT, Ken Wright Cellars







According to the National Restaurant Association, restaurant industry sales have grown from $43 billion in 1970 to $863 billion in 2019, and there are more than 660,000 restaurants in the United States.





A few months after I started as a waiter at the Canal House, Craig Claiborne, then the New York Times’ food and wine editor, came in on a Sunday night with a large group, including his pals, chefs Pierre Franey and Jacques Pépin. The kitchen was low on food after a busy weekend, so John pulled together some leftovers and sent them out, not knowing the luminaries who were gathered around that table. Craig went on to write a four-star review of the Canal House, and things exploded! We were the only four-star restaurant in New York State outside of New York City, and our business went from 0 to 60. A few years later, Time magazine called John Novi the “father of New American cooking,” an impressive-sounding moniker. But I still think of John as a brilliant hippie, a chef driven by curiosity and a willingness to try something new. He couldn’t care less about money, fame, what people thought of him—whatever came his way came his way. I learned from John that cooking is an art.
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Craig Claiborne, legendary food editor and restaurant critic for the New York Times





Across the country in northern California, hippies were also making their mark on the restaurant world. Chez Panisse became the most prominent and successful of the Berkeley spots, led by Alice Waters and a roving band of self-trained cooks, artists, and student activists who began to work with small local farmers and suppliers, learning as they went. The hubris of youth meant that anything could be tried, anything was on the table, and over time, the men and women who stood behind the stoves at Chez Panisse (and other California spots) would ripple out across the country, opening their own places, all of which helped to redefine what American cooking could be. The roster of Chez Panisse’s early years alone includes such notable names as Jeremiah Tower, Paul Bertolli, Mark Miller, Jonathan Waxman, Joyce Goldstein, and Deborah Madison.
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A Bastille Day celebration at Craig Claiborne’s home in East Hampton, L.I. At the center: Jacques Pépin; to his right, one person over: Pierre Franey







“When I first arrived in New York in 1965 to be the chef at Le Mistral restaurant under owner Jean Larriaga, I noticed immediately that the majority of customers did not have wine for lunch or dinner. I mentioned this to Jean, as I had just come from Paris, and I was surprised to see no wine on the table! Jean said that most Americans drank cocktails with their meals. Now after 55 years of working in many fine restaurants in the States, wine has become practically the beverage of choice for diners who feel it is a wonderful complement to the food.


“I have also noticed the dramatic rise of sommeliers from none to a whole new profession that formerly did not exist in the U.S.A.”


—ALAIN SAILHAC, Dean Emeritus at the International Culinary Center in New York City







“I opened my first restaurant in 1972 with a one-page wine list. At the time wine wasn’t taken seriously, and the popular choices were Lancers, Mateus, and Blue Nun. California was represented by Wente and Paul Mason, and Italy by Lambrusco and cheap Chiantis. But my wine list grew and grew as wine became a social phenomenon. It is an endless journey, a fun journey. And as an Italian, I always share friendship with a glass of wine and an espresso.”


—PIERO SELVAGGIO, owner of Valentino’s restaurant







“Today wine and food are one. Let’s go back to 1960: the U.S. sold 63 million cases of wine, 85 percent of which was dessert wine. We have come a long way.”


—MEL DICK, Southern Wines & Spirits





Back at the Canal House, in the days before our big review, we waiters were making our own drinks because there wasn’t enough business to warrant a bartender. I somehow became the de facto wine guy, which wasn’t a very hard job because there simply wasn’t much selection. Everybody was still drinking mixed drinks and sweet jug wines. Before 1968, when Americans drank wine at all, they mostly reached for sweet fortified wines, like Wild Irish Rose and Thunderbird. Wine had the reputation as the drink of choice for the wino, the Bowery bum. But by the end of the decade, still dry wine was growing in popularity and edging out the harder stuff. And the wines people were choosing, and that were thought to be the best, were French—something I learned the hard way! One night a customer from New York City came into the Canal House and said, “This is ridiculous! I drove all the way up here—you have a great old building, you have great food, but your wine list stinks!” When I walked out to the table, I said, “Sir, we’ve got red, white, and rosé—what more do you want?” I wasn’t being flippant—I was simply 19 years old, and that was the extent of my wine knowledge. The guy was so frustrated with me that when he got home, he sent me a paperback book called The Penguin Book of Wines. It probably cost 65 cents. Reading that book turned on a light for me—I saw how much there was to learn. And from that moment on, I knew that wine would be my life.


And so, out of necessity, my wine education began. One of the central philosophies of my life has always been: If you want to learn something, just go do it. That kind of chutzpah was instilled in me by my mother (she always urged me to be “politely brazen”), and it has served me well. Over the next five years, I studied, taught, and traveled, soaking up everything I could about wine. I read every wine book I could find—Hugh Johnson’s World Atlas of Wine, Alexis Lichine’s Wines of France, Frank Schoonmaker’s Encyclopedia of Wine, among others—and memorized the 19th-century classifications of Bordeaux. I also started visiting nearby Hudson Valley vineyards like Benmarl, the oldest continuously operated vineyard in the United States (which was owned by the family of Eric Miller, a Canal House bartender who went on to found Chaddsford Winery in the Brandywine Valley of Pennsylvania) and got to know viticulturist Konstantin Frank, the first winemaker to start planting European grapes in the Finger Lakes region. I literally knocked on his door, hoping to learn from him. Dr. Frank taught me how to plant and graft grapevines—hands-on lessons that gave me a greater understanding of oenology from the ground up.


In the early ’70s, the local community college asked John and me to teach a wine and cheese class. I knew nothing about wine, and John knew nothing about cheese, but we said yes because we thought it would be fun and we’d only get about six students. Well, 30 people showed up for that first class! I immediately enrolled in the only wine class available, in New York City, called the Grossman Beverage Program, on Monday nights and used the same material for my class on Tuesday nights. We learned quickly on our feet, and the class was a hit. I’ve always felt comfortable in a classroom. Looking back, I credit my speaking abilities to my parish priest in Pleasantville, Father Matarazzo, who delivered really wonderful sermons. The key, he always told me, was that “it should never be more than six minutes, and never use notes.” That really stuck with me. (Incidentally, the first wine I ever tasted was at 14 as an altar boy!)




“Beginning with WW II, guys in the wine business were well suited to being spies, since they could move around easily, carry assorted goods, and had language skills. For example, Peter Sichel helped rescue Frank Schoonmaker when he got caught and imprisoned in Germany, and Harold Grossman also joined the ranks of ‘wine/spies’ who had to be rescued by his buddies.


“When the war ended, Harold developed the Grossman Beverage Program, a one-night-a-week 15-week class, held at the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel. Since it began in 1945, it is arguably the oldest wine and spirits class in the US. Certainly the first one to include spirits. It still does!


“The attendees were all males, and all were in the beverage trade. If they weren’t heads of important beverage companies, they would soon be. When I showed up, I was the one and only female, and also not in the trade. I was tolerated anyway. At the end of my semester, Harold Grossman asked me to work for him, and I was literally hooked.


“Many of the students have gone into wine education, but none as famous and/or popular as Kevin Zraly, who has become an iconic educator, with his own classes, his own books, and his own style!


“We congratulate this 35th edition!”


—HARRIET LEMBECK, Certified Wine Educator, Certified Spirits Educator Director, Harriet Lembeck’s Wine & Spirits Program (based on the Grossman Beverage Program)





All this time, I was still attending college myself, and had transferred to SUNY New Paltz to study elementary education. After my first foray into teaching at the community college, I petitioned the university to offer a for-credit wine course. The administration took one look at me— my youth and long hair—and immediately said, “No way—we’re having enough problems here with marijuana.” I had to go back three times to convince them that the class wasn’t about drinking—it was about having respect for the product. They finally gave me a chance after I pointed out that there was a precedent—another state university, Cornell, was offering a for-credit wine course—and I began teaching “Wine: History, Types and Production” as a junior. My own education was subsidized by teaching!



[image: ]


Out in the vineyards in Napa, summer 1972.
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The train tracks adjacent to Highway 29, Napa Valley, summer 1972, on my way home







“In 1969, we had to strive to be gourmets and oenophiles. Twenty-five years later, good food and good wine were everywhere and getting better. Today, we face such a superabundance of choice, and such excess that we have to strive to find simplicity in food and purity of wine.”


—THOMAS McNAMEE, author, biographer of Alice Waters and Craig Claiborne, and Guggenheim Fellow







“When I attended a course in wine tasting at Cornell in 1964 there were 30 students. Now there are 600, limited by space at the Cornell Hotel School!”


—JOHN DYSON, owner of Millbrook Winery (NY) and Williams Selyem (CA)







Both of Kevin’s sisters, Sharon Zraly and Dr. Kathy Merget, have worked at the CIA.







“We have a tremendous legacy, a deep reservoir of faculty and staff talent, unsurpassed facilities, and an alumni network of leaders and future leaders. (Our) mission is to take a great institution and make it even better. In doing so, we will move in some new and quite exciting directions.”


—DR. TIM RYAN, master chef and current president, the Culinary Institute of America







CIA ENROLLMENT


1970 – 90% men, 10% women enrolled


2000 – 53% women, 47% men enrolled





Across the river from New Paltz, the Culinary Institute of America (CIA) moved to its new home in Hyde Park in 1972. (It had been started after World War II as a trade school for veterans on the Yale campus in New Haven, Connecticut.) At the time, the school had fewer than 100 students; today, it has more than 2,000 students from all over the world. In the early days, the CIA did not have a dedicated wine program, offering only a more general bartending course. When I joined the board, I helped institute a series of wine classes that focused on the Old World wines of France, Germany, and Italy and also helped transition the school from its status as a trade school. First, they offered an associate degree program and eventually a baccalaureate program (today, there is also a master’s program in wine). Not surprisingly, the classes now explore wines from all over the world. Likewise, the techniques and cuisines taught at the CIA have expanded beyond traditional French to encompass the flavors of the world, as have its campus restaurants. In 1995, the CIA opened a second campus in northern California, with facilities at the former Christian Brothers winery in St. Helena, followed by a San Antonio campus in 2008, and one in Singapore in 2011. In 2015, the CIA took over Copia, a nonprofit educational center focusing on wine, food, and the arts in Napa that had been started by Robert Mondavi, his wife Margrit, and Julia Child.


WINE CONSUMERS
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“Comparing the world of wine of the 1970s in the United States with the wine world of today is difficult because the changes are multi-layered and dynamic. In the U.S., wine is no longer the purview of Francophiles or the strictly Eurocentric wine lover, as it once was (or as it was perceived). We now live in a global village of wine, with enjoyable bottles reflecting diverse geography, select terroirs of both the Old and New Worlds, different methods of grape growing and wine production (natural, organic, biodynamic, traditional, industrial, among many others), reliable favorites and newly discovered wine grapes, and a new emphasis on overall value and quality. This list is by no means complete and is ever-changing. The U.S. is now the largest consumer of wine on this planet, both in volume and total value; this is a huge, almost unimaginable change since the 1970s. Along with this sea change in consumption is a dramatic increase in formal and informal wine education. Wine courses, books, magazines, articles, lectures, professional certifications, computer software, apps, blogs, and many other approaches to wine education are now, in the 21st century, commonplace. This is due to dedicated American wine professionals, especially Kevin Zraly and those who have followed him in the teaching and sharing of wine information. Wine education in the U.S. provides the acquisition of knowledge and a broad frame of reference of a subject that in the end brings joy and passion: wine.”


—STEVEN KOLPAN, professor and chair, Wine Studies (retired), the Culinary Institute of America





I eventually augmented my book learning with travel. During my first couple of years at the Canal House, I had already visited all of the wineries in the Hudson Valley and Finger Lakes regions. I knew it was time to Go West, young man! I hitchhiked to California the summer of my 21st birthday and spent four months visiting all the wineries from Santa Cruz to Mendocino. (I couldn’t go any sooner because, while the drinking age in New York was 18, in California it was 21.) At the time, quality wine in California was an idea that was just coming into fashion. Today, there are more than 500 wineries in Napa Valley, and more than that in Sonoma, but back in 1972, there were only a few wineries on the north coast of California, and I wanted to see as many as I could.


Before my trip, I had sent letters of introduction to the wineries I planned to visit. On paper, I sounded great and looked like I had plenty of experience—I was the manager/sommelier of a four-star restaurant, a university-level instructor, and the regional director of the local Les Amis du Vins chapter—but I’m sure they were surprised when this young, long-haired kid showed up! But as we got to talking and tasting, these winemakers saw how curious I was. They realized I hadn’t come out from New York to get drunk; I had come out to learn. Over those weeks, among many other experiences, I got to tour Inglenook, Beringer, Louis Martini, Wente, Sterling, Charles Krug, Sebastiani, and Buena Vista; have a private tasting with the premier winemaker of California, Andre Tchelistcheff, at Beaulieu Vineyard; and meet the Mondavi family. It was a fantastic, life-changing experience, and even then, I could sense that the wines of California would become world class.




IN THE EARLY 1970S Chenin Blanc was the best-selling white wine and Zinfandel, the best-selling red.
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Janet Trefethen with Julia Child





After returning from California, and a senior in college in 1974, I planted my first vineyard at Mohonk Mountain House. I had read in the book Wines of America by Leon Adams that the Hudson Valley was “the oldest wine growing district in the United States. . . since French Protestant refugees settled in New Paltz in Ulster County in 1677.” After reading this, I felt that destiny had brought me to New Paltz to continue the work of the Huguenots!


Mohonk gave the me land to use at no cost and Cornell Cooperative Extension sent me 100 experimental grapes. Now I had my first vineyard. . . with no money spent!


When I finally got my degree, I set off for Europe with $800 in my pocket. I hitchhiked and tasted my way through France, Italy, Portugal, Spain, and Germany. Again, before I left on my journey, I wrote letters to as many European wineries as possible to arrange visits and tours, and arrived armed with a stack of letters of introduction from my local wine distributors and importers with whom I had worked at the Canal House. I carried my one suit over my shoulder so it wouldn’t get wrinkled and quickly learned to make a winery visit and lunch last all day before making my way back to my youth hostel.




“If you were to tell me in 1973, the year we started the winery, that Americans were going to become wine drinkers, I would have told you that you were crazy! The wine revolution has been paralleled by U.S. culinary growth. With true pioneering American spirit, we experimented our way through different states of wine and food and evolved into making them reflect who we are. California has proved it is blessed with the perfect climate to make wines of equal or better caliber than anywhere in the world; and our American chefs continue to create new dishes maximizing the freshness of local produce and global flavors. We have grown to believe in ourselves, in the quality of the products we make.”


—JANET TREFETHEN, Trefethen Family Vineyards





I understood that people and books couldn’t explain everything to me—I had to see the wineries and taste the wine for myself. It was about going to the source. When I was in Bordeaux, I drank a glass of St. Émilion in St. Émilion. With Alexis Lichine’s thick encyclopedia tucked in my backpack, my dream was to read the Beaujolais entry while drinking a glass of Beaujolais in a café in Beaujolais. The first glass I was served there was chilled, and I was a little dumbfounded. Should I tell them that they’re making a mistake? I had always read that red wine should be served at room temperature. I decided to just drink. It was the right decision!




“I met Kevin while I was studying oenology at University de Bordeaux in 1973, and I remember that we shared a $14 bottle of 1970 Haut Brion. In my class, Dr. Émile Peynaud made it abundantly clear that everyone tastes wine differently because our taste profiles are as different as our fingerprints. I find it absurd reading stuff from proclaimed food and wine experts who tell us what goes with what. They don’t know how things taste to me and shouldn’t profess to tell anyone what goes with what!”


—EDDIE OSTERLAND





The adventures and experiences I had in Europe during those nine months could fill a small book, and included a solo, three-hour tasting of 50 vintages at Château d’Yquem, but some of the most important things I brought back were the relationships I made. During that trip, I met Eddie Osterland, a New Jersey native studying at the University of Bordeaux under Émile Peynaud, who is often called the godfather of modern winemaking. Eddie went on to become the first Master Sommelier in the U.S., but back then he was my partner in crime, acting as my guide around Bordeaux. I also got to know Peter M. F. Sichel, the man who had built Blue Nun into a major international brand before becoming the managing director of Château Fourcas Hosten in Bordeaux in 1971. Peter became very important in my life, a lifelong friend and mentor.




“In fifty years I’ve seen Napa Valley go from a rural backwater to a world-class wine region, and in many ways that’s a microcosm of the larger U.S. wine story. Where we are today bears almost no resemblance to where we were as a country in the late ’60s or early ’70s. Wine is part of American culture in ways I doubt anyone could have predicted in that era when our family moved to Napa.”


—Doug Shafer, president of Shafer Vineyards and author of A Vineyard in Napa





By the time I returned to High Falls in 1975, I had been to every major vineyard in New York State and California and the most historic and important wineries of Europe. I was 24 and ready for a new challenge. I realized that New York City was the new wine capital of the world and I needed to be part of it. It was time to go to the Big Apple.




“Robert Mondavi said it best to me many years ago: We will only get better with time. He may have meant that about wine at the time, but I’m sure he also meant cuisine and our knowledge of everything. It was the perfect piece of casual insight and information that I’ve never forgotten, and it has taken on new meaning with every year.”


—James Laube, wine critic





I took a job as a salesman with a company called Wines of All Nations. I was given 450 accounts, and they were all terrible or nonexistent. No one cared how much wine knowledge I had; they just wanted the best price. But through the grapevine, I learned about a new spot that restaurateur Joe Baum was opening at the top of the new World Trade Center. I basically camped out in the reception area for three weeks, waiting to make my pitch. Finally, I got in to see Barbara Kafka, who had been part of James Beard’s inner circle and was currently in charge of buying everything from coffeepots to table settings for the new Windows on the World. Barbara, who later went on to write several best-selling cookbooks, including The Microwave Gourmet, was the toughest person that I’ve ever met. When she asked me what I wanted, I said, “I’m here to help you with your wine list.” Wrong answer! She screamed, “You’re going to help me? Who the fuck are you?!” And then she proceeded to grill me: Had I ever been to Europe? Yes. What about California? Yes. Had I ever worked in a restaurant? Yes, a four-star one, no less. She started asking me questions about Canal House, and her manner slowly went from brusque to intrigued. Barbara eventually got me in front of Joe Baum. It was one of the most defining moments of my life.



[image: ]


The War Room, April 1976. From the left, Barbara Kafka, Joe Baum, Allan Lewis, and Kevin Zraly working on menus for the opening of Windows on the World





The first thing he asked me was, “So, Kevin, what can you tell me about wine?” Without hesitating, I replied, “I like to drink it!” I got the job. Not the job I was trying to get, mind you—selling wine to Joe Baum for his new restaurant—but as cellar master for Windows on the World! (Baum preferred that title to sommelier.) Unbeknownst to me, they had been looking for months for a young American to fill this role and had already interviewed dozens of candidates. And while it could be said that I was in the right place at the right time, I had also spent the last six years hustling, learning, and working my tail off. I was ready for the challenge. And what a challenge it was! I knew it was going to be a great restaurant and job when I asked Joe about creating the wine list. He said: “It’s very simple. I want you to create the biggest and the best wine list that New York has ever seen, and don’t worry about how much it costs!” I was a 25-year-old kid in a candy store—only it sold wine!




“The effective teaching of almost any subject relies on reducing its tenets to the most simple and basic elements, thus fostering true appreciation, while igniting a passion for the subject matter. Kevin Zraly, widely known as the ‘Wine Guru,’ has elevated our collective understanding of the dynamic interaction that makes the pairing of food and wine a gastronomic challenge as we fuse together some of life’s most pleasurable and rewarding elements.”


—FERDINAND METZ, master chef and former president of the Culinary Institute of America





In May 1976, Gael Greene wrote a giant cover story for New York magazine about Windows on the World. Titled “The Most Spectacular Restaurant in the World,” the piece called the restaurant a masterpiece—before it had even opened! You can just imagine how that ramped up expectations for our endeavor. In fact, the World Trade Center and Windows on the World became symbols of the financial turnaround of New York City, and their completion played a key role in the revitalization of Lower Manhattan. The year that Windows on the World opened, 1976, was also the bicentennial of the United States. From the 107th floor, imagine an unobstructed view of the spectacularly refurbished Statue of Liberty and all of New York Harbor with its flotilla of tall ships. What a sight! Seeing the bicentennial fireworks from Windows became the hottest ticket in the world.
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On that memorable July Fourth evening, I went to the top of One World Trade Center (the broadcast antennae and barriers not yet erected) and watched all the fireworks displays within a 60-mile radius. Life doesn’t get much better than this, I remember thinking. In my joy, I started dancing on the roof. I was serving wine to kings, queens, presidents, sports heroes, and movie and rock stars. During the next five years, I met every celebrity I had ever heard or read about.




“At Windows, Joe Baum led us to the promised land, an adventure in imagination, the pursuit of the unexpected and enormous scale. There has never been anything like it before or since.”


—MILTON GLASER, graphic designer





Windows on the World was an instant success and booked up months in advance. Within a few years, it was the number-one dollar-volume restaurant in the world and also sold more wines than any restaurant in the world. What made it so great? Was it the 60-second elevator ride? The menu concept? The youthful, energetic staff? The extensive and outrageously low-priced wine list? The most spectacular view in the world? For me, it was all of the above. My 25 years at Windows on the World were some of the supreme joys of my life, and creating the Windows on the World Wine Course was one of my proudest accomplishments.


The school started with a small group of ten lunch-club members in 1976. Members invited their friends, who then invited their friends. Soon the friends of club members outnumbered the club members, and the class list just kept growing. In 1980, we opened the school to the public, and eventually more than 20,000 students attended the class.
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The view of Manhattan, looking north, from Windows on the World
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Kevin Zraly, cellar master for Windows on the World,1976







“I can never thank Kevin enough for his contributions to my book. He gave me so much material and, even more than that, he is the living embodiment of the restaurant [Windows on the World]. I got to experience it through being with him. More than anyone else, when people talk to me about Windows, they talk about Kevin. Sure, Joe Baum created it. Alan Lewis ran it. And there were so many incredible chefs, waiters, piano players, bartenders, and so on. But Kevin was the only one who was there from (before) the start and until its end. And then he carried it on afterward with his wine class and the book.”


—TOM ROSTON, author of The Most Spectacular Restaurant in the World: The Twin Towers, Windows on the World, and the Rebirth of New York







“Beginning in the late ’60s, New Yorkers were introduced to the pleasures of fine dining in New York by Joe Baum, president and guiding light of Restaurant Associates. Joe magnificently paved the way in American gastronomy by creating a spectrum of brilliantly innovative, fabulously designed theme restaurants: La Fonda Del Sol, Zum Zum, and The Brasserie, as well as a bevy of architecturally significant, sensationally managed palaces of fine dining: Forum of the Twelve Caesars, Tavern on the Green, The Four Seasons, and, of course, Windows on the World.”


—PETER MORRELL, Morrell & Company Wine Merchants







“I started selling German and French table wine in the U.S. market in 1960, when fortified wine was still outselling table wines. A lot of wine in the market was either faulty or unpleasant, and most of the better wine was consumed by the elite. Now there are very few wines in the market that are not pleasant to drink, with the elite still drinking the finest.


“The increase in consumption went hand in hand with the revolutionary interest in fine food and the realization that fine food needed wine as part of the food experience. The original wine market had been largely French-, Italian-, and California-grown wine, the selection becoming easier with the innovative idea of Frank Schoonmaker to sell California wine by grape designation. This ultimately was also adopted by other regions and countries.


“Temperature-controlled fermentation, stainless steel temperature-controlled storage, and the use of wood for aging red wines have improved wine quality worldwide. Selection of soil to grape variety and growing is another improvement.


“The U.S.A. is far from being a wine-consuming country, compared to France, Italy, and Spain. It suffers from too many legal restrictions in selling wines; these are slowly being eliminated. The adoption of screw tops, cans, and other packaging has made the consumption easier and challenged such other popular drinks as beer. A freer legal market environment should lead to increased consumption and will ultimately make the U.S. a true wine-consuming society.”


—PETER M. F. SICHEL, wine merchant, age 98
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This photo was taken from the 107th floor of One World Trade Center, overlooking the East River and the Brooklyn Bridge





Across the pond, 1976 was the year that British wine expert Steven Spurrier hosted what became known as the Judgment of Paris, a blind tasting of French and California wines from Chardonnay and Cabernet Sauvignon grapes. No one was more shocked than he was when the upstart California wines—namely, Chateau Montelena Chardonnay and Stag’s Leap Wine Cellars Cabernet Sauvignon—swept the competition. This event really helped put Napa Valley on the international map. (The Judgment of Paris was dramatized in the terrifically entertaining 2008 film, Bottle Shock, starring the late great Alan Rickman.)




“In today’s wine world, communication is everything. The Place, the People, and the Product need to be talked about and, as Oscar Wilde said, ‘the only thing worse than being talked about is not being talked about.’ But communication today is so often just tasting notes, scores, and prices, that this information is purely commercial, and one learns very little from it. The basis of communication should be information and the basis of information is education. This is where the Windows on the World program set up by Kevin Zraly comes in, and the wine world is much the better for it.”


—STEVEN SPURRIER, wine writer and expert







“Even more than high school and college, my ‘education’ at Windows on the World University has stood me well in tackling the challenges of the world at large.”


–MICHAEL SKURNIK, assistant cellar master, Windows on the World, 1977–1978; president, Michael Skurnik Wines







“Influenced by a Joseph Baum philosophy exhibited in his inimitable Windows on the World wine course for 40 years, Kevin was able to make anyone quite comfortable with their knowledge and enjoyment of wine. Kevin Zraly demystified the world of wine for everyone.”


—TONY ZAZULA, restaurateur





In 1977, the educational system known as the Court of Master Sommeliers was established in the United States (it had already been educating students in Great Britain since the late ’60s). This rigorous series of courses and tests was designed to improve standards of beverage service by sommeliers and is considered the highest level of accomplishment for a sommelier. Since its inception, only 269 students worldwide have achieved the title of Master Sommelier, though thousands of others have passed through the lower levels of the program and fanned out across the world. When I started as cellar master at Windows on the World, I was the only one on the floor—covering almost an acre! I recently had dinner at Union Square Cafe, and there were five sommeliers working the floor at once. What a change!
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As wine expanded its reach beyond the industry, everyday wine lovers and consumers were eager for news, reviews, and information, and a slew of magazines started up in the ’70s to quench their thirst. Before New York became the center of the wine world, London held that title, and the U.K. magazine Decanter hit the scene in 1975. In the U.S., Bob Morrissey founded The Wine Spectator in 1976 as a tabloid-style newspaper that closely tracked the developments of the California wine industry. An early fan, publisher Marvin Shanken bought the publication in 1979 and transformed it into the glossy magazine we know today. In 1978, editors Ariane and Michael Batterberry launched The International Review of Food & Wine as a more accessible alternative to Gourmet magazine; they later shortened the successful magazine’s name to simply Food & Wine. Also, in 1978, Robert M. Parker Jr., started circulating a direct-mail newsletter, The Baltimore-Washington Wine Advocate. Later renamed The Wine Advocate, Parker’s publication became famous (and much imitated) for its 100-point system for rating wines. In 1979, young newlyweds and budding oenophiles Adam and Sybil Strum started a small catalog selling wine accoutrements—corkscrews, glasses, wine racks, and other accessories that had previously only been available to professionals. They expanded the Wine Enthusiast catalog into a full-blown magazine in 1988. Around the same time, Josh Greene founded Wine & Spirits, which every year provides a very valuable service by publishing a list of the top 100 wines sold in restaurants. All of these entities helped educate and engage wine lovers in the pre-internet era, and they all continue their valuable work to this day.




“I worked in the wine department of Windows on the World during 1991 and 1992. Being new to the wine business, the extensive, award-winning list presented a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to taste great wines. However, my greatest memories are the nights when the view north over the city captured all the excitement and energy of New York.”


—BRUCE SANDERSON, senior editor, Wine Spectator







“When I reflect on the 22 years I spent at Windows on the World, no singular event immediately comes to mind but rather a series of images: the faces of children pressed up against the windows, the sun setting over the Statue of Liberty, and the laughter and joy of thousands of guests who created a lifetime of cherished memories.”


—JULES ROINNEL, director, the World Trade Center Club, 1979–2001





During the late-1970s, fine food was moving beyond the restaurant world and into the retail sector. In New York, we saw this when Joel Dean and Giorgio DeLuca opened the gourmet food store Dean & DeLuca in 1977. The Soho store became an instant success, helping to educate the American palate by introducing items like balsamic vinegar, sun-dried tomatoes, and artisanal cheeses (all of which became so popular that they eventually trickled down to regular grocery stores). Uptown, Eli Zabar was doing something similar at E.A.T. on the Upper East Side, as were Sheila Lukins and Julie Rosso at the Silver Palate on the Upper West Side. In northern California, Oakville Grocery had been around since the turn of the century but in the 1970s pivoted to a more niche, upscale inventory. Likewise, Chuck Williams’s first Williams-Sonoma store had been around since the 1950s, but really started taking off with its mail-order catalog in the 1970s, as people sought out the necessary cookware to prepare all these newfangled ingredients. And down in Austin, Texas, a natural foods store called Whole Foods Market opened its first location in 1980, leaving little clue to the juggernaut it would become.




In 2014, Robert M. Parker Jr., sold the Wine Advocate to three investors from Singapore and eventually retired from being a critic, but I’m sure he’s having a great time in his wine cellar!







KEVIN ZRALY’S TOP 5 FAVORITE WINE MOVIES


1. Sideways (2004)


2. Bottle Shock (2008)


3. Sour Grapes (2016)


4. A Year in Burgundy (2013)


5. The Secret of Santa Vittoria (1969)
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Kevin in the Cellar in the Sky, in the early 1980s







“From the DePuy Canal House, where I first met Kevin in the early ’70s, to the present, Kevin has been teaching relentlessly the elegance and refinement of wine to Americans. He is the consummate educator with the gift of making wine comprehensible, fascinating, and fun for any audience, from the novice to the connoisseur.


“I started working for Joe Baum at the World Trade Center in 1973, at a time when the world of the chef and sommelier was quite lowly on the social scale. Cellar in the Sky at Windows on the World was revolutionary, with an extraordinary wine menu that brought American wines, for the first time ever, to prominence, to the limelight, and to the palate of the wine lover.”


—JACQUES PÉPIN, chef







“Directing what was perhaps the most famous restaurant operation in the world challenged my intellectual and emotional being every day. The greatest of these challenges was, by the single element of location, that we would have the privilege of serving the most diverse clientele of any restaurant in the world and, in turn, employing the most diverse workforce of any restaurant in the world. The social interaction and collaboration of so many unique human beings, was the Windows on the World experience. To have had the opportunity to be an integral part of the success of that collaboration made it an incredibly rewarding experience. In this respect, we truly were the Windows on the World.”


—GLENN VOGT, general manager, Windows on the World, 1997–2001






1980s


With such a fertile foundation, the American food and wine world really exploded in the 1980s. At this time in Europe, wine consumption was dropping dramatically. They had always made their wines for their own people, but younger Europeans had started drinking beer or mixed drinks. As France and other European countries lost a large percentage of their local consumers, they looked to the United States and elsewhere for customers but quickly realized that they needed to learn how to make wine to appeal to the global market. Among many changes, European winemakers started using stainless steel fermenting barrels, which resulted in much fresher, cleaner-tasting wines.




“Fifty years in food history is not a long time. But the past fifty years have seen the rise of interest in food in the U.S. from little interest to inescapable information, all due to committed individuals who have made us more aware of how remarkable its production and preparation are, how good it tastes, and how it ties us together.”


—DARRELL CORTI, owner of Corti Brothers, Sacramento, California





As I had anticipated in my very first trip out west in the early ’70s, California wine was also ascendant. California Chardonnay was the “It” drink of the ’80s, especially for women, becoming a brand as much as a grape. When I started out in the business, if a bottle said “Chardonnay,” by federal law only 51 percent of the contents had to be Chardonnay grapes. The rest could be plonk and it could still be called Chardonnay. Laws changed in the ’80s to raise that minimum to 75 percent. (Today, that minimum remains in place, but most wines listed as Chardonnay or Pinot Noir are made using 100 percent of that grape.)




“Those last 50 years in food and wine for us in the Napa Valley were like riding the perfect wave to shore. I felt the ’80s and ’90s in particular were a vibrant time for investment, experimentation, innovation, and full-on fun for professionals in the food and wine industry. Food was life, wine was a partner for life, and we were all in on the celebration. We spread the gospel with gusto.”


—TOR KENWARD, TOR Wines







When I started the Windows on the World Wine School, 90 percent of my students were men. Today 60 percent are women! This makes sense, since women have a better sense of smell than men and are the number-one buyers of wine in the United States.







“More and more people drink wine, with more and more discrimination. And the wine comes from places unknown 50 years ago—Sicily, Portugal, Chile—and has gotten better and better. We live in happy times!”


—CLIVE COATES, Master of Wine and wine writer





At the beginning of the decade, I came up with the idea for the New York Wine Experience to introduce people to the top wines in the world. After visiting the Monterey Wine Festival I knew immediately that we needed to do something like it in New York City. At another wine event, Marvin Shanken, publisher of the Wine Spectator, asked what I was working on, and we ended up working together to convince every big-name winemaker, wine writer, merchant, and winery owner to get involved. The event premiered in 1981 at Windows on the World, quickly selling out. Within a few years, the event became so popular that it outgrew the banquet rooms at Windows, and we moved to the Marriott Marquis in Times Square, where it continues to this day.
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Teaching at the Wine School in 1985
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The World Trade Center Plaza in the 1980s. Minoru Yamasaki was the designer and lead architect of the World Trade Center. Fritz Koenig’s bronze sculpture “The Sphere” stood in the plaza between the World Trade Center towers. It was not destroyed and is now located in Liberty Park at the World Trade Center in Lower Manhattan







“Inspired by our goal of showing the world that an American restaurant with an American chef and American sommelier could be a player on the world stage, we started focusing on American wines shortly after opening. Our house wine was Robert Mondavi Reserve. We were proud to host parties and tastings featuring wines from California.”


—BARRY WINE, The Quilted Giraffe







“I am astonished at the extraordinary range and availability of foods and wines that were even on our radar 50 years ago. My heart lies in Italy . . . in 1970, consumers enjoyed Chianti in a straw flask and Lambrusco (my wine crush to this day). Today, along with those fan favorites, Brunello, Barolo, and Amarone can be found everywhere. Why revolution and not evolution? Kevin Zraly and those like him come to mind. Kevin crafted an exciting world of wine and food, and his brash style made learning about this ‘new world’ fun and less terrifying. Today, we are still being implored by Gen Z, according to Wine Business, to ‘make it not so scary and intimidating for people who don’t know much about wine.’ Hear ye, hear ye, the more things change, the more they stay the same!”


—SHARRON MCCARTHY, Banfi Vintners Wine Education







WINE SPECTATOR’S GRAND AWARD RESTAURANT WINNERS, 1981:


The American Hotel


Bern’s Steak House


The Breakers


The Down Under


The Forge


Ernie’s


Narsai’s


Scandia


Silverado


Sparks Steak House


Valentino


Windows on the World


Yankee Silversmith Inn





The Wine Experience required that the owner or winemaker (or both!) staff their table at the event, not a rep, and it was not uncommon to see wine stars pouring their finest bottles for attendees, and guests were thrilled to taste wines they would never have had access to otherwise. “There were booths with bottles, glasses, ice buckets, and corkscrews in all directions,” Howard G. Goldberg wrote in the New York Times after visiting the 1987 Wine Experience.


The annual three-day event continues to draw well over 1,000 people for seminars, tastings, and other festivities and has raised millions of dollars in scholarship money. I stayed on as director of both the New York Wine Experience and the California Wine Experience for ten years, before the Wine Spectator took it over completely. Though the event was one of the first of its kind, food and wine festivals, such as the Food & Wine Classic in Aspen and the South Beach Wine and Food Festival, began popping up all over the country, drawing fans wanting to meet top chefs and winemakers, sample incredible food and drink, and get to hang out with other like-minded fans. The number of food and wine festivals continues to grow around the country, with events ranging from Charleston to Chicago, Austin to New Orleans.


During the 1980s, restaurants across the country began shifting to offering wines by the glass, rather than asking customers to commit to a whole bottle. This novel concept allowed people to experiment and try wines from around the world. Today, a majority of restaurants sell more wine by the glass than they do by the bottle. This is a big shift, and I’m all for it. I’ve always said wines by the glass are the greatest thing for consumers because they have more choices; they’re good for the restaurant, as they can get a better markup; and the distributor is happy because they get a volume order. So it’s a win-win-win situation for everybody.




“When I decided to become a chef in the ’70s, it was met with bewilderment from some and laughter from others. But the food and wine world gives an opportunity to those curious, determined people to succeed and be rewarded for hard work and craftsmanship. The passion, excitement, and determination have not changed; the can-do attitude and striving for perfection still exist. The respect for the food and wine profession has grown tremendously. The renegade approach has changed, the rules have changed (hell, there were no rules for a long time!), but the ability to grow and learn and change is still most interesting to me.”


—DAVID BURKE, chef





And those very restaurants were changing too, shifting first from French-centric food to Italian, the sunny flavors of which were taking America by storm, and on to Asian, Mexican, Cajun, and fusion. And with that shift from the starched tablecloth feel of the classic French restaurant to the more casual flair of these other cuisines, the democratization of the restaurant scene really began. There were a host of young chefs, many of whom got their start in California with its abundance of beautiful, fresh produce, ready to experiment and play. This was the first example of the farm-to-table movement. Throughout the ’80s, there was a boom in big, bold restaurants that celebrated American cooking and explored lesser-known regions of the world (lesser known at the time! Now these all seem commonplace). Here is a small sampling of the decade’s abundance from all over the United States:




• Thomas Keller opened Rakel in 1987 in New York City. In 1992 he found a building in Yountville, Napa Valley, and created The French Laundry, achieving three stars from the Michelin Guide. In 2005, Michelin gave his restaurant Per Se, in New York, a three-star rating. Keller has also earned a one-star rating from Michelin for his other restaurant in Napa, Bouchon.


• In the 1980s, Tom Colicchio was the sous chef, with Thomas Keller, at Rakel. He then went on to partner with Danny Meyer to open Gramercy Tavern in Manhattan. From there, Colicchio opened his own restaurant, Craft. Today he has seven restaurants and is currently the head judge and executive producer of Top Chef.


• After a stint as the head chef at the River Café in Brooklyn, Charlie Palmer opened his first restaurant, Aureole, in Manhattan in 1988. Palmer is the author of six books, and his culinary empire extends to 19 restaurants throughout the United States. A graduate of the Culinary Institute of America (CIA), Palmer also served at the CIA as the chairman of the board of trustees.




“In the mid- to late-1980s, I was beginning to see the rise of what was called the ‘New American Cuisine.’ It was before the internet and also before television routinely showed chefs, so much of our information came from magazines or travel. I was cooking in Key West at the time and, to my surprise, was offered a contract to write a cookbook. The process launched me into the awareness of how America’s food culture was changing in a fascinating, fluid, and ‘jazz-like’ way. I wrote a paper on it and then was asked to deliver a speech at a symposium in Santa Fe in 1988. Scores of chefs, winemakers, journalists, and artisan food producers convened on the Southwestern town that weekend. I read my paper, ‘Fusion Cooking,’ on a panel that included Charlie Trotter, Lydia Shire, Tom Douglas, and Emeril Lagasse. Within a few weeks, a journalist named Regina Schrambling wrote about fusion in a syndicated newspaper. The thinking and the transformations flowed on.”


—Norman Van Aken, chef





• Lidia Bastianich and her family opened their first restaurant in Queens, New York, in 1971. In 1981 they opened their flagship restaurant, Felidia, in Manhattan. Bastianich is a best-selling cookbook author, owner of a flourishing food and entertainment business, and winner of numerous accolades, including seven James Beard Awards (one of them for Outstanding Chef in 2002). Bastianich has also won two Emmy Awards for Outstanding Culinary Host, in recognition of her popular PBS television shows.




“I feel like I’m a lucky person to have had the opportunity to participate in the wine revolution that took place in the U.S. market in the last 50 years. I remember that at the beginning we all had the feeling that the market could grow and develop, but nobody would have predicted that, in a relatively short period of time the U.S. would become the largest wine-consuming country in the world. We must therefore be grateful to the small number of pioneers, like Kevin Zraly, who were instrumental in this fascinating story.”


—Piero Antinori, president, Marchese Antinori





• Michael McCarty opened Michael’s in Santa Monica in 1979. Though the food was French nouvelle–inspired, the preparation was pure California and so was the wine list, leaning heavily on the state’s vineyards. Like Chez Panisse, Michael’s became a launching pad for a number of chefs, including Mark Peel and Nancy Silverton, who went on to open Campanile and La Brea Bakery.


• Paul Prudhomme opened K-Paul’s Louisiana Kitchen in New Orleans in 1979 and helped put Cajun cooking on the map. His dish of blackened redfish became so popular, it was imitated by other restaurants.




“By the 1960s, our country had finally matured enough as a nation to realize that food could offer more than just sustenance. Julia Child came along and introduced us to The Art of French Cooking, which ignited a love affair with French culture. Wealthy Americans made pilgrimages to the three-star restaurants of France and worshipped at the feet of their celebrity chefs, discovering the great kitchens of Europe as well as their legendary winemakers.


“Wineries in California began opening on a grand scale. Before long American parents were bragging about their offspring going to cooking schools and wanting to be chefs. A new profile of American chef emerged—intelligent, sophisticated, creative, and ambitious. These young talents could have succeeded in any profession they chose to pursue, but they had a single-minded passion for cooking. Collectively, these pioneering chefs reimagined American cuisine and ultimately turned the spotlight on the U.S. as an emerging key player in international gastronomy. Even the Michelin Guide could no longer ignore the U.S. and arrived to acknowledge that at long last we had restaurants on par with the greatest in France.”


—Patrick O’Connell, chef of The Inn at Little Washington





• Wolfgang Puck, the French-trained Austrian chef and his wife, Barbara Lazaroff, opened Spago on Sunset Boulevard in 1982. The restaurant became famous for its inventive California-style pizzas, topped with things like goat cheese, artichokes, and prawns. Just a year later, Puck opened Chinois, where he put his haute flourish on Chinatown classics. Puck continued to open restaurants and cafes all over the world.


• Jeremiah Tower, whose menus really helped put Chez Panisse on the map in the 1970s and who, along with Wolfgang Puck and Alice Waters, is credited with creating California cuisine, opened Stars in San Francisco in 1984, and later opened Stars outposts in northern California, Singapore, and Manila.


• Across the country, Larry Forgione was one of the first graduates of the Culinary Institute of America’s Hyde Park location and first headed the kitchen at the iconic River Cafe before opening An American Place in 1983. Forgione was one of the first chefs to really celebrate American regional cooking and quality local ingredients. He’s credited with popularizing the now-omnipresent phrase “free-range” to describe the chickens a New York farmer raised for him.


• Another graduate of the CIA, Waldy Malouf created the Hudson River Club in downtown Manhattan in the mid-1980s, specializing in farm-to-table cooking using only Hudson Valley ingredients. He went on to be the executive chef at The Rainbow Room and today he oversees all of the CIA restaurants around the world.


• Jonathan Waxman cut his chops at both Chez Panisse and Michael’s and then moved east to open Jams in New York City in 1984. Waxman returned to the scene several years later with the well-received Barbuto.




“From Mateus, Lancers, and Blue Nun to Harlan, Bryant Family, and Screaming Eagle . . . in a relative blink of an eye.”


—Tom Valenti, chef





• Lured by the farmers who gathered at the weekly greenmarket in Union Square, young restaurateur Danny Meyer chose to build his first restaurant just a block away. Union Square Cafe opened its doors in 1985 and quickly became popular for its fine casual food and emphasis on service. It also helped to revitalize that entire section of Manhattan, an example of the gentrification so often brought on by chefs and restaurants.
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From the left, Jean-Georges Vongerichten, Alfred Portale (on ladder), David Bouley, Drew Nieporent, Danny Meyer







“Fifty years ago, understanding how to appreciate and talk about wine—even if from just one appellation of France—conferred an elite gastronomic status on a select, proud few connoisseurs. They wore that status as a badge of honor indicating that they knew something that you didn’t. This was especially prevalent among an early generation of sommeliers who often took advantage of unwitting restaurant-goers by selling overpriced wine and preying on order anxiety. When Kevin Zraly launched his Windows on the World wine class, things began to change. Fear of wine turned into the fun of discovery, and an entire generation of restaurant-goers and sommeliers learned that pulling corks was about sharing what you love, not expressing the power derived from what you alone know. Among the many things for which I feel grateful is that my first restaurant, Union Square Cafe, was born in a time when wine—the love, appreciation, and knowledge of it—had already begun to be democratized. No one deserves more credit for that than Kevin Zraly.”


—DANNY MEYER, restaurateur





• Susan Feniger and Mary Sue Milliken, Midwesterners who settled in Los Angeles, were introduced to the bright, complex flavors of Mexican food while working in a French restaurant when fellow cooks prepared tacos and tamales for staff meals. The two women opened Border Grill in Santa Monica in 1985, one of the first spots to explore and celebrate foods from south of the American border.


• Restaurateur Drew Nieporent opened Montrachet (with Tony Zazula) in Manhattan in 1985 and went on to open Tribeca Grill in 1990 (with Robert DeNiro) and, like Meyer, helped jumpstart a revival of a whole neighborhood with his savvy food, comfortable dining room, and stellar wine list.


• Sushi started to become mainstream in the 1980s, thanks in part to Nobu Matsuhisa, a Japanese chef who opened his eponymous, unassuming storefront restaurant in L.A. in 1987. His fans, including DeNiro and Nieporent, helped propel Matsushita to New York, where he eventually opened Nobu. His signature dish, black cod with miso, can now be tasted at more than 20 Nobus located around the world.


• Rick Bayless explored and elevated traditional Mexican cooking at Frontera Grill, which he opened in Chicago in 1987, followed by Toplobampo in 1991, both of which won James Beard awards for Outstanding Restaurant.


• Mark Miller, a lover of Latin-American food and another Chez Panisse alum, opened the Coyote Cafe in Santa Fe in 1987, building upon Native American and Mexican-European cowboy cooking traditions of the Southwest and modernizing them. Many look to Miller as the father of modern Southwestern cooking.


• Judy Rogers took over the kitchen at the Zuni Cafe in 1987 and helped make it an iconic San Francisco restaurant, popularizing the use of a wood-fired brick oven for cooking meat, game, fish, and vegetables.







“When I started reviewing restaurants in 1980, wine was a growing—though frequently overlooked—component of the meal. I always described the list and factored it into the star rating. (Curiously, hardly any critics do this today.) Back then the customer decision was easy: white with fish, red with meat. But there was a lot in between.


“The wine list might be a two-page laminated affair, compiled by an ever-helpful wine distributor. And it never changed—have you ever tried to remove lamination from cardboard? Outside of pricey, luxurious establishments, sommeliers forty years ago were as rare as pole vaulters. For guidance one had to ask the owner. A most welcome trend in the late 1990s was restaurant servers benefitting from basic wine training.


“My, how it has evolved from that quaint and undemanding age. It was a blast learning about new wines every day. As for the laminated menus, they make fine placemats.”


—BRYAN MILLER, former New York Times restaurant critic
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While the food and wine scenes became ever more diverse, a few people devised ways to help make sense and keep track of it all. In the late ’70s, Tim and Nina Zagat—lawyers by trade, foodies by passion—passed around their first survey of New York City restaurants, a mimeographed spreadsheet that rated places on food, service, and cleanliness. Ratings were averaged from the input of their acquaintances and included a brief line or two calling out the highs and lows of each spot. The “NYC Restaurant Survey” quickly grew in terms of size and popularity, eventually getting so big that the Zagats quit their day jobs to become full-time publishers, expanding to cities all over the country. For years, the Zagat Guide was the trusted source to help newcomers and locals alike find a place to eat dinner (though it lost some of its cachet after Google purchased the company in 2011—and later sold it again—and the field has become ever more crowded with the likes of Yelp and other such crowdsourced sites).


On the wine front, a critic named Robert M. Parker Jr., helped demystify the wine-buying experience for the consumer. The founder of The Wine Advocate, Parker has a photographic memory and is, in my opinion, the best wine taster in the world. The 100-point rating system he came up with in 1983 created a seismic shift in how merchants marketed wines and how consumers bought it. Other publications and reviewers quickly adopted similar scales. Not surprisingly, wine merchants quickly made a habit of clipping these reviews and taping them to the shelves. And, even less surprisingly, while the reviews included nuanced tasting notes, consumers simply flocked toward the most highly rated wines. All of this helped to make wine buying more user-friendly, but over the years, I have come to believe that scoring wines, while not necessarily a bad thing, can make retailers and restaurateurs a bit lazy. Merchants can come to rely too heavily on those reviews, only wanting to sell wines with 90+ scores rather than educating and tasting themselves.
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The Four Seasons restaurant, view of the Pool Room, May 2015







PLAYBOY MAGAZINE’S TOP 25 RESTAURANTS OF 1980


1. Lutèce (New York, NY)


2. Le Français (Wheeling, IL)


3. The Four Seasons (New York, NY)


4. L’Ermitage (Los Angeles, CA)


5. La Caravelle (New York, NY)


6. Le Perroquet (Chicago, IL)


7. Chez Panisse (Berkeley, CA)


8. The Coach House (New York, NY)


9. The “21” Club (New York, NY)


10. Ma Maison (Los Angeles, CA)


11. Maisonette (Cincinnati, OH)


12. La Grenouille (New York, NY)


13. The Palace (New York, NY)


14. Windows on the World (New York, NY)


15. Le Bec-Fin (Philadelphia, PA)


16. Ernie’s (San Francisco, CA)


17. Trattoria da Alfredo (New York, NY)


18. Commander’s Palace (New Orleans, LA)


19. The Mandarin (San Francisco, CA)


20. Le Lion d’Or (Washington, DC)


21. London Chop House (Detroit, MI)


22. Jack’s Restaurant (San Francisco, CA)


23. Fournou’s Ovens (San Francisco, CA)


24. L’Orangerie (Los Angeles, CA)


25. Tony’s (Houston, TX)


Note: I was lucky enough to work with Dick Brass on this article; we visited every single one of these restaurants, and I reviewed their wine lists. Only six of these restaurants are still in operation.






1990s


If the 1970s and ’80s were a time of great explosion and growth in the food and wine world, the ’90s were about refining it all and taking stock of how far we had come in such a short time.


The James Beard Foundation Awards were established in 1991 as a way to recognize the brightest lights in the culinary world, including chefs, restaurateurs, winemakers, food writers, and journalists—like the Oscars of food. From the beginning, the Beard Awards also recognized outstanding wine and spirits professionals, restaurants for outstanding wine service, and, in the journalism category, the best wine and spirits book. Robert Mondavi, the San Francisco restaurant Square One, helmed by chef Joyce Goldstein, and Burton Anderson’s The Wines of Italy took home those prizes, respectively, that inaugural year.




“When I opened Square One in San Francisco in 1984, it was the first pan-Mediterranean restaurant in the U.S.A. We served regional dishes from Italy, Spain, Portugal, Greece, Turkey, southern France, and North Africa to a dining public that had never heard of mezze, saganaki, or chermoula. My son Evan was in charge of the wine list. He visited wineries that had never sold their wines to restaurants and convinced them to have their wines on our list . . . While many of our guests were interested in the new California wines, they were hesitant to spend a lot of money on wines that were unfamiliar. In 1984, most restaurants offered a small selection of inexpensive red, white, and rosé wines by the glass. Evan expanded our wine by the glass selection to eight quality wines. For many years, starting in 1986, Evan taught a series of popular wine and food pairing classes. We gradually realized that not only were we in the restaurant business, we were in the business of expanding people’s knowledge about food and wine, and we enjoyed our role as educators.”


—JOYCE GOLDSTEIN, chef, author, and culinary consultant





I was honored to receive the 1993 award for outstanding wine and spirits professional, and even more thrilled when, in 2011, I was presented with the James Beard Lifetime Achievement Award. Prior to that, only two other wine professionals had been recognized with this prestigious honor: Ernest Gallo and Bob Mondavi. It was a lovely grace note that Jacques Pépin, who had been with Craig Claiborne the night he decided to review Canal House, an act that indirectly set me on my life’s path, and who was also at the opening of Windows on the World, was the one to present me with the award. Before he did so, I took off my jacket and did a few pushups for the crowd—hey, I wanted to show that there’s a lot of life in this body!
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Jacques Pepin and Kevin at the James Beard Lifetime Achievement Award ceremony





After the award ceremony, we celebrated like I have only a few times in my life. At the Marriott Marquis in Times Square, 252 of my “closest friends” simultaneously uncorked 252 bottles of wine to establish a new official world record, which was confirmed and notarized by an executive of Guinness World Records! Later in the night, my band, the Winettes, took the stage. Music has always been one of the great joys of my life, and I had been playing guitar and drums in the band, made up exclusively of other wine professionals, since the mid ’80s. The Winettes’ lineup that night included me, Michael Skurnik (Skurnik Imports), Josh Wesson (wine and food author), and Joe DeLissio (wine buyer for the River Cafe) on drums (over the years, we also played with New York Times restaurant critic Bryan Miller and Richard Regner, former cellar master of Windows on the World.) That night, we all sang our hearts out, laughed, played, and leaned into one another the way we had so many times before, as the crowd packed in close to the stage, dancing and singing along with us. It was a night I’ll never forget.


The same year that the Beard Awards began, the International Association of Culinary Professionals presented its first award ceremony to honor excellence in food journalism, a move that underscored just how important this forum had become. Prior to the 1950s, food was confined to newspapers’ women’s pages in the form of recipes and household hints. The man who helped move the needle was the aforementioned Craig Claiborne, a Mississippi native who took over the then-minuscule food section of the New York Times in 1957 and treated the subject as a true journalist would. His restaurant reviews began to carry enormous power. He also teamed up with chef Pierre Franey, who helped him develop and test recipes for the newspaper, and readers began to learn how they could make seemingly exotic food for themselves at home.


In the years to come, most newspapers and magazines established dedicated food sections, including New York (and its California counterpart New West), Sunset, GQ, Esquire, and Playboy. In New York, Gael Greene, Florence Fabricant, Mimi Sheraton, and Bryan Miller were just some of the writers who made names for themselves, while the west was covered by, among others, Caroline Bates, S. Irene Virbila, and Ruth Reichl (who eventually moved back east to become the head critic at the New York Times and later editor-in-chief at Gourmet magazine). Started way back in 1941, Gourmet was the only game in town for many years, but that changed as more magazines devoted exclusively to food popped up, including Bon Appetit, Food & Wine, and Saveur, which was cofounded by food writer Colman Andrews. Writers who were known more for “straight” journalism also heeded the siren call of food writing, including The New Yorker’s Calvin Trillin and the Times’ R. W. (“Johnny”) Apple, Jr. In 2007, Jonathan Gold, a writer for the Los Angeles Times who focused primarily on small ethnic restaurants, often tucked away in unimposing strip malls, won the Pulitzer Prize for Criticism, the first food writer to ever do so.
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The Winettes, from the left: Joe DeLissio, Richard Regner, Josh Wesson, Kevin Zraly, Michael Skurnik





The 1990s was the decade that saw the rise of the celebrity chef. As I like to say, in the old days you couldn’t get a chef out of the kitchen, now you can’t get him back into the kitchen! Chefs became household names (remember when chef David Bouley was named one of People magazine’s Sexiest Men Alive in 1994?), as did more ambiguously titled “food personalities.” And then came the Food Network.




Before there were celebrity chefs, there were celebrity owners like Henri Soulé of Le Pavillon, Cirio Maccioni of Le Cirque, Warner LeRoy of Maxwell’s Plum, Ella Brennan of Commander’s Palace, Bern Laxter of Bern’s Steakhouse, Michael McCarty of Michael’s restaurants, and Piero Selvaggio of Valentino.





Before that time, most food programming was the purview of public television or broadcast regionally by local affiliates. Besides Julia Child’s The French Chef, there were a number of other cooking shows on PBS, including Graham Kerr’s The Galloping Gourmet, which debuted in 1969; The Frugal Gourmet starring Jeff Smith, which kicked off in 1973; Yan Can Cook with Martin Yan and Cooking Mexican hosted by Rick Bayless, both of which debuted in 1978; and Everyday Cooking with Jacques Pépin, which started airing in 1982. Many people also forget that Martha Stewart got her start on PBS in the mid ’80s with her show Holiday Entertaining with Martha Stewart.
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Martha Stewart





The Food Network, originally known as the Television Food Network, came on the scene in 1993. Just as MTV revolutionized the music world a decade earlier, the Food Network, with its kinetic 24-hour coverage of cooking shows and food travelogues, seriously changed the genre. In a bigger, splashier way than ever, food became entertainment.


Emeril Lagasse, a wildly engaging host who introduced viewers to Creole food, was one of the network’s breakout stars. His catchphrases— “BAM!” and “Kick it up a notch!”—became widely parodied, but Lagasse had serious chops, having helmed Commander’s Palace in New Orleans before starting his own places, Emeril’s and NOLA. L.A. chefs Susan Feniger and Mary Sue Milliken, whose show Two Hot Tamales introduced viewers to their style of border cooking, were other early stars of the network, as was Ming Tsai, chef of the Boston-area restaurant Blue Ginger, whose East Meets West taught Asian fusion techniques. Bobby Flay, a young chef who helmed the acclaimed New York restaurants Bolo and Mesa Grill (and a graduate of the Windows on the World wine course!), quickly became the network’s grilling guy with ’96’s Grillin’ and Chillin’ and later, Boy Meets Grill and Beat Bobby Flay. Flay continues to be a network stalwart, as does Alton Brown, whose Good Eats series, started in 1999, helped explain the science behind food and cooking.
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Bobby Flay





Rachael Ray got her start at a local station in upstate New York but became a national star almost instantly when 30-Minute Meals debuted in 2001. Like Emeril, she started her own lexicon—“Yum-O” and “EVOO”—and then went on to create a media empire that today includes numerous best-selling cookbooks, a magazine, and a daytime talk show. A year after Ray’s debut, Ina Garten got her national start with Barefoot Contessa, so named for the gourmet food store she owned in the Hamptons. The list of luminaries and hit shows goes on and on, and even includes yours truly. From 1997–1999, I hosted “Wine A to Z,” a segment of a restaurant review show called Dining Around with host Nina Griscom and food writer Alan Richman. The three of us tasted wines together and discussed them. If you poke around on YouTube, you might be lucky enough to find some old clips!




“I’ve only been in the wine business for a little over 20 of the past 50 years, but even in that window the change has been enormous. When I was starting out, Prosecco was a semi-obscure Italian sparkler, dry rosé was as dead as a (pink) doornail, and grower Champagne hadn’t even been heard of (except by a rare few). The truth is that there are vastly more choices out there in the world now for anyone interested in wine than there ever were before. Some are a mixed blessing—there is such a thing as too much rosé—but I’ll happily endure thousands of #roseallday posts clogging up my Instagram feed (another thing that didn’t exist 20 years ago) if it means I can walk into the store down the street and pick up a great Austrian Grüner Veltliner or a terrific Etna Rosso from Sicily any day I want.”


—RAY ISLE, executive wine editor, Food & Wine





The Food Network show was just another way that I was able to continue educating the public about wines, and there was more to learn than ever! One big thing that was going on in the 1990s was that California wines were becoming too powerful. The phrase we started hearing a lot was “ABC”—Anything But Chardonnay. Not knowing any better, many wineries in California were keeping their Chards in oak for far too long. The combination of that oak plus high alcohol could result in a heavy, bitter flavor. The viticulture and oenology department at the University of California at Davis, which has grown tremendously over the years, played a huge role in ameliorating this issue. Its research and experimentation proved that fermentation using stainless steel rather than oak allowed for far greater control over the quality of wines. Even though winemakers have learned to tone it down, I usually opt for Sauvignon Blanc over Chardonnay.
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Joe Baum presenting Kevin with the Who’s Who of Food and Beverage in America Award, early 1990s.





Likewise, many consumers during the 1990s started seeking out fresher reds and brighter whites, and the world stepped up, ready to accommodate. Italian wines especially were getting better and better, and Americans, with their newfound love of all things Italian, were ready to snap up the country’s exports, especially Super Tuscans, Pinot Grigios, Brunellos, and Proseccos. Likewise, we fell in love with Ribera del Duero from Spain and Grüner Veltliners from Austria. In addition, quality New World wines started flooding the market. We got to experience, in no particular order, Malbec from Argentina, Cabernet Sauvignon from Chile, Chenin Blanc from South Africa, Shiraz from Australia, and Sauvignon Blanc from New Zealand. Domestically, Oregon began producing wonderful Pinot Noirs, New York State’s Rieslings became some of the best in the world, and Washington state began producing terrific red wines. It was an exciting time to be a wine lover!


For me, the 1990s were a very active time, full of highs and lows. The bombing of the World Trade Center happened in 1993, a terrible event that rocked my world. Windows on the World was shuttered from 1993 to 1996, but at the behest of the owner, the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey, I continued to teach my classes from different locations in the World Trade Center, which allowed for continuity and kept my mind and body occupied. Continuing to teach those classes was incredibly therapeutic for me.


All four of my children also came along during the 1990s—Anthony, Nicolas, Harrison, and Adriana—who, as you can imagine, became the most important part of my life and kept me incredibly busy with coaching, school events, and music lessons. I like to say that their vintages are ’91, ’93, ’97, and ’99, and now that they are grown and out of the house, I always send them a bottle or two of wine from their birth years to celebrate their birthdays.




“Stymied by Prohibition, the Depression, and World War II, the evolution of an American food movement had to wait until the ’60s— a decade when Playboy magazine and its swinging lifestyle became mainstream, James Bond thrilled audiences with his gourmet savoir-faire, the counterculture discovered ethnic and Third World foods, wine ads began appearing on TV, and Europe on five dollars a day became a reality for thousands of Americans on cheap jet flights to France, Italy, Spain, and Greece. All of that coalesced in the ’70s with better food and travel journalism, the emergence of a robust new California wine industry, credit cards (finally granted to single women!) that allowed for lavish expense accounts, and the entrance into the restaurant business by very serious, well-traveled, post-hippie cooks and chefs, which led to the exciting and experimental New American cuisine of the ’80s. The stirrings of ecological, nutritional, and sustainable food issues were born in the ’90s, all debated on the internet, so that by the 21st century, American gastronomy was a vast, swirling cauldron of better ingredients, an astonishing interest in food on TV, and the diaspora of young chefs trained in first-rate kitchens throughout the entire country, which proved that any definition of American cuisine was impossible beyond saying it was as varied as every food culture that enriched it.”


—JOHN MARIANI, food writer





Although the restaurant was closed from 1993 until 1996, I continued teaching the classes at three different locations in the World Trade Center complex. I’m proud that the school remained open during those difficult years; it kept the memory of the restaurant alive and became a symbol to everyone that it would return.
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The Greatest Bar on Earth, 1996





In late 1993, the Port Authority began looking for a new operator. Again, requests for proposals went out, and this time more than 30 restaurant operators expressed interest in taking over Windows on the World. A review committee examined each proposal and made recommendations. They narrowed it down to three entries: Alan Stillman, owner of Smith & Wollensky, The Post House, the Manhattan Ocean Club, Park Avenue Café, and Cité; Warner LeRoy of Tavern on the Green, Maxwell’s Plum, and later the Russian Tea Room; and Joe Baum, original creator of Windows on the World, then operating the Rainbow Room.
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Patrons dine at the Rainbow Room, New York, May 1998





The Port Authority awarded the contract to Joe Baum, and the renaissance of Windows on the World began. Both Andrea Robinson and I were brought back: she to develop the wine list and beverage program, and I to continue the Wine School. In all, the staff totaled more than 400 employees and represented more than 25 nationalities.


The names of many of the old spaces changed as part of the renovation: The old City Lights Bar and the Hors d’Oeuvrerie became The Greatest Bar on Earth. The Cellar in the Sky eventually became the restaurant Wild Blue, overlooking the Statue of Liberty and helmed, originally, by chef Mark Murphy. The banquet rooms were enlarged.


The reopening of Windows on the World in June 1996, twenty years almost to the month after its first opening, happened because of Joe Baum’s usual kinetic energy, joie de vivre, and theatrical hoopla. The celebrities came back, the paparazzi gathered in full force, the view was better than ever, and the wines had aged gracefully over the previous three years. It almost felt like 1976 all over again.




“I remember the first terrorist attack in 1993. We walked down the stairs with our lunch guests. I returned to work with Kevin when we reopened in 1996. I will never forget the extraordinary joy of seeing and touching those wines again, welcoming our wine students back, and just being ‘home,’ where everything sparkled, most of all, the people.”


—ANDREA ROBINSON, cellar master, Windows on the World, 1992–1993, beverage director, 1996–1999, and author, Great Wines Made Simple





Within a year of reopening, it was decided to make Windows on the World the ultimate American-style food and wine experience. The most important change was hiring Michael Lomonaco, former executive chef of The ‘21’ Club, to oversee all culinary operations as the Windows chef. He was the first American-born chef to run the kitchen. As the story goes, Michael was a cab driver in New York City, subsidizing his acting career, when he picked up Patrick Clark, then the chef at Odeon. They got to talking and Patrick suggested that Michael learn how to cook, which he did. After graduating from New York City College of Technology, Michael got his first job at Sirio Maccioni’s Le Cirque, working with Alain Sailhac and Daniel Boulud. Today Michael is the chef owner of Porter House Bar and Grill in the Time Warner Center overlooking Central Park.


Under Lomonaco’s leadership, Windows on the World received two stars from the The New York Times, three stars from Crains, a 22 in Zagat, and ranked in the top listing in Wine Spectator for overall dining. Over the next three years, Windows on the World remained a premier destination for corporate meetings, weddings, anniversaries, birthdays, and bar mitzvahs. We were hosting parties of 10 to 1,200 people under the leadership of Jennie Emil.


The Greatest Bar on Earth took on a life all its own. Under its old guise, The Bar closed at 10PM. The new bar began attracting a younger, more vibrant international crowd that danced ’til the wee hours to the city’s hottest bands and DJs. The Greatest Bar on Earth became a downtown late-night destination. Windows had learned to change with the times.


The Cellar in the Sky had been an integral part of the old Windows on the World, but by 1996 restaurants around the country were also doing food and wine pairings. It was time to replace The Cellar with something new: a restaurant called Wild Blue. At Wild Blue—a restaurant within a restaurant—Michael and his chefs showcased their culinary skills. Wild Blue received four stars from Crains, a 25 in Zagat, a spot in the top-ten list of New York restaurants in Wine Spectator, and a rating as one of New York’s best by Esquire.


Windows was the best it could be on September 10, 2001. It was producing more than $37 million in revenues and was the number-one dollar volume restaurant in the country. Of that $37 million, $5 million came from the sale of wines from among our 1,400 different selections. We were enthusiastic about our future and were preparing excitedly for our 25th anniversary celebration the following month, with the opening of the new wine cellar.




“It was possible to eat and drink very well in America 50 years ago. Iranian beluga was pricey but affordable for a splurge, real Caesar salads were tossed tableside, abalone dredged in cracker crumbs and fried in butter was on menus everywhere, prime steaks and Maine lobsters were ubiquitous, the best Napa Valley Chardonnays and Cabernets from family-owned vineyards were priced like wine and not like precious metals, and a bottle of vintage Port or classified Bordeaux didn’t cost much more than one of those prime steaks. On the other hand, sushi bars were an exotic rarity; Mexican food was pretty much limited to Tex-Mex combination plates; there was no Chez Panisse or Spago (also no Shake Shack or El Pollo Loco); no Nobu Matsuhisa or David Chang or José Andrés; the average American—even a food-conscious one—had no knowledge of balsamic vinegar or kimchee or chipotles; practically nobody drank wines from the Priorat or Ribera del Duero, from Margaret River or Otago, from Argentina, Austria, Chile, Portugal, the Pacific Northwest, Long Island . . . What has happened to food and wine in the U.S. above all else in the past five decades is that it has opened to the world. Increased air travel, the internet, social media, entrepreneurial importers—all have contributed to giving us a hunger for and bringing to us food and drink from every corner of the globe. And that’s not necessarily to the exclusion of those old-style culinary delights. They may cost more today, but they’re still mostly available to us, too, today—all except that abalone, alas, which is pretty much gone forever.”


—COLMAN ANDREWS, American food writer









[image: ]


Michael Lomonaco, chef director, 1997–2001







“There have been two mind-bending alterations in wine as we know it in the past 50 years. The first to come along was the 100-point scoring system, almost certainly invented by Robert Parker . . . We know what evolved from that: Everything changed, but more significantly, wine buyers no longer had to taste wine, or for that matter know anything about wine, to know what they liked. The second disaster has been the rise in the prices of the standard bearers: Burgundy (disastrously), Bordeaux (not quite as horrendously), and to some extent California. (The profound sweet wines of Germany have also been affected, but hardly anybody really cares, except me.) What that means is that young people eager to embrace wine cannot afford to taste the recognized greats, and their palates will be molded by affordable alternatives, such as the so-called orange or natural wines. I can imagine these sorts of wines someday becoming the template for greatness, as absurd as it seems. There have been plenty of other disasters—war, hail, drought, criminal behavior, fire, and phylloxera, but those are my two picks.”


—ALAN RICHMAN, food journalist





2000s


The 2000s, seemed to start with 9/11, though it happened almost two years into the decade. And that terrible event shadowed everything that came afterward, both personally for me and in the greater world of food and wine. Although I would normally have been at Windows on the World on a Tuesday, I had stayed home on September 11 to help prepare for my oldest son’s 10th birthday. We lost 72 friends from Windows on the World on that terrible day. Not being there was one of the hardest things I had to deal with in the days and months to come. I suppose you could call it survivor’s guilt.


My PTSD manifested itself in a loss of my senses, especially smell, which was terrifying. As a professional wine taster, what was I without my sense of smell? I started to panic—I was unemployed with four young children and no job prospects in sight. With Windows gone, I no longer had a home for the wine school, but friends, family, and colleagues all encouraged me to find a way to continue. As I cast about, unsure of what to do, Joe Cozza, who had helped me run the New York Wine Experience, called and connected me to Mike Stengle, a former student of mine. Mike had become the general manager of the Marriott Marquis Hotel at Times Square, and he called together a meeting of their top executives and said they had a place for me to teach at the hotel and would do anything I needed to help me continue. It was an incredible moment. I was able to start teaching again in October 2001. Just as it did after the 1993 bombing, teaching and introducing students to the beauty of wine helped me cope. It helped me process and deal with a devastating situation. It gave me a sense of purpose. Working again (and therapy) also helped treat my PTSD, and, in time, my sense of smell returned.




“Many changes have occurred in the New York restaurants over the past half-century. When I began helping my family at La Grenouille in the mid ’70s, people smoked, downed two to three martinis at lunch, and the wine by the glass offerings in our and many restaurants were frankly unremarkable. Over the years, habits changed: Smoking, along with such terms as ‘coat check,’ ‘hat check,’ and ‘jacket and tie’ vanished into thin air, giving way to broader interest, curiosity to discover other ways, foods, and wines of different provenance.


“With the flashing speed of e-technology, restaurateurs and patrons alike seem irreversibly hooked to laptops and cell phones. Most notable is the solitary habit of communicating via small instruments, emitting an unflattering, cold light from table to table, but this is gratefully, occasionally, interrupted by actual dialogue between guests.


“Even amid the inevitable progress, or deterioration, whichever way you view such changes, there remains one constant: The pleasure of sharing a table, a great meal, wines, and precious time with a dear friend is a pleasure with many returns, one that never fades.”


—CHARLES MASSON, restaurateur, Majorelle





I like to believe that continuing the wine course helped others, too. It was one of the few places where survivors and their families could go that would help link them back to Windows on the World. Since we started up the classes after 9/11, past graduates, survivors, spouses of former employees, and people who had lost loved ones came to the class to remember. These people always stopped by to say hello and share their memories, and in that way, we were able to comfort each other.




“In October 1977, we opened the first Smith & Wollensky steakhouse in New York City with a list of fifty California Cabernets, unheard of at the time for a United States steakhouse.”


—ALAN STILLMAN, owner of Smith & Wollensky, creator of T.G.I. Friday’s





During this time, I was also fortunate enough to take a job as wine director with the steakhouse chain Smith & Wollensky. The owner, Alan Stillman, tasked me with shifting the wine lists at all of the chain’s 17 restaurants to American wines, a huge deal at that time. (Smith & Wollensky was also one of the first restaurants that was traded on the New York Stock Exchange.) In 2008, I published Kevin Zraly’s American Wine Guide, which was the first book of its kind to include wines from all 50 states in the Union.
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The first Smith & Wollensky steakhouse, founded in 1977 by Alan Stillman, is still located on the corner of 49th Street and Third Avenue in Manhattan.





As the post-9/11 world became ever more political and partisan, so, too, did food. This was the decade that saw the publications of Fast Food Nation: The Dark-Side of the All-American Meal by Eric Schlosser in 2001; Marion Nestle’s Food Politics: How the Food Industry Influences Nutrition and Health in 2002; Barbara Kingsolver’s Animal, Vegetable, Miracle: A Year of Food Life in 2007; and a trio of books by Michael Pollan: The Botany of Desire (2002), Omnivore’s Dilemma (2006), and In Defense of Food (2008). Anthony Bourdain ripped off the veil on the restaurant industry with his ground-breaking and hugely entertaining Kitchen Confidential in 2000. In 2003, James Conaway published The Far Side of Eden, the second book in his Napa trilogy, which focused on the environmental effects of the wine industry. Morgan Spurlock’s 2004 film Super Size Me documented what happened when he committed to subsisting on McDonald’s fast food alone for 30 days. In addition to the health issues he faced personally, Spurlock examined the corporate giant’s psychic and economic hold on the American consumer, as well as its contribution to the country’s obesity epidemic.




“Constant change fueled by creativity over the past half-century has shaped today’s wine and food culture in America, blessing consumers with ever more and better pleasures. Advancements in grape production, winemaking, research, packaging, tourism, wine education, and public policy have all driven increased quantity and improved quality of wines from all 50 states, with the added bonus that the American wine industry generates $220 billion in annual benefits for the economy. Best of all, the wine industry worldwide is full of visionaries who are creative, committed, and passionate about wine, which means the next 50 years will be even more exciting.”


—JIM TREZISE, president, WineAmerica







“The wine world has grown up since I started working in the industry 40 years ago. It was common for guests to ask for a glass of Chablis when what they were really asking for was a glass of white wine—any white wine, not a Chardonnay grown on Kimmeridgian soil in a small corner of Burgundy. Today, wine has entered into our dining culture, and the level of wine knowledge and sophistication has never been greater.


“Not only are our clients today more knowledgeable and demanding, but the wine producers of the world are more exacting and committed to protecting the piece of land they own for future generations. Viticultural practices such as organic and biodynamic farming are common with the intent of producing the best possible grapes. This was less common 40 and 50 years ago when the motivating factor was to produce quantity. The demand for quality wine was not there.


“Today, wine from every corner of the world is being produced and is at our fingertips, giving sommeliers and consumers myriad possibilities to choose from. They can explore great wines from the classics such as France, Spain, Italy, and the U.S., but also Croatia, the Canary Islands, Greece, Canada, and more. And whereas previously, the most commonly demanded wines were Cabernet, Merlot, and Chardonnay, we now see on wine lists more obscure varieties such as Xynomavro, Nerello Mascalese, Rkatsitel, Rotgipfler, Plavec Mali, Mondeuse . . . There has never been a more exciting time to work in this magnificent, ever-evolving world of wine.”


—DANIEL JOHNNES, sommelier
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A few of the books that have explored, exposed, and celebrated the restaurant and food industry in the United States
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Robert Parker, center, and Daniel Johnnes, right, surrounded by the top sommeliers of New York City at Tribeca Grill, in the fall of 2001, at a benefit for Windows of Hope Family Relief Fund, a charitable organization that provides support for families of workers in the food, beverage, and hospitality industry who were lost in the September 11 attacks on the World Trade Center in New York City.





Some 20 years earlier, in 1986, a man named Carlo Petrini spearheaded a movement in Rome to protest a McDonald’s that was slated to open at the foot of the Spanish Steps. Rather than simply marching with signs, Petrini and other volunteers made giant pots of homemade pasta and offered bowls to people entering the new fast food spot. This act of resistance was a way to show people what might be lost if international convenience chains were allowed to take hold in the country, bumping out small family-owned pubs and restaurants. Creating the Slow Food movement was Petrini’s bid to save Italian food and wine, and the organization spread around the world. With a mission “to create dramatic and lasting change in the food system,” Slow Food USA was founded in 2000 with hopes of reconnecting Americans with “other people, traditions, plants, animals, fertile soils, and waters that produce our food.”




For the 25th edition of this book, I traveled with my friend Robin Kelly O’Connor to the most important wine regions in the world. We did this in a little over a year. The reason was to get a pulse of what was going on around the world in grape-growing and winemaking. It was a fantastic journey. We met with top winemakers and vineyardists. The one word that came out of all of this was “sustainability.” Everyone talked about how sustainable they were, whether it was organic or biodynamic or whatever. We both came away from this experience feeling that this was the golden age for winemaking in the history of the world! The quality of the wines and the great pricing reinforced this, and it has only gotten better over the last ten years.





Many Americans started getting curious about where their food came from, how it had been grown, and how far it had traveled to land in their grocery stores. Organic went mainstream, no longer just the purview of the hippie but expanding to suburban soccer moms and urban dwellers shopping at their cities’ farmers markets. Whole Foods Market continued to expand across the country (it now has almost 500 stores nationwide), and giant chains like Walmart and Target started carrying more organic goods. In 2007, the Oxford American Dictionary crowned “locavore” the 2007 word of the year.




“Kevin and I went to the most important wine regions of the world— 12 countries, 80 regions, and 200 appellations and tasted over 6,500 wines over the course of a little over a year: France, Italy, Spain, Portugal, Germany, Austria, Hungary, Australia, New Zealand, Chile, Argentina, and of course Washington State, Oregon, California, and New York.”


— ROBIN KELLY O’CONNOR





A similar shift was happening in the wine world, and climate change has played a huge role. A few years ago, I remember walking through the vineyards with Christophe Bouchard, general manager of one of the best Burgundy houses. I asked him how his harvests had changed over the years. He took a folded sheet of paper from his wallet and handed it to me. It was a handwritten chart detailing the start dates of 50 years of vintages in Burgundy. Fifty years ago, the harvests started in late September. Now, they start the first week of September. That anecdote has been borne out by other vineyards. Between 1969 and 2009, grape harvesting in Burgundy began, on average, on September 27. From 2000 to 2018, grape harvesting began closer to the first week of September. In some parts of France, they’re actually picking grapes in August. (Such a change could certainly upend the French lifestyle of taking the month of August off!) To help offset the effects of a shorter growing season, some viticulturists plant grapes vertically rather than horizontally to avoid excess sun.


For years, it was taken for granted that the same grapes would always be planted in the same places, but climate change has taken its toll on these traditions, and winemakers are now experimenting with planting new grapes. In Bordeaux, for example, it is feared that the region will simply become too warm to grow Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot grapes. In 2019, they started to allow vineyards to grow five new grape varieties, including the Portuguese grape Touriga and Nacional. Similar experiments are happening in California, as UC Davis continues to study warm-climate grapes.




“From the early days of adapting industrial food processing and farming equipment for small production wineries, to the modern, sustainable viticulture and analytical winemaking processes of today, we’ve come a long way . . . Concurrently, we witnessed the revolution in American food all around the country. From the days when the best restaurants in town were judged on the potency of their highballs and the magnitude of the hunk of meat, to the ‘nouvelle cuisine’ and to the farm- to-table locavore world, we’ve truly witnessed a grand revolution.”


—BO BARRETT, CEO of Chateau Montelena Winery





At the same time, and despite all these challenges, wine quality has improved enormously over the last five decades, more than at any other time in the history of winemaking. This is the golden age for winemaking in the world! Vast strides have occurred in the science and technology of winemaking, growers have readapted back-to-the-earth farming techniques, and widespread planting of international grapes has taken place, all of which have led to wine’s rise in popularity throughout the world. Sustainability started to become king: Grape growers were using fewer herbicides and pesticides, and many went organic. There are now more than 500 producers of biodynamic wines, including elite wineries such as Araujo, Benzinger, Castello dei Rampolla, M. Chapoutier, Château Pontet-Canet, Domaine Leflaive, Domaine Leroy, Grgich Hills, J. Phelps, Quintessa, and Zind Humbrecht.


More attention began to be paid to individual vineyards, clonal selection, and trellis systems, and winemakers took more care to match grape varieties with specific sites. Vine density (number of vines planted per acre) increased dramatically, which allowed viticulturists to produce better grapes. Winemakers increasingly started to use natural rather than laboratory yeasts, and they were filtering their wines much less, leading to a more complex and natural taste. Even though alcohol levels have reached historic highs, most quality winemakers have adjusted their techniques to keep all components of a wine in balance. Besides the tremendous elevation in wine quality, the wine business has benefited greatly from the global planting of Vitis vinifera grapes. Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Pinot Noir, Chardonnay, Sauvignon Blanc, Riesling, and other familiar grapes are now grown throughout the world, making it easier for consumers to buy unfamiliar wines with the expectation that they will be getting a wine familiar in style and of a fairly consistent quality.




“It isn’t obvious to most people, but grape growers know that most vineyards have a practical life of about 30 to 50 years. At that age, economics require that most vineyards have to be removed and replanted. Between about 1960 and 1980, the table and raisin grape vineyards of Prohibition were removed and replaced by true wine grapevines—which led to the excellent wines of the 1970s and today. Is it any wonder that most American wines of the 1930s and ’40s were laughingstocks, while today’s American wines can often rival those of Europe’s First Growths?”


—DICK PETERSON, author of The Winemaker





With all of these improvements, it’s no surprise that wine tourism boomed around the world in the 2000s. Wineries quickly realized that tasting rooms were a great draw for the general consumer. Among major wine growing areas—Tuscany, Burgundy, Bordeaux, Napa, Sonoma, the Finger Lakes, Long Island’s North Fork, Oregon’s Willamette Valley, for example—fine restaurants, inns, and other attractions sprang up to support the wine industry. Who wouldn’t want to spend a bucolic weekend in a beautiful setting among the vines, tasting wines and eating good food?
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The Finger Lakes, in upstate New York, one of the most beautiful wine regions to visit







“My own understanding of the relationship of viticulture and oenology has changed radically during my tenure in the industry. I have learned that wine growing is the only meaningful way to fulfill my dedication to terroir. Over the past twenty years I have been privileged to be part of the dramatic ascendance of American Pinot Noir as a star in its own right. I feel proud that my devotion to Sauvignon Blanc has inspired its revival—in just a decade, its undeniable popularity has earned this varietal its own category on top-notch American wine lists.”


—MERRY EDWARDS, founder of Merry Edwards Winery





Other parts of the business of wine started to change as well. When I began my study of wine in 1970, Europe was by far the number-one producer of wine in the world, with 78 percent of total marketshare. In 2019, Europe dropped to 67 percent, and the U.S. increased to nearly 20 percent of worldwide wine production. In 2005, the U.S. Supreme Court approved the interstate shipping of wine directly to consumers, causing most states to rewrite their wine laws. FedEx and UPS are delivering wine directly to consumers, and revenue for direct-to-consumer wines exceeds $2 billion. Screw caps are gradually replacing corks on more than just inexpensive wines. Australia and New Zealand really led the charge on this front in the 2000s, and today screw caps seal 75 percent of Australian wines and more than 90 percent of New Zealand wines (though some 70 percent of all wine stoppers in the world are still made of cork).
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“Wine is bottled poetry,” the famous quote by Robert Louis Stevenson, is emblazoned on the large wooden sign above, welcoming visitors to Napa Valley







“The decrease in the number of distributors has made it difficult for a small or medium supplier starting out to get representation. The extreme growth in the number of wineries and brands also makes it hard to compete in the marketplace, but the growth of online sales and clubs is good for the industry . . . We Baby Boomers were kings and queens. We liked and could afford great lifestyles, something most of our children will not achieve. This affects the wine industry going forward. What will come? Who knows? Stay tuned.”


—ED SBRAGIA, Napa Valley winemaker





And of course, there is an ever-growing reading list for wine lovers. In addition to this book, Windows on the World Complete Wine Course, which made its debut in 1985, and Jancis Robinson’s Oxford Companion to Wine, which was published in 1994, Karen MacNeil’s tome, The Wine Bible, came out in 2001. Many consider these three books the “must-haves” of a modern wine library. Most recently, I would add the 2015 book Wine Folly by Justin Hammack and Madeline Puckette to this list. Eric Asimov became the chief wine critic for the New York Times in 2004, taking over the reins from the great wine writer Frank Prial. Asimov’s curiosity and quest to always discover the next new bottle has been hugely influential on other writers and sommeliers.



2010s


Americans are eating out more than ever before, enjoying more types of food than ever before, in more varied types of settings. Chefs of all stripes have found great inspiration in the world’s street foods, and that casual style of eating has greatly expanded the possibilities for restaurants. Chefs no longer need to work their way up through the kitchen ranks if they don’t want to. With a bit of hubris and some capital, chefs are willing to strike out on their own, in food trucks and small storefronts, making use of social media to promote their business. A fine, white-tablecloth restaurant like Le Bernardin in New York City and a more casual place like Girl & the Goat in Chicago may seem worlds apart, yet they appear side-by-side on Best of lists, and both share the same commitment to sourcing top-notch ingredients. Just take a look at the top-rated restaurants in 2020 (see page liii) compared to ones from 40 years ago (see page xxxv). Today’s top lists feature a much more diverse cast of characters: more women chefs, more chefs of color, more kinds of foods and fusions being explored in restaurants both fine and casual all over the country.




“As I look at the last 50 years of food and beverage, a lot has changed. I think the biggest issue is the disappearance of fine dining—what we in the industry would refer to as the white tablecloth restaurant.”


—LARRY SHUPNICK, hotelier and wine collector







“In the Napa Valley vineyards, we started as farmers in 1970. We became viticulturists responding to phylloxera in 1990 and progressed to environmentally sensitive ‘stewards of the land’ today.”


—ANDY BECKSTOFFER, Beckstoffer Vineyards
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To Kalon Vineyard, Napa Valley





The last ten years have also seen an explosion of fast-casual restaurants like Shake Shack, Chipotle, and Sweetgreen. Such chains have been around for a while, but they really went mainstream during this decade and have broadened the palates of eaters beyond the coasts and metropolitan areas. Plus, many Shake Shacks serve really good wines!


As always, a growth in food goes hand in hand with a growth in wine. When I started out studying, wine was not well understood or appreciated, and American consumption was very low. The U.S. had only a few hundred wineries, and they were very East and West Coast–oriented. Today there are more than 10,000 wineries across the country, and all 50 states have wineries! Americans are now the number-one consumers of wines in the world. In addition, exports of American wine went from almost nothing in 1970 to more than $1.7 billion today! Better quality, familiar varietals, and expert marketing have given consumers worldwide some of the best wines ever produced at some of the most reasonable prices. Today you have a better selection of wine at all price points than ever before.


Americans love wine auction charities. The Naples Winter Wine Festival has raised more than $200 million since it began in 2001, with more than $20 million raised in 2020. In 2019, Auction Napa Valley raised $12 million, bringing a total of $185 million to the Napa Valley community since 1980.




“At the time of Pritchard Hill’s first vintage, there were just 30 wineries in Napa; now there are 550 bonded wineries. Initially, we dry- farmed all of our grapes. Today, we use technology to monitor the moisture of every vine and adjust according to climatic needs and the health of the vine. Much hand labor will always be necessary on our steep terrain, but during harvest, the optical sorter has yielded great labor- and time-saving benefits.


“Recently celebrating 50 years of making wine on Pritchard Hill, we had the opportunity to taste all 50 vintages of Chappellet. It was a personal and emotional experience for me that left me with a new appreciation for each and every vintage, even the ones I might have previously overlooked.”


—MOLLY CHAPPELLET, cofounder of Chappellet Winery





In 2018, American wine consumption reached a record of 966 million gallons, an increase of more than 699 million gallons since 1970. Per capita wine consumption increased from 1.31 gallons in 1970 to 3.14 gallons in 2019. Meanwhile, China has become the fifth largest wine consumer in the world and is expected to become the second largest wine consumer after the U.S. The Chinese are drinking primarily red wines (their lucky color), and they are the largest consumer of red wine and the number- one importer of Bordeaux in the world. China now has more than 200 wineries. Château Lafite Rothschild released their first vintage of Domaine de Penglai, from Eastern China, in 2018, and the 2013 Ao Yun Shangri-La Cabernet Sauvignon (Yunnan province) wine is selling for $250 a bottle in the U.S.




“It was the best of times; it was the Gewürz of times. In the last 50 years, we’ve seen the explosive growth of passion and interest in fine wine and the arrival of California (and other American states as well) to the world wine stage. The great growth has not been without consequences. While there are now infinitely more opportunities for consumers of wine, finding a viable niche in the business for producers (the world over) has become increasingly difficult. Large, fiendishly efficient producers have crowded out many midsize wineries; smaller wineries face enormous competition among themselves. Those who are most effective in cogently telling their own story and in finding their own unique tribe are the ones who prevail.”


—RANDALL GRAHM, founder of Bonny Doon Vineyard





With all of this change, the quality of the American wine list has never been better. But I would say that it used to be much easier to write a wine list back in the old days, simply because there were fewer countries making quality wines. In 1970, when I began my journey in wine, I studied French wines and a little German wine; those were the only quality wines being made. Fifty years ago, it was probably also easier to become a Master of Wine than it is today. You had to be able to tell the difference between a Burgundy and a Bordeaux, a Châteaneuf-du-Pape and Chinon, and you had to know a smattering of German wines. Now, with wines available from every corner of the globe, a new breed of sommelier has emerged, and he or she needs to keep track of all of these different markets. Plus, many millennial sommeliers don’t want to have the same wine list as neighboring restaurants, so they’re seeking out ever more obscure bottles. I’ll go into a restaurant in New York City and sometimes not recognize half of the wines on the list.
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The dining room at Le Bernardin
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Shake Shack’s first location, in Madison Square Park, 2004







THE DAILY MEAL’S TOP 25 RESTAURANTS OF 2020


1. Alinea (Chicago, IL)


2. Eleven Madison Park (New York, NY)


3. Atelier Crenn (San Francisco, CA)


4. Le Bernardin (New York, NY)


5. The Inn at Little Washington (Washington, VA)


6. Joël Robuchon (Las Vegas, NV)


7. The Restaurant at Meadowood (St. Helena, CA)


8. The Barn at Blackberry Farm (Walland, TN)


9. The French Laundry (Yountville, CA)


10. Blue Hill at Stone Barns (Pocantico Hills, NY)


11. The Willows Inn (Lummi Island, WA)


12. Manresa (Los Gatos, CA)


13. Coi (San Francisco, CA)


14. Dialogue (Santa Monica, CA)


15. Girl & the Goat (Chicago, IL)


16. Quince (San Francisco, CA)


17. Daniel (New York, NY)


18. Next (Chicago, IL)


19. Guy Savoy (Las Vegas, NV)


20. Per Se (New York, NY)


21. Momofuku Ko (New York, NY)


22. Oriole (Chicago, IL)


23. Gramercy Tavern (NY)


24. Jean-Georges (New York, NY)


25. Zahav (Philadelphia, PA)







The restaurant industry employed over 15 million people in 2019, about 1 in 10 working Americans.





My whole concept when building a wine list has always been to structure it with 80 percent of the offerings to fall “inside the box”—that is, wines that are familiar to consumers—and 20 percent outside the box, or wines that are unfamiliar, more niche, and more challenging. Many sommeliers today have flip-flopped that ratio, so that the better part of a list may feature a somm’s little-known pet favorites, a situation that can be difficult for consumers.




“Young wine consumers believe that the difference between wines is not a matter of varieties or even places of origin. They think some wines are pure and ‘natural’ and most are not. Most wines are commercial and even industrial, and somehow tainted, they say. Those beliefs are a groundswell that has yet to crest; the outcome of this change in attitudes about wine is still in play.”


—Doug Frost, Master of Wine and Master Sommelier







The Court of Master Sommeliers was initiated in the United Kingdom in 1969, and brought to the United States in 1977. There are 269 Master Sommeliers in the world. In the 1970s there were 3 American Master Sommeliers. In 2020 there are 172.







The Institute of Masters of Wine was created in the United Kingdom in 1953. There are 396 Masters of Wine in the world.


The first American Masters of Wine were not initiated until the 2000s. There are now 48 Masters of Wine in the United States.







According to the Journal of Wine Economics, liberals drink more alcohol than their conservative counterparts—and the numbers have increased significantly since the 2016 elections!





Fortunately, digital technology has jumped into the breach. Just as websites like Trip Advisor and apps like Yelp, populated with user- generated ratings and reviews, have made it easier than ever to find a good place to eat, wine sites have also gotten in on the action. You can ask questions to online critics via sites like eRobertParker.com, Vinous.com, DrVino.com, winefolly.com, and the Wine Spectator’s blog. Or you can download apps that can offer knowledge and opinions instantly from your phone. Several of these apps, including Delectable, Vivino, Decanter Know Your Wine, and Pocket Wine, offer the ability to scan a bottle’s label, taking you to tasting notes, ratings, and comparisons. And there are sites like wine-searcher.com that will give you the price of a wine around the world, and that transparency is a good thing for the consumer. Still other apps help you catalog your own wine cellar and will offer reminders on the best time to open certain bottles.


Wine consumption in America has increased more than 60 percent over the last 20 years. As wine’s popularity grows, it has become a much more casual drink, just as at home in the ballpark or at a music festival as it is in a traditional restaurant. Today, Costco is the largest retailer of wine in the U.S., selling more than $2 billion in wine annually. The average price of a standard bottle of wine sold in a retail store in the U.S. is $10. The price-quality relationship is the best it has ever been for the consumer. Social media—Instagram especially—has driven up the popularity of certain wines, most notably Proseccos, rosés (check out #roseallday), and so-called natural wines (I’m still trying to figure out what the term means!). And how that wine is packaged has also become more egalitarian. Thinking beyond the screw cap, more and more high-quality wines are being sold in boxes and cans, which feeds into the more casual nature of wine consumption today. Boxed wine has become especially popular among large California wine producers, who see it as a way to reduce greenhouse emissions and lower carbon footprints by not having to ship glass. According to Nielsen, the value share of 3-liter boxes grew a whopping 94 percent from 2010 to 2015.
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View of vineyard and roof of Château Mouton Rothschild, Bordeaux, France
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Here I am with my two friends Peter Bienstock and Michael Aaron pouring great wines at a benefit for the New York Public Library. I’m decanting a bottle of 1934 Chateau Mouton Rothschild, which was gifted to Michael Aaron from Philippine de Rothschild for the benefit at the library. Incidentally, the first great wine I ever tasted was given to me by Peter Bienstock at the DePuy Canal House when I was 20 years old. It was a Burgundy Grands Echezeaux 1943. From that moment on, I went from drinking Budweiser to Burgundy!
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“After a drought of very few wine writers in the 1950s and 1960s, and most retail merchants concentrating on the sale of spirits rather than wine, the 1970s ushered in a renaissance decade for wine merchants as well as the wine press. Americans acquired not only a taste for high-quality wines but a thirst for wine knowledge. Wine drinking was no longer elitist, and wine merchants throughout America thrived as never before.”


—MICHAEL AARON, Sherry-Lehmann Wine & Spirits







“In the last 50 years, I have transitioned from a beer-drinking, steak-eating kid to a lover of splendid foods of many nations and great wines from all hemispheres. In that half-century, cooks have become ‘chefs,’ wine waiters ‘sommeliers,’ and bartenders ‘mixologists.’ Many of those people are now thought leaders in health and environmentalism. And the incredible openness to new ideas in food, wine, and artisanal beers and whiskeys has helped bridge cultural gaps and promote respect for cultures other than one’s own.”


—PETER BIENSTOCK, wine and food hedonist







“In the last 50 years, wine pairing with food has evolved into an art form. Chefs and sommeliers work intimately together to create a complete gastronomic symphony, involving food and wine culture from all corners of the globe.”


—ROY YAMAGUCHI, chef







“While we’re happy about the revolution—we remember when Lancers and Mateus were swoon-worthy—we still have far to go. Too many Americans still treat wine as something apart from their daily lives. When we were young, we met wine geeks like Kevin Zraly, who infused us with their passion for wine. Today, we have more wine ‘experts’ than ever, but do they have passion and can they instill it? If we have come so far, why do many blogs, columns, and books still promise to make wine ‘less intimidating’?”


—DOROTHY GAITER AND JOHN BRECHER, wine critics and founders of Open That Bottle Night







“The Reserve Cabernets that I was making in the 1960s and 1970s were full-bodied Bordeaux style wines that needed to be cellared for 10 to 20 years and could age up to 30 years. If the wines were too smooth when they were young, no one wanted to buy them.


“Today, wine lovers are buying red wine to enjoy today, so our styles need to evolve. The American diet has also changed, with better access to fresh, high-quality foods that lend themselves to wines that are fresher in style, balanced, and enhance and complement the diversity and freshness of today’s foods.”


—MICHAEL MONDAVI, Cofounder, Michael Mondavi Family Estate
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Former Wall Street Journal tasting editors were honored at Copia in Napa on February 29, 2020, for donating their tasting notes and other documents to the UC Davis Library. From the left: Kevin Zraly, Warren Winiarski, creator of Stag’s Leap Wine Cellars, Dorothy Gaiter, John Brecher, and Karen MacNeil, author of The Wine Bible.
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BEVERAGE 1970 2020
BOTTLED WATER 1.0 42.0
BEER 306 265
COFFEE 334 18.5
MILK 31.2 18.0
SOFT DRINKS 208 38.8

WINE 13 3.14
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