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~ In memory of my Mom ~


To my Mother, Father, Cathy,  brothers Ron & Michael  and my superstar nephew  and niece Sam & Skylar! 


Thank you for all of your love and support. 
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For years, I’ve been trying to convince my editors that active outdoors enthusiasts also have a great thirst for the fruit of the vine and love travel that blends the two. After all, what could be better than playing in beautiful lush rolling landscape and then drinking wine from grapes grown on the same fabulous fertile land? 


As a long time adventure journalist and endurance racer, competing in road cycling, triathlon and Ironman, adventure racing, ultra-running and most recently surfski racing, my competitions and assignments have taken me to diverse locales around the globe. Many destinations have been surrounded by leafy vineyards and winery tasting rooms, just begging me to visit. What’s a girl to do? Go with the flow, of course. 


The thing is, I knew I wasn’t alone in my quest for fun, endorphin-spiking activities followed by local, wine-sipping explorations. I was sure there were others like me who loved to start the day cycling winding back country roads, paddling sparkling waterways or hiking through fragrant forests and meadows blanketed with pastel wildflowers—and then spend afternoons connecting with regional tasting rooms for swirling, sniffing and sipping pleasure. Perhaps, tossing out a blanket in a grassy picnic area of one of the many wineries for an al fresco lunch overlooking trestled vines. 


Adventure, wine and food naturally go together like, say, a triathlon or a three-course meal. As far as I’m concerned, wine is a food group. It’s artistically crafted from fruit that grows in the ground and a treat on any dinner—or lunch—table. 


Creating wine takes dedicated teamwork. First, grapes are lovingly planted and nurtured by savvy, skilled farmers, with a little luck from Mother Nature. Grape farmers primp, prune and ultimately harvest the precious fruit while praying in sorts for a great growing season. From there, winemakers take over, blending their science and creativity in an inspired choreography of steps that transforms juicy fruit into the dynamically diverse wines we love so much. 


Wanderlust Wining blends my two passions: outdoor activities and wine. In addition to being a journalist, I run a NYC-based wine events company called NTS Wine Tasting, LLC, crafting wine dinners, tastings and educational events, often featuring New World wines from across America.  


The USA is the world’s fourth-largest wine producing country, behind leaders France, Italy and Spain, and has been making wine for more than three centuries. Since North Dakota joined the mix in 2002, when Point of View Winery became the state’s first federally bonded winery, each of the fifty U.S. states produces its own wine. While most states do not distribute beyond their regional or state border, most do ship and have fun tasting rooms to visit and sample local crafting.
 

I have meticulously peeked and poked into every nook and cranny of the selected wine tasting areas covered, chatting up locals for their insider scoops on the best places to play, sip and eat. As well as asking some wine-loving Olympic and professional athletes to share their favorite places in wine country to be sporty and then swirl, sniff and sip. I have created this book as a fun, playful, flavorful and informative insider’s guide to exploring common and uncommon wineries in the area.  


 As if hanging out with a friend who lives locally, you will be taken on a journey through domestic wine countries, discovering how to create savory, action-packed wine tasting trips that kick off days with fun, local outdoor activities and follow up with palate-pleasing wines, food and assorted miscellaneous “cool things to do.”  I have given special attention to organic, sustainable and biodynamic vineyards, restaurants and lodging. 


This book’s fast-paced, easy-to-understand style offers easy to swallow wine information and historic facts about the area’s wine specialties and unique geographic offerings, such as the best road or mountain bike rides, trails to traverse and rivers to paddle, as well as favorite farm-to-table restaurants and wine cave and vineyard tours. Learn where to go, who to contact and be privy to what “only the locals know” about amusing things to do such as Vino and Vinyasa, horseback riding wine tasting tours, learning to make cheese, attending outdoor concerts on winery estates or savoring a sustainable wine dinner. 


Wanderlust Wining is a one stop read to crafting the ultimate fun, delicious wine-filled, active vacation.  


Cheers to never-ending adventure and wine exploration! 


Stefani 
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California–Napa Valley
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Napa Valley


Sporting nearly eight hundred and forty miles of sun-kissed craggy coastline with jagged mountains sprouting out of the foamy waves crashing on the shore, California is known for its surfing and outdoorsy lifestyle and so much more. There are endless densely wooded forests harboring gushing rivers, waterfalls and a web of twisty trails leading to breathtaking overlooks of the bucolic natural beauty below. 


Enveloped in a mountainous backdrop, the expansive cycle-friendly roadways zigzags through sprawling lush farmland, home to horse and cattle ranches, expansive estates planted with produce, orchards and endless fields of trestled grapevines in a tidy rows. California is the quintessential idyllic outdoor Mecca with a big, ol’ wine habit. 


Nearly, three-quarters the size of France, California’s diverse coastal and inland landscape, terroir and microclimates make for outstanding grape-growing in specialized regions of the state that are not too bitterly cold or blisteringly hot. Surprisingly, only a fraction of the state has ideal grape-growing conditions. Some areas get warm or hot breezy days that ripen fruit, with coastal fogs to cool the grapes overnight into the early mornings, allowing them to rest and retain essential acidity. From the south in Santa Barbara to the central valley and up through Napa, Sonoma and Mendocino, Mother Nature and the unique geography formed in ancient times has nurtured this state to wine greatness. 




Cabernet Sauvignon is the most widely planted red wine grape across the state (about 16% of all Cali wine) with Napa and Sonoma leading the profusion of planting.** 


[[**According to www.wineinstitute.org ... (as of March 25, 2010)]]





The captain of America’s wine industry, California produces nearly 90 percent of the country’s wine with Cabernet and Chardonnay being the Golden State’s prized grape varieties. Cali Cabs are, perhaps, the most well known of America’s red wines, renowned for their big, bold, berry, cassis and ripe currant full body, often infused with herb, bell pepper and a touch of toasty oak. Some are meant to drink now, while others are crafted to age for decades. 


Meanwhile, the state’s “knight in white” is Chardonnay. The most widely planted grape for over a decade, Cali’s Chardonnay is known for its fragrant butter popcorn, caramel and vanilla aromas and flavors from oak aging. Lately though, some wineries are going au naturel and also offering Chardonnays fermented and aged in steel to retain the grape’s fruity brightness. Vineyards and wineries also overflow with scores of top-rated varietals and styles, ranging from sparkling, whites and reds, such as Pinot Noir, Merlot and Zinfandel. Cheers! 
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“There’s nothing under heaven so blue, that’s fairly worth the traveling to.”  - Robert Louis Stevenson, Calistoga. 


Fifty miles north of San Francisco, America’s most famous wine country, Napa Valley, stretches about thirty miles from the southern town of Napa north to Calistoga, home to mud baths, mineral hot springs and geysers. Nearby, Mount Saint Helena’s imposing grace sets the backdrop. Sandwiched between the densely wooded Mayacamas Mountains to the west and the dramatic Palisades cliffs in the Northern Coast Range, the valley narrows from five miles at its southernmost tip to one slim mile in the north, where Calistoga sit on the flanks of Mount St. Helena and it tends to be quite warm. 


In the spring, patches of brilliant yellow mustard grass grow between neat lines of emerald vines sprawling across the valley floor, while above, in the rolling hillsides, the boundless grassy slopes bloom with pastel- and brightly-colored wildflowers under craggy cliffs. Farms and orchards dot the landscape with bounties of olives and oranges, apples to apricots, and, of course, grapes ripening in the fields. The brisk winter transforms the kaleidoscope of colors into a monochrome lush blanket of green grass. 


The temperate maritime climate spawned from the surrounding mountains, Pacific Ocean and the Napa River, which threads the region, creates a long growing season chock full of warm days and cool nights. It’s a recipe for intensely flavored grapes with bright acidity. The combo enables grapes to slowly and evenly ripen, while preserving the sacred acid that will give life and liveliness to the wine it becomes. In the north and higher elevations, the Pacific wields less of an influence, resulting in warmer summer days, cooler winters and greater rainfall than in the south.


Throughout Napa Valley, the diverse soil, microclimates and long sunny days nurture grapes, which produce some of the world’s best wines. The soil in the southern side of the valley, where it tends to be cooler due to the San Pablo Bay influences, is mostly sedimentary clay and sand, remnants from the Bay’s expansions and contractions over the eons, whereas, the soil in the north, near Mount Saint Helena, tends to be mainly ash and lava left over from ancient volcanic eruptions. The latter rocky soil blanketing the rolling bucolic hillsides tends to be less nurturing, which demands that grapevines struggle for survival and produce less fruit than their sandy soil cousins. But like any great athlete training for her sport, great effort creates strength and the small yields produce intense, concentrated fruit. In the right hands, that fruit converts to luxuriously layered wines with flavors and nuances unfolding with every swirl and sip. 


Home to over four hundred wineries from boutique, family-run facilities to grandiose public property—and everything in between—the region’s winning viticulture is only part of the allure that has made Napa Valley one of California’s top travel destinations. 


The area is known for its intensely flavored varietals rather than blends, although there are many ab-fab Meritages to be savored. While the premier players here are opulent Chardonnays and big, rich, fruit-driven Cabernet Sauvignons, crafty winemakers offer a slew of other grapes, from Sauvignon Blanc to Pinot Noir and Rhône styles. 
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There is a big, earth-friendly vibe in Napa Valley. Its fledging Green Certified Land Program has over 19,000 acres certified, with a total of 45,000 acres appellation wide enrolled in the program. While Napa Valley grows a mere 4 percent of all of California’s wine grapes, its total acreage committed to the green program equals more than all of California’s wine regions combined. [*Resource: Laurel Marcus, Napa Green program administrator: http://napavintners.com/trade/tm_3_release_detail.asp?ID_News=3221088] 




CADE Winery, Napa Valley’s first organically farmed, LEED Gold Certified winery, which is PlumpJack’s newest creation, is amongst the pack of wineries leading the way to being as green as Kermit the Frog. Some, like Robert Sinskey, are solar-powered while others organically farm, observe fish-friendly farming or all of the above. Quintessa, Chateaux Montelana, Spotteswoode, Silver Oak (where “life is a Cabernet”) and Stony Hill winery, the first post-Prohibition Era Napa winery built in 1951, are just some of the growing list with eco-friendly wine making. 


Beyond the world class wine, which saturates every nook and cranny of the Valley, Napa is a pampering profusion of culinary delight. It is home  to Michelin-starred restaurants such as the legendary French Laundry, charming historic towns, luxurious mud baths and bucolic landscapes harboring a cornucopia of outdoor activities, including cycling, hiking, horseback riding, kayaking, mountain biking, rock climbing and hot air ballooning. A plethora of parks exist in all shapes and sizes, attracting outdoor oenophiles worldwide who arrive to sip and play with Mother Nature. 





Get Dirty



With majestic mountains as the backdrop and a profusion of wildflowers blanketing rolling hillsides in warmer months and fruitful orchards and vineyards for as far as the eye can see, the Napa Valley is a virtual playground chock full of fresh air fun activities, which are sure to stir up a sizeable thirst for the region’s dynamic Chardonnays, Cabernet Sauvignons, and more. Its boundless country roads and lush, corkscrew trail system play host to amazing hiking, mountain biking, horseback riding and cycling, while the rivers and lakes satiate splashing kayakers. Some prefer to take to the air for a bird’s eye view of the lush landscape by hot air balloon, glider or helicopter. The area’s myriad parks come in all shapes and sizes. However, Mount Saint Helena, up north near Calistoga, is considered local royalty.


There are several theories on the mountain’s name. One popular explanation is that it is named for the aunt of Russian Princess Helena de Gagarin, a niece of the Tsar, who is said to have climbed the mountain in 1841. She then dubbed the mountain in honor of her aunt, the Empress Helena of Russia. Another is that the namesake is Saint Helena, who was born in 250 AD, and was the mother of Constantine the Great. St Helena, California. Either way, the wine valley sits humbly under Mount Saint Helena’s guise and produces some of this country’s finest quality fruit and inspires athletes to explore its wilderness and wine ways. 


Over the past decade, the Napa Valley has become home base for several international competitions, like the Napa marathon, assorted triathlons and mountain biking races. Regardless of the sport du jour, playing hard and then hitting the wineries is often the bonding thread. 


If combining sport and sipping sounds like fun, there is an abundance of tour companies leading walking and cycling tours through vineyard property as well as along the back country roads, including the all-important tasting room pit stops. No worries if you arrive without a two-wheel ride. Bike shops pepper the region and are all too eager to rent you a bike by the day or week. Most rentals include a lock, rack and handy map of the area. Wearing a helmet while cycling is a state law, so you may want to pack your own or contact some shops, such as Helena Cyclery and Napa Valley Bike Tours, which rent helmets or include them with a bike rental. 




Cycling


The area’s cycling is on two-lane country roads with long, flat expanses and challenging, out-of-the saddle switchback climbs. Two-wheelers hankering to hit the twisty trails can find fun fire roads and single tracks in Robert Louis Stevenson State Park, providing peddling through oak forests and up to Mountain Saint Helena, which has some knee-knocking tight sections on the way up to the 4300-foot peak. But oh, baby, the view of the surrounding Sierras, farmland and Pacific Ocean pays dividends in sweat and tears. Plus, the screaming downhill is the cherry on top. 


Like the garland of a beaded necklace, two main arteries—Route 29 and the less hectic Silverado Trail—thread through Napa’s mountainous wine country, linking wineries and quaint historic towns. Connected is a web of tiny, back country roads zigzagging through the hilly countryside. 


Pedaling Napa Valley’s bicycle-friendly roadways offers endless possibilities, some with bike lanes like the frontage road (Solano Avenue) that runs from the town of Napa to Yountville, along the west side of Highway 29. If you take this route, pay extra attention crossing the railroad tracks at Whitehall Lane, just south of St. Helena. They are notorious for taking down riders. And road rash just sucks. 


While the Silverado Tail, one of the major winery routes, has a bike lane routing from Napa to Calistoga, on weekends the road gets pretty busy with wine tasters who are often behind the wheel. This shmoozy, cruisey ride travels along the Valley floor past scores of wineries surrounded by vineyards harboring clusters of dangling purple grapes in season and through several charming towns such as Yountville, St. Helena and Calistoga. There are lots of parks sporting shady picnic spots and picnic-friendly shops to pack up sandwiches and nibbles, like the Genova Delicatessen in Napa, Oakville Grocery a the Oakville Cross Road and Palisades Market on Lincoln Street in Calistoga. Interestingly, wineries are required to attain a license to allow picnicking on their grounds, so plan accordingly. 


For less traffic, cycling the low rolling country roads of Carneros, to the southeast of Napa Valley, where they have been growing grapes since the 1830s, makes a fun day trip. Situated along the San Pablo Bay, its continental climate is similar to Burgundy in France, and, like that legendary wine country, Carneros specializes in growing Pinot Noir and Chardonnay grapes, which are the backbone of Champagne. So it makes sense that this region is known for its sparkling wine producers, such as Spanish wine producer Ardesa and Domaine Carneros, founded by Taittinger and it is home to Carneros Alambic, one of the few brandy distilleries in the USA. Cuvaison Winery (their main tasting room is in Calistoga) runs a terrific Walking and Tasting tour of their winery weekday mornings by appointment. It includes a twenty-minute vineyard walk hosted by winemaker Steve Rogstad, who discusses varietals, clones and the minutiae of wine crafting, followed by a tasting of Cuvaison’s Carneros flight of wines.


When it’s time to take a break from pedaling through rolling lush hillsides and surrounding glistening canals and islands, there are plenty of local joints to feed your growling belly. Moore’s Landing is a funky riverfront place for lunch, while, inland, the Boon Fly café will fix you up with Dungeness crabcakes, Kobe beef burgers and flatbread du jour. 


With loads of bike shops dotting each town that are eager to get you set up with a rental road bike or hybrid and map, pedaling through the area is a breeze. But mountain bike rentals are far and few; Palisades Mountain Sports in Calistoga is a reliable mountain bike rental connection. Most bike rentals come with locks and racks, but not all shops offer helmets, which, again, are required by California to be worn by all cyclists. It’s a good idea to check ahead or bring your own. 


To get an insider line on ab-fab local  riding routes, take a peek at the Eagle Cycling Club’s website, www.eaglecyclingclub.org, which will fill you to the rim with fun local riding routes. Better yet, join them for one of their organized group rides during the week or on weekends. 


For local pedaling prowess with service, there are clusters of guide bike tours available that are guided or self-guided and vary from a day of play to a two-week exploration of Napa’s bucolic wine country. There is something for everyone, from hill hounds looking to pack on miles in quad-throbbing steep hills to newbies clamoring to cruise and booze, and everything in between. 


Napa Adventure Tours’ “Sip and Pedal” tour is a favorite for those falling into the latter group. This guided bike tour spins through over forty vineyard acres with stops at various wineries, including some time in the barrel room swirling and sipping, while learning about the stages of the winemaking, from vine to bottle, from winemakers and vineyard managers. Multi-sport seekers can sign up for NVAT’s hiking, kayaking and grab bag of activities; most have a wine tasting twist.


Paddling the Napa River 


Paddlers can splash along the sinuous Napa River, a fifty-five-mile long stretch of water, starting at the southern slope of Mount Saint Helena, entering the Napa Valley north of Calistoga and flowing through the central portion of the valley, ultimately dumping into the San Pablo Bay. One of the largest Central Coast Range Rivers, and one of only four navigable rivers in California—and one of the last three surviving free-flowing rivers—the Napa has forty-seven tributaries, where the endangered Chinook salmon and steelheads spawn. 


With a fish-eye view of the golden Carneros Hills, paddlers can splash past native flora and fauna, sharing the water with river turtles, mallard and wood ducks, white egrets and green-winged teals, while overhead an occasional golden eagle or red-tailed hawk flaps broad wings under crystal blue skies. 


In the late spring, the eighteen-mile section from St. Helena to Napa has fantastic Class III whitewater, ideal for kayaking and rafting. A few outfitters, including Kayak Napa Valley and Napa Adventure Tours, rent kayaks and offer fun, guided trips.


Parks & Trails


BOTHE-NAPA VALLEY STATE PARK
Some of the area’s best hiking is in redwood grove-rich Bothe-Napa Valley State Park, along the western edge of the Valley, located on Highway 29, five miles north of Saint Helena and four miles south of Calistoga. Owned by Reinhlod Bothe until 1960, when it was a private resort named “Paradise Park,” this state-owned secluded park is a precious sanctuary away from the swirling, sipping crowds along Silverado Trail and Highway 29. It’s also the only public campgrounds for miles and home to the largest wooden waterwheel in the USA. But poison oak is prevalent in the warm weather, so be careful what you touch.


Pronounced “Bo-thee,” rather than what you wear on your feet to hike, the Bothe-Napa park sports ten miles of meandering trails through redwood and madrone forests, past black and tan oaks with an occasional deer or fox spotting. Overhead, hawks are a special treat, while more commonly seen—and heard—are a variety of woodpeckers and hundreds of bird species flapping in the trees. 


Trails range from the easy History Trail (1.2 miles) past the Pioneer Cemetery to the moderate Ritchey Canyon Trail and Upper Ritchey Canyon Trail (4.2 miles). The latter ambles along an 1860s roadbed lining Ritchey Creek and past a mini-cascade gushing into a small canyon and past the old Hitchcock house, once owned by San Francisco’s famed Lillie Hitchcock Coit, the first honorary woman firefighter and patron of the Coit Tower construction. 


Equestrians can saddle up and ride through the redwood forest’s line trails in the park with Triple Creek Horse Outfitters, which leads guided trips for all abilities, while in the summertime, the swimming pool is the place to be for a refreshing splash to cool off. 


ALSTON PARK 
In the town of Napa, Alston Park is known for its easy to moderate walking and bicycling trails through an old plum orchard, with fruit trees peppering verdant grassland sprouting with colorful wildflowers in the spring. Dry Creek and Prune Pickers are the hometown favorites.


KENNEDY PARK
Snuggled along the Napa River, the 350-acre park has a network of easy to moderate hiking trails, boat put-ins (including kayaks) and picnic area with tables. Located on Highway 221 just south of Napa Valley College* 707-257-9529.




Bike Paths


Commuter Bike Paths 
In October 2010, the first few miles of the Calistoga-to-Vallejo Vine Trail commuter bike path, organized by the Napa Valley Vine Trail Coalition, opened in Yountville. This ongoing project to build a 44-mile paved commuter bike path (ideal for running and skating, too) will route through the heart of the picturesque Napa Valley along Napa Valley Wine Train tracks. To check in on the progress, check out http://vinetrail.org.


The Napa River Trail, a continuous six-mile commuter bike path, runs from Kennedy Park north to Trancas Street. It connects to the Commuter Bike Path, a 2.5-mile route running parallel to the Napa Valley Wine Train tracks, as an off-street walking and cycling option on the west side of Highway 29.





SKYLINE WILDERNESS PARK 
Nestled in the foothills of Napa Valley, here intermediate to advanced mountain bikers will scream, “Yahoo!” while climbing, cornering and bunny-hopping to their hearts’ content on the technical, often single track trails, some of which were used during the cross-county Grundig-UCI World Cup in the late 1990s. The trail is open to hikers and bikers, however, equestrians and the big four-legged creatures have right of way, so mountain bikers are advised to yield to horse traffic. 
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