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EDUCATING PETER





INTRODUCTION




The average wine book sets out to educate a few thousand readers; an ambitious book maybe tens of thousands. This book began with the transformation of just one: Peter Travers, the film critic of Rolling Stone and my friend of nine years.


As one who is regularly asked “What’s the best way to learn about wine?” almost as often as “Can you recommend a great bottle under ten dollars?” I’d often wondered what it would be like to teach someone enough about wine that he or she would be able to read a restaurant wine list without fear, approach a wine merchant with confidence, and perhaps even score a few points off a wine-snob friend. I’m always happy to give specific advice (great $10 white: Argiolas Costamolino Vermentino; great cheap red: Morgante Nero d’Avola—both Italian), but I had in mind something more like the old Chinese proverb: Give a man a fish, you’ll feed him for a day; teach a man to fish, you’ll feed him for a lifetime. Or at least show him how to distinguish Cabernet from Merlot. In other words, I wanted to see if I could sufficiently equip someone for the wider world of wine—or, in Peter’s case, inspire him to drink something other than what he called “fatty Chardonnay.”


Peter was, in many ways, the perfect subject for such tutelage. As a film critic, he had already demonstrated a willingness to make bold pronouncements: “This movie stinks” could readily be translated to “This Cabernet tastes like a Merlot,” while Peter’s finely tuned visual sense of “The cinematography could be improved” could easily become “That wine is too white.” As a frequent commentator on television, he projected complete confidence—particularly useful when it comes to dealing with sommeliers—and because he knew so many famous film people, he could, for example, report that Martin (“Marty”) Scorsese’s favorite wine was Chianti, another tactic for impressing those same sommeliers. But most important, Peter knew nothing about wine.


I met Peter for the first time many years ago in my own backyard. One of my neighbors had invited him to the cocktail party that my then husband, Alan, and I had held as a sort of reverse welcome party. We’d just moved into town, and in a fit of false courage or foolhardiness, we’d invited our neighbors over to check us out. Everyone was standing around drinking white wine when Peter and his wife, Robyn, arrived. We just happened to be serving Peter’s favorite wine: Chardonnay. Peter admired it, and when I told him it was a Chardonnay, from Burgundy, France (a simple Mâcon-Villages), Peter mentioned he had some bottles of Burgundy too. “I was told they’re quite valuable,” he said.


In fact, Peter wondered if Alan and I could come over sometime and have a look at his bottles. Perhaps we could tell him what he had? It’s a question that almost anyone in the wine business receives at one time or another, and almost inevitably the wines in question turn out to be bad—and usually they don’t turn out to be Burgundy at all. Or they’re wines that are way past their prime or have been stored in the worst possible conditions—such as the bottle of nonvintage Champagne one friend of mine kept in the refrigerator for over six years, waiting for “a special occasion” to arise. Never mind that the refrigerator is the worst place to keep a wine for any length of time (the complete lack of humidity eventually dries out the cork), it was even more depressing to think that nothing had happened to my friend in those six years that had warranted her opening a $30 bottle of wine. The famous wine critic Robert M. Parker Jr. once told me he thought that all nonvintage Champagne should be drunk “within fifteen minutes” of leaving the place it was made. And I have to say I think that he’s right. Or that the truth lies somewhere between fifteen minutes and six years.


And yet, because Peter knew so many famous people, I thought that the Burgundies in his basement might actually be good. Famous people don’t usually give out bad bottles of wine. Or so I naively believed at the time. So one Sunday Alan and I went over to have a look at Peter’s wines. He led us down to his basement, which looked less like a suburban subterranean space and more like a Blockbuster Video store. Thousands of videos and DVDs lined the shelves of the laundry room, and almost as many movie titles were in the room next door. Peter’s cinematic collection looked as if it began with Birth of a Nation. Just about, he admitted modestly. But where were the wines?


Peter led us over to the corner of the room and knelt down before a small space on the floor where he’d stacked a half dozen or so bottles. While it was certainly true that the wines were all white Burgundies, they were all from bad years. Some of the worst. “Bad vintages?” Peter repeated when I delivered the news. “What does that mean?”


“In Burgundy,” I explained, “there is often bad weather. In fact, there is frequently hail, which can seriously damage vineyards and leave behind a poor quality crop.”


“Hail in the vineyards? “Peter was visibly distressed at the idea. “I’ve never heard of that in connection to wine.” And so the education of Peter began.








HOW TO TASTE




Just as a would-be golfer is introduced to the game by first learning how to hold a club, so too did Peter need to learn how to hold a glass properly before he began tasting wine. While this may seem like a simple thing, it’s surprising how few would-be oenophiles, and even some pros, know how it’s properly done. When I first met Peter (who, by the way, doesn’t golf), he clutched his wineglass so tightly it looked as if he expected it to be ripped from his hand. Where had he cultivated such a death grip on a glass stem? Were movie screenings such rough-and-tumble affairs that he needed to guard his glass of Chardonnay with two hands?


It wasn’t just that Peter’s grip looked particularly punishing, but that his hand position made the glass impossible to swirl. And swirling is key when it comes to releasing a wine’s aromatic compounds, or “esters.” I mentioned esters to Peter, knowing he would appreciate a technical term. Swirling increases the evaporation of a wine and lifts its aromas, its esters, above the rim of the glass. “But I’m left-handed,” Peter protested, “I don’t think I can do it”—as if swirling were something that southpaws weren’t meant to do. “If a southpaw like Babe Ruth could pitch a fastball at ninety miles an hour, you can move a glass of wine around a few times,” I said, though I knew that any baseball analogy was lost on Peter, unless it was couched in movie terms, specifically the 1948 classic based on the Bambino’s life.


“You don’t even have to swirl the glass in the air,” I said, to reassure Peter, who was currently holding his glass uncertainly aloft. “You can just swirl it on the table a few times. In fact, plenty of professionals swirl their glasses on the table, not in the air.” Peter looked skeptical but set his glass on the table and gave it a hard push or two. It was at least a movement in the right direction. “Now you’re volatizing your esters,” I said to him as he made a slow but complete 360-degree swirl with his glass. “I’m going to do that for Scorsese next time I see him,” Peter declared. “I’ll volatize my esters for him.” This seemed like an odd way to entertain one of the greatest directors in film, but I figured Peter knew what Scorsese would like. He was the famous film critic, after all.


In fact, aroma is all-important when it comes to judging the nature and the character of a wine. The famous French enologist Émile Peynaud (the great Bordeaux guru and so-called father of modern winemaking) once posited that aroma is what gives a wine its personality. Some have even dared to put an exact figure to its importance, rating it a neat 80 percent of the overall impression of a wine. But whether a full 80 percent or otherwise, there is a great deal that can be learned about a wine from its aroma alone. For example, the aroma can tell you if a wine is dry or sweet, if it has lots of acidity or too much alcohol. Aromas also offer the first indication of trouble: a corked wine can smell like a damp basement or a pile of wet newspapers.


“Wet newspapers!” Peter exclaimed, putting his nose deep into the glass as if he were now smelling sodden headlines and type. “This wine isn’t flawed,” I reassured him. “You won’t find those aromas.” But Peter kept his nose plunged deep into the bowl, as if to be sure.


I asked him to take a good long whiff. “How long should the whiff be?” he replied, a stickler for detail. “Three or four seconds,” I replied. Peter nodded, swirled his wine, and gave a sniff of exactly four seconds—his nose a few feet from the glass. (We’d have to work on glass position as well.)


“After I shake the glass, can I taste the wine?” Peter asked. Like most would-be oenophiles, Peter considered smelling the wine more of a ceremonial prelude to drinking than an end unto itself.


And yet a person can’t taste anywhere near as much as he or she can smell; after all, only four things are detectable by taste: salty, sweet, bitter, and sour. (There is a fifth, umami, though I’m not exactly sure what it has to do with wine.) Other wine-specific characteristics that can be assessed by the taste buds include the presence (or lack) of tannin, acidity, and oak, as well as the weight and the length of the wine—how long it lasts—in the mouth. Just about everything else about a wine can be detected by its aromas—and there might be dozens of detectable aromas in a single wine.


“Should I be writing this all down?” Peter asked.


It’s always a good idea to write down what you think are the most important or most interesting facts about a wine. Most people think they can remember all the specifics, and few actually do. The second-most common thing people say to me is “I wish I had written the name of the wine down.” Yet no one has ever been able to explain to me why he did not. “Why don’t you buy a notebook to write the names of the wines down in?” I said to Peter.


“What kind of notebook should it be?” Peter asked. “The kind you can paste labels inside?” I pictured Peter steaming the labels off bottles of fatty Chardonnay. Any kind would do, I assured him.


A notebook is a good place for anyone to jot down impressions, though for the exercise to be truly worthwhile, Peter first needed to learn a few tasting words. For example, the word attack, which is the wine’s initial impression. “I like that word,” Peter said, showing an unexpectedly pugilistic side. “I’ll be using the word attack a lot.”


But using a word over and over isn’t the same as knowing how to use it properly when tasting a wine. And of course, you have to go beyond your initial impression of a wine and taste all of it. “If you only talk about an attack, it’s like critiquing a movie based on the first five minutes,” I said. Peter looked at me with a slightly raised brow, as if to ask how I dared raid his cinematic turf.


Once you’re holding a fair amount of the wine in your mouth, you need to move it around so that it touches all the surfaces of your palate. That way you’ll have the most complete impression possible of the wine. “Palate surfaces?” Peter balked at the words. “What palate surfaces? And who says I have them? And besides, what if mine aren’t any good?”


In fact, Peter’s palate surfaces are probably pretty much the same as those of everyone else, though some people, such as wine critic Robert Parker, have more sensitive palates. They are called supertasters, but I thought it better not to mention that to Peter lest he be further intimidated. Instead, I suggested that to find his palate surfaces—and get the full taste of the wine—Peter should keep his mouth open a bit while tasting. This is called retronasal breathing. “Draw the air over your tongue at the same time as you taste the wine. You can taste and smell the wine at the same time.” I demonstrated while Peter watched. “That’s disgusting,” he said.


But still Peter gave it a try. I’d poured him a young New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc. “This wine has a really aggressive aroma,” Peter remarked. “Even though there isn’t much color at all.” He studied his glass for a minute or two. I was intrigued that Peter expected the wine’s aroma and color to be the same in terms of intensity. A wine’s color, or its lack, has little to with its aroma. But it was an interesting observation. Some of the lightest-colored wines, in fact, are some of the most aromatic. Sauvignon Blanc is one example; Riesling and Pinot Noir are two others.


Few wine drinkers—even experienced ones—pay much attention to a wine’s color. Yet color offers several immediate clues about a wine. Such as its age. The younger a white wine, the lighter the color. A white wine actually darkens with age. (And a white wine that’s spent time in wood will always be darker than a white wine that hasn’t.) With red wines, the opposite is true. Most young red wines start out fairly dark, sometimes almost purplish, and lighten, sometimes nearly to orange, as they age. Color can also be a clue about relative sweetness (dessert wines are comparatively darker than dry wines, and an old sweet wine can be dark gold).


As focused as Peter was on color, I wondered if he might turn out to be some sort of enological visual savant, in the way that some people turn out to be champion spitters or others possess a particularly good sense of smell. But Peter shrugged off the idea, saying, “I’ve just had a lot of practice looking at things. And besides, I don’t think if I go to a restaurant and ask them to hold the bottles up to the light, they’re going to like the idea.”








AGE AND TEMPERATURE




Several things can affect the aroma and flavor of wine. The most obvious, and the most common, is temperature. When a wine is too warm, its flavors are easier to detect but its acidity, or backbone, is softened and the alcohol comes to the fore. Conversely, when a wine is too cold, everything, including its flavors and aromas, is compressed, tightly wound. When I gave Peter a glass of warm red and an ice-cold glass of white, he understood the problem right away. Though he vigorously volatized the cold wine, nothing happened. “There are no esters here,” he declared. I assured him that he just had to wait until the wine was a bit warmer.


Peter was surprisingly untroubled by the too warm red wine. Even though it tasted mostly of alcohol and wood, he didn’t complain. Was it, I wondered, because it reminded him of the wines he drank at home? Peter, like most people, stored his small collection of bottles (aside from the bad Burgundies) in the most convenient but hottest place in the house: a shelf directly over the kitchen stove.


To my mind, a too hot red wine is far worse than a white wine that’s too cold. And although I’ve had some hot reds at Peter’s house, the hottest wine I’ve ever had was a Cabernet Sauvignon at Peter Luger, the famous steak house in Brooklyn. Our waiter brought the wineglasses straight from the dishwasher. Or presumably, that was where they’d been scalded to a three-figure temperature. It was the first time I’d seen Cabernet Sauvignon practically bubbling in a glass.


A white wine served too cold is a more common, less painful experience and more easily remedied than one that’s too hot. I showed Peter how the pros warm up a too cold wine quickly, cradling the glass between their open palms, rapidly passing it back and forth. Peter went one further, snuggling the Sauvignon to his chest like a kangaroo.


I’ve encountered a too cold white wine less often in better restaurants, where some sommeliers seem not to like to chill white wine at all. I’ve even been asked by a few if I would “actually like” to have my white wine chilled, as if I were someone with a particularly odd inclination. One sommelier (who did not ask me my temperature preference) even told me directly, “We only chill wine on request.” What could be next? A waiter who asks if you want your wine in a glass?


Another, more insidious alteration of a wine’s aroma and flavor occurs with age. Almost all (some say 95 percent) of the wine made in the world is meant to be drunk within a year or two of its release and few wines actually become more attractive as they age. A four-year-old Sauvignon Blanc, for example, is, with rare exceptions, pretty much over-the-hill. Other wines, such as Muscadet or Beaujolais nouveau, are meant to last for a season or two. “Like a summer-release movie,” said Peter, who grasped the cinematic correlative immediately. “Nobody will want to see The 40-Year-Old Virgin six years after its release in August,” he declared, naming the movie that stars Steve Carell that got a lot of attention on its release with the premise that the hero had never had sex until he was forty years old.


This seemed a good time to remind Peter about a good rule of thumb: namely, that just about any wine he finds on his local store shelf should be drunk within a year. (I knew, after all, where Peter shopped for wine.) And given that the bottle was stored above his stove, it would be better if he didn’t wait more than six months.


To prove my point about wine that was over-the-hill, I produced a bottle that I’d found deep in my cellar: an eight-year-old bottle of white Sancerre. “This smells like a basement,” Peter said after sniffing in disgust. Then I gave him the same wine from a current vintage. He refused to believe it was the same. “The aroma is so bright,” he observed. Peter tended to describe scents in visual terms, which made him sound a bit like Barry Manilow, particularly when he described a Sauvignon Blanc as having a “lemon feeling.”


“I thought an aged wine was a good thing,” Peter protested after our exercise. “Not necessarily,” I replied. In fact, given the pedigree (aka cheapness) of the Chardonnays he was drinking, an aged wine was likely to be a bad thing. Only an elite group of wines ever improve with age, and almost all of those are red (except, of course, white Burgundy, certain other whites, and dessert wines). And red was, of course, a color that Peter had yet to drink. But I had six wines for him to try next—each one made from a different noble grape—and three of them were red.








THE BASIC SIX GRAPES AND BEYOND




Not only was Peter attached to only one grape, Chardonnay, but also a particular kind: California Chardonnays made with lots of oak. These were wines that Peter called “fatty”—to him an adjective of highest praise. And so my first challenge was not only to get Peter to consider adding a few other grapes to his repertoire, but also to try a few Chardonnays that weren’t so “fat.” The second part of this plan appealed to him more than the first. “Chardonnay just beats everything,” he declared. The comparison was of course for him still the theoretical kind.


Plenty of people agree with Peter, including some knowledgeable types. Such as Burgundy winemakers, who make some of the greatest wines in the world from Chardonnay, such as the grand cru white Burgundy Montrachet, arguably the greatest white wine in the world. “That’s not a wine I’m going to be tasting anytime soon, is it?” Peter replied, sounding surprisingly bitter for a man who didn’t know it existed ten minutes ago.


But wines such as Montrachet are why Chardonnay is considered one of the noblest grapes in the world—along with about five or six other grapes. The small number of grapes so designated is made that much more dramatic by there being at least four thousand different grapes (aka varietals) in the world—many of which have more than one name. (The Malbec grape, for example, has thirty-four.) The greatest of all these grapes are called noble, and not many qualify; my list of noble grapes I wanted Peter to try included Chardonnay, Riesling, and Sauvignon Blanc as well as Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, and Pinot Noir. (Syrah would have made the list too but I didn’t want to scare Peter away.)


I pointed Peter to the six glasses on the table. This was five more than he was used to handling at any one time. “Are you sure this is the best way to go about it?” he asked nervously, eyeing the glass-ware. “You’re spitting, not drinking,” I reminded him. I’d tried demonstrating proper spitting technique to Peter a few minutes earlier. But he declared it “disgusting.” In fact, spitting wine is something amateurs often find hard to do. Sometimes even experienced amateurs. A friend of mine who lives outside San Francisco and travels to Napa at least once a month claims he simply cannot spit, and if tries to, then he can’t taste the wine.


I called my friend Alex Bespaloff, the (late) famous wine writer and world champion spitter. Did Alex have any advice for Peter? Some saliva-related suggestion perhaps? Alex modestly eschewed the world champion title and claimed it was something he couldn’t teach anyone else how to do; his perfect technique came naturally. He did, however, offer a story of his early spitting days. Many years ago, when Alex was visiting France and was still somewhat new to the wine trade and its rituals, he was particularly conscious not only of spitting correctly but also of spitting in just the right place. Several days into his tasting trip he stopped to see the director of a large Bordeaux wine company and was led to a warehouse. He found the director there—peeing against a wall. After that, Alex said he didn’t worry so much about observing proper protocol.


I decided not to tell this story to Peter. If spitting appalled him, what might he say about wine professionals peeing on walls?


SAUVIGNON BLANC


Sauvignon Blanc is the lightest, and arguably the simplest, of the three noble white grapes. It is the only one that’s regularly blended with another grape, Semillon, most notably in Bordeaux. (It’s rare for a noble white grape to be part of a blend, while it’s more common with the red. Riesling and Chardonnay are rarely blended, whereas Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot are blended more often than not.)


“Who came up with the idea of blending first?” Peter asked, as if he expected me to offer a particular name. Like Einstein. I couldn’t say. “I wonder when it was, if it was a man in Bordeaux,” he mused. “I wonder if it was because of the weather—something like hail.” Peter seemed to be increasingly obsessed with hail.


Sauvignon Blanc is grown everywhere in the world these days—from Uruguay to New Zealand and parts in between—though it actually originated in the Loire Valley of France. For Peter’s first official Sauvignon Blanc experience, I’d chosen a wine from the star New Zealand winemaker Kim Crawford. The wine came from the same region—Marlborough—as the most famous New Zealand wine, Cloudy Bay, the wine that put New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc on the vinous world map.


“That’s John Irving’s favorite wine,” Peter declared when I mentioned the Cloudy Bay–Marlborough connection. Peter had had dinner with the novelist at a film festival in Nantucket a few months earlier. Irving’s book A Widow for One Year had been made into the movie Door in the Floor, which Peter had liked a lot. He’d liked Irving very much too—though not his taste in wine. Irving wasn’t a fatty-Chardonnay man.


“Isn’t this the wine they call cat’s pee?” Peter asked, giving his glass of Sauvignon a cautious sniff, followed by a rather stiffarmed swirl. (It was clockwise rather than the customary counterclockwise, but at least Peter had gotten the proper motions down.) Had John Irving alerted him to that particular smell?


In fact, cat’s pee is an aroma often ascribed to certain Sauvignon Blancs, particularly the more herbaceous ones. In New Zealand, they get even more site-specific: “Cat’s pee on a gooseberry bush,” I told Peter.


“Well, I must have a different kind of cat at home, because I’m not getting anything like that with this wine,” Peter replied.


One of the most notable attributes of Sauvignon Blanc is its aroma, which can range from herbal (grassy or even green bean) to citrus (limes and lemons) depending on where it’s grown. It’s much more likely to be herbaceous in New Zealand than the Loire Valley, owing to the difference in climate and viticultural conditions. It’s also a wine that’s fairly high in acidity, which its fans find refreshing. Peter simply said, “Ouch.”


“Ouch isn’t an accepted wine-tasting word. You should use one of the words from the tasting-vocabulary sheet that I gave you,” I told Peter. “But it hurts,” Peter protested. He would feel differently when he drank it with food, I assured him. Acidity is what makes a wine refreshing and lively and creates a sort of backbone for wine; without it the wine would be flabby and lifeless. But Peter, accustomed as he was to a vinous diet of butter and oak, seemed unmoved by the argument. I tried a populist appeal. “A lot of people like Sauvignon Blanc,” I said encouragingly. “And more and more winemakers are planting it—more than ever before. In fact, a lot of people are choosing to drink Sauvignon Blanc rather than Chardonnay.”


“This wine is actually getting more popular?” Peter repeated in disbelief. He tasted it again. “Maybe it’s because there’s so little to it. People probably just think it’s less fattening than Chardonnay.”


RIESLING


There is arguably no greater white grape in the world than Riesling. And that’s not just the opinion of winemakers in Austria and Germany and Alsace in France—who make some of the best Rieslings in the world. It’s not even just the opinion of American restaurant sommeliers, who have made Riesling their personal varietal cause, as it goes so well with so many different kinds of food. As sommeliers know, a great Riesling can also age longer than many great red wines and develop even more interesting qualities as it ages, not the least of which is aromatic—transitioning from floral and citrus to mineral and steel and even petrol.


“Petrol!” Peter interjected. “Are you saying old Riesling smells like a gas station?”


“No, but we’ll have an old Riesling and you’ll see what I mean,” I replied.


Because Riesling almost never spends even a moment in oak (and if it did, it would be time misspent), Riesling also possesses an incredible transparency of flavor—there’s little else but the grape in the glass. In this regard, Riesling is a lot like Pinot Noir in that it can clearly reflect the place where it’s made. This is a great attribute when it’s grown in just the right place (the steep hills of Germany’s Rhine or Moselle rivers, for example), but a terrible thing when the place is wrong (e.g., the Napa Valley floor). “You mean winemakers don’t know where to plant it by now?” Peter interjected. “Haven’t they been making Riesling for thousands of years?”


That was true, though not necessarily all over the world. In Australia, for example, they’ve only been making Riesling a few decades, although some Australian Rieslings are very good.


“Why don’t they put Riesling in oak?” Peter wondered. The simple answer was that oak would pretty well obliterate the flavor of the grape. Unlike the way a less-than-perfect Chardonnay can be fixed up with a longer bout in oak, there’s not a whole lot that can be done about a less-than-perfect Riesling, except perhaps to add a bit of sugar. (Riesling is grown in a lot of iffy climates where it doesn’t necessarily attain high sugar levels.) But, of course, the addition of sugar masks the flavor too.


“Riesling is like a filmmaker who has to depend on a good story and good character development instead of big names or theatrical flourishes,” Peter declared.


Because Riesling is so different from Chardonnay in character and flavor, I didn’t expect Peter to care much for the 2004 Pike Riesling from Clare Valley, Australia, I gave him. (Certain parts of Australia, particularly the Clare and Eden valleys in South Australia, can produce wonderfully dry and minerally Rieslings.) And yet, the first time he tasted it, or rather inhaled it, Peter practically swooned. “It’s the aroma,” he said, sounding a bit dazed. “It jumps up to meet me,” he added, making Riesling sound more like a Labrador retriever than a wine. But Peter was right about the aroma, which was intensely floral. And that it had evoked an emotional response from him seemed like good progress.


CHARDONNAY


When our lessons began, Peter only cared about one grape: Chardonnay. And yet, in many ways, his feelings for the grape had less to do with the wine than the winemaker, as Chardonnay is as much a winemaker’s idea as it is a wine. That is to say, it’s eminently malleable, perhaps more so than any other grape. Thick-skinned, gold-colored, and relatively aroma-free, Chardonnay is also an important grape in the viticultural world. It’s the white grape of Burgundy and a key component in Champagne. It’s actually grown in just about every viable kind of vineyard around the world; in fact, Chardonnay, the most planted grape in the world, could probably be grown in a terrarium, if the need arose.


Chardonnay is also, of course, responsible for some of the worst wines in the world, and its generous proportions have made it the source of a lot of bad (wine writer) clichés: it’s the “busty blonde” of the wine world, the “bombshell” and the “ingenue.” Was Peter put in mind of some kind of B-level actress, I wondered, when drinking his favorite wine? Seemingly put off by such a suggestion, he refused to reply.


The Chardonnay that I gave Peter to taste was a lavishly oaked but still a clearly delineated wine, a sort of thinking man’s bombshell (the 2002 Vine Cliff Bien Nacido Chardonnay, an excellent New World Chardonnay). Made from grapes grown in the famed Bien Nacido vineyard in the Santa Maria Valley near Santa Barbara, it’s an oak-aged wine that isn’t dominated by oak like so many California Chardonnays but showing instead sweet, delicious fruit—apple and pear with a mineral edge. “I’m not spitting this, I’m swallowing this,” Peter declared. I couldn’t disagree.


PINOT NOIR


There probably aren’t enough words to describe the difficulties inherent in growing and making Pinot Noir. In fact, there are probably more words to describe it in the world of psychoanalysis than there are in the winemaking world. The impulse that drives winemakers to try their hand at Pinot Noir is probably better described in psychology texts than wine books. It’s a thin-skinned, temperamental grape, almost guaranteed to disappoint as often as it pleases, both its producers and its fans. The Heartbreak Grape was the title of a book, and an apt one, about Pinot Noir. Even that moniker probably seems like an understatement to winemakers attempting to make something great from this grape, since Pinot Noir has just about every bad quality you could name from a viticultural perspective: it requires a specific climate, rots easily, propagates slowly, and isn’t much good unless it’s harvested in small quantities. In other words, it’s not exactly a cash crop.


“Well, what can you tell me about Pinot Noir that’s good?” asked Peter.


Pinot Noir is the grape of all the great reds of Burgundy, and like Chardonnay it’s important in Champagne. Pinot Noir is also found everywhere—from Tasmania (the only place in Australia cool enough for Pinot to grow properly) to New York State (where it’s actually too cool for Pinot Noir to get fully ripe). And yet every winemaker in the world, at one point or another, seems convinced he or she can make something memorable, if not ethereal, from the grape. And if not, well, then the winemaker’s name can be added to a long list of (other) noble Pinot Noir failures.


One reason Pinot Noir is so compelling is its aroma—one of the most beguiling in the world. While its primary aromas and flavors are those of red fruits such as strawberries and cherries, there are also more elusive elements such as minerals, soil, and earth. And in the mouth, Pinot Noir can be delicate but also possess a firm, refreshing acidity, which means it goes well with food. Indeed, much has been written about the food-friendly qualities of Pinot Noir, and even when it fails to thrill on its own, Pinot Noir can still work pretty well with food.


Peter listened carefully as I described this to him, then declared, with the satisfaction of someone who has grasped the most salient fact, “Pinot Noir is the grape of Sideways.” Peter, like most Americans, believed that the 2004 movie Sideways (and its poetically Pinot Noir–obsessed character, Miles) had single-handedly changed the fortunes of Pinot Noir and its growers. (I didn’t want to disillusion Peter with the nonromantic, noncinematic fact that there has been a growing interest in Pinot Noir for nearly ten years, not just in California but all over the world—in other words, long before Sideways, the nonselling novel, became Sideways, the hit film.) In fact, there’s so much Pinot Noir planted in New Zealand, it’s said to be enough for every man, woman, and child in that country to drink a bottle a week for the rest of their lives (as some zealous New Zealand winemaker once proudly informed me). The Pinot Noir I gave Peter was a 2002 Roumier Bourgogne, a basic red Burgundy from a great vintage and a leading young Burgundian vigneron, Christophe Roumier.


Peter stuck his nose so far into the glass I started to worry. “I like that,” Peter finally said of the wine’s aroma. After a brief pause, he declared, “This is exactly what I want.” He inhaled for well over four seconds—maybe even three times that long, though, alas, his happiness didn’t extend much beyond aroma. “It’s kind of disappointing,” he remarked after tasting the wine. “It doesn’t taste like it smells.” And with that, Peter experienced the frustration that Burgundy drinkers have encountered for years (and with a lot better wines than basic Bourgogne). That’s the problem with Pinot Noir. Even $600 bottles of it can be disappointing, or worse.


MERLOT


Merlot is equal to Chardonnay as the most easily pronounceable grape and the most culturally maligned. And yet it’s not a simple grape; like Chardonnay, it too is capable of producing great wine. It’s not as hard to grow as Pinot Noir, but Merlot is not without its own viticultural challenges. Merlot is even more difficult to grow properly than, say, Cabernet Sauvignon—which most wine drinkers (and even some winemakers) don’t realize. Many seem to believe that a wine such as Merlot, with its softer fruit and more supple tannins, is somehow easy to make. But this isn’t true. Merlot can be a hard grape to control. For example, in Washington State—my favorite place in the United States for Merlot—the Merlots are so big and so structured that several winemakers there told me that they need to blend Cabernet into their Merlot to make it softer and more palatable.


“I just can’t picture that,” Peter replied. “Most Merlots that I have had are soft and boring.” In fact, he seemed skeptical that Merlot was a noble grape at all. “Where else is it grown besides California?” Peter asked me in a challenging tone. I gave him a fast global rundown: California, of course, but also Washington State (which produces some good, structured Merlots) and Chile (where a lot of Merlots are actually the grape Carmenère, a Merlot doppelgänger that until recently was thought to actually be Merlot). Merlot is also grown with success in Italy, Argentina, South Africa, and, of course, most famously, the Right Bank of Bordeaux, the home of Pétrus, probably the most famous Bordeaux in the world made entirely from Merlot.


“Pétrus is Alexander Payne’s favorite wine,” Peter remarked, naming the director of Sideways. “He likes the 1982 vintage.” How could that be? The entire movie Sideways was a rant against Merlot! “That wasn’t Alexander’s idea,” Peter replied authoritatively. “It was the author of the Sideways book who hated Merlot.”


Peter seemed lost in contemplation of Merlot’s geographic spread. But in fact he was thinking of something else: “Will we taste Pétrus at some point? I think it’s important that I taste the best Merlot in the world.”


Instead, I opened a bottle of the 2001 Duckhorn Napa Valley Merlot, which at $45 a bottle was about $500 cheaper than the comparable vintage of Pétrus and a pretty delicious wine. Duckhorn was one of the California wineries that made Merlot famous; although it went through a period of producing mediocre, overpriced wines, it was now producing some impressive bottles. “I like this wine, it tasted like a grape that I bit into,” Peter commented. “It seemed like it was doing the job but doing a little extra. There was a little surprise.” In other words, it was Merlot with texture and substance.


CABERNET SAUVIGNON


“I can’t see through this” was the first thing Peter said when faced with a glass of Cabernet Sauvignon. This summed up his feelings about the grape. In fact, Cabernet’s character was as impenetrable to him as its color. Peter’s Cabernet knowledge was pretty much limited to this single fact: “Men drink it in steak houses.” While he had been in lots of steak houses in New York (Michael Jordan’s was his favorite), Peter was just as happy to drink a Chardonnay with his porterhouse (as I’ve seen him do more than once). When I told Peter that Kevin Zraly, the famous wine educator, had actually once declared Chardonnay and steak a perfect match because “Chardonnay acts like a red wine,” it was the happiest I’d seen Peter since the day he had had lunch with Marty Scorsese and treated the famous director to a volatized ester show.


In fact, Cabernet Sauvignon has a great deal in common with Chardonnay: they are both big, structured wines that are easier to make than thin-skinned varietals such as Pinot Noir or temperamental varietals such as Sauvignon Blanc. In many ways Cabernet is much easier to grow. It’s the most important grape on the Left Bank of Bordeaux, the primary component in such world-class wines as Château Lafite and Château Latour. It’s planted just about everywhere in the world—from France to California to Australia, Chile, and Argentina. In fact, Cabernet may be the most prolific grape of the noble six and the easiest from which to make a decent wine.


Peter didn’t seem impressed by this information. Instead, he was nervously contemplating his dark glass of 2001 Hartwell Napa Valley Cabernet. There wasn’t much aroma, he reported. And he was right. In fact, I’ve rarely found a young Napa Cabernet with much of a nose—it takes years for most California Cabernets to develop an aroma (and some never do). But Peter was surprised by how soft it was in his mouth. “It’s almost sweet,” he reported. And almost soft. Or at least the tannins were softer than he expected.


The grapes got very ripe in Napa in 2001, I explained, and as a result many of the wines were softer and more approachable in their youth. It’s also the style of winemaking currently in fashion in much of the world, whereby grapes are harvested later and later—at maximum ripeness. Peter nodded. The wine had been a much better experience than he’d imagined. He expected Cabernet to be harsh, impossibly tannic. Maybe he’d like to take it home, perhaps have it with dinner? The wine would go well with steak. At least as well as the Chardonnay he favored. Peter shook his head. He wasn’t ready for that. “Maybe I should be ashamed, but I really liked the Chardonnay. And even the Merlot. I’ll take both of those wines with me.”
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