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Marlee, who stomps grapes with grace and style.
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Foreword


The Cork in the Road . . . Musings on Food and Wine


Pamela Cohen, Sommelier


There are those serendipitous moments in life that can alter your course forever. Such was the moment in 1987 when the Baroness Philippine de Rothschild brought her wines to my city for a tasting event. When a friend suggested that I volunteer to assist, I jumped at the opportunity, even though my progressive wine experience had only taken me from the unctuous sweet jug wines of my childhood, to the University of Mateus. Who knew that by the end of that day, I would have tasted some of the greatest wines Mouton had produced over the past fifty years.


As luck would have it, the baroness, like a doting mother, stayed to the end to ensure that not a drop went to waste. There were several opened bottles, not yet empty, so she insisted that I pack up the remainders and give them a good home, and this gesture proved to be the proverbial “cork in the road.”


Those remaining bottles resulted in the picnic of the decade, where I amazed my friends with great wine and probably the worst refrigerator leftovers those vintages had ever seen. I don’t remember the food, but the lineup of brown bags sitting atop a large log at the beach drew a lot of smiles, and, ultimately, the interest of the local mounted police. Thankfully, this meeting resulted only in a brief lecture on the finer points of discretion when bringing wine to the beach. It would be many years again before I tasted any wines that even came close to that magical experience, though it was not for lack of trying. Lack of budget prevented fair comparison, but it did begin an evolutionary process of trying new wines and asking for recommendations. I was particularly puzzled by the fact that, over the years, my increasing knowledge of cooking and enjoying a good restaurant experience was not matched by my still very basic wine knowledge. It frustrated me that I could easily identify foie gras and epoisse on the menu, but the wine list was still a mystery. I didn’t really have a clue about wine and food pairing, and any time I hit on the perfect synergy between food and wine, it was wholly by accident. So, I began to read wine magazines, wine books, and wine labels—finally leading to wine classes.


I found an introductory course at a local culinary school, and I was hooked. Even as the only non-industry student in the class, I became as impassioned as the other students who worked with the miracle elixir every day. One evening class led to another, and finally, the decision to become a sommelier led to a leave of absence from my bureaucratic career to attend full-day classes for six months to earn my diploma. I was not only the sole non-industry student in the class, but the oldest. My young compatriots took me under wing when it came time to learn to properly open and decant an old port, or pull the cork on a bottle of champagne with only a mere whisper. I, in turn, took charge of ensuring that my small study group, formed on day one, maintained its pace each week. It was a grueling schedule of taking notes and leading discussions at our twice-weekly blind tastings, hosted on a rotating basis at one of our homes, coupled with endless chatter about such things as the differences between the soil types of Burgundy and the Rhone Valley.


We nervously prepared for our sommelier exams, comprised of essays, multiple-choice questions, food and wine pairing, service expertise, and the all too intimidating blind tasting. Over a period of two full days, we defended our individual wine and food pairings to an ever-questioning adjudicator. We decanted and served, sniffed, swirled, tasted, and provided detailed notes on our tasting results; wrote essays on wine regions many of us had yet to visit; and answered seemingly endless questions about unpronounceable wine varieties in obscure regions of the world. I wondered, more than once, why I would put myself through such a process. While the answer has revealed itself to me on many occasions since, I had managed to run on adrenaline for the weeks leading up to the exam. Sleep didn’t seem to be an option. I was standing over my kitchen sink at 4 a.m. the morning of the tasting portion of the exam, comparing wines that had been challenging me for the past six months. Taste . . . spit . . . taste . . . spit (spitting becomes a ritualistic habit and second nature when tasting a number of wines, though not to be repeated in restaurants).


The work paid off, and while my exam results were rewarding, nothing could have prepared me for the unanticipated doors that have opened. That “cork in the road” has led to concurrent endeavors in teaching wine courses for the International Sommelier Guild, tour guiding through the world’s wine regions, becoming a director of my local wine club, organizing and pouring at wine tasting events, judging sommelier exams, and occasionally working at my favorite wine store. I mention this only to illustrate the diversity of possibilities within the industry, and to emphatically refuse to ever accept the notion that I’m an “expert” when it comes to wine. I am a perpetual student and appreciative amateur who readily recognizes how little I truly know about a vast and diverse subject.


Nevertheless, it’s fun, and best of all, a glass of wine shared among friends is one of the best feelings in the world.


I would encourage you to experiment as you read this book. Look at the suggested pairings and recipes offered by those who have taken the time to match their wines to the regional cuisine of Texas—or match their cuisine to the wines of Texas!


There are many wonderful books on the subject of food and wine pairing. My personal heroes and “experts” include Jancis Robinson, Andrea Immer, and Joanna Simons. Each has much to offer, but keep in mind that no one but you has your palate and taste sensibility. So, I’ll offer some simple suggestions that may help you on your way, but the rest of the journey is up to you.


You’ve probably heard the saying, “reds with meat, whites with fish.” That’s a fair guideline in some cases, but it’s just a guideline. Strong, tannic reds are often paired with steak for good reason. The proteins in steak counteract the tannins in the wine. Tannins are those components that leave the mouth-drying sensation you may experience when drinking strong tea. The resulting effect is that both the flavors of the steak and the wine are enhanced. Both tend to appear “smooth.”


Does that mean that white wine would not pair well with meat? Not at all. First, we’re talking about a matter of personal taste. A number of full-bodied white wines work well with meats. In particular, pork is a good match for many whites, and I’m sure you’ll get some recommendations from the Texas wine producers about matching whites to some extraordinary dishes. Fleshy, “meaty” fish are equally well matched with some lighter-bodied reds.


A key point to keep in mind is that a sommelier making wine and food pairing suggestions will take into consideration the “texture” of the wine with that of the food. So, if you are eating meat, or even fish, with a rich, velvety, butter-based sauce, the recommendation may be for a full-bodied white wine, because the “textures” match. On the other hand, if you’re eating such a rich food, it might also be appropriate to make a recommendation that contrasts with the richness of that texture. So a wine with high acidity would be used to cleanse the palate, and counteract the mouth-coating richness found in the sauce. The wine could be red or white. Its role, however, is both to refresh and quench the palate.


Acidity in wine causes a mouthwatering sensation, which has the opposite of the effect of tannin on the palate. This character is found in many red and white wines, although the tannin effect is only found in reds. Simply prepared seafoods are a wonderful match with high-acid whites. Once you start layering on various types of sauces, though, sommeliers will pay more attention to the predominant flavors in that main dish, which may be the sauce. Aromatic Asian-based spices will match well with aromatic white wines, whereas warm, baking-spice flavors would favor reds.


Alcohol affects how the palate reacts to both food and wine as well. If you are drinking a wine that is relatively high in alcohol (13 percent or more), you’ll find that spicy foods will taste hotter. Not only that, but the perception on your palate will also make the wine seem “hot.” That’s something to keep in mind when taking on some of those Texas specialties. Whether it’s chili or barbecue, if you’re drinking wine, look for something with lower alcohol, so that you can taste both the wine and the food!


Salt can have an effect on wine flavor too. Big red wines tend to taste “tinny” when drunk while eating particularly salty foods. If you like salt, or your dish is flavored with a sauce that has a high component of sodium, such as soy or teriyaki, select a wine that’s low in those gum-gripping tannins.


As for dessert, be sure to leave room for something sweet! I love the Aussies with their knack for coming up with interesting descriptors. They refer to their sweet wines as “stickies”! Of course, Texas is known for its fortified wines made in the style of port. The warm caramel and nutty flavors meld well with similar desserts. I’m sure you’ll be able to come up with any number of mouthwatering combinations. One simple observance, to optimize your meal-ending epiphany, is to try to ensure that the wine is sweeter than the dessert. Going in the other direction makes both the wine and the dessert taste flat. However, if this is not possible, the sensible solution is to treat them both as separate courses. It’s a great way to sneak in two desserts and pace yourself in the process!


Always remember to raise a glass to absent friends, because every great wine experience is only enhanced by sharing, even if it’s from a distance—enjoy!
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Pamela Cohen lives in Vancouver, British Columbia, and is a sommelier and member of the International Sommelier Guild, the Society of Wine Educators, the Vancouver American Wine Society, and the Vancouver chapter of Les Chevaliers des Vins de France. She and the author are cousins and good friends who have shared many childhood adventures that led to the paths they have chosen today.
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How to Use This Book


Under the Texan Sun is first and foremost a cookbook. You’ll find recipes that contain Texas wines or pair nicely with them. Most of the recipes are from Texas wineries; there is also a chapter on wine recipes developed by Texas chefs, one on wine and cheese, and another that addresses the challenge of pairing wine with chocolate. I’ve also included a collection of recipes from my personal files.


The book can be read from cover to cover like a novel, or you can pick it up and read the sections that interest you at the moment. I suggest three ways to use this book:




1. Try the recipes. This book is filled with innovative recipes that contain wine or pair well with wine. Experiment with the recipes in your own kitchen. Prepare them for a family dinner or your next dinner party. The recipes are written in a format that is easy to follow. Give ’em a whirl, and be sure to serve a Texas wine as an accompaniment. Most recipes include wine and food pairings to remove the guesswork.


2. Discover Texas wineries. Read about the wineries, and meet the people who work hard, sometimes overcoming challenging conditions, to bring you some of the best wines available. Learn about the architecture of the wineries, the types of grapes they grow, and why the vintner selected a particular location. I hope the information about the wineries and the vintners will further your enjoyment of the recipes.


3. Visit the wineries. This book contains brief information covering the hours of operation. Before you go, it’s wise to check the wineries’ websites (they have wonderful maps!) to make sure the hours have not changed.





Note that “Selected Wines” are listed for each winery. This is a partial wine list.


Welcome to the adventure of cooking with Texas wines. May you enjoy preparing these recipes and feasting on the fruits of your labor.


Lone appétit!





Introduction


Under the Texan Sun


The year was 1979. My husband Mark and I lived in Los Angeles, where he was a graduate student in geology and I was a food service manager. While I churned out a few thousand portions of cafeteria meals each day, Mark focused on how the Coast Ranges of California formed over the eons of time.


Every so often, the northern California hillsides called out to Mark. He’d pack the sledgehammer into the car and trek up north for a weekend of fieldwork. I tagged along on many occasions, happy to leave the L.A. smog even for a few days.


It didn’t take long before I took note of a major bonus. Not only were the hillsides alive with geology, something else was going on there.


Grapevines. They seemed to be growing everywhere, carpeting the slopes like heather in Scotland. California had a new attraction besides Disneyland. This time, the California Gold Rush was the quest for Chardonnay!


As luck would have it, portions of Mark’s field area were smack in the middle of the wine-growing region. Back then, the Napa Valley seemed like new, uncharted land. The expensive wine tours and trendy restaurants hadn’t yet arrived. In geologic terms, it was the Jurassic phase of the California wine industry. Tastings and tours were free of charge and free of crowds.


I was overwhelmed the first time I set foot in a winery. The tour guide enthusiastically explained why grapes grow in California because of the region’s climatic conditions, and how the skins are left on the red grapes during fermentation and removed to make whites.


Cool cavernous cellars stacked with wooden barrels transported me to a place where all my senses responded, as if on cue. The aroma of the fermenting grapes, the chill in the air, and thick stone cellar walls left me in awe of the emerging California wine industry. The tasting rooms offered the final touch, the ooh-la-la of the tour. There, complimentary wines were served at the perfect temperature, in clear crystal stemware. Starting with the whites and moving along to the full-bodied reds, we swirled glasses and sipped the delightful California wines.


We were very disciplined on those trips. After all, Mark had a thesis to finish. It was work before play, geology before wine. Mark roamed around the hills collecting small chunks of the California landscape while I read or helped him stuff rocks into canvas bags. When we closed the last sample bag of the day, we’d follow the yellow brick road to our own Emerald City, the nearest winery.


At that time, California wines were still trying to gain a toehold over the imports. Mark and I immediately liked the idea of supporting a growing, local industry.


We’d return from our weekend geology/wine jaunts with a trunkload of rocks for his thesis and wine for our parties. On special occasions, we held tastings where French and California wines stood beside one another, their labels carefully concealed under brown paper bags. Guests were instructed to take a taste and guess which was which. (To illustrate our lack of knowledge, I’m not even sure that we actually compared the same varietals.)


In 1981, Mark finished his thesis and our Napa Valley wine tours came to an abrupt halt. It was okay, for I was ready to leave California for more stable ground. We headed east to Texas, leaving the California grape industry to become bigger than we would ever imagine.


I had lived in the Lone Star State for two years before, in 1983, I had my first encounter with a Texas wine. (That just happens to be the same year that the Texas Department of Agriculture became involved in the state’s wine industry.) Mark and I were at the party of the century, a gala celebrating the hundredth anniversary of the University of Texas. Each guest was sent home from the gala with two bottles of wine, one white and one red. Not just any wine—these bottles were Texas High Plains, with a personalized University of Texas label stuck on the front. Those two bottles still occupy a place in our Texas souvenir collection.


Following the gala, nearly a decade passed before I began to notice Texas wines becoming more prominent on store shelves. I bought them, eager once again to support a young local industry. By the end of the twentieth century, Texas wines were more than just a few bottles on the shelf. To me, they had reached the stage where Napa Valley had been a few decades ago. These days, acres of Texas hillsides are becoming carpeted with grapevines, just like another place a few thousand miles to the west.


Today, Texas has seven viticultural areas, and the Texas Hill Country is the second largest wine-growing region in the United States. Over the years, our personal wine rack has grown to reflect the trend; most of the slots are filled with wines from Lone Star vintners.


Extraordinary award-winning wines are produced in Texas. The industry is flowing with entrepreneurial energy and creative spirit. Texas laws have pulled off the cork, freeing wineries to serve and sell their wines, even in dry counties. And mail order within the state is possible as well. Visit a winery and experience firsthand the pride that the vintners pour into their hard work. Texas wineries are going places, and now is the time to hop on the bandwagon and enjoy them.


In 2002 my first book, Texas Food Companies: A Tasty Guide—a compilation of facts and trivia covering the Texas food industry—was published. With a food book under my belt, the next logical step was one on food and wine. Thinking back to those early Napa Valley experiences, I recalled touring my first winery, where the casks were hand carved and the vintner’s family had put together a cookbook of their favorite recipes. In my mind, this book on recipes from Texas wineries had taken shape.


I was drawn to the concept of transporting readers into the heart and soul of the wineries. Fine wines require proper microclimate, drainage, and soil. But the human factor is key. Premium people make premium wines. On these pages, you’ll learn about the people behind Texas wineries, why they do what they do, and how their personalities are reflected in their vineyards, their wineries, and ultimately in their wines. They share their stories and personal recipes. I encourage you to bring their wines into your own kitchen.


A final word on wine and food. The pair brings to mind one of my favorite songs, Frank Sinatra’s “Love and marriage” (“go together like a horse and carriage”). Wine and food do go together like a horse and carriage, but the ride will be bumpy and you might not get where you want to go if you don’t pay attention to the details. The recipes on these pages use top quality ingredients—both food and wine—in the preparation of meals that feature both flavor and flair.


Under the Texan sun, grapes bask by day, developing the character and complexity reflected in the wines of the Lone Star State. Cook with pride; flavor your next meal with the reds and whites of Texas.
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Alamosa Wine Cellars


Bend, Texas
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If you go . . .


Alamosa Wine Cellars


677 CR 430


P.O. Box 212


Bend, TX 76824


Phone: (325) 628-3313


Website:


www.alamosawinecellars.com


Hours:


Open first weekend of every month, Hill Country Wine Trail weekends, and these holiday weekends: Memorial Day, Labor Day, July 4th, and Thanksgiving weekend. Otherwise, call for appointment. Check website, as the winery is open for some holidays.


Selected Wines


Sangiovese


Sangiovese Reserva


Syrah


Palette (Rhone Blend)


“El Guapo” Tempranillo


Viognier


Jacque Lapin (“Jack Rabbit” in French, a dry Chenin Blanc)


Mataro (The first varietal Mourvedre made by Alamosa; Mataro is the Italian version.)





Alamosa Wine Cellars sits at an elevation of 1,200 feet in the northernmost tip of the Texas Hill Country. Here the microclimate and proximity to the Colorado River offer optimum grape-growing conditions.


In 1996, with the help of family and friends, owners Jim and Karen Johnson planted Alamosa’s first grapes on five acres. The Johnsons initially focused on Viognier and Sangiovese varieties, with a few rows of Cabernet Sauvignon and Ruby Cabernet. The following year they planted another two-and-a-half acres, and in 1998 they reached ten acres of plants with the addition of Syrah, Mourvedre, and Malvasia Bianca. Today, the winery continues to operate as a team effort, with family and friends chipping in to help.


Alamosa’s winemaking philosophy stems from a belief that blending grapes results in the most desirable wines. Blends are made in the field or during the fermentation process. The Johnsons take great care in maintaining their vineyard to produce well-cared-for grapes that are at the forefront of their wines.


The hard work has yielded good results, and the Johnsons produce a number of award-winning wines. In addition to retail stores, Alamosa wines are featured on the menus of many fine restaurants throughout Texas.


When Jim Johnson opened Alamosa, he was already an experienced winemaker. After studying oenology at the University of California at Davis, he was a winemaker for several distinguished California wineries. When he returned to Texas, he worked for a few neighboring Hill Country wineries before devoting himself to Alamosa full-time in 1998.


Karen Johnson plays an active role at Alamosa, working with sales and marketing, and serving as “harvest crew boss.” She and Jim opened Alamosa to the public in 1999. Over the years, Karen and Jim have become active members of the Texas wine industry, and the couple is featured at a number of statewide wine events. They also teach a variety of wine and food classes. One exciting event is a wine enthusiasts’ cruise to Cozumel led by the Johnsons and the Gilstraps (from Texas Hills Vineyard).


Jim and Karen share several favorite recipes; each carries a personal story reflecting their experiences.
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	Braised Rabbit











Serves 4


Jim and I traveled to Italy in 1998 with Gary and Kathy Gilstrap of Texas Hills Vineyard. We visited the Tuscan wineries and loved the wine and food. One day at lunch we ate at a small trattoria in San Donato where we had rabbit stew with the traditional spinach and white beans. Several months later, after I had tried to duplicate this wonderful Tuscan meal, Jim suggested I use my osso buco recipe and substitute rabbit for the veal. It was really close! Serve this up with some cannellini beans, steamed spinach, Italian bread, and fragrant olive oil. And, the Alamosa Sangiovese, of course.—Karen Johnson




1 cup onion, chopped


⅔ cup carrot, finely chopped


⅔ cup celery, finely chopped


4 tablespoons butter


2 cloves garlic


2 strips lemon peel


⅓ cup vegetable oil


2 rabbits, cut up (Central Market has rabbit.)


Flour, for dredging


1 cup dry white wine


1 cup good-quality beef broth


1½ cups canned imported Italian plum tomatoes, coarsely chopped, with juice


½ teaspoon fresh thyme


2 bay leaves


2 or 3 sprigs parsley


Freshly ground black pepper


Salt


1. Preheat oven to 350°F.


2. Finely chop all vegetables.


3. Place butter in a heavy-bottomed pot (one that is large enough to hold the rabbit pieces in one layer and can be placed in the oven). Melt butter. Add onion, carrots, and celery.


4. Cook 6 to 7 minutes, then add the garlic and lemon peel. Cook another 2 to 3 minutes until the vegetables soften and wilt. Remove from heat. Set aside.


5. Place vegetable oil in a skillet. When the oil is quite hot, add the flour-dredged rabbit pieces. (Do not flour the rabbit until just before adding to oil, and shake off excess flour).


6. Cook the rabbit pieces, turning to brown on all sides. Place the browned rabbit onto the vegetables in the large ovenproof pot.


7. Pour off nearly all the frying oil and add the wine to the skillet. Reduce it over medium heat while scraping up the browned bits from the bottom of the pan.


8. Pour the skillet juices over the rabbit in the pot.


9. Add broth to the skillet, bring it to a simmer, and add it to the pot. Add the tomatoes with their juice, bay leaves, thyme, parsley, salt, and pepper to the rabbit pot. The broth should nearly cover the rabbit pieces. If not, add more broth. Bring the contents of the pot to a simmer.


10. Cover tightly, and place the pot in the lower third of the oven. Cook for about 1 hour—until the meat is tender when prodded with a fork, and a dense, creamy sauce has formed. Turn the pieces and baste every 20 minutes. Add a few tablespoons of water if the broth gets reduced too much.


11. When the rabbit is done, transfer to a warm platter and pour the sauce over the pieces. If the sauce is too thin, reduce it over medium-high heat.
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