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	How to use  this book

	This book is designed for the visitor to California
who not only wants to experience the wine country in all its diversity but also wants to explore the sites and attractions of California as a whole. Where else in the world can you experience a city like San Francisco, a 14,000-foot high mountain range, dramatic ocean scenery and Disneyland and still never be more than a couple of hours away from a winery? California has it all, including
world-class wines, and our journey will include detours to some of the state’s amazing attractions beyond the world of wine.

Wherever you travel in the state, vineyards will be somewhere on your route. The California wine industry is undoubtedly geared toward marketing and the majority of wineries
encourage visitors and have facilities ranging from simple tasting rooms to full-scale retail outlets.
	
Most Californians buy their wine in supermarkets
or specialist wine stores but many wineries offer wine for sale that is only available “at the cellar door” and these are usually small-production wines of only a few hundred
cases. Most restaurants
will allow you to bring your own wine, for a corkage fee, and this can be a very pleasant way to taste some of these scarce offerings.
	
Visiting wineries
	
You will find in this book names of local wine organizations that will be able to provide maps and lists of their member wineries. These can also be picked up at any winery you are visiting. Most of the regions also have a free weekly magazine that gives details of current events in the area. These too can be picked up at any winery.
	
The central theme of this book is about visiting wineries, but a number of wine-related events have been included that give the opportunity to taste sometimes hundreds of different
wines in one place. A list of these events appears at the back of the book. As the better-known events are extremely popular, it’s advisable
to reserve tickets well before your planned visit.
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Cabernet Sauvignon vines growing in Keyes Vineyard on Howell
Mountain in Napa.

Touring wine country
	
This book is structured around the California highway system. It is the easiest, and cheapest, way to travel around the state, but not if you forget that the drinking and driving laws are extremely strict and rigorously enforced!
The maps in this book are intended as a general guide and not to replace a detailed road atlas. The best source for maps is AAA (American Auto-mobile Association), which has offices in most major towns. Not only are they excellent maps but they are free to members of AAA or overseas automobile associations such as the British AA.
	
California wine country is as varied as its wines. From the foothills of the Sierra Nevada mountains through the plains of the Sacramento River delta to the rolling hills of Sonoma and the fog of Santa Barbara
County’s Santa Rita hills, California offers a cornucopia of experiences.
	
	
	INTRODUCTION

	IF CALIFORNIA were an independent nation it would be the fourth leading wine-producing country in the world after Italy, France, and Spain.

	Spanish missionaries introduced vines to California in the 1790s but it was not until the Gold Rush that winemaking became a commercial proposition. Hungarian Count Agoston Haraszthy established the first premium winery
in Sonoma in 1857 and his Buena Vista Winery is still
in operation today. Over the next two decades European
immigrants built wineries throughout Napa, Sonoma, Santa Clara, and the Central Valley.

An outbreak of phylloxera, a tiny louse that feeds on the roots of vines, devastated most of the vineyards in the early 1900s, but the industry finally ground to a halt during the thirteen years of Prohibition; by 1933, when the law was repealed, the industry was in complete disarray. Only a handful of wineries were able to stay in business by making sacramental wines.

Techniques and rootstocks improved over the ensuing years to such an extent that by the early 1970s California wines could compete with the best in the world. When California wines won first place in a blind tasting in
France (the celebrated 1976 “Judgment of Paris,” see pages 25 and 34) competing against the finest French wines, California wine had truly arrived.

Today wine grapes are grown in 46 of California’s 58 counties and account for over 90 percent of US wine production at 1,294 (and growing) commercial wineries.
It would be ridiculous to suggest that all California wine is world class. Most of the wine made in California continues to be undistinguished jug wine from the Central Valley. The hot, dry climate is ideal for the robust grape varieties that make high-alcohol wines for a low price, but with little finesse. Fortunately small, boutique wineries are proliferating and the best are producing wines that are the equal of any in the world.

American
Viticultural Areas

Unlike most wine-producing
destinations, California has a vast range of terroir and the US Government has recognized 89 American
Viticultural Areas (AVAs) in the state. This means that an enormous range of grape varieties are grown— over 33 red wine grapes and over 25 white wine grapes—and it’s not unusual to find larger wineries
producing ten or more different wines. Cabernet Sauvignon and Chardonnay
still predominate, but production of lesser-known varieties such as Sangiovese and Viognier has increased tenfold over the past decade.

California’s Central
Valley is the breadbasket of the nation and although this region accounts for the biggest tonnage of grapes, few are made into good-quality wines. Most of the ultra-premium wine production
is centered in Napa and Sonoma counties but remarkably good wines are also being made in other parts of the state, including
Mendocino County, the Central Coast, Santa Ynez Valley, and even in the Sierra Nevada foothills. On a short visit to the state it’s possible to experience a wide selection of the best California has to offer both in terms of wine, food, and sightseeing.

The winery experience

Visiting hours

Most tasting rooms are open seven days a week, usually from about 10am to 4pm. Several tasting rooms in Napa County are only open by appointment because
of strict local zoning laws, but a phone call from the gate is usually enough to get you in.

To spit or swallow?

Every tasting room will have a spittoon on the counter, although most people will use it to dump the remains in the glass. However, it is perfectly acceptable to spit into it and it’s also highly recommended
to do so. It’s only too easy to consume large quantities of wine during a long day’s tasting, which can seriously affect your critical judgment, not to mention your driving ability,
and drunk driving in California is a very serious offense. Be very careful.

Tasting room
etiquette

Tasting rooms never used to charge for tasting and it was always considered polite to purchase at least one bottle from the proprietor. Those days are gone, however, at least in Napa and Sonoma, and nearly every winery charges for tasting, some as much as $25. If you are paying to taste there is really no need to feel guilty if you don’t buy wine. Usually you will be able to find the wines you are tasting in a local supermarket or discount wine store at a significantly lower price. However, some wines are only available at the winery and you may not have another opportunity
to buy them.

Most wineries have a more modest $5 tasting fee, which often includes a souvenir wine glass, and it is only fair to support these wineries with direct purchases, especially as the tasting fee is usually deducted from the total.

The System of Classification

You would think good wine would be readily available throughout California, but don’t be fooled. Many lower-priced, non-metropolitan
restaurants will have only three wines on their list: Burgundy, Chablis, and Rosé. These will have as little in common with Burgundy and Chablis as Paris, Texas has with Paris, France. At their worst they can be obnoxious blends of low-quality fruit grown in the searing heat of California’s
Central Valley. The only redeeming factor is that all three are invariably served a few degrees above freezing, effectively masking
their taste.

So how do you know what’s in the bottle? Any wine with a generic
name, such as Burgundy
or Chablis, will almost certainly be unfit to drink unless you are really desperate. The fact that many are sold in cardboard cartons should also be an indication of quality to
the astute imbiber. Beyond
this point it gets more difficult and with luck
this book will help
negotiate the minefield.
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The American
Viticultural
Area system

Most decent wine will be labeled with its AVA. This will tell you where the fruit was grown, but unlike European appellations it will give absolutely no indication about what the variety is or how the wine is made. It is purely a geographic demarcation. There is no control over yields, methods of vinification,
or any of the other restrictions imposed by the controlled appellations of Europe. Vintners can do whatever they please with whatever fruit they choose and still label their wine with the AVA in which the fruit was grown or, more accurately, where at least
85 percent of the fruit was grown. A wine designated as a single vineyard must contain at least 95 percent of fruit from that vineyard. Vineyard land in California is now so expensive it would be foolhardy for anyone
to produce anything less than the best wine of which they are capable.

Although the AVA system is relatively new, first introduced in 1978, several of the more prominent AVAs are now providing some guarantee of quality. Howell Mountain in Napa produces outstanding Cab-ernet Sauvignon and this has become the predominant
grape grown here. Carneros,
straddling the Napa/Sonoma border, produces excellent Chardonnay and Pinot Noir. Don’t expect a delicate Pinot Noir from Amador County, where the hot summer temperatures are ideal for big Zinfandels and massive Rhône varieties.
And don’t expect big, high-alcohol Zinfandels from the cool vineyards of Russian River Valley.

Most wines will be labeled according to their variety—Merlot, Pinot Gris, Syrah, etc. At least 75 percent of the fruit must be from that variety and in the case of Cabernet Sauvignon,
a small amount of Merlot or Cabernet Franc is often added to the blend to soften tannins.

Meritage wines

When a wine contains less than 75 percent of any single variety of grape,
by law it has to be labeled as either a Red or White Table Wine. This generally
applies to Bordeaux-style wines, which tend to be expensive. In 1988, to overcome the stigma of this generic labeling, the
California wine industry coined the name Meritage, correctly pronounced like heritage, although more pretentious or ignorant establishments will pronounce
the word with a long “a” as though it has a French origin. In order for a wine to be called a Meritage, the winery must belong to the Meritage Association, a marketing
association with little control over quality. Many bottles simply labeled Red Table Wine are far superior to Meritage wines.

The very best way to
assess the quality of a wine is to drink it, so let’s start our journey through the Wine Country.

Traveling in California

The idea of traveling in California without a car is like mating with a gorilla. It is possible (or so I’ve 
been told), but is it worth the difficulty? Fortunately an excellent system of highways
makes road travel painless. Freeways cross the state and, with speed limits of up to 70 mph, travel can be relatively fast. Unfortunately there is no lane discipline in California.
Slow pokes will putter along in the fast lane so it’s not surprising that people overtake on either side. Keep your eyes on your mirrors. Also keep your eyes open for commute lanes near cities. Cars with fewer than three passengers are prohibited from using these lanes during commute
hours and violators are subject to very heavy fines. The lanes are always marked with diamond-shaped symbols and are well signed, giving detailed hours of operation. Travel during commute hours is always best avoided. Fuel, food, and accommodations are readily available and are well indicated at off-ramps.

Most of the major wine regions lie a short distance from Highway 101, which extends from Oregon to Los Angeles. This was the route pioneered by Father Junipero Serra while establishing
missions throughout California over 200 years ago and it’s not a coincidence
that these missionaries
established the first vineyards in California.

Napa and Sonoma

The most concentrated area of outstanding wineries
is in the Napa Valley, a one-hour drive north of San Francisco. Highway 29 is the main route through the valley, but this two- and sometimes three-lane road is a nightmare on weekends, with a lethal combination of heavy tourist traffic and a surfeit of wine tasters.

Traffic on the rural backroads
of Sonoma County is rarely congested. Although the county is no farther from San Francisco than Napa the wineries are far more low-key and spread over a much greater area.
Perhaps the best way to visit the Napa and Sonoma wineries is on a personal tour offered by one of the many limousine services in San Francisco. Bus tours are also widely available if you don’t mind group travel. After a day of wine tasting, having someone to drive you is not only more pleasant but safer.

Rail travel in California is basic at best and no trains serve any of the wine-growing
areas except for the Wine Train, which travels the short distance from the town of Napa to St Helena.

Hotels in the wine country tend to be small and expensive. Motels are a better deal but tend to be few and far between. Bed and breakfast inns are the preferred wine country accommodation,
but these too come at a high premium. The popularity of these with both locals and tourists makes reservations difficult to get during the height of the season and advance planning is essential.

Driving in California is on the right and theoretically
priority is on the right. Main roads always have priority. Roundabouts are very rarely encountered and most California drivers have no idea of how they should be negotiated. At stop lights, a right turn may be made on a red light if the road is clear but only after you have come to a complete halt.

Always carry a driver’s license and evidence of insurance
or the papers from the rental car company.

Seatbelts are mandatory in both the front and rear seats of the car and children
weighing under 80 pounds may not travel in the front seat. Infants must be in children’s safety seats.

It is illegal to use a cellphone
(mobile) when driving
except with a headset.

Injury accidents must be reported to the local police or California Highway Patrol.

What to drink

Go into any store selling wine and every wine-filled shelf will be covered with labels, known in the trade
as “shelf talkers,” extolling the quality of different wines. They will often appear to be handwritten, but don’t be deceived; they are just a marketing tool. The information given on these labels will be absolutely
correct and accurate, but what does it mean?

Most often there will be a number ranging from 85 to 100. This is a scoring system developed by wine critic Robert Parker, and both the Wine Spectator and Wine Enthusiast magazines have adopted the same scale. The number will always be attributed to one of these sources and reflects their particular point of view—or taste.

Robert Parker has always been a fan of big, fruit-
forward wines that often have high alcohol levels.
He tends to give higher points to those wines than to delicate, elegant wines made in a more European style. The Wine Spectator leans in the same direction.
If this parallels your personal taste then listen to what they recommend.

The highest possible score is 100 and is usually only given to the most expensive wines. These frequently increase in price after receiving the score and there has been harsh criticism of Parker et al. for having an insidious influence
on the way wines are made. Any wine with a score in the 90s is considered
very good but scores below 85 are rarely mentioned!
An 84-point wine is usually universally disliked. However, it all comes down to personal taste.

Competitions

The other markers of quality are the medals won in winery competitions.
There are a couple of things you should know about these. There are more and more competitions
every year and they vary greatly in importance and quality of judging. Add to this the fact that wineries
have to pay to enter and you can see that a gold medal is only meaningful if the competition has credibility
and the entries from other wineries are of a high standard. Established wineries
will often avoid wine competitions because they don’t need the credibility conferred by medal counts.

The hierarchy of medals goes from Best of Show, Double Gold, Gold, Silver down to Bronze. The first three usually indicate a good, well-made wine, but the joke within the industry is that the wine has only to be wet to get a Bronze.

All of this, of course, is a question of taste. The answer
is to take any of these recommendations lightly and develop your own palate by tasting as many wines as you can, determining
your preferences. Some of the more reputable competitions include:
California State Fair Commercial
Wine Competition, Riverside International Wine Competition, and San Francisco Chronicle Wine Competition.
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 Harvesting Cabernet Sauvignon grapes at Bryant Family Vineyards on Pritchard Hill overlooking Lake Hennessey



	NAPA VALLEY

NAPA VALLEY IS THE BEGINNING and end of California wine country for most visitors. It is certainly the epicenter of the industry. The most famous—and expensive—cult wines are made here. It has the highest concentration of wineries and vineyards in the state and is an easy one-hour drive north of San Francisco. In addition, the compact size of the county—the distance between the towns of Napa in the south and Calistoga in the north is only 30 miles—makes it easy to cover in one day.

Charles Krug established the first commercial winery in the Valley in 1861 and by the end of the century there were over 140 wineries in operation. The wines being produced were no more than everyday table wines of little distinction and were intended for the local market. Then the phylloxera louse devastated most of the vineyards, which together with the enactment of Prohibition in 1920 virtually put an end to the wine trade.

The modern prominence of the Valley and its importance to the whole of the American wine industry has happened within the last 40 years. Robert Mondavi founded his eponymous winery in 1966. It was the first major winery to be built in the Valley since the Prohibition era. Mondavi set the standards for winemaking that would make California wines among the world’s finest.

Although vineyards and wineries have been here since the mid-1800s, it was the legendary “Judgment of Paris” in 1976 that put Napa Valley wines on the world map. In this blind tasting of the best California and French wines the highest scores were given to a 1973 Chateau Montelena Chardonnay and a 1973 Stag’s Leap Wine Cellars Cabernet Sauvignon, which beat the great Montrachets and Médocs of France.

Today, over 400 wineries are concentrated in the Valley and it appears that every square yard of cultivatable land is planted with vines. There are 45,000 acres of vineyards in the county and from the town of Napa all the way up to Calistoga and beyond, vineyards cover the Valley floor and stretch beyond into the surrounding hillsides, where some of the finest Cabernet Sauvignon fruit is grown. The steep hillsides of the Mayacamas Mountains to the west and the Vaca Mountains to the east offer terroir that creates fruit with amazing intensity and depth. With the international success of Napa wines, winery ownership has become a status symbol for new-found wealth, and money has flooded into the Valley creating an air of opulence and excess that at times reaches Disneyesque proportions. Ironically, Napa Valley is second only to Disneyland as a tourist attraction.
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Napa Town

1. The Hess Collection

2. Trefethen Family Vineyards

Yountville

3. Somerston (Yountville Tasting Experience Center)

4. Vintage 1870

5. Domaine Chandon

Oakville and Rutherford

6. Cardinale Estate

7. Far Niente Winery

8. Silver Oak Winery

9. Robert Mondavi Winery

10. Turnbull Wine Cellars

11. St Supéry Vineyards and Winery

12. Cakebread Cellars

13. Peju Province Winery

14. Groth Vineyards & Winery

15. Rubicon Estate

16. Frog’s Leap Winery

17. Beaulieu Vineyards

18. Grgich Hills Estate

19. Raymond Vineyards

St Helena

20. Spring Mountain Vineyard

21. Beringer Vineyards

22. Heitz Wine Cellar

23. Charles Krug Winery

24. V Sattui Winery

25. Hall Wines St Helena

26. The Room, Flora Springs Winery

Calistoga

27. Chateau Montelena Winery

28. Summers Estate Wines

29. Schramsberg Vineyards

30. Sterling Vineyards

31. Clos Pegase

32. Twomey Cellars

33. Cuvaison Estate Wines

The Silverado Trail

34. Clos du Val

35. Chimney Rock

36. Darioush

37. Stag’s Leap Cellars

38. Pine Ridge Winery

39. Silverado Vineyards

40. Robert Sinskey Winery

41. Somerston Vineyards

42. Cliff Lede Winery

43. Paraduxx Winery

44. ZD Wines

45. Mumm Napa Valley

46. Kuleto Estate Winery

47. Quintessa

48. Rutherford Hill Winery

49. Duckhorn Vineyards

50. Rombauer Vineyards

51. Failla

Los Carneros

52. Viansa Winery & Vineyards

53. Cline Cellars

54. Jacuzzi Family Vineyards

55. Gloria Ferrer Caves & Vineyard

56. Domaine Carneros

57. Cuvaison

58. Artesa Vineyards & Winery

59. Saintsbury

60. Bouchaine Vineyards
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