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INTRODUCTION











A Call for Context and a Way to “Drink Different”




One January evening, my wife, Michelle, and I were watching the sun setting over the Caribbean. We were on vacation and were having dinner at a purportedly good restaurant with swanky black-and-white decor, techno music pulsing quietly, and flowing linens in place of walls. We could hear the waves breaking on the beach, smell the sea salt on the breeze, and I even felt a little tinge of sunburn from where the sun had penetrated my impenetrable sunscreen that afternoon on the beach. I had been looking forward to dinner all afternoon while pondering lofty subjects such as which wine goes with conch, be it grilled or fried.




But reviewing the wine list, something seemed out of place. Cult Cabernet from California followed listings of Merlot and Shiraz. Big reds dominated the list. This isn’t always a big disappointment, but in a hot climate? It just didn’t add up. The wine list clashed with the context. It would have been fine back home in New York, perhaps, with a fire in the background and hearty fare on the table but here I wanted a lighter wine. The few whites on the wine list were all pretty uninspiring, so we ordered one glass of big red and a Pellegrino. At the end of the meal, the red was still sitting there and the Pellegrino had been refilled several times.




Fast-forward a few years to a vacation Michelle and I spent in southern France in the height of the summer. After hiking in the rolling hills all afternoon, we returned to the house where we were staying and poured a couple of glasses of the local rosé. The pink color popped, the condensation quickly appeared on the outside of the glass, and we munched on tapenade and bread. The wine itself may not have scored highly in a blind tasting, but it was refreshing and exactly what the occasion called for—the wine and the moment fit together perfectly.




Context is wildly underrated when it comes to enjoying wine. Where we are, whom we’re with, what time of year it is, what we are eating, when in the wine’s life—and ours—we are drinking it, and even how we are drinking it all influence our perceptions of wine. But for some reason, such a fundamental and obvious point has been overlooked in how we think, discuss, and most importantly, drink wines. Too often, it’s tempting to go with the known and reach for the same wine even if the context varies. And too often, a wine itself is taken as fixed and unchanging because of a numerical rating that a critic gave it and that it carries with it from meal to meal, year to year. But we must remember that there’s a lot of diversity out there in the wine world today, and we need to explore it to find great pairings of wine, mood, and food.




So the thesis of this book is: drink different. If you always ask for the same wine—be it a Chardonnay or a Cabernet—resolve to change your wine choices (at least occasionally) to reflect something other than your comfort zone, such as the occasion, geographical location, food, or season. I guarantee it will change the way you enjoy and appreciate wine.




At root, plotting a seasonal arc to your wine consumption is simple. In the wintry months embrace warming, big wines. And serious wines too. I’m in a more contemplative mood during the winter, perhaps because of fewer distractions from the great outdoors. And the winter menu often calls for big wines since the foods featured tend to be stews, roasts, and risottos, all hearty and warming. If I’m in an igloo, I don’t want a rosé, I want a Cabernet or a Barolo (and, presumably, a blanket).






The summer, by contrast, is all about lightness, being carefree at the beach or the park. It’s hot out so these wines are often throw-it-back sort of wines, usually chilled for maximum refreshment. But they are almost always enjoyed when with friends, or when dining outside eating farm-fresh fruits and vegetables. So the setting has an impact on the moment and on your selected bottle. Simply put, if it’s 90 degrees outside and I’m on the deck under an umbrella eating a salad, I don’t want a Cabernet. But I do want that rosé.




Yes, winter and summer are the two extreme seasons, so the choice of wine might seem a bit obvious. But spring and fall, transitional seasons, have corresponding wines as well. In the spring, I like serious whites that have good aromas and concentration to them. In the late summer and fall, I tend to start to crave reds again and transition back through some lighter-bodied wines. It’s all about preparing myself for the months ahead, staying in tune with the current, often rapidly changing weather, and acknowledging the changes that tend to accompany these transitional times of year.




In addition to seasonality, the particular moment you’re experiencing while taking a sip can drastically alter the way you regard a bottle for the rest of your life. For example, the Champagne you had after winning a championship or closing a big deal never tasted so good. But really, it could have been some humble bubbly rather than a $75 bottle, because the situation dictated the euphoric mood. However, if you’re on a first date and not sure how things are going, opening the dinner with a glass of beautiful Champagne might just push things to the next level.




Why doesn’t the wine someone had on vacation in Provence or Tuscany taste as good back at home in Chicago or Seattle? A lot has to do with context: The vacation is over, you have to do your own shopping and cleaning up, and the warm breezes off the lavender fields may have been replaced by biting winds.




Wine importer Kermit Lynch sums it up when talking about a wine from Cassis (not the liqueur): “Of course Cassis tastes better at Cassis! Debussy sounds better after a walk through the foggy, puddle-riddled streets of Paris. You are in the midst of the atmosphere that created it. The wine is not different; the music is not different. You are.”






And the reverse is true: Great wine has never tasted as bad as the time you drank it as your partner dumped you. At the end of the movie Sideways, do you think Miles enjoyed his 1961 Cheval Blanc that he drank from a Styrofoam cup while sitting under the fluorescent lights of a burger joint? No, he guzzled it, and it could have been Carlo Rossi for all he cared. It was a deliberate insult to the injured wine lover since he thought his romantic dreams were shattered.




All of this context—the mood and the food, the place and the people—creates a culture of consumption, an ambience. Terroir is the term grape growers use for the distinctive combination of where the grapes are grown, including the soil, the sun, and the wind. What often gets overlooked is that how and where wine gets consumed affects how well we enjoy it, perhaps even more than the terroir. Sometimes a Beaujolais is better than a cult Cabernet.




Drinking seasonally and, by extension, mindfully of the time, place, and mood of the moment, brings us closer to the world around us. It makes us take account of our surroundings, instead of ignoring them as we sometimes do with our food and our wine choices. In fact, what’s often most appealing about drinking seasonally to me is that the foods on my plate change and the wine in my glass needs to change to keep up. Consider seasonality the wine drinker’s addendum to eating locally grown foods, arguably the current biggest trend in fine restaurants and for home cooks.




Drinking locally is not always a viable option or not enough to capture the interest of curious wine lovers. Instead we can celebrate the diversity of the global marketplace. In fact, even if some wine enthusiasts do not have many local wine offerings, the market tends to be fabulously diverse. Such is the case in many parts of America today as wines from Hungary, Slovenia, and South Africa compete for shelf space with the more traditional regions of France, Italy, and California. So let’s resolve as wine drinkers to follow one of the most pervasive trends in dining and eating today, and add a dose of vitality and seasonality to our glasses.




Is this possible if you only like reds? Or if reds give you headaches and you can’t stand even the sight of them? Yes! At root, this annual rhythm is about weight (how appropriate for a New Year’s resolution!), with fuller, richer wines in the winter and lighter wines in the summer. If you want to sketch your seasonal arc composed of only white wines or only reds, it’s very possible to do that. In fact, many regions such as Burgundy or categories such as German Riesling have richer, fuller wines, as well as lighter wines. So you can conceivably drink seasonally within a narrow category of your favorite style.




I enjoy wines of all colors and degrees of bubbles. So throughout the year in wine sketched in these pages, I’ll draw on the diversity that exists in the wine world and celebrate the seasons and different regions. But no matter your tastes, you’ll find something perfect for your palate in every month. Unlike chef Gordon Ramsay, who has pushed to outlaw out-of-season produce because it is not a locally sustainable choice, I’m not a militant who will pry your Cabernet out of your sweaty fingers by the pool—I’ll just offer you a glass of Moscato and see if you make the switch yourself.




And because I am a blogger at DrVino.com and cyberspace is a place of discussions rather than monologues, I am thrilled to weave in the voices and opinions of thirteen leading sommeliers who offer their thoughts on selecting good wines for the seasons throughout the book.




A final note on points: Where are the scores? In this book, I don’t score wines since all the wines that I recommend are just that—wines that I would recommend. Points are about removing wine from context and are generally awarded during rapid tastings, usually conducted in the morning, by experts under cold office lights with one hundred other wines. In the same way that a rock concert would drown out a piano sonata, these tastings tend to favor bigger, bolder wines that overwhelm more subtle or delicate wines. And tacking a score on a wine won’t tell you whether it is the best wine for your lunch on the deck. While I think comparative blind tastings have some value and even suggest you try them at home to sharpen your own sensory perceptions, what I seek to do here is to recommend great wines and perhaps the perfect context for enjoying them.




Before we get started on our twelve-month journey, I lay out a few basics for getting the most out of wine in the following pages. These are tips for all seasons. A first step is thinking about wines by style, or by flavor profile, which leads to better pairings with food and the mood. Next, I give some suggestions on how to find a good wine shop near you and how best to use it as a resource. You may have trouble finding some of the wines I recommend. Don’t fret if you can’t find a specific bottle—even though I fret trying to find wines all the time, since American wine retailing laws make it so difficult to find the exact wine I’m looking for. Just go to your local specialty shop, and oftentimes you’ll be able to find something in the category that turned you on if the exact pick is not available. I’ll also talk about good stemware and whether it is worth breaking the bank for some very breakable crystal glasses. And finally, I suggest some general tips on how to make the most of a winery visit. For every month of the year, I’ve selected a fun destination for wine tourism, so this is just a preface to those individual adventures.








A Note on Prices




Wine prices vary by retailer and by state. So I include a general pricing guide that corresponds to these brackets:


 












	

$:



	

Under $12 a bottle










	

$$:



	

$12–$25










	

$$$:



	

$25–$50










	

$$$$:



	

over $50
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THE BASICS











Don’t Judge a Wine by the Grape—Judge a Wine by Its Style




When you walk into a Best Cellars wine store, you won’t find a section for California Cabernet. Or Bordeaux. Or New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc. What you will see signs for are sections such as Big, Fresh, and Fizzy. Wine, you see, has got style.




Best Cellars was a pioneering shop in a burgeoning movement toward organizing wine by style, or flavor profile, instead of by grape variety or the region in which it was grown. On the whole, this is a consumer-friendly way to organize a store since, after all, shoppers probably want a wine that fits a certain flavor profile, and the grape variety or the region is a subset of that. (However, if the descriptive terms get too goofy or you know what you want already but are not sure where the bottle is displayed, then the system can be a little annoying.)




It is helpful to think about wine as we enjoy it—in the glass—as opposed to getting too caught up in the language of producers, especially for those just starting out on the voyage of wine discovery. So think about wine styles along a simple axis of light, medium, and full. Let’s go through it once for whites. Then lather. Rinse. Repeat with reds. Understanding style is especially useful for our seasonal approach, since, just like in fashion, certain qualities make a wine better for one time of year than another. Thinking about wine by style complements our seasonal approach: light in the summer, heavy in the winter, with the middleweights for the transitional months. So, with that in mind, read on and enjoy your year of wine.
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Flavor Profiles: Whites




Light whites are very popular now. They’re unoaked, so the generally fresh aromas of the grape and where it was grown shine through. Pinot Grigio has notes of flowers. New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc has a piercing intensity of citrus that I think can make it taste freshly squeezed. Torrontés from Argentina has wildly intense aromatics yet is dry on the palate. I tend to enjoy these wines most in the spring and summer.




Midweight wines are more serious. Instead of the fresh fruits and grass of the quaffers, they introduce more—perhaps light oak and some minerality. What’s minerality? Zinc and iron? Close, but probably more like chalk and calcium. The soil where the grapes are grown can give the resulting wine a different character and for minerally wines, that can taste like wet rocks. It’s a safe bet that you have never put wet rocks in your mouth, but try a Chablis or a Sancerre—especially compared to their new world analogues, a hot climate Chardonnay or Sauvignon Blanc—and you can taste the stony, flinty character. These are perhaps the best all-season whites.




Richer, fuller whites have more heft. They can be sweet, which makes a wine feel richer, or dry, when the richness is often achieved with aging in oak barrels. Riesling and Pinot Blanc can typify the first category, and the classic American Chardonnay is emblematic of the second. I tend to prefer these wines in the winter, with heavier foods and when there’s more time for reflecting on the wine.
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Flavor Profiles: Reds




Turning to the reds, drop some acid and fruit with these light wines: They’re great with food since they have higher acidity and bright, fresh fruit in their composition. A lot of hugely enjoyable wines fall into this category, such as reds from the Loire, cru Beaujolais, Barbera, some Pinot Noir, and unoaked Malbec. (In case it isn’t obvious, I really like this style of wine.) These are often reds for all seasons, but in my experience they are perhaps best enjoyed with certain meals or occasions, which I’ll discuss throughout the book.




In the middleweight ring are reds that have seen more oak and still have some fruit, but might have had a little work done. A nip and tuck, so to speak—maybe some oxygen was added in the fermentation tank to soften the tannins and make the wine plush (in the case of a California Merlot or an oaked Malbec, for example). But there can be natural beauties in this category as well, such as some wines from the grape Nebbiolo or even a spicy Zinfandel.




Finally, the heavyweights. Big, dark fruit aromas and flavors dominate, with perhaps some leather or black truffle. Tannins, those elements in wine that make it feel chewy and make you want to go chomp, chomp, are very apparent, and as the wines age, the tannins become silkier and these big reds can offer ample rewards. Examples from this style often come from Cabernet Sauvignon or Syrah, thus the regions of Napa, Bordeaux, or the Rhône. These wines often need the fat and proteins of meat, and I tend to prefer them to help enliven long winter evenings.


 












	

LIGHT WHITES



	

MIDWEIGHT WHITES



	

HEAVY WHITES



	

LIGHT REDS



	

MIDWEIGHT REDS



	

HEAVY REDS










	



Pinot Grigio




New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc




Torrontés




	



Chablis




Sancerre




	



Riesling




Pinot Blanc




American Chardonnay




	



Beaujolais




Barbera




Pinot Noir




Unoaked Malbec




	



Californa Merlot




Oaked Malbec




Grape Nebbiolo




Zinfandel




	



Cabernet Sauvignon




Syrah
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Pairing Wine with Food




Pairing wine with food is the ultimate conundrum. For a long time the rules were simple: red with meat, white with poultry and fish. Then people started experimenting, and suddenly “red wine with fish” became A-OK!




But even that once revolutionary proclamation now seems somewhat outdated. Although we still eat meat and fish, the world of flavors is now so rich and readily available (when chicken tikka masala became the unofficial dish of Britain, you knew a page had been turned in the world’s cookbook). All of a sudden the question, Which wine goes with the food we’re having? has become much more complicated. Have we entered into an era of “impossible” food-wine pairings? When pondering which wine goes with pad thai or chips and salsa or a breakfast burrito, the answer to the question seems to be yes.




On the one hand, there are vague generalities: Drink the wines you like and eat the foods you like. It’s hard to argue with that. But that rule of thumb is not exactly pushing you to explore new terrain—and in the worst cases, some of your favorite wines might be disastrous on the palate when consumed with your favorite foods. Consider eggplant: One time I was sipping a full-throttle Zinfandel at a casual dinner. Then along came some grilled eggplant, which I tried and deemed tasty. Going back to the wine—yikes! What happened?!? The tannins in the eggplant reacted horribly with the wine, and the wine was effectively ruined. I had a similar experience with chips and salsa: Michelle and I had hosted some friends for a Sunday lunch, and as I was cleaning up, I noticed some grand cru Chablis still left in the bottle. I had a sip and it was great, with pleasant acidity and a lingering mineral character. Then I wandered into the next room where the chips and salsa were sitting on a side table and, for some reason, I couldn’t resist. Then I took another sip of grand cru Chablis—bad idea. The elegant wine was ruined by the salty, corny, tomatoey, spiciness that is chips and salsa, which had been fun earlier with a zingy, lighter wine.




Another approach to tough food-wine pairings is to get specific, VERY specific! Some people are rigid, and they only follow very specific recommendations for food and wine matchups. I’ve even seen a food-wine pairing generator that can make 360,000 suggestions!




I prefer a middle ground. Here are my four suggestions for pairing wine with food:








	
1. Try matching big with big and light with light. Then switch.




	
2. Try having a wine with higher acidity than the food.




	
3. Sweet helps tame spice.




	
4. If it grows together, it goes together.







Let’s put some meat on these bare bones. If you’re eating a steak, you’ll want a big red to go with that fat and protein. (In fact, there are so many big red wines available today that their producers probably wish everyone ate steak for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.) A rich lobster with butter calls out for a big, oaked white, such as a white Burgundy or California Chardonnay done right. Foie gras is ideally served with the rich sweet wine most associated with Sauternes. Similarly, light white fish would go great with a Pinot Grigio, for example.




The obverse of complementing styles is the also successful strategy of contrasting styles of food and wine. Consider burritos. You could confront them head-on with a big Zinfandel. Or you could bow to their supremacy and go with a leaner and lighter wine. I have a fruit-forward, unoaked Bonarda from Argentina that I keep as my house burrito wine. As a good rule of thumb, the heavier of the two, the food or the wine, will win out.




Having higher acidity in the wine than the food keeps the food fresh the same way a squeeze of lemon makes a piece of fish taste better. Generally, wines from cooler climates have higher acidity, but it can vary by grape variety. This rule of thumb helps explain why it is so difficult to pair wine with salad and vinaigrette since it’s hard to top vinegar for acidity.




Now, for the spicy-sweet combo. Sweet wines, such as Riesling, are often overlooked in a stampede to Chardonnay. Slightly sweet wines, also known as “off-dry,” actually pair well with spicy foods as they provide a soothing blanket of relief to the tongue, especially when the wines have some core of acidity. Riesling is the ultimate wine to pair with spicy takeout.




Finally, “if it grows together, it goes together” is an aphorism in the world of local food. The same is true with wine. If a wine comes from the Old World, try pairing regional wines with regional foods—Europeans have been doing this for generations and chances are they’re onto something: jamón serrano with Rioja; Alsatian sausages with Gewürztraminer; fresh chèvre with Loire wines red and white; Muscadet and oysters; mortadella and Lambrusco. These are all fantastic pairings that have withstood the test of time.




Pairing food and wine does pose (probably undue) anxiety for many people. If I had to pick one “go to” wine for pairing with food, Champagne would probably just edge out Riesling. Sadly, the budget cannot always provide for such a luxury, and some serviceable substitutes can be found in Cava from Spain, American sparkling wines, and Prosecco from Italy. But Champagne pairs so well with such a wide range of foods, from sushi to popcorn, that it’s really a host’s ace in the hole. Further, the bubbles provide an uplift to even mundane occasions.




Working the other way, if I had a bottle of wine that I had to serve and didn’t know what to serve with it, roasted chicken is always a safe bet. It’s got fat, it’s got protein, and it could go in a number of different wine directions, red or white.




So getting back to the aforementioned chicken tikka masala. What would you pair with that? Stay tuned, or if you’re anxious, check the September chapter.








Dr. Vino’s Favorite Food-Friendly Grape Varieties


 












	

WHITE



	

RED










	

Sauvignon Blanc



	

Pinot Noir










	

Chenin Blanc



	

Gamay










	

Riesling



	

Cabernet Franc










	

	

Barbera










	

	

Mencia
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Broken Glass: The (Un) Importance of Great Stemware




It’s not often I find a box from UPS on the doorstep, open it, and smash the contents in the sink. But that’s what I did recently when some crystal glasses I’d ordered arrived.




Had I lost all sense with too much Sancerre? No, I was testing out the “impact resistant” claim of some glasses I had purchased, the Tritan Forte by Schott Zwiesel, which have titanium infused in the crystal for strength.




Since I didn’t want to have shards of crystal flying around the kitchen, I wimped out and only dropped one stem about three inches, a distance that would have shattered many an ordinary crystal stem. In fact, many crystal stems are so delicate that if you even look at them the wrong way they will shatter. But this Forte lived up to its name and withstood the blow.




The shelves of many wine enthusiasts’ cabinets sparkle with complete sets of crystal stems. Georg Riedel (rhymes with “needle”), a tenth-generation Austrian glassblower, had the ingenious idea of designing a different glass for each specific grape variety on the theory that each glass would not only augment the aromas but also send the wine to the appropriate spot mapped on the tongue. In fact, his company has come out with an Oregon Pinot Noir glass, overlaying place on top of grape. If that keeps up, dedicated enthusiasts will have to add some more cabinets.




Is all this stemware necessary? Well, Gourmet magazine ran a story called “Shattering Myths” in which the author asserted that Georg was pulling the wool over discerning drinkers’ eyes. The reason wine in Riedel stems tastes better is not because of a tongue map—it simply tastes better because we believe it should. That’s an important point.




But since I’m making the argument in this book that context matters, little adds to the immediate sensation of wine to lips as much as proper stemware. Crystal stemware, tall and thin with a generous balloon, sloping in at the top, is the way to go. They can be had for less than $10 a stem, and they will upgrade your Tuesday night wine to feel like a Saturday night wine.






Riedel’s glasses are well made and beautiful but, like much fine crystal stemware, they sometimes seem to break if you even sneeze in their general vicinity. That’s what led me to the nine dollar per stem Tritan Forte line. And unlike Riedel’s, which require perilous hand-washing (during which many of the breakages occur), the Tritan Forte can be tossed in the dishwasher, almost literally. Ravenscroft also makes a handsome Classics line that is lead-free crystal for about eight dollars a stem.




Whether or not you need a set of specific glasses for each grape is up to your tastes and storage space. A nice set of big glasses (Bordeaux) is good to have, as well as a set of smaller ones (Chardonnay). I gave my parents a set of each recently, and now they can enjoy nice glasses throughout the year. (And I can enjoy the good stemware when I visit.)








Waiter, Someone Stole My Stem!




Maximilian Riedel, eleventh generation in his family’s crystal company, decided to make his mark: He lopped the stem and the base off a perfectly good glass.




These squat crystal tumblers, known as the Riedel O, now rest sturdily on the counter at many wine bars and restaurants. While they’re sleek and slightly irreverent, their biggest drawbacks are fingerprint goobers and body heat.




For a normal glass, holding the stem eliminates those goobery fingerprints on the crystal bowl itself, allowing you to see the wine in all its colorful glory. But the stemless Riedel O gives you no choice but to goober up the bowl, and at the end of a cocktail party, these glasses look a little worse for wear. Plus, holding the bowl heats up the wine. That’s fine for cognac, but not for Chablis.
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Finding a Wine Shop to Savor




I have a cranky friend who doesn’t trust wine magazines—he says they’re too conflicted due to the fact that they sell ad space and recommend wines. So whom does he trust? His local wine shop.




Sure, the wine shop has inventory to move. But the staff also wants repeat business, so my cranky friend feels that they’re less likely to make a bad recommendation.




And I think he’s onto something: Finding a good wine shop can be worth its weight in, well, wine. Unfortunately, most wine in America is sold through supermarkets where all too often wine gets about as much thought from the section’s buyers as laundry detergents. However, the number of wine shops in the U.S. is increasing. Here are some indicators that you’ve found a good shop:








	
* Knowledgeable staff: It’s extremely important to befriend someone that you trust at a good shop. Describe to them what you like, what you’re looking for, and what you’ll be eating. Listen to their suggestions and heed their recommendations. Taste the wines with dinner. Report back to them. Repeat. It’s a system destined to bring you many fine evenings.




	
* Free tastings: If a wine store is serious about their recommendations, they’ll open up a few bottles, sometimes once a week, sometimes every day (sadly, free in-store tastings are not legal in all states—but they should be!). Taste through all the wines available, even if you think you don’t like the wine offered—come on, this is free wine we’re talking about, people! The more you taste, the more refined your palate will become.




	
* Great selection: The selection doesn’t have to be big, it just has to be good. There’s a small shop in Brooklyn that I would love to live around the corner from. It has about three hundred wines—not many, but almost all that I’d like to try. As a rough, superfast indicator, I usually judge the strength of a shop by their Loire selection, since many reds and whites from the Loire are so food-friendly.




	
* Staff-written shelf-talkers: Have you ever wandered down the aisle of a wine store, only to be accosted by little flaps of paper bearing a barrage of numerical scores clipped from magazines? Well, these can be a good or bad feature, depending on your personal view. Generally, I find these flaps, known in the industry as “shelf-talkers,” to be poor substitutes for good, knowledgeable staff members—paper is cheaper than well-trained humans, after all. But some shoppers don’t like interacting with the staff, even at a small shop, particularly for low-priced wine. So it’s not that shelf-talkers are necessarily bad, it’s just that if they are staff-written and attributed to a member of the staff, there’s more of a chance for interaction with a fellow human to get better wine suggestions the next time.




	
* Good in-house writing: If the staff loves wine, then they should be able to articulate why and how the wine works for them. This doesn’t have to be limited to the above-mentioned shelf-talkers—print catalogs, e-mail blasts, and Web sites are great mediums for wine-related writing too.




	
* Reasonable pricing: If they want you to come back, this makes sense, no?




	
* Bonus points: A store with an original design or layout. Crush Wine in Manhattan has a serpentine wall of wine bottles, resting horizontally and backlit. Valhalla in Chicago (which actually closed prematurely) had one bottle of each wine with a funny description available out on a dining room table under a chandelier, and its staff would retrieve the wine of your choice out of the back when asked. It’s not that a shop with fluorescent lights and a linoleum floor can’t be good—1960s decor just doesn’t provide the context for wine experience that we are looking for.













When You Should Be Loyal and When You Should Shop Around




Carla Bruni said that she was “bored to death by monogamy.” And that was just weeks before Nicolas Sarkozy, president of France, married the former model and aspiring singer.




Sometimes it pays to channel your inner Carla Bruni while wine shopping. So I encourage you to choose a specific wine that you like, plug it into a specialized wine search engine such as Wine-Searcher.com, WineZap.com, or Vinquire.com. Each site will generate a list of retailers in your area that stock the wine, and then you can sort by price and go to the stores with the lowest prices. Shopping around and doing your homework can pay off.




But there are benefits to a more monogamous approach to wine shopping. Besides the rapport and trust you can develop with a clerk that you know and knows you, there’s the fact that being known and, frankly, spending a good chunk of change at a store, should get you some perks. Just as airlines reward their frequent fliers, many wine shops want you to be loyal and offer incentives to frequent customers. Some stores have deals that give you discounts for spending a certain amount or buying a certain number of bottles. Other shops may be able to get different size bottles for their best customers, find them the most hard-to-find futures, or let their best customers know about the best wines for them before they even hit the store shelves.




Frankly, in my opinion, most wine shops need to work harder on customer loyalty. If they are too big to know a loyal customer, which is not itself a problem, there’s simply no excuse to not have software that can remember which wines a customer bought (or even better, liked) the last time they paid the store a visit. E-mail campaigns can be tailored to customer desires and less “check out what just landed in the warehouse” in tone and theme. And sure, the standard case discounts are nice, but if a “gold” customer goes to the shop, even for a couple of bottles, shouldn’t she get a discount? Stores should provide service, selection, or incentives to keep us loyal and prevent us from channeling our inner Carla Bruni.
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Making the Most of Wine Travel: Find Rare Wines, Call Ahead, and Avoid the Schlepfaktor




Visiting a winery is lots of fun for many reasons: seeing the site where the grapes are grown, talking with the people who make the wines, and participating in a wine tasting that would be hard, if not impossible, to recreate at home. As great as it is to go to wine country, wherever that is, there are also some ways to enhance the experience.




Don’t forget to call ahead no matter where you are in the world. Some wine producers will welcome drop-ins, and I’ve had plenty of fun, spontaneous “ooh, this place we’re driving by right now looks interesting” kind of visits. But you significantly raise your chances of getting better treatment (or getting in at all) if you have a reservation. Try to schedule two visits for your day in wine country that will serve as anchors to your schedule. Then you won’t feel rushed, you’ll be sure to hit some places you’ve had your eye on in between, and you’ll still have time for a few drop-ins. Also, try to do your serious tasting early in the morning, since thirsty crowds tend to build later in the day. When you’re visiting a winery, try some of the rare wines. Warm up on the introductory wines to make sure you like the house style, but remember you are at the winery, and it’s perhaps the only place to try older wines or even special blends they might sell through the tasting room. They’re not going to all be worth buying, but they’re often worth tasting.
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TIP: PHONE FIRST




If you buy wine from an Internet retailer, it can help to call the store before clicking the purchase button. Because it is often expensive and time consuming to keep the Web site current, I’ve had situations where I have seen a wine listed on the site and gotten excited, only to call and find it’s no longer available. But I’ve also had good experiences where there was less than a case of a certain wine left in the store—too little to put on the Web site—and the staff member tipped me about it on the phone and let me purchase a few bottles. Don’t underestimate the power of human interaction!







Keep in mind that ultimately you’re probably going to want to take home something tangible from your trip, and this is most likely going to be wine itself. Fortunately, the FAA now prevents wine tourists from making the same mistake I made when I first went to Napa and Sonoma, since carry-on rules have changed since then. After a weeklong tour of wine country, Michelle and I schlepped cases of wine through the San Francisco airport and onto the plane. They were heavy, and Michelle was not pleased. But what made matters worse was that when we went back to our local wine store at home, many of the wines were right there on the shelves. And for lower prices. Ouch.




So always consider the schlepfaktor when buying wine at a winery. Ask yourself, Is it worth it to carry this wine back?




Fortunately, now many domestic wineries, eager not to see tasting-room sales plummet thanks to the liquids ban on planes, offer visitors deals on shipping. Take advantage of this by buying and shipping wines not available in your home market. A quick Internet search or a call to a store at home will verify whether the wines you are contemplating fit the bill (the winery may also be able to tell you). But if you can’t verify whether popular bottles are or are not available at your local shop, there’s almost always a surefire way to get something special at the winery: Choose some older, “library” wines or go for a nonstandard size bottle, such as a half-bottle or a magnum.




If your travels take you to wineries in the summertime, you’ll want to think about just how much wine you want to buy and then keep in the hot car all day (a hot trunk can kill a Cabernet in a couple of hours). Some diehard wine enthusiasts bring an ice-filled cooler to keep the wines from getting cooked.




Finally, if you go to a small, family-run winery, consider buying a bottle of something, especially if you didn’t pay a tasting fee. Obviously it’s not essential—there was no quid pro quo when they poured you the wines—but direct-to-consumer sales can yield three times the profit for a winery as selling to distributors.
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Twelve Months in the Vineyard and Winery




Before you embark on your year of wine, here’s a typical overview of a year on the vine in the Northern Hemisphere.




 




NOVEMBER, DECEMBER, JANUARY, AND FEBRUARY: A period of low activity in the vineyard. The vines are dormant, but they do need to be pruned so that new canes can grow with new fruit in the following season. Workers toil in vineyards around the world in these winter months, collecting great piles of pruned vine wood. These piles are often burned, creating plumes of smoke from the vineyards. Apparently vine wood can make for good barbecuing too!




In the winery, the maturing wines may be shifted from one barrel or tank to another from time to time, a process of clarification and hygiene. So if you visit a winery at this time you may see people cleaning tanks. Yay, exciting!




 




MARCH AND APRIL: Break out the buds! I’m not talking beer. The delicate buds start popping out on the vines in a time known as “bud break.” This new growth heralds the coming of a new vintage, but it is also risky since there is still the chance of frost through April (or later in some regions), which could kill the new shoots. To prevent this, growers may use wind machines—or even helicopters!—to circulate warm air onto the vines.




 




MAY: The new growth on the vines has shot out leaves, and the rows of vines look beautiful from a distance. But up close there’s something missing: grapes! By mid-May, the vine starts to flower, developing clusters of tiny proto-grapes in a period known as “fruit set.” Unlike many plants, grapes don’t rely on insects such as bees for pollination; instead, they rely on the wind. Thus, a risk for this time of year is too much wind, particularly storms that also bring unwanted humidity.




 




JUNE: Green harvest is perhaps the most striking difference between grape growers and corn growers. In the vineyard, workers pass down each row and cut off bunches of the very young, green grapes. The ground between the vines is littered with fruit that might have been turned into wine. But it would have been bad wine. By reducing the amount of crop—something a corn grower would never want to do—the quality increases as the vine concentrates more on the remaining grapes, ultimately resulting in better wines. It must have been tough for the first person to drop all of that fruit on the ground in the name of quality!
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Back in the winery, the wines from previous vintages that are maturing in the barrel or tank may be bottled at this time to make room for the new wines arriving at the end of summer.




 




JULY: Grapes—even those that make red wine—are green up until July. Then in about a week in mid-July, they change from hard and green to soft and blue-purple. In France they call this time véraison, and English-speaking vineyard hands thought this was the perfect term so that’s what we call it in English too. The grapes get a sugar rush during this time, as sugars in the fruit naturally increase, acidity falls, and the berry size starts to grow. The vineyard manager may drop more of the fruit at this time if some bunches are lagging behind others.




 




AUGUST, SEPTEMBER, AND OCTOBER: Now is the time when things start humming in the vineyard and the winery. Different grape types are ready for harvest at different times; for example, Sauvignon Blanc is an early ripening grape while Cabernet Sauvignon is late. When to pick will ultimately depend on winemaker style. The overall trend has been to pick fruit later, when it is high in sugars and polyphenols for the reds. In order to determine the harvest date, both the vineyard manager and the winemaker take many samples a day from throughout the vineyard: He will pick a berry and put it in a device called the refractometer, which tells the sugar levels. Or not—some winemakers prefer to rely on taste, and when the fruit and seed taste right in the mouth, the fruit is ready to be picked.






Harvesting is backbreaking work and often relies on migrant labor. All wine-growing regions resolve the labor needs of harvest differently. Some rely solely on migrant laborers, but since they are in high demand from other vineyards, they may not always be available on the day the winemaker wants to pick. Other wineries from Sonoma to Portugal provide housing for a core crew who labor in the vineyard much of the year. One creative solution is Château Palmer in Bordeaux. Starting in 1997, a Danish high school teacher arranged for a bus load of his students to come and live on the property for several weeks and work the harvest, including the grapes for the top wine, which has sold for $300 on release in recent vintages. Bernard de Laage of Château Palmer told me that their lack of wine knowledge is actually an asset since they “have no bad habits” and can be easily trained. Sounds like my kind of work-study.




The harvested grapes go to the winery where their treatment varies with the winemaker’s style. Some are taken to the crushpad in the back of the winery, sprinkled with sulfur (an antioxidant) and then put through a crusher-destemmer, a giant metal bin with what looks like an enormous screw at the bottom. Passing through here removes the stems and material other than grapes, known as “MOG.” Other wineries use a more expensive treatment called “triage,” where workers manually pick out the bad berries off a conveyor belt.




Crushing the fruit puts the sugars from inside the grape in contact with the yeasts that naturally occur on the outside of the grape. The yeasts eat the sugars during fermentation to create alcohol (and carbon dioxide). Et voilà, wine!




 




Well, that’s a condensed version of winemaking. It clearly varies by wine type, since the skins and seeds are usually removed from white wine prior to fermentation, while reds ferment with the lovely tannins found in the seeds and skins. And most winemakers actually render the natural yeast inert and introduce commercial yeast strains. Left to their own devices, the natural yeasts might be too few in number to consume all of the sugar, thus leaving the wine with an undesirable amount of sweetness, or residual sugar. So almost all wineries use commercial yeast to have greater control over fermentation. Some even use yeasts developed to confront a local problem, such as yeasts that thrive on the high sugars found in warm areas. A small fraction of winemakers dare to roll the dice that Mother Nature gave them, using only the yeasts found on the skin of the grapes. I admire their bravery and dedication to “natural” winemaking and often find these wines to have great vitality.




Winemakers in different wine regions confront different problems. In cooler climates, such as Germany, the trouble has historically been trying to achieve high enough natural sugars in the grapes (although this appears to be changing as climate change warms these northerly vineyards). So they are allowed to add sugar. By contrast, winemakers in warm climates such as California or Australia confront the issue of having too much sugar and may resort to steps to reduce that sugar, either by adding water (somewhat of a legal gray area) or deploying technology to bring down the alcohol level of the wine. Warm-climate winemakers may also add tartaric acid.




After fermentation the wine is racked, a process that does not involve a torture device, but instead merely siphoning off the freshly fermented wine from the top of the fermentation tank, leaving behind the debris (lees, or spent yeast cells). Many white wines continue their maturation in stainless steel tanks. Fine reds and whites are often put in oak barrels for further barrel aging, usually between six and twenty-four months depending on the wine type and winemaker.




The wine can be racked and clarified (filtered with natural fining agents, such as egg whites) several times before bottling, but generally the winemaker keeps exposure to oxygen at this stage to a minimum.




Now that you’ve covered some of the basics, prepare to embark on your year of wine….
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