
Quarterly Review of Wines, Summer 201128

After five months and after more than 640 wines, QRW’s 27th Annual Best of The 

Best in California is completed. We tasted what we feel are most of the Best wines. 

Of course, this isn’t always possible. Some wines are not available because their 

scheduling productions come after tasting dates; some don’t have enough production to 

enter our tastings; some are simply not sent. We insist that the wines we taste be available 

at retail, at restaurants, or on-line. This means we don’t taste “trophy wines” — those fine 

but extraordinarily expensively unavailable wines (except by private subscription). In these 

perilous economic times, trophy wines seem an affront to economic and common sense. Since 

we can’t buy it and you can’t get it, we won’t taste it. The same is true of some quasi-cult but 

highly allocated wines. Invariably, we get e-mails and phone calls protesting this, claiming 

that, since we have not tasted the trophies or cults, we have not tasted the best. But to us the 

argument is still rather specious. Let’s face it: if you pay an enormous amount for a bottle of 

wine, it becomes more precious to you. You start fantasizing over it. It becomes something 

other than wine; it becomes something you’re unlikely even to open. Such people are vino 

voyeurs — wine collectors admiring their labels and themselves.

We tasted through hundreds of wines to arrive at this short list.
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The Wines
The 2007 Cabernet Sauvignon and Red Blends vintages are fabulous, better than the 2005s and comparable to 
the 2001s. They have enough tannin to cellar for several years. We found a number of Five-Star wines, with the 
usual names, like Caymus, HALL, and Insignia dominating. For those needing numbers, start at 95. (However, 
don’t miss our four-star selections, which are delicious and offer some superb values.)

2008 Merlot: For the last three out of four years, we refused to list any Merlot in Best of The Best because the 
quality wasn’t there. It still isn’t, and the five dozen we tasted did not measure up.

The 2008 Pinot Noir are very good. With our selections, the level of quality and depth are remarkable, and Belle 
Glos and Donum lead the way. As with all the wines on our list, they’re pricey, but Pinot Noir is hard to grow, the 
grape is fickle, and labor is intensive. Prices are certainly not going down.

2007/2008 Syrah and Zinfandel are very fine. The current vintages are luscious, spicy and filled with rich fruit 
and, most important, depth and finish. Shafer’s Relentless is the best Syrah; with Zins, new names made the Best 
list: Bella and Dutcher Crossing.

The 2008/2009 Chardonnay are very good. Finding top-notch Chardonnay, however, is no easy matter. The 
usual suspects don’t disappoint: Beringer, Chateau St. Jean, Merryvale, and Sonoma Coast Vineyards. We tasted 
eight dozen to discover just a handful that are splendidly superior.

2009 Sauvignon Blanc is something which has not always interested us. The wines have either been engaging 
or mundane. But the 2009 vintage is one of the best we’ve had in years. Generally, the wines have flavor and 
texture, and are much more than appetizer wines. Most of the best come from Napa Valley and the Russian River 
Valley. The best Sauvignon Blanc isn’t inexpensive: the Best of Show is Grgich Cellars, $42.

California Sparkling Wines. We once hoped that California sparkling wines would play a significant part in 
California’s wine future. It never happened. Nonetheless, Roederer’s L’Ermitage, Schramsberg and J. Schram — 
all 2002 vintages  — are the best high-end bubblies that California has to offer, and we count them as fine  
as Champagnes.

Ratings/Designation
We don’t do numerical ratings at QRW, and we never have. It takes little imagination to understand where 
numerically these wines would be.

QRW designates its very best wine in each varietal with Best of Show. Then, we list those wines making Five-
Star wines (“Outstanding”) with a definition of what constitutes a Five-Star selection. We also include Four-Star 
(“Excellent”) selections because they are quality driven wines, representing real value.

Note: Prices here are offered by the wineries and may vary from region to region.
— Richard L. Elia

BEST
The
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We say it every year, but Cabernet Sauvignon is truly the prime poobah among all 
California wines, displaying, at their best, a richness and complexity that clearly set 
it apart from other Golden State rivals. As proof, we offer the following 24 standouts.  

Note: We list The Best of The Best wines followed by their tasting notes.

•	 2008 Caymus Cabernet Sauvignon 
Special Selection (Napa Valley)

•	 2007 Darms Lane Cabernet Sauvignon 
Bon Passe Vineyard (Napa Valley)

•	 2007 Darioush Cabernet Sauvignon  
(Napa Valley)

•	 2006 Ferrari-Carano PreVail Cabernet 
Sauvignon Back Forty (Alexander Valley)

•	 2008 Hall Cabernet Sauvignon Diamond 
Mountain District (Napa Valley)

•	 2007 Hall Cabernet Sauvignon Sagassia 
Vineyard (Mt. Veeder/Napa Valley)

•	 2007 William Hill Cabernet Sauvignon 
Bench Blend (Napa Valley)

•	 2007 Monticello Cabernet Sauvignon 
Tietjen Vineyard (Rutherford/Napa Valley)

•  2008 Kathryn HALL Cabernet Sauvignon  
Sacrashé Vineyard (Napa Valley)

B ES  T  O F  S H O W

•  2007 Ferrari-Carano Cabernet Sauvignon  
(Alexander Valley)

B ES  T  V A L U E

Here are 24 wines guaranteed to thrill even the most jaded palate.
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•	 2007 Darms Lane Cabernet Sauvignon Bon Passe 
Vineyard (Napa Valley), $60. Rich, lush, velvety, black fruit, 
mocha and nutty oak flavors.

•	 2007 Darioush Cabernet Sauvignon (Napa Valley), 
$80. Deep, rich, round, well-concentrated, coffee, plum and 
roasted nut flavors.

•	 2007 Ferrari-Carano Cabernet Sauvignon (Alexander 
Valley), $27. Lush, velvety, elegantly wound, black fruit and 
dark chocolate flavors.  BEST VALUE 

•	 2006 Ferrari-Carano PreVail Cabernet Sauvignon 
Back Forty (Alexander Valley), $85. Big, deep, rich, 
resounding, black fruit and coffee flavors — powerful stuff.

•	 2008 HALL Cabernet Sauvignon Diamond Mountain 
District (Napa Valley), $110. Big, deep, rich, well-
concentrated, black fruit and spicy oak vanillin flavors.

•	 2007 HALL Cabernet Sauvignon Sagassia Vineyard 
(Mt. Veeder/Napa Valley), $150. Big, rich, fat, succulent, 
elegantly knit, black fruit and mocha flavors.

•	 2008 Kathryn HALL Cabernet Sauvignon Sacrashé 
Vineyard (Napa Valley), $90. Big, walloping, earthy, 
ultra-rich, utterly riveting, black fruit and nutty oak 
flavors.  BEST OF SHOW 

•	 2007 William Hill Cabernet Sauvignon Bench Blend 
(Napa Valley), $50. Rich, ripe, pure, lush, well-concentrated, 
coffee, plum and roasted nut flavors.

•	 2007 Monticello Cabernet Sauvignon Tietjen 
Vineyard (Rutherford/Napa Valley), $65. Big, rich, round, 
lush, palate-coating, black fruit and mocha flavors  — 
delicious!

Wines of such extraordinary character and quality as to be in a class by themselves.

F i v e - St  a r  C a l i fo  r n i a  C a b e r n e t  S a uv  i g n o n

Darms Lane owner Larry Bump and winemaker Brian Mox

Kathryn HALL Winemaker  
Steve Leveque

Kathryn HALL President and Winemaker 
Mike Reynolds
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•	 2008 Beringer Cabernet Sauvignon (Knights Valley), 
$27. Pure, svelte, elegant, well-knit, black fruit, chocolate and 
oak vanillin flavors.

•	 2008 Caymus Cabernet Sauvignon (Napa Valley), $68. 
Big, rich, spicy, well-oaked, black fruit and cocoa flavors.

•	 2006 Francis Ford Coppola Cabernet Sauvignon 
Archimedes (Sonoma County), $50. Big, juicy, mouthfilling, 
black fruit and nutty oak flavors.

•	 2007 Corley Reserve Cabernet Sauvignon (Napa 
Valley), $72. Well-knit, lushly textured, black fruit, mocha 
and nutty oak flavors.

•	 2007 Corley Cabernet Sauvignon State Lane 
Vineyard (Yountville/Napa Valley), $65. Big, plump, well-
balanced, black fruit, coffee and roasted nut flavors.

•	 2007 Dominus Cabernet Sauvignon (Napa Valley), 
$130. Deep, nutty, elegantly knit, black fruit and French roast 
flavors.

•	 2006 Etude Cabernet Sauvignon (Napa Valley), $85. Big, 
rich, juicy, utterly delicious, black fruit and mocha flavors.

•	 2006 Grgich Hills Cabernet Sauvignon Yountville 
Selection (Napa Valley), $135. Big, deep, earthy, well-
structured, black fruit and dark chocolate flavors.

•	 2007 Groth Cabernet Sauvignon (Oakville/Napa 
Valley), $55. Big, chewy, somewhat smoky, black fruit and 
French roast flavors.

•	 2008 Hall Cabernet Sauvignon Jack’s Masterpiece 
(Napa Valley), $100. Plush, velvety, well-knit, black fruit and 
mocha flavors.

•	 2005 Heller Estate Cabernet Sauvignon (Carmel 
Valley), $25. Deep, taut, well-focused, black fruit and French 
roast flavors.

•	 2006 Kenwood Artist Series Cabernet Sauvignon La 
Boheme (Sonoma County), $75. Pure, ripe, well-knit, black 
fruit and spicy oak vanillin flavors.

•	 2007 Napanook Cabernet Sauvignon (Napa Valley), $40. 
Big, rich, plump, juicy, round, black fruit and mocha flavors.

•	 2007 Joseph Phelps Cabernet Sauvignon (Napa Valley), 
$43. Rich, round, lush, medium-weight, black fruit and nutty 
oak vanillin flavors. 

F ou  r - St  a r  C a l i fo  r n i a  C a b e r n e t  S a uv  i g n o n

Wines of outstanding character and quality; benchmarks of their type.

Chuck Wagner and his mother Lorna (one of the founders of Caymus)

•	 2008 Caymus Cabernet Sauvignon Special Selection (Napa Valley), $130. 
Rich, ripe, pure, silky, voluptuous, blackberry, spice and vanilla flavors.

Wines of such extraordinary character and quality as to be in a class by themselves.

F i v e - St  a r  C a l i fo  r n i a  C a b e r n e t  S a uv  i g n o n
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The signature wine for many California wineries is their proprietary red blend, the idea being 
that an artful mixture of grapes will lead to a more nuanced and complete wine. The following 
12 wines certainly do nothing to counter that idea.

There’s strength in numbers, as these multi-grape concoctions attest.

QRW  Tast ing  T eam

California Proprietary Red Blends

BEST  
of The  
BEST

•	 2007 J. Lohr Cuvée Pau (San Luis  
Obispo County)

•	 2007 Kunde Meritage 202 (Sonoma Valley)

•	 2007 Ridge Monte Bello (Santa Cruz 
Mountains)

•	 2007 Signorello Padrone  
(Napa Valley)

•	 2008 Ty Caton Tytanium Caton 
Vineyard (Sonoma Valley)

•  2007 Joseph Phelps Insignia (Napa Valley) 

B ES  T  O F  S H O W

•  2007 Bernardus Marinus (Carmel Valley)

B ES  T  V A L U E
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•	 2007 Joseph Phelps Insignia (Napa Valley), $175. 88% 
Cabernet Sauvignon, 8% Merlot and 4% Petit Verdot. Big, 
deep, rich, voluptuous, black fruit, mocha and nutty oak 
flavors — stunning stuff.  BEST OF SHOW 

•	 2007 J. Lohr Cuvée Pau (San Luis Obispo County), $50. 
93% Cabernet Sauvignon, 6% Petit Verdot. Elegant. Blackberry. 
Oak spice and fig with rich blackberry flavors.

•	 2007 Ridge Monte Bello (Santa Cruz Mountains), $145. 
79% Cabernet Sauvignon, 10% Merlot, 9% Petit Verdot and 
2% Cabernet Franc. Big, deep, dense, chewy, utterly riveting, 
black fruit, roasted nut and coffee flavors.

•	 2007 Signorello Padrone (Napa Valley), $110. 83% 
Cabernet Sauvignon, 12% Merlot and 5% Cabernet Franc. Big, 
rich, round, earthy, black fruit and French roast flavors.

•	 2008 Ty Caton Tytanium Caton Vineyard (Sonoma 
Valley), $80. 31% Cabernet Sauvignon, 30% Syrah, 18% Petite 
Sirah, 12% Merlot and 9% Malbec. Big, rich, round, plush, 
black fruit, mocha and toasted nut flavors.

Ty and  
Kristen Caton

Ridge Vineyards wine team: David Gates, VP of Vineyard Operations; 
Eric Baugher, VP of Winemaking at Monte Bello; Paul Draper, CEO and 

Winemaker; and John Olney, VP of Winemaking at Lytton Springs

Wines of such extraordinary character and quality as to be in a class by themselves.

F i v e - St  a r  C a l i fo  r n i a  P r op  r i e t a r y  R e d  B l e n d s
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•	 2008 Audelssa Summit (Sonoma Valley), $48. 95% Syrah 
and 5% Viognier. Deep, rich, juicy, black fruit, graphite and 
French roast flavors.

•	 2007 Beaulieu Vineyards Reserve Tapestry (Napa 
Valley), $60. Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Cabernet Franc, 
Petit Verdot and Malbec. Big, deep, dense, chewy, black fruit, 
anise and nutty oak flavors.

•	 2007 Bernardus Marinus (Carmel Valley), $28. 69% 
Cabernet Sauvignon, 20% Merlot, 6% Cabernet Franc and 
5% Petit Verdot. Nice, plump, lush, round, mouthcoating, 
black and red fruit flavors.  BEST VALUE 

•	 2006 Ferrari-Carano PreVail West Face (Alexander 
Valley), $55. 64% Cabernet Sauvignon and 36% Syrah. Rich, 
concentrated, well-balanced, black plum and nutty oak 
flavors.

•	 2007 Ferrari-Carano Tresor (Alexander Valley), $58. 
84% Cabernet Sauvignon, 6% Petit Verdot, 4% Malbec, 4% 
Merlot and 2% Cabernet Franc. Rich, round, velvety, black 
fruit, mocha and nutty oak flavors.

•	 2007 Sterling SVR Reserve (Napa Valley), $30. 66% 
Cabernet Sauvignon, 27% Merlot and 7% Cabernet Franc. 
Big, rich, succulent, black fruit, coffee and nutty oak vanillin 
flavors.

•	 2007 Rodney Strong Symmetry Meritage (Alexander 
Valley), $55. 85% Cabernet Sauvignon, 10% Malbec, 3% Merlot, 
1% Cabernet Franc and 1% Petit Verdot. Rich, texturous, well-
knit, cassis and coffee flavors — very Bordeaux-like. 

Wines of outstanding character and quality; benchmarks of their type.

Wines of such extraordinary character and quality as to be in a class by themselves.

The Kunde Family

•	 2007 Kunde Meritage 202 (Sonoma Valley), $30. 78% Cabernet Sauvignon, 12% 
Merlot, 5% Malbec and 5% Petit Verdot. Big, rich, earthy, mouthfilling, black fruit, 
coffee, mint and vanillin flavors.
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Pinot Noir is devilishly difficult to grow. But this certainly wasn’t evident in QRW’s most recent tasting 
of California Pinot Noir. We encountered surprisingly few unacceptable wines (Burgundy, take note), 
and indeed came up with 21 that we can highly recommend.

The Golden State’s mastery of this fickle grape is clearly on show here.

QRW  Tast ing  T EAM

California Pinot Noir

•	 2008 Artesa Estate Pinot Noir  
Block 91-D (Carneros)

•	 2008 Artesa Reserve Pinot Noir (Carneros)

•	 2009 Belle Glos Pinot Noir Taylor Lane 
Vineyard (Sonoma County)

•	 2009 Belle Glos Pinot Noir Las Alturas 
Vineyard (Santa Lucia Highlands)

•	 2008 Chateau St. Jean Pinot Noir Durell 
Vineyard (Sonoma Valley) 

•	 2008 Donum Pinot Noir (Carneros) 

•	 2008 Donum Pinot Noir  
(Russian River Valley)

•	 2008 Fess Parker Pinot Noir Bien  
Nacido Vineyard (Santa Barbara County)

•	 2009 J. Lohr Pinot Noir Fog’s Reach 
Vineyard (Arroyo Seco)

•	 2008 Merry Edwards Pinot Noir Olivet 
Lane (Russian River Valley)

•	 2008 Patz & Hall Pinot Noir Burnside 
Vineyard (Sonoma Coast)

•	 2008 Patz & Hall Pinot Noir Gap’s  
Crown Vineyard (Sonoma Coast)

•	 2007 Sonoma Coast Vineyards Pinot 
Noir Balistreri Vineyard Freestone 
View Block (Sonoma Coast)

•	 2008 Stemmler Pinot Noir Ferguson 
Block (Carneros)

•	 2008 Rodney Strong Reserve Pinot  
Noir (Russian River Valley)

•	 2008 Williams Selyem Pinot Noir 
Westside Road Neighbors  
(Russian River Valley)

•  2009 Belle Glos Pinot Noir Taylor Lane Vineyard  
(Sonoma County)

•  2008 Fess Parker Pinot Noir Bien Nacido Vineyard  
(Santa Barbara County)

C O - B ES  T  O F  S H O W

BEST  
of The  
BEST
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Outstanding. Wines of such remarkable character and quality as to be in a class by themselves.

•	 2008 Artesa Estate Pinot Noir Block 91-D 
(Carneros), $90. 
Deliciously rich, round, lip-smacking, raspberry, cocoa and 
spice flavors.

•	 2008 Artesa Reserve Pinot Noir (Carneros), $40.  
Rich, ripe, juicy, black cherry and French roast flavors.

•	 2009 Belle Glos Pinot Noir Taylor Lane Vineyard 
(Sonoma County), $44.  
Lush, pure, velvety, black cherry and chocolate flavors — 
perfection itself.  CO-BEST OF SHOW 

•	 2009 Belle Glos Pinot Noir Las Alturas Vineyard 
(Santa Lucia Highlands), $44.  
Big, deep, powerful, chocolate, nutmeg and raspberry 
flavors.

•	 2008 Chateau St. Jean Pinot Noir Durell Vineyard  
(Sonoma Valley), $40.  
Big, deep, rich black cherry and spice.

•	 2008 Fess Parker Pinot Noir Bien Nacido  
Vineyard (Santa Barbara County), $50.  
Beautifully polished, well-concentrated, elegantly  
knit, chocolate-cherry flavors.  CO-BEST OF SHOW 

•	 2009 J. Lohr Pinot Noir Fog’s Reach Vineyard 
(Arroyo Seco), $35.  
Ripe, succulent, deliciously silky, chocolate-cherry flavors.

•	 2008 Merry Edwards Pinot Noir Olivet Lane 
(Russian River Valley), $60.  
Hefty, yet well-balanced, dark chocolate and damsun  
plum flavors.

•	 2008 Patz & Hall Pinot Noir Burnside  
Vineyard (Sonoma Coast), $70.  
Lush, silky, utterly riveting, black cherry, chocolate  
and vanilla flavors.

•	 2008 Patz & Hall Pinot Noir Gap’s Crown 
Vineyard (Sonoma Coast), $70.  
Plump, plush, lip-smacking, black cherry, spice and 
chocolate flavors.

F i v e - s t a r  c a l i fo  r n i a  P IN  O T  N O IR
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Outstanding. Wines of such remarkable character and quality as to be in a class by themselves.

Excellent. Wines of exemplary character and quality — benchmarks of their type.

•	 2007 Etude Pinot Noir (Carneros), $42.  
Soft, round, elegantly knit, chocolate-cherry flavors.

•	 2008 Freestone Pinot Noir (Sonoma Coast), $55.  
Big, rich, vibrant, black cherry, spice and coffee flavors.

•	 2008 Longoria Pinot Noir Rancho Santa Rose 
Vineyard (Sta Rita Hills), $45.  
Soft, plush, juicy, black cherry, spice and mocha flavors.

•	 2009 Talbott Logan Pinot Noir (Monterey),  
$25. Fresh, ripe, elegantly knit, black cherry, spice and  
coffee flavors.  BEST VALUE 

•	 2008 Talbott Pinot Noir Sleepy Hollow  
Vineyard (Monterey), $40.  
Fresh, lively, black cherry and spice flavors. 

•	 2008 Donum Pinot Noir (Carneros), $65.  
Rich, ripe, spritely, black cherry and spicy vanilla flavors.

•	 2008 Donum Pinot Noir (Russian River Valley), $65. 
Big, deep, rich, long, black cherry and nutmeg flavors.

•	 2008 Rodney Strong Reserve Pinot Noir  
(Russian River Valley), $40.  
Lush, velvety, deliciously round, black cherry, chocolate 
and vanilla flavors.

•	 2007 Sonoma Coast Vineyards Pinot Noir 
Balistreri Vineyard Freestone View Block 
(Sonoma Coast), $75.  
Rich, lush, mouth-coating, black cherry and dark  
chocolate flavors.

•	 2008 Stemmler Pinot Noir Ferguson Block 
(Carneros), $44.  
Elegantly knit, highly filigreed (indeed, 
very French), black raspberry and spice 
flavors.

•	 2008 Williams Selyem Pinot Noir 
Westside Road Neighbors  
(Russian River Valley), $75.  
Rich, concentrated, well-focused,  
damson plum, vanilla and spice flavors.

Anne Moller-Racke,  
Donum President and Winegrower

F i v e - s t a r  c a l i fo  r n i a  P IN  O T  N O IR
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Some years ago, we predicted great things for California Syrah. But for some reason, consumers 
have never cozied up to the wine, and it’s become a hard-sell. ‘Tis a pity, because no other 
red grape — not even Cabernet — is a better fit for California than sun-loving Syrah,  

a point proven by the following five wines.

Syrah is California’s stealth grape, producing great under-the-radar wines.

QRW  Tast ing  T eam

California Syrah

BEST  
of The  
BEST

•  2007 Shafer Syrah Relentless 
(Napa Valley)

B e s t  of   Show  

•  2008 Cakebread Cellars Syrah  
(Carneros/Napa Valley)

•  2007 Epiphany Syrah Hampton Vineyard  
(Santa Barbara County)

•  2007 Epiphany Syrah Stagecoach Vineyard 
(Napa Valley)
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•	 2008 Chamisal Syrah Califa Selection (Edna Valley), $42. Plush, silky, 
elegant, black fruit and nutty oak flavors. 

Wines of outstanding character and quality; benchmarks of their type.

•	 2008 Cakebread Cellars Syrah (Carneros/Napa Valley), 
$75. Big, rich, succulent, well-balanced, black fruit, spice and 
oak vanillin flavors.

•	 2007 Epiphany Syrah Hampton Vineyard (Santa Barbara 
County), $35. Big, walloping, super-ripe, black fruit, spice 
and nutty oak vanillin flavors.

•	 2007 Epiphany Syrah Stagecoach Vineyard (Napa 
Valley), $49. Lush, elegant, highly nuanced, blackberry and 
vanillin flavors.

•	 2007 Shafer Syrah Relentless (Napa Valley), $60. Big, 
deep, rich, resolute, black fruit, spice and nutty oak flavors — 
simply marvelous.  BEST OF SHOW 

Wines of such extraordinary character and quality as to be in a class by themselves.

Winemaker Elias Fernandez with Owner Doug Shafer

P
ho

to
 ©

20
08

 R
u

s
s

 W
id

s
tr

a
n

d

F i v e - St  a r  C a l i fo  r n i a  S y r a h

F ou  r - St  a r  C a l i fo  r n i a  S y r a h



Quarterly Review of Wines, Summer 201144

Chardonnay is California’s most widely planted premium white wine grape, with 
100,000 acres under cultivation. Much of this acreage is used to produce humdrum, 
bulk-commodity wine. Hence, the lowly reputation California Chardonnay has among 

so many wine drinkers. But that said, there are numerous Golden State vintners who do right 
by Chardonnay. They grow it in cooler zones, where it ripens slowly and achieves good acidity 
levels. They optimize fruit quality via close-cropping and high-density planting. And they strive 
during vinification to produce wines that are well structured and elegantly balanced. Here are 
14 such California Chardonnays.

•  2008 Merryvale Silhouette Chardonnay  
(Napa Valley)

•  2008 Chateau St. Jean Chardonnay Belle Terre Vineyard  
(Alexander Valley)

•  2007 Ernest & Julio Gallo Estate Chardonnay  
(Sonoma Coast)

•  2008 Knights Bridge Chardonnay Beresini Vineyard  
(Napa/Carneros) 

•  2008 Sonoma Coast Vineyards Chardonnay  
(Sonoma Coast)

•  2009 Beringer Private Reserve Chardonnay  
(Napa Valley)

B e s t  of   Show  

These tasty 14 are priced to please every pocketbook.

QRW  Tast ing  T eam

California Chardonnay

BEST  
of The  
BEST
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•	 2009 Beringer Private Reserve Chardonnay 
(Napa Valley), $37.  
Rich buttery aromas; lush, nougaty, elegantly  
spun flavors.  BEST OF SHOW 

•	 2008 Chateau St. Jean Chardonnay Belle Terre 
Vineyard (Alexander Valley), $25.  
Big, rich, mineral and toast flavors buoyed by good 
underlying acidity.

•	 2007 Ernest & Julio Gallo Estate Chardonnay 
(Sonoma Coast), $50.  
Elegantly turned almond and lemon curd flavors.

•	 2008 Knights Bridge Chardonnay Beresini 
Vineyard (Napa/Carneros), $65.  
Rich, nutty nose; rich, buttery, yet well-focused flavors.

•	 2008 Merryvale Silhouette Chardonnay  
(Napa Valley), $65.  
Elegantly cast buttered toast and lemon flavors.

•	 2008 Sonoma Coast Vineyards Chardonnay 
(Sonoma Coast), $40. 
 Rich, toasty nose; plush, nougaty, well-knit flavors.

Outstanding. Wines of such remarkable character and quality as to be in a class by themselves.

Sean Foster, Vice President of  
Production and Senior Winemaker of Merryvale
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•	 2009 Bridlewood Estate Chardonnay  
(Monterey County), $14.  
Ripe, succulent, utterly fetching, tropical fruit flavors.

•	 2008 Ferrari-Carano Reserve Chardonnay  
(Napa/Carneros), $30.  
Subtle, elegantly knit, tropical fruit and toast flavors.

•	 2008 Freestone Chardonnay (Sonoma Coast), $55. 
Taut, elegant, oatmeal flavors reminiscent of Meursault.

•	 2008 J Vineyards Chardonnay (Russian River Valley), 
$28. Nice, crisp, well-knit, toast and lemon curd flavors.

•	 2008 Patz & Hall Chardonnay Hudson Vineyard 
(Carneros), $55.  
Crisp, clean, well-knit, pear and hazelnut flavors.

•	 2009 Scott Family Estate Chardonnay Dijon Clone 
(Arroyo Seco), $25.  
Ripe, vibrant, altogether alluring, tropical fruit flavors.

•	 2007 Talbott Chardonnay Sleepy Hollow 
Vineyard (Monterey), $20.  
Rich, ripe, well-knit, tropical fruit and toasted nut flavors.

•	 2009 Valley of the Moon Chardonnay  
(Sonoma Coast), $17. Crisp, clean, deliciously toasty 
flavors.  BEST VALUE   

Excellent. Wines of exemplary character and quality — benchmarks of their type.

2009

A R ROYO  SECO  .  C H A R D ON NAY

DijonClone

F ou  r - s t a r  c a l i fo  r n i a  ch  a r d o n n a y
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There are many out there (you know who you are) who disparage Zinfandel, dismissing 
its wines as poor relations of Cabernet Sauvignon. We beg to differ. Drawn from the right 
vineyard sources and handled with care, Zin can evince the same deep, rich, complex 

character as Cabernet. As supporting evidence, we offer the following 11 wines.

Who said Zin isn’t serious wine? Certainly not these 11.

QRW  Tast ing  T eam

California Zinfandel

BEST  
of The  
BEST

•  2007 Rosenblum Cellars Zinfandel Rockpile Road 
(Rockpile)

B ES  T  O F  S H O W

•  2007 Kunde Family Estate Zinfandel  
(Sonoma Valley)

B ES  T  V A L U E

•	 2008 Bella Zinfandel Maple 
Vineyard (Dry Creek Valley)

•	 2008 Cakebread Cellars Zinfandel 
Red Hills (Lake County)

•	 2008 Dutcher Crossing Zinfandel 
Bernier-Sibary Vineyard  
(Dry Creek Valley)

•	 2008 Dutcher Crossing Zinfandel 
Maple Vineyard (Dry Creek Valley)

•	 2007 Kunde Family Estate Zinfandel 
(Sonoma Valley)

•	 2007 Rosenblum Cellars Zinfandel 
Rockpile Road (Rockpile)



Quarterly Review of Wines, Summer 201148

•	 2008 Bella Zinfandel Maple Vineyard (Dry Creek 
Valley), $35. Beautifully ripe, lush, elegant, well-focused, 
black fruit and vanilla flavors.

•	 2008 Cakebread Cellars Zinfandel Red Hills (Lake 
County), $50. Big, rich, broad-across-the-beam, black fruit 
and smoky oak flavors.

•	 2007 Kunde Family Estate Zinfandel (Sonoma Valley), 
$18. Dense, rich, plush, well-balanced, black fruit and dark 
chocolate flavors.  BEST VALUE 

•	 2007 Rosenblum Cellars Zinfandel Rockpile Road 
(Rockpile), $30. Rich, earthy, well-concentrated, black fruit, 
graphite, chocolate and oak vanillin flavors.  BEST OF SHOW 

Wines of such extraordinary character and quality as to be in a class by themselves.

Scott Adams,  
Bella Winery Owner

F i v e - St  a r  C a l i fo  r n i a  Z i n f a n d e l
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•	 2008 Bella Zinfandel Two Patch (Alexander Valley), 
$35. Deep, rich, full-bodied, black fruit and dark chocolate 
flavors.

•	 2009 J. Lohr Gesture Zinfandel Limited Release 
(Paso Robles), $25. Rich, ripe, silky, black fruit and mocha 
flavors.

•	 2008 Mettler Family Zinfandel Epicenter Old Vines 
(Lodi), $18. Big, rich, well-concentrated, bramble and smoky 
oak flavors.

•	 2007 Rosenblum Cellars Zinfandel Harris Kratka 
Vineyard (Alexander Valley), $40. Big, spicy, juicy, black 
fruit and dark chocolate flavors.

•	 2007 Rosenblum Cellars Zinfandel Maggies Reserve 
(Sonoma Valley), $45. Rich, ripe, well-concentrated, wild 
berry and smoky oak flavors. 

Wines of outstanding character and quality; benchmarks of their type.

Wines of such extraordinary character and quality as to be in a class by themselves.

•	 2008 Dutcher Crossing Zinfandel Bernier-Sibary 
Vineyard (Dry Creek Valley), $39. Ripe, zesty, succulent, 
well-knit, wild berry and nutty oak flavors.

•	 2008 Dutcher Crossing Zinfandel Maple Vineyard 
(Dry Creek Valley), $40. Lush, elegant, well-concentrated, 
black fruit and nutty oak vanillin flavors.

F i v e - St  a r  C a l i fo  r n i a  Z i n f a n d e l

F ou  r - St  a r  C a l i fo  r n i a  Z i n f a n d e l
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California continues to do a good job with Sauvignon Blanc, turning out  
fresh, lively, assertively dry wines that provide a nice counterpoint to Chardonnay.  
Here are five prime examples.

These festive five will brighten the dreariest day.

QRW  Tast ing  T eam

California Sauvignon Blanc

BEST  
of The  
BEST

•  2009 J. Lohr Sauvignon Blanc “Carol’s Vineyard” (Napa Valley)

•  2009 Merry Edwards Sauvignon Blanc  
(Russian River Valley)

•  2009 St. Supéry Dollarhide Sauvignon Blanc  
(Napa Valley)

•  2009 Grgich Hills Estate Sauvignon Blanc  
“Essence” (Napa Valley)

B ES  T  O F  S H O W

•  2009 Starmont Sauvignon Blanc  
(Napa Valley)

B ES  T  V A L U E
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•	 2009 Grgich Hills Estate Sauvignon Blanc “Essence” 
(Napa Valley), $42. Big, rich, stylish. Grassy notes, with lime 
and grapefruit — lots going on.  BEST OF SHOW 

•	 2009 J. Lohr Sauvignon Blanc “Carol’s Vineyard” 
(Napa Valley), $25. Gooseberry, fennel apple, and vanilla 
flavors. Stylish.

•	 2009 Merry Edwards Sauvignon Blanc (Russian River 
Valley), $30. Ripe, succulent, snappy, crisp, melon and apple 
flavors.

•	 2009 Starmont Sauvignon Blanc (Napa Valley), 
$18. Plush, delicious, ripe, elegant, vanilla and apple 
flavors.  BEST VALUE 

•	 2009 St. Supéry Dollarhide Sauvignon Blanc (Napa 
Valley), $35. Classic wine with a soul of rich, crisp, balanced 
lime and grapefruit bolstered by hints of oak and apple. 

Wines of such extraordinary character and quality as to be in a class by themselves.

Mike Grgich

F i v e - St  a r  C a l i fo  r n i a  S a uv  i g n o n  B l a n c
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out   s t a n d i n g

Champagne can elevate us in the best and worst of times. 
Readers of QRW know we’re passionate about French 
Champagne. We consume it liberally. It has verve — a 

bearing and majesty all its own. And for this article we turn 
to “Vintage” Champagne, the bubbly which the Champenois 
produce three or four times a decade. Vintage means that the 
grapes in the Champagne come from a single harvest, not a 
blend of harvests and vintages like non-vintage, which is the 
“house wine” for Champagne estates. Vintage Champagne is 

pricey because the grapes are exceptional; often the experience 
is, too.

Below are five Vintage Champagnes that don’t disappoint. 
We blind tasted 18 new releases, selecting only those Vintage 
Champagnes that are readily available retail or at restaurants. 
These are special event wines. The 2004 Roederer Cristal was 
Best of Show; the remaining wines should be considered 
“Outstanding,” our highest rating.

B e s t  of   Show  

Champagne Note: To be called Champagne, the wine must 
be produced in Champagne, France. Everything else must be 
labeled sparkling wine. And while we respect tradition, we 
decided to tweak it a bit for this blind tasting and include a 
bottle of California bubbly, the 2001 Schramsberg Reserve, 

$105, which could easily be added to the above list. It was 
frothy, rich, with eternal bubble activity (invaluable because  
it pushes up the flavors of the wine), good long lees contact, 
and a delicious finish. 

•  2004 Roederer Cristal, Reims, $229.  
In a class by itself. Even in an average vintage  

Cristal delivers. Toasty, frothy, elegant, creamy, with  
pear and nutty notes, and a gorgeous finish. 

•  1998 Krug, Reims, $225.  
Krug is Krug: one of the greatest names in Champagne. 

An excellent 1998 vintage. Rich, stylish, nutty, with coffee 
notes, Pinot Noir finesse, and a finish that is forever.

•  1998 Nicolas Feuillatte Palmes D’or,  
Épernay, $110.

Stylish, well-made, frothy, well defined flavors with apple 
and nutty notes, nicely textured. Elegant finish that’s long.

•  1999 Taittinger Comtes Des Champagnes,  
Blanc de Blancs, Reims, $150.

One of the finest Blanc de Blancs — all Chardonnay — 
available. From an excellent 1999 vintage.  

Elegant, frothy, textured, rich, and inviting.

•  2000 Bollinger La Grande Année, Aÿ, $110.  
Nice, long, lees contact. Lemon notes. Steely, firm  

and well-made. Almond tones.  
Creamy finish that is long and attractive.

These five Vintage Champagnes are clearly “Best of The Best.”

QRW  Tast ing  T eam

      Bodacious Bubblies




