Kevin & Martha’s Spring Break 2006
(Yosemite National Park and Wine Country)

Draft Journal by Kevin, last updated 6/26/2006
Friday, March 24, 2006

(spent night at Courtyard in San Mateo)
Saturday, March 25, 2006

(met Joe and Katie at campground, set up camp, and had dinner at Ahwahnee Hotel bar)
Sunday, March 26, 2006

(3.5 mile snowshoe to overlook)
(dinner in room – pizza)

(spent night at Yosemite Lodge at the Falls)
Monday, March 27, 2006

(1.5 mile hike to Yosemite Falls)
(dinner at the Yosemite Lodge’s Mountain Room)
(spent night at Yosemite Lodge at the Falls)
Tuesday, March 28, 2006

left Yosemite early due to incoming storms, traveled through hail storm
left Davis around 2pm
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1. We made great time from Davis to Napa, getting there more than an hour ahead of schedule. Since we weren’t meeting Debbie for dinner until 5:30, we decided to find a winery and get a wine tasting in before dinner. Martha was looking at the wine country map for something in the vicinity of the restaurant. She was hoping to find something with an art gallery and there it was – The Hess Collection Winery. She said that their Chardonnay is a favorite of her Grandpa Howard and the contemporary art gallery made Hess a favorite of Sharon’s. From Highway 29, Napa’s main artery, we headed up Redwood Road into the hills that border Napa to the west. The narrow winding road was wet with rain water rushing toward the already flooding Redwood Creek. Nevertheless, the drive was beautiful.
When we arrived at this winery, we were immediately impressed. At the entrance stood a large pergola draped with four big banners/flags that read “Hess Collection”. A walkway through the garden led to the ground floor entrance where we picked up a map of the self-guided tour and a list of the exhibits. The artwork was no disappointment to Martha, and Katie seemed interested, but I was a little bored. Until the third floor exhibit, that is. There, we saw some neat digital art including two versions of a running man image on a digital screen. The plaque explained that there were many “events” programmed in. For instance, on April 15th (Da Vinci’s birthday), the running man turned into the Vitruvian Man. One of the pieces was programmed for 20 years and the other for 10. That’s a long time for a man to run, don’t you think? Maybe the artwork should have been titled Forest Gump.
After a brief meander we returned to the ground floor for the wine tasting. Martha, Katie, and I each tasted four wines at a cost of $10 per person. The 2003 Small Block Zinfandel was our favorite, so we bought a bottle. Martha liked the 2004 Sauvignon Blanc, so we also got a bottle of that. All of us were surprised by the 2004 Syrah Rosé and at 50% off the regular price of $15 we decided to buy two bottles. Somehow, though, we may have managed to make it out of the winery without a bottle of the 2003 Late Harvest Viognier – a very sweet, thick, tasty dessert wine that I really liked. I guess it could have had something to do with the fact that Martha thought it was too sweet. Anyway, I think we did okay. One winery and four bottles of wine – at this pace, we’ll have enough to fill a full cellar by the time we get home.
Total Tastings – Winery: 8, Day: 8, Trip: 8
Total Purchases – Winery: 4, Day: 4, Trip: 4
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(Zare for dinner with Debbie and Bounty Hunter for coffee)
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(spend night at Vintner’s Inn)

Wednesday, March 29, 2006

Before hitting the road again, Martha, Katie, and I loaded up on carbs from the complimentary continental breakfast bar at the Vintner’s Inn. In addition to croissants, bagels, and toast, we also enjoyed some fresh fruit and yogurt. After we finished up, we headed out into the rain again and headed for our first winery of the day, our second for the trip.
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2. A couple of miles south on Fulton Road, a few miles west on Guerneville Road, and about a mile north on 116 brought us to Ross Station Road – the home of Iron Horse Ranch and Vineyards. After heading west for about a mile, the public road became a one lane private driveway and headed downhill into the wooded valley. At the bottom, we crossed the overflowing Green Valley Creek via a wooden bridge made slippery by the inch or more of water running over it. About a hundred yards further and at the base of the hill, the flood waters were about a foot over the road. Although it probably wasn’t a huge deal for the little cars coming through, we took comfort in the fact that we were driving a large four-wheel-drive vehicle.

A few hundred yards up the oak lined drive, between a row of alternating palm and olive trees, brought us to Iron Horse. Although the rain had subsided, it was still unseasonably chilly. Andrew, our host lit one of the tall propane heat lamps, which helped a little. Tasting 14 or 15 wines helped a bit as well. Thank goodness for the large breakfast and for the fresh popcorn Andrew popped.
We started off tasting four sparkling wines. Although we aren’t big on sparkling wine, Martha and I did both like the Russian Cuvée, though we didn’t end up buying a bottle. We did get a bottle of our favorite of the four white wines – the 2002 Corral Vineyard Chardonnay ($32). The red wines must have just all been good, but none apparently stood out enough for me to make a note of it. In fact, we ended up buying a bottle of 2002 T Bar T Merlot ($31) that is on neither our tasting list nor our notes. The third and final bottle we came home with was the 2004 T Bar T Late Harvest Viognier ($24). Although I may have forgotten to get a bottle at Hess, I didn’t forget this sweet, tasty wine at Iron Horse. It will be a great dessert wine. I envision having it with peaches and vanilla ice cream on a hot, sunny summer day.
After we had tasted most of what Iron Horse had to taste, Andrew took us on a tour. He showed us the tanks, the barrels, the bottles, the racks, the machinery, etc. And he practically gave us a professor’s perspective on it all. He was very knowledgeable, but unfortunately I retained very little of what he said. On the way out of the “warehouse”, he showed us the wall of fame, which included a bottle custom labeled for Barbara Streisand. He also mentioned something about some of the wines being served at the White House.
Back at the tasting bar, accommodations somehow came up in the conversation. We mentioned that we spent the night at the Vintner’s Inn and Andrew asked with a subtle nod if they had referred us to Iron Horse. I said sure. Katie, who wasn’t catching on, gave an honest “no”. So Andrew asked again, nodding his head in more exaggerated bobs. We all had a good laugh and in the end our tasting was free. Of course I’m sure that they made plenty on our $100 purchase.

As we were wrapping things up, Andrew asked us about our itinerary for the rest of the day. I told him about our plans to visit Hartford and Korbel. Remembering that we hadn’t been too big on the sparkling wines, he suggested we not waste our time at Korbel, especially if lunch was one of our reasons for picking it. He said we would pay an arm and a leg for food there. He recommended instead a little deli called Mo’z and a different winery – Martinelli.
Before we decided which wines we wanted to purchase, I asked Andrew if by any chance he had a bottle of the 2002 Cabernet Blend that we could try. He seemed to be familiar with it, but was taken a little off guard. When he said he didn’t think so, I told him I was just joking. This was a $70 bottle of wine that I had seen rated by Wine enthusiast as a 94 (very high). I told him as much and he went over to look at the display of Wine Enthusiast awards they had on the wall. Though it wasn’t on there, many other high-rated wines were. Anyway, we must have struck a chord with Andrew because he offered up another couple of wines instead. These weren’t on the list, but they were so good we decided to amend our purchase. When we finally finished up, we thanked Andrew and headed on to our next destination.
Total Tastings – Winery: 15, Day: 15, Trip: 23
Total Purchases – Winery: 3, Day: 3, Trip: 7
[image: image12.jpg]“HESS
COLLECTION;




3. On our way out from Iron Horse, we waded through the rising waters and paused to take some pictures. Returning to 116, we continued north a couple of miles through Forestville, passing Mo’z Deli in the process. Just on the other side of town, we made a right on Martinelli Road. A mile further, we turned right into the scenic, tree-lined driveway of the Hartford Family Winery. Although not quite as far off the main road as Iron Horse, Hartford was also nestled into the beautiful, wooded hillside. Their driveway followed a creek, but the road was raised and the vineyards were only mildly flooded.
After parking, Martha, Katie, and I entered the winery through the ground floor entrance. The tasting room was directly to the right and we were greeted warmly by the host. He certainly knew his stuff. Whenever he opened a new bottle, he tasted the wine before sharing it with us. This may have been one of the most “by the book” experiences we had. He talked about the taste of the wines and gave a little background on each. We started with a couple of Chardonnays – the second one was priced twice that of the first. Martha actually liked the first one better. I think I preferred the second one, but we’re not really white wine drinkers, so on to the reds. The Pinots were good and both Martha and I liked the more expensive one. Queue up one 2002 Velvet Sisters Pinot Noir at $50. The Zinfandels were next and we really liked those. Queue up one 2004 Russian River Valley Zinfandel at $30 and one Fanucchi-Wood Road Zinfandel at $45. Thank goodness there was no tasting fee here either. The total of $125 plus tax must have been softened by the “spirits” and by paying with credit card versus cash.

On the tour, our host told us all about the barrels, the fermentation tanks, the quality, full-time staff, etc. Enough of the content was similar to that on the first tour that Martha got bored pretty quickly. I thought it was interesting the importance that Hartford placed on selecting quality employees. They recognized that if the quality of grapes is such an important factor to the quality of the wine, then the person doing the sorting had a very important job. The safety precautions also struck me. Our host explained that the fermentation tanks were always cleaned in teams of two. The person in the tank scooping out the leftovers was monitored by a second employee who could pull the other out of the tank in case a pocket of carbon dioxide (?) overtook the scooper. This was also the first and only time I heard anyone mention the successive presses of the grapes. Our host told us proudly that subsequent presses were sold to other wineries in the area. One mans trash, another mans treasure. Some final presses might end up contributing to something like Two Buck Chuck.
Back in the tasting room, we reviewed our notes, made our wine selections, paid up, and thanked our host graciously. 
Total Tastings – Winery: 7, Day: 22, Trip: 30
Total Purchases – Winery: 3, Day: 6, Trip: 10
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Mo’z Deli (lunch)
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4. After lunch, Martha, Katie, and I got back on the road and headed for the winery that Andrew recommended. About a hundred feet south on 116, we turned left onto Covey Road, which wound through the hills for about a mile and took us to River Road. Five miles to the east and across the vineyard-covered plains of the Russian River Valley, we arrived at the roadside winery – Martinelli. Their tasting room and country store were housed by a big red barn and although they offered tours on the hour, we all agreed that two was plenty for the day. So after perusing the store for a few minutes, we made our way to the back to the bar for our third fee-free tasting of the day.

We started with a Sauvignon Blanc that Martha liked, a Gewurztraminer that we both really liked, and a Chardonnay that we ranked third out of these first three. Martha liked the $50 Pinot, of course – the first of the reds that we tasted, but it was the Syrah that we both agreed was tops. The Zinfandel just couldn’t top it, in our opinion.
The wines were a little more expensive here and we just weren’t as impressed overall the way we had been at the first two wineries of the day. Maybe a tour adds a dimension of personal touch that encourages you to dig a little deeper into your pockets. In any case, we left Martinelli with “only” a bottle of the 2004 Dry Select Gewurztraminer ($25) and a bottle of the 2003 “Terra Felice” Syrah ($45).
Total Tastings – Winery: 6, Day: 28, Trip: 36

Total Purchases – Winery: 2, Day: 8, Trip: 12

At this point Katie decided it was time to hit the road and head back to Davis. Hopefully she would avoid what she anticipated to be thick rush hour traffic between Davis and San Francisco. Martha and I expressed how great it was see her and headed off to hit a few more wineries.
Since there was no great place to cross the river up by Martinelli, Martha and I backtracked a few miles on River Road, turned right on Wohler Road, and crossed the Russian River a couple of miles later. We then headed north on wooded and beautiful Westside Road for about five winding miles. With the river on our right and the hills on our left, we sat back, relaxed, and enjoyed the peaceful drive.
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5. At Belvedere Vineyards & Winery, we admired the Aroma Garden on our way into the tasting room. Still early spring, we didn’t smell many aromas, but I’m sure it’s fantastic when in full bloom. Inside, the tasting room was occupied by a couple or two, but the gentleman at the counter informed us that a large group of “seniors” was on their way. Since we were late for our scheduled tour, he said we were welcome to join in on their tour. In the meantime, we went ahead and did our tasting.
Belvedere had seven wines to taste, but a limit of four tastings per person. So Martha and I each tried the first Chardonnay and then divided the rest of the list, sharing each wine we tasted. We preferred the California Rosé over the two Chardonnays, though those were also good. Of the reds, we preferred the Cabernet Sauvignon over the Pinot Noir, Merlot, and Zinfandel.

When the tour group arrived, we joined them outside. But as soon the host started his introduction, it began to rain. Everyone headed back inside and filed down into the “cellar” since the tasting room wouldn’t hold everyone. Martha and I lost interest and decided to break from the group. We headed back upstairs and made our purchase – one 2004 California Rosé ($13) and one 2000 Healdsburg Ranches Cabernet Sauvignon ($26).
Total Tastings – Winery: 7, Day: 35, Trip: 43
Total Purchases – Winery: 2, Day: 10, Trip: 14
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6. Out in the rain again, we backtracked a couple of miles on Westside Road to Hop Kiln Winery. The old hops barn had some minor construction going on, but it wasn’t intrusive. Similar to Martinelli, the tasting room was combined with a decent sized country store. They were also supposed to have an art gallery, which was one of the reasons we picked Hop Kiln. However, it turned out to be more of a pictorial history, not really artwork. They did have some tasty dips open for sampling with pretzels, though. Martha and I tried a few before the wine tasting and really liked them. A couple jars had notes by them saying to do the wine tasting first because they were really spicy. It was also getting close to the closing time of 5pm, so we headed over to the bar.

Despite Hop Kiln having only five wines for tasting, we were again only able to taste four each. Martha and I split the Chardonnays and then each tasted a couple of red blends and a Zinfandel. During the tasting, we got into conversation with another couple about our age who are from Boston and I chatted a little with the gentleman about P&G’s acquisition of Gillette.
After finishing the wine tasting, Martha and I finished our pretzel dip tasting and then made our purchases. We ended up selecting the unique blends – one bottle of the 2005 Thousand Flowers ($14) and one of the Rushin’ River Red ($15). We also bought four different jars of pretzel dip.

Total Tastings – Winery: 5, Day: 40, Trip: 48
Total Purchases – Winery: 2, Day: 12, Trip: 16
(dinner in Healdsburg at Lotus Thai)
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(spend night camping at Doran Beach Miwok Tent Campground)

Thursday, March 30, 2006

(drove up Bodega Bay Highway/Route 1 to Guerneville)
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(drove through Armstrong Redwoods State Park)
(brunch in Guerneville at River Inn Grill)
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7. After brunch, we continued just a few more miles east on Westside Road to Korbel. As we turned into the grounds on the north side of the road, it was immediately obvious just how big this place was compared to the other wineries we had visited. The property had six different buildings and a parking lot that probably had a capacity of 50 vehicles or more. Korbel also had a long history as we were about to find out.

Since tours started on the hour, we had about a 15 minute wait until the next tour. As it happened, this was just enough time to browse the little train station where the tour was to begin. Inside this tiny little building – maybe no more than 8 feet in depth and about 16 feet in length – were many family and historic pictures. A friendly lady behind a desk (the only furniture in the room other than a bench) greeted Martha and I warmly and told us and another couple about the pictures. She also told us about the train station itself. I believe it was also she that recommended we visit Roshambo, which we did visit later in the day.
On the hour, we were met just outside the train station by our tour host. She took us into the building that housed the champagne cellar, which was marked overhead with wooden numbers reading 1886. In the basement, she walked us through a museum of artifacts and pictures while she told us the long, intriguing story of the Korbel Brothers. She then dropped us off in a small theatre room to view a seven minute video further detailing the history.
After the video, our host walked us though the barrel room. The regular barrels were nothing new, but there were also many giant barrels that were probably 8-10 feet in diameter and about 6 feet wide. They were huge and impressive. Some were empty and others were not, as our host demonstrated by knocking on various barrels. Another room was stacked nearly floor to ceiling with about 24 layers of label-less champagne bottles from one end of the room to another. Each section was probably about 8 bottles deep and 35 bottles wide and there were probably about 10 sections like this. By my calculation, that is over 50,000 bottles right in front of our noses. And right behind us on the other wall, was probably nearly 2000 more bottles on racks to be turned. As Martha reminded me, these bottles were in fact empty and displayed for historical purposes only.
Upstairs, the tour continued with a demonstration of a racking machine invented by the Korbel Brothers. Standing 7 rows tall and holding over 2000 bottles at a time, this rack could do in one motion what it would have taken one man hours to do. And without the risk – the man would have been wearing protective wear, including a mask, to protect himself from the occasion exploding bottle.
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The rest of the upstairs was filled with additional museum-like exhibits, including a 5 foot tall, 372 lb bottle of Korbel champagne that was added to the Guiness Book of World Records in 1999 as the largest bottle of champagne in the world. Our host told us that four were made. Two were shipped to Times Square for the Millennium Celebration (one broke in transit, but the other was uncorked on Jan 1, 2000), one is obviously on display in the Korbel museum, and I forget where she said the other one ended up. There was also an exhibit that boasted, as does the Korbel web site, that Korbel has been “the exclusive champagne of the past 5 presidential inaugurations”.
It was also interesting to note all the earthquakes this old structure had survived. With the core structure made of huge, sturdy redwood timbers, the building had withstood dozens of earthquakes with little more than a crack or two (one of which can be seen in our pictures).

After exiting the “museum”, we headed for the tasting room. On the leisurely stroll, our host told us about the gardens, the house, and the tower, which she had explained earlier during our initial history lesson. In Prague in 1848, Francis Korbel was rumored to have “fired the shot that started a revolution against the ruling monarchy”. He was imprisoned, but soon after escaped by walking right out of the prison in civilian clothes brought to him by his grandmother. During his imprisonment, he had a view of a distinct tower. He built an exact replica of that tower on the estate of the winery to remind him of his escape to freedom.
Quite the entrepreneur, if Francis found that something cost him too much, he went into that business for himself – from cigar box labels to cigar boxes to printing presses to lumber to trains. There is even a story of Francis making a deal with the director of a war movie to blow redwood stumps out of his yard, making more room for his grape vines.
Finally, we made it to the tasting room. This large room had a beautiful hard-wood ceiling, large chandeliers, and an odd assortment of gifts. The free tasting included five different champagnes, many of which surprised me. My favorite was the Moscato Frizzante, which was very sweet. It was also a “very limited release” and only available in the wine shop and to wine club members. Martha noticed that there was also a Shiraz Champagne on the list, so I asked if it might be possible to try that. Our host obliged and we were thankful. We had never seen red champagne before, but it was very good. This was also only available in the wine store, so we bought two bottles of the Shiraz Champagne and a bottle of the Moscato Frizzante ($22 each).
Note: We took a bottle of the Shiraz Champagne to Chicago for Paula’s retirement party. Just before we left Paula’s house for dinner, we toasted Paula with a glass of this red bubbly. Everyone was impressed, including me. I’m not much of a champagne drinker, but I really enjoyed the Shiraz Champagne.

Total Tastings – Winery: 6, Day: 6, Trip: 54
Total Purchases – Winery: 3, Day: 3, Trip: 19
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8. A little further up Westside Road, just before Hop Kiln, was J. Rochioli – a small winery that had been recommended by one of the other wineries. They had beautiful landscaping, a pergola at the entrance, and a beautiful furnished patio overlooking the vineyards in the valley behind the tasting room. On our way inside, Martha and I just about died laughing when we were greeted by a confused cat. The poor thing sounded like a duck (imagine just the “wa” part of “quack”). Anyway, Martha was immediately drawn to the artwork hanging all over the plain white walls. The wines, though only two – a Pinot and a Sauvignon Blanc – were good too. We purchased a bottle of the 2005 Estate Sauvignon Blanc for $24. On the way out, the cat wished us farewell with another “wa”.
Total Tastings – Winery: 2, Day: 8, Trip: 56
Total Purchases – Winery: 1, Day: 4, Trip: 20
[image: image19.png]


9. A couple more miles up Westside Road, past Hop Kiln and Belvedere, brought us to the most unique winery of the trip by far. Roshambo was rumored to be the product of some carefree rich kid(s) and a quick glance around this ultra-modern winery did nothing to dispel this image. Were we in wine country or in some hip young bar with contemporary artwork gracing the walls and a rock-star wannabe pouring the wine? Whatever the true story, this was certainly a fantastically pleasant and relaxing experience.
Apparently the slang term for rock/paper/scissors, Roshambo seemed to live up to the motto on the wall – “Fighting for fun in a winey world!” That mission is in part fulfilled by the annual rock/paper/scissors regional tournament that Roshambo hosts. I think they said the winner goes to Toronto for the international championship.
Part of our fun was in the names of the wines we tasted – the obvious Sauvignon Blanc, imago Chardonnay, oh Merlot, the reverend Zinfandel, and justice Syrah. However, fun certainly did not imply poor quality. The San Francisco Chronicle named the 2002 “Justice” to its top 100 wines in 2005. This same wine was rated a 95 at the California State Fair. “the reverend” was right behind it with a score of 94 by Wine & Spirits. Best of all, the price was quite modest in spite of the high quality. We paid only $20 for the Merlot and $22 each for the Zin and Syrah. Martha even grabbed an ultimate Frisbee for a few bucks more.
Too bad I didn’t get to meet the owner…
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Total Tastings – Winery: 5, Day: 13, Trip: 61
Total Purchases – Winery: 3, Day: 7, Trip: 23
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10. Back on the road, we headed north a couple more miles up Westside Road to Healdsburg. Just after the road curved east toward Healdsburg, we turned left onto West Dry Creek Road and continued our northward journey for about five more miles before arriving at Quivira. As we approached the building, the architecture immediately shouts eco-friendly. There appear to be solar panels covering the entire roof. In fact, Quivira turned out to be the only vineyard on our list to boast biodynamic farming
 – an “agricultural philosophy that treats a farm (or vineyard/winery) as a self-sustaining system entirely responsible for creating and maintaining its individual health and vitality without any external and unnatural additions.”
Another unique and quite intriguing aspect of Quivira is the exhibit of historic maps. Quivira takes its name from “a legendary civilization believed by the earliest Spanish explorers to exist somewhere to the north of present day Mexico.” The proprietor, Henry Wendt, has had a lifelong interest in sailing and history. He says that if you look closely, you will see that the legendary kingdom of Quivira appears on nine of the ten maps. Wendt’s maps are museum quality reproductions of originals in a traveling collection called Mapping the Pacific Coast, which includes maps, books, and illustrated documents dating from 1544 to 1801.
Did I mention they also do wine tastings at Quivira?  (  They are one of the places that charges – $5 per tasting – but they credit that back $5 per bottle purchased. We started with their only white wine, a Sauvignon Blanc, and then moved right along to the long list of reds. The 2003 Steelhead Red ended up being one of my favorites, as much for the uniqueness as the taste. It was named for the local diminishing fish population that Quivira helped reestablish. Martha liked the 2003 Dry Creek Valley Zinfandel, even more than the more expensive 2001 Anderson Ranch Zinfandel that followed (Quivira’s “Treasure Chest Wine”) and the even more expensive 2002 Zins from Tambellini Vineyard and Wine Creek Ranch. The last selection may have been my favorite though – the 2003 Petite Syrah (only 373 cases produced). Our selections cost $18, $20, and $24 respectively.
Total Tastings – Winery: 7, Day: 20, Trip: 68
Total Purchases – Winery: 3, Day: 10, Trip: 26
[image: image21.png]T ——
Quivire
————



11. Another four miles north on West Dry Creek Road and a right hand turn down a scenic creek-following drive brought us to Preston. With solar panels on their winery building, we guessed they would be another eco-friendly winery. In fact, it turned out they were the only winery we visited that could boast organic wine – no use of synthetic fertilizers, herbicides, pesticides, etc.
Martha was intrigued by the artwork. Preston had not been on the list of wineries with a gallery and there were only a few pieces, but they were quite impressive. The host told us they were the work of the owner. Martha enjoyed the artwork even more than the home-cured olives she sampled.

Like Quivira, Preston was also bigger on red wines than white. However, it was their 2005 Sauvignon Blanc ($18) that boasted the organic grapes, so we had to get a bottle. Of the reds, the 2004 Barbera ($26) was our favorite. The 2003 L. Preston Red (a $28 Rhone-style blend), though a table wine, had enough character to make our list as well. The Zinfandel and Syrah-Sirah were good too, but we limited our purchase to the first three wines.
Total Tastings – Winery: 5, Day: 25, Trip: 73
Total Purchases – Winery: 3, Day: 13, Trip: 29
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12. Only a mile or so further north on West Dry Creek Road was the Ferrari-Carano Vineyard and Winery. When I first saw the name during my vacation planning, images of the elite, flashy, high-performance, and expensive sports car came to mind. I’m not sure whether there is any connection, but Ferrari-Carano was definitely the Ferrari of the wineries we visited – in every respect.
The pergola that served as the gate from the parking lot to the winery grounds was supported by large, stone columns and covered in vines that must produce beautiful, shady cover in the summer. The landscaping was amazing. The grass was thick and as green as it gets. The flowers must have been greenhouse grown and transplanted because they were in full bloom and absolutely beautiful. The hedges were thick, green, and meticulously shaped.
Once inside, Martha and I headed down the winding stairway to find the restrooms. In doing so, we also found the wine cellar. With all the other amazing aspects of this visit, the cellar was my favorite. Its architecture was unbelievable. I don’t even know how to describe it. Check out pics 3732-3734 on our web site.
Back upstairs, Martha and I walked up to the tasting area, which overlooked the aquatic gardens. Not a bad backdrop for tasting wines costing as much as $48 per bottle. Similar to Quivira, Ferrari-Carano charges for wine tastings – $5 per person for four selections from the list of nine Classic Wines or $10 per person for four selections from the list of eight Limited Release Wines. They also offer a credit, like Quivira, with a wine purchase.
With 5 wineries and 25 wines already behind us, Martha and I decided to share a tasting of the Limited Release Wines. The serving sizes were generous, so it was a good thing we shared. The 2003 Sangiovese ($32) and the 2002 Syrah ($22) easily made our list, but Martha’s favorites were the 2002 Cabernet Sauvignon ($34) and the 2001 Trésor (a mere $48). It’s a good thing we didn’t do separate tastings or we might have ended up with eight bottles. Looking back over the list, I’m surprised I didn’t try the Eldorados, smaller bottles of very sweet wine – the red (100% Black Muscat) at 18.2% residual sugar and the white (80% Late Harvest Sauvignon Blanc) at 10.5%. They don’t even sell them by the case, so I’m sure they would be tough to get now. I guess we were a bit rushed since we came in shortly before closing time.
Total Tastings – Winery: 4, Day: 29, Trip: 77
Total Purchases – Winery: 4, Day: 17, Trip: 33
(Lake Sonoma Overlook – “too bad you didn’t get here sooner” Park Ranger)
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(the tiny sign on the restaurant that we were told you couldn’t miss, dinner in Geyserville at Santi)

(spent night at Courtyard in Santa Rosa)
Friday, March 31, 2006
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13. It was slow moving in the heavy morning rain, but thankfully we didn’t have far to go for our first stop of the day. Dutton-Goldfield was just a few miles from our hotel. Closed on Tuesday and Wednesday, this was our only chance to taste their highly rated wines. I picked them especially for the Syrahs, a few of which Wine Enthusiast had rated as Editors Choice.
Upon our arrival, we hoped that this relatively new winery (est. 1998) was putting more into its wine than its tasting facility. It was nothing more than a small partition of a plain warehouse. It did have a nice, though bare, pergola at the entrance. It was probably about 40 ft by 30 ft, but it did nothing to shelter us from the heavy rain.

The inside was nothing fancy either. The dimly lit room was staffed by one person and she was actually hosting wine tastings for two different wineries – Dutton Goldfield and Balletto. The shared the space. Our impressions began to quickly shift as our hostess welcomed us and started the tasting. We started with Dutton-Goldfield’s higher quantity production wines (about 2500 cases of each were produced). The 2004 Dutton Ranch Chardonnay ($35) was a keeper, but we skipped out on purchasing the Pinot Noir. The 2003 Cherry Ridge Vineyard Syrah ($35) and the 2004 Morelli Lane Vineyard Zinfandel ($40) made this stop worthwhile. They were both very good, though limited in production to only 400 cases and 200 cases, respectively. Both the Cherry Ridge Syrah and the Morelli Lane Vineyard Zinfandel both have a strong record with Wine Enthusiast with the 2000 vintage of the latter even earning a Cellar Selection rating, Wine Enthusiast’s most prestigious rating.
Since Balletto had not been on our list, we weren’t sure what to expect. They did boast a Wine Enthusiast Best Buy in their 2004 Estate Pinot Grigio, but we decided to taste the two wines that were only available in the tasting room. The 2004 Estate Zinfandel was good, but we liked the 2005 Estate Gewurztraminer ($17) better, so we got a bottle of that.
After ringing up our purchases separately (winery policy), we asked our hostess if she knew anywhere to ship wine. With our bottle purchase count up to 37, we knew we’d have to ship some home. She gave us a recommendation, but it was the opposite direction of our next stop, so we decided to hold off and ask again at Kendall-Jackson.
Total Tastings – Winery: 6, Day: 6, Trip: 83
Total Purchases – Winery: 4, Day: 4, Trip: 37
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14. From Dutton-Goldfield, we hopped on route 12 for the four miles or so east to route 101. Kendall-Jackson was only about six miles north and just off the freeway. Almost in the league of Ferrari-Carano, Kendall-Jackson also boasted beautiful gardens and a very nice tasting center. As Martha ran through the rain, I took my time, admiring the grounds, taking pictures, and getting a bit wet.
Inside, Kendall-Jackson was impressive as well, with its three-story ceiling. A few cocktail tables stood in the middle of the stone tiled floor ready for the food pairing. Rather than shell out $18 per person for a reserve wine & food pairing though, Martha and I opted for what was labeled on paper as the Reserve Tasting. We had an internet coupon for two complimentary reserve tastings, but there was some confusion over which tasting it applied to. The Reserve Tasting was actually supposed to be only $2 per person and the Estate Tasting was $10 per person. We definitely wanted to taste the better wines and since the Vintner’s Reserve and Grand Reserve wines were available in stores, we went with the Estate Tasting Selections, which are not commonly available. In the end, we were not charged for the tastings anyway. If I had to do it all again, I would probably just opt for the reserve wine & food pairing for a more unique experience.
The first selection, a 2002 Merlot Grizz Ridge Highland Estate was good, but didn’t blow us away. At $35 per bottle, we passed on this one. The second selection was the 2000 Cabernet Sauvignon Stature, which seemed highly over-priced at $90 per bottle. According to Wine Enthusiast, the 1999 vintage ($100) was only worthy of a rating of 88. Neither this, nor the $95 2001 Red Wine Stature seemed worth the hefty premium to me, although the latter did garner a rating of 93 from Wine Enthusiast. At $45 per bottle, we both agreed that the fourth and final selection, the 2002 Cabernet Sauvignon Trace Ridge Highland Estate, was the best buy of the four.
Total Tastings – Winery: 6, Day: 6, Trip: 54

Total Purchases – Winery: 3, Day: 3, Trip: 19

Before we left Kendall-Jackson, we asked again about where to ship wine. One of the hosts was very helpful and even called ahead to get directions for us. In fact, Wine Country Shipping was not far from Kendall-Jackson. It was just two exits up at the Shiloh Road exit and just off of Conde Lane on Bell Road. When I went inside to inquire about shipping some wine, the receptionist indicated that they didn’t do small shipments. A sinking feeling came over me and I said in a disappointed tone that Kendall-Jackson had referred me and they had even called over for directions. I heard a guy yell out from his office “it’s okay” and the receptionist said they would ship the wine for us. Hooray! I filled out the necessary paperwork and pulled around to the warehouse where she met me with a few Styrofoam shippers. We quickly transferred the bottles from the smaller boxes and bags and I thanked her again.
(lunch at Gilardi’s Italian Deli)

[image: image25.png]


15. Out in the rain again, Martha and I headed south on 101 a few exits and headed east for Napa Valley. From Mark West Springs Road to Porter Creek Road to Petrified Forest Road, it probably took us about 30 minutes to cover the 15 miles or so through the hills to route 128/29. About five miles south, just the other side of Calistoga, we turned left on Dunaweal Lane and crossed the Napa River shortly before arriving at Sterling Vineyards. Known for its tram ride and view of the valley, I didn’t want to miss Sterling, even if it was still raining.
At the end of the tree-lined drive, we pulled into the parking lot and purchased tickets for the tram ride. The ride wasn’t the only thing that was steep. So was the price at $15 per person. The ride was pretty neat though and offered a great view of the valley below. As you can see from the pictures, Martha wasn’t thrilled by the experience. I think she would have preferred to drive or even walk.
At the top, we began the self-guided tour at the Portico Plaza, passed the Diamond Mountain Ranch Plaza, and then headed inside the winery. The Barrel Aging Cellars and the Fermentation Overlook were neat to look at, but Martha and I didn’t spend too much time reading the signs. On the Sterling View Terrace, I enjoyed the view and took a few pictures. I also learned how the Diamond Mountain Ranch Vineyard got its name – from the quartz crystals in the soil. The other vineyard, Three Palms, gets its name from the three tall palm trees standing in its midst.
As we walked into the Atrium, we were handed our first glass of wine to taste – a 2005 Napa Valley Sauvignon Blanc. Without wait, we were escorted into the Main Tasting Room for the standard tasting – a 2004 Cellar Club Oak Knoll Chardonnay, a 2002 Napa Valley Merlot, a 2002 Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon (which was Martha’s favorite), and a 2005 Cellar Club Malvasia Bianca (which was my favorite).

All of these were good, but we wanted to taste some more of the Cellar Club wines. Shortly after asking one of the servers about the Cellar Club Tasting Room, we were escorted there and given a table by the window. Martha and I shared a $10 flight of four tastes. We selected the 2003 Sangiovese, the 2003 Zinfandel, the 2002 Syrah-Grenache, and the 2002 Oakville Cabernet Sauvignon. The Sangiovese and the Syrah-Grenache made the cut at $25 each.
For an additional $3 per taste, we also tried the 2005 Riesling and the 2004 Muscat Canelli. We liked both of these enough to add them to the list at $22 and $28, respectively. We also ordered a bottle of the 2005 Malvasia Bianca ($25) that we had tasted in the first round. With a $3 credit for each purchase, we ended up spending less than $1 on the Cellar Club tasting. On the other hand, having shipped the rest of our wine already, we now had five bottles of wine to carry on to the plane with us. No big deal.

The Cellar Club was now much busier than it had been when we arrived and we were having trouble getting service. By the time the host brought our check, I was beginning to get antsy. It was getting late in the afternoon and we still had one more winery I wanted to visit before they closed at 5pm. By the time we squared up, it was already almost 4pm. We had spent about 2.5 hours at Sterling – a little more than I had anticipated. Martha and I exited through the wine shop and took the tram back to the parking lot.
Total Tastings – Winery: 11, Day: 21, Trip: 98
Total Purchases – Winery: 5, Day: 10, Trip: 43
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16. A right out of the driveway of Sterling and then right onto the Silverado Trail and we were on our way to Rutherford Hill. It was about 10 miles south of Sterling and by the time we got there, it was almost 5pm. As we pulled up to the gait, I almost pulled my hair out. I had forgotten about the caves. Doh! The last tour had been at 3:30pm. My single greatest regret of the trip was missing the cave tour. It looked incredibly unique and fun.

At about 4:45pm, we hurried inside the tasting room, which was crowded more so because of its small size than from a huge number of customers. The $5 per person tasting fee included five wines and a souvenir logo glass. Martha and I each got one. We tasted the 2003 Chardonnay, the 2004 Rose of Merlot, the 2003 Syrah, the 2002 Merlot, and the 2001 Cabernet Sauvignon. Unfortunately, after a long day of great wines, I was not impressed with these standard selections. I wasn’t even impressed by the Syrah. Maybe I was just getting tired of wine.
I asked if we could try the Reserve list by any chance. The host was reluctant, saying they weren’t supposed to. But it was the end of the day and he gave in. I offered to pay for this round as well, but he didn’t charge us for it. The 2004 Sauvignon Blanc didn’t really jump out at me and I probably dumped the rest out. The 2003 Angel’s Peak ($48), the 2001 Reserve Merlot ($92), and the 2000 Reserve Cabernet ($70) were very good, but seemed moderately to grossly over-priced. At $30 for a 375 mL bottle, the 2002 Zinfandel Port certainly wasn’t cheap, but this was another really unique selection that I really liked, so I purchased a bottle. Martha had liked the 2001 Cabernet Sauvignon ($32), so I added a bottle of that as well. 
Total Tastings – Winery: 10, Day: 31, Trip: 108
Total Purchases – Winery: 2, Day: 12, Trip: 45
Phew! 

When I called ahead to Rutherford Grill to let them know we were running behind for our 5:30 reservation, they said they couldn’t find our name. At first I was confused and then it hit me. Originally, we were planning to be back in Davis on Wednesday night and so the reservation had been for Wednesday. Oops!  I apologized for the mistake. They said there wasn’t a wait yet and that they would put our name in for call-ahead.
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(dinner at Rutherford Grill)

(spent night at Courtyard San Fran Intl Airport)
Saturday, April 1, 2006

(drove to San Fran Intl Airport, returned rental car, flew home)
Total winery visits: 16

Total wine purchases: 45 bottles ($1200)

Total wine tastings: 108

Total miles on rental car: 899

Total miles flown: 4090

Total SkyMiles cashed: 50,000

Total trip cost: $4200 (including wine)

Total Value: PRICELESS!
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