NAPA VALLEY:

[he Benchmark

Taking stock of the classic wine-c

It's a late-fall afternoon two weeks
past the wine harvest, and 'm ped-
aling with 2 few loval eyvelisis to the
o of Movne Veeds
of Napa

home of some

levs steepest eabernet
viney - The turming grape leaves
are o kalcidoscope of color—gold.
mstard, red, amd rosto with o hine
of leftover green. From the stnnmit,
wee roll along the ndgeline, then dip
down through valievs of oak and
olive groves, breathing in i
with erushed grapes., wild sage, «

smoke from wood fires. Thars when
the sensation s me: el like I'm
in Iraly—in P'mbria, to be exact. on
the

:h side of Mount 8

for

corner of central taly while leading bike tours there in the late and the

wio. | hecine enamorcd 9
st=covered hills lnced with ribbons of quict asphalt in that net sau

intry getaway

1998 for o Berkeley-hased :
feel like U'm tracing those sume roads again.

Napa Valley, which strecehes M) miles
south o Calistoga in the north, ns will
comie o a European wine region without erossing the Atlantic,
AMlthough only 4 percent of California’s wines come from the
estimated 600 vine

i Carneros in the

s the closest Ameri

on s home to most of
emium labels—a fact that has transformed
the valley into one of the nation’s best-known and poshest wine
destinations. Aecordingly, rraffic is often hea
on ITighway 29, the major artery through the
arca. and the sipping oceasionally comes with
souwe attitiwde. But for most, these are sl
inconvenienees compared with the breadeh of

the conntry’s ultra-

wines on offer. The valley's starding range of
Mediterrmmean-like microclimates is ideal for
1 the frowing several varicties of grapes: Nap

caber-
and chardonnay are legendary,
been producing pinot noir
As winemmkers better under-
nd the nuances of grape drowing on cach hill-
side, additional varictals—like sanglovese and
malbee—are taking root,

since the 1
sl
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I'm quite parcicular about chardonnay—the
buttery varictals arc definitely not my
thing. With that in mind. 1 head up to Stony 113l
Vinevard, on the flanks of Spring Mountain,
where owner Perer Mo rea shows me to the tast-
ing room, a terraee overlooking 4 garden brim-
ming with zinn MetCrea pours me a
his straw-colored ehardonnay, which his father
began producing in the 1950s, 1 stick my nose iu

a4 bu

of ripe |

grance: This is a chardon-
nay 1 could learn to love. |
tahe o swallow, savoring

trus (-
oy,

the mincral and
vors that lings

tongue.

Napa winemakers are
vightfully proud of thewr
creations, Robert Sinskey,
whose three-deeades-old
vines
Wis onee

e

and bears his name,

SHUSE O 3
walking trip 1 led in
Liguria. a reglon in Taly
known for its wine, espe-
cially the white nskey
showed up with his suit-
ase stuffed fall of bis own wines, which we drank before
dinner each night. By trips end, everyone on the tour
agreed: 8 Vi iy pinot noir wi
Ttadian bottle we'd uncorked. Likewise,
Wi

%

as good 1
Pat Ruleto's Napa
G7 hilly acres above Lake Hennessey,
squee out a coral-colored sangiovese that sereams
sh strawher and n syrah with & blucberry aroma
and peppery taste—a glass of cacln in the tasti
all sood intentions of an afternoon hike to @ premarure end.
And t‘\énnp,l:u-l\'. a4 SO-pere estate PLEAST TURN TO PAGE 15

¢, spread aon

i room hrought

growing Srapes since the 1880s. pro-
102 cab
thai sobd ot infess thas four months.
Pt Napa serves up its indulgenee in
more than just liguid form. Over the
hie valley has continned to refine
itself with decadent dining, lodging
spat trestments, The hest spot for dinner

dueed o black, inky, frude-fory

vel

nd

i Napa is ZoZu, @ tiny Spanish tapas
joinr, or Terra (in nearby Se Helena).
wh the setting feels Tusean vil
ficldstone  building

dowsy, while the d

with archod  win

es stick  to

1 an
melized endive) Mrerwards, head
down the streer o the Bounty Houeer
wine bar fos o slice of persinunon pic
with pomegranaie mol
capAdter a mooulit swiny i the lap pool
ar the new e Ranch, T returm
my ereckside codar-and-stone abade o
find the flreplace aflame. o botlde of
champagne on jee, « on the sterco,
and a tiny chocolate wine bottle onmy
pillow, W\ few weeks later, when T make
rescrvations at the recenthy opened

Cahfornia coisime (gritled o

Poctey Inne o three-ronm Ce
Craftsman enelave perchied high on a
Wil o the Stags Leap di
nmkecper phones back to ask my music
ferences and preferred pillow tvpe.

Ort

r, the

pro
then greets me in person at clicck-in
with o Mute of sparklic
The best part about Napa, however, is
the way sophistication and the natural
environment me —theres a hint of
romanee el o hewdy of eleganee
and rustic mystery. During an afternoon
maountain-bike ride on the fores
Tanks of the Howell Monntains, 1400
Teer above the valic

o winge,

1 eome fiee to faee

with this bueolie side of Napa, Uve been
riding

singletrack for about two hours
withour seciug a soul, and the sun s
sinking fast. Just when Fthink Tnight
bhe lose, | bear branches wekling aid
rttlesnatke s
¥ Momtain lon®! Instead. a

wy il skips ahend
1k

local mushroom collector appes

AR

of the womds, finishing up an aftermoon

tling for chanerelles, Dressed in

¢ oapainst e gath
chill sud curryi

ring evening
shet.
hie reminds mae of o musheown gatherer
I bunped inro in che forested hills of
Ialvs worthwestern Pledmont redjon.
After a0 gquick ehat, he tells me the
fastest way back o the tratlhead—Ian
he won't div

Targe wicker b

e where o find the hest
mshrooms. Rnown and overblown as it
is. even ! irds a few scerets.

—AMY MARR




