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WINES
Your guide from the grape to the glass

WINE DINNER
The Roof Terrace Restaurant at the Kennedy Center hosts a dinner featuring J. Lohr 
wines at 8 p.m. Nov. 16. Chef Jose Urrutia will prepare a four-course meal and discuss 
the pairings of each course. $100 per guest. Reservations required. 202-416-8555.

T
hey say the best way to learn 
a subject is to teach a sub-
ject. And when the class-
room is the Smithsonian 

Institution, you better learn the 
subject inside and out.

I recently had the privilege 
to teach two of six classes in 
the series “Exploring Less-
er-Known American Winer-
ies: North American Style,” 
which was sponsored by 
the Smithsonian Associ-
ates program. The course, 
taught for six weeks at 
the beginning of the fall, 
focused on six distinct 
wine regions; Califor-
nia, Pacific Northwest 
(Oregon and Washing-
ton), Midwest, South-
west, mid-Atlantic 
and New York/New 
England. I drew the 
lucky straw and was 
asked to lecture on 
the wonderfully 
rich wine regions of 
California and the 
Pacific Northwest. 
There was just one 
problem: There are 
so many wonderful 
wines to talk about, 
where does one be-
gin?

Well, for the Cali-
fornia class, I start-
ed at the beginning, 
which would take us 
back to 1525 when 
Hernando Cortez, 
governor of Mexico 
at the time, first or-
dered the planting of 
grapes in what would 
one day become Cal-
ifornia. However, it 
was Franciscan mis-
sionary Father Ju-
nipero Serra who is 
credited with plant-
ing the first Califor-
nia vineyard at Mis-
sion San Diego in 
1769. Dubbed the 

“Father of California Wine,” Serra 
went on to establish eight more mis-
sions and vineyards until his death 
in 1784. Due to the location of the 
vineyards, the variety he planted be-
came known as the “Mission” grape 
and dominated California wine pro-
duction throughout the 1800s.

It wasn’t unit 1833, when the first 
documented imported Europe-
an wine vines, Vitis vinifera, were 
planted in Los Angeles. In the mid-
1800s, Hungarian entrepreneur 
Agoston Harazsthy began to import 
vine cuttings from some of most fa-
mous vineyards in France. Consid-
ered the founder of the California 
wine industry, Harazsthy founded 
Buena Vista winery and promoted 
vine plantings throughout much of 
Northern California. A visionary, he 
was the first to dig caves for cellar-
ing, promoted hillside planting, fos-
tered the idea of nonirrigated vine-
yards and suggested Redwood for 
casks when oak supplies ran low 
(not one of his better ideas). By 
1900, California had developed an 
impressive international reputa-
tion, and barrels of California wine 
were being regularly exported to 
Australia, Canada, Central Ameri-
ca, England, Germany, Mexico and 
the Orient.

Today, there are more than 1,300 
“bricks and mortar” wineries in Cal-
ifornia (1,367 as of June 1, according 
to The Wine Institute). Wine grapes 
are now planted across 470,000 
acres, in 97 distinct American Viti-
cultural Areas, producing just more 
than 540,000 gallons of wine, mak-
ing California the No. 1 wine-produc-
ing state in America.

But as fascinating as all of these 
historical facts are — well, at least 
they are to me — my students want-
ed to get to the “practical applica-
tion” portion of the class. They 
wanted to try the wines.

Fortunately, I had a wonderful 
guest to guide my pupils through the 
rigorous duty of tasting some of Cal-
ifornia’s finest. Bob Pepi, of Epony-
mous Wines in Oakville, Calif., gra-
ciously made the trip out — during 

harvest no less — to skillfully lead 
the class through the nuances of 
wines produced from grapes grown 
in different California regions.

Here’s what we sampled. Retail 
prices are approximate.

 
2004 Two Angels Petite Sirah, 
Lake County, High Valley, CA ($26)

The grapes for Two Angels comes 
from Shannon Ridge Vineyards, 
an extremely volcanic, red pum-
ice stone terroir, which at close to 
2,200 feet, is one of the highest alti-
tudes for a California vineyard. This 
wine boasts a complex bouquet fea-
turing scents of dark berry and vio-
lets. Silky flavors of black cherries, 
chocolate, coffee and hints of lico-

rice linger on the tongue, sip after 
sip. For something new, try it with 
the traditional turkey this Thanks-
giving.

2005 Flora Springs 
Barrel Fermented 
Chardonnay, Napa 
Valley, CA ($25)

Beautiful scents 
of peaches and 
baked apples dom-
inate the nose of 
this chardonnay, 
which is a blend of 
grapes from three 
select estate owned 
vineyards. The rich, 
creamy mouth-
feel features fla-
vors of pear, peach 
and hints of pine-
apple. Serve slight-
ly chilled, with creamy cheeses.

2003 Eponymous MacAllister Red 
Wine, Sonoma Valley, CA ($50)

Bob Pepi blends traditional Bor-
deaux varietal grapes to produce a 
meritage that is both elegant and 
rich with scents of cassis and mocha 
and refined flavors of blackberries, 
baked plums, chocolate and coffee. 
The excellent structure keeps all of 
the flavors in balance and provides 
an enduring finish. Enjoy it with 
your favorite cut of beef.

2003 Tablas Creek Esprit de 
Beaucastel, Paso Robles, CA ($30)

This Rhone-styled red wine fea-
tures a spicy nose of raspberries, 
blueberries and smoked meats. The 
lush flavors of cherries and raspber-
ries melds seamlessly with notes of 
nutmeg and pepper on the long, 
beautiful finish. Too bad we did not 
have a leg of lamb to pair with this 
in the classroom.

If you’re interested in attending one 
of the Smithsonian Associates wine 
courses in the future, check out their 
Web site www.residentassociates.org.

SCOTT GREENBERG

Do you have 
a favorite 
California 
wine? E-mail 
me at scott@
vineguy.com.

Vine Guy

Surfi ng and celebrities aside, 
California has made a name 
for itself with its wineries
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