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At Tesse in West Hollywood, CA, 
sommelier and co-owner  

Jordan Ogron pairs modern 
European cuisine with the wines 

of Côtes du Rhône. 
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AVAILABLE IN A WIDE SPECTRUM 
OF FLAVORS, CÔTES DU RHÔNE 

WINES OFFER A WORLD OF 
PAIRING POSSIBILITIES

Côtes du 
Rhône 
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The impressive covered entrance into The 
Prisoner Wine Company’s new winery just 
south of St. Helena, CA.
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THE PRISONER 
WINE COMPANY 
TAKES UP 
RESIDENCE IN 
NAPA VALLEY 
AT ITS NEW 
40,000-SQUARE-
FOOT FACILITY

A Place
to Call

Home
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From the moment its first 385-case lot was 
labeled, The Prisoner has been an outlier in the California 
wine industry. A leading representative of the shift 
starting in the late 1990s from single-varietal wines to 
unconventional blends, the brand and its dark, brood-
ing label served as an antidote to the brighter imagery 
gallivanting across bottles when The Prisoner made its 
debut in 2000. 

Given its track record and staying power, The Prisoner 
has long been primed for a dedicated winery to accom-
modate its growth: Since being acquired in 2016, The 
Prisoner Wine Company’s portfolio has more than 
doubled its offerings from its original five labels. Last 
month, the company formally put down roots at last at 
its new Napa Valley facility, located on Highway 29 just 
south of St. Helena. Transforming an existing structure 
on the property, San Francisco architect Matt Hollis 
imbued the 40,000-square-foot space with an industrial 
aesthetic featuring high ceilings, a mix of metal finishes, 
and an 8-by-57-foot skylight in The Makery, a collection 
of four light-filled studios for local artists and artisans. 

For many of the design elements, Hollis and interior 
designer Richard Von Saal, a Napa Valley native, drew 
inspiration from the distinctive branding that spans the 
company’s portfolio. Their interpretation of the label for 
the Zinfandel-dominant blend Saldo, for example, can 
be seen in the red accents interspersed throughout the 
space. Graphic wallcoverings reminiscent of vines refer-
ence cuttings, a Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon blend, 
while the intricate wire sculpture suspended over the 
center island of the gender-neutral bathroom echoes the 
label for Thorn, a Napa Valley Merlot blend. Reclaimed 
wood from the Bay Bridge is also cleverly utilized 
throughout the building.

As they explore the new winery, those familiar with the 
look and feel of The Prisoner Wine Company’s branding 
will find themselves immersed as never before in the 
company’s ethos. First-timers, meanwhile, will experience 
a stylish departure from Napa’s typical rough-luxe décor.

Meet the Makers
Beyond the large tasting lounge and the open-view 

exhibition kitchen, the center of the new facility has been 
configured into the aforementioned studio space called 
The Makery, where various pieces have been commis-
sioned exclusively for the space. Conceived to unite 
craftsmanship and wine appreciation, The Makery will 
offer several experiences to consumers that incorporate 
close interaction with the artists and their respective 
wares, which, according to Property Director Brigid 
Harris, are inspired by Napa Valley and The Prisoner 
Wine Company’s wines.
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The Prisoner has led the way in the unconventional 
blends category since the turn of the 21st century.

The interior of the new winery was designed by 
Richard Von Saal, a Napa Valley native.

by Deborah Parker Wong / photos by Alexander Rubin

TP1218_001-31_KNv6.indd   5 12/4/18   2:48 PM



6  /  the tasting panel  /  december 2018

These guest immersions include The Makery Journey, 
a 75-minute tour of the vineyard and culinary garden that 
concludes with a tasting of five wines in The Makery. From 
Thursday through Sunday, the winery also hosts a food and 
wine pairing aptly named The Makery Experience, which 
spans 90 minutes and couples small bites prepared by 
Executive Chef Brett Young with limited-release wines.

The initial lineup of makers occupying The Makery includes 
designers Aplat and Carrie Saxl; sculptor Agelio Batle; Napa-
based Amanda Wright Pottery; ceramicist Holly McVeigh of 
RBW Handmade; Melanie Abrantes Designs, which specializes 
in items made from cork and wood; and Soap Cauldron, an 
artisanal bath and skincare company. Among the artisanal food 
offerings, meanwhile, are organic, hand-milled pastas from 
Joshua Felciano of Bayview Pasta; Wine Lover’s Jelly, which 
sources Napa Valley wines for its products; and Tsalt Seasoning, 
which crafts salts seasoned with various ingredients, including 
Prisoner Wine Company wines. 

Bold Cuisine for Bold Wines 
In keeping with The Prisoner Wine Company’s contem-

porary approach to design and Director of Winemaking 
Chrissy Wittmann’s distinctive blends, Young has taken a bold 
approach to crafting the winery’s signature cuisine. A Lodi 

native who trained in Singapore, Young brings an East-meets-
West sensibility to local ingredients and isn’t shy when it 
comes to drawing out the flavors of his various dishes. 

At the winery, guests will have the option of tasting al 
fresco in The Yard, where Young’s wood-fired oven will crank 
out flatbreads, smoked meats, and a variety of savory grilled 
offerings; the culinary garden, meanwhile, will ensure access 
to seasonal herbs and produce year-round. The Prisoner Wine 
Company’s ultimate food-pairing experience, The Makery: 
Unbound, will launch in spring 2019 at $300 per person and 
give Young free rein to indulge his creativity. 

With Young in charge of the kitchen, the tasting room 
serves as a showcase for Wittmann, who relocated to Napa 
Valley in 2016 and just completed her third vintage for the 
company. Having found her way to winemaking after a lab 
stint analyzing water and soil samples, Wittmann spent 
more than a decade making wine on the Central Coast for 
Scheid Family Wines and Paso Robles’ Wild Horse Winery 
and Vineyard. 

Producing wines with grapes harvested from more than 
100 vineyards is no small task, and Wittmann’s talent for 
sourcing and blending lesser-known varieties means plenty 
of tasting room–only pours now round out the company’s 
offerings. In addition to the inaugural release of the 2015 

In his role as Executive Chef for The Prisoner Wine Company, Brett Young has created The Makery Experience, a 90-minute 
food and wine pairing available to winery guests.
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Dérangé, a blockbuster blend showcasing several iconic 
vineyards, she’s added five small-lot wines, including a 
blanc de blancs sparkling wine, ERASED, to the portfolio. 
Exclusively available at the winery, they flesh out the lighter 
side of the brand’s offerings.

For Syndrome, Wittmann’s popular rosé made from 
Grenache, Syrah, Pinot Noir, Sangiovese, and Mourvèdre, 
the winemaker sources fruit from Calistoga, Napa Valley, and 
Carneros, direct pressing and fermenting the wine in stainless 
steel to preserve aromas and flavors. The result is a coppery, 
salmon-colored release with a spicy and generous flavor profile. 

In another new expression, No. 39007, Chenin Blanc from 
Mendocino’s Norgard Vineyard on the Talmage Bench east 
of the Russian River finds a willing partner in Viognier from 
Rodgers Vineyard in Oak Knoll. The wine underwent neutral 
barrel ferments for each variety combined with weekly 
rounds of bâtonnage before entering the bottle unfined. 
The Viognier lends floral aromas as the Chenin Blanc’s 
varietal character shines through with honey, melon, Golden 
Delicious apple, and a touch of sweet coconut.

Calistoga, where most of California’s approximated 75 acres 
of the Italian variety Charbono can be found, also serves as 
Wittmann’s source for the winery’s Headlock expression. 
Charbono thrives under the region’s environmental condi-
tions, which include rich volcanic soils and a steep diurnal 

shift. This dark, high-acid grape exudes a smoky quality and 
emerges in this wine in the form of root beer and graphite. 
Blended with Petite Sirah from Lake County and Syrah from 
Oak Knoll, the grapes spend time cold-soaking before resting 
for a year in a mélange of new and neutral French, American, 
and Hungarian oak.  

Chrissy Wittman, Director of Winemaking for The Prisoner Wine Company, is known for her bold, distinctive blends.

Director of Winemaking Chrissy Wittman has added five 
small-lot wines exclusively available at the winery.
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OK, OK, it’s holiday time, when good will 

toward men and warm, generous feelings 

for friends and family are the universal 

themes. Out of respect for that, I’ve decided 

to rein in my inner Grinch and go with the 

mood of the moment. (I’ll get back to being 

crabby next time.)

First, a word of warning: The business we’re in presents 
unique problems when it comes to gift-giving. The objects of 
our generosity—business associates, friends, and family—have 
high expectations, as they’re likely anticipating a valuable and 
rare addition to their cellar or bar. In response, here are some 
watchwords, rules, and suggestions for this season of giving: 

First, be aware of the fact that most people, knowing your 
profession, think that the wine or Scotch you’re giving them 
came to you for free. Because of this, it’s important to give 
something special—something that’s obviously not a product 
your company sells. Or, if it is something you sell, it had better 
be the rarest and most expensive thing in the catalog.

That brings me to another important gift-giving tip: Rather 
than a case of $15 or even $25 wine, one bottle of $250 wine (or 
whiskey) will have a much greater impact and be much more 
appreciated. Such an exceptional bottle is evidence of the fact 
that you have taken the time and made the effort to do some-
thing special. The recipient of this generosity might be likely to 
buy himself or herself that case of $25 wine, but going out and 
purchasing that same $250 bottle would be much less probable. 

Another good tip: People are really impressed with big, 
oversized bottles. A magnum or double magnum will certainly 
stand out under the tree, as these large-format bottles can 
indicate the extent of your affection.

The key to all this is simple: Avoid making your gifts feel like 
the product of an unimaginative assembly line of painful but 
necessary obligation. Show them that you care.    

Happy holidays! 
Anthony Dias Blue                                        

      

’Tis the Season
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Made for the spotlight.

Introducing Kim Crawford Signature Reserve.
A new way to U N D O  ORD IN A RY.

Please enjoy our wines responsibly. ©2018 Constellation Imports, Rutherford CA.
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INDUSTRY SPOTLIGHT

Ted Reimer, Respected 
Wine Industry Veteran, 
Dies at 64

Paul David Reimer, a resident of San Rafael 
known by most as Ted, was active in the fine 

wine business for more than 30 years before his 
death from natural causes at the age of 64. He is 
survived by his daughters, Natalie and Audrey; 
ex-wife, Jennifer; siblings, Mark and Kristie; and 
father, Paul. 

Ted was born in Reno, Nevada, but became a 
true Northern Californian after his family moved 
to the Bay Area when he was 3. After beginning 
his career with Joseph Phelps, Ted established 
his first company, WineSpell. He owned, man-
aged, or worked for some of the country’s top 
wine importers and distributors—including The 
Sorting Table, Wilson Daniels, Sherbrook Cellars, 
and Benchmark Wine Group—while represent-
ing a collection of iconic wineries, among them 
Domaine de la Romanee-Conti, Domaine Dujac, 
Henri Boillot, and Royal Tokaji Wine Company.

A memorial event for Ted will be planned for 
spring 2019. Those who would like to be included 
can contact Kristie, Ted’s sister, via email at 
kristie146@outlook.com. Memorial donations may 
be made in Ted’s name to One Tam, an organiza-
tion dedicated to preserving Mt. Tamalpais, a place 
cherished by Ted, at onetam.org.

The Wine Scholar Guild Relaunches Its  
Champagne Master-Level Course

The Wine Scholar Guild is excited to announce the launch of a revitalized and enriched Champagne 
Master-Level program led by a panel of globally recognized industry experts in January 2019. Originally 

established in 2015, the program was an immediate success and will now feature an updated curriculum to 
ensure it stays current and relevant. Essi Avellan, MW; Steve Charters, MW; Peter Liem; and Charles Curtis, 
MW, are set to return as instructors. 

The course, designed for both the wine professional and Champagne enthusiast, consists of two webinars 
per week. If students can’t make the webinar live, they can catch up by watching the recording later. Like 
all Wine Scholar Guild courses, the Champagne ML series is supported by extensive material: a full-color 
manual, custom maps, online learning modules, quizzes, practice exams, and discussion forums. 

Other areas of study offered by the Wine Scholar Guild include the wines of Italy and Spain. For more 
information, visit winescholarguild.org. 
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  THE MESSAGE

Brief Encounters

Whether The Tasting Panel goes to the brand execs or the brands call 
us, there’s always an abundance of news to report, from the latest re-
leases to behind-the-scenes experiences with some of the world’s most 
influential importers, winemakers, distillers, and . . . well, you name it.

We may not have enough pages in each issue to devote as much atten-
tion as we’d like to each person or place we encounter, but please note 
that if something appears in the publication, we deem it noteworthy.

—Meridith May, Publisher & Editorial Director

New Burbank Bar The Green Room 
Dazzles with Views of L.A.

Behind a discrete entrance in Burbank’s newly 
renovated Castaway restaurant and events 

center, The Green Room beckons patrons with the 
promise of an immersive cocktail experience unlike 
anything else in the San Fernando Valley.

The Green Room makes skillful use of 
Castaway’s greatest asset: Locals have climbed 
the hill for years to take in the sprawling space’s 
expansive views of Los Angeles to the south and 
the surrounding Valley. Balancing its cozy outdoor 
patio with an alluring indoor space replete with 
dark wood, long leather banquettes, and an 
illuminated bar, the new establishment aims to 
serve as a tribute to studio green rooms where 
members of the entertainment industry have long 
rubbed elbows. 

This homage extends to the “experiential” 
cocktail menu, which features a classic Martini, 
Daiquiri, Manhattan, and Sazerac in addition to 
five original libations. Several are inspired by 

famous films, including the Belle (Beauty and the Beast) with Ketel One Botanical Grapefruit & Rose, St-Germain, 
and clarified lemon—unveiled in a cloud of smoke from under a glass dome—and the Short Round (Indiana Jones 
and the Temple of Doom) with Macallan 12 Year Scotch, Dolin Blanc Vermouth, Suze Saveur d’Autrefois, and 
cherry-orange gelée.

Of the wide array of bites—which range from wild salmon sashimi and lobster “corndogs” to a riff on moz-
zarella sticks with black truffle cheese—perhaps the most memorable and indulgent is The Pink Brick. Upon 
ordering, a specially trained member of The Green Room’s team will drop off a Himalayan salt block heated to 
800 degrees on which guests can cook perfectly portioned slices of wagyu carpaccio tableside. In a city full of 
exceptional bars, The Green Room aims to captivate denizens of the Valley and beyond—and undeniably suc-
ceeds. —Kate Newton
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Spread some cheer. Share some bubbles.
B O I S S E T  C O L L E C T I O N  S PA R K L I N G  W I N E S

Visit boissetcollection.com to use our store locator for the retail location nearest you.

JCB  BY  JE AN - CHARLES  BO ISSE T  •  BUENA  V IS TA  L A  V I C TO IRE 
HAU TE COU TURE • MAISON FOR TANT • CHARLES DE FERE • JEAN-LOUIS ICE

BoissSparklingAdTstPnl11-18.indd   1 11/19/18   11:47 AM

The Green Room, a newly opened bar inside the sprawling 
Castaway restaurant and events center in Burbank, CA, 
offers expansive views of L.A. and the San Fernando Valley.

For more Brief Encounters, see page 59.
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FUNDRAISERS
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By the end of the Dream Big 
Dinner, Auction & Concert in 
Paso Robles, you could say that 

the inaugural event had lived up to its 
name—raising more than $100,000 for 
mentorship opportunities targeting 
women in the wine and spirits industry. 
“We had high expectations going 
into this event, and even those were 
exceeded,” says Amanda Wittstrom-
Higgins, founder of the newly formed 
nonprofit Dream Big Darling. “The 
entire evening was blessed with a spirit 
of generosity.”

Proceeds from the auction, held 
October 19 at the Oyster Ridge event 
venue on Santa Margarita Ranch, will 
fund Dream Big Darling’s upcoming 
professional events and inaugural 
annual retreat, set for next fall. “It was 
truly inspiring to see the community 
come together in such a big and 
powerful way to support the growth 
and development of the future leaders 
of our industry,” says Maeve Pesquera, 
Senior Vice President of DAOU 
Vineyards & Winery and one of the 
event’s featured speakers.

The event began with a generous 

hors d’oeuvres spread and live music 
by Hilary Watson and Kate Feldtkeller. 
The wines, meanwhile, were provided 
by the female industry powerhouses 
who co-hosted the event, including 
Pesquera, Maggie Tillman of Alta 
Colina Vineyard & Winery, Adrienne 
Ferrara of Clesi Wines, Jordan 
Fiorentini of Epoch Estate Wines, 
Cynthia Lohr of J. Lohr Vineyards & 
Wines, Amy Butler of Ranchero Cellars, 
and Wittstrom-Higgins, who serves as 
the Vice President of Operations for 
Ancient Peaks Winery.

The seated dinner inside the Oyster 
Ridge barn, which featured a five-
course menu inspired by Julia Child, 
came courtesy of Chef Jeff Jackson and 
his team at the acclaimed The Range 
restaurant. After Pesquera commenced 
the official proceedings with a stirring 
speech about her own professional 
journey, Wittstrom-Higgins shared her 
passion for mentorship and her vision 
for the organization. (The name “Dream 
Big Darling” is meant to honor her 
grandmother, who she says set an early 
example for being a strong woman.)

Local auctioneer Todd Ventura then 

led the auction, which featured items 
like two Kawasaki Mule Pro-FXT Ranch 
Edition off-road vehicles and a three-
night Hawaiian vacation for two that 
included a wine dinner with Master 
Sommelier Chuck Furuya in Waikiki. 

The evening concluded with a 
passionate statement from Lohr on 
the importance of mentorship: “I am 
thrilled to support an initiative that will 
help catapult the ambitions and dreams 
of young women who believe they will 
make a difference,” she said.

Dream Big Darling’s fall 2019 retreat 
will feature keynote speakers, network-
ing opportunities, and professional 
development workshops for women 
aspiring to advance their careers in the 
wine and spirits industry. The orga-
nization is also offering five all-access 
scholarships to Wine Speak 2019, a 
premier industry summit set for January 
7–10 in Paso Robles wine country. Those 
interested in participating in either event 
can apply at dreambigdarling.org. 

INAUGURAL AUCTION RAISES MORE THAN $100,000 
FOR WOMEN IN THE WINE AND SPIRITS INDUSTRY

 Female industry leaders attended the inaugural Dream 
Big Dinner, Auction & Concert to support the new nonprofit 

Dream Big Darling as it raised funds for its upcoming 
professional events and inaugural retreat.

The fundraiser, held October 19 at the 
Oyster Ridge event venue on Santa 
Margarita Ranch, raised more than 
$100,000 for mentorship opportunities 
geared toward women in the wine and 
spirits industry.

Dreaming Big in Paso Robles
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The Ransom Note is a monthly column by Tasting Panel East 
Coast Editor David Ransom. Each month, David connects 
readers with some of the people, products, and events making 
news along the Eastern Seaboard.

Being based on the East Coast, much of my geographic 
focus is on the wines and current trends coming from 
Europe. But my proclivity to the Old World does not 

exclude me from exposure to wines of U.S. origin—quite the 
contrary, in fact. I also seek out opportunities to keep abreast 
of what’s trending on this side of the Atlantic, and I recently 
had the chance to taste wines from opposite sides of our 
country that made me wave my wine flag in patriotic support.

East Coast
At Terroir Tribeca, Paul Grieco’s somm-exam prep class 

in the form of a wine bar, I had lunch with winemaker 
Ben Jordan of Virginia’s Early Mountain Vineyards and 
got acquainted with his excellent wines. Virginia, while no 
stranger to grape production (think Thomas Jefferson), has 
had a relatively slow climb to the national stage in modern-
winemaking times. Early Mountain is one of the state’s 
new-generation producers gaining widespread attention 
with its Chardonnay, Cabernet Franc, and Five Forks label 
(a white blend of primarily Sauvignon Blanc and Petit 
Manseng), as well as its red blends Eluvium (82% Merlot, 
17% Petit Verdot, 1% Cabernet Franc), and the flagship 
Rise (57% Merlot, 15% Cabernet Franc, 14% Petit Verdot, 
14% Tannat). 

West Coast
I became reacquainted with California’s largest and most 

diverse wine region (and my first California wine love) 
during a seminar and tasting of Paso Robles wines led by 
Alexander LaPratt, MS, at Corkbuzz. I first visited Paso 
Robles in the 1990s, and at the time there were fewer than 
two dozen wineries, making mostly Chardonnay, Cabernet 
Sauvignon, Merlot, and Zinfandel. 

My, how times have changed! Today, there are more than 
200 producers and in excess of 40,000 acres under vine. 
The aforementioned grapes are still widely planted, but 
Paso Robles has also become a center of Rhône-style wine 
production. With a climate that sees the largest diurnal 
temperature swings of any California wine region, even 
grapes like Trebbiano and Nebbiolo now play a role in the 
Paso’s wine industry. 

So, this holiday season, shall we join together and show-
case domestic bottlings on our lists and at our tables? I’ll be 
getting in the spirit by celebrating America’s wines. I hope 
you will, too. 

Domestic Bliss

Early Mountain Vineyards Winemaker Ben Jordan.

The lineup of Paso Robles wines at Corkbuzz.

ALL-AMERICAN WINES TO CELEBRATE THE HOLIDAY SEASON

story and photos by David Ransom

T A S T E  T H E  P A S S I O N
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Self-taught bar anthropologist and 
absinthe enthusiast Kimberly 
Paul, Beverage Director of 

Houston’s popular French establish-
ments Etoile Cuisine et Bar and 
Brasserie du Parc, says her philosophy 
of hospitality is simple: “We try to 
make people feel comfortable, like we 
are inviting them into our home for a 
party,” she explains.

Paul says she and her staff still 
enjoy pushing some boundaries both 
at Brasserie, which faces Houston’s 
1.8-million-square-foot George R. 
Brown Convention Center and its adja-
cent urban park, and big sister Etoile 
Cuisine et Bar, which serves an upscale 
clientele in the city’s Galleria/Uptown 
neighborhood. Together, the venues 
aim to create an oversized experience 
that complements the swagger of the 
nation’s fourth-largest city.  

“We do punch bowls served on a tray 
with glasses, ice, a ladle, [and] all these 
different garnishes,” Paul says. “When 

someone orders absinthe, we bring 
out the fountain, the bottle, and a story 
about where and how it was made. We 
walk it around a few times and other 
tables ask, ‘What is that? I want one.’”

According to Paul, she and her 
staff also “make everything [they] 
can in-house,” including ginger beer, 
limoncello, and vermouth. On the 
culinary side, she enjoys conceptual-
izing traditional French pairings like 
cider and crêpes or pastis and pommes 
frites. Appropriately, the drink menus 
specialize in “all things French,” includ-
ing brandy, Chartreuse and its cousins, 
and Armagnac—particularly vintage 
selections, a passion of owner Chef 
Philippe Verpiand. 

Paul, a Texas native, acknowledges 
she didn’t take the most traditional 
path to a career in beverage. After 
serving in the Air Force, she noticed 
while waiting tables in Los Angeles 
that the bartenders and cocktail 
waitresses streaming in for after-

hours pancakes seemed to be having 
more fun than she was (and making 
more money, to boot). So she went to 
bartending school, and for a while, 
“all [she] did was sling at clubs, beer 
joints, and restaurants,” Paul says. 
“I was fast, but it wasn’t until I came 
back to Houston to work at Cullen’s 
that I learned about making really 
good drinks fast,” she adds.

Encouraged by mentors to take 
classes like Pernod Ricard USA’s 
BarSmarts course and read any mate-
rial she could, Paul soon found herself 
recruited by Osteria Mazzantini  
and then, nearly six years ago, by 
restaurateurs Verpiand and his wife, 
Monica Bui. 

“I love the challenge of pairing food 
with cocktails and creating cocktails 
based on historic recipes,” she says. 
“Our guests like to try new things.” It 
makes sense: Houstonians have always 
liked to temper their Southern tradi-
tions with adventure.  

HOUSTON’S KIMBERLY PAUL TAKES THE ROAD 
LESS TRAVELED  story and photo by Lori Moffatt

Kimberly Paul, Beverage Director of 
Houston’s Etoile Cuisine et Bar and 
Brasserie du Parc, enjoys gin in the 
summer, Scotch in the winter, and 

absinthe the whole year round.

Pushing Boundaries

R A B B I T H O L E D I S T I L L E R Y . C O M

IT CAN BE A PARTY OF HUNDREDS,  TAILGATING WITH TWO CARLOADS 

OF FRIENDS,  OR A MOMENT OF QUIET AT THE END OF A BUSY AND PRODUCTIVE DAY.  

THREE STARTLINGLY DIFFERENT APPROACHES TO THE CRAFT OF KENTUCKY WHISKEY,  

EACH A FUSION OF THE MODERN AND TRADITIONAL, ALL INTENDED TO BRING JOY TO LIFE. 

W E  D I S T I L L
W I T H  C E L E B R A T I O N  
I N  M I N D

TP1218_001-31_KNv6.indd   22 12/4/18   2:48 PM



R A B B I T H O L E D I S T I L L E R Y . C O M

IT CAN BE A PARTY OF HUNDREDS,  TAILGATING WITH TWO CARLOADS 

OF FRIENDS,  OR A MOMENT OF QUIET AT THE END OF A BUSY AND PRODUCTIVE DAY.  

THREE STARTLINGLY DIFFERENT APPROACHES TO THE CRAFT OF KENTUCKY WHISKEY,  

EACH A FUSION OF THE MODERN AND TRADITIONAL, ALL INTENDED TO BRING JOY TO LIFE. 

W E  D I S T I L L
W I T H  C E L E B R A T I O N  
I N  M I N D

TP1218_001-31_KNv6.indd   23 12/4/18   2:48 PM



24  /  the tasting panel  /  december 2018

Values for Holiday Gift-Giving
by Ian Buxton

It’s easy to get caught up in stories of 
single malts selling for $1 million a 
bottle—as was recently the case with 

a rare Macallan expression—or even 
to be seduced by “limited releases” at 
$50,000 or more, but not every whisky 
(or every drinker) inhabits such a super-
premium space. So, with the holiday 
and gifting season in mind, let’s assess 
the value that can be found in some of 
Scotland’s lesser-known bottles.

Last issue I mentioned Tomatin, and 
while this Highland single malt was 
once the largest distillery of its type 
in Scotland, it fell on hard times with 
an overreliance on a few blending 
customers. In recent years, though, 
production has been cut back and 
there has been an investment in 
higher-quality casks. The result 
has been a greatly improved 
range that has attracted the inter-
est of savvy malt drinkers. 

U.S. consumers too have begun 
to appreciate the Tomatin offer-
ings, and the distillery was 
recently able to announce 
that it now ranks among 
the country’s top-ten 
bestselling single malts. 
According to Regional 
Sales Manager Scott Fraser, 
“Growth has come from 
[the] Dualchas and 12 Year 
Old expressions, but fastest 
growth is being seen in [the] 
higher-end products [14, 18, 
36 Year Olds].” In total, U.S. 
sales jumped by more than 
50 percent.

That’s impressive, espe-
cially when compared to the 
latest export figures released 

by the Scotch Whisky Association. The 
U.S. remains Scotch’s number-one 
market by value (remarkably, the 
French drink more but seem to prefer 
the cheaper stuff), and in the first half 
of 2018, sales advanced by 5.1 percent, 
suggesting that Tomatin was able to 
grow around ten times faster than the 
market. The moral of the story: Grab 
some now before they start firming up 
their prices!

Speyburn has long been another 
undervalued distillery. Look out this 
holiday season for the Arranta Casks 
($44; 46%): Meaning “bold,” “daring,” 
and “intrepid” in Scottish Gaelic, this 
limited release is noted for its exclusive 

use of first-fill American oak 
ex-bourbon casks and draws its 
rich color and full-bodied flavor 
from the quality and character of 
the air-dried wood. Considering 
the strength and quality, even 
the most demanding malt maven 

should be happy.
If fuller flavor is your 

thing, then perhaps a step 
up to the “new” Tamdhu 
12 Years Old ($65; 43%) 
is in order. Replacing 
the younger 10 Year Old 
in the standard range, 
this is a complex and 
rich whisky thanks to 
long aging in in first-fill 
and refill American and 
European Oloroso Sherry 
casks from the cooperages 
of Jerez in Spain’s “Sherry 
triangle.”

Clearly there’s something 
for every pocket (or stock-
ing) this holiday season!  

Over at Glenrothes distillery, 
change is also in the air as 
the old “vintage” approach is 
abandoned in favor of more 
conventional age statements. 
In brief, I’m told “there are 
six [expressions] ranging 
from 10 to 40 years old, 
including a Whisky Maker’s 
Cut, with each celebrating a 
unique and delectable flavour 
profile encouraging both new 
and well-seasoned whisky 
lovers to experiment and 
explore.” The five youngest 
should now be in market, 
with the 40 Years Old follow-
ing in early 2019. Prices range 
from $45 on the lower end to 
around $500.

C A M P F I R E  
S M O K I N E S S

T O F F E E  
S W E E T N E S S

Glenfiddich has long pushed boundaries and challenged traditions. Never has this been  
more evident than with Fire & Cane. It’s a bold fusion of campfire smokiness with oak and peaty notes,  

finished in Latin rum casks to produce a surprising toffee sweetness.

N O . 4  I N  T H E  G L E N F I D D I C H  E X P E R I M E N T A L  S E R I E S

Skillfully crafted, Enjoy responsibly. Glenfiddich Single Malt Scotch Whisky, 43% Alc./ Vol. ©2018 Imported by William Grant & Sons. New York, NY.

NEW
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WHAT WE'RE

Dessert 
for  

For one particularly memorable 
dessert, Keefe’s Sea Island yogurt 
is dipped in a Carolina runner 
peanut “magic shell” and topped 
with North Carolina dark sorghum. 

There are those of us who work our way through a salad and 
soup, a steak with a baked potato, a lovely roast chicken, or a 
fine slab of salmon just so we can make it to dessert. It is, after 

all, our reward for being a long-standing and loyal member of the 
Clean Plate Club. Across America, though there’s plenty of apple 
pie à la mode to be had, dessert chefs are increasingy running wild 
as they come up with creations that dazzle on every level. They 
do much for the argument that, really, dessert should be the first 
course, not the last (that way, there’s always room). 

Consider, for instance, the dessert fantasies created by 
Pastry Chef Katy Keefe at McCrady’s and McCrady’s Tavern in 
Charleston, South Carolina. Imagine, if you can (and it’s not easy), 
the Foiechamacallit: cured foie gras smothered in peanut chocolate 
with puffed rice and caramel. Or perhaps picture the Sea Island 
yogurt dripped in a Carolina runner peanut “magic shell” topped 
with North Carolina dark sorghum. Her desserts are both regional 
and shockingly new, unexpected and even inexplicable. By com-
parison, her chocolate tart with banana semifreddo and nougatine 
seems pedestrian, though it all tastes equally sublime after a meal 
of seared local fish with charred broccoli and hush puppies.

And if you think foie gras makes for an outré dessert, how 
about a bacon-chocolate “crunch bar” with salt-and-pepper ice 
cream? It’s served at a meat-intensive restaurant in Los Angeles 
called Animal, which is run by local powerhouses Jon Shook 
and Vinnie Dotolo. There’s also a great cheesecake pudding with 
guava and passion fruit, but the chance to eat bacon for dessert is 
hard to resist. “Bacon: It’s Not Just for Breakfast Anymore!”

Now, if you must have a proper pudding after a sizable feast, 
there’s probably no better destination than April Bloomfield’s The 
Breslin in The Ace Hotel in New York. Here, the dessert menu is 
titled “Evening Puddings”—and that’s exactly what it features, 
including chocolate-and-raspberry mousse with chocolate-nib 
crisp; fig-and-grape mille-feuille with peppered fig compote and 
fig-leaf anglaise; and a grape-and-peanut rustic tart with peanut-
praline ice cream and honeycomb.

Of course, attention must also be paid to anything that 
repurposes one ingredient so skillfully into another. The popcorn-
butter ice cream with a “flexible” ganache and corn “sponge” 
leaves one both salivating and confused at Longman & Eagle in 
Chicago, but then again, the establishment used to offer a dessert 
called the Kentucky Corpse Reviver Twinkie made with bourbon. 
So, really, popcorn-butter ice cream seems calm by comparison. It 
tastes good, but raising the dead isn’t in its job description.  
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Katy Keefe is the Pastry Chef for 
McCrady’s and McCrady’s Tavern 

in Charleston, SC.
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by Merrill Shindler

Dinner? 
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The landscape of today’s hospitality industry is evolving at an ever-
increasing pace. After encountering sparse outside threats for several 
years, the on-premise space is now rife with disruptors.

Chain and independent restaurant operators have worked to keep up 
with shifting beverage alcohol trends by offering a wide spectrum of 
sophisticated sips to appeal to consumers. Bar operators, meanwhile, are 
more aware than ever 
that food is crucial to their 
success. Savvy operators 
with kitchens know they 
must tie their beverage 
and culinary programs 
together, as the front of 
house needs to play well 
with the back of house. 
Those without kitchens, 
on the other hand, know 
they need to find a food-
service solution if they 
want to compete.

Disruption in the indus-
try was first blamed on 
millennials, who don’t eat 
or drink like Boomers or 
Gen X. Only craft and small-batch beers and spirits, not mainstream wines, 
will do for this generation. Seeking the obscure and unexpected, millennials 
tend to eschew the quest to accrue “things” to instead pursue “experiences.” 
Yet, we now know that guests across generations want the same things 
attributed to millennials, who aren’t the villains cruelly “killing” perennial 
food and beverage favorites that they’re often made out to be.

In fact, the real disruption isn’t millennials, it’s convenience. All manner 
of tasks can be accomplished with a few clicks on a phone, including food 
and alcohol delivery. On-premises operators now find themselves competing 
against not only other venues, but delivery services, as well, proving it takes 
more than a compelling menu and taps pouring the trendiest beers to remain 
competitive in today’s market. 

At the upcoming 2019 Food & Beverage Innovation Conference (FBIC) in 
Las Vegas, Jenna Webb, Project Manager at consulting firm The Culinary 
Edge, will discuss culinary strategies that meet the growing needs of guests, 
helping attendees learn how to bring their brands to life beyond the physical 
confines of their business.

Set for March 26, the Food & Beverage Innovation Conference is co-
located with the Nightclub & Bar Show and assists independent owners, 
chain operators, chefs, and other F&B professionals in their quests to 
energize their brands, find exciting ways to increase revenue, and mitigate 
the threats presented by disruptors. For more information, visit ncbshow.
com/fbic.  
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QUESTIONS LIKE THESE 
WILL DRIVE DISCUSSION 

AT THE 2019 FOOD & 
BEVERAGE INNOVATION 

CONFERENCE IN  
LAS VEGAS

by David Klemt

Is There a Disruption of 
Convenience?

With the proliferation of online 
ordering and beverage alcohol 

delivery, how do operators keep 
their brands relevant? That’s the 

question Jenna Webb, Project 
Manager at The Culinary Edge, 
will answer at the 2019 Food & 

Beverage Innovation Conference in 
Las Vegas on March 26.

In addition to intriguing seminars, the FBIC will 
feature educational cooking demonstrations.
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CHEW on this

The debate surrounding the “offi-
cial” ranking of top culinary cities 
rarely grows old amongst foodies: 

Classicists say Paris; New York is always 
a top contender; and Tokyo boasts the 
most Michelin-starred restaurants in 
the world. After a recent visit to Mexico 
City, however, I’d say the sprawling 
metropolis has an excellent fighting 
chance—though it should be noted that 
as an ardent fan of mezcal and Mexican 
food, I’m extremely biased. 

While Paris may be known for its 
world-famous patisseries, Mexico 
City’s panaderías and pastelerías—the 
former focuses on bread, while 
the latter leans toward sweets and 
cakes—aren’t far behind. Steps away 
from the Palacio de Bellas Artes 
museum, Pastelería Ideal is a vast, 
multi-level bakery offering hundreds of 
varieties of pastries, breads, cakes, and 
sandwiches (the second story features 
towering wedding cakes and more 
than 80 types of cookies). Customers 
pile their trays high with items, which 
are then efficiently packaged by a line 
of employees. 

Many renowned restaurants call 
Mexico City home, and despite my 
deep and abiding love for street tacos, 
I felt I would be remiss if I didn’t visit 
a few more-formal establishments 
while in town. Planning far in advance, 
my boyfriend and I were able to get 
a reservation for lunch at Contramar, 
whose ultra-fresh seafood helps the 
restaurant rank among the most popu-
lar spots in the city. I opted for the daily 
special—a simple tostada with tuna 
loin, avocado, and briny uni topped 
with lime and bonito flakes—before my 
main course of whole grilled white fish 
split and rubbed on either side with 
red chili adobo and zesty chimichurri-
like parsley sauce. It was perhaps my 
favorite dish of the trip.

Our next destination was Dulce 

Patria in the tony Polanco district, 
an area oft described as “the 
Beverly Hills of Mexico City.” At the 
acclaimed restaurant, Chef Martha 
Ortiz serves vivid yet delicate dishes 
that weave together to tell a cohesive 
story. The special menu, titled “The 
Baroque,” featured items like almond 
horchata with avocado effluvium and 
ceremonial tamales with ashes, beef 
tongue stew, and Oaxacan chicatana 
ant sauce. 

Ortiz’s culinary creations and plat-
ing techniques are distinctly feminine, 
as seen in the neat composure of duck 
with mole negro, banana leaf, and 
violet corn-flavored rice as well as 
the chiles en nogada—poblano chilies 
stuffed with meat and topped with 
a walnut cream sauce, pomegranate 
seeds, and dried parsley. For dessert, 
a small, brightly painted toy Ferris 
wheel was brought to our table with 
Mexican sweets.

From sidewalk quesadillas stuffed 
with squash blossoms to roasted 
marrow in dinosaur-sized bones and 
deep-fried scorpions chased with a 
shot of mezcal, I was able to sample a 
myriad of cuisines this culture-rich city 
has to offer during a relatively short 
trip. While I only just scratched the 
surface of the Mexico City food scene, 
these missed opportunities provide 
an excuse to return with an empty 
stomach and adventurous palate.  

 At Pastelería Ideal in Mexico 
City, there’s a lot more than just a 
baker’s dozen of pastries, cakes, 

and cookies available to try.

At Dulce Patria in the city’s Polanco 
District, Chef Martha Ortiz puts a 
feminine spin on traditional Mexican 
dishes like chiles en nogada.

¡Nos Vamos a México!
by Jesse Hom-Dawson
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CAP  TOL

by Kelly Magyarics, DWS

When I showed up for dinner 
at Reverie one weeknight 
in October, Johnny Spero 

was having quite the week. His wife 
had just given birth to their daughter; 
Netflix had announced that he would 
be competing in its upcoming series 
The Final Table; and he’d been named 
a finalist in People magazine’s 2018 
“Sexiest Chef Alive” contest. Oh, and 
did I mention his aforementioned 
restaurant, a long-awaited entry in the 
D.C. dining scene, had just opened? It 
wasn’t surprising, then, that the chef, 
whose pedigree includes cooking at 
Noma in Copenhagen and minibar and 
Komi in D.C., justifiably seemed a tad 
bit stressed.

Tucked down a quiet alleyway in 
Georgetown, the restaurant features a 
small menu of elevated plates (Spero 
is known to wield tweezers in the 
kitchen) with a killer burger and fried-
chicken sandwich for good measure. 
A thick slab of celery root served with 
lemon balm, caramelized carrot juice, 
and coconut upgrades a lowly root 
vegetable usually reserved for purees, 
while his twist on steak and potatoes 
charcoal- and pan-sears a ribeye 
tossed with allspice oil and topped 
with sunchokes. 

The drinks, meanwhile, are a col-
laboration between General Manager 
Evan Zimmerman and Columbia Room 
bartender JP Fetherston. The Dutch 
Salute mixes genever with fino Sherry, 
secco vermouth, and citrus-fino 
cordial, while the Shenango Division 
riffs on the Manhattan with bonded 
rye, apple brandy, Cap Corse Rouge, 
Peychaud’s Bitters, and sweetgrass. 
As for the wines, Zimmerman has fun 
with grapes from unexpected regions, 
orange wines, and bottles that have 

undergone extended fermentation. 
“Reverie” refers to Spero’s penchant 
for daydreaming in school, which is 
still somehow contagious: I left that 
evening already thinking about what 
to order when I return.

Speaking of repeat customers, 
they are the norm at SER in Ballston. 
Arlington residents have been flocking 
to the restaurant, which is co-owned by 
chef Javier Candon and wife Christiana 
Campos, for authentic Spanish cuisine 
and tapas for the past three years. (A 
freak pipe explosion in July forced SER 
to shutter for three weeks, much to the 
dismay of its rabid fans.) 

At a recent fall dinner, I sampled 
ridiculously crispy croquetas filled with 
jamon, chicken, and bechamel sauce; 
seared tuna belly carved tableside; and 
irresistibly tender roasted suckling 

pig. The food was accompanied by a 
few fab bottles from a list that serves 
as a virtual journey across every 
Spanish region from Toro to Priorat: 
Standouts included the 2017 Mar de 
Viñas Albariño and the 2014 Avante 
Tinto Fino, a versatile red from Ribera 
del Duero. I made sure to save room for 
goxua, a layered dessert of strawberry, 
cream, sponge cake and custard with a 
brûléed top. (If you go, bookend your 
meal with a glass of sangria to whet 
your appetite and Candon’s grappa-like 
digestif to wrap things up.)

And in case you’re wondering what 
SER stands for, that would be “Simple. 
Easy. Real.” Three more fitting adjec-
tives may have never been uttered.  

Kelly Magyarics, DWS, is a wine, 
spirits, and lifestyle writer and wine 

educator in the Washington, D.C. area. 
She can be reached through her web-

site, kellymagyarics.com, or on Twitter 
and Instagram @kmagyarics.

Falling for Local Flair

A glass of one of three types of sangria 
is a perfect way to start a meal at SER.

The Dutch Salute 
at Reverie is an 

aromatic and 
refreshing genever-

based cocktail. 
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 The thick slab of celery root at 
Reverie is a welcome change 

from the vegetable’s usual 
pureed preparation.
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Long recognized as one of 
California’s most respected 
winegrowing families, the Miller 

family has roots in California’s Central 
Coast that trace back five generations to 
1871. That year, their ancestor William 
Richard Broome acquired the Rancho 
Guadalasca land grant, which included 
an area near Malibu now known as 
Point Mugu State Park. Upon his death, 
the farmland was inherited by William 
Broome’s son, Thornhill Broome, and 
for more than 100 years the Broome/
Miller family has continued its agri-
cultural tradition on the Central Coast. 
Thornhill Companies’ current CEO, 
Stephen Thornhill Broome Miller, is 
Thornhill Broome’s grandson.

In conjunction with Thornhill 
Companies’ 50th anniversary, the 
Miller family recently announced the 
creation of the Miller Family Wine 
Company, which will consolidate many 
of their businesses across the wine 

industry under the same roof. The new 
entity includes the management of 
French Camp Vineyard in Paso Robles; 
acclaimed national wine brands such as 
J. Wilkes, Ballard Lane, Barrel Burner, 
and Smashberry; control-label brands 
with prominent retailers across the U.S.; 
and the leading regional winery facilities 
of Central Coast Wine Services and Paso 
Robles Wine Services. 

Probably best known for his vision-
ary planting and development of the 
Bien Nacido Vineyard in Santa Maria 
Valley, Stephen Thornhill Broome 
Miller played an instrumental role in 
realizing the potential of this revered 
site, which has now been nurtured 
by his family for more than 45 years. 
Stephen’s sons, Nicholas and Marshall 
Miller, are also at the helm of both 
businesses and represent the fifth 
generation of family leadership. 

“As a family-owned and -operated 
business involved in agriculture 

and the wine industry for multiple 
generations, we value the importance 
of change and continually seek to 
evolve as a company,” says Nicholas, 
who serves as Vice President of Sales 
and Marketing. “The addition of Miller 
Family Wine Company is a significant 
step in our overarching plans to grow 
as a company while representing our 
family’s ties to the Central Coast.” 

In the role of Vice President of 
Operations, Marshall says that as his 
family celebrates 50 years of business, 
their goal “remains the same as it did 
when the Thornhill Companies was 
established in 1968: to honor their 
family’s history, grow the world’s best 
grapes, and produce the highest-
quality wines that continually show the 
strength and excellence of the Central 
Coast.” For more information, visit 
millerfamilywinecompany.com.  

LONGTIME CENTRAL COAST WINEGROWERS CONSOLIDATE 
TO FORM THE MILLER FAMILY WINE COMPANY

by Izzy Watson

CENTRAL COAST

Honoring Their History

Nicholas, Stephen, and Marshall Miller in their 
celebrated Bien Nacido Vineyard.
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We’ve partnered with Chef’s Roll & Somm’s List, the global culinary 
and wine professional networks, to learn more about beverage experts 
from across the country.

If you are a mixologist or wine professional interested in being featured here or want 
more information on Chef’s Roll and Somm’s List, please email featured@chefsroll.com.

JONATHAN MILLER
Mixologist/Bartender at The Phoenician in Scottsdale, AZ 

How did you first get involved in the industry?
I paid my way through high school with my first hospitality job at a pizzeria 

from ages 15–18. At 22, after my last college scholarship check cashed, I took a 
chance on a bartending school an hour away. Before I even finished, I was already 
“ignorance on fire” by putting applications in all over town. Miraculously, someone 
gave me a shot with such limited experience, and in hindsight it turned out to be 
one of the best places I have ever worked. It closed down for renovations and I 
moved to Las Vegas to ultimately work with Tao Group. The rest is history.

 
What’s your favorite cocktail at the moment and why?
The Old Fashioned. It’s the original cocktail: It’s delicious, it’s versatile, and 

it’s genius in its simplicity. For the longest time now, its method of preparation is 
the measuring stick I use on any new or unproven bar program I encounter.

 
What’s your biggest inspiration when it comes to creating new cocktails?
My inspiration comes from things I love in everyday life and experiences 

that move me. “Focus on the flavor” is my mantra. Second to that is narrowing 
down the purpose of the cocktail: Is it a competition, menu item, Instagram 
photo, or party cocktail? 

KELLY PENTECOST
Fine Dining Server/Bartender at Sam & Harry’s Steakhouse at the Renaissance 
Schaumburg Hotel in Schaumburg, IL

Is there any cocktail you dread getting asked to make?
There actually isn’t. I’ve always said that if someone orders a drink from 

my bar, I want to create something they can savor. If you fall in love with a drink 
at a random bar, get the recipe from the mixologist. You are only flattering the 
bartender who originated it when you ask for a drink somewhere else—however, 
from bartender to consumer, please get the exact recipe so I can make it the way 
you enjoyed it before! Even better, take a risk and experience the craft of the 
mixologist in front of you. 

 
What was it like to compete in Marriott International’s Masters of the Craft 
competition?

Creative opportunities with Marriott have been endless ever since I walked in the 
door over 13 years ago. Masters of the Craft elevated my bartending skills to a 
higher level—I could not have asked for a more ambitious challenge, and I cannot 
wait to see what my competitors continue to bring to the industry. 

 
What do you wish more consumers understood about your job?
I think it’s hard for many consumers in the industry to understand the time 

required to make a quality drink. Some drinks are meant to be savored as they 
have multiple layers of complexity, while others show their best attributes when 
shot back. A two-minute delivery is unrealistic for a balanced and well-crafted 
cocktail, as each drink is composed with precision and care. Patience will ensure a 
memorable cocktail that’s worth the wait.  
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SAVE $30 OFF 
YOUR PASS! CO-LOCATED WITH

TASTINGPANEL

USE PROMO CODE: 

NCBSHOW.COM/FBIC

MARCH 25-27, 2019
LAS VEGAS CONVENTION CENTER

CELEBRATE YOUR 
PASSION FOR THE 
FOOD & BEVERAGE 
INDUSTRY

Associate Editor 
Mara Marski 
is The Tasting 
Panel’s resident 
bartender.

PHOTO: DUSTIN DOWNING

Precious Metals from Absolut Elyx
Copper is Absolut Elyx’s calling card: The brand’s web boutique is full 
of drinking vessels that make beautiful additions to any bar. (For those 
who can’t possibly bear to have more branded merch in their homes, 
the only branding here is a metallic sheen.) The online inventory 
on elyxboutique.com varies, but I’ve seen everything from the ever-
popular copper pineapples and squirrels to mermaids and unicorns. If 
you’re buying for your bar, keep an eye on your guests: These are cute 
enough to inspire kleptomania!

Aperol 
Espadrilles 
from Soludos
I’ve never been a shoe-
obsessed woman, but that 
changed recently when I 
saw a guest at my bar with 
Aperol espadrilles. I did a 
little legwork—pun always 
intended—and discovered 
that the shoes were made by 
the New York–based com-
pany Soludos in collaboration 
with Aperol. Embroidered 
with a bottle of the famous 
apéritif and a Spritz, these 
shoes aren’t something 
you’d want to wear for a shift 
behind the stick, but they’re 
perfect for a day off. Due 
to their popularity, they’re 
currently sold out, but the 
company plans to offer 
them again in the spring. 
If you’re looking to secure 
the perfect gift for your 
fizzy-footed friends 
before the holidays 
come and go, Soludos’ 

Champagne smoking slip-
pers are available now for 
$89 on soludos.com.  

Enamel Pins from Love 
and Victory
Helmed by New York–based artist Meg 
Moorhouse, Love and Victory offers an array of 
craft cocktails shrunken down and immortal-
ized in enamel. The collection, which features a 
Tommy’s Margarita, a two-part Gin and Tonic, 
and a whiskey rocks, among other miniature 
drinks, provides the pinnacle in pinnable ways 
to customize a jacket, bag, or apron. Pins can be 
purchased individually or as a set of 12 of 
the classics ($98) for someone you’d like 
to shower with affection—or as a smart 
bulk purchase for the bar staff on your 
nice list. For a full list of offerings, visit 
loveandvictory.com.

Soludos’ Aperol espadrilles are 
temporarily sold out (they’re 
set to return in the spring), but 
the New York–based company 
offers other drink-inspired 
footwear like Champagne 
smoking slippers.

(Bar) Babes 
in Toyland
December is here, and whether or not you subscribe to the tenets of late-

stage capitalism, one thing is certain: It’s gift-giving time! To help keep your 
holiday prep low-stress, I’ve rounded up some of my favorite industry-

oriented or -inspired goodies sure to dazzle under your favorite bartender’s 
Christmas tree or Hanukkah bush. Happy sipping and happy holidays!

Absolut Elyx offers copper drinking 
vessels in unconventional shapes. 

Love and Victory’s cocktail-
inspired pins can be purchased 
individually, but a set of 12 
“classics” is available for $98.
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ITALIAN WINE

Stemmari was established in the diverse terroir of Sicily by Gruppo 
Mezzacorona, which was established in 1904 in Italy’s Trentino region. 
Then, in 1999, the company fulfilled an opportunity to expand into 

Sicily, where it established estate vineyards and continues to produce 
authentic, indigenous, and interpretive wines that reflect the island’s soil 
types and microclimates, as well as the unique flavors of the native varieties.

Stemmari’s dedication to showcasing Nero d’Avola demanded that the 
winery cultivate two separate sites to encompass a comprehensive range 
of the grape’s personalities. The 1,800-acre Agrigento vineyard, located 
near the sea, features poor, sandy soils and salty breezes; the 900 acres 
in Ragusa, meanwhile, yield powerful grapes from soils of red clay and 
sedimentary rock.

I recently met with Stemmari Winemaker Lucio Matricardi, Ph.D., in 
San Francisco to taste through the Stemmari Nero d’Avola lineup, which 
includes Hedonis, a new Riserva Sicilia DOC wine.

“Nero d’Avola is imperfect. It is [like] a human being: You have to work 
with it,” Matricardi told me. To address its shortcomings, winemakers 
frequently blend Nero d’Avola with partners like Frappato for complexity 
and joyful fruit or Cabernet Sauvignon for color, structure, mid-palate, and 
depth. The presence of 20% Cabernet Sauvignon in the excellent Cantodoro 
blend ($16), for example, imparts a purple hue, persistent texture, and 

flavors of black currant.
Blending doesn’t showcase the unique charms of the grape, 

however, prompting Stemmari to offer a lovely and traditionally 
made wine comprising 100% Nero d’Avola at a price point of $10. 
It’s a lively value release with crunchy red fruit and cinnamon-roll 
accents. The Stemmari Rosé, meanwhile, also features the grape at 
a $10 price point.

For its Hedonis label ($50), Stemmari wanted a compelling, state-
ment wine also based solely on Nero d’Avola. “We’re invested in 

producing great, honest wine” with minimal adjustments or interven-
tion, Matricardi said. ”We want to encapsulate and showcase in the glass 

just what we have—the smooth and soft berries of the Sicilian sun—but 
without being jammy.”

So they innovated by using a time-tested technique rarely employed for 
dry, red wines outside the Veneto: appassimento, the grape-drying method 
used for Amarone. The berries, grown on a variety of soils, are withered 
in rooms with carefully controlled temperature, humidity, and airflow. This 
concentrates flavors, sugars, and tannins while encouraging additional 
complexity through intra-berry reactions. It also serves to eliminate risks 
common with late harvests: plummeting acidity, aggressive raisining from 
hot Scirocco winds, and rot from sudden, late-season deluges.

Hedonis shows an opaque ruby color in the glass and is full-bodied and 
juicy in the mouth. The tannins are plentiful and velvety, and accents of spice 
and dried orange zest complement the rich, ripe, long-lasting cherry notes. 
By revealing hidden depth, the wine takes Nero d’Avola to new heights.  

STEMMARI INTRODUCES 
ITS RISERVA NERO 
D’AVOLA, HEDONIS

by Fred Swan

The Pleasure of 
Its Company 

Hedonis Riserva 
takes Nero d’Avola 

to new heights.
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WSWA SPOTLIGHT

Publisher’s PICKS

Get ready to hear distributors dish: In our new 
series, which will appear in each issue in 2019, 
The Tasting Panel will introduce our readers 

to an influential player in the industry. In this debut 
edition, we caught up with Stan Hastings, CEO of 
Moon Distributors, to hear how his business—a key 
independent wholesaler in Arkansas—thrives in today’s 
market with the help of the Wine & Spirits Wholesalers 
of America.  

Moon Distributors opened its own 5,600-square-foot 
facility in March 1935 under the leadership of founder 
Harry L. Hastings, Sr. Despite the welcome end of 
Prohibition, the success of the alcohol industry was 
hardly instantaneous: The boom in legitimate sales 
didn’t arrive, in fact, until after World War II, as soldiers 
who had been drinking beer and other spirits more 
openly in Europe returned home. 

The demand for wholesalers rapidly increased, with 
up to 30 distributers operating in a single regional area. 
Roughly 90 years later, however, Moon Distribotors is 
one of the few key wholesalers remaining in the state. 

A Spotlight on Craft
According to Hastings, WSWA’s 76th Annual 

Convention & Exposition, set for March 31 through 
April 3, 2019, is about “wholesalers and suppliers 
getting together and looking at products, talking about 
business for the next year, finding out what everyone is 
seeing in their markets across the country, and find-
ing out what the trends [are].” And he should know, 
because for his family, it’s personal: Moon Distributors 
represents one of just three industry families that were 
charter members of WSWA in 1943 (it’s also the only busi-
ness that still operates under its original name). 

Hastings says WSWA’s annual gathering is “the only 
place” craft and mid-size suppliers “can go and know for 
sure that [they] can have one-on-one meetings and get in 
front of wholesalers from all over the country.” Inversely, it’s 
also where wholesalers go to find new brands. At the event 
in 2010, for example, Hastings ran into an acquaintance, 
Tom Maas, who was displaying his new product, RumChata. 
While the brand was a tough sell in the beginning, Hastings 
admits, its eventual success would not have been possible if 
not for the convention.   

The annual event positions itself not only as a valuable 
networking tool, but also as an incubator for the expansive 
craft brand segment. According to Hastings, these smaller 
suppliers are becoming increasingly prominent and influ-

ential. “What wholesalers are finding is that within [the 
craft category], there are almost two different markets: craft 
spirits that include all types of alcohol and local craft,” he 
explains. “Local craft is getting the best play in the market 
right now because it’s what the mixologist wants, and it’s 
what the millennials want.”

As a hotspot for wholesalers, suppliers, mainstays, 
and newcomers alike, the WSWA Annual Convention & 
Exposition yields an endless array of quality libations for the 
consumer. The Tasting Panel and its sister publication The 
SOMM Journal serve as the convention’s media partners. 
For more information on the upcoming event, visit  
wswaconvention.org.  

A Spirited Vet
STAN HASTINGS OF MOON DISTRIBUTORS GEARS UP FOR 

WSWA’S 76TH ANNUAL CONVENTION & EXPOSITION
by Abby Read
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Stan Hastings of Arkansas’ Moon Distributors.
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IN OUR NOVEMBER ISSUE, we showcased 
the many wines master entrepreneur Jean-
Charles Boisset has rounded up for his diverse 
portfolio. His reach recently expanded to 
England, where he and the legendary Steven 
Spurrier have collaborated to create Bride 
Valley sparkling wines. 

Buena Vista Winery 
La Victoire Brut Rosé 
Champagne ($75) Made in the 
traditional style, this non-vintage 
French Champagne, aged three 
years on lees, blends 40% Pinot 
Noir, 30% Chardonnay, and 30% 
Pinot Meunier (the Pinot Noir and 
Pinot Meunier hail from Premier 
Cru vineyards). Following aromas 
of rose petals and raspberry, the fresh flavors 
include cherry, jasmine, and marzipan. It’s 
elegant with precise acidity. 94

 
Secret Indulgence 2015 
Emancipation Red Wine, 
California ($30) Brightness 
shines through in this blend of 
49% Grenache, 29% Syrah, 11% 
Petite Sirah, and 11% Mourvèdre 
from Paso Robles, Contra Costa, 
Mendocino County, and Lodi. Aged 
21 months in stainless steel before 
additional barrel-aging. 90

Buena Vista 2015 Chardonnay, 
Carneros, Napa Valley ($25) 
Barrel-fermentation precedes 12 
months of aging in French and 
Hungarian oak. Scents of verbena 
and linen precede intriguing notes 
of green apple, Italian herbs, spiced 
pear, and vanilla-cedar. 94

Raymond Vineyards 2016 
Reserve Selection Cabernet 
Sauvignon, Napa Valley ($45) 
From a near-perfect vintage in 
Napa Valley, this wine sources 
fruit from organic and Biodynamic 
vineyards in Rutherford. Aged 
19 months in French oak, it’s a 
Cab-dominant red (90%) that 
also comprises some Petit Verdot, 
Merlot, Malbec, and Petite Sirah. Aromas of 
cigar leaf, strawberry preserves, and black fruit 
merge before graphite and coffee bean arise 
on the palate. 94

DeLoach 2015 Zinfandel, 
Russian River Valley, 
Sonoma County ($23) Spiced 
berries and cinnamon-cedar 
greet the nose as cherries, 
rooibos tea spices, and rhubarb 
accentuate white pepper, nutmeg, 
and high-toned berries. Aged 15 
months in French and Hungarian 
barrels. 93

DeLoach 2016 OFS Pinot 
Noir, Russian River Valley, 
Sonoma County ($40) A lively 
wine with aromas of peppered 
cranberry and cherry (OFS stands 
for “Our Finest Selection”). Aging 
in French oak for 16 months 
produces an ethereal mouthfeel 
with rose petals, orange peel, 
and bright acidity. Mocha adds a 
sumptuous quality. 93

Chronology 2016 Red Wine, 
California ($25) Winemaker 
Brian Maloney created this opu-
lent wine with 30% Petite Sirah, 
27% Cabernet Sauvignon, 12% 
Grenache, 12% Syrah, and a smat-
tering of other varieties. Aromas 
of chocolate, soy sauce, and black 
cherry precede cayenne-kissed 
plum and strawberry on the 
mid-palate. 90

The Count of Buena Vista 2015 
Founder’s Red Wine, Sonoma 
County ($20) Rich and decadent 
with jammy blackberry, dusty tan-
nins, and a toffee-cocoa finish, this 
blend of 66% Zinfandel has small 
amounts of Carignane, Cab Franc, 
Tempranillo, Cinsault, Malbec, and 
Petite Sirah. It ages 14 months in 
French, American, and Hungarian 
oak. 91

Bride Valley 2014 Brut 
Reserve Litton Cheney, 
Dorset, England ($65) Sourced 
from vines planted in 2008 on 
chalky soils, the soft and bright 
2014 Brut Reserve from Steven 
and Arabella Spurrier’s Bride Valley 
vineyard was released three years 
after harvest. Hit with a 9 grams/
liter dosage, it shows tangy green 
apple and radiant green pineapple; 
the delicate and buoyant texture 
provides just enough support for the high-acid 
fruit and chalky minerality. The 2014 blends 
38% Pinot Meunier, 32% Pinot Noir, and 30% 
Chardonnay. 95 

The Wine Projects of  
Jean-Charles Boisset, Part II

P
H

O
TO

: A
LE

X
A

N
D

E
R

 R
U

B
IN

Jean-Charles Boisset’s new book,  
The Alchemy of the Senses, was released 

this month by Chronicle Books.

by Meridith May
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JACK DANIEL’S: 
TENNESSEE RYE

INNOVATIONS

New Jack

Michael Carlisi, Bar 
Manager of The 
Douglas Room in San 
Francisco, kicks back 
with a bottle of the 
new Jack Daniel’s 
Tennessee Rye. 

P
H

O
TO

: H
A

R
D

Y
 W

ILS
O

N

City
BARTENDERS 

PRAISE THE NEWEST 
RELEASE FROM

BY IZZY WATSON
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Jack Daniel’s isn’t just a Tennessee whiskey—it’s 
the Tennessee whiskey. The brand is so revered that the name Jack 
has become shorthand for whiskey lovers and bartenders alike. It’s 
impossible to work a night behind a bar without multiple demands for 
Jack Daniel’s, whether it’s served neat or in any number of Highballs in 
which it’s deemed the only acceptable whiskey choice.

A brand that has perfected its product for more than a century and 
a half doesn’t exactly need to innovate, which is why the release of the 
Jack Daniel’s Tennessee Rye expression has captured the industry’s 
attention. We could sit here all day and tell you about the newest 
member of the Jack Daniel’s family—noting its 70% rye mash bill, that 
it’s produced entirely at the Jack Daniel’s distillery in Lynchburg, or 
that it’s the first new grain bill used at the facility in about 100 years—
but none of that helps you understand the whiskey in the bottle or how 
it may work in a cocktail, so we reached out to some bartenders and 
imbibers to hear their opinions of the newest release from Lynchburg. 

“It’s all Jack, but with that extra spice and that depth you get in a 
solid rye,” says Laura Moore, a bartender based in Saint Petersburg, 
Florida, and a member of the Southeast Cocktail Guru team. She says 
the spirit’s complexity paired with its deep, nutty flavor earned it a cov-
eted spot on her menu. “It’s like walking past a toasted-nut stand and 
all your self-control goes out the window, but with a little bit of heat 
on the finish,” she explains, adding that she’s already used the spirit 
in several stirred and boozy drinks. Her “favorite” creation—which 
combines the Jack Rye with pistachio orgeat, lemon, and black walnut 
bitters—can only described as “outrageous,” she adds.

Moore is hardly alone in her love of the new Jack. Michael Carlisi, 
Bar Manager of The Douglas Room in San Francisco, says he’s most 
taken by the spirit’s potent fruit qualities, especially the notes of 
ripe banana. He currently features a Jack Rye–based riff on an Old 
Fashioned on his menu; made with pecan syrup, Caribbean bitters, 
a light aperitivo wine, and a touch of dark rum, it “tastes like pecan 
banana bread in a glass,” Carlisi says. Despite the new expression’s 
versatility in a variety of drinks, he notes that his customers are 
responding to it as more than just a cocktail base. “Jack is a time-tested 
favorite for a reason, and that legacy continues in the rye,” Carlisi says 
of the softness that makes the release an easy sipper. 

This opinion is echoed by Michael Cook, Esq., an attorney and a 
longtime whiskey enthusiast. “I prefer to drink my Jack Rye on the 
rocks to savor the banana, vanilla, and mild pepper notes and the mel-
low finish, but I think it would make a great Old Fashioned—as long as 
I’m not the one making it,” he says with a smile. 

Cook notes that he’s long preferred drinking straight rye, and while 
the new Jack is now a standard on his home bar, that’s not quite 
enough for him. “I buy Jack Rye at my local state store in Pennsylvania, 
but I’ve also persuaded my favorite watering holes to carry it as well,” 
he says, adding that people are immediately drawn to the expression 
based on the exceptional taste and price point. 

When we asked these resident bartenders and whiskey aficionados 
if they were surprised to see Jack Daniel’s release a rye, the resound-
ing response was “no.” “I’m just surprised it didn’t happen sooner,” 
Carlisi says, “as the rye market is by far one of the most popular  
spirit categories.”

 “It’s always good to diversify and meet a new market demand,” 
Cook adds. “I think Jack did a superb job—it’s an instant classic.” 

“I prefer to drink 

my Jack Rye on the 

rocks to savor the 

banana, vanilla, and 

mild pepper notes 

and the mellow 

finish, but I think it 

would make a great 

Old Fashioned—as 

long as I’m not the 

one making it.” 
—Michael Cook, Esq.
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FINE CIGARS

In 1968, an entrepreneurial Havana cigar merchant named Zino 
Davidoff was given permission by the Cuban government to establish 
his own brand. For the cigar’s band, Davidoff conceptualized a plain 

white oval encompassing his name in gold script: a design that now 
symbolizes the ultimate in luxury cigars.  
     Realizing that many of the world’s most celebrated chefs are also 
aficionados of premium cigars, Oettinger Davidoff AG called upon five 
culinary masters this year to create a Chef’s Edition cigar celebrating 
the 50th anniversary of what’s become known as The White Band. 

Those chosen were chefs Thomas Keller from The French 
Laundry, Bouchon, and Per Se in the United States; Alvin Leung 
from Bo Innovation in Hong Kong; Klaus Erfort from Gästehaus in 
Saarbrucken, Germany; Heiko Nieder from The Restaurant in Zurich; 
and Shaun Rankin from Ormer Mayfair in London. Together, these top 
chefs boast 12 Michelin stars, with Keller accounting for seven of them 
(three for The French Laundry and one for Bouchon, both in Yountville, 
and three for Per Se in New York). 

Naturally, the chefs are all cigar smokers: “If you’re not a cigar smoker, 
you can’t blend one,” Keller notes. “One of the main things all of us 
wanted to achieve was a cigar that could be smoked throughout the 
day and evening, because for a chef there’s no set time when you can sit 
down and smoke a cigar. It may be early in the morning, it may be late at 
night, and for me it may be on the golf course in the afternoon.”

After visiting Davidoff’s tobacco fields and factories in the Dominican 
Republic, the chefs offered their thoughts to Davidoff’s master blend-
ers, who created a number of cigars for them to test. “We had a lot of 
guidance,” Keller admits. “After all, we are chefs. We wouldn’t presume 
to come to the [Davidoff cigar factory] and tell them how to make a 
cigar any more than they would come into our kitchen and tell us how 
to cook a steak.”

The result of this prestigious collaboration is the limited-edition 
Davidoff 50th Anniversary Chef’s Edition cigar, a medium-plus 
strength 6 x 54 Toro full of creamy chocolate, pepper, and ginger. 
Complete with a gentle finish and priced at $30 each (or $300 for a box 
of ten), it’s available exclusively at select Davidoff tobacconists.

The cigar was unveiled at The French Laundry after a six-course 
menu that included Gran Patrón Piedra Extra Añejo, Patrón Burdeos 
Añejo, and, specifically for the Chef’s Edition, Patrón en Lalique Extra 
Añejo. “When people ask what I like to drink while smoking a cigar, I 
tell them an aged tequila with those nuances of caramelization and that 
little sugary sweetness that comes from the barrel,” Keller explains. 

Needless to say, it was the perfect pairing for the perfect chef’s cigar.  

A Michelin Star–Powered 
Chef’s Cigar THOMAS KELLER AND 

FELLOW CHEFS COOK UP 
THE ULTIMATE SMOKE 

by Richard Carleton Hacker
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Thomas Keller of The French Laundry savors 
the Davidoff 50th Anniversary Chef’s Edition, 

which he helped create with fellow chefs.

Fine aged spirits such as Patrón 
en Lalique Extra Añejo Tequila 

make an excellent match for the 
Davidoff Chef’s Edition cigar.
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PAIRINGS

Robert Mondavi was strongly committed to the belief that 
food and wine should be served together—creating a 
harmonious meal and daily celebration of family, friends 

and nature’s gifts.  
    Robert Mondavi Winery has since evangelized this idea in many 
ways since its winery opened in Oakville, California, in 1966: Its 
private dining room, known as the Vineyard Room, has been used 
for a wide range of food and wine pairing events. Then, in 1976, 
Robert Mondavi Winery initiated a series of classes deemed “The 
Great Chefs of Robert Mondavi.” The first culinary series offered 
by an American winery, it allowed attendees to learn from—and 
cook side-by-side with—renowned chefs, among them Julia Child, 
Alice Waters, Jacques Pépin, Paul Bocuse, and Rick Bayless. 

Emerging Chefs Meet 

Archetypal Wines

Snapper crudo with California citrus, 
pickled finger lime, avocado and 

nasturtium-rice crisps served at the 
Emerging Chefs Dinner Series.

AN INSIDE LOOK AT ROBERT MONDAVI 
WINERY’S NEW DINNER SERIES 
by Fred Swan / photos by Eric Bender

The dinner’s garden-fresh menu was 
accompanied by a selection of wines 

from Robert Mondavi Winery.
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More than four decades later, Robert 
Mondavi Winery recently debuted 
its Emerging Chefs Dinner Series. 
The October 25 dinner featured Chef 
Elise Kornack, who worked in close 
collaboration with Robert Mondavi 
Winery Chef Jeff Mosher to create a 
fantastic four-course meal paired with 
the company’s top wines.

Kornack drew national attention 
with Take Root, a tasting-menu 
restaurant in Brooklyn that earned a 
Michelin star (she has since moved to 
the Catskills to be closer to the source 
for her farm-to-table cooking). A 
thrice-nominated semi-finalist for the 
James Beard Awards’ Rising Star Chef 
award, Kornack has also appeared in 
many publications’ “best” and “most 
influential” lists.

Kornack says she was very 
impressed by the vast organic 
“Piccolo” To Kalon Garden at Robert 
Mondavi Winery, which Chef Mosher 
conceived in 2009. “I was expecting 
two raised beds, but this isn’t like the 
gardens in Brooklyn,” she said with a 
laugh. “It’s huge, and there are trees 
with figs and olives and persimmons!” 

The evening began with passed hors 
d’oeuvres on the patio, just steps from 
the celebrated To Kalon Vineyard. The 
smoky tanginess and creamy texture 
of wood-fired oysters with tarragon 
Hollandaise and pickled celery paired 
well with the 2015 Robert Mondavi 
Winery Carneros Chardonnay Reserve, 
while chicken liver on spiced crack-
ers with cranberry-ginger relish and 
garden flowers complemented both 
the Chardonnay and the 2015 Oakville 
Cabernet Sauvignon.

The event then moved into the 
Vineyard Room, where two rows of 
tables were elegantly set for 50 people. 
Arrangements of orange flowers and 
ripe persimmons reminded guests 
that autumn was upon us and harvest 
nearly complete. I sat across the table 
from Genevieve Janssens, the longtime 
Director of Winemaking at Robert 
Mondavi Winery, and we chatted hap-
pily about the night’s wines and pair-
ings. She also gave her thoughts on the 
perfect conditions of the 2018 vintage, 
which she says produced wines with 
elegant tannins and great acidity.

The opening course encapsulated 
the spirit of the dinner: chefs col-
laborating closely to craft fresh, local 
ingredients—many from the winery’s 
garden—into highly impressive 
courses that still remained comforting 
and easy to enjoy. The snapper crudo 
with California citrus, pickled finger 
lime, avocado, and nasturtium-rice 
crisps, for example, was beautiful on 
the plate, its flavors and textures the 
intricate result of careful planning and 
precise adjustments.

The plate’s vibrant fruit brought out 
the same character in the 2015 Robert 
Mondavi Winery To Kalon Vineyard 
I-Block Fumé Blanc ($90), and their 
acidities were well matched. An iconic 

wine made from dry-farmed, 73-year-
old Sauvignon Blanc vines—the oldest 
of their kind in North America—the 
I-Block Fumé Blanc is barrel-fer-
mented and ages nine months on lees. 
It blossoms with cellaring, and I often 
decant new vintages. Straight out of 
the bottle, it sang with the pairing.

The next course served to highlight 
the fall season with smoked winter 
squash ravioli on a bed of wilted esca-
role in wild mushroom broth and sage 
oil. Those flavors—and the softly chewy 
texture—effortlessly complemented the 
2014 Robert Mondavi Winery Carneros 
Pinot Noir Clone 115 ($55) by emphasiz-

ing its fruit. The wine, which Janssens 
said is made from Stanly Ranch grapes, 
is supple with a very fine, mouthcoat-
ing texture and flavors of lightly 
smoked red cherry, pomegranate, and 
toasted wood.

Next up was a tender pan-seared 
duck breast with creamy polenta, 
beetroot terrine, and truffle vinaigrette 
served alongside the 2015 Robert 
Mondavi Winery To Kalon Vineyard 
Cabernet Sauvignon Reserve. The 
soon-to-be-released wine already 
drinks magnificently, its rich flavors of 
black cherry, blackberry, mocha, and 
minerals framed by soft, luxurious 
tannins. Janssens noted that “small 
berries and a low yield in 2015 led to 

great concentration and a powerful 
expression of terroir.”

The final course, a subtly sweet 
sorbet made from roasted apples and 
topped with chamomile cream, local 
olive oil, and toasted almonds, made a 
harmonious match for the 2017 Robert 
Mondavi Winery Moscato d’Oro, 
which offers vivid stone fruit, pretty 
white flowers, and a savory edge.

By the final bite, the Emerging 
Chefs Dinner Series proved a delicious 
testament to the enduring synergy of 
food and wine that showcased both the 
winery and the visiting chef. Robert 
Mondavi would be proud.  

Snapper crudo with California citrus, 
pickled finger lime, avocado and 

nasturtium-rice crisps served at the 
Emerging Chefs Dinner Series.

Chef Elise Kornack (right) and Robert Mondavi Winery Chef Jeff Mosher (first at 
left) prepare plates for the winery’s Emerging Chefs Dinner Series.
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 At the conclusion of the inaugural Wine Speak Paso Robles trade summit last January, 
Chuck Furuya and Amanda Wittstrom-Higgins were both exhilarated and exhausted. The event 
had been a success, and people were already asking about the next one. But Furuya and 
Wittstrom-Higgins—the two friends who co-founded Wine Speak—were not quite ready to 
answer that question.
	 “The	first	Wine	Speak	was	a	grassroots	effort,	and	we	never	pitched	it	as	an	annual	event,”	
said Wittstrom-Higgins, who is VP of operations at Ancient Peaks Winery. “But the feedback was 
so	incredible,	and	it	didn’t	take	long	to	decide	that	we	had	to	do	it	again.”	On	that	note,	Wine	
Speak Paso Robles is set to return with an all-star cast of master sommeliers, winemakers and 
hospitality professionals on January 7-10, 2019 in the Paso Robles wine country. Wine Speak 
2019 is billed as a premier industry summit that brings sommeliers, wine industry leaders and 
hospitality professionals together for an intimate educational journey.

INNOVATIVE	TRADE	SUMMIT	FEATURES	ALL-STAR	CAST	OF	
MASTER	SOMMELIERS	&	WINEMAKERS

Wine Speak Paso Robles 
Returns January 7-10, 2019

Generously sponsored by

“We have worked hard to ensure that 2019 will be a step forward through 
different	speakers,	topics	and	added	events,	but	our	aim	remains	the	same:	
to create a premier experience for wine industry professionals to grow and 

learn	together,”		said	Furuya,	a	renowned	master	sommelier	and	partner	at	DK	
Restaurants in Hawaii. [

[

BRIEF SCHEDULE

Paso Robles Winey & Vineyard Tours
With a  Rhône and Bordeuax varietal focus 

Cabernet Sauvignon: Inside & Out
Panel discussion and tasting with Fred Dame, M.S., Eric 

Jensen, Helen Keplinger and Fred Scherrer

Talk Story: A Different Perspective on Wine 
Panel discussion and tasting with Meridith May, Jordan 

Fiorentini, Helen Keplinger and Shelley Lindgren

Rhône Renegade: Mourvèdre & Grenache
Panel discussion and tasting with Cris Cherry, Justin 

Smith and Richard Betts M.S.

“Taste of Paso Robles” Grand Tasting 
Top 35 wineries representing the Paso Robles AVA

Creating Your Perfect Blend
Panel discussion and tasting with Peter Neptune MS, 

Matt Kettmann, Amanda Wittstrom-Higgins, 
Mike Sinor and Stewart Cameron

Paso Paired Luncheon
Hosted by Randy Caparoso, Fred Dame MS and Chef 
Cheyne Jackson. Lunch will be paired with four Paso 
Robles wineries including: Daou Vineyards & Winery, 

L’Aventure winery, Epoch Estate Wines 
and Tablas Creek Vineyards

The State of Zinfandel
Panel discussion and tasting with Matt Trevisan

 and Fred Scherrer 

BYOB “Taste of the World” Dinner 
Bring your own bottle that inspires others

Hospitality Day 
A full day with speakers Alisa Onishi - Hawaiian Airlines, 

Fred Dame MS, Chuck Furuya MS, Nunzio Alioto MS, 
Amber Karson Butler - Karson Butler Events, 

Cameron Ingalls - Acacia Productions

 Wine Speak Paso Robles 2019 
will	kick	off	with	winery	technical	tours	
on January 7, with a focus on Rhône 
varieties and Bordeaux varieties. Featured 
winemaker seminars on January 8-9 will 
include	“Creating	The	Perfect	Blend”	and	
“Cabernet	Sauvignon:	Inside	and	Out.”	
Additional seminars include “The State 
of	Zinfandel”	and	“What	Syrah	Can	Be.”	A	
“Paso	Paired”	luncheon	on	January	9	will	
feature a three-course meal prepared by 
Chef Cheyne Jackson of The Range and 
expertly paired with interesting local wines.
	 January	10	is	“Hospitality	Day,”	and	
will include a seminar on “Building Your 
Brand:	Aloha	Style”	steered	by	executives	
from Hawaiian Airlines. Industry anticipation 
is high for Wine Speak Paso Robles 2019 
based on the success of the inaugural 
event.

A portion of the proceeds benefit Dream Big Darling 
a non-profit 501C3 and all of the community charitites 

it serves.  The Dream Big Darling nonprofit will be 
responsible in collecting all donations and tickets sales.

“I thought the event was so 
important because it brought 

together	all	of	the	different	sides	of	
our	industry	under	one	roof,” said 
Matt	Dees,	winemaker	at	Jonata	
and a featured 2018 Wine Speak 

panelist. “I found it to be incredibly 
well organized and thoughtful 

in its approach, with lots of good 
conversation.”	

For information and tickets on 
Wine Speak 2019, visit 

WINESPEAKPASO.COM
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MIXOLOGY

Cocktails 
that Tell a Story

CHERRY HEERING CELEBRATES 200 YEARS 
WITH A BARTENDING CHALLENGE

by Amelia Pape / photos by Margaret Pattillo

Oscar Armenta of 
Sabina Sabe in 
Oaxaca, Mexico, 
makes the Royal 
Centenary cocktail 
with Cherry Heering.
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In a windowless basement pub 
adjacent to Old Spitalfields Market 
in London, patrons scurried 
about to snap pictures and rub 
elbows with a group of bartend-

ers from around the globe. The 11 
young mixologists had spent the past 
year and a half conceptualizing and 
perfecting a cocktail worthy of the 
annual Peter F. Heering Classic and its 
panel of esteemed judges, among them 
Dale “King Cocktail” DeGroff, a James 
Beard Lifetime Achievement Award 
winner and perhaps the world’s most 
famous bartender. 

“Back when I competed in these 
things, I won an Irish knit sweater—
now they give you a trip around 
the world,” DeGroff joked of the 
unprecedented fanfare surrounding the 
modern beverage industry. DeGroff, 
who professionalized the art of the 
cocktail from his perch at the now-
legendary Rainbow Room in the late 
1980s—more or less sparking the 
cocktail revolution—was a fitting 
judge for the competition, and not just 

because of his untouchable status. The 
company behind the event, cherry-fla-
vored Danish liqueur Cherry Heering, 
has been a stronghold in some of the 
world’s most famous drinks for genera-
tions, and the family-owned brand’s 
simple mantra is one DeGroff and the 
other judges could unquestionably 
relate to: Own the cocktail. 

De Kuyper Royal Distillers CEO 
Mark de Witte says providing the right 
ingredients and the right access is key 
to this mission, adding that “Cherry 
Heering is loved by bartenders and 
linked to cocktails.” (Royal Dutch 
Distillers, the new U.S. importer for 
Cherry Heering, is a subsidiary of De 
Kuyper Royal Distillers.)

As consumers become savvier 
and more discerning, the industry 
has been forced to reckon with the 
fact that a winning cocktail is about 
more than just taste: Now, a drink 
has to say something. “Bartenders 
are becoming storytellers,” says 
Christian Arfert, the North America 
Representative for the premium mixer 

brand Thomas Henry. Noting the rising 
celebrity of drink slingers, Arfert says 
mixologists must be prepared to put 
on a show as they craft distinctive and 
delicious libations for a bar full of fans. 
Thomas Henry’s nod to this facet of the 
revolution is to create mixers as special 
as the cocktails they’ll enhance, giving 
bartenders more fodder for inspiration. 

The judges at the Peter F. Heering 
Classic expected innovative, balanced 
drinks and eventually landed on a win-
ner who not only gave them a delicious 
drink, but a story to sell it. This year’s 
victor, Odd Strandbakken of Oslo, 
Norway, says he fell in love with mixing 
drinks at the age of 9 after he blended 
his first non-alcoholic “cocktail.” 
His love for time-honored traditions 
shines in his winning creation, Pavoni, 
which makes use of Cherry Heering to 
transport patrons to the Old World.   

Pictured from left to right are Mark de Witte, CEO of De Kuyper Royal Distillers; bar 
legend Dale DeGroff; Peter F. Heering Classic winner Odd Strandbakken; and Laura 
Schacht, Global Cocktail Training and Advocacy Manager for Cherry Heering.

Pavoni
Created by Odd Strandbakken
◗	 30mL Cherry Heering
◗	 30mL fino Sherry
◗	 10mL maraschino liqueur
◗	 10mL Amaro di Angostura
◗	 4 dashes Angostura Orange Bitters
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HOT PROPERTY

New Faces,

Timeless Place
New Faces,

Timeless Place
THE HISTORIC GEORGIAN 
HOTEL IN SANTA MONICA, 

CALIFORNIA, REINVENTS ITS 
F&B PROGRAM

by Albert Letizia / photos by Cal Bingham

Once considered a skyscraper at eight stories, The 
Georgian stands like a sentinel on Ocean Avenue and 
overlooks the Santa Monica Pier, the Palisades bluff, 
and the Pacific Ocean. 
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The Georgian’s “A” Team
Gregory next sought to recruit a top-notch chef and landed on Garee 
Battad. Originally from Dallas, Battad has strong Tex-Mex sensibilities 
but embraces the California farm-to-table movement thanks to previous 
experience as the sous chef at Salt Restaurant in the Marina del Rey 
Hotel. The next to join the team was Beverage Director Kenny Perez, 
who cut his teeth in mixology and management with Sprout LA, the 
group behind lauded concepts like République, Bestia, and Otium. 

After getting the team in place, the next challenge was to ensure The 
Georgian could compete in an already crowded F&B hub like Santa 
Monica. “In a place like The Georgian, it’s super important with all 
the competition up and down the street that we are very on-point and 
specific as to what we’re looking to do,” Gregory says. “We try to do 
things that cannot be replicated outside of this hotel.” 

he Georgian hotel is a 
Santa Monica landmark 
many Angelenos have 
walked, jogged, biked, 
or driven past a hundred 

times, but how many of them have 
actually stopped in to enjoy a cocktail, 
brunch, or high-tea on the veranda?

If they haven’t, now is the time to 
pay a visit, as The Georgian’s food 
and beverage programs have recently 
been catapulted into contemporary 
culinary prominence by Mac Gregory, 
Corporate Director of F&B for Pacifica 
Hotels, and his team of F&B rock stars. 

Gregory, a master mixologist, som-
melier, and judge for the San Francisco 
World Spirits competition, began his 
career in 1989 with Club Med Resorts 
and has since formulated concepts for 
several new bars and lounges for Club 
Med, Hyatt Regency, and Starwood 
Hotels around the world. The man lives 
and breathes food and beverage, and 
when he turns his sights onto a prop-
erty, he imparts a visionary perspective 
that’s equal parts globally relevant, 
authentic, and passionate. 

Gregory’s first step after Pacifica 
acquired The Georgian nearly a year 
ago was to build a management team 
to help construct and execute new 
concepts. He secured a leading General 
Manager in Mark Averett, who came 
from the hotel and casino world of Palm 
Springs and Rancho Mirage.

Mac Gregory is the Corporate Director 
of F&B for Pacifica Hotels.

Among the dishes served at The Georgian is the grilled 
Cajun-seasoned salmon with fire-roasted Brentwood yellow 
corn, bell peppers, cotija cheese, shallots, garlic and grilled 
pineapple pico de gallo, chipotle crema, and micro-cilantro. 

General Manager  
Mark Averett.

Executive Chef  
Garee Battad.

Beverage Director 
Kenny Perez.
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Any assessment of The Georgian’s 
strengths must take its iconic veranda 
into account, so one of the team’s 
first moves was to launch the new 
“High Tea and Highballs” program in 
the space. It’s a classic high tea that 
comes with an incredibly beautiful 
tower of traditional sandwiches and 
pastries, all handmade in the kitchen 
by Battad and his team. The impres-
sive Highball program, meanwhile, 
features an incredible Japanese 
whisky collection (Hibiki Harmony 
Japanese Whisky appears in the 
signature Harmony Highball). 

Despite being a bit unexpected, it’s 
straightforward, classic, and executed 
at a high level. (Gregory’s philosophy 
regarding the program’s development 
is simple: “I love Highballs, and I love 

Japanese whisky,” he says.) The well-
executed brunch, dinner, and cocktail 
menus, meanwhile, are available 
around the clock on the veranda, in 
the lobby bar and dining room, or via 
late-night room service. 

Venturing beneath the hotel yields 
yet another unique space in the form 
of a 1920s and ’30s Prohibition-era 
speakeasy. Vacant for decades, this 
historic hub of Old Hollywood glamour 
earned a great deal of attention as 
one of the last strongholds of the 
Prohibition period, when it hosted the 
likes of Bugsy Siegel, Clark Gable, Fatty 
Arbuckle, Carole Lombard, and dozens 
of other film stars and industry moguls.

Just because the space is a former 
speakeasy, however, doesn’t mean that 
the new team at The Georgian is intent 

on simply building a replica. Instead, 
they’re transforming the space into a 
full-service restaurant and bar tenta-
tively named “1933” in honor of the year 
Prohibition was repealed. The restau-
rant will feature a classic American 
and California-inspired dinner menu 
conceptualized by Battad, as well as a 
mixology program created by Perez that 
will feature signature items like privately 
sourced bottlings of whisk(e)y. 

Currently under construction and 
slated to open sometime in 2019, “1933” 
is guaranteed to make a huge splash 
on the Santa Monica scene not only 
due to the hotel’s storied history, but to 
this recently assembled team’s tireless 
efforts to resurrect and reinvent it. 

In the end, it all traces back to 
Gregory, who believes that the success 
of a property lies not necessarily in its 
rooms or amenities, but in its food and 
beverage outlets. “I always remind our 
team, when you think about how many 
times a hotel staff member touches a 
guest, it’s maybe at check-in, or maybe 
you bump into a housekeeper in the 
hallway or knocking on your door,” he 

explains. “With F&B, you’re going to 
be dealing with them for a three-hour 
dinner and an hour-long breakfast or 
lunch. Those interactions are going to 
far exceed anything you may have with 
a front desk or room-service employee. 
So from a guest perception, it’s a 
big deal that we all understand how 
important those programs are.”   

The Georgian’s tacos al pastor feature 
Oaxacan spice–marinated mahi mahi, 
guacamole, and ranch-cabbage salad 
with spicy cilantro.

Kenny Perez’s imaginative cocktail 
program at The Georgian parallels 
Chef Garee Battad’s artistic approach 
to cuisine.
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BRIEF ENCOUNTERS

Simplicity Reigns Supreme at  
Sushi Note in Sherman Oaks

Sushi has always been a popular dining option on Ventura Boulevard in 
Southern California’s San Fernando Valley, but the recently opened restaurant 

Sushi Note goes a step further by offering an excellent wine list to accompany 
its dishes. Opened by Dave Gibbs and Silvia Gallo—who help run the popular 
Augustine Wine Bar across the street—in partnership with co-owner Andy Paxson, 
the small restaurant features a simple menu of appetizers, rolls, sushi, and sashimi 
executed expertly by Chef Kiminobu Saito. 

Mushrooms in the miso soup elevate the Japanese staple while a slice of A5 
waygu beef on top of crispy rice provides a luxuriously decadent bite; the tai 
yuzu with red snapper, rocoto paste, and pink peppercorn, meanwhile, strikes a 
delicious balance of salt and spice. Those conflicted on what to order can sample 
a wide variety of options, as omakase menu samplers are available in sizes from 
“quarter note” to “whole note.” 

The wine list trends toward the esoteric, with highlights like the Alheit Cartology 
Chenin Blanc from South Africa and Emrich-Schönleber’s Dry Riesling from 
Nahe, Germany. Gibbs can often be seen around the restaurant, where he’s quick 
to respond to guests who flag him down for his recommended pairings. For more 
information on Sushi Note, visit sushinotela.com.  —Jesse Hom-Dawson 

The tai yuzu at Sushi Note 
in Sherman Oaks, CA, is a 
perfect blend of salt and 
spice with red snapper. 
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DOMESTIC

92 Pamplin Family Winery 
2014 JRG Red, Columbia 

Valley ($30) Deep ruby color ; smooth, 
ripe, and lush with balance and finesse. 
73% Cabernet Sauvignon, 20% Merlot, 
5% Malbec, and 2% Petit Verdot. This 
is an overachieving winery with a very 
impressive portfolio. 

91 Two 
Angels 

2016 Petite 
Sirah, Red 
Hills, Lake 
County ($27) 
Dark and rich 
with fluid texture 
and tangy berry 
fruit; juicy, racy, and long.    

QUINTESSENTIAL WINES

92 Midnight Cellars 2014 
Estate Zinfandel, Willow 

Creek District, Paso Robles ($39) 
Silky, juicy, and flavorful with tangy acidity 
and luscious berry fruit. Bright with a 
lively finish.

94 Amici Cellars 2016 
Cabernet Sauvignon, Napa 

Valley ($50) Intensely dark ruby color 
and a richly spiced nose. Vivid and lush 
with notes of spice and blackberry 
punctuated by lovely texture and length. 

95 Tierra 
Roja 

2015 Cabernet 
Sauvignon, 
Oakville, Napa 
Valley ($160) 
Concentrated 
nose of vanilla and oak; silky and deep 
with notes of mocha, cacao, and ripe 
plum. This is an elegant and pure wine 
with exquisite balance, notes of caramel 
and soft spice, and a long finish.

OBSESSION WINE COMPANY

90 Ironstone 2016 Reserve 
Cabernet 

Franc, Sierra 
Foothills, 
California ($25) 
Deep, dark color ; 
smooth and juicy with 
dense berry fruit and 
spice. Tough tannins right now, so give it 
a few years to soften up. 

QUINTESSENTIAL WINES 

92 Robert Mondavi 
2015 Maestro 

Red Blend, Napa Valley 
($40) Dark ruby color and 
a lush plum nose; velvety 
and rich with blackberry and 
hints of vanilla and toast; long 
and balanced. 

CONSTELLATION BRANDS

In each issue, Editor-in-Chief Anthony 
Dias Blue selects a wide range of the 
best wines and spirits from among 
the more than 500 he samples over 
the course of a month. The reviews 
are subjective editorial evaluations, 
made without regard to advertising, 
and products are scored on a 
100-point scale: 

  85-89: VERY GOOD

  90-94: OUTSTANDING

  95-100: CLASSIC

Once products are selected for 
publication, producers and importers 
will be offered the option of having 
their review accompanied by an 
image (bottle photo or label art) for 
a nominal fee. There is no obligation 
to add an image, nor does the 
decision affect the review or score in 
any way.

 
 The “twisty” icon indicates wines 

sealed with a screwcap closure.

For additional Blue Reviews, go to 
www.bluelifestyle.com.

Prices are for 750 ml. bottles unless 
otherwise noted.

 

Anthony Dias
BLUE REVIEWS

Presented by
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90 Eponymous 
2013 

Négociant Pinot 
Noir, Anderson 
Valley ($50) 
Refined and flavorful 
with a tangy acid structure; savory and 
long. Robert Pepi sold his name, but he’s 
still making good wine. 

94 Promise Wine 2015 The 
Love Pinot Noir, Russian 

River Valley ($95) Clove and spice 
nose; smooth, lush, rich, and juicy with 
notes of ripe cherry, berries, vanilla, and 
new oak leading through to a long finish. 

93 Grounded Wine Co. 2015 
Steady State Red Wine, 

Napa ($65) Deep color ; polished and 
succulent with dense structure and 
notes of plum and chocolate. With its 
lush body and round flavors, this wine 
proves Josh Phelps’ new label is packed 
with hits. 73% Cabernet Sauvignon, 8% 
Malbec, 7% Cabernet Franc, 6% Merlot, 
and 6% Petit Verdot.

 

IMPORTED

91 Matar Winery 2016 Matar 
by Pelter Stratus Shiraz, 

Galilee, Israel ($35) Sleek, silky 
texture with hints of rich blackberry and 
spice; tangy with a long, balanced finish. 
Kosher. 

91 Flam Winery 
Reserve 2016 

Cabernet Sauvignon, 
Galilee, Israel ($55) 
Smooth, earthy, and rich with 
balance and lush texture; 
juicy with style, finesse, and 
considerable depth threaded 
with fresh plum and berry 
fruit. Kosher. 

ROYAL WINE CORP.

90 Tenuta Sant’Antonio 
2015 Selezione Antonio 

Castagnedi, Amarone della 
Valpolicella DOCG ($45) Dark 
crimson color ; smooth, full-bodied, and 
intense, this rich wine shows ripe berry 
flavors. Balanced and long, it offers a 
good price for an Amarone. 

DALLA TERRA

91 Shirvington 
Family Vineyard 

2014 Cabernet 
Sauvignon, McLaren 
Vale, Australia ($59) 
Medium-dense ruby color ; 
concentrated and intense 
with solid balance and 
structure. A fresh wine that’s 
tangy, satiny, and lush.      

QUINTESSENTIAL WINES

94 Agricola Punica 2014 
Barrua, Isola dei Nuraghi 

IGT ($54) Lush nose infused with 
berry and vanilla; creamy with deep, 
complex, and elegant flavors. The 
Sassacaia folks can clearly make great 
wine in Sardinia, too!

KOBRAND WINE AND SPIRITS

92 Covenant Wines 2016 
Syrah, Israel ($75) Glossy, 

ripe, and luscious with a dark ruby hue. 
Tangy, long, and balanced with hints of 
spice and pepper. A stunning kosher 
wine by Jeff Morgan. 

CHAIM, LLC

93 Miles Madeira 2006 
Medium Dry Colheita, 

Madeira ($41) Golden amber color ; 
toasted, earthy, elegant, and complex 
with considerable depth. Made with 
Tinta Negra, the most widely planted 
variety in Madeira.

VINEYARD BRANDS

91 Stark-Condé 2015 Syrah, 
Jonkershoek Valley, 

Stellenbosch, South Africa ($27) 
Smooth, bright, and crisp with notes of 
boysenberry, cherry, spice, and earth. 
Fresh, racy, and balanced with a lengthy 
finish. 

VINEYARD BRANDS

VALUE

91 Bartenura 
Moscato Estate 

Sparkling Rosé, Italy 
($22) Pale pink color ; fresh 
and spicy with a sweet, tangy, 
and smooth style. A lovely 
and balanced Moscato that’s 
terrific for its price point. 
Kosher. 

ROYAL WINE CORP.

92 Landmark 
Vineyards 2016 

Overlook Chardonnay, 
Sonoma ($25) Silky-
smooth and luscious with 
a creamy texture and fruit 
notes showing strongly on 
the palate; dense and ripe 
with a core of crisp acidity. 

90 Maison CR 2017 
Coeur de Rosé Réserve, 

Côtes de Provence, France ($19) 
Dry, luscious, and clean with a precise, 
tangy style, hints of spice, and a long, 
bright finish. Made with Cinsault and 
Grenache.

88 Angulo Innocenti 2016 
Nonni Estate Cabernet 

Sauvignon, La Consulta, 
Mendoza, Argentina ($14) Silky 
and precise with bright plum and good 
balance; earthy, herbal, and balanced with 
a finish that endures.    

VINEYARD BRANDS

92 Rock Wren 2013 
Syrah, Solano 

County, Green Valley 
($25) Deep, dark color ; 
creamy and dense with a 
rich texture and ripe notes 
of boysenberry, blueberry, 
and plum; intense, rich, and 
balanced. 

91 Olema 2016 
Cabernet Sauvignon, 

Sonoma ($25) Smooth and fresh with 
lush plum and berry fruit on both the 
palate and nose; nuanced and ripe with a 
persistent, lovely finish. 

90 Tropical 
Mango 

Moscato NV, 
Piedmont, Italy 
($18) Spritzy with 
85% Moscato 
supplemented by natural mango pulp; 
sweet and lush with a considerable yet 
very pleasant mango taste.    

QUINTESSENTIAL WINES
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90 Viña Maquis 2015 
Carmenère, Colchagua 

Valley, Chile ($20) Smooth and 
succulent with notes of crisp plum and 
subtle herbs. With medium weight and 
considerable spice, it’s long and balanced 
at an attractive price point.

GLOBAL VINEYARD IMPORTERS

88 Sera Fina 
Cellars 

2017 Sauvignon 
Blanc, Sierra 
Foothills, 
California ($12) 
Clean, fresh, and 
juicy with tangy 
fruit and lovely balance. A great value 
that’s polished and lush with a surprisingly 
lengthy finish.

91 Wine by Joe 2015 Pinot 
Noir, Oregon ($19) Suave, juicy, 

and bright with fresh cherry and lively 
acidity. Courtesy of Dobbes Family Estate, 
this wine is tangy and balanced with a 
long finish.    

91 Cline Cellars 2016 
Cashmere Black, 

California ($25) Dark ruby 
color ; refined and dense with 
rich blackberry and spice. A 
balanced and luscious blend 
of Petite Sirah, Zinfandel, 
Mourvèdre, and Carignane. 

91 Wittmann 2017 Rosé 
Trocken (Spätburgunder 

and St. Laurent), Rheinhessen, 
Germany ($20) Soft pink hue; flavorful 
yet crisp, dry, and tangy. A fresh, delicious 
release that’s considerably smooth and 
long on the palate.    

LOOSEN BROS. USA

88 Valentín 2017 V Syrah, 
Mendoza, Argentina ($12) 

Simple, bright, and juicy with abundant 
notes of blackberry; fresh and balanced. 

  
QUINTESSENTIAL WINES

90 Princesa 
Brut 

Nature Cava, 
Catalunya, Spain 
($17) Fresh, clean, and succulent with 
crisp acidity and bright fruit; smooth with 
a pleasing sense of balance.

QUINTESSENTIAL WINES

92 French Bar 2016 
Gold Dust Red, 

Rock Creek Family 
Vineyard, California 
($19) A blend of 82% 
Petite Verdot and 18% 
Teroldego with a spicy nose. 
Creamy and dense with 
ripe boysenberry and plum; 
layered, long, and stylish. This 
winery’s sustainably farmed 
vineyards lie in the Green 
Valley AVA of Solano County 
just a mile east of the Napa AVA.

 

SPIRITS

92   Dry Fly Distilling 
Washington Wheat Vodka, 

USA ($30) Clean, fresh nose followed 
by smooth, silky, and refined flavors with 
hints of vanilla and lush wheat. Rich, well-
developed, and long with lovely balance. 

92 Playa Real Premium Silver 
Tequila, Mexico ($35) Soft 

agave nose; polished, clean, and spicy yet 
mellow with silky texture. It’s a sweet 
and elegant spirit with considerable style, 
balance, and finesse. 

DAVIS SPIRITS CO.

93 Papa’s Pilar 24 Dark Rum, 
USA ($47) Deep amber color 

with a soft vanilla nose and memorable 
notes of sweet brown sugar, molasses, 
toasted almond, and dried apricot. The 
creamy texture rounds out the rich, 
balanced, and fresh flavor profile.

94 Chamucos Diablo 
Blanco Tequila, 

Mexico ($58) Intense, spicy, 
peppery, and lush with intense 
floral notes. The proof may 
be high, but the spirit itself 
is a smooth and balanced 
revelation. 

PALM BAY INTERNATIONAL

96 Woodford 
Reserve Oat Grain 

Kentucky Bourbon, USA ($129) 
Deep amber color ; opulent, silky, and 
sweet with persistent, toasty, and elegant 
flavors. An instant classic that makes a 
stunning impression. 

BROWN-FORMAN

97 Kyoto Ki No Bi Dry Gin, 
Japan ($80) Exquisitely luscious 

with yuzu citrus on the nose; exotic and 
layered with sansho pepper, bamboo leaf, 
and Gyokuro tea on a rice-spirit base.  
A superb creation with balance and  
great depth. 

CRAFT IMPORTS

92 FEW Spirits American 
Whiskey, USA ($50) Silky, 

smooth, and spicy with sweet oak and 
bright fruit; juicy, fresh, and balanced with 
a long finish. It’s a ripe, tangy blend of the 
brand’s award-winning FEW Bourbon 
and FEW Rye Whiskies supplemented 
by an experimental FEW Cherrywood 
Smoked Malt Whiskey.

93 Los Nahuales Mezcal 
Special Edition No. 3, 

Mexico ($102) Earthy and rustic with 
depth and layered complexity; lush and 
rich with a thread of toasted agave and 
clean, spicy flavors.  

CRAFT DISTILLERS
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Coming Home 
ProWeinfor 

The World’s No.1
International Trade Fair 
for Wines and Spirits

Düsseldorf, Germany
17 -19 March 2019

www.prowein.com

Look forward to ProWein! With a conscious, sustainable 

growth concept, ProWein has developed in 25 years 

from a small wine trade fair to the most important 

industry get-together worldwide – with a unique 

international flair and an unrivalled variety of products.  

ProWein: To another 25 great years!

For show information: Messe Düsseldorf North America 

Tel. (312) 781-5180 _ info@mdna.com

www.mdna.com

For hotel and travel arrangements: TTI Travel, Inc.

Tel. (866) 674-3476 _ info@ttitravel.net

pwe1902_Besucher_99,1x276,2+3,2_US.indd   1 19.10.18   14:52

The Heights of Argentina
by Anthony Dias Blue

BODEGA CATENA ZAPATA was founded in 1902 by 
Italian immigrant Nicola Catena, but it was his grandson 
Nicolás Catena Zapata who kicked the winery into 
overdrive after a visit to Robert Mondavi Winery in Napa. 
Today the Catena Zapata winery, a modern rendition of a 
Mayan temple, is producing some of Argentina’s finest wines 
at prices ranging from economical to expensive. For more 
Catena reviews, visit tastingpanelmag.com.

91 Catena Zapata 2015 Catena 
Alta Historic Rows Chardonnay, 

Mendoza, Argentina ($35) Rich vanilla nose; 
fresh, silky, and bright with racy style, crisp acidity, 
and smooth, balanced fruit.

94 Catena Zapata 2014 Nicolás 
Catena Zapata, Mendoza, 

Argentina ($125) A creamy blend of 75% 
Cabernet Sauvignon and 25% Malbec. Succulent 
berry notes precede the long and generous 
finish. A clean, refined wine.

93 Catena Zapata 2014 Catena Alta Historic 
Rows Malbec, Mendoza, Argentina ($60) 

Lush nose with a ripe, velvety mouthfeel and tangy flavor 
profile. Stylish, generous, and balanced with a lengthy finish.

94 Catena Zapata 2017 High 
Mountain Vines Malbec, 

Mendoza, Argentina ($24) Velvety and 
luscious with substantial depth; balanced and 
bright with fresh, elegant style.

95 Catena Zapata 2014 Nicasia 
Vineyard Malbec, Mendoza, 

Argentina ($115) Plush and rich with a berry 
nose and dignified, vivid style; complex, layered, 
and balanced. 

94 Catena Zapata 2015 D.V. Catena Tinto 
Histórico Red Blend, Mendoza, Argentina 

($22) This modern version of the original blend Domingo 
Catena created in the early 1900s is a silky-smooth 
combination of 72% Malbec, 21% Bonarda, and 7% Petit 

Verdot. Showing fine structure and elegant fruit, 
it’s both lovely and long.

96 Catena Zapata 2015 Argentino 
Vineyard Malbec, Mendoza, 

Argentina ($140) A gorgeous label featuring 
a likeness of proprietor Laura Catena is 
wrapped around this magnificent and masterful 
wine. Deep, dark, and luscious with ripe and 
exquisite berry-tinged flavors; elegant, generous, 
and balanced.

THE WINEBOW GROUP
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WINES
Cedar + Salmon 2016 
Pinot Noir, Willamette 
Valley, Oregon ($25) Earth-
toned aromas of plum and 
black raspberry are mesmer-
izing. Juicy black cherry melds 
with tilled soil and mushroom 
on the palate, creating a 
creaminess accented by dried 
herbs. The wine is aged in a 
mixture of stainless steel and 
oak for seven months before 
being racked clean prior to 
blending and bottling. 92

3 BADGE BEVERAGE 

Mercer 2016 Chardonnay, 
Horse Heaven Hills AVA, 
Washington ($17) Mercer, a 
pioneer of the Horse Heaven 
Hills AVA in southeastern 
Washington State, first settled 
in the area in 1886 as part of 
the sheep, cattle, and farming 
business. This bright, spritely 
white offers aromas of peach 
and vanilla. The playfulness 
continues on the palate with 
notes of Gala apple, peach, and 
brioche. A charmer that offers 
amazing value. 91

DELICATO FAMILY VINEYARDS

Mayacamas 2014 
Cabernet Sauvignon, 
Mt. Veeder, Napa Valley 
($125) This release marks 
125 years of winemaking at 
the estate. With a highly skilled 
team, including new Napa 
Winemaker Braiden Albrecht 
and Consulting Winemaker 
Andy Erikson, this red is 
reminiscent of an Old World 
style with its lower alcohol 
(13.3%) and high acidity. Dusky 
aromas include leather, espresso, and olives. 
The palate is an assertive force with flavors of 
mountain brush, sour black cherry, and mocha. 
The team utilizes a combination of cement 
vat fermenters, open-top foudres and stainless 
steel, aging the wine 32 months in neutral oak, 
20 months in large-format foudres, and 12 
months in barriques. 94

Meiomi 2016 Pinot Noir 
Reserve, Russian River 
Valley, Sonoma County ($50) 
Perfumed, sweet, and spiced 
notes reminiscent of a lush forest 
mesmerize as red flowers bloom 
on the palate. Accents of rooibos 
tea, spicy cranberry, and dried 
orange peel make this almost like 
an amaro. Complex and heady. 
95

CONSTELLATION BRANDS

In each issue, The Tasting Panel’s Publisher and Editorial Director 
Meridith May selects her favorite wines and spirits of the month. 

Check here for the latest arrivals in our offices, the hottest new 
brands on the market, and an occasional revisited classic.

Publisher’s

Worthy of a smooch.

French-style double bizou.

Wildly infatuated.

Seriously smitten.

Head over heels in love.
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Herencia Del Valle 2014 Zinfandel, 
Napa Valley ($35) The nose of bramble, 
boysenberry, and caramel delves into a 
black-peppered flavor profile. The underlying 
dark fruit engages quickly with mountain 
brush, sweet tobacco, cherry licorice, and 
cedar. 91

Bodegas Franco-
Españolas 2008 Rioja 
Bordón Gran Reserva, 
DOCa Rioja, Spain ($26) 
A blend of 70% Tempranillo, 
20% Graciano, and 10% 
Mazuelo, this is an ideal food 
wine brimming with plum, 
spice, and Old World acidity. 
At 10 years old, it shows 
a beautiful maturity with 
well-integrated oak accented 
by maple and cherry. 91

M.S. WALKER

Gehricke 2016 
Zinfandel, Russian River 
Valley, Healdsburg ($30) 
Old-vine Zin and a smat-
tering of Petite Sirah make 
up this spicy, savory red. A 
nose of berries and brambles 
leads the way as white pep-
per and cinnamon serve as 
seasoning for a maple-cedar 
core. Plum and mulberry are 
joyfully fruity with an addition 
of earthy tonality. 92

3 BADGE BEVERAGE

Milbrandt Vineyards 
2015 Clifton Hill 
Vineyard Cabernet 
Sauvignon, Wahluke 
Slope, Columbia Valley, 
Washington ($42) 
Fourth-generation farmer 
Butch Milbrandt, a pioneer 
in eastern Washington, 
established two of the area’s 
AVAs: Ancient Lakes and 
Wahluke Slope. At 15.5% 
ABV, this deep, dark, and 
earthy red remains balanced 
with aromas of spiced 
blackberry and fennel that lead to a palate 
of graphite and chalky dry tannins. Plum-
washed espresso gallops headlong into the 
dynamic finish. 93

Château Minuty 2017 
Rose et Or, Côtes de 
Provence, France ($92) 
This delightful rosé from 
hand-picked Grenache 
grapes is made in the 
traditional saignée method 
using predominantly free-run 
juice. Intense aromas of fresh 
melon, peach blossom, and 
a touch of pink grapefruit 
stimulate as a luxurious, 
silky wash of white tea and 
raspberries soaks the palate. Fresh linen and 
ylang ylang add to the creamy finish. 95

TREASURY WINE ESTATES

 
Palazzo 2014 Reserve 
Cabernet Franc, Napa 
Valley ($115) Violets and 
cocoa dust evolve aromati-
cally, making this a luxurious 
wine to nose. High-toned 
black cherry and blackberry 
lift up and out with a bright 
acidity. Tannins are struc-
tured, but gracefully so, and 
there’s a beautiful balance 
here alongside the constant 
floral bloom. A touch of 
bittersweet dark chocolate 
and roasted coffee mingles with red fruit on 
the finish. 94

 
Siduri 2016 John 
Sebastiano Vineyard 
Pinot Noir, Sta. Rita 
Hills ($55) In the warmer 
part of the Sta. Rita Hills 
on the eastern edge of the 
appellation, this steep-sloped 
vineyard faces winds that 
blow in from the Pacific. The 
results are small clusters, 
small berries, and, for 2016, 
an early harvest. With 
aromas of mushroom and a 
touch of animale, this savory 
yet quite opulent red shows rich flavors 
of boysenberry, rose petal, and iron. Juicy, 
cinnamon-tinged cherries persist through 
the finish. 95

JACKSON FAMILY WINES

 
Mulderbosch 2015 
Faithful Hound, 
Stellenbosch, South 
Africa ($22) Comprising an 
equal amount of Cabernet 
Sauvignon and Cab Franc as 
well as a blend of the other 
three Bordeaux varieties, this 
vintage—hailed as one of the 
country’s best—shows well 
here. Earthy and brambly notes 
filled out with tobacco and 
spice perfume the glass. Plush 
on the palate, chalky tannins 
work well with blackberry, soy sauce, and a 
grilled meatiness. It’s chewy and long on the 
finish. 90

TERROIR SELECTIONS 

Ryan Patrick 2015 Red 
Heaven Vineyard Reserve 
Syrah, Red Mountain 
AVA, Washington ($35) 
Sandy loam soil and a high 
mineral content introduce 
violets and slate into the 
character of this dense, sensu-
ous wine. From Red Mountain, 
one of Washington’s 
acclaimed growing regions, it 
goes dark and moody with 
black licorice accompanying 
gamey flavors and aromas. Barrel-aging for 
18 months results in a broad and generous 
mouthfeel. 93

Tongue Dancer 2016 
Pinot de Ville, Putnam 
Vineyard, Annapolis, 
Sonoma Coast ($65) 
Aged 17 months sur lie 
in 100% French oak, this 
impressive, newly released 
Pinot Noir hails from a vine-
yard with sandy clay-loam 
soil just 6 miles from the 
Pacific. The nose offers fresh, 
clean aromas of cocoa and 
plum, and peppered cherry 
liqueur is sleek and lean on 
the palate. Blue fruits and a hint of graphite 
speed from zero to zippy in ten seconds. 94

TP1218_064-84_KNv6.indd   65 12/4/18   2:30 PM



66  /  the tasting panel  /  december 2018

Trinity Hill 2015 
Gimblett Gravels Syrah, 
Hawke’s Bay, New 
Zealand ($30) Dusky and 
gamey, this inky red tastes 
large, but the lower ABV of 
13% keeps the acidity, fruit, 
and tannins in check. Jasmine 
and fennel root lure on the 
nose and are followed by 
notes of deeply luscious 
boysenberry, soy sauce, 
patchouli, and black pepper. 
It’s structured, tempered, and stately. 92

Gary Farrell 2016 
Russian River Selection 
Pinot Noir, Russian 
River Valley ($45) This 
release shows what a 
spectacular vintage this was 
for the Russian River Valley. 
This complex red shows off 
the terroir of this region, 
one of the “romantic” AVAs 
for Pinot Noir in California, 
through its silky, perky, and 
feminine nature. On the 
nose, earth and candied 
rhubarb engage with red licorice and 
raspberry jam. Aged ten months on primary 
lees in 35% new French oak, it shows bright, 
vivacious acidity and a cranberry-cherry-cola 
crossover kissed with spearmint. 93

Sculpterra Winery 
2016 Reserve Cabernet 
Sauvignon, Paso Robles 
($60) The Reserve is not 
made in every vintage, but 
Winemaker Paul Frankel 
considered 2016 “remark-
able” in Paso Robles. Aged 
in barrels for 14 months, 
the wine was then blended 
in stainless. Noteworthy 
aromas of devil’s food cake 
and black plums precede a 
palate of spiced cranberry, 
red currant, and cinnamon toast. Sturdy 
tannins and a high-toned acidity account for 
balance as they lead into a finish of dense, 
earthy tones and blackberry preserves. 91

Benessere Vineyards 2016 Black 
Glass Vineyard Zinfandel, St. Helena 
($42) Made with fruit from the winery’s 
estate vineyard, this wine shows aromas of 
toffee, coffee, and black cherry that greet 
flavors of sandalwood, ripe plum, and fennel. 
It’s an elegant, almost delicate Zin with a 
seamless texture. 92

DAOU Estate Patrimony, 
Adelaida District, Paso 
Robles ($275) Considered 
a California “first growth” in 
Paso Roble’s most presti-
gious growing region. Fruit 
from Daou Mountain pos-
sesses some of the highest 
phenolics in the world, and 
this red—aged in specially 
selected French oak for 30 
months—shows intense 
color and depth. Sensual 
aromas of grilled meat, Worcestershire, 
boysenberries, and roasted coffee pave 
the way for a satin sheet of liquid atop a 
chalky road. It’s an exuberant and dynamic 
Cabernet Sauvignon with a distinctive sense 
of brooding. 98

Robert Mondavi Winery 
2015 The Reserve 
Cabernet Sauvignon, 
To Kalon Vineyard, 
Oakville, Napa Valley 
($175) The fifth vintage of 
this iconic vineyard-designate 
reserve comes in at 14.5% 
ABV and comprises 91% 
Cabernet Sauvignon, 7% Cab 
Franc, and 2% Petit Verdot. 
Although I’m inspired to 
write a sonnet after tasting it, 
I attempted to translate my notes into these 
succinct descriptives: Toffee-cedar and plum 
preserves accent the nose with an undertone 
of leather and coffee as the satiny entry leads 
to a dustier mid-palate. Tannins wrap the 
tongue with fleshy dark chocolate and dense 
blueberry oak. 98

CONSTELLATION BRANDS

Parker Station 2017 
Pinot Noir, 67% 
Monterey Co./17% SLO 
County/16% Santa 
Barbara County ($15) 
This multi-appellated Pinot 
Noir has a perfume of 
cherry pie with dashes of 
clove and nutmeg. Husky 
notes of cedar-plum and 
herbs add depth to the 
lighter red-raspberry tones 
that weave throughout. 
Generously weighted, it’s 
aged six months in 100% French oak. 92

GUARACHI WINE PARTNERS

Adorada 2017 Eau de 
California Pinot Gris, 
California ($20) With 
aromas of elderflower and 
summer pear, this is truly a 
perfumed beauty. The fra-
grance continues along with 
the flavors on a nectar-like 
palate balanced with striking 
acidity. Honeyed peaches and 
pears bloom alongside floral 
notes with a hint of white 
tea. 91

FETZER VINEYARDS

Publisher’s PICKS

Top Value!

Dark Horse 2016 
Merlot, California 
($8) Winemaker 
Beth Liston has her 
Merlot well-trained 
for performance. 
Chocolate-scented 
cherries perfume the 
nose as fragrant red 
flowers chime in. The 
palate is ripe, spicy, 
and fruit-forward, 
and notes of heather 
and mulberry with 
a hint of red pepper 
integrate well with toasted oak. 90

E. & J. GALLO

+

+
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SPIRITS
Crooked Water Sundog Citrus 
Forward New American Gin, USA 
($40) Sweet tangerine and a hint of vanilla 
generate the fresh perfume of this 86-proof 
gin. Bitter, tart, and pithy grapefruit peel 
wows the palate at first sip and is followed 
by a creamy wash of lavender, cinnamon, 
and white tea. 92

Wintersun Organic Aquavit, USA 
($36) This small-batch distillery in the Pacific 
Northwest has created the first USDA-
certified organic aquavit in America. Anise, 
orange peel, and vanilla inspire each sip of 
the delicate and ethereal palate, which shows 
notes of cocoa, licorice, and black beans with 
a hint of tobacco leaf. Distilled from organic 
grain. 92

BLUEWATER DISTILLING

NEFT Vodka, Austria ($38/1 
liter; also available in 750mL) 
Deemed Best Vodka of Show at 
the San Francisco World Spirits 
Competition this year, this spirit truly 
impressed us with its weight and 
texture. Perfumed notes of tangerine 
and vanilla are fresh on the nose. At 
first pass, cocoa seemingly melts in 
the mouth as pepper subtly weaves 
through. Cashew and lime chiffon are 
extremely unique flavors that caress with no burn and no 
edge for this 80-proofer. The finish completes the complex-
ity with orange peel and chocolate almond. The spirit is 
packaged in a recyclable “barrel” in reference to its name, 
which is Russian for “oil”; a product of Russian expertise, 
it’s created using rye grains from Central Europe and fresh 
spring water. 98

 
Grand Macnish Double Matured 
Blended Scotch Whisky Aged 15 
Years, Scotland ($55) Ernest Hemingway 
allegedly loved this Sherry-cask edition of 
a spirit first created in 1863. First matured 
in American oak bourbon barrels, this 
86-proof release is finished in secondary 
Oloroso Sherry casks. Aromas of salted 
apricots, mild vanilla, and honey are quite 
distinguished. There’s no timidity on the pal-
ate, either : It’s a pleasant romance of wood, 
spice, and light caramel with a beautifully 
structured mid-palate of sassafras, pekoe, and almonds. The 
Sherry notes show on the salty finish. 94  

M.S. WALKER

+

‘TIS THE SEASON 
TO SPARKLE

Le Grand Courtâge Brut Rosé and  
Blanc de Blancs Brut, available in 750 ml and 187 ml, 

offer a crisp and refreshing sip for holiday toasts. 

Look for seasonal cocktails, entertaining ideas,  
food pairings and recipes at legrandcourtage.com.

ACCEPT ALL INVITATIONS
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GOING LOCAL

K A P A L U A W I N E A N D F O O D . C O M

Join Host Master Sommelier Michael Jordan, MS, CWE and a contingent of 

world-renowned winemakers, celebrity chefs and Maui’s own culinary stars 

at oceanfront galas, cooking demonstrations and interactive wine tastings.

J U N E  7 - 9 ,  2 0 1 9  •  K A PA L U A  R E S O R T,  M A U I 38TH ANNUAL 

Sponsored in part by:

Some of the most accessible rare wines and imaginative bar 
bites in Southern California dwell in a darkened enclave called 
Mirabelle Wine Bar, a former 1960s dive transformed with a 

funky makeover by co-owners Nick Caballero and David Gibbs. 
Gibbs, along with Matt Kaner and Dustin Lancaster, also created 

the popular Augustine Wine Bar in nearby Sherman Oaks, where 
Caballero served as the General Manager and Wine Director. He 
likens Mirabelle to Augustine’s “little sister,” and while it opened 
in early 2018 at 12518 Burbank Boulevard in the city’s quiet Valley 
Village neighborhood, knowing the address might prove fruitless 
for some: Because the signage is dark and the lighting both outside 
and inside is purposefully dim, many prospective patrons acciden-
tally pass right by. 

Once you do make it inside, Mirabelle’s status as the quintessential 
neighborhood bar is almost immediately apparent, as every bar seat 
and table along the memorabilia-dotted walls is typically occupied. “All 
of our customers live within a 2-mile radius of Mirabelle,” Caballero 
says. “We like perpetuating the word-of-mouth feeling of this place.” 
In addition to offering more than 60 wines by both the glass and bottle, 
with additional vintages stored off-site, Mirabelle has nine beers and 
two wines (a Lambrusco and a rosé) on tap.

Mirabelle’s wine list features collectable vintages purchased from 
estates, rarities from Caballero’s collection, and unique offerings 
from distributors. A few examples Caballero poured on a recent 
night included a 2014 Level 22 Petite Sirah–based blend from ONX 
in Paso Robles, a 1983 Mayacamas Sauvignon Blanc from Caballero’s 
collection, and a 1964 Niersteiner Domtal Riesling from the estate of 
the late composer David Rose. “There aren’t many people pouring 
these by the glass,” Caballero says proudly.

Mirabelle’s 6-ounce pours range from $9–$20 (half glasses are also 
offered) while bottles run the gamut from $35–$300. In addition to its 
happy hour, the bar hosts special monthly events like winemaker’s 
nights and chef pop-ups. That brings us to Mirabelle’s “kitchenette,” 
a compact food-prep area where salads are kept chilled and items 
cooked off-site are heated. From the gently spicy herb salad with its 
hidden crunch of pomegranate seeds to a burger made with Flannery 
beef and pulled short ribs engulfed in a mélange of smoked raclette, 
creamed horseradish, and pickled onions, the menu is exceptionally 
creative for an establishment that isn’t a full-service restaurant.

“We’re a wine bar that’s happy to open some older vintages,” 
Caballero says. “We want people to understand why these wines 
are important and how they age so nicely. It gives guests a chance 
to experience something they may never have had before—and may 
never have again.”  

WHILE IT’S EASY TO MISS, MIRABELLE WINE BAR IN  
L.A.’S SAN FERNANDO VALLEY IS HARD TO FORGET

story and photos by Richard Carleton Hacker  

A Neighborhood Gem

Secret stash: 
a selection of 
rare bottlings 

recently 
offered at 
Mirabelle.

Nick Caballero is the co-owner of Mirabelle Wine Bar.
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COVER STORY

Jordan Ogron, 
co-owner of French 
restaurant Tesse in 

West Hollywood, CA, 
selects a Côtes du 

Rhône from the shelf 
at his adjacent wine 

shop, Boutellier.

 Crushing on 

by Jonathan Cristaldi 
photos by Todd Westphal

COtes du 
RhOne^

^
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I
f there’s one thing most wine 
buyers in the U.S. can agree 
on about wines from the Côtes 
du Rhône, it’s that the region 
possesses an extreme value 
proposition. Is there any question 
that Rhône Valley producers turn 
out some of the highest-quality 
wines at the most affordable 
prices the world over? 

After spending a week touring 
the Crus of the Southern Rhône 
this past October, I was floored 

by the quality of the 250-plus wines 
I tasted, mostly from the 2015 and 
2016 vintages with a smattering of 
older and newly released 2017s. I was 
particularly astounded, however, by 
the local prices: Some of my favorites 
sold for less than €12. Once stateside, 
even with markups, these wines 
deliver unheard-of structure and 

complexity in the under-$30 category, 
but how much longer will we be able 
to brag about the low price of such 
quality wines? 

To delve further into the topic, we 
sat down with a serious Rhône enthu-
siast: Jordan Ogron, the co-owner 
of West Hollywood’s new Tesse 
restaurant and adjoining Boutellier 
wine shop. During our chat, Ogron 
discussed his new projects, his love 
of Côtes du Rhône wines, and what 
he thinks the future holds for Rhône 
wines in the U.S. 

Ogron partnered with Bill Chait, 
the force behind Bestia, République, 
and The Rose, to open Tesse and 
Boutellier in June 2018. An alum of 
L.A. restaurants Rivera (winner of 
a “Two Wine Glass” Wine Spectator 
award in 2012), Fraîche, Fig & Olive, 
Bestia, The Standard in Hollywood, 

and the Hakkasan Group, Ogron 
offers a wealth of experience and 
knowledge he’s now pouring into 
a new vision of French dining and 
cuisine on the Sunset Strip. 

“Tesse” is a contraction of the 
French word delicatesse, which 
means “delicacy” or “thoughtfulness,” 
and according to Ogron, the French 
use “tesse” as a colloquial term for 
charcuterie. Fittingly, the classic 
pâtés, terrines, and saucisses dished 
up by Executive Chef and partner 
Raphael Francois accompany care-
fully curated selections from Ogron’s 
global wine list, which, of course, 
skews French. 

Joining the ranks of Wally’s 
Beverly Hills and Heritage Fine 
Wines, Boutellier brings yet another 
alluring wine shop to the west L.A. 
area. The retail portion, which exhib-

Available in a Wide Spectrum of Flavors, Côtes Du Rhône Wines 
Offer A World Of Pairing Possibilities 

Côtes Du Rhône Wines Offer A Wide Spectrum Of 
Flavors And A World Of Pairing Possibilities

Côtes du Rhône wines 
“represent the true 
meaning of incredible 
value,” says restaurateur 
and wine shop owner 
Jordan Ogron of Tesse 
and Boutellier.
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its a stunning shrine-like presentation of wines, boasts a 
selection of bottles retailing from $15 and up—way up. For 
the most part, facings are unique to the shop, and while 
a different selection graces the wine list at Tesse, there is 
some crossover.

Bang for Buck
On the subject of high-quality, value-driven offerings at the 
$20–$40 mark, Côtes du Rhône wines frequently come to 
mind for Ogron. “I think they represent the true meaning of 
incredible value,” he says. “Most Côtes du Rhônes or Côtes du 
Rhône Villages are on wine lists between $45 and $60 and are 
just a great value for the quality.” 

Ogron, however, isn’t stuck solely on the present. “In the 
next decade, I can only imagine that there will be more to 
choose from,” he says. “More wineries, more winemakers—
famous or not—making wines in the Côtes du Rhône with 
real competition taking hold and growing.” 

An avid sports enthusiast (the Buffalo Bills and the 
Anaheim Ducks are his teams), Ogron also plays golf with 
friends when time permits. And although he grew up 
around wine, he studied opera in college. So, how exactly 
did this sports fan and opera whiz end up owning a restau-
rant? “I love this question because of the words ‘end up,’” 
Ogron says with a chuckle as he recalls the winding road 

of his career. “I don’t think anyone ‘plans’ on being in this 
industry, but for many of us who are, I feel like we somehow 
naturally gravitate toward it. Because of my upbringing with 
wine, I was taking a peek at the construction of Rivera [John 
Sedlar’s restaurant with Bill Chait] in 2007, as I lived in the 
apartment above the restaurant. I ended up meeting Bill and 
started my career as the assistant sommelier at Rivera.”

Just over a decade later, as co-owner of one of L.A.’s hot-
test new openings, he’s intent on making his own mark on 
the flourishing wine scene of Tinseltown—one of the most 
challenging markets in the U.S. 

 “I created a wine program that coincides with how people 
dine in L.A. As most restaurants focus on shared plates or 
‘center of the table’ dining, my thought was, ‘Why should 
people be subjected to a full glass of wine while so much food 
is hitting the table in a short period of time?’” he says. “With 
that in mind, at Tesse we pour by the half-glass or 3-ounce 
pour so each guest has the opportunity to try an array of 
wines throughout their experience, enhancing their meal.”

 

Growing Demand
At Tesse and Boutellier, Ogron covers just about every inch 
of the spectrum in regard to Côtes du Rhône wines: offer-
ing everything from Côtes du Rhône and Côtes du Rhône 
Villages labels to the various Crus. “We have over 30 differ-
ent labels between the wine store and the restaurant,” he 
says. “They are total crowd-pleasers and give you quite the 
bang for your buck.”

The facts and figures tell the same story: 371 million 
bottles of Côtes du Rhône wines were sold in 2017—with 
16 percent of all wines exported reaching U.S. shores. Of 
those bottles, 60 percent were Côtes du Rhône and Côtes 
du Rhône Villages—the biggest value-drivers—with the Cru 
appellations coming it at 30 percent. 

Could those numbers shift? Ogron believes so. “I defi-
nitely think there will be an increase in imports as the wine 
industry is growing exponentially every year,” he says. “That 
being said, just as I predicted a decade ago with Rioja wines 
and Spanish wines in general, I do think that you will see 
price increases for Côtes du Rhône wines as demand grows. 
I don’t think you will see a lot of changes in style or any 
changes in appellation laws.”

Whatever the future holds, lovers of Côtes du Rhône 
wines—and on- and off-premise buyers in particular—are 
experiencing a heyday thanks to a string of excellent vin-
tages starting with 2015. While critics have gushed over the 
brilliance of that harvest, the 2016s are shaping up to be even 
better, according to several winemakers I spoke with in the 
Southern Rhône. As for the 2017 and 2018 harvests, quality 
is high again, but yields were reduced in both years, so make 
sure to stock up on those 2015s and 2016s to weather any 
reduced allocations in the subsequent pair of vintages.

After talking at length about Côtes du Rhône wines, Chef 
Francois dished up some of the Tesse’s culinary staples to 
pair with a few dynamite selections by Ogron. If you’re an 
L.A. resident or visiting soon, add Tesse and Boutellier to 
your list of “must-visit” places—and if you’re a lover of Côtes 
du Rhône or haven’t yet been bitten by the Rhône Valley 
bug, get ready to discover some marvelous bottles.       

Ogron at Tesse, his new restaurant 
on the Sunset Strip, with a selection 

of Côtes du Rhône wines. 
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Domaine Père Caboche 
2016 Côtes du Rhône “The 
2016 Père Caboche is an 
excellent representation 
and expression of classic 
Côtes du Rhône. I love this 
wine with our beef tartare 
because there’s a good 
amount of black pepper used 
in the dish and the wine has 
notes of black pepper, red 
fruit, and some tobacco that 
really complement it.”

Tardieu-Laurent 2016 Les Becs 
Fins Côtes du Rhône Villages 
“The 2016 Tardieu-Laurent CDR is 
quite a serious wine. It’s drinking 
better than most Châteauneufs 
I’ve tried recently—definitely a 
big, ‘bang for your buck’ wine. This 
could use some time to age, so 
pairing it with our bucatini was a 
home run: The fat from the bone 
marrow cuts through the hefti-
ness and tannin of the wine. Our 
housemade duck prosciutto in  
the dish brings out the wine’s 
gamey flavors.”

E. Guigal 2009 Côtes du Rhône  
“The 2009 Guigal was shockingly 
a huge wine: Almost 10 years old, 
it’s drinking like a current vintage. 
This is more of a classic pairing 
here. The wine is quite smoky 
and full of black pepper, which is 
also the description of our skirt 
steak, making this what I like to 
call an ‘out of control’ pairing.”

Jordan Ogron's Côtes du Rhône 
Selections and Pairings 
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Domaine Beau Mistral 2009 Rasteau 
Côtes du Rhône Villages “The 2009 
Beau Mistral has notes of black fruit, 
white pepper, and herbs. The bouquet 
is smoky, making this a great match for 
our chicken dish. It’s wood-fire grilled 
and the sauce poured over it is full of 
herbs (mostly tarragon) that just make 
this a heavenly pairing.”
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TEQUILA

Taking the Bull 

BY THE HORN

A selection of Sangritas were specially designed to complement the flavors of El 
Tesoro’s lineup of tequilas. Pictured from left to right: the Sangrita Roja with fresh 

pomegranate, blackberry, red bell pepper, ancho pepper, tangerine, lime, Cholula, and 
salt; the Verdita with nopal, cucumber, mint, cilantro, jalapeño, pineapple, el yucateco, 

and salt; and the Rosita with guava, ginger, lemon, and habanero.

Luis Navarro, Brand 
Ambassador for El Tesoro 
Tequila, hosted a group of San 
Francisco bartenders at clay 
workshop Clayroom SF. 

by Izzy Watson photos by John Curley
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It’s no surprise bartenders are good with their hands: 
They’re the most important tool in making a drink, 
from executing precise swizzles and shakes to master-

ing the perfect pour. So, on a recent afternoon in San 
Francisco, The Tasting 
Panel and El Tesoro Tequila 
teamed up to task a group 
of bartenders with master-
ing a new hands-on skill: 
clayworking. 

“Today, you will be 
making caballitos to honor 
the way in which El Tesoro 
tequila is made by hand,” El 
Tesoro Brand Ambassador 
Luis Navarro explained to 
attendees as he urged them 
to roll up their sleeves and 
get to work. 

Spanish for “little horse,” 
the term caballito is used to 
reference how agave farm-
ers of yore traveled from field to field on horseback. On 
these journeys, the men would often carry two gourds: 
one filled with water and the other with tequila. An 
empty bull horn accompanied the gourds and was used 
as a shot glass for the spirit. 

The legend goes that one day, a supervisor stopped 

an employee and asked why he carried two gourds. Not 
wanting to be caught drinking on the job, the quick-
witted farmer answered that one was his and “éste es 
para mi caballito”: “The other is for my horse.”

From then on, caballito 
became the word for the 
horn used to shoot tequila, 
and fans of the category 
today are still seeking 
caballitos generations after 
their conception to taste 
world-class tequilas and 
serve traditional drinks. 

These libations include 
Sangritas, which are non-
alcoholic accompaniments 
designed to pair with the 
flavors of a specific tequila. 
At the San Francisco work-
shop, guests elbow-deep in 
clay could pause to sample 
three Sangritas alongside 

selections from the El Tesoro portfolio. “Sangritas are a 
great option when you’re working with a high-quality 
tequila like El Tesoro,” said Greg Lindgren, who created 
the drinks’ recipes. “You’re able to play off of the sweet 
and spicy notes from the tequilas, from fresh Blancos to 
the wood notes of the Reposado and Añejo.” 

The clay caballitos workshop inspired bartenders 
to express their creativity while learning about the 
handmade nature of El Tesoro Tequila. 

A group of San Francisco–area bartenders gather to explore 
the handmade tradition of El Tesoro Tequila—and share a toast 
of El Tesoro Paradiso. 

TAPPING INTO MEXICO'S CABALLITOS TRADITION  
WITH EL TESORO TEQUILA
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EDUCATION ABROAD
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AWARDS ITS NEW SOMMELIER 
AMBASSADORS IN ATLANTA 

AND WASHINGTON, D.C.

Wines of Portugal

Eye-Opening
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THIS YEAR, 
Master of Wine Sheri Sauter Morano 
and Wines of Portugal U.S. Ambassador 
Eugénio Jardim set out to spread the 
gospel of Portuguese wine in five cities 
across the United States, anointing a 
sommelier in each one to also serve 
as an ambassador of the European 
country’s robust viticultural community. 
These newly crowned somms will visit 
Portugal on an all-expenses-paid trip, 
during which they’ll become all the 
more intimately familiar with its wines.

The first three hours of each competi-
tion were dedicated to exploring the 
immense scope of Portuguese wine his-
tory, as well as the country’s production 
regions, classification system, soil types, 
climate, and more. Morano augmented 
Jardim’s informative introduction with 
a synopsis on Portugal’s native grapes 
and blends before leading a tasting of 
eight wines. This provided a thorough 
review before the written and oral 
exams determined which sommeliers 
would claim the lofty new title of 
ambassador—and the trip of a lifetime.

ENTHUSIASM ABOUNDS  
IN ATLANTA
by Robin Austin 

Atlanta’s vibrant wine and hospitality scene was well represented as 
sommeliers from the city’s top restaurants and wine shops, as well as 
a luxury hotel and a premier wine school, tested their knowledge of 
Portuguese wine at the city’s competition.

“There’s one thing that none of you lack, and that is enthusiasm,” 
Jardim said as he prepared to announce the winner. “I don’t have to 
convince you to be excited about Portugal—you are already there.”

One major takeaway from the introductory seminar was the incred-
ible variety of grapes and 
styles in the Portuguese 
wine category, particularly 
for a relatively small coun-
try. “This [competition] 
was a bit of an eye-opener 
as far as the quality and 
diversity of the wines, and, 
frankly, how much they 
appeal to me,” said Kelly 
Wheeler, Senior Instructor 
at the Atlanta Wine School 
and a Senior Sommelier at 
Vino Venue.

Another theme was the 
value Portuguese wine 
provides: an aspect that certainly appeals to consumers. As noted by 
the participants, not only will the intrigue of discovering new wines 
enhance a customer’s experience, the price tag will, too.

“I almost always have a different rotating Portuguese wine at my 
wine shop and they can be some of my best sellers,” said Caitlin Taglia 
of Holeman and Finch Bottle Shop and Restaurant Eugene. “You can 
get an incredible value with such unique, esoteric wines. This has also 
helped me think how I can expand some of my higher-end Portuguese 
wine offerings.”

Sheri Sauter Morano, MW, presents the 
winning trophy to Jonathan Eichholz in 
Washington, D.C. The victors in each 
city were awarded a trip to Portugal to 
acquaint themselves more closely with 
the country’s wines.
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The Atlanta winners from left to right: runner-up Caitlin Taglia, 
Sommelier for Holeman and Finch Bottle Shop and Restaurant Eugene; 
first-place winner Brian White, Sommelier for The Ritz-Carlton, Atlanta; 
and runner-up Kelly Wheeler, Senior Instructor at the Atlanta Wine 
School and Senior Sommelier at Vino Venue.
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Caitlin Taglia and her fellow sommeliers 
take notes during Jardim’s presentation.

Eye-Opening
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DISSECTING DIVERSITY IN D.C.
by Kelly Magyarics

At the Washington, D.C. stop of the competition, Jardim was quick 
to point out that while pronunciations of Portuguese grapes and 
regions can be challenging, the country offers an abundance of 
bottles that overdeliver while partnering incredibly well with a wide 
range of cuisines. (By the way, those handy accent marks indicate 
where to place the emphasis in a word.) “Don’t worry about what’s 
on the label—just enjoy what’s in the glass,” he advised. 

During the event, which was held at The Watergate Hotel, attend-
ees learned that Portugal ranks among the top countries in the world 
in terms of wine consumption (the United States, by comparison, 
ranks at a rather underwhelming 53rd). It also boasts a staggering 
250-plus native varieties and 1,115 miles of coastline in an area that’s 

roughly a quarter of the size of California with a population similar to 
Los Angeles. 

As for helping consumers wrap their heads around Portugal’s 
rare grapes, Jardim suggested the somms compare Alvarinho to 
Sauvignon Blanc, Encruzado to Chardonnay, and Touriga Nacional to 
Cabernet Sauvignon. Morano, meanwhile, walked attendees through 
a flight of eight wines representing various Portuguese regions: 
Soalheiro 2017 Alvarinho, Quinta da Lixa 2017 Pouco Comum 
Alvarinho, Esporão 2014  Reserva Tinto, FitaPreta 2016 Tinto, Dão 
Sul 2014 Quinta de Cabriz Reserva, Quinta Vale D. Maria 2015 Douro 
Tinto, Quinta do Vallado 2015 Touriga Nacional Douro Tinto, and 
Ramos Pinto Quinta da Ervamoira 10 Year Tawny Port. 

“Portugal is a country of explorers—now it’s our turn to explore,” 
Morano mused as she elaborated on what makes Portugal such an 
exciting and complicated region. Its soil maps, for example, could 
be mistaken for a child’s scribblings: Jardim recalled a time he 

After lengthy deliberation, Brian 
White of The Ritz-Carlton, Atlanta, was 
announced as the winner. The judges 
praised the sommelier for both embrac-
ing the cause of Portuguese wines and 
demonstrating an understanding of the 
category that exceeded expectations. “I’m 
already thinking about how to work those 
wines [from the Dão region] in, because 
that was the high point for me,” said 
White, who organizes weekly tastings 
for hotel guests and oversees the restau-
rant’s wine list. “It’s a challenge getting 
Portuguese wines in, but you can see that 
there are lots of choices and possibilities.”

Judges Eugénio Jardim, Master of Wine 
Sheri Sauter Morano, and Robin Austin 
pose with winner Brian White (second 
from left) at the Atlanta competition.

Fast Facts on Portuguese  
Winemaking and Viticulture

Evidence of winemaking in Portugal 
dates back to 2000 B.C.

More than 250 native grape varieties 
grow in the country.

Roughly 350 miles long, Portugal has 
1,115 miles of coastline and a popula-
tion of 10.8 million.

DNA studies indicate that Portu-
gal’s native grape varieties are more 
closely related to the Iberian Vitis 
silvestris than the common Vitus 
vinifera vine.

Portugal has more native grape va-
rieties planted per square kilometer 
than any other country in the world.

Information sourced by  
Wines of Portugal.

The judges and New York–based winners at the Washington, D.C. 
competition from left to right: Sheri Sauter Morano, MW; runner-up 
Bruno Almeida, Wine Director for Tocqueville; winner Jonathan 
Eichholz, Head Sommelier at Aquavit; runner-up Arthur Hon, 
Assistant Wine Director at Union Square Café; and Eugénio Jardim 
of Wines of Portugal. 
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Although each city tasted eight distinct 
wines with some overlap between 
locales, one overarching message 
served as a common thread at each 
competition: Labeling Portuguese wines 
as traditional in style is an outdated 
notion. “There are some really dynamic, 
engaging, young winemakers who are 
going in and using the latest and the 
greatest techniques,” Morano said. “On 
this tour we’re presenting winemakers 
doing natural wine [and] whole-bunch 
fermentation, Biodynamic producers, 
and then, yes, a few traditionally driven 
producers, but in Portugal there’s a little 
bit of everything.” 

This “little bit of everything” gets 
classified into three levels in terms of 
designation: DOCs/DOPs, of which there 
are 31, at the top; IG/IGP regional wines, 
of which there are 14, in the middle; 
and Vinho/table wines at the bottom. 
It’s worth noting that a few well-made 
Portuguese wines are labeled Vinho 
as result of their respective producers 
choosing to work outside the regulatory 
confines established by the Comissão 
Vitivinícola Regional (CVR). 

Three major climatic influences dictate 
the character of Portuguese wines: the 
Atlantic Ocean along the western coast 
creates a fresher style; the continental influ-
ence along the mountainous northeastern 
side of Portugal results in a full-bodied, 
riper character; and the Mediterranean 
influence in the southern plains imparts a 
softer, more fruit-forward style. 

The following trio of wines proved 
excellent examples of their respective 
regions and climatic influences: 

Alentejo 
With hot/dry 

summers and 
cold winters, the 
continental influ-
ence is strong in 
Alentejo. The rural 
area dominated by 
flat plains covers 
roughly one-third of 
Portugal. Common red varieties include 
Aragonez, Trincadeira, and Alicante 
Bouschet, along with a handful of 
international grapes. The FitaPreta 2016 
Tinto blends Argonez, Trincadeira, and 

Alicante grapes spontaneously fermented 
with native yeast, resulting in a wine 
with an earthy nose and blueberry flavors 
balanced by bright acidity. 

The Dão
With its higher 

altitude and con-
tinental climate, 
the Dão region is 
surrounded by four 
mountain ranges: 
Caramulo, Buçaco, 
Nave, and Estrela. 
Given this rugged 
enclosure, it’s no wonder the soils of 
the Dão consist primarily of granite. The 
mountains also serve to protect the Dão 
from continental storms and cold Atlantic 
winds. 

Made with Touriga Nacional, 
Alfrocheiro, and Tinta Roriz grapes, 
the Cabriz 2014 Reserva is a dark-red 
powerhouse that boasts a rich perfume 
of violets and roses. The palate unveils 
flavors of chocolate, espresso, spice, 
and red fruit, according to Lori Moffatt, a 
Tasting Panel contributor in attendance at 
the Houston competition.

The Douro
The Douro region 

is the classic 
representation of 
Portuguese wine-
making, particularly 
in terms of Port 
production. Declared 
a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site in 
2001, this area, formally established in 
1756, was Portugal’s first demarcated 
and regulated region. The continental 
influence is also significant here, with 
summer temperatures reaching 120 
degrees and eventually giving way to 
near-freezing winters. More than 60 
native grape varieties are grown here in 
predominantly schist soils. 

The Duas Quintas 2015 Ramos Pinto is 
a blend of predominantly Touriga Nacional 
and Touriga Franca made with estate-
grown fruit from the Douro Superior. It’s 
a big, bold, black-fruited wine that should 
be best in five to eight years.  

encountered granite, schist, 
clay, limestone, and sand all 
within a five-minute drive.

Jonathan Eichholz, Head 
Sommelier at Aquavit in New 
York, emerged as the winner, 
followed closely by fellow 
New York–based runners-up 
Arthur Hon, Assistant Wine 
Director at Union Square 
Café, and Bruno Almeida, 
Wine Director at Tocqueville. 
Eichholz said that when 
he was gearing up for the 
upper-level exams of the 
Court of Master Sommeliers, 
he knew so little about 
Portugal that he made it the 
first country he studied. “The 
sheer diversity of indigenous 
varieties and myriad of 
idiosyncratic terroirs truly 
intrigues me,” he added. “I 
am the most excited to turn 
these flashcards into real-life 
experiences.”
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Wines of Portugal U.S. 
Ambassador Eugénio Jardim 
tastes with the somms in 
Washington, D.C. 

Jonathan Eichholz toasts with 
fellow somms after his win.

EXPLORING FEATURED REGIONS
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WORLD OF WHISKY

irt, bandages, and rubber: 
Those are the objects 
behind the indelible 
memories Tracie Franklin 

says solidified her interest in the 
world of whisky. She first garnered 
a taste for the spirit as a traveling 
dancer, singer, and actress who 
sought a drink she could slowly 
sip on at night after performances, 
and still recalls the wafting scent of 
Ardbeg 10 drifting across the room 
one evening at a bar in Canada. 

“I look for experiences, and that 
whisky gave me a visceral reaction 
to all of that flavor,” Franklin says.

Franklin became obsessed with 
peated whisky and worked her way 
through other styles, honing her 
knowledge through bartending 
gigs, classes, and tastings. But as 
an African-American woman, it 
didn’t take her long to realize she 
frequently stood out amongst the 
crowd. “I was often dismissed as if 
I didn’t belong, and while it wasn’t 

a completely foreign feeling, it 
wasn’t something that I wanted to 
last,” Franklin says.

Inspired to act, she co-founded 
Whersky, a company and blog 
that aims to make the world of 
whisky more diverse and inclusive, 
especially for women. Two years 
ago, she began serving as an 
Ambassador for Glenfiddich, one 
of the first Scotch brands whose 
advertisements portrayed people of 
color: Franklin says seeing one ad 

Strength
Cask

GLENFIDDICH, BLACK BOURBON SOCIETY, AND 
JACK ROSE DINING SALOON TEAM UP TO FOSTER 
A MORE INCLUSIVE WHISK(E)Y COMMUNITY

Glenfiddich Ambassador Tracie Franklin 
(center), founder of Whersky, samples whiskies 
alongside Samara Rivers, founder of the Black 
Bourbon Society, and Frank Mills, bartender at 
Jack Rose Dining Saloon in Washington, D.C.

by Kelly Magyarics, DWS / photos by Nick Klein
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depicting a woman with natural hair 
who was teaching her dad how to 
enjoy a dram rang so true to her own 
life that it made her cry. Now Franklin 
draws on her stage experience to 
engage closely with consumers and 
professionals as she dispels the notion 
that Scotch is something only a select 
few can experience.

When Franklin first met Samara 
Rivers, Rivers had a similar story. 
“She didn’t see anyone speaking to 
our community and she decided to fix 
that problem,” Franklin says. Before 
Rivers launched the Black Bourbon 
Society (BBS) in 2016, she says brands 
were largely unaware how popular 
America’s native spirit had become 
among Black consumers and, as a 
result, had missed opportunities to 
market to them directly. The BBS, 
whose membership numbers roughly 
3,600 enthusiasts around the world, 
now aims to position whisk(e)y as 
a category accessible to everyone 
through the organization’s efforts in 
outreach, education, and advocacy.

Rivers says anyone who attends an 
event or joins the conversation via 
the BBS’ private Facebook group is 
welcome to participate in the organi-
zation’s activities regardless of their 
race, gender orientation, ethnicity, 
age, or socioeconomic status. “Our 
members have these opportunities to 
learn with the brands and brands get 
to interface with a consumer they’ve 
never met before,” she explains.

The strategies employed in market-

ing spirits to the African-American 
community have often been clichéd 
or lacking in nuance, Rivers adds, as 
brands often cater to what they see 
as a young, urban demographic that 
frequents clubs for late-night partying. 
While that messaging might work for 
less cerebral brands geared toward 
shots and mixers, it doesn’t pass muster 
for most whisk(e)y and can often come 
across as offensive. “You don’t have to 
put a hip-hop jingle with it or align it 
with a celebrity rapper,” Rivers says. 
“Just be genuine: ‘Hey, we hear you like 
whisk(e)y, try some’ goes a long way.”

As they travel and promote their 
respective endeavors, Franklin and 
Rivers interact and collaborate with 
some of the country’s top bar talent. 
At a recent stop in Washington, D.C., 
for the fourth Tastemaker Series 
installment of BBS and Glenfiddich’s 
Cocktail Conversations collaboration, 
bartender Frank Mills of Jack Rose 
Dining Saloon created Glenfiddich-
based libations for attendees at 
The Backroom at Capo. (Offering 
a selection of 2,800 expressions, 
Jack Rose Dining Saloon touts the 
largest whisk[e]y collection of any 
bar in the Western Hemisphere and 
the second-largest collection in the 
world, according to Forbes.) With a 
focus on the challenges of “Dating 
in the Digital World,” the Cocktail 
Conversations event featured a panel 
discussion, open forum, and a tasting 
of Glenfiddich’s premium whiskies, 
including Fire & Cane, the new 

Experimental Series release finished 
in rum casks.

A D.C. native, Mills says he’s 
seen the city’s food and beverage 
scene evolve and flourish firsthand, 
especially following the election of 
President Barack Obama in 2008. It’s 
unsurprising, then, that he doesn’t see 
just one type of whisk(e)y drinker at 
Jack Rose: The usual male-dominant 
crowd of politicians and lobbyists is 
increasingly joined by women with 
a penchant for cask-strength peated 
Scotch and a wide demographic 
of connoisseurs eager to check out 
options for their home bar. As for 
those who sidle up to order and 
adamantly state that they aren’t 
whisk(e)y drinkers? “It just hasn’t 
been presented to you in the right 
way,” Mills tells them. 

As a longtime bartender, Mills 
says he sees his role as one built for 
educating guests as they seek out 
that elusive, palate-pleasing bottle. 
He also believes that the continued 
discovery of stories like that of Nathan 
“Nearest” Green, the first known Black 
master distiller in the U.S. who taught 
distillation techniques to Jack Daniel 
beginning in the 1850s, will also help 
foster an inclusive environment within 
the industry. “People acknowledging 
multiple spirits has allowed us to have 
a general renaissance in the cocktail 
world,” he adds. “The more voices, 
palates, and passion we have from 
new people, the better it’s going to get. 
There is a place for everyone.” 

Desert Island Drams We asked this trio of industry power players which 
whisk(e)y and cocktail they’d sip while passing the time 
on a desert island.

Tracie Franklin: Glenfiddich 1974 
Rare Collection Cask 7585 Scotch 
and an Old Fashioned made with 

Glenfiddich Project XX.

Samara Rivers: George T. 
Stagg Bourbon—her “unicorn 
whisky”—and a Paper Plane 

made with Glenfiddich 14 Year.

Frank Mills: Willett Pot O’ Gold 
Bourbon and a Boulevardier—the 

recipe for which is tattooed on 
his left forearm.
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Maurice DiMarino is a Certified 
Sommelier, Certified Cicerone, 
and CRT certified by the 

Consejo Regulador del Tequila. He fell 
in love with wine during his time spent 
working in the San Francisco restau-
rant industry during the mid ‘90s.  
   DiMarino now oversees wine, beer, 
and spirits for more than 20 restaurants 
in San Diego, Long Beach, and Maui 
as the Beverage Director for the Cohn 
Restaurant Group. He also teaches 
classes on California wine, Spanish 
wine, South American wine, and wine 
sensory evaluation for San Diego State 
University’s Business of Wine program.

How has the sommelier community 
changed in San Diego over the past  
ten years?
Somm jobs are just as obscure as they 
were ten years ago; however, we have 
ten times more sommeliers. The com-
munity is tight-knit. There are various 
tasting groups in the city with doors 
wide open for somms to join. There are 
many other opportunities for somme-
liers in San Diego—this is something 
that did not exist ten years ago.

At Cohn Restaurant Group, how do you 
approach building lists for the various 
concepts?
I am the Beverage Director for 26 
completely different concepts. Some 
are formal steakhouses where wine 
dominates; others are beer- or bar-
forward concepts. I believe wine sales 
come from the floor, not the wine list. 
Instead of writing lists and select-
ing wines for each concept, I let the 
management teams select their wines; 
a manager will sell a wine they selected 
before a wine selected for them. I set 
up supplier programs so that buyers 
stay within a list of preferred suppli-
ers. Each list is created to match the 
concept using a list of the preferred 
suppliers I have selected. 

The San Diego beer scene is thriving. 
Can you talk about the importance of 
your beer program compared to your 
wine program?
If I took a look at all of our restaurants, 
beer is at about 8 percent of total sales, 
wine is 8.5 percent, and liquor is about 
15 percent. Draft Republic, which offers 
a full bar, does about 30 percent in beer 
sales. That’s a lot of beer! 

In the next year, we are scheduled to 
open a few more concepts, all of which 
are heavily beer-oriented. One will be a 
brewery—a concept I am super excited 
to delve into—where we hope to brew 
our own beer and serve it throughout 
many of our restaurants. 
 
You are very involved in running and 
organizing tasting groups locally. Tell us 
a little about your approach to educat-
ing your teams and helping them to 
achieve their certification goals.

I started the #SDTastingGroup 
in 2009 with a few local somms. It 
expanded and became a place where 
the San Diego wine scene could come 
together, share ideas and stories, and 
learn from each other. I try to expose 
my teams to all sorts of information. 
Some people are classroom learn-
ers; others are book or experiential 
learners. I hold trainings in all our 
restaurants—some are large-scale 
training sessions for 75 or more people 
and others are intimate trainings for 
five to ten people. I try to target all sorts 
of learning styles in hopes of setting a 
spark in someone.

Today, sommeliers in San Diego are 
building a group called N3xt Level, 
which is committed to providing an 
outlet to learn and expand knowledge 
in our industry. If we can educate a 
brewer about wine and a somm about 
beer, it will only make our local indus-
try that much stronger. 

You have ten minutes and one glass of 
wine or beer. Who are you with, what 
are you drinking, and what are you 
listening to?
I just finished a weeklong trip through 
the wineries of Uruguay. I’d love to 
sit with a glass of carbonic-macerated 
Tannat by Pizzorno while talking with 
Pepe Mujica, the progressive ex-presi-
dent of Uruguay. I believe that if other 
world leaders were to live their lives 
and approach politics like he does, the 
world would be a much better place. 
We would be listening to Roger Waters, 
discussing life, and drinking that clean 
and fresh carbonic Tannat.  

The Tasting Panel is proud to  
serve as a media sponsor of SommCon 
Washington, D.C., and SommCon San 

Diego. For more information, visit 
sommconusa.com. 

Maurice DiMarino
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