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the menu

Merlot's
Moment in
the Sun

How California’s leading red
wine grape varietal got Its grogve
back by taking the high road

BY ALIGON CLARE STEINGOLD
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pafiemthy in Ehe dark, hallowed conves of Lo Mo and Pavie. Bicky and
pemntess] s a Maughan movel, i hell-Hsodiesd charscter commmanids
topetollar af soction. Im blending, it's the vin to Cabermet's vang
In Californda, Moerlof and merlof are as dispanée in quadity
ard quantity as Temporioy of London, and, sy, Temperley for
Tarpwrl. With the mass-marked version, vou get o Boeting taste of
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It's thiat liEde m, however, that fusled Miles" consiema
thon. Amd the rise of that highly marketable, low-brow wine
bsrgan mmoaw than a decails efore the Alm's reloass. When
renswnd Internst in “"Fropch Paradox™ studies 1ouled the
bsrpaflcial effecis of & n |:.;,!|l:| ¥ nip kn the onrly 10508, Hobsr
Parkir's mathor asked her wino ceitlc son what sho oughi 8o
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o sheilvies all Trader Joe's with locklaster Pisol. Like many an
overnight success siory, the easy-lo-grow grape—remindsoend
of catch-all Chabilis—foll proy 1o its own populasity.

Ul im their guilt by nome sssociation, select Mapa Valley
wintnirs quietly contimeed Uhe st of serbous Callifoemia wine,
Beorw, whmther by boutique prodooes o Bom obkd-goand vine-
yurs, it has never been o bother tine o ander a “eeping™ Merlot

In ssarchimg for truly big M Merlol. great wine begins with
“m-houss™ vintners tending 1o their own grapes with the time,
dollars and dedication it takes lo produce «ngle-variestal wine.
Take Duckbom, whese Merlob was first harvestod 31 yoars ago
in Napa Valloy. The winery built iis reputstion on lush wines
with the stremgth and unexpected austerity to stand up to its

“MERLOT IS NOT A WINE FOR THE FAINT-
HEARTED. AND IT'S NOT A LADDER TO
CABERNET, EITHER." —cusus sisirs, swanson vinevasos

bofty Cah medghhors—all matched with ageing pofontis] ffive io
serveny youars| and the Erudt-driven hallmak of the grape.

“Dan sl Mlasgunot [Duckhom | went 1o Pomerod snd wees so
ersarmcree] of (ke winos, s sofl and sebety, and wondorsd swhy
they couildln’t do thai hore,™ eplains Dackhom vinemaker Bl
Mancareow, “Back in 1078 with the Thes Palms, s one had
st o hokibed @ strakght Mapa Merlot, I was a powssfl wine™

Abong with Dhackhom, Swanson Vineyands and Paloma
extilisnend] s porwer-players in Cab Country with thelr awe
mosansenial Merlots. So. oo, Merkot-making efforts from soms
of Cabwernt’s all-siars: Pahlmeyor and Nickel & Mickel: Stags
Loap stalwarts Clos du Vil and Shaler; and Silver Cak Taomsy:

Mot recamsily, a neew crop of boutique producens is looking
for Pomssal in all the right places. Five yoars ago, Bay Amm
benelrvardior Michasl Polenske imvesied in a pham Oak Knoll
vimyvard. Ho chorrypichked ik Tigee Woods of Naga Villey—
winemaker Semb Coti—and sof out fo handorafl exceptional
eight-lank wine oy peistine Californis fruil. With solid scidity,
bilackburry silkiness and & persistent finish. the premior vistage
of Blackbird Vinevarnds codncided with Pinot Nole's madia
mienend, Despite the poor tming, the 100 cases sold oul
immediately. Thre years later, Blackhind's latest vintags [1.120
canses ] wonsl fienitured af LoAs anmual Bogart Wine Aficionado
Dinner (in g company with the mresed Chltosu Clinet,
Fomaomal amd Chileaa Monboisgust, Saini-Emilion].

With peslagre of personas comis provesncs of appellation,
Pust ask Joll Ganghialo. His winery sits off Silvorsds Tradl in
Ohaboriilbe e, wihsors the bormes Sunkist RO coubd borrow a
cup of sugar from Screaming Eagle by screaming scross his pod-
sl vineyands, Mod menth’s releass, from BYs fonmes Money
Foad Ramnch, has cangh the sitention of the wine werld for the
maturity of its contury-ohil vieryand, dch color and deop mochs-
berry Bavor. (The only shorcoming? fust 1162 cases. 1 can’
even by & bottle of my wine,™ lughs (he gregarions Gangiulo.)

Thata's tha alits winemaker and the covetid block, b
big M is most easily bbeniifiod by jis pricetag. Gargiulo may
b a steal at 540, but on the whole, good Merlot dossn ' coms
cheag. Deep in Mapa Valley resides the lone “cult™ Merlot.
Prodisced in Pétrusian 58/% Merlot/Cabernet Frane style by
Joha Sehwarte and cult Cab doyenne Heldi Bamett [of
Seremming Engle fame), the preeminent Amese-Bouche and
its limited bottling commands a whopping $1.350 for a six-
bottle allocation—if a collector can get om the iron-cled lis1.

S, with all this exguisite Mapa Merlot. what about  lingering
oonfusion: “In this category, prioe and style, we haven 1 sson any
change at all. Thers are o few wineries in Califomia that spescialine
im Meberdot, an] that's thesir main varotal—a
delicious gmpe. " Seems hMerlof drinkers
oot 10 drink, woll, Merlot. 18] end
Minlsen both reported a 14=10215% hile in
lerscuery Mferbot salis bestvoren 2006 and ‘06
I fract, it etatistis sinee the movie’s
redensn suggest a significant rise for wlim-premium lahels

The tongue-in-cheek sign of Morlot's retum to (e spoilight,
hewemver, cleches back to the seiting of kiles timdo—Hastloy-
Ostind Hisching Post Tivern. After almost thees decados away
froum the grapo, ownor Frank Ostinl mecontly released thees
vary special wines. “With the joke against Merhot, we wene
oyl o hotile 100°% Merlot ance again.” Porbaps it will go
dleovwrn as the “Sidevays” vimtage, (With a big M. of course.] =




