
The Wine Steward’s 

The Red Collector 
W I N E   C L U B 

December 2019 

 
The Marks Family 

 

Some Tricks to Getting These Notes Done . . . 

2016 GEMSTONE ‘Alluvial’ CABERNET SAUVIGNON – Estate, Yountville, Napa Valley 

It is 5:38 a.m. on December 13.  It’s our busiest time of year.  The only way to accomplish these wine notes 

is to get in here one stop after Starbucks and long before we’ll unlock the doors.  At least I get my pick of 

parking spots at this crazy hour!  Everything we do in December – because we do so much – must be done 

well AND efficiently, so here goes:   
 

I’ll use up part of this page with a winery family photo.  That’s the Marks family, who acquired a prime 

Yountville, Napa Valley plot in 2008, hired rock star winemaker Thomas Rivers Brown, and proceeded to 

produce what have become renowned “cult status” Cabernet Sauvignons.  Several months ago, I tasted 

two of them with the proprietor and chose “Alluvial” to be our current “more pricey” entry on our Napa 

Reds shelf.  This bottling is sourced from the upper blocks of the Gemstone vineyard, consisting of a well-

drained alluvial fan based on volcanic deposits derived from the Vaca Mountains to the east.   
 

Another trick to getting these notes done:  Handing you just one bottle this month.  – Which is actually no 

trick but a real coup:  I never dreamed your club budget would accommodate the provision of Gemstone.  

Once more, The Wine Steward and its partners have found a way to give you (relative) value! 
 

This is beautiful wine you can enjoy this holiday season or hang onto for many a year.  Yes, it plays both 

ways with beautiful, concise fruit and a subtly-delivered sense of durable structure.  Longtime members 

know we’ll occasionally blow the budget on a solitary bottle.  What they probably never expected was a 

bottle of Gemstone.  I hope this nice surprise compensates from my necessary expediency!     
 

154.99 / 139.49 for wine club members 

(Members, see Jim for an even BETTER price while supplies last – and they won’t last long!) 
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A Portugal You Probably Didn’t Know . . . 

 

2015 PEGOS CLAROS ‘Grande Escolha’ – Palmela, Portugal 

The most anticipated ‘World Class’ wine we’d provide from Portugal would be from the Douro Valley; a dry 

red made with the fairly well-known Port varieties.  This is not from there, nor made from those. 

 

We are heading south, closer to Lisbon, to the Setúbal Peninsula’s sub-region of Palmela for its most 

widely-planted grape Castelão, also known as Periquita.  The soil here is very sandy and hence well-

draining.  Many of Palmela’s vineyards are therefore planted on their own “feet”.  In other words, since 

the Phylloxera louse can’t abide sand there is no need to graft the Castelão vines onto resistant American 

rootstocks.  Whether or not this gives us a more authentic portrayal of the Portuguese varietal is subject to 

debate, but it’s certainly a nifty factoid.    

 

When I’m brought to a hitherto-unfamiliar varietal I tend to connect it to something familiar.  

Inconveniently, this wine reminds me of something probably unfamiliar to most of you:  Greece’s 

Xinomavro.  – But what does Xinomavro remind many of?  Piemonte, Italy’s noble grape Nebbiolo; the 

provider of certainly-familiar Barolo and Barbaresco.  Perhaps Pegos Claros most closely resembles the 

Gattinara (made from Nebbiolo) given to your club some months ago. 

 

Thus inspired, I’ve poured this into my so-called Burgundy/Barolo glass.  The uncertain nose, obscure at 

first, seems to want this decanter-like space to work in.  With a lot of swirling and patience, I’m coaxing out 

fragrances of dark, dry earth, herbs, and berries.  On the palate, a food-craving combination of acidity and 

tannin demands the tongue’s attention, but is compensated for with a fulness of juicy red fruits. 

 

This is thought-provoking World Class wine which will accommodate an upcoming holiday feast of roasted 

meats or handle several years in the cellar.  Our ability to place it in your club was helped by a good 

friendship with its importers, and I have one further tip for you who are intrigued:  This wine has a big 

brother, of which very little comes to the United States.  I’m about to call the Pegos Claros ‘Primo’ one of 

The Wine Steward’s best wines of 2019.  I believe it is a national treasure for Portugal that’s NOT from the 

Douro Valley!      

39.99 / 35.99 for all wine club members 



 
It’s the holidays! 

CHATEAU de BLIGNY ‘Grande Reserve’ BRUT – Champagne, France 
 

The World Class club is ever-so-rarely subjected to a great white wine.  Our provision of an actual 

Champagne, however, may be unprecedented.  This placement is certainly overdue, as Champagne – REAL 

Champagne – is undisputedly “world class” in prestige and – usually – quality. 
 

I’d never heard of this one until five days ago when - with a sip and the announcement of an attractive 

price - Chateau de Bligny abruptly “bumped” a previous wine club commitment to January.  Maybe I was 

just in the mood for good Champagne, but aren’t we all right now?! 
 

This comes from Champagne’s sub-region of Cote de Bar, home to a producer many of you know, Serge 

Mathieu.  You could call this a ‘satellite’ of what many consider ‘Champagne proper,’ as it remotely lies a 

nearly-two-hour drive south and east of Reims.  In fact, it is actually closer to Burgundy’s northernmost 

neighborhood Chablis than to the rest of Champagne.  Here, the Pinot Noir grape reins supreme, 

accounting for more than 85% of the plantings.     
 

This particular cuvée combines 50% Pinot Noir with 50% Chardonnay.  Poured into a tulip-shaped glass (we 

recommend our delicate Lehmann hand-blown version from France), one immediately senses the 

comforting, yeasty fragrance of bread crusts.  A closer examination might yield fennel and a touch of 

toffee.  The palate is equally generous, belying the more-balmy southern Champagne source.  My 

prevalent sense is that of baked apples.  There is an ample mid-palate to savor before the wine 

appropriately “cleans up” after itself, leaving behind naught but a lime-y/guava electricity on your tongue. 
 

As previously mentioned, this Champagne is completely new to me and only this morning (it is 7:30 as I 

write and sip - or the other way around) did I notice the tiny ‘RM’ on its label.  Though small in size, these 

characters are significant to many Champagne worshippers and should have been pointed out to me by my 

wine vendor.  They stand for “Recoltant Manipulant,” which is Champagne’s way of saying the producer 

grows all of his own fruit.  This “Grower Champagne” category connotes total control over the product, 

from viticulture through winemaking, and many of you have come to seek it out.  Two days from now an 

importer specializing in Grower Champagnes will present his discoveries on our mezzanine.  While Charles 

Neal doesn’t import Chateau de Bligny, he’s done much to point us in its direction with his elaboration  on 

the “Non-Veuve Clicquot Side” of the Champagne spectrum. 
 

Happy Holidays!   

    

39.99 / 35.99 for all wine club members 
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This is the Less Pricey One of the Pair – Consider it that way!  

2016 HOOPLA CABERNET SAUVIGNON – California 
 

Earlier this year we showed you Hoopla’s ‘The Mutt’ Red Blend, to very good effect (you came back in and 

bought us out).  Now we take you to the somewhat less pricey, less extravagant Cabernet Sauvignon from 

the same folks.  By the way, while ‘The Mutt’ and this Cabernet are affable in style and price, you should 

know they’re the more consumer-friendly products of Oakville, Napa Valley’s Hoopes Winery, known for 

some pretty serious stuffe! 

 

 Naturally, in order to hit this price category you must leave Napa for less expensive grape sources.  In 

Hoopla’s case, however, some of the Hoopes Napa Valley fruit is actually involved.  This year the other 

regions it visits are Sonoma and Paso Robles.   

 

This is 100% Cabernet Sauvignon, having spent 18 months in 2-year-old French oak barrels where it was 

racked five times within that duration.  The color is appropriate with its opaque garnet hue.  The nose 

belies the Paso Robles sourcing with a distinctive peppercorn and pomegranate liveliness.  The mouth is 

similarly “jumpy” with fresh cherries and blood oranges.   

 

If this is not a dense or profound wine to ponder, consider the price . . . and consider the other wine you’re 

getting in this month’s pack.  Every good wine has its uses, and this one should be used casually, with out 

expectations of grandeur.  After all, it’s called “Hoopla”!  

 

16.99 / 15.29 for all wine club members 

 

 

 



 
 

This happens all the time 

2017 ENKIDU ‘Humbaba’ – Sonoma County / Lake County 
 

This happens all the time: 
 

A vendor shows me a wine.  Together, we assess the color, apply deep sniffs, then take furtive, 

exploratory sips.  In this particular case I declare to the wine rep, “This is my favorite-ever experience of 

Enkidu wines.”  So, Katie understands I’m now engaged . . . and then she makes a declaration of her own:  

The price. 
 

It was too high.  We were dead in the water.  Before hearing the rate I’d hoped we had a kick-ass wine club 

wine for you.  Now, after the bad news, I was perusing Katie’s other bottled offerings.  – But something 

brought me back to Enkidu.  I wouldn’t let it go:  This was worth a negotiation. 

 

I reminded Katie of the QUANTITY of cases your club requires, hoping that would matter.  She said she’d 

talk to the winery owner to see if there’d be flexibility.  It took 24 hours for an answer, but it finally came:  

We’d be getting a pretty darn good discount, but quick math told me your OTHER wine would have to cost 

a lot less . . . hence the Hoopla Cabernet. 

 

With its distinctive name, Enkidu Winery remembers the Sumerian Epic of Gilgamesh, considered the 

oldest known great work of literature.  Enkidu is the former foe-turned-faithful friend of the hero 

Gilgamesh.  Humbaba is a terrible beast whom they confront and conquer together.   

 

This wine is not a terrible beast.  It is, however, wonderfully untamed.  Here are 40% Syrah, 40% Petite 

Sirah, 15% Grenache, and 5% Mourvèdre conquering your palate together.  Its nose is compelling with 

eastern spice and dried flowers, besides the automatically apparent black fruit.  The mouth is 

simultaneously generous yet seriously structured.  If you compare Humbaba to the similarly-priced “The 

Offering” from Sans Liege (a Santa Barbara blend of similar grape varieties), you could call this the more 

somber wine of the two, considering its relative dryness.  All that means is Monster Humbaba wants food. 
 

Wine.com advertises this seriously good wine at 26.99.  Katie and her friends – with some persuading from 

me – help us do better for you:               
 

24.99 / 22.49 for Wine Club Members of all kinds! 
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Consider the Source – and the nice price 

2016 THORN-CLARKE ‘Terra Barossa’ SHIRAZ – Barossa, Australia 
 

We are not apologizing for the fruit intensity happening here.  This wine is not shy, but I think it does “BIG” 

pretty darn correctly.   

 

BIG color is never a problem, of course.  We can “eat” with our eyes forever and never gain a pound or get 

any more tipsy.  The BIG nose of this wine?  That’s when we need to talk.  If all you’re smelling is blackberry 

jam you’re missing something.  Look for the “cooling” element of – perhaps – thin mint ice cream 

happening at a higher pitch.  Now give the wine some air, remembering it has been sealed up with a 

screwcap for over two years.  Shiraz (the same as Syrah) is emerging in more than just two sensory ways.  

To the dark fruits there is now the addition of soy, incense, and cured meats.  Woodsmoke is another 

welcome component of comfort taking a minute or two to arrive.  – And how about that black pepper?   

 

Now for the BIG mouth:   

 

This wine is fat AND lean.  It is high AND low.  It is generous AND energetic.  Is it confused or in balanced 

agreement?  THAT is the question I ask about every wine I try, either deliberately or unconsciously.  This 

Thorn-Clarke works based on its grape and place, and only asks for your participation with the proper 

drinking environment:  Grilled Lamb. 

 

"Youthful purple. Black and blue fruits, vanilla and licorice on the perfumed nose. Sweet and broad in the 

mouth; a peppery note adds spicy lift and cut to sweet cassis and blackberry flavors. Supple tannins come in 

late, adding shape to a long, dark-fruit-dominated finish. – 90 points, Josh Raynolds"  - Vinous 
 

 

That’s the Yada Yada Yada.  Now consider the price: 

 

16.99 / 15.29 for all wine club members 

 



 
 

A Great Place Should Make Great Wine 

2016 ANDREZA – Douro Valley, Portugal 
 

I’d seen all the impressive pictures, but it wasn’t until I finally visited Portugal’s Douro Valley that I 

appreciated the magnitude and drama of the place.  The images in the wine books weren’t capturing one 

particular terraced riverbank, but an incredibly elaborate series of such.  This place most famous for its 

sweet and fortified “Porto” was huge.  What crazy people went to the trouble to build so many terraced 

vine plots, converting the unfarmable to the barely-farmable?! 

 

Certainly, such a vast wine place must make more than dessert wine, and so it does.  The Douro Valley has 

long rendered dry reds.  However, these haven’t always “translated well” to the international market with 

their inherent grimness of rocky structure.  With wines like Andreza, things are finally looking up.  This 

wine doesn’t forsake its slate-exploring roots, mind you.  Power of color, daunting scents of graphite and 

bergamot, and a sturdy – nearly dirty – palate feel all tell you where this wine comes from.   

 

BUT all that is happening with enhancement of “class” and the inclusion of fruit and floral characteristics.  

That stony fragrance is embellished by black fruits; cloaked at first, but gradually revealing themselves with 

minutes of airing and swirling.  The palate feel relaxes, too.  It just takes time; thoughtful patience from 

YOU. 

 

This wine utilizing 50% Touriga Nacional and 50% Touriga Franca is intrinsically Portuguese AND hesitantly 

“international” with its broader, sexier appeal.  It wants your participation in the form of decanting and 

thoughtful cooking.  It rewards with honesty and complexity – and you should age some for later.    

 
  

23.99 / 21.59  for all wine club members 
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Oops 

2018 ESPRIT de SAINT-SULPICE BLANC – Bordeaux, France 

 

The Bordeaux Region got wind of our calling the Loire Region’s Muscadet “one of the world’s best-suited 

wines for raw oysters” last month, and has demanded equal time on the platform.  Okay, fine:  Bordeaux 

Blanc such as this can make the same claim!  After all, they farm and consume tons of oysters in Bordeaux, 

washing them down with bright and cleansing whites like Esprit de Saint-Sulpice.   

 

Like the Loire Valley to its north, Bordeaux grows a lot of Sauvignon Blanc.  But there’s another major 

white grape player:  Semillon, which is barely regarded anywhere else in the world but plays a crucial role 

here.  Its most famous use is in Bordeaux’s sweet wines of Sauternes, most magnificently and expensively 

expressed by famed Chateau d’Yquem.  Semillon is also rendered dry in Bordeaux and participates in the 

wine before you. 

 

Esprit de Saint-Sulpice is made from 80% Sauvignon Blanc and 20% Semillon.  The main ingredient brings 

“sass” to your nose and tongue.  No doubt, it is the provider of the mangoes and passionfruit you’re 

sensing.  So what is Semillon’s role here?  To slightly broaden the wine.  To keep it barely tethered to the 

ground.  To amplify.  Some Bordeaux Blancs switch around the proportions of the two grapes, 

emphasizing Semillon.  What happens then?  A richer wine replete with pears, figs, and – sometimes – 

lanolin. 

 

One might wonder why such a dynamic, higher-acid white is being provided at this time of the year.  Some 

of you might call this a “summer wine,” respecting its refreshing, heat-beating qualities.  Ah, but bright 

wines such as Esprit de Saint-Sulpice can play another role during the holiday season.  Consider the 

sumptuousness of the fare to which you’re about to be subjected.  Shouldn’t something on the table 

enliven things a little?  I LOVE my palate being kept awake by a good nerve-y white.  Wines such as this 

prolong my celebrating which, at least once a year, is a good thing!             

 
                                      

15.99 / 14.39 for all wine club members 

 

 



 

 

Adam Heads North …  

2018 COCHON ‘Cuvée Sophie’ PINOT GRIS – David Hill Vineyard, Willamette Valley, Oregon 
 

 

The wine business has its trends, and if you’ve spent thirty years in the industry as I have (in one capacity 

or another) you have seen a lot of these.  In our earlier Wine Steward days, Oregon Pinot Gris was a much-

demanded “must carry” wine here.  In fact, we usually had three or so different examples on the shelf at 

one time.   

 

This year, for several months on end, we’ve had NO Oregon Pinot Gris on our shelves.  What happened?  

Did they stop making it?  Did it start tasting less delicious?  Was there a salacious scandal where some 

nefarious character committed hellacious atrocities while drunk on the stuff, to whom no self-respecting 

wine drinker will now be associated?     

 

No, not that I know of.  I think y’all just got distracted by all the other good white wines out there.  The 

more you know the more you diversify, reducing the size of the Oregon Pinot Gris slice on pie charts 

betraying your personal wine consumption.   

 

So, let’s go back and regard a great American white wine we’ve been neglecting.  After all, our friend 

Adam Webb did.  Adam makes this wine, starting his Pinot Gris project more recently, while our awareness 

of the type waned.  With his enlightenment we “clubbed” his 2017 version about eleven months ago, and 

are happy to keep the ball rolling with his new 2018. 

 

Pinot Gris is a genetically identical mutation of Pinot Noir and will also be called “Pinot Grigio” depending 

on where it’s grown.  Let’s consider the world’s best-known examples of the two.  Alsace, France makes 

“Pinot Gris” while Italy goes with “Pinot Grigio.”  Are the two different in name only?  Normally, no.  Alsace 

tends to invoke a bit more richness than Italy’s crispy renditions.  Oregon probably prefers the “Gris” 

moniker based on its own typically richer style.  Oregon Pinot Gris reflects clean, white fruits but also 

graciously furnishes a silky richness rarely experienced in an Italian version. 

 

In Adam’s rendition we smell apples, pears, and white peaches.  In the mouth these impressions continue, 

with the addition of baking spices.  Keeping the wine from getting too “cozy” is a very slight bitterness; 

something like aspirin, perhaps.  That, my friends, is your summons to the table.  Pork, chicken, turkey, or 

salmon should happen there!  

 

Adam made 150 cases.  Your club is gobbling up at least 10% of that! 

 

17.99 / 16.19 for all wine club members 
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When Something Works . . . 

2018 LAYA – Almansa, Spain 
 

When something works, repeat.  A mere ten months ago we “clubbed” the 2017 rendition of Laya.  So 

many of you came back for more (that’s the idea!) we jumped at the chance to bring you the 2018. 
 

And now, based on the busy-ness of my holiday season, I shall copy and past a bit of the last wine’s notes: 

This inexpensive yet dramatically dark and texturally sumptuous wine comes from the same folks who 

deliver small trickles of the highly-allocated “Clio” red to us.  Clio comes from southeast Spain’s region of 

Jumilla.  Not far away is the source for Laya – Almansa - which may be the country’s best-known source of 

a particularly interesting grape called Garnacha Tintorera.  Laya is composed of 70% Garnacha Tintorera and 

30% Monastrell (known as Mourvèdre in France and other areas).   Let’s concentrate on that first, larger 

ingredient this time around.  Garnacha Tintorera’s original name is Alicante Bouchet.  While many reds of 

the Mediterranean came from Spain and headed to greater fame in France, Alicante Bouschet was born in 

France and made its way to Spain.  It is named for Henri Bouchet, a nurseryman and specialist in the 

hybridizing of roses who also played with grapes.  While some familiar varieties such as Cabernet 

Sauvignon are fortunate accidents of natural crossing in the vineyard (Cabernet Franc and Sauvignon Blanc 

are its parents), others are the product of human intervention.  Henri Bouchet deliberately crossed 

Grenache and another of his inventions Petit Bouchet to achieve Alicante Bouchet.  This happened 

sometime in the 1880’s.  Europe’s original vines had been wiped out by the root louse phylloxera and was 

gradually being replanted, often with varieties hitherto unknown or non-existent.  While many of the new 

plantings were selected for their hardiness and reliability for cropping, Henri was solving another 

winemaking dilemma with his Alicante Bouchet creation.   
 

THIS red grape possessed what few others ever had:  A red interior.  Crush a Cabernet or Pinot Noir or 

Zinfandel grape and what comes out?  White juice.  Those become red wines by hanging out with their own 

red skins during fermentation.  Squeeze an Alicante Bouschet / Garnacha Tintorera grape and out comes 

blood-red juice.  Ferment that juice with the grape skins and what do you get?  A very dark on dark wine. 

Thus, Laya, which is 70% Garnacha Tintorera and 30% Monastrell (otherwise known as Mourvèdre).  Dark 

and rich yet simultaneously lively with good fruit energy, this wine can actually age a year or so if 

necessary.  I know this because the bottle I opened on Tuesday remains deliciously drinkable today 

(Friday).  I also know you’ll be back for more!  By the way, James Suckling has awarded this “little” value 

92 points – good news for you score chasers!                
           

10.99 / 9.89 for wine club members 



 
 

Spanish Workhorse 

2018 ATANCE BOBAL – Valencia, Spain 
 

This grape’s come a long way, baby!  Bobal (“boe-BALL”) is widely planted in eastern Spain and generally 

admired for its prolific ways and resistance to disease.  However, it has not historically been respected for 

its ability to make “fine” wine.  Rather, Bobal has humbly operated as Spain’s workhorse grape, serving to 

provide basic, rustic reds not worthy of critical claim – nor anticipating it. 
 

A new era for Spanish winemaking has grape growers and producers reexamining their assessments.  

Maybe “basic” grapes like Bobal should be respected as actual national heirlooms and given better 

treatment.  What might happen then?   
 

THIS.  This wine reflects the new age, when producers such as Atance apply more care to Bobal and its like 

to unveil hitherto unknown attributes.  Who knew Bobal could be fragrant with roses and pepper?  Who 

knew it could be lithe and energetic, when all one used to expect from the varietal was heavy and plodding 

clumsiness?  Who knew juicy fruit could be referenced from a wine formerly known for oxidized stewy-

ness?    
 

Organic viticulture in well-drained sandy soils, hand picking, and temperature-controlled fermentation and 

aging were key applications of care - which Bobal apparently deserves, because this wine is delicious. 
 

And the critics are applauding.  This inexpensive yet expressive wine was awarded 90+ points by Robert 

Parker’s Wine Advocate.  It’s a bit like Babe the pig being awarded an Oscar!       

 

11.99 / 10.79 for wine club members 


