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MOUNTAIN!! 

2014 BRANDLIN CABERNET SAUVIGNON – Estate, Mount Veeder, Napa Valley 
 

I get a kick out of writing that title – every time.  A wine which must be called “Napa Valley” that’s 

anything BUT a “valley” wine.  The vines represented in this month’s bottle are grown about one thousand 

feet above the Napa Valley where the exposure, the climate, and – especially – the soil are all very un-

valley-like!   
 

The mountain appellations of the Napa Valley – Veeder, Spring, Diamond, and Howell (unofficial Pritchard 

Hill also belongs on the list) – all have their own distinctive characteristics, but they also share a common 

thread.  Mountain Cabernets tend to bring darker, more glowing color to the eye.  Their scent says more 

than just fruit; a deep, earthy mineral component is commonly detected as well.  Their flavors are more 

“reluctant” than those of valley floor Cabs at early un-corkings, with much being held back to be revealed 

years from now.  Finally, and most significantly, mountain Cabernets FEEL very different from their valley 

floor distant cousins.  They exhibit STRUCTURE in the form of more apparent acids and tannins, borne of 

less fertile soil and smaller, more intensely-flavored crops.  This is the component of mountain Cabs which 

tends to make them more durable.     
 

This 2014 Cabernet from Brandlin plays the part.  Comprised of 77% Cabernet Sauvignon, 10% Cabernet 

Franc, 7% Malbec, and 6% Petit Verdot, you might just say it behaves like “100% MOUNTAIN.”  Color, scent, 

flavor, and feel all concur with the aforementioned attributes. 
 

The Brandlin Family was historically a major landowner within the extremely elongated Mount Veeder 

area, selling off much of their empire piece-by-piece to now more-famous Johnny-come-lately’s.  From this 

part of their holdings you can see down to Richardson Bay, appreciating the “mountain” perspective.  – Or 

you can smell, taste, and feel the wine in the glass before you! 
 

Here is yet another example of The Wine Steward Difference, with the provision of a wine others are 

selling for $75.  Your membership enables us to enable you with value.  We hope you’ll share that with your 

wine-loving friends.                   
 

A Very Rare Rate for Veeder Cab: 

59.99 / 53.99 for wine club members 



  Rolando’s back! 
 

Remembering and Nurturing a Relationship Any Way We Can 

2016 MI SUEÑO ‘La Chole’ – Napa Valley 
 

Longtime TWS players know the story, yet few tire of hearing it retold.  As a young man, Rolando Herrera 

made his way from Michoacan, Mexico to the Napa Valley in search of his dream . . . which began by 

washing dishes at Auberge du Soleil and stacking rock walls at Stag’s Leap Wine Cellars.  Proprietor of the 

latter operation, Warren Winiarski, acknowledged the young man’s diligence.  Young Rolando (who didn’t 

even drink) was dragged inside and trained to become the Stag’s Leap cellar master.  During this transition 

it was discovered he had one hell of a palate, an attribute involving him more and more in the winemaking. 
 

Long story short:  Rolando then moved on to Vine Cliff to be their winemaker, then to Chateau Potelle to 

assume the same position.  He then became a winemaker for Paul Hobbs and at some point around then 

made his first Carneros Chardonnay.  Mi Sueño (“My dream”) was realized.  Soon he had his own winery, 

with a goal of ultimately reaching 10,000 cases in production (across at least ten different bottlings). 
 

The Wine Steward had long been a part of this story, with ebbs and flows of activity.  In the heyday of our 

relationship, Roland would visit our mezzanine on a yearly basis to tell his story (with accented humility) 

and pour his latest releases.  More recently, with his own direct-to-consumer business growing, the activity 

and contact has been intermittent.  Rolando called during harvest of 2018 after I’d sent a “Where the heck 

have you been??” email, apologizing and promising to remediate.  He did, with a whole shipment of sample 

wines to try, and then WE dropped the ball and didn’t report back.  Rolando had no salesperson at the 

time to nurture the relationship until just a month ago, when we tasted once more and immediately made 

this friendship-managing club placement. 
 

This “La Chole” blend replaces Mi Sueño’s “El Llano” blend, as the latter is now entirely devoted to a 

particular restaurant group.  Rather than being based on Cabernet Sauvignon, it utilizes Malbec as its 

workhorse and employs Syrah and Cabernet for enhancement.  Oak Knoll and Coombsville are the Napa 

neighborhoods providing this fruit, and both American and French Oak barrels also took part.  I have now 

tried this wine three times.  A year ago (upon its bottling) it was too lively to show you.  A month ago it 

was coming around.  Today, with lots of swirling, it is beautiful; still young and vibrant, but filling out nicely.  

Have it soon with a ribeye or later (five years) with a roast.  … Good to see you again, Rolando!              
 

39.99 / 35.99 for All Wine Club Members 
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Chateauneuf!! 

2017 DOMAINE JULIETTE AVRIL – Chateauneuf-du-Pape, Rhone, France 
 

Though it is perfectly appropriate to do so, it is highly unusual to be able to provide you with the most 

famous wine type of France’s Southern Rhone Valley.  Chateauneuf-du-Pape nearly always fetches a higher 

price than the budget accommodates.   
 

This bargain version would be nothing more than that, were it from a vintage other than 2016 or 2017.  I 

have carried Juliette Avril from the other years but would never commit it to your club.  It was 

“Chateauneuf” in name, but not in stuffe.   
 

This 2017, while not stunning in complexity, delivers more juicy mass and a peppery sense of origin.  Kirsch 

(cherry liqueur), black pepper, and herbes de provence all vie to intrigue the nose.  An ample palate feel 

carries cherries and garrigue.  This wine, which saw naught but large vats and huge, used barrels (foudre) 

during its aging time, is authentic.        
 

In case this familiar TWS topic is new to YOU we should elaborate a little on the wine type.  Chateauneuf-

du-Pape is the preeminent sub-region of France’s Southern Rhone Valley (in northern Provence).  It lies 

between Orange (on its northern end) and Avignon to the south (think of Pleasanton and Livermore and 

all the space within for comparison).  The papacy was relocated to Avignon from Vatican City during the 

14th century, where seven popes in a row held court.  “Chateauneuf-du-Pape” refers to their summer 

palace in the midst of the wine region, the “New House of the Pope.”  The appellation allows for thirteen 

(or more) different grape varieties to happen in the wine before you, but you can count on Grenache doing 

much of the work, with the aid of bit players Syrah and Mourvèdre.  This kind of wine is made in nearby 

villages Gigondas, Vacqueyras, Rasteau, and several more besides, but Chateauneuf-du-Pape tends to be 

the sauciest, most powerful, and – sometimes – the longest-lived.   
 

This wine loves to be shown with grilled ANYTHING, particularly pork tenderloin and lamb chops seasoned 

with salt and pepper plus olive oil and herbes de provence (complementing that sense in the wine itself). 

 

We’re glad we could bring this to you! 

 

33.99 / 30.59 for all wine club members 



 
 

An Aussie that WORKS . . . 

2015 THORN-CLARKE ‘William Randell’ CABERNET SAUVIGNON – Eden Valley, Australia 

 

Our provisions of Australian wine to this club are rare.  That’s because Australian wine is, to our palates, 

out of range.  They are rarely shy in size.  There’s nothing wrong with big wine, but many Aussie reds 

feature the accompaniment of  jarring green-ness, happening at odds with the jammy ripeness.  These 

wines too often disagree with themselves. 

 

Even the Barossa Valley’s more dependable Thorn-Clarke doesn’t nail it 100% of the time, but fortunately 

there are a lot of different wines to try from this producer – and I try to try them all.  In a recent 

appointment where the winery’s representative poured about a dozen Thorn-Clarke offerings, two 

especially worked, of which this is one. 

 

We are heading to the Eden Valley in particular, which is part of the Barossa zone but east of the Barossa 

Valley proper.  This is 100% Cabernet Sauvignon that’s not afraid to say so, but this wine AGREES WITH 

ITSELF.  There is saucy fruit in the nose – red fruit, we’d say – along with a floral quality and a vague touch 

of menthol.  The oak (all French barrels, 40% new) complements with a cozy sense of warmth.  On the 

palate the theme of sauce continues, soothing the midpalate.  Alongside are tangy acids keeping you 

thirsty for more and begging for protein (ribeye, methinks) to be served nearby.  Those acids are 

extremely important for the age-ability of this wine.  Many suppose that tannins are the preserver of great 

Cabernets.  Those are helpful, but the true vertebrae of any wine is acidity.   

 

I predict this Cabernet will be a “keeper”.  Load up while we, its only West Coast purveyor, still have some. 

 

93 points from Robert Parker’s Wine Advocate and 94 points from James Halliday, should these numbers 

positively sway you!              

48.99 / 44.09 for all wine club members 
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From The Wine Enthusiast: 

90POINTSRoth 2015 Merlot (Sonoma County)  

This soft, round Merlot blends in small amounts of Malbec and Syrah to offer a 
powerful, full-bodied frame. It's lengthy on the palate in tart red fruit, integrated 
oak and fresh acidity. VIRGINIE BOONE 

Seriously Sonoma, Mouthfilling Merlot  

2015 ROTH MERLOT – Sonoma County 
 

This wine, my friends, acts like it’s more expensive.  Actually, it IS more expensive when you buy it from a 

particular well-known online operation.  At TWS, we’re eager to get you into this wine for less (am I 

sounding like a used car salesman?).  This uses 80% Merlot (a grape regaining its due respect, fifteen years 

after the Sideways movie slight), 14% Syrah, and 6% Malbec.  The wine enjoyed a sixteen month-long nap in 

American, French, and Hungarian oak – thirty percent of which was new. 

 

More importantly, this wine is 100% Sonoma County (Alexander Valley, to be more precise) in source and in 

character.  Certainly “Merlot” is a main impression, but PLACE is immediately seen, smelled, tasted, and 

felt.  The color of this wine is a deep and opaque purple-ruby.  The eyes are enticed!  The nose is 

wonderfully indulgent with sweet damp earth and black cherries, plus a lovely tinge of smoke.  I can’t wait 

to taste the stuff, so here we go:  Wow, this is serious red wine!  Serious in body, with its fat mouthfeel.  

Serious in structure, with acids and tannins framing that fat.  Serious in flavor . . . LONG flavor, that is:  

Earth, herb, black fruits, graphite, and tobacco all vie for the tongue’s attention.  This Roth from California 

has the impact of a Right Bank Bordeaux from a riper vintage! 

 

In one wine, Merlot’s sullied reputation is redeemed – and this significant drink costs you members well 

under twenty dollars!  You would do well to pair it with heavy fare including steaks and roasts.   

 

19.99 / 17.99 for all wine club members 

https://www.winemag.com/contributor/virginie-boone/


 
 

We meant to do this 

2016 DOMAINE des PLUS-DE-VIE – San Francisco Bay 
 

Two years ago we gave your club the first 20 cases of this very wine.  Now you’re getting the last twenty. 

We have duplicated wine club provisions only once before and for the same reason.  The first time we 

showed you two experiences of the same vintage of Adelaida Pinot Noir, 1.5 years apart, contending we 

were actually giving you two very different wines with respect to development. 
 

And that happens here.  Your very first experience of “PdV,” if you opened the bottle as soon as we 

provided it, was of a wine not necessarily young with tannins, but young with “reluctance”.  Its nose took 

at least an overnight of airing to declare itself.  Its flavors were just as tentative.  This is mainly due to the 

wine including about 66% Mourvèdre, a Rhone varietal known (and admired) for its tendency to develop 

more slowly than its Grenache mate.  One of its roles in a typical “GSM” blend is to furnish this “slowing 

down” of the wine’s unavoidable oxidative demise.  Young Mourvèdre, even more modern “whoppers” 

like El Nido’s “Clio” from southwest Spain, wants a little time or a lot of airing to fully reveal itself. 
 

So, it’s with no shame that we bring you this wine again, 25 months later.  Now, only five minutes in your 

glass allows this 66% Mourvèdre / 17% Syrah / 17% Grenache (which contains no MSG) to say what I’d like to 

hear (smell and taste).  Smoky fruit and forest floor scents calmly emerge.  The mouth is fresh with lively, 

tangy acidy, and simultaneously “settled” with plush softness.   
 

Our aspiration to make a California Rhone wine honoring the European Way is realized.  Rather than piling 

on a bunch of brand-new oak flavors, we committed PdV entirely to oversized “hogshead” barrels that had 

already seen several vintages of former wines, rendering them neutral in flavor.  This aging period was also 

brief, compared to California’s more typical 18+ month treatment.  We picked these grapes in September 

of 2016 and removed the wine from barrel for bottling only nine months later, as if we were making Pinot 

Noir.  The ‘San Francisco Bay’ appellation is referenced on the label for the fact that this time the 

Mourvèdre came from some of California’s oldest vines, in Contra Costa’s gateway to the Delta.  We 

personally grew the Syrah and Grenache ourselves in the Livermore Valley.  This mellow drink would do 

nicely with Thanksgiving dinner, as its more mellow yet fully-revealed flavors (akin to cranberries?) will 

politely refrain from knocking the turkey off the table! 

 

21.49 / 19.34 for Wine Club Members of all kinds! 
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Texture 

2016 BELEZOS CRIANZA – Rioja Alavesa, Spain 
 

Bordeaux is roughly ten times the size of the Napa Valley.  We’re not taking you to Bordeaux with this 

wine, but follow me here:  The size of northern Spain’s Rioja region is between  those other two reference 

points; pretty damn big.  . . . And so we know Rioja by three main sub-regions:  Rioja Oriental (formerly 

known as “Baja”), Rioja Alta, and the source of this bottle, Rioja Alavesa.  This is the northernmost sub-

region and the most visually striking, with the Sierra Cantabria as a backdrop to the north.  Cross those 

mountains and you’re heading for the capital of Basque Country, San Sebastian.  Rioja Alavesa is within 

that political zone, so the Alavesa street signs often use Spanish and the unique Basque language as well. 
 

Rioja is a bit like our Napa Valley with the esteem it commands; it is Spain’s most famous wine place.  – And 

just as Cabernet Sauvignon is Napa’s king grape, Tempranillo reigns supreme in Rioja.  That said, 

Tempranillo likes a little help from its friends, just as Cabernet is often accompanied by other Bordeaux 

players.  This particular wine is made from 95% Tempranillo, joined by a 5% mixture of Graciano, Mazuelo 

(Carignan), and Garnacha (Grenache).  Another vital Rioja ingredient is the barrel.  Tempranillo is a little 

lost without a wood treatment, so this Belezos was comforted by a 14-month sojourn in American oak 

barrels.   
 

“American oak?”  Yes, that’s the tradition here, while some modernists favor French wood instead.  There 

are lots of reasons for this, providing quite the Spanish history lesson.  To be more brief we’ll just say this 

particular grape variety holds up well to (and prefers, in the minds of many Spanish winemakers) the more 

outspoken flavors of American oak.   
 

Now, is this particular wine all that “outspoken”?  I’d contend that its primary message is textural.  This 

wine means to soothe the palate with a very suave feel.  Certainly, the plum and tobacco of Rioja is sensed, 

but the primary seductive tool of Belezos is its suppleness.   
 

Savor it with good lamb, duck, or rich stews.  – and mellow out!        
 

19.99 / 17.99 for all wine club members 

 



 
 

Oops:  I Swallowed It 

2016 LUIGI BOSCA CABERNET SAUVIGNON – Maipu, Mendoza, Argentina 
 

Here is yet another vinified assertion that not all that is Argentina is Malbec.  Frankly, I often prefer that 

wine country’s Cabernet Francs and Bordeaux blends to varietal Malbec, and here is another wine I like:  

Good ol’ Cabernet Sauvignon rendered in a very stylish way. 

 

Perhaps it’s fitting that the producer name looks vaguely Italian (many local surnames are, based on a 

significant migration from Southern Italy to Spanish-speaking Argentina about a century ago).  When I 

smell this Cabernet and try to place its source, I might recall Tuscany.  There is something warmheartedly 

“ferrous” (iron-like) and sottobosco (underbrush) -oriented happening here.  The fruits I’m finding 

encompasses liqueur-soaked cherries and – perhaps – tamarinds. 

 

“Tamarind?”  This is an interesting-looking fruit I used to occasionally receive by mistake (a mis-pick) on 

produce loads back in my grocery days.  Maybe the warehouse meant to send the case of brussels sprouts 

I’d actually ordered, but a box of oversized bean pods containing pulp-enrobed seeds showed up instead 

(hard to describe, so see the photo).  I would always smell and taste these foreign-looking objects, 

wondering what they were used for, and what markets actually effectively sold them.  Tasting the leathery 

pulp of a Tamarind was a simultaneously sweet and sour experience akin to eating an apricot.  Its intense, 

concentrated flavor would certainly have an impact on a wide range of recipes. 

 

In the case of this Cabernet, “Tamarind” is smelled AND felt.  A silky texture is joined by a tanginess 

keeping the mouth from tiring of the wine.  In fact, as I held a mouthful on my tongue while writing these 

notes I suddenly surrendered and swallowed it, forgetting my spit bucket.  This is a nicely controlled kind 

of “delicious”.   

 

Luigi Bosca is a classy, enlivening red unashamed of being less of a “cocktail” and more of a food wine, as 

if from the Old World.  Like Argentina’s famous Chimichurri sauce which adds tangy levity to ponderous 

meat dishes, the liveliness of this Cabernet will keep you hungering for more!       

 
 

19.99 / 17.99  for all wine club members 
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Muscadet X 2!! 

2018 DOMAINE de GUIDOIRS – Muscadet Sevre & Maine, Loire Valley, France 

Once again we immerse you into a wine topic with not one, but TWO examples of the same region, made 

from the same grape.  This is especially useful when we’re showcasing an oft-misunderstood wine. 

 

“Muscadet” is not a grape.  It is a wine region on the west side of France’s Loire Valley, not far from the 

Atlantic Ocean.  If this is not enough to relieve you of the fear that a wine whose name begins with 

“Musca-“ might be sweet, rest assured:  This is BONE DRY wine. 

 

So what IS the grape involved here?  The lesser-known Melon de Bourgogne.  As the name implies, it was 

historically derived from Burgundy where it is no longer cultivated.  The Muscadet region is now its chief 

proponent.  The Loire’s other great white varietals are Sauvignon Blanc (most famously from Sancerre) 

and Chenin Blanc, of which the best-known example comes from Vouvray.  Melon is less complex in actual 

scent and flavor than those two.  Naturally, every wine smells like SOMETHING, but Melon is more simple 

and evasive in this way.  This classic example from Domaine de Guidoirs exhibits lime leaves and white 

pepper, and little more.   

 

Muscadet is more about EFFECT.  You can actually FEEL this wine in the nose.  Even before tasting, you 

sense you’re in for a very nervy ride.  – And that’s confirmed at first sip:  The wine is dry, lithe, and zingy.  

The sense of lime persists, and briny-ness (perhaps based on Muscadet’s proximity to seawater) happens 

too, but the real message is one of lean, clean, nervosity.        

 

Muscadet is considered one of the world’s best-suited wines for raw oysters.  When you visit San 

Francisco’s venerable Swan’s Oyster Depot or slightly newer Hog Island, it’s a good bet you’ll see 

Muscadet offered by the glass.  If oysters aren’t your thing or simply not accessible at the moment, 

consider other seafood dishes (fish tacos, etc) as accompaniment.      

 
                                      

12.99 / 11.69 for all wine club members 



 

 
 

And now, a more rare version of Muscadet …  

2015 JUBILATION le PALLET – Muscadet Sevre et Maine, Loire Valley, France 
 

 

This comes from the same place and the same grape as the wine described above.  – And then we note its 

differences.  One of those is obvious:  This wine is three vintages older than the ‘Guidrois’.  That should 

give you pause, have you wondering, “Is it over the hill?”  This is a reasonable question, as most whites 

with primary messages of vibrancy and fresh fruit quickly lose those positive effects in exchange for less 

attractive oxidative scents and flavors.  Ah, but Muscadet is special; a varietal with a possibility for 

endurance, and for becoming another “kind of good” over time.  I actually tasted a twenty year-old 

example once, marveling at its complexity and intactness of nerve. 

 

Another difference here:  Whereas the first Muscadet was fermented and aged traditionally, in either 

stainless steel tanks or enormous concrete vats, some of this Le Pallet saw large format barrels.  These 

vessels were not new and so did not confer any actual oak flavors, but their more permeable material 

allowed for a little oxidative “enrichment.”  - And, as we noted, Muscadet has the rare ability to handle 

that! 

 

What we get is a broader wine in our mouth, yet still dynamic with acidity.  This more-fleshy, developed 

Muscadet experience can put up with pork, richer seafood renderings (scallops in butter), and 

Thanksgiving turkey! 

 

We hope you enjoyed this rare yet necessary lesson in “Muscadet”!       

 

19.99 / 17.99 for all wine club members 
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The Best Value Portuguese Red We’ve Ever Shown You 

2016 LAGO – Douro Valley, Portugal 

 

The tourist trade does remarkable things for our foreign wine business.  A deserving wine country’s 

representation here might languish until river cruises and other trendy explorations have customers 

requesting wines we could never effectively sell before.  In turn, these demands encourage importers to 

go looking for more inspirations from these newfound places, and business snowballs. 

 

Portugal is starting to happen for us, beyond the predictable call for its famous Vinho Verde white and 

Porto dessert wines.  Yet the reds from this wine country can intimidate the American cocktail wine-

preferring palate.  Without hearty food they can disturb the tongue with over-plentiful, earthy tannins and 

jangling acids.  This buyer’s challenge is to find Portuguese reds that are honest to source while delivering 

enough fruit forwardness to compensate for the tannins and acids.  For Portuguese wines to be what I’d 

call “useful” they must be regionally representative AND drinkable! 

 

Here you go:  The very first time I’m 100% confident in a Portuguese red contribution to YOUR club.  I 

happen to think it is mispriced wholesale-wise, because it behaves like $18 wine - at the least.  We are 

heading to the source of Port, from which dry red wine such as LAGO is also made and uses the name 

“Douro Valley.”  This scenically spectacular wine valley hosts the Douro River, which changes name 

upstream to the “Duero” once you’ve crossed into Spain. 

 

The same grape varieties comprising sweet Porto happen herein:  Tinta Roriz, Touriga Nacional, Touriga 

Franca, and Tinta Barroca.  French and American oak aging provide some familiar flavors of toast and the 

comforting warmth of oxidation, but what’s at the center of this wine picture is Douro’s lively berry fruit 

and signature dry chocolate earthiness.   

 

This is damn good Portuguese red wine, at long last.          

 
           

11.99 / 10.79 for wine club members 

 



  This is “where” you’re drinking 

 

Garnacha Country! 

2017 TRES OJOS ‘Old Vines’ GARNACHA – Calatayud, Spain 
 

I took that picture during my first visit to Spain in 2005.  Then I went back here in 2006, 2010, 2015, and 

2016.  Few travel to the vineyards of Calatayud on purpose, as the region is somewhat off the beaten path 

and considered a “backwater” wine country by some.  It has its treasures, however.  Impressive “Mudéjar” 

architecture can be found in all of the tiny pueblos in the form of Christian churches built by the conquered 

Moors - often in a very Moor-ish style, ironically.  The climate and the soil support the growing of a wide 

range of products such as cherries, peaches, almonds, olives, and cereals.  The people themselves might be 

called “treasures,” considering their rare, simple “realness”.  I’ve had the pleasure of drinking excellent Gin 

& Tonics crafted by an inhabitant or two. 

 

Another treasure is the prevalence of old Garnacha (Grenache) vines.  We are very near the birthplace of 

this grape variety better known for its role in France’s Chateauneuf-du-Pape.  The Garnachas of Calatayud 

rarely aspire to the greatness of that wine, and they don’t need to.  What you get for well under $15 per 

bottle is tons of color, a rampant perfume of blackberries and pepper, and saucy textures of cherries and 

herbs. 

 

This wine is an ultimate example of those impressions and the value inherent in a red from Calatayud.  In 

this case 10-15% Tempranillo is also asked to participate, adding a tinge of smoky tobacco.   

 

This wine works with everything grilled, whether meat or vegetable.  It might just kill it with the dark meat 

of the upcoming holiday’s turkey.  It ALWAYS takes me back to a beautiful, lonely land I long to revisit!      

 
 

11.99 / 10.79 for wine club members 


