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Brace Yourself 

2016 AUSTIN HOPE CABERNET SAUVIGNON – Paso Robles 

 

This wine clings to the stylistic fringe of what we like to show you club members.  If it has a problem, it’s 

that that it provides TOO MUCH of good things like ripe fruit and rich textures.  It will be some wine lover’s 

ultimate cup of tea while others will wonder if TWS has half its tastebuds, compensating with a selection 

that’s twice as much wine as it could / should be.     

 

- So we urge you careful readers to prepare for this wine.  Serve it after it has settled down for a few 

months, and only when lovers of Cabernet enormity are in your midst and richly-sauced barbecue is on the 

menu.  – And understand why this wine is what it is:  Source. 

 

Austin Hope is based in Paso Robles.  With its warmer temperatures this place is bound to make a “bigger” 

red than comparatively cooler Napa or Sonoma.  The Paso Robles wine producer’s biggest challenge isn’t  

achieving ripeness, but the restraint thereof.  Fruit power is a given here.  Balance and elegance are the 

real tricks, and many Paso Robles wineries are finally nailing those these days.    

 

Besides the power of geography there’s another “source” at play:  A cultural influence.  The Hope family 

moved from Bakersfield to Paso Robles in the late seventies to purchase and operate a ranch.  Apples and 

grapes were the intended crops, with the latter being the more successful.  In the late 1980’s the Wagner 

Family, owners of Caymus Vineyards in the Napa Valley, came to the Hopes in need of fruit for their Liberty 

School project.  Thus began a relationship enduring to this day and with it a preference for a wine style of 

gratifying ripeness.  Certainly, terroir AND an urge for full-throttle “Caymus-style” fruit are both in play in 

Austin Hope wines. 

 

The former vintage of this Cabernet was awarded 97 points by Wine Enthusiast Magazine.  While not yet 

rated, we’re sure this 2016 will have its fans.  To the rest of you:  Consider the settling effect of cellaring, 

the importance of a bold food accompaniment, the crowd for whom you’ll uncork this, and – certainly – 

the source!      

44.99 / 40.49 for All Wine Club Members 



 
 

 

Silly but Serious 

2013 PETIT BATARD RED WINE – Napa Valley 
 

This ‘Little Bastard’ with the whimsical (examine carefully) label has long been a favorite of mine.  It prices 

lower than most good Napa reds, provides a dimension of flavor complexity beyond simple fruit, and 

answers my hope for a more classically structured mouthfeel.  I like this little bastard! 

 

It’s a coming-together of 35% Malbec, 33% Cabernet Sauvignon, and 32% Merlot accessed from some of the 

Napa Valley’s most important plots including Lewelling Vineyard and Oakville Station.  The shepherding 

winemaker is none other than Jeff Gafner, whose work with Hestan’s  “Stephanie” and Saxon-Brown is 

known to longtime Wine Steward patrons.  Jeff’s first news-grabber was his participation with the 1996 

Chateau St. Jean’s ‘Cinque Cepages,’ proclaimed “Wine of the Year” by Wine Spectator Magazine. 

 

Most of the 2013 vintage Napa reds have long sold out and now rest in private cellars if they haven’t 

already been enjoyed.  That adds some specialness to this offering because while we’ve seen many 

awesome Napa years of late the 2013’s seem to be more sturdy and age-worthy.  Those qualities are borne 

out by the scent and palate of this wine.   For the nose there’s the gratification of cherries evolving to a 

more saucy, balsamic musk.  On the tongue the sense of “sauce” continues, with some gruff tannins 

adding their reprimanding restraint.   

 

Certainly, this is a wine for a winter feast:  Prime rib with mushrooms?           

 

39.99 / 35.99 for wine club members 
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Once more to the Rhone! 

2016 DOMAINE de la MORDORÉE ‘La Reine des Bois’ – Lirac, Southern Rhone, France 

 

Yes, another Southern Rhone is landing in your club and we promise to let up soon!  The frequency is due 

to several pre-arrival commitments I made and once the wines land in California they must be brought 

through our back door soon thereafter (no one at the various levels of this business loves to sit on 

inventory for too long).  As you’ve been reading and tasting, however, the frequency is also due to 2016 

being an especially great year for this region and we’ve been determined to exploit that.   

 

We’ve saved one of the best for last and encourage you to do a little saving of your own by opening this 

not now but – maybe – six months to a year from now.  This gutsy wine could use a little relaxing nap.  A 

red from Lirac might not always require such patience, but this is 2016 Lirac AND it comes from none other 

than the great Mordorée.   

 

Even the price may have you paying more attention.  Wines from Lirac - across the Rhone River from 

Chateauneuf-du-Pape – rarely rate the prices of that more famous neighbor.  This producer’s ‘Reine des 

Bois’ (referring to a local game bird) has the audacity to so declare – because the world wine market 

reveres Mordorée and, more importantly, because Mordorée is really great wine. 

 

Unlike the typical Chateauneuf blend emphasizing Grenache this wine consists of a more even three-way 

distribution of Grenache, Syrah, and Mourvèdre.   30% of the juice saw oak barrels for a bit of “oxidative 

rounding” while the other 70% remained in fruit-preserving stainless steel tanks.  As already implied, this 

wine is STURDY in form.  My love affair with Rhone wines accommodates its juvenile attitude, but some of 

you will want to mellow it out a little via time.  – But don’t miss out on the beautiful coffee, licorice, violets, 

and black raspberries it declares in its younger period.  That, to me, is the time to drink Mordorée! 

 

  

44.99 / 40.49 for all wine club members 

  

  

 



 
Library Rioja! 

2005 VALSACRO ‘Dioro’ – Rioja, Spain 
 

This label will be known to wine club veterans.  The name ‘Valsacro’ converted to ‘Vinsacro’ some years 

ago due to some branding conflict but the familiar label should have you wondering, “Hey, didn’t we get 

this before?”  Nope.  Not this.  Not 2005!   
 

Vinsacro/Valsacro is situated in Rioja Baja, one of Rioja’s three sub-regions.  A simple way to understand 

the size of Rioja:  Bordeaux is ten times the size of the Napa Valley and Rioja falls between the two in 

acreage.  So, it’s a big place with different micro-climates, soil types, and winemaking cultures.  Spain’s 

noble grape Tempranillo reigns supreme (minimally blended) in the north but in warmer Rioja Baja all bets 

are off, as this wine’s ingredient list conveniently declares.  Tempranillo is hardly half of this blend.  There 

are contributions from no fewer than FIVE other grapes.  Garnacha, Mazuelo, Graciano, Monastrell, and 

Bobal all participate.  Would you like to know the exact percentages?  Forget it.  Part of Valsacro’s 

mystique comes from its ancient interplanted vineyards.  Even the producers aren’t up on the details. 
 

With the provision of this thirteen-year-old red it’s time to discuss what the passage of time does to Rioja 

in general, and what it does to this one in particular.  The northern, Tempranillo-oriented versions are 

regarded as the more classical in tannin/acid structure; more refined in style.  These are the ones we 

sometimes observe as still valid decades after they’re made (when we can access such wines).  In size and 

elegance they relate more to Pinot Noir.   
 

Valsacro from Baja is not that kind of Rioja.  With its warmer environment and different ingredient list it is  

darker in color, richer in scent with earth and unsweetened chocolate and blackberries, and more hefty in 

the mouth.  While ‘Dioro’ is this winery’s ‘Reserva’ made only in the best of years it is not expected to 

perform the same as its northern peers.  It will rarely be elegantly lithe but rather tends toward rugged 

power.  This wine has outlasted most Valsacros because of the goodness of Vintage 2005 and by virtue of 

being stored in the cold depths of its winery birthplace for most of its years.  You should anticipate a Phase 

II experience where fruit remains but is transitioning from young and bright to more evolved aspects.  Also 

prevalent:  An insistent sense of graphite, best resolved by a big meal.  Both times I have visited 

Valsacro/Vinsacro the tour and tasting were followed by a hefty lunch where the wine was more properly 

observed with whole glasses of different vintages.  Accompanying these flavorful glassfuls was Spain’s 

most respectful Rioja treatment:  Slow-roasted lamb shank.  If lamb is on your list of favorite proteins 

you’d be applying it perfectly here.     
 

We are exclusive in California with this impressive Library Rioja for . . . 
    

39.99 / 35.99 for all wine club members 
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Underdog Grape Gets its Due 

2017 UNION SACRE ‘Compte à Rebours’ CARIGNAN – Paso Robles 

Two guys team up here to aim the spotlight on a grape that’s worked for centuries as a bit player, but 

rarely a soloist.  The guys are Xavier, an ex-boxer from France’s Rhone Valley who now resides in the 

Central Coast and has worked at many significant wineries of the region, and Philip, who transplanted from 

Michigan to do design work for many of those same wineries.  Union Sacre is their sacred union, and 

among their sacred duties is the glorification of this 100% Carignan. 
 

Carignan / Carignane / Carignano / Cariñena is known to the more adventurous California wine consumers, 

especially those interested in the so-called “Rhone varieties.”  To winemakers of Europe’s “Mediterranean 

Crescent” it is respected as a longtime helper of wine blends but is rarely devoted to a starring role.  

France’s Corbiéres and Catalonia’s Priorat are some of its best advocates but even there it is blended with 

Grenache and/or Syrah, etc.  Carignan is known for its provision of an earthy bass note; a launch pad from 

which more fruity varieties rocket northward; a wine’s guts.   
 

Xavier and Philip’s New World rendition has a much cheerier point of view.  Whether the difference is in 

the winemaking or the regional setting, this Carignan is nearly careless with its florality, juicy medium body, 

and velvety length of baking spices.   
 

As we have a few warm days to go before the weather turns down I’d serve this at a cellar temperature 

and pair it with grilled chicken or pork, enjoying a rare solo act by a longtime bit player! 
 

19.99 / 17.99 for all wine club members 



 
   

 
The Return of Gorham 

2014 GORHAM CABERNET SAUVIGNON – Happy Canyon Ridge, Happy Canyon of Santa Barbara AVA 

Over the years of doing this we’ve realized the power of repeating ourselves.  When the response to the 

first vintage of a wine is positive it makes sense to keep the train rolling with another vintage of the same, 

as long as it measures up to the first experience.  This is called building a brand, which isn’t always easy to 

do considering the inconvenient vicissitudes of vintage variations and inevitable changes in distribution.  

Just as importantly, it’s also a building of relationship.  Tim Gorham and his wines were recommended to 

us by a friend in the industry.  That friendship fostered a new one as we’ve gotten to know Tim and his 

unique story.  The new friendship has provided us with a wine not found anywhere else (practically, as we 

are buying about ¼ of its total production) and a wholesale price allowing a $25 Cabernet to squeeze into 

our California Wine Club budget.  It was just last March when we gave you Tim’s 2013 version and with no 

apologies we’re heading right back to the man and the brand for the 2014 iteration. 
 

Tim has a small vineyard in a part of Santa Barbara County that has only recently been recognized as a sub-

AVA (American Viticultural Area):  Happy Canyon of Santa Barbara.  If you think of the general area’s west-

to-east orientation, know that Santa Rita Hills happens furthest west, closest to the cooling Pacific, 

excelling with Pinot Noir and Chardonnay.  It’s bordered by Lompoc on the west and Buellton at the east.  

Heading inland we then encounter Ballard Canyon, home of our friends at Stolpman, where Syrah, 

Grenache, and Sangiovese can happen among others.  Farther in and a bit warmer is the Santa Ynez Valley 

hosted by the towns of Santa Ynez, Los Olivos, and Solvang.  Rhone varieties prevail here along with 

Sauvignon Blanc, etc.  FINALLY, on the eastern edge of the Santy Ynez Valley happens Happy Canyon.  This 

is where pioneering efforts with Bordeaux grapes have been turning heads of late, and thus the 

achievement of the new appellation designation.  Star Lane and Crown Point are major players here, and 

Tim’s much smaller project happens right next door to the latter.  While Tim carefully oversees the 

management of his vines he wisely entrusts the harvested fruit to one of the area’s recognized 

winemakers, Doug Margerum.  A mere 125 cases of this wine are made and aged at Doug’s facility. 
 

This beautifully-colored Cabernet Sauvignon (with small contributions from Merlot, Cabernet Franc, 

Malbec, and Petit Verdot) offers up a friendly – let’s say happy! – perfume of berries and cherries along 

with a rooty aspect.  Early Happy Canyon Cabs overdid this veggie quality, but nowadays it’s an intrigue-

providing sideshow.  The palate is medium-full yet briskly fresh having us ponder, “Is this a quaffer or a 

more serious food wine?”  I think it doubles as both.  Do you do duck?  Do it here!                     

    

24.99 / 22.49 for Wine Club Members 
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From a Master Somellier to Wine Steward’s Desktop 

2015 RUBUS ‘Icono’ MALBEC – Mendoza, Argentina 
 

I’m often asked if I’m a “sommelier-something-or-other” by folks supposing anyone who spouts off about 

wine as much as I must have formal training and stringent testing under his or her belt, represented by a 

fancy pin on a navy blue blazer.   
 

Sorry, no suit and tie here.  Right now I’m sitting at my keyboard wearing a pin-less t-shirt with an image of 

a famous playwright and the declaration “’This shit writes itself’ – William Shakespeare.”  To my left stands 

an uncorked bottle of Rubus Malbec with a healthy pour of the juice in a big Riedel Bordeaux glass 

alongside.  On the floor behind me:  A big wine-stained spit bucket.  Just downstairs from my office 

doorway staff members help customers, and sometimes I’m summoned for the tougher requests.  Our 

landlord just needed access to the roof.  I couldn’t locate the key and handed him our bolt cutters instead.  

Pleasanton’s temperature might hit 85 today.  Our crotchety display cooler might cut out again so I’ve 

plugged in the extra fans configured in front of the compressor out back; an engineering feat of which I’m 

rather proud.  Just now I remembered:  Time to feed the sourdough starter.  Next up:  Malisa reminds me I 

need to do a new sign for the Old Rasputin Stout that’s now on tap. 
 

Am I “sommelier- something-or-other”?  Nope, there’s no extra time for becoming a certified one, but I’d 

say I’m a real-life one.  I’m probably exposed to at least as many wine tastes and places as the official, 

better-dressed, pin-wearing dude.  I perform the role of showing others good wines I’ve carefully tasted.  

And sometimes I scrub the toilets and take out the trash.   
 

Importer Fran Kysela, on the other hand, is a certified Master Sommelier.  He roams the world using his 

vast experience and talent to identify correctness and goodness.  He found you this Malbec from 

Argentina.  I bought it from him and want to sell it to you.  Pin or no pin, we both think it’s a successful 

example of its type.  Redcurrants and red peppercorns entice the nose.  Perhaps a wisp of spearmint 

happens as well.  The palate is soft and broad in a loamy way, yet dynamic with red citrus (Blood orange?  

Pomegranate?).  This wine asks, “Where’s the beef?!”           
 

Another wine dude approves:  90 points from Robert Parker’s Wine Advocate!              

19.99 / 17.99 for all wine club members 



 
 

A Great Region for Less 

2015 PASANAU ‘Ceps Nous’ – Priorat, Catalonia, Spain 
 

Just a few months ago I visited Priorat once again.  The trip from cosmopolitan Barcelona to this strikingly 

different place is always a visual shock, one that has yet to lose its thrill for me.  – For Priorat seems a 

whole world away from that city, not just a 1.5 hours’ drive south and a little west.  You wouldn’t know the 

coastline and its moderate climate is one ridge of mountains to the east; not when carefully navigating 

Priorat’s curvy, hilly roads traversing steep slopes of vines persisting in spare, infertile soils. 

 

Soils?  In many places there is more rock than actual dirt, yet the Garnacha and Carignan plantings 

stubbornly hang on in this land where it often takes two or three vines to produce a mere bottle of wine.  

This rock has a name:  “Licorella”; a blue-grey slate which by virtue of its fractures admits water-seeking 

roots through its depths.  It is smelled and felt in Priorat’s wines, declaring itself in the nose with a damp, 

cooling effect.  In the mouth, a minerally structure is an obvious partner to the fruit. 

 

Fruit?  The heat of the place brings that to the party.  The grapes at play, Garnacha and Carignan, often get 

enhancement from non-native visitors Syrah, Merlot, and/or Cabernet Sauvignon.  Garnacha gives the high-

toned jammy-ness and Carignan (as discussed one club above) provides the chocolatey bass note.  So, 

Priorat is one of the great wine places where both terroir and grape varieties have their say. 

 

In this Pasanau we’re getting a sense of Priorat for a lower-than-typical price.  ‘Ceps Nous,’ based on 

younger vines, is the winery’s entry-level version; an affable and affordable glance at a serious wine type.  

In this instance Carignan is omitted.  80% Garnacha, 10% Merlot, and 10% Syrah are doing the deed.  Ceps 

Nous is fragrant with incense, teak, dark berry fruit, and mace.  In the mouth it is simultaneously 

voluptuous and rugged.  It is very good. 

 

If you enjoy this wine I’d like you to do me a favor:  Visit Parada, a Peruvian restaurant on the Walnut 

Creek/Pleasant Hill border.  Enjoy their range of great South American items then give them a little hell 

about dropping this wine from their list.  I’ve been ordering it there for at least two years and upon visiting 

again last week saw that my favorite by-the-glass red was retired.  Please help!!   

                

22.49 / 20.24 for all wine club members 
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The Oysters are Scared! 

2017 DOMAINE de la FOLIETTE – Muscadet Sèvre et Maine, Loire Valley, France 

250 miles across.  That’s the vast breadth of the Loire Valley defined by its eponymous river.  On the 

eastern edge sub-regions Sancerre and Pouilly-Fume specialize in Sauvignon Blanc.  Heading west to 

Vouvray and Chinon brings you to Chenin Blanc and Cab Franc country.  Floating farther down the Loire 

and approaching its Atlantic Ocean ending you encounter a wine region less recognized by the typical 

American wine drinker, an area generally called “Muscadet”.  “Less recognized,” but there’s hope – as 

long as there’s a penchant for raw oysters! 
 

Let’s get one thing out of the way:  “Muscadet” the region has nothing to do with “Muscat” the grape.  

The grape at play here is Melon de Bourgogne.  As the name implies it came from Burgundy where it’s no 

longer grown.  Oregon and Washington State have a little, and it was rumored that the old mixed-white 

vineyard in Livermore where I once played contained it, too.  Muscadet is devoted entirely to Melon, which 

is nearly always fermented and briefly aged in stainless steel tanks, kept on its own lees (expired yeast 

cells) for a little enrichment.  It is bracingly bone dry and this is a great example.  Now, get some oysters, 

and FYI:  Our neighbor restaurant Sabio does them for a buck a pop certain times of the week!      

15.49 / 13.94 for all wine  club members 



 
 

Nails it Every Time . . . 

2017 MUSTIGUILLO ‘Mestizaje’ BLANCO – Vino de España, Spain 
 

This delightful wine has been shown to your club on at least two other vintage occasions.  If Mestizaje is 

confusing for its unusual name and ambiguous geographical source, its positives way outweigh, beginning 

with the attractive packaging.  The label design implies our Spanish destination is southerly, as that part of 

the country features many visual reminders of the centuries-long Moorish occupation.  We’re visiting 

winedom’s no-man’s-land, inland from Valencia where, fittingly, a no-man’s grape variety is being honored.  

‘Mestizaje’ is a ‘mixture’ of mainly Merseguera, a once-disdained variety elevated to respect by the winery 

Bodegas Mustiguillo.  They’re making the important wine point, “Grow a grape where it belongs and treat 

it right in the winery.”  Merseguera is joined by Viognier and Malvasia here, enhancing the body and nose 

just a skosh.   

 

Fragrance:  Jubilant with fruit salad connotations!  Peaches and pears and mandarin oranges clamor for 

your attention. 

 

Palate:  Luscious!  A generously-flavored wine that knows right when to stop.   

 

As a wine chooser and retailer I’m especially happy with Mestizaje because I KNOW a whole lot of you are 

going to fall for something you’ve never had before.  Already had it before?  Then you must have had it 

from us!       

 
            

19.99 / 17.99 for all wine club members 
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A Weird Way of Wine Buying 

2017 DOMAINE de PELLEHAUT ‘Harmonie de Gascogne’ – Cotes de Gasgogne, France 
 

Here is a wine that’s honest about its source.  It asks you to open-mindedly “come to it” rather than 

gratuitously delivering New Worldly-ness.  What I mean is this French wine isn’t afraid to be what it is, a 

compelling yet user-friendly red from Gascogny, land of the Three Musketeers, south of Bordeaux. 

 

That I discovered it at the bar at Tahoe Donner’s country club is the only weird part.  Most of the by-the- 

glass menu was predictably tilted toward domestic and familiar Cabernets, Pinots, and Chardonnays.  

Refreshingly out of place was the inclusion of this affordable Old World blend.  I enjoyed a glass, texted my 

wine rep for details, and two weeks later it’s landing in your bag. 

 

Domaine de Pellehaut Rouge is comprised of Merlot, Syrah, Cabernet Sauvignon, Pinot Noir, and local 

yokel grape Tannat.  It is fragrant in a very “country” way.  It would do very well with another Gascogne 

specialty foie gras, but rotisserie chicken would work in a pinch!  Savory scents of soil and green pepper 

join more fruity qualities of rose petals and strawberries.  In the mouth the wine is energetic in a red citrus 

way, yet filling enough when you pound a whole glass.  Pellehaut is of a style and weight we call “bistro 

wine,” for which expectations are not set too high.  All we’re asking from Pellehaut is an inexpensive yet 

characterful glass of red.  It delivers that in spades. 

 

11.49 / 10.34 for wine club members 



 

 
Since 1856, under one name or another . . . 

 

Let’s Keep it on the Shelf This Time! 

2016 SOBON ESTATE ‘Old Vine’ ZINFANDEL – Amador County 
 

I too often do this wine and you TWS patrons a disservice.   

 

Several vintages of Sobon’s value Zinfandel have landed in your wine club with the remainder of our 

purchase heading for our shelves.  The shelves rapidly empty-out (faster than usual) and for some reason I 

forget to replenish.  What’s the mind block happening here?  Am I just too detached from Zinfandel to 

realize THIS one actually works and pleases so many of your palates?  Okay, here’s your mandate:  The next 

time I forget to re-order this wine you should slap me upside the head, or at least mildly upbraid me for my 

negligence of good wine and its good customers!! 

 

Sobon Estate has long occupied a property my mother remembers driving by on her way to the tiny 

lumber town’s general store operated by her parents.  Back then it was the D’Agostini Winery, now a 

California Historical Landmark located in the Shenandoah Valley of the Sierra Foothills.  During one period 

of her life Mom would made the trip from her Sutter Creek home to now non-existent Omo Ranch in El 

Dorado County, traversing the Amador County wine region along the way. 

 

This area hosts some of California’s oldest vines planted by former 49er gold miners seeking a more 

reliable way of making a living.  Some of these vines still contribute to the wine you’re enjoying now; 

enjoyable because mature Zinfandel vines yield a lower, more evenly ripened crop.  The greener aspects of 

young-vine Zinfandel aren’t happening here.  Instead, raspberry fruit, tobacco, and a nearly-molasses finish 

are the delicious features.   

 

We hope you enjoy it, come back for more, and actually find some on our shelves!            

 
 

12.49 / 11.24 for wine club members 


