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 Napa County wine 
coverage: Visit us online at 
NapaValleyRegister.com/wine 
for more coverage of the wine 
industry.

 Twenty-odd years ago, in 
a small café in western 
Milan, I asked a waiter for 

the wine list. He simply said, 
“Non carte di vini, solo rosso e 
bianco,” and on speaking that 
last word, he winced and slowly 
shook his head. 

 As if to say, “Forget the 
white.” 

Today, if I asked 1,000 Amer-
ican wine consumers to de-
scribe an Italian wine, probably 
700 would say “Chianti” and 
about 300, the most sophisti-

cated, would say 
something about 
it being red. 

I’m guessing 
that even dedi-
cated wine lovers 
would never de-
scribe an Italian 
wine as being 
white. Indeed, 
until recently, 

white wine from Italy was such 
an afterthought that almost no 
one ever ordered it. (Except for 
a lot of blah Pinot Grigio…) 

But when it comes to red, 
Italy is filled with the stuff. And 
a lot of it is really good for aging 
in a cellar: Barolo, Barbaresco, 
Brunello, Aglianico, Sagrantino, 
Barbera, Amarone and more. 

There was a good reason for 
poor quality bianco for decades. 
Most were afterthoughts, fer-
mented too warm, shipped to 
market without care. 

It wasn’t until about 1970 
that temperature-controlled 
stainless-steel fermentation 
tanks became widely used in 
Italy, giving winemakers con-
trol over fermentation tem-
peratures, allowing wines to be 
made fruitier and thus display 
more of their distinctiveness. 

In the 1980s and 1990s, a few 
northern Italian white wines 
(like the Cortese-based Gavi) 
tried to gain traction in the U.S. 
wine market, but the effort 
collapsed. Part of the reason: 
Some importers refused to 
ship the product in refrigerated 
containers, so the wine was 
“cooked,” partially deteriorated 
when it got here. 

Since about 2000, viticul-
ture, wine-making methods, 
and import tactics all markedly 
improved. Today, many Italian 
white wines are far more repu-
table than ever. Today there is 
quality Arneis, Verduzzo, Fiano, 
Grechetto, Favorita, Greco, Pi-
colit, Malvasia... 

However, sales of many of 
these wines remain problematic 
partly as a result of the flood of 
very ordinary Pinot Grigio that 
has blemished all Italian whites. 

Moreover, high-quality 
Italian whites began to arrive 
here about the same time (late 
1990s) that other imported 
products hit these shores at de-
cent prices. Many whites from 
Spain, Portugal, New Zealand, 
Chile, South Africa, and Eu-
rope challenged Italian bianco, 
which has made life rough for 
Italian importers like Don Chi-
gazola. 

His small Sonoma Coun-
ty-based import firm (Chi-
gazola Merchants) has invested 
a lot, allowing him to specialize 
in the finest Italian wines, both 
red and white. Yet he still has a 
hard time getting restaurants 
and retailers to pay attention to 
many of his whites. 

He ships every wine in cold 
refrigerated containers (called 
reefers), and of the whites he 
carries, most are among the 
most highly regarded through-
out Italy. 

But you would never know 
it unless you sat down to chat 
with Don. His eyes simply light 
up when he speaks of his latest 
whites. 

One is from the highly re-
garded Verdicchio grape that 
is native to the Marche in the 
coastal/eastern edge of central 
Italy. Verdicchio is a variety 
unique to high-altitude Marche 
(mar-kay), where cold nights 
keep acids high, and permit this 
grape to display a minerally/

Viva 
Bianco: 
Italy’s white 
wines 

 My frequent visits to 
Trader Joe’s include a 
stop in the wine sec-

tion. Sure I’m checking out the 
wines but I’m just as interested 
in the customers. For every one 
who fills up a case lickety-split 
there seem to be twenty trying 
to figure out what in the world 
what bottles to buy.

What’s good? What is it like? 
Tough questions to answer even 
for “wine pros” like me unless 

you’ve had the 
wine before. (I 
know folks who 
make sport of 
buying a mixed 
Trader Joe’s case, 
popping the bot-
tles in the park-
ing lot to taste, 
then returning to 
stock up on their 

favorites.)
To add to this challenge, 

consider that a thriving store 
or shop’s ample wine selection 
covers 0.01% (maybe) of all 
the wines on the market. Let’s 
say you read a wine pick that 
fits your taste and budget. You 
still have a needle-in-a-hay-
stack predicament. Ever bring a 
newspaper clipping with a wine 
recommendation into a wine 
shop and ask if it’s in stock? 
Good luck with that.

I’d like to help you out with 
this problem. Here’s how.

My Napa Valley Register 
picks are straight from the 
Dan Dawson’s Wine Advisor 
(DDWA) playbook: well-priced, 
outstanding values, intriguing 
selections. Descriptions are 
concise. From there I advise 
readers on how I’d go about 
buying the wine. Maybe I 
know it’s at a certain Bay Area 
wine shop. When it makes the 
most sense I suggest you order 
straight from the winery. Door 
Dash it is not. Effort is neces-
sary, but I’m here to help you 
channel your efforts the right 
way, making your quest a joy, 
not a chore. It’s more than buy-
ing good wine. It’s also about 
connecting with another layer 
of the wine industry.

Here are my four wine picks 
for the week and how I suggest 
you acquire them.

yves Cuilleron rosé of 
Syrah “Sybel” Vin de 
France 2018 —$13 

DDWA “Great Value”
Strawberries, oranges, black 

pepper. Very dry. This French 
Rosé is dry and tart enough 
to please my wife, who pre-
fers who pinks crisp as can be, 
and fruity enough to make me 
happy. Grilled lemon-garlic 
chicken is my perfect pairing.

Closest merchant I’ve located 
for this Rosé is K&L Wine Mer-
chants, a powerhouse retailer 
with one of its three stores lo-
cated in San Francisco near the 
5th Street exit on I-80. Order 
online and choose either pick 
up or have it shipped. For $18/
case, just ship it so you can grill 
that chicken and open a bottle 
while the days are still warm. 
If a case of Cuilleron Rosé is 
too much, the next wine is also 
available at K&L:

Newfound Carignane 
“Colombini Vineyard” 
redwood Valley, 
mendocino 2017 — $30 

DDWA “Awesome Value”
Say Carignane to your av-

erage wine geek and his/her 
ears will prick up like Scooby 
Doo hearing pizza. Old vine 
Carignane (these are 75 year old 
vines) makes a berry-ful, spicy 
pleasure. Drop blueberries, 
black licorice, black pepper and 
lavender into a Vitamix, turn it 
on for 10 seconds and you get 
the idea. A thick, juicy roast 
pork chop, slathered in herbs 
and roast onions, is my dream 
pairing.

I’m not certain if the winery 

Finding 
that needle 
in the 
haystack

TONY POER 

 A master class on how a 
Napa Valley wine is grown and 
produced was just one of the 
events in a day of activities 
at the CIA at Copia, but Opus 
One winemaker Michael Si-
lacci’s hour-long seminar had 
the most unusual title: “Two 
Wolves, Three Coyotes and 
Dog in a Kitchen Sink.”

Representatives from nearly 
150 wineries were on hand for 
Matter of Taste, a fundraiser 
put on by Robert Parker Wine 
Advocate and Napa’s Feast It 
Forward Foundation in August. 

The Grand Tasting drew 450 
Wine Advocate subscribers 
and their guests; and through-
out the day, masterclasses pro-
vided smaller groups the op-
portunity to hear from grow-
ers and winemakers on topics 
that ranged from the terroirs 
of Napa Valley, to the grower 
Champagne movement to bio-
dynamic farming in Washing-
ton state.

Silacci, who has been wine-
maker at the Oakville estate 
since 2004, was joined by 
Lisa Perrotti-Brown, edi-
tor-in-chief for Robert Parker 
Wine Advocate, for his tast-
ing of Opus One wines. By the 
end of the presentation, the 
title was explained, as well as 
the two plastic M&M’s candy 
mascots sitting between their 
microphones.

Ten half-glasses of red wine 
were arranged at each place 
setting, to be tasted in three 
flights that went to the heart 
of Silacci’s winemaking.

The first flight clarified the 
“canine” aspect of the class’s 
title: four 2017 red wines, 
each fermented with a differ-
ent yeast called wolf, coyote, 
and dog on the tasting sheet, 
along with the squirrel, which 
was explained later. The names 
represented characteristics in 
four types of yeast they’d be-
gun to isolate several years 
ago from different sections of 
vineyards in Oakville. These 

sample components will even-
tually become part of the final 
2017 Opus One Proprietary Red 
Wine.

“Normally you’re supposed 
to do these things in steps, but 
often you just don’t have time,” 
Silacci said, referring to wild 
yeast tests initiated in Opus 
One’s vineyards by a French 
microbiologist, Anaïs Hou-
ette-Cassous, in 2012.

A year later, during the 
2013 harvest and crush, they 
ramped up the tests. “We sent 
samples of the yeast off to ETS, 
a lab in St. Helena, to identify 
them and see if they were truly 
wild. And we found when we 
got the results back that we had 
two wolves, three coyotes, and 
a dog.”

As the audience laughed, 
Silacci explained the canine 
analogy.

The wolves, which “don’t 
come into neighborhoods—
they stay put out the wild,” 
were the truly wild yeasts. 
“Coyotes,” he said of the yeasts 
that shared a gene mutation 
with commercial yeast, “will 
come into your neighborhood 
and maybe snag a chicken or a 
cat for dinner out of your back-

yard.” More laughter, a bit ner-
vous this time.

Meanwhile, he continued, 
“The dog is here as a reference 
point. The dog [yeast] tends 
to be a little bit more linear, 
simple, and straightforward. 
But, I mean, it exists because 
it makes great wine. So there’s 
nothing wrong with it.” Like 
most dogs, perhaps.

And wine number four, the 
squirrel?

The sample that Silacci said 
“for the last couple of years 
has been my go-to yeast” was 
discovered by a pair of interns 
who carried out their own 
yeast-collection experiment, 
applying scotch tape to sap on 
oak trees in Opus One’s vine-
yards. What they’d found, 
according to the winemaker, 
was a bona fide California wild 
yeast that one of the interns 
identified as “really clean, 
without any issues.” Sticking 
with the animal theme, they 
called it the squirrel, since it 
was hanging out in an oak tree.

“I’ll tell you what stands 
out for me in the squirrel is 
the texture. It’s very soft, and 

Wolves, coyotes and a 
dog in a kitchen sink

LOWeLL dOWNey pHOtOS, ARTS & CLARITY  

When Opus winemaker michael Silacci led a master class at the Cia at Copia, the large m&m was his 
prop to demonstrate how taste works. 

An Opus One 
masterclass with 
Michael Silacci

Four 2017 red wines from Opus One, each fermented with different 
yeasts, called wolf, coyote, and dog were in Silacci’s tasting.
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it’s very silky,” Perrotti-Brown 
remarked after tasting through 
her flight. “And I’m just going 
to say I love the wolf because of 
its personality. It’s got a really 
strong, very singular personal-
ity. You know for me, as a critic, 
that’s something we look for, that 
singularity in wines. And I love 
that about the wolf.”

In the flight that followed, Si-
lacci got around to the plastic 
M&M’s mascots.

Next to each place setting in 
the audience sat a small paper 
cup holding three peanut M&M’s. 
“We usually put three in the cup, 
because there are people that just 
can’t resist,” he joked.

He asked the audience to pop 
one of the candies in their mouths 
and “just roll it around and expe-
rience how it changes.” The pea-
nut represented the wine’s center 
or core of flavors, he said. “The 
chocolate is the texture of the 
wine and the shell is the structure 
of the wine.”

Silacci related it to wine-
making. The hard candy shell 
of an M&M becomes rough and 
patchy in the mouth before it gets 
smoother, not unlike the changes 
a red wine goes through as fer-
mentation comes to an end.

“Typically, you’ll taste the 
wine at the end of fermentation, 
and it’s really nice and rich. As 
you leave the wine in contact with 
the skins, it gets kind of rough 
and powdery and a little bit out 
of balance. 

Then all of a sudden you’ll start 
to taste it coming into a nice, 
round, smooth structure. It takes 
a couple of days and then boom, 
you’re there, and it’s rounder and 
smoother than when you first 
tasted it at the end of fermenta-
tion.”

Methodical M&M’s-eating, 
then, is “like starting from the 
end of fermentation until we 
reach that point where we want 
to drain and press. So, in the 

case of wine, we would drain and 
separate it from the skins. In the 
case of the M&M’s, you bite the 
peanut. That’s winemaking via 
M&M’s.”

The Kitchen Sink 
Silacci moved onto the second 

flight of wines, introducing three 
barrel blends from Opus One’s 
2018 vintage to discuss how a 
kitchen sink worked its way into 
the class. 

While two of the wines came 
close to what he expected would 
be the final blend for the 2018 
Opus One, the third, named 
“Blend 18,” was an assemblage 
he and his team create every year 
and refer to as “the kitchen sink.”

“[It’s] a combination of every 
single lot that we have, press lots 
and everything, in proportion. So 
that gives us a big picture of the 
vintage,” he explained. “You can 
sometimes be like a racehorse, 

you know, and kind of get tunnel 
vision. So we need to have some-
thing that pulls the blinders off 
and gives us the big picture, and 
that’s the kitchen sink.

“The other direction we go 
in is starting from the base and 
tasting all of these lots and giv-
ing them rankings of one, two, or 
three. Then we look at the aver-
age ranking of our winemaking 
team, and we start to build from 
the base blend up. 

We kind of wait until we get to 
something where we feel we’ve 
reached the final blend from both 
directions.”

At this point, Silacci shared a 
bit of dark humor. He’d returned 
the evening before from Swit-
zerland, where his grandparents 
were born and where he has fam-
ily. 

While there, he rode in a train 
tunnel a couple of kilometers be-
low ground, a testament to Swiss 

ingenuity. 
“My grandfather would say 

there would be two engineers, 
one starting from the south, and 
the other from the north, just for 
an example. And if they were off 
by one centimeter, they would 
commit suicide. 

That’s the way we feel if the two 
blends don’t meet, and they’re 
not perfect.”

The audience laughed, some-
what anxiously. “So far we have 
a good therapist at work, and we 
haven’t lost anyone yet,” Silacci 
laughed along with them.

The final flight was composed 
of three outstanding vintages of 
Opus One, the 2005, 2007, and 
2010. The 2010 vintage is Silac-
ci’s personal favorite, but the ’07, 
as he noted in a follow-up con-
versation in his winery office, was 
maybe the most surprising.

“That day, I though the ’07 was 
the best,” he said. “I thought it 

was showing really well.”
2007 was a famously warm 

vintage. Expectations today for 
any Napa Valley Cabernet from 
that year would be managed. But 
the wine was delicious, showing 
vibrant acidity and good struc-
ture. “We don’t acidulate,” he 
said, “so we have to get the acid-
ity from the grapes. We tend to 
begin picking a little bit earlier 
than most people.”

“I wanted to be surprised by 
Michael and see what he was 
going to present in terms of the 
wines and the blends,” Perrot-
ti-Brown said in a phone con-
versation the following week. “It 
met all my expectations.”

“I wanted to go on the journey, 
too. Because sometimes I go into 
these events, and into these mas-
terclasses and, you know, I come 
away learning as much as anyone 
in the crowd. That’s the wonder-
ful thing about wine.”

At the beginning of his presen-
tation, Silacci talked about there 
being three kinds of wines made 
today: those that reflect the per-
sonality of the winemaker, wines 
made consistently, year after 
year, in a house style and a third, 
which he discussed at length as 
he opened the masterclass: wines 
that show time and place. 

Tasting through the trio of 
Opus One library wines, it wasn’t 
hard to see which style aligned 
with Silacci’s.

“We see [time and place] 
more as a classic wine, where 
you shouldn’t be able to see my 
footprints in the vineyard, nor my 
fingerprints on the glass,” he said. 
“I’m not talking about minimal-
ist, where you just let whatever 
happens happen. But trying to 
help guide the fermentations and 
the blending to make a wine that 
reflects the place.”

“So time is reflected by fla-
vors and aromas. And place is 
reflected in the mouthfeel, the 
texture, the structure of the wine. 
That’s where we try to respect the 
place, the expression of place ev-
ery day. But time can go wherever 
it needs to go.”

WINE

LOWELL DOWNEY, ART & CLARITY  

a member of the audience at the Opus One tasting. 
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DAN BERGER 

 — French Burgundy: 
“The best” will be great 
with perfect cellaring, 
but (a) Predicting which 
French Burgundies will age 
perfectly is fraught with 
pitfalls, and (b) Prices for 

“the best” are so high it’s 
as much of a sure thing as 
a Sheldon Leonard tip on a 
Maiden Race at Santa Anita.

— Pinot Noir. So few 
Pinot Noirs make it to age 
10 that suggesting 20 is as 
certain as Egbert Sousé in-

vesting in Beefstake Mining 
Co.

— Zinfandel: The name 
of the game with Zin is 
fruit, and aging most red 
wines assures the fruit will 
be as elegant in 20 years as 
is the Upperclass Twit of 

the Year.
— Chardonnay: We age 

wines to gain complex-
ity, but most aged Char-
donnays wind up with the 
“complexity” of Florence 
Foster Jenkins. It’s usually 
not pretty.

Why these wines were left out of the aging discussion

stony aroma with hints of 
citrus. 

Chigazola’s 2017 Tenuta 
dell’Ugolino Verdicchio dei 
Castelli di Jesi, “Vigneto 
del Balluccio” ($27) is a 
stunning achievement with 
a ripe and complex aroma 
from some aging on lees 
and extra time in the bot-
tle. Its aroma is complex 
with a nuance that reminds 

me slightly of Riesling. 
Ian d’Agata, whose new 

book “Italy’s Native Wine 
Grape Terroirs” ($50, UC 
Press), says Marche grow-
ers of Verdicchio didn’t 
understand how great this 
grape was. Until recently, 
he said, they didn’t realize 
“they had a Ferrari in their 
hands and were driving 
around at 40 miles per 
hour.” 

Another grape Don offers 
is a stunning white that’s 
not unlike a superb Sauvi-

gnon Blanc. It’s our Wine 
of the Week. 

Wine of the Week: 
2018 Madonnabruna 
Pecorino, Marche, Ma-
ree DOC ($25): An aroma 
has acacia, jasmine, and 
other spiced notes. The 
succulent entry is offset 
by bracing acid in the fin-
ish. This Pecorino isn’t a 
cheese, but a local grape. 
one I never heard of until I 
saw d’Agata write about it: 
“Italy’s hottest white cul-
tivar and wine for the last 

five or six years.” 
Consumers can order di-

rect from Don off his web-
site, Chigazolamerchants.
com. 

dan berger lives in Sonoma 
County, where he publishes 
“Vintage experiences,” 
a subscription-only wine 
newsletter. Write to him at 
winenut@gmail.com. He is 
also co-host of California 
Wine Country with Steve 
Jaxon on KSrO radio, 1350 
am.
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BRANDPOINT 

 The holidays are fast approach-
ing, as are lots of festive meals to 
plan, prepare and serve. How can 
you reduce your own stress, and 
guarantee that you’ll have happy 
guests throughout the holidays? A 
few simple tips for choosing versa-
tile wines — and how to serve them 
— will not only please everyone, 
but will make everything about 
your get-togethers easier and 
more fun. Pairing delicious wines 
to serve along with your meals does 
not have to be complicated.

Here are a few tips to help you 
choose and serve wine for a suc-
cessful holiday party or dinner.

Keep it simple 
Choose just one good red wine 

and one good white wine varietal 
to serve during your cocktail or 
dinner party, if you want to avoid 
feeling overwhelmed. You could 
choose another varietal or two for 
guests to sample, if you’re feeling 
adventurous, but having two con-
trasting options is a great start, and 
sometimes all you need.

Since holiday meals can be 
heavy (or at least plentiful!), 
choose wines that are not overly 
rich or full-bodied. Instead, look 
for lighter wines that are fruity 
and bright, with soft tannins, that 
provide a nice complement to a 
big, rich meal. For example, San-
ford Winery offers popular options 
in both chardonnay and pinot noir 
that can be a perfect duo to serve 
your guests.

Offering a refreshing fruit and 
cheese plate after dinner gives 
guests the chance to savor the last 
sips of wine before dessert and cof-

fee are served. Don’t let the “rules” 
of pairing wine and food throw you 
off — keep both a red wine and a 
white wine on the table and let 
guests experiment for themselves 
and decide what they prefer!

Wine serving tricks 
Since the temperature of the 

room and your guests’ hands will 
warm the wine glasses through-
out the meal, it’s a good idea to 
chill both red and white wines for 
a while before serving.

Create fun, holiday-themed DIY 
wine charms for each guest, espe-
cially if you’re serving buffet-style 
or enjoying a cocktail hour before 

dinner. Check your local craft store 
or websites like Pinterest for fun 
ideas.

Each 750 ML bottle contains 
approximately 5 glasses of wine, 
so plan your wine supply accord-
ingly.

Only fill each guest’s glass one-
half to two-thirds full, to give the 
wine room to breathe.

Wine left in the bottle? Freeze 
leftover wine in ice cube trays, then 
you’ll have ready-to-use “wine 
ice cubes” for recipes that require 
cooking with wine another day or a 
flavorful option to chill down your 
next glass of wine without diluting 
it.

Let wine do double duty 
Optimize and harmonize flavors 

by cooking a dish that incorporates 
the same varietal of wine your 
guests will be drinking.

For example, a recipe for Citrus 
and Garlic Roasted Turkey uses 
pinot noir to create a sweet and 
tangy sauce along with fresh cran-
berries, rhubarb and tangerines. 
Visit sanfordwinery.com/recipe/
citrus-and-garlic-roasted-turkey 
for the full recipe.

Whether you’re using a red wine 
or white wine in your cooking, 
don’t opt for an inferior “cooking 
wine,” but use the same quality 
wine you plan to serve during the 

meal. Because the alcohol cooks 
out of the food you’re preparing, 
what’s left is the flavor of the wine 
— and that will make a big differ-
ence to the flavor of your finished 
dish.

Holiday entertaining does not 
have to be overly complicated. 
Going for flavors you enjoy and 
offering your guests a few options 
in terms of food and wine will re-
sult in a successful meal or party, 
every time. What really counts is 
relaxing and enjoying the meal and 
the wine together.
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