Napa Cabs for price of an oil
change
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WE'VE ALL DONE IT. Bowed at the altar of
mailing-list, appointment-only Napa Valley Cabernet
Sauvignon that fetches up to $200 a bottle.
Bowing's fine: If you have a problem handing

over the cash, read on.

As we teeter on a recession and anticipate that $600
tax refund, consider this: Don't spend it on

only three bottles of this most complex and

complete wine. Instead, buy dozens. There is a
healthy selection of Napa Cabs for less than $35 —
and a few even have legendary pedigrees. Some are
cult favorites. Others are simply fun wines at great
prices. And everyone likes that.

It's interesting to note how these producers

can afford to sell some of the world's most
coveted juice for a price so under-market without
skimping on stuff that matters (vintage to vintage
performance, French oak barrels).

For starters, the bulk market is brimming with a
good supply of quality Napa Valley Cabemet.
Furthermore, producers keep their stickers low by
limiting production and overhead. No tasting room
equals no staff and no sky-high rent.

Then there are the debt-free masters, such as Clos
Du Val, which purchased the Stags Leap property
back in 1972, when acreage didn't cost in the
hundreds of thousands. They use 90 percent of
their own fruit and utilize machines instead of labor
to harvest Cabernet Sauvignon.

The 2005 Clos Du Val Cabernet Sauvignon (due out
next month}), the biggest vintage in their history

and successor of the 1976 Judgement of Paris
competition, sells for $32. They made 6,000 more
cases of this wine (40,000) than last year, partly
because hang time in 2005 was the longest on
record for many in Napa. It led to ripe flavors and
supple textures. So if there's a vintage of

affordable Cabs to buy up, this is it.

Winemaker John Clews tells me he considers the
price point an advantage and that the winery prides
itself on being able to sell Chardonnay and Pinot
Noir from Carneros, which has world-class growing
conditions for those grapes, at a similar value.

Of all the Napa Cabernets sampled for this column,
none impressed me in quality and value as much as
Avalon Winery. At 80,000 cases, Avalon sells its
Rutherford-dominated Cabernet Sauvignon for
around $13. Winemaker Alex Cose made Les Pavots
at Peter Michael Winery in Calistoga before joining
Awvalon in 2002. Before that, he interned at Joseph
Phelps Vineyards. You can taste his resume in the
Awvalon Cab.

And then there's Roots Run Deep, the

Yountville winery that launched in 2005 to make
wines that compete with $50-plus bottlings for a
fraction of the price. The inaugural Educated Guess,
an 18,000-case cult phenom, costs $20. Roots Run
Deep's secret is its sweet-spot production size,

says owner Mark Albrecht.

Albrecht worked his connections as the former vice
president of wine at Cost Plus World Market to
source fruit, tasting about 500 residual wines from
around the Valley before making his Educated Guess
at Napa Wine Company.

Finally, Napa Valley Cabernet would not be
interesting without the family guys, people like Peter




