
Well, we spent another 
beautiful weekend in April 
judging wines at the annual 
WineMaker Magazine ama-
teur winemaking competi-
tion. Once again the event 
was held at the always lovely 
Equinox Inn and Spa in Man-
chester, VT, and once again, 
the competition broke previ-
ous records for number of 
wines entered. This year 
saw 4,508 wines, from 50 
states, 8 Canadian provinces 
and 8 countries vying for top 
spots in 50 categories. There 
were 796 wine flights with 
1,084 total judging hours. 
This year also saw a first for 
us – Betsy was elevated to 
the position of Wine Judge 
midday on day one – and 
she performed admirably. 
Overall, Team Musings 
poured 126 wines and 
judged 551 wines over 18 

hours (in 3 days). High score 
was 17 out of 20 for a stun-
ning Syrah from California. 
As usual, the staff was tre-
mendous, both in support of 
all the judges and in organiz-
ing such a hugely complex 
undertaking. The fact that we 
were able to effortlessly work 
through the sheer volume of 
wine in such a compressed 
period of time is a testament 
to the dedication and organi-
zation of so many individu-
als. The Equinox was the 
perfect venue, providing 
ample comfort during our off 
periods. As we have said 
many times in this feature, 
amateur winemaking is a fun 
and burgeoning activity, 
which is so rewarding. 
Whether you make wines 
from kits, juice or grapes, 
nothing beats sharing a bot-
tle of your very own creation 

with friends and loved ones. 
Whistling Frog Winery and 
our new “sister” label Peter’s 
Kites Winery had entries in a 
few categories. For the first 
time, two of our wines 
medaled! Our 2008 WFW 
Syrah earned a Silver Medal 
and our 2008 WFW Cuvée 
Grenouille (a 50-50 blend of 
Cabernet Sauvignon and 
Merlot) earned a Bronze 
Medal. Not too shabby. We 
were a little disappointed 
that the fledgling Peter’s 
Kites Syrah didn’t earn a 
medal, but there is always 
next year… 
 Cheers! Betsy & Paul 
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Most folks would agree that the old adage, 
practice makes perfect is true. Any competi-
tive professional knows that one can only 
improve with practice (and not just any 
practice.) One only gets better by develop-
ing a methodical regimen that focuses on 
strengthening weakness, while embedding 
the foundations of excellence in our reptil-
ian memory bank. Yes, I used the term 
reptilian memory bank… Why? Because we 
not only trace our ancestry through simian 
evolution, but our brain is a product of the 
fusing of mammalian and reptilian DNA, a 
result of interbreeding millions of years ago. 
Yes, we owe quite a bit of our cranial devel-
opment to the ancestors of that cute little 
Geico gecko. Reptiles are survivors, as 
evidenced by the fact that they are among 
the oldest living creatures on earth. It’s no 
coincidence that most science fiction writers 
often portray alien life from other worlds as 
reptilian. The primary trait exhibited by the 
reptilian brain is the survival instinct. This is 
followed closely by the drive to establish 
and defend territory. Much has been written 
about the complex nature of reptile sociali-
zation, most of which is about competition 
and dominance. However, when one looks 
more closely at these behaviors, one sees 
that they are filled with obsessive ritualism 
and ceremony. Case in point, the nearly 
continuous head bobbing of competing 
male lizards, a behavior designed to intimi-
date one’s opponent and one that is purely 
reflexive. So what the heck does a discus-
sion about the reptile brain have to do with 
wine appreciation? Good question. Let me 
see if I can answer it… 
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Feature: Of Reptiles and Wine 

MUSINGS ON THE VINE 

I teach a lot of different people. Some are 
young, some old, some are male, some 
female, some are college educated, some 
not, you get the picture – a broad range of 
minds and experiences. What I have found 
is that people not only taste differently be-
cause of our varying physiology, but we 
learn to taste differently. Much of this is due 
to our evolutionary connections to the rep-
tile brain. Our ability to memorize and then 
remember subconsciously is almost entirely 
due to our linkage to the reptile brain. The 
concept of “muscle memory” in sports, 
where athletes no longer consciously think 
about the movement of their bodies when 
competing is part of the “reptile brain.” How 
many times have you awoken, climbed into 
your car half-asleep and made the trip to 
work without even remembering the actual 
drive? Or worse, done so on your day off? 
Our “autopilot” function is courtesy of our 
reptile brain. Knowing that this phenome-
non exists means that if we practice cor-
rectly, then we can build into our reptile 
brains those “memories” that result in im-
proved performance. 
  

This is one of the reasons why I extol the 
virtues of establishing a well-structured 
tasting methodology that is used every time 
one “tastes” wine. To become a truly great 
taster, one needs to develop a version of 
“muscle memory” for wine tasting. The point 
was driven home in a recent class when a 
long-time student exclaimed “I think I finally 
get it – the only way you learn how to differ-
entiate all these various tastes and smells 
is by physically spending a life time tasting!” 
In other words, you can read a lot of books 
on the subject, but until you actually taste, 
and taste, and taste again, you will never 
truly embed the learning into your reptile 
brain. 
  

Practice for practice’s sake is not enough, 
though. One must make sure they are prac-
ticing correctly; otherwise you embed bad 
habits or incorrect information. 
  

As I have written on our web site before 
(www.MusingsOnTheVine.com – specifi-
cally, the Wine Tasting & Appreciation sec-
tion entitled “The Tool Box”), wine tasting 

for appreciation involves three important 
areas: Sight, Smell and Taste. 

Sight is the first tool you will use in the wine 
tasting process. The visual clues that one 
receives from looking at a glass of wine can 
be illuminating. One can learn about the 
probable age, overall condition, as well as 
the probable “weight” of the wine from 
merely studying the wine closely. Some 
general assumptions that one can make 
when looking at wine are: 
  

 White wines grow darker and often take 
on a more caramel color as they age. 
Prematurely aged or oxidized wines are 
often brown and dull in appearance due 
to the action of oxygen on the wine. 
 White wines that have a more golden hue 

and still remain bright are likely to be 
fuller-bodied and have likely been aged 
in oak or “on the lees.” 
 White wines that have a more pro-

nounced green tint were probably made 
with grapes picked before they were fully 
ripe. While not a flaw, green tinted white 
wines may have more acidity and more 
tartness on the palate. Stylistically, this 
may be the desired or natural outcome 
for certain wines. 

 Red wines that are brightly colored with 
more red pigments (as opposed to blue 
pigments) are apt to be higher in natural 
acidity. The converse: red wines that are 
less brightly colored with more blue pig-
ments, generally means that a wine will 
have less acidity. 

 
 

I told you, practice makes 
perfect… Now get me 
another glass of that           

Chianti! 
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Feature: Of Reptiles and Wine, continued 
sion of the process that is occurring in the 
bottle. 
  

Learn to recognize the difference between 
a flawed wine and a problem that is due to 
bottle variation. On the Society of Wine 
Educator’s web site there is an excellent 
article on Teaching Yourself How to Identify 
Faults. While it may seem impractical, the 
exercises listed in the article are an effec-
tive way to self-educate on the subject of 
fault identification. Practicing fault identifica-
tion is also a good way to build more objec-
tiveness into your tasting process as well. 
  

 Taste is the third and last tool in the tasting 
process. The human sense of taste is 
based entirely on the taste buds present on 
the tongue, which are capable of perceiving 
four basic flavor components: Sweet, Sour, 
Bitter and Salt. 

  

 While the sensation associated with taste 
oftentimes seems grander than the four 
aspects listed, your taste buds are only 
designed and arrayed to recognize these 
four simple traits. So why do I taste rasp-
berries or wild flowers? Well, the human 
body provides two pathways to the olfactory 
epithelium, the organ that senses smell. 
One is directly through your nostrils. The 
other is through passageways in the roof of 
your mouth (retro-nasal canals) that lead 
indirectly into the nasal passage. 
  

Use your taste buds to focus on the follow-
ing aspects of a wine: 

threshold.” Detection threshold is typically 
something we’re born with and cannot nec-
essarily be improved. 

  

The level, or concentration, at which a per-
son recognizes smells, is called their 
“recognition threshold.” Recognition thresh-
old is something that can be improved 
through training. The degree to which a 
person can improve their recognition 
threshold depends on one important factor: 
memory. Through practice you can teach 
yourself to recognize aromas. However, 
without the ability to link these recognizable 
aromas to the characteristics of certain 
grapes, wines and regions through mem-
ory, a person will be at a disadvantage 
during a critical tasting for assessment. 
Some pointers to keep in mind when smell-
ing wine: 
  

Often times the aroma of a wine is where 
you will find many of the varietal character-
istics of a particular grape. For instance, 
noting that Sauvignon Blanc exhibits 
“grassy” hints will probably be more evident 
in the aroma, than in the actual taste. For 
this reason, rely more on your nose to pro-
vide varietal data about a particular wine. 
  

I can’t emphasize the issue of time enough. 
Spend enough time sniffing the wine, even 
returning to it after having tasted the wine to 
ensure that each minute characteristic is 
picked out. As I stated previously, most 
poured wines will change significantly over 
time, some quicker than others. A wine that 
changes for the worse more quickly in the 
glass may not be one with a very long cellar 
life. The process that causes a wine to 
change in the glass is an accelerated ver-

 Red wines fade as they age. While this is 
a perfectly natural part of the aging proc-
ess, younger wines that appear prema-
turely faded, may be flawed or damaged, 
or at the very least extremely oxidative. 

  

Smell is the second and most important 
tool in the tasting process. The human 
sense of smell is capable of detecting more 
than 10,000 different odors, with a “trained” 
nose capable of recognizing more than 
1,000 specific aromas. The human sense of 
smell is also considered to be the strongest 
trigger for memories, especially “taste” 
memories. After examining the wine, the 
next step is to smell the aroma of the wine, 
again looking for clues about the wine. 
The keys to fully examining the aroma of a 
wine are simple. 
  

 One, gently swirl the wine in the glass 
before smelling. The action of swirling 
exposes more wine surface area to the 
air directly above it in the glass, which in 
turn causes the volatile odiferous ele-
ments to be released into the glass. 
 Two, once the wine is swirled it is 

important to place your nose into the 
bowl of the glass and sniff deeply to 
ensure that these odiferous elements are 
pulled into your nasal cavity. 
 Three, spend at least 45 to 60 seconds 

smelling the wine before proceeding 
to taste. Some wines will noticeably 
change after repeated swirls, so spend-
ing the time to note these changes is 
important. Some tasters find that begin-
ning with smaller sniffs, gradually building 
to more aggressive inhales, after re-
peated swirling, works best. Again, the 
key is finding the process that works for 
you. However, no one will dispute the 
vast amount of critical tasting data ac-
quired through intensive nasal analysis. 

  

While the human olfactory can detect more 
than 10,000 different odors, it takes training 
and practice to be able to increase the 
number of smells that are recognizable. 
The level, or concentration, at which a per-
son detects smells, is called their “detection 
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Feature: Of Reptiles and Wine, continued 

MUSINGS ON THE VINE 

Structure and Balance 
  

 The structure of a wine is defined by the 
overall weight/body of the wine combined 
with the presence of a substance called 
tannin. 
 The balance of a wine is defined by the 

ratio of sweet to sour and whether a 
wine’s base flavor is harmonious with all 
of its components. 
 The weight/body of a wine is evident by 

the fullness, or lack of fullness in the 
mouth. Wines that seem “heavy” on the 
palate are illustrating a trait of full-bodied 
wines. 
 The level of tannin in a wine is indicated 

by the presence of “bitterness” on the 
sides of the tongue. Tannin will give the 
impression of dryness in the mouth. Suck 
briefly on a used tea bag and you will 
know exactly what the sensation of tan-
nin is like. 

 For balance, look for the sensations of 
sweet and sour on the tongue. Some 
grapes have a greater potential for acid-
ity, but that acidity is usually kept in 
check by a winemaker’s ability to bring 
out either the natural fruit sweetness in 
the variety, or perhaps by leaving a small 
amount of residual sugar in the wine. 
Wines that are too sharp or wines that 
leave a cloying feeling on the palate illus-
trate wines that may be out of balance. 

  

I mentioned that some of the taste sensa-
tions are actually aromas picked up through 
internal nasal passages and passed to the 
olfactory. Once you have assessed the true 
taste components and tried to render an 
opinion about the structure and balance of 
the wine, you should now concentrate on 
examining the taste aromas in the wine. 
  

A key technique for enhancing these taste 
aromas is called “mouth aeration.” Mouth 
aeration is a process whereby a sip of wine 

is held in the mouth, while air is drawn in 
through tightly pursed lips and “mixed” with 
the wine. The process takes some practice 
and can be a little dangerous for the begin-
ner, since there is the possibility of inhaling 
the wine by accident.  
+ 

Mouth aeration essentially is the same ac-
tion as swirling, except the volatile odifer-
ous elements travel directly to the olfactory 
through passages in the palate. Mouth 
aeration usually enhances the strength of 
these aromas, by concentrating them within 
your mouth. Your body temperature also 
causes more aromas to be released 
through warming the wine itself. 
  

In the end, practice makes perfect and I 
can’t think of practice that is more fun than 
opening and tasting a nice bottle of wine! 
  

Next Issue Feature: The Underrated Wines 
of Sonoma County! 

Notable Potables: Whites/Roses 
2008 Alois Lageder Pinot Grigio, Dolomiti 
IGT, Italy ($15.99/bottle) 

Perfumed nose with sweet floral and 
mineral hints. Highly complex and aro-
matic. Medium-bodied with crisp, refresh-
ing acidity. Well balanced. Bright, fruity 
palate with lemon, pear and apricot 
notes. Moderate length with a clean fin-
ish. Delightful! Not for aging. 

 
2005 Trimbach Réserve Pinot Gris, Alsace, 
France ($20.99/bottle) 

Floral, perfumed nose with a hint of oak 
and pencil eraser. Medium-bodied with 
moderate acidity. Well balanced. Lush 
palate, almost sweet fruity intensity. Ap-
ple, lemon and pear notes. Long finish 
with a honey-like aftertaste – quite re-
freshing. 

 

2001 Trimbach Réserve Personnelle Pinot 
Gris, Alsace, France ($47.99/bottle) 

Floral, citrus nose with wildly exotic, 
lightly perfumed hints. Medium-bodied 
with moderate acidity – crisp and refresh-
ing. Well balanced. Fruity palate with 
lemon, pear, and honeysuckle notes. 
Moderate length, clean, smooth finish. 
Drinking well now and should hold nicely 
for another 2 to 3 years. Superb! 

 
2009 Mohua Pinot Gris, Central Otago, 
New Zealand ($18.99/bottle) 

Soft nose with citrus, melon and mineral 
hints. Pretty. Medium-bodied with moder-
ate acidity. Well balanced. Juicy and 
fruity palate with tropical, pineapple 
notes. Long finish – smooth. Drinking 
well now – not for aging. 

 

2008 Dog Point Vineyard Sauvignon Blanc, 
Marlborough, New Zealand ($16.99/bottle) 

Lively nose with exotic aromas and 
grapefruit, kiwi and pineapple hints. Me-
dium-bodied with firm acidity – crisp and 
refreshing. Good balance. Tart palate 
with tropical fruit notes. Moderate length 
with a tart, mouth-watering finish. Very 
nice – not for aging. 

 
2008 Chateau St. Michelle Horse Heaven 
Vineyard Sauvignon Blanc, Horse Heaven 
Hills, Washington ($16.99/bottle) 

Grassy nose with hints of grapefruit, 
honeysuckle and wet stone. Medium-
bodied with moderate acidity. Good bal-
ance. Fruity palate with tropical notes – 
apricot and papaya. Really pretty. Moder-
ate length with a refreshing finish. Not for 
aging. 
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Notable Potables: Whites/Roses, continued 
2007 Château Coucheroy, Pessac-
Léognan, France ($15.99/bottle) 

Grapefruit nose with fresh grass and wet 
stone hints. Medium-bodied with firm 
acidity – tart and refreshing. Good bal-
ance. Lime palate with more grass and 
wet stone. Moderate length, smooth fin-
ish. Drinking well now – not for aging. 

 
2005 Meyer-Fonné Pfoeffer Riesling, Al-
sace, France ($31.99/bottle) 

Grassy nose with mineral, wet stone, 
vanilla and spice hints. Light-bodied with 
moderate acidity. Good balance. Soft 
and lightly sweet with a citrus palate. 
Floral with orange blossoms. Long finish 
– smooth with exotic fruit on the after-
taste. Drinking well now and should im-
prove with another 2 to 3 years aging. 

 
2008 Domaine Cheveau Les Clos, Mâcon 
Chaìntré, France ($18.99/bottle) 

Minerally nose with apple and citrus 
hints. Medium-bodied with moderate 
acidity – crisp and refreshing. Good bal-
ance. Pear and apple fruit on the palate 
with just a hint of wood and vanilla. Mod-
erate length with a clean finish. Drinking 
well and may actually improve for an-
other 2 to 3 years. What Chardonnay 
should taste like! 

2007 Domaine de la Cadette La Châtelaine, 
Bourgogne Vézalay, France ($24.99/bottle) 

Earthy, minerally nose with apple, pear 
and light citrus hints. Medium-bodied with 
moderate acidity – crisp and refreshing. 
Good balance. Citrus palate with wet 
stone notes. Moderate length – clean 
and smooth finish. Not for aging. 

 
2007 Cuvaison Chardonnay, Carneros, 
California ($21.99/bottle) 

Buttery nose with mineral, apple, peach 
and vanilla hints. Medium-bodied with 
moderate acidity. Mellow – good balance. 
Creamy palate with vanilla and very light 
fruit notes – apple and citrus – pretty. 
Moderate length, smooth. Not for aging. 

 
2009 Skouras Roditis-Moscofilero, Regional 
Wine of the Peloponnese, Greece ($9.99/
bottle) 

Composition: 60% Roditis; 40% 
Moscofilero 
 

Lightly perfumed with floral and melon 
hints. Light-bodied with firm acidity – 
refreshing and crisp. Fruity palate with 
peach, apricot and citrus notes. Moder-
ate length – smooth – not for aging. 

 

2009 Saint-Peyre Syrah Rosé, Vin de Pays 
d’Oc, France ($8.99/bottle) 

Soft, floral nose – light, fruity hints – 
pretty. Medium-bodied with moderate 
acidity. Well balanced. Very fruity with 
bright cherry notes. Moderate length, 
smooth with a refreshing finish. Very 
nice. Not for aging. 

 
2009 Château Mourgues du Gres Fleur 
d’Eglantine, Costieres de Nimes, France 
($13.99/bottle) 

Fresh, fruity nose with wet stone and red 
berry hints. Medium-bodied with moder-
ate acidity – crisp and refreshing. Good 
balance. Berry-fruit palate with straw-
berry and cherry notes. Moderate length, 
smooth finish. Not for aging. 

 
2009 Château Mourgues du Gres Les 
Galets, Costieres de Nimes, France 
($14.99/bottle) 

Fresh, fruity nose with lovely, delicate 
floral hints. Light-bodied with moderate 
acidity – crisp and refreshing. Well bal-
anced. Lively palate with red berry and 
floral notes. Moderate length, smooth 
and juicy. Not for aging.  

Notable Potables: Reds 
2007 Laurence Ferand Séguret, Côtes du 
Rhone Villages, Séguret, France ($17.99/
bottle) 

Earthy nose with dark cherry, fresh 
herbs, mineral and anise hints. Medium-
bodied with moderate acidity and moder-
ate tannin. Well balanced. Smooth – fruit 
forward style with layers of complexity. 
Fresh cherries, tobacco and herbaceous 
notes. Moderate length with vanilla and 
nutmeg on the aftertaste. Drinking well 
now – should improve for another 2 to 3 
years. 

 2007 Château Mas Neuf Tradition,       
Costieres de Nímes, France ($15.99) 

Youthful nose with juicy cherry and fresh 
herb hints. Medium-bodied with moderate 
acidity and supple tannin. Good balance. 
Soft, fruity palate with black cherry and 
truffle notes. Dry and smooth. Moderate 
length – falls a bit short on the finish. 
Drinking well now – not for aging. 

 

 

2007 Duckhorn Decoy, Napa Valley, Cali-
fornia ($21.99/bottle) 

Composition: A blend of Cabernet Sauvi-
gnon and Merlot 
  

Ripe, black currant and tobacco leaf with 
soft vanilla hints. Full-bodied with moder-
ate acidity and firm, dry tannin. Good 
balance. Mellow fruit palate with black 
cherry, plum and tar notes. Long finish, 
smooth with dried herbs on the aftertaste. 
Drinking well now and should hold for 



another 2 to 3 years. A nice alternative to 
Duckhorn’s premium offering. 

 

2008 Kris Pinot Nero, Provincia di Pavia 
IGT, Italy ($13.99/bottle) 

Floral nose with violet and red berry 
hints. Medium-bodied with bright acidity 
and light tannin. Good balance. Fresh 
cherry fruit, black pepper and dried herbs 
– pretty floral notes. Moderate length – 
smooth, but with a crisp, refreshing finish. 
Not for aging. 

 
2002 Victor Hugo Opulence, Paso Robles, 
California ($24.99/bottle) 

Composition: 33% Cabernet Franc, 28% 
Malbec, 22% Petit Verdot, 11% Cabernet 
Sauvignon, 6% Merlot 
  

Lush, jammy nose with black cherry, 
tobacco leaf, vanilla and wet earth hints. 
Full-bodied with moderate acidity and 
firm, dry tannin. Good balance. Sour 
cherry and dried currant notes – tart and 
gamey with interesting mint and menthol 
notes. Moderate length with a smooth 
finish. Drinking well now and should hold 
for another 2 to 3 years. 

 

2008 Fondo Antico Nero d’Avola, Sicilia 
IGT, Italy ($11.99/bottle) 

Ripe, jammy nose with blackberry and 
anise hints. Medium-bodied with moder-
ate acidity and supple tannin. Good bal-
ance – rustic. Fresh fruity palate with 
earthy, dark cherry notes. Moderate 
length – just a little rough on the finish. 
Drinking well – not for aging. Good value. 

 
2009 Valle Dell’Acate Il Frappato, Vittoria 
Frappato, Sicily, Italy ($15.99/bottle) 

Lively, fruity nose with spice and wild 
flower hints – pretty. Medium-bodied with 
moderate acidity and soft tannin – good 
balance. Juicy, cherry palate with rose 
attar and lilac notes. Rustic. Moderate 
length with hints of mint on the aftertaste. 
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Notable Potables: Reds, continued 

MUSINGS ON THE VINE 

Drinking well now – not for aging. 
 

2007 Cesari Mara, Valpolicella Superiore, 
Ripasso, Tre Venezie, Italy ($21.99/bottle) 

Ripe, jammy nose with black cherry, 
blackberry, anise and dried herb hints - 
complex and layered. Medium-to-full-
bodied with moderate acidity and firm, 
chewy tannin - very well balanced. Earthy 
palate with dried cherry, leather, cedar 
and sweet raisin notes - smooth and 
delicious. Long finish with layers of spice 
and fruit on the aftertaste. Very nice. 
Drinking well and should improve with 
another 3 to 5 years in the bottle. A su-
perb example of Ripasso Valpolicella! 

 
2008 Crios de Susana Balbo Cabernet 
Sauvignon, Mendoza, Argentina ($15.99/
bottle) 

Black cherry nose with cedar, eucalyptus 
and green pepper hints. Medium-bodied 
with moderate acidity and moderate tan-
nin. Good balance. Tart, cherry palate 
with exotic spice and dried fruit. Moder-
ate length with cedar on the aftertaste. 
Drinking well now – not for aging. 

 
2008 Marquis Philips Shiraz, McLaren Vale, 
Australia ($15.99/bottle) 

Sweet, jammy nose with dried fruit hints. 
Full-bodied with moderate acidity and 
supple tannin. Juicy, dark fruit core with 
blackberry, spice and bittersweet choco-
late. Long finish, smooth. Not for aging. 

 
2006 Domaine Robin Papillon, Crozes Her-
mitage, France ($31.99/bottle) 

Medicinal, earthy nose with eucalyptus 
and ace bandage hints. Full-bodied with 
moderate acidity and supple tannin. Gun 
powder and smoke with gamey, cedary, 
herbaceous notes. Moderate length with 
black pepper and black cherry on the 
aftertaste. Drinking well now and should 
improve with 2 to 3 years aging. 

 

2007 Domaine Saint-Eugénie, Corbières, 
France ($9.99/bottle) 

Ripe nose with bright cherry and dried 
herb hints. Medium-bodied with moderate 
acidity and supple tannin. Good balance. 
Juicy, jammy palate with cherry, currant 
and blackberry notes. Moderate length, 
smooth with a spicy finish. Drinking well 
and should hold for another 2 to 3 years. 
Good value. 

 
2005 Château Valentin, Premières Côtes 
de Blaye, France ($11.99/bottle) 

Ripe, jammy nose with black cherry, 
plum and wet stone hints. Medium-
bodied with moderate acidity and moder-
ate tannin. Good balance. Young, rustic 
palate with a solid fruit core – herba-
ceous with some spice and tar notes. 
Moderate length, need time to smooth 
out – 2 to 3 years. Good value. 

 
2009 Bodegas Tarima Monastrell, Jumilla, 
Spain ($8.99/bottle) 

Juicy, jammy nose – youthful with cherry, 
tar and violet hints – explosive. Medium-
bodied with moderate acidity and surpris-
ingly firm tannin (given the fruity nose). 
Good balance. Young, fruity palate with a 
nice dark fruit core, cherry and blackberry 
– tarry notes. Moderate length – a little 
rough but should smooth out nicely in 2 
to 3 years. Super value. 

 
2001 Campo Viejo Gran Reserva, Rioja, 
Spain ($21.99/bottle) 

Black cherry nose with vanilla, cedar and 
truffle hints. Medium-bodied with moder-
ate acidity and firm, dry tannin – good 
balance. Blackberry palate with black 
pepper and anise notes. Moderate length 
with layers of complexity. Surprisingly 
dense for a nine-year-old wine. Needs 
time and should improve in another 3 – 5 
years in bottle. Great value! 
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Regulatory Update: Massachusetts 
House Bill 317 
Industry representatives continue to work 
with legislators on House Bill 317 (Torrisi) 
that allows for winery shipments and re-
moves the carrier fleet licensing issue in the 
existing statute. The bill passed the Joint 

Committee on Consumer Protection and 
Professional Licensure on February 9 and 
is currently in the House Committee on 
Ways & Means Committee. As background, 
a 2006 Massachusetts statute banning 
winery-to-consumer shipments from winer-

ies producing more than 30,000 gallons per 
year, and who retain Massachusetts whole-
salers, was ruled unconstitutional January 
14 by the US Circuit Court of Appeals for 
the First Circuit. 

New Gadgets 
The number of wine gadgets that exist to-
day is staggering, if not scary. My experi-
ence is that fewer than 20% actually do 
something useful and that only 10% of 
those things are actually worth diverting 
wine-buying money to purchase. So, when I 
run across something that I find useful and 
worth robbing the wine kitty I feel compelled 
to tell my friends about it.  In a word: Vine-
yardFresh (www.vineyardfresh.com).  
  

While at this year’s Society of Wine Educa-
tor conference, I (literally) stumbled across 
the product, which bills itself as a wine 
preservation system that keeps “every 
glass as fresh as the first”™.   
  

The system consists of a futuristic-looking 
spray bottle that feels empty when picked 
up. Within the bottle is argon gas, which is 
an inert, heavier-than-air gas that is com-
pletely non-reactive. According to the web 
site, VineyardFresh preserves open wine by 
simply spraying two quick bursts into an 
open bottle of wine then re-corking. Vine-
yardFresh creates a protective barrier be-
tween the remaining wine and the air left in 
the bottle, preventing oxidation.  
  

It’s naturally heavy enough to preserve your 
wine, light enough to be colorless, odorless 
and tasteless. VineyardFresh is 100% pure 
Food Grade Argon and works on a combi-
nation of Chemistry and Physics. 

  

Chemistry – Argon is an inert gas and 
does not interact with wine. Argon is non-
metallic, colorless, odorless, tasteless 
and naturally in the air we breathe. Argon                 

is heavier than oxygen and lighter than 
wine. 

 Physics – The heavier gas will displace 
the lighter gas. Argon displaces the oxy-
gen and creates a vapor barrier between 
the wine and the oxygen, preventing 
oxidation from spoiling the wine. 

  

I took away a boxful of samples and tried a 
number of experiments involving different 
wines (white, red, and fortified). What I 
found was that this product actually per-
forms exactly as advertised, in every in-
stance preserving the partial bottle with the 
same degree of freshness as when first 
opened. Even the most delicate white wine 
maintained freshness even after several 
days of being opened and then re-sealed 
with VineyardFresh. Chilling has no effect 
and I even found that if you merely sprayed 
the bottle and failed to re-cork, as long as 
the bottle remained upright and immobile, 
the wine was preserved. 
   

Although I haven’t tried the following appli-
cations, VineyardFresh claims that it can 
also be used on  “cognac, port, sherry, 
single malt Scotch, sake, and even cooking 
wines and oils.” 
  

I feel so strongly about this product that I 
have considered offering it through the 
Musings web site, but I am at odds with my 
“sales-free” philosophy. At the very least, I 
will likely offer the product through my in-
person classes, much the same way I offer 
glassware, etc. 
  

In the meantime, you can find Vineyard-
Fresh at local wine shops, or on-line from 
the vendor’s web site, noted above. 



Wines of Sonoma 
Saturday, October 2, 2010 
Cost: $50 
Sonoma County has always lived in the 
shadow of its more popular and well-known 
neighbor, Napa Valley, and unjustly so. We 
have always loved Sonoma County wines, 
almost preferring them over those from 
Napa. The diversity of grape varietals and 
wine styles is great, ranging from seductive 
sparklers to potent Zinfandels, with so 
much in between. We're planning an article 
on the wines of Sonoma for our Winter 
newsletter and thought it would be nice to 
invite our readers into the fold as we taste 
through a broad slate of some delicious 
Sonoma County wines. As usual, a selec-
tion of artisanal cheeses and breads will 
accompany the wines. 
 
I Bet You Never Tasted… 
Saturday, October 09, 2010 
Cost: $50 
 Most of the time when I’m teaching about 
wine I try to stick with the “representative” 
wines of a particular country/region. Every 
so often I’ll mix it up and put an unusual 
wine in a flight. At this event we will taste 
nothing but unusual wines, all from regions 
that folks probably don’t know a whole lot 
about, but they should… 
 
Malbec 
Saturday, October 23, 2010 
Cost: $50 
 I’m not conducting this event because Ar-
gentinean Malbec is this year’s Pinot Noir, 

A History of Spain in Ten Glasses 
Saturday, September 11, 2010 
Cost: $75 
Spain has a rich and ancient history that 
has touched or influenced many civiliza-
tions around the globe. As a powerful na-
tion, rich in culture, Spain has given much 
to the world, not the least of which is the gift 
of wine. In this class we will take a trip 
through Spanish history, linking each major 
milestone to wines of particular meaning or 
significance. We'll sample ten Spanish 
wines that help tell the story of the country's 
storied past, including reds, whites, spar-
klers, and sweet dessert wines. A collection 
of appetizers honoring the diversity and 
richness that is Spain will accompany our 
wines. 
 
 
Focus on Cheese 
Saturday, September 25, 2010 
Cost: $100 
Attendees of my classes have heard me 
quote an old French proverb: Buy on ap-
ples, sell on cheese; and most have wit-
nessed first had what the proverb means. 
Cheese is the natural accompaniment to 
wine and for that reason, why not spend 
some time focusing on the synergies cre-
ated when truly great wine gets together 
with simply amazing cheese. At this event 
we will sample a wide range of artisanal/
specialty cheeses with a slate of worthy 
wines. 
 
 

or Merlot. No, I’m conducting this event 
because folks should know that Malbec 
achieved fame a long time ago in its native 
country of France in the regions of Cahors, 
the Loire and Bordeaux. At this event we 
will taste a selection of Malbec-based 
wines, some from the new world and some 
from the old, but all delicious.  
 
Art of the Cocktail 
Saturday, November 13, 2010 
Cost: $50 
It is believed that the cocktail was invented 
in the US sometime early in the 19th cen-
tury.  Largely thought of as the sporting 
crowd’s answer to fruit laden punches of 
the day, the classic cocktail has little in 
common with today’s Slippery Nipple.  The 
classic cocktail is little more than spirits, 
bitters, sometimes a mixer and sometimes 
ice, but in the correct combinations, these 
elements can yield “a quite serviceable 
concoction.” At this event we will practice 
the art of mixing the classic cocktail – from 
the Sidecar to the Old Fashioned. 
 
Champagne 
Saturday, December 11, 2010 
Cost: $100 
Holiday celebrations would somehow be 
diminished without the inclusion of fine 
Champagne. In the past, we’ve looked at 
the overall category of sparkling wines, all 
very nice. However, sometimes there is 
nothing like the real thing to set one’s heart 
aflutter. At this tasting we will sample sev-
eral wines from Champagne, including 
many vintage and tête du cuvee bottles. 
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MUSINGS ON THE VINE 



 
Musings on the Vine  was conceived with a few very simple goals: 

One, to share my passion and excitement of wine with anyone who cares to listen, and by doing 

so engender similar excitement in others. Two, to strip away the mysteries surrounding the ap-

preciation of wine, making wine tasting, buying and collecting fun and unassuming. And three, to 

provide a resource for those people who don't necessarily want to become a Master Sommelier, 

but instead just want to be able to buy something decent to drink with dinner tonight.  I hope that 

my readers find this newsletter to be informative and enjoyable! 

  

PAUL J.  MALAGRIFA,  CWE,  
CSS, CSW 

Question: With the 2000, 2003, 2005, and now 2009 Bordeaux vintages all touted as "one of the best in a century" it's clear the Chateau guys 
have a unique perception of time, are really bad in math, or are overly aggressive marketers hell bent on trying to one-up Steve Jobs. This, 
coupled with the tanking euro, leads me to turn to our seasoned, sagacious sommelier for your impressions of the 2009 vintage and to inquire 
whether you'll buy now or after it's bottled? 
 
Answer:  Mulling over what to do about Bordeaux futures is a perennial pastime of mine, although after witnessing what happened with 2005 
wines, the decision to wait or buy gets easier. Thankfully I did not participate in the debacle that was the 2005 futures campaign. Instead I have 
chosen to seek out post-futures values, of which there are many. So, what to do about 2009? Everything that I have read leads me to believe 
that 2009 is going to be a vintage that produces some truly magnificent wines, not just in Bordeaux, but actually across Europe. Given the fact 
that the markets are still mired in post-recessionary recovery, it is likely that prices will be moderate. The 2009 vintage was not only high-
quality, but also fairly plentiful, another factor that will help to keep costs down. All of these inputs make it very tempting to invest in futures. 
Also at work is the impact of the exit of Diageo’s Chateau and Estate Wines from the U.S. Bordeaux market. When C&E pulled out, the prices 
of existing inventories fell dramatically, putting additional pressure on 2009 prices and forcing wine makers to heavily tout the desirability of the 
vintage. Taking into account this maelstrom of data, my decision will be to hold off on buying any 2009 futures for now. Another factor in my 
decision has been a desire to preserve some of my wine-purchasing budget free to snap up some pretty amazing 2009 wines from other areas, 
like Spain. I’ve tasted some 2009 wines from other regions and I’m very impressed by their quality and aging potential. As I noted earlier, I’m 
also really excited about many of the 2005 Bordeaux wines that are on the market now at really modest prices (i.e. 2005 Chateau Chasse-
Spleen at less than $37/bottle). 
 

 
Have a wine question?  Go to www.MusingsOnTheVIne.com, and click on Ask the Sommelier! 

Ask the Sommelier: Question of the Month! 

 

Musings on The Vine 
E-mail: paul_malagrifa@musingsonthevine.com 

Looking for more information about wine?  Find it all at www.MusingsOnTheVine.com!   
 

Register for a free account (all information will remain confidential; we take your privacy seriously) for access 
to newsletter archives, tasting, collecting and storage advice, Ask the Sommelier Q&A, varietal profiles, links 
to wineries, wine trails and recommended wine shops, a downloadable wine & food pairing chart, a complete 
database of tasting notes and wine prices, upcoming Musings courses and events, and much more! 


