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Harvest time at Yountville
in California’s Napa Valley

Anne 2. Cooke and Steve Haggerty
McClatchy-Tribune News Service

YOUNTYVILLE, Calif. —
Ifvineyardsatharvesttime
call to you—grapes plump
onthevines,leavesturning
red and gold — consider a
visit to Yountville, in the
heart of California’s famed
Napa Valley. A country vil-
lage by this city gal’s stan-
dards, Yountville is tiny:
about 12 blocks long and
four bloeks wide, an island
lapped by rolling vine-
yards. Washington Street,
the main drag, bisects the
town, where 3,480 resi-
dents count themselves
lucky to be making a living
from tourism and the
wineries that attract con-
noisseurs from near and
far.

Somewhat of a novice
regarding Northern Cali-
fornia’ssecrethideaways,l
headed there recently
aupaeting to wander along
winding lanes through pie-
turesque hills and valleys,
fixing the glerious fall col-
orsforfuturerecall. Toadd
purpose to pleasure, I also
hoped to stop wherever a
friendly sign announced
“Tasting Room,” suggest-
ing of a winery tour and a
chanece to buy a recent vin-
tage atthesource, ataste of
Napa sunshine to warm a
chilly evening back home.

In due time I arrived —
with friendsintow—todis-
cover that while some
might eall Yountville a vil-
lage, it’s a village on
steroids, a city in minia-
ture, depending on your
definition. Nearly every-
thing a wine-searcher
could want is right there,
fromlodgingtodining,a10-
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minute walk from end to
end.

“You don't need a car at
all,” said the bell boy atthe
Vintage Inn, who was lean-
ing against the reception
desk smiling, sharing a
joke with the clerk while
they waited early arrivals.
“Jugt park it ovar there
beyond the flower beds.
Youeanwalkeverywhere,”
he told us, piling our suit-
cases onto a rolling cart
and disappearing out the
rear toward a distant foun-
tain.

Sowalkwedid,passinga
half dozen tasting rooms
(suburban outposts of dis-
tant wineries), fashion
emporiums, art galleries,
Napa Style (a must-see
kitehen and comestibles
shop on the Vintage
Estate), a flourishing veg-
etable garden and the Vil-
lagio Inn & Spa, nextdoor.

Morenotablethananyof
these, however, was
Yountville’s culinary
scene, famous for corner-
ing at least five (or maybe
six) Michelin stars. From
Bouchon, the bistro and
bakery, to the French
Laundry (three stars
batween just the two), and
fromRedd Wood (pastaand
pizza), Bodega (steaks and
Italian specialties) to
Bistro Jeanty (pure
Freneh), thay offered a
bountiful ecornucopia of
fine(andexpensive)dining
surprises.

Qur travel credo being,
as some guidebook wag
described it, “a peaceful
night makes the next day
bright,” we booked rooms
in the Vintage Inn, built in
19850onthe Vintage Estate's
23 centrally located acres.
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There are other lodging
choices here in Yountville.
ButtheVintageInnmetour
first eriteria: a central
location. It also won points
withalargeswimmingpool
and hot tub, both open into
the evening for an after-
dinner soak. The deal-
maker was a no-charge
breakfast (included in the
room price): a buffet with
fruit, cereals, sliced meats,
bread, cheese, tomatoes
and a chef-manned omelet
station.

When an initial inspec-
tion of the proposed digs
revealed a second-floor
room with king bed, puffy
quilt,shameflullylarge tub,
two balconies, a fireplace
and kitchenette nook, we
registered. As for the wine
project, we tasted and
bought two cabernets at a

tasting room across the.

street. Butwhattodo about
exploring Napa Valley's
quaint country roads?
Entertheconcierge.

“Most of these wineries
don’t allow drop-in cus-
tomers,” said Christina
Richardson, presiding
over a desk in the hotel’s
lounga. *You have to have
appointments,” she
explained. “And you can't
visitFar Niente atall.” Far
Niente, my former boss's
favorite wine, wasthe only
label Icould think of.

“But,” she added, with a
conspiraterial smile, “I
justmightbe abletomakea
reservation foryouat Niek-
el & Nickel. They're the
owners of Far Niente. Let
me call them. I've been
goingtolotsoftastingslate-
ly,” she confessed. “It’'s my
chance to learn about
wine."
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Handing us a map of the
199 wineries in the Napa
Valley — most I'd never
heard of — she explained
that better wineries not
onlyrequire areservation,
they also charge afee fora
tasting: typieally $25 (or
more)perperson.Itsounds
pricey. But that fee pays for
twohourswithanwinecon-
noisseur who leads the
tour, then presides over a
“flight,” of five orsix wines
whiech he /she pours, guid-
ing you through a compari-
son and evaluation. At
some wineries, like Frog’s
Leap, a drop-in is more
casual. Youcansitall after-
noononthe porchoronthe
lawn, drink in the rumpled
hills beyond, inspect the
vegetable and flower gar-
dens or play bean-bag
horse shoes withyourkids.

S0, with four appoint-
mentsinhandweretrieved
the car and were off, to
Hess (on rustic Mount
Veedern),toNickel & Nickel
(exclusive, organized, wel-
coming), to Frogs Leap
(casual, fun), and to Cake-
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bread (join a group and
wailt your turn)., Later
Richardson — whose cour-
tesy and professional
know-how made our mis-
sion asuccess,booked “his
and her” aroma therapy
massages with bath treat-
ments at the Villagio Spa
(next door), a 90-minute
marathon of kneading, oil-
ing, finishing with an open
air soak in bubbly bath
water, A rare indulgence
for us, it confirmed the old
saw that “the couple that
plays together, stays
together,” Richardson also
made dinner reservations
forusatBodega(good focd,
annoyingly pompous wait-
er), and at Redd Wood
(fresh veggies, scrump-
tious sauee, lively atmos-
phere).

Why didn’t we eat at the
celebrated French Laun-
dry? It was booked up for
the next five months. But
Bouchon had a lunch can-
cellation, a meal that
became the trip’s culinary
highlight. Onion soup (the
genuine article) whetted
my appetite, followed by
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Salade Maraichere au
Chevre Chaud (green
salad), Truit Amandine
(trout), fresh bread and
Bouchon’s famous Pomme
Frites (French frieg). A
sommelier-chosen dry
white wine enhanced the
flavors.

Did we weigh down the
car’s rear wheels with a
trunk full of wine? Not
quite, butwae did buysaleect
labels, complexinthe nose
and smooth on the tongue.
A few were reputed to
improve with age, the sort
ofvintageyearsyoustorein
the cellar and crack open
when your toddler gradu-
ates from college. Inspired
by Concierge Richardson,
at the Vintage Inn, I real-
ized there was much more
tolearn.Ienvisaged a new-
found hobby, something
akin to bird watching; call-
ing for a distant trip, a
guidebook, a checklist.

I've now checked off
nine Napa wineries. Just
190 to go. An epic journey
begins.
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Photos by McClatchy-Tribune News Service
People walk down Washington Street, the main thoroughfare in Napa Valley's Yountville, Calif. Yountville is a tiny city, about 12 blocks long and four blocks wide,
thatsits in the middle of vineyards in California’s Napa Valley.
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