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Dear Friends,





Our house needs a new roof so my wife – the one with the sculpture in the Lewinsky Collection-decided it would be less hassle to move. So we went to an open house in North Beach where we—along with hundreds of others--  listened to the real estate broker admonishing  us that a)the place was in escrow b)she might have other places to look at and c)prices were jumping every 12 minutes….My first thought: This is the way to sell barrels! We will release them 100 at a time and winemaking couples will be forced to attend open houses wherever trees are grown. Here is how it works:





Barrel/Real Estate Broker (anything for a commission): No madam. This is not swamp oak. It’s University Heights oak. Yes, I know it’s underwater but you can see the forest from the top of  Coit Tower with the radio telescope.





Buyer: What about that Troncais  Hills Barrels?





Broker: Well maybe  you  should get a starter home at Chestnut Acres  or Redwood Shores and then we can put you on the waiting list. Of course, prices are going up. (phone rings and broker talks into his cell phone)….Lots 19 and 20 just sold??!!…Raise prices 20%??!!…OK…Hey, it’s too late for Chestnut Acres. What about Pine Flats? Randall Grahm uses it for his Long Pine Flat Red.





Well, selling barrels is not like selling houses: Real estate brokers get bigger commissions! 





Speaking of new ‘houses’ Francois Freres d’Oregon will be offering Oregon oak barrels this year. We sold 150 barrels in 1996, 150 in 1997, and another 150 last month. The results have been impressive. Why??





First, quercus garryana is a species of oak quite different from quercus alba, the primary species used in American oak barrels. It does not have the  level of tyloses—those gummy structures that block the xylem vessels—typical of q alba.


The down side of this is that the wood cannot be quartersawn like American oak. The wood must be cut following the grain, like European oaks. This means less yield per log and more labor per stave. But it also means better flavors.





Second, we air dry the wood 18 and 24 months in rainy Oregon. This means that not only do we get the wood dry, but the wood also benefits from all those molds and enzymes Nicholas  Vivas keeps telling us about.








In the nose the wine is spicy, with hints of ginger, nutmeg and cinnamon. In the mouth the texture is not astringent or overly tannic. At first, the oak shows itself quite blatantly but with time the wood integrates into the wine. I have seen excellent results with Pinot Noir, Chardonnay, Merlot, Cabernet Sauvignon, Syrah and Barbera. As a matter of fact, I just tasted Sierra Foothill Barbera  out of one of these barrels and I was extremely  pleased with the results.


Prices:


May/June :  $425/each


August/Fall: $450





In the Summer and Fall we will have a limited number of barrels made from 24 month air-dried oak  available for $500.








Francois Freres de St-Romain:





April/May delivery……………………………….3360 FF ex warehouse


June/July/August………………………………….3620 FF ex warehouse


Of course, there are slight discounts for large orders, Also, there is a 75 FF up charge for chestnut hoops and a 50 FF upcharge for Troncais oak.





It appears that this year my allocation is what it was last year so unless I have some cancellations, I will have to limit sales to last year’s levels. Just another reason to look at Oregon oak!








Tonnellerie Taransaud: I will have prices soon.  In the meantime be sure to get your loan application fees ready so you’ll be pre-approved.  Our new plan (OK, Helen Turley gave me the idea) is to offer barrels at auction as wood is auctioned in France: We start with a high price and go down. The first one to bid gets the barrel. Then your price is multiplied by your average Parker score (our version of public housing for needy winemakers) and after that you go into escrow.





Just kidding…I think…














Mel























