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Good wine, service make for a nice pairing at local wine stores
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Owner Eddy Le Garrec shows off his Bordeaux stash at W Wine Boutique in South Beach.

THIS WEEK'S ESTABLISHMENTS 

• W Wine Boutique: 1328 Alton Rd., South Beach; 305-673-8282. 

• Total Wine & More: 14750 Biscayne Blvd., North Miami; 305-354-3270. 

• Cellars Wine & Spirits Warehouse: 21055 Biscayne Blvd., Aventura, 305-936-9433. 

• El Carajo International Tapas and Wines: 2465 SW 17th Ave., Miami; 305-856-2424. 

If you don't know what Cabernet Sauvignon is, walking into a wine store can feel like you're caught in the movie Babel.

''I don't mind telling you that I was lost,'' writes Wine Spectator columnist Matt Kramer in the magazine's January-February issue. ``There was no way, and I mean, no way to know what I was buying simply by looking at the bottle.''

If Kramer feels that way, imagine how the rest of us feel. The bottom line: Different wine stores appeal to different wine consumers. This week the Palate offers you a ménage à trois: a profile of Miami's local wine stores, an overview of a few wines I tasted at the South Beach Wine & Food Festival and suggested pairings specific to the flavors of Miami's gloriously multicultural food scene.

While many people get their wines from Publix and Costco because of convenience, the salespeople at wine boutiques can offer more attention to customers who want to build their wine knowledge. Cellar Wine & Spirits Warehouse in Aventura offers free club membership so the salespeople have a record of the wines you've been purchasing and can offer suggestions about others you might enjoy.

Each month the store has wine tastings for $15, providing an opportunity to try high-end wines. The store, which has more than 2,000 labels, is categorized by varietal (or grape) for the most part, so for my ever-faithful Beringer White Zinfandelers, there's a whole section for you to explore a range of White Zinfandel-like wines -- dry and sparkling rosés, for example.

Also, the wines are categorized by price, least to highest, and by body-style, from light-bodied whites like Riesling to full-bodied reds like Cabernet Sauvignon.

If you're not big on critics' reviews, the other advantage is you can start in the Pinot Noir section, for example, and try the various interpretations of the varietal from Burgundy, France, to Willamette Valley, Ore., and become your own critic. As you venture down the Pinot Noir gamut, you'll find The 2005 Domaine Drouhin Pinot Noir ($54.99) -- a supple, medium-bodied red wine with aromas and flavors of allspice, red plums and strawberries. As the wine sits in the glass, raw, earthy flavors like tuna sashimi unfold. Try it with wild salmon sashimi; Dominican-style black beans and rice and lumbi -- a Haitian-style, stewed conch in a light tomato base.

On your way to Quiznos on Alton Road toward 13th Street, stop by a tiny, industrial art gallery-looking space called W Wine Boutique. With just over 400 labels, the store's set-up is perfect for the wine curious and the wine serious. There's a Best Under $15 section, where wines are categorized through a series of colorful images.

Fruit-forward reds, for example, are identified by an image of raspberries and blueberries, while tropical whites are identified by an image of cream.

The major standout of this boutique is how far owner Eddy Le Garrec goes to ensure his customers get quality collectibles. A bottle of 1971 Mouton Rothschild ($7,000) was sent back to the winery to be examined for staleness. The wine was rebottled, and the year of its rebottling appeared on the back on the bottle. In this case, 2003.

For those of us who can only dream of dropping $7,000 on a bottle of wine, bubbles always make you feel like a millionaire. The Lucien Albrecht Cremant d'Alsace Brut Rosé ($19) tastes like a grown-up Shirley Temple with red cherry and watermelon flavors and a clean, refreshing finish. Try it with guava pastelitos and strawberry tarts.

Total Wine & More is like a wine supermarket chain. If you dine and shop at Biscayne Commons, you can see the North Miami location across the street. With 8,000 labels covering 20,000 square feet, this venue is perfect for those who tote vintage cards, personal wine journals and/or wine magazines. Almost every wine has a description with ratings from popular critics, and so if you have a general idea of what ''toffee notes'' mean, you can shop here comfortably.

The store's major standout is a user-friendly encyclopedic wine guide available to for free. You can look-up Zinfandel, for example, and see what California producers are up to. The store is divided by region, varietal and style, so if you're looking for a Zinfandel to pair up with bacon double cheeseburgers, Perros Colombianos (huge Colombian hot dogs smothered with potato chips and pineapple chunks), Costela de Porco (Brazilian pork ribs), beef enchiladas and jerk lamb, try the 2006 Gnarly Head Old Vine Zinfandel ($6.79). It's a wild, peppery red wine with bold dark fruit flavors that can handle a multitude of heavily spiced dishes.

Typically when you go to the gas station for alcohol, you don't expect to find high-end Spanish wines. El Carajo International Tapas and Wines is inside the mini-mart of a Citgo gas station. While the front of the store has all the mini-mart specialties, the back transports you to a scene in Under The Tuscan Sun. Drink in the beautiful solid maple wood bar stools and tables, a wall of about 3,000 wines from all over the world and a seating area with Mediterranean garden scenes painted on the wall.

Whether you live in Golden Glades or Kendall, if you love wine experiences that are defined by rhyme and not reason, the mini-pilgrimage to El Carajo's free wine tastings 5 to 7 p.m Wednesday through Saturday is definitely worth it. Tastings include three to four labels.

Among the venue's diverse selection is the 2004 Wild Horse Cheval Sauvage Pinot Noir ($57.99), a compelling, balanced dry red with distinct black cherry flavors that make the wine seem sweet, plus aromas of vanilla cream and a long, silky finish. Chill it a little then try it with sautéed sweet Italian sausage and baked red snapper topped with roasted tomatoes.

The Promiscuous Palate is a biweekly feature capturing the adventures of local cuisine. Feedback and suggestions are welcome at promiscuouspalate@
yahoo.com.
  

