A touch of

Adelaida Cellars uses oak
as a spice for their wines

By Katy Budge

At left, some of the offerings from Adelaida Cellars in
Paso Robles, including Estate Finot Modr from the HME Estate
Vineyard, the oldest Pinot Moir vineyard on the Central Coast.

FHOTOS BY i, BUDGE
Adelaida Cellars’ Winemaker Terry Culton (above) uses primarily French cak to bring out the unique terroir of the Adelaida area.
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spice from French oak

vine barrels initally proved themselves an -
od of storing and transporting wine. Over cen-

making, oak barrels have evolved into an
the winemaking process, and their role can
y ampone who has ever added a splee to a

As Terry Culton, winemaker for Adelaida Cellars in Paso
Robles, explained, “Oak is basically our spice mck.” Like
spices, the flavor profiles that barrels can impart to wine are
as varied as the type of oaks that grow in particular foresis,
the barrel company (the cooperage), the barrel makers (the
coopers), and the amount of Hme each barrel ls fred (the
ioast level). Start combining
all these factors, and you
have a “spice rack” a8 varied
as you'll find in &any gourmet
paniry.

Indeed, the paralle]
between chefs and winemak-
ers is as closely thed s that of
food and wine. Culton sees
winemiskers as “basically glo-
rified chefs.” The difference
is that “chefs have to be ‘on’
every night, whereas we have
& lonmger time to perform, but
we anly get one shot a year to
be right *

T that end, Culton made a
gubtle, but erecial changes in
Adelaidn’s approsch to wine-
making when he arrived in
2003, Previous winemakers
had used American oak
throughowt the winery, including the label’s estate Pinot Naoir,
Reflacting his experience at Calera, Wine Company. a Hollis-
ter-area winery renowned for their Pinot Nolrs, Culion has
shifted the entire progreon over to French oak.

"1 certainly think American oak has its place,” he said, “but
not on Pinot. It's ke putting cinnamon on steak - its inter-
esting, but why? We've got beautiful Pinot here and 1 don't
want to cover it up. I'd like to bet the deficate flavors of the
Finot come through rather than adding aggressive flavora,”

It 15 typleally the more open grain structure of American
opk that leads towards aggressive flavor profiles. A looser
grain allows the cak favors to come through faster and
therefore show up more aggressively in the wine, character-

istics that other varetals - such as Zinfandels - can easily
handle, noted Culton, The finer grained French oak bamrels —
From conperages such as Frangods Frénss and French forests
such as Allier and Vosges — essentially hang onto to their fla-
vors longer.

Culton tends to prefer a lght toast for Pinots for muach the
same reason, noting that “with a light toast, the flavors don’t
integrate as fast,” and also fevors barrels that have been air
dried for three years (meaning that the boarel staves have
been left to dry in stacks for three years before being Formed
o barrels). The barrels with a longer drying time “don’t fully
Isvtegrate untll about 14 months, as opposed (o about 10
monthe, and the profiles just
apern amocther,”

Like most winemakers,
Culton will use a varlety of
cooperages and bopsts Lo ore-
ate the wines he will uld-
mately wanl for Dlending. For
example:

Comparing a 2003 Pinot
Noir from the same vineyard
and presaing on both Alller
and Yosges light toast barrels
from Francols Fréres, the
Allier offers brighter, cherry
naotes, while the Vosges lends
a bit longer finish.

With the same comparison
applied to a 2003 Mourvedre,
the Vosges provides bright
raspherry notes, with the Alli-
er giving much darker cherry
tones,

A 2005 Syrah on Frangods Frires medium foast Vosges
ghows elegant cak structure, while the same Syrah on
Frangoks Fréres Hungarian mestium toast offers more Qavors
in the mid-range,

Obvicnmsly, a new barrel of any kind will exhibit more fla-
vor than a barrel in its second or third usage, and that is wihy
winemakers will refer to the percentage of “new oak” ar
“neartral oak” in their barre] programs. For Adelaida’s Pinots,
Culton uses “only about 25 percent new oak, and only 18 to
30 percent new oak throughout the winery, Dak is just an
accent,” he noted, "so [ like to use just g little bit less rather
than more. We're blessed with such wonderful limestone
soils here — [ like to let the terroir come throagh.”
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