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sunshine to warm a chil ly
evening back home.

In due time I arrived -
with friends in tow - to dis-
cover that while some miSht
call Yountville a village, it's a
village on steroids, a city in
miniature, dependitg on your
defi nition. Neady everlthing
a wine-searcher could want
is right there, from lodging to
dining, a lO-minute walk from
end to end.

"You don't need a car at
all," said the bellboy at the
vintage Inn, who was lean-
ins aqainst the reception desk
srii l ing. sharing aloke with
the clerk while they av/aited
early arrivals. "Just park it
over there beyond the flower
beds. You can walk every-
where," he told us, piling our
suitcases onto a roll ing cart
arld disappearing out the rear
toward a distant fountain.

So walk we did, passing
a half dozen tasting rooms
(suburban outposts of dis-
tant wineries), fashion em-
poriums, art galleries, Napa
Style (a must-see kitchen and
comestibles shop on the Vin-
tage Estate), a flourishing veg-
etable garden and the Villagio
Inn & Spa, next door,

More notable than any of
these, however, was Yount-
ville's culinary scene, famous
for cornering at least five (or
maybe six) Michelin stars.
From Bouchon, the bistro ald
ba-kery to the French Laundry
(three stars between just the
two), and from Redd Wood
(pas ta  and p izza) ,  Bodega
(steaks and Italian special-
t ies) to Bistro Jeanty (pure
French), they offered a boun-
tiful cornucopia of fine (and
expensive) dining surprises.

Our travel credo being,
as some guidebook wag de-
scribed it, "a peaceful night
makes the next day bright,"
we booked rooms in the Vin-
tage Inn, built in 1985 on the
Vintage Estate's 23 centrally
located acres. There are oth-
er lodging choices here in
Yountville. But the Vintage
lnn met our first criteria: a
central location. It also won
po in ts  w i th  a  la rge  swim-
ming pool 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-mamed omelet station.

When ar initial inspection
ofthe proposed digs revealed
a second-floor room with
king bed, puffy quilt, shame-
fully large 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. But what to do about
exp lo r ing  Napa Va l ley 's
quaint country roads? Enter
the concierge.

"Most of these wineries
don't allow drop-in custom-
ers," said Christina Richard-
son, presiding over a desk in
the hotel's lounge. "You have
to have appointments," she
explained. 'And you can't
visit Far Niente at all." Fa-r Ni-
ente, my former boss's favor-
ite wine, was the only label I
could think of.

"But," she added, with a
conspiratorial smile, "I just
might be able to male a res-
ervation for you at Nickel &
Nickel. They're the owners of
Far Niente. Let me call them.
I've been going to lots oftast-
ings lately," she confessed.
"It's my chance to learn about
wine."

Handing us a map of the
199 wineries in the Napa Val-
ley - most I'd never heard
of- she explained that better
wineries not only require a
reservation, they also charge
a fee for a tasting: typically
$25 (or more) per person. It
sounds pricey but that fee
pays for two hours with a
wine connoisseur who leads
the tour, then presides over a
"flight," of five or six wines
which he pours, guiding you
through a comparison and
evaluation. At some wineries,
like Frog's Leap, a drop-in is
more casual. You can sit all
afternoon on the porch or on
the lawn, drink in the rum-
pled hills beyond, inspect the
vegetable and flower gardens
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Gonnie Parsons offers a taste at
Napa Style marketplace on the
Vintage Estate in Yountville.

or play bean-bag horseshoes
with your kids.

So,  w i th  four  appo in t -
ments in hand, we retrieved
the ca.r and were off, to Hess
(on rustic Mount Veeder),
and Nickel & Nickel (exclu-
sive, organized, welcoming),
to Frog's Leap (casual, fun),
and Cakebread (join a group
and wait your turn). Later
Richardson, whose courtesy
and professional know-how
made our mission a success,
booked "his and her" aroma
therapy massages with bath
treatments at the Villagio Spa
(next door), a 9o-minute mar-
athon of kneading and oilhg,
finishing with an open-air
soak ir bubbly bath water. A
rare indulgence for us, it con-
firmed the old saw that "the
couple who plays together
stays together." fuchardson
also made dimer reservations
for us at Bodega (good food,

annoyingly pompous waiter)
and at Redd Wood (fresh veg-
etables, scrumptious sauce,
lively atmosphere).

Why didn't we eat at the
celebrated French Laundry?
It was booked up for the next
five months. But Bouchon
had a lunch cancellation, a
meal that became the trip's
cu l inary  h igh l igh t .  On ion
soup (the genuine article)
whetted my appetite, fol-
lowed by Salade Maraichere
au Chevre Chaud (green sal-
ad), Truite Amandine (trout),
fresh bread and Bouchon's fa-
mous Pommes Frites (French
fries). A sornmelier-chosen
dry white wine enlarced the
flavors.

Did we weigh down the
cat's rear wheels with a trunk
full of wine? Not quite, but we
did buy select labels, complex
in the nose and smooth on the
tongue. A few were reputed
to improve with age, the sort
of vintage years you store
in the cellar and crack open
when your toddler graduates
f rom co l lege.  Insp i red  by
Concierge fuchardson at the
Vintage Inn, I realized there
was much more to learn. I en-
visaged a new-found hobby,
something akin to bird watch-
ing, cailing for a distant trip, a
guideboolq a checklist.

I've now checked off nine
Napa wineries. Just 190 to go.
An epic journey begins.

Napa and Sonoma valleys are
east of San hancisco, on Califor'
nia 29.

For lodging at the luxury-rated
Vintage lnn, ca (800) 351-1133:
or go to vintageinn.com.

Fot Napa Valley information, see
napavarley.com.
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Visilols toul the tank room at Nickel & Nickel winery and vineyard in Napa Valley.


