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            INTRODUCTION
 
            (This Is Not a Wine Guide)

         
 
         A lot of people are born into the world of wine. Their families own vineyards or include twelve generations of winemakers. They grow up swirling and sipping wine at the dinner table and inherit cellars filled with dusty bottles along with their trust funds. I am not one of those people. And Im guessing you are not either. However, even as the son of an immigrant family from Belarus growing up in New Jersey, wine found me. And if youre holding this book, wine has just found you.
         
 
         To be honest, I resisted the lure of wine. What I was born to beblessed to be, reallyis an entrepreneur. From the moment I could make a pitcher of Country Time, I was selling lemonade, raking leaves, shoveling snow. No season was safe. Then, at the age of 14, I found what I was certain would be my lifes calling: trading baseball cards. Im not talking about swapping a few cards on the playground. I was in the eighth grade and pulling in a grand a weekend, which was a credible income back then and qualified me as Ethel Hoppock Middle Schools equivalent of a billionaire.
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         Unlike many other Eastern European Jewish immigrants, my father, Sasha Vaynerchuk, refused to be contained by the Old World communities of New York. I grew up in Edison, New Jersey, and later Hunterdon County, New Jersey, where, concurrent with my baseball card business, Dad had achieved his own immigrant success by owning and operating two liquor storesall this despite arriving here in 1978 with no money and no English.
 
         Then my father put me to work at Shoppers Discount Liquors in Springfield, making ice and cleaning shelves for $2 an hour. Maybe I was an atypical 14-year-old boy, but I could have cared less about liquor or beer. And I surely didnt give a rats ass about wine. All I knew was that all my friends were at the Phillipsburg Mall, my pockets were overflowing with cash, and here I was making ice on a Saturday afternoon for a whopping 20 bucks. It was brutal. The only positive thing about the experience was working with my family. Because more than wine, more than the New York Jets, more than anything else I talk aboutwhich is a lotI value my family.
 
         My fathers store in Springfield was surrounded by affluent New Jersey communities, so there was a well-heeled wine clientele. My duties at the store grew, and I remember when, in 1994, Caymus Special Select 1990 from California was named Wine of the Year by Wine Spectator magazine. Droves of people came in asking for this wine. Thats when I had a revelation: People collect wine. Suddenly, I realized that a cult Cabernet like Silver Oak was no different than a Pete Rose rookie card. By this point, my passion for collecting included not just baseball cards, but also comic books, Star Wars toys, and nowstrangely enoughwine. I put down the Beckett Baseball Card Monthly and picked up Wine Spectator and Robert M. Parker Jr.s Wine Advocate, which forever changed my life.
         
 
         Through a combination of passion and genetic predisposition, my father and I turned his local liquor store into Wine Library, one of the fastest-growing wine retailers in America. Winelibrary.com is one of the most-visited wine Web sites on the Internet, and Wine Library TV (WLTV) has more than 60,000 regular viewers (as of March 2008).
         
 
         So why write a book, especially when so many wine books already exist? Because this book is not another guide. It wont help you quickly find a bottle under $15, or offer reviews of 10,000 wines, or teach you to judge wine so you can impress your friends. It will help you to create your own story with wine. By reading about and tasting the wines Ive included in this book, youll discover your preferences, train your palate, and pursue your own path to understanding wine. So if my methods seem unorthodoxor downright crazyits because I want your discovery of wine to not read like a script from some encyclopedic pocket guide. Guides point the way for you. I only wish for your discovery of wine to be as unique, exciting, fun, and full of surprises as mine.
         
 
         Changing the Wine World
 
         If youre one of the legions of Wine Library TV viewersthe self-described Vayniacswho faithfully watch WLTV on the Internet, you can probably recite my sign-off by heart, You, with a little bit of me, were changing the wine world, whether they like it or not.
 
         Changing the worldeven just the wine worldis never an easy task. The wine world as it already exists has been pretty good to me, so Im probably the last guy who should want to see it change. I built my multimillion-dollar business by selling wine. I was Crazy Eddie, Barnum & Bailey, hawking Australia and Spain five years before anyone else saw them coming. Its not that I was a bad guy. On the contrary; I was a great retailer and very good to my customers. But, it was all in the name of business. Now, Im able to give back. I want to look back on these years and feel like I helped people, and if that takes changing the whole damn wine world, then so be it.
 
         Wine is perhaps the greatest metaphor for life. More than business, or sports, or the proverbial bowl of cherries, the wine world, with its prejudices and misconceptions and stereotypes and darlings and outcasts, is like life. I hope the one thing thats immediately apparent to anyone who meets me, or watches even one episode of WLTV, is that despite my loud, in-your-face, opinionated, Jersey personality, I love people. In high school, I never bought into cliques. I had all sorts of friends, from the hottest cheerleader to the kid who had exactly one friend and his name was Gary Vaynerchuk. My approach to wine is the same.
         
 
         Think about the recent rise of Hollywood darling Pinot Noir. Like a high school quarterback, Pinot Noir is indulged by everyone, almost regardless of the quality thats inside the package. But what happens ten years from now at the reunion? When Pinot Noir, with a comb-over, two bad marriages under his belt, and a chubby paunch hanging over it, on a combination of antidepressants and cheap Scotch flips over the punch bowl? Suddenly, we realize maybe Pinot Noir wasnt so perfect after all. Worse, while we were fawning over Pinot Noir, we missed out on the great wines of Hungary, Dolcetto from Italy, Cava from Spain. How many wines from Alsace and the Loire Valley and Germany and Burgundy did we fail to acquaint ourselves with because we couldnt be bothered to learn their names?
 
         That needs to change.
 
         Then, there is the wine press. I have a great deal of respect for Robert M. Parker Jr. and also for the editors at Wine Spectator magazine, but a situation exists in which certain wineries have built them up to a point of reliance. Now, there are virtually no wine brands costing more than $20 a bottle that could survive without marketing dollars and reviews from the wine press. Nearly every single winery relies on the reviews of three critics and deep marketing dollars to build their brands, so the ability of unusual winestruly innovative winesto succeed in the market is impaired.
         
 
         That needs to change.
 
         Ive also noticed that the wine world has a bad habit of making otherwise wonderful, decent people act like jerkoffs. You know the type; I refer to them as wine bullies. As I began attending more wine events, I noticed that once people gain a little wine knowledge, they speak down to anyone trying to learn. It became embarrassing to bring friends along to wine tastings because inevitably some hot-shot wine writer or sommelier would pull a spit-take and shout, What, you actually like that? You see it in restaurants and homes across America all the time. I mean, you would never walk up to a stranger in a restaurant and say, I really dont know about those shoes with that skirt, lady, but people seem perfectly comfortable telling a stranger that they think their choice of wine is crap. Ive seen people who would never dream of walking into someones home and announcing the curtains look like something out of the Ropers Threes Company condo but refuse to a drink a wine simply because its in a 1.5-liter bottle.
         
 
         That needs to change.
 
         A lot of critics and wine writers are equally guilty of speaking down to the public. People think that because my spit bucket has a New York Jets sticker on it, Im the guy dumbing down wine, but thats not the case at all. Just because I have a desk full of Thunder-Cats toys does not mean I am not spewing the smartest stuff out there.
 
         That needs to change.
 
         Fortunately, my Web guy, Erik Kastner, introduced me to Web 2.0 and the notion of free content. When Andy Samberg and Chris Parnells online video Lazy Sunday got totally viral in December 2005, I saw the future. I realized I had something to saysomething in my chest and in my heart. And that message was not getting out by working eighteen hours a day at Wine Library in New Jersey. So, I sent a stock boy to go buy a video camera, and that was the start of Wine Library TV. Now, Ive made the transition from Donald Trump to Mother Teresa, from wine retailer to wine evangelist. With WLTV, I decided to speak to people honestly about wine because its the best way for me to show my love for people. This book continues that effort.
         
 
          
         There is a catch to all this, alluded to in my sign-off. A lot of people really dont like this idea. They dont want the wine world to change. In many ways, the smarter, more confident, and more educated you become, the more dangerous you are to them. They want you to buy wines based strictly on ratings and numbers or their marketing. They want you to blindly follow the critics. They want you to choose wines for their cute labels and catchy commercials and television sponsorships and Hollywood product placements. And they want you to grimace when you taste a wine that smells like Brussels sprouts, or tar, or goat breath, or any flavor that is not within their narrow definition of what wine should be. But Im telling you to ignore all thatto buy wines that are true to themselves and true to you.
 
         Thats how were going to change the wine world.
 
         How to Taste Wine
 
         Other books promise to teach you everything about wine. I say, go teach yourself. The truth is, I could not teach you the finer points of wine even if I wanted to, because there is only one way to truly understand wine: by tasting it. Reading about wine is like reading about pushups. I can read about pushups all day long. I can read about the perfect form and sets and reps. I can buy nifty gadgets like handgrips for the floor that will tell everyone Im a pectoral prodigy, a serious pushup kind of guy, but Ive accomplished nothing until I get down, palms on the floor, sweat a little, and do a friggin pushup. There is no other way. Go taste wine.
 
         How do you do that, you ask? A lot of wine books also direct people in the methodology of tasting wine. They instruct on serving temperature and glassware, and all those ss like swirling and sniffing. I hate that stuff. Tune in to any episode of WLTV and you can watch how I taste wine. I often give my glass a rinse with the wine Im about to taste. I swirl it and then give it a smell (all right, a little sniffy-sniff), take a swig, and swish it around my mouth. Thats what works for me. But Im going to assume you already know how to drink out of a glass and how to taste something. In getting started, there is nothing for me to teach you that you did not learn when you left the sippy cup behind and grabbed your first big-boy glass of chocolate milk. Eventually, youll taste wine in a way that feels natural for you.
         
 
         Here, then, are my hard-and-fast rules for tasting wine:
 
              
            	Drink wine with people you care about.
            
     
            	Expand that circle of people at every opportunity.
            
 
         
 
         That sounds like a lot more fun that sniffing and spitting to me. And in my world, wine is just a vehicle to bring people together.
 
         When wine beginners say they want to learn to taste, they usually mean they want to understand what they are tasting. A lot of people are amazed at how I am able to quickly identify flavors like cotton candy and lead pencil and Skittles in a glass of wine. That comes with time. And like those pushups, it takes diligence and exerciseof your palate. But Ill make a confession to you that I suspect few wine bullies (who in their own minds were born as expert tasters) will ever admit: There was a time when I had serious doubts about my tasting abilities.
 
         I had decided to make wine my life, and the flavors were just not clicking. I started to think it was not going to happen for me, that I might have made a wrong turn. Then, I went to a tasting at the Stage Coach Cafe in Scotch Plains, New Jersey, where I was handed a glass of Masi Amarone, a red wine from northern Italy made with grapes that are dried nearly to the point of becoming raisins. I stuck my nose in the glass and inhaled deeply, as I had so many times before. Suddenly, my nostrils filled with dark chocolate. It was a revelation, as vivid as biting into that Hersheys Dark miniature, the one you never really liked but ate anyway. I was so excited that I had to share the moment; I called my mom. I swear to you, I ran out of the tasting, picked up the phone, and called my mom. Now how am I going to teach you that in a book?
         
 
         The best way Ive found to exercise your palate is to taste everything, and I mean everythingnot just wine. Honestly, I probably enjoy a great dinner at Cru or Per Se even more than I enjoy wine because I am truly passionate about food and flavor exploration. There is nothing in this world I wont eat. So, when you see me on WLTV or Conan OBrien chomping cigars or sucking wet rocks, its no gimmick. These really are the things that Ive done to train my palate. You need to explore every exotic fruit, imported candy, farm stand jam, animal, vegetable, and mineral, because by a miracle of nature, all these flavors can appear in a glass of wine.
 
         101 Wines
 
         I am a man conflicted. Its incredibly ironic that I have chosen to judge products in front of millions of people when I am the most non-judgmental person you could ever hope to meet. I honestly hate tasting wine and having to tell peoplenice peopleincluding farmers and winemakers and winery owners, that I think their wine sucks. Lying is just not an option. So, instead I wind up hurting someones feelings, or even their livelihood. Frankly, just thinking about it makes me sick.
 
         You have no idea how difficult it was for me to select just 101 wines out of the tens of thousands of contenders I tasted. But what I need you to remember is that this is one mans opinion. These are not the greatest wines made this year, but the wines that most excite me. I hope you like these wines; I hope you like what I am doing; I hope you learn something. But please, never put my opinion before your own. There is a whole bunch of people out there that call themselves the Anti-Vayniacs. They buy every wine that I pan and skip the ones I rate highly. They are like Darth Vadernecessary to restore balance to the force. And I love them for that. Some of them have eventually found that they do share my opinion and have left the Anti coalition. But think about how much more theyve learned in their wine journey than someone who blindly follows one critics picks.
         
 
         These wines are not the 101 best wines. Again, these are the 101 wines that I am most excited about and want to recommend to anyone interested in wine, whether you are a beginner, intermediate, or expert wine lover. These are the it wines, the real shizz, the wines that bring the thunder. Of course, quality is paramount, and each wine in this book is truly superb. I also considered value, which is not to be confused with price. A wine that offers value over-delivers for its price: I look for $10 wines that taste more like $30, and also $200 wines that taste like $5,000.
 
         Beyond that, I have selected wines that break down barriers, create new styles, and ooze charisma. Not all of these wines necessarily suit my personal taste, but they all present balance and harmony and thought. Some of them take part in charitable giving or seek to revive grape varieties that have not been made commercially for 10,000 years. I also selected wines that are double-bubbles, meaning that I enjoy them both alone and with food. In short, these are some damn exciting wines. These are the wines I would recommend to my best friend.
 
         In reconciling my role as a judge and critic, I figure the only way to redeem myself is to truly consider all comers, to give everyone a fair shot. For example, here is a short list of what was not left out of the running for my 101 wines: pink wines, sweet wines, wines with funny names, wines with ugly labels, wines costing under $3, wines from terrible vintages, wines with screw caps, wines in magnum bottles, wines in half bottles, wines made from more than just grapes, wines I have hated in the past, wines from people who hate me, wines from people who hate the Jets, and wines whose winemakers have kicked me squarely in the balls. If a wine truly has the chops, its in the book.
         
 
         Ill tell you what has been left out: wines you will never find. I ignored thousands of great wines because they did not have widespread distribution or because the current supply would be exhausted by the time this book hit the shelves. The problem with many wine books is that by the time the book is in print, all the wines have disappeared or been replaced by newer vintages. Thats about as useful as a 1982 phone directory. At least one wine book has even stopped including vintages altogether. To me, thats insulting. Part of the beauty of making wine is that you get a fresh start every year, and no one can categorically say that a future vintage will taste like the last.
         
 
         In order to taste future releases for this book, a great number of wineries and distributors collaborated to get me advance bottlings and even barrel samples. For a while there, it seemed like every day a case of wine with handwritten labels was hitting the Newark Airport tarmac and making its way to my tasting table. One importer begged to fly me to Spain for the weekend to taste wines there, while another told me in exasperation that getting these samples was the most difficult assignment hed ever undertaken. So, I sincerely thank everyone who busted their humps and submitted wines for consideration. Thanks to them, I can truly bring you the wines of 2008. Not all the wines in this book are necessarily out there in large quantities, but with some quick action and a little determination, I think you stand a great chance of locating many of these wines.
 
         In the end, these 101 wines represent the results of a living and breathing contest that I have been conducting every day. A few of them may be wines I have reviewed on an episode of WLTV, or enjoyed on a picnic with a friend. They are simply the most exciting wines I have encountered and now want to share them with you.
 
         Some skeptics will say Im just out to sell more wine. The truth is, you dont need to taste any of these wines to enjoy the book. If youve read this far and are willing to learn about these wines, Im sure youve grasped my philosophy: This whole situation is supposed to be fun. If youre able to incorporate that into your own approach to wine, weve both succeeded.
 
          
         However, if youre a person who really wants to understand wine, and know about wine, there is only one way to do thatby tasting. If you want to learn Chinese history, read; if you wants six-pack abs, do situps; if you want the view from the Eiffel Tower, go there; if you want to know wine, taste. And, taste new wines all the time. I cant emphasize this enough. After all, a fair taste is all that any wine asks of you. Wine doesnt want to be put on pedestal. Wine doesnt want you to change who you are. When you go to a wine tasting, there is no need to take notes, or fake an accent, or talk down to people, or be intimidated, or put on a jacket and tie, or be anything that youre not. So, I hope to see you out tasting wine soon. Ill be the guy in the Jets jersey.
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    Understanding the Wine Information

    
    (A) #32

    THE POWER OF PINK

    
    (B) Slowine, Ros, 2007; (C) $13
 (D) Overberg, South Africa

    (E) Grapes: Pinot Noir (49%), Pinotage (39%), Shiraz (12%)
 
            (F) 12.5% ABV

    (G) 1,000 cases imported

    (H) www.slowine.co.za

         
    (A) RANKING

    The wines are listed in ascending order to the most exciting wine of the year, ranked at number 1.

    (B) WINE

    Winery name, followed by wine name and vintage year. The vintage represents the vintage that was tasted, which was the current vintage in the market at the time of publication.

    (C) PRICE

    Prices may vary across markets and with currency fluctuations. The
    price listed represents the suggested retail price per one 750 ml bottle unless otherwise specified.

    (D) ORIGIN

    Most wine-producing nations have strict laws governing areas of production, grape varieties, and vinification. In France, the strictest controls are defined under the Appellation d’Origine Contrôlée, or AOC system. The Denominazione di Origine Controllata (DOC) of Italy and Denominación de Origen Calificada (DOCa) of Spain are similar certifications of origin.

    (E) GRAPES

    Not all wines are made entirely from one grape—even if only one is listed on the label. These are the grapes and their percentage in the final blend according to the winery.

    (F) ABV

    Alcohol by volume.

    (G) PRODUCTION

    The total number of cases produced or imported to the United States. For standard 750 ml bottles, the figure is based on twelve-bottle cases, although the actual quantity per case may vary.

    (H) WINERY WEB SITE

    A good source for additional information.

    

    
    
    




    
         
         
 
         
            #101
 
            A CHTEAUNEUF IMPERSONATOR

         
 
         
            Mas de la Barben, Les Calices, 2003; $44
 
            AOC Coteaux du Languedoc, France
 
            Grapes: Grenache (90%), Syrah and Cinsault (10%)
 
            15% ABV
 
            800 cases produced

         
 
         This wine kicks off my list for totally over-delivering on value. At 44 bones, it may be an expensive wine for the south of France, but what it actually brings is the quality and flavor of top-notch Chteauneuf-du-Pape that would easily fetch $75. It is so similar to Chteauneuf, its like watching a really great Elvis impersonatoryou are so engaged, it feels like watching the real thing. And this guy is good. He starts off rocking the youthful, vibrant, Blue Suede Shoes Elvis, then seamlessly transitions to the badass-black-leather-1968-comeback-special Elvisbecause this wine can do it all. It is not only delicious, but has something for almost every wine lover.
         
  
         For the New World fruit bomb fans out there, there is a huge explosion of fruit that is so clean and gorgeous, with seductive strawberry flavors that are incredibly sultry. Im listening to my glass and instead of snap, crackle, pop, I hear these lusciously plump berries whispering, Gary, you know you want me. All that fruit is mixed with this taffy-toffee thing and some sticky cough syrup. But beyond the initial bomb of fruit, there is some pepper, and a little smoky ham and bacon along with this great structure and backbone on the palate that will have Old World fans totally pumped. There is also a little bit of leather strap, like chewing on leather, or standing in the outfield trying to fix the lace on your baseball glove with your teeth. The two are coming together, all intertwined and totally balanced.
 
          
         If you want to get the flavor, I need you to take some pigs-in-a-blanketyou know, those mini hot dogs. Now youre going to take a strawberry Fruit Roll-Up and wrap on one more layer. Thats right. Were going one more layer! Now bite it. Eat it. Sprinkle some black pepper on it! That is this wine.
 
         This wine simply rocksit has a huge mid-palate, and its kicking this encore through the long finish. It can really handle all your biggest foods, from boar to Chteaubriand. If the dollar were in a good place right now, this wine would be a total steal, because the values coming out of these southern regions of France are just blowing me away. And the way in which these grapes truly resemble one of the great Rhne reds is just uncanny. Ladies and gentlemen, Les Calices has left the building.
 
         
            Palate Primer:
 
            Fruit Roll-Ups
 
            Based on traditional fruit leather, Fruit Roll-Ups are snacks manufactured by Betty Crocker and distributed by General Mills. According to urban legend, Roll-Ups have their unique parallelogram shape because their design and production were inspired by the coiled cardboard of a toilet paper tube. Flavors include Electric Blue Raspberry, Flavor Wave, Strawberry, and Strawberry Kiwi Kick.

         

      

      




    
         
         
 
         
            #100
 
            MAKING MOM PROUD

         
 
         
            2 Brothers, Cabernet Sauvignon Reserva, 2005; $13
 
            Colchagua Valley, Chile
 
            Grape: Cabernet Sauvignon
 
            13.9% ABV
 
            6,000 cases imported
 
            www.bigtattoored.com

         
 
         Some qualities about this wine border on what Im against, but it also does a lot of things that Im totally for. First of all, it represents a great project, and I am totally proud to support brothers Erik and Alex Bartholomaus who lost their mother, Liliana, to breast cancer. Fifty cents from the sale of each bottle of this wine goes to breast cancer research. Thats a pretty nice chunk of the $13 admission price, and the results are approaching a million dollars.
         
  
         The 2 Brothers Cab also represents something great for all the people just getting started on value-priced Cabernet. This wine is a little artificial for me at times, but I also believe it holds a lot of the same appeal of wines like Yellow Tail: Its just plain old-fashioned tasty. So I want those of you drinking $10 Cab to think of this as Yellow Tail 2.0. Make the upgrade and feel good about it!
 
         
            Label Lore
 
            The 2 Brothers labels are designed by brother Alex Bartholomaus, a renowned tattoo artist, with their mothers favorite symbol, the fleur-de-lis. The new Reserva line also includes a Syrah and a German Riesling.

         
 
         On the noseokay, Im not going to sugarcoat thisI smell some stink bomb. Im expecting to hear my fourth-grade teacher start screaming because this clearly has that sulphury chemical stink bomb smell. But underneath that stink lurks this beef jerky component, which brings it back to smelling really tasty, along with some beautiful blackberry aromas. You have to take that wineglass and just roll it and roll it in your hand until you have carpal tunnel to release the fruit.
         
 
         On the palatehello SweeTarts! Actually, there is a whole circa-1950s five-and-dime candy rack, with all these cherry and grape Bottle Caps candies and gobs of blueberry jam. The fruit is very candied, very soft. Its like that Hostess blueberry pie, where the blueberry is obviously chemically engineered, but you cant help loving it anyway. Thats where I am with this wine. So, I know this might be a little New World for some other people as well, but give it a chance. There is some licorice in therenot the really good black licorice you get in France, but the junky stuff we have here in America. But hey, I love that too.
 
         So yes, this is a little candied, a little fake. And yes, Im a big softy for charity. But this is also a truly tasty entry-level red wine that is far more real than a lot of other stuff youre probably drinking at this price.

      

      




    
          
         
            #99
 
            WINES OF EMPOWERMENT

         
 
         
            Fairvalley, Pinotage, 2006; $10
 
            South Africa
 
            Grape: Pinotage
 
            14.7% ABV
 
            3,300 cases produced
 
            www.capewine.com

         
 
         The former apartheid government of South Africa has a lot to be ashamed of, but the current wine industry is taking some positive steps, especially with these aptly named Fairvalley wines. The infamous dop system, in which farm workers were paid a portion of their wages in wine, was a colonial institution, aimed at encouraging alcoholism and servitude. While it was outlawed in the 1960s, reports in US News & World Report as recently as 2002 claimed the system was still evident, and the pernicious social effects clearly continue.
         
  
         Thats why the Fairvalley Workers Association, founded in 1997 with funding from the South African government and winemaker Charles Back (owner of Fairview Winery and creator of the famed Goats do Roam), is such a huge step for the entire South African wine industry. Rather than labor for someone else, Fairvalley winemaker Awie Adolf has a cellar to call his own on the 38-acre farm adjacent to Fairview. As the farm continues to grow, vineyards and homes are being established there.
 
         Right off the bat, what I love is that this wine really represents Pinotage. This wine has a distinct banana peel on the nose, which is really fun to recognize. It also has some bacon fat, almost like I forgot the bacon on the stove.
 
         This wine is fairly light, not the most complex wine in the world. Its not a show-stopping wine, but at $10 its a young, fun, everyday wine
 
         
            Meet the Grape:
 
            Pinotage
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