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FOREWORD

Wine and sommeliers have been a big part of my life since I opened Montrachet, my first restaurant, in 1985. In those days, you seldom found restaurants that focused on wine, and ones that employed full-time sommeliers were even less common. But a growing group of us knew that more important than just good wine or good food was the combination of the two.

Then as now, good food is essential to a successful restaurant, and I was lucky enough and smart enough to hire a young David Bouley as chef. But by naming my first restaurant after the greatest white wine in the world, I was also declaring that wine was going to be a huge part of what we did. So Daniel Johnnes, who joined the staff as a waiter with both an interest and an expertise in wine, quickly became a crucial part of Montrachet.

At the beginning, our resources for purchasing wine were limited, so we assembled a carefully chosen selection of sixty American and French wines. Because the food at Montrachet was affordable (the opening menus were sixteen dollars and twenty-seven dollars), and the environment was casual, people were comfortable splurging a little on wine. As the restaurant’s popularity grew, the wine program under Daniel became equally celebrated. He was passionate, he spoke French, he knew food, he was developing relationships with winemakers in France. He was, in short, becoming a sommelier, and a model one at that. Over the past twenty-five years, Daniel has become one of the world’s most important wine personalities, and he has helped define the role of sommelier for a generation.

It has been my job to recognize potentially great sommeliers and give them a platform, and I have been blessed with a knack for identifying that talent. Twenty years ago, I hired David Gordon, fresh out of Cornell Hotel School, who crafted and remains the guiding spirit behind the world-class wine list at the Tribeca Grill. Soon after, I had the opportunity to work with Larry Stone, who, in addition to his wine responsibilities, was my partner (with Robert De Niro, Francis Ford Coppola, and Robin Williams) at San Francisco’s Rubicon.

Larry also has an extraordinarily keen eye for young talent. At Rubicon, he brought in dozens of aspiring wine professionals who now illuminate the San Francisco wine scene. Perhaps the most talented of these sommeliers was Rajat Parr. He absorbed Larry’s wisdom like a sponge, spending countless hours expanding his knowledge. (Interestingly, a young Michael Mina—now Rajat’s partner and employer—also worked at the Tribeca Grill. If I were a truly gifted talent scout, I would have made him my partner, and would be considerably richer today for the decision.) What has driven all of these people is passion. And in the wine world, if you do not have passion, you will be left behind.

One skill that is indispensable in a successful sommelier is the ability to make wine accessible. When I am in a restaurant, I want the wine experience to be informative. Wine is all about the story: where it comes from and who made it, what makes it different from other wines, why it tastes the way it does, and, most important, why it is the right wine at that time. Sommeliers have to be informed, and they have to be able to translate that knowledge with passion and conviction to customers. Rajat does that brilliantly, and now with this book, he is able to impart his remarkable wisdom to others. It has been a pleasure to watch him grow and evolve over his career, and his expertise, coupled with Jordan Mackay’s writing and Ed Anderson’s photography, makes this book an incredible read.

In the following pages, the rarefied art of the sommelier is made accessible, and it is done with great passion. Those are two of the qualities I look out for in any sommelier I hire, and it is only fitting that they are the two defining qualities of this book.




Drew Nieporent

MYRIAD RESTAURANT GROUP (CORTON, TRIBECA GRILL, NOBU, CENTRICO, CRUSH WINE & SPIRITS)
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PREFACE

Being a sommelier is not my job. It’s my life. From the moment I wake up each day, there is never a time when I am not thinking about wine (unless I am playing squash or watching my beloved Lakers play). Tasting wine, talking about wine, thinking about food and cooking, making reservations for guests, poring over sales figures—I enjoy every minute of it.

As someone who is fully wrapped up in what he does, I have two major impulses. I want to share my passion for wine with as many people as I can, and I want to relate to other sommeliers who share my drive and learn from them. This book has allowed me to indulge both desires. Here I have expressed my thoughts and tastes as honestly and as straightforwardly as I can. In working on the book, I have also had the good fortune to have spent amazing time with many of my most revered colleagues. Hopefully, the result is as valuable to the reader as it has been to me.

I realize that the rarity, cost, and inaccessibility of some of the wines discussed in the following pages will make it difficult, if not impossible, for many people to taste them. It is not necessary to taste these bottles to have a fierce passion for wine and to build confidence in your own palate, however. If anything, my tastes have become simpler and humbler as I have grown older. Wine is a journey, and we each have our path. My journey is ongoing, and my hope is that our paths will cross. No doubt it will be in the presence of wine.
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R.P.

I first met some of the people featured in this book almost ten years ago, while writing a magazine article about sommeliers in San Francisco. At the time, I barely knew what the word meant, nor did I foresee how central to my life sommeliers would become. In the course of one week of interviews, I encountered Rajat Parr, Larry Stone, and Christie Dufault. A few years later, I was marrying Christie on a hilltop in Sonoma, Larry was officiating at the ceremony, and Rajat was sabering a magnum of Bollinger RD 1995 to kick off the celebration.

Being granted entry to the sommelier world has been a curious and wonderful turn in my life. I have learned a lot about wine, of course, but I have also had the opportunity to observe a group of people who are as driven and passionate about their profession as any I have ever encountered. Theirs is an intriguing and rarefied subculture into which this book is a window.

Rajat and I decided that most of the book should be in the third person, so that he could be both character and source. As such, he can be observed as a sommelier in the context of his world, and at the same time provide insight through the main body of the text. The one deviation is the appendix, where Rajat shares his thoughts on the wines that mean the most to him. In the spirit in which Rajat and his colleagues practice their art, it is a highly selective document, rather than one that surveys the entire wine world with equal attention.
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MANUEL PEYRONDET, NAMED MEILLEUR SOMMELIER DE FRANCE 2008, AT LE BRISTOL, PARIS




CHAPTER ONE


WHAT IS A SOMMELIER?

 

Several years ago, on a cool November evening, a couple—a young man and his wife—dropped into Michael Mina, one of San Francisco’s top fine-dining restaurants. Tucked in the crook of the man’s right arm, underneath his folded coat, was a half-drunk bottle of wine in a brown paper bag.

The guests were aware that showing up at a high-end restaurant with an open wine bottle simply isn’t done. But they were regulars, known by the staff to be serious wine drinkers, and their action wasn’t questioned. They had purchased the bagged bottle at a restaurant where they had just eaten dinner, and because they thought the wine was particularly good, they wanted Rajat Parr, Michael Mina’s wine director, to taste it. His pronouncement on its quality would confirm or deny their own less-confident conclusions.

It was a busy night as usual at Michael Mina. The well-dressed clientele clustered around the bar, and waiters going to and from the kitchen picked their way through the crowd. Pouncing on some chairs freed by an exiting party, the couple sat down and waited for Rajat to notice them.

“We have something for you to taste,” the man said, flashing the package at Rajat when he eventually headed their way. Rajat understood immediately: in the sommelier world, a bottle in a brown bag is the universal signal that the wine is to be tasted blind. Recognizing the challenge, Rajat reflexively raised his hands in a defensive gesture.

“Oh, I don’t know,” he said, shaking his head. “I’ve got a cold. Been congested for a couple of days.” He was wearing a beautifully cut, dark gray suit that made his bulk seem elegant and distinguished. While a sharply cut suit is the favored attire for today’s fine-dining sommelier, Rajat does not have the bearing that most people associate with a celebrated wine star. His large, round head is bald, his skin light brown, almost sallow. When compelled to sustain mindless chitchat, his face can seem dark and expressionless, his mind elsewhere. He sometimes mumbles, creating the impression that he lacks confidence in what he is saying.

But when the subject turns to wine, Rajat’s mien undergoes a transformation. At the mention of a seemingly innocuous word like Pinot, one can almost hear the whoosh of a pilot light being ignited inside that bald head. His face becomes suddenly animated, and he begins to gesture with his hands. As the conversation gathers momentum, his head rocks gently forward and back, as if he is having a vision. When he makes a point, he raises his right hand, fingers slowly separating, and his body rises a couple of inches off the ground. And then, poised to deliver his conclusion on the wine, his once-opaque eyes widen and begin to radiate. Finally, Rajat, lifting his eyebrows, exclaims something encapsulating, such as, “And that, my friends, is why they call it Grand Cru!”

Yet, on this night, he didn’t want to taste the wine, didn’t feel up to the test. But the couple cajoled, and ultimately Rajat couldn’t resist the challenge. He grabbed a wineglass from behind the bar, and the man poured a couple of ruby ounces into it. Rajat swirled the wine around in the Burgundy bowl, tilting it into the incandescent light of the bar for a better look. He sniffed a couple of times, holding the glass at different angles under his nose. His eyes closed and then reopened.

“I’m not sure,” he said, almost to himself. “Volnay perhaps. Premier Cru.” He had yet to take a sip. He then reared his head back and tipped the glass toward his mouth, taking in a good-sized gulp. After a swish and a swallow, he was silent as the taste of the wine sat on his tongue, slowly dissipating. Then he gently rolled his head from side to side as if he were receiving a stream of information from above and coiling it like a rope in his brain.

“So what is it?” the man asked.

“Hmm,” Rajat said, almost stalling. “I’ll say Volnay Premier Cru 1998.”

“That’s all?” the man prodded, beginning to nod his head. “You’re not going to tell me who made the wine?”

“I’m sick.”

The man peeled off the brown bag, revealing the wine: 1998 Volnay Premier Cru. “Lafarge,” his wife said. “Clos des Chênes,” citing the producer and the exact vineyard.

“Ach,” Rajat cried, suddenly animated. “I was going to say Lafarge!” Not that it was necessary. The couple was more than impressed. Through congested nasal passages and with a dulled palate, Rajat had identified the grape variety, the country of origin, and the region precisely to a village of only eight hundred people in eastern France, as well as the wine’s designation (Premier Cru) and the year in which it was made—a volume of information divined by the briefest interaction between nose, mouth, and wine. Had he been more on his game, he might have mentioned the name of the thirty-eight-acre plot where the grapes were grown—Clos des Chênes—and the producer, Frédéric Lafarge, whose hands worked that soil.

Since that night, the couple has gotten to know Rajat much better and has seen him perform such feats with regularity. Hundreds of people have. Indeed, Rajat is celebrated for his unerring blind tasting, much as a math prodigy might be revered for the ability to calculate the square roots of large integers on demand.

To be able to blind taste with such precision is a rare talent, a skill that many gifted people practice intensively, yet never master. How great tasters recognize vintages, vineyards, and vintners in a glass of fermented grape juice is a mystery. When Rajat tastes a wine, it is as if he is reading code that others cannot decipher, hearing sounds that other ears don’t pick up.

Although blind tasting at the level Rajat and his peers practice it cannot be fully taught, it is a skill that can be developed. Young wine directors and future sommeliers around the world practice blind tasting every night in their restaurants and in their off-hours. Of course, it is largely a parlor trick and serves no practical function in a restaurant. However, a good blind taster demonstrates the palate sensitivity and wine fluency one expects to find in an effective buyer and seller of wine. And, as a parlor trick, nailing a wine as Rajat did that night is one of the more impressive things a sommelier can do—a talent that brings acclaim and prestige to both the individual and the restaurant that employs him or her.

THE SOMMELIER THROUGHOUT TIME

The question Rajat is asked most often is, how do I become a sommelier? But the second most asked is, what is a sommelier? Despite the growing status of the profession, many people outside of wine circles have never heard the term.

The history of the word sommelier as it applies to wine is murky. Although it is generally agreed that some form of wine service dates back to Greek or Roman times, the role of wine server was not formalized until the Middle Ages. According to A Historical Perspective of the Art of the Sommelier, an article by British master sommelier David M. Johnson, the word sommelier evolved from the French sommier, which itself evolved from various terms referring to cargo, the animals transporting said cargo, and the people in charge of those animals. As Johnson explains, sommelier was used to identify people in charge of specific classes of items, such as weapons and food. The term eventually came to mean a servant in charge of the wine.

The restaurant as we know it in the West first appeared in the late eighteenth century, and with it arrived a form of wine service, a custom that until then had been enjoyed only by the highborn. With the growth of the merchant class in the nineteenth century, the business of restaurants began to take off and with it the importance of wine service.

In France, the job of sommelier was not initially vested with the sheen of glamour it enjoys today. As wine writer Michael Steinberger, author of Au Revoir to All That, a book about fine-dining culture in France, wrote in Slate, “Many French sommeliers came to the job not by choice but by conscription, and the position has usually been a life sentence. In France, the sommelier was often someone who entered the restaurant trade as a barely pubescent teen with dreams of becoming a chef (and no prospect of attending university). Then, deemed unworthy of a place at the stove, our man (and it was always a man) got shunted off to the wine cellar, where he was condemned to spend the rest of his working days in the shadow of the egomaniacal prick who beat him out in the kitchen.” Consequently, the reputation of French sommeliers for surliness and hauteur has a basis in reality: “Condescension and humorlessness have long been defining features of French wine service,” Steinberger writes.

Judging by early mentions of the occupation in the New York Times, Americans in Paris found sommeliers neither trustworthy nor necessary. An 1887 item complaining about the bill at Bignon’s, a well-known Parisian restaurant, noted that, among a litany of other criticisms, “one could desire … above all the limitation of the privilege which the sommelier enjoys of recommending certain wines on which, it is to be presumed, he gets a commission.” A 1921 rant titled “A Bas Le Sommelier!”(Down with the Sommelier!) in the same newspaper cried, “The wage earners in question are those strange employees, infesting the better class restaurants of Paris, who are known as ‘sommeliers.’ … He is the incarnation of a pernicious principle. … It became perfectly clear to me that my duty, as a patriotic American, was to try to put the ‘sommelier’ out of business before he spreads, octopus-like, to Broadway. A bas le sommelier!”

Of course, such harsh opinions eventually softened. In the decades following World War II, sommeliers slowly began to appear in the United States in a few high-end French restaurants. And by the late 1970s and the 1980s, they were making their way into less rarified, not-exclusively-French dining rooms. Today, as it has for centuries, the sommelier’s core function remains the management of the wine cellar. But as the expertise of the sommelier has become more highly valued by the media and the public alike, the profile of the position has been elevated, especially in restaurants with ambitious wine programs. These newly respected professionals now make regular appearances on high-visibility tasting panels, such as Eric Asimov’s New York Times panel, and on popular television shows, including Andrea Immer Robinson’s Simply Wine on the Fine Living channel. And they are often featured in magazines like Wine & Spirits and Food & Wine. In 2008, they even got their own publication, Sommelier Journal.
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PAUL GRIECO

FOUR PATHS

The elevation of the sommelier position in America remains in sharp contrast to its standing in France. “In the United States, you can run down a list of restaurants renowned not just for their wine program but also for the people running their wine program,” says Michael Steinberger. “I can’t think of a case in France where that’s happened to the extent that it does here. Sommeliers there are not and never have been the main attractions at their restaurants.”

Why has this elevation occurred in the United States? Is it simply a by-product of our celebrity-obsessed food culture? Perhaps. But it’s also evidence of the efforts of a handful of groundbreaking sommeliers who worked to make sure wine was not overlooked during the country’s now forty-year-old gastronomical revolution. As Steinberger put it in his Slate piece, these “pioneering figures … were all college-educated and came to wine out of passion, not because they were frog-marched into the bottle room. They saw their role as mainly pedagogical, an outlook perfectly tailored to a time when Americans were developing an interest in wine. They made wine service educational, and they made it fun. They also brought an entrepreneurial spirit to the work; rather than let the role of sommelier define them, they defined it.”

The following brief histories relate the career paths of four of America’s pioneering sommeliers, all of whom have had a significant impact on raising the profile of the profession. The foundation of Larry Stone’s career was a knowledge of wine so encyclopedic that he seemed to have been born with it. Kevin Zraly’s climb grew out of a compulsion to teach, to empower people through knowledge of wine. In the case of Daniel Johnnes, it was a love of two things—restaurants and French wine—that drove him down the path to become an important ambassador of both. Fred Dame’s motivational and organizational skills led to a more formal establishment of the profession that has ultimately brought thousands into its embrace. Stone, the wine genius; Zraly, the wine teacher; Johnnes, the inspirer; and Dame, the administrator and motivator: together they mentored a generation.
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LARRY STONE

LARRY STONE

“In Seattle, where I grew up in the 1950s and 1960s, there were two positions for sommeliers,” recalls Larry Stone. “One was at the Olympic Hotel. They had a guy there who didn’t know much about wine, really, but was very striking and very dramatic. He wore a red jacket and a turban, and they used to ring a big Chinese gong when he came out into the dining room with a bottle of wine, because the sommelier was called so rarely. The wine list was small, and he was famous because he would just recommend something like the Lafite or the Mouton or the Dom Pérignon.”

Stone was a wine prodigy, having learned about it from books and from tasting with his parents at an early age. But because he possessed a celebrated intellect that encompassed far more than wine, he was headed toward a career in academia. Wine was only a passion and a hobby. Then, towards the end of his graduate school years—they totaled a remarkable eleven—a friend encouraged him to apply for an assistant sommelier position at what was then Seattle’s top wine destination, the Red Cabbage.

During the job interview, the manager, a sommelier himself, asked Stone some basic wine questions, which he answered easily. His performance was enough to convince the manager to hire him, but the owner of the Red Cabbage was not sold. Two days later, Stone was asked to return for a second interview, which the imperious owner decided to conduct himself. Determined to stump Stone, the owner sat at a table with a copy of Alexis Lichine’s seven-hundred-page encyclopedia of wine before him. Instead of working from a script of prepared questions, he flipped randomly through the book, paused to read, and then asked Stone a question from the entry. Some were easy, such as what level of growth in Bordeaux is Château Doisy-Daëne (second growth of Sauternes), or what is the major red variety used in the Hungarian wine Egri Bikavér (Kadarka). As Stone dispatched each question without hesitation, the owner became flustered. Finally, he asked the most obscure question he could find, “What is Gumpoldskirchen?”

Stone had the answer, and calmly explained what he knew about the Austrian village, its wines, and famous wine culture. At that, the restaurant owner closed the encyclopedia with a loud thump, sighed, and looked up at Stone. “Alright,” he said, “I don’t know where you come from. Frankly, I took the last two days to have you checked out, even had an investigator look into whether you have any sort of record. He said he couldn’t find anything on you. But, I gotta say, you left ten years off your résumé, so I had a feeling that you might have a record or you’ve done something wrong. You know a lot and are obviously suited for this job. So, if you have done something, please come clean now, because I can forgive a lot of things.”

Stone said that he had been in graduate school for over a decade, a pursuit that failed to impress the owner. What did win him over was Stone’s two-year stint as a dishwasher in a student café. On the strength of having worked a restaurant’s most humble position, Stone was hired as an assistant sommelier.

Stone made his name at the Red Cabbage. As a teaching assistant in graduate school, he earned a paltry $3,600 a year. In his first year as a sommelier, he made $27,000. His salary was not huge, but tips from the wealthy people he turned on to good wine made a big difference. “We had fishermen coming into the restaurant off the boats from Alaska and ordering La Tâche or Lafite, because they were making more money than anyone in the workforce, more than Boeing engineers,” he remembers. “They came in wearing jeans and muddy shoes and would say, ‘Get us the best wine you’ve got.’ And I’d say, okay, how about a Montrachet? Then, it was $120.”

In 1984, Stone was recruited away by the Four Seasons Hotel. That was the year that his life would begin to change dramatically. One day, his boss called him into the office and told him that the next day he would be competing in a French wine competition held in the hotel. Stone explained that French wine wasn’t his strength; his real expertise was in German, Austrian, and American wines. His boss wasn’t sympathetic. “Well, you’re competing tomorrow,” he said.

Stone went home to study and then won the competition the next day, beating out the most knowledgeable people in the Seattle wine scene. This was the regional feeder contest for an international competition held every two years in Paris, at which the Best Sommelier in French Wines was named. The next year at the national competition, Stone was suffering from bronchitis and came in fourth. But he won nationally the following year, and in 1988 beat everyone to become the world’s Best Sommelier in French Wines.

Stone’s career from then on is well known. In 1989, he moved to Chicago to open up a Four Seasons, but was recruited away by Charlie Trotter, whose restaurant during Stone’s tenure became America’s most prestigious destination for food and wine. He was succeeded there by the great Joseph Spellman, another master sommelier. In 1994, Stone teamed up with Francis Ford Coppola to open Rubicon, a celebrated wine destination in San Francisco that became Stone’s home base for years. It was here that he brought along an incredible slew of wine talent, including Rajat Parr. Today, Stone is the general manager of Coppola’s Rubicon Estate winery in Napa.

KEVIN ZRALY

Kevin Zraly, author of Windows on the World Complete Wine Course, the best-selling wine book in American history, is also known as the greatest wine teacher in America. His passion for both teaching and wine were forged at an early age. In 1970, when he was in his late teens, Zraly began working at the Depuy Canal House in upstate New York, which was unexpectedly reviewed by Craig Claiborne in the New York Times. Even more unexpectedly, it was a four-star review. With only four employees, the restaurant was overwhelmed by the resulting deluge, and young Zraly, forced into duty at the bar, had to educate himself about beer, spirits, and wine. On Mondays, he would travel to New York City to take the Grossman Beverage Program. On Tuesdays, he would take the same information back and teach it to a class of thirty-five adults. He was twenty years old.

It was during his days at Canal House that Zraly began seriously indulging his interest in wine. One restaurant customer with a particularly deep cellar introduced Zraly to some of the great wines of the world. “I was tasting Bordeaux from the 1800s,” he said. “The greatest vintages—1921, ’45, ’59. It was amazing. I was a history major and I thought to myself, ‘By god, this is history! And I can live it through wine.’ ”

Wine became the driving force in Zraly’s life. “I didn’t care about college, though I did graduate,” he said. “My parents asked me to, that was the deal. ‘If you want to do the wine thing,’ they said, ‘you’ve got to finish college.’ ” But between his sophomore and junior years he took a semester off and hitchhiked to California, where he checked out pretty much every winery that existed in 1973. After graduation, outfitted with a Eurail Pass, he spent a year in Europe, sleeping in hostels and visiting major regions from Bordeaux to Burgundy to Tuscany. “Did some of my girlfriends think I was nuts studying wine instead of being out having a great time with them?” he asked. “Yes, but that’s what I had to do.”

In 1976, Zraly was hired by Joe Baum, creator of the Four Seasons empire, to be the cellar master at a new restaurant, Windows on the World, in the World Trade Center. Baum was looking for a “young American,” indicating a new direction in the field of restaurant wine. “I wasn’t called a sommelier,” recalls Zraly. “I was the cellar master. Joe Baum did not want the stuffy, red-cheeked sommelier who spoke French and intimidated people. I got the job and my job was cellar master.” Zraly’s list was famous for its diversity, a mix of both the traditional greats from France and Italy and obscure labels from places like Chile, Argentina, Yugoslavia, and South Africa.

“It was a lonely profession,” says Zraly of being a sommelier in Manhattan at age twenty-six. “In New York, there were a few sommeliers, but they were much older, retired waiters. And they were exclusively in French restaurants. There was not one young person.”

Unable to find a community of sommeliers, Zraly created his own. He was not given an assistant to help manage America’s most famous and perhaps largest wine program, so he taught everyone he could about wine, from waiters and busboys to cocktail waitresses and dishwashers. He continued as the titular wine director of Windows on the World until September 11, 2001. Despite that tragic loss, Zraly has not given up his calling. Begun over thirty years ago, his eight-week course, the Windows on the World Wine School, has graduated more than twenty thousand students and is still going strong (it’s now taught at the Marriott in Times Square). Otherwise, he stays busy lecturing on wine around the world, including, in 1997, to a young prodigy at the Culinary Institute of America named Rajat Parr.
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DANIEL JOHNNES

DANIEL JOHNNES

The seed that would become the sommelier was planted on Johnnes’s first trip to France in 1974, with his family. He was nineteen and the seed would lie dormant for a number of years, until he started working as a busboy at the Landmark Tavern on 46th Street and 11th Avenue in Manhattan. It wasn’t wine that first excited Johnnes’s passions, but restaurants themselves. “The Landmark was a beer hall, but I fell in love with the energy inside a restaurant—the interaction between staff and customer, the conviviality and the team spirit,” he says.

Between 1974 and 1981, Johnnes spent a great deal of time in France, going to school and also living with a family in Provence, only six miles from Châteauneuf-du-Pape, a region whose wines had not yet been widely discovered by outsiders. “I don’t think Kermit Lynch had been there yet,” recalls Johnnes, “and it was well before Peter Mayle wrote his book.” During this period, Johnnes worked in a vineyard for the first time, and saw his first truffle.

In 1982, Johnnes returned to France to apprentice in the kitchen of Guy Savoy in Paris. Although not an experienced cook, he benefited from his time there, which he followed up with stints in a top Parisian bakery and in a professional kitchen in southwest France.

After two years of working for French chefs, Johnnes, missing the front-of-the-house energy that charges restaurant service, returned to the United States. An ad for a back waiter job in New York would change his life. The restaurant was Le Regence in the new Hôtel Plaza Athénée. The headwaiter was Drew Nieporent (his next and longest-lasting employer). The chef was Daniel Boulud (with whom he currently works).

Nieporent soon left to open what would be the first restaurant, Montrachet, of an empire that would grow to include Nobu, the Tribeca Grill, and more. Johnnes offered to help him get Montrachet off the ground. Since his return, Johnnes had been steadily fortifying the basic wine knowledge he gained in France with other jobs, including moonlighting at the wine merchant Acker Merrall & Condit under a man named Jerry Jacobson, whom he has called the “original Burgundy freak.” Jacobson would be the first to take Johnnes to Burgundy, igniting a passion that in many ways defines Johnnes’s career. However, in 1984, Jacobson would sell Johnnes his “epiphany” wine, and it wasn’t a Burgundy.

“I said to Jerry,” Johnnes recalls, “I gotta bring a nice wine to my mom’s for Thanksgiving, and I don’t want to spend more than thirty dollars—at the time, that was a pretty expensive bottle. So he sold me a bottle of Guigal Côte-Rôtie La Mouline 1976”—a bottle that today would cost at least a thousand dollars. “I had no idea. We drank it with the meal, and I was completely blown away. ‘Nice turkey wine,’ I thought. Everyone has one of those epiphanies that really pushes them into wine, and this was the trigger for me.”

Montrachet ended up getting a great review and exploded. The first of a new breed of restaurants for New York, it featured excellent French food (from young chef David Bouley), good wine, and fine service, but in a fairly casual atmosphere. Noting its three stars in the New York Times, guests began to arrive with higher and higher expectations. Johnnes offered to take over management of the wine program. To better serve an ever-growing clientele, he expanded his wine knowledge through books and tasting groups and continued to visit French wine regions when possible. In short, he became a sommelier. Today, as corporate wine director for Daniel Boulud, Johnnes is still in the restaurant business, though he also has his own wines, an import company, and La Paulée, a popular annual wine event dedicated to the best wines of Burgundy.

FRED DAME

Fred Dame grew up around grapes—his parents were grape growers for the raisin business in California—but he didn’t grow up drinking wine. Instead, it was a trip to Europe when he was eighteen that ignited his interest in great wine and food. On his return to the United States, he entered law school but worked summers at the Sardine Factory, a restaurant on California’s central coast that was slowly becoming a stronghold of wine in the West. He quickly found that his priorities had shifted. “I went to law school,” Dame remembers, “but it wasn’t fascinating. Food and wine were fascinating.” Dame took a leave of absence from school to work full-time for the Sardine Factory, where he took over the wine program and in short order made the restaurant one of the best-known wine destinations on the West Coast.

In 1984—the same year Johnnes was starting at Montrachet and Stone was competing in his first Best Sommelier of French Wines competition—Fred Dame read a newspaper article about the Court of Master Sommeliers, a professional trade group in England with an accreditation program. Intrigued, he wrote the organization a letter to ask if he could join. He was brushed off. Dame sent a second letter, asking again if he could enter the accreditation program. The grudging response assented, but stipulated that he would not be allowed to take any of the introductory exams, that he would be thrown right in at the hardest level, the master sommelier exam.

“There’s two ways they must have looked at me,” said Dame. “One was, ‘The pass rate is so low that this clown will never pass anyway.’ The other was, ‘If this guy is so motivated, let’s give him a shot and see what he’s made of, see if he’s worth investing in.’ ”

The master sommelier exam is famously difficult. Even today the pass rate is about 6 percent. It consists of three parts. One is an oral quiz in which the candidate must answer one hundred questions, often brutally arcane in nature, such as, what are the subregions of Valtellina Superiore? or, what are the third growths of Margaux? The second part is a service exam that takes place in a simulated restaurant environment. Candidates are asked to display everything from fundamentals, such as opening and decanting wines, to more rarefied skills, like offering pairing suggestions and cocktail recipes. The third component is a blind tasting of six wines in twenty-five minutes in front of a panel of judges. But the candidate is not simply required to identify the wines. He or she must also offer a detailed explanation of how each conclusion was reached.

Dame crammed for a few months, went to England, and was first in the exam, passing all three parts of the test on his first try with the highest total score, a feat known as winning the Krug Cup. The person he beat out for the cup was Claudia Harris, then England’s top-rated sommelier and the first woman to pass the exam. Dame still laughs about how the event was reported in an article in a British paper. “The headline blasted ‘First Female Master Sommelier,’ ” he recalls, “and the last line said something to the effect that, oh, yes, Fred Dame won the Krug Cup.”

The passage of Fred Dame proved a major turning point for the English Court of Master Sommeliers. It had ushered in a person whose missionary zeal would eventually give the court reach and popularity that it might never have enjoyed without him. The third American to pass the test, Dame returned home to great acclaim. But after two years of basking in the glow of his new title, he decided that there had to be more to life than restaurant wine consulting and being feted as a top sommelier. Over the years, Dame had become friends with Zraly, Stone, and other sommeliers, all of them proof that being a sommelier was a viable profession in the United States. But he increasingly saw that they were all operating in isolation—that they were in a profession without a center or a set of standards. The English had that set of standards, so he petitioned the English Court of Master Sommeliers to let him institute its program in America.

Dame convinced the National Restaurant Association to fund the nascent program for two years, and then wrangled the few serious American sommeliers he knew to come out to California to take the test. Some English master sommeliers flew over to help administer the first exams. One person passed that first year, Madeline Triffon (currently the wine director at the Unique Restaurant Corporation in Detroit). The next year two passed. “Pretty soon, the crème de la crème was through,” Dame says, citing celebrated names like Evan Goldstein, Larry Stone, Roger Dagorn, and Nunzio Alioto. “None of us was rich, but we were self-sufficient.”

Today, testing is combined with teaching and tasting at four levels of certification: Introductory, Certified, Advanced, and Master. As of early 2010, the twenty-fifth year of the American chapter of the Court of Master Sommeliers, there are one hundred masters in the United States, and the growth has been spectacular. Ten years ago, Dame estimated, there were five hundred people going through the various levels of the program annually. Today, the number is five thousand. Tellingly, the demographic of the lower-level classes has shifted. Five years ago, the age range was primarily thirty to forty years old; today, it is twenty-one to thirty. “Every time I see a new master pass, I get the same rush I got the day I passed,” Dame says. “When you see the quality of student that is produced today, it is astounding, way beyond what I ever dreamed.”

[image: ]

DAVID LYNCH AT QUINCE, SAN FRANCISCO

THE SOMMELIER TODAY

As Dame suggested, the quality of the American sommelier today is the highest it has ever been. Thanks to the efforts of Stone, Zraly, Johnnes, and Dame; their colleagues; and the restaurateurs who saw their value, the profession of sommelier is now something that a surly French cellar master at Bignon’s in 1887 would not even recognize.

So, what is
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