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Thoughts of holiday gifts arise this time of year. With the challenging economic times,
Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon is becoming a luxury for an increasing number of wine
aficionados, even as new Napa Valley wineries continue to open.

Napa's cult Cab category still has waiting lists and is
in constant demand despite its ever-rising price.
Plenty of good Napa Cabernet is available; many
bottles rise above the average, which is expected,
given Napa Cabernet's worldwide reputation and its
concomitant pricing. The 2005 vintage, which
comprised the bulk of our tasting, is exceptional -
consistent in quality, ripe and concentrated without

over-the-top levels of alcohol or tannin.

We tasted 83 varietally labeled bottlings, recommending those that earned at least 2 1/2
stars; at these prices, they should be much better than average.

Rating: THREE STARS 2005 Adobe Road Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon
($55) Floral lilac fragrance wrapped around loam, coffee and plum. Pepper and cassis,
tart berry with grippy tannins on the palate, but its savory qualities provide lift and
definition.

Rating: TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 Beaulieu Vineyard Georges de
Latour Private Reserve Rutherford Cabernet Sauvignon ($115) Interesting dry
spice nose with earthy loam, pencil shavings and olive. Palate has taut cassis, toasty
plum and fine tannins, which provide grip; charming finish.

Rating: THREE STARS 2005 Bell Clone 6 Unfiltered Rutherford Cabernet
Sauvignon ($90) Smoky charcuterie with floral uplift, sultry wild cherry highlight
atop sweet vanillin. Graphite, toast on the assertive palate. A highlighted core of sweet
black fruit with wood grip on the finish.

Rating: TWO AND A HALF STARS 2006 Caymus Vineyards Napa Valley
Cabernet Sauvignon ($70) Nose of cedar box, smoke and char plus chocolate and
sweet cherry. A richer, deeper wine on the palate with extract - dried branch and a bit
of alcohol showing. Firm tannins on the finish; a style many people will like.

Rating: TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 Chappellet Pritchard Hill Estate
Vineyard Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($125) Musky, meaty aromas with
dusky plum skin, cassis and a hint of herbal potpourri. A bit of iron and tamarind tang
plus chocolate, with dark mineral on the long finish. Includes 18 percent Petit Verdot, 6
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Rating: TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 Miner Stagecoach Vineyard Napa
Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($65) Overt oak offset by deep, extracted bramble
berry tinged with herb and mint. Becomes brighter on the finish, which has graphite
and finely grained tannins.

Rating: THREE AND A HALF STARS 2005 Phifer Pavitt Date Night Napa
Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($75) The eloquent, complex nose sells this wine.
Delicate and perfumed with mushroom, loam, violet, sweet blackberry and mint.
Generous, almost fat, juicy fruit flavors - plum, cassis and black fruit - combine with
bold tannins on the finessed finish.

Rating: TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 Provenance Vineyards Beckstoffer
To Kalon Vineyard Oakville Cabernet Sauvignon ($85) Elegant nose with
vanilla bean, graphite and dusty black fruit. Great mouthfeel, snappy rich palate of
sweet cassis and a classic backbone despite slightly aggressive oak on the finish.

Rating: TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 Robert Mondavi Winery Reserve
Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($135) Juicy nose of tart cassis, cherry and
chocolate with savory herb notes. Bright extracted fruit and char with a mineral lift on
the palate.

Rating: THREE STARS 2005 Round Pond Estate Rutherford Cabernet
Sauvignon ($60) Silky nose of dark coffee, tobacco, sweet berry and slight green
herb. Crushed plum and blackberry wrapped with oak char; mineral lift, great
definition. Dense but not coarse. Best to decant or age.

Rating: TWO AND A HALF STARS 2004 Shafer Hillside Select Stags Leap
District Cabernet Sauvignon ($215) Sweet herb, then floral perfume, dusty plum,
toast and underlying berry. Juicy, fruity style that is rich, generous and deep. Time will
smooth tannins on the darker oak palate.

Rating: THREE STARS 2005 Tor Cimarossa Vineyard Howell Mountain
Cabernet Sauvignon ($75) Red licorice, sarsaparilla, ripe sweet berry and fiery
cinnamon aromas. Palate has coffee, oak vanillin, cherry highlights and finely grained
tannins. Dense, ripe, powerful with a touch of alcohol of the finish. Winery only.

Rating: THREE AND A HALF STARS 2005 Tor Mast-Cimarossa Napa Valley
Cabernet Sauvignon ($75) A stark floral, spicy nose beneath cassis, black cherry and
tart, peppery notes with touch of dry hay. Concentrated fruit flavors on the bright
palate; hints of dense oak with ripe, integrated tannins on the finish. Winery only

Rating: TWO AND A HALF STARS 2005 Whitehall Lane Winery &
Vineyards Reserve Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon ($75) Sweet, candied nose
like currant bonbon with perfumed nuance. Focused and well extracted with a bright,
gripping profile with lingering tannins. 100 percent Cabernet Sauvignon.

Panelists include: Lynne Char Bennett, Chronicle staff writer and wine coordinator;
Gary Blackwell, co-owner, Blackwell's Wine & Spirits; Jon Bonné, Chronicle wine
editor.

Key: Rating: FOUR STARS Extraordinary Rating: THREE STARS Excellent Rating:
TWO STARS Good
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