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Amid the country dubiike surroundings of Meadowood
resort in Napa Valley, follow one writer as he spends

the weekend lMng the "good life."

I t ' s  a  ch i l l y  l a t e  November  mo rn ing  i n  w ine

coun t r y ,  and  my  s i gn i f i can t  o the r ,  Ma r i l ynn ,

and  I  a re  l uxu r i a t i ng  a t  t he  doyenne  o f  l oca l

s956115 - l ' d s4dowood .  Th ink  Ze lda  and  F .

Sco t t  F i t zge ra l d  k i c k i ng  back  i n  some  rus t i c

co t t age  p l unked  i n  t he  m idd le  o f  a  p r i va te

es ta te  t ha t ' s  a  no -go  f o r  commone rs .  \ 7e  a re

talk ing gray c lapboard exter ior ,  h igh gabled

ce i l i ng ,  s t one  f i r ep l ace ,  k i ng -s i zed  bed  and

comfy  couches  w i t h  easy  access  t o  a  she l -

t e t ed  po rch .  \X / i ne?  Oceans  o f  i t ,  bu t  l a re r .

Room se rv i ce  has  j us t  de l i ve red  b reak fas t ,

and there 's a "Netu York Times" and "San

F ranc i sco  Cb ron i c l e "  t o  p l ough  t h rough .  I n

s u m :  h e a v e n .

But Napa Val ley hasn' t  a lways been al l  luxe

reso r t s  and  w ine  t ou rs .  Du r i ng  t he  l a t e  1800s ,

Meadowood Val ley was farmed by Ch. inese

labo te r s  who  g rew  r i ce  whe re  t he  swanky

resort 's  gol f  course s i ts  today.  Later ,  these

ha rd -wo rk i ng  immig ran t s  bu i l t  r a i l r oads ,

m ined  qu i cks i l ve r  on  M t .  S t .  He lena  and

worked in v ineyards and winer ies.  An extra

dol lar  on their  one day of f  could be earned by

hand -ch i se l i ng  w ine  caves  i n  l oca l  h i l l s .  Even

today,  some of  the rust ic  moss-covered stone
wal ls  at  the resort  remind you of  th is region's

Ch inese  he r i t age .

The fact  that  Meadowood has the feel  of  a

Ga tsby - l i ke  r e t r ea t  i s  no  acc i den t .  The  210 -

acre Napa Val ley spread was reborn in 1960 as

a pr ivate country c lub of fer ing al l  earth ly

de l i gh t s  i n  a  f o res t  se t r i ng .  Bes ides  81  p r i va te

By Rubin Carson

co t t ages ,  amen i t i es  i nc l ude  a  r amb l i ng  ma in

lodge housing a forrnal  and not-so-formal

restaurant ,  an equal iy  rambl ing fu l i -serv ice spa

and  we i l ness  cen te r ,  t enn i s  cou r t s ,  a  n i ne -ho le

gol f  course,  professional  croquer lawn, chi l -

d ren ' s  p rog rams ,  b i r d -wa tch ing  wa l ks ,  w ine

educa t i on ,  mus i c  even t s ,  cu l i na r y  demons t ra -

t i ons ,  h i k i ng ,  b i k i ng ,  moun ta i n  b i k i ng  and

ho rseback  r i d i ng .  I n  o the r  wo rds ,  you  won ' r  go

bo red  he re .  The  se rv i ce  i s  a t t en t i ve ,  and  s ta f f

appears appropr iate ly shocked when t ipped.

No  po in t  i n  be ing  a t  a  Re la i s  &  Cha teaux
p leasu re  dome  w i t hou t  f i ne  d i n i ng .  The  f i r s t

n i gh t  o f  ou r  s t ay ,  we  made  a  r ese rva t i on  a t

The  Res tau ran t  a t  Meadowood .  The  space

had  been  shu t  down  f o r  r emode l i ng  bu t

reopened  t h i s  yea r  t o  oak -beamed  e legance .
t i 7e  sa t  a t  an  u l t r a  r oman t i c  t ab le  w i t h  a  v i ew

o f  t he  go l f  cou rse  d i sappea r i ng  i n t o  a  f o res t -

ed  t e r ra  i ncogn i t a .

Ma r i l ynn  immed ia te l y  go r  p re -emp t i ve  t ab

shock when she saw the elaborate table set t ing

o f t h ree  w ine  g l asses  l i ned  up  nex r  r o  go rgeous

Spode china you'd love to have at  home. The

menu  a r r i ved ,  and  I  sa i d ,  
" Le t ' s  

o rde r  some-

th . i ng  you  don ' t  make  a t  home  a l l  t he  r ime .

Like \7ol fe Ranch quai l  smothered in t ruf f les."

I t  was  no  use  rem ind ing  Mar i l ynn  t ha t  w ine

coun t t y  cu i s i ne  i s  up  t he re  w i t h  t he  wo r l d ' s

bes t .  Even  v i s i t i ng  F rench  che f s  ag ree .  And

no matter  what you pay,  rhe exper ience is

worth i t .  Ergo,  I  ordeted for  both of  us,  so as

no t  t o  i nc rease  he r  gu i l t .
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'We 
star ted wi th roasted fo ie gras in rye bread crust  in a per-

s immon-whisky and baby mustard reduct ion.  I t  was unbel ievably

r ich and del ic ious.  Next  came Hal f  Moon Bay petra le sole wi th

gr i l led squid in a toasted gar l ic-saf f ron emuls ion.  Petra le is  a

local  f ish that  tastes l ike a cross between Dover sole and sand

dabs ( though i t  is  actual ly  a f lounder) ,  and you' l l  of ten see i t  on

Northern Cal i fornia menus.  I 've asked a few San Francisco chefs

where the name petra le comes f rom, but  i t  seems I  can never get

a sat is factory answer.  No matter .  Due to i ts  mi ld taste,  petra le

is perfect  for  those,  l ike Mar i lynn,  who tarely order f ish.  She

raved. Point  Reyes grass-fed beef  in cabernet  sauce wi th t rumpet

mushrooms was next  and equal ly  del ic ious.

My recipe for  a perfect  resort  is  a p lace you can stay on prop-

erty dur ing your whole v is i t  and not  have a desire to st i r .  Mead-

owood has more than enough del ights that  you could spend a

l i fet ime not  st i r r ing here.  You don' t  have to walk e i thet .  A

phone cal l  br ings a chauffeured gol f  car t  to your door in f ive

minutes max and f rom there,  i t 's  whatever you dream. Mar i lynn

was carted of f  to the fu l l -serv ice spa every day ( I 've never seen a

spa that  was hal f -serv iced),  where she was massaged and

decoupaged for  hours.  Me? I 'm spa phobic.  Years ago,  I  v is i t -

ed a spa in Cal is toga.  With wind chimes t ingl ing in the back-

ground, I  was bur ied up to my neck in heated cedar chips- the

treatment du iour f rom Japan. Af ter  f ive minutes,  I  screamed so

loud to get  out ,  i t  set  of f  the burglar  a larm.

You have to leave Meadowood for  at  least  a day because i t 's

located in the middle of  Napa's Stag's Leap Distr ic t ,  a region

known for  producing cabernet  sauvignon of  power and elegance.
'When 

I  ment ioned our i t inerary of  three recommended winer ies,
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Mari lynn was not  that  exci ted.  
"Doesn' t  red wine keep you up

al l  n ight  and give you hivesT"
" \ f ho ' s  go ing  t o  d r i nk  i t 2 "  I  r ep l i ed  

" I ' l l  j u s t  s i p  and  sp i t .

That 's  what my wine af ic iooado f r iends do."
" Is 

that  why most of  them graduated wi th honors f rom Betty

Ford's?" she retor ted.

The t tuth is  that  I 'm not  that  much of  a wine buf f .  Af ter  a

l i fet ime of  t ravel ,  I 've learned that  wine regions are the most

beaut i fu l  dest inat ions ro v is i t  any t ime of  year-especia l ly  in the

late autumn. That 's  when the grapes have been hatvested and

places l ike Napa turn into an almost  medieval  tapestry of  gold

and rust .  I t 's  bet ter  than any New England fa l l  leaf  t r ip- t to,  ,o

ment ion that  v intners are America 's vers ion of  the Sun King.

They spend most of  their  t ime surrounded by the best  wine,  best

scenery,  best  food,  and the women are not  that  bad ei ther.  Here's

a l i t t le  recap of  our wine tour:

Baldacci Vineyards

This very welcoming smai l  v ineyard run by the grandsons of

I ta l ian immigrants is  known for  homemade wines.  A v is i t  to

their  operat ion is  memorable for  i ts  funkiness and lack of  osten-

tat ion and technical  lectures.  tW' inemaker Rolando Herrera has

been making wines in Stag's Leap Distr ic t  for  20 years and

recent ly gave up a wine consul t ing business to work for  the Bal-

dacc i s .  
"My  ph i l osophy  o f  w inemak ing , "  he  s ta tes ,  

" i s  
t o  make

wines wi th a s i lky,  velvety texture and subt le taste-no monster

tannins.  I 'm proud that  2002 Baldacci  Cabernet  Sauvignon

received 90 points in 'Vine Enthasiast . " '

Upon depart ing,  Mar i lynn asked, 
" \7hat  

are tannins?" I
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expla ined that  they were organic acids

from grape seeds and skins that  g ive wine

i ts b i te.  The word comes f rom the word

tannic acid that  used to tan leather.

Judging f rom her 
"yuck" 

react ion,  I  to ld
her more than she needed to know.

Clos du Val
This ivy-covered winery is  located in a
wooden  g rove ,  and  t he  t as t i ng  room
looks l ike i t  was done by a Hol lywood art
d i rector ,  wi th lof ty  Gothic cei l ings,  t i le

f loors,  humongous wooden wine barrels

and  wh ims i ca l  Rona ld  Sea r l e  p r i n t s .

High windows al low v iews of  the work-
ing winery.

We lunched wi th the chief  of  opera-
t ions,  John Clews, who learned the wine

business in South Afr ica.  I  asked him

what you have to do to take part  in the

annual  wine crush,  which has always been

a secret  desire of  mine.  He explained

that  you are only inv i ted i f  you jo in the

winery 's Loyal  Cel lar  Club,  which of fers

discounts throughout the year.  Members

div ide into three teams. They pick the
remaining mer lot  grapes f rom the v ine-

yard,  stomp and smash them for  10 min-

utes and race back and for th to team bar-
re ls.  \T inners take home magnums of
2002 Ronald Sear le Syrah.  Not ing my

enthusiasm, Clews k indly inv i ted us to
jo in in the 2007 stomp. I  was about to

accept,  but  Mar i lynn's no-no k ick under

the table stopped me.

Signorella Vineyards
Our f inal  winery exper ience was at  fami-

ly-owned Signorel la Vineyards,  where we

took a cooking c lass.  I  usual ly  g ive cul i -

nary c lasses wide berth due to inherent

bo redom.  Su rp r i s i ng l y ,  S i gno re l l a ' s

course was di f ferent ,  probably due to lots

of  wine nipping.  The handsome I ta l ian

instructor  wi th a s l ight  Tuscan accent

made the recipes seem almost coherent .

We learned to make a dish wi th Snake

River Idaho Farms Kobe beef,  which

brought back memories of  a v is i t  to a

barn in Japan where the calves were kept

for a whole year--gorged and massaged.

They even piped in soothing Mozart

music.  Jay Thei ler ,  president  of  Snake

Farms, expla ined his company's var iety

are not  conf ined.  They are al lowed to

roam free and fed high-quality grain.

Thei ler  thought the piped- in music was a

good idea,  and said he would confer  wi th
pat tners about my idea.  Vhi le I  th ink

Japanese Kobe is very marbled and of ten.

too fat ty to enjoy,  th is Idaho Kobe beef

was more l ike a normal  r ib eye.  I t  was

also del ic ious when paired wi th Signorel-

Io 2003 Estate.  I t  could use a dash of

Schube r t  t o  t ende r i ze  f u r t he r .  O r ,

maybe, Mar i lynn just  overcooked i t .  y ; ;
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