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there are some readers who find that a completely  
acceptable cost. Welcome to the balancing act.)

But let’s take Pinot as an example. I decided to crunch 
a few numbers. The mean price for the 28 featured 
Pinots — the largest category in the Top 100 — was 
$44.11, not outrageous but certainly beyond the  
$25-35 sweet spot I’m always hunting for. Nine of the 
28 fell into that sweet spot, with many of the rest in the 
mid 40s.

When whittling down the final list, and faced with 
multiple excellent bottles from the same winemaker, 
I tended to lean toward the less expensive choice —  
figuring that people will also seek out other wines from 
these same folks.

Case in point: Between the $55 Native9 Pinot from 
James Ontiveros and James Wilkins and the $25 Alta 
Maria from the same duo — both exceptional wines 
— the Alta Maria had price, and a bit of wine-list  
zeitgeist, on its side.  On the other hand, Josh  
Bergstrom’s 2008 estate bottling was so exceptional 
that it easily justified its $75 price tag, a steep tariff for 
Oregon Pinot.

The metastory here is no different than it has been for 
years with the Top 100: The cost of American wine, 
California wine in particular, remains proportionally 
higher. That’s not to say there aren’t plenty of eye- 
popping prices for Bordeaux or Burgundy or Baro-
lo, but in the great middle realms between cheap 
table wine and top growths, it’s still typically more  
expensive to buy domestic. So even when I apply price 
pressure to the Top 100, it’s framed by the economics 
of California winemaking.

I’m not the only one thinking along these lines.   
Flipping through my copy of the Wine Spectator’s  
current Top 100 issue, there’s a list of “25 Less than 
$20″ from their own globally sourced Top 100. How 
many American wines? Three — two from Washington 
(a Columbia Crest Merlot and the Tamarack Firehouse 
Red), one from Oregon (Elk Cove Pinot Gris). Zero 
from California. It’s not surprising, just a reminder of

PRICES AND THE TOP 100

By: Jon Bonné

I’ve been looking back over the Top 100 Wines a 
bit more this past week, this time with my budget- 
conscious cap on.

Price is absolutely a factor in the Top 100, no  
different than any other Top 100 list. This is as it should 
be. I want to highlight the most interesting West Coast 
wines I’ve encountered in the course of the year, but it 
would be only too easy to stack the deck by indulging 
the very top wines, regardless of cost.  Not that they 
necessarily offer the best drinking — way too many 
mediocre $100+ Cabernets encountered on the way to 
the candy shop — but even if they did, they represent 
a narrow view of great wine.

On the other end, the Top 100 rarely dips that low in 
price. This year’s most affordable bottles, at $14 each, 
were the Pine Ridge Chenin Blanc-Viognier and 
the Bonny Doon Contra, both wines that offered 
outstanding quality for the money. They squeak into 
our semi-official definition of bargain wines as $15 
or less, but I wouldn’t particularly designate them as  
bargain wines. They’re just great wines.

Of course, I get a constant stream of feedback from 
folks who cap their wine budget at $8 or $10 a  
bottle and find $14 outrageous, to say nothing of 
$95 for the Hanzell Pinot Noir or $145 for the Ridge  
Monte Bello.  While there’s certainly competent 
American winemaking at the $8 range, it’s a bit of a 
stretch to expect greatness. With so many winemakers 
striving for greatness, competency doesn’t feel like the 
right benchmark for the Top 100.

That’s not to say I’m not price sensitive. While the 
critic in me can accept a $60 Pinot, the wine shopper 
in me still gets a bit bug-eyed at that price tag. (Of 
course, Pinot is an expensive grape to indulge in, and
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apple, and peach. Ripe, round, and full-flavored, it 
is meant for enjoyment over the next 4 years. With 
all of the attention focused on Willamette Valley’s  
Pinot Noirs, their excellent white wines often get  
overlooked. This is a shame because there is plenty of 
quality as well as superb value and no one is doing it 
better than Chehalem.

By: Jay Miller    90 Points

THE POUR - Gifts for Wine and Cocktail Lovers
 
By: Eric Asimov

“For me, this was the year of mezcal, the smokier,  
spicier cousin of tequila. Del Maguey, the best  
producer, has brought out Vida, an excellent  
introductory mezcal, for about $40, half the price  
of its more complex single-village mezcals...”
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the costs of making top wine on these shores.

So I’ll direct your attention to a lesser-seen extra 
from this year’s Top 100: my recommendations of 21  
affordable wines from some of the vintners who were 
on the main list. These are, as always, a reminder 
that conscientious winemakers don’t just aim for the  
rafters; they drink both high and low. A good lesson 
for all of us.

AMAZING VALUE WINES

These 20 brilliant bottles are terrific deals.

By: Ray Isle

2009 Budini Malbec

Lots of Argentinean Malbec is a steal. This is a  
super-duper steal.

HOT OFF THE PRESS

Kumeu River 2008 Coddington Chardonnay
 
“This delivers wonderful depth and purity to flavors of 
lemon curd, yellow apple, Meyer lemon and apricot. 
Aromatic, with lanolin, honeycomb and floral notes, a 
terrific silky texture and wonderful acidity.”  

By: MaryAnn Worobiec  92 Points

2008 Chehalem Pinot Gris Reserve

The 2008 Pinot Gris Reserve offers up additional  
aromatic complexity with aromas of baking spices, 


