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ON WINE: LETTIE TEAGUE

HOG BUTCHER FOR the World.
Player with Railroads. City of the Big
Shoulders. These are a few of the
lines from Carl Sandburg’s famous
take on Chicago, circa 1916. Today,
Chicago might be better described as
City of the Big Zinfandels. With ac-
cess to some of the best wines in the
world, and some first-rate restaurants
(and funky wine bars), Chicago’s wine
scene is so vibrant, 'm willing to de-
clare it the second-most important
wine city in the country right now.

“I don't agree,” said Paul Hart, one
of the partners of the Chicago-based
wine auction house Hart Davis Hart,
when I shared my second-best theory
with him. Mr. Hart and I were stand-
ing outside his office at the Hart Da-
vis Hart headquarters on West Erie
Street in downtown Chicago.

Was this just an example of Mid-
‘western modesty? Perhaps Mr. Hart
was thinking of other possible sec-
ond-place cities like San Francisco
and Los Angeles? He was not. “No, I
think Chicago is the first-best wine
city,” he replied.

“Better than New York?” I couldn’t
help asking a bit incredulously. I
know New Yorkers believe their city
is best in every regard, but I think
it's warranted when it comes to wine.
“Yes,” said Mr. Hart quite firmly.

In 2010, the Hart Davis Hart team
sold more wine at auction in the U.S.
than any other auction house in
America, including New York-based
powerhouses like Acker Merrall and
Zachys. (Those two houses sold more
wine in Hong Kong.)

Of course, the wine auctionscene
is only one measure of a town’s vi-
nous standing. There’s also the depth
and breadth of restaurant wine lists.
‘The character and diversity of wine
bars are key, as are the selections at
retail stores and of course, the knowl-
edge and passion of the people—the

wine directors and retail-

‘There are other Chicago wine
stores where the staff is much more
attentive. At Glunz House of Fine
Wines, founded in 1888, Barbara
Glunz herself unlocked the door. Ms. -
Glunz showed me around her slightly
dusty shop and the back room where

prices. For exarple, at the Breslin we

do,” according to wine director Joe

had a bottle of the excellent Ruinart  Catterson. Scott had the slightly more
ﬂinedenlnm for $69— ive “reserve” pairing.
its retail price and almost half what it Bem:sethemealwassospem
would be on a list in New York. larly theatrical (a piece of beef stuck
1 also found excellent prices and - on a nail in a bed of eucalyptus leaves
cool choices at Webster’s Wine Bar,a  was just one example), I almost for-
Chicago stalwart whose owner is plan-  got to pay attention to the wines,
ning to open a second place soon. The  though I did note that very small por-
Webster wine list looked like a high- tions of eight wines were poured.
schooler’s notebook and was filled “We don't vnntmonegetdnga
with all kinds of eclectic options and

deals. There was a Menetou-Salon, aka

Poor Man’s Sancerre, from my favorite [

but they are more focused on the
wines of the West Coast than the en-
tire world. How much more did Chi-
cago have to offer wine-wise? I de-
cided to take a whirlwind three-day
tour of the toddlin’ town.

1 always make a point to stop at
Binny’s, a 22-store cluﬁn stores
all over greater no
retail equivalent to Binny’s in New
York—or anywhere else that I've
been, for that matter. Binny's pnces
are its
broad if not enormous, from Yellow
'Tail to grand cru Burgundy and ev-
erything in between. Its vast store in
Lincoln Park is billed as “the largest
wine shop in the country.”

‘The only thing that could use some
improvement at Binny’s is its service:
1 wandered down the Lincoln Park
aisles, checking out the Chablis and
Champagne and the wall of half bot-
tles, and it was almost half an hour
before a sales associate asked if I was
“finding everything” (my hands and
basket were both empty).

It’s no New York, but Chicago offers gentle prices and
great choices at its wine stores and restaurants.

bridge Wines in suburban Northbrook
kuveﬂubleueeufornnmmdylnv-

- ers. Many top collectors buy their

wines here, and as an added bonus
partner Kevin Mohalley is always
happy to open bottles for free tast-
ings, mostly on Saturdays. So are his

customers, who show up at Knights-

bridge on Saturday mornings with
their own great bottles to share, =
Many of these coll

there, Domaine de (

signia for a bargain $100—about $50
less than it would be at a retail store.
Of course, Chicago has more than

funky wine bars and great neighbor-

0¢ lomhk also has world-class

Alinea is one of the most

Chicago neighborhood hot spots like
Blackbird and the Breslin, where
they’re allowed to bring their own
special bottles. Chicago is a very
BYO-friendly town—an important fac-
tor in a top wine city, though alas,
that’s not the case with New York.

But many collectors happily order
off local wine lists, too, because there
are lots of great wines at great

famous restaurants in America. My fi-
nal experience had to be a meal there.
There is only one menu at Alinea,

an 18-course tasting menu that costs
$195 a person. There is a (surprisingly
well-priced) wine list, but diners are
encouraged to order the $150 series of
wine pairings to go with their courses,
so my friend Scott Manlin and I chose
that option, as “75% to 80% of diners
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the 2006 Cedar Knoll Napa Caber-
net—though several cost less than
$35 a bottle. I called Mr. Catterson a
few days later to ask how he made
his selections, and he explained that
he tasted many wines and found that

ently, with cheaper w‘meé. t00.
At the end of my three-day trip, I
wasn’t ready to echo Mr. Hart’s asser-

tion that Ghicago beat out New York
(though in

Alinea about every
New York it I've patronized).

But the city, in my opinion, held onto
its spot as the second-best wine scene
in America. And Mr. Sandburg’s chal-

lenge—“Come and show me another

city with lifted head singing so proud
to be alive and coarse and strong and
cunning”—seemed just as apt as ever.

» Read the On Wine blog at
blogs.wsj.com/wine. Email Lettie at
wine@wsj.com.

 Five great wines to try in Chicago—or

vautsublle mséwﬂhalang!lm
ish. | had a glass at the Purple Pig, a
newish wine bar on North Michigan
Avenue.




