
It took us several months of blind tastings, adding and 
deleting, but we now offer our 12th Annual Best of Best 
in California $12 and Under. There are lots of good value 

wines out there. Producers understand that consumers do 
not want to spend a lot of money on wine, especially with 
recent financial woes. For this article we concentrated on 
Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Zinfandel, and Chardonnay 
and a few interesting whites we came across. Again, we did 
not taste Pinot Noir because, we feel, good Pinot Noir cannot 
be found in this price range.

As to vintage (year on the label), we repeat what we said 
last year: we try to keep current with the recent releases, 
but these wines sell fast and vintages quickly change. For 
that matter, vintages don’t mean much with these wines 
because their success is based on consistency — the way 
non-vintage Champagne is. People return to these wines 
because they have a good idea of what they taste like; they 
want the assurance that consistency offers. The difference, 
say, between a 2006 and 2007 is negligible.

Our selection this year comes largely from volume based 
producers, like Bronco, Delicato, Don Sebastiani, Firestone 
(Foley), Gallo, J. Lohr, and Round Hill because they’re the 
ones with money enough to produce solidly good wines at 

this price point. Don’t let volume of size deter you: these 
major producers know what they’re doing. They know 
how to source wines; they have their favorite growers; they 
know the vineyards; they know the market; it’s folly to 
ignore them.

As usual, for the wine selections below, we don’t offer 
tasting notes. What you need to know is this: they are solid, 
balanced, tasty bistro “everyday wines.” They have rounded 
fruit, some spice and a touch of oak. There are no fruit bombs 
here, nor any oak bombs either, although we tasted more than 
our share of California fruit and oak bombs for this tasting; 
such wines simply mask flaws. In judging wine, we favor 
finish, and the wines below offer a smooth, fairly full and 
satisfying one. Also, they offer easy flavors upfront and invite 
a second glass, one of the best recommendations any value 
wine can receive. These are food wines — and that’s not a 
synonym for cheap wines. Wines at this price point should 
be food friendly and approachable. As we said, they’re bistro 
wines, so enjoy. And, in these financially difficult times, these 
wines never looked so good.

We blind tasted 90 wines and found many you should 
know. Prices may vary from region to region. Next issue: 
Part II of “Best Global Wines Under $12.”

Best of The Best 
California Wine Values

These 31 under-$12 specimens can’t be beat.
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