By TOM MARQUARDT

And PATRICK DARR

We recently received an e-mail from a gentleman who thought we overestimate our readers' ability to afford expensive wines. 

He wrote, "in our home we enjoy wine with dinner every night of the week. If we were to spend $10 to $40 daily for wines you recommend, it would break the bank."

We're no different from you in drinking inexpensive wines during the week. But your budget wine may be $10 while our budget wine is $15. Everyone has a different definition of affordable.

Merchants tell us that $15 is about what most consumers are willing to spend on wine, but those who enjoy a glass or two every night will probably set their sights lower. This gentleman says he usually buys a box wine - the subject of last week's column - or Vendage wines which he purchases for about $5 for a 1.5-liter bottle.

Most consumers - us included - save more expensive bottles for the weekend dinner or for special occasions. That's what a cellar is all about - buy wines when they are reasonably priced, then open them a decade later when their prices seem even cheaper yet.

Cheap is one thing, good is another. The first is easy to find, but a good cheap wine is not. We've tasted lots of cheap wine with raging acids, astringent tannins and just weird flavors. Frankly, if it's cheap wine you want every day, you should focus on the box wines that generally are well made.

 Feast your palates on these recent discoveries:

Talus Collection Cabernet Sauvignon 2004 ($8). This is mostly cabernet sauvignon from California's Lodi region, but the rest is a motley collection of carignane, ruby cabernet, barbera, zinfandel, cabernet franc, petite sirah, syrah and sangiovese - whew! Bright cherry flavors, a hint of anise and firm texture.

3 Blind Moose Chardonnay 2004 ($10). Canandaigua recently released this new brand with a hip, whimsical package. Made with California fruit it comes in chardonnay, merlot and cabernet sauvignon. Our favorite is the chardonnay - good varietal character, fresh tropical fruit flavors and a round, buttery texture.

McWilliam's Hanwood Estate Shiraz 2004 ($11). McWilliams makes some of the best Australian value wines. The chardonnay, merlot, cabernet sauvignon and shiraz are all delicious. This shiraz, with its deep color, blackberry and spice notes, is sure to please every palate and goes well with beef or lamb.

Veramonte Cabernet Sauvignon 2003 ($9). A consistently well made wine from the Maipo Valley in Chile, this cabernet will not let you down. Earthy, blackberry and blueberry notes with soft tannins. The sauvignon blanc at the same price is a steal in the white wine category.

Bogle Vineyards Sauvignon Blanc 2004 ($9). There isn't a loser in the Bogle lineup of inexpensive wines. This California producer has been recognized for its values by nearly everyone who drinks or writes about them. While we have always liked the cabernet sauvignon, this white impressed us for its fresh varietal flavors consisting of citrus and freshly mowed grass.

Cartlidge & Browne Cabernet Sauvignon 2003 ($10). A venerable producer of inexpensive wines, Cartlidge & Browne makes a consistent cabernet sauvignon with good varietal character and lots of blackberry and cassis flavors. Notes of chocolate and spice round out an enjoyable wine for the price. Check out the merlot and pinot noir too.

 
Osborne Solaz Shiraz Tempranillo 2004 ($8). This excellent value from Spain offers simple but delicious fruit with notes of blackberries and spice. A good match to beef.

WINE OF THE WEEK

Alamos Chardonnay 2004 ($10). This is a delicious and simple wine bound to please most palates. Made in Argentina by the respected house of Catena, it is rich and surprisingly full bodied with a buttery texture and loads of tropical fruit and good oak. 

Do you have a question or suggestion for a topic? Write to the authors in care of this newspaper or e-mail tmarquardt@capitalgazette.com. 

