aounda NAPA VALLEY

World-class wineries, thermal spas and Michelin stars — California’s lush larder is a star vintage
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and of plenty’ is how

the 18th-century Native

Americans described it,

and the sentiment still

applies today: California’s
Napa Valley is like a giant Fortnum &
Mason hamper of gourmet food and
wine. An hour-and-a-half's drive from
San Francisco, the landscape opens
before you, snug between the Vacas
and Mayacama Mountains. It might
ook a little rugged, but rest assured —
iIndulgence is the abiding theme, be
it glugging world-renowned wines,
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Cute towns line the 50km of highway,
and nearly 400 wineries litter the valley,
SO you're never far from a gargle. Not
that teetotallers will be drumming their
fingers: the celebrated restaurants of
tiny Yountville invite you to forget your
waistline, while chichi St Helena is the
place to max out your credit card
among well-known faces shopping for
Jimmy Choos, and jumpers for their
pets. There are the lazy pleasures of
historic Calistoga, too, with its age-old
mud baths and manana ambience. And
there's buzzy Napa, the fastest-growing
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Sweet valley highs:
the rolling vineyards
of Napa

Any time of year Is idyllic, but late
summer or autumn finds the vine leaves
reddening, the scent of fermenting
grapes thick on the air. Vultures circle,
looking for prey in the fields, and
armies of workers take to the soll.
Further north, you'll get your first
glimpse of the towering redwood trees
that, with eucalyptus, pines, oaks and
lakes, give the valley a fresh, woody
feel. Whether you indulge or exert — or
both — you couldn’'t have found a finer
playground. You can diet, abstain and
be miserable when you get back
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aound NAPA VALLEY

INDULGE

® How's this for views with booze?
At the venerable Far Niente Winery
(1350 Acacia Drive, Oakville; 00 1 707
944 2861, www.farniente.com; tour
and tasting, £35), you look out over
flame-red Virginia creeper and cork
oaks as you swirl your Cabernet
Sauvignon or buttery Chardonnay. The
short cellar tour over, you and six other
guests sip and compare tipples over
artisanal cheeses around an antique
table. Cheap they ain't (from £30 to
2400 a bottle); life-affirming they are.
® Don't drink and drive — hop in a
chauffeured limousine from Classic
Convertible Wine Tours (00 1 707
226 9227, www.antiquetours.net; from
2100 per hour for a car seating up to
three). Go for an antique open-topped
number and bask in the back with a
glass of sparkling Schramsberg. Bob
or Tab will drive you along vineyard-
lined backroads to secret treats: try
William Cole (2849 Saint Helene Hwy
North, Saint Helena; 00 1 707 963
6100, www.williamcolevineyards.com).
t's family-run and fabulous, like its
signature Napa Valley Cab Sauv.

® Viader winery (1120 Deer Park
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on a mountain. It's happy not to bore
you with barrel-making details; instead
you get to relax at a balcony table,
savouring Delia Viader's elegant
Cab-Sauv blends and chilled roseés,
glimpsing deer in the fields below.

® Wine-tasting around these parts can
get rather arty: pay a visit to The Hess
Collection (4411 Redwood Road, Napa;
00 1 707 255 1144, www.hesscollection.
com; free), Napa Valley's answer to
London's Tate Modern, only with wine-
tasting (£7). You'll admire pieces by
20th- and 21st-century artists, including
Francis Bacon and Leopoldo Maler; ook
out for Maler’s ‘burning typewriter’, a
homage to his murdered uncle, an
Argentine writer of inflammatory political
essays. It's included in Tour of the Palate
(£34), with nibbles and wine.

® Since the 19th century, Calistoga’s
spas have extolled the virtues of the
local volcanic mud, said to be good for
skin complaints and arthritis, drawing
out Impurities (iIncluding excess alcohol).
At the town’s newest spa resort,
Solage Calistoga (755 Silverado Trall,
Calistoga; 00 1 866 942 7442, www.
solagecalistoga.com), try the ‘Mudslide’
(1hr, £65): slather on a pail of mud, bake
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Clockwise from

top left, grape fun:
riding through the
vines; the cellar at
Far Niente; a vintage
tour of the wineries
(driver included);
The Hess Collection

EXERT

® Fallen off the wagon? Get back

IN the saddle — with a paddle. Napa
Valley Bike Tours’ Bike and Kayak
tour (6488 Washington Street,
Yountville; 00 1 800 707 2453, www.
napava leybiketours.com; one-day
bike and kayak trip, £125) gives two
perspectives on the area. Cycle to
wineries in the morning (with stops for
tastings), followed by an alfresco lunch
under ocaks. Then swap bike for kayak
at Lake Hennessey: no motorboats, no

.




