Wine fanatics are always talking about pairing the right wine and the right food, but we often forget about the third key element -- a good conversation while we're eating and drinking. At a recent dinner matching the wines of New Zealand's Alpha Domus winery and food from the Fair Hill Inn in Maryland, we had the right combination of all three.
The first foods served were amuses bouche of lobster, citrus and cucumber, tuna tartare, and goat cheese with pickled beets in phyllo as sommelier Anthony Ianni led us through Fair Hill's emerging garden and small vineyard. We sipped the 2005 Alpha Domus sauvignon blanc (about $14), which had flavors of grapefruit and mild, exotic spices.
After we had seen the new Fair Hill beehives -- and managed to emerge unstung -- Paul Ham, whose family owns the winery, and importer David Duckhorn were introduced. Duckhorn, whose family owned the famous Duckhorn winery, explained that when he decided to become a wine importer with Via Pacifica, his plan was to work with only family-based wineries. The Hams' Alpha Domus was first in line.
Inside the restaurant, we continued to sip sauvignon while being served a spring pea salad with quail and truffle-pancetta aioli. "The 'Alpha' in our name represents the first initials of our parents and the three boys," explained Ham, "and 'Domus' is a type of house." The Ham family emigrated from Holland to the Hawkes Bay area, he told us, and grew flowers before they decided to grow grapes.
With Arctic char, we were poured a delicious 2006 unoaked chardonnay ($14) with pineapple and pear flavors while Ham discussed the winery's colorful biplane label logo. The idea came from a barnstormers' airstrip that is still adjacent to the winery, he said, as he handed out ceramic biplane pins.
Next on the menu was quail -- probably not the ones that laid the eggs for the first course, we joked -- with the 2004 "The Navigator" ($23), a bordeaux blend with mature fruit and mellow American oak tones. "Some of the juice in this was declassified from cuvées of 'The Aviator,' which you'll be having next," he said, "because we didn't make an Aviator in 2004." The 2002 Aviator ($50), also a bordeaux blend, went very well with veal hanger steak with spring vegetables from our garden tour.
And what's the idea behind the 2005 Alpha Domus "Leonardo" late-harvest semillon that finished out the evening?
Well, that's a story for another evening of matching wines, foods and conversation.
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