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THERE ARE FOUR THIMNGS to know
about restaurant sommeliars. 1) Just
as a perfumer needs an extraordinary
“nose,” successiul sommaliers nead
axtraordinary palates and mouth mem-
ary, sensory abilities that far exceed
tha norm. 2} Good sommeliers are not
snobs put on earth to makes you feel
like Cheez Whiz when you order the
house red, They are professionals whao
get their kicks from watching peopla
like you enjoy wine that pairs perfectly
with your meaal, your moad, and your
pochketboak. YWhen a server suggests
that you consult the sommelier, don't
instantly assume that's a tactic to up-
sall you from the 335 bottle to the 365
botthe. Think of a sommelier as a free

i consultant, willing to help you select a
" wine to enhance the meal, and raason-

ably diginterested in whethar yau go
for the high-priced bottle ar not.
3) Recognize that when a sommelier is
an staff, every wina on the wine list
and the reserve list has to be good and
a good value. In this case, price is a
measure of scarcity, not snob appeal.
4) Sommeliers are not all men named
“Don™ or "Pierre,” especially in Boston.
A few weeks ago, a diner at Mistral

L asked to speak with the sommeliar.

Obligingly, the sarver went off to locate

“Dign the sommelier” for an at-table

wine consultation. When tall, elegant
Dawn Lamendaola walked up ta the

§ table, the diner looked right through

her. He'd been expecting a middle-
aged male in & dinner jacket, the silver-
haired sammelier fram Central Casting.
But when Lamendola, just hitting her
ore=year mark at Mistral, began to

# speak, the diner knew when to listan.

There aren't that many first-rate, car-
tified sommeliers in the warld — and
only a handful of them are in Boston.
There just aren't that many people with
the palata, the memory, and the moti-
vation to e able 1o taste hundreds of
wines and identify the hint of nectarine
or tannin in & sip, Unless you wara
barn inte a wine family, your likelihood
of ending up as a sommeliar is pretty
slim. It's harder than it looks, tasting
hundreds of wines for a living. But
that's what Dawn Lamendola does. As
Mistral's sommelier, she belongs to a
small sorority of Boston womean
who've got grapes — including Cat
Silirie of No. 9 Park and Jeanne Rogers
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at Il Capriccio, just to name a few.

Kevin Lraly, from Windows on the World Wine School, first spotted Dawn
Lamendola's gift — that sureness of palate, mouth, and memaory that makes the
difference between a wine aficionado and a sommelier. Lamendola was waiting
on tables and killing time before applying to the Culinary Institute of America in
Hyde Park as a pastry chel when she applied for a part-time job as a marketing
assistant at a scruffy farm outside of New York. There, she was astonished to
see the much-celebrated wine teacher Kevin Zraly, looking like a total schiep.
He hired het. After tweo or thres weeks on the job, Zraly said, “You were born to
be a sommelier. You've got the gift.”

So, on Zraly's recommendation ("Kevin is an amazing teacher and mentor,
larger than life,” says Lamendola), she got her certification as a member of the
sommelier society — but only after passing an exhausting examination by an
international panal of expers all waorking to stump the would-be sommaelier. She
moved on to Montrachet as the assistant sommelier, and, as she puts it,
“learnad to love blg Burgundies." From there, she opened Jean-Louls Palladin's
Mew York restaurant (at the time, Palladin was also opening Napa, in Las
Vegas), “His goal was to open a bistro with no wines over 3100 on the list,”
Lamendola explains. (Think back to the mid "90s in Manhattan, when a $100 bill
was a coat-check tip.) Next stop was at Guastavino's, a Terrence Gonran
restaurant megaplex built under the 59th Street Bridge (the architectural trick,
Lamendola says. lies in the tiles used in the construction, which create a baffle
to mask the sound of the 18-wheelers roaring just above the ceiling), where she
was responsible for a wine list with 500 entries.

Coaxed into moving to Boston by her new husband, Lamendola says that it
took a while to get a job as a sommelier. “| had lunch or coffee with everyone in
the Boston food world,” she racalls. “Evervone was really nice and said, *| am
so glad you are here, but | don't have a job for you.”” But patience has paid off
for both Lamendaola and Mistral, where the wine program and the wine list have
improved by quantum leaps under her stewardship. As an indicator, the restau-
rant now serves 25 different wines by the glass.

Lamendola has sorme good advice for wine drinkers. First, get to know your
own palate. Learn what "big.” "dry.” or “fruity” means to your mouth by com-
paring the terms with wines that you've enjoyed. if you can tell a sommaalier that
vou like big wines like the babbety-blabbety cabernet that you had at Locke-
Ober last week, the sommelier will be able to help you find a close match.
“Ordaring wines is kind of like playing charades at a table,” Lamendola says.
“Many hand gestures and much back-and-forth with words. Dry? Fruity? Wall,
fruity like what? Like herbs or like peaches? Most people know that they don't
want sweet — to many wine drinkers, sweet is a bad word — but fruity is a
good word. But what is sweet to you may be fruity to your dinner companion,”
To Lamendala, for example, big means full-bodied with a lot of tannin, “Waords
start to have standard meanings to people who've been in the wine business
for lots of years. When | taste wines with other sommeliers, we find that we use
the same words as shorthand. Nectarine, or banana tones.” To sharpan up the
cannection between your nose and your taste buds, she recommaends buying
one of those big boxes of jellybeans, and tasting each flavor with your eyves
closed. “The power of suggestion is so great that if you tell sormeons that it
tastes like butterscotch, even though it's cotton candy, it'll taste like butter-
scotch to them."

What about the business of tasting the wines at the table? Are that many
wines really bad? Lamendola estimates that 10 percent of all wines are bad or
contaminated with cork. But most wines are sent back not because they are
bad, but because people just don't like them. "Wines are agricultural products,
subject to lots of environmental unpredictability, and some bottles can spoil.”
she says, “The amazing thing is that if 10 percent of the bottles are turned, and
most people send the bottle back tor preference issues, a lot of people are
drinking a lot of bad wine.” When the world accepts the screw top — the
Stelvin closure, as it is known to the wine-savwy — the percentage of bad wines
will decline. One last hint: if vou loved a wine that you had at a restaurant din-
ner and want to buy it for home consumption, ask the server 1o give you the
label, or to keep it on file for you — something the staff at Mistral will be glad to
do. Or call Dawn Lamendola; she'll probably be able to help you figure out what
you drank and whera to buy it. @



