The Spirits of La Cave
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If La Cave Du Vin (often lovingly referred to as “the cave” by its many regulars) had a mantra it would go something a little like, “La Cave: Where everybody looks fabulous”. Through the times of my being one of the ladies regularly decorating the bar (on the tap side, of course), I have often mused at the fact that everyone looks good in the low, warm lights. And that’s just one of the advantages of venturing down the stairs and into the moody darkness of the best, no, the only, wine bar in Cleveland.  It may be a little hard to find in a recent pileup of sport bars on Coventry Rd., but the treasure lies beneath. Just walk down past the gorgeous, sullen mural by Misha Kligman and you will find yourself in another world where you can unwind, brood, or fall in love.  The low lighting consisting of small candles is warm, romantic, and comforting. The solid rustic woodwork, brick, moody paintings and marble table tops provide a home for quiet couples, chatty groups of old friends, and, of course, the regulars (me, me, me!) alike. But mood is set by people, so it is worth mentioning that the spirit connoisseurs on the other side of the bar will make you feel as though you really understand and appreciate your drink. Their descriptions of wines and beers flow like poetry and there is no lack of passion for their art.

The history of the wine bar goes back to Ken Bement, the founder and mentor of the ten year-old La Cave and of Erich LaSher, who has been there since the beginning. LaSher explains that the bar was very different then, although the original mentality of quality product remains as the guiding principle. This focus placed LaCave and its staff as the connoisseurs of quality without pretention. “Well, maybe a little pretention…”Admits LaSher. The right side of the bar was originally solely dedicated to retail. But business picked up quickly and more tables took over the space as a wall came down (literally) to allow more seating. The selection grew, as well, to allow a very long glass pour list. It is normally difficult to have such an extensive glass pour variety. It’s one thing if you’re just doing wine, but La Cave is also known for its beer cooler, stuffed from side to side, top to bottom with an extensive selection of imported and domestic brews (even a vintage collection in various nooks and crannies) and its full cocktail bar. So, of course, there is some sacrifice. But, each bottle is lovingly checked before a pour and guaranteed to be at its finest in your glass. 

In all actuality, “lovingly” doesn’t adequately describe the way Erich feels about the bar. “ I have been doing this forever and I am lucky enough that I can make my living in what I love. I’m a voracious collector.” As for research, there is plenty of that. Erich points out that there is a large part of the wine populace that regards Robert Parker as the bible and allows popularity to dictate their taste. Any responsible wine enthusiast embraces an understanding of this, as well as the concept that just because a wine is well liked by an individual it is not necessarily good. That, my friends, is how we get hundred dollar bottles of wine that lack complexity. Remember the moment in Sideways that made us all sigh at the poetics of wine? LaSher weaves a good poem, as well. “The concept of terroir is that the wine tastes like the place it comes from. It tastes like that side of the mountain, that little plot of land, like the soil, like the temperature when it cools down at night, the humidity”. And so, the mission statement may have something to do with guiding travel, whether the traveler is a novice or someone with a developed palette. It is demonstrated passion that grounds the caretakers of La Cave in their opinions. So, don’t be offended or intimidated when you hear that your usual multi-million dollar campaign beer is not available here. But, Erich is quick to say that they “don’t want to intimidate, to be pretentious. We try to be as informative as possible without the attitude.” If it seems as though these connoisseurs are brimming with passion for their expertise, it is because they love being there. Under the current ownership, some of the staff has shares of the bar. From this comes a sense of tradition and of responsibility. It is easy to see that this translates into the warm, personal atmosphere to the tune of one of their Ipods. Ultimately, if you come down to La Cave with an open mind, you will find what you enjoy, in many different forms. After all, we don’t know what we don’t know. So, don’t go with what you know-just ask! The only way to learn is to drink. And eat cheese, of course, which comes artistically arranged in various assortments on fabulous boards. Just don’t be surprised if you don’t hear the typical wine bar soundtrack. You may be having a classy evening to the tune of Motorhead, Tom Waits, Laibach, or anything else the Ipod has to offer. “I guess we’re kind of an enigma…” Erich admits. 

