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FOREWORD 
 

Back in 1972, Abe Rosenthal, then the managing editor of The New York Times, assigned Frank J. Prial, a city reporter, to write a weekly column on wine. It would be the first regular coverage of wine in a general-interest American newspaper, though nobody was certain a desire for such reporting actually existed.


“We’ll try it for a couple of months,’’ Prial recalled Rosenthal saying.


A couple of months turned into 40 years and counting, and the scope of wine coverage has grown immensely. What started as a sideline for Prial, who crammed his wine writing into moments spared from his general assignment duties, evolved into a full-time job. He, along with other writers and correspondents, traveled the world, visiting wine regions ancient and new, reporting on personalities and politics, economics and conflict, issues, trends and, of course, the liquid in the bottle that was the source of it all.


The story of wine is as old as recorded history. Looking back to its ancient origins, 40 years may not seem like such a long time. Yet in those scant few decades Americans have achieved an entirely new and different understanding of wine. When Prial began writing his Wine Talk column, Americans bought what little wine they drank largely in jugs. Many of these jug wines were assigned names that connoted the Old World—Chablis, Chianti, Rhine Wine, Hearty Burgundy—because, after all, wine was thought to be European in nature. Indeed, many of California’s historic vineyards had been planted by European immigrants who were not about to let thousands of miles stand between them and their daily beverage.


Back then, the California wine regions that today are among the most prestigious in the world were hardly known. Napa Valley had barely begun its ascent to glittering stardom. The Russian River Valley was apple country. Glossy magazines had not yet begun to exalt wine as an essential element of “the good life.’’ Robert M. Parker Jr. had not yet introduced the 100-point scale that would give consumers an easy-to-understand tool for making buying decisions. The few scattered American wine connoisseurs of the time looked to Bordeaux as the epitome of fine wine, Burgundy to a lesser degree, and, of course, Champagne, which, if one knew nothing else about wine, one at least understood that Champagne was the beverage of celebrations.


Oh, how the world of wine has evolved since then. The United States is now the world’s largest consumer of wine. While it cannot rightly be called a wine-drinking country—a surprisingly small percentage of the American population accounts for an inordinately large percentage of the wine consumed—the United States now has a thriving wine culture, several distinct ones, in fact.


These 40 years have seen not only a revolution in the American perception of wine, but sweeping changes the world over. For centuries the vast amount of wine produced in Europe was sold locally, to nearby villages and occasionally to a city up the river. Now, grape varieties that few people knew existed 40 years ago—savagnin, nerello mascalese, mencía, grüner veltliner—are sold globally, and in good wine shops the nation over.


Thirst for the benchmark wines, like first-growth Bordeaux and grand cru Burgundy, has risen exponentially, as, of course, have prices. No longer will a generation of wine lovers, like Prial’s, be able to hone their understanding on fine old Bordeaux and well-aged Burgundy, not when these older bottles are auctioned off for thousands of dollars apiece and the Chinese are paying equivalent amounts for the most recent vintages.


Yet wine lovers coming of age in the 21st century have a wealth of choices that were undreamed of 40 years ago. American stores are jammed with great alternatives to the benchmark wines from all over Italy and Spain, France and Germany. Portugal is coming on strong, as are Austria and Greece. Eastern Europe is playing catch-up, but the fall of the Iron Curtain has allowed ancient wine cultures in Hungary and Georgia, Slovenia and Croatia, to begin the long process of rejuvenation.


What of the United States and other New World wine regions? Napa Valley led the American charge away from jug wines, culminating in the cult cabernets, expensive status bottles that were a world away from the jugs but had less to do with the joy of wine drinking than the jugs did. Still, great wine now comes from California and Oregon, Washington and New York State, with high hopes for areas in between, like Michigan and New Mexico. Australia and New Zealand have changed the way the world buys wine, while Argentina and Chile have become important sources of good, inexpensive wine, and can produce far better. South Africa and Uruguay have leapt into the global wine business. Can China, India and Brazil be far behind?


The articles in this anthology tell the story of this revolution in wine, sometimes in close-ups, and other times in sweeping panoramas. The storytelling has evolved as well. Earlier on, readers required plenty of introductory information, spoon-fed in digestible doses. Now, Americans are far more knowledgeable about wine, even as many people remain far from comfortable with it.


Wine is now a significant component of American culture, to be evaluated, analyzed and parsed just as with other cultural expressions, whether restaurants, architecture, pop music or films. What was once an additional beat for Frank Prial to try for a couple of months is now a field firmly established at The New York Times, 40 years and counting, with its own full-fledged critic. This anthology chronicles wine’s coming of age in the United States, from an American point of view. We’ve been through childhood innocence and adolescent hiccups, and if we have not yet reached confident adulthood, we seem to be heading there.


Eric Asimov
Chief Wine Critic, The New York Times














INTRODUCTION 


Think of this anthology of New York Times wine articles as a feast of tapas and sherries: small, savory bites and short sips. Check the table of contents as if it were a chalkboard list of specials. Start where you wish; jump around; cater to your mind’s momentary appetite, its whimsy. Two or three “plates” washed down by a few “ounces” can satisfyingly fill a half-hour breather; return for a bedtime “snack.”


A sampler, by definition, cannot be comprehensive. Rather, you have in hand a representative collection of some of the most rewarding wine topics and articles echoing the circumstances and interests of their periods that Times writers (and others) have addressed, mainly in the Living section and its successor, the Dining section. Some have been published in the Sunday Magazine. Longtime readers of The Times’s wine and food columns and wine-news reports may recognize bylines that, dating from the early 1980s, sweep across three decades.


Most of the articles have appeared under separate rubrics: Wine Talk, by Frank J. Prial (and Terry Robards and myself), and The Pour, written by Eric Asimov. (Drawing weightily on Wines of the Times, a title under which Asimov’s tasting panel makes recommendations, would be impractical because the vintaged bottles and prices cited have limited shelf lives.)


A dyed-in-the-Tricolor Francophile, the street-smart Prial, a genial and benign observer of the Human Comedy, has zero tolerance for pretentiousness, and punctures it without inflicting pain. His nonpareil storytelling is redolent of collegial schmoozing in yesterday’s smoke-drenched City Room.


I have always admired Prial’s down-to-earth manner and writing, and consider “A Twilight Nightcap With Alistair Cooke” (2004), a highlight of this collection, one of the most heartfelt wine articles I have read by anyone, anywhere, anytime.


When Prial’s Wine Talk column carried the headline “So Who Needs Vintage Charts” (2000) wine lovers might have read it as an obituary, in an era of proliferating appellations and terroir-oriented winegrowing.


“Over the years,” he wrote, “I have produced vintage chart after chart, always adding enough qualifications and caveats to make the reader wonder why I bothered in the first place.” He continued: “In the final frames of Little Caesar, Edward G. Robinson snarls, ‘Is this the end of Rico?’ To my way of thinking, that sacred talisman of the wine buff, the vintage chart, is just as dead as Rico was when the screen went to black.”


Eric Asimov, who holds the title chief wine critic, approaches wine as a staple of the dining table and a cultural object. His work forms the leading edge of this volume. He is an informal, scrupulously observant, politely skeptical, exceptionally pro-consumer commentator whose conversational prose conveys a strong aversion to geekiness. His basic tasting vocabulary is an antidote to the over-thetop tasting notes that spring up like Everglades grasses around the quicksands of winedom.


One of my favorite Asimov articles is “Pickers to Vintners: A Mexican-American Saga.” In 2004 he told readers: “Over the past few years the first fine wines made by former migrant workers, the children of those workers and other Mexican-Americans have been released, winning good reviews. All told, there are more than a dozen such labels. Fifteen years ago there were none. Mexican-Americans have also become managers or winemakers for important vineyards.”


Gastronomic orthodoxy was jolted in 2008 in “A Rule Just Waiting to Be Broken.” As Asimov wrote: “I know oysters and red wine sounds bizarre, but 20 years ago white wine with cheese sounded strange. Now, white wine is accepted as a delicious companion for many cheeses.”


Not every wine that Asimov and his predecessors have addressed has been readily findable. Still, learning about them is valuable. Take, as he put it, “idiosyncratic” Jacques Selosse Champagnes, made by Anselme Selosse, Jacques’s son.


“Anselme Selosse, 54, is not the usual emissary from Champagne, a smooth guy in a suit, talking about product positioning, luxury brands and lifestyles,” Asimov said in “Taking Champagne Back to Its Roots” (2008). “To hear them tell it, Champagne pops into this world like a genie from a lamp, ready to make magic.


“But to Mr. Selosse, the magic occurs long before there is a wine. It takes place deep underneath Champagne’s chalky soil, where the roots of the vines take hold of what Mr. Selosse calls the essence of the earth.”


In 2005 Asimov focused on “New Wine in Really Old Bottles.” His absorbing subject was Josko Gravner, an Italian producer. “Rejecting the modern trappings of the cellar, Mr. Gravner has reached back 5,000 years,” he wrote. “He now ferments his wines in huge terra-cotta amphorae that he lines with beeswax and buries in the earth up to their great, gaping lips. Ancient Greeks and Romans would be right at home with him. . . .”


In her column called Pairings, Florence Fabricant, a thorough, straightforward, bedrock, no-frills writer, is a fount of sophisticated food and wine combos. Hers are the plates that have launched a thousand sips.


Fabricant brought “A Dessert Wine That’s a Public Secret”—Monbazillac—to readers’ attention (2003). Less expensive than Sauternes, which also comes from southwestern France, “Monbazillac delivers exotic touches of honeyed mango, quince, passion fruit and citrus, often with a distinctive nuttiness in the aftertaste,” she wrote.


In 2007 she presented “A Rustic European Treat of Prunes Poached in Wine,” a dessert “rarely offered in the United States. Except at my house.” The introduction to her recipe says she prefers “everyday merlot or Chianti” but that Navarre reds recently tasted “suggested they could easily suit this purpose, too,” and in the recipe she recommended Navarre.


The cosmopolitan, larger-than-life R. W. Apple Jr.,—Johnny to one and all—ate, drank and wrote on a prodigious scale that even The New Yorker magazine’s legendary A. J. Liebling, a gourmand for all seasons, might have envied. This hunger gave birth to a thirst for illuminating such digestifs as Cognac, Armagnac, grappa and marc.


While at The Times Terry Robards, ruddy and wearing a mustache, resembled an Edwardian Englishman who relished his London club and its cellar groaning with rare claret. He had a gift for being invited to memorable dinners and capturing them and their principals, as, in 1983, “The Greatest Vintages of Alfred Knopf, 90.”


Robards wrote of his host: “Rarely acknowledged in all the accolades he has won over the years is that he was the dominant influence in gastronomic publishing in this country.


“He had the temerity to publish P. Morton Shand’s classic Book of French Wines in 1928, during Prohibition, and to come out with Julian Street’s Wines in 1933, the year Prohibition ended, when the public’s interest in wines was sharply curtailed by the Depression. . . .


“The roster of food and wine authors published by Alfred A. Knopf, Inc. includes James Beard, Julia Child, M.F.K. Fisher, Marcella Hazan, Maida Heatter, Alexis Lichine and Michael Broadbent.”


In “Memories Are Made of This” (1982), Robards describes a seven-hour dinner in a mansion on the North Shore of Long Island—“a gastronomic event of gargantuan proportions that might have stirred envy if not outrage even in Rabelais himself.


“Nearly all of the wines for this occasion have been hand-carried, bottle by bottle over a period of months, from the private cellars of the Cartier jewelry concern beneath the cobblestones of the Place Vendôme in Paris,” he recounted. “Louis Cartier, the firm’s founder, established one of the finest wine collections in France.”


One of my contributions to this collection was a 1987 “interview” titled “Jefferson on Wine: ‘The Only Antidote to the Bane of Whisky.’” Tom invited me, so to speak, to lunch at his pied-à-terre at Monticello, to explore our shared interest in Bordeaux.


I left thinking that Jefferson’s place in history was unquestionably nailed down, first and foremost, by having been a wine adviser to our first five presidents, himself included.


Howard G. Goldberg














CHAPTER ONE    
For Openers . . .
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The $410 Corkscrew

By ERIC ASIMOV  
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Photo by Tony Cenicola.


They come in all shapes and sizes. Most often, they can be found stuffed into kitchen drawers alongside potato mashers, melon ballers and other seldom-used essentials of the kitchen. Wine lovers take them for granted, except when nobody can find one. Call a Boy Scout! He’s sure to be prepared with a handy multifunction pocket knife that includes one.


I’m talking, of course, about corkscrews, which, regardless of the screw cap, remain indispensable for achieving access to the wine within. But would you pay $410 for one?


Oh, please, why even ask? In an era when people pay hundreds of dollars for a bottle of mediocre Champagne, not to mention thousands for a bottle at auction, who would begrudge the Code-38 wine knife from Australia its retail price of $220 to $410? No, it’s not made of gold.


The fact is most people pay corkscrews little mind. They’re perfectly content with the gimme corkscrew from the local wine shop; or the cheap doublewinged corkscrew, in which you squeeze the arms together to extract the cork; or even the Swiss army knife. Ambitious types can find battery-operated corkscrews or tapered yet cumbersome models the size of restaurant pepper mills, which operate not on the principle of twisting the worm into the cork, but with a press and a pull.


In restaurants the world over, sommeliers, those exacting, extracting professionals, rely overwhelmingly on a simple, handy device known as the waiter’s friend or, sometimes, as the wine key. Essentially a knifelike handle with a spiral worm for inserting into the cork and a hinged fulcrum for resistance, the waiter’s friend has largely stood the test of time, with modest tweaks and improvements, since it was patented in Germany in 1882. Basic versions go for less than $10.


No product, though, no matter how successful, is immune to the fertile imagination of industrial designers. Enter the Code-38, in which the waiter’s friend is re-engineered, using the highest principles of design and top-flight materials. What does that get you?


Well, when I pick up my standby home corkscrew, a Pulltap’s double-hinged waiter’s friend, I’m not wowed by the black plastic handle, flimsy metal fulcrum and serrated foil cutter. It works fine, but I confess I don’t feel much of anything about it. When it breaks, I have others lined up ready to go.


The Code-38, by contrast, offers the satisfying, solid heft of a fine tool. It feels good in the hand, like a well-balanced kitchen knife, and it inspires a sort of confidence that I had been unaware of lacking. The basic $220 model, which I bought and tested for several weeks, is made of solid stainless steel, with a thick, strong worm. The foil blade is a curved steel arc that can be opened with one hand and resharpened on a stone.


The fulcrum is smooth and shiny. It’s a single-hinge design rather than the double-hinge I have on my Pulltap’s. The double-hinge is intended as a safety net for amateurs like me, who can’t always get the corkscrew in the right spot for a smooth, continuous extraction. Instead, the double-hinge allows you to pull a cork partway out, and then reset the fulcrum to complete the maneuver.


The Code-38’s single-hinge, though, is so precisely engineered that I have yet to meet the cork I could not extract effortlessly, while (in my would-be sommelier’s imagination) bantering wittily with the table in front of me and simultaneously surveying the rest of the dining room for trouble.


That’s the basic $220 model. For $410, you can have the Code-38 Pro Stealth, the flagship model, “a complete blend of blasted textures and vaporized titaniumbased finishes,” as the Web catalog puts it.


Ah, well, a fellow can dream. Of course, it’s fine for me, a writer with a (limited) expense account, to sing the praises of the Code-38. What would a professional say?


I lent mine to Michael Madrigale, the sommelier at Bar Boulud, a wineoriented bistro near Lincoln Center. He liked it well enough, especially the way it felt in the hand, but paused when I told him what it cost.


“What, $220?” he said. “It’s like the $200 hamburger. It’s like reinventing something that’s already perfect.”


He added that he was quite happy with his waiter’s friend, a French model, the Cartailler-Deluc, which sells for under $30. Like me, he also has backups on hand.


Not all professionals were as unappreciative. Chaad Thomas, a partner in U.S. Wine Imports and a former sommelier in Ann Arbor, Mich., read about the Code-38 on an Internet chat board and was so intrigued that he wrote to the designer, Jeffrey Toering, who sent him one to try.


“It’s a gorgeous piece,” he told me. “It was superb to be able to extend the knife with just one hand. You could use it really quickly, and it’s very durable. As a sommelier, I would actually wear wine keys out.”


He said he plans to buy 10 or so to offer to top clients.


It’s not that the world of cork extractors has lacked high-end devices, or even expensive waiter’s friends. Laguiole, a French cutlery brand, has been renowned for its corkscrews for more than a century. Its waiter’s friends are lovely designs in an older, more ornate style than the minimalist Code-38. Laguiole also fills custom orders. Aldo Sohm, the sommelier at Le Bernardin in New York, designed a personalized Laguiole with an Austrian flag design, which also sells for $220. It’s an elegant corkscrew, and works beautifully, though it differs from the Code-38 in materials and in its serrated knife, which is more difficult to extend with one hand.


What drives a man to try to create the perfect corkscrew? Mr. Toering, the designer, was not in the wine business. He had learned about design as an instrument fitter in the Australian Air Force, which he likened to being a watchmaker, and he previously designed a portable massage table. The idea for the Code-38 came to him in a restaurant in the 1990s.


“I had ordered a nice bottle of something and was observing the waiter’s removal of the cork,” he said in an e-mail from Australia. “He was using a cheap plastic wine key. It was in this moment that it occurred to me that the caliber of corkscrew did not match the level of the wine or the restaurant.”


So began an odyssey of trial and error, of testing designs and materials, and comparing sources. He inspected worms from around the world before settling on one made in France. Along the way he became the Australian distributor for Laguiole, but he had concerns about its durability in the heavy-duty use of the restaurant world.


“I have designed the product to withstand continual use over many years,” he said. “I’ve been testing prototypes of the product for over five years and many thousands of bottles, and all I’ve seen is the odd bent spiral, which is more a matter of technique than the product’s ability to survive the professional hospitality environment.” He says the Code-38 is “fully rebuildable” and covered by a lifetime warranty.


Mr. Toering assembles each one individually in his workshop. So far, he says, he has sold 137 Code-38s, each one to a sommelier (and apparently one wine writer). It’s not a lot, but he says the response has been great.


“I think the Laguiole and similar products from that region are brilliant, and I’d like to think that the Code-38 can sit among them as an equal,” he said. “In our world of cheap throwaway products, it’s just nice to use something that has been designed and made without consideration for just meeting a price point.”


April 2011
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Words, Words, Words

By FRANK J. PRIAL  


Every so often, it is meet and proper to once again examine a peculiar subgenre of the English language—and of the American language as well—that has flowered wildly in recent years, like some pulpy jungle plant. It’s called winespeak.


Winespeak is a branch (tendril?) of the mother tongue that seeks to render the sensory experiences triggered by wine into comprehensible words. You know—explain what it tastes like. Winespeak leans heavily on metaphor. Or is it analogy? Or both? Whatever.


A wine esthete pokes his sensitive beak into a glass of Champagne. Then, head thrown back, eyes closed and visage wreathed in an otherworldly smile, he incants: “I see—I see—yes, I see a young girl in white, barefooted, running across a vast green lawn, long hair flowing.” That’s metaphor. Another initiate sniffs a white wine of questionable provenance. “Broccoli,” he says, and tosses it out. That’s analogy.


Winespeak—modern winespeak—can be traced to the Gothic piles of Oxbridge, where, in the 19th century, certain dons, addled by claret, bested one another in tributes to the grape. There is, of course, a much older winespeak. Here from the Prophets is Joel 1:5, commenting, one suspects, either on an earlyclosing law or on a shortage of the nouveau Beaujolais of his time, when he cries, “Awake, ye drunkards, and weep; and howl, all ye drinkers of wine, because of the new wine; for it is cut off from your mouth.” Maybe it’s better in Aramaic.


The Oxbridge worthies, steeped in Homer and Tacitus, as well as Madeira, leaned on antiquity for their prose. It would be unfair to say that Bacchus and Dionysus were the Bartles and Jaymes of Magdalen and Christ Church in Victorian days, but I think you get my drift. Wines were forever reaching Parnassian, if not Olympian, heights, and a third-rate Médoc could transport even a red-brick lecturer in Greek to the Elysian Fields.


We Americans, not entirely convinced that anything happened before 1930, have little of either history or tradition on which to draw to describe a wine. There is, of course, an argument to be made that it’s inappropriate to summon up some lecherous Roman deity to illustrate a wine made by a 20-year-old Californian in a place where lately lettuce grew.


So we’re not erudite. We’re inventive, which is just as good. When a situation cries out for purple prose, we are not found wanting. Well, not usually. My friend Roger Yaseen, who is in investment banking but knows a bizarre turn of phrase when he sees it, offers the wine list from a restaurant called—sorry—Anotherthyme, in Durham, N.C. It’s an O.K. list; someone there knows wine. But, oh, the descriptions.


A 1979 Pol Roger is $35, and at Anotherthyme this is what you’re going to get for your money: “Frail lilies blessed with the permanence of granite. Fabulous, timeless vintage Champagne.” “Timeless vintage” is probably an oxymoron, but, after the lilies and the granite, oxymorons just don’t seem to matter.


The next Champagne, Dom Ruinart, has “exceptionally bright flavors and a stimulating spritz,” and drinking it, we are told, is “like pouring diamonds into a tulip.”


Krug’s Grande Cuvée has “mysticism, erudition and taste,” but what are they compared to Schramsberg’s 1981 Blanc de Noirs, a “glorious flesh-colored fluid.”


When it comes to simple white wines at Anotherthyme, I couldn’t decide between Château Guiraud’s Château “G,” “like cool wet sand under pearly seaside light,” or a Montagny Les Coeres from “the scrubby hillsides south of Beaune . . . whose lithe powerful body is insulated by soft tender curves.”


Tender curves are hard to pass up, but how could I ignore the Piesporter Hoffburger spätlese with its “Smirking beauty of fruit without pride.” No, really; that’s what it says.


A Fleurie, which is, after all, just a high-class Beaujolais, has “a texture like the sinful strokes of a feather boa,” and Chiroubles, another Beaujolais, at Anotherthyme is “Flashy Chiroubles, adored by cafe society Parisians, with Beaujolais’ renowned soft juiciness and a provocative nip.”


There is a white Graves, La Louvière, “whose sound architecture aptly frames its core of minerals which seems to have been mined from the bowels of the earth,” and there is a Gevrey-Chambertin that is “fathoms deep and as pleasingly prickly as a kitten’s tongue.”


There is a Firestone cabernet “juicy and ripe with a flexible spine,” a Franciscan merlot of “smooth soft body with ample underlying muscle,” and a Kalin pinot noir with “a woolly welcoming feel.” Along the way, one gets the feeling that Ben Jonson or John Marston, or even Gerard Manley Hopkins, 250 years later, would have loved this crazy imagery. After all, wasn’t it just a few years ago that some California fellow, actually a screenwriter seeking an honest dollar, became immortal describing some clunky big zinfandel as “a roller derby in the mouth?”


When it comes to adjectives, I prefer something a little drier myself. Still, I’d love to eat sometime at Anotherthyme. I wouldn’t be at all surprised to find Alice, the Mad Hatter and the Rabbit at the next table. And not drinking tea.


March 1987










Wine in Two Words

By ERIC ASIMOV  
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Illustration by Luke Lucas.




I’m not one to go overboard in describing the myriad aromas and flavors in a glass of wine. In fact, most of the gaudy descriptions found in tasting notes will not help a whit to understand the character of a bottle of wine or to anticipate the experience of drinking it.


While it may seem heretical to say, the more specific the description of a wine, the less useful information is actually transmitted. See for yourself. All you have to do is compare two reviewers’ notes for a single bottle: one critic’s ripe raspberry, white pepper and huckleberry is another’s sweet-and-sour cherries and spice box. What’s the solution? Well, if you feel the urgent need to know precisely what a wine is going to taste like before you sniff and swallow, forget it. Experience will give you a general idea, but fixating on exactitude is a fool’s errand. Two bottles of the same wine can taste different depending on when, where and with whom you open them.


Besides, the aromas and flavors of good wines can evolve over the course of 20 minutes in a glass. Perhaps they can be captured momentarily like fireflies in a child’s hands, yet reach for them again a minute later and—whiff!—they’re somewhere else.


But the general character of a wine: now, that’s another matter. A brief depiction of the salient overall features of a wine, like its weight, texture and the broad nature of its aromas and flavors, can be far more helpful in determining whether you will like that bottle than a thousand points of detail. In fact, consumers could be helped immeasurably if the entire lexicon of wine descriptors were boiled down to two words: sweet or savory.


These two simple words suggest the basic divide of all wines, the two grand categories that explain more about the essence of any bottle than the most florid, detailed analogies ever could. Just as important, thinking of wine in this more streamlined fashion is an efficient method for clarifying your own preferences.


First, though, let’s define our terms, beginning with sweet, one of the more alarming words to American wine drinkers. Alarming? Naturally. For years, the cliché in the wine trade has been, “Americans talk dry but drink sweet.” Some of the most popular American wines, like Kendall-Jackson Vintner Select chardonnay, are made with unannounced residual sugar in them.


But when I use the word “sweet,” I’m thinking not only of actual sugar in the wine, but also (more often) of the impression of sweetness. This impression can be provided by dominant fruit flavors and high concentrations of glycerol, a product of fermentation that is heavy, oily and slightly sweet.


Zinfandel, for example, is usually dry, but I would categorize it as sweet because of its intense fruitiness. I would also include plush, opulent California pinot noirs, many Châteauneuf-du-Papes from the ripe 2007 vintage, Côtes du Rhône from the 2009 vintage, Amarones and a number of Spanish reds.


Among whites I would classify as sweet are California chardonnays from the tutti-frutti school, with their tropical flavors and buttery notes, although the term does not fit leaner, more structured examples. Voluptuous viogniers, wherever they come from, typify sweet. Gewürztraminer and pinot gris, especially in their unctuous Alsatian modes, qualify, as do the more flowery torrontés from Argentina.


Savory wines, as you would imagine, are the ones that don’t leave the impression of sweetness. In fact, they may not taste like fruits at all, with the exception of citrus and possibly apple flavors, which are more acidic than sweet.


Fino sherries, especially manzanillas, are saline rather than sweet, for example. Good Muscadet and Sancerre? Chablis and other white Burgundies? They may offer suggestions of fruit flavors but they are far more likely to convey herbal or smoky flavors along with the stony, chalky, slate and flint qualities that come under the vague, all-encompassing term “mineral.”


Mineral flavors often go hand in hand with lively acidity. Indeed, many of the wines in the savory category also have a freshness that comes with acidity. Good examples of Soave and dry rieslings would also fit in.


Can reds be savory? Of course. In the world of tasting notes, good syrah wines from the northern Rhône Valley are often said to have aromas and flavors of herbs, olives and bacon fat—prime savory material. Yet if you pick the grapes riper and lavish the wine with oak, northern Rhône wines can become sweet. Australian shiraz and California syrahs are more in the sweet category, although some producers in both places make excellent savory examples. Young Riojas are more sweet than savory, but as they get older—especially old-school gran reservas—they turn smoky, spicy and almost leathery, savory for sure.


Naturally, generalizing like this is dangerous. Many categories of wine are too hard to consign to either sweet or savory, and anybody can offer exceptions and counterexamples. Often you have to go bottle by bottle and producer by producer to figure out where a wine fits. Commercial Beaujolais, for example, is often produced to amplify the fruitiness of the gamay grape, and so would be classified as sweet. But serious, small-production Beaujolais often shows more acidity and mineral flavors. The inherent fruitiness is there, but a fine Morgon or Moulinà-Vent? Arguably savory, but again, it depends on the producer.


Red Burgundy can also go both ways, especially when young. Good examples charm and seduce with their gorgeous, sweet perfumes, but the sweetness is often leavened with earthy mineral qualities. As good red Burgundies age, their savory side becomes more pronounced. Indeed, aging does bring out the savory elements in many wines.


How about Bordeaux? Classic Pauillac is renowned for flavors often described as currant, graphite and cigar box. To me, they are savory. Wines from the Right Bank, with their higher percentage of merlot, are harder to classify. They may have more fruit aromas, but they, too, often have an underlying mineral quality along with a purity of fruit.


Of course, a producer’s intent can completely change the character of a wine. The riper the grapes, the sweeter the juice, and the more likely the wine will end up on the sweet side, whether from Pauillac, St.-Émilion or anywhere else. Many sought-after Napa cabernets like Bryant Family are sweet, even as great counterexamples like Dominus and Mayacamas have pronounced savory elements.


Finally, let’s turn to German rieslings. Bottles with residual sugar would obviously seem to be sweet. Indeed, it would be perverse to classify sweet German rieslings as savory. Yet, I have to admit I’m tempted, especially by good Mosels, which, with their energy, taut acidic structure and penetrating minerality, can come across as exactly that.


But perhaps that’s going too far. I’ll leave it to you to decide. The point of this exercise, after all, is not so much to label every wine as one or the other, as it is to suggest a different, simpler way of thinking about these wines. And, perhaps, to help people make their own discoveries.


For example, if you like Australian shiraz, you might assume you would also like northern Rhône reds, as they’re made from the same grape. But the sweet-and-savory method would suggest a greater affinity for ripe Châteauneufdu-Papes—made from a blend of grapes rather than straight syrah, but bold and full of fruit like shirazes.


Or say you were partial to savory wines, and were faced with a selection of Brunello di Montalcinos, which can fall into both categories. Knowing your own preference would help you rule out those with amplified oak or sweet fruit in favor of those higher-acid, bitter cherry and spice flavors.


Of course, this scheme may not have an immediate practical application until more of us speak the same language. Only the rare wine shop or sommelier might respond to a request for a savory wine, and you might not want to ask anybody for a sweet wine, unless you are certain they know what you mean.


Some might object that I am dumbing down wine, but the reverse is true. Simplicity, as designers, cosmologists and philosophers know, is a virtue. As the writer Antoine de Saint-Exupéry once put it, “Perfection is reached not when there is nothing left to add, but when there is nothing left to take away.”


It’s One or the Other


All wines may be separated into two broad categories, sweet and savory, depending on the grapes, where they were grown and the intent and techniques of the producer. While there are many exceptions, and each wine should be evaluated individually, it’s possible to generalize by genre:


Sweet: Zinfandel, grenache, Amarone, commercial Beaujolais, California pinot noir, viognier, modern Barolo, Napa cabernet


Savory: Fino sherry, Muscadet, serious Beaujolais, white Burgundy, dry riesling, Rhône reds, old-school Barolo, extra brut Champagne


February 2011










Affairs to Remember

By FRANK J. PRIAL  


Wine drinking goes back at least 6,000 years. Wine writing probably began a year or two later.


The Sumerians wrote about wine; so did the Babylonians and the Egyptians. Then came Homer and his wine-dark sea. In our own epoch, the monks kept vineyard and vintage records at Cluny and the Clos de Vougeot, Pepys praised the “Ho-Bryan” he drank at the Pontac Head in London, and Jefferson, in Paris, reported on his trips to Bordeaux and Burgundy. But bookkeeping, diary entries and an ambassador’s reports are one thing. Celebrating wine as a cultural phenomenon is something else. The British seem to have invented it, along with port and sherry. Wine journalism is an even younger enterprise.


Which brings us to G. Selmer Fougner.


Never heard of him? Well, he was a journalist, and fame in that line of work is, as they say, fleeting. G. Selmer Fougner was probably New York’s first newspaper wine writer. From the end of Prohibition in 1933 until his death in 1941 he wrote a daily—yes, daily—wine column in The New York Sun. The column, called Along the Wine Trail, regularly ran to 3,000 words and was often longer. Fougner rarely confined himself to wine; he gossiped about New York restaurants, described special dinners in loving detail, provided long and complicated recipes and answered readers’ questions. He once estimated that he had replied to more than 300,000 mail queries during the eight years that he wrote the column.


After his death from a heart attack in April 1941, at the age of 56, The New York Times said in an obituary: “No research was too obscure in answering any question from readers interested in the history or validity of any fine point of eating or drinking.”


Fougner presented the classic image of a connoisseur of the good life. Portly, balding and always impeccably dressed, he was known as “The Baron” among friends and in the larger world of food and wine that was his daily beat. During the years that he wrote Along the Wine Trail, he founded or co-founded no less than 14 wine and food societies, most notably Les Amis d’Escoffier, named after the French chef Auguste Escoffier. He made it a point to preside at the society dinners that were the only reason the clubs existed.


He often said that The Sun started the column to instruct the public in the finer points of eating, and especially drinking, that had been lost during the years of Prohibition. He went further, judging culinary contests and advising on the training of waiters and bartenders. At the time of Repeal, he described New York as a gustatory wasteland, but in December 1940, four months before he died, he noted proudly that he needed an entire column just to list what he considered “the greatest gastronomic events of the year.”


A typical Fougner column, that of Feb. 21, 1940, begins, like many journalistic endeavors, with a lament about how hard the work is: “In one of the most strenuous weeks on record, so far as wining and dining activities are concerned, three dinners had to be cancelled owing to overcrowding of the Trail calendar.”


The most regrettable omission, he goes on to say, was a golden wedding celebration for an old friend at the Hotel Kentucky in Louisville. The dinners that prevented the Baron from dashing off to Louisville included “an extraordinarily brilliant” one at the Lotos Club that featured pressed duck and Château Latour 1923, a “rousing sendoff” aboard the Cuba Mail S.S. Oriente for a member of the Society of Restaurateurs, a wine-tasting lunch featuring Napa Valley wines made by the Christian Brothers, a Champagne tasting with the managing director of the St. Regis and a “great dinner staged by French Veterans of the World War” at the Hotel Pennsylvania for which he published the entire menu. (They drank a 1934 Sylvaner with the sole Marguery and Château Margaux 1928 with the poussin Pennsylvania.)


The rest of the column is an exchange with a reader from Larchmont, N.Y., who writes: “I have perfected a variation of your ‘Lord Botetourt Punch,’ ” offering it in exchange for “a set of directions for the making of Sherry-wine jelly.” Fougner supplies the reader’s version of the punch, which involves red wine, brandy, seltzer and fruit, then goes on to give the instructions for making the jelly.


In spite of his impressive food and wine credentials, Fougner listed himself in Who’s Who as a newspaperman. He was born in Chicago and came to New York to take a job as a reporter for The New York Herald in 1906. He later worked for The New York Press and joined The Sun in 1912. Shortly thereafter, The Sun sent him to London as chief correspondent and European manager. He covered World War I until 1917, when he returned to New York, joined the United States Treasury Department and handled publicity for Liberty Loans. He rejoined The Sun in 1920, left to do public relations and freelance writing, then went back to newspapering once again in 1931.


Accepted wisdom attributes America’s current interest in food and wine to tastes our troops acquired overseas in World War II, to easier travel and more leisure time in the postwar years and to the emergence of a new middle class with money to spend on luxuries. But the Fougner columns indicate that wine affairs, gourmet societies and a taste for the good life were part of the New York scene in the depths of the Depression.


February 1992










A Reporter’s Reporter

By FRANK J. PRIAL  


Pierre-Marie Doutrelant died earlier this year while jogging in the Bois de Boulogne, in Paris. He was 46 years old, left a wife and a couple of kids, and may have been the best wine journalist of our time.


Most of what you read on the subject is the work of wine writers. There are some good ones, but they are, for the most part, committed. One expects them to tell us nice things, and they rarely disappoint. Philosophically, wine writers are much alike; they vary only in degrees of felicitousness.


The reporter’s job is different, or should be. The reporter’s tools are an eye for detail and a supply of skepticism. He might love wine—no harm in that—but he should love a good story more. Here is Doutrelant quoting a Beaujolais public relations man: “‘We don’t bribe the papers, but we do have good journalist friends who never miss an opportunity to come see us when they’re in the neighborhood.’”


Or a government inspector on the illegal use of sugar to boost the alcoholic content of Beaujolais Villages: “‘If the law had been enforced in 1973 and 1974, at least a thousand producers would have been put out of business.’”


These unchauvinistic remarks were published in 1975, a time when hard reporting on wine was almost nonexistent in France. Food and wine scribes in La Belle France routinely cross the line, working as much for the industry as they do for the press. This kind of talk was sacrilegious.


Fifteen years ago, Doutrelant disclosed that many famous Champagne houses, when short of stock, bought bottled but unlabeled wine from cooperatives or one of the big private-label producers in the region, then sold it as their own. He explained how the growers of Côtes du Rhône planted mourvèdre and syrah, two low-yield grapes that give the wine finesse, strictly for the benefit of government inspectors. Then, when the inspectors left, they grafted cheap, high-yield vines—grenache and carignan—back onto the vines.


Pierre-Marie Doutrelant came from Hazebrouck, in the north, near Lille. He worked on a paper in Angers, then moved to Paris and Le Monde, where for eight years he covered politics, urban affairs and, now and then, wine. Some of his wine articles, including those mentioned above, appeared in his first book, Les Bons Vins et Les Autres (The Good Wines and the Others). His article in the book on Chablis is subtitled: “Or how the public authorities decided that the best way to combat fraud was to make its practice legal.”


He did politics for the weekly Le Nouvel Observateur, then moved to the weekly l’Express, where he took over the section called Portraits, a series of profiles he wrote on people in the news. According to another Paris journalist, Doutrelant was slated shortly to take over l’Express Paris, a sort of grown-up New York Magazine for the City of Light.


While he covered economics, politics, lifestyles and everything else from week to week, his not-so-secret passion was food and wine. His acerbic comments on the pompous three-star chefs appeared regularly in Cuisine & Vins de France and were compiled in his second book, La Bonne Cuisine et les Autres. Among the immortals he skewered like a brochette d’agneau was the great Paul Bocuse himself.


French reporters tell the story of Bocuse about to meet a journalist of whom he had never heard.


“Is he,” asked the master, nervously, “du genre Doutrelant?”—a Doutrelant type?


One of Doutrelant’s best pieces is a profile of the publicity-hungry Bernard Loiseau, a two-star chef and restaurateur at La Côte d’Or in Saulieu, on the northern edge of Burgundy. Not a few observers of the cutthroat world of bigtime French cooking credit—or blame—the Doutrelant profile for delaying Mr. Loiseau’s third Michelin star.


Mr. Loiseau, the spiritual heir of the great Alexandre Dumaine, who ran La Côte d’Or before World War II (and taught Bocuse), has come up with something he calls “la cuisine du vapeur”—steam cooking. The result, according to Pierre-Marie Doutrelant, is sauces that look and taste like water. He suggested that the money Mr. Loiseau invested in a heliport to lure fat Parisian cats—and impress the Michelin inspectors—might better have been spent on more substantial food.


Doutrelant was of the school of French reporters who came up in the 1960s, who were on the barricades in 1968, emotionally if not literally. They saw through the ossified political establishment the students hoped to bring down and the hypocrisy of the students themselves, who rioted on weekends and after exams. I don’t think I ever saw him wear a tie or, for that matter, a suit, even when, briefly, he wandered through the halls of this newspaper en route to the vineyards of California. Typically, the Napa Valley scene, half work and half chichi, amused more than it impressed him.


We never worked a wine story together. I saw him from time to time at political events, especially during the French presidential campaign in 1980. When the Socialists won, their headquarters in the upper-crust Rue Solferino became one big victory party. Pushing through the crowd, I suddenly came face to face with PierreMarie Doutrelant, his hair more disheveled than ever, his face crinkled into a huge smile that virtually closed his eyes.


There was no doubt where his sympathies lay. But his writing on those events was cool and detached. It was the same with wine. He even had some vines at his weekend place in the hauntingly lovely Gers. But that’s as far as it went. When he wrote, he was tough and uncompromising, be it on the Médoc or Mitterrand. For a reporter, that’s the way it’s supposed to be.
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A Beguiling Master of Food, Wine and Words

By FRANK J. PRIAL  


The first thing A. J. Liebling did on arriving in Paris in 1939 was to have lunch. “A wartime lunch,” he reported dismissively, “just marennes, PouillyFuissé, caille vendangeuse, and Grands-Échezeaux.”


Oysters, quail and two Burgundies; not a bad way to get started on a war.


Liebling wrote for The New Yorker from 1935 until his death in 1963. He wrote about New York, about combat, about boxing and the press. And, more or less en passant, he wrote continually about food and drink. With him, it was not just an academic subject.


“The first requisite for writing about food,” he insisted, “was having a good appetite.” He qualified. Berton Roueche, who joined The New Yorker some years after Liebling, recalled their first meeting:


“I was new and didn’t know anyone when he appeared in the door of my cubicle and said: ‘Hey, kid, you want to have lunch?’


“We went out to 44th Street, to the old Cortile. I don’t remember what I had, but he ordered two roast chickens and he ate them all. Even the bones.”


Abbott Joseph Liebling, for such was his full name, intoned descriptions of classic French dishes with the same reverence Thomas Wolfe reserved for the names of railroads. A lunch in Paris in 1955 “began with a truite au bleu—a live trout simply done to death in hot water, like a Roman emperor in his bath. It was served up with enough melted butter to thrombose a regiment of Paul Dudley Whites, and accompanied, as was right, by an Alsatian wine—a Lacrimae Sanctae Odiliae.”


There follows a brief digression involving that wine and a girl in Strasbourg. Then he returns to the lunch. “We had a magnificent daube provençale, because we were faithful to la cuisine bourgeoise, and then pintadeaux—young guinea hens, simply and tenderly roasted—with the first asparagus of the year, to show our fidelity to la cuisine classique.


“We had clarets with both courses—a Pétrus with the daube, a Cheval Blanc with the guineas.”


His companion had been “discounseled” on Burgundies by a small-minded physician. This gave Liebling momentary pause. He was reassured when the friend drank “a bottle and a half of Krug after luncheon.”


“We had three bottles between us,” he reported; “one to our loves, one to our countries, and one for symmetry, the last being on the house.”


The point here is not to do honor yet again to Liebling’s heroic gullet or to his unmatchable prose. They earned him the French Legion of Honor. It is instead to call attention to the fact that he wrote just as engagingly, as perceptively, about wine and liquor as he did about food.


His trenchermen, real and fictional, never fail to accompany their Lucullan meals with great wines, and they invariably work up to their feasts with a variety of other potions. In a memorable passage, Col. John R. Stingo, Liebling’s raffish muse and fictionalized boon companion who was featured regularly in his New Yorker writing, described one lunchtime itinerary of a turn-of-the century New Orleans newspaper editor named O’Malley. His “prandial relaxation,” Stingo related, began “at the bar of the St. Charles Hotel, where he had a three-bagger of Sazeracs,” moved on to Hyman’s bar on Common Street “where he increased his aperitif by four silver gin fizzes and after that over to Farbacher’s saloon on Royal where he had a schooner or two of Boston Club punch.”


After this workout, O’Malley strolled on to Antoine’s where he consumed an immense meal accompanied by “a magnum of Château La Mission-HautBrion of the year of the comet [1811],” a dipper of Calvados from a cask brought to Louisiana from Normandy in 1721, and an espresso fetched by the maître d’hôtel from “a dive operated by the Mafia.”


By his own admission and from the testimony of friends, it’s clear that Joe Liebling drank a great deal. Said Raymond Sokolov, in his biography Wayward Reporter (Harper & Row, 1980), “He was certainly never guilty of the bourgeois virtue of deferred gratification.”


George Bernard Shaw once characterized marriage as a remarkable institution because, he said, it combined the maximum temptation with the maximum opportunity. Much the same could be said of Paris in 1926, Liebling’s novitiate year as a trencherman and wine lover. At the Restaurant des Beaux-Arts on the rue of the same name, where he did much of his early training, the half-bottle of Tavel rosé that accompanied most of his meals cost about two cents.


On the days he was scheduled to pick up his remittance money at the Crédit Lyonnais across the river, he would stop first for lunch at the Beaux-Arts and move up to CôteRôtie or even Hermitage, either of which cost only a few cents more.


Liebling believed in the value of hardship in the development of the palate. When first he encountered great Burgundy, he was grateful for those days of Tavel rosé and other Rhône wines at the Beaux-Arts.


“Drinking Richebourg without this training,” he wrote, “would have been like a debutant prizefighter’s meeting Archie Moore in a feature bout; he would not be up to it and would never know what hit him.”


“Burgundy,” he said in one disquisition, “has the advantage of a clear, direct appeal, immediately pleasing and easy to comprehend on a primary level. This is a quality compatible with greatness. Shakespeare and Tolstoy, because more accessible, are not necessarily inferior to, say, Donne and Dostoyevsky.


“Burgundy thus has two publics: one (which it shares with Bordeaux) that likes it for its profound as well as its superficial qualities, and one that likes it only because it is easy to like.”


It was this double audience, he wrote in the mid-1950s, that was responsible for the outrageous prices of good Burgundy both in Paris and New York. “If you like both clarets and Burgundies,” he advised, “you can do as well with two dollars invested in a bottle of claret as with four dollars invested in Burgundy.”


Joe Liebling died in 1963. What would he have said of today’s wine market where the Richebourg he loved sells for $300 or more a bottle, and secondrate restaurants on both sides of the Atlantic demand $30 for a second-rate cru Beaujolais?


Liebling’s comments on wine were disarming and unpretentious. The business of florid wine description had not yet flowered in his time. “Hints of cigarbox,” “gobs of fruit,” “undertones of toasty oak,” and similar excesses had yet to become the lingua franca of cork sniffers. We can only guess at how Liebling would have handled such felonious assaults on the language he loved.


Not that Liebling couldn’t discuss an individual wine vividly and intelligently when the need arose. One night in 1955 in Paris, a guest salvaged a boring dinner in the boring 16th Arrondissement by producing two bottles of Veuve Clicquot 1919.


The 36-year-old Champagne, Liebling reported, “was tart without brashness—a refined but effective understatement of younger Champagnes, which run too much to rhetoric, at best. Even so,” he continued, “the force was all there, to judge from the two glasses that were a shade more than my share. The wine still had a discreet cordon—the ring of bubbles that forms inside the glass—and it had developed the color known as ‘partridge eye.’


“I have never seen a partridge’s eye because the bird, unlike woodcock, is served without the head, but the color the term indicates is that of serous blood or a maple leaf on the turn.” Liebling’s own taste in Champagne seemed to favor a house that has since apparently disappeared, Irroy, of Reims. On meeting a Parisian procurer who claimed to drink nothing but Champagne, the writer wondered whether the sweat he saw dripping from the man’s “fat ear” might taste like Irroy ’28.


Thrice married, usually broke, plagued by gout and increasingly frequent depression, Liebling’s own life was more troubled than his light-hearted reportage ever let on. His friends believed his eating and drinking to excess was in part a reaction to the reality of his life. Consuming fine French food and great vintages, he was the boulevardier, the flaneur, who passed through life effortlessly and with consummate grace.


By all accounts, his third marriage, to the writer Jean Stafford, was mostly a happy one. They spent time at his retreat in the Springs, on Long Island, where he gardened now and then and kept a respectable cellar. “He entertained on the grand scale,” said Philip Hamburger, the New Yorker writer. “He really relished being surrounded by people he liked and serving the best of food and drink. He was generous to a fault; he gave a lot more than he got.”


What he gave mostly was a body of journalism that remains fresh and deeply moving almost three decades after his death.


One last story. In Paris in the 1950s after a long absence, he discovered that a favorite restaurant had changed hands and that the legendary owner, a Madame G., was gone.


An friend related that she had fallen ill and retired.


“What is the matter with her?” Liebling demanded.


“I think,” the friend replied, “it was trying to read Simone de Beauvoir.”


January 1992










Man of the Left Who Put Wines to Right

By FRANK J. PRIAL  


When Edmund L. Penning-Rowsell died at his home in Oxfordshire, England, a generation of wine writers died with him.


At 88, Mr. Penning-Rowsell was the last of a group of English wine writers who came of age in the years after World War II and who combined the literary flair of scholars like Cyrus Redding and classicists like P. Morton Shand and George Saintsbury with the common touch of professional journalism and the reality of the marketplace.


He was the author of the definitive history of the Bordeaux wine trade, The Wines of Bordeaux, published in 1969 and reissued six times between then and 1990. For 23 years, he was a wine columnist for The Financial Times. For most of his life, he also wrote on wine for Country Life, a smaller publication that, to an extent, expressed his own lifelong affection for tweeds, dogs, tea by the fire and his unprepossessing home in the Cotswolds decorated in the William Morris style.


But the self-styled country squire was not always what he seemed. During the Depression years, when his father’s business went bankrupt, he was pulled out of his school, Marlborough College, and forced to find work rather than go on to Cambridge University as he had planned. The blow turned him into a committed socialist who refused to visit Spain under the Nationalists and, during World War II, got himself dismissed from an aircraft-factory job for trying to organize workers. Later in life, according to people who knew him well, one of his favorite phrases was “Speaking as a man of the Left,” often delivered while twirling a glass of rare old wine.


He joined The Morning Post in London in 1930. In 1935 he moved into publishing, a career he was to pursue, along with his growing wine interest, well into the 1950s. In England, many wine writers follow parallel careers in the wine industry. Mr. Penning-Rowsell joined the Wine Society, probably the first mailorder wine club, in 1937, and served as its president for many years. Like many of his contemporaries, he saw no conflict between promoting wines in his columns and selling them through the Wine Society.


His principal rival for wine-writing accolades was the late Cyril Ray, originally of The Manchester Guardian, a diminutive former foreign correspondent who had, among other feats, jumped into Germany with British paratroopers during the war. The two men were both Bordeaux enthusiasts. They were friends and shared the same birthday, March 16.


Mr. Penning-Rowsell was a familiar figure in Bordeaux, at vintage time and in early spring when a privileged few outsiders were invited to sample the newly fermented wines of the previous autumn. When England was Bordeaux’s most important market and he was one of two or three of England’s most important wine journalists, he was a favored and lavishly treated guest at many of the great chateaus, where everyone knew him as Eddie.


For a number of years, he regularly stayed at Château Mouton-Rothschild during the summer when the owner, Baron Philippe de Rothschild, was himself vacationing in Denmark or California. Having the Mouton cellar at his disposal was one of the more formidable perquisites of his work.


Mr. Penning-Rowsell’s first book was Red, White and Rosé (1967), the wine primer that is almost every wine writer’s rite of passage. In 1993, he published “Château Latour: The History of a Great Vineyard 1331–1992,” an edited and updated translation of a book first published in France. But his most important work was The Wines of Bordeaux, first printed by the Wine & Food Publishing Company and later by Penguin. Mr. Penning-Rowsell regularly attended the Hospice de Beaune auction each November in Burgundy, but he rarely displayed any serious interest in Burgundy wines.


By comparison, he reveled in the wines and history of Bordeaux. He knew, and reproduced in his book, the region’s total production in hectoliters in 1922, the opening price per tonneau of Château Pichon-Longueville in 1874 and the average monthly rainfall in millimeters for 1959. He tracked the wine purchases of the kings of England back almost a thousand years, reporting for example that in 1215 King John bought 120 tonneaus of Gascon wine “for his personal use.” A tonneau in the 13th century equaled about 1,200 modern bottles. In 1308, according to The Wines of Bordeaux, Edward II ordered 1,000 tonneaus of Bordeaux for his marriage to Isabella of France. “Quite a wedding!” wrote the man of the Left.


Not surprisingly, Mr. Penning-Rowsell’s own cellar was impressive and, aside from Champagne, almost exclusively Bordeaux. He particularly liked older wines and wines in large bottles. Writing in The Guardian last week, Michael Broadbent, for many years the head of Christie’s wine auction department, noted that Mr. Penning-Rowsell could appear stern and forbidding but was actually quite charming and extremely hospitable, lavishing Champagne upon his guests, as well as “extremely good bottles of claret—for he was, essentially, a claret man.”


And, to the end, apparently, a man of the Left. “Those who stayed the night,” Mr. Broadbent recalled, “and Eddie was pressing in this respect—not without reason after so much wine—were somewhat bemused to see at the breakfast table, alongside homemade bread, marmalade and The Times, a copy of The Morning Star, the only reminder of their host’s entrenched far-left views.”


Mr. Penning-Rowsell was invariably kind and helpful to me over the years. I hadn’t seen him for a long time. I would have enjoyed his comments on the invasion of Britain by Australian, New Zealand and American wines in recent years and the subsequent precipitous drop in the sales of Bordeaux. I think he would have recalled other times over the last 10 centuries when Bordeaux wines were out of favor in England and he would have confidently predicted their triumphant return.


March 2002










Pop Goes the Critic

By ERIC ASIMOV  


When the refined British wine writer Jancis Robinson joined the frenetic Gary Vaynerchuk last fall on his video blog Wine Library TV it was as if Helen Mirren had shown up on an episode of Dog the Bounty Hunter.


As Mr. Vaynerchuk began shouting his greeting into the camera as if he were hawking cap snafflers at three in the morning, the ever game Ms. Robinson could not help but look appalled. But she hung in there, and together they began tasting wine in the informal studio above Wine Library, his family’s wine shop in Springfield, N.J.


As they sniffed a 2006 Ridge Geyserville zinfandel, or “took a sniffy-sniff” in Mr. Vaynerchuk’s parlance, Ms. Robinson said she detected the aroma of violets. Mr. Vaynerchuk said it smelled “very candylike.”


Ms. Robinson grimaced.


“To me, candy is a negative thing,” she said. “Candy is something I get on cheap zinfandel.”


“In my mind,” he responded, “candy, you know, depending on the candy, for example, Big League Chew or Nerds, could be tremendous, whereas candy I don’t like, like Bazooka Joe bubble gum, could be a problem.”


Gracefully, Ms. Robinson changed the subject. But a significant audience in the wine world loves Mr. Vaynerchuk’s tune.


Ms. Robinson and her peers like Robert M. Parker Jr. and Wine Spectator may represent the apogee of the classic wine critic, issuing influential scores and opinions from on high as both arbiters and exemplars of the good life. But Mr. Vaynerchuk’s kid-in-a-candy-store approach may represent the future. Mr. Vaynerchuk, 33, has broken through class barriers in a way that no other critic has been able to, making wine a part of popular culture.


He’s appeared on Ellen DeGeneres’s show, and, on Conan O’Brien’s, in the guise of educating the host’s palate to wine terms like “sweaty,” “mineral” and “earthy,” he sniffed Mr. O’Brien’s armpit and persuaded him to chew an old sock, lick a rock and eat dirt (topped with shredded cigar tobacco and cherries).


“You’re an idiot!” Mr. O’Brien exclaimed.


Perhaps so, but Mr. Vaynerchuk now has a million-dollar 10-book contract with HarperStudio that will focus on wine and marketing. And the wine establishment, which initially saw Mr. Vaynerchuk as a retailer with a novelty act, is taking note. In its July issue, Decanter, the leading British wine magazine, anointed him No. 40 in its list of the 50 most powerful and influential people in the world of wine.


“His influence is less as a style dictator than as a new media pioneer, showing how things can and will be done,” said Ms. Robinson, who said she had pushed for his inclusion in the Decanter list.


Few people had ever heard of Mr. Vaynerchuk in early 2006, when he posted his first episode of Wine Library TV on the Wine Library Web site.


Before long his high-volume, hyper-enunciated delivery, sprinkled with bizarre tasting analogies and unlikely stream-of-consciousness departures, had earned him a rabid Internet following, along with ridicule from detractors in the audience. He was called a clown and the Human Infomercial, whose over-the-top style was dumbing down wine. Yet his fan base kept growing. He estimates his audience for each episode of Wine Library TV (he’s just recorded No. 733) at 90,000 people, and he has nearly 900,000 followers on Twitter.


The numbers have made Mr. Vaynerchuk not only a wine industry phenomenon but a social media superstar who’s being held up as a role model for using the tools of e-commerce to succeed in any business.


“Gary V. is a one-man social network,” said Paul Mabray, chief strategy officer for VinTank, a wine industry think tank and consultancy. “He has the ability to get other people to believe in his product, and act as a megaphone for his message, and he’s the only wine writer we’ve seen adopted by mass culture, like Ellen and Conan.”


His persona is as much about marketing as it is about wine. His first book, due out next month, is an entrepreneur’s self-help guide called Crush It. Future books, Mr. Vaynerchuk said, will focus on a combination of wine, marketing and building one’s personal brand.


He hopes to extend his marketing reach beyond wine and self-help books. With his younger brother, A. J., Mr. Vaynerchuk has started Vaynermedia, a marketing agency with a small list of high-profile clients like the New York Jets (Mr. Vaynerchuk is a huge fan) and Jalen Rose, a retired N.B.A. player turned commentator. Not surprisingly, the Jets are now among the most Twitter-happy N.F.L. teams.


For Mr. Vaynerchuk, it’s been a most unlikely journey. He was born in Belarus and immigrated to New Jersey as a child. His father, Sasha, ran a liquor store, while young Gary honed his entrepreneurial chops, selling baseball cards, he says, and franchising lemonade stands.


After graduating from Mount Ida College in Newton, Mass., Mr. Vaynerchuk took over his father’s shop, Shopper’s Discount Liquor, and rechristened it Wine Library, which he has built into what he says is a $60-million-a-year business.


Mr. Vaynerchuk might well have remained a successful but anonymous retailer, but in 2006 he initiated his video blog, Wine Library TV. From his first hesitant episodes, all of which are archived on the Wine Library TV website, Mr. Vaynerchuk quickly gathered steam, unleashing his frenzied delivery. He began wearing wristbands and calling his program “The Thunder Show a.k.a the Internet’s Most Passionate Wine Program.” He draped his minimalist set with action figures of wrestlers and superheroes, dubbed his audience Vayniacs, and bedecked his spit bucket with decals of his beloved New York Jets.


The unlovely ritual of wine tasting, with its swirling and sipping, punctuated with the slurping noise of air sucked through a wine-filled mouth and culminating in a swift discharge into a bucket, is few people’s idea of attractive television. But Mr. Vaynerchuk embraced the unattractive, showing utter disregard for production values.


“Many people who I respected were disappointed when I started Wine Library TV,” Mr. Vaynerchuk said in an interview one recent morning. “They thought I was dumbing down wine, but I always knew I was one of the biggest producers of new wine drinkers in the world, and people are realizing it now.”


Of course, such extravagant claims are impossible to establish, but Mr. Vaynerchuk’s audience on his Internet bulletin board certainly seems to have a higher percentage of novice wine drinkers than in the forums on either the Parker or Spectator Web sites.


While Mr. Vaynerchuk does not yet come close to Mr. Parker or the Spectator in his ability to move the wine market as a whole, his words do sell bottles. In an episode of Wine Library TV in February, Mr. Vaynerchuk raved about a Sonoma Coast pinot noir from Sojourn Cellars, a small producer.


“We took 500 e-mails and phone calls in 24 hours,” said Craig Haserot, an owner of Sojourn. “Nothing has put more people on our database and sold more wine than Wine Library TV, and it’s not even close.”


Mr. Vaynerchuk’s appeal is rooted in his undermining of the old-guard mantle of authority and detachment that wine critics of older generations like Ms. Robinson spent years trying to achieve. In many reviews, he seems to subvert the established vocabulary for describing wine.


He begins with the usual jargon, talking about nose and mid-palate, describing flavors like apricot, buttered popcorn and lilacs, as many wine writers do. But then he departs from the script, saying a wine smells like a sheep butt or that drinking it is like biting into an engine. He might improvise a dialogue with a bottle of riesling, and when he talked about another pinot noir from the Sonoma Coast, a 2006 Kanzler, he seemingly went off the deep end in describing its flavor:


“You hit a deer, you pull off to the side of the road, then you stab the deer with a knife, cut it, and bite that venison, and put a little black pepper and strawberries on it and eat it, like a mean, awful human being. That’s what this tastes like.”


Audiences love it.


“I immediately identified with his passion and enthusiasm,” said Dale Cruse, a Web designer and wine blogger who started watching early on. “But I think it’s worth noting that passion and enthusiasm isn’t going to get you very far in the wine world without some knowledge to back it up.”


Indeed, Mr. Vaynerchuk does know his Pommards from his Pomerols, and he clearly loves wine and wants his audience to love wine, too.


“My mission is to build wine self-esteem in this country,” he said. “I want people to know their palate is a snowflake. We all like different things. Why should we all have the same taste in wines?”


Mr. Vaynerchuk’s own taste is very hard to pin down. He will say that his palate is very different from most people’s, and that given a choice between eating a bowl of fruit and a bowl of vegetables, he’ll choose the vegetables every time. He rails against “the oak monster,” which can make many wines taste like two-byfours. He freely acknowledges that his palate has changed over the years, away from big fruity wines to more subtle ones, and said he expected his tastes to continue to change.


While Mr. Vaynerchuk has been lauded for making wine more accessible to younger people through his populist vocabulary, the real achievement of Wine Library TV has been to break down the barriers around the omniscient wine critic handing down thoughts from the mountaintop, and to include the audience in the critical process. As Mr. Vaynerchuk tastes and spits, his brain is seemingly on display as it begins to churn and the words emerge unfiltered from his mouth.


“My natural inclination to be improv rather than an educated character serves me well,” he said.


While Mr. Vaynerchuk has done well bringing wine to a wider audience, he’s done even better using wine to market himself. For now, he is looking ahead to new ventures, including the leap to Internet marketing guru. With his new company, Vaynermedia, he wants to market commercial products, people, teams and even sports like boxing.


“It’s about stories,” he said. “If I can tell the story to America, whether it’s riesling or a boxer from Harlem, it will sell.”


He pauses. “I know on my gravestone it’s going to be, ‘Storyteller.’”


September 2009










Bronx Cheer of a Wine Guide

By WILLIAM GRIMES  


With The Wine Avenger (Simon & Schuster, $11), Willie Gluckstern establishes himself as the bleacher bum of wine writers. Mr. Gluckstern, a wine teacher and the wine buyer for Nancy’s Wines in Manhattan, looks at a bottle of wine the same way the sun-and-beer-addled guy in the centerfield seats looks at the heart of the Marlins lineup: These guys call themselves baseball players? They make how much? You’ve got to be kidding.


The Wine Avenger, a slim paperback, promises to transform the reader into “a wine-food genius” in one hour. It doesn’t. What it does is to deliver, in a highly entertaining way, randomly clustered opinions, tips, observations and explanations.


Mr. Gluckstern doesn’t have likes and dislikes. He has mad love affairs and Balkan-style blood feuds.


Mr. Gluckstern hates chardonnay. It is, in his view, overhyped, overpriced and overoaked. Only Chablis escapes his wrath. As for merlot, don’t get him started. American sauvignon blanc he dismisses as “acid-deficient and aromatically bizarre.” Australian sauvignon blanc “is for mutants.” He likes sulfites and heaps contumely on the super-Tuscans.


It’s not just the wines. Mr. Gluckstern regards wine writers, winemakers, wine merchants and restaurant owners as an oppressor class with their jackboots firmly poised on the throat of the customer. He doesn’t have a very high opinion of most customers either, come to think of it. They’re idiots for not recognizing the sublime perfection of riesling, the world’s greatest grape.


Mr. Gluckstern, who excels at concise, vivid sensory descriptions—wine aromas, he writes, can range from “nectar-dripping orchids in a Tahitian paradise to the feral stink of a sun-warmed manure pile”—mounts a convincing case for his favorites. He does tend to go on about riesling, but he argues brilliantly for the virtues of a crisp, acidic, citrusy chenin blanc from the Loire, with its “earthy, green-leaf flavor,” over almost any chardonnay.


Unlike many other wine writers, Mr. Gluckstern cannot think about wine without thinking about food, and his policy on matching the two is firm. The big bruisers that win the big prizes at wine competitions he regards as the natural enemies of all but the richest foods. For the meals that most mortals eat most of the time, he puts his money on high-acid, medium-bodied wines like sauvignon blanc (from France and New Zealand only, please), cabernet franc, barbera, gamay and pinot noir.


It’s the “sharp crack of acidity,” he argues, that gets the salivary glands working and brings flavors on the plate alive. “I have come to believe that a well-made $10 or $12 Saumur-Champigny—with its medium weight, ripe piquant fruit and delicate herbal finish—must be, dollar for dollar, the best of all possible red wines for food,” he writes. A hefty section of the book is devoted to matching wines and cuisines.


Some of The Wine Avenger is useless filler. Is there a human left on the planet who does not know that a wine glass should be held by the stem or base, and not the bowl? And why insist that readers learn to call pinot noir “pinot” if they want to pass as experts? No one cares.


The real point of The Wine Avenger is the opinions, and Mr. Gluckstern is full of them. If you don’t agree, tough. You’re probably just the kind of “palate-dead homunculus” who would like a chardonnay “Dengue Vineyard” Reserve Lot 3 Cuvée Louise Shmenge.


August 1998
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Talk Dirt to Me

By HAROLD MC GEE AND DANIEL PATTERSON  


It’s hard to have a conversation about wine these days without hearing the French word “terroir.” Derived from a Latin root meaning “earth,” terroir describes the relationship between a wine and the specific place that it comes from. For example, many will say the characteristic minerality of wines from Chablis comes from the limestone beds beneath the vineyards (although, when pressed, they generally admit that they’ve never actually tasted limestone). The idea that one can taste the earth in a wine is appealing, a welcome link to nature and place in a delocalized world; it has also become a rallying cry in an increasingly sharp debate over the direction of modern winemaking. The trouble is, it’s not true.


When terroir was first associated with wine, in the 17th-century phrase “goût de terroir” (literally, “taste of the earth”), it was not intended as a compliment. Its meaning began to change in 1831, when Dr. Morelot, a wealthy landowner in Burgundy, observed in his “Statistique de la Vigne Dans le Département de la Côte-d’Or” that all of the wineries in Burgundy made wine essentially the same way, so the reason some tasted better than others must be due to the terroir—specifically, the substrata underneath the topsoil of a vineyard. Wine, he claimed, derived its flavor from the site’s geology: in essence, from rocks.


In recent years, the concept that one can taste rocks and soil in a wine has become popular with wine writers, importers and sommeliers. “Wines express their source with exquisite definition,” asserts Matt Kramer in his book Making Sense of Wine. “They allow us to eavesdrop on the murmurings of the earth.” Of a California vineyard’s highly regarded chardonnays, he writes, there is “a powerful flavor of the soil: the limestone speaks.” The sommelier Paul Grieco, in his wine list at Hearth in New York, writes of rieslings that “the glory of the varietal is in its transparency, its ability to truly reflect the soil in which it is grown.” In his February newsletter, Kermit Lynch, one of the most respected importers of French wine, returns repeatedly to the stony flavors in various white wines from a “terroirist” winemaker in Alsace: “When he speaks of a granitic soil, the wine in your glass tastes of it.”


If you ask a hundred people about the meaning of terroir, they’ll give you a hundred definitions, which can be as literal as tasting limestone or as metaphorical as a feeling. Terroir flavors are generally characterized as earthiness and minerality. On the other hand, wines with flavors of berries or tropical fruits and little or no minerality are therefore assumed not to have as clear a connection to the earth, which means they could have come from anywhere, and are thought to bear the mark of human intervention.


If this seems confusing—especially given that wine is made from fruit—it gets worse when you ask winemakers about how to get the flavors from the rocks into the glass. According to them, a good expression of terroir requires more work in the vineyards, or possibly less; it’s the hotter climate in California that leads to its high-alcohol, fruit-forward, terroir-less style, or possibly not; even the oft-heard contention that a winemaker must “work with what the vines give you” is contradicted by Ales Kristancic of Movia winery, whose family has been making wines from vineyards on the Italy-Slovenia border for hundreds of years. “Plants need to understand what the winemaker wants,” Kristancic says. “Only a winery with great tradition can make great vineyards.”


Since there’s so little consensus among winemakers about how to foster the expression of place—what Matt Kramer calls “somewhereness”—in their wines, what are our wine experts tasting? How can a place or a soil express itself through wine? Does terroir really exist?


Yes, but the effects of a place on a wine are far more complex than simply tasting the earth beneath the vine. Great wines are produced on many different soil types, from limestone to granite to clay, in places where the vines get just enough water and nourishment from the soil to grow without deficiencies and where the climate allows the grapes to ripen slowly but fully. It’s also true that different soils can elicit different flavors from the same grape. Researchers in Spain recently compared wines from the same clone of grenache grafted on the same rootstock, harvested and vinified in exactly the same way, but grown in two vineyards 1,600 feet apart, one with a soil significantly richer in potassium, calcium and nitrogen. The wines from the mineral-rich soil were higher in apparent density, alcohol and ripe-raisiny aromas; wines from the poorer soil were higher in acid, astringency and applelike aromas. The different soils produced different flavors, but they were flavors of fruit and of the yeast fermentation. What about the flavors of soil and granite and limestone that wine experts describe as minerality—a term oddly missing from most formal treatises on wine flavor? Do they really go straight from the earth to the wine to the discerning palate?


No.


Consider the grapevine growing in the earth. It takes in elemental, inert materials from the planet—air and water and minerals—and, using energy captured from sunlight, turns them into a living, growing organism. It doesn’t just accumulate the earth’s materials. It transforms them into the sugars, acids, aromas, tannins, pigments and dozens of other molecules that make grapes and wine delicious.


“Plants don’t really interact with rocks,” explains Mark Matthews, a plant physiologist at the University of California, Davis, who studies vines. “They interact with the soil, which is a mixture of broken-down rock and organic matter. And plant roots are selective. They don’t absorb whatever’s there in the soil and send it to the fruit. If they did, fruits would taste like dirt.” He continues, “Any minerals from the solid rock that vine roots do absorb—sodium, potassium, calcium, magnesium, iron, a handful of others—have to be dissolved first in the soil moisture. Most of them are essential nutrients, and they mainly affect how well the plant as a whole grows.”


Most of the earthy and mineral aromas and flavors that we detect in wine actually come from the interaction of the grape and yeast. Yeasts metabolize the grape sugars into alcohol, along the way freeing up and spinning off the dozens of aromatic chemicals that make wine more than just alcoholic grape juice. It’s because of the yeasts that we can catch whiffs of tropical fruits, grilled meats, toasted bread and other things that have never been anywhere near the grapes or the wine. The list of evocative yeast products includes an organic sulfur molecule that can give sauvignon blancs a “flinty” aroma. And there are minor yeasts that create molecules called volatile phenols, whose earthy, smoky flavors have nothing to do with the soil but are suggestive of it, especially in wines from the southern Rhône.


Grape minerals and mineral flavors are also strongly influenced by the grower and winemaker. When a vineyard is planted, the vine type, spacing and orientation are just a few of many important decisions. Growers control the plant growth in myriad ways, such as pruning, canopy management or, most obviously, irrigating and replenishing the soil with manures or chemical fertilizers. The winemaker then makes hundreds of choices that affect wine flavor, beginning with the ripeness at which the grapes are harvested, and can change the mineral content by using metal equipment, concrete fermentation tanks or clarifying agents made from bentonite clay. Jamie Goode, a British plant biologist turned wine writer, describes in his superbly lucid book Wine Science how techniques that minimize the wine’s contact with oxygen can increase the levels of sulfur compounds that may be mistaken for “mineral” character from the soil.


So, if vines absorb only rock that is dissolved in water, if grape and wine minerals are not a reflection of the rocks’ minerals, and if earthy aromas in wine come from microbes and not the earth, do soil minerals have any real role in wine flavor?


Hildegarde Heymann, a sensory scientist at U.C. Davis, is skeptical about the usefulness of the terms “terroir” and “minerality” as they’re used today. But she is intrigued by “minerality.” “People who talk about minerality are describing something they perceive that’s hard to grab on to,” she says. “My guess is that it’s a composite perception, something like ‘creaminess’ in dairy foods. ‘Minerality’ might be a way of describing a combination of complexity, balance and a substantial body. We do know that mineral ions can affect wine flavor by affecting acidity, chemical reaction rates and the volatility of aromas. And we’re just now looking at whether they can affect the body of wine, its ‘mouthfeel.’ They might.”


It’s possible, then, that soil minerals may affect wine flavor indirectly, by reacting with other grape and yeast substances that produce flavor and tactile sensations, or by altering the production of flavor compounds as the grape matures on the vine.


The place where grapes are grown clearly affects the wine that is made from them, but it’s not a straightforward matter of tasting the earth. If the earth “speaks” through wine, it’s only after its murmurings have been translated into a very different language, the chemistry of the living grape and microbe. We don’t taste a place in a wine. We taste a wine from a place—the special qualities that a place enables grapes and yeasts to express, aided and abetted by the grower and winemaker.


In the years following Dr. Morelot’s missive on terroir, the quality of a wine became synonymous with the quality of the vineyard where it originated. This meant the value of that wine was tied to the land instead of to the winemaker, which allowed it to be handed down from generation to generation. The French went on to codify their vineyards into legal appellations, creating gradations within those appellations that demarcated clear levels of quality (grand cru, first growth and so on), the economic effects of which are felt to this day. Given that it was landowners who benefited most, the commonly held idea of terroir—wine as proxy for a piece of dirt—looks a lot like one of the longest-running, most successful marketing campaigns of the modern era.


Today, it’s easy to ascribe all this terroir talk to commerce, to the European reaction to California’s recent rise in viniculture status. It’s been suggested that terroir is just the Old World saying to the New: It’s the land, stupid—we have it and you don’t. But that doesn’t explain why so many Americans have embraced the concept with near-religious zeal. To paraphrase the great French wine historian Roger Dion, why have so many brilliant and passionate wine professionals been so eager to attribute solely to nature what is actually the result of hard work by talented winemakers?


The answer lies in the complex relationship between tradition, culture and taste. Those wine professionals have all spent vast amounts of time and energy learning what traditional European wines taste like, region by region, winery by winery, vineyard by vineyard. The version of terroir that many of them hold is that those wines taste the way they do because of the enduring natural setting, i.e., the rocks and soil. These wines taste the way they do because people have chosen to emphasize flavors that please them.


The pioneering French enologist Émile Peynaud wrote nearly 25 years ago: “I cannot agree with the view that ‘one accepts human intervention (in vinification) as long as it allows the natural characteristics to remain intact,’ since it is precisely human intervention which has created and highlighted these so-called natural characteristics!” Modern European views of terroir recognize that typical local flavors are the creation of generations of growers and winemakers, shaping the vineyard and fine-tuning the fermentation to make what they feel are the best wines possible in their place. Typical flavors are expressions not of nature but of culture.


But culture, unlike nature, isn’t static. It evolves in response to shifting tastes and technological advances. Over the past 30 years, the staid world of European winemaking has been roiled by an influx of American consumers, led by their apostle, the writer Robert Parker. In his reviews, Parker has brushed aside the traditional practice of judging wine according to historical context (that is, how it should taste), focusing instead on what’s in the bottle. His preference for hugely concentrated, fruit-forward wines—the antithesis of distinctive, diverse terroir wines—has dramatically changed the economic landscape of the wine industry. Throughout the world, more and more winemakers are making wine in the style that Parker prefers, even in Europe, where this means abandoning distinctive local styles that had evolved over centuries. “Somewhereness” is being replaced by “anywhereness.”


The simplistic idea of terroir as a direct expression of nature has become a rhetorical weapon in the fight against this trend. Kristancic—who interrupted our interview to raise his fists and shout to the heavens, “They’re ruining wine!”—sees an advancing wave of homogenization that will eventually turn wine into a soulless, deracinated commodity. Like many others, he is afraid of losing what is special about the traditional role of wine in human life, its way of connecting people to the land and to one another. Conjuring granite in Alsatian rieslings and limestone in Chablis puts that connection to the land right in the bottle, ours for the tasting.


If rocks were the key to the flavor of “somewhereness,” then it would be simple to counterfeit terroir with a few mineral saltshakers. But the essence of wine is more elusive than that, and far richer. Scientists and historians continue to illuminate what Peynaud described as the “dual communion” represented by wine: “on the one hand with nature and the soil, through the mystery of plant growth and the miracle of fermentation, and on the other with man, who wanted wine and who was able to make it by means of knowledge, hard work, patience, care and love.” “Somewhereness” is given its meaning by “someoneness”: in our time, by the terroirists who are working hard to discover and capture in a bottle the difference that place can make.
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A Short Course in Wine Tactics

By FRANK J. PRIAL  


It seems that everyone wants to learn something about wine these days. Not necessarily to drink it, but to learn about it. There are wine schools cropping up all around. Adult education centers offer wine courses, restaurants have them too. Even conservative universities, nervous about their dwindling enrollments, are coming up with wine courses. Tasting groups are everywhere and wine books are appearing at a rate of one a month. Some fanatics go all the way and take up enology. Others get jobs in wineries. Some prefer hands-on experience, which they gather in a succession of bars.


Unfortunately, these methods all take time. They won’t save you from a dull evening when you discover you’re having dinner with some alleged wine experts tomorrow night. Most other monomaniacs—the tennis bore, the stock market bore, the hi-fi bore—can be handled. The wine expert is tough. After all, the stuff is inescapable; it’s right there on the table in front of you, ready to be opened, perchance to be decanted, to be swirled, sniffed and sipped until you’re ready to go right through the wall.


Pleading ignorance is not only cowardly, it’s bad tactics. To the committed wine bore, particularly if he is the host, the wine clod is a gift from heaven: a new audience, a possible convert. It’s fire with fire, or nothing.


Here, then, is a short course in wine tactics. If you think it’s going to get you into the Chevaliers du Tastevin, forget it. It won’t even save you from being ripped off in your favorite liquor store. The sole purpose of the following information is to cover your ignorance in polite company.


The expertise offered here consists of a selection of simple words and phrases, all in the mother tongue. This meant eliminating some key terms in the wine experts vocabulary, such as “Mon Dieu,” “yech” and “feh”—but how much better to start off modestly.


The most important of these phrases is this: “It dies on the middle palate.” Yes. Now repeat it six times. What does it mean? What’s the difference what it means? Just say it when the supercilious host asks your opinion. With a bit of practice you can begin building sentences based on this phrase. For example, start with: “Superb, but—” Or you may wish to add, “but it finishes well.”


This is the total wine put-down. Your host will have reverted back to sloe gin fizzes by 10 a.m. the next day. After all, even Philippe de Rothschild can’t argue with your middle palate.


Then there is the word “bramble.” Do you know what a bramble is? It’s a bush, right? Do you know what a bramble tastes like? Of course not: who eats bushes? Nevertheless, that’s what you’re going to say, if the wine is red. “It has a real bramble taste; yes, sir, a real bramble taste.” Don’t worry. It appears on a dozen different California wine labels and it’s a safe bet those guys don’t know what it means, either. For sure, your host doesn’t.


To carry this kind of thing off you must dance and feint; never let ’em lay a glove on you. Don’t start out calling a wine “oaky,” even if you do have a vague idea of what you’re talking about. The wine expert will hit you with “American oak or Yugoslavian oak?” He is piqued by now because the rest of the party has turned to you, impressed by your incomprehensible jargon.


More terminology: “cab,” “zin” and “chard.” These are three embarrassing little abbreviations much favored by California wine cultists. They stand for, of course, cabernet sauvignon, zinfandel and chardonnay, and are employed thus: “We had a tasting of 20 zins and every one of them was really super.” Or: “He’s an O.K. winemaker but there’s too much oak in his cab and not enough in his chard.” Most Californians can’t stand “chard” either, but it does crop up now and then when they talk.


“Chewy” and “fat”: These, you should be aware, are legitimate descriptive adjectives in some wine circles. They can be condoned—maybe—because more often than not they are used to convey some sense of wines that are truly indescribable: overpowering red wines that have too much of everything in them but restraint. The kind of wines one finds described as “big, fat, chewy monsters; can be laid down for decades but are perfectly good for drinking right now.”


Nose. As in: “The nose is very forward.” Bouquet and aroma are two different things where wine is concerned but you need not concern yourself with them. “Nose” is a synonym for smell—and the only acceptable substitute. You can say the wine has a lovely nose or a peculiar nose or even a nonexistent nose. The polite way to say that the wine smells terrible is to remark that it has “an off-nose.”


Body. As in: “This wine has excellent body.” Note: never say “This wine has an excellent body.” That would be gauche. Although someone once got away with—in fact became immortal by—saying of a wine that “it had narrow shoulders but very broad hips.” Body simply refers to the substance of a wine.


Wine also has legs. This is determined by swirling a partly filled glass of red wine and waiting for it to settle. If the glass is clear and clean and the wine any good at all, you should be able to see colorless lines still making their way down the inside of the glass. These are called legs, obviously in keeping with our obsessive desire to equate wine with the human body.


The Germans are a bit more elegant on this one. They call the “legs” kirchenfenster, or church windows, because as the lines come down the sides of the glass they form nearly perfect Gothic arches.


Short. As in: “The wine is pleasant enough but I find it a bit short.” This is actually a useful term. It simply means that the taste of the wine does not linger in your mouth. This phenomenon is also referred to as a short finish. A wine whose taste lingers is said, naturally enough, to have a long finish.


You’re now ready to handle “oak.” As in: “Thank God Mondavi is no longer obsessed with oak.” Oak is the taste imparted to wine by the oak barrels in which it is sometimes stored. Enthusiasts argue over oak the way bears fight over territory, but at the moment oak is mostly out in wine circles. Unless, of course, it’s subtle oak.


Oak, like short finish and long finish, is a tricky term. You’d better have some idea of what you’re talking about when you use it. There is nothing a wine bully likes better than to be able to say to someone who has just pronounced a wine oaky than: “Sorry, but this one was fermented and aged in stainless steel. It’s never seen wood.”


Alcohol. As in: “What’s the alcohol in this stuff?” This is an excellent phrase because it implies that you know what alcohol content means. A table wine that has close to 14 percent alcohol by volume is going to give you a headache if you drink too much and it’s probably too strong to go with your meal. But you don’t have to know this. Merely posing the question will evoke some response from your host. All you need do is nod, knowingly.


pH. As in: “What’s the pH in this stuff?” This term is even better than alcohol because nobody understands it. It has something to do with the intensity of the acid in a wine. Low pH means more intensity, high pH means less. Low would be around 2.85; high would be around 4.


These, then, are just a few of the words and phrases that wine people live by, words and phrases that you can master and use to your benefit without knowing muscatel from Muscadet, or Romanée-Conti from Ripple. It’s wrong, probably, to advocate such brazen chicanery, but it will serve to give you breathing time if you choose to really learn something about wine. Also it will get you off unscathed if you choose never to mention or even think about wine again. And, too, as you begin to hear other people using these terms, you will come to realize how many of them know almost nothing about wine either.
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Rolling Out Those Chewy Behemoths

By FRANK J. PRIAL  


In a series of articles in The New Yorker beginning in the mid-1930s, the writer Frank Sullivan set out to do battle with the inane and the banal in popular writing. He created a cliché expert, Mr. Arbuthnot, and made him the scourge of triteness.


Mr. Arbuthnot turned up intermittently in the magazine into the 1950s, well before wine writers began to impose themselves on the reading public. Because they are everywhere now, it seemed appropriate to resurrect Mr. Arbuthnot and query him about wine and writing.


Q. Mr. Arbuthnot, do you consider yourself a wine expert?


A. No, I am a cliché expert, but I have looked into the literature and have concluded that my expertise is needed even if I can’t distinguish a Bordeaux from a Burgundy.


Q. How so?


A. Let me start with the word “nose.” Poking into current wine literature, I found “brilliant” noses, “subtle” noses, “off” noses and “troubling” noses. Some wines, I learned, are said to have memorable noses while others, it is claimed, have no noses at all.


I quickly determined that a wine’s “nose” is not a gross physical appendage but its bouquet or aroma. Even so, constant repetition has made a cliché of the word, one of the worst sort because constant use has debased it into argot.


Q. Are there other wine words that upset you as strongly?


A. Indeed there are—if you can call them words. I refer to “chard,” “cab” and “zin,” nicknames as it were for important grapes. Are the words “chardonnay,” “cabernet” and “zinfandel” so difficult to pronounce? Did Baron Rothschild ask, “How much cab have you planted?” when he bought Château Lafite? Is the great white wine of Le Montrachet actually derived from something called chard?


Q. You have forgotten zinfandel.


A. No, it warrants special consideration. The zinfandel appears to be a fine, robust grape that lacks some of the charm of cabernet and chardonnay. For this it has suffered a worse fate than either of them. Its often obstreperous fans delight in referring to it as “zinful” and joke about “mortal zin.”


Q. Anything besides wine books you find troubling?


A. The worst offenders are often the winemakers themselves and their spokesmen. They no longer make wine, they “craft” it. “We craft our wines,” they write, or “these wines were crafted,” or, worse still, “hand-crafted.” How else would you “craft” something than with your hands?


From what I gather, winemaking has become a high-tech (another cliché) process and, as the procedure becomes more complex, the language describing it becomes more fanciful.


I found, too, a phrase borrowed from the business world: “roll out.” A new wine is no longer introduced, offered or announced; it is rolled out, like an 18-wheel truck. The phrase has nothing to do with barrels, which of course, can be rolled around in a wine cellar. It refers to new airplanes being rolled out of the hangars where they were built to go on display. Does one “roll out” a delicate wine? I hope not.


Q. What about the wines that aren’t delicate?


A. Some, it would seem, are anything but. They are “behemoths,” “mammoth,” “stupendous, large-scale, full-throttle” and “blockbusters.” They may have “husky mouthfeel” and can display “massive quantities of fruit, glycerin and alcohol.” They can be, as one writer described a California cabernet: “Opulent, as well as tannic, with huge chocolaty, roasted herbs, cassis aromas, magnificent flavor concentration, a big graceful richness on the palate and stunningly focused components that coat the palate with viscous flavors and superlative purity of flavor.” All that and “food-friendly” too?


Q. And what about Champagne?


A. Some writers refer to all sparkling wines rather childishly as “fizzies,” others desperate for another word for Champagne use “bubble” as a noun, as in “a bottle of the bubbly.” But the most overworked Champagne cliché is “vintage.” Once, vintage Champagnes—wines from a single harvest—were rare. Blends from two, three or more years were the norm. Now almost every year is a vintage year, and the term “vintage Champagne” has become mostly a cliché.


Q. Dare I ask for your closing thoughts?


A. My brief exploration into the wine world leads me to believe there are almost as many clichés as there are wines.


There are catch phrases that are also clichés. Like “excellent value for everyday drinking” or “perfect now but will last 10 years or more” or “great wines begin in the vineyard.”


And lest you think hackneyed stuff is all of recent vintage, here, from Alexis Bespaloff’s Fireside Book of Wine, is the legendary André Simon, writing in the 1930s on a 1905 Margaux: “The 1905 was simply delightful; fresh, sweet and charming, a girl of 15, who is already a great artist, coming on tiptoes and curtseying herself out with childish grace and laughing blue eyes.”


Q. Thank you, Mr. Arbuthnot and do come back. With wine clichés, it appears that we’ve only scratched the surface.
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Guessing Games

By FRANK J. PRIAL  


Someone once asked Harry Waugh, the grand old man of the English wine trade, how long it had been since he’d mistaken a Bordeaux wine for a Burgundy. “Not since lunch,” he replied.


No single part of wine lore is more beset by myth and misinformation than the vague area of wine tasting. Fiction is filled with stories about legendary feats of wine detection. At some climactic point, while the rest of the characters hold their breath and the tension is almost painful, the hero, brow furrowed and eyes closed in concentration, swirls his glass a bit and says: “I may be wrong, but I’d say this is a ’64 Bordeaux and, because it’s a bit light, it was probably one of the chateaux that picked during the awful rain that year. Because of the water, there isn’t much body, but the structure is there and the elegance one finds only in Pauillac. I’d say it’s the 1964 Château Pontet-Canet.” And, of course, it is. In the story, anyway.


Bordeaux wine people play these games from time to time, but only among themselves, because they know the reality of wine tasting. One can pull off astonishing feats of detective work one day and not recognize one’s own wine the next.


There are certain things an expert can do. In a now-famous profile of Alexis Lichine, the late Joseph Wechsberg recounted how, on a dare, Mr. Lichine took a glass of wine, tasted it, smelled it, tasted it again and then guessed, correctly, that it was Château Lascombes 1928. Mr. Lichine had an advantage: he once headed a group that owned Lascombes and knew its wines well. But wine guessing is a psychological exercise as much as anything else. Mr. Lichine admitted later that he spent as much time trying to figure out what his host would have been inclined to serve him and what wines he would be unlikely to use. In fact, the process of elimination is probably the most important part of the game.


Not long ago, at a lunch at the “21” Club in New York, the young sommelier, Matthew Siegel, offered us a glass of what he called a mystery wine. We were drinking a 1979 Mercurey, Faively’s Clos des Myglands, at the time. The mystery wine was darker, almost smoky and enormously concentrated. I guessed it to be a Rhône wine, a very fine Rioja, or one of the new California wines made in the Rhône style from Rhône grapes.


I was lucky; it was a 1984 Côte-Rôtie, La Landonne, from Étienne and Marcel Guigal, perhaps the greatest of all CôteRôtie wines, and one I’d never had before. Pressed to expand on my original Rhône guess, I probably would have said Hermitage, although there are distinct differences between the wines of the CôteRôtie and Hermitage. And who knows what made me think of Rioja? Incidentally, there are reasons why very few wine enthusiasts know La Landonne: the vineyards, all of them on terraced, precipitous slopes leading down to the Rhône River, is tiny. The whole CôteRôtie appellation only produces about 20,000 cases, or less than most Bordeaux chateaux—and almost all of it is consumed in luxury restaurants in the Rhône Valley.


But even in that simple little guessing game, elimination was the first step. It wasn’t Bordeaux or Burgundy or Beaujolais or California cabernet or zinfandel. That eliminated a lot of wine, but what about a great shiraz from Australia, such as Grange Hermitage, or a big red from Italy, Barbaresco or Barolo? The Italians are too distinctive and the Grange Hermitage is much smoother and more elegant than that wine.


The California Rhône-style would have been a better second guess than a third; a wine such as Bonny Doon’s Old Telegram, or one of McDowell Valley Vineyards’s Lake County syrahs from very old vines. But that’s where psychology comes in. The California Rhône-style wines are much in the news these days, and are the kind of wines a sommelier may try to spring on his hapless client. Mr. Siegel resisted that ploy.


Well aware of the traps awaiting even the experienced taster, most professionals will beg off these guessing games in the company of amateurs. They know, for example, that it’s relatively easy to fool even a veteran by offering him or her something truly unexpected and out of context. Steven Spurrier’s famous 1976 Paris tasting is a case in point. In that event, a blind tasting, he offered a group of French experts a mix of well-known Bordeaux and—to them—unknown California cabernets. The results—in which an American wine, a Stag’s Leap Wine Cellars 1973 cabernet, placed first ahead of all the Bordeaux bottles—did wonders for California’s reputation but very little for the sensibilities of the French tasters.


In fact, seeing the California wines triumph was less disturbing to them than the idea that they had been led to believe they were tasting only French wines. They were justifiably irritated. As a rule, California wines are drinkable earlier than top Bordeaux. Having assumed all the wines were French and all more or less from the same period, they chose the ones that were easiest to drink.


When the same tasting was repeated 10 years later in New York, one of the now-10-year-old California wines came in first again: the Clos du Val 1972. But, on the second go-around, Mr. Spurrier made up for his earlier mischief by letting everyone know that the same wines were involved. This made the outcome even more of a compliment to the California wines, because tastings, like unfixed horse races, are very unpredictable.


Which means that, like unfixed horse races, they can also be a lot of fun.
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