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How to Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.





Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.





You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





Introduction


These are not the 101 most iconic wines in the world, nor the 101 highest-scoring wines in the world, though many of them are iconic, and many are high-scoring. (I should also point out that they are not in order of preference, or quality, or any other order. The numbers are there purely for convenience.) Instead they are the wines that, when I have had the chance to taste them, have given me the greatest pleasure.


If there is a thread running through these choices it is one of balance, elegance, poise and precision. I don’t like overripeness, I don’t like overextraction and I don’t like overoaking. I love freshness, I love acidity and I love a sense of authenticity. This last point is difficult to explain, but is to do with a sense of risk, a sense of individuality – a sense of place, yes, but also a feeling of energy. It is the opposite of the safe, the industrial, the reliably crowd-pleasing.


Risk is important in winemaking, and is an element in the greatest and most exciting wines, but it is hard to define in tasting except as the feeling of walking a tightrope. Wines need to taste confident, but wines that taste routine are dull, and wines that taste as though they’re trying too hard are tiresome, like a show-off at a party.


In winemaking, spontaneous fermentation (a factor in a fair number of my 101 wines) is a risk: it means allowing your must to ferment with an unknown population of different wild and ambient yeasts, a population that will vary every year as different climatic and vineyard conditions favour different yeast strains, and it runs a risk of spoilage if there are unfriendly ones in there, or of a fermentation stopping too early. Those who prefer it believe it expresses their terroir better than using an off-the-peg laboratory yeast; to me it seems to increase complexity and give a different texture, a different feel. It also produces wines that taste of salt and stones, earth and wild herbs, rather than conventional fruit-forward flavours of peach or plum or cherry. Wines that taste of wine, you might say.


The greatest risk factor of all, though, is where you plant your vineyard. The maxim that great wines are made at the climatic margin still holds true. Consumers with any serious interest in wine relish the vintage variation that results: some years are ripe, some are crisp, some are opulent and some are linear. But being on the margin means that some years will be poor: unripe, thin, rained-on or hailed-on.


You see the problem: for the grower, risk is a luxury that might be unaffordable. In the chilly 1970s German growers in the Mosel reckoned on having three good years, four dreadful and three mediocre ones in any ten-year period; since the late 1980s, however, poor years there have been a rarity. Climate change has favoured not just Germany but most of Europe – though better viticulture has also been a huge factor. Regions that were dangerously marginal for vines 50 years ago are now comfortable, and wine journalists like to stir things a little by asking if Champagne, or Chianti Classico, or any famous region you can think of, will become too warm.


The answer, so far, is that there are other, more marginal sites – northeast- or east-facing, higher, cooler – that could be planted. That’s already happening in some places. But nobody wants to go back to a time when only a third of vintages were good. Vintage variation is more interesting than the monotony of one predictably hot year after another, but the truth is that we’ve become accustomed to less of it, and we prefer it this way. In addition, since better viticulture and better winemaking enable winemakers to handle risk with ever-greater precision, weather conditions that might have been ruinous 30 years ago are now often merely problematic. (Hail is the exception: that can still be catastrophic.)


As wine around the world gets better and better, it’s reasonable to wonder how perfect a wine should be? Defining perfection is subjective, and changes with time: some flavours that were explained as “terroir” 30 years ago are now dismissed as faults. But technical “perfection” in the winery, with all the analyses just how you want them, is possible. So the pendulum is swinging again, towards “natural” wines, which may embrace the very faults that technical winemakers despise. I’ll go along with the natural-wine movement part of the way – there are some wonderful natural wines – but I don’t want faults dressed up as virtues, I don’t want wine to taste of cider or beer, and I don’t want bottle variation. That’s not part of the journey of the wine, or the wine expressing itself, it’s just bad winemaking. (Or sometimes variable corks. The problem of TCA has been almost eradicated from cork, but it’s still a natural product and no two corks are identical.)


Great wines – wines that have something worthwhile to say beyond the safe clichés spouted by industrially made wines – are being made all over the world. Some are unexpected: most people laugh when I say that I’ve included a Lambrusco here. And why would you look for Riesling in Oregon? The answer is the same in both cases: taste it.


I have not included an example of every highly reputed region, or wine. The reason, often, is that there wasn’t room. Also, wine is changing constantly. Five years ago my selection might have been different; in five years time it might be different again.


I owe a very big thank-you to all the producers whose wines I’ve tasted over the years, and an apology to those whose wines I’ve loved but haven’t included here. There are many I would like to have added in. I nearly asked the publishers if we could stretch to 111. But alas, I knew the answer.


A note about prices: the price bands refer to current vintages. Older vintages may be more expensive, or cheaper. If you find an old vintage, ask if it has been stored properly (bearing in mind that not everybody will be honest about this, or even know the answer). If it is a very rare and expensive wine, bear in mind also that forgeries and fakes can be a problem.


Many of the wines here are very expensive. I wish they weren’t, but top wines are expensive just as top footballers are expensive. But there is, in wine, no precise correlation between price and quality. Which is lucky, because it means that there’s still a role for wine writers.




KEY:


* Up to £30 / US$40 per bottle retail


** £30–60 / US$40–80


*** £60–100 / US$80–140


**** £100–200 / US$140–270


***** £200-plus / US$270-plus


This is a guide only, based on UK prices. Customs duties and sales taxes vary from country to country.
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1 Domaine de Chevalier Blanc


REGION


Pessac-Léognan, Bordeaux


COUNTRY


France


GRAPES


Sauvignon Blanc, Sémillon


PRICE


***


BEST AGE TO DRINK


15 years-plus


TROPHY VINTAGES


1978, 1984, 1985, 1986, 1990, 1998, 2001, 2004, 2005, 2007, 2008, 2009, 2010


DECANT


No need


CHILL


Serve it cool


WHAT TO SAY IF YOU MEET THE OWNER


When should I drink the 2016?


AND WHAT NOT TO SAY


I drank it yesterday


PAUPER SUBSTITUTE


Esprit de Chevalier Blanc is the second wine






An estate that seems incapable of getting it wrong. Domaine de Chevalier red is a lovely, underrated and even underpriced wine; but the white is one of the great wines of the world. Tight and citrus in youth, it broadens and deepens with the years to flavours of beeswax and toast, dried apricots and honey, lemons and pears. Drink it too young and you don’t get the full spectrum: this is a wine that needs time to show its paces.


There’s nothing flashy about Domaine de Chevalier. The estate is tucked away on the edge of the Landes forest, those endless pine trees that stretch all the way to the Atlantic coast. This is good for shelter, but bad for frost, and the wind-machines in the vineyard show that this is a real problem. Some of the buildings are old, some new, but they all harmonize. This estate is not about bling. Director Olivier Bernard, whose family own the château, is obsessed with viticulture. “Ninety per cent of the choices are in the vineyard,” he says. “In the cellar you are just following the fruit.”


Bernard has been running the property since his family bought it in 1983; he asked the previous owner Claude Ricard to stay on for a few years because he wanted continuity. Details have changed, of course, and viticulture and winemaking have become more precise. Says Bernard, “the biggest challenge is, with all the changes we’ve seen, to stay with the same style on the same road. If I do a vertical tasting of the last 50 years, they are all on the same road. Techniques are the easiest mistake. They’re easy to use, especially in this region. And whites are even more sensitive to techniques.”




DRINK WITH


Seafood, cheese; older wines take bigger flavours than younger, tighter ones
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2 Château Haut-Bailly


REGION


Pessac-Léognan, Bordeaux


COUNTRY


France


GRAPES


Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Cabernet Franc


PRICE


***→****


BEST AGE TO DRINK


Ten years-plus


TROPHY VINTAGES


1945, 1947, 1955, 1959, 1961, 1964, 1978, 1983, 1985, 1990, 1998, 2000, 2005, 2009, 2010


DECANT


Yes


CHILL


No


WHAT TO SAY IF YOU MEET THE OWNER


Is Haut-Bailly a feminine wine?


AND WHAT NOT TO SAY


I really like oak flavours


PAUPER SUBSTITUTE


The second wine is La Parde de Haut-Bailly






There are plenty of big, overstated, shouty, tarty wines out there. They’re seldom very interesting, and when you’ve tasted one you’ve tasted them all. The interesting wines are the ones that don’t shout because they don’t need to. They are the ones you come back to again and again in an attempt to understand what makes them so fascinating.


Haut-Bailly is unfailingly stylish. The vineyard soils are complex, and Merlot is planted where there is more clay, but the subsoil is fossil-rich limestone. A research programme initiated by owner Robert Willmers, who bought the property from the Sanders family in 1998, revealed that the roots don’t actually go down that deep here, so drought years tend not to be the best. There is also a three-hectare plot of very old ungrafted vines, survivors of phylloxera, which includes some Malbec and Carmenère, grapes that fell from favour in Bordeaux after phylloxera. Director Véronique Sanders is gradually replacing Cabernet Franc in the vineyard with Cabernet Sauvignon, as the terroir is perfect for it.


The style of the wine is, as you might infer, elegant, fresh, concentrated and precise. It has tannic grip but it is never a blockbuster. It’s in the classic mould of red Bordeaux: all those flavours that are supposed to be typical of red Bordeaux – cigar boxes, lead pencils – are present, together with black cherries, black plums, smoke and earth, a touch of liquorice, and with age, some truffle and undergrowth notes. One goes to Pessac-Léognan for a certain moreishness, an appetizing, refreshing quality. Haut-Bailly has it in excelsis.




DRINK WITH


Roast lamb
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3 Château Margaux


REGION


Margaux, Bordeaux


COUNTRY


France


GRAPES


Cabernet Sauvignon, Cabernet Franc, Merlot, Petit Verdot


PRICE


****→*****


BEST AGE TO DRINK


15 years-plus


TROPHY VINTAGES


1945, 1947, 1949, 1953, 1959, 1961, 1983, 1985, 1990, 2000, 2009, 2010, 2015


DECANT


Yes: maybe an hour ahead; less if it’s very old


CHILL


Only if you’re in the tropics; but too cool is better than too warm


WHAT TO SAY IF YOU MEET THE OWNER


How’s Zorba? (Zorba is a beagle)


AND WHAT NOT TO SAY


Margaux must be a lovely place to relax (she doesn’t, ever)


PAUPER SUBSTITUTE


The second wine is Pavillon Rouge






Margaux, Margaux – so good they named it twice. This château, the greatest in the Margaux appellation and one of the four Médoc First Growths, is the most elegantly graceful of them, with the texture of silk and a note of violets on the nose. The vineyards are on the deep gravel beds that mark the Médoc’s best sites: Quaternary gravel from the Pyrenees and the Massif Central, swept here by floods as the Pleistocene ice sheets melted and froze and melted again, and now, a couple of million years later, settled into a gently undulating and utterly undramatic landscape beside the flat expanse of the Gironde River.


Gravel matters: it drains well, and well-drained soil is warm soil, which helps the late-ripening Cabernet Sauvignon. Where there is more clay, Merlot flourishes. Petit Verdot, in small quantities, is a hallmark of the château, adding extra floral perfume. But all the focus on aroma and elegance shouldn’t distract one from the fact that Margaux is also a wine of concentration and density. It’s just that it wears it so lightly. You are aware of poise, of tension, of walking a tightrope with vast depths beneath – and you’re hardly aware of the muscular strength needed. It is both delicate and sumptuous, lush and fresh in youth and complex and harmonious with age. People call it feminine because of its finesse; crystalline might be a better word. It is owned and run by Corinne Mentzelopoulos. She and director Paul Pontallier made a brilliant team, steering the wine past the overextracted fashions of the last couple of decades while never losing critical acclaim. Pontallier died in 2016; his successor is Philippe Bascaules.




DRINK WITH


The very best shoulder of lamb you can find
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4 Vieux Château Certan


REGION


Pomerol, Bordeaux


COUNTRY


France


GRAPES


Merlot, Cabernet Franc, Cabernet Sauvignon


PRICE


***→****


BEST AGE TO DRINK


12 years-plus, depending on the vintage


TROPHY VINTAGES


1945, 1947, 1948, 1950, 1982, 1990, 1995, 1996, 1998, 2000, 2005, 2009, 2010, 2011


DECANT


Yes


CHILL


No, unless your house is very hot


WHAT TO SAY IF YOU MEET THE OWNER


Wines should have soul, emotion, shouldn’t they?


AND WHAT NOT TO SAY


Tell me about yourself


PAUPER SUBSTITUTE


The second wine is Le Gravette de Certan






The 14 hectares of vines here (properties are small in Pomerol) are divided into 23 parcels for maximum precision, maximum reflection of the character of each vintage. Not every winemaker, even every top winemaker, wants as much honesty in his wines as Alexandre Thienpont.


He says, “for 20 years I was preaching in the desert. In the 1990s the index of tannins was the parameter. Now authenticity is coming back. Balance is the next thing.” Which is not to say that vineyards should be allowed to do as they please. “An enfant naturel is an enfant sauvage. It’s a question of balance.” He is a man who combines diffidence with rigour and great intelligence, and as ever, the wine reflects the winemaker. You can’t get him to praise himself; all credit goes either to nature, or to his son Guillaume, who now works with him, and who he says is “much more intelligent than me”.


Merlot is the main grape here, not surprisingly, and planted on clay, but unusually for Pomerol it forms only 60 per cent of the vineyard. There is Cabernet Franc and Cabernet Sauvignon where there is gravel, and this gives elegance to the blend; elegance, finesse, even delicacy, allied to concentration and density, are the hallmarks of VCC. The wine, tasted in extreme youth from barrel, is dazzling in its beauty, its depth and its refinement. With time it can acquire notes of orange peel, chocolate, toasty black fruits, spice and minerality, always underpinned by a firm structure and a silky, restrained opulence. Some critics described the 2009 as the greatest wine they’d ever tasted. The 2010 is, if anything, even better.




DRINK WITH


Roast rib of beef or haunch of venison. Or grouse
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5 Château d’Yquem


REGION


Sauternes, Bordeaux


COUNTRY


France


GRAPES


Sémillon, Sauvignon Blanc


PRICE


*****


BEST AGE TO DRINK


Start when it’s young, and continue for one hundred years or more


TROPHY VINTAGES


1784, 1811, 1847… more recently, 1921, 1929, 1945, 1949, 1955, 1959, 1967, 1975, 1983, 1989, 1990, 2001, 2009, 2011


DECANT


You don’t have to, but it looks wonderful in a decanter


CHILL


Slightly


WHAT TO SAY IF YOU MEET THE DIREC TOR


How many pickers do you need at Yquem?


AND WHAT NOT TO SAY


Is Yquem now a luxury brand?


PAUPER SUBSTITUTE


There’s no second wine; try Château de Fargues, owned by Comte Alexandre de Lur-Saluces, previous owner of Yquem






Yquem is so iconic that people who don’t even know what colour it is have heard of it. It’s been famous for centuries, and yet the price is lower than that of equivalent red Bordeaux. Fashion has moved away from sweet whites. Current owner LVMH pushes the price, but it’s still a (relative) bargain.


The detailed harvesting techniques at Yquem and the tiny yields produce sweet wines of incredible complexity and concentration: shrivelled, super-sweet, nobly rotten berries


are the pickers’ target, though enough semi-shrivelled and even green berries must also be picked to keep the balance right: picking is berry-by-berry. Each vine yields a single glass of wine.


What makes it all possible is the terroir: much of the vineyard faces north, towards the river Garonne, from which come the morning mists that encourage the Botrytis cinerea fungus. The vineyard is the highest point in Sauternes, and catches the breezes that keep the grapes healthy. The soil is clay, gravel and sand over limestone, and so varied is the vineyard that its 113 hectares are divided into 150 different parcels. Intricacy and complexity in the final wine is the target.


Yquem always balances concentration and opulence with freshness. In youth it tastes of pineapple, honey and lemon zest; with age the colour darkens through caramel to mahogany and the flavours become more honeyed, toasty, spicy, and the tropical fruit gives way to crème brûlée. Is it the best of all Sauternes? The bar is set high these days, but Yquem is hard to beat.




DRINK WITH


Roquefort or foie gras
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6 Chablis Grand Cru Les Clos, Domaine René et Vincent Dauvissat


REGION


Chablis, Burgundy


COUNTRY


France


GRAPE


Chardonnay


PRICE


****


BEST AGE TO DRINK


Not before ten years, and then for another ten


TROPHY VINTAGES


2002, 2007, 2010, 2014, 2015


DECANT


No


CHILL


A little


WHAT TO SAY IF YOU MEET THE WINEMAKER


Why isn’t all Chablis this exciting?


AND WHAT NOT TO SAY


Why don’t you just make more?


PAUPER SUBSTITUTE


The Dauvissats’ basic Chablis






Here, a tossed coin has decided the particular vineyard, and indeed the grower. In Chablis it could have been Raveneau; but it came down heads, and so it’s Dauvissat. These two are the leading lights, the sine qua nons of the appellation.


So: Dauvissat. Les Clos or Les Preuses? Heads again. Les Clos is perhaps a more complete wine, whereas Preuses is richer, more instantly seductive, and needs time to show its detailed complexity; but it’s so enveloping it’s easy not to care that actually, it’s too young and you should wait. You have to wait for Les Clos: it’s tighter, with reticent power. There is huge weight there, and it reveals itself only slowly. Most Chablis-lovers would say it’s the greatest of the Grands Crus, and it’s also the biggest. The Dauvissat holding is 1.7 hectares of the total 26.96 hectares.


René and Vincent are father and son, and the domaine was first established by René’s father Robert in the 1920s. Everything is meticulous and quite a lot might look rather old-fashioned: “classic” might be a better word. Viticulture is biodynamic (it wasn’t always, but Vincent has introduced it), yields are kept right down, and the juice is fermented in a mixture of steel vats and oak barrels – but this is old oak, which leaves no mark on the wines except an extra layer of complexity and depth. These are wines of immense concentration, tightness and purity; if you want real, classic Chablis steeliness, that will develop into honey-over-steel, toast-over-steel, minerality-over-steel, it’s here.




DRINK WITH


Grilled Dover sole or turbot
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7 Le Chambertin, Domaine Armand Rousseau


REGION


Côte de Nuits, Burgundy


COUNTRY


France


GRAPE


Pinot Noir


PRICE


*****


BEST AGE TO DRINK


Not before ten years, and for another twenty-five, or more in a great year


TROPHY VINTAGES


1983, 1988, 1990, 1991, 1993, 1995, 1996, 1999, 2002, 2005, 2010, 2012, 2015


DECANT


Yes


CHILL


No


WHAT TO SAY IF YOU MEET THE WINEMAKER


How does your Chambertin compare with your Chambertin-Clos de Bèze?


AND WHAT NOT TO SAY


Do you ever blend them?


PAUPER SUBSTITUTE


The estate’s village Gevrey-Chambertin






Picking the burgundies for this book was the most difficult of all: so many good producers, so many glorious wines. Picking one meant leaving out half a dozen others.


This estate is now run by Eric, Armand’s grandson, with Eric’s daughter Cyrielle, but the wines haven’t changed much in style. Viticulture is more precise and more organic; cellar work is still non-interventionist. Most of the grapes are destemmed and the wine is aged in 100 per cent new oak, mostly from cooper François Frères.


Chambertin is the most famous vineyard in the village of Gevrey, which is why the village appends the name to its own. There are nine Grand Cru vineyards in all, and all are confusingly called Chambertin: as well as Le Chambertin there is Chambertin-Clos de Bèze, Mazis-Chambertin, Latricières-Chambertin and so on. Armand Rousseau has 2.15 hectares of Le Chambertin, as well as holdings in many of the others. The Chambertin vines are in three plots, all on soil with a high limestone content.


And the wine? Very difficult to describe. Extraordinary complexity and intensity, yet with such finesse: there’s spice, savouriness, a texture like silk velvet; it’s imposing and seductive, intellectual and sensual, thrilling and compelling. The weight is barely perceptible: all is balance, tension and length. The apotheosis of Pinot Noir? More likely the apotheosis of Chambertin: like all great burgundies, it’s about the terroir, not the grape.




DRINK WITH


Guinea fowl or duck
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8 Chevalier-Montrachet, Domaine Leflaive


REGION


Côte de Beaune, Burgundy


COUNTRY


France


GRAPE


Chardonnay


PRICE


*****


BEST AGE TO DRINK


From eight years to about twenty-five


TROPHY VINTAGES


2002, 2005, 2008, 2010, 2012, 2014, 2015


DECANT


No


CHILL


A little


WHAT TO SAY IF YOU MEET THE WINEMAKER


Did you grow up with Anne-Claude?


AND WHAT NOT TO SAY


Would Anne-Claude have have switched from natural cork closures to Diam technical corks? (Presumably she would, since she initiated trials)


PAUPER SUBSTITUTE


Bourgogne Blanc from the same estate






Domaine Leflaive, under the stewardship of Anne-Claude Leflaive, was one of the greatest names in Burgundy. It has been fully biodynamic since 1997, and its wines are a byword for incredible poise and refinement, richness and precision. They’re among the greatest white wines of Burgundy; and those from the Montrachet vineyards are as great as Chardonnay gets. The wines are, as ever, like their maker, and Anne-Claude Leflaive was brave and strong. Her biodynamism was passionate and lived: her house was specially designed to make minimum impact on the environment, and she set up a wine school in Puligny-Montrachet to pass on her beliefs. She died in 2015, and her cousin Brice de La Morandière has taken over the management of the estate.


The Chevalier-Montrachet holding is slightly bigger (1.92 hectares) than the estate’s other Montrachet vineyards. They are all superb. Burgundy expert Jasper Morris suggests that the Chevalier-Montrachet is more chiselled, its Bâtard-Montrachet most restrained in youth, Bienvenues more sensual. Any and all of them will dazzle and seduce.


From the 2014 vintage all the wines are bottled under Diam: a “technical cork”, which it is hoped will help to ward off premature oxidation (premox), and which is still not properly understood. If you’re thinking of buying any bottle of old white burgundy you should be aware of the risks.
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		71 Assyrtiko, Hatzidakis



		72 Retsina, Domaine Papagiannakos



		73 Cinsault Vieilles Vignes, Domaine des Tourelles



		74 Camp Meeting Ridge Chardonnay, Flowers Vineyard & Winery



		75 Estate Red, Harlan



		76 Geyserville, Ridge



		77 Insignia, Joseph Phelps



		78 Rubicon, Inglenook



		79 Pinot Noir Original Vines, The Eyrie Vineyards



		80 Off the Grid Riesling, Ovum



		81 Roseland, King Family Vineyards



		82 Tannat, Michael Shaps



		83 Malbec Argentino, Catena Zapata



		84 Pencopolitano, P. Parra y Familia



		85 Tannat B6, Bouza



		86 Sangreal Pinot Noir, By Farr



		87 Polish Hill Riesling, Grosset



		88 Hill of Grace Shiraz, Henschke



		89 Art Series Chardonnay, Leeuwin Estate



		90 McLaren Vale Grenache, S.C. Pannell



		91 Grange, Penfolds



		92 Vat 1 Hunter Semillon, Tyrrell’s Wines



		93 Reserve Sauvignon Blanc, Elephant Hill



		94 Block 5 Pinot Noir, Felton Road



		95 Coleraine, Te Mata



		96 Red Blend, A.A. Badenhorst Family Wines



		97 Chenin Blanc Reserve, De Morgenzon



		98 Rubicon, Meerlust



		99 Seadragon Pinot Noir, Newton Johnson Family Vineyards



		100 Palladius, Sadie Family



		101 G.V.B. White, Vergelegen
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