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PREFACE


The book you are reading is one man’s opinion of moonlight.


—Donovan Leitch, Young Girl Blues


A JOURNALISTIC RETROSPECTIVE, UNLIKE THAT for art, is a tricky undertaking. After all, journalism is written for the moment and when that moment has passed, well, timing is everything. That said, you could make a case that a retrospective can offer both perspective and insight, illuminating where we once were and how far (or not) we’ve come.


I like to think that this collection of columns and essays offers such an opportunity. Most of the pieces stand on their own with little need for a comment. They have not been changed from the original, tempting though that sometimes was in the rereading. I have added a comment only when it offers context to what was originally written or completes a picture that has since come into greater perspective or richer detail.


What follows is not merely opinion—which it certainly is—but opinion about something peculiarly ephemeral. After all, when an art critic holds forth about, say, Rembrandt’s Aristotle Contemplating a Bust of Homer, anyone can trot off to New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art and see whether the critic is full of hooey or not.


The same, however, doesn’t work with wine. Not only is it a fast-disappearing item, rendering this year’s judgment out of date for next year’s vintage, but every taster’s experience even of the same wine tasted at the same time is different. This makes it the slipperiest of subjects.


Precisely because of this, I have tried for more than thirty years to write about more than just mere “product evaluation.” Wine writing can be more than a string of fruit-and-flower taste descriptors culminating in a slam-bam-thank-you-ma’am score. One hopes so, anyway.


Aiding this ambition was a significant piece of good fortune: I came along at just the right time. I started writing about wine in 1976. That was the year when America began to sense the aesthetic and business possibilities of fine wine, to awaken to life beyond the jug. It was also the year of the now-legendary Paris Tasting of 1976 when American Cabernets and Chardonnays improbably vanquished big-name red Bordeaux and white Burgundies.


Ironically, the Paris Tasting of 1976 was instigated by the British, specifically an English wine merchant named Steven Spurrier who conceived and organized the event. It turned out to be the opening shot of yet another American revolution. Like his forebears, Spurrier never thought—by his own admission—that the Americans stood a chance. Then again, neither did we at the time.


The last three decades have seen more revolutionary change in wine than in the previous three centuries or longer. This was not just in America, mind you, but everywhere in the world, including such ancient wine cultures as France, Italy, and Spain. They also saw the rise of significant new or dramatically revived wine nations such as Australia, New Zealand, Argentina, Chile, Greece, and South Africa, to name but a few.


Journalistically, what was available to be observed was dazzling in its range: scientific advances, economics, business, real estate, restaurant life, social climbing, and collecting. And, of course, there were thousands of wines to be tasted. But above all, it was a ringside seat in watching an emerging American wine civilization.


Worth noting about this still-evolving American wine culture is how quickly it was exported. European wine producers, especially the younger ones, now freely acknowledge their indebtedness to the liberating influence of America’s precocious wine efforts.


This influence began as early as the 1980s and had a demonstrable impact on both the wines and winegrowers everywhere in Europe, especially in Italy and Spain and, to a lesser but still substantial effect, in France.


Of course, influences went both ways. Barnacle-like, we attached ourselves to anything worthwhile from Europe’s vast experience: their deep, tacit, traditional knowledge of grape growing and winemaking; their wines; and even their very vines. (Numerous California vineyard owners illegally carried back vine cuttings from famous European vineyards, drolly referring to these cuttings as “suitcase clones.”)


For our part, we exported our American openness, scientific verve, and, above all, our naive-to-the-Europeans belief that the future is our friend. While they publicly scoffed, privately they found it irresistible.


To witness all this, earn a living from it, and opine about it, well, what could have been better? It was—and still is—a great privilege. A slice of the results are here for what might be called an aftertaste.
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THROUGH TWO LENSES—ONE EYE ON EUROPE AND ANOTHER ON AMERICA




When I was a boy I had a passion for tropical fish and would spend hours memorizing the Latin names for all sorts of freshwater fish. This made me an almost unbearably pretentious nine-year-old as well as broadened my world considerably.


One of my favorite fish—and fish names—is the wonderfully redundant Anableps anableps. A brackish water fish that dwells at the waterline, Anableps anableps fascinated me because it can simultaneously see both above and below the waterline, hence its popular name, Four-Eyed Fish. (It actually has just two eyes.)


I mention this bit of esoterica because I sometimes feel, to coin a word, anableptic when surveying the landscape of American and European wine cultures. Make no mistake: I am American, born and raised.


However, when I first started writing about wine professionally more than thirty years ago, both the cultural wine vocabulary and, especially, the world of wine writing, were seen almost exclusively from a European perspective. The great majority of wine writers were British and most of the Americans, for their part, were Eurocentric.


This made sense, as most of the wines worth writing about back then were European. We Americans had not yet invented a native wine vocabulary or a native wine culture.


Both of these cultures have their own intrinsic worth. Anyone who submits, out of jingoism or chauvinism, that America has nothing to learn from Europe’s centuries-old wine culture is a fool. Conversely, anyone who says that America (or Australia or New Zealand or any other “new” wine culture) has nothing significant or worthwhile to contribute is equally ridiculous.


That noted, cultural perspectives do differ. How we Americans go about understanding wine is different from the European approach. I like to think that I understand, and appreciate, both. Over the years, I’ve commented, er, anableptically, on these dual perspectives.





THE TYRANNY OF BEING WELL BROUGHT-UP


IF A DEFINING DISTINCTION CAN be drawn between European and American cultures, it is this: Europeans accept abstract ideas as enormously powerful; Americans find them less persuasive. To Americans, an abstraction is powerful only when proved practical. For example, Einstein became a genius only when his ideas resulted in the atomic bomb.


I mention this cultural difference because, as winemaking has become internationalized, one particular notion is proving hugely powerful—abstract though it is. It is the French notion of bien élevé.


A French childhood—not a happy prospect, according to many who survived it—is shaped by the demand of being bien élevé. Literally, it means “well bred.” But it is more than just a parental admonition. Bien élevé is a vision of civilization, a two-word boundary that delineates refinement from savagery. In France, to describe someone or something as mal élevé, badly brought-up, is devastating.


Wines, too, are thought to come to no good end without incessant civilizing—a smoothing, refining, buffing. French wine shippers revealingly describe themselves as a négociant-éleveur. What’s more, it’s not enough that something (or someone) be bien élevé, it must be obviously so. The stamp of civilization must be unmistakable.


This notion of bien élevé is powerful and persuasive throughout the wine world. French wines have set the standard by which all others must be judged. So the idea of bien élevé—which has shaped all fine French wines—has also covertly shaped the palates of everyone who fancies himself or herself a judge of good wine.


Today, for a wine to be considered fine, it must be noticeably bien élevé. The most dramatic effects of this are seen in Italy and California, the two “wine nations” most covetous of rivaling France as sources of the world’s finest wines. Producers in both places are frantically signaling, through their winemaking, that their wines are bien élevé, never mind indigenous cultures or tastes.


This is most prominent in Italy, which has a wealth of traditions and long-evolved tastes. Italians understand bien élevé—theirs is also a mannerly culture—but bien élevé lacks the same imperative force. Italians simply don’t subscribe to it, at least in their foods and wines.


One of the accusations made against Italian cooking by those trained in, or seduced by, classic French cuisine is that Italian cooking lacks refinement—as the French see refinement. They point, understandably, to the great French repertoire of sauces. To the French culinary mind, a dish is incomplete without an elevating sauce. This has its subtleties, to be sure.


Yet the Italian aesthetic can be even more subtle than the French. The Italian notion of saucing—although they would not choose that word—is, in essence, that a “sauce” should come from within the dish itself. If it is external, such as olive oil or balsamic vinegar, the added touch should serve only as something to draw out the “sauce within.” Anyone who has had a plate of plain, but perfectly cooked, beans knows that a mere drizzle of superb olive oil unleashes an unsuspected depth of flavor in the beans themselves.


This is why Italian winegrowers traditionally never pursued—as did the French—the use of small new oak barrels to infuse their wines with the “saucing” of the vanilla scent that new oak brings. Nor did they seek to impose upon the wine the textural “polish” that these same small oak barrels provide. The sensibility about extracting intrinsic goodness made such refinements alien. It is why the Italian wines made today using small new oak barrels seem so “un-Italian.” It’s not just the unfamiliar flavors. It’s the imposition of a foreign aesthetic premise, namely, bien élevé.


Have you had any of the new-style Piedmontese Barberas lately? They are painfully bien élevé, never mind the loss of individual expression of site and even grape. Ditto for many of the most obvious worked-on Barolos, Barbarescos, Chiantis, and dozens of other Italian wines that court world opinion.


The most widely praised wines today almost invariably are adjudged “lush,” “fine,” “well crafted,” “gentle,” “elegant,” “sumptuous,” “polished,” “stylish,” “seductive,” “silky,” and “velvety.” Bien élevé, wouldn’t you say?


Abstractions are powerful. And woe to the winemaker who doesn’t recognize it. (1994)
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DOES AMERICA NEED MASTERS OF WINE?


WE AMERICANS HAVE ALWAYS HAD a fondness for British ways of doing things. Partly, it is the sheer exoticism. Partly, it is the reward of a successful revolution: we can afford to love them. We’ve always been suckers for a title or an accent.


The British way of doing things is fundamentally different than the American. Theirs is an eye-of-the-needle approach, based on ever-finer gradations of exclusion. Great Britain abounds in clubs, fine scholars, and a class system of such nuance as to baffle even the most astute American. We, on the other hand, are all about inclusion. Our system thrives on letting almost anyone have a shot at seemingly almost anything. And then giving them a second chance if at first they don’t succeed. It’s messy, but it works.


What prompts these musings is watching a friend of mine try, unsuccessfully, to gain entry to the Institute of Masters of Wine. Founded in England in 1953, it has set itself up as a self-appointed arbiter of winedom’s elect. It now seeks to extend its reach to these shores. The Institute of Masters of Wine is a peculiarly British institution, which is to say that like so much else in upper-class British life, it exists primarily as a vehicle to distinguish its members from the riffraff. Members award themselves the title of Master of Wine, which they abbreviate to “MW” and brand to their names like prize cows who fear cattle rustlers.


What the Brits do in the privacy of their own island is their business. But why would an American want any part of it? Various wine industry sorts in this country, including the Wine Spectator, have lined up in support of extending the reach of the Institute of Masters of Wine to these shores. The usual reason invoked is that, somehow, the acquisition of a credential would make for a better wine trade. If you believe that, you’ve been watching too much Masterpiece Theatre.


One of the compelling attractions of American culture is its very freedom from self-appointed gatekeepers. By promulgating credentials, such gatekeepers feather their nest at the expense of other perfectly well-plumed birds. After all, if they are the masters of wine, so-called, then what are you? Figure it out for yourself.


The Institute, of course, intones about standards, excellence, and whatnot. While credentialing bodies such as the American College of Physicians and Surgeons can make a convincing case for such a need (folks who are about to poke you with a needle or slice you up with a scalpel should be able to present a certificate of some kind), it’s a bit much for those who only brandish a corkscrew.


What makes America different—better, even—is its freedom from and nose thumbing at just this sort of exclusionary device. The idea that the American wine trade needs greater professionalism is patently absurd. We have the most vibrant, dynamic wine market in the world. It serves, admirably, the world’s greatest collection of connoisseurs, bar none. And this is not because of size. Remember, we don’t drink that much wine. As for professionalism, we have a steeplechase of state laws that makes the European Community regulations look like a cakewalk. No wine industry amateur could long survive, let alone thrive, in this environment without soon acquiring a high gloss of professionalism.


As for setting a standard, or raising one, you only need look at the several thousand Americans who import, wholesale, retail, or write about wine. And that doesn’t begin to enumerate all of the winemakers and winery representatives across the nation, many of whom know about the world’s wines to a fare-thee-well. It’s amazing how they all managed to grasp—and improve upon—the subject without so much as a how-de-do from a college of wine cardinals.


So why did my friend, who has had a successful career as a writer and teacher, try so hard to join the club? “To tell you the truth,” he replied, “I just wanted to separate myself from everyone else in the field.” That pretty much tells you what it’s all about, doesn’t it? (1994)


Wine Spectator long ago ceased any involvement with the Institute of Masters of Wine.
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MUSIC TO NO ONE’S EARS


ONE OF THE MOST TREACHEROUS instruments to play is banging the drum of chauvinism. It takes no talent, yet it attracts attention. The player fancies himself a musician when, in fact, he or she is little more than a noisemaker—a crow among canaries.


These thoughts occurred upon reading, some months ago, a line of self-serving trash by a European writer whom I won’t even bother to name. Frankly, it’s not important who promulgated it. But as the year approaches its close, the words still linger—and they deserve a response. “Ignore the American ignorami,” declared the writer. “Read what the knowledgeable Europeans have to say!”


This is poisonous stuff. Heaven knows, Americans have pursued all sorts of misguided notions about fine wine. And there’s no denying that our influence is outsized. More than two centuries ago, The Federalist papers identified America as a “large commercial republic.” This has only become magnified in our time. And as the size of the American purse grows, our interests impinge upon others.


What is worth noting is that, for the most part, Americans themselves are largely innocent of just how potent this influence is. Oh, we hear about it often enough (usually in tones of sputtering outrage). But the average American really doesn’t get it. How can we? Only when we live abroad do we discover—and quickly so—to what degree American ideas penetrate other cultures.


This influence is no different with wine. Like it or not, America has become the world’s most influential wine country. This is not to say that we are as knowing about wine as the French or Italians. Far from it. Wine has not permeated our culture as it has theirs. No American would even suggest that it has. We know what we don’t know.


But we also know what we do know. We know that low yields generally mean better wines. So we are pushing winegrowers everywhere—in print and with our pocketbooks—to lower their yields. We know that, generally, unfiltered wines have better texture and flavor than heavily filtered ones. Again, we raise our voices, and we vote with our purses.


Above all, we know—perhaps better than most, if I may say so—that public discussion is absolutely essential to improving wine quality. This discussion can grate on others’ ears, in part because—let’s face it—American public discourse is not the most genteel. The late A. J. Liebling captured this bare-knuckled quality more than fifty years ago in one of his war correspondent dispatches to The New Yorker:


Americans are the best competitors on earth. A basketball game between two high school teams at home will call forth enough hardness of soul and flexibility of ethic to win a minor war; the will to win in Americans is so strong it is painful, and it is unfettered by any of the polite flummery that goes with cricket. This ruthlessness always in stock is one of our great national resources.


This is present in wine as well. Witness the velocity of California’s rush to wine fame. Sure, chauvinism played a role, but it was the “you always hurt the one you love” kind. Wine writers simultaneously plumped for, and then pummeled, California winegrowers. The push for ever-finer wines has been ferocious—and often unkind.


Nevertheless, what Americans want today in their fine wines has—for the most part—improved wines everywhere. This is not to say that the French or Italians or Spanish would not have pursued ever-better quality on their own. Of course, they would. But the raw, even unpleasant, American push for something ever better surely helped matters along.


Let me be blunt. (I am an American, after all.) A few prominent Burgundians are upset about what they perceive as American incomprehension or mean-spiritedness. Yet the quality of Burgundies has improved because of our vocal involvement in their wines. Witness the celebration of—and the prices so willingly paid for—the likes of Domaine Leroy’s extraordinary wines. Or those of Niellon, Sauzet, Lafon, Rousseau, Raveneau, or a few dozen others, some of them unknown only a few vintages ago.


And we are not wrong about these wines. They represent the standards by which others should—indeed, must—be judged. And we do so, vocally, competitively, and yes, sometimes uncomprehendingly. But the discussion is open for all to see and participate in.


So as the year comes to a close, it’s worth remembering that the greatest wines come from growers of implacable will and standards. And from an audience that is actively involved with them—never mind their nationality. (1995)


The British writer who declared “Ignore the American ignorami” was Clive Coates.
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MORE AMERICAN THAN EVER


ONE OF THE CURIOUS FEATURES of being an American abroad is what I call the “talking dog syndrome.” You meet a local and they are astonished—stunned, really—that you, as an American, can actually grasp something about their culture. Whoever thought the dog could talk?


This happened yet again during a recent trip to Italy’s Piedmont region, which is an old stomping ground for me. I was having dinner with a Piedmontese winegrower, a prominent fellow who travels the world. He knows the American market. But that’s not the same as knowing Americans.


“Do you think they’ll ever really understand?” he inquired. He meant Americans.


“Well, I’m an American,” I not so gently pointed out. This was tut-tutted away. “You are different,” said my friend. “I mean the others.”


I decided to let loose. “We Americans are the easiest people in the world to underestimate,” I declared. I believe this with all of my heart, never more so than now.


The next morning, as I walked out of my hotel (a tiny place deep in the countryside) for a stroll, I came across two Japanese wine professionals. Frankly, I was astonished to see them in this tiny, tucked-away hilltop village in foggy Piedmont. But I shouldn’t have been. I should have recalled my own words: “We Americans are the easiest people in the world to underestimate.”


You see, “we Americans” are really anybody new to the culture of wine. And that, by the way, includes a surprising number of newly middle-class French, Spanish, and Italians, too. You’d be amazed—excuse me, I don’t want to underestimate you—how many Europeans are as new to fine wine as . . . Americans. Or Japanese.


The learning curve is steep, as we wine-loving Americans well know. But it’s surprisingly fast. Pierre-Henry Gagey, the president of the Burgundy shipper Louis Jadot, said to me recently how impressed he is by how quickly the Japanese have turned to wine. “You know, ten years ago they were just like Americans were thirty years ago. They wanted the ‘best’ and price was no object. But they didn’t really know much about Burgundy.


“But today, it’s totally different,” he added. “Not only are the Japanese important clients, they know what they’re doing. They really know Burgundy. Of course, you Americans are in another league now yourselves.” This might sound like so much French Shinola except for one thing: it’s true.


Right now, there’s a new kind of “underestimating” going on in wine today. There’s a certain cynicism among fine-wine producers in France, Italy, and yes, California, about what “we Americans” want.


They are convinced that all of us newcomers to wine want big, hulking red wines of implacably dark hue. Indeed, there’s a lucrative market for them. In fairness, the best such wines are really good.


But too many are contrived. They are concocted by adding dollops of wine concentrate (California, Piedmont) or by adding to their indigenous varieties of Pinot Noir, Nebbiolo, or Sangiovese such dark, strong “outsiders” as Syrah or Cabernet (Burgundy, Tuscany, Piedmont).


In winemaking, there’s the little-reported widespread use of vacuum concentrators, where water from diluted grape juice (from habitually excessive yields) is sluiced off, creating a seemingly denser, darker wine. Bordeaux alone has two thousand such machines, known by the brand name Entropie. According to Entropie, more than half of all of Bordeaux’s classed growths own them. They are fast appearing in Burgundy and Italy, too.


At first glance, vacuum concentrators seem innocent enough. You take out some excess water and voilà! you have better wine. Surely in rainy vintages it is a godsend. But we haven’t seen many rainy vintages in the last decade. What it’s really all about is growing more grapes in the vineyard than is desirable and achieving “concentration” later on in the winery.


Left unsaid is that when water is sluiced off from unfermented grape juice, it’s not just water. Also being removed is sugar and the thousands of flavor compounds that create fine wine’s complexity.


The sugar can be added back in (chaptalization), as well as acidity (remember, the balance gets changed by this process). Texture and taste can also be affected. But there’s no replacing—or creating—flavor that can only be achieved in the vineyard by low yields.


Time will sort it all out. It always does. Bad wines don’t last. But good tasters do. And it never pays to underestimate Americans—no matter what country we come from. (2002)


Not long after this column appeared, the French company Entropie, which previously proudly proclaimed on its Web site how many classed-growth Bordeaux châteaux purchased their vacuum concentrator, deleted that information. It has never since reappeared.
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ROCK, PAPER, SCISSORS—STYLE CLOBBERS CHARACTER


REMEMBER THE OLD CHILDREN’S GAME Rock, Paper, Scissors? Scissors cut matches. And paper covers seemingly invincible rock—winning every time.


I thought of this game upon reading the results of a blind tasting conducted by the bombastically titled Grand Jury Européen. Although its organizers will vehemently deny it, the Grand Jury Européen is an attempt to redress what Europeans—especially the French—see as the barbaric American domination of wine aesthetics.


Judges had to be European. European palates, you see, are finer, purer, more informed. Even the English were invited. Still, the event was dominated in every way by the French (the judging took place in Bordeaux). This year’s examination focused on Chardonnay, with twenty-seven wines from seven countries.


Sounds impressive, right? Not so fast. When you look more closely, you discover that fully 70 percent of the Chardonnays were from Burgundy. California had one—just one—entry, as did Italy, Spain, Germany, and Switzerland. Only one country other than France had multiple entries: Australia had two wines.


What’s more, the Europeans judged not just one vintage, but three vintage’s worth of every wine, a 1989, ’92, and ’94. (That all three vintages just so happened to be banner years for Burgundy, we’ll leave aside for the moment.)


But wait, it gets better. The French were taking no chances—or so they thought. Their lineup was a regular Hall of Fame of Chardonnay cleanup hitters. Enlisted to the cause were such Burgundian bombers as Meursault Charmes from Domaine Comtes Lafon and Meursault Perrières from Domaine Coche-Dury.


Various hyphenated Montrachets showed up. Two Chevalier-Montrachets rode to the rescue, one from Bouchard Père et Fils, the other from Louis Jadot. A Bienvenue-Bâtard from Olivier Leflaive was enlisted, as were two Corton-Charlemagnes (Louis Latour and Domaine Bonneau du Martray).


As if this were not overkill enough, two Montrachets were present as well, from Marquis de Laguiche/Joseph Drouhin and Domaine Jacques Prieur.


Not impressed, you say? How about Puligny-Montrachet Les Combettes from Domaine Sauzet? Or Puligny-Montrachet Les Pucelles from Domaine Leflaive? Or Chablis Grand Cru Valmur from that district’s greatest producer, Domaine Raveneau?


Now for the best part: The wine that came in Number One was Robert Mondavi Chardonnay Reserve. The runner-up was Domaine Comtes Lafon’s Meursault Charmes. This was not a coincidence—as I’ll get to in a moment. Nor was it a coincidence that the wine that finished dead last was Chablis Grand Cru Valmur from Domaine Raveneau.


So what do such results tell us? a) European palates are no better at sifting through too many wines at one time than anybody else’s. b) There’s a lot of good Chardonnay out there all made in an uncomfortably close style. c) Wines with a lot of (sweet) oak, extended lees contact, and forward rich fruit (e.g., Mondavi Reserve [#1] and Lafon’s Meursault Charmes [#2]) always show best in big blind tastings, while austere, seemingly idiosyncratic, age-needy wines such as Raveneau’s Chablis Valmur always show worst.


Chablis never does well in big blind tastings. It always comes off as weird rather than characterful. Even Coche-Dury’s glorious, stony-tasting Meursault Perrières only came in seventh, which tells us something about how little truth about character—as opposed to style—is extracted in such blind tastings.


In the Rock, Paper, Scissors match of blind tasting, the paper of style always covers the rock of character. European palates are no better at sidestepping this than any others.


The tasting tells us something else: The French had better wise up. If all their indisputably great vineyards can do is deliver a sense of fruitiness magnified by winemaking style, then America, Italy, and Australia (Ca’ del Bosco and Montadam came in fifth and sixth, respectively) will mop the floor with them.


How could this happen to fabled Burgundy? Yields. The vast majority of even the greatest white Burgundy vineyards are overcropped, sometimes shamefully so. Their vaunted (and very real) terroirs are lost, diluted into insipidity. Mere fruitiness is all that remains, flavored by French barrels, lees stirring, and other winemaking techniques.


Anyone can do that. And everyone is. Just ask the Europeans. (1997)
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WINE IN THE AMERICAN MAINSTREAM


WHEN WINE EMERGED AFTER ITS post-Prohibition coma twenty-five years ago, the wine industry dream—a fantasy, really—was of a United States that embraced wine in the old European manner. Only when we drank like them, went the thinking, would we have a wine culture. We would know when it happened by looking at the numbers: per capita consumption.


In the meantime, America has declined—and seemingly leveled off—at a modest 1.86 gallons of wine per American adult or about nine bottles a year per person. This is slightly above the average wine consumption during the 1970s (8.5 bottles a year per person) and substantially below that for the 1980s (11.5 bottles a year per person). Despairing at these limp sales figures, the wine industry declared the wine culture dream finished.


As you might expect, the wine industry is wailing like professional keeners at an Irish wake. In the meantime, the corpse is up and about. To see it, you have to look beyond per capita consumption—which was always a myopic measure, anyway. Only now, as we approach the mid-1990s, are we able to see the truly critical feature: wine in America is becoming “normal.”


“Normal” cannot be defined simply in terms of per capita consumption. After all, fully half of the adult population of France—whose wine culture is undoubted—never drinks wine according to France’s National Interprofessional Office of Wine, an industry group. And the French who do drink wine consume half as much wine per capita today as they did fifty years ago. Has their wine culture declined correspondingly? It looks pretty vibrant to me.


The American wine culture dream is coming true. The proof is something frequently overlooked, but enormously significant: wine now is made in forty-three states. When I was a boy growing up in Long Island, New York, the agricultural talk (there still were many farms nearby) was of potatoes. No one I knew grew potatoes, but that was unimportant. They were part of Long Island life. I knew potatoes were there and saw fields on Sunday drives.


Today, Long Island has at least sixteen wineries. They are part of Long Island life, even though I’m sure that only a tiny fraction of Long Island’s three million or so residents have ever tried a bottle of their local wine—or even drink wine at all.


Another example is New Mexico. I confess that I never have tasted a New Mexico wine. In fact, I’ve never even seen a bottle. Professionally, this is an embarrassing admission. After all, New Mexico now has five thousand acres of vines under cultivation. And it has nineteen wineries. With that many acres and wineries, wine in New Mexico has to have become something local and proprietary.


In the Pacific Northwest, Oregon and Washington together have 193 wineries and more than eighteen thousand acres of vines. Some northwesterners may not like that fact, being teetotalers, mossback moralists, or just plain ornery about change. Still, the awareness is there, and most of them have accepted this addition to their vision of northwest life. They are their wines from their place.


This sense of proprietariness now exists—to greater or lesser degrees—in forty-three states. Who’s drinking all these wines from the forty-three states? All that Long Island wine? Or New Mexico wine? Or Texas wine? Or Northwest wines, for that matter? Locals and tourists. The great majority of these wines are never seen outside of their areas of origin.


One other element points to the emergence of a wine culture. Increasingly, those Americans who do drink wine are unwilling to pay a high price for it. Wine prices are softening. This is not just because of recessionary times, although that surely plays a role. Something more fundamental—and universal—is at work. It is simply this: wherever wine is viewed as “normal,” people are unwilling to pay a high price. Its corollary is that wherever wine is seen as “exceptional,” its audience willingly pays a high price.


The new normalcy of wine is making itself felt. Only truly remarkable wines will command a premium, as has long been the case in Europe. This leaves some wine producers uneasy. It’s almost, well . . . un-American. (1994)


According to Wine Institute, a California-based trade group, in 2006, America’s per capita consumption was 2.39 gallons (9 liters) per capita or twelve bottles of wine per person. This figure has been exceeded only twice, in 1985 and 1986, when per capita consumption was 2.43 gallons. Wine is now made in all fifty states; Long Island has fifty-one wineries. Oregon and Washington now have more than 600 wineries and a combined 46,000 acres of vines. I have since tasted New Mexico wines and have enthusiastically and repeatedly recommended the sparkling wines from New Mexico’s Gruet winery.
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SLIPPERINESS AT THE SMITHSONIAN


IT’S TIME TO TAKE THE gloves off about academics who opine about wine with no more knowledge or insight than what you can glean from reading an old Time magazine in the dentist’s office. Anyone who is a professor of seemingly anything now feels free to step up and take a swing at wine—or alcohol in general—with impunity.


A choice example of this was on display in May at the Smithsonian Institution, which sponsored a seminar on American wine called “Red, White, and American.” Among the speakers was Warren Belasco, who is chairman of the American Studies department at the University of Maryland Baltimore County.


“I’m not sure that I see Americans becoming really significant wine drinkers—or even drinkers of anything alcoholic,” says Belasco. “As we hold individuals ever more morally responsible for their own illnesses, I think alcohol may very well go the route of tobacco and red meat.”


And what does he base this on? “Seventy-five percent of the wine consumed is drunk just by 5 percent of the adult population,” cites Belasco, without attribution. “So, 95 percent of the adults are not drinking much, if at all.” Then, out comes that old statistical warhorse: France and Italy consume ten times as much wine per capita as we do.


“Wine,” explains the professor, “has a central place in cultures based on very long, leisurely meals and pedestrian transportation. And that’s probably not the future in America unless we experience a major economic and environmental collapse.”


What a quaint vision of wine and culture. “Significant” wine consumption is the old sot staggering down the country lane. Wine, you see, is one of those rural, horse-drawn reveries like something out of a Merchant-Ivory movie. We Americans, on the other hand, are terminally, internally combustibly busy. Only an economic or environmental collapse could return us to our wine senses.


The professor’s remarks remind me of A. J. Liebling’s scathing definition of an expert as someone who “writes what he construes to be the meaning of what he hasn’t seen.”


If we’ve heard the Europe-vs.-America comparison once, we’ve heard it a thousand times. The fact is—and it is a fact—most Europeans drank surprisingly little wine until quite recently, given their long history of winegrowing.


American wine consumption will never equal Europe’s. So what? Modern-day Europe’s consumption will never again equal late nineteenth-century Europe’s.


Theodore Zeldin in France 1848–1945, Volume I, tells us that “The consumption of wine in France increased from 51 liters a head in 1848 to 77 liters in 1872 to 103 liters in 1904 and 136 liters in 1926.” This great increase came almost exclusively from the cities, with their higher wages.


Ironically, a disproportionate few now drink wine in France. In a survey of four thousand French adults, 51 percent said they never drank wine, according to the National Interprofessional Office of Wine, a French trade group. France drinks less wine today (64.5 liters per capita) than it did 125 years ago.


Does this mean that wine in France is any less vibrant today than it was before? If you look only at the numbers, you’d have no choice but to conclude that not only is wine dying in France, but also all over Western Europe. The numbers are unequivocal: in the last thirty years, wine consumption has declined by nearly half in Italy, France, Spain, and Portugal.


Is wine culture dying in France, Italy, or Spain? Hardly. Yet their wine consumption will continue to decline. Wine is finding a new equilibrium, taking a revised place alongside increased consumption of bottled water, soft drinks, and the like.


If you actually visit France, Italy, or Spain, you will discover that wine—and above all the wine culture—is vibrant and throbbing with vitality. As school kids say, I seen it. This is the real measure of wine, a reporter’s measure.


What makes for “significant” wine drinking is culture, not numbers. I seen it in America, too. Not everywhere, to be sure. But make no mistake: American wine culture is vibrant and growing. You can see it in the explosion of imported and domestic offerings on supermarket and wine-shop shelves: in the eight-hundred-plus wineries in California, to say nothing of the hundreds of other wineries spread (sometimes thinly) across forty-two other states, and in the proliferation of wine newsletters and computer chat lines.


Asking non-wine professionals to publicly ponder the subject is a wonderful thing. But it would also be wise to ask them if they know anything about it. (1996)


French wine consumption continues to decline. In 2005 (the latest available data), France consumed 55.85 liters of wine per capita. The United States now has wineries in all fifty states. American per capita consumption of wine has increased 26 percent in the ten years between 1996 and 2006. I never did hear from Mr. Belasco or anyone at the Smithsonian, by the way.
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GEN X NIXES WINE? AW, QUIT WORRYING


I SUPPOSE IT’S HUMAN NATURE to fret about the future during a gung-ho present. Right now, the wine business is booming everywhere. No matter where you turn, from Chile to Italy, California to Australia, Oregon to Hungary, you can’t visit a winery without tripping over a smiling banker and a grinning grower. Prices have never been higher; demand is stronger than ever.


So what’s not to like? Ah, then you haven’t met the handwringers and doomsayers. They’ll tell you that you’re living in a dream world. It’s all a bubble, you see, like the once-fabled Japanese economy. Wine’s newfound success will also pop and collapse, with comparably disastrous effects.


It’s nothing so scenic as wineries being blown up by the aliens in the movie Independence Day. Rather, the doomsayers say we’re living in a demographic bubble. The famous baby boomers, all 66 million of ’em marching toward the wine aisle, have created a temporary fantasyland. They’re the ones drinking fine wine and paying the big bucks.


The doom lies beyond, with the darkly designated Generation X. This group, now in their twenties and early thirties, apparently do not like wine. Focus groups tell us this. Market research by big wineries says that beyond the boomers lies a void, a demographic black hole of wine-spurners. They drink beer. And that, campers, is why you’re not safe in your French oak barrel at night. Darkness is falling on wine.


You think I’m joking, right? Not a chance. I heard just this scenario submitted to me in just these melodramatic terms by a winegrower. And he, in turn, heard it at some conference somewhere, presented with even greater certainty by a guy with charts and numbers. So it must be true.


Actually, the numbers are pretty incontrovertible. Those pesky Xers really aren’t pursuing wine like us insufferable boomers who had the great good luck to be born when houses were affordable and college loans not quite so crushing. We have discretionary income. They have debts.


That’s not a small point, by the way. We all know that prices for good wines are almost ludicrously high. Have you tried to buy a house lately? In certain parts of the nation, houses are all but unaffordable for entry-level buyers—which is to say people who are in their twenties and early thirties. And if they do buy, you can be sure that they don’t have much dough left over. No wonder beer looks so good.


The fretters and doomsayers are dazzled—stupefied, really—by the numbers. Therein lies the problem: The numbers mean nothing. Every time the wine business starts crunching numbers, they turn out to be wrong.


First, we weren’t going to be a true wine nation until our per capita consumption rivaled Europe’s. That never happened, of course, and yet, voilà! here we are: a genuine, if fledgling, wine nation.


Then the numbers revealed that our per capita consumption actually was declining. Government warning labels flourished. Anti-drunk driving laws. Sulfite warnings. Fetal alcohol syndrome. All of these, and more, were forecast as crushing blows to wine.


So neo-Prohibitionism became the rallying cry. Haven’t heard that in a while, have we? That’s because it never existed. What the doomsayers paranoically insisted was neo-Prohibitionism was really just an outgrowth of the much larger issue of health awareness.


All of which tells us of the likely lunacy of the latest bit of doom-and-gloom about Generation Xers. What always is ignored, yet is as powerful as springtime itself, is wine’s powerful pull on our senses. Every generation finds its way to wine, if it’s allowed to.


So why not believe in wine? Why not recognize that what drew us to fine wine will surely, over time, exert the same attraction on succeeding generations? After all, the same numbers tell us that twenty- and thirty-year-olds are not just drinking any old beer. They want “craft beers.” The same quality consciousness they are bringing to beer (not to mention coffee) will lead them inevitably to fine wine.


There’s nothing else like wine. No other taste sensation rivals it. No other food offers as much history, culture, variety, and yes, mystery. It’s what has made wine so compelling to so many people for so many years. And now, all of a sudden, it’s going to stop? Forget the numbers. Wine isn’t soda pop. Wine is forever. (1997)


Ten years after this column appeared, it turns out that not only was there no cause for worrying about Gen Xers “nixing” wine—they’ve since embraced it, according to market surveys—but there was cause for even more optimism yet. I had not factored in the succeeding generation designated as Millennials. They are the cohort that reached drinking age (21 years old) around the year 2000, hence the designation.


According to a 2007 “Consumer Tracking Study” from the Wine Market Council, a trade group, “The two youngest segments of the market, Millennials [born starting in 1977] and Generation X [born between 1965 and 1976], are increasing their consumption most rapidly and most decidedly.”


What’s more, the report notes, Millennials are the more influential for demographic reasons: the Generation X population is about 44 million, while the Millennials number about 70 million. The report further notes that while Generation Xers didn’t take to wine until their thirties, Millennials took to wine in their twenties. This is a major reason for the uptick in overall per capita consumption of wine, as Millennials outnumber Baby Boomers as a cohort, although the Baby Boomers (born between 1946 and 1961) are significantly wealthier.


The Consumer Tracking Study calculates America’s per capita wine consumption at 3.02 gallons, by the way.
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AN OPEN LETTER TO WINING (AND WHINING) GEN XERS


DEAR GEN XERS,


It’s a hot topic today, at least in economics circles: The growing gap between income and wealth. Income, as we all know, is what you’ve got jingling in your pocket right now. Wealth is the result of accumulated income, never mind whether it’s in stocks, bonds, real estate, or—here’s a thought—a personal wine cellar.


Make no mistake: A wine cellar is a collection of uncashed paychecks. And most of us, especially before we hit our peak earning years, find it tough to set aside even a portion of our paychecks.


I say this from heartfelt personal experience. Although I’ve got a nice collection of bottles today, it wasn’t always so. It was hard won, as many Gen X–generated wine cellars now are.


This brings me to my (slightly uncomfortable) point. I say to those of you who are in your twenties and early thirties, don’t give up! You can build the cellar—well, a bunch of wines, anyway—of your dreams. But there’s a catch: It has to be something crafted from your dreams. Not Wine Spectator’s. Or mine. Or some other know-all wine pundit.


In other words, don’t let us torture you with the sugarplum fantasies that—let’s be honest here—are our stock-in-trade. What we taste and write about isn’t necessarily what we own. Why? Well, it’s the same reason why you don’t have these wines either: money.


Now, I’m not going to pretend that I don’t have some good bottles in my cellar. I do, although very few of them are blue-chip auction items. I mention this because—brace yourself—I’m tired of hearing the whining about how wines are too expensive today. About how you can’t participate in today’s wine world.


Get over it. It’s not true. Here’s a fact: The same wines that are out of reach for you today were out of reach for me twenty years ago. Sure, prices have changed, but not the relative affordability.


Just to confirm this, I rooted around in the cellar and found a dusty box of old wine catalogs. One of them was a Winter 1981 catalog from the (now defunct) San Francisco wine merchant Draper & Esquin. They had good prices, too. And to be fair about this, let me tell you what I was earning back then: $185 a week as a full-time food-and-wine writer.


So what was I tempted by? Well, there was Domaine Leflaive Puligny-Montrachet Les Pucelles 1979, the latest vintage. Price: $31.75. Today, it’s $90. It was painful then and now.


I never was tempted by big-name Bordeaux, but just for the record, a ’78 Chateau Cheval-Blanc cost $62.50 back in 1981. I was no more able (or willing) to divert one third of my weekly paycheck onto a bottle of wine than you are. By the way, Lafite, Mouton, and Latour were all about the same $60+ price.


My dream wine (yours, too, I’ll bet) was Domaine de la Romanée-Conti. Take a guess what the latest release of La Tâche cost in 1981? Time’s up. The 1978 La Tâche cost $130 a bottle. It was out of reach then and now.


Some clever economics major can probably figure out the purchasing parity between then and now. But it’s pretty clear that the fabled “good old days” really weren’t all that dreamy. The fabled wines of the time remained fantasies, just as they do today.


Granted, there are real differences. And I don’t want to diminish them. College didn’t cost so much two decades ago. Housing was much less expensive. Cars were cheap. All of these have become oppressive.


Also, there are a lot more high-ticket wines today than twenty years ago. Really, there were no expensive California wines, except maybe Hanzell or Heitz. Then again, you can find more really superb California wines today selling at reasonable prices than ever existed two decades ago.


So let me give it to you straight. You’re going to have to build your wine collection just the way the rest of us did, by looking for the unknown or under-appreciated regions. Or for new producers who haven’t yet got the hype. Or for wine types that are currently out of fashion (remember how cheap Sauternes used to be?).


Most of these won’t be trophy wines. They won’t be the subjects of magazine cover stories. You won’t be the envy of Texas millionaires. But you will have a real wine cellar. And if you choose carefully and sift through today’s flood of advice—which didn’t exist twenty years ago, I might note—you’ll have realized your wine cellar dream. And it will be beautiful. (1997)


Oh, what a difference a decade makes. Domaine Leflaive Puligny-Montrachet Les Pucelles now fetches $250 a bottle for the latest vintage; Chateau Cheval-Blanc costs $900 to $1,000 a bottle; and the fabled La Tâche asks—and gets—between $1,000 and $5,000 a bottle depending upon the vintage. Nevertheless, there are also more lovely, cellar-worthy wines made today from places such as Spain, Greece, Italy, France, Argentina, Chile, New Zealand, Australia, California, Oregon, Washington, British Columbia, and Ontario than existed even ten years ago. And they sell for very reasonable prices.
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SOME TRUTHS OF OUR TIME



WINE HAS AN AGELESS QUALITY about it, what with all of Europe’s ancient vineyard areas and lovely old stone buildings. Yet the new structure of wine today is not a simulation of wine’s romantic past but a “real time” creation that has transformed our old preconceptions. To understand wine as it really is today—and will be for decades to come—consider the following:


Price has nothing to do with quality. There’s absolutely no correlation anymore—if there ever was—between price and quality. None whatsoever. But there’s an equally absolute correlation between demand and price. Sure, quality plays a part, but price is mostly a function of scarcity, publicity, and perceived exclusivity. Think of French Champagne, if you’re looking for a good example.


Partly the reason for this most-extreme-in-history imbalance between quality and price is technological: Winemakers everywhere now have the same good equipment. And they are equally well equipped with solid scientific educations.


The other reason is globalization. Wine drinkers everywhere—America, Europe, Asia—now drink remarkable wines from a dozen or more countries that sell for modest prices which don’t even begin to reflect their intrinsic quality and—this is important—originality.


Most wines will age longer—and better—than we expect. This is a corollary to the uncoupling of price and quality. Precisely because so many of today’s wines are so well made—and often from intrinsically fine, yet still low-priced, areas such as Puglia or Argentina—the old intuitive linkage between price and ageability has also been severed.


Mind you, it’s not just a matter of a wine’s being able to age—that’s a matter of mere endurance—but rather, the worth of waiting. A surprising number of today’s best wines from just about anywhere will not only make the long march but also will have something interesting to say at the end of it. This applies to just about any wine, from Muscadet and Moscato to Barbera and Blaufränkisch.


Today’s most interesting wines get short shrift. Although a number of my wine-writing colleagues—and wine retailers, too—have labored mightily to spotlight lesser-known wines and winegrowers, the fact remains that too many deserving wines and whole regions have not had their moment in prime time.


The issue here is not about assigning blame, but about recognizing that, as Hamlet said, “There are more things in heaven and earth . . . than are dreamt of in your philosophy.” Our “wine philosophies”—and I include my own here—are not as creative and inclusionary as they might be.


The great exception to this is restaurant sommeliers. More than any other group, they have vastly enlarged their “wine philosophies,” persuasively advocating for the likes of Grüner Veltliner and many of Italy’s and Spain’s great, but lesser-known, wine regions and producers, to say nothing of the new wines of Greece, Hungary, New Zealand, Oregon, Washington, and, of course, California.


Wines today are either “preinstalled” or “alternative.” In the computer business, software makers pay hundreds of millions of dollars to have their products preinstalled on new computers. If you want an “alternative,” you have to download it yourself. The same thing is now happening in wine.


In the world of what might be called Big Wine, the past decade has seen a concentration of brand power in relatively few hands. On the production side, you’ve got three major players: Constellation Brands, Diageo, and E. & J. Gallo.


They, for their part, need comparably big distribution. So you’ve got Southern Wine & Spirits of America. It distributes 19 percent of all the alcoholic beverages sold in the United States. Southern’s new joint venture with Glazer’s Distributors, a powerhouse in Texas and the Midwest, will increase that share to an estimated 38 percent nationwide.


What this means is that in retail wine sales, especially in supermarkets, the great majority of the wines on the shelf are preinstalled. You can like it or not, but that’s how it is. (Actually, it’s been this way for decades. Only the scale has changed.)


The key point is that all other wines—like software you have to actively seek out and download—are “alternative.”


More than ever before, wine buyers now fall into two camps: those who are passive and choose from what’s put in front of them (by far the larger group) and those who actively seek.


A modern-day Brillat-Savarin might easily declare: “Tell me how you buy, and I will tell what you’re drinking.” (2008)


In 2009, the joint venture between Southern Wine & Spirits of America and Glazer’s Distributors was discontinued. Nevertheless, Southern Wine & Spirits remains by far the dominant—and dominating—force in American alcoholic beverage distribution nationwide.














[image: art]


TASTING




Obviously, tasting is central to wine. Yet there’s more to tasting than a quick gurgle and a spurt of wine and words. In the same way that listening to, and becoming absorbed by, music expands your world and offers entrée to discoveries that take music beyond its compositional notes, so too is the act of tasting wine a broadening experience. It’s nothing to spit at, you might say.





FEAR VS. CONVICTION


RECENTLY, I’VE COME INTO CLOSER-THAN-USUAL contact with California corporate wine types. It’s easy to parody corporate wine types. Yes, they often are “suits,” as opposed to “wine men and women.” Suits move boxes. Indeed, they’re proud of it, as that’s the coin—in every sense—of their realm.


But what I hadn’t understood before was their ever-present fear. Really, they’re terrified of you. They won’t take a chance on using screw caps, even though they know that 3 to 5 percent of everything they released under cork is tainted. Why not? Because their surveys show that you don’t like screw caps.


In fairness, theirs is a profoundly democratic environment. You say you want Chardonnay? You got it. More Syrah? Coming, dear! Whatever you, the customer, wants is what they strive to supply. But precisely because their primary interest is the marketplace, corporate wine types are always playing a nerve-wracking game of catch-up. It’s a long lag time from vine to wine to market.


The power of the “suits” has grown along with the vastly increased corporate ownership in today’s wine world. And this has given rise to a new way of classifying wines. Never mind grape variety or terroir. We now have just two types of wine: wines of fear and wines of conviction.


Look at what happened to Robert Mondavi wines. Robert Mondavi himself was first and foremost a “wine man.” Sure, he made a lot of money. But did you ever doubt his ambition to actually lead the market? To make wines that helped define, rather than react to, popular taste? He made his reputation making wines of conviction.


During Mondavi’s heyday in the 1970s and 1980s, countless critics and wine drinkers expressed surprise at just how good Mondavi’s basic Cabernet was, given the large quantity produced. The more expensive Reserve Cabernet was always in the top rank. Mondavi was the one to beat, never mind the big-scale production. But since Mondavi went public in 1993 and the suits took over, that hasn’t been the case.


What do wines of fear taste like? In a word, “predictable.” Johnny Carson used to do a comedy routine called Karnak the Magnificent in which he would hold a sealed envelope to his forehead and announce the answer to the question inside the envelope.


Today, any moderately experienced taster, upon seeing the label of one of these “wines of fear,” can do the same. He or she can accurately tell you what the wine tastes like without opening the bottle.


Wines of fear will be oaky—a little or a lot. They will be intensely fruity, and smooth down the gullet, so much so that you can sometimes think you’re drinking grape juice rather than wine. Above all, they will taste interchangeable with any other such wine. This, by the way, crosses national boundaries. You find wines of fear in France, Italy, Australia, California, Spain, Chile, and any other place where suits—rather than individuals—rule.


All of this is thrown into sharp relief (in every sense) when you taste wines of conviction. With a wine of conviction, the element of predictability is absent. The wine tastes original, even provocative.


Do such wines always come from small wineries? Usually they do. But winery size isn’t really the defining element. Instead it’s winery management. Wines of conviction come from somebody. Usually it’s a committed owner with the courage of his or her pocketbook, as well as a vision. Occasionally, you can find a manager who behaves like he or she owns the place.


Size complicates conviction, but it doesn’t prohibit it. But as every poker player knows, the bigger your pot, the less inclined you are to risk it. This is ironic, of course, because it is precisely the big players who can afford to take risks. Yet they almost never do.


Small wineries can psychologically afford the courage of their convictions. Almost all of the innovative wines in California today originally came from small pocketbook producers. It wasn’t the Big Boys who first brought to our attention Rhône varieties such as Viognier or Grenache. Neither did they pioneer Pinot Gris, which they’re all chasing after now.


So next time you drink a wine, ask yourself one question: Does this taste like a wine of fear? Or a wine of conviction? You’ll be surprised how quickly, and readily, the answer will spring to your lips. The difference today is that clear. (2005)
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CAUGHT IN A BLIND


I HAVE TO TELL YOU right up front: I’m a lousy blind taster. Ethics (and witnesses) force me to make this confession. If you’re ever seated next to me at a blind tasting, don’t copy from my notes. You’re sure to wind up sitting next to me again—at remedial wine-tasting summer school.


With this mea gulpa, so to speak, out of the way, I can now proceed to the point of this column. Blind tastings, like sharp instruments, are best handled deftly. Increasingly, I find myself a believer in seeing the label.


Make no mistake—I am a great supporter of blind tastings. Wine Spectator rightly employs the practice for nearly all of its tastings. There’s no fairer procedure in the land. It leads to a real sort of justice.


But at the same time, there’s a “kids-don’t-do-this-at-home” element to blind tasting. I can’t tell you how often I’ve found myself at a dinner table where the host says, “I thought you might enjoy comparing a few wines blind tonight with dinner.” Boy, the host got that wrong. I most definitely do not enjoy doing that. And others around the table usually aren’t shrieking with delight, either.


Blind tasting at table seems to be a specialty of the English, as well as Anglophilic Americans. I cannot ever remember being subjected to it by Italian or—outside of Bordeaux—French hosts. The Bordelais have long had English (and Irish) affiliations.


Just why blind tastings at social occasions are so enjoyed by English wine fanciers is probably best left to them to explain, if they can. My own armchair theory has this love of tableside blind tasting as a bizarre offshoot of their ancient culture of canings in upper-class “public schools.” Once you get a taste for that sort of thing . . .


They say that it sharpens one’s acuity and appreciation. Right. I’m sure all the great headmasters said the same thing. To the extent that fear of humiliation does heighten the senses, then there may be something to this assertion. Mostly though, it makes those of us on the receiving end miserable.


So this is why I say enough with the blind tasting, already. Leave it to the confines of magazines and newsletters or the structured environment of a wine-tasting class. I’ve done these sorts of blind tastings (not well, of course), and I’m here to tell you that I’ve learned more and better by seeing the label.


I’ve discovered, for example, that within the vast area of Chianti Classico, there’s a little nook that cradles three superbly distinctive Chianti Classico estates that all share a strong taste similarity: Castello della Paneretta, Fattoria Monsanto, and Isole e Olena. In a blind tasting, you may like one or another of this trio. But I doubt that even the most acute taster would spot the commonality among them in a large lineup. It’s readily seen, though, when you knowingly serve them together.


Allow me to be clear about this: There’s no one right way to taste wine. Blind tasting humbles the most pretentious label drinkers. There are no experts in a blind tasting. Also, it can bring to the forefront wines that, ostensibly modest, really are aristocrats. That’s why we should never stop blind tasting.


But it also deserves to be said that too much blind tasting leads to a different sort of arrogance. I’ll never forget being told by a Napa Valley winemaker that she thought all the distinctions of terroir in Burgundy were bunk.


“In our tasting group, we tasted all the different vineyard wines made by Leflaive and Lafon, Niellon, and Sauzet,” she said. “And all we could repeatedly do was identify the wines by the producer’s style. There is no way you can say which wine is Bâtard-Montrachet and which is Chevalier-Montrachet,” she said firmly.


When I suggested that perhaps their problem was that they hadn’t first tasted enough of these wines with their labels on, she dismissed that as “prejudiced tasting.”


Personally, I prefer the opportunity of deriving insights from knowing where the wine came from. And even who made it. Does that invite prejudice? Sure. So what? Blind tasters are often equally prejudiced by their “we tasted ’em fair and square” approach.


When we listen to music, is our discernment any less acute, or insightful, because we know the composer or the singer? Quite the opposite, I suspect. (1996)
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YET ANOTHER GRAND TASTING


LOS ANGELES—ONE OF THE PECULIARITIES of American wine loving is the grand tasting. Thirty years ago, you considered yourself lucky (and exhausted) to taste fifteen or twenty wines of a certain type at one sitting.


But the rise of American wine collecting, as well as the American wine passion, pumped up this puny approach into extravaganzas involving dozens of wines at a sitting and sometimes hundreds of wines across a “wine weekend.”


Just last week, for example, the auction house Acker Merrall & Condit sponsored a blowout Burgundy tasting in New York spanning three days with about 115 wines, including meals at Per Se, Bouley, and Cru. It sold out at $7,999 a person.


Here in Los Angeles, a wine-obsessed physicist named Bipin Desai has for twenty years sponsored similar wine extravaganzas, with meals prepared by Chinois on Main in Santa Monica and Spago in Beverly Hills, both owned by Wolfgang Puck. Floods of Bordeaux and Burgundies have washed through these tastings, which cost thousands of dollars apiece.


This past weekend was unusual, as Mr. Desai acknowledged in his opening remarks, for a first-time-ever featuring of a Riesling wine. “In twenty years, I’ve never before presented a Riesling,” Mr. Desai said. “And I knew that if I ever did, it would have to be Trimbach’s Clos Ste. Hune.” Mr. Desai admitted that he hadn’t tasted many vintages of Clos Ste. Hune, which is widely seen as Alsace’s single best Riesling.


This admission likely could have been echoed by many of the evening’s forty-three other participants, if only because so little of Clos Ste. Hune is produced—about seven hundred cases a year at most—according to vintner Jean Trimbach, who flew in directly from Alsace for the event.


A single vineyard wine, Clos Ste. Hune occupies a mere handkerchief of a vineyard, just 3.2 acres, with the oldest vines dating to the 1950s. All of the wines at the tasting came directly from Mr. Trimbach’s cellar.


Although Clos Ste. Hune was the star attraction, the tasting also included Trimbach’s other great Riesling, Cuvée Frédéric Émile, which comes mostly from the grand cru Geisberg vineyard, with a small amount drawn from the neighboring Osterberg vineyard. “This is more readily available,” Mr. Trimbach said. “We make about 3,500 to 4,000 cases a year of Frédéric Émile.”


In all, eighteen vintages of Clos Ste. Hune were offered, from 2000 to 1971, along with sixteen vintages of Cuvée Frédéric Émile, also from 2000 to 1971. With thirty-four Rieslings in an evening—and not just any Rieslings, mind you—this wasn’t your average suburban wine and cheese affair. (Actually, no cheese was served at all, which was a pity.)


Apart from the obvious bragging rights, are tastings such as this really worthwhile? The answer is a grandly equivocal yes and no. I’ve done these sorts of tastings before and have always walked away simultaneously awed and depressed at the extravagance of tasting (and spitting out) so many magnificent wines that each deserve a contemplative, lingering dinner of their own. Instead, they’re herded into a beauty contest where their merits are bloodlessly, methodically examined with clinical remove. It’s like a conference on lovemaking with a forensic pathologist as the keynote speaker.


That acknowledged, these tastings do offer insights. For example, it was striking to see not just the sublime quality of these two wines over a span of thirty-five years, but also to recognize something exceedingly rare in today’s wine world: The style of these wines hasn’t changed an iota.


This may not seem at first glance all that significant, yet it’s surprisingly rare. Remarkably few wines from Bordeaux, Burgundy, Italy, Spain, California, Australia, or anywhere else—including each nation’s most famous and prized estates—have remained stylistically unchanged in the past three decades. Nearly all red Bordeaux have changed, sometimes radically, in this time span. Ditto for red Burgundies and practically all of Italy’s best wines.


Yet Trimbach remains true to its exclusive school, nowhere more so than with its two signature Rieslings. What’s more, the Trimbach approach is almost a model of what not to do in today’s quivering, market-fearful wine business. For example, neither Clos Ste. Hune nor Cuvée Frédéric Émile undergoes malolactic fermentation, where the harsh malic acid is transformed by bacteria into softer lactic acid.


This means that the wines not only retain a zippy acidity but also that it requires years, even decades, for the wines to fully mature—a point brought out dramatically in the tasting at which most of the wines only approached maturity some fifteen years after the harvest date.


Also, neither of these wines spends any time in small vanilla-scented oak barrels. Instead, they are stored in large, flavorless oak casks and even there, not for very long. The wines are put in bottle little more than eighteen months after the harvest, the better to preserve their freshness and fruit. Not least, both wines are almost always exceptionally dry, devoid of the palate-seducing sweetness now commonly found in California Chardonnays, as well as numerous Alsatian wines.


Which wines stood out? There’s no question that Clos Ste. Hune is the supreme vehicle for finesse and minerality (the soil is 80 percent pure limestone). It’s also the more long-lived of the two. Only today are the 1985 and ’83 vintages truly mature, with ’79 and ’76 showing only slight signs of decline, evidenced by a slight drying out of the fruit. (The ’71 was, alas, marred by cork taint.)


Cuvée Frédéric Émile is impressively close to Clos Ste. Hune in quality, displaying superb minerality and a more generous fruitiness, along with a tangerine scent absent in the more austere Clos Ste. Hune. It also matures a bit earlier: The 1990 Cuvée Frédéric Émile was rounding the curve into full maturity while, side by side, the 1990 Clos Ste. Hune was nowhere near as ready. The difference between these two Rieslings is like that between the most refined Swiss cotton and silk.


This is reflected in price as well. Where you can buy the 2000 Cuvée Frédéric Émile for $35 (recently recommended in this column, it showed brilliantly at the tasting as well, confirming my belief that 2000 is one of Trimbach’s greatest vintages for this wine), the 2000 Clos Ste. Hune will set you back $160. You get what you pay for in each instance, but there’s no doubting that Cuvée Frédéric Émile is the steal. (2006)


I’ve attended several of Bipin Desai’s lavish tastings. He is always very cordial to me, even though he surely knows that I do not share his sincere enthusiasm for the worth-whileness of these events. I get invited because the featured wine producer usually has the perquisite of asking a few guests of his or her own choosing. This was the case, I’m sure, with Trimbach. The co-owner of the Trimbach winery, Hubert Trimbach, was the best man at my wedding, which took place in the tiny, ancient church featured on the label of Trimbach’s Clos Ste. Hune Riesling.



THE GENIUS OF GREAT WINE



IT WAS A STRAIGHTFORWARD AND not at all naive question: “How do I know when I’m drinking a great wine?” a friend recently asked. I started to reply with the usual blather about layers of flavor, originality of taste, dimensionality, and so forth. Then I stopped myself.


“It’s really very easy,” I replied. “Great wine makes you feel like a genius.”


In all these years of thinking about wine, tasting my unfair share of great wines as well as an equally unfair share of junk, I had never realized just how little work a great wine requires of us. Usually, we’re told it’s the opposite. That understanding a great wine requires a sense of context; how you really have to know something about wine, etc.


But when you think about your “virginal epiphany,” the first time the scales fell away from your palate and you saw the wine light, I’ll bet you anything that you barely knew which end of the bottle had the cork.


Far from great wine requiring a reservoir of knowledge, it instead reaches out from the glass, grabs you by both nostrils, and, like some fantastic monster from the deep, pulls you down into its existence and holds you there. Far from suffocating, you’re exhilarated. Your senses open; your mind swells. Life seems richer, finer, fuller. You feel like you’re in on a great secret. Above all, you feel like you did it.


This is the giveaway to great wine: It does all the work, yet you feel like you’re the genius. Everything is laid out so clearly, so comprehendably, it’s so unmistakably obvious that you grin shamelessly. “But of course,” you say, without a shred of modesty.


This is how I felt when, for example, I first tasted La Tâche, one of Burgundy’s ineffably great red wines. I was a wine pup at the time. I was drinking—I swear this is true—Asti Spumante with pepperoni pizza. I thought it was a swell combination. Somehow, I found myself in front of a glass of La Tâche. The rest you know. Every wine lover has such a story.


From there I, like you, tried to explore every wine highway and byway: German Rieslings, red Bordeaux, white Burgundy, Barolo, California Cabernets, and so forth. As I acquired a buildup of vintages, a kind of coral reef of wine experience, I could mentally compare the latest wine in hand with its predecessors. I felt smart. I felt experienced.


Every time I tasted a truly great wine, I thought it was me, that I was the smart one. I was a fool. Great wine has what the Chinese philosopher Lao-Tzu, the founder of Taoism, observed more than twenty-five hundred years ago in the Tao Te Ching: “When the best leader is gone, his people will say, ‘Amazing, we did it all by ourselves!’”


So why don’t we drink great wines all the time? We can’t. It’s not just the money. Or the rarity. I actually know people who do drink great wines almost exclusively. They’re bored and jaded. They’re barely aware of what they’re experiencing.


The first time I saw this I was shocked. Great wine, by definition, should be a rare experience. Ironically, it’s rarer today than ever before. How can this be? It’s simple: the quality gap is closing. It wasn’t so long ago that your average wine was just that. Great wines stood out like beacons. Think of the huge gap in manners, speech, clothing, and education between peasants and gentlemen. Wine once had the same enormous, obvious distinctions.


When you read the works of once-famous early-twentieth-century British writers such as P. Morton Shand, Maurice Healy, André Simon, or H. Warner Allen, all they ever seemed to taste and talk about was Château Lafite Rothschild, Montrachet, various Champagnes, a few “hocks” (German Rieslings), Port, and the like. Their universe was populated by maybe five dozen wines.


The gap between their habitual great wines and the next level was such that they probably saw it as slumming, like having lunch with the fishmonger. As a character in Disraeli’s Sybil nicely put it, “I rather like bad wine. One gets so bored with good wine.” (2004)
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HOW TO BE A WINE GUY


MAYBE YOU’VE WONDERED HOW I’VE acquired such vast wine knowledge? Such expertise? Such opportunities to sample old vintages? I’ll tell you in one word: bamboozle.


It’s as simple as that. For example, how is anybody supposed to really know Burgundy? You can taste until your tongue rolls up like a broken window shade and it won’t help.


Do you want to know how to differentiate between, say, Savigny-lès-Beaune “Serpentières” and “Narbantons”? Do you want to taste perfectly mature, pristine examples from the grower’s cellar at no cost to you? Of course you do.


To acquire true wine expertise, you can taste numerous examples at vast expense over a period of decades. Then maybe, just maybe, you’ll get a grip on it. (Actually, you won’t. My experience confirms the old saw, “The more you taste, the less you know.”)


So here’s what you do. You’re in some dank cellar somewhere. You’re struggling with French or Italian or the jargon of California wine speak (“We sourced this wine from the lower part of the upper bench at just the right pH”).


When the time comes for “The Tasting,” you project floods of modesty and self-effacement (this is the hardest part for me). You say that, really, if the grower would be so kind, if he wouldn’t mind, you would like to taste the wines blind and say where they came from.


Upon hearing that, it’s all the grower can do to keep from grabbing his cell phone and calling his neighbors in from the fields to watch you make a fool of yourself—which you surely will.


It helps to understand that most of the world’s best winegrowers are farmers. They’re close to the land. Theirs is an earthy sense of humor. They like old-time carnival shows where, for a quarter, you can throw a ball at a target and, if you hit it, some hapless victim is plopped into a vat of water.


The idea here is to make yourself that hapless victim. If you’re in France, Italy, Spain, or Germany, the winegrower is elaborately courteous, replying with something like, “But of course, monsieur.” (Americans are more blunt: “You gotta be kidding,” is the usual response.)


Now the fun starts. Six glasses are put in front of you on an upended barrel. The light is dim. The wines are barrel samples with about as much apparent difference between them as yesterday’s bank balance from today’s.


You swirl. You sniff. And you spit with a certain definitiveness. (Really good spitting is something I’ve never mastered. This is a pity, because people always credit a good spitter with having a great palate.)


Eventually you hold forth. Here, you let slip your veil of modesty. You verbally stride forth, saying, “I think this first wine is the Serpentières because it has that ethereal delicacy I always associate with this vineyard.” This, of course, is nonsense. You haven’t a clue. But you persist, going down the line, declaring with professional certitude the distinctions of each wine that unmistakably make it such-and-such vineyard. By now, the winegrower can barely contain himself. He’s practically hopping from one foot to the other like a schoolboy with an overfull bladder. He can’t wait to gleefully tell you how wrong you are.


And, boy, are you ever wrong. In all the years I’ve been pulling this stunt, not once have I ever been right.


Finally, the moment arrives. The winegrower, with the sort of false dejection seen at the best funerals, declares that he’s so sorry, monsieur, but the first wine is not Serpentières. “No, monsieur, it is the Jarrons vineyard. You see, Jarrons has a rich, meaty quality due to the high clay content, etc.”


While the grower is expansive with an eloquence and articulateness you couldn’t get from him if you asked a direct question, you are scribbling like mad. Word for word, you download this distilled wisdom of generations of winegrowers.


Then comes the best part. After explaining how you missed all the wines, the grower will then take pity on you. “You know,” he says, “it’s very hard to see these differences with young wines. Let me show you some mature examples.”


With that he goes off to the dark recesses of his cellar, bringing back an armful of filthily lovely old bottles just so you can, someday, get it right.


Can you really ever get it right? Not likely. But you’ll get to taste a lot of swell wines—as long as you don’t tell ’em Matt sent you. (2005)
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THE 25-WATT WINE


I’VE ALWAYS TRIED TO PUT whomever I meet—and whatever I drink—in a historical context. (It’s the history major in me.) For example, when I visit farmers, I always ask them when their farms first got hooked up to the grid. You’d be amazed at how recent rural electrification was in many areas of the United States. It tells us volumes about how peoples’ lives once were lived and how they’ve changed.


Years ago when I was still a food writer, I visited an onion grower in Vidalia, Georgia. My onion grower was in his early forties at the time. I asked him if he remembered when his farm first got electricity.


“I remember it well,” he replied. “I was a boy at the time. This would have been in the 1950s. I remember we had a wire coming down from the ceiling over our kitchen table. At the end of it was a bare light bulb. I tell you, when we flipped that switch for the first time, it was, to this day, the brightest light I’ve ever seen. It was a 25-watt bulb.”


I think of this story whenever I drink a rosé. Because a great rosé—yes, such a thing exists—is not merely pleasant. Instead, a great rosé reminds us that wine wattage isn’t everything. A rosé made not as an afterthought, but as what might be called an “intentional wine,” proves that even pink can make you think.


Sure, rosés are pleasant. And, granted, no rosé is as symphonic as a full-fledged red wine. But they can be compelling, even original—especially once we get past a color prejudice that dismisses a pale pink wine as inherently insubstantial.


Want proof? Try the Cerasuolo wine from Torre dei Beati, the word cerasuolo, or “cherry red,” being synonymous with rosé in Italy’s Montepulciano d’Abruzzo zone. Or the Chiaretto from Provenza in northern Italy’s Lake Garda area, chiaretto being that zone’s local name for rosé.


France, of course, is famous for Tavel and nearby Lirac in the southern Rhône Valley, both of which make rosés mostly from Grenache. Tavel has the distinction of being the only appellation in France—the world, most likely—dedicated exclusively to the production of rosé.


These and many other rosés—such as rosados from Spain, most of which are made from Grenache, which is arguably the single best grape for rosé wines—are seductive. And refreshing. And easy to love.


What’s more, wine history further proves that rosé is more than a mere slurp. It’s worth recalling that in Burgundy the very wines that allowed Burgundians to draw their great vineyard distinctions were, in fact, what we would today unhesitatingly call a rosé.


Red wines as we know them require a prolonged mingling of pigment-rich skins with the juice. (Nearly all grapes have colorless juice.) To do this requires large vats or casks, as the skins are bulky.


When you look at wine harvest scenes in French tapestries from the 1400s, however, you don’t see any large fermenting vats. That’s because they didn’t appear until the 1600s. And even then, the vats were not often used for what the French call cuvaison, which is the process of allowing the juice of red grapes to ferment with the skins.


Even as late as 1807, when truly red Burgundies appeared, the French minister of agriculture, Jean-Antoine Chaptal, described Burgundy’s still-traditional method of fermentation: “Lighter wines of Burgundy can’t take more than six to twelve hours of cuvaison. The most famous of these is Volnay. This wine, so fine, so delicate, so agreeable, can’t stand a cuvaison of more than eighteen hours and doesn’t last from one harvest to the next.”


Yet by that time, virtually every premier cru of Volnay that we revere today—indeed nearly every significant premier and grand cru vineyard in Burgundy—had already been identified and qualitatively judged.


This tells us that amplification is not substance. Our wine-loving forebears could hear volumes in a mere whisper. They and their sensory world were calibrated differently. As with my onion grower, light was not slight to them.


Our time is different. We need stronger wine statements. But rosés not only still exist, but also the best ones are better than ever, even if we’ll never experience the antique insight of, say, a Richebourg rosé.


Rosés at their resonant best are a modern wake-up call, reminding us not merely to kick back, but to throttle back as well. (2006)


[image: art]


TASTING AND TALKING


ONE OF THE PHENOMENA OF our time is the wine conference. Now, for those who don’t hang on every drip from the bottle, the idea of a wine conference seems, well, a bit silly. After all, what more can you say after “a loaf of bread, a jug of wine, and thou”? The answer is: a lot. Edward Fitzgerald’s admirable concision is absent, however. Wine conferences inspire a wealth of wine jabber.


The past two weeks saw me in back-to-back wine conferences, one in the Central Otago area of New Zealand and most recently in the cool-climate Mornington Peninsula of Australia, about an hour’s drive south of Melbourne. Both conferences were consecrated—that’s the only word for it—to Pinot Noir.


Wine conferences attract particular sorts: winemakers, of course; retailers, wholesalers, and importers; and not least, impassioned consumers. What attracts these die-hard wine drinkers? In a word, passion. And no wine inspires this more than Pinot Noir.


Sure, there are other occasional wine conferences centered on other grape varieties. Chardonnay, Syrah, Cabernet Sauvignon, and even Viognier have had their moment in the spotlight. But no other wine sees such relentless attention, such scrutiny, as Pinot Noir. Oregon has its International Pinot Noir Celebration every year in late July. It’s the granddaddy of these Pinot fests, with nearly two decade’s worth of annual events to its credit. Inspired by Oregon’s example, now New Zealand has its own Pinot Noir Celebration; California has its World of Pinot Noir; and Australia—which is not known for Pinot Noir greatness—has its Mornington Peninsula Pinot Noir Celebration.


Just what goes on in these high-ticket (anywhere from $600 to $1,200 a person depending on the venue) wine romps? Tasting and talking. And then yet more tasting and talking.


Invariably, they are come-ons for the wine region hosting the event. Here in Mornington Peninsula an entire morning was spent tasting the local Pinot Noirs, followed by participants being bussed off to various local wineries that hosted lunch. Every such event I’ve attended follows this same promotional formula.


But the real attraction is what can only be called geek-speak. You’ve seen the movie Sideways, where the repellent wine geek Miles holds forth on the minutiae of Pinot Noir? That’s nothing compared to the pathology of real Pinotphiliacs.


For example, in an afternoon session at the Mornington Peninsula Pinot Noir Celebration, 150 attendees were rapt—rapt, I tell you—by a nearly forensic investigation called the “Influence of Clones and Terroir.”


One local winery (Stonier Wines) offered a side-by-side comparison of two Pinot Noirs where the winemaker and the clone or strain are the same, but the terroirs (vineyard plots) are different, based on soils and exposures. Heavier soils such as clay can create darker, fruitier Pinot Noir than, say, gravel or sandy soil. Exposure—how much sunlight the vines receive based on how early or late they capture the morning sun—can significantly affect ripeness. (One wine was lighter and more floral, while the other was denser and richer, as well as darker.)


Another local winery (Willow Creek) offered a different twist: the same wine-making and terroir, but a different clone. This business of clones is always much discussed whenever Pinot Noir is the topic.


Every grape variety has different strains, each creating wines of greater or lesser fruitiness, degrees of color, and, above all, particular taste characteristics. Because Pinot Noir is more genetically unstable than many other grapes, it creates more mutations. When these mutations are identified, isolated, and asexually reproduced (my grandmother did the same by stealing a leaf stem from a friend’s African violet and rooting it in a glass of water), it’s called a clone.


Starting in the 1970s, France has methodically cataloged its vast heritage of grape varieties, patiently identifying distinct strains, looking for the grape version of a few good men.


Nowhere was this effort more extensive than with Pinot Noir in Burgundy. Starting in the late 1980s, the French government then commercialized these Pinot Noir clones, offering them to the world’s grape growers under the unromantic designations of clone 113, 114, 115, 667, and 777, among others. They became known collectively as the Dijon clones, after the Burgundian town where the research team was based. Today, everybody’s got the Dijon clones, in addition to whatever existing clones were already present in their respective nations.
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