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Preface


First times tend to be memorable, for better or worse, because they mark watersheds in our lives. I still remember the day I first went to visit a winery. I had recently arrived in Chile to work as a journalist; it was an exciting, nerve-racking, often bewildering time in my life. First, I got to know the office and my new home, which became familiar and comforting territory. But Chile has a particular way of getting under your skin, and before long I was itching to explore farther. There was just one small problem. Where to begin?


I think, even then, I knew the answer to that question. Wine was one of the few things I had associated with Chile before I arrived so it seemed a natural place to start. Before I knew it, I was being flung around the front of a thundering micro bus trying to ask the driver as politely as possible to let me know when we arrived at the winery. It was a balmy day and the sun’s warmth was insistent through the threadbare curtains. I dozed off, and woke to the sight of an aggravated driver glaring back down a near-empty bus. I got off, and the bus promptly disappeared. The road was empty; all I could see were vines stretching into the distance and the gates to a grand-looking winery. I hesitated. This felt odd, it was not my world. I took a deep breath and pushed open the gate.


It was a defining moment in my life because, since then, wine has become my world. Not long after my first winery visit I was commissioned to write a guide to visiting Chilean wineries and so set off on a fascinating and frustrating trip around the backwaters of Chile’s wine lands in the company of several notepads and a leaky old BMW. It took six months and a good deal of patience to visit over 100 wineries. By the end, I felt not only ready to murder Chile’s rural road-sign department, but also privileged to have got to know the country in a way that few are lucky enough to experience. It was the beginning of the path that has led to this book.


It is an exciting time to be writing about Chile. Since 1990 the country has undergone a profound and exhilarating process of change and development. This has been manifested nowhere more starkly than in its wine industry, which has flourished and, in doing so, transformed itself in little over a decade and a half. That process of change remains ongoing, though it seems the fundamentals of Chile’s new wine era have been established: viticultural expansion into marginal areas, ever-increasing diversity of grape varieties, a newfound will to experiment and explore, and a drive to craft wines that speak increasingly of Chile as well as the cheap and cheerful wine that has won it so many friends all over the world. The face of Chilean wine is changing and the purpose of this book is to document this vinous evolution.


This book is first and foremost a reference guide to Chilean wine in the modern era. At its heart is a comprehensive series of profiles on the country’s most significant wine producers, and throughout I have endeavoured to provide information that will serve those interested in Chile and its wines, whatever their knowledge about wine in general. There are 129 producers in the book, 82 of which have major profiles – and of those wineries profiled, I have visited all but seven, many of them on more than one occasion. As a result, most of the material I have used in the book is original, gathered in the course of my time in Chile, though I have also drawn on a range of sources, from historic writing to fresh material such as geological maps and the latest industry studies.


This is a reference book with a difference, however. I am very aware that wine writing can be dry and uninspiring – surely a crime given the stimulating subject matter – especially in books that delve into as much detail and have as little pictorial relief as this one. As a result, I have tried to make the book more readable by providing all-important context wherever possible and attempting to bring Chile’s people, places, history, and present-day realities to life in a way not often seen in wine reference books. Specifically, Part I aims to do this as well as the individual sections in each regional chapter entitled “A Picture of…”


Similarly, I have not refrained from offering my opinion on key issues or producers. I hope and trust that this approach is taken in the spirit in which it was meant, which is to stimulate debate and ultimately help raise awareness of Chilean wine as well as foster improvements in the wines themselves. I do not offer these opinions as definitive or final judgments; they merely reflect my personal views based upon a good deal of research (interviews, tastings (often blind), visits etc.) and a desire to be as objective as possible. Any criticism is constructive in intent and I have attempted, wherever possible, to counter-balance these comments. I hope that these forthright opinions make the book more readable and, ultimately, engaging.


The structure of the book is based on a region-by-region exploration of the subject, with wine producers discussed as part of a particular wine-growing area. This is a new way of looking at Chilean wine but one that has become increasingly relevant as its winemakers have begun to explore and express the country’s significant regional diversity in ever more lucid ways. Chilean wine is an increasingly diverse subject, and the structure of the book is intended to reflect this as well as allow a detailed exploration of why this is the case.


To help with orientation, within this region-by-region structure there is a total of ten maps, all of which incorporate topographical relief, which is crucial to understanding the country’s wines. Chile is a notoriously difficult country to map in book format, especially given its shape and length, and it has suffered in the past from under-representation on this front as a result. However, good maps are an invaluable tool when it comes to understanding any wine country; hopefully, those in this book will prove a helpful initial guide. (I believe that this is, to date, the most comprehensive collection of maps in any English-language book on the subject.) By way of a footnote, there are many other maps available that offer a more detailed and enlightening picture of the country – Origo’s fold-out version being a particular case in point (www.origo.cl).


Despite my best efforts and those of my excellent editorial team, there will be errors in this book, all of which are my personal responsibility. In addition, things are changing fast in Chilean wine and thus some information will soon be out of date, such as vineyard statistics and details on winemakers, who have an annoying habit of changing jobs just after books are written. However, I have tried to offer an accurate picture of the Chilean wine scene at the time of writing as well as concentrate on the fundamental issues that will remain of ongoing relevance.


Finally, this book can never be an adequate substitute for visiting Chile and experiencing its extraordinary nature and wines at first hand. It was certainly an experience that marked my life in an indelible way, as it has done to many others, Charles Darwin and Che Guevara included. It is an experience I cannot recommend highly enough.


Peter Richards


London, May 2006













Part I


Introduction




“Of bee, shadow, fire, snow, silence, foam,


of steel, line, pollen was built your tough,


your slender structure.”


Pablo Neruda, Tina Modotti ha muerto, Residencia en la Tierra





Chile is an extraordinary country. It is a thin strip of land, averaging less than 180 kilometres (112 miles) in width yet stretching over 4,300 kilometres (2,600 miles) along South America’s southwest extremity. Its slender territory is hemmed in between the towering peaks of the Andes in the east and the vast Pacific Ocean to the west. The northern extremities are windswept, desiccated desert, but in the far south the air teems with rain and sea spray as the country fragments into bitter, iceberg-strewn Antarctic waters at the southernmost tip of the Americas. In between these extremes lies an intriguing, diverse, extraordinary world.


Such is the range of Chile’s natural features that it almost seems too much for one nation to contain within its borders; it is certainly a challenge to try to put it into words. A Chilean friend once told me how his country’s weird and wonderful nature was the result of divine thrift. It was, I was informed, all down to the fact that when God was nearly finished making the world, He had bits and bobs of everything left over – desert, mountain, ocean, lake, river, glacier, plain, island – and so He cobbled them all together and tacked them onto a part of the world where no-one would notice. This was Chile.


I have always been fond of this story, not just because of its wonderful imagery but also because of the way in which it reveals a common feature of the Chilean character: self-effacing, imaginative, cheerfully fatalist. The Chilean novelist Isabel Allende put it in the following terms: “we’re a people with poetic souls. It isn’t our fault; that one we can blame on the landscape. No one who is born and lives in a natural world like ours can resist writing poetry. In Chile, you lift up a rock, and instead of a lizard out crawls a poet or a balladeer.” (My Invented Country, A Memoir.)


Having been lucky enough to live and work in Chile, to get to know its people as well as travel across its extensive territory, I can safely say two things. Firstly, I still have much more to learn and, secondly, it is hard to remain detached from Chile once you get to know the country and its people. It is at once a fascinating, frustrating, endearing, and contradictory country, where the memory of violence, both natural and human, is seldom far from a serene surface. It is a country that is worth getting to know.


One way that people have got to know Chile better in recent years has been through its wine. Although it is only ever a limited and vicarious introduction, it nevertheless affords some sort of an insight into the country, its climate and geography, soils and people. It is this vivid and varied picture that I hope to capture in the following pages and in doing so lend what momentum I can to the enjoyable task of creating an ever-greater understanding and appreciation of Chilean wine as well as the country and culture.


This introduction is not intended as a comprehensive picture of Chile. Rather, it is an attempt to situate Chilean wine in a brief and general context of nature, history, politics, geography, economics, society, and gastronomy. Wine is just one small part of Chile’s big picture but it is nonetheless an element of increasing significance, renown, and interest both at home and abroad. This, then, is the beginning of the story.


A BRIEF HISTORY


Chile’s earliest beginnings are thought to lie in the Palaeozoic era, around 300–400 million years ago, when tectonic activity caused by the collision of the Nazca and South American plates raised land from the ocean. Chile’s oldest landscapes are to be found in the far north and on the summits of the coastal range of hills: this was the first land to rise from the waters. Some two to three hundred million years later, by which time dinosaurs were widespread, similar tectonic forces pushed up the Andes mountain range and Chile as we now know it slowly came into being.


Since then, the activity of volcanoes, earthquakes, and natural erosion has further moulded Chile’s form. Glaciers and rivers have scoured and deepened valleys; winds and rains have slowly worn away the rocky hillsides; volcanoes and magma vents have added their ash and lava to the changing landscape. The country is continually reminded of the underlying forces that have given rise to its lands: earthquakes are common, as are active volcanoes. Much of the country – around eighty per cent – is mountainous.


Chile’s climate is governed by two major factors: its mountains and ocean. Variations in altitude and exposure create differences in local climate (in the Andes, for example, higher means cooler and wetter). In central and northern parts, which are of most relevance to wine, the ocean plays a crucial role in determining the weather, primarily because of a cold Pacific water mass known as the Humboldt Current that runs northward along the coast from southern Chile. In combination with the Pacific anticyclone (a stable high-pressure system that prevails in much of Chile’s central and northern areas), this cooling influence in the ocean creates a temperature inversion, with cool air trapped beneath a layer of warm air, which prevents the formation of high rain-bearing clouds.


While this makes for clear, dry weather inland for much of the year, it also gives rise to morning fogs and low cloud cover as well as afternoon breezes, especially in areas on the westerly side of the coastal range or inland areas where these hills are less obstructive. These cooling afternoon winds are also a feature of the mountainous east, where cold air moves down the hillsides from altitude. The overall effect in much of central Chile is a temperate climate, with sunny, dry conditions for much of the year followed by a short, rainy winter. (It is often referred to as a Mediterranean climate, though winemaker Ed Flaherty has suggested the term Eastern Pacific Cold Ocean climate as a more accurate alternative, noting the greater similarities between the Chilean and Californian climates.) During the grape-growing season, conditions during the daytime are usually warm and dry, turning cool at night.


Humans are believed to have started settling in the Americas from before the end of the last Ice Age. This may have been as early as 50,000–60,000 years ago, with people arriving either via the Bering land bridge from Asia or by sea from Polynesia. In any case, evidence exists to suggest that humans had reached the southern tip of South America by 12,000 BC. Indigenous cultures such as the Chinchorro, Molle, Ona, Diaguita, Aymara, and Mapuche subsequently developed within what are now Chile’s borders. In the fifteenth century, the Inca invaded and assumed control over northern Chile, though they were not able to conquer the Mapuche in the south. It was a similar story when the Spanish arrived in the mid-sixteenth century.


The first conquistador to lead a foray into Chile was Diego de Almagro in 1535. This was a short-lived incursion, however, and in 1540 a new expedition under Pedro de Valdivia was launched. He founded Santiago in 1541. For the next three centuries, the settlers would be at violent loggerheads with the Mapuche, the border between them for much of this time being formed by the river Bío Bío in the south. Nonetheless, the conquerors were determined to settle the land and did so by not only installing themselves but also encouraging émigrés from Spain to set up homes and establish managed estates. What was effectively slave labour was provided by the now disenfranchised indigenous underclass. The Mapuche were not officially defeated until 1881, though, when the overwhelming firepower of the Chilean army was finally brought to bear. The Mapuche had the majority of their land confiscated – estimated to be around five million hectares, or ninety-five per cent of what they had previously counted as their own – and were moved to reservations. This territorial issue remains an ongoing source of conflict in Chilean society.


With the arrival of Europeans, wine vines became part of Chile’s scenery for the first time. These were most probably from Spain although some may also have originated in the Canary Islands (there are conflicting accounts of these first moments of American viticulture). Part of their function was to provide sacramental wine for the Church, whose mission it was to convert indigenous people and maintain a strict religious observance amongst the settlers. (The variety known as País in Chile, also called Mission in California, is thought to have been the chief ingredient of such Communion wine.) The presence of vineyards on the landscape reinforced the permanent nature of the colonizers’ settlements.


Among the country’s most historic winemaking areas are the north (Copiapó, La Serena) and central parts (Santiago) as well as southern lands around Concepción and Maule. In the north, the rumbustious Francisco de Aguirre had set up vineyards by 1550, while Juan Jufré was granted the Macul estate to the southeast of the nascent Santiago in 1564, which he planted to wheat, barley, and vines. Such estates were not only the beginning of wine culture in Chile, they also established a balance of power that has proved enduring – that of a dominant, wealthy minority controlling the country’s politics and purse-strings.


By the early nineteenth century, popular revolutions in North America and France together with Napoleon’s victory in Spain had sown the seeds of independence in Chilean minds. A Chilean junta was set up in 1810 and formal independence from Spain was finally achieved in 1818. Upheaval in Europe also gave rise to a wave of immigration at this time, one by-product of which was an increased European influence on Chile’s vineyards. This trend was compounded by the spread of phylloxera across Europe from the 1860s onwards, devastating European wine production and leading to widespread unemployment. Many winemakers headed to more promising pastures in the New World, including Chile.


It was this European and Chilean cross-fertilization, backed up by newfound riches from a booming mining industry in Chile’s northern territories, which led to the foundation of Chile’s modern wine industry. A new era of international travel among Chile’s landowning classes had brought them into contact with European and, specifically, French wines. The result was a concerted programme of imports of European noble vine stock, including Cabernet Sauvignon, Malbec, Carmenère, Chardonnay, Semillon, and Riesling. The first imports are thought to have taken place in the 1830s, and by the latter half of the century the Chilean wine industry was flourishing. It was at this time that what are the historic Chilean wineries of today were founded, including Cousiño Macul, Concha y Toro, Undurraga, Errázuriz, La Rosa, Santa Rita, Carmen, and San Pedro. Exports took off and production rose – this was the Chilean wine industry’s first heyday.


The boom was not to prove enduring, however. By the mid-twentieth century, world wars and economic crises had taken a severe toll on Chile’s economy. Alcoholism was rife among Chile’s working classes, fuelled by cheap and abundant wine that now was struggling to find a market. As a result, Chilean authorities took a hard line, imposing taxes and capping vineyard growth. It led to a period of sustained depression in the Chilean wine industry, which started in earnest in the thirties and lasted until the eighties. It is worth noting that during this period, in the sixties and early seventies, an initiative known as agrarian reform was introduced, aimed at splitting up Chile’s large estates and reapportioning land to the country’s less affluent citizens. This was, of course, bitterly opposed by the landowners and led to a severe downturn in the wine industry.


The process of land reform ultimately came to a decisive halt after the coup in 1973, when a military junta including army general Augusto Pinochet seized power from the president, Salvador Allende. Chile remained under military rule until 1990. It was a period of history that has proved immensely divisive for Chilean society and remains a source of considerable internal conflict within the country. The transition to democracy in 1990 was, however, surprisingly smooth and successive Chilean governments have handled these issues with delicacy and responsibility, enabling the country to make significant progress since. One of Chile’s main barriers to development, however, remains the steady polarization of its society, though perhaps more in economic than political terms today.


Although the eighties saw the beginnings of a revival in the Chilean wine industry, it was not until the nineties that this process really started to take off. With the return of democracy, foreign markets opened up and investment and expertise from abroad started to flow into Chile. The wine industry bloomed. The national vineyard doubled in size between 1995 and 2002. Total wine production rose from 282 million litres in 1991 to 668 million in 2003. Exports grew from 43 million litres in 1990 to 355 million litres in 2002. Where in 1980 nearly ninety per cent of Chilean wine exports went to other Latin American countries, by 2002 over half were being sent to Europe, with North America and Asia also prominent recipients. Although growth is still ongoing, it is at a steadier rate now than before. Nonetheless, this has been Chilean wine’s second coming.


THE CONTEXT TODAY


Chile’s economy remains export-driven and focused on several key commodities. Mining is by far the country’s most dominant economic activity, with copper alone accounting for around thirty-five to forty per cent of total exports, with other minerals such as molybdenum (used in the manufacture of stainless steel) and lithium also being big earners. Beyond this there are, in descending order of importance, chemical products, fresh fruit, forestry products, wood pulp, and salmon. Wine ranks around seventh in terms of overall net export value (around two to three per cent of the Chilean total) but is a growth sector. Chile’s total exports in 2005 were worth nearly forty billion US dollars – in the same year, wine shipments generated US$877 million. (These were both record figures.)


The early twenty-first century has been marked by strong economic growth for Chile. This has been fuelled principally by demand from China for raw materials such as copper and has led to economic prosperity and a reduction in unemployment. However, Chile’s economy remains vulnerable to shifts in global demand as well as currency fluctuations. In addition, analysts have warned that complacency is a real concern, as is the structure of the economy. As an example, a government report in 2005 revealed that one per cent of Chilean firms accounted for eighty per cent of income, a polarizing trend that had been accentuated over the previous decade. Government figures also showed that, in 2005, ten per cent of firms accounted for nearly half of Chilean exports by value – and of this ten per cent, over two-thirds were in the mining business. Strategic planning and diversification have been consistently highlighted as areas for improvement in the Chilean economy.


As one winery owner put it to me, Chile is now looking “to take its second step toward development”. A stable and prosperous economy, progressive politics, and improved infrastructure have laid the foundations but now more underlying issues need addressing, such as the social divide and poverty. In 2005, the annual Human Development Index report by the United Nations Development Programme ranked Chile as the world’s thirty-seventh most developed country (out of 177) but also noted the country’s poor record in terms of inequality and income distribution. Although the divide between rich and poor is a global problem, it is marked in Chile, where it is estimated that nearly half of total earnings go to the wealthiest ten per cent of society while, as of 2003, over twenty per cent of the population was living below the poverty line. Within this picture, education remains a high priority for improvement, not only to promote social equality but also to build up the broad skill base necessary to develop a successful and growing economy.


Chile’s environment remains under threat from growing industry and development. Pollution is a major issue, not only in Santiago but also in other areas of the country where toxic discharges, improperly managed waste, and other unpalatable industrial contamination provide regular reminders of the need to implement strict environmental regulations on all industries – including wine. Conversely, there also needs to be flexibility and logic built into the system so that regulation does not end up penalizing growth. Fresh water represents a key environmental issue. Chile’s centre and north are arid lands that have increasing demand for water for both industrial and agricultural use – their situation needs careful management if it is not to end in disputes, shortages, and lasting environmental damage. To make matters worse, the process of global warming seems to be placing extra pressure on the situation.




A similar balance of regulation and flexibility is required from Chile’s wine appellation law, a system drawn up in 1994 that uses the country’s administrative regions as the framework for demarcating the various different wine regions, such as Maipo and Maule. (For reference, Chile has thirteen administrative regions, which have both numerical denotations (I–XIII) and names – e.g. Valparaíso for Region V.) Though this system deserves criticism for being too broad-focused and with administrative rather than wine-growing divisions at its heart, it has nonetheless provided a serviceable structure within which Chilean wine has been able to evolve in a relatively progressive manner. However, as there is an ever-greater focus on individual wine-growing sites in Chile and a consequent need to provide a regulatory structure to cater for smaller-scale developments, there will be increasing pressure to reform this system.


Chile’s is a young wine industry, still in the throes of development. The same could be said of its fine dining scene. Traditional Chilean gastronomy has consisted either of heavy-handed European imitation or hearty dishes such as corn pie, meat pasties and sickly-sweet desserts. There have been notable changes since the nineties, however, when chefs started travelling more, experiencing a range of world cuisines and focusing their attention on Chile’s natural attributes. The result has been the emergence of an identifiable modern Chilean cuisine based on an exquisite range of seafood and fish (some of which is unique to Chile and the direct result of the Humboldt Current’s fertile waters) in combination with the fresh fruits and vegetables that the country excels in producing. New chef and sommelier associations, competitions, culinary concepts, international events, and a newfound sense of confidence are all aiding development in this regard. It is a process still in incipience but, as with its wine, Chile is starting to discover and assert its identity in its food. It is to be hoped that as both Chilean cuisine and wine develop in tandem they can feed off each other’s success.


Tourism is becoming an increasingly important part of Chile’s economic activities. The wine industry is beginning to capitalize on this and develop its own wine-tourism initiatives and infrastructure. It is a great opportunity for Chile’s wineries to develop customer loyalty and promote their wines as well as for smaller producers with less widespread distribution to access a ready market. For those visitors who do make the trip, it is an excellent way to get to know the wines as well as the country.


As a country, Chile is undergoing a profound and exhilarating period of transition and development. This is also true of its wines and wine industry. One winemaker described it to me in evocative terms as el destape chileno – a phrase that conveys both shedding of clothes as well as liberalization and revival. (A tapa is a lid so destapar is literally to take the lid off something.) It is an exciting time.
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Viticulture




“Terroir is all about typicity. It’s like, if your foot smells, be proud! Because it’s your foot.”


Enthusiastic Chilean viticulturist


“Chile has got to think big.”


Dr. Yerko Moreno, agronomist and viticultural consultant





This is not a long section. Wine-growing and viticulture in Chile are simply too vast and complex a topic to cover in one general overview and this is why I have opted instead to explore the issue in more depth through a region-by-region approach in Part II. This section is more of a general introduction to the topics that will be explored at greater length later in the book.


Chile is not a young nation in viticultural terms. Wine grapes have been cultivated here since the mid-sixteenth century; noble varieties arrived from France in the mid-nineteenth century. But it was not until the nineties that a new viticultural era began, one that has radically altered the country’s wine-growing scene and brought about a new awareness of Chile’s vinous potential.


The two quotations above embody the viticultural aspirations of this modern Chilean winemaking era, characterized by a newfound sense of ambition, the search for identity and diversity, and a fundamental re-evaluation of the country’s wine-growing realities. It is precisely this incipient viticultural revolution that invites a closer look at the country’s winemaking regions, with its wine producers considered as part of this context. It makes a new format for a wine book on Chile but one that is intended to reflect this process of ongoing and profound change in Chilean wine.


THE CONTEXT


Chile is often described as a viticultural paradise. This is an enviable label and in one sense accurately reflects the country’s many natural advantages for wine-growing, as well as its tremendous potential for diversity and quality. On the other, it is a somewhat dated description given that Chile clearly has many viticultural challenges, especially those new ones thrown up as the country’s vineyard continues to expand into new and uncharted territory.


To recap on Chile’s basic geography, the country has four major features that appear across its slender form along an east–west axis. These are the Andes in the east, which lead down to intermittent plains or valleys which, in the centre of the country, form a central depression, known in wine terms as the Central Valley. This in turn is broken up by hills that run parallel to the coastline, where the Pacific Ocean forms the country’s western limit. The climate during the growing season is dry with cool nights and warm days. Conditions are cooler and more humid in those westerly areas directly affected by the ocean, but humid conditions tend to stop at the coastal hills. Soils are varied in texture and profile but are mainly alluvial clays, loams, sands, and silts on the flat land with gravel and stony content near rivers or in piedmont areas, and decomposed granites and raised marine sediments in the hills.


Historically, Chile’s vineyards have occupied those lands where viticulture has proved practical and relatively easy – hence, perhaps, the reputation of a viticultural paradise. The country’s central flat lands that lie in the depression between the Andes and coastal range are often warm, fertile, and dry yet with ample river water for irrigation. This situation began to change in the eighties and nineties when Chile’s viticultural horizons began to be pushed back by growers eager to expand the country’s vinous range beyond cheap-and-cheerful wines produced in easy viticultural territory. It was becoming clear that Chile’s natural array of climates, soils, altitudes, and exposures would make a sound basis for vinous diversity.


By the nineties, the political, economic and viticultural situation in Chile was ripe for growth, which duly happened between 1995 and 2000 when the country’s vineyard underwent a massive expansion, effectively doubling in size. As well as consolidating in its traditional central heartlands, Chilean viticulture pushed up into the hills and toward the country’s limits in all directions in the search for diversity: in the north (Elqui, Limarí), the east (Andean foothills), the south (Malleco, Bío Bío), and west (San Antonio, Casablanca). The trend for expansion has continued since, albeit at a slower rate. New areas either under development or slated for such include Huasco (north of Elqui), Choapa (between Aconcagua and Limarí), coastal areas of Aconcagua, Maipo, Colchagua, and Maule, Andean territories farther east as well as sites to the south of Malleco.


The prime driver behind these changes has not only been the realization that Chile offers great diversity in its natural conditions but also the will and means to exploit them. The rate of change has meant a steep learning curve for the country’s wine-growers and -makers – all of whom agree that there is much yet to learn, explore, and achieve.


KEY ISSUES IN CHILEAN VITICULTURE


Viticultural expansion has led to a re-evaluation of Chile’s wine territory. Where before the general rule was that north equates to warm and dry, the south to cool and wet, it is now clear that the east–west axis is of more significance in viticultural terms. There are four major zones in this regard. The first covers the plateaus and slopes on the western side of the coastal range, where cloudy, humid mornings and stiff afternoon breezes are the norm. The second is the eastern side of the coastal range, where temperatures tend to be very warm except in the sites that are exposed to some oceanic influence. The third is the central depression and the fourth is the contact zone between this flat land and the Andean foothills in the east, where conditions are warm though moderated by mountain downdraughts and southerly winds. Within all of this, there are crossovers, variables, and exceptions, all of which give rise to a naturally multifaceted and diverse wine-producing country.


A system of informal terminology is now commonly used to qualify the traditional wine appellation system. Thus, the terms Alto, Medio, and Costa are often appended to the regions to differentiate (respectively) between the higher eastern territory, the warm central areas, and the coastal-influenced vineyards in the west. It is generally a helpful system and there are calls for it to be enshrined in Chile’s wine appellation law, drawn up along broad-brush political lines in 1994 and now showing its shortcomings. This may prove difficult to impose, however.


The fact is that Chile’s range of soils, exposures, altitudes, and local climates means that there is significant diversity even within these more precise designations. In order to be more meaningful, the system would have to be more specific still. Though Chile is understandably reluctant to commit itself to any sort of restrictive appellation framework, it does seem that the logical conclusion to the recent viticultural advances is to develop a system that allows for ever-greater specificity while not penalizing those producers with a broader focus. Time, experience, and consensus will all be needed before this can become a reality.


Water and irrigation are of increasing importance in Chilean viticulture. Irrigation is needed in most of the country’s vineyards because the growing season is so dry. The one major exception to this is the broad swathe of dry-farmed agriculture in the south and west known as the secano; in addition, some established vineyards on flat land need little irrigation due to the presence of high water tables. Traditional irrigation techniques in Chile are flood or ditch methods using river water. Modern drip irrigation systems were first introduced in the 1990s and enabled the development of hillside vineyards. The advantage of drip is the control it affords over the vineyard, while extensive irrigation methods are thought to help control soil pests such as nematodes. A more recent innovation is underground irrigation, aimed at reducing waste and encouraging deep root growth, which is being trialled by the likes of Almaviva.


Chile’s newer vineyards are often in areas that have less ready access to water, especially in the arid north and hilly west of the country where river water is scarce. Wells are often the only source of water in these parts but increasing pressure on aquifers has meant that in some areas, such as Casablanca, moratoria have been placed on the issuing of further water rights. (In Chile, water rights must be acquired in order to irrigate land; these can be purchased from authorities or existing owners.) More effective sourcing, use, and retention of water are called for if this issue is not to slow development in key areas.


Chile has enviable natural advantages for wine-growing, such as good solar exposure, frequent winds, low ambient humidity and rainfall, as well as geographical isolation. All of these factors help reduce the incidence of pests and diseases in the country’s vineyards, giving Chile a reputation for relatively trouble-free viticulture. However, there are threats in the vineyard, and these include vine weevils (Naupactus xanthographus), red spider mites (Brevipalpus chilensis), and mealybugs (Pseudococcus), as well as nematodes and ground pearls, (Margarodes vitis). Downy mildew is rare but oidium (Oidium tuckeri) and botrytis (Botrytis cinerea) are common, especially in rainy vintages and in more humid areas such as near the coast. Viruses such as leafroll are also present.


Sound vineyard preparation and management are effective means of controlling most of Chile’s natural vine threats, hence the growing trend toward organic viticulture or its lesser form, integrated management. The use of natural predators, cover crops, organic manure, and other non-synthetic methods is now widespread. In order to sell and market their wines as organic, wineries must achieve certification from an institution accredited by the market in which they sell (the EU, for example, has several such bodies, including IMO, Ecocert, and BCS). Many wineries in Chile are, however, reluctant to certify their wines as organic due to the paperwork and costs that this process entails. There is also a widespread fear that labelling wines as organic will mean they are pushed into a niche that producers have little interest in exploiting. As a result, there are a number of producers that farm along organic lines but do not sell or label their wines as organic. This is surely an opportunity missed; Chile has a significant chance to communicate its viticultural bounties to the world in this way and add value to its wines in markets that are decidedly receptive to organic produce, such as the USA and the EU. On the other hand, Biodynamic viticulture has now taken a firm hold in Chile. Biodynamics is like an extension of the logic of organics, in which not only are synthetic products avoided but cosmic cycles are taken into account and homeopathic methods used to promote vine health. The main practitioner of Biodynamics in Chile is Emiliana Orgánico and its winemaker Alvaro Espinoza, owner of Antiyal. Given that the precedent is now there, it is likely that other wineries will adopt these methods in the near future. The certifying body for Biodynamics is Demeter, based in Germany but with international reach.


One viticultural curse that has yet to afflict Chile is phylloxera (Phylloxera vastatrix). It is still unclear why this root-sucking aphid has either not reached or, more likely, has not taken to Chile’s soils and vines. Nonetheless, as a result the vast majority (almost certainly more than ninety-five per cent at the time of writing) of Chile’s vineyard is not planted on rootstock, a situation that is unique in the modern wine era. Vines on their own roots are likely to be healthier and longer lived than those on rootstocks. As for whether the wine from ungrafted vines is any different from that of grafted vines, it is very difficult to say. There are few direct comparisons that can be made but, on the few occasions that I have been able to, it seems only in those cases when the rootstock is poorly chosen, and vigour or ripening is adversely affected, that the difference is significant. Nonetheless, there are those who assert that non-grafted vines do produce purer, more intense character in the wines.


Even so, rootstocks are becoming increasingly common in Chile. Partly this is insurance against any possible future outbreak of phylloxera, although mainly it is for other reasons. These include a desire to achieve greater homogeneity in the vineyard (ripening times, canopy growth) and better adaptation of plant development to soil type (promoting vigour in poor soils and reducing it in fertile sites). They are also being used to aid root development in varieties such as Merlot and protect against soil-related issues such as salinity or pests (nematodes, margarodes etc.). Rootstock trials are ongoing across the country, a necessary though time-consuming process. Many producers, including big guns such as Concha y Toro and Santa Rita, are now routinely incorporating them into new plantings.


The advent of vine clones has been decisive in improving the quality of Chile’s vineyard. Before the 1990s, most new vines were developed from Chilean field selections, which were often of uncertain origin and limited quality. Imported material has allowed the development of purer, healthier, and more diverse vineyards in addition to bringing new varieties into the country. The success of varieties such as Sauvignon Blanc and Syrah has been a direct result of successful clonal imports and Pinot Noir is also benefiting. Nonetheless, field selections remain an important element within Chile’s overall diversity, not least because of Chile’s draconian plant-import laws, which considerably restrict access to foreign clonal material. It should be added that there are Chilean viticulturists who decry the use of clones as a trend toward international homogenization.


A good deal of research is being carried out into the country’s different soil types. This is a subject that has traditionally received little attention in Chile so it is good to see winemakers working to provide accurate information of direct relevance to wine production. Calicatas, or holes dug into the ground in vineyards to study soil profiles, have become increasingly common sights in recent years. This improved understanding of soil types, textures, and properties has led to better matches between varieties and sites as well as vineyards being developed in more interesting and diverse soils – Torres’ Empedrado vineyard in Maule on Carboniferous slate is a case in point. This will be an interesting aspect of Chilean viticulture to follow in the coming years.


By way of brief and general background, in its traditional viticultural territory in the central depression, Chile’s winemaking soils are largely the result of gradual erosion by glaciers and rivers. Clays, loams, silts, and sands are to be found, often in deep profiles, with coarser, rocky, and gravel material in areas near rivers or at the base of slopes in what are known as colluvial soils. More diverse soil and bedrock types are to be found in the west of the country and in the coastal range. These areas contain some of the country’s oldest rock formations, dating back over 300 million years to the Palaeozoic era, largely intrusive granites though with some raised marine sediments and even metamorphic rocks such as slate and schist. In the raised and hilly sites, bedrock is often close to the surface and relatively unaltered though decomposed as a result of weathering. These tend to be more diverse, complex, and less fertile soils than those found in the central depression.


As regards vine-training and trellis systems, two-thirds of Chile’s vineyard is managed on an espaldera or simple wire-trained system, in which fruiting shoots are trained upward from canes in what is known as the vertical shoot position. A little over ten per cent is on parronal (pergola), wherein the canopy and fruit are arranged in a roof-like structure, while a further eighteen per cent is head-trained or free standing. For the rest a variety of other methods – most commonly Lyre or split canopy training – are employed to counter vine vigour in fertile areas. Pergola training is often used in the warmest areas to protect from sunburn; it can give very high yields but under the right management can give quality at a basic level. Machine harvesting is prevalent for the simple wire-trained systems, although the relatively low cost of manual labour means that hand harvesting remains widespread.


Differences between vintages have become increasingly relevant for Chilean wine. This is not due to any inherent climatic changes; rather it reflects how the country’s vineyard has expanded into more marginal territory and thus variations in annual conditions have had a more marked effect on the wines. However, two significant climatic variables to bear in mind in this regard are the El Niño and La Niña phenomena. These are caused by temperature fluctuations in the eastern Pacific, where warm surface waters bring El Niño and its attendant rains, while a general cooling of the ocean top gives rise to La Niña and its dry, arid conditions. An example of a La Niña vintage would be 1999, whereas El Niño hit the 1998. In general, Chile’s viticulturists are becoming progressively more adept in dealing with the variations between years, whether it involves rain, drought, frost, or heat.


There are a variety of challenges that lie ahead for Chile’s wine-growers. A major task will be to reduce alcohol and over-maturity in the grapes, as the search for complexity leads to ever-longer hang-times and later harvests. Greater attention to irrigation and canopy work will be needed with care to avoid over-exposing fruit, and cooler, more marginal areas that give naturally longer seasons (such as in coastal territory or farther south) will need to be sought out. Another challenge will be to address quality issues in the existing plantations: separating mixed vineyards (such as Merlot and Carmenère, see p. 21), replacing inferior clones (Sauvignonasse), grubbing up others like País, and generally replacing those varieties that are ill-suited to local conditions, a legacy of the generalist approach that has been too common in Chile. This will be a long-term task.


It seems likely that there is further growth to come in Chile’s vineyard. A government study published in 2005 predicted that this trend could see Chile reach 180,000 hectares by 2014. (As of 2004 the total was 112,056 hectares.) It is to be hoped that this expansion is steady and considered, unlike that between 1995 and 2000, when the country’s vineyard doubled in size as a result of the rush to export wine. Measured progress is necessary in order to maintain a balance of supply and demand as well as to ensure viticultural standards are kept high in such matters as sourcing adequate plant material and site selection. In addition, there are a variety of ongoing research projects, both private and publicly funded, that should provide much-needed data for further development or improving existing vineyards.


A final, brief word on Chile’s viticultural calendar and relevant dates. The seasons are the inverse of the northern hemisphere so spring in Chile begins around October-November; the hottest summer months are January and February; autumn roughly equates to April and May. Although there are variations between varieties and regions, bud-break usually takes place in September, flowering and fruit set in December, veraison in January. Harvesting begins in late February or early March and continues until May.




GRAPE VARIETIES IN CHILE


Cabernet Sauvignon


This is Chile’s most planted grape variety by some distance, accounting for over a third of the national vineyard and nearly half of all red vines. Its plantings have more than trebled since 1995 and its growth continues – so while old Cabernet Sauvignon vines do exist in Chile, the majority are relative youngsters. The flipside of this is that Cabernet is now planted in a far greater variety of sites than before, which has meant an increasingly diverse offering in wines, from fresher fruit styles from the south, west, and north, and more structured, ripe, stately versions from the east.


Deep colour, black fruit, and firm structure are the hallmarks of Cabernet Sauvignon; in Chile, there is often an added earthy or minty edge. Because its structure can sometimes be austere (fresh acidity, firm tannins), Cabernet benefits from ageing and blending – Carmenère and Syrah make good blending partners in Chile. In general, Chilean Cabernet is made in a variety of styles, from simple, fresh berry-fruited wines that are among the best in the world at this level to more complex, ripe, and structured versions.


Cabernet Sauvignon is a vigorous vine that does best in poor, well-drained soils and in areas that experience a long autumnal maturation period (its home is Bordeaux’s maritime climate). Because Chile’s vineyards have traditionally been in the centre and east of the country, the best sites for Cabernet have been toward the Andes (Puente Alto, Pirque, Totihue) or farther south (Curicó, Maule, Itata). However, new sites in more coastal areas (Limarí, Maipo, Colchagua) are starting to give good results, generally fresher in style than the more continental eastern parts. Where Cabernet struggles in Chile is in the fertile and hot central areas that give high vigour and yields and, without proper care and attention in the vineyard and winery, can result in fruit with harsh, green tannins and overly high alcohol levels.


It is good to see Chile’s Cabernet Sauvignon becoming increasingly diverse, with wines made in different styles but ever more assured in their own ways. More work is still needed in the vineyard to ensure it is not overripened or too vigorous. In the winery, it is important to get extraction levels right and avoid astringency. Blending should be used more than it currently is, either between sites or with other varieties, to give this grape more flesh and breadth. Conversely, a small proportion of Cabernet blended with other varieties that lack structure (Merlot, Carmenère) can also generate a useful synergy. Balance in a wine must be the overriding aim of any Cabernet winemaker and when this is achieved in Chile, the results can be excellent.


Merlot


Officially the country’s second most planted variety, Merlot has become something of a conundrum for Chile. On the one hand, the success of Chilean Merlot around the world has been phenomenal. On the other, it is now clear that most of this success has been down to Carmenère, which until 1994 remained formally unidentified in Chile’s vineyard and as a result was sold as Merlot. It is generally accepted that much of what is currently registered as Merlot is still Carmenère – estimates range from thirty to eighty per cent – though the country’s commercial departments are reluctant to abandon the lucrative Chilean Merlot niche and thus many wines remain a blend of the two, if not mainly Carmenère.


As the two varieties have been increasingly separated, it has become apparent that Merlot consistently underperforms in Chile. The exact reasons are as yet unclear but the symptoms include a lack of root development, frequent heat stress and dehydration, sensitivity to soil-related issues, big grape clusters, and a falling-off in flavour and colour in the latter parts of the season. As a result, wines made purely from Merlot are often vegetal or raisined with dry tannins and short palate presence. Work is being done to correct this. Rootstocks are being used and new clones increasingly planted. Greater attention is being paid to soil profiles at the time of planting and cooler, more humid climates such as San Antonio and Bío Bío are being targeted as better suited to this grape. Irrigation is being adapted to prevent dehydration.


It is perhaps not surprising that Merlot is proving such a headache for Chile’s wine-growers. It is a challenging variety to grow well, attaining quality in only very specific sites (in Pomerol, where Merlot reaches its apotheosis, a matter of metres can be the difference between great and simply good wine). In addition, there is very little Merlot around the world planted on its own roots, as most is in Chile. As a result, there is much to learn, and I would applaud those growers persevering on this front. Good versions of pure Merlot from Chile are few and far between but they do exist and are worth hunting out, from producers such as Gillmore, Calina, Casa Lapostolle, Veramonte, and Carmen. Its best versions show ripe red and black fruits – often with dark chocolate, herbal, and leathery hints – and a fresh acidity. It also works well in blends.


Carmenère


Carmenère represents both a challenge and a golden opportunity for Chilean wine. It is a difficult variety to vinify well and demands effort and attention both in the vineyard and winery. Nonetheless, Chile is starting to demonstrate that Carmenère can make exceptional wines, often in a range of styles, and there seems little doubt that more and better things are to come from this variety in Chile.


Carmenère was originally one of the mainstays of Bordeaux but it fell out of favour after the phylloxera blight swept the region in the 1870s due to its unreliable yields, late ripening, and susceptibility to disease. It came to Chile in the mid-nineteenth century and was commonly propagated alongside Merlot (many vineyards at this time were a mixture of varieties, with Malbec and Cabernet Franc also common). Although it is claimed that the two varieties were confused, in reality most wine-growers recognized the difference, with Merlot known as “Merlot Merlot” and Carmenère as “Merlot Chileno”. It was not until 1994 that Carmenère was officially identified in Chile, however, and since then the process of separating the vineyards has been progressing. It is a necessary job because the two varieties have very different viticultural needs.


Carmenère is a vigorous vine that is also very late ripening (it is often harvested in Chile in May, the equivalent of November in the northern hemisphere). As a result it needs deep soils of moderate fertility and sites that are sunny and warm but temperate, dry, and relatively free from late-season rains. It has a tendency to produce bunches that are uneven and poorly set. Genetically speaking, it is related to Cabernet Franc.


Chile’s winemakers have made good progress with Carmenère. The issue is that if it is planted in too cold an area, or harvested too early, it can give virulently green flavours. On the other hand, over-mature and over-extracted styles are equally unsuccessful. The challenge is to find the perfect medium, where the variety retains its attractive, savoury qualities but is also ripe and complex. The timing of harvest is crucial (picking the right moment is a skill that comes with experience), as are low yields, good canopy management, and simply selecting the right sites. In this regard, Carmenère’s best-performing sites in Chile are those in the warm but moderate parts of the coastal range, such as Peumo, Apalta, and Isla de Maipo. Some of the best wines show ripe, black fruits with savoury notes of grilled red pepper, roasted herbs, tar, and paprika, with a broad, smooth, and round palate. Because the variety tends to give low acidity (especially when harvested late), it is commonly acidified or blended with a more structured variety like Cabernet Sauvignon.


Given that Chile started focusing on and developing Carmenère as an individual variety only in the mid-nineties, the progress made has been tremendous. There is undoubtedly more to do but it is good to see clonal selection programmes underway as well as other research initiatives. Carmenère is not unique to Chile – it is grown in France and Italy, among other places – but it is the only winemaking nation to have appropriated it successfully as its own variety. As such, it represents a significant point of difference.


Sauvignon Blanc


Overtaken by Chardonnay as Chile’s most planted white grape in the 1990s, Sauvignon Blanc is now reasserting its claim to be the country’s top white variety. Its resurgence is due to two major developments in the latter part of that decade: the advent of better plant material and the discovery of better vineyard sites.




Although it seems strange to say it, until the nineties there was very little pure Sauvignon Blanc in Chile. Most of Chile’s plantings were the inferior Sauvignonasse (also known as Sauvignon Vert), a vine that is thought to be related to Italy’s Tocai Friulano, and which in Chile can give some fresh character when young but is light on the palate and takes on a dried, vegetal character not long after bottling. Much of Chile’s Sauvignon vineyard (some estimates are as high as eighty-five per cent) is still planted to this mediocre variety, most notably in parts of central Chile such as Curicó. It is a situation that needs addressing – Chilean wineries should not be selling substandard varieties as Sauvignon Blanc nor should they persist in their widespread cultivation.


Sauvignon Blanc performs best in a cool to moderate maritime climate where its flavours and acidity can develop slowly without losing freshness. It is a variety for which site and clonal selection, viticultural work, and harvest times are decisive in the quality of the final wine. If the site is too warm, the fruit too exposed, or the harvest too early or late, the wine can lack character. In the winery, care is needed to retain aromatics by avoiding oxidation, while palate complexity can be added by working with the lees and even careful contact with oak. Chile is making good progress on all of these fronts.


The first modern, certified Sauvignon Blanc clones are thought to have arrived in Chile in the late eighties; the first instalments (including Clone 1) came from UC Davis, California, while French stock (Clone 242) was also subsequently brought. This innovation, combined with planting in more coastal areas such as Casablanca and San Antonio, has made for a sea change in Chilean Sauvignon, with cleaner, crisper flavours emerging, and classic Sauvignon characters of herbs and zesty citrus fruit coming forward. San Antonio in particular has pioneered a more food-friendly, broad, and complex style of Sauvignon, with roasted grapefruit, nettles, and a warm-stone character.


The country’s range of Sauvignon Blanc is improving and looks set to develop further as other suitable vineyard areas emerge, such as Limarí and Bío Bío and more recently the maritime territories of Aconcagua and Colchagua. As a result, Sauvignon Blanc is currently one of Chile’s most exciting varieties.


Chardonnay


Chile has been relatively successful in producing middle-of-the-road Chardonnay made in a ripe style often with a touch of oak. This is still a style the country does well, although recent adjustments in the winery as well as new vineyard areas have led to improvements at the top end among Chile’s better producers.


The issue of balance in Chardonnay is increasingly important to Chile’s wine producers. Changes in winemaking have included carrying out less malolactic fermentation, in order to retain crisp malic acid to balance the ripe character of the wines. There is more of a focus on the type of oak being used, with the percentage of new oak being reduced and fermentations now occurring in barrel for better integration of flavours. Whole-bunch pressing is becoming more common and there is a greater willingness to become less strictly reductive in winemaking, and experiment more with the styles being produced. It is true to say that too many Chilean Chardonnays are still too creamy and sickly, lacking structure and balance, but in general the move is away from this style.


Improvements have also been made in the vineyard. One of the problems with Chardonnay in Chile has been that, unlike Sauvignon, it has struggled to find terroir that has been an instant hit. However, there is undoubted progress being made – winemakers are enthusiastic about the prospects for Limarí, which gives an understated but structured style of Chardonnay, as well as San Antonio (slightly sweeter and spicier fruit), and coastal Casablanca. Southern climes are also beginning to show good results, and cool yet continental conditions in the likes of Bío Bío and Malleco are giving vibrant, food-friendly Chardonnays. Even newer vineyards are being developed in both western coastal areas and higher into the Andean foothills in the east. Time is needed but there is more to come from Chilean Chardonnay.




Syrah


Also known as Shiraz, this variety has emerged from nowhere to stake an increasingly convincing claim to be Chile’s signature red variety. Given its success, it is sobering to think that as recently as the early nineties no Syrah whatsoever was planted in Chile. The first nineteen hectares were officially registered in the 1996 vineyard census and rapid growth followed, with Syrah accounting for 2,754 hectares by 2004. As such, it represents only around three per cent of the national vineyard, but this will surely change in time.


Why has Syrah done so well so quickly in Chile? The answer lies partly in Chile’s climate and soils – Syrah thrives in the poor but complex granitic soils and continental-style climate with warm days and cold nights. In addition, Syrah’s timing was impeccable given that, when it arrived on the scene in the late nineties, Chile’s viticulturists were working at a better level than before: they were looking to research and find the best Syrah clones, plant on hillsides, and explore more marginal territory. The result was that even with underage vines, Syrah got off to a flying start.


After only a decade of existence in Chile, Syrah has already developed a range of styles. There are those from the warmer sites, such as Aconcagua, Colchagua, and Cachapoal, which tend to be broad, warming, and spicy. On the other hand, there are those wines made in a more cool-climate fashion, which show lively berry fruit and engaging, complex notes of fresh meat, herbs, pepper, and flora. Top regions in this regard include Limarí, San Antonio, and Casablanca. Other styles are to be found between the two, with Syrah often showing toasty, meaty, and bitter nut character from a range of sites. New areas such as Choapa and Elqui are providing further diversity and more are sure to come. It is telling to see that John Duval, former winemaker of Grange, the iconic Australian Shiraz, is now working on a Chilean Syrah project.


Other Grape Varieties


In the past, Chile has been criticized for its limited spectrum of grapes. While valid, it is an increasingly outdated criticism given the steadily growing diversity in the nation’s vineyard. There is also clear potential for future development. It is true that there is still much to do in terms of fostering diversity and improving the planted stock, but the success of varieties such as Viognier, Riesling, Gewurztraminer, Pinot Noir, Malbec, and Petit Verdot point to diversity being one of Chile’s future strengths. Given the country’s varied terroir, it seems there are few varieties that could not ultimately prove successful here.


One task for Chile is to deal with the irredeemably mediocre vines that are its historic legacy. The large hectarage of País, Torontel, Chasselas, and Sauvignonasse needs reducing, as does that of Moscatel and Semillon, which, while they have the potential for quality and often crop up as old vines, are usually planted in ill-suited sites. There are others on the list, one of which I would pinpoint as the Tintoreras, vines used to give colour to wines and little else.


For whites, Viognier is a grape that has great potential in Chile, having adapted well to the country’s continental-style climate and granitic soils since its first appearance on the scene in 1998. It copes well even in Chile’s warmer areas. The challenge for winemakers is to retain balance while also ripening the variety fully to gain complexity, which means considered site selection and careful handling in the vineyard and winery. (Otherwise, Viognier can easily fall into overripeness and become alcoholic and flabby.) Currently, the best examples from Chile show a tantalizing blend of fleshy, exotic fruit as well as white pepper and floral notes together with a fresh, balancing acidity. Areas such as Bío Bío, Casablanca, and even Colchagua are already proving to be successful with this variety. There will certainly be more to come in the future.


Other aromatic varieties showing good potential in Chile include Riesling and Gewurztraminer. These are made in a pleasantly subdued style in the far south (Bío Bío) as well as more aromatic styles in coastal territory such as Casablanca. Both are being planted in San Antonio and they may also prove suitable farther south in the coastal range where slate soils are to be found. Experience and skill are needed in the vineyard and winery to make good wines from these varieties, but producers like Cono Sur have made excellent early headway and there seems to be a bright future for both in Chile.


Marsanne and Roussanne have been planted on a small scale since 2000, and Pinot Gris is also now starting to make an appearance in the Chilean vineyard. Chile is also one of the few significant outposts for the rare Sauvignon Gris, which is grown by the likes of Casa Marín, Casa Silva, and Cousiño Macul.


Among the reds, Pinot Noir is still a work in progress for Chile’s winemakers. Notable advances have been made of late but the essential problem is that much of Chile’s Pinot vines are selections of uncertain origin that can give forceful but often chunky, simple, and inelegant wines. These can make passable inexpensive bottlings, but for better wines the goal of achieving delicacy as well as complexity has largely proved elusive.


In the past, much of Chile’s Pinot Noir was used for sparkling wine production and was planted in unsuitably hot, fertile areas. However, selected clones are now appearing on the scene, planted in promising sites in the western coastal range as well as in the far south – with high eastern parts also an interesting option. Either way, Pinot needs a long season and then kid gloves in the winery – adapting to these requirements has been a learning curve but Chile’s better winemakers are now getting there. Growing experience as well as vine age and clonal diversity should lead to improvements in the future.


Promising Bordelais varieties in Chile (as well as Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, and Carmenère) include Cabernet Franc, Petit Verdot, and Malbec. While Petit Verdot is mainly being used in blends to add colour, acidity, and tannin, Malbec is proving its worth as a stand-alone variety. Its style varies according to local conditions, from perfumed and sleek-fruited in cooler, more humid climes such as Bío Bío to sturdy black-fruit flavours with complex notes of dried flowers and graphite in warmer areas. There are several examples of old-vine Malbec in Chile that are real treats and these are most commonly found in areas from Colchagua south. Carignan is another variety that gives wines full of rustic, bitter-fruit power from old vines in southern Chile and examples of this are increasingly prevalent as winemakers hunt down these often small, remote parcels. Other Mediterranean reds that are more recent newcomers to Chile’s shores include Mourvèdre and Grenache, both of which are still in the early stages of their development in the country. This is also the case for varieties such as Sangiovese, Tempranillo, Zinfandel, and Nebbiolo, all of which are now being produced commercially but largely remain works in progress. That said, Sangiovese is showing some initial promise in the hands of a few growers (Errázuriz, Casa Tamaya, Canepa) and the old-vine Zinfandel of TerraMater is also worth hunting out. Petite Sirah is another minority variety in Chile that is worth mentioning, and it is used both as a blending partner for its tannin and colour as well as in the odd varietal wine such as Carmen’s Reserva.
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Winemaking




“It takes a lifetime to learn how to make wine. And then you die.”


French winemakers’ proverb





Winemaking in Chile is not a topic that has received much attention over the years. Perhaps the country’s reputation as a winemakers’ paradise encouraged the misconception that its oenologists had little to do between vineyard and glass. But it is clear that winemaking has changed significantly over the last few decades.


CHANGE AND CHALLENGES


The traditional style of Chilean winemaking was common as recently as the seventies and eighties. A chronic lack of investment together with an insular mentality meant that winemaking for many Chilean producers was a crude and haphazard business. (This was a situation by no means unique to Chile; Bordeaux-based consultant Michel Rolland notes that when he started out, “Winemaking was not about making good wine, just about stopping it being bad.”)


Vinification was a fast and furious affair. Pressing was quick and brutal; fermentations were short and hot; maceration times were kept to a minimum for fear of bacterial spoilage; filtering was conducted as early and comprehensively as possible. By contrast, maturation and was often a drawn-out affair, with wines routinely kept for years in large wooden vats. (The most common wood used at this time in Chile was not actually oak but raulí, a species of southern beech.) It is safe to say that cellar hygiene was not the uppermost concern in the wine-maker’s mind. The resulting wines were often pale, thin, and oxidized.


It was not until the eighties that things began to change. The man credited with the change is the Spanish winemaker Miguel Torres. He established his eponymous winery in Curicó in 1979 and began to import modern winemaking technology such as stainless-steel tanks and pneumatic presses. His example of rigorous cellar hygiene, making white wines reductively, gentle pressing, and temperature-controlled fermentations proved influential. Other producers adopted similar strategies and so the eighties and early nineties became a time of significant investment and renovation.


Torres was one of the first high-profile foreign winemakers to invest in Chile but more were to come, especially after the country’s seventeen-year period of military rule came to an end in 1990. French and American investors and winemakers became commonplace in the nineties. As did small oak barrels, extended maceration times, commercial yeasts, and other useful winemaking tools.


This was the era of the winemaker, and the effect on the wines was dramatic. Gone were the thin, pale wines of before: now Chile started turning out concentrated, ripe wines made in a modern, international style, often by a new breed of prestigious winemaker. This was the first major step toward improvement.


Winemaking in Chile today is diverse and increasingly complex. This is good to see (if not to try to document) because it means that winemakers have been moving away from a one-size-fits-all approach, toward a more multifaceted and flexible system. Challenges still remain, however.


Chilean winemakers are often criticized for their reluctance to innovate, and for a lack of self-belief. Another point of censure has been the tendency for Chilean winemakers to make safe, even standardized wines. Added to this, more than one foreign winemaker working in Chile has expressed their surprise at how Chilean winemakers are more often found in the office than getting their hands dirty in the winery or vineyard.


All of these criticisms are justified. However, it is necessary to put them into context. Chile is a relatively young winemaking country; its modern wine era began in earnest only in the 1990s. The learning process is at an early stage and, frankly, it is testament to the quality of its winemakers that Chile has made such good progress.


Enthusiasm and experience are the key qualities needed now – and Chile has a new generation of winemakers for whom working abroad and at home to gain perspective and experience is a prerequisite, as is a desire to work first and foremost in the vineyard. The best among them have the confidence and ability to experiment, foster diversity, and develop their own styles in both whites and reds. As a result, Chile’s winemaking is becoming increasingly assured and successful.
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