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PREFACE TO THE 2003 EDITION








WHY BORDEAUX IS SIGNIFICANTLY BETTER TODAY THAN IT WAS 25 AND 50 YEARS AGO


The oldest courtier firm in Bordeaux, Tastet and Lawton, has provided Bordeaux vintage assessments since 1795. In order to make the following argument I have used their evaluations of vintages in which the highest are rated exceptional, then good to very good, followed by mediocre or poor. For the period from 1900–1939 (40 vintages) only three vintages were rated exceptional, 10 good to very good, and 27 mediocre or poor. In contrast, during the last 21 years, 1980–2000, four vintages were rated exceptional by Tastet and Lawton, 13 were good to very good, but only three were mediocre or poor (1992, 1991, and 1984). I do not believe that global warming can be held accountable for this extraordinary change in the quality of Bordeaux vintages.


Looking back over my tasting notes of the last quarter of a century, it is interesting to note how many truly legendary wines were produced in some of the most noteworthy vintages. Being as generous as possible, the 1945 Bordeaux vintage, considered to be one of the mythical vintages of the last 100 years, actually produced only 25–30 profoundly great red wines. Even in 1982, which established my reputation as a serious wine critic, the number of monumental reds is less than three dozen. In 2000, according to my tastings, approximately 150–160 great wines—about 28–30% of what I tasted—were produced. Obviously I cannot go back in time, but my instincts suggest the raw materials available in 1945 as well as 1982 were not dissimilar from those that were harvested in 2000.


Why is modern-day Bordeaux so much better than it was a mere 20, 30, 40, or 50 years ago? I have listed the reasons in five categories: 1. progressive changes in the vineyard, 2. techniques and modern methods that take place in the wine cellars, 3. changes in the wine’s upbringing and bottling, 4. the competition that exists in the modern world and the role of the informed consumer, as well as the influence of wine critics, and 5. miscellaneous changes such as improved methods for weather forecasting.


PROGRESSIVE CHANGES IN THE VINEYARD


In the 1960s and 1970s, octogenarian professor Dr. Emile Peynaud and famed professor of oenology Dr. Pascal Ribeau-Gayon, departmental head of oenology at the University of Bordeaux between 1977 and 1995, began advocating significant changes in viticultural management. Later harvest dates were encouraged in order to pick riper fruit with lower acid levels as well as sweeter tannin and greater fruit characteristics. Later harvesting automatically produces wines lower in acidity and slightly higher in alcohol. Moreover, if the harvest is not undone by rain, exceptional fruit and ripeness can be achieved. This advice is 30–40 years old.


Along with these changes, modern-day sprays and treatments aimed at preventing rot in the vineyard were begun in the 1970s and accelerated in the 1980s. Recent good vintages such as 1999, 1994, 1983, 1979, and 1978 would undoubtedly have been destroyed by mildew in the 1950s and 1960s. At the same time, there was a growth in the philosophy of going back to the vineyard (where most serious wine producers believe 90% of the quality emerges) to promote more organic techniques to encourage the health of the vines. There was also a movement toward developing a better understanding of viticulture. New techniques (called “extreme” or “radical” viticulture) became standard practice in the late 1980s and 1990s. This included the curtailing of yields by aggressive pruning in the winter and spring and crop thinning (cutting off bunches of grapes) in summer to encourage lower yields. With extremely healthy vines, yields would be expected to rise, but the opposite is actually the case as yields have dropped significantly for the top estates, from highs of 60–100 hectoliters per hectare in the mid-1980s, to 25–50 hectoliters per hectare in recent vintages. At the same time, other more radical viticulture techniques have been implemented. These include leaf pulling (to encourage air flow as well as allowing more contact with the sun), shoot positioning (to enhance sun exposure), and the ongoing research with clones and root stocks designed to eliminate those root stocks and clones that produce overly prolific crops of large-size berries. The movement of harvested grapes is also done with much more care and, in smaller containers, is designed to prevent bruising and skin breakage.


In 2003, the Bordeaux vineyards are healthier, have lower vigor, and are producing smaller and smaller berries and crops of higher and higher quality fruit. All of this is designed to produce the essence of the terroir, enhance the character of the vintage, and reveal the personality of the varietal or blend.


TECHNIQUES AND MODERN METHODS THAT TAKE PLACE IN THE WINE CELLARS


The famed first-growths Haut-Brion and Latour were two of the earliest estates to invest in temperature-controlled stainless-steel fermenters: Haut-Brion in the early 1960s and Latour in 1964. The advantage of temperature-controlled fermenters, which are now being replaced by some avant garde producers with open-top temperature-controlled wood fermenters (a new wrinkle on the old wooden vats used prior to the advent of temperature-controlled steel), is that it allows a producer to harvest as late as possible, picking grapes at full phenolic maturity and with high sugars. In the old days, this often happened by accident. In fact, it was often both feared and discouraged, as fully ripe grapes were tricky to vinify without temperature control. Many of the Médoc 1947s, not to mention some of the 1929s, were ruined by excessive volatile acidity because producers did not have the ability to control fermentation temperatures. If temperatures soar to dangerously high levels, the yeasts that convert the sugar into alcohol are killed, setting off a chain reaction that results in spoiled wines with excessive levels of volatile acidity. This was frequently a problem when harvests occurred during hot weather. Stories of producers throwing in blocks of ice to cool down their fermentations is not just another vineyard legend. It actually happened in 1959, 1949, and 1947. Certainly the advent of temperature-controlled fermenters, whether steel or wood, has been a remarkable technological step for the advancement of wine quality. It allows producers to harvest (assuming weather permits) at their leisure and bring in fully mature grapes knowing that at the push of a button they can control the temperature of each of their fermentation vats. This has resulted in significantly better wines with fewer defects, sweeter fruit, as well as riper tannin in addition to lower acidity.


Moreover, all of the top properties do an extraordinary selection (or culling out damaged or vegetal material) on what they call the table de tri. This is essentially a labor force that inspects the grapes as they come in to the cellars, discarding any that appear rotten, unripe, unhealthy, or blemished. The degree of this inspection varies from property to property, but it is safe to assume that those properties producing the finest wines practice the most severe selection. Some perfectionist estates have a second table de tri after the grapes are destemmed. This means another sorting team searches through the destemmed grape bunches to further pull out any vegetal material, stems, leaves, or questionable looking berries.


Cold soaks, or pre-fermentation macerations, have become increasingly à la mode. They have been used in the past in some of the colder northern viticulture areas (Burgundy and the northern Rhone) because fermentations often did not kick off for four or five days simply because the cellars were so cold. In Bordeaux, cold soaks have been gathering support, with some avant garde producers utilizing 4–8 day cold soaks hoping to extract more phenolic material, greater aromatics, and darker colors.


Fermentations, which used to be 10–15 days, are now often extended, the theory being that the molecular chain that forms the tannin structure will become sweeter and riper with prolonged fermentations of 21–30 or more days.


The bottom line is that every top Bordeaux property has invested in state-of-the-art temperature-controlled fermenters, whether they be stainless-steel or the smaller open-top wood type (which have become the rage in St.-Emilion over the last decade). All the top properties do a severe triage before and sometimes after destemming. More and more properties use cold soaks and some use extended macerations, but overall, the vinification of modern-day Bordeaux is done under strictly supervised, temperature-controlled conditions in a far more sanitary, healthy environment than 30–50 years ago. It is a far cry from the seat-of-your-pants fermentations of the past that could become stuck or troubled, thus causing the development of unwanted organisms and/or volatile acidity.


Lastly, the most controversial technique in the wine cellar today is the use of reverse osmosis and entrophy (the removal of water under a vacuum system to concentrate the grape must). In the past, the technique generally employed was called saignée, which consisted of siphoning off a portion of the juice in the fermentation tank to increase the percentage of skins to grape must. That worked reasonably well, but in the early 1980s some top châteaux (Léoville-Las Cases was one of the first) discreetly began using reverse osmosis. This technique involved pushing the grape must through an apparatus to remove the water. The practice called entrophy was also developed. These concentration techniques have now been in use for 20 years, and while I was initially skeptical, the fact is Léoville-Las Cases has been producing wines of first-growth quality. In years where there is good ripeness but dilution from harvest rains, these machines, when used with discretion, can increase the quality of the wine with apparently no damage. Twenty years after Las Cases first used reverse osmosis, the results are impressive. At many top châteaux, reverse osmosis is now standard operating procedure in years where there is some dilution from harvest rain. It is not without some risks. The danger is that you not only concentrate the wine, you concentrate the defects as well. That is why such practices must still be approached with caution. However, in the hands of talented, capable operators who use them prudently as well as selectively, it is hard to argue that they are actually changing the character of the wine other than to improve the quality of the final wine by removing water that would dilute the wine’s character. After being skeptical, even critical of these machines, I have come to believe they work well when used properly.


CHANGES IN THE WINE’S UPBRINGING AND BOTTLING


Perhaps the primary reason for improved quality as well as uniformity of Bordeaux wines has been the movement, encouraged by Dr. Emile Peynaud and Dr. Pascal Ribeau-Gayon (and their protégés), to bottle wines over a much shorter period of time (1–2 weeks) as opposed to bottling on demand, or over a 6–9 month period (often the case 30–50 years ago). Prior to 1970, many châteaux sold barrels of their wines to brokers, even shipping them to merchants in England or Belgium who then bottled the wines at their leisure. Thankfully, that practice came to a halt nearly 30 years ago. Today, the shorter time in barrel has resulted in wines that are more primary, richer in fruit, and have far greater potential to develop in the bottle.


In addition, sanitation in the cellars has changed dramatically in the past 25 years. Many critics claim the percentage of new oak has jumped significantly, and there is no doubting that far more new oak is seen in Bordeaux than 20–30 years ago. One Burgundian (actually a Belgian) put the issue of new oak in perspective saying, “Never has a wine been over-oaked . . . it’s been under-wined.” While new oak is an ingredient that works well with Bordeaux’s Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Cabernet Franc, and Petit Verdot, it should be utilized prudently, as a great chef approaches the use of salt, pepper, or garlic. New oak can improve Bordeaux, but excessive use will destroy the flavors and obliterate varietal character, vintage personality, and terroir characteristics. A great advantage in working with new oak is that it is sanitary. Part of the problem when working with old oak is that it is a fertile home for unwanted bacteria, resulting in off flavors and potential spoilage problems. New oak does not have that problem. However, if the wine does not have sufficient concentration and depth to stand up to new oak, the producer would be wiser to use a neutral vessel for aging.


A controversial (actually it’s not, but it is perceived as such by uninformed observers) practice initiated by some of Bordeaux’s smaller estates is malolactic fermentation in barrel, a technique employed for decades in Burgundy. Every red Bordeaux goes through malolactic fermentation, which, in short, is the conversion of the sharp, tart malic acids in the grape must into softer, creamier, lower lactic acids. For the most part, the largest estates continue to do malolactic in tank, and then move the wine into barrels for 16–20 months of aging. Small estates prefer to do malolactic in barrel because they believe it integrates the wood better and gives the wine a more forward sweetness early in life, making the young, grapy wine more appealing to that predatory, freeloading, insufferably arrogant species known as wine journalists/critics that descend on Bordeaux every spring to taste the newest vintage. Malolactic in barrel is not new. To reiterate, it has been practiced in Burgundy for decades and was often utilized in Bordeaux a century ago. It fell out of favor when large fermentation vats were developed. Malolactic in barrel gives a wine a certain seductiveness/sexiness early in its life, but at the end of a 12-month period, there is virtually no difference between a red Bordeaux given malolactic in barrel and one where malolactic occurs in tank and is subsequently moved to barrel. The latter wines often start life more slowly, but at the end of a year they have absorbed their wood just as well as those that have had malolactic in barrel.


Significant changes in the selection process for the grand vin have resulted in tremendous improvements in many Bordeaux wines. The development of second wines is also not new. Léoville-Las Cases instituted a second wine more than 100 years ago, and Château Margaux has been producing one nearly as long. However, in the 1980s and 1990s the selection process for top estates became increasingly draconian. It is not unusual for a high-quality estate to declassify 35% to as much as 70% of their production in order to put only the finest essence of their vineyard into the top wine. Such selections, although less brutal, also exist in the right bank appellations of St.-Emilion and Pomerol, where 30–50% of the crop is often eliminated from the final blend. Much of it goes into the second wine, but the most serious properties also produce a third wine or sell it in bulk. Keep in mind that in a great vintage like 1961 or 1982, there was little selection made by most great Bordeaux estates. Contrast that to 2000, when nearly every estate produced a second wine and sometimes a third. To reiterate, this has resulted in significantly better quality at the top echelon.


Other changes in the élevage include less racking and brutal movement of the wines. Today, many wines are moved under gas, and the racking process (often done 3–4 times during the first year) has been modified as many progressive wine-makers believe it bruises the wine and causes accelerated development as well as fruit desiccation. This has also encouraged a small group of producers to begin aging their wines on the lees. Lees are sedimentary materials consisting of yeasts and solid particles that often separate after fermentation and after the wine has been pressed into tank and barrel. These progressives feel that aging on the lees, assuming they are healthy lees, adds more texture, richness, vineyard character, and varietal personality. I tend to agree with them. However, there is no doubting that many a great Bordeaux has been produced that was never aged on any significant lees. Lees aging, which is done routinely in Burgundy, remains controversial in Bordeaux, where it is regarded as an avant garde technique.


Another new development has been micro-bullage, which originated in France’s appellation of Madiran (to sweeten and soften the notoriously hard tannin of those wines) and quickly caught on in Cahors and, to a certain extent, St.-Emilion. This technique involves the diffusion of tiny amounts of oxygen through a tube into fermentation vats post fermentation, or into the actual barrels during the upbringing of the wines. In St.-Emilion, the talented Stéphane Dérénoncourt has made this a popular technique for the wines he oversees. The philosophy behind micro-bullage (or micro-oxygenation) is sound. The idea is to avoid labor-intensive and sometimes brutal/traumatic racking, and feed the wine oxygen in a reductive state while it is aging in the barrel. It is believed that this measured, oxidative process preserves more of the terroir and fruit character than a harsher racking process. A variation of this technique is called clicage. It is essentially the same thing, but the term is only applied to those who use micro-oxygenation in barrel, not tank. Early results from those producers who practice this technique have been positive. The wines have not fallen apart (as their critics charged) and in truth, there is no reason they should since the technique itself, if not abused, is far more gentle than traditional racking.


The addition of tannic, highly pigmented press wine to the higher-quality “free-run juice,” was often applied in ancient times without any regard for balance or harmony. Today, it is done judiciously or not at all depending on whether or not the wine needs it. Small, measured dosages are frequently added incrementally to be sure the wine does not end up with an excess of tannin.


Lastly, perhaps the single most important factor after the selection process is the decision of whether to fine and/or filter, and the degree to which this is done. Both procedures can eviscerate a wine, destroying texture as well as removing aromatics, fruit, and mid-palate flesh. In the old days, a wine was rarely filtered, but egg white fining was often done in order to soften the harsh tannin. Moreover, years ago, grapes were often unripe and not destemmed, so the tannin was extremely aggressive, even vegetal. Fining helped soften this astringency. Today, with later harvests and for the other reasons already expressed, the tannin is sweeter, and unless the wine has a bacterial problem (suspended proteins or other matter that make the wine unattractive aesthetically), there is no need to fine.


In summary, less fining and filtering are practiced today, resulting in wines with more intense flavors, textures, aromatics, and terroir characters. Most of the finest estates tend to look at fining and filtering not in black and white terms, but on a vintage-by-vintage basis. The good news, and one of the reasons why Bordeaux is so much better today, is that wineries actually make a conscious decision whether they really need to fine or filter as opposed to doing it automatically (which was the situation during the 1960s, 1970s, and early 1980s). Presently, producers who are trying to capture the essence of their vineyards do not fine or filter unless mandatory. This has significantly raised the overall quality of Bordeaux.


THE COMPETITION THAT EXISTS IN THE MODERN WORLD AND THE ROLE OF THE INFORMED CONSUMER, AS WELL AS THE INFLUENCE OF WINE CRITICS


Unquestionably, there has been a revolution in terms of the amount of information available to wine consumers. The old role, dominated by the British, of never writing a negative thing about wine, has long been replaced, largely by America’s pro-consumer standards of wine writing. The quality of wine writing has never been better. Add to that the proliferation of wine information in newspapers, wine magazines, and on the Internet. There can be no doubt that consumers, as well as the wine trade, are better informed, more selective, and more knowledgeable when it comes to buying fine wine.


Bordeaux’s wine trade and producers are well aware of the impact this has on their products. The idea of making mediocre wine from a great terroir and selling it at a high price has not been an intelligent option for more than 20 years. This has helped increase the competitive nature of the Bordeaux estates and resulted in better and better quality wines. The negative aspect of influential wine critics is that when they give a wine a complimentary review, it results in high demand and thus higher prices. That seems to be a small (pardon the pun) price to pay for increasingly high-quality wines at all levels.


MISCELLANEOUS CHANGES SUCH AS IMPROVED METHODS FOR WEATHER FORECASTING


Believe it or not, 20 years ago it was impossible to receive weather forecasts longer than 24–48 hours in advance. Today, because of satellites and climate specialists, in most years the weather forecast for a viticultural area can be predicted with 90–100% accuracy 5–7 days in advance. This has been an immense help for producers in developing their harvest strategies based on a seven-day forecast that in most cases will be highly accurate. This advantage was not available 20 or 30 years ago. Additionally, there are multiple services available today from experts designed to help vignerons plant and manage vineyards, adding to the extraordinary amount of expertise available to a grape grower/wine-maker.


CONCLUSION


In conclusion, I would strongly argue that the finest wines of Bordeaux today are far superior to the great Bordeaux wines of 50–100 years ago. Today, one sees more of the terroir essence and vintage character in a bottle of great Bordeaux than they did 20, 30, 40, or 50 years ago. Not only are the wines more accessible young, but the aging curve of top Bordeaux wines has been both broadened and expanded. Contrary to the doom and gloom kindergarten critics, most Bordeaux vintages of today will live longer and drink better during the entire course of their lives than their predecessors. However, there are some negatives to consider. For example, some of the prodigious 1947 Bordeaux (Pétrus, Cheval Blanc, Latour à Pomerol, L’Evangile, Lafleur, and most notably Cheval Blanc), had residual sugar, elevated volatile acidity, extremely high alcohol, and pH levels that would cause most modern-day oenologists to faint. Sadly, despite all the improvements that have been made, few modern-day oenologists would permit a wine such as the 1947 Cheval Blanc to get into the bottle under the name Cheval Blanc. Anyone who has tasted a pristine bottle of this wine recognizes why most competent observers feel this is one of the most legendary wines ever produced in Bordeaux. All of its defects are outweighed by its extraordinary positive attributes. It is also these defects that often give the wine its singular individuality and character. So, a word of warning . . . despite all the techniques designed to make higher-quality wine, there is still a place for wines with a handful of defects that give a wine its undeniable character as well as greatness. Somehow, all these new techniques need to make an allowance for wines such as these 1947s.


That being said, there is no question that 1. the increased knowledge of viticulture, vinification, and weather that exists today has resulted in greater wines, 2. the improved health of the vineyards has resulted in higher-quality grapes, 3. the movement toward more natural winemaking has led to less traumatic bruising of the fruit and wine, 4. the preservation of the fruit, vintage, and terroir characteristics has reached a pinnacle because of these soft handling techniques, and 5. the bottling process today is aimed at putting the essence of the vineyard into the bottle in a less oxidized and evolved condition. Logically, it makes sense that these wines will have the ability to age better and longer than their predecessors.


It cannot be underscored strongly enough: The ignorant belief that the Bordeaux wines of today are more forward, and therefore shorter lived, is a myth. Wines today are produced from healthier, riper fruit, and thus they possess lower acidity as well as sweeter tannin. Analytically, great modern-day vintages have indices of tannin and dry extract as high or higher than the legendary vintages of the past. However, because their tannin is sweeter and the acidity lower, they can be enjoyed at an earlier age. This does not compromise their aging potential. An example would be 1959, which was considered entirely too low in acidity to age (most of the great 1959s are still in pristine condition), and 1982, which many uninformed observers claimed would have to be drunk by 1990 for fear the wine would turn into vinegar. The finest 1982s are still evolving, with the best wines possessing another 20–30 years of life.


Think it over: Does anyone want to return to the Bordeaux of 30–40 years ago when 1. less than one-fourth of the most renowned estates made wines proportional to their official pedigree, 2. dirty, unclean aromas were justified as part of the terroir character, 3. disappointingly emaciated, austere, excessively tannic wines from classified growths were labeled “classic” by a subservient wine press that existed at the largesse of the wine industry, and 4. wines were made from underripe grapes that were too high in acidity and tannin to ever fully become harmonious?


Anyone who has taken a history class has heard the famous expression: Those who do not learn the lessons of history are condemned to repeat it. The Bordelais know their history well and have worked enthusiastically and progressively to increase the quality of their wines. Consequently, in 2003, Bordeaux quality has never been better.
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1: USING THIS BOOK








There can be no question that the romance, if not mysticism, of opening a bottle of Bordeaux from a famous château has a grip and allure that are hard to resist. For years, writers have written glowing accounts of Bordeaux wines, sometimes giving them more respect and exalted status than they have deserved. How often has that fine bottle of Bordeaux from what was allegedly an excellent vintage turned out to be diluted, barely palatable, or even repugnant? How often has a wine from a famous château let you and your friends down when tasted? On the other hand, how often has a vintage written off by the critics provided some of your most enjoyable bottles of Bordeaux? And how often have you tasted a great Bordeaux wine, only to learn that the name of the château is uncelebrated?


This book is about just such matters. This is a book for those who drink Bordeaux; it is a wine consumer’s guide to Bordeaux. Who is making Bordeaux’s best and worst wines? What has a specific château’s track record been over the last 20–30 years? Which châteaux are overrated and overpriced and, of course, which are underrated and underpriced? These issues are discussed in detail.
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TASTING METHODS


The evaluations that are contained in this work are the result of extensive tastings conducted in Bordeaux and America. I have been visiting Bordeaux every year since 1970, and since 1978 I have gone to Bordeaux as a professional at least twice a year to conduct barrel tastings of the young wines, as well as to do comparative tastings of different wines and vintages that have been bottled and released for sale.


It is patently unfair to an estate to issue a final judgment about a wine after only tasting it one time. Consequently, when I do tastings of young Bordeaux, I try to taste them as many times as possible to get a clear, concise picture of the wine’s quality and potential. I have often equated the tasting of an infant, unbottled wine with that of taking a photograph of a long-distance runner at the beginning of a race. One look or tasting of such a wine is only a split-second glimpse of an object that is constantly changing and moving. To evaluate effectively the performance and quality in a given vintage, one must look at the wine time after time during its 16–24-month prebottling evolution and then evaluate it numerous times after bottling to see if the quality or expected potential is still present.


Obviously, some wines as well as general vintages are much easier to assess than others. For certain, tasting young wine requires total concentration and an extreme dedication to tasting the wine as many times as possible in its youth, both at the individual châteaux and in comparative tastings against its peers. This is the only valid method by which to obtain an accurate look at the quality and potential of the wine. For this reason, I visit Bordeaux at least twice a year, spending more than a month in the region visiting all the major châteaux in all of the principal appellations of the Médoc, Graves, Sauternes, St.-Emilion, and Pomerol.


The châteaux visits and interviews with the wine-makers are extremely important in accumulating the critical data about the growing season, the harvest dates, and the vinification of the château’s wines. Most of the wine-makers at the Bordeaux châteaux are remarkably straightforward and honest in their answers, whereas owners will go to great lengths to glorify the wine they have produced.


In addition to doing extensive visits to the specific Bordeaux châteaux in all appellations of Bordeaux in poor, good, and great vintages, I insist on comparative tastings of cask samples of these new vintages. For these tastings I call many of Bordeaux’s leading négociants to set up what most consumers would call massive comparative day-long tastings of 60–100 wines. In groups of 10–15 wines at a time, an entire vintage, from major classified growths to minor Crus Bourgeois, can be reviewed several times over a course of two weeks of extensive tastings. Such tastings corroborate or refute the quality I have found to exist when I have visited the specific château. Because I do these types of broad, all-inclusive tastings at least three times before the young Bordeaux wine is bottled, I am able to obtain numerous looks at the infant wine at 6, 9, and 18 months of age, which usually give a very clear picture of the quality.


Despite the fact that young Bordeaux wines are constantly changing during their evolution and aging process in the barrel, the great wines of a given vintage are usually apparent. It has also been my experience that some wines that ultimately turn out to be good or very good may be unimpressive or just dumb when tasted in their youth from the cask. But the true superstars of a great vintage are sensational, whether they are 6 months or 20 months old.


When I taste young Bordeaux from cask, I prefer to judge the wine after the final blend or assemblage has been completed. At this stage, the new wine has had only negligible aging in oak casks. For me, it is essential to look at a wine in this infant stage (normally in late March and early April following the vintage) because then most wines can be judged with only minimal influence of oak, which can mask fruit and impart additional tannin and aromas to the wine. What one sees at this stage is a naked wine that can be evaluated on the basis of its richness and ripeness of fruit, depth, concentration, body, acidity, and natural tannin content, unobscured by evidence of oak aging.


The most important components I look for in a young Bordeaux are fruit and balance. Great vintages, characterized by ample amounts of sunshine and warmth, result in grapes that are fully mature and that produce rich, ripe, deeply fruity wines with significant but velvety tannin. If the fruit is missing or unripe and green, the wine can never be great. In contrast, grapes that are allowed to stay on the vine too long in hot, humid weather become overripe and taste pruny and sometimes raisiny, and are also deficient in acidity. They too have little future. This is rarely a problem in Bordeaux. Throughout all appellations of Bordeaux, recent vintages that, in their youth, have been marked by the greatest ripeness, richness, and purity of fruit have been 2000, 1998, (for Graves, St.-Emilion, and Pomerol), 1996 (for the Médoc), 1995, 1990, 1989, 1986 (for the Médoc), 1985, and 1982—all high-quality vintages. Vintages that exhibited the least fruit and an annoying vegetal character have been 1984, 1977, and 1974, poor to mediocre vintages.


Later in the year, I return to Bordeaux to get another extensive look at the wines. By this time the wines have settled down completely, but are also marked by the scent of new oak barrels. The intense grapy character of their youth has begun to peel away, as the wines have now had at least 10–12 months of cask aging. If extensive tastings in March or April give a clear overall view of the vintage’s level of quality, comprehensive tastings 9–10 months later are always conclusive evidence of where the vintage stands in relation to other Bordeaux vintages and how specific wines relate in quality to one another.


With regard to vintages of Bordeaux in bottle, I prefer to taste these wines in what is called a “blind tasting.” A blind tasting can be either “single blind” or “double blind.” This does not mean one is actually blindfolded and served the wines, but rather that in a single-blind tasting, the taster knows the wines are from Bordeaux, but does not know the identities of the châteaux or the vintages. In a double-blind tasting, the taster knows nothing other than that several wines from anywhere in the world, in any order, from any vintage, are about to be served.


For bottled Bordeaux, I purchase the wines at retail, and usually conduct all my tastings under single-blind conditions—I do not know the identity of the wine, but since I prefer to taste in peer groups, I always taste wines from the same vintage. Additionally, I never mix Bordeaux with non-Bordeaux wines, simply because whether it be California or Australia Cabernet Sauvignons, the wines are distinctly different, and while comparative tastings of Bordeaux versus California may be fun and make interesting reading, the results are never very reliable or especially meaningful to the wine consumer who desires the most accurate information. Remember that whether one employs a 100-point rating system or a 20-point rating system, the objectives and aims of professional wine evaluations are the same—to assess the quality of the wine vis-à-vis its peers and to determine its relative value and importance in the international commercial world of wine.


When evaluating wines professionally, it goes without saying that proper glasses and the correct serving temperature of the wine must be prerequisites to any objective and meaningful tasting. The best glasses for critical tasting are made by Riedel and its rival, Spiegelau. Both companies offer a plethora of sizes and shapes, but I prefer a tulip-shaped glass no larger than 10–12 ounces. As for the temperature, 60–62°F is best for evaluating both red and white wines. Too warm a temperature and the bouquet becomes diffuse and the taste flat. Too cold a temperature and there is no discernible bouquet and the flavors are completely locked in by the overly chilling effect on the wine. Moreover, cold temperatures exaggerate a wine’s acidity and oak.


When I examine a wine critically, there is both a visual and physical examination. Against a white background, the wine is first given a visual exam for brilliance, richness, and intensity of color. A young Bordeaux wine that is light in color, hazy, or cloudy (or all three) has serious problems. For Bordeaux red wines, color is extremely important. Virtually all the great Bordeaux vintages have shared a very deep, rich, saturated purple color when young, whereas the poorer vintages often have weaker, less rich-looking colors because of poor weather and rain. Certainly, in 2000, 1996, 1995, 1990, 1989, 1986, 1985, and 1982 the general color of the red wines of Bordeaux has been very dark. In 1978 and 1975, it was dark but generally not so deep in color as the aforementioned vintages. In 1984, 1980, 1974, and 1973 the color was rather light.


In looking at an older wine, the rim of the wine next to the glass should be examined for amber, orange, rust, and brown colors. These are signs of maturity and are normal. When they appear in a good vintage of a wine less than 6–7 years old, something is awry. For example, young wines that have been sloppily made and exposed to unclean barrels or air will mature at an accelerated rate and take on the look of old wines when in fact they are still relatively young by Bordeaux standards.


In addition to looking at the color of the wines, I examine the “legs” of the wines. The legs are the tears or residue of the wine that run down the inside of the glass. Rich Bordeaux vintages tend to have “good legs” because the grapes are rich in glycerol and alcohol, giving the wine a viscosity that causes this “tearing” effect. Examples of Bordeaux vintages that produced wines with good to excellent legs would be 2000, 1998, 1996, 1995, 1990, 1989, 1986, 1985, and 1982.


After the visual examination is completed, the actual physical examination of the wine takes place. The physical exam is composed of two parts: the wine’s smell, which depends on the olfactory sense, and the wine’s taste, the gustatory sense, which is tested on the palate. After swirling a wine, one’s nose is placed into the glass (not the wine) to smell the aromas that issue from the wine. This is an extremely critical step because the aroma and odor of the wine will tell the examiner the ripeness and richness of the underlying fruit, the state of maturity, and whether there is anything unclean or suspicious about the wine. The smell of a wine, young or old, will tell a great deal about the wine’s quality and no responsible professional taster understates the significance of a wine’s odors and aromas, often called the “nose” or “bouquet.” Emile Peynaud, in his classic book on wine tasting, Le Goût du Vin (Bordas, 1983), states that there are nine principal categories of wine aromas.


1. Animal odors: smells of game, beef, venison


2. Balsamic odors: smells of pine trees, resin, vanilla


3. Woody odors: smells of the new wood of oak barrels


4. Chemical odors: smells of acetone, mercaptan, yeasts, hydrogen sulfide, acidity, and fermentation


5. Spicy odors: smells of pepper, cloves, cinnamon, nutmeg, ginger, truffles, anise, mint


6. Empyreumatic odors: smells of crème brûlée, smoke, toast, leather, coffee


7. Floral odors: smells of violets, roses, lilacs, jasmine


8. Fruity odors: smells of black currants, raspberries, cherries, plums, apricots, peaches, figs


9. Vegetal odors: smells of herbs, tea, mushrooms, vegetables


The presence or absence of some or all of these aromas, their intensity, their complexity, and their persistence all serve to create the bouquet or nose of a wine that can be said to be distinguished, complete, and interesting—or flawed and simple.


Once the wine’s aroma or bouquet has been examined thoroughly, the wine is tasted, sloshed, or chewed around on the palate while also inhaled, which releases the wine’s aromas. The weight, richness, depth, balance, and length of a wine are apparent from the tactile impression the wine leaves on the palate. Sweetness is experienced on the tip of the tongue, saltiness just behind the tongue’s tip, acidity on the sides, and bitterness at the back. Most professional tasters will spit the wine out, although some wine is swallowed in the process.


The finish or length of a wine, its ability to give off aromas and flavors even though it is no longer on the palate, is the major difference between a good young wine and a great young wine. When the flavor and the aroma of the wine seem to last and last on the palate, it is usually a great, rich wine. The great wines and great vintages are always characterized by a purity, opulence, richness, depth, and ripeness of the fruit from which the wines are made. When the wines have both sufficient tannin and acidity, the balance is struck. It is these qualities that separate a profound Bordeaux from a good one.







TASTING NOTES AND RATINGS








All of my tastings were done in peer-group conditions when possible (meaning that the same type of wines were tasted against one another), in my tasting room, in the cellars of the producers, or in the offices of major Bordeaux négociants. The ratings reflect an independent, critical look at the wines. Neither price nor the reputation of the producer/grower affects the rating in any manner. I spend a minimum of three months of every year tasting in vineyards. During the other nine months of the year, six- and sometimes seven-day work weeks are devoted solely to tasting and writing. I do not participate in wine judgings or trade tastings for many reasons, but principal among these are the following: 1. I prefer to taste from an entire bottle of wine. 2. I find it essential to have properly sized and cleaned professional tasting glasses. 3. The temperature of the wine must be correct. 4. I alone will determine the time allocated to the number of wines to be critiqued.


THE RATING SYSTEM










	96–100


	Extraordinary







	90–95


	Outstanding







	80–89


	Above average to very good







	70–79


	Average







	50–69


	Below average to poor








The numerical rating given is a guide to what I think of the wine vis-à-vis its peer group. Certainly, wines rated above 85 are good to excellent, and any wine rated 90 or above will be outstanding for its particular type. While some have suggested that scoring is not well suited to a beverage that has been romantically extolled for centuries, wine is similar to other consumer products. There are specific standards of quality that full-time wine professionals recognize, and there are benchmark wines against which all others can be judged. I know of no one with three or four different glasses of wine in front of him or her, regardless of how good or bad the wines might be, who cannot say “I prefer this one to that one.” Scoring wines is simply taking a professional’s opinion and applying some sort of numerical system to it on a consistent basis. Scoring permits rapid communication of information to expert and novice alike. In essence, I strongly believe in a scoring system backed up by intelligent tasting notes. Scoring wine makes the critic accountable to both the wine consumer and winery. Each knows precisely where the critic stands vis-à-vis the wine, and they can calibrate their palate and judgment with that of the critic. I further believe scoring promotes higher- and higher-quality wine, as no winery is able to hide behind obtuse and meaningless 19th-century prose such as “fine; very fine; very, very fine; and very, very, very fine.”


The rating system I employ in my wine journal, The Wine Advocate, is the one I have utilized in this book. It is a 50–100-point scale: the most repugnant of all wines meriting 50 since that is the starting point of the scale, and the most glorious gustatory experience commanding 100. I prefer my system to the once widely quoted 20-point scale called the Davis Scale—of the University of California at Davis—because it permits much more flexibility in scoring. It is also easier to understand because the numbers correspond to the American grading system, and it avoids the compression of scores from which the Davis Scale suffers. It is not without problems, however, because readers will often wonder what the difference is between an 86 and 87, both very good wines. The only answer I can give is a simple one: When tasted side by side, I thought the 87-point wine slightly better than the 86-point wine.


The score given for a specific wine reflects the quality of the wine at its best. As I mentioned earlier, I often tell people that evaluating a wine and assigning a score to a beverage that will change and evolve in many cases for up to 10 or more years is analogous to taking a photograph of a marathon runner. Much can be ascertained but, like a picture of a moving object, the wine will also evolve and change. I retry wines from obviously badly corked or defective bottles, since a wine from such a single bad bottle does not indicate an entirely spoiled batch. Many of the wines reviewed here I have tasted many times, and the score represents a cumulative average of the wine’s performance in tastings to date. Scores do not tell the entire story of a wine. The written commentary that accompanies the ratings is often a better source of information regarding the wine’s style and personality, the relative quality level vis-à-vis its peers, the relative value, and its aging potential than any score could ever indicate.


Here then is a general guide to interpreting the numerical ratings:


A score of 90–100 is equivalent to an A and is given only for an outstanding or special effort. Wines in this category are the very best produced for their type and, like a three-star Michelin restaurant, merit the trouble to find and try. There is a big difference between a 90 and a 99, but both are top marks. As you will note throughout the text, there are few wines that actually make it into this top category simply because there are just not many truly great wines.


A score of 80–89 is equivalent to a B in school and such a wine, particularly in the 85–89 range, is very, very good; many of the wines that fall into this range are often great values as well. I would not hesitate to have any of these wines in my own personal collection.


A score of 70–79 represents a C, or an average mark, but obviously 79 is a much more desirable score than 70. Wines that receive scores between 75 and 79 are generally pleasant, straightforward wines that simply lack complexity, character, or depth. If inexpensive, they may be ideal for uncritical quaffing.


Below 70 is a D or an F, depending on where you went to school; for wine, too, it is a sign of an unbalanced, flawed, or terribly dull or diluted wine that will be of little interest to the knowledgeable wine consumer.


In terms of awarding points, my scoring system gives every wine a base of 50 points. The wine’s general color and appearance merit up to 5 points. Since most wines today are well made, thanks to modern technology and the increased use of professional oenologists, they tend to receive at least 4, often 5 points. The aroma and bouquet merit up to 15 points, depending on the intensity level and extract of the aroma and bouquet as well as the cleanliness of the wine. The flavor and finish merit up to 20 points, and again, intensity of flavor, balance, cleanliness, and depth and length on the palate are all important considerations when giving out points. Finally, the overall quality level or potential for further evolution and improvement—aging—merits up to 10 points.


Scores are important to let the reader gauge a professional critic’s overall qualitative placement of a wine vis-à-vis its peers. Anyone who scores a wine is accountable to the reader. Accountable for the score that is bestowed, but also accountable for justifying that score with an intelligent tasting note that analyzes the wine and lets the reader realize why it is scored the way it is. However, it is also vital to consider the description of the wine’s style, personality, and potential. No scoring system is perfectly objective, but a system that provides for flexibility in scores, if applied without prejudice, can quantify different levels of wine quality and provide the reader with a professional’s judgment. However, there can never be any substitute for your own palate, nor any better education than tasting the wine yourself.






ANTICIPATED MATURITY—WHAT IS IT?








Because of the number of inquiries I receive regarding when a given Bordeaux wine has reached the point in its evolution that it is said to be ready to drink, I have provided an estimated range of years over which the châteaux’s wines should be consumed for the specific vintage. I call this time frame the “anticipated maturity.” Before one takes my suggestions too literally, let me share with you the following points.


1. If you like the way a wine tastes when young, do not hesitate to enjoy it in spite of what the guidelines may say. There can never be any substitute for your own palate.


2. I have had to make several assumptions, the primary ones being that the wine was purchased in a healthy state and you are cellaring the wine in a cool, humid, odor-and vibration-free environment that does not exceed 65°F, especially in the summer.


3. The estimates are an educated guess based on how the wine normally ages, its quality, its balance, and the general depth of the vintage in question.


4. The estimates are conservative. I have assumed a maturity based on my own palate, which tends to prefer a wine that is fresher and more exuberant (younger) over one that has begun to fade, but one that may still be quite delicious and complex.


Consequently, if you have cool, ideal cellars, the beginning year in the estimated range of maturity may err in favor of drinking the wine on the young side. I presume most readers would prefer, given a choice, to open a bottle too early rather than too late. This philosophy has governed my projected maturity period for each wine. One of Bordeaux’s greatest virtues is its extraordinary longevity. The finest Bordeaux wines, if purchased in pristine condition and stored properly, are nearly immortal in terms of aging capacity. Given the sweeter, more velvety tannin that modern-day producers attain, these wines can be drunk young, but in top vintages they have 15–30+ years of positive evolution ahead of them.


EXAMPLES


Now. Totally mature; immediate drinking is suggested within several years of the “last tasted” date.


Now–may be in decline. Based on the age of the wine and knowledge of the château and the specific vintage, this designation is utilized where a fully mature wine discussed in the first edition (1985) has not been recently retasted and is believed to have passed its apogee and begun its decline.


Now–probably in serious decline. Based on the age of the wine and knowledge of the château and the specific vintage, this designation is utilized when a wine discussed in the first edition (1985) was at the end of its plateau of maturity and, while not recently retasted, is believed to be well past its plateau of maturity.


Now–2020. The wine has entered its plateau of maturity where it should be expected to remain until 2020, at which time it may begin to slowly decline. The “now” dates from the time of the last tasted note.


2005–2015. This is the estimated range of years during which I believe the wine will be in its plateau period—the years over which it will be at its best for drinking. Please keep in mind that Bordeaux wines from top vintages tend to decline slowly (just the opposite of Burgundy) and that a wine from an excellent vintage may take another 10–15 years to lose its fruit and freshness after the last year in the stated plateau period.






ABOUT THE BOOK’S ORGANIZATION








This book has been divided into the major geographical regions of Bordeaux. Within each region, the famous châteaux and many minor châteaux deserving recognition are reviewed. The emphasis, for obvious reasons, is on the major Bordeaux estates that are widely available and well known in this country. The quality of these wines over the last quarter-century has been examined closely. For lesser known châteaux, the selection process has been based on two factors, quality and recognition. High-quality, lesser known estates are reviewed, as well as those estates that have gotten distribution into the export markets, regardless of quality. I have made every effort during the last 25 years to discover and learn about the underpublicized châteaux in Bordeaux. Because older vintages of these wines are virtually impossible to find, plus the fact that the majority of the Crus Bourgeois wines must be drunk within 5–7 years of the vintage, the focus for most of these lesser known Crus Bourgeois wines is on what they have accomplished recently. I feel the châteaux that are reviewed are the best of these lesser known estates, but to err is human, and it would be foolish for both you and me to believe that there is not some little estate making exquisite wine that I have omitted altogether.


At the beginning of each chapter on the Bordeaux appellations is my classification of the wines from that appellation. This analysis is based on their overall quality vis-à-vis one another. This is not a book that will shroud quality differences behind skillfully worded euphemisms. Within each appellation the châteaux are reviewed in alphabetical order. For those who love lists, my overall classification of the top 182 wine-producing estates of Bordeaux may be found beginning here.


With respect to the specific vintages covered, tasting emphasis has generally been given to only the most renowned vintages. Vintages such as 1993, 1992, 1991, 1977, 1972, 1968, 1965, and 1963 are generally not reviewed because they were very poor years, and few Bordeaux châteaux made acceptable quality wine in those years. Furthermore, such vintages are not commercially available. As for the actual tasting notes, the “anticipated maturity” refers to the time period at which I believe the wine will be at its apogee. This is the time period during which the wine will be fully mature and should ideally be drunk. These estimates as to anticipated maturity are conservative and are based upon the assumption that the wine has been purchased in a sound, healthy condition and has been kept in a vibration-free, dark, odor-free, relatively cool (below 65°F) storage area. For the wine-tasting terms I employ and for the proper methods of cellaring Bordeaux wines, see Chapter 6, “A User’s Guide to Bordeaux” and Chapter 8, “A Glossary of Wine Terms.”






ONE FURTHER CAVEAT








When a book such as this is revised, difficult decisions must be made regarding the retention of tasting notes on wines that have not been reevaluated in the years that have lapsed since I wrote the previous edition. As readers will discover, many of the finest wines in top vintages have been retasted since the last edition and the changes in text and ratings, where warranted, have been made. Because a serious tasting note is the professional’s photograph of a wine during its life, and, moreover, since all the tasting notes in this book are dated, I have opted to leave some of the original tasting critiques in the book as part of the history of that property’s record of wine quality, especially when the note relates to a famous vintage.







IN VINO VERITAS?








I have no doubt that the overwhelming majority of rare and fine wine that is sold today, either at retail or through one of the numerous wine auctions, involves legitimate bottles. Yet I have accumulated enough evidence to suggest that some warning flags need to be raised before this insidious disease becomes a vinous ebola. Shrewd buyers, reputable merchants, and auction companies that specialize in top vintages take considerable measures to authenticate bottles of wine that may cost thousands of dollars. In fact, the top auction houses, aware of the growing evidence of phony bottles, are actually going to great lengths to authenticate the legitimacy of each wine they sell. Nevertheless, a con artist can easily reproduce a bottle (the finest Bordeaux châteaux choose to use glass bottles that are among the cheapest and easiest to obtain in the world), a label, a cork, and a capsule, deceiving even the most astute purchaser. Think it over: high quality, limited production—rare wine may be the only luxury-priced commodity in the world that does not come with a guarantee of authenticity, save for the label and cork, and the former can be easily duplicated, particularly with one of today’s high-tech scanners.


The wine marketplace has witnessed obscene speculation for such modern-day vintages as 1990, certain 1989s, and, of course, 1982. The appearance of dishonest segments of society with only one objective, to take full advantage of the enormous opportunity that exists to make a quick buck by selling bogus wines, is not that shocking. This has always been a problem, but based on the number of letters and telephone calls I have received from victims who have been the recipients of suspiciously labeled wines, with even more unusual contents, it is a subject that needs to be addressed.


It was nearly 25 years ago that I saw my first fraudulent bottles of fine wine. Cases of 1975 Mouton Rothschild were being sold in New York for below their market value. Furthermore, the wine was packed in shabby cardboard cases with washed-out labels. In addition to those warning signs, the bottles had the words “made in Canada” on the bottom and the capsules had no embossed printing, a characteristic of Mouton. Blatant recklessness and slipshod work of the criminal made the fraud easy to detect.


Many producers of these limited production, rare wines are aware of the frauds perpetuated with their products, but they have largely chosen to maintain a low profile for fear that widespread dissemination of potentially inflammatory information will unsettle (to put it mildly) the fine-wine marketplace. No doubt the news that a hundred or so phony cases of Château ABC floating around in the world marketplace would suppress the value of the wine. Lamentably, those estates that make the world’s most cherished wines (and we all know who they are) need to develop a better system for guaranteeing the authenticity of their product, but to date few have been so inclined. Four of the elite Bordeaux châteaux do make it more difficult for counterfeiting pirates. Pétrus has, since the 1988 vintage, utilized a special label that when viewed under a specific type of light, reveals a code not apparent under normal lighting conditions. In 1996, Pétrus went further, instituting an engraved bottle with the word “Pétrus” etched in the glass. Château d’Yquem incorporates a watermark in their label to discourage bogus imitators. Haut-Brion was among the first to utilize a custom embossed bottle in 1957. In 1996, Lafite Rothschild also launched an anti-fraud engraved bottle. More recently, Château Margaux and Château Latour have inserted special codes in the print of each bottle or in the glass itself. Whether creating more sophisticated labels that are not as easy to reproduce (with serial numbers, watermarks, etc.), engraved bottles, or employing a fraud squad devoted to tracking down the provenance of these phony bottles—something must be done.


Consider the following instances of fraudulent bottles, all of which I have carefully documented.


A longtime friend of mine, fearing the worst (he is also extremely knowledgeable about fine wine), asked if I could come to his house and take a look at some wines he had purchased, including the 1992 Domaine Leflaive Montrachet. After examining the bottle, it was clear the wine was a fraud. Domaine Leflaive brands each cork with the vintage and vineyard, but in this case the only words on the cork were “Domaine Leflaive.” No vintage or vineyard designation was shown. Someone had easily affixed the Domaine Leflaive label and the 1992 neck label. My friend had spent $600 (this wine usually sells for $750–950) for what was probably a generic white burgundy worth no more than $15. The retailer was shocked and was totally cooperative in refunding my friend’s money.


In another shipment, this same person had acquired a case of one of my favorite wines, the 1990 Rayas. When I saw the suspicious bottle of Leflaive, I carefully scrutinized the Rayas. It appeared to have a legitimate label. Until the late nineties, the Rayas cork never indicated the estate’s name or vintage. However, when I held the bottle in front of an incandescent light, the color appeared disturbingly light. Furthermore, I noticed that there was no sediment. Coincidentally, I had drunk the 1990 Rayas several days earlier while vacationing in Colorado. That bottle had considerable sediment and a dense ruby/purple color. I asked if I could take the bottle home to compare it to the 1990 Rayas in my cellar. The wine was another fraud. Further comparison with bottles from my cellar revealed two other glaring discrepancies. First and foremost, all Château Rayas wines have a red capsule with the words “Château Rayas” and a coat of arms embossed on the top of the capsule. The phony bottle had a red capsule that was identical in color, but nothing embossed on the top. Secondly, in the lower left hand corner of the label on authentic bottles of 1990 Rayas are the words “Proprietaire J. Reynaud.” In 1992 Reynaud became the French equivalent of a corporation, and all vintages from 1992 carry the words “S.C.E.A. Château Rayas.” These corporate words appeared on the label of the phony bottle of 1990.


Another well-informed wine buyer called to tell me that he was worried about his magnums of Domaine Leflaive 1992 Bâtard- and Chevalier-Montrachet, purchased through the “gray market” (wines purchased by American retailers outside the authorized distribution system, from independent brokers in Europe). An expansive definition of the gray market includes all those who purchase wine directly from producers, private consumers, restaurants, and even retailers (all in Europe) for resale to America, Central America, and Asia. The gray market vendors I know are honest and respected professionals, but this nebulous group obviously has some dishonest interlopers.


The European economic community now requires that virtually all beverages show an “L” followed by a serial number, a result of the Perrier fiasco several years ago when some tainted Perrier was released into the marketplace. This friend’s questionable 1992 Domaine Leflaive displayed a lot number ending with the numbers “91.” All legitimate 1992 Domaine Leflaive wines have a lot number that ends with the numbers “92.” Other bottles had no lot numbers. Moreover, a number of these magnums had no vineyard name or vintage stamped on the cork, further confirming that these wines were not the 1992 Chevalier or 1992 Bâtard-Montrachets, as Domaine Leflaive brands all of its premiers and grands crus with the vineyard name and vintage.


I should point out that in the case of Domaine Leflaive, none of the questionable bottles came through the authorized American importer, Frederick Wildman and Sons.


As for the Château Rayas, someone had printed Rayas’s principal American importer, Martine’s Wines of Novato, California, on the label. A call to Martine Saunier established that her last sale of 1990 Rayas had occurred in the fall of 1993. This was supported by the owner of Rayas, the late Jacques Reynaud, who, along with Martine Saunier, was adamant about this story being made public. Reynaud informed me that 100 cases of his 1993 Côtes du Rhône-La Pialade had been stolen from the winery in 1995, and that in all likelihood these wines had been relabeled with a bogus 1990 Rayas label. In tasting the phony 1990 Rayas, the wine did seem like a product of Reynaud given its ripe, jammy, cherry fruit, but it lacked intensity, concentration, and body, suggesting it was from a rain-plagued harvest (1993 or 1992 for example). As a result of this, in 1995, Rayas began stamping the vintage on the corks of all Château Rayas Châteauneuf-du-Pape.


If these had been the only instances of fraud I ran across, I would have hesitated about discussing them. However, another merchant called me about a suspicious case of magnums of 1947 Cheval Blanc purchased in Europe by an American merchant. Incredulous, I asked if he would send me a bottle by overnight delivery, which I would inspect and return. The bottle had a label that looked as if it had been produced by a copier or scanner. The capsule had been meticulously slit with a razor blade. Under the capsule was a brand new cork with the words “Cheval Blanc—Rébouché 1988.” Where the vintage date would normally appear, someone had taken an instrument and scratched it out. The wine had a fill in the upper neck (not surprising if in fact this was a legitimately recorked 1947, done at the château), but the light ruby color and small quantity of sediment (this wine possesses heavy sediment and is extremely dense in color) made me suspicious. At more than $20,000 a magnum, I was not going to taste it, but I am 90% sure this wine was anything but 1947 Cheval Blanc.


Two further instances of fraud require mentioning. Another source, concerned about the authenticity of his 1945 Vieux Château Certan and 1989 Le Pin, shipped me a bottle of each to inspect and taste. The 1945 Vieux Château Certan’s label was unusually wrinkled, as if it had been removed from another bottle and reset on this bottle. The pink capsule was sitting loosely on the neck. Although the château’s name was on the cork, the cork was too new for a 51-year-old wine, and where the vintage should have been, there were only scratch marks. What did the wine taste like? Surprisingly, it was fully mature, delicious, and I believe, a legitimate VCC, but not from the 1945 vintage. It was much lighter, so perhaps it was a 1971, 1967, or 1962, but who will ever know? With respect to the 1989 Le Pin, I pulled a bottle from my cellar with which to compare the questionable bottle. The label for the latter bottle was scanner reproduced as the distinctive copper print of Le Pin’s label was closer to a blue. The corks were identical except that the suspicious bottle’s cork had a slightly different print size. When tasted, I was sure the suspicious bottle was Le Pin, but probably from the 1987 vintage. It was not nearly rich enough to be a 1989.


Other reports of phony bottles have come in with surprising frequency. These reports have been confirmed in conversations with retailers, both in this country and in England. They have told me of fraudulent cases of 1989 and 1982 Le Pin, 1982 Pétrus, 1982 Lafleur, 1975 Lafleur, 1947 Cheval Blanc, 1928 Latour, and 1900 Margaux, with non-branded blank corks and photocopied labels! With respect to the 1928 Latour, the merchant, suspecting he had been duped, opened it and told me he was sure it was a young California Pinot Noir.


A wine buyer from one of this country’s most prominent restaurants recently told me about some of the problems he had encountered when opening expensive bottles for his clients. All of these wines had been purchased from a reputable merchant who had bought the wine from a gray marketeer selling private cellars in Europe. Corks of 1961 Haut-Brion and 1970 Latour were either illegible or the vintage was intentionally scratched off. Since this buyer had vast tasting experience with these wines, detection of the fraud was relatively easy. He was convinced that the 1961 Haut-Brion was fraudulent, as it tasted like a much lighter vintage of Haut-Brion (he suspected it to be the 1967). In the case of the 1970 Latour, the cork had been badly altered to resemble the 1970, but closer inspection revealed it to be the 1978 Latour. In these cases, only a person who knows the wine well would suspect that the contents were bogus. One major American merchant, outraged at being sold phony wine, attempted to contact the European seller, only to find out he had moved, with no forwarding address from his office in Paris. The seller hasn’t been found to this day.


What is so surprising is that most fraudulent efforts to date appear to be the work of kindergarten criminals, as indicated by the washed-out, photocopied labels that were attached to many of the 1982s. However, with the technology available today, authentic-looking bottles, capsules, corks, and labels can be easily duplicated. In these cases, only a person who knows the taste of the wine could tell if the contents were bogus.


SAFETY GUIDELINES


DEALING WITH THE GRAY MARKET


To date, almost all the fraudulent bottles have come from wines purchased in the so-called “gray market.” This means the wines have not gone through the normal distribution channel, where a contractual relationship exists between the producer and the vendor. Bottles of French wines with the green French tax stamps on the top of the capsule have obviously been purchased in France and then resold to gray market operators. I do not want to denigrate the best of the gray market operators, because those that I know (I am a frequent purchaser from these sources) are legitimate, serious, and professional about what they buy. Nevertheless, it is an irrefutable fact that most of the suspicious wines showing up in these quarters are from rogue gray market operators.


LABEL AWARENESS


Wine bottles that have easily removable neck labels that indicate the vintage are especially prone to tampering. It is easy to replace a neck label from a poor vintage with one from a great vintage. Sadly, almost all Burgundies fall into this category, as well as some Rhône Valley wines. Many of the top Burgundy producers have begun to brand the cork with the appropriate vintage and vineyard, particularly if it is a premier or grand cru. However, this is a relatively recent practice, largely implemented in the late 1980s by top estates and négociants. The only way a buyer can make sure the cork matches the neck and bottle labels is to remove the capsule. Any purchaser who is the least bit uneasy about the provenance of a wine should not hesitate to pull off the capsule. Irregular, asymmetrical labels with tears and smears of glue are a sign that someone may have tampered with the bottle. Perhaps the trend (now widely employed by California wineries such as Robert Mondavi and Kendall-Jackson) to discontinue the use of capsules should be considered by top estates in France, Italy, and Spain. An alternative would be to design a capsule with a window slot, permitting the purchaser a view of the cork’s vintage and vineyard name. A more practical as well as inexpensive alternative would be to print the name of the vineyard and vintage on the capsule, in addition to the cork.


Badly faded, washed-out labels (or a photocopied label) should be viewed with sheer horror! However, readers should realize that moldy or deteriorated labels that are the result of storage in a damp, cold cellar are not signs of fraudulent wines, but rather, superb cellaring conditions. I have had great success at auctions buying old vintages that have moldy, tattered labels. Most speculators shy away from such wines because their priority is investing, not consumption.


KNOW THE MARKET VALUE


Most purchasers of expensive rare wines are extremely knowledgeable about the market value of these wines. If the wine is being offered at a significantly lower price than fair market value, it would seem incumbent for the purchaser to ask why he or she is the beneficiary of such a great deal. Remember, if it sounds too good to be true, it probably is.


ORIGIN VERIFICATION


For both rare, old vintages and young wines, demanding a guarantee as to the provenance of the wine that is being purchased is a prudent step to take. As a corollary, it is imperative that readers deal with reputable merchants who will stand behind the products they sell. If a merchant refuses to provide details of the origin of where the wine was purchased, take your business elsewhere, even if it means laying out more money for the same wine.


LOT NUMBERS


Because of the tainted Perrier water a few years ago, the European community now requires most potable beverages to carry a lot number (but only for beverages sold to member nations, thus excluding the United States). This is usually a tiny number located somewhere on the label that begins with the letter “L” followed by a serial number that can range from several digits to as many as eight or more. Most producers use the vintage as part of the lot number. In the case of Domaine Leflaive, the vintage year is indicated by the last two digits of the lot number. However, in some instances (i.e., Comte Lafon), the first two numbers provide the vintage year. And for Lynch-Bages or Pichon-Longueville-Baron, the vintage appears in the middle of the lot number. But be advised, many tiny growers do not use lot numbers on those wines sold to non-ECC countries (the United States, for example). Virtually all the Bordeaux châteaux have used lot numbers since the 1989 vintage.


NO SEDIMENT IN OLDER WINES


In wines more than 10–15 years old, lack of sediment and fill levels that reach the bottom of the cork should always be viewed with suspicion. Several Burgundian négociants sell “reconditioned” bottles of ancient vintages that have fills to the cork and lack sediment. I have always been skeptical of this practice, but those négociants claim they have a special process for siphoning off the sediment. Certainly no Bordeaux château utilizes such an unusual and debatable method. Wines that have been recorked at a Bordeaux château will indicate that either on the cork or on both the label and the cork. The year in which the wine was recorked will usually be indicated. Among the most illustrious estates of Bordeaux, only Pétrus refuses to recork bottles because so many suspicious bottles have been brought to them for recorking. Both Cheval Blanc and Latour indicate on both the cork and the label the date and year of recorking. In these cases, the authentic bottles will have very good fills as the wine has been topped off, but older vintages still display considerable sediment.


UNMARKED CARDBOARD CASES


Wines that have been packaged in unlabeled cardboard boxes are always suspicious, particularly since every domaine uses its own customized cardboard box with the name of the estate as well as the importer’s name printed on the box. Almost all the prominent Bordeaux châteaux use wooden boxes with the name of the château as well as the vintage branded into the wood. To complicate matters, readers should realize that wines from private cellars consigned to auction houses must usually be repackaged in unmarked cardboard boxes since they had been stored in bins in the private cellar.


RARE, MATURE VINTAGES IN LARGE FORMATS


Great wines from ancient rare vintages such as 1950, 1949, 1947, 1945, 1929, 1928, 1926, 1921, and 1900 (especially the Pomerols) that are offered in large formats, particularly double-magnums, jeroboams, Imperials, and the extremely rare Marie-Jeanne (a three-bottle size) should be scrutinized with the utmost care. Christian Moueix told me that a European vendor had offered rare vintages of Pétrus in Marie-Jeanne formats. To the best of Moueix’s knowledge, Pétrus never used Marie-Jeanne bottles! Large formats of rare, old vintages were used very sparingly at most top châteaux, so if anyone is contemplating purchasing an Imperial of 1900 Margaux, be sure to verify the wine’s authenticity.


COMMON SENSE


The need to develop a relationship with experienced and reputable merchants is obvious, but too often consumers are seduced by the lowest price. If it is an $8 Corbières, that’s fine, but a prized vintage of a first-growth Bordeaux is not likely to be sold cheaply . . . think about it.


I hope the industry will address these issues in a more forthright manner and begin to take more action to protect its members and consumers. Additionally, I urge those renowned estates that benefit from glowing reviews to recognize that it is only in their long-term interest to relentlessly seek a solution to this problem and combine their efforts and resources to track down those who are responsible for fabricating fraudulent bottles of expensive wine. Surely the time has come for the use of more sophisticated labels (with serial numbers and watermarks), designer bottles that are less easy to replicate, and capsules with vintages and vineyard names. An open avenue of communication with the wine buyer, where these frauds can be identified, confirmed, and the commercial and consumer marketplace fully apprised of the problem, is essential to preserving the authenticity of the world’s finest wines, as well as the integrity and security of purchasing fine wine.


WHAT CONSTITUTES A GREAT WINE?


What is a great wine? One of the most controversial subjects of the vinous world, isn’t greatness in wine much like a profound expression of art or music, something very personal and subjective? As much as I agree that the appreciation and enjoyment of art, music, or wine is indeed personal, high quality in wine, as in art and music, does tend to be subject to widespread agreement. Except for the occasional contrarian, greatness in art, music, or wine, if difficult to precisely define, enjoys a broad consensus. I would even argue that the appreciation of fine art and music is even more subjective than the enjoyment of fine wine. However, few art aficionados would disagree with the fact that Picasso, Rembrandt, Bacon, Matisse, Van Gogh, or Michelangelo were extraordinary artists. The same is true with music. Certainly some dissenters can be found regarding the merits of composers such as Chopin, Mozart, Beethoven, or Brahms or, in the modern era, such musicians/song writers as Bob Dylan, the Beatles, or the Rolling Stones, but the majority opinion is that exceptional music emanated from them.


It is no different with wine. Many of the most legendary wines of our time—1945 Mouton Rothschild, 1945 Haut-Brion, 1947 Cheval Blanc, 1947 Pétrus, 1961 Latour, 1982 Mouton Rothschild, 1982 Lafleur, 1982 Le Pin, 1986 Léoville-Las Cases, 1989 Haut-Brion, 1990 Margaux, 1990 Pétrus, 1998 Pétrus, 2000 Pavie, 2000 Margaux, 2000 Lafite Rothschild, 2000 Cheval Blanc, 2000 Lafleur, and 2000 Pétrus, to name some of the most renowned red Bordeaux, are profoundly riveting wines, even though an occasional discordant view about them may surface. Tasting is indeed subjective, but like most of the finest things in life, there is considerable agreement as to what represents high quality, yet no one should feel forced to feign fondness for a work from Picasso or Beethoven, much less a bottle of 1961 Latour.


One issue about the world’s finest wines that is subject to little controversy relates to how such wines originate. Frankly, there are no secrets to the origin and production of the world’s finest wines. Great wines emanate from well-placed vineyards with microclimates favorable to the specific types of grapes grown. Profound wines, whether they are from France, Italy, Spain, California, or Australia, are also the product of conservative viticultural practices that emphasize low yields and physiologically rather than analytically ripe fruit. After 25 years spent tasting more than 250,000 wines, I have never tasted a superb wine that was made from underripe fruit. Does anyone enjoy the flavors present when biting into an underripe orange, peach, apricot, or cherry? Low yields and ripe fruit are essential for the production of extraordinary wines, yet it is amazing how many wineries never seem to understand this fundamental principle.


In addition to the common sense approach of harvesting mature (ripe) fruit and discouraging, in a viticultural sense, the vine from overproducing, the philosophy employed by a winery in making wine is of paramount importance. Exceptional wines (whether they be red, white, or sparkling) emerge from a similar philosophy, which includes the following: 1. permit the vineyard’s terroir (soil, microclimate, distinctiveness) to express itself, 2. allow the purity and characteristics of the grape varietal or blend of varietals to be faithfully represented in the wine, 3. produce a wine without distorting the personality and character of a particular vintage by excessive manipulation, 4. follow an uncompromising, non-interventionalistic winemaking philosophy that eschews the food-processing, industrial mindset of high-tech winemaking—in short, to give the wine a chance to make itself naturally without the human element attempting to sculpture or alter the wine’s intrinsic character, and 5. follow a policy of minimal handling, clarification, and treatment of the wine so that what is placed in the bottle represents as natural an expression of the vineyard, varietal, and vintage as is possible. In keeping with this overall philosophy, wine-makers who attempt to reduce such traumatic clarification procedures as fining and filtration, while also lowering sulphur levels (which can dry out a wine’s fruit, bleach color from a wine, and exacerbate the tannin’s sharpness), produce wines with far more aromatics and flavors, as well as more enthralling textures. In short, these are wines that offer consumers their most compelling and rewarding drinking experiences.


Assuming there is a relatively broad consensus as to how the world’s finest wines originate, what follows is my working definition of an exceptional wine. In short—what are the characteristics of a great wine?


THE ABILITY TO PLEASE BOTH THE PALATE AND THE INTELLECT


Great wines offer satisfaction on both a hedonistic level of enjoyment as well as the intellectual level. The world offers many delicious wines that are purely hedonistic, but not complex. The ability to satisfy the intellect is a more subjective issue. Wines that experts call “complex” are those that offer multiple dimensions in both their aromatic and flavor profiles and have more going for them than simply ripe fruit and a satisfying, pleasurable, yet one-dimensional quality.


CLASSIC EXAMPLES


1982 Latour (Pauillac)


1990 Montrose (St.-Estèphe)


1990 Troplong Mondot (St.-Emilion)


1989 La Conseillante (Pomerol)


2000 Cheval Blanc (St.-Emilion)


2000 Pavie (St.-Emilion)


THE ABILITY TO HOLD THE TASTER’S INTEREST


I have often remarked that the greatest wines I have ever tasted could be easily recognized by bouquet alone. They are wines that could never be called monochromatic or simple. Profound wines hold the taster’s interest, not only providing the initial tantalizing tease, but possessing a magnetic attraction because of their aromatic intensity and nuance-filled layers of flavors.


CLASSIC EXAMPLES


1989 Haut-Brion (Graves)


1998 L’Evangile (Pomerol)


1982 Pichon-Lalande (Pauillac)


1982 Le Pin (Pomerol)


1998 Clos l’Église (Pomerol)


2000 Haut-Bergey (Graves)


THE ABILITY OF A WINE TO OFFER INTENSE AROMAS AND FLAVORS WITHOUT HEAVINESS


An analogy can be made to eating in the finest restaurants. Extraordinary cooking is characterized by its purity, intensity, balance, texture, and compelling aromas and flavors. What separates exceptional cuisine from merely good cooking, as well as great wines from good wines, is their ability to offer extraordinary intensity of flavor without heaviness. It has been easy in the New World (especially in Australia and California) to produce wines that are oversized, bold, big, and rich—but heavy. Europe’s finest wineries, with many centuries more experience, have mastered the ability to obtain intense flavors without heaviness. However, New World viticultural areas (particularly in California) are quickly catching up, as evidenced by the succession of remarkable wines produced during the decade of the 1990s in Napa, Sonoma, and elsewhere in the Golden State. Many of California’s greatest wines of the 1990s have sacrificed none of their power and richness, but no longer possess the rustic tannin and oafish feel on the palate that characterized so many of their predecessors of 10 and 20 years ago. Yet for the world’s most elegant yet authoritatively flavored wines, Bordeaux has no equal.


CLASSIC EXAMPLES


1961 Haut-Brion (Graves)


1966 Palmer (Margaux)


1990 Cheval Blanc (St.-Emilion)


1986 Léoville-Las Cases (St.-Julien)


THE ABILITY OF A WINE TO TASTE BETTER WITH EACH SIP


Most of the finest wines I have ever drunk were better with the last sip than the first, revealing more nuances and more complex aromas and flavors as the wine unfolded in the glass. Do readers ever wonder why the most interesting and satisfying glass of wine is often the one that finishes the bottle?


CLASSIC EXAMPLES


2000 Lafleur (Pomerol)


1996 Mouton Rothschild (Pauillac)


1996 Château Léoville-Las Cases (St.-Julien)


1998 Château L’Eglise-Clinet (Pomerol)


1990 Haut-Brion (Graves)


1990 Troplong Mondot (St.-Emilion)


THE ABILITY OF A WINE TO IMPROVE WITH AGE


This is, for better or worse, an indisputable characteristic of great wines. One of the unhealthy legacies of the British wine writers (who dominated wine writing until the last decade) is the belief that in order for a wine to be exceptional when mature, it had to be nasty when young. My experience has revealed just the opposite—wines that are acidic, astringent, and generally fruitless and charmless when young become even nastier and less drinkable when old. With that being said, new vintages of top wines are often unformed and in need of 10 or 12 years of cellaring (in the case of top California Cabernets, Bordeaux, and Rhône wines), but those wines should always possess a certain accessibility so that even inexperienced wine tasters can tell that the wine is—at the minimum—made from very ripe fruit. If a wine does not exhibit ripeness and richness of fruit when young, it will not develop nuances with aging. Great wines unquestionably improve with age. I define “improvement” as the ability of a wine to become significantly more enjoyable and interesting in the bottle, offering more pleasure old than when it was young. Many wineries (especially in the New World) produce wines they claim “will age,” but this is nothing more than a public relations ploy. What they should really say is “will survive.” They can endure 10–20 years of bottle age, but they were actually more enjoyable in their exuberant youthfulness.


CLASSIC EXAMPLES


1982 Château Latour (Pauillac)


1959 Haut-Brion (Graves)


1990 Château Climens (Barsac/Sauternes)


1994 Laville Haut-Brion (Graves)


1961 Pétrus (Pomerol)


1975 La Mission Haut-Brion (Graves)


1959 Mouton Rothschild (Pauillac)


THE ABILITY OF A WINE TO OFFER A SINGULAR PERSONALITY


When one considers the greatest wines produced, it is their singular personalities that set them apart. It is the same with the greatest vintages. The abused usage of a description such as “classic vintage” has become nothing more than a reference to what a viticultural region does in a typical (normal) year. Exceptional wines from exceptional vintages stand far above the norm, and they can always be defined by their singular qualities—both aromatically and in their flavors and textures. The opulent, sumptuous qualities of the 1990 and 1982 red Bordeaux; the rugged tannin and immense ageability of the 1986 red Bordeaux; the seamless, perfectly balanced 1994 Napa and Sonoma Cabernet Sauvignons and proprietary blends; and the plush, sweet fruit, high alcohol, and glycerin of the 1990 Barolos and Barbarescos are all examples of vintage individuality.


CLASSIC EXAMPLES


1990 Château Le Tertre-Roteboeuf (St.-Emilion)


1990 Yquem (Sauternes)


1989 Château Clinet (Pomerol)


1982 Le Pin (Pomerol)


1982 Mouton Rothschild (Pauillac)


1986 Château Margaux (Margaux)


1996 Lafite Rothschild (Pauillac)


2000 Magrez-Fombrauge (St.-Emilion)


2000 Ausone (St.-Emilion)
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2: A SUMMARY OF BORDEAUX VINTAGES












1945–2001








This chapter is a general assessment and profile of the Bordeaux vintages 2001–1945. While the top wines for each acceptable vintage are itemized, the perception of a vintage is a general view of that particular viticultural region. In mediocre and poor vintages, good wines can often be made by skillful vintners willing to make a careful selection of only the best grapes and cuvées of finished wine. In good, even great years, thin, diluted, characterless wines can be made by incompetent and greedy producers. For wine consumers, a vintage summary is important as a general guide to the level of potential excellence that could have been attained in a particular year by a conscientious grower or producer of wine.


2001—A Quick Study
(9-27-2001)


St.-Estèphe***


Pauillac****


St.-Julien****


Margaux****


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois***


Graves Red***


Graves White*****


Pomerol****


St.-Emilion****


Barsac/Sauternes*****


Size: Another large crop, but after the selections, less grands vins, than in 2000 was produced in the top estates.


Important information: An extremely cold (but also dry) month of September has given the wines fresh acidity and a more tangy, elegant, medium-bodied style than some of the bigger vintages. It is still a little too early to see how these wines will evolve, but they are consistently excellent, although overshadowed by 2000. It is a great vintage in Sauternes.


Maturity status: This vintage will probably be relatively slow to evolve given the good acid levels and tannins most wines possess. None of them have the size of the 2000s or the best 1998s, but they are certainly not wimpish wines.


Price: The Bordelais, recognizing a market saturated with not only their wine but wine from throughout the world, dropped prices significantly in an effort to move these wines through the marketplace. Even that was not enough to sell them as wine futures, but these wines look relatively attractively priced vis-à-vis their counterparts in 2000, and intelligent buyers should be seeking them out in 2003/2004.


Statistically, the winter of 2001 was wet and warm. The following spring was largely uneventful save for some frost alerts in an unusually cool, overcast April. By the end of May 2001, temperatures were high. In fact, according to Bill Blatch at Vintex, in his annual weather report, it was an “unusually violent heat wave.” High temperatures occurred again in late June and early July, but then summer disappeared, as anyone who vacationed in Europe realized. Cloudy skies, cold temperatures, and a freakish succession of drizzly days made for an unusually cool, uncomfortable July, creating concerns about when the 2001 harvest might take place. August was irregular, experiencing periods of both high heat and below-normal temperatures. When September arrived, it appeared that the harvest would occur during the last week of the month for Merlot, and the beginning of October for the Cabernets.


I was in the Rhône Valley during the first two weeks of September 2001, and even there it was cold, with 14 straight days of intense Mistral winds howling through the Valley from the north. In Bordeaux, temperatures were 5 degrees below normal, a significant trend that lasted the entire month. However, Bordeaux was also extremely dry during this period. According to the statistics, rainfall in September was off by 66%, always a positive sign. The only rain was on September 22 and 23.


Pomerol’s and St.-Emilion’s Merlot harvest did not begin in earnest until the end of September. It continued through the first week of October. In the Médoc, the Merlot harvest lasted from October 1–10. Cabernet Franc throughout Bordeaux was harvested during the same period. The Cabernet Sauvignon was picked unusually late, most coming in between October 7–12. A handful of estates waited even later. Rainfall in October was more problematic, with showers occurring on October 2, 3, 6, 7, and 8, but no inundations.


Production was enormous, although slightly below 2000. Vinifications were tricky, with malolactics far slower than in previous years.


To no one’s surprise, most claim this vintage is qualitatively superior to 1999, but in a classic style with fresh acidity, a cooler-climate taste, and more noticeable tannin. Comparisons along the lines of so-called “classic” vintages, such as 1988, 1981, 1979, and 1955, are commonly heard. Yet much has changed in terms of lower crop yields, different vinification techniques, and more severe selections in both the vineyard and the cellars. For those reasons, older vintages are generally useless for comparison purposes. That being said, no appellation stands out as having succeeded more than another, at least for red wines. The Médoc appears to be more uneven than expected, particularly one of my favorite appellations, St.-Julien. With the later than normal malolactics and the vintage’s more austere tannin, producers hope that cask aging will flesh out many of the wines that appear hollow with deficient mid-palates. My gut instincts suggest Merlot, overall, has done better than Cabernet Sauvignon, and both have eclipsed Cabernet Franc. Pomerol has come through with consistently excellent wines, and St.-Emilion and its satellite appellations (especially Côtes de Castillon) continue to provide many high class wines, often from little known estates and terroirs.


My tastings suggest that 2001 has produced wines that are denser than the 1999s (more concentrated), but also with higher levels of tannin. What I admire about the finest 1999s is their exceptional equilibrium, undeniable charm and finesse, and a balance that gives them immediate accessibility yet suggests greater longevity than many might guess. Most 2001s have added flesh and fat after looking attenuated and skinny in 2002. They also possess structure and tannin, with increasing amounts of charm of succulence evident. Undeniably, the style of the vintage is lighter, less impressive, and less concentrated than 2000 . . . with some notable exceptions to this general observation. For the red wines, one can safely say it is a very good, at times exceptional, but irregular vintage. In spite of the strong, tannic presence displayed by many 2001s.


With respect to Bordeaux’s sweet white wines, the onset of botrytis was ideal and the higher than normal acidity (because of the cool temperatures) resulted in a sensational vintage for many Sauternes and Barsac producers. Clearly, 2001 is the finest year for this region since the outstanding trio of 1990, 1989, and 1988. Tasting these sweet wines early is always difficult, but there is no question 2001 is a vintage of great complexity, ripeness, richness, freshness, and delineation.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Calon-Ségur, Cos d’Estournel, Montrose







	Pauillac:


	Clerc Milon, Grand-Puy-Lacoste, Lafite Rothschild, Latour, Lynch-Bages, Mouton Rothschild, Pichon Longueville Comtesse de Lalande, Pichon-Longueville Baron







	St.-Julien:


	Branaire Ducru, Ducru-Beaucaillou, Gruand-Larose, Léoville Barton, Léoville Las Cases, Léoville Poyferré







	Margaux:


	Brane Cantenac, Clos du Jaugueyron, d’Issan, Lascombes, Château Margaux, Marojallia, Palmer, Prieuré-Lichine







	Pessac-Léognan/Graves Red:


	Branon, Haut-Bergey, Haut-Brion, Larrivet-Haut-Brion, La Mission-Haut-Brion, Pape-Clément, Smith Haut Lafitte







	Pessac-Léognan/Graves White:


	Carbonnieux, de Fieuzal, Haut-Brion Blanc, Laville Haut-Brion, La Louvière, Malartic-Lagravière, Pape-Clément Blanc







	Pomerol:


	Le Bon Pasteur, Clos l’Église, La Croix St.-Georges, L’Eglise-Clinet, L’Evangile, La Fleur de Gay, Gazin, Hosanna, Lafleur, Pétrus, Le Pin, Vieux Château Certan







	St.-Emilion:


	Angelus, L’Arrosée, Ausone, Beau Séjour Bécot, Beauséjour, Bellevue-Mondotte, Canon-la-Gaffelière, Cheval Blanc, Clos de Sarpe, Clos St.-Martin, La Clusière, La Couspaude, Ferrand Lartigue, La Fleur Morange, Fombrauge, Gracia, Grand-Pontet, Les Grandes Murailles, L’Hermitage, Magrez Fombrauge, Monbousquet, La Mondotte, Pavie, Pavie Decesse, Péby Faugères, Quinault l’Enclos, Rol Valentin, Troplong Mondot, Valandraud







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Climens, Clos Haut-Peyraguey, Coutet, Doisy-Daëne l’Extravagance, Doisy-Védrines, Guiraud, Lafaurie-Péyraguey, de Malle, Raymond-Lafon, Rieussec, Sigalas-Rabaud, Suduiraut, La Tour-Blanche








2000—A Quick Study
(9-12-2000)


St.-Estèphe*****


Pauillac*****


St.-Julien*****


Margaux*****


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois****


Graves Red*****


Graves White***


Pomerol*****


St.-Emilion*****


Barsac/Sauternes***


Size: Another very large crop.


Important information: The millennium vintage produced great quality and historically high prices that, in a worldwide recession (2003), may not be matched for many years to come.


Maturity status: These very powerful, very concentrated, muscular wines will, in many cases, take years to evolve. They are loaded but, at the same time, quite tannic and dense. Masochists might get a kick out of them much earlier, but don’t underestimate the tannins in this vintage. I even predict revisionists will be questioning the vintage’s quality in 10 years, given how slowly I think these wines will evolve.


Price: They came out at preposterously high prices; soared higher until the terrorism attack of September 2001, followed by the corporate scandals of 2002, and then stabilized. This vintage will always represent liquid gold to those who have bought them. Prices for this vintage will only get higher and higher, given its greatness and extraordinary potential for longevity—and the fact that it’s a millennium year.


What is an undoubtedly fabled millennium vintage for the history books certainly did not begin that way. Since I am in Bordeaux in January and March each year, my diaries suggest that while January seemed reasonably cold for mid-winter, March was mild and warm. As négociant Bill Blatch of Vintex points out in his meticulously thorough summary of the weather conditions leading to the 2000 harvest, the major problem in spring 2000 was one of the worst outbreaks of mildew Bordeaux had experienced in many decades. Vignerons expended considerable effort to control it. It also dampened their early enthusiasm for what was shaping up as a very difficult beginning to the 2000 growing season. Flowering came later than in 1999, but despite concerns about the schizophrenic weather of alternating heat and cold in June, the result was a relatively large, uniform crop of Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, and Cabernet Franc. Despite frazzled nerves, there were only small outbreaks of the dreaded coulure and millerandange, surprising in view of the patchy weather throughout May, June, and July. In short, no one expected the flowering or the vintage to turn out so well.


As anyone who spent time in Western Europe during the summer of 2000 knows, June was an unusually damp, overcast, and cool month. However, Bordeaux’s actual rainfall came in two large storms in early June, with the remainder of the month being dry. The threat of rain, always apparent, remained more of a menace than a reality. July was an even more difficult month of cool, overcast conditions and rain. The average temperatures for the month, however, fell within the normal range for Bordeaux. Moreover, despite the general impression from vignerons that it was a deficient month in terms of sunshine, final statistics proved otherwise. The break in what seemed an uninspiring weather pattern beginning in March finally broke on July 29 when a huge high pressure area stalled over France. This dry and hot stationary system remained over Bordeaux (and much of southern France) for most of the next two months. Despite what had appeared to have been sufficient rainfall in early summer, drought-like conditions began to emerge. As the grapes began to size up, they also developed thick skins from a lack of moisture, particularly in August. As is always the case, those vineyards planted on the most gravelly, thin soils were far more affected from hydric stress than those with moisture retentive, clay-based soils.


To quote Bill Blatch, “For the first time in 10 years, it did not rain—or almost didn’t, during the harvest.” Bordeaux’s average amount of rainfall in September is 75 millimeters (about 3 inches). In 2000, it was a meager 43 mm (less than 2 inches), with most of that coming in a September 19 thunderstorm. September also experienced some exceptional heat waves, particularly early in the month, which helped to thicken what were already dense skins. This only served to further concentrate the wines. The harvest began on September 14 for the precocious terroirs of Merlot in Pomerol and St.-Emilion. It continued for the next 2–3 weeks, with virtually all of the right bank Merlot fermenting in the vat by September 28. The earlier harvesters began the Cabernet Sauvignon harvest in late September. Essentially, the entire harvest was finished by October 10. The weekend of September 29–October 1 was rainy, but it did not cause any concerns given the fact that the Merlot harvest was finished and the thick-skinned Cabernet Sauvignon had no problem withstanding the rain. Nor was the Cabernet Franc affected, with most producers picking “exceptional” Cabernet Franc during the end of September and the first few days of October.


In summary, what began as a mixed, uninspiring, unusual early growing season from March through July turned around completely in August and September. French wine producers often say that June makes the quantity, August makes the style, and September makes the quality. That was never more true than in 2000, when August left its stylistic imprint on the wines’ enormous tannic content and richness, and the nearly flawless month of September (the finest since 1990) produced many wines of exhilarating quality . . . at all levels of the Bordeaux hierarchy.


The Wines


At the top level, yields of 35–55 hectoliters per hectare were modest by modern-day standards. Most producers experienced textbook vinifications (because of decent acidities), with very few difficulties despite grapes with high sugars. Many Merlots hit 14% and Cabernets pushed 13%. However, for reasons that are not totally clear, many wines possess good acidity levels in addition to robust but ripe tannin as well as a surprising textural fatness. While technical measurements of tannin and dry extract can be misleading, especially when compared to the taste performances, there is no doubt that many wines possess record levels of tannin as well as extract.


My tastings from bottle confirm that the 2000 vintage has produced some of the most immense, black colored, concentrated, powerful, and tannic wines of the last 30 years. For that reason, the vintage is difficult to compare with any of its predecessors that qualify as superstar years. The wines are generally less accessible than the 1990s, 1989s, and 1982s, but are possibly more concentrated, blacker-colored, heavier, and thicker than the 1996s, 1995s, or 1986s were at a similar age. Moreover, the finest 2000s possess the most impressive length, structure, concentration, and delineation that I have experienced in 25 years of tasting new Bordeaux vintages. Additionally, the vintage appears to be remarkably consistent throughout all appellations, although the sweetest spots in 2000 are St.-Julien, Pauillac, and the sector straddling the Pomerol/St.-Emilion border (precisely where Cheval Blanc faces L’Evangile and La Conseillante). But don’t get obsessed by this simplistic analysis, as there are superb wines in all appellations!


In 1998, Merlot was the undeniably favored varietal, with Pomerol, St.-Emilion, and Graves turning in more consistent as well as higher-level qualitative performances than the Médoc. In 1999, it was difficult to pick a favorite varietal, as it came down to yields, selection, and overall winemaking. In 2000, there are fabulous Merlots and profound Cabernet Sauvignons, as well as compelling wines made with high percentages of Cabernet Franc, a varietal that excelled. While some feel this vintage is a modern-day clone of 1955 or 1970, it seems to me that the 2000s are vastly superior. Why? Better winemaking (look at the renaissance occurring in Margaux and Graves as well as the explosion of sumptuous wines in St.-Emilion), improved viticulture, fully equipped cellars, riper fruit, and a more rigorous selection process in putting only the finest vats under the grand vin label are the easy answers. Worldwide competition, educated consumers, and relentless critical scrutiny from the wine press are more complicated reasons. In short, it is a phenomenal year that appears to be one of the greatest vintages Bordeaux has ever produced, particularly in view of the number of outstanding (90 points or higher) wines.


For the first time since 1990, the smaller wineries of Bordeaux, from the Cru Bourgeois to the Petit Châteaux, have often produced wines well above their modest pedigrees. Readers will notice the wines’ saturated black/purple colors (which have more in common with a young Napa Cabernet or New World Syrah than Bordeaux). At the same time, the wines are extraordinarily powerful, concentrated, and dense, with dazzling levels of extract, high tannin, good acidity levels, and formidable concentration as well as length. The finest 2000s appear to possess a staggering 30–40 years of longevity. Are they a hypothetical blend of 1990 and 1996?


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Calon-Ségur, Lafon-Rochet, Montrose







	Pauillac:


	d’Armailhac, Clerc Milon, Les Forts de Latour, Grand-Puy-Lacoste, Lafite Rothschild, Latour, Lynch-Bages, Mouton Rothschild, Pichon-Longueville Baron, Pichon-Longueville–Comtesse de Lalande, Pontet-Canet







	St.-Julien:


	Beychevelle, Branaire Ducru, Clos du Marquis, Ducru-Beaucaillou, Gruaud Larose, Lagrange, Léoville Barton, Léoville Las Cases, Léoville Poyferré, Talbot







	Margaux:


	Brane Cantenac, Cantenac Brown, Clos du Jaugueyron, Giscours, d’Issan, Kirwan, Lascombes, Maléscot St.-Exupèry, Marojallia, Château Margaux, Palmer, Pavillon Rouge du Château Margaux







	Pessac-Léognan/Graves Red:


	Branon, Les Carmes Haut-Brion, de Fieuzal, Haut-Bailly, Haut-Bergey, Haut-Brion, Larrivet-Haut-Brion, La Louvière, Malartic-Lagravière, La Mission Haut-Brion, Pape-Clément, Smith Haut Lafitte, La Tour Haut-Brion







	Pomerol:


	Le Bon Pasteur, Certan de May, Clinet, Clos l’Église, La Conseillante, La Croix St.-Georges, L’Eglise-Clinet, L’Evangile, La Fleur de Gay, Hosanna, Lafleur, Le Moulin, Nenin, Les Pensées de Lafleur, Petit Village, Pétrus, Le Pin, Rouget, Trotanoy, Vieux Château Certan







	Fronsac, Canon-Fronsac:


	Fontenil, Haut Carles, La Vieille Cure







	St.-Emilion:


	Angelus, Ausone, Barde-Haut, Beau Séjour Bécot, Beauséjour, Berliquet, Canon-la-Gaffelière, Chapelle d’Ausone, Chauvin, Cheval Blanc, Clos Dubreuil, Clos Fourtet, Clos de l’Oratoire, Clos St.-Martin, Clos de Sarpe, La Clusière, La Couspaude, Croix de Labrie, La Dominique, Faugères, Figeac, La Fleur de Jaugue, La Gaffelière, La Gomerie, Gracia, Grand Mayne, Grand-Pontet, Les Grandes Murailles, L’Hermitage, Lusseau, Magdelaine, Magrez Fombrauge, Monbousquet, La Mondotte, Pavie, Pavie Decesse, Pavie Macquin, Péby Faugères, Quinault l’Enclos, Rol Valentin, Le Tertre-Rôteboeuf, Troplong Mondot, Valandraud, Yon-Figeac







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Climens, Guiraud, Lafaurie-Péyraguey, Rieussec, Suduiraut








1999—A Quick Study
(9-12-1999)


St.-Estèphe***


Pauillac***


St.-Julien***


Margaux****


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois**


Graves Red***


Graves White***


Pomerol***


St.-Emilion****


Barsac/Sauternes***


Size: A humongous crop.


Important information: Another user-friendly, seductive, low-acid, but generally ripe vintage where the wines seem like better, more concentrated clones of the 1997 vintage.


Maturity status: Another vintage that should mature quickly, but will certainly last significantly longer than 1997. Most of these wines will be drinkable by age seven or eight and last for 15–20 years. The best examples will be reminiscent of modern-day versions of the underrated 1962s.


Price: Realistic and fair . . . some of the best values in Bordeaux today.


It is hard to believe, but in the decade of the 1990s, only 1990 and 1997 have given Bordeaux relatively dry Septembers. As much as it rained in September 1999 (more than 150 millimeters or 6 inches), this year will be remembered for several other weather extremes. The tempest (in reality a hurricane) that slashed across the Bordeaux region the night of December 27 was the singular weather event of the year. The violence of this storm devastated huge forests and destroyed 100–200-year-old trees with the undiscriminating fury of a barbarian army razing the countryside. Anyone who visited the Médoc or the forest of Les Landes to the south of the city in early 2000 could attest to the unprecedented damage caused by this hurricane, which hit wind speeds of more than 120 miles an hour. Heightening the tragedy of Bordeaux’s furious storm was that two days before, an equally powerful storm of hurricane force winds ripped apart northern France, causing major destruction in Paris’s beautiful Bois de Boulogne and the nearby Palace of Versailles.


The other extreme weather event that had a more direct effect on the harvest was the freak hailstorm that punched its way through a small zone of St.-Emilion’s most famous vineyards on September 5. All the vineyards that were touched, which included such premiers grand crus as Canon, Angelus, Beau Séjour Bécot, Beauséjour (Duffau-Lagarrosse), and Clos Fourtet, as well as the grand crus Côte de Baleau, Patris, Laniote, Grand-Pontet, Franc-Mayne, Grand Mayne, Les Grandes Murailles, Clos St.-Martin, Dassault, Larmande, Berliquet, and La Gomerie, were forced to harvest immediately to save whatever they could. Surprisingly, many of these wines are much better than early forecasters predicted.


Aside from these extreme and unusual weather events, 1999 can be summed up as an excessively wet and abnormally hot year that has produced few compelling wines.


The climatic circumstances and grape maturation in the summer of 1999 was not unusual. The flowering occurred quickly as well as under fine conditions in late May and early June. On average, June and July were dry and hot, but August was extremely hot as well as stormy. In early August, major storms dumped more than 2–3 inches of water across the region on August 3, 6, and 7. With the lunar eclipse on August 11, the storms stopped and Bordeaux was virtually rain/storm free until the heavens reopened prior to the harvest on September 12. The one exception was the aforementioned hailstorm on September 5. Virtually everyone in Bordeaux harvested between September 12 and October 5. The success of such châteaux as Lafleur in Pomerol and Haut-Brion in Graves can be attributed to the fact that much of their harvest was finished before the grosses pluies (large rains) fell on September 20. There was only one totally dry day after September 20 and by the time the Médoc châteaux had brought in their last Cabernet Sauvignon, a beautiful high pressure system settled over Bordeaux on October 5 and continued uninterrupted for nearly two weeks, a pattern that had occurred in 1998 as well, but seemed doubly cruel in 1999.


The heavy rainfall, which would have devastated Bordeaux harvests in the early 1980s, 1970s, and before, are now handled with greater care. Lower crop yields, meticulous leaf pulling, as well as anti-rot spraying are effective up to a point, but many of the most renowned châteaux have invested significantly in the concentration machines that eliminate water from the grape must, either through osmosis or entropy. In the mid-1980s, there were only a few of these machines in operation (Léoville Las Cases was one of the first to use reverse osmosis to try to concentrate diluted grape must). Now, just about every wealthy estate has such a machine, save for a handful of traditionalists (Haut-Brion, Pétrus, Château Margaux) who still believe concentration is best achieved in the vineyard, not by high technology in the cellar. However, though there is no doubt that these machines work, only 10–20 years of bottle aging will reveal whether or not they alter or mute important terroir nuances at the expense of concentration.


The 1999 crop size was large, about 5% bigger than 1998. There is no shortage of wine, but once again, virtually all of the châteaux that received high scores made severe selections, declassifying 25–70% of their production in order to put the finest wine possible into the bottle. Contrast this to the situation 10–15 years ago where an extreme declassification represented no more than 10–15% of the crop.


The Style of the Wines


In many vintages it is easy to say that this or that grape, or this or that particular appellation appeared to have fared better than another. With the exception of St.-Estèphe, a disappointment, every other appellation has its share of excellent, good, mediocre, and diluted wines. If one appellation appears more consistent in quality, it is Margaux. For decades the region’s most notable underachiever, the resurrection of this once moribund appellation is a reality. It is good to see so many Margaux châteaux getting their act together. Many very good 1999s were produced in Margaux.


Because of the extremely warm August and September, there is a hot year character to the wines—low acidity, generally sweet, silky tannin, and an absence of herbaceousness and austerity. However, even with concentration machines, the effect of more than 6 inches of rain cannot be totally eliminated. In my tasting notes, I frequently used the words “not much middle,” meaning that the wine smelled and tasted good initially, but had a huge hole in the middle as well as a tannic, alcoholic finish. I wrote these words so often that I began abbreviating them as “nmm.” In many ways, that abbreviation symbolizes the problem many châteaux experienced when trying to harvest under the drenching rain while extracting as much flavor as possible from ripe but diluted grapes. The wines have good color, aromas, and tannin, but there is an absence of fat, succulence, charm, and pleasure in their middle. Nevertheless, there are some excellent wines. In particular, the first growths appear to have risen above the trials and tribulations of this frustrating harvest to produce wines that are significantly better than the super-seconds and other classified growths. In that sense, it is a year where the first growths shine and justify their prestigious pedigrees as well as their dot.com-like prices.


In addition to the proliferation of reverse osmosis and entropy concentration machines, increasing numbers of “garage” wines are being produced, particularly in St.-Emilion. There is no stopping this new phenomenon in spite of the hostility it has received from négociants, the Médoc’s aristocracy, and those reactionaries in favor of preserving Bordeaux’s status quo. These wines are not the destabilizing influence many old-timers would have consumers believe. What’s wrong with an energetic person taking a small piece of property and trying to turn out something sensational? Admittedly, the prices for many of these wines are ridiculous and no one knows how they will evolve or taste 10 years from now, but the present level of quality can be thrilling. If they are overpriced, it is because too many consumers can’t say no, and they continue to drive up prices for these limited quantity gems. Nevertheless, they are here to stay, and there now appears to be movement to produce garage wines in the Médoc, an extremely unsettling idea for many of the big, landed estates who, frankly, are jealous of the high prices these wines fetch.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Montrose







	Pauillac:


	d’Armailhac, Lafite Rothschild, Latour, Lynch-Bages, Mouton Rothschild, Pichon-Longueville Baron







	St.-Julien:


	Ducru-Beaucaillou, Léoville Las Cases







	Margaux:


	Brane Cantenac, Clos du Jaugueyron, d’Issan, Kirwan, Château Margaux, Marojallia, Château Palmer







	Pessac-Léognan/Graves Red:


	Haut-Brion







	Pessac-Léognan/Graves White:


	Haut-Brion Blanc, Laville Haut-Brion, Pape-Clément, Plantiers Haut-Brion







	Pomerol:


	Le Bon Pasteur, L’Eglise-Clinet, La Fleur de Gay, Gazin, Hosanna, Lafleur, Pétrus







	St.-Emilion:


	Angelus, Ausone, Barde-Haut, Canon-la-Gaffelière, Cheval Blanc, Clos Dubreuil, Clos de l’Oratoire, La Clusière, Croix de Labrie, Figeac, La Gomerie, Gracia, Grand Mayne, Pierre de Lune, Monbousquet, La Mondotte, Pavie, Pavie Decesse, Pavie Macquin, Péby Faugères, Quinault l’Enclos, Le Tertre-Rôteboeuf, Valandraud







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Climens, Lafaurie-Péyraguey, Raymond-Lafon, Rieussec, Suduiraut, La Tour-Blanche








1998—A Quick Study
(9-15-1998)


St.-Estèphe***


Pauillac***


St.-Julien****


Margaux***


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois**


Graves Red*****


Graves White*****


Pomerol*****


St.-Emilion*****


Barsac/Sauternes***


Size: An abundant vintage.


Important information: This is at once a vintage of great diversity in quality, with stunning wines produced in St.-Emilion, Pomerol, and Graves, and less complete but still relatively successful wines in the Médoc. The Cabernet Sauvignon certainly had more problems ripening than the Merlot and Cabernet Franc. When all the dust settles 20 years after the vintage, the Right Bank and Graves wines of 1998 will certainly compete with the greatest wines of these areas of the last 30 years.


Maturity status: This vintage has a lot of tannin, but most of the Merlot tannins are sweet. The Cabernet tannins can border on being vegetal.


Price: Like most vintages, the best wines tend to be expensive, but prices have not escalated to the extent one might think, given the overall quality of Pomerol, St.-Emilion, and Graves. By and large, the prices are far lower than comparable wines in 2000.


In 20 years of tasting young Bordeaux, there have always been vintages where one appellation or a certain sector produces more complete and interesting wines. Never before have I tasted a vintage where the differences between regions have been so extreme. There may be some historical references among ancient vintages, but so much has changed today that I question the legitimacy of such analogies. Certainly 1975 turned out a bevy of exceptionally powerful, tannic Pomerols and a handful of stunning wines from Graves, but elsewhere, relatively hard, charmless wines were produced. In Bordeaux, it is not uncommon to hear 1964 being compared to 1998, especially by successful producers. The former French Minister of Agriculture declared 1964 “the vintage of the century” before any grapes were picked. Early harvesters, particularly those in the precocious terroirs of Pomerol and to a lesser extent St.-Emilion and Graves, turned in very good to superlative performances (i.e., Cheval Blanc, Pétrus, Lafleur, La Mission Haut-Brion, Trotanoy, Figeac), but the Médoc’s Cabernet Sauvignon had not been harvested by the time the deluge arrived. The result was a dreadful vintage for the Médoc, with only a handful of surprising exceptions (i.e., Latour and Montrose).


The 1998 is different. Viticulture is better, vineyards are healthier, the serious châteaux practice strict selections for their grand vin, and modern-day technology offers temperature-controlled fermentation tanks; the wealthiest have concentration machines that incorporate reverse osmosis and the removal of water by vacuum. For those reasons alone, 1998 is superior to both 1975 and 1964.


March 1998 was an exceptionally hot month in Bordeaux, which propelled the vineyards off to a roaring and precocious start. However, April was generally cold and wet. May also began unseasonably cold and damp, but by the second week a high pressure system settled over much of southwestern France and the remainder of the month was warm and dry. The number crunchers predicted the harvest would begin in mid-September if the summer turned out to be normal. In spite of erratic weather in June, the flowering in most regions took place with none of the dreaded problems such as coulure. The end of June was spectacularly warm and sunny, causing optimism to rise throughout Bordeaux.


Is any weather normal today? July was a bizarre month by Bordeaux standards. High temperatures with occasional thunderstorms serving to irrigate the vineyards traditionally defines this month in the Aquitaine. Yet July 1998 was unseasonably cool, overcast, and, as Bill Blatch said in his Vintage Report, “drab.” The hours of sunshine during the month were particularly deficient, even though the average temperatures fell within the normal parameters. In short, there had been only three days of extremely hot weather. One weather phenomena that might explain some of the super-concentrated, massive Pomerols was a hailstorm that damaged some of the vineyards in Pomerol’s tenderloin district—the so-called plateau, which forced the vignerons to do an early vendange verte (green harvest and/or crop thinning). Unquestionably, this accounts for the fact that yields in Pomerol were extremely low by modern-day standards (30–35 hectoliters per hectare on average).


August was destined to put its imprint on the 1998 Bordeaux. The boring, overcast conditions of July were replaced by an intense high pressure system that produced one of the most torrid heat waves Bordeaux has ever had to suffer. For more than half the month, temperatures were in excess of 95°F, and from August 7–11, the mercury soared over 100°F (not unusual in northern Napa Valley, but rare in Bordeaux). Because of qualitative advances in viticulture such as leaf pulling and culling out excess bunches, this intense heat wave had the effect of roasting/sunburning many grapes, a common problem in hotter climates such as southern France and California, but rarely encountered in Bordeaux. In addition to the punishing heat, August brought on drought conditions. By the end of the month, the vines had begun to exhibit extraordinary stress. Leaves turned yellow and the malnourished vines began to curtail photosynthesis (blockage of maturity). As many producers have said, this huge heat wave, accompanied by the excessive drought, largely determined the style of many 1998s. The grapes shriveled up with their skins becoming extremely thick, resulting in the powerful, tannic constitution of the 1998s.


By the beginning of September, growers were hoping for rain to reignite the maturity process. Their wishes came true. On September 2, 3, and 4, the area received a series of light showers, which were beneficial for the rain-starved vineyards. The weather cleared on September 5, and ideal conditions ensued through September 11. During this period, much of the white wine crop, not only in the high-rent district of Pessac-Léognan but also in the generic Bordeaux appellations as well as Entre-Deux-Mers, was harvested under textbook conditions. Beginning on September 11, much of Bordeaux experienced three days of relatively heavy rainfall. If August had been wet, this would have undoubtedly been deleterious, but the water-depleted soil and vines thrived with the additional rainfall. To the surprise of most observers, the analyses of the vineyards after these rains showed little difference in sugars, acids, and dry extract. In short, the heavy rains of early September and lighter showers of the following days had no serious effect on quality. September 15–27 was a period of exceptional weather. It was during this period that most of the Merlot in Pomerol, the Médoc, and St.-Emilion was harvested—under superb conditions. By the time the weather began to disintegrate, during the weekend of September 26–27, Pomerol had virtually finished the harvest, and much of the Merlot in St.-Emilion and the Médoc had been picked. It takes no genius to realize that this beneficial period of weather undoubtedly explains why Pomerol is 1998’s most favored appellation.


Between September 26 and October 1, a whopping 70 millimeters of rain (nearly 3 inches) fell throughout Bordeaux. The late Jean-Eugène Borie, the proprietor of Ducru-Beaucaillou, was buried on October 1, and more than a dozen people told me that driving to his funeral was nearly impossible because the Médoc’s Route du Vin was inundated by the soaking rains. The Médoc’s Cabernet Sauvignon was not yet ripe, but how much water could it take? By the end of September, the amount of rainfall in the Médoc was virtually the same as had fallen in 1994, an interesting statistic to remember as readers peruse my tasting notes. The Cabernet Franc harvest was completed after the heavy rainfall of late September and early October. In the Médoc, the Cabernet Sauvignon harvest continued until mid-October. Another important statistic to remember is that except for October 3, 6, and 7, rain, sometimes heavy, fell every day from October 1–12. By the time the weather cleared on October 13, there was little unharvested Cabernet Sauvignon left in the Médoc.


Yields in Pomerol were relatively small (between 25–40 hectoliters per hectare), and in the Médoc, around 50 hectoliters per hectare. All things considered, this would appear to be a year in which the top appellations have produced less wine than 1997, 1996, 1995, or, for that matter, 1994.


The northern Médoc (St.-Julien, Pauillac, and St.-Estèphe) has so many superstar estates it is usually the source for a bevy of terrific wines, even in difficult vintages. Certainly there are good Médocs in 1998, but these areas represent the most uninspiring appellations of the vintage. If readers were to buy on color alone, they would invest huge sums in the 1998 northern Médocs since they are all well-colored wines (the influence of modern technology and the grapes’ thick skins). However, the wines lack fat, charm, and are often exceedingly tannic with pinched/compressed personalities. They possess plenty of grip and a boatload of tannin, but are irrefutably inferior to the Médocs of 1996 and 1995. Moreover, most of them lack the charm of the finest 1997s. This is not to say that some fine wines won’t emerge, but the Médoc is the least impressive region of 1998. However, several qualitative titans did emerge, i.e., Lafite Rothschild and Mouton Rothschild.


In the southern Médoc, particularly the appellation of Margaux (usually the most disappointing area for high-quality wines), the wines are more complete with sweeter tannin and riper fruit. There are few great wines, but there are many good ones. Many châteaux that have been beaten up by my critical prose over recent years have turned in competent performances. Overall, it appears that the area’s finer drainage served these vineyards well.


South of Bordeaux, in Pessac-Léognan, 1998 is a superb year. Some of the most elegant, complete wines of the vintage were produced in Pessac-Léognan, and the appellation’s most precocious terroirs (Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion, Pape-Clément) were favored by the early ripening Merlot and the excellent weather during the first three weeks of September. The dry white wines of Graves and Pessac-Léognan are also very good, but, paradoxically, only a handful have proven to be exceptional.


There is plenty of excitement in St.-Emilion and Pomerol for this vintage. It does not take a great palate to recognize wines that are often black in color, extremely ripe, thick and rich, yet also tannic. In St.-Emilion, Bordeaux’s most exciting appellation given the extraordinary number of sexy wines being produced, there are few disappointments and many superb wines, although a shortage of true superstars.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Montrose







	Pauillac:


	Clerc Milon, Grand-Puy-Lacoste, Lafite Rothschild, Latour, Mouton Rothschild, Pichon-Longueville Baron







	St.-Julien:


	Ducru-Beaucaillou, Léoville Barton, Léoville Las Cases







	Margaux:


	Kirwan, Malescot St.-Exupéry, Château Margaux, Palmer







	Pessac-Léognan/Graves Red:


	Les Carmes Haut-Brion, Haut-Brion, Larrivet-Haut-Brion, La Mission-Haut-Brion, Pape-Clément, Smith Haut Lafitte







	Pessac-Léognan/Graves White:


	Carbonnieux, Haut-Brion Blanc, Laville Haut-Brion, La Louvière, Pape-Clément, Plantiers Haut-Brion, Smith Haut Lafitte







	Pomerol:


	Le Bon Pasteur, Clinet, Clos l’Église, La Conseillante, La Croix du Casse, L’Eglise-Clinet, L’Evangile, La Fleur de Gay, La Fleur-Pétrus, Gazin, La Grave à Pomerol, Lafleur, Latour à Pomerol, Le Moulin, Nenin, Pétrus, Trotanoy, Vieux Château Certan







	St.-Emilion:


	Angelus, Ausone, Barde-Haut, Beau Séjour Bécot, Canon-la-Gaffelière, Cheval Blanc, Clos Dubreuil, Clos de l’Oratoire, Clos St.-Martin, Clos de Sarpe, La Clusière, La Couspaude, Croix de Labrie, La Dominique, Faugères, Ferrand Lartigue, Figeac, La Fleur de Jaugue, La Gomerie, Gracia, Grand Mayne, Les Grandes Murailles, Magdelaine, Monbousquet, La Mondotte, Pavie, Pavie Decesse, Pavie Macquin, Péby Faugères, Quinault l’Enclos, Rol Valentin, Le Tertre-Rôteboeuf, Troplong Mondot, Valandraud, Vieux-Château Chauvin







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Climens, Lafaurie-Péyraguey, Raymond-Lafon, Rieussec, Suduiraut, La Tour-Blanche








1997—A Quick Study
(9-5-1998)


St.-Estèphe**


Pauillac***


St.-Julien***


Margaux***


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois**


Graves Red***


Graves White**


Pomerol***


St.-Emilion***


Barsac/Sauternes***


Size: An exceptionally abundant vintage, but slightly less than in 1996 and 1995.


Important information: A seductive, user-friendly, soft (low acidity/high pH) vintage that will have broad appeal because of the wines’ precociousness and evolved personalities. Most wines will have to be drunk during their first decade of life, by 2007–2010.


Maturity status: A quickly evolving vintage that, except for the most concentrated wines, will be over the hill by 2012.


Price: Prices for 1997 Bordeaux wine futures were preposterously high when released. Despite the talk of dropping prices in view of the fact that the vintage was less successful than the very high-priced vintages of 1996 and 1995, most producers increased prices, justified, they said, because of the unprecedented ruthless selections they made in order to put good wine in the bottle. Consumers throughout the world failed to be impressed. The 1997s continue to be found in the discount bins.


There can be no doubt that this is a good vintage. Stylistically, the wines, whether Merlot or Cabernet Sauvignon–based, are characterized by good ripeness (often an element of overripeness is present), extremely low acidity, high pHs, and juicy personalities with sweet tannin and an easily appreciated, friendly style. While exceptions exist, some concentrated, long-lived wines were produced; this is a vintage that will require consumption at a relatively early age. Almost all the best Petits Châteaux, Crus Bourgeois, and lesser cru classé wines already offer delicious drinking and should be consumed by 2005. The top classified growths, particularly those estates that produced bigger, more dense wines, will last until 2010–2012.


In contrast to 1996, where the Cabernet Sauvignon–dominated wines were clearly superior to the Merlot-based wines, no appellation stands out in 1997 as being superior to any other. The Pomerols are often as good as their 1996 counterparts and there is a bevy of tasty 1997 St.-Emilions, but soft, open-knit, supple-textured, somewhat diffuse wines are commonplace in every appellation. After considerable reflection over which vintage 1997 could be compared to, I found it impossible to find a similar vintage in my 25 years of tasting Bordeaux. Most 1997s are not “big,” muscular wines, but rather graceful, seductive wines full of charm and elegance, yet somewhat fragile. I believe this vintage will be ideal for restaurants and consumers looking for immediate gratification.


In conclusion, I think everyone who enjoys a good glass of wine will find the 1997s attractive. Readers are unlikely to be knocked out by their depth or flavor intensity, but they are well-made, soft, user-friendly wines that are highly complementary to such vintages as 2001, 2000, 1996, 1995, and 1994, all tannic years that require significant bottle age. If there is a problem with 1997, it is the 1999s, a similarly styled vintage that produced a number of more complete wines.


The 1997 vintage began auspiciously. Temperatures in late March were in the mid-80s and even hit 90°F on occasion, making many think it was late June rather than March. This hot weather jump-started the vineyards, causing a roaring vegetative cycle. The flowering occurred at the earliest dates on record, leading many châteaux to conclude that the harvest would be well under way by mid-August.


The flowering hit a few glitches and tended to drag on for nearly a month, always a bad sign. The irregular flowering and thus a subsequent uneven ripening of the grapes were problems that became increasingly exacerbated by the unusual pattern of summer weather. The weather was hot at the beginning of June, but it cooled off and became very wet later in the month. July was abnormal. Usually a torridly hot month in Bordeaux, in 1997 it was cool yet humid. By the end of July, high pressure had settled in and the weather became sultry. July was followed by unusual tropical-like weather in August, with record-breaking levels of humidity as well as high temperatures. Despite extensive crop thinning and leaf pulling by well-run châteaux, the prolonged flowering, unusual end of June, and tropical August (growers said it felt more like Bangkok than Bordeaux) created severe uneven ripening within each grape bunch. The most-heard complaint was that within each bunch of grapes there were red grapes, green grapes, and rosé colored grapes—a nightmare scenario for growers.


The incredibly early spring, bud break, and flowering did result in some Pessac-Léognan properties harvesting (in full view of the nation’s television cameras) their white wine grapes as early as August 18. This made 1997 an “earlier” vintage than the legendary year of 1893. Just after the beginning of the harvest for the whites, the hot tropical weather deteriorated and a succession of weather depressions buffeted Bordeaux. From August 25 through September 1, sizable quantities of rain fell throughout the region. Many 1997s are soft with low acidity, but without the great concentration and density. One need not be a nuclear physicist to understand the taste of wines made from bloated grapes. Producers who panicked and began picking in early September, fearing the onset of rot and further weather deterioration, made the vintage’s least successful wines. However, those who had the intestinal fortitude/discipline to wait were rewarded with a fabulous finish to the month of September. Aside from a few scattered rain showers on the 12 and 13, it was one of the driest, sunniest Septembers last century. The later a producer was able to wait, the more the vines and, subsequently, the wine benefitted.


Virtually all of the Merlot was picked from September 2–23. The Cabernet Franc was harvested between mid-September and early October. The Cabernet Sauvignon harvest began slowly in mid-September but lasted even longer, with some producers waiting until mid-October to harvest their last Cabernet Sauvignon parcels.


One of the more intriguing statistics about this unusual weather pattern is the extraordinary hang-time the grapes enjoyed between the date of flowering and the harvest date. In Bordeaux, the general rule is that if the producer can get 110 days between flowering and harvest, they will harvest mature grapes. In 1997, it was not bizarre for the Merlot vineyards to be harvested 115–125 days after flowering. For the Cabernet Sauvignon, a whopping 140 days was not an unusual hang-time. Normally this would be a sign of extraordinary flavor concentration, but the weather at the end of August precluded the possibility of this vintage being great.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Cos d’Estournel, Montrose







	Pauillac:


	Lafite Rothschild, Latour, Lynch-Bages, Mouton Rothschild, Pichon-Longueville Baron







	St.-Julien:


	Branaire Ducru, Gloria, Gruaud Larose, Lagrange, Léoville Barton, Léoville Las Cases, Léoville Poyferré, Talbot







	Margaux:


	d’Angludet, Château Margaux







	Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois:


	Sociando-Mallet







	Graves Red:


	Les Carmes Haut-Brion, Domaine de Chevalier, Haut-Brion, Pape-Clément, Smith Haut Lafitte







	Graves White:


	Domaine de Chevalier, de Fieuzal, Haut-Brion, Laville Haut-Brion, Smith Haut Lafitte







	Pomerol:


	Clinet, Clos l’Église, L’Eglise-Clinet, L’Evangile, La Fleur-Pétrus, Lafleur, Pétrus, Le Pin, Trotanoy







	St.-Emilion:


	Angelus, Ausone, Cheval Blanc, Clos de l’Oratoire, Faugères, Gracia, Les Grandes Murailles, L’Hermitage, Monbousquet, La Mondotte, Moulin St. Georges, Pavie Decesse, Pavie Macquin, Troplong Mondot, Valandraud







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Climens, Coutet, Guiraud, Lafaurie-Péyraguey, Raymond-Lafon, Rieussec, Suduiraut, La Tour-Blanche, Château d’Yquem








1996—A Quick Study
(9-16-1996)


St.-Estèphe*****


Pauillac*****


St.-Julien*****


Margaux****


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois***


Graves Red****


Graves White***


Pomerol***


St.-Emilion***


Barsac/Sauternes****


Size: An exceptionally large crop.


Important information: The most expensive young Bordeaux vintage until 2000 broke all records, with opening prices 50–100% above the opening future prices of the 1995s. This is a great vintage for the Médoc and Cabernet Sauvignon–based wines. Elsewhere caution is the operative word, although there are many fine Graves.


Maturity status: The powerful Cabernet Sauvignon–based wines of the Médoc will be more accessible than 1986, the vintage 1996 most closely resembles, but in general, the wines require 10–15 years of cellaring following bottling. The wines from Graves and the right bank will be more accessible at a younger age and should be drinkable by 7–10 years of age.


Price: As indicated, this is a very expensive vintage offered in 1997 at record-breaking prices, yet nearly a decade after the vintage, prices have not moved. The finest Médocs actually look like bargains compared to 2000 prices.


Most of Bordeaux’s greatest years have been the product of exceptionally hot, dry summers, with below-average rainfall and above-average temperatures. While a number of last century’s celebrated vintages have had moderate amounts of rain in September, unless a significant quantity falls, the affect on quality has usually been minor.


Given the number of high-quality Cabernet Sauvignon–based wines produced in 1996, Bordeaux’s weather from March through mid-October was decidedly unusual. The winter of 1996 was wet and mild. When I arrived on March 19, 1996, I thought it was mid-June rather than March given the blast of heat the region was experiencing. This heat wave lasted the entire 12 days I was there. Many growers predicted an early flowering and, consequently, an early harvest. The heat wave broke in early April with a cold period followed by another burst of surprisingly high temperatures in mid-April. Atypically, the month of May was relatively cool.


When I returned to France for 17 days in mid-June, the country was experiencing blazingly torrid temperatures in the 90°+ range. This made for a quick and generally uniform flowering. In Bordeaux, most estates were thrilled with the flowering that took only 3–4 days, rather than the usual 7–10. The cold spell that hit during the end of May and the beginning of June caused severe millerandange (the failure of a vine to fully set its entire bunch, thus reducing yields) for the warmer terroirs on the plateau of Pomerol. By the end of June, a large, precocious crop was anticipated. Except for the reduced crop size in Pomerol, viticulturally speaking, things could not have looked better. But then the weather turned unusually bizarre.


While the period between July 11 and August 19 was relatively normal (statistically it was slightly cooler and wetter than usual), the first 11 days of July and the period between August 25 and 30 received abnormally huge quantities of rainfall, in addition to below-normal temperatures. Statistics can be misleading, as evidenced by the fact that while the normal amount of rainfall for Bordeaux during the month of August is just more than 2 inches (53 millimeters), in 1996 the quantity of rainfall that fell was a whopping 6 inches (150 millimeters). Yet the heaviest rainfall was localized, with more than 4 inches falling on Entre-deux-Mers and St.-Emilion, 2 inches on Margaux, 1.75 inches on St.-Julien, 1.5 inches on Pauillac, and less than an inch in St.-Estèphe and the northern Médoc. I remember telephoning several friends in Bordeaux around Labor Day weekend in America and receiving conflicting viewpoints about the prospects for the 1996 vintage. Those in the southern Graves and on the right bank were obviously distressed, expressing concern that the vintage was going to be a disaster along the lines of 1974. They hoped that a miraculous September would turn it into a 1988 or 1978. In contrast, those in the Médoc, especially from St.-Julien north, were optimistic, sensing that a good month of September would result in a terrific vintage. The large quantities of rain that had bloated the grapes to the south and east had largely missed the Médoc. The below-average quantity of rain the Médoc did receive kept the vines flourishing, as opposed to shutting down photosynthesis as a result of excessive heat and drought, as had occurred in 1995 and 1989.


Large quantities of early September rain had been a pernicious problem in 1991, 1992, 1993, 1994, and, to a lesser extent, 1995, but this climatic pattern would not repeat itself in 1996. Between August 31 and September 18 there was a remarkable string of 18 sunny days, followed by light showers throughout the region on September 18 and 19. There were several days of clear weather, then drizzle on September 21, and finally, the arrival of heavy rains the evening of September 24 that lasted through September 25.


Another important characteristic of this period between August 31 and September 24 was the omnipresent gusty, dry, easterly and northeasterly winds that played a paramount role in drying the vineyards after the late-August rains. Moreover, these winds were consistently cited by producers as being responsible for the sugar accumulating at rates that seemed impossible at the end of August. Another beneficial aspect to this windy period was that any potential for rot was minimalized by Mother Nature’s antibiotic.


The Merlot harvest took place during the last two weeks of September. The Cabernet Franc was harvested during late September and the first 4–5 days of October. The later-ripening, thicker-skinned Cabernet Sauvignon grapes were harvested between the end of September and October 12. Except for a good-sized rainfall throughout the region on October 4, the weather in October was sunny and dry, offering textbook conditions for harvesting Cabernet Sauvignon. In fact, most Médoc producers saw a distinct parallel between the Cabernet Sauvignon harvest in 1996 and that of 1986. While rain had marred the 1986 harvest for the early ripening varietals (i.e., Merlot and Cabernet Franc), it stopped, to be followed by a nearly perfect four weeks of dry, windy, sunny weather during which the Cabernet Sauvignon harvest took place under ideal conditions.


Given this weather pattern, it is not surprising that most of 1996’s finest wines emerged from the Médoc, which harvested Cabernet 10–18 days later than vineyards having high proportions of Merlot.


As was expected from the highly successful flowering during the torrid month of June, the 1996 Bordeaux harvest produced an abundant crop (6.5 million hectoliters), which is marginally below the 1995 crop size (6.89 million hectoliters). However, readers should recognize that the production of some of the top Pomerol estates, especially those on the plateau, was off by 30–50%. In St.-Emilion, many estates produced 10–15% less wine than normal. Most of the top Médoc estates produced from 45–55 hectoliters per hectare, about 20–30% less than their 1986 yields.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Calon-Ségur, Cos d’Estournel, Haut-Marbuzet, Lafon-Rochet, Montrose







	Pauillac:


	d’Armailhac, Batailley, Clerc Milon, Duhart-Milon, Grand-Puy-Lacoste, Haut-Batailley, Lafite Rothschild, Latour, Lynch-Bages, Mouton Rothschild, Pichon-Longueville Baron, Pichon Longueville Comtesse de Lalande, Pontet-Canet







	St.-Julien:


	Branaire Ducru, Ducru-Beaucaillou, Gloria, Gruaud Larose, Lagrange, Léoville Barton, Léoville Las Cases, Léoville Poyferré, Talbot







	Margaux:


	d’Angludet, d’Issan, Kirwan, Maléscot-St Exupèry, Château Margaux, Palmer, Rauzan-Ségla, du Tertre







	Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois:


	Cantemerle, Charmail, La Lagune, Lanessan, Sociando-Mallet







	Graves Red:


	Les Carmes Haut-Brion, Haut-Bailly, Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion, Pape-Clément, Smith Haut Lafitte, La Tour Haut-Brion







	Graves White:


	de Fieuzal, Haut-Brion, Laville Haut-Brion, Pape-Clément, Smith Haut Lafitte







	Pomerol:


	Beau Soleil, Le Bon Pasteur, Clinet, La Conseillante, La Croix du Casse, L’Eglise-Clinet, L’Evangile, La Fleur de Gay, La Fleur-Pétrus, Gazin, Lafleur, Latour à Pomerol, Pétrus, Le Pin, Trotanoy, Vieux Château Certan







	St.-Emilion:


	Angelus, L’Arrosée, Ausone, Beau Séjour Bécot, Beauséjour, Canon-la-Gaffelière, Cheval Blanc, Clos Fourtet, Clos de l’Oratoire, La Couspaude, La Dominique, Ferrand Lartigue, La Gaffelière, La Gomerie, Grand Mayne, Grand-Pontet, Larmande, Monbousquet, La Mondotte, Moulin St. Georges, Pavie Macquin, Rol Valentin, Le Tertre-Rôteboeuf, Troplong Mondot, Trotte Vieille, Valandraud







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Climens, Coutet, Guiraud, Lafaurie-Péyraguey, Rieussec, Suduiraut, La Tour-Blanche, Château d’Yquem








1995—A Quick Study
(9-20-1996)


St.-Estèphe****


Pauillac****


St.-Julien****


Margaux****


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois***


Graves Red****


Graves White***


Pomerol*****


St.-Emilion****


Barsac/Sauternes**


Size: Another huge harvest, just short of the record-setting crop of 1986. However, most major châteaux crop-thinned, and yields were more modest. In addition to crop-thinning, the selection process of the top first growths, super-seconds, and quality-oriented châteaux was severe, resulting in far less wine being produced under the grand vin label.


Important information: The most consistent vintage between 1990 and 2000. Almost all the major appellations turned in dense, tannic wines of uniform quality.


Maturity status: While it has been reported that the highly successful 1995 Merlot crop resulted in precocious wines meant to be consumed immediately, all of my tastings have revealed that while the Merlot is undoubtedly successful, the Cabernet Sauvignon and Cabernet Franc produced wines with considerable weight, tannin, and structure. Although there are obvious exceptions, most of the finest 1995 Bordeaux are classic vin de garde wines with considerable tannin and require bottle age. The big wines are not close to full maturity, and won’t be prior to 2008–2012. These will be very long-lived wines and slow to reveal their character . . . a modern-day 1995?


Price: A very expensive Bordeaux vintage, both as futures and in the bottle. But in 2003, prices have not moved since the futures offerings of 1996.


June, July, and August made the 1995 vintage as they were among the driest and hottest months in the last 40 years. However, like its four predecessors, 1994, 1993, 1992, and 1991, the Bordelais could not get past the first week of September without the deterioration of weather conditions. Unlike 1993 and 1994, the showery weather lasted only from September 7–19, rather than the entire month as it had in 1994, 1993, and 1992 and, to a lesser extent, 1991. Unlike the record rainfall of 275 millimeters in September 1992, and 175 millimeters in September 1994, only 145 millimeters fell in September 1995. In the northern Médoc communes of St.-Julien, Pauillac, and Pomerol, the amount of rain ranged from 91–134 millimeters.


While it was a huge harvest, the key to the most successful 1995s appears to have been a severe selection once the wines had finished alcoholic and malolactic fermentations. The Merlot was certainly ripe, but this was the first vintage since 1990 where the Cabernet Sauvignon (at least the late-harvested Cabernet) enjoyed phenolic maturity. Most of the châteaux that delayed their harvest until late September were rewarded with physiologically mature Cabernet Sauvignon.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Calon-Ségur, Cos d’Estournel, Cos Labory, Lafon-Rochet, Montrose







	Pauillac:


	d’Armailhac, Clerc Milon, Grand-Puy-Lacoste, Haut-Batailley, Lafite Rothschild, Latour, Lynch-Bages, Mouton Rothschild, Pichon-Longueville Baron, Pichon Longueville Comtesse de Lalande, Pontet-Canet







	St.-Julien:


	Branaire Ducru, Ducru-Beaucaillou, Gloria, Gruaud Larose, Lagrange, Léoville Barton, Léoville Las Cases, Léoville Poyferré, Talbot







	Margaux:


	d’Angludet, Malescot St.-Exupéry, Château Margaux, Palmer, Rauzan-Ségla







	Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois:


	Charmail, La Lagune, Sociando-Mallet







	Graves Red:


	de Fieuzal, Haut-Bailly, Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion, Pape-Clément, Smith Haut Lafitte, La Tour Haut-Brion







	Graves White:


	de Fieuzal, Haut-Brion, Laville Haut-Brion, Pape-Clément, Smith Haut Lafitte







	Pomerol:


	Le Bon Pasteur, Bourgueneuf, Certan de May, Clinet, La Conseillante, La Croix du Casse, L’Eglise-Clinet, L’Evangile, La Fleur de Gay, La Fleur-Pétrus, Gazin, Grand-Puy-Lacoste, La Grave à Pomerol, Lafleur, Latour à Pomerol, Pétrus, Le Pin, Trotanoy, Vieux Château Certan







	St.-Emilion:


	Angelus, L’Arrosée, Ausone, Beau Séjour Bécot, Canon-la-Gaffelière, Cheval Blanc, Clos Fourtet, Clos de l’Oratoire, Corbin Michotte, La Couspaude, La Dominique, Ferrand Lartigue, Figeac, La Fleur de Jaugue, La Gomerie, Grand Mayne, Grand-Pontet, Larmande, Magdelaine, Monbousquet, Moulin St. Georges, Pavie Macquin, Le Tertre-Rôteboeuf, Troplong Mondot, Valandraud







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Climens, Château d’Yquem








1994—A Quick Study
(9-24-1994)


St.-Estèphe***


Pauillac***


St.-Julien***


Margaux***


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois**


Graves Red****


Graves White*****


Pomerol****


St.-Emilion***


Barsac/Sauternes*


Size: Another exceptionally large Bordeaux crop, however, the top properties had to be exceptionally severe in their selection process in order to bottle only the finest cuvées under the grand vin label. Consequently, production of the top estates is relatively modest.


Important information: A hot, dry summer provided the potential for a great vintage, but the weather deteriorated in September and a massive 175 millimeters (7 inches) of rain fell from September 7–29. Producers who were unwilling to declassify 30–50% of their harvest were incapable of making quality wines. Those who did enjoyed success. Merlot was the most successful grape in this inconsistent vintage. Even the Médoc châteaux employed a higher percentage of Merlot in their final blend to counterbalance the Cabernet Sauvignon, which had a tendency to be austere and herbaceous, with very high tannin. Another key to understanding 1994 is that the best drained vineyards (those laying next to the Gironde in the Médoc and Graves) tended to produce very good wines, assuming they made a strict selection.


Maturity status: Most 1994s have been slow to evolve given their relatively high tannin levels. This is a classic vin de garde vintage with the top wines being well colored and quite structured and powerful. They require additional bottle age. The worry is that many of them, especially in the Médoc, will always remain too astringent à la 1975.


Price: Prices appear to be high for the vintage’s potential, but increasing consumer skepticism has resulted in the finest wines being relative bargains in 2003.


At the top level, 1994 has produced some excellent wines, with far higher peaks of quality than 1993. However, some wines have not fared well since bottling, with the fragile fruit stripped out by excessive fining and filtration. As a result, the more negative characteristics, a hollowness and high level of harsh tannin, are well displayed. The 1994 could have been an exceptional vintage had it not rained, at times heavily, for 13 days between September 7 and September 29. As is so often the case with a vintage that enjoyed three months of superb weather during the summer only to be negatively impacted by excessive rain before and during the harvest, the willingness of the producer to declassify 30–50% of the harvest was often the difference between producing a high-quality wine and one that is out of balance.


The overall characteristic of the 1994s is a backwardness, caused in large part by the high tannin levels. Yet the vintage’s successes possess the fruit and extract necessary to balance out the tannin. Those who failed to make a strict selection or had too little Merlot to flesh out and counterbalance the more austere Cabernet Sauvignon have turned out dry, hard, lean, and attenuated wines. 1994 is unquestionably an irregular vintage and is often frustrating to taste. Shrewd buyers will find a number of excellent wines, but this is a vintage where cautious selection is mandatory.


In 1994, much like 1993, the most favored appellations were those that either had a high percentage of Merlot planted or had exceptionally well-drained soils. As in 1993, Pomerol appears once again to have been the most favored region. However, that is not a blanket endorsement of all Pomerols, as there are disappointments. The Graves and Médoc estates close to the Gironde, with gravelly, deep, stony, exceptionally well-drained soils, also had the potential to produce well-balanced wines. However, it was essential in 1994, particularly in the Médoc, to eliminate a considerable quantity of the crop (the top estates eliminated 30–50% or more) and to utilize a higher percentage of Merlot in the final blend. Moreover, the wines had to be bottled “softly,” without excessive fining and filtering, which will eviscerate flavors and body.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Cos d’Estournel, Lafon-Rochet, Montrose







	Pauillac:


	Clerc Milon, Grand-Puy-Lacoste, Lafite Rothschild, Latour, Lynch-Bages, Mouton Rothschild, Pichon-Longueville Baron, Pichon Longueville Comtesse de Lalande, Pontet-Canet







	St.-Julien:


	Branaire Ducru, Ducru-Beaucaillou, Lagrange, Léoville Barton, Léoville Las Cases, Léoville Poyferré







	Margaux:


	Maléscot-St Exupèry, Château Margaux







	Médoc/Haut-Médoc Cru Bourgeois:


	Sociando-Mallet







	Graves Red:


	Bahans Haut-Brion, Haut-Bailly, Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion, Pape-Clément, Smith Haut Lafitte







	Graves White:


	Domaine de Chevalier, de Fieuzal, Haut-Brion, Laville Haut-Brion, Pape-Clément, Smith Haut Lafitte, La Tour-Martillac







	Pomerol:


	Beauregard, Le Bon Pasteur, Clinet, La Conseillante, La Croix du Casse, La Croix de Gay, L’Eglise-Clinet, L’Evangile, La Fleur de Gay, Gazin, Lafleur, Pétrus, Le Pin







	St.-Emillion:


	Angelus, L’Arrosée, Beau Séjour Bécot, Beauséjour, Canon-la-Gaffelière, Cheval Blanc, Clos Fourtet, La Dominique, Ferrand Lartigue, Grand-Pontet, Monbousquet, Pavie Macquin, Le Tertre-Rôteboeuf, Troplong Mondot, Valandraud







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	none








1993—A Quick Study
(9-26-1993)


St.-Estèphe**


Pauillac**


St.-Julien**


Margaux*


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois*


Graves Red***


Graves White***


Pomerol***


St.-Emilion**


Barsac/Sauternes*


Size: A very large crop.


Important information: Another vintage conceived under deplorable weather conditions. However, the vintage offers a number of pleasant surprises: It has produced more attractive Clarets than either 1992 or 1991.


Maturity status: The finest wines should continue to drink well through the next 5–8 years (2008–2011).


Price: The last reasonably priced vintage of the 1990s still available in the marketplace, the 1993s came out at low prices and have remained essentially reasonably priced.


In some quarters, 1993 has been written off as a terrible vintage due to the enormous amount of September rainfall. The amount of rainfall in 1991 and 1992 was frightfully high, but what fell in and around Bordeaux in September 1993, broke a 30-year average rainfall record by an astonishing 303%! For this reason it was easy to conclude that no one could have possibly made good wine. Moreover, the spring weather was equally atrocious, with significant rainfall in both April and June.


However, July was warmer than normal and August was exceptionally hot and sunny. In fact, before the weather deteriorated on September 6, the proprietors were beginning to think that an exceptional vintage was attainable. The September rain destroyed this optimism, but because of exceptionally cold, dry weather between the deluges, the rot that growers feared the most did not occur. Most châteaux harvested when they could, finishing around mid-October.


The better wines of 1993 suggest it is a deeply colored, richer, potentially better vintage than either 1992 or 1991. The wines can be characterized as deeply colored, with an unripe, weedy Cabernet Sauvignon character, good structure, more depth and length than expected, and some evidence of dilution.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Cos d’Estournel, Montrose







	Pauillac:


	Clerc Milon, Latour, Mouton Rothschild







	St.-Julien:


	Lagrange, Léoville Barton, Léoville Las Cases, Léoville Poyferré







	Margaux:


	Château Margaux







	Médoc/Haut-Médoc Cru Bourgeois:


	Sociando-Mallet







	Graves Red:


	de Fieuzal, Haut-Bailly, Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion, Smith Haut Lafitte, La Tour Haut-Brion







	Graves White:


	Haut-Brion, Laville Haut-Brion, Smith Haut Lafitte







	Pomerol:


	Beaurégard, Le Bon Pasteur, Clinet, La Conseillante, L’Eglise-Clinet, L’Evangile, La Fleur de Gay, Gazin, Lafleur, Latour à Pomerol, Pétrus, Le Pin, Trotanoy







	St.-Emilion:


	Angelus, L’Arrosée, Beau Séjour Bécot, Beauséjour, Canon-la-Gaffelière, Cheval Blanc, La Dominique, Grand-Pontet, Pavie Macquin, Le Tertre-Rôteboeuf, Troplong Mondot, Valandraud







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	none








1992—A Quick Study
(9-29-1992)


St.-Estèphe**


Pauillac**


St.-Julien**


Margaux*


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois*


Graves Red**


Graves White***


Pomerol***


St.-Emilion**


Barsac/Sauternes*


Size: A large crop was harvested, but the top properties implemented a ruthless selection. Consequently, quantities of the top wines were modest.


Important information: At the top level, the 1992s are pleasantly soft, yet even the finest wines had trouble avoiding the taste of dilution and herbaceousness from the excessive amounts of rain that fell before and during the harvest.


Maturity status: Most 1992s should be drunk by 2005.


Price: Because of the vintage’s poor to mediocre reputation, prices are very low. The real value of this vintage is that many of the first growths could be purchased for $35–40, and the second through fifth growths for $15–25 . . . remarkably low prices in the overheated Bordeaux wine market.


The 1992 vintage was not marked by a tragic frost as in 1991, but, rather, by excessive rainfall at the worst possible time. Following a precocious spring, with an abundance of humidity and warm weather, the flowering of the vines occurred eight days earlier than the 30-year average, raising hopes of an early harvest. The summer was exceptionally hot, with June wet and warm, July slightly above normal in temperature, and August well-above normal. However, unlike such classic hot, dry years as 1990, 1989, and 1982, there was significant rainfall (more than three times the normal amount) in August. For example, 193 millimeters of rain were reported in the Bordeaux area in August 1992 (most of it falling during several violent storms the last two days of the month), compared to 22 millimeters in 1990 and 63 millimeters in 1989.


By mid-August, it was evident that the harvest would be enormous. For the serious estates, it was imperative that crop thinning be employed to reduce the crop size. Properties that crop-thinned produced wines with more richness than the light, diluted offerings of those that did not.


The first two weeks of September were dry, although abnormally cool. During this period the Sauvignon and Sémillon were harvested under ideal conditions, which explains the excellent and sometimes outstanding success (despite high yields) of the 1992 white Graves.


From September 20 through most of October the weather was unfavorable, with considerable rain interspersed with short periods of clear weather. The harvest for the majority of estates took place over a long period of time, although most of the Merlot crop from both sides of the Gironde was harvested during three days of clear, dry weather on September 29, 30, and October 1. Between October 2 and October 6, more violent rain storms lashed the region, and the châteaux, realizing nothing could be gained from waiting, harvested under miserable weather conditions. To make good wine it was essential to hand-pick the grapes, leaving the damaged, diseased fruit on the vine. An even stricter selection was necessary in the cellars.


Overall, 1992 is a more successful vintage than 1991 because no appellation produced a high percentage of poor wines, such as happened in Pomerol and St.-Emilion in 1991. The 1992s are the modern-day equivalents of the 1973s. But with better vinification techniques, stricter selection, better equipment, and more attention to yields, the top properties produced 1992s that are more concentrated, richer, and overall better wines than the best 1973s, or, for that matter, the 1987s. All the 1992s tend to be soft, fruity, and low in acidity, with light to moderate tannin levels and moderate to good concentration.


The appellation that appears to have fared best is Pomerol. Certainly the top properties of the firm of Jean-Pierre Moueix crop-thinned severely. In the case of their two flagship estates, Trotanoy and Pétrus, Christian Moueix boldly employed an innovative technique, covering these two vineyards with black plastic at the beginning of September. The heavy rains that subsequently fell accumulated on the plastic and ran off instead of saturating the soil. I have seen photographs of this elaborate, costly endeavor and, after tasting the wines, I can say that Moueix’s daring and brilliance paid off. Trotanoy and Pétrus are two of the three most concentrated wines of the vintage, confirming that the incredible amount of labor required to cover the 21-acre Trotanoy vineyard and 28-acre Pétrus vineyard with the black plastic was well worth the effort. The irony of their endeavor is that this technique was declared illegal by the INAO eight years later.


Elsewhere there are successes and failures in every appellation, with no real consistency to be found. Those properties that were attentive to the enormous crop size and crop-thinned, who were lucky enough to complete part of their harvest before the deluge of October 2–6, and discarded any questionable grapes, have turned out fruity, soft, charming wines that will have to be drunk in large part prior to 2005.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Haut-Marbuzet, Montrose







	Pauillac:


	Lafite Rothschild, Latour, Pichon-Longueville Baron







	St.-Julien:


	Ducru-Beaucaillou, Gruaud Larose, Léoville Barton, Léoville Las Cases







	Margaux:


	Giscours, Château Margaux, Palmer, Rauzan-Ségla







	Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois:


	none







	Graves Red:


	Carbonnieux, Haut-Bailly, Haut-Brion, La Louvière, La Mission Haut-Brion, Smith Haut Lafitte







	Graves White:


	Domaine de Chevalier, de Fieuzal, Haut-Brion, Laville Haut-Brion, Smith Haut Lafitte







	Pomerol:


	Le Bon Pasteur, Certan de May, Clinet, La Conseillante, L’Eglise-Clinet, L’Evangile, La Fleur de Gay, La Fleur-Pétrus, Gazin, Lafleur, Pétrus







	St.-Emilion:


	Angelus, L’Arrosée, Beauséjour, Canon, Fonroque, Magdelaine, Troplong Mondot, Valandraud







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	none








1991—A Quick Study
(9-30-1991)


St.-Estèphe**


Pauillac**


St.-Julien**


Margaux*


Graves Red**


Graves White 0


Pomerol 0


St.-Emilion 0


Barsac/Sauternes**


Size: A very small crop, largely because the killer freeze during the weekend of April 20–21 destroyed most of the crop in Pomerol and St.-Emilion.


Important information: A disaster in the right bank appellations of Pomerol and St.-Emilion, but the quality improves as one proceeds north in the Médoc. Some surprisingly pleasant, even good wines were produced in Pauillac, St.-Estèphe, and occasionally in the Graves.


Maturity status: The wines have matured quickly and should be drunk by 2004.


Price: Because of the vintage’s terrible reputation, this has always been an easily affordable, low-priced vintage.


This was the year of the big freeze. During the weekend of April 20–21, temperatures dropped as low as –9°C destroying most vineyard’s first generation buds. The worst destruction occurred in Pomerol and St.-Emilion, east of the Gironde. Less damage occurred in the northern Médoc, especially in the northeastern sector of Pauillac and the southern half of St.-Estèphe. The spring that followed the devastating freeze did see the development of new buds, called second generation fruit by viticulturists.


Because the crop size was expected to be small, optimists began to suggest that 1991 could resemble 1961 (a great year shaped by a spring killer frost that reduced the crop size). Of course, all of this hope was based on the assumption that the weather remain sunny and dry during the growing season. By the time September arrived, most estates realized that the Merlot harvest could not begin until late September and the Cabernet Sauvignon harvest in mid-October. The second generation fruit had retarded most vineyards’ harvest schedules, yet sunny skies in late September gave hope for another 1978-ish “miracle year.” Then, on September 25, an Atlantic storm dumped 116 millimeters of rain, precisely twice the average rainfall for the entire month!


Between September 30 and October 12 the weather was generally dry. Most of the Merlot vineyards on the right bank (Pomerol and St.-Emilion) were harvested during this period as quickly as possible. In Pomerol and St.-Emilion there was significant dilution, some rot, and unripe grapes. In the Médoc much of the Cabernet Sauvignon was not yet fully ripe, but many estates recognized that it was too risky to wait any longer. Those estates that harvested between October 13 and 19, before the outbreak of six consecutive days of heavy rain (another 120 millimeters), picked unripe but surprisingly healthy and low-acid Cabernet Sauvignon. Those properties that had not harvested by the time the second deluge arrived were unable to make quality wine.


The 1991 vintage is a poor, frequently disastrous year for most estates in Pomerol and St.-Emilion. I find it inferior to 1984, making it the worst vintage for these two appellations since the appalling 1969s. Many well-known estates in Pomerol and St.-Emilion completely declassified their wines, including such renowned St.-Emilion estates as L’Arrosée, Ausone, Canon, Cheval Blanc, La Dominique, and Magdelaine. In Pomerol, several good wines were somehow made, but overall it was a catastrophe for this tiny appellation. The following Pomerol châteaux are among the better-known properties that declassified their entire crop: Beauregard, Le Bon Pasteur, L’Evangile, Le Gay, La Grave à Pomerol, Lafleur, Latour à Pomerol, Pétrus, Trotanoy, and Vieux Château Certan.


Despite all this bad news, some soft, pleasant, light- to medium-bodied wines did emerge from Graves and those Médoc vineyards adjacent to the Gironde. Consumers will be surprised by the quality of many of these wines, particularly from St.-Julien, Pauillac, and St.-Estèphe. In these northern Médoc appellations, especially those vineyards adjacent to the Gironde, much of the first generation fruit was not destroyed by the frost, resulting in diluted but physiologically riper fruit than second generation fruit produced. However the good wines must be priced low or no consumer interest will be justified.


Because the intelligent properties in the Médoc utilized more Merlot in the blend rather than the unripe Cabernet Sauvignon, the 1991s are soft, forward wines that will need to be drunk in their first decade of life.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Cos d’Estournel, Lafon-Rochet, Montrose







	Pauillac:


	Les Forts de Latour, Grand-Puy-Lacoste, Lafite Rothschild, Latour, Lynch-Bages, Mouton Rothschild, Pichon-Longueville Baron, Pichon Longueville Comtesse de Lalande







	St.-Julien:


	Beychevelle, Branaire Ducru, Clos du Marquis, Ducru-Beaucaillou, Langoa Barton, Léoville Barton, Léoville Las Cases







	Margaux:


	Giscours, Château Margaux, Palmer, Rauzan-Ségla







	Graves Red:


	Carbonnieux, Domaine de Chevalier, Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion







	Graves White:


	none







	Pomerol:


	Clinet







	St.-Emilion:


	Angelus, Troplong Mondot







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	none








1990—A Quick Study
(9-12-1990)


St.-Estèphe*****


Pauillac*****


St.-Julien*****


Margaux****


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois****


Graves Red****


Graves White***


Pomerol*****


St.-Emilion*****


Barsac/Sauternes*****


Size: Enormous; one of the largest crops ever harvested in Bordeaux.


Important information: The hottest year since 1947 and the sunniest year since 1949 caused extraordinary stress in some of the best vineyards in the Graves and Médoc. Consequently, the heavier soils from such appellations as St.-Estèphe, the limestone hillsides and plateau areas of St.-Emilion as well as the Fronsacs excelled, as did those top châteaux that made a severe selection.


Maturity status: Exceptionally low-acid wines, but high yet sweet tannins have consistently suggested early accessibility. The most complete wines have another 20–25 years of longevity, but there is not a wine from this vintage that cannot be drunk with pleasure in 2003.


Price: Opening future prices were down 15–20% below 1989, but no modern-day Bordeaux vintage, with the exception of 1982, has appreciated as much in price as 1990.


Most of the great Bordeaux vintages of the last one hundred years are the result of relatively hot, dry years. For that reason alone, 1990 should elicit considerable attention. The most revealing fact about the 1990 vintage is that it is the second-hottest vintage of the century, barely surpassed by 1947. It is also the second-sunniest vintage, eclipsed only by 1949 in the post–World War II era. The amount of sunshine and the extraordinarily hot summers Bordeaux enjoyed during the 1980s are frequently attributed to the so-called “greenhouse effect” and consequent global warming about which such ominous warnings have been issued by the scientific community. Yet consider the Bordeaux weather for the period from 1945–1949. Amazingly, that era was even more torrid than 1989–1990. (One wonders if there was concern then about the glaciers of the north and south poles melting.)


The weather of 1990 was auspicious because of its potential to produce great wines, but weather is only one part of the equation. The summer months of July and August were the driest since 1961, and August was the hottest since 1928, the year records were first kept. September (the month that most producers claim “makes the quality”) was not, weather-wise, a particularly exceptional month. The year 1990 was the second wettest year among the great hot-year vintages, surpassed only by 1989. As in 1989, the rain fell at periods that were cause for concern. For example, on September 15 a particularly violent series of thunderstorms swept across Bordeaux, inundating much of the Graves region. From September 22–23 there was modest rainfall over the entire region. On October 7 and October 15, light showers were reported throughout the region. Most producers claimed the rain in September was beneficial. They argue that the Cabernet Sauvignon grapes were still too small and their skins too thick. Many Cabernet vines had shut down and the grapes refused to mature because of the excessive heat and drought. The rain, the producers suggest, promoted further ripening and alleviated the blocked state of maturity. This is an appealing argument that has merit. While some panicked and harvested too soon after these rain storms, the majority of the top estates got the harvest dates they wanted covered.


When tasting the wines from 1990, the most striking characteristics are their opulence, layered texture, and roasted quality, the latter attribute the result of the extremely hot summer. The September rains may have partially alleviated the stress from which those vineyards planted with Cabernet in the lighter, better-drained soils were suffering, but they also swelled many of the grape bunches and no doubt contributed to another prolifically abundant crop size.


There is no doubt that the great vintages have all been relatively hot, dry years. One of the keys to understanding this vintage is that the finest wines of 1990 have emerged from (1) those vineyards planted on the heavier, less well-drained, less desirable vineyard soil, and (2) those top châteaux that employed a particularly ruthless selection process. For example, in my tasting notes, heavier soils from such appellations as St.-Estèphe, Fronsac, and the hillside and plateau vineyards of St.-Emilion produced richer, more concentrated, and more complete wines than many of the top vineyards planted on the fine, well-drained, gravel-based soils of Margaux and the Graves.


The crop size was enormous in 1990, approximately equivalent to the quantity of wine produced in 1989. In reality, more wine was actually made, but because the French authorities intervened and required significant declassifications, the actual declared limit matches 1989, which means that for both vintages the production is 30% more than in 1982, another superb, hot-year vintage. Officially, however, many châteaux (especially the first growths and super-seconds) made even stricter selections in 1990 than in 1989 and the actual quantity of wine declared by many producers under the grand vin label is less than in 1989.


Across almost every appellation, the overall impression one gets of the dry red wines is that of extremely low acidity (as low and in some cases even lower than in 1989) and high tannins (in most cases higher than in 1989), but an overall impression of full-bodied softness and forward, precocious, extremely ripe, generous yet sometimes roasted flavors. Because the tannins are so soft (as in 1989, 1985, and 1982), these wines provide considerable enjoyment even when young, yet they possess decades of longevity.


The strengths in this vintage include most of the Médoc first growths (Mouton-Rothschild being the exception). Astoundingly, it can be said that they have made richer, fuller, more complete wines in 1990 than in 1989. Elsewhere in the Médoc, particularly in St.-Julien and Pauillac, a bevy of full-bodied, generous, opulent, relatively soft, round, forward, fruity wines with high alcohol, high, soft tannin, and extremely low acidity have been made. For me, the most intriguing aspect of the 1990 vintage is that as the wines aged in cask and continued their evolution in bottle, the vintage took on additional weight and structure, much like 1982 (but not 1989). I clearly underestimated some of the St.-Juliens and Pauillacs early on, as it was apparent at the time of bottling that these appellations had generally produced many profoundly rich, concentrated wines that were to be the greatest young Bordeaux between 1982 and 2000.


The fly in the ointment remains the performance of two of Bordeaux’s superstars, Mouton Rothschild and Pichon-Lalande. They produced wines that were far less complete than their 1989s. Their wines were somewhat disappointing for the vintage and well below the quality of their peers. The puzzling performances of these two châteaux continues to be confirmed by my tastings. However, the other top wines in the Médoc have gained considerable stature and richness. They are the most exciting wines produced in Bordeaux between 1982 and 2000.


On the right bank, it first appeared that Pomerol enjoyed a less successful vintage than 1989, with the exception of those estates situated on the St.-Emilion border—L’Evangile, La Conseillante, and Le Bon Pasteur—which from the beginning had obviously produced wines that were richer than their 1989 counterparts. However, as the Pomerols have evolved in cask, they have strengthened, with the wines gaining weight, definition, and complexity. 1990 is a vintage that produced some profoundly great Pomerols, but overall, the vintage is less harmonious than 1989.


St.-Emilion, never a consistent appellation, has produced perhaps its most homogeneous and greatest vintage (until 1998 and 2000), for all three sectors of the appellation—the plateau, the vineyards at the foot of the hillsides, and the vineyards on sandy, gravelly soil. It is interesting to note that Cheval Blanc, Figeac, Pavie, L’Arrosée, Ausone, and Beauséjour produced far greater 1990s than 1989s. In particular, both Cheval Blanc and Beauséjour look to be wines of legendary quality. Figeac is not far behind, with the 1990 being the finest wine made at this estate since its 1982 and 1964.


The dry white wines of Graves, as well as generic white Bordeaux, have enjoyed a very good vintage that is largely superior to 1989, with two principal exceptions, Haut-Brion Blanc and Laville Haut-Brion. There is no doubt that the 1989 Haut-Brion Blanc and 1989 Laville Haut-Brion are two of the greatest white Graves ever produced. Both are far richer and more complete than their 1990s. Poor judgment in picking the 1989s too soon was not repeated with the 1990s, which have more richness and depth than most 1989s.


As for the sweet white wines of the Barsac/Sauternes region, this vintage was historic in the sense that most of the sweet white wine producers finished their harvest before the red wine producers, something that had not happened since 1949. These are powerful and sweet and have slowly begun to take on more complexity and focus. It really comes down to personal preference as to whether readers prefer 1990, 1989, or 1988 Barsacs and Sauternes, but there is no question this is the third and last vintage of a glorious trilogy, with the most powerful and concentrated Barsacs and Sauternes produced in many years. The wines, which boast some of the most impressive statistical credentials I have ever seen, are monster-sized in their richness and intensity. They possess 30–50 years of longevity. Will they turn out to be more complex and elegant than the 1988s? My instincts suggest they will not, but they are immensely impressive, blockbuster wines.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Calon-Ségur, Cos d’Estournel, Cos Labory, Haut-Marbuzet, Montrose, Phélan Ségur







	Pauillac:


	Les Forts de Latour, Grand-Puy-Lacoste, Lafite Rothschild, Latour, Lynch-Bages, Pichon-Longueville Baron







	St.-Julien:


	Branaire Ducru, Gloria, Gruaud Larose, Lagrange, Léoville Barton, Léoville Las Cases, Léoville Poyferré







	Margaux:


	Maléscot St.-Exupèry, Château Margaux, Palmer, Rauzan-Ségla







	Graves Red:


	Haut-Bailly, Haut-Brion, La Louvière, La Mission Haut-Brion, Pape-Clément







	Graves White:


	Domaine de Chevalier, de Fieuzal, La Tour-Martillac







	Pomerol:


	Le Bon Pasteur, Certan de May, Clinet, La Conseillante, L’Eglise-Clinet, L’Evangile, La Fleur de Gay, Gazin, Lafleur, Petit Village, Pétrus, Le Pin, Trotanoy, Vieux Château Certan







	Fronsac/Canon Fronsac:


	Canon-de-Brem, de Carles, Cassagne Haut-Canon La Truffière, Fontenil, Pey-Labrie, La Vieille Cure







	St.-Emilion:


	Angelus, L’Arrosée, Ausone, Beauséjour, Canon, Canon-la-Gaffelière, Cheval Blanc, La Dominique, Figeac, Grand Mayne, Pavie, Pavie Macquin, Le Tertre-Rôteboeuf, Troplong Mondot







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Climens, Coutet, Coutet Cuvée Madame, Doisy-Daëne, Guiraud, Lafaurie-Péyraguey, Rabaud-Promis, Raymond-Lafon, Rieussec, Sigalas-Rabaud, Suduiraut, La Tour-Blanche, Château d’Yquem








1989—A Quick Study
(8-31-1989)


St.-Estèphe****


Pauillac*****


St.-Julien****


Margaux***


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois****


Graves Red***


Graves White**


Pomerol*****


St.-Emilion****


Barsac/Sauternes*****


Size: Mammoth; along with 1990 and 1986, one of the largest declared crops in the history of Bordeaux.


Important information: Excessively hyped vintage by virtually everyone but the Bordeaux proprietors. American, French, even English writers were all set to declare it the vintage of the century until serious tasters began to question the extract levels, phenomenally low-acid levels, and the puzzling quality of some wines. However, plenty of rich, dramatic, fleshy wines have been produced that should age reasonably well.


Maturity status: High tannins and extremely low acidity, much like 1990, suggest early drinkability, with only the most concentrated wines capable of lasting 20–30 or more years.


Price: The most expensive opening prices of any vintage, until 1995 and 1996, and of course 2000.


The general news media, primarily ABC television and The New York Times, first carried the news that several châteaux began their harvest during the last days of August, making 1989 the earliest vintage since 1893. An early harvest generally signifies a torrid growing season and below-average rainfall—almost always evidence that a top-notch vintage is achievable. In his annual Vintage and Market Report, the late Peter Sichel reported that between 1893 and 1989 only 1982, 1970, 1949, and 1947 were years with a similar weather pattern, but none of these years was as hot as 1989. Of course, he didn’t know, but 1990 would be even more torrid.


Perhaps the most revealing and critical decision (at least from a qualitative perspective) was the choice of picking dates. Never has Bordeaux enjoyed such a vast span of time (August 28–October 15) over which to complete the harvest. Some châteaux, most notably Haut-Brion and the Christian Moueix–managed properties in Pomerol and St.-Emilion, harvested during the first week of September. Other estates waited and did not finish their harvesting until mid-October. During the second week of September, one major problem developed. Much of the Cabernet Sauvignon, while analytically mature and having enough sugar to potentially produce wines with 13% alcohol, was actually not ripe physiologically. Many châteaux, never having experienced such growing conditions, became indecisive. Far too many deferred to their oenologists, who saw technically mature grapes that were quickly losing acidity. The oenologists, never ones to take risks, advised immediate picking. As more than one proprietor and négociant said, by harvesting the Cabernet too early, a number of châteaux lost their chance to produce one of the greatest wines of a lifetime. This, plus the enormously large crop size, probably explains the good yet uninspired performance of so many wines from the Graves and Margaux appellations.


There was clearly no problem with the early picked Merlot as much of it came between 13.5% and a whopping 15% alcohol level—unprecedented in Bordeaux. Those properties that crop-thinned—Pétrus and Haut-Brion—had yields of 45–55 hectoliters per hectare and super concentration. Those who did not crop-thin had yields as preposterously high as 80 hectoliters per hectare.


Contrary to the reports of a totally “dry harvest,” there were rain showers on September 10, 13, 18, and 22 that did little damage unless the property panicked and harvested the day after the rain. Some of the lighter-styled wines may very well be the result of jittery châteaux owners who unwisely picked after the showers.


The overall production was, once again, staggeringly high.


Acidities are extremely low and tannin levels surprisingly high. Consequently, in looking at the structural profile of the 1989s, one sees wines 1–2% higher in alcohol than the 1982s or 1961s; with much lower acidity levels than the 1982s, 1961s, and 1959s, yet high tannin levels. Fortunately, the tannins are generally ripe and soft, à la 1982, rather than dry and astringent as in 1988. This gives the wines a big, rich fleshy feel in the mouth similar to the 1982s. The top 1989s have very high glycerin levels, but are they as concentrated as the finest 2000s, 1990s, and 1982s? In Margaux the answer is a resounding “no,” as this is clearly the least-favored appellation, much as it was in 1982. In Graves, except for Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion, Haut-Bailly, and de Fieuzal, the wines are relatively light and undistinguished. In St.-Emilion, the 2000s, 1998s, 1990s, and 1982s are more consistent as well as more deeply concentrated. Some marvelously rich, enormously fruity, fat wines were made in St.-Emilion in 1989, but there is wide irregularity in quality. However, in the northern Médoc, primarily St.-Julien, Pauillac, and St.-Estèphe, as well as in Pomerol, many exciting, full-bodied, very alcoholic, and tannic wines have been made. The best of these seem to combine the splendidly rich, opulent, fleshy texture of the finest 1982s with the power and tannin of the 1990s, yet curiously taste less concentrated than these two vintages and certainly far less concentrated than either 2000 or 1996.


As with the 1982s, this vintage is an enjoyable year to drink over a broad span of years. Despite the high tannin levels, the low acidities combined with the high glycerin and alcohol levels give the wines a fascinatingly fleshy, full-bodied texture. While there is considerable variation in quality, the finest 1989s from Pomerol, St.-Julien, Pauillac, and St.-Estèphe will, in specific cases, rival some of the greatest wines of the last twenty years.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Cos d’Estournel, Haut-Marbuzet, Meyney, Montrose, Phélan Ségur







	Pauillac:


	Clerc Milon, Grand-Puy-Lacoste, Lafite Rothschild, Lynch-Bages, Mouton Rothschild, Pichon-Longueville Baron, Pichon Longueville Comtesse de Lalande







	St.-Julien:


	Beychevelle, Branaire Ducru, Gruaud Larose, Lagrange, Léoville Barton, Léoville Las Cases, Talbot







	Margaux:


	Cantemerle, Margaux, Palmer, Rauzan-Ségla







	Graves Red:


	Bahans Haut-Brion, Haut-Bailly, Haut-Brion, La Louvière, La Mission Haut-Brion







	Graves White:


	Clos Floridene, Haut-Brion, Laville Haut-Brion







	Pomerol:


	Le Bon Pasteur, Clinet, La Conseillante, Domaine de L’Eglise, L’Eglise-Clinet, L’Evangile, Lafleur, La Fleur de Gay, La Fleur-Pétrus, Le Gay, Les Pensées de Lafleur, Pétrus, Le Pin, Trotanoy, Vieux Château Certan







	St.-Emilion:


	Angelus, Ausone, Cheval Blanc, La Dominique, La Gaffelière, Grand Mayne, Magdelaine, Pavie, Pavie Macquin, Soutard, Le Tertre-Rôteboeuf, Troplong Mondot, Trotte Vieille







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Climens, Coutet, Coutet Cuvée Madame, Doisy-Védrines, Guiraud, Lafaurie-Péyraguey, Rabaud-Promis, Raymond-Lafon, Rieussec, Suduiraut, Suduiraut Cuvée Madame, La Tour-Blanche, Château d’Yquem








1988—A Quick Study
(9-20-1988)


St.-Estèphe***


Pauillac****


St.-Julien****


Margaux***


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois**


Graves Red*****


Graves White***


Pomerol****


St.-Emilion***


Barsac/Sauternes*****


Size: A large crop equivalent in size to 1982, meaning 30% less wine than was produced in 1990 and 1989.


Important information: Fearing a repeat of the rains that destroyed the potential for a great year in 1987, many producers once again pulled the trigger on their harvesting teams too soon. Unfortunately, as a result, copious quantities of Médoc Cabernet Sauvignon were picked too early.


Maturity status: Because of good acid levels and relatively high, more astringent tannins, there is no denying the potential of the 1988s to last for 20–30 years. How many of these wines will retain enough fruit to stand up to the tannin remains to be seen.


Price: Prices range 20–50% below more glamorous vintages, so the best wines offer considerable value.


The year 1988 is a good but rarely thrilling vintage of red wines, and it is one of the greatest vintages of the last century for the sweet wines of Barsac and Sauternes.


The problem with the red wines is that there is a lack of superstar performances on the part of the top châteaux. This will no doubt ensure that 1988 will always be regarded as a very good rather than excellent year. While the 1988 crop size was large, it was exceeded in size by the two vintages that followed it, 1989 and 1990. The average yield in 1988 was between 45–50 hectoliters per hectare, which was approximately equivalent to the quantity of wine produced in 1982. The wines tend to be well colored, tannic, and firmly structured. The less successful wines exhibit a slight lack of depth and finish short, with noticeably green, astringent tannins. Yet Graves and the northern Médoc enjoyed a fine, rather deliciously styled vintage.


These characteristics are especially evident in the Médoc where it was all too apparent that many châteaux, apprehensive about the onset of rot and further rain (as in 1987) panicked and harvested their Cabernet Sauvignon too early. Consequently, they brought in Cabernet that often achieved only 8–9% sugar readings. Those properties that waited or made a severe selection produced the best wines.


In Pomerol and St.-Emilion the Merlot was harvested under ripe conditions, but because of the severe drought in 1988 the skins of the grapes were thicker and the resulting wines were surprisingly tannic and hard.


In St.-Emilion many properties reported bringing in Cabernet Franc at full maturity and obtaining sugar levels that were reportedly higher than ever before. However, despite such optimistic reports much of the Cabernet Franc tasted fluid and diluted in quality. Therefore, St.-Emilion, despite reports of a very successful harvest, exhibits great irregularity in quality.


The appellation of Graves probably produced the best red wines of Bordeaux in 1988.


While there is no doubt that the richer, more dramatic, fleshier 1989s have taken much of the public’s attention away from the 1988s, an objective look at the 1988 vintage will reveal some surprisingly strong performances in appellations such as Margaux, Pomerol, and Graves, and in properties in the northern Médoc that eliminated their early-picked Cabernet Sauvignon, or harvested much later. The year 1988 is not a particularly good one for the Crus Bourgeois because many harvested too soon. The lower prices they receive for their wines do not permit the Crus Bourgeois producers to make the strict selection that is necessary in years such as 1988.


The one appellation that did have a superstar vintage was Barsac and Sauternes. With a harvest that lasted until the end of November and textbook weather conditions for the formation of the noble rot, Botrytis cinerea, 1988 is considered by some authorities to be one of the finest vintages since 1937. Almost across the board, including the smaller estates, the wines have an intense smell of honey, coconut, oranges, and other tropical fruits. It is a remarkably rich vintage with wines of extraordinary levels of botrytis and great concentration of flavor; yet the rich, unctuous, opulent textures are balanced beautifully by zesty, crisp acidity. It is this latter component that makes these wines so special.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Calon-Ségur, Haut-Marbuzet, Meyney, Phélan Ségur







	Pauillac:


	Clerc Milon, Lafite Rothschild, Latour, Lynch-Bages, Mouton Rothschild, Pichon-Longueville Baron, Pichon-Longueville–Comtesse de Lalande







	St.-Julien:


	Gruaud Larose, Léoville Barton, Léoville Las Cases, Talbot







	Margaux:


	Monbrison, Rauzan-Ségla







	Graves Red:


	Les Carmes Haut-Brion, Domaine de Chevalier, Haut-Bailly, Haut-Brion, La Louvière, La Mission Haut-Brion, Pape-Clément







	Graves White:


	Domaine de Chevalier, Clos Floridene, Couhins-Lurton, de Fieuzal, Laville Haut-Brion, La Louvière, La Tour-Martillac







	Pomerol:


	Le Bon Pasteur, Certan de May, Clinet, L’Eglise-Clinet, La Fleur-de-Gay, Gombaude Guillot Cuvée Speciale, Lafleur, Petit Village, Pétrus, Le Pin, Vieux Château Certan







	St.-Emilion:


	Angelus, Ausone, La Gaffelière, Clos des Jacobins, Larmande, Le Tertre-Rôteboeuf, Troplong Mondot







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	d’Arche, Broustet, Climens, Coutet, Coutet Cuvée Madame, Doisy-Daëne, Doisy Dubroca, Guiraud, Lafaurie-Péyraguey, Lamothe-Guignard, Rabaud-Promis, Rayne-Vigneau, Rieussec, Sigalas-Rabaud, Suduiraut, La Tour-Blanche, Château d’Yquem








1987—A Quick Study
(10-3-1987)


St.-Estèphe**


Pauillac**


St.-Julien**


Margaux**


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois*


Graves Red***


Graves White****


Pomerol***


St.-Emilion**


Barsac/Sauternes*


Size: A moderately sized crop that looks almost tiny in the scheme of the gigantic yields during the decades of the 1980s and 1990s.


Important information: The most underrated vintage of the decade of the 1980s, producing a surprising number of ripe, round, tasty wines, particularly from Pomerol, Graves, and the most seriously run estates in the northern Médoc.


Maturity status: The best examples are deliciously drinkable and need to be consumed in 2003.


Price: Low prices are the rule rather than the exception for this sometimes attractive, low-priced vintage.


More than one Bordelais has said that if the rain had not arrived during the first two weeks of October 1987, ravaging the quality of the unharvested Cabernet Sauvignon and Petit Verdot, then 1987—not 1989 or 1982—would be the most extraordinary vintage of the decade of the 1980s. Wasn’t it true that August and September had been the hottest two months in Bordeaux since 1976? But, the rain did fall, plenty of it, and it dashed the hopes for a top vintage. Yet much of the Merlot was primarily harvested before the rain. The early-picked Cabernet Sauvignon was adequate, but that picked after the rains began was in very poor condition. Thanks in part to the two gigantic-sized crops of 1985 and 1986, both record years at the time, most Bordeaux châteaux had full cellars and were mentally prepared to eliminate the vats of watery Cabernet Sauvignon harvested in the rains that fell for 14 straight days in October. The results for the top estates are wines that are light to medium bodied, ripe, fruity, round, even fat, with low tannins, low acidity, and lush, captivating, charming personalities.


While there is a tendency to look at 1987 as a poor year and to compare it with such other recent uninspiring vintages as 1984, 1980, and 1977, the truth is that the wines could not be more different. In the 1984, 1980, and 1977 vintages, the problem was immaturity because of cold, wet weather leading up to the harvest. In 1987, the problem was not a lack of maturity, as the Merlot and Cabernet were ripe. In 1987, the rains diluted fully mature, ripe grapes.


The year 1987 is the most underrated vintage of the decade for those estates where a strict selection was made and/or the Merlot was harvested in sound condition. The wines have tasted deliciously fruity, forward, clean, fat, and soft, without any degree of rot. Prices remain a bargain even though the quantities produced were relatively small. However, most 1987s need drinking up.


THE BEST WINES


*Only pristinely stored bottles of these wines will be vibrant.










	St.-Estèphe:


	Cos d’Estournel







	Pauillac:


	Lafite Rothschild, Latour, Mouton Rothschild*, Pichon-Longueville Baron, Pichon Longueville Comtesse de Lalande







	St.-Julien:


	Gruaud Larose, Léoville Barton*, Léoville Las Cases*, Talbot







	Margaux:


	d’Angludet, Margaux*, Palmer







	Médoc/Haut-Médoc/Moulis/Listrac/Crus Bourgeois:


	none







	Graves Red:


	Bahans Haut-Brion, Domaine de Chevalier, Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion*, Pape-Clément







	Graves White:


	Domaine de Chevalier, Couhins-Lurton, de Fieuzal, Laville Haut-Brion, La Tour-Martillac







	Pomerol:


	Certan de May, Clinet*, La Conseillante*, L’Evangile*, La Fleur de Gay*, Petit Village, Pétrus*, Le Pin







	St.-Emilion:


	Ausone*, Cheval Blanc, Clos des Jacobins, Clos St.-Martin, Grand Mayne, Magdelaine, Le Tertre-Rôteboeuf, Trotte Vieille







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Coutet, Lafaurie-Péyraguey








1986—A Quick Study
(9-23-1986)


St.-Estèphe****


Pauillac*****


St.-Julien*****


Margaux****


Médoc/Haut-Médoc/Crus Bourgeois***


Graves Red***


Graves White**


Pomerol***


St.-Emilion***


Barsac/Sauternes*****


Size: Colossal; one of the largest crops ever produced in Bordeaux.


Important information: An irrefutably great year for the Cabernet Sauvignon grape in the northern Médoc, St.-Julien, Pauillac, and St.-Estèphe. The top 1986s beg for more cellaring, and one wonders how many purchasers of these wines will lose their patience before the wines ever reach full maturity?


Maturity status: The wines from the Crus Bourgeois, Graves, and right bank can be drunk now, but the impeccably structured Médocs need until 2005 or later to become accessible.


Price: Still realistic except for a handful of the superstar wines.


The year 1986 is without doubt a great vintage for the northern Médoc, particularly for St.-Julien and Pauillac, where many châteaux produced wines that are their deepest and most concentrated since 1982, with 20–30 plus years of longevity. Yet it should be made very clear to readers that unlike the great vintage of 1982 or very good vintages of 1983 and 1985, the 1986s are not flattering wines to drink. If readers are not prepared to wait for the 1986s to mature, this is not a vintage that makes sense to buy. If consumers can defer their gratification, then many will prove to be exhilarating Bordeaux wines dominated by their pure, very fruity Cabernet content.


Why did 1986 turn out to be such an exceptional year for many Médoc wines, as well as Graves, and produce Cabernet Sauvignon grapes of uncommon richness and power? The weather during the summer of 1986 was very dry and hot. In fact, by the beginning of September, Bordeaux was in the midst of a severe drought that began to threaten the final maturity process of the grapes. Rain did come, first on September 14–15, which enhanced the maturity process and mitigated the drought conditions. This rain was welcome, but on September 23, a ferocious, quick-moving storm thrashed the city of Bordeaux, the Graves region, and the major right bank appellations of Pomerol and St.-Emilion.


The curious aspect of this major storm, which caused widespread flooding in Bordeaux, was that it barely sideswiped the northern Médoc appellations of St.-Julien, Pauillac, and St.-Estèphe. Those pickers who started their harvest around the end of September found bloated Merlot grapes and unripe Cabernets. Consequently, the top wines of 1986 came from those châteaux that (1) did most of their harvesting after October 5, or (2) eliminated from their final blend the early picked Merlot, as well as the Cabernet Franc and Cabernet Sauvignon harvested between September 23 and October 4. After September 23 there was an extraordinary 23 days of hot, windy, sunny weather that turned the vintage into an exceptional one for those who delayed picking. It is, therefore, no surprise that the late-harvested Cabernet Sauvignon in the northern Médoc picked after October 6, but primarily October 9–16, produced wines of extraordinary intensity and depth. To no one’s surprise, Château Margaux and Château Mouton Rothschild, which produced the vintage’s two greatest wines, took in the great majority of their Cabernet Sauvignon between October 11 and 16.


In Pomerol and St.-Emilion, those châteaux that harvested soon after the September 23 deluge got predictably much less intense wines. Those that waited (i.e., Vieux Château Certan, Lafleur, Le Pin) made much more concentrated, complete wines. As in most vintages, the harvest date in 1986 was critical, and without question the late pickers made the finest wines. Perhaps the most perplexing paradox to emerge from the 1986 vintage is the generally high quality of the Graves wines, particularly in spite of the fact that this area was ravaged by the September 23 rainstorm. The answer in part may be that the top Graves châteaux eliminated more Merlot from the final blend than usual, therefore producing wines with a much higher percentage of Cabernet Sauvignon.


Lastly, the size of the 1986 crop established another record, as the harvest exceeded the bumper crop of 1985 by 15%, and was 30% larger than the 1982 harvest. This overall production figure, equaled in both 1990 and 1989 and surpassed numerous times since, is somewhat deceiving, as most of the classified Médoc châteaux made significantly less wine in 1986 than in 1985. It is for that reason, as well as the super maturity and tannin levels of the Cabernet Sauvignon grape, that most Médocs are noticeably more concentrated, more powerful, and more tannic in 1986 than they were in 1985.


All things considered, 1986 offers numerous exciting as well as exhilarating Médocs of profound depth and exceptional potential for longevity. Yet I continue to ask, how many consumers are willing to defer their gratification until 2010 or later, when the biggest wines might be ready to drink?


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Cos d’Estournel, Montrose







	Pauillac:


	Clerc Milon, Grand-Puy-Lacoste, Haut-Bages Libéral, Lafite Rothschild, Latour, Lynch-Bages, Mouton Rothschild, Pichon-Longueville Baron, Pichon Longueville Comtesse de Lalande







	St.-Julien:


	Beychevelle, Ducru-Beaucaillou, Gruaud Larose, Lagrange, Léoville Barton, Léoville Las Cases, Talbot







	Margaux:


	Margaux, Palmer, Rauzan-Ségla







	Médoc/Haut Médoc/Moulis/Listrac/Crus Bourgeois:


	Chasse-Spleen, Fourcas Loubaney, Gressier-Grand-Poujeaux, Lanessan, Maucaillou, Poujeaux, Sociando-Mallet







	Graves Red:


	Domaine de Chevalier, Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion, Pape-Clément







	Graves White:


	none







	Pomerol:


	Certan de May, Clinet, L’Eglise-Clinet, La Fleur de Gay, Lafleur, Pétrus, Le Pin, Vieux Château Certan







	St.-Emilion:


	L’Arrosée, Canon, Cheval Blanc, Figeac, Pavie, Le Tertre-Rôteboeuf







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Climens, Coutet Cuvée Madame, de Fargues, Guiraud, Lafaurie-Péyraguey, Raymond-Lafon, Rieussec, Château d’Yquem








1985—A Quick Study
(9-29-1985)


St.-Estèphe***


Pauillac****


St.-Julien****


Margaux***


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois***


Graves Red****


Graves White****


Pomerol****


St.-Emilion***


Barsac/Sauternes**


Size: A very large crop (a record at the time) that was subsequently surpassed by harvest sizes in 1986, 1989, and most of the harvest of the 1990s.


Important information: The top Médocs may turn out to represent clones of the gorgeously seductive, charming 1953 vintage. Most of the top wines are surprisingly well developed, displaying fine richness, a round, feminine character, and exceptional aromatic purity and complexity. It is one of the most delicious vintages to drink in 2003 and over the next decade.


Maturity status: Seemingly drinkable from their release, the 1985s developed quickly, are fully mature in 2003, yet should last for another 10–15 years. The top Crus Bourgeois are past their prime.


Price: Released at outrageously high prices, the 1985s have not appreciated in value to the extent of other top vintages.


Any vintage, whether in Bordeaux or elsewhere, is shaped by the weather pattern. The 1985 Bordeaux vintage was conceived in a period of apprehension. January 1985 was the coldest since 1956. (I was there on January 16 when the temperature hit a record low of –14.5°C.) However, fear of damage to the vineyard was greatly exaggerated by the Bordelais. One wonders about the sincerity of such fears and whether they were designed to push up prices for the 1983s and create some demand for the overpriced 1984s. In any event, the spring and early summer were normal, if somewhat more rainy and cooler than usual in April, May, and June. July was slightly hotter and wetter than normal; August was colder than normal, but extremely dry. The September weather set a meteorological record—it was the sunniest, hottest, and driest September ever measured. The three most recent top vintages—1989, 1982, and 1961—could not claim such phenomenal weather conditions in September.


The harvest commenced at the end of September and three things became very apparent in that period between September 23 and 30. First, the Merlot was fully mature and excellent in quality. Second, the Cabernet Sauvignon grapes were not as ripe as expected and barely reached 11% natural alcohol. Third, the enormous size of the crop caught everyone off guard. The drought of August and September had overly stressed the many Cabernet vineyards planted in gravelly soil and actually retarded the ripening process. The smart growers stopped picking Cabernet, risking foul weather but hoping for higher sugar levels. The less adventurous settled for good rather than very good Cabernet Sauvignon. The pickers who waited and picked their Cabernet Sauvignon in mid-October clearly made the best wines as the weather held up. Because of the drought, there was little botrytis in the Barsac and Sauternes regions. Those wines have turned out to be monolithic, straightforward, and fruity, but, in general, lacking complexity and depth.


In general, 1985 is an immensely seductive and attractive vintage that has produced numerous well-balanced, rich, very perfumed yet tender wines. The 1985s should be consumed over the next 5–10 years while waiting for the tannins of the 1986s to melt away and for richer, fuller, more massive wines from vintages such as 2000, 1996, 1995, 1990, 1989, and 1982 to reach full maturity.


In the Médoc, 1985 produced an enormous crop. Where the châteaux made a strict selection, the results are undeniably charming, round, precocious, opulent wines with low acidity and an overall elegant, almost feminine quality. The tannins are soft and mellow. Interestingly, in the Médoc it is one of those years where the so-called super-seconds, such as Cos d’Estournel, Lynch-Bages, Léoville Las Cases, Ducru-Beaucaillou, Pichon Longueville Comtesse de Lalande, and Léoville Barton, made wines that rival and in some cases surpass the more illustrious first growths. In many vintages (1986 for example) the first growths soar qualitatively above the rest. That is not the case in 1985, with the exception of Châteaux Margaux.


Most of the Médoc growers, who were glowing in their opinion of the 1985s, called the vintage a blend in style between 1982 and 1983. Others compared the 1985s to the 1976s. Both of these positions seem far off the mark. The 1985s are certainly lighter, without nearly the texture, weight, or concentration of the finest 2000s, 1998s, 1996s, 1995s, 1990s, 1989s, 1986s, or 1982s.


On Bordeaux’s right bank, in Pomerol and St.-Emilion, the Merlot was brought in at excellent maturity levels, although many châteaux had a tendency to pick too soon (i.e., Pétrus and Trotanoy). It is less consistent in St.-Emilion because too many producers harvested their Cabernet before it was physiologically fully mature. Interestingly, many of the Libourneais producers compared 1985 stylistically to 1971.


The vintage, which is one of seductive appeal, was priced almost too high when first released. The wines have not appreciated to the extent that many deserve and now look more reasonably priced than at any time in the past. But be careful, most of these wines are fully mature.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Cos d’Estournel, Haut-Marbuzet







	Pauillac:


	Lafite Rothschild, Lynch-Bages, Mouton Rothschild, Pichon Longueville Comtesse de Lalande







	St.-Julien:


	Ducru-Beaucaillou, Gruaud Larose, Léoville Barton, Léoville Las Cases, Talbot







	Margaux:


	d’Angludet, Margaux, Palmer, Rauzan-Ségla







	Graves Red:


	Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion







	Graves White:


	Domaine de Chevalier, Haut-Brion, Laville Haut-Brion







	Pomerol:


	Certan de May, La Conseillante, L’Eglise-Clinet, L’Evangile, Lafleur, Le Pin







	St.-Emilion:


	Canon, Cheval Blanc, Ferrand, Soutard, Le Tertre-Rôteboeuf







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Château d’Yquem








1984—A Quick Study
(10-5-1984)


St.-Estèphe*


Pauillac*


St.-Julien*


Margaux*


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois*


Graves Red**


Graves White*


Pomerol*


St.-Emilion**


Barsac/Sauternes*


Size: A small- to medium-sized crop of primarily Cabernet-based wine.


Important information: The least attractive current vintage for drinking today, the 1984s, because of the failure of the Merlot crop, are essentially Cabernet-based wines that remain well colored but compact, stern, and forbiddingly backward and tannic.


Maturity status: Mature, yet the wines remain hard, stingy, and still alive because of painfully high acid and tannin levels.


Price: Virtually any 1984 can be had for a song as most retailers who bought this vintage are stuck with the wines.


After three abundant vintages, 1983, 1982, and 1981, the climatic conditions during the summer and autumn of 1984 hardly caused euphoria among the Bordelais. The vegetative cycle began rapidly, thanks to a magnificently hot, sunny April. However, that was followed by a relatively cool and wet May, which created havoc in the flowering of the quick-to-bud Merlot grape. The result was that much of the 1984 Merlot crop was destroyed long before the summer weather actually arrived. The terrible late spring and early summer conditions made headlines in much of the world’s press, which began to paint the vintage as an impending disaster. However, July was dry and hot, and by the end of August, some overly enthusiastic producers were talking about the potential for superripe, tiny quantities of Cabernet Sauvignon. There were even several reporters who were calling 1984 similar to the 1961 vintage. Their intentions could only be considered sinister as 1984 could never be compared to 1961.


Following the relatively decent beginning in September, the period between September 21 and October 4 was one of unexpected weather difficulties, climaxed by the first cyclone (named Hortense) ever to hit the area, tearing roofs off buildings and giving nervous jitters to wine-makers. However, after October 4 the weather cleared up and producers began to harvest their Cabernet Sauvignon. Those who waited picked relatively ripe Cabernet, although the Cabernet’s skin was somewhat thick and the acid levels extremely high, particularly by the standards of more recent vintages.


The problem that existed early on with the 1984s and that continues to present difficulties today is that the wines lack an important percentage of Merlot to counterbalance their narrow, compact, high-acid, austere, and tannic character. Consequently, there is a lack of fat and charm, but these herbaceous wines are deep in color, as they were made from Cabernet Sauvignon.


In St.-Emilion and Pomerol, the vintage, if not quite an unqualified disaster, is disappointing. Many top properties—Ausone, Canon, Magdelaine, Belair, La Dominique, Couvent des Jacobins, and Tertre Daugay—declassified their entire crop. It was the first vintage since 1968 or 1972 where many of these estates made no wine under their label. Even at Pétrus, only 800 cases were made, as opposed to the 4,500 cases produced in both 1985 and 1986.


In 2003, the better 1984s remain relatively narrowly constructed, tightly knit wines still displaying a healthy color, but lacking fat, ampleness, and charm. It is unlikely they will ever develop any charm, but there is no doubt that the better-endowed examples will keep for another decade.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Cos d’Estournel







	Pauillac:


	Latour, Lynch-Bages, Mouton Rothschild, Pichon-Longueville–Comtesse de Lalande







	St.-Julien:


	Gruaud Larose, Léoville Las Cases







	Margaux:


	Margaux







	Graves Red:


	Domaine de Chevalier, Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion







	Graves White:


	none







	Pomerol:


	none







	St.-Emilion:


	none







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Château d’Yquem








1983—A Quick Study
(9-26-1983)


St.-Estèphe**


Pauillac***


St.-Julien***


Margaux*****


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois**


Graves Red****


Graves White****


Pomerol***


St.-Emilion****


Barsac/Sauternes****


Size: A large crop, with overall production slightly inferior to 1982, but in the Médoc, most properties produced more wine than they did in 1982.


Important information: Bordeaux, as well as all of France, suffered from atypically tropical heat and humidity during the month of August. This caused considerable overripening, as well as the advent of rot in certain terroirs, particularly in St.-Estèphe, Pauillac, Pomerol, and the sandier plateau sections of St.-Emilion.


Maturity status: At first the vintage was called more classic (or typical) than 1982, with greater aging potential. Twenty years later, the 1983s are far more evolved and, in most cases, fully mature—unlike the finest 1982s. In fact, this is a vintage that attained full maturity at an accelerated pace, and needs to be drunk by 2010–2015.


Price: Prices for the best 1983s remain fair.


The year 1983 was one of the most bizarre growing seasons in recent years. The flowering in June went well for the third straight year, ensuring a large crop. The weather in July was so torrid that it turned out to be the hottest July on record. August was extremely hot, rainy, and humid, and as a result, many vineyards began to have significant problems with mildew and rot. It was essential to spray almost weekly in August 1983 to protect the vineyards. Those properties that did not spray diligently had serious problems with mildew-infected grapes. By the end of August, a dreadful month climatically, many pessimistic producers were apprehensively talking about a disastrous vintage like 1968 or 1965. September brought dry weather, plenty of heat, and no excessive rain. October provided exceptional weather as well, so the grapes harvested late were able to attain maximum ripeness under sunny, dry skies. Not since 1961 had the entire Bordeaux crop, white grapes and red grapes, been harvested in completely dry, fair weather.


The successes that have emerged from 1983 are first and foremost from the appellation of Margaux, which enjoyed its finest vintage of the decade. In fact, this perennial underachieving appellation produced many top wines, with magnificent efforts from Margaux, Palmer, and Rauzan-Ségla (the vintage of resurrection for this famous name), as well as d’Issan and Brane Cantenac. These wines remain some of the best-kept secrets of this era.


The other appellations had numerous difficulties, and the wines have not matured as evenly or as gracefully as some prognosticators had suggested. The northern Médoc, particularly the St.-Estèphes, are disappointing. The Pauillacs range from relatively light, overly oaky, roasted wines that are hollow in the middle, to some successes, most notably from Pichon Longueville Comtesse de Lalande, Mouton Rothschild, and Lafite Rothschild.


The St.-Juliens will not be remembered for their greatness, with the exception of a superb Léoville Poyferré. In 1983 Léoville Poyferré is amazingly as good as the other two Léovilles, Léoville Las Cases and Léoville Barton. During the 1980s, there was not another vintage where such a statement could be made. Both Gruaud Larose and Talbot made good wines, but overall, 1983 is not a memorable year for St.-Julien.


In Graves, the irregularity continues, with wonderful wines from those Graves châteaux in the Pessac-Léognan area (Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion, Haut-Bailly, Domaine de Chevalier, and de Fieuzal), but with disappointments elsewhere.


On the right bank, in Pomerol and St.-Emilion, inconsistency is again the rule of thumb. Most of the hillside vineyards in St.-Emilion performed well, but the vintage was mixed on the plateau and in the sandier soils, although Cheval Blanc made one of its greatest wines of the decade. In Pomerol, it is hard to say who made the best wine, but the house of Jean-Pierre Moueix did not fare well in this vintage. Other top properties, such as La Conseillante, L’Evangile, Lafleur, Certan de May, and Le Pin, all made good wines.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	none







	Pauillac:


	Lafite Rothschild, Mouton Rothschild, Pichon-Longueville–Comtesse de Lalande







	St.-Julien:


	Gruaud Larose, Léoville Las Cases, Léoville Poyferré, Talbot







	Margaux:


	d’Angludet, Brane Cantenac, Cantemerle (southern Médoc), d’Issan, Margaux, Palmer, Prieuré-Lichine, Rauzan-Ségla







	Graves Red:


	Domaine de Chevalier, Haut-Bailly, Haut-Brion, La Louvière, La Mission Haut-Brion







	Graves White:


	Domaine de Chevalier, Laville Haut-Brion







	Pomerol:


	Certan de May, La Conseillante, L’Evangile, Lafleur, Le Pin







	St.-Emilion:


	L’Arrosée, Ausone, Belair, Canon, Cheval Blanc, Figeac, Larmande







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Climens, Doisy-Daëne, de Fargues, Guiraud, Lafaurie-Péyraguey, Raymond-Lafon, Rieussec, Château d’Yquem








1982—A Quick Study
(9-13-1982)


St.-Estèphe*****


Pauillac*****


St.-Julien*****


Margaux***


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois****


Graves Red***


Graves White**


Pomerol*****


St.-Emilion*****


Barsac/Sauternes***


Size: An extremely abundant crop, which at the time was a record year, but has since been equaled in size and surpassed in volume by virtually every vintage of the late 1980s and the decade of the 1990s.


Important information: The most concentrated and potentially complex and profound wines between 1961 and 1990 were produced in virtually every appellation.


Maturity status: Most Crus Bourgeois should have been drunk by 1995, and the lesser wines in St.-Emilion, Pomerol, Graves, and Margaux have been fully mature since the mid-1990s. For the bigger-styled Pomerols, St.-Emilions, and northern Médocs—St.-Julien, Pauillac, and St.-Estèphe—the wines are evolving at a glacial pace. They have lost much of their baby fat and have gone into a much more tightly knit, massive yet structured tannic state. As of 2003, the Médoc first growths will benefit from another 5–10 years of cellaring. Most of the other classified growths have entered their plateau of maturity. In short, the top two dozen or so wines will earn “immortal” status.


Price: With the exception of 1990, no modern-day Bordeaux vintage since 1961 has accelerated as much in price and yet continues to appreciate in value. Prices are now so frightfully high that consumers who did not purchase these wines as futures can only look back with envy at those who bought the 1982s when they were first offered at what now appear to be bargain-basement prices. Who can remember a great vintage being sold at opening prices of Pichon-Lalande ($110), Léoville Las Cases ($160), Ducru-Beaucaillou ($150), Pétrus ($600), Cheval Blanc ($550), Margaux ($550), Certan de May ($180), La Lagune ($75), Grand-Puy-Lacoste ($85), Cos d’Estournel ($145), and Canon ($105)? And these were the prices for 12-bottle cases! These are the average prices for which the 1982s were sold during the spring, summer, and fall of 1983. Yet, potential buyers should be careful as many fraudulent 1982s have shown up in the marketplace, particularly Pétrus, Lafleur, Le Pin, Cheval Blanc, and the Médoc first growths. Another concern regarding provenance is the storage of 1982s. These wines have been heavily traded at the various auctions, and badly stored, heat damaged bottles are commonly encountered, so purchasers of 1982 today need to be very diligent and selective.


When I issued my report on the 1982 vintage in the April 1983 Wine Advocate, I remember feeling that I had never tasted richer, more concentrated, more promising wines than the 1982s. Twenty-one years later, despite some wonderfully successful years such as 2000, 1998, 1996, 1995, 1990, 1989, 1986, and 1985, the 1982 remains the modern-day reference for many of the greatest wines in Bordeaux, yet not every property was committed to producing top-quality wine. Because of that, 2000 and 1990 are much more consistent vintages, with higher numbers of wines meriting outstanding scores.


The finest wines of the vintage have emerged from the northern Médoc appellations of St.-Julien, Pauillac, and St.-Estèphe, as well as Pomerol and St.-Emilion. They have aged much more slowly (where well cellared) than I initially predicted. They continue to display a degree of richness, opulence, and intensity equaled only by some 2000s, 1998s, 1990s, and 1989s. As they approach their 21st birthday, the vintage’s first growths remain relatively unevolved and backward.


The wines from other appellations have matured much more quickly, particularly those from Graves, Margaux, and the lighter, lesser wines from Pomerol, St.-Emilion, and the Crus Bourgeois. Most of these wines have been delicious since the mid-1990s and should be drunk by 2010.


Today, no one could intelligently deny the greatness of the 1982 vintage. However, in 1983 this vintage was received among America’s wine press with a great deal of skepticism. There was no shortage of outcries about these wines’ lack of acidity and “California” style after the vintage’s conception. It was suggested by some writers that 1981 and 1979 were “finer vintages,” and that the 1982s, “fully mature,” should have been “consumed by 1990.” Of course, wine tasting is subjective, but such statements have been proven time after time to be nonsense. It remains impossible to justify such criticism of this vintage, particularly in view of how well the top 1982s taste in 2003, and how rich as well as slowly the first growths, super-seconds, and big wines of the northern Médoc, Pomerol, and St.-Emilion have evolved. Even in Bordeaux the 1982s are now placed on a pedestal and spoken of in the same terms as 1961, 1949, 1945, and 1929. Moreover, the marketplace and auction rooms, perhaps the only true measure of a vintage’s value, continue to push prices for the top 1982s to stratospheric levels. Yet lamentably, controversy continues to surround the vintage, in large part because it was the year that established my reputation as a serious wine critic. Sadly, too many of the vintage evaluations by a few of my colleagues have always sounded more like reviews of the author rather than of the actual wines.


The reason why so many 1982s were so remarkable was because of the outstanding weather conditions. The flowering occurred in hot, sunny, dry, ideal June weather that served to ensure a large crop. July was extremely hot and August slightly cooler than normal. By the beginning of September the Bordeaux producers were expecting a large crop of excellent quality. However, a September burst of intense heat that lasted for nearly three weeks sent the grape sugars soaring, and what was considered originally to be a very good to excellent vintage was transformed into a great vintage for every appellation except Margaux and the Graves, whose very thin, light, gravelly soils suffered during the torrid September heat. For the first time many producers had to vinify their wines under unusually hot conditions. Many lessons were learned that were employed again in subsequent hot vinification years such as 1990, 1989, and 1985. Rumors of disasters from overheated or stuck fermentations proved to be without validity, as were reports that rain showers near the end of the harvest caught some properties with Cabernet Sauvignon still on the vine.


When analyzed, the 1982s are the most concentrated, high-extract wines since 1961, with acid levels that while low, are no lower than in years of exceptional ripeness such as 1961, 1959, 1953, 1949, and 1947. Though some skeptics pointed to the low acidity, many of those same skeptics fell in love with the 1990s, 1989s, and 1985s—all Bordeaux vintages that produced wines with significantly lower acids and higher pH’s than the 1982s. Tannin levels were extremely high, but subsequent vintages, particularly 2000, 1996, 1995, 1990, 1989, 1988, and 1986 produced wines with even higher tannin levels than the 1982s.


Multiple tastings of the 1982s as they celebrated their 20th birthday continue to suggest that the top wines of the northern Médoc need another 5–10 years of cellaring. Most of the best wines seem largely unevolved since their early days in cask. They have fully recovered from the bottling and display the extraordinary expansive, rich, glycerin- and extract-laden palates that should serve these wines well over the next 10–20 years. If the 1982 vintage remains sensational for the majority of St.-Emilions, Pomerols, St.-Juliens, Pauillacs, and St.-Estèphes, the weakness of the vintage becomes increasingly more apparent with the Margaux and Graves wines. Only Château Margaux seems to have survived the problems of overproduction, loosely knit, flabby Cabernet Sauvignon wines from which so many other Margaux properties suffered. The same can be said for the Graves, which are light and disjointed when compared to the lovely 1983s Graves produced. Only La Mission Haut-Brion, La Tour Haut-Brion, and Haut-Brion produced better 1982s than 1983s.


On the negative side are the prices one must now pay for a top wine from the 1982 vintage. Is this also a reason why the vintage still receives cheap shots from a handful of American writers? Those who bought them as futures made the wine buys of the century. For today’s generation of wine enthusiasts, 1982 is what 1961, 1959, 1949, 1947, and 1945 were for earlier generations of wine lovers.


Lastly, the sweet wines of Barsac and Sauternes in 1982, while maligned originally for their lack of botrytis and richness, are not that bad. In fact, Château d’Yquem and the Cuvée Madame of Château Suduiraut are two remarkably powerful, rich wines that can stand up to the best of the 1988s, 1986s, and 1983s.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Calon-Ségur, Cos d’Estournel, Haut-Marbuzet, Meyney, Montrose







	Pauillac:


	Les Forts de Latour, Grand-Puy-Lacoste, Haut-Batailley, Lafite Rothschild, Latour, Lynch-Bages, Mouton Rothschild, Pichon-Longueville Baron, Pichon Longueville Comtesse de Lalande







	St.-Julien:


	Beychevelle, Branaire Ducru, Ducru-Beaucaillou, Gruaud Larose, Léoville Barton, Léoville Las Cases, Léoville Poyferré, Talbot







	Margaux:


	Margaux, La Lagune (southern Médoc)







	Graves Red:


	Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion, La Tour Haut-Brion







	Graves White:


	none







	Pomerol:


	Le Bon Pasteur, Certan de May, La Conseillante, L’Evangile, Le Gay, Lafleur, Latour à Pomerol, Petit Village, Pétrus, Le Pin, Trotanoy, Vieux Château Certan







	St.-Emilion:


	L’Arrosée, Ausone, Canon, Cheval Blanc, La Dominique, Figeac, Pavie







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Raymond-Lafon, Suduiraut Cuvée Madame, Château d’Yquem








1981—A Quick Study
(9-28-1981)


St.-Estèphe**


Pauillac***


St.-Julien***


Margaux**


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois*


Graves Red**


Graves White**


Pomerol***


St.-Emilion**


Barsac/Sauternes*


Size: A moderately large crop that in retrospect now looks small.


Important information: The first vintage in a succession of hot, dry years that would continue nearly uninterrupted through 1990. The year 1981 would have been a top vintage had the rain not fallen immediately prior to the harvest.


Maturity status: Most 1981s are close to full maturity, yet the best examples are capable of lasting for another 5–10 years.


Price: A largely ignored and overlooked vintage, 1981 remains a reasonably good value.


Initially, this vintage was labeled more “classic” than either 1983 or 1982. What classic means to the woefully misinformed who call 1981 a classic vintage is that this year is a typically good Bordeaux vintage of medium-weight, well-balanced, graceful wines. Despite a dozen or so excellent wines, 1981 is in reality only a good vintage, surpassed in quality by most recent vintages.


The year 1981 could have been an outstanding vintage had it not been for the heavy rains that fell just as the harvest was about to start. There was a dilution of the intensity of flavor in the grapes as heavy rains drenched the vineyards between October 1 and 5, and again between October 9 and 15. Until then, the summer had been perfect. The flowering occurred under excellent conditions; July was cool, but August and September hot and dry. One can only speculate that had it not rained, 1981 might well have also turned out to be one of the greatest vintages in the post–World War II era.


The year 1981 did produce a large crop of generally well-colored wines of medium weight and moderate tannin. The dry white wines have turned out well, but should have been consumed by now. Both Barsacs and Sauternes suffered as a result of the rains and no truly compelling wines have emerged from these appellations.


There are a number of successful wines in 1981, particularly from such appellations as Pomerol, St.-Julien, and Pauillac. The wines’ shortcomings are their lack of the richness, flesh, and intensity that more recent vintages have possessed. Most red wine producers had to chaptalize significantly because the Cabernets were harvested under 11% natural alcohol and the Merlot under 12%, no doubt because of the rain.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	none







	Pauillac:


	Lafite Rothschild, Latour, Pichon Longueville Comtesse de Lalande







	St.-Julien:


	Ducru-Beaucaillou, Gruaud Larose, Léoville Las Cases, St.-Pierre







	Margaux:


	Giscours, Margaux







	Graves Red:


	La Mission Haut-Brion







	Graves White:


	none







	Pomerol:


	Certan de May, La Conseillante, Pétrus, Le Pin, Vieux Château Certan







	St.-Emilion:


	Cheval Blanc







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Climens, de Fargues, Château d’Yquem








1980—A Quick Study
(10-14-1980)


St.-Estèphe*


Pauillac**


St.-Julien**


Margaux**


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois*


Graves Red**


Graves White*


Pomerol**


St.-Emilion*


Barsac/Sauternes****


Size: A moderately sized crop was harvested.


Important information: Nothing very noteworthy can be said about this mediocre vintage.


Maturity status: With the exception of Château Margaux and Pétrus, virtually every 1980 should have been consumed.


Price: Low.


For a decade that became known as the golden age of Bordeaux, or the decade of the century, the 1980s certainly did not begin in an auspicious fashion. The summer of 1980 was cool and wet, the flowering was unexciting because of a disappointing June, and by early September the producers were looking at a return of the two most dreadful vintages of the last 30 years, 1968 and 1963. However, modern-day antirot sprays did a great deal to protect the grapes from the dreaded pourriture. For that reason, the growers were able to delay their harvest until the weather began to improve at the end of September. The weather in early October was favorable until rains began in the middle of the month, just as many producers began to harvest. The results have been light, diluted, frequently disappointing wines that have an unmistakable vegetal and herbaceous taste and are often marred by excessive acidity as well as tannin. Those producers who made a strict selection and who picked exceptionally late, such as the Mentzelopoulos family at Château Margaux (the wine of the vintage), made softer, rounder, more interesting wines that began to drink well in the late 1980s, but need immediate consumption. The number of properties that could be said to have made wines of good quality are few.


As always in wet, cool years, those vineyards planted on lighter, gravelly, well-drained soils, such as some of the Margaux and Graves properties, tend to get better maturity and ripeness. Not surprisingly, the top successes generally come from these areas, although several Pauillacs, because of a very strict selection, also have turned out well.


As disappointing as the 1980 vintage was for the red wine producers, it was an excellent year for the producers of Barsac and Sauternes. The ripening and harvesting continued into late November, generally under ideal conditions. This permitted some rich, intense, high-class Barsac and Sauternes to be produced. Unfortunately, their commercial viability suffered from the reputation of the red wine vintage. Anyone who comes across a bottle of 1980 Climens, Château d’Yquem, or Raymond-Lafon will immediately realize that this is an astonishingly good year.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	none







	Pauillac:


	Latour, Pichon Longueville Comtesse de Lalande







	St.-Julien:


	Talbot







	Margaux:


	Margaux







	Médoc/Haut-Médoc/Moulis/Listrac/Crus Bourgeois:


	none







	Graves Red:


	Domaine de Chevalier, La Mission Haut-Brion







	Graves White:


	none







	Pomerol:


	Certan de May, Pétrus







	St.-Emilion:


	Cheval Blanc







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Climens, de Fargues, Raymond-Lafon, Château d’Yquem








1979—A Quick Study
(10-3-1979)


St.-Estèphe**


Pauillac***


St.-Julien***


Margaux****


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois**


Graves Red****


Graves White**


Pomerol***


St.-Emilion**


Barsac/Sauternes*


Size: A huge crop that established a record at that time.


Important information: In the last two decades, this is one of the only cool years that turned out to be a reasonably good vintage.


Maturity status: Contrary to earlier reports, the 1979s have matured very slowly, largely because the wines have relatively hard tannins and good acidity, two characteristics that most of the top vintages during the decade of the 1980s have not possessed.


Price: Because of the lack of demand and the vintage’s average-to-good reputation, prices remain low except for a handful of the limited production, glamour wines of Pomerol.


The year 1979 has become the forgotten vintage in Bordeaux. A record-setting crop that produced relatively healthy, medium-bodied wines that displayed firm tannins and good acidity closed out the decade of the 1970s. Over the next decade this vintage was rarely mentioned in the wine press. No doubt most of the wines were consumed long before they reached their respective apogees. Considered inferior to 1978 when conceived, the 1979 vintage will prove superior—at least in terms of aging potential. Yet aging potential alone is hardly sufficient to evaluate a vintage, and many 1979s remain relatively skinny, malnourished, lean, compact wines that naïve commentators have called classic rather than thin.


Despite the inconsistency from appellation to appellation, a number of strikingly good, surprisingly flavorful, rich wines have emerged from appellations such as Margaux, Graves, and Pomerol.


With few exceptions, there is no hurry to drink the top 1979s since their relatively high acid levels (compared to more recent hot-year vintages), good tannin levels, and sturdy framework should ensure that the top 1979s age well for at least another 10–15 years.


This was not a good vintage for the dry white wines or sweet white wines of Barsac and Sauternes. The dry whites did not achieve full maturity and there was never enough botrytis for the Barsac and Sauternes to give the wines that honeyed complexity that is fundamental to their success.


Prices for 1979s, where they can still be found, are the lowest of any good recent Bordeaux vintage, reflecting the general lack of excitement for most 1979s.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Cos d’Estournel







	Pauillac:


	Lafite Rothschild, Latour, Pichon Longueville Comtesse de Lalande







	St.-Julien:


	Gruaud Larose, Léoville Las Cases







	Margaux:


	Giscours, Margaux, Palmer, Du Tertre







	Graves Red:


	Les Carmes Haut-Brion, Domaine de Chevalier, Haut-Bailly, Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion







	Pomerol:


	Certan de May, L’Enclos, L’Evangile, Lafleur, Pétrus







	St.-Emilion:


	Ausone







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	none








1978—A Quick Study
(10-7-1978)


St.-Estèphe**


Pauillac***


St.-Julien***


Margaux***


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois**


Graves Red****


Graves White****


Pomerol**


St.-Emilion***


Barsac/Sauternes**


Size: A moderately sized crop was harvested.


Important information: The late Harry Waugh, England’s gentlemanly wine commentator, dubbed this “the miracle year.”


Maturity status: Most wines are either fully mature or in decline.


Price: Overpriced for years, 25 years after the vintage the 1978s are fairly-priced.


The year 1978 turned out to be an outstanding vintage for the red wines of Graves and a good vintage for the red wines from the Médoc, Pomerol, and St.-Emilion. There was a lack of botrytis for the sweet white wines of Barsac and Sauternes and the results were monolithic, straightforward wines of no great character. The dry white Graves, much like the red wines of that appellation, turned out exceedingly well.


The weather profile for 1978 was hardly encouraging. The spring was cold and wet, and poor weather continued to plague the region through June, July, and early August, causing many growers to begin thinking of such dreadful years as 1977, 1968, 1965, and 1963. However, in mid-August a huge anticyclone, high pressure system settled over southwestern France and northern Spain and for the next nine weeks the weather was sunny, hot, and dry, except for an occasional light rain shower that had negligible effects.


Because the grapes were so behind in their maturation (contrast that scenario with the more recent advanced maturity years such as 1990 and 1989), the harvest began extremely late, on October 7. It continued under excellent weather conditions, which seemed, as Harry Waugh put it, miraculous, in view of the miserable weather throughout much of the spring and summer.


The general view of this vintage is that it is a very good to excellent year. The two best appellations are Graves and Margaux, which have the lighter, better drained soils that support cooler weather years. In fact, Graves (except for the disappointing Pape-Clément) probably enjoyed its greatest vintage after 1961 and before 1982. The wines, which at first appeared intensely fruity, deeply colored, moderately tannic, and medium bodied, have aged much faster than the higher acid, more firmly tannic 1979s, the product of an even cooler, drier year. Most 1978s had reached full maturity a decade after the vintage and some commentators were expressing their disappointment that the wines were not better than they had believed.


The problem is that, much like in 1988, 1981, and 1979, there is a shortage of truly superstar wines. There are a number of good wines, but the lack of excitement in the majority of wines has tempered the post-vintage enthusiasm. Moreover, the lesser wines in 1978 have an annoyingly vegetal, herbaceous taste because those vineyards not planted on the best soils never fully ripened despite the impressively hot, dry fin de saison. Another important consideration is that the selection process, so much a fundamental principle in the decade of the 1980s; was employed less during the 1970s as many properties simply bottled everything under the grand vin label. In talking with proprietors today, many feel that 1978 could have lived up to its early promise had a stricter selection been in effect when the wines were made.


This was a very difficult vintage for properties in the Barsac/Sauternes region because very little botrytis formed due to the hot, dry autumn. The wines, much like the 1979s, are chunky, full of glycerin and sugar, but lack grip, focus, and complexity.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	none







	Pauillac:


	Les Forts de Latour, Grand-Puy-Lacoste, Latour, Pichon Longueville Comtesse de Lalande







	St.-Julien:


	Ducru-Beaucaillou, Gruaud Larose, Léoville Las Cases, Talbot







	Margaux:


	Giscours, La Lagune (southern Médoc), Margaux, Palmer, Prieuré-Lichine, Du Tertre







	Médoc/Haut-Médoc/Moulis/Listrac/Crus Bourgeois:


	none







	Graves Red:


	Les Carmes Haut-Brion, Domaine de Chevalier, Haut-Bailly, Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion, La Tour Haut-Brion







	Graves White:


	Domaine de Chevalier, Haut-Brion, Laville Haut-Brion







	Pomerol:


	Lafleur







	St.-Emilion:


	L’Arrosée, Cheval Blanc







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	none








1977—A Quick Study
(10-3-1977)


St.-Estèphe 0


Pauillac 0


St.-Julien 0


Margaux 0


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois 0


Graves Red*


Graves White*


Pomerol 0


St.-Emilion 0


Barsac/Sauternes*


Size: A small crop was produced.


Important information: A dreadful vintage, clearly the worst of the decade; it remains, in a pejorative sense, unequaled since.


Maturity status: The wines, even the handful that were drinkable, should have been consumed by the mid-1980s.


Price: Despite distress sale prices, there are no values to be found.


This is the worst vintage for Bordeaux during the decade of the 1970s. Even the two mediocre years of the 1980s, 1984 and 1980, are far superior to 1977. Much of the Merlot crop was devastated by a late spring frost. The summer was cold and wet. When warm, dry weather finally arrived just prior to the harvest, there was just too little time left to save the vintage. The harvest resulted in grapes that were both analytically and physiologically immature and far from ripe.


The wines, which were relatively acidic and overtly herbaceous to the point of being vegetal, should have been consumed years ago. Some of the more successful wines included a decent Figeac, Giscours, Gruaud Larose, Pichon-Lalande, Latour, and three Graves estates of Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion, and Domaine de Chevalier. However, I have never been able to recommend any of these wines. They have no value from either a monetary or pleasure standpoint. Life is too short to drink 1977 Bordeaux.


1976—A Quick Study
(9-13-1976)


St.-Estèphe***


Pauillac***


St.-Julien***


Margaux**


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois*


Graves Red*


Graves White***


Pomerol***


St.-Emilion***


Barsac/Sauternes****


Size: A huge crop, the second largest of the decade, was harvested.


Important information: This hot, droughtlike vintage could have proved to be the vintage of the decade had it not been for preharvest rains.


Maturity status: The 1976s tasted fully mature and delicious when released in 1979. Yet the best examples continue to offer delightful, sometimes delicious drinking. It is one of a handful of vintages where the wines have never closed up or been unappealing. Yet, virtually every 1976 (with the exception of Ausone and large-format bottles of Lafite Rothschild) should have been consumed prior to 2000.


Price: The 1976s have always been reasonably priced because they have never received accolades from the wine pundits.


A very highly publicized vintage, 1976 has never quite lived up to its reputation. All the ingredients were present for a superb vintage. The harvest date of September 13 was the earliest harvest since 1945. The weather during the summer had been torridly hot, with the average temperatures for the months of June through September only exceeded by the hot summers of 1949 and 1947. However, with many vignerons predicting a “vintage of the century,” very heavy rains fell between September 11 and 15, bloating the grapes.


The crop that was harvested was large, the grapes were ripe, and while the wines had good tannin levels, the acidity levels were low and their pH’s dangerously high. The top wines of 1976 have offered wonderfully soft, supple, deliciously fruity drinking since they were released. I had fully expected that these wines would have to be consumed before the end of the decade of the 1980s. Until the early nineties, the top 1976s stayed at their peak of maturity without fading or losing their fruit. But for most 1976s, their time has passed. They have not made “old bones,” and one must be very careful with the weaker 1976s, which have lacked intensity and depth from the beginning. These wines were extremely fragile and have increasingly taken on a brown cast to their color as well as losing their fruit. Nevertheless, the top wines continue to offer delicious drinking and persuasive evidence even in a relatively diluted, extremely soft-styled vintage, with dangerously low acid levels.


The 1976 vintage was at its strongest in the northern Médoc appellations of St.-Julien, Pauillac, and St.-Estèphe, weakest in Graves and Margaux, and mixed in the Libournais appellations of Pomerol and St.-Emilion. The wine of the vintage is Ausone.


For those who admire decadently rich, honeyed, sweet wines, this is one of the two best vintages of the 1970s, given the abundant quantities of botrytis that formed in the vineyards and the lavish richness and opulent style of the wines of Barsac/Sauternes. These wines, unlike their red siblings, can last another 20–30 years.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Cos d’Estournel, Montrose







	Pauillac:


	Haut-Bages Libéral, Lafite Rothschild, Pichon-Longueville–Comtesse de Lalande







	St.-Julien:


	Beychevelle, Branaire Ducru, Ducru-Beaucaillou, Léoville Las Cases, Talbot







	Margaux:


	Giscours, La Lagune (southern Médoc)







	Médoc/Haut-Médoc/Moulis/Listrac/Crus Bourgeois:


	Sociando-Mallet







	Graves Red:


	Haut-Brion







	Graves White:


	Domaine de Chevalier, Laville Haut-Brion







	Pomerol:


	Pétrus







	St.-Emilion:


	Ausone, Cheval Blanc, Figeac







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Climens, Coutet, de Fargues, Guiraud, Rieussec, Suduiraut, Château d’Yquem








1975—A Quick Study
(9-22-1975)


St.-Estèphe**


Pauillac***


St.-Julien***


Margaux**


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois***


Graves Red**


Graves White***


Pomerol*****


St.-Emilion***


Barsac/Sauternes****


Size: After the abundant vintages of 1974 and 1973, 1975 was a moderately sized crop.


Important information: After three consecutive poor-to-mediocre years, the Bordelais were ready to praise the 1975 vintage to the heavens.


Maturity status: The slowest-evolving vintage in the last 30 years.


Price: Trade and consumer uneasiness concerning the falling reputation of this vintage, as well as the style of even the top wines that remain hard, closed, and nearly impenetrable, make this an attractively priced year for those with the knowledge to select the gems and the patience to wait for them to mature.


Is this the year of the great deception, or the year where some irrefutably classic wines were produced? Along with 1983 and 1964, this is perhaps the most tricky vintage with which to come to grips. There are some undeniably great wines in the 1975 vintage, but the overall quality level is distressingly uneven and the number of failures is too numerous to ignore.


Because of the three previous large crops and the international financial crisis brought on by high oil prices, the producers, knowing that their 1974, 1973, and 1972 vintages were already backed up in the marketplace, pruned their vineyards to guard against a large crop. The weather cooperated; July, August, and September were all hot months. However, in August and September several large thunderstorms dumped enormous quantities of rain on the area. It was localized, and most of it did little damage except to frazzle the nerves of wine-makers. However, several hailstorms did ravage the central Médoc communes, particularly Moulis, Lamarque, and Arcins, and some isolated hailstorms damaged southern Pessac-Léognan.


The harvest began during the third week of September and continued under generally good weather conditions through mid-October. Immediately after the harvest, producers were talking of a top-notch vintage, perhaps the best since 1961. So what happened?


Looking back after having had numerous opportunities to taste and discuss the style of this vintage with many proprietors and wine-makers, it is apparent that the majority of growers should have harvested their Cabernet Sauvignon later. Many feel it was picked too soon, and the fact that at that time many were not totally destemming only served to exacerbate the relatively hard, astringent tannins in the 1975s.


This is one of the first vintages I tasted (although on a much more limited basis) from cask, visiting Bordeaux as a tourist rather than a professional. In 1975, many of the young wines exhibited great color, intensely ripe, fragrant noses, and immense potential. Other wines appeared to have an excess of tannin. The wines immediately closed up 2–3 years after bottling, and in most cases still remain stubbornly hard and backward. There are a number of badly made, excessively tannic wines where the fruit has already dried out and the color has become brown. Many of them were aged in old oak barrels (new oak was not nearly as prevalent as it is now) and the sanitary conditions in many cellars were less than ideal. However, even allowing for these variations, I have always been struck by the tremendous difference in the quality of wines in this vintage. To this day the wide swings in quality remain far greater than in any other recent year. For example, how could Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion, La Tour Haut-Brion, Pétrus, L’Evangile, Trotanoy, and Lafleur produce such profoundly great wines, yet many of their neighbors fail completely? This remains one of the vintage’s mysteries.


This is a vintage for true Bordeaux connoisseurs who have the patience to wait the wines out. The top examples, which usually come from Pomerol, St.-Julien, and Pauillac (the extraordinary success of La Mission Haut-Brion, La Tour Haut-Brion, and Haut-Brion is an exception to the sad level of quality in Graves), are wines that are just reaching their apogees. Could these great 1975s turn out to resemble wines from a vintage such as 1928 that took 30+ years to reach full maturity? The successes of this vintage are capable of lasting and lasting because they have the richness and concentration of ripe fruit to balance out their tannins. However, there are many wines that are too dry, too astringent, or too tannic to develop gracefully.


I purchased this vintage as futures, and I remember thinking I secured great deals on the first growths at $350 a case. But I have invested in 28 years of patience with very mixed results. This is the vintage for delayed gratification.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Meyney







	Pauillac:


	Lafite Rothschild, Latour, Mouton Rothschild







	St.-Julien:


	Branaire Ducru, Gloria, Gruaud Larose, Léoville Barton, Léoville Las Cases







	Margaux:


	Giscours, Palmer







	Graves Red:


	Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion, Pape-Clément, La Tour Haut-Brion







	Pomerol:


	L’Eglise-Clinet, L’Enclos, L’Evangile, La Fleur-Pétrus, Le Gay, Lafleur, Nenin, Pétrus, Trotanoy, Vieux Château Certan







	St.-Emilion:


	Cheval Blanc, Figeac, Magdelaine, Soutard







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Climens, Coutet, de Fargues, Raymond-Lafon, Rieussec, Château d’Yquem








1974—A Quick Study
(9-20-1974)


St.-Estèphe*


Pauillac*


St.-Julien*


Margaux*


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois*


Graves Red**


Graves White*


Pomerol*


St.-Emilion*


Barsac/Sauternes*


Size: An enormous crop was harvested.


Important information: Should readers still have stocks of the 1974s, my sincere condolences.


Maturity status: A handful of the top wines of the vintage are still “alive,” but aging them any further will prove fruitless . . . literally.


Price: These wines were always inexpensive and I could not imagine them fetching a decent price unless you find someone in need of this year to celebrate a birthday.


As a result of a good flowering and a dry, sunny May and June, the crop size was large in 1974. The weather from mid-August through October was cold, windy, and rainy. Despite the persistent soggy conditions, the appellation of choice in 1974 turned out to be Graves. While most 1974s remain hard, tannic, hollow wines lacking ripeness, flesh, and character, a number of the Graves estates did produce surprisingly spicy, interesting wines, although they are compact and attenuated. The two stars are La Mission-Haut-Brion and Domaine de Chevalier, followed by Latour in Pauillac and Trotanoy in Pomerol. Should you have remaining stocks of these wines in your cellar, it would be foolish to push your luck.


The vintage was equally bad in the Barsac/Sauternes region. I have never seen a bottle to taste.


It is debatable as to which was the worst vintage during the decade of the 1970s—1977, 1974, or 1972.


1973—A Quick Study
(9-20-1973)


St.-Estèphe**


Pauillac*


St.-Julien**


Margaux*


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois*


Graves Red*


Graves White**


Pomerol**


St.-Emilion*


Barsac/Sauternes*


Size: Enormous; one of the largest crops of the 1970s.


Important information: A sadly rain-bloated, swollen crop of grapes in poor-to-mediocre condition was harvested.


Maturity status: The odds are stacked against finding a 1973 that is still in good condition, at least from a regular-size bottle.


Price: Distressed sale prices still don’t make these wines attractive.


In the mid-1970s, the best 1973s had some value as agreeably light, round, soft, somewhat diluted yet pleasant Bordeaux wines. With the exception of Domaine de Chevalier, Pétrus, and the great sweet classic, Château d’Yquem, all of the 1973s have faded into oblivion.


So often the Bordelais are on the verge of a top-notch vintage when the rains arrive. The rains that came during the harvest bloated what would have been a healthy, enormous grape crop. Modern-day sprays and techniques such as saigner were inadequately utilized in the early 1970s, and the result in 1973 was a group of wines that lacked color, extract, acidity, and backbone. The wines were totally drinkable when released in 1976. By the beginning of the 1980s, they were in complete decline, save Pétrus.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	none







	Pauillac:


	Latour







	St.-Julien:


	Ducru-Beaucaillou







	Margaux:


	none







	Médoc/Haut-Médoc/Moulis/Listrac/Crus Bourgeois:


	none







	Graves Red:


	Domaine de Chevalier, La Tour Haut-Brion







	Graves White:


	none







	Pomerol:


	Pétrus







	St.-Emilion:


	none







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Château d’Yquem








1972—A Quick Study
(10-7-1972)


St.-Estèphe 0


Pauillac 0


St.-Julien 0


Margaux*


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois 0


Graves Red*


Graves White 0


Pomerol 0


St.-Emilion*


Barsac/Sauternes 0


Size: A moderately sized crop was harvested.


Important information: The worst vintage of the decade.


Maturity status: Most wines have long since been over the hill.


Price: Extremely low.


The weather pattern of 1972 was one of unusually cool, cloudy summer months with an abnormally rainy month of August. While September brought dry, warm weather, it was too late to save the crop. The 1972 wines turned out to be the worst of the decade—acidic, green, raw, and vegetal tasting. The high acidity did manage to keep many of them alive for 10–15 years, but their deficiencies in fruit, charm, and flavor concentration were far too great for even age to overcome. As in any poor vintage, some châteaux managed to produce decent wines, with the well-drained soils of Margaux and Graves turning out slightly better wines than elsewhere.


There are no longer any wines from 1972 that would be of any interest to consumers.


THE BEST WINES*


*This list is for informational purposes only as I suspect all of the above wines, with the possible exception of Pétrus, are in serious decline unless found in larger-format bottlings that have been perfectly stored.










	St.-Estèphe:


	none







	Pauillac:


	Latour







	St.-Julien:


	Branaire Ducru, Léoville Las Cases







	Margaux:


	Giscours, Rauzan-Ségla







	Médoc/Haut-Médoc/Moulis/Listrac/Crus Bourgeois:


	none







	Graves Red:


	La Mission Haut-Brion, La Tour Haut-Brion







	Graves White:


	none







	Pomerol:


	Trotanoy







	St.-Emilion:


	Cheval Blanc, Figeac







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Climens








1971—A Quick Study
(9-25-1971)


St.-Estèphe**


Pauillac***


St.-Julien***


Margaux***


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois**


Graves Red***


Graves White**


Pomerol****


St.-Emilion***


Barsac/Sauternes****


Size: Small to moderate crop size.


Important information: A good to very good, stylish vintage with the strongest efforts emerging from Pomerol and the sweet wines of Barsac/Sauternes.


Maturity status: Every 1971 has been fully mature for nearly a decade, with only the best cuvées capable of lasting another decade.


Price: The small crop size kept prices high, but most 1971s, compared to other good vintages of the last 30 years, are slightly undervalued.


Unlike 1970, 1971 was a small vintage because of a poor flowering in June that caused a significant reduction in the Merlot crop. By the end of the harvest, the crop size was a good 40% less than the huge crop of 1970.


Early reports of the vintage have proven to be overly enthusiastic. Some experts (particularly Bordeaux’s late Peter Sichel), relying on the small production yields when compared to 1970, even claimed that the vintage was better than 1970. This has proved to be largely in error. Certainly the 1971s were forward and delicious, as were the 1970s when first released. But unlike the 1970s, the 1971s lacked the depth of color, concentration, and tannic backbone. The vintage was mixed in the Médoc, but it was a fine year for Pomerol, St.-Emilion, and Graves.


The cardinal rule of purchasing any wine is to be sure it is in pristine condition. Buying 1971s now could prove dangerous unless the wines have been exceptionally well stored. Twenty years after the vintage, there are a handful of wines that will continue to drink well—Pétrus, Latour, Trotanoy, La Mission Haut-Brion. Well-stored examples of these wines may last, not improve, for another 3–10 years. Elsewhere, storage is everything. This could be a vintage at which to take a serious look, provided one can find reasonably priced, well-preserved bottles.


The sweet wines of Barsac and Sauternes were successful and are in full maturity. The best of them have at least 1–2 decades of aging potential and will certainly outlive all of the red wines produced in 1971.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Montrose







	Pauillac:


	Latour, Mouton Rothschild







	St.-Julien:


	Beychevelle, Gloria, Gruaud Larose, Talbot







	Margaux:


	Palmer







	Médoc/Haut-Médoc/Moulis/Listrac/Crus Bourgeois:


	none







	Graves Red:


	Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion, La Tour Haut-Brion







	Graves White:


	none







	Pomerol:


	La Fleur-Pétrus, Petit Village, Pétrus, Trotanoy







	St.-Emilion:


	Cheval Blanc, La Dominique, Magdelaine







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Climens, Coutet, de Fargues, Château d’Yquem








1970—A Quick Study
(9-27-1970)


St.-Estèphe***


Pauillac***


St.-Julien***


Margaux***


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois***


Graves Red****


Graves White***


Pomerol****


St.-Emilion***


Barsac/Sauternes***


Size: An enormous crop that was a record setter at the time.


Important information: The first modern-day abundant crop that combined high quality with large quantity.


Maturity status: Initially, the 1970s were called precocious and early maturing. Most of the big 1970s have aged very slowly and are now in full maturity, with only a handful of exceptions. The smaller wines, Crus Bourgeois, and lighter-weight Pomerols and St.-Emilions should have been drunk by 1980.


Price: Expensive, no doubt because this is the most popular vintage between 1961 and 1982.


Between the two great vintages 1961 and 1982, 1970 has proved to be the best year, producing wines that were attractively rich and full of charm and complexity. They have aged more gracefully than many of the austere 1966s and seem fuller, richer, more evenly balanced and consistent than the hard, tannic, large-framed but often hollow and tough 1975s. The year 1970 proved to be the first modern-day vintage that combined high production with good quality. Moreover, it was a uniform and consistent vintage throughout Bordeaux, with every appellation able to claim its share of top-quality wines.


The weather conditions during the summer and early fall were perfect. There was no hail, no weeks of drenching downpours, no frost, and no spirit-crushing inundation at harvest time. It was one of those rare vintages where everything went well and the Bordelais harvested one of the largest and healthiest crops they had ever seen.


The year 1970 was the first vintage that I tasted out of cask, visiting with my wife as tourists a number of châteaux on my way to the cheap beaches of Spain and North Africa during summer vacations in 1971 and 1972. Even from their early days I remember the wines exhibiting dark color, an intense richness of fruit, fragrant, ripe perfume, full body, and high tannin. Yet when compared to the finest vintages of the 1980s and 1990s, 1970 seems to suffer. Undoubtedly, the number of top wines from vintages such as 2000, 1999, 1996, 1995, 1990, 1989, 1988, 1986, 1985, and 1982 easily exceed those produced in 1970.


As for the sweet wines, they have had to take a back seat to the 1971s because there was less botrytis. Although the wines are impressively big and full, they lack the complexity, delicacy, and finesse of the best 1971s.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Cos d’Estournel, Lafon-Rochet, Montrose, Les Ormes de Pez, de Pez







	Pauillac:


	Grand-Puy-Lacoste, Latour, Lynch-Bages, Mouton Rothschild, Pichon Longueville Comtesse de Lalande







	St.-Julien:


	Ducru-Beaucaillou, Gloria, Gruaud Larose, Léoville Barton, St.-Pierre







	Margaux:


	Giscours, Lascombes, Palmer







	Médoc/Haut-Médoc/Moulis/Listrac/Crus Bourgeois:


	Sociando-Mallet







	Graves Red:


	Domaine de Chevalier, de Fieuzal, Haut-Bailly, La Mission Haut-Brion, La Tour Haut-Brion







	Graves White:


	Domaine de Chevalier, Laville Haut-Brion







	Pomerol:


	La Conseillante, La Fleur-Pétrus, Lafleur, Latour à Pomerol, Pétrus, Trotanoy







	St.-Emilion:


	L’Arrosée, Cheval Blanc, La Dominique, Figeac, Magdelaine







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Château d’Yquem








1969—A Quick Study
(10-6-1969)


St.-Estèphe 0


Pauillac 0


St.-Julien 0


Margaux 0


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois 0


Graves Red*


Graves White 0


Pomerol*


St.-Emilion 0


Barsac/Sauternes*


Size: Small.


Important information: My candidate for the most undesirable wines produced in Bordeaux in the last 30 years.


Maturity status: I never tasted a 1969, except for Pétrus, that could have been said to have had any richness or fruit. I have not seen any of these wines except for Pétrus for a number of years, but they must be unpalatable.


Price: Amazingly, the vintage was offered at a relatively high price, but almost all the wines, except for a handful of the big names, are totally worthless.


Whenever Bordeaux has suffered through a disastrous vintage (like that of 1968) there has always been a tendency to lavish false praise on the following year. No doubt Bordeaux, after their horrible experience in 1968, badly wanted a fine vintage in 1969, but despite some overly optimistic proclamations by some leading Bordeaux experts at the time of the vintage, 1969 has turned out to be one of the least attractive vintages for Bordeaux wines in the last two decades.


The crop was small and while the summer was sufficiently hot and dry to ensure a decent maturity, torrential September rains dashed everyone’s hopes for a good vintage, except for some investors who irrationally moved in to buy these insipid, nasty, acidic, sharp wines. Consequently, the 1969s, along with being extremely unattractive wines, were quite expensive when they first appeared on the market.


I can honestly say I have never tasted a red wine in 1969 I did not dislike. The only exception would be a relatively decent bottle of Pétrus (rated in the upper 70s) that I had 20 years after the vintage. Most wines are harsh and hollow with no flesh, fruit, or charm, and it is hard to imagine that any of these wines are today any more palatable than they were during the 1970s.


In the Barsac and Sauternes region, a few proprietors managed to produce acceptable wines, particularly d’Arche.


1968—A Quick Study
(9-20-1968)


St.-Estèphe 0


Pauillac 0


St.-Julien 0


Margaux 0


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois 0


Graves Red*


Graves White 0


Pomerol 0


St.-Emilion 0


Barsac/Sauternes 0


Size: A small, disastrous crop in terms of both quality and quantity.


Important information: A great year for California Cabernet Sauvignon, but not for Bordeaux.


Maturity status: All of these wines must be passé.


Price: Another worthless vintage.


The year 1968 was another of the very poor vintages the Bordelais had to suffer through in the 1960s. The culprit, as usual, was heavy rain (it was the wettest year since 1951) that bloated the grapes. However, there have been some 1968s that I found much better than anything produced in 1969, a vintage with a “better” (I am not sure that is the right word to use) reputation.


At one time wines such as Figeac, Gruaud Larose, Cantemerle, La Mission Haut-Brion, Haut-Brion, and Latour were palatable. Should anyone run across these wines today, the rule of caveat emptor would seemingly be applicable, as I doubt that any of them would have much left to enjoy.


1967—A Quick Study
(9-25-1967)


St.-Estèphe**


Pauillac**


St.-Julien**


Margaux**


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois*


Graves Red***


Graves White**


Pomerol***


St.-Emilion***


Barsac/Sauternes****


Size: An abundant crop was harvested.


Important information: A Graves, Pomerol, St.-Emilion year that favored the early harvested Merlot.


Maturity status: Most 1967s were drinkable when released in 1970 and should have been consumed by 1980. Only a handful of wines (Pétrus and Latour, for example), where well stored, will keep for another few years but are unlikely to improve.


Price: Moderate.


The year 1967 was a large, useful vintage in the sense that it produced an abundant quantity of round, quick-maturing wines. Most should have been drunk before 1980, but a handful of wines continue to display remarkable staying power and are still in the full bloom of their maturity. This is a vintage that clearly favored Pomerol and, to a lesser extent, Graves. Holding on to these wines any longer seems foolish, but some of the biggest wines, such as Latour, Pétrus, Trotanoy, and Palmer, were still drinking well in 2000. Should one find any of the top wines listed below in a large-format bottle (magnums, double magnums, etc.) at a reasonable price, my advice would be to take the gamble.


As unexciting as most red wines turned out in 1967, the sweet wines of Barsac and Sauternes were rich and honeyed, with gobs of botrytis present. However, readers must remember that only a handful of estates were truly up to the challenge of making great wines during this very depressed period for the wine production of Barsac/Sauternes.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Calon-Ségur, Montrose







	Pauillac:


	Latour







	St.-Julien:


	none







	Margaux:


	Giscours, La Lagune (southern Médoc), Palmer







	Médoc/Haut-Médoc/Moulis/Listrac/Crus Bourgeois:


	none







	Graves Red:


	Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion







	Graves White:


	none







	Pomerol:


	Pétrus, Trotanoy, La Violette







	St.-Emilion:


	Cheval Blanc, Magdelaine, Pavie







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Suduiraut, Château d’Yquem








1966—A Quick Study
(9-26-1966)


St.-Estèphe***


Pauillac***


St.-Julien***


Margaux***


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois**


Graves Red****


Graves White***


Pomerol***


St.-Emilion**


Barsac/Sauternes**


Size: An abundant crop was harvested.


Important information: The most overrated “top” vintage of the last 25 years.


Maturity status: The best wines are in their prime, but most wines are losing their fruit before their tannins.


Price: Expensive and overpriced.


The majority opinion is that 1966 is the best vintage of the decade after 1961. For Graves, Pomerol, and St.-Emilion, 1964 is clearly the second-best vintage of the decade. But I think that even 1962, that grossly underrated vintage, is, on overall merit, a better year than 1966. Conceived in somewhat the same spirit as 1975 (overhyped after several unexciting years, particularly in the Médoc), 1966 never developed as well as many of its proponents would have liked. The wines, now 37 years of age, for the most part have remained austere, lean, unyielding, tannic wines that lost their fruit before their tannin. Some notable exceptions do exist. Who could deny the exceptional wine made at Latour (the wine of the vintage) or the great Palmer or Lafleur?


All the disappointments that emerged from this vintage were unexpected in view of the early reports that the wines were relatively precocious, charming, and early maturing. If the vintage is not as consistent as first believed, there is an adequate number of medium-weight, classically styled wines. However, they are all overpriced as this vintage has always been fashionable and it has had no shortage of supporters, particularly from the English wine-writing community.


The sweet wines of Barsac and Sauternes are also mediocre. Favorable conditions for the development of the noble rot, Botrytis cinerea, never occurred.


The climatic conditions that shaped this vintage started with a slow flowering in June, intermittently hot and cold weather in July and August, and a dry and sunny September. The crop size was large and the vintage was harvested under sound weather conditions.


I would be skeptical about buying most 1966s except for one of the unqualified successes of the vintage.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	none







	Pauillac:


	Grand-Puy-Lacoste, Latour, Mouton Rothschild, Pichon Longueville Comtesse de Lalande







	St.-Julien:


	Branaire Ducru, Ducru-Beaucaillou, Gruaud Larose, Léoville Las Cases







	Margaux:


	Lascombes, Palmer







	Médoc/Haut-Médoc/Moulis/Listrac/Crus Bourgeois:


	none







	Graves Red:


	Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion, Pape-Clément







	Pomerol:


	Lafleur, Trotanoy







	St.-Emilion:


	Canon







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	none








1965—A Quick Study
(10-2-1965)


St.-Estèphe 0


Pauillac 0


St.-Julien 0


Margaux 0


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois 0


Graves Red 0


Graves White 0


Pomerol 0


St.-Emilion 0


Barsac/Sauternes 0


Size: A tiny vintage.


Important information: The quintessential vintage of rot and rain.


Maturity status: The wines tasted terrible from the start and must be totally reprehensible today.


Price: Worthless.


The vintage of rot and rain. I have had little experience tasting the 1965s. It is considered by most experts to be one of the worst vintages in the post–World War II era. A wet summer was bad enough, but the undoing of this vintage was an incredibly wet and humid September that caused rot to voraciously devour the vineyards. Antirot sprays had not yet been developed. It should be obvious that these wines are to be avoided.


1964—A Quick Study
(9-22-1964)


St.-Estèphe***


Pauillac*


St.-Julien*


Margaux**


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois*


Graves Red*****


Graves White***


Pomerol*****


St.-Emilion****


Barsac/Sauternes*


Size: A large crop was harvested.


Important information: The classic examples of a vintage where the early picked Merlot and Cabernet Franc produced great wine, and the late-harvested Cabernet Sauvignon, particularly in the Médoc, was inundated. The results included numerous big name failures in the Médoc.


Maturity status: The Médocs are past their prime, but the larger-scaled wines of Graves, Pomerol, and St.-Emilion can last for another 5–10 years.


Price: Smart Bordeaux enthusiasts have always recognized the greatness of this vintage in Graves, Pomerol, and St.-Emilion, and consequently prices have remained high. Nevertheless, compared to such glamour years as 1961 and 1959, the top right bank and Graves 1964s are not only underrated, but in some cases underpriced as well.


One of the most intriguing vintages of Bordeaux, 1964 produced a number of splendid, generally underrated and underpriced wines in Pomerol, St.-Emilion, and Graves where many proprietors had the good fortune to have harvested their crops before the rainy deluge began on October 8. Because of this downpour, which caught many Médoc châteaux with unharvested vineyards, 1964 has never been regarded as a top Bordeaux vintage. While the vintage can be notoriously bad for some of the properties of the Médoc and the late-harvesting Barsac and Sauternes estates, it is excellent to outstanding for the three appellations of Pomerol, St.-Emilion, and Graves.


The summer had been so hot and dry that the French Minister of Agriculture announced at the beginning of September that the “vintage of the century was about to commence.” Since the Merlot grape ripens first, the harvest begins in the areas where it is planted in abundance. St.-Emilion and Pomerol harvested at the end of September and finished their picking before the inundation began on October 8. Most of the Graves properties had also finished harvesting. When the rains came, most of the Médoc estates had just begun to harvest their Cabernet Sauvignon and were unable to successfully complete the harvest because of torrential rainfall. It was a Médoc vintage noted for some extraordinary and famous failures. Pity the buyer who purchased Lafite Rothschild, Mouton Rothschild, Lynch-Bages, Calon-Ségur, or Margaux! Yet not everyone made disappointing wine. Montrose in St.-Estèphe and Latour in Pauillac made the two finest wines of the Médoc.


Because of the very damaging reports about the rainfall, many wine enthusiasts approached the 1964 vintage with a great deal of apprehension.


The top wines from Graves, St.-Emilion, and Pomerol are exceptionally rich, full-bodied, opulent, and concentrated wines with high alcohol, an opaque color, super length, and unbridled power. Amazingly, they are far richer, more interesting and complete wines than the 1966s, and in many cases, compete with the finest wines of the 1961 vintage. Because of low acidity, all of the wines reached full maturity by the mid-1980s. The best examples have been fully mature for more than a decade. Only Pétrus, Cheval Blanc, Lafleur, Trotanoy, Montrose, and Latour will last another 5–10 years.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Montrose







	Pauillac:


	Latour







	St.-Julien:


	Gruaud Larose







	Margaux:


	none







	Médoc/Haut-Médoc/Moulis/Listrac/Crus Bourgeois:


	none







	Graves Red:


	Domaine de Chevalier, Haut-Bailly, Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion







	Pomerol:


	La Conseillante, La Fleur-Pétrus, Lafleur, Pétrus, Rouget, Trotanoy, Vieux Château Certan







	St.-Emilion:


	L’Arrosée, Cheval Blanc, Figeac, Soutard







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	none








1963—A Quick Study
(10-7-1963)


St.-Estèphe 0


Pauillac 0


St.-Julien 0


Margaux 0


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois 0


Graves Red 0


Graves White 0


Pomerol 0


St.-Emilion 0


Barsac/Sauternes 0


Size: A small to moderate-sized crop was harvested.


Important information: A dreadfully poor year that rivals 1965 for the feebleness of its wines.


Maturity status: The wines must now be awful.


Price: Worthless.


The Bordelais have never been able to decide whether 1965 or 1963 was the worst vintage of the 1960s. Rain and rot, as in 1965, were the ruination of this vintage. I have not seen a bottle of 1963 for more than 20 years.


1962—A Quick Study
(10-1-1962)


St.-Estèphe****


Pauillac****


St.-Julien****


Margaux***


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois***


Graves Red***


Graves White****


Pomerol***


St.-Emilion***


Barsac/Sauternes****


Size: An abundant crop size, in fact, one of the largest of the decade of the 1960s.


Important information: A terribly underrated vintage that had the misfortune of following one of the greatest vintages of the century.


Maturity status: The Bordeaux old-timers claim the 1962s drank beautifully by the late 1960s and continued to fill out and display considerable character, fruit, and charm in the 1970s. As the new millennium begins, the top 1962s are still lovely, rich, round wines full of finesse and elegance, but provenance and storage are everything.


Price: Undervalued, particularly when one considers the prices of its predecessor, 1961, and the overpriced 1966s.


Coming after the great vintage of 1961, it was not totally unexpected that 1962 would be underestimated. This vintage appears to be the most undervalued year for Bordeaux in the post–World War II era. Elegant, supple, very fruity, round, and charming wines that were neither too tannic nor too massive were produced in virtually every appellation. Because of their precociousness, many assumed the wines would not last, but they have kept longer than anyone would have ever imagined. Most 1962s do require consumption, but they continue to surprise, and well-preserved examples of the vintage can still be kept.


The weather was acceptable but not stunning. There was a good flowering because of a sunny, dry May, a relatively hot summer with some impressive thunderstorms, and a good, as the French say, fin de saison, with a hot, sunny September. The harvest was not rain free, but the inundations that could have created serious problems never occurred.


Not only was the vintage very successful in most appellations, but it was a top year for the dry white wines of Graves as well as the sweet nectars from Barsac/Sauternes.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Cos d’Estournel, Montrose







	Pauillac:


	Batailley, Lafite Rothschild, Latour, Lynch-Bages, Mouton Rothschild, Pichon Longueville Comtesse de Lalande







	St.-Julien:


	Ducru-Beaucaillou, Gruaud Larose, Talbot







	Margaux:


	Margaux, Palmer







	Médoc/Haut-Médoc/Moulis/Listrac/Crus Bourgeois:


	none







	Graves Red:


	Haut-Brion, Pape-Clément, La Mission Haut-Brion







	Graves White:


	Domaine de Chevalier, Laville Haut-Brion







	Pomerol:


	Lafleur, Pétrus, Trotanoy, La Violette







	St.-Emilion:


	Magdelaine







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Château d’Yquem








1961—A Quick Study
(9-22-1961)


St.-Estèphe*****


Pauillac*****


St.-Julien*****


Margaux*****


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois***


Graves Red*****


Graves White***


Pomerol*****


St.-Emilion***


Barsac/Sauterness**


Size: An exceptionally tiny crop was produced: In fact, this is the last vintage where a minuscule crop resulted in high quality.


Important information: One of the legendary vintages of the century.


Maturity status: The wines, drinkable young, have, with only a handful of exceptions, reached maturity and were all at their apogee by 1990. In 2003, most of the prestigious examples will keep for another 5–10 years, but most 1961s have begun to fade.


Price: The tiny quantities plus exceptional quality have made the 1961s the most dearly priced, mature vintage of great Bordeaux in the marketplace. Moreover, prices continue to increase, given the microscopic amounts of top wine that remain—an auctioneer’s dream vintage. But buyers beware—many 1961s have been poorly stored or traded frequently. Moreover, some fraudulent 1961s show up in the marketplace.


The year 1961 is one of eight great vintages produced in the post–World War II era. The others—2000, 1990, 1989, 1982, 1959, 1953, 1949, 1947, 1945—all have their proponents, but none is as revered as 1961. The wines have always been prized for their sensational concentration and magnificent penetrating bouquets of superripe fruit and rich, deep, sumptuous flavors. Delicious when young, these wines, which have all reached full maturity except for a handful of the most intensely concentrated examples, are marvelous to drink. However, I see no problem in holding the best-stored bottles for at least another 10 years.


The weather pattern was nearly perfect in 1961, with spring frosts reducing the crop size, and then sunny, hot weather throughout the summer and the harvest, resulting in splendid maturity levels. The small harvest guaranteed high prices for these wines, and today’s prices for 1961s make them the equivalent of liquid gold.


The vintage was excellent throughout all appellations of Bordeaux except for the Barsac/Sauternes. This region benefitted greatly from the vintage’s reputation, but a tasting of the 1961 sweet wines will reveal that even Château d’Yquem is mediocre. The incredibly dry weather conditions resulted in very little botrytis, and the results are large-scaled but essentially monolithic sweet wines that have never merited the interest they have enjoyed. The only other appellation that did not appear to be up to the overall level of quality was St.-Emilion, where many vineyards had still not fully recovered from the killer freeze of 1956.


In tasting the 1961s, the only two vintages that are somewhat similar in richness and style are 1982 and 1959. The 1959s tend to be lower in acidity, but have actually aged more slowly than the 1961s, whereas the 1982s would appear to have the same physical profile of the 1961s, but less tannin.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Cos d’Estournel, Haut-Marbuzet, Montrose







	Pauillac:


	Grand-Puy-Lacoste, Latour, Lynch-Bages, Mouton Rothschild, Pichon Longueville Comtesse de Lalande, Pontet-Canet







	St.-Julien:


	Beychevelle, Ducru-Beaucaillou, Gruaud Larose, Léoville Barton







	Margaux:


	Maléscot St.-Expuèry, Margaux, Palmer







	Médoc/Haut-Médoc/Moulis/Listrac/Crus Bourgeois:


	none







	Graves Red:


	Haut-Bailly, Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion, La Tour Haut-Brion, Pape-Clément







	Graves White:


	Domaine de Chevalier, Laville Haut-Brion







	Pomerol:


	L’Eglise-Clinet, L’Evangile, Lafleur, Latour à Pomerol, Pétrus, Trotanoy







	St.-Emilion:


	L’Arrosée, Canon, Cheval Blanc, Figeac, Magdelaine







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	none








1960—A Quick Study
(9-9-1960)


St.-Estèphe**


Pauillac**


St.-Julien**


Margaux*


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois 0


Graves Red**


Graves White*


Pomerol*


St.-Emilion*


Barsac/Sauternes*


Size: A copious crop was harvested.


Important information: The two rainy months of August and September were this vintage’s undoing.


Maturity status: Most 1960s should have been consumed within their first 10–15 years of life.


Price: Low.


I remember drinking several delicious magnums of 1960 Latour, as well as having found good examples of 1960 Montrose, La Mission Haut-Brion, and Gruaud Larose in Bordeaux. However, the last 1960 I consumed, a magnum of Latour, was drunk more than 15 years ago. I would guess that even that wine, which was the most concentrated wine of the vintage according to the Bordeaux cognoscenti, is now in decline.


1959—A Quick Study
(9-20-1959)


St.-Estèphe*****


Pauillac*****


St.-Julien****


Margaux****


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois***


Graves Red*****


Graves White****


Pomerol***


St.-Emilion**


Barsac/Sauternes*****


Size: Average.


Important information: The first of the modern-day years to be designated “vintage of the century.”


Maturity status: The wines, maligned in their early years for having low acidity and lacking backbone (reminiscent of criticism by the uninformed regarding the 1982s), have aged more slowly than the more highly touted 1961s. In fact, comparisons between the top wines of the two vintages often reveal the 1959s to be less evolved with deeper color and more richness and aging potential.


Price: Never inexpensive, the 1959s have become increasingly more expensive as serious connoisseurs have begun to realize that this vintage not only rivals 1961 but, in specific cases, surpasses it.


This is an irrefutably great vintage that inexplicably was criticized at its inception, no doubt because of all the hype and praise it received from its conception. The wines, especially strong in the northern Médoc and Graves while less so on the right bank (Pomerol and St.-Emilion were still recovering from the devastating deep freeze of 1956), are among the most massive and richest ever made in Bordeaux. In fact, the two modern-day vintages that are frequently compared to 1959 are the 1989 and 1982. Those comparisons may have merit.


The 1959s have evolved at a glacial pace and are often in better condition (especially the first-growths Lafite Rothschild and Mouton Rothschild) than their 1961 counterparts, which are even more highly touted. The wines do display the effects of having been made in a classic, hot, dry year, with just enough rain to keep the vineyards from being stressed. They are full bodied, extremely alcoholic, and opulent, with high degrees of tannin and extract. Their colors have remained impressively opaque and dark, and the display less brown and orange than the 1961s.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Cos d’Estournel, Montrose, Les Ormes de Pez







	Pauillac:


	Lafite Rothschild, Latour, Lynch-Bages, Mouton Rothschild, Pichon-Longueville Baron







	St.-Julien:


	Ducru-Beaucaillou, Langoa Barton, Léoville Barton, Léoville Las Cases







	Margaux:


	Lascombes, Maléscot St.-Expuèry, Margaux, Palmer







	Graves Red:


	Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion, Pape-Clément, La Tour Haut-Brion







	Pomerol:


	L’Evangile, Lafleur, Latour à Pomerol, Pétrus, Trotanoy, Vieux Château Certan







	St.-Emilion:


	Cheval Blanc, Figeac







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Climens, Suduiraut, Château d’Yquem








1958—A Quick Study
(10-7-1958)


St.-Estèphe*


Pauillac*


St.-Julien*


Margaux*


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois*


Graves Red***


Graves White**


Pomerol*


St.-Emilion**


Barsac/Sauternes*


Size: A small crop was harvested.


Important information: An unfairly maligned vintage.


Maturity status: The wines are now fading badly. The best examples almost always emerge from the Graves appellation.


Price: Inexpensive.


I have less than two dozen tasting notes for 1958s, but several that do stand out are all from the Graves appellation. Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion, and Pape-Clément all made very good wines. They probably would have provided excellent drinking if consumed during the 1960s or early 1970s. I most recently had the 1958 Haut-Brion in January 1996. It was still a relatively tasty, round, soft, fleshy, tobacco- and mineral-scented and flavored wine, but one could see that it would have been much better if it had been consumed 10–15 years before. Even richer was the 1958 La Mission Haut-Brion, which should still be excellent if well-preserved bottles can be found.


1957—A Quick Study
(10-4-1957)


St.-Estèphe**


Pauillac***


St.-Julien**


Margaux*


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois*


Graves Red***


Graves White**


Pomerol*


St.-Emilion*


Barsac/Sauternes***


Size: A small crop.


Important information: A brutally cold, wet summer.


Maturity status: Because the summer was so cool, the red wines were extremely high in acidity, which has helped them stand the test of time. Where well-kept examples of 1957 can be found, this could be a vintage to purchase, provided the price is low . . . real low!


Price: The wines should be realistically and inexpensively priced given the fact that 1957 does not enjoy a good reputation.


For a vintage that has never been received very favorably, I have been surprised by how many respectable and enjoyable wines I have tasted, particularly from Pauillac and Graves. In fact, I would be pleased to serve my most finicky friends the 1957 La Mission Haut-Brion or 1957 Haut-Brion. And I would certainly be pleased to drink the 1957 Lafite Rothschild. I had two excellent bottles of Lafite in the early 1980s, but have not seen the wine since.


It was an extremely difficult year weather-wise, with very wet periods from April through August that delayed the harvest until early October. The wines had good acidity, and in the better-drained soils there was surprising ripeness given the lack of sunshine and excessive moisture. The 1957 Bordeaux, much like their Burgundy counterparts, have held up relatively well given the high acid and green tannins these wines have always possessed.


1956—A Quick Study
(10-14-1956)


St.-Estèphe 0


Pauillac 0


St.-Julien 0


Margaux 0


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois 0


Graves Red 0


Graves White 0


Pomerol 0


St.-Emilion 0


Barsac/Sauternes 0


Size: Minuscule quantities of pathetically weak wine were produced.


Important information: The coldest winter in Bordeaux since 1709 did unprecedented damage to the vineyards, particularly those in Pomerol and St.-Emilion.


Maturity status: I have not seen a 1956 in more than 15 years, and I only have a total of five notes on wines from this vintage.


Price: A worthless vintage produced worthless wines.


The year 1956 stands out as the worst vintage in modern-day Bordeaux, even surpassing such unspeakably bad years as 1972, 1969, 1968, 1965, and 1963. The winter and unbelievably cold months of February and March killed many of the vines in Pomerol and St.-Emilion and retarded the budding of those in the Médoc. The harvest was late, the crop was small, and the wines were virtually undrinkable.


1955—A Quick Study
(9-21-1955)


St.-Estèphe****


Pauillac****


St.-Julien****


Margaux***


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois**


Graves Red****


Graves White***


Pomerol***


St.-Emilion****


Barsac/Sauternes****


Size: A large, healthy crop was harvested.


Important information: For a vintage that is nearly 50 years old, this tends to be an underrated, undervalued year, although it is not comparable to 1959 or 1953. Yet the wines have generally held up and are firmer and more solidly made than the once-glorious 1953s.


Maturity status: After a long period of sleep, the top wines appear to finally be fully mature. They exhibit no signs of decline, but obviously provenance is everything when drinking a wine of this age.


Price: Undervalued, except for La Mission Haut-Brion and Mouton Rothschild, the two wines of the vintage.


For the most part, the 1955s have always come across as relatively stern and slightly tough-textured, yet impressively deep, full wines with fine color and excellent aging potential. What they lack, as a general rule, is fat, charm, and opulence.


The weather conditions were generally ideal, with hot, sunny days in June, July, and August. Although some rain fell in September, its effect was positive rather than negative.


For whatever reason, the relatively large 1955 crop has never generated the excitement that other vintages in the 1950s such as 1959 and 1953, elicited. Perhaps it was the lack of many superstar wines that kept enthusiasm muted. Among more recent years, could 1995 or 1988 be a rerun of 1955?


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Calon-Ségur, Cos d’Estournel, Montrose, Les Ormes de Pez







	Pauillac:


	Latour, Lynch-Bages, Mouton Rothschild







	St.-Julien:


	Léoville Las Cases, Talbot







	Margaux:


	Palmer







	Graves Red:


	Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion, Pape-Clément







	Pomerol:


	L’Evangile, Lafleur, Latour à Pomerol, Pétrus, Vieux Château Certan







	St.-Emilion:


	Cheval Blanc, La Dominique, Soutard







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Château d’Yquem








1954—A Quick Study
(10-10-1954)


St.-Estèphe 0


Pauillac*


St.-Julien*


Margaux 0


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois 0


Graves Red*


Graves White 0


Pomerol 0


St.-Emilion 0


Barsac/Sauternes 0


Size: A small crop was harvested.


Important information: A terrible late-harvest vintage conducted under appalling weather conditions.


Maturity status: It is hard to believe anything from this vintage would still be worth drinking.


Price: The wines have no value.


The year 1954 was a miserable vintage throughout France, but especially in Bordeaux where the producers continued to wait for full maturity after an exceptionally cool, wet August. While the weather did improve in September, the skies opened toward the end of the month and for nearly four weeks, one low pressure system after another passed through the area, dumping enormous quantities of water that served to destroy any chance for a moderately successful vintage.


1953—A Quick Study
(9-28-1953)


St.-Estèphe*****


Pauillac*****


St.-Julien*****


Margaux****


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois***


Graves Red****


Graves White***


Pomerol***


St.-Emilion***


Barsac/Sauternes***


Size: An average-sized crop was harvested.


Important information: One of the most seductive and hedonistic Bordeaux vintages ever produced.


Maturity status: According to Bordeaux old-timers, the wines were absolutely delicious during the 1950s, even more glorious in the 1960s, and sublime during the 1970s. Charm, roundness, fragrance, and a velvety texture were the hallmarks of this vintage, which now must be approached with some degree of caution unless the wines have been impeccably stored and/or the wines are available in larger-format bottlings.


Price: No vintage with such appeal will ever sell at a reasonable price. Consequently, the 1953s remain luxury-priced wines.


The year 1953 must be the only Bordeaux vintage where it is impossible to find a dissenting voice about the quality of the wines. Bordeaux old-timers and some of our senior wine commentators (particularly the late Edmund Penning-Rowsell, David Peppercorn, and Michael Broadbent) talk of 1953 with adulation. Apparently the vintage never went through an unflattering stage. They were delicious from cask, and even more so from bottle. For that reason, much of the vintage was consumed before its 10th birthday. Those who waited saw the wines develop even greater character during the 1960s and 1970s. Many wines, especially on this side of the Atlantic, began displaying signs of age (brown color, dried-out fruit flavors) during the 1980s. In Bordeaux, when a château pulls out a 1953 they are usually in mint condition and they are some of the most beautifully sumptuous, rich, charming Clarets anyone could ever desire. A more modern-day reference point for 1953 may be the very best 1985s, perhaps some of the lighter 1982s, or even some 1999s.


If you have the discretionary income necessary to buy this highly prized vintage, prudence should dictate that the wines be from cold cellars, and/or in larger-format bottles.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Calon-Ségur, Cos d’Estournel, Montrose







	Pauillac:


	Grand-Puy-Lacoste, Lafite Rothschild, Lynch-Bages, Mouton Rothschild







	St.-Julien:


	Beychevelle, Ducru-Beaucaillou, Gruaud Larose, Langoa Barton, Léoville Barton, Léoville Las Cases, Talbot







	Margaux:


	Cantemerle (southern Médoc), Margaux, Palmer







	Graves Red:


	Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion







	Pomerol:


	La Conseillante







	St.-Emilion:


	Cheval Blanc, Figeac, Magdelaine, Pavie







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Climens, Château d’Yquem








1952—A Quick Study
(9-17-1952)


St.-Estèphe**


Pauillac***


St.-Julien***


Margaux**


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois**


Graves Red***


Graves White***


Pomerol****


St.-Emilion***


Barsac/Sauternes**


Size: A small crop was harvested.


Important information: The 1952 vintage was at its best in Pomerol, which largely completed its harvest prior to the rains.


Maturity status: Most wines have always tasted hard, too astringent, and lacking fat, charm, and ripeness. The best bottles could provide surprises.


Price: Expensive, but well-chosen Pomerols may represent relative values.


An excellent spring and summer of relatively hot, dry weather with just enough rain was spoiled by stormy, unstable, cold weather before and during the harvest. Much of the Merlot and some of the Cabernet Franc in Pomerol and St.-Emilion was harvested before the weather turned foul and, consequently, the best wines tended to come from these appellations. The Graves can also be successful because of the superb drainage of the soil in that appellation, particularly in the Pessac-Léognan area. The Médocs have always tended to be relatively hard and disappointing, even the first growths.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Calon-Ségur, Montrose







	Pauillac:


	Latour, Lynch-Bages







	St.-Julien:


	none







	Margaux:


	Margaux, Palmer







	Graves Red:


	Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion, Pape-Clément







	Pomerol:


	La Fleur-Pétrus, Lafleur, Pétrus, Trotanoy







	St.-Emilion:


	Cheval Blanc, Magdelaine







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	none








1951—A Quick Study
(10-9-1951)


St.-Estèphe 0


Pauillac 0


St.-Julien 0


Margaux 0


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois 0


Graves Red 0


Graves White 0


Pomerol 0


St.-Emilion 0


Barsac/Sauternes 0


Size: A tiny crop was harvested.


Important information: Even today, 1951 is considered one of the all-time worst vintages for dry white, dry red, and sweet wines from Bordeaux. If you were born in this year, think positively . . . it was a great year for Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon!


Maturity status: Undrinkable young, undrinkable old.


Price: Another worthless vintage.


Frightfully bad weather in the spring, summer, and before and during the harvest (rain and unseasonably cold temperatures) was the complete undoing of this vintage, which has the ignominious pleasure of having one of the worst reputations of any vintage in the post–World War II era.


1950—A Quick Study
(9-17-1950)


St.-Estèphe**


Pauillac***


St.-Julien***


Margaux***


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois*


Graves Red***


Graves White***


Pomerol*****


St.-Emilion****


Barsac/Sauternes****


Size: An abundant crop was harvested.


Important information: Many Pomerols are prodigious, yet they have been totally ignored by the chroniclers of the Bordeaux region.


Maturity status: Most Médocs and Graves are now in decline. The top heavyweight Pomerols can be splendid with years of life still left.


Price: The quality of the Pomerols is no longer a secret.


The year 1950 is another example where the Médoc formed the general impression of the Bordeaux vintage. This relatively abundant year was the result of good flowering, a hot, dry summer, and a difficult early September complicated by large amounts of rain.


The Médocs, all of which are in decline, were soft, forward, medium-bodied wines that probably had a kinship to more recent vintages such as 1999, 1981, or 1971. The Graves were slightly better, but even they are probably passé. The two best appellations were St.-Emilion, which produced a number of rich, full, intense wines that aged quickly, and Pomerol, which had its fourth superb vintage in succession—unprecedented in the history of that area. The wines are unbelievably rich, unctuous, and concentrated and, in many cases, are capable of rivaling the greatest Pomerols of more highly renowned vintages such as 1949 and 1947.


The other appellation that prospered in 1950 was Barsac/Sauternes. Fanciers of these wines still claim 1950 is one of the greatest post–World War II vintages for sweet wines.




THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	none







	Pauillac:


	Latour







	St.-Julien:


	none







	Margaux:


	Margaux







	Médoc/Haut-Médoc/Moulis/Listrac/Crus Bourgeois:


	none







	Graves Red:


	Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion







	Pomerol:


	L’Eglise-Clinet, L’Evangile, La Fleur-Pétrus, Le Gay, Lafleur, Latour à Pomerol, Pétrus, Vieux Château Certan







	St.-Emilion:


	Cheval Blanc, Figeac, Soutard







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Climens, Coutet, Suduiraut, Château d’Yquem








1949—A Quick Study
(9-27-1949)


St.-Estèphe*****


Pauillac*****


St.-Julien*****


Margaux****


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois***


Graves Red*****


Graves White***


Pomerol****


St.-Emilion****


Barsac/Sauternes*****


Size: A small crop was harvested.


Important information: The driest and sunniest vintage since 1893, and rivaled in more recent years only by 1990.


Maturity status: The finest wines are still in full blossom, displaying remarkable richness and concentration, but their provenance and history of storage are critical factors when contemplating a purchase.


Price: Frightfully expensive.


Among the four extraordinary vintages of the late 1940s—1949, 1948, 1947, and 1945—this has always been my favorite. The wines, slightly less massive and alcoholic than the 1947s, also appear to possess greater balance, harmony, and fruit than the 1945s and more complexity than the 1948s. In short, the top wines are magnificent. The year 1949 is certainly one of the most exceptional vintages of the last 100 years. Only the right bank wines (except for Cheval Blanc) appear inferior to the quality of their 1947s. In the Médoc and Graves it is a terrific vintage, with nearly everyone making wines of astounding ripeness, richness, opulence, power, and length.


The vintage was marked by the extraordinary heat and sunny conditions that Bordeaux enjoyed throughout the summer. Those consumers who have been worried that 1990 and 1989 were too hot to make great wine only need to look at the weather statistics for 1949. It was one of the two hottest vintages (the other being 1947) since 1893, as well as the sunniest vintage since 1893. It was not a totally dry harvest, but the amount of rainfall was virtually identical to that in a year such as 1982. Some of the rain fell before the harvest, which, given the dry, parched condition of the soil, was actually beneficial.


Even the sweet wines of Barsac and Sauternes were exciting. Buying 1949s today will cost an arm and a leg as these are among the most expensive and sought-after wines of the 20th century.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Calon-Ségur, Cos d’Estournel, Montrose







	Pauillac:


	Grand-Puy-Lacoste, Latour, Mouton Rothschild







	St.-Julien:


	Gruaud Larose, Léoville Barton, Talbot







	Margaux:


	Palmer







	Graves Red:


	Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion, Pape-Clément







	Pomerol:


	La Conseillante, L’Eglise-Clinet, L’Evangile, Lafleur, Latour à Pomerol, Pétrus, Trotanoy, Vieux Château Certan







	St.-Emilion:


	Cheval Blanc







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Climens, Coutet, Château d’Yquem








1948—A Quick Study
(9-22-1948)


St.-Estèphe***


Pauillac****


St.-Julien****


Margaux****


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois***


Graves Red****


Graves White***


Pomerol***


St.-Emilion***


Barsac/Sauternes**


Size: An average to below-average crop size was harvested.


Important information: A largely ignored but good-to-excellent vintage overshadowed by both its predecessor and successor.


Maturity status: The hard and backward characteristics of these wines have served them well during their evolution. Most of the larger, more concentrated 1948s are still attractive wines.


Price: Undervalued given their age and quality.


When Bordeaux has three top vintages in a row it is often the case that one is totally forgotten, and that has certainly proven correct with respect to 1948. It was a very good year that had the misfortune to fall between two legendary vintages.


Because of a difficult flowering due to wet, windy, cool weather in June, the crop size was smaller than in 1949 and 1947. However, July and August were fine months weather-wise, with September exceptionally warm and dry.


Despite the high quality of the wines, they never caught on with Claret enthusiasts. And who can fault the wine buyers? The 1947s were more flashy, opulent, alcoholic, and fuller bodied, and the 1949s more precocious and richer than the harder, tougher, more tannic, and unforthcoming 1948s.


This is a vintage that in many cases has matured more gracefully than the massive 1947s. The top wines tend to still be in excellent condition. Prices remain reasonable, if only in comparison to what one has to pay for 1949 and 1947.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Cos d’Estournel







	Pauillac:


	Grand-Puy-Lacoste, Latour, Lynch-Bages, Mouton Rothschild







	St.-Julien:


	Langoa Barton, Léoville Barton (the wine of the Médoc)







	Margaux:


	Cantemerle (southern Médoc), Margaux, Palmer







	Graves Red:


	La Mission Haut-Brion, Pape-Clément







	Pomerol:


	L’Eglise-Clinet, Lafleur, Latour à Pomerol, Petit Village, Pétrus, Vieux Château Certan







	St.-Emilion:


	Cheval Blanc







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	none








1947—A Quick Study
(9-15-1947)


St.-Estèphe***


Pauillac***


St.-Julien***


Margaux**


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois*


Graves Red****


Graves White***


Pomerol*****


St.-Emilion*****


Barsac/Sauternes***


Size: An abundant crop was harvested.


Important information: A year of extraordinary extremes in quality with some of the most Port-like, concentrated wines ever produced in Bordeaux, but such wines only emanated from Pomerol and St.-Emilion. This is also a vintage of unexpected failures (i.e., Lafite Rothschild).


Maturity status: Except for the most concentrated and powerful Pomerols and St.-Emilions, this is a vintage that requires immediate consumption as many wines have gone over the top and are now exhibiting excessive volatile acidity and dried-out fruit.


Price: Preposterously high given the fact that this was another “vintage of the century.” Beware of many fraudulent bottles of Pétrus and Cheval Blanc.


This quintessentially hot-year vintage produced many wines that are among the most enormously concentrated, Port-like, intense wines I have ever tasted. Most of the real heavyweights in this vintage have emerged from Pomerol and St.-Emilion. In the Médoc, it was a vintage of remarkable irregularity. Properties such as Calon-Ségur and Mouton Rothschild made great wines, but certain top-growths, such as Lafite Rothschild and Latour, as well as super-seconds, such as Léoville Barton, produced wines with excessive acidity.


The top wines are something to behold if only because of their excessively rich, sweet style that comes closest, in modern-day terms, to 1982. Yet I know of no 1982 that has the level of extract and intensity of the greatest 1947s.


The reasons for such intensity were the exceptionally hot months of July and August, which were followed (much like in 1982) by a torridly hot, almost tropical heat wave in mid-September just as the harvest began. Those properties that were unable to control the temperatures of hot grapes had stuck fermentations, residual sugar in the wines, and, in many cases, levels of volatile acidity that would horrify modern-day oenologists. Those who were able to master the tricky vinification made the richest, most opulent red wines Bordeaux has produced during the 20th century.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Calon-Ségur







	Pauillac:


	Grand-Puy-Lacoste, Mouton Rothschild







	St.-Julien:


	Ducru-Beaucaillou, Léoville Las Cases







	Margaux:


	Margaux







	Graves Red:


	Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion, La Tour Haut-Brion







	Pomerol:


	Clinet, La Conseillante, L’Eglise-Clinet, L’Enclos, L’Evangile, La Fleur-Pétrus, Le Gay, Lafleur, Latour à Pomerol, Nenin, Pétrus, Rouget, Vieux Château Certan







	St.-Emilion:


	Canon, Cheval Blanc, Figeac, La Gaffelière Naudes







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Climens, Suduiraut








1946—A Quick Study
(9-30-1946)


St.-Estèphe**


Pauillac**


St.-Julien**


Margaux*


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois 0


Graves Red*


Graves White 0


Pomerol 0


St.-Emilion 0


Barsac/Sauternes 0


Size: A small crop was harvested.


Important information: The only year in the post–World War II era where the Bordeaux vineyards were invaded by locusts.


Maturity status: The wines must certainly be over the hill.


Price: Except for the rare bottle of Mouton Rothschild (needed by billionaires to complete their collections), most of these wines have little value.


A fine, hot summer, particularly in July and August, was spoiled by an unusually wet, windy, cold September that delayed the harvest and caused rampant rot in the vineyards. The 1946s are rarely seen in the marketplace. I have only 11 tasting notes for the entire vintage. I do not know of any top wines, although Edmund Penning-Rowsell, the late British dean on the wines of Bordeaux, claimed the 1946 Latour was excellent. I have never seen a bottle.


1945—A Quick Study
(9-13-1945)


St.-Estèphe****


Pauillac*****


St.-Julien*****


Margaux****


Médoc/Haut-Médoc Crus Bourgeois****


Graves Red*****


Graves White*****


Pomerol*****


St.-Emilion*****


Barsac/Sauternes*****


Size: A tiny crop was harvested.


Important information: The most acclaimed vintage of the century.


Maturity status: Certain wines from this vintage (only those that have been stored impeccably) are still not fully mature.


Price: The most expensive and overpriced Clarets of the century.


No vintage in the post–World War II era, not 2000, 1990, 1989, 1982, 1961, 1959, or 1953, enjoys the reputation that the 1945 vintage does. The celebration of the end of an appallingly destructive war, combined with the fact that the weather was remarkable, produced one of the smallest, most concentrated crops of grapes ever seen. In the late 1980s I had the first growths on two separate occasions, and there seems to be no doubt that this is indeed a remarkable vintage that has taken almost 45 years to reach its peak. The great wines, probably about a dozen, could well last for another 20–30 years, making a mockery of most of the more recent great vintages that must be consumed within 25–30 years of the vintage.


The vintage is not without critics, some of whom have said that the wines are excessively tannic and many are drying out. There are many wines that match these descriptions, but if one judges a vintage on the performance of the top properties, such as the first growths, super-seconds, and leading domaines in Pomerol and St.-Emilion, 1945 remains a formidable vintage.


The reason for the tiny crop was the notoriously frigid spell during the month of May (la gelée noire) that was followed by a summer of exceptional heat and drought. An early harvest began on September 13, the same day that the harvest began in both 1982 and 1976.


THE BEST WINES










	St.-Estèphe:


	Calon-Ségur, Montrose, Les Ormes de Pez







	Pauillac:


	Latour, Mouton Rothschild, Pichon Longueville Comtesse de Lalande, Pontet-Canet







	St.-Julien:


	Gruaud Larose, Léoville Barton, Talbot







	Margaux:


	Margaux, Palmer







	Graves Red:


	Haut-Brion, La Mission Haut-Brion, La Tour Haut-Brion







	Graves White:


	Laville Haut-Brion







	Pomerol:


	L’Eglise-Clinet, La Fleur-Pétrus, Gazin, Lafleur, Latour à Pomerol, Pétrus, Rouget, Trotanoy, Vieux Château Certan







	St.-Emilion:


	Canon, Cheval Blanc, Figeac, La Gaffelière-Naudes, Larcis Ducasse, Magdelaine







	Barsac/Sauternes:


	Suduiraut, Château d’Yquem
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3: EVALUATING THE WINES OF BORDEAUX













ST.-ESTÈPHE








Of all the wines produced in the Haut-Médoc, those of St.-Estèphe have the reputation of being the slowest to mature and the toughest, most tannic wines. While this generalization may have been true 30 or 40 years ago, the wines now being made in St.-Estèphe reveal an increasing reliance on the softer, fleshier Merlot grape, as well as a vinification aimed at producing more supple, earlier-maturing wines.


St.-Estèphe, which has 3,404 acres under vine, is the least prestigious of the four well-known Haut-Médoc appellations, including Margaux, Pauillac, and St.-Julien. In the 1855 classification, only five wines were considered outstanding enough to be ranked. However, from a consumer’s perspective, the commune of St.-Estèphe has numerous Cru Bourgeois châteaux that are currently making wine as good as several classified growths. Several of these Cru Bourgeois estates are producing better wine, at least as interesting as one of the five classified growths in St.-Estèphe. Disappointing for decades, Cos Labory’s recent vintages have been more promising. Top-notch, lesser-known estates making very good wine, such as Haut-Marbuzet, Meyney, and Les Ormes de Pez, would certainly merit serious consideration for elevation into the ranks of the classified growths.
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Even though the growers of St.-Estèphe are consciously trying to make a more supple style of wine, the wines of this region generally remain among the most backward and unyielding produced in Bordeaux. Part of the explanation is the soil. There is less gravel in St.-Estèphe, and there is a higher clay content. Consequently the drainage is slower. The resulting wines are relatively higher in acidity and lower in pH, and their textures are chunkier and more burly than, for example, wines made from vineyards planted in the light, gravelly soil of Margaux and Graves. However, this clay is beneficial in extremely hot drought years, such as was 1970. Moisture retention is better than the gravel beds farther south, and St.-Estèphe can soar in quality in such vintages as 1990.


At present, virtually everyone agrees that Cos d’Estournel is making this commune’s most popular wine, particularly since the early 1980s. Coincidentally, it is also the first châteaux one sees when crossing the Pauillac boundary into St.-Estèphe. The eccentric pagoda-styled château sits on a ridge overlooking the gardens and château of Pauillac’s famous Lafite Rothschild. Several recent vintages, particularly the 2001, 1996, 1995, 1990, 1986, 1985, and 1982, would even suggest that Cos d’Estournel has first-growth aspirations. Cos d’Estournel’s wine represents a brilliant combination of modern technology and respect for tradition. It is a wine supple enough to drink by age five or six, but made to age and improve for as many as 10–25 years.


The chief rivals to Cos d’Estournel are Montrose and Calon-Ségur. Montrose is hidden on one of St.-Estèphe’s tiny back roads, closer to the Gironde River. Until the mid-1970s, Montrose made one of Bordeaux’s biggest, deepest, and slowest-maturing wines. Many Bordelais compared it to Latour because of its weight and richness, in addition to its close geographical proximity to the river. During the mid-1980s, Montrose curiously lightened its style, but fortunately this flirtation with a more commercial style was short-lived. Vintages of Montrose still need a good 15–20 years to shed their cloak of tannin. The profound 1990 and 1989 Montrose represent a return to the style that made Montrose among the most heralded wines of the Médoc during much of this century. These reassuringly profound wines were followed by great classics in 1996 and 2000.


Potentially as complex and complete as any St.-Estèphe, as well as just about any Médoc, is Calon-Ségur, the white-walled château just outside the village of St.-Estèphe. When Calon-Ségur does everything right, as it did in 2000, 1996, 1995, 1982, 1953, 1947, 1929, 1926, and 1921, one cannot find a better Bordeaux. But Calon-Ségur has always been unpredictable, and when looking at its wines from the 1980s and 1990s, Calon’s propensity for inconsistency remains as troublesome as ever. Since Madame Capbern Gasqueton assumed full control over the estate following the death of her husband, Calon-Ségur has become more consistent in quality, while also representing excellent value.


Lafon-Rochet continues to improve, moving toward a more accessible, friendlier wine than the solid, tannic, backward style of wine that fanciers of hard, tough St.-Estèphe wines found so authentic in the 1970s and 1980s. The fifth-growth Cos Labory, once this commune’s most overrated wine, has rebounded nicely, with recent vintages showing improvement in quality.


One of the great attractions of St.-Estèphe is the glorious number of expertly made Cru Bourgeois wines, some of which merit elevation to classified growths.


Haut-Marbuzet, for openers, makes a splendid wine, flamboyantly spicy and oaky, and filled with the flavors and aromas of black currants. If one were to mistake it for a classified growth, I would not be surprised. Phelan Ségur is enjoying a renaissance and is a wine that lasts nearly as long as any wine of St.-Estèphe. Shrewd collectors are now beating a path to this property’s wines, but the quality in the late 1990s was surprisingly inconsistent. Meyney is another of St.-Estèphe’s reliable Cru Bourgeois properties. Superbly located north of Montrose near the river, Meyney is a large producer, and its reliability for big, rich, deep, fine wines makes this St.-Estèphe a wine to seek out, although vintages in the late 1990s were largely indifferent.


Perhaps the two Crus Bourgeois that bear watching the closest are de Pez and its neighbor, Les Ormes de Pez. De Pez is now owned by the Roederer champagne firm, and significant investments were made in the late 1990s. This is an ancient property (once part of the estate of the 17th-century Pontacs, who also owned Haut-Brion) that has considerable potential, although in 2003, much of it still remains unrealized.


Les Ormes de Pez is owned by the Cazes family of Lynch-Bages. This has always been an extremely reliable wine, juicy, fat, succulent, and fairly priced. Shrewd consumers have been stockpiling it away for decades.


St.-Estèphes are not wines to look for and buy in mediocre or poor Bordeaux vintages. The best performers in off-vintages are Cos d’Estournel, Montrose, and Haut-Marbuzet. However, the great vintages for this region are ones in which there are plenty of sunshine and heat, and all the grapes, particularly the Merlot, become fully mature. For these reasons, vintages such as 2000, 1996, 1995, 1990, 1989, 1986, 1982, 1970, 1961, and 1959 are superlative years for St.-Estèphe. Excessively hot and dry years, which can stress the vineyards planted on light, gravelly soil, are frequently outstanding vintages in the heavier soils of St.-Estèphe. Both 1990 and 1989, two of the hottest and driest vintages this century, are convincing case studies. Remember, the soils of this region are less porous, and so drainage is not as good as in other Médoc appellations. Vintages where there was abundant rainfall are frequently less successful in St.-Estèphe than in nearby St.-Julien or Margaux. For example, 1999, 1997, 1987, 1983, and 1980 were more successful in other Médoc appellations. An important factor for the success of the vintage in St.-Estèphe is a healthy, very ripe Merlot crop, which helps cut the normally higher than average acidity and tannins of St.-Estèphe’s wines. The years 2000, 1998, 1995, 1990, 1989, 1982, 1976, and 1970 all favored the Merlot grape, and as a consequence, St.-Estèphe produced numerous outstanding wines.


St.-Estèphe wines, as the least glamorous wines of the famous Médoc, offer excellent wine values. This applies not only to the famous classified growths, but also to the appellation’s excellent array of Cru Bourgeois wines.


ST.-ESTÈPHE
(An Insider’s View)


Overall Appellation Potential: Average to superb


The Most Potential for Aging: Calon-Ségur, Cos d’Estournel, Montrose


The Most Elegant: Cos d’Estournel


The Most Concentrated: Calon-Ségur, Cos d’Estournel, Montrose


The Best Value: Lafon-Rochet, Meyney, Les Ormes de Pez, Petit Bocq


The Most Exotic: Haut-Marbuzet


The Most Difficult to Understand (when young): Calon-Ségur


The Most Underrated: Calon-Ségur, Lafon-Rochet


The Easiest to Appreciate Young: Haut-Marbuzet, Les Ormes de Pez, Petit Bocq


Up-and-Coming Estates: Lafon-Rochet, Cos Labory


Greatest Recent Vintages: 2000, 1996, 1995, 1990, 1989, 1986, 1982, 1961, 1959


ST.-ESTÈPHE—AN OVERVIEW


Location: The most northern of the four principal Médoc appellations, St.-Estèphe is on the left bank of the Gironde River, approximately 28 miles north of the city of Bordeaux


Acres Under Vine: 3,404


Communes: St.-Estèphe


Average Annual Production: 765,000 cases


Classified Growths: Total of 5:2 second-growths, 1 third-growth, 1 fourth-growth, and 1 fifth-growth; there are 43 Crus Bourgeois


Principal Grape Varieties: Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot dominate, with Cabernet Franc and Petit Verdot used in small proportions


Principal Soil Type: Diverse soils; the finest vineyards are on gravel ridges, but sandy and clay soils with some limestone are commonplace


A CONSUMER’S CLASSIFICATION OF THE CHÂTEAUX OF ST.-ESTÈPHE


OUTSTANDING


Calon-Ségur, Cos d’Estournel, Montrose


EXCELLENT


None


VERY GOOD


Haut-Marbuzet, Lafon-Rochet, Les Ormes de Pez


GOOD


Chambert-Marbuzet, Cos Labory, Coutelin-Merville, Lavillotte, Meyney, Petit Bocq, de Pez, Phelan Ségur, Tronquoy-Lalande


OTHER NOTABLE ST.-ESTÈPHE PRODUCERS


Andron Blanquet, Beau-Site, Bel Air, Le Boscq, Capbern Gasqueton, Cave Coopérative Marquis de St.-Estèphe, La Commanderie, Le Crock, Haut-Beauséjour, Haut-Coteau, Château La Haye, Houissant, Marbuzet, Pomys, Ségur de Cabanac, Tour de Marbuzet, Tour de Pez, Tour des Termes, Valrose, Vieux Coutelin



ANDRON BLANQUET [image: images]
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Classification: Cru Bourgeois


Owner: SCE Domaines Audoy


Address: 33180 St.-Estèphe


Telephone: 05 56 59 30 22; Telefax: 05 56 59 73 52


E-mail:  cos-labory@wanadoo.fr


No visits


VINEYARDS


Surface area: 39.5 acres


Grape varietals: 50% Cabernet Sauvignon, 30% Merlot, 20% Cabernet Franc


Average age of vines: 30 years


Density of plantation: 8,700 vines per hectare


Average yields: 50 hectoliters per hectare


Elevage: Fermentation at 30°C in temperature-controlled epoxy-lined concrete tanks with frequent but short pumping-overs. Maceration of 25 days. Aging in barrels for 14 months with 25% new oak. Fining, no filtration.


WINES PRODUCED


Château Andron Blanquet: 70,000 bottles


Château Saint-Roc: 36,000 bottles


Plateau of maturity: Within 3–8 years of the vintage


GENERAL APPRECIATION


Despite its enviable location near Lafite Rothschild and Cos d’Estournel, this estate produces wines that are mediocre at their worst and so-so at their best, regardless of vintage conditions. One can find many Crus Bourgeois of a higher level than Andron Blanquet, and at fairer prices.


Andron Blanquet should produce better wine. The vineyard, which is close to those of Lafite Rothschild in neighboring Pauillac and the famous Cos d’Estournel in St.-Estèphe, is located on a plateau of gravelly soil that is considered to be slightly warmer than other microclimates in St.-Estèphe. The wine is vinified properly, with a relatively long maceration period, yet Andron Blanquet consistently lacks concentration, character, and charm. The institution of a second wine at the request of the oenologist and proprietor, Bernard Audoy, may lead to better quality.



BEAU-SITE [image: images]
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Classification: Cru Bourgeois Exceptionnel


Owner: Castéja family


Address: 33180 St.-Estèphe


Mailing Address: c/o Domaines Borie Manoux, 86, cours Balguerie-Stuttenberg, 33000Bordeaux


Telephone: 05 56 00 00 70; Telefax: 05 57 87 48 61


E-mail:  borie-manoux@dial.oleane.com


Visits: By appointment only


Contact: Domaines Borie-Manoux


VINEYARDS


Surface area: 93.9 acres


Grape varietals: 60% Cabernet Sauvignon, 35% Merlot, 3% Cabernet Franc, 2% Petit Verdot


Average age of vines: 35 years


Density of plantation: 8,300 vines per hectare


Average yields: 54 hectoliters per hectare


Elevage: Three-week fermentation and maceration in temperature-controlled stainless-steel vats. Eighteen months aging with 40% new oak (the same proportion of the yield undergoes malolactics in barrel). Fining, no filtration.


WINES PRODUCED


Château Beau-Site: 200,000 bottles


Château Haut Vignoble Seguin: 40,000 bottles


Plateau of maturity: Within 3–10 years of the vintage


GENERAL APPRECIATION


This estate, which merits its Cru Bourgeois status, has improved over recent years, but its wines remain rather austere. However, the quality/price ratio is interesting.


The lovely, well-situated Château Beau-Site was acquired by the well-known Bordelais family of Emile Castéja in 1955. The main part of the vineyard is situated on a plateau overlooking the Gironde River near the village of St.-Corbian. Beau-Site should be an excellent wine, but its performance in the 1960s and 1970s was spotty. Did the high percentage of Cabernet Sauvignon result in a wine that was too often tannic and tough? Whatever the reason, the decisions to harvest later and to utilize 40% new oak casks (with some malolactic in barrel) have all produced increasingly more supple and popular wines in the 1980s and 1990s. Nevertheless, this is still a fickle St.-Estèphe, with an abundance of tannin, although now the tannins are riper and smoother.


The wines of Beau-Site are distributed exclusively through the négociant firm of Borie-Manoux.



CALON-SÉGUR [image: images]
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Classification: Third growth in 1855


Owner: GFA Calon-Ségur


Address: 33180 St.-Estèphe


Telephone: 05 56 59 30 08; Telefax: 05 56 59 71 51


Visits: By appointment only


Contact: Denise Capbern Gasqueton


VINEYARDS


Surface area: 130.9 acres


Grape varietals: 65% Cabernet Sauvignon, 20% Merlot, 15% Cabernet Franc


Average age of vines: 35 years


Average yields: 40 hectoliters per hectare


Elevage: Prolonged fermentation (3 weeks) in temperature-controlled stainless-steel vats. Part of the yield undergoes malolactics in barrel. Aging in barrels for 18 months with 50% new oak. Fining, no filtration. Most of the Merlot is given malolactic fermentation in barrel.


WINES PRODUCED


Calon-Ségur: 240,000 bottles


Marquis de Calon: 40,000 bottles


Plateau of maturity: Within 8–30 years of the vintage


GENERAL APPRECIATION


Calon-Ségur has produced wines of first-growth quality from the 1920s to the beginning of the 1960s. After a period of slump, it came back on track in the 1990s, with profound wines in 1995, 1996, and 2000. Prices are reasonable, so much so that Calon is often considered as one of the best buys of the Médoc. However, quality is not always regular and it is advisable to be cautious when picking a vintage.


Situated on a bed of sandy gravel and iron-enriched limestone in the northernmost reaches of the commune of St.-Estèphe is Calon-Ségur, the most northerly classified growth. Like its nearby neighbor, Château Montrose, there is a live-in owner, the no-nonsense, suffer-no-fools Madame Capbern Gasqueton. The white château of Calon-Ségur dominates the landscape, with its two towers that have unusually rounded roofs. Surrounding the château is a stone wall, or clos, which, while common in Burgundy, is unusual for Bordeaux.


The history of Calon-Ségur dates back to Roman times, when the commune of St.-Estèphe was known as “Calones.” Notoriety as a wine-producing estate is no doubt enhanced by the famous 18th-century quotation attributed to the Marquis de Ségur, who surprised friends with his statement, “I make my wine at Lafite and Latour, but my heart is in Calon.” His emotional attachment to Calon has been immortalized with a heart on Calon’s label (the perfect gift for Valentine’s Day).


For much of the 20th century, Calon-Ségur did everything right, often producing wines that were every bit as compelling as the first-growths. There were extraordinary efforts in 1929, 1928, and 1926, and in the dismal decade of the 1930s a fine 1934 was produced. In the late 1940s and early 1950s, few properties in Bordeaux could match the stunning successes that Calon-Ségur enjoyed in 1953, 1949, 1948, 1947, and 1945. Following 1953, there was not another truly profound wine produced at Calon-Ségur until 1982. They were not bad, but even the top years during the 1960s and 1970s tended to turn out wines that were slightly oxidized, with tired fruit and sometimes musty, old-wood flavor, as well as excessive, astringent tannins. The feeling by knowledgeable insiders in Bordeaux was that bringing up the wine in the cellars—the so-called élevage—was suspect, the wines were bottled too late, and the racking and cleanliness of the old barrels was often handled in a casual, if not indifferent, manner.


Since 1982 Calon-Ségur has regained its form, turning out fine wines in 1990, 1989, and 1988, and prodigious wines in 2000, 1996, and 1995. This great historic estate, seemingly directionless in the 1970s, has come back strongly and, while totally different in style, the wines are capable of challenging Cos d’Estournel and Montrose. Madame Gasqueton (and before his death, her husband) would argue that of all the St.-Estèphes, Calon-Ségur remains the most faithful to the traditional style of long-lived wines that are slow to evolve and blossom. In that sense, she is correct, and traditionalists would be well advised to consider the recent efforts of this beautifully situated, historically significant estate that is the last (geographically speaking) of the classified growths in the famed 1855 classification.


IMPORTANT VINTAGES










	2001
89–91


	Approximately 65% of the crop made it into the 2001 Calon-Ségur, which is a standard blend of 60% Cabernet Sauvignon, 30% Merlot, and 10% Cabernet Franc. Half the crop enjoyed malolactic in barrel and half in tank. Although this is a richer effort than the 1999 and the 1998, it falls short of the profound 2000 Calon-Ségur. The deep ruby/purple-colored 2001 exhibits a sweet nose of mulberries, cherries, dried herbs, earth, and licorice, a sweet attack, ripe tannin, good definition, and a medium-bodied, long finish with impressive purity. If this St.-Estèphe fleshes out, it will merit an outstanding score. Anticipated maturity: 2006–2018. Last tasted, 1/03.







	2000
95+


	Unquestionably the greatest Calon-Ségur since the 1982, this blend of 60% Cabernet Sauvignon, 30% Merlot, and 10% Cabernet Franc exhibits an opaque plum/purple color along with gorgeous aromas of creosote intermixed with black cherries, cassis, licorice, and stony, liquid minerals. An amazing effort, full-bodied and opulent, it possesses abundant tannin that is well concealed by the wealth of fruit, glycerin, and intensity. This large-scaled wine may be tremendous right from release, but I suspect it will require patience. Given this estate’s history of closing down for considerable time after bottling, despite how precocious the wine shows, look for it to be at its best between 2010–2040. Last tasted, 1/03.







	1999
87


	An elegant, lighter-styled Calon-Ségur, particularly when compared to the 2000, this supple 1999 exhibits an evolved color, sweet cherry and dusty berry fruit, and hints of dried herbs. It is a spicy, cherry-flavored effort with a style reminiscent of a Beaune premier cru. The blend of 60% Cabernet Sauvignon, 30% Merlot, and 10% Cabernet Franc has resulted in a wine of elegance and finesse rather than one with a lot of stuffing and power. Drink it during its first 7–10 years of life. Last tasted, 12/02.







	1998
89+


	Although austere tannin may keep this wine from obtaining an outstanding score, it exhibits plenty of complexity in its earthy, truffle, black cherry, currant, plum, and herb-scented bouquet and flavors. Moderately tannic with good weight, it is a classically styled 1998. Despite the fact that Calon-Ségur tends to utilize about 35% Merlot in the final blend, it is not one of the more precocious efforts of the vintage. Anticipated maturity: 2008–2030. Last tasted, 12/02.







	1997
77


	A soft, weedy Calon-Ségur, with a washed-out ruby color, herb, pepper, and earthy aromas, light to medium body, and low tannin, this 1997 should be consumed over the next 3–4 years. Last tasted, 11/02.







	1996
92


	Prior to bottling, I thought the 1996 Calon-Ségur would be a match for the spectacular 1995, but the two vintages, tasted blind, side by side, and on two occasions, convinced me that the 1995 has the edge because of its element of sur-maturité and more accessible, richer mid-palate. The 1996 may not be as profound as I had predicted from cask, but it is an exceptional wine. Dark ruby–colored with a complex nose of dried herbs, Asian spices, and black cherry jam intermixed with cassis, it possesses outstanding purity and considerable tannin in the finish. This classic, medium to full-bodied, traditionally made wine improves dramatically with airing, suggesting it will have a very long life. Anticipated maturity: 2009–2028. Last tasted, 12/02.







	1995
92+


	The 1995 Calon-Ségur is one of the great sleepers of the vintage. It has closed down completely since bottling, but it is a sensational effort. The wine is opaque purple-colored. With coaxing, the tight aromatics reveal some weedy cassis intertwined with truffles, chocolate, and beef blood–like aromas. On the palate, there is an element of sur-maturité (1995 was an extremely late harvest at Calon-Ségur), fabulous density and purity, and a boatload of tannin. This deep, broodingly backward, classic Bordeaux will require cellaring. Anticipated maturity: 2007–2035. Last tasted, 12/02.







	1994
84?


	Attenuated and compressed, this dark ruby–colored wine has a closed, truffle-like aroma with earthy soil scents. It is a concentrated, stern, tannic wine that has weight, medium body, but abundant astringent tannin. Anticipated maturity: now–2012. Last tasted, 3/00.







	1990
88


	The dark ruby–colored 1990 is exhibiting an evolved color with considerable amber. It offers a fragrant bouquet of spicy, oaky, ripe cherry, and herb-like fruit. This is an admirably concentrated, well-balanced wine with excellent depth and purity of fruit to its medium-bodied personality. Surprisingly, it is fully mature. Anticipated maturity: now–2010. Last tasted, 11/01.







	1989
89


	This property has turned in an excellent effort in 1989 that is slightly deeper and richer than the 1990. It possesses a deep ruby/garnet color, a sweet, chewy, dense texture, full body, high alcohol, and moderately high tannin. Quite precocious, it will have a life span of at least 15 years. A downsized version of the 1982, but more rustic and evolved, the wine is in full maturity. Anticipated maturity: now–2012. Last tasted, 11/01.







	1988
91


	The 1988 Calon-Ségur outshines both wines from the more heralded vintages of 1989 and 1990. Deeply colored, superbly balanced, rich and full-bodied, it appears to be a worthy candidate for another 15 years of longevity. It is a classic example of this château’s wine—cedary, very fragrant, with plenty of earthly, sweet red and black currant fruit. I should also note that it is a surprisingly powerful wine for the vintage. It gets my nod as the finest Calon-Ségur between 1982 and 1995. Anticipated maturity: now–2020. Last tasted, 9/02.







	1986
88


	The 1986 possesses a deep ruby/garnet color, with a tight, yet ripe, black currant bouquet backed up with subtle scents of herb, cedar, and sweet oak. On the palate, the wine is muscular, rich, and medium-to full-bodied, with a pronounced smoky, mineral, and currant character. It has fine length, with some rustic tannin still noticeable. Curiously, in this vintage Calon-Ségur used an inordinately high percentage of Cabernet Sauvignon (90% Cabernet Sauvignon, 10% Merlot). Normally the percentage of Merlot in the blend is significantly higher. Anticipated maturity: now–2015. Last tasted, 11/01.







	1985
84


	The 1985 was bottled very late (January 1988), which has tended to dry out the wine. Medium ruby/garnet–colored with considerable amber, it has a sweet, earthly, berry, spicy, somewhat herbaceous nose. This medium-bodied wine is pleasant, but it lacks depth and fat. In addition, it is fully mature. Anticipated maturity: now–2005. Last tasted, 11/01.







	1983
79


	When I first tasted this wine in spring 1984, it was surprisingly soft, with grapy flavors, a hot, alcoholic finish, a rather fragile framework. Later in the year, it was ripe and flavorful, but low in acidity, and again, alcoholic. In style, color, and texture, it reminded me of a 1976. Revealing considerable amber and rust to its color, this fully mature, loosely structured, weedy wine should be drunk up, as it is fading badly. Anticipated maturity: now. Last tasted, 6/98.







	1982
94


	This wine, which was brilliant from cask, went into a frightfully backward, hard, austere period for nearly two decades. Finally, the 1982 Calon-Ségur is revealing its true personality. The wine had an opulent, unctuous texture and thickness from cask that reminded me of the estate’s legendary 1947. Those characteristics are beginning to emerge as the wine has begun to develop more complexity and shed some of its formidable tannin. This is a large-scaled, super-concentrated, dark plum/garnet–colored wine that needs at least an hour of decanting. The intense nose of roasted coffee, sweet, jammy, fruity, leather and spice is followed by a full-bodied, tannic wine that is thick and opulent. Still young and backward and made in a traditional “no holds barred” style, this classic Calon-Ségur is just reaching its plateau of maturity. Anticipated maturity: now–2030. Last tasted, 9/02.








ANCIENT VINTAGES


Between 1960 and 1981, most vintages were largely disappointing except for the 1966 and 1975. Largely forgotten today, Calon-Ségur has one of the greatest terroirs in Bordeaux. This property made extraordinary wines in the 1920s, 1940s, and early 1950s. The 1953, 1949, 1947, 1945, 1929, 1928, 1926, and 1924 can be exquisite wines. I have heard that the 1953 (96 points; last tasted 10/94) was sumptuous even before it reached 10 years of age. When drunk from magnum, the wine was a classic example of the glorious fragrance and velvety richness this vintage achieved. While most Calon-Ségurs possess a hefty degree of tannin, this wine offers a glorious concoction of cedar, sweet jammy fruit, full body, and remarkable intensity without the husky roughness Calon-Ségur can display. Although the color exhibits noticeable amber at the edge, this wine remains in magnificent condition.


The 1945 Calon-Ségur (90 points; last tasted 12/95) is a powerful, dense, dark garnet–colored wine with plenty of earth, mineral, and black fruits in its nose. Although tannin is still present, this is a formidably concentrated, thick, hugely extracted, amazingly youthful wine. It can be drunk now or cellared for another 25–30 years. The most opulent, generous, and decadent Calon-Ségur I have ever tasted is the 1947 (96 points; last tasted 7/97). It revealed considerable amber and rust in its color, but the sweet, jammy nose of fruitcake, cedar, and colossal quantities of unctuously textured black fruits is the stuff of legend. Thick and rich, with more glycerin, fruit, and alcohol than tannin, this is a juicy, fat wine that has been fully mature for 20+ years. It exhibited no signs of decline or fruit loss. I have experienced bottle variation with the 1949 Calon-Ségur (94 points; last tasted 12/95), ranging from bottles that were slightly austere and undernourished, to those that were superb. This bottle was an outstanding example. It did not possess the weight, unctuosity, and thickness of the 1947, or the power, youthfulness, and muscle of the 1945. It revealed considerable amber at the edge of its dark garnet color. The nose displayed a Médoc-like, cedar, spice, currant, mineral, and damp forest scent. medium-to full-bodied, with high tannin, excellent concentration, and an element of overripe fruit, this was an impressive, fully mature Calon-Ségur that can be drunk now or cellared for another 10–20 years.


The decade of the 1920s was a legendary one for Calon-Ségur. The 1928 (96 points; last tasted 12/95) revealed an opaque garnet color with a coffee-like look at the edge. Late-harvest-like in the nose, with a plummy, Asian spice, leather, and molasses-like aromas and flavors, this thick, extremely sweet, rich, full-bodied wine is astonishingly intense. It is all glycerin, richness, and intensity, with no hard edges, making one a true believer of the extraordinary longevity of Bordeaux’s greatest wines. This may be the greatest ancient vintage of Calon-Ségur, although the 1926 is a close rival.


The 1926 (94 points; last tasted 12/95) is not a wine for modern-day oenologists. The color is mainly orange/rust with some ruby remaining. Noticeable volatile acidity blows off within several minutes. The sweet, plummy, cedary, roasted nut, and clove nose is followed by a surprisingly sweet wine, with fine ripeness and chewy glycerin. The well-balanced finish is long, authoritative, and generous. Although the feeble color suggests a degree of decrepitude, such is not the case.



CHAMBERT-MARBUZET [image: images]
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Classification: Cru Bourgeois


Owner: GFA des Vignobles H. Duboscq et fils


Address: 33180 St.-Estèphe


Telephone: 05 56 59 30 54; Telefax: 05 56 59 70 87


E-mail:  henriduboscq@hotmail.com


Visits: By appointment only


Contact: Alfred Teixeira


VINEYARDS


Surface area: 17.3 acres


Grape varietals: 70% Cabernet Sauvignon, 30% Merlot


Average age of vines: 25 years


Density of plantation: 8,300 vines per hectare


Average yields: 50 hectoliters per hectare


Elevage: Three-week fermentation and 28-day maceration in temperature-controlled concrete tanks with micro-oxygenation of the lees. Aging in oak barrels that are renewed by a third each year. No fining, no filtration.


WINES PRODUCED


Château Chambert-Marbuzet: 48,000 bottles


No second wine is produced.


Plateau of maturity: Within 2–8 years of the vintage


GENERAL APPRECIATION


This Cru Bourgeois is worth its status, producing wines that are generally of good quality. However, do not expect Chambert-Marbuzet to be a great or long-lived wine.


The talented and flamboyant Henri Duboscq, proprietor of the better-known Château Haut-Marbuzet in St.-Estèphe, is also the owner of this small estate located near the village of Marbuzet. It was acquired by the Duboscq family in 1962. Like Haut-Marbuzet, the vinification consists of a relatively high fermentation temperature, a long cuvaison, the bringing up of the wine in at least 50% new oak casks, and the avoidance of any type of filtration at the time of bottling. The wines of Chambert-Marbuzet have exhibited rich fruit, married with abundant, sometimes excessive quantities of toasty new oak. They are easy to understand and drink. If Chambert-Marbuzet is to be criticized at all, it would be because at times the wine can be entirely too obvious, and their potential to age beyond a decade is suspect. Nevertheless, the quality is reasonably high, and the wine enjoys increasing popularity.


IMPORTANT VINTAGES


The best recent vintages have been the fully mature 1989 and 1990.



COS D’ESTOURNEL [image: images]
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Classification: Second-growth in 1855


Owner: Domaines Reybier


Address: 33180 St.-Estèphe


Telephone: 05 56 73 15 50; Telefax: 05 56 59 72 59


E-mail:  estournel@estournel.com


Website: www.estournel.com


Visits: By appointment only


Contact: Jean-Guillaume Prats


VINEYARDS


Surface area: 158 acres


Grape varietals: 60% Cabernet Sauvignon, 38% Merlot and 2% Cabernet Franc


Average age of vines: 35 years


Density of plantation: 8,000 to 10,000 vines per hectare


Average yields: 50 hectoliters per hectare


Elevage: Three-week maceration in double-lined temperature-controlled stainless-steel tanks. Eighteen months aging in casks with 80% new oak. Fining, no filtration.


WINES PRODUCED


Château Cos d’Estournel: 250,000 bottles


Pagodes de Cos: 120,000 bottles


Plateau of maturity: Within 10–30 years of the vintage


GENERAL APPRECIATION


A famed estate indeed, Cos d’Estournel has unquestionably produced some excellent wines during the 1980s and until the mid-1990s, when it was well worth a first growth. Today, though Cos is still good, it is not as consistent as one would expect a growth of its pedigree to be, and vintages from 1997 onward have been inferior to their predecessors, exhibiting slightly green and vegetal characteristics. Prices are high in view of the quality. The other St.-Estèphe crus classés represent better value/price ratios. The 2001 vintage should represent a return to the glory years.


Until it was sold in the mid-1990s to the group BernardTaillan SA, who resold it to Swiss magnate Michel Reybier, Cos d’Estournel (pronounced, surprisingly, with a sounded “oss” in Cos) had risen to the top of its class in St.-Estèphe under the inspired direction of Bruno Prats. Between 1982 and 1996, the wines had gone from one strength to another, and in most vintages Cos d’Estournel could be expected to produce one of the Médoc’s finest wines. This château, which resembles an Asian pagoda, sits on a ridge immediately north of the Pauillac border, looking down on its famous neighbor, Lafite Rothschild. Atypically for a Médoc, Cos is distinguished by the high percentage of Merlot used in the blend—40%—and the elevated use of new oak casks—60–100%. This proportion of Merlot is among the highest used in the Haut-Médoc and also accounts for the fleshy, richly textured character so noticeable in recent vintages of Cos d’Estournel. Bruno Prats, the manager and owner until the late 1990s, belonged to the avant-garde of new wine technology. This is one of the few major Bordeaux estates that was adamantly in favor of filtration of wine, both before cask aging and bottling. However, Prats had second thoughts, as he decided to eliminate the second filtration prior to the bottling of the 1989. In 2002, his son, the estate manager Jean-Guillaume Prats, eschews any filtration. The results speak for themselves—Cos d’Estournel, after having to play runner-up to Montrose in the 1950s and 1960s, emerged in the 1980s as one of the most popular wines in Bordeaux. Readers should also note that Cos d’Estournel has been particularly successful in difficult vintages, for example, 1993, 1992, and 1991. In spite of the changes in ownership in the late 1990s, this estate remains impeccably managed.


IMPORTANT VINTAGES










	2001
91–94


	Jean-Guillaume Prats compares the 2001 Cos to the 1988 and 1979, classic efforts with good acidity, definition, and tannin. One of the vintage’s greatest successes, this 2001 is one of the dozen or so wines that appear to be superior to their 2000 counterparts. A blend of 55% Cabernet Sauvignon and 45% Merlot representing 40% of the total production, it boasts an opaque ruby/purple color as well as a sweet nose of cassis, spice, licorice, and vanilla. What makes it stand out in the company of other 2001s are its terrific multilayered texture and tremendous length. Anticipated maturity: 2008–2025. Last tasted, 1/03.







	2000
90+


	This wine has put on weight and fleshed out its mid-palate during its élevage, and has thrown off the subtle herbaceous notes detectable at my first tasting in March 2001. A blend of 65% Cabernet Sauvignon, 33% Merlot, and 2% Cabernet Franc, it exhibits an inky ruby/purple color, a luscious perfume of blackberries, cassis, licorice, spice, and toasty oak, medium to full body, a beautiful texture, a concentrated mid-palate, sweet tannin, and a long, elegant, refined finish. Anticipated maturity: 2006–2025. Last tasted, 1/03.







	1999
88


	A supremely elegant effort, the dark ruby–colored 1999 Cos offers notes of dried Provençal herbs, smoke, licorice, black cherries, and cassis. This medium- to full-bodied St.-Estèphe is cerebral; intellectual, and refined, but lacking soul and hedonism. Anticipated maturity: 2004–2018. Last tasted, 12/02.







	1998
88


	This elegant, stylish, graceful wine is an attractive, dark ruby/purple–colored effort with subtle notes of sweet oak, licorice, herbs, and black fruits. While not massive, it is medium bodied and ripe, with sweet tannin. Forty-eight percent of the production was utilized in this blend of 60% Cabernet Sauvignon and 40% Merlot. Anticipated maturity: 2004–2018. Last tasted, 12/02.







	1997
87


	Forty percent of the harvest made it into this flattering, delicious wine with abundant charm and herb-tinged blackberry and cherry fruit. A dark ruby color is accompanied by a medium-bodied, appealing St.-Estèphe. A blend of 55% Cabernet Sauvignon and 45% Merlot, it should drink well for 4–5 years. Last tasted, 12/02.







	1996
93+


	Made from 65% Cabernet Sauvignon and 35% Merlot, this is a huge, backward wine reminiscent of the 1986 Cos d’Estournel. The 1996 possesses an opaque purple color as well as pure aromatics consisting of cassis, grilled herbs, coffee, and toasty new oak. Massive in the mouth and one of the most structured and concentrated young Cos d’Estournels I have ever tasted, this thick, structured, tannic wine has closed down significantly since bottling. It requires 2–3 years of cellaring, and it should last for 30–35 years. It is a fabulous Cos, but patience is required. Anticipated maturity: 2006–2030. Last tasted, 12/02.







	1995
95


	A wine of extraordinary intensity and accessibility, the 1995 Cos d’Estournel is a sexier, more hedonistic offering than the muscular, backward 1996. Opulent, with forward aromatics (gobs of black fruits intermixed with toasty scents and a boatload of spice), this terrific Cos possesses remarkable intensity, full body, and layers of jammy fruit nicely framed by the wine’s new oak. Because of low acidity and sweet tannin, the 1995 will be difficult to resist young, although it will age for 2–3 decades. Anticipated maturity: now–2025. Last tasted, 12/02.







	1994
88


	Cos d’Estournel’s dark ruby 1994 is one of the better wines of the vintage. It boasts an opaque color, as well as a sweet nose of cedar, black fruits, licorice, toast, and Asian spices. Medium bodied, with sweet, herb-tinged fruit that reveals a touch of the vintage’s tough tannin, this rich, well-balanced, classic wine will prove to be long-lived. Anticipated maturity: 2005–2020. Last tasted, 4/01.







	1990
95


	The 1990 has consistently charmed tasters with its flashy display of opulent Merlot (about 40% of the blend) mixed with jammy Cabernet Sauvignon. This super-concentrated wine possesses a roasted herb, sweet, jammy black fruit–scented nose, infused with opulent and succulent licorice, spice box, and cedar. Pure and full-bodied, this concentrated wine has entered its plateau of maturity. The wine is open, flattering, and impossible to resist. Anticipated maturity: now–2015. Last tasted, 12/01.







	1989
88


	The 1989, although good, does not live up to expectations given the terroir and the vintage. Its deep ruby color shows some amber. A spicy vanilla, curranty nose, medium body, and excellent depth is followed by a monolithic personality. It possesses neither the concentration nor dimension of the exceptional 1990. The 1989 possesses some astringent tannin in the finish, but it is well integrated with the wine’s ripe fruit. An excellent yet somewhat uninspiring wine. Anticipated maturity: now–2014. Last tasted, 12/02.







	1988
87


	The 1988 has an intriguing bouquet of exotic Asian spices, cedar, black tea, and black fruits. Tannic in its youth, the wine has softened and developed more charm and appeal. Still deep ruby/purple in color with pink/amber at the rim, this medium-bodied, slightly austere wine possesses good cassis fruit, excellent purity, and an elegant, classic style. Anticipated maturity: now–2012. Last tasted, 3/00.







	1986
93+


	The 1986 is a highly extracted wine, with a black/ruby color (some pink is showing at the rim) and plenty of toasty, smoky notes in its bouquet that suggest ripe plums, licorice, and black currants. Evolving at a glacial pace, it exhibits massive, huge, ripe, extremely concentrated flavors with impressive depth and richness. It possesses power, weight, and tannin, and it is a wine for long-term aging. Anticipated maturity: 2004–2020. Last tasted, 2/00.







	1985
92


	Forward, with a fabulously scented toasty bouquet toast and concentrated red and black fruits (especially black cherries), the 1985 is rich, lush, long, and medium- to full-bodied. Very fragrant, with gobs of sweet black fruits, minerals, and spice in both its flavors and aromatics, this wine is fully mature and not likely to improve. Anticipated maturity: now–2010. Last tasted, 3/01.







	1983
78


	This wine matured quickly. Weedy, attenuated, with herb-dominated red currant fruit, this effort from Cos has become more compressed and charmless over time. A disappointment. Anticipated maturity: now. Last tasted, 2/01.







	1982
96


	Like many 1982s, Cos d’Estournel was flattering, opulent, and easy to drink in its youth. The 1982 is atypically thick, super-concentrated, rich, and powerful. The wine reveals no signs of age in its opaque dark ruby/purple color. The tannin is present, yet the wine reveals that fabulous inner-core of sweet, jammy, black currant and black cherry fruit. There is considerable glycerin and body in this youthful but immensely promising example of Cos d’Estournel that has entered its plateau of maturity. It has at least 15 years of life remaining. Anticipated maturity: now–2018. Last tasted, 9/02.








ANCIENT VINTAGES


Cos d’Estournel was largely a disappointment between 1964 and 1981. The best vintage was 1970, now tiring. The 1953 (93 points; last tasted 10/94), most recently drunk from magnums, is a classic example of the vintage, displaying a huge, fragrant, flowery, berry-scented nose. The 1928 (rated 95) can be outrageously sweet and delicious, but readers would have to drink it from a pristinely kept bottle.
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Classification: Fifth Growth in 1855


Owner: SCE Domaines Audoy


Address: 33180 St.-Estèphe


Telephone: 05 56 59 30 22; Telefax: 05 56 59 73 52


E-mail:  cos-labory@wanadoo.fr


Visits: By appointment Monday to Friday, 9 A.M.–to noon and 2–5 P.M.


Contact: Bernard or Martial Audoy


VINEYARDS


Surface area: 44.5 acres


Grape varietals: 55% Cabernet Sauvignon, 35% Merlot, 10% Cabernet Franc


Average age of vines: 35 years


Density of plantation: 8,700 vines per hectare


Average yields: 55 hectoliters per hectare


Elevage: Fermentations at 29–30°C in temperature-controlled stainless-steel tanks of 150-hectoliter capacity with frequent pumping-overs. Maceration lasts 20–30 days. Twelve to fifteen months aging in barrels with 40% new oak. Fining, no filtration.


WINES PRODUCED


Château Cos Labory: 65,000 bottles


Le Charme Labory: 45,000 bottles


Plateau of maturity: Within 5–12 years of the vintage


GENERAL APPRECIATION


Since the beginning of the 1990s, Cos Labory has improved. No longer producing mediocre wines, Cos Labory’s recent efforts are compatible with its fifth-growth status. Reasonable prices rank them amongst some of the most interesting values of the Médoc.


For decades one of the most disappointing of all the classified growths, Cos Labory has emerged over the last 10 years as a property well worth tasting as well as visiting. The resurrection of quality began with excellent wines in 1989 and 1990 and has continued through the 2000 vintage, although many of the vintages of the 1990s have provided raw materials that were far less promising than those Mother Nature provided in 1989 and 1990. The wine is now a well-made, deeply colored, rich, muscular, and tannic St.-Estèphe. A stricter selection by proprietor Bernard Audoy, malolactic fermentation in barrel, and bottling the wine without filtration have all helped to significantly elevate the quality of Cos Labory.


IMPORTANT VINTAGES










	2000
88


	A saturated opaque ruby/purple color offers up scents of jammy red and black fruits, smoke, and new oak. Low acidity, moderately high tannin, excellent density, and medium to full body add up to a strong effort from this château. A possible sleeper of the vintage? Anticipated maturity: 2006–2016. Last tasted, 1/03.







	1999
87


	A medium to dark ruby color is followed by aromas of sweet currants and new oak in this moderately intense, soft, low-acid, charming St.-Estèphe. With sweet tannin and an up-front personality, it will provide plenty of pleasure over the next 8 years. Last tasted, 12/02.







	1998
86


	This medium-bodied, peppery, herbaceous offering lacks depth. The color is a dark ruby, and the wine reveals nice berry and cassis fruit, but little else. Drink it over the next 4–5 years. Last tasted, 11/02.







	1997
86


	The 1997 Cos Labory is far better from bottle than it was from cask. A medium plum/ruby color is followed by a charming raspberry/cherry, Burgundian-like fruitiness, excellent ripeness, and a superficial attack and finish. This is a tasty, accessible, user-friendly wine to drink over the next 3–6 years. Last tasted, 3/00.







	1996
88


	My concerns about the 1996’s tannic ferocity were alleviated by its performance out of bottle. It has turned out to be a classic, dark ruby/purple-colored St.-Estèphe with earthy black currant fruit, medium to full body, moderate tannin, and excellent purity. As the wine sits in the glass, blackberry jam and mineral notes emerge. This well-made, reasonably priced wine should drink well between 2005–2018. Last tasted, 3/00.







	1995
88+?


	Although this dark ruby/purple-colored Cos Labory is more charming since bottling, aromatically it is closed, with red and black fruits just beginning to emerge. In the mouth, dusty tannin appears elevated, giving the wine a hard, dry, rough-textured finish. However, there is medium to full body, plenty of sweet, ripe fruit on the attack, and my instincts suggest there is good extract behind the wall of tannin. Anticipated maturity: now–2015. Last tasted, 3/00.







	1994
86


	This tannic, medium-bodied 1994 possesses a deep ruby/purple color and plenty of ripe black currant and licorice-flavored fruit. Cos Labory’s 1994 is a solid 85/86-point effort. Anticipated maturity: 2004–2012. Last tasted, 1/97.







	1993
85


	The 1993 Cos Labory exhibits a dark ruby color and a spicy, low-key, pleasant but undistinguished nose of red fruits, earth, and wood. The wine is hard, but there is good depth, and perhaps the fruit will ultimately balance out the wine’s structure. Anticipated maturity: now–2008. Last tasted, 1/97.







	1992
82?


	This soft 1992 is well made, with moderate depth, medium body, fine ripeness, and adequate length. The high tannin in the finish is worrisome. Will the modest level of fruit extraction dry out before the tannin melts away? Last tasted, 11/94.







	1991
86


	The 1991 exhibits a surprisingly saturated color and a tight but promising nose of pepper, black currant, and smoky new oak scents. Medium bodied and tannic with good depth, this wine should be drunk over the next 2–6 years. Last tasted, 1/94.







	1990
89


	The 1990 is nearly black in color with a reticent, spicy, licorice, mineral, and cassis-scented nose. In the mouth there is great extraction, rich, full-bodied, chewy texture, and a splendidly long, moderately tannic finish. Anticipated maturity: now–2010. Last tasted, 3/99.







	1989
89


	The 1989 is undeniably the finest example of Cos Labory I have ever tasted. Black/ruby in color with a huge bouquet of cassis, this formidable 1989 has layers of extract, a very high tannin level, and a hefty level of alcohol. This vintage signals the beginning of a renaissance of Cos Labory. Anticipated maturity: now–2015. Last tasted, 3/99.







	1988
84


	The 1988 Cos Labory is a pleasant, well-colored, tannic, medium-bodied wine, with fine overall balance and good length. It should provide decent rather than inspired drinking. Anticipated maturity: now. Last tasted, 3/90.







	1986
79


	The 1986 Cos Labory is light, but it does exhibit a pleasant, as well as charming berry fruitiness married with an attractive subtle oakiness. It seems to reveal some of the vast size of the 1986 crop, particularly the lightness of the Merlot that was apparent in some vineyards in that vintage. Anticipated maturity: now. Last tasted, 11/89.








ANCIENT VINTAGES


My experience with the better vintages in the 1970s and 1980s has been disappointing.
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Classification: Cru Bourgeois


Owner: Domaines Cuvelier


Address: Marbuzet, 33180 St.-Estèphe


Telephone: 05 57 77 11 50; Telefax: 05 56 86 57 16


E-mail:  cuvelier.bordeaux@wanadoo.fr


Website: cuvelier-bordeaux.com


Visits: By appointment only


Contact: Isabelle Davin


VINEYARDS


Surface area: 79 acres


Grape varietals: 55.7% Cabernet Sauvignon, 26.6% Merlot, 12.9% Cabernet Franc


Average age of vines: 38 years


Density of plantation: 7,900 vines per hectare


Average yields: 54 hectoliters per hectare


Elevage: Three-week fermentation and maceration in concrete and stainless-steel temperature-controlled tanks. Eighteen to twenty months aging in oak barrels that are renewed by a third at each vintage. Fining, no filtration.


WINES PRODUCED


Château Le Crock: 130,000 bottles


Château La Croix St.-Estèphe: 70,000 bottles


Plateau of maturity: Within 5–12 years of the vintage


GENERAL APPRECIATION


Le Crock is worth its Cru Bourgeois status, but no more. The wines are generally tannic and hard, quite austere, and priced much in the same way as many better Crus Bourgeois.


This attractive, two-story château, located south of the village of St.-Estèphe, has been owned by the Cuvelier family since 1903. While the superbly situated château—which sits on a hill overlooking a lake usually inhabited by numerous swans—is a site even the most jaded photographer could hardly ignore, the wines have rarely been exciting. The high percentage of Merlot used would seemingly insure plenty of flesh and suppleness, but my experience with the wines of Le Crock indicates they are entirely too tannic and tough textured and often give the impression of being severe and excessively austere.


There is nothing to criticize about the attention given by the Cuvelier family to the vineyard and the modern vinification. Nevertheless, the wines of Le Crock generally seem to lack fruit, although they are certainly full-bodied, dense wines capable of lasting 10–12 years.


IMPORTANT VINTAGES


Since 1982, the only vintage to merit a score above 86 was the rich, fully mature 1990.
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Classification: Cru Bourgeois


Owner: GFA des Vignobles H. Duboscq et fils


Address: 33180 St.-Estèphe


Telephone: 05 56 59 30 54; Telefax: 05 56 59 70 87


E-mail:  henriduboscq@hotmail.com


Visits: By appointment only


Contact: Alfred Teixeira


VINEYARDS


Surface area: 143.3 acres


Grape varietals: 50% Cabernet Sauvignon, 40% Merlot, 10% Cabernet Franc


Average age of vines: 30 years


Density of plantation: 8,300 vines per hectare


Average yields: 45 hectoliters per hectare


Elevage: Three-week fermentation and maceration in temperature-controlled concrete and wooden tanks with bleeding of about 10% and daily pumping-overs. Aging in 100% new oak barrels. No fining, no filtration.


WINES PRODUCED


Château Haut-Marbuzet: 360,000 bottles


Mac Carthy: 60,000 bottles


Plateau of maturity: Within 3–15 years of the vintage


GENERAL APPRECIATION


Two decades ago, Haut-Marbuzet, a pioneer in terms of new oak aging, ranked amongst the most exotic Bordeaux. Today, most wines are treated in this manner and have greatly improved, so Haut-Marbuzet is no longer considered an exception. However, this wine has its followers. Personally, I consider it as being of fourth- or third-growth level, even if the more recent vintages tend to show some aggressive woody characteristics. It also represents a good value in today’s marketplace.


Haut-Marbuzet is one of the oldest estates in St.-Estèphe, but fame can be traced only to 1952, when it was purchased by the father of the current proprietor, Henri Duboscq. The vineyard is beautifully situated facing the Gironde River, on a gradual slope of gravelly soil intermixed with calcareous clay. Duboscq, a flamboyant personality who tends to describe his wines by making analogies to the body parts of prominent female movie stars, has created one of the most immensely popular wines of Bordeaux, particularly in France, Belgium, Holland, and England, where the great majority of Haut-Marbuzet is sold. He believes in late harvesting, thereby bringing in grapes that are nearly bursting with ripeness, macerating them for at least three weeks and then aging the entire crop for 18 months in 100% new oak barrels. Indeed, his methods result in an intense, opulent, and lavish fruitiness, with a rich, spicy, exotic bouquet. To the wine enthusiast, Haut-Marbuzet produces one of the most obvious yet sexiest wines of the entire Bordeaux region.


Some Duboscq critics have charged that his winemaking style borders on vulgarity, but he would argue that the new oak simply adds a charm and unctuous quality to the traditional muscular, tough texture that emerges from so many wines made in St.-Estèphe. Other critics have suggested that Haut-Marbuzet fails to age gracefully. While the wine is usually delicious when released, my tastings of old vintages back through 1961 have generally indicated that Haut-Marbuzet is best when drunk within the first 10–15 years of life.


Despite the criticisms, no one argues with the success proprietor Duboscq has enjoyed. He produces a Bordeaux that behaves more like a decadent Burgundy or Rhône.


IMPORTANT VINTAGES










	2001
87–88


	The 2001 Haut-Marbuzet reveals copious quantities of sweet black fruits inter mixed with lavish quantities of toasty oak and earth. Spicy and savory, with more vibrancy to its fruit than usual and a medium-bodied, moderately long finish, it should drink well for 7–8 years. Last tasted, 1/03.







	2000
87


	My first tasting of the 2000 Haut-Marbuzet revealed a brutally tannic, out of balance, and disjointed wine. When retasted two months later, the 2000 Haut-Marbuzet was performing at essentially the same level as the 2001. It was just more textured and fatter, but qualitatively no better. Last tasted, 1/03.







	1999
88


	Opaque purple with better integrated wood than many young Haut-Marbuzets exhibit, this supple-textured, medium- to full-bodied 1999 is loaded with jammy black fruits, spicy wood, herbs, and cedar. Attractive and seductive, it will drink well for a decade. Last tasted, 3/02.







	1998
87


	Medium weight, with a noticeable overlay of spicy new oak, this wine has rounded out in the bottle. Relatively soft, with notes of charcoal, strawberry/cherry fruit, and cedar, it is evolving quickly and requires consumption over the next decade. Last tasted, 3/01.







	1997
85


	While good, the 1997 Haut-Marbuzet is not up to the château’s usual standards. This aggressively woody wine reveals a hollow mid-section, but it does offer soft, ripe, coffee, earthy, black cherry fruit presented in a pleasant, medium-bodied format. A bit more concentration, extract, and length would have been preferable. Drink now. Last tasted, 3/02.







	1996
87


	Telltale, lavish, toasty new oak aromas jump from the glass of the dark ruby/purple–colored 1996. Well made, attractive, and boldly wooded, the wine’s rich fruit easily compensates for all the oak. This medium-bodied, spicy, lush, open-knit 1996 will keep for another 5–6 years. Last tasted, 3/01.







	1995
87


	The 1995 reveals gobs of kirsch and coffee in its nose, along with smoky, toasty, oaky notes. Medium bodied, with smoky, black currant fruit, low acidity, good lushness, and a layered palate, this is a hedonistic, accessible Haut-Marbuzet to consume over the next 3–4 years. Last tasted, 3/02.







	1990
91


	The fully mature 1990 is a classic, concentrated example of Haut-Marbuzet that needs to be drunk up. The wine displays a dark garnet color followed by a lavishly oaked, vanilla, roasted nut, herb, and sweet, jammy black currant, and olive-scented nose. Rich and opulent, with a thick, chewy texture, low acidity, and gobs of fruit, this hedonistic, decadently oaky, fruity wine will not improve, so why tempt the ill-effects of Father Time? It is the finest Haut-Marbuzet since the fabulous 1982. Anticipated maturity: now–2007. Last tasted, 3/01.







	1989
86


	Haut-Marbuzet’s 1989 revealed considerable amber to its color, as well as a pronounced nose of cedar, jammy cherry fruit, seaweed, and spice. The wine tasted fully mature, is low in acidity, round, and sweet, and is just beginning to tire. Anticipated maturity: now. Last tasted, 3/01.







	1988
87


	The 1988 was another flashy, seductive, full-bodied, amply endowed, generously oaked wine. The tannins have melted away and the fruit is beginning to fade. The wine still exhibits plenty of extract and size, but requires consumption. Anticipated maturity: now. Last tasted, 3/99.







	1982
89


	This wine was one of the most decadent and seductive wines of the vintage between 1984 and 1995. It continues to offer copious quantities of vanilla-tinged, sweet, opulent, black cherry and currant fruit with intriguing aromas of coffee and cedar. Thick, juicy, and succulent, this plush, fat wine is beginning to tire ever so slightly. Intense, with no hard edges, this once-glorious example of Haut-Marbuzet, one of the most consistent and crowd-pleasing wines of the vintage, has finally lost its flamboyant, over-the-top personality. Still delicious, it demands immediate consumption. Anticipated maturity: now. Last tasted, 11/01.
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Classification: Fourth Growth in 1855


Owner: Tesseron family


Address: 33180 St.-Estèphe


Telephone: 05 56 59 32 06; Telefax: 05 56 59 72 43


E-mail:  lafon@lafon-rochet.com


Website: www.lafon-rochet.com


Visits: By appointment Monday to Friday, 9 A.M.–noon and 2–4 P.M.


Contact: Isabelle Noizee


VINEYARDS


Surface area: 103.7 acres


Grape varietals: 55% Cabernet Sauvignon, 40% Merlot, 5% Cabernet Franc


Average age of vines: 30 years


Density of plantation: 9,000 vines per hectare


Average yields: 54 hectoliters per hectare


Elevage: Twenty-one day fermentation in stainless-steel vats. Malolactics and 20 months aging in barrels, with 50% new oak. Fining and filtration.


WINES PRODUCED


Château Lafon-Rochet: 120,000 bottles


Les Pélerins de Lafon-Rochet: 120,000 bottles


Plateau of maturity: Within 8–20 years of the vintage


GENERAL APPRECIATION


After a major slump in the 1970s, Lafon-Rochet has improved, especially from 1994 on, the 2000, 1996 and 1995 representing its finest successes to date. The estate now produces wines well worth their fourth-growth status, and sometimes better. Prices remain reasonable.


While this vineyard was ranked fourth growth in the 1855 classification, most observers today argue that the superbly situated Lafon-Rochet (adjacent to both Lafite Rothschild and Cos d’Estournel) should routinely produce wine with more character and flavor than it habitually does. The current owners, the Tesserons, purchased the property in 1959 and began a gradual but significant program to restore the vineyards and the run-down château. Today the estate has been totally renovated, and the new cellars are housed in a bright, almost vulgar, yellow-colored one-story château. Over the last decade, a combination of intelligent, quality-oriented decisions, such as (1) to harvest slightly later, (2) to increase the percentage of new oak, (3) to increase the percentage of Merlot in both the vineyard and the blend, and (4) to make a second wine from weaker vats, has resulted in more impressive first wines.


While Lafon-Rochet produced numerous disappointing wines (given the château’s pedigree) during the 1970s, the efforts made in the 1990s clearly support its position in the 1855 classification.


IMPORTANT VINTAGES










	2001
86–88


	If it were not for a pinched, compressed finish, I would have rated this 2001 higher. It offers a dark ruby/purple color, good acidity, medium body, moderate tannin, and a tangy, vivacious personality. Anticipated maturity: 2005–2015. Last tasted, 1/03.







	2000
90


	This is a low-acid, black/purple-colored effort displaying a perfumed bouquet of smoke, herbs, leather, incense, and black fruits. Full-bodied, opulent, and viscous, it exhibits plenty of power as well as moderate tannin. A sleeper of the vintage. Anticipated maturity: now–2016. Last tasted, 1/03.







	1999
87


	Scents of dried Provençal herbs, spicy new oak, red currants, and a hint of cassis jump from the glass of this dark ruby/plum–colored 1999. Soft and seductive, with cherry and licorice characteristics discernable in the flavors, it can be drunk now and over the next 6–10 years. Last tasted, 3/02.







	1998
88


	A dense purple color is accompanied by a tannic, smoky, concentrated, earthy wine with abundant blackberry and cassis fruit, underbrush, minerals, and a steely character, as well as a powerful, tannic finish. Anticipated maturity: now–2016. Last tasted, 3/02.







	1997
86


	This dark plum–colored, sexy, soft, medium-bodied, low-acid Lafon-Rochet reveals chewy black fruits intermixed with new wood and minerals. Exhibiting good density and ripeness, it is a very good effort in this accessible, drinker-friendly vintage. Anticipated maturity: now–2008. Last tasted, 3/02.







	1996
90


	One of the sleepers of the 1996 vintage, Lafon-Rochet has turned out an atypically powerful, rich, and concentrated wine bursting with black currant fruit. The opaque purple color gives way to a medium-to full-bodied, tannic, backward wine with terrific purity, a sweet, concentrated mid-palate, and a long, blockbuster finish. This wine remains one of the finest values from the luxury-priced 1996 vintage and is well worth purchasing by readers who are willing to invest a few years of patience; it should keep for 12–15 years. Anticipated maturity: 2005–2020. Last tasted, 3/02.







	1995
89


	Although it has closed down since bottling, this wine is an impressively endowed, rich, sweet, cassis-smelling and -tasting Lafon-Rochet. The wine’s impressively saturated deep ruby/purple color is accompanied by vanilla, earth, and spicy scents, medium to full body, excellent to outstanding richness, and moderate tannin in the powerful, well-delineated finish. Anticipated maturity: now–2018. Last tasted, 4/02.







	1994
88+


	A breakthrough vintage for this estate, the outstanding 1994 exhibits an opaque purple color, followed by a sweet, pure nose of cassis, new oak, and beef blood. Muscular and massive, with huge body and a boatload of tannin, this wine is crammed with extract and power. It will last for 20–25 years. Anticipated maturity: now–2025. Last tasted, 4/02.







	1993
86


	A spicy, green pepper, vegetal component detracted from this dark, opaque-colored wine. While it possesses hard tannin, there is also plenty of fruit (especially for a 1993). The wine is likely to dry out quickly, but those who like a rough-and-tumble style of Bordeaux with plenty of guts and muscle are advised that this wine represents a good value. It will provide a beefy mouthful of claret to consume over the next five years. Last tasted, 1/97.







	1990
89


	The 1990, a stunning effort for this property, offers further proof of just how successful 1990 turned out in St.-Estèphe. Very dark ruby with no lightening at the rim and a tightly knit nose of damp earth, olives, and black fruits, this well-endowed wine is a powerful and concentrated Lafon-Rochet. Just beginning to shed its cloak of tannin, this 1990 has force, volume, and increasing suppleness. Anticipated maturity: now–2020. Last tasted, 7/99.







	1989
88


	Dark ruby with an intense bouquet of overripe cassis, this chewy, full-bodied wine has some dusty tannin, excellent concentration, and a slightly compressed finish. Anticipated maturity: now–2015. Last tasted, 7/99.







	1988
86


	The herbaceous, austere 1988 has medium body, good ripe fruit, and decent harmony. Concentrated for the vintage, this dark ruby–colored wine has some rustic tannin that remains unintegrated. Anticipated maturity: now–2010. Last tasted, 10/00.







	1986
88


	On numerous occasions this wine seemed forbiddingly tannic from cask and virtually impossible to evaluate, but it has turned out to be one of the estate’s best wines made during the 1980s. Deep ruby/purple, with a full-intensity, smoky, spicy, rich, curranty bouquet, this full-bodied, powerful, tannic wine lacks finesse, but readers who like big, monolithic, tannic behemoths will appreciate the style. Anticipated maturity: now–2015. Last tasted, 3/98.







	1982
87


	This 1982 is plump, rich, and concentrated, but essentially one-dimensional and simple. It offers thick, jammy fruit, but little complexity. There is some tannin in the finish. My instincts suggest this wine needs to be drunk up over the next 5–10 years. Last tasted, 3/99.
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Classification: Cru Bourgeois


Owner: Natexis Banque


Address: Blanquet, 33180 St.-Estèphe


Telephone: 05 56 59 71 96; Telefax: 05 56 59 35 97


E-mail:  lilian-ladouys@château-lilian-ladouys.com


Website: www.château-lilian-ladouys.com
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