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PREFACE

THE LAST THIRTY YEARS

FROM “MEDIEVAL TIMES” TO THE GOLDEN AGE OF WINE

Looking back 30 years, it’s nearly impossible to comprehend how provincial the wine world was circa 1978, the year I launched my journal, The Wine Advocate. With virtually no wine-by-the-glass programs in restaurants, the U.S. was not yet importing a number of the wines recognized as the greatest of their countries, including Vega Sicilia in Spain and Penfolds Grange in Australia. There were no selections from New Zealand, virtually nothing from Australia, and only a handful of Riojas from Spain. Italy was represented largely by Chiantis, a few generic wines from the north, and an ocean of industrial jug wine from Bardolino and Valpolicello. California was largely a nonentity: none of the so-called cult wines existed, and the state’s best wines rarely received any press. Nor were there any stirrings of the Golden State’s revolution in quality that was about to be unleashed. Even La Belle France, the reference point for so many of the world’s greatest wines, was a perennial underachiever: only a handful of Bordeaux’s most famous classified growths—those châteaux recognized more than 160 years ago as making the best wines in Bordeaux—actually produced wines that were palatable. Appellations renowned today, such as Pomerol and St.-Émilion, were considered the refuge of ignorant peasants, and the quality of their wines usually reflected these sentiments. South America was another nonfactor, Malbec was an unknown grape, and Argentina was equally unknown as a wine-producing region. Next door, the proliferation of value wines from Chile was a decade away.

Yet dramatic changes were about to begin. In the U.S., which has become the largest fine-wine market in the world with the Far East nipping at our heels, the post—World War II baby boomers were coming of age and earning decent money. Many had traveled abroad, developing the more refined lifestyle of good wine and cuisine they had witnessed in western Europe.

In trying to make sense of everything that has happened in the last three decades, I have broken down these years into what I consider the most significant developments impacting the higher quality and exceptional diversity of the wines we enjoy today—not so much in order of importance but rather in the chronological order these events occurred.

PROFESSIONAL OENOLOGISTS AND
WINEMAKING CONSULTANTS

Bordeaux is irrefutably the epicenter for high wine quality and wine education. Setting the precedent for great professors of oenology was the late Professor Emile Peynaud, who reigned over Bordeaux throughout the 1950s, ’60s, and ’70s. Peynaud was ahead of his time, advocating later harvests to capture fully ripened fruit, labor-intensive, radical viticulture (technical stuff like shoot positioning, leaf pulling, and crop thinning), and smaller crop yields. His strong belief in picking ripe fruit and selecting only the best lots for the top wines would eventually have its day, but not until long after he had retired. Peynaud’s most influential successor was one of his students, Michel Rolland, born in the backwaters of Pomerol. Rolland, arguably the person who has had the most profound effect on wine quality, has become the world’s leading wine consultant. Virtually every estate he has touched has resulted in finer wines. A believer in naturally low yields, the harvest of ripe fruit, and a draconian selection process to put the very best product together as a blend, Rolland has literally reshaped modern wine-making. The wines produced under his direction are more concentrated than in the past, made from cleaner, riper fruit, and have the tannin, structure, and intrinsic material to drink well younger but last longer than the legends of the past. With his influence spreading to a young group of winemaking consultants such as Stephane Derenoncourt, Rolland shares the spotlight increasingly with other great oenologists of Bordeaux such as Denis Dubourdieu.

While Rolland has fixed his famous name to some extraordinary projects in the New World, particularly in California, the appearance of brilliant winemaking consultants in the Golden State has also resulted in higher-quality wines. The first, and still among the greatest of all, was Helen Turley, who essentially put cult wines on the map with the work she did at wineries such as Pahlmeyer Winery, Bryant Family Vineyard, Colgin Cellars, and Blankìet Estate. Her enormous influence has fostered even more talented consultants emerging from California: Mark Aubert (Aubert; Bryant Family Vineyard), Paul Hobbs (Paul Hobbs Winery; Vina Cobos, Argentina), Bob Foley (Robert Foley Vineyards; formerly of Pride Mountain, Switchback Ridge, Corté Riva Vineyards), Andy Erickson (Screaming Eagle), Martha McClellan (Levy & McClellan; Sloan; Blankìet Estate), Mark Herold (Merus; Hestan Vineyards; Kaymen; Kobalt Wines), Heidi Barrett (La Sirena), Thomas Brown (Maybach Family Vineyards; Schrader Cellars; formerly at Turley Wine Cellars), and Philippe Melka (Melka Wines; Gemstone Vineyard; Hundred Acre; Lail Vineyards; Marston Family Vineyard; PreVail; Roy Estate; Seavey Vineyard; Vineyard 29; et al) are some of the finest, sharing in common the fervent beliefs that 1) 90% of the quality emerges from a vineyard’s terroir and site, 2) vineyards have to be meticulously managed and respected, 3) no great wines can be produced from less than fully ripened fruit, 4) grapes have to be handled gently, and 5) every act in both the vineyard and winery has to be aimed at producing the unmanipulated, uncompromising essence of a vineyard, a varietal, and a vintage.

The superstar consultant-oenologist has also encouraged a group of serious viticultural managers to take over a vineyard and manage it impeccably for their clients. The best of these is the guru for the great vineyards of northern California, David Abreu, and in California’s Central Coast region, Jeff Newton. When a top vineyard manager who knows how to control yields, manage crop yields, prune, and—in California—when and how much to irrigate, combines with uncompromising winemaking, the formula is struck for compelling world-class wines.

The most fallacious argument about the globe-trotting winemaking fashionistas implies that their wines all taste the same. Nothing could be further from the truth. Each has a unique philosophy and different means to an end, but essentially they all share the basics: a healthy respect for the vineyard, a minimalist approach in the winery (unless something goes wrong, of course), and the belief that what is in the bottle should reflect the uncompromised, unma-nipulated purity of the fruit that was harvested.

THE WINE PRESS AND CRITIC

Wine writers have been around nearly as long as wine, but in general, until the last three decades, writing was uncritical and emphasized wine as a romantic as well as historic beverage. Viable criticism or comparative tastings offered as guidelines to the wine buyer were eschewed for fear of offending the wine trade, which most writers depended on to survive. In 1978, I was certainly not the first to launch a private journal that would accept no advertising; several were already in existence, most notably Robert Finigan’s Private Guide to Wine and the Underground Wine Newsletter. In addition, 30 years ago, The Wine Spectator was a superficial tabloid newspaper before Marvin Shankin acquired and transformed it into a worldwide brand and powerhouse. Both Finigan’s newsletter and the Underground Wine Journal ceased publication long ago, but there is no question they have been replaced by the work of hundreds, if not thousands, of wine writers throughout the world.

This is no more apparent than when tasting the newest vintage of Bordeaux, which is traditionally sold as wine futures two years before the wines are bottled. When I first started going to Bordeaux as a professional taster in 1979, there were only a handful of writers who would come in the spring to taste the wines, mostly now deceased or retired British writers, such as the late Edmund Penning-Rowsell and Harry Waugh, and several still alive, most notably David Peppercorn and his wife, Serena Sutcliffe. By 1989, the number of wine writers descending on Bordeaux to taste the newest vintage had grown to 500 or more. Today, well over 2,000 writers, critics, and journalists from all parts of the world—Europe, China, Japan, Scandinavia, the U.S., of course, South America, and Central America—descend on this hallowed region. Just name any country where a wine shop exists, and there will be some member of the wine press from that region.

Of course, this has all led to an extraordinary amount of wine information available to the consumer, which cuts both ways, good and bad. The best critics are serious about their responsibilities and accountable to their readers. They put in the work, time, and discipline required for tasting professionally, and offer unbiased as well as comprehensive reports. The rest are simply there for a free ride—free wine samples, free travel, free lodging—and the resultant writing is, as one might expect, unreliable. Nevertheless, wine has become so pervasive in so many cultures and the price of top wines so expensive that, combined with the rarity of many top wines, consumers do need respectable sources of information. As a result the strategic importance of an independent wine press continues to have a growing and dramatic role. I see no softening or dilution of that influence, even with the advent of many free Internet wine blogs, which usually do little more than raise the level of useless white noise to a deafening and confusing level of nonsense.

THE CULINARY REVOLUTION

There has undeniably been a revolution in wine quality that has touched every part of the world where grapes can grow in temperate climates. This has coincided with an extraordinary revolution in professional kitchens, most notably in the U.S., but also in such far-flung places as New Zealand, Australia, and Spain. While France and Italy clearly dominated culinary circles 30 years ago, today the finest restaurants are located in such unlikely places as Las

Vegas, Nevada, Tokyo, Japan, and San Sebastian, Spain. The demand for high-quality, creative, and naturally farmed organic food has been accompanied by an insatiable thirst for higher-quality, more diverse wine.

When I first started, there may have been five or six top-notch restaurants in Washington, D.C. and virtually none in my hometown of Baltimore. Today Washington, D.C., must have 30 to 40 top eating establishments, with more opening every year. Even blue-collar Baltimore has awakened, so that now there are at least a dozen. New York City, one of the world’s mec-cas for fine dining, has become equaled in this country—surreally, I might add—only by Las Vegas, Nevada. (Who could have predicted that?) Yet, most important, the wine consumer has enthusiastically supported the culinary revolution and, in turn, served as a catalyst for a dizzying array of wines.

DIVERSITY IN WINE

The largest myth in the wine world, constructed on half truths, inaccurate observations, and shrewd journalistic manipulation, purports that the wine market has become so globalized that international companies are producing monochromatic wines from a limited number of grape varieties, resulting in bland, standardized wine quality and causing all wines to taste the same. This is appallingly untrue. Moreover, it cannot be backed by any specific evidence and generally makes headlines without any serious discussion.

Truth be known, wine quality is not only significantly superior to what it was a mere 10 years ago—much less 30—but there is substantial evidence that the diversity of wine styles is many times greater than it was 10 or 20 years ago. When I started, and even for many years after, it was impossible to find wine from some of Italy’s indigenous varieties, such as Agli-anico, Nero d’Avola, or Piedirosso. Today many of these wonderful grapes produce world-class wines, and the areas of Italy that gave birth to them are enjoying a renaissance. One sees the same thing in Spain, with grapes such as Tempranillo, Mourvedre, Grenache (Garnacha), Carignan (Carinena), and even a long-forgotten grape called Mencia.

Around the world regions exist that were virtually unknown a decade back and were not even in a wine atlas when I started. Japan’s Koshu, a grape planted more than 1,000 years ago near Mt. Fuji, is making a dramatic comeback. In Italy alone, the number of wines emerging from the south has skyrocketed, whether from Sicily, Corsica, or the boot of Italy. Wines from Campania, Aglianico del Vulture, Molise, Salice Salentino, and Primitivo di Manduria are commonly encountered at top wine shops. In Spain, sensational wines are emerging now from long-forgotten areas such as Priorato, Toro, Jumilla, Bierzo, Navarra, Sotomano, and Cata-lunya. There wasn’t a wine to be found from any of these areas 30 or even 15 years ago, yet today any self-respecting importer of Spanish or Italian wine would be embarrassed not to have a stylistically diverse selection from these emerging areas.

In France, the ascendancy of the southern Rhône, the explosion of quality in Languedoc-Roussillon, and even the very conservative, traditional Bordeaux, have hundreds of young men and women producing splendid wine from unheralded vineyards, forgotten appellations, and reborn sites. Who had heard of Fronsac or the Côtes du Castillon a decade ago? Today both of these “satellites” of Bordeaux are esteemed for their top-quality and reasonably priced wines. I could go on and discuss the extraordinary boutique wines coming from arti-sanal producers in Australia, New Zealand, and, more recently, eastern Europe. There are more styles of wine, more wines from indigenous varieties, and more distinctive and original wines from unknown viticultural areas than have ever previously existed in the world, with most of this development occurring in the last 10 to 15 years.

Take the U.S., for example. Could anyone have predicted the explosive quality and diversity of Pinot Noirs from Oregon, California’s Russian River, the Sonoma Coast, or Santa Rita Hills northwest of Santa Barbara? The dramatic increase in quality here has been matched by similar trends in Washington State, Oregon, and New York. The overwhelming evidence is that globalization, or standardization, is largely a fabricated falsehood with no credible supporting evidence. It does remain appealing to reactionary romantics and their ilk who fear any change, but it is unlikely ever to become an accepted truism given the diversity and quality of wines today.

THE SOFT TOUCH PHILOSOPHY OF WINEMAKING

The revolution in wine quality has its epicenter in both the vineyard and the wine cellar. Back in the 1960s, progressive changes occurred rather slowly, and were derailed by the international oil crisis and economic slump of the ’70s. But they hit full gear in the mid- to late ’80s, and are now in evidence in every conscientious wine cellar in the world.

When I first started making vineyard visits professionally, it was hard to find satisfactory sanitation in wineries and modern, temperature-controlled wood, steel, or cement fermen-tors. Many cellars were incredibly musty, with aromas of locker room, stale mushroom, and rotting garbage intertwined with the smell of wine. The famed first growths of Haut-Brion and Latour were two of the first estates to invest in temperature-controlled stainless steel fer-mentors, allowing them to pick the fruit later, ferment it under rigid temperature control, and avoid the problems that plagued many ripe vintages of the past.

Today virtually every serious estate in the world has some degree of temperature control, and the sanitary conditions under which the wines are made are far more meticulous. This alone has been a remarkable technological advancement in wine quality, resulting in significantly better wines with fewer defects, sweeter fruit, riper tannins, and generally lower acidity. In addition, most serious estates now do an extraordinary triage as the grapes come into the cellar. The so-called sorting table, which was originally used just as a quick system of transportation to the fermentation tanks or vats, is now often manned by as many as 50 to 60 people sorting out leaves and rotten, unripe, or blemished fruit. It is not surprising that the producers who perform the most severe triage at the sorting tables often produce the finest wines. (And keep in mind, most of these producers have also done a very rigorous triage in the vineyard before the grapes even get to the winery.)

Along with all the investments, the general philosophy of vinifying wine has been to treat it ever more gently, avoiding any kind of bruising. Fashionable methods came from traditional winemaking in Burgundy and include prefermentation cold soaks designed to intensify the aromatic character of the wines, cooler, more gentle macerations, and moving the wine without pumping. All have been designed to produce cleaner, fresher, more complex wines.

This is a far cry from the seat-of-your-pants fermentations of the past that were often troubled, causing the development of unwanted organisms and volatile components. Of course, one can read articles about technology gone amok and the rampant use of reverse osmosis machines to remove alcohol or water, and the same thing with entropy, which is the removal of water under a vacuum system to concentrate the grape must. Many top estates do have such machines, but their application is often limited to rainy years or to small component parts as opposed to the entire crop. It is true that the danger of using a concentration machine is that in concentrating the wine, you also concentrate the wine’s defects. Such practices, which need to be approached with caution and by a skilled operator, can improve the wine, and, when practiced carefully, it is virtually impossible to tell that these methods have ever been utilized. The doom-and-gloom skeptics, who first pointed the finger at such high-tech machines when employed at Léoville—Las Cases in the mid-1980s, are hard pressed to find out if and how they have damaged the wine in any way, since virtually every vintage of Las Cases made with reverse osmosis is still a young wine 20 years after the fact.

The soft approach to winemaking, initiated by Peynaud and another of his proteges, Dr. Pascal Ribeau-Guyon, shortened the time wines spent in barrel, preserving the integrity of the fruit and vintage character. Their belief was that the wines should age in the bottle rather than in the barrel, from which they often emerge not only aged but tired. The shortening of the barrel-aging period, the improved sanitation, and the fact that the wine produced from the fruit is so much purer and nuanced, has given us wines far greater in character, terroir characteristics, and vintage personality.

Likewise, the French process of racking the wine, a traditional practice of brutally moving wines from one barrel to the next, has been curtailed dramatically. Producers have become increasingly concerned with accelerating development and desiccating the wine’s fruit with this process. Today, top wines are frequently moved by gravity or under a blanket of neutral gases. The result is far younger-tasting, more natural wines than in the past.

Finally, the decision at bottling to move away from an eviscerating and industrial-styled fining and filtration has only helped to keep aromatics, texture, and fruit concentration in the wine. This is not a black-and-white issue, and cloudy wines should certainly be filtered, but by and large, there has been a dramatic lessening of the fining and filtration process, producing wines with increased terroir character in addition to intensified flavors, texture, and aromatics.

IMPROVED VINEYARD HEALTH

With the soft winemaking approach resulting in more texture, nuance, and complexity, many of the finest producers have recognized that the vineyard does not respond well when overfer-tilized. More and more vineyards have dramatically improved their health through the so-called green movement, moving toward quasi-organic farming, out-and-out organic framing, or to the most extreme style, biodynamic farming.

Certainly, no one should argue that organic or biodynamic wines are intrinsically superior to those that are not. But it is a healthy movement and an accelerating one, thanks to increasing acceptance of techniques that do not rely on chemicals. When combined with the improved natural health of the vineyards today compared to 30 years ago, as well as the increased knowledge of viticulture, vinification, and the more natural winemaking styles of today, there is no question that the result is better fruit and, as a consequence, better wines.

THE DRINK OF CHOICE

I never thought I would see the day when wine would outpoll beer as the favorite beverage of Americans. First and foremost, there was once an overbearing, snobbish approach to wine consumption that trickled down primarily from European wine elitists. However, cigarettes have been replaced by glasses of red wine in virtually all of Hollywood’s blockbuster movies, and reservatrol, that wonderful component found in red wine’s antioxidant tannin, is getting more and more play in medical circles as a valuable asset for good health. Though I’m no doctor, just the idea of drinking wine over a leisurely meal has a positive effect by virtue of the fact that it is elegant, relaxing, and fun.

WORLDWIDE INTEREST AND STRATOSPHERIC PRICES

For the world’s finest wines, the increased popularity has put a strain on pricing. What many consumers fail to recognize is that the top vineyards are limited in size, both by geography and the laws of a particular country. Production, in most cases, will vary up or down depending on what Mother Nature provides. The actual acreage under vine in any famous appellation for most famous estates is fixed, and their production set without varying dramatically. Take, for example, the famed first-growth estate in Bordeaux, Château Latour. In a high-quality year, when the crop size is small, they are lucky to produce 10,000 cases of Latour. Even in an abundant year, rarely do they exceed 12,000 to 13,000 cases, no different than the production of Latour 50 or 100 years ago. And it won’t be any different 100 years from now.

When I first started writing about wine, the principal markets for Latour were a handful of luxury hotels and restaurants in western Europe, England, and the U.S. Today the marketplace is all of Europe, wealthy parts of South and Central America, and, of course, the emerging giants in the fine-wine market: China, Japan, Korea, and Southeast Asia. It doesn’t take much increased demand to recognize that the allocations for a property that only produces 10,000 to 13,000 cases of wine will be sorely strained. This applies even more so to smaller estates in Burgundy or the Rhône Valley as well as tiny boutique operations in the New World. The supply is limited, yet the demand continues to grow, seemingly resistant to economic downturns.

In short, there is simply too much discretionary wealth in the world, and too much demand for the world’s finest wines, to cause prices for the finest and most prestigious wines to drop. In 1995, I predicted that first-growth Bordeaux would hit $10,000 per case in ten years; well, they have done that and then some, and in a much shorter period. This trend will only continue.

Unfortunately, many of these wines will become nothing more than museum pièces to be talked about and traded but rarely drunk. This is a sad aspect of the otherwise extraordinary enthusiasm that has taken place throughout the civilized world.

CONCLUSION

Three decades ago, I never would have imagined the enormous progress in wine quality, nor could I have anticipated the staggering number of fine wines from such untraditional areas as South America, Australia, southern France, southern Italy, and, of course, California, Oregon, and Washington State.

Thirty years have passed all too quickly, but there is no question that I have been fortunate. In my personal quest for the vinous equivalent of the Holy Grail, I have had the opportunity to see, taste, and consume a dramatically superior array of wines, with greater personality, expression, and individuality in all price ranges than has ever existed in the past. After 30 years, my glass is not only half full, it runneth over.

—ROBERT PARKER



INTRODUCTION


HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE

This book is both an educational manual and a buying guide; it is not an encyclopedic listing of wine producers and growers. It is intended to make you a more formidable, more confident wine buyer by providing you with sufficient insider’s information to permit the wisest possible choice when you make a wine-buying decision. The finest producers as well as the best known (not necessarily a guarantee of quality) from the world’s greatest viticultural regions are evaluated, as well as many of the current and upcoming releases available in the marketplace. If readers cannot find a specific vintage of a highly regarded wine, they still have at their fingertips a wealth of information and evaluations concerning the best producers for each viticul-tural area. Readers should be confident in knowing that they will rarely make a mistake (unless, of course, the vintage is absolutely dreadful) with a producer rated “outstanding” or “excellent” in this buyer’s guide. These producers are the finest and most consistent in the world. Taste is obviously subjective, but we have done our best to provide an impartial and comprehensive consumer’s guide, whose heart, soul, and value are the evaluations (star ratings) of the world’s finest producers.

Note: Readers should recognize that I am fully responsible for the chapters on Bordeaux, Provence, the Rhône Valley, and California. My colleagues, who work full-time for me, are responsible for the following chapters: David Schildknecht covers Alsace, Austria, Burgundy, Central Europe, Champagne, East of the West Coast, France’s Southwest, Germany, the Jura and the Savoie, the Languedoc and Roussillon, and the Loire Valley. Dr. Jay Miller is responsible for Argentina, Australia, Chile, Oregon, Spain, Washington State, and the section on Port. Antonio Galloni has written all the chapters on Italy; Mark Squires covers Israel and Portugal; and my British counterpart, Neal Martin, is responsible for the chapters on New Zealand and South Africa.


ORGANIZATION

Each section on a specific viticultural region covered in this manual is generally organized as follows:

1. An overview of the viticultural region

2. A buying strategy

3. A summary of the quality of recent vintages for the area

4. A quick-reference list to that area’s best producers/growers

5. For upcoming, current, and very recent releases, a specific numerical rating and anticipated maturity curve have been provided. We have added an estimated price range for a 750-ml bottle of wine. As most American consumers know, with our 50 states and Byzantine system of local liquor laws, prices vary dramatically from state to state, city to city, and even from wine shop to wine shop. The new Parker’s Wine Buyer’s Guide essentially focuses on wines that are available in the marketplace now as well as those coming into the market over the next 24 months. The specific tasting commentaries, which I included in previous editions, have gotten so comprehensive, we would have had to sacrifice coverage of some areas in order to incorporate them. We decided that the tasting notes would be eliminated since, in the introductory section, the general profiles of the wines from that area are amply covered.


VITICULTURAL AREAS COVERED

This guide cannot cover every viticultural area in the world, but the world’s most significant areas are well represented. In western Europe, France, Italy, Germany, Austria, Spain, and Portugal are profiled in detail. In North America, California continues to receive significant coverage, reflecting its dominance in the marketplace, but Washington State and Oregon have far greater coverage than they have had in the past. Also from the New World, so to speak, the increased importance of the wines of Australia, New Zealand, Argentina, Chile, and, to a lesser extent, South Africa, have dictated dramatically more coverage for those regions than in previous editions.


RATING THE PRODUCERS AND GROWERS

Who’s who in the world of wine becomes readily apparent after years of tasting the wines, visiting the vineyards, and touring the wine cellars of the world’s producers and growers. Great producers are, unfortunately, still quite rare, but certainly more growers and producers today are making better wine, with better technology and more knowledge. Just before the producer profiles and wine ratings that come at the end of each section are lists that rate the best producers on a five-star system: five stars and an “outstanding” to producers deemed to be the very best; four stars to producers who are “excellent,” three stars to “good” producers, and two stars to producers rated “average.” Since the aim of this book is to provide you with the names of the very best producers, its overall content is dominated by the top producers rather than the less successful ones.

Those few growers/producers who have received five-star ratings are those who make the world’s finest wines, and they have been selected for this rating for two reasons: first, because they make the greatest wine of their particular viticultural region, and second, because they are remarkably consistent and reliable even in mediocre and poor vintages. Ratings, whether numerical ratings of individual wines or classifications of growers, are always likely to create controversy among not only the growers but wine tasters themselves. But if done impartially, with a global viewpoint and firsthand, on-the-premises (sur place) knowledge of the wines, the producers, and the type and quality of the winemaking, such ratings can be reliable and powerfully informative. The important thing for readers to remember is that those growers/ producers who received either a four-star or five-star rating are producers worth searching out; I suspect few consumers will ever be disappointed with one of their wines. The three-star growers/producers are less consistent but can be expected to make average to above-average wines in the very good to excellent vintages. Their weaknesses can be either from the fact that their vineyards are not as strategically placed, or because for financial or other reasons they are unable to make the severe selections necessary for the finest-quality wine.

The rating of the growers/producers of the world’s major viticultural regions is perhaps the most important point of this book. Years of wine tasting have taught me many things, but the more one tastes and assimilates the knowledge of the world’s regions, the more one begins to isolate the handful of truly world-class growers and producers who seem to rise above the crowd in great as well as mediocre vintages. I always admonish consumers against blind faith in one grower or producer, or in one specific vintage. But the producers and growers rated “outstanding” and “excellent” are as close to a guarantee of high quality as you are likely to find.


VINTAGE SUMMARIES

Although wine advertisements proclaiming “a great vintage” abound, I have never known more than several viticultural areas of the world to have a great vintage in the same year. The chances of a uniformly great vintage are extremely remote, simply because of significantly different microclimates, soils, and so on in every wine-producing region. It is easy to fall into the trap of thinking that because Bordeaux had great vintages in 1982, 1990, and 2000, every place else in Europe did, too. Certainly, in both 1982 and 2000, nothing could be further from the truth. Nevertheless, a Bordeaux vintage’s reputation unfortunately seems to dictate what the world thinks about many other wine-producing areas. This obviously creates many problems, since in poor Bordeaux vintages the Rhône or Alsace or Champagne could have an excellent year, and in great Bordeaux vintages those same areas could have bad years because of poor climate conditions. For California, many casual observers seem to think every year is a top year, and this image is, of course, promoted by that state’s publicity-conscious Wine Institute. It may be true that California rarely has a disastrous vintage, but tasting certainly proves that 1988, 1989, and 1998 are different in style and more irregular in quality than 1994 or 1995, or for that matter, more recent years such as 2004 or 2005. Yet it is true that no other viticultural area in the world has enjoyed as many consecutive great vintages as California since 1990. With the exception of 1998, California has had a bevy of very good to terrific years. In this guide, there are vintage summaries for each viticultural area because the vintages are so very different in both quantity and quality. Never make the mistake of assuming that one particular year is great everywhere or poor everywhere. For example, 2005 was an absolutely sensational vintage in California for varietals such as Cabernet Sauvignon, Chardonnay, Pinot Noir, Syrah, and Sauvignon Blanc, but it was a terrible year for Zinfandel.


TASTING NOTES AND RATINGS

When possible, most of my tastings are done under peer-group, single-blind conditions; in other words, the same types of wines are tasted against each other, and the producers’ names are not known. The ratings reflect an independent, critical look at the wines. Neither price nor the reputation of the grower/producer affects the rating in any manner. I spend three months of every year tasting in vineyards. During the other nine months of the year, I devote six- and sometimes seven-day workweeks to tasting and writing. I do not participate in wine judgings or trade tastings for many reasons, but principal among these are: 1) I prefer to taste from an entire bottle of wine; 2) I find it essential to have professional tasting glasses, properly sized and cleaned; 3) the temperatures of the wines must be correct; and 4) I prefer to determine the allocation of time for the number of wines I will critique.

The numerical ratings are a guide to what I think of the wine vis-à-vis its peer group: Wines rated above 85 are good to excellent, and any wine rated 90 or above will be outstanding for its particular type. While some would suggest that scoring is not well suited to a beverage that has been romantically extolled for centuries, wine is no different from any other consumer product. 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 a numerical system to it on a consistent basis. Moreover, scoring permits rapid communication of information to expert and novice alike.

The score given for a specific wine reflects the quality of the wine at its best. I often tell people that evaluating a wine and assigning a score to a beverage that will change and evolve for up to a decade or more is analogous to taking a photograph of a marathon runner. Much can be ascertained, but, as with a moving object, the wine will evolve and change. I try to re-taste wines from obviously badly corked or defective bottles, since a wine from a single bad bottle does not indicate an entirely spoiled batch. If retasting is not possible, I will reserve judgment. Many of the wines reviewed have been tasted several times, and the score represents a cumulative average of the wine’s performance in tastings to date.

Here, then, is a general guide to interpreting my numerical rating system:

90–100 Equivalent to an A and given for an outstanding or special effort. Wines in this category are the very best produced for their type. Though there is a big difference between a 90 and a 99, both are top marks. Few wines actually make it into this top category, simply because there are not that many truly profound wines.

80–89 Equivalent to a B, and such a wine, particularly in the 85–89 range, is very good. Many of the wines that fall into this range are often great values as well. I have many of these wines in my personal cellar.

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

Below 70 A score of D or F, depending on where you went to school, is a sign of an unbalanced, flawed, or terribly dull or diluted wine that is of little interest to the discriminating consumer.

Note: A point score with spreads signifies an evaluation made before the wine was bottled.

My scoring system starts with a potential of 50 points. The wine’s general color and appearance can earn up to 5 points. Since most wines today are well made, thanks to modern technology and the increased use of professional oenologists, most tend to receive at least 4, and often 5, points. Aroma and bouquet can earn up to 15 points, depending on the intensity level and dimension of the aroma and bouquet, as well as the wine’s cleanliness. The flavor and finish can earn up to 20 points, and again, intensity of flavor, balance, cleanliness, and depth and length on the palate are all important considerations. Finally, the overall quality level or potential for further evolution and improvement—aging—can earn up to 10 points.

Scores are important for the reader to gauge a professional critic’s overall qualitative placement of a wine among its peers. However, it is also vital to consider the description of the wine’s style, personality, and potential. No scoring system is perfect, but a system that provides for flexibility in scores, if applied by the same experienced taster without prejudice, can quantify levels of wine quality and can be a responsible, reliable, uncensored, and highly informative account that provides the reader with one professional’s judgment. However, there can never be any substitute for your own palate nor any better education than tasting the wine yourself.


QUOTED PRICES

For a number of reasons, no one suggested retail price for a particular wine is valid throughout the country. Take Bordeaux as an example. Bordeaux is often sold as “wine futures” two full years before the wine is bottled and shipped to America. This opening or base price can often be the lowest price one will encounter for a Bordeaux, particularly if there is a great demand for the wines because the vintage is reputed to be excellent or outstanding. As for other imported wines, prices will always vary for Bordeaux according to the quality of the vintage, the exchange rate of the dollar against foreign currencies, and the time of purchase by the retailer, wholesaler, or importer—was the wine purchased at a low futures price in the spring following the vintage, or when it had peaked in price and was very expensive?

Another consideration in pricing is that in many states wine retailers can directly import the wines they sell and can thereby bypass middlemen, such as wholesalers, who usually tack on their own 25% markup. The bottom line in all of this is that in any given vintage for Bordeaux, or for any imported wine, there is no standard suggested retail price. Prices can differ by as much as 50% for the same wine in the same city. However, in cities where there is tremendous competition among wine shops, the markup for wines can be as low as 10% or even 5%, significantly less than the normal 50% to 55% markup for full retail price in cities where there is little competition. I always recommend that consumers pay close attention to the wine shop advertisements in major newspapers and wine publications. For example, The New York Times Living Section and The Wine Spectator are filled with wine advertisements that are a barometer for the market price of a given wine. Readers should remember, however, that prices differ considerably, not only within the same state but within the same city. The approximate price range reflects the suggested retail price that includes a 40% to 60% markup by the retailer in most major metropolitan areas. Therefore, the price may be higher in many states in the Midwest and in other less-populated areas, where there is little competition among wine merchants. In major competitive marketplaces where there are frequent discount wars, such as Washington, D.C., New York, San Francisco, Boston, Los Angeles, Chicago, and Dallas, prices are often lower. The key for you as a reader and consumer is to follow the advertisements in a major newspaper and to shop around. Most major wine retailers feature sales in the fall and spring; summer is the slow season and generally the most expensive time to buy wine.


THE ROLE OF A WINE CRITIC

“A man must serve his time to every trade save censure—critics all are ready made.” Thus wrote Lord Byron. It has been said often enough that anyone with a pen, notebook, and a few bottles of wine can become a wine critic. And that is exactly the way I started when, in late summer 1978, I sent out a complimentary issue of what was then called the Baltimore/ Washington Wine Advocate.

There were two principal forces that shaped my view of a wine critic’s responsibilities. I was then, and remain today, significantly influenced by the independent philosophy of consumer advocate Ralph Nader. Moreover, I was marked by the indelible impression left by my law school professors, who in the post-Watergate era pounded into their students’ heads a broad definition of conflict of interest. These two forces have governed the purpose and soul of The Wine Advocate and of my books.

In short, the role of the critic is to render judgments that are reliable. They should be based on extensive experience and on a trained sensibility for whatever is being reviewed. In practical terms, this means the critic should be blessed with the following attributes:

Independence It is imperative for a wine critic to pay his own way. Gratuitous hospitality in the form of airline tickets, hotel rooms, guest houses, etc., should never be accepted either abroad or in this country. And what about wine samples? I purchase more than 75% of the wines I taste, and though I have never requested samples, I do not feel it is unethical to accept unsolicited samples that are shipped to my office. Many wine writers claim that these favors do not influence their opinions. Yet how many people in any profession are prepared to bite the hand that feeds them? Irrefutably, the target audience is the wine consumer, not the wine trade. While it is important to maintain a professional relationship with the trade, I believe the independent stance required of a consumer advocate often, not surprisingly, results in an adversarial relationship with the wine trade. It can be no other way. In order to pursue independence effectively, it is imperative to keep one’s distance from the trade. While this attitude may be misinterpreted as aloofness, such independence guarantees hard-hitting, candid, and uninfluenced commentary.

Courage Courage manifests itself in what I call “democratic tasting.” Judgments ought to be made solely on the basis of the product in the bottle, not the pedigree, the price, the rarity, or one’s like or dislike of the producer. The wine critic who is totally candid may be considered dangerous by the trade, but an uncensored, independent point of view is of paramount importance to the consumer. A judgment of wine quality must be based on what is in the bottle. This is wine criticism at its purest, most meaningful. In a tasting, a $10 bottle of Petit Château Pauillac should have as much of a chance as a $200 bottle of Lafite-Rothschild or Latour. Overachievers should be spotted and praised and their names highlighted and shared with the consuming public. Underachievers should be singled out for criticism and called to account for their mediocrities. Outspoken and irreverent commentary is unlikely to win many friends in the commerce of wine, but wine buyers are entitled to such information. When a critic bases his or her judgment on what others think, or on the wine’s pedigree, price, or perceived potential, then wine criticism is nothing more than a sham.

Experience It is essential to taste extensively across the field of play to identify the benchmark reference points and to learn winemaking standards throughout the world. This is the most time-consuming and expensive aspect of wine criticism, as well as the most fulfilling for the critic; yet it is rarely practiced. Lamentably, what often transpires is that a tasting of 10 or 12 wines from a specific region or vintage will be held, and the writer then issues a definitive judgment on the vintage based on a microscopic proportion of the wines. This is irresponsible– and appalling. It is essential for a wine critic to taste as comprehensibly as is physically possible, which means tasting every significant wine produced in a region or vintage before reaching qualitative conclusions. Wine criticism, if it is ever to be regarded as a serious profession, must be a full-time endeavor, not the pursuit of part-timers dabbling in a field that is so complex and requires such time commitment. Wine and vintages, like everything important in life, cannot be reduced to black-and-white answers.

It is also essential to establish memory reference points for the world’s greatest wines. There is such a diversity of wine and multitude of styles that this may seem impossible. But tasting as many wines as one possibly can in each vintage, and from all of the classic wine regions, helps one memorize benchmark characteristics that form the basis for making comparative judgments between vintages, wine producers, and wine regions.

Individual accountability Though I have never found anyone’s wine-tasting notes compelling reading, notes issued by consensus of a committee are even more insipid and often misleading. Judgments by committees supposedly sum up a group’s personal preferences—but how do they take into consideration the possibility that each individual may have reached his or her decision using totally different criteria? Did one judge adore the wine because of its typicity while another decried it for the same reason, or was the wine’s individuality given greater merit? It is impossible to know. That is never in doubt when an individual authors a tasting critique.

Committees rarely recognize wines of great individuality. A look at the results of tasting competitions reveals that well-made mediocrities garner the top prizes, and thus, sadly, bland-ness is elevated to a virtue. A wine with great individuality and character will never win a committee tasting because at least one taster will find something objectionable about it.

I have always sensed that individual tasters, because they are unable to hide behind the collective voice of a committee, hold themselves to a greater degree of accountability. The opinion of a reasonably informed and comprehensive individual taster, despite the taster’s prejudices and predilections, is always a far better guide to the ultimate quality of a wine than the consensus of a committee. At least the reader knows where the individual stands, whereas with a committee, one is never quite sure.

Emphasis on pleasure and value Too much wine writing focuses on glamour French wine regions such as Burgundy, Bordeaux, and on California Cabernet Sauvignon and Chardon-nay. These are important, and they make up the backbone of most serious wine enthusiasts’ cellars. But value and diversity in wine types must always be stressed. Wines that taste great young, such as Chenin Blanc, Dolcetto, Beaujolais, Côtes du Rhône, Merlot, and Zinfandel, are no less serious or compelling because they must be drunk within a few years rather than be cellared for a decade or more before consumption. Wine is, in the final analysis, a beverage of pleasure, and intelligent wine criticism should be a blend of both hedonistic and analytical schools of thought—to the exclusion of neither.

The focus on qualitative issues It is an inescapable fact that too many of the world’s renowned growers and producers have intentionally permitted production levels to soar to such extraordinary heights that many wines’ personalities, concentrations, and characters are in jeopardy. While there remain a handful of fanatics who continue, at some financial sacrifice, to reject significant proportions of their harvest to ensure that only the finest-quality wine is sold under their name, they are dwindling in number. For much of the last decade, production yields throughout the world have broken records with almost every new vintage. The results are wines that increasingly lack character, concentration, and staying power. The argument that more carefully and competently managed vineyards result in larger crops is nonsense.

In addition to high yields, advances in technology have provided the savoir faire to produce more correct wines, but the abuse of practices such as acidification and excessive fining and filtration have compromised the final product. (For more on these and other techniques, see pages 18–21.) These problems are rarely and inadequately addressed by the wine-writing community. Wine prices have never been higher, but is the consumer always getting a better wine? The wine writer has the responsibility to give broad qualitative issues high priority.

Candor No one argues with the incontestable fact that tasting is a subjective endeavor. The measure of an effective wine critic should be his or her timely and useful rendering of an intelligent laundry list of good examples of different styles of winemaking in various price categories. Articulating in an understandable fashion why the critic finds the wines enthralling or objectionable is manifestly important to both the reader and the producer. The critic must always seek to educate and to provide meaningful guidelines, never failing to emphasize that there is no substitute for the consumer’s palate, nor any better education than the reader’s own tasting of the wine. Having the advantage of access to the world’s wine production, the critic must try to minimize bias yet also should share with readers the reasoning behind bad reviews. For example, I will never be able to overcome my dislike for vegetal-tasting New World Cabernets, overtly herbaceous red Loire Valley wines, or excessively acidified New World whites.

My ultimate goal in writing about wines is to seek out the world’s greatest wines and greatest wine values. But I feel that, in the process of ferreting out such wines, the critic should never shy away from criticizing producers whose wines are found lacking. Given that the consumer is the true taster of record, the “taste no evil” approach to wine writing serves no one but the wine trade. Constructive and competent criticism has proven that it can benefit producers as well as consumers, since it forces underachievers to improve the quality of their fare and, by lauding overachievers, encourages them to maintain high standards, to the benefit of all who enjoy and appreciate good wine.

[ about wine ]


HOW TO BUY WINE

If you have made your choices in advance, buying wine seems simple enough—you go to your favorite wine merchant and purchase a few bottles. However, there are some subtleties to buying wine that one must be aware of in order to ensure that the wine is in healthy condition and is unspoiled.

To begin with, take a look at the bottle of wine you are about to buy. Wine abuse is revealed by the condition of the bottle in your hand. First of all, if the cork has popped above the rim of the bottle and is pushed out on the lead or plastic capsule that covers the top of the bottle, look for another bottle to buy. Wines that have been exposed to very high temperatures expand in the bottle, putting pressure on the cork and pushing it upward against the capsule. And the highest-quality wines, those that have not been overly filtered or pasteurized, are the most vulnerable to the ill effects of abusive transportation or storage. A wine that has been frozen in transit or storage will likewise push the cork out, and though freezing a wine is less damaging than heating it, both are hazardous to its health. Any cork that is protruding above the rim of the bottle is a bad sign. The bottle should be returned to the shelf and never, ever purchased.

Finally, there is a sign indicating poor storage conditions that can generally be determined only after the wine has been decanted, though sometimes it can be spotted in the neck of the bottle. Wines that have been exposed to very high temperatures, particularly deep, rich, intense red wines, often form a heavy coat or film of coloring material on the inside of the glass. With a Bordeaux less than three years old, a coating such as this generally indicates that the wine has been subjected to very high temperatures and has undoubtedly been damaged. However, one must be careful here, because this type of sediment does not always indicate a poor bottle of wine; vintage Port regularly throws it, and so do huge, rich Rhône and Piedmontese wines.

On the other hand, there are two conditions consumers frequently think are signs of a flawed wine when nothing could be further from the truth. Some uninformed consumers return bottles of wine for the very worst reason—because of a small deposit of sediment in the bottom of the bottle. In fact, for most wines, this is the healthiest sign one could find. The tiny particles of sandlike sediment that precipitate to the bottom of a bottle simply indicate that the wine has been naturally made and has not been subjected to a traumatic flavor- and character-eviscerating filtration. Such wine is truly alive and is usually full of all its natural flavors. However, keep in mind that white wines rarely throw a deposit, and it is rare to see a deposit in young wines less than two or three years of age.

Another reason that wine consumers erroneously return bottles to retailers is the presence of small crystals called tartrate precipitates. These crystals are found in all types of wines but most commonly in white wines from Germany and Alsace. They often shine and resemble little slivers of cut glass. They simply mean that somewhere along its journey a wine was exposed to temperatures below 40° F in shipment, and the cold has caused some tartaric crystals to precipitate. These are harmless, tasteless, and totally natural in many bottles of wine. They have no effect on the quality and normally signify that the wine has not been subjected by the winery to an abusive, sometimes damaging, cold-stabilization treatment for cosmetic purposes only.

Fortunately, most of the better wine merchants, wholesalers, and importers are more cognizant today of the damage that can be done by shipping wine in unrefrigerated containers, especially in the middle of summer. Tragically, far too many wines are still damaged by poor transportation and storage, and it is the consumer who suffers. A general rule is that heat is much more damaging to fine wines than cold. Remember, there are still plenty of wine merchants, wholesalers, and importers who treat wine no differently than they treat beer or liquor, and the wine buyer must therefore be armed with a bit of knowledge.


HOW TO STORE WINE

Wine has to be stored properly if it is to be served in a healthy condition. All wine enthusiasts know that subterranean wine cellars that are vibration free, dark, damp, and kept at a constant 55° F are considered perfect for wine. However, few of us have such perfect accommodations for our beloved wines—and, though these conditions are ideal, most wines will thrive and develop well under other circumstances. I have tasted many old Bordeaux wines from closets and basements that have reached 65° to 70° F in summer, and the wines have been perfect. In cellaring wine, keep the following rules in mind and you will not be disappointed with a wine that has gone over the hill prematurely.

First of all, in order to cellar wines safely for 10 years or more, keep them around 65° F, perhaps 68° F, but no higher. If the temperature rises to 70° F, be prepared to drink your red wines within 10 years. Under no circumstances should you store and cellar white wines more than 1 to 2 years at temperatures above 70° F. Wines kept at temperatures above 65° F will age faster, but unless the temperature exceeds 70° F, they will not age badly. If you can somehow get the temperature down to 65° F or below, you will never have to worry about the condition of your wines. At 55° F, the ideal temperature according to the textbooks, the wines actually evolve so slowly that your grandchildren are likely to benefit from the wines more than you. Constancy in temperature is most essential, and any changes in temperature should occur slowly. White wines are much more fragile and much more sensitive to temperature changes and higher temperatures than red wines. Therefore, if you do not have ideal storage conditions, buy only enough white wine to drink over a one- to two-year period.

Second, be sure that your storage area is odor free, vibration free, and dark. A humidity level above 50% is essential; 70% to 75% is ideal. With a humidity level over 75%, the labels become moldy and deteriorate. A humidity level below 40% will keep the labels in great shape but cause the corks to become very dry, possibly shortening the potential life expectancy of your wine. Low humidity is believed to be nearly as great a threat to a wine’s health as high temperature. There has been no research to prove this, and limited studies I have done are far from conclusive.

Third, always bear in mind that wines from vintages that have produced powerful, rich, concentrated, full-bodied wines travel and age significantly better than wines from vintages that have produced lighter-weight wines. Transatlantic or cross-country transport is often traumatic for a fragile, lighter-styled wine from either Europe or California, whereas the richer, more intense, bigger wines from the better vintages seem much less travel-worn after their journey.

Fourth, I always recommend buying a wine as soon as it appears on the market, assuming of course that you have tasted the wine and like it. The reason for this is that there are still too many American wine merchants, importers, wholesalers, and distributors who are indifferent to the way wine is stored. This attitude still persists, though with dramatic improvement over the last decade. The important thing for you as a consumer to remember, after you have inspected the bottle to make sure it appears healthy, is that you should stock up on wines as quickly as they come on the market and approach older vintages with a great deal of caution and hesitation unless you have absolute faith in the merchant from whom you bought the wine. Furthermore, you should be confident that your merchant will stand behind the wine if it is flawed from poor storage.


THE QUESTION OF HOW MUCH AGING

The majority of wines taste best when they are just released or consumed within one to two years of the vintage. Many wines are drinkable at five, ten, or even 15 years of age, but based on my experience only a small percentage are more interesting and more enjoyable after extended cellaring than they were when originally released.

It is important to have a working definition of what the aging of wine actually means. I define the process as nothing more than the ability of a wine, over time, 1) to develop more pleasurable nuances, 2) to expand and soften in texture and, for red wines, to exhibit an additional melting away of tannins, and 3) to reveal a more compelling aromatic and flavor profile. In short, the wine must deliver additional complexity, increased pleasure, and more interest as an older wine than it did when released. Only such a performance can justify the purchase of a wine in its youth for the purpose of cellaring it for future drinking. Unfortunately, only a tiny percentage of the world’s wines fall within this definition of ageworthiness.

It is fundamentally false to believe that a wine cannot be serious or profound if it is drunk young. In France, the finest Bordeaux, the northern Rhône Valley wines (particularly l’Hermitage and Côte Rotie), a few red Burgundies, some Châteauneuf-du-Papes, and, surprisingly, many of the sweet white Alsace and sweet Loire Valley wines do indeed age well and are frequently much more enjoyable and complex when drunk five, ten, or even 15 years after the vintage. But virtually all other French wines—from Champagne to Côtes du Rhône, from Beaujolais to the petits châteaux of Bordeaux, and the vast majority of red and white Burgundies—are better in their youth.

The French have long adhered to the wine-drinking strategy that younger is better. Centuries of wine consumption, not to mention gastronomic indulgence, have taught the French something that Americans and Englishmen have failed to grasp: Most wines are more pleasurable and friendly when young.

The French know that the aging and cellaring of wines, even those of high pedigree, are often fraught with more disappointments than successes. Nowhere is this more in evidence than in French restaurants, especially in Bordeaux, the region that boasts what the world considers the longest-lived dry red wines. A top vintage of Bordeaux can last 20 to 30 years, sometimes 40 or more, but look at the wine lists of Bordeaux’s best restaurants. The great 1990s have long disappeared down the throats of Frenchmen and -women. Even the tannic, young, yet potentially very promising 1996s, which Americans have squirreled away for drinking later this century, are now hard to find. Why? Because they have already been consumed. Many of the deluxe restaurants, particularly in Paris, have wine lists of historic vintages, but these are largely for rich tourists.

This phenomenon is not limited to France. Similar drinking habits prevail in the restaurants of Florence, Rome, Madrid, and Barcelona. Italians and Spaniards also enjoy their wines young. This is not to suggest that Italy does not make some wines that improve in the bottle. In Tuscany, for example, a handful of Chiantis and some of the finest new-breed Tuscan red wines (e.g., the famed Cabernet Sauvignon called Sassicaia) will handsomely repay extended cellaring, but most never get the opportunity. In the Piedmont section of northern Italy, no one will deny that a fine Barbaresco or Barolo improves after a decade in the bottle, but, by and large, all of Italy’s other wines are meant to be drunk young, a fact that Italians have long known and that you should observe as well.

With respect to Spain, it is the same story, although a Spaniard’s tastes differ considerably from those of the average Italian or Frenchman. In Spain, the intense smoky vanilla aroma of new oak (particularly American) is prized. As a result, the top Spanish wine producers from the most renowned wine region, Rioja, and other viticultural regions as well tend to age their wines in oak barrels so that they can develop this particular aroma. In addition, unlike French and Italian wine producers, or even their New World counterparts, Spanish wineries are reluctant to release their wines until they are fully mature. As a result, most Spanish wines are smooth and mellow when they arrive on the market. They may keep for five to ten years, but they generally do not improve. This is especially true with Spain’s most expensive wines, the Reservas and Gran Reservas from Rioja, which are usually not released until five to eight years after the vintage. The one exception may be the wine long considered Spain’s greatest red, the Vega Sicilia Unico. This powerful wine, frequently released when it is already 10 or 20 years old (the immortal 1970 was released in 1995), does appear capable of lasting for 20 to 35 years after its release. Yet I wonder how much it improves.

What does all this mean to you? Unlike any other wine consumers in the world, most American and English wine enthusiasts fret over the perfect moment to drink a wine. There is none. Almost all modern-day vintages, even ageworthy Bordeaux or Rhône Valley wines, can be drunk when released. Some of them will improve, but many will not. If you enjoy drinking a 1989 Bordeaux now, who could be so foolish as to suggest that you are making an error because the wine will be appreciably better in five to ten years?

In America and Australia, winemaking is much more dominated by technology. Though a handful of producers still adhere to the artisanal, traditional way of making wine as done in Europe, most treat the vineyard as a factory and winemaking as a manufacturing process. As a result, such techniques as excessive acidification, brutally traumatic centrifugation, and eviscerating sterile filtration are routinely utilized to produce squeaky-clean, simplistic, sediment-free, spit-polished, totally stable yet innocuous wines with statistical profiles that fit neatly within strict technical parameters. Yet these techniques denude wines of their flavors, aromas, and pleasure-giving qualities. Moreover, they reveal a profound lack of respect for the vineyard, the grape variety, the vintage, and the wine consumer, who, after all, is seeking pleasure, not blandness.

In both Australia and California, the alarming tendency of most Sauvignon Blancs and Chardonnays to collapse in the bottle and to drop their fruit within two to three years of the vintage has been well documented. Yet some of California’s and Australia’s most vocal advocates continue to advise wine consumers to cellar and invest (a deplorable word when it comes to wine) in Chardonnays and Sauvignon Blancs. It is a stupid policy. If the aging of wine is indeed the ability of a wine to become more interesting and pleasurable with time, then the rule of thumb to be applied to American and Australian Sauvignon Blancs and Chardonnays is that they must be drunk within 12 months of their release unless the consumer has an eccentric fetish for fruitless wines with blistering acidity and scorching alcohol levels. Examples can be found of producers whose Chardonnays and Sauvignon Blancs can last for five to ten years and improve during that period, but they are distressingly few.

With respect to red wines, a slightly different picture emerges. Take, for example, the increasingly fashionable wines made from the Pinot Noir grape. No one doubts the immense progress made in both California and Oregon in turning out fragrant, supple Pinot Noirs that are delicious upon release. But I do not know of any American producer who is making Pinot Noir that can actually improve beyond 10 or 12 years in the bottle. And this is not in any way a criticism.

Even in Burgundy there are probably no more than a dozen producers who make their wines in such a manner that they improve and last for more than a decade. Many of these wines can withstand the test of time in the sense of being survivors, but they are far less interesting and pleasurable at age ten than when they were two or three years old. Of course, the producers and retailers who specialize in these wines will argue otherwise, but they are in the business of selling. Do not be bamboozled by the public relations arm of the wine industry or the fallacious notion that red wines all improve with age. If you enjoy them young, and most likely you will, then buy only the quantities needed for near-term consumption.

America’s most famous dry red wine, however, is not Pinot Noir but Cabernet Sauvi-gnon, particularly from California and, to a lesser extent, from Washington State. The idea that most California Cabernet Sauvignons improve in the bottle is a myth. And the belief that all California Cabernet Sauvignons are incapable of lasting in the bottle is equally unfounded. Today no one would be foolish enough to argue that the best California Cabernets cannot tolerate 15 or 20, even 25 or 30 years of cellaring.

I frequently have the opportunity to taste 20- to 30-year-old California Cabernet Sauvi-gnons, and they are delicious. But have they significantly improved because of the aging process? A few of them have, though most still tend to be relatively grapy, somewhat monolithic, earthy, and tannic at age 20. Has the consumer’s patience in cellaring these wines for all those years justified the expense and the wait? Lamentably, the answer will usually be no. Most of these wines are no more complex or mellow than they were when young.

Because these wines will not crack up and fall apart, there is little risk associated with stashing the best of them away, but I am afraid the consumer who patiently waits for the proverbial “miracle in the bottle” will find that wine cellaring can all too frequently be an expensive exercise in futility.

If you think it over, the most important issue is why so many of today’s wines exhibit scant improvement in the aging process. Though most have always been meant to be drunk when young, I am convinced that much of the current winemaking philosophy has led to numerous compromises in the winemaking process. The advent of micropore sterile filters, so much in evidence at every modern winery, may admirably stabilize a wine, but, regrettably, these filters also destroy the potential of a wine to develop a complex aromatic profile. When they are utilized by wine producers who routinely fertilize their vineyards excessively, thus overcropping, the results are wines that reveal an appalling lack of bouquet and flavor.

The prevailing winemaking obsession is to stabilize wine so it can be shipped to the far corners of the world 12 months a year, stand upright in overheated stores indefinitely, and never change or spoil if exposed to extremes of heat and cold, or unfriendly storage conditions. For all intents and purposes, the wine is no longer alive. This is acceptable, even desirable, for inexpensive jug wines, but for the fine-wine market, where consumers are asked to pay $20 or more per bottle, it is a winemaking tragedy. These stabilization and production techniques thus affect the aging of wine because they preclude the development of the wine’s ability to evolve and to become a more complex, tasty, profound, and enjoyable beverage.


HOW TO SERVE WINE

There are really no secrets for proper wine service—all one needs is a good corkscrew; clean, odor-free glasses; and a sense of the order of how wines should be served and of whether a wine needs to be aired or allowed to breathe. The major mistakes that most Americans, as well as most restaurants, make are: 1) fine white wines are served entirely too cold; 2) fine red wines are served entirely too warm; and 3) too little attention is given to the glass into which the wine is poured. (It might contain a soapy residue or stale aromas picked up in a closed china closet or cardboard box.) All of these things can do much more to damage the impact of a fine wine and its subtle aromas than you might imagine. Most people tend to think that the wine must be opened and allowed to “breathe” well in advance of serving. Some even think a wine must be decanted, a rather elaborate procedure, but not essential unless sediment is present in the bottle and the wine needs to be poured carefully off. With respect to breathing or airing wine, I am not sure anyone has all the answers. Certainly, no white wine requires any advance opening and pouring. Red wines can be enjoyed within 15 to 30 minutes of being opened and poured into a clean, odor- and soap-free wine decanter. There are of course examples that can always be cited where the wine improves for seven to eight hours, but these are quite rare. Although these topics seem to dominate much of the discussion in wine circles, a much more critical aspect for me is the appropriate temperature of the wine and of the glass in which it is to be served. The temperature of red wines is very important, and in America’s generously heated dining rooms, temperatures are often 75° to 80° F, higher than is good for fine red wine. A red wine served at such a temperature will taste flat and flabby, with its bouquet diffuse and unfocused. The alcohol content will also seem higher than it should be. The ideal temperature for most red wines is 62° to 67° F; light red wine such as Beaujolais should be chilled to 55° F. For white wines, 55° to 60° F is perfect, since most will show all their complexity and intensity at this temperature, whereas if they are chilled to below 45° F it will be difficult to tell, for instance, whether the wine is a Riesling or a Chardonnay.

In addition, there is the important issue of wineglasses. An all-purpose, tulip-shaped glass of 8 to 12 ounces is a good start for just about any type of wine, but think the subject over carefully. If you go to the trouble and expense of finding and storing wine properly, shouldn’t you treat the wine to a good glass? The finest glasses for both technical and hedonistic purposes are those made by the Riedel Company of Austria. I have to admit that I was at first skeptical about these glasses. George Riedel, the head of his family’s crystal business, claims to have created these glasses specifically to guide (by specially designed rims) the wine to a designated section of the palate. These rims, combined with the general shape of the glass, emphasize and promote the different flavors and aromas of a given varietal.

All of this may sound absurdly highbrow or esoteric, but the effect of these glasses on fine wine is profound. I cannot emphasize enough what a difference they make. If the Sommelier Series is too expensive, Riedel does make less expensive lines that are machine-made rather than hand-blown. The most popular are the Vinum glasses, which sell for about $20 per glass. The Bordeaux Vinum glass is a personal favorite as well as a spectacular glass, not only for Bordeaux but for Rhône wines and white Burgundies. There are also numerous other glasses designed for Nebbiolo-based wines, rosé wines, old white wines, and Port wines, as well as a specially designed glass for sweet Sauternes-type wines.

And, last but not least, remember: No matter how clean the glass appears to be, be sure to rinse the glass or decanter with unchlorinated well or mineral water just before it is used. A decanter or wineglass left sitting for any time is a wonderful trap for room and kitchen odors that are undetectable until the wine is poured and they yield their off-putting smells. This phenomenon and soapy residues left in the glasses have ruined more wines than any defective cork or, I suspect, poor storage from an importer, wholesaler, or retailer. I myself put considerable strain on one friendship simply because I continued to complain at every dinner party about the soapy glasses that interfered with the enjoyment of the wonderful Bordeaux wines being served.


FOOD AND WINE MATCHUPS

The art of serving the right bottle of wine with a specific course or type of food has become terribly overlegislated, to the detriment of the enjoyment of both wine and food. Newspaper and magazine columns, even books, are filled with precise rules that seemingly make it a sin not to have chosen the perfect wine to accompany the meal. The results have been predictable. Instead of enjoying a dining experience, most hosts and hostesses fret, usually needlessly, over their choice of which wine to serve with the meal.

The basic rules of the wine-food matchup game are not difficult to master. These are the tried-and-true, allegedly cardinal principles such as young wines before old wines, dry wines before sweet wines, white wines before red wines, red wines with meat, and white wines with fish. However, these general principles are riddled with exceptions, and your choices are a great deal broader than you have been led to expect. One of France’s greatest restaurant proprietors once told me that if people would simply pick their favorite wines to go along with their favorite dishes, they would be a great deal happier. Furthermore, he would be pleased not to have to witness so much nervous anxiety and apprehension on their faces. I’m not sure I can go that far, but since my gut feeling is that there are more combinations of wine and food that work reasonably well than do not, let me share some of my basic observations about this whole field. There are several important questions you should consider:

Does the food offer simple or complex flavors? America’s—and I suppose the wine world’s—two favorite grapes, Chardonnay and Cabernet Sauvignon, can produce majestic wines of exceptional complexity and flavor depth. However, as food wines they are remarkably one-dimensional and work well only with dishes that have relatively straightforward and simple flavors. Cabernet Sauvignon marries beautifully with basic meat-and-potato dishes, filet mignon, lamb chops, steaks, etc. Furthermore, as Cabernet Sauvignon– and Merlot-based wines get older and more complex, they require simpler and simpler dishes to complement their complex flavors. Chardonnay goes beautifully with most fish courses, but when one adds different aromas and scents to a straightforward fish dish—by grilling, or by adding ingredients in an accompanying sauce—Chardonnays are often competitive rather than complementary wines to serve. The basic rule, then, is simple, uncomplex wines with complex dishes, and complex wines with simple dishes.

What are the primary flavors in both the wine and food? A complementary wine choice can often be made if one knows what to expect from the primary flavors in the food to be eaten. The reason that creamy and buttery sauces with fish, lobster, even chicken or veal, work well with Chardonnay or white Burgundies is because of the buttery, vanilla aromas in the fuller, richer, lustier styles of Chardonnay. On the other hand, a mixed salad with an herb dressing and pièces of grilled fish or shellfish beg for an herbaceous, smoky Sauvignon Blanc or French Sancerre or Pouilly Fumé from the Loire Valley. For the same reason, a steak au poivre in a creamy brown sauce, with its intense, pungent aromas and complex flavors, calls for a big, rich, peppery Rhône wine such as a Châteauneuf-du-Pape or Gigondas.

Are the texture and flavor intensity of the wine proportional to the texture and flavor intensity of the food? Did you ever wonder why fresh, briny, sea-scented oysters that are light and zesty taste so good with a Muscadet from France or a lighter-styled California Sauvignon Blanc or Italian Pinot Grigio? It is because these wines have the same weight and light texture as the oysters. Why is it that the smoky, sweet, oaky, tangy flavors of a grilled steak or loin of lamb work best with a Zinfandel or Rhône Valley red wine? First, the full-bodied, supple, chewy flavors of these wines complement a steak or loin of lamb cooked over a wood fire. Saute the same steak or lamb in butter or bake it in the oven and the flavors are less complex; then a well-aged Cabernet Sauvignon– or Merlot-based wine from California, Bordeaux, or Australia is called for.

Another telling example of the importance of matching the texture and flavor intensity of the wine with the food is the type of fish you have chosen to eat. Salmon, lobster, shad, and bluefish have intense flavors and a fatty texture, and therefore require a similarly styled, lusty, oaky, buttery Chardonnay to complement them. On the other hand, trout, sole, turbot, and shrimp are leaner, more delicately flavored fish and therefore mandate lighter, less intense wines such as nonoaked examples of Chardonnay from France’s Maconnais region, or Italy’s Friuli-Venezia Giulia area. In addition, a lighter-styled Champagne or German Riesling (ideally a dry Kabinett) goes extremely well with trout, sole, or turbot, but falls on its face when matched against salmon, shad, or lobster. One further example of a texture and flavor matchup is the classic example of a heavy, unctuous, rich, sweet Sauternes with foie gras. The extravagantly rich and flavorful foie gras cannot be served with any other type of wine, as it would overpower a dry red or white wine. The fact that both the Sauternes and the foie gras have intense, concentrated flavors and similar textures is the exact reason why this combination is so decadently delicious.

What is the style of wine produced in the vintage that you have chosen? Several of France’s greatest chefs have told me they prefer off years of Bordeaux and Burgundy to great years, and have instructed their sommeliers to buy the wines for the restaurant accordingly. How can this be? From the chef’s perspective, the food, not the wine, should be the focal point of the meal. They fear that a great vintage of Burgundy or Bordeaux, with wines that are exceptionally rich, powerful, and concentrated, not only takes attention away from their cuisine but makes matching a wine with the food much more troublesome. Thus, chefs prefer a 2004 Bordeaux on the table with their food as opposed to a superconcentrated 2005 or 2000. The great vintages, though marvelous wines, are not always the best vintages to choose for the ultimate matchup with food. Lighter-weight yet tasty wines from so-so years can complement delicate and understated cuisine considerably better than the great vintages, which should be reserved for very simple courses of food.

Is the food to be served in a sauce? Years ago, at Michel Guérard’s restaurant in Eugénie-les-Bains, I ordered fish served in a red wine sauce. Guérard recommended a red Graves wine from Bordeaux, since the sauce was made from a reduction of fish stock and a red Graves. The combination was successful and opened my eyes for the first time to the possibilities of fish with red wine. Since then I have had tuna with a green peppercorn sauce accompanied by a California Cabernet Sauvignon (a great matchup) and salmon sautéed in a red wine sauce happily married to a young vintage of red Bordeaux. A white wine with any of these courses would not have worked. Another great match was veal in a creamy morel sauce with a Tokaj from Alsace.

A corollary to this principle of letting the sauce dictate the type of wine you order is when the actual food is prepared with a specific type of wine. For example, coq au vin, an exquisite peasant dish, can be cooked and served in either a white wine or red wine sauce. I have found when I had coq au vin au Riesling, a dry Alsace Riesling with it is simply extraordinary. In Burgundy I have often had coq au vin in a red wine sauce consisting of a reduced Burgundy wine, and the choice of a red Burgundy makes the dish even more special.

When you travel, do you drink locally produced wines with the local cuisine? It is no coincidence that the regional cuisines of Bordeaux, Burgundy, Provence, and Alsace in France, and Tuscany and Piedmont in Italy, seem to enhance and complement the local wines. In fact, most restaurants in these areas rarely offer wines from outside the local region. One always wonders what came first, the cuisine or the wine? Certainly, America is beginning to develop its own regional cuisine, but except for California and the Pacific Northwest, few areas promote the local wines as appropriate matchups with the local cuisine. For example, in my backyard a number of small wineries make an excellent white wine called Seyval Blanc, which is the perfect foil for both the oysters and blue channel crabs from the Chesapeake Bay. Yet few restaurants in the Baltimore—Washington area promote these local wines, which is a shame. Regional wines with regional foods should be a top priority not only when traveling in Europe but also in America’s viticultural areas.

Have you learned the best and worst wine and food matchups? If this entire area of wine and food combinations still seems too cumbersome, then your best strategy is simply to learn some of the greatest and worst combinations. I can also add a few pointers I have learned through my own experiences, usually bad ones. Certain wine and food relationships of contrasting flavors can be sublime. Perhaps the best example is a sweet, creamy-textured Sauternes with a salty, aged Stilton or Roquefort cheese. The combination of two opposite sets of flavors and textures is sensational in this particular instance. Another great combination is Alsace Gewurztraminer or Riesling with ethnic cuisine such as Indian and Chinese. The sweet-and-sour combinations and spiciness of the cuisines seem to work beautifully with these two wines from Alsace.

One of the great myths about wine and food matchups is that red wines work well with cheese. The truth of the matter is that they rarely work well with cheese. Most cheeses, especially favorite wine cheeses such as Brie and double and triple creams, have a very high fat content, and most red wines suffer enormously when drunk with them. If you want to shock your guests but also enjoy wine with cheese, serve a white wine made from the Sauvignon Blanc grape such as a Sancerre or Pouilly Fumé from France. The dynamic personalities of these two wines and their tangy, zesty acidity stand up well to virtually all types of cheese, especially with fresh goat cheeses.

Another myth is that dessert wines go best with desserts. Most people seem to like Champagne or a sweet Riesling, sweet Chenin Blanc, or a Sauternes with dessert. Putting aside that chocolate-based desserts are always in conflict with any type of wine, I find that dessert wines are best served as the dessert or after the dessert. Whether it be cake, fruit tarts, ice cream, or candy, I’ve always enjoyed dessert wines more when they are the centerpièce of attention than when they are accompanying a sweet dessert.

If wine and food matchups still seem too complicated for you, remember that in the final analysis, a good wine served with a good dish to good company is always in good taste. A votre santé.


WHAT’S BEEN ADDED TO YOUR WINE?

Over the last decade, people have become much more sensitive to what they put in their bodies. The hazards of smoking, excessive fat consumption, and high blood pressure are taken seriously by increasing numbers of people, not just in America but in Europe as well. While this movement is to be applauded, an extremist group, labeled by observers as “neoprohibitionists” or “new drys,” has tried to exploit the individual’s interest in good health by promoting the idea that the consumption of any alcoholic beverage is inherently dangerous, an abuse that undermines society and family. These extremists do not care about moderation; they want the total elimination of wine (one of alcohol’s “evil spirits”) from the marketplace. In the process, they have misrepresented wine and consistently ignored specific data demonstrating that moderate wine drinking is more beneficial than harmful to individuals. Unfortunately, the law prohibits the wine industry from promoting the proven health benefits of wine.

Wine is one of the most natural of all beverages, but it is true that additives can be included in a wine (the neoprohibitionists are taking aim at these as being potentially lethal). Following are those items that can be added to wine.

Acids Most cool-climate vineyards never have the need to add acidity to wine, but in California and Australia, acidity is often added to give balance to the wines, as grapes from these hot-climate areas often lack sufficient natural acidity. Most serious wineries add tartaric acidity, a type found naturally in wine. Wineries that are less quality oriented dump in pure citric acid, which results in wine that tastes like a lemon-lime sorbet.

Clarification agents A list of items that are dumped into wine to cause suspended particles to coagulate (known as “fining”) includes morbid names such as dried ox blood, isinglass, casein (milk powder), kaolin (clay), bentonite (powdered clay), and the traditional egg white. These fining agents are designed to make the wine brilliant and particle free; they are harmless, but top wineries either don’t use them or use them minimally.

Oak Many top-quality red and white wines spend most of their lives aging in oak barrels. It is expected that wine stored in wood will take on some of the toasty, smoky, vanilla flavors of wood. These aromas and flavors, if not overdone, add flavor complexity to a wine. Cheap wine can also be marginally enhanced by the addition of oak chips, which provide a more aggressive, raw flavor of wood. But remember, oak works only with certain types of wine, and its usage is analogous to a chef’s use of salt, pepper, or garlic. In excessive amounts or with the wrong dish, the results are ghastly.

Sugar In most of the viticultural regions of Europe—except for southern France, Portugal, and Spain—the law permits the addition of sugar to the fermenting grape juice in order to raise alcohol levels. This practice, called chaptalization, is performed in cool years when the grapes do not attain sufficient ripeness. It is never done in the hot climate of California or in most of Australia, where low natural acidity, not low sugars, is the problem. Judicious chaptalization raises the alcohol level by 1% to 2%.

Sulfites All wines must now carry a label indicating that the wine contains sulfites. Sulfite (also referred to as SO2 or sulfur dioxide) is a preservative used to kill bacteria and microorganisms. It is sprayed on virtually all fresh vegetables and fruits, but a tiny percentage of the population, especially asthmatics, are allergic to SO2. The fermentation of wine produces some sulfur dioxide naturally, but it is also added to oak barrels by burning a sulfur stick inside the barrel in order to kill any bacteria; it is added again at bottling to prevent the wine from oxidizing. Quality wines should never smell of sulfur (a burning-match smell) because serious winemakers keep the sulfur level very low. Some wineries do not employ sulfites. When used properly, sulfites impart no smell or taste to the wine, and except for those who have a known allergy to them, are harmless to the general population. Used excessively, sulfites impart the aforementioned unpleasant smell and a prickly taste sensation. Obviously, people who are allergic to sulfites should not drink wine, just as people who are allergic to fish roe should not eat caviar.

Tannin Tannin occurs naturally in the skins and stems of grapes, and the content from the crushing of the grape skins and subsequent maceration of the skins and juice is usually more than adequate to provide sufficient natural tannin. Tannin gives a red wine grip and backbone, and also acts as a preservative. However, on rare occasions tannin is added to a spineless wine.

Yeasts Though many winemakers rely on the indigenous wild yeasts in the vineyard to start the fermentation, it is becoming more common to employ cultured yeasts for this procedure. There is no health hazard here, but the increasing reliance on the same type of yeast in wine-making all over the world leads to wines with similar bouquets and flavors.


ORGANIC WINES

Organic wines are produced without fungicides, pesticides, or chemical fertilizers, with no additives or preservatives. They continue to gain considerable consumer support. In principle, organic wines should be as excellent as nonorganic, but no one should assume that, because a wine is not organic, it suffers in comparison with those that are. One can argue that most organic wine producers tend to do less manipulation and processing of their wines, and therefore the consumer receives a product that is far more natural than wines that have been manufactured and processed to death. However, many nonorganic wines are great wines, and making arbitrary black-and-white judgments about quality based on whether a wine is organic or not is foolhardy.

There is tremendous potential for production of huge quantities of organic wines, particularly from viticultural areas that enjoy copious quantities of sunshine and wind, the so-called Mediterranean climate. In France, the Languedoc-Roussillon region, Provence, and the Rhône Valley have the potential to produce organic wines if their proprietors desire. Southern Italy, much of Spain, and much of California has this potential as well, and southern Australia seems to have weather conditions that would encourage the possibility of developing organic vineyards. Certainly, more and more viticulturalists and wine estates are moving in an organic direction.

The most extreme form of organic farming, called biodynamic farming, is an entire subject unto itself. There are some fabulous winemakers in the world who have followed biodynamic principles with great success (Michel Chapoutier and the Domaine Leroy in Burgundy are two who stand out), but again, one should not make an assumption that, because a wine is biodynamic, it is intrinsically superior to a wine that is organic or nonorganic.

[ the dark side of wine ]


THE GROWING INTERNATIONAL STANDARDIZATION OF WINE STYLES

Although technology allows winemakers to produce wine of increasingly better quality, the continuing obsession with technically perfect wines is unfortunately stripping wines of their identifiable and distinctive character. Whether it is the excessive filtration of wines or insufficiently critical emulation of winemaking styles, the downside of modern winemaking is that it is now increasingly difficult to tell an Italian Chardonnay from one made in France or California or Australia. When the corporate winemakers of the world begin to make wines all in the same way, designing them to offend the least number of people, wine will no doubt lose its fascinating appeal and individualism and become no better than most brands of whiskey, gin, Scotch, or vodka. One must not forget that the great appeal of wine is that it is a unique, distinctive, fascinating beverage and different every time one drinks it. Winemakers and the owners of wineries, particularly in America, must learn to take more risks so as to preserve the individual character of their wines, even at the risk that some consumers may find them bizarre or unusual. It is this distinctive quality of wine that will ensure its future.


DESTROYING THE JOY OF WINE BY EXCESSIVE ACIDIFICATION, OVERZEALOUS FINING, AND
ABRASIVE FILTRATION

Since the beginning of my career as a professional wine critic, I have tried to present a strong case against the excessive manipulation of wine. One look at the producers of the world’s greatest wines will reveal irrefutably that the following characteristics are shared by all of them—whether they be from California, France, Italy, Spain, or Germany: 1) They are driven to preserve the integrity of the vineyard’s character, the grape variety’s identity, and the vintage’s personality; 2) They believe in low crop yields; 3) Weather permitting, they harvest only physiologically mature (versus analytically ripe) fruit; 4) They use simplistic winemaking and cellaring techniques, in the sense that they are minimal interventionists, preferring to permit the wine to make itself; 5) Though they are not opposed to fining or filtration if the wine is unstable or unclear, if the wine is made from healthy, ripe grapes and is stable and clear, they will absolutely refuse to strip it by excessive fining and filtration at bottling.

Producers who care only about making wine as fast as possible and collecting their accounts receivable also have many things in common. They turn out neutral, vapid, mediocre wines, and they are believers in huge crop yields, with considerable fertilization to promote massive crops, as large as the vineyard can render (six or more tons per acre, compared to modest yields of three tons per acre). Their philosophy is that the vineyard is a manufacturing plant, and cost efficiency dictates that production be maximized. They rush their wine into bottle as quickly as possible in order to get paid. They believe in processing wine, which usually involves centrifuging it initially, then practicing multiple fining and filtration procedures, particularly a denuding sterile filtration. This guarantees that the wine is lifeless but stable, so the wine’s being able to withstand temperature extremes and stand upright on a grocery store’s shelf has priority over giving the consumer true pleasure. These wineries harvest earlier than anybody else because they are unwilling to take any risk, delegating all questions regarding wine to their oenologists, who, they know, have as their objectives security and stability, which is in conflict with the consumer’s goal of finding joy in wine.

The effect of excessive manipulation of wine, particularly aggressive fining and filtration, is dramatic. It destroys a wine’s bouquet as well as its ability to express its terroir and varietal character. It also mutes the vintage’s character. Fining and filtration can be done lightly, causing only minor damage, but most wines produced in the New World (California, Australia, and South America, in particular) and most bulk wines produced in Europe are sterile-filtered. This procedure requires numerous prefiltrations to get the wines clean enough to pass through a micropore membrane filter. This system of wine stability and clarification strips, eviscerates, and denudes a wine of much of its character.

Some wines can suffer such abuse with less damage. Thick, tannic, concentrated Syrah-and Cabernet Sauvignon—based wines may even survive these wine lobotomies—diminished in aromatic and flavor dimension but still live. Wines such as Pinot Noir and Chardonnay are destroyed in the process.

Thanks to a new generation of producers, particularly in France, aided by a number of specialist importers from America, there has been a movement against unnecessary fining and filtration. One has only to look at the extraordinary success enjoyed by such American importers as Kermit Lynch, Weygandt-Metzler, North Berkeley Imports, and Robert Kacher to realize how much consumer demand exists for a natural, unfiltered, uncompromised wine that is a faithful representation of its vineyard and vintage. Most serious wine consumers do not mind not being able to drink the last half ounce of wines because of sediment. They know this sediment means they are getting a flavorful, authentic, unprocessed wine that is much more representative than one that has been stripped at bottling.

Other small importers who have followed the leads of Lynch and Kacher include Peter Weygandt of Weygandt-Metzler, Unionville, Penn.; Neal Rosenthal Select Vineyards, New York, N.Y.; Eric Solomon of European Cellars, New York, N.Y.; Don Quattlebaum of New Castle Imports, Myrtle Beach, S.C.; Fran Kysela of Kysela Père et Fils of Winchester, Va.; Martine Saunier of Martine’s Wines, San Rafael, Calif.; North Berkeley Imports, Berkeley, Calif.; Jorge Ordoñez, Dedham, Mass.; Leonardo LoCascio, Ho-Ho-Kus, N.J.; Dan Philips, Oxnard, Calif.; John Larchet, Australia; Jeffrey Davies, West Nyack, N.Y.; Alain Junguenet, Watchung, N.J.; Rare Wine Company, Sonoma, Calif.; Patrick Mata, New Rochelle, N.Y.; Aurelio Cabestrero, Grapes of Spain, Lorton, Va.; TGIC Wine Importers, Woodland Hills, Calif.; Vine Connections, Sausalito, Calif.; the portfolio of Marc de Grazia Selections represented by various American importers; Vin Divino, Chicago, Ill.; Robert Chadderdon Selections, New York, N.Y.; and David Shiverick, Los Angeles, Calif., to name some of the best known. They often insist that their producers not filter wines shipped to the U.S., resulting in a richer, more ageworthy wine being sold in America than elsewhere in the world. Even some of this country’s largest importers, most notably Kobrand Corporation, in New York City, are encouraging producers to move toward more gentle and natural bottling techniques.

I am certain there would be an even more powerful movement to bottle wines naturally with minimal clarification if the world’s wine press were to examine the effect of excessive fining and filtration. I find it difficult to criticize many American wine writers, because the vast majority of them are part-timers. Few have the time or resources to taste the same wines before and after bottling. Yet I remain disappointed that many of our most influential writers and publications have remained strangely silent, particularly in view of the profound negative impact filtration can have on the quality of fine wine. The English wine-writing corps, which includes many veteran, full-time wine writers, has an appalling record on this issue, especially in view of the fact that many of them make it a practice to taste before and after bottling. For those who care about the quality of wine, and the preservation of the character of the vineyard, vintage, and grape variety, the reluctance of so many writers to criticize the wine industry undermines the entire notion of wine appreciation.

Even a wine writer of the stature of Hugh Johnson comes out strongly on the side of processed, neutral wines that can be safely shipped 12 months of the year. Readers may want to consider Johnson’s, and his co-author, James Halliday’s, comments in their book The Vintner’s Art—How Great Wines Are Made. Halliday is an Australian wine writer and winery owner, and Hugh Johnson may be this century’s most widely read wine author. In their book they chastise the American importer Kermit Lynch for his “romantic ideals,” which they describe as “increasingly impractical.” Johnson and Halliday assert, “The truth is that a good fifty percent of those artisan Burgundies and Rhônes are bacterial time bombs.” Their plea for compromised and standardized wines is supported by the following observation: “The hard reality is that many restaurants and many consumers simply will not accept sediment.” This may have been partially true in America 20 years ago, but today the consumer not only wants but demands a natural wine. Moreover, the savvy wine consumer understands that sediment in a bottle of fine wine is a healthy sign. The position, which both writers defend—that modern-day winemaking and commercial necessity require that wines be shipped 12 months a year and be durable enough to withstand months on retailers’ shelves in both cold and hot temperature conditions—is highly debatable. America now has increasing numbers of responsible merchants, importers, and restaurant sommeliers who go to great lengths to guarantee the client a healthy bottle of wine that has not been abused. Astonishingly, Johnson and Halliday conclude that consumers cannot tell the difference between a filtered and an unfiltered wine! In summarizing their position, they state, “but leave the wine for 1, 2, or 3 months (one cannot tell how long the recovery process will take), and it is usually impossible to tell the filtered from the nonfiltered wine, provided the filtration at bottling was skillfully carried out.” After nearly 30 years of conducting such tastings, I find this statement not only unbelievable, but not supported by any tasting. Am I to conclude that all of the wonderful wines I have tasted from cask that were subsequently damaged by vigorous fining and filtration were bottled by incompetent people who did not know how to filter? Am I to think that the results of the extensive comparative tastings (usually blind) that I have done of the same wine, filtered versus unfiltered, were bogus? Are the enormous aromatic, flavor, textural, and qualitative differences that result from vigorous clarification figments of my imagination? Astoundingly, the wine industry’s reluctance to accept responsibility for preserving all that the best vineyards and vintages can achieve is excused rather than condemned.

If excessive fining and filtration are not bad enough, consider the overzealous additions of citric and tartaric acids employed by Australian and California oenologists to perk up their wines. You know the feeling—you open a bottle of Australian or California Chardonnay and not only is there no bouquet (because it was sterile-filtered), but tasting the wine is like biting into a fresh lemon or lime. It is not enjoyable. What you are experiencing is the result of the misguided philosophy among New World winemakers to add too much acidity as a cheap life insurance policy for their wines. This “life insurance” is in fact a death certificate. Because these producers are unwilling to reduce their yields and unwilling to assume any risk, and because they see winemaking as nothing more than a processing technique, they generously add acidity. It does serve as an antibacterial, antioxidizing agent, thus helping to keep the wine fresh. But those who acidify the most are usually those who harvest appallingly high crop yields, so there is little flavor to protect! After 6 to 12 months of bottle age, what little fruit is present fades, and the consumer is left with a skeleton of sharp, shrill acid levels, alcohol, wood (if utilized), and no fruit—an utterly reprehensible way to make wine.

I do not object to the use of these techniques for bulk and jug wines that the consumer is buying for value, or because of brand-name recognition. But for any producer to sell a wine as a handcrafted, artisan product at $20 or more a bottle, these practices are shameful. Anyone who tells you that excessive acidification, fining, and filtration do not damage a wine is either a fool or a liar.


THE INFLATED WINE PRICING OF RESTAURANTS

Given the vast sums of American discretionary income spent in restaurants, a strong argument could be made that the cornerstone in increased wine consumption and awareness must be restaurants. However, most restaurants treat wine as a luxury item, marking it up an exorbitant 200% to 500%, thus effectively discouraging the consumption of wine. This practice of offering wines at huge markups also serves to reinforce the mistaken notion that wine is only for the elite and the superrich.

The wine industry does little about this practice, being content merely to see its wines placed on a restaurant’s list. But the consumer should rebel and avoid restaurants that charge exorbitant wine prices, no matter how sublime the cuisine. This is nothing more or less than a legitimized mugging.

Fortunately, things are slightly better today than they were a decade ago, as some restaurant owners are now regarding wine as an integral part of the meal and not merely as a device to increase the bill.


COLLECTORS VERSUS CONSUMERS

I have reluctantly come to believe that many of France’s greatest wine treasures—the first growths of Bordeaux, including the famous sweet nectar made at Château d’Yquem, Burgundy’s most profound red wines from the Domaine de la Romanée-Conti, and virtually all of the wines from the tiny white wine appellation of Montrachet—are never drunk or, should I say, swallowed. Most of us who purchase or cellar wine do so on the theory that eventually every one of our splendid bottles will be swirled, sloshed, sniffed, sipped, and, yes, guzzled, with friends. That, of course, is one of the joys of wine, and those of you who partake of this pleasure are true wine lovers. There are, however, other types of wine collectors—the collector-investor, the collector-spitter, and even the nondrinking collector.

Several years ago I remember being deluged with telephone calls from a man wanting me to have dinner with him and tour his private cellar. After several months of resisting, I finally succumbed. This very prominent businessman had constructed an impressive cellar beneath his sprawling home. It was enormous and immaculately kept, with state-of-the-art humidity and temperature controls. I suspect it contained in excess of 10,000 bottles. There were cases of such thoroughbreds as Pétrus, Lafite-Rothschild, Mouton-Rothschild, and rare vintages of the great red Burgundies such as Romanée-Conti and La Tâche, and to my astonishment there were also hundreds of cases of 10- and 15-year-old Beaujolais, Pouilly-Fuissé, Dolcetto, and California Chardonnays—all wines that should have been drunk during their first four or five years. I diplomatically suggested that he should inventory his cellar, as there seemed to be a number of wines that mandated immediate consumption.

About the time I spotted the fifth or sixth case of what was undoubtedly ten-year-old Beaujolais vinegar, I began to doubt the sincerity of my host’s enthusiasm for wine. These unthinkable doubts (I was much more naive then than I am now) were amplified at dinner. As we entered the sprawling kitchen and dining room complex, he proudly announced that neither he nor his wife actually drank wine, and then asked if I would care for a glass of mineral water, iced tea—or, if I preferred, a bottle of wine. During my sorrowful drive home that evening, I lamented that I had not opted for the mineral water. For when I made the mistake of requesting wine, my host proceeded to grab a bottle of wine that one of his friends suggested should be consumed immediately. It was a brown, utterly repugnant, senile Bordeaux from 1969, perhaps the worst vintage in the last 25 years. Furthermore, the château was a notorious underachiever from the famous commune of Pauillac. The wine he chose does not normally merit buying in a good vintage, much less a pathetic one. I shall never forget my host opening the bottle and saying, “Well, Bob, this wine sure smells good.”

Regrettably, this nondrinking collector continues to buy large quantities of wine, not for investment, and obviously not for drinking. The local wine merchants tell me his type is not rare. To him, a collection of wine is like a collection of crystal, art, sculpture, or china– something to be admired, to be shown off, but never, ever to be consumed.

More ostentatious by far is the collector-spitter, who thrives on gigantic tastings where 50, 60, sometimes even 70 or 80 vintages of great wines, often from the same châteaux, can be “tasted.” Important members of the wine press are invited (no charge, of course) in the hope that this wine happening will receive a major article in the New York or Los Angeles Times, and the collector’s name will become recognized and revered in the land of winedom. These collector-spitters relish rubbing elbows with famous proprietors and telling their friends, “Oh, I’ll be at Château Lafite-Rothschild next week to taste all of the château’s wines between 1870 and 1987. Sorry you can’t be there.” I have, I confess, participated in several of these events and have learned from the exercise of trying to understand them that their primary purpose is to feed the sponsor’s enormous ego, and often the château’s ego as well.

I am not against academic tastings where a limited number of serious wine enthusiasts sit down to taste 20 or 30 different wines (usually young ones), because that is a manageable number that both neophytes and connoisseurs can generally grasp. But to taste 60 or more rare and monumental vintages at a tasting marathon is excessive. To put it simply, what happens at these tastings is that much of the world’s greatest, rarest, and most expensive wines are spit out. No wine taster I have ever met could conceivably remain sober, even if only the greatest wines were swallowed, but I can assure you, there is only remorse in spitting out 1929 or 1945 Mouton- Rothschild.

Recollections of these events have long troubled me. I vividly remember one tasting held at a very famous restaurant in Los Angeles where a number of compelling bottles from one of France’s greatest estates were opened. Many of the wines were exhilarating. Yet, whether it was the otherworldly 1961 or the opulent 1947, the reactions I saw on the faces of those 40 or so people, each of whom had paid several thousand dollars to attend, made me wonder whether we were tasting 50 different vintages of France’s greatest wines or 50 bottles of Pepto-Bismol. Fortunately, the organizer did appear to enjoy the gathering and appreciate the wines, but among the guests I never once saw a smile or any enthusiasm or happiness in the course of this extraordinary 12-hour tasting.

I remember another marathon tasting held in France by one of Europe’s leading collector-spitters, which lasted all day and much of the night. There were more than 90 legendary wines served, and midway through the afternoon I was reasonably certain there was not a sober individual remaining except for the chef and his staff. By the time the magnum of 1929 Mouton-Rothschild was served (one of the century’s greatest wines), I do not think there was a guest left, myself included, who was competent enough to know whether he was drinking claret or Beaujolais.

I have also noticed at these tastings that many collector-spitters did not even know when a bottle was corked (it would have the smell of moldy cardboard and taste as bad), or when a bottle was oxidized and undrinkable, proving the old saying that money does not always buy good taste. Of course, most of these tastings are media happenings designed to stroke the host’s vanity. All too frequently they undermine the principle that wine is a beverage of pleasure, and that is my basic regret.

The third type of collector, the investor, is motivated by the possibility of reselling the wines for profit. Eventually, most or all of these wines return to the marketplace, and much of it wends its way into the hands of serious consumers who share it with their spouses or good friends. Of course, they often must pay dearly for the privilege, but wine is not the only product that falls prey to such manipulation. I hate to think of wine being thought of primarily as an investment, but the world’s finest wines do appreciate significantly in value, and it would be foolish to ignore the fact that more and more shrewd investors are looking at wine as a way of making money.


UNSPEAKABLE PRACTICES

It is a frightening thought, but I have no doubt that a sizable percentage (between 10% and 25%) of the wines sold in America have been damaged because of exposure to extremes of heat. Smart consumers have long been aware of the signs of poor storage. They have only to look at the bottle. As discussed earlier in the How to Buy Wine section (see page 8), the first sign that a bottle has been poorly stored is when a cork is popped above the rim and is pushed out against the lead or plastic capsule that covers the top of the bottle.

Another sign that the wine has been poorly stored is seepage, known as legs, down the rim of the bottle. This is the sometimes sticky, dry residue of a wine that has expanded, seeped around the cork, and dripped onto the rim, almost always due to excessively high temperatures in transit or storage. Few merchants take the trouble to wipe the legs off, and they can often be spotted on wines shipped during the heat of the summer or brought into the U.S. through the Panama Canal in unair-conditioned containers. Consumers should avoid buying wines that show dried seepage legs originating under the capsule and trickling down the side of the bottle.

Also be alert for young wines (those less than four years old) that have more than one-half inch of air space, or ullage, between the cork and the liquid level in the bottle. Modern bottling operations generally fill bottles within one-eighth inch of the cork, and more than one-half inch of air space should arouse your suspicion.

The problem, of course, is that too few people in the wine trade take the necessary steps to ensure that the wine is not ruined in shipment or storage. The wine business has become so commercial that wines, whether from California, Italy, or France, are shipped year-round, regardless of weather conditions. Traditionally, wines from Europe were shipped only in the spring or fall, when the temperatures encountered in shipment would be moderate, assuming they were not shipped by way of the Panama Canal. The cost of renting an air-conditioned or heated container for shipping wines adds anywhere from 20 to 40 cents to the wholesale cost of the bottle, but when buying wines that cost more than $200 a case, I doubt the purchaser would mind paying the extra premium knowing that the wine will not smell or taste cooked when opened.

Many importers claim to ship in reefers (the trade jargon for temperature-controlled containers), but only a handful actually do. America’s largest importer of high-quality Bordeaux wine rarely, if ever, uses reefers, and claims to have had no problems with its shipments. Perhaps they would change their minds if they had witnessed the cases of 1986 Rausan-Ségla, 1986 Talbot, 1986 Gruaud-Larose, and 1986 Château Margaux that arrived in the Maryland-Washington, D.C., market with stained labels and pushed-out corks. Somewhere between Bordeaux and Washington, D.C., these wines had been exposed to torrid temperatures. It may not have been the fault of the importer, as the wine passed through a number of intermediaries before reaching its final destination. But pity the poor consumers who buy these wines, put them in their cellars, and open them 10 or 15 years in the future. Who will grieve for them?

The problem with temperature extremes is that the naturally made, minimally processed, hand-produced wines are the most vulnerable to this kind of abuse. Therefore, many importers, not wanting to assume any risks, have gone back to their suppliers and demanded “more stable” wines. Translated into real terms, this means the wine trade prefers to ship vapid, denuded wines that have been “stabilized,” subjected to a manufacturing process, and either pasteurized or sterile-filtered so they can be shipped 12 months a year. Though their corks may still pop out if subjected to enough heat, their taste will not change, because for all intents and purposes these wines are already dead when they are put in the bottle. Unfortunately, only a small segment of the wine trade seems to care.

There are some wine merchants, wholesalers, and importers who are cognizant of the damage that can be done when wines are not protected, and who take great pride in representing hand-made, quality products, but the majority of the wine trade continues to ignore the risks. They would prefer that the wine be denuded by pasteurization, cold stabilization, or a sterile filtration. Only then can they be shipped safely under any weather conditions.


WINE PRODUCERS’ GREED

Are today’s wine consumers being hoodwinked by the world’s wine producers? Most growers and/or producers have intentionally permitted production yields to soar to such extraordinary levels that the concentration and character of their wines are in jeopardy. There remain a handful of fanatics who continue, at some financial sacrifice, to reject a significant proportion of their harvest in order to ensure that only the finest-quality wine is sold under their name. However, they are dwindling in number. Fewer producers are prepared to go into the vineyard and cut bunches of grapes to reduce the yields. Fewer still are willing to cut back prudently on fertilizers. For much of the last decade, production yields throughout the world continued to break records with each new vintage. The results are wines that increasingly lack character, concentration, and staying power. In Europe, the most flagrant abuses of overproduction occur in Germany and Burgundy, where yields today are three to almost five times what they were in the 1950s. The argument that the vineyards are more carefully and competently managed, and that this results in larger crops, is misleading. Off the record, many a seriously committed wine producer will tell you, “The smaller the yield, the better the wine.”

If one wonders why the Domaine Leroy’s Burgundies taste richer than those from other domaines, it is due not only to quality winemaking but also to the fact that their yields are one-third those of other Burgundy producers. If one asks why the best Châteauneuf-du-Papes are generally Rayas, Pégaü, Bonneau, and Beaucastel, it is because their yields are one-half those of other producers of the appellation. The same assertion applies to J. J. Prüm and Müller-Cattoir in Germany. Not surprisingly, they have conservative crop yields and produce one-third the amount of wine their neighbors produce.

Though I do not want to suggest that there are no longer any great wines, and that most of the wines now produced are no better than the plonk peasants drank in the 19th century, the point is that overfertilization, modern sprays that prevent rot, the development of highly prolific clonal selections, and the failure to keep production levels modest have all resulted in yields that may well be combining to destroy the reputations of many of the most famous wine regions of the world. Trying to find a flavorful Chardonnay from California today is not much easier than finding a concentrated red Burgundy that can age gracefully beyond 10 years. The production yields of Chardonnay in California have often resulted in wines that have only a faint character of the grape and seem almost entirely dominated by acidity and/or the smell of oak barrels. What is appalling is that there is so little intrinsic flavor. Yet Chardonnays remain the most popular white wine in this country, so what incentive is there to lower yields?

Of course, if the public, encouraged by a noncritical, indifferent wine media, is willing to pay top dollar for mediocrity, then little is likely to change. On the other hand, if consumers start insisting that $15 or $20 should at the very minimum fetch a wine that provides genuine pleasure, perhaps that message will gradually work its way back to the producers.


WINE WRITERS’ ETHICS AND COMPETENCE

The problems just described have only occasionally been acknowledged by the wine media, which generally has a collective mind-set of never having met a wine it doesn’t like.

Wine writing in America has rarely been a profitable or promising full-time occupation. Historically, the most interesting work was always done by the people who sold the wine. There’s no doubting the influence or importance of the books written by Alexis Lichine and Frank Schoonmaker. But both men made their fortunes by selling rather than writing about wine, and both managed to write about wine objectively, despite their ties to the trade.

There are probably not more than a dozen or so independent wine experts in this country who support themselves entirely by writing. Great Britain has long championed the cause of wine writers and looked upon them as true professionals. But even there, with all their experience and access to the finest European vineyards, most of the successful wine writers have been involved in the sale and distribution of wine. Can anyone name an English wine writer who criticized the performance of Lafite-Rothschild between 1961 and 1974, or Margaux between 1964 and 1977? Meanwhile, the consumer was getting screwed.

It is probably unrealistic to expect writers to develop a professional expertise with wine without access and support from the trade, but such support can compromise their findings. If they are beholden to wine producers for the wines they taste, they are not likely to fault them. If their trips to vineyards are the result of the winemaker’s largesse, they are unlikely to criticize what they have seen. If they are lodged at the châteaux and their trunks are filled with cases of wine (as, sadly, is often the case), can a consumer expect them to be critical, or even objective?

Putting aside this ethical dilemma, many wine writers are lacking the global experience to evaluate wine properly. What has emerged from such inexperience is a school of wine writing that is primarily trained to look at the wine’s structure and acid levels, and this philosophy is too frequently in evidence when judging wines. The level of pleasure that a wine provides, or is capable of providing in the future, would appear to be irrelevant. The results are wine evaluations that read as though one were measuring the industrial strength of different grades of cardboard rather than a beverage that many consider nature’s greatest gift to mankind. Balance is everything in wine, and wines that taste too tart or tannic rarely ever age into flavorful, distinctive, charming beverages. While winemaking and wine technology are indeed better, and some of the most compelling wines ever made are being produced today, there are far too many mediocre wines sitting on the shelves that hardly deserve their high praise.

There are, however, some interesting trends. The growth of The Wine Spectator, with its staff of full-time writers obligated to follow a strict code of non-conflict of interest, has resulted in better and more professional journalism. It also cannot be discounted that this flashy magazine appears twice a month. This is good news for the wine industry, frequently under siege by the antialcohol extremists. Finally, to The Wine Spectator’s credit, more of their tasting reports are authored by one or two people, not an anonymous, secretive committee. I have already aired my criticism of wine magazines and tastings whose evaluations are the result of a committee’s vote.

Given the vitality of our nation’s best wine guides, it is unlikely that wine writers will have less influence in the future. The thousands and thousands of wines that come on the market, many of them overpriced and vapid, require consumer-oriented reviews from the wine-writing community. But until a greater degree of professionalism is attained, until more experience is evidenced by wine writers, until their misplaced and misinformed emphasis on high acidity and structure is forever discredited, until most of the British wine media begin to understand and adhere to the basic rules of conflict of interest, until we all remember that this is only a beverage of pleasure, to be seriously consumed but not taken too seriously, then and only then will the quality of wine writing and the wines we drink improve. Will all of this happen, or will we be reminded of the words of Marcel Proust: “We do not succeed in changing things according to our desire, but gradually our desire changes. The situation that we hope to change because it was intolerable becomes unimportant. We have not managed to surmount the obstacle as we were absolutely determined to do, but life has taken us around it, led us past it, and then if we turn around to gaze at the remote past, we can barely catch sight of it, so imperceptible has it become.”


IN VINO VERITAS?


Virtually everything that follows came from an essay I wrote in the mid-1990s, which then provoked an interview with several FBI agents conducting an ongoing investigation regarding fraudulent wine. More recently this has come full circle, with a major lawsuit by one of the most famous wine collectors in the United States, Bill Koch, against a rather mysterious rare wine purveyor living in Munich named Hardy Rodenstock. The lawsuit was based on what was allegedly a fraudulent bottle sold at Christie’s and verified by Michael Broadbent as coming from the personal cellar of Thomas Jefferson. The lawsuit is still pending as lawyers fight over jurisdictional issues, but it has also spawned a book called The Billionaire’s Vinegar by Benjamin Wallace, a compelling read about fraudulent wines and all the shenanigans that seem to surround this rarefied topic, where corruption, greed, and perhaps even outright criminality walk hand in hand with aristocratic auctioneers and famous collectors.

There is no doubt that the overwhelming majority of rare and fine wine sold today, either at retail or through one of the numerous wine auctions, involves legitimate bottles. Yet over the last six months 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 measures to authenticate bottles of wine that may cost thousands of dollars. The top auction houses, aware of the growing evidence of phony bottles, are going to great lengths to authenticate the legitimacy of each wine they sell. Nevertheless, a con artist can easily reproduce a bottle (even the finest Bordeaux châteaux 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 doubtful contents, it is a subject that needs to be addressed.

It was nearly 20 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 market value. 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 did not have the characteristic Mouton-embossed printing. Blatant recklessness and slipshod work by the criminal made the fraud easy to detect.

Many producers of these limited-production, rare wines are aware of the frauds perpetrated with their products, but they have 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 100 or so phony cases of Château ABC are floating around in the world marketplace would suppress the value of the wine. The 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, lamentably, 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 imitators. Haut-Brion was among the first to utilize a custom-embossed bottle, in 1957. In 1996, Lafite-Rothschild also launched an antifraud-engraved bottle. More recently, Château Margaux has inserted a special code in the print of each bottle. Whether by creating more sophisticated labels that are not as easy to reproduce (with serial numbers, watermarks, etc.), or by employing a fraud squad devoted to tracking down the provenance of these phony bottles, something must be done.

Space does not permit me to discuss all the shocking frauds I have learned of or have been called in to help prove. I myself have seen phony bottles of Domaine Leflaive Montrachet, Château Rayas, Cheval Blanc, Vieux Château Certan, and Château Le Pin. Reports of phony bottles come in with surprising frequency and 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 and 1975 Lafleur, 1947 Cheval Blanc, 1928 Latour, and 1900 Margaux, with nonbranded 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. 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 has never been found.

A wine buyer from one of this country’s most prominent restaurants recently told me about 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 intentionally had the vintage 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 was 1967). With the “1970,” the cork had been altered, but closer inspection revealed it to be the 1978 Latour.

What is so surprising is that most fraudulent efforts to date appear to be the work of kindergarten criminals using washed-out, photocopied labels, and unconvincing corks or capsules. However, with the technology available today, authentic-looking bottles, capsules, corks, and labels can be easily duplicated, and for these counterfeits, only a person who knows the taste of the wine could tell if the contents were bogus.

For the record, I wrote up in The Wine Advocate that I went to only one tasting of rare wines hosted by Rodenstock, in Munich in the mid-1990s. These were annual events that I had intentionally avoided, but I felt almost embarrassingly stupid for not taking part, as virtually every other major wine writer had, passing up an opportunity to taste some of the rarest and greatest wines ever made. If Rodenstock is ever proven to be a master blender, he is a gifted one, because what I tasted at that event, aside from several bad bottles, were absolutely extraordinary wines in great condition that actually did resemble the châteaux that were on the labels. However, since few people get the chance to taste ancient magnums from the 1920s or earlier of Pétrus and other wines from Bordeaux, one would never really know what a pristine bottle would taste like, so one can only extrapolate from what modern-day vintages taste like and judge whether the wines have much of the character of current-day, authentic bottles from great years. In this respect, everything I tasted seemed quite consistent with the château’s terroir and the character of the vintage, but again, as I have stated to several people, whether the wines were legitimate or fake, they were undeniably great wines.


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 normal distribution channels, 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 I am a frequent purchaser from these sources, and those that I know are legitimate, serious, and professional about what they buy. Nevertheless, it is irrefutable that most of the suspicious wine showing up is from rogue gray-market operators.

Label awareness Wine bottles that have easily removable neck labels to indicate the vintage are especially prone to tampering. It is easy to transfer a neck label from a poor vintage to one with a great reputation. 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 to have 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 photocopied labels) should be viewed with sheer horror! However, readers should realize that moldy or deteriorated labels from a damp, cold cellar are not signs of fraudulent wines but, rather, of 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 on 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 being purchased is prudent. 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 some tainted Perrier water a few years ago, the European Community now requires most potable beverages to carry a lot number (but only on those sold in member nations, thus excluding the U.S.). This is usually a tiny number located somewhere on the label that begins with the letter L, followed by a serial number, which 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 (e.g., Comtes Lafon), the first two numbers provide the vintage year. 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 wines sold to non-EC countries (the U.S., for example). Virtually all the Bordeaux châteaux have used lot numbers since the 1989 vintage.

No sediment in older wines Wines more than 10 to 15 years old, with no sediment and/or with 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 say so, either on the cork or on both the label and the cork, and the year in which it 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 both on 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 suspect, because every Burgundy domaine uses its own customized cardboard box with the name of the estate as well as the importer’s name printed on the box, and almost all the prominent Bordeaux châteaux use wooden boxes with the name of the château as well as the vintage branded into the wood. However, to complicate matters, readers should realize that wines from private cellars consigned to auction houses usually must be repackaged in unmarked cardboard boxes, since they had been stored in bins in a private cellar.

Rare, mature vintages in large formats Great wines from ancient rare vintages such as 1900, 1921, 1926, 1928, 1929, 1945, 1947, 1949, and 1950 (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. What some of the skeptics of these old bottles, including Moueix, don’t acknowledge is that until the last three decades of the 20th century, many châteaux, and especially the lesser-known properties in St.-Émilion and Pomerol, often sold full barrels of wine (the equivalent of 300 bottles) to wealthy families in Belgium, Holland, and other countries. Many of these families bottled the wines as they saw fit, including magnums, double magnums, and even imperials. This would explain how some of these could eventually show up in the marketplace, but I still believe it is better to be safe than sorry when contemplating buying a rare vintage in large formats, especially from a highly regarded estate.

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.

I hope the industry will address these issues in a more forthright manner and begin to take more action designed to protect its members, as well as consumers. Additionally, I urge the 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 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 and confirmed and the commercial and consumer marketplace can be fully apprised of the problem, is essential to preserve 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? This is 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, though difficult to define precisely, enjoys a broad consensus.

Many of the most legendary wines of this century–1945 Mouton-Rothschild, 1945 Haut-Brion, 1947 Cheval Blanc, 1947 Pétrus, 1961 Latour, 1982 Mouton-Rothschild, 1982 Le Pin, 1982 Léoville—Las Cases, 1989 Haut-Brion, 1990 Margaux, and 1990 Pétrus, to name some of the most renowned red Bordeaux—are profound and 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, though there is considerable agreement as to what represents high quality, no one should feel forced to feign fondness for a work of 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 about 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 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 24 years spent tasting more than 200,000 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 seem not to understand this fundamental principle.

In addition to the commonsense 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 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 variety or blend to be represented faithfully in the wine; and 3) follow an uncompromising, noninterventionalistic winemaking philosophy that eschews the food-processing, industrial mind-set of high-tech winemaking—in short, give the wine a chance to make itself naturally without the human element attempting to sculpt or alter the wine’s intrinsic character, so that what is placed in the bottle represents as natural an expression of the vineyard, variety, and vintage as is possible. In keeping with this overall philosophy, winemakers who attempt to reduce traumatic clarification procedures such as fining and filtration, while also lowering sulfur 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. 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 a hedonistic level and also challenge and satiate the intellect. The world offers many delicious wines that appeal to the senses but are 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.

The Ability to Hold the Taster’s Interest I have often remarked that the greatest wines I’ve ever tasted could easily be recognized by bouquet alone. These profound wines could never be called monochromatic or simple. They 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.

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, and 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, 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 in Napa, Sonoma, and elsewhere in the Golden State during the 1990s. 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.

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 last one in the bottle?

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 European 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. That being said, it is true that new vintages of top wines are often unformed and in need of 10 to 12 years of cellaring (for top California Cabernets, Bordeaux, and Rhônes), but those wines should always possess a certain accessibility so that even inexperienced wine tasters can tell the wine is—at 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 when 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 that they “will survive.” They can endure 10 to 20 years of bottle age, but they were more enjoyable in their exuberant youthfulness.

The Ability of a Wine to Offer a Singular Personality Their singular personalities set the greatest wines apart from all others. It is the same with the greatest vintages. Descriptions such as “classic vintage” have 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 1982 and 1990 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—all are examples of vintage individuality.


MAKING SENSE OF TERROR


An Asian proverb says, “Knowing in part may make a fine tale, but wisdom comes from seeing the whole.” And so it is with the concept of terroir, that hazy, intellectually appealing notion that a plot of soil plays the determining factor in a wine’s character. The French are the world’s most obsessive people regarding the issue of terroir. And why not? Many of that country’s most renowned vineyards are part of an elaborate hierarchy of quality based on their soil and exposition. The French would have everyone believe that no one on planet Earth can equal the quality of their Pinot Noir, Chardonnay, Cabernet, Syrah, etc., because their privileged terroir is unequaled. One of France’s most celebrated wine regions, Burgundy, is often cited as the best place to search for the fullest expression of terroir. Proponents of terroir (the terroiristes) argue that a particular pièce of ground and its contribution to what is grown there give its product a character that can be distinguished from that same product grown on different soils and slopes. Burgundy, with its classifications of grand cru and premier cru vineyards, village vineyards, and generic viticultural areas, is the terroiristes’ raison d’être.

Lamentably, terroir has become such a politically correct buzzword that in some circles it is an egregious error not to utter some profound comments about finding “a sense of some-whereness” when tasting a Vosne-Romanée Les Malconsorts or a Latricières-Chambertin. Leading terroiristes such as wine producer Lalou Bize-Leroy, Burgundy wine broker Becky Wasserman, and author Matt Kramer make a persuasive and often eloquent case about the necessity of finding, as Kramer puts it, “the true voice of the land” in order for a wine to be legitimized.

Yet, as with so many things about wine, especially tasting it, there is no scientific basis for anything Bize, Wasserman, or Kramer propose. What they argue is what most Burgundians and owners of France’s finest vineyards give lip service to—that for a wine to be authentic and noble it must speak of its terroir.

On the other side of this issue are the “realists,” or should I call them modernists? They suggest that terroir is merely one of many factors that influence the style of a wine. The realists argue that a multitude of factors determine a wine’s style, quality, and character. Soil, exposition, and microclimate (terroir) most certainly impart an influence, but so do the following:

Rootstock Is it designed to produce prolific or small crop levels?

Yeasts Does the winemaker use the vineyard’s wild yeasts or are commercial yeasts employed? Every yeast, wild or commercial, will give a wine a different set of aromatics, flavor, and texture.

Yields and vine age High yields from perennial overcroppers result in diluted wine. Low yields, usually less than 2 tons per acre or 35 to 40 hectoliters per hectare, result in wines with much more concentration and personality. Additionally, young vines have a tendency to overproduce, whereas old vines produce small berries and less wine. Crop thinning is often employed with younger vineyards to increase the level of concentration.

Harvest philosophy Is the fruit picked underripe to preserve more acidity, or is it allowed to ripen fully to emphasize the lushness and opulence of a given variety?

Vinification techniques and equipment There are an amazing number of techniques that can change the wine’s aromas and flavors. Moreover, equipment choice (different presses, destem-mers, etc.) can have a profound influence on the final wine.

Élevage (the wine’s upbringing) Is the wine brought up in oak barrels, concrete vats, stainless steel, or large oak vats (which the French call foudres)? What is the percentage of new oak? What is the type of oak (French, Russian, American, etc.)? All of these elements exert a strong influence on the wine’s character. Additionally, transferring wine (racking) from one container to another has an immense impact on a wine’s bouquet and flavor. Is the wine allowed to remain in long contact with its lees (believed to give the wine more aromatic complexity and fullness)? Or is it racked frequently for fear of picking up an undesirable lees smell?

Fining and filtration Even the most concentrated and profound wines that terroiristes consider quintessential examples of the soil can be eviscerated and stripped of their personality and richness by excessive fining and filtering. Does the winemaker treat the wine with kid gloves, or is the winemaker a manufacturer-processor bent on sculpting the wine?

Bottling date Does the winemaker bottle early to preserve as much fruit as possible, or does he bottle later to give the wine a more mellow, aged character? Undoubtedly, the philosophy of when to bottle can radically alter the character of a wine.

Cellar temperature and sanitary conditions Some wine cellars are cold and others are warm. Different wines emerge from cold cellars (where development is slower and the wines are less prone to oxidation) than from warm cellars (where the maturation of aromas and flavors is more rapid and the wines are quicker to oxidize). Additionally, are the wine cellars clean or dirty?

These are just a handful of factors that can have extraordinary impact on the style, quality, and personality of a wine. As the modernists claim, the choices that man himself makes, even when they are unquestionably in pursuit of the highest quality, can contribute far more to a wine’s character than the vineyard’s terroir.

If one listens to Robert Kacher, a realist, or to Matt Kramer, a terroiriste, it is easy to conclude they inhabit different worlds. But the irony is that usually they tend to agree as to the producers making the finest wines.

If you are wondering where I stand on terroir, I do believe it is an important component in the production of fine wine. If one is going to argue terroir, the wine has to be made from exceptionally low yields, fermented with only the wild yeasts that inhabit the vineyard, brought up in a neutral medium, such as old barrels, cement tanks, or stainless steel, given minimal cellar treatment, and bottled with little or no fining or filtration. However, I would argue that the most persuasive examples of terroir arise not from Burgundy but, rather, from Alsace or Austria.

For example, if I were to take up the cause of the terroiristes, I would use one of Alsace’s greatest domaines, that of Léonard and Olivier Humbrecht, to make a modest case for terroir. The Humbrechts do everything to emphasize the differences in their vineyard holdings. Yet why is it so easy to identify the wines of Zind-Humbrecht in a blind tasting? Certainly their Hengst-Riesling tastes different from their Riesling and from their Clos St.-Urbain. The question is, is one tasting the terroir or the winemaker’s signature? Zind-Humbrecht’s wines, when matched against other Alsatian wines, are more powerful, richer, and intense. Zind-Humbrecht’s yields are lower and they do not filter the wine at bottling. These wines possess not only an identifiable winemaker’s signature but also a distinctive vineyard character.

Terroir, as used by many of its proponents, is often a convenient excuse for upholding the status quo. If one accepts the fact that terroir is everything and is essential to legitimize a wine, how should consumers evaluate the wines from Burgundy’s most famous grand cru vineyard, Chambertin? This 32-acre vineyard boasts 23 different proprietors. But only a handful of them appear committed to producing an extraordinary wine. Everyone agrees this is a hallowed pièce of ground, but I can think of only a few—Domaine Leroy, Domaine Ponsot, Domaine Rousseau, and Trapet—that produce wines that merit the stratospheric reputation of this vineyard. Yet the Chambertins of these producers are completely different in style. The Trapet wine is the most elegant, supple, and round, Leroy’s is the most tannic, backward, concentrated, and meaty, and Rousseau’s is the darkest-colored, most dominated by new oak, and most modern in style, taste, and texture. Among the other 18 or 20 producers (and I am not even thinking about the various négociant offerings), what Burgundy wine enthusiasts are likely to encounter on retailers’ shelves ranges from mediocre to appallingly thin and insipid. What wine, may I ask, speaks for the soil of Chambertin? Is it the wine of Leroy, the wine of Trapet, or the wine of Rousseau? Arguments such as this can be made with virtually any significant Bordeaux or Burgundy vineyard. Which has that notion of “somewhereness” that is raised by the terroiristes to validate the quality of a vineyard?

Are terroiristes kindergarten intellectuals who should be doing more tasting and less talking? Of course not. But they can be accused of naively swallowing the tallest tale in Burgundy. On the other hand, the realists should recognize that no matter how intense and concentrated a wine can be from a modest vineyard in Givry, it will never have the sheer complexity and class of a Vosne-Romanée grand cru from a conscientious producer.

In conclusion, think of terroir as you do salt, pepper, and garlic. In many dishes they can represent an invaluable component, imparting wonderful aromas and flavors, yet alone, they do not make the dish. Moreover, all the hyperventilation over terroir obscures the most important issue of all—identifying and discovering the producers who make wines that are worth drinking and savoring!


RECOMMENDED READING

Following is a personal list of publications and books I have found to offer interesting and often authoritative information on the world’s wines.



JOURNALS AND MAGAZINES

La Revue du Vin de France, 38–48 Rue Victor-Hugo, 92532 Levallios-Perret, France; fax 011 33 1 41 40 23 09. This remains France’s leading wine magazine and is available only in French. However, the sale of the magazine and the departure of Europe’s finest taster, Michel Bettane, seriously damaged the magazine. Bettane and his partner, Thierry Des-seauve, have their own website, which is one of the few places to find their highly regarded commentary. As for the Revue du Vin de France, it is still worth reading, especially if you are fluent in French, but it is no longer the brilliant journal on French viticulture that it once was.

International Wine Cellar, PO Box 20021, Cherokee Station, New York, NY 10021; telephone 1-800-WINE-505. $54.00 for six bimonthly issues, written by Stephen Tanzer and others. For more than two decades Stephen Tanzer has published International Wine Cellar. Tan-zer is a fine taster and a good writer, and his publication, which accepts no advertising, is extremely reliable for both European and American wines. He has begun adding new people into the mix but with no falloff in quality. If you are seriously interested in the upscale wine market, this is an essential publication.

Robert Parker’s Wine Advocate, PO Box 311, Monkton, MD 21111; telephone 410-329-6477. $75 for six bimonthly issues. For more than a quarter of a century, this was written by a guy named Robert M. Parker, Jr. As the wine world grew and I got older, I realized I needed help and I have now assembled some of the world’s finest palates and writers to cover areas that I was never able to review to the extent that I wanted. While I still cover Bordeaux, California, and the Rhône Valley, this book reflects the efforts of my new team, which I think offers the most comprehensive and finest articles and tasting notes on wine in the world, and without pictures or any advertising.

Decanter, Broadway House, 1st Floor, 2–6 Fulham Broadway, London, SW6 5UE, UK; fax 011 44 20 7381 5282. England’s dominant wine publication, Decanter gives readers a British point of view. The quality of the writing, the superficiality of the tastings, and the decidedly anti-American point of view encouraged by the editors are lamentable. This used to be a great magazine, but now it reads more like a sordid anti-American editorial, with the entire writing staff regurgitating the same articles again and again as to why the world no longer pays attention to the British point of view. Yet because of this rather 19th-century British viewpoint, the magazine offers a different point of view and should be read.

The Wine Spectator (subscriptions), P.O. Box 37367, Boone, IA 50037-0367; telephone 1-800752-7799. $50 per year. The world’s most widely read wine magazine. Publisher Marvin Shanken continues to fine-tune and improve an already strong magazine devoted to covering the wines of the world. No one does a better job of keeping its readers abreast of current events in the wine world. Mixing restaurant pièces with extensive wine ratings, as well as highly laudable articles on traveling in various wine regions, food and wine matchups, interesting recipes, and profiles of leading wine personalities, Shanken has built this onetime obscure newsletter into a serious publication read around the world. This magazine is required reading for wine enthusiasts. It does accept advertising, but contrary to all the cynics, I don’t think there’s a connection between good scores and advertising revenue.

The World of Fine Wine (subscriptions), Dovetail Services UK Ltd., 800 Guillat Avenue, Kent Science Park, Sittingbourne, Kent, ME9 8GU, UK; quarterly; $169 (USD) per year. This highbrow magazine, with artistic photography and a bevy of important correspondents, is absurdly overpriced but does offer well-thought-out articles, beautiful pictures (far superior to those in The Wine Spectator or other American picture magazines) and some thought-provoking commentary. Overly ambitious, one hopes The World of Fine Wine will succeed, but the outrageously high price asked for it seems to guarantee that it will reach only a fragment of the audience that it should.

Burghound.com, $190 in print or $125 online. Allen Meadows has quickly become the guru for diehard Burgundy lovers, offering a quarterly Internet newsletter with a breadth and depth of coverage on Burgundy that is unprecedented. Anyone spending the huge dollars necessary to play in this minefield should seriously consider a subscription to Meadows’s guide. He does seem to have swallowed the entire Burgundy philosophy hook, line, and sinker, meaning that for him a grand cru will always produce better wines than a premier cru, and it is doubtful he has ever met a Burgundy he didn’t like. Burgundy needs a spokesperson, though, and he is a hardworking one who clearly loves these wines, perhaps more than most normal people would. He seems to be realizing that there is only a limited number of subscribers at this price point and for these rare and notoriously unreliable wines, so he is branching out into domestic Pinot Noirs, a good move in my opinion.

Jancisrobinson.com, $139 for a 12-month online subscription. Jancis Robinson has emerged as England’s finest wine writer. Gifted with her prose, thorough in her analytical skills, and always looking for a good story, her opinion should be considered seriously, and anyone interested in fine wine ought to subscribe to her valuable tasting research and commentaries. Of course, she’s also a highly successful editor. (See the next section of recommended books.)

BOOKS

Burton Anderson, Vino (New York: Alfred Knopf) and The Wine Atlas of Italy (New York: Simon & Schuster). Vino was a breakthrough book on the importance and potential of Ital ian wine. The Wine Atlas of Italy is a very good reference book for the wine regions of that beautiful country.

Alexis Bespaloff, Frank Schoonmaker’s Encyclopedia (New York: William Morrow). This dry but well-researched reference should be a part of every wine enthusiast’s library.

Michel Bettane and Thierry Desseauve. Le Classement 2007 (Luxembourg: Wine and Food Data International). This is a Michelin Guide—styled book that rates those French wine producers whom Bettane and Desseauve consider the finest. It is based on a one- to three-star system and includes a short synopsis on each estate. Tasting notes are nonexistent.

Michael Broadbent, The Great Vintage Wine Book, editions I and II (London: Mitchell Beaz-ley). Broadbent was among the first to make an art out of exceptionally descriptive and meaningful tasting notes. Moreover, he is a gifted taster whose experience in classic, older Bordeaux vintages is unmatched.

Stephen Brook, Bordeaux, The People, Power, and Politics (London: Mitchell Beazley) and Wine People (New York: Vendange Press). Excellent looks at the world of Bordeaux through the eyes of one of the most talented British wine writers, Brook’s candid analysis of Bordeaux is top-flight. Wine People consists of mini profiles and biographies of people whom Brook considers the who’s who of wine. A stylish, handsome book with major omissions as well as some dubious entries, but nevertheless beautifully done and a worthy addition to wine literature.

Oz Clarke, Essential Wine Book, Annual Wine Guide, and Regional Wine Guides (New York: Simon & Schuster). These lively, informative, well-written books from this multitalented English wine writer offer a candor and lively prose more typical of the American wine-writing style than that of an Englishman. The witty Clarke is also a terrific taster.

James M. Gabler, Wine into Words—A History and Bibliography of Wine Books in the English Language (Baltimore: Bacchus Press). This superbly organized, comprehensive book needs to be updated, but it is an essential contribution to the history of wine writing, as well as a much-needed reference work.

Rosemary George, The Wines of the South of France (London: Faber & Faber). The first book dedicated to extensive coverage of France’s Languedoc-Roussillon region. It is an exceptionally well written book from one of Britain’s least known but most professional as well as respected Masters of Wine.

James Halliday, The Wine Atlas of Australia and New Zealand and The Wine Atlas of California (New York: Viking Press). These two extraordinary classic guides on two important wine regions are unequaled in their scope and quality. While Halliday’s work on Australia and New Zealand is impressive, his tome on California is a tour de force, offering the finest perspective of California wine yet authored. It is destined to be a reference for years to come.

Hugh Johnson, Modern Encyclopedia of Wine, The History of Wine, and The World Atlas of Wine (New York: Simon & Schuster). These classic reference books written by the world’s best-selling wine writer should be part of every wine lover’s library. In 2007, the Atlas was again brilliantly updated and enlarged with significant contributions by English prima donna Jancis Robinson. The World Atlas of Wine may well be the finest wine book in existence.

Matt Kramer, Making Sense of Wine, Making Sense of California, and Making Sense of Burgundy (New York: William Morrow). Whether you agree or disagree with winedom’s most articulate terroiriste, Kramer’s provocative books offer aggravating as well as controversial insights and perspectives that are required reading. It is of little importance to Kramer that he is incapable of proving much of what he postulates, but the ride he gives readers is well worth the price of admission.

John Livingstone-Learmonth, The Wines of the Rhône Valley (London: Faber & Faber). One of the finest books on the great wines of the Rhône Valley, this reliable guide is a must-purchase for partisans of the wines from this great winemaking region.

Jay McInerney, Bacchus and Me: Adventures in the Wine Cellar (New York: Lyons Press). The famous novelist known for Bright Lights, Big City turns his irreverent pen and palate to wine. The result is a splendid wine adventure that showcases his immense writing skills and surprisingly gifted palate.

Robert M. Parker, Jr., Bordeaux, Burgundy, and The Wines of the Rhône Valley and Provence (New York: Simon & Schuster). All three books are comprehensive consumer guides offering passionate but critical, independent, and uncensored views of three important wine-making regions.

Edmund Penning-Rowsell, The Wines of Bordeaux (London: Penguin Books). A classic reference for the history of Bordeaux and its most renowned proprietors and their châteaux.

Jancis Robinson, Vines, Grapes, and Wines (New York: Alfred Knopf), Vintage Time Charts (London: Weidenfeld & Nicholson), and The Oxford Companion to Wine (New York: Oxford University Press). These three classics by Robinson, a gifted wine writer, are authoritative evidence of this woman’s seemingly infinite ability to fashion informative, accurate books that are essential reading. The Oxford Companion is a must.

Andrew Sharp, Wine Tasters Secrets—A Step by Step Guide to the Art of Wine Tasting (Toronto: Warwick). An extremely well written book with the most informative and perceptive chapters on wine tasting I have read. This is the finest book for both beginners and serious wine collectors about the actual tasting process—lively, definitive, and candid.

Steven Spurrier and Michel Dovaz, Académie du Vin Wine Course (London: Willow Books). Along with Kevin Zraly’s classic, this is one of the finest guides to winedom for beginners.

Tom Stevenson, The Wines of Alsace (London: Faber & Faber). The definitive work on the underrated wines of Alsace. Extremely thorough, accurate, and erudite, this is a must for enthusiasts of these wines.

James Suckling, Vintage Port (New York: Wine Spectator Press). This is the only reliable, comprehensive consumer’s guide to vintage Port. Suckling’s exceptionally well-done book merits considerable attention from Port enthusiasts.

Harry Waugh, Harry Waugh’s Diaries (publisher unknown). In late November 2001, at age 97, Harry Waugh died. One of the greatest gentlemen to ever inhabit the wine world, Waugh was an extraordinary ambassador for the joys of wine connoisseurship. I recall fondly his lectures stateside when he toured on behalf of Les Amis du Vin. I remember even better a blind tasting of 1975 Bordeaux in London in the mid-1980s. Waugh, who had lost his sense of smell because of an automobile accident, correctly identified more of the 1975s than any others among the distinguished group of participants, which included Michael Broadbent, the late Edmund Penning-Rowsell, Clive Coates, and me. About one wine he said, “I’m sad I can’t smell it because the weight and texture suggest it must be the 1975 Latour.” Of course he was right. His multiple-volume series Harry Waugh’s Diaries were written records of his tastings—candid, refreshing, and always informative. I’m sure they can still be found on websites dedicated to purchasing books.

Alan Young, Making Sense of Wine Tasting (Sydney: Lennard). An underrated book from an Australian who has clearly given an exceptional amount of thought to the process of tasting wine, this classic has remained undiscovered by much of the world’s wine press.

Kevin Zraly, Windows on the World Wine Course (New York: Sterling Publishing). This is the finest introductory guide to wine. I highly recommend it to readers who are trying to get a handle on the complicated world of vino. A fun and very informed read. Connoisseurs who think they already know it all will learn something from Zraly’s classic.


THE TONGUE-IN-CHEEK GUIDE TO WINE

THE WINE WORLD’S BIGGEST LIES

15. The reason the price is so high is because the wine is rare and great. 14. You probably had a “corked” bottle. 13. It is going through a dumb period.

12. We ship and store all our wines in temperature-controlled containers. 11. You didn’t let it breathe long enough. 10. You let it breathe too long.

9. Sediment is a sign of a badly made wine.

8. Boy, are you lucky... this is my last bottle/case.

7. Just give it a few years.

6. We picked before the rains.

5. The rain was highly localized; we were lucky it missed our vineyard. 4. There’s a lot more to the wine business than just moving boxes.

3. Robert Parker’s Wine Advocate (or The Wine Spectator) is going to give it a 94 in the next issue.

2. This is the greatest wine we have ever made, and, coincidentally, it is the only wine we now have to sell.

1. It’s supposed to smell and taste like that.

THE LANGUAGE OF THE WINEMAKER
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[ austria ]

A NEW WINE CONSTELLATION IN THE “OLD WORLD” SKY

A quarter of a century ago, no one would have predicted the emergence of Austria into the footlights of the world’s wine stage which took place at the millennium. In mid-1985, dessert wines from the Burgenland region were found to have been laced with ethylene glycol, added by unscrupulous vintners or middlemen to boost (or merely mimic) the unctuous textured and honeyed sweetness associated with botrytis. No one was ever found to have been poisoned by these wines, but the market for Austrian wine most certainly was. “It is the worst disaster to hit this region since World War II,” Rust’s mayor and vintner Heribert Artinger told The New York Times that August. “The job,” said Austria’s then Chancellor Sinowatz, himself a Burgenländer, “is to pick up the pièces, to start anew.” And that is just what Austria did. Decisive action instituted stringent quality controls, laying the groundwork for future bragging rights and effective marketing. At the same time, ever wine-thirsty Austrians set out in search of small estate bottlers, since négociants, middlemen, and export agents had been wiped out almost overnight. Pulling together, growers along the Danube in the Wachau set benchmarks for quality that, within a decade, would catapult them to fame. The star of South Styria, whose wines from along the Slovenian border had been almost forgotten for a century, began to rise. And back in Burgenland, a young man named Alois Kracher left his job in Vienna as a pharmacist, determined to rescue that region’s reputation by crafting at his family’s estate nobly sweet wines second to none.

Today the Wachau influences the way that Riesling is perceived both at home and abroad; thence arose the impetus that turned Grüner Veltliner—once merely the name of a humble native grape—into a buzzword known to wine lovers worldwide. South Styria’s hilly acreage today struggles just to keep up with domestic demand, as the projects of its vintners spill over into Slovenia. The late Alois Kracher lived to see his wines compared with those of d’Yquem and to consult—as “Mr. Botrytis"—on sweet-wine projects around the globe. Under the influence of new laws and new quality benchmarks, a generation of Austrian growers for whom the wine scandal of 1985 is ancient history has helped give birth to one of the world’s great wine constellations, full of fascinating stars, and incorporating a range of grapes, soils, microclimates, and traditions at times downright exotic, and surely unprecedented for such a small country. Austria accounts for a mere 1.3% of the European Community’s wine volume, yet– without even remote competition from other member states—Austria accounts for more than twice as high a percentage of the total value of EU wine. Success abroad has been accompanied by an intensification of what was already arguably Europe’s most enthusiastic, if not downright frenetic, wine culture. The hoopla accorded every new vintage is enormous. It is not at all unusual for wines to be sold out on subscription before they have finished fermenting, let alone been bottled. And top vintners are celebrated as national heroes.
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Roughly two-thirds of Austrian wine is white. The vast majority of that is dry, but outstanding sweet wines are also crafted in most of Austria’s growing regions, particularly in parts of Burgenland, which have reestablished a reputation for the botrytis wines that had already put “German West Hungary” on the world’s wine map more than three centuries ago. Most Austrian white wines were still blends much later in the 20th century than was the case in Alsace or California; insofar as they were from Grüner Veltliner, they bore no such indication on the label. Now wines from a single grape and labeled with its name are the norm. Acreage of red grapes, as well as serious quality aspirations and achievements with them, are surging. Increasingly many of the best reds, too, are monocépage, although some are blends.

AUSTRIA’S GRAPES: A REAL CAST OF CHARACTERS

Given the huge number of grapes Austria grows, the number of these that are propagated across many or most of her regions, and how many were until recently little known abroad, it will be useful to survey the principal vinous actors in the Austrian wine drama at this point. Further details, with notes on local or infrequently encountered grapes, will follow in the course of regional profiles. (The list that follows is not driven by acreage, so two grapes of great statistical but much less gustatory significance—Muller-Thurgau and Blauer Portugieser—will not be covered here.)

Grüner Veltliner The number one protagonist of the Austrian wine stage is Grüner Veltliner (pronounced “GREWN-air FELT-LEAN-air”). Somehow, largely over the course of the 20th century, this one variety, among the many grapes grown and blended as typical wine of Lower Austria, asserted its dominance; today it accounts for approximately one-third of Austria’s total acreage. “Veltliner” traditionally referred to more than one variety; even today, the Roter Veltliner (about whose relatively localized significance, more later) should not in any way be confused with Grüner Veltliner, to which (despite long-standing beliefs to the contrary) it bears scant resemblance and few, if any, family ties. The range of aromas and flavors of which Grüner Veltliner is capable is striking and includes those of lentils, green beans, snap peas, cress, beetroot, rhubarb, roasted red peppers, tobacco, white and black pepper, citrus zest, iris, nutmeg, caramel, and peach. There are two other notable gustatory features of this grape variety. One is its tactile, signature “bite,” a pleasant astringency that often segues into faintly sizzling notes of pepper (its Pfefferl, as Austrians say). The other is its ability to achieve satisfying ripeness of flavor and harmonious completeness at extremes in alcohol levels. Deliciously refreshing examples abound in the 10.5% to 12% range, yet magnificent, opulent, powerful, but still well-balanced Grüner Veltliners frequently approach and occasionally exceed 15% alcohol. There is enormous variation in berry-size, vigor, color of ripe fruit, and ultimately flavor from one population or genetic subgroup of Grüner Veltliner to another. Had it not been for the nearly 40-year work of selection carried out by Franz Pichler in the middle of the last century, this variety might never have achieved its current cachet.

Riesling The next big white wine star of Austria is certainly Riesling. But that statement is deceptive. Riesling takes up less than 4% of Austria’s vine acreage and is scarcely grown at all east or south of Vienna. As in Germany, here too this great grape reveals its uncanny ability to channel and reflect specific places and soils, and to be satisfying over a considerable range of finished alcohol. But there is nothing like the under-10% alcohol Kabinett or Spätlese here that one encounters in Germany (although those terms are still sometimes employed in Austria, as we shall see). With rare, late, or selectively harvested exceptions, virtually all Austrian Riesling tastes dry, whereas only by leaving behind a lot of residual sugar can certain German Riesling satisfy with a mere 7% to 10% alcohol. At the other end of the alcohol scale, it is undeniable that dry Austrian Riesling more often manage to taste harmonious at levels of alcohol higher than 13.5% than is the case with their trocken German counterparts. The best Austrian Riesling is typically less effusive in aroma and lower in acidity than its German relation, leaner and less oily in texture than its Alsace counterpart, but not quite as long-lived as either of these. It is capable of detonating in the mouth with an explosion of herbs, flowers, spices, pit fruits, stones, and salt, whose finishing flavors are the tail that wags the taster.

Welschriesling Never should Riesling be confused with Welschriesling, a grape that dominates large tracts of Central Europe under many names but seldom brings much good news in the glass. Portions of Austria may be the exception, because this grape is critical to the balance and personality of many a fine botrytis wine from Burgenland. In other regions of Austria, notably Styria, it generally takes uncomplicated, refreshing form; it is so widespread that the national acreage stands at nearly 9%.

Pinot Blanc—or, as it’s called here, Weissburgunder—is scarcely ever listed as a major Austrian grape, but that is a mistake. First, its acreage nationwide is probably close to that of Riesling. (Accurate statistics are hard to come by, as it is so often lumped in with Chardon-nay when vines are counted.) Second, this is the only variety with which at least one talented grower in nearly every one of Austria’s major growing regions is achieving delicious, distinctive, and ageworthy results. (The top practitioners are duly noted in the following section.)

Gelber Muskateller (the Muscat a Petit Grains of southern France) is grown sporadically in Austria, just as it is in such far-flung former portions of the Hapsburg Empire as Tokaj. This variety’s pungently herbal, citrus zest, and dried pit-fruit character is much beloved of Austrians in its brisk and dry Styrian renditions. In part as a result of their success, acreage– still well under half a percent of Austria’s total—is on the increase outside Styria, too. Muscat Ottonel (discussed in the chapter devoted to Alsace) is much more widely grown, but with the exception of its role in nobly sweet wines from Burgenland, proves less distinctive and less desirable.

Other White Grapes Among internationally familiar white varieties, the two most widely planted are Chardonnay and Sauvignon Blanc, both (but particularly the latter) of special significance in Styria. Results with Sauvignon Blanc among those growers along the Danube and in Burgenland who have taken it seriously to heart strongly suggest that there is much more potential for this grape in Austria than even its current modest acreage, manifest quality, or high reputation in Styria would suggest.

Zweigelt holds a place among Austria’s red grapes not unlike that of Grüner Veltliner among the whites. This crossing of Blaufränkisch and St. Laurent dates only to 1922, but Dr. Zweigelt’s foundling has received a friendly reception throughout Austria and now covers close to 10% of total acreage. Deep, sweet cherry fruit and a soft texture that by no means precludes lively, lip-smacking juiciness make cleanly crafted and well-concentrated Zweigelt almost irresistible for guzzling, in a way not yet reflected in its low international profile. A few growers are attempting, with some success, to showcase the more serious side of this grape, and it also figures in a number of Austria’s most interesting blends.

Blaufränkisch The next most widely planted black grape in Austria (at about 6% of total acreage) is, by local consensus, the candidate most capable of achieving international red wine stardom, Blaufränkisch. This is the same grape known as Lemberger in Germany and the U.S.—although one might not guess that to taste the wines– and as Kékfrankos in its native Hungary. In Austria, it is confined almost entirely to Burgenland, an area that was traditionally part of Hungary. Intense black fruits, tobacco, pepper, resinous herbs and spices at times remind one of a Cabernet or Syrah. But though wines from this variety are capable of formidable richness and tannic structure, some of the most striking recent examples have displayed subtleties of aroma and texture and sensitivity to soil and microclimate worthy of a great Burgundian Pinot Noir or Piedmontese Nebbiolo.

St. Laurent (pronounced here as “sahnkt-LORE-ent”) is another crossing, but its origins are a mystery. Pinot Noir—from which it takes its sweet fruit, raw meat notes, and potentially silken texture—is definitely one parent; the other is unknown. It probably came to Austria from France, but when or how long ago it first appeared in France, none can tell. Not a few growers opine that it is foolish to cultivate a grape that shares its finicky temperament and fragility with Pinot Noir, when one could with the same efforts grow Pinot Noir, and have a name recognized the world over. Enough think otherwise to plant nearly 1% of Austrian acreage in St. Laurent. Proponents of unblended bottlings argue that its sheer richness of fruit and potential for even plusher texture than Pinot justify the effort to grow it.

Pinot Noir itself hovers below 1% of Austrian acreage, but Madame Pinot—as in so many other countries—has seduced dozens of ambitious young Austrian vintners, and their wines will audition increasingly and successfully on an international stage. The combined surface area Austrians devote to Merlot and the much more plentiful Cabernet Sauvignon is not much greater than that devoted to St. Laurent, and there are indications that this acreage may have peaked, as many growers in parts of Burgenland (where Bordeaux grapes figure most prominently) are reducing their presence or eliminating them from Blaufränkisch-based blends. While Syrah is not of statistical significance—yet, anyway—a lot is being written inside Austria about the numerous Burgenland experiments that are under way. (Come to think of it, where does one nowadays not hear growers saying, “Who knows, perhaps tomorrow our region will be known for Syrah"?)

A TOUR OF AUSTRIA’S GROWING REGIONS

Geographically, the Austrian wine constellation can be seen as two great arms with Vienna as a viticultural hub—yes, the city itself is an important growing region. To the north and west of that metropolis—all part of the large political entity or Land known as Lower Austria—the dominant grape is Grüner Veltliner. But virtually all of Austria’s Riesling is planted west of Vienna, too. One could refer to this as the Danubian arm of Austrian viticulture. Its most important regions are along, near, or influenced by the Danube and its tributaries, but it extends as far as the Czech and Slovak borders. Zweigelt dominates among reds, which are a small minority in this area that is strongly affected by cool air from the mountains and forests farther to the west that funnel down the Danube overnight. During the day, though, the flow reverses: warm air from the Hungarian plain (the steppe, or Puszta) flows upstream. Wide diurnal (day-night) temperature variation is among the features influencing the character of wine from these Danubian regions.

Vienna itself reflects a viticultural transition as one moves south from the Danube. Vineyards in the northern and western hills of the city favor white grapes, including Riesling and, of course, Grüner Veltliner. In the city’s warmer southern suburbs, well back from the river, blocks of Pinot, Cabernet, Merlot, and Zweigelt share the hillsides with white wine varieties. Along the south shore of the Danube to the Slovak frontier, just opposite Bratislava, a similar mixture predominates, whereas directly south of Vienna, in the so-called Thermal Region– once far more famous than it is today—two unusual local grapes hold sway.

The great southern arm of the Austrian winegrowing constellation hugs the frontiers of Hungary and Slovenia. The strip along Hungary’s border, known as Burgenland, only became a Land of Austria by plebiscite in 1921. Most of its vineyards are centered on a long and shallow steppe lake known as the Neusiedlersee. (The “new settlers” to which this name refers were Bavarian and Croatian peasants whom Empress Maria Theresa invited to fill the vacuum of a land laid waste by two tumultuous centuries of Ottoman incursions. The local Princes Esterhazy offered protection to Jews throughout the Hapsburg Empire, completing this area’s unique and polyglot mix of peoples.) White grapes (notably for sweet wine) share acreage with diverse reds. As one moves south through narrow Burgenland, Blaufränkisch becomes the dominant grape.

Austria’s southeast corner is the Land of Styria (Steiermark). Time was when present-day Styria was recognized as the northern portion of a vast winegrowing region characterized by seemingly endless undulating hills, steep, breezy vineyards, and awesome vistas covering much of the eastern half of present-day Slovenia. The greatest concentration of vine acreage in this area today is in South Styria, right along the frontier, where Sauvignon Blanc has received the greatest recognition but shares acreage with numerous other whites—including the far more plentiful Welschriesling—and a modest amount of Zweigelt.

Armed with this overview, we can now take a closer look at Austria’s major growing regions, beginning in the west with her best-known and most prestigious, then moving east and south.

THE WACHAU: AUSTRIA’S TINY ENGINE OF EXCELLENCE MAJOR GRAPES AND PLACES


The Wachau extends for little more than 20 winding miles along the Danube west of Krems, making up a mere 2% of Austria’s vineyard surface. But the quality, prestige, and, above all, influence of this region is totally out of proportion to its size. The principal grapes from both a quality-conscious and international perspective are Grüner Veltliner and Riesling, but a traditional variety known as Neuburger is still widely grown and can yield subtly floral, discreetly flavored, flatteringly silken-textured, and versatile whites, which seldom leave the local market. The Gelber Muskateller, Pinot Blanc, Pinot Gris, and Zweigelt make periodic appearances to supplement a given grower’s range, and F. X. Pichler has demonstrated that Sauvignon Blanc can be truly exciting here.

The dramatically steep, terraced sites that dominate the Wachau landscape are collectively known as Urgestein (“primordial stone”), being ancient and of volcanic origin. Variations on schist, granite, and gneiss, including their erosion into gravel- or sandlike consistency (especially along the river’s edge), as well as the recompression and metamorphosis of such river sediments, largely account for the gamut of conditions that Wachau vine roots encounter while trying to gain a foothold and sustain a crop. Here and there, sites may include an overlay of loess, compacted fine, yellowish glacial dust from the last Ice Age (even more important as a growing medium in several nearby regions).

The rebuilding and maintenance of the Wachau’s ancient stone terraces is a colossal task, without which the quality of today’s wine could not have been achieved. More than 50 miles of stone walls remained slated for reconstruction in the summer of 2002, when the most catastrophic flood in modern history in this region triggered widespread further collapse of terraces. Most of the Wachau’s major vineyards have received drip lines over the past two decades, permitting them to be irrigated with Danube water. Prior to that time—long before anyone had yet uttered the words “global warming"—vines in these exposed, fast-draining terraces would routinely “shut down” and fail to ripen in years of drought. Most growers maintain that the success of today’s Wachau wines is unthinkable without irrigation. But drip lines are not problem free—water must be applied judiciously, with insight and foresight, lest the results include superficial roots, vine dependency, and flavor dilution.

WHAT TO EXPECT

In 1986 the Wachau growers, led by such visionaries as Franz Hirtzberger, Sr., Josef Jamek, Franz Prager, and Willi Schwengler (of the region’s illustrious Freie Weingärtner cooperative), unveiled a new conception of Wachau wine, codifying their increasingly influential preference for dry, unchaptalized wines and dividing these into three categories based on alcoholic volume and thus, by implication, weight. Named for the feathery grasses that grow at the foot of the Wachau terraces, the so-called Steinfeder could not exceed 11% alcohol. Wines of this category reflect a strong local tradition but have generally not been exported. In some recent years nature has rendered it nearly impossible to produce Steinfeder, much less to satisfy local thirsts that include the hordes of tourists who regularly descend on this spectacularly scenic region. The Wachau’s middleweight category is known as Federspiel (a medieval term from falconry) and ranges from 11% to 12.5% in alcohol. At the top end of the scale are the Smaragd wines. (Referring to the iridescent lizards that sun themselves on the Wachau terraces, “Smaragd” is also the word for emerald.) It is on wines in this last category (which, for a brief period after 1986, went by the name Honivogl) that the vintners of the Wachau have staked their international claim. But well-made Federspiel wines can also be excellent examples of their grapes and sites, displaying delicate balance and versatility with cuisine. Expect the best Riesling Smaragd to benefit from 8 to 12 years in the bottle, depending on the vintage, and the Grüner Veltliner from 10 to 15 years. Federspiel bottlings can sometimes develop beautifully for nearly as long; however, generally these are not crafted with cellar expectations and should be enjoyed within 4 to 6 years.

Although the vast majority of white Wachau wine is labeled Steinfeder, Federspiel, or Smaragd, there are sufficient exceptions to demand notice. These terms are exclusively applicable to members of the Vinea Wachau growers’ association. Producers of Wachau wine who also purchase fruit from the next-door Kremstal region (such as Rainer Wess) or whose primary holdings are in that region (such as Gerard Malat) are not Vinea Wachau members, so cannot use that organization’s terminology. Wines that stop fermenting with levels of residual sugar in excess of 9 grams (and at times, with very sugar-rich juice, a grower may choose to inhibit a wine from fermenting that far, lest it suffer ill effects from too-high alcohol) can still taste virtually dry, but forfeit the right to one of these three special designations. In such instances, the word "halbtrocken" (“half dry”) will usually be buried in fine print somewhere on the label. Wines that meet a certain level of sugar in the grapes at harvest may be labeled Auslese, although (outside of Burgenland) Austrian wines so labeled are seldom more than discreetly sweet. Finally, while genuinely sweet wines remain relatively rare in the Wachau, some exceptions are crafted from botrytized and/or desiccated fruit and labeled Beeren-auslese or Trockenbeerenauslese.

Though Wachau Riesling is typically much lower in acidity than its German counterpart, and Grüner Veltliner lower still, the best Wachau wines do not lack invigorating qualities– quite the contrary, thanks to their often sharply delineated flavors, pungency, and tactile grip. These characteristics can be said to fall under the description “phenolics,” pertaining to the grapes’ skins. No doubt two characteristics of Wachau’s climate contribute to its wines’ pronounced phenolics. The first (already mentioned in connection with the Danube area as a whole) is wide diurnal variation in temperature, which accentuates flavors and ensures what acidity is present in the grapes is efficacious in the wine. The second is the length of ripening season. Californians may have coined the term “hang time,” but growers in the Wachau could write a book about it. Harvest rarely begins in earnest here before October, and grapes for Smaragd wines are often still being picked well into November, if not December. This generally gives ample opportunity for flavors to ripen, and for temperatures to have dropped by

harvest time, locking in freshness and remaining acidity until the grapes can be pressed. The skins are often macerated and permitted to soak overnight or even longer in the press, in order to capture a wider range of flavorful phenols.

The character of Wachau wines as one moves downstream (other factors being equal) becomes subtly riper and richer, reflecting increased access to warm Pannonian breezes by day, and greater distance from the interior forests that are a source of cool air at night. More important differences result from vineyard and cellar practices, location of vines relative to the river, their elevation, exposure, and soils. Generally, wines from the Urgestein terraces of the Wachau display a complexity and pungency that gentler, more fruit-dominated examples of the same grapes grown in deeper soils and flatter sites along the river lack. Tasters routinely feel compelled to reach for the word “mineral” in trying to describe the flavors and textures they experience in tasting Wachau wine. Whether the flavors tasters describe in this way can actually be ascribed to rocks and soil, remains a large and open question. Tasters who persevere typically end up both concurring with locals that the site and its soil are extremely important to the personality of Wachau wine and recognizing certain sites by taste, whether the grape is Grüner Veltliner or Riesling. Virtually every estate segregates its best wines by site (or Ried), and comparisons within a winery are endlessly fascinating, as are those of a single site in the hands of several growers, a few notable examples of which we shall now consider.

SOME IMPORTANT WACHAU VINEYARDS WITH MULTIPLE HIGH-PERFORMANCE OWNERS

The Singerriedel in Spitz, at the relatively cool western edge of the Wachau, consists of finely eroded gneiss and typically renders Riesling redolent of apricot and spice, as can be observed in the most celebrated of Singerreidel Riesling Smaragd bottlings—those of Franz Hirtzberger—but also in wines from the excellent Freie Weingärtner cooperative.

Two dramatically steep and neighboring vineyards in Weissenkirchen, the Achleiten and the Klaus, typically produce dramatically different wines. A geologist will distinguish between paragneiss and orthogneiss, and the presence or absence of amphibolite. Toni Boden-stein of Weingut Prager grows Riesling on both sites (and Grüner Veltliner as well, in the Achleiten) and offers a theory as to the specific influence of each on plant metabolism and hence flavor. Comparisons can be made with the Achleiten Riesling (always Smaragd) of Rudi Pichler or those of the Freie Weingärtner. The Josef Jamek winery typically bottles Grüner Veltliner from the Achleiten as both Federspiel and Smaragd, and is also, along with Prager, the classic source for Riesling from the Klaus.

The Kellerberg in Dürnstein is another of the Wachau’s most renowned sites, supporting both Riesling and Grüner Veltliner. Its eroded—in places sandlike—quartz- and feldspar-rich gneiss and schist seem to promote a signature Szechuan peppery pungency even in Riesling. Compare the celebrated renditions of F. X. Pichler with those of the Freie Weingärtner or Emmerich Knoll.

Around a bend in the river from the Kellerberg is the Loibenberg (sometimes spelled “Loibnerberg”) which ranges up to 1,300 feet in elevation and features a dusting of loess over its complex mix of Urgestein. Three of the top vintners in Austria are residents of Loiben and bottle both Riesling and Grüner Veltliner Smaragd from this site: Leo Alzinger, Emmerich Knoll, and F. X. Pichler.

[ recent vintages ]

The relatively cool late summer, September rain, and moderate autumn of 2007 have resulted in wines of relatively high acidity and modest levels of alcohol, circumstances that have favored those who were patient. However, if there was one vintage in which it did not pay to harvest later here than did your colleagues elsewhere in Europe, that vintage was 2006. Some wines suffer from too little acidity and too much alcohol, but a balmy autumn certainly permitted one to pick Smaragd at leisure. Federspiel was another matter. Some growers picked before the fruit really tasted ripe just to fill this category at all—forget Steinfeder. Others picked as soon as they felt that the right flavors were there, and had to leave “Federspiel” off the label when they ended up with wines of 12.5% to 13% alcohol, which was still “light” for 2006. But there are plenty of exciting Smaragd wines, make no mistake. The vintage is generally said to have favored Grüner Veltliner, but in the Wachau, specifically, a good case can be made for the interplay of flavors and sharper definition of the best Riesling.

2005 was a nail-biter. A picture-perfect October capped a generally cool and rainy year– stress free for the vine, but not for the vintner! Pressure from botrytis led to growers reversing the normal procedure and harvesting Riesling before Grüner Veltliner. The latter was generally more successful. The extract-rich 2005s can be brusque, but the best of them are lean, sharply focused, bright, and minerally intense. A frustrating, intermittently rainy growing season in 2004 meant that growers needed low yields if the fruit were to ripen properly, patience until it got to that point, and considerable luck. The successful wines retained quite high acidity, but not alcohol, so that many a Grüner Veltliner comes off rather like a Riesling, and many Riesling somewhat resemble their German cousins. As the wines have evolved in bottle, they are quite variable (some, in particular, betraying background botrytis now more than in their youth) and they seem prone to mood swings. Anyone interested in Austrian Riesling and Grüner Veltliner should experience this distinctive—one could even say “extreme"—vintage.

The Wachau harvests that followed both the extraordinary heat and drought of Europe’s summer of 2003, and the torrential rains and flood of August 2002, point to the enormous importance for this region of late picking. By the time the grapes were gathered in both of these years, extreme conditions had stabilized. The best 2003s reflect fruit resuscitated by the return of cooler temperatures, and a period of stress-free plant metabolism. In 2002– along with repairing flood-ravaged walls, domiciles, and wineries, or retreating to temporary quarters—Wachau vintners took advantage of green foliage into November to permit their grapes to ripen. Undoubtedly there are some 2003s that betray heaviness; the character and success of wines varied widely as a result of the summer’s vine stress and the dubious decision of some vintners to add acid to compensate for high pH. The best wines are imposingly concentrated and surprisingly elegant, though. (Certainly the benefits of drip irrigation should not be overlooked.) From 2002, the Riesling in particular possess plenty of charm, the best of them worth revisiting.

September 2001 was plagued by rain, but an exceptionally warm October largely compensated. The wines retained unusually high acidity, and many a Grüner Veltliner of this year, too, displays Riesling-like brightness. Botrytis was not always benign, and Riesling from this vintage will probably (in a departure from the norm) outlive the Grüner Veltliner. The wines of 2000 are generally rich and full—this vintage did not favor Federspiel—and the best of them avoid bitterness and heat from botrytis or high alcohol. Those who pruned, selected, and picked late to avoid negative consequences from high yields were able to capture outstanding flavors in 1999 as well, when a long, balmy autumn followed an unusually cool, rainy August. The best wines are rich, yet retain invigorating acidity; they will remain enjoyable well into the second decade of the new century.

The Wachau wines of 1998 were surprisingly successful, considering that there was nearly steady rain from mid-August into October. Then, a warm, dry wind—along with some not always welcome help from botrytis—concentrated the fruit very quickly. The resultant wines are often practically off the charts in alcohol, phenolics, and acidity. Eventually, though, bitterness or heat have caught up with most of them, so they must be approached cautiously now.

Conditions and wines in 1997, on the other hand, were virtually picture-perfect. Fruit was exceptionally healthy; the wines—at times somewhat aloof in their youth—boast a tremendously complex interplay of flavors. The best will drink well as they approach the human age of majority, and even beyond. Among earlier vintages, 1990 and 1986 proved particularly successful and ageworthy. In fact, along with 1997, these are generally considered to have been the finest vintages in the Wachau and the greater Krems area for the past quarter-century. Both 1995 and 1985 were also well above average.

[ important information ]

A frequent limitation on the quality of Federspiel, especially of late, is that, in order to pick for dry wine of less than 12.5% in alcohol, the grapes are sometimes not permitted to ripen fully in flavor. Wachau Smaragd wines have displayed an often uncanny ability to balance high levels of alcohol, but given the recent prevalence of warm or botrytis-tinged vintages, one sometimes comes upon heat or bitterness. (To avoid wines of over 14% on principle, though, would to be miss out on much excitement.) Balancing high alcohol is definitely a talent, if not an art, which points to a more general caution. The reputation of the Wachau and the quality of its best wines is such that prices are almost uniformly high (those from the Freie Weingärtner excepted). Once one leaves behind the upper echelons of producers, though, quality is not nearly as uniform, a circumstance familiar in other regions that experience high demand as well as a regular influx of wealthy tourists.

THE KREMSTAL

The city of Krems was traditionally considered to be part of the Wachau, indeed, one could almost say the “capital” of the Wachau. That its name became attached to a different viticul-tural region is still a source of unhappiness for many local vintners. When the growers of the Wachau were forming the Vinea Wachau, they were wary of the degree to which the powerful presence of merchant interests in Krems, as well as the dramatic difference in soil and exposure on the far side of that city, might detract from the focus they were determined to place on their Urgestein riverside terraces. They lobbied successfully to keep Krems out. In truth, the Kremstal is really four distinctive sectors with a misleading name in common. The tiny Krems runs into the Danube at the edge of the city, and boasts some exceptionally steep terraces that rival those of the Wachau. But the entirety of this genuine Kremstal (i.e., “Krems Valley”) acreage stretches sporadically for only about three miles along that winding stream.

Between Krems and the present-day limit of the Wachau lies the town of Stein—long since absorbed into its urban neighbor—whose steep Urgestein terraces are capable of sustaining wine as profound as that of next-door Loiben. They seem still to belong to the Wachau in all but name. Northeast of the city, as one moves away from the Danube, one finds a remarkable set of terraces of a very different sort. Huge, broad, fortress-like mounds that can be planted a dozen or more vine rows deep are the product of pure loess, a soil consisting of yellowish dust ground up by the receding glaciers of the last Ice Age and deposited in massive quantities throughout present-day Europe and beyond. Vine roots can sink to amazing depths in this fast-draining medium, which supports highly distinctive Grüner Veltliner that tends to be gentler and less incisive than that grown on Urgestein and to emphasize notes of lentil, lime, and cress. Along the south shore of the Danube, opposite Krems, there is considerable diversity of soils including sand, gravel, loess, conglomerate, and clay, with a correspondingly diverse viticultural potential.


MAJOR GRAPES, PLACES, STYLES, AND VINTAGES


Along the banks of the Krems itself, Riesling and Grüner Veltliner are dominant, although Nigl is one of those to have proven the high quality potential of Austrian Sauvignon Blanc. The Urgestein vineyards of Stein at the edge of the Wachau are dominated by Riesling and include several of the most renowned sites in Austria for this grape, notably the Steiner Pfaffenberg and Steiner Hund. Ironically, the best examples come from Emmerich Knoll and the Nikolaihof, respectively, both of them Wachau estates, although Pfaffenberg Riesling from the Salomon-Undhof estate can be impressive, as is their Riesling from the Kögl, a site higher up and closer to the city center. The Salomons craft outstanding Grüner Veltliner in this vicinity, too, and (along with Knoll, whom they supplied with cuttings) fashion fascinating dry and sweet wine from the rare Gelber Traminer, a grape that combines scintillating floral perfume with an almost Riesling-like litheness and brightness. The truth is that these steep terraces above Stein and Krems are capable of delivering a far greater number of outstanding wines, provided additional hardy idealists can be found to farm them. Under the dynamic direction of Fritz Miesbauer, the Weingut der Stadt Krems—a municipal institution—has recently made great strides, including the repair of terraces and replanting in their impressively situated Grillenpartz vineyard.

The vast stretch of loess terraces to the north and east of Krems are dominated by Grüner Veltliner, although there is still significant acreage of Riesling, along with, among others, Chardonnay and Zweigelt. Josef Mantler makes something of a specialty of Roter Veltliner (for more on this grape, see under The Wagram). Grüner Veltliner dominates as well on the right bank of the Danube opposite Krems. But the picture there can be more diverse, as befits a multiplicity of soils, and as demonstrated by Gerard Malat, who scores notable successes not only with Riesling and Grüner Veltliner, but also with Muskateller, the full family of Pinots, and the Bordelais reds. A sizeable percentage of the Kremstal’s production comes from one gargantuan cooperative, the Winzer Krems, who have been making significant strides in recent years to supplement and improve their basic offerings.

The terms “Kabinett” and “Spätlese” are holdovers from a time when Austrian wine law took its lead from that of Germany and are still occasionally utilized (in tiny print) on bottles of dry white wine from the Kremstal, Kamptal, and surrounding regions. When they appear, the difference in style is roughly comparable to that between Federspiel and Smaragd in the neighboring Wachau. More often nowadays in Austria, the difference between lighter- and fuller-bodied dry whites is indicated by the use of the word “Reserve” for the latter, a term the Kremstal growers recently enshrined into law. Admittedly, “Reserve” is vague and internationally overused, but growers are understandably loath to court confusion, either by perpetuating terminology associated with often sweet German wines, or by inventing some alternative peculiar to the region. In any case, a look at the alcohol level registered on the label will offer a general guide to a wine’s body, just as it would in the Wachau—even if that region’s growers had not been clever, prescient, and skillful enough to come up with and establish their colorful trio of terms. Wines that exceed 9 grams of sugar will be labeled halbtrocken, but that too is buried in tiny print, as is the term trocken (dry) on the vast majority of labels. It is simply understood that the principal aim of growers in Austria’s Danube regions is to craft dry-tasting wine. Only if a wine is labeled Auslese is it apt to taste discreetly sweet and overtly so if labeled Beerenauslese or Trockenbeerenauslese.

Vintages and wine longevity west of the city of Krems track with those of the Wachau, while vintages along the Krems, and in the loess soils to the northeast of the city, correspond more with the Kamptal and Wagram. One night in June 2007, a wide swath of vineyards east of Krems and across the Danube was shredded by hail so deep it shut down the nearby highway. But the prevalence of hail in all of Austria’s growing regions will seldom be reflected in any vintage generalizations, since its sometimes savage effects are usually capricious and localized.

THE TRAISENTAL: A WINDOW ON THE FUTURE

Traveling downstream, the first sizeable or important concentration of viticulture on the south shore of the Danube appears at the eastern edge of the Wachau and in the adjacent portion of the Kremstal, across the river from the city of Krems itself. Follow the river Trais upstream from here and a significant viticultural vista opens, including a range of granulitic, gravelly, and conglomerate hills with diurnal temperature gradients, terraces, and geological complexity reminiscent of the Wachau. It’s safe to state that when the Traisental was officially registered as an Austrian winegrowing region in 1995, its name was unfamiliar even to the locals and furthermore that up to now only a single estate—that of Ludwig and Karl Neumayer—has demonstrated this region’s potential for world-class performance. But a host of younger vintners, including the Neumayers’ cousin Markus Huber, are now stepping up to the plate. Grüner Veltliner dominates here, but Riesling is promising, and Neumayer is one of Austria’s most successful pioneers with Pinot Blanc and Sauvignon. Few who visit the Traisental depart unconvinced that its wine potential is about to be unlocked and discovered.

THE WAGRAM: MAKING THE MOST OF LOESS

The loess escarpments to the northeast of Krems are a prelude to the landscape several miles in from the Danube as one continues toward Vienna. Hillsides and broad terraces of loess (interspersed with gravel) dominate the scene, and roads and pathways in places become so-called Hödhlgraben—literally “cave-trenches"—as they burrow through deep layers of yellow glacial dust. This soil is so root-friendly for vines that pale, ephemeral leaves have been known to sprout from the ceilings of deep cellars where a disoriented vine broke through. Grüner Veltliner dominates here (and Bernhard Ott has shown that it can be world-class), but the leading grape up until the mid-20th century was Roter Veltliner, a distant or nonrelative capable of fascinating aromas of musk, citrus, and rhubarb, a rich texture, and considerable longevity. Rudi Pichler in the Wachau and Josef Mantler in the Kremstal keep this ancient variety alive in their respective regions, while Franz Leth remains the foremost champion of Roter Veltliner in the Wagram. Interest in this former regional specialty is reviving at other addresses.

The local growers have for more than a dozen years promoted their district as the Wa-gram. (The name, of disputed derivation, is utilized elsewhere in Austria too, always associated with the frontier or Limes that once existed between Roman civilization and a “barbarian” north.) It was only in 2007 that this area—at the time (along with Klosterneuburg, west of Vienna) all that remained of a once huge growing region known as Donauland, from which the Kremstal, Kamptal, Carnuntum, and Taisental had spun off—officially became a self-standing region. Beyond the “two colors” of Veltliner, promising results have been achieved with Riesling, Pinot Blanc, Sauvignon, red and yellow variants of Traminer, Pinot Noir, Zweigelt, and, improbably, particularly on the part of Fritsch and Salomon-Oberstockstall, with Cabernet Sauvignon. This is another Austrian region rich in possibility and offering excellent value, as well as one taking on increasing prominence in North American markets.

THE KAMPTAL: CONCENTRATION OF EXCELLENCE
MAJOR GRAPES AND PLACES


The diversity and excellence of wines from no fewer than five different growing regions all within a 20-mile radius of Krems is remarkable. But the concentration of excellence and diversity on display in the Kamptal might be unprecedented anywhere else. This region’s leading vintners have long since stepped out from the shadow of their famous Wachau neighbors: The depth of young talent around Langenlois and a few neighboring villages, all tightly clustered along the river Kamp north of Krems, is extraordinary. Approaching Langenlois from any direction, one is overwhelmed by a sea of vines. Half of these are Grüner Veltliner; only around 7% are Riesling, but the latter grape is no less emblematic of the Kamptal, thanks to two of the best sites for it in all of Austria. Pinot Blanc, Sauvignon, Chardonnay, and Muska-teller cannot lay claim to major acreage, but they can to major successes at the hands of local vintners. Red wine varieties also claim only a small percentage of the Kamptal’s total acreage (15%, to be exact, more than half that of Zweigelt). Nevertheless, some of the most fascinatingly delicious and ageworthy examples of Pinot Noir, St. Laurent, Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot (not to mention lip-smackingly delicious Zweigelt) in Austria are being grown here. While there is no strong sparkling wine tradition here, in recent years both Bründlmayer and Schloss Gobelsburg have demonstrated world-class results using Champagne methods and their own distinctive mixes of grapes.

The litany of geological structures and soil types in the small but densely planted confines of the Kamptal is a long one, including gneiss, granite, mica-schist, amphibolite, sandstone, loess, limestone, gravel, and clay. West of Langenlois, along the banks of the Loisbach, are the loess Thal; geologically diverse Kittmannsberg; the loess Loiserberg; the steep, schistic, former quarry Steinmassel and its neighbor Steinhaus; and, leveling out above them, the Ladner, Schenkenbichl and Dechant. These vineyards have demonstrated excellence with varieties as diverse as Chardonnay, Pinot Blanc, Sauvignon Blanc, St. Laurent, and Pinot Noir, as well as Grüner Veltliner and Riesling. Along the little river Kamp itself, across from Langenlois, lie the region’s three best-known vineyards. The massive Heiligenstein rises like a flight of broad Permean sandstone stairs. Along with its lower, broader neighbor the Gaisberg (with its own distinct mélange of weathered rock), this is the preeminent Kamptal site for Riesling. But the nature preserve that is the Heiligenstein, with its often Mediterranean flora and fauna, is also where Willi Bründlmayer—having long expressed a fear that this region could become too warm for Riesling within the 21st century—has demonstrated amazing results with Cabernet and Merlot. In between these heights lie the Grub and the deeper, loess-bedecked soils of the Lamn; in these sites Bründlmayer, Schloss Gobelsburg, and others grow some of the region’s most formidable Grüner Veltliner.

WHAT TO EXPECT IN STYLE AND RECENT VINTAGES

One may expect the finest Kamptal Riesling to resemble, along broad lines, those of the Wa-chau. With Grüner Veltliner, the character of the wines varies enormously depending on the site, not to mention the style of vinification. The denizens of the Kamptal have proven somewhat more experimental in their winemaking than those of the Wachauer. Some of the most refined use of small oak barrels in Austria can be witnessed with Grüner Veltliner from the Kamptal, and the revival of larger casks made from acacia (once traditional) began in this region as well. In the high-acid vintage of 2004, Kamptal growers (not wedded to sharply defined terms like “Federspiel” or “Smaragd”) were more inclined than those of the Wachau to leave atypical residual sugar behind, confident that the wines would balance and still always taste dry. A propos of terminology: “Kabinett” and “Spätlese” are seldom seen anymore on Kamptal labels, nor has the use of “Reserve” become widespread. Rather, one can expect single-site wines to range from 12.5% to 15% alcohol, each winery also offering certain lighter cuvées with proprietary names that, weather permitting, range from 11% to 12.5%. Brundl-mayer and Gobelsburg, along with Hiedler, have taken the lead in crafting outstanding, nobly sweet Beerenauslese, Trockenbeerenauslese, and Eiswein, but even at those establishments and in botrytis-prone vintages like 1995 and 1998, the percentage of such wines remains tiny.

The growers of the Kamptal and Kremstal have developed a vineyard classification as a result of which one will often see wines labeled Erste Lage, or E.L., and Klassifizierte Lage. Little attention, frankly, has been or need be paid to these designations even among local vintners. The top sites reveal themselves as such in the hands of the best vintners, as is the case anywhere in the world. At the same time, many a site simply awaits its champion—or is perhaps lucky enough to have found a single champion. Examples are Fred Loimer’s Riesling from the Seeberg vineyard and Michael Moosbrugger’s Grüner Veltliner from the Steinsetz at Schloss Gobelsburg, which often move this region’s most exciting wines, on the strength of which one feels confident in concluding that the sites themselves are inherently top-class. But one will have to search to find another vintner who is even working with these sites, much less one who achieves similar excellence.

Generally, one can expect vintages for white wine in the Kamptal to track relatively closely with those described earlier for the Wachau. As befits the relative warmth of many of the Kamptal’s vineyards compared with those of the Wachau, this region has been marginally more successful in certain higher-acid vintages, such as 2004. In the tricky, intermittently rainy harvests of 2002 and 2001, the Wachau had a slight edge. Despite its small overall dimensions, the diversity of soils, exposures, and elevations of vineyards in the Kamptal make it no less difficult—and perhaps more so—to generalize about the quality of a vintage here than in the Wachau or Kremstal. The number of occasions when any given vintner appears to have completely beaten the odds seems blessedly high among Kamptal growers, as witness the superb collections of Gobelsburg in 2002 or Hirsch in 1998. When it comes to reds, so far the general rule applying to the Kamptal would seem to be “the warmer the better.” Some of the all-time best were grown in 2003, and 2005 has also proven highly promising for reds.

THE WEINVIERTEL: MORE AND LESS THAN A QUARTER

“Weinviertel” is the name that has for more than two centuries referred to a vast arc of viticulture north of the Danube, extending along the borders of the present-day Czech Republic, east to the Slovak frontier. Its western reaches abut the Kamptal and Wagram, while its eastern territory encroaches on Vienna’s northern winegrowing suburbs. The name “wine quarter” fits because vines were grown—sporadically, and in some places densely—over the entire expanse of this poor and rural region; they supplied the bulk of the table wines not just in Vienna, but in Prague and Bruno as well. Sparkling wine has long been associated with Austria’s celebrated sense of Gemu’tlichkeit and pageantry, and this region was traditionally the source as well of base wine for a veritable industry of bubbly. Just as Grüner Veltliner makes up one-third of Austria’s acreage, so does the Weinviertel, roughly two-thirds of which is planted with that variety. This region is a sleeping giant. Although its international significance is as yet modest, both Austrians and Americans are increasingly falling under the spell of its growing number of enthusiastic estate-bottlers and the price-quality rapport that their wines represent.

Two features of Austria’s wine landscape and culture are especially prominent in the Weinviertel. The Kellergassen at the edge of a town and adjacent to its vineyards are a feature that follows the former boundaries of the Hapsburg Empire deep into Eastern Europe. These are rows of tiny buildings that served as combined press houses and taverns, which brings us to the second prominent feature—in fact, an institution dating from the early 19th century– the Heurigen operated by most bottling Weinviertel growers, taverns licensed to sell simple foods and dispense directly to the consumer solely the wines grown by their proprietors. This legal dispensation and the two-centuries-old tradition of traveling to the countryside to enjoy on weekends and holidays the hospitality of the Heurigen and their new wine (from which the name derives), was the economic salvation of small wine growers. However, from the standpoint of the high-quality aspirations that have been emerging in the Weinviertel over the past decade, the labor-intensive Heurigen can be a drag on families who remain economically wedded to them. Significantly, the first Weinviertel estate to cast off the shackles of the hospitality business and fearlessly subsist on sales of bottled wine—that of Roman and Adelaide Pfaffl– has become a beacon for Weinviertel quality as well as one of the most successful family wine businesses in all of Austria. (Granted, an incredible amount of ambition, determination, and talent, as well as a prime location on the fringes of Vienna, have all played major roles in that success.)

As Austrians and Americans alike search for value, and as more growers dedicate all of their working energies to estate-bottled wines, the Weinviertel will gain in prominence. (Already, it is not uncommon to see as yet underpriced wines from emerging stars sold out almost immediately upon release.) As Pfaffl, Setzer, and a few others have shown, a wide range of white and red grapes have outstanding potential in this region—one too vast to generalize about soils, sites, vintages, or the sources of future stars in Austria’s wine constellation. For all of the newly aroused dreams and ambitions of the Weinviertel, neither vintners nor its consumers are apt to forsake the crisp, infectiously drinkable style of Grüner Veltliner with which it is today primarily associated. In warmer years to come, the diverse microclimates of this enormous region may offer Austria’s best locations for perpetuating low-alcohol, refreshing white wines of a sort that will be diligently sought the world over.

VIENNA: WINEGROWING METROPOLIS

Already as a Roman military outpost, Austria’s future capital was known for its wine, hence the name “Vindobona.” While the city limits can lay claim to only about one-tenth of 1% of Austria’s total acreage, this still dwarfs the share of Bordeaux vineyards located within the city’s limits. And while no one will ever confuse Viennese crus with the likes of Pape Clément or Haut-Brion, the vineyards of Vienna are not only a beloved part of that city’s image, they represent sites of great historical significance and future potential. In fact, one could view the present era as an opportunity for Vienna’s vineyards to regain their pre-1900 reputations after the serial calamities of the 20th century: phylloxera, world war, dissolution of empire, revolution, economic depression, Anschluss to the Nazi Reich, genocide, Allied bombing, and Soviet occupation. These were followed by an era in which Vienna’s vintners were happy just to be able to reopen their Heurigen and serve local residents and tourists in peace. (Would that all of Austria’s cultural losses in the 20th century could have been reclaimed so easily.)

The urban distribution of grape varieties in itself tells a story. One-third of the acreage is Grüner Veltliner. Riesling and Pinot Blanc (including Chardonnay) account for 15% each. Zweigelt lays claim to 6%, Pinot Noir to 2%, and St. Laurent and Cabernet Sauvignon each to slightly less. So, it is clear that relatively demanding grapes with high quality potential have the upper hand vis-à-vis easily ripening but inherently uninteresting varieties such as Müller-Thurgau, Welschriesling, and Blauer Portugieser. Of the roughly one-quarter of Vienna’s acreage not accounted for in the figures just cited, half is planted in Gemischter Satz, field blends of many different varieties. The areas of greatest potential shown by the more ambitious Viennese wineries in recent years precisely parallel our survey of grapes: outstanding Grüner Veltliner (from places like the foot of the Bisamberg, shared with the Weinviertel, at the city’s northern edge); remarkably full-bodied dry Riesling (above all from the once renowned, steep hills of the Nussberg area, in the hilly northwestern suburb of Grinzing); Pinot Blanc and Chardonnay; serious reds (especially from the southern suburb of Mauer); and Ge-mischter Satz. Those mixed plantings of old vines may owe their survival solely to growers’ indifference and lack of incentive to rip them up and replant with single, “superior” varieties as happened in most of the country. Lately, Vienna’s vintners have come to realize that this pièce of history is a treasure in itself, and they are banding together to promote as a unique, food-friendly category called Wiener Gemischter Satz, with the advantage that each produc-

er’s cast of vines—not to mention his or her site and style of vinification—is distinctive. The prospects are so delicious and marketable that new mixed plantings are still going into the ground.

CARNUNTUM: ROMAN CAPITAL WITH
MODERN PRETENTIONS

At a time when Vienna was merely a garrison (and where one winter Marcus Aurelius composed his Meditations), nearby Carnuntum was Pannonia’s capital. That former city is now only a picturesque ruin on the southern shore of the Danube (and on wine labels), but the sea of vines extending from Vienna eastward to a bend in the river opposite Slovakia’s capital, Bratislava, has been an official growing region since 1993. The name of a formidable Merlot, Cabernet, and Zweigelt cuvée from Hans Pitnauer—Quo Vadis—unabashedly and appropriately poses the question for Carnuntum. It’s really too soon to tell, because ambitious experiments are under way here with a wide range of Austria’s native grapes, as well as a full (perhaps too full) range of international varieties. Modestly priced Grüner Veltliner and rich, often powerful and pricey reds have sustained Carnuntum on the Austrian wine market; more and more of these wines are turning up abroad as well. Portuguese and international winemaking superstar Dirk Niepoort is married to a Carnuntum native, Dorli Muhl: their new wine (“Spitzerberg” made from Blaufränkisch) will probably ratchet up the level of attention paid to this region.

THE THERMENREGION: REINVENTING ITSELF

The roughly 30-mile stretch south from Vienna’s famous woods through such spa and gambling resorts as Baden, to the city of Wiener Neustadt, was long known as the Südbahn, after the railway first forged here in the mid-19th century to connect the southern outposts of the empire with its capital. Trains and tourism brought this area prosperity and its wines celebrity and a place not just on Austrian but on international tables. As a center for both some of the earliest serious research into the typing and propagation of individual grape varieties and for mercantile activity, the town of Gumpoldskirchen (less than a dozen miles south of Vienna) became practically synonymous the world over with Austrian wine. But wines so labeled seldom displayed much distinction. In the U.S. in the 1960s or 1970s, Gumpoldskirchner signified a slightly sweet and uninspiring blend. Given its former dominance by sweet wines and by merchants and négociants, this area has been one of the last to recover from the wine scandal of 1985; and that has happened not because of the rechristening of the Südbahn as the “Thermal [Spa] Region"—most Austrians still call it the Südbahn—but thanks to a few determined growers or former merchants reinventing themselves as serious wine producers.

This region is best known for and achieves some of its finest bottled results with grapes unfamiliar elsewhere. One is Neuburger, which we already met in the Wachau. The two more important are Rotgipfler and Zierfandler. (Despite the root “red” in the one, and the probably historic accident by which the name of the other became affixed to a black grape of Croatian origin that went on to enjoy a stellar career in California, both Rotgipfler and Zierfandler are white grapes. It’s the tip–Gipfel—of the former’s vine shoot that is red). Rotgipfler produces wines with considerable body yet citric brightness. Zierfandler is more alluring, Chenin-like, both in its combination of opulence with refreshing brightness and in its spiced quince, apple, and orange flavors. When blended, as they often are, the resultant wine is traditionally, if curiously, known as Spätrot-Rotgipfler. (There is even a very fine winery that calls itself Spaetrot.) Thanks to the exceptional results of Johann Stadlmann with Zierfandler, as well as the recent acquisition and promotion of the Schellmann winery by quality-conscious and commercially ambitious Kamptal vintner Fred Loimer, it is safe to predict that the wines of this region are slated for a return to wider recognition. A number of Thermenregion growers—sniffing in the direction of their successful neighbors to the east in Burgenland– have also demonstrated serious aspirations with Pinot Noir and other black grapes.

BURGENLAND: AROUND THE NEUSIEDLERSEE

Between them, the two official wine regions that almost surround the narrow, shallow, 20-mile long Neusiedlersee account for more than one-third of Austrian wine. (The southern reaches of this steppe lake are part of a western appendage of Hungary.) Nobody understands just how this “sea” sustains itself, or what caused its return after it dried up completely for nearly a decade in 1865. There is more interest today than ever in answering those questions, since the water level has dropped steadily and alarmingly of late. The relatively small Neusiedlersee-Hügelland region incorporates, as its name suggests, an array of winegrowing hills west of the lake, all part of the Leitha range (traditionally, until 1921, the Austro-Hungarian border), where white grapes dominate, but more of the exciting wines are red. Near the lake shore at Rust, fog promotes botrytis and nobly sweet wine that three centuries ago earned this small town status as a “free city” in the Kingdom of Hungary.

The official region of Neusiedlersee—more than twice the size of the Neusiedlersee-Hügelland—commences near the northern rim of the lake and extends down its eastern edge into the mosaic of sand and small lakes known as the Seewinkel, a “corner” (Winkel) of Austria long impoverished by its isolation on the edge of the Hungarian Plain and later by the Iron Curtain at its doorstep. Vinous excitement in the Neusiedlersee region is largely divided between reds and nobly sweet whites, but there is a much higher percentage of the latter than is true of the opposite shore.

MAJOR GRAPES, PLACES, AND STYLES

Grüner Veltliner and Welschriesling account for nearly a third of the acreage of the Neusiedlersee-Hügelland, but wines from these varieties (other than a few Grüner Veltliners from the coolest, breeziest hillside locations, such as those around Donnerskirchen) are undistinguished. Rich, complex reds are rendered from the Blaufränkisch that makes up roughly one-third of the region’s acreage, along with sizeable amounts of Zweigelt, Pinot Noir, and Cabernet Sauvignon. A small but increasing number of distinguished dry whites emanate from Pinot Blanc, Chardonnay, and Sauvignon Blanc, particularly in the hands of a few growers such as Kolwentz, Prieler, and Schröck.

Most of the Hügelland hillsides look out on the lake, and their iron, quartzite, and mica-rich schist and gneiss ranges from slab-like to sandy. The Goldberg and Seeberg—between Schützen am Gebirge and Rust—have demonstrated their outstanding potential in the hands of the Prieler family. In hills close to the shore at Rust—sites such as Mariental and Umriss, memorably reflected in the wines of Ernst Triebaumer and Feiler-Artinger—chalk with mussel and coral appear. In all these hills, small undulations or differences in inclination can play a major role in the choice of grape and character of wine. Wind is a constant factor. There is also a significant concentration of vine-bearing hills further inland around Burgen-land’s capital, Eisenstadt, where one finds complex variations on chalky soil with a wide range of exposures, many with historical significance or geological rarity and just waiting to be rediscovered.

The sweet wines for which Rust (together with its population of storks) is renowned were long known as Ausbruch (in Magyar, Aszú, a term still in use in Tokai). Today a wine labeled Ausbruch is effectively a top-quality Beerenauslese or Trockenbeerenauslese, and sweet wines from less ripe or ennobled grapes are bottled as Auslese. Rust’s growers were unable to protect the term “Ausbruch” for their exclusive use; however, none of the sweet wine producers of

quality or integrity in other areas of Austria utilize that term on their labels. An Ausbruch is generally the product of more than one grape variety, and if there are only two or three of these, growers may list them as part of the wine’s name. Grapes featured most often include Welschriesling, Muscat Ottonel, Pinot Blanc, Chardonnay, and Traminer. But many of the most interesting examples involve Sauvignon Blanc, Muskateller, or Pinot Gris, and several magnificent recent examples, from Schandl, Schröck, and Wenzel, have resulted from the reestablishment in Rust of the once traditional Furmint grape (familiar from Tokaj). The crossings Bouvier and Scheurebe (discussed below) are represented here as well. Feiler Artinger and a few others occasionally record striking, nobly sweet success with such red varieties as Zweigelt, Pinot Noir, and even Cabernet Franc.

On the eastern side of the lake, in the official region of Neusiedlersee, Grüner Veltliner still occupies significant acreage, which is a shame, since local renditions tend to be coarse, flabby, and uninteresting. The excitement here is in the realm of rich, full reds and the nobly sweet elixirs, of which those of Kracher have become world-famous. At the border with the Neusiedlersee-Hügelland, one of the most noteworthy locations was originally planted by monks and long the property of the Hungarian crown. The terraces at Jois, unique in the region, and among the few top red-wine vineyards bordering the lake. Josef Umathum has reconstructed a large section of these ancient terraces, achieving exciting results there with Blaufränkisch and young vines of Pinot Noir. Continuing around the top of the lake, we come to three of the region’s most important red wine villages: Gols, Mönchhof, and Frauen-kirchen. Gentle slopes and undulations featuring sand, gravel, and loess support generally powerful renditions of Zweigelt, Blaufränkisch, St. Laurent, Pinot Noir, Cabernet, and even Syrah from the area’s remarkably dense concentration of ambitious—at times, in their extraction of tannins, too ambitious—vintners, to which the astonishing number of strikingly designed and seemingly no-expenses-spared wineries in this sector testify. Typically, the less-expensive reds will be vinified in tank or large oval barrels known as Fuder that impart little or no flavor of oak. The upper echelons (sometimes labeled with proprietary names, sometimes with those of vineyards) are more typically raised in small, new barriques, although in the past several years vintners have displayed increasing imagination in the size of barrels and how they are employed, sometimes reacting to the excessive woodiness that can be found in many ambitious Burgenland reds. Growers here are increasingly concerned to achieve elegance and distinctiveness in their wines as well as concentration and international image.

Along the shore, as one continues south into the Seewinkel with its patchwork of tiny lakes and marshes, sweet wines dominate. These gently undulating, sandy, gravelly, nutrient-poor soils, under alternating autumn fog and sun, support a rich harvest of Auslesen, Beere-nauslesen, and Trockenbeerenauslesen, although it is safe to state that until Alois Kracher came along, no one recognized how rich and complex wines from this corner of Europe could be. The advent of sophisticated plastic films for draping the vines in autumn has also been critical to today’s rate of vinous successes, as most of this area, including its vineyards, is a national park known above all for its abundant species of birds. The best wines combine some of the opulence, viscosity, and caramelization of Sauternes with a delicacy and fresh fruit core more reminiscent of the Loire, or even of Germany. Kracher’s approach—one series of wines vinified in tank or large ovals, the other in new barriques—points to the traditions of this region but also toward the great wines of Sauternes. Today, a variety of vessels are used to ferment and mature nobly sweet Neusiedlersee wines, from most of the same grapes one encounters in Rust (minus Furmint). The two crossings Bouvier (which tends inherently toward oiliness, opulence, and butterscotch flavors) and Scheurebe (often known here as Sam-ling, and valued for its acid retention and outrageously intense black currant, grapefruit, and mint aromas) play more significant roles here than around Rust, and there is also a flourishing tradition for harvesting Eiswein.


RECENT VINTAGES


For red wines, the Neusiedlersee area was blessed with generally felicitous conditions in both 2007 and 2006, with periods of cool and rain preserving the vines from shutdown or stress, and pushing back the date of harvest which, early on in 2007, looked likely to set a record. In the two preceding years, circumstances were dramatically different. Rain and rot forced growers’ hands in 2005, and there are relatively few successes—those generally being with later-ripening and thicker-skinned Blaufränkisch. In 2004, growers with low yields employing impeccable practices were in a position to harvest ripe, flavorful fruit—if they made fore-sighted or just plain lucky choices. Once rain arrived in October, it stayed for most of the month. Outstanding results were scored with Pinot Noir and Zweigelt, and under the best circumstances Blaufränkisch displayed lovely aromatics and “cool climate” brightness and lift, without entirely sacrificing richness. The notoriously sweltering 2003 vintage brought a record early harvest and record high must weights to the red grapes of the Neusiedlersee. The usual pitfalls can be observed—notably jammy, cooked-fruit flavors, heat, and excess tannins. But those vintners who kept yields low on their stressed-out vines, did not shear away too much foliage, and exercised analogous caution in the cellar with extraction and new wood, could boast some extraordinary successes. Two other outstanding recent red wine vintages around the Neusiedlersee were 2000 and 1997.

Since botrytis is the enemy of red wine but a definitive ingredient for nobly sweet, it is not surprising that great vintages for both seldom coincide; still, given the wide range of grapes in play and the microclimatic differences in effect around the Neusiedlersee, such a coincidence cannot be ruled out. In the outstanding vintages for dry red wine of 1997, 2000, and 2003, relatively little sweet wine above the level of Auslese was even essayed (Kracher being the huge exception in 2000), and the few successful examples from 2003 taste of dried fruit without the complexities of botrytis, and with precariously low acid. But the region has been exceptionally fortunate in recent years, and was blessed with abundant, high-quality botrytis in 2005 and 2006. With the proper selectivity and luck, some outstanding sweet wines were made in 2004 and 2002, with unusually bright acidity and delicacy. The greatest botrytis vintage in modern memory for this region was 1995; there was also a high rate of success in 1998 and 1999.

MIDDLE AND SOUTHERN BURGENLAND: BLAUFRÄNKISCHLAND

Growers southwest of the Neusiedlersee call their region (officially known as Mittelburgen-land) BLAUFRÄNKISCHLAND, and that variety accounts for just over half of the total acreage. In the long, sparsely cultivated tail of Südburgenland, Blaufränkisch, while less dominant, is still the most widely cultivated grape and is the basis for the region’s most interesting wines. The three most important of a cluster of villages in northern Mittelburgenland—Neckenmarkt, Horitschon, and Deutschkreuz—feature variations on limestones and weathered schist, being richer in stones or clay according to the situation and elevation, which in Neckenmarkt can reach 1,200 feet, thus offering a cooler, longer growing season. Blaufränkisch from these towns have consistently numbered among the most impressive reds in Austria. Zweigelt, Pinot Noir, and the Bordelais red varieties are widely planted in these villages as well, though generally with less interesting results. In the south of Mittelburgenland, at Lutzmannsburg, clay-rich volcanic soil shows considerable promise with Blaufränkisch as well. In Sudbur-genland, one spot has stood out historically, as well as among the results of contemporary vintners—the Eisenberg, with iron-rich schist slopes bisected by the Hungarian frontier, is memorably reflected in wines from Krutzler and Schiefer.


STYRIA: HILLS ALIVE WITH THE SMELL OF SUCCESS

Styria is officially made up of three growing regions. Weststeiermark, curiously, is dominated by production of generally tart pink and sparkling wines from a local grape known as Blauer Wildbacher, or Schilcher, which seldom travel beyond the region’s, much less Austria’s, boundaries. Südoststeiermark represents a large but relatively sparsely planted region whose potential for diverse grape varieties is only gradually being discovered, thanks in large part to the exceptional winegrowing and promotional efforts of Neumeister. Südsteiermark, along the Slovenian border, has much narrower boundaries, but incorporates more than half of Styria’s total vine acreage. In its reputation and success inside Austria, this region is rivaled only by the Wachau. Indeed, the problem here will soon be growers running out of vineyards to reclaim or new sites to plant. On these windy, steep pre-Alpine hillsides, the number of sites that are well exposed and not excessively frost-prone is limited. Several of the region’s top estates now farm property across the border in Slovenia as well which, under certain circumstances or for a limited period, may actually be bottled under the name “Südsteiermark.”

The wines of South Styria fall into two major classes. The vast majority are typically labeled Steierische Klassik. These are harvested at modest levels of sugar to keep alcohol around 12% or less and are vinified bone dry in tank or large, older casks (without malolactic fermentation) to capture freshness. Wines bottled from and labeled with the names of individual vineyards are always much riper, are generally vinified in smaller barrels—often, but not always the classic French 225-liter barrique; often, but not always new—and typically go through malolactic transformation. There has been a welcome tendency lately to experiment more with larger and older barrels for ostensibly top wines to reduce overt woodiness and bring into focus the differences among sites. So to some extent, there has been a blurring of the stylistic distinction between Klassik and Lagen (site-specific) wines. Essentially, the growers of this region offer two very different styles at very different price points.

Welschriesling is the most common local grape; grapes with the most cachet are Sauvi-gnon Blanc and Muskateller, the latter almost always vinified in the Klassik style. Other important white grapes are Chardonnay, Traminer (usually the so-called “red” variant), Pinot Gris, and Pinot Blanc. Some 2% of acreage is planted with Riesling, but that normally celebrated grape is accorded little importance and no prestige in southern Styria. Zweigelt completely dominates the modest acreage of reds in Styria; in fact, few other reds will ripen properly in these vineyards, although here too several growers are devotees of that “heartbreak grape,” Madame Pinot.

Pronounced phenolic “kick,” briskness, and pungency are all classic characteristics of Styr-ian wine. The region’s simpler Sauvignon Blancs can be compared with those of New Zealand for their tendency to evoke gooseberry, passion fruit, and hay, while the Muskateller can be practically, but pleasantly, sneeze-inducing in their pungency. Chardonnay in the Klassik style seldom seems more interesting than the refreshing, modestly endowed Welschriesling of the region. The more ambitious single-vineyard wines of South Styria—particularly from Sau-vignon Blanc and Pinot Blanc—can be marvelous in their intricate expressions of citrus, herbs, nut oils, and what most tasters will, for lack of any better word, call “minerals.” But there are also many examples where new wood and/or overtly lactic notes create a bifurcated personality. Nobly sweet wines are few and far between in these parts, but Tement and (in Southeast Styria) Neumeister bottle some notable exceptions.

Vintage character can alter the balance of Styrian wine rather radically. In 2003, for instance—besides being plagued by a sheer shortage of juice in an Austrian market that is crazy for their wines—South Styria’s growers weren’t really capable of delivering the Klassik character at all, as the wines had too much alcohol and too little acidity. At the upper end of that vintage’s sugar and price scale, many wines were ponderous and top-heavy. Then came 2004 with cool, rainy weather that caused many Klassik bottlings to take a screeching 180-degree turn from 2003; Attempts to stick to the barrel-aging and malolactic formula with single-vineyard wines frequently yielded grotesquely oaky or milky results. (The grapes possessed abundant malic and precious little ripe tartaric acid at harvest.) 2005 brought noticeable improvement, while 2006 and 2007 have turned out very well. Klassik wines are generally best consumed within two or three years of bottling. The single-vineyard wines can be fascinating to follow for a decade or more; however, given the wide range of grapes, sites, meteorological vicissitudes, and rapidly evolving, personal winemaking styles that characterize Styria, it is difficult to generalize about this.

—DAVID SCHILDKNECHT

[ the ratings ]

AUSTRIA’S BEST PRODUCERS

* * * * * (OUTSTANDING)
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* * * * (EXCELLENT)
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* * * (VERY GOOD)
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* * (GOOD)
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[ tasting commentaries ]

PAUL ACHS * * * 
NEUSIEDLERSEE $25.00-$75.00

Paul Achs was much influenced by time spent in California and crafts wines with great concentration, often unabashedly marked by new wood, but in recent years increasingly layered and, even in searing 2003, refined. He works with Chardonnay, the Bordeaux varieties, and traditional Austrian reds, but takes greatest pride is his Pinot Noir and in a fascinating series of single-site explorations with Blaufränkisch.
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LEO ALZINGER * * * 
WACHAU $30.00-$70.00

The Leo Alzingers, father and son, fashion Riesling and Grüner Veltliner of great refinement and clarity, often understated in their youth compared with the renditions of Loiben terroir from Knoll or F. X. Pichler, but capable of formidable bottle evolution. Leo Junior has international experience, but is unlikely to alter the style significantly here, which is itself practically a national treasure.
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KURT ANGERER * * * 
KAMPTAL $15.00-$35.00

Voluminous, occasionally somewhat rough-hewn and alcoholically warm Angerer’s wines may be, but they make emphatic statements, especially his single-vineyard Grüner Veltliners, each from a distinct terroir. Coarse red gravel, loam, chalk-clay, or granite are among the geological variations around Legenfeld, at the eastern edge of the Kamptal.
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BÄUERL * * * 
WACHAU $20.00-$35.00

Johann Bauerl of Dürnstein (not to be confused with a Wolfgang Bauerl in Oberloiben, whose label likewise sports only a last name) bottles wines as fascinating as are his excellent sites, and sells them at remarkably modest prices. They may not be the last word in refinement, but his Grüner Veltliner, in particular, displays intense fruit, spice, and the all-important tactile dimension of grip.

HERIBERT BAYER—IN SIGNO LEONIS * * * * MITTELBURGENLAND $N/A

Bayer got his start as a collector, but the wine bug bit hard and he set out to establish new standards of excellence and sophistication in Austrian red, while building one of the country’s many new vinificatory palaces in the process. Bayer—whose signature cuvée of Blaufränkisch, Zweigelt, and Cabernet, like the winery itself, takes its name from his sign in the Zodiac—is delivering results that live up to his impressive public relations, facilities, and packaging. Hopefully his wines—which also include attractive whites from his home Thermenregion, under the brand name Sails—will soon debut in U.S. markets.

GÜNTHER BRANDL * * * 
KAMPTAL $20.00-$40.00

Günther Brandl has small but excellent holdings, including a share of the great Heiligenstein, from which he generally bottles the fruits of a November picking.
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WILLI BRÜNDLMAYER * * * * * 
KAMPTAL $15.00-$100.00

There are few sorts of wine with which the soft-spoken, articulate Willi Bründlmayer does not succeed and where his influence cannot be felt across Austria. Naturally, dry Riesling and Grüner Veltliner are crafted in a range of weight and richness from some of the Kamptal’s best sites. From the terraced Heiligenstein, Bründlmayer typically bottles no fewer than three Riesling, including one from especially old vines and one from vines whose canopy is V-shaped (hence, Lyra). Imposingly rich, voluminous old vines and single-vineyard Grüner Veltliner are vinified in cask. To his Pinot Noir, St. Laurent, and Zweigelt, Bründlmayer has added Merlot and the Cabernets as a hedge against climate change long before that topic was on many lips and his reds are typically understated but complex and ageworthy. Impressive barrel-fermented late-harvest elixirs and two ravishing sparkling renditions of the Pinot family help complete Bründlmayer’s roster. In order to be fully appreciated, most of his wines should be savored with bottle age.
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MARION EBNER—MESULINE * * * 
CARNUNTUM, KAMPTAL $60.00-$80.00

Marion Ebner is one of those wine merchants who cannot resist getting their hands full of grapes and terroir—although she does not grow but purchases fruit. Her barrel-fermented Grüner Veltliner Lyra (from Kamptal vines) and red blend (from Carnuntum, including some Syrah) are among the more flamboyant and powerful statements to be found in Austrian bottles, and they do not lack depth.

FEILER-ARTINGER * * * 
NEUSIEDLERSEE-HÜGELLAND $20.00-$150.00

Hans and Kurt Feiler’s whites are considerably outnumbered by their reds, including a great many full-bodied, oaky exemplars. But it is the quality of their nobly sweet whites that created Feiler-Artinger’s international reputation, as it did the reputation of Rust itself.

[image: image]

FREIE WEINGÄRTNER-DOMÄNE WACHAU * * * 
WACHAU $13.00-$40.00

In the late 1990s and the first two years of the new century, the Wachau’s dominant coop set extraordinary standards of quality and value. After the members parted company with the team that had orchestrated this quality surge, there were a couple of very difficult years. Thankfully, beginning with the 2005 vintage, new director Roman Horvath and Wachauer and Geisenheim-trained cellarmaster Heinz Frischengruber are reestablishing a reputation for delivering some of Austria’s best values from some of the Wachau’s best sites. All of the premium wines (and those that come to the U.S.) are now labeled “Domäne Wachau.”
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ALBERT GESELLMANN * * * 
MITTELBURGENLAND $25.00-$100.00

Albert Gesellmann is responsible for some of the most flamboyant, rich reds in Austria, although some may find them disappointingly international in style. The top wine is an age-worthy Blaufränkisch from the Hochacker vineyard (spelled without the umlaut on his labels, which proclaim “Gessellmann” without a given name, although there is more than one wine family in the region with this name.) Beginning in 2006, Gesellmann has been experimented with larger barrels for some of his wines.

SCHLOSS GOBELSBURG * * * * * 
KAMPTAL $15.00-$100.00

Former Alpine hotelier Michael Moosbrugger took over the huge acreage, cellar, and palatial headquarters of Schloss Gobelsburg from the Monastery of Zwettl in 1996, and ran them with the assistance of Willi Bründlmayer for several years. To say that that he has succeeded brilliantly would be an understatement. Furthermore, like his mentor, the thoughtful and experimental Moosbrugger excels not just with Riesling and Grüner Veltliner from old vines in some of the Kamptal’s top sites but with reds, sweet wines, and sparkling wines as well. His revival of large wooden Fuder has been a great success with many whites as well as reds. Furthermore, his inexpensive “Gobelsburger” Grüner Veltliner, Riesling, and Zweigelt—which should be enjoyed two to three years from the harvest—represent exceptional values.
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MARTIN HAIDER * * * 
NEUSIEDLERSEE $25.00-$50.00/375 ml

One of the many sweet-wine vintners in Illmitz, Martin Haider modestly distinguishes himself with Trockenbeerenauslese of considerable refinement and, at times, even delicacy. His results with Sauvignon are especially striking, although he is also a master of locally more familiar varieties.

SCHLOSS HALBTURN * * * 
NEUSIEDLERSEE $15.00-$150.00

The Baroque palace of Halbturn itself (located practically on the Hungarian border) is better known than its wines. The owners were persuaded in 2001 to hire François-Xavier Gaboriaud as cellarmaster and to develop an ambitious program that encompasses a range of négociant bottlings and international varieties, but also some increasingly distinguished (albeit expensive) estate reds, and minuscule volumes of superb, Sauternes-like nobly sweet blends.

GERNOT HEINRICH * * * * 
NEUSIEDLERSEE $18.00-$100.00

Gernot Heinrich is one of Austria’s most celebrated red wine vintners, and his winemaking facility is nothing short of magnificent. Like a number of the best local growers, Heinrich has come to realize that sparing no expense, stringently reducing yields, and selecting bunches are to no avail if fruit and finesse are suffocated by overly aggressive extraction or barrel work. The least expensive, tank-rendered wines here have been consistently brilliant in their straightforward, generous way, while Heinrich’s Pinot Noir and his many sophisticated blends seem increasingly nuanced and comfortable in their own skins.
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GROSS * * * 
SUDSTEIERMARK $25.00-$70.00

Alois Gross commands an impressive facility, and view, including nearly six acres of vines, as well as some across the border in Slovenia that he has recently reclaimed for his family. The style runs toward the soft and understated, even when it comes to such usually brisk Styrian specialties as Muskateller and Welschriesling. Some of the wines are allowed or encouraged to go through malolactic transformation, particularly those in Gross’s extensive array of single-vineyard bottlings.
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LUDWIG HIEDLER * * * * 
KAMPTAL $15.00-$75.00

Ludwig Hiedler, now that he has a spacious new cellar, is working to see how many chemical and mechanical accretions of modernity he can strip away. Spontaneous fermentation, no supplemental enzymes, and no sulfur added to the must will, he believes, make for expressive and distinctive wines, even if they are slower to open in the spring and mature a bit (“but only a bit”) sooner. This approach is a reaction to what Hiedler sees as creeping standardization of wine; an attempt to bring cellar practices into harmony with his herbicide- and pesticide-free ideals in the vineyard; and a search for excitement. Excitement is what his fans have come to expect in the glass.
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HIRSCH * * * * 
KAMPTAL $17.00-$45.00

Johannes Hirsch is young and fearless. He was the first in Austria to convert from cork to screw caps, cold turkey. He was never afraid to leave a little residual sugar in his Riesling if he thought it made the wine more expressive, balanced, and longer-lived. He faced howls of protest from customers when he switched from spring to autumn bottling, because experience showed it was better for the top wines. He is now in the process of converting to a biodynamic regimen. Hirsch’s Riesling has excelled and stood the text of bottle age even in a cruel vintage like 1998. Like the man, his wines are infectious. Hirsch’s “intro-level” wine—known in the U.S. as “Grüner Veltliner #1”—offers fine value to be enjoyed within a year and a half of harvest.
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FRANZ HIRTZBERGER * * * * * 
WACHAU $25.00-$150.00

Franz Hirtzberger is longtime chairman of the Vinea Wachau growers’ association, and his wines possess cult status. Even with two sons now helping out, he and his wife, Irmgard, are still two of the busiest growers in Austria. For all the richness and depth of the Riesling and Grüner Veltliner Smaragd here, wine lovers sometimes overlook the amazing quality achieved with Pinot Blanc, as well as at Federspiel level. Nobly sweet wines are generally made in pitiable quantities and sell at very high prices, but they can be extraordinary. Even if botrytized bunches and berries are selected out, Hirtzberger is happy for a few of them to contribute spice and opulence to his dry Smaragd, typically harvested very late.
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HÖGL * * * 
WACHAU $35.00-$65.00

Josef Högl—who honed his craft in part by working with F. X. Pichler—specializes in very pure-fruited renditions of Riesling and Grüner Veltliner from the cool western fringe of the Wachau.

JOSEF JAMEK * * * 
WACHAU $30.00-$150.00

Josef Jamek is the last of the old guard responsible for the modern conception of Wachau wine and its categories. Son-in-law Hans Altmann and his team craft a very broad range of wines, which are showcased in the family’s renowned restaurant on the shore of the Danube. Their holdings in the Achleiten (Grüner Veltliner) and Klaus (Riesling) are so extensive they permit the luxury of picking both Federspiel and Smaragd in these steeply terraced, “grand cru” sites. Wines from other varieties and vineyards can also be lovely but are more variable in terms of clarity. When Jamek’s lighter-weight versions of Muskateller or Weissburgunder (Pinot Blanc) “click,” they can be infectious.
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JURTSCHITSCH—SONNHOF * * * 
KAMPTAL $15.00-$150.00

The three Jurtschitsch brothers were their region’s pioneers in organic viticulture. Lately, talk has been of tight vine spacing and old selections, recent cellar upgrading, and their sorting table, as well as of the younger generation who have joined them. All this bespeaks continuous striving for quality. Nobly sweet wines here can be sensationally refined.
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EMMERICH KNOLL * * * * * 
WACHAU $28.00-$150.00

Emmerich Knoll was still maturing most of his best wines in large oaken ovals until September, even when virtually all the rest of Austria had left such practices behind. But as the results in bottle consistently showed, the rest needed to consider falling back in line with Knoll– which is just what many have done over the past half dozen years. The combination in Knoll’s wines, of richness with refinement and elegance and of generosity with ageworthiness, is unbeatable. In addition to his superb holdings in the Wachau, Knoll is the foremost landholder in the Pfaffenberg in neighboring Stein (part of the Kremstal). His Vinothek cuvées represent blends from more than one site that he believes will improve particularly well. Knoll and his son, also Emmerich, tend to make nobly sweet wines more frequently and in larger volume than do their neighbors.
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KOLLWENTZ—RÖMERHOF * * * 
NEUSIEDLERSEE-HÜGELLAND $25.00-$150.00

Anton Kollwentz was one of the pioneers of serious red wine in Burgenland and the powerful, tannic Cabernet- as well as Blaufränkisch-based bottlings that he and his son Andi fashion from sites near Eisenstadt enjoy great prestige in Austria. One of the most serious and

successful Sauvignons in Austria, a range of single-vineyard Chardonnays, and occasional and intriguing nobly sweet wines complete the Kollwentz lineup.

ALOIS KRACHER—WEINLAUBENHOF * * * * * 
NEUSIEDLERSEE $30.00-$175.00/375 ml

Alois “Luis” Kracher, collaborating with and building on the work of his father (also Alois), set out to demonstrate that the eastern shores of the Neusiedlersee could bring forth nobly sweet wine second to none. At the time of his tragically early death in December 2007, he was Austrian wine’s foremost ambassador and a “sweet wine guru” to the world. Kracher’s father and his son Gerhard will continue his work. The portions of each year’s collection designated Zwischen den Seen are vinified in tank or in larger, mature oak casks, while those called Nou-velle Vague are vinified in new barriques, and in consequence tend toward more opulence, caramelization, and Sauternes-like character. But like Luis Kracher himself, for all of their enveloping richness and sheer intensity, his Trockenbeerenauslesen retain playful, engaging, intriguing, and invigorating complexity.
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KRUTZLER * * * 
SÜDBURGENLAND $25.00-$125.00

Of the relatively small number of full-time vintners in the often dramatically steep clay-, schist-, and iron-rich vineyards of southern Burgenland, Krutzler is the one who has achieved renown and attained among the highest red wine prices in Austria. To take advantage of his diverse parcels of Blaufränkisch (many with old vines) and because any reputation that accrued to individual sites in Deutsch-Schützen and neighboring Eisenberg is now a distant memory, Reinhold Krutzler elected to curtail the bottling of single-vineyard wines. Instead, his three Blaufränkish cuvées differ in age of vine, style, and ageworthiness, culminating in Perwolf.
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LACKNER-TINNACHER * * * 
SÜDSTEIERMARK $20.00-$50.00

Fritz Tinnacher crafts wines of considerable refinement, often including memorable Weiss-burgunder (Pinot Blanc), and his is one of the few South Styrian estates to devote serious attention to Riesling. Despite the challenges to this region posed in 2003 and 2004, this domain scored some significant successes.
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KARL LAGLER * * * 
WACHAU $30.00-$70.00

Karl Lagler grows and cellars practically next to Franz Hirtzberger, and fashions Riesling and Grüner Veltliner that reflect the superb locations and distinctiveness of Spitz’s best sites in a relatively broad, supple style.

PAUL LEHRNER * * * 
MITTELBURGENLAND $18.00-$45.00

The droll Herr Lehrner takes a skeptical view of wine fashion, particularly that “bigger is better” mind-set, which—it has only just begun to dawn on many Mittelburgenland vintners—is a dead end. Lehrner has gone his own way in search of elegance and drinkability. Here is that rare vintner who, concerned about one or another aspect of wine can be heard asking a taster, “You don’t find that exaggerated, do you?” These stylish, subtle reds will grow on you.
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Do you want to taste my wines?

Those people who follow organic or
biodynamic farming in the vineyard are
phony, pseudoviticulturists.

Mr. Parker (or any other wine critic/writer)
Knows nothing,

I'have onc or two barrels of exquisite Cuvée
Vieilles Vignes set aside, made from
exceptionally ripe fruit, which I serve to all
my importers, clients, and those nosy.
obtrusive wine writers in order to give them
an impression of what I am capable of
achicving,

Weuse every chemical treatment known to
man—insecticides, herbicides, tons of
nitrogen and other fertlizers, including
Miracle-Gro—in an effort to kil everything
in the vineyard, except, of course, the vine!

We cannot influence him, nor can we bribe
him. A shameful man, he doesn’t even write
in his publication what we tell him to. Why
can't we go back 1o the old days when we
could stuffa trunbful of samples into a wine
critic’s car and get the reviews we desire?
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This is the greatest wine I have ever made
in my life.

“This wine is closed and needs time because
it has just been recently bottled.

Parker (or any other wine crtic/avritcr)
never tasted my wine!

Parker (or any other wine eritic/writer)

only likes heavily oaked, internationally
styled fruit bombs.

This is the only wine we have to sell.

Anybody who bottles naturally,
low SO, and no fining or filtering, knows
perfectly well that the wine tastes just as
good in the bottle as it i in the cask.
However, we are modern-day industrialists
or,as we say, “wine processors.” We usc the
maladie a la mise (*malady of the bouling”)
excuse to justify the poor performance of our
wines. If the truth be known, our wines have
been stripped, nuked, and denuded, and they
arc incapable of improvement in the future.
Amazingly, writers and buyers have been
swallowing this BS for at least four decades!

very

T did not get a 90-point score.

T did not get a 90-point score.
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What Lhey Say in the Vincyard/Winery

classic vintage for cellaring!

asupple, fruity wine that is
very commercial

One can sense the nobility of rerrit in the
aromas and taste of this winc.

We were fortunate enough to harvest
before the

This is a classic vintage in the style of the
great traditional years of the region.

What Ihey Reaily Mean—
The Plain Englich Guide

The wine is excessively tannic, and it will
undoubtedly lose most of its fruit long before

the tannin melts aw:

his is a thin, diluted, w le
from a vineyard that was atrociously
overeropped. It should have a shelf life of one

o four years.

The weather during the growing scason and
harvest was so cold and wet that the grapes

cver matured—some e

n rotted—and the

wine tastes only of acidity, tannin, wood,
alcohol, and copious quantities of damp.
earth—hence. reroir triumphs again.

We harvested before the last deluge
(forgetting of course o inform you that prior
o the | ed heavily
for the previous 5 to 10 days).

tinundation it had

Once again we did not have enough sunshine
and heat to ripen the grapes, thus we
produced wines that are hard. acidic,
angular, compact, and tannic from underripe
fruit. Sadly, they are filled with more acidity
and than sugar and fruit. Only a fool
would buy this.
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