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Here, back, down a long
and straight track
I have chose the long road—
That leads me to god knows
So I can’t stop right now
—FROM “FITZCARRALDO” BY THE FRAMES
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TRYING TO DEFINE GREATNESS


More than anything, this is a book about artists, craftspeople, revolutionaries, and traditionalists who have one overwhelming trait in common—they are irrefutably dedicated to the pursuit of excellence, and their hearts, souls, and enormous talents are reflected in wines of singular personality and achievement. The people behind the wines in this book range from isolated hermits to savvy and sophisticated world travelers. Their wines emerge from cellar conditions that in some cases could be described as medieval at best to those that resemble the command center at NASA, with the finest technology money can buy. As diverse as they and their wines are, they share an inexhaustible commitment to their vineyards, a passion to produce as fine a wine as is humanly possible, and a vision that the joys of wine are infinite and represent the pinnacle of a civilized society. In short, they have taken a commonplace beverage and transformed it into art.


That said, there is something surreal, bordering on demented, about trying to define the concept of greatness, especially in an agricultural product, but let me offer my point of view.



A WORKABLE DEFINITION OF GREATNESS



THE ELEMENTS OF 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). Few art aficionados would disagree with the fact that Picasso, Rembrandt, Bacon, Matisse, Van Gogh, or Michelangelo were extraordinary artists. And though certainly some dissenters can be found regarding the merits of composers such as Chopin, Mozart, Beethoven, or Brahms, or in the more modern era, such musicians/songwriters as Bob Dylan, the Beatles, or the Rolling Stones, the majority opinion is that these people have produced exceptional music.


It is no different with wine. Most wine drinkers agree that the legendary wines of the 20th 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 profoundly riveting. Tasting is indeed subjective, and no one should feel forced to feign fondness for a work by Picasso or Beethoven, much less a bottle of 1961 Latour, but as with most of the finest things in life, there is considerable agreement as to what represents high quality.


Two things that all can agree on are the origin and production of the world’s finest wines. Great wines emanate from well-placed vineyards with microclimates favorable to specific types of grapes. Profound wines, whether they are from France, Italy, Spain, California, or Australia, are also the product of conservative viti-cultural practices that emphasize low yields, and physiologically rather than analytically ripe fruit. After 27 years spent tasting over 300,000 wines, I have never tasted a superb wine that was made from underripe fruit. Does anyone enjoy the flavors of an underripe orange, peach, apricot, or cherry? Low yields and ripe fruit are essential for the production of extraordinary wines, yet it is amazing how many wineries never seem to understand this fundamental principle.
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In addition to the commonsense approach of harvesting mature fruit, and pruning to discourage the vine from overproducing, the winery’s individual winemaking philosophy is of paramount importance. Exceptional wines (whether they be red, white, or sparkling) emerge from a similar philosophy, which includes the following: 1) permit the vineyard’s terroir (soil, microclimate, distinctiveness) to express itself; 2) allow the purity and characteristics of the grape varietal, or blend of varietals, to be faithfully represented in the wine; 3) produce a wine without distorting the personality and character of a particular vintage by excessive manipulation; 4) follow an uncompromising, noninterventionist winemaking philosophy that eschews the food-processing, industrial mindset 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; 5) follow a policy of minimal handling, clarification, and treatment of the wine so that what is placed in the bottle represents as natural an expression of the vineyard, varietal, and vintage as is possible. In keeping with this overall philosophy, winemakers who attempt to reduce such traumatic clarification procedures as fining and filtration, while also lowering sulphur levels (which can dry out a wine’s fruit, bleach color from a wine, and exacerbate the tannin’s sharpness), produce wines with far more aromatics and flavors, as well as more enthralling textures. 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?


1. The ability to please both the palate and the intellect. Great wines have the ability to both satisfy the senses and challenge the intellect. The world offers many delicious wines that have pure hedonistic value, but are not complex. Whether a wine satisfies the intellect is a more subjective issue. Wines that experts call “complex” are those that offer multidimensional aromatic and flavor profiles, and have more going for them than simply ripe fruit and a satisfying, pleasurable, yet one-dimensional quality.


2. The ability to hold the taster’s interest. I have often remarked that the greatest wines I have ever tasted could be easily recognized by bouquet alone. They are wines that could never be called monochromatic, simple, or “grape juice magnets” as a friend called them. Profound wines hold the taster’s interest, not only providing an initial tantalizing tease, but possessing a compelling aromatic intensity and nuance-filled layers of flavors.


3. The ability to offer intense aromas and flavors without heaviness. I could make an analogy here to eating in the finest restaurants. Extraordinary cooking is characterized by its purity, intensity, balance, texture, and compelling aromas and flavors. What separates exceptional cuisine from merely good cooking, as well as great wines from good wines, is their ability to offer extraordinary intensity of flavor without heaviness. Wineries in the New World (especially in Australia and California) can easily produce wines that are oversize, 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 ten and twenty years ago.


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


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


6. The ability to display a singular personality. When one considers the greatest wines produced, it is their singular personalities that set them apart. The same can be said of the greatest vintages. The abused description “classic vintage” has become nothing more than a reference to what a viticultural region does in a typical (normal) year. Exceptional wines from exceptional vintages stand far above the norm, and they can always be defined by their singular qualities—their aromas and 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, are all examples of vintage individuality.


7. The ability to reflect the place of origin. An Asian proverb seems particularly applicable when discussing the ballyhooed French concept of terroir: “Knowing in part may make a fine tale, but wisdom comes from seeing the whole.” And so it is with this 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 more obsessed with the issue of terroir than anyone else in the world. 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. And 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. Advocates of terroir (the terroirists) argue that a particular piece of ground contributes a character that is distinctive and apart 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 terroirists’ “raison d’être.” Of course, they claim they can taste a wine’s terroir only if they have not seen the label.


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 somewhereness” when tasting a Vosne–Romanée–Les Malconsorts or a Latricières-Chambertin. Leading terroirists make a persuasive and often eloquent case about the necessity of finding, as one observer puts it, “the true voice of the land” in order for a wine to be legitimized.


Yet like so many things about wine, especially tasting it, there is no scientific basis for anything the terroirists 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 a wine’s style, quality, and character. Soil, exposition, and micro-climate (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 result in diluted wine. Low yields, usually less than two tons per acre or 35–40 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 (with greener, cooler red fruit flavors) to preserve more acidity, or fully ripe (with darker fruit flavors and lower acids) to emphasize the lushness and opulence of a given varietal?


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, destemmers, etc.) can have a profound influence on the final wine.


Elevage (or the wine’s upbringing)—Is the wine brought up in oak barrels, concrete vats, stainless-steel vats, or large oak vats (which the French call foudres)? What is the percentage of new oak? Of these elements, only oak exerts an 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 terroirists 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 sculpturing 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 (development is slower and the wines are less prone to oxidation) than from warm cellars (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 you are wondering where I stand on terroir, I do believe it is an important component in the production of fine wine. However, I would argue that the most persuasive examples of terroir do not arise from Burgundy, but rather, from white wine varietals planted in Alsace and Germany. 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.
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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 piece of ground, but I can think of only a few producers—Domaine Leroy, Domaine Ponsot, Domaine Rousseau, Domaine des Chézeaux (Ponsot made the wine for Chézeaux)—that produce wines that merit the stratospheric reputation of this vineyard. Yet the Chambertins of three of these producers, Leroy, Ponsot, and Rousseau, are completely different in style. The Ponsot wine was 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. As for 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 Ponsot, the wine of Rousseau?


Arguments such as this can be made with virtually any significant Burgundy vineyard. Consider Corton-Charlemagne and four of its most celebrated producers. The firm of Faiveley owns the most prized parcel atop this famous hill, and they make a compellingly elegant Corton-Charlemagne. Stylistically, it is the antithesis of the super-concentrated, lavishly oaky, broadly flavored, alcoholic Corton-Charlemagne made by Louis Latour. Again, Domaine Leroy makes a backward, hard, tough Corton-Charlemagne that resembles a tannic red more than a white wine. Domaine Coche-Dury makes a wine with extraordinary mineral components, as well as remarkable richness, unctuosity, and opulence where the oak takes a back seat to the wine’s fruit and texture. Which of these Corton-Charlemagnes has that notion of “somewhereness” that is raised by the terroirists to validate the quality of a vineyard?


Are terroirists kindergarten intellectuals who should be doing more tasting and less talking? Of course not. But they can be accused of naïvely swallowing the tallest tale in winedom. 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, it is fundamental that no great wine can be made from mediocre terroir, and any top wine must, to some degree, reflect its place of origin. Yet wine enthusiasts need to think of terroir as you do salt, pepper, and garlic. In many dishes they can represent an invaluable component, imparting wonderful aromas and flavors. But if consumed alone, they are usually difficult to swallow. Moreover, all the hyperventilation over terroir obscures the most important issue of all—identifying and discovering those producers who make wines worth drinking and savoring!


8. The passion and commitment of the producers. Think it over—the artist who produces a wine has one chance every 12 months. First is the 11 months of work leading up to the vintage. And then there is the most important decision made in the course of the year—the date to harvest, which, once made, cannot be undone. The fruit can be too ripe or not ripe enough, so getting it perfect is their goal, but perfection is no easy accomplishment, particularly given the vagaries of Mother Nature. These producers work virtually every day of the year, either in the vineyard or in the winery. They are the custodians for the new wine in the cellar. They are groundskeepers responsible for manicuring, pruning, and taking care of the vineyard’s health, its crop size, and its overall balance. These producers have to be quick learners. A chef can have a bad day in the kitchen and 24 hours later be back on his or her brilliant and creative game. A wine producer puts in 11 months of labor, but over the course of a 10–20 day harvest, only gets that one chance to prove his or her worth.


These producers, to a man and woman, all have an enviable passion, intensity, and commitment to hard work. They refuse to compromise, and they recognize their responsibilities as the custodians of special pieces of property. Their sole purpose is to deliver to the consumer the most natural, uncompromised, unmanipulated expression of their vineyard, vintage, and varietal that is humanly possible. For the most part, the vast majority of the men and women behind great wines are humble servants of Mother Nature.


Most of the producers in this book are, I am sure, capable of pursuing more lucrative careers in other fields of work, but they are wedded to the concept that wine is not a business but a culture that ties together man, nature, and land. It embodies civilization at its finest, and is capable of bringing together diverse people to share the joy of a beverage that has been an important component of every major civilization in the Western world.



MAKING THE LIST: QUALIFYING SUBJECTIVITY



THE IMPORTANCE OF HISTORY


What makes this a modern view of the great wines of the world is that, while I consider the producer’s history important, it is not the only factor. Many of the wines in this book originate from relative newcomers, some merely a decade old, but I am so convinced by the commitment of their makers and of the potential of their vineyard sites that I have taken the risk of including them. I did arbitrarily decide that any winery that hadn’t produced at least ten vintages—a nanosecond in the time line of wine—couldn’t be included. That said, the majority of these wineries do have considerable histories and pedigree. But to me the pedigree, hype, price, etc. are less important than the ability of a vineyard and/or winery to produce high-quality wine in virtually every vintage. Track record is one of the paramount considerations on my list, and the producers who are included have an extraordinary record of achievement even in vintages when Mother Nature was unkind.


THE IMPORTANCE OF THE FUTURE


Great wines attract a crowd, and this is ever so evident over the last quarter of a century. The recognition of greatness encourages other serious producers to ratchet up their level of performance. In the future, the producers who have been recognized for producing the greatest wines of the world in my opinion will be a beacon to hundreds of other producers, who will emulate their passion and commitment to quality.


GLOBALISM: THE WINE WORLD’S BIGGEST MYTH


One of the overwhelmingly specious arguments in the wine world today is that as the market becomes ever more global, the international companies are producing only monochromatic wines from a limited number of varieties in order to appeal to the largest customer base. This line of thinking ignores the true realities of a wine world that has become enormously more complicated, diverse, and broad. The principal assertion of these critics is that globalization has resulted in bland, standard wine quality. As a result, individuality and artisanal winemaking are being replaced by oceans of vapid wines with the same taste. The appalling weakness of this argument is that there is never any specific evidence provided by the accusers to back up these broad and generally baseless allegations.


If the truth be known, wine quality is significantly superior today to what it was a mere 10 or 25 years ago. Moreover, there is substantial evidence that diversity of wine styles is manifoldly far greater today than it was 10 or 20 years ago. How many world-class wines were made from Italy’s indigenous varietals, Aglianico, Nero d’Avola, or Piedirosso, a decade ago? None. However, today in southern Italy these grapes are enjoying a renaissance.
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How many interesting wines emerged from outside Spain’s Rioja region 10 or 20 years ago? A decade ago, did anyone get turned on by the glorious old vine cuvées of Mourvèdre, Tempranillo, Grenache/Carignan, or Mencía? Numerous world-class wines are being produced not only from these varietals, but from exciting new regions such as Priorato, Toro, Jumilla, and Bierzo. How does that fit into the globalists’ argument that the world of wine has narrowed and become less diverse?


This broadening of the wine world is not limited to only one or two countries. Serious table wines from indigenous varietals in Portugal are emerging in ever increasing quantities, and many of them are very interesting as well as distinctive. The rediscovery of old vineyards of Grenache and Carignan in Algeria, Lebanon, and Morocco is just one more persuasive example that the wine world has expanded in a positive and diverse fashion.


A decade ago, nobody was talking about the vinous bounty and artisanal producers of Australia, from Barossa and McLaren Vale in the south to the Margaret River in the west. The only conversation about Australia 10 or 20 years ago was about the giant corporations that had a stranglehold on the U.S. market. Hundreds of small quality-oriented wineries are now routinely represented in top wine shops throughout the United States. And let’s not forget the increasingly interesting wines emerging from Tasmania and New Zealand that did not exist a mere decade ago. There is no standardized globalist taste to these wines any more than there is in any other viticultural region.


America’s homegrown wines have also expanded significantly, not just in quality, but in diversity. Consider such newly emerging viticultural wine regions as the Sonoma Coast, Anderson Valley, the limestone ridges west of Paso Robles, and the Santa Rita Hills. Distinctive, exceptionally high-quality wines routinely emerge from these regions, yet all of them were unknown terroirs 15–20 years ago.


Moreover, how many different styles of wine exist in Oregon and Washington today? Even a narrow-minded conservative interested in preserving the status quo at all costs would agree that the number of quality wineries has more than quadrupled in the last decade, and whether it is Pinot Noir, Cabernet Sauvignon, or Pinot Gris, they taste different.


The growing internationalism of the wine industry has in fact created more competition. We now have significantly more young men and women trying to create distinctive and original wines from viticultural areas that are either being rediscovered or newly created. Many of the members of this younger winemaking generation are succeeding.


The overwhelming evidence is that globalization (i.e., standardization) is largely a fabricated problem with no credible supporting evidence. Everywhere I go, I see more “hands-off” rather than hands-on winemaking, more organic and biodynamic farming, and more producers cognizant of their responsibilities as custodians of a privileged piece of property.


Let’s go one step further and look at the great bastion of traditional winemaking—France. It is irrefutable that 20 years ago it was the huge négociant firms of Alsace, Burgundy, and the Rhône Valley that controlled the image of those regions’ wines. They were the ones who upheld the monopoly certain estates had on the market, and thus controlled the region’s international reputation. Today, the emergence of artisanal and high-quality small and moderate-size estates from Alsace, Burgundy, and the Rhône Valley has completely revolutionized the world’s image of these regions. A quest for high quality and individualistic, distinctive wines has also taken place in the Languedoc-Roussillon and the Loire Valley. Just how many newly energized estates making high-quality wines (and very different styles) have emerged from these viticultural regions? Is it 50 or 100? It is more. More than 200 estates did not make wine or did not make wine fit to drink 10 or 15 years ago, but now play proudly on the world stage of quality.


Lastly, consider France’s most conservative viticultural region of all—Bordeaux. In Bordeaux, not only are the famed classified-growths making far better wines than they did two decades ago, but there has been an emergence of dedicated, conscientious men and women, especially in St.-Emilion, Pomerol, and the satellite appellations east of these two hallowed viticultural areas, pushing the quality higher and higher.


The globalization argument is an appealing one to reactionary romantics and their offspring, the pleasure police, in that they appear to fear any change as well as wines from both new regions and new producers that actually taste good. Like disingenuous politicians, they tend to believe that by repeating such gibberish over and over, it will somehow become an accepted truism.
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To put this in a slightly different context, if I were writing this book 25 years ago, approximately 70% of these estates would not have been included. They were either producing mediocre wine or they did not even exist. The number of truly great wines in the world would probably have been less than five dozen, and all would have been from France, particularly Bordeaux, Burgundy, and Champagne.


There are convincing reasons why there are so many great wines today, and what changes have brought us so many of these finest wines.


The best example is Bordeaux, the region of the wine world that dominates this book and is clearly the most influential viticultural area in the world. It is there that the strongest arguments about dramatically improved quality can be made, but most of these arguments apply equally to every top viticultural region in the world for the very same reasons. Change the geography, the names of the grapes, the names of the producers, and the names of the estates, and you see that while Bordeaux may still be the epicenter for the world’s greatest wines, what it does and how it does it is widely emulated elsewhere, but with different terroirs, different grapes, and totally different styles of wine.


So why is modern-day wine so much better than it was a mere 20, 30, 40, or 50 years ago? I list the reasons in three categories: 1) significant changes in the vineyard; 2) progressive changes in the wine cellar and fermentation techniques; and 3) changes in the wine’s élevage (upbringing) and bottling.


Significant changes in the vineyard


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


Along with these changes, modern-day sprays and treatments aimed at preventing rot in the vineyard were begun in the 1970s and increased in the 1980s. Recent good vintages such as 2002, 1999, 1994, 1983, 1979, and 1978 would undoubtedly have been destroyed by mildew in the 1950s and 1960s. At the same time, there was greater acceptance of the philosophy of going back to the vineyard (where most serious wine producers believe 90% of the quality emerges) to promote more organic techniques to encourage the health of the vines. There was also a movement toward developing a better understanding of viticulture. New techniques (called “extreme” or “radical” viticulture) became standard practice in the late 1980s and 1990s. This included the curtailing of yields by aggressive pruning in the winter and spring, and crop thinning (cutting off bunches of grapes) in summer to encourage lower yields. With extremely healthy vines, yields would be expected to rise, but thanks to pruning and crop thinning, yields have dropped significantly for the top estates, from highs of 60–100 hectoliters per hectare in the mid-1980s to 25–50 hectoliters per hectare in recent vintages. Other more radical viticulture techniques include leaf pulling (to encourage air flow as well as more contact with the sun), shoot positioning (to enhance sun exposure), and the ongoing research with clones and rootstocks designed to eliminate those that produce overly prolific crops of large-size berries. Harvesting grapes is also done with much more care, and in smaller containers designed to prevent bruising and skin breakage.


In 2005, the Bordeaux vineyards are healthier, have lower vigor, and are producing smaller and smaller berries and crops of higher and higher quality fruit. All of this is designed to produce the essence of the terroir, enhance the character of the vintage, and reveal the personality of the varietal or blend.


Progressive changes in the wine cellar and fermentation techniques


The famed first-growths Haut-Brion and Latour were two of the earliest estates to invest in temperature-controlled stainless-steel fermenters, Haut-Brion in the early 1960s, and Latour in 1964. The advantage of temperature-controlled fermenters, which are now being replaced by some avant garde producers with open-top temperature-controlled wood fermenters (an adaptation of the old wooden vats used prior to the advent of temperature-controlled steel), is that they allow a producer to harvest as late as possible, picking grapes at full phenolic maturity with high sugars. Assuming weather permits, producers can harvest at their leisure, and bring in fully mature grapes knowing that at the push of a button they can control the temperature of each of their fermentation vats. In the old days, picking fully mature grapes often happened by accident, and in fact was often discouraged as fully ripe grapes were tricky to vinify. Many of the Médoc 1947s, not to mention some of the 1929s, were ruined by excessive volatile acidity, since producers did not have the ability to control fermentation temperatures. If temperatures soar to dangerously high levels, the yeasts that convert the sugar into alcohol are killed, setting off a chain reaction that results in spoiled wines. This was frequently a problem when harvests occurred during hot weather. The stories of producers throwing in blocks of ice to cool down their fermentations are not just vineyard legend; it actually happened in 1947, 1949, and 1959. Certainly the advent of temperature-controlled fermenters, whether steel or wood, has been a remarkable technological advancement in wine quality, and has resulted in significantly better wines with fewer defects and sweeter fruit, as well as riper tannin and lower acidity.
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Moreover, all of the top properties are now doing an extraordinary selection (or culling out damaged or vegetal material) on what they call the table de tri (sorting table). A labor force inspects the grapes as they come into the cellars, and discards any that appear rotten, unripe, unhealthy, or blemished. The degree of inspection varies from property to property, but it is safe to assume that those properties producing the finest wines practice the most severe selection. Some perfectionist estates have a second table de tri after the grapes are destemmed. (This means another sorting team searches through the destemmed grape bunches to further pull out any vegetal material, stems, leaves, or questionable-looking berries.)
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Cold soaks, or prefermentation macerations, have become increasingly à la mode. They have been used in the past in some of the colder northern viticulture areas (Burgundy and the northern Rhône) simply because the cellars were so cold, and fermentations often did not kick off for four or five days. Cold soaks have been gathering support among avant garde producers, who believe four- to eight-day cold soaks will extract more phenolic material, greater aromatics, and darker colors. Some of the more radical producers actually add dryice pellets to the soaking/macerating grape must to promote bouquet and color development.


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


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


Lastly, the most controversial technique in the wine cellar today is the use of reverse osmosis (a technique that involves pushing the grape must through an apparatus to remove water) and entrophy (the removal of water under a vacuum system to concentrate the grape must). In the past, the technique generally employed was called saignée, which consisted of siphoning off a portion of the juice in the fermentation tank to increase the percentage of skins to grape must. That worked reasonably well, but in the early 1980s some top châteaux (Léoville-Las-Cases was among the first) discreetly began using reverse osmosis. These concentration techniques have now been in use for 20 years, and while I was initially skeptical, the fact is that Léoville-Las-Cases has been producing wines of first-growth quality. In years when there is good ripeness but dilution from harvest rains, these machines, when used with discretion, can increase the quality of the wine with apparently no damage. At many top châteaux, reverse osmosis is now standard operating procedure, but only in years where there is some dilution from harvest rain. It is not without risks. The danger is that you not only concentrate the wine, you concentrate the defects as well. That is why such practices must still be approached with caution. However, in the hands of talented, capable operators who use them prudently as well as selectively, it is hard to argue that they are actually changing the character of the wine. After being skeptical, even critical of these machines, I have come to believe they work well when used properly. Yet, many producers foolishly do not do the work necessary to curtail yields, and use these concentrators recklessly as a safety gap, with traumatic results. They will never produce profound wines.


Changes in the wines’ élevage (upbringing) and bottling


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


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


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


Significant changes in the selection process have also resulted in tremendous improvements in many wines. It is not unusual for an estate included in this book to declassify 35% or more of their production in order to put only the finest essence of their vineyard into the top wine. Much of the declassified juice goes into the second wine. The development of second wines is not new. Léoville-Las-Cases instituted a second wine more than 100 years ago, and Château Margaux has been producing one nearly as long. However, in the 1980s and 1990s, the selection process for top Bordeaux estates became increasingly draconian. Now most serious properties also produce a third wine, or sell it in bulk.


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


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


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


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


In summary, less fining and filtering are practiced today, resulting in wines with more intense flavors, texture, aromatics, and terroir character. Most of the finest estates take an intelligent approach and do not employ fining and filtering unilaterally, but on a vintage by vintage basis. The good news, and one of the reasons Bordeaux is so much better today, is that wineries actually make a decision about whether fining or filtering is necessary, as opposed to doing it automatically (which was the situation during the 1960s, 1970s, and early 1980s).


The finest wines of today are far superior to the wines of 20–50 years ago for all of the above reasons. Today, one sees more of the terroir essence and vintage character in a bottle than was the case 20, 30, 40, or 50 years ago. Not only are the wines more accessible young, but the aging curve of top wines has been both broadened and expanded. Contrary to the doom and gloom predictions from uninformed critics, most vintages of today will live longer and drink better during the entire course of their lives than their predecessors.


However, there are some negatives to consider. For example, some of the prodigious 1947 Bordeaux (such as Pétrus, Latour à Pomerol, l’Evangile, Lafleur, and most notably Cheval Blanc) had residual sugar, elevated volatile acidity, and extremely high alcohol, as well as pH levels that would cause most modern-day oenologists to faint. Sadly, despite all the improvements that have been made, few modern-day oenologists would permit a wine such as the 1947 Cheval Blanc ever to get into the bottle under the name Cheval Blanc. Anyone who has tasted a pristine bottle of this wine recognizes why most competent observers feel this is one of the most legendary wines ever produced in Bordeaux. All of its defects are outweighed by its extraordinary positive attributes. It is also these defects that often give the wine its individuality and character. So, a word of warning: Despite all the techniques designed to make higher quality, there is still a place for wines with a handful of defects that give them undeniable character as well as greatness. Somehow, all these new techniques need to make an allowance for wines such as these 1947s.
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That being said, there is no question that: 1) the increased knowledge of viticulture, vinification, and weather that exists today has resulted in greater wines; 2) the improved health of the vineyards has resulted in higher-quality grapes; 3) the movement toward more natural winemaking has led to less traumatic bruising of the fruit and wine; 4) the preservation of the fruit, vintage, and terroir characteristics has reached a pinnacle because of these soft handling techniques; and 5) the bottling process today is aimed at putting the essence of the vineyard into the bottle in a less oxidized and evolved condition. Logically, it makes sense that these wines will have the ability to age better and longer than their predecessors.


It cannot be underscored strongly enough: The ignorant belief that the wines of today are more forward, and therefore shorter lived, is a myth. Additional myths include the previously mentioned fallacious assertion that wines taste too much alike, and that there are fewer artisans/artists crafting diverse wines than in the past. As already stated, this is the most foolish accusation of the romantic reactionaries who have yet to offer any specific evidence to support their statements. In truth, their nonsensical observations are betrayed by the realities of today’s wine world.


Wines today are produced from healthier, riper fruit, and thus they possess lower acidity as well as sweeter tannin. Analytically, modern-day great vintages have indices of tannin and dry extract as high as or higher than the legendary vintages of the past. However, because their tannin is sweeter and the acidity lower, they can be enjoyed at an earlier age. This does not compromise their aging potential. Two examples would be 1959 Bordeaux, which was considered entirely too low in acidity to age (most of the great 1959s are still in pristine condition), and 1982 Bordeaux, which many uninformed observers claimed would have to be drunk by 1990 for fear the wine would turn into vinegar. The finest 1959s are still evolving, with the best wines possessing another 20–30 years of life. The top 1982 Bordeaux have—at the minimum—30 to 50 years of longevity.


Think it over. Does anyone want to return to the wine world of 30 or 40 years ago when (1) fewer than one-fourth of the most renowned estates made wines worthy of their official pedigree; (2) dirty, unclean aromas were rationalized as part of the terroir character; (3) disappointingly emaciated, austere, excessively tannic wines from famous terroirs were labeled “classic” by a subservient wine press that existed on the largesse of the wine industry; (4) wines were made from underripe grapes and were too high in acidity and tannin to ever fully become harmonious; (5) there was no young generation of creative artists fashioning compelling wines from unknown terroirs and unfashionable grapes; and (6) there was no worldwide revolution in quality.


Nevertheless, the arguments will continue to be made that modern-day wines won’t age as well as earlier efforts from the same estates, or even worse, that high technology and globalization have completely destroyed individuality in wines. Of course, one of the historical fallacies about Bordeaux, Burgundy, Italy, or California is that older vintages aged well. In truth, there are only a dozen or so wines from great vintages of these regions that ever aged well. Most of the wines of these vintages were defective or fell apart before they ever became drinkable.


In short, let no one state that there are not great wines made traditionally as well as compelling wines made in a modern style. The reactionaries of the wine world who continue to decry modern-styled wines are most likely threatened by newcomers and by a young generation of men and women taking less renowned pieces of property, and less prestigious varietals, and exploiting them to their fullest potential.



FINDING THE WINES



As a general rule, great wines are made in relatively limited quantities. It tends to be a fundamental condition of winedom that the world’s finest wines simply do not exist in industrial-size quantities. The closest consumers will get to significant quantities are at the large Bordeaux estates that can produce 20,000–30,000 cases of compelling wine. However, these are the exceptions to the rule. Most of the wines in this book are only available in 400–500 to 2,000–3,000 case lots, which is a microscopic quantity given the world’s insatiable demand.


While many of these wines will not be found at your neighborhood mom-and-pop liquor store, top wine shops in every major metropolitan area receive limited allocations from even the smallest estates. The one place where all these wines can be found, even older, historic vintages, is the wine auction place.


Wine auctions have become the wine consumer’s preferred source for that limited-production wine, rarified wine, or a great wine from an ancient vintage. The most famous auction venues are the houses of Christie’s and Sotheby’s, but they have plenty of noteworthy competition. Some notable auction wine houses include Zachys in New York; the Chicago Wine Company in Chicago; Morrell Wine Auctions, a New York–based retail auction house; and winebid.com, winecommune.com, and eBay.com (all Internet sites). Readers who are interested in trying to latch on to a bottle or case of these limited-production gems should get on the mailing lists of these wine auction houses, or sign up on the Internet for the online services.


Buying wine at auction has several downsides. There are commissions to pay, the provenance of the bottle must be authenticated, and the condition of the cellar from which it was procured by the auction house should be verified. A recent supreme court decision seemingly in favor of more flexibility regarding the direct purchase and shipment of wines to wine consumers may not lead to full and unrestricted access to wine, as legal authorities were in disagreement about its true significance at the time of publication.
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WINESPEAK



Not surprisingly, wine-tasting jargon constitutes an entire language system that frequently sounds pretentious and silly to the non–wine geek. However, it is no different from any specialized language for a limited-interest subject. At the end of this book there is a glossary of wine terms that includes most of the operative wine vocabulary used in this book.




[image: Image]



ARGENTINA


Ironically, for over 200 years, members of virtually every family in Argentina worked in viticulture or winemaking, yet only in the last 10 to 15 years has a new generation of Argentinian vignerons begun to realize this country’s, and particularly the province of Mendoza’s, extraordinary potential. In the past the industry was plagued by the general philosophy that quantity was preferable to quality. Now their finest wines can compete on the world stage. Argentina’s greatest visionary is Nicolás Catena, and his crusade for high-altitude vineyards and conservative viticultural practices has resulted in one after another breakthrough wines that have pushed Argentina to the forefront of the modern winemaking revolution. The other irony is that Malbec, a grape long considered challenging and often disappointing in France, produces prodigious wines of great perfume, quality, and longevity in Argentina. Malbec is the red wine hope of Argentina, but the upstart wine industry has also been successful with Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, and another famed French variety, Chardonnay.
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BODEGA CATENA ZAPATA


WINES:


Catena Zapata (Cabernet Sauvignon and Malbec)


Cabernet Sauvignon Nicolás Catena Zapata Vineyard


Cabernet Sauvignon Agrelo Vineyard


Chardonnay Adrianna Vineyard Catena Alta


Malbec Angélica Vineyard Catena Alta


CLASSIFICATION: Mendoza, Argentina


OWNER: Nicolás Catena


ADDRESS: Calle Cobos, (5519) Agrelo, Luján de Cuyo, Mendoza, Argentina


TELEPHONE: 54 261 490 0214 / 0215 / 0216


TELEFAX: 54 261 490 0217


E-MAIL: export@catenazapata.com


WEBSITE: www.catenawines.com


CONTACT: Jeff Mausbach (jeffm@catenazapata.com)


VISITING POLICY: Guided tours in English, Spanish, French, or German, Monday through Friday, 9 A.M.–6 P.M. All visits are by appointment only with 24 hours’ advance notice.
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VINEYARDS


SURFACE AREA: 1,032 acres in six vineyard sites


GRAPE VARIETALS: Malbec, Chardonnay, Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Pinot Noir, Sauvignon Blanc, Cabernet Franc, Semillon, Syrah, Petit Verdot, Sangiovese, Tanat


AVERAGE AGE OF THE VINES: 23 years (oldest planted 1930; youngest planted 1997)


DENSITY OF PLANTATION: The more than 70-year-old Angélica Vineyard is planted at 5,500 plants per hectare. All of the newer vineyards are planted at 4,000 plants per hectare.


AVERAGE YIELDS: 8 metric tons per hectare (4 tons per acre)


WINEMAKING AND UPBRINGING


All the grapes are harvested by parcels and vinified in separate lots so that their progression can be followed. State-of-the-art temperature-controlled fermentations and aging in French oak are parts of a winemaking and upbringing philosophy that is very much in the Bordeaux tradition. New oak is important as a seasoning, kept well in the background so that the terroir character and fruit of the wines can come forward.


ANNUAL PRODUCTION


Catena Alta Chardonnay: 24,900 bottles


Catena Alta Cabernet Sauvignon: 66,000 bottles


Catena Alta Malbec: 66,000 bottles


Nicolás Catena Zapata: 42,000 bottles


AVERAGE PRICE (VARIABLE DEPENDING ON VINTAGE): $15–80


GREATEST RECENT VINTAGES


2003, 2002, 2001 (Chardonnay only), 1997 (Cabernet Sauvignon only), 1996 (Malbec only)


The Catena family’s roots lie deep in the Italian wine–growing province of Marche. In fact, Nicola Catena was the son of a vineyard worker. He emigrated to Argentina in the 19th century and settled his family in Mendoza, which was just beginning to develop a reputation as a grape-growing region. In 1902, Nicola Catena planted his first vineyard. In 1963, his grandson Nicolás Catena, after receiving a Ph.D. in economics, took over the business.


Nicolás Catena credits California with completely changing the way he looked at viticulture and winemaking. In 1982 he was invited to be a visiting professor at the Department of Agricultural Economics of the University of California at Berkeley, and he used his weekends to visit Napa Valley. Completely flabbergasted by the amount of investment and research done by Robert Mondavi and his family, he became convinced that similar efforts in Argentina could yield splendid results. As he says candidly, after spending time at Robert Mondavi and seeing the results of their research in both the vineyards and winemaking, he thought, “My God, why not try this in Mendoza?” Catena returned home in the early 1980s and began a research project designed to find Mendoza’s finest growing regions and microclimates for growing Chardonnay, Cabernet Sauvignon, and Malbec. He also designed his research to ascertain which selection of clonal material from both Europe and California would be best suited for the grape-growing condition and soils in Mendoza. All of this went against the local philosophy of grape growers, who believed that larger and larger crops would mean better wine, as opposed to lower yields and proper rootstocks and clonal material.


His wines were first released in the United States in 1991, and they were immediate successes, both the Chardonnay and the Cabernet Sauvignon. He followed those up with a more serious line of wines under the Catena Alta label, which was even more positively received. These were the best lots of Cabernet Sauvignon, Malbec, and Chardonnay from the Catena Zapata vineyards. His flagship wine, the Nicolás Catena Zapata, a Cabernet Sauvignon and Malbec blend, debuted in 1997. The wine had already competed in Argentina in a number of blind tastings against the famous French wines of Latour, Haut-Brion, and some of the best of Napa Valley, and consistently came out first or second. The results encouraged Catena and suggested that there was unrealized upside for his vineyards.


While these tasting notes are largely for single-vineyard wines, Nicolás Catena is moving more and more to microclimate blending, recognizing that a more complex wine can evolve from blending different varietals from different altitudes. As a result, most of the upcoming releases that will hit the market after 2005 will be microclimate blends carrying the Mendoza appellation instead of specific vineyard designations. The exception is the Catena Alta Chardonnay, which will continue to be sourced entirely from the Adrianna Vineyard. Though none has been released at the time of this writing, the Bodega Catena Zapata will start bottling single-vineyard Malbecs starting with the 2002s.
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Nicolás Catena and his daughter Laura


Among the principal vineyards used for the Bodega Catena Zapata wines is the Angélica Vineyard, 195 acres of alluvial soils of clay, rock, and sand planted entirely with Malbec and Cabernet Sauvignon except for a small parcel of Chardonnay. This vineyard was named after Catena’s mother. The Uxmal Vineyard, planted on limestone, sand, and clay soils, has many different varietals planted in it, but primarily Cabernet Sauvignon, Chardonnay, Malbec, and then smaller quantities of Merlot, Sauvignon Blanc, Semillon, Syrah, Sangiovese, Cabernet Franc, and Petit Verdot. The Adri-anna Vineyard (267 acres) is dominated by Malbec, followed by Merlot, Chardonnay, Cabernet Sauvignon, Pinot Noir, Viognier, and Sauvignon Blanc. The Domingo Vineyard, named after Nicolás Catena’s father, is an 87-acre vineyard planted primarily with Chardonnay but with some Pinot Noir and Cabernet Sauvignon. The Virginia Vineyard, named after another member of the Catena family, is a 147-acre vineyard planted mostly with Chardonnay, but also with some Merlot and Malbec. Lastly, the Nicasia Vineyard, named after Nicolás Catena’s maternal grandmother, is again primarily a Malbec vineyard, but also with some plantings of Chardonnay, Cabernet Franc, Tannat, Tokai, and Merlot. All these vineyards are planted at relatively lofty elevations from 2,850 feet (Angélica Vineyard) to an amazing 4,830 feet (the Adrianna Vineyard).


Nicolás Catena, backed up admirably by his daughter Laura, is one of South America’s greatest visionaries, and the wines reflect his uncompromising crusade to produce the finest wines Argentina can achieve.


CABERNET SAUVIGNON NICOLAS CATENA ZAPATA


1999 Cabernet Sauvignon Nicolás Catena Zapata


RATING: 94 points


Nicolás Catena’s flagship wine does justice to his name. A blend of 82% Cabernet Sauvignon and 18% Malbec, the 1999 Nicolás Catena Zapata bursts from the glass with spice-laden blackberries. While it does not have the 1997’s blockbuster fruit, its graceful, seamless personality reveals huge depth. Medium-bodied and satin textured, this elegant, flavorful wine displays clove-tinged black cherries, jammy blackberries, and hints of licorice whose flavors linger throughout its supple, exceedingly long finish. Anticipated maturity: now–2015+.


1997 Cabernet Sauvignon Nicolás Catena Zapata


RATING: 95 points


The 1997 Cabernet Sauvignon Nicolás Catena Zapata is a selection of the finest barrels in the Catena Alta cellars. About 5% Malbec was blended into the 1,000-case lot. This wine may also be marketed in some countries under the name Cuvée Unico. It reveals a dense black/purple color as well as a sensational nose of crème de cassis intermixed with toasty oak. Un-evolved and supple, with enormous concentration and richness in addition to a funky, grilled meat flavor, this huge, full-bodied wine is surprisingly well balanced and symmetrical for its size. It should drink well for another 10–15 years.


CATENA ALTA CABERNET SAUVIGNON ZAPATA VINEYARD


1999 Catena Alta Cabernet Sauvignon Zapata Vineyard


RATING: 91 points


The dark ruby–colored 1999 Catena Alta Cabernet Sauvignon Zapata Vineyard has chocolate, raspberry, and blackberry aromas. Unlike the 1997, which was 100% Cab, this wine contains 10% Malbec. It is highly concentrated, extracted, and backward. Layers of cassis, blackberries, spices, and dark cherries can be found in its tightly wound and tannic (yet ripe) character as well as in its admirably long finish. Bravo to Nicolás Catena and Pepe Galante for putting together such a marvelous lineup of wines. Anticipated maturity: now–2010.


1997 Catena Alta Cabernet Sauvignon Zapata Vineyard


RATING: 92 points


The dark ruby–colored 1997 Catena Alta Cabernet Sauvignon Zapata Vineyard has awesome richness to its aromatic profile, revealing candied black fruits, spices, and cassis. This magnificent, hugely rich wine is fat, medium to full–bodied, plump, and, simply put, gorgeous. It is powerful yet elegant, crammed with a myriad of sweet blackberries and assorted currants. Its finish reveals copious quantities of ripened tannin. It is a superb wine that merits comparison with the world’s finest Cabernets. Anticipated maturity: now–2012+.
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CATENA ALTA CHARDONNAY ADRIANNA VINEYARD
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2001 Catena Alta Chardonnay Adrianna Vineyard


RATING: 93 points


Boasting impressive aromatic depth, the spicy pear-scented 2001 Catena Alta Chardonnay Adrianna Vineyard is medium to full–bodied, oily-textured, broad, and expansive. Its luscious mouth-feel, while rich and supple, retains admirable freshness and purity. Candied white fruits, anise, and hints of butterscotch (not from oxidation) can be found in this sumptuous offering. Drink it over the next four years.


CATENA CABERNET SAUVIGNON AGRELO VINEYARD
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1999 Catena Cabernet Sauvignon Agrelo Vineyard


RATING: 90 points


The medium to dark ruby–colored 1999 Catena Cabernet Sauvignon Agrelo Vineyard is a highly aromatic, blackberry-dominated wine. It is hugely concentrated and viscous, coating the taster’s palate with wave after wave of blackberry liqueur. Its flavors last throughout the extraordinarily long finish. This is an exceptionally well-made wine that puts to shame many California Cabernets at two to three times the price. Anticipated maturity: now–2010+.


CATENA ZAPATA
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1999 Catena Zapata


94+ points


Bursting from the glass with spice-laden blackberries, this wine may not have the 1997’s blockbuster fruit, but it still reveals huge depth to its graceful, seamless personality. It is a medium-bodied, satin-textured, elegantly flavored wine that displays clove-tinged black cherries, jammy blackberries, and hints of licorice. Its flavors linger throughout its supple, exceedingly long finish. Anticipated maturity: now–2012.


1997 Catena Zapata


95 points


A spectacular effort and a breakthrough wine for Nicolás Catena, this inky, dense black/purple–colored wine shows a sensational core of crème de cassis intertwined with toasty oak. Unevolved and supple, with enormous concentration, this huge, full-bodied wine is surprisingly well balanced and symmetrical for its size. Anticipated maturity: now–2015.
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AUSTRALIA


It is nearly impossible to believe that 25 years ago there were only a handful of Australian wines available in the United States. Even the wine considered by many observers to be one of the greatest produced in the Southern Hemisphere, the renowned Penfolds Grange, was not exported to America until 1977. However, Australian wines have proliferated over the last 2–3 decades, and now the shelves of virtually every retailer are filled with hundreds of Australian selections.
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The real glories are the classic old-vine, South Australian cuvées made of Shiraz, Grenache, and, occasionally, blends of those two varietals with Cabernet Sauvignon. South Australia is a large area that encompasses many diverse appellations, the most well known being Barossa Valley, McLaren Vale, Clare Valley, Eden Valley, Adelaide Hills, and Coonawarra. It also includes such far-flung viticultural regions as Wrattonbully, the Fleurieu Peninsula, Riverland, Padthaway, Mount Benson, Langhorne Creek, and Kangaroo Island. There is no other place in the world that can match the kind of wines being produced from old Shiraz and Grenache vines in the McLaren Vale and Barossa vineyards. Yet, these offerings are often criticized by Eurocentric oenophiles who mock them as too rich, thick, alcoholic, woody, and flamboyant. While some wines are guilty as charged, the finest of these efforts, even though they are incredibly rich, powerful, and intense early in life, are capable of maturing into far more graceful and civilized wines after 10–15 years in the bottle. In short, while I do not believe that anyone in Australia can successfully duplicate the classics of Europe, neither can anyone else in the world produce such distinctive and original wine as many South Australian wineries can. The irony is that 30 years ago, the Australian government encouraged farmers to tear up their ancient vines of Shiraz and Grenache and replace them with popular international varieties such as Merlot and Cabernet Sauvignon, which the bureaucrats believed represented the future of viticulture in Australia. Thankfully many farmers refused, and today it is irrefutable that Australia’s finest dry wines emerge from these once endangered old-vine vineyards.


Another irony about Australian wines is that the homegrown critics seem to share the Eurocentrics’ bias against the power and potency of many of the old-vine cuvées of Grenache and Shiraz. There seems to be considerable agreement among the Aussie wine press that the Barossa, Eden Valley, and McLaren Vale wineries should put on the brakes and produce wines that do little more than imitate French, Spanish, or Italian efforts. This would be a disaster, since no country has demonstrated the ability to compete with the great classics of France, Spain, or Italy, and by the same token, no European country can duplicate Australia’s finest efforts. Without the fundamental climatic conditions that are conducive to making elegant, finesse-styled wines, those Australian wineries that believe they can outperform Europe frequently turn out innocuous, manipulated wines with little soul or character.


Elegant wines do emerge from Australia, particularly in the areas of Victoria and Western Australia, primarily the Margaret River. Victoria is an interesting area, producing Syrah, Cabernet Sauvignon, and occasionally, Merlot and Grenache that combine richness with finesse. Readers should look for some of the finest offerings from such sub-viticultural regions as Bendigo, Geelong, Grampians, and Pyrenees, and the Yarra Valley should always be considered. Victoria is also the home of one of Australia’s (and the wine world’s) greatest treasures, the stupendous fortified wines of Rutherglen, which are as good as any fortifieds produced in Europe. Moreover, except for the rare, limited-edition, ancient Solera cuvées, they can still be purchased for a song.



BURGE FAMILY WINEMAKERS


WINE: Draycott Shiraz


OWNERS: Rick and Bronwyn Burge


ADDRESS: P.O. Box 330, Barossa Valley Highway, Lyndoch, SA, 5351, Australia


TELEPHONE: 61 8 8524 4644


TELEFAX: 61 8 8524 4444


E-MAIL: draycott@burgefamily.com.au


WEBSITE: www.burgefamily.com.au


CONTACT: Rick Burge


VISITING POLICY: Open Thursday to Monday, 10 A.M.–5 P.M., closed Tuesday and Wednesday


VINEYARDS


SURFACE AREA: 25 acres (10 hectares)


GRAPE VARIETALS: Shiraz, Grenache, Cabernet Sauvignon, Mourvèdre, Merlot, Zinfandel, Nebbiolo, Touriga, Souzao, Semillon, Muscat Blanc


AVERAGE AGE OF THE VINES: Draycott Shiraz comes from low-yielding Shiraz vines planted in the 1960s together with grapes from more recent plantings (12–15 years old)


DENSITY OF PLANTATION: Approximately 660 vines per acre


AVERAGE YIELDS: Shiraz vineyards average 1.5–2.5 tons per acre


WINEMAKING AND UPBRINGING


Rick Burge has a policy of nonintervention. Most of the Shiraz is dry-grown in the Barossa, with minimal fungicide spraying and an absence of any fertilizers. Some irrigation is permitted in extraordinary drought conditions, only to maintain the health of the vine and bud fruitfulness for the following season. Believing it’s the vineyard, not the man, that makes the wine, Rick Burge sees his job as simply to translate what fruit has been given to him into a complete product in the winery. He strongly believes that harvest cannot occur until the flavors are ripe and the tannins are mature. By pruning for lower yields and practicing well-ventilated canopy management, he works to achieve the right formula for full tannin maturity and flavor ripeness while maintaining reasonable pH and acid levels. He uses oak like a chef, for seasoning rather than dominating the flavor or texture. For the Draycott Shiraz, French oak is used, with a few larger American oak puncheons. The percentage of new oak used in any vintage is between 25 and 35%, and the time a wine spends in wood 11–13 months.


When asked to sum up his personal philosophy, Rick Burge says, “Aiming to make great wine requires a degree of humility. With success comes the realization of relatively how little you really know about this wonderful beverage, life’s lubricant. Keep the bullshit and hype to a minimum, and allow consumers to catch on to your product of their own accord.”


ANNUAL PRODUCTION


Draycott Shiraz: production is variable


AVERAGE PRICE (DEPENDING ON VINTAGE): $27–60


GREAT RECENT VINTAGES


2003, 2002, 2001, 1998, 1996, 1991, 1990, 1986


This brilliant winemaker in the Barossa Valley (Australia’s epicenter for old-vine Grenache and Shiraz) comes from an English immigrant family from Wiltshire that settled in South Australia in 1855. In the late 1920s, faced with plummeting grape prices, the Burge family had to decide to either leave the grapes on the vine to rot, since there were no purchasers, or learn how to make wine. Rick Burge’s grandfather Percival decided that it was time to make wine. This 25-acre, single-estate vineyard, which is composed of the Draycott, Olive Hill, and Garnacha blocks, yields approximately 75 tons of fruit, and in its short history has produced some marvelous vintages, such as 1986, 1990, 1991, 1996, 1998, 2001, 2002, and 2003. They were known from the 1930s through the early 1980s primarily for their dessert wines, but Rick Burge steered the company toward premium table wines.
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Rick Burge



DRAYCOTT SHIRAZ
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2001 Premium Draycott Shiraz


RATING: 95 points


Burge’s flagship wine is the limited-production (480 cases) 2001 Premium Draycott Shiraz (a blend of 90% Shiraz, 6% Mourvèdre, and 4% Grenache from vines averaging 40 years in age). Half was aged in French oak and half in American. The 2001 continues the beautiful succession of Draycott cuvées made since 1986. Its saturated purple color is accompanied by aromas of crème de cassis, melted licorice, camphor, and a hint of vanilla. Full-bodied and dense, with stunning purity, a multilayered texture, and a voluptuous finish, this is classic Barossa Shiraz, powerful yet well balanced. It will drink well for 15+ years. In short, it’s a stunner!


2000 Premium Draycott Shiraz


RATING: 92 points


Burge’s top Shiraz is no longer designated “Reserve,” but is blended into the “Premium” Draycott cuvée. The rich, full-bodied, dense purple–colored 2000 Premium Draycott Shiraz emerges from a vintage that is not as highly regarded as the 2001 and 2002. The 2000 is a lavishly concentrated effort offering aromas of sweet blackberry jam intermixed with acacia flowers, pepper, and spicy new oak. Aged in equal parts French and American oak, it is opulent, full-bodied, and pure, with an impressively layered texture. Already gorgeous to drink, it should evolve for 7–8 years, possibly longer.


1998 Draycott Shiraz


RATING: 90 points


The 1998 Draycott Shiraz shows fatness, a broad, expansive texture, low acidity, and a sweet, jammy, blackberry, smoky cassis character. The wine is long, pure, and full-bodied (the alcohol is 14.9%). Drink it over the next 7–8 years for its exuberant, powerful, in-your-face style.


1998 Draycott Reserve Shiraz


RATING: 99 points


It would be difficult to find a better Shiraz than the 1998 Draycott Reserve Shiraz. Sadly, only 195 cases were produced of this wine, which was made from a 40-year-old vineyard. The color is a saturated blue/purple that looks more like vintage port than dry table wine. A spectacular bouquet of melted chocolate, licorice, blackberry jam, blueberries, and cassis is accompanied by an awesomely concentrated, massively proportioned wine that somehow has just enough acidity and tannin to both pull it together and provide some delineation. The wine is gorgeously pure, with massive power and weight, and a finish that lasts for nearly a minute. Low acidity, high glycerin, 14.5% alcohol, and thrilling levels of extract/concentration make for a nearly perfect drinking experience. Anticipated maturity: now–2025+.
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1996 Draycott Shiraz


RATING: 92 points


The 1996 Draycott Shiraz exhibits a saturated purple color, and a terrific nose of raspberry jam intermixed with crushed pepper, tar, and earth. Sweet and unctuously textured, with full body, outstanding purity, and impressive levels of glycerin and extract, this large-scaled Shiraz can be drunk now or cellared for 11+ years.


1996 Draycott Reserve Shiraz


RATING: 95 points


The 1996 Draycott Reserve Shiraz offers an opaque purple color, followed by aromas of toasty new oak intermixed with blackberry jam, prune liqueur, and pepper. Deep, with monstrous levels of extract and viscousness, this superb, multilayered, fabulously concentrated Shiraz has managed to retain its harmony and balance. It is velvety-textured enough to be drunk now, but should evolve and develop more complexity with another 2–3 years of cellaring. It will keep for two decades or more.



CHAMBERS ROSEWOOD


WINES:


Grand Muscadelle (Tokay)


Grand Muscat


Rare Muscadelle (Tokay)


Rare Muscat


OWNER: William (Bill) Chambers


ADDRESS: Barkly Street, Rutherglen, Victoria, 3685, Australia


TELEPHONE: 61 2 6032 8641


TELEFAX: 61 2 6032 8101


E-MAIL: wchambers@netc.net.au


CONTACT: William Chambers


VISITING POLICY: Monday to Saturday, 9 A.M.–5 P.M.; Sunday 11 A.M.–5 P.M.; closed Good Friday, Christmas Day, and Anzac Day morning; buses by appointment


VINEYARDS


SURFACE AREA: Approximately 120 acres


GRAPE VARIETALS: Muscat, Muscadelle, Shiraz, Cabernet Sauvignon, Riesling, Cinsault, Touriga, Gouais, Palomino


AVERAGE AGE OF THE VINES: 25 years


DENSITY OF PLANTATION: 600 vines per acre


AVERAGE YIELDS: 1–2 tons per acre


WINEMAKING AND UPBRINGING


For Muscats and Tokays, all from wine from their own vineyards, terroir is important. These wines are placed in old wood, preferably barrels that have held Muscat or Tokay before. These aged wines are topped up once or twice in a decade.


ANNUAL PRODUCTION


Figures are confidential.


Grand Muscadelle (Tokay)


Grand Muscat


Rare Muscadelle (Tokay)


Rare Muscat


AVERAGE PRICE (VARIABLE DEPENDING ON VINTAGE): $70–280 (375 ml)


GREAT RECENT VINTAGES


The fortified wines are blended with various vintages.


The first William Chambers was born in 1807 at Weston Longville in Norfolk, England. He brought his family to Australia in 1856 after training as a gardener and working in France, where he and his sons gained some experience in vineyard culture for hothouses.


By the late 1850s, the Chambers family had established itself in the Rutherglen area. They planted vines on a site opposite the vineyards of a German settler and winemaker, Anton Ruche, who, the family believes, was the man who introduced and instructed William in the art of fine winemaking.


Upon William’s death in 1876, Philip, his only surviving son, kept the business going and purchased more prime land for vine cultivation. He named the property “Rosewood,” after the rose hedges that were planted in the channels separating the fields from the house. After Philip’s death, William—known as Will—took over the family and business responsibilities.


In 1895 there were 14,000 acres of vines in the Rutherglen district, but by the end of the century, phylloxera had devastated the vineyards, many of which were never replanted. It took a great deal of hard work and heartache to recover from this setback, and replanting at Rosewood was not completed until 1917.
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Stephen and Bill Chambers


Will overcame adversities, and went on to win championship prizes and medals for his fortified wines at wine shows in Victoria, Sydney, and Brisbane. During his many years of exhibiting in Melbourne, he won the championship on 27 occasions and remained actively involved in all facets of the business until his death in 1956.


Upon the death of his grandfather, William “Bill” Chambers, a gold medal graduate from Roseworthy with first-class honors in oenology, and the fourth generation of the family to make wine at Rosewood, returned after eight years with the Stanley Wine Company to run the family operation.


Chambers is a respected wine judge with an excellent palate and has judged at all capital city shows and many regional shows throughout Australia.


Under Bill Chambers’s careful guidance, the vineyards have been extended and improved, and the cellars, a happy collection of tin sheds, have seen new casks and equipment, insulation, refrigeration, and a large dam and irrigation system to help them through the dry seasons.


In 2001, Bill’s son Stephen undertook his first vintage, becoming the fifth generation of his family to make wine at Rosewood and carry on the tradition.


The vines, many of which are over 80 years old, are set in acidic red-brown soil and grow in vineyards with names like Neilson’s, The Convent, and the Horse Paddock. Old vines such as these are highly valued, as they bring distinct characteristics not evident in fruit from younger vines. Unlike newer plantings, these vines were planted with a number of varieties in the same vineyard.


Summers at Rosewood are hot but usually not humid, with long hours of sunshine and temperatures ranging from 15°–40°C. Winter is cold, with frosts sometimes affecting bud burst.


The following tasting notes are just for the four cuvées, which are actually all different ages of the Solera system. Because of that, the tasting notes don’t vary that much from bottling to bottling. There is also a less expensive wine (simply called Muscat or Muscadelle [Tokay]) that wouldn’t qualify for entry in this book, but is certainly a great introduction to the William Chambers style.


N.V. Grand Muscadelle (Tokay)


RATING: 97 points


The Grand Muscadelle (Tokay) possesses a deep amber color as well as extraordinary concentration, and additional caramel, toffee, fig, prune, and raisin aromas and flavors. This incredibly rich, unctuous, full-throttle offering is never cloying because of its good acidity.


N.V. Grand Muscat


RATING: 99 points


The Grand Muscat’s deep amber color is accompanied by aromas and flavors of coffee liqueur, brown sugar, molasses, prunes, figs, and a bevy of spices. It is just extraordinary stuff!


N.V. Rare Muscadelle (Tokay)


RATING: 99 points


At the top level, the Rare Muscadelle (Tokay) boasts a deep amber color along with a rich, sumptuous nose of molasses, brown sugar, and a smorgasbord of spices and flavors. It has a whopping, unctuous texture, amazing concentration, and a powerful, heady finish.


N.V. Rare Muscat


RATING: 100 points


Even more prodigious than the Rare Muscadelle (Tokay), the Rare Muscat reveals a dark amber color, a fabulous bouquet, great concentration, as well as remarkable sweetness and length, but manages to avoid being cloying or over-the-top. I have cellared half-bottles of these fortifieds for over 15 years, and there has been no degradation of quality during that time. However, once opened, they should be consumed within 3–4 days.
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CLARENDON HILLS


WINES: All of the single-vineyard Grenaches and Syrahs


OWNER: Roman Bratasiuk


ADDRESS: 363 The Parade, Kensington Park, SA, 5068, Australia


TELEPHONE: 61 8 8364 1484


TELEFAX: 61 8 8364 1484


E-MAIL: clarendonhills@bigpond.com


WEBSITE: www.clarendonhills.com.au


CONTACT: Roman Bratasiuk


VISITING POLICY: By appointment only


VINEYARDS


SURFACE AREA: 200 acres


GRAPE VARIETALS: Grenache, Merlot, Syrah, Cabernet Sauvignon


AVERAGE AGE OF THE VINES: Grenache—75 years; Merlot—25 years; Syrah—75 years; Cabernet Sauvignon—60 years


DENSITY OF PLANTATION: 3 feet in rows; 6 feet between rows


AVERAGE YIELDS: 1.5–2 tons per acre


WINEMAKING AND UPBRINGING


There are no secrets or razzle-dazzle tricks at Clarendon Hills. Old vines (dry-grown, hand-pruned, and hand-picked) produce tiny quantities of fruit that is fermented with natural yeasts in open stainless-steel tanks for 14–21 days. All French oak is used and the wine matures for 18 months (mainly on gross lees). No fining or filtration is tolerated, as Clarendon Hills aims to produce pure expressions of the variety and vineyard that age well and complement the dining experience.
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Roman Bratasiuk


ANNUAL PRODUCTION


Clarendon Vineyard Grenache: 9,000 bottles


Kangarilla Vineyard Grenache: 11,000 bottles


Blewitt Springs Vineyard Grenache: 9,000 bottles


Hickinbotham Vineyard Grenache: 8,000 bottles


Romas Vineyard Grenache: 8,000 bottles


Liandra Vineyard Syrah: 14,000 bottles


Moritz Vineyard Syrah: 12,000 bottles


Brookman Vineyard Syrah: 8,000 bottles


Hickinbotham Vineyard Syrah: 8,000 bottles


Piggott Range Vineyard Syrah: 7,000 bottles


Astralis Vineyard Syrah: 8,000 bottles


AVERAGE PRICE (VARIABLE DEPENDING ON VINTAGE): $40–90


GREAT RECENT VINTAGES


2003, 2002, 2001 (all three exceptional); also 1998, 1996, 1992


Roman Bratasiuk is a larger-than-life producer in McLaren Vale who has dedicated himself to naturally made wines from old-vine vineyards. While he makes some very serious Merlots and Cabernet Sauvignons, his single-vineyard Grenaches and Syrahs are world-class wines. Like most of the producers in this book, his policy of low yields, and minimal intervention, and his respect for individual sites and the character of the varietal, vineyard, and vintage are paramount. He refers to himself as following the “Jurassic Park” school of viticulture when compared to many of the high-tech, modern wineries that are sprinkled across McLaren Vale. A lover of France’s finest wines, he spends enormous amounts of time in that country, tasting at the best addresses for Syrah and Grenache as well as Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot. France is clearly his reference point and one of the reasons he chooses to age his wines in French rather than American oak, though the latter is very popular in South Australia. The percentage of new oak varies from around 30% for the Grenaches to higher levels for the Syrahs to 100% for his flagship Astralis Vineyard Syrah. His wines have elegance combined with the homegrown power of Australia, and aging potential that is unusual for such ripe and concentrated wines.


Bratasiuk has rarely gotten accolades from the Australian press, largely because of his stubbornness and overall contempt for a wine press that seems largely bought and paid for by the large Australian wine companies. Aside from that, there is no question that one taste of a Clarendon Hills wine will prove that both power and elegance can be achieved by conscientious winemakers who are passionate about their work as well as their legacy.


GRENACHE


[image: Image]


2003 Blewitt Springs Vineyard Old Vines Grenache


RATING: 94 points


According to Roman Bratasiuk, the “Dolly Parton” of Grenache is the 2003 Blewitt Springs Vineyard Old Vines Grenache, from a vineyard whose soils include quartz, sand, and loam. This opulent, voluptuous, deep ruby/purple–colored effort offers a heady mixture of red and black fruits, incense, licorice, and full-bodied, viscous, exuberant flavors. Drink this delicious offering over the next decade. Anticipated maturity: now–2012.


2003 Clarendon Vineyard Old Vines Grenache


RATING: 93 points


The brilliant, evolved 2003 Clarendon Vineyard Old Vines Grenache (head-pruned vines planted in 1920) reveals notes of sweet cherry jam intermixed with licorice and sandy/loamy soil undertones. Full-bodied, opulent, and lush, it should be consumed over the next 7–10 years.


2003 Hickinbotham Vineyard Old Vines Grenache


RATING: 93 points


The elegant, deep ruby/purple–hued 2003 Hickinbotham Vineyard Old Vines Grenache exhibits notes of raspberries, strawberries, and cherries along with hints of fig and charcoal. It possesses more density than the Clarendon Vineyard cuvée. Anticipated maturity: now–2012.


2003 Kangarilla Vineyard Old Vines Grenache


RATING: 94 points


The 2003 Kangarilla Vineyard Old Vines Grenache (planted in sandy soils overlaying heavy clay) is the richest of the 2003 Grenaches except for the top-of-the-line Romas. Provocative aromas of black cherries, raspberries, earth, sandstone, and balsam are followed by a wine with huge body, fabulous concentration, and wonderful minerality/delineation. Noticeable tannin suggests 1–2 years of cellaring is required; it should drink well for 10–15.


2003 Romas Vineyard Old Vines Grenache


RATING: 96 points


Clarendon Hills’ flagship Grenache, the 2003 Romas Vineyard Old Vines Grenache is the densest, most exotic of these wines. Produced from a parcel of vines in the highest section of the Blewitt Springs Vineyard, it boasts a dense ruby/plum color, a raspberry and blackberry–scented perfume with hints of underbrush, incense, and camphor, an unctuously textured mouth-feel, marvelous elegance, and an incredibly intoxicating personality. Rich and dense, it will benefit from 1–3 years of bottle age, and should last for 12–15 years.


2002 Blewitt Springs Vineyard Old Vines Grenache


RATING: 93 points


The 2002 Blewitt Springs Vineyard Old Vines Grenache exhibits candied cherry, kirsch, pepper, and licorice scents along with a Château Rayas–like raspberry component. Opulent and rich, with seamless integration of acidity, wood, and tannin, this medium to full–bodied, gorgeously elegant, intensely flavored 2002 is strikingly complex as well as showy. It will provide immense pleasure over the next decade.


2002 Clarendon Vineyard Old Vines Grenache


RATING: 95 points


A sexy concoction of kirsch, melted licorice, and flowers emerges from the 2002 Clarendon Vineyard Old Vines Grenache. With a sumptuous texture, full body, a splendidly concentrated mid-palate, and an expansive, blockbuster finish offering a bit of tannin, but primarily abundant fruit and glycerin, this impeccably well-balanced whopper should drink well for 10–14 years.


2002 Hickinbotham Vineyard Old Vines Grenache


RATING: 92 points


The Pinot Noir–like 2002 Hickinbotham Vineyard Old Vines Grenache is less sexy than the 2003, revealing more mineral and herbs as well as a more structured, harder character. Notes of smoke and earth emerge from this big, tightly knit Grenache. Give it 2–3 more years of bottle age, and drink it over the following 12–15 years. I do not think it will ever attain the hedonistic heights of the 2003 Hickinbotham.


2002 Kangarilla Vineyard Old Vines Grenache


RATING: 94 points


The expansive, full-bodied 2002 Kangarilla Vineyard Old Vines Grenache offers aromas and flavors of pure kirsch. With in-your-face levels of fruit and glycerin, an unctuous texture, and a huge finish, it should drink well for 10–15 years.
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2002 Romas Vineyard Old Vines Grenache


RATING: 96 points


The 2002 Romas Vineyard Old Vines Grenache’s saturated ruby/purple color is followed by a superb bouquet of black fruits, truffles, Asian spices, figs, and licorice. Powerful, rich, and up-front, this layered, intensely concentrated Grenache can be drunk now or cellared for 10–12 years. Production of these Grenache cuvées ranges from 800–1,000 cases each. Interestingly, while discussing the 2002 vintage versus the 2001, Roman Bratasiuk said he thought the 2001 Grenache cuvées were better than his 2002s, but that the latter vintage produced the finest Syrahs he has yet made.


2001 Blewitt Springs Vineyard Old Vines Grenache


RATING: 95 points


The dense plum/purple–colored 2001 Blewitt Springs Vineyard Old Vines Grenache offers a heady concoction of red as well as black fruits, flowers, incense, balsam wood, and spice. On the palate, it is prodigiously thick, rich, viscous, and packed and stacked. Difficult to resist, this exuberant, full-throttle wine should be at its peak between now and 2012.


2001 Clarendon Vineyard Old Vines Grenache


RATING: 95 points


The 2001 Clarendon Vineyard Old Vines Grenache’s soaring aromatics envelop the olfactory senses, offering up notes of freshly ground pepper, spice box, plums, figs, black cherries, and balsam wood. Full-bodied, thick, and unctuously textured, with great finishing acidity that gives delineation and uplift to the wine’s enormous concentration and overall purity, it is a stunning example of old-vine Grenache that should drink well for a decade.


2001 Hickinbotham Vineyard Old Vines Grenache


RATING: 92 points


The 2001 Hickinbotham Vineyard Old Vines Grenache is a winner. This full-bodied, earthy, peppery wine is loaded with licorice-imbued black and red fruits. Expressive, elegant, and lush, it should be drunk over the next decade.


2001 Kangarilla Vineyard Old Vines Grenache


RATING: 95–97 points


The fabulous, dense purple–colored 2001 Kangarilla Vineyard Old Vines Grenache (produced from 80-year-old vines) reveals a sensational perfume of violets as well as blackberries, raspberries, and sweet cherries. Full-bodied, packed and stacked, with great intensity, seamlessness, and voluptuousness that lingers on the palate for nearly 45 seconds, this profound Grenache should drink well for 15 years.


2001 Romas Vineyard Old Vines Grenache


RATING: 98 points


It is too soon to say if the 2001 Romas Vineyard Old Vines Grenache is the finest Roman Bratasiuk has made to date, but it is hard to believe anything will ever top this. The nearly perfect 2001 Romas reveals a broodingly deep plum/purple color. At first reticent aromatically, it explodes with aeration to reveal a pure, peppery, raspberry and blackberry–scented bouquet with hints of spice, underbrush, and incense in the background. Enormously concentrated yet not over-the-top or too extracted, this beautifully pure, full-bodied Grenache saturates/stains the palate with fruit, glycerin, and flavor. In short, it’s a tour de force! Anticipated maturity: now–2016.


1999 Blewitt Springs Vineyard Old Vines Grenache


RATING: 92 points


Lovers of flamboyant Grenache will get a blast from the exotic, over-the-top 1999 Blewitt Springs Vineyard Old Vines Grenache (14.5% alcohol). This wine has jammy, raspberry notes intermixed with notes of peach/apricot, suggesting ripe fruit. The wine is full-bodied, powerful, super-concentrated, and coats the mouth with enviable levels of glycerin and sweet fruit. The wine is long, luscious, and a total hedonistic turn-on. Drink it over the next 6–7 years.


1999 Kangarilla Vineyard Old Vines Grenache


RATING: 91 points


Châteauneuf du Pape–like is the 1999 Kangarilla Vineyard Old Vines Grenache (14.5% alcohol). This wine ratchets up the level of volume, depth, and length, offering kirsch, black raspberry, and cherry notes intermixed with roasted herbs and balsam wood notes. The wine is textured, full-bodied, and offers a plum/ruby color. I would opt for drinking this over the next 3–5 years.



1999 Romas Vineyard Old Vines Grenache



RATING: 92 points


The 1999 Romas Vineyard Old Vines Grenache suggests new oak, and exhibits some toasty smells. In addition to that, there are dense, concentrated kirsch and raspberry notes intermixed with chewy, ripe, full-bodied, heavy, high-alcohol (14.5%) flavors. Full-bodied, with admirable structure, weight, and volume, it will last for another 7–9 years.


1998 Blewitt Springs Vineyard Old Vines Grenache


RATING: 92 points


The dark ruby–colored 1998 Blewitt Springs Vineyard Old Vines Grenache offers copious quantities of raspberry and cherry jam intermixed with spicy wood, earth, herb, and pepper scents. Heady, high alcohol gives the wine additional levels of glycerin, which coat the palate and teeth. Dense, chewy, and ripe, this large-scaled Grenache can be drunk now or cellared for another 5–7 years.


1998 Clarendon Vineyard Old Vines Grenache


RATING: 93 points


This fabulous wine is still young and vigorous, with a dark plum/ruby color and a very sweet nose of kirsch intermixed with almost overripe peach and cherry notes. Very full-bodied, fleshy, with succulent texture yet superb underlying structure and decent acidity, this is a blockbuster old-vine Grenache to drink over the next 10–13+ years.
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1998 Kangarilla Vineyard Old Vines Grenache


RATING: 90 points


The 1998 Kangarilla Vineyard Old Vines Grenache exhibits a medium ruby color, a peppery, Provençal herb–scented nose, soft, earthy, medium to full–bodied flavors, moderate tannin, and a rich, well-concentrated finish. Drink it over the next 5–7 years.


SYRAH


[image: Image]


2003 Astralis Vineyard Syrah


RATING: 99+ points


There are generally 600–800 cases of what is becoming Australia’s greatest Syrah, Clarendon Hills’ Astralis. I have previously made the argument that, compared to its closest competition, the famed Penfolds Grange, Astralis is (1) a more natural wine, without added tannin, (2) made from a single vineyard, (3) not the product of a corporate committee, (4) aged in French versus American oak, and (5) clearly an expression of a specific terroir. However, that said, this wine is meant to be drunk from about age 10 onward, not in its youth. The 2003 Astralis Vineyard Syrah stood out as a spectacular offering, possibly as good as the virtually perfect 2002. Its inky/ black/purple color is accompanied by superb aromas of white flowers, chocolate, black fruits, and espresso roast. Full-bodied, unctuously textured, and gorgeously pure, it should be cellared for 5–8 years. Anticipated maturity: 2012–2025+.


2003 Brookman Vineyard Syrah


RATING: 95 points


Truly great stuff, the 2003 Brookman Vineyard Syrah boasts a dense purple color in addition to a rich, pure nose of blueberries, blackberries, camphor, spice, and truffles. With superb fruit, great texture, well-integrated tannin, and a long finish, it will drink well for 10–15 years.


2003 Hickinbotham Vineyard Syrah


RATING: 95+ points


The 2003 Hickinbotham Vineyard Syrah is a prodigious effort. With fabulous notes of melted licorice, smoke, asphalt, crème de cassis, and roasted jus de viande, this full-bodied, dense yet remarkably elegant, well-balanced Syrah should hit its peak in 2–3 years, and last for 15+.


2003 Liandra Vineyard Syrah


RATING: 93 points


The 2003 Liandra Vineyard Syrah offers a tremendous perfume of black fruits, incense, pepper, vanilla, and licorice. Full-bodied, with beautiful integration of its structural elements as well as tremendous purity (a characteristic of all the Clarendon Hills wines), it should hit its stride in 2–3 years, and last for 12–15.


2003 Moritz Vineyard Syrah


RATING: 93 points


The 2003 Moritz Vineyard Syrah is characterized by its extraordinary balance and purity. This saturated ruby/purple-colored, elegant Syrah offers up sweet aromas of black fruits, flowers, espresso, and white chocolate. Rich, long, velvety-textured, and well balanced, it should drink well young, hit its peak in 5–7 years, and last for 15–16.


2003 Piggott Range Vineyard Syrah


RATING: 93+ points


From rocky shale/slate soils, the 2003 Piggott Range Vineyard Syrah should only be purchased by patient consumers. Possessing enormous structure, but also magnificent extract and richness, it offers up aromas of crushed minerals, flowers, blackberry and blueberry liqueur, and pepper. Medium to full–bodied, dense flavors reveal striking elegance as well as balance. There is plenty of tannin lurking under the surface, so I suspect it will need 4–5 years of cellaring. It should keep for 20–25 years. The 2003 is very French in style.


2002 Astralis Vineyard Syrah


RATING: 99 points


The 2002 Astralis Vineyard Syrah rivals the greatest wines Roman Bratasiuk has made in his 15-year career. This compelling, black/blue-hued offering from 75-year-old Syrah vines tastes like blood of the vine. An extraordinary perfume of flowers, crème de cassis, blackberries, roasted meat, new saddle leather, and earth is followed by a wine with sweet tannin, sensational concentration, full body, an unctuous texture, and a full-throttle, tannic finish. Yet it reveals unbelievable elegance and finesse. Too many Eurocentric elitists argue that Australian wines are too rich and over-the-top, but all of these offerings have been made by someone with great talent and vision who takes the extraordinary ripeness and purity of fruit available from these old-vine vineyards and crafts them into wines that are quite European in style, just richer and denser. The 2002 Astralis is a tour de force. Anticipated maturity: 2012–2025+.


2002 Brookman Vineyard Syrah


RATING: 96 points


Remarkably, the 2002 Brookman Vineyard Syrah is even more compelling than the 2003. Still an infant, it exhibits a saturated blue/purple color as well as a marvelous perfume of blueberry and blackberry liqueur intermixed with scents of flowers, graphite, vanilla, coffee, and licorice. It possesses great intensity, a wealth of fruit and glycerin covering substantial tannin, and a spectacular finish that lasts over a minute. Give it 3–5 more years of bottle age, and enjoy it over the following two decades.


2002 Hickinbotham Vineyard Syrah


RATING: 97 points


The stupendous 2002 Hickinbotham Vineyard Syrah exhibits a saturated purple color as well as an extraordinary bouquet of ink, blackberry liqueur, crème de cassis, smoke, licorice, and espresso. Massively endowed, with great concentration yet tremendous structure and definition, it is an example of what Roman Bratasiuk does so well: marry old-vine power and concentration with extraordinary definition and elegance. It may be the finest example I have yet tasted from this vineyard. While approachable, it should last for 20+ years.


2002 Liandra Vineyard Syrah


RATING: 93 points


The beautiful 2002 Liandra Vineyard Syrah exhibits aromas of pepper, black fruits, acacia flowers, and subtle new oak. Full-bodied, with an expansive mid-palate in addition to a gorgeously long finish, it is an elegant yet well-endowed Syrah to drink over the next 10–15 years.


2002 Moritz Vineyard Syrah


RATING: 95 points


The meaty, earthy-styled 2002 Moritz Vineyard Syrah boasts fabulous concentration, wonderful density, a saturated purple color, and notes of creosote, acacia flowers, blackberries, and cassis. It comes across as an Australian version of a hypothetical blend of 50% Cornas and 50% Hermitage. Give it 2–3 years of bottle age, and enjoy it over the following 15+ years.


2002 Piggott Range Vineyard Syrah


RATING: 97 points


Absolutely fabulous, but extremely backward, the saturated black/purple–colored 2002 Piggott Range Vineyard Syrah reveals that minerality/crushed-rock characteristic in the nose along with notes of roasted meats, blackberry and blueberry liqueur, truffles, spice, and espresso. This dense, fabulously endowed Syrah inundates the palate with layers of crème de cassis, loads of glycerin, and unbelievable definition as well as focus. Four to five years of cellaring is recommended, as this is a wine for patient connoisseurs. It should easily age for two decades. The distinctive roasted character of the Piggott Range Syrahs is noteworthy since this vineyard is a natural amphitheater planted with 35- to 40-year-old Syrah vines.


2001 Astralis Vineyard Syrah


RATING: 99 points


The 2001 Astralis Vineyard Syrah may be just as compelling as the 2002. Tighter because of being in the bottle, it is an extraordinary effort that offers the essence of graphite, blackberry liqueur, espresso, and acacia flowers, all combining into a smorgasbord for the senses. Sensationally concentrated, with sweet tannin, but neither as weighty nor as over-the-top as might be expected for a wine of such extreme richness, it is an extraordinarily well-delineated Syrah that should hit its prime in 10–12 years, and last for 30–40. Hail Caesar … I mean Roman!


2001 Brookman Vineyard Syrah


RATING: 94 points


The impressive 2001 Brookman Vineyard Syrah reveals a saturated blue/purple color as well as gorgeous aromas of smoke, licorice, acacia flowers, and black fruits. Full-bodied and dense, this killer Syrah should age effortlessly for 20 years.


2001 Hickinbotham Vineyard Syrah


RATING: 95 points


This Hickinbotham Syrah blew me away. The 2001 Hickinbotham Vineyard Syrah boasts glorious amounts of blackberry liqueur intermixed with melted licorice, vanilla, smoke, and earth in a full-bodied, unctuously textured, viscous style with great purity as well as palate persistence. The finish lasts nearly 60 seconds. Anticipated maturity: 2007–2020.


2001 Liandra Vineyard Syrah


RATING: 93 points


The 2001 Liandra Vineyard Syrah offers up fragrant aromas of acacia flowers intermixed with blackberries, currants, licorice, and vanilla. Powerful and intense yet surprisingly restrained and measured, it builds incrementally in the mouth. Anticipated maturity: now–2018.


2001 Moritz Vineyard Syrah


RATING: 93 points


The 2001 Moritz Vineyard Syrah comes across as a more elegant version of the 2002. It is profoundly concentrated, with floral notes intermixed with blackberries, creosote, earth, and background oak. Although fabulously rich and long, the large-framed 2001 will hit its peak by 2007, and last until 2020.


2001 Piggott Range Vineyard Syrah


RATING: 96 points


The 2001 Piggott Range Vineyard Syrah may be one of several Clarendon Hills’ Syrah cuvées that stand toe-to-toe with its 2002 sibling. A giant Syrah, it boasts an enormously rich nose of black fruits, subtle vanilla, smoke, and a hint of graphite. Extremely full-bodied, thick, and prodigious, it will be at its finest between 2008 and 2025.


1999 Astralis Vineyard Syrah


RATING: 92 points


Showing better than when I originally tasted it, the wine seems to open a bit, but is still backward. A saturated purple color offers up concentrated blackberry fruit intermixed with licorice and barbecue spice. The wine is large-scaled, very intense, with a multidimensional, layered personality. This wine should be at its best in about 6–7 years. Anticipated maturity: 2008–2025.


1998 Astralis Vineyard Syrah


RATING: 98 points


Just beginning to emerge from a relatively dormant state, this wine was showing the best it has yet performed, suggesting again that Clarendon Hills wines behave more like European wines in terms of needing time in the bottle. The saturated blue/purple color offers up notes of ripe black fruits intermixed with graphite, vanilla, mineral, and spice. Extremely thick, with a viscous texture, good underlying tannin and acidity, and fabulous length (nearly 50 seconds), this is certainly a prodigious effort that is now living up to the fame and extraordinary quality of this vintage. Nevertheless, I thought the wine needed about five years of cellaring three years ago, but now I tend to think it needs at least another 4–6 years of cellaring before it will begin to become an adolescent. It is a majestic, multidimensional, individualistic wine that certainly is world-class and undoubtedly profound. Anticipated maturity: 2007–2030.


1998 Brookman Vineyard Syrah


RATING: 94 points


The 1998 Brookman Vineyard Syrah (900 cases) is a Hermitage-like wine. With a larger-than-life personality, high extraction, opaque purple color, dense, concentrated, peppery, cassis, mineral, and licorice–scented nose, full body, an unctuous texture, and a spectacular finish, this superb effort can be drunk now as well as over the next 10–15 years.


1998 Hickinbotham Vineyard Syrah


RATING: 92 points


The black/purple-colored 1998 Hickinbotham Vineyard Syrah (600 cases) reveals extraordinary intensity. This wine exhibits smoky cassis, blackberry, melted asphalt, and toasty oak aromas, purity of fruit, an earthy, peppery character, and massive extract and richness. Drink this blockbuster Syrah over the next 7–10 years.


1998 Piggott Range Vineyard Syrah


RATING: 92 points


Closed but exceptionally impressive is the 1998 Piggott Range Vineyard Syrah (900 cases). Exhibiting slightly revealing aromas, with coaxing, some mint-tinged blackberry fruit emerges. Extremely powerful, with remarkable purity, intensity, and extraction, this Syrah should keep for another 10–15 years.


1997 Astralis Vineyard Syrah


RATING: 98 points


The essence of vineyard and the varietal, the 1997 Astralis has a saturated purple color and is just beginning to show more nuances, such as the telltale Syrah characteristics of pepper, melted asphalt, as well as a wealth of blackberry and crème de cassis. The new oak seems to have been sucked up completely, and the wine shows softness and evolution. Nevertheless, it is still a very youthful, backward, spectacular wine that has surreal levels of richness and potential complexity. Anticipated maturity: 2006–2024.


1996 Astralis Vineyard Syrah


RATING: 97 points


This wine remains a baby and in need of another 10 more years of cellaring. A mammoth, blockbuster wine with awesome layers of flavor extract, huge, high tannin, and magnificent, concentrated cassis fruit, this full-bodied wine shows beautifully integrated tannin, acidity, and alcohol, but still has a personality more like a barrel sample than a wine that is already seven years old. Anticipated maturity: 2009–2040.


1995 Astralis Vineyard Syrah


RATING: 96 points


Fabulous nose of blackberry liqueur intermixed with blackberry, smoke, a touch of bacon, and some floral notes, this wine reveals aromatic nuances. The wine is phenomenally thick, rich, and as good as Syrah can be in either the New or the Old World. There is no doubt there is a luxurious wealth of fruit, glycerin, and mass to a wine that is also remarkably well balanced. Anticipated maturity: 2006–2027.


1994 Astralis Vineyard Syrah


RATING: 95 points


The debut vintage (only 150 cases were produced) of this wine first came to my attention at a blind tasting. The wine still has a dense purple color and a sweet nose of black fruits intermixed with espresso, licorice, truffle, and smoke. Very full-bodied, opulently textured, with sweet tannin and a finish that goes on for a good 40–45 seconds, this wine is evolved, but could still benefit from another 3–4 years of cellaring. It will keep for at least two decades.



GREENOCK CREEK VINEYARD & CELLARS


WINES: The single-vineyard Shiraz cuvées and Roennfeldt wines


OWNERS: Michael and Annabelle Waugh


ADDRESS: Radford Road, Seppeltsfield, SA, 5360, Australia


TELEPHONE: 61 8 85628 103


TELEFAX: 61 8 85628 259


E-MAIL: greenockcreek@ozemail.com.au


CONTACT: Michael or Annabelle Waugh


VISITING POLICY: Open every day except Tuesdays, Good Friday, and Christmas Day, 11 A.M–5 P.M.


VINEYARDS


SURFACE AREA: 45 acres


GRAPE VARIETALS: Shiraz, Cabernet Sauvignon, Grenache


AVERAGE AGE OF THE VINES: 35 years


DENSITY OF PLANTATION: Rows average 12 feet apart, with vines at 7–8 feet spacings. Approximately 480 per acre.


AVERAGE YIELDS: 1–1.75 tons per acre


WINEMAKING AND UPBRINGING


The aim at Greenock Creek is to produce big, soft reds with good alcohol, fruit, and acid balance that will cellar for a considerable length of time. The fruit is fermented in four to eight–ton open masonry fermenters and then transferred to hogsheads and left for malolactic fermentation to occur. The two Roennfeldt Road wines are left in new oak (the Shiraz in American and the Cabernet Sauvignon in French) for 36 months, bottled, and cellared for two years before release. The other Shiraz and Cabernet Sauvignon are put into American and French hogsheads, respectively, for 28 months, and the Grenache in French oak for 16 months. Aged hogsheads (puncheons) predominate, with a ratio of new to old of about 12 to 1. The wines are bottled unfiltered in July and released in mid-September each year.


ANNUAL PRODUCTION


Cornerstone Grenache: 2,250 bottles


Cabernet Sauvignon: 3,500 bottles


Seven Acre Shiraz: 5,000 bottles


Creek Block Shiraz: 2,750 bottles


Alice’s Shiraz: 15,000 bottles


Apricot Block Shiraz: 9,000 bottles


Roennfeldt Road Shiraz: 2,500 bottles


Roennfeldt Road Cabernet Sauvignon: 600 bottles


AVERAGE PRICE (VARIABLE DEPENDING ON VINTAGE):


Roennfeldt Road cuvées: $220–300


Shiraz single-vineyard cuvées: $45–85
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GREAT RECENT VINTAGES


The first Greenock Creek vintage was only in 1984, so there isn’t a lot to choose from. Suffice it to say they haven’t had a poor vintage yet, but consider the 1992 and 1994 vintages among the best.


This is a very traditional producer who has accumulated some very old, dry-farmed, low-yielding Barossa vineyard sites, and is producing large-scaled, big reds with good acid balance and tremendous aging potential. The proprietors, Michael and Annabelle Waugh, are disciples of Rockford’s Rocky O’Callaghan (one of the Barossa’s pioneers of old-vine Shiraz). They make some very fine traditional Grenache and Cabernet Sauvignon, but their greatest wines are the single-vineyard cuvées of Shiraz and their two Roennfeldt cuvées of Shiraz and Cabernet Sauvignon. All this comes from sites that were planted at the end of the 1800s, in soils that range from deep alluvian-like clay to red loam over limestone and bluestone with harsh granite interspersed amongst sandy loam. The Waughs purchase no fruit; thus the quantities produced are at the mercy of Mother Nature from vintage to vintage. Their top vineyards are as follows:


Roennfeldt Road Shiraz (Marananga Vineyard): This is three acres of 70-year-old vines, grown on heavy red loam, that averages one ton of fruit per acre.


Roennfeldt Road Cabernet Sauvignon (Marananga Vineyard): Only a one-acre vineyard of 70-year-old vines, grown on heavy clay loam, it also averages one ton of fruit per acre.


Creek Block Shiraz (Seppeltsfield Vineyard): Fifty-year-old vines, producing 2–2.5 tons per acre, this vineyard is planted in rich alluvial soil.


Seven Acre Shiraz (Seppeltsfield Vineyard): This is a 7-acre parcel of Shiraz grown in red sandy loam over limestone and bluestone, cropped at a very low 1–1.5 tons per acre.


Apricot Block Shiraz (Marananga Vineyard): The newest wine from the Waughs, it is planted on a steeply sloped 9-acre parcel that consists of considerable granite and sandy loam soils. These are young vines, planted in 1995.


Alice’s Shiraz (Seppeltsfield Vineyard): This is a 14-acre block of heavy and light sandy loam soils on a gentle western-facing slope that produces 1–1.5 tons per acre. This is the Waughs’ youngest vineyard, planted in 1997.


For a producer whose first vintage was only in 1984, despite the history of this old Barossa vineyard they emanate from, they have been exceptionally consistent, not only in the great years in the Barossa, but also in the more challenging years. I have been consistently astounded by the quality of wines, which is no doubt due to the commitment of the owners, but also to winemaker Chris Ringland, who is one of Australia’s genius wine producers.


ROENNFELDT ROAD CABERNET SAUVIGNON
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1998 Roennfeldt Road Cabernet Sauvignon


RATING: 100 points


This 1998 possesses the concentration of the greatest classics ever produced in such Bordeaux vintages as 1945, 1947, 1959, 1961, and 1982. It is an amazing aromatic expression of crème de cassis, a massive, full-bodied red with a finish that lasts well over 60 seconds. For its size and concentration, it is, surprisingly, not heavy, just super-endowed. This Cabernet Sauvignon needs 2–3 more years of cellaring, and should drink well for two decades. Unfortunately, quantities are extremely limited for this spectacular, world-class Australian red.


1997 Roennfeldt Road Cabernet Sauvignon


RATING: 93+ points


The 1997 Roennfeldt Road Cabernet Sauvignon is a full-bodied, inky ruby/purple–colored effort revealing extraordinarily intense notes of crème de cassis fruit intermixed with underbrush, vanilla, and cedar/tobacco. Already complex as well as formidably endowed, with exceptional intensity, purity, power, and a 60+-second finish, this Barossa Valley legend should age for two decades. Anticipated maturity: now–2025.


1996 Roennfeldt Road Cabernet Sauvignon


RATING: 94 points


Made by winemakers Michael Waugh and Chris Ringland at the Rockford winery in Barossa, the 1996 Roennfeldt Road Cabernet Sauvignon (120 cases from 50-year-old vines) was aged for three years in new French oak. Its 13.4% alcohol is modest by Barossa standards. An opaque purple color is followed by gorgeous aromas of blueberry and blackberry liqueur intermixed with flower, camphor, and vanilla scents. Marvelously rich and full-bodied, with a viscous texture, superb purity, and a multilayered, skyscraper personality, this is profound stuff! Anticipated maturity: now–2020.



1995 Roennfeldt Road Cabernet Sauvignon



RATING: 99 points


The 1995 Roennfeldt Road Cabernet Sauvignon is 100% Cabernet Sauvignon from 50-year-old vines. The wine was aged for three years in new French oak. It has soaked up the wood beautifully. This is an unctuous, blockbuster, opaque, purple-colored wine with a classic nose of charcoal, black currants, cedar, minerals, and licorice. The wine has phenomenal intensity, great purity, a huge, ripe, yet balanced attack, a multilayered mid-palate, and an awesome finish. The mid-palate seems to have layers of fruit that just cascade over the palate with no hard edges. This is a terrific classic that can be approached now but ideally needs 1–2 more years of cellaring. Anticipated maturity: now–2025.


ROENNFELDT ROAD SHIRAZ
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1998 Roennfeldt Road Shiraz


RATING: 98+ points


Like the Roennfeldt Road Cabernet Sauvignon, the 1998 Roennfeldt Road Shiraz (235 cases), made from yields of .75–1 ton of fruit per acre, possesses extraordinary concentration. A massive, full-bodied red, it is an amazing aromatic expression of blackberry, melted road tar, and truffles with a finish that lasts well over 60 seconds. For its size and concentration, it is, surprisingly, not heavy, just super-endowed. The Shiraz is a bit more accessible than the Cabernet Sauvignon, but still primary. Unfortunately, quantities are extremely limited for this spectacular, world-class Australian red. Anticipated maturity: 2007–2025+.


1997 Roennfeldt Road Shiraz


RATING: 98+ points


The nearly perfect 1997 Roennfeldt Road Shiraz boasts a dense opaque purple color in addition to celestial aromas of blackberry liqueur, melted road tar, truffles, and earth. It is full-bodied, with massive layers of fruit and glycerin that cascade over the palate in a seamless, beautifully balanced fashion, and a 55-second finish. This enormous wine is fabulously young with its entire future ahead of it. It should hit its peak in 3–4 years, and last for two decades.


1996 Roennfeldt Road Shiraz


RATING: 100 points


This amazing achievement boasts an inky/black/purple color as well as a striking perfume of smoke, charcoal, blackberry liqueur, and a hint of toast. In the mouth, it is fabulously concentrated and tremendously pure, with layer upon layer of flavors that unfold incrementally. Mouth-staining, but not over-the-top, it would be hard to find a more concentrated wine anywhere in the world. Although the tannin is high, it is obscured by the wealth of fruit and glycerin. A tour de force in winemaking, it is probably worth the high cost of admission. Anticipated maturity: now–2018.


1995 Roennfeldt Road Shiraz


RATING: 100 points


This is a syrup of Shiraz, with compelling blackberry liqueur intermixed with minerals, smoke, and truffles. Huge in the mouth but not overbearing, this wine has a finish that goes on for nearly a minute. With great purity, massive extraction, and a blockbuster, multidimensional personality, this is one of the greatest Shirazes I have ever tasted. Anticipated maturity: now–2030.


SHIRAZ SINGLE-VINEYARD CUVÉES
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2001 Apricot Block Shiraz


RATING: 99+ points


The 2001 Apricot Block Shiraz represents a spectacular example of Barossa Shiraz. Dense ruby/purple, with a fragrant bouquet of black raspberry, acacia flowers, tar, and spice, it is a dense, full-bodied Shiraz possessing fabulous intensity, great purity, and a multitiered, skyscraper-like mid-palate. It can be drunk young or cellared through 2018–2020.


2001 Creek Block Shiraz


RATING: 100 points


A perfect wine, the magnificent inky purple 2001 Creek Block Shiraz exhibits notes of burning embers, melted road tar, truffles, blackberries, and crème de cassis. With huge glycerin and a full-bodied, sensational finish, it represents the essence of wine. Anticipated maturity: 2008–2020.


2001 Seven Acre Shiraz


RATING: 98 points


The dense purple 2001 Seven Acre Shiraz is an opulent hussy boasting magnificent fruit concentration, enormous body as well as length, and surprising elegance and purity. As always, the fruit and vineyard character dominate because no new oak is utilized in these offerings. Anticipated maturity: 2008–2022.


2000 Apricot Block Shiraz


RATING: 96 points


A candidate for wine of the vintage in the Barossa, it possesses an opaque ruby/purple color as well as tremendous fruit intensity, enormous body, great purity, and a skyscraper-like mid-palate and texture. This dense, chewy Barossa classic has a finish that lasts over 60 seconds. Although still somewhat primary, it reveals tremendous potential, even from this challenging vintage. Anticipated maturity: now–2018.



2000 Seven Acre Shiraz



RATING: 94+ points


The 2000 Seven Acre Shiraz appears more earth-driven than the Apricot Block, revealing notes of tar, creosote, crème de cassis, licorice, and a hint of truffles. While firmer and more tannic, savage, and animal-like than its sibling, it possesses extraordinary density, power, and richness. Anticipated maturity: now–2014.


1999 Apricot Block Shiraz


RATING: 93 points


Its opaque purple color is accompanied by aromatic fireworks (white flowers, pepper, sweet blackberry liqueur, and cassis). This beautifully pure, full-bodied, multidimensional, layered Shiraz exhibits low acidity as well as ripe tannin. Enjoy this stunning, flamboyant effort over the next 12–14 years.


1999 Creek Block Shiraz


RATING: 96 points


The aromas of crème de cassis, new saddle leather, vanilla, spice box, and cedar are reminiscent of a first-growth Bordeaux. As the wine sits in the glass, more Shiraz characteristics (asphalt and blackberries) emerge. Sensationally concentrated and extremely full-bodied, with monster extract, yet not over-the-top, it possesses beautifully integrated tannin as well as acidity. This profound Shiraz should age effortlessly for two decades. Anticipated maturity: 2006–2020.


1999 Seven Acre Shiraz


RATING: 94 points


The powerhouse 1999 Seven Acre Shiraz boasts an opaque purple color along with a sweet nose of melted licorice intermixed with blackberry jam, white flowers, pepper, and a hint of toast. It offers layers of gorgeous fruit, voluptuousness, density, great purity, and a finish that lasts nearly 40 seconds. This stunning Shiraz (750 cases) typifies what can be produced at the pinnacle of winemaking in the Barossa Valley. Anticipated maturity: now–2019.


1998 Apricot Block Shiraz


RATING: 94 points


This 100% Shiraz shows an opaque garnet/purple color and a sweet nose of melted asphalt, smoke, blackberry, and cassis. Extremely full-bodied with great intensity, tremendous purity, and impeccable overall harmony among its rather large-scale elements, this dense, super-extracted wine should be at its best between now and 2020.
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1998 Creek Block Shiraz


RATING: 98 points


The wine shows terrific notes of beef blood, new saddle leather, blackberry liqueur, smoke, and earth. Extremely full-bodied yet seamless, with dazzling levels of extract and ripeness, this is a tour de force in winemaking, but sadly, there is too little of it. It looks to have the potential to go 20–30 years.


1998 Seven Acre Shiraz


RATING: 92 points


An elegant wine for the normally powerful Greenock Creek style, this wine exhibits dark ruby/purple color, and a bouquet of black raspberries intermixed with blackberry, currant, pepper, and spicy wood. The wine is deep, full-bodied, and beautifully knit. Some tannin still needs to be resolved in the finish, but this wine should age beautifully for 10–13 more years.


1997 Creek Block Shiraz


RATING: 95 points


Revealing an opaque purple color, the 1997 Creek Block Shiraz exhibits sweet aromatics as well as a firm mouth-feel. This intense offering could be called Syrup of Shiraz. Full-bodied, massively concentrated and extracted, this gigantic wine is long and rich. Look for this wine to be drinkable young, yet keep for two decades.



1997 Seven Acre Shiraz



RATING: 94 points


The opaque purple-colored 1997 Seven Acre Shiraz offers a knockout nose of cassis intertwined with cherries and licorice, great intensity and purity, huge body, and layers of glycerin that coat the palate. The wine’s low acidity and gorgeous fruit make it irresistible now, but it will develop more complexity over the next 4–5 years and drink well for two decades.


1996 Creek Block Shiraz


RATING: 96 points


The 1996 Creek Block Shiraz exhibits a dense purple color, and a spectacular nose of roasted coffee intermixed with cassis, blackberries, licorice, and spice. The wine displays amazing ripeness, an unctuous texture, full-bodied palate, and a finish that lasts for 45+ seconds. Its high alcohol and tannin are nearly concealed by the wine’s amazing concentration. Anticipated maturity: now–2020.


1996 Seven Acre Shiraz


RATING: 97 points


The 1996 Seven Acre Shiraz possesses complexity in the nose (violets?), as well as a delineated palate. It is an enormous, massive, fabulously concentrated yet symmetrical wine. Anticipated maturity: now–2025.


1995 Creek Block Shiraz


RATING: 95 points


This wine possesses a modest 14.1% alcohol. It is more akin to blackberry jam or dry port than wine, but it does not taste as heavy as one might initially suspect given the thickness and richness of fruit. It possesses a mineral character underlying the full-bodied, massive concentration. It is also slightly tannic and closed, although still accessible as well as capable of turning heads at any wine tasting. Look for this monster Shiraz to become even more civilized over the following 10–15 years. This is a massive, opulently textured, extraordinary wine.


1995 Seven Acre Shiraz


RATING: 98 points


This wine boasts an opaque purple color, and a splendidly sweet, rich nose of blackberry liqueur, cherries, cassis, tar, and pepper. Only 25% new oak was utilized in the aging process, but that is not even discernible given the wine’s extraordinary richness and purity of fruit. Layers of viscously textured fruit cascade over the palate with precision and purity. This is a fabulous, nearly perfect Shiraz that should age effortlessly for two decades or more. An amazing wine!



NOON WINERY


WINES:


Eclipse (70% Grenache, 30% Shiraz)


Reserve Shiraz


Reserve Cabernet Sauvignon


OWNERS: Noon Winery Pty. Ltd., Drew and Raegan Noon


ADDRESS: Rifle Range Road, P.O. Box 88, McLaren Vale, SA, 5171, Australia


TELEPHONE: 61 8 8323 8290


TELEFAX: 61 8 8323 8290


CONTACT: Drew or Rae


VISITING POLICY: Cellar Door is open for only a brief period each year for sales (approximately four weekends from November); phoning in advance to check stock availability and opening times is recommended prior to visiting.


VINEYARDS


SURFACE AREA: Grenache—9.88 acres; Shiraz—3.95 acres; Cabernet—2.96 acres


GRAPE VARIETALS: Grenache, Shiraz, Cabernet


AVERAGE AGE OF THE VINES: Grenache planted 1934–1943; Shiraz planted early 1960s; Cabernet planted early 1970s


DENSITY OF PLANTATION: Approximately 1,800 vines per hectare


AVERAGE YIELDS: 2–4 tons per acre (30–60 hectoliters per hectare)


WINEMAKING AND UPBRINGING


The wines are made in small quantities, by hand, using traditional open fermenters and basket presses. They are matured in a combination of small (300-liter) and large (2,500–4,500-liter) oak for a period of 18 months before bottling (in September of the year following the harvest) without fining or filtration.


They are made and matured with the minimum of additives or manipulation, as naturally as possible.


ANNUAL PRODUCTION


Eclipse: 12,000 bottles (their signature red—Grenache 70%, Shiraz 30%)


Reserve Shiraz: 4,500 bottles


Reserve Cabernet: 6,000 bottles


AVERAGE PRICE (VARIABLE DEPENDING ON VINTAGE): $45–60


GREAT RECENT VINTAGES


The Noons would rank the seasons (since they took over prior to the 1997 vintage) as follows:


Excellent: 1998, 2002


Good: 1997, 2001


Average: 1999, 2000


Noon was started by Drew’s father, David, a former French teacher, who in 1976 took the plunge and left his teaching job to produce red wines for a living. The production is based on estate-grown old Grenache bush vines. Historically, David Noon purchased a little Shiraz to blend with the Grenache to produce the signature wine—a full-bodied red he initially marketed as “Burgundy,” but which is now called Eclipse. Noon also used to purchase some Cabernet because at the time it was considered by most red drinkers in Australia to be the premium red wine.


Very little about the production methods or the quantities produced has changed over the past 27 years.
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The source of the purchased grapes varied until 1987, when the Noons began buying fruit only from the Borrett family at Langhorne Creek. The quality of the grapes was outstanding. Over the years the Noons became good friends with the Borrett family, and they have provided a consistent, single-vineyard source for the Noon Reserve Shiraz and Cabernet.


There are no future plans to expand production for fear of losing some control, possibly even quality and consistency.


It is a true micro-winery with superb products that are undeniably of world-class quality. Drew Noon and his wife, Rae, have taken an estate originally planted by his father, on over 10 acres of chocolaty sandy loams and red clay soils between 1934 and 1945, and pushed the quality since the late 1990s to exhilarating levels. Interestingly enough, Drew Noon was a trained oenologist before becoming a winemaker and is one of the few masters of wine in Australia. The Noons are part of the young, open-minded generation that is guided by one goal: to produce the most uncompromising product possible.


With their incredible perfume and extraordinary purity and layers of fruit, these are attention-getting wines, but there is a restraint, balance, and complexity that is remarkable. Noon’s wines taste like the essence of their respective varietals, pushing concentration and extract to the limit, although I have never sensed that they were over-the-top. These are wines of extraordinary depth and richness, with amazing upside potential in the bottle. Life is too short not to be drinking the wines of Drew and Rae Noon.


CABERNET SAUVIGNON RESERVE
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2002 Cabernet Sauvignon Reserve


RATING: 96 points


This wine exhibits a striking bouquet of graphite, crème de cassis, new saddle leather, Chinese black tea, and vanilla. The complex aromatics are followed by a full-bodied wine of compelling purity and nobleness with layers of concentration as well as intensity. One of the most prodigious Australian Cabernet Sauvignons ever made, it should hit its prime in 3–5 years, and last for two decades or more.


2001 Cabernet Sauvignon Reserve


RATING: 93–96 points


Noon’s brilliant 2001 Cabernet Sauvignon Reserve offers layered, pure crème de cassis flavors nicely touched by wood, acidity, alcohol, and tannin. Incredibly pure and intense, with a long, heady finish, this seamless classic should age effortlessly for 12–15 years. Yeah!


2000 Cabernet Sauvignon Reserve


RATING: 95 points


The opaque blue/black/purple–colored 2000 Cabernet Sauvignon Reserve is even more impressive from bottle than it was from barrel. This is a great effort displaying first-growth quality. It boasts a stunningly pure nose of crème de cassis, cedar, licorice, smoke, and vanilla. As it sits in the glass, notions of chocolate also emerge. This full-bodied Cabernet builds incrementally in the mouth. The finish lasts for 45 seconds. A magnificent wine with seamlessness and profound concentration. It should still be drinking well at age 25.


1999 Cabernet Sauvignon Reserve


RATING: 94 points


The 1999 Cabernet Sauvignon Reserve could easily be called a Pauillac from Australia. Dense ruby/purple, a classic Cabernet nose of cedarwood, smoke, cassis, mineral, lead pencil, and new oak soars from the glass. In the mouth, it is full-bodied, with fabulous concentration and multilayered texture, high levels of glycerin, and a seamless, concentrated, long finish with well-integrated tannin, acidity, and alcohol. This is no wimpish wine at 14.6% alcohol, but sadly, there are only 290 cases of this 100% Cabernet Sauvignon made from 25–30-year-old vines. Anticipated maturity: now–2020.


1998 Cabernet Sauvignon Reserve


RATING: 98 points


Nearly perfect, this black/purple-colored 1998 Cabernet offers extraordinary sweet black cherry/black currant aromas as well as huge, gorgeously proportioned, voluptuously textured flavors that last for over 50 seconds. The wine reveals no hotness from the high alcohol, unbelievable purity, symmetry, and the potential to improve for 10–15 years. It should keep for two decades or more. This is a tour de force in winemaking, and it performed better when the bottle was opened 48 hours prior to the tasting. This is an exceptional wine from an Australian genius!


1997 Cabernet Sauvignon Reserve


RATING: 95 points


Although it displays a port-like viscosity, it is dry, with none of the late-harvest, pruny, Amarone characteristics often found in wines of such massive ripeness. Extremely full-bodied, pure, and well balanced, this Cabernet is still unevolved and youthful, but it appears to possess all the potential required to develop into something profound. Anticipated maturity: now–2025.
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ECLIPSE
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2002 Eclipse


RATING: 97 points


The 2002 Eclipse (70% Grenache and 30% Shiraz) is a brilliant exercise in vineyard sourcing and management. The result is a prodigious dense ruby/purple–colored red boasting a glorious perfume of black fruits, licorice, vanilla, graphite, and Asian spices as well as a touch of incense. Full-bodied, gorgeously pure, elegant, and seamless, it’s hard to know how this beauty will age, but I suspect it should be consumed during its first 10–12 years of life.


2001 Eclipse


RATING: 94 points


The 2001 Eclipse (65% Grenache and 35% Shiraz) is still closed aromatically, but with coaxing reveals potentially fabulous quality. An opaque purple color is followed by aromas of charcoal, smoke, blackberries, and sweet cherries. This full-bodied, rich, beautifully delineated effort is extraordinarily pure as well as incredibly persistent on the palate (close to one minute). Aged in a combination of new and old large American oak hogsheads for 18 months and bottled unfiltered, it appears to have tremendous upside potential, although I suspect many readers will not be able to defer their gratification … and why should they? Drink it over the next decade.


1999 Eclipse


RATING: 94 points


The 1999 Eclipse (a blend of 66% Grenache and 34% Shiraz) tips the scales at a hefty 14.9% alcohol. The wine has an opaque purple color as well as a fabulously sweet nose of blackberry and cassis interspersed with licorice, truffle, and vanilla. Full-bodied, heady, layered, ripe, pure, and sumptuous, it is a dazzling 1999 to drink over the next 15–16 years.


1998 Eclipse


RATING: 96 points


The 1998 Eclipse possesses a whopping 15.7% alcohol, which is totally concealed by the dense, blackberry liqueur–scented and flavored fruit. Notes of cassis, toast, pepper, and licorice can also be found in this thick, full-bodied effort. It is a phenomenally rich, super-extracted wine of astonishing intensity. The tannin is sweet, the acidity low, and the wine unreal. Drink it over the next 10–15+ years. This is another tour de force winemaking effort that performed better from the bottle when it was opened 48 hours prior to the tasting.


1997 Eclipse


RATING: 94 points


The opaque purple-colored 1997 Eclipse (65% Grenache, 35% Shiraz blend) somehow manages to hide its 16.3% alcohol. The wine offers up cherry/blackberry liqueur–like aromas and flavors, an unctuous texture, and despite its ripeness, size, and richness, does not taste like a heavyweight, late-harvest, pruny wine. It seems to me that vineyards in this viticultural area (Langhorne Creek) can achieve an extraordinarily high degree of alcohol without the pruny flavors often associated with less alcoholic wines. This unfiltered beauty is extremely intense, yet should evolve into a civilized, spectacular Shiraz/Grenache blend that will age well for 10–15+ years.


SHIRAZ RESERVE
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2002 Shiraz Reserve


RATING: 99 points


Flirting with perfection, the blue/purple-colored 2002 Shiraz Reserve has the texture reminiscent of motor oil. This full-bodied, remarkably intense Shiraz possesses great purity and richness as well as a broad palate. As concentrated as Shiraz can get, it is also impeccably well balanced, elegant, and bursting with personality/soul. It is the kind of wine that is hard to duplicate anywhere else in the world. It’s gratifying to see that certain winemakers refuse to put the brakes on when producing something of this ilk. Anticipated maturity: 2006–2016+.



2001 Shiraz Reserve



RATING: 99 points


The 2001 Shiraz Reserve possesses amazing aromatics, purity, texture, and richness. This 2001, which tips the scales at a lofty 15.8% alcohol, is intense and full-bodied as well as remarkably elegant for a wine of such mass and intensity. Its impenetrable inky/black/purple color is accompanied by explosive aromatics, and is bursting with deep, rich, well-balanced flavors revealing seamlessly integrated wood, alcohol, acidity, and tannin. Profoundly deep, rich, and intense, it will hit its peak in 3–4 years, and should last for 15+. This is truly compelling old-vine Shiraz!


1999 Shiraz Reserve


RATING: 96 points


The hugely extracted, massive 1999 Shiraz Reserve tips the scales at 15.2% alcohol. From Shiraz vines that average 35–40 years of age, it was aged in a combination of small and large oak barrels as well as puncheons. An opaque blue/purple color and a knockout nose of blackberry liqueur intermixed with spice box, pepper, asphalt, and licorice soar from the glass. Opulent and viscous, with tremendous palate presence, beautifully integrated acidity, tannin, and alcohol, this superb, larger-than-life wine is a tour de force for a lighter-weight vintage such as 1999. Anticipated maturity: now–2020.


1998 Shiraz Reserve


RATING: 98 points


The opaque black/blue–colored 1998 Shiraz displays a fascinating bouquet of violets, black raspberry and blackberry liqueur, cedar, fruitcake, and pepper. Surreal levels of glycerin and richness are present in this full-bodied, surprisingly supple-textured wine. The finish lasts for several minutes. This is another brilliant winemaking effort. Anticipated maturity: now–2020.


1997 Shiraz Reserve


RATING: 98 points


The 1997 Shiraz Reserve comes close to resembling a dry vintage port. It boasts an opaque black/purple color, followed by a sumptuous nose of licorice, Asian spices, tar, and concentrated blackberry fruit. Thick in the mouth, with remarkably full body and surprising balance, the alcohol (15.8%), tannin, and acidity are lost in the cascades of fruit. Anticipated maturity: now–2025.



PENFOLDS


WINES:


Grange


Bin 707 Cabernet Sauvignon


OWNER: Southcorp Wines


ADDRESSES:


Penfolds Magill Estate Winery, 78 Penfold Road, Magill, SA, 5072, Australia


Penfolds Nuriootpa Winery, Tanunda Road, SA, 5355, Australia


TELEPHONE: Magill Estate—61 412 208 634; Nuriootpa—61 8 8568 9389


TELEFAX: Magill Estate—61 8 882391182; Nuriootpa—61 8 8568 9493


E-MAIL: Magill Estate—penfolds.magill@cellar-door.com.au; Nuriootpa—penfolds.bv@cellar-door.com.au


WEBSITE: www.penfolds.com


CONTACT: Magill—David Matters; Nuriootpa—Lea Tatt


VISITING POLICY:


Magill Estate Winery Cellar Door: Open 7 days from 10:30 A.M.–4:30 P.M., except closed Christmas Day, New Year’s Day, and Good Friday


Nuriootpa Winery Cellar Door: Open Monday to Friday, 10 A.M.–5 P.M.; Saturday, Sunday, and public holidays, except closed Christmas Day, New Year’s Day, and Good Friday


VINEYARDS


SURFACE AREA:


Kalimna Vineyard—378 acres planted; 700 acres total


Koonunga Hill Vineyard—146.5 acres planted; 160 acres total


Penfolds Magill Estate Vineyard—12.9 acres


Penfolds McLaren Vale Vineyards—122.9 acres


GRAPE VARIETALS: Cabernet Sauvignon, Shiraz, Grenache, Semillon, Chardonnay, Mataro, Merlot, Sangiovese, Riesling, Sauvignon Blanc, Traminer, others


AVERAGE AGE OF THE VINES:


Kalimna Vineyard—Block 42 (for Bin 707) 120 years; remaining vines 50 years


Koonunga Hill Vineyard—half 30 years; remaining 7 years


Penfolds Magill Estate Vineyard—most 50 years; small parcel 15 years


Penfolds McLaren Vale Vineyards—half 38 years; remaining 14 years


DENSITY OF PLANTATION: All the vineyards range from


AVERAGE YIELDS: Yields average 1–9 tons of fruit per hectare depending on the vineyard and varietal. For Grange and Bin 707, the yields are very low, usually 1–3 tons per hectare.


WINEMAKING AND UPBRINGING


The winemaking approach at Penfolds is the “stamp” that distinguishes its wines. After a rigorous selection of physiologically ripe fruit, with particular attention paid to tannin ripeness, the wine is then framed by the judicious use of oak aligned to specific wine style. The overarching objective is to achieve a rich mid-palate, excellent color, and longevity once bottled.


ANNUAL PRODUCTION


Grange: 8,000–10,000 cases


Bin 707 Cabernet Sauvignon: 10,000–14,000 cases


AVERAGE PRICE (VARIABLE DEPENDING ON VINTAGE): $45–185


GREAT RECENT VINTAGES


2001, 1998, 1996, 1991, 1990, 1986, 1982, 1978, 1976, 1971
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Max Schubert (1915–1994), the former Penfolds chief winemaker, said, “True excellence is a constant and endless journey, it is not a destination.”


The Penfolds firm, one of the most successful in Australian wine history, has a 150-year legacy of excellence, but it is best known for a wine that many observers have called the greatest wine of the Southern Hemisphere, the Penfolds Grange.


The name Penfolds comes from a young English doctor who migrated from England. Born in 1811, he was the youngest of 11 children and studied medicine at St. Batholomew’s Hospital, London, graduating in 1838. Like many doctors, he had a firm belief in the medicinal value of wine, so he planted vine cuttings from the south of France next to his cottage in Magill, on the outskirts of Adelaide, in 1845. He and his wife, Mary, called this house “The Grange,” after his wife’s home in England.


Dr. Penfold died in 1870, but his wife continued to own the vineyards and winery, which was mostly dedicated to producing fortified wines (port and sherry). The scale of this operation was remarkable. Historical records show that in 1881 there were close to 500,000 liters of wine stored at the Magill estate, which according to the folks at Penfolds was nearly one-third of all the wine produced in South Australia at that time.


The production of fortified wines and some brandy, with only a small amount of dry table wine, continued through the Second World War, when consumer tastes began to change. By 1950, Max Schubert (who began in the early 1930s as a teenage messenger boy for the company) had taken more control of wine-making and instituted a profound change in the direction of the winemaking at Penfolds.


In 1951, following a visit to Europe, Schubert produced the first experimental vintage of Grange Hermitage, a Shiraz-based wine inspired by the long-lived wines of France’s Rhône Valley. Little did Schubert know that six decades later this would be considered one of the flagship wines of the wine world and the reference point for most Australian winemakers who wanted to produce a world-class red wine.


Penfolds produces a huge bevy of other wines, the best of which, in my opinion, has been the Bin 707 Cabernet Sauvignon. The Penfolds family gave up partial control of the estate in 1962, when the company went public, and finally relinquished their controlling interest in 1976.


BIN 707 CABERNET SAUVIGNON


1998 Bin 707 Cabernet Sauvignon


RATING: 90 points


The outstanding 1998 Bin 707 Cabernet Sauvignon is a thick, rich, full-bodied Cabernet emphasizing copious quantities of cassis fruit. Pure, with nicely integrated oak, acidity, and tannin, it cuts a broad swath across the palate. While still young and grapy, this 1998 is loaded with potential. Anticipated maturity: now–2015.


1994 Bin 707 Cabernet Sauvignon


RATING: 90 points


Penfolds’ most impressive 1994 Cabernet Sauvignon is the Bin 707. This murky plum–colored, blockbuster, backward, exceptionally tannic Cabernet displays abundant quantities of blackberry and cassis fruit, a heavy overlay of toasty vanilla from new oak casks, and mouth-searing levels of tannin. Although the wine is closed, it is firmly structured and enormously endowed in the mouth. Consume this offering over the next 15+ years.


1993 Bin 707 Cabernet Sauvignon


RATING: 94 points


The three luxury-priced 1993 offerings from Penfolds include a spectacular Bin 707 Cabernet Sauvignon. This opaque purple–colored wine exhibits a huge, jammy, black currant, vanilla, licorice, and earthy-scented nose, as well as massive concentration of fruit, glycerin, and body. Readers will find plenty of sweet tannin in the awesomely endowed finish. This blockbuster, monster-sized Cabernet Sauvignon is accessible because of its low acidity and ripe tannin. The formidable extract suggests it will drink well for another 5–10+ years.


GRANGE
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1999 Grange


RATING: 92 points


The 1999 Grange does not come close to such great Granges as the 1998, 1996, 1991, and 1990. Dense ruby/purple to the edge, with a bouquet of blackberries, mulberries, and floral-like aromas, and medium to full body, the 1999 has an acid punch, but also tremendous layers of fruit and extract. Not massive, but elegant and nicely layered, it requires another 2–3 years of cellaring, and should last for 12–15 years.
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1998 Grange


RATING: 99 points


The 1998 Grange will be legendary. A blend of 97% Shiraz and 3% Cabernet Sauvignon, it tips the scales at a whopping 14.5% alcohol. The inky/purple color is followed by an extraordinarily intense nose of crème de cassis intermixed with blueberry and floral notes. As the wine sits in the glass, aromas of meat, plums, and cola also emerge. It is a seamless effort with sweet tannin, well-integrated acidity, sensational extract, and layer upon layer of blackberry and cassis fruit that stain the palate and fill the mouth. Its harmony, freshness, and remarkable length (the finish lasts nearly a minute) suggest an all-time classic. Anticipated maturity: 2006–2030.


1997 Grange


RATING: 94 points


The 1997 Grange (a blend of 96% Shiraz and 4% Cabernet Sauvignon) looks to be a classic Grange, although slightly softer and more forward than the backward 1996. The saturated purple–colored 1997 offers a gorgeously sweet nose of blackberry liqueur, cherries, camphor, chocolate, plums, and mocha. The wine is opulently textured, extremely soft, layered, and seductive, with Grange’s telltale personality well displayed, but in a seamless, seductive style. This is a superb Grange that can hold its own against the more heralded 1996. Anticipated maturity: now–2022.


1996 Grange


RATING: 93 points


This dark purple–colored wine exhibits notes of sweet plum, blackberry, and cassis intermixed with some licorice, chocolate, and espresso. It is a blend of 94% Shiraz and 6% Cabernet Sauvignon that tips the scales at 14+% alcohol. The wine is layered, unctuously textured, and full bodied, with tremendous intensity, moderately high tannin, and a 40-second finish. The wine needs a good 4–5 years of cellaring. Anticipated maturity: 2006–2025. This Grange should ultimately merit a higher score when it is closer to its plateau of drinkability.


1995 Grange


RATING: 92 points


An impressive Grange that may ultimately prove to be under-rated, like many wines from this vintage. The 1995, a blend of 94% Shiraz and 6% Cabernet Sauvignon, exhibits a saturated plum/purple color and a sweet blackberry liqueur nose intermixed with cassis, licorice, and new oak. The wine is textured, jammy, full-bodied, with impressive levels of extract, glycerin, and black fruit flavors. It is long, ripe, with unobtrusive acidity and tannin. Anticipated maturity: now–2018.


1994 Grange


RATING: 91 points


This is the first vintage where Grange went to a bottle with laser-etched identification numbers to preclude the possibility of fraudulent bottles. The wine, a blend of 89% Shiraz and 11% Cabernet Sauvignon, shows some toasty oak mixed with notes of root vegetables, damp earth, blackberry liqueur, prune, and licorice. The wine is dense, full-bodied, not terribly complex in the mouth, but layered and rich. I would not be surprised to see the rating on this wine improve as this youthful Grange continues to evolve. Anticipated maturity: now–2020.


1993 Grange


RATING: 91 points


1993 was a very light harvest because of excessive rainfall and mild growing conditions. This wine performed well, although it would not appear to have the nuances of the finest vintages of Grange. The wine, a blend of 86% Shiraz and 14% Cabernet Sauvignon, has an opaque purple color, a sweet nose of black currants intermixed with cedar, and earthy, almost truffle-like notes intermixed with some camphor. The wine is full-bodied, dense, somewhat monolithic, but very concentrated, powerful, and long. Anticipated maturity: now–2018.



1992 Grange



RATING: 92 points


This is a very aromatic Grange that seems to be the product of a vintage where the wines are showing extremely well young. It is dense purple, with a sweet blackberry/cherry nose and some subtle cedar and licorice in the background, unctuously textured, thick, full, without as many nuances as some of the greatest vintages of Grange, but very concentrated and dense. Anticipated maturity: now–2017.


1991 Grange


RATING: 93 points


This wine is generous, open, and sweet in its personality. Dense purple, this blend of 95% Shiraz and 5% Cabernet Sauvignon shows great fruit, a very lush, open-knit style with full body, high glycerin, low acidity, and superb purity. It is a very jammy, voluptuous wine, dominated by its crème de cassis fruit intermixed with tar and licorice. Anticipated maturity: now–2017.


1990 Grange Hermitage


RATING: 94 points


The 1990 is the greatest, most complete, and richest Grange since the monumental 1986. It rivals the 1986, 1982, 1981, and 1980 as the finest “young” Grange. The wine’s opaque purple color is followed by a sweet nose of jammy black raspberry and cassis fruit intermingled with scents of minerals, licorice, and toasty oak. Extremely full-bodied, with that layered, multidimensional feel that sets a truly profound Grange apart from just an outstanding one, the wine is fabulously concentrated, unctuous, and with a finish that lasts over 50 seconds. It is in need of another 1–2 years of cellaring. It should last through the first two decades of the 21st century.


1990 Grange


RATING: 92 points


Three bottles opened seemed uncharacteristically compressed, and the wine very dumb and closed. This is certainly a very complete, rich Grange that has been universally praised in all wine circles. Nevertheless, it is not showing well at present, although it is weighty and dense. What left me looking for an answer were the somewhat cool climate characteristics of the wine, with an almost menthol note to the red and black currant fruit. The wine showed some tart acidity as well. I suspect this wine is just closed down, needing a good 4–5 years to reemerge. It seemed uncharacteristic of Grange, but the three bottles opened all were identical in their development. The color is certainly a healthy saturated purple, and the wine is large-scaled and balanced on the palate. That any Grange could behave in such an unforthcoming way is puzzling, but I am still an optimist about this vintage’s ultimate potential. Anticipated maturity: 2007–2025.


1989 Grange Hermitage


RATING: 93 points


A very hedonistic, almost decadent style of Grange, this blend of 91% Shiraz and 9% Cabernet Sauvignon from three grape sources—Kalimna in the Barossa, Penfolds’ other sources in the Barossa, and McLaren Vale—is a gorgeously opulent, almost Pomerol-like Grange with an overripe characteristic to the fruit. Cherry liqueur intermixed with cranberry and cassis presented in a seductive, full-bodied, very soft, forward style is truly not the classic Grange in the sense of having huge structure and massive concentration, but this wine is loaded, very corpulent, and fleshy. The wine is going to last for up to two decades, but it will be uncommonly succulent and delicious to drink young, as it was last year. Among the young vintages of Grange, this is perhaps the most flattering wine that they have produced over the last 20 years, at least for such a relatively young wine. Anticipated maturity: now–2018.


1988 Grange Hermitage


RATING: 91 points


A blend of 94% Shiraz and 6% Cabernet Sauvignon, this is an uncharacteristically soft, fruity Grange. This wine shows a syrupy crème de cassis, earthy note, some pepper, and caramel. It is somewhat soft and accessible for such a relatively young Grange, but there is plenty of structure and tannin in the finish. It is certainly perfumed and more evolved than some of its siblings that are actually older, chronologically speaking. This wine has sweet, full-bodied, plum, cherry, and cassis flavors, with some distinct truffle and asphalt notes. Anticipated maturity: now–2016.


1987 Grange Hermitage


RATING: 90 points


A light, elegant style of Grange made with a blend of 90% Shiraz and 10% Cabernet Sauvignon, this wine has a deep ruby/purple color and a spicy, peppery nose with some new oak, black cherry, and blackberry flavors. The wine shows some dry tannin in the finish that may ultimately prove worrisome given the less-than-massive style of this vintage. Nevertheless, there is still a lot to like in this wine, which is very pure, ripe, and medium to full–bodied. Anticipated maturity: now–2016.


1986 Grange Hermitage


RATING: 99 points


A current as well as future legend, this has long been considered by Penfolds’ winemaking team as the greatest Grange of the 1980s. And why not? A blend of 87% Shiraz and 13% Cabernet Sauvignon, it tips the scales at nearly 14% alcohol. I have been fortunate to have this wine nearly a dozen times, and I have consistently rated it 96–100. It was virtually perfect in June 2002, exhibiting an opaque purple color and a provocative nose of crème de cassis intermixed with smoke, chocolate, licorice, new saddle leather, and pepper. The wine is fleshy, massively concentrated, and multidimensional, with the extraordinary power, beautifully integrated acidity, tannin, and alcohol that seem to only occur in the greatest vintages. Moreover, the wine is still a baby and ideally in need of another 2–4 years of cellaring. This is a Grange to kill for. Anticipated maturity: now–2030.


1985 Grange Hermitage


RATING: 90? points


Considered a more “restrained” Grange, this wine has balance but a somewhat foursquare/monolithic character with dry, astringent tannin in the finish, hence the question mark. The color is still a healthy dense purple, and the wine shows the telltale peppery, asphalt, earthy, crème de cassis characteristics, but the tannin seems to be increasingly problematic. As always, it is still a young wine, so the question that begs to be answered with time is, “Is it just unevolved and backward, or is it too tannic?” Anticipated maturity: now–2015.


1984 Grange Hermitage


RATING: 94 points


The best showing ever for this wine from my perspective, this blend of 95% Shiraz and 5% Cabernet Sauvignon is considered a relatively forward, accessible style of Grange. The color is still a dark plum/purple, and the wine shows plenty of sweet cassis, with notes of chocolate and toasty oak. The wine is opulent and luscious, with great intensity, full body, and fabulous extract. The acidity seems relatively low and integrated, and the tannins quite ripe. Drink it over the next 12–18 years.


1983 Grange Hermitage


RATING: 92 points


The earliest harvest on record at Penfolds, the 1983 vintage was characterized by devastating bush fires, followed by enormous flooding in March. A blend of 94% Shiraz and 6% Cabernet, the wine still shows considerable tannin in its flavors, but enormously powerful, rich, high-acid characteristics. It is somewhat of a paradox to taste. The wine seems very youthful, very backward, and still in need of at least another 3–4 years of cellaring. Whether it will all come together in a seamless classic remains open to conjecture. Anticipated maturity: 2006–2020.


1982 Grange Hermitage


RATING: 95 points


One of my favorite vintages of Grange to actually drink at present is the 1982, a vintage that Max Schubert called, in his low-key manner, “very good.” A blend of 94% Shiraz and 6% Cabernet Sauvignon, this is a wine with an open-knit, seductive style. Dense ruby/purple with sweet black raspberry, jammy plum, and currant flavors, the wine tastes like dry vintage port, but also seems to be approaching full maturity. The wine seems low in acidity and sweet in tannin, with firmness, ripeness, richness, and powers of seduction. The wine is gorgeously opulent and impossible to resist. Anticipated maturity: now–2016.


1981 Grange Hermitage


RATING: 94 points


Winemaker John Duval called the 1981 a “big, tannic Grange.” It is just that, a very powerful, inky, purple-colored wine that is still almost primary and unevolved in its surprising youthfulness. This formidably endowed, broodingly backward, thick, full-bodied, muscular wine has a boatload of chocolate-infused plum, caramel, and cassis flavors. With high tannin, huge grip, and some propensity toward austerity, this is a monster Grange that may not totally assimilate the high levels of tannin, but there are plenty of reasons to be optimistic about its future. Anticipated maturity: now–2025.


1980 Grange Hermitage


RATING: 94 points


A fabulous Grange, this was a light harvest, and the blend ended up being 96% Shiraz and 4% Cabernet Sauvignon. The wine still seems very youthful, made in a very voluptuous, blockbuster Grange style. The wine has a dense ruby/purple color with no amber. A nose of melted asphalt, pepper, crème de cassis, and blackberries changes little in the glass, but with airing, some sweeter plum, prune, and chocolate emerge in a very full-bodied, powerful, seamlessly constructed wine with perfect levels of glycerin and extract. It is just now reaching its plateau of drinkability. Anticipated maturity: now–2016.


1979 Grange Hermitage


RATING: 92 points


Max Schubert commented in 1993 that this vintage, a blend of 87% Shiraz and 13% Cabernet Sauvignon, was “not quite up to the mark.” For technicians, this was the last vintage to use white capsules on the bottle, with Penfolds moving to the crimson red foils in 1980. The wine is deep ruby garnet with an unusual nose of root vegetables mixed with cola, caramel, black currant, and tar. Relatively attenuated in the finish but sweet on the attack, this wine seems to be narrowing out, with the tannins becoming increasingly dominant. If this is typical of the direction the evolution of this wine is taking, it is not reassuring. The wine is certainly still full, but may ultimately tend to dry out rather than blossom and prove expansive. This is a vintage to monitor closely. Anticipated maturity: now–2016.



1978 Grange Hermitage



RATING: 95 points


A wine that seems to get better every time I have it, the 1978 Grange, a blend of 90% Shiraz and 10% Cabernet Sauvignon, has turned out to be a blockbuster wine with extraordinary intensity, a voluptuous palate, notes of camphor, coffee, jammy black fruits, leather, and crème de cassis. As the wine sits in the glass, pepper and melted asphalt make an appearance. Very unctuously textured, thick, and chewy, this wine is soft, with a very succulent style. Its color is showing just a touch of amber as this wine approaches its plateau of maturity. Drink it now and over the next 20 years.


1977 Grange Hermitage


RATING: 93 points


This is considered a good rather than outstanding Grange, but I have consistently found this wine to be superb. A blend of 91% Shiraz and 9% Cabernet Sauvignon from a relatively cool growing year, this wine has full body and a gorgeously complex nose of coffee, crème de cassis, caramel, leather, and a subtle hint of pepper and eucalyptus. The wine is very rich and still somewhat unevolved, with more new oak showing through than most vintages of Grange. The wine still has a dense ruby/purple color and seems to need at least another 2–3 years to reach full maturity, with a very sweet, chewy style but exceptional balance. Anticipated maturity: now–2018.


1976 Grange Hermitage


RATING: 100 points


Consistently one of the most awesome wines ever made at Grange, this blend of 89% Shiraz and 11% Cabernet Sauvignon (13.9% alcohol) was the first Australian wine to cost $20 upon release. I have had this wine six separate times, every time rating it between 96 and 100. It had a phenomenal showing at Penfolds’ Magill estate. The color is an opaque purple, the wine massive, full-bodied, and to me, the quintessential Grange. Notes of blackberry liqueur intermixed with cassis, charcoal, new saddle leather, and underbrush resonate from the glass. Huge, thick, unctuously textured, with extraordinary concentration but perfect harmony among all of its elements, this is a prodigious Grange that is still not fully mature. Anticipated maturity: now–2020. A legend for sure!


1975 Grange Hermitage


RATING: 92 points


A blend of 90% Shiraz and 10% Cabernet Sauvignon, this vintage was considered a “good yet tannic Grange.” Certainly the tannins have become beautifully integrated in this sweet, expansive, full-bodied wine, with notes of subtle leather, melted asphalt, blackberry, and coffee. It is a very powerful, rich, deep, muscular wine with enormous concentration, plenty of glycerin and sweetness, and remarkable freshness and vigor. Drink it over the next 12–15 years.


1973 Grange Hermitage


RATING: 90 points


A blend of 95% Shiraz and 5% Cabernet Sauvignon, this was considered “a good wine from an undistinguished vintage.” It certainly was outstanding in June 2002 in Adelaide, showing a terrific nose of blackberry jam intermixed with sweet earth, plum, brown sugar, and tobacco. Full-bodied, deep, rich, and fully mature, this layered, concentrated, very fresh wine even exhibited some espresso-infused chocolate in the finish. It should drink well for another 4–6 years.


1971 Grange Hermitage


RATING: 96 points


I have had this wine on five separate occasions and on each occasion it has been a prodigious example of Grange Hermitage. The wine has consistently revealed the fruit levels, intensity, and complexity that are the hallmarks of a classic Grange. In fact, it is the first great Grange Hermitage since the debut vintage of 1955. The color is a mature garnet with considerable amber/orange at the edge. The magnificent aromatic profile includes scents of cedar, caramel, coffee, toffee, chocolate, and gobs of jammy black cherry and currant fruit. It could easily be mistaken for an old, magnificent Pomerol given its voluptuous texture, glorious richness, unctuosness, and phenomenal concentration, fat, and length. The wine has been fully mature since I first tasted it in 1990, yet it is capable of lasting for another 2–3 years. This is the real thing!



TORBRECK VINTNERS


WINES:


The Factor


Descendant


RunRig


Les Amis


OWNER: David Powell


ADDRESS: Roennfeldt Road, Marananga, SA, 5356, Australia


TELEPHONE: 61 8 8562 4155


TELEFAX: 61 8 8562 4195


E-MAIL: dave@torbreck.com


WEBSITE: www.torbreck.com


CONTACT: Liz Ellis, Cellar Door Manager, cellardoor@torbreck.com


VISITING POLICY: Open 7 days, 10 A.M.–6 P.M.; closed Good Friday and Christmas Day


VINEYARDS


SURFACE AREA: 250 acres


GRAPE VARIETALS: Shiraz, Grenache, Mataro, Viognier, Marsanne, Roussanne, Semillon, Frontignac


AVERAGE AGE OF THE VINES: 60 years


DENSITY OF PLANTATION: 1,500 vines per hectare


AVERAGE YIELDS: 23 hectoliters per hectare


WINEMAKING AND UPBRINGING


At Torbreck the philosophy is that great wines are made in the vineyard and then nurtured through to the bottle. The fruit is sourced from predominantly old vines from various sub-regions across the Barossa Valley. Fruit is harvested according to flavor ripeness, as opposed to sugar levels, hence they obtain optimal tannin and physiological ripeness on the vine. Wine-making techniques are very traditional, starting with gentle destemming of the grapes, which are then slowly pumped into open fermentation vessels and pumped over twice a day. A complete délestage is mandatory once a day. There is no extended maceration, and when fermentation is finished, all skins are pressed with a basket press. Secondary malolactic fermentation is carried out naturally in barrel utilizing the indigenous cultures of each of the single vineyard components.


The full range of Torbreck wines is an expression of the Barossa’s finest and oldest vines as well as the Rhône-oriented philosophy that has so captivated Dave Powell. They mainly use seasoned oak, and in some instances, such as with the Cuvée Juveniles, they use no oak at all. The wines that do mature in oak can spend up to 30 months, as is the case with RunRig, and these icon wines also incorporate a small percentage of new French oak. Torbreck does not filter or fine any of the wines, preferring the flavors, textures, and style that are enhanced by their noninterventionist approach to winemaking. Torbreck’s goal is to keep the wines focused and balanced between rich, ripe fruit and a subtle, harmonious use of oak.


ANNUAL PRODUCTION


Woodcutters Semillon: 60,000 bottles


Woodcutters Shiraz: 120,000 bottles


Cuvée Juveniles: 60,000 bottles


The Steading: 60,000 bottles


The Struie: 48,000 bottles


The Factor: 18,000 bottles


Descendant: 12,000 bottles


RunRig: 18,000 bottles


Les Amis: 1,800 bottles


The Bothie: 12,000 bottles


AVERAGE PRICE (DEPENDING ON VINTAGE): $25–150


GREAT RECENT VINTAGES


2002, 2001, 1998


Although Torbreck is only 10 years old, they have access to some of the oldest vineyards in Australia’s most hallowed wine region, the Barossa Valley.
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David Powell was born and raised in Adelaide, South Australia. His father was an accountant, and Dave soon found himself on a similar career path, studying economics at Adelaide University. While a student, he was introduced to wine by an uncle, and soon he found himself spending more and more time in the Barossa Valley.


After leaving the university, Dave spent the next 25 years learning the art of winemaking in famous vineyards and winemaking regions in Europe, the United States, and, of course, the Barossa Valley. The experience showed him the value of the Barossa’s unique attributes and convinced him of the importance of the valley’s vineyard heritage when others felt that it was well past its use-by date.


In the early 1990s, David Powell set about approaching local landowners concerning their neglected vineyards, most of which were lifeless and overgrown. Over time Powell nurtured them back to health, and was rewarded with a few small parcels of dry grown fruit that he made into wine. Following this, contracts were negotiated for the use of these vineyards and the old practice of share farming was resurrected in the Barossa Valley. The name Torbreck came from a forest in Scotland where Powell had worked while under contract with the Scottish forestry commission. The contracts that he negotiated secured a regular supply of the best Barossa Shiraz, Grenache, and Mataro as well as ensuring that he obtained fruit from some of the oldest vines in the world.


Realizing the potential that the Barossa had for Rhône varietals, both red and white, Powell bought a 30-acre property in Marananga and planted Viognier, Marsanne, and Roussanne vines. Part of the property in Marananga, known as the Descendant vineyard, is planted with Shiraz vines that are grown exclusively for the Descendant. Powell also took cuttings from each of the RunRig vineyards, planting them in 1995–1996. In 1999 Powell purchased another two old vineyards and six more came under the Torbreck share-farming scheme. His contracts with local growers multiplied, and by the end of 2003 he had secured long-term contracts with 35 local growers for old-vine parcels.


Dave Powell has quickly established himself as one of the geniuses of Rhône Valley–influenced blockbuster red wines from Australia. I have extolled his previous vintages, and the quality (and prices) continues to soar, as these are some of the most exciting wines produced not only in Australia but in the world. These are wines of enormous strength but also riveting individuality and extraordinary purity and symmetry. The reds are all spectacular, even some of the less expensive cuvées. Of course, the RunRig has become one of the most fashionable wines in the world, and it deserves billing as the Guigal Côte-Rôtie La Mouline of Australia.


These wines not only make for compelling drinking, but also a huge amount of fun, and isn’t that what it’s all about?


DESCENDANT


2002 Descendant


RATING: 96 points


A magnificent effort, the dense ruby/purple–colored 2002 Descendant offers gorgeous aromas of crushed blackberries, raspberries, licorice, acacia flowers, and the added notes of honeysuckle and apricots from the touch of Viognier in this Shiraz-dominated wine. Full-bodied and opulently textured, with good tannin, structure, purity, and a broad, expansive finish that lasts nearly a minute, it needs 1–2 years of cellaring, and should keep for 12–15+.


2001 Descendant


RATING: 98 points


The 2001 Descendant is a blend of 92% Shiraz and 8% Viognier cropped at approximately 1.5 tons of fruit per acre. This spectacular Australian red offers an aromatic smorgasbord of honeysuckle intermixed with blackberry and crème de cassis, licorice, coffee, and spice. There is fabulous fruit purity, tremendous intensity, and great balance with flavor, power, and elegance all combined into a riveting example of Barossa Valley wine. It should drink well for another 8–10 years.


2000 Descendant


RATING: 94 points


The 2000 Descendant is a single-vineyard Shiraz that includes 8% Viognier. This exotic offering boasts an inky purple color along with a gorgeously sweet nose of blackberry liqueur intermixed with licorice and Viognier’s honeysuckle character. It has great texture, fabulous length (the finish lasts for 50 seconds), and incredible fruit purity. I would not be surprised to see it firm up in the bottle. This pedal-to-the-metal, full-throttle Shiraz is a singular expression of Barossa Valley fruit. Anticipated maturity: now–2015.


1999 Descendant


RATING: 93 points


The 1999 Descendant is a blend of 92% Shiraz and 8% Viognier. Its dense purple color is followed by blackberry, crème de cassis, and floral aromas, huge body, terrific fat and glycerin, and a seamless, decadently rich finish. For drinking in its first 7–8 years of life, it is a tour de force in pleasure.


1997 Descendant


RATING: 96 points


The 1997 Descendant (100% Shiraz fermented on Viognier pomace) is Australia’s quintessential example of power and elegance. While not massive, its level of concentration is extraordinary. This black/purple-colored wine offers a feminine, silky voluptuousness allied to fascinating levels of richness, unbelievably sweet tannin, and layers of flavor. In the glass, the wine develops magnificently. A bottle kept open for 48 hours displayed additional nuances and complexity. Full-bodied but not heavy, this is a tour de force in winemaking, as well as a thrilling Shiraz to drink. No other wine from Australia remotely resembles it. In truth, the closest wine to which it could be compared is Marcel Guigal’s single-vineyard Côte-Rôtie La Turque. Anticipated maturity: now–2011.


THE FACTOR
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2002 The Factor


RATING: 99 points


Remarkably, the 2002 The Factor (100% Shiraz) may be even more awesome than the 2001. It boasts a blackberry liqueur–like intensity with chocolaty richness intermixed with blackberries, raspberries, and cherries. The unctuous texture, refreshing acidity, and sweet tannin frame up this magnificent wine. It should drink well for 15+ years. Interestingly, the 2002 The Factor did not have the Côte-Rôtie–like roasted element found in the 2001, no doubt because 2002 was much cooler than the record heat experienced in 2001.


2001 The Factor


RATING: 98 points


A 100% Shiraz offering, the exquisite 2001 possesses a more roasted, Côte-Rôtie character than its Shiraz siblings. Blackberry, blueberry, espresso roast, smoke, and a roasted component are found in this intense, rich effort along with considerable structure, fabulous density, and a broad, deep, profound palate. Anticipated maturity: now–2014.


2000 The Factor


RATING: 95 points


The 2000 The Factor has benefitted from the fact that Powell decided not to produce a RunRig in 2000. It is a compelling wine of great richness, multiple dimensions, and glorious levels of blackberry liqueur–like fruit intermixed with crème de cassis, melted licorice, espresso, and leather. Sweet, expansive, and opulent, it is a lusty, hedonistic, mouth-staining Shiraz that should drink well for another 8–13 years.


1999 The Factor


RATING: 97 points


The spectacular 1999 offers an opaque inky/blue/purple color, accompanied by scents of new saddle leather, pepper, creosote, smoke, and blackberry liqueur. This full-bodied, marvelously concentrated, stunningly pure Shiraz is the qualitative equivalent of this estate’s flagship offering, the RunRig. Anticipated maturity: now–2016.


1998 The Factor


RATING: 93 points


A stunning effort is the 1998 The Factor. Supple, with a tell-tale, ostentatious bouquet of black fruits intermixed with smoke, licorice, and melted asphalt, this super-extracted, velvety-textured, sumptuous, pure, rich, impeccably well-balanced Shiraz is best consumed during its first decade of life. Anticipated maturity: now.


LES AMIS
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2002 Les Amis


RATING: 99 points


One of the most remarkable wines in Torbreck’s portfolio is the 100% Grenache cuvée, the 2002 Les Amis. It is made from an old, dry-farmed Grenache vineyard planted in 1901 that escaped the pull-up of old vines that afflicted Barossa and McLaren Vale 30 years ago when the government’s intelligentsia was encouraging vineyard development in cool climate areas, and had concluded that warmer South Australia areas, such as Barossa and McLaren Vale, were irrelevant. Obviously, this was a blunder of extraordinary proportions. Luckily, some old vineyards were saved. Les Amis is David Powell’s homage to the most underrated great red wine of the world, France’s Châteauneuf-du-Pape. What is amazing about this wine is that Grenache tends to do poorly in a lot of new oak, but this cuvée spends 18 months in new French oak, which is completely absorbed by the extraordinary Greenock Creek fruit. A marvelous effort, it boasts an inky/ruby/purple color as well as an extraordinarily provocative perfume of crushed raspberries and black cherry liqueur. This full-bodied, multidimensional red inundates the palate with fruit, glycerin, and intensity. It has the highest alcohol content of all the Torbreck wines (16.5%), which tend to average 14.5%. Nevertheless, it is refreshing, vigorous, and incredibly well delineated. No doubt the old vines are the key to such a magnificent achievement. It should drink well for 10–12 years, possibly longer.



2001 Les Amis



RATING: 96 points


The debut vintage of Les Amis, the 2001, is 100% Grenache fashioned from ancient pruned vines. It tips the scales at 15% alcohol, but somehow manages to conceal its oak. A majestic red of great ripeness, richness, and copious quantities of kirsch, pepper, and spice, there is not a hard edge to be found in this dense, full-bodied offering. Sadly, there are only 100 cases of this compelling wine. It should be consumed over the next 4–6 years.


RUNRIG
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2001 RunRig


RATING: 99+ points


Constantly flirting with perfection, the 2001 RunRig is a worthy successor to the blockbuster, surreal 1998. A blend of 97% Shiraz and 3% Viognier, this is Torbreck’s flagship offering. Sourced from old vines, some close to 140 years of age, it is fashioned from four sectors of Barossa—Marananga, Koonunga Hill, Moppa, and Greenock. The powerful, full-bodied 2001 exhibits aromas of crème de cassis, blackberry liqueur, ink, espresso, graphite, and apricot marmalade. The impression on the palate is one of marvelous richness and expansive texture, a multilayered skyscraper soaring across the palate with no heaviness. It is a tour de force in winemaking, but give it 2–3 years of bottle age, and drink it over the following 15–20+ years.


1999 RunRig


RATING: 97 points


The 1999 RunRig is an unfined/unfiltered beauty of remarkable concentration and intensity. The RunRig is a structured, muscular effort with phenomenal density, dry vintage port-like concentration, and magnificent notes of smoke, blackberries, cassis, leather, and coffee. A hint of Viognier’s sweet marmalade character comes through as the wine sits in the glass. This majestic Shiraz, one of the greatest wines made in the New World, should be cellared for another 3–4 years, and drunk over the following 2–3 decades.


1998 RunRig


RATING: 99 points


A blend of 97% Shiraz and 3% Viognier, aged completely in French oak for approximately 18 months prior to bottling, the 1998 may well be the most concentrated RunRig to date. The color is an opaque purple, and the bouquet offers an exotic concoction of tropical fruit, blackberry liqueur, crème de cassis, smoke, and honeysuckle notes. Once past the exhilarating fragrance, the wine is sumptuous and full-bodied, with a skyscraper-like profile of fabulous concentration and length that builds in the mouth. The black-fruits-galore scenario unfolds to reveal beautifully integrated wood, acidity, tannin, and alcohol (14.5%). The balance is virtually perfect, and the finish lasts for nearly a minute. This luxurious, compelling gem displays a level of complexity and delineation that is rare in a wine of such size. Anticipated maturity: now–2016.


1997 RunRig


RATING: 98 points


Torbreck’s 1997 RunRig is spectacular. This huge, exotic wine, which offers up blueberry liqueur, cassis, flowers, a touch of overripe peaches, and sweet vanilla, is a rich, full-bodied, supple-textured wine. It represents Australia’s answer to Marcel Guigal’s Côte-Rôtie La Mouline. The oak is beautifully integrated. The wine is low in acidity, and the impact on the palate is one of awesome levels of fruit, richness, and complexity. This amazing wine may even merit a perfect rating. It should drink well for another 6–8 years.


1996 RunRig


RATING: 96 points


Sensational aromatics leap from the glass, offering up cherry liqueur, smoke, toast, roasted herbs, and blackberry fruit. It is full-bodied, with exquisite concentration, an unctuous texture, low acidity, and beautifully integrated tannin and alcohol (14.5%). This staggering wine can be drunk now or cellared for another 5–7 years.


1995 RunRig


RATING: 95 points


This is a lavishly rich, compelling effort with spectacular aromatics as well as flavors. From the toasty vanilla, bacon fat, black raspberry, blackberry, and cassis aromas to its stunningly proportioned, thick, medium to full–bodied flavors, this seamless, silky-textured, juicy, succulent wine is a total turn-on. With airing, some tannin emerges, and the wine still tastes youthful. The RunRig can be drunk now, but it promises to evolve effortlessly for another 6–12 years.



VERITAS WINERY


WINES:


Hanisch Shiraz


Heysen Shiraz


OWNER: The Binder family (Principal: Rolf G. Binder)


ADDRESS: Winery—Seppeltsfield Road, Dorrein via Tanunda; Postal—P.O. Box 126, Tanunda, SA, 5352, Australia


TELEPHONE: 61 8 8562 3300


TELEFAX: 61 8 8562 1177


E-MAIL: cellar@veritaswinery.com


WEBSITE: www.veritaswinery.com


CONTACT: Rolf Binder


VISITING POLICY: Cellar Door—Monday to Friday, 10 A.M.– 4:30 P.M.; weekends/holidays, 11 A.M.–4 P.M.; groups and tours—by invitation only


VINEYARDS


SURFACE AREA: Total area of vineyard is 98.8 acres split over two vineyards—Chri Ro Estate and Western Ridge


GRAPE VARIETALS: 34.6 acres of Shiraz


AVERAGE AGE OF THE VINES: Shiraz planted in 1972 and 1985


DENSITY OF PLANTATION: Plantings pre-1990: 3.5 meters by 3.0 meters; post-1990: 3.0 meters by 2.0 meters


AVERAGE YIELDS: Reds, 3–8 tons per hectare


WINEMAKING AND UPBRINGING


The philosophy of Veritas Winery is to let the vineyard tell its own story. The crushing is designed to leave as many berries whole as possible in the fermentation, which is done in 8-ton open fermenters. They use heading-down boards on some fermentations, which give a rich, full-palate wine, and the majority are managed through pump-overs, which tend to give more weight and back palate structure.


Veritas’s old screw press has been in use since the company was established in 1955. The initial pressing extracts and macerates the skins, but the final pressure on the cake is soft, giving an almost gentle “basket press” effect. They want to avoid pressing too hard, as they prefer to leave a few liters in the cake than have hardness in the wine.


Rolf Binder, the winemaker, has an expression that “the wine is the hand and the fruit is the glove,” and they must fit well together. The correct use of oak is vital, and new oak is used sparingly. The tendency is to use older reshaven oak, which imports less oak aggression and more fine oak flavor to the wine. As Binder says, “Barossa fruit has such an intense full fruit, why hammer it with lots of oak?”


The premium wines such as Hanisch and Heysen spend 22 months in oak. The final blending and finishing of the wines is very important. After barrel selection and blending, the wines will generally receive a very light fining of egg white and a very gentle filtration pre-bottling.


Veritas has shied away from modern technology because it believes that the process of making wine is a very simple one, and sees no reason to fix what isn’t broken.


ANNUAL PRODUCTION


Hanisch Shiraz: 3,600 bottles


Heysen Shiraz: 7,000 bottles


AVERAGE PRICE (VARIABLE DEPENDING ON VINTAGE): $30–80


GREAT RECENT VINTAGES


2002, 2001, 1998, 1996, 1994, 1991


Veritas was established as a winery in 1955 by Rolf Binder’s parents, Rolf and Fransiska Binder, postwar immigrants to Australia from Europe.


[image: Image]


Rolf Binder


Rolf Sr. came to Australia with literally nothing, but was fortunate to have enough knowledge of languages that he could work as a court interpreter. It was at court that he met two gentlemen, Chris Vohrer and Wilhelm Abel, who had established the original winery in the Barossa Valley. Rolf Sr. had studied chemistry before the war and felt winemaking was a logical extension. Vohrer and Abel offered him an apprenticeship, and after a decade of learning the trade, Rolf Sr. was given the opportunity to purchase the winery. In 1955 he bought the property and renamed it “Veritas Winery.”


The initial production was of fortified wines, with a few dry reds on the side. The business was established by doing “house deliveries” to many areas of the state, which helped spread the word about the company’s wines.


In the mid-1960s, Rolf Sr. purchased some land that was partially planted with old Shiraz and Mataro vines. In 1972, much of the uncultivated land was planted to vines, and christened the Heysen and Hanisch vineyards.


In the early 1980s, daughter Christa and then Rolf Jr. graduated from Roseworthy Agricultural College and joined the winemaking business. Rolf began working at Veritas in 1982, while Christa went offsite for experience and returned to Veritas ten years later, bringing vast skills in white wine–making.


Rolf Jr. worked hard to shift away from fortified wines and develop the company’s red wine style. During the 1980s, the company continued to develop its vineyards, planting more Shiraz, Mataro, Semillon, Riesling, and Cabernet Sauvignon.


There is no question that the two Shiraz cuvées from the Hanisch and Heysen vineyards are world-class wines of extraordinary aromatic and flavor dimension. Both wines give indications of evolving for 15–20 years, and seem very capable of competing with the famous wine of South Australia, the Penfolds Grange.


HANISCH SHIRAZ:


[image: Image]


2002 Hanisch Shiraz


RATING: 98 points


The blockbuster 2002 Hanisch Shiraz possesses a dense purple color, extraordinary richness, an incredible perfume of creosote, blueberries, blackberries, and cassis, and velvety tannin that suggests great ripeness as well as wonderful integration of all its structural components. With full body, stunning depth, a multilayered mouth-feel, tremendous purity, and a 60+-second finish, this unevolved yet accessible Shiraz should hit its prime in 2–3 years, and last for 12–15 or longer. This is a brilliant Barossa Valley Shiraz!


2001 Hanisch Shiraz


RATING: 92+ points


The 2001 Hanisch Shiraz perfume is reminiscent of some of the great Diamond Creek Cabernets of the mid- and late 1970s. Scorched earth, crème de cassis, blackberry, licorice, and smoky aromas emerge from this dense purple-colored Shiraz. Opulent, rich, and full-bodied, with more forward fruit than the Heysen cuvée, and a 45-second finish, this stunning effort should be at its finest between now and 2016.


1999 Hanisch Shiraz


RATING: 92 points


The 1999 Hanisch Shiraz boasts an inky purple color as well as a terrific nose of jammy black fruits intermixed with licorice, new saddle leather, and pepper. Full-bodied and seamless, with exceptional concentration and purity, this large-scaled yet well-balanced wine should drink well for 9–10 years. It is far more evolved and accessible than the 1998 or 1996 were at similar ages. Anticipated maturity: now–2012.
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1998 Hanisch Shiraz



RATING: 99 points


The virtually perfect 1998 Hanisch Shiraz offers up notes of beef blood, blackberries, and jammy cassis liqueur. This viscous but not heavy, massive, full-bodied, fabulously concentrated 1998 has a finish that lasts for just under a minute. It represents the essence of Shiraz. Three hundred cases were produced. It can be drunk now because it is so luxuriously rich, but don’t expect secondary nuances to develop for at least another 3–6 years. It should keep for 20–25, at the minimum.


1997 Hanisch Shiraz


RATING: 97 points


The 1997 Hanisch Shiraz tastes like a dry vintage port. Opaque purple–colored, with a knockout bouquet of blackberries, leather, and forest scents intermixed with licorice and pepper, this intense, super-concentrated, phenomenally extracted Shiraz is beyond massive. Amazingly well balanced and delineated for its gargantuan size, it is accessible and soft enough to be drunk now, but it is just beginning its long life, which should take it past two decades of evolution. Anticipated maturity: now–2020+.


1996 Hanisch Shiraz


RATING: 97 points


I was blown away by the 1996 Hanisch Shiraz (15.1% alcohol). It boasts copious quantities of jammy blueberry and blackberry fruit intermixed with truffle, tar, licorice, and chocolaty aromas. This is a spectacularly intense, massive, old-vine Shiraz that comes across more as a dry port than a dry table wine. With an unctuous texture as well as a finish that lasts for 40+ seconds, this terrific wine should last for another 20–25+ years. Wow!


HEYSEN SHIRAZ
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2002 Heysen Shiraz


RATING: 93+ points


The 2002 Heysen Shiraz is a deep ruby/purple-hued, tightly knit effort that reveals an intriguing, distinctive nose of spice box and flowers. It possesses admirably intense flavors of flowers and blackberries, multiple layers, full body, and firm tannin. Give it 2–3 years of cellaring, and enjoy it over the following 12–15.


2001 Heysen Shiraz


RATING: 90+ points


The saturated purple-colored 2001 Heysen Shiraz was closed (at least on the day I tasted it), but offers a tight but promising nose of damp forest floor scents interwoven with blackberry liqueur and a hint of tar. Full-bodied, chewy, and unctuous, with high tannin (largely concealed by the wealth of fruit), this primary effort has a promising upside. Anticipated maturity: now–2020.


1998 Heysen Shiraz


RATING: 96 points


An opaque black/purple is accompanied by an ostentatious bouquet of raspberries, blackberries, currants, and cherries. With airing, the bouquet also offers up smoke, pepper, licorice, and earth. In the mouth, the wine is unctuously textured and extremely full-bodied, with great purity as well as layers of flavor. It is a dazzling example of what Australia can do so well. Four hundred cases of this classic were produced. Anticipated maturity: now–2020.


1997 Heysen Shiraz


RATING: 96 points


This opaque black/purple–colored wine reveals aromas of flowers, licorice, blackberries, and new saddle leather. This full-bodied, fat, succulent, low-acid wine is one of the most concentrated and intense that Shiraz drinkers will ever taste. Long, powerful, and concentrated, it can be drunk now, but will age effortlessly for twenty years. Anticipated maturity: now–2020.


1996 Heysen Shiraz


RATING: 91 points


This killer Shiraz with an opaque purple color is peppery, tarry, sweet, and layered, with jammy blackberry fruit and hints of subtle new oak. This is a massive, powerful, full-bodied wine with a finish that goes on and on. Still youthful, it promises to age easily for another 7–10 years.
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AUSTRIA


A strong argument can be made that the finest Austrian wines are the best-kept secret of the wine world. These exciting wines are loaded with flavor, and are remarkably complex, with a striking depth of minerality found in only a handful of wines in the world. Of course, Austria is a very small wine-producing country, and the best wines are hardly good values, but they are great wines.


The Austrian wine culture is among the oldest in Europe. The Celts produced wine until the Roman conquest displaced them with their own brand of viticulture. As in most areas of Europe, the majority of medieval viticulture was controlled by monasteries, and that remained largely unchanged until the famous phylloxera scourge of the 1880s destroyed virtually all of Austria’s vineyards. Of course, the 20th century saw the demise of the Austro-Hungarian empire, two World Wars, and a complete devastation of the Austrian economy. By that time much of Austrian wine culture was a caricature of cheap wine and industrial farming at its worst. Most of the Austrian wine production following the Second World War was designed to foster the desire for inexpensive sweet swill that German supermarkets bought in industrial quantities. Perhaps it was inevitable, but all of this came to a catastrophic end in 1985 when some growers in Austria, as well as in Italy, were found to be adding diethylene glycol (a commonly used antifreeze agent) to sweeten their wines artificially. The adulteration scandal virtually destroyed what was left of Austria’s reputation, but the silver lining is that the great producers only strengthened their resolve and tried harder to resurrect the image of Austrian wines.
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Since then, Austrian wines have made considerable inroads into the elitist wine culture. Even the most jaded connoisseurs now recognize the brilliance and compelling quality of Austria’s greatest Rieslings and Grüner Veltliners. The most hallowed Austrian wine region remains, irrefutably, the Wachau, where very powerful, dry wines of impressive aging potential are produced by the top growers. These are wines of undeniable character with aromas and flavors that resonate terroir. They are not shy wines, and the most powerful of them, called Smaragd, usually contains 13–14% alcohol despite being quite dry. In nearby Kremstal and Kamptal, wine styles change a bit as one runs into more Chardonnay, some good sparkling wines, and occasionally an innocuous Pinot Noir. In other regions of Austria, wine quality is decidedly mixed and often only an individual grower transcends the mediocrity of the region. However, there are good wines being made in increasing numbers, and even some rather attractive red wines emerging from Burgenland, the main viticultural region for reds. The great shining success story in the Burgenland (from one of the four sub-appellations, the Neusiedlersee) is the prodigious portfolio of Alois Kracher, whose wines are profiled in the pages that follow. Of course, there are other viticultural areas of Austria, particularly Styria and some of the sub-appellations of lower Austria such as Thermenregion and Weinvierdel, but with one notable exception, it is the finest producers of Wachau that play on the world’s stage of compelling wines.
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WEINGUT FRANZ HIRTZBERGER


WINES:


Grüner Veltliner Smaragd Honivogel


Riesling Smaragd Singerriedel


OWNERS: Irmgard and Franz Hirtzberger


ADDRESS: Kremser Strasse 8, 3620 Spitz, Austria


TELEPHONE: 43 27 13 22 09


TELEFAX: 43 27 13 22 09020


E-MAIL: weingut@hirtzberger.com


WEBSITE: www.hirtzberger.com


CONTACT: Contact the winery at the above address


VISITING POLICY: By appointment only


VINEYARDS


SURFACE AREA: 30 acres


GRAPE VARIETALS: 45% Grüner Veltliner, 40% Riesling, the rest Pinot Gris, Pinot Blanc, and Chardonnay


AVERAGE AGE OF THE VINES: 25–30 years


DENSITY OF PLANTATION: 6,000–6,500 vines per hectare


AVERAGE YIELDS: 25–45 hectoliters per hectare


WINEMAKING AND UPBRINGING


All the wines are fermented in stainless steel and aged in the rather traditional 30- to 50-hectoliter wooden barrels for 10–12 months prior to bottling.


ANNUAL PRODUCTION


Figures are confidential.


Grüner Veltliner Federspiel Rotes-Tor


Grüner Veltliner Smaragd Honivogel


Grüner Veltliner Smaragd Rotes-Tor


Riesling Smaragd Hochrain


AVERAGE PRICE (VARIABLE DEPENDING ON VINTAGE): $20–80


GREAT RECENT VINTAGES


2000, 1999, 1994


One of the great producers in Austria’s Wachau Valley, Franz Hirtzberger, an undeniable perfectionist, took over the management of this estate from his father in 1983. His vineyards are all located at the western extremity of the Wachau, near the town of Spitz, an area considered to have some of the coldest terroirs of the Wachau. Hirtzberger has planted his vineyards with 45% Grüner Veltliner, 40% Riesling, and tiny smidgens of Pinot Gris, Pinot Blanc, and Chardonnay. One of his two greatest vineyards is Singerriedel, located just behind the family’s 13th-century residence. Planted on steep south-southeast-facing slopes, Singerriedel produces one of the great Rieslings of Austria. His second great vineyard is Honivogel, which is planted primarily with Grüner Velt-liner and grown on the lower slopes at the foot of the Singerriedel. Most wines at Hirtzberger require four to five years of bottle-age before their refinement, balance, depth, and exceptional complexity come forth.


Hirtzberger’s perfectionist philosophy leads to wines that have almost a touch of magic in them, with very little residual sugar and incredibly delineated, clean, mineral-dominated styles. Along with F. X. Pichler, he is one of the two legendary producers in the Wachau.
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Franz Hirtzberger
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GRÜNER VELTLINER SMARAGD HONIVOGEL


2003 Grüner Veltliner Smaragd Honivogel


RATING: 94 points


Hirtzberger’s 1990 Smaragd Honivogel is one of the finest Grüner Veltliners I’ve ever tasted. It has a nose that reveals expressive fennel-laden minerals. Its clay and mineral as well as pear flavors are ensconced in a rich, concentrated, deep, and bone-dry personality. This powerful behemoth possesses an exceptionally long and pure finish. Drink it between now and 2009–2010.


2000 Grüner Veltliner Smaragd Honivogel


RATING: 92 points


The medium-bodied and powerful 2000 Grüner Veltliner Smaragd Honivogel is a thick wine with roasted pear and spice aromas. This broad, intense offering is crammed with smoky white fruits whose flavors linger throughout its impressively long finish. Anticipated maturity: 2006–2014.


1999 Grüner Veltliner Smaragd Honivogel


RATING: 92 points


Honeysuckle, acacia blossoms, and stones can be discerned in the aromatics of the 1999 Grüner Veltliner Smaragd Honivogel. This tobacco, cedar, and mineral–flavored wine has gorgeous definition, precision, and focus. It is medium-bodied and silky-textured, and possesses a long, flavorful finish. Anticipated maturity: now–2008.


1997 Grüner Veltliner Smaragd Honivogel


RATING: 91 points


The 1997 Grüner Veltliner Smaragd Honivogel displays ripe white fruit aromas and a light to medium–bodied character that is intense, concentrated, and superbly balanced. The wine is armed with stunning grip, coating the palate with minerals, stones, and earth-like flavors. Drink this beauty between now and 2012.



1994 Grüner Veltliner Smaragd Honivogel



RATING: 90 points


The 1994 Grüner Veltliner Smaragd Honivogel was made from grapes harvested on November 15. The wine displays a terrific nose of ripe fruit and an exotic spice component. With ostentatious aromas and flavors, as well as a finish that lasts for 30+ seconds, this rich, deep, full-bodied, dry wine is a knockout example of Grüner Veltliner. It rivals those produced by F. X. Pichler and Ludwig Hiedler. Anticipated maturity: now–2011.


RIESLING SMARAGD SINGERRIEDEL
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2000 Riesling Smaragd Singerriedel


RATING: 94 points


White flowers and minerals make up the nose of the wonderful 2000 Riesling Smaragd Singerriedel. This medium-bodied wine has a rich, thick, oily-textured character. Expansive waves of honeyed minerals and candied apples can be discerned in its dense core and extraordinarily long finish. Anticipated maturity: now–2016+.


1999 Riesling Smaragd Singerriedel


RATING: 94 points


This medium-bodied, silky-textured, and crystalline wine possesses depth, power, and richness. It is exceptionally well balanced, and is packed with mineral, pear, apple, and verbena flavors that linger in its long, precise finish. The Hirtzbergers began the tradition of passing through each vineyard multiple times during harvest, picking only the ripest grapes, in 1991. In 1999 it took five such passes (the last on December 1) to harvest the Riesling Smaragd Singerriedel. Anticipated maturity: now–2017. Bravo!


1994 Riesling Smaragd Singerriedel


RATING: 95 points


The powerful aromatics of the 1994 Riesling Smaragd Singer-riedel exhibit honeyed mineral scents. On the palate, this medium-bodied wine has awesome depth, purity, and focus. Its never-ending character is slathered with almonds, chamomile, verbena, and pulpy pears. In most of the Wachau, 1994 was simply too warm a vintage. However, in the cooler climate around Spitz it was a special vintage. Drink it between now and 2013–2017.



WEINGUT ALOIS KRACHER


WINES:


Welschriesling Trockenbeerenauslese (Nouvelle Vague)


Chardonnay Trockenbeerenauslese (Nouvelle Vague)


Scheurebe Trockenbeerenauslese (Zwischen den Seen)


Welschriesling Trockenbeerenauslese (Zwischen den Seen)


OWNER: Alois Kracher


ADDRESS: Apetlonerstrasse 37, A-7142 Illmitz, Austria


TELEPHONE: 43 2175 3377


TELEFAX: 43 2175 33774


E-MAIL: office@kracher.at


WEBSITE: www.kracher.com


CONTACT: Michaela Kracher


VISITING POLICY: By appointment only


VINEYARDS


SURFACE AREA: 50 acres


GRAPE VARIETALS: 30% Chardonnay, 40% Welschriesling, 10% Scheurebe, 10% Traminer, 10% Muskat-Ottonel


AVERAGE AGE OF THE VINES: 25 years


DENSITY OF PLANTATION: 6,500 vines per hectare


AVERAGE YIELDS: 15 hectoliters per hectare
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Alois Kracher


WINEMAKING AND UPBRINGING


The Trockenbeerenausleses are classified in two categories: “Zwischen den Seen” covers the classic sweet wines of the region, which are fermented in stainless steel and aged in large casks. These are the fruit-driven varieties like Scheurebe, Welschriesling, and Muskat-Ottonel. The focus is on freshness and fruit. The “Nouvelle Vague” wines are internationally styled wines aged in small French oak barrels, like Traminer and Chardonnay. Both categories are mostly varietal wines. Long yeast contact is sought, which involves higher risks in vinification, yet these are minimized by modern equipment. Aging time in cask is about 20 months. Since 1991, the most characteristic wine of each vintage has been bottled as “Grande Cuvée.” One third of the vines grow on sandy terroir, two thirds on gravelly soils.


ANNUAL PRODUCTION


The present range comprises a Beerenauslese and, if possible, an ice wine. Then there is the Collection series, which—depending on the vintage—includes a different number of Trockenbeerenausleses, all of which sport a distinctive golden label. Numbering of the Trockenbeerenausleses is done according to the concentration of the wines. The decisive factors in this respect include not only residual sugar, but also taste, acidity, alcohol, and extract.


Trockenbeerenauslese: 45,000 half bottles


Beerenauslese: 40,000 half bottles


Eiswein: 4,000 half bottles


Dry wines: 15,000 bottles


AVERAGE PRICE (VARIABLE DEPENDING ON VINTAGE): $50–100


GREAT RECENT VINTAGES


2000, 1998, 1995, 1981, 1979, 1976, 1973


In 1981, Alois “Luis” Kracher took over from his father, who was one of the first to recognize the potential of the Seewinkel district for the vinification of high-quality botrytised wines. Today, Alois Kracher, Sr. still takes care of the vineyards. His son, Alois Kracher, Jr., is the second generation involved in viticulture. He created a new dessert wine style, in which fruit, finesse, and balance are more important than sweetness, and he quickly became one of the most highly reputed sweet wine–makers of the world.


Alois Jr. is a wordly winemaker as capable of discussing the ingredients of intricate dishes with the world’s greatest chefs as he is about viticulture in his vineyards, which are located just a short distance from Lake Neusidil. Ironically, he never wanted to take over his father’s estate because he was trained as a chemical engineer, but when he did, like so many of the producers in this book, he did it without any compromises in his pursuit of perfection. This vineyard’s soils are mostly black earth mixed with sand, and he vinifies everything with natural yeasts. Of course he produces the two distinctive styles of wine already mentioned, but just about everything Kracher does is of interest; he has even turned out some very limited production, very promising dry red wines to go along with his world-class sweet wines. He is also a partner with another wine producer in this book, Manfred Krankl of the California winery Sine Qua Non, and the two of them produce a dazzling array of sweet wines from South Central Coast grapes commercialized under the name “Mr. K.”


CHARDONNAY TROCKENBEERENAUSLESE
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2000 #3 Chardonnay Trockenbeerenauslese Nouvelle Vague


RATING: 94 points


Butterscotch, orange-flavored candies, and intense apricot aromas are found in the nose of the 2000 #3 Chardonnay Trockenbeerenauslese Nouvelle Vague. An oily-textured, medium to full–bodied effort, it has stupendous amplitude and excellent balance, and reveals loads of spicy, sweet yellow plum flavors. This bold, broad-shouldered, expressive wine (12.5% alcohol, 178.2 grams residual sugar/liter, and 6 grams/liter total acidity) should be consumed over the next 15 years.


2000 #7 Chardonnay Trockenbeerenauslese Nouvelle Vague


RATING: 94 points


Butterscotch, cream, and peaches are found in the nose of the syrupy 2000 #7 Chardonnay Trockenbeerenauslese Nouvelle Vague (7.5% alcohol, 295.9 grams residual sugar/liter, and 6.5 grams/liter total acidity). This creamy-textured wine’s mouth-feel is as soft as a goosedown pillow. Its thick, full-bodied character has flavors reminiscent of butterscotch squares whipped into condensed milk. Drink it over the next 15 years.


1999 #7 Chardonnay Trockenbeerenauslese Nouvelle Vague


RATING: 96 points


The candied apple–scented 1999 #7 Chardonnay Trockenbeerenauslese Nouvelle Vague is an opulent, unctuous stunner. It is as thick as syrup yet focused and balanced, offering wave after wave of tangy pear and apple jams. Loads of spices, red currants, and apricots are also found throughout this wine’s personality as well as in its seemingly unending finish. Drink it over the next 20–30+ years.


1998 #2 Chardonnay Trockenbeerenauslese Nouvelle Vague


RATING: 93 points


The pale yellow–colored 1998 #2 Chardonnay Trockenbeerenauslese Nouvelle Vague displays aromas of jammy peaches and apricots dusted with botrytis. Medium to full–bodied and thick, this is a sweet red raspberry, jellied apricot, candied peach, and spice–flavored wine. It is dense and oily textured, yet pure and fresh. Anticipated maturity: now–2020.


1998 #9 Chardonnay Trockenbeerenauslese Nouvelle Vague


RATING: 96 points


The oak, vanilla, toast, acacia blossom, and crème brûlée– scented 1998 #9 Chardonnay Trockenbeerenauslese Nouvelle Vague is an intensely sweet, fat, and candied wine. Full-bodied and powerful, this is a dense (yet harmonious) offering jam-packed with sugar-coated oranges, candied apples, and honey. Its seemingly unending finish reveals additional layers of luxurious jellied fruits. Drink this exceptional wine over the next 20–25 years.


1998 #13 Chardonnay Trockenbeerenauslese Nouvelle Vague


RATING: 98 points


The 1998 #13 Chardonnay Trockenbeerenauslese Nouvelle Vague is Kracher’s most concentrated wine from this vintage. Cedar, spices, apricots, and overripe peaches are displayed by this full-bodied, muscular offering. It is hugely dense, almost syrupy, with loads of jammy and jellied fruits in its round, sexy personality. This Rubenesque wine has untold quantities of fruit (mostly apricots), spices, and botrytis in its expressive, seamless flavor profile. This harmonious, muscular, and graceful wine will retain its fruit for at least another 12 years, and will potentially age longer than anyone reading this book.



1996 #8 Chardonnay Trockenbeerenauslese Nouvelle Vague



RATING: 95 points


Kracher produced only 400 bottles of this wine, which contains 168 grams of residual sugar, 11.8% alcohol, and 9.6 grams of acidity. Coconut-laced overripe apricots and peaches are intermingled with botrytis scents in this fabulous TBA. It is Sauternes-like in its flavor profile yet fresher and livelier. This refined wine has superb delineation, breadth, and a creamy texture packed with toasty yellow fruits. Medium to full–bodied and impeccably focused, its finish reveals candied lemon flavors that seemingly last forever. Drink it between now and 2015.


1995 #13 Chardonnay Trockenbeerenauslese Nouvelle Vague


RATING: 96 points


This 800-bottle cuvée contains 250 grams of residual sugar, 8.5% alcohol, and 11 grams of acidity. Fermented and aged in new oak barrels, it was bottled after 16 months. It is the finest late harvest Chardonnay I have ever tasted. This masterpiece has pink grapefruit, white pepper, smoky scents, and a divine personality filled with baked papaya, mango, apricots, and peaches so thick it almost requires a knife and fork. Awesome balancing acidity and length! Drink it between now and 2030+.


SCHEUREBE TROCKENBEERENAUSLESE
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2000 #5 Scheurebe Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen


RATING: 96 points


The massive, full-bodied 2000 #5 Scheurebe Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen (11.5% alcohol, 212.8 grams residual sugar/liter, and 6.5 grams/liter total acidity) bursts from the glass with peppery yellow fruit and spicy and botrytis aromas. Armed with the density and depth of 10W40 motor oil, it is a syrupy, jammy, viscous effort. Loads of jammy apricots, cherries, and peaches can be discerned in its spice-laden personality. Anticipated maturity: now–2030.


2000 #9 Scheurebe Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen


RATING: 97 points


Sweet oak, botrytis, and jellied apricots emanate from the glass of the 2000 #9 Scheurebe Trockenbeerenauslese Zwis-chen den Seen. A diabetic’s nightmare (6.5% alcohol, 347.8 grams residual sugar/liter, and 7.6 grams/liter total acidity), this full-bodied wine slathers itself onto the palate, revealing syrupy layers of jellied peaches and spiced dried apricots. It has unbelievable power, density, and length. Anticipated maturity: now–2045.


1999 #5 Scheurebe Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen


RATING: 95 points


The spicy 1999 #5 Scheurebe Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen offers aromatics reminiscent of juniper berries, cloves, and overripe peaches. This well-delineated yet jellied wine is rich, highly concentrated, dense, and prodigiously long in finish. Anticipated maturity: now–2030.


1999 #9 Scheurebe Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen


RATING: 98 points


Flowers, spices, and apricots are found in the nose of the 1999 #9 Scheurebe Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen. Lovers of apricot jam will adore this hyper-concentrated, jellied offering. Its immense size and depth is gorgeously buttressed by zesty acidity. This wine is as thick as the United States government’s annual budget proposal. Drink it over the next 35+ years.


1998 #3 Scheurebe Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen


RATING: 95 points


The orange/yellow-colored 1998 #3 Scheurebe Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen explodes from the glass with spices, lychee nuts, roses, and candied white raisins. It is gorgeously focused, fresh, medium-bodied, and packed with smoky minerals as well as loads of jammy yellow fruits. This exceptionally long wine reveals a firm tannic backbone, a rarity for a white wine but typical of its varietal. It has an immensely impressive combination of power, concentration, balance, and elegance. Anticipated maturity: now–2020+.


1998 #12 Scheurebe Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen


RATING: 93 points


The gold-colored 1998 #12 Scheurebe Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen has a chemical-scented nose that also displays white pepper and graham cracker aromas. Medium to full–bodied and lush, this wine offers copious layers of jellied yellow fruits in its fat, yet wonderfully fresh personality. As its nose sheds its chemical notes with air, this wine offers a compote-like character that reveals caramel and butterscotch flavors. Readers who wish to drink this wine while it displays fruit should consume it over the next two to five years. Those who prefer aged, dark-colored, heavily botrytised wines dominated by burnt sugar flavors can drink it between 2007 and 2030+.



1996 #3 Scheurebe Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen



RATING: 92 points


This 5,400-bottle cuvée contains 176 grams of residual sugar, 9.6% alcohol, and 11.6 grams of acidity. Smoky tropical fruits laced with botrytis are found in this TBA’s aromatics. The wine has superb focus and an oily texture, as well as an expressive flavor profile crammed with intricate layers of sweet peaches, apricots, raspberries, and lemon. Drink it over the next 15 years.


1995 #3 Scheurebe Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen


RATING: 94 points


There are 2,600 bottles of this 1995, which possesses 174 grams of residual sugar, 12% alcohol, and 9 grams of acidity. Fermented in used casks, it is then racked into stainless steel and bottled after 10 months. Mango, kiwi, and pink grapefruit aromas are followed by oily layers of lychee nut, minerals, steel, and crisp white grapes in a beguiling, superbly balanced, and elegant character. Anticipated maturity: now–2018+.


1995 #4 Scheurebe Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen


RATING: 96 points


This 1,000-bottle offering includes 197 grams of residual sugar, 11.5% alcohol, and 10.5 grams of acidity. Fermented and aged in used casks, it is bottled after 10 months. Lychee, candied pink grapefruit, kiwi, and spicy smoke scents and a massive, powerful core of hugely rich floral, caramel-covered apricots, flowers, candied apples, and fresh herbs characterize this wine. Drink it between now and Armageddon (or when the cork disintegrates, whichever comes first).


1995 #6 Scheurebe Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen


RATING: 94–96 points


There are 130 grams of residual sugar, 11% alcohol, and 9.5 grams of acidity (2,000 bottles produced) in the 1995, fermented and aged in used casks and bottled after 18 months. (This note is from a barrel sample, as the bottled sample I tasted was corked.) Candied pink grapefruit, white pepper, and spicy red berry (raspberries, cherries, and strawberries) scents are found in the oily, mango, papaya, banana, apricot, and sweet herbal tea–flavored wine. Drink it between now and 2020+.


[image: Image]


1995 #14 Scheurebe Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen


RATING: 96 points


With 310 grams of residual sugar, 7% alcohol, and 12 grams of acidity, this 2,300-bottle cuvée is fermented and aged in used casks and bottled after 18 months. Smoke, spice, thyme, rosemary, roasted herbs, candied apples, white pepper, and red currant aromas are followed by a massive silky core of sweet herbal teas, cherries, minerals, and spicy red fruits. (I find that highly concentrated white wines often exhibit red fruit aromas and flavors when they are young.) Unbelievably unctuous yet exquisitely refined due to its perfectly balanced acidity, this wine will still be drinking spectacularly when the theory behind The Planet of the Apes is unraveled.


WELSCHRIESLING TROCKENBEERENAUSLESE NOUVELLE VAGUE
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1999 #10 Welschriesling Trockenbeerenauslese Nouvelle Vague


RATING: 98 points


The 1999 #10 Welschriesling Trockenbeerenauslese Nouvelle Vague, a wine Alois Kracher believes is his most concentrated of the 1999 vintage, offers white pepper–laced yellow fruits in its aromatics. Smoke, jellied peaches, jammy apricots, and loads of spices can be found in this viscous offering’s character. It is immensely rich, almost painfully so, and is already revealing traces of caramel flavors that will, in time, significantly mark its character. It can be consumed over the next 35+ years. Bravo!
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1998 #4 Welschriesling Trockenbeerenauslese Nouvelle Vague


RATING: 95 points


The 1998 #4 Welschriesling Trockenbeerenauslese Nouvelle Vague’s color reveals hints of gold. This medium to full–bodied wine offers candied white raisin and caramel aromas. It is fat, thick, and dense on the palate. Loads of jellied fruits, spices, botrytis flavors, and overripe apricots conquer the taster’s palate (my notes say “Wow! Rolling thunder!”) and refuse to relinquish their grip for what seems like minutes. Remarkably, given this wine’s intensity and thickness, it appears fresh, well balanced, and precise. Drink it over the next 20+ years.


WELSCHRIESLING TROCKENBEERENAUSLESE ZWISCHEN DEN SEEN
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2000 #4 Welschriesling Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen


RATING: 95 points


The 2000 #4 Welschriesling Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen (11% alcohol, 212.4 grams residual sugar/liter, and 7.3 grams/liter total acidity) reveals smoky, botrytised peaches and spices in its aromatic profile. A syrupy, mango and passion fruit–flavored effort, it is an assertive, medium to full–bodied wine with a lively acid streak to give an appealingly zesty character. Anticipated maturity: now–2030.


2000 #8 Welschriesling Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen


RATING: 98 points


The 2000 #8 Welschriesling Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen (7.5% alcohol, 314.2 grams residual sugar/liter, and 7.2 grams/liter total acidity) displays scents of smoky apricots, mangoes, botrytis-laden papayas, and passion fruit. White pepper, jammy peaches, pears, assorted exotic fruits, and a myriad of spices are found in its viscous, syrup-like core. Immensely complex, dense, and outrageously concentrated, its interminable flavor profile refuses to relinquish its grasp on the palate. Drink it over the next 35–45+ years.


2000 #10 Welschriesling Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen


RATING: 99 points


Given the gelatinous nature and increasing power of the previous wines, readers may understand the trepidation with which I approached the 2000 #10 Welschriesling Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen (5.5% alcohol, 399.6 grams residual sugar/liter, and 7.8 grams/liter total acidity), after seeing it ooze its way from the bottle to my glass. Bronze-colored and molasses-scented, this is a wine of awesome depth, density, and richness. Akin to drinking honey, although no honey has ever been this complex, its super-thick, voluminous personality bastes the palate with oily apricot and canned-peach flavors. A piercing underlying acidity can be discerned through the viscous morass of fruit. Given the fact that acidity and sugar are preservatives, this wine will undoubtedly outlast its cork, and may outlive its bottle!



1999 #8 Welschriesling Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen



RATING: 96 points


The white pepper and apricot–scented 1999 #8 Welschriesling Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen is a rich, concentrated behemoth. Pepper-laced white and yellow fruits can be found in this oily wine’s character. It is powerful and deep, and possesses an exceedingly long finish. Anticipated maturity: now–2035+.


1998 #6 Welschriesling Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen


RATING: 92 points


The 1998 #6 Welschriesling Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen has a musty nose from its massive levels of botrytis (it wasn’t corked) and also reveals loads of sweet white and yellow fruits. It is crammed with overripe fruit flavors, as well as the distinctive effects of spicy botrytis. This superbly focused wine has bountiful levels of acidity to cope with its lush, opulently thick character. Drink this refined, liquid botrytis over the next 15+ years.


1998 #11 Welschriesling Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen


RATING: 96 points


The 1998 #11 Welschriesling Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen has a yellow color with golden hues. It exhibits white peach, apricot, smoke, botrytis, and freshly cracked white-pepper aromas. Medium to full–bodied and elegant, this wine is stuffed with candied kumquats, jellied peaches, spices, and fresh apricots. It has an exceptional combination of refinement, power, and concentration. This decadently textured wine is intense, pure, and immensely long. Anticipated maturity: now–2030+.


1997 #7 Welschriesling Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen


RATING: 94 points


The thick, almost impenetrable nose of the 1997 #7 Welschriesling Trockenbeerenauslese Zwischen den Seen offers spicy red and white fruit flavors. On the palate, this extraordinarily concentrated, thick, viscous, decadent, and backward wine is densely packed with untold quantities of red, yellow, and white fruits. It coats the palate with layers of honey-dripping fruit flavors that linger for two minutes or more. Drink this gorgeous, sweet wine over the next seven-plus years.
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