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Forward

 


Palate Press: The online wine
magazine, launched on September 9, 2010, with the goal of
publishing the very best available wine content anywhere. In our
first year we ran stories from professional writers, winemakers,
scientists, wine bloggers, chefs, and wine lovers. Our writers came
from six of the seven continents and more than twenty different
countries. We ran more than 800 different stories and wine
reviews.

Here, in The Best of the Press, Volume
I, we have collected our best stories about the wine, the
vineyards, the grapes, the locations, but most of all, the people,
behind the wine. Here you will find A Trip to the Rhone,
described by Howard Goldberg, of the New York Times, as “an ambling
armchair reads that gracefully take them through lovely landscapes
and enviable meals.” You will also read perhaps the most
level-headed and even-handed story ever written about natural wine
making, Natural Wine: On a Practical Note, by Rémy Charest.

Whether you are reading about the science of
wine in Tom Mansell's critically acclaimed Not Tonight: I Have a
Wine Headache, or learning what it is like behind the wine
counter in Louis Calli's delightful look at wine and gangster
movies, Becoming a "Made" Man in the Wine Mafia, we are sure
you will enjoy The Best of the Press, Volume I.

Pour yourself a glass of something wonderful,
find a comfortable chair, and enjoy yourself as much as we did
bringing you these wonderful stories and more in our first year at
Palate Press: The online wine magazine.

 


David Honig

Publisher

Palate Press, LLC
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Part I - Wine Stories




"A man will be eloquent if you give him good
wine."

 


~ Ralph Waldo Emerson
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 On
Corkscrews, Blondes and Vending Machines…

Robert Rees

 


With the Christmas season winding down,
perhaps you find yourself among those planning New Year`s Eve
resolutions of having a “dry-month.” I fully expect mine to last
’til lunchtime on 1 January…

Most wine fanatics are anticipating the
launch of the latest round of French En Primeur Offerings, (no
doubt to be proclaimed as yet ANOTHER vintage of the short century
by the ever aspirant marketeers.)

Just around the corner as well is the launch
of Penfolds Grange 2005, which for most Australian wine drinking
zealots is anticipated with the same degree of excitement as the
birth of their first-born. Rumor has it that it is all going to be
under screwtop this time, which fills me with shock and
trepidation. Call me old school, but I am still a lover of the
nonsense which goes with wrestling a cork out of a bottle at two in
the morning.

I reckon we have all had at least one of
those “university student” moments when we simply have to have
another bottle, but have somehow lost the corkscrew in the back
seat of the borrowed car - only to use all manner of approaches to
getting the cork removed. Aaargh the good old, bad old days where
cork was sieved through purple-stained teeth with relish...

Having recently finished a round of
tastings for clients in other parts of Asia, I was really missing
those good old, bad old days. At one particular event, I was
opening and talking about a range of high end wines for a
corporate client and their customers. One bloke came up to me and
stopped my jaunty banter short with a sharp question – “Yes this is
all very interesting but which is the most expensive.” Clearly
after his pound of flesh, after getting his answer he proceeded
without further comment to swan-dive into a series of decanters of
a high-ticket Bordeaux from the ’90s. For me it encapsulated a lot
of what is problematic in the wine business right now.

There are a lot of people chasing the
mystique of wine value for status and commercial gain, without
pausing to consider the simple joy of a wine well made and to be
consumed. Believe me, I am not one to hug the vines and get all
“herbal” about the wine business, but the often-told urban legend
about Cola being mixed with Lafite is totally believable – given my
recent experience in an uber chi-chi Hong Kong hotel.

After being ushered into a dimly lit wine bar
(a kind of million-dollar shrine to designer Philip Stark) by a
very serious looking blond with bodywork about as real as stelvin
is to cork - and presented with a plastic key card. She then
sternly pointed in the direction of a bunch of vending machines
where I had my first strictly apportioned and oxidized taste of
Lafite Rothschild 2002 . I have not felt as processed and
depersonalized since buying a rail pass at Tokyo train station in
rush hour.

Emboldened after tasting a strangely
depressed Opus One 2005 and Tignanello 2004 the same way, I asked
her if this system was popular. She beamed for the first time and
announced that the wines can keep as long as 3 weeks in these
machines, and that business is booming. I reached for the whiskey
list with a sigh...

Moral of the story – trust your own palette,
always have a corkscrew or two about and NEVER take a key card from
a blonde with bodywork unless you are really sure of what you are
getting yourself into...
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 Are
Blends the New Black, or Just More Blah-Blah-Blah?

Dan Berger

 


Return with us now to those thrilling days of
yesteryear. From out of the past come the thundering hoof beats of
the great horse, Silver! The Lone Ranger rides again!

Uh, make that the thundering hoof beats of
generic red wine. And the ranger is alone no more. He’s been joined
by a cast of thousands—of wineries trying to get rid of wine grapes
to a public that is simply swamped with boring varietals.

Those old enough to remember the 1970s and
early 1980s may recall the fun we had with California Burgundy:
Sebastiani’s with its core of Zinfandel, Foppiano’s with lots of
Petite Sirah, Simi’s with a slug of Carignane, and dozens more.

These were the original two-buck chuck wines
because, well, they were all about $1.99 a bottle and they went
well with ground chuck. And they assiduously avoided the use of
varietal names, since that was reserved for “fine” wine.

Today, however, we are faced with a terrible
dilemma: too much generic varietal wine.

What’s that you say? There is no such thing
as a generic varietal? Well, let me direct you to your nearest wine
shop, supermarket, gas station convenience store or pharmacy where
you will find shelves groaning with hundreds of California varietal
wines all vying for your attention with aroma and taste profiles
that are essentially exactly the same. Prices are about $12 a
bottle or less. With emphasis on the less, especially lately.

There are many complicated reasons for the
utter uniformity (and blandness) in the aroma and taste of so
many California wines, mainly reds. Without addressing
that, we now can all agree on one thing: There is too much sameness
in too many varietal wines.

With red wines, at price points all the way
from the lowest to highest, Cabernet Sauvignon now smells and
tastes about the same as Merlot, and neither smells or tastes like
the grape from which they supposedly came. The higher you go on the
price scale, the more over-ripe and oaky the wine becomes, and the
less varietal character you get. And the less said about
Mega-Purple the better.

Syrah? It’s all pretty much the same sort of
thing. Except for a tiny handful of cool-climate Syrahs, most
everything is a boring, simplistic and indistinct red.

With whites, it’s almost as bad: Chardonnay
that’s flaccid and lacks much food compatibility; Sauvignon Blanc
so bland you’re hard pressed to identify it; Pinot Grigio that
would lose a taste-off with San Pellegrino.

Is it any wonder than Americans are spending
more of their money on imports today (31%) compared to 15 years ago
(20%)? Is it any wonder that U.S. wine sales are flat and
that a record number of U.S. wineries are for sale?

So where do wineries go when they have an
excess of so-so Cabernet and Merlot and Syrah and a whole bunch of
other stuff?

They make blends.

The word blend once was déclassé. It was seen
as a mishmash, a cuvée fit for a café, not for a white tablecloth
and crystal. We first started seeing upscale blends emerge from
California with the Meritage wines of about 20 years ago, the
Cabernet-Merlot wines that sold for as much as Reserve wines.

In the last few years, since about 2005,
we have seen many red wine blends
from California wineries that may make some sense to the
winemakers, but to me they act a bit like the old “red table wine”
and “Burgundy” blends of the past.

The main difference is that some of these
wines are priced to compete with those winery’s higher-end Cabernet
bottlings—and I’m left shaking my head and palate alike.

Now, I’m all for blends with a philosophical
idea behind them, such as the Coro Mendocino wines, which must be
at least 40% but no more than 70% Zinfandel, and which allows the
winemaker to create from that partially painted canvas a wine that
leans in the direction of the Rhône, Barolo, Chianti or even
California.

I’m all for Rhône blends such as Ventana’s
superb Grenache-based Rubystone, using Syrah to great
advantage. And then we have Cabernet-Syrah blends and
Syrah-Cabernet blends, some of which can be very nice, but many of
which are simply brutes, lacking the character of either grape.

But what do you make out of Lava Cap’s
American River Red Celebrated Cuvée, the 2005 of which has in
it Zinfandel, Merlot, Syrah, Cabernet Franc and Barbera? The fact
is, it is a nice wine and sells for $15.

Then there is Three Alarm Cellars’
non-vintage blend of Petite Verdot, Syrah, Petite Sirah and Merlot;
it costs about $8. Save room in the pantheon of blends for
Rutherford Ranch “Rhiannon,” which has 64% Cabernet Sauvignon, 29%
Merlot, 5% Syrah and 2% Petite Sirah; this one costs $28.

Meritage wines are in vogue in many places,
but a wine like Zerba Wild Z from Washington has 47% Merlot,
35% Cabernet Sauvignon, 15% Syrah and 3% Petit Verdot.
And Vina Robles’ Signature is 66% Petit Verdot, 22% Cabernet
Sauvignon and 12% Syrah. Not Meritage exactly.

To make a blend because it tastes better than
a varietal is a noble tradition, and wines from the south
of France often are based on blends with a regional
tradition behind them. That tradition, however, was to make more
interesting wines—not necessarily more expensive or sophisticated
ones. But I am afraid that blending for blending’s sake is spinning
out of control in California. A blend of Cabernet, Zinfandel,
Gamay and Viognier is kind of a hodgepodge that oughtn’t cost $25.
Too often such a wine does.

Maybe if producers were not aiming so high
they’d be able to deliver some blends that shake off the sameness
that is burdening their varietal palette. More like the old
Beaulieu Burgundy, which was made up of 15 or more varieties.
And which wasn’t made to compete with Cabernet Sauvignon.
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When Is Wine Ready?

 Adam Japko

 


To age or not to age? With wine, the question
is hardly simple—the complications are practically countless,
and the risk/reward quotient naturally intensifies over
time.

Personal taste, of course, is a key to
determining if one should even be holding wines for the long haul
at all. Peter Adesman—a savvy Medford, Oregon, collector with 4,000
bottles resting quietly in a cellar first established in the late
1970s—refers jokingly to the risk of cellaring wines over long
periods: "Somebody once said that there are no good old wines, just
old bottles." Continuing on a more serious note, he adds, "When you
decide to lay down a wine in your cellar, you are making the
decision to sacrifice fruit for secondary nuances that approximate
site and soil."

So for fans of unctuous young wines,
shorter-term cellaring is the ticket, aimed at softening tannins
and acids for better access to ripe fruit flavors. Most wines
across the varietal spectrum with decent balance and structure,
with only a few exceptions, should withstand two or
three years of this softening process without much risk of the
fruit fading or drying out.

But if you are like me, vivid fruit is not
the goal of cellaring. I prefer pursuit of brown-tinged reds and
orange-hued whites that have little resemblance to the wine's early
life characteristics. Whenever I see people guzzle current-vintage,
hundred-dollar Cabernets or commit juvenile genocide on newly
released Bordeaux and Rhones, I realize that my mission of silky,
round and unapologetically funky wine is not shared by a wide
swath of collectors.

Maybe if I lived in the UK I would have more
company. A few years ago I joined Clive Coates for a tasting and
dinner in Boston and his words about the European/American cultural
divide on approaches to maturing wine never left me. His thesis was
less about cellaring potential for specific wines and more about
patience levels and disposition to funkiness uncharacteristic of
young wines. Coates drew a diagram similar to this reflecting his
experience with collectors on both sides of the Atlantic.

[image: tmp_c15c3dcd23498ab020a881b6280fba1b_bi4Y9P_html_7cc4eb49.jpg]

The schematic reveals the natural curve of a
wine's life moving from bottling date to a point of maturation
where the wine will no longer technically benefit from further age.
The period following maturation through the end of a wine's life
shows off the wine's DNA to the willing and patient. Some view
wines entering this stage as "in decline;" others will celebrate
the flavors that emerge. Coates believes there is an Old World
tendency toward admiring wines through these late
stages, contrasted by less patience or preference for
secondary characteristics in the New World.

Exploring this cultural divide introduces
further variables: varietal and regional durability. There should
be little argument that the cabernet and merlot grown in Bordeaux
and the nebbiolo that makes up Piedmont's Barolos and Barbarescos
are proven champions and best bets in the game of long term
cellaring. Beyond those, debate remains and it's fools' poker to
generalize broadly about any new or old world wine region. Wines of
higher pedigree offer consistent track records, exemplified by DRC
in Burgundy, Guigal in Cote Rotie, Grange in Australia and Vega
Sicilia in Spain but none are representative of the broader
regions' ability to consistently produce juice that can improve
through extended bottle age without risk of ending up dead.

To confound matters more, Zinfandel is a good
example of a wine that most enthusiasts do not acquire with long
term aging in mind, yet it can perform admirably for fans of its
secondary flavors. Fruit-laden Zinfandels provide immense immediate
enjoyment and it seems irresponsible to gamble with the bright,
lush, berry character. Levent Bozkurt and family, founders and
proprietors of the Stonehedge Inn in Tyngsboro, MA, a Wine
Spectator Grand Award of Excellence winner, shared with me their
preference for old Zinfandels from the 1970s and '80s personal
cellar that are holding on just fine. Now there are Ridge,
Rosenblum, and Ravenswood Zins from the early '90s squirreled away
in my cellar and I have been rewarded with flavors that are partly
reminiscent of old Barolo or Bordeaux. I sacrificed the ripe fruit
for funky fun.

Champagne is another unlikely suspect that
can be surprisingly rewarding with cellaring. Sir Jay Tidmarsh, of
Bristol, England who received his knighthood in the 2008 New Year’s
Honours is a British collector who validates (perhaps epitomizes)
Coates's Old World theory. While Tidmarsh is an avid collector of
Bordeaux, and in particular Latour (I tasted a bottle of 1907
Latour, that was topped and recorked by the winery, at a tasting in
his home and it was still alive and showing stuffing), he asserts
that Champagne:

 


....can be drunk at some age . The oldest I
have had is 1853, it had lost all its effervescence but was still
exciting to taste - for me it was a cross between old white
burgundy and mellow sherry! People seem reluctant to buy old
Champagne for fear it will have gone flat. More fool them!

As far as non-vintage is concerned, I buy
and keep for at least two years. You will be surprised how much the
non-vintage has improved over the period. Of course if you cannot
resist the temptation to try it after say a year , you will find
that even the 12 months waiting have been rewarded. The important
thing to remember is that you will not achieve satisfactory results
with cheap champagne!

 


It is fair to theorize that the Old/New world
distinction may be more of a generational than continental issue.
The hyper growth in consumers entering the wine market over the
last ten years resulted in new and younger generations latching on
to fine wine at a time when prices for ageworthy classics were
further out of reach than ever before. Enthusiasts in the 50+ age
range were more apt to be exposed to classic old wines as novice
collectors and become motivated to replicate those effects with
their own collections. Younger wine enthusiasts appear more
comfortable with wines showing youthful vibrancy. It's interesting
to consider this phenomenon; is it evolutionary taste preferences,
different generational patience thresholds, or just dissimilar
palate training and experiences?

One thing is certain; laying wines down or
buying older wines is a game of experimentation and risk. Adesman
reported recently drinking a 2001 Inama Soave and by all rights
this wine from the Veneto should have been dead based on regional
reputation alone. But the wine was alive and magical. 1985
Lynch-Bages was a wine from a high yield vintage so alluringly
smooth and decadent after bottling,I had to struggle to protect
some for the cellar. It is still alive and evolving in spite of the
critics who advised early consumption in this year of forward and
soft wines. While I am still drinking it in 2009 and plan to hold
some for ten years hence, after tasting the wine in 1992 Robert
Parker shows the risk even professional reviewers face in
predicting bottle age potential when he wrote:

 


This was the finest showing yet for this
seductive, immensely appealing vintage of Lynch Bages. I have had
fully mature bottles of the 1985 that suggested it should be drunk
over the near term. This particular offering, shipped directly from
the Chateau for a vertical tasting, was also ready to drink, but
built well enough to last for 15 or more years.

 


Indefinite cellaring will often produce
greatness, but things don't always turn out that
way. A bottle of 1991 Williams Selyem Allen Vineyard
Pinot was dead and cooked after 15 years in my own cellar. The wine
did not taste corked and there was no leakage; it just thinned out
to the point where the missing fruit made the wine unenjoyable.
Some 1984 Monticello Corley Reserve Cabernet drank poorly last
month but the 1984 Montelena, another Napa Cabernet out of the same
spot in my cellar, was promising another 10 years of life. I
purchased both on release.

A few of us bought Togni Cabernet from the
early '90s, and a recent taster I spoke with reported that the wine
was worthless, retaining none of the virtues that made it
compelling in its early days. On the happier side of surprise, I
pulled a bottle of 1989 Coudoulet de Beaucastel last year to bring
to a dinner featuring high-powered Rhones, thinking it was actually
the real Beaucastel. Had I known the bottle was there I would have
uncorked it years ago and not have put it to the 20-year
test. And yet it showed wonderfully and held its own in
the secondary nuance department. Who knew?

The issue of cellar conditions also can't be
avoided, and for long-term cellaring dark spaces in the mid fifties
(Fahrenheit) with prescribed humidity is smart. Still, wine can
hold up in less than perfect conditions so long as there are
minimal temperature swings. Brooklynguy, a knowledgeable collector
and blogger with a penchant for aging wines, and an admittedly
young cellar without enough ready-to-go advanced juice, recently
wrote about an experience after stashing wines in his parents' hall
closet:

For a few years I was in the habit of giving
my parents a case of wine for Hanukkah...it sat in their hall
closet indefinitely....Sitting there amidst some Trader Joe's plonk
were several bottles of sparkling wine that I gave them at least
two years ago, perhaps three years ago in one case....The closet is
not exactly cellar temperature and we're not talking about vin de
garde, here. I'm talking about the 2005 Bisol Prosecco Crede,
(current vintage is 2007) the 2006 Bisson Prosecco Colli Trevigiani
(current vintage is 2008), and a NV Zucchi Lambrusco Rosato. How
could these wines be any good, at this point?

They were great. Not good, great! I opened
the Bisson first and it was full of fresh purple grapey fruit, not
too sweet but not entirely dry either. I opened the Lambrusco. I
remember not loving this wine a few years ago, but this bottle was
fantastic. I opened the Bisol. It was tragically and most
vehemently corked. But think about it - two out of three of these
old Italian sparklers, wines that were not properly cared for, nor
were they meant to be cellared in the first place, were fantastic.
And the Bisol might have been too, who knows?

The moral of the closet experience and advice
to the many like me who dream of adding something to the mastery of
vineyard and winemaker through judicious cellaring is to set
your targets, bet heavily on old reliables, and experiment like mad
with undiscovered candidates for long term improvement.

 


Note: As a reaction to my latest cellar
disappointment, the 1991 Williams Selyem Allen Vineyard Pinot, I
have vowed to systematically open and taste wines of ten years
of age or more that are sitting in my cellar. And I plan to
share and archive my impressions each month in a new section of my
own blog. I hope it might contribute to the more successful
management of all of our inventories.
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Points, Counter-Points

 Rémy Charest and W. Blake
Gray

 


A few weeks ago, we asked Palate Press
readers to tell us how they felt about rating systems. Did they
prefer the 100-point system, stars, or badges? Or would they rather
have no ratings at all? The result?

 


I like reviews without ratings 49%

I want good wines given badges of approval
20%

I want wines rated on a 5-star scale 16%

I want wines rated on a 100-point scale
13%

I want a system other than those listed above
3%

 


No rating system received a majority, though
‘no rating at all’ got a large plurality. There was a near-perfect
50-50 split between ratings and no ratings, so we asked two members
of our Editorial Board, Rémy Charest and W. Blake Gray, to take
their ongoing argument/discussion on-line.

 


Rémy: In the world of wine, point
scores are stupid.

If you’re going to buy a wine because it
scored 90, you might as well buy it because it’s on special for
$9.99. Is that really a reason to buy or drink a wine?

A score says nothing. It may say 95 –
implying awesomeness – but it really doesn’t say anything. Is it 95
because of its “gobs of ripe fruit”, as Wine Spectator reviews so
often throw at us, or because of subtle nuances, refreshing acidity
and complex minerality? If you’re just relying on the score, you’ve
gotten no useful information. You’re as likely to be disappointed –
and upset you paid more of your hard-earned money for the wine –
than to really like it. You might as well spin around three times
and buy whatever your finger points at when you stop spinning and
open your eyes, or go “eenie, meenie, miney, moe…”.

Scores are, at best, a lazy shortcut. Most
often, they are a tool of mass market distortion. Do I really have
to get into the 89 vs 90 question? If the taster got up in a bad
mood the morning of the tasting, your wine doesn’t sell as well
because he scored it below that sacred threshold? That’s wrong in
so many ways.

Scores also create an aura of objectivity
that, quite frankly, does not exist in wine tasting. I do not mean
to say that professional tasters are not doing their work the best
they can, that they are not trying to assess wines in as objective
a way as possible, but it just can’t be done. It’s not like
test-driving a car and evaluating acceleration and gas consumption.
Wine is, by definition, a contextual, subjective thing. Assigning a
score to a wine is an attempt to take wine completely out of that
context, and although there are certain objective means of
evaluation, context trumps “quality” at every step. It all depends
what you are looking for, what your mood is, what the wine is for.
Screaming Eagle may knock all your friends off their chairs at a
blind tasting, but it would be disgusting served by the pool on a
hot summer day. Does that mean the $8 bottle of Vinho Verde is
better? Well, on a hot summer day, yes.

Point scores are a way to fit round wines
into square holes. Not helpful in any way.

Writing tasting notes takes time and
commitment, writing that allows the reader to situate him or
herself in relation with what you wrote. Take Wine Advocate, for
instance, the poster-boy publication for scores: when Robert Parker
assigns a 91 on a wine, and when David Schildneckt does the same,
would the same wine buyer be as satisfied by one or the other?
Their palates are so different that just reading their scores would
create confusion, above all. Read the tasting notes, willya?

 


Blake: Rémy, you lost me on your third
sentence, because I think a good sale price is a perfectly good
reason to buy a wine, assuming other factors point in its favor as
well.

Do I like the region/varietal? Am I familiar
with the producer? If there are any tasting notes — and if I can
trust them, which is a huge issue — does it sound like the kind of
wine I would like?

I will make exactly the same argument about
ratings. They are another piece of information. They should not
replace tasting notes, but they are a quick, useful way of learning
how enthusiastic the reviewer was about the wine.

The thing I never understand about no-rating
zealots (yes, I include you in this) is this: Why do you want me to
have less information? You don’t have to use a critics’ ratings as
a guide. But why deprive others of the scores?

I also think anything you can say negative
about different tasters giving different ratings to a wine can also
be said about tasting notes. If Robert Parker likes a different
style of wine from me, why would his ratings-less tasting notes be
any more useful?

Too often I believe people who rant against
ratings are really ranting against critics they don’t like. That
just means you need to find critics you can trust. That’s true
whether or not you pay attention to scores.

One more thing about the anti-ratings
argument. As a blogger, I try never to talk down to my audience. I
trust my readers to understand my point. Saying readers cannot be
trusted with the additional information of a rating shows something
bad about one’s relationship with them. My readers are not
children, and I do not treat them as if they are. Ratings are
subjective — Roger Ebert’s ratings are subjective, and so are Steve
Tanzer’s. Do you really believe movie viewers think Roger Ebert’s
ratings establish “an aura of objectivity?” I give them more
credit.

At least we can agree on the greatness of
Vinho Verde on a hot day. I’ll give that experience a 95 — no, make
it a 97.

 


Rémy: Strangely, Blake, you sort of
made my point by saying that price can count “assuming other
factors point in its favor as well”. I’m a total believer in the
other factors that let you know what a wine is all about.

Ratings, however, are not another piece of
information. I believe they actually hinder the passing of
information. How many stories have you heard about wine sales going
crazy just because they scored 90+, while the 89 stick around the
shop? Does that single point really mean that much? Especially when
we know how variable our impressions can be from day to day – heck,
professional judges can’t even give the same medal to the same wine
twice. An Analysis of the Concordance Among 13 U.S. Wine
Competitions, Robert T. Hodgson, Journal of Wine Economics, Vol. 4,
Issue 1, Spring 2009. So even when scores can be helpful, for
example in sorting out a panel tasting, they are inconsistent.

Another example of the uselessness of scores
is this recent tweet by James Suckling, a guy who really believes
in scores: “Just tasted range of Domaine de Chevalier reds. 2009
clearly best. 95+”. The note doesn’t say much and the score adds
nothing.

Which brings us to the core issue: notes
should tell us something. They should be descriptive, informative,
expressive and much more than just a series of aromatic
descriptors. They should provide context, situate the wine within a
producer’s range and within a region’s production, etc. The problem
may well be that a lot of tasting notes are too limited and
unhelpful (again, how many “gobs of ripe fruit and chocolaty notes”
can you read, and how does that help you choose?), but adding a
score to them doesn’t help any.

In the end, I believe that adding a score to
a tasting note may well be talking down to the audience by assuming
that they would need a number to help them figure out if your
tasting note was enthusiastic or not.

 


Blake: We agree on so much — Vinho
Verde, the importance of context. Yet you insist on forcing me to
defend James Suckling. You wound me.

I’m not going to do it. The concept is not
the executor.

I could, if I chose, brandish thousands of
incoherent, ratings-less tweets about wine to show how useless they
are. But the concept is not the executor.

Personally I assume that I am not always a
good enough writer for my readers to tell from my tasting notes
which of several wines I would recommend if I could buy only one.
That is the real-world decision people face every day. Maybe the
correct answer is “any of these three or four Albarinos would be
good.” But they are only going to order one.

You are also assuming that everyone takes the
time to carefully read and consider various wines’ taste profiles.
That’s a nice ideal, but they might be looking through a wine list
and checking out reviews on a Blackberry, and they might have an
impatient dining party waiting for them to pull the trigger on a
$100 wine. For people in this situation — even wine geeks find
themselves in it once in a while — information needs to be
transmitted quickly. To not give ratings is to abdicate. If I don’t
give them a number, James Suckling will. And so will the PR people
who represent the wine, under assumed names at a certain public
wine-rating site I won’t mention.

This is how Robert Parker got power in the
first place. He gave ratings to French wines that had previously
only been described in prose, and people wanted them.

I will defend Parker here. His
universal-scale ratings helped convince people that they did not
have to buy a first-growth Bordeaux to have a truly great wine. You
might hate ratings, but I do not think we would have today’s
vibrant international wine scene without them, because people would
still believe there is a pecking order of regions and a great wine
for Coonawarra or Maipo Valley is only that — so why bother with
it?

Ratings are not going away whether we do them
or not. You can try convincing me to stop giving ratings. You can
convince Joe Roberts and work on Alder Yarrow and any number of our
other colleagues in alternative wine criticism. Good luck
convincing Wine Advocate and Wine Spectator. Every battle that an
anti-ratings crusade wins gives those organizations more power and
authority. James Suckling is on your side, not mine.



Table of Contents


 


Micro-Terroir


When There's Really a 'There' There

Evan Dawson

 


One crisp Tuscan evening, my wife Morgan and
I found ourselves in a spartan dining room overcome with pleasure
and completely at a loss for words. A long table had been covered
with prosciutto, coppacola, tomatoes, cheeses, fresh baked breads,
and home pressed olive oil. Our hosts had shown us a graciousness
and warmth typically extended to diplomats.

I rummaged through my limited Italian
vocabulary for words that would honor such magnanimity. Finally
defeated, I settled on English: "Gianluca," I said, "How the hell
are we going to eat all this food?"

You have almost certainly never heard of
Gianluca Terzuoli, and you will probably never drink one of his
wines. His family's winery, Santa Giulia, is a tiny producer in the
northern part of the appellation that produces Brunello di
Montalcino. It was in his dining room that I first discovered the
concept of terroir.

We’d experienced a week of tasting Brunello
and Rosso di Montalcino from the southern part of the appellation.
These wines were often heavy and thick, but Gianluca introduced us
to the wildly different Brunellos from the northern zone. His 2003
was a bit awkward and over-eager, but filled with energy and
promise—rather like a first kiss. It also offered much more acidity
and balance than some of its regional siblings.

"So many people like the dark Brunello,"
Gianluca told us. "In vineyards that face north, it’s cooler. We
don't try to make a black Brunello. We make it like my grandfather
made it.”

And so: terroir. One microzone might produce
a wine that is completely different from wines made nearby, even
those that share an appellation. Wines are influenced by soil,
aspect, rainfall, air drainage, and even the subtlest differences
can make a difference in the resulting wine. In Brunello some
producers are now lobbying for subzones that would divide the
appellation among geographical lines.

I’ve witnessed this same trend for
specificity in the Finger Lakes (New York) region that I call home.
It’s a way of codifying these differences, making them
explicit.

Take the case of the single-vineyard
Rieslings produced by Hermann J. Wiemer on Seneca Lake, New York.
This winery produces one Riesling from the HJW vineyard planted
behind the facility and another from the Magdalena vineyard ten
miles north. The only major difference between the vineyards is
site. The northern site is one of the warmest in the region and the
Riesling it produces is lush and fleshy. The southern site,
meanwhile, produces a Riesling that is more angular and jagged,
charged with electric energy. These wines seem like fraternal
twins: one grew up to be a poet, the other a football player.

If you didn't know anything about the sites
from which these wines were born you would probably assume they
would drink roughly the same. After all, both bottles are labeled
"Finger Lakes”—and there must be a distinctive Finger Lakes style,
right?

Sure there is, just as Brunello, Napa Valley
Cabernet Sauvignon, and Côte-Rôtie have particular hallmarks. It’s
not that “appellation” is meaningless. But there can be striking
diversity even within the smallest wine regions. Whether Montalcino
or Finger Lakes, consumers should keep in mind that an appellation
cannot perfectly predict a bottle's personality.

Most wine lovers, myself included, cherish a
“sweet spot” region (or two). We have some expertise in an area
because we’ve spent some time with its wines. We've tasted from a
range of producers within this favorite region, which leads us to
pontificate about how, for example, “Syrah is Clark Kent and
Côte-Rôtie is the phone booth.”

But even the most well traveled (and well
paid) wine lovers cannot possibly gain expertise in every—or even
most—wine producing regions. A danger lies in sampling a wine from
a new location, one that is unfamiliar to us, and letting this one
experience color our judgment and lead us to evaluate the entire
region on the taste of that one bottle.

I fell into that trap recently after ordering
my first Austrian Zweigelt. After writing my tasting notes on this
wine for the New York Cork Report, someone asked me what I thought
of Zweigelt, and I quickly provided a glib assessment, as if I had
deep qualifications. It struck me only several days later that one
bottle does not bestow a Ph.D. I had overstepped my bounds.

Here is another problem: when tasting some
harder-to-find wines, one often encounters only the largest
producers of a particular region—rarely the marginal ones. There’s
nothing wrong with large producers, but they might not bring the
most carefully crafted wine to market or represent the range of the
region’s offerings. And yet we often based our judgment of an
entire region's terroir on one or two glasses of that producer’s
wine.

Right now, with winemakers preparing to
complete the 2009 harvest in regions around the world, many are
considering whether to create new single-vineyard bottlings. In a
recent blog post, Wine Spectator's Harvey Steiman wrote:

“Too many single-vineyard wines aren’t nearly
as good as the same winery’s less-expensive blend. A statement like
mine would send a terroir-driven Frenchman up the wall. After all,
the French, and quite a few American wine connoisseurs, prize a
wine’s sense of place above all else. Call me a hedonist, but
shouldn’t a wine be judged first on how much pleasure it can
deliver?”

Steiman makes an important point: Just
because a grower or winemaker has discovered qualities that make a
site unique does not mean the resulting wine will be better than a
blend.

And yet I'd argue that a single-vineyard wine
can offer two benefits that even the best writers like Steiman
might overlook. First, some wine lovers are more interested in a
wine's individuality than any sense of how much "better" it might
be. Second, the very existence of a single-vineyard bottling is a
like a flashing neon sign to the average wine drinker: “Hey,
friend. This comes from a very specific place, and that place has
something to say. Listen up.”

Sadly, single-vineyard bottlings can easily
become nothing more than a marketing ploy. In the Finger Lakes
region there are a few single-vineyard wines with no apparent
reason for the designation; even the growers can't explain what the
particular site has to offer. And yet we also have bottlings like
the Magdalena and HJW Rieslings that tell tremendous stories about
what the land can do to the wine.

In all, I'd like to see more producers
offering single-vineyard wines—as long as they have discovered
something unique and consistent about a site. Until then, I'm going
to continue to remind myself that tasting one bottle of
Aghiorghitiko does not make me an authority on Greek wines. I will
also recall fondly the late afternoon in Tuscany—an afternoon that
became a long wonderful evening at Gianluca’s table—where I first
understood the glory of wine’s diversity.
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An Education in Wine and Relationships

 Sarah
Chappell

 


It took me a few days to get everything out
of our Brooklyn apartment and into my parents’ house in New Jersey.
I packed my clothes and shoes, and the wine I had brought back from
France three months earlier. The break-up, while rooted in the
simple fact that my now ex-fiancé and I did not like each other,
still seemed sudden.

The six months in college I’d spent studying
French in Paris had been six months too long. My fiancé had
originally planned to join me for as many weeks as he could stay
without procuring a visa. We would rent a flat on the Canal St.
Martin and drink warm rosé out of the bottle while dangling our
legs over the water. We would walk and talk and explore this
ancient city, together.

But—small problem: he didn’t care much for
food or wine. And evidently didn’t care much for the idea of
strolling along the Seine. He did come for a brief visit, but then
turned right around, heading back to New York and a job that would,
he hoped, help advance his career.

Suddenly finding myself alone in Paris, I
realized I had freedom for the first time in my adult life—freedom
to decide what was important, to choose where to spend my money. I
could, if I wished, blow my weekly budget on une carafe de Côte du
Rhône and une salade avec du chèvre, perhaps with une gratin
dauphinoise on the side (ok, always with une gratin dauphinoise on
the side). And blow it I did. I studied my Proust and Vinaver in
cafés so I could taste something new, smell something new, drink
something new.

As Spring ended and my studies wound to a
close, I decided to extend my trip to travel a bit, touring France
via train and bus and, in Beaune, à bicyclette. Beaune, just a few
kilometers from Dijon, is smack in the middle of Burgundy’s wine
region. Beautiful vineyards surrounding the town are easily
accessible by the conveyance of choice for tourists—the bicycle.
Being a college student, I could not miss the chance to combine
drinking and possibly dangerous transportation activities.

I arrived in Beaune on a local train at 9:30
A.M. and meandered to the bike rental shop. A curmudgeonly older
gentleman—who, as is traditional, insisted on responding to my
French in English—gave me a much-photocopied map and highlighted
the route I should follow. After handing me a tiny water bottle,
certainly not enough to stay hydrated through the experience that
lay ahead, and telling me where to find the best crème de cassis in
France, he sent me on my way.

[image: tmp_c15c3dcd23498ab020a881b6280fba1b_bi4Y9P_html_55a50b7a.jpg]

The route took me to five wineries, with a
break mid-day for a wine tasting lunch. I recall visiting the
Château de l’Ange Guardien. That’s the home of the best crème de
cassis in France, and is where I blew much more than a weekly
budget to ship a case of the stuff back to New York. A quick
glimpse at a map tells me I probably hit Aloxe-Corton as well. My
recollection of the lunch was a stunning display of traditional
French food, including the first pâté I’d ever tasted (I’m still
not sure how I lived in Paris for six months without having tasted
pâté), followed by my first Coq au Vin. There were wines. Many
wines. And many lovely French farmers telling me about vineyard
sites and climate and varietals. I just wish I could remember it
all.

• • •

Wine requires effort. Not effort to be
enjoyed, because enjoyment of wine can be as simple as finding
something to quench a thirst. But if you wish to move beyond a
pleasant memory of an increasingly drunken bike ride, you must
expend the kind of effort most of us last forced in college and
then vowed never to use again. Learning about wine to reach a
deeper enjoyment requires one to memorize strange place names and
strange laws in strange languages. It’s a vast realm, but once you
have a little mastery, you understand better what you are
participating in when you drink wine—that ancient, perhaps even
sacred, manifestation of the land.

When I returned home to Brooklyn and tried to
describe my experiences to my fiancé, I was surprised to find that
I remembered practically nothing about the wines and only snippets
about the food. I realized I wanted more understanding—I needed it.
I took a part-time summer job as a cashier at a local wine store.
We were always a little short of cash, and with the store discount
my newfound interest in wine would not be a budget disaster.

Working at the shop that summer, I slowly
learned the difference between Chardonnay and Sauvignon Blanc. I
learned there were actually two famous regions in France that start
with the letter B. Frequently I’d return home with a new bottle the
manager had recommended—one day a southern Rhône like those to
which I had become accustomed in Paris (though not nearly as
cheap), the next a Nero d’Avola with a red synthetic cork that made
me giggle. I’d start cooking dinner for the two of us, open the
bottle, taste, and exclaim, “You must try this!”

He wasn’t interested. In fact, he was
concerned. Why did I need to open a new bottle of wine? Why did I
need to drink at all?

• • •

So, there I was in my childhood room for the
first time in years, stunned to realize that after all this time,
after allegedly growing up, I was in the same place. I’d had my
future planned, but those plans did not come to fruition.

As it happened, my father had just enrolled
in the intermediate class from the Wine and Spirit Education Trust.
My father had also discovered wine through his Francophile
tendencies during his college study abroad in Montpellier, and it
became an increasingly important part of the table in my parents’
home. He had the same urge that I had found within myself: the need
to deepen his understanding of what was in his glass. With some
additional experience from the wine store under my belt, and the
surprising amount of free time that comes with being single, I
thought it would be fun to tag along with him to class.

Classes were held at Amanti Vino, a new wine
store right in my hometown of Montclair. As owner Sharon Sevrens
and manager Will Sugerman worked us through the curriculum, I began
to see that not only could I learn strange things about wine in
strange languages, but also that I could detect non-grape smells in
fermented grape juice. Frankly, I found this mind-blowing: these
unexpected smells and flavors were why I was so drawn to wine, why
I had to have it.

About one month after starting the classes I
had the opportunity to attend a wine pairing dinner that Amanti
Vino presented with the famous importer Terry Thiese. One of the
featured wines was a non-vintage rosé champagne. I swirled my
glass, stuck in my nose, and recoiled. When Sharon walked by our
table, I pulled her aside and asked, “This rosé, is it—?” Sharon
interrupted, “You can smell that? You have a good nose! Terry was
just saying the same thing.” The wine was plagued by a distinct
paint thinner note resulting from volatile acidity, but according
to Sharon it wasn’t easy to pick up. For the first time I thought,
"maybe I can do this. Maybe I can do something, on my own." Wine
belonged to me, not to my fiancé. It had become an important part
of my life that he could not accept, and here I was being told that
I might even be good at it.

• • •

I completed the Intermediate Certificate and
surprised myself by doing quite well. I graduated college and got a
desk job, but I kept drinking wine, and I kept learning. Very
recently I quit the desk job and took a position managing a wine
store. Now I’m getting paid to drink wine. And I realize I have the
opportunity to lead a life that would never have been possible had
I stayed in that relationship. I wish him the best, but with all of
the good juice that is coming across my palate, I’m sure I got the
better end of the break-up.
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Inside the CIA


What I Learned in Wine School

Michelle Locke

 


I’ve covered the wine industry for a decade,
but always from the business end. Facts, figures, and farming
trends? Yes. Distinguish a Pinotage from a Pinot Noir? Not so much.
So I didn’t hesitate when I recently had the chance to take the
weeklong course “Mastering Wine I” at the Culinary Institute of
America, Greystone.

The course is designed and taught by Karen
MacNeil, author of “The Wine Bible,” as authoritative a tome as its
title suggests. The course fee of $1,200 would provide 3.2
continuing education credits, though lucky for me, my tuition came
free with registration at last February’s Wine Writers’ Symposium
at Meadowood—a great deal.

Classes were very business-like. Day One
began with all class participants signing a form saying we
understood we were there to drink in knowledge—not, you know, to
drink. In other words: get ready to get up close and personal with
your new best friend, the spit bucket.

My fellow students were an interesting bunch.
Some were in the wine business already and hoping to brush up their
skills. Some were at transition points in their lives and exploring
the idea of a new career in wine. There was another writer who,
like me, wanted to get a better understanding of his subject. And
there were a few students who just simply liked wine and wanted to
learn more about it.

MacNeil began the first class by defining
wine as “liquid flavor.” She noted that since wine doesn’t come
with its own language, traditionally we have used the language of
food to describe it—hence the “red berries, peaches, and vanilla”
lexicon of tasting notes. But, MacNeil said, one can go further,
using the language of personality, music, and even geometry to
describe our taste sensations.

Then it was on to our first tasting, where I
learned that professionals always taste from left to right. (I’m
sorry to say I learned the hard way how important it is to keep
your glasses in their original order.)

Like typical amateurs, most of us gave our
glasses a dainty twirl before taking our first sip. MacNeil sent us
back to the starting gate. When tasting wine, she said, you have to
swirl that liquid to get air into the wine and release the flavors.
The easiest way to do this is to keep the base of the glass on the
table and draw vigorous circles with it. Then, take a sniff—but in
short bursts: think “dog looking for a bone” rather than “hungry
person inhaling bacon.”

It was easier to get my taste buds around
some wines than others. Vanilla, baking spices, and a buttery
feeling in the mouth? An oak-aged Chardonnay isn’t overly shy. But
another white was a puzzler: crisp, green apple, more tart. That
turned out to be Chardonnay made in stainless steel tanks, quite a
different approach that produces quite a different wine.

Having correctly identified three Rieslings
by their fruity flavors and slight whiff of petrol on the nose, I
then got a little overconfident and confused a Zinfandel with a
Gamay. This was rather sad considering that gamay, the grape used
in Beaujolais, has bright cherry notes and relatively low tannins,
whereas zin has chewy mouthfeel, dark berry fruit, and higher
alcohol. But the nice thing about this course was that you could
strike out without fear of being benched or even booed. We happily
experienced none of the snobbery that turns so many people off in
the wine world.

Our days followed a pattern: lectures
followed by field trips to Napa Valley wineries, lunch in the CIA’s
student kitchen (fantastic, by the way), and then an afternoon
lecture and tasting exercise. I was surprised by how much
information was packed into five days. We covered everything from
cloning techniques to barrel aging options to the vineyard blight
of phylloxera.

As the week progressed, I could sense some of
the gaps in my wine knowledge filling up. For instance, I knew
already that a lot of Chardonnays go through a secondary, or
malolactic, fermentation (ML for short). Here a winemaker adds
bacteria to convert malic acid in the grapes to lactic acid, giving
the wine a creamier, softer feel. And of course I’d certainly heard
of “buttery” Chardonnays. But it wasn’t until Day Two that I
learned that a byproduct of malolactic fermentation is diacetyl—one
of the compounds that gives butter its characteristic taste.

Over time it became more and more apparent
that I have a relatively poor sense of smell. (Maybe that’s a
blessing in disguise considering some of the places my career as a
hard-news reporter has taken me.) But now, in order to improve, I
clearly need to up the olfactory factor. What to do? Smell
everything, MacNeil advised. Take a moment and make yourself aware
of what you’re smelling, then describe it. She had a handy tip for
tasting notes, too. Don’t look up to heaven and wait for
inspiration. Have a roster of possibilities already in your mind:
Do I taste apple? And is it a Granny Smith apple? Or is it
cherries? Or cherry pie?

My “Aha!” moment came on Day Four. We were
examining a flight of Pinot noirs and I had stuck my nose into a
duly swirled glass, concentrating fiercely. There was something a
little bit dark, a little bit masculine there, and I’d definitely
smelled it before but couldn’t quite place it. And then I got it:
tobacco. Not in a cigarette butt kind of way but in a rich, men’s
club at the port-and-cigars-stage kind of way. If you’d asked me a
week earlier, I might have scoffed at the idea that this was for
real. But the nose knows.

At the end of the week we took both a tasting
test and written test. My palate had improved considerably in five
days, but as a writer I still did better on the written exam.

Now, a few weeks later, the effect of my wine
school experience lingers. I still drink the same everyday wines I
did before—my palate has improved, but my budget has not—but now I
pay closer attention. What am I smelling? Was this wine likely aged
in oak? Were the grapes picked ripe? What’s the finish like? Long
and lingering? Or mercifully short?

I can’t honestly say I’ve mastered wine. But
I’ve definitely become a more enthusiastic and intelligent
apprentice.
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Nutrition Facts

 Coming to a Wine Bottle Near You

Jeff Seigel

 


The next big controversy in the wine business
won't be about high alcohol, terroir, or wine scores. It's going to
be about nutrition and ingredient labels, and it's going to be a
tizzy.

The federal government, through the
Treasury's Alcohol, Tobacco and Trade Bureau (TTB), is considering
proposals that would require wine producers to include the same
sort of label information on wine bottles that is required on
ketchup, chicken noodle soup, and applesauce. The industry, from
the Wine Institute on down, sees this as impractical, unfair and
anti-competitive, especially as it relates to wine's position vs.
beer and spirits.

Says the Institute, in its comments to the
proposals: “We hope that TTB will also not believe it an
appropriate government role to make choices that provide commercial
advantages to select entities within an industry.”

Yet this approach, say consumer advocates in
and out of the wine business, puts the industry outside of the
mainstream given developments in food labeling and consumer
information. The goal, they say, is more information, not less.
“It's all about transparency,” says dietitian Kathleen Talmadge,
RMA, RD. “Any time the consumer gets more information, that's a
good thing. You want them to be knowledgeable about what they're
buying.”

No one is sure when TTB will make a decision.
That was supposed to happen at the end of 2008, but the recession
and the change in presidential administrations delayed the
decision. Since then, the TTB's bosses at the Treasury Department
have been busy shoring up the world financial system and have not
gotten to the wine label proposal. In fact, the process started in
2004, when TTB said it would consider allowing “Serving Facts”
panels on alcoholic beverages similar to the “Nutrition Facts”
panels found on food products.

Also in dispute: Whether TTB has the
authority to issue the regulations for wines with less than 14
percent alcohol, which the Wine Institute claims falls under the
requirements of the Federal Alcohol Administration Act. TTB, on the
other hand, says the alcohol limit for label regulation is 7
percent, according to spokesman Art Resnick.

What is certain is what TTB has been
considering:

• Equivalency measurements; that is, how many
servings of beer or cocktails is the same as one glass of wine?

• Ingredient labels, where everything—from
egg whites used for fining to grape concentrate added at the end of
fermentation to boost sugar levels—would be included.

• Nutritional information, including
calories, fat and carbohydrate content, and alcohol percentage.

“What's far more at issue is the ingredients
vs. the nutrition,” says wine writer Alice Feiring, the author of
The Battle for Wine and Love: or How I Saved the World from
Parkerization. “It's the crap that goes into the bottle of wine vs.
the romance of the wine. That would be my preference.”

This is not a popular stand in the wine
business, which doesn't see the point of the most of the TTB
proposals. The Wine Institute, in its comments to the proposed
rules (34 pages worth of comments, in fact), wrote that “our
comments seek to balance TTB’s regulatory direction with sensible
and reasonable alternatives that will accomplish TTB’s goals while
lessening costs to the wine industry.” And, it noted, nutritional
labeling as a concept is a lousy idea if past performance is any
indication of future results. Since the first nutritional labels
appeared in the 1990s, it said, American obesity has increased
dramatically.

“You can't actually think of this as
something that benefits the consumer,” says Lisa Mattson, director
of communications at Wilson Daniels Ltd. in St. Helena CA, a sales
and marketing company that represents small and family-owned
wineries in the U.S. and overseas. “If you look at the opportunity
and the labor costs that go into this, then you have to ask,
'What's the consumer going to get out of this?' ”

Few people in the wine business are convinced
that consumers will read a “Serving Facts” wine label. Yes, light
beers and low carbohydrate beers are required by federal law to
include nutritional information because they make nutritional
claims—lower in calories and carbs. But the rest of the beer sold
in the U.S. doesn't have the labels. And besides, they ask, what
does light beer have to do with buying a bottle of wine for
dinner?

Another objection: It's one thing for the
beer business to able to afford to slap a nutritional label on a
can of light beer. The two largest U.S. beer companies, ABI and
MillerCoors, control about 80 percent of the U.S. market and the 20
largest companies have 96% of the market. Wine is also top-heavy,
but not like that: The 10 top companies control about as much as
the two biggest beer conglomerates. And this doesn't take into
account wine imports, which are a key part of the U.S. market. Who
is going to explain to a French or Italian producer—who already
struggle with U.S. label mandates like the health warning—that
they need to add yet another TTB-required label for their wines
that go to the U.S.?

Finally, many wonder where the new label will
go. Or, as Don Brady, winemaker/director at Robert Hall Winery in
Paso Robles, says: “Has anyone at TTB looked at all the stuff that
goes on the bottle now?” The back label, which already contains the
alcohol warning, would need to be bigger to include the “Serving
Facts” label. And how, exactly, would that work? asks Brady.

No one knows, and Resnick says there is no
timetable for a TTB decision or any indication what the labeling
will include. The industry's feeling is that equivalency and
specific dietary guidelines won't be included. But until TTB
announces its decision, that's just a best guess.
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Part 2 - Wine Science




 


"Wine is the most healthful and most
hygienic of beverages."

 


~ Louis Pasteur
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Meet Brett


Why You Do or Don't Want It In Your Wine

Erika Szymanski

 


Have you met Brett? Brett is mentioned so
often in the wine industry that you might think he’s Robert
Parker’s protégé nephew. Not so, but the truth is just as
controversial.

Brett, known technically as Brettanomyces
bruxellensis, is a yeast. That puts it into the same category
as our old friend Saccharomyces cerevisiae, used for
millennia to ferment juice into wine and make bread rise.

Brettanomyces can ferment, too. It was
first discovered in beer (as a cause of spoilage in an English ale,
hence the name which means “British fungus”) and is used to
advantage by some adventurous brewers in sour ales.

In wine, though, Brett is never added on
purpose, but often finds its way in by accident. The “stealth bug”
of the wine microbial crowd, Brett grows very slowly and can
survive on remarkably slim pickings: the tiny amount of sugar found
in “dry” wines, ethanol (yes, it can use alcohol as an energy
source), acetic acid, and even the cellulose in wood.

If you’ve ever tried sour ale, you have an
inkling of the flavors associated with Brett. One of those flavors,
naturally, is sour: Brett can produce gobs of acetic acid, the same
acid that gives vinegar its tang. Long before it tries to turn wine
into vinegar, however, Brett throws off troublesome smelly
compounds that clearly mark its presence: 4-ethylphenol (4-EP),
4-ethylguaicaol (4-EG), and isovaleric acid, among a few less
notable others. “Unique” is the nicest way to describe these
aromas. At best, you might call them “spicy” and “leather;” at
higher concentrations, “barnyard” and “horsey;” at worst, “wet dog”
and even “sewage.”

Spice and even occasionally leather can be
appealing in some wines, but horsey or sewage odors are certainly
not a compliment. Whether Brett character in a wine is good, bad,
or acceptable is like the debate over what constitutes “real”
barbecue among Southerners: the argument is a matter of
subjectivity and taste, meaning no one can ever win.

Historically, the French Rhône Valley has
been associated with reds containing Brett. Some prominent
houses—Château de Beaucastel perhaps most famously—are so well
known for a certain degree of Brett influence that it defines part
of the house style. The key words there are “a certain degree.”
Admirers say that a little bit of Brett–the spicy rather than the
sewage end of the spectrum–contributes to an earthy texture and
accentuates terroir. Others—notably most Americans—claim the exact
opposite, that Brett destroys both fruit and character.

So what if you do want a some of these
characteristics in your wine? Could you just throw a little in?

If only it were that simple; winemakers would
rest a good deal easier at night. In truth, the struggle to bridle
Brett has gone on for decades and is as yet unsuccessful. Not only
can we not yet control the amount of Brett in a wine, we can’t even
completely eradicate it. A popular suggestion for how to deal with
a Brett problem is “burn down the winery and start over.” The
speaker isn’t always joking.

How does Brett infiltrate a winery? Another
million-dollar question. A few theories dominate the discussion,
but it remains a contentious debate. Brett can move from winery to
winery in contaminated wine (bulk wine sold from one winery to
another), on grapes, or on used equipment.

Used oak barrels are notorious carriers of
Brett. With its unusual capacity to metabolize the cellulose in
wood, the microorganism can survive in oak barrels for years. Brett
has been found as far as 8mm deep into the oak, making
decontamination nearly impossible.

If burning down the winery and starting over
again isn’t an option, what is? One tactic is to keep the infection
localized to a few barrels, blend, and decide that you like some
Bretty-ness in your wine. Alternately, bring out every
antimicrobial agent in the book, cross your fingers, and pray.

The anti-Brett arsenal is vast and
continually growing but, as a whole, not all that potent. The most
common and most effective solutions include:

Good winery hygiene: Lots of water and
sanitizing solution go a long way.

SO2: Sulfur dioxide is used as a
general antimicrobial agent in wine, but many Brett strains are
resistant to the legal maximum dose.

Hot steam sterilization of barrels:
Expensive and not completely effective, but helpful.

Velcorin: A powerful antimicrobial
chemical (trademarked by Scott Labs) that breaks down to (mostly)
water and CO2 only a few hours after being added to wine and, like
everything else, is only partially effective against Brett.

Filtering: This will do the job, but
at what expense? To some, the only cost is the time and money spent
on filtering. But some believe the 0.45 - 0.65 micrometer membrane
sterile filtration necessary to eliminate yeasts also eliminates
spirit and identity.

Some wineries don’t seem to have contracted
Brett (yet), some wage constant war against the microbial monster,
and some don’t acknowledge it.

But what about wineries—like Château
Beaucastel—whose shade of Brett character is downright alluring, at
least to some connoisseurs? For them, total Brettanomyces
extermination might prove disastrous. What makes a little a boon to
some wineries and a bane to others? Is it all personal taste, or
are other factors involved?

People who become very excited over
Brettanomyces are investigating those questions at this very
moment. Just a few of the possibilities include:

Consumer preference: Some published
research suggests the French tolerate more Brett character than
Americans.

Amount of 4-EP and 4-EG: Some wines
naturally have less of the precursor molecules that Brett
metabolizes to 4-EP and 4-EG. In general, grapes from cooler
climates—like France—have less of these compounds than grapes from
warmer climates, like parts of California. That might mean French
wines start off less likely to become stinky when Brett moves in
than their Californian counterparts.

Ratio of 4-EP to 4-EG: 4-EP is usually
associated with unpleasant barnyard aromas, while 4-EG aligns with
far more pleasant clove and spice notes. 4-EP always predominates
over 4-EG, but some strains of Brett, and some wines, are
predisposed toward higher ratios than others.

Type of Brett: What if the Brett
strains found in different places have different characteristics?
It is often true in microbiology that great variability exists
among strains (different organisms isolated from different places)
within the same species. Research is beginning to show that the
Brett lurking in French wineries may have radically different
characteristics than that in California or Australia.

Age of the wine: Not only can Brett
survive locked up in a wine bottle, it can multiply and yield its
signature aromas. The wine you find seductively barnyardy today may
reek of old horse sweat in a few years. Even a single cell per
bottle can make a difference, as fans of filtration love to point
out.

So, have you met Brett? Even though you may
not have realized it at the time, the chances are excellent that
you have sniffed Brett’s signature scent sometime in your life with
wine.

Perhaps you would like to revisit the
experience with greater awareness? Don’t look for “hint of
Brettanomyces” on the back of a wine label; to most
winemakers, that idea is worse than cursing the family name.

No guarantees, but the best-stocked Brett
fishing holes are barrel-aged reds from the Rhône valley, Rioja,
Piedmont or Chianti, and perhaps Bordeaux. Brett can certainly be
found elsewhere, but your odds become less certain. Explore.

Do you fall among the hard-line anti-Brett
crowd, or among those who enjoy a little Brett in the right place
and time? If you have not already leapt to your feet to lobby for
one side or the other (did I mention people tend to be a bit
vehement about Brett?), begin paying attention. Keep your eyes,
mouth, and nose open, and consider that a particularly distinctive
aroma may be Brett’s calling card. Most importantly, form your own
educated opinion.
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Where to Plant a Vineyard... In 2099?

 John Witherspoon
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I was cleaning up my office the other day and
came across an old (Sept. 2007) issue of National Geographic. I had
flagged an article discussing climate change and its effects on the
world’s grape growing regions. According to the article, by the
year 2099 most of the current major viticulture areas in the world
will have become too hot to produce wine at all. Or if wine
production is still feasible, these areas will not be able to
produce great wine from the varietals that are currently being
planted. Growing seasons will become too short, and sugar levels
will rise to outrageous heights long before the fruit has time to
mature and develop its wonderful character.

To me this is a frightening prospect, and is
one that the wine industry also recognizes and is taking seriously.
In fact since this article was published, the Second Conference on
Climate Change and Wine took place in Barcelona, Spain. Al Gore
keynoted the 2008 conference The next is planned for 2010.

So, as the title of this article asks, where
would you plant a vineyard now (or would you plant one at all),
knowing that it may not be sustainable in that same area in the
year 2099? Do you side with the National Geographic scientists and
believe that Global Warming will dramatically alter the wine
growing landscape over the next 100 years? Or are you a glass half
full kind of person, believing that we will solve the climate
crisis and avert this wine world apocalypse? Or maybe you are a
little bit of both, believing that climate change will spur
innovation and that viticulturists will develop new grape varieties
to flourish under the new global conditions?

In talking with others in the wine industry,
I’ve found people who represent all of the above schools of
thought. Dr. Richard Smart of Smart Viticulture suggests the
following potential challenges resulting from climate change:

Earlier bud break, flowering, veraison and
harvest

Harvest will happen during hotter
temperatures

Increased water use

Vine pest and disease threats will change

Present varieties will be less well suited
from a winestyle/quality point of view

Wines will become more alcoholic, with higher
pH and lower natural acidity

…and how will the above specifically affect
the wines?

Some red wines may lose color/hue

Some wines will lose varietal flavors, and
perhaps become more jammy

Many white wines will lose varietal
typicity

Perhaps the proportion of red to white wines
will increase

An article in the San Francisco Chronicle
entitled “Winemakers look to hardy hybrids for solutions to
environmental challenges” discusses the development of new grape
hybrids that can handle the stresses of higher temperatures and the
increasing issues with climate change. In addition to climate
change, the article points out that the trend toward “greener”
viticulture practices and reduced fungicide use will also increase
the need for more hearty hybrids.

For now I think I'll start looking into land
in Antarctica. I'm sure at this point it will be fairly cheap, and
my kids can start to cultivate it in 2099, when I'm long gone.
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Brimstone in the Bottle

 Sulfur Compounds in Wine

Tom Mansell

 


The word "sulfur," in my mind, is inexorably
linked back to Mr. Burcik's high school chemistry class, when we
were given soft, pungent, yellow chunks to mix with other
chemicals. When elemental sulfur is exposed to air it forms sulfur
dioxide, which burns the inside of the nose and stinks up the whole
chemistry wing of the building.

Sulfur isn't just about the pungent sting of
a burnt match, though, and in wine it's not just about the presence
of sulfites. Sulfur-based aroma compounds are found at all stages
of the winemaking process and can range from downright noxious to
fruity and pleasant. Let's take a look at some of the various
sulfur-containing aroma compounds found in wine.

 


Sulfites

Perhaps when we hear of "sulfur" in wine, we
think first of sulfites. The term "sulfites" refers to the various
forms of sulfur dioxide present in wine. The original application
of sulfites was burning sulfur candles in amphorae (the clay
vessels used to make wine in ancient times). Ancient winemakers (be
they Greeks, Armenians, Egyptians, or Romans, depending upon whom
you ask) probably didn't know why burned sulfur (sulfur dioxide, or
SO2) helped preserve their wine, but the use of sulfites has been
fairly ubiquitous in winemaking since and continues to this
day.

Sulfites are used for many reasons in
winemaking, to (1) inhibit growth of wild yeasts and bacteria, (2)
bind with acetaldehyde and other oxidizing molecules, preserving
color and aroma, and (3) inhibit some polyphenol oxidases in grape
juice, reducing browning.

The aroma characteristics of sulfites are
unmistakable and can be obvious when a winemaker has been
heavy-handed. The best descriptor I can think of is struck match,
but there is more to smelling sulfites than aroma. Sulfites create
a trigeminal response, meaning they irritate the nasal passages,
creating a stinging sensation.

 


Sulfides and Mercaptans

If sulfites are regarded as oxidized sulfur,
then sulfides and mercaptans are at the other end of the oxidation
spectrum: reduced sulfur. These compounds have a real stink to
them.

 


Hydrogen Sulfide

If you've ever made wine, been around
winemaking, or even opened a stinky bottle of wine (had a bad
experience with a Languedoc recently... whoa!), you probably are
familiar with the smell of hydrogen sulfide (H2S). It smells like
rotten eggs, and it is commonly found in wine.

This malodorous molecule can come from two
sources during fermentation: (1) excessive elemental sulfur sprayed
on grapes and (2) nutrient deficiency in yeast. The first case
seems easy enough to understand (sulfur is reduced by yeast
enzymes), but the origins of H2S due to yeast nutrient deficiency
are slightly more subtle.

Yeast require a source of nitrogen to
complete fermentations. Low nitrogen can lead to stuck, and as many
home fermenters know, stinky fermentations. In the absence of
nitrogen, which is a principal component of the protein building
blocks, yeast will begin to degrade amino acids in order to make
the specific amino acids they need. When sulfur-containing amino
acids like cysteine and methionine get degraded, they release
sulfur groups that are processed into various sulfur-containing
compounds, hydrogen sulfide among them. To prevent this, winemakers
often measure YAN (yeast available nitrogen), supplement
fermentations with yeast nutrients, choose yeast strains carefully
(if inoculated), and aerate the fermenting wine.

Hydrogen sulfide in wine can suppress
perception of fruit aromas, even if it is below the point where the
wine smells like rotten eggs. Luckily for many wine drinkers, it is
very volatile and blows off quickly. It has been speculated that
decanting wine (or just aerating if all you've got is a pitcher)
can aid in perception of fruit and other pleasant aromas by blowing
off hydrogen sulfide.

 


Mercaptans and Disulfides

Another set of players in our sulfurous
rogue's gallery are the mercaptans. These sulfur compounds are also
formed by the degradation of amino acids and smell rather like some
cruciferous vegetables. Examples include methyl mercaptan (cabbage,
garlic, burnt rubber) and ethyl mercaptan (the compound added to
natural gas to warn us of gas leaks). The human nose is highly
sensitive to these compounds (detected in the low parts-per-billion
range). Winemakers can diminish the amount of mercaptans by copper
fining, but this practice is risky given the legal limits on copper
in wine in many countries. This could be one reason why the Romans
drank from goblets of copper and lead, another heavy metal that
binds mercaptans. Indeed, if you smell some of these aromas in a
wine and can find a pre-1982 copper penny (modern pennies are
mostly zinc), you could try a copper fining experiment for yourself
by dropping the coin in your glass.

As if mercaptans didn't sound bad enough,
these compounds can react (sometimes with each other) to
form sulfides. Examples include dimethyl sulfide (canned
corn, seafood, cooked cabbage) and methyl ethyl sulfide (onion),
ethyl disulfide (rubber) and dimethyl trisulfide (fish, cabbage).
Sulfides and disulfides cannot be fined with copper. In fact, there
is not much a winemaker can do to get rid of them. Luckily,
sulfides and disulfides are perceived at a higher threshold than
mercaptans and usually are not present in high enough amounts to be
detectable in wine. However, disulfides can still be problematic
while aging in the bottle. (see inset)

 


Aside: Screwcaps and Reduction

The composition of many sulfur compounds in
wine depends on what is known as the reduction-oxidation (redox)
potential in wine. During fermentation, wine is a chemically
reducing environment, where mercaptans and thiols can thrive
without fear of reacting with other thiol groups to form
disulfides. After fermentation ends, the redox potential of a wine
becomes more oxidizing (by aeration, racking, etc.). If mercaptans
are around in high enough numbers, they can react to form
disulfides. If they are below the detection threshold, these might
go unnoticed by the winemaker and bottled with the wine.

What does this have to do with screwcaps?
Closures, it turns out, have an awful lot to do with the redox
state of a wine. Some closures allow lots of oxygen ingress
(synthetic cork, bag in box, etc.) while some allow little oxygen
(a good natural cork) and some barely any oxygen at all
(screwcaps). It's been speculated that the small amount of oxygen
ingress can stabilize disulfides in bottle, preventing them from
breaking apart into the more potent mercaptan aroma compounds. This
could explain why a "reductive" fault or flaw is often attributed
to screwcapped wines, and the screwcap is given the blame. Whether
this is justified or not is up for debate, and some would argue
that screwcaps help preserve volatile thiol aromas like passion
fruit and grapefruit (think about New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc,
religiously bottled under screwcap). There is still considerable
debate on this topic as screwcaps become more widely adopted around
the world.

 


Volatile Thiols

Volatile thiols are another set of sulfur
compounds that affect wine aroma. In truth, thiols and mercaptans
are the same type of molecule (both have -SH groups), but in most
wine circles, the difference is lexicographical. Thiols smell good
and mercaptans smell bad. It's kind of like how "finish" is good
but "aftertaste" is bad. Anyway, one notable volatile thiol
4-mercapto-4-methylpentan-2-one (4-MMP), a common descriptor of
which ranges from "boxwood" to "cat pee". It's a major contributor
to the varietal character of Sauvignon Blanc. Other thiols include
3-mercaptohexanol (grapefruit, passionfruit) and furfurylthiol
(coffee, toasty oak, popcorn).

Most volatile thiols are produced by grapes
themselves, but are present in grape juice in a kind of "masked"
form. Many are found conjugated to the sulfur-containing amino acid
cysteine (remember cysteine?). During fermentation, however, yeast
enzymes separate the volatile thiols from cysteine, allowing their
fruity aromas to be perceived. The French enologist Emile Peynaud
described this mechanism as a way to taste some of the tropical
flavors found in sauvignon blanc grapes: holding the juice in the
mouth for a bit and allowing the natural enzymes in saliva to
release the aroma compounds. Only recently (after his death) was he
proven right.

 


Sulfur roundup

Many prominent aromas in wine are derived
from sulfur-containing compounds. Some of them are off-putting
(e.g., cabbage and rotten eggs), while some are pleasant and give
wines their very varietal character. We have discussed some of the
major groups of sulfur-containing aromas in wine and some ways
winemakers can modify them to their advantage, either by copper
fining, aerating, or by choice of closure.

 


Sulfur Compound, Smells, and Origin

Sulfur dioxide, smells like struck match,
produced naturally by yeast, added as a preservative, antioxidant,
antimicrobial agent.

Hydrogen Sulfide, smells like rotten eggs,
from nitrogen deficiency during fermentation leading to metabolism
of sulfur-containing amino acids, reduction of residual sulfur.

Mercaptans (Ethyl mercaptan, methyl
mercaptan), smells like burnt rubber, garlic, natural gas leak,
from Nitrogen deficiency during fermentation leading to metabolism
of sulfur-containing amino acids.

Sulfides (Dimethyl Sulfide, Ethyl Methyl
Disulfide, etc.), smells like canned corn, garlic, cabbage, rubber,
caused by Oxidation of mercaptans.

Volatile Thiols (3-MH, 4-MMP, furfurylthiol),
smells fruity: grapefruit, passion fruit, boxwood, toasty, fruity:
grapefruit, passion fruit, boxwood, toasty.

 


I hope that next time you encounter any of
these aromas, you will know what to do and where they come from in
the winemaking process. Hydrogen sulfide will blow off with
aeration, mercaptans will bind to a copper penny, and volatile
thiols may appear only after a few seconds in the mouth. There are
many more known sulfur-derived compounds in wine, so get out there
and smell the sulfur!
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What Wine Goes with Red Herring?

 Arthur Przebinda
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The more one delves into the subject of wine
and food pairing, the more frequently one finds conflicting
recommendations. Optimal (and yes, even ideal) wine and food
pairings are not just a matter of culinary heritage. There is real
science behind certain foods and wines going together
beautifully.
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