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Introduction

WHe is easy to love: It tastes great, offers a fascinating range of flavors,
and brings people together — at the dinner table and elsewhere.

Everyone can enjoy wine, regardless of experience or budget.

Yet despite the pleasure it brings, wine can also be a source of anxiety. After
all, you have to know strange names of grape varieties and foreign wine
regions and be able to figure out whether to buy a $20 wine or an $8 wine that
seem to be pretty much the same thing. You even need a special tool to open
the bottle after you get it home!

All this complication surrounding wine will never go away, because wine is a
very rich and complex field. But you don’t have to let the complication stand
in your way. With the right attitude and a little understanding of what wine is,
you can begin to buy and enjoy wine. (And if you decide that wine is fascinat-
ing, you can find out more and turn it into a wonderful hobby!) Wine All-in-
One For Dummies exists to help you feel more comfortable around wine by
providing you with some basic wine knowledge.

Ironically, what will really make you feel comfortable about wine is accepting
the fact that you’ll never know it all — and that you’ve got plenty of com-
pany. You see, after you really get a handle on wine, you discover that no one
knows everything there is to know about wine. There’s just too much infor-
mation, and it’s always changing. And when you know that, you can just relax
and enjoy the stuff!

About This Book

Here, within one bright yellow-and-black cover, is a wealth of wine informa-
tion. But don’t let the book’s impressive heft intimidate you; everything

on these pages is lighthearted and straightforward — easy to digest, even.
(Excellent, perhaps, with a crisp Sauvignon Blanc.)

Use this guide as a reference, opening it whenever you want to answer a
question, revisit advice, or find recommendations for matching wine with a
meal. The page you flip to is up to you; this isn’t a typical, read-from-cover-
to-cover kind of book. It’s designed to be at the ready whenever you feel the
urge to find out more about all things wine.
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Please note that a book can’t provide the most up-to-date pricing (espe-
cially when its readers may be shopping anywhere from San Francisco to
Tanzania), so you might find that the prices here vary from those you find in
your local wine shop. Use the prices provided as a rough estimate; if a wine

is included at about $20, you might find it for $15 or $25, but you probably
won't see it for sale for $100. Call your local wine merchant to find out exactly
what a bottle is going for. The excellent Web site www.wine-searcher.com
also can help nail down prices in any currency.

Conventions Used in This Book

Following are a few helpful conventions used throughout Wine All-in-One
For Dummies:

v ltalics are used to provide emphasis, highlight new words or terms being
defined, indicate certain foreign or scientific words, and point out spe-
cific words or phrases on a wine label. They also indicate the stressed
syllable in a pronunciation (if no syllable is italicized, all syllables carry
equal weight).

v Monofont is used for Web addresses.

v Sidebars, which are shaded boxes of text, consist of information that’s
interesting but not necessarily critical to your understanding of wine.

Foolish Assumptions

Before we put this book together, we had to make some assumptions about
who you, its reader, might be. We assume that you
v Know very little about wine but have a strong desire to find out more.

+ Know something about wine, perhaps more than most people, but want
to understand the subject better, from the ground up.

v Are already very knowledgeable about wine but realize that you can
always discover more.

v Don’t have a lot of ego invested in wine — or maybe you do and you're
buying this book “for your sister-in-law.”

1 Are someone who prefers straight talk about wine over a lot of mumbo
jumbo and jargon.
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How This Book Is Organized

Wine All-in-One For Dummies is a wine user’s manual and a reference book, all
in one. It includes very basic information about wine for readers who know
nothing (or next to nothing) about wine, but it also features tips, suggestions,
and more sophisticated information for seasoned wine drinkers who want to
take their hobby to a more-advanced level. Here’s a quick guide to what you
can find where.

Book I: Understanding Wine

This book is the grapevine, so to speak, of Wine All-in-One For Dummies. It’s
raw material to the other chapters’ finished, delectable bottles. Here you find
out about how grapes become wine, and you get all the practical information
you need to confidently buy, serve, taste, and store wines that strike your
fancy. You also get some guidance on pairing wine with food, a feat that can
be delicious or disastrous depending on the combination you use.

Book lI: France: A Wine Superstar

French wines are a vast and confusing field — especially for people who
don’t speak French, who are accustomed to seeing wines named after grape
varieties (which most French wines aren’t), and who live an ocean away from
the regions where French wines grow. Book Il breaks down these barriers for
you, taking you region by region through France’s wine production.

Book I11: Italy: Small but Mighty

Italy is one of, if not the, most exciting wine countries on earth. The quality
of Italy’s wines has never been higher, and its range of wines has never been
broader. Nor have more types of Italian wines ever been available outside of
Italy. Although Italy’s wines are more desirable and more available than ever,
they’re no more comprehensible. In fact, the proliferation of new wines and
new wine zones has made Italian wine an even more confusing topic than it
has always been. This book straightens all that out for you.
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Book 1U: California and Elsewhere in
North America

You probably drink California wine already; wines from California are the
top-selling wines in the United States. Could you find other wines from
California — other grape varieties, other tastes — that you might enjoy
even more than what you already know? Probably. And Book IV takes you
through the greats of California, as well as wonderful wines from other
areas of North America.

Book U: Australia and New Zealand:
Powerhouses of the Southern Hemisphere

Australia and New Zealand have really started coming into their own,
wine-wise; in fact, Australia now produces more wine than all but five other
countries. Each year, the wines get better, and those at the lower end of the
price spectrum continue to surprise critics; at the higher end, the wines just
get more complex, subtle, and alluring. Turn to this book to glimpse the
exciting wine regions of Australia and New Zealand, touring the dominant
wine-production areas and getting recommendations for bargains, splurges,
and more.

Book Vl: And More Wine Regions!

Book VI presents a mix of Old World wine countries (such as Spain and
Germany) and New World stunners (such as Chile and South Africa). Turn
here to explore the beauty of classics such as Portuguese Port and German
Riesling and the excitement of electrifying flavors such as Argentine Malbec
and South African Pinotage.

Icons Used in This Book

WMBER
Q"
&

Throughout Wine All-in-One For Dummies, icons guide your eye to certain
tidbits within the text. Here’s a rundown of the kind of information each icon
highlights:

Some issues in wine are so fundamental that they bear repeating. We mark
the repetitions with this symbol.
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Wine snobs practice all sorts of affectations designed to make other wine
drinkers feel inferior. But you won'’t be intimidated by their snobbery if you
see it for what it is. (And you can discover how to impersonate a wine snob!)

This odd little guy is a bit like the 2-year-old who constantly insists on knowing
“Why, Mommy, why?” But he knows that you may not have the same level of
curiosity that he has. Where you see him, feel free to skip over the technical
information that follows. Wine will still taste just as delicious.

Advice and information that will make you a wiser wine drinker or buyer is
marked by this bull’s-eye so you won’t miss it.

There’s very little you can do in the course of moderate wine consumption
that can land you in jail — but you could spoil an expensive bottle and sink
into a deep depression over your loss. This symbol warns you about
common pitfalls.

Unfortunately, some of the finest, most intriguing, most delicious wines are
made in very small quantities. Usually, those wines cost more than wines
made in large quantities — but that’s not the only problem. The real frustra-
tion is that those wines have very limited distribution, and you can’t always
get your hands on a bottle, even if you're willing to pay the price. Such wines
appear next to this icon; here’s hoping that your search proves fruitful!

Where to Go from Here

Itching to find an earthy Zinfandel for dinner tonight? Book IV is here to help.
Boning up on the great wine regions of France? Dig into Book II. If you're
hoping for help in choosing the most efficient corkscrew, Book I has what
you need.

Start wherever you like. Wine All-in-One For Dummies is designed so you can
jump to whichever section most interests you at whatever moment you pick
it up. Of course, overachievers or the intensely curious are welcome to keep
turning pages from here to the back cover.

Cheers!
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“All right, let’s try this one more time. Tt’s not that
difficult — you just wiggle the cork with your thumbs

until it slips gently £rom the botile.”




In This Book . . .

' his book gets you up and sipping even if you've never
tasted wine in your life. In these chapters, you glimpse

the behind-the-scenes action of winemaking, including why
soil and climate are critical, and you get the information that
prepares you to dive right into your first bottle (or case).
You also get the goods on what wine labels really tell you,
how to make sense of a restaurant wine list, and the best
ways to make your wine-shop experience count. And, natu-
rally, you find out about what to do with your wine after you
buy it: how to store and serve it, and how to pair it with
foods that make it sing.

Here are the contents of Book I at a glance:

Chapter 1: From Vine to Bottle: The Hows and Wines............. 9
Chapter 2: Getting Familiar with Wine Tastes and Names ....25
Chapter 3: Buying Wine..........cccoovvvierienienieneeieneeie e 41
Chapter 4: Getting the Cork Out (And All

That Comes After): Serving Wine.........cccccoeevevvevieeeeveneennenns 57
Chapter 5: For Slurps and Gurgles: Tasting

and Describing Wine ... 73
Chapter 6: Pairing Food and Wine...........cccccoeevevieviincvenieneenen, 87
Chapter 7: Ordering Wine When You're Dining Out............... 93

Chapter 8: The Urge to Own: Collecting Wine....................... 105




Chapter 1

From Vine to Bottle:
The Hows and Wines

In This Chapter

Identifying the colors of the wine rainbow

Distinguishing among table, dessert, and sparkling wines

Examining the process (and variations) by which grapes become wine
Visiting wineries for a behind-the-scenes look

penty of people enjoy drinking wine but don’t know much about it. Of
course, knowing a lot of trivia about wine definitely isn’t a prerequisite
to enjoying it. But familiarity with certain aspects of wine can make choosing
wines a lot easier, enhance your enjoyment of wine, and increase your com-
fort level with it. You can find out as much or as little as you like. Regardless,
the journey begins in this chapter, where you discover the very basics of how
wines are categorized, get an overview of the wine-making process, see how
even the subtlest of variations in the grapes and/or the process affect the
wine and its name, and find out a few tips for visiting wineries (should you
ever feel tempted to do so).

Surveying the Landscape:
Wine Categories

Your inner child will be happy to know that when it comes to wine, liking
some colors more than others is a-okay. You can’t get away with saying “I
don’t like green food!” much beyond your sixth birthday, but you can express
a general preference for white, red, or pink wine for all of your adult years.
Cheers to that!
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In addition to being sorted by color, wines are sorted into three categories:
table, dessert, and sparkling. They further vary by alcohol content and
carbonation. The following sections help you navigate among these basic
descriptors, which you definitely need to know if you plan to drink in any
sort of sophisticated environment.

Sorting wine by color

Whoever coined the term white wine must have been colorblind. All you have
to do is look at it to see that it’s not white, it’s yellow. But everyone’s used to
the expression by now, so white wine it is.

White wine is wine without any red color (or pink color, which is in the red
family), which means that White Zinfandel, a popular pink wine, isn’t white
wine. But yellow wines, golden wines, and wines that are as pale as water are
all white wines.

Red wines, on the other hand, really are red. Regardless of whether they’re
purple red, ruby red, or garnet, they’re members of the red family.

The most obvious difference between red wine and white wine is color. The
red color occurs when the colorless juice of red grapes stays in contact with
the dark grape skins during fermentation and absorbs the skins’ color. Along
with color, the grape skins give the wine tannin, a substance that’s an important
part of the way a red wine tastes. (See Chapter 5 in Book I for more about
tannin.) The presence of tannin in red wines is actually the most important
taste difference between red wines and white wines.

Your choice of a white wine, red wine, or rosé wine will vary with the season,
the occasion, and the type of food that you're eating (not to mention your
personal taste!). Choosing a color is usually the starting point for selecting a
specific wine in a wine shop or restaurant. Most stores and most restaurant
wine lists arrange wines by color before making other distinctions, such as
grape varieties, wine regions, or taste categories.

Although certain foods can straddle the line between white wine and red
wine compatibility — grilled salmon, for example, can be delicious with a rich
white wine or a fruity red — your preference for red, white, or pink wine will
often be your first consideration in pairing wine with food.

Whatever your preference, the following sections clue you in to the intricacies
of whites versus reds versus rosés.
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(Not exactly) white wine Book |
Wine becomes white wine in one of two ways: Understanding
Wine

v First, white wine can be made from white grapes — which, by the way,
aren’t white. (Did you see that one coming?) White grapes are greenish,
greenish yellow, golden yellow, or sometimes even pinkish yellow.
Basically, white grapes include all the grape types that aren’t dark red or
dark bluish. If you make a wine from white grapes, it’s a white wine.

v The second way a wine can become white is a little more complicated. The
process involves using red grapes — but only the juice of red grapes, not
the grape skins. The juice of most red grapes has no red pigmentation,
only the skins do. So a wine made with only the juice of red grapes
can be a white wine. In practice, though, very few white wines come
from red grapes. (Champagne is one exception; Chapter 6 of Book Il
addresses the use of red grapes to make Champagne.)

v In case you're wondering, the skins are removed from the grapes by
either pressing large quantities of grapes so the juice flows out and the
skins stay behind — sort of like squeezing the pulp out of grapes, the
way kids do in the cafeteria — or by crushing the grapes in a machine
that has rollers to break the skins so the juice can drain away.

White wines fall into four general taste categories, not counting sparkling
wine or the really sweet white wine that you can drink with dessert (both
of which are described later in this chapter). If the words used to describe
these taste categories sound weird, take heart — they’re all explained in
Chapter 5 of Book I. Here are the four broad categories of white wine:

+~ Fresh and unoaked: Some whites are crisp and light, with no sweet-
ness and no oaky character. Most Italian white wines, such as Soave
and Pinot Grigio, and some French whites, such as Sancerre and some
Chablis wines, fall into this category.

v~ Earthy: Other whites are dry, fuller-bodied, unoaked, or lightly oaked,
with a lot of earthy character. Some French wines, such as Macon or
whites from the Cotes du Rhone region, have this taste profile.

v Aromatic: Characterized by intense aromas and flavors that come from
their particular grape variety, these whites are either off-dry (that is,
they aren’t bone dry) or dry. Examples include a lot of German wines, as
well as wines from flavorful grape varieties (think Riesling or Viognier).

v~ Rich and oaky: These whites are dry or fairly dry and full-bodied, with
pronounced oaky character. Most Chardonnays and many French wines —
such as many of those from the Burgundy region of France — fall into
this group.
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You can drink white wine anytime you like — which for most people means
as a drink without food or with lighter foods. (Chapter 6 of Book I covers the
dynamics of pairing wines with food.) A lot of people like to drink white wines
when the weather is hot, because they’re more refreshing than red wines,
and they’re usually drunk chilled (the wines, not the people).

Serving white wines cool, but not ice-cold, is ideal. Sometimes restaurants
serve white wines too cold, and you actually have to wait a while for the wine
to warm up before you drink it. If you like your wine cold, fine; but try drinking
your favorite white wine a little less cold sometime, and you’ll probably discover
it has more flavor that way. You can find specific serving temperatures for
various types of wine in Chapter 4 of Book I.

White wines are often considered apéritif wines, meaning wines consumed
before dinner, in place of cocktails, or at parties. (If you ask the officials who
busy themselves defining such things, an apéritif wine is a wine that has fla-
vors added to it, as vermouth does. But unless you're in the business of writ-
ing wine labels for a living, don’t worry about that.)

Red, ved wine

Red wines are made from grapes that are red or bluish in color. So guess
what wine people call these grapes? Black grapes! (Of course, right?)

Red wines vary quite a lot in style. This fact is partly because winemakers
have so many ways of adjusting their red-winemaking to achieve the kind of
wine they want. For example, if winemakers leave the juice in contact with
the skins for a long time, the wine becomes more tannic (firmer in the mouth,
like strong tea; tannic wines can make your lips pucker). If winemakers drain
the juice off the skins sooner, the wine is softer and less tannic.

Here are four red wine styles:

v~ Soft and fruity: Some reds are relatively light-bodied, with a lot of fruiti-
ness and little tannin (like Beaujolais Nouveau wine from France, some
Valpolicellas from Italy, and many under-$10 U.S. wines).

v Mild-mannered: These reds are medium-bodied with subtle, unfruity
flavors (like less-expensive wines from Bordeaux, in France, and some
inexpensive Italian reds).

v~ Spicy: Other reds are flavorful, fruity wines with spicy accents and
some tannin (such as some Malbecs from France or Argentina, as well as
Dolcettos from Italy).

v Powerful: Some reds are full-bodied and tannic (such as the most-
expensive California Cabernets; Barolo, from Italy; the most-expensive
Australian reds; and lots of other expensive reds).
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Thanks to the wide range of red wine styles, you can find red wines to go Book |
with just about every type of food and every occasion when you want to .

X R - K . . Understanding
drink wine (except the times when you want to drink a wine with bubbles, Wine
because most bubbly wines are white or pink). That’s rather fortunate
because red wine tends to be consumed more often as part of a meal than as

a drink on its own.

One sure way to spoil the fun in drinking most red wines is to drink them too
cold. Those tannins can taste really bitter when the wine is cold — just as in
a cold glass of very strong tea. On the other hand, many restaurants serve
red wines too warm. (Where do they store them? Next to the boiler?) If the
bottle feels cool to your hand, that’s a good temperature. For more about
serving wine at the right temperature, see Chapter 4 of Book L.

A rose is a rose, but a rosé is “white”

Rosé wines are pink wines. They’re made from red grapes, but they don’t
end up red because the grape juice stays in contact with the red skins for a
very short time — only a few hours, compared to days or weeks for red wines.
Because this skin contact (the period when the juice and the skins intermingle)
is brief, rosé wines absorb very little tannin from the skins. Therefore, you can
chill rosé wines and drink them as you would white wines.

Of course, not all rosé wines are called rosés; that would be too simple. Many
rosé wines today are called blush wines — a term invented by wine market-
ers to avoid the word rosé because back in the '80s, pink wines weren’t very
popular. Lest someone figures out that blush is a synonym for rosé, the labels
call these wines white. But even a 5-year-old can see that White Zinfandel is
really pink.

The blush wines that call themselves white are fairly sweet. Wines labeled
rosé can be sweetish too, but some wonderful rosés from Europe (and a few
from America) are dry (not sweet). Some hard-core wine lovers hardly ever
drink rosé wine, but many wine drinkers are discovering what a pleasure a
good rosé can be, especially in warm weather.

Red wine sensitivities

Some people complain that they can't drink
red wines without getting a headache or feel-
ing ill. Usually, they blame the sulfites in the
wine. What they probably don’t know is that red
wines contain far less sulfur than white wines.
That's because the tannin in red wines acts as

a preservative, making sulfur dioxide less nec-
essary. Red wines do contain histamine-like
compounds and other substances derived from
the grape skins, which could be the culprits.
Whatever the source of the discomfort, it prob-
ably isn’t sulfites.
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Categorizing by alcohol content and more

In the following sections, you find out about the differences between three
categories of wines: table wines, dessert wines, and sparkling wines.

Table wine

Here’s a real-world definition of table wines: They’re the normal, nonbubbly
wines that most people drink most of the time.

Officially, though, table wine — or light wine, as the Europeans like to say —
is fermented grape juice whose alcohol content falls within a certain range.
Furthermore, table wine isn’t bubbly. (Some table wines have a very slight
carbonation but not enough to disqualify them as table wines.) According to
U.S. standards of identification, table wines may have an alcohol content no
higher than 14 percent; in Europe, light wine must contain from 8.5 percent
to 14 percent alcohol by volume (with a few exceptions). So unless a wine
has more than 14 percent alcohol or has bubbles, it’s a table wine or a light
wine in the eyes of the law.

Dessert wine

Because winemakers add alcohol to dessert wines during or after fermentation,
many of these wines have more than 14 percent alcohol. That’s an unusual way
of making wine, but some parts of the world, like the Sherry region in Spain and
the Port region in Portugal, have made quite a specialty of it.

Dessert wine is the legal U.S. terminology for these wines, probably because
they’re usually sweet and often enjoyed after dinner. That term is mislead-
ing, however, because dessert wines aren’t always sweet, nor are they always
consumed after dinner. (For example, Dry Sherry is categorized as a dessert
wine, but it’s dry and great before dinner.)

In Europe, this category of wines is called liqueur wines, which carries the
same connotation of sweetness. You may also hear them called fortified,
which suggests that the wine has been strengthened with additional alcohol.

Sparkling wine

Sparkling wines are wines that contain carbon dioxide bubbles. Carbon diox-
ide gas is a natural byproduct of fermentation, and winemakers sometimes
decide to trap it in the wine. Just about every country that makes wine also
makes sparkling wine.
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The origin of the percent-alcohol benchmark

The regulations-makers didn't get the number 14
by drawing it from a hat. Historically, most wines
contained less than 14 percent alcohol — either
because there wasn't enough sugar in the juice
to attain a higher alcohol level, or because the
yeasts died off when the alcohol reached 14
percent, halting the fermentation. That number,
therefore, became the legal borderline between
wines that have no alcohol added to them (table
wines) and wines that may have alcohol added

grapes are now grown in warm climates where
they become so ripe — and have so much natu-
ral sugar —that their juice attains more than 14
percent alcohol when it's fermented. The use of
gonzo yeast strains that continue working even
when the alcohol exceeds 14 percent is another
factor. Many red Zinfandels, Cabernets, and
Chardonnays from California now have 14.5 or
even 15.5 percent alcohol. Wine drinkers still
consider them table wines, but legally they
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to them (see the “Dessert wine” section in this
chapter).

don’t qualify as such. (Technically, they're des-
sert wines and taxed at a higher rate.) Which
is just to say that laws and reality don't always

Today, however, the issue isn't as clear-cut
keep pace.

as it was when the laws were written. Many

In the United States, Canada, and Europe, sparkling wine is the official name
for the category of wines with bubbles. (Isn’t it nice when everyone agrees?)
Champagne (with a capital C) is a specific type of sparkling wine (made from
certain grape varieties and produced in a certain way) that comes from a
region in France called Champagne. It’s the undisputed Grand Champion of
Bubblies and perhaps the most famous wine overall. (For more specifics
about Champagne, see Chapter 6 in Book II.)
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Unfortunately for the people of Champagne, France, their wine is so famous
that the name champagne has been borrowed again and again by produc-
ers elsewhere, until the word has become synonymous with practically the
whole category of sparkling wines. For example, until a recent agreement
between the United States and the European Union, U.S. winemakers could
legally call any sparkling wine champagne — even with a capital C, if they
wanted — as long as the carbonation wasn’t added artificially. Even now,
the American wineries that were already using that name may continue to
do so. (Although they do have to add a qualifying geographic term such as
American or Californian before the word Champagne.)

For the French, limiting the use of the name champagne to the wines of the
Champagne region is a cause célebre. European Union regulations not only
prevent any other member country from calling its sparkling wines champagne
but also prohibit the use of terms that even suggest the word champagne, such
as fine print on the label saying that a wine was made by using the so-called
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“champagne method.” What’s more, bottles of sparkling wine from countries
outside the European Union that use the word champagne on the label are
banned from sale in Europe. The French are that serious.

How Wine Happens

Although wine is, essentially, nothing but liquid, fermented fruit, the art of
producing it actually involves two separate steps: the growing of the grapes,
called viticulture, and the making of the wine, called vinification. (In some
wine courses, students nickname the dual process viti-vini.)

Sometimes one company grows the grapes and makes the wine, as is the case
with estate-bottled wines. And sometimes the two steps are completely sepa-
rate. For example, some large wineries buy grapes from private grape grow-
ers. These growers don’t make wine; they just grow grapes and sell them to

whatever wine company offers them the highest price per ton. In the case

of the very least expensive wines, the winery named on the label may have
purchased not even grapes but wine (from bulk wine producers) and then
blended the wines and bottled the final product as its own.

Glimpsing the organic wine frontier

The new standards of organic agriculture estab-
lished by the U.S. Department of Agriculture in
2002 contain two categories for wine:

+* Wine made from organically grown grapes:
These are wines whose grapes come from
certified organic vineyards.

v Organic wine: These wines come from
organically grown grapes and are also pro-
duced organically, that is, without the addi-
tion of chemical additives (such as sulfur
dioxide) during winemaking.

These categories apply to imported wines sold
in the United States, as well as to domestic
wines. Many more brands, by far, fall into the
first category than the second, because most
winemakers do use sulfur dioxide when making
their wines.

But not all wines from organically grown grapes
are labeled as such. Some winemakers who
are deeply committed to organic farming prefer
to promote and sell their wines based on the
wines’ quality, not the incidental feature of their
organic farming. For them, organic farming is a
means to an end — better grapes, and there-
fore better wine — rather than a marketing
tool. Also, the fact that a national definition of
organic didn't exist in the past disinclined some
wineries from using the word.

Now that formal categories exist, many more
producers who farm organically will perhaps
begin using the 0-word on their labels. But the
number of wines in the more rigid organic-wine
category will probably remain small due to the
sulfur dioxide restriction.
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Regardless of who owns the responsibility for the two steps, both viticulture Book |
and vinification feature variables that affect various aspects of a wine, from
color to taste and so on. Obviously, one of the biggest factors in making one
wine different from the next is the nature of the raw material: the grape juice.
Think back to the last wine you drank. What color was it? If it was white,

odds are that’s because it came from white grapes; if it was pink or red, that’s
because the wine came from red grapes. Did the wine smell herbal or earthy
or fruity? Whichever, those aromas came mainly from the grapes. Was it firm
and tannic or soft and voluptuous? Thank the grapes, with a nod to Mother
Nature and the winemaker. Grapes are the main ingredient in wine, and
everything the winemaker does, he does to the particular grape juice he has.

Understanding
Wine

Each grape variety reacts in its own way to the farming and winemaking
techniques that it faces. How the grapes grow — the amount of sunshine
and moisture they get, for example, and how ripe they are when they’re har-
vested — can emphasize certain of their characteristics rather than others.
So can winemaking processes such as oak aging.

The taste of a wine involves not only the wine’s flavors but also its aroma, body,
texture, length, and so on. Naturally, the taste of a wine is also a subjective expe-
rience. Different wines appeal to different wine drinkers at different times.

v Some wines are intended to taste good to casual wine drinkers, whereas
others are intended for experienced wine lovers.

v Some wines are intended to taste good right away, whereas others are
intended to taste good down the road, after the wine has aged.

The following sections walk you through the many variations that affect the
taste of the wines you drink.

Discovering differences
among grape varieties

Grapes are the starting point of every wine and therefore are largely respon-
sible for the style and personality of each wine. The grapes that make a par-
ticular wine dictate the genetic structure of that wine and how it’ll respond to
everything the winemaker does to it.

Different varieties of grapes (Chardonnay, Cabernet Sauvignon, or Merlot, for
example) make different wines. Grape variety refers to the fruit of a specific
type of grapevine: the fruit of the Cabernet Sauvignon vine, for example, or
of the Chardonnay vine. The specific grape variety (or varieties) that makes
any given wine is largely responsible for the sensory characteristics the wine
offers — from its appearance and aromas to its flavors and alcohol-tannin-acid
profile.
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All sorts of attributes distinguish each grape variety from the next. These
attributes fall into two categories: personality traits and performance factors.
Personality traits are the characteristics of the fruit itself — its flavors, for
example. Performance factors refer to how the grapevine grows, how its fruit
ripens, and how quickly it can get from 0 to 60 miles per hour.

Personality traits

Skin color is the most fundamental distinction among grape varieties. Every
grape variety is considered either white or red (or “black”), according to

the color of its skins when the grapes are ripe. (A few red-skinned variet-

ies are further distinguished by having red pulp rather than white pulp.)
Additionally, red grape skins contribute tannin to wine, whereas white grape
skins don’t.
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Individual grape varieties also differ from one another in these other ways:

v Aromatic compounds: Some grapes (such as Muscat) contribute floral
aromas and flavors to their wine, for example; other grapes contribute
herbaceous notes (as Sauvignon Blanc does) or fruity character. Some
grapes have very neutral aromas and flavors and, therefore, make fairly
neutral wines.

v Acidity levels: Some grapes are naturally disposed to higher acid levels
than others, which influences the wine made from those grapes.

v~ Thickness of skin and size of individual grapes (called berries): Black
grapes with thick skins naturally have more tannin than grapes with thin
skins; ditto for small-berried varieties compared to large-berried varieties,
because their skin-to-juice ratio is higher. More tannin in the grapes
translates into a firmer, more tannic red wine.

Splitting hairs: Grape species

The term variety actually has a specific mean-
ing in scientific circles. A variety is a subdivi-
sion of a species. Most of the world’s wines
are made from grape varieties that belong to
the species vinifera, which is itself a subdivi-
sion of the genus Vitis. This species originated
in Europe and western Asia; other distinct spe-
cies of Vitis are native to North America.

Grapes of other species can also make wine;
for example, the Concord grape, which makes

Concord wine as well as grape juice and jelly,
belongs to the native American species Vitis
labrusca. But the grapes of this species have a
very different flavor from vinifera grapes — foxy
is the word used to describe that taste (not kid-
ding). The number of non-viniferawines is small
because their flavor is less popular in wine.
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The composite personality traits of any grape variety are fairly evident in Book |
wines made from that grape. A Cabernet Sauvignon wine is almost always
more tannic and slightly lower in alcohol than a comparable Merlot wine, for
example, because that’s the nature of those two grapes.
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Performance factors

The performance factors that distinguish grape varieties are vitally important
to the grape grower because those factors determine how easy or challeng-
ing it will be for him to cultivate a specific variety in his vineyard — if he can
even grow it at all. The issues include

+ How much time a variety typically needs to ripen its grapes: In regions
with short growing seasons, early ripening varieties do best.

+* How dense and compact the grape bunches are: In warm, damp climates,
grape varieties with dense bunches can have mildew problems.

+ How much vegetation a particular variety tends to grow: In fertile soils,
a vine that’s predisposed to growing a lot of leaves and shoots can have
so much vegetation that the grapes don’t get enough sunlight to ripen.

The reasons some grape varieties perform brilliantly in certain places (and
make excellent wine as a result) are so complex that grape growers haven’t
figured them all out yet. The amount of heat and cold, the amount of wind
and rain (or lack of it), and the slant of the sun’s rays on a hillside of vines
are among the factors affecting a vine’s performance.

Uiticulture 101: Understanding what
affects grape growth and development

Grapes don’t grow in a void. Where they grow — the soil and climate of each
wine region, as well as the traditions and goals of the people who grow the
grapes and make the wine — affects the nature of both the ripe grapes and
the taste of the wine made from those grapes. That’s why so much of the
information about wine revolves around the countries and the regions where
wine is made.

Growing grapes for wine is a fairly intricate process that viticulturalists (the
folks who grow grapes; not surprisingly, viticulture refers to the process of
growing grapes) are constantly refining to suit their particular soil, climate,
and grape varieties. Many of the technical terms spill over into discussions
about wine or crop up on wine labels.
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Here are the expressions you're likely to encounter as you pore further over
the many intricacies of wine:

v Microclimate: Every wine region has climatic conditions (the amount
and timing of sun, rain, wind, humidity, and so on) that are considered
the norm for that area. But individual locations within a region — the
south-facing side of a particular hill, for example — can have a climatic
reality that’s different from neighboring vineyards. The unique climatic
reality of a specific location is usually called its microclimate.

v~ Canopy: Left untended, grapevines grow along the ground, up trees,
wherever they please really. Commercial viticulture involves attaching
the shoots of vines to wires or trellises in a systematic pattern. The pur-
pose of training the vine, as this activity is called, is to position the grape
bunches so they get enough sun to ripen well and so the fruit is easy for
the harvesters to reach.

An open canopy is a trellising method that maximizes the sunlight exposure
of the grapes. Canopy management, the practice of maneuvering the leaves
and fruit into the best position for a given vineyard, is a popular phrase.

1~ Ripeness: Harvesting grapes when they’re perfectly ripe is one of the
crucial points in wine production, but one producer’s “perfect ripeness”
is another’s “almost there” and yet another’s “too late.”

v Low yields: Generally speaking, the more grapes a grapevine grows
(in other words, the higher its yield of grapes), the less concentrated
the flavors of those grapes will be, and the lower in quality (and less
expensive) their wine will be. Just about any wine producer anywhere
can claim that his yields are low, because it’s too complicated to prove
otherwise. The proof is usually in the wine’s flavor concentration: If the
wine tastes thin or watery, be suspicious of the “low yield” claim.

Examining vinification: The
making of wine
The recipe for turning fruit into wine goes something like this:

1. Pick a large quantity of ripe grapes from grapevines.

You can actually substitute raspberries or any other fruit, but 99.9 percent
of all the wine in the world is made from grapes, because they make the
best wines.

2. Put the grapes into a clean container that doesn’t leak.
3. Crush the grapes somehow to release their juice.

Once upon a time, feet performed this step.
4. Wait.



Chapter 1: From Vine to Bottle: The Hows and Wines

Matching a noble grape variety to
its ideal growing place

Bees have their queens, gorillas have their
silverbacks, and humans have their royal fami-
lies. The grape kingdom has its nobles, too — at
least as interpreted by the human beings who
drink the wine made from those grapes.

Noble grape varieties (as wine people call
them) have the potential to make great — not
just good — wine. Every noble grape variety
can claim at least one wine region where it's
the undisputed king. The wines made from
noble grapes on their home turf can be so
great that they inspire winemakers in far-flung
regions to grow the same grape in their own
vineyards. The noble grape might prove itself
noble there, too — but frequently it doesn't.

v+ The Chardonnay grape and the Pinot Noir
grape in Burgundy, France

v The Cabernet Sauvignon grape in Bordeaux,
France

v The Syrah grape in France’s Northern
Rhone Valley

v The Chenin Blanc grape in France's Loire
Valley

v+ The Nebbiolo grape in Piedmont, Italy
v The Sangiovese grape in Tuscany, ltaly

v The Riesling grape in the Mosel and
Rheingau regions of Germany
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Adaptability isn't a prerequisite of nobility.

Classic examples of noble grape varieties at
their best are

Basic wine production is astoundingly simple, but today’s winemakers have
a bag of tricks as big as a sumo wrestler’s appetite. That’s one reason why
no two wines ever taste exactly the same. Techniques vary according to the
grapes the winemakers have and the type of wine they’re making. (If you
have trouble making decisions, don’t ever become a winemaker. Every deci-
sion made during vinification, the process of making wine, affects the taste of
the wine in one way or another.)

The following sections provide some insight into the basic winemaking process
and the ways in which winemakers can (and do!) vary their approach to
vinification.

The natural process: Fermentation and maturation

After the grapes are harvested and crushed, yeasts (tiny one-celled organisms
that exist naturally in the vineyard and, therefore, on the grapes) come into
contact with the sugar in the grapes’ juice and gradually convert that sugar
into alcohol. Yeasts also produce carbon dioxide, which evaporates into the
air. When the yeasts are done working, your grape juice is wine. The juice’s
sugar is gone, and alcohol is present instead. (The riper and sweeter the
grapes, the more alcohol the wine made from them will have.)
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Known as fermentation, this totally natural process doesn’t require man’s par-
ticipation at all, except to put the grapes into a container and release the juice
from them. Fermentation occurs in fresh apple cider left too long in your refrig-
erator, without any help from you. Even milk, which contains a different sort of
sugar than grapes do, develops a small amount of alcohol if you leave it on the
kitchen table all day long.

Fermentation can last three days or three months. After fermentation, the wine
goes through a period called maturation (or finishing), when it settles down,
loses its rough edges, goes to prep school, and gets ready to meet the world.

The art: Variations in technique

A winemaker’s technique is based on three factors: the price level, the taste
profile he’s seeking, and the type of wine drinker the winery is targeting. To
create those variations, winemakers exercise their creativity during both the
fermentation and the maturation periods.

How the wine tastes is the ultimate validation of any method used to produce

a wine. The procedures themselves are meaningless if they don’t create a

\BER wine that’s appealing to the wine drinkers for whom that wine is intended.
Every one of the following factors can make a big difference in the taste of a
particular wine:

1 What the juice is fermented in (oak barrel or stainless steel tank):
Oak barrels often lend oaky flavor and aroma to the wine, which many
people find appealing; they can also affect both the texture of the wine
and its color. Stainless steel, by contrast, is neutral and prevents oxygen
exchange, which can help retain freshness in the fruit aromas and flavors.

You don’t have to venture very far into wine before you find someone
explaining to you that a particular wine was barrel-fermented or barrel-
aged. Here’s what the terminology means:

¢ The term barrel-fermented means that the grape juice was fer-
mented in barrels (almost always oak).

e The term barrel-aged usually means that the wine was fermented
elsewhere — usually in stainless steel tanks — and was then put
into barrels, where it matured. If a wine is barrel-fermented, it’s
almost always barrel-aged as well.

Think all this talk of barrels is just mumbo jumbo? Well, if you're a

fan of white wines, you just might care whether a white wine is barrel-
fermented versus barrel-aged. Barrel-fermented wines actually end up
tasting less oaky than simply barrel-aged wines, even though they may
have spent more time in oak. That’s because juice interacts differently
with the oak than wine does.
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v The size of the barrel or tank used for fermentation: Fermentation often Book |
occurs in a neutral vessel, such as a stainless steel tank. If oak barrels or
tanks are used, the larger (and older) the vessel, the less the oak influence.
Fermentation can even happen in the bottle, as is often the case for
sparkling wine.
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v~ The type of oak barrel used for maturation (and fermentation, if appli-
cable): Not all oak is the same. Oak barrels vary in the origin of their
oak, the amount of foast (a charring of the inside of the barrels) each
barrel has, and how often the barrels have been used (their oaky charac-
ter diminishes with use). Small barrels, commonly 225 liters and known
as barriques, have a greater ratio of wood to wine. Thus, wines made in
them generally have more discernable oak influence.

Oak barrels are expensive — about $800 per barrel if they’re made
from French oak. (Most people consider French oak to be the finest.)

If a winemaker is producing a huge quantity of a wine that will sell for
$5.99, for example, he probably won’t put the wine into new oak barrels
because the cost of the barrels can add as much as $5 to the price of
every bottle.

+* The temperature of the wine during fermentation: Reds usually fer-
ment faster and at a higher temperature; whites ferment more slowly
and at a lower temperature.

+* How long the wine is allowed to mature: Wine can mature for a couple
weeks or a couple years, or anything in between. Generally, wines that
emphasize freshness, such as a rosé, have a short maturation. More age-
worthy wines are kept in the winery longer, either in the barrel or the
bottle, before being released.

Depending on the type of wine being made, the whole process can take three
months to five years — or even longer if the bank isn’t breathing down the
winery’s neck.

Uisiting Wineries for a Firsthand Look

One of the best — and most fun-filled — ways to discover more about wine
is to actually visit wine regions and, if possible, speak to the winemakers
and producers about their wines. You get to immerse yourself in the region
you visit by experiencing the climate firsthand, seeing the soil and the hills,
touching the grapes, and so on. You can walk through the vineyards, visit
nearby towns or villages, eat the local food, and drink the wine of the region.
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You discover that there’s something special about the people who devote
their lives to making wine. Maybe it’s their creativity or their commitment
to bringing pleasure to the world through their labor. Whatever the reason,
they’re exceptional folk.

Don’t let your limited (or nonexistent) ability to speak the local language prevent
you from visiting wine regions. These days, English is the nearly universal
language of the wine world. Even if the person you're visiting doesn’t speak
English, he invariably has someone available (his wife, his son, or his dog) who
does. Besides, wine itself is a universal language. A smile and a handshake go a
long way toward communicating!

Whenever you plan to visit a winery — especially one that’s less geared
toward tourism, which is the case in most of the wine world — you usually
need to call or write ahead for an appointment. During your visit, you can
simply sample the wines, talk to the winemaker or proprietor when he’s avail-
able, take an informal tour of the winery, and buy some wine if you so choose
(an especially nice idea if the wine isn’t available back home).

The major exceptions to the appointment-first rule are a few of the large
wineries in California that offer scheduled tours or self-guided visits. Many
wineries in the United States also have tasting rooms that are open every day
during the busy tourism months and on weekends during the winter. In these
tasting rooms, you can sample wines (sometimes for a small fee), buy wine,
and purchase souvenirs such as T-shirts or sweat shirts with the logo of the
winery imprinted on them.



Chapter 2

Getting Familiar with Wine
Tastes and Names

In This Chapter

Looking at the characteristics of popular white and red grape varieties

Figuring out how wines get their names

Gaze across manicured rows of grapevines in Napa Valley or ponder
craggy terraces of rugged hillside vines in Portugal, and you're likely to
be inspired by the synthesis of the elements that makes grapes, well, grapes.
They’re a juicy link between land and wine, and they also happen to give us
one of the easiest ways of classifying wine and making sense of the hundreds
of different types of wine that exist. In the sections to come, you glimpse
grapes’ range and find out how wines get their names. (Hint: Usually from the
land itself or the grapes that go into them.)

Savoring the Nuances in Taste
among Grape Varieties

Snowflakes and fingerprints aren’t the only examples of Mother Nature’s
infinite variety. Within the genus Vitis and the species vinifera are as many as
10,000 varieties of wine grapes. If wine from every one of these varieties were
commercially available and you drank the wine of a different variety every
single day, you’'d need more than 27 years to experience them all!

Not that you’d want to. Within those 10,000 varieties are grapes that have the
ability to make extraordinary wine, grapes that tend to make very ordinary
wine, and grapes that only a parent could love. Most varieties are obscure
grapes whose wines rarely enter into international commerce.
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The following sections delve into the white and red grape varieties you're
most likely to encounter. Why? Because they’re the most important vinifera
varieties in the wine world.

A primer on white grape varieties

This section includes descriptions of the 12 most important white vinifera
varieties today and the types of wine that are made from each grape. These
wines can be varietal wines or place-name wines that don’t mention the grape
variety anywhere on the label (a common practice for European wines).
These grapes can also be blending partners for other grapes in wines made
from multiple grape varieties.

Chardonnay

Chardonnay (shar-dohn-nay) is a regal grape for its role in producing the
greatest dry white wines in the world — white Burgundies — and for being
one of the main grapes of Champagne. Today it also ends up in a huge
amount of table wine (see Chapter 1 in Book I for more on this particular
wine category).

The Chardonnay grape grows in practically every wine-producing country of
the world for two reasons: It’s relatively adaptable to a wide range of climates,
and the name Chardonnay on a wine label is (these days) a surefire sales tool.

Most Chardonnay wine receives some oak treatment either during or after
fermentation. (For the best Chardonnays, oak treatment means expensive
barrels of French oak; for lower-priced Chardonnays, oak treatment can
mean soaking oak chips in the wine or even adding liquid essence of oak. See
Chapter 1 in Book I for the scoop on how wine is made.) Except for north-
eastern Italy and France’s Chablis and Maconnais districts, where oak usually
isn’t used for Chardonnay, oaky Chardonnay wine is the norm, and unoaked
Chardonnay is the exception.

Oaked Chardonnay is so common that some wine drinkers confuse the flavor
of oak with the flavor of Chardonnay. If your glass of Chardonnay smells or
tastes toasty, smoky, spicy, vanilla-like, or butterscotch-like, that’s the oak
you're perceiving, not the Chardonnay.

Chardonnay itself has fruity aromas and flavors that range from apple

in cooler wine regions to tropical fruits, especially pineapple, in warmer
regions. Chardonnay can also display subtle earthy aromas, such as mush-
room or minerals. Chardonnay wine has medium to high acidity and is gen-
erally full-bodied (flip to Chapter 5 in Book I to find out more about these
important characteristics of wine). Classically, Chardonnay wines are dry.
But most inexpensive Chardonnays these days are actually a bit sweet.
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Chardonnay is a grape that can stand on its own in a wine, and the Book |
top Chardonnay-based wines (except for Champagne and similar bubblies)
are 100 percent Chardonnay. But less-expensive wines that are labeled
Chardonnay — those selling for less than $10 a bottle in the United States,

for example — are likely to have some other, far less distinguished grape
blended in to help reduce the cost of making the wine. Anyway, who can even
tell, behind all that oak?

Understanding
Wine

Riesling

The great Riesling (reese-ling) wines of Germany have put the Riesling grape
on the charts as an undisputedly noble variety (a grape variety that excels
when grown in a particular region). Riesling shows its real class in only a few
places outside of Germany, however. The Alsace region of France, Austria,
and the Clare Valley region of Australia are among these few.

Although Chardonnay has long been a favorite and is still the most popu-

lar white wine in America, Riesling has been winning away fans from
Chardonnay. Maybe that’s because Riesling is the antithesis of Chardonnay.
Whereas Chardonnay is usually gussied up with oak, Riesling almost never is;
whereas Chardonnay can be full-bodied and rich, Riesling is more often light-
bodied, crisp, and refreshing. Riesling’s fresh, vivid personality can make
many Chardonnays taste clumsy in comparison.

The common perception of Riesling wines is that they’re sweet, and many of
them are — but plenty of them aren’t. Alsace Rieslings are normally dry; many
German Rieslings are fairly dry; and a few American Rieslings are dry. (Riesling
can be vinified either way, according to the style of wine a producer wants to
make.) Look for the word frocken (meaning dry) on German Riesling labels and
the word dry on American labels if you prefer the dry style of Riesling.

High acidity, low to medium alcohol levels, and aromas/flavors that range
from fruity to flowery to minerally are trademarks of Riesling.

Riesling wines are sometimes labeled as White Riesling or Johannisberg
Riesling — both synonyms for the noble Riesling grape. With wines from
Eastern European countries, though, read the fine print: Olazrizling,
Laskirizling, and Welschriesling are from another grape altogether.

Sauvignon Blanc

Sauvignon Blanc (saw-vee-nyon blahnk) is a white variety with a very distinctive
character. It’s high in acidity with pronounced aromas and flavors. Besides its
herbaceous character (which people sometimes refer to as grassy), Sauvignon
Blanc wines display mineral aromas and flavors, vegetal character, or — in
certain climates — fruity character, such as ripe melon, figs, or passion fruit.
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The wines are light- to medium-bodied and usually dry. Most of them are
unoaked, but some are oaky.

France has two classic wine regions for the Sauvignon Blanc grape: Bordeaux
and the Loire Valley, where the two best-known Sauvignon wines are called
Sancerre or Pouilly-Fumé. In Bordeaux, Sauvignon Blanc is sometimes
blended with Sémillon (see Table 2-1); some of the wines that are blended
about fifty-fifty from the two grapes and fermented in oak are among the
great white wines of the world.

Sauvignon Blanc is also important in northeastern Italy, South Africa, and
parts of California, where the wines are sometimes labeled as Fumé Blanc.
New Zealand’s Sauvignon Blanc wines in particular are renowned for their
fresh, flavorful style.

Pinot Gris/Pinot Grigio

Pinot Gris (pee-noh gree) is one of several grape varieties called Pinot:
There’s Pinot Blanc (white Pinot), Pinot Noir (black Pinot), Pinot Meunier
(who knows how that one translates), and Pinot Gris (gray Pinot), which is
called Pinot Grigio (pee-noh gree-joe) in Italian. Pinot Gris is believed to have
mutated from the black Pinot Noir grape. Although Pinot Gris is considered a
white grape, its skin color is unusually dark for a white variety.

Wines made from Pinot Gris can be deeper in color than most white wines
(although most of Italy’s Pinot Grigio wines are quite pale). Pinot Gris wines
are medium- to full-bodied, usually not oaky, and have rather low acidity and
fairly neutral aromas (flip to Chapter 5 in Book I for details on these key char-
acteristics of wine). Sometimes the flavor and aroma can suggest the skins of
fruit, such as peach skins or orange rinds.

Pinot Gris is an important grape throughout northeastern Italy; it also grows
in Germany, where it’s called Rulander. The only region in France where
Pinot Gris is important is Alsace, where it really struts its stuff. Oregon

has had good success with Pinot Gris, and more and more winemakers in
California are now taking a shot at it. Because Pinot Grigio is one of the best-
selling inexpensive white wines in the United States, countries such as Chile
and Australia now grow this grape for mass-market wines and often call the
wine Pinot Grigio.

Other white grapes

Table 2-1 describes some other grapes whose names you see on wine labels,
or whose wine you might wind up drinking in place-name wines without
realizing it.
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Table 2-1

Other White Grapes and Their Characteristics

Grape Variety

Characteristics

Albarifio
(ahl-ba-ree-nyo)

An aromatic grape from the northwestern corner
of Spain — the region called Rias Baixas — and
Portugal’s northerly Vinho Verde region, where it's
called Alvarinho. It makes medium-bodied, crisp,
appley-tasting, usually unoaked white wines whose
high glycerin gives them silky texture.

Chenin Blanc
(shen-in blahnk)

A noble grape in the Loire Valley of France, for
Vouvray and other wines. The best Chenin Blanc
wines have high acidity and a fascinating oily tex-
ture (they feel rather thick in your mouth). Some
good dry Chenin Blanc comes from California, but
so does a ton of ordinary off-dry wine. In South
Africa, Chenin Blanc is often called Steen.

Gewiirztraminer
(geh-vairtz-trah-mee-ner)

A wonderfully exotic grape that makes fairly deep-
colored, full-bodied, soft white wines with aromas
and flavors of roses and lychee fruit. France's
Alsace region is the classic domain of this variety;
the wines have pronounced floral and fruity aromas
and flavors but are actually dry. A commercial style
of U.S. Gewiirztraminer is light, sweetish, and fairly
bland, but a few wineries in California, Oregon, and
New York do make good, dry Gewdirztraminer.

Griiner Veltliner
(grew-ner velt-lee-ner)

A native Austrian variety that boasts complex
aromas and flavors (vegetal, spicy, mineral), rich
texture, and usually substantial weight.

Muscat
(moos-caht)

An aromatic grape that makes Italy’s sparkling Asti
(which, incidentally, tastes exactly like ripe Muscat
grapes). It has extremely pretty floral aromas. In
Alsace and Austria, Muscat makes a dry wine, and
in lots of places (southern France, southern Italy,
and Australia among them) it makes a delicious,
sweet dessert wine through the addition of alcohol.

Pinot Blanc
(pee-noh blahnk)

Fairly neutral in aroma and flavors, yet can make
wines with a good deal of character. High acid-
ity and low sugar levels translate into dry, crisp,
medium-bodied wines. Alsace, Austria, northern
Italy, and Germany are the main production zones.

(continued)
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Table 2-1 (continued)

Grape Variety Characteristics
Sémillon Sauvignon Blanc's classic blending partner and a
(seh-mee-yohn) good grape in its own right. Sémillon wine is low in

acid relative to Sauvignon Blanc and has attractive
but subtle aromas — lanolin sometimes, although

it can be slightly herbaceous when young. A major
grape in Australia and southwestern France, includ-
ing Bordeaux (where it's the key player in the des-
sert wine Sauternes).

Viognier A grape from France’s Rhdne Valley that's becom-

(vee-oh-nyay) ing popular in California, the south of France, and
elsewhere. It has a floral aroma and is delicately
apricot-like and medium- to full-bodied, with low
acidity.

A primer on red grape varieties

Following are descriptions of 13 important red vinifera grape varieties.
Expect to encounter these grapes in both varietal and place-name wines.

Cabernet Sauvignon

Cabernet Sauvignon (cab-er-nay saw-vee-nyon) is a noble grape variety that
grows well in just about any climate that isn’t very cool. It became famous
through the age-worthy red wines of the Médoc district of Bordeaux (which
usually also contain Merlot and Cabernet Franc, in varying proportions). But
today California is an equally important region for Cabernet Sauvignon — not
to mention Washington, southern France, Italy, Australia, South Africa, Chile,
and Argentina.

The Cabernet Sauvignon grape makes wines that are medium- to full-bodied
and high in fannin (a substance that’s an important part of the way a red wine
tastes; check out Chapter 5 in Book I for details). The textbook descriptor for
Cabernet Sauvignon’s aroma and flavor is blackcurrants or cassis, the grape
can also contribute vegetal tones to a wine when or where the grapes are less
than ideally ripe.

Cabernet Sauvignon wines come in all price and quality levels. The least-
expensive versions are usually fairly soft and very fruity, with medium body.
The best wines are rich and firm with great depth and classic Cabernet
flavor. Serious Cabernet Sauvignons can age for 15 years or more.
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Because Cabernet Sauvignon is fairly tannic (and because of the blending Book |
precedent in Bordeaux), winemakers often blend it with other grapes; usu-
ally Merlot, which is less tannic than Cabernet Sauvignon and therefore an
ideal partner. Australian winemakers have an unusual practice of blending
Cabernet Sauvignon with Syrah.

Understanding
Wine

Cabernet Sauvignon often goes by just its first name, Cabernet (although it
isn’t the only Cabernet), or even by its nickname, Cab.

Merlot

Deep color, full body, high alcohol, and low tannin are the characteristics of
wines made from the Merlot (mer-loh) grape. The aromas and flavors can be
plummy or sometimes chocolatey, or they can suggest tea leaves.

Some wine drinkers find Merlot easier to like than Cabernet Sauvignon because
it’s less tannic. (But some winemakers feel that Merlot isn’t satisfactory in its
own right, and thus often blend it with Cabernet Sauvignon, Cabernet Franc, or
both.) Merlot makes both inexpensive, simple wines and, when grown in the
right conditions, very serious wines.

Merlot is actually the most-planted grape variety in Bordeaux, where it excels in
the Right Bank districts of Pomerol and St. Emilion. Merlot is also important
in Washington, California, the Long Island district of New York, northeastern
Italy, and Chile.

Pinot Noir

The late Andre Tchelitscheff, the legendary winemaker of some of California’s
finest Cabernets, once said that if he could do it all over again, he’d make Pinot
Noir (pee-noh nwahr) rather than Cab. He’s probably not alone. Cabernet is
the sensible wine to make — a good, steady, reliable wine that doesn’t give the
winemaker too much trouble and can achieve excellent quality — and Pinot
Noir is finicky, troublesome, enigmatic, and challenging. But a great Pinot Noir
can be one of the greatest wines ever.

The prototype for Pinot Noir wine is red Burgundy, from France, where tiny
vineyard plots yield rare treasures of wine made entirely from Pinot Noir.
Oregon, California, New Zealand, and parts of Australia and Chile also produce
good Pinot Noir. But Pinot Noir’s production is rather limited, because this
variety is very particular about climate and soil.

Pinot Noir wine is lighter in color than Cabernet or Merlot. It has relatively
high alcohol, medium-to-high acidity, and medium-to-low tannin (although
oak barrels can contribute additional tannin to the wine). Its flavors and
aromas can be very fruity — often like a mélange of red berries — or earthy
and woodsy, depending on how it’s grown and/or vinified (made into wine).
Pinot Noir is rarely blended with other grapes.
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Syrah/Shiraz

The northern part of France’s Rhone Valley is the classic home for great
wines from the Syrah (see-rah) grape. Rhone wines such as Hermitage
and Cote-Rotie are the inspiration for Syrah’s dissemination to Australia,
California, Washington, Italy, and Spain.

Syrah produces deeply colored wines with full body, firm tannin, and
aromas/flavors that can suggest berries, smoked meat, black pepper, tar, or
even burnt rubber (believe it or not). In Australia, Syrah (called Shiraz, which
is pronounced shee-rahz) comes in several styles — some of them charm-
ing, medium-bodied, vibrantly fruity wines that are quite the opposite of the
Northern Rhone’s powerful Syrahs.

Syrah doesn’t require any other grape to complement its flavors. However,
it’s often blended with Cabernet in Australia, and in the Southern Rhone, it’s
often part of a blended wine with Grenache and other varieties.

Zinfandel

White Zinfandel (zihn-fuhn-dehl) is such a popular wine — and so much
better known than the red style of Zinfandel — that its fans might argue that
Zinfandel is a white grape. But it’s really red.

Zinfandel is one of the oldest grapes in California; it therefore enjoys a certain
stature there. Its aura is enhanced by its mysterious history: Although Zinfandel
is clearly a vinifera grape, authorities were uncertain of its origins for decades.
Never fear though. They’ve finally proven that Zinfandel’s origin is an obscure
Croatian grape.

Zin — as lovers of red Zinfandel call it — makes rich, dark wines that are high
in alcohol and medium to high in tannin. They can have a blackberry or rasp-
berry aroma and flavor, a spicy or tarry character, or even a jammy flavor
(for more on flavors to watch for, see Chapter 5 in Book I). Some Zins are
lighter than others and meant to be enjoyed young, whereas some are seri-
ous wines with a tannin structure that’s built for aging.

Nebbiolo

Outside of scattered sites in northwestern Italy — mainly the Piedmont
region — Nebbiolo (nehb-be-oh-loh) just doesn’t make remarkable wine. But
the extraordinary quality of Barolo and Barbaresco, two Piedmont wines,
prove what greatness it can achieve under the right conditions.

The Nebbiolo grape is high in both tannin and acid, which can make a wine
tough. Fortunately, it also gives enough alcohol to soften the package. Its
color can be deep when the wine is young but can develop orangey tinges
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within a few years. Its complex aroma is fruity (strawberry, cherry), earthy Book |

and woodsy (tar, truffles), herbal (mint, eucalyptus, anise), and floral (roses). .
Understanding

Lighter versions of Nebbiolo are meant to be drunk young — wines labeled Wine

Nebbiolo d’Alba, Roero, or Nebbiolo delle Langhe, for example — whereas
Barolo and Barbaresco are wines that really deserve a minimum of eight
years’ aging before drinking.

Sangiovese

Sangiovese (san-joe-vay-say) is an Italian grape that has proven itself in the
Tuscany region of Italy, especially in the Brunello di Montalcino and Chianti
districts. Sangiovese makes wines that are medium to high in acidity and firm
in tannin; the wines can be light-bodied to full-bodied, depending on exactly
where the grapes grow and how the wine is made. The aromas and flavors

of the wines are fruity — especially cherry, often tart cherry — with floral
nuances of violets and sometimes a slightly nutty character.

Tempranillo

Tempranillo (tem-prah-nee-yoh) is Spain’s candidate for greatness. It gives
wines deep color, low acidity, and only moderate alcohol. Modern renditions
of Tempranillo from the Ribera del Duero region and elsewhere in Spain
prove what color and fruitiness this grape has. In more traditional wines,
such as those of the Rioja region, much of the grape’s color and flavor is lost
due to long wood aging and blending with varieties that lack color, such as
Grenache.

Other red grapes

Table 2-2 describes additional red grape varieties and their wines, which you
can encounter either as varietal wines or as wines named for their place of
production.

Table 2-2 Other Red Grapes and Their Characteristics

Grape Variety Characteristics

Aglianico From southern Italy, where it makes Taurasi and other
(ahl-yahn-ee-co) age-worthy, powerful red wines that are high in tannin.
Barbera An Italian variety that, oddly for a red grape, has little
(bar-bae-rah) tannin but very high acidity. When fully ripe, it can give

big, fruity wines with refreshing crispness. Many produc-
ers age the wine in new oak to increase the tannin level of
their wine.

(continued)
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Table 2-2 (continued)

Grape Variety Characteristics

Cabernet Franc A parent of Cabernet Sauvignon that's often blended with
(cab-er-nay frahn) it to make Bordeaux-style wines. Cabernet Franc ripens

earlier and has a more expressive, fruitier flavor (espe-
cially berries), as well as less tannin. A specialty of the
Loire Valley in France, where it makes wines with place-
names such as Chinon and Bourgeuil.

Gamay Excels in the Beaujolais district of France. It makes grapey

(ga-may) wines that can be low in tannin — although the grape
itself is fairly tannic. Neither the grape called Gamay
Beaujolais in California nor the grape called Napa Gamay
is true Gamay.

Grenache A Spanish grape by origin, called Garnachathere. (Most

(gren-ahsh) wine drinkers associate Grenache with France’s Southern
Rhdne Valley more than with Spain, however.) Sometimes
Grenache makes pale, high-alcohol wines that are dilute
in flavor. In the right circumstances, it can make deeply
colored wines with velvety texture and fruity aromas and
flavors that are suggestive of raspberries.

How Wines Get Their Names

Most of the wines that you find in your wine shop or on restaurant wine lists
are named in one of two basic ways: either for their grape variety or for the place
where the grapes grew. Sometimes, though, they’re named after the winery that
made them, or they get a seemingly random name that tells you nothing about
the wine itself. And to complicate matters, occasionally the wines named after
a certain place aren’t really made from the grapes of that place — ah, the fun of
discriminating between true and false advertising!

The following sections help you understand the meaning of each type of
name and where those types of wines are from.

Naming by grape

Generally speaking, American wines are named after the grape (like Chardonnay,
Cabernet Sauvignon, Sauvignon Blanc, and so on). These wines are called
varietals, and they’re named after either the principal or the sole grape variety
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that makes up the wine. Some varietal wines are made entirely from the Book |
grape variety for which the wine is named, but that isn’t a requirement. Each
country (and in the United States, some individual states) has laws that dic-
tate the minimum percentage of the named grape that a wine must contain if
that wine wants to call itself by a grape name.

Understanding
Wine

Most of the time, the labels of varietal wines don’t tell you whether other
grapes are present in the wine, what those grapes are, or the percentage of
the wine that they account for. All you know is that the wine contains at least
the minimum legal percentage of the named variety.

U.S. federal regulations fix the minimum legal percentage of the named grape
at 75 percent (which means your favorite California Cabernet Sauvignon
could have as much as 25 percent of some other grape in it). In Oregon, the
minimum is 90 percent (except for Cabernet, which can be 75 percent).
Looking overseas, the minimum legal percentage in Australia and the coun-
tries that form the European Union (EU) is 85 percent in some wine catego-
ries and 100 percent in others.

Interestingly, if a wine sold in the United States is named for two or more grape
varieties — for instance, a Sémillon-Chardonnay — the label must state the
percentages of each, and these percentages must total 100 percent. Now
that’s an honest varietal wine!

Naming by place

Unlike American wines, most European wines are named for the region
where their grapes grow rather than for the grape variety itself. Many of
these European wines come from precisely the same grape varieties as
American wines (such as Chardonnay, Cabernet Sauvignon, Sauvignon Blanc,
and so on), but they don’t say so on the label. Instead, the labels say Burgundy,
Bordeaux, Sancerre, and so on to indicate the place where those grapes grow.

Is this naming convention some nefarious plot to make wine incomprehen-
sible to English-only wine lovers who've never visited Europe and flunked
geography in school?

Au contraire! The European system of naming wines is actually intended to
provide more information about each wine — and more understanding of
what’s in the bottle — than varietal naming does. The thinking goes like this:
The name of the place connotes which grapes were used to make the wine
of that place (because the grapes are dictated by regulations), and the place
influences the character of those grapes in its own unique way. Therefore, the
most accurate name that a wine can have is the name of the place where its
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grapes grew. The only catch is that to harvest this more detailed information
about the wine, you have to know something about the different regions from
which the wines come. (For more on this European naming convention, see the
nearby sidebar, “The terroir game.”)

Wine labels from non-European countries also tell you where a wine comes
from — usually by featuring the name of a place somewhere on the label. On
an American wine label (or an Australian, Chilean, or South African label, for
that matter), however, the place of origin isn’t the fundamental name of the
wine (as it is for most European wines); the grape usually is. As a result, the
place-name on these bottles isn’t in a large, easily identifiable font as it is on
bottles of wine that are actually named after the place.

Place-names in non-European countries mean far less than they do in Europe.
For example, the name Sonoma Valley legally means only that at least 85 per-
cent of the grapes came from an area defined by law as the Sonoma Valley
wine zone. The name Sonoma Valley doesn’t define the type of wine, nor does
it imply specific grape varieties, the way a European place-name does.

Some non-European wine origins are ridiculously broad. Just think how
European winemakers must react to all those wine labels that announce a
wine’s place of origin simply as California: “Great. This label says that this
wine comes from a specific area that’s 30 percent larger than the entire coun-
try of Italy! Some specific area!” (Italy has more than 300 specific wine zones;
see Book III for the lowdown.)

The terroir game

Terroir (pronounced ter-wahr) is the guiding
principle behind the European concept that
wines should be named after the place they
come from. Terroiris a French word that has
no direct translation in English, so wine people
just use the French word (for expediency, not
snobbery).

You won't ever find a fixed definition of ter-
roir; the word itself is based on the French
word terre, which means soil. Consequently,
some people define terroir as, simply, dirt (as
in “Our American dirt is every bit as good as

their French dirt”). But terroir is really much
more complex (and complicated) than just dirt.
Terroir is the combination of absolute natural
factors — such as topsoil, subsoil, climate (sun,
rain, wind, and so on), the slope of the hill, and
altitude — that a particular vineyard site has.
Chances are no two vineyards in the entire
world have precisely the same combination
of these factors. So you may want to consider
terroir to be the unique combination of natural
factors that a particular vineyard site has.
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When the place on the label is merely California, that information tells you Book |
next to nothing about where the grapes grew. California’s a big place, and
those grapes could come from just about anywhere. Same thing for all those
Australian wines labeled South Eastern Australia — an area only slightly
smaller than France and Spain combined.

Understanding
Wine

Naming in other, less common ways

Now and then, you may come across a wine that’s named for neither its grape
variety nor its region of origin. Such wines usually fall into three categories:
branded wines, wines with proprietary names, or generic wines. Check out
the following sections for an explanation of each category.

Laying claim with a name: Brand-name wines

A brand name is traditionally the name of the company or person that makes
the wine (called the producer), but for less-expensive wines, the brand name
is likely to be an invented name. Most wines have brand names, including
those wines that are named after their grape variety — like Cakebread (brand
name) Sauvignon Blanc (grape) — and those that are named after their region
of origin — like Masi (brand name) Valpolicella (place). These brand names
are usually the name of the company that made the wine, called a winery.
Because most wineries make several different wines, the brand name itself isn’t
specific enough to be the actual name of the wine. Robert Mondavi Cabernet
Sauvignon, for example, is a wine made by Robert Mondavi Winery and named
after the Cabernet Sauvignon grape. Fontodi Chianti Classico is a wine made by
the Fontodi winery and named after the place called Chianti Classico.

But sometimes a wine has only a brand name. For example, the label says
Salamandre and red French wine but provides little other identification.

Wines that have only a brand name on them, with no indication of grape

or place — other than the country of production — are generally the most
inexpensive, ordinary wines you can get. If they’re from a European Union
country, they won’t even be vintage dated (that is, there won’t be any indica-
tion of what year the grapes were harvested) because EU law doesn’t entitle
such wines to carry a vintage date.

With no real rhyme or reason: Proprietary names

You can find some pretty creative names on wine bottles these days:
Tapestry, Conundrum, Insignia, Isosceles, Mythology, Trilogy. Is this stuff to
drink, to drive, or to dab behind your ears?
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Decoding common European place-names

Wine Name(s) Country Grape Varieties

Beaujolais France Gamay

(boh-jhoe-lay)

Bordeaux (red) France Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Cabernet
(bor-doh) Franc, and others*

Bordeaux (white) France Sauvignon Blanc, Sémillon, Muscadelle*
Burgundy (red) France Pinot Noir

Burgundy (white) France Chardonnay

Chablis France Chardonnay

(shah-blee)

Champagne France Chardonnay, Pinot Noir, Pinot Meunier*
(sham-pahn-yah)

Chateauneuf-du-Pape* France Grenache, Mourvédre, Syrah, and others*
(shah-toe-nuf-doo-pahp)

Chianti Italy Sangiovese, Canaiolo, and others*
(key-ahn-tee)

Cotes du Rhone* France Grenache, Mourvédre, Carignan, and
(coat dew rone) others*®

Port (Porto) Portugal Touriga Nacional, Tinta Barroca, Touriga

Franca, Tinta Roriz, Tinto C&o, and others*®

Pouilly-Fuissé (pwee-fwee- France Chardonnay
say), Macon (mah-cawn),
St.-Véran (san-veh-rahn)

Rioja (red) Spain Tempranillo, Grenache, and others*
(ree-oh-hah)

Sancerre/Pouilly-Fumé France Sauvignon Blanc
(sahn-sehr)/(pwee-foo-may)

Sauternes France Sémillon, Sauvignon Blanc*
(saw-tairn)

Sherry Spain Palomino

Soave Italy Garganega and others*
(so-ah-vae)

Valpolicella Italy Corvina, Molinara, Rondinella*

(vahl-poh-lee-t' chell-ah)

* Indicates that a blend of grapes is used to make these wines.
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Names like these are proprietary names (often trademarked) that producers create
for special wines. In the case of American wines, the bottles with proprietary
names usually contain wines made from a blend of grapes; therefore, no one
grape name can be used as the name of the wine. In the case of European
wines, the grapes used to make the wine probably weren’t the approved
grapes for that region; therefore, the regional name can’t appear on the label.

Although a brand name can apply to several different wines, a proprietary
name usually applies to one specific wine. You can find Zinfandel, Cabernet
Sauvignon, Chardonnay, and numerous other wines under the Fetzer brand
from California, for example, and you can find Beaujolais, Pouilly-Fuissé,
Macon-Villages, and numerous other wines under the Louis Jadot brand from
France. But the proprietary name Luce applies to a single wine.

Wines with proprietary names usually are made in small quantities, are quite
expensive ($40 to $75 or more per bottle), and are high in quality.

False advertising with misleading place-names: Generic wines

Burgundy, Chianti, Chablis, Champagne, Rhine wine, Sherry, Port, and
Sauternes are all names that rightfully should apply only to wines made in
those specific places. However, these names have been used inappropriately
for so long that they’ve lost their original meaning in the eyes of the govern-
ment (exactly what Xerox, Kleenex, and Band-Aid are afraid of becoming).

After two decades of negotiation with the European Union, the U.S. government
has finally agreed that these names can no longer be used for American wines.
However, any wine that bore such a name prior to March 2006 may continue to
carry that name. In time, generic names will become far less common on wine
labels.
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Chapter 3
Buying Wine

In This Chapter

Knowing where you can go to buy your vino

Selecting a good wine merchant

Pulling useful details from labels to direct your wine shopping

Finding the help you need to get the wine you want

A\

‘ ommon sense suggests that buying a few bottles of wine should be less
stressful than, say, applying for a bank loan or interviewing for a new job.
What'’s the big deal? It’s only fermented grape juice.

Then again, maybe you’'ve encountered a wine shop that wouldn’t take back
one of the two bottles of inexpensive wine that you bought the week before,
even when you explained how awful the first bottle had been. Or maybe
you're still reeling from the time you pretended you knew what you were
doing and bought a full case — 12 bottles — of a French wine based on the
brand’s general reputation, not realizing that the particular vintage you pur-
chased was a miserable aberration from the brand’s usual quality. Or maybe
you’'ve just spent too many hours staring at shelves lined with bottles whose
labels might as well have been written in Greek.

No matter the situation, the single most effective way to guarantee that you
have good wine-buying experiences time and time again is to come to terms
with your knowledge — or lack thereof — of the subject. Too much informa-
tion about wine is constantly changing — new vintages each year, hundreds
of new wineries, new brands, and so on — for anyone to presume that she
knows it all, or for anyone to feel insecure about what she doesn’t know.

After you've accepted the inevitable uncertainties you’ll face when choosing
a bottle of wine, arm yourself with the general knowledge presented in this
chapter so you can effectively gauge whether your local wine retailer is in
fact a quality vendor, understand the mumbo jumbo on wine labels, and ask
the right questions of the retailer. Well, what are you waiting for? After all,
there are so many wines out there and only so little time. . . .
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Buying wine in a store to drink later at home is great for a number of reasons,
not the least of which is that stores usually have a much bigger selection of
wines than restaurants do — and they charge you less for ’em. You can exam-
ine the bottles carefully and compare the labels. And you can drink the wine
at home from the glass (and temperature!) of your choosing.

On the other hand, you must provide your own wine glasses and open the
bottle yourself (flip to Chapter 4 in Book I for how to do it). And that big
selection of wines in the store can be downright daunting.

Depending on where you live, you can buy wine at all sorts of stores: super-
markets, wine superstores, general liquor stores, discount warehouses, or
small specialty wine shops. As you find out in the following sections, each type
of store has its own advantages and disadvantages in terms of selection, price,
or service.

Wine is a regulated beverage in most countries, and governments often get
involved in deciding where and how wine may be sold. Some states within
the United States, such as Pennsylvania and New Hampshire, and some
provinces in Canada, such as Ontario and Quebec, have raised government
control of alcoholic beverage sales to a fine art, deciding not only where you
can buy wine but also which wines are available for you to buy. If you love
wine and live in one of those areas, take comfort in the fact that a) you have
a vote; b) freedom of choice lies just across the border; and c¢) if the Iron
Curtain can topple, there’s hope for change in your local government, too.

Supermarkets, superstores, and so on

Supermarkets and their large-scale brethren, discount superstores, make
wine accessible to everyone. When wine is sold in supermarkets or discount
stores, the mystique surrounding the product evaporates: Who can waste
time feeling insecure about a wine purchase when much more critical issues
are at hand, such as how much time is left before the kids turn into monsters
and which is the shortest line at the checkout? And the prices, especially in
large stores, are usually quite reasonable.

Some people in the wine business disapprove of the straightforward attitude
toward wine in supermarkets and discount stores; they think wine is sacred
and should always be treated like an elite beverage. At least you won’t run
into them as you browse the wine aisles in your supermarket.
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Discount stores are good places to find private label wines — wines that are Book |
created especially for the chain and carry a brand name that’s owned by the .

. . A Understanding
store. These wines are usually decent (but not great), and if you like ’em, Wine
they can be excellent values. Some of the “club” chains may also offer — in
smaller quantities — higher-end wines than supermarkets do.

The downside of buying wine in these stores is that your selection is often
limited to wines produced by large wineries that generate enough volume

to sell to supermarket chains. And you’ll seldom get any advice on which
wines to buy. Basically, you’re on your own. Well, except for the ever-present
shelf-talkers.

To guide you on your wine-buying journey, many stores offer plenty of shelf-
talkers (small signs on the shelves that describe individual wines). Take these
shelf-talkers with a very large grain of salt. They’re often provided by the
company selling the wine, which is more interested in convincing you to grab
a bottle than in offering information to help you understand the wine. Most
likely, you'll find flowery phrases; hyperbolic adjectives; impressive scores;
and safe, common-denominator stuff like “delicious with fish.” (Any fish,
cooked in any way?) When you see a shelf-talker, you can bet that the info on
it will be biased and of limited value.

The bottom line is that supermarkets and discount superstores can be great
places to buy everyday wine for casual enjoyment. But if what you really want
is to find out about wine as you buy it, or if you want an unusually interesting

variety of wines to satisfy your insatiable curiosity, you’'ll probably find your-

self shopping elsewhere.

Wine specialty shops

Wine specialty shops are small- to medium-sized stores that sell wine and
liquor and, sometimes, wine books, corkscrews (see Chapter 4 in Book I for
more on those), wine glasses, and maybe a few specialty foods. The foods sold
in wine shops tend to be gourmet items rather than run-of-the-mill snack foods.

If you decide to pursue wine as a serious hobby, shops like these are the
places where you’ll probably end up buying your wine because they offer many
advantages that larger operations simply can’t. For one thing, wine specialty
shops almost always have wine-knowledgeable staffers on the premises. Also,
you can usually find an interesting, varied selection of wines at all price levels.

Wine shops often organize their wines by country of origin and — in the case
of classic wine countries, such as France, by region (Bordeaux, Burgundy,
Rhone, and so on). Red wines and white wines are often in separate sections
within these country areas. There may be a special section for Champagnes
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and other sparkling wines and another section for dessert wines. Some stores
are now organizing their wine sections by style, such as “Aromatic Whites,”
“Powerful Reds,” and so forth. A few organize the wines according to grape
varieties.

Some wine shops have a special area (or even a superspecial, temperature-
controlled room) for the finer or more expensive wines. In some stores, it’s a
locked vaultlike room; in others, it’s the whole back area of the store.

Over in a corner somewhere, often right by the door to accommodate quick
purchases, you can usually find a cold box, a refrigerated cabinet with glass
doors where bottles of best-selling white and sparkling wines sit. Unless you
really must have an ice-cold bottle of wine immediately (the two of you have
just decided to elope, the marriage minister is a mile down the road, and
the wedding toast is only ten minutes away), avoid the cold box. The wines
inside it are usually too cold and, therefore, may not be in good condition.
You never know how long the bottle you select has been sitting there under
frigid conditions, numbed lifeless.

Near the front of the store, you may also see boxes or bins of special sale
wines. Sometimes sale wines are those the merchant is trying to unload
because she has had them for too long, or they’re wines that she got a special
deal on (because the distributor is trying to unload them). When in doubt, try
one bottle first before committing to a larger quantity.

Sale displays are usually topped with case cards — large cardboard signs that
stand above the open boxes of wine — or similar descriptive material. Like
shelf-talkers (described in the preceding section), case cards are typically
unreliable for gleaning useful info; but because case cards are a lot bigger,
there’s more of a chance that some helpful tidbit may appear on them.

Choosing a Fabulous Wine Merchant

A\

Sizing up a wine merchant is as simple as sizing up any other specialty
retailer. The main criteria are fair prices, a wide selection, staff expertise, and
service. Also, the shop must store its wines in the proper conditions.

When you’re a novice wine buyer, your best strategy is to shop around with
an eye to service and reliable advice more than to price. After you’'ve found

a merchant who has suggested several wines that you've liked, stick with

her, even if she doesn’t have the best prices in town. Paying a dollar or so
more for wines recommended by a reliable merchant (wines that you'll likely
enjoy) makes better sense than buying wines in a cut-rate or discount store
and saving a buck, especially if that store has no special wine adviser or if the
advice you receive is suspect.
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When you have more knowledge of wine, you’ll have enough confidence to Book |
shop at stores with the best prices. But even then, price must take a backseat
to the storage conditions of the wine (see the section “Judging wine storage
conditions” later in this chapter).

Understanding
Wine

Evaluating selection and expertise

You won’t necessarily know on your first visit whether a particular store’s
selection is adequate for you. If you notice many wines from many different
countries at various prices, give the store’s selection the benefit of the doubt.
If you outgrow the selection as you discover more about wine, you can seek
out a new merchant at that point.

Don’t be too ready to give a merchant the benefit of the doubt when it comes
to expertise, however. Some retailers are not only extremely knowledgeable
about the specific wines they sell but also extremely knowledgeable about
wine in general. On the flip side, some retailers know less than their cus-
tomers. Just as you expect a butcher to know her cuts of meat, you should
expect a wine merchant to know wine. Be free with your questions (such as,
“Can you tell me something about this wine?” or “How are these two wines
different?”) and judge how willing and able the merchant is to answer them.

Expect a wine merchant to have personal knowledge and experience of the
wines she sells. These days, a lot of retailers use the ratings of a few critics
as a crutch in selling wines. They plaster their shelves with the critics’ scores
(usually a number like 90 on a scale of 100) and advertise their wines by
these numbers. Selling by the numbers is one quick way of communicating an
approximate sense of the wine’s quality. (Remember: A good score doesn’t
guarantee you'll like the wine!) But the retailer’s knowledge and experience
of the wines simply must go beyond the critics’ scores. If it doesn’t, she’s not
doing her job properly.

Considering customer service

Most knowledgeable wine merchants pride themselves on their ability to
guide you through the maze of wine selections and help you find a wine

that you’ll enjoy. Trust a merchant’s advice at least once or twice and see
whether her choices are good ones for you. If she’s not flexible enough — or
knowledgeable enough — to suggest wine that suits your needs, obviously
you need another merchant. Finding that out early on will have cost you only
the price of a bottle or two of wine . . . which is much less costly than choos-
ing the wrong doctor or lawyer!
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Speaking of service, any reputable wine merchant will accept a bottle back
from you if she has made a poor recommendation or if the wine seems dam-
aged. After all, she wants to keep you as a customer. But with this privilege
comes responsibility: Be reasonable. Ask ahead of time about the store’s
defective and unopened wine policy. You should return an open bottle only if
you think the wine is defective — in which case the bottle should be mostly
full! Hold on to the store’s receipt and don’t wait several months before
returning an unopened bottle of wine. By that time, the store may have a
hard time reselling the wine. After a week or two, consider the wine yours
whether you like it or not.

Judging wine storage conditions

Here’s a fact about wine that’s worth knowing early on: Wine is a perishable
product. It doesn’t go moldy like cheese, and it can’t host e-coli bacteria, as
meat can. It normally poses no health hazard beyond those associated with
alcohol and certain individuals’ sensitivities, even when it’s past its prime.

In fact, some wines — usually the more-expensive ones — can get better and
better as they get older. But if wine isn’t stored properly, its taste can suffer.
(For advice on storing wine in your own home, check out Chapter 8 in Book 1.)

When sizing up a wine shop, especially if you plan to buy a lot of wine or
expensive wine, check out the store’s wine storage conditions. What you
don’t want to see is an area that’s warm — for example, wines stored near
the boiler so they cook all winter, or wines stored on the top floor of the
building where the sun can smile on them all summer.

The very best shops have climate-controlled storerooms for wine —
although, frankly, these shops are in the minority. If a shop has a good stor-
age facility, the proprietor will be happy to show it off to you because she’ll
be proud of all the expense and effort she put into it.

In better wine shops, expect to see most of the bottles (except for the inex-
pensive, large, juglike bottles) lying in a horizontal position, so their corks
remain moist, ensuring a firm closure. A dry cork can crack or shrink and let
air into the bottle, which spoils the wine. A short time upright doesn’t affect
wine much, so stores with a high turnover can get away with storing their
fast-selling wines that way, but slower-selling, expensive bottles, especially
those intended for long maturation in your cellar, fare better in the long run
lying down.

In addition to room temperature and bottle orientation, you know you’ve
found a retailer who hasn’t stored wine properly if you encounter any of the
following situations at the store:

v The dust on the wine bottles is more than %-inch thick.

v Many of the white wines are dark gold or light-brown in color.
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v The most recent vintage in the store is 1997. Book |
v The colors on all the wine labels have faded from bright sunlight. Understanding
Wine

Unfortunately, the problem of wine spoilage doesn’t begin at the retail outlet.
Quite frequently, the wholesaler or distributor — the company from which
the retailer purchases wine — doesn’t have proper storage conditions either.
And there have certainly been instances when wine has been damaged by
weather extremes even before it got to the distributor — for example, while
sitting on the docks in the dead of winter or summer, or while traveling
through the Panama Canal. A good retailer either checks out the quality of
the wine before she buys it or sends it back if she discovers the problem
after she has already bought the wine.

If you don’t know how a wine has been stored — and most of the time you
won’t — take these actions to minimize the risk of getting a bad bottle:

v~ First, patronize retailers who seem to care about their wine and who
provide their customers with good service.

v Second, be attentive to seasonal weather patterns when buying wine or
having it shipped to you. Be cautious about buying wine at the end of, or
during, a very hot summer, unless the store has a good climate-control
system. And never have wine shipped to you (other than quick deliver-
ies from your local shop) at the height of summer or winter.

v Buy the best-selling, most popular wines — assuming you don’t mind
being a slave to taste trends. Wines that move through the distribution
chain very quickly have less opportunity to be damaged along the way.

Shopping for the Perfect Bottle:
Decoding Labels

\\3

When many people first start buying wine, their repertoire is about as
broad as a 2-year-old child’s vocabulary. They buy the same brands again
and again, because they know what to expect from them, and they like them
well enough — both good reasons to buy a particular wine. But they also
let themselves get stuck in a rut because they’re afraid to take a chance on
anything new.

If wine is really going to be fun, you may want to be a little more adventurous.
To experience the wonderful array of wines in the world, experimenting is a
must. New wines can be interesting and exciting. Now and then you might get
a lemon, but at least you’ll have discovered not to buy that wine again! If you
know what information to look for on a label — specifically, what’s important
and what isn’t — and how to interpret that information, you can make edu-
cated choices about which wines to try.
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First things first: Distinguishing
between front and back

Many wine bottles have two labels. The front label names the wine and grabs
your eye as you walk down the aisle, and the back label gives you a little
more information, ranging from really helpful suggestions like this wine tastes
delicious with food to oh-so-useful data such as this wine has a total acidity of
6.02 and a pH of 3.34.

Now, if you're really on your toes, you may be thinking: How can you tell the
difference between front and back on a round bottle?

You judge front and back by label content. The U.S. government (and other
governments) requires certain information to appear on the front label of

all wine bottles — basic stuff, such as the alcohol content, the type of wine
(usually red table wine or white table wine), and the country of origin — but

it doesn’t define front label. So sometimes producers put all that info on the
smaller of two labels and call that one the front label. Then the producers
place a larger, colorful, dramatically eye-catching label — with little more than
the name of the wine on it — on the back of the bottle. Guess which way the
back label ends up facing when the bottle is placed on the shelf? Here’s a hint:
You may need to turn the bottle around to find the info you're looking for.

The mandatory content

Every bottle of wine has to feature the name of said wine somewhere on its
label. That’s a no-brainer. The confusing part is that the names aren’t as
straightforward as you may think (or hope!). As explained in Chapter 2 of
Book I, the name of a wine can be any of the following:

v The name of the grape from which the wine was made

v The name of the place, or places, where the grapes grew (the wine
region, and sometimes the name of the specific vineyard property)

v The name of the brand (that is, the winery, or producer)
v A special, fanciful name for that particular wine (called a proprietary name)

The name of the wine plus the name of the producer is the shorthand name
most folks use when talking about a particular wine.

You may recognize some wine names as grape names and other names as
place-names right off the bat. If you don’t, don’t panic. That’s the kind of info
you can look up.
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Labels also have other bits of mandatory info on them, but the requirements Book |
vary somewhat by country. The sections that follow walk you through the

terminology you're likely to encounter. it ety

Wine

For all wines sold in the United States

The federal government mandates that certain items of information appear
on the labels of wines sold in the United States. Such items are generally
referred to as the mandatory and include

v A brand name.

v Indication of class or type (table wine, dessert wine, or sparkling wine;
you can read more about these types in Chapter 1 of Book I).

v The amount of alcohol by volume. Alcohol content can be expressed in
degrees, such as 12.5 degrees, or as a percentage, such as 12.5 percent.
If a wine carries the words Table Wine on its label in the United States, it
doesn’t have to state the alcohol percentage; however, the law requires
it to have less than 14 percent alcohol by volume.

QNING/ For wines sold within the United States — whether the wine is American
Sy or imported — there’s a big catch: The labels are allowed to lie. U.S. reg-
ulations give wineries a 1.5 percent leeway in the accuracy of the alcohol
level. If the label states 12.5 percent, the actual alcohol level can be as
high as 14 percent or as low as 11 percent. The leeway doesn’t entitle
the wineries to exceed the 14 percent maximum, however. If the alcohol
percentage is stated as a number that’s neither a full number nor a half-
number — 12.8 or 13.2, for example, rather than 12.5 or 13 — odds are
it’s precise.

v Name and location of the bottler.

v Net contents, expressed in milliliters. The standard wine bottle is 750
milliliters, which is 25.6 ounces.

v The phrase Contains Sulfites (with very, very few exceptions).

v The standard government warning. (If you really want to know what it
says, just pick up any bottle of wine and check out the back label.)

Wines made outside the United States but sold within it must also carry the
phrase imported by on their labels, along with the name and business location
of the importer.

For all wines sold in Canada

Canadian regulations are similar to those for wines sold in the United States.
They require wine labels to indicate the common name of the product (that
is, wine), the net contents, the percentage of alcohol by volume, the name
and address of the producer, the wine’s country of origin, and the container
size. Many of these items must be indicated in both English and French.
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For wines produced or sold in the European Union

Some of the mandatory information on American and Canadian wine labels is
also required by the European Union (EU) authorities for wines produced or
sold in the EU.

For wines produced in its member countries, the EU regulations also require
additional label items. The most important of these additional items is an indi-
cation of a wine’s so-called quality level — which really just lets you know the
wine’s status in the EU’s hierarchy of place-names. In short, every wine made
in an EU member country must carry one of the following items on the label:

v Aregistered place-name, often an appellation of origin, along with an
official phrase that confirms the name is in fact a registered place-name

v A phrase indicating that the wine is a table wine, a status lower than that
of a wine with a registered place-name

Europeans have a distinctly different use of the term table wine from
Americans. For U.S. wines, the table wine category encompasses all non-
sparkling wines that contain up to 14 percent alcohol by volume.

If an EU wine has an official place-name, it falls into a European category
called QWPSR (Quality Wine Produced in a Specific Region). The following
phrases on European labels confirm that a wine is a QWPSR wine and that its
name is therefore a registered place-name:

v France: Appellation Contrélée (AC) or Appellation d’Origine Contrélée
(AOOQ), translated as “regulated name” or “regulated place-name.” Also,
on labels of wines from places of slightly lower status, the initials AO VDQS,
standing for Appellation d’Origine — Vins Délimités de Qualité Supérieure;
translated as “place-name, demarcated wine of superior quality.” (See
Chapter 1 in Book II for more on French place-names.)

v Italy: Denominazione di Origine Controllata (DOC), translated as
“regulated place-name;” or for certain wines of an even higher status,
Denominazione di Origine Controllata e Garantita (DOCG), translated as
“regulated and guaranteed place-name.” (Flip to Chapter 1 in Book III for
the scoop on the Italian wine-classification system.)

v Spain: Denominacién de Origen (DO), translated as “place-name;” and
Denominacién de Origen Calificada (DOC), translated as “qualified-origin
place-name” for regions with the highest status (of which there are only
two, Rioja and Priorat).

v Portugal: Denominagdo de Origem (DO), translated as “place-name.”

v Germany: Qualitdtswein bestimmter Anbaugebiete (QbA), translated as
“quality wine from a specific region;” or Qualititswein mit Préidikat (QmP),
translated as “quality wine with special attributes,” for the best wines.
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two phrases in this category), and another denotes table wines with no geo-
graphic indication smaller than the country of production. By country, these
phrases are
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v France: Vin de pays (country wine) followed by the name of an approved
area; vin de table (see Chapter 1 in Book II)

v Italy: Indicazione Geografica Tipica (translated as “typical geographic
indication” and abbreviated as IGT) and the name of an approved area,
or vino da tavola (table wine) followed by the name of a geographic area;
vino da tavola (see Chapter 1 in Book IIl)

v Spain: Vino de la tierra (country wine) followed by the name of an
approved area; vino de mesa

v Portugal: Vinho Regional (regional wine) and the name of an approved
area; vinho de mesa

v Germany: Landwein (country wine) and the name of an approved area;
Deutscher tafelwein

Table 3-1 lists the European wine designations for easy reference.

Table 3-1 European Wine Designations at a Glance
Country QWPSR Table Wine Table Wine
Designation(s) Designation Designation with-
with Geographic out Geographic
Indication Indication
France AOC Vin de pays Vin de table
A0 VDQS
Italy DOCG IGT; vino da tavola Vino da tavola
DOC (and geographic
name)
Spain DOC Vino de la tierra Vino de mesa
DO
Portugal DO Vinho Regional Vinho de mesa
Germany QmP Landwein Deutscher tafel-
QbA wein

\y .
P The phrase for a registered place-name in the United States is American

Viticultural Area (AVA). But this phrase doesn’t appear on wine labels. Nor does
any such phrase appear on the labels of Australian or South American wines.
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Some optional label lingo

Aside from the mandatory information required by government authorities,
all sorts of other optional lingo can appear on wine labels. These words can
be meaningless phrases intended to make you think you're getting a special
quality wine or words that provide useful details about what’s in the bottle.
Sometimes the same word can fall into either category, depending on the
label. This ambiguity occurs because some words that are strictly regulated
in some producing countries aren’t regulated at all in others. The next few
sections break down the terminology you may occasionally see in your wine
wanderings.

Vintage

The word vintage followed by a year, or the year listed alone without the
word vintage, is the most common optional item on a wine label. Sometimes
the vintage appears on the front label, and sometimes it has its own small
label above the front label.

The vintage year is nothing more than the year in which the grapes for a
particular wine grew; the wine must have 75 to 100 percent of the grapes of
this year, depending on the country of origin. (Nonvintage wines are blends
of wines whose grapes were harvested in different years.) An aura tends to
surround vintage-dated wine, which causes many people to believe that any
wine with a vintage date is by definition better than a wine without a vintage
date. In fact, no correlation exists between the presence of a vintage date and
the wine’s quality.

Generally speaking, what vintage a wine is — that is, whether the grapes grew
in a year with perfect weather or whether the grapes were meteorologically
challenged — is an issue you need to consider a) only when you buy top-
quality wines and b) mainly when those wines come from parts of the world
that experience significant variations in weather from year to year, such as
many European wine regions.

Reserve

Reserve is one of the great meaningless words on American wine labels. The
term is used to convince you that the wine inside the bottle is special. This
trick usually works because the word has specific meaning and carries a cer-
tain amount of prestige on labels of wines from many other countries.

v In Italy and Spain, the word reserve (or its foreign language equivalent,
which looks something like reserve) indicates a wine that has received
extra aging at the winery before release. Implicit in the extra aging is the
idea that the wine was better than normal and, therefore, worthy of the
extra aging. Spain even has degrees of reserve, such as Gran Reserva.
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v In France, the use of reserve isn’t regulated. However, its use is generally
consistent with the notion that the wine is better in quality than a given
producer’s norm.

In the United States, the word reserve has historically been used in the same
sense — as in Beaulieu Vineyards Georges de Latour Private Reserve, the
best Cabernet that Beaulieu Vineyards makes. But the word isn’t regulated
and so is bandied about so much that it no longer has meaning. For example,
some California wines labeled Proprietor’s Reserve sell for $6 a bottle. Those
wines are not only the least expensive wines in a particular producer’s lineup
but also some of the least-expensive wines, period. Other wines are labeled
Special Reserve, Vintage Reserve, Vintner’s Reserve, or Reserve Selection —
all utterly meaningless phrases.

Estate-bottled

Estate is a genteel word for a wine farm, a combined grape-growing and wine-
making operation. The words estate-bottled on a wine label indicate that the
company that bottled the wine also grew the grapes and made the wine. In
other words, the phrase suggests accountability from the vineyard to the
winemaking through to the bottling. In many countries, the winery doesn’t
necessarily have to own the vineyards, but it has to control the vineyards
and perform the vineyard operations.

Estate-bottling is an important concept to those who believe that you can’t
make good wine unless you know personally that the grapes are as good as
they can possibly be. But great wines don’t have to be estate-bottled, though.
Ravenswood Winery — to name just one example — makes some terrific
wines from the grapes of small vineyards owned and operated by private
landowners. And some large California landowners, such as the Sangiacomo
family, are quite serious about their vineyards but don’t make wine them-
selves; instead, they sell their grapes to various wineries. None of those
wines would be considered estate-bottled.

Sometimes French wine labels carry the words domaine-bottled or chateau-
bottled (or the phrase mis en bouteille au chateau/au domaine). The concept
is the same as estate-bottled, with domaine and chateau being equivalent to
the American term estate.

Vineyard name

Some wines in the medium-to-expensive price category — costing about $25
or more — may carry on the label the name of the specific vineyard where
the grapes for that wine grew. Sometimes one winery makes two or three
different wines that are distinguishable only by the vineyard name on the
label. Each wine is unique because the terroir of each vineyard is unique (see
Chapter 2 of Book I for the scoop on terroir). These single vineyards may or
may not be identified by the word vineyard next to the name of the vineyard.
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Italian wines, which are really into the single-vineyard game, can have vigneto
or vigna on their labels next to the name of the single vineyard. Or not. Using

the word is optional.

Other optional words on the label

Following are some other optional phrases and words you just might run into:

v 0Old vines: One additional expression on some French labels is Vieilles

Vignes (vee-yay veen), which translates as “old vines,” and appears

as such on some Californian and Australian labels. Because old vines
produce a very small quantity of fruit compared to younger vines, the
quality of their grapes and of the resulting wine is considered to be very
good. The problem is, the phrase is unregulated. Anyone can claim that
his vines are old.

v~ Superior: The word superior can appear in French (Supérieure) or Italian

(Superiore) as part of an AOC or DOC place-name (refer to the section
“For wines produced or sold in the European Union,” earlier in this chap-
ter, for a refresher on these acronyms). It means the wine attained a
higher alcohol level than a nonsuperior version of the same wine would
have. Frankly, this distinction just isn’t worth losing sleep over.

v Classico: The word Classico appears on the labels of some Italian DOC

and DOCG wines when the grapes come from the heartland of the named
place.

Getting Help from the Wine Merchant

A\

The following scene — or something very much like it — occurs in every
wine shop every day (and ten times every Saturday):

Customer: [ remember that the wine had a yellow label. I had it in this
little restaurant last week.

Wine Merchant: Do you know what country it’s from?
Customer: | think it’s Italian, but I'm not sure.
Wine Merchant: Do you recall the grape variety?

Customer: No, but I think it has a deer or a moose on the label. Maybe if |
walk around, I can spot it.

Needless to say, most of the time that customer never finds the wine he or
she is looking for.

When you come across a wine you like in a restaurant or at a friend’s house,
write down as much specific information about the wine from the label as
you can. Don’t trust your memory. If your wine merchant can see the name,
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she can give you that wine or — if she doesn’t have that exact wine — she
may be able to give you something very similar to it.

Being able to tell your wine retailer whatever you can about the types of wine
that you've liked previously or that you want to try is to your advantage.
Describe what you like in clear, simple terms and include any or all of the fol-
lowing information:

v Desired wine characteristics: For example, for white wine, you might
use such words as “crisp, dry,” or “fruity, ripe, oaky, buttery, full-
bodied.” For red wines, you might say “big, rich, tannic,” or “medium-
bodied, soft.” Turn to Chapter 5 in Book I to discover other helpful
descriptors.

v Price range you’re willing to pay: Because the price of a bottle of
wine can range from about $4 to literally hundreds of dollars, decid-
ing approximately how much you want to spend and sharing that price
range with your wine merchant is a good idea. Fix two ranges in your
mind: one for everyday purposes and one for special occasions. These
prices will probably change over time; the $6 to $10 range you start
with for everyday wines often rises to $12 to $20 as you discover better
wines. A good retailer with an adequate selection should be able to
make several wine suggestions in your preferred price category.

If a wine costs more than $10, be sure to ask the merchant what kind of
storage the wine has experienced. Take any hemming and hawing on the
part of the wine merchant to mean “poor.” Also, ask how long the wine
has been in the store — this factor is especially important if the store
doesn’t have a climate-control system. (See the section “Judging wine
storage conditions,” earlier in the chapter, for advice on how to respond
to the answer you get.)

A good wine merchant is more interested in the repeat business she’ll
get by making you happy than in trading you up to a bottle of wine that’s
beyond your limits. If what you want to spend is $10 a bottle, just say

so and stand firm, without embarrassment. Plenty of decent, enjoyable
wines are available at that price.

+ Food you’re serving with the wine: A good wine merchant is invaluable
in helping you match your wine with food. Tell your wine merchant what
kind of food you plan to have with the wine so she can narrow down
your choices even more. After all, the wine you drink with your flounder
probably isn’t the one you want with spicy chilil The more info about the
recipe or main flavors you can provide, the better your chance of getting
a good match. (For guidance on pairing wine and food before you enter a
wine shop, flip to Chapter 6 in Book I.)

Even if you've already chosen a bottle, you may want to get the mer-
chant’s input by asking whether the wine you’ve selected will go well
with the food you’re planning to serve.
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Provided you trust the wine merchant, and you don’t think she’s dumping some
overstocked, closeout wine on you, you may also want to ask, “What are some
particularly good buys this month?” If applicable, inquire why the wine is selling
at such a low price. The merchant might know that the wine is either too old or
otherwise defective; unless she comes up with a believable explanation for the
unbelievable price, assume one of these scenarios is the case.



Chapter 4

Getting the Cork Out (And All That
Comes After): Serving Wine

In This Chapter
Conquering corkophobia and other barriers to getting the wine out
Giving your wine breathing lessons
Figuring out the right serving temperature
Discovering how wine glasses affect wine’s taste

Surveying survival tactics for leftover wine

Fere’s more to serving a bottle of wine than just removing the cork
and pouring (although pulling out that cork can be quite a challenge —
fortunately, it’s usually pretty easy to do after you get the hang of it). You
also have to consider niggling details such as whether the wine needs to
breathe before being served, what temperature it should be served at,
which type of glass to use, and what to do if you don’t finish the whole
bottle. If your heart is racing at the thought of it all, rest easy! This chapter
shows you how to handle a bottle of wine, from start to finish.

Opening the Bottle

Before you can even think about removing the cork from a wine bottle, you
need to deal with whatever’s covering it. That’s because most wine bottles
have a colorful covering over the top of ’em known as a capsule. Wineries
place capsules on top of corks for two reasons: to keep the corks clean and
to create a fetching look for their bottles.

These days, many wineries use colored foil or plastic capsules rather than
the traditional lead capsules. In keeping with the sheerness trend in fashion,
other wineries use a transparent cellophane covering that lets the cork show
through; sometimes this sheer look graces special flange-top bottles, a fancy
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type of wine bottle with a protruding, flat lip at the top. (Some flange-top
bottles sport colorful plastic plugs on top of the cork rather than cellophane.)
The flange-top seems to be going out of style, and that’s fortunate, because
many corkscrews just don't fit over its wide top!

The following sections walk you through the basic process of opening a wine
bottle like a pro.

Clearing the way to the cork

Sometimes wine lovers just can’t bring themselves to remove the whole
capsule out of respect for the bottle of wine they’re about to drink. (In fact,
traditional wine etiquette dictates that you not remove the entire capsule.)
However, you might want to remove the entire capsule so that no wine can
come into contact with the covering when you pour. (Better not to take
chances with influencing the flavor of the wine.)

Many of the folks who like to leave the capsule partially intact use a gizmo
called a foil cutter that sells for about $6 or $7 in wine shops, kitchen stores,
or specialty catalogs. However, if you want to leave the capsule on, you're
better off using your corkscrew’s knife to cut the foil under the second lip of
the bottle, approximately three-fourths of an inch from the top. The special
foil cutter doesn’t cut the capsule low enough to prevent wine from dripping
over the edge of the foil into your glass.

When you encounter a plastic plug atop the cork rather than a capsule, just
flick it off with the tip of a knife.

After removing the capsule or plug, wipe the top of the bottle clean with a
damp cloth. Sometimes the visible end of the cork is dark with mold that
developed under the capsule, and in that case, wipe all the more diligently.
(If you encounter mold atop the cork, don’t be concerned. That mold is actu-
ally a good sign: It means the wine has been stored in humid conditions. See
Chapter 8 in Book I for info on humidity and other aspects of wine storage.)

Removing the cork from a
typical bottle of vino

Have you ever broken a cork while trying to extract it from the bottle, or taken
an unusually long time to remove a stubborn cork while your guests smiled

at you uneasily? Both scenarios have happened to just about everyone who
has ever pulled a cork out of a wine bottle. It’s enough to give anyone a case
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of corkophobia! If you use the right type of corkscrew, removing the cork is

truly a cinch. -
Understanding

You can buy some really fancy corkscrews, some that attach to a counter or Wine

a bar, that are guaranteed to cost you $100-plus. Yes, most of them work very
well, after you get the hang of them, but frankly, you don’t need to spend that
much on a corkscrew. Better to spend it on the wine!

Knowing what to avoid: The corkscrew that mangles

The one corkscrew to avoid happens to be the most common type of corkscrew
around: the Wing Type Corkscrew, a bright, silver-colored, metal device that
looks like a cross between a pair of pliers and a drill. It mangles the cork, almost
guaranteeing that brown flakes will be floating in your glass of wine.

When you insert this corkscrew into a cork, two “wings” open out from the
sides. The major shortcoming of this device is its very short worm, or auger
(the curly prong that bores into the cork), which is too short for many corks
and overly aggressive on all of them.

<P Instead of finding out the hard way that this corkscrew just doesn’t cut it
(or, literally, cuts it too much!), invest a few dollars in a decent corkscrew
right off the bat. The time and hassle you’ll save will be more than worth the
investment.

Introducing the corkscrew you can’t do without: The Screwpull

The one indispensable corkscrew for every household is the Screwpull. It’s
about 6 inches long and consists of an arched piece of plastic (which looks
like a clothespin on steroids) straddling an inordinately long, 5-inch worm
that’s coated with Teflon (see Figure 4-1). The Screwpull comes in many
colors and costs about $20 in wine shops, kitchen stores, and specialty cata-
logs. It’s very simple to use, doesn’t require a lot of muscle, and is the cork-
screw of choice for most of the corks you might encounter.

The shame and allure of the screwcap

Whenis a cork not a cork? When it's plastic or a
screwcap! Formerly, only cheap, lower-quality
wines had screwcap closures. But in recent
years, more and more wine producers have
switched from corks to screwcaps. Screwcaps
are perfectly sound closures, technically
speaking. And they prevent cork taint, a chemi-
cal flaw affecting a small percentage of corks,

and consequently the wine in those bottles. A
corky wine — that is, one affected with cork
taint — is damaged either slightly or flagrantly.
In the worst-case scenarios, corky wines give
off an offensive odor similar to moldy or damp
cardboard. Plastic corks solve this problem, but
screwcaps solve it better by being more user
friendly.
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To use this corkscrew, simply place the plastic over the bottle top (after
having removed the capsule, of course) until a lip on the plastic is resting

on the top of the bottle. Insert the worm through the plastic until it touches
the cork. Hold on to the plastic firmly while turning the lever atop the worm
clockwise. The worm descends into the cork. Keep turning the lever in the
same clockwise direction, and the cork magically emerges from the bottle. To
remove the cork from the Screwpull, simply turn the lever counterclockwise
while holding on to the cork.

|
Figure 4-1:
The
Screwpull
Corkscrew.

© Akira Chiwaki
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gg‘“ Like many things in life, the Screwpull has a drawback: Because it’'s made of
plastic, it can break. But if you opt for the stainless steel version, which costs
about $30, your Screwpull should last indefinitely.

Presenting yourself as a pro with the Waiter’s Corkscrew

The Waiter’s Corkscrew is probably the most commonly used corkscrew in
restaurants worldwide. A straight or gently curved base holds three devices
that fold into it, like a Swiss Army knife: a lever, a worm, and a small knife
(see Figure 4-2). The latter is especially handy for removing the capsule from
the bottle.

79 |
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Figure 4-2:
The
Waiter's
Corkscrew.
|

—

© Akira Chiwaki
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Using the Waiter’s Corkscrew requires some practice. First, wrap your fist
around the bottle’s neck. The trick then is to guide the worm down through
the center of the cork by turning the corkscrew. Turn slowly at first, until
you're sure that the worm is actually descending into the middle of the cork
and isn’t off-center. After the worm is fully descended into the cork, place the
lever on the lip of the bottle and push against the lever while pulling the cork
up. Give a firm tug at the very end, or wiggle the bottom of the cork out with
your hand.

<P If your cork ever breaks and part of it gets stuck in the neck of the bottle, the
Waiter’s Corkscrew is indispensable for removing the remaining piece. Insert
the worm at a 45-degree angle; the rest of the steps are the same as if you
were removing a cork that’s flush with the top of the bottle. In most cases,
you can successfully remove the broken cork.

The Waiter’s Corkscrew sells for as little as $7, but designer versions can cost
more than ten times that much.

Hugging the cork: The Ah-So Corkscrew

The Ah-So Corkscrew — known as such because (according to wine legend,
anyway) when people finally figure out how it works, they say, “Ah, so that’s
how it works!” — is a simple device made up of two thin, flat metal prongs,
with one slightly longer than the other (see Figure 4-3). To use it, slide the
prongs down into the tight space between the cork and the bottle (making
sure to insert the longer prong first) using a back-and-forth seesaw motion
until the top of the Ah-So is resting on the top of the cork. Then twist the cork
while gently pulling it up.

I, 4
S /‘
Figure4-3: —

The Ah-So

Corkscrew.

|
© Akira Chiwaki

Although more difficult to operate than the Screwpull (described earlier in

this chapter), the Ah-So really comes into its own with very tight-fitting corks
that no other corkscrews, including the Screwpull, seem to be able to budge.
The Ah-So can also be effective with old, crumbly corks that don’t give other
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corkscrews much to grip. (If you're into reusing items, another advantage of
the Ah-So is that it delivers an intact cork that can be reused to close bottles
of homemade vinegar or make cutesy bulletin boards.)

The Ah-So is useless with loose corks that move around in the bottle’s neck
when you try to remove them. It just pushes those corks down into the wine.
At that point, you need another tool called a cork retriever (see the nearby
sidebar “When cork gets in your wine” for details on this tool).

The Ah-So Corkscrew sells for around $6 to $9. It seems to be especially
popular in California for some mysterious reason.

Releasing the bubbly: Leave the
corkscrew behind!

Opening a bottle of sparkling wine is usually an exciting occasion. After all,
who doesn’t enjoy the ceremony of a cold glass of bubbly? But you need to
use a completely different technique than you’d use to open a regular wine
bottle. The cork even looks different. Sparkling wine corks have a mushroom-
shaped head that protrudes from the bottle and is enclosed by a wire cage
that holds the cork in place against the pressure trapped inside the bottle.

The best way to remove the cork from a bottle of sparkling wine is with a
gentle sigh rather than a loud pop. Here’s how to do it:
1. Hold the bottle at a 45-degree angle, resting the base of it on your hip.

Try wrapping a towel around the bottle if it’s wet to avoid having it slip
out of your hands.

2. Twist the bottle while holding on to the cork so you can control the
cork as it emerges.

3. When you feel the cork starting to come out of the bottle, push down
against it with some pressure.

Press on the cork as if you don’t want to let it out of the bottle.
4. Hold the cork firmly as the pressure inside the bottle eases it out.
The cork comes out slowly, with a hiss or a sigh rather than a pop.
If you prefer hearing the cork pop, position yourself away from other people

and fragile objects and simply yank out the cork. But be prepared to lose
some of that precious wine, which will froth out of the bottle.
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When cork gets in your wine

Every now and then, even if you've invested in
the right corkscrew and used it properly, you
can still have pieces of cork floating in your
wine. They can be tiny dry flakes that crumbled
into the bottle, actual chunks of cork, or even
the entire cork.

Before you start berating yourself for being
a klutz, you should know that “floating cork”
happens to everyone at one time or another, no
matter how experienced they are. Cork doesn’t
harm the wine. And besides, there’s a wonder-
ful instrument called a cork retriever (no, it's not
a small dog from the south of Ireland!) avail-
able in specialty stores and catalogs, although
it's considerably more difficult to find than a
corkscrew.

The cork retriever, designed for removing cork
that had the nerve to fall into your wine, con-
sists of three 10-inch pieces of stiff metal wire
with hooks on the ends. This device is remark-
ably effective for removing floating pieces of
cork from the bottle. Alternatively, you can just
pick out the offending pieces of cork with a
spoon after you pour the wine into your glass.
(That's one occasion when it's rude to serve
your guest first, because the first glass has
more cork pieces in it.) Or you can pour the
wine through a paper coffee filter (preferably
the natural brown-paper filter, or a filter rinsed
with hot water to remove the chemicals) into
a decanter or pitcher to catch the remaining
pieces of cork.

A\
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Every once in a while, you’ll come across a really tight sparkling wine cork
that doesn’t want to budge. Try running the top of the bottle under warm
water for a few moments or wrapping a towel around the cork to create
friction. Either action should allow you to remove the cork successfully.

Never, ever use a corkscrew on a bottle of sparkling wine. The pressure

of the trapped carbonation, when suddenly released, can send the cork
and corkscrew flying right into your eye. If you absolutely require a gadget
to remove a sparkling wine cork, you can purchase Champagne Pliers, a
Champagne Star, or a Champagne Key. These devices are placed around the

part of the cork that’s outside the bottle. You can also try using regular pliers,

although lugging in the toolbox will surely change the mood of the occasion.

If your bottle of bubbly has just traveled, let it rest for a while, preferably a

day. Controlling the cork is difficult when the carbonation has been stirred.

If you're in the midst of a sparkling wine emergency and need to open the bottle
anyway, a quick way to calm down the carbonation is to submerge the bottle
in an ice bucket for about 30 minutes. Fill the bucket with one-half ice cubes

and one-half ice-cold water.
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To Aerate or Not to Aerate (Or,
Does Wine Really Breathe?)
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Most wine is alive in the sense that it changes chemically as it slowly grows
older. Wine absorbs oxygen and, like your own cells, it oxidizes. When grapes
turn into wine in the first place, they give off carbon dioxide, just like people.
So you could say that wine breathes, in a sense. But that’s not what the
server means when he asks, “Shall I pull the cork and let the wine breathe?”

The term breathing refers to the process of aerating the wine, meaning
exposing it to air. Sometimes the aroma and flavor of a very young wine will
improve with aeration. Many red wines and a few white wines — as well as
some dessert wines — can benefit from aeration. (Note: You can drink most
white wines upon pouring, unless they’re too cold. For more on proper wine
temperatures, see the later section “Getting Temperature Right.”)

Just pulling the cork out of the bottle and letting the bottle sit is a truly inef-
fective way to aerate your wine. The little space at the neck of the bottle is
way too small to allow the wine to breathe much.

If you really want to aerate your wine, do one or both of the following:

v Pour the wine into a decanter (a fancy word for a glass container that’s
big enough to hold the contents of an entire bottle of wine). Practically
speaking, it doesn’t matter what your decanter looks like or how much it
costs. In fact, the very inexpensive, wide-mouthed carafes are fine.

v Pour the wine into large glasses at least ten minutes before you plan to
drink it.

Considering the need for aeration

Perhaps you’re wondering which wines benefit from aeration and which ones
can go without it. Consider this section your guide.

One of the most famous fortified wines is Vintage Port (properly called Porto;
see Chapter 2 in Book VI). Vintage Port needs breathing lessons — badly!
Young Vintage Ports are so brutally tannic that they demand many hours of
aeration (eight isn’t too many). Even older Ports improve with four hours or
more of aeration. Older Vintage Ports require decanting for another reason:
They’re chock-full of sediment. (Often, large flakes of sediment fill the bottom
10 percent of the bottle.) Keep Vintage Ports standing for several days before
you open them.
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Young, tannic red wines (see Chapter 5 of Book I for more on tannin) — such Book |
as Cabernet Sauvignons, Bordeaux, many wines from the Northern Rhone
Valley, and many Italian wines — actually taste better with aeration because
their tannins soften and the wine becomes less harsh.

Understanding
Wine

Some very good, dry white wines — such as full-bodied white Burgundies and
white Bordeaux wines, as well as the best Alsace whites — also get better with
aeration. For example, if you open a young Corton-Charlemagne (a great white
Burgundy) and it doesn’t seem to be showing much aroma or flavor, chances
are it needs some aeration. Decant the wine (pour it out slowly into a separate
container without disturbing the sediment inside the bottle; see the following
section for the decanting process) and taste it again in 30 minutes. In most
cases, the wine improves dramatically.

Q}J\BER . .. . , .
é‘,\“ Contrary to what you might expect, the majority of red wines don’t require
decanting, aerating, or any special preparation other than pulling out the
cork and having a glass handy, as you can see from the following list:

v Light- and medium-bodied, less tannic red wines, such as Pinot Noirs,
Burgundies, Beaujolais, and Cotes du Rhones; lighter red Zinfandels;
and less imposing Italian reds, such as Dolcettos, Barberas, and lighter
Chiantis. These wines don’t have much tannin and, therefore, don’t
require much aeration.

v Inexpensive (less than $12) red wines. Same reason as the preceding.

v Tawny ports — in fact, any other Ports except Vintage Ports. These wines
should be free from sediment (which stayed behind in the barrels where
the wine aged) and ready to drink when you pour 'em.

Removing sediment before
aerating (if applicable )

Many red wines typically develop sediment (tannin and other matter in the
wine that solidifies over time) after about eight years of aging. When dealing
with an older wine, you want to remove this sediment because it can taste a
bit bitter. Also, the dark particles floating in your wine, usually at the bottom
of your glass, don’t look very appetizing.

To remove sediment, keep the wine bottle in question upright for a day or
two before you plan to open it so the sediment settles at the bottom of the
bottle. Then carefully decant the wine: Slowly pour the wine out of the bottle
into a decanter while watching the wine inside the bottle as it approaches the
neck. Stop pouring when you see cloudy wine from the bottom of the bottle
making its way to the neck. If you stop pouring at the right moment, all the
cloudy wine remains behind in the bottle.
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To actually see the wine inside the bottle as you pour, you need to have a
bright light shining through the bottle’s neck. Candles are commonly used for
this purpose; they’re certainly romantic, but a flashlight standing on its end
works even better. (It’s brighter, and it doesn’t flicker.) Or simply hold the
bottle up to a bright light and pour slowly.

Aerating wine for the right amount of time

The younger and more tannic a wine is, the longer it needs to breathe. As a
general rule, most tannic, young reds soften up with one hour of aeration.
The glaring exception to the one-hour rule is found in many young Barolos or
Barbarescos (red wines from Piedmont, Italy; see Chapter 2 in Book III); these
wines are frequently so tannic that they can really make your mouth pucker.
They often benefit from three or four hours of aeration.

If a wine needs aeration after decanting (that is, it still tastes a bit harsh), let
it breathe in the open decanter. If the wine has a dark color, chances are it’s
still quite youthful and needs to breathe more. Conversely, if the wine has a
brick red or pale garnet color, it probably has matured and may not require
much aeration.

The older the wine, the more delicate it can be. Don’t give old, fragile-looking
wines excessive aeration. (Look at the color of the wine through the bottle
before you decant; if it looks pale, the wine could be pretty far along its matu-
rity curve.) The flavors of really old wines start fading rapidly after 10 or 15
minutes of being exposed to air.

Getting Temperature Right
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Serving wine at the ideal temperature is a vital factor in your enjoyment of
wine. Taste the same wine at different temperatures and you’ll find a
surprisingly deep distinction.

Most red wines are best at cool room temperature, 62 degrees to 65 degrees
Fahrenheit (16 degrees to 18 degrees Celsius). Once upon a time, in drafty old
English and Scottish castles, that was simply room temperature. (Actually, it
was probably warm, high-noon room temperature!) Today when you hear room
temperature, you think of a room that’s about 70 degrees Fahrenheit (21 degrees
Celsius), don’t you? Red wine served at this temperature can taste flat,
flabby, lifeless, and often too hot — you get a burning sensation from the
alcohol.
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Ten or 15 minutes in the fridge does wonders for reviving red wines that have
been suffering from heat exhaustion. But don’t let the wine get too cold. Red
wines served too cold taste overly tannic and acidic, making them decidedly
unpleasant. Light, fruity red wines, such as the simplest Beaujolais wines, are
most delightful when served slightly chilled at about 58 degrees to 60 degrees
Fahrenheit (14 degrees to 15.5 degrees Celsius).

Are you wondering how to know when your bottle is 58 degrees to 60 degrees
Fahrenheit? You can buy a nifty digital thermometer that wraps around the
outside of the bottle and gives you a color-coded reading. Or you can buy
something that looks like a real thermometer that you place into the opened
bottle (in the bottle’s mouth, you might say). Of course, you probably won’t
ever use them. Just feel the bottle with your hand and take a guess. Practice
makes perfect.

Just as many red wines are served too warm, most white wines are definitely
served too cold. The higher the quality of a white wine, the less cold it should
be so you can properly appreciate its flavor.

To avoid the problem of warm bubbly, keep an ice bucket handy. Or put the
bottle back in the refrigerator between pourings.

Table 4-1 indicates the recommended serving temperatures for various types
of wines.

Table 4-1 Serving Temperatures for Wine

Type of Wine Temperature °F Temperature °C
Most Champagnes and sparkling 45° 7°

wines

Older or expensive, complex 52°-54° 11°-12°
Champagnes

Inexpensive sweet wines 50°-55° 10°-12.8°
Rosés and blush wines 50°-55° 10°-12.8°
Simpler, inexpensive, quaffing- 50°-55° 10°-12.8°
type white wines

Dry Sherry, such as fino or 55°-56° 12°-13°
manzanilla

Fine, dry white wines 58°-62° 14°-16.5°
Finer dessert wines, such as a 58°-62° 14°-16.5°
good Sauternes

Light, fruity red wines 58°-60° 14°-14.5°

(continued)
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Table 4-1 (continued)

Type of Wine Temperature °F Temperature °C
Most red wines 62°—65° 16°-18°

Sherry (other than dry fino or 62°-65° 16°-18°
manzanilla)

Port 62°-65° 16°-18°

Believe It or Not, Glasses Do Matter

If you're just drinking wine as refreshment with your meal and you aren’t
thinking about the wine much as it goes down, the glass you use probably
doesn’t matter too much. A jelly glass? Why not? Plastic glasses? Great on
picnics, not to mention in airplanes (where the wine’s quality usually doesn’t
demand great glasses anyway).

But if you have a good wine, a special occasion, friends who want to talk about
the wine with you, or the boss over for dinner, stemware (glasses with stems)
is called for. And it’s not just a question of etiquette and status: Good wine
tastes better out of good glasses. Really.

Think of wine glasses as being like stereo speakers. Any old speaker brings
the music to your ears, just like any old glass brings the wine to your lips.
But (assuming you care to notice it) can’t you appreciate the sound so much
more, aesthetically and emotionally, from good speakers? The same principle
holds true with wine and wine glasses. You can appreciate wine’s aroma and
flavor complexities so much more out of a fine wine glass.

Believe it or not, the taste of a wine changes when you drink it out of different
types of glasses. Three aspects of a glass are important: size, shape, and
thickness. All three elements and their effect on your wine experience are
described in the next few sections.

Regardless of their size, shape, or thickness, good wine glasses always have
one characteristic in common: They’re clear. Those pretty pink or green glasses
may look nice in your china cabinet, but they interfere with your ability to
distinguish the true colors of the wine.

Size

For dry red and white wine, small glasses are all wrong — besides that,
they’re a pain in the neck. You just can’t swirl the wine around in those little
glasses without spilling it, which makes appreciating the aroma of the wine
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almost impossible. And furthermore, who wants to bother continually refill-
ing them? Small glasses work adequately only for Sherry or dessert wines,
which have strong aromas to begin with and are generally consumed in
smaller quantities than table wines. In most cases, larger is usually better.

To properly match glass size to wine, follow these guidelines:

v Glasses for red wines should hold a minimum of 12 ounces; many of the
best glasses have capacities ranging from 16 to 24 ounces, or more.

v Glasses for white wines should hold 10 to 12 ounces, at minimum.

v Glasses for sparkling wines should hold 8 to 12 ounces.

Avoid filling your glass to the brim so you can have some margin of safety
for swirling and smelling your wine. One-third capacity is the best fill-level
for serious red wines. White wine glasses can be filled halfway, and sparkling
wine glasses can be three-quarters full.

Shape

Some wine glasses have very round bowls, whereas others have more elongated,
somewhat narrower bowls. The next two sections highlight which shape is
most appropriate for which wines.

Have a little fun with your stemware! When having dinner at home, try your
wine in glasses of different shapes, just to see which glass works best for that
particular wine.

Tulips, flutes, and trumpets: Sparkling-wine glasses

You thought that a tulip was a flower and a flute was a musical instrument?
Well, they also happen to be types of glasses designed for use with sparkling
wine. The tulip (see Figure 4-4) is the ideally shaped glass for Champagne and
other sparkling wines. It’s tall, elongated, and narrower at the rim than in the
middle of the bowl. This shape helps hold the bubbles in the wine longer, not
allowing them to escape freely (the way the wide-mouthed, sherbet-cup-like,
so-called Champagne glasses do).

The flute (see Figure 4-4) is another good sparkling wine glass; but it’s less
ideal than the tulip because it doesn’t narrow at the mouth. The trumpet (see
Figure 4-4) actually widens at the mouth, making it less suitable for sparkling
wine but very elegant looking. Another drawback of the trumpet glass is that,
depending on the design, the wine can actually fill the whole stem, which
means the wine warms up from the heat of your hand as you hold the stem.
Better to avoid the trumpet glass.
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|
Figure 4-4:
Glasses for
sparkling
wine

(from left):
tulip, flute,
trumpet.
|

|
Figure 4-5:
The
Bordeaux
glass (left)
and the
Burgundy
glass.
|

i

© Akira Chiwaki

Oval or apple? Glasses for nonsparkling wines

An oval-shaped bowl that’s narrow at its mouth (see Figure 4-5) is ideal for
many red wines, such as Bordeaux, Cabernet Sauvignons, Merlots, Chiantis,
and Zinfandels. On the other hand, some red wines, such as Burgundies, Pinot
Noirs, and Barolos, are best appreciated in wider-bowled, apple-shaped glasses
(see Figure 4-5). Which shape and size works best for which wine has to do
with issues such as how the glass’s shape controls the flow of wine onto your
tongue. (One glassmaker, Riedel Crystal, has designed a specific glass for every
imaginable type of wine!)

¥ \

{]

© Akira Chiwaki



Chapter 4: Getting the Cork Out (And All That Comes After): Serving Wine

How many glasses do | need, anyway?

Pinot Noir glasses. Riesling glasses. Burgundy
glasses. Champagne glasses. What's a wine
lover to do? Buy a different type of glass for each
kind of wine? Actually, two different glasses for
both red and white wines, plus one glass for spar-
kling wines, such as Champagne, should take
care of most of your wine drinking needs.

One tall, oval-shaped glass, the so-called
Bordeaux glass, is the glass of choice for all
red and white wines except for Pinot Noirs,
Barolos, and Chardonnays. You can use the
wider-bowled, apple-shaped glass for all Pinot
Noirs (including red Burgundy), Nebbiolo-based
wines (such as Barolo and Barbaresco), and all
Chardonnays (including white Burgundy and
Chablis). The wider-bowled glass expresses
the aromas of these wines better. For all spar-
kling wines, including Champagne, choose a tall
tulip-shaped glass — definitely not the narrow
flute, which does nothing for the wine’s aromas.

Glass thickness

You can buy fine, inexpensive wine glasses at
any good home furnishing chain stores, such as
Pottery Barn.

If you want something finer, try Riedel or
Spiegelau Crystal. Riedel is an Austrian glass
manufacturer that specializes in making
the right wine glass for each kind of wine.
Spiegelau, a German company now owned by
Riedel, operates similarly, but its glasses are
less expensive than Riedel’s. Additionally, New
York City—based Ravenscroft Crystal now offers
quality crystal wine glasses at moderate prices.
You can buy these glasses in many department
stores, specialty shops, or glass companies.

The more you care to pay attention to the flavor
of the wine, the more you truly appreciate and
enjoy wine from a good wine glass. It's as
simple as that!

Stemware made of very thin, fine crystal costs a lot more than normal glasses.

That’s one reason why many people don’t use it and precisely why some people
do. The better reason for using fine crystal is that the wine tastes better out of it.

Whether the elegant crystal simply heightens the aesthetic experience of wine
drinking or whether a more scientific reason exists has yet to be determined.

Washing your wine glasses
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<P Detergents often leave a filmy residue in glasses, which can affect the aroma
and flavor of your wine. Clean your good crystal glasses by hand, using washing
soda or baking soda. (Washing soda is the better of the two; it doesn’t cake up
like baking soda.) Neither product leaves any soapy, filmy residue in your glass.
You can find washing soda in the soap/detergent section of supermarkets.
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After the Party’s Over:
Storing Leftover Wine

A sparkling-wine stopper, a device that fits over an opened bottle, is really
effective in keeping any remaining Champagne or sparkling wine fresh (often
for several days) in the refrigerator. But what do you do when you have red
or white wine left in the bottle?

If the cork still fits, you can simply put it back into the bottle and place the
bottle in the refrigerator. (Even red wines stay fresher there; just take the
bottle out to warm up about an hour before serving it.) But four other meth-
ods are also reliable in keeping your remaining wine from oxidizing. These
techniques are all the more effective if you put the bottle in the fridge after
using them:

v If you have about half a bottle of wine left, pour the wine into a clean,
empty, half-sized wine bottle and recork the smaller bottle.

v Use a handy, inexpensive, miniature pump called a Vacu Vin (available
in most wine stores). This pump removes oxygen from the bottle, and
the rubber stoppers that come with it prevent additional oxygen from
entering the bottle. It’s supposed to keep your wine fresh for up to a
week, but it doesn’t always work that well.

v Buy small cans of inert gas (available in some wine stores). Just squirt a
few shots of the gas into the bottle through a skinny straw, which comes
with the can, and put the cork back in the bottle. The gas displaces the
oxygen in the bottle, thus protecting the wine from oxidizing. Simple and
effective. Private Preserve is a good and highly recommended brand.

»* A new device, called WineSavor, is a flexible plastic disk that you roll up
and insert down the bottle’s neck. Once inside the bottle, the disk opens
up and floats on top of the wine, blocking the wine from oxygen.

W To avoid all this bother, just drink the wine! Or, if you're not too fussy, just
place the leftover wine in the refrigerator and drink it in the next day or two —
before it goes into a coma.



Chapter 5

For Slurps and Gurgles: Tasting
and Describing Wine

In This Chapter

Using your eyes, nose, and tongue to properly taste wines
Understanding the effect of acidity, tannin, and alcohol
Unveiling the six mysterious concepts of wine quality
Recording your tasting commentary for future reference

M aybe you’re a cynic; maybe right about now you’re saying, “Hey, |
already know how to taste. I do it every day, three to five times a day.
All that wine-tasting humbug is just another way of making wine complicated.”

And you know, in a way, you're right. Anyone who can taste coffee or a ham-
burger can taste wine. All you need are a nose, taste buds, and a brain. You
also have all that it takes to speak Mandarin. Having the ability to do some-
thing is different from knowing how to do it and applying that know-how in
everyday life, however.

This chapter takes you through a special process of tasting wine to help you
enhance your everyday wine-drinking experience. You find out how to get
your eyes and nose involved, distinguish a quality wine from a lesser one,
and record your tasting observations for posterity.

Knowing What to Do Before You Sip

You drink beverages every day, tasting them as they pass through your
mouth. In the case of wine, however, drinking and tasting aren’t synonymous.
Wine is much more complex than other beverages. For example, most wines
have a lot of different (and subtle) flavors, all at the same time, and they give
you multiple sensations when they’re in your mouth, such as softness and
sharpness together.
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If you just drink wine, gulping it down the way you do soda, you miss a lot of
what you paid for. But if you taste wine, you can discover its nuances. In fact,
the more slowly and attentively you taste wine, the more interesting it tastes.

And with that, you have the two fundamental rules of wine tasting:

1. Slow down.

2. Pay attention.

The process of tasting a wine — that is, of systematically experiencing all the
wine’s attributes — has three steps. And believe it or not, the first two steps
don’t actually involve your mouth at all! First, you look at the wine; then you
smell it.

Starting with the eyes

Wines can vary a lot in appearance, even within their color category. Some
whites are water pale, for example, while others are lemon yellow. The color
isn’t an indication of quality, but it can be a clue to the wine’s style: Deeper
colored wines are often (but not always) richer in flavor and generally
“bigger” wines.

To observe a wine’s appearance, tilt a (half-full) glass away from you and look
at the color of the wine against a white background, such as the tablecloth or
a piece of paper (a colored background distorts the color of the wine). Notice
how dark or how pale the wine is, what color it is, and whether the color
fades from the center of the wine out toward the edge, where it touches the
glass. Also notice whether the wine is cloudy, clear, or brilliant. (Most wines
are clear. Some unfiltered wines can be less than brilliant but shouldn’t be
cloudy.) Eventually, you’ll begin to notice patterns, such as deeper color in
younger red wines.

If you have time to kill, at this point you can also swirl the wine around in
your glass (see the following section, “Savoring the scent”) and observe the
way the wine runs back down the inside of the glass. Some wines form legs
or tears that flow slowly down. Once upon a time, these legs were interpreted
as the sure sign of a rich, high-quality wine. Actually, a wine’s legs are a com-
plicated phenomenon having to do with the surface tension of the wine and
the evaporation rate of the wine’s alcohol. If you're a physicist, this is a good
time to show off your expertise and enlighten your fellow tasters — but oth-
erwise, don’t bother drawing conclusions from the legs.
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Savoring the scent o
Understanding
The swirling and sniffing stage of tasting is the really fun part. You can let Wine

your imagination run wild, and no one will ever dare to contradict you. If you
say that a wine smells like wild strawberries to you, how can anyone prove
that it doesn’t?

Before you roll your eyes or get overwhelmed, please know that: a) you don’t
have to apply this procedure to every single wine you drink; b) you won’t
look foolish doing it, at least in the eyes of other wine lovers; and c) it’s a
great trick at parties to avoid talking with someone you don’t like.

Perfecting the art of sniffing

To get the most out of your sniffing, swirl the wine in the glass first. But don’t
even think about swirling your wine if your glass is more than half full —
unless of course you enjoy wearing your wine more than drinking it.

Keep your glass on the table and rotate it three or four times so the wine
swirls around inside the glass and mixes with the air. Then quickly bring the
glass to your nose. Stick your nose into the airspace of the glass (where the
aromas are captured) and smell the wine.

Try different sniffing techniques until you have yours nailed down. For
instance, some people like to take short, quick sniffs, whereas others like to
inhale a deep whiff of the wine’s smell. Keeping your mouth open a bit while
you inhale can help you perceive aromas. (Some people even hold one nostril
closed and smell with the other, but we think that’s a bit kinky.)

When it comes to smelling wine, many people are concerned that they aren’t
able to detect as many aromas as they think they should. Smelling wine is
really just a matter of practice and attention, as well as being in the right sur-
roundings. Follow these tips to become a good wine sniffer:

v Don’t wear a strong scent; it’'ll compete with the smell of the wine.

v Don’t knock yourself out smelling a wine when strong food aromas are
present. The tomatoes you smell in the wine could really be the tomato
in someone’s pasta sauce.

v Become a perpetual smeller. If you start to pay more attention to smells
in your normal activities, you'll get better at smelling wine. Smell
every ingredient when you cook, everything you eat, the fresh fruits
and vegetables you buy at the supermarket, even the smells of your
environment — like leather, wet earth, fresh road tar, grass, flowers,
your wet dog, shoe polish, and your medicine cabinet. Stuff your mental
database with smells so you’ll have aroma memories at your disposal
when you need to draw on them.
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Naniing the many scents you smell

As you swirl, the aromas in the wine vaporize, so you can smell them. Wine
has so many aromatic compounds (the atoms that bring the scent) that what-
ever you find in the smell of a wine probably isn’t merely a figment of your
imagination.

The point behind this ritual of swirling and sniffing is that what you smell
should be pleasurable to you, maybe even fascinating, and that you should
have fun in the process. As you sniff, free-associate. Is the aroma fruity,
woodsy, fresh, cooked, intense, light? Your nose tires quickly, but it recovers
quickly, too. Wait a moment and try again. Listen to your friends’ comments
and try to find the same aromas they smell.

Hang around wine geeks for a while, and you’ll start to hear words such as
petrol, manure, sweaty saddle, burnt match, and asparagus used to describe the
aromas of some wines. “Yuck!” you say? Of course you do! Fortunately, the
wines that exhibit such smells aren’t the wines you’ll be drinking for the most
part — unless you really catch the wine bug right away. Whenever you do
catch the wine bug, you may discover that those aromas, in the right wine, can
really be a kick. Even if you don’t come to enjoy those smells, you’ll appreciate
them as typical characteristics of certain regions or grapes.

Then there are the bad smells that nobody tries to defend. They don’t pop
up often, but they are out there, because wine is a natural, agricultural prod-
uct with a will of its own. Often when a wine is seriously flawed, that shows
immediately in the nose of the wine. Wine judges have a term for such wines.
They call them DNPIM — Do Not Put In Mouth. Not that you'll get ill, but

why subject your taste buds to the same abuse that your nose just took?
Sometimes a bad cork is to blame, and sometimes some other sort of prob-
lem in the winemaking or even the storage of the wine is the culprit. Just rack
it up to experience and open a different bottle.

Bringing the Tongue into the Act

A\

After you've looked at a wine and smelled it (see the previous sections in
this chapter), you're finally allowed to taste it. Welcome to the time when
grown men and women sit around and make strange faces, gurgling the wine
and sloshing it around in their mouths with looks of intense concentration in
their eyes. You can make an enemy for life if you distract a wine taster just at
the moment when she’s focusing all of his energy on the last few drops of a
special wine.

Here’s how the procedure goes. Take a medium-sized sip of wine. Hold it in
your mouth, purse your lips, and draw in some air across your tongue, over
the wine. (Be utterly careful not to choke or dribble, or else everyone will
strongly suspect that you're not a wine expert.) Then swish the wine around
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in your mouth as if you're chewing it. Then swallow it. The whole process Book |
should take several seconds, depending on how much you concentrate on
the wine. Wondering what to concentrate on? The next sections clue you in
to just that.

Understanding
Wine

Feeling the basic taste sensations

Taste buds on the tongue can register various sensations, known as the basic
tastes, which include sweetness, sourness, saltiness, bitterness, and umami
(a savory characteristic). Of these tastes, sweetness, sourness, and bitter-
ness are those most commonly found in wine. By moving the wine around

in your mouth, you give it a chance to hit all of your taste buds so you don’t
miss anything in the wine (even if sourness and bitterness sound like things
you wouldn’t mind missing).

As you swish the wine around in your mouth, you also buy time. Your brain
needs a few seconds to figure out what the tongue is tasting and make some
sense of it. Any sweetness in the wine registers in your brain first because
many of the taste buds on the front of your tongue — where the wine hits
first — capture the sensation of sweetness. Acidity — which, by the way, is
what normal people call sourness — and bitterness register subsequently.
(While your brain is working out the relative impressions of sweetness, acidity,
and bitterness, you can be thinking about how the wine feels in your mouth:
heavy, light, smooth, rough, and so on.)

To find the right wine words for those taste sensations moving sequentially
across your palate, check out the following sections.

Sweetness (sweet versus dry)

As soon as you put wine into your mouth, you can usually notice either
sweetness or the lack of it. In Winespeak, dry is the opposite of sweet.
Classify the wine you're tasting as any of the following:

v Dry
v Offdry (in other words, somewhat sweet)
v Sweet

Beginning wine tasters sometimes describe dry wines as sweet because they
confuse fruitiness with sweetness. A wine is fruity when it has distinct aromas
and fruit flavors. You smell the fruitiness with your nose; sweetness, on the
other hand, is a tangible impression on your tongue. When in doubt, try hold-
ing your nose when you taste the wine; if the wine really is sweet, you'll be able
to taste the sweetness despite the fact that you can’t smell the fruitiness.
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Acidity (the backbone for whites)

All wine contains acid (mainly fartaric acid, which exists in grapes), but some
wines are more acidic than others. Acidity is more of a taste factor in white
wines than in reds. For white wines, acidity is the backbone of the wine’s
taste (it gives the wine firmness in your mouth). White wines with a high
amount of acidity feel crisp, and those without enough acidity feel flabby.

Softness and firmness are actually textural impressions a wine gives you as
you taste it. Just as your mouth feels temperature in a liquid, it also feels
texture. Some wines literally feel soft and smooth as they move through your
mouth; others feel hard, rough, or coarse. In white wines, acid is usually
responsible for impressions of hardness or firmness (or crispness); in red
wines, tannin is usually responsible. Low levels of either substance can make
a wine feel pleasantly soft — or too soft, depending on the wine and your
taste preferences.

You generally perceive acidity in the middle of your mouth — what wine-
tasters call the mid-palate. You can also sense the consequences of acidity
(or the lack of it) in the overall style of the wine — whether it’s a tart little
number or a soft and generous sort, for example. Classify the wine you're
tasting as

v Crisp
v Soft
v “Couch potato”

Unfermented sugar contributes to an impression of softness, as can alcohol.
But very high alcohol — which is fairly common in wines these days — can
give a wine an edge of hardness.

Tannin (the backbone for reds)

Tannin is a substance that exists naturally in the skins, seeds (or pips), and
stems of grapes. Because red wines are fermented with their grape skins and
pips, and because red grape varieties are generally higher in tannin than white
varieties, tannin levels are far higher in red wines than in white wines. Oak bar-
rels can also contribute tannin to wines, both reds and whites. Have you ever
taken a sip of a red wine and rapidly experienced a drying-out feeling in your
mouth, as if something had blotted up all of your saliva? That’s tannin.

To generalize a bit, tannin is to a red wine what acidity is to a white: a back-
bone. Tannins alone can taste bitter, but some tannins in wine are less bitter
than others. Also, other elements of the wine, such as sweetness, can mask
the perception of bitterness (see the section titled “Balance” later in this
chapter). You sense tannin — as bitterness, or as firmness or richness of
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texture — mainly in the rear of your mouth. If the amount of tannin in a wine Book |

is high, you also sense it on the inside of your cheeks and on your gums. .
Understanding

Depending on the amount and nature of its tannin, you can describe a red Wine

wine as

v Astringent
v Firm
v Soft

Red wines have acid as well as tannin, and distinguishing between the two as
you taste a wine can be a real challenge. When you’re not sure whether what
you’re perceiving is mainly tannin or acid, pay attention to how your mouth
feels after you've swallowed the wine. Acid makes you salivate (saliva is alka-
line, and it flows to neutralize the acid); tannin leaves your mouth dry.

Body (fullness and weight)

A wine’s body is an impression you get from the whole of the wine — not a
basic taste that registers on your tongue. It’s the impression of the weight
and size of the wine in your mouth, which is usually attributable principally
to a wine’s alcohol. We say “impression” because, obviously, one ounce of
any wine will occupy exactly the same space in your mouth and weigh the
same as one ounce of any other wine. But some wines seem fuller, bigger, or
heavier in the mouth than others.

Think about the wine’s fullness and weight as you taste it. Imagine that your
tongue is a tiny scale and judge how much the wine is weighing it down. Then
classify the wine as any of the following:

v Light-bodied

v Medium-bodied

v Full-bodied

Working nose and mouth:
The flavor dimension

Until you let your nose in on the action, all you can taste in a wine are the
sensations of sweetness, acidity, and bitterness and a general impression of
weight and texture. Where have all the wild strawberries gone? They're still
there in the wine, right next to the chocolate and plums.
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To be perfectly correct about it, these flavors are actually aromas that you
taste not through tongue contact, but by inhaling them up an interior nasal
passage in the back of your mouth called the refronasal passage. When you
draw in air across the wine in your mouth, you're vaporizing the aromas just
as you did when you swirled the wine in your glass. See? There really is a
method to this madness!

Wines have flavors (or mouth aromas), but wines don’t come in a specific
flavor. Although you may enjoy the suggestion of chocolate in a red wine that
you're tasting, you wouldn’t want to go to a wine store and ask for a choco-
laty wine, unless you don’t mind the idea of people trying not to laugh aloud
at you.

Instead, refer to families of flavors in wine. In general, you have your

v Fruity wines: The wines make you think of all sorts of fruit when you
smell them or taste them.

v~ Earthy wines: These remind you of minerals and rocks, walks in the
forest, turning the earth in your garden, dry leaves, and so on.

v~ Spicy wines: These wines turn your mind to cinnamon, cloves, black
pepper, or Indian spices, for example.

v~ Herbal wines: These make you think of mint, grass, hay, rosemary, and
the like.

If you really love a wine and want to try another one that’s similar but differ-
ent (and it’ll always be different, guaranteed), one method is to decide what
families of flavors in the wine you like and mention that to the person selling
you your next bottle.

Another aspect of flavor that’s important to consider is a wine’s flavor inten-
sity, which is how much flavor the wine has, regardless of what those flavors
are. Some wines are as flavorful as a Big Mac, whereas others have flavors
as subtle as fillet of sole. Flavor intensity is a major factor to consider when
pairing wine with food (as you can read in Chapter 6 in Book I), and it also
helps determine how much you like a particular wine.

Answering the Quality Question:
What's a Good Wine?

After you go through all the rigmarole of properly tasting a wine, it’s time to
reach a conclusion: Do you like what you tasted? The possible answers are
“yes,” “no,” an indifferent shrug of the shoulders, or “I'm not sure, let me take
another taste” (this last one means you have serious wine-nerd potential).
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Did you notice, by any chance, that nowhere among the terms to describe
wines are the words great, very good, or good? Instead of worrying about
crisp wines, earthy wines, and medium-bodied wines, wouldn'’t it just be
easier to walk into a wine shop and say, “Give me a very good wine for dinner
tonight”? Isn’t quality the ultimate issue — or at least, quality within your
price range, also known as value?

Wine producers constantly brag about the quality ratings that their wines
receive from critics, because a high rating — which implies high quality —
translates into increased sales for a wine. But quality wines come in all
colors, degrees of sweetness and dryness, and flavor profiles. Just because

a wine is high quality doesn’t mean you’ll actually enjoy it, any more than
two-thumbs-up means you’ll love a particular movie. Personal taste is simply
more relevant than quality when it comes to choosing a wine.

Nevertheless, degrees of quality do exist among wines. But a wine’s quality isn’t
absolute: How great a wine is or isn’t depends on who’s doing the judging.
Read on for a better understanding of the characteristics that define a quality
wine and advice on how to create your own numbering system.

Evaluating the major characteristics

A good wine is, above all, a wine that you like enough to drink. After all, the
whole purpose of a wine is to give pleasure to those who drink it. After that,
how good a wine is depends on how it measures up to a set of (more or less)
agreed-upon standards of performance established by experienced, trained
experts. These standards involve mysterious concepts such as balance,
length, depth, complexity, finish, and trueness to type (which is really typicity in
Winespeak and typicité in Snobwinespeak). None of these concepts is objec-
tively measurable, by the way.

Balance

Balance is the relationship of the four components of wine (sweetness; acidity;
tannin; and, oh yeah, alcohol) to one another. A wine is balanced when nothing
sticks out as you taste it, such as harsh tannin or too much sweetness. Most wines
are balanced to most people. But if you have any pet peeves about food — say, if
you really hate anything tart or if you never eat sweets — you may perceive
some wines to be unbalanced. If you perceive them to be unbalanced, then
they’re unbalanced for you. (Professional tasters know their own idiosyncra-
sies and adjust for them when they judge wine.)

Tannin and acidity are hardening elements in a wine (they make a wine taste
firmer in the mouth), whereas alcohol and sugar (if any) are softening ele-
ments. The balance of a wine is the interrelationship of the hard and soft
aspects of a wine, as well as a key indicator of quality.
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Length

Length is a word used to describe a wine that gives an impression of going
all the way on the palate — meaning you can taste it across the full length

of your tongue — rather than stopping short halfway through your tasting
of it. Many wines today are very upfront on the palate — they make a big
impression as soon as you taste them — but they don’t go the distance in
your mouth. In other words, these wines are short. Generally, high alcohol or
excess tannin is to blame. Length is a sure sign of high quality.

Depth

Depth is yet another subjective, immeasurable attribute of a high-quality
wine. A wine is considered to have depth when it seems to have a dimen-
sion of verticality — that is, it doesn’t taste flat and one-dimensional in your
mouth. A “flat” wine can never be great.

Complexity

There’s nothing wrong with a simple, straightforward wine, especially if you
enjoy it. But a wine that keeps revealing different characteristics of itself, always
showing you a new flavor or impression — a wine that has complexity — is
usually considered better quality. Some experts use the term complexity
specifically to indicate that a wine has a multiplicity of aromas and flavors,
whereas others use it in a more holistic (but less precise) sense to refer to
the total impression a wine gives you.

Finish

The impression a wine leaves in the back of your mouth and in your throat
after you swallow it is its finish or aftertaste. In a good wine, you can still
perceive the wine’s flavors — such as fruitiness or spiciness — at that point.
Some wines may finish hot, because of high alcohol, or bitter, because of
tannin — both shortcomings. Or a wine may have nothing much at all to say
for itself after you swallow.

Typicity

In order to judge a wine’s typicity, or whether it’s true to its type, you have
to know how that type is supposed to taste, which means you must know
the textbook characteristics of wines made from the major grape varieties
and wines of the world’s classic wine regions. (For example, the Cabernet
Sauvignon grape typically has an aroma and flavor of blackcurrants, and the
French white wine called Pouilly-Fumé typically has a slight gunflint aroma.)
Flip to Chapter 2 in Book I for those exciting details.
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The charm of an aged wine

Aged wines are a thing apart from young
wines — and some wines don’t really reach
their full expression until they've aged. Try drink-
ing a highly acclaimed young red Bordeaux, say
a 1996 Chateau Lafite-Rothschild. You taste a
mouthful of tannin, and although the wine has
concentration, you probably wonder what all
the fuss is about. Try it in 10 to 15 years; the
assertive tannins have softened; a wonderful
bouquet of cedar, tobacco, and blackcurrants
emerges from the glass; and a natural sweet-
ness of flavor has developed.

As a fine wine matures in the bottle, a series of
chemical and physical changes occur. These
changes are poorly understood, but their effects
are evident in the style of a mature red wine.

v The wine becomes paler in color.

v Its aroma evolves from the fruity aromas
(and often oakiness) it had when young to a
complex leathery and earthy bouquet.

v~ Its tannic, harsh texture diminishes, and the
wine becomes silky.

Mature wines seem to be easier to digest, and
they go to your head less quickly. (Perhaps that's
because we tend to drink them slowly, with rev-
erence.) Besides visceral pleasure, they offer a
special emotional satisfaction. Tasting an aged
wine can be like traveling back in time, sharing
a connection with people who have gone before
in the great chain of humanity.

Decoding the critics’ numerical systems
and developing your own

When a wine critic writes a tasting note, he usually accompanies it with a
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point score, which is a judgment of the wine’s quality on a scale of 20 or 100.
You see these numbers plastered all over the shelves in your wine shop and
in wine advertisements.

Because words are such a difficult medium for describing wine, the popularity
of number ratings has spread like wildfire. Many wine lovers don’t bother to
read the descriptions in a critic’s wine reviews. Instead, they just run out to
buy the wines with the highest scores. (Hey, they’re the best wines, right?)
Wines that receive high scores from the best-known critics sell out almost
overnight as the result of the demand generated by their scores.

Numbers do provide convenient shorthand for communicating a critic’s opinion
of a wine’s quality. But number ratings are also problematic for a number of
reasons:

v The sheer precision of the scores suggests that they’re objective, when
in fact they represent either the subjective opinion of an individual critic
or the combined subjective opinions of a panel of critics.
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v~ Different critics can apply the same scale differently. For example, some
may assign 95 points only to wines that are truly great compared to all
wines of all types, whereas others could assign the same score to a wine
that is great in its own class.

v The score likely reflects an evaluation of a wine in different circum-
stances than you’ll taste it. Most critics rate wines by tasting them with-
out food, for example, whereas most wine drinkers drink wine with food.
Also, the wineglass the critic uses can be different from what you use;
even this seemingly minor detail can affect the way the wine presents
itself. (See Chapter 4 in Book I to find out how wineglasses can affect a
wine’s taste.)

v Number scores tell you absolutely nothing about how a wine tastes.

You may hate a wine that’s rated highly. (Not only that, but you may end up
feeling like a hopeless fool who can’t recognize quality when it’s staring him
in the face.) Save your money and your pride by deciding what kinds of wine
you like and then trying to figure out from the words whether a particular
wine is your style, regardless of the number rating.

Despite the pitfalls of number ratings, you may be inclined to score wines
yourself when you taste. Numbers can be very meaningful to the person
assigning them. To start, decide which scale you want to use. A scale with

100 as the highest score is more intuitive than a scale ending in 20. (Most 100-
point scales are actually only 50-point scales, with 50 points, not 0, represent-
ing the poorest conceivable quality.)

After deciding on your scale, create several groupings of points, and write down
the quality level that each group represents. It can be something like this:

v 95-100: Absolutely outstanding; one of the finest wines ever

v 90-94: Exceptional quality; excellent wine

v 85-89: Very good quality

v 80-84: Above-average quality; good

v 75-79: Average commercial quality (a “C” student)

v 70-74: Below-average quality

v Below 70: Poor quality
Until you get the hang of using this system, you may just want to give each wine
a range rather than a precise score, such as 80-84 (good) or 85-89 (very good).

As you gain experience in tasting wine and rating wine quality, you’ll become
more opinionated and your scores will naturally become more precise.
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Some people have a special ability to remember tastes; others need to take Wine

notes to remember what they tasted, let alone what they thought of it. If you
have the slightest difficulty remembering the names of wines, jot down the
names of the ones you try and like so you can enjoy them, or similar wines,
again. The following sections help you get started documenting your
observations about the wines you taste.

Writing down comments about wines that you taste is also a good idea. Even
if you're one of those lucky few who can remember everything you taste,
writing your tasting notes now and then can be a good way to help discipline
your tasting methods.

Taking notes when you taste
A good starting point for note-taking is to write the letters

v C (for color and appearance in general)
v N (for nose)

v T (for taste, or mouth impressions)

Put one below the other, under the name of each wine on your tasting sheet,
leaving space to record your impressions. When you taste, take each wine as
it comes: If a wine is very aromatic, write lots of descriptors next to N, but if

the aroma is understated, just write subtle or even not much.

Also, be sure to approach the wine sequentially as you taste it, noting its
attack and evolution, and holding the wine long enough to describe its bal-
ance and texture too. Taste the wine again to determine what else it may be
saying. Sometimes at that point you arrive at a summary description of the
wine, like a huge wine packed with fruitiness that’s ready to drink now, or a
lean, austere wine that will taste better with food than alone. Your tasting notes
may be a combination of fragmented observation — high acid, very crisp —
and summary description.

At first, your own notes will be brief. Just a few words, like soft, fruity or
tannic, hard are fine to remind you later what the wine was like. And as an
evaluation of overall quality, there’s absolutely nothing wrong with yum!
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Finding your own descriptive style

Some people think there’s a right way and a wrong way to describe wine. Many
enologists (people who've earned a degree in the science of winemaking), for
example, usually favor a scientific approach to describing wine. This approach
relies on descriptors that are objective, quantifiable, and reproducible — such
as the level of acidity in a wine (which is measurable) or specific aroma and
flavor descriptors (reproducible in laboratory tests). They dislike fanciful or
unspecific terms, such as rich, generous, or smooth.

Other people who aren’t scientists believe that strictly scientific descriptions
usually fail to communicate the spirit of a wine. Even if you're all for noting
the relative acidity, tannin, and alcohol levels of a wine, don’t stop there!
Describe the overall personality of a wine. Who cares if the language you use
is more personal than universal?

If a wine inspires you to fanciful description, by all means go with it; only a
cold-blooded scientist would resist. The experience of that wine will become
memorable through the personal words you use to name it. (But try to avoid
letting yourself be moved to poetry over every wine. The vast majority of
wines are prosaic, and their descriptions should be too.)

When you do lapse into metaphor over a wine, don’t necessarily expect
others to understand what you mean, or even to approve. Literal types will
be all over you, demanding to know what a rainbow tastes like and how a
wine can possibly resemble a cat.

In the end, the experience of wine is so personal that the best anyone can do is
to try to describe the experience to others. Your descriptions will be meaningful
to people who share your approach and your language, especially if they’re
tasting the wine along with you. But someone else picking up your notes will
find them incomprehensible. Likewise, you'll find some wine descriptions you
read incomprehensible. Such is the nature of the exercise.



Chapter 6
Pairing Food and Wine

In This Chapter

Discovering the predictable reactions between wines and foods
Playing with the classic pairing principles

Digesting some classic combos that still work

E/ery now and then, you encounter a wine that stops you dead in your
tracks. It’s so sensational that you lose all interest in anything but that
wine. You drink it with intent appreciation, trying to memorize the taste.
You wouldn’t dream of diluting its perfection with a mouthful of food.

But 999 times out of 1,000, wine is better with food. Wine is meant to go with
food. And good food is meant to go with wine.

But how best to marry the two? There are thousands of wines in the world,
and every one is different. There are also thousands of basic foods in the world,
each different — not to mention the infinite combinations of foods in prepared
dishes. In reality, food-with-wine is about as simple an issue as boy-meets-girl.
Not convinced? This chapter reassures you by explaining just how wine and
food mix, sharing the two principles you need to know to pair like a pro, and
providing some classic pairing combinations.

How Wine and Food Work Together

Every dish is dynamic, made up of several ingredients and flavors that
interact to create a (more or less) delicious whole. Every wine is dynamic
in exactly the same way. When food and wine combine in your mouth, the
dynamics of each change; the result is completely individual to each food-
and-wine combination. (And, of course, each person’s individual palate
judges the success of each combination. Small wonder no rules exist!)
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When wine meets food, several things can happen:

+~ The food can exaggerate a characteristic of the wine. For example, if you
eat walnuts (which are tannic) with a tannic red wine, such as a Bordeaux
(see Chapter 2 in Book II), the wine tastes so dry and astringent that most
people would consider it undrinkable.

v The food can diminish a characteristic of the wine. Protein diminishes
the impression of tannin, for example, and an overly tannic red wine —
unpleasant on its own — could be delightful with rare steak or roast beef.

v~ The flavor intensity of the food can obliterate the wine’s flavor or vice
versa. If you've ever drunk a big, rich red wine with a delicate filet of
sole, you've experienced this possibility firsthand.

v The wine can contribute new flavors to the dish. For example, a red
Zinfandel that’s gushing with berry fruit can bring its berry flavors to the
dish, as if another ingredient had been added.

+* The combination of wine and food can create an unwelcome third-
party flavor that wasn’t in either the wine or the food originally. You
might get a metallic flavor when you eat plain white-meat turkey with
red Bordeaux.

v The food and wine can interact perfectly, creating a sensational taste
experience that’s greater than the food or the wine alone. This scenario
is what ideally happens every time you eat and drink, but it’s as rare as a
show-stopping dish.

Fortunately, what happens between food and wine isn’t haphazard. Certain
elements of food react in predictable ways with certain elements of wine, giving
you a fighting chance at making successful matches. The major components
of wine (alcohol, sweetness, acid, and tannin) relate to the basic tastes of
food (sweetness, sourness, bitterness, and saltiness) the same way that the
principle of balance in wine operates: Some of the elements exaggerate each
other, and some of them compensate for each other.

MBER Each wine and each dish has more than one component, and the simple
relationships can be complicated by other elements in the wine or the
food. Whether a wine is considered tannic, sweet, acidic, or high in alcohol
depends on its dominant component. (Flip to Chapter 5 in Book I for more
about these taste elements.)

The following sections outline some ways that food and wine interact, based
on the components of the wine.
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The fifth wheel

Common wisdom was that humans can per-
ceive four basic tastes: sweet, sour, salty,
and bitter. But people who study food have
concluded that a fifth taste exists, and there
may be many more than that. The fifth taste
is called umami (pronounced o0o-mah-me),
and it's associated with a savory character in
foods. Shellfish, oily fish, meats, and cheeses

Umami-rich foods can increase the sensation of
bitterness in wines served with them. To coun-
teract this effect, try adding something salty
(such as salt itself) or sour (such as vinegar) to
your dish. Although this suggestion defies the
adage that vinegar and wine don't get along,
the results are the proof of the pudding.
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are some foods high in umami taste.
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Tannic wines

Tannic wines include most wines based on the Cabernet Sauvignon grape
(including red Bordeaux, described in Chapter 2 of Book II), northern Rhone reds
(see Chapter 5 in Book II), Barolo and Barbaresco (see Chapter 2 in Book III), and
any wine — white or red — that has become tannic from aging in new oak
barrels. These wines can

v Diminish the perception of sweetness in a food

v Taste softer and less tannic when served with protein-rich, fatty foods,
such as steak or cheese

v~ Taste less bitter when paired with salty foods

v Taste astringent, or mouth-drying, when drunk with spicy-hot foods

Sweet wines

Wines that often have some sweetness include most inexpensive California
white wines, White Zinfandel, many Rieslings (unless they’re labeled dry or
trocken), and medium-dry Vouvray. Sweet wines also include dessert wines
such as Port, sweetened Sherries, and late-harvest wines. These wines can
v Taste less sweet, but fruitier, when matched with salty foods
v Make salty foods more appealing

v Go well with sweet foods
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Acidic wines

Acidic wines include most Italian white wines (see Book IIl); Sancerre, Pouilly-
Fumé, and Chablis (see Book II); traditionally made red wines from Rioja;
most dry Rieslings; and fully dry wines that are based on Sauvignon Blanc.
These wines can

v Taste less acidic when served with salty foods

v~ Taste less acidic when served with slightly sweet foods

v Make foods taste slightly saltier

v Counterbalance oily or fatty heaviness in food

High-alcohol wines

High-alcohol wines include many California wines, both white and red; southern
Rhone whites and reds (see Chapter 5 in Book II); Barolo and Barbaresco
(see Chapter 2 in Book Il); fortified wines such as Port and Sherry; and most
wines produced from grapes grown in warm climates. These wines can

v Overwhelm lightly flavored or delicate dishes

v Go well with slightly sweet foods

Pairing for Complement or Contrast
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Two principles can help you match wine with food: the complementary princi-
ple and the contrast principle. The complementary principle involves choosing
a wine that’s similar in some way to the dish you plan to serve, whereas the
contrast principle (not surprisingly) involves combining foods with wines that
are dissimilar to them in some way.

The characteristics of a wine that can either resemble or contrast with the
characteristics of a dish are
v The wine’s flavors: Earthy, herbal, fruity, vegetal, and so on

v~ The intensity of flavor in the wine: Weakly flavorful, moderately
flavorful, or very flavorful

v The wine’s texture: Crisp and firm, or soft and supple

v The weight of the wine: Light-bodied, medium-bodied, or full-bodied
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You probably use the complementary principle often without realizing it: You Book |
choose a light-bodied wine to go with a light dish, a medium-bodied wine to
go with a fuller dish, and a full-bodied wine to go with a heavy dish. Some
other examples of the complementary principle in action are
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v~ Dishes with flavors that resemble those in the wine: Think about the
flavors in a dish the same way you think about the flavors in wine — as
families of flavors. If a dish has mushrooms, it has an earthy flavor; if it
has citrus or other fruit elements, it has a fruity flavor (and so on). Then
consider which wines would offer their own earthy flavor, fruity flavor,
herbal flavor, spicy flavor, or whatever. The earthy flavors of white
Burgundy complement risotto with mushrooms, for example, and an
herbal Sancerre complements chicken breast with fresh herbs.

v Foods with texture that’s similar to that of the wine: A California
Chardonnay with a creamy, rich texture could match the rich, soft
texture of lobster, for example.

v Foods and wines whose intensity of flavor match: A very flavorful
Asian stir-fry or Tex-Mex dish would be at home with a very flavorful, as
opposed to subtle, wine.

The contrast principle seeks to find flavors or texture in a wine that aren’t

in a dish but that would enhance it. A dish of fish or chicken in a rich cream
and butter sauce, for example, may be matched with a dry Vouvray, a white
wine whose crispness (thanks to its uplifting, high acidity) would counterbal-
ance the heaviness of the dish. A dish with earthy flavors such as portobello
mushrooms and fresh fava beans (or potatoes and black truffles) may con-
trast nicely with the pure fruit flavor of an Alsace Riesling.

You also apply the contrast principle every time you decide to serve simple
food, like unadorned lamb chops or hard cheese and bread, with a gloriously
complex aged wine.

In order to apply either principle, of course, you must have a good idea of what
the food is going to taste like and what various wines taste like. That second part
can be a real stumbling block for people who don’t devote every ounce of their
free energy to learning about wine. The solution is to ask your wine merchant.
A retailer may not have the world’s greatest knack in pairing wine with food
(then again, he might), but at least he should know what his wines taste like.
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No matter how much you value imagination and creativity, don’t waste your
time reinventing the wheel. In wine-and-food terms, it pays to know the clas-
sic pairings because they work, and they’re a sure thing.

Here are some famous and reliable combinations:

v Oysters and traditional, unoaked Chablis
v Lamb and red Bordeaux (Chianti also goes well with lamb)
v Walnuts and Stilton cheese with Port
v+ Salmon with Pinot Noir
v Gorgonzola cheese with Amarone
v Grilled fish with Vinho Verde
v Foie gras with Sauternes or late-harvest Gewlirztraminer
v Braised beef with Barolo
v Soup with dry amontillado Sherry
v Grilled chicken with Beaujolais
v Toasted almonds or green olives with fino or manzanilla Sherry
v Goat cheese with Sancerre or Pouilly-Fumé
v Dark chocolate with California Cabernet Sauvignon
Sooner or later you're bound to experience a food-and-wine disaster — when the

two taste miserable together. As long as the wine is good and the food is good,
eat one first and drink the other afterward — or vice versa. No harm done!



Chapter 7

Ordering Wine When
You're Dining Out

In This Chapter

Looking at the ways in which restaurants group their wines
Showing the wine list who’s boss

Surviving the wine presentation ritual

WIGH you buy a bottle of wine in a restaurant, you get to taste it right
then and there. Hello, instant gratification! If you’ve chosen well, you

have a delicious wine that pairs beautifully with the food you’ve selected.
You also get to bask in the compliments of your family and friends through-
out the meal and go home feeling good about yourself. If you haven’t chosen
well . . . well, we all know that feeling! Fortunately, practice does make perfect,
at least most of the time.

Unfortunately, restaurant wine lists can be infuriating. Most of them don’t tell
you enough about the wines. Sometimes there’s nothing worth drinking, at
least in your price range; other times you have so many choices that you're
immobilized. All too frequently, the lists simply aren’t accurate, which means
you can spend ten good minutes of your life deciding which wine to order,
only to discover that it’s “not available tonight” (and probably hasn’t been
for months).

When you eat out, you may not feel like wading through the restaurant’s wine
list at all, knowing that it can be an ego-deflating experience. But don’t give
up without a fight. With a little guidance and a few tips, you can navigate the
choppy waters of the restaurant wine list with ease.



94

Book I: Understanding Wine

How Restaurants Sell Wine

Believe it or not, restaurateurs really do want you to buy their wine. They
usually make a sizable profit on every sale; their servers earn bigger tips and
become happier employees; and you enjoy your meal more, going home a
more satisfied customer.

But traditionally (and, we trust, unwittingly), many restaurants have done
more to hinder wine sales than encourage them. Fortunately, the old ways
are changing . . . slowly.

Wines available for sale in a restaurant these days generally fall into four
categories:

v House wines
v Premium wines
v Standard-list wines

v Special or reserve-list wines

The following sections take a look at each of these categories.

The story behind house wine

The wine list at your average restaurant looks so imposing that you finally give
up laboring over it. You hand it back to the server and say (either a bit sheepishly,
because you're acknowledging that you can’t handle the list, or with defiant
bravado, signifying that you're not going to waste your time on this nonsense),
“I'll just have a glass of white wine.” Smart move or big mistake?

You'll probably know the answer to this question as soon as the house wine
hits your lips. It might be just what you wanted — and you avoided the effort
of plowing through that list. But in most cases? Big mistake.

Usually, a restaurant’s house wines are inferior stuff that the restaurant
owner is making an enormous profit on. (Cost-per-ounce is typically a restau-
rant owner’s main criterion in choosing a house wine.) These wines usually
include one white and one red, and sometimes also a sparkling wine. They’re
the wines you get when you simply ask for a glass of white or a glass of red.

House wines can be purchased by the glass or in a carafe (a wide-mouthed,
handle-less pitcher). They can range in price from $4 to $10 a glass (with an
average of $6 to $8). Often, the entire bottle costs the proprietor the price of
one glass or less! No wonder the “obliging” server fills your glass to the brim.
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If you do choose a house wine, you usually save money if you buy it by the Book |
carafe, if it’s offered that way. Then again, you may not want an entire carafe

of the house wine! Understanding
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Under most circumstances, avoid the house wine. Only a small percent-

age of better restaurants — and wine-conscious restaurants, often located

in enlightened places such as Napa or Sonoma — offer a house wine worth
drinking. And it’s practically never a good value. For the same reasons, avoid
asking for “a glass of Chardonnay” or “a glass of Merlot.”

If circumstances are such that a glass of wine makes the most sense (if you're
the only one in your group who’s having wine with dinner, for example),
chances are you’ll need to order the house wine, unless you're at a restaurant
that offers premium selections by the glass as well (see the next section).

If the house wine is your only option, ask the server what it is. Don’t be sat-
isfied with the response, “It’s Chardonnay.” Ask for specifics: Chardonnay
from where? What brand? Ask to see the bottle. Either your worst fears will
be confirmed (you’ve never heard of the wine, or it has a reputation for being
inferior), or you’ll be pleasantly surprised (you have heard of the wine, and it
has a good reputation). At least you’ll know what you're drinking, for future
reference.

Premium pours

The word premium is used very loosely by the wine industry. You may think
it refers to a rather high-quality wine, but when annual industry sales statis-
tics are compiled for the United States, premium indicates any wine that sells
for more than $7 a bottle in stores!

As used in the phrase premium wines by the glass, however, premium usually
does connote better quality. Premium wines are reds and whites that a res-
taurant sells at a higher price than its basic house wines, usually in the range
of $9 to $14 per glass. Note: Not every restaurant offers premium wines by
the glass.

A restaurant may offer just one premium white and one premium red, or it
may offer several choices. These premium wines aren’t anonymous beverages,
like the house red and white. Instead, they’re identified for you somehow — on
the wine list, on a separate card, verbally, by a display of bottles, or even on
a chalkboard (if you're in a rather informal restaurant, that is). After all, why
would you ever pay a premium for them if you didn’t know what they were?
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Ordering premium wines by the glass is a fine idea — especially if you want
to have only a glass or two, or if you and your guests want to experiment by
trying several wines — but be sure to do your math. You actually end up
paying more for a premium wine if you order a bottle’s worth of individual
glasses than you would if you ordered a whole bottle to begin with.

If two or three of you are ordering the same wine by the glass — and especially
if you might want refills — ask how many ounces are poured into each glass
(usually 5 to 8 ounces) and compare the price with that of a 25.4-ounce
(750-milliliter) bottle of the same wine. Sometimes you can have the whole
bottle for the cost of only three glasses.

The (anything but) standard wine list

The term standard wine list distinguishes a restaurant’s basic wine list from

its special, or reserve, wine list. Unfortunately, there’s nothing standard about
wine lists at all. They come in all sizes, shapes, and degrees of detail, accuracy,
and user-friendliness (the latter usually ranging from moderate to nil).

If you're still hung up on the emotional-vulnerability potential of buying
wine, don’t even pick up a wine list. (Instead, turn to Chapter 3 of Book I and
reread the pep talk about wine buying there.) When you’re ready, read the
“Conquering the Wine List” section later in this chapter to get a wine you’ll
like — with minimum angst involved.

Special, or reserve, wine lists

Some restaurants offer a special, or reserve, wine list of rare wines avail-

able by the bottle to supplement their standard wine list. These special lists
appeal to two types of customers: serious wine connoisseurs and “high roll-
ers.” If you're not in either category, don’t even bother asking whether the
restaurant has such a list (and not all restaurants have one). Then again, if
you’re not paying for the meal or if you seriously want to impress a client

or a date, you may want to look at it! Try to get help with the list from some
knowledgeable person on the restaurant staff, though: Any mistake you make
can be a costly one.

Conquering the Wine List

Your first step in the dark encounter between you and the wine list is to size
up the opposition. Really good restaurants recognize that choosing a bottle
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of wine can take some time. In many restaurants, however, the servers don’t Book |
give you enough time, so as soon as your server comes to the table, ask to

see the wine list. Understanding

Wine
Besides communicating to the server that you feel comfortable with wine
(whether that’s true or not), asking for the list quickly gives you more time to
study it. Oh, and an indirect benefit of this procedure is that the purposeful
look in your eyes as you peruse the list will convince your guests that you
know what you’re doing. (Sometimes, however, the list is very small, with
hardly any wines on it. Looking purposeful for very long is tough when you're
studying a list like that.)

If your server asks, somewhat impatiently, “Have you selected your wine
yet?” simply tell him (firmly) that you need more time. Don’t be bullied into
making a hasty choice.

For help deciphering what you find on the wine list, translating that into what
you really want, and asking for help choosing a wine, check out the following
sections.

Paying attention to your first impression:
A primer on presentation

Once upon a time, the best wine lists consisted of hand-lettered pages inside
heavy leather covers embossed with the words Carte des Vins in gold. Today,
the best wine lists are more likely to be laser-printed pages or cards that
more than make up in functionality what they sacrifice in romance.

The more permanent and immutable a wine list seems, the less accurate

its listings are likely to be — and the less specific. Such lists suggest that
no one’s really looking after wine on a day-to-day basis in that restaurant.
Chances are many of the wines listed will be out of stock.

Sometimes, the list of wines is actually included on the restaurant’s menu,
especially if the menu is a computer-printed page or two that changes from
week to week or month to month. Restaurants featuring immediate, up-to-
date wine listings like this can be a good bet for wine.

A few restaurants have dared to go where no wine list has gone before: into the
digital realm. Their wine lists — at least a few copies of them — are on portable
computer screens, or e-books, that enable you not only to see the list of avail-
able wines and their prices but also to read background information by tapping
a wine’s name; you can even request a list of wines that are suitable for the
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food you’re ordering. Of course, these lists have their downside: They're so
much fun that you risk offending your friends by playing with the list for
too long!

Many restaurants that are serious about wine publish their wine lists on the
Internet. Before a special meal, you can go to the restaurant’s Web site and
make a short list of possible wines for your meal, a step that’s guaranteed to
boost your comfort level.

Knowing what information
you'll likely encounter

The more serious a restaurant is about its wine selection, the more informa-
tion it gives you about each wine. Of course, there’s no way of predicting
exactly what you’ll find on the list, other than prices, but most wine lists
include the following additional information:

v An item number for each wine: Item numbers, which are sometimes
called bin numbers, refer to the specific location of each wine in the
restaurant’s cellar or wine storage room. They make it easier for the
server to locate and pull the wine quickly for you. They're also a crutch
to help the server bring you the right wine in case he doesn’t have a clue
about wine, not to mention a crutch for you in ordering the wine in case
you have no idea how to pronounce what you’'ve decided to drink. (An
added bonus of the item number? You can always pretend you're using
it for the server’s benefit.)

v The name of each wine: These names may be grape names or place-
names (as explained in Chapter 2 in Book I), but they’d better also
include the name of each producer (Chateau this or that, or such-and-
such Winery). If they don’t, you have no way of knowing exactly which
wine any listing is meant to represent.

1 A vintage indication for each wine: The vintage refers to the year the
grapes were harvested. If the wine is a blend of wines from different
years, it may say NV, for nonvintage. Sometimes, you’ll see VV, which
means the wine is a vintage-dated wine, but you're not allowed to know
which vintage it is unless you ask. The restaurateur just doesn’t want to
bother changing the year on the list when the wine’s vintage changes.

1~ A brief description of the wines: Don’t expect to see descriptions if the
list features dozens of wines.

1 Food pairing suggestions: This information is helpful at times, but you may
not always like — or agree with — the restaurateur’s wine suggestion.
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Surveying the list with an Book

Understanding

eye toward organization Wine

Start your review of the wine list by noting how it’s organized. Read the head-
ings on the wine list the way you’d read the chapter titles in a book that you
were considering buying. Figure out how the wines are categorized and how
they’re arranged within each category. Notice how much or how little infor-
mation is given about each wine.

The following sections offer some organization-specific information to help
you understand how a particular wine list is set up.

The grouping of the wines
Generally speaking, you may discover the wines arranged in the following
categories:

v Champagne and sparkling wines
v (Dry) white wines
v (Dry) red wines

v Dessert wines

After-dinner drinks, such as Cognac, Armagnac, single-malt Scotches, grappas,
or liqueurs, usually don’t appear on the list. If they do, they have their own
section near the back of the list.

Some restaurants further subdivide the wines on their lists according to
country, especially in the white and red wine categories: French red wines,
Italian red wines, American reds, and so on. These country sections may
then be subdivided by wine region. France, for example, may have listings
of Bordeaux, Burgundy, and possibly Rhone all under “French red wines.”
“American reds” may be divided into California wines, Oregon wines, and
Washington wines.

Or you may find that the categories under white wines and red wines are the
names of grape varieties — for example, a Chardonnay section, a Sauvignon
Blanc section, and a miscellaneous “other dry whites” section, all under the
general heading of white wines. If the restaurant features a particular country’s
cuisine, the wines of that country, say Italian, may be listed first (and given
certain prominence), followed by a cursory listing of wines from other areas.
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Wine list power struggles

Usually, your table will receive just one wine
list. An outmoded convention dictates that only
the host (the masculine is intentional) needs
to see the list. (It's part of the same outmoded
thinking that dictates that females should
receive menus with no prices on them.) Ask for
additional lists if your party includes more than
one decision-maker.

Invariably, the wine list is handed to the oldest
or most important-looking male at the table. If
you're a female entertaining business clients,
this situation can be insulting and infuriating.
Speak up and ask for a copy of the wine list
for yourself. If it's important enough to you, slip
away from the table and inform the server that
you're the table’s host.

The sequence of the wines within each group

<P Often you’ll find that within each category, the wines appear in ascending
order of price with the least expensive wine listed first. Many a restaurateur
is betting that you won’t order that first wine out of fear of looking cheap.
They figure you’ll go for the second, third, or fourth wine down the price
column, or even deeper if you're feeling insecure and need the reassurance
that your choice is a good one. (Meanwhile, that least-expensive wine may be
perfectly fine.)

Two recent trends in wine-conscious restaurants make ordering wine easier
and decidedly more fun:

1 Progressive wine lists: In a progressive wine list, the wines appear in a
progressive sequence under each category heading. For example, under
“Chardonnays,” the wines are arranged by weight and richness, pro-
gressing from the lightest wines to the most intense, regardless of price.

1~ Lists that use wine styles as their basic form of organization: In these
lists, the category headings are neither varietal nor regional. Instead,
they describe the taste of the wines in each category, such as “Fresh,
crisp, unoaked whites,” or “Full-bodied, serious reds.”

Ordering the bottle you want

Plan to order your wine at the same time that you order your food — if not
sooner. Otherwise, you may be sipping water with your first course.

In Table 7-1, you find a few types of wine that are on most restaurant wine
lists and that are consistently reliable choices with food.
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Table 7-1 Reliable Restaurant Wine Choices

Food Choice Desired Wine Recommended Wine
Characteristics

Delicately flavored fish A crisp, dry white that Soave, Pinot Grigio, or

or seafood isn't very flavorful Sancerre

Mussels and other A dry white with Sauvignon Blanc from

shellfish

assertive flavor

South Africa or New
Zealand

Simple poultry, risotto,
and dishes that are
medium in weight

A medium-bodied,
characterful, dry white

Macon-Villages,
St.-Véran, or
Pouilly-Fuissé

Lobster or rich chicken

A full-bodied, rich white

California or Australian

entrées Chardonnay
Meaty fish, veal, or pork A full-bodied white with Meursault
entrées a honeyed, nutty char-

acter

Asian-inspired dishes

A medium-dry white

Chenin Blanc, Vouvray,
or German Riesling

White-meat poultry and
fish thatisn't too deli-
cately flavored

A food-friendly red with
a fairly low tannin level

Red Burgundy

Roast chicken

An easy-drinking,
inexpensive red

Beaujolais (especially
from a reputable pro-
ducer, such as Louis
Jadot, Joseph Drouhin,
or Georges Duboeuf)

Spicy food

A versatile, flavorful,
relatively inexpensive
red

California red Zinfandel

Light- and medium-

Alighter red that's

Oregon or California

intensity foods delicious and young Pinot Noir

Simple steak cuts A basic French version Bourgogne Rouge
of Pinot Noir

Pizza A dry, spicy, grapey, and Barbera or Dolcetto
relatively

inexpensive red

Almost anything

A very dry, medium-
bodied red

Chianti Classico
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Asking for help selecting a wine

If, after sizing up the restaurant’s wine list, you decide that you aren’t famil-
iar with most of the wines on it, don’t be afraid to ask for help with your
selection. If the restaurant is a fancy one, ask whether you can speak to the
sommelier (pronounced soh-mell-yay) — technically, a specially trained,
high-level wine specialist who’s responsible for putting the wine list together
and for making sure that the wines offered on the list complement the restau-
rant’s cuisine. (Usually only the most wine-conscious establishments employ
a sommelier.) If the restaurant isn’t particularly fancy, ask to speak with the
wine specialist. Often someone on the staff, frequently the proprietor, knows
the wine list well.

Whoever on the restaurant staff knows the wine well is your best bet to help
you select a wine. She will usually know what wines go best with the food
you're ordering and will also be extremely appreciative of your interest in the
list. Try consulting the sommelier, a wine specialist, or the restaurant’s pro-
prietor for suggestions.

Here are some face-saving methods for getting help choosing a wine when
you're dining out:

v If you aren’t sure how to pronounce the wine’s name, point to it on the
list, or use the wine’s item or bin number (if there is one).

v Point out two or three wines on the list to the sommelier or server and
say, “I'm considering these wines. Which one do you recommend?” This
approach is also a subtle way of communicating your price range.

v Ask to see one or two bottles; your familiarity with the labels, seeing the
name of an importer whose other wines you’ve enjoyed, or some other
aspect of the label may help you make up your mind.

v Ask whether any half-bottles (375 milliliters) or 500-milliliter bottles
are available. Sometimes they’re not listed, but smaller bottles give you
wider ordering possibilities. For example, you might drink one half-bottle
of white wine and a half or full (750 milliliters) bottle of red wine.

v Mention the food you plan to order and ask for suggestions of wines that
would complement the meal.

Handling the Wine Presentation Ritual

In many restaurants, when you order a bottle, the wine presentation occurs
with such solemnity and ceremony that you’d think you were involved in
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high church or temple services. The hushed tones of the server, the ritualized Book |
performance — the very seriousness of it all can make you want to laugh (but
that seems wrong, kind of like laughing in church). At the very least, you may
be tempted to tell your server, “Lighten up! It’s just a bottle of fermented fruit
juice!”

Understanding
Wine

Actually, though, there’s some logic behind the Wine Presentation Ritual.
Step by step, the Ritual (and the logic) goes like this:

1. The server or sommelier presents the bottle to you (assuming that
you’re the person who ordered the wine) for inspection.

The point of this procedure is to make sure that the bottle is in fact the
bottle you ordered. Check the label carefully; about 15 to 20 percent of
the time, it’s either the wrong bottle or not the vintage shown on the list.
Feel the bottle with your hand to determine whether its temperature
seems to be correct; head to Chapter 4 in Book I if you're not sure what
the correct temperature of a wine is. (This is also a good time to pretend
you recognize something about the label, as if the wine is an old friend,
even if you've never seen it before.) If you're satisfied with the bottle,
nod your approval to the server.

2. The server removes the cork and places it in front of you.

The purpose of this step is for you to determine, by smelling and
visually inspecting the cork, whether the cork is in good condition,
and whether the cork seems to be the legitimate cork for that bottle
of wine. Once in your life, you may discover a vintage year or winery
name on your cork. But most of the time, the presentation of the cork
is inconsequential.

In rare instances, a wine may be so corky (see Chapter 4 in Book I) that
the cork itself will have an unpleasant odor. On even rarer occasions,
the cork might be totally wet and shriveled or very dry and crumbly;
either situation suggests that air has gotten into the wine and spoiled it.

If the cork manages to raise your suspicions, you should still wait to
smell or taste the wine itself before deciding whether to reject the
bottle. But if you want to be a wise-guy, put the cork into your mouth,
chew it, and then pronounce to the wide-eyed server that it’s just fine!

3. If your wine needs decanting, the server decants it.
For more info on decanting, flip to Chapter 4 in Book I.
4. The server pours a small amount of wine into your glass and waits.

At this point, you're not supposed to say, “Is that all you're giving me?!”
You're expected to take a sniff of the wine, perhaps a little sip, and then
either nod your approval to the server or murmur, “It’s fine.” Actually,
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this is an important step of the Ritual because if something is wrong
with the wine, now’s the time to return it — not after you've finished half
the bottle! For a review of wine-tasting technique, turn to Chapter 5 in
Book I before you head out to the restaurant.

If you're not really sure whether the condition of the wine is acceptable,
ask for someone else’s opinion at your table and then make a group
decision. Otherwise, you risk feeling foolish by either returning the
bottle later after it has been declared defective by one of your guests, or
by drinking the stuff when it becomes clear to you later that something’s
wrong with it. Either way, you suffer. So take as long as you need to on
this step.

If you decide that the bottle is out of condition, describe to the server
what you find wrong with the wine, using the best language you can.
(Musty or dank are easily understood descriptors.) Be sympathetic to
the fact that you're causing more work for him, but don’t be overly
apologetic. (Why should you be? You didn’t make the wine!) Let him
smell or taste the wine himself if he wants to, but don’t let him make
you feel guilty.

Depending on whether the sommelier or wine specialist agrees that it’s a
bad bottle or thinks you just don’t understand the wine, he may bring you
another bottle of the same, or he may bring you the wine list so you can

select a different wine. Either way, the Ritual begins again from the top.

5. If you accept the wine, the server pours the wine into your guests’
glasses and then finally into yours.

Now you're allowed to relax.

Twice the price

A few profit-minded restaurateurs train their
servers to maximize wine sales in every way
possible — even at the customers’ expense.
For example, some servers are trained to refill
wine glasses liberally so that the bottle is emp-
tied before the main course arrives (which can
happen all the more easily when the glasses
are large). Upon emptying the bottle, the server
asks, “Shall | bring another bottle of the same
wine?” Depending on how much wine is in
everyone’s glass and how much wine your
guests tend to drink, you may not need another

bottle, but your tendency will be to say yes to
avoid looking stingy.

An even trickier practice is to refill the glasses
starting with the host, so that the bottle runs dry
before each of the guests has had a refill. How
can you refuse a second bottle at the expense of
your guests’ enjoyment?! You'll have to order that
second bottle — and you should let the manager
know how you feel about it when you leave. (But
remember, these nefarious restaurant practices
are the exception rather than the rule.)




Chapter 8
The Urge to Own: Collecting Wine

In This Chapter

Setting up your wine-collecting game plan
Knowing where to find the wines you desire
Storing your wine the right way, regardless of the space you have available

Documenting what’s in your collection

M ost people consume wines very quickly after buying them. If that’s
your custom, you have plenty of company. But many people who

enjoy wine operate a bit differently. Oh, sure, they buy wine because they
intend to drink it; they’re just not exactly sure when they’ll drink it. And
until they do drink it, they get pleasure out of knowing that the bottles are
waiting for them. If you count yourself in this second group, you’re probably
a wine collector at heart. The chase, to you, is every bit as thrilling as the
consummation.

Suppose you are a wine collector at heart. You read about a wine that sounds
terrific. Your curiosity is piqued; you want to try it. But your local wine shop
doesn’t have it. Neither does the best store in the next town. Or maybe you
decide to balance your wine collection by buying some mature wines. But the
few older wines you can find in wine shops aren’t really what you want.

How do other wine lovers manage to get their hands on special bottles of
wine when you can’t? This chapter clues you in to their methods as well as
how to balance your inventory, choose good wines to stockpile, create suit-
able storage conditions, and keep track of the wines you have on hand.

Creating a Wine-Collecting Strategy

If you're a closet wine collector, developing a wine-buying strategy can
prevent a haphazard collection of uninteresting or worthless bottles from
happening to you. (And even if you never intend to have a wine collection,
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putting at least a little thought into your wine purchases is always worth-
while.) A strategy ensures that your inventory is balanced so you don’t find
yourself drinking the same type of wine over and over and over again; it also
helps you purchase wines you actually like. The next two sections guide you
on both strategy-setting fronts.

Planning for a balanced inventory

The first step in formulating a wine-buying strategy is to consider

v How much wine you drink
v How much wine you want to own (and can store properly)
+»* How much money you’re prepared to spend on wine

v+ What types of wine you enjoy drinking

Unless you strike a balance on these issues, you can end up broke, bored,
frustrated, or in the vinegar business!

A balanced inventory is varied in the following ways:

v By name: A well-planned wine inventory features a range of wines. It can
be heavy in one or two types of wine that you particularly enjoy, but it
has other types of wine too. If you like California Cabernet Sauvignons,
for example, you may decide to make them your specialty. But consider
that you may grow weary of them if you have nothing else to drink night
after night. By purchasing other wines as well, you can have the fun of
exploring different types of wine.

1 By category: Table wines, of course, are the bulk of most wine col-
lections. But having a few apéritif wines (such as Champagne or dry
Sherry) and dessert wines (such as Port or sweet white wines) on hand
is a good idea so you're prepared when occasions arise.

v~ By price: Another hallmark of a balanced collection is a healthy selec-
tion of inexpensive wines ($8 to $18 a bottle) that you can enjoy on
casual occasions and important wines that demand a special occasion.
Purchasing only expensive wines is unrealistic. You need wines that you
can open at any time with anyone.

Selecting good wines for collecting

Unless your intention is to fill your cellar with wines that bring you the greatest
return on investment when you later sell them — in other words, unless you
aren’t interested in actually drinking the wines you own — you should like a
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wine before buying it. (We're not talking about all those bottles you buy while  Bgok|
you’re playing the field and experimenting with new wines — just those that
you’re thinking of making a commitment to by buying in quantity.) Liking a
wine before you buy it sounds like the plainest common sense, but you’d be
surprised at how many people buy a wine merely because somebody gave it
a high rating!

Understanding
Wine

The following sections run through some great everyday wines, as well as
some top collectible, age-worthy wines. You certainly aren’t limited to the
wines listed here, but use the ideas as a guide when you’re just starting out.

Everyday wines to have on hand
What you stock as everyday wines depends on your personal taste. Great

candidates for everyday white wines include
v Simple white Burgundies, such as Macon-Villages or St.-Véran

v Sauvignon Blancs from New Zealand, France (Sancerre and Pouilly-
Fumé), and California

v Pinot Gris/Pinot Grigio from Oregon, Alsace, and Italy

v ltalian Pinot Bianco

v Flavorful Italian whites such as Vermentino, Verdicchio, or Falanghina

v Griiner Veltliner from Austria

v Riesling from Germany, Austria, or Alsace

v Moschofilero from Greece

v Albariios from Spain
For everyday red wines, try Italian reds such as Barbera, Dolcetto,
Montepulciano d’Abruzzo, Valpolicella, and simple (under $20) Chianti.
These red wines are enjoyable young; versatile enough to go well with the
simple, flavorful foods many people eat every day; and sturdy enough to age

for a couple of years if you don’t get around to them (that is, they won’t dete-
riorate quickly).

Other recommended everyday red wines include Beaujolais, Cotes du Rhone,
and lighter-bodied (under $15) Bordeaux.

Reputable age-worthy wines

In planning your wine collection, include some age-worthy wines that you
buy in their youth when their prices are lowest. Many of the better red wines,
such as Bordeaux, Barolo, and Hermitage, often aren’t at their best for at
least ten years after the vintage — and some of them are difficult to find after
they’re ready to drink. Aging is also the rule for some fine white Burgundies
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(such as Corton-Charlemagne); better white Bordeaux; Sauternes; German
Rieslings and late-harvest wines; and Vintage Port, which usually requires
A3 about 20 years of aging before it matures!

Top choices for age-worthy white wines include

v Above all, grand cru and premier cru white Burgundies — such as
Corton-Charlemagne, Batard- and Chevalier-Montrachets, Meursault,
and Chablis Grand Crus

1~ Better (over $30) white Bordeaux
v Great German and Austrian Rieslings

@ v Alsace Rieslings or Gewlirztraminers
o\

Among the many long-lived red wines, some likely candidates for cellaring
(the term for letting wines mature) are

v Fine Bordeaux

v Grand cru and premier cru Burgundies

v~ Big Italian reds, such as Barolo, Barbaresco, Chianti Classico Riserva,
Brunello di Montalcino, Taurasi, and Super-Tuscan blends

v From Spain: Rioja, Ribeira del Duero, and Priorato wines

v From California: Better Cabernet Sauvignons (and Cabernet blends)

v From the Rhone: Hermitage, Cote Rotie, and Cornas

v Portugal’s Barca Velha and other good Douro table wines

v Australia’s Grange (Penfolds), the Henschke Shiraz wines, such as Hill of
Grace, and other superpremium Shirazes

Other age-worthy wines include

v Finer Champagnes (usually Vintage Champagnes and prestige cuvées)

v The finest dessert wines, such as late-harvest German Rieslings, French
Sauternes, sweet Vouvrays from the Loire Valley, Vintage Port, and
Madeira

Getting the Wines You Want

Wine lovers who'’ve really caught the collecting bug face a dreadful Catch-22:
The more desirable a wine is, the harder it is to get. And the harder it is to
get, the more desirable it is.
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Several forces conspire to frustrate buyers who want to get their hands on Book |
special bottles. First, some of the best wines are made in ridiculously small
quantities. Quantity and quality aren’t necessarily incompatible in winemak-
ing, but at the very highest echelons of quality, there usually isn’t much
quantity to go around.

Understanding
Wine

Today, many small-production wines sell on allocation, which means that
distributors restrict the quantity that any one store can purchase, sometimes
limiting stores to as few as six bottles of a particular wine. Most stores, in
turn, limit customers to one or two bottles. Certain wines are allocated in
such a way that they’re available primarily at restaurants.

The issue of allocations leads to the second factor preventing equal oppor-
tunity in wine buying: Wine buying is a competitive sport. If you're there
first, you get the wine, and the next guy doesn’t. Buying highly rated wines
is especially competitive. When a wine receives a very high score from crit-
ics, a feeding frenzy results among wine lovers, leaving little (if anything) for
Johnnies-come-lately.

A final factor limiting availability of some wines is that wineries usually sell
each wine just once, when the wine is young. In the case of many fine wines,
such as top Bordeaux wines, the wine isn’t at its best yet. But most wine mer-
chants can’t afford to store the wine for selling years later. This means that
aged wines are usually hard to get.

When the wine plays hard to get, you have to play hardball, which means you
have to look beyond your normal supply sources. Your allies in this game are
wine auction houses, wine shops in other cities, and, in the case of

domestic wines, the wineries themselves.

Buying wines at auctions

The clear advantage of buying wine through auction houses is the availability
of older and rarer wines. In fact, auction houses are the principal source of
mature wines — their specialty. (In general, you can obtain younger wines at
better prices elsewhere.) At auctions, you can buy wines that are practically
impossible to obtain any other way. Many of these wines have been off the
market for years, sometimes decades!

The main disadvantage of buying wine at auction is that you don’t always know
the storage history (or provenance) of the wine you're considering buying. The
wine may have been stored in somebody’s warm apartment for years. And if
the wine does come from a reputable wine collector’s temperature-controlled
cellar, and thus has impeccable credentials, it’ll sell for a very high price.
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Also, almost all auction houses charge a buyer’s premium, a tacked-on charge
that’s 15 to 20 percent of your bid. In general, prices of wine at auctions
range from fair (rarely, you even find bargains) to exorbitant.

If you're personally present at an auction, be careful not to catch auction
fever. The desire to win can motivate you to pay more for a wine than it’s
worth. Carefully thought-out, judicious bidding is in order. To plan your attack,
you can obtain a catalog for the auction ahead of time, usually for a small fee.
The catalog lists wines for sale by lots (usually groupings of 3, 6, or 12 bottles)
with a suggested minimum bid per lot.

Buying wine via catalog or Internet

A real plus to buying wine online or perusing wine shop catalogs and order-
ing from your armchair is, of course, the convenience (not to mention the
time savings). Most major wine retail stores have good Web sites and issue
a wine catalog two or more times a year to customers on their mailing lists;
just give ’em a call to obtain a free catalog.

Other advantages of buying wine long-distance include the availability of scarce
wines — sometimes the only way to buy certain wines is by catalog, because
sought-after wines made in small quantities aren’t available in every market —
and (sometimes) lower prices than you might pay in your home market.

If a wine you want is available locally, but you don’t live in a market where
pricing is competitive, you may decide that you can save money by ordering
the wine from a retailer in another city — even after the added shipping costs.

One minor disadvantage of buying wine by catalog or online is that an
adult usually must be available to receive the wine. Also, because wine is
perishable, you have to make certain that it’s not delivered to you during
hot (above 75 degrees Fahrenheit) or cold (below 28 degrees Fahrenheit)
weather. Spring and autumn are usually the best times for wine deliveries.

Because wine contains alcohol, it doesn’t move as freely through com-
mercial channels as other products do. Each state must decide whether to
permit wineries and stores outside its borders to ship wine to its residents,
and under which conditions. By requiring consumers to buy wine only from
local, licensed retail stores or wineries, a state government can be sure it’s
getting all the tax revenue it’s entitled to on every wine transaction within
its jurisdiction.

Most wine shops and wineries are sympathetic to out-of-state customers, but
out-of-state deliveries are risky for their businesses, depending on the regu-
lations in their state and the destination state. The risk is all theirs too: The
store or winery can lose its license, whereas all the buyer loses is any wine
that’s confiscated by the authorities.
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If you want to buy wine from an out-of-state winery or merchant, discuss the
issue with the people there. If shipping to you isn’t legal, the shop owner can
sometimes find a solution, such as holding the wine for you to pick up in
person or shipping it to a friend or relative in a legal state. However, different
rules apply when you purchase wine from an out-of-state winery that you're
visiting. Wine drinkers may legally ship home wines that they purchase
during visits to out-of-state wineries, so buy all the wine you want — just be
sure to factor the shipping costs into your final total.

Some U.S. wine stores worth knowing

Listing all the leading wine stores that sell wine by catalog, newsletter, or the
Internet would be impossible. But the purveyors listed in Table 8-1 are some
of the best. Most of them either specialize in catalog sales or in certain kinds
of fine wine that can be difficult to obtain elsewhere. The major Web sites

for purchasing wine online are those of these bricks-and-mortar wine shops.
Table 8-1 lists the stores and their main wine specialties, as well as their con-
tact information and locations.
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Table 8-1 Top U.S. Wine Shops and Their Specialties
Wine Store Location Phone Web Site Wine
Number Specialty
Acker Merrall New York, 212-787-1700 www.acker Burgundy,
& Condit NY wines.com California
Cabernets
Astor Wines & New York, 212-674-7500 www.astor French,
Spirits NY wines.com California,
Spanish
BLM Wine + Allston, MA 617-734-7700 www.blm Italian,
Spirits wine.com Burgundy,
Rhone
Burgundy Wine  New York, 212-691-9092  www. Burgundy,
Company NY burgundy fine California
wine Chardonnay
company . and Pinot
com Noir, Rhone
Calvert Washington,  202-966-4400 www.calvert California,
Woodley D.C. woodley. Bordeaux,
com other French
Chambers New York, 212-227-1434  www. Loire,
Street Wines NY chambers biodynamic/
street organic wine

wines.com

(continued)
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Table 8-1 (continued)

Wine Store Location Phone Web Site Wine
Number Specialty
The Chicago Wood Dale, 630-594-2972  www. tcwc. Bordeausx,
Wine Company IL com Burgundy,
California
Corti Brothers Sacramento, 916-736-3803  www.corti [talian,
CA bros.biz California,
dessert wines
D&M Wines & San 415-346-1325 www.dandm. Champagne
Liquors Francisco, com
CA
Garnet Wines &  New York, 212-772-3211 www.garnet Bordeaux,
Liquors NY wine.com Champagne
(great prices)
Hart Davis Hart ~ Chicago, IL 312-482-9996  www.hdh Bordeaux,
Wine Co. wine.com Burgundy
Kermit Lynch Berkeley, CA  510-524-1524  www.kermit French coun-
Wine Merchant lynch.com try wines,
Burgundy,
Rhone
Le Di's Wines New York, 212-924-6999 www.ledu French,
NY wines.com Italian, small
estates
MacArthur Washington,  202-338-1433  www. California,
Beverages D.C. bassins.com Burgundy,
Bordeaux,
Italian, Rhone,
Alsace,
Australian,
German,
Vintage Port
McCarthy & Seattle, WA 206-524-9500, www. Washington,
Schiering 206-282-8500 mccarthy Oregon
and
schiering.
com
Mills Fine Wine  Annapolis, 410-263-2888 www.mills Bordeaux,
& Spirits MD wine.com other French,
Italian
Morrell & Co. New York, 212-688-9370  www . California,
NY morrell. Italian, French

com
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Wine Store Location Phone Web Site Wine Book |
Number Specialty Understanding
North Berkeley ~ Berkeley, CA  800-266-6585  www. French, Italian Wine
Imports north
berkeley
imports.
com
PJ’s Wine New York, 212-567-5500  www. Italian,
Warehouse NY pjwine.com  Spanish
Pop’s Wines &  Island Park,  516-431-0025 www.pops California,
Spirits NY wine.com Italian,
Bordeaux,
Long Island
The Rare Wine Sonoma, CA  800-999-4342 www.rare Italian,
Company wineco.com French, Port,
Madeira
Rosenthal Wine  New York, 212-249-6650  www.mad Burgundy,
Merchant NY rose.com Rhone, Loire,
Italian
Royal Wine New York, 212-689-4855  www.royal French (espe-
Merchants NY wine cially rare
merchants. Bordeaux),
com Italian,
Burgundy,
hard-to-find
wines
Sam’s Wines &  Chicago, IL 877-342-3611  www.sams French,
Spirits wine.com Italian,
California
Sherry- New York, 212-838-7500  www. Bordeaux,
Lehmann Wine ~ NY sherry- Burgundy,
and Spirits lehmann. California,
com Italian
Twenty- West Los 310-447-2020 www.2020 Bordeaux
Twenty Wine Angeles, CA wines.com (especially
Merchants rare, old),
California,
Burgundy
Vino New York, 212-725-6516  www.vino Italian
NY site.com

(continued)
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Table 8-1 (continued)

Wine Store Location Phone Web Site Wine
Number Specialty
Wally's Los Angeles, 310-475-0606 www.wally Italian,
CA wine.com California,
French,
Champagne
The Wine Club San 415-512-9086  www. the Bordeaux,
Francisco, wineclub. California
CA com
Zachys Wine Scarsdale, 800-723- WWW . Bordeaux,
and Liquor, NY 0241 zachys. Burgundy
Inc. com

Some wine Web sites to point the way

Here are a few Internet sites worth checking out when you want to purchase
wine online — all are great resources to point you to specific merchants:

V¥ www.wineaccess.com: Wine Access calls itself a “wine shopping com-
munity.” In fact, it’s a mall of sorts, where you can purchase wine from
numerous participating wine shops across the United States or from par-
ticipating wineries. The site also features news about trends and ways to
sign up for newsletters.

v www.klwines.com: Californian retailer K&L Wines’ critically acclaimed
Web site is easy to navigate and features a comprehensive inventory,
knowledgeable commentary, and a blog.

V¥ www.wine-searcher.com: Wine Searcher searches for wines that you
name and lists stores and prices for them, including merchants outside
the United States.

v www . wineweb.com: The Wine Web gives you the ability to buy wine
through participating retailers or wineries.

Creating a Home for Your Wines

\NG/
gg‘“ If you've decided to collect wine — or if you discover that a wine collection is

happening to you — please take heed: Poorly stored wines make disappoint-
ment after disappointment inevitable.

The following are key features of a good wine storage area:

v The temperature stays cool, ideally in the 53 degrees to 59 degrees
Fahrenheit range.
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v The temperature is fairly constant (wide swings in temperature aren’t Book |

good for the wine). .
Understanding

v The area is damp or humid, with a minimum of 70 percent humidity and Wine
a maximum of 95 percent (mold sets in above 95 percent).

v The area is free from vibrations, which can travel through the wine;
heavy traffic; and motors cycling on and off, such as in refrigerators or
washers/dryers.

v The area is free from light, especially direct sunlight (the ultraviolet rays
of the sun are especially harmful to wine).

v The storage area is free from chemical odors, such as paints, paint
remover, and so on.

If you plan to keep wines indefinitely, you really need a wine storage facility
with controlled temperature and humidity. Controlled conditions are espe-
cially important if you live where the temperature exceeds 70 degrees
Fahrenheit for any length of time. Without proper storage, you may be
tempted to drink those fine wines long before they reach their best drinking
period, or worse yet, the wines may die an untimely death in your closet,
garage, or warm cellar.

The good news is that if you have enough space in your home to section
off a part of it to use for storage and can integrate climate and humidity
control in that space, you can have your very own wine cellar. If space is
limited, you’re not out of luck — you can simply purchase a portable wine
cave and call it a day!

If you plan to build a wine cellar or buy a wine cave, allow for expansion in
your wine collection. Like most waistlines, wine cellars inevitably grow larger
with the passing years.

A wine cellar, most likely a
do-it-yourself project

If the place where you intend to store your wine is very cool (below 60 degrees
Fahrenheit) and very damp (75 percent humidity or higher) year-round — like
in your recently inherited Scottish castle, for example — you can be the lucky
owner of a passive wine cellar. (It’s called passive because you don'’t have to
do anything to it, such as cool it or humidify it.) Usually, only deep cellars
completely below ground level with thick stones or comparable insulation can
be completely passive in temperate climates. Passive cellars are certainly the
ideal way to store wines, and you can save a lot of money on their upkeep.

However, most collectors are neither lucky enough to have a passive wine
cellar nor fortunate enough to be able to create one without extraordinary
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expense and trouble (bulldozers, wrecking crews, and so on). But second
best — an artificially cooled and/or humidified room — is far better than
nothing.

The following sections provide a little do-it-yourself guidance for building
your own makeshift wine cellar.

Establishing the right conditions

When creating a makeshift wine cellar, make sure you include the following
components:

v+ Humidity control: Buy a hygrometer (an instrument that measures
humidity) for your wine storage area. A hygrometer gives the percent-
age of humidity and a digital reading of the temperature. (Hygrometers
are available through wine accessory catalogs, such as The Wine
Enthusiast, wow .wineenthusiast.com.)

During cold weather periods, humidity can drop very low in wine stor-
age rooms — often below 50 percent. A large humidifier can help raise
the humidity. If you don’t want to invest in a humidifier, try placing sev-
eral large buckets of water in the room. They may not be as effective as
a large humidifier, but they’ll help.

v Climate control: Professional cooling units are available, and you can
find them advertised in wine accessory catalogs and wine magazines.
These climate-control devices humidify and cool the air in a room.
These units come in various capacities to suit rooms of different dimen-
sions. Many require professional installation and typically cost from
$600 to $2,400, depending on their capacity.

v+ Insulation: Your choice of insulation is of utmost importance. The ideal
insulation is a 3-inch-thick, thermoplastic resin called polyurethane. It’s
odorless, doesn’t absorb moisture, and makes a fine seal. Even when a
cooling unit isn’t running, temperatures will change extremely slowly in
most wine rooms with this kind of insulation.

Fiberglass insulation is bad news because it absorbs the moisture
created by your cooling unit.

Organizing for easy retrieval

Racking systems vary from elaborate redwood racks to simple metal or
plastic types. The choice of material and configuration really hinges on how
much you want to spend and your own personal taste.

Large, diamond-shaped wooden (or synthetic composition) racks are popu-
lar because they efficiently store up to eight bottles per section and make
maximum use of space. Such racks also permit the easy removal of individual
bottles.
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A rack configuration that gives each wine its own cubbyhole is more expen- Book |
sive; if you're checking out such racks, consider whether any of your over-
sized bottles (such as bulbous sparkling wine bottles) may be too large to fit
the racks. (And consider whether your half-bottles may be too small!)

Understanding
Wine

Some collectors prefer to store their wine in the wines’ original wooden
crates. (Many classic wines, such as Bordeaux and Vintage Port, come in
these crates; you can also usually pick up empty wooden crates in wine
stores.) The crates are beneficial for storing wine because the wine remains
in a dark environment inside the case, and the temperature changes very
slowly thanks to the mass of wine bottles packed together in the closed case.
The downside? Retrieving a bottle from the bottom row of the case can be
rather inconvenient.

Cardboard boxes aren’t suitable for wine storage. The chemicals used to
make the cardboard can eventually affect the wine. Also, over time, the card-
board boxes become damaged from the moisture in the air, assuming that
you’re maintaining the proper level of humidity in your cellar.

A portable wine cave, if space is limited

If you live in a house that has either a cellar or a separate area for your wine,
consider yourself fortunate. But what if you live in cramped quarters and
have no space to spare? In such a case, you have three choices:

v Leave your wine in a friend’s or relative’s house (provided he has
adequate storage facilities — and you trust him not to drink your wine!).

v Rent storage space in a refrigerated public warehouse.

v Buy a wine cave — also known as a wine vault — a self-contained,
refrigerated unit that you plug into an electrical outlet.

The first two options are barely acceptable because they don’t give you
immediate access to your wine. Making a trip every time you want to get
your hands on your own wine is downright inconvenient. And both of these
options rob you of the pleasure of having your wines readily available in your
home where you can look at them, fondle the bottles, or show them off to
your friends.

That makes the best storage solution a wine cave. Many wine caves resemble
attractive pieces of furniture, either vertical or horizontal credenzas. Some
have glass doors, and all of them can be locked. Wine caves range in size and
capacity from a tiny unit that holds at most 24 bottles to really large units
that hold up to 2,800 bottles, with many sizes in between. Prices range from
$300 to about $8,000. You can find wine caves advertised extensively in wine
accessory catalogs and in the back pages of wine magazines.
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If purchasing a wine cave isn’t financially feasible at the moment, don’t turn to
your refrigerator as a cool storage option. In fact, good wine or Champagne
should be left in the refrigerator for no more than a week. Not only is the refrig-
erator motor harmful, but the excessively cold temperature (as low as 35
degrees Fahrenheit) tends to numb and flatten the wine’s flavors.

Keeping Track of Your Inventory

When you’re not only a wine drinker but also a wine collector, you become
aware that you need to keep track of all your wine so that
» You can find a bottle quickly when you’re looking for it.

» You know what you own. (Many a bottle has gone over the hill because
the owner forgot she had it!)

»* You can show off your wine collection to your friends (something akin
to showing your baby’s pictures).

You can keep track of your wine in many different ways. A wine inventory
on paper should include a list of the specific wines in your collection, the
number of each, and the location. If you're especially thorough, you may
want to also record the

v Vintage

v Producer

v+ Wine name

v Appellation

v Region

v Country

v Type (red, white, rosé, sparkling, apéritif, or dessert)

v Quantity owned

v Price paid (per bottle)

v Value (the latest estimated worth, per bottle)

v~ Size of bottle (to indicate 1.5-liter magnums, half bottles, and so on)
You don’t need anything fancy for your inventory. A plain old notebook or a
standard spreadsheet is a perfectly serviceable option that costs nothing (or

next to nothing). But of course you can buy special software and log books
for the project.
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“I want a Champagne that says
‘Congratulations on your promotion
even though we both kKnow you
don’t deserve it.””




In This Book . . .

le did France become the most famous place in
the world for wine? For one thing, the French have
been doing it for a long time — making wine, that is. Even

before the Romans conquered Gaul and planted vine-
yards, the Greeks arrived with their vines.

Equally important is the magical combination of climate
and soil that yields grapes that make breathtaking wines.
And what grapes! France is the home of almost all the
renowned varieties in the world: Cabernet Sauvignon,
Chardonnay, Merlot, Pinot Noir, Syrah, and Sauvignon
Blanc, just to name a few.

The chapters in this book take you through the magnifi-
cent winemaking regions of this standard-setting nation,
which (not coincidentally!) has the highest per capita
wine consumption of any major country.

Here are the contents of Book I at a glance:

Chapter 1: French Wine Today..........cceccevirveniininienieencee 121
Chapter 2: Exploring Bordeaux’s Range.............cccccoeevevueennene 137
Chapter 3: Burgundy, Queen of France.........ccccceeevvevrcnnenne. 163
Chapter 4: Beaujolais, the Fun Red..........cccocovvveiencienennnne 185
Chapter 5: Robust Rhone Reds and Unique Whites ............. 193
Chapter 6: Champagne: The World’s

Greatest Sparkling Wine ..........cccocevvevieieeiieeeneeieseeieeeenne 213

Chapter 7: Other Wine Regions of France..........cccccccccueuennenee. 231




Chapter 1
French Wine Today

In This Chapter

Examining France’s lucky coincidence of climate and soil
Recognizing the impact of terroir

Sampling France’s wine range

Making sense of French wine laws

Translating a French wine label

Some people are just born with certain talents. Some countries are just
born with certain gifts. In the case of France, the ability to grow wine
grapes and make good wine is hard-wired into the land and the people who
live there. That’s why France is not only the greatest wine-producing country
on Earth but also the greatest wine culture.

France has been the leader of the winemaking world for centuries. It’s
number one in wine consumption and, in many years, wine production. In
the quality department, the most critically acclaimed, most treasured red
wines, white wines, sparkling wines, and sweet wines all come from France.
The country’s renown is such that winemakers from all over the world find
inspiration and motivation in French wines. This chapter helps you better
understand the allure of French wines by exploring France’s natural talents,
the concept of terroir, the wide range of French wines, and the intricacies of
French wine laws and labels.

Natural Talents: Climate and Soil

France’s thousands of years of winemaking experience count for a lot. But
the fact is, France had a couple other things going for her since Day One: cli-
mates extremely suitable for growing high-quality wine grapes and the right
types of soils in the right climates.



’ 22 Book Il: France: A Wine Superstar

France is large by European standards — in fact, it’s the largest country

in western Europe — but compared to countries such as the United States
or Australia, it isn’t really such a big place. (All of France could fit easily
into Texas, for example, with plenty of room to spare.) And yet, France has
a strong diversity of soil types and climates. Each of France’s major wine
regions has different growing conditions for its grapes. (Figure 1-1 depicts
France’s wine regions.)
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The following sections help you better understand the role that France’s
diversified climates and soils — as well as her people’s years of experience —
play in making the country such a key player in the world’s wine scene.

Climate ups and downs

Because French wines are so acclaimed, wine people tend to credit France with
having an ideal location for grape-growing and winemaking. The 45th parallel,
which runs through the regions of Bordeaux and the Rhone Valley, has taken
on mythical connotations as the It position for fine wine production. F
In reality, though, a lot of seriously good wine comes from places that occupy France:
a much more southerly position than France does — such as all of Spain A Wine
and Portugal, California, and most of Italy (not to mention, in the Southern Superstar
Hemisphere, Chile, Argentina, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa!).

Furthermore, plenty of France’s wine regions are even more northerly than

Bordeaux; Champagne and Alsace, for example, are situated about as north

as wine grapes can viably grow. From a global perspective, France would

seem to be out of the mainstream of wine production, latitude-wise.

But latitude doesn’t tell the whole story. France has ideal climates for growing
wine grapes thanks to where the country happens to be situated relative to the
rest of Europe — and thanks to the lay of the land within France’s borders.

v Water surrounds France on three sides: the Atlantic Ocean on the west,
the English Channel on the north, and the Mediterrean Sea along part of
the country’s southern border. These bodies of water influence the cli-
mate of the land nearby. In particular, winds passing over the Atlantic’s
Gulf Stream carry moisture and warm air to western France, providing a
climate that’s more suitable for grape-growing than France’s northerly
position might suggest.

v The Massif Central, a high plateau in south-central France, blocks the
Atlantic’s maritime influence about halfway across the country. It also
creates a particular climate in eastern France (cold winters and hot but
relatively short summers) that’s distinctly different from the damp, tem-
perate climate in the west. Farther east, France is landlocked and moun-
tainous, with the mighty Alps Mountains separating France from Italy
and Switzerland.

v The Mediterranean Sea creates yet another climate pattern in southern
France: warm, dry, long summers and mild, rainy winters.
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According to the way experts categorize climates, in fact, France boasts all
three of the major climates for grape-growing and wine production:

v+ The maritime climate (in the Bordeaux region and elsewhere in
western France)

v The continental climate (in the regions of Alsace and Burgundy)

v The Mediterranean climate (in the southern Rhone Valley region and in
southern France)

These different climates each favor the cultivation of different grape varieties
and the production of different types of wine.

The dirt on France’s old dirt

The variation in soil types within France has to do with the geological origins
of the European continent: the melting of polar ice caps, the drying of seas,
the decomposition of rocks, and so forth. At least two books are devoted
entirely to the subsoils and soils of France’s wine regions — that’s how
complex the soils are.

Different wine regions of France have markedly different soils:

v Gravel in the western part of Bordeaux
v Chalky soil in Champagne, in the northeast
v Granite in Beaujolais, in the southeast

v Large stones in the Chateauneuf-du-Pape district of the southern
Rhone Valley

Even within individual wine regions, the soil varies quite a lot. The difference
between western Bordeaux and eastern Bordeaux is one classic example:
Different soils in each area favor different grape varieties. Within the region
of Alsace, the soils change literally from one hillside to the next; within
Burgundy, soils change between vineyards separated from each other by the
width of a cow path.

None of this is to say that French dirt is any better than any other country’s
dirt, though. What’s important about France’s soils is that they’re the right
soils in the right climates for the right grape varieties. Where the climate is
rainy (as in Bordeaux), for example, the soil provides good drainage. Where
there’s an impressionable grape variety, such as Pinot Noir, the soil varies
from patch to patch (as in Burgundy) to create compellingly individual wines.



Chapter 1: French Wine Today ’ 25

Time’s role in France’s wine

France’s climate and soil are natural endowments, but choosing the right
grape variety for each climate and soil is a human challenge. Enter those
thousands of years of experience that the French have in growing grapes and
making wines. Through centuries of trial and error, they’'ve managed to dis-
cover which grape varieties do best where.

For most of France’s history, wine grapes grew all over the country; transpor-
tation being difficult, each community had to produce its own wine in order
to have any. That all changed in the 19th century, when the double whammy

of vineyard devastation (via fungal diseases and the phylloxera bug) and Book I
better transportation (railroads) put many areas out of the grape-growing France:
business. The French wine regions that exist today are the survivors — the A Wine
regions whose climate, soil, and grape varieties make wines worth making. Superstar

French Wine-Think:
Understanding Terroir

Many French winemakers attribute every nuance in a wine to the particular
place where the grapes grow — to the rain that falls or refrains from falling;
the sun that shines down on the vineyard; the wind that warms or cools the
air; and the soil that holds the rain or drains it, reflects the sun’s heat back

onto the grapes, or contains just the right minerals.

MBER
és“" The French have a single word for the whole package of natural, interactive
forces that affect the grapevine and its fruit: terroir (pronounced ter-wahr).
Terroir encompasses
v The soil and subsoil of a vineyard, including its mineral content, fertility,
and drainage
v How the vineyard is situated, on a slope, for example, or near a river
v The climate of the wine region, including sun, heat, wind, rain, and
humidity
MBER v The grape variety or varieties that grow in the vineyard
N\
&
¢

Every wine comes from a unique terroir and — in the French way of looking at
wine — is what it is because of its terroir.



’ 26 Book Il: France: A Wine Superstar

Of course, every French wine also has a winemaker who turns the fruit of the
vineyard into wine. And there’s no arguing with the fact that what the wine-
maker does — such as fermenting the grape juice at a certain temperature

or aging a wine in a particular type of oak barrel — can affect the quality and
style of the wine. For the most part, however, French winemakers perceive
their responsibility as bringing out in the wine what the terroir put into the
grapes. (And because of the long history of each region, the winemakers have
a pretty good idea of what that is.)

The title that most French winemakers use — vigneron — suggests what they
consider their role to be. The word means “winegrower,” not “winemaker.”
Their wines grow from their vineyards, as opposed to being “made” in their
wineries.

The concept of terroir is so fundamental to French wine that it even dictates
how the wines are named: The overwhelming majority of French wines carry
the name of the place where the grapes grow, because the place (rather than
just the grape variety) is what makes the wines the way they are. Depending
on the wine, the place might be any of the following (see the later section
“Understanding a French Wine Label” for more on names and regions):

v~ A large wine region

v A district within a region

v A single vineyard

The Variety of French Wine

When it comes to wine, quantity doesn’t necessarily equate with quality. In
fact, the opposite is often true: The smaller the quantity produced, the more
concentrated and higher quality a wine will be. Luckily for the reputation of
French wines, the huge quantity produced each year includes hundreds of
different types of wine.

Variety, in fact, is the rule for French wines, which sell anywhere from less
than $8 a bottle to several thousand dollars a bottle and are

v White, red, and pink

v~ Still (nonbubbly) wines and bubbly wines

v Dry wines, semidry wines, and sweet wines

v~ Simple wines for enjoying while they’re young and serious wines that
aren’t at their best until they age for a few decades

v Handcrafted artisan wines made by small family wineries and mass-
production wines made by large corporations
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As you can see, French wines span the whole spectrum of what’s possible
in a wine. The following sections cover the characteristics of French wine in
greater detail, from the grape varieties used to the wine styles made.

The colors of France

France produces more red wine than white or rosé (pink) wine. Precise fig-
ures are hard to come by, because statistics tend to lump red wines with
rosé wines (considering they’re both made from red grape varieties). But we
do know this: In 2005, 35 percent of the wine produced in France was white.

Most of the remaining 65 percent was, most likely, overwhelmingly red (as sl

opposed to rosé). France:
A Wine

Rosé wines are made throughout France, and some of them are quite special, Superstar

but they represent just a tiny part of the country’s production.

Dry, sweet, and bubbly

French wines are predominantly dry, nonsparkling wines. Sparkling wines
represent less than 10 percent of France’s production. Champagne itself —
the major sparkling wine of France (and the world) — accounted for about
5.5 percent of French wine production in 2005. Many other regions also make
sparkling wine, but in significantly smaller quantity than Champagne. (See
Chapter 6 in Book II for the scoop on Champagne.)

Almost every region of France makes some type of sweet dessert wine, but
no one region specializes in it. The quantity varies greatly from year to year,
because sweet wine production often depends on specific weather patterns
that don’t visit a region predictably each year.

Quantity aside, France makes outstanding sweet wines. Sauternes, which

is probably the world’s most revered type of sweet wine in the eyes of seri-

ous wine collectors, carries the banner — but not without protest from the

legendary sweet wines of the Loire Valley, such as Coteaux du Layon. Sweet
wines from southern France, southwestern France, and the region of Alsace
are also noteworthy.

Collectable to highly affordable

French wine authorities apparently never heard the expression, “You can’t be
all things to all people.” Or maybe, by the time that way of thinking evolved,
the nature of French wines was already a fait accompli. However it happened,
France has managed to satisfy wine drinkers across all price and ageability
spectrums: from Chateau Lafite-Rothschild to Beaujolais Nouveau.
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France’s finest wines enjoy the highest reputation of any wines anywhere,
period. The best wines of the Champagne, Bordeaux, Burgundy, and Rhone
regions dominate the cellars of the world’s most celebrated wine collectors,
as well as the auctions where rare wines are bought and sold. Bottles of
mature wines from these regions can cost thousands of dollars each, depend-
ing on the wine and the vintage — that’s how desirable these wines are.

But France makes plenty of midrange and inexpensive wines, too. In just
about any good wine shop in the United States, you can find wines from
southern France that sell for as little as $6 a bottle — good, everyday wines
for casual enjoyment. Between the least expensive and the most precious
French offerings are the majority of French wines — high-quality wines that
cost from about $15 to $35 and are suitable either for drinking young or for
aging a few years.

Regional characters

In 1961, when he was president of France, Charles de Gaulle remarked, “How
can you be expected to govern a country that has 246 kinds of cheese?”

The reason France has so many cheeses (now estimated at more than 700
types) is the same as the reason why it has so many wines: regional par-
ticularities. Wineries in different parts of France cultivate different grape
varieties and make their wines in different ways. Even when two regions
grow the same grape variety, their wines usually turn out to be distinctly
different because of terroir differences (see the earlier “French Wine-Think:
Understanding Terroir” section for more on terroir) or different winemaking
traditions. The Sauvignon Blanc grape variety provides a good example of
how the same grape makes different wines.

v In the Loire Valley, Sauvignon Blanc makes crisp, unoaked wines with
concentrated, minerally flavors.

v In the Bordeaux region, winemakers frequently blend Sauvignon Blanc
wine with Sémillon, making a fleshier, longer-lasting wine with more
subtle flavors; often they use oak barrels, which give the wine a smoky
or toasty character.

v+ In the south of France, Sauvignon Blanc wines have riper fruit flavors
than those from either the Loire or Bordeaux.

Wine critics who sample thousands of wines each year complain about

the “cookie cutter” wine phenomenon — that so many wines taste pretty
much the same. Not so in France. Regional individuality is inbred among the
French. That might make governing the country a challenge, but it makes
drinking the country’s wines an adventure.
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The grapes of France

Practically all the most famous grape varieties in the world are French variet-
ies, meaning they either originated in France or became famous through their
expression in French wines. (Chapter 1 in Book I explains grape varieties and
how they differ.)

Which varieties are they? Name a variety, and chances are, it’s French.
Chardonnay? Yep. Merlot? Yes. Sauvignon Blanc? Right again. Cabernet
Sauvignon, Pinot Noir, or Syrah? Oui to all three. (In fact, only two of France’s
top grape varieties aren’t technically French. Riesling is a German variety,
and Grenache originated in Spain, where it’s called Garnacha.)

Over the centuries, different grape varieties have acclimated to certain
regions of France. In some regions, winemakers make blended wines, from
several grape varieties; in other regions, the wines derive from a single vari-
ety. Table 1-1 names the major white grape varieties of France and indicates
in which of France’s wine regions each grape is important. Table 1-2 does the
same for France’s major red grapes.

Table 1-1 France’s Major White Grape Varieties

Grape Variety Pronunciation Region(s) Where Important

Chardonnay shar-dohn-nay Burgundy; Champagne;
Languedoc

Chenin Blanc shen-in blahnk Loire Valley

Sauvignon Blanc

saw-vee-nyon blahnk

Bordeaux; Loire Valley;
southwestern France;

Languedoc
Gewiirztraminer geh-vairtz-trah-mee-ner Alsace
Pinot Gris pee-noh gree Alsace
Pinot Blanc pee-noh blahnk Alsace
Marsanne mar-sahn Rhone Valley
Muscadet moos-cah-day Loire Valley
Riesling reese-ling Alsace
Roussanne roos-sahn Rhone Valley
Sémillon seh-mee-yohn Bordeaux; southwestern

France

Viognier

vee-oh-nyay

Rhone Valley; Languedoc
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Table 1-2 France’s Major Red Grape Varieties

Grape Variety Pronunciation Region(s) Where Important

Cabernet Sauvignon cab-er-nay saw-vee- Bordeaux; southwestern

nyon France; Languedoc

Cabernet Franc cab-er-nay frahn Loire Valley; Bordeausx;
southwestern France

Carignan cah-ree-nyahn Rhéne Valley; southern France

Cinsault san-soh Rhéne Valley; southern France

Gamay ga-may Beaujolais

Grenache gren-ahsh Rhone Valley; southern France

Merlot mer-loh Bordeaux; southwestern
France; Languedoc

Malbec mahl-bec Southwestern France;
Bordeaux

Mourvedre more-ved'r Rhone Valley; southern France

Pinot Noir pee-noh nwahr Burgundy; Champagne

Syrah see-rah Rhone Valley; southern France

Wine lovers often use a certain shorthand when talking about French grapes.
Here’s that shorthand decoded:

1 “Bordeaux varieties” (generally used in reference to red varieties):
Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, and Cabernet Franc, principally; Malbec
and Petit Verdot are two minor red varieties of Bordeaux

v “Red Rhone varieties”: Syrah, Grenache, Cinsault, and Mourvedre

v “White Rhone varieties”: Marsanne, Roussanne, Grenache Blanc, and
Viognier

v “Southern French varieties” (generally used in reference to reds):
Grenache, Cinsault, Mourvedre, and Carignan

The wines of Bordeaux, southern France, and the Rhone Valley (the larger
Southern Rhone, at least) are blends, made from several grape varieties

in varying proportions. When winemakers from other parts of the world

use these varieties together, they sometimes describe their wines as being
“Bordeaux blends” or “Rhone blends,” a more convenient lingo than naming
all the varieties used.
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France’s Wine Laws: The
Opposite of Laissez-Faire
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The first step toward understanding French wine names and labels is to
realize that, in France, the government controls how wines may be named,
and every wine name is a reflection of French wine law. In theory, you could
discover all sorts of information about any French wine just by looking up its
name in the French laws. That information would include the general vine-
yard territory for that wine, which grape varieties could possibly be in that

wine, and so forth. Book Il
If you were to research several French wine names, you’d discover that most :rawnic:l Z:
of them are the names of places, specifically the vineyard area where the Superstat

grapes for the wines grow. Vineyard location is the organizational principle
behind French wine law and the basis for naming French wines.

The upcoming sections give you an overview of French wine law basics.

Privileged versus ordinary locales

Not all terroirs are equal in the eyes of French wine law. Some vineyards are
very privileged locations, whereas others lie in more ordinary territory. The
status of the locale determines, to a large extent, the price and prestige of the
wine grown there.

Two basic categories of wine zones exist in France:

v Classic wine areas

v Newer grape-growing and winemaking areas

Every vineyard in France lies within one type of wine zone or the other — or
sometimes both. Where classic zones and newer areas overlap, a winemaker
can use either area’s name for the wine, provided she follows the rules gov-
erning the production of the wine whose name she uses.

These rules are stricter for vineyards in the classic areas and more flexible in
the newer areas. For example, winemakers in a classic zone have less choice

of what grape variety to plant. But wines from the classic areas are generally

more prestigious.
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A great selection of wines by the glass can
be found in most of Paris’s wine bars, as well
as tasty light meals that go hand-in-hand with
them. Here are a few recommendations for your
next trip to the City of Lights:

v Au Négociant: The photographer Robert
Doisneau came here often, but today a dis-
cerning crowd of regulars keep this tiny,
hole-in-the-wall wine bar near Montmartre
humming. The excellent pates and terrines
are homemade and served with fresh,
chewy bread.

v~ Le Bistrot du Peintre: Painters, actors, and
night crawlers hang out here for the deli-
cious and reasonably priced food and wine,
large terrace, and superb Belle Epoque style.

v La Cloche des Halles: This tiny bar and café
is crowded at lunchtime with people dining
on plates of ham or quiche accompanied by
a bottle of wine, and maybe the specialty,
tarte tatin, for dessert. It's convivial and
fun but very noisy, just like the rest of the
quarter during the day. If you can’t find a
seat, you can usually stand at the bar and
eat (and drink).

v Clown Bar: It's hard to say what gets more
attention here — the wine or the clowns
from the nearby Cirque d’Hiver who fre-
quent the place. The bar is decorated with
a melange of circus posters and circus-
themed ceramic tiles. The wine list features
(quelle surprise!) an extensive selection of
French offerings.

Sampling sips in a Paris wine bar

v Le Griffonnier: First-rate cuisine and a

superb wine cellar make this bistro a
standout. Sample specialties such as confit
de canard maison (duck preserved and
cooked in its own fat until it's fall-off-the-
bone tender) or a hearty plate of regional
meats and cheeses.

Mélac: Owner Jacque Mélac has an
excellent selection of wine from nearly all
the regions of France and is happy to give
you recommendations. The wonderful wall
display of regional wines lends a heady
ambience.

La Sancerre: Loire wines are the specialty
here, including, of course, Sancerre. The
manager knows nothing of shyness and
will discuss any and all things wine with
you, including which of the mouth-watering
dishes from his kitchen go best with which
wine.

La Tartine: This neighborhood wine bar is
relaxed and comfortable — the head wait-
ress will talk to you like you've known each
other for years.

Willi's Wine Bar: Since 1980, an upscale
crowd of professionals and tourists has
sampled more than 250 types of wine while
seated at the polished oak bar or dining
in the high-ceilinged, oak-beamed dining
room.
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Small is beautiful

Where territories overlap, a winemaker generally chooses the name that rep-
resents the smallest, most specific terroir for which the vineyard is eligible.
This is true for several reasons:

v The smaller area is more exclusive; fewer people can have vineyards
there and use that name for their wine.

v Wines from smaller terroirs generally command a higher price than
wines named after larger areas.

v Wines from smaller areas are generally perceived to be of higher quality. Book i

France:

Note: An exception to this rule can occur when the name of the larger area is A Wine
better known and more marketable than the name of the smaller area. Superstar

Understanding a French Wine Label

French words on the labels of French wines indicate whether a wine comes
from a classic region or a newer wine area:

v Wines from classic regions carry the words Appellation . . . Contrélée on
the label, in small print under the name of the wine. Between the two
words is the name of the place that’s the wine’s official name.

v Wines from lesser classic regions carry the words Vin Délimité de
Qualité Supérieure on the label, below the name of the wine.

v Wines from newer regions carry the words Vin de pays de . . . on their
labels. The official name of the area appears at the end of this phrase.

<P Appellation Contrélée translates as “regulated name.” Sometimes, in reading
about French wines, you might see the phrase Appellation d’Origine
Controlée; it translates as “regulated place name.” The two phrases are used
interchangeably and mean the same thing, but the shorter version usually
appears on wine labels. People who talk about wine a lot use the abbrevia-
tions AC or AOC for these phrases.

Vin Délimité de Qualité Supérieure translates as “demarcated wine of superior
quality.” The abbreviation VDQS applies to these wines. Vin de pays trans-
lates as “country wine.”
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At the bottom of the quality ladder is another category, vins de table, or table
wines. These very inexpensive wines carry no geographic name other than
France on their labels; they’re not vintage dated, and they never carry the
name of a grape variety on their labels.

France’s overall system of wine laws is called its AOC laws, after the name

of the highest wine category. These laws went into effect beginning in 1935.
Most other wine-producing countries in Europe have used France’s AOC laws
as a model for their own wine laws.

Currently, France has more than 375 appellations (the highest level), making
up over half of the country’s wine production. VDQS wines number 10; these
are wines from locales that hope to earn AOC status in the future. Vin de pays
areas number about 140; this relatively new category became effective in 1979.

Degrees of pedigree within the AOC ranks

AOC is the highest status that a French wine zone can aspire to have, legally

speaking. But practically speaking, some AOC zones are more prestigious
than others. This extra prestige derives from the following:

v The size of the locale (the smaller, the better)

v The quality and distinctiveness of the ferroir (as expressed in the zones’
wines, compared to wines of neighboring areas)

v The reputation of the appellation in the market (which can vary some-

what over time)

Are AOC wines better than country wines?

When you buy a bottle of AOC wine, chances
are it'll cost more than a bottle of vin de pays, or
country wine, because it has a higher pedigree.
But is it worth the difference in price?

Which type of wine has higher quality depends
entirely on what the two wines are; some AOC
wines are mediocre, and some country wines
are very good — but many AOC wines are far
superior to most country wines.

The difference between AOC wines and country
wines is one of winemaking mentality and style.

In particular, country wines are often varietal
wines; that is, they're labeled with the name of
the grape variety that makes the wine. (They
still have a place-name, too, but it's in smaller
print.) They're made to express the character-
istics of that grape rather than the region where
the grape grows (which, frankly, can be quite
large and not very distinctive). France’s coun-
try wines are good values if you want a varietal
wine, or if you want a simple French wine that's
generally a bit fruitier than the classic French
wines.
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One way of knowing how large or small an AOC appellation is, and how specific
its terroir is, is to know what type of territory the AOC in question represents.
An AOC appellation can represent, in descending size and specificity, any of
the following:

v A region (a fairly large area)

v A district, that is, an area within the larger region

v A subdistrict

v A group of specific villages

v A single village (also called a commune) Book Il
v A single vineyard (the smallest and most specific terroir) Erance:
A Wine

Unfortunately, you can’t generally deduce the nature of the AOC territory Superstar

from the wine’s label. The word villages as part of the wine name, such as
Macon-Villages, means that the wine comes from a smaller area than a similar
wine without the villages appendage on its name. (It comes from a group of
specific villages rather than from a larger district.) But most of the time, the
label holds no clues.

One fairly reliable standard for determining the precision of the terroir of an
AOC wine is price. French wineries always charge more for wines from more
prestigious appellations than they do for their lesser AOC wines, and this
price differential carries down to the shelf price of the wine. Also, French
wines are so well-known that most knowledgeable people working in wine
shops can help you distinguish between, say, a regionwide AOC and a single-
village AOC name. (They can also tell you whether a wine with a technically
higher appellation is actually better than another wine with a less-specific
appellation; that depends on the producers of each wine.)

The reason that France’s appellations lack any sort of uniformity is that the
system is decentralized. There’s a central governing body, of course; this
organization is the INAO. (It almost always goes by the name INAO because
its full name — Institut National des Appellations d’Origine, or National
Institute of Appellations of Origin — is a mouthful.) The INAO rules with a
firm hand. But the process of creating an appellation begins with the local
grape growers who want their area recognized as an AOC area, and they get
to name the area. Because local customs differ from one area to the next, the
wine names don’t follow any single pattern.
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The French wine label

Labels of AOC wines have one significant difference from those of country wines:

v For AOC wines, the place-name is the primary name of the wine.

v For country wines, a grape name is usually the primary name of the
wine, with the place-name in smaller print.

The notable exception to this rule is the region of Alsace, where AOC wines
are named for their grape variety, followed by the AOC name, Alsace. You
could argue that another exception is Muscadet, because that word is used
as a synonym for Mélon de Bourgogne, the grape that makes Muscadet wines.

Here are other words or expressions that you may see on French wine labels,
along with their meanings:

v Millésime, meaning “vintage year,” which is the year the grapes were
harvested.

v Mis en bouteille au chateau, which means “bottled at the chateau,”
or Mis en bouteille au domaine, which means “bottled at the winery;” it’s
equivalent to the term “estate bottled.”

v Vieilles vignes, meaning “old vines;” this term is unregulated, but it
suggests a superior wine because old vines produce fewer grapes and
hence a more concentrated wine.

v Réserve, translated as “reserve,” is an unregulated term.

v Premier cru, literally meaning “first growth” but more correctly, “first
growth vineyard;” this term is used in certain regions to denote superior
vineyards that have special AC status.

v Grand cru, meaning “great growth” or “great growth vineyard;” like pre-
mier cru, this term is used only in certain regions, where it applies to the
very best vineyards.

v Supérieure, meaning “superior;” this word appears as part of some AOC
names, and it usually connotes a wine with a slightly higher alcohol level
than the nonsuperior version of the same wine.



Chapter 2
Exploring Bordeaux’s Range

In This Chapter

Revealing why Bordeaux sets the standard for red wines worldwide
Classifying the top reds as best as possible

Finding and enjoying affordable red Bordeaux

Getting acquainted with white Bordeaux

Sweetening things up with Bordeaux’s dessert wines

perhaps you’ve noticed that when wine lovers utter the word Bordeaux,
they say it with a tone of awe and respect. Even if you don’t know that
a Bordeaux can be a dry or sweet white wine as well as a dry red wine, you
probably know that Bordeaux has some mystique about it.

Bordeaux (pronounced bor-doh) can be confusing at first, what with all its
districts, subdistricts, and villages — not to mention the classifications of
specific properties and the different types of classifications in different dis-
tricts! Fear not. This chapter not only introduces the region but also tells you
about Bordeaux wines from red to white, affordable to elite.

Understanding What Makes Bordeaux
a Wine Lover’s Heaven

The Bordeaux wine region lies in the southern part of western France, on the
Atlantic coast (see Figure 2-1). The Gironde Estuary and its two major rivers, the
Dordogne and the Garonne, run through the heart of the region. Almost all of
Bordeaux’s great wine estates are near the Gironde or one of its tributaries. The
city of Bordeaux, France’s fourth-largest city, lies in the center of the region.
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The Bordeaux area has a maritime climate with damp springtimes, rather
hot, fairly dry summers, mild winters, and quite a bit of rain during autumn
and winter. When rain occurs in the fall, it often spells trouble for the vintage:
Too much rain can turn a promising grape crop into a mediocre one.

Bordeaux’s landscape is rather flat in most places, and the soil is quite
infertile. Not much else but grapes can grow there. In fact, the Bordeaux
wine region — with the exception of the historic town of St.-Emilion — is
plain looking. You don’t go there for the area’s natural beauty.

But the Bordeaux region is a place worth visiting in the eyes of wine lovers,
because it’s the home of more sought-after and expensive wines than any
other region in the world. How has Bordeaux become the world’s most pres-
tigious and most renowned wine region? First of all, the Bordelais, as the
natives of Bordeaux are called, have experience on their side; wine has been
made in this region for about 2,000 years. But it’s more than that. Other wine
regions in Europe have been producing wine just as long and even longer, but
they haven’t attained Bordeaux’s renown.

Bordeaux’s superiority derives from the region’s very special terroir, its unique
combination of climate and soil. The wine’s quality also benefits from the
Bordelaise having figured out which grape varieties grow best in their locale.
The varieties that thrive there happen to be among the greatest varieties in
the world.
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Seeing (predominantly) red
throughout Bordeaux

Bordeaux’s reputation as a great wine region rests on its superb reds, leg-
endary wines that can improve for several decades and are made by historic
wine estates (called chdateaux). Seventy-five to 80 percent of Bordeaux’s wines
are red. (Most of the rest is dry white, and 2 or 3 percent is stunning

dessert wine.)

The greatest, most age-worthy red Bordeaux wines start at $30 a bottle retail

but can go up to about $2,000 a bottle and more for rare wines, such as a Book Il
newly released Chateau Pétrus. Older, fine vintages of the greatest and rarest Eranee
wines are even more expensive. However, the famous, costly wines make up A Wine
just 2 to 3 percent of all red Bordeaux. Superstar

Many fine Bordeaux reds are available in the $18 to $30 range; these wines
are perfect for drinking when they’re five to ten years old. And lots of red
Bordeaux sell for $8 to $18; these inexpensive wines are made to be enjoyed
when they’re released at the age of two on up to five or six years of age.

Recognizing red Bordeaux as
a blend of grape varieties

Red Bordeaux is always a blended wine. It's made from two to five so-called
black grape varieties, with most wines made from three or four of the five
varieties. The percentage of each grape variety used in a particular red
Bordeaux wine can change from year to year, depending on the climate and
how each variety has fared during the growing season. The percentage also
varies from one estate to another.

The five grape varieties of red Bordeaux are

1 Cabernet Sauvignon (cab-er-nay saw-vee-nyon)
v Merlot (mer-loh)

v Cabernet Franc (cab-er-nay frahn)

v Petit Verdot (peh-tee vair-doe)

v Malbec (mahl-bec)

Either Cabernet Sauvignon or Merlot is the dominant variety in practically

all red Bordeaux wines; Cabernet Franc is the third most utilized variety, fol-
lowed by Petite Verdot and Malbec. (Actually, Malbec has been rapidly disap-
pearing from most Bordeaux wines, because it hasn’t been growing well in
the region.)
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Red Bordeaux can be quite a different wine depending on whether Cabernet
Sauvignon or Merlot is the dominant grape variety.

The High-Rent Districts for Red Bordeaux

\\J

The Bordeaux region is quite large, encompassing more than a quarter-
million acres of vineyards, and it produces about 660 million bottles annu-
ally (about 10 percent of France’s wine, but more than 25 percent of its
AOC wine; turn to Chapter 1 in Book II for more on the AOC classification
system). Naturally, climate and soil vary across this large area. Four major
red Bordeaux districts, each with its own particular terroir, exist within the
region, along with several minor districts.

Following are the four major districts for red Bordeaux:

v Haut-Médoc: The southern — and most important — part of the Médoc
peninsula, which occupies the western bank of the Gironde.

v Graves/Pessac-Léognan: Pessac-Léognan, the area south of the Médoc,
and south of and around the city of Bordeaux, was part of the Graves
district until 1987, when it became a separate district. In terms of elite
red wines, it’s far more important than the Graves district, but the two
regions are combined here for historical reasons.

v~ St.-Emilion: A region east of the city of Bordeaux.

+* Pomerol: Another region east of the city of Bordeaux.

Bordeaux wines with the Haut-Médoc, St.-Emilion, or Pomerol appellations
must be red; Graves or Pessac-Léognan wines may be red or white.

Wines from these four districts represent the top of the quality pyramid for
red Bordeaux. At the base of the pyramid are the thousands of inexpensive

Bordeaux wines made from grapes grown throughout the region, which are

entitled to the simple regional appellation Bordeaux AOC (or Bordeaux AC).
In the middle are Bordeaux from lesser districts.

Because of certain similarities in the wines, and for historical reasons, these
four major districts for red Bordeaux are often grouped as two entities, which
are often known as the Left Bank and the Right Bank. The Médoc peninsula
and Graves/Pessac-Léognan make up the Left Bank, because they're situated
on the left, or western side, of the Gironde and Garonne rivers as they flow to
the sea (as you can see in Figure 2-1). St.-Emilion and Pomerol are Right Bank
districts.

The following sections get you acquainted with the specific styles of the Left
and Right Banks.
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The villages of the Haut-Meédoc

Of the four major districts in Bordeaux, the
Haut-Médoc historically has been the most
important district during the past two centuries,
and it's the origin of many of the most famous
Bordeaux wines.

The Haut-Médoc encompasses four villages
that rank among the aristocracy of wine
names. These four villages are regarded so
highly in Bordeaux that, together with two less-
renowned villages, they're each official AOC
appellations, reflecting a terroir more specific
than the Haut-Médoc at large. Only red wines
may carry the names of these villages on their
labels.

The four famous Haut-Médoc wine communes
(the term commune is synonymous with “vil-
lage” in French), from south to north, are as
follows:

+ Margaux
v St.-Julien
v Pauillac
v~ St.-Estephe

The two other communes in the Haut-Médoc
that have their own AOCs are Listrac and
Moulis.

The names of these six villages are an official
part of the names of the wines made within
these communes. For example, underneath the
name of the wine on the label, say, Chateau
Latour, are the words, Appellation Papilla
Contrélée. Any wines from the Haut-Médoc
that don’t come from vineyards within these
six communes carry the broader appellation

Appellation Haut-Médoc Contrélée on their
labels.

Each of the four major communes of the Haut-
Médoc produces wines of a distinct style,
which experienced tasters can identify without
knowing the wine’s provenance. Here are the
different characteristics of the four major com-
munes’ wines:

v Margaux: Elegant, medium-bodied, supple
wines with complex flavors and a fragrant
aroma are typical of Margaux wines. A good
example is Chateau Palmer. Additionally,
this commune is home to Chateau Margaux,
one of Bordeaux’s most famous wines.

v~ St.-Julien: This village produces flavor-
ful, rich, medium- to full-bodied wines that
are subtle, balanced, and consistent. A
typical St.-Julien wine is Chateau Ducru-
Beaucaillou.

v+~ Pauillac: Blackcurrant and cedar aromas
are common in Pauillac wines, which
tend to be powerful, firm, rich, tannic, full-
bodied, concentrated, and very long-lived.
A typical Pauillac wine is Chateau Pichon-
Lalande. Additionally, this commune is the
home of three famous Bordeaux: Chateaux
Lafite-Rothschild, Latour, and Mouton-
Rothschild.

v~ St.-Estephe: This village produces dark-
colored, austere, full-bodied wines that
are tannic, acidic, and earthy. Wines from
St.-Estéphe are very long-lived and need
time to evolve. Chateau Montrose is a good
example of a typical St.-Estephe wine.

The Left Bank style

The soil on the Left Bank is primarily gravelly, with excellent drainage.
Although the area is relatively flat, mounds or terraces of gravel, left by
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a retreating sea thousands of years ago, exist throughout the Left Bank.
Cabernet Sauvignon, which does very well in gravelly soil, is the predominant
red grape variety of the Left Bank. A typical Bordeaux from the Haut-Médoc
or Pessac-LLéognan usually has 60 to 65 percent Cabernet Sauvignon in its
blend, with about 25 to 30 percent Merlot.

Generally speaking, the red Bordeaux wines from the Left Bank are quite
tannic and austere when they're young (see Chapter 5 in Book I for an expla-
nation of ftannic), and they have a pronounced blackcurrant aroma and
flavor. With age, they develop complex secondary aromas and flavors, such
as stewed fruit, leather, earth, and tobacco; their colors lighten and flavors
soften as the tannin begins to drop out of the wine.

Left Bank-style wines need ten years or more to come into their own, and
the best of them are capable of developing further for decades. The most
common mistake regarding Left Bank Bordeaux wines is drinking them when
they’re less than ten years old: They can taste harsh and bitter at this age,
leaving you to wonder what all the fuss is about.

The Right Bank style

The vineyards of Bordeaux’s Right Bank lie east of the city of Bordeaux and
the Gironde Estuary, and north of the Dordogne River (as you can see in
Figure 2-1). The two major subregions of Bordeaux on the Right Bank are

v St.-Emilion, southeast of the port of Libourne

v Pomerol, northeast of Libourne

Because the Right Bank is farther from the ocean, the soil contains less
gravel; it tends to be a mixture of clay, silt, sand, and limestone. In this terroir,
the Merlot grape variety flourishes and is clearly the Right Bank’s dominant
grape variety. (Actually, Merlot is the most-planted grape variety in the entire
Bordeaux region.)

Cabernet Franc, which ripens faster than Cabernet Sauvignon, is the second-
most important variety on the Right Bank. A typical St.-Emilion or Pomerol
contains about 70 percent Merlot, with the remainder usually Cabernet Franc
and Cabernet Sauvignon — but invariably more Cabernet Franc.

Right Bank Bordeaux reds, such as St.-Emilions and Pomerols, are a good
choice for the novice red Bordeaux drinker because they’re less tannic and
austere, and therefore more approachable, than Left Bank Bordeaux. This
difference is particularly noticeable when the wines are young (less than ten
years old). The reason for the different style is that the Merlot grape variety
has considerably less — and softer — tannin than does Cabernet Sauvignon,
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which dominates Left Bank Bordeaux. Also, the somewhat richer soil on the
Right Bank contributes to a fruitier, softer profile for Right Bank Bordeaux.
For this reason, you might drink a Pomerol or St.-Emilion that’s less than ten
years old, but you'd seldom drink a Left Bank Bordeaux that young.

Although Right Bank red Bordeaux wines are ready to drink sooner than Left
Bank Bordeaux, the better examples of these wines can live for many decades —
nearly as long as Left Bank Bordeaux, especially in good vintages.

Generally speaking, the wines of Pomerol are the most expensive Bordeaux
wines and the most difficult to find — for the simple reason that these wines
come from the smallest wine estates of any of the major Bordeaux subre-
gions. For instance, the typical Haut-Médoc wine estate produces about
20,000 to 25,000 cases (12 bottles to a case) of wine annually, whereas the
average Pomerol winery makes only 3,000 to 5,000 cases of wine a year.

Classified Information:
Ranking Red Bordeaux

MBER
\‘&
&

Because so many Bordeaux wines are so renowned, many people throughout
the years have attempted to rank them according to the wines’ merit or qual-
ity. These rankings, or classifications, have become an important part of the
region’s lore.

Some classifications of Bordeaux are official, sanctioned by the Bordelais,
and others are unofficial, such as personal classifications from wine critics.
Various districts of Bordeaux have undertaken official classifications of their
wines — but at different times, of course — using different categories to
grade the wines. Put all that together and you realize that no one ranking or
classification covers all the wines of Bordeaux.

The next few sections alert you to the classifications that apply to Bordeaux’s
finest reds.

The 1855 Classification

No classification of Bordeaux wines has created more of an impact than the
1855 Classification of the Great Growths of the Gironde. Devised by Bordeaux
merchants in preparation for a visit from Queen Victoria of England, the clas-
sification was based on the prices that wines commanded at that time, as
well as the wines’ track records over the past 100 years.

143

Book I

France:
A Wine
Superstar



’ 4 4 Book II: France: A Wine Superstar

The 61 red Bordeaux wines that made the cut became known as Classified
Growths, or Grands Crus Classés wines in French (a cru in Bordeaux refers

to a wine estate). At that time, the Haut-Médoc subregion dominated the
Bordeaux wine trade, and so 60 of the 61 wines were Haut-Médoc wines; one
was from the Graves (the part now known as Pessac-Léognan). All of the
Right Bank wines were shut out of the famous 1855 ranking.

The 1855 Classification divided the 61 classified growths into five categories,
or classes, according to quality. The First Growths ranked at the top, fol-
lowed by the Second Growths, and so forth. At the time, the First Growth cat-
egory contained only four wines, but one wine was later added to that rank.
These five top wines are

v Chateau Lafite-Rothschild

1 Chateau Latour

v Chateau Margaux

v Chateau Haut Brion (Graves)

v Chateau Mouton-Rothschild (elevated from a Second Growth in 1973)

The 61 classified growths, which account for about 25 percent of the wine
production in the Médoc peninsula, have enjoyed more prestige than most
other Bordeaux wines over the years. Today, roughly 10,000 wine producers
(8,000 of which are wine estates) exist in Bordeaux, but only 61 wines have
been blessed or “ordained” by this most renowned of all wine classifications.

The 1855 Classification has remained remarkably accurate. Naturally, a few
of the classified wines have declined in quality over the past century and a
half, and some wines not classified at that time have improved. Also, some
Bordeaux wines of today that weren’t around in 1855 might be worthy of
inclusion. But for the most part, the classification has held up well.

The Graves/Pessac-Léognan classification

Wine producers in the Graves district weren’t too pleased that only one of
their red wines, Chateau Haut-Brion, was classified in 1855. But it took them
almost 100 years to change the situation. Actually, until the Institut National
des Appellations d’Origine (INAO) was founded in 1935 and endowed with
regulatory power over all AOC wines, the apparatus to make any changes
wasn’t in place.

In 1953, the INAO officially rated the red wines of the Graves for the first time;
the classification was revised in 1959, and this time it included the dry white
wines of the district. (The dessert wines from the Graves district, Sauternes
and Barsac, had been part of the 1855 Classification.) The 1953 classification
named 13 red Graves wines (all in what is now the Pessac-Léognan district) but
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didn’t rank them individually. All the area’s top estates — such as Chateau
Haut Brion, Chateau La Mission-Brion, Domaine de Chevalier, and Chateau
Pape Clément — are classified growths, or Crus Classés.

The St.-Emilion classification

The 1855 Classification completely ignored the wines of the St.-Emilion sub-
region, which are all red. (Frankly, St.-Emilion wines weren’t very important
commercially until the 20th century, even though they have a longer history
than the Médoc wines.) The St.-Emilion wines finally received recognition in

1955 when the INAO undertook a classification of these overlooked wines. Book i
France:

In one important way, the St.-Emilion classification is superior to both the A Wine

1855 Classification and the Graves classification: It provides for revisions Superstar

almost every decade. The St.-Emilion classification has been revised (adding
some wines and dropping others) in 1969, 1985, and 1996. (Okay, so they
missed the 1970s.)

The St.-Emilion classification names wines at three quality levels. From the
best to the least, these quality levels are as follows:

v Premier Grand Cru Classé (First Great Classified Growth)
v Grand Cru Classé (Great Classified Growth)
v Grand Cru (Great Growth)

On the bottom tier of the classification are some 200 wines that are entitled
to the appellation St.-Emilion Grand Cru. This particular appellation is rather
meaningless, because many very ordinary wines (along with a handful of
overachievers) are among the 200. Also, the Grand Cru designation is con-
fusing because it sounds similar to the next-highest appellation, St.-Emilion
Grand Cru Classé.

The middle tier — with a total of 55 wines — singles out many very good wines,
most of which are on par with Fourth and Fifth Growths (Haut-Médoc wines)
from the 1855 Classification, and some of which are even better. In fact, at
least four wines with the appellation St.-Emilion Grand Cru Classé are now so
good that they deserve a promotion to the highest St.-Emilion classification
in the near future. The four great Grand Cru Classé wines are

v Chateau Canon-La-Gaffeliere
v Chateau Pavie Decesse

v Chateau Pavie Macquin

v Chateau Troplong-Mondot
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Currently, 13 wines hold the highest St.-Emilion ranking, Premier Grand Cru
Classé. The INAO distinguishes two of the 13 wines — Chateau Ausone and
Chateau Cheval Blanc — by placing them in Category A of the Premiers
Grands Crus Classés. The other 11 Premier Grand Cru Classé wines are in
Category B. The two Category A wines are equivalent in quality to the First
Growths of the 1855 Classification, and the 11 wines in Category B are roughly
comparable to Second and Third Growths of the 1855 Classification.

Trying Red Bordeaux on a Budget

The elite wines of Bordeaux (listed in the nearby sidebar) have a way of grab-
bing the spotlight — and rightfully so, because they’re among the very finest
wines in the entire world. But they don’t begin to tell the whole story of the
Bordeaux region, where regular people make regular wine for drinking on a
regular basis. Literally thousands of Bordeaux wines cost you less than $20 a
bottle, and many cost less than $10.

Bordeaux's best reds

Fancypants French rankings aside, ten wines two best St.-Emilion wines and the two best
occupy an elite class of red Bordeaux. They Pomerols. These wines aren’t listed in any par-
include the five First Growths and one super ticular order of preference; they're all great,
Second Growth (all from the famous 1855 and each Bordeaux lover has his or her own
Classification, which you can read about in the  favorites.

related section in this chapter), as well as the

First Growth Second Growth
Chateau Haut Brion (Pessac-Léognan) Chateau Léoville-Las Cases (St.-Julien,
Chateau Lafite-Rothschild (Pauillac, Haut-Médoc)

Haut-Médoc)
Chateau Latour (Pauillac, Haut-Médoc)
Chateau Margaux (Margaux, Haut-Médoc)

St.-Emilion
Chateau Ausone
Chateau Cheval Blanc

Chateau Mouton-Rothschild (Pauillac,

Haut-Médoc) Pomerol

Chateau Lafleur
Chateau Pétrus

Note: All ten of these wines are very expensive, and a few (Ausone, Pétrus, and Lafleur) are
extremely difficult to find. But because Bordeaux is a huge wine region, it offers scores of other
great wines nearly as fine (and considerably less costly!) than these ten elite wines.
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QWP Besides costing less, these inexpensive red Bordeaux wines have the added
advantage of being ready to drink sooner than the classified growths. Instead
of waiting ten years or more to appreciate them, you can drink these relatively
light-bodied, less tannic, inexpensive wines within a few years of the vintage.

Inexpensive red Bordeaux wines generally fall into three categories:

v Cru Bourgeois wines from the Médoc peninsula
v Generic red Bordeaux

v Red Bordeaux from lesser-known appellations

Book Il
Q‘&N\BER Frankly, if you're just getting into red Bordeaux, starting at the top is kind of
& crazy. Trying some inexpensive wines first, and then working your way up il
. X . - . A Wine
the price ladder, provides a context for evaluating and appreciating the finer Superstar

wines. Even if you're lucky enough to be able to afford a great red Bordeaux
every night, you probably won’t appreciate it fully without the contrast of
drinking lesser wines now and then.

The next sections describe the wines of the various Bordeaux districts that
don’t get as much (if any) of the spotlight but are still worth tasting,
especially for the price.

Cru Bourgeois wines of the
Médoc and Haut-Médoc

WMBER The Haut-Médoc is the southern portion of the Médoc peninsula, which is in
the northwest part of the Bordeaux region. The northern section, occupying
about one-third of the peninsula, was formerly called the Bas-Médoc and is
now known simply as the Médoc, just like the peninsula itself. Together, the
Médoc and Haut-Médoc are particularly rich sources of good, inexpensive
red Bordeaux wines — despite the fact that the Médoc peninsula is also the
home of all but one of the elite red wines classified in 1855.

As you can imagine, all of the properties in this area that weren’t classified

in 1855 felt left out, to say the least. Quite a few of these estates were, and
are, making very good wines; in some cases these wines are on par with — or
even better than — a few of the classified growths. To remedy the injustice,
in 1932, the Bordeaux Chamber of Commerce designated a group of wines

in the Médoc peninsula as Cru Bourgeois. The Chamber of Commerce let it

be known that these chateaux ranked just below the crus classés (classified
growths) of the 1855 Classification.
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The 1932 list featured the wines of about 240 Crus Bourgeois properties;
these wines make up about 40 percent of the production of the Médoc penin-
sula. The list was revised in 1966, and again in 1978, by the Syndicat des Crus
Bourgeois, a self-regulatory association of chateaux. The syndicate organized
the properties into three categories of wines: Cru Bourgeois Exceptionnel, Cru
Grand Bourgeois, and Cru Bourgeois.

Despite the best of intentions, the Cru Bourgeois classification has its weaknesses.
For example, a number of good estates never joined the syndicate — and
aren’t ranked as a result. A few other estates joined after 1978, which was
when the last revision was published, so they aren’t ranked either. Yet to
some extent, the Cru Bourgeois classification is valid.

Today, nearly 300 Cru Bourgeois properties exist — way too many to list here.
The following are favorite wines of the Médoc and Haut-Médoc that weren’t
classified in 1855 — whether they’re official Crus Bourgeois or not (a mere 81
wines!). Just think of them as “Crus Bourgeois wines and their friends.” Many
bear the appellation Médoc or Haut-Médoc, whereas some have specific vil-
lage appellations. Most retail for $15 to $30, but a few cost $30 to $40. Here

they are:

Chateau d’Angludet (Margaux)
Chateau d’Arsac (Margaux)
Chateau d’Agassac (Haut-Médoc)
Chateau Arnauld (Haut-Médoc)
Chateau Beau-Site (St.-Estephe)
Chateau Beaumont (Haut-Médoc)
Chateau Bel Air (Haut-Médoc)
Chateau Bellegrave (Listrac)
Chateau Le Boscq (Médoc)*
Chateau Le Boscq (St.-Estéphe)*
Chateau Branas-Grand Poujeaux
(Moulis)
Chateau Brillette (Moulis)
Chateau Capbern-Gasqueton
(St.-Estéphe)
Chateau La Cardonne (Médoc)
Chateau Chasse-Spleen (Moulis)
Chateau Cissac (Haut-Médoc)
Chateau Citran (Haut-Médoc)
Chateau Clarke (Listrac)
Chateau Clément-Pichon
(Haut-Médoc)
Chateau La Commanderie
(St.-Estéphe)
Chateau Coufran (Haut-Médoc)
Chateau Le Crock (St.-Estéphe)
Chateau Duplessis-Hauchecorne
(Moulis)

Chateau Dutrarch-Grand-Poujeaux
(Moulis)

Chateau Fonbadet (Pauillac)

Chateau Fonréaud (Listrac)

Chateau Fourcas-Dupré (Listrac)

Chateau Fourcas-Hosten (Listrac)

Chateau Fourcas-Loubaney (Listrac)

Chateau La France (Médoc)

Chateau du Glana (St.-Julien)

Chateau Gloria (St.-Julien)

Chateau Gressier Grand-Poujeaux
(Moulis)

Chateau Greysac (Médoc)

Chateau La Gurgue (Margaux)

Chateau Hanteillan (Haut-Médoc)

Chateau Haut-Beauséjour
(St.-Estephe)

Chateau Haut-Marbuzet (St.-Estéphe)

Chateau Hortevie (St.-Julien)

Chateau Labégorce (Margaux)

Chateau Labégorce-Zédé (Margaux)

Chateau Lamarque (Haut-Médoc)

Chateau Lanessan (Haut-Médoc)

Chateau Larose-Trintaudon
(Haut-Médoc)

Chateau Larruau (Margaux)

Chateau Lestage (Listrac)

Chateau Liversan (Haut-Médoc)
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Chateau Loudenne (Médoc)
Chateau Malecasse (Haut-Médoc)
Chateau Malmaison (Moulis)
Chateau Marbuzet (St.-Estéphe)
Chateau Maucaillou (Moulis)
Chateau Mayné-Lalande (Listrac)
Chateau Meyney (St.-Estéphe)
Chateau Monbrison (Margaux)
Chateau Moulin-Rouge (Haut-Médoc)
Chateau Moulin a Vent (Moulis)
Chateau Les-Ormes-de-Pez
(St.-Estéphe)
Chateau Patache d’Aux (Médoc)
Chateau Peyrabon (Haut-Médoc)
Chateau de Pez (St.-Estephe)
Chateau Phélan-Ségur (St.-Estéphe)
Chateau Pibran (Pauillac)
Chateau Plagnac (Médoc)
Chateau Potensac (Médoc)
Chateau Poujeaux (Moulis)
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Chateau Ramage la Batisse
(Haut-Médoc)

Chateau Ségur (Haut-Médoc)

Chateau Sénéjac (Haut-Médoc)

Chateau Siran (Margaux)

Chateau Sociando-Mallet
(Haut-Médoc)

Chateau Tayac (Margaux)

Chateau Terrey-Gros-Cailloux
(St.-Julien)

Chateau La Tour de By (Médoc)

Chateau La Tour-de-Mons (Margaux)

Chateau Tour Haut-Caussan (Médoc)

Chateau Tour du Haut-Moulin
(Haut-Médoc)

Chateau La Tour St.-Bonnet (Médoc)

Chateau Verdigan (Haut-Médoc)

Chateau Vieux Robin (Médoc)

Chateau Villegeorge (Haut-Médoc)

* Two different chateaux; same
names.

Petits chéteaux and generics

Perhaps you just can’t dream of spending $20 or more on a bottle of wine,

at least not on a regular basis. Does that mean Bordeaux is out of your price
range? Au contraire! Many inexpensive Bordeaux wines are produced within
every appellation in the region.

Many red Bordeaux wines are available in the $8 to $18 price range. They've
never been classified, nor will they ever be; they go by the general name

of petits chateaux (implying that the proprietors live in a small house as
opposed to a large chateau). These are the wines that the typical French
person picks up in his or her supermarket, along with some cheese, on the
way home from work. The great advantage of the petits chateaux Bordeaux
wines (besides their price) is that you can drink them as soon as you buy
them; they don’t require aging.

The term petit chateau is somewhat misleading, because it implies that a wine
is an estate (chdteau) wine; in fact, as the term is used today, it refers to all
the least-expensive Bordeaux wines, even those that don’t come from a single
property. Many of these wines are generic Bordeaux, meaning their grapes
come from all over the region, and they therefore carry the general Bordeaux
appellation. But some carry more specific appellations, such as Médoc,
Premiéeres Cotes de Blaye, or St.-Emilion. In other words, not every petit cha-
teau is a generic Bordeaux, but neither is every petit chateau a chateau wine.
And don’t look for the term petit chateau on the label; it isn’t there.
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Just like all other Bordeaux, petit chateau wines are made mainly from a
blend of Merlot, Cabernet Sauvignon, and/or Cabernet Franc grape varieties.
Literally thousands of such wines exist. To give you an idea of the category of
wine, here’s a list of a few of the more popular inexpensive red Bordeaux:

v Baron Philippe de Rothschild wines, including Mouton-Cadet, Mouton-
Cadet Réserve, and Médoc
v Michel Lynch wines (from the owners of Chateau Lynch-Bages)
v Chateau Bonnet (available, and reliable, in both red and white)
v Chateau Cap de Faugeéres
v Chateau de Cruzeau (both red and white)
All petits chateaux Bordeaux, plus the Bordeaux wines from the other Bordeaux

appellations in the next section, are at their best when consumed within five or
six years of their vintage date; they definitely aren’t made for aging.

Other Bordeaux districts

The Big Four red Bordeaux districts — Haut-Médoc, Graves/Pessac-Léognan,
St.-Emilion, and Pomerol — described earlier in this chapter get a lot of atten-
tion, but a number of other Bordeaux districts exist on the Right Bank of the
Gironde River. These other districts make average to good Bordeaux wines
at reasonable prices, for the most part. Following are the other Bordeaux dis-
tricts (and appellations):

v Fronsac

v Canon-Fronsac

v Cotes de Bourg

v Premiéeres Cotes de Blaye

v Premiéres Cotes de Bordeaux

v Cotes de Castillon

v Cotes de Francs

v Lalande de Pomerol

v Puisseguin-St.-Emilion

v Lussac-St.-Emilion

v Montagne-St.-Emilion

v St.-Georges-St.-Emilion

v Ste.-Foy Bordeaux
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v Bordeaux Supérieur (a general, regionwide appellation used mainly for
Right Bank Bordeaux)

v Bordeaux (a general, regionwide appellation primarily used for Right
Bank Bordeaux)

The wines from these districts are made from the same grape varieties as
elsewhere in Bordeaux, with Merlot usually being the dominant variety. With
the exception of the relatively more expensive Fronsac and Canon-Fronsac
wines, all the other Bordeaux wines in the following sections qualify, price-
wise, as petits chateaux wines (see the preceding section for more on petits
chateaux wines).

Although you can buy decent red Bordeaux wines from any of these districts
or appellations, four of these areas are more important than the others for
red wines. These four areas fall neatly into two pairs, because of how they're
situated.

Fronsac and Canon-Fronsac

When you leave the city of Bordeaux heading east and cross the Dordogne
River into the Right Bank region, the very first wine districts you come across
on your left are the adjacent areas of Fronsac and Canon-Fronsac. They lie
just northwest of Libourne, the town that’s the commercial center of the
Right Bank Bordeaux districts (see Figure 2-1). Fronsac is three times larger
than Canon-Fronsac and surrounds that district.

The word canon means “hill” in French. The Canon-Fronsac appellation takes
its name from two steep hills that dominate the district. But although this
area is hillier than Fronsac, most of the vineyards of both appellations are
situated on steep hillsides.

In general, Canon-Fronsac and Fronsac have the highest reputation for qual-
ity of the lesser Bordeaux appellations (although Canon-Fronsac has a higher
percentage of finer wines), and their prices reflect their reputation. Whereas
wines from the other appellations are mainly less than $18 a bottle — with
many as low as $10 — the better wines from Fronsac and Canon-Fronsac are
in the $18 to $25 range. Another factor affecting price is the size of the winer-
ies: Many wineries in both districts are quite small, making as little as 2,000
to 6,000 cases a year.

Like Pomerol and St.-Emilion, Fronsac and Canon-Fronsac produce only

red wines. Merlot is the dominant grape variety in both districts, although
Cabernet Franc and Cabernet Sauvignon play a more important role in these
two districts than in the other Right Bank appellations. Some properties in the
Fronsacs produce a prestige cuvée as well as their regular wine, a practice
that’s quite unusual for the Bordeaux region.
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Some of the better Fronsac and Canon-Fronsac wines include the following:

Chateau Barrabaque Chateau Fontenil (Fronsac)
(Canon-Fronsac) Chateau Haut-Carles (Fronsac)
Chateau Canon de Brem Chateau Mazeris (Canon-Fronsac)

(Canon-Fronsac) Chateau Moulin-Haut-Laroque
Chateau Canon-Moueix (Fronsac)

(Canon-Fronsac) Chateau Moulin-Pey-Labrie
Chateau La Croix-Canon (Canon-Fronsac)

(Canon-Fronsac) Chateau La Riviere (Fronsac)
Chateau Dalem (Fronsac) Chateau La Vieille-Cure (Fronsac)

Chateau La Dauphine (Fronsac)

Cétes de Bourg and Premiéres Cites de Blaye

Cotes de Bourg and Cotes de Blaye are the two most northerly Right Bank
districts. The regions are named after port towns on the Gironde River (see
Figure 2-1):

v~ Blaye is opposite St.-Julien on the Left Bank.

v Bourg, opposite Margaux and south of Blaye, is situated at the
confluence of the Gironde into the Dordogne River.

The area known as Cotes de Blaye is much larger than the Bourg district, and
confusingly, it actually encompasses several separate AOC appellations. The
appellation Cotes de Blaye itself applies to white wines, which historically
were more important than the reds; the Premiéres Cotes de Blaye appellation
applies to red wines and some of the area’s better whites. White wines from
this area can also carry the appellations Blaye or Blayais.

Historically, both the Cotes de Bourg and Cotes de Blaye wine districts, espe-
cially Bourg, played an important role in the Bordeaux wine trade. With the
emergence of St.-Emilion, Pomerol, and the Left Bank wine districts in the last
century, Bourg and Blaye faded into the background, quietly making wines
for consumption within France.

Today, both the Cotes de Bourg and the Premiéres Cotes de Blaye wines
(particularly the Cotes de Bourg) are experiencing a resurgence in inter-

est, not only in France but also in other European countries and the United
States. The reason is apparent: As prices continue rising at a rapid pace for
red Bordeaux wines in the more prestigious districts, consumers are turning
to the Bourg and Blaye districts for truly “great value” wines. (Believe it or
not, some wines from these districts are in the $8 to $10 price range!)

Red wines predominate in both districts; about 99 percent of Cotes de Bourg
wines are red, whereas in the Blaye district, about 90 percent are red. Merlot
is the leading grape variety in both Bourg and Blaye red wines, with Cabernet
Sauvignon, Cabernet Franc, and sometimes Malbec in the blend.
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Both districts make about the same amount of wine annually, around 2.2
million cases. The wines from both regions vary in quality and include

v Simple, rustic, fruity, but powerful country wines (basically,
the $8 to $15 wines)

v Sophisticated, elegant, complex, age-worthy red wines ($20 and up) that
can compare in quality to fine wines from St.-Emilion or the Haut-Médoc,
but at half the price

Some of the better Bourg and Blaye wines include the following:

Chateau de Barbe (Cotes de Bourg) Chateau Ségonzac Book Il
Chateau Fougas-Maldoror (Cotes de (Premiéres Cotes de Blaye)
Bourg) Chateau Tayac (Cotes de Bourg)* :raw";li
Chateau Gigault Cuvée Viva Chateau La Tonnelle S
(Premieres Cotes de Blaye) (Premiéres Cotes de Blaye)
Chateau Les Grands-Maréchaux * Note that Chateau Tayca is also the
(Premiéres Cotes de Blaye) name of a Cru Bourgeois red wine
Chateau Haut-Sociando from the Margaux district, but the
(Premieres Cotes de Blaye) Chateau Tayac from the Cotes de
Chateau Roc de Cambes (Cotes de Bourg district is probably the better
Bourg) wine of the two.

Chateau Roland La Garde
(Premiéres Cotes de Blaye)

Drinking Red Bordeaux, the Right Way

Red Bordeaux wine is an extraordinary taste experience, especially when it
has fully developed and is mature. That stage varies according to the vintage
and the wine. Most better red Bordeaux wines are ready to drink between

10 to 20 years of age, and the best wines, from the best vintages, are mature
enough between 20 and 40 years of age. In a few exceptional cases (as with
the 1928 and 1945 Bordeaux vintages), the wines take even longer to mature.
By consulting vintage charts or seeking the advice of wine experts, and fac-
toring in your own preferences for more youthful or more mature wine, you
can determine the optimum period for drinking your red Bordeaux.

\q
P Red Bordeaux isn’t the easiest wine to match with food. It goes best with
simple cuts of red meat, lamb, or venison. It’s also fine with hard cheeses,
such as Cheddar or Comté, and good, crusty bread.
o\ A fine Bordeaux needs decanting, whether it’s young or mature. A young

wine will benefit from the extra aeration (at least an hour) that decanting pro-
vides. A mature (ten years or older) Bordeaux has sediment, a harmless but
disagreeable byproduct, that’s removed by careful decanting. Inexpensive
Bordeaux wines don’t need decanting. (For the basics of decanting, flip to
Chapter 4 in Book I.)
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Serve red Bordeaux at cool room temperatures, about 63 to 66 degrees
Fahrenheit. A fine, large glass (not too wide) is best.

Vintages are very important in the Bordeaux region. The 1982 vintage is the
best for red Bordeaux of the last 30 years — actually the best since 1961 —
and all 1982s are ready to drink now. Other good vintages are the 1985, 1986,
1988, 1989, 1990, 1995, 1996, 1998, and 2006 (the last one is far from ready to
drink). The 2005 looks promising but will need many years to develop.

Exploring the Range of White Bordeaux

The red wines of Bordeaux cast such a large shadow that one can easily over-
look the fact that this region also produces some of the world’s finest white
wines. The Bordelaise make dry white wine in many districts of the region,
including a few wines from the predominantly red-wine Haut-Médoc area. But
most of Bordeaux’s dry and semidry white wines come from the following
three districts:

v Pessac-Léognan
v Graves

v Entre-Deux-Mers

The Pessac-Léognan district is the home of Bordeaux’s finest white wines,
and most of these wines come from estates that also happen to make fine red
wines. The Graves district makes good, dry white wines that are less expen-
sive than those of Pessac-Léognan. This area also produces great dessert
wines (such as Sauternes, covered later in this chapter).

As you can see in Figure 2-1, Entre-Deux-Mers is a large area that lies east
of the Graves and Pessac-L.éognan districts and between the Garonne and
Dordogne Rivers; its name means “between two seas,” a reference to these
two rivers. This district is known for its inexpensive dry, off-dry, and sweet
white wines, although it also grows reds.

Other white Bordeaux wines, mainly inexpensive versions, come from grapes
grown throughout the Bordeaux region rather than in a specific district;
these wines simply carry the regionwide appellation, Bordeaux Blanc.

Ironically, the few white wines from the Haut-Médoc and Médoc, which are
fairly expensive, must use the same Bordeaux or Bordeaux Blanc appellation
as these inexpensive generic white Bordeaux, because no such thing as Médoc
Blanc or Haut-Médoc Blanc exists under AOC law.

For the scoop on the grape varieties and great producers that make white
Bordeaux, as well as advice on how to enjoy the wine, check out the following

sections.
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Two white grapes — and
neither is Chardonnay

The Chardonnay grape might rule the world of white wines, but it’s not a per-
mitted variety in Bordeaux. In fact, Chardonnay isn’t even necessary, because
Sauvignon Blanc and Sémillon, which are typically blended together here,
have adapted extremely well to the terroir of Bordeaux. (A third permitted
white grape variety, Muscadelle, plays a minor role in a few wines.)

Sauvignon Blanc (saw-vee-nyon blahnk) is the dominant grape variety

(60 to 100 percent) in most of Bordeaux’s dry white wines, whereas Book Il

Sémillon (seh-mee-yohn) dominates the sweeter white wines. The very Eranee

best dry white wines of Pessac-Léognan contain around 50 percent Sémillon. A Wine
Superstar

Sauvignon Blanc and Sémillon have a fine symbiotic relationship, for the
following reasons:

v The Sauvignon Blanc part of the wine offers immediate charm and
develops early. It’s crisp, lively, herbaceous, and light-bodied.

v The Sémillon part is fuller-bodied, viscous, and honeyed, with lower
acidity than the high-acid Sauvignon. It enriches the wine but needs
several years to unfold.

Most of the better dry white Bordeaux, which are blends of both varieties,
are crisp and lively when they’re young but develop a honeyed, fuller-bodied
richness with age. In good vintages, they can age a surprisingly long time —
often for 30 or 40 years (or more!).

Top producers of white Bordeaux

Unlike red Bordeaux, the best white Bordeaux wines form a small club. In
1959, the Institut National des Appellations d’Origine (INAO), the regulatory
body for French wines, classified the white Bordeaux of the Graves (Pessac-
Léognan was then a part of Graves) district. The group named just ten wines,
all in Pessac-Léognan.

Here’s a list of some top wines, with the provenance of the wine indicated in
parentheses. Class One includes the most expensive (from roughly $100 to
several hundred dollars); you can come away with a Class Three bottle for
around $30 or so.
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Class One

Chateau Haut Brion Blanc
(Pessac-Léognan)

Chateau Laville-Haut Brion
(Pessac-Léognan)

Class Two

Chateau Couhins-Lurton
(Pessac-Léognan)

Chateau de Fieuzal Blanc
(Pessac-Léognan)

Chateau Latour-Martillac Blanc
(Pessac-Léognan)

Chateau La Louviéere Blanc
(Pessac-Léognan)

Class Three

Aile d’Argent (Ch. Mouton-
Rothschild) Bordeaux Blanc
(Haut-Médoc)

Blanc du Chateau Prieuré-Lichine
Bordeaux Blanc (Haut-Médoc)

Blanc de Lynch-Bages Bordeaux
Blanc (Haut-Médoc)

Caillou Blanc de Chateau Talbot
Bordeaux Blanc (Haut-Médoc)

Domaine de Chevalier Blanc
(Pessac-Léognan)

Chateau Pape Clément Blanc
(Pessac-Léognan)

Chateau Smith Haut-Lafitte Blanc
(Pessac-Léognan)

Clos Floridéne Blanc (Graves)

Pavillon Blanc du Chateau Margaux
Bordeaux Blanc (Haut-Médoc)

Chateau Carbonnieux
(Pessac-Léognan)
Chateau Larrivet-Haut-Brion
(Pessac-Léognan)
Chateau Malartic-Lagraviere
(Pessac-Léognan)
Chateau Olivier Blanc
(Pessac-Léognan)
Chateau Rahoul (Graves)

Eleven lesser-known, but very decent, white Bordeaux wines are worth consid-
ering for everyday consumption, because their prices are quite reasonable.
These are mainly the petits chateaux wines of Graves/Pessac-Léognan; most of
them retail from $12 to $14. Here they are, along with their appellations:

Chateau d’Archambeau Blanc (Graves)

Chateau Baret Blanc
(Pessac-Léognan)

Chateau Bonnet (Entre-Deux-Mers)

Chateau Chantegrive Blanc (Graves)

Chateau Chantegrive Cuvée Caroline
(Graves)

Chateau de Cruzeau Blanc
(Pessac-Léognan)

Chateau Ferrande Blanc (Graves)

Chateau de France Blanc
(Pessac-Léognan)

Chateau Haut-Gardére Blanc
(Pessac-Léognan)

Chateau Pontac-Monplaisir Blanc
(Pessac-Léognan)

Chateau Rochemorin Blanc
(Pessac-Léognan)

Drinking white Bordeaux

Dry white Bordeaux is a versatile wine, but it’s especially nice with
chicken, turkey, veal, and delicate fish entrées. It also goes well
with soft, mild cheeses; goat cheese is particularly fine with white

Bordeaux.
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Like most fine white wines, dry white Bordeaux is best when you serve it
slightly cool (but not cold!). The ideal serving temperature is in the 58 to 62
degrees Fahrenheit range.

The 1998 vintage is the best white-wine vintage in Graves/Pessac-Léognan in
the '90s. Two other very good vintages for dry white wines in these districts
were 1994 and 1993. Older vintages to look for — if you can find the wines

at this point — are the 1983, 1985, 1987, 1989, and 1990. More recent recom-
mended vintages include 2000, 2005, and 2006. (The least-expensive wines are
best young, up to five years of age.)

Sauternes and Barsac: Appealing
to Vour Sweet Tooth

Sauternes (saw-tairn) and Barsac (bar-sack) come from the southern part of
the Graves district, about 25 miles southeast of the city of Bordeaux. These
naturally sweet wines are products of one of nature’s great, happy accidents:
a fungus called noble rot.

In the autumn, mists rise from the Garonne River and its perfectly situated tribu-
tary, the Ciron, which runs through the heart of the Sauternes district. When

the autumns are warm, dry, and prolonged, these mists enable a fungus called
botrytis cinerea (boh-try-tis sin-eh-ray-ah) to grow on the grapes. This fungus
makes the grapes ugly and wizened, sort of like raisins with a disease. But it also
concentrates the sugars in their juice and contributes certain unusual flavors.
These intensely concentrated, sweet grapes retain plenty of acidity, giving the
wine made from them a remarkable balance. The acidity in Sauternes and Barsac
adds a zest to the wines and prevents them from being cloyingly sweet.

Of course, the greatness of these wines comes at a price.

+* Production is small. Each grapevine produces only a little (very concen-
trated) juice.

v Production is very labor intensive. Workers must go through the vine-
yards several times to hand-pick only those individual grapes that are
sufficiently infected with botrytis cinerea.

1 Weather conditions must be perfect. Warm or hot summers must be fol-
lowed by warm, dry, sunny, long autumns for the noble rot to attack the
grapes. Rain (especially frequent rains), hail, or frost — all common in a
Bordeaux fall — can ruin the vintage for these wines.

Historically, the Sauternes district has averaged just three good vintages of
sweet wine per decade. But nature was very good to the sweet wine districts
in the 1980s and the second half of the 1990s. Six vintages in the 1980s and
five each in the 1990s and 2000s have produced fine sweet wines.
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This good fortune didn’t come a minute too soon. Economically, the sweet
wines of the Bordeaux region had been in dire straits until the 1980s.
Numerous issues conspired against the chateaux that produced dessert
wines, including a market trend favoring dry wines, the high costs of making
these labor-intensive wines, and the infrequency of good vintages. But now
things are looking up again, and the sweet wine regions are experiencing a
renaissance.

The following sections introduce you to the Sauternes district of Bordeaux,
the grapes and producers that make Sauternes and Barsac such renowned
dessert wines, and ways to enjoy these wines (and perhaps even find a good
bargain to enjoy!).

Delving into the Sauternes wine district

Five communes, or villages, make up the Sauternes district: Barsac, Bommes,
Fargues, Preignac, and Sauternes.

The sweet wines from all five of these communes are entitled to the
Sauternes appellation. Barsac, the northernmost commune, makes wines that
are so distinctive — in general, slightly dryer and lighter-bodied than those of
the other communes — that its wines are entitled to a separate Barsac appel-
lation. Each proprietor in Barsac can call its wine either Barsac or Sauternes;
most of the better wines proudly use the former.

The Sauterne produced in California (note the difference in spelling; the
original French wine has a final s) bears absolutely no resemblance to true
Sauternes from Bordeaux. California Sauterne is a semisweet, rather ordi-
nary, inexpensive wine made from nondescript grapes; a few of the state’s
largest producers sell most of it in large 4- or 5-liter bottles.

Looking at the grape varieties that
go into sweet Bordeaux wines

Sauternes and Barsac use the same grape varieties as dry white Bordeaux,
but in inverse proportions. Whereas Sauvignon Blanc is the most prominent
variety in the dry whites, Sémillon is king of Sauternes. As much as 75 to 80
percent of Sémillon makes up the typical Sauternes or Barsac, with the rest
usually Sauvignon Blanc, although a few wineries use a little Muscadelle.
Because each vintage brings different weather patterns, different proportions
of each grape variety end up in the wine each year, depending on how each
variety fared that season.
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The golden, thin-skinned Sémillon grape plays the dominant role in these
dessert wines because it’s the perfect host for botrytis cinerea. In contrast,
Sauvignon Blanc adds freshness and acidity to the blend. After ten years or
so, the characteristics of the two varieties blend together completely and
make an outstanding, harmonious dessert wine.

Breaking down Sauternes and
Barsacs by quality and price

At least six superb Sauternes and Barsacs are almost in the same class as Book II
Chateau d’Yquem (the absolute best sweet white Bordeaux). The little-known Fiance:
Chateau de Fargues, for example, which is owned by Yquem, is almost as A Wine
good as Chateau d’Yquem and costs one-third of the price. Superstar

Following are six top Sauternes/Barsacs together with their approximate prices

2005 Chateau de Fargues 2005 Chateau Rieussec
(Sauternes); $135 (Sauternes); $90

2005 Chateau Climens (Barsac); $125 2005 Chateau Raymond-Lafon

2005 Chateau Coutet (Barsac); $70 (Sauternes); $65

2005 Chateau Suduiraut
(Sauternes); $100

Considering how labor-intensive great Sauternes and Barsacs are, these six
wines are all excellent values. In fact, the Sauternes district (and the Barsac
commune by association) has been blessed with a rarity — six good vin-
tages in a row — because 1995, 1996, 1997, 1998, 1999, and 2000 are also fine
vintages. For more recent years, 2001, 2002, 2003, 2005, 2006, and 2007 look
promising.

If the prices of these six wines are a little off-putting, you might be glad to
know that several other good Sauternes and Barsacs are out there within
the $40 to $50 price range. And as an added bonus, almost all of the follow-
ing wines (listed in unofficial Class One and Two categories) were ranked as
Premier Crus in the 1855 Classification (see the related section earlier in this
chapter for more on this important Bordeaux classification):

Class One
Chateau Clos-Haut-Peyraguey Chateau Nairac (Barsac)

(Sauternes) Chateau Rabaud-Promis (Sauternes)
Chateau Doisy-Daéne (Barsac) Chateau Sigalas-Rabaud (Sauternes)
Chateau Doisy-Védrines (Barsac) Chateau La Tour-Blanche (Sauternes)

Chateau Guiraud (Sauternes)
Chateau Lafaurie-Peyraguey
(Sauternes)
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Class Two

Chateau d’Arche (Sauternes)

Chateau Bastor-Lamontagne
(Sauternes)

Chateau Lamothe-Guignard
(Sauternes)

Chateau Liot (Barsac)

Chateau de Malle (Sauternes)

Chateau de Rayne-Vigneau
(Sauternes)

Chateau Romieu-Lacoste (Barsac)

Chateau Suau (Barsac)

Recommending bargain dessert wines

As good as Sauternes and Barsacs are, they’ll always be expensive.
Fortunately, other districts in Bordeaux make dessert wines from Sémillon
and Sauvignon Blanc as well, and because they're all near the Garonne
River, these wines also develop botrytis cinerea. None of these wines are as
intensely concentrated or as complexly flavored as Sauternes or Barsac, but
they’re considerably less expensive — retailing for $15 to $25.

Visiting Bordeaux

After you're hooked on Bordeaux, you might
want to visit the “mecca” from which these
great wines emanate. A visit to the Bordeaux
region should certainly include a stop at some
of the magnificent chateaux in the Haut-Médoc;
Chateau Margaux and Chateau Mouton-
Rothschild (which has an interesting wine
museum) in particular are not to be missed.
Other chateaux worth visiting are Chateau
Pichon-Longueville-Baron in Pauillac, with its
new, modern winery, and the more traditional
Chateau Palmer in Margaux. All of these cha-
teaux are close to Route D 2, the road that
winds its way through the four main villages
of the Haut-Médoc. Call ahead for an appoint-
ment, and ask for a tasting— or else they might
schedule just a tour for you.

In the Pessac-Léognan district, which sur-
rounds and includes the city of Bordeaux, one
estate well worth a visit is the First Growth,
Chateau Haut-Brion, located on the outskirts of
Bordeaux.

A trip to the southern Graves should certainly
include a visit to the great Chateau d'Yquem, in
the village of Sauternes. Write far in advance
for an appointment, because Chateau d'Yquem
is one of the most popular wine addresses in
the world. The best restaurant in the area —
and one of the best in the whole Bordeaux
region — is Claude Darroze, in Langon, east of
Sauternes. Claude Darroze is also an inn, with
comfortable rooms.

St.-Emilion is the most charming, picturesque
wine town in Bordeaux, if not in all of France.
It's a historic town that was already famous for
its wines in the fourth century. St.-Emilion is
situated on a hillside overlooking the Dordogne
Valley. The two chateaux in St.-Emillion defi-
nitely worth seeing are Chateau Ausone and
Chateau Cheval Blanc, both of which also
happen to make the finest wines in the region.
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The dessert wines of four areas in Bordeaux are especially tasty bargains:

v Céromns is a commune within the Graves district, just north of Barsac.

v East of the Garonne River, in the Entre-Deux-Mares district, are the
sweet wine areas of Cadillac, Loupiac, and Sainte-Croix-du-Mont.

These wines are perfect if you find Sauternes and Barsacs too intense, if you
prefer a lighter-bodied dessert wine, or if you'd rather spend less money on
your dessert wines.

Enjoying sweet Bordeaux

Because Sauternes, Barsac, and other sweet Bordeaux wines are so rich, they
go well with foie gras. Sauternes is also perfect after dinner with ripe fruits
(such as pears), lemon cake, or pound cake. Not surprisingly, it’s an excellent
dessert all on its own.

Sauternes, Barsac, and other sweet Bordeaux wines taste best when served
cold, at about 52 to 53 degrees Fahrenheit. If a Sauternes or Barsac has some
age (15 years or more), it can be served a bit warmer.
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Chapter 3
Burgundy, Queen of France

In This Chapter
Bringing the background of Burgundy — the region and the wine — to light
Recognizing the renown of Coéte d’Or Burgundies

Finding reasonably priced and everyday wines from the Cote Chalonnaise and
Maconnais

Introducing Chablis, one of the world’s great whites

S)me wine lovers swear that Burgundy is the greatest red wine in the
world; others insist that Bordeaux holds that claim. Generally speaking,
Burgundies are less reliable than the chateaux wines of Bordeaux’s major
districts because you often have to try a few red Burgundies before you find
a great one. But the search is part of the lure of great Burgundy, and the great
wines, when you find them, are nothing short of magical. Nothing quite com-
pares in aroma and flavor to a great red Burgundy. And among white wines,
white Burgundies are some of the finest dry whites in the world — when you
select them carefully.

Clearly there’s a bit of risk involved in loving Burgundy, but rest assured
that the reward is so worth it. In this chapter, you uncover the secrets to
enjoying the world’s most seductive wine.

The Where, Why, and What of Burgundy

Burgundy (called Bourgogne by the French) is a long, narrow wine region in
eastern France, southeast of Paris, as you can see in Figure 3-1. It’s a slightly
fragmented region, consisting of four somewhat contiguous districts and one
district that’s about 70 miles northwest of the rest of the region. The main
part of Burgundy begins just south of the city of Dijon and continues south
to the city of Macon. Some of the best food and wine in France (and, quite
frankly, the world) come from this superb region.
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The next few sections get you familiar with the various factors that give
Burgundy its unique flair, as well as the region’s wine districts and its AOC
system for naming and defining wines.

A bit about Burgundy: Soil, grapes,
and production scale

The soils of Burgundy are extremely varied in their richness, depth, and
mineral content. The soils vary not only from one end of the region to the
other but also within a single area — for example, from the top of a hill to the
bottom, or from one vineyard plot to the next, even if the two are separated
only by the breadth of a dirt road. The variation of soils is the most feasible
explanation for the enormous range of wines made in Burgundy.

The climate in Burgundy is continental for the most part: cold winters and
fairly warm summers, with the constant threat of hail. The region is northerly
enough and cool enough that the grapes just about ripen in most years. Not
every year is a good vintage; some years bring too much rain or are too cool.
Fortunately, the grapes grown in Burgundy are suited to cool climates.
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Because of its unique terroir — the special growing conditions in the
vineyards — the Burgundy region excels in both red and white wines.
Nearly all the red wines of the Burgundy region derive from a single red
grape variety: Pinot Noir, a variety that’s notorious throughout the wine
world for being difficult to cultivate because it requires very specific soil
and climate parameters to produce its best fruit. Burgundy has that climate
and soil. (What’s more, the variation in soil throughout the Burgundy
region capitalizes on one of Pinot Noir’s interesting attributes: that its
wines reflect terroir differences clearly.) Few would argue that the Burgundy
region has more success with this grape than any other wine region, and
that red Burgundy wines are the world’s finest examples of this challenging

but delicious variety. Book Il

Chardonnay is the other important variety in the Burgundy region and F'a"_ce:

serves as the basis for the region’s most important white wines. Although :W'"et
uperstar

Chardonnay is a nearly universal variety today, it reaches its height in
Burgundy, where it makes complex, masterful wines that can age for decades.

Burgundy’s terroir and grape varieties make the wines what they are, but they
don’t tell the whole story of the region. To understand Burgundy, you must
also comprehend the intricate scale of the vineyards and the wine production.

Burgundy is a region of small vineyards, mixed ownership of vineyards, and
relatively small production. Excluding the Beaujolais district, Burgundy pro-
duces a total of about 22 million cases of wine annually. (Beaujolais, which
you can read about in Chapter 4 of Book II, is technically part of Burgundy
&Q,MBER but really a separate type of wine.)
<&

The limited scale of production in Burgundy has three repercussions:

v The wines are expensive.
v Multiple brands of any one wine are available.

v The name of a vineyard isn’t a reliable indication of a wine’s quality,
because every vineyard has several owners and winemakers, who vary
in their dedication and ability.

Vg‘\\\NG! Inconsistent quality from one producer to the next, coupled with high prices,
S makes buying Burgundies very tricky. Knowing the best Burgundy producers
for a type of wine is essential if you plan to buy Burgundy wines on a regular
basis. But — Catch-22! — the region has hundreds of producers who make
thousands of wines.

If Burgundy is beginning to sound like a labyrinth to you — well, you've
grasped the true complexity of the region. But like anything worth having, the
reward of a fabulous Burgundy is worth the effort.
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A complex quartet: Burgundy’s districts

Burgundy is a complex (some might even say complicated) region that encom-
passes four distinct wine districts. From north to south, these districts are

v Chablis

v Cote d’Or (a compound district made up of the districts Cote de Nuits
and Cote de Beaune)

v Cote Chalonnaise

v Maconnais

Technically, Burgundy includes another district, Beaujolais, which is south
of the Maconnais. Practically, however, Beaujolais isn’t Burgundy; it has its
own red grape variety (Gamay) and its own wines that are very different from
those produced in the rest of Burgundy. You find out about Beaujolais in
Chapter 4 of Book II.

Although the four districts of Burgundy all grow essentially the same two
grape varieties, the wines of each district are unique in taste, and, in some
cases, naming.

In the early days of winemaking in the United States, wineries borrowed
the names of famous European wines — mainly French — for their own
(American) wines. These “borrowed” wine names aren’t as common as
they once were, but they still exist. Real Burgundy and Chablis always have
the words Product of France or France on their labels — and, of course, the
phrase Appellation Contrélée.

The name game: Burgundy’s AOC system

Because Burgundy is one of France’s classic wine regions, the vast majority
of wines produced there are AOC wines. (For more information on France’s
AOC system of naming and defining wines, turn to Chapter 1 in Book II.)

Burgundy’s AOCs fall into four categories, according to the nature of their
territory. From the most general to the most specific (and prestigious), these
categories are as follows:

* Regionwide appellations: The grapes for these wines can grow through-
out the Burgundy region.

v~ District-specific appellations: These wines come from grapes grown in a
single district of Burgundy or a part of a district.
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v~ Village-specific appellations: The grapes for these wines can grow only
in the territory of certain villages (also called communes) named in the
AOC regulations.

v~ Vineyard-specific appellations: The grapes for each of these wines must
come from a single vineyard that’s recognized in the AOC regulations.

The last category, vineyard-specific appellations, is actually a dual category,
encompassing two levels of vineyards:

v Premier cru vineyards: 562 of these exist throughout Burgundy.

v+ Grand cru vineyards: AOC law recognizes 31 grand cru vineyards; Book Il
these are the most prestigious of all the appellations of Burgundy. (This
number doesn’t include Chablis Grand Cru; the section “Grand Cru F'a"_ce:
Chablis,” later in this chapter, explains those wines.) ‘s\uvl:’:::tar

One difference between the two levels of vineyard-specific appellations is
that premier cru vineyards’ names are subsidiary to the village where the
vineyard is located. For example, the premier cru vineyard Les Suchots, in
the village of Vosne-Romanée, carries the appellation “Vosne-Romanée Les
Suchots.” Grand cru vineyards, in contrast, are freestanding appellations that
carry no village name.

Table 3-1 gives examples of Burgundy wine names that correspond to each
category (note that single-vineyard sites are indicated by an asterisk).

Table 3-1 The Burgundy AOC System

Type of Red Wine Example White Wine Example

Appellation

Regionwide Bourgogne Rouge Bourgogne Blanc

District- Cote de Nuits- Macon

specific Villages

Village- Vosne-Romanée Puligny-Montrachet

specific

Premier cru Vosne-Romanée Puligny-Montrachet Les Combettes*

Les Suchots*

Grand cru Romanée-Conti* Montrachet*

*Single-vineyard site
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Regionwide and district appellations account for about 55 percent of all
Burgundy wines; these wines range from about $8 to $40 a bottle retail,
depending mainly on the prestige of the producer. The most common appel-
lation is Bourgogne, a regionwide appellation that translates simply as
Burgundy. Some producers name the grape variety, Pinot Noir, on the labels
of their Bourgogne Rouge (red Burgundy) wines and mention Chardonnay on
the labels of their Bourgogne Blanc (white Burgundy) wines — but for any
appellation higher than regionwide, you won’t find the grape variety on the
label. The regionwide category includes Burgundy’s sparkling wine, Crémant
de Bourgogne.

Wines with village-specific appellations usually come from several vineyards
within the named village, such as Nuits-St.-Georges or Meursault. Village-level
Burgundies represent about 34 percent of all Burgundy wines; 53 villages fall
into this category. The retail price range for these wines is wide ($20 to $60),
according to the prestige of the village and the producer.

A village-level Burgundy sometimes comes from a single vineyard rather
than the grapes of several vineyards. In such cases, the name of the single
vineyard often appears on the label — and it’s easy to confuse this name
with a premier cru vineyard name. One key is that the single-vineyard village
Burgundy label usually has smaller lettering for the vineyard name than for
the village name, and the vineyard name appears on a separate line from the
village name. On labels of premier cru Burgundy, the village and vineyard
usually appear in the same size print and on the same line.

Premier cru wines make up 10 percent of Burgundy wines. The majority of
them carry the name of their premier cru vineyard, but occasionally you can
find one that doesn’t.

If a wine is made by blending the grapes of two or more premier cru vine-
yards from the same commune, it can be called a premier cru but can’t carry
the name of a specific premier cru vineyard. The label of such a wine shows a
village name and the words Premier Cru, often written as Ier cru.

Grand cru Burgundies carry only the name of the vineyard on the label, not
the name of the village where the vineyard is situated. The 31 grand cru vine-
yards represent just 1.5 percent of Burgundy’s wines.

Burgundy Royalty: Cite d’Or

Most wine lovers associate the word Burgundy specifically with the wines
from the Cote d’Or (pronounced coat dor), the heart of the Burgundy region.
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The Cote d’Or is the name of a département, or county, in the Burgundy
region. In wine terms, it’s a narrow strip of villages and vineyards that starts
just south of the city of Dijon and runs south-southwest about 30 miles to

its southernmost major village, Santenay (see Figure 3-1). The Cote d’Or is
the northernmost area in the world producing top-notch red wines. All the
vineyards of the Cote d’Or are situated on a sunny, east- and southeast-facing
slope that’s only about a mile and a half wide at its widest point, and less
than a quarter mile wide at its narrowest.

The word cote refers to this slope; some say that the phrase d’or means the
slope is golden, because of the quality of wines grown there, but it actually
refers to the slope’s eastern (Orient) exposure.

Although this section deals with the Cote d’Or as a single district of
Burgundy, it’s actually two distinct districts in one:

v Cote de Nuits: The more northerly Cote de Nuits, named after its most
important commercial town, Nuits-St.-Georges, is renowned for its great
red Burgundies. (White Burgundies are a rarity here.)

1 Cote de Beaune: The Cote de Beaune is named after Beaune, the major
commercial town of the Céte d’Or and the most centrally located place
to stay when visiting Burgundy. C6te de Beaune is equally renowned
for its white and red Burgundies. Many wine lovers consider Cote de
Beaune white Burgundies the world’s finest dry white wines.

The Cote d’Or produces all levels of Burgundy wine. District-level appel-
lations that you might occasionally see on wine labels include Cote de
Nuits-Villages, Cote de Beaune-Villages, Hautes-Cotes-de-Nuits, and Hautes-
Cotes-de-Beaune.

The Cite d’Or wine villages

Although all the wines of the Cote d’Or come from the same grape varieties —
Chardonnay (if they’re white) or Pinot Noir (if they’re red) — the wines are
subtly different according to the village near which the grapes grow. And
some villages have premier cru or grand cru vineyards that produce wines
that are different from the basic village-level wine. These differences occur
primarily because of soil variations along the slope.

The main wine villages in the Cote de Nuits are the following:

v Marsannay: Delicate rosés (from Pinot Noir) are its specialty.

v~ Fixin: This village produces earthy red wines. Its best vineyard is Clos
du Chapitre (premier cru).
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v Gevrey-Chambertin: Full-bodied, rich red wines come from here,
the village that’s home to nine grands crus (such as Chambertin and
Chambertin-Clos de Beze).

v Morey-St.-Denis: Full, sturdy red wines are its specialty. Grands
crus include Clos de la Roche, Clos St.-Denis, Clos de Tart, Clos des
Lambrays, and Bonnes Mares (a small part).

v+ Chambolle-Musigny: This village is known for its elegant red wines that
have a great deal of finesse. Its grands crus include Musigny and Bonnes
Mares (the larger part); it also has superb premiers crus.

v Vougeot: Full-bodied red wines come from here, the home of the grand
cru Clos de Vougeot.

v Vosne-Romanée: This village produces elegant, rich, velvety red
wines. Its grands crus include the famous Romanée-Conti, La Tache,
Richebourg, Romanée-St.-Vivant, La Romanée, and La Grande Rue. Very
fine premiers crus are also found here.

1+ Flagey-Echézeaux: The grands crus Grands-Echézeaux and Echézeaux
are located in this hamlet of Vosne-Romanée.

v~ Nuits-St.-Georges: Sturdy, earthy, red wines are its specialty. This village
doesn’t have any grand cru vineyards, but it does boast a few excellent
premiers crus (such as Les Saints-Georges and Les Vaucrains).

The main wine villages in the Cote de Beaune are as follows:

v Ladoix: Inexpensive, medium-bodied red and white wines come from
here. The village encompasses part of two grands crus, Corton (red) and
Corton-Charlemagne (white).

v+ Pernand-Vergelesses: This village is known for its good-value red and
white wines. It encompasses about a quarter of grand cru Corton-
Charlemagne (white).

v~ Aloxe-Corton: Full, sturdy wines are its specialty. Aloxe-Corton has sev-
eral red grands crus vineyards, all of which include the name “Corton.”
It also has one great white grand cru (Corton-Charlemagne).

v Chorey-lés-Beaune: Good-value red wines, plus a few white wines, come
from here.

v~ Savigny-lés-Beaune: This village offers mostly red wines that are fine
values.

v Beaune: This village produces some whites and elegant, medium-bodied
reds. It boasts fine premiers crus in both colors.

v Pommard: Sturdy, full red wines are Pommard’s specialty; it's home to
some good premiers crus (such as Rugiens and Epenots).
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v Volnay: Elegant red wines with a deal of finesse come from Volnay,
which has good premiers crus (such as Caillerets and Clos des Ducs).

v Auxey-Duresses, Monthélie, St.-Romain, St.-Aubin: These four little-
known villages produce mainly red, but some white, wines that are
excellent values because they’re less known.

v Meursault: The first important white Burgundy commune, Meursault
produces full-bodied, nutty wines. It’s home to some excellent premiers
crus (such as Les Perriéres, Les Genevrieres, and Les Charmes).

v~ Puligny-Montrachet: Elegant white Burgundies are its specialty, and its
grands crus include Montrachet (a part), Chevalier-Montrachet, Batard-
Montrachet (a part), and Bienvenues-Batard-Montrachet. It also has very ~ Bookll

fine premiers crus. France:
v Chassagne-Montrachet: A bit sturdier than Puligny, this village encom- ‘s\v::setar
u|

passes the rest of the Montrachet and Batard-Montrachet, plus Criots-
Batard-Montrachet, grands crus. It produces some earthy, rustic reds.

v~ Santenay: Light-bodied, inexpensive red wines come from here.

1 Maranges: Little-known, mainly red, inexpensive wines are Maranges’
specialty.

If you're struck with the desire to try a Volnay or a Chambolle-Musigny,
pause for a bit before running out to buy a Burgundy based on an appellation.
Consider choosing a wine according to the producer. You can never overes-
timate the importance of knowing the producer when you choose Burgundy
wines. (Why? Check out the “The name game: Burgundy’s AOC system” sec-
tion earlier in this chapter for an explanation.)

Céte d’Or wines in the market

The reds and whites of the Cote d’Or are the best that Burgundy has to

offer — and they’re priced accordingly. If you want to spend about $20 or
less, seek out the reds and whites from the Cote Chalonnaise district or the
whites from the Macon district (information on these wines follows later in
this chapter). Or look for a Bourgogne Blanc or a Bourgogne Rouge — wines
that can be grown anywhere in Burgundy — from a serious producer who
has vineyards in the Cote d’Or; chances are that wine will have plenty of Cote
d’Or grapes in it.

Lesser-known Cote d’Or village-level wines are the least expensive Cote d’Or
wines; their retail price for both red and white wines can be as low as $20 to
$30 per bottle. Village-level wines from the better-known villages are in the
$40 to $55 price range.
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Premier cru and grand cru Burgundies from the Cote d’Or have vast price
ranges, depending upon the producer and the appellation. The less-prestigious
premier cru wines, both red and white, can range from $25 to $40 per bottle,
but the better-known premier cru Burgundies go from $40 to $150 a bottle.

Prices for grand cru Burgundies, both red and white, start around $70 a
bottle but can go up as high as $900 a bottle for a Montrachet (white) from
a great producer — or as high as $1,400 (a bottle!) for Romanée-Conti. The
grand cru wine Romanée-Conti is normally Burgundy’s (if not the world’s)
most expensive wine, based on the initial price of the wine when it’s first
released.

So you can spend your Burgundy dollars wisely, abide by the following
criteria, listed in order of importance, when choosing your red or white
Burgundy wines:

v~ The producer’s reputation: Consult recent newsletters, review the list in
the following section, or ask a knowledgeable wine merchant to get the
scoop on reputable producers.

v~ The vintage: The Burgundy region experiences considerable variation in
quality and style from year to year.

v~ The appellation: The name of the village and/or the vineyard, although
significant, is invariably less important than the producer or the vintage.

Cite d’Or producers to buy

Producers named “Domaine” own the vineyards from which they make their
wines; those named “Maison” are négociants who buy grapes and wine, as
well as grow grapes themselves and sell wine made from their various supply
sources. Négociants are usually larger than grower-producers, and their
wines are more readily available.

The following lists show the top producers of Burgundy in the Cote d’Or, first
red Burgundy, then white Burgundy. Some producers make wines from two
or more villages, and make both white and red wine; those producers are
listed under the type for which they’re most known.

The top 30 Cote d’Or red Burgundy producers are as follows:

Domaine Bertrand Ambroise Domaine Bruno Clair (white
(white Burgundy too) Burgundy too)

Domaine du Marquis d’Angerville Domaine Claude Dugat

Domaine Robert Arnoux Domaine Dujac

Domaine Robert Chevillon Maison (and Domaine) Faiveley
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Maison Bouchard Pére et Fils (white
Burgundy too)

Domaine Henri Gouges

Domaine Jean Grivot

Domaine Robert Groffier

Domaine Anne Gros

Maison Louis Jadot (white
Burgundy too)

Domaine Jayer-Gilles

Domaine Michel Lafarge

Maison Dominique Laurent

Domaine (and Maison) Leroy
(white Burgundy too)

Domaine Hubert Lignier
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Domaine Méo-Camuzet

Domaine Denis Mortet

Domaine Georges Mugneret /
Mugneret-Gibourg

Domaine Jacques-Frédéric Mugnier

Domaine de la Romanée-Conti (also
makes Montrachet)

Domaine Joseph Roty

Domaine Georges et Christophe

Roumier
Domaine Armand Rousseau
Clos c!e Tart ' Book Il
Domaine Jean et Jean-Louis Trapet
Domaine du Comte de Vogiié France:
A Wine
Superstar

Other fine red Burgundy producers include

Domaine Amiot-Servelle
Domaine de I’Arlot
Domaine du Comte Armand
Domaine Ghislaine Barthod (also
called Barthod-Noéllat)
Domaine Simon Bize (white
Burgundy too)
Domaine Jean-Yves Bizot
Domaine Chandon de Briailles (white
Burgundy too)
Domaine Chauvenet-Chopin
Domaine du Clos des Lambrays
Domaine Jean-Jacques Confuron
Domaine Edmond et Pierre Cornu
Domaine de Courcel
Domaine Drouhin-Laroze
Maison Joseph Drouhin
(white Burgundy too)
Domaine René Engel
Domaine Forey
Domaine Fourrier

Domaine Jean Garaudet
Domaine Antonin Guyon
(white Burgundy too)
Domaine Fernand Lécheneaut et Fils
Domaine René Leclerc
Domaine Bernard Maume
Domaine Mongeard-Mugneret
Domaine Albert Morot
Domaine des Perdrix
(owned by Maison Antonin Rodet)
Domaine Henri Perrot-Minot
Maison Nicolas Potel
Domaine Jacques Prieur (white
Burgundy too; owned by A. Rodet)
Domaine Daniel Rion
Domaine Rossignol
Domaine Emmanuel Rouget
Domaine Christian Sérafin
Domaine Tollot-Beaut
(white Burgundy too)
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Following are recommended C6te d’Or white Burgundy producers (the
asterisk denotes particularly outstanding producers):

Domaine Guy Amiot et Fils
Domaine Bachelet-Ramonet
Domaine Bitouzet-Prieur
Domaine Blain-Gagnard (red
Burgundy too)
Domaine Jean Boillot (red Burgundy
too; plus Maison Henri Boillot)
Domaine Jean-Marc Boillot
(red Burgundy too)
Domaine Bonneau du Martray
(red Burgundy too)
Domaine Boyer-Martenot
Domaine Louis Carillon & Fils*
Domaine Jean-Francois Coche-Dury*
Domaine Marc Colin et Fils
Domaine Michel Colin-Déléger
Domaine Arnaud Ente
Domaine Jean-Philippe Fichet
Domaine Fontaine-Gagnard
Domaine Jean-Noél Gagnard
Domaine Génot-Boulanger
Maison Vincent Girardin
(red Burgundy too)
Domaine Patrick Javillier
Domaine Francois Jobard
Domaine Rémi Jobard

The Céte Chalonnaise:

Affordable Burgundies

A\

Domaine des Comtes Lafon*
(red Burgundy too)

Maison Louis Latour (red
Burgundy too)

Domaine Latour-Giraud

Domaine Leflaive*

Maison Olivier Leflaive Fréres

Chateau de la Maltroye

Domaine Joseph/Pierre Matrot

Domaine (and Maison) Bernard
Morey et Fils

Domaine Jean-Marc Morey

Domaine Marc Morey

Domaine Pierre Morey

Maison Morey-Blanc

Domaine Michel Niellon

Domaine Paul Pernot

Domaine Ramonet*

Domaine Roland Rapet (red
Burgundy too)

Maison Antonin Rodet (red
Burgundy too)

Domaine Guy Roulet

Domaine Etienne Sauzet*

Maison Verget

Shortly after you leave the village of Santenay in the southern end of the Cote
d’Or, you enter another Burgundy district called the Cote Chalonnaise (coat
shal-oh-naze; check out Figure 3-1). The first town you come across is Chagny,
the home of a fine Michelin three-star restaurant and inn, Lameloise. After
Chagny, the vineyards begin, and you're in Burgundy wine country once more.

The Cote Chalonnaise district boasts five wine villages that are good sources
of very decent, affordable red and white Burgundies — about $15 to $30 a
bottle, retail. Cote Chalonnaise Burgundies aren’t quite so fine as most Cote
d’Or Burgundies; they tend to be a bit earthier and have less complex aromas
and flavors. But they’re good values and excellent choices in restaurants or

for everyday drinking.
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Some tips on serving red Burgundy

Unlike red Bordeaux (see Chapter 2 in Book Il),
red Burgundy from the Céte d’Or can be con-
sumed when it's relatively young, after five or
six years. Why, you ask? Because the Pinot Noir
grape contains far less tannin than Cabernet
Sauvignon or Merlot (Bordeaux’s grape variet-
ies), a fact that makes red Burgundy approach-
able in its youth.

Onthe other hand, red Céte d’Or Burgundies from
good producers in good vintages are easily capa-
ble of aging for 20 years or more,when stored in
a cool place. (Red Burgundy is especially vul-
nerable to heat; flip to Chapter 8 of Book | for
advice on properly storing wine.) Red Burgundies
from the Cote Chalonnaise should generally be
consumed within 10 to 12 years, however.

Serve your red Burgundies slightly cool — about
60 to 62 degrees Fahrenheit in a fine, wide-
bowled glass. Do not decant red Burgundies;

instead, pour them straight from the bottle. Too
much aeration causes you to lose some of your
Burgundy’'s wonderful aromas — one of its
greatest qualities.

Recent good red Burgundy vintages include
the 1999, 1997, 1996 (especially), 1995, and 1990.
Vintages that are worth buying and storing are
the 2002 and 2005 vintages.

If you're ordering red Burgundy with food,
follow this advice:

v Try a lighter-bodied red Burgundy with
chicken, turkey, or ham.

v Drink a full-bodied red Burgundy with beef,
game, or game birds (including duck).

Like Cote d’Or whites — and unlike many whites from Chablis or the
Maconnais district (see the “Everyday Whites: The Macon” section later in

this chapter) — the white wines of the Cote Chalonnaise tend to have smoky,
toasty flavors from being fermented or aged in oak barrels. As in the rest of

Burgundy, Pinot Noir is the red grape of the Cote Chalonnaise; Chardonnay is
the white grape, but the white Aligoté (ah-lee-go-tay) variety happens to be a

specialty of the village of Bouzeron.

Cote Chalonnaise appellations

A new district-level appellation, Bourgogne Cote Chalonnaise, applies to the
vineyards in this area. But many grapes grown in this district end up as wines
with regionwide appellations, such as Bourgogne Rouge/Blanc or Crémant de

Bourgogne.
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Five Cote Chalonnaise villages (listed from north to south) boast village-level
appellations, and some of them have premier cru vineyards

v Bouzeron
v Rully
v Mercurey
v Givry
v Montagny

The specialty of Bouzeron is Bourgogne Aligoté de Bouzeron, a lively, light-
bodied wine with refreshing acidity. Aubert de Villaine (an owner of the great
Domaine de la Romanée-Conti in the Cote d’Or) is the best producer; his
Bouzeron property is called A&P de Villaine. The A&P de Villaine Bourgogne
Rouge and Bourgogne Blanc come mainly from grapes of this area and are
good wines.

Rully’s production is about half red and half white, but the whites are con-
siderably more interesting. Some Rully vineyards have premier cru status.
Antonin Rodet is a leading producer of Rully (and Mercurey) Burgundies.

The best red Burgundies of the Cote Chalonnaise come from Mercurey;

in fact, the Chalonnaise district is sometimes even called the Région de
Mercurey. Mercurey Rouge is equivalent in quality to some of the lesser
Burgundies of the Cote d’Or, but at lower prices; the more difficult to find
Mercurey whites are also quite good. A whopping 95 percent of Mercurey’s
production is red, and 5 percent is white; several premier cru vineyards exist
in Mercurey.

Givry’s red wines, which dominate the village’s production and account for
about 90 percent of Givry wine, are higher in quality than its whites. They
tend to be earthy and rather rustic in style.

The entire production of Montagny, the southernmost Chalonnaise wine
village, is white, and some of it is premier cru. The wines offer good value,

but generally they aren’t quite as good as the more-expensive Rully and
Mercurey whites.

Céte Chalonnaise producers to look for

Look for the following producers of Cote Chalonnaise wines:
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Domaine Bertrand (Montagny) Domaine Joblot (Givry)
René Bourgeon (Givry Blanc) Domaine Michel Juillot (Mercurey
Domaine Jean-Claude Breliére (Rully) Rouge and Blanc)
Domaine Michel Briday (Rully) Louis Latour (Mercurey Rouge; Rully
Chateau de Chamirey (Antonin Blanc; Givry Blanc; Montagny)
Rodet — Mercurey Rouge and Blanc)  Olivier Leflaive Freres (Rully Blanc;
Chateau de Rully (Antonin Rodet — Mercurey Blanc)
both Rully Blanc and Rouge) Domaine Thierry Lespinasse (Givry)
J. Faiveley (Mercurey Rouge and Domaine de la Rénarde (Rully)
Blanc; Rully Blanc; Montagny) Domaine Thénard (Givry)
Domaine de la Folie (Rully Blanc; Domaine A & P de Villaine (Bouzeron
Rouge, especially Clos St. Jacques) Aligoté; Mercurey Rouge; Rully Book Il
Chateau Genot-Boulanger (Mercurey) Blanc)
France:
A Wine

Chablis, from Chablis, France — Soersr
A Distant Part of Burgundy
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Yes, Virginia, there’s a town in France called Chablis (shah-blee). It’s a tiny
town of less than 3,000 inhabitants, in the center of the Chablis wine district,
about a two-hour drive southeast of Paris.

The Chablis district is far from the rest of the Burgundy region, more than

70 miles, and yet it’s a part of the region thanks to the Duke of Burgundy,
who annexed the area in the 15th century. Chablis has a climate and soil dis-
tinctly different from the rest of Burgundy, but it does have a grape variety in
common with the other districts: Chardonnay. This northernmost outpost of
Burgundy produces 100 percent Chardonnay wines.

Chablis’ climate is generally cool, similar to that of the Champagne region to
its north (which you can read about in Chapter 6 of Book II). The weather has
a particularly strong effect on the wines of Chablis.

v The vineyards are prone to spring frosts, and when a frost is severe, it
can wipe out half the crop.

v Too cool or rainy a year yields lean, ungiving wines that are too high in
acidity.

v Years that are too warm produce uncharacteristically full-bodied, rich,
ripe wines that are too low in acidity.

Chablis is one district for which you must pay particularly close attention to
vintages. In a good vintage, Chablis can be magical: pale straw in color with
hints of green, turning light gold with age; bone-dry and medium-bodied, with
lively acidity that makes the wine great with seafood; concentrated in delicate,
minerally aromas and an appley flavor that lingers long after you swallow. A
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wine with lovely austerity in the best of times, Chablis can have too much acid-
ity in cool, wet vintages. (See the section “Recommended Chablis vintages,”
later in this chapter, for guidance on good Chablis vintages to buy.)

Read on to find out more about Chablis’ distinct naming system and good
producers and vintages to watch for.

Chablis appellations

Chablis has a distinctly different appellation system from the rest of
Burgundy. The wines of the Chablis district fall into four separate appella-
tions, listed from least prestigious to most prestigious:

v Petit Chablis

v Chablis

v Chablis Premier Cru
v Chablis Grand Cru

The Petit Chablis zone, which produces less than 10 percent of Chablis wine,
is farthest from the town of Chablis and located in the least interesting part
of the district, soil-wise. The wine from this zone is quite forgettable, and
very little is exported to the United States.

Most Chablis wines fall into the Chablis appellation; sometimes wine people
refer to these wines as Chablis AC (for Appellation Contrélée), to distinguish
them from Chablis Grand Cru or Chablis Premier Cru. These basic Chablis
wines can be quite decent in good vintages, and they retail in the $16 to $24
price range. Drink Chablis AC wines within five or six years of the vintage.

The lingo of Burgundy

Although the term Burgundy technically refers  such as Mercurey, or refer to the wine as a
to all the region’s wines, most of the time people  Burgundy from the Cote Chalonnaise. For the
use the term for red or white Burgundies from  other districts, common usage is to call the
the Cote d'Or, or for the regionwide wines, wine by its district or village name, such as
Bourgogne Rouge or Bourgogne Blanc. Chablis, Macon-Villages, or Pouilly-Fuissé,
When people talk about a wine from the Cote instead of calling it Burgundy.

Chalonnaise, they usually specify the village,
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Chablis is one wine where it pays to upgrade, however. Grand Cru and
Premier Cru Chablis are distinctly better wines than the basic Chablis AC
wines; they’re worth the extra money.

Grand Cru Chablis

On one slope just north of the town of Chablis lie seven vineyards that have
been designated grand cru. The wines made from these grand cru vineyards
are the most intensely flavored, concentrated, and longest-lived of all Chablis
wines, yet they make up a mere 3 percent of all Chablis wines. The seven
grand cru vineyards, listed according to their renown, are

v Les Clos Book Il

v Vaudésir FranFe:
A Wine

v Valmur Superstar

v Grenouilles
v Blanchots
v Les Preuses

v Bougros

Another small vineyard, La Moutonne, is part of Vaudésir and Les Preuses but
doesn’t hold grand cru status in its own right. When you see La Moufonne on a
Chablis label, however, you can consider the wine to be grand cru quality.

Although all seven grand cru Chablis vineyards are capable of producing
excellent wines (depending upon the producer and the vintage), three vine-
yards have the finest reputations: Les Clos and Vaudésir, followed by Valmur.

Most Grand Cru Chablis wines retail in the $45 to $90 price range — not inex-
pensive but still a bargain, considering their quality and the prices of com-
parable good white Burgundies from the Cote d’Or (see “Burgundy Royalty:
Cote d’Or” earlier in this chapter). In good vintages, Grand Cru Chablis can
age and improve for 15 years or more.

Premier Cru Chablis

The best compromise between the great, but fairly expensive, Grand Cru
Chablis and the simple Chablis AC wines are the Premier Cru Chablis. They're
a big step up from Chablis AC, yet they’re reasonably priced in the $25 to

$45 range. And in the hands of a good producer, a Premier Cru (sometimes
written as Ier Cru on the label) Chablis compares in quality to many Grand
Crus. It’s usually not quite so intensely flavored and a bit lighter-bodied than
a Grand Cru, but a Premier Cru in a good vintage can age and improve for ten
years or more.
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About 40 premier cru vineyards exist, scattered in all directions around the
town of Chablis. Some of the best are located right next to grand cru vine-
yards. Throughout the years, a few of the premier cru vineyards became the
best-known (probably because they were the best, quality-wise). Now, lesser-
known premier cru vineyards in the proximity of the well-known premier
crus are allowed to use the more famous vineyards’ names for their wines.
Although on the surface this system seems deceptive, the quality of the
wines doesn’t seem compromised, assuming the producer is good.

The six premier cru names that appear most frequently on Chablis labels are
as follows (the first three are the most favorably located):

v Montée de Tonnere
v+ Mont de Milieu

v Fourchaume

v Vaillons

v Montmains

v Les Foréts (also sold as “La Forest”)

Good Chablis producers

Following are some good Chablis producers:

Class One

Jean Collet

Jean Dauvissat

René & Vincent Dauvissat
Jean-Paul Droin

Class Two

Jean-Claude Bessin
Long-Depaquit
Gérard Duplessis
William Fevre

Class Three

Domaine A. & F. Boudin
Jean-Marc Brocard

La Chablisienne (Coopérative)
Jean & Daniel Defaix

Jean Durup

Robert Vocoret et Fils

Louis Michel & Fils
Francois & Jean-Marie Raveneau
Verget

Christian Moreau Peére et Fils
Domaine Laroche
Billaud-Simon

Jean-Pierre Grossot
Domaine Pinson
A. Regnard & Fils

(also known as Albert Pic)
Simonnet-Febvre
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Recommended Chablis vintages

A recent classic vintage for Chablis has been 1996. Another very good vintage
is 1995 (but these wines are a bit harder and more austere than in '96). If you
like a more forward, rich, plush style of wine, then you’ll probably enjoy the
1997 vintage.

Older vintages worth buying, if you can find well-stored bottles of Premier
or Grand Cru Chablis, are 1992, 1990, 1989, 1986, and 1985. Just about all the
Chablis from these vintages are ready to drink; some may be past their best
drinking stage. Book I
00

France:
A Wine

Everyday Whites: The Mécon Suprr

The city of Macon is an important crossroads in France because it serves as
a passageway to Provence, Switzerland, and Italy. It’s located at the south-
ern end of the Maconnais, a wine district that’s directly south of the Cote
Chalonnaise and north of Beaujolais (see Figure 3-1). As you travel into the
Maconnais, you notice the slight change in climate. The weather becomes
warmer and sunnier, more and more Mediterranean-like; palm trees actually
grow in Macon!

Some of the greatest white wine values in the world come from the
Maconnais district of Burgundy. Where else can you buy a very decent 100
percent Chardonnay wine for $8 to $10?

Mécon’s appellations and wines

Almost all of the Macon wine that’s exported is white. About one-third of
the wine from the Maconnais is red, however; it’s called Macon Rouge, and
it comes mainly from the Gamay grape variety, of Beaujolais fame. (After all,
Macon is adjacent to Beaujolais.) Because Beaujolais is a more successful
wine commercially, the production of Macon red wine has been declining
steadily; it was once more common than white Macon.

Bourgogne Rouge, which legally can be made only from Pinot Noir, is

also produced in the Maconnais, as well as an interesting red wine called
Bourgogne Passetoutgrains. The colorful name translates roughly as
“Burgundy Let All the Grapes In”; the wine is usually two-thirds Gamay and
one-third Pinot Noir and is always attractively priced. But white wine is the
main game in the Maconnais district today.
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Enjoying white Burgundy

White Cote d'Or Burgundies are among the
most long-lived white wines in the world. In
good vintages, the best white Burgundies,
such as Corton-Charlemagne or a grand cru
Montrachet, can age for 20 years or more.
Unlike red Burgundies, the better whites need
time, often ten years or more, to really develop
and open up. Remember: Make sure you decant
your serious white Burgundies; they truly ben-
efit from the extra aeration.

The best drinkability periods for other white
Burgundies are as follows:

v Grand Cru Chablis is at its best after about
eight to ten years of aging and can live for
at least another five years or more after
that.

v~ Premier Cru Chablis needs at least five or
six years of aging to develop; it'll still be
fine for drinking for another seven or eight
years.

v Cote Chalonnaise white Burgundies, such
as Rully Blanc, can be consumed in their
youth, but should last for up to ten years.

v All Maconnais wines are bestin their youth;
the better Pouilly-Fuissés, however, can

age for eight to ten years — although they
don’t necessarily improve with age.

Serve fine white Burgundies slightly cooler than
red ones — about 55 to 58 degrees Fahrenheit.
You can't appreciate their wonderful, complex
flavors when they’re too cold. A wide-bowled
glass, just slightly smaller than the one you use
for red Burgundies, is perfect for enjoying a
good white Burgundy.

Good white Burgundy vintages include the 2006,
2005, 2002, 1999, 1997, 1996 (especially), 1995,
1992, 1989, and 1986. The wines of the last five,
1996, 1995, 1992, 1989, and 1986, are completely
developed and ready to drink. (Note: Chablis
vintages work a little differently because the
climate in that region marches to a different
drum. See the nearby section “Recommended
Chablis vintages” for help buying good Chablis.)

When it comes to pairing white Burgundies with
food, try fish, seafood, or poultry; just avoid any
fruity sauces, because the wines themselves
aren't fruity, and they taste austere against the
sauce. Lobster accompanied by a full-bodied
white Burgundy is a particularly fine pairing.

The next two sections delve into the specific appellations of Macon

white wines.

Mécon and Mécon-UVillages

Most Macon (mah-cawn) white wines carry the appellations Macon, Macon
Supérieur (which contains 1 percent more alcohol), or Macon-Villages.

Macon-Villages (mah-cawn vee-lahj) wines come from 43 specific villages,
and they’re slightly better than simple Macon wines. Also fairly common
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are wines with one specific village name attached to the word Mécon, such
as Macon-Viré or Macon-Lugny. These last two appellations are common
because large cooperative wineries (wineries that pool the grapes of private
growers) are located in Viré and Lugny. About 90 percent of Macon wine is
made by cooperatives, in fact; the economy of scale enjoyed by co-ops is
one of the main reasons that Macon is so reasonably priced.

All of these Macon white wines range in price from $8 to $14. They’re
medium-bodied, fresh, crisp, lively, and almost always made without the use
of oak. Drink them when they’re young — within three years of the vintage.

Pouilly-Fuissé and St.-Uéran Book II
The best Macon wines have more specific appellations. They’re all white France:
wines, and they all come from the southernmost part of the Maconnais, just A Wine
north of Beaujolais. Superstar

The most famous Macon wine is undoubtedly Pouilly-Fuissé (pwee-fwee-say),
the most full-bodied and, at $18 to $45, clearly the most expensive wine of
the Maconnais. Pouilly-Fuissé wines come from a vineyard area around the
villages of Pouilly and Fuissé, and unlike simpler Macon white wines, they’re
usually aged in small oak barrels.

St.-Véran (san-veh-rahn) wines have about half the production (250,000
cases annually) of Pouilly-Fuissé, and at $11 to $17 a bottle, they're far better
values. The St.-Véran subdistrict, at the very southern end of the Maconnais,
includes the village of St.-Vérand. These wines are similar to Pouilly-Fuissé
but are less full-bodied. A new AOC, Viré-Clessé, established in 1998, now
includes some of the better Macon white wines from the vicinity of Viré and
Clessé.

Mécon producers to buy

Here’s a list of recommended producers of Macon, Macon-Villages, Viré-
Clessé, and St.-Véran wines:

André Bonhomme Manciat-Poncet

Joseph Drouhin Olivier Merlin

Emilian Gillet Domaine Jean Thévenet
Louis Jadot Jean-Claude Thévenet
Roger Lasserat Domaine Valette

Louis Latour Verget
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If you're looking for a good Pouilly-Fuissé wine to try, check out any of the
following recommended producers:

Maniel Barraud Roger Lasserat
Chateau de Beauregard Louis Latour
Domaine Robert Denogent Manciat-Poncet
Domaine J.A. Ferrat Domaine Valette
Thierry Guérin Verget

Louis Jadot M. Vincent/Chateau Fuisse



Chapter 4
Beaujolats, the Fun Red

In This Chapter

Exploring the origins of a youthful, unique wine
Splitting Beaujolais’s personalities into the main appellations

Knowing who makes Beaujolais and what it costs to get a bottle

Fe Beaujolais region is unique among French wine regions because it
makes wines that are happy to please without trying to impress. Sure,
some Beaujolais wines are better than others, but even the best wines, such
as a good Moulin-a-Vent, don’t require contemplative attention. Grapey,
unpretentious Beaujolais is for drinking. How refreshing!

What Makes Beaujolais

Beaujolais (pronounced boh-jhoe-lay) wine is the product of the Beaujolais
region and the red Gamay grape variety. (White Beaujolais, or “Beaujolais
Blanc” — made mostly from the Chardonnay grape, but Aligoté is permitted —
does exist, but it’s a relative rarity.) A particular type of winemaking used in
the region also shapes the character of Beaujolais wines.

The Beaujolais region lies south of the Macon district of Burgundy, extending
from the Maconnais border southward to within a few miles of the city of Lyons.
Administratively, Beaujolais is a district of the Burgundy region, but the red
wine of Beaujolais is so different from those in the rest of Burgundy — made
from a different grape variety grown in different soil and a warmer climate —
that Beaujolais can be considered a wine region in its own right, distinct from
Burgundy.

The following sections describe the factors that make Beaujolais what it is:
terroir, Gamay, and carbonic maceration.
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The Beaujolais terroir

To fully appreciate Beaujolais, it helps to have an understanding of the
region’s terroir (its unique combination of climate and soil). Beaujolais is a
large wine region by Burgundy’s standards: It’s about twice the size of Rhode
Island and larger than any other Burgundy district. The Monts du Beaujolais
(Beaujolais Mountains) form the western border of the region; the terrain
descends from these mountains eastward, toward the Saéne River Valley.
The region encompasses nearly 50,000 acres of vineyards, which extend 34
miles in length and 7 to 9 miles in width. The vineyards are situated on undu-
lating hills in the eastern part of the region.

Beaujolais is near enough to the Mediterranean Sea to experience Mediterranean-
like summer weather, which is warm and dry, but the region is also interior
enough to experience cold, dry weather from the northeast, including spring
frosts. Overall, the climate in the Beaujolais region is temperate.

Soil variations are the most significant factor in defining the character of the
region’s various wines.

v In the southern part of the region, south of the town of Villefranche, the
soils are either sandstone or a mix of clay and limestone.

v In the north, the soils are granite or schist (crystalline rock) on the upper
slopes, with stone and clay soils on the lower slopes.

Just as the soils are different in the north, so are the wines. The sturdiest,
firmest Beaujolais wines come from the northern vineyards, whereas the
lightest, most supple wines come from the southern vineyards.

The Gamay grape

Except for a small amount of Chardonnay, 99 percent of the Beaujolais vine-
yards are covered by a single grape variety: Gamay (pronounced ga-may). All
red Beaujolais wine derives entirely from this grape variety.

Gamay exists in a few other places — like in France’s Loire Valley and
Switzerland — but the Beaujolais region is the true stronghold for this
variety. In fact, the finest Gamey wines come from this area. (Note: Neither
the grape called Gamay Beaujolais in California nor the grape called Napa
Gamay is true Gamay.)

The Gamay variety makes wines that are fairly deep in color, with a bluish
tinge. Gamey wines tend to have light to medium body, relatively low acidity,
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moderate tannin, and aromas and flavors of red berries. (Wondering what
some of these descriptors are actually describing? Flip to Chapter 5 of Book I
for the explanations.)

The winemaking technique

This book doesn’t cover technical issues such as winemaking very much,

but for Beaujolais, the topic is unavoidable because a particular winemaking
technique that’s widely practiced in the region contributes significantly to
the style of Beaujolais wines. This technique is known as carbonic maceration

(because the grapes macerate, or soak, in a carbon dioxide-rich environ- ookl
ment). It’s a fairly simple process in terms of what the winemaker does, but France:
it’s more complicated chemically. The effect of the process is a reduction in A Wine
the wine’s tannin and an enhancement of particular fruity aromas and flavors Superstar

in the wine.

The principal behind carbonic maceration is that when whole grapes are
deprived of oxygen, they begin to ferment (meaning their sugars convert to
alcohol) from the inside; certain other changes occur within the grape ber-
ries, such as the formation of particular aroma and flavor compounds. This
internal fermentation happens without the help of yeasts; normal fermenta-
tion, in contrast, occurs because yeasts come in contact with the juice of
crushed grapes.

For the lightest Beaujolais wines — specifically, the style called Beaujolais
Nouveau — the fermentation can be as short as three days. Other styles fer-
ment for about ten days, during which time they gain more color and tannin
from the grape skins than the lighter styles do.

From Frivolous to Firm: An Overview
of Beaujolais Wines

Not all Beaujolais wine is the same. Soil differences throughout the region
and subtle variations in winemaking technique cause the wines to vary con-
siderably in style — from light-bodied, precocious wines at one end of the
spectrum to denser, fuller-bodied wines at the other end. However, one char-
acteristic is the same across the board: All Beaujolais wines are dry.

The next few sections provide you with a closer look at the main appellations
of Beaujolais. Enjoy!
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Beaujolais and Beaujolais-Uillages

The lightest wines, from the southern part of the region, usually carry the
region’s most basic appellation, Beaujolais. In theory, a wine with a simple
Beaujolais appellation can come from anywhere in the region, but in practice,
these wines originate almost entirely from the southern third of the region,
where the soil is sandy or clayey. They account for about 75 million bottles a
year; that’s half of the region’s total production.

Wines with the simple Beaujolais appellation are generally light-bodied with
low tannin and pronounced, youthful, fruity aromas and flavors; they’re
wines to drink young, in the first year after the harvest. Wines with the appel-
lation Beaujolais Supérieur are basic Beaujolais wines that have a higher
minimum alcohol content.

A separate type of Beaujolais comes from grapes grown in the territory of 39
villages in the northern part of the region: Beaujolais-Villages (bo-jhoe-lay
vee-lahj). These wines are fuller and more substantial than simple Beaujolais
wines, thanks to the schist and granite soils of the north, but they’re still
fruity, fresh, youthful wines meant to be consumed young (up to the age of
two years). Beaujolais-Villages wines account for 25 percent of all Beaujolais
production.

Beaujolais Nouveau

Beaujolais Nouveau (new Beaujolais) is the lightest, fruitiest, most exuber-
ant style of Beaujolais. It differs from other Beaujolais wines not according
to where it comes from, but according to how it’'s made: with minimum aging
and maximum personality. Beaujolais Nouveau is designed to be delicious
when it’s barely two months old.

Beaujolais Nouveau is the first French wine to be released from each

year’s new crop of grapes. The grapes are harvested in the Beaujolais and
Beaujolais-Villages vineyards in late August or September, depending on the
weather. (About two-thirds of the wine from these two areas is made into
Beaujolais Nouveau.) By mid-November, the wine is already bottled and on
its way to market. On the third Thursday of November, the wine becomes
legal: Wine drinkers all over the world open bottles to celebrate the harvest.

Some wine lovers like to deride Beaujolais Nouveau, criticizing it for not
being a serious wine. Actually, they’re right: It’s not a serious wine. But it

is delicious, and it’s definitely fun; many wine lovers can’t imagine letting
November end without drinking a bottle or two of Beaujolais Nouveau. Since
when do all wines have to be serious, anyway?
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Cru Beaujolais

The best Beaujolais wines come from ten specific zones in the north. They
carry the name of the area where the grapes grow; their official appellations
don’t use the word Beaujolais at all. (Many labels for the U.S. market do carry
the words Red Beaujolais Wine in small print, however.)

The wines from these ten areas are known as cru Beaujolais. (Unlike in Burgundy
and Alsace, these top wines are simply crus, not grands crus.) Cru Beaujolais
wines are firmer, richer, and more refined than other Beaujolais wines. But
generalizations about these wines are problematic, because the cru wines

vary in style from one cru (wine estate) to another. Some are perfumed and Book Il

charming in personality; others are dense and relatively powerful in style. France:
A Wine

The ten cru Beaujolais, from south to north, are Superstar

v Broadly (broo-yee)
v Cote de Broadly (coat duh broo-yee)
v Reggie (ray-nyay)
v Morgon (mor-gohn)
v Chiroubles (sheh-roob-leh)
v Fleurie (flehr-ee)
v Moulin-a-Vent (moo-lahn-ah-vahn)
v Chénas (shay-nahs)
v Juliennes (jool-yay-nahs)
v St.-Amour (sant-ah-more)
The names of all of these wines are the names of specific villages, with the

exception of Brouilly and Cote de Brouilly (named for the volcanic Mont
Brouilly) and Moulin-a-Vent (named for a windmill).

Brouilly, Régnié, and Chiroubles tend to be the lightest of the cru wines
(although they have more substance than many Beaujolais-Villages wines,
described earlier in this chapter). Brouilly, in fact, is the largest of the cru ter-
ritories. Régnié happens to be the newest cru, recognized in 1988. One of the
best — not only of the lighter crus, but of all ten — is Chiroubles, a wine with
lovely aromatic delicacy and a perfumed, pretty style; it embodies the very
personality of Beaujolais.

In the middle group, stylistically, are Cote de Brouilly, Fleurie, and St.-Amour.
Of these three, St.-Amour is generally the lightest, a soft and charming wine
with delicious berry flavors. Cote de Brouilly, from a very small area of
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vineyards on the higher slopes of Mont Brouilly, is considerably more
concentrated than Brouilly itself. Fleurie is a popular cru that’s quite reliable
but relatively pricey for a Beaujolais (about $15) because it’s popular.

Morgon, Juliénas, Chénas, and Moulin-a-Vent are the fullest of the cru
Beaujolais. Chénas is harder to find than the other crus, because many of the
wines of Chénas are (quite legally) labeled as Moulin-a-Vent, a recognizable
name that’s an asset to sales; stylistically, it’s fairly substantial, similar to
Moulin-a-Vent. Morgon is a full, earthy, wild cherry-scented wine that ages
as well as any Beaujolais wine, developing a Burgundian silkiness after about
five years. Juliénas is always a wise choice, because the wines are consis-
tently high in quality.

Moulin-a-Vent wines can differ from other Beaujolais wines because some
producers age them in small oak casks that give oaky aromas and flavors to
the wine, along with extra tannins. These oak-aged Moulin-a-Vents can prob-
ably age longer than other cru wines (how long is uncertain because the
practice is fairly new) but at the sacrifice of some of the wine’s traditional
character. You can sometimes identify these wines by the words fiits de chine
(oak casks) on the label.

A Look at Beaujolais
Producers and Prices

Large négociant companies produce most Beaujolais wines; they buy grapes
and wine from private growers and then blend, bottle, and sell the wine
under their own labels. Many of these companies are Burgundy négociants,
who also sell a full range of Burgundies; some of them own vineyards in
Beaujolais and purchase grapes from growers.

Individual estate Beaujolais wines exist as well. Some are wines of private
growers, such as Jacky Janodet, Michel Téte, Domaine Dalicieux, and Jean-
Paul Brun. Other estate wines come from négociants who segregate certain
wines from private estates. Duboeuf, for example, bottles and sells the wines
of his best growers separately, as estate wines, when he believes they’re dis-
tinctive. And the Louis Jadot firm owns the fine Chateau des Jacques estate in
Moulin-a-Vent and sells that wine separately.
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Wines from single estates are generally higher in quality and more distinctive
than the blended négociant wines, but they’re also less widely available and

usually cost more.

The price of Beaujolais depends on the type, as you can see from this list:

+* Beaujolais Nouveau costs about $11 a bottle after Thanksgiving; the bot-
tles available the week before Thanksgiving are more expensive because

they’re shipped by air.

v Simple Beaujolais wines sell for $10 to $15.

v Beaujolais-Villages wines cost a dollar or two more than simple

Beaujolais.

v+ Cru Beaujolais start at about $15, but single-estate wines from the

best crus can cost more.

Enjoying Beaujolais

Beaujolais goes well with a wide range of
foods, from poultry and red meats to stews
and cheeses (both light and strong). Choose
the type of Beaujolais according to the rich-
ness of the dish (or vice versa). For example,
pair Beaujolais-Villages or a light cru, such as
Chiroubles, with poultry and a fuller cru, such
as Moron, with stews or game. But don't obsess
about the pairings — that would definitely go
against the Beaujolais spirit!

Tip: The lighter the Beaujolais wine, the more it
accommodates chilling. Try drinking Beaujolais
Nouveau almost as cool as white wine (about
52 degrees Fahrenheit), Beaujolais and
Beaujolais-Villages at cellar temperature (56 to
57 degrees Fahrenheit), and cru Beaujolais at
about the same temperature as red Burgundy
(60 to 62 degrees Fahrenheit).

Don't forget that Beaujolais is best when it's
young (aging causes it to lose its distinctive-
ness). So what should your Beaujolais mantra

be? The lighter the style, the younger the wine.
Here are some general guidelines:

v~ Beaujolais Nouveau: Drink as young as
possible; it'll still be drinkable at one or
even two years old, but you sacrifice per-
sonality along the way.

v~ Simple Beaujolais wines: Ready from
their release, about one month after the
Nouveau style, to about one year later.

v~ Beaujolais-Villages: Drinkable from about
March of the year after the harvest until
they're about two years old.

v~ Lighter cru wines: Drink within three years
of the vintage.

v Medium-bodied cru Beaujolais: Best from
one to four years after the vintage.

v The fullest crus: Drink four to seven years
after the vintage, up to ten years for Moulin-
a-Vent.
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Chapter 5

Robust Rhone Reds
and Unique Whites

In This Chapter

Surveying the characteristics of the Rhone Valley’s two distinct parts
Discovering the impact of Syrah on the Northern Rhone’s red wines

Highlighting the important reds, whites, and sparklers that hail from
the Southern Rhone

f you're passionate about Bordeaux, Burgundy, and Champagne, Rhone

wines might seem an entirely new and alien experience, one divorced from
what you know of French wine. The tipping point arrives when you become
more accepting of untamed wines that puncture the veil of refinement to offer
an animalistic sort of pleasure. You could say that Rhone wines have put wine
lovers in touch with their primitive selves. Are you ready to explore the dark
pleasures of the Rhone? Then read on!

Exploring the Rhéne Valley:
Two Regions in One

The rich wine region known as the Rhone Valley lies in southeastern France,
south of Beaujolais. The region takes its name from the Rhone River, which
rises in the Swiss Alps and courses westward, then southward through
France, emptying into the Mediterranean Sea. The Rhone River runs right
through the Rhone Valley wine region for about 120 miles.

In terms of both the terrain and the wines, the Rhone Valley has two distinct
parts: the Northern Rhone and the Southern Rhone. The two parts have dif-
ferent grape varieties, different winemaking philosophies, different soils, and,
to some extent, different climates. The river, a mighty, continuous presence,
is the sultry spirit of the wines and unites the two parts into a single region.
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Figure 5-1:
The
Northern
Rhone

and the
Southern
Rhone are
two distinct
vineyard
areas.
|

The Rhone Valley produces red, white, rosé, sparkling, and sweet dessert wines,
but red wines dominate, representing 91 percent of the region’s production.
Among its red and white wines, the Rhone Valley makes both inexpensive
wines for drinking young and more expensive wines that require aging to
reach their prime drinkability. The Rhone Valley makes so much wine —
more than 40 million cases a year — that the region is the number-two pro-
ducer of AOC wine, after Bordeaux. (Flip to Chapter 1 of Book II for the scoop
on France’s AOC system of naming and defining wines.) This huge quantity
encompasses plenty of quality too.

The next two sections familiarize you with the Rhone Valley’s distinctly
different parts.

The continental North

The Northern Rhone is a long, narrow wine region that begins 16 miles south
of the city of Lyons (called Lyon in French) and continues 40 miles southward
to just below the town of Valence. It’s an area of steep, terraced hills sloping
down toward the river from the west, and slightly more open hills facing the
river on the east. Vineyards cover these hills in a nearly continuous stretch
on the western side of the Valley; vineyards also occupy the river’s eastern
shore, but they don’t continue as far northward as on the western side of the
river. Figure 5-1 shows the vineyards of the Rhone Valley.

CONDRIEU &
ST-JOSEPH

COTES DU

b VIVARAIS
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The Northern Rhone has a continental climate: Summers are warm, with

lots of sun, and winters are cold. A cold, hurricane-force wind from the north,
called the mistral, funnels down the narrow river valley, jeopardizing flowering
of the vines in the spring and ripening of the grapes in the fall. The slope of the
hills and a south-facing orientation for some vineyards help to hasten ripening.

The soils of the Northern Rhone are mainly porous granite and schist (crystal-
line rock), which are generally light, infertile soils. The best vineyard areas,
usually found on steep hills, have these soils; where the soil is heavier, in the
plain along the river, grapes for lesser wines grow.

The single red grape variety of the Northern Rhone is Syrah (see-rah), one of
the highest-quality red varieties in the world. It’s a dark, fairly tannic grape
with enormous complexity of flavor. Depending on where it grows, Syrah

can make a wine with aromas and flavors that are fruity, floral, spicy, smoky,
meaty, and vegetal — quite a range for a single variety! Although Syrah grows
in many parts of the world — including Australia, South Africa, California,
Washington, and Italy — the Northern Rhone is the one area where Syrah
consistently expresses its widest aromatic range.

Several white varieties also grow in the Northern Rhone. They include the
following:

v~ Ligonier: The most important white variety in terms of the unique char-
acter of its wines, Viognier (vee-oh-nyay) has pronounced, but delicate,
aromas and flavors that typically include floral notes, as well as peach
and apricot.

»* Roussanne: Another high-quality white variety, Roussanne (roos-sahn)
has delicate aromas and crisp acidity.

v Marsanne: A variety that’s much easier to grow than Roussanne, Marsanne
(mar-sahn) gives more body to its wines despite lacking finesse.

Marsanne and Roussanne typically costar in some of the white wines of the
Northern Rhéne, but Viognier stands alone in the white wines that feature it.

The Mediterranean-like South

The main vineyard area of the Southern Rhone begins about 30 miles south of
the vineyards of the North, and continues to just south of the city of Avignon
(see Figure 5-1). The region is much larger than the Northern Rhone, and it
produces much more wine. In fact, about 95 percent of all Rhone Valley wine
comes from the Southern Rhone.
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The shape and topography of the Southern Rhone are completely different
from that of its counterpart: The Southern Rhone is a wide, open area with
lots of flat land and some gentle hills. The climate is Mediterranean rather
than continental, because the region is quite close to the sea and far less
inland than the Northern Rhone. This location means that it’s a milder area,
with plenty of summer heat to ripen the grapes, but sometimes insufficient
rain. The mistral wind from the north blows forcefully through the area,
requiring grape growers to take special precautions to protect their vines
from damage.

MBER Like the terrain, the assortment of grape varieties in the Southern Rhone is
& wide open. Numerous red and white varieties grow there, and most Southern
Rhone wines are blends of several varieties. Grenache (gren-ahsh), a red variety,
is the main grape; in fact, on the strength of its acreage in the Southern Rhone,
Grenache is also the main grape variety of the Rhone Valley overall. At low crop
levels, this variety makes fairly dense, dark wines with meaty and black pepper
flavors; when the crop is large, however, Grenache’s color tends to fade, and its
flavors become diluted. In order to beef up Grenache’s color and tannins, wine-
makers of the Southern Rhone usually blend it with other varieties grown there.

The other red varieties important in the Southern Rhone are
v~ Syrah: This variety is growing in use among many producers intent on
improving the quality of their wines.

v Mourvedre: A deep-colored variety with fruity aromas, Mourvedre
(more-ved’r) is also increasing in use.

v~ Cinsault, or Cinsaut: This grape variety, pronounced san-soh, makes
relatively light wines that are soft and perfumed.

Other red varieties of the Southern Rhone include Carignan (a dark, tannic
variety of Spanish origin), Picpoul, Terret Noir, Counoise, Muscardin, and
Vaccarese.

White grape varieties hardly figure in the Southern Rhone, because the
region’s wine production is mainly red. The following white varieties are
largely responsible for the few white wines that do exist in the region:

v Grenache Blanc: A white version of the red Grenache variety, Grenache
Blanc (gren-ahsh blahnk) is soft and full-bodied but short in aroma and
flavor.

v Clairette: This variety, pronounced kleh-rheht, makes soft, full-bodied
whites and is also used in local sparkling wines.
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Other white varieties used in Southern Rhone blends include Roussanne,
Bourboulenc, Ugni Blanc, Muscat, Marsanne, Picardan, white Picpoul, and
Viognier.

Narrowing the Lens on
the Northern Rhéne

Most Northern Rhone vineyards occupy dry, scraggy, terraced hillsides rising
steeply above small towns perched along the Rhéne River. Old, gnarled vines ~ Bookll

grow in burnt-looking earth; the vineyards look rustic and somewhat primitive. Fiance:
A Wine
In a sense, the vineyards reflect the taste of the wines: dry, concentrated, a Superstar

bit tough, gritty of spirit. The red wines of the Northern Rhone are survivors,
born of challenging conditions and enduring for years in the bottle. They
vary by degree — some of them are lighter and smoother, whereas others are
fuller and more intense — but they’re all of the same mold, in part because a
single red grape variety, Syrah, is the basis for them all.

White wines come from this region, too, and like the landscape, they're
dramatic. As generalizations go, they’re full-bodied, dry whites, with intrigu-
ing and unusual aromas; some of them need many years of bottle-aging to
express themselves best.

Like most French wines, the wines of the Northern Rhone carry the names of
the places where their grapes grow. Eight terroirs (the unique growing condi-
tions of a vineyard) give their names to wines: two for red wine only, three
for red or white wine, and three for white or sparkling wine. Listed roughly
from north to south, here are the eight AOC wines:

v~ Cote-Rotie (coat roe-tee), red

v Condrieu (con-drew), white

v Chateau Grillet (sha-tow gree-yay), white

* Hermitage (er-mee-tahj), mainly red but also some white

v Crozes-Hermitage (crows er-mee-tahj), mainly red but also some white

v~ St.-Joseph (san-jhoe-sef), mainly red but also some white

v Cornas (core-nahs), red

v St.-Péray (san-peh-ray), mainly sparkling but also some white
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The following sections provide a more in-depth look at these appellations of
the Northern Rhone.

Wide-ranging reds

Most of the wine made in the Northern Rhone is red. These red wines fall into
two groups:

+* The most prestigious, expensive, and age-worthy wines: Hermitage,
Cote-Rotie, and Cornas fall into this category. Of these three, Hermitage
and Cote-Ratie are the real stars.

1~ The less prestigious, less expensive wines for earlier drinking:
St.-Joseph and Crozes-Hermitage are examples.

Cite Ritie

The Cote Rotie (“roasted slope™) vineyards are the northernmost of the
Rhone, covering nearly 500 acres on the western bank of the Rhone around
the village of Ampuis. Because the river runs southwest for 6 miles at this
point, the hills above the river face south or southeast rather than east,
giving the vines a bonus of sunshine and ripening potential.

The Cote Rotie vineyards vary in altitude, incline, and soil. The most famous
distinction within Cote Rotie is between the northern vineyards, called

the Cote Brune, and the southern vineyards, called the Cote Blonde. The
Cote Brune (“brown slope”) has an iron-rich, relatively dark, schistous soil,
whereas the Cote Blonde has a schist and granite soil that’s paler in color.
The names of these two areas were born of a legend involving the blonde and
brunette daughters of a local lord.

Traditionally, Cote Rotie wines derived from grapes of both areas blended
together, but today a number of producers also make single-vineyard Cote
Réties, which contain the grapes of just one area. These single-vineyard
wines command higher prices than most other Cote Roties and reflect the
particular character of their zone. (Cote Blonde wines are elegant, more
finesseful, more balanced, and ready-to-drink sooner; Cote Brune wines are
more tannic and austere, requiring more time to develop in the bottle.)

Cote Rotie wine may be made entirely from Syrah, or it may contain up to 20
percent white Viognier grapes; in practice, most producers use less than 5
percent Viognier, if any, in their wines.

One of the most beguiling characteristics of Cote Rotie wines is their perfume,
a fragrant mix of violets, raspberries, green olives, bacon, and underbrush.
Although they’re full-bodied, dense, tannic, and rustic in the general Rhone
model, these wines have finesse and smoothness. They’re enjoyable
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beginning about 5 to 6 years after the vintage (depending on the vintage’s
quality), but the best wines require 10 to 15 years to mature fully and can age
gracefully for 20 years or more.

Cote Rotie wines sell for about $40 to $75 a bottle, but the most sought-after
single-vineyard bottlings cost as much as $150 a bottle or more.

Marcel Guigal has done more to popularize Cote Rotie than any other producer.
Keep an eye out for his firm and these other reliable firms that specialize in
Cote Rotie:

Domaine Gilles Barge E. Guigal

Domaine Bernard Burgaud Domaine Jamet
Domaine Champet Domaine Robert Jasmin
Domaine Clusel-Roch Domaine Michel Ogier
Domaine Gentaz-Dervieux Domaine René Rostaing
Domaine Jean-Michel Gerin Domaine Vidal-Fleury

Three other reliable producers make Cote Rotie, but they don’t specialize in
it: M. Chapoutier, Delas Fréres, and Paul Jaboulet Ainé.

Hermitage

The broad, dramatic Hermitage hill lies on the eastern bank of the Rhone
River. The river takes a favorable turn eastward around the town of Tain
L’Hermitage, causing the hill and its vineyards to face southward and making
Hermitage perhaps the single finest terroir of the entire Rhone Valley.

With about 318 planted acres, Hermitage is only two-thirds the size of Cote
Rétie. The soils vary across the Hermitage hill, and the altitude of the vine-
yards varies, too, creating subtly different wines according to where the
vines grow. Unlike in Cote Rotie, however, single-vineyard Hermitage wines
are less common — although many producers do make a super-Hermitage
as well as a standard version. La Chapelle, the legendary, nearly eternal
Hermitage of the Paul Jaboulet Ainé winery, is perhaps the most famous pre-
mium Hermitage.

Quite a few wine critics consider Hermitage to be the greatest Syrah wine on
the planet. It’s a full-bodied, intense, tannic red with long aging potential. Its
aromas and flavors reflect Syrah’s full spectrum: spice, cedar, cassis, smoke,
meat, leather, and, sometimes, tar. With age, Hermitage becomes soft and
slightly sweet, and its aromas grow even more complex. It’s truly one of the
greatest wines of France.

Technically, Hermitage can contain up to 15 percent of two white varieties,
Marsanne and Roussanne, but it rarely contains any. Instead of blending
their white grapes into their red Hermitage, producers make a separate white
wine, Hermitage Blanc (described later in this chapter).
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Hermitage from a great, or even good, vintage (and a good producer) needs
many years to develop — at least 10 years from the vintage and as much as 20.
If you drink an Hermitage when it’s young, you’ll probably be impressed by its
power and weight, but you won’t experience the true majesty of this wine.

Red Hermitage costs from about $40 to $100 per bottle. A few elite, premium,
or single-vineyard Hermitages can cost $150 or more.

Hermitage has six particularly outstanding producers. These firms each
produce more than one red Hermitage, generally a standard wine and a
premium version. These six producers are as follows:

Domaine Jean-Louis Chave Paul Jaboulet Ainé

M. Chapoutier Domaine Marc Sorrel
Delas Freres Domaine Bernard Faurie
Cornas

Cornas is a very small town on the western bank of the Rhone. The Cornas
vineyards are planted entirely with Syrah. Stylistically, Cornas wines resemble
Hermitage more than Cote Rotie: They’re dense, powerful wines with aromatic
finesse and can take long aging.

Cornas is a tiny area — only 250 acres shared by 38 growers — and is the
smallest and southernmost appellation for red wine in the Northern Rhone.
Despite its small size, some growers, such as Jean-Luc Colombo, perceive the
area to have several distinct terroirs, according to the vineyards’ altitudes.
Because of these perceived differences, some growers bottle single-vineyard
Cornas wines.

Traditionally, Cornas wines needed 20 years to reach their best drinking,

but today’s wines are less ferocious when they’re young. Drink them when
they’re at least 8 years old, up to 20 years or even longer in the best vintages.
Because Cornas is a relatively unsung wine, it’s a good value; most Cornas
wines sell for $30 to $60.

The following eight producers make very good Cornas:

Domaine Guy de Barjac Paul Jaboulet Ainé
Domaine Auguste Clape Domaine Robert Michel
Jean-Luc Colombo Domaine Noél Verset

Domaine Marcel Juge Domaine Alain Voge
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St.-Joseph

The St.-Joseph vineyards are on the western bank of the Rhone, north of
Cornas and across the river from Hermitage. They occupy a fairly large area
of hills as well as flatter land above and below the slopes, stretching almost
the whole length of the Northern Rhone region. Since the formation of the
St.-Joseph appellation in 1956, the territory has expanded considerably,
encompassing land that isn’t ideal for growing Syrah. Local growers and the
AOC committee have now redrawn St.-Joseph’s boundaries, but vineyards in
the less suitable areas may continue to grow the wine until 2022. As a result
of the large area, the quality of St.-Joseph wine is variable according to where
the vineyards for a particular wine are situated.

Book Il
About 90 percent of St.-Joseph wine is red; it may contain up to 10 percent Erance:
of the white varieties Marsanne and Roussanne. Red St.-Joseph wines are A Wine
generally the lightest, fruitiest, and most approachable Northern Rhone Superstar

reds. They’re usually medium-bodied and only moderately tannic, with black
cherry aromas and flavors.

Most red St.-Joseph wines can be enjoyed within three to five years from the
vintage; a few sturdier (and more expensive) ones can age for up to ten years.
The price of most St.-Joseph red wines ranges from $14 to $25.

Good producers who specialize in St.-Joseph include the following:

Domaine Louis Cheze Bernard Gripa
Domaine Courbis Jean-Louis Grippat
Domaine Pierre Coursodon Raymond Trollat
Crozes-Hermitage

The vineyards of Crozes-Hermitage lie on the eastern bank of the Rhone,
surrounding the Hermitage hill and stretching far north, south, and east of it.
Compared to other Northern Rhone vineyards, the territory is fairly flat and
quite large: With about 2,500 acres of vines, it’s the largest AOC territory in
the Northern Rhone. Naturally for such a large area, the terrain isn’t uniform:
Soils, slope, and altitude vary; consequently, the wines vary in quality and
intensity.

The producers also vary. In addition to established growers and established
négociant companies (firms that buy grapes and wine from growers and then
blend, bottle, and sell the wine under their own labels), the area includes
several fairly new growers who’ve brought fresh energy to Crozes-Hermitage
and make some of the area’s best wines. Altogether, Crozes-Hermitage pro-
ducers make almost 12 times as much wine as Hermitage producers.
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Red Crozes-Hermitage wine may legally contain up to 15 percent white
grapes, but as for Hermitage itself, the wine is almost always entirely Syrah.
Some producers make their wines for early consumption, using methods
similar to the carbonic maceration practiced in Beaujolais (see Chapter 4 in
Book II for a description of this winemaking technique); these wines are soft
and exude grapey Syrah flavor, and they’re best within three to four years
from the vintage. Other Crozes-Hermitage wines are more traditional: fairly
robust and firm wines that evolve slowly over 15 years.

The more forward-styled Crozes-Hermitage wines are usually the least expen-
sive, about $14 to $18, whereas the more traditional wines tend to run about
$22 to $28. Good Crozes-Hermitage, in fact, can be one of the best values in
French wine today — but choose carefully to avoid a dud producer.

Producers who specialize in Crozes-Hermitage include these four:

Domain Albert Belle
Domain Alain Graillot
Bernard Chave
Domain du Pavilion

You can also find very good Crozes-Hermitage from M. Chapoutier, Delas
Fréres, Jean-Luc Colombo, and Paul Jaboulet Ainé. Jaboulet’s Crozes-
Hermitage from the family’s Domain du Thalabert estate is consistently fine
(and a real value at $23).

Uncommon whites

White wines make up only a small percentage of the Northern Rhone’s pro-
duction, but they’re far from incidental wines that you can basically ignore.
The white wines of the Northern Rhone are among the most unusual white
wines of the world.

Condrieu and Chéateau Grillet

The territory of Condrieu runs for 12 miles along the western bank of the
Rhone, in the north of the region, just south of Coéte Rétie. The tiny territory
of Chateau Grillet (another, separate AOC wine) lies within the borders of
Condrieu.

Both Condrieu and Chateau Grillet wines derive entirely from the Viognier
grape. Because this variety has very small berries that give low juice yields,
these two wines are small in production and somewhat rare. Condrieu pro-
duction is less than 30,000 cases annually, and that of Chateau Grillet is
about 1,000 cases.
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A good Condrieu is a fascinating wine — rich in exotic aromas and flavors
that suggest peach, flowers, and dried fruits, but dry and quite full in body.
The aroma makes one statement (delicacy, finesse), and the wine’s body and
richness say something else entirely (weight, substance). Chateau Grillet is
similar to Condrieu but generally drier and a bit crisper because it ages for 18
months in oak barrels. (To better understand the impact of oak barrels upon
a wine’s taste, head to Chapter 1 of Book I.)

Condrieu costs about $45 to $50 a bottle or more, and Chateau Grillet costs

about double. These wines don’t age well; drink them no later than three

years after the harvest, with very delicately flavored foods, such as light fish

or simple chicken dishes (or by themselves), so the wines’ delicate aromas Book Il
aren’t overpowered.

France:
Only one winery makes Chateau Grillet, and that’s the Chateau Grillet estate. LD
The leading producers of Condrieu include the following: Superstar
Chateau du Rozay E. Guigal
M. Chapoutier Paul Jaboulet-Ainé
Domaine Clusel-Roch Domaine Robert Niero-Pinchon
Domaine Yves Cuilleron Domaine André Perre
Delas Freres Domaine Alain Paret
Pierre Dumazet Domaine Georges Vernay

Hermitage Blanc

White Hermitage, or Hermitage Blanc, comes from the same area as red
Hermitage, on the eastern bank of the Rhone. The wine is a blend of two vari-
eties, Marsanne and Roussanne. Marsanne, the easier variety to grow, is the
main constituent of most Hermitage Blanc wines. However, Roussanne, the
finer, more fragrant variety, has gained favor with winemakers; it constitutes
an increasing percentage of the blend.

Hermitage Blanc is a statuesque and exotic wine, dry and full-bodied with
pronounced honey and floral (and earthy, citrusy, nutty, or marmalade-like)
aromas and flavors. It’s delicious when it’s young, and it’s compelling when
it’s old: richer in texture, its aromas flattened out but its character magnified.
In the in-between years — when the wine is about 4 to 15 years of age —
disappointment lurks. Like some red wines, but unlike most whites, Hermitage
Blanc goes “dumb” and has nothing to say for a period. Eventually it rediscov-
ers its tongue and can be wonderful for decades thereafter. If you have, say,
an eight-year-old Hermitage, resist the urge to open the bottle now.

Hermitage Blanc costs about $35 to $55 per bottle, but some wines, such as
Chapoutier’s Cuvée de 1'Orée, sell for more than $100.
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Some producers who make red Hermitage also make white Hermitage. Look
especially for the Hermitage Blanc from the following producers:

Domaine Jean-Louis Chave Jean-Louis Grippat
M. Chapoutier Paul Jaboulet-Ainé
Jean-Luc Colombo Domaine Marc Sorrel

Delas Freres

Chave and Chapoutier have particularly fine reputations for their Hermitage
Blanc; Jaboulet is also worth adding to that elite group.

Crozes-Hermitage Blanc and St.-Joseph Blanc

Both the Crozes-Hermitage and the St.-Joseph appellations apply to white
wine as well as red. In both cases, the whites derive from a blend of
Marsanne and Roussanne, but Roussanne (the finer of the two varieties) is
more common in Crozes-Hermitage Blanc than in St.-Joseph Blanc.

Crozes-Hermitage Blanc resembles Hermitage Blanc but is somewhat lighter
in body and in aromatic intensity, and it can’t live as long — nor does it with-
draw during its adolescent years. Try Crozes-Hermitage Blanc young, up to
about four years of age. St.-Joseph Blanc is lighter yet, charming and quite
easy to enjoy during its first four years, which is its best period. Both types of
wine generally cost from $14 to $25.

M. Chapoutier, Delas Fréres, and Paul Jaboulet Ainé — three good wineries
that market a wide range of Rhone wines — all make both Crozes-Hermitage
Blanc and St.-Joseph Blanc. Specialists in Crozes-Hermitage Blanc include the
same four producers who make red Crozes-Hermitage (see the related sec-
tion earlier in this chapter for the list).

Top producers of St.-Joseph Blanc include the following:

Domaine Louis Cheze Jean-Louis Grippat
Domaine Pierre Coursodon André Perret
Domaine Yves Cuilleron Raymond Trollat
St.-Péray

St.-Péray is a town slightly larger than tiny Cornas, situated south of Cornas
on the western bank of the Rhone; it’s the southernmost AOC area of the
Northern Rhone. St.-Péray is the lone appellation of the Northern Rhone that
doesn’t make red wine. In fact, it makes very little white wine, either: Its pro-
duction is mainly sparkling.
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The sparkling wine called St.-Péray is mainly Marsanne, with some Roussanne
and a local grape variety called Roussette (which might or might not be
Roussanne). It’s made via the traditional method of second fermentation in

the bottle. St.-Péray is rather full in body for a sparkling wine, because its vine-
W yards are so southerly. Very little of this wine is available in the United States.

Jean Lionnet produces a very good St.-Péray.

Spotlighting the Southern Rhéne

Book Il
What a difference 30 miles make! When you drive from the Northern Rhone France:
into the Southern Rhone, the steep, rugged landscape disappears behind AWi"e'
you, and a windswept tableau of lavender, olive groves, and cypress trees Superstar

opens ahead. By the time you reach the heart of the region, you're nearly in
Provence. Clearly, such a terrain and such a warm, sunny climate can’t pro-
duce wines of the same personality as the North (which is far more rugged,
as explained earlier in this chapter).

The wines of the Southern Rhone are more generous and approachable than
those of the North — they’re also more abundant. Largely on the strength
of a single type of wine, Cétes du Rhone, the South produces about 19 times
more wine than the North.

The wines of the Southern Rhéne have place names, but some of the places
are very large areas, whereas others are more limited and specific. A total
of 18 AOC designations exist in the Southern Rhone or its vicinity. Seven of
these are the most important, either for the quantity of wine they produce,
the quality of the wine, or their historic standing. These seven AOC areas all
produce nonsparkling, dry wines:

1 Cotes du Rhone (coat dew rone), mainly red but also rosé or white

1 Cotes du Rhone-Villages (coat dew rone-vee-lahj), a higher-quality Cotes
du Rhone

v Chateauneuf-du-Pape (shah-toe-nuf-doo-pahp), mainly red but also
white

» Gigondas (gee-gohn-dah’s), mainly red but also rosé
v Vacqueyras (vac-keh-rah’s), red, rosé, and some white
v Lirac (leerak), red, rosé, and white wines

v Tavel (tah-vell), rosé wine only
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Another seven AOCs for still, dry wines are less important. Some of these
areas attained AOC status only in the past few years, and their wines are
therefore practically unheard of outside France. Others export their wines,
which are mainly inexpensive.

Four AOC areas in the Southern Rhone produce either sweet wines or
sparkling wines; these wines are

v Muscat de Beaumes-de-Venise (moos-caht deh bohm-deh-veh-nees),
sweet white wine from Muscat grapes

~ Rasteau (raah-stow), sweet, fortified red wine
v Clairette de Die (clar-et deh dee), sparkling wine

v Crémant de Die (cray-mahn’t deh dee), sparkling wine

Although white grape varieties grow throughout the Southern Rhone, red
wines are by far the dominant type. One wine — Chateauneuf-du-Pape —
stands out both historically and for its quality. Two other wines, Cotes du
Rhone and Cotes du Rhone-Villages, account for a huge volume with variable
quality, but include some very good wines.

The following sections provide insight on important wines from the
Southern Rhone.

Chéateauneuf-du-Pape

The rather large Chateauneuf-du-Pape territory (7,700 acres of vineyards)
lies on the eastern bank of the Rhone River, south of the city of Orange.

Its name means “new castle of the Pope,” a reference to the fact that Pope
John XXII constructed a summer residence there in 1318. In wine terms, the
area is famous because a local grower, Baron le Roy, developed the idea for
France’s AOC system in 1923. When France implemented the system in 1935,
Chateauneuf-du-Pape was one of France’s first AOC wines.

The Chateauneuf-du-Pape territory encompasses a variety of soil types, of
which the galets — large, smooth round stones — is the most famous. To
see vines growing in rocks (no dirt in sight!) is quite amazing. These stones
reflect the stored heat of the day onto the vines at night, assisting the ripen-
ing of the grapes.

Red Chateauneuf-du-Pape can be made from as many as 13 different grape
varieties, including 4 white varieties. These 13 varieties are Grenache (red
and white); Syrah, Mourvedre, Picpoul, Terret Noir, Counoise, Muscardin,
Vaccarese, and Cinsault (all red); Picardan, Clairette, Roussanne, and
Bourboulenc (all white). Some producers actually use all 13 varieties, notably
the fine Chateau de Beaucastel.
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In modern practice, most Chateauneuf-du-Pape reds come from three or four
varieties, all of which are red:

v Grenache typically dominates the wine, making up 50 to 70 percent of
the blend.

v Syrah constitutes from 10 to 30 percent of the blend.

v Mourvédre makes up the balance, sometimes along with Cinsault,
Counoise, or Vaccarese.

Chateauneuf-du-Pape wines can also vary from producer to producer according
to how they’re made. A few producers vinify the grapes (turn them into wine)
traditionally to make sturdy, full-bodied, tannic, high-alcohol wines that need
several years to develop and can evolve for up to 20 years. Other producers are
experimenting with vinification techniques — such as the carbonic maceration
method used in Beaujolais (described in Chapter 4 of Book II) — to make wines
that are less tannic, fruitier, and easier to drink young. Both styles generally have
aromas and flavors that are earthy, herbal, and fruity — especially jammy black
cherry or raspberry.

Long-lived Chateauneuf-du-Papes made in the traditional style cost about $40
to $50 a bottle or more; the more modern-styled wines are less expensive,
about $25 to $30 a bottle.

More than 120 producers grow and bottle Chateauneuf-du-Pape — not counting
the négociant brands. The 17 estates in this list all make top-quality, traditional-
style red Chateauneuf-du-Pape:

Chateau de Beaucastel Chateau de la Gardine
Domaine de Beaurenard Domaine de la Janasse

Henri Bonneau Domaine de Marcoux

Les Cailloux Chateau la Nerthe

Clos des Papes Domaine du Pégau

Clos du Mont Olivet Chateau Rayas

Domaine de Mont Redon Le Vieux Donjon

Font de Michelle Domaine du Vieux-Télégraphe

Chateau Fortia

In addition to these estates, Paul Jaboulet Ainé, Jean-Luc Colombo, and M.
Chapoutier also make good, reliable red Chateauneuf-du-Pape.

Chateauneuf-du-Pape Blanc

White Chateauneuf-du-Pape can be made from six white grape varieties:
Clairette, Grenache Blanc, Bourboulenc, Picpoul Blanc, Viognier, and
Roussanne.
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Although it represents only about 7 percent of the zone’s production, the
quantity of white Chateauneuf-du-Papes is increasing. The quality of the wine
has increased as well, thanks to winemaking changes — such as less oak
aging and earlier bottling — that help retain the freshness of the wine. At its
best, Chateauneuf-du-Pape Blanc is a dry, full-bodied white with aromas and
flavors that are earthy, minerally, fruity (pear, pineapple, and melon), and
honeylike. Wines from the best producers can age for ten years, but most are
at their best at no more than three or four years of age.

Because not every Chateauneuf-du-Pape producer makes a white wine, the
following list tells you some of the producers that do make it:

Chateau de Beaucastel Domaine de Marcoux

Les Cailloux Chateau de la Nerthe

Clos des Papes Domaine de Nalys

Font de Michelle Chateau Rayas

Chateau de la Gardine Domaine du Vieux-Télégraphe

Domaine de la Janasse

Cétes du Rhéne

The Cotes du Rhone AOC is a regionwide appellation: The grapes can come
from anywhere within the Rhone Valley region, including the vineyards

of the North. Practically speaking, however, the vast majority of this wine
comes from the Southern Rhone. Various vineyard areas in the center of the
Southern Rhone region, on both sides of the river, are designated specifi-
cally for its production. Together with its sister appellation, Cétes du Rhone-
Villages, this area makes a huge amount of wine: almost 28 million cases
annually, 2.5 times as much as Beaujolais.

Cotes du Rhone is mostly a red wine; only 2 percent of the production is white,
and another 2 percent is rosé. Red Cotes du Rhone is a blend of various grape
varieties, which may be combined according to a complicated formula. Since
the 2000 harvest, the regulations regarding varieties are as follows:

v Grenache must represent at least 40 percent of the wine (except in the
Northern Rhone, where the wine can be entirely Syrah).

v Syrah and Mourvedre are also principal varieties; along with Grenache,
they must constitute at least 70 percent of the blend.

v~ Secondary red varieties — ten in all, including Carignan and Cinsault —
may constitute no more than 30 percent of the wine.

v White varieties may constitute no more than 5 percent.
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Many Cotes du Rhone wines are inexpensive (under $20), soft, fruity, low-tannin
reds. They're the everyday wines of the region, tasty reds to enjoy with
hamburgers or other casual meals, and the majority of them are for enjoying
young. Some producers make a more serious style, however; these better
Cotes du Rhones are as follows:

Coudoulet de Beaucastel, of Chateau Beaucastel
Chateau de Fonsalette, of Chateau Rayas
Domaine Gramenon Cotes du Rhone

Cuvée des Templiers, of Domaine Brusset
Chateau des Tours Cotes du Rhone

Book I
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Cotes du Rhone-Villages wines are a higher class of Cotes du Rhones, made
from a more limited vineyard area and fewer grape varieties. That said, the
vineyard area isn’t all that limited: It encompasses the vineyards of about 70
communities in Southern Rhone. But production is only 13 percent that of
Cotes du Rhones.

Grenache may constitute a maximum of 65 percent of the Cétes du Rhone-
Villages blend; Syrah, Cinsault, or Mourvédre form a minimum of 25 percent,
and other local red varieties are no more than 10 percent.

Sixteen of the Cotes du Rhone-Villages communities enjoy special status:
They may append their name to the appellation, if the grapes for a wine come
specifically from that village. The name of the wine then reads either Cétes

du Rhéne-Villages-Cairanne, for example, or Cairanne-Cétes du Rhéone-Villages.
Other villages of note are Vinsobres, Rasteau, Chusclan, and Laudun.

Cotes du Rhone-Villages wines are slightly more expensive than simple Cotes
du Rhoénes; expect to pay about $12 to $14 a bottle. Some wines worth seek-
ing out include the following:

Domaine de I'Oratoire-St.-Martin Domaine de la Soumade Cotes du
Cotes du Rhone-Villages-Cairanne Rhone-Villages-Rasteau

Domaine Rabasse-Charavin Cotes du  Domaine de Ste.-Anne Cotes du
Rhone-Villages-Rasteau Rhone-Villages

Domaine Marcel Richaud Cotes du Domaine de Deurre Cotes du

Rhone-Villages-Cairanne Rhone-Villages-Vinsobres
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Gigondas

Until 1971, Gigondas was a village name appended to Cotes du Rhone-
Villages, but then the Gigondas area, on the eastern side of the Rhone, became
an AOC in its own right. Today Gigondas is a thriving appellation, producing
about 30 percent as much wine as the larger Chateauneuf-du-Pape territory.

Gigondas wine is red or rosé only. Grenache constitutes up to 80 percent of
the blend; Syrah and Mourvedre must be at least 15 percent, and other local
varieties (excluding Carignan) may represent up to 10 percent of the blend.

Of the Southern Rhone reds, Gigondas wines are considered second in qual-
ity only to Chateauneuf-du-Pape. Like that wine, they’re made in two styles,
a lighter, more approachable style (costing about $20 to $25), and a denser,
fuller-bodied style ($30 or more). The lighter-style wines are best up to 6
years of age, whereas the fuller wines usually drink best from 7 or 8 years of
age up to 15 years.

Good producers of Gigondas include the following:

Domaine du Cayron Domaine Raspail-Ay
Domaine Roger Combe Domaine Saint Gayan
Domaine de Font-Sane Domaine de Santa Duc

Domaine Les Goubert

Vacqueyras

Vacqueyras is a fairly small area directly south of Gigondas, east of the
Rhone River. Like Gigondas, Vacqueyras was originally a Cotes du Rhone-
Villages area; it was promoted to freestanding AOC status in 1990. Its grape
varieties are similar to those of Gigondas, but the wines aren’t quite as good,
at least not yet. Like Gigondas, most (96 percent) of Vacqueyras wine is red.

Because Vacqueyras is a fairly new appellation, and is therefore not well
known, its wines tend to be relatively inexpensive. Good Vacqueyras can cost
you as little as $15, although some of the best wines are $20 to $30.

Good producers of Vacqueyras include the following:

Domaine des Amouriers

Domaine Le Clos des Cazaux

Domaine La Fourmone (Roger Combe)
Domaine des Garrigues

Paul Jaboulet Ainé
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Lirac and Tavel

Lirac is a sizeable area encompassing four villages on the western banks

of the Rhone. Although 80 percent of the wines made there are full-bodied,
soft reds (and 4 percent are whites), the area is best known in the United
States as a producer of dry rosé wines, along with the neighboring Tavel
appellation. Lirac red and rosé derive from Grenache (maximum 40 percent),
Cinsault, Mourvedre, and Syrah, plus Carignan.

The neighboring Tavel AOC covers rosé wines only. These wines derive
mainly from Grenache and Cinsault. They’re dry, with refreshing berry flavor,
and they tend to be quite high in alcohol for rosés, up to 14 percent. Because
it’s better known, Tavel Rosé is more expensive than Lirac Rosé — about $20
to $25 compared to $15 or less for Lirac.

Enjoying Rhone wines

If you're tempted to run out and purchase a red
Rhoéne wine, it helps to know which vintages
are good before plunking down your cash.

v Good vintages for Northern Rhdne red
wines are 1999, 1998, 1997, 1995, 1991 (for
Cote Rotie especially), 1990, 1989 (espe-
cially for Hermitage), 1988, and 1985. If you
can wait to open the bottle, vintages from
2007, 2006, 2005, 2003, and 2001 are worth
picking up.

v Good vintages for Southern Rhone red
wines are 1999, 1998 (especially), 1995,
1990, and 1989. More recent vintages to
look for include ones from 2007, 2006, 2005,
2003, and 2001.

Serve Rhone reds at cool room temperature,
about 62 to 64 degrees Fahrenheit. Simple
Cotes du Rhone red wines can be served a few
degrees cooler. Northern Rhone whites and
Chateauneuf-du-Pape Blanc should be only
slightly cool, about 58 to 62 degrees Fahrenheit,
S0 you can appreciate their wonderful aromas.
Rosé wines are best when served cold — about
50 to 52 degrees Fahrenheit.

Serve your better Rhéne wines — both red and
white —in a tall glass with an oval-shaped bowl
(similar to a Bordeaux or Cabernet Sauvignon
glass) that has a minimum capacity of 10 to 12
ounces. (If you want a better understanding of
how the glass you use can affect the taste of
your wine, check out Chapter 4 in Book I.)

The sturdier Rhone reds are good with roasts of
beef or lamb; steaks; stews (especially hearty
meat and/or bean stews, such as cassoulet);
full-flavored game, such as venison; and game
birds. The lighter red Rhdne wines, such as
Crozes-Hermitage, St.-Joseph, and Codtes du
Rhone, are good accompaniments to roast
chicken, grilled hamburgers, or pizza.

Enjoy Hermitage Blanc and Chateauneuf-du-
Pape Blanc with veal or robust poultry dishes.
The wines made from the Viognier variety —
Condrieu and Chateau Grillet —are difficult to
pair with food; they're really best as apéritifs.
Delicate, white fish or simply prepared chicken
dishes can work, but any strongly flavored
entrée is inadvisable because it'll mask the deli-
cate aromas and flavors of these wines.
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Chateau St.-Roch (produced by Cantegril-Verda), Domaine Pélaquié, and Chateau
de Ségries are reliable producers of Lirac Rosé. Chateau d’Aquéria and
Domaine Méjan-Taulier are top Tavel producers; the latter also makes a small
amount of Lirac Rosé.

Muscat de Beaumes-de-Uenise
and Rasteau

Rasteau and Beaumes-de-Venise are 2 of the 16 villages within the Cotes du
Rhone-Villages area entitled to append their names to that appellation. But
each of these villages also has separate AOC status for a special type of sweet
wine, called Vins Doux Natural, or VDN (translated as “naturally sweet wines™).
VDN wines are made by adding alcohol to grape juice that has fermented only
slightly; the alcohol stops the fermentation and fixes the natural grape sugar in
the wine.

Rasteau AOC is a VDN from Grenache grapes grown in three villages: Rasteau,
Cairanne, or Sablet. The wine can be red or even tawny, depending on the
winemaking and aging techniques. It’s not common in the United States, but
you can occasionally find it for about $18 to $20.

The VDN wine of Beaumes-de-Venise is called Muscat de Beaumes-de-Venise.
It comes entirely from the Muscat grape — specifically the best type of
Muscat, the Muscat Blanc a Petits Grains. It’s a particularly delicious wine,
redolent with floral Muscat perfume, yet full-bodied and substantial. It sells
for about $18 to $30.



Chapter 6

Champagne: The World's
Greatest Sparkling Wine

In This Chapter

Examining the effect of the Champagne region on Champagne’s excellence
Appreciating Champagne’s variety and the existence of a style for every palate

Recognizing the style differences among Champagne houses and grower-producers

s there a better-known, more popular wine in the world than Champagne?

When it comes to sparkling wines, the sparkling wine known as Champagne
has no peer. Wine lovers can seriously debate what the best red wine, white
wine, or dessert wine is, but it’s no contest for the best sparkling wine.

What makes Champagne the best of its kind? What are the differences in vari-
ous types of Champagne? And what are the best Champagnes anyway? You
find answers to all of these questions and more in this chapter.

The Skinny on This Supreme Bubbly

Champagne (pronounced sham-pan-yah) is a white or rosé sparkling wine
that starts its life like any other wine — as the fermented juice of grapes. But
a subsequent, vital step transforms Champagne, and all the other serious
sparkling wines of the world. Bottle the wine with yeast and a little sugar-
wine solution, and it undergoes a second fermentation; this time, the bottle
traps the carbon dioxide (a byproduct of fermentation), so that it takes the
form of tiny bubbles in the wine. Voila! You have Champagne — at least you
do if this process takes place in the Champagne region of France. And that’s
the catch. True Champagne comes only from this one wine region. All other
bubbly wines are simply sparkling wines, no matter what they choose to call
themselves on the label.

But Champagne is more than just the right place and the right process.
In almost all cases, Champagne is an extremely complex blended wine —
not only a blend of grape varieties but also a blend of wines from various
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vineyards throughout the region (the blend, called the cuvée, combines
the strengths of each vineyard). Frequently Champagne is even a blend
of wines from different vintages. Geez. For a wine that’s so easy to enjoy,
Champagne is certainly very difficult to create!

&,N\BEH The European Union doesn’t permit any of its member countries except

5y France to call their sparkling wines Champagne. And of course, sparkling
wines made in French wine regions other than Champagne can’t legally

be called Champagne either. But, beyond the borders of Europe, many
countries continue to cash in on the popularity of the Champagne name —
confusing legions of novice wine drinkers in the process — by calling their
sparkling wines Champagne. Usually these wines are the least-expensive,
mass-produced, poorest quality sparklers; most of the better sparkling
wines don’t use the word. Just remember: True Champagne always has the
word Champagne plus Product of France or France on the label. Anything
selling for less than $25 is not Champagne!

Zeroing in on the Champagne Region

The cool, agricultural region called Champagne is roughly 90 miles (or

about an hour and a half, if you measure your distances in time spent travel-
ing) northeast of Paris by car or train. Besides hardy grains such as wheat,
the region’s main crop is grapes, because the soil isn’t very fertile and the
climate is too forbidding to grow much of anything else. The Champagne
vineyards occupy about more than 80,000 acres of the sparsely populated
region; vineyards in 321 villages (or crus) in the region provide the grapes for
Champagne.

Most of the large Champagne houses — the name used for producers who
make and sell most of the Champagne — are located in the following three
communities (see Figure 6-1 for a visual):

v Reims: Champagne’s only city, and its capital, Reims is home to 15 of
Champagne’s most important houses, the Cathedral of Reims (one of the
world’s most beautiful Gothic churches), and one of France’s greatest
restaurants, the three-star Michelin restaurant-inn, Boyer Les Crayeéres.

1+ Epernay: This town is the geographical center of the Champagne region,
and the home of the most Champagne houses (25, to be exact), including
the largest, Moét & Chandon. Epernay is about a 20-minute drive south
of Reims.

1~ Ay: A small town about ten minutes to the east of Epernay, Ay is
home to nine Champagne producers. It’s also the source of one of the
Champagne region’s few good red wines (made from Pinot Noir).
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The proximity of these three communities and Champagne’s closeness to

Paris make a short tour of the region quite feasible for wine lovers interested
in checking out its restaurants, inns, and cafés — and, of course, drinking as

much Champagne as they desire.

The following sections provide details on the growing conditions that affect

Champagne, the grape varieties that go into it, and the four districts where
those specific grape varieties are grown.

A French sparkling wine by any other name

Champagne is by no means the only French
region that makes sparkling wines. Many of the
other regions use the term crémantfor their local
bubbly, such as Crémant d'Alsace or Crémant
de la Loire. This term originally applied to a cer-
tain style of Champagne that had lighter car-
bonation. When the French authorities decided
that no other region could use the term méthode
champenoiseto describe the production method

of their wines, they granted other regions the
rightto use crémantas a compromise. Crémant
wines are always made by the Champagne
method of second fermentation in the bottle —
now called the traditional method, or the
classic method. Alsace, the Loire Valley, and
Languedoc-Roussillon (all covered in Chapter 7
of Book Il) are three important French regions
for sparkling wines.
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Chalking success up to Champagne’s
climate and soil

The location of the Champagne region really pushes the envelope for
grape-growing: It’s practically at the northernmost latitudinal limit (a little
below 50 degrees latitude) in which vines can be cultivated in the Northern
Hemisphere. It’s the most northerly wine region in the world, with the
exception of two of Germany’s minor regions and the vineyards of south-
ern England. The annual mean temperature in Champagne is 50 degrees
Fahrenheit — about one-half degree Centigrade above the annual tempera-
ture in which grapes can grow.

In most years, wine grapes just about ripen in this marginal growing climate,
and (typical of less-ripe fruit) they retain lots of acidity. Even in warmer-than-
average years, the grapes are quite acidic. Such high acidity is a real problem
for still (nonsparkling) wines, but it’s an asset to sparkling wines, which need
acidity for their palate-cleansing liveliness.

It rains quite a bit in Champagne, even in the summer, but the better vintages
have enough sun for the grapes to ripen. The big enemy is late spring frosts,
which can wipe out much of a crop.

The chalky soil of Champagne is something special. As you drive through the
region, you can actually see mounds of pure white chalk. This soil originated
about 65 million years ago, when the region was covered by the sea, which
left huge deposits of seashells behind as it receded. This chalky soil is poor
for many crops but ideal for wine grapes, which thrive in infertile soils.

The chalk is hundreds of feet deep in most of the best vineyard areas, and
the vines’ roots dig deep into the earth for nourishment. The chalky subsoil
retains enough water for dry spells but is porous enough to prevent the roots
from becoming damaged by too much water during rainfalls — essential in
this rather rainy region. The chalk also absorbs the heat of the sun during the
day and radiates it to the vines during the cool nights.

As a result of the Champagne region’s climate and soil, the grapes that grow
there tend to be rather tiny, but they have lots of concentrated nutrients.
Champagne’s cool climate and its chalky limestone soil are undoubtedly the
leading factors contributing to the excellence of its sparkling wine.
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Recognizing the grape varieties
used in Champagne

Champagne is made mainly from three grape varieties:

v~ Pinot Noir, a red variety
v~ Pinot Meunier, a red variety related to Pinot Noir

v Chardonnay, a white variety

Most Champagnes — about 85 to 90 percent of them — are a blend of about
two-thirds red grapes and one-third Chardonnay. A few Champagnes (less
than 5 percent) are 100 percent Chardonnay (they’re called blanc de blancs);
fewer yet are 100 percent red grapes (those are called blanc de noirs). Rosé
Champagnes, a small category, are usually, but not always, made from a
blend of white and red grapes.

Although Champagne is primarily a white wine, the two red varieties pre-
dominate; they make up about 75 percent of the Champagne vineyards. The
current percentage of planting of the three grape varieties in Champagne is
33 percent Pinot Noir, 42 percent Pinot Meunier, and 25 percent Chardonnay.

The reason that most Champagnes are blends of Pinot Noir, Pinot Meunier,
and Chardonnay is that each grape variety has strengths to contribute to the
final blend.

v Pinot Noir adds body, structure, aroma, and a complexity of flavors.
This difficult variety likes the cool climate of the region, and it grows
well in the chalky limestone soil.

v Chardonnay, a star performer in the Champagne region, gives freshness,
delicacy, elegance, and finesse. For this reason, many producers make a
blanc de blancs (Chardonnay) Champagne.

v Pinot Meunier contributes fruitiness, floral aromas, and a precocious
character (which means the wine is ready to drink sooner).

Mapping the four grape-growing districts

As it happens, each of the three grape varieties described in the preceding
section does best in different areas of the Champagne region, which has four

Chapter 6: Champagne: The World’s Greatest Sparkling Wine
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main grape-growing districts. Each district (mapped out in Figure 6-1)
specializes in certain varieties. The four districts are

1 Montaigne de Reims: These chalky hillsides are directly south of the
city of Reims, north of Epernay, and north of the Marne River. Pinot Noir
is the dominant variety here, but some Chardonnay and a little Pinot
Meunier are also grown.

1~ Cote des Blancs: This district, directly south of the town of Epernay,
is by far the most important vineyard area for Chardonnay. Most of the
best blanc de blancs Champagnes use grapes from the villages on the
Cote des Blancs; huge deposits of chalk are in the soil here. The Cote de
Sézanne prolongs the Cote des Blancs to the south.

v~ Valée de la Marne: As the largest district, located directly west of
Epernay, Vallée de la Marne includes Epernay itself and stretches
beyond the town of Chateau-Thierry. Pinot Meunier is the most-planted
grape variety by far in this area, but some Pinot Noir and a little
Chardonnay also grow here.

v The Aube: Also known as the Cote des Bar, this district is well south of
Epernay, near the city of Troyes. Pinot Noir is the predominant variety
here, although its wine is heavier and not as fine as the Pinot Noir in the
Montagne de Reims.

The greatest Champagne villages

Over hundreds of years of grape-growing in the Champagne region, certain
villages (or crus, as they’re called in France) emerged as the best vine-

yard areas. These crus, numbering 321, started to gain recognition in the
second part of the 19th century. The Comate Interprofessionnel du Vin de
Champagne (CIVC), a Champagne trade organization formed during World
War Il that serves as Champagne’s regulatory body, now ranks 17 villages as
grands crus and another 40 villages as premiers crus. Each cru has an official
quality rating on a scale of 100: Grand cru vineyards all rate 100, and premier
cru vineyards rank from 90 to 99 points.

The remaining 264 designated Champagne villages rate between 80 and 89. The
rating isn’t static; the CIVC periodically revises the rankings (the last revision
took place in 1985).

If a Champagne is made from all grand cru grapes, it’s entitled to use the
name Grand Cru on its label. Likewise, if it’'s made from all premier cru grapes,
it can use the term Premier Cru (or Iler Cru) on its label. A combination of grand
cru and premier cru grapes entitles a Champagne to only a premier cru
designation.




Chapter 6: Champagne: The World’s Greatest Sparkling Wine 2 ’ 9

Usually only grower-producers (grape growers who also make their own
Champagne) are small enough to use only grand cru and/or premier cru
grapes in their Champagnes. The large houses produce so much wine that
they must use grapes from other villages in addition to grand cru or premier
cru grapes. The exception for the large houses is their premium Champagnes,
which are usually made from only, or mainly, grand cru and/or premier cru
grapes. With several exceptions, the large houses usually refrain from using
these designations on their Champagnes so they don’t denigrate their less-
expensive Champagnes in comparison.

The 40 premier cru villages provide about 22 percent of the grapes for

Champagne. Most of the premiers crus are in the Montagne de Reims or the Book Il
Cote des Blancs, but some very good premier cru villages are also in the part
of the Vallée de la Marne that’s located close to the town of Epernay. :’aW"FE:
ine
Superstar
The best of the best

About 8.6 percent of Champagne’s grapes come from grand cru villages. Nine
grand crus are in the Montagne de Reims, six in the Cote des Blancs, and

two in the Vallée de la Marne. Of the 17 grand cru villages, Ay and Verbena
are generally regarded as the two best villages for growing the Pinot Noir
grape, with Bouzy close behind. Le Mesnil-sur-Oger, Cramant, and Avize,

all in the Cote des Blancs, are considered the finest grand cru villages for

the Chardonnay grape. Look for these village names on some of the better
Champagnes, especially from grower-producers.

Surveying Champagne Styles

Enormous variation exists among Champagnes. Some Champagnes are
sweeter, lighter, or more complex than others, for example. The spectrum of
Champagne styles encompasses the following categories:

v+ Nonvintage, vintage, and prestige cuvée (premium) Champagnes
v Standard, blanc de blancs, blanc de noirs, and rosé Champagnes

v Brut, extra dry, and demi-sec Champagnes

Champagnes also vary in how much body they have, a characteristic that’s
influenced by the style of the house or grower-producer that makes them.
(For help distinguishing between the two, head to the “Selecting a Bottle of
Bubbly” section later in this chapter.) The following sections explain the
intricacies of these different Champagne styles to aid you in purchasing the
Champagne that will be most in line with your tastes.
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Translating years and quality
into Champagnespeak

When you understand what distinguishes a nonvintage, vintage, and prestige
cuvée Champagne, you can tell them apart from one another fairly easily.
The challenge is that the labels don’t give you a clue as to which type a
Champagne is. To help you out, here’s a bite-size description of each:

+ Nonvintage Champagne: The most common style by far, nonvintage
Champagnes are blends of wines from several years, and no vintage date
appears on the label. These wines are called nonvintage because they
don’t derive from just one vintage. Such Champagne is also known as
classic and is the least expensive type (with a few exceptions).

v~ Vintage Champagnes: These wines are made from grapes of a single
year, which is usually, but not always, a better-than-average year; the
vintage year is always on the label of vintage Champagnes.

v Prestige cuvées: The producers’ best Champagnes are considered
prestige cuvées. These wines are mainly vintage Champagnes but can be
nonvintage.

For the full scoop on each of these three styles, refer to the following sections.

Nonvintage Champagnes

Nonvintage Champagnes make up 85 to 90 percent of all Champagnes pro-
duced today. They’re the foundation of the Champagne business by neces-
sity. Because of the region’s marginal climate, not every year can be a perfect
“vintage” year. If producers didn’t blend the wines of several years together,
evening out the faults of one year with the virtues of another, they would’ve
been out of business a long time ago.

Nonvintage Champagnes are also referred to as classic Champagnes because
they were the original type of Champagne. Some producers prefer the term
multivintage. Sometimes classic appears on the label, but nonvintage never
does, because Champagne producers believe this term is