A Definitive Guide to Fine Wines
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ONE WINEDRINKER’S OPINION

Wine Prices: Who'’s Kidding Whom?

Burgundy “prices are ridiculous. Champagne prices
have escalated to dizzy heights. The supply of these
wines is small and world-wide demand is high. Fine,
everything is going up. Nonetheless, for the past few
years Bordeaux prices have seemed quite reasonable.
Oh, maybe not cheap like many of the 1970’s during
the severe 1974-75 recession, but fairly priced. A
couple of years ago, it wasn't unusual to find really
good 1975's at $12-15 per bottle. First growths were
higher, but some were available for $25 or so. Then
came the 1976's at about the same prices. (Yes, even
1976 Lafite and 1976 Pétrus retailed for under $300
per case.) Then the 1977’s. Well, forget the 1977’s (it's
not much of a vintage and the wines are too expensive
for what they are). Now the 1978's. Well, the 1978
prices are high. Why? Increased demand to be sure.
But a major reason is that the chateau owners are

Volume I

finally getting a decent price. Most people are not
really aware of the price the major chateaux receive
for their wine. Consider the following case prices. In
1975, Ducru-Beaucaillou received $51, Léoville-Las-
Cases $53, La Mission-Haut-Brion $90, Lafite and
Pétrus $133. In 1976 prices were similar. Ducru-
Beaucaillou received $51, Léoville-Las-Cases $51, La
Mission-Haut-Brion $90, Lafite, Mouton, and Pétrus
approximately $133. In 1978, these prices rose to $99
for Ducru-Beaucaillou, $116 for Léoville-Las-Cases,
$158 for La Mission-Haut-Brion, $210 for Lafite, and
$219 for Pétrus. To these prices the consumer must
pay 10% or so to the négociant, interest costs for two
years to the importer plus a standard 25% profit, a few
dollars per case for shipping, a wholesaler's mark-up
(if the importer is not the wholesaler) of 10-20%, and
a retail mark-up which can be as high as 50%. In
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Best Buys

Beaune “Les Paules” (M. Morey). OK, this
Burgundy is a lighter style. And, ves, there is
that hint of sweetness. However, it is lovely and
delicious to drink and doesn't cost a fortune.
With a medium color and an amber edge, the
nose is full of ripe, fruity/spicy nuances. There is
good fruit and complexity. Not a keeper, but

very nice for consumption in the next 3-4 years
(152). $14
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Codte de Beaune “Monthelie” (Coche-Dury).
This is a fairly big Céte de Beaune. It has a dark
color and a fruity/grapy, slightly volatile nose.
The flavors are fruity with a toasty/earthy
complexity. Quite tannic, this wine needs age
and should show improvement for 5-6 years
(15%2). $15

Bourgogne-Passe-Tout-Grains (R. Chevil-
lon). Are you kidding? Nobody buys this stuff.
Wrong. These wines are as good as the integrity
of the producer. In this case, it is very high
indeed. Tasted with Chevillon’s four Nuits-Saint-
Georges, this is amazingly similar with the same
fruity/spicy/bacon-like nose and flavor. Just a
bit less flavor and a slightly harsh finish not
balanced by enough fruit to warrant long term
aging, still a very nice wine for consumption now
and over the next 2-3 years (1512). $9

Rully “Les Clouds” (Jacqueson). This is a
lovely, lighter style Burgundy. It has a medium
color with an amber edge and a lovely, fruity/
spicy/berry-like nose. There is nice, berry-like
fruit tinged with vanilla. With honest Pinot Noir
character, light, but not overly sweet, this wine
should improve for a few years (15Y2). $12.50
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Good

Charmes-Chambertin (Latour). This is rather
pleasant, but the price is mind boggling. Who needs it?
It has a medium red color and a briary/raspberry nose
with berry-like flavors. It is soft and fruity without
much depth or character (1412). $54

Richebourg (Labouré-Roi). Despite the label, this is
not an outstanding Burgundy. It is, however, what is
masquerading as the wine on the West Coast. Caveat
Emptor. The wine has a dark color and a coffee bean
nose. There is good structure, but the flavor also
shows a coffee bean component. Was this wine
damaged in shipment? Or is it a different batch? Who
knows?? At $48 per bottle, it's easy to pass on this
(14).
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Gevrey-Chambertin (Geoffroy). This wine has a
medium dark color with an over-ripe, plum nose. The
wine has fruit but shows a slight stemminess and a
touch of acesence. Not unpleasant, but not likely to
improve much either (1312). $28

Pommard “Premier Cru” (Bouchard). This is a
perfect example of what is wrong with Burgundy. The
general public recognizes the name Pommard. If the
public doesn’t know the difference, price the wine
high. And so it goes. This Pommard has a medium red
color and a fruity, SO, nose. It has some fruit, but is
thin, tart, and acidic with a short finish. At $38 who
needs it (13%%2).

Clos de Vougeot (Latour). Another big label, big
price, and ordinary wine. This bears no resemblence
to really good Burgundy. It has a medium dark color
with a fruity, coffee bean nose and simple, tart, acidic
flavors (13). $51
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Nuits-Saint-Georges “Les Perdrix” (Mugneret- Savigny-les-Beaune (P. Ponnelle). One shouldn't

Gouachon). This is unusual juice. The color is dark expect much of this wine and that's exactly what one

with only a slight amber at the edge, but the nose hasa will get— not much. It has a medium color with an i
roasted/coffee bean/apple cider quality. The flavors amber edge and a subdued, fruity nose. There is some -
are rich and grapy with a noticeable roasted fruit, but the wine is thin and watery without depth or |
component, Only time will tell how this will develop, structure (13). $12.50 :

but substantial improvement is doubtful (13). $35
Beaune “Clos des Mouches” (Guillemard). This ]

Pommard “Les Fremiers” (Rodet). This Burgundy wine has a medium dark color and a fruity/musty/ ]
has a medium dark color with an amber edge and a slightly volatile nose. There is little fruit and the wine ]
fruity/vanilla nose. It is light, thin, clean, and much is musty and short on the palate (12). $29

like a simple Beaujolais (13). $30
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3 SELECTED TASTING NOTES
_P’& o California Chenin Blancs
g
BC
After French Colombard (a grape of little distinction the other hand, wines such as Burgess, in an oaky, dry
that is properly best used for blending in generic style, make good food wines and not so good
wines), Chenin Blanc is the most widely planted white quaffers. In between, wines such as Dry Creek can be
grape variety in California. It is grown from the quite versatile — suitable with many types of food, as
northernmost to the southernmost areas of the state. It an apéritif, quaffer, whatever. Chenin Blancs are, for
is also made in many different styles from very sweet the most part, not expensive and most are best
to dry, from no oak to heavy oak, and from light and consumed as young as possible while they still have
crisp to full-bodied and rich. Therefore, unless one freshness and fruit. Listed below are selected tasting
knows for certain the style of the wine (unfortunately notes on a representative sampling of currently avail-
this is most often not available by reading the label), it able California Chenin Blancs:
is not likely that the wine will be served to show at its
best. Likewise, random “wine tastings” of Chenin Very Good
Blanc are a useless exercise. To serve a dry, oaky |
style, with a sweet, fruity style, and constantly shift Best Buy |
back and forth through several groups of wines serves B
absolutely no purpose, except perhaps to educate the 1979 Beringer “Knights Valley Estate.
tasters as to the style of each particular wine. The This Sonoma Chenin Blanc has a light yellow
sweeter wines such as Beringer, Krug, or Mondavi are gold color and a fruity/apricot nose. It has good -
most suitable as well chilled quaffing wines. They can fruit, flavor, depth, and balance. Slightly sweet,
also serve as apéritifs, but most experienced wine it's an attractive wine at an attractive price (15).
drinkers will find them too sweet for most foods. On $4
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1979 Beringer “Napa Valley.” Not quite as fruity as
the “Knights Valley Estate” bottling, and with a more
pronounced grassy, varietal character, this is a nice
Chenin Blanc. It has a light yellow gold color and a
fruity/slightly grassy nose. There is good, ripe, fruit
flavors with nice balance in a slightly sweet style (15).
$4.50

1979 Burgess Cellars “Napa Valley.” This wine is
designated Dry on the label and so it is. As such, itisa
very pleasant food wine, better with fish dishes than
the Charles Krug, but not as pleasant as a sipping
wine, It has a light yellow gold color and a fruity/oaky
nose. There are nice, fruity/oaky flavors with just a
touch of a herbal character. The wine has nice
balance, not rich, but very pleasant and a good
occasional substitute for Chardonnay. However, this
doesn'’t have the depth to age like Chardonnay, drink
it over the next year (15). $6.50

1980 Dry Creek “Sonoma County.” This is a very
nice Chenin Blanc in a fruity style with just a hint of
sweetness, It has a pale yellow color and a fruity/
citric/slightly grassy nose. It is clean, fresh, and crisp
with a fruity/citric flavor and a pleasant finish. This
wine will go nice with lighter dishes, fish, cold
luncheons, etc. (15). $5.50

NV Charles Krug “Napa Valley.” In the sweeter
style, Krug has a way with Chenin Blanc. The problem
is that the NV designation doesn't allow the consumer
to differentiate between bottlings and they do differ.
However, the newest batch comes in a light colored
blue green bottle as opposed to the traditional dark
green bottle. It has a pale yellow color and a fruity/
grapefruit/eucalyptus nose —clean, fresh, and
attractive. The wine is fruity and crisp with a slight
varietal grassiness. It is sweet, but is balanced by a firm
backbone (15). $6 (Incidentally, the same wine in the
green bottle has a more pronounced grassy character
and is not as fresh, although still very nice.)

1980 Robert Mondavi “Napa Valley.” Made in the
same mold as the Charles Krug (one could say it runs
in the family), this wine is richer with a similar degree
of sweetness. The color is pale yellow and the nose
has a fresh, fruity, pineapple character with just a hint
of varietal grassiness. The taste is fruity with a citrus-
like character and a slight pétillance. The wine is sweet
and well-balanced —a good afternoon quaffer or a
nice food wine with something like a roast loin of pork

(15). $6.50
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Good

1979 Alexander Valley Vineyards “Alexander
Valley.” This estate bottled wine has a light yellow
gold color and a fruity/peachy nose with a hint of

vanilla. It has good fruity/oaky flavors with a short
finish (14). %6

1980 Fetzer “North Coast.” This is a nice quaffing
wine. It has a fresh, fruity, pineapple nose and clean,
fresh, crisp, grapy. sweet flavors (14). $4.75

1980 Shown “Napa Valley.” This wine is labeled
Dry. Actually, it's slightly sweet. It has a pale yellow
color and a fruity/grapefruit nose. It is crisp and clean
with a slight pétillance and a grapefruit-like flavor (14).

$5.50

1980 Flora Springs “Napa Valley.” This wine is
marred by a touch too much SO; which blows off with
air. Otherwise, it has a pale green yellow color and is
clean, fresh, dry, tart—an acceptable food wine

(13Y2). $5.50

1979 San Marin “San Luis Obispo County.” This
wine has a light yellow gold color and a fruity/slightly
herbaceous nose. It is fruity, clean, soft, sweet, and
pleasant (13/2). $4

Which Island?

1979 Bogle Vineyards “Merritt Island,
Yolo County.” This won't Bogle the islands of
your mind, but dont blame vyo-local wine
merchant if he thinks it Merritts your attention.
The wine is simple and pleasant with a slight
pétillance. The nose has an earthy/fruity/

grapy character and the flavors are fruity, grapy,
and sweet (13). $4.75

1979 Chappellet “Napa Valley.” At $7.50 this is
pricey for Chenin Blanc. The wine has a light yellow
color and a fruity/spicy/grassy nose. It is light, dry,
and lacking in depth (13).

1979 HMR “Central Coast Counties.” Labeled
Demi-Sec, this wine has a light yellow color and a
fruity/grassy nose. It is clean, fresh, simple, slightly
sweet, and lacks a bit in flavor (13). $6

1979 Landmark “California.” This is a pleasant
food wine. The major fault is a lack of varietal
character. It has a light yellow gold color and a fruity/
vanilla-tinged character. The wine is round with nice
fruit and flavor, but is slightly pétillant and finishes
short (13). $5



1979 J. Lohr “Northern California.” This is a wine
to drink now as a pleasant quaffing wine. It has a light
yellow gold color, a grapy/raisiny nose, and ripe,
fruity, sweet, slightly pétillant flavors (13). $4.75

1979 Sterling Vineyards “Napa Valley.” This
estate bottled wine has a pale vellow color and a fresh,
fruity, pineapple, slightly grassy nose — very attractive.
It is clean, fresh, and dry, but lacks fruit, flavor, and
depth (13). $6.50

1978 The Monterey Vineyard “Monterey
County.” This was probably better a year or two ago,
yet this is apparently the most current vintage on the
market. The wine has a light yellow color and a floral
sweet pea nose with a pronounced vegetative over-
tone. In the mouth, it is flat, sweet, and simple (12).
$5.75

1979 Parducci “Mendocino County.” This wine
has a light yellow color, an unusual, musty/cheesy/
fruity nose. It is clean, fresh, fruity, crisp, and slightly
sweet. Were it not for the off nose, this would be quite

nice (12). $4.25
kmi
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Below Average

1979 Ventana Vineyards “Monterey County.”
This estate bottled wine is labeled Dry. Ventana
should be able to do an excellent job with Chenin
Blanc, but this wine is marred by an overabundance of
free sulphur. Given enough air it will blow off, but the
nose still is not attractive with a musty, tanky
character. Otherwise, the wine has fruit and pleasant
flavor in a dry style (11). $6.50

1979 Callaway “Temecula.” This estate bottled
wine from Southern California is labeled Dry. So
much for the label. It is characterized by the most foul
nose imaginable — a nauseating, skunky, rotten potato
smell. In the mouth, it has a moldy, rotten fruit
character. It gets points only because it looks like wine

(5). $6
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