
Notes of recovery, hints of bubble

Bouyed by an
increasingly fever-
ish Bordeaux en
primeur campaign,

there is now no doubt that
the fine wine market has
quickly and emphatically
recovered from the dol-
drums at the end of 2008
when it plunged by 25 per
cent in the final quarter.
After small but steady

incremental growth last
year, the Liv-ex 100 Index
has begun to accelerate.
Since, January it is up by
nearly 24 per cent and in
April it sailed past its previ-
ous peak of June 2008.
No wonder the market’s

tail is well and truly up.
It is an impressive

rebound and recovery for
the niche sector, much of
which has been under-
pinned and underwritten by
the massive and growing
Asian market, with China
and its almost obsessional
love for Chateau Lafite
playing a pivotal role.
According to Andrew

Davison, fund manager at
the Vintage Wine Fund,
“demand from China has
more than substituted for
the demand from Europe
and the US that temporarily
receded at the end of
2008”.
With zero tax on wine,

Hong Kong has succeeded
brilliantly in becoming the
fine wine gateway for the
region, attracting a multi-
plicity of merchant houses
and international auction-

eers who have set up shop
to meet rapidly expanding
demand.
And who can blame them

when the region has
become the new Klondike?
According to Robert Bey-

nat of the Wine Trade Fair
Vinexpo, “wine consump-
tion in Asia is increasing
four times faster than the
world average and is
expected to continue in the
next five years”.
Last month, Jancis Robin-

son reported there could be
between 5,000-10,000 Chi-
nese buyers “willing, keen
and able” to buy first
growth Bordeaux 2009.
Given that in the past

China never really bought
into the en primeur concept
– in which wine is bought
early while a vintage is still
in a barrel, offering the
opportunity to invest in a
wine before it is bottled –
this will be a significant
market transformation.
Of course, it is not just a

Bordeaux en primeur cam-
paign being affected by
Asian demand. Asian buy-

ers are increasingly domi-
nating salerooms. At
Sotheby’s last year, nearly
60 per cent of wine by value
went to Asian buyers.
Meanwhile, Hong Kong

has seen a string of quite
exceptional sales, prices
and percentages, culminat-
ing most recently with
Acker Merrall & Condit’s
auction of Eric Greenberg’s
cellar last month. The two-
day sale netted $19.5m mak-
ing it the largest wine auc-
tion in Asia and the world’s
second biggest wine auction
of all time. No wonder
many believe Hong Kong
has eclipsed London and
New York as the epicentre
of the auction business.
For the fine wine market

in general, this Asian phe-
nomenon is not going to
end soon.
According to Mr Davison,

“demand in China has
much further to grow.
Moreover, the really good
news is that with tradi-
tional markets in Europe
and the US beginning to
come back to life, global

demand will ultimately end
up at a level much higher
than ever before.”
In the short term, the

market has been given a fil-
lip by the current en
primeur campaign, which
promises to overtake 2005
and 2000 in price and hype.
With Robert Parker pre-

dicting the 2009 Lafite could
be selling for !1,000 a bottle
by September, several of its
back vintages suddenly
looked deliciously good
value.
The same goes for other

first growths, such as
Latour, Margaux and Mou-
ton Rothschild – particu-
larly those vintages trading
below peaks achieved
before 2008.
The result has been much

speculative trading, which
has shunted up secondary
market prices. For example,
in February, the Latour 96
was trading at £4,800 and is
now at £6,600. The Lafite
2000 rose from £13,000 to
£18,000 in that time.
Apart from the highly

fancied 96s and 2000s, many
are backing the magnificent
2005 vintage, which is much
more available and had the
most ground to recover.
“In point of fact, several

vintages have plenty of
mileage in the current bull
market,” points out Charlie
Martin of First Growth Bor-
deaux.
But it is not just thirsty

Chinese billionaires or a
spot of speculative pre en
primeur buying that
brought a smile back to
investors’ faces.
The rising tide has

brought wine funds back
into the game. For the past
two years, several have had

John Stimpfig says
the market has
rebounded quickly,
and explains why
many are optimistic
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An app before dinner The search for a perfectly informed, unbiased sommelier
Most wine lovers are, to
varying degrees, geeks.

They spend hours
cataloguing their cellars and
spend vast amounts of hard
earned cash (unbeknown to
their wives) on accumulating
more wine than they will
ever drink (that’s what
auctions are for).

This would lead one to
believe that such a fertile
market would be supported
by an impressive and
exhaustive array of
smartphone applications
(apps).

These would help the
connoisseur with every step
of the wine appreciation
process: from information to
acquisition and consumption.
Unfortunately, this is only
partly true.

Three factors have
hampered the development
of high quality wine apps.

First, a good chunk of the
wine drinking population
does not own an iPhone,
preferring the less app-
friendly BlackBerry.

Another issue is that there
is a large and growing
supply of high quality
wine-related websites.

Finally, and most
importantly, the economics
associated with generating
quality wine apps can be
very challenging. Most of the
good wine websites cost
more than £70 per year to
subscribe to and are
understandably reluctant to
give away their valuable

content for a one-off
payment of, say, £2.99 (30
per cent of which goes to
Apple).

This brings us to what I
think a wine app should do.

It would discreetly scan
the wine list, exclude wines
with particularly heinous
mark-ups, those that are not
remotely close to their peak
drinking window and tell you
enough about the taste
profile and quality to make
an informed decision.

In short, they would be
your own, pocket-sized,
perfectly informed,
commercially unbiased
sommelier.

This is a tall order, which
most wine apps, so far, fall
well short of, although there
are one or two notable
exceptions.

Cor.kz wine info (£2.39)
is essentially a good iPhone
interface for
grapestories.com (previously
cellartracker.com), the gold
standard in online cellar
management.

Input any wine in the
search facility and this will
provide its drinking window,
average rating, the nine
most recent tasting notes
written on the site and its
best local stockist prices.

The app blasts through
the problem with all other
wine sites – a lack of data –
by “crowdsourcing” from
100,000 grapestories users
who have collectively written
1.4m tasting notes.

Additionally, those that
subscribe to the app’s sister
website will be getting a
fully integrated handheld
cellar management tool.
This, to my mind, makes it
the most useful application
in the entire Apple app store
and a real bargain.

Drync Pro (£2.99),
Snooth (free), Wine
Enthusiast Guide (£2.99)
all mostly cover the same
ground as Cor.kz, albeit with
less success.

Wine Enthusiast
has a hopeless
search interface
and a very strong
US bias.

Drync and
Snooth had no
reviews on a lot
of the wines I
checked, and
when they
did, often got
the spelling
wrong.
Avoid.

Wine
Chap
(£2.99)
This
smart
application
from the
enterprising, London-
based Wine Chap crew takes
the opposite approach to
Cor.kz.

The Wine Chap team
visited 83 high profile
restaurants in central
London and crafted a good
looking little app that

summarises their view on
each restaurant’s wine list.

Each list is rated and the
highlights summarised along
a few handy categories such
as “crowd pleaser”, “first
date” and “over the hill”. It
is a well executed and useful
app.

www.wine-searcher.com
is a true gem. While not
technically an app, this
website is streamlined
enough to be accessed
through most smartphone

browsers. For any given
wine, this site

will tell you
which UK
stockists
sell it and,
more

importantly,
at what

price.
Searching

for Leoville
Barton 2003,

a widely
available and

eminently
drinkable St

Julien, yields
more than 40

prices, ranging
from £57 to £132

a bottle. Prices are
“in bond” and

therefore exclude duty
and VAT.

The basic version is free
and the “pro” version, which
covers more stockists, costs
about £20 a year.

Thomas de Waen

Notes of recovery, hints of bubble

to service big redemptions
and outflows forced by the
sharp fall in values in 2008.
But now all the leaders are
buying stock, which will
only put more pressure on
prices for mature vintages.
“We are seeing a lot of

demand both from private
and corporate investors,
including funds of funds,”
says William Grey, Invest-
ment Manager at the Wine
Investment Fund.
“It’s certainly much

greater than it was this
time last year, with a lot of
interest coming from UK
investors, large and small
who are looking for ‘real
assets’ to help spread risk.”
At the beginning of 2010,

Mr Grey was predicting the
wine market would rise 30
per cent this year. He now
thinks this too conserva-
tive. ‘We may have to revise
upwards to 40 per cent.”

This might sound worry-
ingly high to some who fear
the market may be re-enter-
ing bubble territory. But Mr
Grey dismisses such con-
cerns. “Prices dropped more
than 20 per cent in 2008. So
to a large extent, the mar-
ket has been playing
catch-up.”
Are there any clouds on

the horizon?
One concern for Lafite in

particular could be the Chi-
nese economy. Others in-
clude austerity measures
in the eurozone and the risk
of a double dip recession.
Another is volatility in the
equity and bond markets.
So far though, none of

these has had an impact on
prices, saysPeter Lunzer, a
fund manager. “The market
has been rock solid.
“However, it is possible

price increases will level
off, once the en primeur
campaign is complete. In
the short-to-medium term

though, it’s all looking very
good indeed.”
Even more optimistic is

Gary Boom of Bordeaux
Index, who claims to have
called the latest bull run at
the end of last year. “I have
never seen a situation so
exciting in 20 years of fol-
lowing the market,” he
says.
Reasons for Mr Boom to

be so cheerful include the
weak pound against the dol-
lar, making London prices
look cheap for Asian and
US collectors.
“Also, stock in the UK is

hard to come by. So when
you combine this with
pent-up international
demand and a benchmark
en primeur vintage, it
explains why some prices
are going up 5-10 per cent.
“You see these bull mar-

kets once every five years
and I reckon there’s
another six to eight months
left of this one,” he adds.

However, what could
keep it going a little longer
is the possibility the UK
coalition government may
raise capital gains tax to 40
or 50 per cent. As wine is
zero-rated, this could bring
UK investors into the asset
class, putting pressure on
prices. “It’s the icing on the
cake,” believes Mr Boom.
However, many argue the

fine and rare market is by
no means all about specula-
tors driving up prices.
Much price movement is
driven by increasing rarity
as corks are pulled. And, in
Asia in particular, bottles
are being opened sooner
rather than later.
“What is happening in

Asia is almost all about
consumption,” says Will
Beck of Wine Asset Manag-
ers and this “gives credence
to the view that new mar-
kets are changing the
demand profile of the indus-
try for good”.

The difference between fine drinking and price

It never ceases to amaze me
how loose is the correlation
between a wine’s price and
the amount of pleasure it

gives.
Rarity, hype and a –

sometimes deluded – belief in
investment potential all play
their part in inflating prices
above their true worth.
The main reason why a wine

might be fine yet undervalued
is fashion.
The Zinfandel grape can

produce some delicious wine
but is not seen as a name as
glamorous as Cabernet
Sauvignon, for instance.
Sherry in general is

ridiculously underpriced,
precisely because it is not in
vogue.
Wines from up and coming

wine regions are generally –
though not routinely – priced
well under the prototypes on
which they are based. And
then of course there are those
few benign producers who are
simply kind, and unburdened
by debt, when setting their
prices.
Here are some of my best-

value fine wines, mostly in the
"30-"50 a bottle bracket but
occasionally less expensive.

Pierre Moncuit Blanc de
Blancs Champagne
Champagne made by one of the
better growers always provides
more value than a heavily-
marketed famous name, and
the wines of the Moncuit

family in Mesnil-sur-Oger seem
perennially undervalued to me.
Based entirely on Chardonnay,
these Blanc de Blancs provide
the quintessential aperitif –
superbly stimulating.

Egon Müller Scharzhofberger,
Saar
For me, and many other wine
professionals, Riesling is the
greatest white wine grape. In
the first half of the 20th
century, top German wines
were dearer even than
Bordeaux first growths.
But the dreary sugarwater

exported by bigger German
bottlers from the 1960s, and
some equally uninspiring
eastern European wines
labelled – rather inaccurately –
Riesling, served to depress

prices and all but the rarest,
sweetest examples tend to be
underpriced.
Egon Müller’s

Scharzhofberger is the gold
standard of Riesling. Spätlese
probably represents the best
value, and improves over
decades.

Grosset, Polish Hill Riesling,
Clare Valley
Jeffrey Grosset is the Egon
Müller of Australia – although
Mr Müller himself now makes
Riesling in South Australia,
and also in Slovakia.
Much denser and drier than

most German Rieslings, Polish
Hill is a particularly
expressive, high-altitude
vineyard whose gravel, slate
and shale bedrock Mr Grosset

is careful to express in
mineral-scented bottlings with
notes of lime that become
increasingly complex over five
to 15 years in bottle.
On release they can cost

under "20 a bottle but they
deserve bottle maturation.

Châteaux Chasse
Spleen/Lagrange/Smith Haut
Lafitte, Bordeaux
As prices for the 2009 Bordeaux
come tumbling out, each one
more inflated than the next, I
hesitate to select any Bordeaux
property as offering
particularly fine value. But on
the basis of their previous
track record, the owners of
these three properties have not
been rapacious.
Chasse Spleen is a relatively

modest Médoc estate but the
most successful vintages, such
as 1978, 2000 and 2005, can
outperform its ranking
impressively. Lagrange has
shown itself a very solid St-
Julien this century, and the
Cathiards of Smith Haut Lafitte
have not been grasping when
pricing their impressive red
and white Pessac-Leognans – so
far.

Coche-Dury Bourgogne Blanc,
Burgundy
Jean-François Coche is a white
burgundy genius whose
premier cru Meursault and
Corton-Charlemagne fetch four-
figure prices wherever
knowledgeable wine lovers are
to be found. However, his basic
Bourgogne Blanc, which sells

for about a third of the price of
his village Meursaults, can be
almost as fine, and also passes
the test of greatness: that it
improves considerably in
bottle.

Château de Fonsalette,
Côtes du Rhône
Made by Emmanuel Reynaud
of legendary Châteauneuf-du-
Pape Château Rayas, it is
infinitely more complex and
satisfying than most Côtes du
Rhône. Its price reflects this
and it usually costs "35-"50 a
bottle, but, again, the quality
gap between it and Rayas is
very much less than the price
difference. The red shows the
wonderful spice, herbs, warmth
and longevity of any great
southern Rhône.

Ridge Geyserville, Sonoma
This long-living, complex rich
red is based on the ancient
vines, mainly Zinfandel,
planted in a single vineyard in
the Alexander Valley by Italian
immigrants in the 19th century.
It is crazy in a way that this

classic expression of California
in a bottle costs less than a
fancy Cabernet made from
vines planted recently in the
Napa Valley.
This marvel generally costs

less than "30.

Trinity Hill, The Gimblett,
Hawkes Bay
The Gimblett Gravels section of
New Zealand’s Hawkes Bay
region is clearly magically
suited to producing good copies
of smart red Bordeaux.
In a blind comparative tasting
of some of the top Kiwi wines
with 2005 Bordeaux first
growths, the 2006 vintage of
this wine, which can be
found for well under "20
a bottle, was very
impressive.

Equipo Navazos Sherry
This new range of hand-picked
bottlings is based on
individual, numbered casks, or
butts, selected by Jesus
Barquin, a Granada professor
of criminology and huge sherry
connoisseur and Eduardo
Ojeda, technical director of the
group that owns Valdespino
and La Guita sherries.
Each limited edition wine is

numbered and labelled, La Bota
de Manzanilla. For instance, No
16 is a great wine by any
measure, but can be found for
well under "25 a bottle.

Jancis Robinson’s weekly wine
column is in Life & Arts,
page 5

My tops for value
Up to !50
Jancis Robinson picks
her favourites

Jancis Robinson: ‘Sherry in general is ridiculously underpriced, precisely because it is not in vogue’ Charlie Bibby

Continued from Page 1
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Some like it hot but
most like it at the
right temperature...

For the past few decades
significant steps in wine
quality have been led by
technology and pushed

through by winemakers deter-
mined to give consumers what
they did not know they wanted.
From cold fermentation to
screwcaps, it is winemakers
who have taken the initiative.
Improvements in shipping

wines have not been consumer-
led, either: can you see yourself
going to your local wine mer-
chant and demanding to know if
your bottle of Australian Shiraz
was shipped in a refrigerated
container?
Wine spoils in heat, but is

often treated in a cavalier fash-
ion: it may sit on a tropical
dockside for days or weeks
awaiting shipment.
You, the final buyer, do not

know where it has been or for
how long, and unless the corks

have pushed out or the wine has
seeped under the capsule, you
cannot tell from looking at the
bottle. The first you know of
heat damage is when you open
it and the flavour is disappoint-
ing.
According one source 2.5 per

cent of wine worldwide has been
adversely affected by extreme
heat in transit.
That source is a company

called eProvenance; and a sys-
tem eProvenance has devised
for monitoring temperature in
transit is being closely exam-
ined by a number of companies,
including Berry Bros & Rudd.
And for the first time, it might

be consumer demand that closes
the deal: Asian collectors of top
wines are extremely particular
about the condition of what
they buy.
It is no accident that BBR,

which offers its Fine Wine Cold
Chain as part of its service, has
branches in Asia.
The biggest problems can be

when the wine is not actually
travelling.
The ocean voyage may be free

from temperature extremes, and
the road journey at each end

may be refrigerated; it is the
sitting-around parts of the jour-
ney where standards of care are
most likely to drop.
But problems can occur any-

where: it is normal for a wine’s
journey to have about six
stages, and there is little incen-
tive for a transporter at any one
stage to pay twice the price for
a refrigerated container, for
example, if they are merely
passing the wine on to some-
body else.
Even top Bordeaux châteaux

are only just realising that they
need to know what happens to
their wine after it leaves their
cellars. All stages of the chain
have to be right, or the system
falls apart.
What eProvenance does is

enable the wine merchant to
monitor the temperature of the
wine, by means of Radio Fre-
quency Identification sensors, at
intervals (typically three times
a day) throughout its journey –
and, perhaps, for its whole cel-
lar life.
For the merchant, knowing

there is a problem and knowing
where it is means they can cor-
rect it – by changing the haul-
age company, for instance. For
the consumer, it means more
reliable wine.
For the collector or investor,

it is said to mean added value at
auction: provenance certainly
matters on the secondary wine
market, though putting a pre-
cise figure on it is more diffi-
cult: it could be an extra 10 or 30
per cent.
For the collector it also means

the obligation to maintain the
cold chain and continue to pay
for the sensors: if there is a gap
in the provenance the whole
thing becomes worthless.
“It’s a Herculean task,” says

Eric Vogt, founder of eProve-
nance. “Part of what we’re fight-
ing against is ignorance and a
sense of pointlessness. If wine
goes through six people before
arrival, what can I do?

“It’s all so complicated that
we can’t hope to change the
whole world of wine, but we can
hope to be a conduit of informa-
tion so people can improve.
“It’s happening at micro-level,

with people deciding to change
transporters or distributors.
Last year, which was our second
year of operation, we could iden-
tify five areas in the world
where distribution changed as a
result of information from our
system.”

BBR already had an effective
cold chain, and monitoring its
shipments to subsidiaries in
Hong Kong and Japan with
eProvenance revealed it worked
perfectly except for a small blip
in Japan, where wine spent half
an hour in an unrefrigerated
truck. “We plugged that hole,”
says Alun Griffiths, managing
director, “and this year we’re
monitoring 20 shipments from
all over the world at different
times of the year”.

For Mr Griffiths eProve-
nance’s sensors are “a way of
giving customer assurance”.
At the moment eProvenance

users are restricting it to young
wines, for obvious reasons, and
those are investment wines. Mr
Vogt puts the cost of using
eProvenance for the wine’s ini-
tial journey at around "2 a bot-
tle, which is negligible com-
pared with the value of the
wine, but Mr Griffiths points
out that “the costs will rise over

the years, as the wine is moved
around. It’s a question of how
long you want to monitor it for.
“It’s a lifetime commitment,

and some will be scared of the
cost. The market is not really
demanding this yet, but it will.
Asian investors will demand it
to protect their investment.
“I have to look at it as a con-

sumer, and as a merchant: do
we get an advantage over the
competition by taking better
care of our wines?”

Provenance
Margaret Rand
examines the art of
temperature tracking

A matter of degree
Anybody who cellars wine at
home knows that, to be any
use, a cellar must keep an
even temperature, winter and
summer. Extremes are bad,
and rapid fluctuations are bad.

eProvenance’s research
indicates that just 18 hours at
30ºC can do permanent
damage to a wine, impairing
colour, aroma, flavour and life
expectancy.

But it will not show until you
open the bottle, which could be
years later. The obvious signs
of trouble – corks pushing out,
or seepage – appear only at
40ºC. So there is plenty of
scope for a wine to look
pristine in the bottle, but be
hugely disappointing in the
glass.

Some wines seem slightly
more robust than others.
eProvenance’s tests indicate
that Chardonnay might show
fewer changes after heating to
30ºC than Pinot Noir, for
example. Even so, one would
not want one’s Montrachet
exposed to that sort of risk.
And it is still not clear if
damage can also be done by
temperatures lower than 30ºC.

Wine can be exposed to
temperatures far higher than
that during shipping.

According to Hillebrand, a
transport company that has a
database of temperatures
across the world over time, the
dockside at Singapore can
reach 70ºC; and if the outside
temperature is just 25ºC, inside
an unrefrigerated container it
can be 40ºC.

Demand for proper handling
of wine varies across the
world. Japan is very keen on
refrigeration; South America
isn’t so aware of the problem
yet, even though the journey
from the vineyards in Mendoza
to the docks in Buenos Aires is
1,000km.

Margaret Rand
Eric Vogt, founder of eProvenance, with one of the company’s sensors
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Prices may rise as more money chases a better product

How times change. Only 18
months ago, some commenta-
tors were questioning whether
the en primeur mechanism was
almost in its death throes. Now,
Lazarus-like, it has never been
in such rude health.
The difference, of course, is

the combination of three fac-
tors. First is the improving, if
fragile, global economy. Second
is the steadily rising fine wine
market. The third is the sublime
quality of the recently minted
2009 vintage, not to mention the
hype that has gone with it.

Almost every critic, merchant
and proprietor has been singing
the praises of 2009.
Even moderate voices such as

Christian Moueix, owner of a
string of Right Bank chateaux,
hailed it as the greatest he had
seen. Likewise, Decanter’s Ste-
ven Spurrier and the French
critic, Michel Bettane. The FT’s
Jancis Robinson admitted she
had never doled out so many
high scores.
Robert Parker has backed it to

the hilt with a staggering 22
potentially perfect 100 point
scores (compared with 9 in
2005). His opinion was: ‘2009
may turn out to be the finest
vintage I have tasted in 32 years
of covering Bordeaux. From top
to bottom, 2009 is not as consist-
ent as 2005, but the peaks of
quality in 2009 may turn out to
be historic.”

Given this backdrop, interest
and demand have been “abso-
lutely huge”, according to
Johnny Goedhuis of the epony-
mous London Merchants. When
Farr Vintners published its on-
line report on the vintage, the
deluge of hits crashed its web-
site. By early May, Berry Bros &
Rudd had received more than
12,000 wish-lists from customers.
In 2005, it received 500.
Around the world, merchants

have been receiving blank
cheques and million pound
budgets, including from main-
land China, to buy. Inevitably,
many buyers will be disap-
pointed because there is not
enough wine to go round, says
Bibendum’s Alex Marton. “Allo-
cations will be tighter this year
than ever and it is going to be
one hell of a bun-fight when the
top wines come out.”

Naturally, none of this has
gone unnoticed by the highly
commercial Bordelais. As one
UK trader pointed out: “The
Bordelais have never knowingly
undersold a vintage and some
were still smarting from the fact
that they might have done just

that last year.”
So far, early release prices

from some petits chateaux and
minor cru classes have gener-
ally been competitively priced
against the current market price
of the 2005 – depending on their
respective Parker scores.

According to Stephen Browett
of Farr Vintners, wines such as
Batailley, Gruaud Larose and
Clerc Milon have been oversub-
scribed and sold out.
Nonetheless, not all wines

have sold through and Mr Goed-
huis says many of his UK cus-
tomers are more selective. “This
is partly a combination of
higher prices in some instances
and a significantly weaker
pound; plus a degree of post-
election economic uncertainty.
The wines that have done well
tended to be the ones we recom-
mended to our customers as par-
ticularly good value.”
Everyone is braced for the

most expensive release prices on
record. Perhaps not surpris-
ingly, merchants are increas-
ingly dismayed. Nick Pegna of
Berry Bros & Rudd in Hong
Kong says: “Recent primeur

prices give cause for concern. If
the pattern continues, we may
well see super seconds in excess
of £2,500 at release.”
As for the firsts, Mr Browett

also expects them to be “stag-
geringly expensive by the end of
the summer. Possibly up to
£10,000-£12,000 a case.” Already,
in an unprecedented move, a
case of Lafite has been pre-sold
on the Liv-ex platform for
£10,000 in the first such grey
market trade.
Most of the smart money is

predicting a tiny first tranche
release of £5,000-£6,000 a case. If
so, it would make prices look
vaguely reasonable. Thereafter,
the firsts will almost certainly
drip-feed the market over the
weeks, rising in price.
However, the firsts made

much less wine in 2009 than in
most vintages. At Latour,

widely regarded as the wine of
the vintage, Frederic Engerer
has produced 35 per cent less
grand vin than in 2005.
Also, chateaux may hold on to

more stock. “Initially, I expect
the proportion of wine to be sold
en primeur to be considerably
less than usual, with the cha-
teaux releasing more when
prices have risen,” says Stephen
Williams of the Antique Wine
Company.
However, 2009 provides oppor-

tunities for bargains. According
to Mr Browett: “In a great vin-
tage like this, the difference in
quality between a top cru Bour-
geois and a mid ranking classed
growth really isn’t that marked.
“So it’s possible to buy a deli-

cious claret like Phelan Segur or
Cantemerle for as little as £20 a
bottle, well within the price
range of most wine collectors.”

En primeur
John Stimpfig
explains where
to find value

‘It is going to be
one hell of a
bun-fight when
the top wines
come out’
Alex Marton

Containing subtle hints of
berry, oak, and scandal

Proof How the systems work
Many techniques for authenticating wines –
involving materials and inks used in or on labels
and capsules – have been adapted from currency
printers.

Some wineries incorporate DNA from vines or
grapes into the ink on their labels. Others use
special tags, radio frequency identification and
other features that combine verification and
tracking capabilities for the purposes of
authenticating the wine and monitoring its
journey from vineyard to table.

Prooftag, for example, used by
Domaine Ponsot (see main article)
comprises a unique, tamper-proof
random-pattern seal affixed to each bottle.
Consumers can confirm their bottle is
authentic by comparing the seal and an
accompanying reference number against a
web database.

The iProof system has an RFID
transmitter that holds data, including a
serial number, hidden somewhere on the
bottle or label, that clients can match
against a database. The transmitter might
also host tasting notes, critics’ ratings
and other useful information.

Naturally, this latest generation of security
mechanisms has incorporated accessibility by
mobile phone and other remote devices.

But it is only useful for either new vintages, or
for older vintages still held by producers. For older
wine that long since left the winemakers’ premises,
things are a trickier.

Since 2008, French scientists have used a
particle accelerator to determine the age of bottles

and the wine within (without harming the
contents). Measuring various elements –
including Caesium 137 that peaked during
the nuclear testing era of the

1940s-1960s – helps determine a wine’s
approximate age.

In a similar vein, researchers at the
University of Adelaide measure the
presence of radioactive carbon dioxide in
open bottles to compare it with
atmospheric quantities that would have
prevailed in the vintage on the label.

Maggie Rosen

A Prooftag
label

A few years ago, it would have
been hard to imagine wine fraud
making headlines.
However, the willingness of a

couple of high profile victims –
notably US collectors Russell H
Frye and William Koch (of “Jef-
ferson bottle” fame) – to go pub-
lic has exposed what was once
unmentionable: reputable auc-
tioneers and merchants might
be selling bottles that contain
neither the vintage, nor the
wine stated on the label.
“[Counterfeiting] is a tremen-

dous problem, and it’s pretty
much a constant,” says Serena
Sutcliffe, head of the interna-
tional wine department at
Sotheby’s (which has not been
named in any of the wine fraud
lawsuits).
“It tends to be more with

American collections, but it’s
really worldwide. In general,
new markets with a lot of dis-
posable income become targets,
whether for handbags or wine.
Luxury objects and counterfeit-
ing go hand-in-hand; it’s human
nature.”
Counterfeiters use sophisti-

cated graphic design and etch-
ing techniques to recreate
labels, capsules and bottles, or
take genuine, old still-full bot-
tles of unknown producers and
slap fake famous labels on
them.
Experts must therefore com-

pare bottles submitted for sale
against all available written and
photographic records, noting
the evolution of images and
materials – and the wine’s col-
our – and become familiar with
production statistics.

The UK trade focuses particu-
larly on provenance – placing a
premium on stock with a short
and indisputable audit trail,
avoiding anything that has left
European or UK shores. The
ideal is wine that has moved
only once – from chateau to
bonded warehouse, where it
should stay until it is drunk.
This is not an option for US

dealers, who employ other
means. At Spectrum Wine Auc-
tions, the new branch of a pre-
cious metals, stamps and cur-
rency specialist, Mario Roam
Sculatti, director of sales and
consignments, is learning tech-
niques applied to those com-
modities.
“I’m spending time in the

dealing room, seeing how they
authenticate things using a
microscope, examining the dif-
ferent way images are printed,
how colours are put on in layers
and have different absorption
rates,” he says.
“I am disappointed that many

distributors, resellers, auction
houses and collectors are will-
ing to continue to try to sell
these [fake] bottles in order to
avoid getting caught with them
and lose their investment,” says
collector Russell H Frye.
However, the more commonly

held view is that fraud has been
overstated.
“The few spectacular bottles

that have hit the press have
attracted so much attention, I
think there’s a danger of exag-
geration,” says Stephen Wil-
liams of the Antique Wine Com-
pany, which specialises in old
vintages and large formats.
“I see some astounding Euro-

pean collections in my work and
there are a lot more genuine
bottles left than there are fakes.
“Many top chateaux made up

to 1m bottles a year; for exam-
ple, according to records, Cha-
teau Margaux made 400,000 in
1900. I’m not saying there are no

counterfeits, but we shouldn’t
get carried away.”
For those who do find they

have been wronged, the lack of
a catalogue raisonné or a well-
defined legal process have made
it frustrating and often expen-
sive to pursue justice.
Domaine Ponsot, the cult bur-

gundy, has taken matters into
its own hands. Beginning in
2006, it began adopting authenti-
cation features – for example,
moulding, rather than engrav-
ing, bottles. It also now uses
Prooftag, a non-reproducible
authentication technology – one
of several that enable buyers to
trace their product back to its
manufacturer.
“I sell my wine in 40 coun-

tries, and I know my customers
want to make sure it’s real,”
Laurent Ponsot says. “What is
two or three euros extra for a
bottle that may cost between
"200 and "500?”
Other winemakers – though

perhaps not yet enough of them
– concur.
Christian Moueix, owner of

Chateau Petrus, cites a host of
anti-fraud measures that have
been incorporated since 1995,
when importer Corney and Bar-
row insisted it photograph its
library dating to 1964. Chateaux
Margaux and Lafite, too, began
applying robust security fea-
tures a few years ago.
As for pretty much anything

from before 2000, verification is
more problematic. Counterfeit-
ing is likely to remain attractive
as long as prices remain high,
and punishment– if it comes –
lightweight.
“If you fake a single $1 bank-

note, you go to jail, but if you
fake a bottle of $60,000 wine, you
might pay a little bit,” laments
Mr Ponsot.
“Our wine is made with pas-

sion, which cannot be copied. In
the fake wine, there is nothing:
therefore it is worthless.”

Foiling the fraudsters
Maggie Rosen looks
at methods of
proving authenticity

China uncorks the market

In June 2000, Hong Kong’s
then financial secretary,
Donald Tsang, held a semi-
nar on the city’s aspira-

tions to “serve as the world’s
wine industry partner in Asia”.
A decade later the Special

Administrative Region (SAR)
has succeeded with aplomb.
Wine auctioneers arrived on the
scene only two years ago, with
Bonhams holding the first wine
sale in the SAR after its shrewd
government axed all duty on the
commodity in February 2008.
The city has been host to

more than 30 wine sales, over-
taking London last year in reve-
nues. It looks certain to secure
top spot in 2010, already 36 per
cent ahead of New York after
the first five months, with a
total of HK$513.3m.
Hong Kong’s lavish affairs

have fetched six times more
than London’s modest events,
despite the capitals’ nine auc-
tions apiece. The world’s most
sought-after wines increasingly
end up in the former British col-
ony, where lots average double
the price of those auctioned in
the US and four times that of
European offerings.
Hong Kong’s lightning ascent

coincided with a global reces-
sion that hit far harder in the
west, thus magnifying the mar-
ket’s relative performance.
On top of Hong Kong’s aboli-

tion of its 40 per cent wine tax,
and a 20 per cent drop in prices,
the subsequent collapse of ster-
ling – by about one third against

the Hong Kong dollar (and the
yuan) – was the final catalyst
for buyers across Asia, unleash-
ing artificially suppressed
demand into the newly estab-
lished fine wine conduit.
An ever-increasing number of

wealthy Asians are embracing a
fine wine culture. Particular
hype surrounds auctions: the
glitzier the better. US power-
houses Acker, Merrall & Condit
and Zachys had noteworthy suc-
cess with their two-day extrava-
ganzas, where buyers are fed
and watered.
Masterminding Asia’s largest

auction yet in the last weekend
of May, Acker offered 19,000 bot-
tles from the cellar of US entre-
preneur Eric Greenberg, realis-
ing sales of HK$152m.
Wines from the collection,

worth more than $400,000 were
served at 16 pre-sale events
lover a two-week period for
loyal, deep-pocketed clients.
Needless to say, VIPs at the
Great Wall dinner outside Bei-
jing were not served the local
wine of the same name with the
menu by Guy Savoy, but Bor-
deaux first growth courtesy of
Château Margaux.
“Some critics would call this

incredible excess,” said Acker’s
consultant Gil Lempert-
Schwarz. “We can only say that
the result speaks for itself.”
As top wine brands such as

Margaux increase marketing
efforts à la Lafite, then, like
must-have designer label Louis
Vuitton, they will know no
bounds in Greater China. The
fine wine market – stomping
ground of the rich – is corre-
lated not with traditional finan-
cial investments but rather with
the number of billionaires glo-
bally. With two-thirds of the 97
new billionaires in 2010, it is no
surprise Asia quickly became a

keystone for the fine wine trade.
Wine auctions around the

world took several months to
react to the financial crash, as
personal wealth buoyed the
market.
Auctions present an unparal-

leled opportunity to acquire
the rarest bottles with the high-
est cachet, attracting high-roll-
ers who outbid more cautious
trade buyers. Estimate-smash-
ing prices often result, yet over-
all, the price of a wine at auc-
tion is considerably lower than
a merchant’s average price.
Being less sophisticated and

necessarily confined to the audi-
ence on the day, a saleroom
leads to highly volatile pricing,
even compared with the still
antiquated and relatively

opaque merchant businesses.
With buyers back in the sale-

room in droves, 2010 will see
growth across the board, in con-
trast with last year. Auction
sales in 2009 were down 16 per
cent year on year, a drop of 35
per cent in Europe and the US
that was somewhat masked by a
130 per cent rise in Hong Kong.
However, western markets

recovered solidly this year, with
the US Wine Spectator Auction
Index up 6 per cent in the first
quarter.
Sell-through rates in the US

and Europe are also healthy,
with weighted averages of 95
per cent and 94 per cent respec-
tively to May, but still lag
behind Hong Kong’s 98 per cent.
Moreover, western auction-

eers are heavily reliant on
Asian buyers, who last year
represented 37 per cent of
Sotheby’s London sales (and 99
per cent of its Hong Kong sales).
The auction house has averaged
an impressive 97 per cent of lots
sold at its five auctions in Lon-
don so far this year, though
arguably on the back of strong
demand from the orient.
Private Asian buyers typically

acquired four of the top 10 lots,
many through online bidding,
introduced last year by all lead-
ing auction houses, facilitating
a truly globalised market.
Furthermore, a significant

proportion of lots sold to trade
buyers will end up on the Asian
continent.
As more investors turn away

from traditional assets, and to
auctions as a potential source of
bargains, there is no sign of the
auction market slowing.
Wine consumption in Greater

China grew faster than in any
other region in 2008, according
to a report by the International
Wines & Spirits Record, which
predicts that across Asia con-
sumption will rise more than 25
per cent between 2009 and 2013.
As Asia drives global sales, all

eyes are on mainland China,
where people sustain seemingly
bottomless demand by drinking
what they buy.
The country’s GDP will grow

10 per cent this year, according
to the IMF, and no doubt aspira-
tional middle class oenophiles
with it.
The floodgates are open. If

Hong Kong’s current financial
secretary John Tsang succeeds
in his mission to relax the main-
land’s draconian import laws,
then the dam will break too.
Will the auction phenomenon
take hold in greenfield China?
Highly likely.

Auctions
Ella Lister analyses
the effect of strong
demand in Asia

A high price: the first Hong Kong wine auction Bloomberg

All eyes are on
mainland China,
where people . . .
drink what they buy
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Online trading Beginning to spread its wings

The screen will be familiar to any city
trader: a blinking graph of a sector that
began to fall in August 2008, reached a
low in March 2009 and has since swung
sharply upward. Replace the index’s
composite stocks with Margaux, Lafite and
Latour, and you’re looking at the latest wine
e-commerce widget: the fine wine trading
platform.

Since 2009, merchants and brokers such
as Berry Bros & Rudd, Bordeaux Index,
Liv-ex and newcomer RD Fine Wine have
developed round-the-clock online trading
facilities with price data feeds and other
cellar management tools they believe their
finance-savvy target audience will embrace.

Wine lends itself well to exchange-style
trading, says Damian Chunilal, who runs the
Capital Securities Fund and invests in wine
for personal consumption.

“Wine has a term structure of maturities
similar to that of a yield curve in the bond
market,” says Mr Chunilal. “Anomalies can
emerge, creating opportunity.”

Such anomalies, along with wine’s long-
established futures infrastructure – the
Bordeaux en primeurs – are not only known
territory to traders, but often precisely what
they crave. And while neither Bordeaux
Index’s Live Trade platform nor Berry Bros’
BBX (Berrys’ Broking Exchange, launching
in July) accommodates futures, the first-
such transaction – for unbottled 2009
Chateau Lafite – was executed for £10,000
($14,450) on Liv-ex in late May.

None of the platforms are actual
exchanges in the strict sense (the
bankrupt Uvine.com, which lasted from
2000-2006 came closest); rather,
they are marketplaces and extensions
of their operators’ existing brokerage
or market-making strategies. While
Liv-ex deals only with the trade, RD
Fine Wine has built a front-end to
offer its clients access to the Liv-ex
system.

They also are distinct from the
numerous Dutch auction wine
sites in that an offer on either
side is considered a
commitment – though there
may be scope for negotiation –
and listings are not time-
limited.

All platforms maintain
baseline criteria. For Live Trade
and RD Fine Wine (via Liv-ex),
minimum unit is a full case
(including six-packs) of 75cl
bottles in bond in original
wooden cases. BBX users may
list any quantity, but with few
exceptions, only wine bought
and stored since purchase with
Berry Bros itself.

BBX and RD Fine Wine allow
any type of wine, while market-
maker Bordeaux Index’s Live
Trade supports only the top 60
most-traded Bordeaux, vintage
1983 or younger. Notably, none

will accept wine that has travelled beyond
the UK or Europe.

All promise 24 hour access and
immediate confirmation of trades that meet
the requirements, though execution is
handled during business hours; settlement
takes about two weeks. RD Fine Wine and
BBX take a 10 per cent commission.

Finding true value takes time and effort.
While the internet has expedited the price
discovery process, it also has magnified the
huge discrepancies.

Industry watchers often cite Liv-ex, whose
indices are based on mid- and best-price
calculations from data supplied by its 300
users: wine professionals who control 80
per cent of the global market. It offers non-
professionals several data-rich cellar
tracking packages starting at £49.95.

Bordeaux Index, which has 4,000
customers (50 per cent in the UK, 25 per
cent in Hong Kong) has just launched a live
index of the most liquid wines, with
historical and current pricing. Eventually
clients will be able to use it to mark their
own portfolios to market.

Berry Bros has spent most of a year
calibrating £250m–£300m worth of stock
owned by its 19,000 clients to a database
that incorporates prices from Liv-ex and
Wine-searcher.com, along with tasting notes
and ratings from several sources.

“It’s becoming increasingly difficult to
secure high quality stock,” says Charlie
Bennett, Berry Bros e-commerce and
marketing development manager. “BBX

enables us to offer clients wine we don’t
own, especially rare stuff.”

Just because it is possible to buy
1995 Chateau Petrus at 2am does not
mean anyone will want to. Mr Chunilal
cites wide bid-offer spreads and
doubts about condition and
provenance.

Despite companies’ emphasis on
unassailable audit trails and dispute-

resolution processes, some clients
may be discouraged. Unlike with

financial instruments, knowing
where your wine came from is
paramount in an era when
counterfeit wines make
headlines.

And then there is the human
touch. While banker Jonathan
Macdonald follows prices on
Liv-ex and Winesearcher.com,
he still prefers to call in orders.
“I think your relationship with
your broker is a key thing in
investment,” he says.

“Given the amount of money
I invest in wine, I like to trade
with someone I know and trust.
I would never just hit a button.”

Maggie Rosen

1995 Chateau Petrus: it can
be bought at 2am but who
would want to?

Hope lies
in hills
for region
on the up

The notion that any-
one might buy
Languedoc wines
as an investment

would have seemed laugh-
able until very recently.
This sprawling zone

between the Rhône and
Catalonia was France’s fac-
tory vineyard, its fortune
made by the railway, when
it supplied oceans of rough
red to workers in Paris and
the north, whose lives are
depicted in the novels of
Zola.
Those workers, though,

have passed into history; no
one wants rough red any
more, though much is still
produced in the region.
Hope, for the Languedoc,
lies in a new generation of
wines produced not in the
plain but the hills.
The investment potential

is not so much risible as
premature. It seems plausi-
ble to me that the best sites
of the Languedoc might, a
few decades hence, produce
red wines to challenge the
best from Côte Rôtie, Cor-
nas and Châteauneuf.
The range of varieties

which flourish there is iden-
tical, and Languedoc wine
at its best combines per-
fumed enchantment (a
northern Rhône trait) with

palate breadth and texture
(more typical of southern
Rhône warmth). Their
uniqueness lies in a scented
presence often thought to
derive in some way from
the herbs in the hillside
scrub which surrounds so
many of the vineyards (the
garrigue), though it often
strikes me as more classi-
cally floral, too.
That is not all, though.

These wines sometimes
have an appealing asperity
to them, especially when
they contain a large per-
centage of the one grape
variety planted extensively
here but little used in the
Rhône: carignan. It is unfor-
giving: high yields from
young carignan mothers
frankly thin, acidulous
wine. Only when the vines
are old and gnarled and the
yields have sunk to prepos-
terously low levels does car-
ignan acquire its distinctive
bittersweet succulence, its
sardonic appeal.
Serious students of

Languedoc wine need to
wrestle with a Byzantine
appellation system; the
reward is some of France’s
most attractively priced
reds.
Some of the best zones

have achieved an appella-
tion d’origine contrôlée
(AOCs) of their own; others
are grouped under AOC
Languedoc. In either case,
the zonal name will be
prominent on the label.
Corbières and its Fitou

enclave dominate the west.
It is such a large area that
its wines resist easy gener-

alisation, but the best (from
producers such as Bertrand
Bergé, la Voulte Gasparets
and d’Aussières) are
intense, piercing, uncom-
fortably good.
Minervois, across the

Aude valley, adds a little
more charm and seduction
(Borie de Maurel, Petit
Causse, Loup Blanc).
Clouds and rain push

down the Garonne-Canal du
Midi corridor from the
Atlantic, cooling the north-
western reaches: you can
taste that mitigated heat in
the sparkling wines and
Chardonnays of Limoux, as
well as the fresher reds of
Malpère and Cabardès (Lor-
geril, Cabrol, Font Juvénal).
Coastal La Clape, a

former limestone island
now embraced by the main-

land, produces some of
Languedoc’s most sensual
and fleshy reds, yet they
are saved from simplicity
by the recurrent hints of
stone and scrub so typical
of the region as a whole.
St Chinian and Faugères

are the most important
appellations in central
Languedoc. The limestone
sector of St Chinian echoes
the fleshy charm of La
Clape, but on its schist
soils, and the schists of
Faugères, the wines have
more stony depth and
power (Cave de Roquebrun,
Jean-Marie Rimbert, Clos
Bagatelle, Mas Champart,
Canet Valette, du Ciffre,
Borie la Vitarèle).
Pézenas (Prieuré de St

Jean de Bebian, Mas Belles
Eaux) and Terrasses du
Larzac (Mas Jullien, La
Pèira, La Sauvageonne, Mas
de l’Ecriture) are all poten-
tially outstanding, and in
Pic St Loup the Langue-
doc’s potential for aromatic
refinement finds perhaps its
greatest incarnation. The
best wines from vineyards
surrounding this abrupt
crag of Jurassic limestone

are lighter, less weighty
and more aerial than, say,
La Clape or St Chinian, and
their scented charm can be
almost overwhelming.
White wines are as yet

less celebrated than reds
throughout most of Langue-
doc, though this seems cer-
tain to change.
The lemony charms of

Picpoul de Pinet (wines cre-
ated by function: to partner
oysters lifted from the
Etang de Thau) lie at one
end of the spectrum, with
the pale, sweet fortified
Muscats of Lunel, Mireval,
Frontignan and St Jean de
Minervois at the other: grat-
ifying aperitifs, if given a
deep chill.
The best efforts with dry

whites of some of the pro-
ducers (especially La Voulte
Gasparets, La Négly,
Prieuré de St Jean de
Bébian, La Pèira and Mas
Champart), though, can be
promisingly chewy and tex-
tured, with haunting aro-
matic profiles: unshowy but
compelling.

Andrew Jefford is author of
The New France

Languedoc
France’s factory
vineyard is showing
fresh promise, says
Andrew Jefford

Pick of the crop: grape pickers in Languedoc Alamy

White wines are as
yet less celebrated
than reds, although
this seems certain
to change
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Demand from China fuels spectacular performance

At the end of last year, the FT
reported which investments had
been the best performers of the
previous decade. To the surprise
of many it was a liquid asset
that turned out to be top dog –
and by a country mile.

A single case of 1982 Chateau
Lafite began the decade at £2,613
and ended it at £25,000, provid-
ing investors with an intoxicat-
ing increase of 857 per cent or a
whopping compound annual
growth rate of 26 per cent.

Of course, it is not just the
1982 vintage that has done so

well. Lafite has become the dar-
ling of the market, especially in
mainland China where the
brand is the drink of choice of
high-rolling tycoon collectors –
to serve anything else is almost
insulting. As a result, virtually
every vintage has rocketed in
value.

Thanks to this vortex-like
demand, trade in Lafite has
dominated the market for the
past two years. Indeed, the
brand has effectively led the
fine wine market revival single-
handedly.

Whereas all other first
growths showed more or less
anaemic growth in 2009, Lafite
ended the year a spanking 40
per cent up, according to
Liv-ex’s Claret Chip Index. Simi-
larly, its Lafite Index has gone
on to hit a series of records

since September last year, easily
surpassing its previous peak
two years ago, when it hit 392.

Now it stands at another all-
time high of 618 points, putting
it ahead of the Liv-ex 100 Index
by an almost embarrassing 110
per cent.

As a result, even lesser Lafite
vintages such as 2001, 2002 and
2004 have caught fire. Between
August and the end of Septem-
ber last year, the 2004 went from
£2,700 a case to £3,700.

This year it has moved again
from £3,900 to £6,250 between
January and May. Over the
same period, the 2006 has leapt
from £3,600 to £6,300. Now it’s
impossible to find any Lafite
vintage for under £,5000 a case.

The question is why? One
answer is because many neo-
phyte Asian collectors did not

discriminate between vintages.
They simply want Lafite on the
label. Another is that much of
this activity is driven by specu-
lative traders in Europe with a
view to feeding China’s habit for
all things Lafite.

Stephen Williams of the
Antique Wine Company, says:
“Every case of Chateau Lafite
we purchase ends up in China.”

Curiously, the best invest-
ment from the Lafite stable has
been its second wine Carruades
de Lafite. According to Liv-ex’s
Jack Hibberd, the average
increase of Carruades vintages
over the past 12 months is a
shade over 74 per cent.

One of the most successful is
its 2004 which has increased 966
per cent on its en primeur price.

In fact, Carruades has become
so sought after that some vin-

tages have began to trade at a
premium to the grand vin of
some first growths. At one point
last year, the 2005 was selling
for £1,800 against £1,650 for the
2004 Mouton Rothschild.

This is despite the fact that
many – including the US critic
Robert Parker – regard the Mou-
ton as a better wine. Last year,
Mr Parker downgraded the 1982
Lafite to 97 points, whereas the
Mouton retained its 100 point
status.

Moreover, it was not just Mou-
ton that Lafite began to over-
take. According to Liv-ex, Lafite
increasingly began to leave
behind all its First Growth
peers, whose prices it had hith-
erto tracked quite closely.

Since 2005, Lafite has since
outstripped the other First
Growths in price terms and now

trades at an average 88 per cent
premium to the other premiers
crus.

The big question for investors
is how long can this last? For
some time, various commenta-
tors have predicted that such
pricing anomalies were unsus-
tainable and that gap between
Lafite and the rest would inevi-
tably start to narrow. One or
two even suggested Lafite’s
price might fall.

So far though, neither has
happened. As Geraint Carter of
Bordeaux Index points out:
“Those who have predicted the
price-induced demise of Lafite
have been wrong for the past
four to five years – and appear
to be wrong in the near term.”

As the wine is being con-
sumed, the supply of Lafite is
decreasing faster than those of

its first growth rivals. This
reduces the length of time an
investor needs to hold the wine
before increasing scarcity
increases its value.

Nonetheless, some have con-
cerns. “At some point, the
music has to stop,” says Justin
Gibbs of Liv-ex.

Another problem is the corre-
lation of demand with the
strength of the Chinese econ-
omy, which has recently been
experiencing turbulent macro-
economic conditions.

Liv-ex’s Justin Gibbs says: “If
wealthy Chinese consumers feel
the strain, Lafite will almost
certainly be hit the hardest of
all the first growths.”

Conversely, if the Chinese
economy continues to prosper
Lafite will almost certainly
benefit.

Chateau Lafite
John Stimpfig charts
the extraordinary rise
of this first growth

Escape to the
Cape for a
touch of the
old world

Within wine circles, south-
ern hemisphere regions
tend to be classified as
“New World”. It is a term

guaranteed to rankle at the likes of
Groot Constantia, the Cape estate
founded by Dutch colonial governor
Simon van der Stel in 1685. Or at
neighbouring Klein Constantia,
source of the legendary Vin de Con-
stance, the sweet wine that graced
18th century drawing rooms of Euro-
pean palaces.

The magnificent estates here retain
their colonial feel. And unlike in Bor-
deaux, owners have embraced wine
tourism – to quite spectacular effect.

Take Groot Constantia, whose
imposing façade and gardens play
host to tours, tastings, a museum and
a restaurant overlooking the vines.

Winery restaurants, so rare in
France, are almost ubiquitous. And
they are good. Of the five wineries in
Constantia, four have their own eat-
ery. Constantia Uitsig has three,
though Buitenverwachting’s arguably
takes the local honours, not least for
its setting. Steenberg, meanwhile,
boasts the most luxurious accommo-
dation at its five-star hotel and spa, in
addition to a top-notch golf course
next to the vines, all in the shadow of
Table Mountain.

Wine tourism in the Cape extends
beyond grudgingly being offered a
glass of the château’s leftover vintage

via a patronising description in bro-
ken English. Tours, restaurants, local
produce and golf come as standard.

It is no wonder Fabio Capello took
his England squad to a more remote
setting for their World Cup stay. The
accommodation at the likes of Steen-
berg may have been rather too com-
fortable.

And that is before you even con-
sider wine tastings, on offer here at
every estate worth its Sauvignon.

The winelands are all based down
towards the picturesque coast, around
Cape Town. And Stellenbosch is the
jewel in this vinous crown.

Rustenberg itself is among the
grand old Dutch masters – the colo-
nial influence still visible in its gable-
roofed, manorhouse feel, which it
shares with the likes of Morgenhof
and, to a lesser extent, Vergelegen.
The latter has been modernised via a
stunning octagonal winery. As ever, a
fine restaurant comes attached, and if
you are lucky, you will encounter
supremely accomplished winemaker
Andre van Rensburg.

Almost as physically imposing, but
slightly softer spoken, is golfer Ernie
Els, who has restored another Dutch
manor in a more classic style, and
whose ever more impressive wines are
now complemented by a suitably laid-
back bistro: The Big Easy. You might
have thought a golf course would be
attached (he has designed one – a cou-
ple of hundred miles away, on the
coast), but you will have to pop up the
road to the De Zalze course, co-run by
Kleine Zalze and Spier estates.

Aside from the course, both
ineries’ restaurants and accommoda-
tion provide supremely comfortable
retreats, Zalze’s Terroir serving
particularly fine – and local – fare

in an unpretentious ambience.
The biggest challenge is narrowing

down eating options, not least
because they improve all the time.

The Jordan Wine Estate already had
a decent cellar-door eatery, but has
upgraded to the much lauded Jardine
restaurant. This is an extension of the
well-regarded chef George Jardine’s
venture in Cape Town – for a preview
of sorts, head to its High Timber res-
taurant on the north bank of the
Thames in the City of London.

Hidden Valley’s Overture restau-
rant, open only two years, is already
making waves. Waterkloof’s new,
raised, glass facility is the latest addi-
tion, boasting views not only over its
modern cellar and tasting room, but
the whole of False Bay. Rust en Vrede
continues to mop up accolades for its
superbly appointed facility, kitchen as
centrepiece; and Beyerskloof is worth
a visit just for the love-it-or-hate-it
Pinotage burger.

All this before you have even ven-
tured into Paarl and Franschhoek.
The latter is arguably even more pic-
turesque than Stellenbosch, and the
pair vie for the title of South Africa’s
most charming, scenic, cutesy region.

The towns themselves manage to
stay tourist-friendly rather than tour-
ist trap. Franschhoek is home to the
equally slick yet charming Fairview.
With its farm, cheesery, deli, tasting
room and restaurant, though, it
retains enough quirky character (its

wines include Goats do Roam and
Goat Rotie, in honour of the 750 goats
on the farm) to avoid any accusations
of a less welcome “cheese” factor. And
if the choice becomes a little over-
whelming, you could always just
plump for a simple picnic.

It is tough to tear yourself away

from Stellenbosch and its immediate
neighbours, but scenic Hermanus is
worth the trek – aside from some
great wineries. Hamilton Russell, Bou-
chard Finlayson and Newton Johnson
are among the best set up for visits,
all focusing on a growing trend for
Pinot Noir.

If, on the other hand, you want to
get away from the tourist trail, Swart-
land is establishing a niche following
for more offbeat wines, mainly from
Rhône varieties at start-up wineries
led by innovative young winemakers
who did their apprenticeships else-
where.

South Africa
Guy Woodward explains
why ‘new world’ is very
much a misnomer Franschhoek: vies for the title of South Africa’s most charming, scenic, cutesy region Alamy

Corking good way to enter the
business and roll out a barrel

The phrase “and this is a
bottle of my own wine”
used to a sure way of bring-
ing any festive evening to a
rapid and resolute end. Oh,
is that the time? Gosh, must
run.

Nowadays, though, you
could find investment bank-
ers and city lawyers crying
after you, as you hasten to
the hall, that it cost 30 quid
a bottle and it’s from St
Emilion and look, click on
this link and you can see it
fermenting.

Thirty quid a bottle? It
had better be good. And it
does seem to be, though
comparisons with other
Bordeaux on price alone
would be pointless. You’re
not paying just for a bottle
of wine: you’re paying for
fun, for exclusivity, for the
adventure of being in the
wine business. Collecting
first growths is fine, but do
you get to sit at a table at
Château Mouton-Rothschild
and put your own blend
together? You do not. So
you join Crushpad.

Crushpad (crushpad-

wine.com) opens winemak-
ing to those not in the busi-
ness. City Winery (citywin-
ery.com) is similar, but at
the moment based only in
New York, while Crushpad
has an operation in Bor-
deaux as well as in the
Napa Valley.

The company started in
San Francisco, with a win-
ery to which grapes were
trucked at harvest to be
vinified by its members.

The winery has since
moved out to Napa, but the
principle is the same. As a
member you may choose to
do some of the cellar work
or leave it to the staff.
You’ll have discussed in
advance the sort of wine
you want to make, where
your grapes will come from,
and what the winemaking
options are.

When the time comes to
make your blend, you can
go there, experiment with
the various options and tai-
lor your wine to your pre-
cise tastes. You can design
your own label, and Crush-
pad will handle the bot-
tling.

If you decide to turn it
into a commercial opera-
tion, Crushpad will help
you do that, too. Some
Crushpad wines have been
favourably reviewed by
Robert Parker and the Wine
Spectator. And what you do

not want to do in person
you can follow online –
even the fermentation.

Unless you spend a lot of
time in California, making
wine at Crushpad in Napa
is not practical for anyone
based in the UK.

But Bordeaux is a lot
closer, and in 2008 Crush-
pad linked with Jonathan
Maltus in St Emilion. Mr
Maltus is a Brit, a wine-
maker by profession and an
entrepreneur by nature; his
winery at Château Teyssier

is now the base for Crush-
pad Bordeaux.

Adrian Chopin an invest-
ment banker went there to
blend the barrel of wine he
is making with a couple of
friends, and it was, he says,
“fantastic fun”.

“It’s given me greater
insight into how you can
alter a wine with light
tweaks to the base wine.
We tried three or four
blends, and the one we all
liked turned out to be 10
per cent different from the
original base blend, though
it tasted very different.”

His wine will, he reckons,
work out at £30 a bottle
including tax but excluding
shipping. In Bordeaux, Mr
Chopin met other City peo-
ple, entrepreneurs, and
quite a lot of Americans
who had already done
Crushpad in Napa. “It was
very sociable, and very well
organised,” he says.

If, however, your travels
take you to New York or
Chicago a lot, you might
consider City Winery.
Again, you make a barrel of
wine, either alone or with
friends. Founder Michael
Dorf says that sometimes it
is a law firm or media com-
pany organising an evening
of blending as a corporate
outing or a private event,
and then splitting the wine.

“Most people are based in
New York,” says Mr Dorf,
“as part of the appeal is
being able to take a taxi or
the subway to the winery.

“But some travel through
New York from all over the
world, and having a sort of
club there is convenient for
them.”

In 2011, City Winery will
open in Chicago, and after
that European cities could
be targets: Mr Dorf men-
tions Paris or Berlin, or
even London.

It could give a whole new
slant to popping out for a
bottle of wine.

DIY wineries
Margaret Rand on
how you can make
your own blend

‘Part of the
appeal is
taking a taxi
to the winery’

Michael Dorf


