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CENTURION

Sonoma’s Moment
in the Sun

The region’s wines are now
rivaling the best of Napa and
Bordeaux. by Ted Loos

THE BLESSING and the curse of
Sonoma County has always been its
size and versatility. Comprising five
valleys and 18 official viticultural areas,
Sonoma can do almost anything well,
from delicate Pinot Noirs to hearty
old-vine Zinfandels.

“It’s so diverse here, and that

VErité winery, in Sonoma County, California.

means it’s undersold a bit,” says
Rusty Rastello, the wine director

of the acclaimed restaurant Single
Thread Farms in the Sonoma town of
Healdsburg. But he sees an advantage
there. “Producers are more open to
finding the exact right sites for what

they want to make, rather than caring
about the brand of the appellation on
the bottle.”

Case in point: As Sonoma has
matured, a few elite producers
are now making stellar Cabernet
Sauvignon-based, Bordeaux-style

wines worthy of the county’s more
famous neighbor, Napa, long the
King of Cab. And they are charging
serious prices that reflect not

only their own winemaking skills
but also the region’s ever-more-
burnished reputation.

Up-and-Comers

Collectors already know to plumb the depths of Bordeaux,
Burgundy, Napa, and Tuscany for standout bottlings—but
where to look next?

long, skinny bodies of
water, produces whites
with a racy acidity. The
country's top somme-

missing this gemin the
south, but in the past
20 years, its reputation
has been utterly

MADEIRA

What's old is new again
for this traditional
fortified wine from
Madeira, a Portuguese
island off the coast of
Africa. Though once
the favorite wine of
colonial Americans, it
has long been dismissed
as a "granny wine.” Now
it's seen as awinner
before or after dinner
and is made in both dry
and sweet versions. It
lasts pretty much
forever; that's why a
1720 Madeira went for

$20,000 at Christie's
last fall. Short of a set
of Chippendale chairs,
it's hard to imagine a
better choice for a
splurge on something
300 years old.

FINGER LAKES WHITES
Some of America's best
whites come from
upstate New York:
Riesling, Gewiirz-
traminer, and Pinot Gris
from the Finger Lakes
region. The cold
climate, moderated in
just the right way by the

liers are already on
board, hence the
dozens of selections on
the list at Eleven
Madison Park, the New
York City temple of
gastronomy and holder
of three Michelin stars.
Two wineries, Hermann
J.Wiemer and Keuka
Lake, dominate the
restaurant's offerings,
so that's a good place
to start.

LANGUEDOC REDS
France has so many
wine regions that
you'd be forgiven for
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transformed. What was
once mostly a bulk-wine
zone is now a focal
point for critics like
Jancis Robinson, who
see undervalued wines
aplenty there; it'salso a
hotbed for organic and
biodynamic winemak-
ing, made much easier
by the warm, dry
climate. Look at the
appellations of
Faugéres, Minervois,
and Saint-Chinian, and
seek out outstanding
producers including
Chéateau La Négly and
Gérard Bertrand. — T.L.

COURTESY VERITE ESTATE



BY THE GLASS

What distinguishes these wines
in the world of Cabernets is that they
don’t use high alcohol content to
make an impression at the expense
of finesse. “The consumer is looking
for more balance right now, and these
wines deliver,” says Rastello.

Three producers are helping to
boost this category: Vérité, the joint
project of California wine baron
Jess Jackson and Bordeaux’s Pierre
Seillan, now in its 20th year; Crescere
Wines, a five-year-old collaboration
of the grape-growing Reynoso
family and renowned Bordeaux-
born winemaker Phillipe Melka;
and Immortal Estate, a four-year-
old venture from partners Timothy
Martin and Randy Nichols, working
with winemaker Timothy Milos.

The Crescere Estate Cabernet
Sauvignon 2016 ($200) is complex,
rich, and dark, with a firm tannic
grip. Vérité La Joie 2017 ($400)
distinguishes itself with black-
currant flavors and velvety tannins
that produce a truly embracing silky
texture—and all the Vérité wines have
this plushness in common.

The newest entry, Immortal Estate
Impassable Mountain ($303), is a
majestic, 100 percent Cabernet wine
that pours out sweet fruit flavors over
a seemingly endless finish, always a
key indicator of a special bottle. The
ambitious name reflects Martin’s
lofty goals.

“I figured my next Everest to
climb was to let everyone know that
Sonoma can make world-class Cab,”
says Martin, adding, “My friends
were skeptical” He proved them
wrong. The wine’s name, Immortal
Estate, also refers to the growing site,
formerly Hidden Ridge Vineyard,
which has an unusually steep slope.
That makes viticulture difficult and
contributes to what Martin admits is
the “aggressive” price.

But his bold stance in the
marketplace is not only about
boosting the glory of his own wine;
it’s also about Sonoma’s overall
image. Says Martin, “I want to raise
the tide for all the ships.”

Do You Need a Wine Advisor?

Whether your collecting is driven by passion or profit,

the answer is probably yes.
by Willem Marx

IN LATE 2018, Brian Ward was
introduced through a private-wealth
contact to a data-driven resident of
upstate New York who had recently
sold his business and set aside
exactly a million dollars for a new
wine investment portfolio. The
entrepreneur seemed more intent on
scrutinizing price points than on
sipping premiers crus, so Ward
created a complex spreadsheet
detailing dozens of producers in
California, France, and ltaly—divided
by vintage—alongside each wine's
aging potential, auction and retail
sales histories, critics’ scores, and
future valuation estimates.

His new client took a little time to
analyze the figures independently,
then instructed Ward to start sourcing
specific, relatively recent French
vintages from the original long-list, in
various spending increments—up to
$100,000 at a time for a single case of
the Burgundy blockbuster Domaine
de la Romanée-Conti. He then stored
the wine less than an hour from his
home, in a professional facility that he
has yet to visit.

“It's like picking a baseball team
using statistics only,” says Ward,
president of WineAdvise and senior
wine specialist at the Winston Art
Group. “He didn't care what it tasted
like, honestly. He had no interest in
that, which is rare.”

And although this Moneyball
approach to buying wine marked
this client as unusual to Ward, an
international array of advisory
firms has emerged over the past
couple of decades to help wine
collectors manage and grow their
inventories, whether they're driven by
performance and potential profitability
or by passion and personal preference.

“Investment started out probably
20 years ago in the wine industry,”
according to James Pymont, the
trading director at the London-based
Latimer Vintners. He says before the
landmark 1982 Bordeaux vintage and
the rising influence of Robert Parker,
many wine collectors simply pursued
the old adage, “buy two, sell one.” Even
in the Internet Age, that venerable
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collecting technigue can still work, with
enough patience and either obsessive
personal focus or specialist advice.

Modern wine collecting "doesn’t
have to always just be about passion,
and it doesn’t just have to be a pure
investment,” says Tom Gearing, the
CEO of Cult Wines, a family-run firm
with offices in London, Singapore, and
Hong Kong. “You can approach it with
both in mind, and actually benefit from
having both approaches.”

Just as it's possible to day-trade
in stocks without professional advice,
you can certainly invest in wine on
your own. The current landscape for
wine investment ranges from closed-
end funds and managed individual
portfolios to collections amassed
with occasional tailored advice from
a professional. And in lieu of any of
these, collectors can now rely on
a vast array of digital resources:
up-to-the-minute offers and bids
on the Liv-ex platform; satellite-
driven analysis of weather patternsin
growing regions; or discounted-offer
details scraped from merchants’ sales
emails using proprietary technology.
These data points feed into complex
algorithms that calculate risk-adjusted
returns from an asset class that has
proven remarkably uncorrelated to
disturbances in other global markets.

But it's all much easier—and less
time-consuming—with an advisor,
especially if you care about what
you're drinking. For those wine lovers
looking simply to stock a cellar they
can share with friends, advisors can
help expand horizons and tease
out palate preferences. For more
experienced collectors, advisors
offer something arguably even more
useful: access to exclusive growers
that have a limited—and heavily
oversubscribed—production.

“Some of my clients are very
knowledgeable, they've tasted as
many great wines as | have, they know
exactly what they're doing,” says Mar-
tin Lea of Grand Vin Wine Merchants.
“The reason they need a wine advisor,
really, is not so much for the guidance,
it's for securing allocation of the more
difficult-to-find wines.”
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