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SE.E.KINGTHE HOLYGRNL

Jasper Morris MWintroduces the results of an inconclusive but interesting
and wide-ranging tasting, of wines from California, Oregon, and New Zealand,

which he shared with Stephen Brook and Mark Savage MW

It is important to come to such a tasting with mind closed
and taste buds open. Objectivity is lost as soon as one tries to
guess where a particular wine might come from (ah, we
must have reached Martinborough now...).'We were not in
facttoldwhich countrywaswhich,thoughthepreponderance
of Stelvin closures for the Antipodean samples was a bit of a
giveaw-ay The division of the tasting into flights by region
rvas a rational decision, but who knows how the results
might have changed if wines from all areas had been
intermingled at random?

Growers of New World Pinot have zeal, technical
competence (usually), and a blessed lack of the furniture of
the past that Burgundians need to surmount. Yet the scales
remain tipped against these New Seekers of the Holy Grail,

now and for some time to come, until certain inequalities
are worked out of the system. The Pinot industries of New
Zealand, Oregon, and California are only in their second
generation. To some extent, the siting of the vinevards has
thus far been, inevitably, trial and error. Original plantings
tend to be for social reasons (near the weekend abodes of
the enophile doctors and lawyers of this world), and it takes
time to work oul the combination of climate. soil. and
topographywhere Pinot can thrive.

The first bout of serious modern Pinot oroduction in
the USA developed during the r97os, both in California
where cooler sites, such as Carneros and the Santa Ynez
Valley were selected-and in Oregon, after David Letts
migration north, founding the Epie vineyard in r966. The
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story is a little more recent in New Zealand, with pioneers
in Canterbury and Martinborough starting up at the very
end of the'7os or early'8os. Plantings in Marlboroughwere
initially more designed for sparkling wines, while Central
Otago was developed from the late rg8os. It takes at least a
generation before it really becomes clear which are the
ideal sites to plant.

Then, the vine-stock material can be problematic-
there are no favorite old vines that can b eusedfor sdlection
massale. The first options in the new Pinot countries were
usuallyclones suited to sparkling-wine production high
inyield and light in color. Thereafter, the various UC Davis
and Dijon clones were developed, but only recently has
a qrower had a wide selection from which to choose.
Eq:ually significant is the absence of old vines. Many of
the first plantings had to be replaced after phylloxera
problems, so few producers can point to any-thing like a
mature vineyard, and certainly not the 40 years old that
a conscientious Burgundian would consider the starting
point for uieil les uignes.

What are the winemakers trying to achieve? I hear
mixed messages when I travel to the various epicenters of
Pinot, be it the International Pinot Noir Celebration in
Oregon, the World of Pinot Noir in the Central Coast, or
the triennial Wellington Pinot Noir Conference in New
ZeaIand.If only I had a bottle of grand cru Burgundy in my
cellar for every time a NewWorld Pinot-maker has told me
that they make their wine in a Burgundian sfyle... as if there
were not almost as many Burgundian styles of making
Pinot as there are vignerons. It is a loveAate relationship,
though: On the one hand, the vineyards of Burgund-v are
seen as the ultimate reference point; on the other, the w-ines
that come therefrom are often decried ("I tasted mywines
blind against the DRC wines and mine won...").

Itwould be hardto derive anyclear slatisticalweighting
from the results of our tasting. New Zealand (excluding the
probably faulty bottle of Ara Resolute) pipped California by
an irrelevant fraction, though Oregon trailed in a clear
third-perhaps because of too many wines that, though
competent, lacked enough character to enthuse thejudges.
Nor were there clear results between different districts,
with Russian River/Sonoma barely clear of the Central
Coast and results inconclusive from New Zealand, where
Marlborough produced both the top two and the bottom
two wines, with Martinborough performing consistently
between 15 and r5.5 and Central Otago not far behind.

N E W  W O R L D  P I N O T  N O I R

The majorityof thewines from all areaswere fromzoo6,
with not enough examples from other years to suggest any
r,intage pattern. Indeed there are as many instances of
tasters commenting on a tired aspect to zoo6 as for the older
Pinots. For the most part, the wines were holding up well,
and low marks w-ere as often given for stylistic reasons as for
soecific faults in a wine.- 

The fascination of Pinot Noir affects us all different\r
One striking point about this tasting is how little agreement
there was between the three tasters when scorins the wines,
even though tasting notes might be quite similir. Stephen
Brook and I both picked out rose petals in the Eyrie Pinot
Meunier zoor (included as a ringer), vet I loved thewine and
he did not. Mark Savage was also a fan, though none of us
liked the zooz version of the same wine a year younger on
the label but seemingly older in the bottle.

Some readers might be puzzled by phrases such as
Savage s "nice touch of austerityl" and it would be true to say
that none of the tasters is noted for a predilection toward
high-octane, deep-colored, noticeably oaked wines. But
since the producer's intentions are usually clear from the
first sight and smell of the wine, the key is to judge whether
or not the wine is a success in its intended style. We did not
always agree: Savage and I have relativelysimilar descriptors
for Brooks Janus zoo5 (Willamette Valley', but my
conclusion was more positive than his. I remain
unconvinced that there is isingle definition of "Pinosity"-

the charm is that the grape .-"r *"u, so many different
clothes, and sometimes none at all.

We all came away from the tasting curiously unmoved.
Aciditv and complexi-,tywere two words rarely in use in our
descriptions; oak and alcohol occasionally intruded, though
rarely in glaring fashion. Few sighs of exasperation were to
be heard, but rare, too, were the squeaks of pleasure.

Average and range of scores
Auerage Range

Stephen Brook 15 il-r7.s
Jasper Morris MW r5 n.S-r7.s
Mark Savage MW 14 | 17

All wines r3.5

Nern Zealand pipped California b-v an irrelevant fraction,
though Oregon trailecl in a clear third. Nor were there clear results

between different districts, with Russian River/Sonoma barely clear
of the Central Coast and results inconclusir.e from Ner,v Zealand. r,r,-here

Marlborough produced both the top hvo and the bottom trn,o wines
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savory is  wel l  judged, and the length of  f in ish
proves the c lass.  17.5
MS: Rich,  but  lacks a bi t  of  f reshness in the
fru i t  now, and I  cannot see that  i t  wi l l  go

anywhere very interest ing Sound but
unexci t ing 14

2OO5 Dutton Goldfield Dutton Ranch
Freestone Hill Vineyard Russian River
Valley - 16
SB: Fair ly  deep red Sweet,  intense,  oaky
nose; raspberr ies;  has pur i ty .  Rich,
sumptuous,  concentrated,  b ig but  r ipe
tannins,  qui te muscular  for  Pinot  but  not
out  of  balance,  even i f  the acid i ty  is
modest  Plenty of  spice and v igor on the
f i n i sh  Qu i t e  l ong ,  17
JM: Ful l  color .  Sweet ly scented nose,  wi th
some oi l  of  c loves The oalate del ivers f resher
fru i t ,  wi th some welcome acid i ty  that  beds
in very wel l  wi th the br isk red-cherry and
raspberry f ru i t .  A dust ing of  oak at  the back
is not  too obtrusive Already enjoyable.  16.5
MS: Correct  as an example of  r ipe,  wel l -
balanced f ru i t ,  but  what happens next  to
make i t  out  of  the ordinary? The vtneyard
manager and the winemaker have proved

themselves competent ,  but  the v ineyard has
yet  to prove that  i t  is  except ional ,  and that  is
what makes the f inal  d i f ference between
good and great  This remains good 15
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2OO4 Hirsch Vineyards Sonoma Coast - 16
SB: Deep red.  Fi rm, toasty nose;  raspberry
coul is .  Lush,  broad,  opulent ,  fu l l -bodied;
massive f ru i t  here,  so not  very e legant,  but
i t  has some acid i ty  and v igor to keep i t
assert ive Long, spicy f in ish 16
JM: Fine,  br ight ,  youthful  purple Heady and
agreeable,  r ipe raspberry on the nose,  wi th
some darker f ru i t  notes;  the sort  of  bouquet
that  is  worth a second and th i rd sni f f .  Ful l
again on the palate,  and on the sweeter s ide
of  Pinot ,  but  there is  enough var iat ion of
f ru i t  poised on the cusp of  red and black for
th is to work.  The oak is  in the background.
Good f  in ish Pur ists might  want more
auster i ty ,  though. 17
MS: There is  no shortage of  r ipe and
charming f ru i t  here The color  is  deep and
appeal ing,  and the commercia l  appeal  must
be obvious.  Whether i t  has the capaci ty to
become or ig inal  and real ly  interest ing is  not
so c lear.  I  suspect  i t  may remain in the ranks
of  the re lat ively faci le l t  is  a b i t  of  a f ru i t
bomb. l f  the v ineyard is  real ly  good, then i t
wi l l  become much more than that .  15

2006 Kosta Browne Keefer Ranch Russian
River Valley - 16
SB: Fair ly  deep red,  qui te br ight .  L ively,
crushed-berry nose;  has v igor and a del icate
use of  oak Sleek,  svel te,  concentrated,  br ight ,
and intense,  qui te peppery;  a touch of  a lcohol
on the f in ish but  not  enough to wreck the
wine.  Has oers istence and ooise.  l7
JM: Medium depth of  color .  Qui te a l ight  but
f resh Pinot  nose.  Wel l  balanced on the palate

wi th a savory aspect ,  though also a l i t t le  b i t
o f  hea t  Beg inn ing  t o  d r i nk  we l l .  16
MS: Refreshing,  sweet,  r ipe f ru i t  wi th a h int
of  cool  mint  Plenty of  a lcohol ,  but  i t  remains
balanced Nothing very or ig inal ,  perhaps,

but  good f leshy charm 15

2OO4 Marimar Estate Don Miguel Vineyard
Russian River Valley - 16
SB: Fair ly  deep to deep garnet-red.  Heavi ly
oaked nose,  some cof fee aromas Soft  but
concentrated,  d ist inct  torrrefact ion f lavors,
spicy,  gr ippy,  v igorous.  Not an elegant
sty le,  but  v i r i le  and packed wi th f ru i t  Long,
chewy  f i n i sh  17
JM: Fine fu l l  purple The nose has a s l ight ly
soupy aspect  detract ing f rom the pur i ty  of
the Pinot .  There is  both r ipe f ru i t  and a l i t t le
stra in of  herbaceousness,  whi le the f in ish is  a
i i t t le  more tannic than most wines Sl ight ly
contradictory today,  but  I  l ike the length and
weight  of  f ru i t  on the af ter taste 16
MS: The f ru i t  here has presence al l  r ight ,  but
I  am a l i t t le  worr ied by the extract ion The
tannin and the alcohol  are perhaps just  a
shade obvious,  but  i t  is  a n ice wine that  wi l l
g ive much pleasure.  15

2OO5 Sidur i  Garys 'Vineyard Santa Lucia
Highlands -  16
SB: Fair ly  deep red Oaky red-f ru i t  nose,  a
touch overr ipe Soft ,  rounded, rather s lack,
lacks some dr ive;  but  there are some
tannins here to sustain and l i f t  the wine on
the f in ish.  Has rude v igor and reasonable
length of  f lavor.  l5
JM: Not qui te so much purple in the red here
The nose is  qui te exot ic  yet  wi th some
complexi ty,  perhaps the fa int  smoklness that
comes wi th some whole-c luster fermentat ion.
There is  generous f ru i t  behind,  prevented

from any undue heaviness by the f inely
del ineated tannic structure A very wel l -
made, wel l -balanced wine that  should
cont inue to age wel l .  17.5
MS: There is  something more Burgundian
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2oO6 Fromm clayvin Vineyard Marlborough
- 16.5
SB: Fair ly  deep garnet  Sl ight ly  cooked nose,

a good deal  of  oak,  but  br ight  cherry f ru i t

comes shin ing through Svel te,  luscious,

concentrated;  has weight  and some depth;

impressive in being fa i r ly  extracted but  not
coarse or  rust ic .  Some cof fee tones on the
f in ish,  which is  long and spicy.  A complete

wine;  harmonious.  17.5

JM: Fine mid-purple color .  Hard to coax out

a nose at  f i rs t  l t  remains subdued, though

there is  no shortage of  fu l l ,  s t rawberry f ru i t

on the palate.  Perhaps an upgrade of

complexi ty is  needed to compete at  the
highest  level ,  but  th is is  certa in ly very

enjoyable 15

MS: A nice rose-petal  del icacy here is  most

at t ract ive.  Who knows what wi l l  haopen

next ,  but  th is is  pret ty good, and i t  achieves

an or ig inal  personal i ty  wi thout  being too " in
your face "  17

2OO5 Cloudy Bay Marlborough - 16

SB: Fair ly  deep red Ripe,  s l ight ly  confected

nose wi th a tomato tone.  Sof t ,  s i lky,  qui te

seduct ive f ru i t ;  has intensi ty and acid i ty ;

lean and understated and has f inesse.  l t 's

one-dimensional  but  c lean and br ight  and

enjoyable Good length.  15.5

JM: Pure br isk purple in color .  F ine,  energet ic

Pinot  nose perhaps a point  of f  fu l l  r ipeness

I t  shows c lass and an appeal ing del icacy,

though Beaut i fu l ly  sty l ish on the palate,

wi th an appeal ing red-cherry and l ight

strawberry af ter taste that  l ingers l7

MS: Nice Pinot  perfume here,  wi th good f ru i t

f lavors and balance,  too.  This works f ine for

me No need to keep i t ,  though l5

2O04 Cristom Jessie Vineyard Willamette

Valley - 16

SB: Fair ly  deep to deep garnet  Oaky nose,

and rather cooked f ru i t ,  a lot  of  vani l la  Sleek,

oui te concentrated,  f resher than the nose

suggests;  has v igor and bi te The alcohol  is  a

tad above my comfort  zone,  but  not  too

obtrusive Ripe and lusty,  i f  far  f rom elegant,

wi th p lenty of  dr ive f rom the at tack to the

f in ish Gui te good length 16

JM:  Pa l i sh  co lo r  w i t h  a  l i gh t  r im  Gen t l y

fragrant, almost fraises des bors, though

with a sweeter aspect .  On the palate i t

is  del ic ious and harmonious wi th maybe
just  a touch of  a lcohol  showing through

Nonetheless,  the balance of  sweet and
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