
Syrah and beyond
How the Rhône’s winning blend 

finally conquered the world  
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Syrah
Shiraz

Oz Clarke draws back the curtain on the history – 

and mystery – behind a grape variety with two 

names and a thousand different personalities

Photography by Deborah Wastie
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hat does Syrah mean to me? A red wine of intellectual 
fascination, absorbing, sometimes challenging, very 
likely to speak eloquently of the vineyard whence it 
comes. A connoisseur’s delight – and along with the 
gentler, milder Pinot Noir, often their favourite red style. 

And what does Shiraz mean to me? Liberty. Joy. An 
explosion of exuberance, a cavalcade of ripeness and 
sauciness and fun. A ruddy-faced standard-bearer for 

all that is good about the New World. Red wine without 
tears. Where’s the party? 

One sounds like a wine-tasting note, the other a call to 
arms. We’re not talking about the same thing here. Well, 
yes, we are. We’re talking one grape variety: Syrah in France; 
Shiraz in Australia. As for the rest of the world, they call 
it Syrah if they want to be taken seriously by wine critics 
and applauded for following the more restrained, more 
cerebral French flavour model. Or they can call it Shiraz to 
send out the signal that their wine is supposed to be rich 
and soft, ripe with toffee and chocolate flavours, and set 
up in the Aussie style for drinking, not pontificating about. 

The variety that the grape offers up is astonishing. I had 
a look at a couple of my – rather grandiloquent – tasting 
notes. Here’s a Syrah from a chap called Hervé Souhaut on the 
western edge of the Rhône Valley: ‘Hauntingly scented with 

lilies and summer night jasmine, a scent that runs right through 
the lush, juicy blackberry, pear and peach richness, just tickled 
with the crunchiness of black pepper and celery, dusted with 
ginger and nutmeg, and cut through with a gleaming, glinting 
mineral, like quartz caught in the early morning sun.’ See what 
I mean? Fabulously appetising and contradictory flavours and 
tastes you would never expect to sit together. Just reading them, 
I can remember the wine as if I had just finished the glass. Oh, 
and it’s only 11.5% alcohol. Half of those flavours would be lost 
if you ripened the grapes to 13%. 

One of Syrah’s greatest gifts is how it reacts to cool conditions 
in a hot country. Take this Chilean Syrah from Aymura in the 
Elqui Valley, a wild and unlikely vineyard site up towards the 
Atacama Desert, which, because of the ferocious cold winds that 
blow up the valley from the icy Pacific, actually manages to be 
cool. I made this note: ‘Almost shockingly scented for a red wine, 
a mixture of lilies and a bonfire of the branches from a pepper 
tree. The taste is simply packed with blackberry and Santa Rosa 
plum fruit, but the bitter-edged brilliance of springtime wood 
sap hurtles through this heady fruit, trailing after it a summer 
scent like warm creosote, a hint of talcum powder and a brush 
of coal dust from a collier’s apron.’ Again, flavours you would 
never put together or, in some of the cases, would never expect 
to find in a wine at all. But it works. 
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The Rhône rendition of Syrah tends 
to harness more scented, savoury 
notes – celery, pepper and nutmeg, 
for example – than those of Australia 
and Chile (following pages)



And what about Australia? I’ve got a Tim Adams Shiraz from 
the Clare Valley, not as hot as the more famous Barossa Valley to 
the south, but it showcases the more Australian face of Shiraz. 
Again, ‘wonderfully scented wine, reeking of blackberry juice 
and the scent of black plums, late into summer but still on the 
bough, with a purple bloom bursting over them as they ooze 
nectar, and the merest nudge would knock them to the ground 
and the wasps would swarm and fight. The flavours wash over 
your tongue, leaving a trail of sweet mint leaves, blackcurrants 
rubbed in eucalyptus oil, and all this in a cocoon of coconut 
and chocolate cream.’ 

I wish I had those three bottles open in front of me as I write. 
They show three very different styles of wine, from the cool 
crispness of the French one through to the lush richness of the 
Australian, but all connected by Syrah’s God-given ability not to 
be boring and predictable. I am completely confident in saying 
that Syrah/Shiraz is one of the world’s great grapes. So why wasn’t 
it better known? People have been drinking and talking about 
Bordeaux and Burgundy for hundreds of years, making Cabernet 
Sauvignon, Merlot, Pinot Noir and Chardonnay world-famous. 
Yet the Syrah wines of the Rhône Valley, created before either 
Bordeaux or Burgundy ever had a vine, were virtually unknown 
until the 1980s. 

The answer is geography and politics. The two places that 
made exceptional Syrah – and which are still considered probably 
the world’s two best sites – are tiny. Côte-Rôtie is one single, 
incredibly steep cliffside teetering above the Rhône as it dips 
slightly to the west, just south of the old Roman city of Vienne. 
A couple of kilometres further on, the river curves towards the 
south again, and this precious, precipitous slope – protected 
from the violent mistral winds that can blow down the Rhône, 
and angled invitingly towards the morning and midday sun – is 
gone. The second is Hermitage, a single, haughty outcrop of rock 
a bit further south, as the Rhône finally fights its way out of the 
hills and on to the broad plains that stretch away towards the 
Mediterranean. Its broad-chested slopes catch every ray of sun 
from dawn to tawny sunset. Just two tiny chunks of challenging 
granite hillside. Hermitage has never been more than 136ha. 
Côte-Rôtie has been half of that, though recent expansion has 
brought it up to the giddy heights of 276ha. Some single estates 
in Bordeaux cover more than 100ha alone, which rather puts 
it into perspective. 

As a result, when vineyards were developed on the other 
continents, Syrah rarely figured. Almost no one drank the 
wine, so they didn’t think of Syrah as a useful grape to plant. 

Cabernet Sauvignon became the go-to, top-quality grape across 
the globe, because people knew Bordeaux and thought that 
planting Cabernet would give a pretty good start to their own 
vineyards. Except in one place: Australia. 

Most relevant to the spread of Shiraz around the world was 
the rise of the mighty Australian brands, starting out with names 
like Penfolds, Lindeman’s and Wolf Blass, moving on through 
Jacob’s Creek and Rosemount, and ending up in the 21st century 
with Yellow Tail. The easy-drinking, juicy, warm, not always 
completely dry red wines under these names were led by Shiraz. 
More than any other red grape – with the possible exception of 
Merlot from California – Shiraz showed the way for the wine-
drinking boom that began in the 1980s and gathered pace during 
the ’90s. And although big, serious, expensive Hunter Valley 
and Barossa Valley Shirazes have been accorded more and more 
respect during the past 20 or 30 years, it was the attempts to  
recreate easy-going, ripe, approachable and affordable reds that 
fired up other countries around the world to latch on to Shiraz. 

French Syrah got its call during the 1980s. First, the most 
important wine critic of the time, Robert Parker, discovered the 
Rhône. He loved big, broad flavours, so he was always going to 
love the wines of the Rhône. He went to town on Hermitage 
from producers like Chave and Jaboulet, whose La Chapelle he 
classed ‘truly immortal’ – if any Rhône wines could be said to 
be well known, these ones were. Great Hermitage was, and still 
is, rare, but its turbulent cauldron of flavours is intoxicating – 
tar and coal smoke, potato peel, raw herbs and savage pepper 
scratch at your tongue and try to mask the gloriously intense fruit 
flavours of bramble, raspberry and blackcurrant. Sometimes, 
after tasting young Hermitage, your tongue needs a massage 
and a lie-down. But if you give the wine 10 or 20 years, all the 
crudity mellows into a strange but wonderful, warm softness 
of cream and liquorice, dark fruit syrup and well-worn leather. 

But it was Côte-Rôtie that knocked Parker into a swoon. Côte-
Rôtie is a gentler wine than Hermitage. Sometimes they even 
add a little Viognier to make it gentler still. This is just about the 
most northerly point in France that can ripen Syrah – you’re on 
that magic cusp. In traditional Côte-Rôtie, the colour isn’t that 
deep, the wine has the floral fragrance of violets and even lilies, 
and the fruit flavour is of raspberries, perhaps cut slightly with 
the sweet acid of damsons, and seasoned with the grainy burr 
of apricot skins and pepper. The highest compliment you could 
pay an old-style Côte-Rôtie producer was ça pinotte, or ‘That’s 
starting to taste like Pinot, like Burgundy.’ And then along came 
Guigal, revolutionising winemaking, filling his cellars with new 

The Australian face of Shiraz reeks of  
    blackberry juice and black plums,  
  the flavours washing over your tongue, leaving a trail  
        of sweet mint leaves,  
     blackcurrants and chocolate
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oak barrels for ageing his super-ripe reds, and charging a lot of 
money for this new breed of Côte-Rôtie. 

And around the world, if people are thinking of French 
Syrah, they generally follow Côte-Rôtie, not Hermitage. Some 
also follow Guigal in ripeness and generous application of oak. 
But thankfully, there is a growing band of enthusiasts who are 
prepared to look behind the gaudy exterior and into the heart 
of that old-style Côte-Rôtie – the one that starts to taste like 
Pinot, like Burgundy, but in many cases tastes just a little bit 
better, because in many cases Syrah as a grape has a little more 
to offer than Pinot Noir. 

In California, in South Africa, in Australia, producers are 
getting the message that you can grow Pinot and Syrah in 
adjacent fields. That sounds as if Syrah is asking to be considered 
a cool-climate grape. Cool conditions but lots of sunshine? 
Sounds like Switzerland. Sure enough, the Alpine suntrap of the 
Valais region has made tasty, concentrated Syrah on its south-
facing slopes for as long as I can remember. And what’s that 
river at the bottom of the valley? Oh, it’s the Rhône, beginning 
its long, tumultuous journey south to the Mediterranean. 

Syrah has spread rapidly around the globe, either with new 
plantings or with a sudden revival of interest in old ones. Barossa 
Valley Shiraz represented the complete opposite of what we 
were mostly drinking in Europe during the 1980s. French and 
Italian reds were thin; Barossa Shiraz was thick. The European 
reds were raw, the Shirazes were anything but – juicy, jammy, 
stewy even. The European reds made you wonder whether the 
sun ever shone on the vineyards any more, while the Barossa 
wines tasted as though the Aussies had bottled the sun along 
with the wine, and the wine kept ripening and ripening in the 
bottle, until it virtually forced the cork out of the neck by sheer 
exuberance of personality, showering your palate with black 
fruit and spice and dark bitter-rich chocolate and liquorice – 
and if that wasn’t enough to make you choke with excitement, 
there was vanilla and the mouthwatering smoke of toast about 
to burn under the grill. And did I mention blackcurrants? And 
blackberries? And aromatic plums, the flesh so sweet and ripe 
that their skins split trying to contain it? 

South Australia has other seriously powerful Shiraz heartlands 
apart from Barossa. McLaren Vale, just south of Adelaide, is 
another beefy operator, with significant amounts of rich, old 
Grenache and Mourvèdre, too. Clare Valley, north of Barossa, 
is technically a little cooler, but its Shirazes are powerful and 
rather magnificent. Eden Valley, though, in the hills just above 
the Barossa Valley, is significantly cooler. They grow really good 
Riesling up there, and they grow some of Australia’s greatest 
Shiraz. Henschke is a custodian of vines up to 160 years old – and 
maybe older – at its Hill of Grace vineyard. The Shiraz it makes 
is now frequently Australia’s most sought-after wine, more 
clamoured for even than the Barossa’s husky jewel, Penfolds 
Grange. And Hill of Grace has all the intensity of a mighty Shiraz, 
but as you ponder flavours that move on from the blackest of 

chocolate and the squashiest of plums into a world of cherries 
soaked with mint, leather and peppercorns simmered with 
blackcurrants – is there a hint of French Syrah complexity just 
peeping out? Perhaps, perhaps. Is South Australia flirting with 
Syrah? Perhaps. 

Cool-climate Chilean Syrah is less delicate, more scented and 
uniquely different from Burgundy. As with California and its 
discovery of Syrah’s liking for cool conditions, which brought 
out wines with flavours that no one had previously attained, so it 
is with Chile. The next valley south from Elqui is Limarí – again, 
barren and swept by icy winds, but sunny and underdeveloped. 
Here the Syrahs from the likes of Tabalí are filled with rich 
blackberry fruit, but this time the wine is broad and meaty, 
with a suggestion of charred leather dabbed with fish oil and 
rubbed with jalapeño chilli, above which drifts a mellow floral 
scent. Syrah again: expect the unexpected. 

Twenty years ago, Syrah occupied less than 1% of South 
Africa’s vineyards. Now it occupies 10%, and this proportion rises 
every year. Syrah from South Africa becomes more explosively 
delicious with each vintage, and there’s a strong argument that 
Syrah produces South Africa’s most exciting reds. And one area 
more than any other has been leading the way: Swartland. 

Eben Sadie is the man you can credit with giving Swartland 
its own identity. He set up shop there in 2000 and created the 
first thrilling, utterly self-confident Swartland red wine, called 
Columella, using Shiraz and Mourvèdre grapes. Because that was 
what Swartland was full of – old plots of the southern French 
grapes, not the trendy Cabernet Sauvignons that had made 
Stellenbosch famous. Syrah, Cinsault, Carignan and Mourvèdre, 
even Grenache – you can find these vines, old and scrubby, and 
you can plant more now that people know how good they are. 
So many ‘new’ wine countries followed the ‘Cabernet is best’ 
route, sometimes for generations, before realising that they’d 
got more suitable vines, usually from the Rhône Valley and 
southern France, sitting in the warm sun of their own backyard, 
just pleading to be rediscovered. 

Swartland Syrah is shaking the complacency out of South 
Africa’s reds. There are quite a few good producers now, but 
none more impressive than Mullineux, which even releases 
two different Syrahs called Granite and Schist to show how the 
soil changes the wine style. Granite is scented, savoury, smoky, 
sprinkled with rock dust, and rich with raspberry and blackberry 
fruit. Schist is deeper, richer, smokier, less scented, but with 
even riper raspberry and blackberry fruit thrumming through 
the heart of the wine. There is now an Iron Syrah too, whose 
powerful, brooding taste is self-explanatory. All memorable. 
And if you want to see the new face of Swartland, clamber and 
stumble up the Porseleinberg hill, so rocky you wonder if there’s 
any soil at all. Just enough, obviously, to plant 30ha of new Syrah 
and Grenache. And with its dark, rich red plum and cherry fruit, 
its liquorice-black core and its trail of smoke, the Syrah could 
have come right off a prime slope on the hill of Hermitage.

Syrah has spread rapidly  
   around the globe,  
  either with new plantings  
or with a sudden revival  
            of interest in old ones
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This is an adapted excerpt from Oz Clarke’s  
latest book, Oz Clarke on Wine, published  
by Académie du Vin Library.  
academieduvinlibrary.com
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Whisky
galore

For years, single malt was the preserve of Scottish and 
Irish distilleries. Then Japan got in on the act. Now, 
distillers from as far afield as Scandinavia and Australia 
are joining the party, by way of France, India and Taiwan.  
Joel Harrison reports on a very un-Scottish insurrection
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The newly upgraded 
Mackmyra distillery in 
Sweden, built in 2011
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ingle-malt whisky is as 
synonymous with Scotland 
as the tartan-liveried 
shortbread tin complete 
with image of a stag peering 
through the Highland mist. 
The last decade, however, 
has seen a clutch of 
pretenders emerge to this 
Caledonian throne, via an 

increase in both the quality and popularity of ‘New World 
whisky’ – single malts made in the Scottish style but in non-
traditional whisky-making countries. 

It is the single-malt style that has made Scotch whisky so 
renowned around the world. Whereas Irish whiskey is marked 
mostly by triple distilling and the use of both malted and 
unmalted barley, and American bourbon uses a mixture of 
cereals including corn, wheat and rye, Scotch single malt is a 
more refined dram. The product of just one distillery, it involves 
taking barley fresh from the field, malting and drying the kernels 
before grinding them down and washing out their sugars, then 
fermenting the resulting sweet liquid into a strong beer before 
refining it through no fewer than two distillations in copper 
pot stills. In the case of Scotch, the resultant spirit goes on to 
be aged in oak casks for three years or more. 

Scotland does not own the copyright on this way of making 
whisky, however. A single malt can be made anywhere. And 
just as Champagne producers have lent their approach to other 
parts of the world (just look at the growing reputation of English 
sparkling wine, built on the traditional method of northern 
France), so the ‘Scotch’ way of making single malt is being 
employed the world over – to increasing levels of quality.

Malt whisky is now produced in more than 30 countries, as 
diverse as Germany, Australia and the US. As of 2020, China 
joined the rush, with the opening of the Dong-Ye distillery in 
Hunan province, followed last year by Laizhou Distillery in 
Sichuan province, while drinks giants Diageo and Pernod Ricard 
are developing Chinese distilleries in the Yunnan and Sichuan 
provinces, respectively. Even Scotland’s noisy neighbours in 
England are making malt in the Scottish style, with more than 
20 distillers operating south of whisky’s homeland. 

Traditionally, the most acclaimed source of single malts 
made in the Scottish style has been Japan. The country’s first 
dedicated single-malt distillery, Yamazaki, dates back almost 
a century, having opened in 1923. Intentionally constructed in 
an area of Japan that was most akin to the Scottish Highlands, 
it kickstarted an ongoing quest, inspired by Scotland’s malt 
whisky scene, to produce world-class whisky that can stand 
shoulder to shoulder with Scotch. 

Now considered an established whisky-making region, Japan 
is known for its diligence and dedication to detail in distilling, 
with its top bottlings highly sought after by collectors. Single 
malts from distilleries such as Hakushu, Chichibu and Yamazaki 
itself have set the whisky world alight. Last year’s release of the 
Yamazaki 55-year-old was one of the most highly anticipated of 
the year. And at £50,000 a bottle (and now nearly double that at 
auction), it further cemented Japan’s status as a serious player. 

This success, coupled with the global status of single malt, is 
now inspiring a host of New World countries to aim high with 
their own Scottish style malt. Among the leading exponents is 
Taiwan. This island in the East China Sea is home to two notable 
distilleries. The state-owned Nantou has been producing the 
Omar single malt since 2008, with the first bottlings released in 
2013. But it is the powerhouse producer of Kavalan that has set the 

Scotland does not own the copyright on  
      its way of making whisky.  
  A single malt can be made anywhere 

Clockwise from top 
left: Cardrona, in 
New Zealand, which 
produced its first single 
malt in 2018; The Lakes 
Distillery in the north 
of England, founded 
in 2014; Taiwan’s 
pioneering Kavalan 
Distillery; The Lakes’ 
master blender Dhavall 
Gandhi, poached 
from Scottish stalwart 
The Macallan; and 
the production line at 
Amrut in India 
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England
When you consider England’s rich 
distilling history – notably the flagship 
spirit of gin – it is remarkable that when 
St George’s Distillery opened in Norfolk 
in 2006, it became the first new English 
malt whisky distillery in over a century. 
Making both peated (The English 
Smokey) and unpeated (The English 
Original) malt, it has set the scene for 
others to follow, creating whisky of 
which some of their neighbours across 
the border would be proud. Other 
producers of note are The Cotswolds 
Distillery (above), founded in 2014 (and 
whose Founder’s Choice is a flavour-
bomb of spice and rich fruits), and 
The Lakes, which opened in the same 
year in the Lake District and boasts 
former Macallan whisky-maker Dhavall 
Gandhi among its ranks. The quality 
of production at both is on a par with 
newer Scotch distillers, despite the lack 
of long-aged stocks. 

France
France has a long and proud history of 
distilling, be it the world’s oldest recorded 
spirit in Armagnac, the luxury brandy that 
is Cognac, or indeed vodka distilling from 
wheat, in the shape of Grey Goose. Malt 
whisky, then, is the logical next step, and 
quality is naturally to the fore. Distillerie 
Warenghem was the first big mover. 
Though founded in 1900, it only started 
making malt whisky in 1994, releasing 
France’s first ever single malt, Armorik, in 
1998. It then distilled the acclaimed 
Amaethon for Spiritique, whose core team 
(pictured above) is taking production 
in-house as of this year. Today, France 
boasts nearly 50 whisky distilleries, with 
quality constantly on the up. As evidence 
of just how the country’s malt whisky has 
progressed since the turn of the century, 
drinks giant Rémy Cointreau bought 
Alpine producer Domaine des Hautes 
Glaces in 2017; its Moissons malt is 
bursting with notes of freshly baked 
pastry, white wine and lemongrass. 

USA
The United States is famed for bourbon, 
a whiskey made using a mix of grains 
and often distilled in continuous stills 
rather than copper pot stills. Single 
malt, by comparison, has usually been 
imported, with ‘Scotch’ generally 
cast as a luxury product. Now, a new 
movement for start-up distilleries to 
eschew bourbon and try their hand at 
single malt is maturing nicely. Westland 
Distillery (above), founded in 2011 in 
Seattle and using local barley and peat, 
is one of the leaders of the scene and is 
another New World producer to join the 
Rémy Cointreau stable. The Westland 
Peated Malt is a unique rendering of 
American smoky whiskey and does not 
disappoint. For other examples, look  
to Balcones in Texas, making a single 
malt as big in flavour as the state itself, 
while FEW in Chicago, Kings County in  
New York, and Corsair in both Bowling 
Green, Kentucky, and Nashville, 
Tennessee, are worth getting to know. 

Five New World whisky 
countries to watch

New Zealand 
Not to be outdone by the Aussies, the 
malt whisky distilling scene in New 
Zealand is rapidly taking shape, growing 
in both size and reputation. Cardrona 
(above), on New Zealand’s South Island, 
is the world’s most southern whisky 
distillery. Using copper pot stills made  
in Scotland, it released its first malt 
in late 2018, with more expressions 
following in 2020. Its whiskies are 
young and malty, but no less delicious 
for that. At the other end of the country, 
on the North Island, is the Thomson 
Whisky distillery. Founded in 2014, it 
takes its brew from the local brewery 
and has been releasing whisky since 
2018. Its smoky release matured in a 
Pinot Noir barrel, Local Folk & Smoke,  
is highly regarded. 

Sweden
The Swedes have a strong sense of 
place, with Swedish brands immediately 
identifiable, and the country is now 
home to more than ten distilleries. The 
Mackmyra distillery (above and opening 
spread) was built in 1999, adding a new 
facility in 2011, which was constructed – 
unusually – as a tower, with the process 
of making malt starting at the top and 
each stage taking a floor. This gravity-
conscious distillery is matched with a 
subterranean maturation warehouse in 
an old mine. The result is a punchy and 
powerful Swedish single malt. 

Meanwhile, the High Coast distillery 
founded in 2010 was initially named 
Box, and with its whitewashed walls and 
small copper pot stills, it could almost be 
set in Scotland. The whisky, crafted by 
head distiller Roger Melander (named 
Distillery Manager of the Year, Rest of 
the World, at the Icons of Whisky awards 
in 2021) is malt-forward and carries 
notes of fresh apple and cinnamon.

scene for an unlikely whisky culture on the island. Founded in 
2005, with its first spirit distilled in March of the following year, 
Kavalan has enjoyed incredible success in a relatively short period 
of time. The growth in demand for its single malt has allowed the 
distillery to expand further, and it is now one of the ten largest 
single-malt producers in the world.

The whiskies produced at Kavalan, using Scottish copper 
pot stills and the same traditional processes employed across 
Scotland, have found favour not just with consumers (the 
whiskies are exported to more than 60 countries) but critics 
too. Kavalan picked up 15 gold medals at last year’s IWSC, along 
with a coveted trophy for its Podium single malt (see tasting, 
p.108). In many ways the poster child for New World whisky, it 
has developed a style that leans heavily on the traditional Scottish 
single malt but retains an individuality that has seen it elevated 
to world-class status. 

Kavalan starts by taking only a very small percentage, or a 
‘narrow cut’, of the second distillate, resulting in a complex, 
rich and malt-forward profile. This spirit is then matured in 
a mixture of former Sherry, wine, fortified wine and bourbon 
casks, and often bottled from single casks, at high strength. If 
New World wines are known for their bombastic, fruit-forward 

style, this is the single-malt equivalent – whisky turned up to 11. 
The resulting mature liquid is flavoursome, robust and utterly 
delicious, as evidenced by Kavalan’s Manzanilla and Moscatel 
matured single casks, both of which scored a whopping 98 
points at the 2021 IWSC. 

The world’s largest consumer of whisky is India, though the 
liquor labelled as such and so widely consumed across this vast 
nation would not pass for whisky elsewhere. Most of it is a vodka-
style distillate blended with other spirits, such as imported 
whisky from Scotland or Ireland. Beneath this, though, is a 
growing and thriving single-malt scene. The trailblazer on this 
front is the Amrut distillery, based near Bangalore, in the south 
of the country. The distillery evidently has grand ambitions: 
when it launched its single malt in 2004, it did so in Scotland, 
no less. Far from being hounded out as an imposter, Amrut grew 
in stature, and the distillery now produces more than a million 
litres a year, exporting to over 50 countries. 

Today, India is home to eight single-malt distilleries, 
among which Paul John and Rampur are notable in bottling 
under their own distillery names. For a fine example, try 
Paul John Brilliance, made using ‘six-row’ barley from the 
foothills of the Himalayas, distilled and matured in Goa and 

producing a complex, fruity spirit with a rounded mouthfeel 
that calls to mind Scotch from a bygone era. Together with 
Amrut, the pair have garnered impressive results across 
a number of expressions over the past few years and have 
also – like other New World whiskies – been building an 
enviable reputation for quality single malts made in the 
Scottish style. This reputation has been forged in just under 
a decade, and with plenty of stock now maturing away  
and a developing focus on purchasing quality casks, Indian 
malt whisky is very much one to watch. 

Arguably the powerhouse of New World whisky, however, is 
Australia. The winemaking behemoth is now home to over 70 
whisky distilleries, many of which boast locally made copper 
stills, use local barley and wine barrels for maturation, and are 
inspired by the Scottish style of single-malt production.  

In this galaxy of distilleries, one of the brightest stars  
is Starward, in Melbourne. Founded by David Vitale in 2008, 
Starward started life in a small industrial unit before expanding, 
with substantial investment from Diageo (the world’s biggest 
producer of single-malt Scotch whisky and owner of the 
Johnnie Walker brand of blended Scotch), to bigger premises 
in 2016. Starward has since built a reputation for flavoursome 
single malts matured in the temperamental and often humid 

Melbourne climate. Unlike in most countries, where spirit 
mellows in cask over the years, losing alcohol (‘the angels’ 
share’) to the atmosphere in the process, at Starward the alcohol 
content rises in cask over the years. As a consequence, the casks 
are filled at a lower ABV than at most distilleries – Vitale claims 
they are ‘the hardest-working casks in the world of whisky’ – 
thereby harnessing a unique environmental quirk that is critical 
to what makes its single malt so distinctive.

Australian malt whisky distilling was kickstarted by Bill 
Lark, who built Lark distillery on Tasmania in 1992. Its success 
continues today (the Chinotto cask release picked up a gold 
medal and 95 points at the 2021 IWSC), and the island has 
developed its own scene-within-a-scene, with the likes of 
Sullivans Cove and Hellyers Road cementing Tasmania’s place 
in the top rank of Australian whisky heritage. 

The heritage of Scottish whisky is, of course, incalculably 
stronger, and it is the work done in establishing Scotch as a 
luxury drink the world over that has set the scene for New World 
whiskies to emerge. If this is an uprising, it is not a coup. The 
quality of these whiskies simply gives greater choice for the 
single-malt drinker. It brings a levelling up, an egalitarianism 
to the category that should be welcomed by anyone who calls 
themselves a single-malt drinker.

For recommendations of the top world whiskies,  
see our tasting on p108
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Krug 1976–2008  
A tasting of every vintage of the past four decades captivated  
Essi Avellan MW – but the NV wines almost stole the show

E
ver since its foundation in 1843, Krug has concerned 
itself only with producing limited volumes of top-quality 
Champagnes. Its monumentally rich style of wine, born in 
oak barrels, has endured the test of time, and even today, 

the house’s consistency remains second to none, while its wines 
are invariably among Champagne’s longest-lived. 

An indulgent vertical tasting put on by the Gomseglet 
Connoisseurs club gave us the opportunity to put Krug’s larger-
than-life reputation to the test. We gathered on a December 
morning at Vinkällaren Grappe in Stockholm, where Marina 
Olsson, a passionate Swedish Champagne collector, regularly 
treats her club mates to carefully constructed verticals of some 
of Champagne’s grandest cuvées. This time, we had the privilege 
to savour 17 vintages of Krug – from the recently released 2008, 
all the way back to the 1976. 

We readied our palates for the task by essaying Krug Rosé 
as an aperitif, followed by six editions of Krug Grande Cuvée. An 
apt introduction, since it was founder Joseph Krug who, on the 
first page of his famous notebook, declared that the house was to 
produce just two cuvées, of equal quality: Cuvée No.1 and Cuvée 
No.2. The blended multivintage Cuvée No.1 – today’s Grande 
Cuvée – was to offer ‘everything every year’, as opposed to the 
vintage-specific Cuvée No.2. No matter how you look at it, of 
course, today’s higher pricing inevitably signals superior quality for 
Cuvée No.2, the vintage. However, as committed Krug lovers well 
know, Grande Cuvée can reach similar heights, and the Krug ID 
concept and edition numbering have given the collector the tools 
to properly appreciate Grande Cuvée’s complexities. Looking at 
the performance of the 159th Édition (base 2003) against vintage 
2003, and the 164th (base 2008) against the 2008, I was pleased 

to see how my assessments support the original idea of equal 
quality between the cuvées, giving me ever more reason to collect 
Grande Cuvées over the vintage rendering. 

The vertical tasting itself provided the opportunity to 
appreciate Krug’s many faces at different stages. It had taken 
Olsson several years to assemble the selection, with impeccable 
provenance being a key criterion. All the wines were Krug’s 
original disgorgements, and all the younger wines were in pristine 
condition, with only a couple of the mature vintages showing 
signs of poor storage. One bottle – sadly the tasting’s oldest, 
the 1976 vintage – was corked. 

All Krugs benefit from ageing. Five years after release, they 
tend to have opened up beautifully, showing more expression 
and a beautifully harmonious nature. Grand Cuvées are a real 
delight some 10 to 15 years after release, often at the peak of 
their expression. The vintages are all long-lived; thereafter it 
depends on the vintage (and the individual bottle, of course) as 
to how they age. When well kept, all should age for at least 15 
years post-release, and the best for several decades.

We started with a blind taste of the five most recent vintages, 
which established such consistency that they were a challenge 
to identify correctly. In the next flight of four vintages, the 
1996 stood out for its magnitude. The classic trilogy of 1988, 
1989 and 1990 provided textbook examples of their respective 
vintage characters, with, unsurprisingly, the 1988 showing by 
far the most youthful. Of the early 1980s, sadly only the 1981 
was in pristine condition, but what a beauty it was, providing the 
tasting’s best surprise. The final stamp of proof of Krug’s quality 
and age-worthiness came with the immaculate 1979, which left 
me wanting for nothing more. 
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90–93 
Krug Rosé NV 24ème 
Édition (Krug ID 418041, 
base 2012)

Drink 2022–37

Deep salmon colour. The 
nose is filled with primary 
fruit, sweet red berry 
characters complemented 
by peppery and liquorice 
spiciness. Surprisingly 
undeveloped, especially 
considering the 71% 
reserve wine in the blend, 
going back to 2006. Wide, 
fleshy and textured body, 
with a harmonious feel 
but, for the time being, 
lacking in dimension. 
Fruit-forward palate 
finishing with a phenolic 
bite, where you feel the 
11% Pinot Noir component 
(from Aÿ). A gastronomic 
wine that requires further 
cellaring. 12.5%

From £280 Clos19, Harrods

96
Krug Grande Cuvée NV 
168ème Édition (Krug  
ID 219012, base 2012)

Drink 2022–40

A super-refined, complex 
nose, with cool, restrained 
fruitiness. A touch oaky 
at first but not a hint of 
oxidation. A flirtatious 
melange of floral, smoky and 
yeasty tones over pristine, 
crystalline fruitiness. Ripe 
stone fruits, candied lemon, 
baked apple and ginger. 
Crisp, invigorating palate 
that feels driven and light 
(for Krug). A complex, 
hugely successful blend of 
198 different wines from 11 
years going back all the way 
to 1996. Fine tension and 
energy to the harmonious 
and age-worthy whole. 12.5%

£250 The Finest Bubble, 
£1,400.58 (case of 6) 
Bordeaux Index

95
Krug Grande Cuvée NV 
164ème Édition (Krug  
ID 216016, base 2008)

Drink 2022–40

A seductively charred, toast- 
and sweet brioche-scented 
nose, with layers of vanilla 
and baking spices. Lots of 
appley and peachy fruit, 
with luscious honey tones. 
An impressively intense but 
elegantly detailed, seemingly 
light palate that comes with 
both energy and tension. No 
wonder it feels fresh – 68% 
of the blend comes from 
the zingy 2008 vintage – 
but there is also plenty of 
reserve wine complexity 
through wines going back to 
1990. A hugely impressive 
wine already, but you can 
feel there is so much more  
to come. 12%

£360 The Finest Bubble, 
£2,190.18 (case of 6, broking) 
Bordeaux Index

96
Krug Grande Cuvée NV 
159ème Édition (Krug  
ID 313052, base 2003)

Drink 2022–32

Gorgeously toasty, rich and 
seductive nose of bonfire, 
exotic spices, tropical fruit 
and dried apricots. Fruit-
packed and impressively 
complex, this wine is going 
from strength to strength. 
Viscous mouthfeel, with 
impressive concentration 
but enough freshness to 
escape heaviness. The 
hot 2003 vintage made up 
63% of the blend, with 1996 
reserve wine Chardonnays 
from Trépail and Avize and 
1994 from Le Mesnil-sur-
Oger generating plenty of 
freshness to the impressive 
whole. Blooming already but 
should develop gracefully 
given further time. 12%

£386 The Finest Bubble

95
Krug Grande Cuvée NV 
(released between 1994 
and 2004)

Drink 2022–27

Bright golden colour, with 
peachy tones. Gorgeously 
toasty, promisingly layered 
nose, which oozes the 
essential richness of Krug; 
bold fruitiness, with sweet 
peachy tones, dates, apple 
marmalade and burned 
wood. The palate does not 
quite match the magnitude 
of the nose, its pleasant 
and mellow fruitiness 
showing signs of weakening. 
Nevertheless, this hugely 
enjoyable, fully mature wine 
shows the full wealth of its 
complexities. A testament 
to the ageing potential of 
Grande Cuvée. 12.5%

N/A UK

90
Krug Grande Cuvée NV 
(released between 1982 
until 1994)

Drink 2022–24 

Deep browning, slightly 
hazy colour. Sweet, evolved, 
mature wine nose, with 
toast, tar, golden raisins and 
dried apricots. Sweet, age-
mellowed palate, viscous and 
velvety. This one comes with 
almost a dessert wine feeling 
to it. Very delicate bubbling 
left. Truly on the tertiary 
side – mature but hanging in 
there. 12.5%

N/A UK

83
Krug Grande Cuvée NV 
(released between 1979  
and 1981)

Drink now

Deep, orange-hued old wine 
colour. There is a strong 
mushroomy touch to the 
evolved nose, with iron, 
forest floor and tar notes. 
Some appley fruit persists 
alongside smoky, spicy 
and rubbery aromas. Still, 
the aromatics are largely 
unpleasant. There is a 
healthy mousse left on the 
diluted and watery palate, 
which finishes on a fresh, 
salty note. This is past its 
peak now. 12.5%

N/A UK
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94
Krug Vintage 1998

Drink 2022–28

Deep lemon-gold colour. 
An expressive and inviting 
nose – on the autumnal side, 
with red apple, yellow plum, 
dried figs, charred wood, 
burned sugar, ginger and 
forest floor. A rich palate 
but with accentuated, steely 
acidity. Vinous and driven, 
but it finishes a little short, 
giving an impression of full 
maturity. Plenty of evolution 
here and some oxidative 
characters, but there is no 
hurry to enjoy it. 12%

£347.43 Fine+Rare, £2,320 
(case of 6 in bond) Bordeaux 
Index

98
Krug Vintage 1996

Drink 2022–35

Deep peach-toned colour. 
Stunning nose of sweet, 
sugar-coated fruit, with 
beautiful coffee tones, 
roasted nuts, soft vanilla, 
dried apricots and ripe 
figs. Truly glorious and 
monumentally complex. An 
unbeatable combination of 
zingy acidity, a broad palate 
and massive fruitiness. There 
is so much fruit to this ’96 
that it can easily carry its 
bold acidity. An age-defying 
wine a long way away from 
its peak – Krug at its very 
best. 12%

£553.43 Berry Bros & Rudd, 
£3,420 (case of 6 in bond) 
Bordeaux Index

93
Krug Vintage 2008  
(Krug ID 419044)

Drink 2025–42

Despite having been 
disgorged for a full two 
years, the slowly ageing 
2008 is still waiting to come 
around. Its strongly Pinot 
Noir (53%) nose comes with 
bitter almonds, yellow apple, 
dried flowers, honey and 
biscuits – not the aromas you 
would expect from the cool 
year. The palate is viscous 
yet tightly knit and stylishly 
refreshed by the wine’s 
accentuated, steely acidity. 
It comes with the structure 
for ageing, but the whole is 
still closed, deserving further 
time. 12%

£538.76 Cru World Wine

95
Krug Vintage 2006  
(Krug ID 118018)

Drink 2022–40

Deep lemon-gold colour. 
There is more expression to 
the nose than in any of the 
other wines of the flight. A 
touch of oak, salted liquorice, 
toffee, roasted nuts, vanilla 
and toasty whiffs. While 
the nose is wide open, the 
palate is firm and structured, 
still holding back a lot. After 
the initial generous burst of 
fruit on the nose, the palate 
surprises with its crisp 
acidity and even a feel of 
salty minerality. Expressive 
already, but the structure 
promises longevity. 12%

£261.76 Bordeaux Index

95
Krug Vintage 2004  
(Krug ID 316034)

Drink 2022–40

Bright lemon-gold colour. 
Highly elegant nose, with 
the classy oaky tone being 
beautifully integrated to the 
refined fruitiness. Reserved 
and fresh, with appley fruit 
spiced with cinnamon, 
cardamom, salt, lemon 
peel and hay notes. On the 
palate, the seamless feel of 
understated elegance and 
coolness continues. Tight, 
fresh and zingy taste, with a 
lighter feel than usual for a 
Krug Vintage. A slowly and 
gracefully ageing beauty on 
its way up. 12%

£248.43 Alex Marton Fine 
Wines, £1,600 (case of 6 in 
bond) Bordeaux Index

96
Krug Vintage 2003  
(Krug ID 313044)

Drink 2022–30

Gorgeously sweet toast-
lined nose, with vanilla, red 
berries, dried apricots, pencil 
shavings, ripe peaches, 
baked apple and curry 
spiciness. Complex yet 
bright Pinot fruitiness, with 
real radiance to it. Instantly 
impressive but not at the 
expense of finesse. There 
is an attractive warming 
sensation on the finish of this 
highly concentrated Vintage 
that has a softer feel of 
acidity. One of the grandest 
2003s in full bloom. 12%

£256.26 Bordeaux Index

97
Krug Vintage 2002  
(Krug ID 115009)

Drink 2022–35

Lusciously ripe, fruity nose, 
with an exotic feel to it: 
burned sugar, baking spices, 
aniseed and tropical fruit. 
The charred oaky tones 
are well integrated into the 
whole. The fleshy, almost 
chewy mouthfeel gives 
an impression of ample 
sunshine in the glass. Yet 
the immense richness and 
concentration are tamed by 
its fine acidic line. Impressive 
already, revealing a multitude 
of layers, but still with future 
potential. 12%

£320.96 iDealwine, £2,480 
(case of 6 in bond) Bordeaux 
Index

94
Krug Vintage 2000  
(Krug ID 311029)

Drink 2022–32

Compared to my other 
encounters with this wine, 
this bottle was somewhat 
disappointing. The fruit 
was muted, with oxidation 
creeping in, masking some 
of its usually bright fruit. 
There was spicy pepperiness 
on the attack, with apple 
compote, wet straw and 
lead-pencil aromas. Well built 
and structured on a palate 
that felt a little woody. Still 
worth 94 points in the blind 
tasting, but I have gone as 
high as 97 previously. 12%

£303.43 L’Assemblage; £942 
(magnum) Hedonism Wines, 
£1,800 (case of 6 in bond) 
Bordeaux Index
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95 
Krug Vintage 1995

Drink 2022–30 

Bright, deep lemon-gold 
colour showing some age. 
A softer nose than on the 
others in the flight, with 
distinctly sweet fruitiness. 
Fallen apple, aromatic wood, 
soft spiciness and blown 
wheat – and slightly on the 
oxidative side, to my surprise. 
The palate is majestically 
structured, full-bodied and 
soothingly velvet-textured, 
but this bottle gave a more 
oxidative impression than my 
other encounters with it. Still 
95 points, but better bottles 
should be out there. 12%

£684 The Finest Bubble

91
Krug Vintage 1990

Drink now

Very deep orange-hued 
golden colour. An old-wine 
nose, completely tertiary 
with dusty tar and dried-fruit 
aromas taking the lead. The 
character is evolved and 
aromatically on the oxidative 
side, suggesting an even 
older vintage. On the palate, 
it is big and bold with lots 
of volume, but there is also 
welcome freshness. Some 
of the unpleasant rubbery 
aromas blew off over time in 
the glass, but there was no 
helping this bottle being past 
its peak. 12%

£666.25 Wine Owners

91
Krug Vintage 1989

Drink 2022–27

Deep orange-toned colour. 
Oxidative nose, with 
apricot, caramel and orange 
marmalade fruit, but also 
dusty potato-peel whiffs, 
suggesting storage issues. 
Full, rich and powerful on 
the palate; fine freshness. 
A structured wine from a 
warm year showing a lot of 
age already. This Vintage 
was originally released 
before the 1988 and has 
proven to be the shorter-
lived. Better bottles than this 
should exist. 12%

£840 Hatton & Edwards

95
Krug Vintage 1988

Drink now

Pale lemon-gold colour. A 
nose full of sophisticated, 
cool, crisp fruitiness. A 
complex melange of juniper, 
green apple, white flowers, 
toast, wax and baking spices. 
The crunchy, crystalline 
fruitiness continues to 
express itself on the linear, 
high-acid palate, reflecting 
the cool year’s slowly 
developing virtues. Fully 
mature by now, but the 
freshness and pure fruitiness 
show no signs of withering. 
A somewhat lighter and 
more delicate Krug Vintage, 
with plenty of elegance and 
vivacity. 12%

£478.66 iDealwine

90
Krug Vintage 1985

Drink now

Evolved orange-toned colour. 
Evolution is evident also on 
the nose, which has charred, 
smoky, waxy and nutty tones. 
Despite being the youngest 
in its flight, this is the least 
fruity, showing a completely 
tertiary character. On the 
palate, it is also getting old, 
with weakening fruit despite 
its highly concentrated body. 
This bottle has not taken 
time too well, and better 
ones should exist. 12%

£900 Hatton & Edwards

94
Krug Vintage 1982

Drink 2022–27 

Deep orange-toned 
colour. There is still lovely 
fruitiness on the nose, a ripe 
sweet style, with orange 
marmalade, freshly ground 
coffee, white Port and dried 
fruits. Full and rich on the 
concentrated palate, with 
perfectly integrated acidity 
bringing about a sensation 
of completeness. The 
overall impression remains 
attractively fruity, perky and 
disarmingly harmonious. 
Past its finest peak, but 
this is joyous in its mellow 
expressiveness. 12%

From £1,365 (magnum) 
Clos19, Harrods, Warwick 
Banks & Jenkins

97
Krug Vintage 1981

Drink now

The tasting’s biggest 
surprise. Bright, deep 
orange-toned colour. 
Supple, deeply fruity nose, 
with fragrant pastry notes, 
roasted almonds, orange 
blossom and apricot jam. 
The nose opens up gloriously 
over time. Full and round, 
soothingly mellow palate, 
with wonderfully perky 
acidity bringing freshness 
and vibrancy to the 
concentrated whole. Highly 
classy, calm and complex 
wine from the seldom-
declared, tiny yet excellent-
quality vintage. A perfect 
bottle at its very peak. 12%

£500 L’Assemblage; £3,340 
(magnum) Hedonism Wines

99
Krug Vintage 1979

Drink now

Clear, shiny golden colour 
of great depth. Stunningly 
complex, sweetly fruity 
nose revealing a healthy, 
mature wine in a perfectly 
kept bottle. Honeycomb, 
orange blossom, apricot 
marmalade, brioche and 
coffee layers all intermingle 
in a playful way. So luscious, 
intense and feisty on the 
seamlessly textured palate 
of cashmere-like softness. It 
combines its bright fruitiness 
to remarkable vibrancy and 
depth in soothing harmony. 
Bottled perfection with age-
defying qualities. 12%

From £954 Hedonism Wines, 
Wilkinson Vintners

N/A
Krug Vintage 1976

A touch of mushroom on 
the nose reveals minor cork 
taint. Otherwise, the bottle 
seems pristine and fresh. 
Judgment reserved. 12%

£695 L’Assemblage

CLUB OENOLOGIQUE 107

[ REVIEW – CHAMPAGNE KRUG ]



CLUB OENOLOGIQUE

[ COLLECTING ]

114

To the outsider, it can seem a very fine line between collecting and 
obsessing. With some devotees even turning their passion into a museum, 
Victoria Moore asks what drives collectors – of wine, watches or cars 
Illustrations by Noma Bar

What’s on a  
collector’s mind

a Chapelle-Bâton is a small, little-known village 
in the Nouvelle-Aquitaine region of western 
France that collector Michel-Jack Chasseuil 

hopes soon to put on the map, just as Brigitte Bardot did for St-
Tropez. There the 80-year-old former industrial draughtsman 
has built what he is calling ‘the Louvre of wine’, a museum 
underneath his home, showcasing some 50,000 bottles of 
fine wine.

The price of a ticket? €500. Visitors will, Chasseuil says, 
be able to ‘profit visually from the bottles’ – in other words, 
there will be strictly no pulling of corks and no drinking. This 
struck me as a trifle idiosyncratic. At the Louvre, it is possible 
to experience the Mona Lisa in the way that Leonardo da Vinci 
(presumably) intended. Without being able to see the liquid 
inside a bottle, let alone smell or taste it, what even is a wine 
to its observer? Chasseuil has a ready answer: after the wines 
fade too much to be enjoyed, ‘they will become works of art’.

The story made me consider the process of collecting. The 
human urge to collect is widespread and deeply embedded. 
‘One third of the American population … collect[s] one thing 
or another,’ writes Shirley M Mueller in her book Inside the 
Head of a Collector: Neuropsychological Forces at Play. We start as 
children, collecting the likes of beads, football cards and Lego 
sets, and we continue as adults. Collections might be formed 
from objects, such as paintings, jewellery or antiques, each 
element of which has a high value in its own right. But there 
is almost nothing that someone somewhere does not collect. 
Actor Tom Hanks collects typewriters; Bill McBride, a man who 
lives in South Texas, owns more than 70,000 pieces of Darth 
Vader memorabilia; others collect botanical specimens, comic 
books, snow globes, the muselet from Champagne bottles or, 
like Chasseuil, wine they will never drink.

What drives people to sink hours, days, weeks and years, not 
to mention (in some cases) considerable financial resource, 
into amassing so many objects? There are many different 
compulsions that can act on the collector. One is the desire to 
‘connect oneself to a person or a certain historical period’, says 
psychologist Dr Zoubida Guernina, which in wine translates to 
the frisson associated with sipping, say, a 1945 Bordeaux or a 
Madeira made from grapes grown in the 19th century. As we roll 
the wine around our mouths, we imagine it as a living object, 
a slender thread invisibly connecting us to another time. For 
some, the experience is unnecessary, the artefact is enough. 
Asked by the New Yorker in 2007 why he bought old wines that 
he had no intention of drinking, the billionaire businessman 
Bill Koch replied that he also owned General Custer’s rifle, but 
‘I’m never going to shoot [it].’

For collectors operating on a grand scale, legacy can be 
another motivation. We see this outside wine. ‘In the 19th 
century, there was this great drive for civic museums in the 
provincial cities … often associated with an industrial collector, 
a magnate who is putting together a large collection that reflects 
well on him and their contribution to the city and the self-image 
of that city,’ says Antonia Boström, director of collections at 
the V&A Museum in London. Art collector and socialite Peggy 
Guggenheim was explicit in her aim. ‘A collection means hard 
work. It was what I wanted to do, and I made it my life’s work. 
I am not an art collector; I am a museum,’ she wrote. There is 
more than a glimmer of this sentiment in Chasseuil’s assertion 
that his bottles ‘will belong to the heritage of mankind’. 

What about those people whose collections will never be 
museum wings or entries in the Guinness Book of Records? We 
all know oenophiles (perhaps you are one) who began buying 
to drink, then found they owned more wine than they could 
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‘A collection means hard work. It was what  
   I wanted to do, and I made it my life’s work.  
 I am not an art collector; I am a museum’
             – Peggy Guggenheim

consume in a lifetime. I had assumed such wine lovers were 
principally overenthusiastic shoppers, albeit operating on a 
different wealth scale to me. I buy too much pasta from Ocado; 
they buy too many 1982 first growths. But then I started talking 
to a few. Many spoke of ‘the strange urge to acquire’. A barrister 
friend said that, although he did buy to drink, ‘ultimately, sitting 
down and drinking that bottle is probably the thing furthest from 
my mind when I buy it. Cross-referencing the points, the tasting 
notes, the scores; assessing the quality of the vintage, tasting 
some of the wines; trying to get a sense of value for money… I 
spend a lot of time researching the wines I want to buy.’ He had 
become a collector completely by accident.

My barrister friend talks about wine collecting as a sport. 
Boström says for some collectors the rewards are ‘like a drug. 
They cannot stop, and they cannot help themselves, and there 
is no more room at home. I knew one person, years ago, who 
had a smallish flat and a wonderful collection and ended up 
having to hang paintings on the ceiling’ – flush, not dangling 
like an infant’s mobiles. At least wine collections can be remotely 
stored in a bonded warehouse; other collectors frequently end 
up buying the house next door or building a garden shed in 
which to store their pieces.

The thought of homes filled with possessions reminded me 
of a tabloid story I had seen about a woman who was crushed 
to death (or was it asphyxiated?) when piles of junk she had 
hoarded fell on top of her. On googling to find the details, I 
discovered it was not a one-off. There are many similar tales, 
including that of the Collyer brothers in New York, who died 
in 1947 in a house so crammed with stuff that they had had to 
dig tunnels through it to get around.

Psychologists differentiate between collecting behaviour, 
which is considered normative, and extreme hoarding, like that 
of the Collyer brothers, which is pathologized in the fifth edition 
of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 
(DSM-5). Collectors are actively acquisitive, defining their (often 
narrow) area of interest. Those diagnosed with hoarding disorder 
are simply unable to throw things away without intervention, 

and they may also compromise the intended use of their living 
space. While hoarders’ possessions pile up in a higgledy-piggledy 
mess, collectors are systematic, seeking to order, catalogue, 
display or document their collection, as well as collecting 
information around individual items.

With its hierarchies and systems, its crus and appellations, and 
its vintages and villages that can be pored over on a map, wine is 
a subject that readily lends itself to the collector’s desire to create 
order and sets. It can be parsed in myriad ways, into horizontal 
collections (such as all the grands crus of one Burgundy producer) 
or vertical collections, regional collections, single producer 
collections and so on. Set completion is considered one of the 
key motivations in the psychology of the collector, regardless 
of whether the collection has financial value (like fine wine) or 
not (like the cards inside children’s sweet packets). ‘Collectors 
initially gather objects that have value to them as individual 
units. Later, as more parts are added and a group begins to take 
shape, single pieces are of less interest but are valued for the 
good they offer to make the set whole,’ writes Mueller.

At an auction level, Christie’s expert Charles Foley says, 
‘Verticals of Château Mouton Rothschild are the most sought-
after thing. But people want to make their own; they don’t 
want to buy one.’ But of course – where would we be without 
the thrill of the chase, the glorious hunt to track down a rare 
vintage. (In wine, these are often the off-vintages because they 
are more likely to have been drunk than exceptional vintages, 
which are cellared.) It’s all about the gratification that comes 
with a conquest. 

The collector’s world might light up with the excitement of 
rivalry, but it can also become a refuge, an alternative reality – 
one that is simpler, more clearly defined and contained than the 
dreadful mess that is the real world. It is telling that the great 
collector of data Norris McWhirter, for many years co-editor of 
the Guinness Book of Records, liked nothing better in his spare 
time than to explore Britain’s 1,049 offshore islands – in itself, 
a sort of collection, finite and contained yet with a great depth 
of detail to investigate. Some collectors do not just prefer to operate alone, they 

actually relish their anonymity so much ‘that even we don’t know 
who they are’, says Christie’s Foley. ‘They come up on accounts 
as “anon1” or whatever.’ For others, the sense of community is 
one of the draws. These collectors may participate in discussions 
on internet forums or be part of a dining group such as those 
in New York or Hong Kong. They may taste together. They may 
trade highly specialised information, like football fans talking 
about the stats of a star striker, or sculpture historians discussing 
the minute details in the facture of a Giambologna.

‘There’s also the sense of competition,’ points out Boström. 
‘You’re competing with other collectors; you want to do better 
than them.’ Indeed. I remember a discussion, some years ago, 
in Thessaloniki, with Greek winemaker and keen corkscrew 
collector Vangelis Gerovassiliou. He told me, with some 
intensity, that the Spanish winemaker Pedro Vivanco ‘is my 
friend, but I have more pieces than him. At least if you count 
like I do, only one for each kind.’ 

In The Collectors (the English translation was published in 
1967), author Philippe Jullian dares to suggest that collecting 
is part of ‘the struggle against the void’. But he points out that 
it is also ‘a passion which transcends the barriers of age, sex 
and society, which can entirely occupy the minds of the most 
profound as of the most superficial’. Surely that can only be 
a good thing?

The psychology of collecting

David, 43, is a lawyer living in London

‘I always felt that getting into wine 
was a sweet spot in the intersection 
between sensual pleasure and 
intellectual analysis or categorisation. 
On the one hand, you have the sheer 
pleasure of drinking a fabulous glass 
of red with a steak or something. Then, 
on the intellectual side, there’s the 
fascination of understanding how that 
glass of wine came about – not so much 
in terms of the scientific or chemical 
processes but, starting with France, 
the fascination with the appellation 
regime, the way different grape varieties 
are organised, the rules applicable to 
each region, the maps… But it’s not a 
purely data-driven exercise, because 
it all leads you back into the sensual 
aesthetic pleasure.

‘It’s that strange urge to acquire. I must 
have bought hundreds of CDs in my 
lifetime that I literally never listened to, 
but it was music I really liked and felt I 
needed to have in case I ever wanted 
to listen to it. And so with wine: I never 
bought stuff I wouldn’t want to drink, 
but I definitely bought more wine than 
I would be able to drink. The fact that 
you can sell it if you need to gives you 
permission to buy more. And the fact 
that you can store it online means you 
can pore over your collection, virtually 
fingering the labels, enjoying the 
aesthetics – and they are pretty. I can 
visualise in my mind huge numbers of 
the wines I own but have never seen. 

‘When you’re looking to buy, building 
a vertical collection or making sure 
you have a good horizontal spread of 
2015s – those things and all the data 
you’ve read to inform the decision are at 
the forefront of your mind. And although 
you’re reading about what the wine 
tastes like, in the buying moment, the 
anticipation of actually sitting down and 
drinking it is almost absent.’




