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Located in the far east of France, Alsace is rarely considered to be home
to some of France's greatest wines. As if this elite pool were recruited
exclusively from wines of Bordeaux, Côte d'Or or Champagne. But just as
in the Loire or Jura, there have been a whole range of great wines in
Alsace for many years, the quality of which is beyond doubt. The same
names are always mentioned: Trimbach's Clos Ste Hune, Zind-
Humbrecht's Rangen, Weinbach's Schlossberg, the Sommerbergs from
Albert Boxler and the grands crus from Marcel Deiss. All Riesling (except
Deiss), all dry, all unique in style and quality, but all of the above do not
have the worldwide reverence of a Château Latour, Margaux or Pétrus. Or
La Tâche.

The diversity of the hillside terroirs between the Rhine and the Vosges is
so great, and the dedication and expertise of the winegrowers is no less,
that one may well speculate as to whether the best wines in the region
are not simply too complex for great applause. One really has to work
one's way into these wines with a lot of time, curiosity and leisure in order
to be able to recognize their diverse, deep layers. A Riesling is only
fragrant if it is fruity. But if the terroir takes the lead, then even a Riesling
wine no longer knows sirens. All other great French (or Californian) wines,
on the other hand, know how to use them. A great Bordeaux or Burgundy
captivates from the first moment, as the nose sni!s it out. But a Riesling?
A Pinot Gris? Even a Gewürztraminer? Unfortunately, the latter is
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generally suspected of being a courtesan, as beguiling as it smells. Yet
the truth is, a ripe Gewürztraminer from the right terroir and a very good
vintage can be a wine for the ages, especially if it comes from Alsace.

Okay, now the names!

Many Alsace grands crus have German names and are di"cult to read,
let alone pronounce, in an international context. They are not common
names, even if the French translation is provided, as with Deiss. But if you
can pronounce Scharzhofberger, Berncasteler Doctor, Wehlener
Sonnenuhr or Ürziger Würzgarten, you shouldn't have to be afraid of
Rosacker, Schoenenbourg, Mambourg or Furstentum. And not of grape
varieties either, which you only wonder about because they are indicated
on the label, sometimes larger, sometimes smaller than the indication of
origin. So, are you ordering a Riesling or a Schlossberg? And what is
actually in the Mambourg? Riesling or Pinot? And is the Schoenenbourg
a dry wine or one with residual sugar? There are boxes to be filled
wherever you look, while a Chablis is a Chablis and a Sancerre is a
Sancerre.

Pierre Trapet in the grand cru Schoenenbourg, April 2024

But seriously, do you ask all these questions of a great wine? Can't you
taste how complex and expressive it is without dissecting and
analytically scrutinizing it? Do you know the blend of grape varieties and
vintages of every prestige Champagne? Do you really need this
information to discover whether a wine has something extraordinary,
perhaps even unique? Because if it does and moves you, then it is not
because of the grape variety (you can find that elsewhere), but because
of its origin and the winemaker's ability to understand it and express it in
the wine.
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Left: Christian Beyer of Domaine Emile Beyer, Eguisheim, in April 2024; Right: Clos Lucas Beyer,
restored and cultivated by Valérie and Christian Beyer, Eguisheim

The winegrowers in Alsace are thoughtful and profound people for whom
making wine is more than just producing a beverage. Rather, they are
works of art that are wrested from the increasingly capricious nature or
created in co-production with it and the environment. Never before have I
heard vintners in Germany or Austria talk about vineyards and wine for so
long and in such detail as in Alsace. Before we talk about the wine, we
first speak about the vineyard and its characteristics. About the vintner’s
ideas, about how a wine from this or that location should taste before we
then turn to the wine and thus also to the vintage that produced this
wine. In Alsace, not only vintage reports can be poetic (as with Josmeyer)
but also the descriptions of aromas, texture and flavor. Alsatian
winemakers talk about their wines as they would about lovers or at least
family members. They never pick out just one or two characteristics, as is
often the case with their neighbors to the east. Here, wine is always a
complex structure made up of many details, even in the language.

Left: Justine Boxler and François Petit of La Rogerie, Alsace and Champagne; Right: Brand-
Schneid, La Rogerie

What's more, Alsace is more (bio) dynamic and modern than it appears
on the outside. The vineyards are well tended and vital, and even well-
known names are establishing the new generation, while elsewhere
exciting new wineries are emerging with their very own impetus, whether
they are called Hunter | McKirdy, La Grange de l'Oncle Charles, Le
vignoble du Rêveur or La Rogerie, to give just four examples. At
Kreydenweiss, Ostertag, Josmeyer, Weinbach, Barmès-Buecher, Muré or
Valentin Zusslin, the generational change took place several years ago; at
Zind-Humbrecht it is currently taking place, as well as at Marcel Deiss,
Trapet and Albert Mann. And it is here that Jacky and his son Antoine
Barthelmé present me with a series of Pinot Noirs from the 2022 vintage
that leaves me speechless. And it's not even the first Alsace grand cru
Pinot Noir to achieve the highest rating (Hengst) but Les Saintes Claires
from a small limestone plateau between the grands crus Mambourg and
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Fürstentum. Never before have the ripeness, concentration and
freshness of an Alsatian red wine been so happily combined with the
limestone finesse of the terroir as here.

Left: Eddy Leiber-Faller and Cathéroine Faller of Domaine Weinbach; Right: Antoine Barthelmé of
Domaine Albert Mann

Alongside Switzerland and Germany, Alsace is the next European location
that is working to provide a fascinatingly serious alternative to the Pinot
Noirs from Burgundy, which have become so expensive. In addition to the
Hengst (the Pinot from Barmès-Buecher is also terrific!), the grand cru
Kirchberg de Barr has also been approved for Pinot Noir and, most
recently, also the grand cru Vorbourg, where Muré produces an
outstandingly good Pinot with the Clos Saint Landelin.

Unfortunately, writing this report took longer than planned. The first part
was written unplanned last spring on the occasion of a visit to Colmar, for
which I had to interrupt my actual program and, once on site, visit several
domaines, even though I had planned to take the actual trip to Alsace in
the summer and autumn. So, the oldest notes in the report may be less
relevant for buyers than the newer ones. However, I will be tracing the
2023 vintage this spring and publishing the results here before the
summer.

Finally, a summary of the 2020 to 2022 vintages covered in this report.
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Above the rooftops of Riquewihr with a view of the Rhine Platin

2023: Potentially Ripe, Round and Juicy
After a relatively dry and mild winter of 2022–2023 followed by a cool
period in March, budbreak was pushed back to early April but caused
frost risk in some areas of Alsace. Early spring was normal with no
climatic challenges, but temperatures increased getting closer to June.
Flowering began in early June in the precocious vineyards and ended mid-
June in the late terroirs. Temperatures were high, which helped to avoid
disease problems such as mildew but caused "important coulure on
Riesling, a grape variety quite sensitive to excess heat during flowering,”
reports Olivier Humbrecht, who is releasing his 2023s this month. At the
beginning of July, the lack of water was obvious on the gravelly soils of
the valley floor around Colmar, whereas on the hillsides, even on granite,
the vines were showing good resistance to drought. Grapes of the Pinot
family, especially Pinot Gris, announced "an astonishing fertility" with
"beautiful clusters, unusually large and well set with no coulure or
millerandage at the time of véraison, which began mid-July,” says
Humbrecht. August was cooler, with the return of some rain, which was
helpful on the hillsides but, again, not significant enough for the lighter
valley-floor vineyards. A few scattered rain showers at the end of the
month were not very significant. The soils remained very dry just before
harvest and caused huge di!erences between the valley floor (very small
berries with a high ratio of skin to juice) and the hillsides, which were
showing a normal evolution. However, Riesling would yield an
exceptionally small harvest all over Alsace but mainly around Colmar.

The dry summer delayed the technical (sugar) maturity, so the start of the
harvest was much later than initially planned. In any case and rare enough,
"2023 is marked by a physiological maturity attained well before the
maturity in sugar, which climbs fast only if there are enough rainfalls (or
irrigation).”
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Rebuilt vineyard walls in the Clos Lucas Beyer, Eguisheim

I didn't taste many 2023s so far, but, as again Humbrecht points out,
"overcropped vineyards in Alsace will have had di"culty reaching a good
level of maturity (especially on Riesling), forcing the winemaker to delay
the harvest and expose himself to significant problems of gray and acid
rot from mid-September onward.“ Namely Pinot Gris showed big
problems in vineyards that had to be harvested later due to the lack of
ripeness, says Humbrecht, who picked his last Pinot Gris on September
13th from the grand cru Rangen and finished the harvest with Riesling
and Gewürztraminer on October 5th with the Riesling from Clos
Windsbuhl.

The few 2023 wines I have had that fermented without any issues, mainly
in the crus, are harmonious, ripe and juicy and show moderate alcohol
levels. The acidities are ripe and give round and pleasant, preferably dry
wines with good phenolic maturity.

Gypsum Keuper in the grand cru Schoenenbourg
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2022: An Extraordinary Vintage for Pinot Noir
The spring was already promising, as the vines bore many grapes after
the stingy 2021 vintage, because no frost destroyed the young shoots
like at the end of April last year (2024). Budbreak in 2022 was slow and
took place over the first three weeks of April.

Both May and June were very dry and hot. The vines grew quickly, and
flowering began in warm sites around 20 May, even earlier than in 2020.
By the beginning of June, later sites, such as the grand cru Rangen in
Thann, had already flowered. The risk of disease was low, even if oidium
had to be carefully monitored, according to Olivier Humbrecht. There
were signs of early water stress at the end of May. “The high
temperatures and lack of water during flowering caused important
coulure and millerandage, especially on the Riesling grape and valley-
floor vineyards.” The hope of a large, healthy crop turned into
disappointment in just a few weeks. There was some rain in some places
at the beginning of the calendar summer as well as hail in the grand cru
Hengst but not to a dramatic extent. Olivier Humbrecht estimates his loss
at 20% but admits that he would have preferred to have had this rain and
this small hail in all his vineyards at the end of the summer. “The lack of
water in 2022 was more damaging than a small hailstorm!”

July was also hot and dry. The first grapes began to change color around
July 14. The rain at the end of July was welcome, but it “was not enough to
prepare the vines for a very hot first half of August (with temperatures
between 35 and 38 degrees Celsius),” says Humbrecht. Finally, a rain
shower in mid-August brought the necessary water to the barren granite
soils of Brand, Sommerberg and Wineck-Schlossberg, in particular, but
caused considerable hail damage, especially in Niedermorschwihr and
Katzenthal, while the vines on the valley floor received no rain at all. The
result: no growth and little juice in the berries.

View from the Schlossberg’s Kirrenbourg vineyard into the Rhine Valley

The harvest began early, around August 22. As it was too hot in the
afternoons, they concentrated on the mornings, but not every company,
like Zind-Humbrecht, can send up to 100 harvest workers into the
vineyards. By mid-September, many vineyards had been harvested,
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although the yield was small, especially on the poor granite soils.
Limestone soils were less a!ected by the lack of water. Some of the
greatest wines come from here, including Pinot Noir, which are of a
quality never before achieved—not only in Germany but also in Alsace.
Ask at the Domaine Albert Mann or Marcel Deiss. It is the first vintage
where Alsace grand cru Pinot Noir were produced, in the Hengst in
Wintzenheim and in the Kirchberg de Barr.

There are also great wines from Pinot Gris and Gewürztraminer in the
corresponding terroirs, including Sélection de Grains Nobles, for example
from Rolly-Gassmann, which harvests later than any other major domaine
in Alsace to my knowledge. Also, Albert Mann’s grand cru Schlossberg,
although from granite, is a legend in the making.

Tasting chez Hugel in Riquewihr

The extreme drought also slowed down soil activity, and fermentations
were laborious and complicated due to the much lower nitrogen content.
At Zind-Humbrecht, the cellar team worked hard in the spring of 2023 to
constantly restart fermentation by selecting yeast. This process could
take almost a year. At Marc Tempé in Zellenberg, it took even longer, but
here the 2020 vintage was marketed first, while the final vintage of the
charismatic domaine will not be released until next year.

The wines of the 2022 vintage are of excellent quality, especially the
Pinot Noir grown on limestone soils, which have never been denser, riper,
more aromatic and finer and whose freshness and tannin quality can be
absolutely beguiling. The best white wines, including many
Gewürztraminers up to the highest category, are expressive and elegant,
mineral-salty despite the dryness and, like the 2015s, have remarkably
lively acidity for the vintage. They can be cellared, but some are already
delicious at this stage. Domaines such as Albert Mann, Deiss, Zind-
Humbrecht and Kreydenweiss have produced wines that will be talked
about for many years to come.
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Yes, Gewürztraminer can age, and possibly better than we do.

2021: Hoping for a Miracle
Céline Meyer from Josmeyer writes the most beautiful vintage reports.
Her sister Isabelle is a visual artist and describes wines as if they were
children. Her children. So much love. Céline also feels this but expresses
herself di!erently. Her stories are poetry. Love, faith, hope. Especially in
2021, a year in which she constantly wanted to believe in the renaissance
of the miracle. Had to believe. First the frost in April. Then the explosive
spring and the first signs of mildew. And then, instead of summer, rain.
“So much rain!” Which we should be able to catch because we need it, but
not now, not all at once. And then, of course, a mildew tsunami. It attacks
grapes like leaves. And the rain? It doesn't stop. On July 13, there was 50
milliliters of precipitation. In August, Peronospora everywhere. Many
vines were written o!, many winegrowers buried their heads in the sand.
Josmeyer started the harvest on September 20, and finally the sun came
out; and the cool nights helped to preserve the acidity. The joy was
accompanied by sadness, because as beautiful as the grapes were, they
were few and far between. Josmeyer's 2020 harvest began in the Hengst,
but it ended here a year later. On October 18, the leaves were still green,
and sun-green is the color of hope. After all the hopelessness of the last
few weeks and months, it is the only thing the winegrowers could still
count on. And indeed, the wines, as far as we have been able to get to
know them so far, do not show the rollercoaster of emotions of the
winegrowers during the year; they are fresh, firm, balanced wines of a
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comparatively classic style, especially after the six or even seven
vintages before and the two or three vintages after, all very sunny, very
warm and sometimes dangerously dry: The new normal? Pinot Noir would
be delighted, as would Riesling and Gewürztraminer.

Grape, love, hope in Bergheim, April 2024

2020: The Sky So Blue
The first coronavirus year. A mild winter and a radiant spring, in which the
world should stand still for once before it starts to race. Wherever it was
going. The harvest would be early, as we already knew at the end of May,
when flowering began under the best climatic conditions and, apart from
the coolest areas at the latest, went o! without a hitch—two weeks
earlier than the long-term average. The yield looked promising. But then
came the heat and with it no rain. How we would have loved to have had
some of next year's rain. Finally, some rain came, but it was in tiny
quantities and evaporated hissing on the hot ground before it could seep
in and relieve the increasingly stressed vines. Then, finally, at the
beginning of August, there was lots of rain—50, sometimes even 60
milliliters! And no hail, unfortunately not generally, but only partially! The
soils, especially the gravel and sandy soils, soaked up the water, and the
vines came back to life; they became soft and, in the end, still ripened.
Only the grapes with sunburn remained hard. These berries had to be
plucked out, and woe betide anyone who didn't!
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Hunawihr and a part of its most famous plot, the Clos Ste Hune within the grand cru Rosacker

The harvest began in the last week of August, mostly with Pinot Gris. The
potential alcohol value then increased dramatically in the unusually warm
month of September, according to Olivier Humbrecht, by up to 2.5% per
week, the fastest since 2015. Haste was needed, and in a coronavirus
year of all years. “The 2021 harvest was epic,” recalls Humbrecht, with the
COVID-19 restrictions and the need to work really quickly. Harvesting
di!erent vineyards every day was an organizational challenge.” Regular
inspection of the vineyards was crucial in determining the exact harvest
date. In some vintages, a harvest two days late has no consequences,
says Humbrecht, but in 2020 this could have meant “that some wines
would end up with residual sugar or excessive alcohol content.”

“It was “a race,” says Céline Meyer, but “it was important to preserve the
acidity and balance.”

Which brings us back to Rolly-Gassmann, whose 2022 Sélection de
Grains Nobles, as well as other wines from the 2022 vintage, feature
precisely this combination. It was similar in 2020. And yet Gassmann's
wines are balanced, because in addition to the weather, people also play
an important role in producing great wines, while numbers are just
numbers to begin with. It is better to rely on your own taste. And you don't
have to empty every bottle in one go. Time always helps, whether in the
cellar under the flor yeast, as with Julien Meyer, or on the bottle stored in
the cool cellar as with Gassmann. Only wines that are picked too early
cannot be saved by time. They will remain stingy forever, while mature
wines will never lose their generosity.

With the exception of Pierre Gassmann, of course, the 2020 harvest
ended in mid-September or at the end of the third week of September,
when temperatures had already reached 25 to 30 degrees Celsius again.
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Left: Marc Rinaldi, Alsace grand cru lover and investor of the Domaines Kirrenbourg and Armand
Hurst; Right: Thomas Boeckel of Domaine Boeckel

2035: Will We Still Produce Wine?
“History is evolving and is written day by day. Certainties are undermined
while some dreams spring out of nowhere.” Céline Meyer's summary of
the 2020 vintage is actually the history of wine summed up in one
sentence, and it also applies in particular to its future.

“Will we still be able to produce wines in 10 years' time?” asks Patrick
Meyer, referring to many a region in southern Europe. Instead of hoping
and dreaming, however, he prefers to think about the possibilities and
methods that winegrowers have today. Only when these have been
exhausted will he also dream of a time not so long ago—10 years? 20
years?

Nothing remains as it was, even not in Alsace. A view into the cellar of Trapet’s domaine in Alsace.

STEPHAN REINHARDT
Stephan Reinhardt researched and taught as a theater scholar
at the Ludwig Maximilian University in Munich until shortly
after the turn of the millennium. As a theater and music critic
for the Süddeutsche Zeitung (one of the largest daily
newspapers in Germany), he switched to wine in the fall of
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