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Bill Zacharkiw on wine: What I drank on my summer

vacation

Three vintages carry their age proudly and offer a delightful array of
tempting flavours

BY BILL ZACHARKIW, SPECIAL TO THE GAZETTE ~UGUST 29 2014
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> Bubbles in the Maritimes: Blanc de Blancs 2004, Benjamin Bridge Facebook

Follow all the Journal
During the summer of 2011, | spent a week in Halifax. | was there to judge news writers on Twitler
the Canadian wine awards and after each day of the competition, my co-
judges and | toured the vineyards of Nova Scotia. One of those stops was

at Benjamin Bridge.

| knew nothing about this winery but there were rumours going around the
bus that we were heading to the winery that was redefining the
burgeoning Nova Scotian sparkling wine industry. Well, | still remember
the first sip of the 2004 Blanc de Bilancs that winemaker Jean-Benoit
Deslauriers poured for us to taste. |, along with many of my colleagues,
was floored.

While | knew that there were some very good sparkling wines being made
in the province, all the wines | had tasted up to that point were made with
L’Acadie, which is a hybrid grape. Hybrid grapes are crossings of two Vitis
species, and often used in regions where European wine grapes, vitas
vinifera, can't survive the winters or the growing season is too short.

But this wine was made with chardonnay. Dry, piercing minerality, delicate
fruit, incredibie texture — this was in the realm of some of the best
Champagnes | had tasted.

My last 2004 was popped a few weeks ago when a few friends came to
visit with a box of 100 oysters. Oysters gone. Benjamin Bridge gone.
Boo. For the moment, the only wine from Benjamin Bridge that is available
at the SAQ is the excellent Nova 7 ($26.25, SAQ #12133986), which is a
slightly off-dry, muscat type sparkiing. Hopefully we will soon see their
“Champagne-styled” sparklers at the SAQ, but if you are in Nova Scotia, |
would strongly suggest you pay them a visit, by appointment only.

> White wine and veal: Pinot gris 1996, Vendanges Tardives,
Rotleibel, Rolly Gassmann

| remember the first time 1 tasted this wine. It was on a irip to Alsace, it
was 2008. It had an intoxicating odour of truffies, alongside notes of



was 2009. It had an intoxicating odour of truffles, alongside notes of
apricot, cardamom and strangely enough for a white wine, red berries. It
lasted almost dry but immensely rich and mouth filling. | asked Pierre
Gassmann how much residual sugar was in the wine, which is the
unfermented grape sugar left in the wine. He smiled and told me 69
grams. | was shocked, as 69 grams Is a pretty solid amount of sugar to
have in a wine. Normally, the threshold for tasting sweetness is around
three or four grams. So how could this pinot gris taste almost dry?

Gassmann explained that a sweet wine will “eal” its sugars as it ages. |
tried to find some scientific reason for this, but | could not. But | looked at
him and told him that all | could think of was a veal chop with fresh truffles
shavings. He just laughed and told me that pinot gris was the Alsatian
meat wine.

Well, | did that meal and | have to tell you that | have never had a better
pairing with a veal chop. The interplay between the textures of the veal
and wine were the equivalent of an extraordinary church choir. The angels
sang. The fresh truffie brought even more of the same in the wine. It was
one of my most beautiful moments of wine and food pairing.

Gassmann makes more than 50 different wines from all the Alsatian
grapes, as his family has been doing since the 17th century. For the
moment, we have but one, an exceptional 2007 Auxerois ($24.55, SAQ
#11955005).

Made in a similar style, it too has “eaten its sugars,” and while it doesn't
quite have enough texture for veal, with scallops it is a wonder.

> The Carignan in Chile: Carignan 2006, El Léon, Maule, de Martino

When | judged The Chilean National Wine Awards in 2011, my shock was
that three of my top wines from the competition were all made with a
grape called carignan.

Prior to this, | didn't even know that they grew it down there. | even
checked to make sure that it wasnt a misprint of one of Chile's best
known varieties, carmanere,

But talking with winemakers afterward, | was told that in the region of
Maule. one of Chile’s hottest growing regions, there were more than 700
hectares of grapes. Most of these were old vines, unirrigated, and were on
their original rootstock. Up to that point they had been mixed in with other
grapes to make inexpensive bulk wine.

One of those winemakers was Marceio Retamal from De Martino. He said
that these vines simply needed some TLC and when he started reducing



One of those winemakers was Marcelo Retamal from De Martino. He said
that these vines simply needed some TLC and when he started reducing
yields and working the vines properly, he was amazed by the quality.

| brought back a few bottles of his 2006 EI Leon, which was made with the
fruit of these old vines.

If you have ever doubted Chile as a producer of great reds, then you have
never tried this wine. And while cabemet sauvignon has been the
signature grape of the best of Chile, | would like to see them exploit more
of this great grape from France's Languedoc region. Carignan, especially
old vines, love the heat and for warmer climates, it is an ideal choice.

How good was it? With a rib steak fresh off the grill, loaded with steak
spice, the wine added even more spice, blackberry fruit, and a hint of
licorice. While the tannins had softened up with age, they still had enough
grip so that each beautiful sip just outiasted the flavour of the steak.

For the moment, there are three de Martino wines at the SAQ. My
favourite is the cabernet sauvignon ($17.35, SAQ #642868), though the
syrah is also excellent. Here’s to hoping that we start seeing more wines
like EI Leon, which reveal another side of the Chilean red.

gazettewine@gmail.com
Twitter: BillZacharkiw
Facebook: bilizacharkiwwine

You can hear Bill Zacharkiw talk about wine on CHOM-FM (97.7) every
Friday at 7:45 a.m.
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