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U nless you are a senior connoisseur of

Alsatian wine, very few wine drinkers have

heard of Rorschwihr wine village, where a
hidden gem of the wine region, Domaine Rolly
Gassmann, resides. Rolly and Gassmann are
two wine-making families that married in 1967
and put together generations of wine-making
history into Domaine Rolly Gassmann. The
current proprietor is Pierre Gassmann. At 46
years old, Pierre has been covered quite often
by the media in recent years, mostly about his

ambitious construction plan for a new chateau.

A Cathedral in the Vineyaids
As one of the biggest proprietors in

Rorschwihr, the estate owns 55 hectares of

vineyards. Only presenting the wine when
it is ready to be consumed is a philosophy
that has endured generation after generation.
A proportién of its grapes are affected
by botrytis (also known as "noble rot," a
beneficial mold that grows on ripe wine
grapes). The maturation of the wine is
relatively time-consuming, and many of the
wines are asleep in the estate’s seven cellars.
At the end of 2019, the construction
of the new estate was finished, allowing
Pierre to move his wines, which could fill
a million bottles, to one place to continue
their cultivation, until he feels they are
ready to be put on his wine list. The list

is not chronological but depends on the

development of wine. When I conducted this
interview, wines of his from 1990 weren’t
even on the market.

The new estate is spread out 15,000 square
meters, making it visible from afar. Wine
drinkers call it a cathedral in the vineyards,
a comparison meant to evoke images of
Strasbourg Cathedral. It was built along
the hillside so as to not affect the natural
scenery. The six-story (four underground plus
above above) building has one of the most
spectacular wine-tasting rooms in Alsace,
and even, dare I say, the world. It offers an
180-degree panorama of the vineyards of the
Rolly-Gassmann estate along with a spacious

room for wine-tasting. In addition, the room
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1. BMHMEBERENLLERESNFLEETANEMRE  BAEN
2003 Rolly Gassmann Pinot Blanc &3 IE 4F © The roasted
halibut matches 2003 Rolly Gassmann Pinot Blanc.

2, AKIER R B HERM T 500-600 FHIESE ° The lock
with fish crave has 500~600 year history.

3. Pierre Gassmann Ff U #EEAY 1834 FE B EE T RS © The
1834 Alsace white wine collected by Pierre Gassmann

4. BX_E—0 Silberberg de Rorschwihr Riesling SGN EEFHE
FEeRAL S BE SR EER ° Drinking Silbergerg de Rorschwihr
Riesling SGN makes you feel like in heaven.

has the 21 kinds of soil used to grown grapes
in Rorschwihr on display. This wine village
has one of the most complicated terroirs in the
world. This wine-tasting room is essentially
an geological museum of Alsace. It is beyond
the imagination of most for an independent
winery to make such an enormous investment,
which is equals to roughly 10 years of sales.
One media repott on the estate was titled “La

Folie Gassmann!” (the crazy Gassmann).

Bevond Grand Cru

Theé vineyards of Rolly Gassmann are
located in three villages: Rorschwihr,
Bergheim, and Rodern. There are 12 lieux-
dits (small wine areas) in Rorschwihr alone,
with a reputation that dates back to the 4th

century. The wine is produced separately.
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In 2011, the estate bought a 0.35-hectare
vineyard in the Grand Cru Altenberg de
Bergheim. But for a long time, the superior
quality of the estate has been established by
wines from the 12 lieux-dits. In fact, in 1975,
when the application for Grand Cru began,
the estate tried to apply for its 12 lieux-dits.
Unfortunately, the managing body INAO
(the national institute of origin and quality)
deemed the application too complicated and
varied, and suggested categorizing the 12
into two big Grand Cru. The grape growers
of the estate disagreed and abandoned the
application. Although the estate is yet to
produce certified Grand Cru, its 12 lieux-dits
(not commonly known by the general wine
drinkers) are close, if not better, in stature to

Grand Cru wines.The estate began practicing

bio-dynamic methods and following the
cyclic nature of moon phases in 1997, albeit
without applying for the certification. In
terms of additives, Pierre adds a tiny amount
of sulfites and nothing else. Therefore, they
can be considered natural wines.

In the eyes of Pierre, the complexity of the
wine comes from the a1ﬁount of the minerals
it contains, not its acidity or sweetness. For
sure, quality farming methods help the soil to
keep the minerals and allow the wine to have

a distinct minerality.

Harvest YWhen the
Leaves Turn Yellow

Harvesting is late here. Usually, around
the time when other estates pick the grapes

to make late-harvest wines, Rolly Gassmann

begins its first harvesting. To put it in simple

terms, the harvesting doesn’t start before the
leaves turn yellow, in a manner reminiscent
of medieval monks.

The estate has a long history of wine-
making, using both wooden vats and
stainless-steel ones. Which kind of wine is
better for which vat? According to Pierre,
stainless-steel vats are for grapes grown in
granite and sandstone soils; while wooden
ones are better for marl and clay. Only wild
yeasts are used for fermentation, which
require at least 11 months in the vat.

From entry-level to advanced wines, all
Rolly Gassmann collections are divine,
complex and spectacular. The sugary but
balanced flavor comes from the botrytis,

which is in all of the estate’s wines. Even

the simplest Sylvaner Réserve Millésime
contains 20 percent of such grapes — one does
wonder if it costs nothing to include them! In
fact, the terroir of this village is perfect for
the beneficial mold to grow.

Rorschwihr soil, a combination of marl
limestone and clay, is full of moisture. Its
geographical condition invites the wind and
sufficient sun, while the mountains around
prevent too much rain from coming in.

I recommend all of its wines, especially
if they are made from these vineyards:
Weingarten de Rorschwihr, Rotleibel de
Rorschwihr, Moenchreben de Rorschwihr,
Pflaenzerreben de Rorschwihr, and Silberberg
de Rorschwihr.

A wine collector himself, the most ancient

wine in Pierre’s private collection is an Alsatian -

white wine from 1834. This was a great year
for Alsace, according to him, Printed wine tags
didn’t exist then, meaning the wine stayed in an
oak barrel for as long as 15-25 years, which was
the general practice at the time.

Pierre then found a 1.5 liter 1982 Henri
Jayer Cros Parantoux in his cellar, and told
me about drinking it next to the barrel at
Jayer’s, saying that Jayer loved aged Riesling
and Muscat in Alsace.

Up until 1989, Rolly Gassmann Domaine
had been purchasing old barrels from Jayer
— especially ones that were used to make
Richebourg — to cultivate pinot noir. Each
year, the estate releases 40 red and white
wines. Pinot noir accounts for 10 percent,
with amazing quality that is a must-taste for

wine drinkers.
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