Natural/Authentic Wine

Overview of principles and challenges of making wine with minimal intervention

Pepe Kubon, for VAWA, May 8, 2014

Why this subject?
e had 2-3 different ideas but seemed to gravitate back to this topic
e one of current buzzwords - what’s the substance behind
e contrarian approach with fairly radical differences from most common practices adopted
by the club - usually most to learn from healthy disagreement!
e 1-2times a year should taste commercial wines as a benchmark
Content mostly based on Authentic Wine [1]

What is Natural/Authentic Wine (Movement)?

A loose group of growers, winemakers (winegrowers), agents, critics, and customers whose
holy grail is to produce an interesting wine that is the optimal expression of its terroir. The belief
is this coincides with minimal (required) interventions in vineyard and winery.

Started in 1970s, mostly in relative obscurity, started “trending” in the last 5-10 years
Concentrated mostly in Europe, not the most popular appellations - ex., Loire, Beaujolais, Friuli,
Sicily

Terroir is primary, fruit is secondary

“‘Natural” does not mean wild - some intervention is needed to “guide” the wine through
production - a good analogy given in [1] is a garden - can have different level of styling (French
vs, English style) but to preserve interest needs some intervention.

Several dimensions/factors that contribute to making wines more natural/authentic (Fig. 1):
e sustainable viticulture (could also include organics and biodynamics)

appropriate ripeness

sense of place

naturally made

fault free
e environmentally sensitive

Possibly also social responsibility and financial sustainability.

Viticulture

eliminate/minimize use of synthetic pesticides and herbicides

grafted vs. ungrafted vines - mostly theoretical as almost all wines produced are grafted on
American rootstock. Interesting aside - apparently a vast majority of pre-phylloxera (i.e,
ungrafted) benchmark wines that lasted decades were low in alcohol (12% and under, some
even less than 10%)

encourage living soil with healthy microorganisms

use of cover crops, natural predators for pests



often organic or biodynamic (see more below) - although [1] argue that these approaches
probably are not scalable to large commercial production

or scientifically based sustainable viticulture - integrated pest management, integrated farm
management (also soil health and plant nutrition) - these ones are suitable for enterprise of any
size.

Fig. 1: Factors in production of authentic wines

Biodynamic interlude:

basically organic + a layer of special practice and philosophy (“Harry Potter does viticulture”)
farm seen as one “organism”, in harmony with “cosmic forces”

special homeopathic preparations used to correct issues in vineyard - ex., cow manure
fermented in a cow horn and then buried in soil over winter; stinging nettle tea

no scientific basis but good practical results, unclear if (no hard evidence that) the special
features are the reason, could be just the amount of attention and work given to the vineyard
some very high-end producers: Burgundy - Domaine de la Romanee-Conti (grand cru vineyards
La Tache and Grands Echezeaux), Domaine Leroy; Rhone - Chateau Beaucastel; Alsace -
Zind-Humbrecht.




D 1OH

benchmark biodynamic producer, dry Austrian Riesling - expect high acid, higher alcohol, more
mineral than fruity (more Washington or Alsace than Germany)

Comments?

Yeasts - Wild vs. Cultured

excellent overview in [1]

wild yeasts are riskier to manage but can bring additional complexity/character to wines
present on grape skins but not in high levels and, contrary to popular opinions, not visible as
bloom on skins

limited number of species present in significant quantities - ex. Kloeckera, Candida,
Hanseniaspora, possibly also Brettanomyces

Saccharomyces cerevisiae rare in nature and not detectable on grape skins but much more
alcohol tolerant, takes over fermentation when alcohol level gets to 3-5%

wild yeasts are favoured by cool temperatures (under 14C) and low SO2 levels

wild ferments delay offset of vigorous fermentation - in reds this allows oxygen to react with the
phenolics in must -> enhanced colour stability and phenolic polymerization - this could have
important flavour and textural effects apart from the direct contributions of the yeasts

“Unnatural” but interesting? - cultured yeast combos from Lallemand or Hansen (Melody,
Harmony) - albeit costly at this point

(e Y

both Cru Beaujolais - Gamay, highest AOC level (specific village)

attempted to contrast respected natural winemaker with large negociant - successful?
the natural wine was fermented using wild yeast

Comments? Preferences?

Winemaking
Many decisions/treatments that affect the character of the wine:
1. Additives - 2 types depending on whether they stay in wine: a) ingredients and b)
wine-processing aids:

e SO2
e sugar or grape juice concentrate - chaptalization at start, back-sweetening before
bottling

water - amelioration

acid - Australian reds routinely adjusted to pH 3.6; large additions claimed to often
cause discontinuity between the very sweet fruit profile with soft tannins and
sharp acidity

yeasts

nutrients

fining agents



oak chips, staves, and powder, aging in oak barrels
oxygen - micro-oxygenation, reductive winemaking
ascorbic acid
sorbate
e copper - in sulfate form, rising use connected to move from corks to screwcaps
2. Manipulations
e enzymes
e flash release - rapid heating of grapes by steam to 95C or so, then cooling in a
vacuum - extracts all colour and flavour compounds and sterilizes the must
extraction
pressing
countercurrent extraction - special technique to extract more wine from skins
after pressing
cold stabilization
fining
pumping
reverse osmosis
filtration
bottling

Too much intervention in the winery can obscure varietal and regional origin of wine - the
question is what is too much?

“International wine style”
Current growing trend in high-end wines of picking late when the grapes are super-ripe. Leads to
very sweet, fruity, lush profile tending towards jamminess, with soft tannins + very high alcohol
levels
Wines require substantial additions of tartaric acid and often removal of alcohol (Clark Smith,
formerly from Vinovation, estimates that 45% of premium California wines have alcohol
removed)
Several factors - climate change but mainly changing attitudes to what constitutes ripeness
Common to divide maturation into sugar ripeness and physiological ripeness (phenolic or
flavour) - ideally both would happen at the same time (harvest). If not, most producers currently
opt for physiological ripeness - problem especially in warmer climates
Overmaturity denies wine typicity (ex., Fig. 2)
Other issues:

e rise in sugar occurs in tandem with decline of YAN and increase of potassium levels

e potassium is less soluble at high alcohol levels -> loss of more tartaric acid

e “28 Brix is the new 24” - popular sentiment in some parts of California

The recipe for making “international wine style” is the antithesis of natural winemaking:
e grapes are picked late and extracted to maximum, with 3-5 delestages during
fermentation



acid is added to adjust pH and taste

nutrients are added to fix low YAN

micro-oxygenation is used to soften tannins

the high pH caused by over-ripe grape requires higher sulfite levels

heavy doses of new oak are used to provide missing structure but wood tannins never
soften -> the wines don’t age well. Also, oak quality has been getting worse in recent
years, which exacerbates its impact on the wine.

The speed of ripening can be affected by viticultural practices - water input, yields, green
harvesting (or not), shape of canopy.

Fig. 2: Optimal picking window for best expression of terroir

D LOHV
both Southern Rhone - village level - different villages
again attempted to contrast a respected natural winemaker with another producer, could not find

a large one - successful?



Comments? Preferences?

No Wimpy Unnatural Wines

D 1OH

100% indigenous grape from Sicily grown in volcanic soils on Mount Etna
higher alcohol level - 14.5%

no additions during winemaking process

2009/2010 blend so should exhibit some age

Comments?

Questions to Ponder
Did we learn anything?
Could we produce a better/more interesting wine by:
e doing minimal/no adjustments at the start - water, acid, nutrients (obvious caveat -
depends largely on grapes)
simulating wild yeast fermentation impact by trying the new complex yeast products
trying for more varied wine styles appropriate to the variety rather than all “big reds”.

Sample Wines
comments extracted from various online sources

$ XVWID
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BCLDB $41.96, 12.5% alc
steely, complex dry (Barb Phillip from LCDB)
producer says extra-dry, suitable for diabetics
first biodynamic producer in the world - started in 1971, Demeter certified biodynamic in 1998,
22 ha ~= 55 acres
Natural fermentations are the rule, in Austrian oak vessels, deep in the cold, 700-year-old cellar.
Long lees contact and aging are the norm, with some wines aging as long as 15 years before
being bottled.
Nikolaihof is the oldest wine estate in Austria, whose history goes back almost 2000 years to
Roman times. Wine has been produced here since the time of the Celts. The first documentary
evidence of this dates from around 470 A.D.
The Saahs family operates in accordance with the regulations of the Demeter Association, one
of the strictest control systems of organic agriculture. Its principles may be very roughly
summed up as follows: to get as much power and energy as possible into the wine whilst
interfering with nature as little as possible. In the Nikolaihof vineyards no herbicides, pesticides,
artificial fertilisers nor synthetic sprays are used, but stinging nettle, manure, valerian drops,
valerian tea and other specially produced preparations, which are applied in highly diluted form
like homeopathic medicines, are used.
The whole farm or enterprise must be run along biodynamic guidelines. Regular state
inspections ensure that these working principles are properly applied. The biodynamic wine



estate is regulated through the Austrian wine code, the Austrian foodstuffs codex and the EU
directive ‘Ecological Agriculture'.

For planting and harvesting times the Saahs family refers to the moon calendar — a sort of
tightrope balancing act between sensible measures and the esoteric, as Christine Saahs
admits.

http://www.artisanvineyards.com/pr/nikolaihof-wachau-riesling-vom-stein-federspiel/9528 claims:
“For the first time ever the quality of a wine can be quantified in terms of its health-giving
properties. The German Society for Environmental and Human Toxology (DGUHT) is now able to
demonstrate the stress level of a wine within the parameter of pH value, redox potential and
conductivity.

The Nikolaihof Vom Stein Riesling Federspiel has the best results and is by a large margin the
healthiest wine in the world of all those that have been tested. So drinking this Riesling
Federspiel is not only a gastronomic pleasure but also contributes greatly to the health of the
drinker. Nikolaihof is the first wine estate in the world to receive an award for the healthiness of
its wine.

By using only natural nutrients, maintaining the health of the soil and carrying out all work with
close reference to the moon calendar — all criteria which are strictly observed on a
biodynamically-run estate — the stress levels can be significantly lowered. As a consequence the
wine retains a considerable quantity of secondary plant matter, which can then strengthen the
body's defences against, for example, premature ageing, allergies, hypersensitivities, heart and
circulatory diseases, cancer and many more. Nikolaihof's Riesling Federspiel contains the
greatest quantity of these life forces.”

YHDXNRDLY
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BCLDB $29.96, 12.5% alc
92 pts Intl Wine Cellar - Bright ruby in colour with dark berries, cherry pit, licorice and candied
flowers on the intensely perfumed nose. Chewy, concentrated and penetrating, offering bitter
cherry, cassis, and violet pastille flavours.
I love the pure cherry and currant fruit of this exceptional Beaujolais (Barb Phillip)
Fermented naturally using only the yeasts present on the skin of the grapes. Light filtering so
may form deposit in the bottle. Contains only a small amount of sulfites. Store in cool cellar and
drink soon after opening.
Instead of traditional whole-cluster, semi-carbonic maceration uses more of a Burgundian style
approach - hand-harvested, destemmed, fermented in vats with punch-down and macerated for
4 to 6 weeks depending on the cru. Aged in cement vats or oak depending on the vintage and
appellation.

Interview from http://louisdressner.com/producers/Brun/:


http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.artisanvineyards.com%2Fpr%2Fnikolaihof-wachau-riesling-vom-stein-federspiel%2F9528&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNE4iikN6AAy_nQq0g9Bpb5psFKNZA

“The reason | work this way is because | wanted to make wines that you can drink and
appreciate easily, but also that can pair well with a full meal or that you can keep and age in the
cellar. From early on | felt that the traditional Beaujolais style of whole cluster semi-carbonic
maceration didn't work with my wines and when | made them this way | wanted to age them
longer to soften up the tannins. Of course Beaujolais is usually released rather early and if | had
made my wines in this style, | wouldn't have felt comfortable releasing them before at least a
year and a half of aging before release. This way, | can release my wines in the spring and be
happy with them.”

: KDW/ \ RXUVINH RQWH Z KR®I QDYDY LlOH GHEDW'

“There are so many different styles of "natural" wine that it becomes difficult to classify them all
into one definition. In fact why classify them at all?

For me there are two types of wines: industrial wines you see everywhere, with residual sugar,
added or reduced acidity, artificial coloring etc..

Then there's what | would call artisanal wines, wines where you taste and feel the vigneron's
sensibilities. The merit of terroir and appellation are part of those sensibilities, but what truly
matters is that the wine is made well. | find it unfortunate when people discredit themselves,
claiming to make "honest" wine by working naturally, yet the wines have serious flaws. This is
inadmissible: before talking about how a wine is made, you must first make sure that there is
nothing to critique in the quality of its taste.

| think a lot of people are getting too caught up about making wine without sulfur. These wines
have gotten a lot of press recently and | don't want people to think that I'm against making wine
without sulfur, because I'm not, but we all know that sulfur is produced naturally by the
fermenting yeasts to auto-protect the wine and that wine without sulfur becomes vinegar.

| can think of a few incredibly talented vignerons that have mastered making sulfur free wine,
wines where I've never had an off bottle, and | commend them. And | can think of even more
vignerons that only sulfur minimally at bottling and also do a great job. But the majority just don't
have a firm grasp of what they are doing.

These people discredit sulfur free wine. The fact these wines are commercially available is a
travesty to me: I'd rather these guys make conventional industrial wine than fucked up sulfur free
wine. They should stay home and let the big boys do the job correctly.

For these guys it becomes less about making great wine and more about being part of a "cool"
movement. They spend the harvest eating the whole time and goofing off with the harvest crew
and when everyone's gone, they check what's in the vats. And all of a sudden they notice acetate
and brett because they didn't put any S02. And then you tell yourself: "This is a mess, | better put



some sulfur in there before everything turns to shit". So you're a sulfur free vigneron that uses
sulfur when things don't go your way? It shows an incredible lack of professionalism.

And as far as my personal involvement in "natural" wine | think a big part of why we have been
getting a lot of press recently has to do with the fact that we use natural indigenous yeasts and
that only represents about 5% of French winemaking. Honestly, it's a lot more work. During
vinification | spend every morning inspecting every vat to make sure no acetate is developing and
that everything is happening smoothly. | work this way because of a personal choice, out of
respect to the plant and the people that drink our wines. The quality in my grapes was already
there but now we work in a way that respects nature and we know it's important for the future so
it just feels like the right thing to do.”

* HRUHV' XERHXI - HDQ ( lQHW HVFRP EHV 0 RU RQ

BCLDB $21.99, 13% alc

7,000 cases made

91 pts Wine Spectator - Elegant and balanced, this offers raspberry and strawberry notes that
are ripe and pure, mixing with hints of pekoe tea leaf, mineral, ground anise and damson plum
preserves.

A great, very harmonious Morgon with blackcurrant, plum, violet and old rose aromas. The wine
gently coats the palate to reveal successive waves of fresh red berries, especially cherries. A
soft, beautifully mature wine.

Three quarters of his (Jean Ernest Descombes) vines were over 50 years old and were planted
in the best “terroirs”.

6 RXWH.Q 5 KRQH
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Kits Wine Cellar $29.99 ($24.75 Sedimentary Wines), 14.2% alc
Natural practices such as tilling and hand cutting are preferred to using herbicides, pesticides
and machines
Hand harvesting, 1st sort in vineyards, climate-controlled trucks transport grapes to the winery,
2nd grape sort in winery
Whites are whole-cluster pressed with a basket press, settled, fermented in barrels with
indigenous yeasts and ML bacteria, aged on lees and bottled without fining or filtering.
Red grapes are de-stemmed, lightly crushed and fermented in open tanks - wood, concrete and
stainless steel tanks are used depending on the vintage and the varietal. Once the grapes are
placed into the tank, CO is used to create a blanket to protect the wine from oxidation.
Once fermentation has begun using indigenous yeast, the temperature is controlled and never
allowed to exceed 30° C. Pigeage, the pushing down of the cap of grape skins that naturally float
to the top of the fermentation tank, and remontage, the gentle pumping over the grape juice over
the broken cap, is done usually on a daily basis. Once fermentation is complete, the wines are
gently pressed using a bladder press.
The wines are primarily aged in traditional oak barrels (228 L) though some demi-muids (450 L)
barrels and large casks are also used. The use of new oak is limited in order to allow the wines
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to fully express the terroir (and not the cooperage). Eric also keeps his wines on their lees for
extended periods of time, rather than separating (racking) them. When ready, the wines are
bottled without fining or filtering unless absolutely necessary.

" RP DIQHGH3IDXJIHU &RWV GX 5 KRQH 9 LA HY 6 DEGW

BCLDB $23.99, 15.5% alc

Lovely flavours of blackberry, licorice, floral and spice

Lovely spicy exotic aromas with a hint of liquored cherries, 75% Grenache, 25% Syrah. long, fine
and elegant finish

Clay with limestone and sand, 40 hl/ha = 2.12 ton/acre, 25 yr old vines, manual harvest,
Destemmed, 3 weeks in tank, aged partly in concrete tanks, partly in 4 years old oak barriques.
Bottled without filtering.

6 LFLO
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Kits Wine Cellar $79.99 ($64 Sedimentary Wines), 14.5% alc
100% Norello Mascalese without any products added. This wine has not been modified. neither
chemically or mechanically. and does not contain added preservatives.

One of most radical adherents - tries not to use any treatments even in vineyards

superb terroirs between 600-1.000 metres altitude in the Northern valley of Mount Etna - 15 ha
planted in free-standing (gobelet) system, ungrafted, using cuttings from pre-phylloxera vines
vines combined with fruit trees and bees to regain a complex ecosystem

grape yields about 300g per vine (achieved by very short pruning)

unripe grapes are picked by hand from bunches

wine fermented either in plastic tanks or in 400 L terracotta vases buried in a cellar, avoids high
temperatures during ferment

both whites and reds long maceration on skins

basket-pressed and returned to amphorae for long maturation

no additions at all during the whole process

can throw large sediment levels in bottle but should not be decanted

References
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also - as reported by Clem as well - Jaime Goode’s excellent site, Wine Anorak -
http://www.wineanorak.com/
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