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T

erroir alone does not equate to
quality. Small plots, whose grapes
experience relatively homogenous
conditions, are hugely influenced by
local weather. Wines of this type may be
better in some years. Then again, they
may be worse, and lack of scale will
often make them more expensive. That’s
why blends are often a better bet, both
for the vintner and for the consumer.
In addition to blending for consistency, vintners blend grapes and
vineyards in order to add complexity
to the flavor and texture of wine.
My search for the elusive blend has
illuminated a plethora of methods
for accomplishing this end. Certain
amalgams, particularly sparklers and
port, combine vintages. There are also
vintage mergers comprised of different grapes grown in the same year.
Some combinations are composed of
the same varietal, usually of a single
vintage, from various vineyards.
Ultimately, any successful blend
must form a balanced picture in the
drinker’s mind. Many of the best are
classic recipes handed down through
the generations. Others are newly
created, attempts to produce innovative and exciting wine with flavor
characteristics like nothing else on the
market. Regardless of origin, some of
the world’s greatest bottles contain
intermingled juice.

Ben Weinberg plays detective
to eke out more than the usual
suspects in blended wines.
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Kuleto Estate Napa Valley, California

V

intner and restaurateur Pat Kuleto’s 761-acre ranch overlooks
Lake Hennessey and Prichard Hill in eastern Napa Valley.
Steeply wooded hillsides intersperse with 82.9 acres of tiny
vineyards divided into more than 100 micro-blocks. Complexity of
topography, geology and climate supports a range of varieties that
comprise three succulent estate blends.
Kuleto’s in-house crew picks small lots just in time and winemaker
Dave Lattin wholeheartedly embraces co-fermentation. “Instead of
waiting for enough of a particular variety to have a pure tank or lot, we
combine whatever fruit happens to be perfectly ripe at the moment.”
The resulting blended bottles vary quite a bit from each other. The
Kuleto 2009 Native Son (83% Cabernet Sauvignon, 15% Sangiovese
and 2% Zinfandel, $80) brings red cherry candy, milk chocolate and
bloody black cherry to a smooth, rich finish. The red-blue Kuleto 2009
Frog Prince (67% Cabernet Sauvignon, 14% Malbec, 8% Cabernet
Franc, 6% Syrah and 5% Petit Verdot, $80) smells like pine and tastes
like Rainier cherry and dark chocolate. The black-red Kuleto 2009
India Ink (55% Syrah and 45% Cabernet Sauvignon, $80) noses blackberry liqueur and vanilla, while the palate is all dark ash and blueberry.
Blended wines are Lattin’s chance to express his artistic vision. “It’s
exciting to find special terroir and employ cutting-edge viticulture. It’s
satisfying to vinify fruit in a thoughtful and artistic fashion. But the
most important factor in creating a successful brand is distribution.
You can make all the great wine in the world, but if you can’t sell it,
you’re not going to be in business long.”
FOLEY FAMILY WINES

Flora Springs Napa Valley, California

F

lora Springs, founded in 1978 (although its winemaking roots go back to the 19th century), lies at the base of the Mayacamas Mountains in the far northwest corner of Napa’s
Rutherford appellation. Ninety percent of this family estate’s red wines are sourced from
650 acres of organically farmed estate vineyards and crafted in a solar-powered, 19th-century
stone winery and caves. The winery also owns a fully automated grape sorting system which
has the ability to remove shot or dehydrated berries, stems and leaves, all of which otherwise
subtract from quality.
While Aristotle may have not been referring to the grape when he said the whole is more
than the sum of its parts, winemaker Paul Steinauer believes that this sentiment could not
be truer than in the blending of wines. “Not taking advantage of the possibilities offered by
blending would be like a chef limiting himself to only one spice. Mixing enhances any or all
of the attributes of wine, including aromatics, mouthfeel and finish.”
The 25th anniversary vintage of Flora Springs Trilogy, vintage 2008 ($65), is 79% Cabernet
Sauvignon, 16% Merlot, 2.5% Petit Verdot and 2.5% Malbec. It exhibits a beautiful deep ruby
color that leads to blueberry, black raspberry and black currant fruit on the nose. The tongue
feels flowers, well-integrated oak and spice. This is medium- to full-bodied with silky tannins,
already complex and delicious, enjoyable by itself or with food, today and in the coming
decades. Steinauer says his only problem lies in keeping up with demand. “The worldwide
market has really blossomed in recent years, particularly in Asia. As some of our new vineyard blocks in Rutherford come into production, we hope to be able to provide more bottles.”
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Parducci Wine Cellars

Mendocino County, California

F

amily-owned Parducci in California’s Mendocino County is committed to
sustainable winegrowing that yields top quality grapes and wines. The
winery uses only locally farmed grapes and employs certified sustainable
farming practices. Tractors and much other equipment run on either locally purchased biodiesel or other clean energy, and Parducci utilizes 100% green power
while also employing earth-friendly packaging. A solar array even powers the
upper portion of the winery, while a natural wetland habitat aids in the filtration
and reuse of all winery waste water. All of these initiatives combine to better
protect the environment and support the local community.
Just as with Parducci’s focus on sustainability, assistant winemaker Mark
Beaman believes that the enchantment of blended wines lies in synergy, in
this case among varieties. “It’s fascinating how distinctly different grapes meld
into something greater than the simple sum of their parts.” The Parducci 2009
Sustainable Red from Mendocino County ($11) is a robust red wine with berry
flavors and spicy complexities. The Parducci 2010 Sustainable White ($11) is
medium-bodied with crisp, clean aromas and flavors of citrus and melon.
As for the future of blends, Beaman says that the sky is the limit. “As people
continue to explore wine they are naturally going to be attracted by innovation
and originality. Blends will be an exciting option in the consumer’s search for
something new. Two years ago we only bottled two blends; now we have six.
This wouldn’t be happening in the absence of demand.”
MENDOCINO WINE CO.

Francis Ford Coppola Presents

Sonoma County, California

F

rancis Ford Coppola says that his winery is “a wine wonderland, a park of pleasure
where people of all ages can enjoy all the best things in life—food, wine, music,
dancing, games, swimming and performances of all types. A place to celebrate the
love of life.”
Corey Beck, Director of Winemaking and General Manager, believes that a blend should
also be celebrated as an artistic expression of the winemaker’s joie de vivre. “Only the
winemaker knows the vintage’s top wines, and it’s this opportunity to take the best of the
best that creates something magical. The consumer’s first contact with wine is aroma,
which is the winemaker’s opportunity to pique attention. The entry, however, is where the
consumer will fall in love or be totally disappointed.”
Beck says the most exciting innovations he sees at the winery involve the implication of
phenolic data and how it’s used in blending. “Measuring phenolics reveals information on
the total color, tannin and phenols. I can blend low tannin juice with more concentrated
versions and the end result is something soft and luxurious.”
A good example of this is the Francis Ford Coppola Present 2009 Director’s Cut
Cinema, 47% Zinfandel, 46% Cabernet Sauvignon and the rest Petite Sirah ($35). Those
who are fans of Super Tuscans will enjoy the spicy, full-bodied nature of this wine as well
as its juicy blackberry, cherry, currant, anise and cigar elements that reign supreme from
start to finish.
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Other Outstanding Releases
Henri Billiot
NV Brut Rosé,
Champagne,
France $60
This deeply
strawberry
colored wine features red raspberry,
kiwi and, of all things, a hint of toffee in
the mouth (which is probably derived
from the barrels used during production). Cherry and red apple eventually
show up, especially on the nose.
Predominately Pinot Noir, with some
Chardonnay.
MICHAEL SKURNIK WINES

Taittinger 2000 Comtes de
Champagne Blanc de Blancs
Brut, Champagne, France
($130) A blend of Chardonnay
grapes from the villages of
Avize, Cramant, Chouilly
and Le Mesnil-sur-Oger.
My sleekly cold bottle was
redolent of sour cherry,
lime, white pepper
and nutmeg. The finish
was high-toned and
very long, leading to the
conclusion that this would benefit from
time in the cellar.
KOBRAND CORP.

Big House 2011 White
Wine, California ($8)
Produced within sight of a
California prison, this devilishly good white blends
apricot, pineapple and pine
resin with lime peel, white
flowers and soda ash on a
bright yet succulent finish.
UNDERDOG WINE MERCHANTS

Vina Robles 2010 White4,
Paso Robles ($15) Paso
Robles is home to a number of excellent wineries
with breathtaking vistas
and gorgeous tasting
rooms. Vina Robles is
one such place, but
you needn’t wait to
visit if you want a
great white wine.
Their apricot-hued
White4 (composed of
Vermentino,
Verdelho, iognier,
and Sauvignon Blanc)
noses the same apricot fruit but only
after being processed into jam. Fresh
pineapple, guava and lush papaya
round out this impressive, not-at-all
expensive offering.

John Duval 2010 Plexus,
Barossa Valley, Australia
($30) Composed of
Marsanne, Roussanne and
Viognier from Australia’s
Barossa Valley. Yellow
flowers and honeysuckle
lead to green pear,
green pea and muskmelon
on a long, succulent
finish.
OLD BRIDGE CELLARS

Château Majoureau
2009 Bordeaux
Superior, France ($16)
This is dirty red in
color and smells of red
flowers and cinnamon.
Black cherry, blueberry, cola and sweet
smoke combine on the
rich, satisfying palate.
Château d’Armailhac
2009 Pauillac, France
($45) This densely structured wine also offers
dark chocolate, plum
and red berry scents
cast against a palate of
sandalwood, tar, olive and pumice.
BARON PHILIPPE DE ROTHSCHILD S.A.

St. Supéry

Napa Valley, California

S

urrounded by estate vineyards that provide virtually all grapes used in the portfolio,
St. Supéry is recognized for outstanding Sauvignon Blanc, Cabernet Sauvignon and
Bordeaux blends, including the St. Supéry 2007 Elú ($65) Bordeaux-style estate
blend. This inky juice brings aromas of plum and black cherry that permeate its garnet
depths. Flavors of smooth vanilla and hints of tobacco ride a long, full finish. This is a
seamless red with consistent flavors and structure across vintages.
Winemaker Michel Scholz uses the strengths of each of the included varietals to
enhance flavors and structure and create a charming wine with harmony, depth and
elegance. In 1996 Scholtz focused with consultant Michel Rolland on creating great
blends of Bordeaux varietals and has consistently upheld that approach during his work
with St. Supéry. “We’ve integrated new winemaking equipment and created innovative
approaches towards the improvement in quality of our wines. Examples include a double
fruit sorting system, small lot open top tanks for a handcrafted approach, traditional cap
management, heating and chilling capabilities and French oak barrels selected through
research trials.”
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Alamos 2010 Red Blend, Mendoza,
Argentina ($13) Malbec, Bonarda and
Tempranillo meld to form a purplebrown mass of dark flowers, beef jus
and grape Kool-Aid that keeps building
to a high, long plateau.
E&J GALLO

Donelan 2009 Cuvee Moriah, Sonoma
County ($42) Raspberry tinged, with
violets and lavender on the nose followed by bright red cherry, black olive
and dark chocolate that bring it all to a
harmonious conclusion.
Maryhill 2010 Winemaker’s Red,
Columbia Valley, Washington ($15)
Ruby-red in hue, this blend of Cabernet
Sauvignon, Merlot, Syrah and Cabernet
Franc smells of elderberry and cherry
compote but tastes of roasted red pepper and cherry pie filling complete with
baked crust.
Terra d’Oro 2008 Forte, California
($28) Terra d’Oro’s Forte red blend (60%
Amador County Sangiovese and 40%
Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon) is
colored a brick red. The nose bleeds
graphite and blackberry liqueur, while
the full, fresh finish explodes with cocoa
powder, raspberry, cherry and acorn
squash.
TFE WINES

Lucas & Lewellen 2008 Cabernet
Sauvignon Cote del Sol, Santa Barbara
County ($32) This beauty from Santa
Barbara County is juicy, spicy and
jammy, probably because of the small
amount of Syrah that is added to the
bins and then co-fermented with the
Cabernet. There’s enough Cabernet to
put the varietal on the label, which may
confuse some, but the blend itself is
sublime.
Churchill’s NV Tawny Porto 10 Years
Old, Portugal ($33) Blended from
Touriga Nacional, Tinta Roriz, Tinto
Cão, Tinta Barroca, Touriga Franca
and Tinta Francisca grapes. Hued a
reddish walnut and brings aromas of
crushed dates, a hint of mint and milk
sugar to a red berry palate that’s high
intensity and goes the distance.
FREDERICK WILDMAN & SONS

Some Major Blended Wine
Regions and Styles
Although blends these days can range from
two-grape duets to multi-variety mélanges, these
historically-defined regions and styles continue to
bear the standard for blended wines.

BORDEAUX

The only grapes allowed for use in true Bordeaux
from the region of the same name in France are
Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Malbec, Petit Verdot,
Carmenère and Cabernet Franc. Wineries generally choose two to three different grapes from the
approved list but rarely use all six. Winemakers all
over the world copy this style via blends known
generically as “Bordeaux blends” or by the proprietary term Meritage (see below).

MERITAGE

The word Meritage is itself a blend of the words
merit and heritage and is a trademarked name
referring to Bordeaux-style blends made outside
Bordeaux. Just as with French counterparts, there
are labeling rules. The vintner must produce 25,000
cases or less per vintage of a high-quality wine.
The winery must also be a member of the Meritage
Alliance (www.meritagealliance.com) in order to use
the name on the label. At first limited to American
wineries, the Alliance now has members in Israel,
Mexico, Argentina, Australia and even France.

SUPER TUSCANS

Italy has strict wine blending regulations promulgated by Denominazione di Origine Controlla
e Garantita (DOCG) legislation. In the 1970s some
Tuscan producers broke those rules by using grapes
French such as Cabernet Sauvignon, Cabernet Franc,
Syrah, Merlot and Petit Verdot. Ironically, DOCG
rules put these Super Tuscan wines—some of Italy’s
priciest—within the lowest quality category because
they did not conform to regulations. Eventually a new
designation, the Indicazione Geografica Tipica (IGT),
came into being. Today, Super Tuscans can be found
in a wide range of prices.

RHÔNE-STYLE BLENDS

France’s Rhône Valley produces sublime red and
white blends. Primary grapes include Grenache,
Syrah, Mourvèdre, Cinsault and Viognier. The Rhône
is divided into sub-regions that all have their own
blends, including Châteauneuf-du-Pape (Grenachebased with many other contributors), Côtes du
Rhône (reds and whites made from spicy, rustic
fruit), and Côte-Rôtie (a blend of fragrant white
Viognier and spicy red Syrah). Other regions with
similar terroirs also combine these grapes in the
same style.
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AGRI-FOOD-CULTURE

Farm to Sushi

THE KIZAKE FAMILY BRINGS JAPANESE FOOD AND BEVERAGE TO DENVER
by Ben Weinberg / photos by Kevin Moloney

H

iro & Company, the parent company for Sushi Den,
Izakaya Den and the Den Farm (all in and around
Denver, Colorado), is owned by Toshi and Yasu Kizaki,
whose mission is to preserve, translate and share their
culture’s food and beverages with their customers. Fresh
ingredients and trained chefs are paramount in achieving
this goal. Koichi, the youngest Kizaki brother, resides next to
the fish market in Nagahama, a major fishing port in southern Japan. “Our fish is hand-selected by Koichi,” says Toshi.
”It is inspected in and imported from Japan so that we can
offer the best quality to our customers in Denver.”
At his farm in Brighton, Colorado, Toshi operates a passive
solar greenhouse that is used for year-round vegetable
production. “Improving sustainable business practices is one
of our goals,” he says. The Den Farm, managed by Sukenobu
“Nobi” Sakai, includes automated temperature, lightsensitive shutters and a hybrid geo-thermal climate control
that makes it unique.
Toshi has also started to build a new home for Izakaya Den
right next to Sushi Den. “In this way, we streamline our quality control and increase customer service. From the farm, we
post updates of farm life to keep our customers connected.

We Tweet twice a day to inform our customer of the ‘Catch of
the Day’ as well as our daily specials.” Toshi’s extensive saké
and drink menus also provide the perfect accompaniment for
any season or dish.
The Kizakis are fortunate to have many experienced
personnel at the restaurant who provide a top-notch learning
environment for the entire staff. Michiko is the baker and
creates many of the desserts on the restaurant’s menus. Toshi
himself helms the sushi line four nights a week, specializing
in omakase, which offers other chefs an opportunity to work
directly with guests and their individual tastes. Education at
the highest level is supplemented by bringing trainers and
chefs from Japan and taking the staff to the Den Farm for field
trips. Yasu also teaches a sushi-making class once a week for
guests and occasionally invites the staff to join in.
The Kizakis have something special going on in Denver.
When asked for one piece of advice for a young person considering the creation of restaurants and food brands, Toshi is quick
to say,“If you don’t love what you do, then no one else will.
You must fall in love with your career. We chose to share our
passion for life and all good things through our restaurants.”
www.sushiden.net

Toshi Kizaki’s Brighton,
Colorado farm supplies
produce for his on-premise
operations.
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Dirk Niepoort

Niepoort Vinhos, Vila Nova de Gaia, Portugal
Niepoort Vinhos
Rua Cândido dos Reis, 670
4400-071 Vila Nova de
Gaia
+351-223-777770
www.niepoort-vinhos.com

Importers: Martine’s
Wines, Inc.
www.martineswines.com

Polaner Selections
www.polanerselections

A Douro innovator is still exploring new ventures.
Certified sommelier and
unfilteredunfined.com
editor-in-chief Ben Weinberg, JD, MBA, pens
Weinberg’s Wine Notes
and writes for The World
of Fine Wine, Wine Enthusiast, and The Tasting
Panel Magazine as well
as Sommelier Journal.
He also leads luxurious,
behind-the-scenes tours of
the world’s most famous
wine regions via Wine
OnTheRoad.com.
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The Niepoort family has been in the wine business since 1842, crafting Douro wines with an eye
toward both tradition and innovation. Siblings
Eduard Dirk Niepoort and Verena Niepoort represent the fifth generation of stewardship; Dirk
has served as president of the famed winery in
Vila Nova de Gaia, Portugal, since the formal
retirement of his father, Eduard Rudolph “Rolf”
Niepoort, in 1997.

the company’s first estate vineyards: Quinta de
Nápoles and Quinta do Carril in Cima Corgo.
Adding 37 acres of new plantings to the existing
25 acres of 60-year-old vines was the next important step.

Dirk and Verena (now Niepoort’s executive director) are Portuguese wine royalty who share a passion for the unique qualities of their terroir. It was
a pleasure to interview Dirk via e-mail following a
Born in 1964, Dirk studied economics in Switz- 2011 visit to their winery in Vila Nova de Gaia.
erland, but went to work for the family business
in 1987. His first important move was to acquire
BENJAMIN T. WEINBERG

INTERVIEW

Photos by Pedro Lobo (facing page), Rita Burmester (top)

H

ow did Niepoort come to be, and how has each successive generation contributed to
your family’s brand?

Niepoort was founded by Franciscus Marius van der Niepoort, born
in 1813 in Hilversum, Holland. Franciscus Marius came to Portugal with his wife Francisca
Louisa Elisabeth Ehlers to start a Port company.
He had no land or vineyards and was primarily
a négociant who died in Porto in 1887.
Niepoort was already a prosperous business
when Franciscus Marius’s son, Eduard Karel
Jacob van der Niepoort Geborden, born in 1848
in Porto, took over. Eduard Karel continued the
family work until well after his son Eduard Marius Niepoort, a very skillful natural scientist, was
born in 1890. Eduard Karel died in 1912, and at
that point Eduard Marius was forced in.
Rolf Niepoort, Eduard Marius’s son and my
father, remembers that his father was interested
in many different subjects, such as chemistry,
physics, and mechanics, and was also a man of
fine humor. Eduard Marius left as an active partner in 1980 and afterward dedicated his time to
his many hobbies and collections. He died at the

age of 91 in 1982. As his grandchild, I mostly
remember his severity concerning our studies,
but we also keep his memory alive with another
of his passions—a never-ending collection of
books, stamps, coins, and tram tickets.
Rolf, born in 1927, has been a mechanic at
heart since he was a kid. Like all Niepoorts, he
is a fan of collections: old cars, antiques, and especially Portuguese weapons. But he also has a
good sense for business. In 1950, he joined the
company and his experience was invaluable, as
Niepoort was able to overcome a financially difficult period. Rolf focused on commercial and
human relations and was only tangentially involved in winemaking. But he remembers with
nostalgia the making of one Vintage Port, the
1970, as it was his own creation from the beginning to the end. It is now considered to be one of
our greatest wines.
What is your overall philosophy of winemaking?
Less is more. We believe in producing long-

Dirk Niepoort and his
daughter Anna (far left);
Niepoort estate at Quinta
de Nápoles (top).
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softer, and rounder. It is true that Bairrada has
in the past had a deservedly bad reputation for
some of its products, but the potential is there.
Some of the best wines in Portuguese history
were made in Bairrada.

Your family’s vision has obviously proven successful. How have you maintained your edge
over time?
Probably by doing too much—creating too
many wines and playing around in other areas.
I learn best by doing. Good conditions also help,
of course, such as those at our new winery at
Quinta de Baixo in Bairrada. This special place
will give us the chance to make even more fantastic wines and learn new realities that will help
us to further understand the full potential of the
Douro. I truly believe our strength lies in being
above average in everything we do.

You have been at the forefront of efforts to establish the Douro as a source of high-quality table
wines. How did that come about?
In 1986, just before Christmas, when I was
in California, I was asked about my future—I
think by Gary Andrus—and whether I would
be making wine in Portugal when I went back.
“Sure,” I said, “I will make Port.” My questioner
was persistent. Would I also make dry wines
and, if so, in what style? My answer was again,
“Sure, I have to. I have to see what potential the
Douro has for dry wine.” I was certain that my
first vintage would be a monster, but that in 20
years I could make fine and elegant unfortified
wines. “But Dirk,” my inquisitor asked, “if you
think that you will be making fine and elegant
wine in 20 years, why not now?” The reason
was very simple. I didn’t yet understand those
wines, so I didn’t have a clue how to make them!
When I look back, I find it interesting to see that
my first wine, the Robustus 1990, was indeed a
monster, but it’s aging amazingly well. Now, our
wines are much finer, just as I predicted. And
we will continue to chase precision and purity
as long as Niepoort exists.

What makes the Barraida property so special?
One of the great things about Portugal is the
diversity of terroirs in such a small country. It
is amazing to see such extreme differences, not
only in soils but also in the climatic conditions.
In some parts of Barraida in particular, the terroir possesses lots of chalky soil and cooler temperatures, being so close to the Atlantic Ocean.
White varieties like Bical, Cercial, Arinto, Alvarinho, and Maria Gomes [aka Fernão Pires]
and the red Baga have great potential. Bical has
precision and acidity; Maria Gomes is bigger,

The Douro Boys were recently named as finalists in the 2012 European Enterprise Promotion
Award. How was this group put together?
Cristiano van Zeller helped establish Quinta do Crasto, then Quinta do Vallado, and finally
his own Quinta do Vale Dona Maria. The owners of these estates are very good friends, as is
the Olazabal family from Quinta do Vale Meão
(whose winemaker is also the winemaker of Vallado). Cristiano had a dream of doing something
together to promote Douro wines like I was doing, but in a more organized and formal way.
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Niepoort aging cellar
(above) and vintage posters (top right).

lived, fine, expressive
wines. Time is on our
side if we make fresh
wines with good acidity and, if possible,
low alcohol. Our own
vineyards are organic—basically, we don’t
use anything except
sulfur. More and more
of our growers are doing the same, and one
is even certified.
Dry wines are
usually not extracted
at all, but we do like
long macerations of
up to two months on
the skins. This same
philosophy applies to
Port, except that we
do extract more, since
we ferment 100% with
stems and up to 60%
in lagares—the large,
shallow granite vats
with 11,000-liter capacity that are the traditional vinification containers for Douro wine, trod by foot.

My then-wife Dorli Muhr, who is a marketing
genius, was the one who brought the five producers together.
I think that one person alone cannot do
much in the world. I’ve always shared the journalists and clients who came to visit me with my
colleagues, inviting them to show their wines
over lunch or dinner. So I think the Douro Boys
are very important for the Douro and the country
as a whole. As one official said recently: “They
have done more for Portugal in seven years than
all the rest in 20.” I see a great future for putting
Portugal on the map.

Photo by Rita Burmester

Any exciting new projects that you care to tell
us about?
Life is certainly not boring. We have lots
of fascinating experiments going on, which is
great for learning but also quite fun. As previously mentioned, we will now be making wines
in Bairrada. We have also just bottled the third
red vintage of our Bioma Vintage Port. The first
was called Pisca, the name of the single vineyard
it was made from. Until recently I thought that
the best wine I ever made was the 2005 Niepoort
Vintage Port, but I now believe that the 2009
Bioma Vintage Port is a piece of art, a miracle.
The changes in our Ports are not revolutionary but just small evolutions that, in time, really
make differences. Certain details in the winemaking are important, such as pumping over
with aeration, leaving the newly made Port in
stainless steel for a few days before putting it in
wood, not racking the wine until it is shipped to
Vila Nova de Gaia, topping up the barrels more
frequently, and keeping the cellar temperatures
cooler in the summer. I believe that Niepoort
wines, particularly the Vintage Ports, have been
at least as good as anybody else’s since 2000.
And they’ve continued to get better and better.

wines tend to lack acidity and have too much alcohol and wood, I think that old-fashioned wines
work best with Portuguese food. Our cuisine is
quite simple and based on a few fantastic raw
products, just as the wines have good structure,
with some tannin but also crisp acidity. I like
simple, authentic dishes in which one can taste
the freshness of the ingredients.
All sorts of dried nuts and fruits go well
with Port, but two pairings are most wonderful.
Foie gras, particularly fresh, pan-fried foie gras,
is perfect alongside a Tawny Port in the 30-yearold range. Another outstanding combination
is a pepper steak served with a young Vintage
Port. When young, the Port has a freshness and
fruitiness that make it taste almost like a table
wine. People often make the mistake of serving this dish with a big, heavy, tannic wine that
tastes bitter and aggressive against the pepper.
How do you harvest the grapes to achieve this
balance?
We never harvest Port varieties separately.
First, we work with very few young vines that
have been planted separately, and second, even
if we pick by variety, we usually make blends
in tank before fermentation. We pick by variety
only Riesling, Pinot Noir, Bastardo, and Muscatel. Bastardo is picked separately from the other
old vines to make sure it is not overripe for use
as a varietal wine and in our Batuta blend. Different varieties behave differently, particularly
depending on where they are planted. We usually make only one pass at harvest, even in the old
mixed plantings, and we like the fact that there
are different stages of ripeness at picking time.
Actually, we usually try to include some greener

interview

Quinta de Nápoles winery
exterior.

Who do you think is the perfect customer for
Niepoort wines?
Someone who has good taste and interesting
character, who likes eating (and, very often, cooking), who appreciates the simpler things in life.
Someone with an open mind who’s curious about
the details of wine, especially old wine. A person
who doesn’t fall for the obvious and fashionable,
who knows the difference between fruity and
fresh, square and obvious, subtle and precise.
What foods do you like to pair with your wines?
I believe that our wines are very food friendly; as with food, great grapes from great terroir
should produce great wines. Since modern
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Vineyards at Quinta de
Nápoles.

bunches in our ferments for complexity. We just
don’t like overripe grapes.
What changes are you seeing in your vineyards
in recent years? How about a quick recap of the
past few vintages?
It is clear that the climate is changing, in
our case becoming hotter and hotter. The past
summer in the Douro has been wonderful for
people on holiday, but it is just too hot for making elegant and fine wines.
Each year, harvest time is very exciting,
and 2012 is no exception. So far, quality has
been very good, even though acidity is falling
dramatically. This is one of the reasons that we
have started so early, in the middle of August, to
maintain higher acidity overall. Colors are also
remarkable, as is concentration. And it looks like
quantity will be down about 40% from the average yield, which is very good for Port production. Harvest somehow makes me nervous every year, but, of course, it is too early to tell about
grapes that have only recently been harvested.
As for 2011, the vineyard growing cycle
started very early, and disease pressure was high,
with some of the vineyards in the Baixo Corgo
region being severely attacked by mildew and
black rot. June was very hot, July was quite fresh,
and although August started hot, temperatures
dropped considerably from the 19th onward.
Temperatures went up after Sept. 4 and remained
high until the end of the month. Harvest started
very early, on Aug. 22, with red wines from Quinta de Nápoles. Although we never before started
so early, all the wines showed excellent balance,
with good sugar levels, high acidity and concentration, and intense dark colors. Cold nights kept
the fresh-fruit aromas in all wines, and fermentations went slowly, which helped with our gentle
methods of extraction. From mid-September on,
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sugar content in the
grapes increased very
fast, forcing harvest
acceleration. 2011 is a
very good year for Port
in particular; I believe
it will be a declared
vintage. The low yields
were perfect for making concentrated but
balanced wines with
great aging potential.
The wines show very
intense, dark colors; a
fine and firm tannic
structure; and exuberant aromas of fresh fruit
and flowers. The fact that we’re using grapes
from higher-altitude vineyards in our search for
fresher and more elegant wines made a difference in a hot year like this one.
The 2010 harvest will surely be remembered as strange because of the atypical weather
conditions that preceded it, with a very rainy
winter and totally dry and hot summer. Veraison was delayed—in some cases for more than
two weeks—but high heat in August and September accelerated maturation and forced us to
move harvest forward to Sept. 2. Careful decision making about when to pick was a necessary part of the process due to the differences
in maturation among vineyards. Yields were
high, and young vineyards showed a tendency
toward blocked maturation, with very low sugar
content, unripe tannins, and loss of acidity. In
many cases, north-facing vineyards had better maturation than hotter, south-facing ones.
Whites are less aromatic than in previous years,
but show good freshness and balance, with alcohol content lower than 13%. Reds are low in
malic acid, making for fast malolactic fermentation. The wines all show good color and structure with fine, non-aggressive tannins, an excellent indication of aging potential.
You’ve already mentioned that 2009 was a special year. How did the season go for you?
Although we had a reasonable amount of
rain in Pinhão in June, July and August were
quite dry, and total rainfall through the end of
September was 30-40% less than the average of
the previous 30 years, despite a light thunderstorm mid-month. The other significant impact
on the 2009 harvest was very high temperatures
that started on Aug. 12 and held through September. For the Douro wines, we started harvest

interview
very early in August—earlier than anyone else
in our high-altitude, north-facing vineyards—
but that decision made a difference. Fruit arrived
in the winery in very good condition; our main
work was to chill the grapes before processing.
We feel quite happy with all of the wines, which
exhibit very deep color and good concentration
but also maintain freshness. White wines are
also promising, with very good freshness and
incredibly low alcohol content. As I’ve said, this
was a great year for Port, with low yields, high
concentration, and deep color. The first fruit
was harvested very early, on Aug. 28, from more
exposed vineyards in Vale de Mendiz, and then
later from Soutelo, where classic, robust wines
were the result. Some wonderfully elegant, fresh
wine was also made from the less-exposed,
north-facing vineyards of Vale de Mendiz.
What are your business goals over the near and
long term?
To not grow as fast. At this point, I’d rather
fine tune and concentrate on what we do best.
We have been growing quite a bit in the past 20
years, and I believe we should stop. Our growth
has helped us to make things better; we have
improved quality incrementally over time. We
now have better fruit, particularly because of
the fantastic conditions we have in our new winery, which was built in 2007. But now it is time
to slow down and take the time to think about
where we want to go—to focus on the details.
As a winemaker, do you tend to look more to the
future or the past?
Sometimes I feel that we live in a modern,
aggressive, technological world that is at the same
time very stupid. One is either old fashioned or
modern—it is very strange. The old fashioned
don’t seem to want to evolve, and the modern
wish to destroy the old. In fact, our wines are
usually very simple, just the expression of vineyards in the terroirs we work with. We go back to
the past to try to understand all the details of how
older generations made great wines, particularly
Ports, selecting what we believe are the details
that make large differences and combining them
with modern technology. For instance, the way a
lagar is “cut” is most important but neglected in
our days. We also use old pipes and old barrels,
which everybody is throwing away now, because
it takes decades for them to make good wine or
Port. I must confess that I’m much more fascinated by the old wisdom than by technical logic.
Our duty is to learn from the old and pass it on.

Do you plan to ever retire?
Probably not, but I think I’m good at delegating, so perhaps I will semi-retire and dedicate
my time to some smaller projects that I would
do parallel to Niepoort. I would probably hand
make an artisanal wine by myself, in a very
small quantity. But it is too early to retire—there
are too many things I want to do.
Do you think your children will take over from
you some day?
Only the future will tell. There was no pressure put on my shoulders, and I’ve created no
pressure for them, either. Time is on our side—
but I have hopes. Daniel [age 20] has finished
his winemaking studies and is crazy about
wine. Marco [17] started his studies last year, focusing on vineyard management, and seems to
like it a lot. For Anna, it is too soon to tell—she
is only 8.
If you had one piece of advice for a budding
winemaker, what would that be?
I would say, “Tu podes assim tu quieras,”
which is Portuguese for “You can if you want.”
One sometimes needs to be stubborn in life, but
stubbornness alone is not enough. The most important thing is to dream. In dreams, everything
is possible. The more you dream, the richer in
spirit you become. Of course, it is important to
adapt dreams to reality, to keep your feet on the
ground. But the more one dreams about situations that might be encountered, the easier it
is to make quick and precise decisions in real
life. It is like a computer processing all the time,
finding solutions to problems. If you’ve already
created the solution in your head, you can often
see the bigger picture so clearly.
Portugal is a fascinating country—it’s so
small, and it borders a wild ocean, but there may
be no other country that has such a diversity of
terroirs and grape varieties. It is sad to see how
globalization is making all wines taste the same,
but I do have hope that some people will respect
this diversity in the future and make better and
more interesting wines.
Is there anything else our readers should know
about you?
What makes our winery so special is, without a doubt, what we call “the Niepoort family.”
Our people are all important and very good at
what they do. They share our attitude of innovating while respecting tradition, which makes the
difference for us. We are a very good team.
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