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Talk to a wine
producer almost
anywhere in the
world and it
won't be long
Robert Joseph, author before the sub-
of The Wines of ject turns  to
the question of
typicity versus
homogenisation
and regionalisa-
tion versus glob-
alisation. Should
wine always recognisably taste of the place
where it was made? Or is it legitimate for
producers to source, blend and make wines to
please the consumer or critic, possibly at the
expense of local traditions and styles?

The argument is usually, inevitably, centred
on the Old World. Is it permissible for
Muscadet producers to make their traditional-
ly bone dry wine just a little sweeter? Should
the owners of Chateau Pavie be praised or
reviled for releasing more opulent wines?

But the controversy has now shifted to
South Africa, where, following London Times
critic Jane MacQuitty’s comment that South
Africa “has yet to tame its red wine’s peculiar
burnt rubber and dirt odour”, the University
of Stellenbosch and research body Winetech
have begun to research the aroma’s cause.

Within South Africa, news of the study has
aroused a certain measure of controversy,
with some, including Meininger’s contributor
Michael Fridjhon accusing MacQuitty of a
‘personal vendetta’, and others claiming that
the rubbery character - at least in wines that
are not made from Pinotage - to be a figment
of her imagination. As the chairman for the
last few years of the both the Swiss
International Wine Awards competition in the
Cape which last year brought together around
750 South African wines, and the Tri Nations
Wine Competition in Sydney at which South
Africa puts forward 105 of its wines against
Australia and New Zealand, I have to throw
my hat in the ring alongside my compatriots.
Stated bluntly, when it comes to blind tasting,
I am probably able to correctly identify the
national origins of anonymous South African
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reds with greater accuracy than those of any
other country. And the key to that success
lies in recognising what MacQuitty and Tim
Atkin MW describe as “rubbery” and I call a
“cold fireplace” smell.

[ have my own - probably half-baked - the-
ory about why so many South African red
wines smell and taste the way they do; I
attribute it to the blast of heat that most of the
vineyards receive at the end of the growing
season, at precisely the time when in other
places, temperatures are dropping. If I'm
right - and I support my notion by pointing at
the non-rubbery or fireplace character of
wines from cooler areas of the Cape - this
means that the grapes don’t ripen physiolog-
ically in the same way that they should. I
wouldn’t be surprised, however, to see the
researchers come up with a different expla-
nation altogether.

What I am sure of is that the recognisable
character of most red Bordeaux is attributable
to the combination of fundamental lack of full
ripeness that comes from low vineyard densi-
ty and an often less than ideal climate, cou-
pled with the natural characteristics of the
Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot. A century
ago, when Languedoc Rousillon, Southern
Italy and La Mancha, not to mention
California, Chile and Australia, were not pro-
ducing competitive wines, red Bordeaux was
the industry standard. Today, most con-
sumers who have the option of drinking a
softer, riper style of red tend to take it, even if
some occasionally express nostalgia for the
way things used to be.

Essentially, whatever the argument over
whether South Africa’s reds smell of rubber,
fireplaces or of something else altogether, the
brutal truth is that they have a character that
has failed to win over a number of non-South
African critics and failed to seduce non-South
African wine drinkers. The South Africans,
like the Bordelais, have a choice: they can
either throw everything they’ve got at trying
to persuade foreigners to realign their taste-
buds, and also to pay a proper price for them.
Or, alternatively, they can bend to the wind
and admit that their customers might be the
ones who now occupy the driving seat.
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