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This is not so much a “How to Use” section as an explanation of the brief 
that I gave to contributors and the parameters they applied (or did not!).

Contributors

Every contributor to Wine Report was my personal choice. For the most 
part, they are the expert’s experts in their various specialist areas. For 
some regions there are no experts, and I had to twist the arm of the most 
strategically placed professionals to tackle such reports. There have been 
small changes in contributors since the first edition, and I imagine there 
will be more in the future. Wine Report has very specific needs, so if 
some contributors come and go, the going has nothing to do with their 
expertise on the subject and everything to do with how I expect it to 
be applied. Ideally, I would like to see no more than one report per 
contributor, since this would project the desired specialist ambience, 
but it will take time to achieve.

Opinions expressed by contributors

These are, of course, their own. I am not referring specifically to the 
Opinion section of each report (which is dealt with separately below), but 
rather the more general way in which they report a story. For example, the 
way that François Lefort (Grape Varieties) writes about GMOs could not 
be further from the way that Monty Waldin (Organic & Biodynamic Wines) 
covers the subject. I respect both of these contributors’ opinions, although 
I do not completely agree with either of them. (Anyone interested in my 
view should look at www.wine-pages.com/guests/tom/gm.htm.)

Reader’s knowledge level

Unlike most other wine books, Wine Report assumes a certain level of 
knowledge. Therefore, there are rarely any explanations of technical 
terms or even references to historical incidents. Readers are expected 
to know what these terms mean and what the references refer to, or 
at least have the intelligence and curiosity to look them up.

News and Grapevine items

Regional reports include news affecting the region and its producers, 
wines, and consumers. This may incorporate gossip and rumour but not 
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marketing or sales stories unless they are of an exceptional or very hot 
nature. Non-regional reports have their own structure. It should be 
noted that, for Wine & Health, Beverley Blanning has been specifically 
commissioned to report the bad news as well as the good and, if 
anything, to err on the side of the former rather than the latter. I want 
to give readers as much good health news as possible, but Wine Report 
is for wine enthusiasts and cannot afford to be vulnerable to accusations 
of selective reporting of this sensitive issue.

Opinion

Contributors have quite a free hand to spout off about anything they 
feel strongly about, but there are certain categories of opinion that 
are obligatory. These are, essentially, anything that is currently 
practised, legally or not, that the contributor believes should not be, 
and anything that the contributor believes should be happening, but 
is not. Contributors should always attempt to balance their criticisms 
with practical solutions. Readers should expect to see the same 
opinions repeated or refined in each edition, unless the situation 
changes, which would be news in itself.

Vintage Reports 

Each regional contributor provides an advance report on the very latest 
harvest (the year before date of publication for the northern hemisphere, the 
actual year of publication for the southern hemisphere), plus brief updates 
on the previous five vintages. In the first edition, it was difficult enough to 
get some contributors to rate vintages on a 100-point scale, but most toed 
the line. However, everyone was using a different yardstick, so, from the 
second edition, all vintage ratings conform to the following definitions. 

    100 No vintage can be accurately described as perfect, but those 
  achieving a maximum score must be truly great vintages.
90–99 Excellent to superb.
80–89 Good to very good.
70–79 Average to good.
60–69 Disappointing.
40–59 Very bad.
  0–39 Disastrous.

Vintage ratings should merely be seen as “betting odds”. They express 
the likelihood of what might be reasonably expected from a wine of a 
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given year. The higher the rating, the fewer the exceptions; quality and 
consistency do, to some extent, go hand in hand.

Top 10s

If percentile ratings for vintages did not set the cat among the pigeons, 
then these Top 10s of producers and wines certainly did. Very few 
contributors were worried about listing the 10 best of anything, but 
several were extremely reluctant to put that list in order of preference. 
Eventually most agreed to do this, but readers might come across the 
odd list that looks suspiciously as if it is in alphabetical order… 

There was no requirement for each Top 10 to be fully utilized. If a 
contributor truly believes that, for example, only five or six producers 
or wines deserve a place in a particular Top 10, then that is perfectly 
acceptable. Furthermore, it was permitted to place the same producer or 
wine in more than one list. Such coexistence could even apply to the 
Greatest and Best-Value Producers or Best Bargain Top 10s.

Prices

All prices in this guide are average retail prices, including tax, per bottle, 
expressed in the local currency of the country of origin. This is not a 
buyer’s guide; the wines listed are supposed to be the greatest, best-
bargain, or most exciting or unusual, without restricting the choice to 
those that happen to be available on any specific market.

Greatest Wine Producers

My guidelines to the contributors made it clear that their choice should 
be “regardless of status”. In other words, even if there is some sort of 
acknowledged hierarchy, such as Bordeaux’s cru classé system, the 
contributor should not feel restrained by it. On the other hand, if a 
contributor agrees entirely with a perceived hierarchy, there is nothing 
preventing him or her following it slavishly. Some contributors set 
themselves their own criteria. Dan Berger, for example, told me that for 
his greatest producers he had decided: (a) the winery had to be in 
business for at least 10 years, and production over that period had to have 
remained substantially the same; (b) the winery had to use substantially 
the same fruit sources, mainly from owned or leased vineyards, for the 
last 10 years, and not deviate from a house style; (c) the ownership and 
winemaking had to be consistent over the last 10 years; and (d) the winery 
must make at least two wines that have achieved the highest levels of 
quality without ever deviating from that level, even in a mediocre vintage.
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Dan’s criteria represent a very professional way of ascertaining 
greatness, but they are not ones that I would impose on all contributors. 
Furthermore, the term “greatest” is relative: it does not necessarily mean 
that the producer is intrinsically great. The best producer in California 
should be intrinsically great, but although the greatest producer in 
Belgium must, by definition, be its greatest, in practice it will be no more 
than “interesting”. Readers should expect the Greatest Producers list to 
change the least of all the Top 10s from year to year.

Fastest-Improving Producers 

Whether good or bad, reputations tend to stick well beyond their shelf 
life, which is why this particular Top 10 is probably the most useful. While 
the rest of the market lags behind, you can benefit from the insider 
knowledge of Wine Report, buying up top-performing wines long before 
others cotton on and prices increase.

New Up-and-Coming Producers 

While Fastest-Improving Producers will probably be well-established 
wineries that have perked up, this Top 10 focuses on the newer producers 
that are the ones to watch. In some of the more conservative traditional 
areas, “new” will be relative and should perhaps be taken to mean newer 
or a producer whose wines used to be sold only from the cellar door but 
have recently become more widely available. 

Best-Value Producers 

This is self-explanatory.

Greatest-Quality Wines 

Each contributor has his or her own method for determining their 
greatest wines. I am sure that many do as I tend to do, and that is to 
list the greatest I have tasted within the last 12 months, rather than the 
greatest wines per se. True experts in classic areas will probably have 
notes on thousands of wines tasted in the last 12 months, and of these 
there could be 50-odd wines that would justifiably achieve a top score. 
Most contributors could probably fill their Top 10 Greatest Wines several 
times over. (Most years I could fill the Top 10 Greatest Alsace Wines 
twice over with just Zind Humbrecht’s wines.) Thus realistically this 
should be viewed as merely “10 of the greatest”. Then, of course, we 
have to put them in order of preference, which can be a real pain. How, 
for example, is it possible to say whether the greatest red bordeaux is 
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better than the greatest Sauternes, or the greatest Alsace Gewurztraminer 
better than the greatest Alsace Pinot Gris? If David Peppercorn and I find 
this difficult, what about Nick Belfrage and Franco Ziliani? The range of 
wines in Italy is far more complex. So, what most contributors end up 
with is “10 of the greatest in a less-than-logical order of preference”. 
This would worry me in any other book, but readers of Wine Report 
are supposed to be sophisticated enough to understand that this is 
fascinating enough in its own right.

Best Bargains

Although most will be relatively inexpensive, bargains do not necessarily 
have to be cheap. It is easier to find bargains at lower prices, just as it 
is easier to find great wines at higher prices, but it is possible to find 
relative bargains at any price point. In theory, the greatest, most 
expensive bordeaux could be the number-one Best Bargain.

Most Exciting or Unusual Finds

This could be an unusually fine wine from what is normally a below-
standard region, winery, or grape. It might be an atypical wine, or the 
first of a certain variety or style. Each wine listed will carry a brief 
explanation of why it is so exciting and/or unusual.

The 100 Most Exciting Wine Finds

Each contributor was asked to submit four wines for consideration for 
this section of the book, which meant approximately 150 wines. Only 
contributors for the emerging or more obscure wine regions were allowed 
to proffer wines from their Greatest Wines. The rest had to select wines 
from either their Best Bargains or Most Exciting or Unusual Finds, 
otherwise this section would be stacked with Pétrus, Krug, Romanée-
Conti, the quality of which most readers will be aware of, but few can 
afford. I then tasted the wines blind, grouped by variety or style, culling 
almost 40 per cent (which is why I limited myself to just one wine from 
Champagne and one wine from Alsace). Contributors also provided a 
tasting note, which is followed by my own comment.


