Grapes, Weather, Vintage and Palate – Wine at the mercy of the Elements, October 2002  By Greg Varley

     “Grapes, like all other fruits, depend on ideal weather conditions to produce a good, sweet, juicy crop. France, like England has erratic and unpredictable weather. A truly magnificent wine can only be produced in ideal weather conditions.”

     At one time or another every wine consumer is confronted with a vintage chart. The product of research by wine publications and distributors, growers and producers associations, or governmental agencies, each vintage chart brings its own agenda to the process of determining the quality of that year’s wines. In order to justify their ratings (publications), sell their products (growers, etc.), or support their tax base (government agencies), everyone has a story to tell. The weather was terrible, or the weather was manageable, but in all instances the vintage chart and the effort to explain its numbers is in large part a product of the weather. 

     In a summary of the 1965 Bordeaux vintage, Michael Broadbent stated, “One of the four worst postwar vintages … Whose fault? The weather’s. Uneven and protracted flowering after a long winter; heavy rains throughout the summer; September wet and humid, causing rot. The remaining grapes ripened late and irregularly. Weather improved late for harvest, 15 October. Smallish crop of very light and thin wines.” There is nothing that has a greater influence on agriculture than weather. The unpredictability of the weather will make the difference between grapes that are the basis for a great harvest, and grapes that fail to ripen resulting in a poor wine, or in the very worst case, no harvest at all. 

     The key to understanding vintage charts in relation to the weather is recognition that weather is never the same in all regions of the world. For instance, the very existence of a draught in one region will likely suggest that there will be an excess of water elsewhere. The world’s water supply is part of a closed system. There is always the same amount of moisture on or around the earth. If we have too much, than someone else has too little, and still someone else has just the right amount. 

     While no one can really control for the weather, everyone in agriculture attempts to mitigate the impact of negative weather. Robert Mondavi, one of the most progressive producers in the world, has worked with NASA to develop an imaging system that will permit them to analyze irrigation needs, the effect of vine spacing on water use, determine vine stress, canopy development, and ultimately affect the quality of the wine produced each year. 

     While there will also be an ability to study the sunlight intercepted by each grape cluster, and the movement of the glassywing sharpshooter (the carrier of Pierce’s Disease), the real goal is find proactive measures that growers may employee to offset the effect of less than ideal weather. 

     In the meantime there are some key climatic conditions that the consumer should keep in mind. Premature heat that allows young buds to sprout to early and make them vulnerable to frost; hail that not only damages the current crop but may ruin the next year’s by bruising the vine; drought that causes vines to wither and changes the acidity of the soil thus altering flavor; and finally, heavy rain that can cause grapes to rot on the vine, thus making them unfit for vinification. 

     Spring and fall are most critical. Temperatures in the ideal range to allow for buds late enough to avoid frost, and generous rain to promote growth answers most growers prayers. The fall is critical because varietals ripen at different rates, thus requiring a warm and dry period from late August through early October. Cool weather immediate following harvest will enhance the fermentation process by reducing the risk of overheating and excess alcohol. The cycle of concern is never-ending. 

     So, when watching the Weather Channel, don’t head for the refrigerator once the local forecast has been delivered. Check the national and world maps for those indicators that will make reading the vintage charts all that much easier. 

