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TO DRINK CHILEAN WINE

BY MICHAEL SCHACHNER
PHOTOS BY MEG BAGGOTT

INnChile, where a commitment to
making terroir-driven fine wine has existed
for only about a quarter-century, the learning
curve has been steep—especially for Chilean
winemakers. Eventually, however, expertise
takes over. That's where Chile is today: Years
spent identifying the best vineyard sites and
ideal harvest times combined with exploring
various winemaking techniques and blends
have resulted in Chile’s best wines ever.
Here's a look at four key Chilean wine
categories and what to drink from each.
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COOL-CLIMATE QUALITY

In the 19th century, when European immi-
grants started planting Chile’s first commercial
vineyards with varieties like Cabernet Sauvi-
gnon, Merlot (later identified mostly as Car-
menére) and Sauvignon Blane, it was the fertile
Central Valley they seized on. Access to the
capital city of Santiago and easy-to-irrigate,
large valley-floor parcels was the formula for
seminal wineries like Concha y Toro, Santa
Carolina and San Pedro.

And while volume continues to pave the
way for Chile, during the 1990s, a cadre of Chil-
eans realized that the terroir of their country
shared much in common with that of Califor-
nia. Led by former Concha y Toro winemaker
Pablo Morandé, vintners began sizing up cool
regions close to the Pacific Ocean for plant-
ings of Pinot Noir, Chardonnay, Syrah and
Sauvignon Blanc.

Initially, these pioneers struggled to find
water in coastal-influenced places like the
Casablanca, Leyda, San Antonio and Limari
valleys. But over time, rivers were tapped,
wells were dug and vines went into the ground.

Fast-forward to the early 2000s and these
groundbreaking cool-climate winemakers
faced another major challenge: Many of the
original plantings included the wrong clones
for locations that run 10-20°F cooler than
inland areas. Out went the bad vines, and in
came the new.

Today, these newer vineyards are nearing
maturity, says Rafael Urrejola, winemaker at
Undurraga, whose Terroir Hunter series fo-
cuses on small-production wines from specific
terroirs. One of its best wines is a Pinot Noir
from Leyda Valley, located less than seven
miles from the chilly Pacific.

“Good clonal material from Davis and Di-
jon that was planted from 2000 to 2007 is
starting to deliver more consistency,” says
Urrejola. “Soil character is also showing up in
our Pinot Noirs. Pinot is working well in gran-
ite. Also interesting are the wines from chalk,
partial schist formations, even alluvial soils.”

Relying on more appropriate clones has no
doubt helped, but Urrejola says the most im-
portant advancement Chilean winemakers
have made with cool-climate wines is learning
when to harvest.

“Those who have been working with Pinot
Noir for years now realize that old Cabernet
recipes don’t fit with what we’re doing,” he
says. “I'm searching for more freshness, a red-
fruit character and length to the wines.”

Cabernets, but in
warm regions it’s
not all Cabernet,

MONTES

UNIQUE VARIETAL WINES
& INTRIGUING BLENDS

Chile is renowned for its powerful, soft-tannin
Cabernet Sauvignons, but in warm, established
regions like the Colchagua, Cachapoal and Mai-
po valleys, it’s not all Cabernet, all the time.

One wine that’s worthy of a callout is Viu
Manent’s Viu 1, a Malbec that hails from an
80-year-old vineyard in the Cunaco section
of Colchagua, about 100 miles south of San-
tiago. Called San Carlos, this unirrigated
vineyard planted atop a deep base of clay pro-
duces Chile’s best Malbec. Given that the pop-
ularity of Malbec from neighboring Argentina
isn’t waning, this style of wine, now in its 13th
edition, should be familiar.

Viu 1 was long about extraction, maximum
ripeness and alcohol levels well above 15%.
But current winemaker Patricio Celedén, who
took over in 2010, has been downscaling the
wine to fit what he and owner José Miguel Viu
perceive as an emerging global palate, one that
values freshness over weight and ripeness.

To get more elegance in a warm-climate
Malbec, Celedén is harvesting seven to 10 days
earlier than in the past. He’s also reducing the
wine’s time in oak, while dropping the percent-
age of new oak from 100% to about 80%.

“Both 2011 and 2013 were very cool years
forus,” says Celedon. “Each year had amplified
natural acidity, which in a hot region like Col-
chagua is beneficial.”

In order to harness that vital acidity,
Celedén harvested in late April in both years
rather than in May (the equivalent of Novem-
ber in the Northern Hemisphere), which used
to be common.

“We're getting good results with these ear-
ly harvests,” says Celedon. “We start picking
grapes every week beginning the first week of
March, just to see what we have. I think we've
achieved a better wine due to more natural
acidity, less alcohol and less new oak.”

Closer to Santiago, in the Alto Maipo region,
Alvaro Espinoza has made a delicious Syrah-
led blend called Kuyen since 2001. Based on
a varying recipe of roughly 50% Syrah, with a
Cabernet Sauvignon component of about one-
third (the remainder is Carmenére and Petit
Verdot), Kuyen functions as a second wine to
Espinoza’s burlier Antiyal.

Syrah, hardly a household name in Chile,
“is such a versatile grape, one that’s capable of
producing quality wines in a multitude of soils
and climates,” says Espinoza.
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