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Wines of The Times
Summer’s Background Music 

By ERIC ASIMOV
Published: July 21, 2009
WE are in for it now. Labor Day may as well be New Year’s Eve, and the Fourth of July, well, who can even remember that far back? It’s the heat, it’s the humidity, it’s the vast plateau in the middle of summer with no beginning and no end. 

At such points on the mental calendar one of wine’s primary purposes is to offer relief from the daily bout with seasonal oppression. Like a good beach read, the wine should be engaging enough to retain interest but not heavy, entertaining at the cost of no more than idle thought, background music with an escapist overture. When the last glass is emptied, the memories will fade, leaving behind a pleasing sense of regeneration.
I don’t mean to damn with faint praise. It’s a fairly recent phenomenon to think of wine solely as the star of the table, demanding the spotlight and the attention. Wine’s long history is largely in a subordinate role, quietly smoothing the enjoyment of a meal, a conversation, a romance. The background is a place where wines often belong, but rarely one that winemakers are willing to accept.

Many wines constitutionally fill this bill. In the summer, I think not surprisingly of light, crisp whites — sauvignon blanc, for one. Not all sauvignon blancs, of course. Some can be too stimulating, like a top Sancerre or Pouilly-Fumé, or a white Bordeaux from Pessac-Léognan. Such wines are wasted if the aim is essentially mindless entertainment.

Others can be overly oppressive, like New Zealand sauvignon blancs, or too expensive, like sauvignon blancs from California and Sancerre. 

Luckily, there is no shortage of sauvignon blancs in this world. Few grapes have prospered in so many different areas; indeed, in so many different continents. I haven’t had an Asian sauvignon blanc yet, though I’m sure they exist. I can’t say the same about an Antarctic sauvignon blanc.

I have had a number of sauvignon blancs from South America, though. They have been pretty good, and often they have been budget priced. 

To see whether South American sauvignon blancs were indeed good candidates as summer sippers, the wine panel recently sampled 20 bottles, mostly from the 2008 vintage but with a few ’07s thrown in. As my colleague Florence Fabricant was away for this tasting, I was joined by two guests, Elizabeth Harcourt, sommelier at Corton in TriBeCa, and Stephen Paul Mancini, wine and spirits director at Union Square Cafe.

We found that the wines tended to fall into two distinct styles. Some were balanced, crisp, restrained and dry, with tangy mineral flavors. Others seemed overly aggressive, attacking the taste buds more in the piercing New Zealand style. Elizabeth called them “beastlike,” and Stephen likened the tasting to a preschool playground.
“Some wines want to be the bully, and others just want to hang out and play on the swings,” he said. Needless to say, we preferred the more sedate wines.

Though the plan was to have tasted sauvignon blancs from both Argentina and Chile, we could easily have restricted ourselves to Chile. Among our 20 bottles, 16 were from Chile and just 4 from Argentina, and our 10 favorites included just one from Argentina, the 2008 Urban Uco from Mendoza, a $9 bottle that was indeed a fine example of a sedate summer quaff.

Tasting Report: Great Beach Reads, in Liquid Form

BEST VALUE

Urban Uco 2008
$9

Argentina Mendoza Sauvignon Blanc

Spicy, smoky aromas, with subtle mineral and green fruit aromas. (Tempranillo, New Rochelle)
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