
 
 

 
 
The following article appeared in February 2006, following a seminar with Olivier Humbrecht MW 
organized by the Circle of Wine Writers and further correspondence with Olivier himself, to whom I am 
most grateful to. I have not altered any of the original piece, and divided the tasting notes into those tasted 
at the seminar, at the SITT tasting and miscellaneous notes over the years. 
 
Having penetrated the Circle of Wine Writers (CWW), it was only a matter of time before I attended my 
inaugural CWW seminar at Kettners grandiose pizza parlor. I arrived on time armed with pencil, notebook 
and brain; only to find that the subject of the seminar, Olivier Humbrecht MW had as yet, failed to 
materialize. Oh dear, just my luck. My brain had been primed to receive his sermon, I was converse in 
mulch sausages and lunar(tic) cycles, and I had prepared a list of probing journalistic questions. 
 
I sat myself at a pew, whereupon a wizened old fellow sat down next to me, introducing himself as Hugo, 
by all appearances a man whose wine career commenced when the Dutch were draining the Bordeaux 
marshes. He was friendly and chatty, a sage who I could have learnt from, had he not promptly snoozed off 
after the first minute. 

 
(Olivier Humbrecht MW, pictured here at a tasting in 
London showcasing biodynamic wines.) 
 
Monsieur Humbrecht finally strode in like Aragorn late 
for a battle, perhaps delaying his entrance due to the 
proximity of Mars to Jupiter. He is a tall man with an 
athletic physique; his English more fluent than most of 
Essex and he knows wine. I mean really knows wine: 
both in a biological and spiritual sense. Whether you 
agree with his views or not, even if his proselytizing of 
biodynamic principles leaves you smirking with 
incredulity, anyone pursuing a career in wine should 
listen and learn from Humbrecht, the first Frenchman to 
pass the Master of Wine exam in 1988 and who has 
subsequently furrowed his own path, formed his own 
ideas about vineyard husbandry and vinification. 
 
That afternoon, Humbrecht was a fountain of 
knowledge and enlightenment; information 
nonchalantly spewed out at such a rate that it became 
impossible to catch every golden nugget of wisdom. If 
only time had a rewind or slow-motion button. After an 
hour, you could smell the burning charcoal as 
journalists telephoned back to HQ, to courier over a 
new batch of pencils. Some simply gave up, reclined 



back in their chair and soaked up Humbrecht's rays of savoir-faire. 
 
What did I do? Well I scribbled as much as I physically could, tried to make sense of it, wrote a draft and 
concluded that it did neither the seminar nor Olivier justice. What to do? Well, I decided to write the article 
from the horse’s mouth and e-mailed Olivier with points I wanted to clarify. His answers were so 
informative that they deserved to be printed without this writers' embellishment and so I simply chopped 
and sliced his sermon into digestible portions, polished the grammar and then tried to understand it. 
 
Vineyards 
 
Before I continue with Olivier's reply to my questions, let me outline background information that he 
presented at the seminar. 
 
Olivier Zind-Humbrecht first adumbrated the domaine's holding scattered around Alsace. Referring to the 
5.5-hectares "Clos Saint Urban", he informed us that the vineyard was composed of sedimentary rock, with 
much of the area on steep slopes (up to 45°). Such taxing topology meant that he has to continuously 
replace his vineyard workers' shoes, which rapidly fall apart (he should have bought them some Clarks). 
 
Clos Windsbuhl is a 6.5-hectare vineyard with a cool microclimate, located at 250-300m above sea level 
with a South to Southeasterly exposure. The soil composition is made up of ancient seashells with a thin 
topsoil and a deep clayey subsoil. 
 
Goldert has a more easterly orientation with an oolitic marl/limestone soil that promotes vigor in the vine 
whilst Clos Jebsel is more southerly facing and has a warmer micro-climate, located in a natural 
amphitheatre that offers protection from the elements and this concentration of heat promote botrytis. The 
soil is deep, heavy marl mixed with gypsum. 
 
He also spoke about his entry level "Zind", which was introduced in 2001, a blend of 50% Chardonnay and 
50% Auxerrois, which had hitherto been labeled "Pinot d'Alsace." He pointed out that Auxerrois is the 
same as Pinot Blanc, but that in actual fact very little true Pinot Blanc now exists in the region. 
 
Biodynamie 
 
Olivier introduced biodynamic practices into the vineyard 1997, but the improvements were so tangible that 
he converted the entire vineyard to biodynamie in 1998. I asked him about the benefits of biodynamism. 
 
OZ-H: "There is more life activity in the soil and one of the many consequences is that the soil 
acquires a much better structure through a better humus/mineral complexity. This increases the 
erosion resistance, helps to keep the minerals in the soil whilst ameliorating drainage. The higher 
metabolism of the soil guarantees better and more regular nutrition of the vines. Biodynamic 
practices also provide all the energy and influences the vines need to stay "tuned" with its 
environment, making it more resistant to the major parasites. Developing this concept would take me 
days!" 
 
During the seminar, Olivier also mentioned that his vineyard workers were happier working in a natural 
environment, rather than spending hours spraying chemicals onto the vines. He then discussed his views on 
what is known as "the terminal bud". 
 
It gets a bit technical, so feel free to just look at the pretty pictures. 
 
The Terminal Bud 
 
OZ-H: "The "apex" or terminal bud, as you can see in the attached pictures, is responsible for the 
production of the growing hormones (auxines, gibberelines) in the plant. When you cut the branches 
of the vine before the apex naturally dries out, the vine will wake up the latent buds (at the base of 



each leaf) and grow new branches, often carrying smaller clusters, called "second crop" or 
"verjus"." 
 
"The growing of those secondary shoots brings new apexes, with more hormones circulating in the 
plant. The vine, which is naturally a plant dominated by a strong growing phase, will continue to 
grow and produce green material, multiply its cells and eventually neglect its grapes and their 
ripening." 
 
" Only when the growing hormones are exhausted (usually a few days after the natural loss of the 
apex) can the véraison (change of colour) start. Of course the véraison will still eventually occur 
when the apexes are active, but much later and less evenly: it means less ripeness and more 
importantly, uneven grape ripeness, since the véraison will be spread over too many days or weeks 
depending upon grape variety." 
 
"You can compare this to grass: as long as you cut it, it will grow. The more you cut it, the denser. If 
you do not cut grass, it will go to flower and fruit and eventually dry out." 
 
"Cutting the branches ("rognage" or hedging) also has a direct impact on the yields. The earlier the 
hedging (especially during the flowering), the more the vine will be able to pump energy in the 
grapes, lowering the risk of 'coulure' and making the grapes bigger. Experiences in Germany done in 
Geisenheim in the 1980's show clearly that there is a difference of 30% in crop size between an early 
hedging and no hedging at all (when the apexes fall off naturally). We are re-doing those experiments 
today to see also the impact on acidity and quality." 
 
Yields 
 
"Biodynamie allows the growers to produce high crop if they wanted to (more use of p500 and composts 
for example), but then, the quality will be affected and the wines would be more diluted. There is a direct 
relationship between the crop size and the quality of grapes. Crop size should not only be measured in hl/ha 
but also in Kg/vine. Each vineyard and grape variety has its own optimum for quality, but I do not know 
how to make interesting wines at 100hl/ha and I am quite sure that no grower would reduce their yield 
artificially if the quality would be the same." 
 
Fermentation 
 
Your research into using natural yeasts found that the wine "selected" the strain that they liked and that they 
fought against each other, prolonging the fermentation. Can you clarify the benefits of a long fermentation 
and exactly how long it can last at your domaine? 
 
"Fermentation can last anything from 2 months to 18 months. The longer the fermentation, the more 
contact there is with the lees and the higher their impact: more stability, less sulphites being used, 
less need for fining and protein stabilization. Longer fermentation also engenders a completely 
different array of aromatics, more stable and more complex, from the fact also that there are 
multiple yeast strains working. 
 
I can tell you the length of fermentation of the wines you tasted in London and compare it to your 
notes, you would be surprised !" 
 
"We researched natural yeasts and found that there are 15 to 20 strains of yeast before fermentation. 
We found that each wine selects their own strain and that these strains "fight" against each other, 
making the fermentation last longer." 
 
Chaptalization 
 
You dislike the practice of halting the fermentation and chaptalizing wines. Can you clarify that you would 
like to see a law passed, limiting the amount of residual sugar? 



 
"Chaptalization (or adding sugar during fermentation in order to compensate a low ripeness) is 
largely done in our area, especially in wines that lack ripeness and richness, in order to increase the 
alcohol level. Oenologists also realized that for wines with unripe phenols and bitterness, leaving 
some residual sugar helps hide many faults and brings a certain rich mouth feel." 
 
"I personally find that keeping residual sweetness in wines that have been chaptalized is equivalent 
to proposing a consumer to add sugar to a wine just before drinking it. It would actually be healthier 
as such wines would be bottled dry, with less filtration and sulphites (and many other things) to keep 
them from continuing the fermentation. I would be in favour for some kind of rule that would ban 
sugar in wines if they do not come from the natural ripeness of the grapes." 
 
Racking & Fining 
 
"We did not rack before March or April and for the 2003 vintage and racked only 2 wines. I hated 
fining with betonite and I wanted to reduce the amount we used, therefore we began leaving the wine 
to rest of the lees for six months without stirring and found that the yeast autolysis stabilizes the wine 
through the release of proteins." 
 
Selection 
 
"Since 1994 we have practice massal selection." 
 
Pinot Noir 
 
You mentioned that you picked the crop of Pinot Noir in just 1-1/2 hours. If I remember correctly you said 
the your manager called you the night before advising you picked the following day? Is that correct? 
 
"This was in 2003 only, as the crop was miniscule (we only produced 6 barriques in 2003 versus the 
usual 10-12). I had to go to a presentation of sweet wine in Switzerland (called SussFee, play of word 
with Saas Fee) the weekend before. My last ripeness check was much higher then expected, so I told 
my vineyard manager to do another one on the Monday (I was driving back to Alsace) and told him 
that if it was above level "x", he had to call our staff back from holiday (there were only a few 
working at that moment) and organise the picking for the next day." 
 
"Harvesting wasn't a big deal, as we only produce a very small amount of red wine. The following 
few days were more hectic, as I had to bottle some of our 2002s before starting the "real" harvest 
with the whites. Fortunately, the ripeness was then slower then expected, due to the high drought, the 
vine metabolism was slower and the sugar didn't increase as quickly. This was good, as it allowed us 
to leave the grapes longer on the vines for better phenolic ripeness." 
 
Selling Wine 
 
"I don't try to make a wine to satisfy everyone and I struggle to sell dry Riesling." 
Alsace AC Legislation 
 
What are the problems with current AC regulations. You mentioned that they should have limited the 
number of varieties to maintain consistency and identity of the Grand Crus. What other AC changes would 
you like to see implemented? 
 
"There are always certain grape varieties that perform better in some vineyards. The growers have 
to find them and stay with those. Unfortunately, they might not be the one which are the most 
popular in a commercial point of view. Hence, some producers choose grapes that are in "demand" 
more than the grapes that are the best suited to the vineyard's soil and climate." 
 



"I personally think that the AC laws are OK, the problems comes from the people who use 
techniques that modify the original natural character of the wines and then claim that this is the new 
standard (like chemicals, commercial yeasts) and creating problems at the AC approval tastings for 
some growers as their wines no longer resemble the mass. It is true that some AC laws might seem 
too strict and do not allow the producer some freedom of experimenting (other grape varieties, 
vinification) or using simpler labeling (like the use of grape variety on AC wines outside of Alsace). 
There could be some changes done in this direction!" 
 
Thoughts On Olivier Zind-Humbrecht and His Wines 
 
I spent much time deliberating about Olivier Humbrecht's wines. I find them compelling, incredibly 
complex, wines verging upon ineffable. I know that wine writers are supposed to spout adjectives, 
descriptive prose and metaphors with consummate ease but that is not always the case. Humbrecht's wines 
are not those that instantly flip the cerebral Rolodex of descriptors to the appropriate page, his wines 
challenge the olfactory senses, they demand time for contemplating their nuances and virtues and yes, 
shortcomings. Words struggle to encapsulate these wines, they live on the palate and not the page. 
 
At the same time, I am not going to claim that these are my favourite wines ever. As Olivier said, he does 
not set out to please the masses, but rather sets out to make a wine true to itself and hopes that others find 
pleasure from it. The key word, fundamental to Olivier's wine is "truth" in the sense that his wines must 
reflect Nature: the vineyard, the soil, the elements, the vine, its fruit with minimal interference from man 
(and that includes eschewing the use of sulphur dioxide.) Its a Zen-like approach to winemaking that 
creates philosophical, almost transcendental wines with bewitching complexity and a dance-troupe of 
flavours that seem to have so much "energy". 
 
But the flip side is that they are not necessarily wines you necessarily always enjoy. Let me clarify: 
Olivier's wines should not be categorized with "The Da Vinci Code", "She Loves You" or "Star Wars" 
(though I admire and unashamedly enjoy all three.) They are your "Catcher In The Rye", "I Am The 
Walrus" or "Solaris" (the Andrei Tarkovsky original.) They operate on an intellectual level, engage the grey 
matter, and make us think. As Olivier said, he is not out there to charm us with tea-spoons of residual 
sugar: that dry finish can come as quite a shock and takes some getting used to. 
 
One thing I will say is that the seminar at Kettner's changed the way I thought about wine, what it should 
and could be. For example, whenever I have inspected vineyard I look for uniform, neatly pruned vines, as 
an indicator of a conscientious vigneron. But here was one of the most respected winemakers in the world, 
advocating a practice that allows vines to almost run riot, spared from the secateurs; the "fear of shears". 
Next time I find myself traipsing through a vineyard with vines trailing hither and thither, I will speculate 
whether the vigneron cannot give a toss about the quality of his fruit or is one of Olivier Zind-Humbrecht's 
disciples? 
 
Olivier is a gifted maverick, someone who passed their Master of Wine exam (in their second language), 
absorbed the scientific doctrines and catechisms of the vine and viticulture and then questioned everything 
he had learnt before taking his wines in a more ecological, spiritual direction. As I said, I will not eulogize 
every wine he makes: after all this is knife-edge, adventurous winemaking and things can and do go wrong. 
But amongst the pantheon of wines that play it safe and remain within their limits, these are at frontier 
pushing forward, simultaneously flirting with danger and perfection. 
 
The final question I ask is how much this has to do with his embracing of biodynamism? 
 
That, my friends, deserves a separate article itself. 
 
— Neal Martin 
 


