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Greater Than the Sum
of Their Parts
by Deborah Parker Wong

WHILE RESEARCHING THE current
popularity of blended wines in preparation
for a talk about blends that begin life as bulk
wine, I discovered white blends emerged
as the exception rather than the rule.
Consumer preferences for monovarietal
white wines—Sauvignon Blanc is currently
the fastest-growing white variety—are the
likely drivers there, but that doesn’t stop
winemakers from creating successful proprietary blends.
In 2014, blended wines accounted for
more than 40 percent of new entries
to the U.S. market, with the lion’s share
going to reds (29.3 percent) and whites
accounting for just 1.9 percent. When surveyed, domestic consumers said they liked
blended wines because they are experimental, interesting and trendy with better
value. But it’s not the classic blends from
regions like Bordeaux, the Southern Rhône,
Valpolicella and Rioja they’re referring to;
it’s the under-$25 blends that are marketed
as nothing more than just that—blends.
One striking example of success with
modern blends is Dave Phinney’s Locations
Wine portfolio, which goes even further by
eliminating vintage and relying on branding
that’s almost cryptic in its simplicity. Through
a partnership with Cordorníu Raventós,
Phinney has assembled a portfolio of wines
blended from across single countries. For
example, his non-vintage wine labelled
“E” (the international circulation mark for
Spain) is a blend of Garnacha, Tempranillo,
Monastrell and Cariñena that’s dry in style
and sourced fro fi e re ions of pain io a,
Priorat, Jumilla, Toro and Ribera del Duero.
Inherently, blended wines that span states
or countries are wines of style, yet Phinney’s

Friuli-Venezia Giulia, Puglia and Sicily.
Described as fresh and crisp with intense
oral and spicy aro as of white owers, white pepper and lemongrass over
white peach and green apple, Manzoni
Bianco sounds more like Riesling than
Chardonnay—which is a triumph, as Riesling
crosses are typically lackluster and notoriously absent of varietal character. With age,
the wines have shown to develop petrol
notes from the inherent 1,1,6,-trimethyl1,2-dihydronapthalene (TDN) compound.
Manzoni Bianco can be found in the
wines of the Bianco di Custoza (the whites
of Bardolino) and Colli di Conegliano
DOCs with many monovarietal wines
being imported. One producer of note is
Elisabetta Foradori, whose 2015 Foradori
Fontanasanta Manzoni Bianco ($32 SRP)
is an IGT wine from Trentino-Alto Adige;
it spends one week on the skins and 12
months in neutral acacia vats. Foradori’s
wine illustrates the success of this crossing,
showing white stone fruits, white melon
and green spices like cardamom and lemongrass on a medium weight body that is
freshly balanced at 12% ABV.
There’s an increasing number of
Italian native varieties making their way
to California through the efforts of
winegrowers like Bryan Harrington and
Greg Graziano, who collaborate with the
University of California, Davis to propagate
virus-free plant material. Given growing
consumer preferences for monovarietal
wines and winemakers’ interest in the
increased complexity of blends, the introduction of varieties like Manzoni Bianco
could represent a compelling way forward
for the industry.

wines from Spain, France, Italy, Argentina,
California, Oregon and Washington can be
readily differentiated from one another (if
not pegged directly to their place of origin).
The “place” is communicated by the grape
varieties he’s chosen, as well as the fact that
the blends themselves are greater than the
sum of their parts.
Although fewer in number, modern
white blends tend to follow a recipe of
sorts that’s based on how a perfumer
constructs a scent. They typically begin with
fuller wines like Chardonnay, Sémillon and
the white Rhône varieties providing a base
note, followed by the addition of middle
notes of acidity and fruit from varieties like
Sauvignon Blanc and Chenin Blanc and top
notes of perfumed varieties like Muscat,
Viognier and Gewürztraminer.
After winemakers have experienced
dozens of unappealing wines based solely
on Chardonnay and Riesling, it’s easy to see
why they use a formula to achieve harmonious and appealing modern white blends.
While blending Chardonnay and Riesling
as finished wines isn t particularly successful, an Italian grape variety called Manzoni
Bianco—created by Luigi Manzoni in the
1920s and 1930s in Conegliano, Italy—
proves exceptions indeed exist.
Manzoni originally thought he had
crossed Riesling with Pinot Grigio, but
genetic analysis proved the presence of
Chardonnay instead. Considered one the
world’s few truly successful white Vitis
crossings, Manzoni Bianco plantings are on
the uptick in Italy. According to Italian native
grape expert and author Ian D’Agata, the
variety has proven success in that it can now
be found beyond the Veneto in Trentino,
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