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I was delighted to join the GMA trip in June 2006, as Alsace has for some time been a wine region that I admire for its distinct wine styles and grape varieties. What I did not know about Alsace until I visited was the immense sense of history which pervades the region and the pride and protectionism that surrounds that history in the face of a rapidly changing international wine market.
I was impressed to learn that the Beyer family have been making wine in Alsace for fourteen generations, the Hugel, Trimbach and Muré families for twelve, and the Schlumberger family for seven. Many of their wineries are the architectural, and even cultural, “centre” of the villages in which they are located. Hugel’s tasting rooms and winery are right at the heart of historic Riquewihr. Léon Beyer’s caves housed Eguisheim villagers during two World Wars, and they are treasured local landmarks. Alsatian architecture harkens back to 15th-16th century heyday when Alsace wines were considered the most highly-valued in Europe. Despite its difficult history, Alsace’s status as one of the great wine regions of the world is evidenced by the presence of many great Grand Cru sites – Clos Saint Hune, Hengst, and Kitterlé, to name a few.
There are remarkable similarities in the winemaking philosophies of the GMA, which reflect the dedication and seriousness that they apply to their craft. They all refer to their wines as “classic, aristocratic, and reserved” – the antithesis of the “obvious, flashy, or overwhelming” wines of other producers or regions. Descriptors repeated many times over the course of our visit were “austere, impeccable, restrained, precise, clean and bone dry, with steely mineral character”. Hubert Trimbach described: “we have a Protestant style - vigorous and firm.” Similarly, Jean Hugel rejects oak and residual sugar as “make-up”. One of the most inspiring tastings of our trip was hosted by Jean Meyer, at Josmeyer. He talked about the fact that great wines, like great architecture, are built to last. Only the best materials and craftsmanship can produce wines that age (and improve) for decades, and that maintain their freshness for many days after opening. 

This consistency of vision is no doubt attributable in some degree to the close-knit community of the GMA. My perception of this group was one of a “healthy rivalry”, with the members spurring each other through competition or praise towards a shared ideal of excellence and passion. One of my favourite moments of the trip was during the Old Vintage Tasting at Schlumberger. Three generations of winemakers were present and the topic of conversation turned to Alsace’s greatest vintages. What followed was a good natured but heated debate that highlighted the very long collective memory of the group, and the passion of the different winemakers in terms of what constitutes excellence for a specific varietal.
There were consistently high standards regarding viticulture as well – not surprising given the high percentages of Grand Cru vineyards in many of the GMA estates. All domaines talked about the long ripening season, complex soils, low yields, old average vine ages, meticulous thinning of fruit, hand harvesting, rigorous attention to potential alcohol, and “stressed” vines with deep root structures. In the wineries, we saw large, old cuves with enormous walls of tartrate crystals forming an inert ageing vessel. There was much discussion of long, cool fermentation, early fining and bottling, and deliberate bottle ageing.
Our GMA hosts were many of the great names of Alsace, and it was difficult to keep in perspective that they are actually a small minority of producers in the region. They – perhaps quite rightly – consider themselves to be the protectors and “last bastions” of the traditional Alsace styles, and this defensive attitude has prompted several families to become influential in AOC legislation. Jean Hugel and his father initiated the new Vendanges Tardives & Selection de Grains Nobles legislation – some of strictest in France, and the first time that INAO law was written by winemakers. Compliance with these laws is paid for by the wineries, without much complaint given their onerous nature. 
In spite of a relatively high level of protectionism and conservatism, there were many progressive efforts within the GMA as well. Several wineries are adopting quite progressive viticultural methods, such as Josmeyer with organic compost, biodynamics and indigenous flora amongst vines. Schlumberger subscribe to the Tyflo Charter for sustainable vine growing. Alsace wines are 100% varietal, which as actually quite progressive for France and in line with trends that help consumers to navigate the wine category more easily. Families such as Dopff have forged new ground with a range of Crémant wines, including varietal wines and rosé.
Perhaps less obvious to many is the progressive approach that many GMA members have taken to family business planning. Few industries in the world see next-generation leadership emerge at such a young age as in these families. The GMA seems to facilitate this through collective support of young leadership, and opportunities for the younger generations to learn from each others’ training. Séverine Schlumberger and Yann Beyer were two of the most charismatic hosts of our trip, with progressive and worldly attitudes towards winemaking and marketing. 

A final area of progressive focus – and one that I think has tremendous potential for the future of Alsace – is that of food pairing, particularly with Asian cuisine. Many producers celebrated the compatibility of Japanese food with Riesling, and of highly-flavoured Szechuan, Indonesian and Malaysian cuisines with Pinot Gris or late-harvest wines. Delicate Cantonese dishes were paired with Pinot Blanc or Riesling, and coconut- or curry-based Thai dishes were paired with Gewurztraminer. Josmeyer has created the blend “Fleur de Lotus” specifically for pairing with oriental cuisine. These are the types of food associations that will open up new markets and make Alsace wines into “must-stock” features on wine lists all over the world.
In summary, I was impressed by the unique balance between tradition and forward thinking that we saw on our visit. I hope that this balance will lead to longstanding differentiation for Alsace in a global wine market where historical and geographic distinctions are becoming more blurred. It seems that, in Alsace as in other regions of the world, much of this will depend upon a second balancing act between pride and arrogance: pride to keep standards high without the arrogance that can lead to limited horizons. I, for one, intend to loyally support the wines of Alsace and I wish the GMA all the very best success.
