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How to find your way around a Beijing wine list

by Fongyee Walker and Edward Ragg

wine lists, service standards and wine knowledge to be in

their infancy. But with the Olympics fast approaching, the
pressure and pace of change are mounting,

Wine lists are useful indicators of the general wine scene.
However, if you're new to wine, how do you find your way around
a baffling wine list when service staff may have little clue of what
they’re selling? How can you assess the quality of the list and get
the best quality/price ratio for your hard-earned renminbi?

It may sound obvious but Beijing restaurants often fail on
the basics. A wine list should be clearly organized, either leading
by grape varieties, countries, wine styles or some other category
that the customer can easily identify. A poorly organized list
full of spelling errors should ring alarm bells. If restaurants
really care about their customers and
the wines they drink, they will make
the list as easily accessible and error
free as possible. Next, consider how
many countries and regions are rep-
resented, rather than the overall list
size. Obviously specialist restaurants
may confine themselves to particular
regions — for instance, the Ritz-Carl-
ton’s Barolo restaurant has a specific Barolo list — but, generally,
a decent spread of international wines from around the globe is
encouraging,

Then, check price ranges. Many Beijing restaurants suffer
from essentially top-heavy lists: plenty of trophy bottles at RMB
5,000 and up, an offering or two of ordinary table wine for RMB
200 and nothing in between. Sometimes there’s Chateau Lafite or
some other high-end Bordeaux, usually at absurdly inflated prices,
alongside bulk-imported Chilean wine, with nothing mid-range.
Indeed, there’s often nothing you’d actually want to drink with
what you're eating. Such lists have a tendency to be filled from
one supplier. So beware of single importer lists, which usually
have telltale logos!

Here in China, if you want the best value for money, generally
avoid France. Some of the worst and best wines imported into
China are French, all at a premium. But if you really fancy some
Bordeaux or Rhone, go for the nominally “lesser” wines from
high-quality producers, not the top labels or top areas. Australia,
although popular, and Chile, the third most successful country
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Try “funky” grape varieties, as
these are generally harder to
sell than the ubiquitous
Cabernet Sauvignon
or Chardonnay

in terms of imports, can still offer good value, particularly on
lists with mid-range pricing. Above all, choose wines from less
popular regions but made by good producers: for example, instead
of a poorly made Champagne, choose something decent from
Prosecco — such as NV Extra Dry Prosecco di Valdobbiadene,
Mionetto, Veneto (available from Palette Wines, RMB 130).

Also, try “funky” grape varieties, as these are generally harder
to sell than the ubiquitous Cabernet Sauvignon or Chardonnay.
Keep an eye out for white grapes like V iognier, Riesling, Chenin
Blanc or Italian varieties Cortese, Garganega or Verdicchio, for
whites, and Dolcetto or Barbera, for reds. Don’t be afraid of
mispronouncing them! Use the wine number or, simplest of all,
just point to the wines you'd like. The easily pronounced (and
orderable) Chardonnay and Merlot can command premiums. So
choose something different. For
example, peachy, lush Viognier can
be a better bargain than an ordinary
Chardonnay. Likewise, choose Dol-
cetto or Barbera-based wines from
high-end Piemonte producers with-
out forking out for their top Barolo
or Barbaresco.

With blended wines — say,
most Bordeaux or Champagne — opt for New World “versions” in-
corporating the same grapes and processes. Instead of a Bordeaux
red, for example, go for a Cabernet-based “Bordeaux blend” from
Australia, South Africa or Chile. Instead of Champagne, pick an
Australian sparkling made by the same Methode Champenoise
process using the same classic grapes: Chardonnay, Pinot Noir
and Pinot Meunier. Not only will you pay less, you will also, often,
geta technically berter-made wine. Champagne is a region where
too much bad sparkling wine is made, relative to the high quality
of a few select houses and growers.

But if this sounds too much like hard work, put yourself in
the hands of those restaurateurs with good lists and competent
service staff. Thankfully, with several top hotels already set-
ting examples, the lot of the Beijing wine lover should steadily
improve!

Fongyee Walker and Edward Ragg run Dragon Phoenix Fine
Wine Consulting, a wholly independent wine education and
consultancy service (www.longfengwines.com)
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