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A-LISTERS

Our experts select Beijing’s best wine ment

by Edward Ragg and Fongyee Walker

n a city like Beijing where wine myths abound, consum-

ers are understandably edgy about what’s in their glasses.

Wine menus can list fakes — it’s always advisable to ask to

see bottles of Canadian ice wine or top Bordeaux before
trying, particularly in venues with no proven record of sommelier
service — and accuracy about vintages or other basic informa-
tion is often lacking. It’s not that restaurateurs are necessarily
out to cheat their customers. This information gap is due more
to the fact that Beijing is a relatively young market where those
responsible for wine purchasing may not have much knowledge
to fall back on.

So it is with this in mind that we
present some of the more reliable and
genuinely interesting wine lists round
town put together by professionals who
know what they’re doing. (Refer to our
June column for tips on how to navigate
a Beijing list and find good quality wines
without emptying your wallet.)

For starters, lists can be organized
differently: by grape variety, country,
wine styles or themes. Themed lists can
be really helpful for those new to wine, a good idea for many
Beijing consumers. The list at Sanlitun’s Mosto, for example, is
especially effective with categories such as “Lighter and Brighter
Whites” or “Spicier Reds” to guide the customer. Each wine
is then listed by grape variety with other relevant information
provided. Occasionally, the themed approach can be a bit of a
fad. But s long as the headings are helpful and the wines match
their descriptions, it’s a friendly way of arranging a list.

In categorizing some of the better Beijing lists, we've dreamed
up our own headings. What follows is hardly exhaustive, but all
the below wine menus and venues are worth experiencing. We
have not focused on Chinese restaurants, simply because many
do not yet have inspiring wine lists. But those higher-end hotels
where Chinese and Western restaurants are supplied from the
same in-house list can offer very good wines to accompany
different Chinese cuisines.

Light-bodied, sleek and elegant

Our “light-bodied” lists specialize in particular grapes or
regions only, which can result in exciting and rare finds. Good
examples are the wine menus at JW Matriott’s Pinot Brasserie
— where the Pinot family of grapes is king — or the Chaoyang
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Whether full-bodied or
light, classic or funky, every
wine menu should offer a
choice of prices and levels,

from table wines to high
quality bottles

Ritz-Catlton’s Barolo, where this great Piemonte red and its Italian
relatives reign. As the wine market develops, expect to see more
of these stylish, streamlined lists.

Medium-bodied, generous and supple

A “medium-bodied” list should have wines from different
countries, but not be intimidating in length and breadth, offer-
ing a carefully selected range of choices. It should generally have
affordable wines with both mainstream and more eclectic selec-
tions. “Medium-bodied™ lists worth poring over can be found at
venues like Café Europa, Mosto and W Dine and Wine.

Full-bodied, classic and subtle

A “full-bodied” list will have broad
selections from most wine-producing
countries. Expect iconic wines with
a healthy smarttering of more unusual
offerings. There should be several wines
by the glass, different formats (including
half-bottles and magnums) with every
style of wine on offer from sparkling to
fortified.

Venues such as Aria, Maison Boulud, Grange, Cepe, The
Courtyard and Whampoa Club provide such lists. Some can be
very expensive with mark-ups that can leave you aghast. However,
Sureno has one of the most affordable wine lists in Beijing despite
being in the six-star boutique hotel, The Opposite House.

At first glance, the Chaoyang Westin’s Grange, named after
the iconic Australian Penfolds wine, might be expected to be
“light-bodied,” listing mainly vintages of Grange. But its diverse
list has wines from Switzerland and China thrown in the mix.
Maison Boulud and Aria are likewise strong contenders for
having the most innovative selections all round.

Whether full-bodied or light, classic or funky, every wine
menu should offer a choice of prices and levels, from table wines
to high quality bottles on which to splurge. A list should also
change fairly regularly to give you the chance to explore the
diversity that is now appearing in the Beijing wine market. Finally,
well-trained staff should be on hand to help you discover new
vinous wonders.

FEdward Ragg and Fongyee Walker run Dragon Phoenix Fine Wine
Consulting (www.longfengwines.com), Bejjing’s first independent wine
consultancy and are authors of the Dragon Phoenix Wine Blog.
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