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Where to go if you want  
to find wines that are lighter 
in alcohol? We offer some 
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offer ‘A Lighter 
Perspective’

As buyer Mark Buckenham 
retires we take a look  
back at his 44 years’ service 
and some of the changes 
The Society has seen

A new look for our Blind 
Spot range. We hear from 
the local Australian label 
designer on how she went 
about creating the new labels

This month Janet Wynne 
Evans waxes lyrical about 
the humble spud and how 
other nations revere it

ONLINE
What happens when wines 
age? Caroline Gilby MW 
talks us through the science 
bit at thewinesociety.
com/ageing

Travels in Wine™: Southern 
Italy with buyers Tim Sykes 
and Sebastian Payne MW. 
Read the latest trip report 
at thewinesociety.com/
travels

First impressions of the 
2016 vintage. It’s still early 
days but find out what our 
growers are saying about 
the latest vintage at 
thewinesociety.
com/2016vintage

Spud-u-like recipes to 
celebrate the humble potato, 
with wines to match, at 
thewinesociety.com/
recipes
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I couldn’t write this 
guide without 
making mention of 
the 2015 vintage 
– almost universally 
excellent throughout 
Europe. There will 
be plenty of 

opportunities to stock up on delicious 
wines from this vintage over the year. 
Our 2015 Rhône en primeur offer, 
which closes at the end of February,  
is packed with high-quality reds and 

whites from across the price spectrum. 
Keep a lookout also for our release of 
the 2015 Burgundies in March. Buyer 
Toby Morrhall says that he has never 
tasted a red Burgundy vintage like it; 
some producers with very long 
memories (or very well-stocked cellars) 
are comparing it to the legendary 1929 
vintage. We also still have a good 
selection of 2015 Bordeaux available on 
our website (go to the en primeur 
section) for members who missed our 
original offers last year, or for those 

wishing to top up their purchases from 
this outstanding vintage. Later this year, 
we’ll be putting together an offer of 
2015s showcasing the best of the 
vintage from across Europe. For those 
who can’t wait that long, we currently 
have a very enticing line-up of everyday 
Rhônes on offer from the 2015 vintage 
on our website.

The following suggestions for drinking 
over the course of this year, include 
wines available now, as well as some 
ideas for wines to take out of your 
reserves or cellars. As usual, I have also 
put together a mixed case of my 
personal picks for everyday drinking 
this year.

For Bordeaux last year I suggested 
2007 as a vintage providing plenty of 
pleasure and in 2015 I made similar 
comments about 2004. Both continue 
to show particularly well, and look 
keenly priced alongside some of the 
more highly acclaimed vintages. We 
have a few magnums left of the delicious 
2004 Château de Camensac (ref 
N-CM18814, £58) if you missed our 
offer late last year. Drinking well too 
are 2000, 2001 and 2002. Most 2003s 
are at their peak and can be broached, 
and the 2005s are finally coming out of 
their shells, although the top wines 
would benefit from more time in bottle. 
The same applies to high-end 2006s and 
2008s. In general, 2009s are lovely now, 

with ripe fruit and plenty of weight, but 
the more senior 2010s could do with a 
little longer to show at their best. 
Patience will, however, be rewarded as 
this remains one of the very best 
vintages of recent times. At the more 
affordable level, wines from 2011 and 
2012 can be enjoyed now.

We have just launched our first 
Exhibition Margaux (ref N-CM19651, 
£19.50) for a decade. This 2014 wine  
is made for us by Château Brane-
Cantenac. It typifies the refined, 
perfumed style of the Margaux 
appellation – and is already delicious. 

In Burgundy we have been spoiled  
by a run of super white vintages. Ripe 
2015s or perfectly balanced 2014s at 
Mâcon or Chablis village or premier cru 
level are a joy. At village level in the 
Côte de Beaune, 2012 Meursaults and 
Pulignys are lovely, while the 2011 
premiers crus are at a charming point  
in their evolution. As for the reds, at 
village level the 2014s have sweet 
tannins and the 2011s are open for 
business. The lesser 2009s are full, 
plump and ready, and the 2007s and 
2006s are attractive now. 

What to drink in 2017
Outgoing Head of Buying, Tim Sykes, on what to look out for over the coming months

Pierre Mansour chosen 
as new Head of Buying
We are delighted to announce that Pierre Mansour, Buyer for Champagne and 
Spain and current Buying Manager, has been promoted to the position of Head of 
Buying. Pierre was chosen from a very strong line-up of both internal and 
external candidates, and brings a 
wealth of experience to the role 
after 20 years in the trade. Pierre 
came to The Society as Tastings and 
PR Manager and has been a buyer 
for us for the last 13 years. Pierre 
will take up his new position from 
the end of March when Tim Sykes 
steps back to focus on a purely 
buying role after five years in the 
post. Talking about his new role, 
Pierre said: ‘I am really excited to be 
heading what I believe is the UK’s 
most experienced and talented 
team of buyers and merchandisers. 
The Wine Society is a very special 
place. The unique ethos means we 
enjoy immense freedom in selecting 
the very best wines, selling them 
honestly and sharing them with 
fellow wine-loving members.’

A broad appeal
Future-proofing your Society

At every tasting  
I attend, members 
tell me that they 
would like to see a 
greater proportion of 
younger wine lovers 
in the membership. 
Often younger wine 
drinkers simply 

haven’t heard of The Society; we don’t 
advertise after all (usually not a sensible 
use of money in our view), and have even 
been called ‘the wine world’s best kept 
secret’. So, if you enjoy The Society, tell 
your families and friends; ask them to 
give us a call or to look at the website  
or sign them up as members, especially 
the younger and female ones, and help us 
to build a strong, diverse membership 
for the future. 

Meanwhile, we’re also trialling a few 
changes to the way we look and our 
tone of voice so that we might have 
greater appeal, both to a generation of 

younger recruits and our existing loyal 
members. You might spot some 
differences in the look of our offers and 
the way that we sound. Do you like what 
you see? We do want to hear what you 
think. We’re also exploring services such 
as a click and collect facility; things that 
other retailers offer and people are 
coming to expect.

Our range of wines is just the same, as  
is the high level of service that I know 
you enjoy, but we want to make sure 
that the impression that we create has  
a broad appeal and hate the idea that 
potential members could be put off from 
joining because they think we are a bit 
old fashioned!

Sarah Evans Chairman

Look out for details next month of this year’s 
recruitment campaign offering members 
who propose new wine lovers to The Society 
the chance to win a place on a behind-the-
scenes, trip of a lifetime to Bordeaux.

Read how members of Society staff helped with  the 2016 vintage at Domaine Jaume in Travels in Wine™  
on our website. Left to right: Simon Mason (Head of Tastings), Justine Allum (Member Services),  

Helen Bourne (Merchandising), Emma Dorahy (Buying), Naomi Norwood (Showroom)

Bringing in the 2016 harvest at Domaine Jaume
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The Rhône has fared well in the last 
few years. 2012 was a successful 
vintage everywhere in the Rhône and 
the generous bright flavours make 
these wines very enjoyable and, apart 
from the top wines, ready now. 2011s 
are soft and ripe and drinking well 
now but the best may still be to 
come. 2010 has been a slow burner of 
a vintage and the wines still taste 
remarkably young and vibrant. Signs 
are that these wines are just coming 
round and will be good towards the 
back end of this year. Another sleeper 
has been 2005 and the wines are also 
showing positive signs that they can 

be enjoyed. A favourite and 
undervalued vintage is 2006 and with 
ten years on the clock, these wines 
are quite superb. Hermitage La 
Chapelle and Cornas Saint Pierre 
2006 will be re-offered this year and 
there are gems from Côte-Rôtie that 
will appear during the course of 2017.

2015 was a good, if small, harvest in 
Alsace and the wines have generous 
fruit and easy drinkability. Other 
recent vintages may all be consumed 
now, though the fine, structured 
2010s should still be kept. 2008s are 
blossoming beautifully. 2016 in the 
Loire has produced fuller, riper 
wines which, like the 2015s will be 
approachable young. 2015 reds are 
juicy and delicious; 2014 reds and 
whites are in the more classic style 
preferred by Loire aficionados. 

We have just made a first-release 
offer of Brunello 2012 and  
2013 Barolo will be released later 
this month. The wines, whilst 
approachable now, have good ageing 
potential. Down the track 2015 and 
2016 in Italy are both looking 
promising for nebbiolo (Barolo),  
while 2014 is lighter, but good 
growers, as is so often the case, made 
attractive wines. 2013 is our pouring 
Chianti vintage currently and the 
wines are looking very good and full  
of life. Again, 2014 in Tuscany is a 
lighter vintage. Elsewhere 2016 was an 
up-and-down year with early-picked 
grapes at an advantage in most regions 
because of autumn rains. There will be 
some very good whites in Friuli and 
Alto Adige. In the main, 2015 whites 
from across Italy are excellent.

2015 was an excellent vintage across 
Portugal. Top-end whites will be 
drinking well this year, and there are 
delicious reds from all regions. We 
will be offering a selection of more 
mature Douro reds over the year – 
we have a range of excellent wines 
from Passadouro in the current Fine 
Wine List. We also now have two 
Exhibition reds from Portugal to 

compare and contrast: a fine young 
2013 Douro (ref N-PW5561, £12.95) 
and a hearty 2011 Alentejano (ref 
N-PW5931, £9.50 – available in April).

From Spain, perfectly mature  
and elegant Ribera del Duero 
Bohorquez 2007 (ref N-SP11731, 
£18) is showing really well at the 
moment. Rioja vintages that are 
reaching full maturity now are 2001 
(which will still keep), 2005 and 2006. 
For longer-term keeping the 2010 
reservas are a must.

We still have small amounts of stock 
left over from our 2015 German 

offer, which went out late last year. 
The wines, which are ripe, fleshy and 
concentrated, but with vibrant acidity, 
are considered to be amongst the 
best that Germany has produced in  
a generation. 

From Austria the Exhibition 
Grüner Veltliner 2015 (ref 
N-AA1861, £13.50) now has several 
months’ bottle age and is really 
starting to sing. Early samples of a 
new Society’s Grüner Veltliner 
2016 look exciting, despite it being  
a tricky vintage.

We have increased the Argentine 
range this year with more wines to 
come. Malbecs are particularly pretty 
and perfumed from the Uco Valley, 
which includes the sub-regions of 
Gualtallary and the very fine Paraje 
Altamira. Worthy of particular note 
are Mendel’s wines which are 
European in style and work well  
with food. We have also added a 
cabernet from the north, grown at 
1,800m altitude.

We have added more Chilean 
carmenères this year, and those of 
Koyle and Primus are ripe yet not 
over the top. Wines produced  
from the Rhône varieties are 
increasing in quality. Look out for 
Undurraga’s whites and reds, and 
Koyle’s superb 2014 Cerro 
Basalto (ref N-CE9261, £17). 2016 
was cool and is the best vintage for 
whites for a number of years.

Increasingly South Africa has 
strength in depth, offering wines to 
suit all pockets and palates. 2015 was 
a great vintage across all regions and 
styles and is worth seeking out 
whatever your taste. For wines 
currently on a high, look for top 
chardonnays and sauvignons which 
are now world class, and white blends 
from the friendly and affordable 
Percheron Chenin Blanc-
Viognier (ref N-SA11741, £5.95) to 
the very best the Cape has to offer 
from the likes of Chris Alheit and 
John Seccombe. Bordeaux-style 
reds are on a roll too and regularly 
feature in our Fine Wine Lists. 

The 2016 New Zealand sauvignons 
look classic in style, with the 
Exhibition Sauvignon (ref 
N-NZ9151, £10.95) particularly 
strong this year, and we have a new 
fighting-price wine also from Hunter’s 
called Rata (ref N-NZ9141, £6.95) 
that punches well above its weight. 
We are also selling Kumeu Village 
wines from the very strong 2014 
vintage which we tried from barrel 
with Michael Brajkovich MW when 
we were there a couple of years ago. 

The latest range of (newly labelled 
– see opposite) Blind Spot wines 
explores cooler-climate regions and 
alternative varieties chosen because 
they often suit their locations better 
– our picks this year would be the 
Yarra Valley Pinot Noir 2016  
(ref N-AU19381, £10.95) and the 
King Valley Barbera 2015 (ref 
N-AU19321, £9.50) that we have 
shipped for the first time – full of juicy 
cherry notes. 

In the USA 2014 zinfandels are 
singing; The Society’s 2014 
Zinfandel (ref N-US6501, £8.50) is 
now in stock, as is the 2014 
Ravenswood Zinfandel (ref 
N-US6571, £8.95), both thoroughly 
delicious, the usual big bold berry 
notes countered by some sour cherry 
and spice.

What to drink in 2017 continued

Tim Sykes’  
Case for 2017
A 12-bottle mixed case containing 
five reds and seven whites hand-
picked by The Society’s head of 
buying Tim Sykes for enjoying now. 

Ref N-MX1742, £90 including 
delivery. Available until Sunday 5th 
March, 2017.

Reds
Château Lamothe Saint-Germain, 
Bordeaux 2015
Grignan-les-Adhémar, Delas 2015
Ionos Greek Red Wine
Ravenswood Lodi Old-Vine 
Zinfandel 2014
Salvaje del Moncayo Garnacha 
2015

Whites
The Society’s Falanghina 2015
Undurraga Cauquenes Estate 
Maule Viognier-Roussanne-
Marsanne 2016
Pepp Grüner Veltliner 2015
Quinta de Azevedo, Vinho Verde 
2015
Kumeu Village Hand-Harvested 
Chardonnay 2014
The Society’s Vin d’Alsace 2015
Casa Ferreirinha Planalto 
Reserva, Douro 2015

Wines mentioned in this article, where available, can be found in the Exploration pages of the website at  
thewinesociety.com/exploration

En Primeur in 2017
For those members wishing to find out more about planned 
publishing dates for en primeur offers this year and arrival dates for 

wines purchased in previous years, we have published the timetable on our 
website in the Fine Wine section. Please visit thewinesociety.com/
enprimeur

The subject of alcohol levels in wine is 
one that gets some people quite hot 
under the collar and we know from 
our research that members sometimes 
want lighter wines for lunchtime or 
mid-week drinking, for example. 

In recognition of this demand for 
wines lower in alcohol we have just 
published an offer of wines at or below 
12.5% alcohol (head to the Features & 
Offers section of our website). Like all 
the wines we buy, they have been 
chosen because they taste good and  
will give pleasure, not purely on the 
basis of their alcoholic strength.

Climate change is often cited as the 
main cause of increasing levels of 
alcohol in wine, but this is only part of 
the story. Better viticultural practices 
have resulted in the harvesting of riper 
grapes which have higher sugar levels 
and therefore greater potential 
alcohol. Consumer tastes have 
dictated this to some extent too as 
wine drinkers favour riper, softer fruit 
flavours. But now some consumers are 
looking for more restraint in their 
wines, so what can winemakers do to 
meet this demand and where should 
wine lovers look for wines on the 
lighter side?

Technology – in some parts of the 
world, winemakers are using 
technological solutions such as reverse 
osmosis or so called spinning cone 
technology to artificially remove alcohol 
from wine; techniques only allowed in 
Europe in exceptional circumstances.

Winemaking techniques – some 
winemakers are experimenting with 
different strains of yeast to naturally 
reduce the degree of alcohol produced 
during fermentation.

In the vineyard – viticultural 
techniques are being trialled that  
slow down ripening while still leading 
to mature grapes being harvested. 
Winemakers are also seeking out 
cooler sites at altitude or different 
latitudes for planting new vineyards. 
Some claim that farming using 
biodynamic methods results in better 
balance within the grapes.

Choice of grape – certain varieties 
reach ripeness at lower sugar levels 
(pinot noir, gamay, riesling, semillon 
etc) while others are naturally higher 
in sugar levels (zinfandel, grenache, 
shiraz, for example).

Where to look? Head for cooler 
climates and countries, such as 
England, the Loire and Germany; think 
also about altitude and latitude and 
proximity to cooling sea breezes. 
Don’t write off countries like Australia 
and Chile where winemakers are 
picking earlier to retain a lightness of 
touch in their wines and planting in 
locations that benefit from cooler 
microclimates.

Lighter wines and 
where to find them

Head to our website where you can search for wines by alcohol using the slider 
in the newly revamped search facility. Our offer ‘A Lighter Perspective’ 

can be found at thewinesociety.com/lightwines

If you would like to find out more about the reasons behind rising levels of alcohol, visit 
thewinesociety.com/alcohol to read an article by Caroline Gilby MW.

Read about harvesting at Domaine Jaume in our Travels in Wine™ pages

Mendel’s celebrated winemaker Roberto de la 
Mota with director Anabelle Sielecki

Vineyard techniques can help to slow down 
ripening

Pinot noir: a grape which can reach ripeness at 
lower sugar levels



It is now five years since we first launched the Blind Spot range of wines sourced 
and often produced for us by one of Australia’s most dynamic young winemakers 
Mac Forbes. The range, exclusive to us, was originally designed to allow members 
the opportunity to sample some of the country’s most interesting parcels of wines 
that are often swallowed up in large-scale Australian blends.

Mac has been hard at work on our behalf seeking out new wines to bring us in 
2017 and told buyer Sarah Knowles MW about his aspirations for the wines this 
year: ‘Not surprisingly we are moving to cooler regions, often these are less 
well-known areas not particularly recognised previously. We are still in pursuit of 
the fresher styles of wine that have been our focus for the past five or six years.’

Sarah and Mac felt that the Blind Spot label could do with a bit of a fresher look 
too, in keeping with the concept behind the wines. Mac was keen to use local 
designer Siobhan Donoghue to come up with a new label. Siobhan talks us through 
the creative process behind coming up with the new design below.

‘Mac left the brief open but I thought it would be good to create a label which 
conveyed his craftsmanship and passion since I’m always transported to another 
place when I drink his wine. There is always an element of trepidation when 
staring at a blank canvas, since I used handmade watercolour paper and wanted 
to show a level of respect for that artistry. Many of my designs start with words 
and written concepts and then I delve into word association and the iconography 
that those words convey.

‘I like to have dinner parties and the wines I pair with food tend to have great 
stories and a sense of place; at the end of an evening I love the look of the white 
tablecloth with red wine rings littering the fabric like a painting. I realised that this 
reminded me of wine ‘spots’ so I developed that idea further.

‘The first proposals were very literal in their colour rendering; red for red wine, 
green for white wine. As with many initial concepts, the reviews were mixed, 
so it was back to the drawing board to work the idea further. I wanted to infuse 
more fun and personality which I did by bringing the artwork into the creative 
suite on the computer. Mac and I discussed the idea of a label without any text 
which we both really liked but in the end it was decided that text would benefit 
the overall design. I’m really happy with the final design as I do think it has a point 
of difference, shines and smiles at you when it catches your eye.’
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As one of the longest-
serving members of staff at 
The Wine Society, Mark has 
seen some incredible 
changes in his 44 years’ 
service. We look back on 
some of Mark’s memories
Mark Buckenham joined The Wine 
Society in February 1973 and is one 
of the few left of the staff to 
remember our London office. In fact 
Mark was originally employed to 
manage the office in Bolsover St – 
a collection point and tastings venue 
for London members. He had 
previously worked for Ingleton’s of 
Ilford, a wine merchant based in 
Maldon, Essex and took over from 
Clive Coates MW who had moved to 
Stevenage to look after ‘promotions’. 

‘Curiously, my job title was “Export 
Manager” despite the fact that we 
didn’t export at all in those days!’ 
When Sebastian Payne turned up 
later that year, Mark too moved to 
Stevenage, where he took over 
management of shipping and our 
bottling hall. ‘In those days we still 
bottled about 60% of our wine here; 
The Society’s Claret, Rhône and 
Burgundy were all bottled here, along 
with Ports, sherries and spirits. The 
wines would arrive in huge stainless 
steel road tankers with different 
compartments inside separating 
Bordeaux from Burgundy.’

Port and sherry were shipped in 
cask and the sherry butts sent up to 
Scotland to the whisky distilleries for 
the ageing of our special house whisky 
blend. Comparative tastings of Ports 
shipped at source compared to Wine 
Society bottlings have been very 
favourable. Mark attributes this in part 
to the fact that they would ‘rouse’ the 
barrels, by rolling them up and down 
the yard, before bottling, and the fact 
that Stevenage is considerably cooler 

than Oporto when it comes 
to maturing the Ports. ‘When we 
bottled spirits we had to have a 
Customs officer on site – they 
insisted on having their own office 
and lavatory! Once the bottling had 
finished they would take the filters and 
sprinkle them with bleach to make 
sure we didn’t squeeze out another 
drop from them!’ Eventually, we were 
given responsibility to bottle without 
an officer on site, having earned the 
trust of Customs and Excise.

The bottling line fell silent in 1992 
(the last wine off the line was 
The Society’s Crusted Port), when 
bottling at source proved both a 
cheaper option and one that was 
starting to be enshrined in some 
appellation laws, Mark continued 
to oversee shipping and freight-
forwarding. He also looked after 

quality control and gave advice to 
members. He then became directly 
responsible for purchasing Port, 
Madeira, spirits and liqueurs, beer 
and accessories. When English wines 
started to become of commercial 
interest, Mark then took over 
responsibility for these too. ‘It has 
been fascinating to chart the rise of 
home-grown wines and English 
sparkling wines in particular. It’s great 
to see them finally gaining the respect 
and following they deserve.’

Mark has seen some enormous 
changes at The Wine Society and 
in the world of wine over the past 
44 years, but one thing that has 
remained constant is a commitment 
to quality and a respect for the 
people from whom we buy and to 
whom we sell. ‘The Wine Society is 
an astonishing company to work for. 
We are given a huge amount of 
opportunity to carry out our jobs 
in the way we see fit and as buyers 
we are privileged to be able to buy 
something because we think it is good 

and members will enjoy it. It’s not 
about buying to a price point or 
focusing on turning a profit; we’re 
unusual in that respect. Ours is a 
simple business model, but it works 
and we’ve had years to perfect 
what we do; I’m not surprised that 
The Society is such a successful 
organisation and I’ve enjoyed being 
a part of it.’

So what is Mark looking forward 
to as he retires from The Society? 
‘Well, I’m not a pipe and slippers man, 
that’s for sure! I’m a keen tennis 
player, and now that I will have more 
time, I might move towards playing 
a bit more golf.’ Mark’s ties with 
The Society won’t be ending anytime 
soon as daughter Dulcie is carrying 
on the family tradition, answering 
queries and taking orders in our 
Member Services team. 

It just remains for us to say thank 
you to Mark for his dedication and 
commitment over the past 44 years, 
oh and for some really great laughs 
too! Mark, we’ll miss you.

Joanna Goodman
News Editor

Buyer Mark Buckenham retires

Find our Blind Spot wines, including a new barbera from Victoria’s King Valley 
region (ref N-AU19321, £9.50) at thewinesociety.com/blindspot

Blind Spot refresh
Our exclusive range of Australian wines gets a new look

‘It’s been a while since Mark and I 
were climbing onto tanker lorries to 
taste shipments of The Society’s 
Claret or dipping pipes of Tawny 
Port to check quality before 
bottling. Mark has been a brilliant 
colleague, determined to see that 
you all get the good wines you 
deserve and we have shared many 
good bottles and many good 
laughs. I reckon The Wine Society 
will always run in his blood.’ 

Sebastian Payne MW

‘On behalf of all my colleagues in 
the buying department and the 
wider business, it’s been a real 
pleasure to work with Mark, who 
over his many years of service has 
become part of the fabric of The 
Wine Society. His silver-tongued, 
boyish charm, infectious laughter 
and his regular (if quite often 
not-entirely-PC) stream of jokes 
have kept us royally entertained. 
So much has changed in the wine 
business in the 44 years since he 
joined us, yet Mark’s unwavering 
focus on ensuring member 
satisfaction has never let up. It is 
testament to Mark’s ability to move 
with the times that has ensured 
that he has remained a valued and 
respected employee. We wish him 
well in his retirement.’ 

Tim Sykes

1st proposal – reflecting the ideas of wine 
rings on the tablecloth after a fantastic dinner.

Phase 2 – artwork before I started to rework 
it on the computer.

Final design before adding text and various fonts

2015 Rhône & Languedoc-
Roussillon En Primeur

Our largest ever en primeur offer of wines from the Rhône and 
southern France was published last month and will remain open 

until 28th February. Buyer Marcel Orford-Williams said that discovering a 
new vintage had rarely given him so much pleasure and he has bought widely 
and from several new producers in this successful vintage. If you have not yet 
enjoyed the pleasure of buying wines to lay down for future enjoyment, the 
Rhône would make a good place to start. There’s plenty of choice at different 
price points plus the facility to buy Society-packed mixed cases to give a 
flavour of different styles of wine. Go to thewinesociety.com/enprimeur 

The old bottling hall in Stevenage which Mark was responsible for

Mark Buckenham

Mark shares a joke with Paul Symington of Symington Family Estates

Marcel writes most engagingly about his 
travels to seek out wines for members to 
enjoy in our e-publication Travels in Wine™ 
on our website. Go to thewinesociety.
com/travels to read about the latest trip.



It’s said that the end of an era is a 
good time to reminisce fondly about 
the beginning. As I reach my 
professional sell-by date, according to 
tradition, if not the anti-ageism 
legislation that gives me licence to 
carry on into my dotage, I fi nd myself 
looking back to 1994 when I fi rst 
joined The Society to head a team 
called Membership Services.

Its remit was as broad as the range of 
the little extras The Society likes to 
lay on. There was no Tastings Team in 
those days, and get-togethers for 
members were part of our job too, 
along with a number of other bits and 
pieces not readily classifiable under 
conventional banners. 

For example, manning a wine tent at a 
garden fête in the grounds of a stately 
French pile, though quite why we were 
there is still a mystery. It wasn’t a 
members’ event, and most visitors 
were local. I imagine it was what would 
now be trendily called an outreach 
programme, to introduce The Society’s 

unique business model to our 
cross-channel chums. What soon 
became clear was that, while our 
wines went down extremely well, the 
notion that you first had to pay to join 
The Society before being allowed to 
buy them, did not. ‘Vous ne voulez pas 
mes sous, hein?’ lamented one 
incredulous monsieur, hurling euros at 
me in a bid to snaffle a bottle of The 
Society’s ever-delicious Chilean Merlot. 

Escaping French opprobrium for a 
much-needed tea break, I followed the 
crowds to see what else might be on 
offer. The answer, intriguingly, was 
potatoes. Hundreds of the blighters, 
to choose an unfortunate term, from 
Anya to Roseval, being prodded with 
interest by hordes of enthusiastic 
Belgians. This is not surprising when 
you consider that country’s pole 
position in the world frîtes hierarchy 
and one wonders how they tolerate 
the expression ‘French fries’.  

Any fule kno’ that waxy spuds are best 
for gratins, that floury ones are de 
rigueur for roasting and chipping, and 
that Jersey Royals should just be 
steamed, seasoned and wolfed with 
little ceremony, but here were things 
I’d never seen. Who knew Le Touquet 
was the heartland of the Ratte? Who 
knew recipe books existed for that 
variety alone, or a magazine dedicated 
to its promotion, with recipes from 

prominent local chefs. Ratte galettes, 
topped with anything from truffles to 
a dollop of caviar elevate the tatty, 
as it were, to the luxurious.

It’s not only the French who could 
teach us a lot about making the most 
of our culinary traditions. Only last 
year, we published an online recipe 
for Croatian truffle-scented mash and 
it was with awe and wonder that 
I recently learned about Slovenia’s 
Society For Sauté Potato With 
Onions. If you think I am joking, put 
the name in your search engine and 
marvel, as I did.

If I were to pitch a glossy volume 
titled, say, In the Court of King Edward: 
A Right Royal Spud I would be greeted 
with howls of derision by the 
publishing world. Sadly, we Brits are 
reluctant to bang a proud national 
gong, but, if any member reading this 

is in the coffee-table business, with a 
big budget and a yen for a quirky title, 
I’m looking for a retirement project!. 

Search for Food Without Fuss on our 
blog Societygrapevine.com and for a 
collection of spud-inspired recipes go to 
thewinesociety.com/recipes. For 
more information about Wine Without 
Fuss – our regular delivery scheme – 
head to thewinesociety.com/fuss

You can e-mail Societynews at societynews@thewinesociety.com or write to: 
Societynews, The Wine Society, Gunnels Wood Road, Stevenage, Hertfordshire, SG1 2BT. 
Contact Member Services at memberservices@thewinesociety.com or call 01438 741177.
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LCD or HCF
We went shopping in the 
Andalusian town of La Linea last 
year, across the border from much 
more prosperous Gibraltar. Even 
in a place like this, which appears 
down on its uppers, the market 
choice of fresh fish and meat 
would have put most UK 
supermarkets to shame. Exacting 
customers were telling the 
fishmongers to gut and prepare 
fish precisely to suit the dishes 
they planned to cook. It was a 
pleasure to stand in the queue and 
watch as they were expertly 
served. My colleague Toby 
Morrhall, who has a house on the 
island of Mull, tells me that he has 
to rise early in the morning and go 
to the port if he wants to buy 
seafood for supper, before the 
catch is whisked off to Spain.

We get the shops we deserve. 
Spaniards have wonderful fish 
markets, because they demand it. 
Visit the markets of Barcelona, 
Madrid and Malaga and be amazed. 
Meanwhile in Piedmont, the Slow 
Food movement, founded in 1986 
by the visionary Carlo Petrini, 
continues to enjoy remarkable 
success encouraging Italians to 
buy good locally produced wine 
and food.

Is it a hard-nosed European trait 
to reduce food to the lowest 
common denominator? Battery 
chickens cannot be good for them 
or us, and fish fingers and fast food 
say more about UK shoppers’ wish 
to save time than save money 
because one can buy better 
cheaper.

I hope Wine Society members 
agree that it is possible to buy 
wine wisely and well from our List 
at all levels of price.

If you like to shop by price bracket, 
remember you can easily do this on 
our website by selecting that option 
on the Buy Wine tab in the top 
navigation bar then filter your results 
with the new search facility.

LAST WORD

Potato waffle
FOOD FOR THOUGHT

MEMBER LINK
Edgbaston, Birmingham
The Bin Ends wine tasting group has been going for many years and now has 
spaces for new members. It has a lively and varied programme of events with 
occasional outside speakers and dining events. Please contact Wine Society 
member Clive Platman on 07831 173939 or 0121 427 4646, or by e-mail 
platpeeps@yahoo.co.uk 

Montreuil Farewell
A message from our French partners...
Its a sad occasion, but a celebration too

Of 23 years of The Wine Society in France, 11 of them in Montreuil...
Of the many, many members who came through our doors, in Hesdin and in 
Montreuil...
Of the chassis that threatened to crack under the strain of wine at French duty rates...
Of the dinners, tastings and conversations where we got to know many of you, not 
merely as customers but as welcome friends...
Of what we have learned over the years, and what lies ahead for us all...
We will never forget you and we hope you will remember us too...
We wish you all the best for the future.

Committee Calling
Could you offer your skills to help our Society fl ourish?
I am always delighted to hear from members who would be interested in joining 
the Committee; the non-executive board of The Society. We work with the 
Executive Team to formulate and agree the medium and long-term strategy of 
The Society. The Committee also plays a governance role, ensuring that the 
business operates day to day in a way which protects members’ assets and is in 
accordance with our rules. 

Made up from members of The Society, the Committee draws on the skills of 
people from a variety of backgrounds including finance/commerce, marketing, IT, 
HR, digital strategy, law, communications and, of course, wine. More information 
on the role of the Committee, the skills and experience that are helpful and the 
likely time commitment can be found at thewinesociety.com/committee.  

Should you be interested in joining the Committee, please e-mail me at 
evanss@thewinesociety.com providing a brief CV or description of your 
experience and what you could bring to The Society.

I look forward to hearing from you.  Sarah Evans Chairman

Correction: Profound apologies 
for my incorrect attribution to 
the Monty Python team of the 
quote about endives being ‘cheap 
at this time of year’ (December 
Societynews). Credit belongs, of 
course, to the late Viv Stanshall 
and the Bonzo Dog Doo-Dah 
Band. My thanks to member Rob 
Farleigh for spotting it. 

WEB WATCH
Smarter searching
You may have noticed some changes 
to the website recently. In response 
to members’ requests, we have 
improved the Search facility to make 
it multi-faceted, allowing for 
searches to be refined in a much 
more detailed way. Choose to 
search for products, articles or 
advice pages and refine searches by 
grower, sub-region, alcohol levels, 
drink dates and much more. There’s 
also the option to change the layout 
of the screen to your liking.

FAQs
We have reviewed our frequently 
asked questions page in recognition 
of the fact that this is a useful 
resource and first point of call for 
members and non-members alike. 
It is important to know whether we 
have answered questions adequately, 
so now there is also the opportunity 
to let us know whether the answer 
given was satisfactory or not. We will 
use feedback to refine what’s said. 
Please also let us know if there is 
something that isn’t covered and we’ll 
make sure that this gets looked into.

Véronique 
Chaumetou, 
Julien Gwizdziel, 
Marc Petit & 
Clément 
Schmautz
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