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SUMMER OF DISCONTENT
The past month has seen the continued battle between the pernicious Covid-19 pandemic and government
and central bank stimulus. So far the optimism for a vaccine to at least mitigate the worst effects of Covid19 and the promise of yet more stimulus has helped the stock markets continue their rise; last week the
Nasdaq hit a new all-time high.
President Trump met with Republican Senate Leader McConnell on 20 July to discuss another $1tn aid
package before McConnell met with the Democrats who want a further $3.5tn in aid. As several of the US
emergency measures, such as federal unemployment benefits, expire at the end of this month, some sort
of deal will be worked out, especially with it being an election year. There were 32 million Americans
receiving unemployment benefits under all the various programs at the end of June. It will take a long while
until this figure matches pre-pandemic levels.
Biden is ahead by 15% in the latest ABC/Washington Post poll. The election is his to lose; something he
could possibly do if he keeps making statements like “It’s way past time we put an end to shareholder
capitalism. They have a responsibility to their workers, to their community and their country”. Americans
tend to vote with their wallets in mind. Still, President Trump’s approval rating has slipped to 39%, hardly
surprising when he comes out with statements such as: “Most cases are asymptomatic, and only the
sniffles”.
An early warning sign for investors came from Netflix which reported it would add 2.5 million new
subscribers during this quarter against the 5 million expected. This has knocked just over 15% off the
company’s value in 2 days. News that Blackrock, the largest fund manager in the world, is going to start
taking profits on its Chinese shares is another sign that the markets may well have gotten ahead of
themselves regarding price levels. The Fed telling US Banks to cap dividend payments and suspend share
buybacks for the next 3 months at least as over 100 million Americans deferred debt payments is another
reason to feel nervous.
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Closer to home we have the ongoing EU wrangling about its €750bn Recovery Fund which as I type this out
is agreed in principle, but not by parliamentary vote in each of the 27 EU nations. There are considered
voices in the “Frugal Four” (The Netherlands, Austria, Denmark & Sweden) who continue to argue against
the mix of grant vs loan in the proposed package. With southern and eastern members kicking back against
some of the conditions which the rest want to attach to the aid it is hard to see an agreement which would
be passed by all 27 Parliaments.
The UK is facing issues of its own as the summer season begins in earnest, not least with the troubled
ongoing post-Brexit talks. With both sides saying that the other has not made enough concessions,
something has to give soon as the clock is ticking. Additionally, the decision to kick Huawei out of the 5G
network has brought the promise of China retaliation, which has Downing Street worried about a full
economic war with Beijing. News that the UK will suspend its extradition treaty with Hong Kong will not
help matters.
How enjoyable will the summer be? With the total number of COVID-19 infections passing 14 million and
over 600,000 deaths to date, the spectre of furloughed workers being laid off, Chinese relations with the
West deteriorating rapidly and corporate earnings declining, it does not look like a very relaxing one. Throw
into that mix the potential for lockdown re-imposition measures on mainland Europe, and 2020 looks more
and more like a lost year for investors. One way of reducing one’s stress levels would be to diversify some
capital into alternative assets such as the fine wine market, which continues to glide serenely through an
increasingly troubled economic landscape.

Mike Heffernan, Head Financial Analyst
Mike Heffernan started working in the City in the 1980s, advancing quickly to
become a dealer and then a broker in 1988. For 10 years he pursued a very
successful career in broking for the highly acclaimed Harlow’s International & Spot
CHF desks before turning his attention on the Asian market. Now Mike helps Oeno
to stay ahead of the game in his role as Head Financial Analyst.
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DOMAINE DE LA ROMANÉE-CONTI
I feel for the Democratic Republic of Congo. As the 11th largest country, 16th most populous nation,
resource-rich and an economic powerhouse of sub-Saharan Africa it should be the most famous DRC on the
planet. But it’s not. Instead a small landholding in central France comprising 28 hectares of vineyard, more
than 8 million times smaller than the country formerly known as Zaire, is unfortunately more famous. And
these days, almost as valuable.
This DRC is Domaine de la Romanée-Conti. It’s mythical, mysterious and utterly hallowed by all who know
its name. A domaine of unsurpassed riches, a collection of 11 vineyards - all of them Grand Cru, including
the monopoles of La Tâche and La Romanée-Conti (the greatest of them all). A near neighbour, the Grand
Cru Monopole Clos du Tart, one-quarter the size of DRC, smashed all records and sold for somewhere
between €200-300 million three years ago to a bloke called François Pinault. You may have heard of him –
moderately successful, owns a small estate in Bordeaux called Château Latour.
Assuming you could lay a price on DRC (how do you value the Sun, for example?), and ignoring that you
could never buy it, merely running a ruler of equivalence would value it at a minimum of €1 billion. Yet
even amongst the Grand Crus of Burgundy, the wines of DRC outrank all others and by some margin. Their
Echézeaux is six times the price of Clos du Tart, Richebourg is a ten-bagger while Romanée-Conti itself goes
for fifty times as much. It’s like a sprint race between Michael and Boris Johnson – comparisons start and
end with the surname. DRC is born to be the best. All the others just think they are.
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Burgundy’s other legendary names – Rousseau, Roumier, Leroy, Comtes de Vogüé, Leflaive – which shine
incandescently in all other company, are in the shadow of DRC. The humility of the Domaine and its
sagacious proprietor Aubert de Villaine make comparisons even more pronounced, as if it’s not even
bothering to compete. And it’s not. At least when recent price appreciation is analysed.
In fact this is the one of the least competitive comparisons in history. The Bordeaux First Growths compete
to be first among equals. Screaming Eagle competes with Harlan. Penfolds Grange competes with Henschke
Hill of Grace. In Burgundy, you could be driving a Bugatti Chiron - DRC would pass you at the speed of light.
Burgundy is already a region full of wines you can’t have. It’s not uncommon for top producers to have as
little as one or two barrels of a wine from a Grand Cru site. The wines of DRC are rare, but not so exclusive
as these. Romanée-Conti, the most revered wine, typically yields around 450 cases – that will fill 20 barrels.
La Tâche yields more than three times as much wine.
It’s sufficient quantity to get around the world, but never enough to satisfy it. The wines are allocated to
consumers directly via selected importers rather than via a system like Bordeaux’s La Place, and never in
full cases. It might be as a few bottles at a time, or if you’re amongst the lucky few then a collector case
with single bottles of every vineyard. Access is contingent on buying a lot of other wine.
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The magic of DRC is not just the wine quality, its legendary history, unrivalled terroir and thousand years of
experience. It is, for better or worse, the ultimate arbiter of price in the wine industry. To some extent all
other wine brands are price-takers, even though they may make the price for their region, country or style
of wine. DRC can almost name its own price. Sensibly and because the Domaine wants its wines to be drunk
not hoarded, they are released at reasonable prices to primary buyers.
It’s on the secondary market that they soar. The wines of DRC have become the equivalent of a Monet or
Renoir. Most bottles are drunk by avid and passionate collectors, that which remain have become
incredibly sought after and a remarkable store of value. These wines are famous for having the potential to
improve and age over multiple decades, and rather than being showy or impressive in their youth, they are
rather thoughtful, considered and profound.
There is no doubt that the wines of Burgundy are having a remarkable investment decade. Prices have
enjoyed year-on-year double-digit growth for some time. Commentators fear that we are in a bubble and
prices are extended. That may be true, but when a single bottle of 1945 DRC Romanée-Conti with
impeccable provenance can go for over half a million dollars, that gives a lot of ceiling within which the
value of others can grow.
Justin Knock MW, Chief Wine Analyst
Justin Knock has the rare distinction of being one of the few Masters of Wine to
pass the notoriously tough exams first time round in 2010. He has held numerous
high-profile roles in the wine industry such as UK Director of the California Wine
Institute. With extensive experience in wine production, distribution and
marketing, Justin brings a wealth of industry expertise to the company as Oeno’s
Chief Wine Analyst.
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WHICH WINES TO BUY NOW
Little by little the fine wine industry is adapting to a new normal, especially restaurants and hotels which
have started to reopen with social distancing a very tricky aspect of the trade.
After a very vibrant month of June, which included some exciting offerings on Bordeaux En Primeur and
some Italian delights, July has switched focus towards Burgundy. We’ve seen a vast collection of rare DRC
traded during the month, as well as some of the ultra-exclusive Henri Jayer. This follows the wider trend in
the market, with Burgundy overtaking Bordeaux in terms of value sold in Liv-ex for the first time ever in the
second week of the month.
Talking of Burgundy, a few wines particularly stood out in my tastings this month. First of all, a delicious and
great value for money Pernand-Vergelesses Blanc 2017 by Remoissenet Pere & Fils which is a perfect wine
for the restaurant trade. It’s yet more proof that 2017 is an absolute cracking vintage with great finesse,
elegance and poise, a gentle toast and a vibrant and ripe palate. Remoissenet is a former négociant house,
which now produces wines from its own vineyards and is owned by an American investor together with
Maison Louis Jadot as a shareholder. Quality is very consistent on their range and this Pernand-Vergelesses
is a great example of their skills in crafting great wines at soft prices.
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Another wine which impressed me massively (and not for the first time!) comes from Mischief & Mayhem a
small producer/négociant based in Aloxe-Corton, and which I have been following for several years. They
buy in grapes for a few of their wines, but also own a few vineyards including a small parcel of PulignyMontrachet 1er Cru Folatieres which produced a mind-blowing 2017. It is not a small feat given the highly
acclaimed competition around, but this white is one of the best white Burgundies I have had in years. Great
toast, great precision and purity on a crystalline palate with zingy acidity and mineral finish. Delicious now,
but will age gracefully for a decade.
Towards the end of the month we started to release some exciting bottles from Napa Valley, from our
exclusive portfolio winery Alpha Omega, a very exclusive parcel from the Napa Valley Vintners auction, and
some of the great Riojas 2019 from Benjamin Romeo. Next month will see Fattorie dei Dolfi being on the
forefront of our offers together with a few nice surprises which are building up our selection for the
forthcoming opening of OenoHouse as our first fine wine boutique and showroom.
OenoHouse is scheduled to open by the end of the year in the City in the historic listed building The Royal
Exchange in a unit spread over three floors. The ground floor which will display a bluechip winery every
month, a Great Champagnes display, and an area dedicated to our exclusive wineries. Guests can enjoy
sampling wines and small plates seated outside in the charming courtyard. OenoHouse will also have space
for meetings, wine tastings and private dinners for our clients and guests. Watch this space for more info
about our OenoHouse opening!
Olivier Gasselin, Director of Trade
Olivier Gasselin has been in the wine trade since 2001 with his career taking him all
over the globe as head sommelier and wine buyer for restaurant groups like D&D
London and Hakkasan. Olivier was awarded Best Sommelier in the Middle East
three times, also winning the Sommelier Wine Challenge at Imbibe Live 2016,
before completing his WSET Diploma in 2018. As Head of OenoTrade Olivier uses
his extensive contacts to keep everything running smoothly.
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