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The Challenging 2017 Vintage
A rocky growing season and early harvest yield a fine but small crop — and lots of botrytis
BERNKASTEL /MOSEL, GERMANY — After some very cold days at the beginning of the year, the 2017 growing
season got off to an early start. Mild temperatures in February and March brought on bud break in early April, about two
weeks earlier than normal. Unfortunately, we were then hit by a hard frost in late April that wiped out a lot of the young
shoots. So, even before flowering, we started the year with a potential 30 percent loss of crop.
In late May, we also had hail storms in a few of our vineyards, especially in the village of Graach, which reduced our
potential yields even further. The fruit that remained, however, was able to develop rather quickly because of the reduced
crop load on each vine.
A hot and dry summer had us worried about water stress in some of our newly planted parcels but, thankfully, we have
mostly old vines (averaging 70 years old, and up to 130 years) in our Grosse Lage sites. These older vines have very deep
root systems that allow them to find water even in the driest conditions.
The summer ended in a very hectic fashion, with some heavy rains in August. Wet conditions such as this, especially
when it is still relatively warm, bring on botrytis quickly. To keep the botrytis under control, we decided to start the
harvest early, on September 18, in order to first take out the unwanted botrytis-affected fruit. That allowed us to leave the
healthy fruit hanging a bit longer to achieve full flavor development — and for certain parcels to reach the higher potential alcohol that we want for our Grosses Gewächs (GG) dry wines.

The harvest teamat work in the very steep Erdener Prälat vineyard.

Harvesting a cluster of Riesling, partially affected by botrytis.

Bad botrytis; good botrytis
The arrival of botrytis is inevitable in a wet and misty climate like we have in the Mosel Valley. It’s only a question of
when and how much. We manage our vineyards throughout the growing season in order to minimize the amount of
botrytis that hits us. But when nature decides to bring heavy rain and damp air toward the end of the growing season, all
you can do is hope that the weather turns drier so that you can harvest “clean” botrytis fruit that has dried on the vine.
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With fruit like this you can produce extraordinary, highly concentrated sweet-style wines, which we call Auslese,
Beerenauslese and Trockenbeerenauslese. But if the weather stays wet, the botrytis-affected fruit turns bad and has to be
removed as quickly as possible. It’s a lot of work for fruit that won’t produce a single drop of wine.
We had both situations in 2017, with “bad’ botrytis that arrived early, when it was still wet, as well as later-arriving
“good” botrytis. This is why we had to start the harvest with a negative selection to remove the bad botrytis. Then we did
our normal selection process during the main harvest, where we separate the unaffected fruit from the useable, dried
botrytis fruit.
In the end, even though our yield of healthy fruit had already been reduced by frost and hail, and then reduced further by
the onslaught of botrytis, we were fortunate that the weather did turn in our favor. Dry conditions prevailed throughout
the harvest, allowing us to pick clean, healthy grapes, as well as some beautifully dried botrytis fruit. We also had very
good acidity in this vintage, which is further intensified by botrytis, so we have produced some vivacious dessert wines
that are intensely sweet, yet lively and crisp.

Selection: “The ultimate tool for quality.”
Since Ernst Loosen took over the estate in 1987, we have
always used a strict selection process during harvest. “It
was essential to separate the healthy fruit from the botrytis
fruit,” says Ernst. “But with the increasingly unpredictable
weather in recent years, very precise selections have
become even more important in order to maintain the
integrity of each style and ripeness level. For us, selection
is the ultimate tool for quality.”
The 2017 vintage was a significant challenge and a huge
amout of work for a small amount of fruit. It required a
costly pre-selection to remove the “bad” botrytis, and then
an extremely labor-intensive selection process during the
harvest to isolate the various ripeness levels that we want
to produce (dry wines, delicate Kabinett, Spätlese without
botrytis, and sweet botrytis wines).

Selective picking during the main harvest.

All in all, it was a rather messy and exhausting vintage for
a small amount of wine — only about 40 percent of our
average production. Fortunately, we are quite happy with
the quality of the wines. The unplanned green harvest that
nature imposed on us (via frost, hail and botrytis), gave us
a smaller amount of nicely ripe and concentrated fruit,
with energizing acidity. Our cellar master, Berni Schug,
who has been with Dr. Loosen for the 30 years since that
fateful 1987 vintage, thinks it is one of the finest collection
of wines he’s ever tasted!

Separate picking buckets for healthy and botrytis-affected fruit.
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