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J
J Buckley’s seventh annual visit to Bordeaux en 

primeur brought our staff face to face with the 

2012 vintage. Following the successful 2009 

and 2010 offerings, 2012 was a more difficult year 

for the region, which is why it was imperative that we 

sample the wines firsthand. Tasting en primeur is the 

only way to understand the quality of a vintage. It 

also provides a unique opportunity for us to seek out 

the best wines to recommend to our readers.

This year, the serious en primeur action commenced 

earlier than in past years. As a result, we thought it 

best to immediately communicate our favorite wines 

to our clients and Bordeaux enthusiasts, rather than 

wait to issue our annual report at the beginning of 

May. This report preview showcases JJ Buckley’s 

Top 15 wines for 2012, including our pick for wine of 

the vintage, along with our top five picks for each 

Bordeaux appellation. The wines are listed in order 

and reflect the consensus opinions of JJ Buckley’s 

fine wine sales and marketing representatives. 

There’s also an overview about the styles of the 2012 

wines, along with a look at pricing for the upcoming 

en primeur campaign.

Look forward to our extensive annual report with 

even more articles, tasting notes and pictures in May.
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OVERVIEW
VINTAGE

Those who 
write off this 
vintage do so 
completely at 
their peril.”

I
t’s often surprising how the qual-

ity of a vintage in Bordeaux is 

‘decided’ before anyone tastes 

the wines. Harvest reports that 

cover the growing season can pro-

vide insight, but the weather surely 

doesn’t have more to say about a 

given wine’s success than do the 

skills of its respective winemaker. 

And wine writers (who get first ac-

cess to the 2012 samples and send 

out early tweets and blog posts) 

also set many first impressions. But 

these opinions can vary, and are by 

no means objective.

For us, the only way to determine 

a vintage’s quality is by traveling 

to the region and tasting the 

latest releases at en primeur. JJ 

Buckley’s annual visit to Bordeaux 

provides us with a unique on-

the-ground assessment that we 

can use to compare with what 
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the major critics have to say. And 

with the 2012s, we found that the 

wines are indeed much better 

than the initial, somewhat harsh 

appraisals that had been trickling 

out. In fact, many were excellent, 

and will prove worthy additions to 

any cellar. This is a classic vintage, 

with many positive features and 

more than a few challenges. In 

fact, many wineries even engaged 

in some frank discussion about the 

shortfalls of their wines. But with a 

vintage that is good to very good 

in quality, the positives should be 

pointed out.

THE WINES
The reds from 2012 share a number 

of common traits. They tend to be 

medium bodied, with a density of 

fruit that will carry them over the 

next ten years. Recent vintages 

have seen palates with broad, 

round textures, but 2012 found a 

more elegant structure. The ‘12s 

also share a sense of freshness 

at the core, thanks to integrated 

acidity. The acids also help to 

avoid any sense of overripeness or 

syrupy textures, instead providing 

a sense of lightness and finesse.

The best wines have much 

in common. But 2012 tested 

winemakers in both the vineyard 

and cellars, with some of those 

difficulties showing up in the wines. 

How wineries handled tannins 

separated the best from the 

competition. Green, unripe tannins 

could be found in many wines, 

a result of picking fruit that was 

not fully ripe. Others saw layers of 

firm, drying tannins - possibly the 

result of overly-extracted cabernet 

sauvignon. Those wineries that 

pressed more gently now enjoy 

finely grained tannins that are 

more in balance with the fruit. It is 

these wines – those with integrated 

tannins and fruit-filled backpalates 

that also hint at complexity – that 

showed the best, and there were 

examples to be found in each 

appellation.

The other hallmark of 2012 was 

the variation in quality within each 

appellation. In the best vintages, 

the quality is uniform across the 

whole of a commune - the perfect 

example of a rising tide lifting 

all boats. This year found a stark 

variation in quality within each 

appellation, ranging from average 

to superlative, even among the 

regions on the Right Bank (which 

saw the best overall quality of the 

vintage).

All in all, 2012 is an average to 

above-average vintage that will 

provide pleasant drinking for 

the next 10 years. A number of 

winemakers noted that a few 

decades ago, the same conditions 

would have yielded wines of much 

lower quality. But improvements 

in the vineyard and the cellar 

have allowed them to still make 

successful (in some cases, 

exceptional) wines in spite of the 

conditions – wines that will excite 

any serious Bordeaux lover. Those 

who write off this vintage do so 

completely at their peril.
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MARKET OVERVIEW 
AN ANALYSIS OF 2012 PRICING

MANY NEGOCIANTS

PREDICT A

QUICK CAMPAIGN

There will be 
lower prices 
compared to 
last year; it’s 
just a question 
of how much 
discounting 
we’ll see.”

A
ny visit to Bordeaux 

en primeur is usually 

accompanied by meetings 

with negociants and wineries, and 

the topic of utmost importance 

is always the pricing for the new 

vintage. Negociants always want 

to know what pricing it will take 

for the upcoming campaign to be 

a success, while at the same time 

buyers ask around as well, trying 

to ascertain how prices will pan out 

for this vintage. 

These conversations can get quite 

animated – strong opinions are 

posited while each party tries to 

discern the mindsets of chateau 

owners and wine buyers. The 

2012 vintage has done nothing to 

change this ritual. If anything, the 

discussion about pricing seems to 

have become more open than in 

the past. Rather than playing poker 

this year, the cards have been laid 

out on the table.

Negociants claim to have 

recommended that chateau owners 

consider some severe discounting 

for this year’s en primeur offerings, 

if they want to have a chance 

at success. Many wineries and 

negociants still have stock from 

the more expensive 2010 vintage, 

while the 2011s currently in barrel 

saw little demand when they were 

offered last year. In addition, there 

are older, ready-to-drink vintages 

at pricing that rivals the cost for 

’09s and ’10s, which could also 

dampen the demand for the 2012s.

WHERE PRICES  
SHOULD FALL
The pricing target cited most 

frequently by Bordeaux insiders 

has been the en primeur pricing 

for the 2008 vintage. Those 

prices represented a severe drop 

compared to the 2007s, a very 

difficult vintage that saw high 

prices for wines of variable quality 

and few standouts. The low prices 

and pent-up demand made the 

2008 en primeur campaign very 

successful.

It looks like there will be lower 

prices compared to last year; 

it’s just a question of how much 

discounting we’ll see. In closed-

door discussions with some 

negociants, it was apparent that 

a few chateaux have already 

set their prices; well before last 

week’s en primeur activities began. 

Broad agreement on pricing with 

substantial discounts at this point 

already represents a significant 

step, and could encourage other 

wineries to follow suit.

One big question concerns the 

timing of this year’s campaign. 

Many negociants predict a quick 

one, and the first week saw a small 

flurry of activity. The idea will be 

to sell as much as possible before 

Robert Parker releases his scores at 

the end of April. Others argue that 

if the discounts are uniformly high 

across the board, and released at 

the same time, it will demonstrate 

that Bordeaux is listening to the 

market.

JJB’S RYAN MOSES TAKES 
NOTES ON  

MOUTON-ROTHSCHILD 



WWW.JJBUCKLEY.COM  • TEL: 888.859.4637   6

BARREL ROOM AT PONTET-CANET

FIRST GROWTHS 
SET THE TONE
Another possible twist to this 

year’s campaign revolves around 

the role of the first growths. 

Traditionally, the prices for the 

premier grand cru classes and the 

top wines of the Right Bank come 

out later, often when about 60-75% 

of Bordeaux’s chateaux have been 

offered by the negociants. The 

theory is that wineries that release 

their wines late in the campaign 

are trying to get higher prices in 

a battle of one-upmanship with 

their neighbors. Additionally, by 

waiting until others set their prices, 

the last wineries can better gauge 

the market and set a price that will 

ensure the wines will sell, while 

also maximizing profits.

Some negociants have predicted 

that the first growths may try to set 

the pricing for the entire campaign 

by releasing their wines very 

early. If they take a significant hit 

on their pricing, it will encourage 

other estates to follow suit. The 

initial prices offered by Mouton-

Rothschild  bode well, but it’s up to 

other wineries to follow their lead. 

Judging by the recently released 

prices for a few other wines that 

the past few days have seen, the 

discounts that some are looking 

for may be in the offing.

The kicker here is how much wine 

will be offered on the first tranche. 

The first growths could cover their 

discounted pricing by holding 

some wine back and releasing 

more at higher prices if the first 

batch sells out quickly. It will be 

interesting to see if this theory 

plays out in the next few weeks.

While this year’s discounts will 

determine whether the 2012s 

will sell at all, the ability to get 

allocations of this year’s top 

wines will prove to be even more 

important. Pomerol is on a roll, 

producing some of Bordeaux’s 

best for four years in a row. Most 

of the top Pomerols are made 

in minute quantities, so merely 

finding them is the core problem; 

especially in 2012, with yields 

down 10-15% on average. If prices 

for these wines drop significantly, 

the smart money will snap them up 

quickly. Don’t say we didn’t warn 

you!



JJ BUCKLEY’S
TOP 15 WINES

FOR 2012
1. VIEUX CHATEAU CERTAN

2. HAUT-BRION 

3. PETRUS

4. L’EGLISE CLINET

5. MARGAUX

6. PONTET-CANET

7. PALMER

8. AUSONE

9. LA MISSION HAUT-BRION

10T. TROTANOY

10T. LEOVILLE LAS-CASES

12. LE DOME

13. CONSEILLANTE

14. COS D’ESTOURNEL

15. MOUTON-ROTHSCHILD

T
his year, Vieux 

Chateau Certan 

was JJ Buckley’s 

clear and overwhelming 

choice as the wine of 

the vintage. Their wine 

was ranked as the top 

pick in eight out of 

the 11 top ten staff lists that we compiled after 

visiting Bordeaux. For VCC (the shorthand name 

for the winery in the industry) this represents 

the continuation of a trend observed by many 

wine critics. Alexandre Thienpoint’s wines have 

been on critics’ short lists for wine of the year 

since 2008. Year in and year out, no matter what 

the growing conditions, you can rest assured 

that Vieux Chateau Certan will craft something 

exciting. Bravo to everyone involved for making 

such a stunning wine in this difficult vintage.

Our top 15 wines for 2012 showed a clear 

preference for wines of the Right Bank, which 

was expected given the success of merlot in 

this vintage. What is quite interesting, though, is 

that only half the wines came from St. Emilion or 

Pomerol - each of the other major appellations 

found a place on our list. This reflects a theme we 

noticed in 2012: the variation in quality within each 

commune.  Every region showcased a number of 

estates that rose to the challenges of the vintage 

to make some great wine.

Most importantly, the quality of every wine on our 

Top 15 list is clearly exceptional. Each one easily 

ranks among the best of what’s been made by 

their respective wineries over the last five years, 

and should only improve with time. 

2012 
TOP 15
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O
f the prestigious appellations of the Left Bank, St. Estephe is the northernmost, and cabernet sauvignon 

takes  center stage. The wines are more masculine in style, with bold tannins and an emphasis on structure. 

Given the difficulty that cabernet faced in 2012, St. Estephe was destined to experience a challenging 

vintage.

Cos d’Estournel was easily the wine of the appellation, and one of the top wines of the vintage for more than 

a few of our wine specialists. Many of the appellation’s wineries are undertaking concerted efforts towards 

improvement, which was evident in the wines of Calon Segur and Phelan-Segur. And like many other big-name 

estates of the Haut-Medoc, Montrose’s wine proved to be a controversial one in 2012, yet it found favor by many.

ST. ESTEPHE
1.   COS D’ESTOURNEL

2.  MONTROSE

3.  CALON SEGUR

4.  PHELAN-SEGUR

5.  LES PAGODES DE COS

“COS D’ESTOURNEL WAS EASILY

THE WINE OF THE APPELLATION…”

T
O

P
 F

IV
E
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HE ENTRANCE TO GREATNESS AT COS D’ESTOURNEL



PAUILLAC
“THE BEST WINES SHOWED 

BALANCE AND HARMONY…”

M
ost of the first growths and some of Bordeaux’s most coveted wines can be found in Pauillac, yet some 

of this historic commune’s wines had trouble adjusting to the difficult vintage conditions. As in other 

appellations, there was quite a bit of variation in quality and style to be found here. This lack of consistency 

is what separates a good vintage from a great one. In this vintage, the best wines showed balance and harmony, 

ensuring that any tough tannins were tamed, with adequate fruit to provide length and persistence on the finish.

One would expect first growths to be the stars of Pauillac, but our wine specialists spent considerable time 

debating their quality, something we did more during this en primeur than any other. But it was clear from our 

scores that Mouton bettered their neighbors in 2012. Among Pauillac’s more popular Super-Seconds, Pichon-

Lalande rose to the top of the heap. And while there always seem to be a slew of estates that plod along, making 

average to above-average wines, it was nice to see renewed energy at Pedesclaux which is our pick for the best 

value in Pauillac this year. But the story here is Pontet-Canet, with their 2012 providing even more evidence that 

this property can do no wrong.

1.   PONTET-CANET

2.  MOUTON-ROTHSCHILD

3.  PICHON-LONGUEVILLE LALANDE

4.  GRAND-PUY-DUCASSE

5.  LYNCH BAGEST
O

P
 F

IV
E
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PAUILLAC’S DISTINCTIVE GRAVELS



T
his compact commune has seen a series of “Best Appellation of the Vintage” performances over the last 

three years. The quality was like a rising tide, where everyone in the appellation couldn’t help but make 

great wine. But the difficulties of 2012 caught up with some of St. Julien’s wineries this year. 

It was left to the best terroirs to handle the difficult drought conditions and those chateaux came through with 

some very good wines. Leoville-Las Cases and Ducru-Beaucaillou may not make many top ten lists this year, but 

their wines were well-made, showing delicious character while avoiding the pitfalls plaguing some of their peers. 

Leoville-Poyferre’s 2012 was deservedly the wine of the appellation, showing a notch more complexity than its 

neighbors and showcasing the estate’s ability to make great wine, no matter the vintage.

ST. JULIEN
“THE BEST TERROIRS HANDLED THE

DIFFICULT DROUGHT CONDITIONS…”

1.   LEOVILLE-POYFERRE

2.  LEOVILLE-LAS CASES

3.  DUCRU-BEAUCAILLOU

4.  SAINT-PIERRE

5.  LAGRANGET
O

P
 F

IV
E
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MARGAUX
“CLEARLY THE TOP APPELLATION 

OF THE LEFT BANK IN 2012…”

M
argaux was clearly the top appellation of the Left Bank in 2012, with its plethora of seductive, elegantly 

shaped, approachable wines. The commune has always been more dependent on merlot than the AOCs 

up the peninsula, and it was the increased dose of that variety that seemed to put Margaux in a good 

position. There, merlot was able to ripen perfectly, contributing to lush textures, readily apparent complexity and 

perfect harmony between fruit and tannins.

The real excitement to be found in Margaux this year comes not so much from the stars of the commune as it 

does from other domaines that rarely make the headlines. Chateau d’Issan made a stunning 2012 that certainly 

turned our heads, moving them ever closer to the top echelon of Margaux. Malescot-St.-Expury did nothing to 

harm their standing in that elite club. More exciting was the resurgence at Labegorce and the return on Prieure-

Lichine’s investments over the past few years. Margaux always has some variation in quality, but it’s here where 

many values lurk - especially if prices drop.

1.   MARGAUX

2.  PALMER

3.  D’ISSAN

4.  MALESCOT-ST.-EXUPERY

5.  PRIEURE-LICHINET
O

P
 F

IV
E
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VINES AT CHATEAU PALMER



P
essac-Leognan has become one of Bordeaux’s star performers of late, cranking out a series of both reds 

and whites that are captivating in flavor while being relatively easy on the wallet - at least compared to 

some of their northern neighbors. Pessac seems to shine even more brightly in years where the Haut Medoc 

struggles, and 2012 saw a number of estates release stellar wines.

The vintage was led by the frontrunners of the appellation, Chateau Haut-Brion and La Mission Haut-Brion. Both 

succeeded in 2012 thanks to the high percentage of merlot in their grand vins. Haut Brion proved to be a stellar 

candidate for wine of the vintage. Domaine de Chevalier and Pape Clement cemented their designations as 

“Super Seconds of Pessac”, with rich and harmonious wines that stressed fruit over structure. Finally, Lespault 

Martillac’s latest release found much favor among our team, which should come as no surprise as Olivier Bernard 

of Domaine de Chevalier is now managing the estate.

PESSAC-LEOGNAN (REDS)
“ONE OF BORDEAUX’S 

STAR PERFORMERS OF LATE …”

1.   HAUT-BRION

2.  LA MISSION HAUT-BRION

3.  DOMAINE DE CHEVALIER

4.  PAPE CLEMENT 

5.  LESPAULT-MARTILLACT
O

P
 F

IV
E
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BARREL ROOM AT DOMAINE DE CHEVALIER



“A SURPRISING 

1.   CAMBON LA PELOUSE 

2.  MALECASSE 

3.  MAUCAILLOU 

4.  POTENSAC

5.  CHARMAIL 

NUMBER OF RIPE WINES…”

MEDOC, HAUT-MEDOC, 
MOULIS, LISTRAC

D
enis Dubourdieu manages several wineries in Sauternes and Graves and is also a professor of oenology 

at the University of Bordeaux. His annual vintage report is must reading for Bordeaux enthusiasts. In 

his overview of the 2012 harvest, he noted, “Certain 2012 cabernet grapes displayed varying degrees of 

herbaceousness... due to a wet spring, blocked ripening…and insufficient green harvesting.”

So there was an expectation that herbal notes would dominate the palate and bouquet of most wines from these 

appellations. There were, however, a surprising number that showed ripe fruit balanced with mild tannins. The 

lasting impression was that the wines turned out to be much better than the prognosis from Dubourdieu’s report. 

These appellations will be a great source for pleasurable drinking and the expected price discounts will provide 

added value.

T
O

P
 F

IV
E
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SILVER LININGS ABOUND…IF YOU KNOW WHERE TO LOOK



W
hile many have claimed similarities between 2012 and 2011, the 2012s we tasted during en primeur 

week had little in common with their immediate predecessors. What struck us about the latest wines 

was the balance and finesse found in many of the samples we came across. True, some critics have 

pilloried the region, finding a prevailing style of overripeness and high alcohols. One can’t argue that this style 

has many fans, but we thought those examples were harder to find in 2012.

Integrated acidity helped add lift and brightness to the best 2012s, while the fruit intensity harmonized with finer 

and more balanced tannins. Even those estates that usually hew to a riper profile were more restrained in 2012 

compared to past years. 

Once again, the estates that fared best had vines on the top plateau or the “cotes” cascading down from the town 

center. It’s here where the limestone soils are found, perfect for retaining water and helping grapes survive the 

summer drought. The top estates proved their mettle once again this year, and if prices drop as expected, there 

will be some smart values to be found in St. Emilion.

ST. EMILION
“SMART  VALUES

TO BE FOUND HERE…”

1.   AUSONE 

2.  LE DOME

3.  BEAU-SEJOUR BECOT

4.  CLOS FOURTET

5.  TROPLONG-MONDOTT
O

P
 F

IV
E
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BEAUTIFUL ST. EMILION (AS SEEN AT BARDE-HAUT)



POMEROL
“THE BEST POMEROLS 

ARE WORLD-CLASS...”

2
012 saw Pomerol continue its streak of remarkable success. No matter what the conditions, this small Right 

Bank commune seems to go from strength to strength. Indeed, 2012 saw many estates produce some of 

their best efforts of the last few years. Whether it’s the strength of Pomerol’s terroir or the skills of the 

vignerons, there can be no denying that Pomerol is making some exquisite wines.

It’s been said that great vintages require little from a winemaker, “the wines make themselves”, goes the saying. 

It is those difficult years where the talent and knowledge of the best winemakers shine brightest. And that must 

be said about our picks for the best Pomerols of 2012, any of which could potentially lay claim to being the wine 

of the vintage.  Forget what might be said about Bordeaux in 2012, the best Pomerols are world-class and a thrill 

to experience. The only problem will be in finding any upon release...

1.   VIEUX CHATEAU CERTAN 

2.  L’EGLISE CLINET

3.  PETRUS

4.  TROTANOY

5.  LA CONSEILLANTET
O

P
 F

IV
E
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L’EGLISE CLINET’S DENIS DURANTOU EXPLAINS HOW HE FOUND SUCCESS IN A DIFFICULT VINTAGE



CASTILLON, FRONSAC, 
LALANDE DE POMEROL

T
he appellations that surround Pomerol and St. Emilion share a dependence on merlot, which was the 

variety that best handled the difficulties of the growing season. There’s just enough ripeness to the fruit 

to craft medium-weighted wines that are balanced and approachable. As long as the tannins are held in 

check, areas like Lalande-de-Pomerol and Cotes de Castillon will provide pleasurable drinking for the next 5-8 

years.

1.   LE PLUS DE LA FLEUR DE BOUARD 

2.  CLOS LES LUNELLES 

3.  LA CHENADE

4.  DOMAINE DE L’A

5.  LA FLEUR DE BOUARD

“MEDIUM-WEIGHTED WINES THAT 

ARE BALANCED AND APPROACHABLE…”

T
O

P
 F

IV
E

WWW.JJBUCKLEY.COM  • TEL: 888.859.4637   16



“THE WHITES THIS YEAR 

HAVE SOLID TROPICAL HIGHLIGHTS …”

PESSAC-LEOGNAN (BLANC)

T
here’s an old adage in Bordeaux, which claims that difficult years for red wines means that the region’s 

whites will shine. So expectations were high that the traditional semillon-sauvignon blends from Bordeaux 

would excel. And when tasting our top five picks of the vintage, one can’t help but agree that 2012 is 

looking good. So while the whites this year have solid tropical highlights to make up the core of the palate, many 

wines lack complexity and minerality. A little more acidity would also add some tension and drive to the finish. A 

good year for sure, but most wines will be best consumed in the near future.

1.  DOMAINE DE CHEVALIER

2.  HAUT-BRION

3.  PAPE CLEMENT

4.  MALARTIC-LAGRAVIERE

5.  DE FIEUZALT
O

P
 F

IV
E
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JJB’S GEOFFREY BINDER SAMPLES A BORDEAUX BLANC LINEUP



N
ot long after the grapes entered their winter slumber in the cellars of Sauternes, four of the top wineries in 

the commune announced they would declassify their grand vins. This unprecedented action cast a pall over 

the local community, perhaps over all of Bordeaux, providing added difficulty for those wineries planning 

to release their wines at en primeur. As we have seen in 2012, finding consistency throughout an appellation has 

been difficult. To put it another way, there are always gems to be found in any appellation, in any vintage. That’s 

why we go to Bordeaux.

Granted, the 2012 conditions did not make it easy to make Sauternes of the highest quality. Many of the wines we 

tried will be perfect for light sipping or even as an aperitif - an increasingly popular trend in Europe these days. 

But there are a number of estates that made medium-bodied, complex blends that will provide more satisfaction 

when considered alongside their expected low prices. For those who seek the best from the region, look towards 

Barsac. It is there where wines of uncommon complexity can be found.

SAUTERNES
“A NUMBER OF ESTATES THAT MADE  

MEDIUM-BODIED, COMPLEX BLENDS…”

1.   MYRAT

2.  DOISY-DAENE

3.  GUIRAUD

4.  COUTET

5.  CLOS HAUT PEYRAGUEYT
O

P
 F

IV
E
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SAUTERNES SAMPLES UNDER FOIL 
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