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FINE WINE COLLECTORS MAY BE 
WAKING UP TO THE INVESTMENT 
POTENTIAL OF BURGUNDY AND 
OTHER WINE REGIONS OF THE 
WORLD, BUT THE FIRST GROWTH 
CHÂTEAUX DON’T LOOK LIKE 
SHEDDING THEIR BLUE-CHIP  
AURA ANYTIME SOON.

WORDS  •  CHRISSIE MCCLATCHIE

September 2018 saw US auction house Hart Davis Hart 
Wine Co. herald its autumn sales season with an 
auction of fine and rare wines. Achieving a 100 per cent 
clearance rate, sales totalled US$16.7 million (A$23.4 
million). The hammer fell at US$113,525 (A$159,394) for 

the top lot: six magnums of 1996 Montrachet from Burgundy’s 
Domaine de la Romanée-Conti, a white wine that revered critic 
Robert Parker had described in his publication The Wine Advocate 
as “terribly refined, bracing, satin textured … and mind-blowingly 
long in the finish”. While a figure approaching US$1,576 (A$2,212) 
for a 125ml glass may seem incredible, for those involved in the 
fine wine market these kind of numbers are no surprise, especially 
when the most expensive wine producer in the world is involved.

That’s the title DRC (as Domaine de la Romanée-Conti is 
commonly referred to) is universally acknowledged to hold. For the 
past five years, DRC has been the top-selling estate at Sotheby’s, 
achieving auction sales of US$11.6 million (A$16.2 million) in 2017. 
It’s a figure higher than that of the second, third and fourth-ranked 
wines combined, which just happen to be a trio of the most  »  
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A PASSION FOR  
WINE INVESTMENT
“ONLY A TINY FRACTION OF THE WORLD’S WINES 

INCREASE IN FINANCIAL VALUE OVER TIME,” 
CAUTIONS GLOBAL WINE SEARCH ENGINE WINE-

SEARCHER. EVEN WITH THE RIGHT ESTATES IN 
YOUR PORTFOLIO, IT IS AN ASSET CLASS THAT 

DEMANDS PATIENCE. THERE ARE ALSO THE COSTS 
INVOLVED SUCH AS STORAGE, INSURANCE, 

PORTFOLIO MANAGEMENT FEES AND EVENTUAL 
SALES FEES TO CONSIDER.

YET WINE, LIKE OTHER PASSION ASSETS SUCH 
AS ART, WATCHES AND CARS, HAS LONG BEEN 

CONSIDERED IMPORTANT IN A DIVERSIFIED 
INVESTMENT STRATEGY. IN FIGURES RELEASED BY 

LIV-EX AT THE END OF 2017, BOTH ITS FINE WINE 100 
AND FINE WINE 1000 INDICES OUTPERFORMED FTSE 

AND GOLD, WHILE FALLING BEHIND THE S&P 500.

esteemed Bordeaux producers in the 
world: Château Lafite Rothschild, Château 
Pétrus and Château Mouton Rothschild.

The demand for DRC is nothing new: 
La Romanée dates back to the Middle 
Ages and by the 18th century it was 
already so highly prized that the estate 
was subject to a bidding war between the 
Marquise de Pompadour, Louis XV’s 
official chief mistress, and Louis-François 
de Bourbon, Prince of Conti. As its 
modern-day name suggests, the latter 
prevailed. Since the 19th century the 
property has been owned by two families 
and today only produces wine from eight 
Grand Cru vineyards, including two 
monopoles (areas controlled by a single 
winery): La Tâche and Romanée-Conti.

The 26-hectare estate is run on 
biodynamic principles and the wines are 
made in minute quantities. For the current 
vintage 2011 release, just 5,673 bottles  
of Romanée-Conti – the most prestigious 
of the DRC wines – were made. And, of 
course, the paucity of DRC has only 
contributed to its legend.

THE BURGUNDY BOOM
In wine investment circles, Burgundy is in 
ascendance, propelled by an insatiable 
appetite from an Asian market attracted 
by this very scarcity. A recent spate of 
smaller than average harvests has made 
production even more scant than usual, and 
securing an allocation on release something akin  
to gold dust. The region’s wines accounted for 
39 per cent of Sotheby’s 2017 sales, up from 
34 per cent in 2016 and just one per cent behind 
first-placed Bordeaux.

Along with DRC, Domaine Armand Rousseau is 
driving the spike. With a similarly small production, 
this 15-hectare, family-run estate dominates the 
current crop of top price risers on the Liv-ex Fine 
Wine 1000 index. One of the London-based global 
fine wine marketplace’s several indices, it tracks 
the top 1,000 wines from around the world. Over  
a 12-month period from August 2017 to August 
2018, the vineyard held seven of the 10 top 
performance rankings. In first place was the 2007 
Chambertin Grand Cru, whose market value had 
risen during that time from £8,007 to £17,950 
(A$14,700 to A$32,950) for a case of 12, a change 
of 124.2 per cent.

Justin Gibbs, Liv-ex’s director and co-founder, 
describes Burgundy as “a region that has barely 

BLUE-CHIP BORDEAUX
At Sotheby’s in 2017, Bordeaux’s 40 per cent share 
of sales represented a decline of 12 per cent on 
the previous year and marked the first time in the 
history of the auction house that the percentage  
of worldwide Bordeaux sales had dropped below 
the halfway mark, something the company 
observed would have been “unthinkable” just three 
years ago.

Investors may be opening their minds – and 
wallets – to other wine regions, but that doesn’t 
mean Bordeaux isn’t still fine wine’s blue-chip 
stock. The five First Growth châteaux – Haut-Brion, 
Lafite Rothschild, Latour, Margaux and Mouton 
Rothschild – continue to be the most heavily 
traded wines on the market.

A NEW WORLD ORDER
More than ever, fine wine investment has a scope 
that reflects the global nature of wine production, 
and wines from the New World have finally earned 
their rightful place in a diversified portfolio. Liv-ex’s 
2017 Classification of First Growths was the first 
time in the index’s five-year history that it was 
extended beyond Bordeaux. A handful of wines 
from outside France made the grade: California’s 
cult classic Screaming Eagle, Spain’s similarly 
garagiste Pingus, Italy’s monolithic Masseto, and 
Australian classics Henschke Hill of Grace and 
Penfolds Grange.

Of all the Grange vintages, it’s 2002 that has 
seen the greatest movement in price on Liv-ex over 
the past 12 months, increasing in value by 16.1 per 

cent, from £3,360 (A$6,168) per case of 12 in 
September 2017 to £3,900 (A$7,160) in September 
2018. Lisa Perrotti-Brown in The Wine Advocate, 
who rated it 98+ points, describes it as “locked in  
a time capsule”, a fitting description for an asset 
class that you can touch – but not taste – if you 
want a tangible ROI.  

paused for breath. With Rousseau taking up the 
baton from DRC, the region has again led the  
way this year, up 15.6 per cent YTD, against 
Bordeaux’s 1.7 per cent.”

MOUTON ROTHSCHILD 2008
Had you listened to critic Neal Martin, you 
would have paid £1,750 on release for a 
case of the First Growth with the pretty 
labels. Writing for The Wine Advocate,  
he predicted that “those in the know will 
stash up on the 2008 Mouton Rothschild 
because it is destined to turn into one of 
the ‘dark horses’ of the decade”. During 
the boom of 2010, your investment would 
have peaked at £8,288 (A$15,210), before 
dipping to £2,400 (A$4,405) in 2014. 
Today, that same case is currently trading 
at £4,500 (A$8,260) on Liv-ex. Like all  
First Growths from the 2008 vintage,  
it has increased in value by over 100 per 
cent since release.
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