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2021 was a challenging growing season that demanded constant attention in the 

vineyard, and razor-sharp execution at harvest time. In the world of wine, challenging 

conditions often lead to beautiful results. The best wines of 2021 are a testament to 

the resilience and dedication required to navigate nature's unpredictability. In 2021 the 

Bordelais were forced to maneuver frost, mildew, cool temperatures, and abundant 

rainfall that would have spelled disaster for prior generations. However, thanks to 

modern advancements in viticulture and winemaking, and near perfect weather in 

September and October, we are now telling the story of a successful vintage that 

echoes the classics of the 1980’s and 90’s. 

The best red wines of 2021 are plush, balanced, and incredibly delicious. This is a 

vintage that will appeal to lovers of classic Bordeaux, and will provide immense 

pleasure with minimal cellar time. The white wines of 2021 are among the best of the 

last 3 decades, and the Sauternes are stunning. Our offer highlights the most 

successful reds of 2021, and our widest selection of white wines to date. 

“Exhibiting the balance and style of a vintage of the 1990s, but benefiting from all the 

agronomic progress and technical savoir faire of the present, the best 2021 reds are 

better than anyone could have dared to hope.” – William Kelley, The Wine Advocate

Before we dive into the conditions of the vintage, it’s important to clarify that 2021 is 

very different from the three vintages that preceded it. In 2018/19/20 we saw hot

summers that lead to rich, deep and hedonistic wines with rising alcohol levels 

averaging of 14.5-15%.  The 2021 vintage was a major departure from this trend, with 

moderate alcohol levels averaging 12.5-13.5%, and balanced, pure wines that, while 

still rich, are not as compact and tightly wound as the trio of 18/19/20. This means most 

2021 wines will be enjoyable in the first decade or two after bottling. 
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A simple way to describe the beginning of the 2021 vintage is that the weather was 

hot when it would normally be cold, and it was cold when it would normally be hot. 

The winter was uncharacteristically warm, which led to early bud break at the end of 

March. The typically warmer month of April was devastatingly cold, resulting in 

widespread frost across the entire region. May – July remained cool and cloudy, with 

record levels of rainfall in nearly every commune. This rain led to high disease pressure 

(mildew), and the lack of sunshine slowed the development of the berries.

The vineyard work required to battle these complications is labour-intensive, and 

France was in the midst of a country wide labour shortage at this time. The producers 

best situated to handle the demands of the vintage were the ones with greater 

financial means, who could afford to quickly hire seasonal workers. Additionally, the 

producers with greater financial means are often situated on the best terroirs, and 

their soils are better equipped to handle variable conditions. This meant that 2021 is a 

vintage that will strongly favour the Chateaux on the best sites, more so than any 

vintage since the devastating frosts of 2017.   

August brought the first signs that the vintage may have potential, as warmer weather 

moved into the region and berries began ripening at a more desirable pace. The 

quality of the vintage began to take shape when the 3rd warmest September since 

the year 2000 was recorded. One of the crucial moments of the vintage took place at 

the end of September. Merlots had already been picked, but most of the Cabernet 

Sauvignon and Cabernet Franc had not yet reached full ripeness. A major weather 

system was developing, with the potential to bring enough rain to spoil any hopes of a 

strong Cabernet harvest. Producers were forced to either harvest their grapes early, 

or risk losing their remaining crop for a chance at exceptional quality. 



 In the end, this weather system moved north, and those who gambled and left their 

fruit on the vine were rewarded with an additional week of sunshine. It cannot be 

overstated how important this additional week on the vine was, and the best wines of 

the vintage are nearly all a result of this final ripening period.

The strength of 2021 is the later ripening varietals of Cabernet Sauvignon and 

Cabernet Franc. Many of the best producers greatly increased the percentage of 

these varietals in their final blends, including Ducru Beaucaillou (98% Cabernet 

Sauvignon in 2021 vs 80% in a typical vintage) and Chateau Ausone (65% Cabernet 

Franc vs 50% in a typical vintage). 

Although Merlot did not fare as well on the gravel soils of the left bank, the vines 

planted in deep clay soils on the plateaus of St. Emilion and Pomerol did not suffer 

from the excess summer water. The clay plays the vital role of regulating water 

distribution to the vines, and some of the vintages greatest successes came from 

these great terroirs. 

As has been the case in recent vintages, 2021 did not favour one bank over the other. 

There were great wines made in every commune, and there were also surprising 

disappointments. We were very selective with our purchasing this year, and our focus 

was the top estates with the best terroir. We did not speculate on many of the value 

wines that we would typically purchase, as there were very few standouts in the 

lowest price ranges. 2021 is a vintage that heavily favoured the top producers, and 

sadly devastated those who did not have the means to maintain their vigilance 

throughout the difficult spring and early summer. 

2021 has brought us many outstanding red wines, but the biggest success of the 

vintage is the absolutely stunning dry white wines and sweet Sauternes. The cool 



summer conditions led to perfectly balanced and fresh Sauvignon Blanc and Semillon, 

and this is being touted as an incredibly strong white wine vintage. Our 2021 offer 

features our largest ever selection of white wines. We would have loved to feature 

more Sauternes, but sadly, yields were so small that we were limited to miniscule 

allocations. 

Most Chateau owners in Bordeaux have opted to either hold or reduce the price of 

their 2021 wines. Some of the price drops are modest (2-5%), but many high-profile 

Chateaux have dropped their price as much as 15% from their 2020 release. This, 

coupled with the decreased value of the Euro, has allowed us to offer our 2021 wines 

at extremely competitive prices.  

According to the major critics, the list of wines to watch in 2021 is highlighted by Le 

Carmes Haut Brion, Canon, Ducru Beaucaillou, Troplong Mondot, Figeac, Leoville Las 

Cases and of course, Ausone and the 1st growths. There are many others, but we 

would add to this list the brilliant values of Malescot St. Exupery, Beau Sejour Becot 

and Pedesclaux. Another stunning success was Chateau Bel Air Jean & Gabriel, whose 

clay vineyards in Lussac St. Emilion feature a very high percentage of old vine 

Cabernet Franc. We had an opportunity to taste a barrel sample of this wine, and at 

$28 per bottle it offers exceptional value. 

Questions about the 2021 vintage and our 2021 Futures offer can be directed to 

bordeaux@rhwines.ca


