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Two Hong Kong women have passed a gruelllng exam to become
Asia’s first Masters of Wine, writes Charmaine Carvalho

Debra Meiburg (above) and Jeannie Cho
Lee underwent years of research and
training for the Institute of Masters of

Wine exam,

Toast of the town

's been called one of the
toughest exams in the world.
Over three days, candidates are
presented with 12 unidentified
glasses ul ‘wineevery momi
and are given about 2 hours to
(h:u.nmm. the grape each wine
ismade with, the region it
comes from, quality and

i nd to write a page or
two on why they think so.

The theory section held over four
afternoons tests their knowledge of
topics ranging from viticulture
toalooholism.

Just 12 of the 82 people
attempting last year's Master of
Wine exams around the world
passed the final stages. Among them
were two women from Hong Kong—
Debra Meiburg and Jeannie Cho
Lee. And once the two hand in their
dissertations in June, they will
become Asia’s first Masters of Wine.

It’s a tremendous triumph for
bath women who join an elite corps:
amere 265 I attained the

seemed to know a lot more,” says
the Korean-American, who came to
&l

Lee studied economics and
worked as a management

- consultant, but her passion for wine
her writing for
publications. She eamed a diploma
from Britain’s Wine and Spirits
Education Trust (WSET), which runs
qualification courses around the
wotld. The Master of Wine wasa
natural step forward, she says.

though Meiburg grew up in US
wine country, she, too, started out in
an unrelated field - accounting -
and learned to appreciate wine only
after coming to Hong Kong, “For the
first three years here, I drank beer,”
shesays. But taking a WSET course
made her a fan of what she calls
“liquid art”.

She gained sufficient experti

teach wine full time, and began
thinking about the “exciting
intellectual challenge” of qualifying

title since the London-based
Insnul(r.ufM;u«‘lursuﬂ-Vinuhugml
organising the exams in 1953.

"The pair faced huge hurdles.
There were no th

Despite being well-established in
the local wine scene when they
decided to take the exam, Lee and
Meiburg had their work cut out.

o dying 12 he "

region
to tum to for guidance and no
vineyards close by to experience at
fi and the culture of
winemaking. They tried to make up
for that by tapping the expertise of

hi
imeans that there are plenty of
people passing thraugh

Hong Kong from
imcnnnmlal\\

people whc may not be
g to ;hm- the details tha:

[ wanl 1 Wine

lovers to

confident ... to lead
d in how

win

:;mﬂ-\\ ihicha wharwenghl
in order to be able to identify
wines in a tasting,” says Lee, a food
and wine writer.

And although the city hosts
plenty of i
wines would be in slightly
different condition from thase
in London, the US or Australia
where the exams are held because of
the shipping ai

Jeannie Cho Lee,
. The Fine Wine School

Meiburg says. “I Had about 300
reference books, wrote 1,400 pages
of notes, |ndun’1hsL~dm[-ryaspm(
of wines

Meiburg,
columnist for the Post Mugz:zm&

The local market also presented a
challenge. The aspiring masters
often had to ship in wines they
couldn'tfind here, including some
Greek reds and Chilean
chardonnays, says Meiburg.

e, effort and eost - the
steep and the trips to
vineyard and shipments of wine add
up—means that thisisn't a journey
embarked upon lightly. “I's nota
rational thing to do,” says Lee. “You
getinto it because you love it.”

Her affair with wine begmwhnlc

To further hu expertise Meiburg
alsoworked in a New York wine
cellar and wineries in Chile. “I got to
practise my Spanish. The only
problem was I leamed alot of
vocabulary that I now don’t know
the English word for,” she says with
alaugh. A stint at a Bordeaux
vineyard taught her about the
challenges of pruning. “When each
vineis producing two bottles which
could h:-wunhHKs. 000 and you

wmckm;',, thoughI'm sure for

sa)
re

“You cannot pass this exam by
ling books.”
Asamotheroffour children, Lee
says family commitments didn’t
allow her to travel as much although
trips on writing assignments gave
her considerable exposure. “I tried
to holiday in vineyards but it's not
always possible or enjoyable for
children,” she says.

Lee leamed the hard way that
prul se accumulated over years

Liil

ofan exam™: she failed previous
attempts in 2004 and 2005.

Suceess also required exam
technique and considerable mental
toughness. “This exam is about
playing your mastery of the

subject and conveying your
opinions,” Leesays.

The exam hasits idiosynerasies.
Candidates must bring their own
wine glasses and pour for
themselves. Getting lhovnmslmmd

s "We'

alot to get back in the ring,” says the
columnist, who failed in her first
atlempt two years ago. Poor time
management on the first day
resulted in her commenting on only
eight of the 12 wines presented.
“I'walked out of the room, got
into acab, called my husband
and sobbed,” she says. “What
was challenging was going ahead
with the next two days of
tasting because I did the math
_and there was no way |

continue in her quest for
the master’s title. “I called
on every reserve [ had to do

experience, it hasn't been an
casyroad.”

But with the most challenging
sections of the exam behind them,
the two women can now breathe
easy. "Alot of people said my life
wwhldmm:c wl\cn 1 pass this
exam,” Meibu
changed the mmulc Istarted the
programme.”

‘Now intent on rebuilding her
career, Meiburg hopes to.take on
more speaking engagements and
provide educational programmes
and material that “will help people
fall in love with wine".

Ashead of education at The Fine
Wine School, which opens later this
month, Lee will be focused on
running accredited wine courses as
well as shorter classes and tastings.

“I want Asian wine lovers to feel
confident tonot just follow but lead
the world in how we consume and
enjoy wine,” Lee says.

“The hi

she was an exch

Oxford. “Tattended quitea lm uf
wine evenings and began readingup
in order to not feel so far
removed from everyone else who

pruners it’s i

she says.
It's these experiences that help in

g we can do asa
community is to feel more confident
.md pmud ofour cultural heritage

theory sectic
look for unique examples, Meiburg

ar . Ifwine plays a role in
it, then let’s tell them how it's done.”

“I think my life
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