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Brief History
Wine doesn’t get much more complex than in Burgundy - a place where the minutiae of the various appellations, vineyards and producers
are poured over for hours by wine geeks from across the globe. Nowhere in the world is the concept of ‘terroir’ better illustrated than in the
procession of villages on the ‘Côte d’Or’, where in the space of a few rows of vines the price of a bottle of wine can jump a hundred-fold. The
differentiation between vineyards in each village dates back over 1000 years, when Cistercian monks from the abbeys that owned the land built
walls around many of the best sites (hence the name ‘Clos’ today for many a walled vineyard). Their knowledge of the different soils, aspects
and climatic conditions of each site became well documented over the years and the top vineyards began to earn a reputation for the wines
they produced.
As with many aspects of French life, the revolutionary war of the late 18th century brought immense upheaval and the church was on the receiving end of the revolutionaries’ wrath. Churches were destroyed, religious orders disbanded and ecclesiastical lands were seized and sold off at
auction to the highest bidder. This new class of Burgundian landowners began to sell their produce (either fruit or finished wine) to a burgeoning
group of ‘Négociants’ that would blend and bottle the wines under their own name and sell them throughout France and Europe (where the
Benelux countries were the biggest market).
These négociant houses, many of which still exist today, became firmly established in the 1800s as the source of all Burgundy wine. As the
century drew to a close the commercial imperative of selling large volumes of ‘Beaune’ or ‘Gevrey Chambertin’ to customers all over the world
had led to adulteration of many of the wines - Algerian red was often blended into the hideously over cropped and thin Burgundy wine to stretch
it and add a little more body. This came about because everybody had got greedy, with the négociants paying for fruit by weight (resulting in the
growers settling for high yields over high quality) and bottling sub-standard wine that traded only on the exalted reputation of the villages it was
said to have come from.
The situation didn’t change dramatically until the 1930s, when two important developments took place.
First and most importantly, by the late 30s the ‘Appellation d’Origine Contrôlée’ (AOC) legislation had been passed to guarantee the geographic
authenticity of the wine in each bottle. The system two aims: to protect vignerons from rogue colleagues that labelled their wines fraudulently;
and to give the end customer peace of mind so that they knew the provenance of what they were buying. Now the famous names of Burgundy
villages were enshrined in law and the vineyards that could yield those wines were strictly delimited and an organisation (INAO) was established
to keep tabs on all the wine produced.
At the same time that this was happening, an American writer and importer called Frank Shoonmaker was one of a cadre of international businessmen that persuaded some of the top estates (such as Marquis d’Angerville, Henri Gouges, Armand Rousseau etc) to begin bottling, labelling
and selling their own wine directly. This sewed the seeds of a revolution (a benign one this time) which really got going in the 1970s when
more and more small estates followed their lead and began ‘estate bottling’. Today estate bottling has become the norm, although the once
all-powerful négociant houses are still very much part of the picture. In order to make up for the tons of grapes that are no longer being sold
to them, they have had to invest in their own vines and up the price they will pay growers for fruit and wine. The situation has led to a stunning
increase in quality throughout Burgundy over the past couple of decades.

THE WINES

Generic & Regional: These AOCs represent the largest chunk of Pinot Noir (and Chardonnay) production in the Côte d’Or.
Seldom seen in the UK, but propping up the rest of the pile are the AOCs Passe-Tout-Grains (a blend of Pinot and Gamay) and the not so grand
AOC Bourgogne Grand Ordinaire. These wines will invariably be thin and acidic (especially in cooler vintages), although P-T-G is made by a small
number of top producers and can be juicy and delicious in the best examples. Proceed, however, with caution.
The most common appellation is Bourgogne Rouge / Bourgogne Pinot Noir, which can be a blend of Pinot fruit from any combination of AOC
vineyards in Greater Burgundy. In practice the fruit will normally come from a given locality rather than one parcel from the north being combined
with one from the south, but the essence of this AOC is that the fruit has not been deemed worthy of a higher appellation because the vineyard
site is on flat land in an inauspicious position. That doesn’t mean that all Bourgogne Rouge is rubbish (the producer is of vital importance) but it
does mean that some Bourgogne Rouge is rubbish.
Slightly higher up the Pinot chain come the regional appellations like Côte de Nuits Villages or Côte de Beaune Villages. The fruit for these wines
must come from specified sites in a select number of villages that qualify for the appellation. Again the fruit can (and invariably will) be blended
from a number of different sources, but in many examples these can be good wines that are a (small) step up from straight Bourgogne Rouge.
Regional wines from the ‘Hautes-Côtes’ (de Beaune and de Nuits) or ‘high slopes’ are variable in quality, but the best examples can be fresh
and elegant. As most serious producers are based in the Côte d’Or proper (rather than up in the hills) there are few of these that punch above
their weight.
Village: This is the level at which Burgundy starts to get serious, with many wines of genuine class and age worthiness being produced under
some very famous AOCs like Gevrey-Chambertin and Vosne-Romanée.
Fruit for village wines must come from village AOC vineyards within the specific commune, although the final blend may be from a number of
different plots. In some cases, vineyard names are declared on the bottle (known as a lieux-dit in French) but all the fruit must be from that
specific site. There is a lot of rubbish peddled under these (and other) famous appellations, but things have improved massively in quality terms
since the 70s and 80s. As with anything in Burgundy, the producer is all important. Large négociants are going to make a far more bland and
industrial product than artisanal small producers.
In total there are 25 village appellations in the Côte d’Or, from Fixin in the north to Maranges in the south.
1er Cru: The total of 562 1er cru sites in Burgundy includes some in Chablis and the Côte Chalonnais, but the majority are in the Côte d’Or.
They range from the mediocre to the exceptional and in some cases are every bit as good as most Grand Cru sites.
While it is possible to blend 1er Cru fruit from the same village together to make, for example, a plain ‘Gevrey-Chambertin 1er Cru’, most bottlings
will feature the name of the specific vineyard. Each 1er Cru site has its own distinct appellation and this is reflective of the difference in terroir
that makes wines at this level unique.
Grand Cru: The smallest percentage of production comes from the most exclusive and reputed vineyards - the Grand Crus. These are often
sites of historical significance that have been identified for hundreds of years as the pinnacle of Burgundy terroir. Some of them are living on past
glories, but many of them give fruit of such quality that in good vintages they make wines that will age and improve for decades.
All of the fruit must come from the specific vineyard site and the appellations themselves exist in isolation of the village that they come from.
Wines from ‘Clos des Lambrays Grand Cru’ will not feature the village name of Morey-St-Denis on the label.
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PINOT NOIR

Pinot Noir
In the Pantheon of grape gods, Pinot Noir stands alongside Cabernet Sauvignon as perhaps the greatest variety on the planet. To many it hits
highs to which no other grape can compare, producing wines of unparalleled complexity which provide the most memorable and profound of
vinous experiences. It is a variety that attracts wine’s thinkers and romantics. They have long been seduced by the bewitching perfume, delicate
flavours and the ability of Pinot to encapsulate the vineyard and terroir in the glass. Now that might sound like a lot of hot air and pretentious wine
speak, but Pinot is the grape that, more than any other, sets enthusiasts off on eulogy after eulogy. But there is something else to remember - it is
not all plain sailing when it comes to buying, tasting and enjoying Pinot Noir. The highs maybe the highest, but there are plenty of lows to contend
with along the way as Pinot Noir is one of the most temperamental, hard to cultivate and easy to ruin varieties there is.
Unlike many wine grapes, Pinot doesn’t like the climate particularly hot. If it is too cold that is no good either. Growers in Pinot’s home of Burgundy
often gets things spot on, but just as often they don’t and take Pinot Noir anywhere else and you will struggle to get excellent fruit. There are
more clones/mutations than any other major variety (over 1000) and all of these are suitable for different styles of wine production and thrive in
different types of soil or climate. The skin of the grape is very thin and a high skin to pulp ratio must be maintained if quality and age-worthiness
are to be achieved. This means that yields must be kept very low (in order to get the right concentration), making it a very expensive grape
to cultivate. The thin skin also makes it a delicate grape that is prone to rot and disease and particularly suspectable to damage from adverse
weather conditions. It buds early, so winter frost can be a big problem and it ripens early making the picking date a dangerous and vital decision
for all Pinot growers. So why bother? Well, Pinot Noir is a variety that ages superbly and once mature can unveil mesmerising complexity. The
great wines of Burgundy are prized around the world and the best have formed a template for perfection used by New World imitators from
Argentina to Zimbabwe. Well, not quite Zimbabwe just yet, but the global fashion for Pinot Noir has reached almost everywhere else, resulting in
wines that range from very promising to downright awful.
It is not just red wines that have made Pinot famous - it’s easy to forget that, with Chardonnay, Pinot is the dominant force in Champagne, where
it contributes to the richness and complexity of the world’s best sparkling wines. This has led to plantings in many places around the world where
winemakers aspire to make great fizz.
While Pinot Noir wouldn’t claim to be the oldest of all grape varieties, it could be the one that has been using its current name for the longest
period of time. The first written referrences to a grape called Pinot came way back in the first century AD, in Columella’s De Re Rustica (although
‘Pinot Noir’ specifically, rather than just Pinot, is first found in 14th century documents) and by the early 7th century the monks of Citeaux had
planted Pinot in Burgundy’s ‘Clos de Beze’ vineyard. Since then it has gone on to mutate or give birth to a number of other varieties. Chardonnay
was originally part of the family but has since developed its own distinct characteristics, but vineyards across the world are still awash with Pinots
Blanc, Gris and Meunier. Each of these varieties have their own local variants that have adapted to their surroundings and there are also a myriad
of crossings (like Pinotage, Aligoté and Zweigelt to name a few) that bear testament to the popularity to this most fickle but fantastic of grapes.

CHARDONNAY
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Chardonnay
Chardonnay is the world’s most important white wine grape and is planted more widely than any other variety. Every major wine producing
country in the world features Chardonnay on its’ roster of plantings, thanks largely to a surge in demand during the 1980s when it became the
most fashionable grape on the planet. The inevitable backlash against anything that becomes fashionable has certainly affected Chardonnay at
the cheaper end of the market (Pinot Grigio take heed), but the demand for complex white wines that improve significantly with age has enabled
sales of white Burgundy, Champagne (of which Chardonnay is a key component) and other top Chards from around the world, to remain very
buoyant. As the ‘anything but Chardonnay’ attitude begins to fade, a new generation of wine drinkers are getting to grips with the wide range of
styles and quality levels that this wonderful variety has to offer.
Chardonnay’s lineage has been debated in viticultural circles for many years, with numerous regions claiming to be its birth place. The French
have perhaps the strongest claim and, thanks to the work of scientists at UC Davis, the pervasive thought today is that the variety is a cross
between Pinot Blanc and the more obscure Gouais Blanc. Gouais was brought to France by the Romans (it originates in the Balkans) and planted
close to the more noble Pinot plants - before long there were scores of new varieties that emerged as natural crossings between the two vines.
Many of these are still around today and include fellow Burgundy varieties like Aligoté and Gamay. Nature has also been given a helping hand by
Universities like Dijon and UC Davis, who have created numerous clones of Chardonnay, each one suited to a particular type of terroir or purpose.
So what makes chardonnay special? Well, in a similar fashion to Pinot Noir, Chardonnay is a very ‘transparent’ variety that communicates a real
sense of place. It produces very different wines on the Kimmeridge clay and limestone soils of Chablis than it does just an hours drive south
in the vineyards of Meursault and Puligny-Montrachet. Fresh, mineral and racy - or rich, smooth and creamy? And it is not just the terroir that
impacts the final flavour of a Chardonnay. The winemaker can fundamentally change the flavour of the wine by fermenting and ageing it in oak
or stainless steel, yielding high or low and picking early or late. So not all Chardonnays are born equal and, despite the best efforts (and some
are very good) of wine makers in Australia, California, New Zealand and South Africa - Burgundian Chardonnays remain the benchmark by which
all others are judged.
The high acidity and extract levels make Chardonnay a variety that can age superbly (although there have been significant problems recently
with ‘premature oxidation’) and the variety of styles (they even make it sweet in Austria) mean that it can be matched with a variety of different
cuisines. Fashionable or not, Chardonnay is one of the world’s best grape varieties and could only conceivably be challenged by Riesling for the
title of most noble white grape.
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THE VILLAGES: COTE DE BEAUNE
Pernand-Vergelesses, Aloxe-Corton, Ladoix
These three villages lay at the foot of the great hill of Corton, the only Grand Cru in the
Cote de Beaune that produces red wine and the largest Grand Cru in the entire Cote d’Or.
Corton Grand Cru is seen as lacking the elegance of some of its northern neighbours, but it
still yields superb red wines and, from the Corton-Charlemagne vineyard, some of the best
Chardonnay in Burgundy.
The village wines from these three communes are more modest, with some good value
reds and whites but nothing to warrant a significant outlay.

Savigny-les-Beaune
Savigny is home to some excellent producers (Simon Bize is
the star) and there are many great value reds and whites to be
found here. There are no Grand Crus, but ‘Vergelesses’ is the
top 1er Cru site in the village.
Beaune
Most famous for its’ red wines, there are also some excellent
whites made from the vines that surround the Cote d’Or’s
largest wine town. The négotiants are the kings round here and
wines like Drouhin’s 1er Cru ‘Clos des Mouches’ (red & white)
and Bouchard’s 1er Cru ‘Greves - Vigne de l’enfant Jesus’ are
among the commune’s best.
Beaune used to be held in the highest esteem for its wines, but
nowadays it is seen as a second tier commune and justifiably
has no Grand Cru vineyards.
Pommard
Only red wines emerge from Pommard and they are among
the best Pinot Noirs on the Cote de Beaune. Famed for their
structure and longevity, they are often criticised for being a
little clunky, but the best 1er Cru offerings from domaines like
Comte Armand, de Courcel and de Montille are fabulous.
There are no Grand Crus here, but vineyards like ‘Epenots’ and
‘Rugiens’ are high up the 1er Cru ladder.
Volnay
World famous for its silky smooth, elegant red wines (there are
no whites), Volnay is recognised as the best village in the Cote
de Beaune for Pinot Noir. Wines from producers like Lafarge, de
Montille and Marquis d’Angerville are often of Grand Cru quality
but despite being blessed with vineyards as good as ‘Caillerets’
and ‘Clos des Chenes’, there are no Grand Crus here.
Meursault
Some red is made in Meursault, most of which is actually
labelled as Volnay-Santenots. The whites are what Meursault
is famed for and rightfully so. They are rich and broad, with a
distinctive oily texture and a complex array of floral and fruit
flavours. These are wines to conjure with, especially when from
1er Cru vineyards like ‘Charmes’ or ‘Caillerets’ and producers
like Coche-Dury, Comte Lafon or Guy Roulot.
Amazingly there are no Grand Cru vineyards here, but that
doesn’t mean that there shouldn’t be.
St Aubin
In the hills behind Puligny and Chassagne is St Aubin, home to
some of the best wine bargains in Burgundy. Reds are made
here, but the draw card is the crisp and elegant white wines.
No Grand Crus here, but top 1er cru vineyards like ‘Murgers
des Dents de Chein’ and ‘En Remilly’ give superb wines in the
hands of producers like Hubert Lamy and Marc Colin.

Santenay
The southern most of the major communes is
focused on red wines and can offer excellent value
to the savvy customer. The wines have traditionally
been looked upon as being rustic and a little
coarse, but there are more and more conscientious
producers making excellent wines that are worthy
of your attention.
Producers like Lucien Muzard and Roger Belland
have well deserved reputations for quality. There
are no Grand Crus, but 1er Cru vineyards like ‘Clos
Rousseau’ or ‘Gravieres’ are the best of the bunch.

Chassagne-Montrachet
Half of the great Montrachet Grand Cru vineyard is
located in Chassagne, in addition to part of BatardMontrachet and the entirety of Criots-BatardMontrachet. In addition to these there are a long
list of great 1er Crus that can reach Grand Cru
heights in the best vintages.
These are fully, fleshy and voluptuous white
Burgundies that manage to maintain the balance
and freshness of the very, very best Chardonnays.
Look out for the wines of Ramonet, Neillon or the
various arms of the Morey family,

Puligny-Montrachet
Seen by most Burgundy fans to be the apex of
white wines from the region, Puligny is home to
some of the greatest Chardonnay vineyards in the
world (including, of course, Le Montrachet Grand
Cru).
The wines are justifiably famous for their balance,
poise and supreme elegance, especially when
made by A-list producers like Leflaive, Sauzet and
Carillon. Do be careful of inferior bottlings however,
as average Puligny wont set your world on fire but
will still damage your wallet.
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Puligny-Montrachet
Puligny is home to four out of the six white wine grand cru vineyards on the Cote de Beaune and is a byword for wines of elegance, poise,
intensity of flavour and ability to improve with age. It is a village which has become synonymous with the planet’s greatest white wines, thanks to
a combination of ideal conditions for the cultivation of chardonnay and the dedication of some of the most world’s most talented winemakers.
Vines have been planted here since Roman times, when the village was called Puliniacus, but it was not until relatively late (when compared to
the red wines of the Cote de Nuits) that Puligny’s white wines began to forge the reputation that they enjoy today. By the mid-17th century the
word was out and Thomas Jefferson was sure to include Montrachet in his tour of great French vineyards. The exalted reputation that wines from
Puligny enjoy is down to a number of factors.
First and foremost the village is home to a number of superb vineyards that, in the case of the Grand Crus and many of the 1er crus, are in the
ideal position with the perfect soil composition for growing chardonnay. The best of these sites - ‘Montrachet’ itself - produces wines of such
quality that the name was suffixed to that of the village, so that some of its glory would rub off on the other vineyards. Secondly, although the
climatic conditions change from vintage to vintage, the Cote d’Or is ideally situated to benefit from just enough warmth to bring the fruit to full
ripeness and cool enough nights to maintain the freshness and acidity needed to make the wines perfectly balanced.
Then, of course, there is the human aspect. Puligny is home to some of the most conscientious winemakers around, a number of which have
embraced organic and biodynamic viticulture and striven to improve the condition of their vineyards. Many domaines, like those of Leflaive,
Sauzet and Carillon (not to mention outsiders with vines in Puligny, like Lafon, Coche-Dury and Ramonet) are committed to crafting the best
wines possible by sparing no expense in the vineyard or winery.
Finally, the fact that the water table is much higher in Puligny than the neighbouring villages doesn’t have any effect on the quality of the wines,
but it does limit the amount of wine that can be produced and the number of properties that can operate with an underground wine cellar. This
means that the white wine production of Puligny is about half that of Meursault and less than that of Chassagne-Montrachet where about 40%
of the vineyard area is planted to Pinot Noir. The comparative rarity of Puligny’s wines and the fact that only a handful of producers can be based
in the village has, when coupled with quality, added to their prestige.
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THE VILLAGES: COTE DE NUITS
Marsannay
The northernmost commune of the Cote d’Or is better known for its red wines, but there
are also plenty of whites made here and it is home to some of the more obscure white
varieties in Burgundy like Muscadelle and Pinot Beurrier. The reds are the better of the two
(well structured and juicy in the warmer years) however and although Marsannay doesn’t
currently have any premier cru vineyards, there are moves afoot to bestow the honour on
some of the best sites like ‘Clos de Roi’ and ‘Echezots’.
This is a great place to pick up bargains, especially from names like Bruno Colin, Rene
Bouvier and Joseph/Philippe Roty.

Fixin
A small commune to the north of Gevrey, without any Grand
Crus but with a couple of 1er Cru sites. Reds are made here
and the style is for structured, quite tannic pinot Noirs that
are rarely too generous in terms of fruit outside of the good
vintages.
This is not a village of great importance and I would argue that
Marsannay is far more worthy of attention.
Gevrey-Chambertin
The largest wine making village in the Cote de Nuits only makes
reds, but they are among the most famous and sought after
in the world of wine. With 9 Grand Crus and a boat load of
great 1er Cru sites, there is no shortage of top terroir here, or
top wine makers. Look out for top-tier names like Rousseau,
Dugat, Dugat-Py, Mortet, Roty, Bachelet and Fourrier, not to
mention the wide range of other superb small growers from the
village. The wines combine power and elegance in a masculine
fashion, developing the gamey aromas with age that typify great
Burgundy.
Morey-St-Denis
Slightly ‘caught in the middle’ between Gevrey and Chambolle
are the wines of Morey. A village that has some wonderful
vineyards (including 4 Grand Crus) and due to having more
illustrious neighbours, can offer some great value. Those that
are cruel would say that it lacks the power and complexity of
Gevrey or the elegance and perfume of Chambolle, but in the
hands of producers like Groffier, Lambrays and Clos des Tart
these can be superb wines.
Chambolle-Musigny
With Gevrey and Vosne, Chambolle is one of the stars of the red
Burgundy show and in Musigny it has a vineyard that is thought
by some (including Clive Coates) to be the best of all.
The style is very much of delicacy, elegance and feminine
charm with a haunting perfume that can represent Pinot Noir at
its finest. There are 2 Grand Crus here but also some wonderful
1er Cru sites, including ‘Les Amoureuses’ - one of the very
best. Top names include domaines like de Vogué, J-F Mugnier
and Ghislaine Barthod.
Vougeot
This small commune is all about one vineyard really - Clos
de Vougeot Grand Cru, although there are some other sites
(including 4 1er Crus). Clos de Vougeot is the Cote de Nuits
largest and is split between more than 80 owners - which also
makes it the most variable in terms of quality.
There is also a small amount of white Vougeot made from
the ‘Clos Blanc’ 1er Cru vineyard, but it is probably best to
concentrate on the Grand Cru bottlings of top producers like
Leroy, Anne Gros, Michel Gros and Jean Grivot among many
others, while avoiding the negotiant bottlings.

Vosne-Romanée
The jewell in the crown? Perhaps, as the 8 Grand Crus of Vosne-Romanée and FlageyEchezeaux (Flagey is included in the Vosne appellation) are arguably the greatest vineyards
in the world. Romanée-Conti, Richebourg, La Tache, Romanée-St-Vivant......these are
names that make the hairs on the back of a Burgundy lovers neck stand on end.
The wines are silky smooth yet with fullness and structure. They are elegant but exotic, rich
but delicate and with age they become as complex as a wine can be. The best producers,
like Leroy, Domaine de la Romané-Conti (DRC) and Sylvain Cathiard produce wines that in
some cases would require a remortgaging of the house in order to enjoy.
It is all red wines here, but that is no bad thing - why plant Chardonnay and waste valuable
space for Pinot!

Nuits-St-Georges
Way back in the day, Nuits was held up as being one of the very
best communes for Pinot Noir (although there are also whites
made here) and still has a global reputation as a result. Today
it is still a rightfully respected source of Pinot Noir, but the truth
is that it is a level or two below villages like Vosne, Chambolle,
Morey and Gevrey - a point reinforced by the fact that there are
no Grand Cru vineyards here.
Very good wines are made though, especially by Gouges, JJ
Confuron and the superb ‘Clos de la Marechale’ of JF Mugnier.
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Gevrey-Chambertin
Gevrey, the largest commune of the Cote de Nuits, is home to 9 of the 24 grand crus to be found in this northern half of the Cote d’Or and could
make a sound case to be considered the most important red wine village in all of Burgundy. The wines are rich, smooth and often hedonistic,
with the classic combination of pure berry fruit and meaty, gamey complexity that is Pinot Noir at its most bewitching.
The illustrious history of this wine making mecca began back in Roman times when it was named Gabriacus (a precursor to the current name),
but it wasn’t until the Abbey of Bèze was given land by the Duke of Burgundy in AD640 that vines were planted in what is now the (aptly named)
Clos de Bèze Grand Cru. Upon watching the success of the monks and their vineyard, a Monsieur Bertin decided that he would do the same on
his next door parcel of land - this site became known as Champ Bertin (field of Bertin), gave the village the second part of its name and today
it is one of the world’s finest vineyard sites.
The best vineyard sites in the village can be grouped into two sections. The first is the body of vineyards that flows into Morey-St-Denis (the
neighbouring village to the south), the centrepiece of which is the duo of Chambertin and Clos de Bèze. The remaining seven grand cru sites
all touch one of these two vineyards and there are some excellent 1er cru sites in the vicinity.
The second group is where the best 1er Cru sites in the village are to be found, up to the north-east of the village on what is called the ‘Combe
de Lavaux’. The vineyards here are at a higher elevation and are usually the last in the village to be harvested. The cooler climate gives wines
of excellent structure and often an elegance and poise that is difficult to find in the rest of the village (Chambertin and CdB excepted). While
Lavaux St Jacques and Cazetiers are superb vineyards, it is the famous Clos St Jacques that has the best reputation - many consider it to be
a scandal that CSJ was never given Grand Cru status due to its position up on the combe.

