2008 Burgundy
Rating For The Vintage

Red Wines: 17.0     White Wines: 17.5.

THE SIZE OF THE CROP         

                                     Red               White           Total

grands Crus                        11529                3784                 15313 

Village and Premiers Crus         160492               64591                225083

Total                             172021               68375                240396

There are vintages which somehow never manage to live up to early expectations. Happily there have been few of these in recent memory. What has happened, quite frequently, is the reverse: years where if one extrapolated from the weather conditions or the growers' initial pessimistic fears one would tend to expect the worst, but in fact after the wines had settled down in cask and finished their malos, and even more after they had had a few months to repose after bottling, one said with no lack of surprise: 'Well, these are not bad at all'.

Such is 2008. As far down the line as Monday, September 15th., the day the harvest began some two weeks late in the Beaujolais, the auguries were unpromising. Burgundy seemed to be doomed. Then the miracle occured, the wind changed to the north, and the fruit was able to concentrate. It was warm and sunny, with cool nights to lessen the threat of rot. The sugars rose. The acidities fell, but not as proportionately fast. Absolutely what any doctor would have ordered! But there was nevertheless no shortage of sub-standard fruit which would have to be cut out. Given an already small crop and looming world depression how conscientious could the vignerons afford to be? Three years on – with the wines having had a year or more in bottle - we have the answer, and it is positive. Two thousand and eight is a small vintage but it is better than 2007, and in both colours. The red wines have plenty of charcter and harmony, and the best have depth, and, indeed, richness. It should not be neglected.

A brief summary of the weather conditions.

Up to the middle of June, when the moon was full on the 18th., the season had been cool, wet and miserable. The flowering was late and drawn out, promising a late and uneven harvest. The next six weeks happily saw a marked inprovement: plenty of sun, not too much rain – and what there was was sporadic and localised – though it was warm rather than hot. Temperatures rarely exceeded 30°C. Then the weather deteriorated. There was more rain and less sun right through to mid-September. A bleak summer indeed! Overall there was less precipitation on the Côte de Nuits than the Côte de Beaune, and less still in the Côte Chalonnaise. Chablis seems to have enjoyed the mildest weather of all. But inevitably, the incidence of mildew, oidium and botrytis became ever more serious as the weeks progressed. At various times from the beginning of May onwards, hail damaged the vineyards of Marsannay, Volnay and Meursault, Chassagne and parts of the southern Màconnais and northern Beaujolais.

At the last minute, however, more benign conditions returned and continued well into October. The harvest kicked off in the Beaujolais, as I have said, on September 15th. A week or more later the growers began to attack the Mâconnais and to some extent the Côte de Beaune. But many in the Côte d'Or held off until Monday 29th or even, in the Côte de Nuits, into October, and were able to profit from natural sugar levels of 13° and higher. It was the latest harvest for some years, requiring 110 or more, not 100, days from flowering to fruition. And, yes, a severe tri was essential, but in fact there was less to cut out than there had been 12 months previously.

The 2008s were not easy wines to taste out of cask in the autumn of 2009. There was, as you might expect, a lot of malic acidity, and the malo-lactic fermentations had been slow to complete. Even in October, twelve months on, many wines had not yet finished their malos. Others, not yet racked, were still full of gas. It felt like one was sampling in July, not in the middle of the fall. On the plus side, however, the red wines had good healthy colours, the tannins were unexpectedly sophisticated, and there was good terroir definition. They had more substance than 2007, better tannins and grip than 2006, and very good fruit, especially for those who like their wines to have a bit of bite. The highish acidities – but as Michel Gros pointed out: after the malos had finished he found his wines only a very little higher in acid than normal - will ensure that the wines will keep well. The Côte de Nuits has produced better wine than the Côte de Beaune, but, except in Beaune itself, to a less marked degree than 2006 and 2007. Two-thousand and eight is also one of the best of recent vintages in the Côte Chalonnaise.

The Market.

Essentially the 2008s reached the market at a period of price stability. By and large Burgundy prices seem to rise like a staircase: a jump when there is a vintage much in demand – 2005, 2009 – and then a flattening out until the next stellar year.

Some in Burgundy had opted for a small, say five percent, increase in 2007. These were persuaded to come down again. With one or two others it was the reverse. And there is always today the odd estate which is 're-positioning' itself. But for most the 2008s were quoted at the same levels as 2005, 2006 and 2007. It would be different in 12 month's time. And by the time the 2008s were put on the market, the growers already knew they had this big one in the bag.

I feared at the time that the response would be cool, but the 2008s sold better than I had expected. And not just to merchants who wished to register a keenness for the 2009s but further down the pipeline. This was despite the fact that in Britain the wines were shown to the trade, the press and the public, as always, in the first weeks of January 2010, and being, as I have said three months younger than usual, did not show well. 'Too acid', said some of the inexperienced, those who never venture into the region itself.

The Wines Three Years On.

'Liquorice' said Aubert de Villaine, when we tasted the 2008 DRC wines together in November 2010. What I like about the best 2008 reds is their freshness, the frequency of sophisticated tannins and the amount of intensity of fruit in the best. Three years on it is clear, such are the high standards of wine-making and elevage today, that there is a lot of 'best', particularly in Nuits-Saint-Georges, Vosne-Romanée and Chambolle-Musigny.

Elsewhere, especially in the Côte de Beaune, the wines lack a certain amount of energy and intensity. They are fruity and easy to drink, with no excessive acidity, but also with less tannic structure than I had expected (though there are some which are a little over-extracted). Here there is a lack of backbone. The wines have a class and harmony which is admirable, but not the size and energy. There were also, at our tasting three years on, quite a number of wines which had marked amounts of reduction. This, I would suggest, is a result of the very late malos. This makes the red wine vintage overall very good but not better.

But what I would say finally – and this is not to denigrate the 2009s – is that I am convinced that there are some – not many but some - 2008s which are every bit as good, in their very different ways, as the same wines produced a year later. And I don't think I am alone in holding this view.

The Best Wines

20/20

· Richebourg, Domaine A.F. Gros

· La Romanée-Conti, Domaine de la Romanée-Conti

· Musigny, Domaine J. Frédéric Mugnier

· Musigny, Domaine Comte Georges de Vogüé

· Chambertin, Domaine Armand Rousseau

19.5

· La Tache, Domaine de la Romanée-Conti

· Musigny, Domaine de la Vougeraie

· Bonnes Mares, Domaine Georges Roumier

19.0

· Vosne-Romanée, Les Brulées, Domaine Eugenie

· Vosne-Romanée, Les Brulées, Domaine Michel Gros

· Vosne-Romanée, Cros Parentoux, Domaine Emmanuel Rouget

· Vosne-Romanée, Malconsorts, Domaine Sylvain Cathiard

· Chambolle-Musigny, Les Amoureuses, Domaine Georges Roumier

· Gevrey-Chambertin, Clos Saint-Jacques, Domaine Jadot

· Clos Vougeot, 'Maupertuis', Domaine Anne Gros

· Clos Vougeot, Domaine Remoissenet

· Romanée-Saint-Vivant, Domaine Arnoux-Lachaux

· Richebourg, Domaine du Clos Frantin

· Richebourg, Domaine Gros Frère et Soeur

· Bonnes Mares, Domaine Bruno Clair

· Clos de la Roche, Vieilles Vignes, Domaine Ponsot

· Chambertin, Clos de Bèze, Domaine Bruno Clair

· Chambertin, Clos de Bèze, Domaine Faiveley

· Chambertin, Clos de Bèze, Maison Perrot-Minot

· Chambertin, Clos de Bèze, Domaine Armand Rousseau

· Chambertin, Maison Henri Boillot

· Chambertin, Domaine Louis Rémy

· Chambertin, Maison Roche de Bellene

THE TASTING

The notes that follow are, as usual, an assembly of, firstly, the Domaine Familiaux presentation in March 2011 in Paris, secondly various tastings I attended on my annual US visit in April, and thirdly the Group's three day tasting at the end of August. Some wines were seen more than once, so what you will read is a composite note.

Beaune, Boucherottes, Domaine A.F. Gros

15.5

From 2015

Medium to medium-full colour. Some development. Round and ripe but a bit flat on the nose. Medium to medium-full body. Better on the palate. Balanced, stylish and positive.

Volnay, Les Fremiets, Domaine Francois Parent

16.5

From 2016

Medium-full colour. Good depth, class and maturity here on the nose. Medium-full body. Quite concentrated. Ripe tannins. Good structure and grip. Long and classy

. Pommard, Les Epenots, Domaine Francois Parent

17.5

From 2017

Medium-full colour. Some development. Vigorous, rich and seductive on the nose. Full body. Rich. Meaty. Concentrated. Very good tannins. Very lovely fruit. Intense and classy. Long. Fine.

Pommard, Les Pezerolles, Domaine A.F. Gros

16.0

From 2015

Medium to medium-full colour. Rich, ripe, fullish nose. Good tannins here. Balanced, accessible, attractive. But enough weight here?

Medium colour. Attractive fruit but a little light-weight on the nose. Medium body. Quite intense if without great tannic structure. Balanced and fresh and stylish. Good length, but by no means a blockbuster.

Vosne-Romanée, Premier Cru, Domaine Gros Frère et Soeur

15.5

From 2017

From the younger vines in their grand cru vineyards. Medium to medium-full colour. Some development. Ripe, fresh, balanced nose. Medium to medium-full weight. Gently oaky. Stylish and balanced. But no great depth or concentration.
Vosne-Romanée, Les Brulées, Domaine Michel Gros

19.0

From 2019

Medium-full colour. Rich, concentrated, backward, classy nose. Lots of depth here. Really stylish. Lovely harmony. Fullish body. Splendid fruit. Excellent finish.

Vosne-Romanée, Les Chaumes, Domaine Gros Frère et Soeur

16.5

From 2018

Medium-full colour. Soft, ripe, fruity nose. Ripe and rich on the palate. Medium-full body. Balanced. Good depth. Finishes well.

Vosne-Romanée, Les Chaumes, Domaine Lamarche

16.5

From 2018

Medium-full colour. Plenty of substance but quite hidden on the nose. Medium-full body. Not a blockbuster but stylish and complex. Positive finish. Very good plus.

Vosne-Romanée, Clos de Réas, Domaine Michel Gros

18.0

From 2019

Medium colour. Good fruit on the nose but a little closed. Medium-full body. Subtle, harmonious, concentrated and intense. Very elegant. Lovely finish.

Echézeaux, Domaine A.F. Gros

17.5

From 2019

Medium-full colour. Ripe, rich, fresh and classy on the nose. Medium-full body. Good grip. This is profound and harmonious. Ripe and complex. Stylish follow through. Fine.

Richebourg, Domaine Grivot

18.5

From 2020

Medium to medium-full colour. Classy and concentrated on the nose. Very lovely fruit. Harmonious and laid back. Not a blockbuster but fullish bodied, ripe, vigorous and concentrated on the palate. Lots of finesse here. Very fine.

Richebourg, Domaine Anne Gros

18.5

From 2020

Medium to medium-full colour. Some development. High-toned nose. Vigorous. Still closed. On the palate fullish body. Still very youthful. Abundantly fruity. Ripe, fragrant, subtle and seductive. Very classy at the end and improved considerably in the glass.

Richebourg, Domaine A.F. Gros

20.0

From 2020

Fullish colour. High-toned, oaky nose. Youthful. Good energy. Very harmonious. Splendid ripe fruit. Full body. Fine tannins. Really classy, concentrated fruit. And a very lovely long finish. Excellent.

Richebourg, Domaine Gros Frère et Soeur

19.0

From 2020

Medium-full colour. Rich. Somewhat biscuit-spicy on the nose. Lots of depth and interest. This is very, very lovely. Full bodied, rich and concentrated. Lots of vigour. Lots of depth. Harmonious; backward and mouth-filling.

Richebourg, Domaine Thibault Liger-Belair

17.0

From 2019

Medium to medium-full colour. Some development. A little reduced and sweaty on the nose. Ripe and ample underneath. Fullish body. Meaty. Balanced but not exactly classy at present. Give it time.

Richebourg, Domaine de la Romanée-Conti

18.5

From 2022

A big, tannic, quite aggressive example. The stems show more here than in the other DRC wines. Rich, fat, full bodied and generous, but rather ungainly at present.

The 2009 Burgundy Harvest

Rating for the Vintage        

           Red Wines: 18.5              White Wines: 17.0 

THE SIZE OF THE CROP            

                             Red                White              Total

Grand Cru                     13059              4150              17209

Village and Premier Cru      188068             69453             257531  

Total                        201127             73603             274730

First Report: October 2009

Though it is still early days, and we will know a great deal more after the malo-lactic fermentations, it is already clear that 2009 has followed the general run of '9' vintages and is very good indeed. Quite how good few are at this stage prepared to predict, Burgundians being cautious rather than bull-shitters, but a simple look at the weather conditions and the state of the fruit as it was being collected moves me to put 2009 up with 2005 and 1999 as the very best of the last 25 years. It is also quite plentiful, as was 1999.

It has been a splendid summer. I have had more use out of my pool than in all recent years – since I settled in Burgundy in 2004 – combined. Right from the middle of May onwards the sun shone, it was warm though rarely very hot, it was dry without being parched, and these favourable conditions continued through until the end of the harvest and beyond.

Not all was totally perfect. There were May hailstorms variously in Morey-Saint-Denis and the southern end of Gevrey-Chambertin. The southern Mâconnais and the northern Beaujolais were also affected at this time. The flowering in parts of the Côte d'Or was rather drawn out, resulting in the possibility of uneven ripeness at the time of the harvest. (As it turned out, the warm summer, plus judicious green harvesting of the more backward bunches, has reduced this potential problem to a minimum). Half-way through July there was a very wet week-end which gave rise to fears of an attack of mildew and oidium. And the vintage in Chablis, which otherwise had had an almost perfect summer, was interrupted by two days of rain.

But by and large the 2009 weather conditions could hardly have been better. August especially, in contrast to recent years, was magnificent. Remember the old saying 'Août fait le moût' (August makes (creates) the must). September was warm with a drying north wind, keeping up acidity levels which in the light of the fine weather and generous harvest might have begun to sink to levels close to dangerously low. In fact though these levels are not by any means high, apparently the pHs are quite normal. The fruit was so healthy it was hardly necessary to do a triage.

Naturally, in view of the benign conditions, it was an early harvest. But not dangerously early, as in 2003. Most importantly, the growers could take their time, as it was not too hot. The harvest started towards the end of the first week of September in the Beaujolais, a few days later in the Mâconnais, and as early as that in some vineyards in the Côte d'Or. By September 14th it was fully under way in the Côte de Beaune and even traditional late pickers in the Côte de Nuits such as the Domaine Ponsot were out in their vineyards by the 21st. By October 1st all but some vines in the Hautes Côtes remained unpicked. Chablis, meanwhile, started on September 11th, stopped because of the rain, started again on the 17th and was finished by the 20th.

The red wines have naturally high alcoholic degrees, without being blockbusters. One grower said that was going to be careful about prolonging macerations for fear of creating monsters. Others, worried about the size of the crop, have performed a light saigner to concentrate the must, or where they feared there might be over-ripeness, have made their team perform overtime and finished their harvest in six days rather than ten.

In contrast to 2008 there is little malic acidity, and some think the malos may take place quickly. Colours are very good. The tannins are very ripe, and the cellars where they have open vats are suffused with the smell of gloriously ripe fruit. I am told the terroir definition is already very apparent. My one fear is the level of acidity in the top red wines. What we may have is a repeat of 1985, where, as readers will recall, we effectively had two sets of wines. The first matured fast and were fully mature in advance of their 10th birthday. The others had hardly even begun to soften by then, and only began to show agreably five years after that.

The white wines in the Côte d'Or are equally successful. Perhaps this year more sources than just Jadot will deem it appropriate to stop the malos half way through. The quality in the Mâconnais as well as Chablis has been to some extent compromised by their local weather conditions, but there are no long faces. But the Beaujolais crus are terrific. It may be the Côte de Beaune and the Côte Chalonnaise have got the best of it this year, as far as white wines are concerned; but elsewhere growers are nevertheless more than happy.

Second report: November 2010

I have now had a chance to see a wide range of 2009s in cask. As I predicted the malos look place normally during the late spring and early summer, and by September, in contrast to a year ago, the vintage was showing well, provided you did not call the week after the cave had been racked.

The red wines are very appealing: the colours are good, the fruit to the fore and very ripe, the tannins are unaggressive and the net effect altogether seductive. The vintage has more in common with 1999 than 2005, though many of the older generation consider 1959 a truer parallel. And 1959, for me, was a really great vintage. Someone said to me a few decades ago that if I found a taste of mocha on the nose of a young Pinot Noir, this was a very promising sign for that wines' future. There is a lot of mocha in the 2009s. Another signature of a very fine vintage, which is prevalent in the 2009s, is the quality of the generic wines. If the Bourgogne Rouges are this good, the better wines must be really splendid. This is a vintage which should be in everyone's cellar.

The whites are not quite so good as the reds. They are ripe and ample and most attractive, but they are more variable. Many are quite delicious. Others lack just a little zip. The energy is missing. Here – and this is particularly true in Chablis – the leaner, racier 2008s are to be prefered. But it is as much a question of personal taste as anything else.

Prices: As I write this up-date everyone and his dog is in Burgundy for the Hospices de Beaune celebrations, and the professionals are going round discussing allocations and prices. From what I can gather, most growers not having altered their prices since the 2005 vintage, we must accept a small increase: five to ten percent, say. I think this is only fair. Two thousand and nine is a splendid crop, and plentiful to boot. Two thousand and ten, though promising – see my up-date – is a much smaller harvest.

the 2011 Burgundy Harvest

October 1st 2011

'We are beginning to get spoilt with all these fine vintages', says Lalou Bize. 'We are very happy with our 2011s.' 'Much better than we had expected,' says Denis Bachelet. 'Lots of colour and fruit, together with good acidity and souplesse.'

Yes. It would appear that Burgundy has done it again. And if views are not quite as enthusiastic in Chablis and in the Côte Chalonnaise, at least in the Côte d'Or (and particularly in the Côte de Nuits) we have another big one to follow 2008, 2009, and 2010. Nature is smiling on the Burgundy lover.

Weather Conditions

Burgundy suffered the worst of its winter as early as the end of November/beginning of December. It was cold and grey, and there was quite a bit of snow. It continued cold but drier in January, but a little warmer in February and March, and then in April, just as in 2007, summer arrived with a bang. In temperatures which climbed into the low 30°s bud break started early and the devemopement of the shoots was rapid. One thing was already clear: barring catastrophe the harvest would be early. This fine weather continued into May.

June was pleasant enough, without being really warm, and July cool and wet. Even August, except for the occasional pair of days, lacked heat until the middle of the month. This came just when it was required, and while there were three days of wet weather just as the harvest was due to start in the Côte d'Or (August 24-26) these were the only periods of anxiety to worry the growers. September continued dry and warm, enabling the Hautes Côtes and other late pickers to finish their collection at their ease.

Of course rarely does a summer season go by without some hail damage somewhere in Burgundy. Rully has received the worst of it this year, being blitzed on the 8th of June, and then, and more seriously, on July 12th. Decimated is frequently an over-exaggerated term, but that is certainly what parts of the vignoble looked like. There were several frost attacks in Chablis in the spring, plus hail damage there too on 29th June, which has affected the size of the harvest in Fourchaume and neighbouring grands crus. Overall, it was wetter in Chablis that in the Côte d'Or – and it seems also to have been drier in the Côte de Nuits than the Côte de Beaune. Both these factors underlie the relative success of these three areas.

The Wine

The white wine crop looks to be healthily-sized; if anything a little more plentiful than the average, growers talking about having produced 45 to 52 hectolitres per hectare in the Côte de Beaune. The fruit was healthy, pHs were around 3.10-3.15, and fermentations have been quite rapid. Some suggest slightly lower levels of alcohol than 2009 or 2010. Where red wines of equal reputation are made in the same cellar it seems that there is more satisfaction with the red wine results than with the white.

The red wines are even better in the Côte de Nuits. The crop is not large, there being less juice in the grapes than they promised, but this has led to added concentration. Alcohol levels are at a natural 11.5°-12.5°, so the wines will not be too heavy. The colours are encouraging and there is plenty of fruit.

We need now to wait patiently until the wines are tastable. Someone said to me long ago that you need to hold back and give the wines six weeks after the malos were complete before you can attack them with confidence. Only then, when the CO2 content has sunk to half, can you properly experience the mouth feel, the physical aspect of the wine.

One thing, though, is already clear. Two thousand and eleven Burgundy is a success.
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The whites are not quite so good as the reds. They are ripe and ample and most attractive, but they are more variable. Many are quite delicious. Others lack just a little zip. The energy is missing. Here – and this is particularly true in Chablis – the leaner, racier 2008s are to be prefered. But it is as much a question of personal taste as anything else.
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