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For many years, I ended each year worrying that next year’s bottles won’t be able to match the standard set by the last 12 months. Today, I enjoy the journey more than keeping score, and if it transpires that 2024 marks the high point of my drinking career, I wouldn’t complain. This installment of Up from the Cellar records the most interesting Burgundies I enjoyed over the last year.

Ranging from the mid-19th century (mostly informed by a cache of wines, unmoved since at least 1886, that I recently acquired in Beaune) to very recent vintages, it’s also a record of evolving agronomic and winemaking practices. Over the last 150 years, Burgundy’s terroirs haven’t ostensibly changed much, excluding some erosion and earthmoving here and there, but how we produce and consume wine has changed immeasurably.

The oldest bottles reviewed in this article were produced from ungrafted vines, planted at very high densities (20,000 to 30,000 vines per hectare), and likely reproduced by provinage, whereby vines are reproduced by burying their shoots and allowing them to form new roots. Cultivation was entirely manual, and the scourges of downy and powdery mildew, like phylloxera, hadn’t yet made incursions in France.

By the interwar period, a revolution had taken place: vineyards were grafted, planted in orderly rows, increasingly trellised, and cultivated by horse. Sulfur and copper sulfate phytosanitary treatments to prevent cryptogamic disease were now the norm—products that the Second World War briefly made difficult to obtain.
 
In the postwar years, agrochemicals and mechanization began to make their impact. Widespread adoptions of herbicides had followed by the 1970s, with the first clonal selections making their appearance in 1971, and the first antifungal products by the early 1980s. Yields, often inversely correlated with ripeness and cleanliness, rocketed. Increasingly, resort was had to enology to supply what nature hadn’t.

Initially, that meant simply sugar, acidity and tannin, additives employed for over a century; but, by the 1980s, more modern techniques of sulfitic and enzymatic extraction joined the roster, along with a hefty dose of stylistic culture wars. (Such debates were hardly new, in fact: in the early 19th-century, controversy had raged about the ideal duration of maceration and appropriate degree of extraction, couched in terms that would be amusingly familiar to wine lovers today.)

Drinking wines like these, then, is just as much a journey in cultural history as it is an exploration of flavors, and it’s all the more vivid when the bottles are so well conserved. For the most part, I’ve only included notes on pristine examples, in many cases wines that have never moved more than a few hundred kilometers. A few, opened at the end of tastings in cellars, have never moved at all, but most were enjoyed with friends and family. While attempting to retain up-to-date notes on a wide and representative range of Burgundies is an essentially impossible task, I hope the accompanying notes will prove at least interesting and perhaps suggestive.
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Reviewed by: Release Price: Drink Date:
William Kelley NA 1954 -2034

The 1934 Montrachet Grand Cru s apparently known to Burgundy insiders as an excellent
bottle, and so it proved. The wine has thrown a fine deposit, so it needs to be served as
carefully as a red wine to avoid turbidity. Offering up generous aromas of orange oil, dried
fruits and flowers, honeycomb and toasted nuts, it's full-bodied, broad and layered, with
impressive musculature for a white of this age and imposing reserves of dry extract that make
their presence felt on the mordant, bone-dry finish. Based on this bottle, | have no reason to
think that this wine won't see out its 100th birthday in style.
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