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Despite having worked in the wine industry for over two years, and having had an interest in wine for far longer, I had not had the chance to visit a wine region before the study tour which we undertook in June, and so I had no idea of what to expect while we were away. The trip turned out to be a fascinating, educational and thoroughly enjoyable experience. Our tour took us through the length of the Burgundy region, beginning in Chablis and ending in Beaujolais, and gave us a chance to sample wines from very different producers, providing a great overview of the variety and range of wines produced in this one area. Everyone we met on our tour was extremely helpful and generous with their time, allowing us to taste more, and more interesting, wines than I had imagined we would find to be the case.


	Having never visited Burgundy, the tour was an excellent way to situate wines that I deal with on an everyday basis, and really enabled me to familiarise myself with the geography of the region and the location of the vineyard areas. Having the Grand Cru vineyards of Chablis pointed out to us from outside the winery at La Chablisienne, or driving along La Route des Grands Crus from Nuits St Georges to Beaune past plots with famous names, really helped to put the wines into a geographical context. I found the different wineries fascinating too - their buildings, locations and their approach to their own history. I loved Domaine Laroche, housed in a 9th century monastery in the heart of the town of Chablis, which has been beautifully converted to contain the company’s offices. The buildings also house a very old, traditional wooden press, dating back to the time when the building was a monastery, which is still functional and indeed is used once a year - although sadly the juice pressed is no longer used to make wine! Despite the ancient surroundings however, Laroche seems to be a very modern, innovative company. All the wines they make are screw capped, their logo is strikingly modern, and the company has expanded to develop wine-making concerns in the south of France, Chile and South Africa. It was quite a surprise to be offered Pinotage to taste whilst in Burgundy! Maison Joseph Drouhin, located in the heart of Beaune, has a similarly traditional setting. The offices and cellars of the estate are located in medieval and Renaissance buildings, once the homes of the Dukes of Burgundy, with the cellars stretching beneath the city’s streets. Whilst they too are involved in a New World concern, the Drouhin Domain in Oregon, Maison Joseph Drouhin in Burgundy have a much more traditional approach to their wines; more traditional looking labels and design, for example, no doubt appealing to a different sector of the market. Their cellars were fascinating, with thick coatings of mould on the walls, and still holding wine which was discovered only recently, having been hidden from the Germans during the war. 


	One of the nicest aspects of the trip was how welcoming and generous everyone was. Nothing was too much trouble, and everyone was more than happy to answer our questions and talk about their wines and their approach to viticulture and vinification. It was interesting to hear the different balances struck between the commercial aspects of the business and the passion for making great wine. The tastings that we were taken through were fantastic too; I hadn’t imagined that we would be able to taste such an extensive and interesting range of wines during our stay. One of the highlights was being able to taste barrel sample of 2005s, which we did at Faiveley, Nicolas Potel, Villaine and Drouhin. I found this fascinating, being able to taste wines in their unfinished states; some were still undergoing malolactic fermentation, in some it had not yet even begun, and it was really interesting to taste them this way to see the extent to which they alter during their development.


	All of the tastings were on the whole fantastic, and some of them very atmospheric! We tasted some wonderful reds in the cellars at Nicolas Potel, particularly the Vosne-Romanée 1er Cru Les Petits Monts 2005, and Chambertin 2005, which were great as comparisons too; from the silky, smooth, soft red fruit character of the Vosne-Romanée, to the heavyweight, dense, dark fruit and spice of the Chambertin. The wines we tasted at Domaine de Villaine at Bouzeron were very interesting too. We were quite excited to visit de Villaine, given its connection to Domaine de la Romanée-Conti, and it was indeed a lovely visit. Villaine are champions of Aligoté, growing the superior aligoté d’orée rather than the more common aligoté vert. We tasted the 2005 Bouzeron aligoté, and also the 1998, and it was interesting to see that the ‘98 was still very much alive, with an aroma similar to that of an aged Chablis. My favourite though was the 2005 Bourgogne Côte Chalonnaise La Digoine, which had a lovely perfumed, red fruit character, and was absolutely delicious. 


		One particularly striking aspect of the tour was the way it highlighted the contrasts existing in within the region in terms of size and scale of enterprise, demonstrated to us by our visits to very different wineries. Our first visit was to the cooperative ‘La Chablisienne’, followed later in the week by the cooperative ‘La Cave de Buxy’. These two huge enterprises were amazing in the sheer size and scale of  their equipment and facilities. The Chablisienne coop alone involves growers who cultivate over 1000ha of vines in Chablis, over a quarter of the total vineyard area, and produces around 9 million bottles per year. The Buxy coop covers almost 1000ha, produces 45 - 50 000hl of wine each year, and has a cellar capacity of 3 million bottles. This was in stark contrast to domains we visited later such as the Bret Brothers in Vinzelles, who cultivate 4.5ha of vines, and buy in roughly 10ha worth of grapes. Their production is correspondingly limited, to the extent that orders for their wines bought direct from the vineyard are limited to 24, or in some cases, 12 bottles of wine. 


	Of all the wineries we visited, the highlight for me was our last visit of the week, to Bret Brothers, whose wines are outstanding. The brothers took over the domaine land at La Soufrandière at the end of 1999, with their first harvest in 2000, and since the beginning they have had a very natural, holistic approach to the land, vines and winemaking processes. They have farmed organically and biodynamically from the start, and all their grapes are hand-harvested to avoid any compacting of the soil as a result of the use of tractors. The grapes are pressed using a gentle membrane press, and any movement of the must after pressing is done according to gravity - no pumps are involved in the fermentation or maturation process at all. For example, the cuvérie is situated below the ground, roughly 5m below the level of the fermentation tanks, so the wine can be transferred to the barrels through pipes which pass through the wall between the two using gravity alone, without the need for external power. The wines themselves were simply stunning, from the 2004 Macon Uchizy la Martine, through to the Pouilly Vinzelles la Soufrandière Les Quarts, Cuvée Millerandée, from the oldest vines on the domaine - over 70 years old. My favourite was the Viré Clessé La Verchère, made from 45 year old vines, with a deep golden colour, rounded, ripe, almost honeyed nose with a hint of perfume and floral characters, and a rich, complex palate. This was the only bottle of wine I bought during the trip and I’m very glad I did!


	One of the aspects of the trip that surprised and interested me the most was the level of awareness of, and interest in, organic and biodynamic agriculture. Several of the domaines we visited fully embrace the concept and its approach. The Bret Brothers have been certified as organic since 2003, and since 2000 have applied only biodynamic principles to their viticulture. Theirs is a philosophy of non-chemical treatment, using only treatments permitted within the organic accreditation, and treating their soil naturally, for example, ploughing to keep weed levels low rather than applying herbicides, and hand harvesting all of their crop. Nicolas Potel has a similar natural, ‘pure’ approach to wine-making. Theirs is a preventative approach to the vineyard, limiting and if possible avoiding treatments; consequently they work only with growers who follow this philosophy. The expression of terroir is very important to their winemaking philosophy, and they believe that this minimal intervention, along with a traditional way of working, basing decision-making on tasting rather than chemical analysis, gives them the best ability to do this. They are very conscious of nature, respecting the cycles of the moon and the constellations during certain treatments, which enables them for example to bottle wines without filtration when they would otherwise need it. They also use minimal correction, preferring to consider different vintages as easier or harder to work with, rather than ‘good’ or ‘bad’. As such, 2003 was not treated as a bad year; it was not typical but accepted that and expressed its character, rather than correcting the wines to make them more typical of the region.


	This is also the approach of Vincent Audras who we visited in Juliénas, whose philosophy is the importance of maintaining the individuality of wines of different areas and the characteristics of different vintages rather than creating a standard wine year in, year out. He too prefers the approach of less intervention at the winemaking stage. The domaines of Joseph Drouhin in Chablis and in Beaune  are all organic and they too are experimenting with biodynamics in some areas. They have been organic since the late 90s, their philosophy being that the chardonnay and pinot noir are the ’blotting paper’ for the expression of the soil and terroir of Burgundy, and it is therefore vital to maintain the health and the individual characteristics of the soil, via an approach they describe as ’gentle, rational and all-inclusive‘. Having been brought up by parents who are very interested in organic and biodynamic practices, it was a surprise and a delight to hear the extent of acceptance and interest we found amongst so many of the winemakers we met.


	Overall the trip was a wonderful, successful experience. We stayed in some lovely places, notably our last but one night in a beautiful chambre d’hôte with gorgeous rooms. It was great to be able to taste wines by producers whose names I knew well already, but whose wines I had never tasted, such as William Fèvre, Faiveley , and the two coops, and also to discover exciting new wines by wonderful producers, notably Potel and Bret Brothers. Hélène Touras from the Lycée Viticole et Agronomique de Mâcon, who joined us for a couple of days, was really helpful in organising visits for us, particularly to Faively and the Bret Brothers, former pupils of hers. She also gave us the opportunity to tour the Lycée, and see the goats they keep for making cheese - a definite highlight of  the week! I am really grateful to have had the opportunity to take part in the tour, and would like to thank everyone who was involved in its organisation, particularly Angela for her patience and doing all of the driving, and Antonia for her navigating skills! 
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