Vendange 2007: September Makes The Harvest or Why We Love The Vent Du Nord (North Wind)
September 24, 2007
You will see below on September 7 that I thought I was ready to send out the first take on this harvest but things got a bit crazier than even I expected. We finally finished picking last Monday the 17th. We took some risks and pushed the harvest off and we were rewarded with spectacular weather; sunny, dry days in the 70s and cool clear nights. The grapes over the last 2-3 weeks concentrated and we brought in some healthier reds than expected and good looking whites that gained between 1-1.5 degrees of alcohol. 
We finished our last décuvage (taking the red out of the tanks and off their skins) today and we will start putting the reds in barrel in the next couple of days. What is amazing is how rich and aromatic the reds are. As you read through my notes one could not script such an ending. The reds are a great and terrific surprise after the summer we had. 

The whites continue to ferment and we will know more in December. Overall the last 3 weeks of perfect weather has made the vintage.

Here is a brief summary day by day; with some anecdotes interspersed. Hopefully the picture will become clearer as I take you back in time.

Monday September 17: We brought in the last of our grapes from St. Aubin. A perfect day in the AM although it clouded up around noon with a couple of sprinkles. Beautiful afternoon. Harvest team humping and we finish at 6:15. Amazing workers. Record day. I wrote “WOW!” Grapes 11.6-12.5. Actually great considering they come from areas “au bout du monde” (at the end of the world). These areas will always be late ripening because of its later flowering but the soil is terrific; all limestone stones with an interesting sandy element mixed in.

It showers as we are leaving the vineyard at 6:15 and rains during the night a bit. Tuesday clears up and is perfect as is the rest of the week. Now it is time to finish vinifying the reds and continue the whites. 

Sunday 16 September: Perfect day: 20/20. Amazing blue sky. Dry and the sun keeps pushing the grape sugars up.

Saturday 15 September: Another 20/20 day. We bring in Puligny 1er Cru La Garenne at 12.9. An extra 10 days has made the difference. Some Aligoté brought in at 12.5. 
Friday 14 September: No grapes today but we are physically beat…..MORT. We have gotten through the worst of it. Another perfect day though.

Thursday September 13: St. Aubin 1er Les Murgers des Dents de Chein: finished up the last 1/3 of the vineyard in the AM. The 2 days picking gave 11.9-12.1. 

I am often asked “How do you know the grapes are ripe?” Well the definition of a ripe grape is when the seed is ready to re-germinate. What this means in practical language is that the seed is not green when you munch on it but is crunchy and as Yule Gibbons would say “tastes like grapes nuts.” Or think when you have a perfectly ripe peach and the pit splits open revealing its seed as you pull the peach in half; this means it is perfectly ripe. All the mumbo jumbo about physiological ripeness and the quality of the tannins are but words for the “experts.” What it comes down to is how ripe are the seeds and thus how ripe are the tannins; here is where the farming comes in.
From a practical standpoint we follow the ripeness of the grapes starting in August and it give us a time line from which we can judge the cycle of the grape and the vine and the ideal picking date. Thus here are the numbers of the potential alcohol, converted from grams of sugar from our parcel of St. Aubin 1er Cru Les Murgers des Dents de Chein (rocks shaped like dog’s teeth).

20 August: 9.10
27 August: 10.0

2 September: 10.60
10 September: 11.40
17-18 September: Harvested: 11.9-12.1

If it is sunny and warm we figure about gaining +-.10 in sugar per day or if you are lucky 1 degree a week. This was the case this year as the grape sugars concentrated and as you would expect the more they concentrate under sunny dry weather the faster the rate as the proportion of water decreases and the sugars increase.

I think you can see why we kept pushing things off. There was a risk to take but there was even more of a risk to pick early with the grapes no where near ripe. Thus the choice was simple; pick unripe grapes or take the chance that the weather gets better. If it does not we are no worse off. The problem with this logic is that when one starts to pick one cannot easily adjust the pickling dates; i.e. start with the whites and finish with the reds or go from ripest vineyard to the less ripe etc. Not very complicated in theory but this was the first year anyone can remember where the white grapes were ripe much later then the reds; therefore those who could pick 7-10 days between colors were the real winners.
We finished the day picking our Fixin Blanc; wonderful golden grapes at 12.5-12.6. The old adage is that 9 times out of ten you are always better picking later than earlier.
As I might have told you before, for the last three years we have hired as our pickers a team of handicapped individuals who do yard/vineyard work all year long. It is the French version of a sheltered workshop and we have had wonderful success working with them. Most importantly it gives us the flexibility to pick when each vineyard is ready; a wonderful competitive advantage.
Wednesday 12 September: 
2/3s of the Dents de Chein harvested today. Tough slogging under perfect early fall weather on a sloped vineyard where there are allot of leaves that you have to pull off in order to see all the grapes. We tried to de-leaf a good part of the parcel but it was still slow going. Grapes look good to real good but still a strange year with bunches that are very ripe on one side and just getting ripe on the other side. Overall the mix is good with the average +-12.0.
9-10-11 September: No grapes but on Monday AM we bring in our Charlemagne must (mout). Our supplier is a real class act and has all twenty barrels that he sells off ready to go (we get three). I am always the first in line and we have become fairly good acquaintances (he is very shy, formal and reserved). As we are filling my tonneaux he opens a bottle of 1990 Charlemagne for me (7:45); a lovely way to begin the day.

Otherwise we are waiting to see our other grapes ripen under perfect blue skies. In the middle of the summer during our collective depression I predicted that nature’s cruel sense of humor will ensure that we have a great Indian summer throughout September into November. 

Saturday 8 September: We pick our Puligny. Case in point on working with the grower to push off the pickling. He wanted to pick 10 days ago with grapes really not ripe. We convinced him to wait and thus we brought the grapes in at 12.1. (Imagine if he had waited another week.) In retrospect we were some of the last people picking ten days later; it is so silly and frankly stupid that the whites are often picked so early. The reality is most of the growers pick because the demand for their grapes/wines usually far exceeds the supply so why take the risk? This is the Burgundy’s conundrum; the greatest place to grow Pinot Noir and Chardonnay in the world but so few great wines because sadly it is the great makers who take the risks while the rest work off the average. 
Here is where I left off……

September 7, 2007
Well then, here I go again trying to give you an idea as to what we have been dealing with this year without being a spinmeister. Other than the fact that I am in shock that we are in the middle of another harvest I cannot stress enough to you, as I do every year, that this is a year where the adults need to be in charge of the harvesting and the winemaking. Since April every turn has been a  challenge. But before I give you a brief summary, and “let you be the judge”, let me tell you what has happened in the last 2-3 weeks.
We all thought it would be a very early harvest and we have been wrong. Because of a very difficult summer the grapes were slow to ripen thus we have put off harvesting the grapes much longer than we anticipated. We never apply the same brush stroke to all the parcels but this year we have in essence approached each parcel as its own unique whole. Thus we started picking our parcels of red on Friday August 31, stopped for the weekend and picked the rest of our Bourgogne on the 3rd and 4th. Our parcels of Bourgogne Pinot Noir averaged 11.5-11.6 with no rot. Unfortunately the yields were much lower than we wanted so once again we are going to make an uneconomic wonderful wine. 
Our chardonnay came in at 11.10 at the correct rendement (official yield). As I have told you when I bought the land my goal was to get the pinot because I knew the parcels were terrific. The chardonnay was frankly something thrown in and we had low expectations and it has instead turned out to be a terrific bit of land. 

Chassagnes came in on Tuesday and Wednesday the 4th and 5th at 11.6-11.9. Not bad at all but I made my statement above about picking dates and I am sticking to it.

We pushed off the Puligny until Saturday the 8th with our St. Aubins not until the 12th and the some higher lying Bourgogne and the Charlemagne until next weekend of the week of the 17th-25th. 

From start to finish we are looking at nearly +3 weeks; something we have never experienced before. This has allowed us to get better ripening and sugars and in the case of our Puligny we gained +1 degree in a week by insisting that our supplier wait for + 1 week.

What is fascinating is that the reds have really good color, are fruity and smell terrific at an early stage. The yields will be below average from the best people because of the triage that was necessary in the vines and in the cuveries. That said, there were some parcels that were healthy and clean (ours and many other Bourgognes, go figure) however many 1er Cru and Grand Cru parcels required a serious triage of 30-50%. This is the major difference between now and 20-25 years ago because the best people are willing to throw away the less than perfect grapes.
The whites (if you give them hang time) have solid sugars and good acidities. Overall a very good result mid way through the harvest considering the challenges we have faced over the last +3 months. 

Photosynthesis, or the vegative cycle, which I will talk about extensively below, is about finished or completely done so the ripening at this point is not ripening of the tannins and sugars but a concentration of the sugars by evaporation from the sun and wind.
The match is far from over but the weather pattern looks to continue to be a high pressure system with cool nights and crystal clear sunny days. Keep thinking positive thoughts on the “vent du nord” for the next 2 weeks. 

April 07: 

I was in Paris on April 1, Palm Sunday, and it was a perfect spring day. April in Paris is not a cliché mes amis. I went up to see Jean-Marc Roulot who was in a play at the Theatre National at the Tracadero and the weather, the crowds in the parks, along the Seine and on sidewalks outside were as good as it gets. A day Hemingway or Gertrude Stein would have written about: Paris and its café society at its best.
This day was a precursor to the whole month where each day was crystal clear, in the 70-80s and it was a pleasure to be in the vines. The Meteo (weather reports) were remarkable because the whole month over most of France was one big smiling sun. As a result the vines got a jump on their growth cycle by 4-6 weeks.  Why is this important you ask? Well as I have said many times it is all about ripening the grape and what we all forgot from that 10th grade biology class on photosynthesis; turning starches into sugars (yeah the class was probably at 8 AM or just before football practice so you were either asleep or not paying attention.) This is what growing and ripening fruits and vegetables is all about. 

Thus, the more sun (luminosity) the better the ripening. But, this simple tenant has many parenthetical qualifiers and variables each year and have especially reared their ugly heads this year. The final sugar levels in the grapes are less important than the process of how the sugars get to the fruit. If it was just about the sugars the best wines would always come from hot growing climates. The reality is the total sunshine over an extended period of time so the fruit (sugars) ripens evenly and is in balance with its tannins and acids if red, and acids if white. For example, in 2005 we had a long cool, clear ripening season with some rain to keep the vines fresh and the photosynthesis active. The sugar levels were low by California, Italian, southern France or Spanish levels but the grapes were balanced on their stool legs of tannin, acid and fruit. As a counterpoint 2006 was hot in July, cold and wet in August and then hot with some rain in September. What we got this time was higher sugars, lower acids and less ripe tannins; a totally different flavor profile. This is not to say the wines are less good but it is to say they are very different in style. 
Thus where are we this year? Since April we have had cool wet weather all summer long. To say that France put out a bulletin for a collective suicide watch due to the weather would be an understatement. You probably saw the reports of the flooding in England, which we did not have, but we have had low pressure systems for + 3 months and in essence have not had summer. Now it is the 7th of September and we have had some lovely sunny days this last week; hope springs eternal.
Because of the jump start in April the vegative cycle was also jump started and logically this means it will end sooner than normal. Let me take you through the various pieces so you will understand what I am leading to. 

1. April was sunny and hot; vines jump ahead. Normally this is good because we are always worried about cool rainy weather in September.

2. May begins well and then from mid May cool, overcast and rainy. A cycle of low pressure systems takes hold and we get 2-3 ok days followed by 5-6 days

Overcast, cool and at times heavy rains. 

It is critical to continue treatments in the vines against mildew which loves the wet weather. Luckily it is not too warm so the mildew can be kept in check. (Mildew affects the leaves and thus retards photosynthesis.) 

Flowering occurred early because of the warm April. We count ~ 100 days from flowering to harvest so this indicates late August but flowering occurred over an elongated period because of the cool wet weather. This led to ripening variations from vine to vine, bunch to bunch and from grape to grape; this is a real nightmare because it means serious triage in the vines and at the cuverie.
3. June brings more of the same. I remember only two lovely nights we could spend outside; the night of my 50th birthday party and the first day of summer. Otherwise the cycle of May continues.  

It is critical with the weather so variable that the vineyard work be done with extra vigor; i.e. good spacing of the shoots = good aeration of the bunches = less chance of rot = healthier grapes and better ripening. This is not very difficult to grasp but to execute is another matter. What this means is going through the vines and looking at each vine individually and cutting off extra shoots and infant bunches before they grow. The point is to encourage the good bunches and eliminate extra poorly spaced ones. This is backbreaking intense work and cannot be done on the fly. It takes concentration to look at each vine individually and get a sense of its direction of growth and how to shape this growth over the next 2 ½ months.
4. July was more of the same. All the old timers tell us that if we have poor weather on a Saint’s day in June we will get 40 bad days of weather and then it will clear up the weekend of the 13-14 July. We had terrific weather for the Bastille weekend but then the pattern begins anew. Despite all of this véraison (grapes turning color) starts to occur around the 14th indicating harvest ~45 days later which means ~ August 25-27; about the dates of 2003.
Weather was nice for a few days and then resumed the good to poor weather cycle (despite the saint).

In looking back on the month and the various BBQs and evening events it is clear that we were not enjoying the outside. Sylvan Dussort’s 50th on July 26th was a beautiful night but the next night Chez Mariotte was cool, rain showers (a magnificent double rainbow) and dinner inside. Also my notes from bike rides remind me of not the wet but the cool and overcast nature of the month with the occasional downpour in the afternoon. The one good news is because of the cool tendency we did not get any damaging hail this year (such small comforts!)

5. August: broken record again. We left for the states on August 1 and the team bottled 2/3 of the 06s the week of August 6. I looked on line and all I saw for the Meteo was rain and cold. The e mail dispatches from Beaune were as dark as the Meteo.
I took a tour of the vines on the 14-15; cold, overcast and gloomy weather along with low lying clouds (broken record).
