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Preface 
 

 
   This Guide is devoted to Chablis. Two other guides cover other parts of Burgundy: the Guide to Burgundy: Côte d’Or, and the Guide to Southern Burgundy, which focuses on the Côte Chalonnaise and Mâcon, as well as Beaujolais and Jura-Savoie. 


 
    The first part of the guide discusses the regions, and explains the character and range of the wines. The second part profiles the producers. There are detailed profiles of the leading producers, showing how each winemaker interprets the local character, and mini-profiles of other important estates. 


 
    In the first part, I address the nature of the wines made today and ask how this has changed, how it’s driven by tradition or competition, and how styles may evolve in the future. I show how the wines are related to the terroir and to the types of grape varieties that are grown, and I explain the classification system. For each region, I suggest reference wines that illustrate the character and variety of the area. 


 
    In the second part, there’s no single definition for what constitutes a top producer. Leading producers range from those who are so prominent as to represent the common public face of an appellation to those who demonstrate an unexpected potential on a tiny scale. The producers profiled in the guide represent the best of both tradition and innovation in wine in the region. In each profile, I have tried to give a sense of the producer’s aims for his wines, of the personality and philosophy behind them—to meet the person who makes the wine, as it were, as much as to review the wines themselves. 


 
   Each profile gives contact information and details of production, followed by a description of the producer and the range of wines. For major producers (rated from 1 to 4 stars), I suggest reference wines that are a good starting point for understanding the style. Most of the producers welcome visits, although some require appointments: details are in the profiles. Profiles are organized geographically, and each group of profiles is preceded by maps showing the locations of producers to help plan itineraries. 


 
    The guide is based on many visits to the region over recent years. I owe an enormous debt to the many producers who cooperated in this venture by engaging in discussion and opening innumerable bottles for tasting. This guide would not have been possible without them. 


 
   Benjamin Lewin
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Overview of Burgundy 
 

 
  Chablis is the northwestern outpost of Burgundy, which stretches all the way to Beaujolais, a hundred and fifty miles to the south. Production in Burgundy overall is around two thirds white, with the major regions for white wine being Chablis, the Côte de Beaune, and the Mâconnais. Each has a distinct style. Almost all the white wine is 100% Chardonnay. There is a little Aligoté in generic Bourgogne.


 
   Because of its cooler climate, Chablis today is thought of as a crisper, more mineral wine than Côte d’Or, but historically the difference was not so obvious. In the fourteenth century, wine from Auxerre (just to the west of Chablis) sold at a higher price than wine from Beaune. Before phylloxera, in fact, Auxerre was close to a monoculture of vines, but it never recovered from the loss of the vineyards. Chablis is essentially what remains. 


 
   Just to the southwest of Chablis, the tiny AOP of Sauvignon St. Bris is the one place in Burgundy where Sauvignon Blanc is allowed, and adjacent to it lies Irancy AOP, where Pinot Noir is grown. Chablis was very much a minor region until recently, but with around 5,000 ha today, it’s comparable to the Côte de Beaune. The only grape grown in Chablis is Chardonnay. Chablis accounts for 20% of production in the region of Burgundy.


 
   Burgundy is famous for its highly hierarchical appellation system, based on the view that the potential of every vineyard is different. The classification system is organized into a relatively steep pyramid, steadily narrowing from the base of two thirds of regional AOPs, to a quarter in village appellations, with 11% of premier crus and 1.4% of grand crus at the peak.


 
   At the base of the pyramid, generic Bourgogne AOPs can come from anywhere in the entire region of Burgundy. This includes a very wide range of wines, extending from those including Gamay and Aligoté to those coming from Pinot Noir or Chardonnay from just outside the borders of famous villages. The name of the producer is the only guide to the potential quality of Bourgogne AOP. 


 
   As part of Burgundy, Chablis has a similar hierarchical system, although not so detailed since Chablis is a single commune. In ascending order, the levels are Petit Chablis, Chablis, Premier Cru, and Grand Cru. 
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    	 Chablis AOP is more than half of production.


 
    
 
   

 
   Like the rest of Burgundy, individual vineyard holdings are quite small. Most producers have a range of wines, from Petit Chablis and Chablis to premier and grand crus. A typical producer probably makes 6-10 different wines. Some Chablis producers make a little red wine under the Bourgogne Epineuil or Irancy AOPs or a little Sauvignon Blanc under the Sauvignon St. Bris AOP.


 
   There was a great fuss in 2019 when INAO (the organization controlling appellations in France) proposed to remove the Chablis area from the regions allowed to make generic Bourgogne. This led to headlines asking, “Is Chablis part of Burgundy?” Chablis is distinct in its northern location, but its attitude remains distinctly Burgundian. The proposal was withdrawn after protests, so it remains technically possible for Chablis to be declassified to Bourgogne Blanc, although this is rare. (It’s a more important issue for the surrounding areas immediately outside the Chablis AOP.)


 
   Before the French Revolution, most vineyards were owned by the Church or large landowners. After they were confiscated as “biens nationaux,” they became subdivided. The situation has since been exacerbated by French inheritance law, which requires that an estate must be split equally between all the heirs. Today most premier and grand crus are divided between multiple owners. Chablis has just over 100 ha of grand cru vineyards, but they are divided among (probably) around a hundred growers, with more than 60 producers making grand cru Chablis.


 
   The major part of production in Burgundy comes from negociants, followed by cooperatives, with independent growers as the smallest category. In Chablis there are 23 negociants and 353 individual growers. Many growers belong to a cooperative; cooperatives account for a quarter of production. Some of the important negociants in Burgundy own estates in Chablis; Joseph Drouhin owns Drouhin-Vaudon, Louis Latour owns Simonnet-Febvre, and Faiveley owns Billaud-Simon.


 
   The label may indicate whether a wine comes from a domain or negociant as the word “Domaine” can be used only for estate-grown grapes, whereas “Maison” indicates that they come from a negociant activity. Some producers who undertake both activities distinguish between them by different labels; others don’t use either Domaine or Maison, and make no distinction.


 
   	
Chablis and Limestone 
 

 
   
 	 [image: ]  
 
    	 Kimmeridgian soil is based on a slightly crumbly mixture of limestone and clay with fossilized shells. Courtesy BIVB.


 
    
 
   

 
   Chablis stands alone from the rest of Burgundy, both geographically and climatically. Well to the north, it has the most marginal climate. Ripening has traditionally been a problem. It’s been the epitome of minerality in white wine, traditionally very different from the fleshiness of the Côte d’Or. Its distinctive geology is based on the famous Kimmeridgian limestone, a soft mixture of clay and limestone, generally gray in color. This was laid down when the sea retreated in the Jurassic period, leaving a bed of fossils that give the soil its calcareous nature. (Several producers have large fossils, retrieved from their vineyards, on show in their tasting rooms.)


 
   A stretch of limestone, the Kimmeridgian chain, runs from Sancerre, through Chablis, to the southernmost part of Champagne. It is history and climate that focus on Sauvignon Blanc in Sancerre, Chardonnay in Chablis, and sparkling wine in Champagne. (Premier Cru Mont de Milieu in Chablis supposedly takes its name for being halfway between Champagne and Burgundy.)
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    	 The vineyards of Chablis are in the middle of the Kimmeridgian chain. Chardonnay is also grown to the northeast for the Aube area of Champagne. Sauvignon Blanc is grown to the southwest in the Loire.


 
    
 
   

 
   Kimmeridgian limestone occupies about half of the Chablis region; the rest consists of Portlandian limestone, harder in structure and browner in color. When the AOC was defined, the area for Chablis and its premier and grand crus was restricted to vineyards on Kimmeridgian soil. There was not much doubt that the quality dropped on leaving Kimmeridgian terroir. Portlandian limestone was restricted to the lowest level, Petit Chablis.


 
   Was the superiority of Kimmeridgian limestone due only to the soil? The Kimmeridgian soil is located on the south and east-facing slopes, where good exposure helps to compensate for the cool climate, whereas the harder Portlandian soil occupies the plateaus at higher elevations (where the grapes are slower to ripen). The original distinction was not ill-founded, but it had more to do with aspect and slope than with the underlying geology.


 
   When the Chablis AOC was defined in 1938, the total vineyard area was only 400 ha. Restricting Chablis and its premier and grand crus to Kimmeridgian limestone continued to be the case as the AOC expanded to include vineyards in communes around Chablis. But in 1978, when a further expansion occurred, the restriction was dropped. It’s hard to better producer William Fèvre’s protest at the time: “These areas of woodland and scrub have never had Chardonnay vines in the past. When these bounds are passed, there are no longer any limits.”
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    	 Lighting candles at night to warm the vineyard at ground level is a common means of fighting frost, which is frequent in Chablis given its Northern location.


 
    
 
   

 
   	
The Chablis AOP 
 

 
  Chablis comes from both banks of the river Serein, extending away from the town. Petit Chablis comes from outlying areas (the best Petit Chablis tend to come from the plateau above the grand crus). The most important vineyards are near the town. The premier crus are not quite as numerous as they might seem from the variety of labels—there are 40 different names altogether—because many have separate names for different climats within them. Just opposite the town on the right bank, a long curve of vineyards is divided into seven Grand Cru climats.


 
   Coming from a cool climate (often marginal until the recent warming trend), Chablis traditionally has crisp acidity. Petit Chablis has greatly benefited from warmer vintages, and the best Petit Chablis today is close to the quality of Chablis twenty or so years ago. There is always good acidity, but the wine can be quite fruity and very agreeable for drinking immediately.


 
   The main difference in going to Chablis AOP is a sense of greater fruit density on the palate, with more texture and flavor variety. Chablis AOP is intended for drinking soon after release; it is a rare cuvée that benefits from being held for more than three years.


 
    Premier crus show the greatest range of quality, from those that are barely distinguishable from a top communal wine in a good year, to those that skirt the quality of the grand crus. Alcohol is more moderate than on the Côte d’Or, usually 12.5% for communal Chablis, often 13% for the premier crus and usually 13% for the grand crus, but rarely more than 13%. “If you harvest at more than 13% alcohol you make Chardonnay not Chablis. If we harvested by the same criteria as 20-30 years ago, we would have a great increase in alcohol, but now we harvest 2-3 weeks earlier to keep freshness and avoid it,” says Benoît Droin.


 
   Once you leave the grand crus and top premier crus behind, Chablis is a good deal less interesting. It’s certainly worth paying the (relatively) modest premium for a premier cru compared to communal Chablis. 


 
   Like all Burgundy, the producer’s name is of paramount importance, and negociants have generally been well in second place behind individual growers. There are some important exceptions. Verget (based in Mâcon) was viewed with suspicion for producing Chablis in a richer style twenty years ago. More recently, Patrick Piuze and Benjamin Laroche (La Manufacture) have adopted a micro-negociant model, being involved in grape-growing of specific plots, and making wine to their own specifications. 


 
   The major cooperative in Chablis, La Chablisienne, is unusually important, one of the most respected in the country; and because it represents many small growers, offers the widest range of wines (in fact, probably the only opportunity to compare the entire range of crus). 


 
   	
Grand Crus 
 

 
  The grand crus occupy a continuous slope, but the land folds and turns so there are changes in exposure and slope, with significant variation in character. Technically there is one Chablis grand cru, with seven climats, but in practice these are regarded as though there were seven different grand crus.
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    	 The grand crus form a single continuous line of vineyards with varying slopes and exposures. (Premier Cru Montée de Tonnerre lies across a gully at the eastern end.)


 
    
 
   

 
   The grand crus extend all the way from the road just on the edge of the town to the woods at the top of the hill. With the much slighter slope along the Côte de Nuits, for example, everything depends on position on the slope, but no distinction is made within Chablis grand crus, even though there are differences in soil types as well as exposure to the sun. As a general rule, the grand crus tend to be more directly south-facing than the premier crus—this is part of their advantage—but there are sufficient twists and turns in the land that it’s not a hard and fast rule.


 
   Les Clos, the largest grand cru, always makes the most powerful wine, irrespective of whether the plot is in a protected position under the trees at the top or exposed in the middle or at the bottom. The minerality of Chablis reaches its peak in Les Clos. Whenever a producer has more than one grand cru, the Les Clos stands out for its reserve when young, which translates into greater longevity. Les Clos can be austere: wines from top growers, such as Vincent Dauvissat or Raveneau, may take a decade to come out.
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    	 The grand crus face the town of Chablis. The best premier crus are in line with the grand crus or in a series of parallel valleys immediately across the river.


 
    
 
   

 
   Next to Les Clos, Valmur is usually richer and less mineral. Between Valmur and Preuses on the upper part of the slope, Vaudésir is elegant and more aromatic, with an intensity that can border on spicy. Les Preuses is the most delicate of the grand crus, with something of a sense of perfume. Blanchots can be delicate also, and is sometimes described as the most feminine of the grand crus. Grenouilles, at the foot of the slope, is the smallest of the grand crus (with most owned by the cooperative La Chablisienne); it is firm but accessible. Bougros, at the northwestern end of the range, is the slightest of the grand crus.


 
   	

 Premier Crus 
 

 
  There are three premier crus on the right bank. Fourchaume is just to the north of the grand crus; the largest of the premier crus, its size is roughly equivalent to all the grand crus. Of course, this makes for some variability, the Vaulorent part of Fourchaume is the best. Montée de Tonnerre is across a deep gully just to the south of Les Clos. Mont de Milieu is parallel to Montée de Tonnerre, but farther south.
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    	 Montmains is a southeast-facing slope that is the most powerful premier cru on the left bank. The northernmost part tends to a perfect balance of minerality and fruit. The center can also be labeled as Fôrets and can have more weight. The southernmost part, also known as Butteaux, tends to be the lightest. Courtesy BIVB.


 
    
 
   

 
   On the left bank, Chablis is really a series of valleys, fanning out from the town. As there are vineyards on both sides of the valleys, they face in all directions. Usually the premier crus are the most south facing. Montmains and Vaillons, which are the best premier crus on the left bank, have similar southeast exposures on parallel hillsides in adjacent valleys, as does Côte de Léchet. Montmains tends to be more powerful and more complex than Vaillons.


 
   Usually in Burgundy there’s a fine line between premier crus and grand crus, with some premier crus standing out above the others and occasioning argument as to whether they should be promoted to grand cru. In Chablis the argument is more at the other end: there is doubt whether some of the premier crus created in 1978 merit the description.


 
   There are certainly far too many premier crus, or to be more precise, too many overlapping names within the premier crus. This can make it more difficult for a premier cru to establish a clear impression. A handful of the climats within the premier crus are well known, mostly because they are used by top producers, such as Vaulorent (in Fourchaume), Chapelot (in Montée de Tonnerre), La Fôret and Butteaux (in Montmains) or Séchets (in Vaillons), but for the most part they have been more like brand names than useful descriptions of origin.


 
    
 	 Chablis has 17 premier crus but a total of 89 individual climats 


 
    
 
    	 Premier Cru


 
    	 Climats


 
    
 
    	 Right Bank


 
    
 
    	 Fourchaume 


 
    	 Côte de Fontenay, L’Homme Mort, Vaulorent, Vaupulent


 
    
 
    	 Vaucoupin 


 
    	  


 
    
 
    	 Montée de Tonnerre 


 
    	 Chapelot, Pied d’Aloup, Côte de Bréchain


 
    
 
    	 Mont de Milieu 


 
    	  


 
    
 
    	 Left Bank


 
    
 
    	 Beauroy 


 
    	 Côte de Savant, Troesmes


 
    
 
    	 Berdiot


 
    	  


 
    
 
    	 Les Beauregards


 
    	 Côte de Cuisy


 
    
 
    	 Chaume de Talvat


 
    	  


 
    
 
    	 Côte de Jouan


 
    	  


 
    
 
    	 Côte de Léchet 


 
    	  


 
    
 
    	 Côte de Vaubarousse


 
    	  


 
    
 
    	 Les Fourneaux


 
    	 Morein, Côte des Près Girots


 
    
 
    	 Montmains 


 
    	 Forêts, Butteaux


 
    
 
    	 Vaillons 


 
    	 Beugnons, Chatains, les Épinottes, Les Lys, Mélinots, 


 
   Roncières, Séchets


 
    
 
    	 Vaudevey 


 
    	 Vaux Ragons


 
    
 
    	 Vauligneau 


 
    	 Vau de Longue, Vau Girault, La Forêt, Sur la Forêt


 
    
 
    	 Vosgros 


 
    	 Vaugiraut


 
    
 
    	 The most important premier crus are shown in bold. The most commonly found climats for each premier cru are shown on the right.


 
    
 
   

 
   This may now be changing. “In Chablis in the past we were not doing much vinification by parcel, but now producers are looking at single plots more like they do in Meursault,” says Margaux Laroche at Domaine d’Henri. “Fourchaume is 5 km long, with one end at Maligny and the other next to grand cru Preuses, with completely different terroir. So I like to use names (of lieu-dits) that have more precision.” 


 
   It is not straightforward to find a defining difference between the premier crus of the left and right banks. There’s a tendency for the left bank to have less marne (clay and limestone) and shallower soils, and perhaps it is fair to say that the left bank crus tend to be more linear, more mineral, and to show more salinity; while the right bank crus are broader and denser. Mont de Milieu, Montée de Tonnerre, and especially Fourchaume, have more fat, more weight on the palate. In the hands of top producers, Montée de Tonnerre and Fourchaume are the premier crus that come closest to the style of the grand crus.


 
   It is also true that the right bank premier crus are all long established as adjuncts to the grand crus, but the impression of left bank premier crus is somewhat diluted by the “new” premier crus (created in 1978), which vary from approaching the quality of the original premier crus to barely above appellation standard.


 
   	
Styles of Chablis 
 

 
  “They were all so bad in Chablis twenty years ago. For me, concentration is important, lower yields and riper. But everyone said, we are making Chablis, it’s never ripe, the typical Chablis is green. People said, when you make ripe Chablis, it loses its character. But you can’t make wine from unripe grapes—all green wines taste the same,” says negociant Jean-Marie Guffens, who makes a wide range of Chablis at Verget. Today the rest of Chablis has caught up, and that increase in ripeness is typical of the entire appellation. If effects of global warming on white wine are evident anywhere in Burgundy, it’s in Chablis.


 
   The first time I tasted a Chablis from Verget, I was certainly surprised: its density and fatness of structure were quite unusual. It seemed to mark a move in the direction of the Côte d’Or. Jean-Marie’s view, of course, would be that instead of surrendering to a traditional view that Chablis is inevitably thin and acid, he was bringing out the true potential of the region. Today this would not be so surprising. In top vintages between 2002 and 2022, many Chablis at premier or grand cru level have moved towards the richer style of the Côte d’Or. (Of course, the whites of the Côte d’Or have also become richer.)


 
   “Global warming has been beneficial for Chablis. My father would have been the happiest of men with the quality of the poorest years we had in the past decade,” says Bernard Raveneau of Domaine François Raveneau. Didier Seguier at William Fèvre thinks global warming is a great opportunity, giving better wines that retain acidity and balance, but without losing character. “The typicity of our wine comes from the Kimmeridgian terroir, it’s very different (from the Côte d’Or). Warming gives a very interesting maturity today but not sur-maturity.”


 
   At one of the domains that has stayed true to the traditions of Chablis right through the era of global warming, Bernard Raveneau expressed an interesting view of the difference between Chablis and the Côte d’Or when I asked why Chablis does not seem to have had the same problems with premox (premature oxidation) as white Burgundy. “We haven’t been following some of the trends of the Côte d’Or such as excessive battonage or reduction of sulfur. On the Côte d’Or they are very traditional, here in Chablis we are more modern, oenological techniques are more evident, it’s a different mentality. People in Chablis pay more attention to winemaking; on Cote d’Or, if malo doesn’t start, they’ll shrug and wait until the Spring when it warms up, here people will do something about it, to get the process finished. Chablis is the New World of Burgundy. In the 1960s, Chablis was 700 ha, today it’s 5,500 ha—so it’s a very new vineyard and people are more modern, they like investing in technology, where in Côte d’Or it’s very ancestral.”


 
   When I ask producers how they see Chablis today, the answers are pretty uniform: it should retain freshness and minerality. Following up by asking how its character has changed, the answer is generally dismissive: it hasn’t really changed at all, they say. Global warming has been beneficial; chaptalization has become rare, difficult vintages have turned out much better than they used to, but that essential tension between fruit and acidity, perhaps what the French call nervosité, hasn’t changed at all. I don’t agree on this last, crucial point about character.


 
   I remember when most Chablis was thin and acid, where the fruits (if you could detect them) were bitter lemon or grapefruit. Granted that citrus remains the dominant flavor in the Chablis spectrum, often enough today it moves from fresh citrus to stewed fruits, rounder and softer, and often enough there are notes of stone fruits running in the direction of peaches or even apricots. Minerality is hard to describe, but like pornography you know it when you taste it, and it’s fair in my opinion to say that in some cases it has now become subservient to the fruits.


 
   Chablis has always been more driven by acidity than the whites of the Côte d’Or, but global warming has brought fruits more to the fore. For most producers, it is still true that with Petit Chablis and Chablis, you usually see the acidity first and the fruits second, but now for many producers there is a transition, typically at some point in the premier cru range, where the balance tips over to showing the fruits before the acidity. Global warming has been a crucial factor in this change.
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