
         

This month we are going to take a deep dive into the Chardonnay grape, and show why it is one of the most popular 
varieties in the world. As I was doing research for this write-up, I consulted Wine Grapes: A Complete Guide to 
1,368 Vine Varieties, Including Their Origins and Flavours by Jancis Robinson, Julia Harding and Jose 
Vouillamoz to get the most up-to-date understanding of the origins of the ubiquitous Chardonnay grape. The earliest 
records show this variety already being farmed in the central/eastern part of France between Dijon and Lyon in the 16th 
century. It was so pervasive that it was classified under many locally used names and was often confused with several 
other varieties. Chardonnay shares a very  common mother with many French varieties, Gouais Blanc, and Pinot Noir as 
the father. Like the good Catholics of the time, these two were prodigious in their offspring, also creating Aligote, Gamay 
Noir and Melon just to name a few. For centuries, this caused a great deal of confusion among growers across Europe, and 
it was not until DNA evidence cleared up the picture in the late 20th century that many vineyards were properly identified. 
Even as late as the 1980s, I still remember wineries in California labeling wines as Pinot Chardonnay because they were 
not sure there was a difference between them.  

Thankfully, today we have great clarity about what is Chardonnay and what is not. For this quarter, I have selected two 
great examples from Burgundy and Napa which will provide you with a great comparison of their styles. Once you have 
accomplished this and feel enlightened, then toast to your newfound knowledge with a stunning Blanc de Blancs from 
Champagne.  

2019 Terraces Chardonnay - $42 
If you are a member of our Reserve Club then you have seen the red wines from Terraces before; they are one of my 

favorites in Napa Valley. The vineyards for this winery were established by the Wagner family, of Caymus fame, back in 
the 1970s and were a primary source for their Cabernet Sauvignon and Zinfandels into the early 1990s. Today, Timm Crull 
and his family produce stunning examples of both those varieties from their vineyards in Rutherford. Lost in the 
discussion is their fantastic white wines: Riesling, Chenin Blanc and of course, their Chardonnay. 

The Rutherford vineyards of Terraces are too warm to grow quality grapes for white wine, so Timm buys them from 
cooler areas. His Riesling and Chenin Blanc come from Clarksburg, in the Sacramento River Delta. For Chardonnay, he 
goes to the Trefethen family and their expansive holdings in the Oak Knoll AVA just north of the city of Napa. Oak Knoll is 
a unique area, located at the southern end of the mouth of the valley. Due to this position, the vineyards enjoy the cooling 
benefits of the San Pablo Bay in the morning, evening and night, but also the warmer temperatures of the valley during the 
day. For this reason, it is one of the few regions in Napa where producers can grow heat-loving Cabernet Sauvignon as well 
as cool climate Chardonnay and Pinot Noir. The cool night temperatures and morning fog allow for the Chardonnay 
grapes to ripen slowly, giving the finished wines more complexity than those grown in warmer areas. 

In order to build complexity in his Chardonnay, Timm utilizes a couple of different techniques before fermentation. 
The first is that half of the grapes are destemmed and pressed immediately to tank. That juice is allowed to settle overnight 
before fermentation is started the next day. The second half of the grapes are allowed to sit overnight as whole clusters, 
under a blanket of dry ice, which gives the juice some skin contact. Then, the next day those grapes are whole-cluster 
pressed to tank where fermentation starts right away. Both halves are then racked to French oak barrels after fermentation 
is complete, with 10% of the barrels being new. Timm blocks the malolactic fermentation from happening but leaves the 
wine in contact with the lees for six months, stirring every two weeks. Once the wine is bottled, it is held at the winery for a 
year before release. 

For those who find Napa Chardonnay to be too heavy or oaky, I think you will find this to be a pleasant surprise. The 
nose offers notes of toasted popcorn, fresh yellow apple, gardenia blossom and lemon curd. On the palate it has nice 
richness and weight, but the oak is understated and the finish is quite dry. This wine is perfectly drinkable now but will 
improve for at least another 2-3 years. 539 cases produced. 

2019 Henri Latour Saint Romain “Les Jarron” - $45 
The tiny Burgundy town of Saint Romain is easily missed by wine tourists, as it is one of the few Cote d’Or appellations 

that does not lie on the famed “Slope of Gold.” It is tucked into a valley behind Meursault that can be reached via a narrow 
pass in the mountains accessed by driving through the village of Auxey-Duresses. Due to this unique orientation, the 240 
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acres of vineyards in the village lie on various expositions, allowing for both red and white wine production. While there 
are no Grand Cru or Premier Cru vineyards in the village, wines that reach 11.5% alcohol are entitled to the Premier Cru 
designation. Unique for Burgundy, the producers are allowed to include up to 15% Pinot Blanc and Pinot Gris in the red 
wines, although in practice no one does. 

What makes Saint Romain interesting for geology nuts like me is that the soils are primarily a very old, Early Jurassic 
series called lias, which dates to 201.3 million to 174.1 million years ago. These soils are rich in limestone, although heavily 
fractured and well drained, making them ideal for grape vines. This helps contribute to the reputation of Saint Romain 
wines as being austere in their youth and lean when mature. There are a few excellent examples, including this fantastic 
bottling by the Latour family. 

The domaine of Henri Latour was established in the 1970s, and yes, they are part of the Louis Latour family. The 
current generation, Francois and Sylvain, have been running things since the early 1990s and have about 50 acres of vines 
scattered across the Cote de Beaune. Their four-acre parcel in the Saint Romain lieux-dits of Les Jarron is made up of 70-
year-old vines, cropped at a ridiculously low 35 hl/ha, which is the average for most Grand Cru sites.  

Winemaking at the domaine is guided by Francois, and his goal is to let the character of the site shine through the 
wine. The grapes are whole-cluster pressed directly to barrel, where the fermentation occurs with wild yeast. The wine 
does go through malolactic fermentation but not lees stirring, and is then aged in 20% new French oak for 11 months.  

As Saint Romain goes, this wine is very generous on the nose, with notes of corn water, fresh apricots, white peaches, 
orange blossoms, lemon grass and baby aspirin. On the palate it shows fairly good grip to start, then the texture of the 
wine takes over and it stretches out into a relatively long finish. Drink this wine from 2021-2026. 460 cases produced. 

Marc Hebrart Blanc de Blancs Brut 1er Cru - $75 
You just knew that I could not get to the 4th quarter and not feature at least one sparkling wine, or in this case, 

Champagne. Sticking with our theme, this one is 100% Chardonnay, which is one of the three primary grape varieties used 
in the production of Champagne. Coincidentally, there are primary wine regions in Champagne: the Montagne de Reims, 
which is planted primarily to Pinot Noir; the Cotes de Blancs, which is almost exclusively Chardonnay and the Valle de 
Marne, which is the land of (Pinot) Meunier. Of course there are always exceptions, and this feature is a good example of a 
100% Chardonnay from the Montagne de Reims. 

Some of you may remember that two years ago I also featured another Blanc de Blancs (BldBl) Champagne from 
Sabine-Godme, also from the Montagne de Reims. Their style is relatively lush and elegant, but the aforementioned BldBl 
had a typical-of-the-category chiseled focus. This is even more true of the great examples from the Cotes de Blancs, where 
the soils are so rich in limestone that the vineyards appear to be growing out of snow. Those BldBl can be lean, austere 
affairs that are great with certain foods, like oysters and sushi, but can be almost aggressive if you just want a glass of 
Champagne without anything to eat. The current trend where it seems everyone is bottling “Brut Nature” or “zero dosage” 
styles does nothing to help. Dry is one thing, but oftentimes I find these examples painful. I relate this phenomenon to 
handing the keys of a 1960s muscle car to a 16-year-old driver. Sure, they may have the license that says they can drive the 
car, but do they have the experience and skill to actually do it?  

This is why it is refreshing to taste an example of a Blanc de Blancs from a true master. Here at the domaine of Jean-
Paul Hebrart, you witness the richness and power of a wine from the Montagne de Reims, but translated in a more 
transparent presentation. Somehow in Chardonnay, he manages to make a wine that shows the power of the great Grand 
Crus of Aÿ and Oiry, yet somehow remains light on its feet. Yes, there is still a bit more of a point to this wine than 
examples based on Pinot Noir and Meunier, but you do not have to drink this one with food unless you desire. In full 
transparency, some of grapes for this wine also come from the Premier Cru village of Mareuil-sur-Aÿ. 

Winemaking at Hebrart emphasizes clarity and depth. All of the grapes are whole-cluster pressed to stainless steel 
tanks, where they are allowed to settle overnight. After fermentation, the wine is kept in stainless steel tanks until the 
blending of the vin clair (base wine.) For this cuvee, the blend is 60% 2017, 30% 2016 and 10% 2015 vintages. It was 
fermented on the cork for 24 months, and although I could not find a statement on the dosage, I would guess it around six 
grams per liter. 

When you are ready to serve this wine, you will want to pop the cork but then let it rest on the counter for a few 
minutes to allow it to warm up. There is too much complexity in this wine to drink it ice-bucket cold, which mutes the 
character. Don’t be afraid to give it a swirl; only cheap bubbly loses its fizz, and the nose is a luscious combination of white 
chocolate, dried Fuji apples, dried chamomile, sandalwood and shaved fennel. On the palate, it is surprisingly plump and 
broad for a Blanc de Blancs, with a good sense of fruit and fine, talc-y finish. Drink in 2021-2022 with stone crab claws or 
lobster bisque.  


