Decanter

Royaume-Uni septembre 2009

HOLDING 1T
ALL TOGETHER

Burgundy’s fragmented nature means négociants are the region’s glue —
and sources of great value. STEPHEN BROOK introduces the major players

négociant in Bordeaux is a

merchant who finds markets

for wines bought from local

producers. A  Burgundian
négociant is very different. His role is to
assemble wines from a variety of sources
and then sell them to private customers,
importers, restaurants and retailers.
Individual growers may make excellent
wines but because their holdings can
often be divided among small plots in
many vineyards, they often don’t have
the volumes to supply clients in need of
larger quantities. The négociant will
buy either grapes (and vinify them) or
must (and ferment it) or finished wines
(and age them in their cellars). A
network of brokers gives négociants
access to these raw materials, or they
may have contracts with growers who
supply them regularly. They can then
blend the resulting wines, offering a
more substantial quantity of wine than
an individual grower.

But Burgundy’s négociants are more
than just blenders and merchants. Many
are substantial property owners, offering
both limited-volume wines from their
own domaines, as well as blended wines.
Grapes bought from outstanding growers
often result in wines as good as those
made from the négociants’ own vineyards,
since many top estates regularly sell off
barrels to maintain cash flow.

Nor is the distinction between a
grower and a négociant that clear. Many
domaines, unable to expand because of
the high cost of land, will act as small-
scale négociants to up production. There
appears to be no legal requirement to
differentiate wines made from purchased
grapes from domaine-bottled wines,
though in practice many growers do
make that distinction. Thus Domaine
Dujac offers its négociant wines under
the Dujac Peére et Fils label, and Domaine
Robert Arnoux uses the Pascal Lachaud
label for its excellent négociant range.

Some négociants still make wines of no
character and identity, but their number
is dwindling. For the most part, négociant
wines offer a welcome route into a region
which can otherwise appear unwelcoming
both in terms of its complexities and
prices. Here are some of the best:

The big names

Founded in 1731, Bouchard Pére et Fils
(Fel) is one of the oldest firms, but it
stumbled in the early 1990s, and the
Bouchard family put it on the market.
Champagne magnate Joseph Henriot
bought it and acted swiftly, declassifying
or throwing out any bottlings not up to
standard. He also expanded the firm’s
own holdings to a 130ha (hectares) in the
Céte d’Or, of which 74ha are premiers
crus and 12ha are grands crus, including
one third of Chevalier-Montrachet. A
new winery was built in 2005, permitting
the vinification of hundreds of different
wines. Quality is now excellent across the



Decanter
septembre 2009



