
We often say we wish to age like fine wine, rarely 
considering that very little wine—even within 
the subset of what might be considered “fine”—is 
meant to withstand aging. I, for one, certainly hope 
to age like the very best grand cru crafted by a mas-
ter vigneron in a perfect vintage—lest I wake up 
one day tired, dried out, hollowed and weak from a 
long descent into decrepitude: a mere shadow of my 
former self, reeking of faded tertiary aromas.

To avoid such a fate—for your wines, that is 
—you should consider a number of factors. First, 
knowing your personal preference is crucial to hit-

ting the sweet spot in the curve of a wine’s evolution. Aged wine is not  
necessarily better; the changes that take place with time will be judged 
favorably by some tasters but objectionably by others. It is not unheard of 
for great producers in prestigious appellations to have a strong preference 
for younger wines, even if their own bottlings are capable of long aging. If 
you prefer fruit and vivacious freshness to the earthier nuances of old wine, 
the answer is simple: drink ’em up, before they start tasting stale to you.

Another crucial factor is having access to proper storage conditions. 
Without ideal temperature (around 55–60° F), humidity (50–70%), and 
dim lighting, your collection risks evolving rapidly or worse, sustaining 
irreversible damage that will render it completely unpalatable. Should you 
lack proper storage—and remember that basements, wine fridges, wine 
storage facilities, and bomb shelters can be as good as a subterranean lime-
stone cave—you might consider aging your wines for a shorter length of 
time, or simply consuming them immediately upon acquisition, to avoid 
any future disappointment.

Assuming good storage and an appreciation for the mystique of un-
corking old wine, knowing which bottles will most benefit from cellaring 
remains a tricky endeavor. As is often the case with wine, it comes down 
to the sum of countless fine details that are ultimately responsible for the 
final product. Terroir, grape variety, and vintage are the first and foremost 
determinants of a wine’s overall balance, which is generally understood to 
be the key to longevity. But vineyard and winery decisions—harvest date, 

yields, maceration, aging vessel, filtration, type of closure, and countless 
other factors—are just as important in governing whether a wine’s life 
span will more closely resemble a short-lived fling or a long-term affair.

This month’s shipment includes two Chardonnays from Burgundy, 
two Nebbiolos from Piedmont, and two Merlots from Bordeaux. While 
every bottle is more than drinkable right now, each set features one exam-
ple meant for immediate consumption and one capable of significant aging. 
Opening both wines of a given type will reveal the differences that inher-
ently make one more age-worthy than the other: heightened complexity, 
intensity, and structure, for example. Alternatively, save three for later and 
enjoy a real treat at some point down the road—after all, a great old bottle 
opened at the right time truly can inspire us to age just like a fine wine.

—anthony lynch
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  2017 Bourgogne Blanc  vs.  2015 Hameau de Blagny

warmer 
lower acidity

climate cooler 
higher acidity

30 years vine age 65 years

8 months in 
stainless steel

élevage 12 months in 
228-l oak barriques

Drink now Drink later

♦ In Barolo 
country, the top  
sites are south-  
and southeast-
facing slopes 

that receive 
maximum 

sunshine during 
the growing 

season. These 
vineyards tend 
to produce the 
most powerful, 

long-lived  
wines. 

  2017 Rosso dei Dardi vs.  2012 Laboro Disobedient

21 years vine age 60 years

West 
less ripeness,  

power, complexity

exposition Southeast 
more ripeness,  
power, complexity

15 days maceration 30 days

6 months in 
stainless steel

élevage 5 years in 
botti grandi (large oak casks)

Drink now Drink later

♦ Puligny-
Montrachet’s 
climate yields 
high-acid 
Chardonnays 
that unwind 
slowly over time. 
Farther south, 
Chardonnay 
ripens earlier 
to give fruitier 
wines that 
evolve faster. 

♦ �Older vines naturally produce less, giving more intensely concentrated 
wines better able to withstand the test of time.

♦ �Longer maceration on the skins means greater extraction of tannins, 
whose anti-oxidant properties are known to help wines age.

♦ Tank aging 
accentuates fruity 
primary aromas, 
whereas élevage 
in oak contributes 
tannins from  
the wood and 
promotes 
a natural 
stabilization 
crucial to  
slow aging.

2015 Fronsac “Cuvée Piverts” vs.  2015 Lussac Saint-émilion

1 year in 
concrete tank

élevage 1 year in 
225-l oak barriques

none 
added

sulfur  
dioxide

small addition  
at bottling

Drink now Drink later

♦ �Wines without added sulfur tend to be more supple and expressive in their 
youth, but they can be more susceptible to oxidation over the long term.


