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Why Old Vines Are a
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Thing of the Future

WHILE THE TERM “old vine” has always
been unregulated—to the point of now
being virtually meanngless to wine buyers
due to its ubiquity—there's a growing
movement within the industry to help it
reclaim its meaningful place in the lexicon.

Members of the British wine trade,
for instance, have formed a nonprofit
group called The OldVine Conference
that has recently been holding a series of
discussions designed to ccordinate global
efforts to preserve and celebrate old
vines. The first thing you read on the or-
ganization's website (oldanesorg) is:"“The
best old vines yield uniquely transcendent
vAanes, incomparably rich in savour, sym-
boksm, and heritage. The genetic material
of ancient vaneties, often retrieved from
forgotten old vineyards, is proving vital in
adapting to climate change."That’s a2 lot of
high-minded verbiage to absorb, but let’s
break some of it down

For starters, I'd use the word “transpar
ent” rather than “transcendent” due to
the nature of old-vine viticu'ture. Every-
where they are found around the world,
old vines survive for 50, 100, and in some
cases |50 years primanly because they sit
on ideal terroirs, benefit from the healthi-
est passible environments, and contiru-
ously produce high-value wines defined

by sensory qualities reflecting their ongins.

The lorgevity of old vines, n other words,
is drectly dependent upon not cnly ther
health but ako the trarsparency of the
resulting wines in terms of reflecting their
terroir: Otherwise, they would have been
pulled out long ago.That said, it's also the
case that vineyards over 50 years old
become part and parcel of the culture
and hertage of the wine regors theyre
located in, as flustrated by the creation of
a California nonprofit dedicated to pre-
serving old-vine sites called the Historic
Vineyard Sccety.
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In regard to dimate change, | would
point out that the typical morphology of
old vines—trained as free-standing gobe-

lets or bush vines rather than on modem-

cay trelises—is currently teaching a
thing or two to a wine industry beset by
the shock of heat waves, drought, fires,
*|00-year” floods, and other manifesta-
tions of a changing planet. it has become

clearer than ever that the grapevines best

adapted to extreme climate events are

Beverage consultant James
Brim, CSW, with Zinfandel
vines planted in 1989 ot
Jessie's Grove in California’s
Mokelumne River-Lodi AVA.

Grower Terri Harvey in her Original Grandpere Vineyard

those with the deepest roots, the most
mature trunks, and the most muscu-

lar spurs:in short, the cldest vines. No
vionder there is a ourrent mavement

to adjust the pruning of young trellsed
vines, which now dominate the industry,
in ways that maximize wood size and sap
flow—that replicate, n other words, the
intrinsic physical advantages enjoyed by
older vines, trained on stakes in the “old-
school” style.

In California, authentic old-vine bot-
tlings—pnmarily Zinfandel and Cangnan
along with the cccasional Mourvédre,
Cinsaut, and Mission—are rarely labeled
as "old vine"; they are primanly identified
by wineyard designations. In South Africa,
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by contrast, certified CidVine Project
wines are now identified as such on their
labels: amazing bottlings of Cinsaut, Pine-
tage, Sémillon, Chenin Blanc, and other
vaneties BarossaValley has its ground-
breaking OldVine Charter, and France
always has its weilles wignes.

When tasting old-vine wines, do not
expect dark colors, extreme concentra-
tion, or oversized body.You occasionally
find that, but more often than not youll
encounter a delicate, finely defineated
profile: The older the vines, the more
likely they are to express terroirrelated
earth or mineral notes. This is why, despite
being around literally forever, old vines are
a bigger deal than ever. 4



