
U.S. 

BURGUNDY
Elegant and complex
Tart and light bodied

Earth, spice, herbal flavors 

FRANCE

CALIFORNIA
Full bodied
Ripe and lush

Fruity, oaky flavors 

OREGON
Delicate
Lighter color, texture 
Tart fruit, earth flavors

This is true for the people that make it, and the people that drink it - but for different reasons.  
At its best, this aromatic, velvety smooth wine is magic in the glass. It can overwhelm the 
senses in a most unexpected way.  But it takes a lot to get there. Pinot Noir is a diva grape 
that requires a cool climate, perfect growing conditions, and a lot of TLC to achieve greatness. 
Winemakers have called it capricious, difficult, aggravating, unruly, heartbreaking. It can deliver 
a disappointing wine, or a celestial one.  This is why the Pinot Noirs on the shelves are so often 
expensive.  And why Pinot lovers are willing to suffer through many mediocre bottles on the 
quest for that one magical sip. More than any other grape, the Pinot Noir in your glass will be a 
vivid reflection of the place and time it was made. 

It all starts in Burgundy, France (Bourgogne),  
where winemaking goes back over 2,000 
years. Burgundy red is Pinot Noir, and its 
top vineyards are legendary. You can spend 
a lifetime (and a fortune) exploring the 
differences between the thousands of tiny 
plots in this region. Here, the Pinot is elegant 
and complex, tart and light bodied, with earth, 
spice and herbal flavors.  It usually needs a 
few years to reach its peak, but many say that 
it is the ultimate expression of the grape.

California is one of the few places outside 
Burgundy  that can consistently produce 
quality Pinot. The best regions are primarily 
near the coast, where morning and evening 
fog, cleared with cool Pacific sea breezes 
during the day, provide enough warmth to 
ripen the grapes, but not so much that it 
cooks them. California produces Pinot Noir in 
a very different style than Burgundy: high-
powered, big-bodied, fruit-forward wines. 

People generally fall into one camp or the 
other. Burgundy purists argue that California 
has too much jammy fruit and oak, and lacks 
nuance.  California fans find the Burgundy 
reds too tart and farm-like. It’s true that they 
tell a different story of vision, place and time.  
A California Pinot can seduce you with a 
bang. A Burgundy lures you in slowly; making 
you work a little harder to understand it.  
Think Marilyn Monroe versus Angelina Jolie.

Enter Oregon. In the 1960’s winemakers 
discovered that the Willamette Valley, with 
a climate very similar to Burgundy, was the 
perfect region to grow Pinot Noir. It now 
represents 90% of the Pinot production in 
the state.  Stylistically, Oregon Pinots often 
fall right in between Burgundy and California.  
They tend to be brighter, lighter and more 
delicate than California, but fruitier than 
Burgundy.  For many, it’s the best of both 
worlds. 
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PINOT  NOI R :  THE  WINE  THAT  CAN MAKE GROWN MEN CRY

F L O W  N O T E S

U.S .  VERSUS  FRANCE :  STYLE  WARS

Pinot Noir Showdown: US vs. France



UNDERSTANDING  BURGUND Y 
WINES

France classifies Burgundy wines 
according to the perceived quality of 
the vineyards the grapes are grown 
in.  By law, every bottle must list its 
classification on the label, from the 
humble ‘Bourgogne Rouge’, to the big 
daddy ‘Grand Cru.’   This will give you 
an indication of price and quality level.  
Of course, your taste buds will speak 
for themselves. 

TASTES  L IKE…

Pinot Noir is soft, velvet, cherry, berry, smoky, 
spice, herbs, flowers and earth.  It can be lush 
and full bodied, or light and delicate. Beware: 
it can be challenging to compare one style 
to another in a tasting. The easy drinking, 
fruit-forward style can shout over the subtle, 
earthy version - but that doesn’t mean it has 
more to say.  Look for:

Ever had a meal with which you’d normally 
reach for a white, but you feel like red? 
Pinot Noir is often the answer. It has many 
of the characteristics in white wine that 
work so well with food:  zest, aromatic fruit, 
and moderate alcohol.  It also gives you 
what you’d expect from a red, minus the 

heavy tannins, weight and alcohol that can 
overwhelm lighter dishes like salmon, chicken 
or pasta.  But it’s no lightweight either; the 
earth and spice are terrific complements to 
lamb, duck, beef stew, or intensely flavored 
dishes that would compete with a bigger 
wine. 

GOOD, CHEAP PINOT?  NOT REALLY
It’s a challenge to find a great inexpensive 
Pinot Noir. Because of its demanding nature, 
the winemaker has to give it a lot of love. 
It’s susceptible to pests and disease. It can 
only grow in certain climates.  It’s difficult to 
produce in large volumes required for lower 
prices. When the stars don’t align, it rebels. 
So the rock bottom versions will nearly always 
disappoint.  Expect to pay around $20 as an 
entry point for decent quality.  
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Flow Notes

FRUIT

Cherry
Cranberry
Raspberry

Plum
Strawberry

FLOWERS

Lilac
Lavender

Rose
Violet

HERBS

Licorice
Tea

Tobacco
Green Stems

SPICES AND OAK

Allspice
Caramel

Chocolate
Cinnamon

Cloves
Cola

Smoke
Vanilla

“ God made Cabernet 
Sauvignon… the Devil made 

Pinot Noir.” 

- Winemaker André Tchelistcheff on the 
challenges inherent in making Pinot Noir

THE FRIENDLIEST FOOD WINE

Grand
Cru

Grapes come from elite 
vineyards. 2% of total 
production.

Quality

Quantity

Premier 
Cru

Grapes come from premier 
vineyards.  12% of total 
production.

Village Grapes come from a single 
village.  36% of total production.

Bourgogne
(Regional)

Grapes come from anywhere in 
Burgundy.  50% of total production.


