Episode 69 Lees Stirring – The Secret to Richer, Creamier White Wines
Hi! I'm Marc, and this is WINE IN SMALL SIPS.
Ever sipped a Chardonnay with a luxurious, creamy texture and wondered how it got that way? Meet lees stirring – an age-old technique that transforms simple whites into complex, mouth-filling delights.

What Are Lees?
Lees are the spent yeast cells and grape particles that settle after fermentation. While most wines are separated from these sediments, some winemakers intentionally keep them in contact with the wine for weeks or months.
Stirring them up (a process called bâtonnage in French) releases:
· Proteins that create a rounder, oilier texture
· Amino acids that add savory, nutty flavors
· Polysaccharides that soften acidity

How It Works: The Science of Stirring
1. Post-fermentation: Wine sits on its lees in tanks or barrels.
2. Regular stirring: Using a long rod, the winemaker agitates the lees (weekly to monthly).
3. Time does its magic: Over 3–12 months, the wine absorbs compounds from the lees.
Key difference from aging sur lie (on lees):
· Sur lie = passive contact (no stirring).
· Bâtonnage = active stirring for faster, more pronounced effects.

Wines That Benefit Most
This technique shines in:
· Chardonnay (Burgundy, California, Australia) – Buttery brioche notes.
· Muscadet (Loire Valley) – Classic sur lie aging for salinity.
· Sparkling wines (Champagne, Cava) – Autolysis adds toastiness.
· Aromatic whites (Viognier, Chenin Blanc) – Enhanced texture without losing vibrancy.
Fun fact: The longest lees contact happens in Champagne – some prestige cuvées age on lees for 10+ years!

Tasting the Difference
Lees-stirred wines often show:
· Texture: Creamy, velvety mouthfeel.
· Aromas: Brioche, toasted nuts, yogurt.
· Balance: Softer acidity than their crisp counterparts.
Compare:
· Standard stainless-steel Chardonnay: Crisp green apple.
· Lees-stirred barrel-aged Chardonnay: Ripe pear with hazelnut.

Winemaking Trade-Offs
Pros:
✔ Adds complexity without oak.
✔ Softens harsh acidity naturally.
✔ Can replace malolactic fermentation for body.
Cons:
❌ Risk of off-flavors (reduction) if not monitored.
❌ Labor-intensive (hand-stirring barrels takes skill).
❌ Overdoing it can make wines heavy or yeasty.

How to Spot Lees-Stirred Wines
Look for these clues on labels or in the glass:
· "Aged sur lie" or "bâtonnage"
· Barrel-fermented whites (especially Chardonnay).
· Hazy appearance (unfiltered wines).
· Aromas of pastry dough or almond.
Bottles to try:
· Burgundy Chardonnay (Domaine Leflaive, Louis Latour).
· Loire Muscadet (Domaine de l’Ecu).
· California Chardonnay (Kistler, Aubert).

Common Myths Debunked
❌ "Lees stirring makes wines taste yeasty."
Well-managed stirring enhances texture, not yeastiness.
❌ "It’s only for expensive wines."
Even $15 Muscadet uses this technique!

Why It Matters
In a world of lean, crisp whites, lees stirring offers a textural alternative. It’s a testament to how winemaking choices – not just grapes – shape what’s in your glass.
Next Episode: We’ll explore Orange Wine – the ancient technique making a modern comeback!
P.S. Tried a lees-stirred wine that wowed you? Share your find in the comments!

