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INTRODUCTION


The steel door would not budge.

French soldiers had used everything from lock picks to sledgehammers in an effort to open it. Nothing had worked. Now they decided to try explosives.

The blast shook the mountain peak, sending rocks and debris cascading to the valley below. When the smoke and dust had cleared, the soldiers discovered the door was slightly ajar, just enough for Bernard de Nonancourt, a twenty-three-year-old army sergeant from Champagne, to squeeze through. What he saw left him speechless.

In front of him was a treasure connoisseurs would die for: half a million bottles of the finest wines ever made, wines such as Château Lafite-Rothschild and Château Mouton-Rothschild, Château Latour, Château d’Yquem and Romanée-Conti, stacked in wooden cases or resting on racks that filled nearly every inch of the cave. In one corner were rare ports and cognacs, many from the nineteenth century.

One thing, however, jumped out at de Nonancourt: hundreds of cases of 1928 Salon champagne. Five years earlier, while working at another champagne house, he had watched in amazement as German soldiers arrived in the little village of Le Mesnil-sur-Oger and hauled away case after case from the cellars of Salon. Now before him was the very champagne he had seen being stolen.

The young sergeant was thrilled and incredulous.

What was also hard to believe was that all this precious wine – sitting in acavenear the top of a mountain–belonged to a man who could not have cared less about it. In fact, he did not even like wine.

That man was Adolf Hitler.


The opening of Hitler’s cave that day is something Bernard de Nonancourt would never have imagined; before then, he had not even known the cave existed. On May 4, 1945, Sergeant de Nonancourt, a tank commander in General Philippe Leclerc’s 2nd French Armored Division, was only thinking how good it felt to be alive. Just a few days before, de Nonancourt had heard the good news: the last German units in France had surrendered. His country, at long last, was completely free. Now the Allies were pushing into Germany, their planes dropping thousands of tons of bombs on German industries, airfields and shipyards. Although pockets of resistance remained, German troops were in full retreat and had begun surrendering in large numbers. Everyone knew the war would soon be over.

On that lovely spring day as bright sunlight glinted off newly leafed trees, de Nonancourt’s army unit found itself tantalizingly close to its destination: the town of Berchtesgaden in the Bavarian Alps, the ‘Valhalla for the Nazi gods, lords and masters’ as historian Stephen Ambrose called it. Hitler had a home here, the Berghof, as well as a mountaintop stone retreat called the Adlershorst, or Eagle’s Nest. Other Nazis, like Göring, Goebbels, Himmler and Bormann, also had houses here.

It was to Berchtesgaden that the leaders of Europe had come in the late 1930s to be humiliated by Hitler, leaders such as Schuschnigg of Austria and Chamberlain of Britain. It was also where the Nazis shipped much of their loot: gold, jewelry, paintings and other treasures which they had stolen from other occupied countries.

The centerpiece of this Valhalla was the Berghof, Hitler’s abode, which, from all outward appearances, looked like a typical chalet nestled on the shoulder of a mountain. It was anything but. As one visitor said, ‘Behind those pleasant white walls and the flowers growing in window boxes was a palatial fortress unnerving in its strange inner proportions and medieval grandeur and in its display of wealth and power.’ The living room of the Berghof was sixty feet long and fifty feet wide, ‘so large that people seemed to be lost in it.’ Heavy wooden furniture, typical of the Alps, stood in front of a huge jade green fireplace. Gobelin tapestries and Italian paintings decorated the walls. In fact, there were so many paintings from so many different schools that ‘the room resembled a picture gallery in an eccentric museum.’

What few saw or ever were permitted to visit was Eagle’s Nest, a fortress situated several thousand feet higher. Hitler himself is said to have gone there only three times, complaining that it was too high, that the air was too thin and that it was hard for him to breathe. Nevertheless, Eagle’s Nest was a masterpiece of engineering. Built over a three-year period and designed to withstand bombardments and artillery fire, Eagle’s Nest could be reached only by an elevator that had been cut into the solid rock of the mountain.

Now, with his column paused at the base of the mountain, de Nonancourt stared toward the peak, lost in thought as he tried to imagine the horrors that had been masterminded from that bucolic setting. Suddenly, his thoughts were interrupted by a shout from his commanding officer.

‘You, de Nonancourt, you’re from Champagne, right?’

Before Bernard could reply, the officer went on, ‘So you must know something about wine. Get down here right now and come with me.’

Bernard jumped from his tank and followed the officer to his jeep, where a small group of other soldiers had gathered. ‘Up there,’ said the officer, pointing toward Eagle’s Nest at the top of the Obersalzburg mountain, ‘is a cave, a wine cellar really. That’s where Hitler put the wine he stole from France. We are going to get it back, and you are in charge, de Nonancourt.’

Bernard was stunned. He knew the Germans had hauled away millions of bottles of wine from his country; he had even seen some of it stolen from the village where he once worked, but a wine cellar on top of a mountain seemed incredible. To be the one who would open it was almost overwhelming.

Bernard knew his assignment would not be easy. The 8,000-foot-high mountain was steep and some of its slopes had been planted with land mines. He wondered if the cave itself was booby-trapped.

As Bernard tried to picture how he would get up there and what he would find inside, a sense of exhilaration swept over him. Ever since 1940, when forces of the Third Reich swept into France and occupied the country, Bernard, like many other young Frenchmen, had hoped the war would last long enough for him to participate in the liberation and to be a part of history. This, he realized, was his chance, for Hitler’s cave was much more than a wine cellar; it was a symbol of cruelty and greed, of Nazi Germany’s hunger for wealth and riches.

How a young man from Champagne got to Berchtesgaden and became one of the few people ever to set eyes on the treasures Hitler had amassed for himself is one of the most fascinating stories of the war.

And one we heard almost by accident.

It began with a guessing game.

We were in the Loire Valley interviewing Vouvray’s Gaston Huet for an article about plans by the government to dig a tunnel through the area for the TGV, France’s high-speed train. Winemakers, including Huet, who was then mayor of Vouvray, were up in arms. The train, they warned, would destroy their vineyards and ruin their wines, which were stored in the surrounding limestone caves.

‘There are hundreds of thousands of bottles in those caves,’ said Huet, who was leading the protest. ‘Noise and vibrations from the train could spell disaster.’

Suddenly, Huet excused himself and disappeared from the room. He returned with a bottle and three glasses. ‘This is one of the reasons I am against the train,’ he said, holding the unlabeled bottle out to us. It was streaked with cobwebs and covered with dust. Without saying another word, Huet pulled the cork and began to pour. The wine was brilliant gold in color. We looked at each other in anticipation, then at Huet. A faint smile had crossed his face.

‘Go on, try it,’ he said.

The first sip left no doubt in our minds that we were tasting something extraordinary. The wine was dazzling. It was lusciously sweet, yet so fresh and alive one might have thought it had been made yesterday, and we told him so.

‘So what year do you think it is?’ asked Huet.

We guessed 1976, a great year for Loire Valley wines, but Huet only shook his head and urged us to try again. 1969? Same reaction. 1959? Wrong again.

Huet, looking more amused by the minute, was clearly enjoying himself. We decided to give it one more shot. ‘How about 1953?’ We tried to make it sound more like a statement than a question, but Huet was not fooled. The smile on his face growing wider as he let us puzzle over what we were tasting a few seconds longer.

‘1947,’ he finally said. ‘It is probably the greatest wine I ever made.’ He said it with affection and pride, almost as if he were describing a favorite child.

As we swirled the wine, a heavenly bouquet of honey and apricots soared from our glasses. We asked Huet, then in his eighties, if he had ever tasted anything better. Although our question was almost rhetorical, Huet paused and turned serious.

‘Only once,’ he replied. ‘It was when I was a prisoner of war in Germany during World War II.’ And he went on to tell us one of the most amazing stories we have ever heard, a story about courage, loneliness, despair and, in the end, how a tiny bit of wine helped Huet and his fellow POWs survive five years of imprisonment. ‘I don’t even remember exactly what it was I drank,’ said Huet. ‘It was no more than a thimbleful, but it was the only wine we had in five years, and it was glorious.’

Glorious for him, intriguing for us. Until we heard Huet’s story, we had never thought about ‘wine and war.’ We soon learned that the connection goes back a long way. In the sixth century B.C., Cyrus the Great of Persia ordered his troops to drink wine as an antidote to infection and illness. Julius Caesar and Napoleon Bonaparte were believers too. Napoleon even hauled wagonloads of champagne on his campaigns, most of the time anyway. The reason he lost the battle of Waterloo, some say, was that he did not have time to pick up any champagne and had to fight on Belgian beer alone.

Perhaps with that in mind, French soldiers in World War I were issued cases of champagne to keep close beside them in the trenches to keep their morale up. When World War II broke out, the French government sent utensils and recipes for making hot wine to the front. As one official explained, ‘A ration of hot wine is not expensive, and very helpful in preventing epidemics and comforting soldiers.’

But wine’s apogee as a military tactic may have occurred three hundred years earlier when it was used to save Germany’s beautiful walled city of Rothenburg from destruction during the Thirty Years War. According to wine authority Herbert M. Baus, ‘Rothenburg was at the mercy of the victorious Tilly’s 30,000 men when that field marshal, in a moment of mercy, promised to spare the city if one of its aldermen could empty a three-and-a-half-litre goblet of wine in one draught. Burgermeister Nusch proved equal to the challenge, and the site of his epic feat is called to this day Freudengässlein, or Lane of Joy.’

For us, the joy of wine has been as much in the sharing of it as in the drinking. One of the greatest wines we have ever tasted was a 1905 Grand Vin de Château Latour. It was exquisite, absolutely mind-boggling, but what made the experience even more special was being able to share it with Gertrude de Gallaix, a dear friend who lived in Paris during World War II and who was born in the same year that the wine was made.

There also was a bottle of rosé we once drank that, in all honesty, was not much of a wine, but sharing it with friends on a warm summer’s day made that day special and the wine as unforgettable, in a way, as the 1905 Latour.

André Simon, the noted French wine authority, described wine as ‘a good counselor, a true friend, who neither bores nor irritates us: it does not send us to sleep, nor does it keep us awake . . . it is always ready to cheer, to help, but not to bully us.’

Yet the fascinating wines we tasted did ‘bully us’ at times into asking questions. Gaston Huet’s story had piqued our interest and aroused our curiosity. Over the next few years, we met other winemakers who told us their war stories, some of them funny and some that touched the heart. As we listened, we gradually realized that these stories, like a good bottle of wine, were things we wanted to share. They were stories that deserved to be told and remembered – in a book.

Collecting the stories was not always easy. Some people were afraid and refused to talk about a time tainted by those who collaborated with the enemy and tried to make money from the war. ‘It’s much too sensitive,’ said one person who declined to be interviewed. ‘Better to let the dead rest in peace and the living live in peace.’

Many papers dealing with collaborators were sealed under a French law aimed at protecting the personal privacy of individuals. Other papers were destroyed at the end of the war on orders from the German high command.

Other problems we encountered included faded memories and the fact that many people have passed away. On several occasions, we received a note or call saying the person we were scheduled to interview had just died.

Although it was, literally, a race against time, sometimes we had to go slowly. People from the generation that had fought in the war were not always ready to talk about it. Their first reaction was ‘Oh my, that was such a long time ago. I’m not sure . . .’ and then their voice would drift off and silence would settle in. But then, suddenly, he or she might say, ‘But there is one thing I remember . . .’ and then we would find ourselves listening to a wonderful story.

Younger people we approached were sometimes hesitant too. ‘Please, I was only a child,’ they would say, ‘I don’t remember anything.’ But often they did, and their stories were among the most revealing, giving us very clear snapshots of a complicated era.

For instance, Jean-Michel Cazes, owner of Château Lynch-Bages and Château Pichon-Baron in Bordeaux, showed us that the barometer of the war was on the playground as well as on the battleground. In the fall of 1940, when he and his friends returned to school, Cazes, who was then eight, recalled how they all wanted to play at being Germans. ‘The Germans seemed so strong and clever that we all wanted to be them in our games,’ he said. Two years later, with the face of France already altered by the German occupation, the interests of the children had changed too. ‘By then,’ said Cazes, ‘we all wanted to be the Maquis, the underground, fighting the Germans. It was much more romantic.’ As more time passed and the Germans tightened their grip on Bordeaux, romance gave way to realism. ‘We used to peek out at the Germans marching and then they seemed not just strong but also very frightening.’ When the fortunes of the Germans began to change in the last years of the war, so too did games on the playgrounds. ‘We all wanted to be Americans then,’ said Cazes. By the end of the war, the change of heart was complete; the children in the playgrounds of France were playing at cowboys and Indians.

Many of the people we interviewed belonged to families that had been making wine for generations. Not only did they know what wine was about but they also knew what war was about. They had lived through it, some more than once, and they were acutely conscious of what it takes to survive. For the Rothschilds of Château Lafite-Rothschild in Bordeaux, it meant fleeing the country before the Germans took over their property. For Henri Jayer of Vosne-Romanée in Burgundy, it meant trading his wine for food so his family would have enough to eat. For Prince Philippe Poniatowski of Vouvray, it meant burying his best wines in his yard so that he would have something to restart business with after the war.

Survival, however, did not always require desperate measures: sometimes people just got lucky. For René Couly of Chinon, it was a flat tire that saved him. ‘My father had just been called up by the army and was made a truck driver, since he had lots of experience driving our trucks,’ his son told us. ‘He was in his truck following his company to the front when he had a flat tire. While he stopped to fix it, the rest of the troops continued on and marched right into an ambush. Every single person was taken prisoner.’ Everyone, that is, except Couly. ‘After changing the tire, my father turned around and went home to his vineyard.’

Although most of the information we gathered came from interviews, occasionally it was the wine itself that did the ‘talking.’ A 1940 La Tâche we tasted with Robert Drouhin, one of Burgundy’s most respected winemakers and négociants, spoke volumes about the wartime difficulties winemakers had to overcome in order to make good wine. Most Burgundies that year were decimated by rot and mildew because the Germans had requisitioned all metals including copper for their industrial war machine. Without copper, winemakers had no copper sulfate for treating their vines. The La Tâche from the Domaine de la Romanée-Conti, however, was one of the survivors and a fitting climax to a wonderful dinner with Drouhin. Of the wine, our notes said: ‘Good color, spicy bouquet, fading a little but still elegant and charming.’

Another bottle we shared with Drouhin on another occasion told an entirely different story. It was a white 1940 Clos des Mouches, extremely rare and one of the first white Clos des Mouches Robert’s father ever made. Alas, the wine was undrinkable. It was dull brown and totally maderized. ‘No good,’ said Madame Françoise Drouhin, frowning slightly and putting her glass down. Her husband’s reaction was a little different. ‘Interesting,’ he said. And he was right. We could literally sense, almost taste, the problems the Drouhins faced when they made the wine. There was a hint of fungus and a touch of death on the nose.

And there was something else we noticed. The bottle it came in was pale blue-green instead of the usual brownish green, a color Burgundians describe as feuilles mortes, or dead leaves. ‘This wine was probably bottled in 1942,’ said Drouhin, ‘when everyone had to recycle their bottles or get them wherever they could, which meant bottles were made with any sort of glass composition that could be had.’

But wherever we went and whomever we talked to, the point that was always stressed – the one we could never ignore – was how important wine is to France. It is not just a beverage or commercial product to be poured from a bottle. It is much more than that. Like the flag, the Tricolore, it goes to the country’s heart and soul. ‘Wine makes us proud of our past,’ said one official. ‘It gives us courage and hope.’ How else to explain why vignerons in Champagne rushed into their vineyards to harvest the 1915 vintage even as artillery shells were falling all around? Or why King Louis XI in his first act after conquering Burgundy in 1477 confiscated the entire vintage of Volnay for himself ? Or why a priest in a small village in Champagne not long ago admonished his parish to remember, ‘Our champagne is not just about making money. It is about bringing joy to people.’

And perhaps something spiritual. ‘Our wines evolve slowly and nobly, carrying with them hopes for a prolonged life,’ explained one winegrower. ‘We know our land was here before we came and that it will be here long after we are gone. With our wine, we have survived wars, the Revolution and phylloxera. Each harvest renews promises made in the spring. We live with the continuing cycle. This gives us a taste of eternity.’

Recently the French government commissioned a study of what makes the French ‘French,’ or, as one scholar put it, ‘to assess what makes up French historical memory and identity.’ It was a vast work, in seven volumes. Part of it was a survey in which people were asked to define the qualities that made them French. Places one through three were what you might expect: being born in France, defending liberty and speaking French. But right behind them in fourth place was wine, specifically knowing and appreciating ‘good’ wine. This came as no surprise to the survey’s authors, who concluded, ‘Wine is part of our history; it’s what defines us.’

In 1932, a year before Adolf Hitler became chancellor of Germany, Hubert de Mirepoix, president of the French Winegrowers Association, gave a speech at the organization’s annual convention in which he described how wine ‘contributed to the French race by giving them wit, gaiety and good taste, qualities which set it profoundly apart from people who drink a lot of beer.’

Although this is a book about wine and war, it is not a wine book, not really, nor is it a book just about war. It is about people, people who indeed exude wit, gaiety and good taste, and whose love of the grape and devotion to a way of life helped them survive and triumph over one of the darkest and most difficult chapters in French history.



ONE



To Love the Vines


 


It was late August 1939, and French winemakers were fretting about the harvest. Two months earlier, the outlook had been bright. The weather had been good and there was the promise of an excellent vintage. Then the weather changed. For six straight weeks it rained, and temperatures plummeted.

So did the mood of winegrowers attending the International Congress of the Vine and Wine in the resort of Bad Kreuznach, Germany. The weather was all they could think about – that is, until the next speaker was announced. He was Walter Darré, the Minister of Food Supply and Agriculture for the Third Reich. Winegrowers had been jolted when they first walked into the convention hall and discovered a large portrait of Darré’s boss, Adolf Hitler, dominating the room. Like the rest of the world, they had watched with growing alarm as Hitler annexed Austria, carved up Czechoslovakia and signed a military agreement with Italy’s dictator, Benito Mussolini. Many, fearful that full-scale war was just one step away, felt sure Darré would have something to say about the latest events.

But when the Reichsminister took the podium, he did not speak about the war. He did not even talk about wine. Instead, he called for the Congress delegates to go beyond the concerns of wine and winemaking and work instead to ‘advance the mutual understanding of peaceful peoples.’ Those in the audience were thoroughly confused.

What they did not know was that at almost the same moment Hitler himself was giving a very different kind of speech – this one to his high command – in another German resort, Berchtesgaden, the favored vacation spot of the Nazi leadership. The Führer was telling his generals what was coming next and exhorting them to remember, ‘Our opponents are little worms . . . What matters in beginning and waging war is not righteousness but victory. Close your hearts to pity. Proceed brutally.’

Within a week, his forces invaded Poland. The date was September 1, 1939. French winegrowers at the conference were promptly summoned home. Two days later, France, along with Britain, Australia and New Zealand, declared war on Germany.

For the second time in little more than a generation, French winegrowers faced the agonizing prospect of trying to get their harvest in before vineyards were turned into battlefields. As in 1914, the government mounted an extraordinary campaign to help. Winegrowers were granted delays in being called to active duty, military labor detachments were sent to the vineyards and farm horses of small growers were not to be requisitioned until the harvest was completed.

Memories of that earlier war, ‘the war to end all wars,’ still haunted them – the brutality, the hardships and especially the staggering loss of life. Out of a population of 40 million, nearly a million and a half young men were killed, men who would have entered their most productive years had they survived. Another million lost limbs or were so badly wounded that they could no longer work.

It was a bloodletting that left almost no family in France untouched: not the Drouhins of Burgundy, the Miaihles of Bordeaux, the de Nonancourts of Champagne, the Hugels of Alsace, nor the Huets of the Loire Valley.

Gaston Huet’s father returned home an invalid, his lungs permanently scarred after his army unit was attacked with mustard gas.

Bernard de Nonancourt’s father also suffered the ravages of trench warfare and died of wounds soon after the war.

The mother of Jean Miaihle lost her entire family when German troops attacked their village in northern France.


The Hugel family, which had lost its French heritage and nationality when Alsace was annexed by Germany after the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71, sent their son away so that he could escape being drafted into the German army.

Maurice Drouhin, a veteran of trench warfare, escaped physical injury but not the nightmares which haunted him for years afterward.

Like nearly everyone else in France, these winemaking families watched with trepidation as the specter of another war approached. Although France had been the winner earlier, it had paid a terrible price. Could it afford another such victory? Many in France doubted it, especially Maurice Drouhin, who had witnessed the horrors of war close up.

Thoughts of his family and vineyard were all that comforted him as he huddled with his men in the muddy blood-soaked trenches of northern France, peering at the enemy across a strip of no-man’s-land. Although the winter of 1915 still had that part of the country in its grip, Maurice knew that back home in Burgundy, the vines already would be stirring and workers would be busy pruning. If he closed his eyes, he could almost picture it, the men with their secateurs working their way slowly down the long rows of vines; and he could almost hear the church bells that called them to work each day.

Those bells were the first sounds Maurice heard each morning when he awoke in his home in Beaune. For him, they were the background music to life in the vineyards. They rolled across the villages and wheat fields, they sent children racing to school and mothers scurrying to markets for the freshest produce of the day. They heralded lunchtime and dinnertime, and they called people to worship, and to celebrate. But as World War I ground on, they were calling more and more people to mourn.

Now, on the battlefields of northern France, the sounds that surrounded Maurice were artillery and machine-gun fire and the agonized cries of the wounded. In the heat of one battle, he saw a German soldier crumple to the ground, unable to move after being shot. With German troops too frightened to venture into the storm of bullets to retrieve their comrade, Maurice ordered his men to cease firing while he raised a white flag. Then, in impeccable German, he shouted to the Germans, ‘Come get your man. We will hold our fire until you have him.’ The Germans moved quickly to rescue their fallen comrade. Before returning behind the lines, however, they halted directly in front of Maurice and saluted him.

Later, in a letter to his wife, Pauline, Maurice described the incident. Pauline was so moved that she passed the story on to the local newspaper, which published it. Headlined ‘The Glorious Hours,’ the article said, ‘The glorious hours sound not just for heroic action on the battlefield but also for those activities that occur in daily life, for it is when war is over that a soldier’s heart and character are also revealed.’

Maurice was highly decorated for his military service. Among his awards was the Distinguished Service Medal from the United States government, a medal for which he had been nominated by Douglas MacArthur. But as proud as Maurice was of that medal and his life in the military, it was his life in the vineyards that held even greater meaning for him – one that beckoned him home when the ‘war to end all wars’ had finally ended.

That life was one of legend and myth, a life which, in many ways, had changed little since the Middle Ages. ‘It was a simpler time in the vineyards,’ Maurice’s son Robert recalled years later. ‘We had a way of living, a way of making wine that was natural and très ancienne.’

It was made the way their grandfathers and great-grandfathers had made it. There were no experts to rely on, so everyone followed the traditions they knew and had grown up with. Plowing was done with horses. Planting, picking and pruning were done according to the phases of the moon. Older people often reminded younger ones that the merits of pruning were discovered when St Martin’s donkey got loose in the vineyards.

It happened, they said, in 345 A.D. when St Martin, dressed in animal skins and riding on a donkey, went out to inspect some of the vineyards that belonged to his monastery near Tours in the Loire Valley. He was a lover of wine and had done much over the years to educate monks about the latest viticultural practices. On this occasion, St Martin tethered his donkey to a row of vines while he went about his business. He was gone for several hours. When he returned, he discovered to his horror that his donkey had been munching the vines and that some had been chewed right down to the trunk. Next year, however, the monks were surprised when they saw that those same vines were the very ones which grew back the most abundantly and produced the best grapes. The lesson was not lost on the monks, and as centuries passed, pruning became part of every winegrower’s routine.

Days began early and lasted until the work was done. There were no fixed hours. As they pruned, checked for maladies, tied back shoots that had come loose – day after day, week after week, month after month – workers came to know each vine personally. There was an almost mystical connection as they let the vines set the rhythm and pace of life.

After picking, grapes were crushed with bare feet. The must, or grape juice, was then poured into giant vats, followed by a process called pigeage, in which naked workers plunged themselves into the frothy liquid. Holding tightly to chains that had been fastened to overhead beams, the workers would then raise and lower themselves over and over again, stirring the must with their entire bodies so as to aerate the mixture and enhance the fermentation. It was a dangerous exercise. Hardly a harvest went by without some workers losing their grip and drowning, or being asphyxiated by the carbonic gas given off by the fermenting juice. Victims were almost always men, since women, in some parts of France, were barred from the chai, or winery, during harvesttime. Their presence, according to superstition, would turn the wine sour.

Yet harvesttime was always the happiest time of the year. When the last grapes were picked and loaded onto a horse-drawn wagon, workers would gather wildflowers to decorate the cart and to make a bouquet for the lady of the house. She would hang the bouquet above the entry to the cave, where it would stay until the next harvest to bring good luck – and good wine – to the house. Others would even scatter grape leaves on the floor to encourage the ‘good spirits’ not to leave.

Time, then, was almost magical; it felt never-ending, Robert Drouhin recalled. During walks through the vineyards, he and his father often stopped for long, rambling conversations with the workers.

‘People seemed to have more character then. They never hesitated to tell my father what they thought or how they believed things should be done, and my father was always ready to listen. Those were the moments when I learned to love the vines.’

Unfortunately, those vines were in miserable shape. The years between the wars had brought mostly misery to winemakers, who suffered through a string of horrible vintages – and not just because of the weather. Battles that had raged during World War I had rendered vineyards, especially those in Champagne, practically lifeless. They had been sliced up by trenches and blown apart by artillery and mortar shells, which left enormous craters in the ground. Worse were the chemical shells that leaked into the soil, poisoning the vineyards for years to come.

World War I had arrived just when winegrowers were beginning to recover from another crisis. Phylloxera, a tiny insect that attacks the roots of grapevines, had invaded France in the middle of the nineteenth century, reducing vast areas of vineyard to what one winegrower described as ‘rows of bare wooden stumps – resembling huge graveyards.’ Over the next thirty years, the disease would spread to every vineyard in the country, prompting the government to offer a 300,000-franc prize to anyone who could find a cure. All kinds of ideas were suggested, ranging from the bizarre – planting a live toad beneath each vine – to the hopeful – watering vineyards with white wine. Some growers flooded their vineyards with seawater; others sprayed their vines with a vast array of chemicals or simply burned them. Nothing seemed to work.

The remedy, as it turned out, was something totally un-French. Growers discovered that by grafting their vines onto American rootstocks, which were naturally resistant to the root-eating louse, they could save their vines. It was a long and costly process. Vineyards had to be uprooted and replanted. Then growers had to wait several years for their vines to begin bearing fruit, and even longer for them to reach full maturity.

Just when things began looking up after World War I, disaster struck again. This time it was the Great Depression, and the effect on the wine industry was devastating. In Champagne, major houses could no longer afford to buy grapes from their growers. In Alsace, huge numbers of winegrowers went bankrupt. Those in Bordeaux were forced to accept prices that were below the national average – the first time in history that had happened. In Burgundy, wine production fell 40 percent as nearly half the vineyards went uncultivated. Even the great Domaine de la Romanée-Conti was floundering, but the family which owned it was determined to hold on to it. ‘My father felt it was like a beautiful jewel a woman has in her jewelry box,’ Aubert de Villaine recalled. ‘She would not wear it every day, but she was determined to keep it so she could pass it on to her children.’

To do that, de Villaine’s father did what many other winegrowers were forced to do to survive: he took on another job. It was his third. He was already managing the family farm and running Romanée-Conti; now he started working in a bank as well. ‘My father was constantly busy; he never stopped,’ de Villaine said, ‘but that is how much he loved Romanée-Conti and he spent every spare moment working there.’

Although the Domaine de la Romanée-Conti would not begin showing a profit until 1959, it was still considered the standard-bearer of great Burgundy, a property that never cut corners or sacrificed quality for the sake of making money. That was something Maurice Drouhin admired and deeply respected.

With no one making much money anyway, Maurice decided to take a huge risk and create a business that concentrated on one thing only: great Burgundy wine. ‘My father had a vision of quality,’ Robert said, ‘a desire to create wines that were a pure reflection of the terroir.’

Maurice had inherited a maison du vin classique, which meant he sold a little bit of everything and made a little bit of wine himself, but that was about to change. ‘From now on,’ he declared, ‘not one drop of anything but Burgundy wine in my house.’ And he insisted that all those drops be good ones. He looked at the great wines being made by the struggling Domaine de la Romanée-Conti and thought, ‘This is the future.’ So, in the mid-1930s, Maurice began buying 60 percent of the domaine’s production each year and distributing it. At the same time, he pushed his winemakers to improve the quality of wines of his own house, Maison Joseph Drouhin, adopting the philosophy of Monsieur de Villaine at Romanée-Conti, who believed that the winemaker was no more than an intermediary between the soil and the wine and that he should interfere as little as possible.

In opting for quality at that moment, Maurice had, unknowingly, placed himself at the forefront of a movement that would herald major changes in French winemaking. Until then, winemaking had been haphazard, more instinctive than scientific. There were few rules – no limits, for example, on the use of sugar, which winemakers usually added to boost the alcoholic strength of their wines when grapes failed to fully ripen. Too often, however, winemakers used it as a crutch for picking their grapes too early. Quantity, not quality, was their motto and the surest way, they believed, to make money. They planted high-yielding vines that produced inferior grapes and, predictably, inferior wine. To cover up faults, they dumped in sugar and syrup, which resulted in huge beefy wines more suitable for chewing than drinking. Often, a good Burgundy was not Burgundy at all because it had been ‘arranged,’ or mixed with wines from the Rhône Valley and Algeria.

Some, including Maurice Drouhin, decided that was no longer acceptable. The solution, they decided, rested with three words: Appellation d’Origine Contrôlée, or ‘controlled place of origin.’ That meant wine should be what it says it is. Burgundy should be made only from grapes grown in Burgundy; the same was true with Bordeaux and wines from other regions. They should not be mixed.

But AOC embraced much more than geography. It also stipulated which vines could be planted, how they had to be pruned, what fertilizers and chemicals could be used and when harvesting could begin. Rules were also laid down for vinification, or winemaking.

None of this happened overnight. As Remington Norman, a Master of Wine who has written extensively about Burgundy, points out, the AOC system ‘did not spring ready-made from the mind of some enlightened law-givers, but evolved over nearly four decades before being progressively codified from the 1920s onwards.’

Effective enforcement was the biggest headache. With only a few dozen inspectors, it was virtually impossible to keep watch over thousands of winemakers who labored creatively, if not scrupulously, in their cellars, blending a little of this with a little of that. As the famous French wine writer André Simon pointed out, blending ‘is to some extent like kissing – it may be quite innocent, but it may lead one away from the narrow path of duty and propriety.’ That was particularly true in Bordeaux, where, in some years, only a third of the wine sold with a ‘Bordeaux’ label was actually made in that region.

To curb such practices, in 1935, Drouhin and other winemakers created the Comité National des Appellations d’Origine, forerunner of the Institut National des Appellations d’Origine, or INAO, the governing body of French wine. Many growers, however, even those who were inclined to support the INAO, resisted at first, fearing it could work to their disadvantage by forcing them to pay more taxes or set their prices too high. No one wanted to drive off their customers, especially not then, but advertising for new ones was anathema. ‘Advertising is wrong,’ one winemaker said. ‘We should never advertise. If our wine is good, people will come to us.’

Such a philosophy may have worked in Burgundy, where vineyards were small and most of the wine produced was consumed locally, but it would never have worked for producers in Champagne, who depended heavily on international markets and knew they had to advertise. They had learned from bitter experience how quickly the fizz can disappear. They saw, for instance, how tastes changed rapidly when Parisians discovered cocktails during the Roaring Twenties. They also saw how suddenly markets dried up, first in Russia when the czar was overthrown during the Russian Revolution, and later in the United States when Prohibition reared its head.

Marie-Louise Lanson de Nonancourt, however, had more urgent concerns: her family. Her husband had died of wounds after World War I, and she had been left with three sons to raise, one of them a baby named Bernard.

‘My mother felt lost; she did not know what to do,’ Bernard recalled. Nevertheless, she was about to demonstrate that she was another of Champagne’s strong-minded and talented widows, like the famous Veuve Clicquot and Veuve Pommery.

Marie-Louise had spent her entire life in Champagne and, as part of the family which owned Lanson Père & Fils, one of the oldest champagne houses, she knew the business inside out. When she looked at Lanson, however, she saw a business with too many heirs. Two of her brothers, Victor and Henri, were in charge of running it, but there were some ten other brothers and sisters in the family as well as twenty-six or twenty-seven nephews and nieces. Under France’s inheritance laws, Lanson would be broken up into tiny pieces with each member of the family getting shares. ‘It will never be enough to support all of us,’ Marie-Louise thought.

Like Maurice Drouhin, she was confronted with a difficult economic situation and decided to take a chance. In 1938, Marie-Louise found a run-down champagne company, Veuve Laurent-Perrier & Cie, whose owner had died some years earlier without heirs. It was in extremely bad shape and on the verge of bankruptcy. There was little equipment and even less champagne. Out of 100 houses, it was ranked almost at the bottom, number 98.

Marie-Louise was not discouraged. On the contrary, she was thrilled. ‘It is exactly what I have been looking for,’ she said. To the shock of everyone, especially her brother Victor, she poured her life’s savings into buying it.

‘Have you lost your mind?’ he exclaimed. ‘Everyone is struggling! How do you, a woman alone, hope to make any money, especially from a place like that?’

Marie-Louise believed the answer was standing right in front of him, her three sons. They were tall, strong young men who had already started to learn the champagne business. She had insisted they learn all aspects of it, starting at the bottom by packing cases and loading trucks.

‘That’s not enough,’ Victor warned. ‘Don’t you realize there’s a war coming? Your sons could be called up at any moment, and you of all people ought to know what that means. My God, you can already hear the sound of it in the distance!’

Indeed, Marie-Louise had heard the sounds. She shivered when Hitler, after annexing Austria earlier that year, vowed ‘to smash Czechoslovakia by military action’; she watched as he carried out that threat, taking over the Sudetenland and then marching his troops into Prague.

Nevertheless, Marie-Louise was convinced she was doing the right thing. As her son Bernard later said, ‘My mother always believed that if war happened, France and its allies would win.’

But she did have qualms. By the spring of 1939, she along with everyone else realized that the Munich Conference had been a failure. Hitler had not been appeased when Britain and France ceded the Sudetenland in Czechoslovakia to him; it merely whetted his appetite. When Hitler’s forces marched into Prague, Britain, in response, launched the first peacetime draft in its history. French industries went from a forty-to a forty-four-hour workweek (German ones were already working sixty), while French Prime Minister Daladier called on the United States to send fighter planes. In Washington, President Franklin Roosevelt, his hands tied by the U.S. Neutrality Act, sent Hitler a list of twenty-six countries, demanding that their territorial integrity be respected. Hitler delivered his answer in Berlin. The Führer read the letter to the Reichstag, his voice dripping with sarcasm and his hand going up and down like a hammer as he ticked off the countries one by one: Hungary, Albania, Yugoslavia, Poland . . . As each name was read, the audience roared with laughter.

Five months later, Hitler sent his army into Poland. Two days after that, war was declared against the Third Reich.

It was a grim backdrop to yet another crisis unfolding in France’s vineyards. The harvest of 1939 had just begun and it was as bad as everyone feared. In Burgundy, Robert Drouhin remembered a ‘vendange sous la neige,’ or a harvest under a blanket of snow. In Bordeaux, the problem was rain, which resulted in thin, diluted wines, prompting one grower to complain, ‘This isn’t wine, it’s dishwater.’ In Champagne, Marie-Louise de Nonancourt did not have any grapes to pick. She had put her new domaine en sommeil, literally ‘to sleep,’ deciding it was better to leave her new firm in a state of dormancy than try to begin operating in the midst of war. Those Champenois who did pick had to do so with inexperienced women and children because most of the young men had been mobilized. The grapes they collected were largely unripe. The region worst hit was Alsace, where one grower described the grapes as ‘complete rubbish.’ Our best wine, he said, had only 8.4 degrees alcohol, nearly four degrees less than normal. ‘We might as well have poured it down the drain.’

To most, it seemed as if the peasants’ legend about war and wine was coming true. To announce the coming of war, the Lord sends a bad wine crop, the peasants said. While war continues, he sends mediocre ones. To mark its end, he sends a fine, festive crop.

In 1939, as war loomed on the horizon, winegrowers faced a harvest that almost everyone would eventually call the worst of the century.

As it turned out, winegrowers need not have worried about completing their harvest before the battles began. After war was declared on September 3, nothing happened. There were no battles, no threats of retaliation from Berlin, nothing except a few German planes which flew lazily over Paris. French forces launched a halfhearted thrust toward the German front but quickly drew back to more secure positions behind the Maginot Line, confident that this series of concrete fortifications which ran from Switzerland to the Luxembourg and Belgian borders would provide all the protection necessary. Considered unbreachable, it had been constructed between the two wars to deter a German offensive into France. It was also a symbol, a static reminder of French defensive thinking.

For the next eight months until the spring of 1940, France would languish behind the Maginot Line in what Janet Flanner of The New Yorker described as a ‘curious form of lethargy,’ waiting and wondering what Germany might do and behaving as if it were business as usual. The period of inaction was called le drôle de guerre, or Phony War.

‘This is a queer war so far,’ she wrote. ‘Were it not for the existence of war, the knowledge, for example, that it is against the law to go onto the street without your gas mask, this Sunday would just be a beautiful Indian-summer day . . . Certainly this must be the first war that millions of people on both sides continued to think could be avoided even after it had officially been declared.’

Maurice Drouhin, however, had no such illusions. In the years following World War I, he had stayed in close touch with his army friends, including some in the United States such as Douglas MacArthur. Occasionally, he was asked by the French government to accompany an army delegation to the States to prod Washington to end its policy of isolation. Those trips were something he feared German intelligence might be monitoring.

As a precaution, Maurice had begun teaching his wife, Pauline, a code he learned in World War I. It involved making tiny pencil dots around letters or words in a book to create messages. ‘Whatever happens,’ he told Pauline, ‘do not leave Beaune. If war comes and I have to leave suddenly, stay here; I will always find a way to contact you. The places that are deserted are the most vulnerable, the ones that will be looted first.’

Throughout the country, winegrowers like Maurice were beginning to worry about the vulnerability of their stocks of wine. With tens of thousands of bottles in his cellar, Maurice decided he had to try to protect at least some of it, especially his complete stock of Romanée-Conti from 1929 through 1938, which he felt represented the family’s security.

Maurice’s cellar was made up of a labyrinth of caves under Beaune, some of which had been carved in the thirteenth century. All the odd twists and turns made them perfect for hiding large quantities of wine. In one section, he decided to build a wall and hide his most valuable bottles of wine behind it. ‘Not a word to anyone else about this,’ he told his family. Building the wall was a family project and one that Maurice’s son Robert, who was eight years old, found terribly exciting. ‘While Papa laid the bricks, my mother, my sisters and I ran around the cellar collecting spiders to put in front of the wall. The spiders would then spin webs and make the wall look older.’


Similar efforts were underway in Champagne, only on a much larger scale. With miles and miles of limestone caves underpinning the region, producers secreted away not only huge amounts of champagne but also hunting rifles, furniture and even cars.

At Laurent-Perrier, Marie-Louise de Nonancourt did not need much space since she did not have much to hide, only 400 pièces, the equivalent of about 100,000 bottles, merely a drop for most champagne houses but all she had been able to afford when she purchased the domaine. Unlike other champagne houses, however, Marie-Louise not only built a wall; she also called on some extra help: her namesake, the Virgin Mary. After sealing up her champagne, Marie-Louise brought in her own personal devotional statue of the Virgin and cemented it into a niche of the wall where it was clearly visible.

‘Now it is in her hands,’ she told her sons. ‘There is nothing more I can do to protect our future.’

In Alsace-Lorraine, an air of fatalism prevailed. ‘Here we go again,’ people thought.

The disputed provinces, on France’s eastern border with Germany, became French territory in the late seventeenth century. Between 1870 and 1945, however, they changed hands four times, passing from France to Germany, to France, to Germany and back to France.

Among those who witnessed each change were the Hugels of Riquewihr, a family of winegrowers in Alsace since 1639. ‘We are specialists in war and wine,’ said Johnny Hugel. ‘In 1939, we were just sitting down to celebrate our family’s three hundredth anniversary in the wine business when something happened: war was declared.’ The party was canceled.

The Hugel story, in many ways, is the story of Alsace. ‘My grandfather had to change his nationality four times,’ Johnny’s brother André said. Grandfather Emile was born in 1869. He was born French, but two years later, in 1871, Alsace was taken over by Germany after the Franco-Prussian War, and he became German. The end of World War I in 1918 made him French again. In 1940, when Alsace was annexed, he was forced to become German. By 1950, when Emile died at the age of ninety-one, he was once again French.

The constant swing between nationalities resulted in a kind of regional schizophrenia, a feeling of being part French, part German, but most of all Alsatian.

Selling wine under such conditions was often a struggle; it meant suddenly adapting to different economic situations. As Papa Jean Hugel once wrote, ‘It is very easy on a map to change the line of the frontier overnight . . . but very often the new system was in direct contradiction to the previous one. The home market became the export market, out of reach through tariff restrictions and vice versa. Well-established connections were no longer available, and new markets had to be painstakingly won.’
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