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Introduction



In winter you can tell you are in cognac country as soon as you turn off towards Cognac on the road from Paris to Bordeaux at Barbezieux. The landscape does not change at all dramatically; it is more rounded, perhaps a little more hilly, than between Bordeaux and Barbezieux, and there are an increasing number of vines. But the major impact has nothing to do with the sense of sight. It has to do with the sense of smell. At night during the distillation season from December to March, the whole atmosphere is suffused with an unmistakable aroma, a warmth that is almost palpable: brown, rich, grapey. It emanates from dozens of otherwise unremarkable groups of farm buildings, distinguished by the lights burning as the new brandy is distilled.


Cognac emerges from the gleaming copper vats in thin, transparent trickles, tasting harsh and oily, raw yet recognisably the product of the vine. If anything, it resembles grappa; but what to the Italians is a saleable spirit is merely an intermediate product to the Cognaçais. Before they consider the product ready for market it has to be matured in oak casks. Most of the spirits, described by the more poetically minded locals as “sleeping beauties”, are destined to be awakened within a few years and sold off as relatively ordinary cognacs, but a small percentage is left to sleep for much longer. Every year expert palates sample them and eliminate – or, rather, set aside for immediate sale – those deemed incapable of further improvement. As the survivors from this rigorous selection process mature, so their alcoholic strength diminishes and within forty or fifty years is down to forty degrees of alcohol – the strength at which cognacs, old and new, are put on the market. These aristocratic brandies are then transferred to the glass jars – demi-johns, known to the Cognaçais as bonbonnes – each holding twenty-five litres of the precious fluid, and stored, even more reverently, in the innermost recesses of their owners’ cellars – the aptly named paradis familiar to every visitor.


Hennessy has the most famous paradis in Cognac itself, but an even more impressive collection is hidden away in the crypts of the medieval church of the small town of Châteauneuf, a few kilometres, to the east used to store their brandies by the Tesseron family. For nearly a century three generations of the family have supplied even the most fastidious of the cognac houses with at least a proportion of the brandies they require for their finest, oldest blends. The Tesserons’ two paradis contain over 1000 bonbonnes dating back to the early nineteenth century. I was privileged to taste a sample of the 1853 vintage.


The world of cognac is governed by certain immutable rituals. Even when pouring the 1853, the firm’s general manager swilled out the empty glass with a little of the cognac and dashed it to the floor to ensure that the glass was free from impurities. Astonishingly, my first impression of the cognac was of its youth, its freshness. Anyone whose idea of the life span of an alcoholic beverage is derived from wines is instinctively prepared for the tell-tale signs of old age, for old wines are inevitably faded, brown, their bouquet and taste an evanescent experience. By contrast even some of the oldest cognacs can retain their youthful virility, their attack. It seems absurd: the brandy was distilled when Queen Victoria was still young, and some of the grapes had grown on vines planted before the French Revolution. Yet it was no mere historical relic, but vibrantly alive. But then the perfect balance of such a venerable brandy is compounded of a series of paradoxes: the spirit is old in age but youthful in every other respect; it is rich but not sweet; deep in taste though relatively light, a translucent chestnut in colour. Its taste is quite simply the essence of grapiness, without any hint of the overripeness that mars lesser beverages.


But the secret of a great cognac lies in its “nose”, its bouquet. In the words of Robert Delamain, scholar and cognac merchant, what one looks for in a cognac is: “above all a scent, a precious scent that exists nowhere else in nature, not in any flower, not in any herb; a soft aroma that engulfs you in successive waves; a scent that you examine, you explore, in order to uncover other agreeable, if indefinable, aromas”.1

The warmth and delicacy Delamain is describing linger long after the glass has been emptied. In the wine tasters’ vocabulary the crucial attribute is that the brandy is “long”. At the end of the nineteenth century – when the 1853 was probably being transferred from oak to its appointed bonbonnes – Professor Ravaz claimed: “The bouquet of a good eau-de-vie from the Grande Champagne lasts for a week or more.”2 He was not exaggerating. In the distilleries themselves the aroma lingers on throughout the eight or nine months in every year when the stills themselves are empty. Cognac’s essential difference from most other spirits is that its aromatic components derive directly and exclusively from the grapes, their quality itself dictated by the nature of the terroir where they are grown. Not surprisingly no other spirit is as clean, and leaves no sense of thickness on the palate.


Only after tasting a cognac of that age and quality can you appreciate the truly miraculous nature of the whole enterprise and begin to understand how it is that the name of a small town in western France has become synonymous with the finest distilled liquor in the world. As a result, Cognac is by far the best-known town in France, Paris only excepted; yet even today Cognac has only 30,000 inhabitants, and when it first rose to fame in the eighteenth century a mere 2,000 people sheltered behind its walls. Whatever the town’s size, the reputation of its brandy would have been a prodigious achievement, for anyone with access to grapes and the simplest of distillation apparatus can make brandy of a sort. But only the Cognaçais can make cognac, a drink with qualities that are enhanced by age until it becomes the very essence of the grapes from which it was distilled.


The success of the Cognaçais is due to a multitude of factors – a combination of geography, geology, and history. They had the perfect soil, the right climate, and the ability to market their products to appreciative customers the world over. Yet at first sight nothing about Cognac, a small town in the middle of an agreeable, albeit unremarkable landscape, is special. On more detailed investigation almost everything about the region is out of the ordinary. The most obvious distinction is geological, as it is for most of the terroirs producing France’s finest wines and spirits. But whereas the soils and sub-soils of Bordeaux and Burgundy, if unusual, are not unique, the Cognac region includes formations found nowhere else. In Delamain’s words:




So far as the super-Cretaceous period is concerned, it appears in the Charentais in so specially characteristic a form that in the international language of geology these terrains are referred to by their Charentais names: Angoumois (from Angoulême), Coniacien (from Cognac) and Campanien (referring to the Champagne country of the Charente).





These last three formations are especially rich in chalk, and they produce the best cognacs. But geology by itself provides an inadequate explanation. As Delamain says:




To confine yourself to the chemical make-up of the soil narrows and falsifies the problem. The physical nature of the earth appears to have a much greater importance: the most appreciated qualities derive from chalky soils composed of especially delicate and porous chalk lying on a similar type of chalk subsoil. Because it is so porous the subsoil accumulates rainwater, which it releases gradually as it is required, like a humidifier.





Cognac’s geography and its weather are both special, though they are less easy to pinpoint than its geological peculiarities. Cognac is at the frontier of the geographical divide separating the northern “Langue d’Oil” from the southern “Langue d’Oc”. In the later Middle Ages the linguistic boundary passed through Saintes, due west of Cognac, and Matha, a few miles north of the town. The change between the two cultures is not as dramatic as in the Rhône Valley, where you are suddenly aware of the influence of the Mediterranean, but it is nevertheless abrupt enough to emphasize that you are in a different world.


Travellers have long been aware of the change. Delamain again:




For sailors from the whole of northern Europe, the coast of France below the Loire estuary was the region where, for the first time, they felt they were in the blessed South, where the heat of the sun makes life easier, where fruits ripen and wine flows. The Bay of Bourgneuf, and the Coast of Saintonge sheltering behind its islands, were for them the first sunny shores they came across. Cognac itself still retains some of the elements of a sleepy southern town, closing at midday, drowsing in the hot summer sun. Its inhabitants, however businesslike, lack any northern brusqueness.





Cognac is at the heart of a very special border region, a rough oblong bounded on the north by the Loire, between the Bay of Biscay and the mountains of the Massif Central. The French themselves would call it Aquitaine, but the region I am trying to define is rather more restricted, since it peters out to the south of Bordeaux, its special softness lost in the heat of the Basque country. The whole area is remarkable for its gentleness. There are no abrupt slopes, no cliffs, no obvious drama in the landscape at all. Often it appears dull to the uninstructed eye until one begins to appreciate its subtleties. Its most obvious characteristic is its weather, like the landscape gentle, temperate, but more emollient than further north. Everything is softer, lighter, gentler, and Cognac epitomizes those qualities.


Naturally the river Charente, which bisects the area, is a gentle river: “the most beautiful stream in all my kingdom,” said King Henry IV four hundred years ago. The French would call it molle, the soft sweet Charente, which twists and turns on its leisurely way to the sea. Bordered by willows and poplars, troubled only by fishermen (and the town’s ever-energetic oarsmen), the Charente is an almost absurdly picturesque river. Echoing its breadth, its alluvial basin is broad, and the slopes above, like the river, are spacious and gentle. It is on these slopes that the grapes for the best cognac are grown.


As you can see from the map on p. 2 the heart of the region – where today most of the grapes are grown – is an irregular rectangle, which naturally distils the climatic advantages enjoyed by the region as a whole. It is near enough to the coast for the winters to be mild. To the east it is bounded by the first foothills of the Massif Central, and as the country gets increasingly rounded the weather becomes a little harsher, the brandies less mellow. Cognac itself enjoys the best of both worlds. The climate reinforces the initial advantages provided by the geological makeup of the soil and sub-soil. Because Cognac is so northerly a vineyard, the long summer days allow the grapes to ripen slowly and regularly, giving them the right balance of fruit and acidity required for distillation purposes. But the sunlight is never harsh, for the microclimate is unique. Even the most transient visitor notices the filtered light, its unique luminosity – more intense sunlight would result in overripe grapes with too much sugar. In his book on cognac, Cyril Ray quotes a variety of authors, including the novelist Jacques Chardonne, the mapmaker Louis Larmat, and Louis Ravaz. They all use the word soft, “doux” or “douce”, to describe the region, its weather, and above all the light – which Jacques de Lacretelle describes as “tamisée” (“filtered”). As Jacques Chardonne,3 the region’s most famous novelist, put it, “The quality of the light in the Charente is without any parallel in France, even in Provence”.


The weather has another contribution to make after the grapes have been fermented into wine and then distilled, but only those who live in Cognac fully appreciate how this quality of diffused intensity extends even to the rain. The Charente region is wetter than many other regions of France, but, in the words of Professor Ravaz, the rain falls “often, but in small amounts … sometimes it is only a persistent mist which provides the earth with only a little moisture, but which keeps the atmosphere saturated with humidity and prevents any evaporation”. Ravaz’s description sounds remarkably like that of a Scotch mist. This is no coincidence, for both cognac and malt whisky require long periods of maturation in oak casks and their special qualities emerge only if the casks are kept in a damp, cool atmosphere.


The individual components of the cognac formula could, in theory, have been reproduced elsewhere, but the result is unique. According to Professor Ravaz, who did a great deal to help replant the Cognac vineyard after the phylloxera disaster:




The same variety of grape can be grown anywhere and in the same way as in the Charente: distillation can be carried out anywhere else as at Cognac and in the same stills; the brandy can be stored in identical casks as those we employ in our region; it can be cared for as well, or maybe even better. But the same combination of weather and terrain cannot be found anywhere else. As far as the soil is concerned, it is not enough that it should belong to the same geological formations; it must have the same physical and chemical composition. And no one has ever found such a duplicate. In addition, the climate of the region must be identical to that of the Charente, and that is almost inconceivable. There is therefore very little chance that all the elements which influence the nature of the product should be found together in any region apart from the Charente; and thus no other region can produce cognac. The slightest difference in the climate, the soil, and so on is enough to change completely the nature of the brandy; and that is as it should be because there are, even in the Charente, a few spots (small ones, it is true) which produce mediocre brandy. All the trials which have been made all over the place to produce cognac with the same varieties and the Charentais methods have resulted only in failure. And this lack of success could have been foreseen if people had only remembered this one principle: that the nature of products is dependent on a combination of conditions which occurs only rarely.4





Even Professor Ravaz omits one crucial element in the creation of cognac – the unique qualities of the people themselves. The combination of conditions that he outlines provides only the potential for making cognac and ignores the very different qualities needed to spread its fame throughout the world. For the potential could be realized only through a very special type of man, combining two superficially incompatible qualities. The making and storage of the spirit demands painstaking patience, a quality usually associated with peasantry in general and especially marked in a country with such a troubled past as that of the Charente. As Maurice Burès says: “Scarred for a long time by incessant wars, the Charentais became reserved, introverted, discreet.”5 But this combination was precisely the opposite of the open outlook required if cognac were to be marketed successfully the world over. Indeed most of it has always been destined for sale abroad, for, unlike Northerners, the Charentais did not need spirits to keep themselves warm in winter and have always drunk sparingly of their own product.


Their instinctive unwillingness to allow anyone to intrude on the intensely private life of the family is symbolized by the classic face of the Cognac farm with its dour stone walls interrupted only by stout, permanently shut wooden doors that enclose spacious cobbled farmyards surrounded by fermentation vats, still rooms, storehouses. Outsiders find the blank stone walls sad and menacing; the inhabitants find them deeply reassuring. Cagouillards (“snails”), they are nicknamed, shut in their fortresses. This collective introversion, this native defensiveness, is not confined to the countryside but extends to the small country towns –  including Cognac itself. Even the Charente – a complicated stream, with its traps, its numerous weirs, its treacherous sandbanks – shares this regional desire for shelter, for along much of its course it is so narrow that the trees close in, forming a roof, their green reflected in the water.


Yet, miraculously, the inhabitants have managed to combine the two qualities. The fusion was best expressed by the region’s most distinguished native, the late Jean Monnet, the “founder of Europe”. He was the son of one of Cognac’s leading merchants, and he remembers how every evening “at dusk, when we lit the lamps, we had to shut every shutter. ‘They can see us,’ my mother would say, so greatly did she share the anxiety, the fear of being seen, of exposure which is so marked a trait of the Charentais character.”6


The paradox was that in the household of the Monnets, as in those of many other merchants, guests were not exclusively aged aunts or squabbling cousins but also included buyers from all over the world. As a result, the little world of Cognac provided the young Jean Monnet with “an enormously wide field of observation and a very lively exchange of ideas. I learned there, or springing from there, more than I could have done from a specialized education.” Moreover, he found that abroad the name of Cognac was deeply respected, a sign of refinement among the “rude” inhabitants even in far-off Winnipeg. This combination of a patient peasant obsession with detail and an international outlook is as unusual, and as important, as Cognac’s geology and geography.


Cognac is the fusion of so many factors, that there is no simple or obvious way to arrange a book on the subject. But it is obviously essential to start with an analysis of the reasons for its superiority and the skills required in its production.









part I
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1


The Land, the Vine, and the Wine




Over the past few years the French have been battling to defend the idea of terroir, the physical conditions governing the making of wine, against cheeky persons from the New World who assert that the skills of the winemaker are more important. The French are naturally touchy, for the idea of terroir forms the basis for their system of appellations contrôlées. They could do worse than call the Cognaçais to testify on their behalf. For geological and climatic factors are the only variables in the cognac equation. All the brandies entitled to the appellation are made from the same grape varieties, harvested in the same way at the same moment of the year, fermented in the self-same vats, distilled in the same stills, and matured in the same oak. Nevertheless, his colleagues in other firms would agree with Maurice Fillioux of Hennessy that “after cognac has been in cask for ten years, out of all the hundreds we taste, ninety-five per cent of the best come from the Grande Champagne”. The phrase premier cru de Cognac seen on many a placard throughout the Grande Champagne is not official; merely an indication that, in the opinion of the inhabitants anyway, the Grande Champagne really is the finest cru. Nevertheless, man still matters, and as one local puts it: “the Grande Champagne is in the inhabitants’ minds and not in the landscape”.


In theory, and in legal status and administrative practice, Cognac’s crus form a series of concentric circles, with the Grande Champagne as a rough semi-circle at its heart, surrounded by a series of rings of steadily decreasing quality. This is rather misleading, for in geographical fact there are three separate areas (four including the Borderies), not the seven indicated on the map. To the west there is the coastal plain, with its vast, ever-changing skies, its marshes, sandy beaches, oyster beds – and thin, poor cognacs. The heterogenous mass of the Bois is mostly anonymous, rolling countryside which could lie anywhere between the Loire and the Gironde, the vines mingling with the arable and pasture. The Borderies1 are by far the smallest of all the crus at a mere 13,440 hectares (33,210.93 acres). The Fins Bois are nearly thirty times the size, 354,200 hectares (875,246.49 acres); the Bon Bois are even bigger, 386,600 hectares (about 953,825.93 acres); and the Bois Ordinaires are smaller, 274,176 hectares (677,503.05 acres).


The divergence between history, as expressed in the official definition and the contemporary reality has vastly widened recently, as the maps on p. 2 show vividly. The result is that the official map is now increasingly misleading. In 1966 the two outer regions included over two-fifths of the vines, a figure which was down to a fifth by 1981 and a mere seventh by 2001 – and the vast bulk of the reductions in acreage had been in the Bons Bois. Not surprisingly the proportion of the land occupied by vines had also gone down. By 2001 the three smallest regions, the Champagnes and Borderies, with only an eighth of the cultivable land in the region, accounted for over two-fifths of the vines. By contrast the outer ring, the Bois Ordinaires, have been totally irrelevant for a generation – they now include a mere 2,000 hectares (4,942 acres) of vines, a token 1.3 per cent of all the cultivable land in the region. The Bons Bois are only slightly more relevant, with 12,000 hectares (29,652 acres) of vines, 5.4 per cent of the total agricultural land, virtually all concentrated to the east and southeast of Jarnac.


Even in the Fins Bois, there are few vines west or northwest of Cognac and the 33,000 hectares (81,544 acres) of vines in the appellation cover only one-seventh of the cultivated land in the region, leaving the outer ring virtually free of vines. These figures contrast with the Grande Champagne and the Borderies, where half the land is covered in vines, and the Petite Champagne, where the figure is thirty per cent. In other words Cognac, by and large, has retreated to the region which first made its brandies famous in the eighteenth century and to a mere third of the total to which it had expanded in the pre-phylloxera glory years of the middle of the nineteenth century.


The result is that the vines have become concentrated, not in concentric circles, but in a much more compact, if irregular, rectangle. Its western limits extend south from Saint Jean d’Angely through Saintes to the Gironde estuary between Royan and Mortagne. To the east it runs from Saint Jean again down to the estuary via Barbezieux. The only exceptions are the vines on the islands of Ré and Oléron, which produce Pineau de Charentes and cognacs almost entirely for the tourist trade. The heart of the region remains the Champagnes, Grande and Petite – a landscape unlike that of the Bois and resembling rather the Sussex Downs, albeit covered in vines and not pasture, with the same mixture of gentle, rolling hills and snug, wooded valleys – together with the Borderies and the northern and eastern parts of the Fins Bois.


The comparison with the Sussex chalk is no accident: “Cognac is a brandy from chalky soil” is the repeated theme of the standard work on distillation.2 For the finest cognac there is no substitute for the pure chalk found only on the south bank of the river. In an irregular quadrilateral, bounded on the north by the Charente, to the west and south by the river Nie, and petering out towards Châteauneuf to the east, are found the famous “cretaceous” soils which make up the Grande Champagne. This comprizes twenty-seven parishes and 35,700 hectares (88,216 acres) in the canton of Cognac, devoted almost exclusively to the vine for over 300 years.


The various formations were first defined by H. Coquand, the mid-nineteenth-century geologist who did the first scientific study ever undertaken of any wine-growing area3 (before his time all of them had been lumped together more generally as Maestrichtien). The heart of the Grande Champagne is composed of a special sort of chalk, the Campanian, a name which echoes the Latin origin of the word “champagnes”. But the Campanian emerges only on the crests of the gentle, rolling slopes of the Grande Champagne, for it is one of three layers of variously chalky soils which come to the surface in the area. The other two are also rather special: the Santonian – named after the old name for the province, Saintonge – covers much of the Petite Champagne, the belt round the Grande Champagne; while the town of Cognac itself is built on the appropriately named Coniacian chalk.


The Grande Champagne, like all other chalky soils, was formed by the accumulation of small fossils, including one particular species found nowhere else, Ostrea vesicularis. In the words of the French Geological Survey, it is “a monotonous alternation of greyish-white chalk, more or less marly and siliceous, soft and incorporating, especially in the middle of the area, faults made up of black pockets of silica and lumps of debased marcasite”. Marcasite is composed of crystallized iron pyrites, and this iron (also found across the Gironde in Pauillac) is important, but it is the sheer intensity of the chalkiness in the soil which is crucial – that and its physical qualities, its crumbliness, its friability.


The second best soil, the Santonian, is described as “more solid, less chalky, but incorporating some of the crumbliness of the Campanian slopes, into which it merges by imperceptible degrees”. (One good test is the density of the presence of the fossil of Ostrea vesicularis.) The heart of the Grande Champagne, its backbone, is formed by the ridge between Ambleville and Lignières above Segonzac. But the colouring of the modern geological map is specifically designed to underline how blurred is the boundary between the Santonian and the Campanian. As a geologist told me recently: “The boundaries established by H. Coquand and H. Arnaud have been adhered to, although they are vague round Cognac itself where the visible features are much the same.”


The only cru whose boundary is completely clear-cut is the Borderies, with their very special clay soils known as groies dating geologically from the Jurassic era. Ever since the Tertiary period some ten million years ago, when the Charente was carving out its riverbed, the soil has become steadily more decalcified, but the process is still incomplete and the result is a mixture of chalk which is breaking down and intermingling with the clay. The mixture produces a unique, and often underrated, cognac.


Inevitably, in an area the size of the Bois, the geology is much less well defined than it is in the Champagnes or the Borderies. Even Professor Ravaz is rather vague, saying that the brandies of the Bois are “produced on slopes formed by compacted chalk or by arable soils covered with sands and tertiary clays”,4 the first being better because of the chalk. The finest pockets in the Fins Bois are the so-called Fins Bois de Jarnac to the north and east of the town, which are much sought after. Moreover, there is one curious little pocket of virtually pure chalk on the east bank of the Gironde extending inland to Mirambeau, whose growers have long wanted re-classification from Fins Bois to Grande or at least Petite Champagne. By the river at St-Thomas-de-Conac (one of the many spellings of the name) the “estuarial” Fins Bois can produce excellent long-lived brandies – as witness the quality of those from the Château de Beaulon. These prove the unfairness of the canard that they are iodiny because of the proximity of salt water – anyway, the water in this stretch of the estuary is fresh, not salty.


I have come to believe, however, that the distinction between different terroirs – and this applies to other wine regions as well – is due far more to the physical characteristics of the soil than to its precise chemical composition. Hence the general suitability of chalk soils, not only in Cognac but also, for instance, in Champagne and Jerez. For chalky sub-soils provide excellent drainage, but can also store substantial quantities of water to which the roots of the vine can gain access. Crucially, too, chalky soils provide very few nutrients, which helps the quality of the grapes.


Professor Ravaz himself turned his back on a purely geological explanation of cognac’s qualities. As he said: “The clayey, siliceous soils of the Borderies produce brandies of a higher quality than those of the dry groies or even some of the chalkier districts in the southwest of the Charente-Inférieure [the former name for the Charente-Maritime]. For the geological make-up of the earth is not as important as Coquand makes out.” Ravaz emphasized the combination of the chemical and physical constituents of the soil, with the physical predominant: “the highest qualities are produced from chalky soil, where the chalk is soft and highly porous and where the subsoil is composed of thick banks of similar chalk”. The topsoil is invariably merely a few centimetres thick. In these soils, said Ravaz, “the subsoil hoards rainwater, thanks to its sponginess and its considerable depth, and releases it slowly to the surface soil and to the vegetation. It is thus to a certain extent a regulator of the soil’s moisture content, and so, in chalky soils, the vine is neither parched nor flooded.” This description explains why the Borderies, relatively poor in chalk, produce such good brandies: the soil is friable and is thus physically, if not geologically, perfect.


The same factors apply in the Médoc on the other bank of the Gironde, where the thicker the gravel banks, the better the drainage and the steadier and more reliable the growth as the water seeps through to the roots in a sort of drip irrigation. The parallel extends to the importance of the lie of the land. A well-drained slope is obviously preferable to a flat stretch of river valley, liable to clogging. Obviously, too, north-facing slopes are less highly prized. The sunlight is less strong, and in grey years, when the best southern slopes produce wines of a mere seven degrees of alcohol, the northern slopes cannot even manage that.


The politicians and the administrators responsible for defining Cognac’s crus could not afford Ravaz’ fine distinctions and naturally followed Coquand’s clearer definitions. Broadly speaking, the classification accords with that established by market forces before the geologists moved in, a pattern found in other regions, like Bordeaux. Inevitably, those responsible for guarding cognac’s reputation adhere to it, for no one can face the problems which any attempt at re-classification would present.


There is no dispute about the validity of the distinction between the various categories; only the boundaries are in question. The first, and most obvious, is that the river Charente marks the frontier – with one exception, the pocket around Bourg-sur-Charente, the only land north of the Charente entitled to call itself even Petite Champagne. Nevertheless, the Grande Champagne includes the alluvia of the riverbed and the strip of Santonian chalk that separates the alluvium from the Campanian, which starts several miles south of the river at Segonzac. This sleepy little town is the heart of the Grande Champagne (not surprisingly, the only merchant located in the town is Frapin, which sells only cognacs from its estate in the Grande Champagne). At the other boundary, the farther bank of the River Né towards Archiac, officially in the Petite Champagne, produces cognac arguably superior to some from the Grande Champagne. But most of the blenders agree with Maurice Fillioux that the Grande Champagne should never produce bad brandy and that its boundaries are broadly correct. Francis Gay-Bellile, late of the Bureau Viticole, does not sound ridiculous when he affirms that they are ninety-five per cent accurate.




No one disputes the borders of the Borderies, nor the quality of the brandies they produce, two-thirds of which are bought by Martell and Hennessy. As we saw, even the vast region of the Fins Bois is now more clearly defined so far as the market is concerned. None of them buys even Fins Bois from the west, brandies they find too “foxy”, with too much goût de terroir – an unappetizing earthiness. Few reputable firms buy much brandy from the Bons Bois and serious firms concentrate their purchases in a narrow strip to the south around Chevanceaux and Brossac.


If the terroirs of the Cognac region vary wildly, the grape varieties used have only changed a couple of times in the past four centuries. When cognac first made its name the region was largely planted with the Balzac grape, which had several characteristics found in today’s favourites. It was highly productive; it was a Mediterranean variety and thus did not fully ripen as far north as the Charente, and it was relatively late-budding and thus not susceptible to the region’s late spring frosts. Its major rival at the time was the Colombat or Colombard widely planted in Armagnac, now mostly used for making table wine. This reminded Ravaz of the Chenin Blanc grape used in Anjou, but Munier5 found that “its wine is the most powerful and is indeed needed to provide backbone for those which lack this quality”. These were “the fattest, that is to say, the most oily” grapes. Indeed, when Rémy Martin used the Colombard to make “alembic brandy” in California it found that it produced brandies which were rich and fruity but relatively short on the palate.


In the nineteenth century the Balzac, and to a great extent the Colombard, were almost entirely replaced by the Folle or Folle Blanche. As a 1774 almanac put it, the wines should be thin, should have peu de corps; the Cognaçais already understood the importance of acidity in the wines they distilled. Folle Blanche, which had arrived from Italy as early as the fourteenth century, had already been planted before the Revolution and was also a great favourite of the Armagnaçais. In the words of Professor Ravaz, its wine was “so acid, so green, that it is something of a struggle to drink it”. Nevertheless it is still planted round Nantes – by no coincidence a former brandy-producing region – under the name of Gros Plant, and not surprisingly most of the wines are as acid as they come. But it was the ideal grape for producing fine, aromatic, fragrant cognacs, and brandies made from it are still cherished – not least by me. Ravaz described how “an old bottle of wine made from the Folle gives off a bouquet which can be detected from far off and which provides an adequate explanation for the perfume of brandies made from this variety. For it produces the softest brandies and the ones with the strongest and most lasting scent.”


But its fate was sealed by the devastation wrought by the phylloxera louse in the 1870s. When the variety was grafted on to American root-stock it flourished so vigorously, its bunches were so tightly packed, that the grapes in the middle were liable to the dreaded grey rot (they are still beyond the reach of modern anti-rot sprays). A good many overproductive hybrids were planted after the phylloxera, but the brandies they produced smelled foul. As a result, since 1900 a single variety has been triumphant, and although other vines are permitted, they now account for only a tiny percentage of Cognac’s production – although over the past few years some intrepid souls have planted some Folle Blanche.


The triumphant variety is known in Cognac as the Ugni Blanc or the St-Emilion. It’s an Italian variety which originated as the Trebbiano from the hills of the Emilia Romagna around Piacenza. It’s a relatively neutral variety and much in demand in Italy for use as a base wine when blended with more aromatic varieties. The Italians also use it for brandy-making, but even in Italy it matures late, and in Cognac, at the very northern limit of its cultivation, it remains relatively green and acid, and produces a different type of juice than when grown in Italy. Its other major advantage is that it starts budding late and is, therefore, like the Balzac, less susceptible to the area’s late spring frosts. Cognac’s long, light but not hot summers ensure that there is a certain intensity in the juice. Since the grapes are not fully ripe when they are picked, they lack even the little aroma and bouquet they develop when fully mature.


Until phylloxera, cultivation was higgledy-piggledy. Replanting was carried out either in rows or in blocks. In the past twenty years the vineyard has been adapted for harvesting by machine. The vines have been trained far higher than previously. It is easy to see the result, with the older, thicker trunks pruned right back, the newer trained up to 1.2–1.5 metres (4–5 feet) high on trellises (the Cognaçais replace their vines roughly every thirty-five years). For the same reasons the space between the rows has been doubled to just over 2.8 metres (nine feet), and although the vines are planted more closely, there are still only 3,000 to each hectare, 1,000 fewer than under the old system. The major disadvantage of the change is that the grapes ripen a week later because they are farther away from the ground and therefore benefit less from the sun’s rays reflected from the chalky-white soil.


Vines are pruned less severely than in Bordeaux, say, allowing for higher production of inevitably more acid wines (unless the owner is looking for the richness required for grapes destined for table wine or Pineau de Charentes). Nevertheless, the viticultural assembly lines of the Charente share one important characteristic with their nobler brethren elsewhere in France. Growth must not be encouraged, either by pruning too lightly to leave room for more bunches of grapes, or by lavishing too much manure on them: otherwise the balance will be disturbed, and the acid level will inevitably be reduced.


The St-Emilion matures so late that even the relatively unripe grapes used for making Cognac are ready for picking only in October. But the only limit to the date of the harvest is the frost generally expected in late October, which, in a bad year like 1980, can ruin the quality of the wine. Harvesting machines would seem a natural choice for the region because the Cognaçais are not particularly interested in quality, but they were hesitant before taking to them. With early models of the machines the wines were rather “green” for the very obvious reason that the machine sucked in everything, twigs and leaves as well as grapes. Opponents even alleged – incorrectly – that the machines’ hydraulic machinery was badly insulated and tended to leak tiny quantities of oil on to the grapes, resulting in an oiliness which was inevitably exaggerated by distillation. The machines have steadily improved over the past thirty years and now feature flayers which make the vines vibrate and which don’t maul the bunches.


Until the late 1980s there was a long tradition of treating wine as a mere raw material, the more productive the better – indeed in that sense cognac had never been a traditional wine-making region. Nevertheless, as Roger Cantagrel of the Station Viticole puts it, “the wines have always been clean and came from well-tended vines” – you see far fewer of the straggly patches found in other French wine-making regions. Moreover the nine-fold concentration of the inherent qualities of the wine in the distillation process reinforces the Cognaçais’ obsession with its purity and reliability.


Even so, in the past fifteen years there has been a real revolution. “We didn’t worry about vinification,” says Yann Fillioux of Hennessy, but “now we realize every day that the quality of the wine is important.” As so often with such changes there were several factors involved: first the problems involved in the change from coal and wood to gas heating had to be sorted out so that the technicians could turn to other factors in improving cognac – itself a reflection of the general tendency throughout France to return to the vineyard.


But it was 1989, a year in which the summer heat extended into October, which was the turning point. Hot years are not necessarily a bad thing – 1947 was a case in point – but in 1989 the wines were too strong, well over eleven degrees, and the fermentation was too quick. So the wines contained too much ethanol, with its appley overtones, aromas which are intensified when it is bound to sulphur dioxide (SO2). Some of the distillers managed to cope. For instance Jean Marc Olivier escaped any serious problems by severe selection of the wines he allowed to be distilled. But then he had been a director of a Chambre d’Agriculture before he arrived as maître de chai at Courvoisier in 1985, and immediately initiated a policy of direct contact with the growers. Since then he has gone in for micro-vinification of everything he buys to ensure that there are no faults.


Nevertheless, even its rivals admit that it was Hennessy that led the revolution in wine-making when it hired Jean Pineau to take charge of the firm’s vinification. Pineau had previously worked for a cooperative in Languedoc and found that the Cognac region lacked both what he calls any network of advice about wine-making, or the type of technical high school that had proved invaluable in educating the children of growers in regions like Champagne and Burgundy. He immediately started a systematic analysis of thousands of samples of the wines made by the firm’s suppliers. More generally he persuaded his suppliers – and thus a major cross-section of the region’s growers – to install more modern pneumatic presses to ensure that the grapes were not squeezed too hard, which would give too much tannic material from the pips and skins – though it has to be said that the Cognaçais have always been conscious of the need not to press the grapes too fiercely. Indeed one of the many regulations issued in the 1930s banned the continuous presses in use since the late eighteenth century, which pressed and squeezed the grapes at the same time. The additional pressure crushed the pips and released a stream of undesirable tannic and oily substances into the must.


But Pineau was original in that, as he puts it, he “started to treat Cognac like any other wine-making region”. Unfortunately the notorious refusal of the major firms to cooperate with each other has prevented a more widespread research programme so there is no general pressure on growers, many of whom, as Pineau says, “are still hoping that they can muddle through”. Nevertheless, by the millennium viticulturalists were roaming the vineyards so that they could recognize immediately after harvest if the grapes were rotten, even though some of the problems were not immediately visible to the naked eye.


At the same time yields were reduced, helped by changing pruning methods because of oversupply, and global warming increased the average strength of the wines and ensured that they could be harvested up to a couple of weeks earlier. Indeed the combination of global warming and the technical advances in grape-growing and wine-making should mean that no longer are unripe or rotting grapes used. For there has been a general tightening up of wine-making since 1995 with, for instance, the temperature of fermentation being controlled, and as a result of his efforts Olivier finds that the wine is now much more complex, with more taste.


With a greater concentration on the wine has come a much closer look at the nature of each vintage – particularly as single-vintage cognacs are now becoming increasingly fashionable (see chapter eleven). The characteristics of each vintage depend on the weather in the month before the harvest. Distillers are looking for the right alcoholic content and above all for balance – in 2002 for instance the lack of rain meant that the alcohol emerged through concentration and the wine was not well balanced. In theory there should be a negative correlation between vintages in Cognac and Bordeaux, since the Bordelais are looking for grapes that are not overly acid, a quality greatly prized by the Cognaçais, but there isn’t any such correlation, not all the time anyway. As Eric Forget of Hine points out, the two regions are actually looking for the same things, “balance, acidity and quality”, and because harvests in Cognac start on average three weeks later than in the Médoc, Cognac has a second chance. It also helps that the weather in Cognac is sunnier through the summer and less rainy during the crucial weeks in September. For instance 1972 was a lousy year in Bordeaux because the weather had been cold and rainy, but there was a warm “after-season” which led to some very good cognacs.


Of course there are still problem years. In 1980 the season was late, and the grapes were picked very cold, so their juice had almost been neutralized, rectified by the cold. This in turn made it difficult to get fermentation started. As a result the wines were thin and flat, and their faults were duly multiplied in the distillation process. In 1962 the problem had been exactly the opposite. The grapes were picked in very hot weather, up to 35ºC (95ºF), and because the winemakers could not control the temperature the precious yeasts were killed before they had time to complete their work. (Today the Charentais use natural yeasts developed from local strains by the Station Viticole.) Better cooling techniques prevented a repetition of these worries in the unprecedentedly hot summer of 1982. In 1976, another hot year, the grapes could not be picked until they contained a full twelve degrees of alcohol and thus produced cognacs that were flat and uninteresting.


The wines used for distillation are obviously undrinkably acid. They are also very weak, between seven and ten degrees of alcohol, for one very basic reason: the weaker the wine, the greater the degree of concentration involved in producing a freshly distilled cognac of around seventy degrees. When the St-Emilion is fully ripe its wine will reach ten to eleven degrees. But even a wine of ten degrees would be concentrated only seven times; one of seven degrees (the lower limit of practical distillation) will be concentrated ten times, so it will be infinitely more aromatic. The ideal strength is between 8.5 and 9.5 degrees of alcohol, resulting in wines which provide the right balance of qualities – Olivier tries not to buy grapes with over 9.5 degrees of potential alcohol. In theory wine as weak as three or four degrees could be turned into acceptable brandy. But the lower the strength, the less likely the grapes are to be wholly sound or even half-ripe.


Even today the wine-making itself is naturally pretty basic. The object is a quick alcoholic fermentation lasting around seven days followed immediately by “the malo” – malolactic fermentation – when the malic acid in the wine is transformed into lactic acid. As Francis Gay-Bellile, the former director of the Station Viticole, points out, it relies on nature: “We adapt our wine-making techniques to the needs of the still.” For all they are doing, as he says, is to “preserve the interesting elements in the juice”.


The must is fermented in vats holding 100–200 hectolitres. Until recently these were made from concrete, but modern winemakers now prefer vats made from soft iron lined with epoxy resins or resins reinforced with glass fibre. In the past few years the fermentation of the first few vats has been triggered off by the use of cultured yeasts, but otherwise there has been total reliance on nature as the juice ferments for an average of five days at a temperature of 20–25ºC (68–77ºF).


Modern scientific knowledge has led to remarkably few changes in the tried and tested historical methods, the major difference being a fuller understanding of the wine-making process and its problems. For a long time, for instance, it was thought that the taint of bitterness, of greenness, found in some cognacs could be traced back to tannin from the skins of the grapes. But there is virtually no tannin in a wine made, as in Cognac, by lightly pressing the St-Emilion grape, and any residual tannins are eliminated by the distillation process. The disagreeable bitterness did indeed come from tannins – not from the skins but from volatile substances like hexanol and haxanal contained in the pips, leaves, and twigs swept up in the harvesting process. As one distiller put it, “if you put perfect wines into the still the distiller can concentrate his efforts on capturing its aromatic components”. The longer a wine remains undistilled the more of its valuable aromatic esters it loses. So distillers have to conserve more of the têtes (the first flow of spirit from the still, usually put back to be redistilled) if they distil too late, which in effect means after the end of February following the harvest, a month before the legal limit of March 31.


Nevertheless, the wines used for distillation by the Charentais have several advantages. They are so acid – the level of residual sugar is a mere one gram per litre, lower than that of many wines made for drinking (technically they have a pH of 3–3.4) – that they keep well, do not suffer from bacterial problems, and lack the pectins which can make wine rather cloudy. But the need for purity creates one major problem. White wines being prepared for drinking are invariably dosed with a little sulphur to prevent oxidation and deter bacteria. It is simply impossible to use sulphur dioxide (SO2) when making wine for distillation. Even without SO2 the yeasts produce a certain quantity of aldehydes. Encouraged by SO2 they produce up to twenty times as much. The compound formed by the SO2 and the aldehydes decomposes when heated in the still, and the resulting mixture of aldehyde and alcohol produces acetal, giving off a smell reminiscent of hospital corridors.


Before the wine can be distilled it should undergo le malo. Fortunately the wines are precocious: when wines are sufficiently acidic, are free from sulphur, and have not been racked, the lactic acids develop very quickly. In most wines this sort of viticultural puberty does not take place until the spring following the fermentation, too late for the Cognaçais, who have to finish distillation before warm weather stimulates fresh fermentation. You can distil pre-malo wines, but you must not distil them in midmalo, as the resulting brandies give off a rather foetid smell. But by early December, a mere six weeks after the grapes have been picked, most of the wines are ready for distillation.
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Distillation: the Heart of the Matter




Wine is the raw material of cognac, its major influence potentially negative if it is not correct, healthy, and free from any impurities that would inevitably be multiplied, concentrated, in the distillation process. The newly distilled brandy may be merely an intermediate product, yet the still has transformed the wine not into any ordinary spirit but into cognac. “It is one thing to manufacture alcohol,” wrote Professor Méjane; “it is quite another to create a high-grade brandy with the same raw materials, brandies produced in batches are greatly superior to those produced in continuous stills.”1 This vital improvement in quality justifies all the inconveniences of double distillation: increased energy consumption, the need for the distiller’s skills, its reduced, limited, discontinuous flow. For even the fiery liquids trickling from Cognac’s stills have real, and different, characteristics: some are fuller than others, some obviously have more depth, more potential. By contrast some are showing a hint of mustiness, or rawness, or of smokiness, due to faults in the wine or the distillation process. There is no doubt that the average quality, especially at the basic VS level, has improved over the past thirty years, which is not to say that cognacs are as characterful as they were – the distinctive “qualities” found in earlier years were often due to faults in the brandy.


Distillation is a simple enough process, based on the fact that alcohol vaporizes at a lower temperature than water. So when a fermented liquor (wine, or the sort of “mashes” used to produce malt whisky) is heated, the alcohol vaporizes and the qualities – or faults – of the wine or other raw materials are concentrated. It is then trapped in a pipe leading from the top of the still and cooled. Of course, there are an infinite number of practical problems involved: the shape and size of the vessel, the metal from which it should be constructed, the type and quality of the liquor to be distilled, the shape of the pipe conducting the spirit to the cooler, the moment at which the liquor is acceptable – and the cut-off point after which it is either too weak or too full of impurities (or both). But all these problems are matters of trial and error, and most had been solved by the end of the seventeenth century. Then, as now, the wines were made into a brouillis, a half-strength spirit, in a first distillation before the second (la bonne chauffe) produces the real stuff. It has always been a matter of pride to the Cognaçais that their brandies are produced by a double distillation process. The only other spirits traditionally made in this way are the calvados of the Pays d’Auge in Normandy and Scotland’s malt whiskies. Other, lesser spirits (like most calvados or armagnac) are made from a single chauffe.


Even the distillation process in Cognac is unlike that used elsewhere. Ordinary distillation involves the separation of the volatile elements in the original liquid according to their boiling points, whereas in distillation à la charentaise the alcoholic vapours simply sweep through the distillation apparatus. A local author writing at the end of the nineteenth century, in an attempt to ban more efficient but less satisfactory stills, compared “the cooking of brandy to that of pot-au-feu. Who does not prefer a nourishing home-made broth to that made in a restaurant, even though it has been made by steam?”2 Michel Caumeil, the now-retired research director of Hennessy, put it even more simply: “The production of cognac is simply controlled evaporation.”3 The process is not completely scientific but is an art, a balancing act between the desire to preserve the character provided by the grapes with the need to eliminate undesirable elements by “rectification”, or distilling the spirit to a higher strength. It is at this point that the crucial element of personal judgment, the “distiller’s skills” referred to by Professor Méjane, enter into the equation. For distillation is a complex process involving a number of chemical reactions such as esterification and hydrolysis.


The still has to heat the wines, trap the alcoholic vapours, and then cool them. In theory this is simple enough. But, as with the wine-making, everything has to be perfect: the heat has to be about 1600ºC – a higher temperature is favourable only for less volatile components. The heat must be applied uniformly to all the liquid in the container; only the desirable vapours must be extracted; they must flow smoothly; and the cooling process, like the heating, must be gradual and regular. Yet by the mid-seventeenth century the locals, with a certain amount of help from the Dutch – the biggest customers for the brandy – had found solutions to all these problems most still valid today.
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