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The entrance to Château d’Yquem, confirming its origin as a 15th-century fortified farm. Today it is a proud possession of luxury goods company LVMH.
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The harvest in full swing in Blaye. Most vineyards in Bordeaux are still picked by hand.
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Perfectly hedged rows of vines on the plateau of St-Emilion.
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Autumnal mist rises at dawn from the River Garonne to refresh the vineyards of Langoiran in the Entre Deux Mers.
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The magnificent chai of Château Montrose in St-Estèphe, renovated in 2014, houses hundreds of barrels for twelve to eighteen months as the wines slowly mature.
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Introduction


[image: Illustration] Bordeaux is more than a wine. It is an interconnected universe of interests, all focusing on the fate of millions of vines as they negotiate their way through an uncertain climate, beset by pests and maladies. Then comes their harvesting and transformation into glorious wine. Only at that point does an army of brokers, merchants, journalists, PR men and women, consultants, and speculators come into the picture. On the sidelines stand squads of researchers and academics, restaurateurs and catering managers, label designers, coopers, and closure technicians. All social classes are involved: a prince here and there, barons and counts galore, super-rich industrialist proprietors, slick merchants, struggling peasant farmers, and doughty vignerons, braving the December winds to prune the slumbering vines. Wine, and wine alone, the pleasure it gives, the wealth it generates, is the focus of this relentless labour and attention.


The visitor sees little of this, other than the 110,000 hectares of vines, vast waves of them in the Médoc, patchworks buried in woodland in the Graves, rippling along the plateau or river plain in St-Emilion. Some may visit a château and tour its industrial winery, its sombre chais. But that will give them only a snapshot of the wine year. They may see the well-stocked wine shops in Margaux, St-Emilion, or Bordeaux itself, but few will glimpse the ancient cellars behind the Quai de Chartrons or the warehouse facilities of the big négociant houses. They may view the great châteaux behind their ornate iron gates; few will be ushered in to be served lunch by elderly retainers, or more likely these days, sophisticated traiteurs.


There is a gulf that separates the visitor from the insider. I know of no other wine region remotely like it. Napa’s tasting rooms, Barossa’s cellar doors, the medieval cellars of Beaune, they all make an effort to communicate, to welcome the outsider. Bordeaux, essentially, couldn’t care less about the outsider. The consumer’s primary function in Bordelais eyes is to consume, not to inquire too deeply into the sacred mysteries of vine and wine. It’s not as bad as it used to be – today there are wine schools, online newsletters and videos, festivals open to the public, the city of Bordeaux’s brand-new Cité du Vin, and a handful of great châteaux happy to whisk thousands of visitors around each year – but it’s still a dismal destination for the tourist on a pilgrimage to what is still perceived as the world’s greatest wine Mecca.


To the professional, whether merchant or journalist, consultant or expert, Bordeaux presents a very different face. To us it is infinitely welcoming, offering tastings, lavish meals, long cosy chats. An inner circle is routinely invited to feasts where a thousand guests – drawn from London or Houston, Shanghai or Hamburg – dine on exquisitely prepared food, washed down with great vintages, and illuminated by prolonged firework displays. So effortless is the hype that we, on the receiving end, sometimes forget that it is indeed hype, just another cog in the vast promotional machine of Bordeaux. To bypass it, which one can indeed do, is, however, to lose out on a crucial source of information. All the great and good of Bordeaux gather on its state occasions, and those invited to meet them have an opportunity to chat to, or even quiz, the most powerful merchants, the grandest proprietors, the cleverest oenologists, the canniest importers.


Like most other writers on Bordeaux, I have preferred to be on the inside than the outside. But Bordeaux also sucks you in. We, the privileged, stay in its châteaux, embrace its grand old (and young) ladies, scoff its meals, show a genuine awed gratitude when we are unexpectedly served a rare old vintage. We are even friends with many proprietors and winemakers and administrators. After all, we see them regularly in the most convivial of surroundings; they are pleased to see us and we are delighted to see them, with a handful of exceptions. We become part of the system.


Despite all these blandishments, to which I easily succumb, I have tried to retain my impartiality, but it is not always easy. I try to keep in mind that there is another side to Bordeaux: that first and foremost it’s all about wine as a business. Journalists are targeted because one of our roles is perceived to be maintaining the prestige of Bordeaux, its self-proclaimed superiority, its iconic status.


The Bordeaux wine business is rather strange; traceability and personal contact are thought of very little account. The Burgundy buyer will make his or her decisions down in a dark, damp cellar with a row of glasses balanced precariously on an upturned barrel. The California wine buyer will make his or her decisions on a sun-dappled terrace. The Bordeaux buyer will decide on his or her purchases in an office or by emails launched by brokers.


The wine is dispatched into a series of oubliettes. First, from château to négociant cellar, thence to the Carrefour warehouse or the Rome cellars of an importer, thence to a retailer or a wine club, and eventually into the hands of the consumer. It’s as if the millions of bottles produced each year are scattered around the world by benign gnomes. Such is the bizarre nature of the Bordelais distribution system that most producers have no idea where their wines end up. I’ve seen bottles of Lafite in a dark, humid grocery shop in a dingy border town on the Thai/Burmese border, their corks probably rotten, their contents steamed and oxidized. How did they get there? Almost impossible to find out, for proprietor and nosy wine writer alike.


Bordeaux châteaux can’t woo their clients, because they don’t know who they are. Consumers are at the end of a chain with so many links that no one can follow them to the end. Hence the importance of wooing everyone who might have some influence over clients, actual and potential. Promotion is a team effort, whether in the form of a vacuous generic advertising campaign or a Union des Grands Crus roadshow.


Some properties, however, and usually those with the highest reputations and largest profits, are increasingly loath to welcome visitors. And when they deign to give you an appointment, visits are organized strictly on their terms. For the wine writer this can be irksome. It is hard to learn about a property and its wines if visits are severely limited in their scope, and if one is placed in the well-manicured but indifferent hands of a smartly dressed PR, who gives answers only to a set number of questions and ignores the rest.


Many years ago, as a writer with rather slender credentials, I asked to visit a top Médoc château. I was received by the owner, and we tasted at least six different vintages. It was a fascinating meeting, as it enabled me not just to taste his wines but to understand what the proprietor was seeking to achieve. Furthermore, I could listen to his own assessment of the extent to which he felt he had succeeded. Twenty years later it took five telephone calls over a number of days to obtain an appointment at the same property. I was received courteously enough by the estate director and walked through the winery; he answered my questions, but in a fairly perfunctory way. The tasting consisted of two cask samples, the grand vin and the second wine. Then a handshake and a walk to the exit. This experience was repeated at various times in the course of my researches. Nonetheless, parsimonious wine estates run like soulless corporations are very much in the minority. Most estates, large or small, prestigious or little known, are eager to show their wine and discuss it, and without their cooperation this book would scarcely have been possible.


Every effort has been made to ensure that the factual information provided in entries on individual châteaux is accurate. Whenever possible, statistical information about percentages of grape varieties, production figures, and so forth has been obtained directly from the estates. However, my experience is that such statistics can be wildly unreliable. Even a press kit or château website can be full of contradictions. Nor can I be entirely certain that the response given to direct inquiries is truthful. The practice of filtration is a notorious example. Because it has come to be thought undesirable to filter a wine, many châteaux gloss over this aspect of wine production. So when the answer “no” is given to an inquiry about whether the wine is filtered, that may not be strictly true. What “no” sometimes means is: “We used to do a sterile filtration in the past, but we recognize that this can strip the wine of some of its flavour and aroma, so we no longer do so. But we do a light filtration just before bottling to remove any gross impurities remaining in the wine.” Fair enough, but that is not quite the same thing as “unfiltered”. So the reader is implored to take such information with a large pinch of salt.


One statistically uncertain area is that of encépagement, the distribution of grape varieties within the vineyard. Few will be greatly bothered whether the proportion of Merlot in the vineyard is 40 or 45 per cent, but in a book such as this one looks for veracity, and it isn’t always going to be there, despite the author’s best efforts. (These include emails to châteaux to check certain details, emails sometimes left unanswered.) Exact percentages are difficult to calculate, especially if, as is often the case in Bordeaux, a property’s vineyards are scattered over dozens of parcels, and subject to regular replanting.


Percentages of grape varieties cited at each property refer to their presence in the vineyard. Some varieties are more productive than others, and thus will be more present in the final wine. The age of the vines is another important factor, since young vines tend to give generous crops whereas very old vines are more niggardly in their production. Moreover, some vintages favour one variety, whereas another may have succumbed to coulure or may simply have failed to ripen. This frequently happens with Petit Verdot, a late-ripening variety that does not always measure up. To enter into great detail about the precise composition of each wine smacks of the anorak, but the reader should be aware that 40 per cent Merlot, for example, in a vineyard may well translate in certain vintages into 60 per cent Merlot in the wine. Production figures relate to total production from that estate, not to the grand vin alone. Of course, such figures are approximate, as the quantity of wine produced will vary from year to year.


There are some areas where I have been deliberately sparse on details on the grounds that they would soon induce tedium in the reader. These include:


(1) Cooling methods. Nowadays almost all tanks are efficiently temperature-controlled, although in different ways.


(2) Presses. It can safely be assumed that the majority of presses are now pneumatic presses, and that except in Bordeaux’s backwaters the horizontal press has been consigned to the equivalent of the knacker’s yard. However, modern vertical presses that are mechanically very gentle but less laborious to use than an ancient vertical press are increasingly visible at top estates, so I do sometimes single out their presence.


(3) Coopers and toasts. Every winemaker has his or her favourites, but most estates are continuously conducting trials to see which oak and cooper works best for their wine. While the wine buff may be enthralled by the nuances between Radoux medium-toast and the same wine in Vicard medium-toast-plus, I believe these nuances are of little interest to the reader. Moreover, the visiting journalist has no way of assessing the choices made with regard to oak other than by tasting the final product.


(4) Second wines. Second wines are second-best. Their function is to improve the quality of the main wine by mopping up wines deemed second-rate either because they are made from young vines or just don’t contribute to the blend. Some second wines are excellent, but the majority are of marginal interest to the Bordeaux lover, since they are designed to be drunk young and are unlikely to be cellared.


(5) Environmental certifications. In 2014 the French government launched the Haute Valeur Environnementale certification across the agricultural sector (see Chapter 2 for details). It rewards biodiversity, good use of water resources, and other practices that have a positive environmental impact. It has been widely adopted by many leading estates in Bordeaux, so much so that it seems pointless to signal every property that has met the criteria.


I have thought long and hard about the role that tasting notes should play in this book. My primary aim has been to explain the wine culture of Bordeaux, and that of course includes a detailed look at each of its major wine estates, and the wines it produces. I have decided against providing formal tasting notes, both because it would expand the book to elephantine proportions, and because other writers – notably Robert Parker, Michael Broadbent MW, Neal Martin, and Jane Anson – have already done so, and my experience, especially of old vintages, can scarcely match theirs. Moreover, the proliferation of wine websites and blogs means that thousands of tasting notes are available online. On the other hand, I have, in the case of important properties, given a more detailed account of the vintages I have tasted, so that the reader can gain some notion of what the wines are like to drink. I often add in parentheses the year in which a wine was tasted, so the reader can see whether the assessment was made ten years ago or one year ago. Obviously, a very young wine will not taste the same as a mature one. I have also eliminated detailed notes on wines tasted so long ago that any impressions can no longer be relevant.


Yet the more I taste, the more I am aware that an assessment based on a single tasting can be misleading. Faulty bottles are not uncommon, especially among older vintages. It is not always easy to know whether, for example, some slight oxidation is a characteristic of a particular wine at a particular age, or a consequence of poor storage or inept bottling. The 1961 Château Lafite is apparently notorious for its inconsistency. I have tasted 1983 Château Margaux six times, with half the bottles distinctly inferior to the best three. Which is the real 1983? The answer is that I give the wine the benefit of the doubt. When comparing notes with other writers on museum-piece vintages, I am often struck by the widely different assessments we make. This confirms the old adage that there is no such thing as a great vintage, only great bottles.


Alas, one cannot always be certain that a rare wine one is privileged to taste or drink is authentic. I reported on certain venerable clarets that I drank assuming them to be the genuine article, but in 2007 information was published that implied that some of these wines may well have been fakes. I have subsequently identified any wines that I have tasted that I now consider of questionable authenticity. At a magnificent dinner at Yquem in June 2005, the hundreds of guests were served marvellous First Growths from 1975 to 1983, mostly from magnum (and almost certain to be authentic since they came from the châteaux’ own cellars). Inevitably, the writers and other guests present couldn’t help comparing notes. It was remarkable how opinions differed. There were no corked wines on the tables, but the bottle variation was significant and perhaps inevitable. So I think it is important for readers of wine books to be aware of the subjectivity of many tasting notes and assessments, unless the same wine has been tasted repeatedly on different occasions.


With very few exceptions I have excluded my tasting notes from primeur tastings, as they are too early to allow anything like a definitive judgment on the wines.


There is no point debating whether Bordeaux is indeed the greatest wine region in the world. But there can be no doubt that it has beguiled the palates of generations of wine drinkers. Certainly in Britain it has been a hereditary taste, with country gentlemen laying down cases of their favourite wines for future generations, and their children following suit. Great Bordeaux has longevity. A wine from a fine vintage can be tasted young, and then retasted and drunk for decades. It evolves, slowly, mysteriously, subtly. A great bottle of wine is not a work of art; it is a work of nature, sleepily alive, constantly changing.


It is not easy to pin down what it is about Bordeaux that has such a firm grip on generations of wine-lovers around the world. It cannot be the varietal flavours alone, as the flavours of ripe Cabernet and Merlot are easily replicated, even amplified, in vineyards worldwide. Sometimes, in books about the wines of Bordeaux, I encounter the word “digestible”. It doesn’t make much sense, yet I think I know exactly what is meant by the term. It includes modest degrees of alcohol – classic Bordeaux ranges from 12% alcohol to 13.5% – that allow the consumption of a fair volume without serious damage to one’s sobriety. It includes balance and freshness, qualities that make one eager to reach for the bottle and enjoy a second glass. (Although recent vintages such as 2009, 2010, and 2018 have produced many wines with alcohols of 14.5% or more, I am not among those who deride such wines for lack of typicity. Power is intrinsic to fine Bordeaux as long as it is not obtrusive or the dominant characteristic.)


But Bordeaux has more than elegance and balance, crucial as those are as defining characteristics of its wines. I also find in good Bordeaux what I can only call force. Bordeaux exudes a strength of personality that can be described as virile. It’s a mixture of robustness and vigour. It has a punch that is lacking, say, in Burgundy, although a great Burgundy can offer other, more sensual experiences that can’t be encountered in Bordeaux. Hugh Johnson, in his characteristic blend of precision and poetry, has captured the spirit of Bordeaux as well as anyone else when he wrote: “Its power as it washes the tongue, a strangely ascetic draft, comes from ripeness held in a precisely calculated grip of astringency, warm and cold at once.”



1. The Rise of Bordeaux


[image: Illustration] The history of the vineyards of Bordeaux, at least in the Médoc and Graves, is a commercial history. This has never been a region dominated by peasant farmers. Already by the 17th century a Bordeaux vineyard was an investment, and its owner tended to be divorced both from agricultural and winemaking operations, and from the commercialization of the finished product. Therefore any account of the development of Bordeaux as a wine region is inextricably linked to its political and commercial history.


From earliest times, Bordeaux and its wines were internationalized. The Romans were probably the first to cultivate wine grapes, probably in the first century BC. They seem to have planted their vines in St-Emilion, on the heights of Loupiac, on the plateau of Blaye. The arrival of Goths and Vandals put the brakes on this nascent wine industry, which did not revive until the second millennium. Those who grew the vines from medieval times were peasants on the one hand, aristocratic landlords and ecclesiastical institutions on the other. They were French, but those who sold the wines throughout Europe, and later throughout the world, were usually foreigners, although some would put down deep roots.


From 1152, when the future Henry II married Eleanor of Aquitaine, until the mid-14th century the major ports of Bordeaux and Libourne were in English hands. Privileges were granted to the outskirts of the city, where most of the vineyards were planted, placing their produce ahead of the queue of other wines passing through the port of Bordeaux. That gave them a tremendous head start on international markets. Moreover, as vineyard development rapidly expanded away from Bordeaux, into the southern Médoc and the Graves, the privileges followed the vines.


In the 14th century the vineyards continued to expand to meet the demand from England and other markets. The gravelly hillocks of Léognan, Martillac, Gradignan, and other villages close to the city, as well as areas around Blaye and Libourne, were soon planted with vines. According to wine historian René Pijassou, the wines made here had little resemblance to modern Bordeaux. They would have been light in body and colour and intended for rapid consumption.


After the battle of Castillon of 1453, when Aquitaine reverted to the French, the vignerons lost their principal markets, but gradually they recovered. Although the territory had reverted to French rule, that did not lead to the end of foreign participation, as the new rulers had no interest in stifling a profitable trade. English commercial influence may have diminished, but other north Europeans muscled in, notably the Dutch, Irish, and Germans, many of whose descendants are still influential in present-day Bordeaux.


Its best-known region in medieval times was the Graves, where both red and (mostly sweet) white wines were produced. In the 1530s Jean de Pontac began planting at Haut-Brion, a property that would later assume importance as the precursor of the “château” system, whereby status would attach to individual estates rather than to regions as such. A century after Jean de Pontac completed planting his vineyards, Haut-Brion would become the first wine to be sought after by name in London, thanks to Arnaud de Pontac, who inaugurated Bordeaux’s first modern marketing campaign in the English capital.


There were also important vineyards on the east side of the Gironde, around Bourg and Blaye, though they were less prestigious than those of the Graves. The Médoc was a late developer: low-lying and swampy, its marshes needed to be drained. The infrastructure was poor, slowing economic development. There was some viticulture in the Médoc even in medieval times, but it became an important region only in the 17th century, after Dutch engineers had drained the marshes. Drainage liberated the gravel terraces and altered their water table, making them suitable for human habitation and creating, perhaps as an afterthought, what was to become the ideal habitat for vines.



MÉDOC LAND-GRAB


The heyday of the Médoc’s viticultural expansion and cultivation was the first half of the 18th century. The noblesse de la robe, a new, commercially and professionally based elite that was replacing the ancient nobility of the noblesse d’épée, rushed to invest its wealth in land. The planting of new vineyards proceeded at such a pace that the authorities feared that the growing of cereals would so diminish that the local population could go hungry. In 1725 the Conseil d’Etat imposed a ban on new plantings without royal approval, but the sporadically imposed system of fines did little to deter further vineyard development.


It did not take long for the excellence of Médoc reds to become recognized and the wines were soon fetching higher prices than those from all other regions of Bordeaux. The once-renowned Graves was eclipsed, and has remained so, with the mighty exception of Haut-Brion.


It was already apparent that the specificity of Bordeaux’s gravel soils played a crucial part in establishing which vineyards were likely to produce the top wines. There were two major factors. The first was the gravel soils from which the Graves took its name. Such soils tended to be on shallow ridges known as croupes and they had two overriding advantages as a soil type. The drainage was excellent, so that even in the uncertain maritime climate of Bordeaux, a spell of wet weather did not always lead to disaster. In addition, the very stoniness of the gravel retained heat until well into the evening, and this heat was directed upwards onto the grapes, helping them to achieve ripeness, this too being no certainty in the Bordeaux climate.


The second factor, which would lead to the supremacy of the Médoc in the long term, was proximity to the Gironde estuary, which exercised a moderating influence on the climate, ironing out extremes. It was rare for vineyards close to the river to freeze, whereas those lying just a few kilometres inland were far more likely to be ravaged by dangerous spring frosts. More westerly vineyards were colder in general, so that full maturation was hard to achieve; tannins were more green, more robust. This was common knowledge, reflected in land prices and in the renown of specific estates. It is instructive to look at 17th-century maps of the Médoc. Not only did cartographers have only the vaguest idea of the peninsula’s true shape, but the interior was mostly left blank, suggesting that even at this date it was scarcely explored.


THE RISE OFTHE BROKERS


As the Médoc was gradually developed from the early 17th century onwards, the courtier came into his own. The vineyards of the northern Médoc were terra incognita to the Bordeaux-based merchants, who became increasingly dependent on the knowledge and expertise of the brokers. The Dutch firm of Beyerman, founded in 1620, was by a long way Bordeaux’s most ancient courtier house. Many others were to follow a century later: Schröder & Schÿler (now transformed into négociants) in 1739, the Lawtons (whose descendants are still active in the profession), and the Miailhes, who are still very much around, but principally as proprietors of important vineyards. The Dutch and the British were to prove complementary masters of Bordeaux commerce: the former favoured wines that were as cheap as could be compatible with drinkability, whereas the British market went for quality even if the price was considerably higher. This British preference was not just a reflection of intrinsic good taste, compared to the Dutch predilection for soapy cheese, stewed eels, caravanning, and cheap, sweet wine. The British government had imposed high duties on wines imported from France. Thus the thin, light fare that had supplied British palates from medieval times was no longer good value, whereas there was a market, even at relatively high prices, for red wine of high quality, which the Pontacs and Ségurs were only too ready to supply. (Visitors to the Margaux estate of Kirwan can inspect the displayed account books of Schröder & Schÿler from the 18th century – a fascinating glimpse into how the wine trade was conducted.)


The hierarchy of vineyards embodied in the 1855 classification was essentially in place by the end of the 18th century. An advertisement in the London Gazette as early as 1707 announced the sale of parcels of new wine from Châteaux Lafite, Margaux, and Latour.1 From the 18th century until the 1855 classification, there was little or no dispute about the First and Second Growths; lower down the scale it was a different matter.


If during the 18th century the typical owner of a well-regarded property in the Médoc or Graves had been a nobleman, lawyer, or politician, in the century that followed the purchaser was more likely to be a banker, businessman, or Bordeaux négociant. The Revolution spelled doom for many an aristocratic proprietor. Those who managed to retain their heads found that their estates were confiscated as biens publics (“national property”), which were subsequently offered for sale. Nor did the Napoleonic era bring long-term stability. Trade with Britain came to a halt during the Napoleonic wars, and although conditions returned to normal after Napoleon’s final banishment, another spate of property sales took place after 1814 because of the continuing economic crisis.


Those who deplore the influx of new money into Bordeaux (from Belgian industrialists, hypermarket proprietors, or New York perfumers, to give but a few examples) should recall that the acquisition of a Bordeaux estate as both a business venture and a fashion accessory is nothing new. The 18th-century parlementaires set the trend. The Marquis de las Marismas who bought Château Margaux in 1836 was, despite the aristocratic handle, a banker from Paris. And so were the Rothschilds, the Péreires of Palmer, and the Foulds of Beychevelle. And if the expected profits should not materialize, it was always possible to regard the property as a rural retreat.


THE 1855 CLASSIFICATION


The American wine historian Dewey Markham has exhaustively chronicled how the celebrated 1855 classification came into being. As he points out, this was just the latest in a series of classifications, compiled with varying degrees of authority by brokers and merchants since the mid-18th century. Ranking was closely allied to the prices obtained for the wine of each property. The 1855 classification was compiled by the brokers of Bordeaux at the request of the Bordeaux Chamber of Commerce as an aid to the presentation of the region’s best wines at the Paris Exposition of 1855. Before 1855 classifications were commercial props for the wine trade; the 1855 version, in contrast, took on a life of its own, and soon became established as a definitive rather than an evolving hierarchy. Although in theory it was possible to amend the rankings, there were too many vested interests at stake for this to be easily accomplished. Château Cantemerle was added to the list of Fifth Growths, having originally been overlooked because its sales were virtually monopolized by Dutch importers, so its qualities were hardly known at all by the Bordeaux brokers. A court later ruled that:




There is nothing official about the classification of the Médoc’s wines, nor is it definitive and irrevocable…. The classification always leaves open the hope for all proprietors of a new and higher standing for their wines.2





In theory, maybe; in practice the classification was almost set in tablets of stone. It took Baron Philippe de Rothschild decades to secure the promotion of Mouton to the ranks of the Firsts in 1973, even though for close to two centuries it had secured prices that equalled those for Lafite and Latour.


Although not intended as such, the 1855 classification became a wonderful PR tool for Bordeaux as a whole. Burgundy would develop its cru system, but that would be based, in an apotheosis of the appellation contrôlée system, on terroir alone. In Bordeaux this was never the case. The classification rewarded, or penalized, properties that were themselves continuously in flux. Estates bought, sold, and exchanged parcels of vines with great regularity, seeking to improve, expand, or rationalize their holdings. Châteaux became brands, not geographical entities. Yet their status was unaffected in the eyes of the classification, and, consequently, in the eyes of the buying public, who came increasingly to regard the classification as holy writ. The lack of a classification at this time in the Graves allowed châteaux a good deal of licence. In 1928 Château Haut-Bailly was proudly labelled “1er Grand Cru”, but by 1944 the self-promotion had been moderated to “Grand Cru Exceptionnel”.


Because the classification can, in theory, be revised at any time, pressure has been exerted over the decades, by the likes of the late Henri Martin and André Cazes, to institute a revision. Such pressure comes from below, from aspiring proprietors, not from those at the top of the tree. Anthony Barton, owner of two classified growths in St-Julien, shrank with horror at the mere suggestion:




There’s plenty of conflict and envy between owners as it is. Just imagine the repercussions if some of their properties were demoted in a new classification. There’d be blood on the streets.





So one can safely predict that no significant revision of the 1855 classification will ever take place.


The four-tier St-Emilion classification, being of much more recent devising, was required to be revised every ten years. Unfortunately, the last time this was done, in 2006, Barton’s predictions proved accurate: there were shrieks of horror from some of the demoted, and the learned gentlemen of the law were called in. The ensuing chaos is chronicled in the first chapter on St-Emilion. The Graves hierarchy is slightly more rigid, and unlikely to be revised, while Pomerol has got by very nicely without any classification at all.


The 1855 classification became transformed from an insider’s guide to an outsider’s vade mecum. All cited properties had status, even if that status varied from stellar to modest. Subsequently even the lesser estates, the crus bourgeois, would establish their own classification, although it was really too amorphous to be of much practical use to the consumer.


BORDEAUX’S INTERNAL MARKET


The classification would have been unthinkable without the long-standing structure of Bordeaux’s unique commercial system, known as the Place de Bordeaux. Many other wine regions had a two-tier system of growers and merchants, but nowhere was this as marked as in Bordeaux. It was not only that the two professions were utterly distinct and therefore drew on entirely different skills. Snobbery played its part too: the noblemen and parliamentarians who owned the most important vineyards did not want to sully their hands with commerce, and were happy to leave sales and distribution to specialist merchants.


The Place soon developed into a three-tier system with brokers (courtiers) operating as middlemen. As the vineyards of Bordeaux spread and ownership proliferated, it became the role of the broker to inform the merchant of recent developments – which property was in the ascendancy, which in decline, which proprietor was in financial trouble, which vineyard had been recently replanted, and so forth – and to negotiate sales of wine from property to merchant.


Inevitably a tug of war developed between the proprietor and the merchant, with the former seeking the highest possible price, the latter the lowest. Occasionally a temporary equilibrium, based on a gratifying margin of profit for both sectors, was achieved. Somehow it was a system that for all its imperfections, even cruelties, stood the test of time. There were economic cycles in Bordeaux as everywhere else, but owners and merchants usually prospered in the long haul. Yet because an element of instability was built into the system, there were periods of economic depression when properties had to be sold as a last resort. In the century and a half since 1855, only three classified properties still remain in the ownership of the original family (Léoville-Barton, Langoa-Barton, and Mouton-Rothschild).


That constant turnover in properties was just as common in the century and a half before the classification, too. By the late 19th century the new proprietors often turned out to be the Bordeaux merchants: families such as Eschenauer, Cruse, Borie, and Castéja gained status after they became the owners of some of the region’s most important properties. Mutually interdependent, the château owners and the négociants prospered over the years, even if at the expense of the other. The merchant Hermann Cruse took a daring gamble when he bought vast quantities of the 1847 vintage. Fear of imminent revolution across Europe was deterring other négociants, but Cruse went ahead regardless. The revolutions duly took place, but without too great an upheaval, and a relieved populace rushed to buy the 1847s, and had to beat a path to M. Cruse’s door if they wanted some. His fortune was made.


Speculation has always been part and parcel of the Bordeaux system. Numerous formulae were devised – subscriptions, futures, exclusivities, and so forth – to facilitate the sales of wines. In 1917 three of the First Growths signed five-year agreements with négociants to sell their crop at a fixed price, which would at least guarantee the proprietors a certain and constant income, regardless of climatic conditions. Once the world war ended, prices rose, and although the proprietors tried to negotiate better terms with the merchants, the négociants wouldn’t budge. They were making money, largely at the expense of the owners, but that was the nature of the gamble.


In periods of economic depression, such as the 1930s, everyone suffered. If there were no transactions, there was no commission for the brokers, many of whom ran separate businesses (real estate for the Miailhes) in order to make ends meet. (Visiting Jean-Michel Cazes in the late 1990s, I was astonished to find myself interviewing him not in the comfortable surroundings of Château Lynch-Bages, but in the AXA insurance offices in central Pauillac. Cazes owned three properties, the best hotel in the Médoc, a successful négociant business, and was the manager of the powerful AXA Millésimes group of properties, yet until the day he retired he kept his hand in as an insurance broker. This was a legacy from the insecure days of the 1930s and 1950s, when it had been all but impossible to earn a living from wine production.)


The strength of the négociants lay in their diversity. This is as true today as it was in the 19th century. Some specialize in the domestic market, others in exporting to South America or South Korea, others in sales to supermarkets, others deal with top restaurants and private customers. The proprietors, working through the brokers, divide up their allocations between dozens, even hundreds, of négociants, using higher allocations as rewards for good service (and withdrawing their custom from négociants whose performance has been disappointing), just as the merchants themselves use the same system of rewards and punishments to cajole their own customer base. The owner of a second growth told me in 2016 that he would not hesitate to cut allocations to any merchant who failed to take up his full allocation for every vintage, however mediocre.


In the flurry of activity that is the Place de Bordeaux, it is easy to forget that there is such a person as the final customer. Nobody has ever given much thought to that ephemeral creature. Whereas all other wine regions foster a rapport between supplier and customer, that is not the Bordeaux way. The absence of direct sales to the consumer, except in some of the more marginal regions, means that the château owner has no idea who, at the end of the line, has bought the wine. Once the crop has been sold to the Place in the spring following the vintage, the work is done. There is no point nurturing relationships with loyal consumers whose identities are largely unknown. Hence the notorious aloofness of the Bordeaux proprietors. Hospitable and attentive to the trade and their hangers-on (such as journalists), their doors often remain closed to the general public.


All of this applies mostly to the proprietors of the leading châteaux, and the négociants who buy from them. But there is another side to Bordeaux, and always has been: that of the outlying vineyards producing substantial crops of inexpensive wines for everyday consumption. In the Entre-Deux-Mers, the southern Graves, the Côtes de Bordeaux, and the areas entitled solely to the lowly Bordeaux appellation, there is no market for high-priced wines, no classification to hang your hat on. The vast majority of the wine that flows through the port of Bordeaux is frankly mediocre.


Indeed, in the past much of it, whatever it said on the label, was not even from Bordeaux. It was common practice throughout the 19th century – and, some claim, in the 20th too – to “improve” the wines when nature was less than obliging. The blending wine of choice was Hermitage from the Rhône, and the 1795 Lafite, no less, was beefed up with a proportion of deep-coloured Hermitage. Only the top growths could afford to plump up their wine this way. Lesser Bordeaux had to make do with dark Spanish wines from Alicante or Benicarlo. Sometimes “stum wine” (unfermented grape juice) was added as a surreptitious chaptalization, as the unfermented juice would ferment, giving more body and alcohol to the doctored wine. The practice was not a secret, and there are apparently references in the account books of established importers to “Lafite Hermitaged”.3 Presumably the shippers, and their clients, would rather have a beefed-up Lafite from a modest vintage than a pure but weedy wine from the same year.



COMMITTING ADULTERATION


There was considerable suspicion across the land when it became known that the financiers of the handy railway line from Sète on the Mediterranean coast (a natural destination for casks of wine from North Africa) to Bordeaux were none other than the Péreire brothers, Parisian bankers and owners of Château Palmer. Some of this blending activity was perfectly legal; in other cases it was simply fraudulent. Much depended on how the wine was sold and thus what it claimed to be. Because many of these frauds involved classed growths, the proprietors grouped together in 1901 to found the Syndicat des Grands Crus Classés du Médoc; one of its functions was to deter such deceptions from taking place and to punish the perpetrators.


Adulteration and fraud worsened after phylloxera reached Bordeaux in 1869. The louse, which attacks the vine’s roots, took its time inflicting damage on the vineyards, but by the 1880s almost the entire region had been affected. Many châteaux were in no hurry to replant on American rootstocks, the only viable solution to the problem, if only because replanting an entire vineyard was very costly. But the ravages of the louse did lead to a shortage of wine. If négociants had orders that needed to be filled, then the wine had to come from somewhere and it wasn’t Bordeaux.


There is much discussion among connoisseurs about whether the quality of top Bordeaux has declined since replanting on American rootstocks. Edmund Penning-Rowsell was unconvinced: “I see no reason to believe the wines less good than the 1880s. I believe that the great pair of 1899 and 1900 proved the pessimism unfounded.”4 Moreover, the outstanding quality of many wines from the 1920s surely demonstrated that grafted vines were equally capable of producing superb and long-lived bottles.


In most cases négociants rather than proprietors took care of the élevage of the wine, that is, its nurturing in barrel until it was deemed ready for bottling. Barrels of new wine, often already divided into different lots according to quality, were shipped down the Gironde to the warehouses in Bordeaux. These lined the quayside, especially along the stretch known as the Quai des Chartrons. Behind the stately façades of the traditional négociant houses established here are immense cellars stretching back from the quayside for hundreds of metres. Even today it is an awe-inspiring promenade to stroll through the immense cellars of négociant houses such as Millésima and Mähler-Besse, staring at the stacks of wooden cases containing priceless vintages of top growths from the 1940s to the present day. These cellars now house stocks of bottled wine; in the past they were filled with rows of barrels. Bottling rarely took place until the wines had been aged three or four years in barrel.


Today all serious Bordeaux is barrel-aged and then bottled at the château. That change took place some 40 or 50 years ago. It is still possible to find classed-growth Bordeaux bottled in England or Scotland or Belgium. Importers would buy barrels from the négociants, then have them shipped to the home base for further ageing and subsequent bottling. The presence of thousands of barrels of wine in each négociant’s or importer’s warehouse offered them a wonderful opportunity to doctor the wine should they choose to do so. The addition of a bucket of inky Alicante might indeed do wonders for a lacklustre claret from a washed-out vintage, but for the cheapest wines even Alicante was probably considered an expensive option. Wretched hybrid vines were widely cultivated, and these often formed the basis for vins de teinturiers, which were the dark wines used to beef up mediocre Bordeaux. And there was worse: liquids concocted from plants, lichens, and flowers were often used as additives.


Viticultural and other improvements, not to mention climatic change, have ensured that most vintages can yield a drinkable wine at the very least, but in the past this was not so. Oïdium was the fungal disease that wrecked most wine production in the Médoc throughout the 1850s. The average yield in the mid-1850s at Gruaud-Larose was a pitiful five hectolitres per hectare.5 Even though an effective treatment against oïdium had been discovered by 1855, sulphuring the vines was slow to be adopted at many estates for fear (unfounded) that the wines would smell or taste of sulphur. Once oïdium had been mastered, prosperity returned to the wine estates in the 1860s, but before very long phylloxera began to make its unwelcome appearance in the late 1870s. To make matters worse, there were simultaneous outbreaks of mildew from 1882 onwards. Downy mildew, which mostly affects the leaves, was the next malady to affect Bordeaux, in the 1880s. Fortunately a cure, doses of copper sulphate, was discovered in 1888.



PROSPERITY AND DISEASE


Nonetheless the mid- to late 19th century was a time of considerable prosperity for the Médoc in particular. France became a rich country under Napoleon III. From the 1840s onwards it became feasible and profitable for businessmen to invest in vineyards and châteaux. It was not the Médocains who made the Médoc prosperous.


One of the mysteries of great claret is why the outstanding vintages from such decades as the 1870s and 1890s are often still in fine condition when tasted today. Some attribute this longevity and vigour to the presence of pre-phylloxera vines. When I put the question to Bruno Prats, former owner of Château Cos d’Estournel, he believed the answer was more complex, a combination of low yields, old vines, and good-quality oak barrels at the top châteaux. Whatever the explanation, the last part of the 19th century, despite the ravages of disease, was a golden age for Bordeaux.


LET THE BAD TIMES ROLL


Unfortunately the first decade of the 20th century was fairly disastrous, with bad vintages greatly outnumbering the good. Prices dropped by about one-third. Although nature was not in a generous mood, the growers made matters worse by overcropping. Edmund Penning-Rowsell observed:




There was no real delimitation of the Gironde vignoble and no control of production; much of the wine was inferior and badly made; this was made worse by the poor vintages. After three disastrous crops in 1901–3, there was not one outstanding year up to 1910, the best being 1906. This overproduction had been made worse by chaptalization…. It was not uncommon for producers to sell more wine than they had made by watering it, a highly illegal operation.6





During this appalling decade, numerous properties were put up for sale, and often changed hands at prices far lower than the prices prevailing some decades earlier. Even so, many properties failed to find purchasers easily. René Pijassou and Didier Ters cite the example of Malescot-St-Exupéry.7 Acquired in 1869 for just over one million francs, it was put up for sale in 1900 at 400,000 francs. There was no interest, and a year later a deal was finally concluded for a paltry 155,000 francs.


With poor economic conditions and proprietors strapped for cash, subscription sales came into their own. More and more châteaux entered into fixed-term contracts with négociants for up to ten years. Such arrangements usually benefited the merchants more than the owners, especially since slumps were invariably followed by periods of growing prosperity and rising prices. The proprietors were guaranteed a steady, if reduced, income, and would not be burdened with high levels of stock, since every vintage was shipped to the négociants with whom the contract, or abonnement, had been signed. Provided the owners had got their sums right, they could at least be certain of surviving a rough patch, whereas other properties, entirely at the mercy of the whims of the market, would have a much more rocky ride, one that often concluded with the sale of the estate. Of the hundred or so properties that changed hands in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, more than half came onto the market because of bankruptcy.8


The abonnement system could also be good news for the consumer, since it stabilized the market. The major drawback of the system, as Edmund Penning-Rowsell pointed out, was that “the growers had little incentive to improve their vineyards and their wines”.9


DEPRESSION AND OCCUPATION


Despite the more buoyant conditions in the 1920s, there was worse to come in the 1930s. The worldwide economic depression flattened demand. Prohibition had killed off the American market, Revolution had done for the Russian market. If some individuals still had money to burn, they were unlikely to fritter it on a vineyard. The broker Hugues Lawton recalled: “Everything was up for sale, but there were no purchasers. Vines were being pulled up everywhere in the Médoc.”10 In 1929 there were 17,100 hectares under vine in the Médoc; nine years later there were just 13,300. In 1918 Château Citran had 73 hectares in production; by 1938 just four remained. The situation was made worse by the sparseness of good vintages in the 1930s, other than 1934 and 1937.11 A government decree of 1935 even awarded subsidies for each hectare pulled out. Many growers, on the brink of financial ruin, created cooperatives in order to cut costs. Some of the more established proprietors were able to weather the storm thanks to their ownership of forests in the Landes between the vineyards and the Atlantic shore, but by the 1930s the price of wood had plummeted, so even this standby was in decline. Outbreaks of black rot, against which there were few effective treatments, didn’t help. Only a handful of new proprietors, such as the American banker Clarence Dillon at Haut-Brion from 1935, bucked the trend.


World War II was not an unmitigated disaster for Bordeaux, at least in commercial terms. There had been a vigorous trade between Bordeaux and Germany for centuries, and some négociants of German origin were encouraged to maintain those connections. The Bordeaux merchants with long-standing links to the historic German wine trade in Bremen and other cities were in an uncomfortable position. Before the war Herr X from Hamburg might have been a close business associate, even a family friend; now he was on the doorstep in an officer’s uniform, and it was hard to slam the door in his face. Since the port of Bordeaux itself was blockaded, the sole significant export destination was Germany, and it was asking a good deal of families with ancient links to Germany to abandon their business.


Indeed, the Germans would buy wines of top quality only from merchants with whom they had traded in the pre-war years. A so-called Weinführer, Heinz Böhmers from Bremen, was appointed to keep a close eye on the wine trade and to offer assurances that predatory soldiers would not raid venerable cellars. For those négociants who continued to trade there was a fine line between business and collaboration. After the war merchants who were deemed to have been too close to the German authorities found their businesses subject to confiscation, and their persons subject to arrest. However, only two of them, Louis Eschenauer and Roger Descas, ended up serving prison sentences, and none was executed, even though that was a possible penalty for collaborators.


For those branded as enemies of the Reich, Bordeaux was no place to be in the early 1940s. For the Sichels, négociants and co-owners of Château Palmer, their links to England and their Jewish heritage ensured that they would have been rounded up had they stayed, so they sold their stock and left. Nor did the Rothschilds hang around for any longer than was necessary. Proprietors tended to keep their heads down and their cellars firmly locked, especially since the Weinführer was quite insistent in his demands for fresh stock to furnish the tables of the upper echelons of the Nazi regime. Böhmers managed to extract 5,000 cases (including many rare vintages) from Lafite. The depredations could have been worse, had not the maître de chai at Lafite cunningly insisted that many of the rarest wines were the personal property of the Führer and therefore not to be touched.


Once the war had ended the wine trade was slow to recover, and it was only at the very end of the 1940s that conditions improved, despite a number of superb vintages. Château-owners continued to struggle, doing their best to maintain their properties despite low prices for their wines. Many of them resorted to sales sur souche, which meant that a price, usually based on that for the previous vintage, was agreed with the négociants a few months before the grapes were even picked. Again, this method of sales was a gamble, but it ensured some cash flow. Much of the celebrated 1955 and 1961 vintages were sold in this way.


The late Peter Sichel recalled:




The first vintages I sold were the 1952 and 1953. Nearly all our sales in those days were in cask – our clients each did their own bottling. Prices were the equivalent of around 550 francs per hogshead of 225 litres – about 1.83 francs per bottle! But it was difficult to sell, and when I returned from a week travelling with an order for a hogshead or two I was congratulated! One of our regular customers was British Railways, who served half bottles of Château Palmer as their vin de maison in the restaurant cars! 12






THE FIFTIES: STILL STRUGGLING


For the first half of the 1950s, even some of the most prestigious estates, such as Mouton, were unprofitable. In 1948 Philippe de Rothschild had struck a deal with one sole négociant to buy the entire crop, a situation unimaginable today. Some growers could not afford the remedial treatments necessary to counter outbreaks of disease and climatic disasters. Once again it seemed that half the properties of the Médoc were up for sale as proprietors despaired of seeing their way back to profitability. The devastating frost of 1956 compounded the problems; many vineyards needed to be replanted, but that for some was an unaffordable expense. In any event, vineyards remained out of production until the new vines were a few years old.


It was galling for proprietors to realize that in outstanding years, such as 1961, they had sold their wines for what proved with hindsight to be very low prices. They knew they were gambling, but it was dispiriting to find oneself time and again on the losing side. But gradually conditions improved once again. In the late 1960s proprietors regained much of the initiative by deciding to bottle most of their wines at the châteaux, rather than selling them in barrel to the Place. Of course some of the top properties, notably Mouton, had already been doing that for decades, but it was not common practice. The role of the négociants began to change accordingly. No longer entrusted with the élevage, they could devote more of their energies to the profitable distribution of the wines still in the care of the châteaux. The négociants were not slow to adapt to these changing circumstances, but by the 1980s there was an entire breed of négociants who held no stock but conducted all their business from a small office with a fax machine. Their role was, indeed, closer to that of the traditional broker.


The négoce was also delivered a severe blow by the scandal that shook the industry in 1973. It erupted when Lionel Cruse refused to allow inspectors into his cellars, on the grounds that there was a gentleman’s agreement that notice should be given before inspections. It appears that the inspectors were not gunning for the house of Cruse, but were gathering evidence against an unscrupulous merchant called Pierre Bert, who had bought cheap table wines and then altered the documents to make it appear that these wines were good Bordeaux. Having done this, he could then sell these bogus bulk wines to the négociants at a very good profit, and supply false documents attesting to their authenticity. Cruse was by no means the only merchant to be involved with Bert, but it did appear that they were not unaware of what Bert was up to. The long-term consequence was that Bert went to prison for a year, and one of the Cruse family committed suicide.


To make matters worse, the scandal coincided with one of Bordeaux’s periodic commercial crises. The dreadful 1972 vintage had been wildly overpriced, as were the two succeeding vintages. When the market crashed, as it inevitably did when oil prices went through the roof in 1973, the négociants were left holding the parcel. They were stuck with overpriced wine that no one wanted.


Jean-Michel Cazes recalled the desperation of some négociants at this time:




I had been working in Paris and arrived here just in time for the Bordeaux crisis and the oil crisis. It was also a time of major technical changes. People were just beginning to understand malolactic fermentation, and many négociants said they wouldn’t accept wines such as 1972s that hadn’t gone through malo. It was a way for them to wriggle out of their agreements, as their businesses were in peril.





Prices dropped by 70 per cent, but it was too late. It was the end for some individual merchants, and the beginning of the end for the system by which négociants carried vast stocks. At this time, many négociants still had “exclusivity” arrangements with certain properties. This monopoly arrangement could be an advantage, but not in the 1970s, when such négociants found themselves locked into agreements to buy substantial quantities of wine for which there was no longer any market. This crisis was to provide an additional spur to develop the futures system for consumers as well as the trade, since the new wines were passed on rapidly to the customers and the go-between merchants no longer needed to hold stock.



NEW OWNERS, NEW FLAVOURS, NEW CRITICS


Patterns of ownership were changing too, especially in the Médoc. Inheritance taxes doubled in 1981, and many families found it impossible to hang onto their estates, especially when they had to be divided into equal shares among the children. More and more properties fell into the hands of insurance companies and other corporate giants, such as British brewers and Japanese drinks companies. Wealthy négociants such as the Merlauts were also in a position to buy estates. In some cases these new owners managed their properties well; in other cases they seemed interested solely in improving their profitability, which led to a lowering of quality. The large properties of the Médoc were affordable only to corporate purchasers or individuals of enormous wealth, such as François Pinault at Latour and the Wertheimers at Rauzan-Ségla. Many rich individuals looked elsewhere, such as Alfred-Alexandre Bonnie at Malartic-Lagravière and the Cathiards at Smith-Haut-Lafitte in Pessac-Léognan, and the dozens of businessmen who were attracted by the smaller, more manageable properties of St-Emilion.


If the structure of the Place was changing, that was in response to a changing international market. The turning point was the sumptuous 1982 vintage, which reached a very wide customer base, in large part thanks to the enthusiastic endorsement of the vintage by an astute wine critic named Robert Parker. Where many British wine writers mused about the nuances of each growth in their cultivation of connoisseurship, Parker, and later the Wine Spectator and other American journals, took a more dogmatic stand, by scoring each wine as though it were sitting an examination. Although Parker always insisted that his written comments were more important than his score, a new generation of wine drinkers (and wine investors) was more influenced by the number than by the varying cocktail of fruits discerned in each wine.


The kind of publicity that Parker (and others) were giving to Bordeaux and its wines from 1982 onwards also played a part in improving quality. Michel Tesseron of Château Lafon-Rochet recalls:


Before 1982 nobody ever talked about fruit in a wine. But ever since 1982 we all tried to pick only when the grapes were properly ripe. Before then, you picked the first vines when they were still unripe and the last vines when they were overripe.


This was also the time when selection became much more important, and many leading estates created second wines. For merchants and importers, the Parker score in particular became an invaluable sales tool. Indeed it was logical to do so, given the reliance on those scores by the final customers. The aspiring claret drinkers of Asia or São Paulo no longer needed to scratch their heads wondering whether Lafite was a better buy than Latour, or whether Trotanoy was outgunned in this particular vintage by Lafleur.


In the 2000s the traditional wine critic was joined by the blogger. A well run website by a blogger or a critic could respond instantly to events such as en primeur tastings or the Grands Jours de Bourgogne or the International Pinot Noir Conference in Oregon. He or she could report on prestigious tastings, or simply assess any wines that came their way. Although the best websites and blogs could provide accurate and useful information to consumers, some of them were run by poorly informed enthusiasts whose primary interest was in cadging free bottles of wine for “review”. This development spelled the beginning of the end for wine critics using only the traditional media. Why wait years for the judicious opinions of an expert to appear in print, when within minutes you could download a festival of scores and opinions?


The growing influence of the wine press went hand in hand with the development of the en primeur or futures system, by which wine was sold to consumers long before it was bottled. Historically, futures purchases had been an internal mechanism. By the 1980s everybody could play. Wine writers as well as importers were encouraged to visit Bordeaux six months after the vintage to taste the new wines. Although traditional merchants make their own recommendations to their customers based on their own expert tastings, newcomers promote the futures campaign on the back of wine critics’ assessments, often appending the crucial scores to their mail-order offers. And it works. The merchant has a vested interest in selling on the wines bought en primeur; the wine critic is supposed to be independent and dispassionate.


I have expounded in an earlier book (Bordeaux: People, Power, Politics) on the deficiencies of the en primeur system, which is adored by the proprietors because it provides much welcome cash flow. But it requires journalists and importers alike to judge a wine that has only just begun its élevage. There can be many a slip between barrel and bottle. Numerous factors will alter the aroma, flavour, and structure of the wine in the period before bottling. There will be the effects of oak-ageing, possibly of micro-oxygenation, of the addition of press wine or other adjustments to the blend, of fining and filtration. Nor is there any control over the samples submitted, and whereas most owners and their maîtres de chai make an honest attempt to cobble together a representative sample of the final blend, the temptation to tweak that sample is not always resisted, as the hugely influential consultant Stéphane Derenoncourt has admitted. The director of Château Dassault in St-Emilion told me the final blend nearly always included some Cabernet Sauvignon, but she omitted it from the primeur sample because it made the wine tough and unrepresentative. Attempts by some conscientious proprietors to introduce some measures of control and verification have met with stubborn resistance, as have attempts to postpone the primeur tastings until later in the year, when a more definitive judgment would be easier to make. The whole dubious system is further fuelled by the ingrained competitiveness between journalists, each keen to be the first on-line with the “story” and with detailed comments on infant wines. Particularly absurd is the sight of wine writers studiously tasting and writing up a range of lesser wines that are never offered en primeur.


In January 2015 I published on the American satirical website Hosemaster of Wine my scores for about 100 top wines from the 2014 vintage. The joke was that nobody, myself included, had yet tasted any of the wines. Then in May 2015 I wrote an article for Tom Cannavan’s wine-pages.com comparing my scores with those released months later by the established critics, such as James Suckling, Neal Martin, and Tim Atkin. I was able to congratulate myself on how close my scores were to theirs. My point was a simple one: critics now score brands, not wines. Who would dare give Pétrus 89 or Desmiral 97? When almost every wine is a winner, what is the point of tasting them in the first place?


By 2020 the situation was even more absurd. Unable to travel to Bordeaux because of the Covid-19 pandemic, leading international critics were sent samples to taste by courier. Primeur samples can be notoriously unstable, and shipping them across the world was hardly going to improve their condition. It made no difference, of course. 2020 was a very fine vintage, and scores were stratospheric. If almost everything is deemed to be more or less equally superb, why bother to taste and score?


The vagaries of wine criticism have contributed to the speculative nature of the Bordeaux market. This is regrettable. Pricing itself has become closely linked to the palates of a small handful of tasters. This has reinforced what has always been the great weakness of the Place de Bordeaux, its lack of stability. Pricing has never been linked to quality but to market conditions. The prices demanded for the 1972 were simply absurd, given the abysmal quality of the wines. Despite the ensuing crisis, the Place went through the whole thing again in the 1980s, when the thin 1984s were priced higher than the fine 1983s. Many trade customers just gritted their teeth and went along with it, fearing that a refusal to buy might lose them their future allocations.


Bordeaux has no collective memory, or, if it does, it chooses to suppress it. A similar situation arose yet again in 1997, a light rather than poor vintage, yet considerably more expensive than the excellent 1996s. A handful of proprietors, a brave few, refused to increase their prices because they knew the wines didn’t deserve it, but the majority – citing strong if mysterious demand from overseas clients – jacked up their prices. Five years on, those who bought the wines en primeur could, in many cases, have bought them for half the price from the shelves of merchants swiftly unloading their stocks of these unwanted wines.


The good if not exceptional 2012 vintage led to some modest decreases, although in St-Emilion both Pavie and Angélus actually increased prices, presumably to attract favourable attention to their campaign for promotion in the next round of the St-Emilion classification. In the truly mediocre 2013 vintage, many châteaux reduced their prix de sortie by up to one-third – not so Montrose and Pontet-Canet, who left their opening prices unchanged. It is hardly surprising that many winelovers have simply given up on Bordeaux, at least at the top level.


In most wine regions, the producer sets the price and then attempts to sell the wine in any way he or she sees fit. Buyers will not tolerate extreme swings of price, so there is a modicum of stability. In Bordeaux the concept of stability is alien to growers and négociants alike. The primeur campaigns are used to whip up the maximum excitement, and only after the trade and the press have departed do the growers begin to release their prices. In 2011 Jancis Robinson asked other influential wine writers not to release their scores for the 2010 Bordeaux wines until after the châteaux had announced their opening prices. American critics in particular saw no reason, given the competitive climate in which they thrive, to hold back, and her perfectly sensible proposal withered.


No one should be under any illusion that those release prices are based on the quality of the wine. To be sure, if the quality is high, then the temptation to increase prices is all but irresistible. But it’s easy for growers to find an excuse to raise prices. If the crop is short, then a price rise is deemed necessary. If a particular market, such as the Far East, seems to be awash in cash and eager to buy, then up go the prices.


Whenever a really fine vintage comes along – and there have been many over the past 20 years – the trade and, often, the press urge the growers to exercise restraint. The latter rarely listen, and most proprietors do not take kindly to being lectured on greed by the Place. If a producer senses that demand is going to be high, as it was in 2000, then it is natural for him or her to wish to benefit financially, rather than allow the négociants and other middlemen to cash in. Anthony Barton, the least greedy of proprietors, increased his prices only very moderately in 2000, despite the undoubted excellence of the vintage. Within a few weeks of announcing his prix de sortie, his opening offer to the trade, the wine was changing hands for about three times that price. The trade and consumers were soon aware that the wine was of fabulous quality, so up went the prices. In this case the middlemen made higher profits than the proprietor.


Anthony Barton told me in 2004:


The pricing of the top growths has got completely out of hand. I asked one of my neighbours, who is fairly open about these things, what he planned to do in a recent vintage. “Oh,” he said, “I’ll probably increase my prices by 10 or 15 per cent.” Needless to say, he came out about 40 per cent higher. When I taunted him gently about this a few weeks later, he shrugged his shoulders and murmured: “Quand le train passe, je monte dessus.” (“When the train passes by, I climb aboard.”) I’m known for keeping my prices fairly stable, and let me tell you, I’m still making good money. The problem with ridiculous price increases is that it turns Bordeaux into a speculative market. Of course it has always been that way, but it’s becoming more exaggerated. And that makes it impossible for smaller properties to get by. They can’t possibly match the prices of the top growths, so there is a vast pool of well-made wine, especially from crus bourgeois, for which there is little market. And while the top properties keep ratcheting up their prices, they ignore the fact that there is a good deal of unsold stock in Bordeaux.


It is hard to underestimate the competitiveness of Bordeaux estates. Many customers, or potential customers, assume that if a wine is relatively inexpensive, then it can’t be of the highest quality. If a handful of properties in a village are obtaining very high prices, then it is natural for the other producers to think they can, and should, do the same. Nicolas de Bailliencourt, of Château Gazin in Pomerol, is a modest and unassuming man who produces excellent wine. In 2000 he was unsure what to do:


In 2000 we were tempted to keep our prices at the same level as the 1999s, but others were advising us to “follow the market”. If everybody increases their prices and you don’t, then you are made to look stupid. My prix de sortie tends to be reasonable. Then I see the wine selling for enormous prices in New York retailers. But it’s not Gazin that is making this enormous profit. And when the market calms down, châteaux such as ours that have tried to stay reasonable still need to come down along with the greedier châteaux. So it is tempting to keep putting up the prices when the going is good.



2010: A CASE STUDY


The 2009 vintage proved to be a huge success. The 2008 vintage, released in the spring of 2009, was burdened by the impact of the global banking crisis. Few were in a mood to buy, even though the wines were of very good quality, so prices had to drop significantly if they were to stand a chance of selling. But when 2009 came along, château owners chucked away their hairshirts. Moreover, they could justify some astonishing price increases because the wines were indeed superb, and the burgeoning Asian market had been relatively unaffected by the crisis in New York and Europe and had money to spend. The wines sold well.


Along came the 2010. Although the wines were in a very different style from the 2009 – higher tannins, acidities, and in some cases alcohols – they were indisputably of great quality. The proprietors were in a quandary. On grounds of quality alone there was no reason to reduce prices, but the owners had to calculate whether the market still had cash in the bank, having splurged on the 2009s. They dithered. There had long been a tendency to delay announcing prix de sortie, both to see what the critical reaction would be (and it was certainly positive) and, as always, to see what the neighbours were doing. This prevarication irritated the wine trade and many of their customers, who were left standing around, cheque books in hand, with no idea of what would be affordable.


Finally, Gruaud-Larose released its wine on 7th June 2011. Then the floodgates opened, as châteaux tumbled over each other in a race to release their prices and wines. The merchants couldn’t cope. On one single day 35 top growths would announce their prices, and the trade struggled to secure their allocations and offer so many wines to their customers.


As for prices, in many cases they soared, and although many purchasers were happy to pay the same price, more or less, as they had paid for the 2009s, they were reluctant to fork out for properties that had increased prices flagrantly. Farr Vintners, the leading London merchant, failed to sell a single case from one of the offending châteaux, Lascombes in Margaux (up 20 per cent). Smith-Haut-Lafitte put up its price by 24 per cent and found hardly any one was interested. Cheval Blanc (21 per cent up on 2009) looked far too expensive, especially since you could buy two cases of the great 2005 for the same sum. Nonetheless some properties did sell well, even though in many cases there had been price increases: Pontet-Canet (39 per cent), Lynch-Bages (40 per cent), Ducru-Beaucaillou (17 per cent), Beychevelle (a new darling of the Chinese market – up 23 per cent), and Pichon-Longueville. A handful of properties – Palmer, L’Evangile – held their prices at 2009 levels, while Léoville-Las-Cases actually came down 11 per cent, and Yquem came down 22 per cent. First growths continued a policy begun some years earlier of only releasing a relatively small proportion of the crop, which drove up the price of the wine, while allowing the châteaux to hang on to stocks which, in theory, could be released over the next decade or more at ever higher prices. (This strategem also allowed First Growths to maintain the fiction that their wine was reasonably priced, ignoring that only the first tranche – which might be no more than five per cent of production – was thus priced, while all succeeding tranches were at steadily rising prices.)


The thinking behind the price increases and the shrinking allocations was that although the European and American market was still faltering, the Asian market was buoyant and keen to buy top growths whatever the cost. Moreover, the top estates had invested fortunes in wooing Hong Kong and China by opening offices there, and hosting lavish tastings and dinners for potential purchasers. Yet there were signs that the boom might not continue indefinitely. Auction prices for top growths for vintages such as 1982 were slipping, and so were prices for many 2010s. The price for Latour, for example, dropped 10 per cent. It seemed likely that many châteaux and négociants might be left sitting on substantial stocks of 2010s (not to mention 2007s and 2008s).


There were long-term trends that the Bordelais should have found worrying had they ever given such matters any thought. In Britain, at any rate, traditional purchasers such as London clubs or Oxbridge colleges were either avoiding Bordeaux altogether or slashing their orders. The country doctors and solicitors who used to open a Second Growth, or the occasional First, with Sunday lunch were no longer prepared to pay the prices demanded. There were new buyers among the young rich disposing of their City bonuses, but this could prove to be a volatile client base.


If the “traditional” claret lover was sometimes absurdly loyal, placing his order year in, year out for his favourite Montrose or La Mission, the new well-heeled wine drinker is likely to switch allegiance from year to year, depending on fad and fashion – and scores.


Even Asian purchasers could not be relied on indefinitely. However avidly the richest Chinese were to build up collections of Pétrus or Lafite, they liked to have the cases in their cellar instead of a futures invoice in their hands. They were wary en primeur purchasers (as indeed were the Americans), only keen to buy futures if they were convinced that prices would rise. There was little reason to think that the 2010s would significantly increase in value, so this deterred many Asian buyers from becoming regular en primeur purchasers.


For the traditional Bordeaux-loving consumer of modest means but a keen palate, vintages such as 2009, 2010, and 2015 offer great opportunities. As the following chapters on wine regions will make clear, many properties in areas such as Castillon and Haut-Médoc made superb wines in those vintages, and prices remain stable, as the market for these wines (which lack investment potential) won’t support dramatic increases. Rather than abandon Bordeaux altogether for the delicious and sensibly priced wines of Argentina or Spain, consumers should give more attention to the outlying regions that have benefited from climatic change and more skilful viticulture and winemaking.


Many of us stubbornly persist in seeing fine wine not just as another luxury brand, but as a drink that forms part of a culture of good living. There may be many customers who are happy to drink labels rather than wines, but the bedrock of any region’s support has to be those who drink wines rather than labels. The way in which the sought-after wines are marketed also does no favours to the trade or the consumer. It is no secret that owners with a number of properties attach the lesser growths to the coat-tails of their finest wine. So if a négociant (or importer, or retailer) wants 50 cases of Château Fabulous, he or she will be politely informed that the order can be secured by also taking 100 cases of Château Middling and 200 of Château Humdrum. The unfortunate retailer, having flogged Château Fabulous, is then stuck with the task of persuading customers of the remarkable if unusual merits of those greatly underrated wines, Château Middling and Château Humdrum. Or, as négociant and proprietor Jean-Christophe Mau put it: “It’s like going to buy an Audi, and having to buy a Volkswagen and a Skoda as well.”13


SAUTERNES AND OTHERS


This book also considers the sweet wines of Bordeaux, which have been unaffected by the speculative fever that characterizes the market for the region’s great red wines. Sauternes and Barsac are prestigious wines, miracles of perfectly wedded agriculture and a benign freakishness of nature. They are wines that have gone through cycles of success and slump. By the 1970s a lack of investment was having dire consequences. A handful of properties such as Yquem, Climens, Coutet, Nairac, and Raymond-Lafon were dedicated to maintaining the costly and labour-intensive practices of the past, all aimed at producing perfectly botrytized grapes that would then be vinified and aged with care. But many properties, including First Growths, had thrown out their oak barrels, chaptalized routinely, over-sulphured, and did everything possible to rob their wines of personality and drinkability. The 1983 vintage, widely acclaimed, brought in profits that were often invested in restoring traditional practices, and standards improved across the region. Most classified growths were making very good wines by the time the glorious trio of vintages from 1988 to 1990 came around.


More recently, vintages such as 2009 and 2011 have sold well, and for good prices. Yet the commercial progress of Sauternes remains sporadic. In large part this is the fault of the Sauternais, who seem incapable of teaming up to promote their wines. But sweet wine producers worldwide have to fight against those who decry sweet wines in general as injurious to health because of high sugar content, as incompatible with the vast majority of foods, as relics of the past when sweetness was equated with nutrition. This is a battle the Sauternais are poorly equipped to fight. Although their websites explore promising avenues such as the suitability of Sauternes as an accompaniment to Asian and other cuisines, and social media helps create a steady following for the handful of estates that have mastered their use, the producers as a whole are ineffective at promoting their wines.


And once again, the entrenched Place de Bordeaux dissuades producers and merchants alike from making much of an effort to promote the wines. The producers cannot negotiate direct sales on the back of promotional efforts, and for merchants the volumes involved are too insignificant. So Sauternes remains a cult wine, adored by a few, ignored by most. Given the enormous costs of production, one can’t help wondering from time to time whether such a hand-crafted style of wine can survive. By 2016 some estates were producing more dry white wine at the expense of sweet, and Silvio Denz, the new owner of first-growth Lafaurie-Peyraguey, freely admitted that this was his intention.


The growers of the lesser sweet wine regions are facing the same problems but with even fewer resources for combating them. In outstanding vintages there is no doubt that regions such as Loupiac and Cérons are capable of making great sweet wines. But often the results in the bottle are disappointing. With very few exceptions, prices for these wines are significantly lower than for Sauternes and Barsac. Lower returns mean that growers are less able or willing to make the investments that will result in great wines. On the other hand, relatively low prices clearly appeal to certain markets and consumers, so all is not lost.


If the confusion and mendacity that infest the Place are enduring blots on its reputation and a grave disservice to the often deluded consumer, there is nonetheless much that is positive in modern-day Bordeaux. I am certain that the overall quality of wine, even at relatively modest levels, has never been higher. Enormous advances have been made in viticulture and oenology, often thanks to the close involvement of the University of Bordeaux’s renowned faculty of oenology in the wine industry on its doorstep. There will always be vintage variation, but the truly ghastly vintages such as 1968 and 1972 are unlikely ever to be repeated. Global warming has played its part, but so have the factors mentioned above.


The introduction of second wines has done wonders for the quality of the grand vin. In the past the entire crop was picked, vinified, and bottled together, with little or no selection. That is unthinkable today. Wines are no longer tainted by hail or rot, since affected bunches are eliminated at sorting tables or by optical sorting machines. There may be some faint justification in the complaint that the ubiquitous presence of consultant oenologists such as Michel Rolland and Eric Boissenot is “standardizing” the wines of Bordeaux, but one must also recognize that their expertise and vigilance have helped to raise quality. With parcel selection becoming ever more detailed, as growers seek to identify the typicity of their best vineyards, so the blending process becomes more complex and more crucial. The growers know there is no future in mediocrity, that regions such as Napa, Stellenbosch, Margaret River, and Tuscany are capable of producing superb wines based on the Bordeaux varieties. Some Bordelais may look down their noses at what they regard as the meretriciousness of the “New World” but their ranks are dwindling. Jean-Guillaume Prats, Christian Seely, Pierre Lurton, Christian Moueix, Jean-Luc Thunevin, and many other leading figures are fully aware that the international competition is intense and that Bordeaux cannot afford to take short cuts. Such producers strive for ever-higher quality and consistency, and for the most part they deliver the goods. It is in their long-term interests to do so, but we the consumers also benefit enormously. We are right to grumble that many Bordeaux wines are grossly overpriced, but we are under no obligation to buy them, and if we are fortunate enough to be able to afford them, then it is unlikely we will be disappointed by their quality. A great Médoc from 1990, a great Pomerol from 1998, a great Sauternes from 2011, a great white Pessac-Léognan from 2017 – these are wines that satisfy the senses and stimulate the intellect. What more can we ask of a fine wine?



2. The Land


[image: Illustration] Robert Louis Stevenson once described the wine of Napa as “bottled poetry”. In which case, Bordeaux is bottled history. But it is of course more than that. Like any other great wine, Bordeaux is defined by its soils and its climate. They determine its typicity, aided by support systems such as grape varieties and human intervention. Like most of the world’s great wine regions, Bordeaux is essentially marginal or was, before global warming came along. The climate is usually benign enough to ensure that the grapes ripen properly, but sufficiently hazardous to ensure that from time to time vintages can be hellish compounds of frost, hail, chill, and downpours, all adding up to a riot of rot and unripeness. When grapes do ripen, they do so in different ways, leading to considerable vintage variations, which are part of the fascination of Bordeaux. The vintages of 2009 and 2010, for example, are both excellent but in different ways.


Average rainfall measured at Bordeaux’s airport is 851mm (33.5 inches), but there are significant variations from year to year. Almost until the last moment the grower cannot be certain of a good harvest. The history books are crammed with years that were all set to be “vintages of the century” but were wrecked by late rains.


Yet even climate is not constant in its inconstancy. Global warming has undoubtedly affected the wines of Bordeaux. Flowering and véraison dates are at least two weeks earlier than they would have been two decades ago.


Early flowering usually leads to an early harvest, which in turn decreases the risk of encountering inclement weather in the mid- to late autumn. Harvesting in mid- to late September is less risky than harvesting two weeks later in October. Decades such as the 1930s and 1950s produced numerous vintages that were frankly abysmal. Who can recall with pleasure the taste of a 1935 or 1954? Or for that matter 1963 or 1968? Yet since 1984 there have been no truly poor vintages. The 1997s and 2007s are light but far from undrinkable. The 1992s, 1993s, and 2013s are not easy to love, but some good, if short-lived, wines were made in those sodden years. Technological improvements in the vineyard and the winery have lessened the wretchedness of wretched years, but, even taking that into account, the climate for grape-farming in Bordeaux has been more benign in the past 20 years than in living memory.


This is bound to have an effect on the taste of the wines. Kees Van Leeuwen at Château Cheval Blanc does believe that global warming is a reality. So far,


... global warming has been largely positive for late-maturing grapes in Bordeaux like Cabernet Sauvignon or Petit Verdot, as there’s a better chance of ripening fully. But for early-ripening varieties such as Merlot and Sauvignon Blanc, you risk losing aromatic freshness.14


Hail is a more random hazard. Although usually highly localized, it can cause considerable devastation. In 1999 a hailstorm in St-Emilion cut a swathe 500m (1,640 feet) wide, cutting through 500 hectares of vineyards, including Angélus, Beau-Séjour-Bécot, and Canon. There was worse to come in 2013, when some 7,000 hectares were hail-damaged in the Entre Deux Mers. 2017 and 2018 also saw significant outbreaks, with losses of up to 90 per cent in some areas. Hail, which usually clatters down in early summer, has the power to destroy part of the crop and damage the skins of ripening berries, opening the gate to rot. It can also scar the wood, affecting the next year’s crop. Well-heeled properties such as Gruaud-Larose can invest 150,000 euros in a hail cannon. Although effective in breaking up the clouds, they can’t be used near populated areas because of the noise they make.


More technologically sophisticated systems are coming into use, such as a radar that detects storm movements. Growers can then release helium balloons that disperse calcium chloride salts into the clouds, preventing or diminishing the formation of hail and replacing it with rainfall. Early in 2021 the châteaux of St-Emilion and its satelites agreed to implement the system, accepting a levy based on the size of each estate to finance the project.


There is not much a grower can do to protect vines against hail, but measures can be taken to deal with frost. This is an annual hazard, and the most damaging frosts take place during the spring, when the leaves begin shyly to unfurl. Some vineyards particularly prone to frost, such as Domaine de Chevalier, are equipped with windmills that circulate the air and deter frost.



TERROIR


Climate has a powerful role to play in determining the ripeness and the balance of a wine, but it has only a limited influence on the flavour of a wine. Here the notion of terroir comes into its own. Climate, to be sure, is part and parcel of the catch-all concept of terroir, but soil is paramount. When we think of the terroir of Chablis we think of the shimmering limestone slopes; when we contemplate the terroir of the Mosel, we recall the near-vertical scree of slate looming over the river.


There are two major soil types in the Bordeaux region: gravel and clay-limestone. The former is crucial to the typicity of the Médoc and Graves and parts of Pomerol. Clay-limestone (argilo-calcaire in French) is unremarkable. It is a soil type found all over Europe, and it can be the source of excellent wines. It is dominant on the Right Bank, especially in St-Emilion and its satellites, and in the various Côtes. However, there is considerable variation in the depth of clay and the porous quality of the limestone. If the clay is too thick and rich, there is a danger of waterlogging, but in dry years its water-retentive properties are an advantage. Limestone is more discreetly water-retentive and on the great terroirs of the St-Emilion plateau it keeps hydric stress at bay without soaking the roots in water, which could result in bloated bunches and excessive yields.


Gravel, however, is more unusual. It is the scattered seed of the Pleistocene Ice Age, in the early Quaternary period of earth’s geological epic. As James Wilson explains in his useful book, Terroir, the Ice Age was not a single event, but a series of alternating periods of freeze and thaw. These floods released huge volumes of rock and pebbles. Those that helped create the soils of Bordeaux came primarily from two sources: the Pyrenees and the Massif Central. Grinding and coursing its way down from those mountain ranges, the rock splattered into pebbles and stones and gravel, and when the force of its propulsion weakened, it settled down comfortably on riverside terraces in Bordeaux. The gravel and rock were not pure mineral matter, of course; they were mixed with sand, mud, clay, and any other material scooped up in their downward trajectory. The special contribution of the Massif Central was quartz and agates, while the Pyrenees deposited black and red Lydian (lydenne) stones. Quartz is easily the most important element in the gravel terraces. This complexity of composition accounts for the lack of uniformity within the Bordeaux vineyards. Thus the gravel of Pauillac, in its depth, composition, and consistency, differs from that of Margaux or Léognan.


There were four major stages of gravel migration and deposit in the Bordeaux region: the Günz, Mindel, Riss, and Würm. We can more or less forget about the last two, which were inundated toward the end of the last Ice Age, when the Gironde rose by some 60m (197 feet). By far the most significant stage is the Günzian. Almost all the most renowned gravel croupes (or ridges) in the Médoc, Graves, and Pomerol are of Günzian gravel. It was not at first apparent to the hesitant settlers of the marshy Médoc that its soils would prove ideal for viticulture. It was only when Dutch engineers drained the areas along the estuary in the 18th century that the water table of the nearby gravel terraces was lowered, facilitating cultivation and improving the natural drainage, which is so essential to good grape-farming.


The gravel terraces rest on bands of rock of varying types. Limestone is common, and so is a sandstone-dominated hardpan known as alios. The depth of the gravel is another variable factor. In parts of Pauillac it can be 9m (29 feet) or more in depth; elsewhere, where the bedrock is closer to the surface, it is considerably shallower. Deep gravel assures good drainage, but beyond that it is the composition of the bed that will contribute to the structure of the wine emanating from it. The bands of clay and marl on which the gravel rests are a source of moisture, so that in the best vineyards the vines will never suffer hydric stress, even in the hottest years. Nor is a gravel terrace inert; it contains mineral elements and micro-organisms, which can stimulate the vines. In addition, gravel retains heat, and can reflect warmth accumulated during daylight back onto the leaves and vines. This will accelerate ripening. Gravelly soil is in itself no guarantor of exceptional quality. There can be significant variations within what appears to be a uniform site. Philippe Courrian of Château Tour-Haut-Caussan stresses the sheer diversity of the Médocain soils. “Neighbourly proximity,” he has written, “doesn’t exist in the Médoc vineyards, and to claim that your vines are great because they adjoin those of Latour or Mouton is a falsification.”15


In the Médoc, and to a slightly lesser extent in the Graves, proximity to the river is regarded as beneficial. It is certainly a boon in years when temperatures plummet during the spring, bringing a risk of frost. The vines of Latour, famously, are hardly ever affected by frost, and even in devastating years such as 1991 managed to deliver a moderate crop of good wine. The other benefit is that these vineyards are on terraces that slope down to the alluvial palus soils by the river, and those slopes provide excellent drainage.


Soils that lie inland from the river-bordering communes certainly differ from the often deep gravel terraces by the estuary. Soils with a higher clay content, as is common in the western parts of the appellations and in large swathes of St-Estèphe, for example, are colder than the terraces. They are more prone to frost, and the vines may well ripen later than those on gravel. This makes them more suitable for Merlot than for late-ripening Cabernet.


Kees Van Leeuwen has undertaken very detailed soil studies for various estates. Philippe Blanc at Beychevelle has found it helps him work out how to use his soils to the best advantage. However, Vincent Faure of Sociando-Mallet, who was born at Château Latour, finds the studies fascinating but argues that they serve no useful purpose, as experience counts for as much as scientific data when it comes to best exploiting one’s terroir.


Proving the idea of terroir


I am a firm believer in the notion of terroir, but I also believe it is essentially mysterious. The experience of centuries informed growers where the vines thrived best. The superiority of the vineyards of, say, Latour over those of Lynch-Moussas is demonstrated by experience, and can be supported by comparing the soil structure and microclimates of each. But it is far more difficult to establish any direct correlation between those micro-conditions and the quality and character of the wine that results from them. Many years ago I stood in the vineyards of Le Musigny, one of Burgundy’s finest vineyards, and asked the growers how they accounted for the greatness of the wines. Nobody could give a clear answer. That the wines were greater than those from neighbouring crus, no one doubted; but there was no single factor that accounted for it. I believe the same holds true in Bordeaux. Vineyard and estate managers have become passionate about conducting soil analyses (as at Lascombes and Olivier), simply in order to understand better the raw material they are dealing with. They end up with as many as 80 different parcels, and may even vinify most of them separately, knowing that each will give a subtly different wine. But knowing and manipulating those nuances is not the same as understanding precisely why they exist.


The notion of terroir, at least in Bordeaux, is muddied by the fact that it is the estate rather than the soil itself that is classified. The owner of a small property once took me into his vineyards in northern Pauillac, and pointed to some rows of vines. “They used to belong to me, and I’m cru bourgeois. Then a few years ago I sold them to Mouton, so now they’re premier cru.” I put this point to Mouton subsequently, and the response was that legally those vines were now part of the premier cru estate, but that did not mean they would necessarily enter the blend for the grand vin. Nonetheless, this anecdote illustrates that since a Bordeaux château is a brand, the notion of terroir is diluted. Sales and exchanges of blocks of vines are nothing new. The wine historian Dewey Markham points out that between 1841 and 1850 there were 15 such transactions between Latour and other properties in Pauillac.16


There are some classified growths that own roughly the same vineyards as they controlled in 1855, but not that many. Nor is there anything illegal about tinkering with one’s vineyard area, though the law does not permit exchanges of parcels between different communes. It is well known that after Alexis Lichine bought Château Lascombes in Margaux, he went on a buying spree to expand the run-down property. Clearly many of those parcels were not of the quality one would associate with a Second Growth. The current team at Lascombes admit that about one-third of the property is not up to standard, and those wines are never used for the grand vin. Indeed, one of the functions of second wines is to mop up clearly inferior lots. But such scruples are voluntary.


Stunning conjuring tricks have been undertaken over the years. When Baron Philippe de Rothschild bought the growth now known as Armailhac, he had every right to incorporate its vineyards into those of Mouton, though he did not do so. The same would have been true when Lafite acquired Duhart-Milon. Five hectares of Château Gazin were absorbed by Pomerol’s Château Pétrus in 1969. A parcel of Château Haut-Bages-Libéral that lay close to Pontet-Canet was incorporated into the latter estate by the Cruse family, who happened to own both of them at the time. The reader who wishes to be thoroughly confused can look at the chapter on Margaux and ponder the history of Durfort-Vivens, Desmirail, and Brane-Cantenac, and the frequent transfers of vines and names that occurred in the past.


There is no conspiracy afoot here. The Bordelais system differs from the Burgundian model, where the vine and its location are paramount. In Burgundy the vineyard was assessed; in Bordeaux it has always, since the mid-18th century, been the brand that has been rated. Nor should too much be made of this very fluid notion of terroir. Certainly it is open to abuse, but these days few châteaux would be doing themselves any favours by wilfully using inferior wine in their grand vin.


Finally, it is impossible to gauge the influence of the winemaker. With so many choices available to any winemaker, the style, flavour, and structure of any wine are easily manipulated, and this is not meant as a criticism. It is perfectly legitimate to ferment at 28ºC (82ºF) or at 32ºC (90ºF), to age in older barrels or 80 per cent new oak, to fine with eggwhite or not at all, to blend early or to blend late. Yet these are all decisions that will have some bearing on the final product. At a blind tasting of St-Emilion top growths at Decanter magazine, I was impressed when Stephen Browett of Farr Vintners correctly identified about half the wines. It later occurred to me to wonder whether he was astutely recognizing the terroir of Ausone or Figeac, or simply identifying the winemaking signature of each property. Terroir, in short, does not exist in isolation.


GRAPE VARIETIES


Clearly there is a close relation between the flavour of any wine and the grape variety/varieties from which it is made. It would be wrong to suppose that any variety has the same flavour profile wherever it is grown. Bordeaux winemakers insist that Merlot grown in the Médoc is very different from the same variety grown in Pomerol or St-Emilion. Sauvignon Blanc grown in the Graves tastes different from the variety cultivated in Sancerre; the same is true of Cabernet Franc in St-Emilion and Chinon.


There are eight principal varieties planted in Bordeaux, 88 per cent of them red, as well as tiny areas of varieties such as Carmenère, Sauvignon Gris, and Colombard. The reds are Cabernet Sauvignon, Cabernet Franc, Merlot, Petit Verdot, and Malbec; the whites are Sauvignon Blanc, Sémillon, and Muscadelle. Although Cabernet Sauvignon is associated with the Left Bank and Merlot with the Right, it has to be recalled that there is an increasing amount of Merlot being planted in the Médoc and Graves, and that top estates such as Pichon-Lalande, Palmer, and Haut-Brion have long had a large proportion of Merlot in the blend. Similarly, there are St-Emilion properties such as Ausone, Figeac, Cheval Blanc, and Jean Faure with a great deal of Cabernet Franc and/or Cabernet Sauvignon.


The number of varieties planted has been greatly reduced since phylloxera forced the replanting of Bordeaux’s vineyards. In 1794 there were records of 34 red varieties and 29 white in the Libournais, though there were fewer in the Médoc.17 There were undoubtedly more if sub-varieties were included. When the vineyards were replanted, the varieties selected were inevitably those that were most resistant to disease and most productive, though one hopes that quality too was a factor.


In the 1850s the writer Armand d’Armailhacq published an important book on the Médoc, and here he cites the principal varieties as Gros Cabernet (probably Cabernet Franc), Cabernet Sauvignon, Cabarnelle (this seems to be the same as Carmenère), Merlau, Malbec, and Verdot. In other 19th-century texts I have found references to Carmenet and Cabernet Blanc (at Château Montrose). In 1874 the classic reference book by Féret states that at Pauillac 75 per cent of vineyards were planted with Cabernet Sauvignon, the remainder with Merlot and Malbec; in Pessac, however, the proportion of Cabernet was around 50 per cent, the remainder Merlot and Malbec.


It should also be remembered that many hybrid varieties were planted in Bordeaux until fairly recently. Jean Miailhe recalled hybrid vines in the vineyards of Giscours and other properties in the 1940s.18 Such vines were very productive but the wine itself was, in the succinct word of Philippe Courrian, infâme. The invention of chromatography made the use of such vines detectable in the early 1960s and hastened the long-overdue uprooting of hybrids.


Most Bordeaux wines blend two or more varieties. There are exceptions, such as Pomerols or St-Emilions that are pure Merlot, Sauternes or Barsacs that are pure Sémillon, or Graves that are pure Sauvignon Blanc. The long-established custom of blending is surely derived from a kind of insurance policy practised by grape-growers in all marginal regions. The old vineyards of Portugal or Austria were field blends, with varieties interplanted. If one or more failed to ripen or was attacked by pests, there was a fighting chance some of the others would make it through to harvest. There have been plenty of vintages in Bordeaux, especially in the Médoc, where one or another variety has been virtually eliminated, thanks to coulure or rot. (In 2013 Pichon-Lalande, which grows a lot of Merlot, made its wine from Cabernet Sauvignon alone.) So it is not surprising that the growers have saved themselves from wipe-out by planting two or more varieties.


Cabernet Sauvignon


22.5 per cent of red plantings. By the mid-19th century this was becoming established as the most important variety in the Médoc, and with good reason. It is less susceptible to spring frost than Merlot, and it resists rot quite successfully. However, it is more prone to suffer from powdery mildew than Merlot. The berries are fairly small, so there is a high ratio of skin to juice. Colour is deep and the natural concentration of phenolics high. The consequence is a dark wine with a good deal of tannin that provides the backbone for most long-lived Bordeaux.


Its flavour is distinctive. Blackcurrants are the dominant fruit aroma, but other dark fruits are often discernible, such as blackberries and black cherries. In the New World, Cabernet can be a fruit bomb, but in Bordeaux it is prized more for its elegance. Unripe Cabernet Sauvignon can be unpleasant, with marked vegetal aromas. In small doses these can be attractively grassy; in excess, unappealing aromas of green peppers and asparagus take over.


In the 1960s and 1970s the authorities urged growers in Pomerol and Castillon, among other Right Bank areas, to plant the variety. Those that followed the advice have rued the day, since it was usually planted in areas where it hardly ever ripened. Those vines are now ageing and many have been ripped out.


At Mouton-Rothschild, technical director Erick Tourbier has monitored their new plantings of both massal and clonal selections. The former may have a very slight edge, he reports, but the differences are minimal.


Merlot


66 per cent of red plantings. Wine writer Benoît de Coster maintains that Merlot is “sans nul doute” the finest Bordeaux variety because it almost always achieves complete maturity and remains healthy. De Coster is a Belgian, predisposed to the Right Bank, so that may colour his view, which is not widely shared. On the other hand, it makes perfect sense to say that if Cabernet Sauvignon is king in the Médoc, then Merlot can claim sovereignty in St-Emilion and Pomerol. It ripens about two weeks earlier than Cabernet, which is an undoubted advantage, but it is also more susceptible to spring frosts because it buds earlier. Cabernet can deliver excellent wine even at fairly high yields, but that is not the case with Merlot, which yearns to overproduce and will do so unless severely pruned and, if necessary, green-harvested. It also shows some fragility during flowering, when it often succumbs to coulure. It can also suffer from downy mildew.


Its sensory appeal is easy to understand. It gives rich fruit and doesn’t lack tannin and structure, but it rarely has the harsh edge that Cabernet can demonstrate. It is supple and lush, easy-going from lesser sites, powerfully structured from outstanding terroir. Sugar, and therefore alcohol, levels tend to be considerably higher than for the Cabernets. Jacques Lurton, along with others, believes that farming Merlot needs to be modified so as to reduce its tendency to overripeness in the vineyard.


The variety is definitely gaining ground on the Left Bank, as Cabernet makes a steady retreat. Already by 1988, half the Bordeaux vineyards were planted with it. Philippe Blanc of Beychevelle believes Merlot was originally planted in the Medoc as it ripened earlier than Cabernet Sauvignon. Properties once owned by merchant families, such as Pichon-Lalande and Palmer, often had a disproportionate amount of Merlot in the vineyards, perhaps for this reason. Paul Pontallier of Margaux believed Merlot was considered useful for “fattening up” Cabernet in lean years. In some areas, such as St-Estèphe and Listrac, Cabernet Sauvignon struggles to ripen, and is often being replaced by Merlot or Petit Verdot. The same is true in some inland areas of the Graves. In such cases it makes sense to replace Cabernet with Merlot, especially on colder soils with some clay and limestone content. It is tempting to think that the main reason for planting more Merlot is commercial. However, Dominique Befve of Château Lascombes insists this is not so, as Merlot’s yields are often lower than those from Cabernet. It is also more likely to suffer from rot.


Cabernet Franc


9.5 per cent of red plantings. This variety rarely accounts for more than one-third of any red blend; Cheval Blanc, Ausone, Angélus, Jean Faure, and Le Dôme in St-Emilion are among the few exceptions. But it plays a strong supporting role in St-Emilion, where it has flourished since the late 18th century, and is present in many vineyards in other parts of the region, including the Médoc. It buds and ripens about a week earlier than Cabernet Sauvignon. Unripe Cabernet Franc can be nastily green and vegetal, so it is important to keep yields to no more than 50hl/ha. It is unpopular in certain quarters because clonal selections of the variety tend to be too productive. Massal selections, on the other hand, can be excellent. Despite its relatively light colour and medium body, it can, as Château Cheval Blanc gloriously illustrates, age extremely well if grown on the right soils.


Its unpopularity in much of the Médoc is due to many factors, notably its susceptibility to disease and rot. Marcel Ducasse, former winemaker at Château Lagrange, found the variety green and watery, except when the vines are very old. Philippe Dhalluin agreed, saying Cabernet Franc gives good wine at Mouton only because of the age of the vines. He finds that Cabernet Sauvignon in the Médoc is invariably better. Didier Furt, former owner of Château Carmes Haut-Brion, in contrast, was an enthusiast, finding that the variety contributes acidity, vigour, and power. It can have high tannins, and needs to be handled gently during fermentation so as not to extract bitter elements. The new owners have maintained the variety’s dominant role in the vineyard. And Eloi Jacob of Fourcas Hosten argues that more Cabernet Franc should be planted as it is late ripening, an advantage in a time of global warming.


Cabernet Franc has more freshness and perfume than Merlot, and thus provides a useful balance to that dominant variety. Growers in St-Emilion insist that the vine needs heat, doesn’t like stress and very dry conditions, and needs soils with good drainage, which rules out most sandy soils. Hubert de Boüard of Château Angélus believes some clay or limestone in the subsoil is essential. Unlike Merlot, he points out, Cabernet Franc needs to be at least 15 years old to produce top-quality fruit. Olivier Decelle at Château Jean Faure believes that although you need to wait to ensure the grapes are fully ripe, once that moment is reached, it’s important to pick fast, as after a few days its quality will tumble. Former Moueix winemaker Jean-Claude Berrouet found that Cabernet Franc needs bottle age to express its true complexity. Alexandre Thienpont of Vieux-Château-Certan, an enthusiast for Cabernet Franc, admits that although he likes the variety for the complexity it brings to the blend, he cannot use it every year. Thus in 2009, his finest plot of Cabernet Franc had to be excluded from the grand vin.



Carmenère


Better known in Chile than in Bordeaux, this ancient variety, which all but disappeared after phylloxera, is making a very modest comeback in St-Emilion and the Médoc. A few properties, such as Belle-Vue in the Haut-Médoc, and Trianon and Boutisse in St-Emilion, are planting it, and there have always been small blocks at Clerc-Milon and Haut-Bailly. It is prized for its richness and concentration when fully ripe, but is susceptible to coulure and to oïdium.


Malbec


Known for centuries as Pressac in St-Emilion, this variety has a reputation in decline. It arrived in St-Emilion from Cahors, as the purchaser of Château de Pressac in the 1730s was from that region of the southwest. The variety became known as Noir de Pressac. When it was subsequently transported by a M. Malbec to the Médoc, its name changed again.


It was the variety that probably dominated the vineyards of Lafite in the late 18th century.19 Pierre Lurton, director of Cheval Blanc and Yquem, points out that in the early 19th century about 60 per cent of Bordeaux’s vineyards were planted with the variety. Today the consensus is that it has little to contribute. Not only is it susceptible to mildew and coulure, but it has large berries and easily overcrops, resulting in soft wine with little character. Indeed, Gérard Bécot of Beau-Séjour-Bécot points out that its large berries were the reason it was cultivated, as planting Malbec was an easy way to boost yields. On the other hand it does ripen early, which can be an advantage. However, one Blaye grower observed that because it is susceptible to rot, it is often picked too early, resulting in vegetal flavours. It has largely disappeared from the most prestigious vineyards, though it retains some popularity in the Côtes de Bourg and Blaye. If Malbec seems to perform far better in Argentina than in France, that is almost certainly because the cuttings sent to Argentina were from pre-phylloxera vines. Clonal selections available in France tend to be groomed for productivity rather than quality.


Petit Verdot


This was the grape of choice for those planting vines on the alluvial soils of the palus along the shores of the Gironde from the 17th century onwards. This muscular variety is now enjoying a renaissance. It is almost chic. It crops up as a single-varietal wine in the oddest places, such as the Hunter Valley in Australia. There are even such wines in Bordeaux, though the quantities are minuscule. Petit Verdot in the Médoc is usually regarded as a pungent spice to be added to the blend with care. It needs to be very ripe to succeed, and it ripens very late. It is usually picked after Cabernet Sauvignon, though in areas such as Listrac, where Cabernet struggles to ripen, Petit Verdot can ripen first.


A number of properties in Margaux have a few hectares of Petit Verdot, but in dubious vintages it is excluded from the grand vin. However, in good years châteaux such as Lagrange and Léoville-Poyferré can include a good 10 per cent in the blend. But Bruno Eynard of Lagrange also has his doubts: “We planted it in the mid-1980s to give some power to the wines while the Cabernet Sauvignon vines were gaining in age. Today our Cabernet is mature so we don’t really need Petit Verdot any longer, and didn’t use any in 2006, 2009, or 2010.” Philippe Blanc at Beychevelle finds its virtues undermined by global warming, as other traditional varieties are now reliably rich in colour and tannins.


When not fully ripe, its tannins can be overbearing, rustic, and angular. But, at its best, it is admired for its colour, its finesse, its backbone, its fullness of flavour, its hints of liquorice and spice, and its suitability for blending with Cabernet Sauvignon.


In general, Cabernet from Margaux is more fragile than from further north, so a dash of Petit Verdot can add colour and weight. Angludet has planted 13 per cent of its vineyards with the variety. Its drawbacks are a susceptibility to coulure and rot; it also has fragile stems that can snap in a strong wind. Clonal selections can be too vigorous; Caroline Frey at La Lagune got rid of the clonal Petit Verdot (clone 400 is the major culprit) and replaced it with massal selections. Thomas Duroux at Palmer says it needs to be very carefully managed, with yields kept down to no more than 35hl/ha; if this is done, then it can ripen every year. At Kirwan green-harvesting is common, since it can deliver large crops that risk not ripening. Ripe Petit Verdot, says Duroux, contributes structure, aroma, and tannins to the blend.


Not everyone shares the enthusiasm. I believe it was the late Peter Sichel who remarked that in good vintages you don’t need it; and in poor ones, it doesn’t ripen at all. At Brane-Cantenac in Margaux, it has been phased out over recent years, perhaps because of the high proportion of Cabernet Sauvignon in the vineyards. Bruno Borie of Ducru-Beaucaillou notes: “It likes humid soils, which is why it does well in the palus. But there’s no point planting it on fine gravel soils, as Cabernet Sauvignon will always be superior.”


Petit Verdot is not associated with the Right Bank. However, when INAO was reviewing the rules and regulations for AC Pomerol, Christian Moueix did suggest that Petit Verdot should be an authorized variety. INAO did not agree. Nevertheless some old vines survive in minute quantities in St-Emilion.


Colombard


This white variety has no great reputation, yet a good deal survives in Blaye, where it produces aromatic wines that are charming when young but do not age well.


Sémillon


47 per cent of white plantings, and the most widely planted white variety. It is vigorous, and its golden berries are larger than those of Sauvignon Blanc. So if good wine is to be made, the yield must be kept low. Sémillon is thin-skinned and thus susceptible to botrytis, which makes it a variety of choice for sweet wines. Nonetheless it has a strong following in the Graves, where the grape gives rich, unctuous, full-bodied wines, with some tropical fruit and honeyed aromas. The texture is waxy, in contrast to the more pungent, perkier Sauvignon Blanc. It also has the ability to age well. The vine itself is very long-lived – centenarian parcels are not unusual – which appeals to growers anxious to avoid the costs involved in regular replanting. It is often blended with Sauvignon Blanc, which balances the plumpness of Sémillon with its leaner, racier, more acidic structure. But the introduction of cool-fermentation techniques in the late 1980s revealed a hitherto unsuspected finesse and vigour in Sémillon, which, when poorly vinified, could be rounded, flat, and dull. Xavier Planty of Château Guiraud heads a group of Sauternes growers seeking to propagate the best massal selections from vines that pre-date the 1956 frost.


Sauvignon Blanc


45 per cent of white plantings. This popular variety ripens early and retains good acidity, giving a zesty, tangy, refreshing character. It is versatile enough to give simple, racy, unoaked wines for immediate consumption, as in the Entre-Deux-Mers and the southern Graves, and more solid, structured, and complex wines when barrel-fermented. The variety has had a rough ride from commentators as diverse as Jancis Robinson and Brian Croser, and is often criticized for its simplicity and its inability to age. But this is to do it an injustice, as anyone who has drunk a mature Couhins-Lurton or Smith-Haut-Lafitte can confirm. In Pessac-Léognan the white wine must contain at least 30 per cent Sauvignon.


Muscadelle


5 per cent of white plantings. Although not directly related to the Muscat family, this variety does have a perfumed aroma that many growers relish. Muscadelle is hardly ever vinified as a varietal, and rarely represents more than 15 per cent of any vineyard. Although it ripens early, it has all kinds of drawbacks: it is productive and ripens unevenly, it can succumb to coulure, as well as to powdery mildew, grey rot, and botrytis. For this reason many growers find it too tiresome to work with, but it retains its stubborn admirers, as a component in both dry and sweet wines. Pierre Lurton of Marjosse goes so far as to produce his Cuvée Hirondelle from pure Muscadelle.



Sauvignon Gris


This offshoot of Sauvignon Blanc was developed at the wine college at Château La Tour-Blanche in Sauternes. Its principal characteristics are good sugar levels, earlier ripening than Sauvignon Blanc, floral rather than grassy aromas, and more exotic fruit flavours. It has attracted quite a following in the Graves, and is discussed further in those sections.


Other varieties


By 2020 some estates were experimenting with other non-traditional varieties in the expectation that in future years they may become authorized. Disease-resistant varieties such as Cabernet Jura were also given trials. In many cases this hunch was correct, as in 2021 INAO authorized the planting of Arinarnoa, Castets, Marselan, and Touriga Nacional (reds); and Alvarinho and Lillorila (whites). However, there were restrictions. They could only be used for AOC Bordeaux and Bordeaux Supérieur; they could occupy no more than 5 per cent of the surface of any property; and they could not contribute more than 10 per cent of a blend.


DISEASES


The humid Bordeaux climate requires a constant struggle against maladies. The high density of plantation can also encourage the spread of disease. Since the 19th century treatments have been developed to combat these maladies, and many are highly effective. But there are understandable concerns these days about the toxicity of some remedies. The conscientious grower needs to achieve the right balance between unavoidable and excessive treatments.


Oïdium


This disease, also known as powdery mildew, has been a constant vexation to Bordeaux growers ever since its arrival in 1851. It is a fungal growth that attacks young leaves and grapes by forming white spots that spread across the surface of the affected part. It is wind-borne and spreads most rapidly in warm weather. If left untreated the leaves will drop off and the grapes split and dry. The cure is sulphur treatments. The custom of planting roses at the end of each row derives from the belief that roses act as an early warning system for oïdium.


Mildew


(Also called downy mildew.) The malady primarily affects the leaves, which become discoloured and can eventually drop off. The effect is to reduce significantly the process of photosynthesis, which in turn slows maturation. Like oïdium, it cannot be left untreated. In the 1880s a treatment was found in the form of copper sulphate blended with lime (bouillie bordelaise or Bordeaux mixture). Despite the ready availability of a treatment, the problem cannot be eliminated entirely, and mildew ruined certain vintages such as 1910 and 1915. It is still very much present in the vineyards, and posed severe problems in 2007, 2012, and 2018; early treatment was essential. Sprays more effective than bouillie bordelaise have now been developed. A related ailment, called mildiou mosaïque, turns the leaves purple before harvest and slows down further maturation. However, it leaves the grapes unaffected.


Organic growers, forbidden the use of chemical treatments, turn, as they always have, to copper, which is both toxic in itself and liable to be washed away by heavy rain, leaving the vines unprotected from further attacks of mildew. There is no easy solution, although some believe the impending introduction of disease-resistant varieties into the vineyards of Bordeaux will help reduce the problem.



Coulure and millerandage



These are not diseases but problems that occur during the flowering, which usually takes place in June (or May, as in 2020). If the weather is too cold, problems will arise. Coulure is the dropping off of the infant flowers or berries, which fail to set normally. This has no effect on the quality of the wine, but reduces the yield. For some growers a bit of coulure is a welcome alternative to sending teams into the vineyards to green-harvest. Millerandage is the failure of some berries within a bunch to develop normally. The outcome is usually a mix of normal and seriously underripe berries within the same bunch, which results in uneven ripening. If the undeveloped berries are not removed, they will contribute a harsh, acidic edge to the wine.


Eutypiose


This is a disease of the wood, and it particularly affects Cabernet Sauvignon. A minute fungus invades the wood, usually through scars left by the pruning process, and it gradually rots the vine from the inside. It can take three to ten years before the vine dies. There is no definitive cure, though there are treatments that will sometimes slow down the progress of the disease. Vineyard managers estimate losses in Médoc vineyards at close to 3 per cent. Olivier Sèze of Château Charmail told me that its old vines can resist the disease quite successfully, whereas productive clones have less dense wood and are more likely to succumb.


Esca


Like eutypiose, this is a disease of the wood, and it functions by destroying the sap. It seems to be on the increase and affects Merlot and Cabernet Sauvignon. Claire Villars in Margaux reports that it affect 5 per cent of her Cabernet vines each year. Pascal Delbeck in St-Emilion treated it by cutting a broad vertical slash into the stem to allow air and sunlight to penetrate. He says this is based on ancestral practice, but does seem to work. Some Bordeaux consultants and growers have adopted a system called “soft pruning”, which is increasingly popular in Austria and Italy: it avoids cutting into the bigger stems on the vine and thus reduces the risk of infection.


Flavescence dorée


This disease is carried by leaf-hopping insects and turns vine leaves golden. It can kill vines within two years. The main treatment is with insecticides, but organic growers are understandably reluctant to use such methods. At any rate, there is some disagreement about how serious the problem really is. Stéphane Derenoncourt notes: “By the time the problem is visible, it’s too late, and you may need to take out the infected vines to stop the contamination. The disease can be contained, but it’s expensive.”


Vers de la grappe


The larva of a small moth called Polychrosis botrana does enormous damage by burrowing into the grapes and provoking grey rot. Rather than use pesticides, most conscientious estates use a technique called confusion sexuelle. Sachets are attached to the wires along the rows, and they emit artificial pheromones. This arouses and confuses the moths and curbs their ability to reproduce. It seems to be reasonably effective.


Botrytis


A detailed account of botrytis is given in Chapter 28, where its crucial role in the production of Sauternes is explained. However, botrytis can also affect red grapes, and in such cases the rot is anything but noble. There are natural methods to protect the bunches, such as deleafing which improves ventilation. Most vineyard managers employ anti-botrytis sprays, which can protect the vines for about one week, at the same time prolonging the growing season, which is an advantage when the grapes need more time to achieve full ripeness. If botrytis can be a positive form of rot in the right circumstances, that cannot be said for the wholly malevolent black rot. Some growers oppose such sprays, arguing that sugars continue to rise, resulting in wines with potentially excessive alcohol.



PRUNING


There are two basic methods of training the vine: cane-pruning and spur-pruning. The latter forms a bush vine, and this is rarely encountered in Bordeaux. Cane-pruning creates one or two canes that are trained along wires. Where there is one cane, the system is known as guyot simple; when two, guyot double. In the Médoc and the Graves the guyot double is more common; on the Right Bank, the guyot simple prevails. The drawback of guyot simple is that you have only one choice of cane, whereas with guyot double you have two to choose from. There is a variation on spur-pruning called cordon-training, when two spurs are trained along wires. Cordon-training is rare, but it is preferred by some estates, such as Domaine de Grandmaison in Pessac-Léognan and Tertre-Rôteboeuf in St-Emilion, believing it gives better aeration and lower productivity. Other growers are more sceptical and believe the main reason some producers opt for it is that certain operations, such as pre-pruning, can be carried out mechanically, thus reducing costs.


The act of pruning is to select the best wood on which the next year’s buds will grow, and to eliminate all old wood. How the pruning is done will affect the quality of the fruit and the quantity of bunches per vine. Pruning begins from late November and continues through the winter. Some like to prune late in the belief that this will protect the vines from spring frosts.


At Mouton, the pruning is usually completed by late February. The aim of the exercise is to try to manipulate the vine into delivering the most homogeneous conditions of ripeness at harvest. Thus the pruning at top estates is not done by formula, but is adapted to the nature and precocity of the soils. “What is important”, says Philippe Dhalluin, “is that when the growing season begins, the various parcels at Mouton and our other estates are predicted to attain maturity at the same time. But it’s not a scientific procedure and it doesn’t always work out.”


It is often said that pruning short is essential in order to reduce yields. Excessively short pruning, says St-Emilion winemaker Jonathan Maltus, can result in the vines producing very large berries that will not give good-quality wine. Thomas Stonestreet of Domaine de Chevalier agrees that if the pruner leaves only a single bud, then the vine will focus all its energies on it, resulting in a very large bunch. The pruners at Chevalier are encouraged to assess the vigour of each vine and deal with it accordingly. This is why, at most top estates, the same workers deal with the same parcels of vines each year.


After the initial winter pruning, the vineyard team returns to the vineyards to attach the canes to the wires. With close planting, care must be taken to separate the potential bunches so as to avoid crowding and poor ventilation. Errors made in pruning young vines can be difficult to correct and can have lasting consequences.


TRELLISING


Related to the pruning of the vine is its trellising, the way its foliage and bunches are dispersed along the wires. Over the last decade it has become fashionable to raise the height of the trellis. The traditional low trellising was created with the comfort of the vigneron in mind: the vines were hedged in such a way that they could be worked on with relative ease.


The argument in favour of a heightened trellis is that it increases the leaf surface of each vine, which in turn creates more sugar in the grapes. It also facilitates summertime operations such as leaf-pulling. Having more foliage above the bunches means that you can remove leaves without this having too marked an effect on the ability of the remaining leaves to photosynthesize. Some argue that higher trellising will speed up maturation and allow an earlier harvest. The new height is not uniformly imposed, as it depends on the spacing and density within any vineyard. Raising the trellis must not be overdone, otherwise one ends up with a wall of foliage that can shade neighbouring rows of vines and increase the risk of herbaceousness or unripeness.


Since the 1980s there have been some experimental plantings of lyre-trained vines, under the supervision of INRA, the French agricultural institute. This form of trellising divides the top of the canopy, allowing excellent sun exposure that encourages high yields without, it seems, any diminution of quality. The system has been used at Château La Rame in Ste-Croix-du-Mont, and at Château Bertinierie in Blaye. Here the owners, the Bantegnies family, found that the grapes ripened a week earlier, which was clearly advantageous, but lyre-training is very costly to farm.


VITICULTURE


If the 1980s were the decade of innovative vinification, then subsequent decades were more dedicated to viticultural improvements. It’s a truism that great wine is made in the vineyard, but one that many Bordeaux producers have started taking seriously only in recent years. In the 1960s and 1970s there was much abuse of vineyards by the over-use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides, which may have given the vineyard manager a quiet life, but didn’t improve wine quality.


All this is changing. Fertilizers are still applied to the vineyards, but as compost rather than chemicals. Jean-Michel Comme, formerly at Pontet-Canet, is opposed to fertilizers, especially those with a high potassium content, because their use encourages the vine’s roots to remain near the surface rather than plunging deep in search of nutrients in the soil below. He also observes that excessive fertilizer use can lead to high pH, which is detrimental to the balance of the wine. The veteran winemaker Georges Pauli argued that adding compost not only enlivens the soil but increases its water-retentive capacity.


Herbicides are still visibly in use in Bordeaux, but most estates are now ploughing their vineyards, a procedure that allows the soil to breathe and encourages the growth of micro-organisms. The plough also cuts any roots that lie close to the surface, thus forcing them to look below for water and nutrients. Olivier Sèze at Château Charmail believed that the reason why ploughing is far less common here than in Burgundy is that the estates are much larger, which makes the process even more time-consuming. Nonetheless, he maintained that any property that aspires to be irreproachable in terms of quality should not hesitate to adopt ploughing.


Essentially this is not innovation so much as a return to the practices of the past. Hubert de Boüard of Château Angélus claims to have been one of the first to practise a more scrupulous viticulture in St-Emilion:


In the 1980s I began cutting back on fertilizers, improving drainage, lowering yields, green-harvesting, and leaf-pulling. This was all considered revolutionary at the time, but a few years later everyone was doing the same thing, at least among the top estates. But there is nothing new about these practices. They were all known in the 19th century, and even in the 15th century growers were asking their workers to remove leaves. It was the only way to avoid rot.


The point of all these techniques is to reveal the terroir in the wines. The 1960s were also a period of tremendous research at the faculty of oenology here in Bordeaux. The problem was that hardly any of their findings were actually implemented in the vineyards and wineries at the time. My generation has been able to analyse all this information and apply it. By the 1980s we were returning to the essentials of the vineyard, which is the source of any great wine.


Some deleafing is now done by machine or by a technique known as effeuillage thermique, by which the leaves on one side of the row are scorched by a machine and eventually drop off. Any burn on the grape skins is replaced by new growth, as with a human skin burn. But some producers steer clear of the technique. Philibert Perrin of Château Carbonnieux worries that white vines in particular are fragile and even with slight damage to the berries there is an increased risk of rot. Olivier Sèze, who began deleafing in the 1980s, countered that with manual deleafing there is an even higher risk of damage, as the workers can tug at the leaves and bruise the bunches.


Deleafing, whether manual or mechanical, is not a risk-free procedure. Although it undoubtedly ventilates the vines and reduces the risk of rot, it also exposes the bunches to direct sunlight. Timing, especially when both sides of the row are deleafed, can be crucial, as some growers discovered to their cost in 2003, when the equatorial heat in August burned and shrivelled bunches that were directly exposed to sunlight. With hot dry summers becoming the norm, vineyard managers are far more careful about deleafing.


The practice is not universal. At Château Margaux, which is hardly a slacker when it comes to quality, Paul Pontallier opposed the practice. He was wary of the tendency to distrust nature and continually interfere in growth patterns:


It’s important to remember that leaves are factories of sugar, so removing too many of them could interfere with the ripening process. It’s not essential for the bunches to have direct exposure to sunlight, and this can damage or raisin the grapes, as happened in 2003. But this is not a dogma. In parcels where we find the vigour excessive, we will remove leaves. But I have never seen a vine that habitually produces our second wine, Pavillon Rouge, give us wine for the grand vin after leaf-pulling. At best it can give us a better Pavillon Rouge.


The planting of green cover between the rows is another technique used to restrain vigour, since the grass provides competition to the vine roots. This is widely practised, and the green cover is later ploughed into the soil, thus adding organic matter.


It has its opponents too. Charles Chevallier of Lafite observes that if you apply it too early, you can damage some ripening fruit; apply it too late, and it has no effect. He prefers to green-harvest in order to eliminate berries that will never ripen. “That way you can at least see what you’re doing.” Alexandre Thienpont at Vieux-Château-Certan finds that parcels treated with Sierra end up with lower acidity, which he doesn’t want. For Thomas Stonestreet of Domaine de Chevalier, it’s a way of correcting errors that should have been avoided earlier. Moreover, if you remove some small berries, there is a possibility that the remaining berries will grow larger, thus altering the ratio of juice to skins. “What’s more, it’s a hormonal treatment, and I think it’s stupid to use such applications in our vineyards.”


Until recently there has been little organic or biodynamic viticulture in Bordeaux, the traditional explanation being that the region’s maritime climate carries a high risk of disease that could only be combated with regular chemical treatments. There have always been exceptions, such as Pontet-Canet in Pauillac and Climens in Sauternes, which are both firmly biodynamic. But once some of the most prestigious estates in Bordeaux such as Palmer began adopting the practices, it was clear that those running such properties – and some of the First Growths that had been steadily converting to organic or biodynamic farming – were hardly like to put their costly vineyards at risk.


By 2018, 9 per cent of Bordeaux’s vineyards had been certified as organic or biodynamic. Three years later that figure had risen to 14 per cent. This is very encouraging, but not all estates have jumped on the bandwagon. Some growers belong to Terra Vitis, which lays down required practices from planting to bottling. An annual audit is conducted. Respect for terroir and environment are cited, and the development of bio-diversity encouraged. But it’s all rather vague.


More recently, estates have worked enthusiastically towards the certification known as Haut Valeur Environnementale 3, devised by the ministry of agriculture. It establishes norms of farming and environmental practice that will ensure enhanced biodiversity. It is certainly not limited to viticulture, and other agricultural sectors are participating. By 2021, certification had been acquired by 65 per cent of vineyards. Indeed it is now so popular that it makes little sense to identify the hundreds of estates with HVE3 certification, as the logo is often displayed on labels and websites.


A decade or more ago there was much talk of satellite mapping and precision farming, and other scientifically backed techniques to improve all aspects of viticulture. Thus quiet revolution in the vineyard continues. Vineyard mapping, often with the use of drones, has becoming ever more precise, allowing farming to be adapted to each parcel in turn, making it easier to control and adjust the use of fertilizers and anti-disease treatments. By 2020, Angélus had developed a lightweight robot that straddles the rows and, being powered by electricity, is free of pollution. At Montrose a deep well produces geothermal energy that can either heat or chill water to help control the temperature within stainless steel vats. At the same time Montrose had initiated a programme of data collection in order to assess more accurately the impact of climate change.


Sometimes innovation come free of scientific baggage. At Gaby, in Fronsac, “genodics” is simply the practice of playing music to the vines at different times of the year in order, they say, “to reduce stress”. The Russian-owned La Grace Dieu des Prieurs in St-Emilion fills its fermentation and ageing cellars with classical music. In an increasingly hi-tech world, this has a certain welcome battiness.


Green-harvesting


The vendange verte has become an almost religious ritual during the summer months. Its practice is an acknowledgment that many vines in Bordeaux are intrinsically too vigorous, either because of the clonal or rootstock material, or because of the soil or choice of grape variety. The theory is simple enough: remove bunches, and the vine will devote its energies to the handful that remain, giving low yields and good concentration. The problem, as so often, lies in the timing. Green-harvest at the wrong time, and the vine will simply compensate by pumping up the remaining bunches, when the goal of the vigneron is to create small berries with a low ratio of juice to skin.


Jean Gautreau at Château Sociando-Mallet was notoriously opposed to green-harvesting, but most growers see it as a palliative. While opposed to routine green-harvesting, they will resort to it if no other method remains of restraining yields and speeding up maturation. This applies especially to vigorous young vines. Gonzague Lurton of Château Durfort-Vivens argues that:


With systematic green-harvesting the vine will adjust and simply increase its crop the following year. I prefer to prune short and remove buds. But that’s more costly and also more risky, as you open yourself to the possibility that hail or disease could lead to the loss of much of the crop. So instead, growers retain as much fruit as possible and then remove it at the last moment.


Charles Chevallier suspected that the more you green-harvest, the more you need to keep doing it in the future. So at Lafite, while they do practise it, it is not systematic.


Gautreau was scornful:


On a large property here you could have 700,000 vines. It would take a team of workers five months to deal with them! I don’t dispute that large estates that claim to green-harvest may do so, but they must use students or other labour that doesn’t know what it is doing. I prefer to follow nature. Bordeaux’s greatest vintages were all high-yielding years, and great vintages of the past such as 1929 and 1947 were made without green-harvesting. If you have twenty bunches, and remove half, the remaining ten will compensate by producing larger berries – and possibly more juice from the ten bunches than would have been obtained if all twenty had been left. I’ll leave and pick all twenty, but then I’ll taste and bleed the tanks.


Olivier Bernard agrees with Gautreau that if you have healthy, well-tended vines, especially old vines, you shouldn’t need to green-harvest.


At Domaine de Chevalier we rarely need to drop more than five per cent from our old vines. But with the young vines we sometimes remove 50 per cent. It’s hard to avoid. It also depends on the year and the climate. Timing is crucial. It’s better to do it at the end of véraison, when you can eliminate green and uneven bunches that are clearly visible. That will also give you more even maturation.


It’s worth pointing out that this applies mostly to long-established vineyards. Those with a lot of young vines or vines planted on productive rootstocks such as SO4 may not be able to adopt the same approach.



Vine age


It is one of the most strongly held beliefs of French viticulture that old vines are intrinsically superior to young vines in the quality of their wine. At many top estates in Bordeaux, vines younger than 15 or even 20 years are systematically excluded from the grand vin. Such a decision clearly has to be based on empirical evidence rather than dogma. On the other hand, New World viticulturalists believe that, in their vineyards at any rate, young vines can produce excellent wine. It is a view I can confirm, as I have drunk superb Pinot Noir and Syrah from southern Californian vineyards a mere three or four years old.


The response of Etienne de Montille from Burgundy, a region even more devoted to the cult of the old vine than Bordeaux, is that New World growers have no choice in the matter. There are regions where there are scarcely any old vines, so winemakers have to learn how to make the best wine from the material at their disposal. “In France we have a choice. Old vines are plentiful, so there is no reason for us to make those same efforts with the young vines. We can afford to wait.”


Thomas Stonestreet believes the French approach is sensible:


Young vines give large berries, which is not what we are looking for. It’s incontestable that old vines give smaller berries and more concentrated fruit. However, four-year vines can be very good, but overall their juice tends to be more dilute. You can try to compensate with short pruning, but you still won’t achieve the same balance and concentration as with old vines. The climate also affects the development of vines – in hot climates such as California the vines will develop faster than here in Bordeaux.


One rule of thumb for restraining the youthful vigour of young vines is to prune to two bunches less than the age of the vines: thus, retain three bunches for a five-year vine, five bunches for a seven-year vine.


When visiting an estate, I always ask about the average age of the vines. The response is often fairly precise. So it was a surprise to hear Jean-Michel Cazes respond: “Who knows?” He expanded:


There are many parcels where we know the date of planting, but vines frequently need to be replaced, and it’s impossible to keep precise records. One day, when I have more time, I may try to make a more exact estimate of the vine age at Lynch-Bages, but for the moment the best I can do is offer you a reasonably accurate guess.


I have no doubt the same would be true at most large properties.


Dr. Richard Smart, the well-known viticulturalist from Australia, has long rejected the notion that old vines necessarily give better quality than young ones. I asked him what he would do if he were given control of a major Médoc vineyard.


The top sites are clearly doing well. But I believe their success is based not on low yield but on low vigour. But my job is essentially remedial, and I think I could improve sites that were not performing at their full potential. I’m not convinced that high-density planting is always the right choice, and it certainly adds to the cost of vineyard management.


YIELDS


One aim of pruning is to ensure the vine is balanced and will produce a uniformly ripe crop in a reasonable but not excessive quantity. But the notion of a correct or reasonable yield is controversial. It is argued, on the one hand, that high yields lead to dilution, since the energies of the vines have been too dispersed in serving too many bunches. Thus reducing the yields, by whatever means, will increase concentration and intensity of flavour. On the other hand, many château directors point out that many of the greatest vintages of recent years (such as 1990) were high-yielding, without any evident reduction in quality or structure. Thus, they argue, there is no direct correlation between yield and quality, although everyone agrees that ludicrously high yields will never produce good wines.


There is no doubt that improved viticultural practices, more productive clones and rootstocks, and a generous hand with the fertilizers have led to higher yields. Effective treatments against maladies have certainly had an impact too. In the late 18th century the average yield at Latour was 16hl/ha, and from 1920 to 1973 it was still, on average, a modest 33hl/ha.20 In years such as 1959, the yield at Palmer was 37hl/ha; in 1961 it was a mere 12, in 1955 a relatively high 45. Most vintages had yields in the 20s.21 Such low yields, common in the Médoc in the first half of the 20th century, were almost certainly the consequence of maladies and missing vines. No one believes such exaggeratedly low yields were deliberately sought as a means of attaining high quality.


Philippe Courrian admits that in 1974, with the help of fertilizers, he obtained average yields at Tour-Haut-Caussan of 106hl/ha. In 1982 his yields were 75hl/ha without any detrimental effect on quality. In 1990 the average for the Médoc was about 86hl/ha; since the maximum permitted yield was around 60, the excess had to be sent for distillation. (Officially established yields are always boosted by a legal trump card called the PLC, or plafond limite de classement, which can increase the maximum quantity by a further 20 per cent.) But the wine that ended up in the bottle was presumably of similar quality (or lack of it) as that dispatched to the distillery. Courrian remarks that the wine in 1990 happened to be very good, and the upshot of the over-production was that it persuaded many growers that there was no point in aiming for excessive yields.


Each year the négociant Maison Sichel used to issue an invaluable report on the vintage, and this often includes some reflections on other pertinent issues. In 1999 the report sagely observed:


In the case of a plot that has been allowed to over-produce, it is not only the quantity over the PLC which will be diluted but the total crop. To ensure maximum allowable yield regulation that actually results in better quality would require that the whole crop be sent to the distillery, or at least be denied the right to Bordeaux origin: a measure which would have such dramatic consequences that it is not even worth contemplating.


It was not just growers who wanted to sell the maximum amount of grapes to the local cooperative who opted for over-production. Generous yields were common at prestigious properties too. Jean-Guillaume Prats admitted that his father Bruno had no problems with high yields at Cos d’Estournel in the 1980s.


In 2000 we had yields of 45 to 46hl/ha in the vineyard, whereas a few years ago the yields were closer to 60. That’s because until fairly recently there was no economic incentive to have low yields. As my father used to say, the practice was not rewarded by the market.


Despite the lip service paid to low yields, there is no denying that many estates, especially in less prestigious areas where bottle prices are low, crop the legal maximum. The owner of a lesser estate in Pauillac told me that he never green-harvested because he couldn’t afford to dispense with so much potential wine. At the other end of the scale, a respected estate director told me just before the 2000 vintage that he expected many estates to make as much wine as possible, simply to exploit the predicted demand for the vintage.


Statistics on yields need to be treated with some caution, especially when the source is a property that prides itself on a very low crop. The yield figure is supposed to refer to the amount of juice produced per hectare. However, it seems likely that some estates do not include juice removed by bleeding the tanks or lots subjected to mechanical concentration. It is also legal to boost the yields of parcels of younger vines to compensate for the naturally low-yielding old vines on the same property. As long as the average does not exceed the PLC, there is no prohibition of this kind of manipulation. Claims of very low yields were made for the garagiste wine Marojallia from Margaux. A cursory glance at the déclaration de récolte, the legally required annual crop report deposited at the town hall of every commune, soon revealed that the yields for Marojallia were a generous 58hl/ha. The directors had simply cited the yield for that proportion of the wine that ended up as grand vin. This was clearly dubious practice. More admirable is the transparency practised by Château Prieuré-Lichine, which cited both figures, that for its vineyards as a whole, and that for its grand vin. In 2004 a number of top estates declared yields of over 60hl/ha (Kirwan declared 71hl/ha), and in 2007 an even larger number reported yields of over 50hl/ha. This is not to say they produced poor or dilute wines, but it is clearly a myth that most leading châteaux routinely aim for low yields.


So if it is possible to make great wine at a maximum yield of 60hl/ha, what is the point of reducing yields further, a costly process both in terms of labour and lost volume? The answer is that not every vintage is a 1982 or 1990, when everything ripens with ease. Olivier Bernard argues that there is no such thing as a calculable “correct yield”:


The question is what is the right yield for a vine? It depends on various factors: the age of the vine, the density of planting. The definition of a great terroir in Bordeaux is that it’s a warm one. It’s not easy to get maturity here; hence all the operations during the summer to increase the chances of maturation. But in hot years high yields are acceptable because everything can ripen, except perhaps for young vines with shallow root systems. But in cooler years you can only get mature bunches if the yields are low. So during the summer you need to guess what the year ahead will be like. Certainly by véraison you have a shrewd idea of the harvesting date. Maturation also depends on access to moisture. Low-lying parcels have to be handled differently from parcels planted on warm gravel soils. Experience and observation are essential to help you to regulate your vines.


The practice of brutal crop reduction, usually by bunch-thinning during the summer, has its origins on the Right Bank. There some garagistes would plant vines on a mediocre terroir; to compensate for this mediocrity, the concentration of the wine (and its depth of colour and alcoholic degree) would be pumped up by halving normal yields and by mechanical concentration or other procedures in the winery. It certainly worked, to judge by the high scores obtained from certain critics for these wines. Gérard Perse of Pavie, no friend of high yields, observed to me:


If you are growing vines on a mediocre soil then you need to have low yields to make decent wine. But a great terroir allows you to get exceptional quality at 35hl/ha; to obtain the same quality on poor soil you need to crop at 20. It’s better to crop at 40 on a great terroir than 20 on a mediocre one.


That some yields are absurdly low is clear, yet the Médoc estates have taken a leaf or two from the garagistes’ book. Jean-Guillaume Prats remarks:


The emphasis on lower yields is a direct consequence of the garagistes, who have shaken things up. The Médoc is learning that lesson from them. It’s true that many garagistes practise very low yields because their terroir is poor. Indeed I do the same. Our most mediocre parcels at Cos are cropped at 25hl/ha, but such strictness is pointless on a great terroir. In fact, cropping at less than 40hl/ha doesn’t make sense if you have great soils.


Frédéric Engerer, the director of Château Latour, is especially sceptical when it comes to very low yields:


If there were an exact correlation between yields and quality, everyone would know about it. At Latour we aim for about eight bunches per vine, but of course it depends on the vine’s age and vigour. Yields also have to do with the size of the bunches, which vary according to the amount of rainfall. I am not going to play the game of what I call “low yield madness”. We have old vines that never bear more than four bunches, but we also have young vines where it is impossible to have yields below 40hl/ha. Our average yield in 2000 was 50hl/ha. But we don’t have targets. We respect each vine and parcel and its needs to stay healthy. In 1999 we had 40hl/ha, but again that was not a target. We have a great terroir here. It’s like a Ferrari and we need to drive it properly. We don’t want to mess around with the terroir.


Charles Chevallier of Lafite insists there are no firm rules:


There are parcels at Lafite that always yield 60hl/ha and the wine always ends up in the grand vin. There are other parcels that give considerably less but never make it into the grand vin. So it’s hard to generalize.


Jean-Michel Cazes agrees:


When people talk about yields they forget about density. Here in the Médoc we have 10,000 vines per hectare. The crop expressed in hectolitres tells you nothing. Here in Pauillac and St-Julien and St-Estèphe I am sure that 50 to 60 is about right. Latour always had some of the highest yields in the region, but that was because none of their vines were missing.


Anthony Barton in St-Julien makes a similar observation, noting that Ducru-Beaucaillou and Léoville-Las-Cases always seemed to have higher yields than their neighbours, “but that’s because their vineyards were better cared for”.


Vines are planted to a lower density in the Right Bank zones, so yields tend to be lower than in the Médoc and Graves. Moreover Merlot is a productive variety, with larger berries than Cabernet Sauvignon, so most growers try to keep yields at a sensible level.


By now it should be clear that there is no simple answer to the question of yields. Very low yields need not necessarily result in an exceptional wine, and yields near the legal maximum need not be a cynical wish to maximize volume at the expense of quality. Yield has to vary according to the balance of individual vines. But that raises the question of what a balanced vine is. Paul Pontallier declared:


A balanced vine is one that shows the correct relationship between vigour and yield. But that balance varies according to a variety of factors, such as terroir, density, and many other factors.


Olivier Bernard adds:


By its nature, “balance” is unstable. It has to do with the leaf surface, with the vegetative vigour of the vines, with the productivity of the soil – its moisture content, its physical properties – and with density. The wood of the vine needs to be balanced too – sometimes you need to leave more buds than usual in order to reduce the vigour of the wood itself. And you need to rein back vigorous vines, otherwise the sap has to travel too far to the extremities of the vine.


Fortunately most good estates practise what they preach. You won’t find many dilute wines among the classified growths. If there is any excess, it lies in the direction of exaggeratedly low yields with the aim of producing super-concentrated wines that impress palates that mistake power and heft for quality.


THE HARVEST


The final operation of the growing season is harvesting. Because of the often perilous autumnal climate of Bordeaux, every vineyard manager aims to achieve even and precocious maturation. Very late years have rarely been of exceptional quality, and producers rejoice when the harvest can take place relatively early and in sound conditions. Techniques such as raising the trellis, leaf removal, and green-harvesting all contribute to speeding up the rate of maturation, as do the torrid summers of most recent vintages, allowing vineyard managers to delay the harvest as long as the fine weather holds up. In the past, especially during difficult economic periods, growers tended to pick earlier than they should have done, which often accounts for the harsh tannins still discernible in many venerable vintages.


Some vineyards are picked by hand, others by machine. Strong views are expressed by the proponents of both methods. I believe the first harvesting machines were introduced at Château Larose-Trintaudon in 1970. Jean Miailhe described the results of machine-picking in the 1970s as “un travail affreux”.22 But the technology has improved radically, and modern machines inflict far less damage on the vines than the bruisers of old. Today the extensive Médoc estates run by Jean Miailhe’s son Eric are almost entirely picked by machine. Indeed current estimates suggest that only around 15 per cent of Bordeaux’s vineyards are picked entirely by hand.


There are clear advantages to machine-harvesting. One is greater flexibility. It makes it possible to pick at night, which is preferable during very hot weather, since the grapes will reach the winery at a cooler temperature, which can reduce problems during fermentation. It also speeds up the harvesting process, allowing growers to wait longer, since they can react more swiftly to any onset of bad weather. There is also an economic advantage to using machines, by eliminating the need to hire, feed, and often house teams of pickers.


Proponents of manual harvesting insist that, despite technological advances, machines are still less gentle than a pair of human hands, and less adept at excluding extraneous matter such as leaves and bugs. White wines are particularly prone to oxidation, so some estates use machines to pick red vines but still hand-pick their whites. But it is true that teams of pickers, unless one is fortunate enough to work each year with the same crew, are less flexible in their working hours, often require time off at weekends whatever the weather, and need close supervision, especially if one is relying on students or untrained workers. There are geographical constraints as well. Estates in the Graves, Margaux, or the Libournais are close to cities with a good supply of potential harvesters. If your property lies in the northern Médoc, some two hours’ drive from Bordeaux, it may be difficult to find qualified pickers prepared to turn up when you need them. Patrice Ricard of Château Patache d’Aux recalled that years ago the pickers would telephone from Spain to ask when the harvest was going to begin. He gave them a date, they arrived as agreed, and they started to harvest whether or not the grapes were fully ready.


A more recent development has been the formation of companies that lease out pickers. Estates contract with them to pick a certain number of hectares per day, and can specify the days when the grapes are likely to be fully mature. This allows the estate to have its fruit hand-picked without the inconvenience of having to house the workers. But problems do arise in vintages when advancing rot requires estates to pick as fast as possible. Aymeric de Gironde, formerly of Cos d’Estournel, reports that in 2013, “there was war between châteaux as they tried to get their hands on more pickers”.


The containers in which the bunches are harvested have also changed. In the past (and at many estates this is still the case) the grapes were dumped into fairly large bins which were then conveyed to the winery by tractor. The risk was and is that the weight of the bunches could squeeze out juice into the bottom of the bin, and this juice could oxidize unless the grapes were processed rapidly. Today the quality-oriented properties pick in small plastic crates called cagettes. These have a capacity of about eight kilos (17.6 pounds) of grapes, so the bunches remain intact and unbruised. Perforated bases allow any escaping juice to run off, and the cagettes are grooved so that they can be stacked without crushing the grapes.


The harvest itself has become much more selective. A handful of properties, such as Domaine de Chevalier for its white vines, have always practised tries successives, whereby the harvesters are sent repeatedly into the vineyards in order to select only those bunches that are fully ripe. This is routine practice in Sauternes, where only botrytis-affected bunches are sought. But in the past proprietors were keen to pick fast and early. Jacques Merlaut, the late patriarch of the Taillan group of négociants, recalled:


Thirty years ago almost all the vineyards of any château would have been picked all at once. Now everyone picks parcel by parcel according to maturity. That’s a huge advance. It means that nowadays one can always make decent wine, if not great wine. Unfortunately this doesn’t apply to generic Bordeaux.


Another veteran, the late Thierry Manoncourt of Château Figeac, remembered: “In the past the whole vineyard would have been picked in eight days. Today it takes us 20 to 30 days.”


Paul Pontallier sounded a cautionary note regarding the assumption that rain at harvest is necessarily disastrous. “The crucial factor is the condition of the grapes before the rain falls. Rain doesn’t modify maturity, and the worst it can do is cause dilution. In the same way, if you wash a table grape, the berry doesn’t taste any less sweet.” Dilution can be corrected by various means: slatted sorting tables, drying tunnels, reverse osmosis, and bleeding tanks are all techniques that can be employed to remove excess water.


How is maturity to be defined? In the past, and to a large extent this is still true, the two criteria were sugar and acidity. The notion of phenolic ripeness – essentially ripe pips and tannins as well as sweet fruit – is relatively new. Phenolic ripeness requires leaving the bunches longer on the vine, weather permitting. The danger, even in ideal conditions, is that as the phenolic ripeness develops, the acidity declines and the pH rises. The sugar levels may also rise to levels that not everyone will find acceptable. In the end it is a matter of taste. Bernard Magrez poured me a wine he had produced as a micro-cuvée at one of his estates. The high alcohol and overripe fruit were detectable, and I confessed I didn’t much like the wine (it had 15.5% alcohol). Neither, it turned out, did he. But overripe wines have their following, especially among American tasters, so it is not surprising that some Bordeaux producers are deliberately producing these late-harvested but highly atypical styles. (Christian Dauriac, with properties in St-Emilion and Pomerol, and a disciple and friend of Michel Rolland’s, told me: “If you don’t have five per cent rot in your vineyards, then your grapes aren’t ripe.”)


I asked certain managers what their criteria were for “ripeness”. Thomas Stonestreet at Chevalier replied:


There is certainly a minimum level of sugar required for real maturity, but we consider white grapes mature when we have the right balance of sugar and acidity, not just high sugars. For reds the balance tends to be between sugars and tannins as well as acidity. I’m convinced that overmature vines won’t produce wines that will age well. The only reason why certain estates aim for systematic overmaturity is that they think the resulting wine, with its deep colour and high alcohol, will appeal to the critics.


I asked Paul Pontallier whether there was a direct correlation between sugar levels and “quality”, bearing in mind that many of the classic vintages of a century ago had low alcoholic levels and probably would not have qualified as “ripe” by today’s criteria. He replied:


If the grape sugars at harvest are very low, then the most likely explanation is either a lack of maturity or dilution. There were low sugars in the past because chaptalization was rare, and expensive. On a great gravel terroir, 12 degrees of alcohol for Cabernet Sauvignon is unusually high – 11 degrees would be more usual. A little chaptalization brings back the balance into the wine. Chaptalization became widespread in the 1950s in the Médoc, but before then people were accustomed to a lighter style of Bordeaux wine. However, we know that the greatest years such as 1900, 1928, and 1929 had higher sugars and much more richness. We have higher sugars on a more routine basis today because everyone is picking later than in the past. That means the wines have lower acidity. High acidity reinforces the astringency of tannins, so that means nowadays we have rounder, more supple tannins. Tannins are the bones that support the fruit and flesh in the wine, but they shouldn’t be too perceptible. In recent vintages of Margaux you scarcely detect the tannins, but they tend to be higher than most vintages from the 1980s.


Another explanation for the earlier harvesting in times past is that the producers were wary of stuck fermentations, which were more likely to occur with very rich musts. Hence the profusion of wines in the 19th and early 20th centuries with as little as eight or nine degrees of alcohol. In 1840 the First Growths ranged from 8.7 degrees to 9.3 degrees. Some of them nonetheless had the structure to last, but the acidity levels would have been very high and they would have required prolonged barrel-ageing to make them palatable. As recently as 1952 the average strength of claret was only 11.2 degrees. It is doubtful that modern wine drinkers would have taken much pleasure from a very young 19th-century claret. Nor would anyone seriously advocate a return to the practices that resulted in such wines, even if over the long term some of them proved to be excellent.



3. Wine and Style


[image: Illustration] The Bandol producer and autodidact Comte Henri de St-Victor once told me that he learned the rudiments of winemaking in about twenty minutes. At colleges in Dijon, Montpellier, and Bordeaux, students can spend three years acquiring degrees in oenology. Hugh Johnson and James Halliday have written a lengthy book with the telling title The Art and Science of Wine. Winemaking is too intuitive to be a mere science, too rooted in practical considerations and consequences to be considered a form of art.


These days, it has become fashionable to favour “non-interventionist” winemaking, which suggests that all the winemaker has to do is sit back and allow nature to take its course as the wine ferments and ages, intervening only when something goes wrong. This is the concept of winemaker as physician. François Mitjaville of Château Tertre-Rôteboeuf briskly disposes of this approach: “The only part of a wine that is purely natural is the fruit. Once we have that fruit, the rest is the result of intervention. We are not animals. We have minds and we make choices.”


Nonetheless, the winemaking process for red Bordeaux is relatively simple. The red grapes are harvested, brought to the winery (“cuvier”), often sorted, usually destemmed, usually crushed, and sometimes given a pre-fermentation maceration at a cold temperature before fermentation begins once the process is activated by either indigenous or cultivated yeasts. During fermentation, extraction is aided by regularly pumping over the must, or by punching down the cap, or sometimes by délestage, a technique that involves emptying the tank and then refilling it – or by all three. The young wine may receive an extended maceration, before being drawn off the marc, the residue of skins and pips. The marc is then pressed and the press wine set aside for subsequent blending. The wine then undergoes its malolactic fermentation. Thereafter the wine is aged in small barrels or in tanks until the winemaker considers it is ready for bottling, which is usually preceded by fining and/or filtration. The blending of the grand vin may take place at any time during the ageing process, although most winemakers like to complete it during the winter immediately after the harvest.


How much press wine is employed in the final blend will vary from year to year, property to property. Consultants also play a role. Because Michel Rolland prefers a good deal of extraction during fermentation he will usually use little press wine, whereas Eric Boissenot opts for more gentle extraction and a greater use of press wine.


White wine fermentation is also a relatively straightforward process. After harvesting, the grapes may be pressed directly and then fermented, or the grapes may be given a period of maceration (also known as skin contact) that can last from four to 24 hours. Skin contact extracts aromas and can give the wine greater complexity, but is beneficial only if the grapes are very healthy. If there is damage or bruising, then oxidation and bacterial problems can result. Skin contact is usually reserved for the naturally aromatic Sauvignon Blanc in preference to the more rounded, fleshy Sémillon.


Simpler white wines are fermented in tanks, given a short period of ageing, perhaps four to six months, also in tanks, but often on the fine lees, and are then filtered and bottled. Wines with some pretensions to quality and ageability are often fermented in barriques, with a varying proportion of new oak. The wines are usually aged on the fine lees, with regular stirring (“bâtonnage”), in order to add texture and weight. The wine may or may not go through malolactic fermentation. Some winemakers favour a blend of oaked and unoaked wine. (The vinification of sweet white wines will be discussed in Chapter 28.)


In the past vinification was a much more haphazard process, because little was known about the science of fermentation. Nor was it easy to determine the level of maturity of the grapes harvested. A painting at Château Batailley illustrated how wine would have been made in the late 19th century. The bunches were destemmed by hand, by rubbing the grapes through a box with slats; the grapes were then put into large wooden troughs, in which they were broken up. The must was placed in containers and lifted into the wooden fermentation vats. It could take two or three days to fill a vat. Once fermentation began, the cap was broken up with a stick to which a kind of ball was attached. Since there was no temperature control, the grapes were often picked in the evenings to ensure that the grapes added to the vat were relatively cool.


Fermentation was faster than it is today. (Alfred Danflau records that in the 1860s Château Bélair had a cuvaison of no more than 48 hours.) The vat was covered and, from a hole near the top, a pipe curved down into a bucket of water, thus insulating the wine from the air while allowing gases to escape. Four to six weeks later the vats were emptied, and the wine poured into barrels, where it stayed for two to three years, with quite frequent rackings. Quite a lot of press wine would have been added.


The fermentation would have been bedevilled by excessively high temperatures, especially in hot years. If the temperature rose too high, the yeasts would die and the fermentation would grind to a halt. The risk of spoilage was very high. Primitive methods such as lowering ice wrapped in canvas into the vats were employed to keep the temperature from rising to dangerous levels. This method was still in use in 1961, but by the 1970s efficient temperature control, which nowadays is usually computerized, had eliminated this particular problem. Bacterial problems were common, since it was difficult to maintain wooden vats in perfect sanitary condition. A vintage could easily be spoilt, either because of bacterial contamination or volatile acidity engendered by fermentation at excessive temperatures.


Chaptalization, the addition of sugar to the fermenting must, was legalized in Bordeaux only as recently as 1951, though there seems little doubt that it was practised surreptitiously long before that.23 Until quite recently, it was a routine operation on the Left Bank, with the intention of boosting the alcoholic degree of the wine by about one degree, especially in the case of Cabernet Sauvignon, which often struggled to attain a potential alcohol level higher than 11%. By 2015 chaptalization was no longer allowed, unless special authorization had been obtained. The entire appellation has to apply, not individual estates. Thus in 2014 it was authorized by some communes, but not in 2015.


During the spring following the vintage, the barrels would be shipped by barge from the château to the négociants’ cellars in Bordeaux, where the élevage would have been completed. Often the finished wine was sold in cask to purchasers, who would bottle it in their own cellars.


Bruno Prats gave a candid account to French wine writer Jacques Dupont of how Cos d’Estournel was being vinified when he took over the property in 1968 (my translation):


The manual harvest took place without any sorting, and the grapes passed from the baskets into a hod and then into a container where they were compressed. Fermentation took place in cement tanks which had to be emptied twice for the rest of the crop, so cuvaisons were short. The rubber pipes were impossible to clean thoroughly.... The barrels were between three and ten years old. The staff had zero winemaking competence.


Given the myriad ways in which the winemaking process could go wrong, it seems astonishing that truly great wines could be made at all. Until a few decades ago, no one subjected the crop to rigorous selection, no one knew how malolactic fermentation functioned, no one had efficient ways of controlling temperature, no one could be sure that every vat and barrel was uncontaminated, no one had heard of a polyphenol or anthocyanin. Nonetheless, there were certain years when all the factors conducive to quality coincided. The great years were those when all the grapes ripened more or less simultaneously, and when the resulting wines survived the lottery of vinification.


SORTING AND DESTEMMING


It has been common practice for some decades to detach the berries from their stalks. Although there are some advantages to retaining stems, they are outweighed by the likelihood of extracting bitter tannins. By the 1920s routine destemming had been introduced, though stems were retained, on a pragmatic basis, in very hot vintages such as 1959, when the organic matter of the stalks would increase the otherwise low acidity of the wine. Small estates such as Le Pin in Pomerol still incorporate a proportion of the stems in super-ripe years, if acidity is deemed too low; the last time this was done was in 2010.


Many years ago a perfectly efficient machine for destemming grapes was invented, and over the years it has been refined to ensure that the mechanical handling of the grapes is as gentle as possible. Nonetheless, enormous efforts have been made in the search for ever-better ways to perform an essentially straightforward operation. It is, I think, illustrative of modern Bordeaux that so much energy and expense are devoted to a process that is essentially so routine.


At Château La Garde and Château La Conseillante a destemming machine called an égreneur employs a conveyor belt that moves the bunches upwards. Four steel hoods cover this belt. The first two contain rubber truncheons that gently pummel the bunches, so that only the ripest grapes are dislodged from the stems. The remaining attached berries pass beneath the next two hoods, where the pummelling is more violent. About 80 per cent of the bunches are destemmed beneath the first two hoods, and these are clearly the ripest grapes. The remainder (though the proportions can be mechanically altered) are sorted again, and usually end up in the second wine. Thus destemming and selection can be combined in the same operation.


Another machine called La Tribaie was invented by grower Philippe Bardet to sort machine-harvested grapes by borrowing and adapting technology originally created for sorting vegetables. A hopper conveys the grapes onto a vibrating belt, which eliminates any millerandé berries that are small, green, and unripe. The belt then drops the berries into a rotating drum. Damaged berries stick to the drum, while healthy berries bounce off it into a trough filled with must. Depending on their specific gravity, ripe grapes will sink to the bottom of the must, while unripe berries will float. The latter can be skimmed off and eliminated. The healthy berries can be dispatched to another conveyor belt if the producer wishes to sort the grapes a second time. Bardet estimated that the team of six required to harvest the grapes and run the machine perform the same work as 150 people working entirely by hand. However, the vines need to be carefully prepared before the machine-harvesting in order to minimize the proportion of damaged bunches.


Bardet believed the Tribaie could have a positive effect on quality:


In my experience, destemming can damage berries more than machine-harvesting. In 2001 I compared picking into cagettes with machine-picking, and I found I had more whole berries after using the machine. The other major advantage is in the quality of the press wine. Because there are no unripe grapes going into the press, the press wine is good enough to be used in its entirety in the blend.


The system was purchased by André Lurton for some of his properties in Pessac-Léognan. At his Château Rochemorin there was a whole degree of potential alcohol between wines made from “sunken” and from “floating” berries. The floating berries made a wine that was decidedly thinner and slightly vegetal; it was made clear that this quality of wine would never enter the grand vin. It’s speedy too, and in one hour it can process as much fruit as ten people sorting the grapes by hand. Leading estates such as Ausone and Talbot also favour the system. Jean-luc Thunevin of Valandraud prefers it to optical sorting as the process removes dust from the skins. It is clearly the case that the technology for these sorting machines has been improved and tweaked over recent years.


Such sophisticated mechanical aids are clearly of interest to owners of large properties, but probably not cost-effective for smaller estates. Here the grapes are going to be sorted by hand. There is often a preliminary sorting in the vineyards, where the foreman of any picking team will fix a beady eye on the bunches and chuck out any that don’t seem up to standard; or there may be a conveyor belt (“table de tri”) set up between the rows, with six or eight sorters. There will often be a further sorting table at the winery, usually perforated and vibrating so as to keep small unripe berries, bugs, dirt, and other extraneous matter from entering the destemmer. In some wineries there is yet another sorting process after destemming.


Although sorting tables of varying degrees of severity are now routine installations at most quality-conscious properties, there are some who view them with a certain scepticism. Observing the 2005 harvest at Château Margaux, I was astonished to see that the grapes were not transported in cagettes but instead were moved in much larger containers; just as shockingly, there was no sorting at the reception area. The grapes were simply dumped into the reception bins and destemmed.


When I confronted director Paul Pontallier with this unorthodox procedure, he explained that his staff carefully trained the harvesters, and if a supervisor noticed someone who was insufficiently selective, he or she would be singled out for re-education.


It may seem logical to treat grapes gently, but within seconds of arrival here they are going to be destemmed and crushed, so what actually is the point of all the careful handling? It wouldn’t cost us much to install a vibrating table de tri but all it does is vibrate – it doesn’t select. For me it is more important to ensure that our vines are impeccable immediately before harvest, and that there is no trace of rotten fruit. We did once conduct an experiment over four vintages, comparing parcels that had been picked in cagettes with those that had not been, and we found no significant difference in wine quality.


Pontallier was not entirely alone in his views. I also noticed, during that same vintage, that there was no sorting table at Château L’Eglise Clinet. Denis Durantou was unapologetic:


That’s because the vines are prepared carefully just before the harvest. And in any case, how important are the few leaves and other odds and ends that you can eliminate by sorting?


Even though efficient mechanical destemmers have been in existence for many decades, some perfectionist properties reject such aids and destem the grapes manually. The idea originated at tiny Right Bank garagiste properties where the owner couldn’t afford a machine. But now some quite sizeable estates have adopted the practice. Many of the wines produced by Bernard Magrez are made from grapes destemmed by hand. I once asked Magrez whether he was sure that manual destemming made any difference to the final quality of the wine. He replied that he couldn’t be absolutely certain since his team hadn’t been doing it for long enough, but he was keen on the idea nonetheless. Château Clinet in Pomerol recently began experimenting with manual destemming, and although the results were not conclusive, they did seem to think the procedure resulted in softer wines, though whether that is in itself desirable they did not say. Paul Pontallier was not convinced that manual destemming necessarily gives better-quality wine. “But conscientious destemming by hand is certainly superior to bad mechanical destemming.”


The practice does attract attention from wine writers, always in search of the latest novelty, and it certainly sounds perfectionist. I have no way of assessing whether the labour and expense involved are worth it, but it clearly adds considerably to the cost of production, and in the end it is the consumer who is paying for what may well be a media-inspired indulgence.


By 2011 optical sorting machines were all the rage. They first came onto the market in 2008. Cameras generate around 800 images per second as the berries move along the belt (at a rate of 3m/10ft per second). The cameras can be programmed to scan according to colour, shape, and size of berries. Berries that don’t meet the criteria are ejected downwards by compressed air, while the rest are propelled forwards. It is the cellarmaster or consultant who will determine the rigour of the sorting. Estates such as Mouton-Rothschild, La Lagune, and Brane-Cantenac think the world of these machines, though their high price means only the largest châteaux can justify the cost.


Others are more sceptical. Thierry Valette of Clos Puy Arnaud in Castillon worries that super-efficient sorting can lead to homogenized vintages, without the nuances contributed by small proportions of slightly underripe or overripe berries. Aymeric de Gironde at Troplong-Mondot is not convinced: “I’ve watched optical sorters closely and think the machines sometimes eliminate the wrong things and retain the wrong things.” Jean-Michel Comme at Pontet-Canet argues: “These machines can help remove green berries in the middle of the bunch, but it would be far better to ensure they aren’t there in the first place. Then you needn’t spend a fortune in removing them.” Nonetheless it seems certain that the employment of optical sorting will result in higher average grape quality than in the past.


CRUSHING


After the grapes have been destemmed, they are usually crushed. This operation needs to be handled with care, since crushing that is too brutal can bruise the pips and release harsh tannins. Many winemakers now dispense with crushing. At Château Smith-Haut-Lafitte, Fabien Tietgen argues that by not crushing he allows the weight of the berries in the vats to force out some juice, which gradually ferments, as does the juice remaining inside the berries. This creates a very slow fermentation process resulting, he believes, in finer-grained tannins. Etienne Charrier at Prieuré-Lichine takes the same view. It’s a plausible argument, since if the berries are uncrushed the yeasts will have to work more slowly, thus retarding fermentation. But a similar result can be achieved by chilling the must, as is done at many wineries.


Oenologist Dany Rolland also favours dispensing with crushing:


Crushing is brutal and can oxidize the grapes. By not crushing, the release of the juice is more progressive and gentle, which gives better extraction and better press wine. We have done experiments to establish this.


At an increasing number of wineries pumping the grapes is being eliminated. Thus after destemming and crushing, the grapes are raised by a conveyor belt to a spot over the destined fermentation tank, and gently tipped into the vat. (The most dazzling and architecturally satisfying model for this kind of gravity-operated cuvier is at Château La Lagune.) In some cases, the destemming and/or crushing take place on a platform just above the tanks, facilitating the tipping of the fruit into the vats without pumping. At Pontet-Canet, Jean-Michel Comme crushes the grapes lightly, then lets them fall into the vats by gravity. He is convinced this has an important effect on wine quality. He has found that the unbruised berries take on colour and ferment more slowly, giving a more gentle extraction and more supple tannins.


Paul Pontallier was not entirely persuaded that using gravity in this way makes much of a difference in the long term:


It’s a sincere practice, but I’m not sure it’s scientifically based. We need to be able to make precise comparisons. If some of the grapes that end up in the tank are bruised or slightly damaged, so what? Why treat grapes like caviar, if you then crush them? What often baffles me is that the estates that are the most finicky in terms of grape handling and sorting are often the ones that choose to produce the most extracted wines.


COLD SOAK


This Burgundian technique, also known as pre-fermentation maceration, delays the onset of fermentation by chilling the must to a low temperature at which yeasts cannot work. A certain extraction begins nonetheless. The process extracts colour and stabilizes it, and it also extracts fruit. However, it is essential to protect the unfermented juice from oxidation. This is done by injecting sulphur dioxide; if this is done to excess, the SO2 can itself extract bitter tannins. Another method is to protect the must with dry ice.


There seems to be no strong argument against a cold soak. On the other hand, there seems to be no firm evidence that it has any long-term beneficial effect either. The late Denis Dubourdieu argued that there is no reason to believe that by the time the wine is ready for bottling, it makes the slightest difference whether it has been through a cold soak or not. Paul Pontallier also found no pragmatic reason to adopt the procedure.


FERMENTATION VATS


Before the 20th century fermentation always took place in wooden vats. Their sole drawback was the need to maintain them in exemplary condition. Leaking staves needed to be mended or replaced, and the interiors had to be cleaned and disinfected (often with brandy) to avoid bacterial contamination. From the 1920s onwards many wooden vats were replaced with cement tanks, lined with epoxy resin to help keep them pristine. They were ugly and often immoveable, but they served their purpose. From the early 1960s stainless-steel vats were introduced, Haut-Brion being the pioneer in 1961. These had obvious advantages: they were easy to keep clean and there were various methods by which the temperature could be controlled.


Stainless-steel vats seemed to be the dernier cri, but, as always happens, some retro-chic entered the picture. In the late 1980s wineries began discarding their steel tanks and replacing them with wooden vats, often expensively made with top-quality French oak. It was argued that the staves permitted a gradual and beneficial exchange of oxygen. A decade later wineries still equipped with cement tanks came to the realization that they weren’t so bad after all, since they maintained a stable temperature more efficiently than stainless steel, which tended to heat up fast and cool down equally fast. Furthermore, steel could give the wine some reductive aromas. Some estates gave their old cement tanks a scrub and put them back into service. Claire Villars, at Ferrière and Haut-Bages-Libéral, ordered new ones, as did Cheval Blanc. By 2016 they were all the rage.


The consensus among winemakers, except for those who are furiously partisan, is that the nature of the vat is not of great importance. There are advantages and drawbacks to each type. Some wineries will ferment most of their wine in steel, but reserve the very finest batches for fermentation in wood. Wooden vats are expensive to purchase, costly to maintain, and have a limited lifespan. Hubert de Boüard at Château Angélus believes the nature of the container is far less important than the quality of the grapes you put into them.


Others have views about the shape of the vat. Many top estates favour conical steel vats, and its advantages are based on the relation of juice to the cap, Dominique Arangoits, the technical director at Cos d’Estournel, notes that a conical shape allows the cap during délestage to fall onto a broader surface, which is more easily and efficiently soaked by the returned juice, thus giving more even extraction. Some winemakers opt for inverted conical vats, as it makes punchdowns easier as the cap is wider, and prevents too much pressure being exerted on the cap, thus avoiding excessive extraction.


The ability to control the temperature is crucial, too. Some winemakers prefer to ferment at relatively high temperatures (over 30ºC/86ºF) for at least part of the process in order to maximize extraction and richness. Others will take a different approach, opting for a cooler temperature overall, so as to retain more freshness and aroma. It comes down to a question of personal stylistic preference. With every new day, the winemaker must make a myriad of small decisions, some trivial in themselves, but cumulatively they will define the balance, style, flavour, and structure of the wine.


Few good winemakers work by rote. Some, like Jean-Michel Comme at Pontet-Canet, like to leave each vat to do its own thing, without computerized intervention or temperature control. During the early part of the fermentation process it may be necessary to maintain an all-night vigil in the cuvier to monitor the progress of each vat, but Comme believes that’s a small price to pay for personalized service to the wine. Gonzague Lurton of Durfort-Vivens states: “Vinification is about adapting to circumstances, not about applying a set of rules.” Olivier Bernard concurs:


I am wary of anything that seems excessive, such as doing a cold maceration for a week, then heating the must to 24ºC (75ºF) to get fermentation going. Or raising the temperature after fermentation to 37 or 42ºC (99 or 108ºF). We should keep our winemaking as natural as possible. In the 1960s and 1970s a lot of traditional cellar-work was forgotten and replaced by mechanical solutions. But it’s important that we recover those methods.


To complicate their lives further, some winemakers have been experimenting with fermentation in barriques. This is not an entirely new method, but only reached Bordeaux in the late 1990s. Smith-Haut-Lafitte and Château du Seuil in the Graves, Labégorce-Margaux, Le Gay in Pomerol, and La Couspaude in St-Emilion are among those trying it out. For obvious practical reasons, it can be done only with fairly small volumes. One advantage of the technique is that temperatures tend to be self-regulating and rarely exceed 25ºC (77ºF). Fabien Tietgen at Smith finds that this slow barrique-fermentation gives more sweetness and body than conventional fermentation. The drawback is that the wine absorbs a lot of oak, since each barrel can be only partially filled to allow for the cap and to allow gases to escape. Thus the barrel, which is often larger than the standard barrique bordelaise, can be only half-filled. For Benoit Prévot at Bon Pasteur claims the technique allows him to make far more parcel selections, providing more lending components. (Paul Pontallier conceded that the technique, if done with care, can produce very good wines, but was not convinced that they are sufficiently different or superior to justify the expense and labour.)


A significant change, visible in most cuviers, is the replacement of very large fermentation tanks by batteries of much smaller tanks. This is to allow the separate vinification of the various parcels of which the property is composed. As more and more estates analyse their soils and parcels, they seek to maximize the number of blending components. It also allows individual parcels to be picked at optimal maturity, rather than because the grapes are needed to top up a large tank. Everyone agrees this is a positive development, though Henri Dubosq of Château Haut-Marbuzet does wonder whether sometimes it is taken to extremes: “If you take a sausage and cut it into many small pieces, you can no longer taste the sausage.”


Another recent tweak has been the replacement of a single upright stave of a wooden fermentation vat with a glass stave. This has been adopted by, among others, Mouton-Rothschild and Dauzac. This allows the winemakers to observe the fermentation. It also replaces the need for a glass tube to indicate the height of the cap, which is advantageous as the tube can harbour bacteria.


Of greater significance has been the gradual introduction over recent years of amphorae, or terracotta jars, of varying dimensions into the ageing cellars. Every fine wine benefits from a leisurely natural micro-oxygenation as it ages, and the jars offer just the right kind of porosity to achieve this. Moreover, the extent to which the clay is baked also influences the degree of porosity. Many winemakers are increasingly devoted to amphorae because of the absence of oak influence. Margaux is the current hotbed of amphora devotees, with the jars visible within the cellars of Angludet, Brane-Cantenac, Durfort-Vivens, and no doubt other properties too. In Pauillac, Pontet-Canet ages up to 40 per cent of its wine in jars.


Although her husband Gonzague Lurton ages his Durfort-Vivens estate in a large proportion of amphorae, Claire Villars at La Ferrière in Margaux and her other properties prefers to use concrete eggs. She argues that wines aged in amphorae have more tannins, and that concrete eggs give very slow oxygenation and allow the wine to age without being racked. One can also severely reduce the use of suphur dioxide, allowing the wine to be drunk young.


CONCENTRATORS


A new technology was devised in the late 1980s for removing excess water from grapes. The idea behind it was that many potentially fine vintages are marred by untimely rainfall. New machines, called concentrators, allowed a proportion of such musts to be removed, thus improving the concentration of the fruit. The traditional way to deal with diluted must was to bleed the tanks during fermentation; this eliminated 10 to 15 per cent of the juice, which could be fermented separately to make a rosé. The drawback is that more than water is removed by this process: sugar, anthocyanins, and acids are also bled off. However, blind tastings at Bordeaux University didn’t show much difference in a wine concentrated by machine and one produced by bleeding the tanks.


There are two types of concentrator: reverse osmosis and vacuum concentration (“évaporation sous-vide”). Reverse osmosis was first used at Léoville-Las-Cases in 1987. The technique is based on the difference in pressure of cells on either side of a membrane. When the must is introduced into the machine, the liquid redresses the balance by forcing water from one side of the membrane to the other. The vacuum system works by pumping the must into a tank free of oxygen. Deprived of oxygen, the must will boil at 23ºC (73ºF), allowing evaporation without heating the liquid excessively.


The vacuum system is cheaper but slower to run. The drawback to both systems is that every element in the must is concentrated. Any trace of rot or oxidation will be concentrated too. Therefore a concentrator must be employed with great caution in a difficult vintage. But in trouble-free, healthy vintages there is unlikely to be any need for it. Most large properties, including some First Growths, openly admit that they are equipped with one system or another, but they also say that with the mostly fine vintages of the past decade, there has been very little need to use it. Some admit they used it during the copious 2004 vintage, but insist they have not used it since.


Regulations prevent excessive dependence on concentrators. The maximum proportion of must that can be removed is 20 per cent; and chaptalization was not permitted. Concentration cannot be applied once fermentation has begun. Nor was it permitted to overcrop and then use a concentrator to bring the must down to the maximum permitted yield. Most estate directors are satisfied that there is no intrinsic harm in either system, so long as it is not abused. It is also a technique that is never applied to an entire crop, but just to one or two lots that are rain-diluted. Many properties also claim that concentrated must is used only for the second wine. Hubert de Boüard, who experimented with reverse osmosis in the mid-1990s, isn’t so sure:


It clearly has no detrimental effect on the ageing capacity of a wine, but it’s only useful for great wines. With mediocre wines you just concentrate whatever makes them mediocre.


Some, such as Christian Moueix in Libourne, remain opposed to concentrators. Many traditional winemakers argue that reliance on concentrators can encourage estates to overcrop in the expectation that they can adjust the must later. Anthony Barton of Léoville- and Langoa-Barton would rather chaptalize; Alexandre Thienpont of Vieux-Château-Certan would rather bleed the tanks. Olivier Bernard at Chevalier worries that concentration can harden a wine, but finds it acceptable to boost the alcohol of Cabernet Sauvignon by half a degree or so.


Philippe Dhalluin, formerly of Mouton, was not strongly opposed, but he had reservations:


The appeal of the concentrator is that you’re not using any extraneous elements, such as sugar. But these are violent processes. With sous-vide [the vacuum system] you are actually boiling the must, even if at a relatively low temperature. And osmosis means that you are using very high pressure to force the wine through a membrane.


There is no doubt that concentration is open to abuse. There is nothing to stop a grower reducing yields to obtain a highly concentrated wine, and then removing up to 20 per cent of the liquid by concentration to end up with an ultra-concentrated and alcoholic wine. If used in a reckless way, as sometimes it has been on the Right Bank, concentration can alter the natural balance of a wine. On the other hand, to criticize concentration as a technological manipulation is absurd, since many traditional interventions in the winemaking process are no less manipulative.


(For manipulation red in tooth and claw, how about “flash détente”. This system, which I do not claim fully to understand, involves heating the grapes after destemming to around 60ºC/140ºF, which not surprisingly causes the cell structure within the skin to explode and in the process extracts elements in the grape not usually accessible. Then the fruit is chilled down to around 20ºC/68ºF, so that normal fermentation can begin. The idea is to give greater concentration and aroma, but its main function is to soften green tannins. It’s a very expensive system and is used only at very large estates, such as Château Lesparre in Graves de Vayres.)


Professor Denis Dubourdieu had no fundamental objections to concentration:


Osmosis is like using a pail when your boat has taken in some water. Its misuse is when there is dilution in the grapes because of excess yields, in which case the technique won’t work, as you don’t change the character of the wine. If a wine is dilute because of high yields, chances are it’s also not ripe. But if the grapes are fully ripe and healthy but picked in wet weather, then osmosis can be useful.


By 2020 hardly anyone ever mentioned concentrators, which is not to say they were no longer in use (Château St-Pierre made limited use of the method in 2013). Dominique Arangoits of Cos d’Estournel observed that Cabernet Sauvignon in particular is riper and more precisely farmed than was the case 20 years ago. So there is less need for technology of this kind or for techniques such as bleeding the tanks in order to increase the concentration of the wine.


Philippe Blanc at Beychevelle insists the problem these days is not insufficient ripeness but excessive ripeness. Some estates have retained their concentrators as a kind of insurance, but all insist that the machines are no longer used.


YEASTS


There is no uniform practice when it comes to yeast selection. Many wineries are happy to rely on the native yeast population in the vineyard and cuvier. Other wineries, especially those producing a less expensive and more commercial style of wine, opt for selected (also known as cultivated or cultured) yeasts, so as to avoid the risk of stuck fermentations. Winemakers have their own justifications for their personal preferences. The former maître de chai at Ducru-Beaucaillou preferred natural yeasts, since they work more slowly than selected yeasts, and believed the extraction is better with a slower fermentation. Marie-Laure Lurton of Villegorge prefers selected yeasts, so as to deter high volatile acidity and prevent the simultaneous onset of malolactic fermentation. She also points out that should any bacterial infection afflict the wine during fermentation with natural yeasts, you need to use very high doses of S02 to combat it. Pierre-Olivier Clouet at Cheval Blanc takes a similar view and is developing the château’s own yeasts strains: “Indigenous yeasts are fine in Burgundy, where cellars have their own yeast populations and high sugars are very rare. But here in Bordeaux, especially with rising sugar levels, you’re asking for trouble in the form of stuck fermentations, brett, and volatile acidity.”


Many wineries compromise. When the first grapes arrive at the winery, some of the must is inoculated with selected yeasts to provide a pied de cuve, essentially a starter batch. Once the first vat begins to ferment, the natural yeasts present in the winery get their skates on and start working on the other vats.


All things considered, the individual aromas and subtleties imparted by yeast strains native to the environment of the estate are more welcome than the more standardized aromas from cultivated yeasts, especially in white wines. But it cannot be denied that some very good and characterful Bordeaux is made with selected yeasts.


The real problem is likely to arise if eventually the use of genetically modified yeasts is authorized. Many estates throughout France have warned of the catastrophic consequences of GM strains that could suppress and destroy the native yeast populations.



PIGEAGE


The traditional Bordelais method of extraction is to pump the juice over the cap with regular frequency. Its drawback is that, although it keeps the cap moist and disperses the must, it is not that effective at breaking up the thick mass of the cap. In recent years some winemakers have opted instead, or additionally, for the Burgundian method of pigeage. In its traditional form this involves naked men jumping into fermentation tanks and stomping on the cap to break it up. The process is quite dangerous, and workers have passed out and drowned. So today pigeage is often done manually by forcing plungers into the cap, or mechanically.


Although pigeage is associated with Burgundy, some claim there are Bordelais precedents too. Jean-Luc Thunevin of St-Emilion believes it was practised at Domaine de Chevalier half a century ago, and elsewhere. The technique fell from favour, he claims, after it was used with insufficiently ripe grapes, in which case vegetal flavours intruded into the wine.


There are clear benefits from pigeage. It does indeed break up the cap, it distributes the must more evenly than pumpovers, it extracts good colour, and can give more fat to the wine. But it has its critics too. Philippe Dhalluin observes:


Pigeage evolved as an ideal means of extraction for Pinot Noir. But if you use the technique with Cabernet, you can extract more than is ideal. It’s better to use a gentle pumpover and a longer cuvaison. But my mind isn’t closed, and we may do some experiments at Mouton.


Gonzague Lurton is against its use with Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot:


These are varieties that need oxygen, unlike Pinot Noir. No one knows how to regulate pigeage – how often and when to do it – so it’s risky as a means of extraction. I have a feeling it is being introduced in some properties because it attracts media attention.


There is a compromise method known as the Socma system, which has been acquired by Brane-Cantenac, Pédesclaux, and other properties. With this system a pump is immersed in the cap; every few minutes (the timing can be regulated) the juice is forced up a central column and floods the cap, thereby causing it to break up after repeated assaults.


Another commonly employed method of extraction is délestage, which involves emptying the vat and thus aerating the must, and then replacing the juice. Eric Tourbier at Mouton has conducted experiments to compare it with pumpovers. He found that délestage extracted more at the start, whereas pumpovers extracted less initially. However, by the end of the fermentation process there was little discernible difference.


PRESSING


There are three kinds of press in common use. The least esteemed is the horizontal press, which presses the skins between two plates, a harsh process that risks extracting bitter tannins. The horizontal press was succeeded by the pneumatic press, in which an inflatable rubber bladder presses the grapes against the sides of the machine. This is both gentle and flexible, as the intensity and duration of the pressing cycle can be programmed. It is easily the best option for white wine.


The most traditional press is the vertical or hydraulic press. This too is very gentle, but it is also slow and labour-intensive. It is favoured at many top Sauternes estates. Modern technology has created new versions that are mechanized and programmable, eliminating the hard labour while preserving the high quality. The amount of press wine added to the blend is usually determined by tasting both elements. The riper the year, the better the quality of the press wine is likely to be; in leaner years, it must be added with caution, since it can easily impart astringency to the final blend.



MICRO-OXYGENATION


Many years ago I was visiting Madiran in southwest France and encountered a young man called Patrick Ducournau. He showed me a system he had developed for inoculating controlled doses of oxygen into a fermenting wine. Its primary function was to soften the ultra-tannic Tannat variety that dominates Madiran. Within a few years Ducournau was selling thousands of micro-oxygenation kits to wineries across the world.


It caught on in Bordeaux as it did elsewhere, and became legally sanctioned in 1998. Although the Bordeaux varieties are intrinsically less tannic than Tannat, green tannins and excessive herbaceousness can mark difficult vintages. So, many oenologists, especially in sub-regions such as Bourg and Blaye where rusticity can characterize the wines, adopted micro-oxygenation. If micro-oxygenation is performed during fermentation sous marc, the wine rapidly absorbs the dose of oxygen and it helps to stabilize tannins and anthocyanins. Opponents of the technique point out that pumpovers perform a similar function by aerating the wine. In the prestigious areas, where higher prices permit scrupulous viticulture and careful selection, it seems to have less of a role to play. One does not, after all, expect Lafite or Haut-Brion to harvest grapes with green tannins in the first place.


There is a second application of micro-oxygenation known as cliquage. This too involves the controlled inoculation of oxygen, but it is done during the élevage. This has proved much more controversial, as it is a technique often applied not to run-of-the-mill wines but to some of Bordeaux’s most prized growths. The idea behind cliquage is that it makes racking redundant. The Bordeaux tradition is to rack (essentially, aerate) wine in barrel every three months. This combats reduction by exposing the wine to oxygen; it also allows the winery team to draw the liquid off the lees at each racking, thus slowly clarifying the wine. Enthusiasts for cliquage point out that the doses of oxygen can be scientifically regulated, whereas racking is a less controllable means of achieving the same end. Moreover, since no racking is required, it is possible to age the red wine on the fine lees, should you wish to do so.


Opponents of cliquage fear that its long-term impact is as yet unknown. Hubert de Boüard of Angélus is very wary of the system, suspecting that it prompts the wine to evolve too rapidly. Stéphane Derenoncourt argues the precise opposite, that the wine will age better if subjected to micro-oxygenation. The former Moueix winemaker, Jean-Claude Berrouet, argues that Merlot is aromatically fragile, so applying micro-oxygenation to vats or barrels of Merlot is to invite a loss of freshness.


Another winemaker observes:


I’ve experimented with micro-oxygenation but there have been lots of variations in the results. It’s like driving and braking at the same time. The lees encourage reduction, the oxygen speeds up the evolution. It’s a bit like giving a Ferrari to people who can’t drive. The useful idea behind it is that the élevage begins before the malolactic fermentation, while the wine is still on its lees, which used to be a period that was neglected by winemakers.


Denis Dubourdieu was sceptical too:


Racking is a brutal form of aeration, and it’s irregular. So it can be replaced by introducing the equivalent amount of oxygen artificially and leaving the wine on its lees without racking. But racking is not only done to oxygenate the wine. It’s also important to disinfect the barrel to avoid brettanomyces and other bacterial problems. Barrique-ageing imposes racking. Good élevage involves knowing how much oxygen is being introduced, whether at racking or bottling. My view is that micro-oxygenation while the wine is sous marc is of little use with great wines, because they are going to receive prolonged barrel-ageing anyway. The only reason to do it sous marc is to make the wine more accessible by the primeur tastings in March. There is no oenological case for it.


It is very difficult to assess the merits and drawbacks of micro-oxygenation, especially since it requires winemakers to make numerous choices about doses and timing. For an outside view I turned to Dr. Terry Lee, for many years head of research and development at Gallo in California. He too had serious doubts:


No one knows how micro-oxygenated wines will evolve because there hasn’t been enough research. You need to know how much oxygen has been injected, and you also need a qualified team to make a sensory evaluation of various wines. And if it seems to be the case that micro-oxygenation makes wines softer and more approachable you have to keep in mind that the Bordelais use other techniques, such as picking riper fruit and giving extended maceration, to achieve the same ends.


By 2016 Stéphane Derenoncourt admitted that micro-oxygenation has become far less widely used: “We can control the ageing of a wine so much more precisely than 20 years ago. It still has its uses but mostly for large-volume wines.” Jean-Lu Thunevin also believes it is no longer useful or necessary, as better farming, especially less reliance on fertilizers, has led to better balanced and fresher wines.


Although the costly concentrators bought in the 1990s are now languishing under tarpaulins, micro-oxygenation technology has not altogether vanished from the châteaux of Bordeaux. It has its uses for commercial styles of wine that need to be accessible young; for such producers any device that can tame unripe tannins (which ideally shouldn’t really be there in the first place) is welcome. I dare say it remains in use at some wineries, but it is no longer a significant technique within the context of fine Bordeaux. And in the hands of incompetent or misguided winemakers, it can brutally standardize a range of wines. In the Mosel Valley I once tasted a range of “single-vineyard” Rieslings that all smelled and tasted the same. The culprit turned out to be a heavy-handed application of a selected yeast. Similarly, in Chile a winery in Curico presented me with a group of Cabernet wines that tasted much the same whatever their vineyard origin. Here the villain was an over-enthusiastic and indiscriminate use of micro-oxygenation. Like so many bright and innovative ideas, it can easily be subject to abuse.


BARREL-AGEING


Most Bordeaux wines with pretensions to quality undergo their élevage in barriques rather than tanks. The gentle infusion of wine with oxygen through the slight porosity of the staves gives the wine a greater roundness and harmony. It reduces astringency and gives the wine more fatness and texture. In the 19th century wines were so tannic that it often required three years of ageing in barrel before they were ready for bottling. Today a period of 18 or 20 months is usually the maximum, though many châteaux age the wine for only 12 months, allowing the barrels to be emptied to receive the next crop.


As has already been mentioned, the wine needs to be racked regularly, or oxygenated by cliquage. However, this received wisdom is being challenged, and quite a few serious red wines are now being aged on the fine lees with minimal racking. The technique is common enough for the ageing of white wines, which are often kept on the fine lees and regularly stirred so as to give the wine more richness and succulence. Some oenologists decided that the same method could be used with red wines, and for much the same reasons. Another advantage is that you can reduce the doses of sulphur dioxide normally required during racking. Others reject the method as pointless, pointing out that one reason for keeping wine on the fine lees is to protect it from oxidation, but Bordeaux varieties are quite capable of resisting oxidation during a normal élevage. Cynical observers believe that the real reason behind this modish innovation is to make the wines more flattering during the crucial primeur tastings. The quality of the fine lees is crucial: if the grapes lack maturity or are in some way unhealthy, then those defects will be exaggerated in the final wine if it is aged on the lees. Extreme vigilance is required, as extended lees-ageing does increase the risk of volatile acidity and bacterial infection.


In order to stir the lees into the wine, some châteaux have invested in a system of special racks called Oxoline. This allows the barrels to be gently rolled without removing them from the racks; nor is it necessary to open the bung and stir the lees by hand, as is done with white wines. Some winemakers believe the system is flawed, since the lees tend to stick to the interior of the barrel, and mere rolling won’t stir them up sufficiently.


Some properties are conducting discreet experiments to modify and improve the élevage. At Château La Garde in Pessac-Léognan, lees are separated from the white wine after malolactic fermentation, then stirred for one month in a tank in order to semi-liquefy them. This liberates proteins and other compounds. Then the lees are redistributed to barrels that would benefit from some fattening up. The lees are then stirred by rolling. It is hard for an outsider to assess such experiments, but it confirms that Bordeaux winemakers are rarely inclined to rest on their laurels.


Château Margaux, that bastion of traditional winemaking in tandem with scientific rigour, is a strong believer in racking. Paul Pontallier explained:


I am not at all sure that ageing a red wine on its fine lees is necessarily a positive process. I believe it is fundamental to good élevage to get oxygen into the wine and to remove lees at the same time. What we do at Margaux is to retain after racking the small volume of wine that contains the lees. With hundreds of barrels in the chai, that can add up to a lot of wine. We filter it, then add it to our second wine. If lees-ageing were so beneficial in terms of quality, then surely the vin de lie would end up as equal in quality to our grand vin. But it never is, and that’s why we blend it with Pavillon. I suspect that the real reason for the popularity of ageing Bordeaux sur lie is to improve texture and mouthfeel, not the quality of the wine itself. But we are adamant in wanting to create wines that will give pleasure to drinkers rather than satisfy the criteria of tasters and critics.


However, a good case can be made for less systematic racking. James Lawther, in an article published in 2017, quotes Fabien Teitgen, the winemaker at Smith-Haut-Lafitte: “In the past the grapes were less ripe and the tannins consequently rustic, so repeated racking helped soften them...Today the grapes are riper and the tannins qualitative, so there is less need to rack. The emphasis now is on gentle refinement and the preservation of the fruit.”


The volume of the barrique bordelaise was officially defined in the 1860s at 225 litres. Most barrels are of French oak, though some properties use a proportion of American or East European oak, which is considerably cheaper, for second wines. There are countless variations on the theme of barrel: source of wood, length of drying, degree of toasting, age of barrel, and the stylistic signature of the cooper all offer the winemaker different nuances to work with. Experimentation is constant, and winemakers often invite the coopers to participate in tastings to assess the suitability of their barrels.


Red wine always goes through malolactic fermentation, which lowers the level of malic acid by converting it into more supple lactic acid. This process can either take place in tanks following the alcoholic fermentation, or the newly fermented wine can be decanted into barriques for the malolactic to take place in oak. Some winemakers will inoculate to provoke the malolactic; others will let nature take its course, and should it be reluctant to do so, nature can be given a gentle prodding by heating the chai.


Malolactic fermentation en barrique is nothing new. The Burgundians have always practised it. But it is relatively recent in Bordeaux, where estates are much larger, making the process far more labour-intensive. Those who favour the technique argue that it speeds up the integration of oak into the wine. There is also widespread agreement that the method enhances the initial fruitiness of a wine. However, there is also a strong commercial reason for the practice. With thousands of tasters descending on Bordeaux for the primeur tastings, winemakers do everything they can to ensure the wine is as palatable as possible. There is no doubt that the sooner the new wine goes into barrel, the rounder and more flattering it will appear by the spring. With crucial commercial decisions, not to mention wine writers’ scores, being determined at the spring tastings, it is quite understandable that châteaux want their wines to be as sexy as possible. Dany Rolland is completely open about it: “Probably after ten years in bottle there is no discernible difference. But wines are judged early by the trade and the press, so it’s very important that they taste good by March.”


Many winemakers admit that after six months it is impossible to distinguish between those lots that have gone through malolactic in barrel and those that have completed it in tanks. But others claim that the benefits can be medium- if not long-term. The Gironde chamber of agriculture and Château Brane-Cantenac jointly compared the two techniques. The result, according to Brane-Cantenac, favoured malolactic in barrel. The advantages were:


improvement and stabilization of colour; softening of the wines; increased roundness and fatness; lessening of hard, oak character and an increased range of aromas....Their bouquet is more complex and fine, the oak flavours are better integrated and the tannins are rounder and more silky. These differences, which are more obvious at the beginning of the ageing process, disappear however in time, but nevertheless remain in evidence after the wine has been bottled for three years or more.


A new trend is co-innoculation. This means that the malolactic fermentation is induced to take place simultaneously with the alcoholic fermentation. Indeed sometimes the malolactic is completed before the alcoholic. The advantage, says Philippe Delfaut of Kirwan, is that the wines are already stable by the time they go into barrel for the élevage. The technique has been adopted at Léoville-Las-Cases and Palmer, and is approved by the leading Médoc consultant Eric Boissenot.


The composition of the final blend can take place at various times. Most estates will begin making up their blends in January or February following the vintage. Although one motive is the wish, or need, to have a blend made up in time for the primeur tastings, an equally important one is the belief that the sooner the wine is blended, the more harmonious it will be after its élevage. There are those, notably Michel Rolland, who take the opposite view, preferring to blend at the last moment, after surveying all the various components after their sojourn in barrel. Another argument for blending late is that keeping the components separate for as long as possible allows winemakers and consultants, especially recently hired ones, to attain a better understanding of the various parcels and grape varieties that make up the estate.


After the élevage is completed, the wine is usually fined with fresh eggwhite (gelatine at less quality-conscious properties) and filtered before being bottled. Fining helps to take the rough edges off the tannins, and filtration is designed to remove impurities. Both operations can be regulated to some extent: the ratio of eggwhite per barrel can be decreased to give a more gentle fining, and there are various systems of filtration, from rather brutal sterile filtration to laxer systems that are less likely to strip the wine of flavour and aroma. Some properties fine but don’t filter; others filter but don’t fine. It depends on the state of the wine – its clarity, its stability – and on the philosophy of the winemaker. Many wines are bottled without fining or filtration, which is certainly the best solution so long as the wine is clear and stable.


TCA


This nasty compound, 2,4,6-trichloranisole, is related to cork taint, a problem scarcely unique to Bordeaux’s wine. However, the taint has other ways of entering the wine. In the late 1980s and 1990s it became apparent that a few wines, including Ducru-Beaucaillou and Canon, had distinctly unpleasant aromas and flavours. The source turned out to be treatments used on wooden rafters in chais. The products that caused the taint were banned by the mid-1990s, so the problem is, or should be, consigned to history. It was ironic that properties that invested in expensive, air-conditioned chais were most likely to be affected. The actual contamination occurred when the wine was being racked and exposed to oxygen, which carried the taint.



SELECTION AND SECOND WINES


As has already been mentioned, one of the most important developments in recent decades has been the proliferation of second wines. Although a few top properties have long released such wines, the idea really took off after 1982. Curiously, Mouton was among the last important estates to do so. When I asked the director about this many years ago, he explained that the absence of a second wine forced his team to put all their efforts into ensuring the grand vin was as good as possible. I am not sure he believed his own argument, as a few years later Mouton began releasing Le Petit Mouton.


The logic is simple enough. In order to maintain the quality of the grand vin, estates will automatically exclude from it wine made from very young vines or from inferior soils. At various stages during the vinification and élevage, the winemakers have the option to declassify lots that they are unhappy with. They are consigned to the second wine or, if they are really unsatisfactory, may be sold off to wholesalers.


Estates have different views about how much grand vin to produce. At Lynch-Bages, relatively little wine is declassified; at Léoville-Las-Cases it is always more than 50 per cent, and sometimes as much as two-thirds. There is no right answer. It’s a safe guess that at Lynch-Bages the aim is to produce a substantial quantity of excellent wine at a fair price. I would also guess that the Delons at Léoville deliberately curbed the production of grand vin in order to maximize its quality and concentration – and price. It has long been the Léoville ambition to produce a wine at the same quality level as the First Growths, and to obtain similar prices. So the proportion of grand vin is manipulated to suit the agendas of proprietors. There is nothing wrong with that, but there is no clear line in the sand between the quality required for the grand and second wines. It’s a subjective decision. Commercial factors may also persuade estate directors to vary the proportions according to demand, and how much grand vin they can realistically expect to sell in any given vintage. The principle to remember is that a second wine is always the second-best wine. When the first wine is a First Growth, then the chances are that the second wine will still be worthwhile; when the first wine is modest, then you can be sure its second wine will be exceedingly so.


It is also reasonable to feel sceptical when third wines began to be introduced. The First Growths started the trend, of course. But by 2015 the admittedly fine estate of Brane-Cantenac was introducing its “Margaux de Brane”. This seems to be taking selection at bit too far, and it’s hard to imagine the dinner guests being dazzled as they are poured the “third” wine of a second growth.


THE OENOLOGISTS


It has been a feature of this chapter from the first edition onwards that I have sought to identify the leading consultant oenologists and which major châteaux employ them. In this edition, it seems an increasingly fruitless task to try to compile these lists, useful though many have found them.


Oenologists have played an indispensable role since Professor Emile Peynaud and some of his colleagues at the faculty of oenology at Bordeaux University began dispensing advice. They were at the cutting edge of understanding the science of wines, and Peynaud’s own insistence that temperatures should be controlled during fermentation speaks volumes about the state of winemaking before the 1960s.


Bordeaux was not alone in seeking to teach good hygiene and other issues to fledgling châteaux. Other wine regions have comparable institutes. But, to take one distinguished example, the University of California at Davis teaches viticulture and oenology, but has always had a reputation for teaching its students how to play safe and avoid winemaking errors. Such a winemaking technique was tailored more to the requirements of the big producers than the quality-conscious demands of smaller wineries. Californian estates would half-joke that when looking for a consultant, the prime qualification was not having gone through the educational mill at Davis.


The consultants became important because most proprietors are not winemakers. Those running the prestigious estates may be the representatives of large corporate entities, especially French insurance companies. They may have taken some courses in oenology and be skilled managers, but their primary role is to maintain the estate’s profitability. Thus the winemaking is entrusted to the maître de chai. These cellarmasters are the unsung heroes of Bordeaux, monitoring all aspects of the winemaking and ensuring that operations such as pumpovers and rackings are performed promptly and correctly. Many maîtres de chai may stomp around in blue overalls and speak in a barely intelligible Médocain accent, but their skill and experience are crucial. Top estates also hire technical directors, qualified oenologists whose role is to take the crucial decisions that the cellarmasters implement.


The top consultant oenologists are not just expert winemakers, with a wide understanding of issues such as fermentation techniques, cooperage, press wine, and barrel-ageing. They are also, like leading négociants, knowledgeable about the market. The idea is not just to make a good wine, but a wine that will sell. By letting it be known that you have taken on Hubert de Boüard or Michel Rolland will do no harm when deciding on allocations for different markets.


Some consultancies will go further than the traditional oenologist, by offering advice on viticultural issues such as choosing rootstocks and clones, analysing soil structure, advising on practices such as organic and/or biodynamic farming, and row spacing, trellising, and an improved varietal blend in the vineyard. At the most basic level, oenologsts are mere analysts of wine, using their specialized equipment to inform châteaux of statistics such as tannin levels, colour stability, and alcohol. That’s a technical service, valuable in itself, but not a patch on the global vision offered by hugely experienced consultants such as Stéphane Derenoncourt or Michel Rolland. Rolland in particular was admired as a superb blender, blind-tasting through a line-up of 20 or 30 barrel samples to suggest the best possible blend from the array of wines with which he was presented. In the Médoc, the consultant of choice is Eric Boissenot, just like his father Jacques was before him. From First Growths downwards, the modest but immensely experienced Boissenot has got the Médoc sewn up.


So why the change in this edition? In some cases because of retirement (Gilles Pauquet) or untimely death (Denis Dubourdieu), but also because of the evolving nature of the consultancy business. When I first met Stéphane Derenoncourt in the 1990s, we visited one of his clients, a small property in St-Emilion with fine potential, and I had to wait while Stéphane tasted each of 60 barrels, making a note on the character, flavour, and stability of each. Such time-consuming attention to detail by a leading consultant would be inconceivable today. All the major consultancies have blossomed into complex and sophisticated businesses, with each member of the team offering his or her own expertise. To complicate matters further, some châteaux employ more than one consultant: hedging their bets or at least benefiting from, and paying for, a range of advice.


This is no criticism. The roll calls of the major consultancies are stuffed with doctors of oenology, some of them the students of the flagrantly intelligent Professor Denis Dubourdieu. The Bordeaux community of consultants remains as expert a group of viticutural and oenological talent as you will find anywhere in the wine world. It offers a pool of technical knowledge that allows proprietors to match their own aspirations – improving the quality of the wine being foremost, one would hope – to the right expert.


Consultants are sometimes accused of imposing a style on their clients. This is an over-simplification. If there is a family resemblance between some of the wines produced by estates that employ Michel Rolland, for example, it is because he insists on certain basic principles, such as the harvesting of fully ripe fruit, and proposes others, such as blending late. At the end of the day it is the owner who gives the orders. Some use consultants to give an exterior view, but do not necessarily follow their recommendations. Others rely slavishly on their advice.


Overall, they have been a force for good. If they cannot by themselves create great wines, especially from a less-than-great terroir, they can at least prevent the production of poor or faulty wines. The best oenologists command a high price for their skills, and, in some cases, their influence with the wine press. It is no secret that Robert Parker relied heavily on Michel Rolland for advice. Parker admired the rich, ripe style that is the Rolland hallmark. This makes it tempting for proprietors to hire a man of influence, in the hope that it will bring their wine to the attention of those, like Parker, who could make the reputation of a little-known or previously underperforming property. Today, having Stéphane Derenoncourt as your consultant can also attract the attention of potential wine buyers and importers. He, Michel Rolland, Hubert de Boüard, and Jean-Luc Thunevin all hold tastings, separately of course, during the primeur weeks when all their clients’ wines can be tasted in the same spot. (Stéphane Derenoncourt did himself no favours when he admitted to “tweaking” some samples destined for press tastings, though it came as no surprise to veterans of the primeur circus.)


With so many proprietors cheek by jowl in appellations such as Fronsac, it is inevitable that they yearn to produce a wine that will stand out from the crowd. Consultancies have proliferated, especially among the disciples of the established consultancies. Thus, many who employed Gilles Pauquet have taken on his associate Stéphane Toutoundji. Antoine Médeville and two colleagues, all of them oenologists, have set themselves up in the northern Médoc. Thomas Duclos has founded Oenoteam to offer clients stylistic alternatives to the big, brawny, meaty styles of St-Emilion that was gaining ground in 2015.


By 2021 it had become all but impossible to work out who works with whom, and why. It’s enough to say that the starry universe of the Bordeaux oenological consultants has never twinkled more brightly.


THE TASTE OF BORDEAUX


Because of the great advances in viticulture and vinification in Bordeaux, certainly since 1982, it has become possible for winemakers to manipulate their wines much more than in the past. Many wines in 2010 and 2018 exceed 15% alcohol, partly because of climatic conditions but also as a consequence of human choices. That would have been both inconceivable and technically impossible 20 years ago. Today anything is possible. That is both liberating and disturbing.


John Kolasa, who runs both Rauzan-Ségla and Canon, is very wary of new techniques such as concentration, micro-oxygenation and lees-stirring. I doubt that he is opposed to innovation as such; what worries him is a possible, perhaps actual, loss of typicity. He strongly believes that “Bordeaux must remain Bordeaux.” It’s not that all Bordeaux wines should taste the same, but there is a family resemblance between them. Even a modest Médoc or Graves has a regional signature, that balance of fruit, acidity, and tannin, perhaps a slight austerity, and an easy drinkability. A top Bordeaux may lack that individuality when young: the sheen of full ripeness, supple tannins, and new oak may make the wine hard to distinguish from a great New World or Italian Cabernet. But with bottle-age that Bordeaux typicity will re-emerge: those cedary aromas, those whiffs of cigar-box and damp earth, and a savoury tone on the palate – they are unlikely to have come from Coonawarra or Sonoma.


Bruno Prats, late of Cos d’Estournel, once made a wise observation:


The great advantage Bordeaux enjoys is the existence of benchmarks. If we are lucky enough, we can still taste a wine such as 1900 Margaux that establishes what a great claret should taste like. When Piero Antinori was talking to me in the 1970s about improving quality in Tuscany, one of his problems was that there were no comparable benchmarks in Italy.


Yet Bordeaux is changing, but not necessarily for the worse. Prats’ son Jean-Guillaume confirms:


There is no doubt that styles have changed. At Cos d’Estournel our wines used to be austere, intense, and oaky when young, even in vintages such as 1990 and 1995. But today we find that the wines need to be charming as soon as they are in bottle. We can achieve this by not going for overripeness and losing the fresh acidity in our wines. Of course the grapes must have phenolic ripeness, and I believe in malo en barrique. But I don’t want overripe fruit and long macerations and pigeage and over-extraction, all of which in my view could harm the capacity of the wine to age.


The American wine importer Kermit Lynch fears things have already gone too far. He laments:


Nineteen-eighty-two was an atypical vintage, but ever since producers have been trying to make wines that taste like it. By now I can no longer distinguish one vintage from another, one château from another. It has to do with technology too. With concentrators you increase the resemblance of one vintage to every other. I like to accept, as one did in the past, that there are some lighter vintages. So what? You can take a bigger swallow! I want variety in Bordeaux, and not just a succession of tannic monsters.


Lynch is surely over-pessimistic. If “light” means thin and dilute, I am happy to see the back of those wines. But if “light” means elegant, graceful, harmonious, and digestible, I have no trouble finding those wines among many crus bourgeois, Pomerols, and Graves, as well as classified growths. On the other hand, I wouldn’t dispute that there are too many ungainly, top-heavy wines that are scarcely recognizable as Bordeaux, especially from St-Emilion. If Parker and would-be Parkers think these are great wines, and if their readers still seek them out as overpriced “collectibles”, well, that doesn’t mean “the end of Bordeaux as we know it”. Bordeaux and its marketplace accept diversity. For every devotee of Pavie or Angélus, there is a worshipper at the shrine of Margaux, Domaine de Chevalier, or La Conseillante. I am prepared to accept a little deviation from the classic perception of Bordeaux, and even a slight move toward homogenization, in order to enjoy all the improvements cited in this and the previous chapter that have made the overall standard of the wines so much higher than it was 20 or more years ago.


Christian Moueix accepts that Bordeaux has become richer and more alcoholic over recent decades:


There are two aspects to this. Techniques such as green-harvesting and leaf removal both speed maturation and result in higher grape sugars. The other aspect is going for exaggerated hang-time, which is the intentional factor.


I like the observation of former CVBG boss Jean-Marie Chadronnier:


Styles have certainly changed. In the past a lot of grapes were not destemmed and there were many wines that were very tannic in their youth. But the important thing to remember is that we have the same raw materials as a century ago. The terroir doesn’t change, and the grape varieties haven’t changed. Today we are just better at ripening fruit. The great vintages of the 1940s were not that different in style from the great vintages of more recent times, simply because they were very ripe years. But what has changed is that since 1982 there have been huge advances in knowledge, an understanding that we need full ripeness, sensible yields, efficient temperature control, and hygiene in the winery.


There is also a sense that the pendulum has swung too far. Everyone agrees that the debates of 20 years ago about the benefits and drawbacks of concentrators or mechanical micro-oygenation are essentially over. Global warming means we just don’t need any more ripeness in our wines. When visiting winemakers in California, they would often observe: “The Bordelais need to do everything they can to gain more ripeness, given that their climate is maritime. We have the opposite problem. We have abundant sunshine and warmth, so we need to protect and shade the fruit on our grapes and not allow them to become overripe and jammy.”


That is no longer the case. Bordeaux can be just as prone to overripeness and the ensuing problem of high alcohol as California or Puglia. In 2014, I gave an interview to an American wine writer. I happened to deplore the handful of wines from 2010, Troplong Mondot included, that had alcohol levels approaching 16%. Some days later I received a long and often sardonic email from Xavier Pariente, at that time Troplong’s owner, together with his wife, the late Christine Valette. He chided me for criticizing the château’s willingness to explore new stylistic directions, but he also invited me to visit the estate (which I had already done many times).


I was planning to be in St-Emilion a few months later, so took him up on the invitation. We spent a cordial morning together talking about some of the issues I had raised. Pariente readily acknowledged that global warming was having a major impact on the wines of Bordeaux, especially in Merlot-dominated St-Emilion. But it was clear he too was unsure about how to deal with it. In 2017 Pariente sold the estate, and the new team immediately put in measures to retain more freshness in the wines (which will be discussed in the section devoted to Troplong Mondot). Much the same is being done at other leading estates.


Clearly there is now a widespread acknowledgment that Bordeaux faces a new and worrying threat from global warming. If the farming and winemaking cannot be adapted, then the “new” Bordeaux will become a replica of the worst of California: big, jammy wines, not just high in alcohol but low in acidity. Fortunately, the most astute proprietors and oenologists are well aware of this and are exploring ways of coping with increasingly hot and parched summers. Sometimes nature lends a helping hand, as in 2019 when timely rainfall refreshed the vines. In other years, such as 2018, it offers little relief, and the châteaux have to fight against overripeness.


This will be the challenge of the next decade: how to keep making wines that are recognizably Bordeaux, with their freshness and cut, in a climate that, more and more, makes it harder to do so.
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The Left Bank: The Médoc


4. The Médoc


[image: Illustration] The Médoc is a geographical name for the peninsula that stretches northwards from Bordeaux to the remote port of Le Verdon. A coastal strip running up its eastern side is where the vast majority of the Médoc’s vineyards are situated. The most prestigious communes are Margaux, St-Julien, Pauillac, and St-Estèphe, with the two less esteemed communes of Moulis and Listrac, west of Margaux, trying out as understudies. The remainder of the peninsula’s vineyards fall under two ACs: Médoc and Haut-Médoc. These two appellations are home to most of the region’s crus bourgeois as well as to five classed growths: La Lagune, Cantemerle, Belgrave, Camensac, and La Tour-Carnet. Until the 1940s what is today known simply as AC Médoc was called Bas-Médoc, as the more northerly counterpart of the Haut-Médoc. Its growers, arguing that Bas-Médoc implied a more lowly standing than Haut-Médoc, successfully petitioned to have the name changed.


Broadly speaking, the AC Médoc lies west and north of St-Estèphe, whereas the Haut-Médoc vineyards flank the more prestigious communes to the west and south, with the exception of St-Seurin-de-Cadourne, which lies between St-Estèphe and the AC Médoc vineyards. Both are very large regions: AC Médoc is composed of 5,566 hectares, and is responsible for 34 per cent of the entire production of the Médoc, or an average of 36 million bottles. The Haut-Médoc is slightly smaller, at 4,751 hectares, representing 28.5 per cent of the Médoc’s production, or an average of 33 million bottles. The minimum density for AC Médoc vineyards is 5,000 vines per hectare; that for the Haut-Médoc is 6,500 vines per hectare. Many vineyards in the latter appellation are still planted at 5,000 vines per hectare, but have until 2020 to replant at a higher density. Only red wines can be AC Médoc; white wines, which exist, though in small quantities, must be labelled AC Bordeaux.


The wines of the Haut-Médoc are often considered superior to those of AC Médoc, but this is a very broad generalization. There are certainly many fine properties in AC Médoc, especially those that lie close to the estuary. Their proprietors would probably argue that it was their isolation, rather than the intrinsic inferiority of their soils and microclimates, that led to their being omitted entirely from the 1855 classification. Quality in the northern Médoc demands unremitting efforts on the part of the owners and management. This is an area where low yields, grape selection, and other human interventions play a major role.


The French wine writer Denis Hervier finds the landscape of the northern Médoc utterly enchanting. I doubt that this impression is widely shared. Having once toured these vineyards on a wet and blustery November day, I soon found the bleak, almost treeless landscape oppressive, with the leaf-stripped vines at their most skeletal and scarcely a sign of human habitation anywhere around me. Only close to the little ports that dot the estuary shoreline is there some vestigial charm.


The northern Médoc, with a few exceptions, is no longer dominated by Cabernet Sauvignon. This shift from Cabernet – said to be around 85 per cent in the early 20th century – to more widespread plantings of Merlot has probably benefited quality. Cabernet Sauvignon does not ripen easily on the chilly clay and sand soils of AC Médoc, and Merlot, which ripens earlier, is a sounder choice. Needless to say, where the soil is gravelly or particularly well drained, then Cabernet has been retained. The Médoc also suffered from an excess of productive rootstocks such as SO4; the richer classified estates could afford to replant those vineyards, but that is not an easy option farther north where the wines fetch a much more modest price. The quality of the wines produced in the Médoc is extremely variable, both because of variations in soil and exposition, and because not all vignerons are equally skilled as winemakers. Jean-Michel Lapalu, who owned a clutch of properties in the northern Médoc until 2016, says there is a climatic difference between the north and south of the Médoc, with his vineyards up at Bégadan ripening about eight days later than vines in Margaux.


That the Haut-Médoc enjoys a higher reputation than the former Bas-Médoc is hardly surprising. Many of its vineyards lie a stone’s throw away from those of classed estates. The gravel croupes that are the glory of Margaux and the other prestigious communes are also found throughout the Haut-Médoc, but since the latter vineyards lie farther inland, ripening is more of a problem. In fine vintages the Haut-Médoc (and for that matter the Médoc) is capable of producing superb wines, but they do not enjoy the consistency of the better-located classed growths.


THE CRUS BOURGEOIS



The estates of these two appellations dominate the crus bourgeois, even though a fair number lie within the boundaries of the prestigious communes, especially Margaux and St-Estèphe. The term cru bourgeois is an ancient one, and the 1850 edition of the standard reference work on the wines of Bordeaux, Cocks & Féret, divides the category into bourgeois supérieurs, bons bourgeois, and plain bourgeois. Later in the century some of these properties were singled out as exceptionnels. Denis Hervier quotes a wine book of 1868, which listed the top crus bourgeois as Citran, Monbrison, Siran, Seguineau, Labégorce, Lynch-Pontac, Belair, Paveil, Poujeaux, Chasse-Spleen, Angludet, Fourcas-Dupré, Fonréaud, Mauvezin, Duplessis, Lanessan, Ducluseau, and Labaut. This list includes some of the properties that are still recognized as the top crus bourgeois today. There were other categories employed in the 19th century to indicate the quality of certain properties, such as cru artisan and cru paysan, both with similar connotations of class and hierarchy.


Despite this Bordelais passion for categorizing wine estates, it was not until 1932 that any attempt was made to classify the crus bourgeois. It proved generous, classifying 444 estates, of which 99 were crus bourgeois supérieurs and six (later expanded to 18) supérieurs exceptionnels. Curiously the 1932 classification never had official recognition. Although widely accepted, it could never be subject to close regulation.


Moreover, other regions, such as Bourg and Blaye, borrowed the term “cru bourgeois” for some of their leading wines, which caused some confusion, since the 1932 classification was restricted to the Médoc. Its growers sued the Bourg Syndicat, claiming it had no right to use the term, but the case was lost. In 1962 a Syndicat promoting and defending the interests of the crus bourgeois was formed. Jean Miailhe, who owned a number of cru bourgeois properties, recalled visiting some estates keen to join the proposed Syndicat, and was appalled by the condition of many of the vineyards and cellars, which he called “catastrophique”; tasting samples from barrel were offered in old mustard jars.1


Miailhe argued for the 1932 classification to be given official status. Jacques Chirac, minister of agriculture at the time, was sympathetic, but the classified growths, whose consent was required for such a move, were less keen. Nothing happened. As time went by, the 1932 classification was increasingly abused. Some négociants simply invented cru bourgeois labels, but the Syndicat had no authority to stop them. Other properties used them as labels for their second wines, despite not being entitled to do so. And inevitably certain properties had either declined in quality or disappeared altogether.


The Syndicat kept its members’ wines in the public eye by organizing the annual Coupe des Crus Bourgeois, a contest first held in 1985. For the final rounds a jury of experts was convened (usually friends of the organizer), and eventually a winner emerged. The Coupe had the merit of not taking itself too seriously. Yet the list of winners showed that the informal judging process did nonetheless select the top estates on a fairly regular basis, with the occasional surprise, such as Château d’Escurac in 1996.


By the 1990s the Syndicat was clearly in something of a shambles. Not only were there numerous impostors posing as crus bourgeois, but many top properties omitted the term from their labels, believing, often with good reason, that the prestige of their marque counted for far more than the modest words “cru bourgeois”. By 2000 it was widely accepted that the classification would have to be revised. Yet it would not prove easy to establish criteria for a new classification. Eventually it was agreed that all properties seeking classification had to submit a series of vintages (1994–99 inclusive) that would be assessed, blind, by a jury composed of 18 brokers, four proprietors, négociants, oenologists, and other experts. Journalists, sommeliers, and specialist foreign importers were excluded largely for practical reasons: mostly based outside the Bordeaux region, they would have found it difficult to attend the numerous sessions. This practical decision did, however, lay the jury open to the charge that it was too parochial.


Rules were drawn up governing criteria for inclusion. Thus, properties with wines that were vinified elsewhere did not qualify as crus bourgeois, which needed to be vinified on site. Cooperatives were also excluded. In January 2001 the ministry of agriculture decreed that the new classification would have three categories: crus bourgeois, crus bourgeois supérieurs, and crus bourgeois exceptionnels. The classification would be subject to revision every ten years.


The jury set to work. Part of its task was to assess the wines; another part was to visit the properties and ensure their vineyards and cellars were up to scratch. In June 2003 the results were announced. The jury had been severe: about 150 properties lost their right to call themselves “cru bourgeois”. Just 247 châteaux were approved: 145 were accepted as regular crus bourgeois, 86 as supérieurs, and 9 as exceptionnels. The latter were Haut-Marbuzet, Ormes-de-Pez, de Pez, Phélan-Ségur, Siran, Labégorce-Zédé, Poujeaux, Chasse-Spleen, and Potensac. This top category was to prove uncontroversial, though there were clearly some omissions such as Sociando-Mallet, but this was because this estate (a few others took the same view) had no wish to be considered in the first place. It was clear that the panel had had the courage to evict many underperforming estates. New rules were imposed on members, of which the most important were a new logo for all labels and the requirement to print the term “cru bourgeois” on the label.


There was discontent, however, among some of the refusés. A leading critic of the new classification was Jean-Christophe Mau of the négociant house Yvon Mau, which had acquired a Médoc cru bourgeois called Preuillac in 1998. Because it was a recent acquisition Mau was unable to assemble the series of six consecutive vintages required for evaluation. Of itself that should not have eliminated Preuillac from consideration, if a visiting panel of experts had delivered a favourable report on the property and the considerable investments Mau had made. However, according to Mau, the property had not been visited and thus should not have been excluded so peremptorily. Other properties launched similar appeals. Finally, the Syndicat, now renamed the Alliance des Crus Bourgeois, agreed in November 2004 to re-examine 77 rejected properties. In early 2006 a Bordeaux judge ruled that, because of potential conflict of interest, the jury was not competent to implement a declassification. A year later a more senior judge compounded the embarrassment by asserting that the jury had not been competent to evaluate classified properties either. That threw the entire 2003 three-tier classification into doubt. The judges also agreed that there had been a potential conflict of interest, since four proprietors of crus bourgeois had been members of the jury.


After further hearings and tribunals there seemed, by March 2007, no further possibility of appeal, and to all intents and purposes the 2003 classification was dead in the water. Some proprietors understandably bemoaned the fact that the exercise had been a colossal waste of time and money. The upshot was that all the properties designated as cru bourgeois supérieur or cru bourgeois exceptionnel in 2003 reverted to the basic cru bourgeois status granted in 1932. Since the 1932 classification had become so discredited, the whole notion of cru bourgeois became once again a meaningless accolade. A new organization, the Alliance des Crus Bourgeois, was approved by the ministry of agriculture in 2007 and a procedure for a new classification was approved. Properties would be audited, their wines blind-tasted, and security and traceability labels and codes would be attached to each bottle. The 2008 classification was launched in October 2010: of the 290 properties that applied to be crus bourgeois, 243 were approved. In 2009, 246 out of 304 made the cut. Thus the new system was not really a classification at all, but an annual certification. Merchants found the system unsatisfactory, and properties would not know until two years after the harvest whether their wines had been approved; this could clearly affect sales in those markets where the words cru bourgeois counted for something. My own tastings of the approved cru bourgeois suggest that while there are many excellent wines among them, there are also some mediocrities, which makes one question how stringent the selection process really was. In the meantime, a separate jury has re-examined the cru artisan category, and in January 2006 44 properties were authorized to use this admittedly modest rank on their labels.


In September 2016 over 70 per cent of the Alliance participants voted to make two important changes. Henceforth, any property selected would remain selected for a five-year period and thus need not reapply each vintage. Secondly, the former hierarchy of crus bourgeois, crus bourgeois supérieurs, and crus bourgeois exceptionnels would be revived from 2020 onwards, with an independent jury monitoring eligibiilty for each category. The upshot was that there were, from 2020, 14 new exceptionnels, 56 supérieurs, and 179 plain crus bourgeois. Properties could retain their new status for five years, until 2022.


THE VILLAGES OF THE MÉDOC


It is difficult, in both appellations, to single out individual villages as unquestionably superior in their terroir to others. Unpromising AC Médoc locations such as Couquèques can deliver the goods, as Château Les Ormes-Sorbet has demonstrated for years. It is even more difficult with the Haut-Médoc, since it covers such a large and diverse area. There is little in common, other than the welcome presence of some gravel croupes, between St Laurent, huddled shoulder to shoulder with St-Julien and Pauillac, and the southerly communes of Ludon and Macau. One exception is St-Seurin-de-Cadourne, the northerly extension of St-Estèphe. There are croupes aplenty, and yet the soil is very varied, with different kinds of clay, gravel beds of varying depths, and an undulating terrain unusual for the Médoc. The list of fine properties here does, however, demonstrate that St-Seurin is an unusually dependable source of excellent wine at fair prices: Sociando-Mallet, Charmail, Coufran, Soudars, Verdignan, and Liversan, among others. Olivier Sèze, former winemaker at Château Charmail, finds that Merlot here has a distinctive character. “I once organized a blind tasting of the three main grape varieties grown here, and invited journalists and others to taste them. Everyone got the varieties mixed up. That’s because Merlot here has a power and structure that are atypical for the variety.”


Broadly speaking, the Haut-Médoc vineyards to the west of the celebrated villages have both a cooler climate and a higher clay content in the soil. The vineyards south of Margaux, which include classed growths such as Cantemerle and Lagune, have gravelly soils of varying density, but also a higher sand content. Even farther south, around Blanquefort and Parempuyre, the soil is heavier with markedly less gravel, and the wines, though fleshy, can lack structure. The reason why the eight-kilometre band of land between Margaux and St-Julien (mostly covered by Lamarque and Cussac) was excluded from those ACs is because the geology is very different, and very little Günzian gravel was deposited there, and where it did exist, it has been subject to erosion. The commune of Avensan can deliver wines that resemble those from Moulis, while St Laurent can claim special status as home to three classed growths.


MÉDOC




Château l’Argenteyre


Bégadan. Owners: Philippe and Gilles Reich. 27ha. 45% Cabernet Sauvignon, 40% Merlot, 15% Petit Verdot. Production: 150,000 bottles. Second wine: Ch Les Tresquots.


Vinified in concrete tanks after a cold soak, this wine spends 12 months in one-third new oak. A range of vintages from 2006 to 2011 were stalky and drab, but there has been greater freshness and persistence in more recent vintages such as 2012 and 2016. But the wine remains far from exciting.







Château Beauvillage


Couqueques. Website: www.chateaubeauvillage.com. Owner: Eric Bugada. 24ha. 55% Merlot, 45% Cabernet Sauvignon. Production: 100,000 bottles.


Ch Les Ormes Sorbet is no longer the only fine estate in Couqueques. This property, with vines in three communes, produces a sturdy red that spends 12 months in oak. The 2016 was quite grippy, but with suave and solid black fruits, while the 2018 was more vibrant, with ripe tannins and enough acidity to give the palate punch and drive. The finish is long and spicy.







Château Bégadan


Bégadan. Owner: Jean-Pierre Salette. 28ha. 60% Merlot, 40% Cabernet Sauvignon. Production: 120,000 bottles.


Although aged eight months in oak, this wine can show a simple profile. Of recent vintages the 2015 is the most successful, with a perky, almost herbaceous nose, and a supple easy-going palate with light tannins and attractive length.







Château Blaignan


Blaignan. Website: www.blaignan.fr. Owner: Crédit Agricole Grands Crus. 97ha. 60% Cabernet Sauvignon, 40% Merlot. Production: 500,000 bottles. Second wine: Ch Prieuré de Blaignan


This ancient property traces its history back to 1700, when the Comte de Toulouse acquired it. By 2004 it formed part of the Mestrezat group, which also owned Châteaux de Rayne-Vigneau and other properties. Blaignan was sold as part of the package to Crédit Agricole. Anne de Naour is the technical director, with advice from Hubert de Boüard. The grapes are machine-harvested and the wine is aged both in vats and barrels. The 1996 (2003) had a silky texture, and was well balanced and still fresh. It had aged well considering that Blaignan has a reputation for being a Médoc to be drunk young. The 2003 is unconvincing, and although amiable and fresh, the 2004 lacks personality. But the 2009 (2016) is fruity and forward, while the 2010 shows more freshness and purity of fruit. The 2012 is admirable: suave and concentrated, with ripe tannins and great accessibility. The 2017 is fresh but a touch slack. In some vintages (2010, 2011, 2015, 2016) Blaignan releases small quantities of a parcel selection called ‘Quintessence’. I have not tasted the wine. In 2019 the property was said to be on the market.







Château Bournac


Civrac. Website: www.chateau-bournac.com. Owners: Guillaume and Thibaud Secret. 46ha (including other Secret wine estates). 60% Cabernet Sauvignon, 40% Merlot. Production: 80,000 bottles. Second wine: Little B


The Secret family came to the Médoc in 1968, and Bruno Secret took over this property in 1990. The wines have steadily progressed ever since. They are aged for 12 months in 50 per cent new oak. The 2000 steered well clear of overripeness, tasting of slightly sour cherries, and showing ample spice and concentration. The 2008 is light and slack, but the very ripe 2009 has black cherry aromas, ample flesh on the palate but lacks a little acidity and persistence. Sumptuous black fruits mark the nose of the 2010, which is ripe, bright, and fresh, as is the piquant, charming 2012. Bournac produced a surprisingly weighty wine in 2013, and the 2016, while a touch stewed on the nose, is plump, dense, and concentrated.







Château La Branne


Bégadan. Website: www.chateau-labranne.com. Owners: Philippe and Vincent Videau. 30ha. 55% Merlot, 42% Cabernet Sauvignon, 3% Petit Verdot. Production: 125,000 bottles


Videau left the local cooperative in 1998 and his first vintage was 1999. The grapes are picked by machine and aged for 12 months in one-third new oak. Quality is variable, but some vintages, such as 2008, 2010, and 2012, show freshness, polish, and concentration. 2016 was herbaceous but both 2017 and 2018 are balanced and concentrated, with enough tannins in 2018 to give the wine staying power.







Château La Cardonne


Blaignan. Website: www.domaines-cgr.com. Owner: Yingzhi Huang. 45ha. 54% Cabernet Sauvignon, 40% Merlot, 5% Petit Verdot. Production: 430,000 bottles. Second wine: Ch Cardus


La Cardonne is the headquarters of an important group of properties, all run by the same team. The other two estates are Ramafort and Grivière (qq.v.), both close by. La Cardonne is quite an ancient property, dating back to the 17th century. In 1973 the Rothschilds of Lafite bought and restructured the estate, which was acquired by Guy Charloux in 1990 and run during the 1990s by Eric Fabre, the former technical director at Lafite. In 2000 he was replaced by Magali Guyon. A major change took place in 2016, when the trio of estates was purchased by its present owner of the Hong Kong Funshare Life Group.


All three have been run on unashamedly commercial lines. The extensive vineyards, mostly located on a plateau of sandy gravel with a limestone base, are machine-harvested. The wine is aged in 50 per cent new oak for 12 months, and given two years of bottle age before release.


It would be unreasonable to expect great complexity from these wines. Instead they offer sound fruit, supple texture, a discernible touch of oak, and a modicum of elegance. They are not overly fleshy or even fruit-driven, and thus retain their typicity as wines of the Médoc. Tasted in the 1990s, the 1991, 1994, and 1995 were all good wines, and the 1996 was very good indeed, with ample ripe tannins and fine acidity. I preferred the suave, spicy 2001 to the somewhat disappointing 2000, while the 2003 was a success for the vintage. The 2004, 2006, and 2008 were disappointing too, but there was a return to form in 2009, which has freshness, drive, and attractive fruit. The powerful, hefty, persistent 2010 was exceptional, and the 2012, while less complex, shows concentration and flesh. The 2015 is solid and lacks flair, the robust 2016 has richness and polish, while the 2018 is graceful and charming.







Château Chantemerle


Bégadan. Website: www.chateauchantemerle.com. Owner: Frédéric Cruchon. 16ha. 60% Cabernet Sauvignon, 35% Merlot, 3% Petit Verdot, 2% Cabernet Franc. Production: 100,000 bottles


Since 2009 the Cruchon family have been making wines of high quality at this expanding estate. The opulent and distinctly tannic 2010 is impressive, and the 2012, while slightly herbaceous, is fleshy and weighty, with a long peppery finish. The 2013, while not at this level, is a success for the vintage. The 2018 is slightly confected but cut by the Cabernet tannins, and good acidity gives it drive and length.







Château La Clare


Bégadan. Website: www.domaines-rollanddeby.com. Owner: Jean Guyon. 10ha. 45% Merlot, 35% Cabernet Sauvignon, 15% Cabernet Franc, 5% Petit Verdot. Production: 40,000 bottles


This property, which was reconstituted in the 1970s by then-proprietor Paul de Rozières, has been since 2001 under the same ownership as the better-known Château Rollan-de-By (q.v.), and is less dense and more approachable than the latter. The vineyards are picked both by hand and by machine. The wine is aged for 12 months in 60 per cent new oak. Quality is high, although the wine is intended to be drunk young. The 1996 had real flair and personality, while the 2001 had a tangy, red-fruits nose, ample upfront fruit, and moderate length. The 2005 seemed out of balance and was outclassed by the supple, stylish 2006 (2014). Oak rather dominates the 2010, which for concentration and fruitiness is matched by the 2011, but the 2012 is rather jammy. The 2014 is ripe and juicy and upfront, but the plummy, chocolatey 2018 has high alcohol, which gives a warm and jagged finish.







Clos Manou


St Christoly. Website: www.clos-manou.com. Owners: Stéphane and Françoise Dief. 18ha. 45% Cabernet Sauvignon, 45% Merlot, 6% Cabernet Franc, 4% Petit Verdot. Production: 40,000 bottles. Second wine: Petit Manou


This ambitious property produced its first wine in 1998, from mostly old vines planted to a high density and picked by hand. The must is fermented both in concrete and wooden vats, then aged for 17 months in a mix of new oak, concrete eggs, and amphorae. The wines, produced with such sophistication, have been widely acclaimed. The 2015, tasted en primeur, had flamboyant blackcurranty aromas, a suave texture, and fine length. More imposing is the 2018, with its sumptuous plum and blackcurrant nose, its assertive tannins, and intense concentration. But the acidity is modest, so it lacks some freshness and cut. Too effortful to be a classic Médoc.







Château d’Escot


Lesparre. Website: www.chateau-escot.eu. Owner: unnamed Czech company. 22ha. 65% Cabernet Sauvignon, 30% Merlot, 5% Petit Verdot. Production: 80,000 bottles


This charming château in the northern Médoc has vineyards in Lesparre, Civrac, and St Christoly. In 2019 the then owner, Hubert Rouy, sold the estate to a Czech company with ambitious plans for renovation. In future the wine will be aged in new 500-litre barrels and concrete eggs as well as barriques. The 2008 is a particular success, with an oaky, blackberry nose, a good attack, and a sleek, oaky palate. The 2009 is a touch lighter, but has zest and vivacity. The 2010 isn’t nuanced but it’s balanced, while the 2011 is more robust. The 2012 shows both flesh and a light tannic backbone that gives structure and length. There are generous black-cherry aromas on the 2016, which has ripe tannins that give grip and structure, and a long assertive finish.







Château d’Escurac


Civrac. Website: www.chateaudescurac.com. Owner: Merete and Anne Landureau. 24ha. 59% Merlot, 30% Cabernet Sauvignon, 10% Petit Verdot, 1% Cabernet Franc. Production: 100,000 bottles. Second wines: La Chapelle d’Escurac, Pepin d’Escurac


Château d’Escurac leaped into view when this formerly obscure property won the 1999 Coupe des Crus Bourgeois with its 1996 vintage. Before 1990 M. Landureau had sold his grapes to the cooperative, so his rise to stardom was rapid. The vineyards are on a lofty croupe with deep gravel soil. Landureau picked the grapes by machine, but his widow Merete and their daughter Anne are gradually returning to manual harvesting. The wine sees around 40 per cent new oak, but the wood is rarely obtrusive. The delicious, sumptuous 1996 (2004) was still going strong, with oaky, pruney aromas, and hardly any evolution on the palate. The 2000, with its classic Médoc style blending firm tannins, the merest hint of herbaceousness, and fine acidity, was a worthy successor. As is the bright, leafy, supple 2001 (2009). The 2003 is plump and full-bodied, yet lacks persistence. Lean but concentrated, the 2004 has freshness, grip, and finesse but is overshadowed by the powerful, full-bodied, and altogether splendid 2005 (2014). The 2008 and 2009 are in the same mould as the 2005, with suave, generous fruit and persistence of flavour. The lush and savoury but firmly tannic 2010 (2019) still needs time, while the 2011 and 2012 are both concentrated, with volume and weight, and considerable persistence. Escurac excelled in the recent vintages of 2015, 2016, and 2017, delivering wines packed with rich black fruits but also displaying a promising tannic structure.







Château Fleur La Mothe


St Yzans. Website: www.chateaufleurlamothe.com. Owners: Edouard Massie, Henri Boyer, Antoine Médeville. 16ha. 50% Merlot, 40% Cabernet Sauvignon, 10% Petit Verdot. Production: 70,000 bottles. Second wine: Le Jardin de Fleur La Mothe


The owners are three oenologists who teamed up to revive a property previously known as Château La Mothe. Their first vintage was 2008. The soils are gravelly, with clay in some sectors. The grapes are picked by machine, blended before ageing, and stored up to 14 months in one-third new barriques and tonneaux. These are sturdy but classy wines with a good dose of oak. The 2008 seems marginally more structured than the 2009. From 2010 the team hasn’t put a foot wrong, and even the tricky vintages of 2011 and 2013 are successful here. The 2014 is fresh and polished, while the 2015 is fleshier and more suave, though with good extract on the finish. The 2016 is at the same level, but less dense and more elegant, while the 2018 is softer and lacks grip.







Château Fontis


Ordonnac. Website: www.ormes-sorbet.com. Owner: Vincent Boivert. 10ha. 50% Cabernet Sauvignon, 50% Merlot. Production: 60,000 bottles. Second wine: Fontissimo


In 1995 Vincent Boivert, whose father owned Château Les Ormes-Sorbet, acquired the former Château Hontemieux to develop on his own. Its vineyards are situated on one of the highest croupes of the Médoc, and there is also a good deal of clay in the soil. The grapes are picked by hand, and the vinification is similar to that practised at Les Ormes-Sorbet. Boivert ages the wine partly in tanks, but mostly in Taransaud barrels, of which 25 per cent are new, for 16 months. The 1996 was particularly successful here, marked by ripe Cabernet fruit and a graceful structure. More recent vintages, such as the 1998, 1999, 2000, and even 2003, have been well made, but seem rather light. This is to some extent a stylistic choice, as Boivert does not want extracted wines and favours elegance over power. The 2004 had more concentration. However, in 2005 Boivert made a splendid wine, full of fruit and with firm, ripe tannins. The 2006 was dull but the 2008 was back on form, with cherries and red fruits on the nose, and vigour and finesse on the palate. The 2009 has slightly darker fruits, as does the 2010, which had immediate appeal, and sufficient acidity to balance the tannins. The 2011 and 2012 also have grip and concentration. The 2016 is back on top form, with flamboyant black fruits on the nose, and a plump, full-bodied palate with weight, grip, and persistence.







Château La Gorce


Blaignan. Website: www.chateaulagorce.com. Owner: Emmanuel Martin. 37ha. 50% Merlot, 45% Cabernet Sauvignon, 5% Cabernet Franc and Petit Verdot. Production: 250,000 bottles.


Twenty years ago this single-parcel property, which was bought by the Fabre family in 1980, was planted with a clear majority of Cabernet Sauvignon, and I have positive notes from older vintages such as 1982, 1985, and 1986. It was never that complex or substantial, but it usually had charm and delicacy. Both the 2001 and 2002 were more solid and four-square, offering a satisfying mouthful of rounded yet moderately tannic wine. The 2003 is excellent, with lush, oaky aromas, considerable richness, weight, and spice, and a welcome long finish. The 2004 was forward, while the 2006 and 2008 were firm and tannic, but lacked some freshness and personality. The fleshy, vibrant 2009 is more satisfying than the pinched 2010 and the forward 2011 and 2012. In 2018 the property was sold to its present owner. Unfortunately, the wine of that year was slack and drab.







Goulée


Jau-Dignac et Loirac. Website: www.estournel.com. Owner: Michel Reybier. 26ha. 80% Cabernet Sauvignon, 20% Merlot. Production: 100,000 bottles


This radical venture emerging from Cos d’Estournel was the brainchild of former manager Jean-Guillaume Prats, who wanted to make a modern-style wine that can be drunk young. As a model he cites the excellent Alion that comes from the Vega Sicilia stable in Ribera del Duero. At first he thought of buying in wine or grapes, but found he couldn’t get the quality he wanted. Today the wine is made from parcels of vines in the northern Médoc. Goulée is vinified in conical vats after a cold soak, there is no pumping, the cap is punched down, and the wine is aged in 50 per cent new oak. It is deliberately packaged in a curvaceous bottle remote from Bordeaux typicity. The first vintage was 2003, which lacked Médocain angularity, and was rather jammy. The 2004, which was cropped at a low 35hl/ha, had a lush blackcurrant nose, juicy and accessible fruit, and firm underlying tannins. I prefer it to the slightly weedy 2005. Both the 2008 and the excellent 2009 return to the hedonistic, New World style of the 2004, showing unusual ripeness and sensuousness for wines from this part of the Médoc. A welcome blend of overt fruit, discreet tannins, and some spicy oak create a family resemblance among the 2011, 2012, and 2014, although the latter is quite hard on the finish. The 2015 is broad without being heavy. From 2019 the name was changed to G d’Estournel. There is also a Goulée Blanc, mostly Sauvignon Blanc, in effect the second wine of Cos d’Estournel Blanc.







Château Les Grands Chênes


St Christoly. Website: www.bernard-magrez.com. Owner: Bernard Magrez. 46ha. 70% Merlot, 30% Cabernet Sauvignon. Production: 180,000 bottles. Second wine: Tempérance de Grands Chênes


This property was developed from 1981 onwards by Jacqueline Gauzy-Darricade, then bought by Bernard Magrez in 1998. The vines, located on croupes within view of the Gironde, are about 30 years old. There are two soil types: gravel and clay-limestone. Pre-Magrez vintages, such as 1995 and 1996, were dilute and even astringent, but the new owner went to work immediately to boost quality. Green-harvesting was introduced, as was hand-sorting at the winery. After a four-day cold soak, the must undergoes pigeage, and the wine is aged in 50 per cent new barriques for 15 months. There used to be a prestige bottling, but this was discontinued by 2002, when the second wine was introduced. Today Grands Chênes is a thoroughly modern wine: plummy, opulent, supple, with a sweet coating of oak. Vintages such as 1998 and 2000 are rather dour and charmless, but the 2001 by 2007 was showing better balance and accessibility. The 2002, 2003, and 2004 were all rather extracted, but the 2005 was better balanced, with a full body and rich black-cherry fruit. The 2009 is plummy on the nose, but the palate has plenty of spice and zest, and overall the wine is lively and balanced. The 2010 has more zest and spice and should age well, but the 2011 is a touch green. The 2012 and 2013 are both successful if not especially concentrated. The 2016 displays the splendour of the vintage, with smoky blackberry aromas and a weighty palate that has power and flesh rather than finesse. The wine is reasonably priced for the quality and probably offers the best value from M. Magrez’s portfolio.
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The Medoc and Haut-Médoc







Château Greysac


Bégadan. Website: www.greysac.com. Owner: Jean Guyon. 95ha. 65% Merlot, 29% Cabernet Sauvignon, 3% Cabernet Franc, 3% Petit Verdot. Production: 450,000 bottles. Second wine: Ch de By


This well-known property was bought in 1974 by the Agnelli family, owners of Fiat, and Baron Francois du Gunzburg. They renovated the run-down estate and its 18th-century château, but in 2012 the property was bought by Jean Guyon of Rollan de By (q.v.). The fruit is picked mostly by machine, and the wine is aged for 12 months in 20 per cent new oak. There have been some fine wines from Greysac. The 1982 (2014) had sweet leafy aromas, but still showed tannic grip on the finish. The 1990 was still going strong in 1999, and even in 2010 still had ample fruit and reasonable concentration, although it was just beginning to tire. The 1996 was excellent too but the 1998 (2010), 2000, and 2001 were more neutral and bland. However, the 2002 is zesty and stylish, well balanced though not particularly complex. The 2003 (2010), always ungainly, is now fading and the 2005 is light and fresh but disappointing for the vintage, as are the 2008 and 2009, which are fluid and overall rather too modest. The 2010 is simple though fresh and brisk, and the rounded 2011 is outgunned by the more forceful and suave 2012. The 2015 is charming but light for the vintage, while the 2018 is unambitious and forward, but shows a tangy mid-palate.







Château Grivière


Blaignan. Website: www.domaines-cgr.com. Owner: Yingzhi Huang. 36ha. 60% Merlot, 40% Cabernet Sauvignon.


Production: 180,000 bottles


From the same stable as Château La Cardonne (q.v.), this is made and commercialized in the same way, although the new ownership since 2016 may bring changes. The whole vineyard was replanted in a single block 30 years ago. Most of the older vintages I have sampled have been very good, and these include 1996, 2000, and 2001: all fairly rich and fleshy wines with some structure and reasonable length. The 2003, 2004, and 2006 were less characterful, but the 2008 and 2009 are fine: the 2008 bright and sleek, the 2009 more dense and robust, with structure and vigour. I prefer the 2012 to the hard and edgy 2010, and the 2013 is decidedly grippy. The 2016 gets the balance right, with poised black-cherry aromas, a supple texture, and sufficient light tannins to give appealing length.







Château Haut-Condissas


Bégadan. Website: www.rollandeby.com. Owner: Jean Guyon. 15ha. 60% Merlot, 20% Petit Verdot, 10% Cabernet Sauvignon, 10% Cabernet Franc. Production: 72,000 bottles


Haut-Condissas began as a micro-cuvée produced from an exceptionally stony parcel at Château Rollan-de-By (q.v.) that lies close to the river on a gravelly clay croupe. Yields are kept to around 40hl/ha, and the density is between 8,500 and 12,000 vines per hectare. The grapes are picked (by hand, of course) when ultra-ripe, indeed when close to raisining. After a very severe sorting, the wine is cold-soaked, then fermented in conical wooden vats. Haut-Condissas is aged entirely in new oak, and the lees are stirred for the first three months. The first vintages in the mid-1990s were met with acclaim, perhaps to honour one of the first garagiste wines of the Médoc. Indeed, the prestigious Grand Jury Européen has sometimes placed this wine ahead of any classified growth of the Médoc. Make of that what you will. Not surprisingly, Haut-Condissas, on the evidence of the 2001, 2002, and 2004 vintages, is richly oaky, with dense, plummy aromas; in style it is tight and rather chunky and extracted, a wine designed to impress. Less flashy but more refined and balanced is the first-rate 2005 (2017), a forceful and spicy wine now at its peak. The 2008 seems rather cooked and chewy, and the 2010 (2017), initially effortful, evolved to show elegance and drive, and exceptional length. The 2012 lacked complexity, but the 2014 was typical of the estate, with breadth of flavour, firm tannins, and a chewy finish.







Château Haut-Maurac


St Yzans. Owner: Olivier Decelle. 24ha. 60% Merlot, 35% Cabernet Sauvignon, 5% Malbec. Production: 90,000 bottles.


This is a property worth watching, as it was bought by Olivier Decelle in 2000. It was Decelle who acquired the large estate of Mas Amiel in Maury in the Roussillon, and did wonders for its international reputation. The terroir at Haut-Maurac is very fine, with a gravel croupe close to the Gironde, but the vineyards required renovation. In 2001, Decelle reduced the yields sharply to 35hl/ha. Stéphane Derenoncourt was the initial consultant oenologist, but in 2016 was replaced by Hubert de Boüard. The grapes are picked by hand and the wine aged in one-third new oak, although a small proportion remains in tanks. The 2002 is a tremendous success, with sweet, oaky aromas, supple tannins, considerable weight of fruit, and well-integrated oak. The 2003 was austere, but the 2004, 2005 (2016), 2008, 2009, 2010, 2011, 2012, and 2014 are rich and succulent, with elegant blackberry aromas and good grip on the finish. Haut-Maurac is one of the most consistent and sophisticated wines of the northern Médoc.







Château Labadie


Bégadan. Website: www.chateau-labadie.com. Owner: Jérôme Bibey. 60ha. 51% Merlot, 46% Cabernet Sauvignon, 3% Cabernet Franc, 3% Petit Verdot. Production: 300,000 bottles


Until 1988 Labadie delivered its crop to the local cooperative. The vineyards are machine-harvested, and after a five-day cold soak the must is fermented at high temperatures. Half the wine is then aged in 25 per cent new barriques with regular bâtonnage. The 2001 was enjoyable and unpretentious, but the 2003 was its opposite, with some greenness and astringency. The 2009 is very well balanced, with ample black cherry fruit, structure without extraction, and a vigorous finish. The oaky, vigorous, structured 2010 is its equal, while the 2012 is broader and more textured, but with a vibrant finish. Consistency can be a problem: the 2016 was light and simple, yet the 2018 showed rich black fruits on the nose, and ample zest and pungency on the palate. There is also a small production of barrel-fermented white wine called Alouette de Labadie.







Château Laujac


Bégadan. Website: www.chateaulaujac.com. 60ha. 60% Cabernet Sauvignon, 35% Merlot, 5% Petit Verdot. Production: 130,000 bottles


The Bordeaux négociant Herman Cruse bought Laujac in 1852 as he specifically wanted to acquire a polycultural estate. Laujac remains polycultural to this day, with cattle-raising an important part of its activity. It also remains in the same family, and the incumbent since 2013 has been Vanessa Cruse, and her husband René-Philippe Duboscq. The grapes are fermented in steel tanks with selected yeasts, then aged 18 months in 25 per cent new barriques. In 1989 I tasted vintages from 1979 to 1986 and the wines were, frankly, dismal. The arrival of Vanessa Cruse led to a swift improvement in quality, and the blackberry-scented 2014 was fresh and balanced, with a long bright finish. Subsequent vintages were of good quality too, with the 2016 considerably better than the rather light 2015 and 2018.







Château Lestruelle


St Yzans. Website: www.famillebouey.fr. Owner: Patrick Bouey. 22ha. 80% Merlot, 20% Cabernet Sauvignon. Production: 140,000 bottles.


This property is owned by a négociant house, and is advised by Stéphane Derenoncourt. Since 2006 Lestruelle has produced a series of supple, fresh, moderately concentrated wines, aged mostly in vats with staves. They are not thrilling but they are consistent and enjoyable. The 2009, 2017, and 2018 are the best of recent vintages, and the 2013 shows surprising concentration. But most vintages are marked by a lightly herbaceous tone.







Château Livran


St Germain-d’Esteuil. Website: www.chateaulivran.com. Owner: Olivier Michon. 40ha. 55% Merlot, 45% Cabernet Sauvignon. Production: 150,000 bottles. Second wine: Les Sources de Livran


This property has changed hands frequently in recent years. It was acquired by Alexey Shkrapkin from Russia in 2008, who sold it in 2013 to Olivier Michon and his wife Edwige, a daughter of Lucien Lurton. The vines are picked by machine and the wine is aged for 12 months in one-third new oak. Quality has been middling and even vintages such as 2010 have been light, but perhaps its true potential has yet to be realized. That Eric Boissenot has been taken on as a consultant is a promising sign, as was the decision to start biodynamic trials in 2017.







Château Loudenne


St Yzans. Website: www.chateau-loudenne.com. Owner: Moutai group (China). 60ha. 48ha red: 52% Merlot, 48% Cabernet Sauvignon. 12ha white: 77% Sauvignon Blanc, 23% Sémillon. Production: 220,000 bottles.


Loudenne was a popular wine in Britain for decades, since the British wine merchants IDV owned it. The pink chartreuse was a haven for the wine trade during buying trips to Bordeaux. Here visitors were assured of good wine, good food, and impish conversation. This era came to a definitive end in 2000, when Loudenne was sold to Cognac tycoon Jean-Paul Lafragette, who developed wine tourism here and opened a hotel. In 2008, however, he was accused of financial irregularities, and had to sell his Bordeaux properties. In 2013 the Chinese Moutai group bought Loudenne, with additional investment in 2015 by the Cognac house of Camus.


Loudenne is a beautifully situated property, with its vineyards planted on south-facing croupes that are perfectly ventilated and exceptionally close to the estuary. Its white vineyards were probably the most extensive in the Médoc. Under IDV ownership, Loudenne was pleasant but unmemorable; the grapes were picked fairly early, and yields were clearly quite high. The Lafragettes introduced immediate changes: heightening the trellis to increase the surface of foliage, ploughing, picking later and entirely by hand. Under the Moutai management the red is fermented with pumping over and pigeage before being aged for 12 months in 30 per cent new barriques. The vineyards are certified organic, and the principal cuvée is labelled “Le Château”.


Loudenne was always well known for its white wine, even though I never found it particularly good. (In some vintages it was vegetal and decidedly dull.) Today most of the wine is barrel-fermented, then aged for up to eight months in one-third new barriques, although a small proportion remains in tanks. In the past the wine could be very inconsistent. I have not thought much of the 1999, 2000, 2006, 2007, or 2011, but the 2001, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2005, and 2009 (2015) all have dark-fruits aromas and a palate with some weight and structure. Indeed the 2009 and 2010 (2016) wines are dense and powerful. The 2012 is more rounded and forward. But the new owners have improved quality considerably, giving the reds tannic structure without excessive extraction. The splendid 2019 marries succulence and austerity, and shows admirable depth and drive.


Until 2012, vintages of the white often showed oily, oaky aromas but more freshness on the palate. Subsequent vintages have ample citric bite, and good freshness and concentration, although the vibrant 2019 tested even my tolerance of high acidity.







Château Lousteauneuf


Valeyrac. Website: www.chateau-lousteauneuf.com. Owner: Bruno Segond. 28ha. 55% Cabernet Sauvignon, 27% Merlot, 10% Cabernet Franc, 9% Petit Verdot. Production: 125,000 bottles. Second wine: Le Petit Lousteau


In 1962 Serge Segond left Algeria for France, and bought this property, which at that time had only four hectares still in production. He planted more vines and in 1993 constructed a cellar. In 1988 his son Bruno took over. The soil is varied, with silt and sand as well as gravel and clay-limestone. Most of the fruit is machine-picked.


Bruno Segond has firmly set his tent in the modernist camp, yet the results are distinctly extracted. The must is given a cold soak, then fermented with pumping over and délestage to ensure thorough extraction for up to 30 days. The wine is aged in one-third new barriques for up to 18 months, depending on the vintage, although a small proportion stays in amphorae and casks. It is then bottled without fining or filtration. There is also a special bottling from the finest parcels called Le Lousteau de Mon Père, but I have encountered it.


The 2001 Lousteauneuf had pungent, black-fruits aromas and rich, supple, damsony fruit – a bit flashy, perhaps, but the fruit quality was excellent. The 2003 showed power and presence and a chocolatey finish. The 2004 is a bit rustic and earthy, but the 2005 translates its power into impressive weight and length. The 2008 is disappointing, with dry tannins, but the 2009 has the weight of fruit to balance those chewy tannins. Poise and intensity mark the excellent 2010, and the 2012 is also of high quality, with a suave palate and spicy finish. The 2014 is robust and chewy, and the tannins in the 2016 are decidedly grippy, dominating the suave texture. I prefer the 2018 with its flamboyant black-fruits nose, its plump and sleek texture, and the spicy punchy palate. Alternatively, the 2019 is fresher and livelier while retaining ample grip.







Château Maison Blanche


St Yzans. Website: www.famillebouey.fr. Owner: Patrick Bouey. 28ha. 78% Merlot, 20% Cabernet Sauvignon, 2% Cabernet Franc. Production: 140,000 bottles. Second wine: Demoiselle de Maison Blanche


Patrick Bouey, owner of Château Lestruelle, bought this property in 1998, and farms the best sector biodynamically. The vines are planted on clay-limestone soils. The wine is aged in up to 20 per cent new oak. The 2009, 2010, and 2012 have been the best of recent vintages, middle-weight wines that show some stylishness. The 2016 is disappointingly jammy and broad, and lacks energy. Thus far, a property of potential more than achievement.







Château Les Ormes-Sorbet


Couquèques. Website: www.ormes-sorbet.com. Owner: Hélène Boivert. 20ha. 65% Cabernet Sauvignon, 30% Merlot, 5% Petit Verdot. Production: 150,000 bottles. Second wine: Ch de Conques


Jean Boivert was a much-liked figure in the Médoc, and a familiar face at the annual Marathon. Sadly, he died in 2004, and the fine estate he developed is now run by his widow Hélène and their sons Vincent and François. The vineyards are quite dispersed, but have an average age of 30 years. The soils are mostly clay-limestone, with a limestone subsoil. The vines are picked by hand. Vinification is entirely traditional, other than use of malolactic fermentation in barriques. Ever since 1982 the wine has been aged solely in 35 per cent new Taransaud barrels for 14 months, before eggwhite-fining and bottling.


Les Ormes-Sorbet has been a consistently excellent wine for many years. Time and again it demonstrates that Cabernet Sauvignon can perform splendidly even in this northerly sector of the Médoc. I usually discern black cherries rather than blackcurrant aromas, and a distinct oaky presence that is nonetheless well integrated into the wine. Very occasionally, as in 1998, the tannins are slightly dry, but this is very much the exception. In recent vintages the wines have displayed a greater elegance than in the 1990s, without sacrificing richness and grip. I have particularly enjoyed the 1990, 1995, 1996, 2000, 2001, 2002, and 2004. The 2003 is a touch heavy and flabby, but has some light acidity and reasonable fruit – to drink young. Despite initial austerity, the concentrated and imposing 2005 has considerable freshness too. The 2008 has smoky blackberry aromas, ample upfront fruit, and excellent concentration and balance. The 2009 is similar but more opulent and complex. Both vintages have exemplary length. Surprisingly, the 2010 lacks some complexity and drive, but the 2011 (2019) and 2012 have admirable density, structure, and intensity, and even the 2013 has some concentration and weight. A vertical tasting of recent vintages at the property in late 2019 revealed wines of consistency and structure, especially the exceptional 2016.







Château de Panigon


Civrac. Website: www.chateaudepanigon.fr. Owner: Georges Dadda. 53ha. 50% Merlot, 45% Cabernet Sauvignon, 5% Petit Verdot. Production: 350,000 bottles. Second wine: Ch Amour


This large property has vineyards on both gravel and clay-limestone soils, and the grapes are picked by hand as well as machine. Its wines impress with their weight and concentration in top vintages, such as 2009, 2010, and 2012, but can be simpler and more pinched in more difficult years, such as 2011 and 2013. Some recent vintages, such as 2014, 2016, and 2019 have shown a herbaceous character and have lacked excitement.







Château Patache d’Aux


Bégadan. Website: www.antoinemoueix.com. Owner: Antoine Moueix. 58ha. 50% Cabernet Sauvignon, 44% Merlot, 4% Cabernet Franc, 2% Petit Verdot. Production: 300,000 bottles. Second wines: Le Relais de Patache d’Aux, Les Chevaux de Patache d’Aux


This was the flagship property of the small Médocain empire founded by Claude Lapalu and his son Jean-Michel. Claude Lapalu came to Bordeaux from Algeria, and this was the first property he bought. By 2000 the family had become the largest single producer of Médoc and Haut-Médoc wines. In 2016 this and other Lapalu properties were acquired by the Antoine Moueix company.


The estate takes its name from the Chevaliers d’Aux, who were the owners since 1632. The soil consists of clay and chalk over a pebbly chalk subsoil, and the average age of the vines, which are picked by machine, is now 40 years. The grapes are picked by machine, and the Moueix team has installed raw concrete vats for fermentation. The wine is aged in 33 per cent new oak, although up to 20 per cent stays in vats.


The Lapalus always aimed for drinkability rather than super-concentration. This is exactly what they achieved, and the wines’ reliability and sensible pricing ensured a wide following. Nonetheless, Patache d’Aux could be very good, with a surprising amount of oakiness on the nose and an attractive fleshiness on the palate. The 1990 was still drinkable, if becoming leathery, in 2017. All vintages since 1999 have been well made and balanced, with the exception of the rather fatiguing 2003. The 2004 has rich blackberry aromas, and plenty of fruit, vigour, and unusual tannic grip for this property. Subsequently, the 2005, 2006, and 2009 (2015) have had excellent fruit and stylishness. The 2012 is plump and spicy but unexciting. It’s too early to know to what extent the new owners will modify the style, though the 2018 was more assertive and austere than expected.







Château Pey de Pont


Civrac. Website: www.chateau-pey-de-pont.com. Owners: Olivier and Laurent Reich. 42ha. 55% Merlot, 35% Cabernet Sauvignon, 5% Cabernet Franc, 5% Petit Verdot. Production: 250,000 bottles.


Mature vines dominate this property, half of which lies on clay-limestone soils, and half on gravel. The wines are aged for 12 months in barriques. Since 2009, it has been producing vigorous structured wine with ageing potential, although they show a pronounced toastiness. The 2010 is even better than the 2009, and the excellent 2012 and the more structured tannic 2018 are in the same mould.







Château Poitevin


Jau Dignac et Loirac. Website: www.chateau-poitevin.com. Owners: Guillaume and Natacha Poitevin. 41ha. 39ha red: 55% Merlot, 40% Cabernet Sauvignon, 5% Petit Verdot. 2ha white: 66% Sauvignon Blanc, 34% Sémillon. Production: 170,000 bottles. Second wine: Ch Lamothe-Pontac


The vineyards, essentially on gravelly soils, are mostly machine-harvested and the grapes are given a cold soak before fermentation. The wine is aged for 12 months in one-third new oak. Small quantities of white wine are also produced by fermenting the must in new barriques and ageing the wine for eight months. With the exception of the structured 2009, the reds from 2001 onwards were supple and easy-going. The 2014 was cabbagey – perhaps a poor bottle – and the 2016 forward and lacking in length. But both the 2017 and 2018 showed more vibrancy and brightness as well as persistence. The 2019 is fleshy, with mild tannins and little complexity.







Château Potensac


Ordonnac. Website: www.domaines-delon.com. Owners: Jean-Hubert Delon and Geneviève d’Alton. 60ha. 46% Merlot, 35% Cabernet Sauvignon, 16% Cabernet Franc, 3% Petit Verdot. Production: 300,000 bottles. Second wine: La Chapelle de Potensac


This large estate has been owned by the Delons and their forebears for over two centuries, and expanded over the years by purchases of neighbouring vineyards. The soils are gravelly clay, giving well-structured wines that age well. The average age of the vines is 40 years, and the vineyards are picked manually and by machine, quite late in the season, by the same team that harvests Léoville-Las-Cases. After optical sorting, the vinification is traditional, and the wine is aged for around 12 months in up to 30 per cent new oak, though before 1997 no new oak at all was used. Quality is maintained by the routine declassification of around 40 per cent of production.


This is a wine of remarkable robustness, vigour, and longevity, short on finesse but packed with fruit. In weaker vintages Potensac can be rather austere. Impressive older vintages tasted long ago include the 1966, 1975, 1978, 1989, and 1990; less interesting were the 1976, 1979, 1980, 1981, 1987, and 1992. The 1982 (2008) aged very well: although never very aromatic, it still has richness and weight, though is now showing a slight astringency. The 1983 showed far more austerity, but was a classic Médoc that is now past its best. The 1985 (2007) is still elegantly scented, even floral, with a fine texture, well-integrated tannins, and quite good length. Elegant cedary aromas mark the 1995 (2020), and although accessible, it’s robust and vigorous enough to age further. The classic 1996 (2005) is full-bodied and voluptuous, massively fruity, and persistent. The 1997 is remarkably powerful and spicy for the vintage, though it lacks complexity. The 1998 was tough and ungainly in its youth, and by 2019 was still rather fierce and astringent, like so many wines of that vintage. The run of vintages from 1999 to 2005 is uniformly excellent: big, ripe wines with swagger and broad shoulders; not exactly elegant, but lush and concentrated and powerful. The 2000 (2019) displays the Potensac tannins but also has lift and finesse. The 2005 (2019) is superb, with swagger and weight, and imposing fruit and grip. The 2006 and 2008 (2018) are lighter, with more of a red-fruits character, and finesse rather than depth. Among recent vintages the 2009 (2018) and 2010 are outstanding, with enough complexity and drive to suggest classed-growth quality. The 2011 is fresh and medium-bodied, but lacks the structure of a top vintage, and the 2012 too lacks some force. The 2014 has unexpected freshness and brightness – an unusually elegant Potensac. Both the 2015 and especially the 2016 are classic Potensac, with stylish black fruits on the nose, and considerable power on the taut long finish. Is there any other Médoc with the staying power of Potensac?







Château Preuillac


Lesparre. Website: www.chateaupreuillac.com. Owners: SAS Vins Plus (China). 30ha. 54% Merlot, 40% Cabernet Sauvignon, 3% Cabernet Franc, 1% Petit Verdot. Production: 150,000 bottles. Second wine: Esprit de Preuillac


In 1998 this single-parcel estate near Potensac was acquired by the négociant house of Yvon Mau and its Dutch partners. Jean-Christophe Mau set about restoring the property with great zeal, investing heavily in new drainage and a new chai, and replanting over one-third of the property. In 2003 he hired Stéphane Derenoncourt as a consultant oenologist.


Mau admits that the terroir – clay-limestone and sandy gravel – is not exceptional, so his team made substantial efforts in the vineyard to control yields and deliver grapes of high quality. The harvesting was manual and the must was fermented with indigenous yeasts. Ageing took place in one-third new oak. It took a while for the team’s investments to bear fruit. The initial 1998 and 1999 vintages were unexciting, and although the 2000 emerged as well balanced and fresh if oaky, subsequent vintages were inconsistent. It seemed hard for the Preuillac wines to shed a certain rusticity. The best wines, in my view, were the 2004, 2008, 2009, and the admirable 2010, plus the 2012. It must have been a struggle for Mau and his investors to recoup their outlay, and in 2014 Preuillac was sold to a Chinese group. Their initial vintages were also rather disappointing, though the 2016 had some backbone and a firm finish.







Château Ramafort


Blaignan. Website: domaines-cgr.com. Owner: Yingzhi Huang. 33ha. 67% Merlot, 33% Cabernet Sauvignon. Production: 200,000 bottles. Second wine: Ch Le Vivier


Like Château Grivière (q.v.), Ramafort has its headquarters at its sister estate of La Cardonne (q.v.), and is made in much the same way. In the 1990s vintages such as 1995, 1996, and 1997 were consistently good, yet never showed much flair or personality. But the overall quality doesn’t seem to place Ramafort in the top ranks of Médoc wines, and I usually prefer Grivière from this group. On the other hand, it is often underrated, and vintages such as 2000 and 2001 delivered rich, rounded, supple wines with little complexity but very attractive fruit. The 2003, 2004, and 2009 were all sound but unremarkable, while the 2010 shows more solidity and structure, and the 2013 has surprising weight for the vintage. 2016 is supple and stylish.







Château Rollan-de-By


Bégadan. Website: www.rollandeby.com. Owner: Jean Guyon. 52ha. 50ha red: 70% Merlot, 10% Cabernet Sauvignon, 10% Cabernet Franc, 10% Petit Verdot. 2ha white: 100% Sauvignon Blanc. Production: 450,000 bottles.


This is one of the most renowned wines of the Médoc and is almost entirely the creation of Parisian designer and property developer Jean Guyon, who expanded the property from two hectares in 1989, when he bought it, to its present size. The high proportion of Merlot ensures the wine always has a certain opulence, with Petit Verdot giving a deep colour. With considerable daring in the conservative Médoc, Guyon also hired an Italian consultant oenologist, Riccardo Cotarella (until 2005), although Hubert de Boüard peforms that role today. The grapes are picked in cagettes and also by machine at optimal ripeness, or just beyond, and fermented in steel tanks after a cold soak. The wine is aged in 33 per cent new barriques for 12 months or more, and it’s fined but not filtered.


I first took notice of this wine in the unpromising 1991 vintage, when Rollan-de-By turned out to be rich, full-bodied, and densely structured, and with an especially lovely minty nose. Other vintages from the 1990s were less impressive, as the tannins were obtrusive. The 2000 and 2001 were more voluptuous, but the 2005 was forward and seemed to lack structure. The 2008 was tannic but fresh, if still quite austere in 2014. Ten years on, the 2009 showed dense black fruits on the nose, and a bold fleshy palate with weighty tannins and a long, chocolatey finish. From 2009 quality has soared, giving wines through to 2016 that are rich, vigorous, spicy, and complex, with considerable staying power. If Rollan-de-By were not opulent and generous enough, Guyon also produces a prestige bottling called Haut-Condissas (q.v.). And since 2017 there has been a small quantity of white wine that is broad and weighty.







Château La Roque de By


Bégadan. Website: www.la-tour-de-by.com. Owner: Frédéric Le Clerc. 15ha. 50% Merlot, 50% Cabernet Sauvignon. Production: 90,000 bottles.


Once part of Château La Tour de By, this is now a separate estate, though vinification takes place at the larger property. Half the wine is barrique-aged for 12 months; the rest stays in tanks. Because it tends to be overshadowed by La Tour de By, its own merits are often overlooked. But the 2009 (2019) and 2010 are excellent, the 2009 showing heft and power, the 2010 more freshness and charm. The 2015 is relatively light, while the 2016 is fruity and upfront.







Château Rousseau de Sipian


Valeyrac. Owner: Micronesia Holdings. 15ha. 48% Merlot, 48% Cabernet Sauvignon, 4% Petit Verdot. Production: 70,000 bottles. Second wine: Les Tourelles de Sipian


This was an important estate in the 19th century, but the vines were grubbed up after World War II. In 1989 the Laveau-Bock family began restoring the vineyard, a process continued by Roy Racey and his son Christopher, who bought the property in 2000. They made significant efforts to improve quality, by ploughing the soil, reducing yields, and harvesting manually. The wine was initially aged in 60 per cent new oak, but more recently that proportion has been halved. Of recent vintages, the blackberry-scented 2008 and 2009 are excellent, full-bodied and fleshy, with ripe tannins and a vigorous finish. The 2010 seems somewhat overripe and effortful. In contrast the 2018 is easy-going and lacks concentration and depth. In 2016 the estate was sold to new owners from Hong Kong.







Château Le Temple


Valeyrac. Website: www.chateauletemple.com. Owners: Denis and Jean-Pierrre Bergey. 18ha. 60% Cabernet Sauvignon, 35% Merlot, 5% Petit Verdot. Production: 70,000 bottles.


This property has been in the hands of the Bergey family since 1933. The vineyards are planted on gravelly soil over a limestone subsoil. The wine spends 12 months in one-third new oak. The wines are patchy, sometimes green, sometimes jammy. But there were good results in more recent years, such as 2016 and 2018, when the wines had more backbone and drive.







Château La Tour-de-By


Bégadan. Website: www.la-tour-de-by.com. Owner: Pagès family. 80ha. 60% Cabernet Sauvigon, 35% Merlot, 5% Petit Verdot. Production: 480,000 bottles. Second wine: Ch Cailloux de By


This fine property can trace its history back to 1599, when Pierre Tizon owned it. It remained in his family until 1725, when it was sold to Comte Louis de Gramont. Various other proprietors followed, until M. Rubichon acquired the property in 1860 and built the grandiose château in 1876. Finally it was bought in 1965 in a fairly run-down condition by Marc Pagès, who had recently returned from Tunisia, and two partners. In 1999 Pagès and his family became the sole owners. He died in 2007 and the estate is now run by his grandson Frédéric Le Clerc.


The Tour of the name refers to a former lighthouse built in 1825 and still standing, a reminder that until quite late in the 19th century the property was accessible only by boat. The vineyards are superb, mostly located on a gravel croupe that is the highest point between Pauillac and Le Verdon. There is also a 29-hectare parcel at St Christoly, where the terroir is less exceptional. The average age of the main parcel is 40 years, and one parcel is still struggling along after 110 years in the ground. Since the early 1990s the vineyards have been machine-harvested. The wine is aged for 12 months in 25 per cent new oak. Each year, the winemaking team selected the best barrel of each variety, and aged it in new oak to produce 3,000 bottles of a Cuvée Prestige. Pagès used to say he does this mostly for the fun of it. After his death the wine was renamed Heritage Marc Pagès, and it is now sourced from a parcel of very old vines, mostly Cabernet Sauvignon, and aged in at least 50 per cent new oak.


Tour-de-By is a typical Médoc, robust rather than elegant, with ample tannin and vigour. Many older vintages, tasted long ago, were too tough and dry: 1976, 1989, 1996, and 1997. Others, such as the 1986 and 1990 had enough acidity and drive to balance the formidable tannins. The 1995 was excellent in its youth but by 2004 was beginning to lose some fruit. The 1998, despite a sweet blackberry and blackcurrant nose, is a rather brutal wine that is only now evolving into a classic Médoc style with a touch of austerity. There is a considerable increase in refinement from 1999 onwards, and that vintage has a svelte texture and considerable charm. The 2000 is more in the mould of the virile 1990, and the 2001 (2010) has evolved well, with delicate cherry and raspberry aromas, a suave and concentrated palate, and good length. The 2002 is plummy and rich, with a hint of herbaceousness that adds character. The 2003 offers a big mouthful of rich black-cherry fruit, but it tails off on the finish and is unlikely to make old bones. Redcurrant and cherry aromas mark the 2004, which is a robust, solid wine with some energy and finesse, and resembles the somewhat more powerful and chunky 2005. The 2006 has pronounced Cabernet aromas, good grip and structure, and a lively finish. The cedary 2009 (2019) is denser, but there’s no rusticity, and it is approaching its peak. It far surpasses the dilute 2008 (2016) and the distinctly herbaceous 2010. Despite a high proportion of Cabernet Sauvignon, the 2011 has some opulence balanced by light tannins on the finish, and I prefer it to the simpler, more easy-going 2012. The 2014 is supple and forward, but the 2017 is lean and almost astringent, and lacks length. But the 2018 shows a return to form, with generous black-fruits aromas, and a sumptuous palate with firm tannins and ample drive and persistence. In contrast the 2019 is more fragrant and elegant.


My experience of the Prestige and is successor is limited. The 1998 (2018) was still fresh and cedary on the nose, but it was flagging and lacked zest. The 2001 (2009) had lifted cherry aromas, ripe tannins, and a fine structure without being too extracted. The 2002 (2022, from magnum) is still tight on the mid-palate, with a somewhat austere, graphite finish. The 2008 Heritage is more toasty, has pronounced but fine-grained tannins, and good ageing potential. On the whole Tour-de-By is a reliable property, usually delivering a forceful, concentrated, ageworthy wine with panache at a fair price. But it can stumble in lesser vintages.







Château Tour Haut-Caussan


Blaignan. Website: www.tourhautcaussan.com. Owner: Philippe Courrian. 15ha. 50% Cabernet Sauvignon, 50% Merlot. Production: 125,000 bottles. Second wine: Ch La Landotte


This property has been in Courrian’s family since 1877. Insiders know that few Médoc wines offer such outstanding value and consistent quality as Tour Haut-Caussan. Courrian has also written a candid book on the challenges and rewards of being a wine producer in the northern Médoc, and his observations on the changes, mostly positive, that have taken place over past decades.2


His vineyards lie in two sections, the first on clay-limestone around the restored tower from which the property takes its name; the second on the plateau de Potensac, which is more gravelly and better suited to Cabernet Sauvignon. The average age of the vines is close to 50 years. No chemical fertilizers or herbicides are used.


However, Philippe Courrian owns a second property down in Corbières, where he now lives. So Tour Haut-Caussan is now run by his son Fabien and his daughter Véronique. The grapes are picked by hand and there is nothing unusual about the vinification. The wine is aged up to 12 months in 25 per cent new oak, then eggwhite-fined. I have tasted numerous vintages since 1987 and there is not a single wine that I would describe as disappointing. The wine is beautifully judged, delicately perfumed with an occasional smokiness; while on the palate there is always good acidity to balance the vibrant fruit and discreet tannins. Moreover, the wine never fails to show good length of flavour. The 1990 had scarcely evolved by 2019; it remained sleek and fresh, with polished tannins and a long finish. Thereafter the most striking vintages have been 1990, 1995, 1996, 1998, 1999, all vintages from 2001 (2011) to 2006 (2017), and 2008. Even the 2003 (2019) still had vigour and energy, though the finish was rather short. The 2009 was slightly disappointing, since it lacked some acidity and lift. The 2010 (2019) has backbone as well as flesh and polish, and the plump but lively 2011 is excellent for a tricky vintage. The 2014 is graceful, with understated tannins, and the 2015, which is very ripe and concentrated, is already approachable. The elegant 2016 is built to last, and the dense, concentrated 2018, tasted from cask, has power, length, and potential. Courrian has exhibited behaviour most Bordeaux proprietors would regard as perverse by rarely increasing his prices. This sage policy has enabled the Courrians to hold on to a loyal clientele through thick and thin.







Château Tour-Seran


St Christoly. Website: www.domaines-rollandeby.com. Owner: Jean Guyon. 15ha. 65% Merlot, 15% Cabernet Sauvignon, 10% Cabernet Franc, 10% Petit Verdot. Production: 50,000 bottles


This property, once owned by the Marquis de Ségur, is under the same ownership and management as Rollan-de-By (q.v.). Guyon bought the property in 2000 and his first vintage was 2001. The wine is aged for 12 months in one-third new oak. I didn’t care for the debut vintage, but all vintages since 2009 have been a distinct improvement, with more concentration and weight, integrated acidity, and admirable vigour and complexity, although the oak is very pronoucned on the nose. The succulent, blackberry-scented 2016 is outstanding. Curiously, these vintages, until 2018, have all been blended by the celebrated sommelier Andreas Larsson, as the neck labels proudly proclaim.





Château Vieux-Robin


Bégadan. Website: www.chateau-vieux-robin.com. Owners: Didier and Maryse Roba. 20ha. 19ha red: 60% Cabernet Sauvignon, 35% Merlot, 3% Cabernet Franc, 2% Petit Verdot. 1ha white: 100% Sauvignon Blanc. Production: 120,000 bottles. Second wine: Classique Vieux-Robin


This property has belonged to Maryse Roba’s family since the 18th century, and her husband Didier began running the estate in 1988. Today their son Olivier assists them. The dynamic and tireless Maryse Roba realized from the outset that her little-known property needed stratagems to ensure wine recognition. By opening the property to visitors and putting on small art shows, and by commissioning striking labels for the wines, she has put Vieux-Robin on the map. But this is no triumph of marketing over content. The wine is very good indeed.


Three-quarters of the vineyards lie in a single parcel near the house and winery; the remainder are some 3km (1.9 miles) away. The soils are diverse, with gravel and coarse sand, as well as clay-limestone. The grapes are harvested both manually and by machine, and there is careful sorting both in the vineyard and at the winery. The vinification is straightforward, and the regular bottling is aged in 20 per cent new oak for around 15 months.


The Robas always had a range of different cuvées, of which the best known, and often the best, was called Bois de Lunier. It no longer exists, perhaps to conform with Alliance des Crus Bourgeois rules. The 1982 Vieux-Robin was still delicious and lively in 1998. Bois de Lunier (the first vintage I tasted was 1988) has been consistently good, with the oak well integrated and the fruit always to the fore; moreover, the wine always had freshness and length. I have particularly enjoyed the 1990, 1996, the slightly four-square 2000, and the perfumed 2002. The 2003 is lush but fades fast on the finish. However, the 2004, 2005, 2006, 2008, 2009, and 2010 all had admirable fruit, vigour, and length. By 2019 the 2010 had evolved cedary, savoury aromas, and the tannins and alcohol were still discernible. The 2012, 2013, and 2014 are lighter and a touch austere. The red-fruited 2017 lacks some flesh and weight, but the 2018 has freshness and drive, and a chiselled rather than generous character. Added to the range in 1999 is Blanc de Lunier, a Sauvignon Blanc barrel-fermented in 50 per cent new oak. Production is limited to 1,200 bottles.


I have also tasted some good wines from the following properties, although overall quality seems inconsistent: Châteaux de Bensse, Le Bourdieu, Clément St-Jean, Closérie des Moussis, La Gravette Lacombe, Laulan Ducos, Loirac, Moulin de Canhaut, Noaillac, St Christoly, Tour Prignac, Les Tuileries.
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5. The Haut-Médoc




Château d’Agassac


Ludon. Website: www.agassac.com. Owner: Gérard Jicquel. 43ha. 50% Merlot, 47% Cabernet Sauvignon, 3% Cabernet Franc. Production: 210,000 bottles. Second wines: Ch Pomiès-Agassac, L’Agassant d’Agassac


This moated keep rises, improbably, among the suburbs of Ludon. In the 17th century it belonged to the de Pommiès family, and the wine was known until well into the 20th century, but then the property fell into a decline. When the French insurance company Groupama bought it from the then-owners, the Gasqueton family of Calon-Ségur, enormous investments were required. Groupama first renovated the vineyards, and then the ruinous château, which now houses a restaurant. In 2021 the property was sold to the hotelier Gérard Jicquel, who also bought Fourcas Dupré in Listrac in 2019.


The vineyards are located on two gravel croupes. The average age of the vines is 25 years. Agassac has been energetically run for many years by Jean-Luc Zell. His aim is to capture the fruit from his vineyards, rather than to produce profoundly structured wines. He picks late, especially where Cabernet Sauvignon is concerned. Most of the wine is aged in barriques, of which up to 50 per cent are new; 25 per cent is aged in tanks, with occasional micro-oxygenation.


Vintages from the 1980s were fairly tough, and Zell’s first vintages were unimpressive, but that was before the investments in vineyard and winery had taken effect. He himself has been satisfied with the quality only since 2001. The 2000 is relatively lean, and the 2001 is very well balanced, but I marginally prefer the 2002. The 2003 has welcome freshness, but little complexity or length. Agassac is back on form with the supple but spicy 2004. The 2005 was forward, with fresh cherry aromas, a charming texture, and plenty of upfront fruit. The 2006 was opulent, generous, and lively, if not complex, and the 2008 (2019) was smoky and toasty on the nose, with ample tannins and weight on the palate. The 2009 is medium-bodied but super-ripe, yet has good length and a lively finish. Oaky black-fruits aromas mark the 2010, which is supple, but spicy and concentrated. The 2011 is elegant and balanced, if a touch charmless on the finish. The 2012 is solid and rather chocolatey, and still needs time to evolve. The 2014 is fresh, piquant, and accessible, while the bright 2015 has elegance rather than depth of flavour. 2018 is a delight, styilsh and lifted, while 2019 is more easy-going, with good acidity and a light touch. Ordering a bottle of Agassac is unlikely to be a mistake.


A top cuvée, Précision, is only made in top years, almost entirely from old-vine Cabernet Sauvignon, and aged in new oak. The only vintage I have tasted is the 2009, which was very oaky on the nose, and had a chewy finish, but also showed polish and finesse.







Château d’Arche


Ludon. Website: www.chateau-lalagune.com. Owner: Jean-Jacques Frey. 9ha. 45% Cabernet Sauvignon, 40% Merlot, 15% Cabernet Franc, Carmenère, and Petit Verdot. Production: 50,000 bottles.


Négociant Mähler-Besse owned this good little property from 1994 to 2013, when it was sold to its neighbour La Lagune. The grapes were picked manually and the wine was aged in 35 per cent new oak. The result was a sound and dependable Médoc that never lacked structure. Sound if unspectacular older vintages were 1995, 1996, 1999, 2000, 2001, and 2004. The 2008 is atypically rustic, and the 2009 is concentrated but lacks freshness and zest, as does the 2010. In future the fruit will be used for La Lagune’s second wine.







Château d’Arcins


Arcins. Website: www.chateaux-castel.com. Owners: Castel. 101ha. 50% Merlot, 48% Cabernet Sauvignon, 2% Petit Verdot. Production: 650,000 bottles. Second wine: Chevalier d’Arcins


This large estate was bought by the Castel family in 1971, but the wine never made much of an impression. The planting of Petit Verdot in 2016 probably added some complexity. In any event, there were clear signs of improvement from 2014 onwards, and the 2016 had some grip and structure as well as rich, smoky fruit.







Château Arnauld


Arcins. Website: www.chateau-arnauld.fr. Owners: Assurances Générales de France. 18ha. 55% Merlot, 36% Cabernet Sauvignon, 9% Petit Verdot. Production: 65,000 bottles. Second wine: Comte d’Arnauld


This property was bought in 1956 by pied noir Maurice Roggy, whose daughters married two of the Theil brothers of Château Poujeaux. However, in 2007 they sold the estate to an insurance company. Recent vintages have been impressive, and in 2020 the estate was designated Cru Bourgeois Exceptionnel. Hubert de Boüard has been the consultant oenologist since 2016, and the vineyards are now undergoing conversion to organic farming. The wines are aged for 16 months in 70 per cent new oak. Both the 2001 and 2002 had undeniable weight and no shortage of ripe black fruits. The 2002 is particularly fine, with firm tannins and considerable force. The 2004 has a worrying herbaceousness, and the 2005 is a disappointment too. The 2009, in contrast, has lush black fruits and Indian spices on the nose, while the palate is rich and flamboyant. The 2010 is lavish and dense, with drive and length. The 2011 is austere and grippy. The opulent 2012 has real tension, pungency, and grip. The 2013 is fine for the vintage, with robust tannins and a solid, spicy finish. It’s less vibrant and persistent than the 2014, while the 2015 is surprisingly forward. The 2016 is balanced and structured and shows more clarity and precision than the juicy 2018. The wine is expensive for a cru bourgeois but now of high quality.







Château d’Aurilhac


St-Seurin-de-Cadourne. Owners: M. and Mme. Erik Nieuwaal. 21ha. 50% Cabernet Sauvignon, 44% Merlot, 3% each Petit Verdot and Cabernet Franc. Production: 160,000 bottles. Second wine: Ch La Fagotte


Dutchman Erik Nieuwaal married a French bride with a vineyard, and since 1983 he has been making the wine. The entire estate had to be replanted; it was essentially in a single parcel on clay-limestone soils, which made the task easier. The vines are picked by machine and the wine is mostly aged in 30 per cent new oak.


The lanky Nieuwaal works hard with his wines, and they can be rather too extracted. On the other hand, they are very consistent. The coarseness in some vintages (such as 1996, 1997, and 2003) may have more to do with the high clay content in the soil than with the vinification. The 1999 is a success for the year. The savoury 2000 is forthright and extracted, and the 2001 shows more finesse. The 2002 is marked by black-cherry flavours, and its tannic structure was refreshed by fine acidity. The 2003 is a pleasant surprise: grippy, but a powerful mouthful of dense fruit. Both the 2004 and 2005 are big, powerful, swaggering wines, both on the verge of overripeness but steering clear. The 2006 is voluptuous but too hefty overall. The 2009 and 2010 have lush blackberry aromas, and a creamy palate, with enough acidity to give freshness and lift. This combination of suave black fruits, structure and grip, and a fresh finish is also encountered in the excellent 2011 and 2012. The 2015 is fresh but slightly herbaceous; the 2019 is juicy and charming, rounded and polished.







Château Balac


St Laurent. Website: www.chateaubalac.com. Owner: Luc Touchais. 20ha. 60% Merlot, 25% Cabernet Sauvignon, 10% Petit Verdot, 5% Cabernet Franc. Production: 100,000 bottles.


Boasting a 19th-century château by Victor Louis, this property enjoys both gravel and clay-limestone soils. The harvest is manual and the wine is fermented in wooden vats. From 2019 the vineyards are being converted to organic farming. A slight herbaceousness prevents some vintages from reaching great heights, but the solid 2010 (2018) comes close. The 2011, 2012, and 2013 are all sound, with moderate concentration and light tannins. The 2015 is lean and easy-going, and less concentrated and persistent than the 2016.







Château Beaumont


Cussac. Website: www.chateau-beaumont.com. Owners: Suntory and Castel. 114ha. 53% Cabernet Sauvignon, 42% Merlot, 5% Petit Verdot. Production: 650,000 bottles. Second wines: Ch d’Arvigny, Les Tours de Beaumont


This immense property lies in a single block on the plateau of Cussac, where Günzian gravel is mixed with sand. The vineyards were originally planted in 1824 under the ownership of a M. Bonnin. In 1830 Beaumont was bought by the Marquis d’Aligre, who trebled the area under vine. It was sold again in 1849, and the new owners built the rather pompous, low-slung château of 1854. Thereafter it passed through numerous hands, including a Colonel Bolivar from Venezuela. In the early 1980s it was the property of a well-known viticulturalist, Bernard Soulas, who restructured the vineyards before selling the lot to Grands Millésimes de France in 1986, the subsidiary of a giant insurance company. Eric Boissenot is the consultant oenologist.


The harvest is mechanical and the wine is aged for up to 14 months in one-third new barriques. In the 1980s this was an uneven wine, sometimes marked, even in 1985, by vegetal flavours and aromas. The 1990s seem to have brought improvements: the 1990 (2000) itself had charm and suppleness. Good vintages tasted many years ago include the 1994 (surprisingly) and 1995, but the 1996 and 1997 were weak. The 2000 was pleasant but lacked concentration and persistence. The 2001 was certainly ripe and fleshy, with some ageing potential. The 2003 and 2005 (surprisingly) should be drunk up. The 2004, 2008, and 2009 deliver exactly what Beaumont should: medium-bodied wines with some freshness and upfront fruit rather than grip. In top vintages it can offer excellent value: the 2010, 2012, and 2014 are all richly fruity, rounded, with enough acidity to give freshness and length. The 2015 is forward and outclassed by the rich, spicy 2016 and the lively, balanced 2018. In lesser vintages such as 2011, 2013, and 2017 Beaumont can’t quite deliver.







Château Bel Air Gloria


Cussac. Website: www.domaines-henri-martin.com. Owner: Jean-Louis Triaud. 37ha. 75% Cabernet Sauvignon, 23% Merlot, 2% Cabernet Franc. Production: 160,000 bottles


This property was assembled in the 1980s from diverse parcels acquired by Françoise Triaud, just as her father Henri Martin had done in St-Julien with Château St-Pierre and Château Gloria. The soils are composed of gravel mixed with sand, and about half the vineyard is 50 years old. The wine spends 12 months in barriques and unsatisfactory lots are sold off to wholesalers. It is an unpretentious wine, reasonably fruity, but it lacks stuffing. In 2008 and 2009 Bel Air over-performed: the 2008 being the more tannic and assertive, the 2009 more suave. The 2012 is suave and concentrated if a touch severe now. The 2015 is rather slack, even drab, but the 2018 is more forceful and energetic, with a long zesty finish.







Château Belgrave


St Laurent. Website: www.dourthe.com. Owner: a private consortium, but managed since 1979 by CVBG (Dourthe). Cinquième cru. 59ha. 50% Merlot, 40% Cabernet Sauvignon, 10% Petit Verdot. Production: 360,000 bottles. Second wine: Diane de Belgrave


Belgrave is part of the trio of classified properties that stand shoulder to shoulder just west of Château Lagrange. The Médocains might have you believe that its name is a tribute to the three fine croupes on which the vineyards are planted. Not so: a former owner had a soft spot for the fashionable Belgravia district in London.


Although Dourthe has run Belgrave since 1979, efforts to improve quality are more recent. The initial task was to restore and expand the vineyards and the drainage. More recently Dourthe has rebuilt the cellars and in 2004 completed a new cuvier in the form of a rather drab box alongside the château itself.


The vineyards surround the château. Winemaker Frédéric Bonaffous doesn’t believe that Cabernet Franc performs well here, so it was phased out. The proportion of Merlot is unusually high.


The grapes are picked by hand and since 2015 have been sorted optically. They enter the tanks without pumping and are given a chilly cold soak. The best lots are fermented in wooden vats and punched down rather than pumped over. The wine spends at least 12 months in 35 per cent new oak.


Belgrave’s relative obscurity is probably attributable to the fact that it is distributed directly by Dourthe rather than through the Place de Bordeaux. Some older vintages tasted long ago were attractive wines, though they often lacked complexity. These include the 1982, 1986, 1990, and 1999. However, the 1993, 1995, and 1997 were mediocre. The 1998 (2008) showed signs of Belgrave’s renaissance, offering spice and freshness. The 2000 (2013) used to be rather astringent but has bounced back, with cedary aromas, good concentration, and a slight chunkiness on the finish. The 2001 is quite concentrated yet rather dull, and it used to be outclassed by the once charming 2002 (2015), which is now showing some greenness and rustic tannins. The 2003 (2015) is burly and now drying out. Although the 2004 initially had charm and vibrancy, it evolved fast, and by 2015 it retained some attractive fruit, but lacked energy, flair, and persistence. The 2005 (2015) failed to impress when young, but has emerged from its shell and today exhibits classic cigar-box and tobacco aromas, a rich palate with considerable depth of favour, firm tannins and good length. The 2006 (2016) is quite similar, in both aromas and flavours. The 2007 (2017) lacks complexity. The 2008 (2018) shows pure blackcurrant aromas, but is relatively dilute and simple on the palate. The 2009 (2016) has ripe, generous, cedary aromas, but it’s somewhat one-dimensional – good rather than outstanding. The 2010 remains austere, but the tannins are firm and this should age well. Compared to the sullen 2011, the 2012 is concentrated and weighty, with considerable potential, as is the youthful 2014. Lively black-fruits aromas dominate the 2015, but the palate lacks some flesh and weight, as does the 2017. In contrast, the impressive 2016, 2018, and 2019 have solidity and structure, and should age well. Although the Belgrave wines are sound, they do lack some personality and consistency.




OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE COMPLETE
BORDEAUX

THE WINES | THE CHATEAUX | THE PEOPLE
4™ EDITION

STEPHEN BROOK

Mg

HELY





OEBPS/images/common1.jpg
o

WE’ y
o
7





OEBPS/images/f0002-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0010-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0012-01.jpg
\ B
NN :
L

R N . \! “~“

'; {/((/ > 4/,( ﬂ






OEBPS/images/f0007-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0008-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0001-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0004-01.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title page



		Acknowledgments



		Contents



		How to use this ebook



		1855 Classification



		Introduction



		1. The Rise of Bordeaux



		2. The Land



		3. Wine and Style









		The Left Bank: The Médoc



		4. The Médoc



		5. The Haut-Médoc



		6. Moulis and Listrac



		7. Margaux Part I



		8. Margaux Part II



		9. St-Julien



		10. Pauillac Part I



		11. Pauillac Part II



		12. St-Estèphe









		The Left Bank: The Graves



		13. Pessac-Léognan Part I



		14. Pessac-Léognan Part II



		15. The Southern Graves









		The Right Bank



		16. Introduction









		The Right Bank: St-Emilion



		17. St-Emilion Part I



		18. St-Emilion Part II



		19. St-Emilion Part III



		20. St-Emilion Part IV









		The Right Bank: Pomerol



		21. Pomerol Part I



		22. Pomerol Part II



		23. The Satellites of Pomerol and St-Emilion









		Other Regions of Bordeaux



		24. Côtes de Bordeaux: Castillon and Francs



		25. Fronsac and Canon-Fronsac



		26. Blaye and Bourg



		27. Between the Rivers









		Sweet Wines



		28. Sauternes and How it is Made



		29. Sauternes Part I



		30. Sauternes Part II



		31. The Other Sweet Wines of Bordeaux









		Bordeaux Vintages



		Glossary and Bibliography



		Classifications



		Picture Acknowledgments



		Copyright













Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Start















		1



		2



		3



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426



		427



		428



		429



		430



		431



		432



		433



		434



		435



		436



		437



		438



		439



		440



		441



		442



		443



		444



		445



		446



		447



		448



		449



		450



		451



		452



		453



		454



		455



		456



		457



		458



		459



		460



		461



		462



		463



		464



		465



		466



		467



		468



		469



		470



		471



		472



		473



		474



		475



		476



		477



		478



		479



		480



		481



		482



		483



		484



		485



		486



		487



		488



		489



		490



		491



		492



		493



		494



		495



		496



		497



		498



		499



		500



		501



		502



		503



		504



		505



		506



		507



		508



		509



		510



		511



		512



		513



		514



		515



		516



		517



		518



		519



		520



		521



		522



		523



		524



		525



		526



		527



		528



		529



		530



		531



		532



		533



		534



		535



		536



		537



		538



		539



		540



		541



		542



		543



		544



		545



		546



		547



		548



		549



		550



		551



		552



		553



		554



		555



		556



		557



		558



		559



		560



		561



		562



		563



		564



		565



		566



		567



		568



		569



		570



		571



		572



		573



		574



		575



		576



		577



		578



		579



		580



		581



		582



		583



		584



		585



		586



		587



		588



		589



		590



		591



		592



		593



		594



		595



		596



		597



		598



		599



		600



		601



		602



		603



		604



		605



		606



		607



		608



		609



		610



		611



		612



		613



		614



		615



		616



		617



		618



		619



		620



		621



		622



		623



		624



		625



		626



		627



		628



		629



		630



		631



		632



		633



		634



		635



		636



		637



		638



		639



		640



		641



		642



		643



		644



		645



		646



		647



		648



		649



		650



		651



		652



		653



		654



		655



		656



		657



		658



		659



		660



		661



		662



		663



		664



		665



		666



		667



		668



		669



		670



		671



		672



		673



		674



		675



		676



		677



		678



		679



		680



		681



		682



		683



		684



		685



		686



		687



		688



		689



		690



		691



		692



		693



		694



		695



		696



		697



		698



		699



		700



		701



		702



		703



		704



		705



		706



		707



		708



		709



		710



		711



		712



		713



		714



		720



		4














OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE WINES | THE CHATEAUX | THE PEOPLE
4™ EDITION STEPHEN BROOK










OEBPS/images/f0014-01.png
ATLANT S

o Lecanau

CON L] LR

Premidres Coles de Bordeaux.

Haul-Médoc
St-Emilon Graves de Vayres
Médoc Ste-Foy-Bordeaux
Pomerol Cées de Bordeaux-St-Macaire
St-Emillon Sofelifes Pessac-Léognan
Fronsac and Canon-Fronsac Graves

Cérons.

Bordeaux Houl-Benauge and
Enfre-Deux-Mers Haut-Benauge

Cétes de Castilon
Lalande-de-Pomerol

Sauternes and Barsac.
Louplac
Ste-Crolx-du-Mont

Cétes de Francs.
Blaye, Ctes de Blaye, and Enfre-Deux-Mers
Premiéres Cotes de Blaye.
Bourg, Cales de Bourg,
ond Bourgeals

| CNRREERCEON

Bordeaux Appeliation

B U

Maransing,

Ia Roche-

Chalais

les-Eglisottes-
© et-Chalaures

le Fieuo

o Coutras

©stchristophe-

flon-la-Bataille

S Montpon-
Ménestérol

Bergerac,,

3

10mles

20km





OEBPS/images/f0084-01.jpg
I

9]
o
&

St—EstépheO

- //})Jau—Dignac—et—Loire

'St.Vivien-de-Médoc

Margaux©

Blanquefor‘tO

doc

Cussac—Fort—l\?lé

Pavillac
St Estéphe

St Julien






OEBPS/images/f0075-01.jpg
Le Verdon-sur-Mer
PARIS U
St-Vivien-de-Médoc
: ]
.
°
2
o
St—Christon—MédocO e
Lesparre-Médoc 0 10 20 Km
O . | ! |
St-Seurin-de-Cadourne f T
(©) 0 10 Miles
St-Estephe O
Z
OHourtin Pauillacpo
o
St-Julien-Beychevelle o
St-Laurent-Médoc © o)
Beychevelle oBlaye
Lamarque o
ListracO
Moulis O Margaux
(o O DO/'O/
Castelnau- O /7 e
4 acau
de-Médoc %o, o St-André-
Lacanau R de-Cubzac
. Ludon©
Blanquefort LibourneO
St-Médard-en-Jalles
Bruges
O
Mérignac o
BORDEAUX
Talence O
GradignanO 0O Villenave- ofréon
d’Ornon
Cestas O 5
Léognan
ola Prade
la Brede
. 2 PodensacO o
X g adillac
Gujan-Mestras » CéronsOO
Barsac©
7
1 St-Macaire
| Médoc ¢ @)
Langon
- J Haut-Médoc <« © e e

S






