ROBERSON WINE SCHOOL

THE WINES OF BORDEAUX
AN INTRODUCTION TO SERIOUS CLARET

Thursday 31st March 2011

BORDEAUX THE HISTORY

The story of wine doesn’t begin in Bordeaux - that accolade most probably goes to Georgia in about 8000 BC - but Bordeaux can certainly
claim to be one of the major actors on the wine world’s stage since the medieval period. In actual fact Bordelais viticulture began before this (with
the Romans bringing the vine to the region) but the dark ages saw the fledgling wine industry disappear and it wasn’t until the second millennium
that grape growing began again in earnest. By the time of Henry II’s marriage to Eleanor of Aquitaine in 1152, wine production was an important
industry and following the royal marriage (at which, apparently, the forerunner to Chateau d’Issan was served) the lands of Bordeaux and Aquitaine
were bequeathed to the English crown. Suddenly the wine producers of Bordeaux had a large and prosperous market to sell to (in addition to their
own domestic market of course) and there followed an upsurge in planting on the outskirts of the city in order to meet the increased demand.
During this period, Graves became established as the highest quality of Bordeaux’s wine appellations (not a word in use at the time!) and the wines
of the region gained international recognition thanks to Bordeaux’s status as a thriving port and trading hub. Things continued like this for 300
years, until the battle of Castillon in 1453 resulted in the loss of England’s territories back to the French crown.
Whatever initial worries the wine producers may have had following the loss of their major export market, these were soon put to bed as new
markets opened up before them. Bordeaux’s restored French landlords were not about to see a highly profitable industry dry up and they promoted
trade with the likes of Ireland, Holland, Belgium and Germany - long lasting links that can still be seen today in famous names like Lynch, Barton,
Mähler-Besse, Sichel and many others. The Dutch were to become particularly important to the development of the region’s wine trade and it
was their engineers that embarked on a project to drain the swamp and marshlands of the Médoc. This land had previously been unsuitable for
agriculture, but things were getting a little cramped in the immediate environs of the city and more viticultural space was required.
While Médoc viticulture (not to mention other agriculture) was in its infancy, hostilities between England and the French had ceased long enough
for trade to have recommenced. A man called Jean de Pontac had planted the vineyards and built a chateau on land called Haut-Brion (in addition
to a number of other, less exalted estates). Over the next 100 years this wine was to develop a reputation as one of the region’s finest and Jean’s
grandson Arnaud de Pontac decided that the time was right to introduce England’s upper classes to his most prestigious product. Arnaud upped
sticks and relocated to London, where he founded the city’s first restaurant (The Royal Oak Tavern) and used it to showcase Haut-Brion (or
Ho’Bryan as Samuel Pepys famously called it). Before long it was the talk of the town and de Pontac had created the first branded single estate
wine. Bordeaux would never be the same again.
Back in the Médoc things were changing and by the 18th century the wine trade had become so profitable that there was a scramble for land
that was attracting the region’s nobility to the gravel hillocks lining the riverside of the Gironde estuary. A new class of wealthy merchants had joined
the traditional aristocracy in building beautiful chateaux to sit on their vast grape growing estates and the fame of properties like Margaux, Latour
and Lafite was beginning to spread. The English were well known for their penchant for high quality wine, thanks in large part to the punitive duty
levied on imported wine as a flat fee rather than a percentage. The Dutch on the other hand were content to deal in the sweet plonk that was being
made closer to the town and on what we now call the right bank. This led to even greater influence of the English merchants on the production
and commercialisation of quality wine and led to the foundation of the hierarchical system of trading that exists today.
Despite the disruption of the French revolution, by the mid 1800s Bordeaux was well established as the world’s pre-eminent fine wine region.
It was around this time that London’s Crystal Palace played host to the ‘Great Exhibition’ and as a response, Napolean III decided he would copy
the format with the ‘Exhibition Universelle’ in 1855. As a key part of the exhibition, it was decided to showcase the finest wines of Bordeaux and
Napolean ordered a classification of the top estates to be drawn up by the Bordelais merchants. This hierarchy still forms the bones of today’s
Bordeaux wine trade and has spawned a number of similar classifications across the region.
Of course, it wasn’t too long after this that the British gave something back to French wine - Phylloxera. Not a welcome gift (after all, it destroyed
almost all of Europe’s vineyards) but in hindsight it was a period that resulted in a concentration on the high quality varietals for replanting and
introduction of new and more organised viticultural practices at many of the best chateaux. While the industry was getting itself back on track there
was a twin problem to deal with - the young vines were not giving wines that showed the same concentration as those from before phylloxera; and
production had fallen so much that the Bordelais merchants were struggling to keep up with demand. The solution? Adulteration. Wine was brought
up from the south (the Rhone Valley and Languedoc) or even abroad (Algeria) and used to beef up the weedy produce of Bordeaux. This situation
was just one of the factors that led to a very difficult period in Bordeaux’s wine history. Phylloxera and adulteration were followed by an outbreak of
powdery mildew and then a slew of poor vintages at the start of the 20th century. Times were getting increasingly tough and the end of the 19th

THE HISTORY BORDEAUX
century/start of the 20th saw over a hundred chateaux change hands - half of which came on to the market due to bankruptcy. With the onset
of the First World War, swiftly followed by prohibition and the great depression, before the outbreak of World War II, the Bordelais could’ve been
forgiven for thinking that the good times had ended for good.
Things started to improve during the 60s, when a series of excellent vintages coupled with the reawakening of European economies allowed
the top chateaux to stop selling their crop ‘sur souche’ (on the bush) and move towards bottling all of their produce at the estate. Although things
stagnated slightly in the 1970s (a decade bereft of great vintages), by the advent 1980s new technology was being invested in and things were
looking up. Then 1982 came along, Robert Parker’s reputation was born and the rest is recent history. Bordeaux reaffirmed its place in the eyes of
many as the home of the world’s finest wines and great vintages like 1985, 86, 88, 89, 90, 95, 96, 00, 03, 05, 08, 09 and soon to be 2010
created an entire industry based on futures contracts and subsequent trading of the top estate’s wines. Of course, trading in Bordeaux futures had
been going on within the trade for many years, but Parker made it a consumer phenomenon by rating all the wines on an annual basis. These
scores and tasting notes were reproduced by merchants and before long we ended up with the circus we have today! Parker can also take a
certain amount of credit for introducing the Anglo-American markets to the best wines of St Emilion and, in particular, Pomerol. Many of these
wines had been available to buy in England for years but they never commanded the same attention (or prices) as the great wines of the Médoc.
Much of this turbo charged growth in the value of Bordeaux’s top wines came from the renewed vigour of the UK and USA markets, but in the
past few years a new player has emerged that promises to play a major role in the prices (and who knows, the style) of Bordeaux over the coming
years. China. It remains to be seen whether the Chinese infatuation with Lafite and other top estates is here to stay, but there appears to be a good
chance that the next chapter of the history of Bordeaux’s wines will be heavily influenced by the eastern markets.
The 1855 classification (as it stands today) of the Haut Médoc & Graves:
Première Cru Classé
Lafite-Rothschild
Latour
Margaux
Haut-Brion
Mouton-Rothschild (orginally a 2ième Cru, upgraded in 1973)
Deuxième Cru Classé
Rauzan-Ségla
Rauzan-Gassies
Léoville-Las Cases
Léoville-Barton
Léoville-Poyferré

Durfort Vivens
Gruaud-Larose
Lascombes
Brane-Cantenac
Pichon-Longueville Comtesse de Lalande

Pichon-Longueville Baron
Ducru-Beaucaillou
Cos d’Estournel
Montrose

Troisième Cru Classé
Kirwan
d’Issan
Lagrange
Langoa-Barton
Giscours

Malescot-St Exupèry
Cantenac-Brown
Boyd-Cantenac
Palmer
La Lagune

Desmirail
Calon-Ségur
Ferrière
Marquis d’Alesme Becker

Quatrième Cru Classé
St-Pierre
Talbot
Branaire-Ducru

Duhart-Milon
Pouget
La Tour Carnet

Lafon-Rochet
Prieuré-Lichine
Marquis de Terme

Cinqième Cru Classé
Pontet-Canet
Batailley
Haut-Batailley
Grand-Puy-Lacoste
Grand-Puy-Ducasse
Croizet-Bages

Lynch-Bages
Lynch-Moussas
Dauzac
d’Armailhac
du Tertre
Cantemerle

Haut-Bages-Libéral
Pédesclaux
Belgrave
de Camensac
Cos Labory
Clerc-Milon

There have been a number of name changes, amalgamations and break ups to properties down the years, but Mouton remains the only chateau
to have been upgraded.

BORDEAUX THE PLACE

Bordeaux
With 120’000 hectares under vine and over 10’000 chateaux making wine, Bordeaux is the largest fine wine producing region in the world. There
are a total of 57 appellations, ranging from generic ones like AOP Bordeaux and Bordeaux Superieur, to broad one like Graves and Haut-Médoc
and small high quality communes like Pauillac and Pomerol. The region is, broadly speaking, divided into two major sections, often referred to as
the ‘left bank’ and the ‘right bank’. The left bank, as the map illustrates, is usually taken to include the communes of the Médoc and Graves, with
Satuternes, Barsac and various satellite appellations included in a broader definition. The right bank is usually thought of as St Emilion, Pomerol
and the satellite appellations. To a lesser extent it also includes the Côtes Bourg and Blaye.
In addition to the classifications for the Haut-Médoc, Graves and St Emilion, Bordeaux also has a designation called Cru Bourgouis (243 properties
in 2008), but this classification that has a troubled history full of legal battles!

THE COMMUNES BORDEAUX

Pessac-Léognan (1435ha)
Pessac is the most famed part of the region known as ‘Graves’ and is most likely the place where vines were first planted in the region. It is also
home to Haut-Brion, the first of Bordeaux’s single estate wines to be marketed as such, although close neighbour Pape-Clément was already a
single estate at this time, owned by the church. Pessac’s terroir, as is the case with much of this part of Bordeaux is dominated by gravelly soils
on a base of sand and clay that give the wines their renowned minerality. In the reds, Merlot and Cabernet tend to be blended in often equal parts
but the area is also well known for its fantastic white wines make with Sauvignon Blanc and Semillon. Since 1953 there has been a separate
classification of Cru Classé de Graves, where the top 16 estates are noted for their production of red and/or white wines.
Sauternes & Barsac (1767ha - 465ha of which is Barsac)
While this part of France has a number of appellations specialising in sweet white wines made from Semillon (with some Sauvignon and Muscadelle)
such as Cadillac, Monbazillac, Loupiac etc, it is Sauternes and Barsac that are renowned as the best. The wines are at their finest when the vintage
conditions encourage the onset of Botrytis Cinerea (known as noble rot), giving them an extra dimension of luscious sweetness and complexity.
The terroir in this part of Bordeaux is, again, gravel dominated on a bed of limestone and clay and many of the best properties have vineyards at
relatively high elevations. The finest estates, with Chateau d’Yquem at the top of the tree, are organised into a classification of three categories.
Margaux (1489ha)
The first of the great communes as you head north out of the city, Margaux is famed for the luxurious texture and intense perfume of its wines.
The most famous estate of the appellation is the first growth namesake Chateau Margaux, but there are many other excellent properties here - as
well as a few perennial underperformers. As with most of the Haut-Médoc, Cabernet Sauvignon tends to be the dominant partner in the blend with
Merlot and to a lesser extent Petit Verdot and Malbec making up the difference. The terroir is predominantly alluvial gravel on a bed of limestone.
The fact that Margaux is further south than the other communes of the Haut-Médoc gives it a slightly different local micro-climate and in some
vintages the results can differ from the others. A case in point was the ‘82 and ‘83 vintages - the first being excellent most places but slightly less
excellent in Margaux, the latter a let down in many appellations but a great year in Margaux.
St Julien (920ha)
Famed for feminine wines of silky texture but great concentration, St Julien has no Grand Crus but is the home of five second growths. St Julien’s
gravel is distinguished by relatively large gravel stones on a clay rich limestone base. This is ideal for growing Cabernet Sauvignon, which almost
always provides the main component of the blend, with Merlot and a touch of Cabenet Franc making up the rest.
There is a precision and elegance about the wines of this commune that enrapture many and the fact that no first growths are here may be part
of the reason that many wines offer, relatively speaking, good value. The northerm part of the commune used to be the Léoville estate, which is
now divided into three separate chateaux.
Pauillac (1212ha)
Perhaps the most distinguished of the Médoc’s communes, Pauillac is renowned for full, rich but elegant wines that have density of fruit and
excellent structure. With three first growths and a number of other high profile estates lower down the classification (80% of the appellation is Cru
Classé), the wines are usually dominated by Cabernet Sauvignon, which accounts for 65% of the commune’s plantings. The wines are almost
always well structured with excellent tannins, making them some of the most long lived wines of Bordeaux. The commune is famed for its gravel
mounds near the coastline, where the drainage is excellent and the soil so poor that nothing will grow there except grapevines!
St Estèphe (1214ha)
The furthest north of the Haut Médoc communes is St Estephe, which tends to produce wines that are densely structured and very robust. The
best examples also have enough fruit and complexity to offset the tannins, but in some years at some properties this can be revealed as the most
‘rustic’ of the top appellations. This structure is further enhanced by the clay rich soils and the fact that it is cooler and more exposed this far north.
Like St Julien, there is no first growth in St Estephe, but in Montrose and Cos d’Estournel they have two of the very best ‘Super Seconds’.
St Emilion (5479ha)
The beautiful town of St Emilion (a UNESCO world heritage site) is surrounded by vineyards that are predominantly planted to Merlot (60%) but
also feature more Cabernet Franc (30%) than most communes. To the north of the appellation, close to the border with Pomerol, the landscape
is dotted by five gravelly mounds that are home to Figeac and Cheval Blanc. These sites are very suitable for Cabernet production and therefore
Figeac has more Sauvignon than most and Cheval has more Franc than most. Merlot is still the main event though, at almost every other property.
Most of the quality producers are in the north or on the plateau, which has limestone and clay soils. These chateaux are divided into a range of sub
appellations, including those properties classed as Cru Classé (68) and many others granted the Grand Cru appellation.
Pomerol (804ha)
The smallest of all the major quality focused appellations, Pomerol is also home to a number of small estates that produce some of the world’s
most sought after and expensive wines. In terms of terroir, the commune is split broadly in two, with the highest quality coming from the heavier
clay based soils to the west, with iron deposits in the very best areas (such as Petrus) giving long lasting wines of phenomenal density. The east of
the appellation is dominated by more sandy soils that give lighter and less complex wines, although these have no difficulty selling due to the high
value attached to the name Pomerol. None of the estates in Pomerol are part of an official classification.

