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“Bordeaux’s hallelujah - As good as it gets”
Robert Parker
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It is always difficult to know which ‘vintage of the century’ will turn out to, truly, be a vintage of the century. When we 
look back over the 1900s, certain years now immediately stand out from the others - 1900, ‘29, ‘45, ‘47, ‘55, ‘61, ‘82, ‘90. 
Throw in ‘28 and ‘49 and you have your top 10. But, in just the first decade of the new millennium, we have already seen 
2000, ‘03, ‘05, ‘08, ‘09 and 2010 lauded as spectacular vintages - some of them may well be talked about in 100 years time 
as true contenders, while others (‘03 and ‘08 for my money) will fade into the ‘good but not great’ category. 

One which may well last the distance is 2000. Robert Parker certainly thinks so - in 2002 he declared:
“Retasting the 2000 vintage three to four months before bottling provided overwhelming evidence that this is the greatest 
vintage Bordeaux has ever produced.”
A bold statement indeed.

As is sometimes the case, things didn’t start out too auspiciously. A wet (but not always cold) winter continued its rain 
into spring and resulted in the worst outbreak of mildew that Bordeaux had seen since 1870. This bad start threatened to 
derail the entire vintage and was only halted by an abrupt change in the weather conditions during June. After a couple 
of early storms, suddenly the sun was shining - but even this good news didn’t last, as things cooled down during an 
overcast July. According to Bill Blatch, by the end of July “if this had been 30 years ago, the vintage would have been lost 
already”. This is an interesting point - there is no doubt that viticulture has advanced significantly in the last generation, 
but for human intervention to turn a vintage from zero into hero is quite an achievement. Whether it be by accident or 
design, the flowering turned out to be remarkably consistent, which was a big surprise considering the uneven weather 
conditions up to this point. Fruit-set was pretty good and most estates avoided coulure and millerandange, giving them 
hope that a good finish to the summer amy in fact give them a decent vintage after all.
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There is an old French saying that goes ‘Août fait le moût’ - August makes the must - and so it proved in 2000. Between 
July 29th and October 10th there was uninterrupted sunshine and hardly a cloud in the sky, allowing the fruit to come to 
full ripeness and for winemaking teams to choose their picking dates with impunity. For the Merlot dominated domaines 
there was plenty of time for the early-ripening variety to recover from a bad start. Likewise, for the Cabernet dominated 
vineyards, there was no need to worry about the threat of rain curtailing the growing season. In actual fact, the dry 
conditions started to turn into drought conditions, and the hydric stress led to the grapes developing thicker skins as 
September progressed. A storm on the 19th brought some much need rehydration, but still the total rainfall for the 
month was little over half the usual average. This didn’t adversely effect the Merlot harvest, which began on September 
14th and continued for just over a fortnight. Another storm at the start of October was of little consequence to the thicker 
skinned Cabernet varieties, most of which was harvested before October 10th.

Yields followed regular patterns, running from 35-55 hl/ha depending on the property, and the musts immediately 
showed excellent balance between sugar, tannin and acidity. This translated into the wines, which impressed most critics 
throughout their elevage and into bottle. As previously mentioned, Parker was an enthusiastic cheerleader for the wines 
right from the start, and although he was perhaps their most fervent admirer, many others extolled their virtues right 
from the en primeur season. What was very interesting though was that while Parker claimed 2000 to be the best vintage 
of all time and a resounding success across the board, Jancis Robinson would only call it the best since 1996 (‘97, ‘98 
and ‘99 didn’t offer much competition) and even then only in the Medoc. She drew particular attention to the fact that 
many wines from the right bank appellations were overly ripe and round - “there are far too many wines being made in 
St Emilion, Pomerol and, increasingly, round about, to the modern winemaking formula, aping the infamous garage wines”.

After a decade in bottle, the wines are still attracting plenty of praise. Parker isn’t still calling it the best vintage ever (2009 
currently gets his vote on that front), but at a 10 years on tasting he concluded that “2000 is aging slowly and beautifully”. 
Jancis took part in a similar tasting, where despite agreeing with Parker that the vintage was great year in Pomerol, her 
scores re-iterate her original view that it was a left-bank rather than a right-bank vintage (although there were a number 
of great successes accross the whole region). 
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In the 1863 edition of ‘Bordeaux et Ses Vins’ by Cocks & Féret, VCC is placed at the very top 
of the Pomerol pile, with Petrus only bagging the bronze medal spot. 
The estate was established as a wine producing property back in the 1700s when it was 
adjoined with Certan de May. The division didn’t happen until the mid 1800s and after a 
variety of owners, the Thienpont family arrived to take control in 1924. This was when VCC 
really got going and with the exception of a blip in the 70s/early 80s, the wines have been 
some of the best in Bordeaux ever since. Today it is Alexandre Thienpont in charge of the 
14ha, split between Merlot (60%), Cabernets Franc (30%) and Sauvignon (10%). The wine 
spends 18 to 22 months in French oak (50% new) and approximately 4000 cases are produced 
of the Grand Vin, with a small amount of a second wine being produced, called La Gravette 
de Certan.

Château Vieux Château Certan (14 hectares)

Figeac used to be a 200ha, but it has been sub-divided many times hence why so many other 
properties have Figeac in their name. At one point, parts of La Conseillante were in the Figeac 
estate and, most famously, Cheval Blanc was born in 1838 when two of the estate’s five gravel
mounds and their surrounding vines were sold. These gravel mounds are unique and 
absolutely perfect for the Cabernet varieties as they have no clay content. It is thanks to this 
terroir that Figeac features a far higher portion of Cab Sauvignon than is usually found in St 
Emilion and the wine has often been labelled the “Medoc lover’s St Emilion”. In recent years 
owner Thierry Manoncourt has applied to have Figeac elevated to Premier Grand Cru Classé, 
but after being denied by the authorities at the last reclassification, he was told that the issue 
was his wine sold at a far lower price than Cheval Blanc! Figeac undergoes fermentation in 
wood and steel vats and is matured in 100% new oak for 16-18 months.

Chateau Figeac (40 hectares)

Despite having a decent reputation in the 19th century, Sociando-Mallet had slipped into 
obscurity by the time negociant Jean Gautreau bought it in 1969. He was persuaded by 
winemaking friends like Jean-Michel Cazes (Lynch-Bages) and Jean-Paul Gardere (Latour) 
that S-M’s position close to the Gironde, where it is perched on the gravel croupes that 
continue up from St Estephe to the south. The terroir is the same combination of gravel, clay 
and limestone that more famous estates share all the way down the river estuary and it is this 
that convinces him there is no need to trim yields in order to make superb wine - 55hl/ha is 
the routine crop here.
Refusing to have anything to do with the Cru Bourgeois calssification, S-M is just labelled as 
a plain old Haut-Medoc. The prices and scores that this wine fetches are more akin to a cru 
classé property.

Chateau Sociando Mallet (74 hectares)

The Rauzan estate started life back in 1661, when it consisted of what is both Rauzan-Segla 
and Rauzan-Gassies today. The inevitable split (that’s what happens with French inheritance 
law) took place in 1763 and at was at this point that Segla began to pull away - in qualitative 
terms - from its sibling. By the time of the 1855 classification the gap was big enough that 
Segla commanded much higher prices, but Gassies still managed to match its 2nd growth 
status.
After passing through the hands of various negociant families (including the Cruse family of 
d’Issan), the property ended up under the ownership of the Wertheimer family (owners of 
Chanel) in the early 90s. They invested heavily in new equipment for the winery, installed a 
new winemaking team and a second wine was introduced in 1995. Ever since these changes 
the wines have continued to go from strength to strength and today there is only Margaux 
and Palmer that outgun Segla in the Margaux appellation.

Château Rauzan-Ségla (51 hectares)
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Thomas Barton arrived in Bordeaux from Ireland back in 1722 and within a few years he 
had set up a trading company shipping wine back to the emerald isle. He bought Château Le 
Boscq in 1745, establishing the Barton family in the Haut- Médoc. By the end of the century 
it was his grandson Hugh Barton that was in charge, although the outbreak of the French 
Revolution required him to leave the country while his friend and associate Daniel Guestier 
kept a watchful eye on the family’s estate. Once hostilities had receded Hugh returned to 
Bordeaux and decided to expand the family’s holdings, starting with the purchase of Château 
Langoa Barton in 1821 which was followed by Léoville Barton in 1826. Hugh Barton passed 
away in 1854, but his legacy was cemented a year later when Léoville Barton was designated 
as a deuxième cru in the famous 1855 classification.
The 20th century began with another Barton at the helm but by 1927 Bertram Hugh Barton 
had been killed in a hunting accident and it was left to the young Ronald Barton to assume 
control. It was during this period that Ronald’s nephew Anthony moved to Bordeaux and 
when Anthony took over the reins from his uncle in 1983 he set about making improvements 
that would push the quality of wine at both châteaux to new heights.

Château Léoville-Barton (47 hectares)

The original Pichon-Longueville wine estate was formed in the mid 1600s, when Jacques de
Pichon-Longueville married Therese de Rauzan. Jacques’ grandson was the Baron Joseph, 
who ran the estate up until his death in 1850. It was at this point that the property was divided, 
between his five children. The Baron’s two sons combined their shares to form Pichon-Baron, 
and the three daughters used their shares to create Pichon-Lalande. The two separate estates 
continued to make one wine until Raoul (one of the sons) died in 1861. With Raoul gone, 
it was decided that the properties would formally split - Raoul’s cousin (of the same name) 
assumed ownership of Pichon-Baron.
The Pichon-Baron vineyards stretch over approx 70 hectares of vineyards, split between 
Cabernet Sauvignon (60%), Merlot (35%), Cabernet Franc (4%) and Petit Verdot (1%). The 
much higher share of Cab Sauv is evidenced in the style of the wine - Lalande is famed for 
its supple elegance while Baron has typically been known as a more muscular and structured 
wine. The Grand Vin is aged for 16-18months in oak, around 80% of which is new nowadays 
but this has been increasing slowly but surely since the AXA team took over in 1987. There is 
also a second wine called Les Tourelles de Longueville.

Chateau Pichon-Longueville (70 hectares)

Louis d’Estournel was the man responsible for developing the estate, back in 1811 (although 
there had most probably been vines on the site before this). He had spent time as a trader in 
the far east so, in an effort to remind himself of his time there, he built the amazing chateau 
building that is one of Bordeaux’s most beautiful and most memorable. In actual fact, the 
chateau houses the winery at Cos and is not a private residence. In 1852 the estate was 
sold to a consortium of British bankers and by the time of the 1855 classification, Cos was 
commanding prices higher than nearly all of the other second growths. In 1889 the property 
was bought by the Charmolue family, who would go on to buy Montrose a few years later. 
They stayed at Montrose for many years (until 2006), but their tenure at Cos ended in 1917 
when they sold to the Ginestet family. This, by marriage, became the Prats family and today 
Jean-Guillaume Prats is the manager - a man full of ambition for the wines in the same way 
as his father Bruno was before him. Cos d’Estournel possesses slightly different terroir to 
much of St Estèphe, with a lower clay content and higher proportion of gravel that most other 
estates. As it shares a long vineyard border with Lafite, it has often been held up as St Estèphe’s 
finest property although die-hard Montrose fans would argue.

Château Cos d’Estournel (64 hectares)
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The history of Chateau Haut-Brion is perhaps the most important of all for the wines of Bordeaux. It is an estate that has innovated 
and broken new boundaries, while establishing Bordeaux’s reputation as the world’s most prestigious grape growing and wine making 
region. 
Today, the vineyards of Pessac-Leognan have been enveloped by the suburban sprawl of Bordeaux, creating a somewhat bizarre 
environment compared to the more rural splendour of other famous appellations across the rest of France. It all started back in the 
early 1300s, just down the road from Haut Brion at what is now Chateau Pape-Clement, when this northerly part of the ‘Graves’ 
region (named because of the gravelly soils) was planted to the vine by Pope Clement V. It was over two hundred years later that 
Haut-Brion was planted, but the man that did it (Jean de Pontac) would create an estate that would go on to change the world of 
wine forever and dictate the fortunes of the surrounding area. After taking the lands of ‘Aubrion’ as a wedding dowry, Jean de Pontac 
planted the vineyards and built the chateau. Having created the estate, Jean passed it to his son Arnaud on his death (having lived 
until 101 years old!) before in turn it was passed to his nephew Geoffroy and then his son Arnaud de Pontac III. This is where the 
Haut-Brion story begins to gather pace, as Arnaud sent his son (Francois-Auguste) to London in order to spread the word about 
Bordeaux’s (and the world’s) first single estate red wine. The de Pontacs had been wine merchants for many years, selling ‘Claret’ to 
England under generic names as was the custom. Haut-Brion was the first estate to be marketed on its own and quickly gathered 
a reputation as the very best. The quality of Haut-Brion was due to a combination of factors. On the one hand there is the superb 
terroir of course, but Arnaud de Pontac was also an enthusiastic wine-maker with exacting standards and an eye for innovation. He 
was the first to introduce the idea of topping up barrels during maturation as a way to prevent oxidation and also pioneered the idea 
of ‘racking’. Both of these ideas are standard practice today.

In order to make sure the elite of London’s society were suitably exposed to their wine, the family opened a restaurant called ‘Pontack’s 
Head’. It was quickly established as London’s finest restaurant (still a new concept back then) and went on to serve the great and the 
good for over 100 years. Perhaps the most famous fan of Haut-Brion (or Ho’Bryan as he called it) was Samuel Pepys, but philosopher 
John Locke, King Charles II and, of course, Thomas Jefferson, were all enthusiastic drinkers down the years.

With its reputation firmly established in France, London and beyond, it was no surprise that Haut-Brion was designated as one of 
only four Premier Grand Cru Classé estates in the 1855 classification of Bordeaux wines. What is worth remembering is that Haut-
Brion was the only property outside of the Haut-Medoc to be included in the classification. By this time ownership of the estate had 
passed to the Larrieu family through a number of people, including Napoleon’s foreign minister Tallyrand, and it was 1922 before 
they sold it on again to a retired banker called André Gibert. When Gibert was on his deathbed 13 years later he offered the property 
to the city of Bordeaux as a gift - provided they maintained its upkeep and vowed never to build on the land. Somewhat amazingly, 
the municipal government turned him down and the estate ended up being sold to an American financier called Clarence Dillon. Mr 
Dillon had been prevented from buying Cheval Blanc the day before thanks to a terrible fog that made it impossible for him to view 
the property. As he was due to return to St Emilion the following day, he was whisked to Gibert’s bedside by one of his advisors and 
ended up buying Haut-Brion.

And so, in 1935, the modern era of Haut-Brion began. Dillon maintained the services of Georges Delmas (the property manager 
that had started in 1921) and this combination of the Dillon and Delmas families continues to this day - Clarence’s granddaughter 
(Duchesse de Mouchey) and George Delmas’ grandson (Jean-Philippe) are now at the helm.

Château Haut-Brion (46 hectares)


