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BRANAIRE-DUCRU THE CHATEAU

The history
There are many chateaux in Bordeaux with histories that bind them to neighbouring properties. The Léovilles, the Pichons, Figeac
giving birth to Cheval Blanc - these are all examples of estates that fragmented to create some of today’s best known chateaux.
Branaire-Ducru is part of this tradition, created in 1642 when Chateau Beychevelle was broken up to pay the debts of its recently
deceased owner, the Duc d’Epernon. The original Beychevelle estate became a revised, more compact Beychevelle, with part of the
property sold to become Chateau Ducru-Beaucaillou and the final segment being purchased by Jean-Baptiste Braneyre to form what
would eventually be renamed Chateau Braneyre and then become the Branaire-Ducru that we know today.
Monsieur Braneyre’s daughter married a chap called Pierre du Luc and it was the du Luc family that would be responsible for
numerous developments at the estate during their tenure. First they had to dodge being killed during the revolution and, despite being
arrested, du Luc managed to avoid the chop. A crafty change of name to Duluc was in order as names with ‘du’ or ‘de’ are a tell tale
sign of bourgeois money in the family. Once things had calmed down, the Dulucs built the chateau and named the estate after their
great grandfather Braneyre, but 30 years later (with Braneyre just classified as a 4ième Cru Classé) Louis Duluc died with no heir and
the property passed into the hands of his cousins Gustave and Zelie Ducru. By the time it eventually left the family in 1919 the estate
had been renamed Branaire-Durcu and despite its status as a fourth growth, it was considered to be producing wine of third growth
quality.
A number of ownership changes followed until the current owner, sugar magnate Patrick Maroteaux, took control in 1988. BranaireDucru’s reputation had suffered down the years, but Maroteaux knew that there was much more to come and he invested in a number
of improvements. Top of the list was a new gravity fed winery (the first in the entire region), followed by a complete renovation of the
chai and the arrival of the talented Philippe Dhalluin to manage the property. Since Maroteaux’s arrival the wines have significantly
improved but have also managed to achieve a high level of consistency, with stellar performances in all of the great recent vintages
and excellent efforts in more difficult years like 2002.

THE CHATEAU BRANAIRE-DUCRU

The vineyard
Branaire-Ducru is located in the deep south of St Julien, very close to the Gironde estuary. Although the vineyards were formally part
of the Beychevelle estate, they are not in one single parcel - in addition to several plots of vines surrounding the chateau there is also
a parcel (predominantly of Merlot) close to Lagrange in the west of the appellation.
The property has 50 hectares of vines in total, which is divided between plantings of Cabernet Sauvignon (70%), Merlot (22%),
Cabernet Franc (5%) and Petit Verdot (3%). Although microclimatic conditions differ in the parcels (the plot near Lagrange is, for
example, more humid than the vines near the chateau), the soil type is largely quaternary Médoc gravel and the average vine age
of the vineyard is kept to approx 35 years old, by a program of replanting. The vines are propagated using a ‘sélectionne massale’
from Brainaire’s best sites with the plants cultivated at the chateau’s own nursery. As with many quality focused estates, yields are
deliberately kept very low through a combination of cover planting, judicious pruning and green harvesting but there are also some
plots of very old vines (almost 100 years old) that naturally produced low yields of fantastic quality fruit.
The wines
Philippe Dhalluin was an inspired appointment by Patrick Maroteaux and when he left in 2002 it was no surprise that he was poached
to go and work at Chateau Mouton-Rothschild. His replacement was Jean-Dominique Videau, who has continued in the same vein as
Dhalluin although there have been some minor tweaks here and there - the picking date tends to be later now as the team are looking
for riper fruit that needs less extraction.
There are two wines produced at Branaire-Ducru today. The Grand Vin (12 - 15’000 cases) and a second wine called Chateau Duluc
(5 - 7’000 cases), that was introduced by Maroteaux as a means to improve the quality of the Grand Vin. The idea of a second wine
may have been new at Branaire-Ducru, but it wasn’t the first time that something other than the Grand Vin had been bottled. Back in
the 60s and 70s there were a series of non-vintage blends released by the then owner Jean Tapie, although this strange practice was
brought to an end and the offending cuvées are seldom seen on the market nowadays.
Excessive manipulation and heavy handed winemaking are not part of the philosophy at Branaire, where the emphasis is very much
on terroir expression. Vinification is along traditional lines, so there is no cold soaking, light fining but no filtration, cultivated yeasts are
kept to a minimum and the barrel maturation lasts between 18 - 24 months with 50% of the oak new and all of the barrels of light to
medium toast. Oak is not a flavour that Maroteaux wants to mask the depth of fruit and spicy complexity in his wines.

