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THE WINES OF SAUTERNES THE PLACE

The history
Numerous foreign powers can claim important roles in the history and development of wine in Bordeaux. The Romans were the first to introduce
viticulture to the region and the English made the wine trade an essential strand of Aquitaine’s economy, in addition to establishing the notion of
‘Claret’ and creating a market for some of the most sought after red wines in the world to this day. While we in the UK tend to presume that the
English influence was the most important, there is many a Dutchman that may beg to differ. When Dutch merchants moved in to replace the British
late in the 17th century, they bought with them a different palate and plenty of technological developments that would change the face of Bordeaux.
The main difference between the Dutch and their British predecessors was lowlanders predilection for sweet wine wine rather than the red ‘claret’
that had London in raptures ever since the arrival of Haut Brion’s Arnaud de Pontac in 1663. By the mid 1700s they had introduced the Bordelais
to the wonders of sulphur, which allowed winemakers to arrest the fermentation before all of the sugar had been turned into alcohol. They had also
brought with them (from their trading in Germany) the knowledge that ‘noble rot’ (or Botrytis Cinerea) was something to be celebrated rather than
avoided - Hugh Johnson suggests that until the end of the 17th century, the Sauternais thought that Botrytis was a dirty curse and they would
carefully select their fruit to avoid using rotten berries. Whether or not it was actually the Dutch that showed Botrytis = good is still debated, but
they knew the Sauternes area was where it thrived and this part of Bordeaux had established an international reputation for the quality of its sweet
white wines by the late 1700s. Jefferson and Washington were regular customers of Chateau d’Yquem, a property that was recognised as the
best in the region and the equal of the great sweet wines of Germany and Tokaji.
By 1855, when Napoleon III was preparing for Paris’ World’s Fair, there was a well established hierarchy of the best estates in the region. This was
officially classified into three categories: Premier Cru Supérieur, Premiers Cru and Deuxièmes Cru. Unlike the classification of the Haut-Medoc, the
Sauternes and Barsac classification hasn’t been altered since its inception.
Premier Cru Supérieur : Château d’Yquem, Sauternes
Premiers Crus :

Deuxièmes Crus:

Château La Tour-Blanche, Bommes
Château Lafaurie-Peyraguey, Bommes
Château Clos Haut-Peyraguey, Bommes
Château de Rayne-Vigneau, Bommes
Château Suduiraut, Preignac
Château Coutet, Barsac
Château Climens, Barsac
Château Guiraud, Sauternes
Château Rieussec, Fargues
Château Rabaud-Promis, Bommes
Château Sigalas-Rabaud, Bommes

Château Myrat, Barsac (now de Myrat)
Château Doisy Daene, Barsac
Château Doisy-Dubroca, Barsac
Château Doisy-Vedrines, Barsac
Château D’Arche, Sauternes
Château Filhot, Sauternes
Château Broustet, Barsac
Château Nairac, Barsac
Château Caillou, Barsac
Château Suau, Barsac
Château de Malle, Preignac
Château Romer, Fargues (now Romer du Hayot)
Château Lamothe, Sauternes

As with most European wine regions, the late 19th to early 20th century proved to be a very difficult time in Sauternes, where they were hit
particularly hard by the vine pest phylloxera and then downy mildew. When the war period began it became very difficult to make a living out of,
what is, by necessity, a luxury wine. The production of Sauternes is far lower than that of Bordeaux table wines (appellation laws stipulate just 25
hl/ha as the maximum) and viticulture is very labour intensive. To harvest the fruit for top quality Sauternes, it is necessary to revisit the vineyard
many times (in what are called tries) so that only the fruit that is fully botrytic is selected, which requires a team of pickers that need to be retained

and deployed over a far longer harvesting period that at other estates. This led to a slip in quality at all but the finest estates, which in turn led to
falling demand and falling prices for the wines. The state of disrepair mirrored the malaise in the Haut Medoc during the 60s and 70s, but things
started to pick up in the early 80s when new investment started to pour in to the region. This has led to a renaissance of sorts in Sauternes, at
least in terms of quality. The global palate is yet to fully re-embrace sweet wines in the way it once did, which means even the finest examples
are unlikely to reach the stratospheric prices commanded by many their equilvilant red wine estates to the north. But there-in lies the good news,
because Sauternes today is better than it has ever been, and it can offer seriously good value for money (in relative terms!).
The terroir
The appellation of Sauternes is made up of five communes: Sauternes, Barsac, Fargues, Preignac and Bommes. These are all entitled to use
Sauternes on the label, although Barsac has the distinction of using its own commune name should the producer wish (which is often the case).
But what is it that makes this enclave of 2200 hectares (surrounded on three side by the Graves) so ideal for the production of sweet white wines?
Is it the soil? Well, to some extent. The soils are rich with clay throughout the five communes, with Sauternes particularly so. This holds water well
and promotes humidity, with the different combinations of clay and gravel across the region creating a micro-climate that is prone to heavy morning
dew. This, in turn, gives off a morning mist that is absolutely ideal for the promotion of botryitis. By the afternoon things have cleared up, and in the
best years the warmth and sunlight will then go on to concentrate the sugars in the grapes even further.
The other primary reason for this exact spot being humid, misty, dewey and thus a hotbed of botrytis is that it sits at the confluence of two rivers.
The larger Garonne is joined here by a smaller river called the Ciron, which is a much colder tributary. The act of the cold water meeting the warmer
water further creates the humid and misty environment the Sauternais know and love.

