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The Languedoc and Roussillon constitutes the world’s largest wine growing region, with a total of over 700,000 acres
under vine (Provence adds another 70,000 or so) and for many years these three regions were the source of a great deal
of France’s ‘wine lake’, making wine that nobody wanted to drink, let alone part with their hard earned francs for. The
last decade has seen all of that change, and what was once the land of plonk is now one of the most exciting regions in
the world of wine, with innovative vignerons producing both artisanal limited production cuvées and branded wines of
vastly improved quality.
The array of styles from this fascinating region offers wonderful diversity for the enthusiast - from dry and mineral white
wines through crisp rosés to deep, structured red wines and on to unctuous sweet and fortified wines.
Label language - the ‘need to know’:
Appellation d’Origine Contrôlée (AOC):
The idea of an ‘appellation’ did not originate in France, but it has become synonymous with not only French pride in the origin of their
produce, but also their taste for bureaucracy! Although the concept was originally applied to wine names (legally enshrined during
the 1930s), appellations now apply to cheese, chicken and a number of other food and drink products.
The important thing to remember about an AOC is that while it is a guarantee of where and how the wine has been produced, it is
not necessarily a guarantee of quality. The inherent inflexibility of AOC regulations means that each one of the 300+ designations
carries with it rules specifying the grape varieties, vineyard yields, viticultural practices, ageing processes and numerous other
caveats. At the end of the day however, it all boils down to the ability and dedication of the vigneron - and many of them have opted
out of the AOC system to make wines under the far more flexible banner of ‘Vin de Pays’.
Vin de Pays (VdP):
‘Country wines’, as this literally translates into, came into vinous legalese in 1979, with the intention of allowing winemakers from
outside of the designated AOC zones to label their wines as something other than ‘Vin de Table’. In the thirty years that have followed the VdP system has gone on to become a vital part of the French winescape, thanks to the flexibility in how the wines can be
made and (importantly) how they can be labelled/marketed.
Under the AOC system it is (with only a few exceptions) illegal to put the grape varieties on the label, which made France a sitting
duck once the New World had begun exporting wine on a large scale. VdP wines are often ‘varietally labelled’ and once the system
had established itself this allowed France to claw back some of the ground that was lost to Australia and the USA during the 80s
& 90s.
Another important element of the VdP system is the flexibility it affords the vigneron. Today across Southern France there are
world-class winemakers making superb wines (often with massive price tags) that are unashamedly labelled as VdP from one of
the 150+ VdP sub-zones.
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Provence is far more than quaint villages, sandy beaches and beautiful people - it is also an increasingly serious wine
producing region that is beginning to forge a reputation for more than just rosé in funny shaped bottles.
Rosé does, however, remain the star-turn of this eastern corner of Southern France. The fresh, mineral driven style is
at its best in the AOC of Cotes-de-Provence and for those that appreciate a fuller, more ‘gourmand’ style, the famous
estates of Bandol produce perhaps the best rosé wines in the world.
There is something about Provençal rosé that conjures up images of barmy evenings eating alfresco on the terrace of a
beautiful villa up in the hills. It is one of the flavours that is often so bound up in the experience that it becomes impossible
to replicate on a rainy February afternoon in Slough!

2008 ‘La Berle’ Cotes-de-Provence Rosé; Chateau Minuty

£12.95

Minuty is one of the Cote d’Azur’s favourites and the distinctive bottle shape can be seen in ice
buckets everywhere from Monaco to Marseille during the summer months.
A blend of Grenache and Cinsault (50/50), ‘La Berle’ is a property owned by superstar chef
Michel Roux (La Gavroche, Waterside etc) but the fruit is cared for, picked and then vinified
by the Minuty team at the chateau. The result is classic Provençal rosé - light as a feather with
beautiful freshness and delicate fruit.
Tasting note:
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With the bustling metropolis of Montpellier as its hub, the Eastern Languedoc borders the Rhône Valley to the North and
Provence to the East - influences that can be seen in the both the grape varieties used and the landscape of the region.
Vineyard areas like Pic St Loup, St Chinian, Faugères and the region’s newest designated terroirs (Pézenas, Terrasses
du Larzac and Grés de Montpellier) are full of producers that are pushing the boundaries for quality wine in the area.
In fact, the Terrasses du Larzac (just to the north-east of Clermont) is considered to be perhaps the best vineyard area
in the South of France. Look out for names like La Peira, Mas Jullien, Mas l’Ecriture, Virgile Joly and others based in and
around the villages of St Saturnin and Jonquieres.
Just down the road (in Aniane) are perhaps the most famous names of all in the Languedoc - the Vin de Pays wines of
Mas de Daumas Gassac and Grange des Peres.
2008 ‘Pont de Gassac’ Blanc; Mas de Daumas Gassac

£11.95

Daumas Gassac is a French wine legend. This was the estate that blazed a trail
for the VdP movement and refused to be beaten by the establishment. Then they
stood up to the might of the Mondavi family and prevented them from buying land
in the region (starring in the film ‘Mondovino’ in the process).
The Guibert family are French wine royalty and without the drive and vision of
Aime, the wines of Southern France would be where they are today.
‘Pont de Gassac’ is the estates second label and the blanc is a blend of Chardonnay, Sauvignon Blanc and Viognier.
Tasting note:
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The stunning mountains, Cathar castles and medieval cities of Carcassone and Narbonne are the backdrop to the western half of the Languedoc, where much of the region’s AOC wines are made in famous appellations such as Minervois,
Corbières and Coteaux du Languedoc. It is also home to Fitou, the oldest appellation in the region (1948) and Limoux,
the home of Languedoc’s only AOC sparkling wine. Vin de Pays wines also have a prominent role to play, and much of
the production of Vin de Pays d’Oc comes from in and around this part of the region.
2007 ‘La Dame’ Coteaux-du-Languedoc; Mas des Dames

£9.95

This beautiful domaine (located just to the north of Béziers) is at the forefront of the surge
in quality that has been seen in the Languedoc over recent years. Low yields, hand picking
and organic viticulture are the order of the day here and the results are rich, silky smooth
wines with fantastic “goût de terroir”. Mas des Dames has recently received critical acclaim from the Wine Spectator and was named as the ‘#1 Up and coming domaine’ in Tom
Stevenson’s Wine Report (2009).
‘La Dame’ is a blend of Grenache, Syrah and old vine Carignan (50/20/30).
Tasting note:
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The sun drenched Roussillon stretches down to the Pyrenees and the border with Spain, resplendent with rugged
mountainous terrain and the azure waters of the Catalan coast.
This region was traditionally associated with the rich and concentrated sweet wines of Maury and Banyuls and the
sweet Muscats of Rivesaltes. The Cote de Roussillon Villages AOC produces most of the quality table wine from the
region, although there are some very exciting up and coming VdP producers making spectacular wine from very very
old vines in the Cotes des Catalans zone.
The stars of the region include producers like Gerard Gauby and Clot de l’Oum in the Agly Valley, Matassa and Olivier
Pithon on the Cotes Catalans, and Domaine Fontanel in Rivesaltes.
1998 Rivesaltes Ambré; Domaine Fontanel

£15.95

Ambré is a sweet wine (or VDN - ‘Vin Doux Naturel’) from Grenache Blanc grown in
vineyards around the town of Rivesaltes. The fermentation is ‘arrested’ by adding
brandy and the wine is then aged in oak casks for 7 years.
Fontanel use a solera system similar to the sherry producers of Jerez and the result
is a gentle oxidative note that gives the wine a unique nutty character.
Fontanel are one of the leading proponents of Ambré and the more famous Muscat
de Rivesaltes, although they are also well known for their excellent red table wines.
Tasting note:

Pierre Fontanel, fifth generation vigneron

