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“Given the high percentage of outstanding wines, a strong argument can be made
that 1995 comes close to rivalling such great vintages as 1990 and 1982.”
Robert Parker
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The Bordelais are past-masters of talking up lesser vintages and generating hype around even mediocre years, but
following the riotous success of the 1990 vintage they had a hard time convincing anybody that 1991, ’92, ’93 (and, to a
lesser extent, ’94) were worth getting excited about. As the sweat continued to bead on the collective brow of La Place,
1995 came along to rescue the reputations – not to mention bank balances – of estates on both banks of the Gironde.
En Primeur had been a non event since the ’90 campaign, but from early on it looked as though ’95 may prove to be an
excellent year and by the time the last grapes had been picked, there was widespread confidence at the expected quality
of the wines to come.
A mild winter was accompanied by enough rainfall to re-stock the vineyards’ water reserves for the growing season to
come. When budbreak came early and flowering was complete by the end of May, all that the chateaux owners were
waiting for was a hot, dry summer – and that was exactly what they got. The driest summer, in fact, for twenty years and
one that saw spikes of heat throughout June, July and August. An early veraison heralded an early harvest, suggesting
that the Cabernet grapes were likely to come to full fruition in good time for the harvest. Of course, there are a number
of vintages that have promised much only for hopes to be dashed by the onset of rain in August or September, so when
heavy downpours started in the second week of September the entire region held its breath. Before long the torrential
rain had calmed down into light showers and once the rain was gone, blissful sun returned. The weather held (unlike
1994 or 1998, when the downpours kept coming and took the gloss off the left-bank’s vintage) and fruit was picked in
sunny conditions, although strict selection was needed to maximise the potential of a vintage that would have been truly
great had it not been for the rain – Bill Blatch said that 2005 was the vintage ’95 could’ve been if it had avoided that earlySeptember deluge.
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Despite the pervasive feeling that ’95 was good but not great, many chateaux produced superb wines that have stood the
test of time very well. In vertical tastings it is often paired with 1996, another excellent but very different vintage that
outperforms ’95 on the left-bank, but lacks region-wide consistency thanks to August rains that had a detrimental effect
on the final quality of the Merlot. The reverse was true in ’95, where the rain came late enough not to compromise much
of the right-bank’s Merlot harvest and the result was some of the best Pomerols of the decade. Some people compare
’95 to the 1985 vintage, a year that was not universally lauded immediately (although some commentators, like Michael
Broadbent, have always been enthusiastic about it), but has proven to be an elegant, classic year with excellent staying
power. Anthony Barton referred to 1995 as “1985 and a half ”, the extra half presumably owing to the hotter conditions
earlier on in the season giving more body to the wines when compared to ’85.
The big success stories of 1995 in appellation terms were St Julien, Pauillac and Pomerol. Lower rainfall in St Julien and
Pauillac gave them optimum ripeness for their Cabernet Sauvignon when compared to other left back AOCs. St Estephe
struggled a bit with higher rainfall, particularly in the north of the commune, where the higher clay content in the soils
always makes full ripeness more of an issue. There were different problems for St Emilion and Graves, both of which
initially suffered more from the drought and then had heavier rainfall. The result is more inconsistency between wines in
these two (admittedly large) appellations. Despite the total harvest being one of the largest on record, all of the top estates
employed draconian selection regimes, meaning that the final quality of the wines was much higher than would’ve been
the case in previous vintages of similar quality, when the selection process wasn’t so strict.
Robert Parker has always thought very highly of the 1995s, saying that “The finest 1995 Bordeaux are classic vin de garde
wines with considerable tannin and, while accessible, require bottle age”. With the wines now approaching the 20 year
mark, tonight’s tasting will hopefully go someway to confirming whether or not he was right.
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Château Haut-Bailly (28 hectares)
Long shrouded in mystery, it now appears that the Haut-Bailly estate was originally conceived
by two Basque families that moved to the Graves area in the 1400s. Vines were planted and
the estate fell into the hands of a chap called Firmin Le Bailly, who named it for himself. By
the time it was ranked in the Graves Cru Classé classification in 1855, Haut-Bailly was selling
for prices not far from that of Haut-Brion.
During the 20th century the property gathered an army of committed customers that
appreciated the taught, crisp, mineral style. Savoury and lean rather than opulent and rich.
One of those was a Belgian called Daniel Sanders, who decided that he wanted to buy the
estate after tasting the 1945 vintage. Despite a change of ownership during the 80s (when
some of the Sanders family sold their shares to an American, Robert Wilmers), the estate is
still run by Véronique Sanders. Her deep love for Haut-Bailly has been the catalyst for ever
increasing quality over the past 20 years and the wines are now richer and more complex
(and more expensive) than ever.

Château Cantemerle (87 hectares)
The estate was founded by Aquitainian knight called Pons de Cantemerle, who fought on
side of the English during the wars of the 13th century but managed to hold onto his estate
despite the victory of the French. A generation or two later, the Cantemerles planted vines
on the estate and began producing wine, although it remained a peripheral activity until
much later when a chap called Fleuret Jean-Baptiste led the fight against the powdery mildew
outbreak during the mid-19th century. His hard work was rewarded when Cantemerle was
declared a 5th growth in the 1855 classification. Interestingly though, Cantemerle was a last
minute addition to the list (it can be seen scrawled at the bottom of the official document), so
although it did make the first classification, it was a close run thing!
Despite these credentials, Cantemerle has always been considered one of the ‘lesser’ Cru
Classé estates - good value (in relative terms) but never a wine to consider for greatness.

Château Palmer (52 hectares)
Margaux’s second finest property was originally called Chateau de Gasq, but the name was
changed in 1814 when the British General Charles Palmer bought the estate. Palmer trebled
the area under vine before he fell on hard times and was forced to sell up. By 1853 the estate
had been purchased by the Périere family, who were involved in banking and big rivals of
the Rothschilds. Not to be outdone by anything that Pauillac’s first family may be doing, the
Périeres decided to build the famous chateau at Palmer. The building, which was renovated
in 2005, is widely considered to be one of the most beautiful in all of Bordeaux. Between the
two World Wars, Palmer was sold again to a collection of merchant families (Sichel, Ginestet
and Mahler-Basse) and today has a total of 24 shareholders.
The majority of vines are planted on gravel soils, although there are some plots that are more
sandy in nature. The estate is renowned for having a very high proportion of Merlot planted,
but today’s figure of 47% is substantially lower than the 60+% that it was back in the 1960s.
The powers that be insist their Merlot is very well suited to the Margaux terroir and if they
were to replace it with more Cabernet Sauvignon they would lose some of the finesse and
elegance that has long been the hallmark of Chateau Palmer. In some vintages Palmer has
proved itself to be the equal of the first growths and, on balance, its ranking as a 3rd growth
does seem a little harsh.
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Château Léoville-Barton (47 hectares)
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-Poyferré (63 hectares)
The Léoville estate originally encompassed what we now know as Las-Cases, Barton and
Poyferré. The whole thing used to be one large estate that was owned by the Marquis de las
Cases, one of teh noblest nobles in Bordeaux. Once the revolution was in full swing, the
Marquis rightfully decided that it was time to leave the country and when he did so the estate
looked odds-on to be sequestered by the new regime. In order to avoid this fate, part of the
estate was sold off (Barton), part of it was kept on the quiet for the son of the Marquis (Las
Cases) and part of it went to the Marquis’ sister - Léoville-Poyferré.
The Poyferré estate passed through a couple of families and various generations of the
Cuvelier family, without much acclaim coming their way, until Didier Cuvelier took over in
1979 and finally made positive changes and investment that catapulted the quality into the
super-seconds class of Haut-Medoc wines. First Emile Peynaud and then Michel Rolland
consulted for Cuvelier and the proportion of Cabernet Sauvignon was significantly increased
(from 30% to 65% of plantings). The run of great vintages in the ‘80s set Poyferré on a course
that has continued to this day, culminating in a 100 point Parker score for the 2009.

Château Cos d’Estournel (64 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
Jean-Guillaume Prats was the ambitious manager there for the past few years. Today Michel
Reybier is in charge and JGP has handed over management to him and Christophe Ranger
from the 2012 harvest.
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.
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Château Clerc-Milon (40 hectares)
Clerc-Milon is considered by some to be another example of a property that out-performs its
place in the 1855 hierarchy. Ranked as a 5th growth, it may not get as many headlines as LynchBages or Pontet-Canet, but in a similar way Clerc-Milon often does better than its position in
the classification would have you believe.
The land that was originally classified as the 5th growth was subsequently broken up - part of
it became Duhart-Milon and a different section is what we now know as Clerc-Milon. Baron
Philippe de Rothschild bought it in 1970, by which time it was dilapidated and run-down. The
Baron renovated the vineyards and wine making facilities, but most importantly he started
buying up other parcels of the original estate, bringing the total hectarage up from 16ha to over
40 today. The investment continues and the quality of the wines is better than ever.

Château Mouton-Rothschild (82 hectares)
When the original classification of Medoc wines took place in 1855, many in the Bordeaux
firmament were surprised to see that Mouton-Rothschild was not amongst the first growths.
According to documents of the time, Mouton was selling for the same price as the first
growths and when a chap call Danflau published a book on Bordeaux wines in the 1860s,
he insisted that Mouton would be promoted when the classification was revised. Few then
would have thought it would take over 100 years, but after tireless lobbying by the Baron
Philippe de Rothschild, Mouton was finally reclassified into the top tier of the Medoc’s wines.
The estate was created by Joseph de Brane back in the 1720s and he named it Brane-Mouton.
By 1830, when the Brane family put the estate up for sale, Joseph’s grandson had overseen
the expansion to 50ha of vines, but this shrunk under the next owner to just 37ha and the
estate fell into a state of disrepair. Perhaps the shoddy condition and the fact that there was no
chateau building influenced the decision not to make Mouton a first growth. The Rothschilds
have been in charge at Mouton since 1853 and were the first to insist on chateau bottling their
production (beginning in 1924). Their labels have become iconic, with a procession of world
class artists contributing art to the designs, including Picasso, Matisse and even our very
own Price Charles! This practice began with the 1945 vintage - a wine that has gone down
in the annals of history as one of the very finest, with Michael Broadbent predicting many
years of sublime development still to come. Today Mouton is run by the Baroness Philippine
Rothschild and the wine has a personality apart from the other Pauillac first growths Opulence and flamboyance, rather than the power of Latour or the elegance of Lafite.

Château Trotanoy (7 hectares)

Historically speaking, Trotanoy has long been thought of as one of Pomerol’s finest estates,
although the name would suggest that some people felt less enthusiastic about the place
than fans of the wine. ‘Trop ennuie’ is where the name comes from and this means ‘too
annoying’, so called because the gravel and clay rich soil was so difficult to work. During the
19th century the property became one of the top two or three in the appellation, but by the
dawn of the 20th century it was becoming increasingly parcellated thanks to the Napoleonic
code of inheritance. In 1953, JP Moueix bought the estate and he would have been pleased
to see the old vines withstand the ‘56 frost that wreaked so much havoc on many of his
other properties. Since then Trotanoy has maintained its position as one of the best in the
commune, famed for its finesse and elegance rather than a sense of brute power.

Château Cheval Blanc (37 hectares)
Cheval Blanc was originally part of the Figeac estate, but was sold in the 1830s and has since
established itself as the most revered property in the appellation and one of only four Premier
Grand Cru Classés. The vineyards run right up to the border with Pomerol and the terroir
is said to bear a closer resemblance to Trotenoy than any estate in St Emilion. That said, it
shares some of the distinctive gravelly mounds with Figeac that make much of the property
Cabernet terroir rather than Merlot. This section of the property is planted on deep gravel,
but there is also gravel terroir on clay subsoil that is better suited to Merlot. Finally, there are
some vineyards on the sandy soils of the valley. The micro-climate is warmer than elsewhere,
which means that the Merlot is ripe and rich. The Cabernet Franc comes to full ripeness but
has more acidity and a fresher structure so it always dominates the blend of the Grand Vin.

