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Bordeaux not only produces some of the world’s
most exemplary wines, but this fertile region of
Southwest France boasts a rich history, undulating
beauty and countless charming châteaux

Bordeaux is
one of the
oldest wine
regions in
the world
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a wine culture dating back
to the first century when
the Romans occupied the
region and established
vineyards to cultivate
grapes to make wine for
their soldiers. Three
centuries later Ausonius,
a famous Latin poet who was born in the area
(310-395 AD), wrote the first account of wine growing in Bordeaux. He owned vineyards and his
influence remains today; Château Ausone is named
after him. After the fall of the Roman Empire, little is known about Bordeaux wines until the 11th
century, when the European economy began to
flourish. By the 12th century the Graves, Blaye and
Bourg regions had extensive areas under vine.
Following the marriage of Henry II to Eleanor of
Aquitaine in 1152, the region came under English
rule and the Bordeaux wine trade prospered.

More red than white wine was made but in this
era before glass bottles and corks the wines were
short-lived and probably had little in common with
the powerful, complex styles of today. The wines
were referred to as “claret” by the English, from the
French clairet, suggesting they were light bodied.
Following the end of the Hundred Years War in 1453
the English were expelled but trade continued.
It was about this time that Dutch merchants
began trading in the region, and it is thanks to
them that we have the great wines from Bordeaux’s
Médoc region. Recognising the potential of the
gravelly soils in the marshy lands of Médoc, they
drained the area to plant vineyards, inspiring the
wealthy bourgeoisie to buy land, plant vines and
build châteaux.
Trade wars between Britain and France and the
Anglo-Portuguese Methuen Treaty in 1703 brought
about a decline in exports of French wine to Britain
but relations slowly improved and British and German merchants settled in the region to buy and
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ORDEAUX BOASTS
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A taste
of history
by SALLY GUDGEON
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The combination of unique terroirs and ideal
climate allows Bordeaux grapes a long, slow
ripening period (top left) before being picked
(bottom right) and aged in barrels to make
some of the world’s finest wines (bottom left).
The town of St. Emilion lies at the heart of
the Bordeaux wine region (top right)

Photo. Grapes: Kord – age fotostock/Robert Harding/ArgusPhoto. St. Emilion: Tim Graham Photo Library/Getty Images. Picker: Grenville Charles. Barrels: Mike Rock – Cephas Picture Library/Alamy/ArgusPhoto
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ship wine. Barton was established in 1725 (later Barton
& Guestier) and William Johnston established the
firm of Nathaniel Johnston in 1734.
By the 19th century the famous châteaux on the
Left Bank of Bordeaux were well established, with
the great vineyards of Médoc in the prime position.
The 1855 Classification was a list created by the
Bordelaise merchants at the behest of Napoleon III
prior to the Exposition Universelle de Paris. It classified 61 of the top Médoc châteaux, and one from
Graves, in five tiers and placed the dessert wines of
Sauternes and Barsac in a two-tier classification.
Within each class, from first growths (premiers
crus) to fifth growths (cinquième crus) the merchants listed the châteaux in descending order of
rank, based on the average prices commanded,
which at that time was directly related to quality.
The classification has changed little since then,
with the notable exception of Château Mouton
Rothschild moving from second to first growth in
1973. Other communes also formally classified their
châteaux, Graves in 1953 and St. Emilion in 1955,
though Pomerol remains unclassified. Cru Bourgeois

refers to a group of Médoc estates just below fifthgrowth status. These châteaux were classified in
2003, but later annulled due to controversy.
Bordeaux produces some of the world’s greatest
wines because of its unique terroirs and temperate
climate, allowing for a long, slow ripening period.
The Atlantic Ocean exerts a moderating influence, reaching far inland due to the presence of
the Gironde Estuary, into which the Dordogne and
Garonne rivers flow.
The Left Bank has four stellar communes –
St. Estèphe, Pauillac, St Julien and Margaux. Late
ripening, thick-skinned cabernet sauvignon is the
dominant variety in most of the vineyards, producing powerful, tannic wines capable of great longevity. It is blended with merlot, cabernet franc and,
sometimes, petit verdot and malbec.
St. Estèphe is the most northern of Médoc communes. Its unique terroir is made up of layers of
gravel supported by a dense clay base. It retains
water in dry seasons and works particularly well
with merlot, which fleshes out the mid-palate when
blended with cabernet sauvignon. The clay base
also creates powerful, textured tannins giving St.
Estèphe its signature style. The commune doesn’t
have any first growths despite being so close to Château Lafite. Notable châteaux are Cos d’Estournel,
Lafon Rochet, Montrose and Calon Segur.
Pauillac, to the south of St. Estèphe, rules
supreme on the Left Bank because it is home to
three first growths – Château Lafite, Château
Latour and Château Mouton Rothschild. There
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Pétrus draws its
power and depth
from the rich
soils of Pomerol
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to check in advance whether they are open to the
public, and many are by appointment only. One of
the best ways to taste the wines from the great
châteaux is to book a tour through the tourist
information office (www.bordeaux-tourisme.com).
However, the most innovative destination in
Bordeaux may be La Winery (www.winery.fr),
which offers a combination of traditional and
high-tech wine tourism. Highlights include a mini
safari around the vineyards in an SUV and a tour
of the barrel cellar of the historic Château d’Arsac.
La Winery also has an interactive tasting session to
help visitors learn which wines suit their palates.
La Winery is multi-lingual, with Chinese one of the
many languages spoken. In a region renowned for
its traditionalism, it’s a breath of fresh air.
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are 18 classified growths in total, including Pichon
Baron, Pichon Lalande, Lynch Bages and Château
Pontet-Canet. The well-drained, gravelly soils allow
cabernet sauvignon to produce full-bodied wines
with enormous complexity, power and finesse.
St. Julien lies between Pauillac and Margaux and
shares characteristics with both. The commune has
no first growths but some notable second growths
including Léoville Las Cases, Léoville Barton,
Léoville Poyferré and Ducru Beaucaillou. Château
Branaire Ducru is an exceptional fourth growth.
Margaux has the largest number of classified
growths of any commune, with the magical Château Margaux, the famous grand cru classé (first
growth). The particular terroir of the commune
– thin soils with a high proportion of gravel – produces wines that are full of sex appeal, perfumed
and fleshy on the palate with silky tannins. They
also tend to have a high proportion of merlot, contributing to their approachability in youth.
On the Right Bank merlot predominates, most
notably in the communes of Pomerol and St.
Emilion. The soils in Pomerol are predominately
iron-rich clay with some gravel, resulting in wines
of extraordinary power and depth such as Pétrus,
Le Pin, Lafleur and l’Evangile. In St. Emilion, to the
south of Pomerol, despite a myriad soil types, two
main ones dominate – the gravelly, limestone slopes
that run into the valley and the valley itself, which
is comprised of limestone, gravel, clay and sand.
Subsequently, these wines are rich and fleshy.
When visiting Bordeaux châteaux it’s important

Bordeaux that soars
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The 1855
Bordeaux Classification

nternational wine consultants to Cathay Pacific, Lau Chi-sun and Roy Moorfield,
headed the tasting panel for this season’s Bordeaux promotion. Moorfield explains:
“We tasted close to 100 wines from Médoc looking for wines that have the qualities
we know taste well inflight. We looked across eight vintages and came up with six
wines that represented the essential characters of their appellations.”
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Lau Chi-sun (left) and Roy Moorfield
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CHÂTEAU
PONTET-CANET
2007
Paulliac !„…

LYNCH BAGES
2004
Paulliac !„…

CHÂTEAU
GISCOURS 2008
Margaux ˆ‰

CANTENACBROWN 2005
Margaux ˆ‰

If there were a
reclassification,
this château would
certainly be rated
second growth. This
wine is among the
best Médocs of this
vintage. It is soft and
mouth filling; the
seamless balance
makes it ideal for
enjoying now.

This fifth growth has
long been regarded
as a “super-second”
and recently performed even better;
its 2004 was very
good. You will pick
up some leafy/berry
cabernet sauvignon
aromas. It is an
elegant, subtle wine
that is perfect to
drink now.

The vineyard of this
impressive château
contains the four
classic Bordeaux
grape varietals.
Fine velvety tannins
balance with elegant
fruit and acidity.
The merlot tempers
the cabernet sauvignon, and together
they produce a
smooth texture.

During the past two
decades, this third
growth has developed a more elegant
style; 2005 was well
balanced with great
aging potential.
Complex and intriguing, the aroma is
spicy and the palate
full flavoured. This
leads to a lasting
memorable finish.

With huge investments from its Japanese owner and the
able management
of Marcel Ducasse,
this third growth
now produces wine
as beautiful as its
château’s garden.
Textured tannins
give good structure
around the fruit. It
is a stylish wine with
length and presence.
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LAGRANGE 2006
St Julien \†‡`

CHÂTEAU
BRANAIRE
DUCRU 2004
St Julien \†‡`
Wine critics were
forced to upgrade
their initial ratings
of this vintage as the
wines have continued to impress.
It is finely balanced
and delightful to
drink. Gentle tannins
work well with the
fruit, creating a wonderful experience.
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