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France dominates people’s perceptions of wine.  Champagne, Burgundy, 
Bordeaux are names that require no explanation on a restaurant wine list 
(remember those?).  The Rhone Valley is famed for its robust red wines—
Syrah dominates in the North, Grenache blends in the south.   Alsace’s  
intense white wines, whether dry or sweet, define the concept of 
’minerality’.  The 250km stretch of the Loire Valley between Muscadet 
and Sancerre covers every way a light wine can be made—crisp whites at 
either end, with sparkling Crémant, sweet and savoury whites and 
elegant reds in between. 

 

France’s influence on wine worldwide is peerless.  Its native grape 
varieties became the first choice of new world winemakers, and even 
revolutionised regions in Europe, for example super Tuscans, based on 
Cabernet Sauvignon and Sauvignon Blanc in Rueda in Spain.   

 

Any attempt to ‘cover’ the entirety of France in a single event would be 
folly, so we hope that the tasting of six wines that this booklet 
accompanies will demonstrate its diversity and celebrate its quality.   



Most of the most expensive wines in the world are from a small number 
of long-established French producers, and thanks to the restrictions of 
the Appellation Controlée system (invented by the French in the 1930s), 
they are unable to expand production and remain rare and desirable, 
many of them now stable mates of luxury goods such as handbags and 
perfumes in French-owned conglomerates. 

 

France’s super-premium position in the world wine hierarchy is despite 
much of it having a less than ideal climate (as we explain later) and its 
multitude of regions and appellations, many named apparently to 
confuse.  Only recently have some producers realised, or accepted, that 
to compete beyond their own region they need to make wines that taste 
of ripe fruit at an affordable price. 

 

Having pointed out some things that are wrong with France, we can now 
turn to much that is right.  This booklet accompanies an online tasting of 
six classic French wines demonstrating some of the best (in terms of 
quality and price) that France has to offer, as we take a journey from the 
North East to the South West of this incomparable wine producing 
country. 

 

 

 



Champagne 

 

We start our journey in Champagne.   

 

Situated east of Paris between 48 and 49.5 
degrees of latitude, Champagne is at the 
northern extreme of areas considered suitable for 
fine wine production.  Its cool, rainy climate 
results in grapes of high acidity, and it was only 
the discovery of secondary fermentation that 
enabled grapes grown in such an unpromising 
place to produce such desirable wine.  

 

Blending underpins the creation of Champagne.  A palette of three main 
varieties gives producers the chance to modify the proportions of each 
variety, and indeed the produce of different vineyards, to reflect their 
relative success in a specific year.  And the vast majority of Champagne 
sold is ‘non vintage’, ie not from a particular year, as producers hold 
reserves of previous vintages to blend together to ensure a consistent 
house style.   

 

Pinot Noir contributes weight to the palate, and aromas of red fruits, 
Pinot Meunier gives good acidity and fruitiness, Chardonnay brings 
elegance, finesse and the sense of creaminess. 

 

Most Champagne is ‘white wine’.  Black skinned Pinots are vinified by the 
white method – grapes are pressed before fermentation, producing clear 
juice.  The majority of Champagne is a blend of the three main varieties, 
but Blanc de Noir Champagnes are made entirely from Pinot Noir and/or 
Pinot Meunier, and Blanc de Blanc Champagne is made entirely from 
Chardonnay grapes.  

 

How Champagne is made 

 

Once the first fermentation is 
finished in tank, wines are blended 
and the secondary fermentation 
takes place in bottle – yeast and a 
certain amount of sugary grape juice 
(the liqueur de tirage) is added to 
create a second fermentation.  This 
produces carbon dioxide bubbles 
dissolved in the wine.  Wines may 
not be bottled until the 1st January 
after harvest.   

Picture taken at Leguillet Romelot during 

Tim’s Golden Triangle tour 2018 



After at least 12 months ageing on lees, with bottles resting on their 
sides, the process of rémuage turns the bottle upside down, the lees 
(remnants of yeast cells) drift to the neck of the bottle and 
disgorgement takes place.  This involves dipping the neck of the bottle 
into freezing solution, creating a frozen cap that is ‘popped out’ along 
with the crown bottle top and replaced with the proper Champagne cork 
(of which there are various quality levels), foil cap and cage.  Before this 
the wine is topped up with a ‘dosage’ that creates the final level of 
sweetness.   

 

Most champagne is ‘Brut’ or dry, but ultra dry, ‘Nature’, Champagnes 
receive little additional sugar, and Sec, Demi Sec and Doux contain 
increasing amounts of additional grape sugar.  A further 3 months 
resting in bottle is required before the Champagne can be sold. 

 

Superior Champagnes will be made from grapes from superior vineyards 
(a system called the Echelle des Crus assigns scores to all vineyards 
across Champagne), possibly from single vintages, and will have spent 
more time on their lees.   

 

Some history 

 

Champagne has been a major wine producing area since Roman times.  
It is a fertile area, conveniently situated to supply Paris with agricultural 
produce, and perfectly designed for major battles including the defeat of 
Attila the Hun in AD455, the Hundred Years war and the destruction of 
Reims was during the First World War.  Reims was the site of the 
unconditional surrender of the Wehrmacht to the Allies in 1945. 

 

Its connection with 
battles may have 
contributed to its 
marketing-oriented 
wine culture – the 
wines of Champagne 
were promoted as the 
tipple of choice for 
victorious armies.  
Champagne house 
salesmen followed 
armies into battle and 
stockpiled supplies for 
the victors, whoever 
they were, a 
particularly gruesome 
kind of ambulance 
chasing. 



In the 17th Century Dom Pérignon developed an almost mystical 
reputation for his ability to identify the vineyard a grape came from by 
tasting it, and he used his skill to blend wines to achieve a consistent 
house style.  A source of great frustration to Dom Pérignon was the 
tendency of wines to stop fermentation during cold winters and start 
refermenting, in bottle, in the spring, causing much spoilage, and he 
personally disliked the bubbles that consequently dissolved in the wine.   

But enough people enjoyed these ‘faulty’, sparkling, wines, for others in 
Champagne to seek to make them more sustainably.  However, glass 
making at the time was not up to the job, and throughout the 18th 
century only a few thousand bottles were produced every year and up to 
half of them would break.  To enter a Champagne cellar without face 
protection was the utmost folly.  

 

In the early 19th century, Barbe-Nicole Ponsardin, the widow (veuve) of 
Phillippe Cliquot, oversaw a major technical development that enabled 
the production of Champagne at scale - the process of rémuage (see 
above).  

 

Champagne production grew exponentially, assisted by newly built 
railways to transport it to desperate customers. Houses such as Krug, 
Bollinger, Roederer (all founded by Germans), Moet and Cliquot built 
their brands, and the vast amounts of capital tied up in the production 
process meant Champagne production, like sherry and port, was a rich 
man’s game.   

 

The arrival of Phylloxera, two world wars and the Soviet revolution held 
things back a bit, but from the 1950s onwards the region rode the wave 
of increasing prosperity and a series of mergers between houses and 
purchases by luxury goods companies established the mega-brands we 
know today. Over 300 million bottles of Champagne are sold every year. 

 

The Marne region’s cities 
of Reims and Epernay are 
home to the most famous 
champagne houses, 
probably because of the 
chalk on which the cities 
sit.  This has enabled the 
famous cellars to be dug, 
extending for miles 
underground, providing 
ideal storage conditions 
for 1 billion bottles of 
maturing wines and much 
entertainment for tourists. 



Chablis 

 

Chablis (latitude 47.5deg) is made from 100% Chardonnay.  In a cool 
climate this versatile grape variety produces dry, fresh, crisp, minerally 
wine.  Oak is rarely used so Chablis could be considered to ‘epitomise’ 
what Chardonnay actually tastes of, without the new world meddling 
such as oak chips and too much sunshine that resulted in the ABC 
movement (Anything But Chardonnay).  According to Jancis Robinson, 
cool climate unoaked Chardonnay tastes of barely ripe apples, has high 
acidity, and the Grand and Premier Cru vineyards of Chablis produce 
more aromatic “nostril-enlarging tartness”.  Yummy! 

 

In the 1950s the vineyard area in Chablis had shrunk to just 500ha, the 
result of phylloxera, the highly risky frost-prone climate, and most 
importantly the opening of the Paris-Lyons-Marseilles railway a century 
before, which gave Parisiens access to the fruity, cheaper wines of 
southern France.   

 

Vineyards expanded through the 1960s thanks to modern viticultural 
techniques (particularly frost protection), and there are now 2,300ha of 
them.  In the 1980s individual producers began to make their mark, and 
the reputation of Chablis now rests with them rather than the co-op or 
négociants. 

 

It is claimed that the effects of terroir on wine can be seen more clearly 
in Chablis than almost anywhere else.  Within the region, there is a key 
division between Kimmeridgian marl and Portlandian limestone (these 
soils form the rim of the Paris basin shared with southern Champagne 
and Sancerre – and 
the wine growing 
regions of Sussex!).  
The former contains 
more mineral rich 
clay, more marine 
fossils and therefore 
more available lime, 
and is the source of 
the trademark 
minerality in premier 
and grand cru 
vineyards, which are 
generally on slopes of 
different aspects.  
Basic Chablis and 
‘Petit Chablis’ are 
grown on flatter land on the Portlandian limestone ‘cap’ – often only a 
few metres away from the ‘Cru’ sites. 



Sancerre 

 

Sancerre is a Roman hill town, sitting on a 300m ridge presiding over 
magnificent views of the Loire Valley.  It only became strongly associated 
with Sauvignon Blanc in the middle of the last century (when the variety 
performed well as a graft – essential as ungrafted vines could not 
withstand the ravages of Phylloxera).  In the 1960s and 70s Sauvignon 
Blanc was adopted as the quintessential white wine for restaurants, 
initially in Paris and then worldwide, and the vineyard area grew to over 
2,000ha. 

 

Classic Sancerre is acidic, with pungent aromas including flowers 
(elderflower), fruit (gooseberries), vegetal (nettles/asparagus) and stony 

minerality.  It is less 
grassy than the 
Sauvignon Blancs of 
New Zealand, and less 
citrusy than those of 
Chile’s Casablanca 
valley. In very good 
years it can develop 
passion fruit aromas 
and flavours.  The best 
vineyard sites are on 
the Terres Blanches, 
where the chalky marl 
reveals itself – as for 
example in the 
vineyards of Les Monts 
Damnée and Clos du 
Rois. 

 

Across the river ferruginous sandstones contribute ‘flinty’ or ‘smoky’ 
characters to the more robust and minerally wines of Pouilly Fumé, while 
the AOCs of Menetou-Salon, Reuilly and Quincy can produce some very 
good wines at very attractive prices. 

 

Sauvignon Blanc has little or no reputation for attractive evolution 
through ageing, so the wines of Sancerre are largely drunk young, 
although oak is used to some extent in fermentation and maturation, 
particularly in Pouilly Fumé, to add complexity and ageing potential. 

 

A red Sancerre is a treat - Pinot Noir produces light bodied, fruity reds 
that combine well with the lighter local cuisine. 

 

Picture of the Les Monts Damnée taken during Tim’s   

Golden Triangle tour 2018 



Beaujolais 

 

In January this year Georges DuBoeuf died, aged 
86.  In the 1970s he revolutionised wine 
marketing. 

 

Distributors of fresh fruity wines from Beaujolais 
(and many other regions) which were released 
soon after harvest were already running informal 
‘races’ to get the first bottles to Paris each 
November. 

 

Monsieur Duboeuf, already a succesful négociant (a 
winemaker who buys in grapes) in Beaujolais, turned this race into a 
phenomenon.  He enlisted chefs, restauranteurs and celebrities to join 
the cries of “Le Beaujolais Nouveau est arrivé” as wine was revealed, to 
be drunk in large quantities, on the third Thursday of November – and 
then pretty much forgotten until the next year.  It helped that the date 
coincided with Thanksgiving in the USA and he was capable of 
persuading Americans that soft, fruit driven ‘pop’ is an acceptable match 
for roast turkey. 

 

Tim participated in the UK version of the race (where plucky Brits would 
join a Wacky Races jaunt to get to Beaujolais and back in a day), and we 
have probably all over indulged in the past.  But not any more. UK sales 
peaked in the 1980s, and while it is still amazingly popular in Japan, 
consumption there has declined from 12 to 6 million bottles a year.   

 

In later years Monsieur Duboeuf showed some remorse for allowing his 
native region’s reputation to become so dominated by a one day wonder 
wine that was looked down on by ‘wine connoisseurs’.  But without him, 
where might the region be now? 

 

Where it is, is as a producer of large quantity of wine (as much as the 
whole of Burgundy), virtually all from the Gamay grape.  40% is 
exported, a significant proportion of this is the Nouveau going to Japan.  

 

Its warm continental climate and good rainfall make harvests 
predictable, and improving vineyard practices such as restraining yields 
are producing wines of superior quality.  The characteristic Kirsch/
banana flavour, which in moderation is attractive, is the result of ‘semi-
carbonic maceration’.  Grapes are vinified in enclosed tanks, the CO2 
given off by fermentation results in an intracellular enzymatic process of 
fermentation (rather than a yeast-driven fermentation).  This breaks 
down tannins resulting in softer, fruitier wines.  



The best Beaujolais wines come from the north of the region (close to, 
and slightly overlapping the Mâcon).   ‘Villages’ Appellations and 
particularly the ten ‘Crus’ (which include Brouilly, Moulin-a-Vent, Morgon 
and Fleurie) produce the finest wines.  Here the Gamay grape shows that 
on hilly granite soils, it can produce medium bodied wines with lovely red 
fruit flavours, soft tannins and the potential to develop over several 
years if they have been matured in oak.  

 

Bordeaux 

 

Bordeaux is the biggest wine producing region in France, with over 
110,000 hectares of vines.  While its image is dominated by the reds of 
the Haut-Médoc and the sweet wines of Sauternes, it produces a 
stunning variety of styles and it isn’t surprising that Bordeaux city was 
chosen as the home for the iconic Cité du Vin, situated just north of the 
famous Quai de Chartrons on the banks of the Gironde River, and well 
worth a visit. 



Bordeaux’s fame is (debatably) due to three groups of people. 

• The English monarchy, who during the 12th-15th centuries ruled 
Aquitaine, created the conditions for an export-oriented wine 
industry, as English kings granted ‘Bordeaux privileges’ to the 
eponymous port, enabling local wines to get the best shipping slots 
to the disadvantage of wine regions upstream. 

• In the 17th century Dutch engineers drained the marshes of the 
Médoc, on the left bank of the Gironde, and Graves.  The gravelly 
mounds between the drainage ditches provided a unique ‘terroir’ 
where Cabernet Sauvignon vines found the perfect conditions of 
water stress, aspect (slope) and (strangely, given how mild it is) 
climate to produce what is still considered to be the best expression 
of the variety in the world. 

• Throughout this time a class of merchants emerged, descended from 
English, Dutch and German entrepreneurs.  They had created trade 
routes and controlled marketing.  Many bought the land confiscated 
from French aristocrats after the revolution, and their use of 
company structures avoided the fragmentation of estates resulting 
from inheritance laws in other parts of France (the average estate in 
Bordeaux is 15ha, in Burgundy it is 7.5ha).  They devised the 1855 
classification of the Medoc and Sauternes, which survives to this day, 
albeit in a more polarised form.  In 1855 a First growth cost just 
over double what a Fifth growth cost, now the First growths such as 
Lafite and Latour are five to ten times the price of lesser growths. 

 

With this fabulous history and prestigious reputation, it’s perhaps 
surprising that the vast 
majority of wines 
produced in Bordeaux 
are mainstream and 
affordable.  As we 
discovered on our 
recent wine tours to 
the region, in response 
to competition from 
fruity new world wines, 
Bordeaux vignerons 
have adapted their 
winemaking to produce 
attractive, easy 
drinking wines as well 
as their more 
structured and 
expensive peers.  The 
Médoc, which 
surrounds the premium Haut-Médoc, is a case in point – same climate, 
same grape varieties, just soil/aspect makes the difference but super 
drinkable wines can be found here – as you will taste! 



Monbazillac 

 

In the Dordogne, just 
up river from 
Bordeaux, wine is 
made from the same 
grape varieties 
(Cabernet Sauvignon, 
Cabernet Franc, Merlot 
in the case of reds) as 
are used by its famous 
neighbour.  Grapes can 
achieve greater 
ripeness inland due to 
the warmer and drier 
climate.  The reds of 
the Bergerac AOC are wonderfully affordable, and complement exquisite 
scenery (the very first wine tour Tim created was to the region in 1997) 
and a delicious if rustic cuisine. 

 

Neighbouring Monbazillac produces only sweet wines, from Semillon, 
Sauvignon Blanc and Muscadelle grapes – just like Sauternes, Barsac 
and the other sweet wine producing AOCs of Bordeaux.  In both regions, 
sweet wines can be made because theses grape varieties when 
harvested late achieve such high sugar content that they remain sweet 
after fermentation, which is stopped when around 12% ABV (alcohol by 
volume) is achieved.  The secret of their loveliness is that they retain 
sufficient acidity as they ripen to ensure they are not only sweet, with 
honeyed and floral notes, but also fresh, appealing and can age for a 
long time (particularly when oak is involved in their fermentation and 
maturation). 

 

The very best wines of Monbazillac and Sauternes are made from grapes 
affected with Noble Rot, or Botrytis.  Most fungal infections are really 
bad news for grapes and are avoided through careful vineyard 
management.  However, in a warm autumn, the morning mists that rise 
from the Dordogne River (and the Cerons in Sauternes) create enough 
humidity for a gentle infestation of “la pourriture noble”, but afternoon 
sunshine burns off the humidity and the rot subsides.  The result is 
grapes whose skins are damaged enough for moisture to be released, 
but not so much that rot takes a serious hold.  So they dry out on the 
vine, and when harvested (berry by berry, yes really) and pressed a 
highly concentrated juice is produced, which leaves even more sugar 
post fermentation – and intriguing aromas and flavours associated with 
botrytis – whatever words you use it won’t sound great, but the 
mushroomy earthy characters work perfectly and these wines can be 
enjoyed with both desserts and rich savoury foods such as foie gras and 
blue cheese. 



Wines we are tasting 

Further wines   
  

Chablis Vieilles Vignes 2014 

Chablis Premier Cru Les Lys 2005        All Domaine du Vieux Château  

Chablis Premier Cru Côte de Lechet 2005 

The oldest domaine in the region.  14th generation winemaker Daniel-Etienne Defaix 

continues the family tradition of keeping the wine on its lees for many years 

following malolactic conversion.  The Vieilles Vignes spent two years in tank, Côte de 

Lechet spent three years, Les Lys spent four. During this period there was monthly 

bâtonnage (lees stirring). This releases glycerine which acts as an antioxidant and 

contributes to the wine ageing so well. This tradition historically ensured that there 

would be wine to sell every year, given the high risk of frost in the region.  

Sancerre 2018  

Domaine Sautereau 

David Seauterau is the ninth generation making 

exceptional wine in the village Crézancy just to 

the west of Sancerre.  

This was one of Decanter Magazine’s top wines in 

their May 2020 review of Loire Sauvignon. 

Chablis 2018 

Sébastien Dampt 

Sébastien Dampt owns 5 hectares of impeccable 

Chablis vineyard.  The basic Chablis, while not 

from Premier or Grand Cru sites, is made from 

vines grown on Kimmeridgian mineral rich clay, 

the majority being over 45 years old.  

Champagne Non Vintage 

Joseph Perrier Cuvée Royale 

Joseph Perrier was established in 1825, now run 

by the fifth generation of the family.  Its vine-

yards are in the Vallée de la Marne, and its cellars 

extend over three kilometres!  The name ‘Cuvée 

Royale refers to the house’s supply to Queen    

Victoria and King Edward VII.  

Fleurie 2018 

Gry-Sablon Vielles Vignes 

Dominique and Christian Morel have been making 

wine in the major Beaujolais village appelations 

for over 20 years.   70 year old ‘gobelet’ vines (ie 

bushes rather than trained on wires) produced the 

fruit that went into this wine, grown in vineyards 

where the sub soil is pink granite.  

Médoc 2015 

Château Le Pey 

Château Le Pey is in the Médoc, slightly to the 

north of Saint-Estèphe, its vineyards are on clay/

limestone soil.  Wines spend 12 months in oak. 

Monbazillac 2017 

Domaine Ancienne Cure 

An organic estate near Bergerac (between      

Bordeaux and the Dordogne), committed to    

minimal intervention in the vineyard and winery, 

so no added sulphur.  


