PETER’s DIARY  - CHAMPAGNE, ALSACE AND BURGUNDY – June 2001

Sunday

A leisurely start for those of us joining the coach at Hoddesdon, but not for Judith and Hugh who had left home at 3.00 a.m.   29 of us this time (all the more space for the wine) featuring mainly veterans from the campaigns in Rioja and the Loire.  Joan Ellis’ first concern is to buy water at the duty free in Calais.  Even when it really was duty free, the water wasn’t any cheaper!  On arrival at the Eurotunnel terminal, we find that we have to eat any meat before crossing the Channel.  Hasty consumption of sandwiches follows, with seagulls hovering expectantly overhead, so that they can carry the foot and mouth for us.   Certainly more difficult getting out of the country these days, the coach gets searched – nice of them to polish the luggage racks, and we have to drive through antiseptic and over cameras to check for immigrants hanging on underneath.  The first wine tasting takes place underwater – three Chenin Blancs from different parts of the world.  At the other end, we stop off at the imaginatively named Boozers, where all I queued up for was ice creams.  Interesting to note a number of 50cl bottles of wine for sale, – quite a good size if one of you doesn’t drink much or you’re on your own.  Arrive at the hotel on the outskirts of Reims quite late, where dinner and a bottle of wine go down well.

Monday

I’d forgotten how good fresh croissants taste, one of the many attractions of France.  We then set off into Champagne country, almost being sprayed by one of the helicopters treating the vines.  We arrive at Rousseau Fresnet, a local grower whose premises resemble a garage.  Nothing wrong with the welcome or the champagne though.  An interesting contrast to the large champagne houses and we even get a demonstration of degorgement.  Judith is persuaded to have a go and manages to give a good impersonation of a Grand Prix winner.  Interesting to note that if you get it right the champagne remains crystal clear, and if not it goes very cloudy.  The pink champagne goes very well with the sweet biscuits, and John and Judith are impressed enough to almost clean the stocks out for their daughter’s wedding.  We then head back into Reims for the rest of the day.  Weather is hot by now – 34C according to a thermometer and in the absence of being able to find the champagne cellars we shelter in the Cathedral instead – the coolest place in town (and good for the soul).  On returning to the coach, we find that Judith and Hugh in a remarkable show of solidarity have each lost a tooth.  Obviously expecting to find a Euro under their pillows next day.  We return to the hotel quite early, but the time flies by as we relax sitting out in the garden.  Although we are free to go out for dinner, we were so impressed by the previous evening (or so lazy) that nearly everybody stays at the hotel, where we dine outside.  Another excellent meal and plenty of wine and beer consumed.  Hoddesdon get a bit rowdy, can’t work out what they’re excited about - something about Beryl, foxes and boiled eggs – don’t ask! 

Tuesday

Last minute panic, as we are about to leave, as Judith P has lost her glasses.  John is dispatched back to the hotel but to no avail.  An hour later, they turn up at the bottom of a bag.  Eddie is in need of diesel, which proves elusive for a coach in the supermarket service stations.  At one of our abortive stops, the ladies are excited by a workman wearing short shorts and what looked like a wig, who is leaning on his pick while others work.  Something about being interested in his equipment!  Judith walks across for a closer look on the pretext of asking if they did diesel and is able to confirm that it must be a wig.  We take the scenic route to Alsace punctuated with our in-coach tastings, Judith having hit upon the idea that we each provide a wine for the rest of the coach to taste during the course of the week.  One of the bottles turns out to be corked, so Judith pours it out of the window down the side of Eddie’s coach.  Eddie waits a while before making her feel guilty by pointing out that she could have used the sink at the back of the coach.

After our lunch stop, we are about to set off when I notice that Elaine does not appear to be on the coach.  Reluctantly, I point out her absence and she is soon strolling down the road having misheard the time back and detoured to look at the Cathedral.  I reflect on an opportunity missed.  The coach climbs up through the Vosges mountains which are responsible for the dry warm climate of Alsace and we stop for a break at the pass at the top.  Kate arrives back at the coach brandishing a large stick bought for purposes unknown.  A short while later we arrive at the hotel, which appropriately for us is located in the middle of a vineyard – you can keep your sea views.  You need to remember to lock your rooms from the inside however, as Joan Ellis manages to visit two bedrooms other than her own.   Eddie lives dangerously over dinner in chatting up the waitresses – we have visions of a piping hot dinner landing in his lap.  He was much more restrained last year with Jill present!  Hugh wanders off for a walk among the wines, whether to smoke or water the vines we are unsure.  If the latter, Kate observes they will probably suffer from noble rot.

Wednesday

Some of us are awakened by an early morning thunderstorm, but things soon brighten up.  We set off for our first Alsace tasting at Turckheim.  The instructions are all right until they say turn right through the arch.  Eddie takes one look and realises that the coach won’t go through, so we have to take a lengthy detour.  We were still in good time for the tasting at Domaine Francois Baur, where we pack very cosily into the cellar.  The first bottle comes out, and our hostess Veronique proceeds to show fine judgement and a steady hand in pouring out 29 tastings from a single bottle.  Judith, knowing her clientele, is a little concerned at this, but by the time we have got to the eighth tasting she and everyone else has relaxed.  Veronique (with an accent reminiscent of Allo Allo) soon twigs that Bill is very interested in alcohol content and pre-empts his question with each bottle, except for the water used to clear out our glasses, which Bill accurately guesses at 0%.  Our purchases are delivered to our coach after lunch– Joan Parker’s box being labelled “Joan Pea”.  Whereas we had seen lots of stork’s nests but few storks in Rioja, this area abounds in them, providing good photo opportunities.

After lunch there is a quick hypermarket stop at which more water is purchased than wine.  Then on to Eguisheim, where Judith had tried every trick in the book to get us into the co-operative, only to be met with ‘no English coaches’.  This provides us with the opportunity to try out our French at ad hoc tastings and enjoy the scenery.  The latter must have been impressive because I can’t recall seeing Hugh snapping away with a camera before.  Peter How, having received stick from Judith over his plastic tasting glass, is tempted into buying a glass, little knowing that we would get a free one the next day.  Dinner is again at the hotel.  Hugh turns up wearing a green shirt and yellow trousers and is described by Judith P as looking like an unripe banana – very unappealing!  Dinner is accompanied by heavy rainfall outside and as the restaurant is in a separate building from the hotel, Eddie gallantly goes back to fetch umbrellas – of course it immediately stops.  The thunder is then upstaged by a noisiest woman contest between Kate and Joan Ellis – bit like Godzilla vs King Kong, with a slight vertical disparity.  Hugh decides that we ought to have one of his jokes, which mercifully turns out to be one of his shorter tales.  It concerned a German girl friend who when he asked her if she wanted children said Nein.  This understandably put Hugh off.

Thursday

Assemble in the coach to a quick chorus of happy birthday to John.  We then visited Becker, recommended to Judith by Ron Williams, for a tour and tasting at their winery and distillery.  Compared with the previous day this shows the Germanic side of Alsace with our hostess Martine who is very German in looks, manner and sense of humour (not subtle), and has a voice to command any wine tasting – we should have bottled that and brought it back home.  She was heard to comment to someone that ‘she likes tasting with older people’ – typical German tact as well.  On re-boarding the coach, Hugh tells Joan E to get on and stop gassing, which brought a response of ‘ I don’t talk very much’.  Not a wise thing for any woman to claim, but luckily, George breaks the stunned silence.  We proceed next to Riquewehr, a more touristy town – the stops stay open at lunchtime.  John and Richard decide that a tour of the torture chamber is preferable to retail therapy – I think torture for most of us would be wine deprivation.  Judith comes back with gifts for some of us – a horse, a hippo and the piece de resistance, a pig clutching a wine bottle for Kate.

We then head back to Gueberschwihr for a tasting at the winery owned by our hotelier – Schwerb.  We decide that they had been quite clever in leaving this tasting to our last day, as we are now able to work out the mark-up on the wine at the hotel.  The tasting proves quite lively with Kate and Reg flashing from opposite ends of the table and some wife swapping over the Gewurtzraminer.  We start the evening with a glass of Cremant courtesy of John, and then drive to a nearby hotel for dinner.  George is resplendent in his Martin Bell suit, promising to turn into a princess if someone would kiss him.  This turns out to be the feast of the holiday – 6 courses in all.  Most of these are French in size but not the main course, which is Germanic in style and proportions – including the largest piling of Choucroute I have ever seen on a dinner plate.  Only Bill and John are able to get through this.  Our other main embarrassments were over the sorbet, which is melting a bit and has Hugh complaining his soup is cold, and Elaine and Kate drinking out of the cocktail glasses.  The journey home turns into an Alsacian last night of the proms, and by the sound of things, the party continued after we got back.  Alan parades around the corridors in Lynette’s nightdress until he manages to spill a glass of red wine down it when the shoulder strap slips.

Friday  

A very light breakfast for most of us followed by a stroll round the village, before the much publicised entertainment of the morning – Kate’s attempt to climb into the back of the coach via the emergency exit.  This is filmed for all the newsreels, including an interview by Judith P, which is very professional until she dissolves into hysterics.  There are various comments about testing for steroids and whether this would be wind assisted, but in the event, the feat is accomplished with a dubious helping hand from Eddie.  The drive to Beaune goes quickly assisted by 3 Alsace wines and a couple of clarets, before we arrive in time for lunch (for those who could face it).  Judith gets 4 snails on top of her salad, and Hugh conjectures as to whether they were meant to be there or were tucking into the lettuce.  Beaune is of course famous for the Hospice and most of us visit the impressive building, which used to be a hospital for the poor, until about 30 years ago.  Even now, it still knocks spots off many of our NHS establishments, although some of the instruments on view would be more in keeping at the London Dungeon.

We split into small groups to visit the tasting cellars as large groups of English are viewed with horror and suspicion.  Our group of 4 includes Judith and our wine judging techniques come to the fore in getting through 18 wines in an hour at the Marche aux Vins.  There is a range of mature and new wines at prices ranging from £6-18, including some Premier Cru wines.  Joan P and Lynette manage to stumble into a separate private tasting room and get some additional tastings including an 89 Volnay.  Purchases are selective at these prices, but still represent a bargain.  Peter H is heard to lament that he had just spent his computer upgrade.  By early evening, we move on to our final hotel in Auxerre, which turns out to be the most up market of all.  Having arrived quite late, various groups set off to explore/drink/eat, with Judith’s group of 6 managing to get locked out of the hotel.

Saturday

Wisely, we are early for breakfast.  Those who come later were faced with waiting for chairs, cutlery and food, and in Jim’s case drinking mint tea.  While this is all going on, we enjoy a pleasant walk by the river, taking photographs of the backdrop of cathedral, abbey, church and various old buildings.  Then off to Chablis, noting that even the roundabouts have vines on them.  A guided walking tour of Chablis is followed by a drive up into the hills where we stop for a spectacular view of the town and the Grand Cru vineyards – if only we’d brought a picnic.  There are even some swings to keep our Peter Pans (George and Judith P) happy.  We drop our guide off on the way back with Eddie threatening to abandon us and run off with her – well she was running.  Alan remarks that it has been a long morning at which point we realise that at 1.00, most of us haven’t had a drink yet (with the exception of Jim who has been sitting on the coach drinking Bushmills to ease the pain in his foot).

And so to Domaine Alain Gautheron, where the winemakers look very young.  Bit of a mistake tasting on an empty stomach.  It soon gets very noisy – shades of Rioja.  Joan E is searching high and low for her lost camera until someone points out that it is attached to her wrist.  Even Eddie, the one sober person gets carried away and allows Judith P a quick reverse in his coach.  At the end Judith wisely decides to abandon thoughts of a tasting at the co-operative and sends us off to get some lunch.  Back in town, we spy Hoddesdon through a window, tasting again, with Joan P continuing her attempt to spend her way to a gold credit card.  We stop at a supermarket on the way back, where Elaine is mortified to find that we have spent 9f90 on a cardboard box.  This is guarded jealously thereafter and is now deployed for the weekly Tesco run.  Dinner is full of surprises, bearing little resemblance to the published menu.  Does turning ham into chicken constitute a miracle?  We disperse to find coffees and nightcaps, and are surprised to find the hotel bar empty by 11.30.

Sunday

Breakfast is less chaotic than before and is followed by sorties to the bakers to get French sticks for lunch.  Hugh reckons we all look like guardsmen walking back with our bread tucked under our arms.  Judith has a lively conversation regarding the hotel bill before we leave and we are soon back on the wine tasting on the coach.  Alan draws the short straw of attempting to pour when we’re on the Paris Ring Road.  We stop at a service station for our picnic lunch and top up our suntans.  Having been told by Judith that the Irancy wine doesn’t travel, we decide not to risk it and drink the bottle – seems OK but never made it out of France.  Time for a last ice cream at the Eurotunnel terminal – Judith accuses us of being ice cream holics – that’s a new one.  Final tastings are conducted while going through the tunnel and then we’re back in England.  We know this because it’s cloudy, the roads are jammed and the roads are full of potholes – the first spilt wine of the holiday.

Summary

We calculate that everyone has tasted at least 85 wines and some of us must have been close to the hundred (perhaps we should have stopped at vineyards in Kent on the way back to make sure).   In spite of all this wine, there was little sign of hangovers, although Alan and Reg were a bit quiet one morning.  We even still had room left in the coach for more wine.  The weather was superb, and the scenery in Alsace outstanding.  We missed our detours round the roundabouts from Rioja, but managed the odd motorway detour instead– they often have quite a distance between junctions.  We had a good mix of organised tastings and time on our own and we seemed to spend less time in the coach than on some tours, possibly due to the success of our in-transit wine tastings.  I suspect this one might run again.

