Wine Tasting in Bordeaux (and the coach) – Peter’s diary

Saturday 26th June 2004 

Pick up is at South Mimms, after a brief hunt for Gordon and Hilda, then on to Portsmouth via Denham and Andover.  Judith is presented with the tour mascot by Brenda, an appropriate knitted doll, clutching a glass!  I pass the time browsing through an old Sotheby’s catalogue, and manage to find a magnum of Chateau Petrus from the year I was born.  Both coming up to our peak and a snip at £3,500 (the Petrus that is), but am unable to persuade Elaine that it should be my birthday present.

Quite a long wait at the docks, so we wander off into town to find a pub.  Bit of a mistake all round – grotty pub, lousy beer and it’s raining when we come back, and of course our umbrella is in the coach.  Still we’re not the only ones to get wet, as Judith P has provided Kate with a wine shower.  She then follows this up by impersonating a grand prix winner with her bottle of water, no doubt inspired by the Renault F1 team transporter next to the coach.  Finally board the ship to find they have tried to put us down in the galleys.  Judith tries pleading “ I have elderly people on this trip” – whom can she be talking about?  However, it is only money that talks, but it is well worth it as the cabins up top are comfortable and quiet and we all get a good night’s sleep.

Sunday


French roads are quiet as ever on Sunday and we make good progress.  Tasting starts at 11.30 (10.30 UK time), and Judith discovers that Kate and Richard had forgotten their glasses and borrowed some from Bill and Maureen – they didn’t live this down all week.  Judith tells us stories abut how sharp hearing and eyesight can be just as valuable as the palate in establishing your reputation as a wine expert, although anyone who thinks you can identify wine as being made from Co-op 99 tea is really gullible.   We are not too badly off for duplicate names this trip (we are used to 2 Judiths), except that we have three Johns, and this is compounded by Judith’s insistence on calling our driver Tim, John as well.  Tim points out about the seat belt laws in France, although we suspect that we are more likely to be thrown in jail for drinking Australian wine.

We stop for lunch, only to find that the Ladies is out of order, so they commandeer the gents instead – typical!  Kate and Judith are insulting one another as if they were sisters; with Kate suggesting that Judith’s inability to get her leg over the chair is due to lack of practice.  However, it is not Kate’s day when it transpires that having brought a kettle, she has forgotten the tea etc, and one of the bottles of wine she has brought is corked.  We are handed out the week’s wine quiz by John and Judith, and then another four wines to taste, after which most of the passengers have gone to sleep.  However, Elaine and I are kept awake courtesy of a shower from the coach air-conditioning system. 

We arrive at Blaye about 6.00 and walk up to the walled town and our hotel with spectacular views over the Garonne.  One or two of the party have energy for a swim and some for a stroll round the town.  Dinner is fairly quiet except for Chris’s chair falling down a grate in the floor.  We are all about ready to go to bed when there is a power cut on the first floor, but fortunately power is soon restored as groping round a strange hotel bedroom in the dark could have been a bit dangerous for us ‘elderly’ people.

Monday

Elaine and I breakfast by the pool quite early, appalling others in the party when they draw back their curtains and look out for the first time in the morning.  We then go for a stroll round the moat, which enables you to appreciate the walls and the impregnability of the place.  Things continue to go from bad to worse for Kate who has now lost her itinerary and has to endure a walk of shame down the coach.  

Off to our first tasting, for which we arrive early – a first for Judith.  Our hosts are electronic engineers who bought the vineyard in 2001 and went on a course in winemaking.  The lady speaks excellent English so Judith can relax, and as they have all the latest theory on winemaking fresh in their minds, even Judith learns one or two things, such as the taste of the pips telling you about grape ripeness.  We taste the wines from their first vintage in 2002, and that ends a number of resolutions not to buy too much on this trip.  We may have been early arriving, but we are late leaving – a sure sign of a successful visit.    

We lunch at a Leclerc, where Ken and Maureen who have flown out following a family birthday party at the weekend join us.  Now we have two Maureens!  Not to be outdone, Maureen E asks for someone to pass the ‘wed rine’.  Off to another local Chateau in the afternoon.  The men are fascinated by their picking machine, which vibrates the grapes off the vines and is only used 8 days a year.  We are also  shown a good selection of photos of the process in action.  Another first at the tasting as Judith is caught drinking water.  She is also presented with a claret apron – ideal for pouring red wine on the coach.

Back at the hotel and John P treats us to a birthday drink – it always seems to be his birthday on these trips.  Judith’s day is going downhill now – Kate would say it was justice – as having sent back a bottle of wine at dinner, she manages to spill the replacement.  We are obviously going to have an interesting time eating at the hotel as the chef combines nouvelle cuisine with fusion of sweet and savoury flavours.  He is somewhat minimalist with the veg and we are not to see a potato all week.  As a sample, for dessert we have a chocolate sponge pudding accompanied by a sorbet containing sweet peppers.  After dinner we have the draw for the boules tournament.

Tuesday

John and Judith always seem to be afflicted by insects on these trips, so it is no surprise that they have had a running battle with ants in their room.  It is Tim’s turn to have lost his itinerary, but we manage to find our first tasting in the Entre Deux Mers region.  Our host describes the affect of last year’s hailstorm, and how having swapped much of their white grape production for red, they are now finding higher demand for their white wines and are changing back again.  This is no surprise when we taste them as the two dry white wines are very good indeed, one of them being lightly oaked.  This is a bigger operation than those visited yesterday and he exports much of his production to the United States.  

We stop off in Cadillac for lunch.  Think we are the only ones not to have an alcoholic drink – what self-control.  Needed even more when we pass a restaurant where Alan and Bill are wading through large piles of mussels.  Get back to the coach to find Tim polishing his shoes yet again – old Army habits die hard!  It turns out to be Colin’s birthday today so we are treated to a sweet white wine on the coach to get us in the mood for the next tasting in St Croix du Mont.

When greeted by the young lady at Crabitan Bellevue we can see why John P was so keen to come back here.  However, the wine is pretty good as well, and a steal at the price, even before we are given a discount.  The grapes for the sweet white wine are picked by hand and we try the oaked and unoaked variants from different years.  We are told not to drink it with pudding, but with cheese, preferably Roquefort, and that it would keep for up to 40 years.  Not sure any of us will last that long, although alcohol is quite a good preservative.  Some of the ladies find the wine a little too sweet for their taste, so Richard helps them out, leaving the place with a satisfied glow – not realising that he is being nobbled for the boules tournament.  Kate extracts a measure of revenge for prior humiliations on the way back by taking photos of various sleeping babes on the coach.

Try a swim when we get back – a bit fresh even though the air temperature is about 30C.  The boules tournament commences before dinner on a rather bumpy pitch.  It is suggested that we need a heavy roller but Maureen E declares she is not volunteering.  Flying ants stretch Judith’s French vocabulary – she comes up with fourmi par avion.  Main features of dinner are the ice cream served up with the starter and Kate measuring to see who has the longest carrot (we only got one small one each!).  By suitable crawling we manage to move our table up in the order of service – the French concept of service can be a little different to ours – along the lines of the customer is privileged to be allowed to eat here.  Boules continues after dinner, disturbing the French customers who are eating outside, until someone successfully appeals against the light.

Wednesday

The boules has taken its toll – I haven’t got the strength to open a pot of jam and Eileen has overslept.  Not surprising, given her momentous comeback the night before to win the first to 5 first round threesome having trailed 0-4-4.  A quick tour round Blaye market and then we set off in the coach to Bordeaux.  Traffic is very heavy, probably in part due to preparations for the Fete des Vins that is starting the next day.  We start off in the Cathedral, which is just as well as it closes for lunch at 11.30 rapidly followed by nearly everything else.  So if you can’t beat them you just have to join them - for lunch.  We find a table outside in an atmospheric square with an accordion playing – I try out my best French and get answered by “2 smoked salmon salads” in a Northern English accent by the waiter.

Wander back through the shopping centre, which is full of shoe shops and banks – just like home.  Elaine buys me a bottle of Petrus in the form of a fridge magnet – not quite what I had in mind.  We bump into the Wembley contingent at a café to find that they have managed to find an English microbrewery – trust them!  We have a beer with them while waiting for the coach and watch in amusement as Tim arrives, nearly mowing down an ambulance that was trying to edge through a red light.

Back to the hotel for more swimming and boules followed by a wine tasting laid on by Judith.  This features the wines from the South of France trip last year, which go down very well – we may have missed the match, but we enjoyed the recorded highlights.  Even Tim, who professes not to like French wine, is impressed.  Judith tells him that he may be good at driving but his taste buds need educating.  Gordon innocently? comes up with the question “ is Judith still active?”.  Dinner comes with much snappier service tonight – a sort of “Peek In Duck” as Bill suggests, no doubt trying to find a vegetable.  A deputation heads for the town for après dinner drinks, while some of us watch the football.  Lynette has a fall on the way, but manages to take Alan with her as a cushion and he comes off second best.   

Thursday

Heavy rain overnight so we have to breakfast indoors.  We are greeted by Helene (of La Lude fame), who has driven all the way down from Angers to join us for our visit to the Medoc today.  On the way down to the ferry across the Garonne, we stop in the Maison Du Vin in Blaye.  They have an extensive range of Blaye wines arranged in alphabetical order and with the precise grape percentages displayed.  We are met by our coach for the day, appropriately sporting a picture of grapes on the side.  Tim has a rest day, but still joins us for the tour – you’d have thought he’d want to get away from us!  The boat smells of petrol – must be Riesling, someone suggests.

Our first stop is at Chateau Lascombes, which is one of the Grands Crus chateaux (2eme classe).  They have a higher proportion of Merlot than is usual for this area, as they have discovered that their soil is more suited to Merlot than to Cabernet Sauvignon.  They also employ cold maceration techniques using dry ice to keep the grapes cold.  Apparently the 1929 is still very good.  It is amusing to hear Judith translating the French guide’s English into French for Helene – a new challenge for her.  The downside is that the wine is £30/bottle – not many purchases this time although one or two of us take a chance on the second growth.

Stop at a typical French family restaurant for lunch in Pauillac.  Some amusement when the salad dressing comes out after we have finished our salad starter, but this is soon forgiven when we get potatoes and veg with our main course.  We endear ourselves to the waitress by stacking our plates up, and as a result are rewarded with more bottles of red wine.  Memories of Rioja come flooding back, but either we have grown older and wiser or it is just that most of Hoddesdon are not here, and we actually leave some full bottles on the table.  Maureen remarks that the wine would put hairs on your chest, and Bill is worried about having to shave as well as powder it – this is getting almost as bad as drinking champagne in the bath.

We drive on to our final vineyard, which proves the most difficult of the week to find even with 2 French people on board, probably because it seems to have about 3 different names.  We have an interesting vertical tasting of the 99, 00, and 01 wines.  The style is rather austere, the 00 seeming to be the most promising if allowed to age.  Some of us get together and buy a bottle of the 95 to check our theory, and this is a definite improvement.  They use all new barrels and export most of their production to Belgium.  We drive back to the ferry past many famous names in the world of wine - Latour, Mouton Rothschild, Lynch-Bages to name but a few.  

Typically, having had a big lunch, our chef has chosen today to dish up his heaviest meal of the week, the sea bass being served up on a bed of pasta, not to mention the custard!  Judith’s table is elevated to number one in the service sequence no doubt due to the presence of Helene, while we slip to the bottom after the waiter catches both John S and myself pouring our own wine.  His sneer is worthy of Basil Fawlty at his best.  John B is incredulous at the thought of 2-3 times per month – not sure what we were talking about at the time, but it can’t have been drinking wine.  After dinner the choice is between boules and the European championship.  John P suggests that we introduce dope tasting and play is finally abandoned due to the cold when the breeze gets up over the water.

Friday

The hotel has decided to move Ken and Maureen to another room, which is handled with the usual French ‘tact and diplomacy’.  We are early heading towards St Emilion so there is a brief stop at Leclerc during which Elaine gets her legs disinfected by a chemical toilet.  Chris treats himself to a hose, presumably to attach to a wine box on the journey home.  We drive past Petrus en route and arrive at St Jacques Calon in Montagne St Emilion, where we are greeted by two young men, causing Judith P to rush to the front this time.  This a far smaller operation than yesterday’s vineyards, demonstrated by the small number of barrels (18) from last year, when yields were very low.  Everyone here does something different and in their case it is the use of Russian oak.

To Judith P’s chagrin, the ‘farmer’ of the brothers has an attractive girl friend whose family owns a vineyard producing white and sparkling wines – surely a marriage made in heaven.   All the vignerons look young to us these days, but the three of them can only be in their early 20’s and they serve us a four-course lunch accompanied by wines from both vineyards, and including a tart specially made for us by the local patisserie.  We end up staying there far longer than anticipated as sales go well and Judith is presented with a magnum, which helps her to forgive Janet for filling her glass with water.

We then have to rush back for our visit to the Co-operative just a few miles from Blaye.  They have over a million bottles in stock – probably a few less now.  Judith mentions that our party contains a number of wine judges, which provokes the question – what do you think of our wines.  There is a deathly hush as the right words are searched for – Kate coming to the rescue.  A good BBQ wine is probably a bit damning with faint praise, but to be fair at the prices charged this is what these wines are aiming for, unfortunately suffering a bit by comparison with what had gone before.

Tim is beginning to worry about having enough room for the luggage, and we need to remove all the wine from the hold so that it can be packed according to drop-off points.  A squad of us volunteer for this task while Maureen rushes back to polish Bill’s boules for the semi final.  Stacking up the wines according to drop off point is very revealing, with Sandbach, by far the biggest pile, much of it attributable to Janet – it’s always the quiet ones!  The boules are completed with Eileen emulating Greece and coming through to win after her first round comeback.  Her classic English bowls technique proves the most effective given the vagaries of the pitch.  The last supper contains no major surprises – beef adorned with 2 mange tout and a tiny carrot.  Although we made fun about the food, it was of excellent quality and most of the chef’s unusual combinations worked very well.  The waiters on the other hand – well I get my revenge by dripping the last drop of red wine from the bottle on the tablecloth.  Judith P confesses to being a wine groupie – still excited about the young men I suppose, but impresses herself by knowing about flor and Bristol Cream!

Saturday

We eat our last breakfast outside with the kites and buzzards soaring overhead.  We somehow force the cases into the hold, and within half an hour on the road it is raining.  We are going in the right direction as the other side of the motorway is jammed solid with the French summer migration to the south.  We start drinking after midday – the latest all week.  Eileen has slipped up, packing her glass and is caught by Judith drinking Premier Cru Chablis out of a plastic cup.  Colin’s glass is overfilled with red wine – well a judge should know better than to use a non-ISO glass, although Judith is forced to confess to having drunk cider out of a carafe.   We seem to have a never ending supply of wines to taste and even Judith is getting the worse for wear as she tries to put two wine pourers into a bottle.  

We stop for shopping and lunch at Leclerc – must be a risk of someone getting breathalysed in charge of a trolley.  Alan and Lynette decide to have a picnic lunch, but are unable to find a seat and then Alan discovers he has left his corkscrew on the coach and cannot open the half bottle of wine they have bought.  Judith, Kate and Richard are late back having bought half the supermarket, including a fold-up table (vin de table?), and a seemingly endless stream of wine boxes and bottles are passed to the back of the coach.  We are then subjected/treated? to a video from last year’s German trip.  While the English fight when they get drunk, the Germans sing – not sure which is a more undesirable trait!

A quick refreshment stop enables the Jones/Hotham party to consume their last ice creams of the holiday, another tasting or two, then the results of the quiz, which I modestly confess to winning by one point.  We stop in Honfleur for dinner, where some of us struggle to complete our set menus in the two hours allowed.  Ironically after all arriving back at the coach we are kept waiting by Tim.  There is just time on the way to the port to get through a hurried tasting of sweet wines, with Alan enlisted as a trainee (on coach) pourer.  We finish up with a Cassis – Chris reckons his glass is crying because this is the last drink of the holiday.  In all we have had 59 tastings (60 for those of us who had the 95 St Estephe) not to mention wines consumed at lunch and dinner.  No hanging around for the ferry this time, straight on for a quick nightcap and then to bed.  Kate fancies playing the fruit machine, but she can’t reach the slot or even see whether it takes Euros or sterling.

Sunday

Awoken by that disembodied voice on the tannoy at 5.45.  They are keen to get you up for breakfast.  We get down below and find ourselves waiting for Tim again – we must have worn him out over the week.  There is a strong smell of cheese when the coach is opened; retrospectively I have to confess that we were probably the guilty party.  It is raining as we come off the ship so we know we are back now.  Drop-offs are quicker than expected, with no missing wine.  John B brings out his wheelbarrow to unload his wines, while Chris is left at the roadside wondering about the wisdom of relying upon his son to get up on a Sunday morning. 

Funnily enough, in the evening I have a headache for the first time all week – could it be withdrawal symptoms?

Monday

Wine must have had good length, I can still taste it.

Reflections

We always enjoy ourselves on these trips the formula of good wine and food, visiting some of the smaller family vineyards, meeting up with old friends and making new ones can’t fail really.  I think I can even claim that this trip was educational as well (worth a try anyway).  Even the more knowledgeable amongst us probably learnt a fair bit about the wines of Bordeaux, and the variations across that region.  However many vineyards you visit, there is always something new to see, hear or taste.

Later

We did a tasting for our wine appreciation society in spite of the fact that the wines had not really had time to recover from the journey and they all went down very well.  The second wine from Lascombes (96) was particularly interesting – initially it had the bouquet of old Burgundy, but gradually the aromas and flavours came out – definitely a wine to decant and savour!

