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W
e have the best climate for wine….well, 
normally anyway,” says the pretty French 
girl showing us around Château du tertre 
in the Médoc, as the rain patters heavily on 
our branded umbrellas and my ballet pumps 
sink ever further into the sodden ground.

renowned for its world-famous 
vineyards, the appellation Controlée area of Bordeaux, which 
encompasses the kind of hyperbole-inducing terroir responsible 
for Médoc, Margaux, Saint-Émilion, Pommerol and Pauillac, is one 
of the most ancient and sought-after areas of land in the world. 
One hectare in Saint-Émilion can sell for more than €2 million. 
this is the land that gave rise to the names of wines that now trip 
off the tongue of even the most amateur of wine drinkers – Pétrus, 
lafite-rothschild, Margaux, Cheval Blanc, ausone, latour, Mouton-
rothschild, Pichon-longueville, angelus, Château-Figeac.

the area of Bordeaux centres around the city of Bordeaux, built 
almost entirely out of beautiful yellow limestone, hewn centuries 
ago from the hillside underneath Saint-Émilion, about 45km west 
of Bordeaux. the wide Bordeaux river cuts through the city and 
the countryside beyond, flowing out to sea further north. With the 
area divided by the river, two clear wine regions have emerged – 
known as the left and right banks – the left bank, with its harsher 
conditions, is favoured by the powerful Cabernet Sauvignon grape, 
while the right bank, with its excellent drainage and undulating 
slopes, grows Merlot incredibly well. In addition, small amounts 
of Cabernet Franc and Petit verdot are also grown and added to 
Bordeaux at the blending stage, adding peppery robustness and 
tannin and colour respectively.

While there are numerous regions within the larger area of 
Bordeaux, the left bank is typified by its most famous area, the 
Médoc, just north of Bordeaux, which incorporates the small towns 
and villages of Margaux, Saint-Julien, Saint-estéphe, Haut-Médoc and 
Pauillac. the right bank boasts Saint-Émilion and Pommerol as its 
best-known growing areas. 

One of the reasons certain wines in the Médoc area have become 
so renowned is due to a now centuries-old classification system, 
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created by Napoleon in 1855, which, to help traders and wine 
merchants distinguish between quality of wines, sorted the best of 
the Bordeaux wines into five categories – known as first, second, 
third, fourth and fifth-growth wines (the first being the exclusive 
domain of Château lafite, Château latour, Château Margaux, Haut-
Brion and Mouton rothschild).

Bizarrely – and increasingly controversially – this pecking order 
has never been reclassified, meaning, that even if these wine giants 
have a series of bad years, their wine still commands some of the 
highest prices paid for wine, either old vintages or even at en 
Primeur, a method of purchasing wines early while a vintage is still 
very young, in barrel, offering buyers the opportunity to invest in a 
particular wine before it is bottled. Wines for en Primeur are tasted 
and rated by wine traders and experts, including the renowned wine 
critic robert Parker whose out-of-a-hundred points marking system 
has come to stand as the key indicator to the quality of a new wine; 
it is used throughout the industry and can dramatically affect the 
price of a wine. 

Interestingly, Parker himself has named a fifth-growth wine, 
Château Pontet-Canet, as his best wine a few times in recent years, 
and yet, despite its growing reputation, it still cannot compete price-
wise with the likes of lafite and Pétrus whose names consistently 
command staggering sums. In China, the focus on status and name 
means even empty Pétrus bottles sell for hundreds of dollars. 

and so, as if to learn our first lesson in this most complex world 
of wine classification, we come to Château du tertre – a fifth-growth 
wine that you might not have heard of – but you should have. 
Standing in the rather unseasonal rain, the tour takes us through 
the history of this Château, one of the only in the Médoc to have 
natural cellars (the low-lying lands mean most cellars for ageing 
are man-made). Using a combination of old and new techniques 
to make their wine, the Château is a typical Bordeaux blend of the 
classic modernity that you are increasingly seeing in the area. Our 
guide finishes the tour by explaining (with a wry smile at the still 
plummeting heavens) that irrigation is illegal in France, meaning 
winemakers are at the mercy of mother nature each year – rain and 
sunshine have a marked effect on how grapes grow and how  

the vine-covered hills and limestone towns of Bordeaux and Saint-Émilion are 
essential destinations for wine lovers; but don’t let the pull of the big names and 

complex classification systems mean you miss out on some of the hidden gems to be 
found there too, writes Emma Johnson

in a name



XXXXXX

Saint-Émilion

Saint-ÉmilionGrounds at Chateau du Tertre Pavillon Villemaurine

 they’ll eventually taste – which is why so much attention is paid 
to different vintages. As if to prove her point, we are invited to taste 
two vintages, about five years apart – tannic, rich and earthy, the 
effects of the different weather in each year, and the ageing process, 
is obvious. 

After this we take a drive through the rest of the Médoc area – 
marvelling at the pristine châteaux, sweeping tree-lined driveways 
and sprawling lawns that dot the area. Inheritance, or succession 
tax, here is crippling, and nearly all châteaux in the area reinvest 
as much profit as they can back into the buildings, resulting in 
grand, over-the-top estates, styled within an inch of their lives 
and achingly chic – think Country Living meets hotel cool. It can 
be disconcerting at first – visitors to an area that boasts some of 
the oldest châteaux in the world are probably expecting rustic, 
crumbling mansions and cobwebbed cellars – but these are 
businesses, pure and simple. Something that becomes more and 
more apparent as we tour the area.

The afternoon sees us visiting two châteaux with completely 
different approaches to wine-making. Another fifth-growth château, 
Lynch-Bages, has a long history and has worked hard to preserve 
many of the more traditional and often time-consuming processes 
for making, ageing and tasting wine; to the point that a tour of 
their estate includes a fascinating visit to the old fermenting room, 
complete with ancient ageing barrels, dated wooden machinery 
and traditional tools. At the other end of the scale, the second-
growth Château Lascombes, which boasts the most impressive main 

building and grounds we’ve seen so far, has poured their energy (and 
money) into utilising cutting-edge technology, including macerating 
grapes with dry ice before fermentation. 

Back in the Bordeaux that evening you’ll see the results of this 
dynamic and wide-ranging approach to wine is everywhere – 
restaurants are recommended for their wine lists before their food, 
and wine bars, tasting schools and wine shops are everywhere. 
Everything from simple Bordeaux blends to hard-to-find classics 
are here, and it’s easy to while away an afternoon tasting your way 
around the town. We stayed at the impressive and majestic Grand 
Hotel & Spa, arguably the best-located hotel in the city, situated 
in the centre of town, with views across the Place de la Comédie 
and an award-winning spa on the top floor. Many of the rooms and 
suites are large – make sure you request one at the front of the 
building – while the brasserie on the ground floor spills out onto the 
square and affords ample people-watching opportunities. We dine 
at La Tupina that night, a Bordeaux classic, a pleasant ten minute 
promenade along the bustling, lamp-lit waterfront.

There’s a change of pace next day when we head to Saint-
Émilion. While the region boasts a number of renowned châteaux, 
everything here is on a smaller, more intimate scale. Our favourite 
tour is at Château Guadet, whose main blending and ageing of their 
wonderful biodynamic wine is done at their headquarters in the 
centre of this historic World Heritage town. Tours are conducted by 
owner and winemaker Vincent, a charismatic Frenchman with an 
infectious laugh and a passion for his subject. At last, something 
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Bordeaux:
The Grand Hotel and Spa: ghbordeaux.com
Château Du Tertre: chateaudutertre.fr
Château Lynch-Bages : lynchbages.com
Chateau Lascombes: chateau-lascombes.com
La Tupina: latupina.com

Saint-Émilion 
Pavillon Villemaurine: pavillon-villemaurine.com
Château Guadet: chateau-guadet-saintemilion.fr
Château Troplong–Mondot: chateau-troplong-mondot.com  
Château Villemaurine: villemaurine.com

slightly less polished, slightly more ramshackle emerges amongst all 
the glamour. a modest courtyard houses three slightly dilapidated 
buildings which house space for fermenting, sorting and ageing, as 
well as access to their amazing cellars. 

Unlike the Médoc, Saint-Émilion cellars are vast, sprawling and 
endless. the result of hundreds of years of mining the limestone to 
build Bordeaux, libourne and Saint-Émilion has left the town with 
vast acres of cellars, and nearly every château in Saint-Émilion has 
made use of these naturally cool, dark spaces to age their wines. 
at Guadet, we meander through twists and turns as dusty bottles 
emerge from the gloom, before coming up into a convivial room for 
a tasting; but the best place to enjoy the endless, cavernous space 
below the city is through the tour of Château villemaurine, just a 
few minutes walk from the centre. the tour of the château might 
be on the generic side, but their extensive cellar network is quite 
extraordinary and well worth a visit.

It’s also worth hiring bikes or cars to explore the quiet lanes around 
Saint-Émilion – a gentle tour of the major châteaux takes about an 
hour-and-a-half and is fairly flat all the way. Stop for lunch or a drink 
at the renowned Château troplong Mondot, and sit on their gorgeous 
terrace with far-reaching views across the region. their wine is some 
of the best in the area, and the modest wine list allows you to try a 
good variety of their different vintages. the food was excellent too - 
unique flavours and an interesting menu - while the service was some 
of the friendliest I’ve ever experienced in France. 

Just down the road from Château troplong Mondot is the 

enchanting Pavillon villemaurine, a striking boutique hotel 
situated amongst the vineyards of the aforementioned Château 
villemaurine, at the edge of Saint-Émilion. english owners Nikki and 
Julian Garofano have lovingly turned this into a wonderful place to 
stay, offering large rooms, views over the vineyards, a welcoming 
breakfast every morning, a gorgeous terrace with complimentary 
wine from their own vineyard every afternoon and expert knowledge 
to boot. the beds are as huge and comfy as you’d expect, the 
bathrooms large and airy and the décor is understated elegance with 
just the right amount of rustic chic.

Beautiful Saint-Émilion is an intoxicating place. ancient and 
charming, its steep cobbled streets and vine-covered hills seem to 
make time stop. and believe me, you’ll want it to. 


