WINE REGIONS OF FRANCE
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France is the heartland for fine wine.  Other countries can claim longer wine history or larger wine production, but none can challenge France’s leadership in quality.  The majority of fine international wines are made in the image of French wine icons, using French grape varieties, French techniques, and even French barrels.  When it comes to making fine wine, France did it first, and many argue that she still does it best.  

Grapes have grown around the balmy Mediterranean for millennia, their prolific vines entwined among fig and olive branches.  The Romans were first to force grapes north into the wild oak forests of continental France.  Since wine was a staple of the Roman diet, vineyards were planted throughout the empire.  

France grows colder and less hospitable north of its sun-drenched Mediterranean coast.  Grapes did not ripen as easily in this harsh temperate climate.  Vines struggled to overcome adversity, focusing on fewer clusters of smaller berries to improve their odds of survival.  However, the resulting sparse harvests produced far more intense flavor than the bumper crops of fat, happy grapes luxuriating in the south. Ironically, the challenging growing conditions led to excellence in wine flavor and French wines began to earn a following and premium prices even in late Roman times.  
But, the refinement of French wine into a true luxury commodity began in earnest only after the Roman retreat.  Medieval Christian monasteries tended vineyards to make wine for their communion.  Their written records were the final links in the quality chain.  By passing wine wisdom from generation to generation, remarkable advances were achieved, such as careful identification of the best grape varieties, thoughtful selection of prime vineyard sites and recognition of the rewards of cask aging.  
Wine’s unique place of honor in the New Testament provided ample motivation to improve quality, regardless of mundane concerns like balancing costs and benefits.  Peasant farmers might not find more power and flavor to be worth extra effort and reduced yield, but the Church certainly did.  Making transcendently delicious and age-worthy wines required reverential discipline, and success was construed as divine favor.  Producing fine wine bolstered the political power of Catholic fraternal orders among the royal courts of Europe.

Ancient monastic lessons remain central principles of modern winemaking.  A vineyard’s unique fingerprint of soil, climate and landscape, summed up by the French word terroir, was first recognized centuries ago.  Grape varieties were chosen based on their ability to ‘express’ this character, the taste of the place, much as we do today.  
While most regions of France made only passable wine, the terroir of a few valleys was recognized as superior, excelling in particular grapes and styles.  These areas developed fame for their wine quality, and their names became synonymous with their products.  From vast regions like Bordeaux to tiny vineyards like Montrachet, French wines are still named for their place of origin to this day.

[image: image2.wmf]France’s leadership in the world of fine wine stems largely from fortunate circumstances of geography and history.  First to focus on the goal of producing smaller quantities of higher quality wine, France has refined its grapes and techniques for centuries longer than its competitors.  With much of the country falling outside the grapevine’s comfort zone, but within its range of survival, many diverse quality wine traditions have developed.   The classic wines of France’s five most important quality regions are exemplars that are imitated around the globe. 
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France’s six top wine regions excel with different grape varieties and styles.  With traditions refined over centuries, each produces benchmark wines that are imitated around the globe.  Three of these are major regions, having given their names to classic wines that are household names.  The other three are better known to wine lovers than to the general public.

MAJOR FRENCH WINE REGIONS AND THEIR WINE STYLES

· Bordeaux – blended reds from Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot, as well as whites based on Sauvignon Blanc

· Burgundy – whites from Chardonnay and reds from Pinot Noir

· Champagne – sparkling wines made by fermenting wine twice

MINOR FRENCH WINE REGIONS AND THEIR WINE STYLES

· Rhone Valley – reds from Syrah (aka Shiraz) and Grenache
· Loire Valley – whites from Sauvignon Blanc and Chenin Blanc
· Alsace – whites from Riesling and Pinot Gris (aka Pinot Grigio)
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Bordeaux is the name given to the wines of the Gironde department, surrounding the Atlantic port city of Bordeaux.  Red wines dominate production, from modest to stellar in quality, while smaller quantities of both dry and sweet whites are also made.  

Blending varieties is the rule in Bordeaux.  Originally used as a strategy to avoid crop failure in poor weather, winemakers now balance the strengths and weaknesses more than one grape based on flavor.  Bordeaux’s proximity to major oak forests led to the use of barrels for aging wine.  The local practice of replacing small barriques frequently to add a toasty spice flavor to top wines has become a worldwide norm.

Merlot is the most widely planted vine in Bordeaux, and can tolerate the coolest, dampest vineyards.  It is the region’s workhorse, providing the bulk of its value reds.  A handful of estates clustered around the towns of St. Emilion and Pomerol produce world-class Merlot-based wines at higher prices.  However, the most famous Bordeaux wines come from the Médoc district, on the other side of the Gironde estuary.  Gravel beds line the famous ‘Left Bank’, encouraging the pursuit of quality over quantity.  The sun-warmed stones radiate heat overnight, while forcing vine roots to struggle deep into the earth to find water.  Thick-skinned Cabernet Sauvignon is planted here, producing wines of tremendous color, concentration and aging potential.  
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Individual estates, or Chateaux, have long established reputations for quality.  A complex quality ranking in 1855, known as the Cru Classification, attempted to define Bordeaux’s hierarchy and remains relevant today.
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Burgundy, in Central France, is famous for its sensual, expressive Chardonnays and Pinot Noirs.  The entire region makes wine from one grape at a time without blending, the best of which see some oak ageing.  White Burgundy is always all Chardonnay.  Red Burgundy is Pinot Noir, unless it comes from Beaujolais where only affordable Gamay is grown.  Of Burgundy’s five districts, the Maconnais and Chalonnaise also make modest wines at reasonable prices.  But top sites in the Cote d’Or and Chablis make some of the most rare and expensive wines in the world.

Burgundy is world’s foremost example of regional hierarchy, especially in the prestigious real estate of the Cote d’Or.  Most regions stop carving out smaller appellations at the village level to avoid confusion, but Burgundy gives individual vineyards their own legal status.  Such superior vineyards may be ranked Premier Cru or Grand Cru, which translate loosely to ‘First Class’ and ‘Top of the Class’.

The original home of quality wine since the dark ages, Burgundy is brutally hard to master.  Intricacies of sedimentary geology, monastic history and Napoleonic inheritance law have spawned too many appellations, mystifying labels and small vineyards co-owned by dozens of producers.  Yet, insatiable international demand for top Burgundy drives prices sky-high, even for poor examples.  Anything more than modest Burgundy can be a heartbreaking gamble without professional advice, caveat emptor.
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Champagne is the original bubbly, and the region still produces the finest sparkling wines in the world.  Located just outside Paris, Champagne has one of the world’s coldest grape growing climates.  Its sparkling wines epitomize elegance, balancing richness with restraint.  Yet, Champagne producers must flirt with both triumph and disaster, since grapes barely ripen at all in poor weather.  Since grape flavor varies so widely from year to year, these wines are blended from multiple vintage years to achieve harmony.  

All sparkling wines are naturally carbonated by trapping the carbon dioxide (CO2) produced during fermentation. The Champagne region’s traditional method is undoubtedly the finest way to make wine sparkle, and is imitated worldwide.  

1. Barely ripe grapes are made into a light, acidic white base wine.  

2. Sugar and yeast are added, and the wine is bottled and sealed.

3. A second fermentation takes place in each bottle, under pressure.

4. The wines age for a minimum of 18 months on their lees (yeast sediment) to add toasty flavor.  Longer aging increases intensity.

5. A complex process, called ‘riddling’, removes the lees from each individual bottle, in order to clarify the wine.

6. Each bottle is sweetened slightly just prior to being corked.  
7. Champagnes are sold in the same bottle in which the second fermentation took place.
Champagne growers use the same grapes as their neighbors in Burgundy for their finest wines, Chardonnay and Pinot Noir.  Pinot Meunier, a cousin of Pinot Noir, is also planted because of its cold-hardiness.  Champagnes are blends based on red skinned grapes, unless they are made from 100% Chardonnay.  Chardonnay-only champagnes are premium wines, often labeled Blanc de Blancs, meaning white wine from white grapes.  

Great producers often exceed the legal minimum, holding such wines on their lees for up to fifteen years.  The final result combines the refreshment of lemonade with the richness of Irish cream.
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The most diverse French wine region is the Loire Valley.  The country’s longest river stitches together a patchwork of vineyards that vary widely in climate and native grapes as they stretch from the central plateau to the coast of Brittany.  As with most cool northern zones, white wines are the most successful and grape varieties are rarely blended.  Smaller quantities of red wines, rosés, dessert wines and sparkling wines are also made.  

The Loire is most easily understood when divided into three zones: the moist maritime lower reaches, the mild and broad mid-section and the colder continental climate of its upper valleys.  In the highest and lowest vineyards, the Loire produces only still, dry white wines.  In the valley’s fertile midlands, both the largest volume and the widest range of styles are made.  The most renowned of the Loire’s appellations are those nearest its headwaters in Central France where growing conditions are difficult.  Only the finest sites are planted and yield wines of high average quality.  Bordeaux’s native Sauvignon Blanc grape is grown here, but made differently with no blending and no new oak used.  Tart wines with sharp herbal aromatics result from towns like Sancerre and Pouilly-Fumé.  

Downstream, from Tours to Angers, the Loire’s climate softens and eases grape growing.  The jewel of the Loire, her native Chenin Blanc grape, is the most widely planted here.  Chenin Blanc excels at a stunning range of styles, from off-dry Vouvray to bone-dry Savennieres, and from sparkling Saumur to rich, decadently sweet Bonnezeaux.  But this is also where conditions permit the ripening of red-skinned grapes.  Both delightful reds, like Chinon and Bourgueil and charming rosé wines like Cabernet d’Anjou are made from Bordeaux’s minor Cabernet Franc variety.


The Rhône Valley, stretching from Lyons to Marseilles, is known for its spicy reds and dry rosés.  But there is a dramatic North/South split in style rooted in local geography.  Northern Rhône vineyards cling stubbornly to steep slopes above the churning river’s gorge, while Southern Rhône vineyards are draped along the lazy river’s alluvial plain as it slows to meet the sea.  The result is wines that share a family resemblance, but with recognizably different character.
The most common and affordable wines are those of the South, usually under the generic regional appellation Cotes-du-Rhône, or the slightly superior sub-zones entitled to add the word ‘Villages’.  Southern wines are typically blended from a long list of permitted varieties.  However, the workhorse Grenache grape represents the vast majority of plantings.  Syrah and Mourvedre are often used to boost color and flavor.  Better known for volume than quality, the South nonetheless produces some wines of impeccable pedigree.  Chateauneuf-du-Pape is the jewel in the crown, whose stunningly intense Grenache-based blends are legendary.
The Northern Rhône produces only a tiny fraction of total Rhône output, but includes the area’s most sought after wines.  Its challenging vineyards in places like Cote-Rotie and Hermitage are only worth cultivating where truly stellar wine can be made.  Syrah is the superstar here, the only red grape permitted in the North.  Very little regional wine or rosé is made here, and the area’s white wines are rare collector’s items.  


Alsace is blessed with picture perfect vineyards in the Northeastern corner of France.  It has been hotly contested territory for much of its history, since both the French and the Germans considered Alsace to be rightfully theirs.  Traded back and forth many times in recent history, this area has developed a blended Franco-Germanic culture.
German heritage in Alsace provides sharp contrasts with the rest of France.  German grapes, like Riesling and Gewurztraminer, are cultivated.  The flute-shaped Alsace bottle is distinctively Germanic, as is the use of varietal rather than regional labeling systems.  Unlike other French regions, Alsace wines usually state their grape, and appellations smaller than the whole region are not used to distinguish the finest wines.  
But, of course, the French influence is pervasive as well.  Even when growing German grapes, Alsace vintners make stronger, drier wines than their neighbors across the border.  Food-oriented wines with finesse, the white wines of Alsace are some of France’s lesser-known marvels.  French grapes like Pinot Blanc and Pinot Gris make up the bulk of plantings.
The unique character of Alsace wine comes primarily from its geography.  Alsace is sandwiched between the mighty Rhine river and the Vosges mountains.  The shelter of these low peaks to the west creates a broad rain shadow.  While the Black Forest across the river in Germany is cold and cloudy, Alsace basks in the sunniest, driest conditions in all of France.  This quirk of climate combined with its northern latitude create cool, but sunny conditions that favor exceptional white wines.  The vibrant and pristine flavors of Alsace whites are never seasoned with new oak barrels, and are rarely blended.

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT BORDEAUX





Styles:		Mostly Red, Some White (both dry and dessert)





Important Appellations:	


Bordeaux (entire region), 


Medoc & Graves (Left Bank Districts), 


Pauillac, Margaux, St. Estephe, St. Julien, (Top Left Bank Villages)


St. Emilion, Pomerol (Top Right Bank Villages)


Sauternes, Barsac  (Top White Dessert Wine Villages)





Grapes:


Major Reds – Merlot & Cabernet Sauvignon


Minor Reds - Cabernet Franc, Malbec & Petit Verdot


Major Whites - Sauvignon Blanc & Semillon


Minor White - Muscadelle





WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT BURGUNDY





Styles:		Both Red and White





Important Appellations:	


Bourgogne (entire region), 


Chablis & Macon (White Wine Districts),


Beaujolais (Modest Red Wine District – Gamay grape only),


Cote de Beaune & Cote de Nuits (Prestige Wine Districts),


Meursault, Puligny-Montrachet, Chassagne-Montrachet �(Top White Wine Villages / Cote de Beaune)


Gevrey-Chambertin, Vosne-Romanée, Nuits-St. Georges�(Top Red Wine Villages / Cote de Nuits)





Grapes:


Reds – Pinot Noir, Gamay (in Beaujolais only)


White - Chardonnay





WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT THE LOIRE





Styles:		Mostly White, Some Red, Rosé, Sparkling and Dessert





Important Appellations:	


Muscadet (Lower Loire District), Anjou & Touraine (Mid-Loire Districts)


Sancerre & Pouilly-Fumé (Upper Loire White Villages – Sauvignon Blanc)


Vouvray & Chinon (Mid-Loire Villages)


Coteaux-de-Layon & Bonnezeaux  (Dessert Wine Villages)





Grapes:


Whites - Sauvignon Blanc (Upper), Chenin Blanc (Middle) & Melon (Lower)


Reds – Cabernet Franc





WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT THE RHONE VALLEY





Styles:		Mostly Red & Rosé, Very Little White (both dry and dessert)





Important Appellations:	


Cotes-du-Rhône (entire region), Cotes-du-Rhône-Villages (top villages)


Hermitage, Cote Rotie, Cornas, St. Joseph (Northern Rhône Villages)


Chateauneuf-du-Pape, Gigondas (Southern Rhône Villages)


Condrieu  (White Only Village)


Muscat de Beaumes-de-Venise (Dessert Wine)





Grapes:


Nothern Red – Syrah (only)


Southern Reds – Grenache, Syrah & Mourvedre


Whites – Viognier, Marsanne & Roussanne, Grenache Blanc, Clairette





WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT ALSACE





Styles:		Mostly White, Very Little Red   





Important Appellations:	


Alsace (entire region)





Grapes:


Major Whites – Riesling, Pinot Gris & Gewurztraminer


Minor Whites – Pinot Blanc & Muscat


Red – Pinot Noir
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