Bordeaux – Day Two
We got an early start.  But first, we got to experience our breakfast buffet which is reasonably ample.  The buffet opens at 6 a.m. and since we had to report to the bus at 8 a.m., we got to the buffet around 6:30 when the servers were eating their breakfast and didn’t much care whether we were taken care of or not. 

Our bus driver, Jean Louis, predicted that our ride to Cognac country would take about 2 hours and that we would have substantially more traffic than we had on Sunday. True to his predictions, our trip out of Bordeaux was mostly gridlock but roads opened up after that.  We arrived at our first destination, the wine making headquarters and distillery of Madame and Monsieur Babinot.  It was nearly 10 a.m.  We were going to be civilized and take the tour first before we imbibed.  The Babinots, very hospitable and nice, spoke no English so our guide acted as translator.  Mr. Babinot did most of the talking and he was very knowledgeable, explaining everything and answering all questions.  He also showed us his hobby, collecting old clippers and other cutting tools, which you can see in the photos line his walls.  The oldest tool dates back to 1850.  Turns out they make a few different kinds of Cognacs and a couple of fortified fruit juices as well as some wine, which they bottle and sell under their own label.  The remainder of the grape crop they and their neighbors sell to large operations like Hennessy.

I’m not a Cognac drinker, but decided to try some.  Might have been better to start out with a younger and less alcoholic cognac as the 45 proof just about paralyzed my throat from tongue on down.  

Another drink offered here is a mixture of wine fruit juice “fortified” with cognac.  It supposedly makes a good aperitif.  The lighter  cognac made here was the one I liked the best and even though it was not available in the USA, I don’t think for the two glasses I’d probably drink in my lifetime that it would be worth schlepping the product all the way home.  We’re flying on Air France where we don’t have the kind of status we have on United.  So we have weight limits for both our checked luggage and carry ons.  Yes, Air France weighed our carry on luggage as well.
After Babinot, we went to the local restaurant to eat.  We were joined by a neighbor of the Babinots who our guide knows and our driver. Our lunch consisted of five courses and enough food to last until tomorrow’s breakfast buffet.  Of the five courses we could make choice for three of them.  The first dish, the appetizer was really good and the choice most of us took was a combination of several small dishes or portions.  There was fois gras, smoked trout ceviche, a terrine, shrimp (with heads still attached) salad, toast, smoked duck slices, a small scoop of something fishy and salty (sardine rillettes), and sauces for the trout and fois gras.  This combo, as it turns out, was the winner and could have been a complete meal in itself.  Local red and white wine accompanied the food.  Both were quite good.  
Next dish was again a choice and most of us had snails (escargot) in a small dish with tomato, other spices and ground sausage.  The unnamed ingredient was several handfuls of salt which made the dish unpalatable in my opinion.  And, because the sausage overpowered anything else, I couldn’t taste the escargot.  Too bad.  I prefer my escargot swimming in the traditional butter and garlic sauce.  Scratch dish number two. 

For the main course – again several choices -  I chose what was touted as a “bouillabaisse”, Jeff had the duck dish (this time one could specify how it should be cooked – from medium to juicy – and others had frog legs or eel. The photos show the bouillabaisse, the duck dish and the eel, but not the frog legs.  The bouillabaisse came with a crayfish still in its shell with legs attached and maybe a bite to eat after struggling to get at the meat.  There were two slices of eel complete with bones and skin, fish with skin on and large carrots and potatoes.  There was little broth and a large dollop of something resembling aioli, or garlic sauce for the broth.  Jeff traded his duck for my fishy dish but neither of us cared much for either dish.  The duck breast was difficult to cut and didn’t taste like any duck I’ve ever eaten.  Scratch another dish. 
Following this course was a cheese course, if you can call two small pieces of cheese and a small helping of lettuce salad a “course.” 

Last, but not least, we could choose any dessert we wanted off the menu. One had fruit, another ice cream and I shared the chocolate mousse with Jeff.  It was okay, but not great.  The best thing about it was that it was chocolate.  In all, too much not-so-good food here. 

We waddled back to the bus where the driver had to back the bus down the narrow road he entered before lunch because there was no place for him to turn around.  We were now heading for Hennessy to take the tour and see that cognac operation.  It was a stark contrast to the Babinot’s small place with a huge showroom and gift shop where you could buy cognac ranging in price from less than 20 euros to a premium bottle that sold for more than 2,500 euros.  Those bottles were displayed and also alarmed to prevent theft.  If you like looking at barrels, Hennessy had lots of them, but also a rich history.  Again, much of the stock isn’t available in the USA, but the liquor is heavy and neither of us drink that much cognac.  We got to taste several kinds of Hennessy cognac at the end of the tour.

We boarded the bus for the two hour trip back to Bordeaux and arrived at our hotel where food was definitely not desired.  Tomorrow, Tuesday, is the official start of the tour of Bordeaux.  The cognac portion was an extra add-on that eight of us signed up for.  Tuesday those of us on the trip – about 18 in all – will begin with a tour of Bordeaux and a welcome dinner at a restaurant by the water.  Jeff and I will be with the group for the first week of the trip and then most of the others will stay for the second week.
The bus that is transporting us is the size of a Greyhound bus with seating for about 60 people.  So, each of us essentially can hunker down in a whole row of our own for the trip.

