Bordeaux - Day Four

Today, a beautiful day indeed, we got an early start to Medoc, a wine region north of the city of Bordeaux, where we will visit a barrel making factory (cooper), three wineries and have lunch at Le Lion D’Or (Golden Lion) in Arcins. 
While making our way to Chateau Margaux, our first wine stop, we visited a factory that makes wine barrels from oak slats.  Each barrel is meticulously put together by hand and can cost upwards of $800.  Very noisy.

We have an 11 a.m. appointment at Chateau Margaux and the Chateau is very fussy about arriving on time.  Here in this area of France, one doesn’t “drop into” a winery as in California, Australia or other countries around the world. You need an appointment, usually far in advance.  And, you also need to have some reason to visit as groups are turned down.  We didn’t have to provide IDs or a blood sample, but wine tasting here is a much more formal process.  The Chateaus all want to take you on a tour of their facilities.  I contend that once you’ve seen one wine barrel, you’ve pretty much seen them all. The processes are very similar – only the blend differs.  For example, a red Bordeaux wine may consist of a blend, in varying proportions, of Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot and/or Cabernet Franc grapes. Merlot tends to soften the wine and make it drinkable sooner while Cabernet grapes may give the red wine a longer shelf life.  All the grapes give the wine a great fruity “nose” as well as taste.  Most classified growth Bordeaux wines traditionally needed to be cellared for a least 20 years before reaching their peak, but maybe not so much anymore.
On the way to our various destinations our guide likes to introduce us to “vowel movements” in the language of the country.  In Argentina (we traveled with Vin, our guide, to that country last year at this time) we learned how to pronounce vowels in Spanish.  Today, it was French.  Vowels are very important because the French seem to drop so many consonants they really need something to pronounce in order to have a word at all!  So we learned about a, e, i, o and u.  Tomorrow, we will concentrate on pronouncing double vowels in a word.  We are also learning words in French and that’s fun, too. 
Many of the people on this trip were on the Argentina trip from last year.  Eight of the 18 on this trip weren’t in Argentina, but they have all been on Vin’s trips before.  It’s a wonderfully congenial group consisting of wine makers, their wives and others interested in tasting and learning about wines and wine regions.
So, back to Chateau Margaux. After the tour, we got to taste two wines, a 2006 and 2008.  Both were quite good and also very expensive, especially after converting the euro price to American dollars. 
Lunch was a real treat.  The restaurant was a rather small one owned by a chef who is obviously a luddite.  He has neither a computer nor a fax machine.  So, all negotiations for reservations (day and time) as well as a menu, had to be done over the phone by international long distance.  This naturally made Vin nervous as confirmations were very late in coming.  But, it all worked out.  We were ushered into a room with a long table (table for 20 including our driver who eats with us as well) where we all sat down.  We had an appetizer of cubed cantaloupe with a Sauternes-style wine poured over it accompanied by a slice of proscuitto wrapped around lettuce on buttered toast.  Main course was a veal chop with creamed white asparagus (delicious) and home made potato chips served family style.  Dessert was puff pastry with a small scoop of ice cream in between accompanied by cooked apple slices.  Naturally, we had red and white wine to go with the meal and coffee afterwards to keep us awake on our subsequent visits to other Chateaus.  
The Golden Lion has a reputation for serving local wine makers, who bring their own bottles of wine to drink with meals.  Therefore, the wine the restaurant sells has its name stamped on the label to differentiate it from the bottles vintners bring in. Definitely one of the best meals we’ve had during our stay in Bordeaux.  And, it was a leisurely one. We spent about two and a half hours chatting while eating and drinking. 

We went from the Golden Lion to Chateau du Tertre, which presented us with by far the best wines of the day – a 2004 and 2006.  Wish we could afford them.  As usual, the price of admission was another tour.  As I can’t stand repetition, I, and another woman, usually wait for the crew in the tasting room. 

One more winery to go and we can return to Bordeaux.  Our last stop of the day – all reserved ahead of time – was at Chateau Dauzac, the most modern and prettiest tasting room of all.  But, the wines, three this time, two 2008’s and a 2006, were not very good.  So we came, we toured, we ate and drank and now we returned.  

After the bus ride back to the hotel, Jeff led a large contingent from our group to the shopping center behind our hotel where everyone could buy cheese, bread or whatever they wanted to eat and drink.  He bought two inexpensive Bordeaux wines, around 5€ each.  The first one he opened, 2009 Chateau Haut-Bourcier from Blaye Cotes de Bordeaux, seemed to smell and taste oxidized.  So we opened the other one, 2009 Chateau Les Verriers, which was fine.  We finished off two of the small cheeses we had for lunch on Tuesday. We’ll go back to the store to buy more cheese to take home with us.  They are available and are considerably cheaper than at home even converting from euros to dollars. 
Tomorrow, a train ride through St. Emilion and lunch at another local restaurant, and, if predictions are true, our last day of decent weather.

