Bordeaux -  Day Five

Back on the bus at 8:30a.m. for the ride to St. Emilion and a “train” ride through the vineyards.  It’s another beautiful day here, although predicted to turn rainy tomorrow.  Who knows.  Maybe we’ll dodge the rain bullet.  St. Emilion is a charming city tat appears on UNESCO’s list.
There’s no traffic today.  It’s the start of a four day religious holiday – Ascension Day – and everyone is off work.  So for the next few days, stores and restaurants might be open or closed and the traffic will be unpredictable.  It’s anyone’s guess.  

We arrived at St. Emilion and found that our “train” was really a tram disguised as a train.  The purpose of this “train’ is to take people through the vineyards to Chateau Rochebelle where they’re taken down into the “caves” and end up at the wine store where they can purchase wine.  Turns out that Rochebelle’s business model is stockpiling the wine in the cellars or caves and selling it only at the winery, unlike the other St. Emilion wine producers who sell through distributors and don’t keep large supplies of wines for many years.
Our wine train had to take a slight detour – through an actual vineyard -  because a piece of farm equipment had overturned and blocked the road.  You can see the disaster in one of the pictures that Jeff took.  No matter, however, we detoured and arrived safe and sound back at the train/tram depot.  We disembarked, walked back to where our bus was parked and then followed one of the principals of Rochebelle back to the winery.  Why, you may ask, as we did, didn’t we just get off the tram at the winery in the first place since we were the only ones on the tram?  The answer to that is like everything else in this country – French “efficiency!”

So those who wanted to negotiate the caves took the tour while some of us remained behind at the tasting and sales room to wait for the tour takers.  We then sampled three red wines from three separate vintage years and a few of our tour group bought wine. 

We went back to St. Emilion where we had lunch at the Palais du Cardinal restaurant.  What a good lunch it was.  The first bit was a gazpacho over some sort of soft white cheese and it was delicious.  The official appetizer was fois gras (duck not goose) served with toast and apples.  The main dish was beef (filet cooked just right) with vegetables, a thin slice of something on top – we could never get the answer to what it was, but Jeff thinks it was celeriac – and mushroom pudding of sorts.  We ended with a crème brulee followed by espresso.  In all a great lunch.  We now had a little more than an hour to tour the town and visit whatever shops were open before returning to the bus at 4 p.m.  

Our last stop was in Fronsac with a visit to the most spectacular chateau we’ve visited thus far on this trip, La Riviere.  This beautiful estate sits on wonderful and beautifully kept grounds.  One can book a room (there are 6 rooms in all).  The room where we tasted wine – we had two to taste – looked like a medieval war room.  Great experience.  Again, some went into the caves to see the barrels.  For this tour, however, there is no electricity at the cave level so the tour is conducted with a high powered “flash” light.  Needless to say, I don’t go crawling in caves, especially after one of our group fell in Rochebelle’s caves.  But, I do taste the wine.  These wines were just OK, not so great. 
Wine tasting in Bordeaux and surroundings is very different from wine tasting in California or Australia or New Zealand, as examples.  First, here in Bordeaux, you’re usually in a Chateau of considerable age and handed down from generation to generation until being sold to a commercial or other enterprise.  So, “dropping in” on a winery is not the norm.  One must make reservations.  Secondly, we are rarely given more than two wines – of the Chateau’s choice – to taste.  In California, whether you pay for it or the wine tasting comes free, you can usually have many - five or six or more - wines.  
Perhaps the size of our group is daunting – we are 20 for a tasting – but this is a wine lover’s tour and the group is very knowledgeable about the wines, the process of making wine and subtleties of tasting wines.  In fact, four in our group are wine makers. The folks that lead the tours or conduct the tastings at the bigger name Chateaux in Bordeaux are often employees of the Chateau as opposed to owners or others more vested in the winery’s success, in contrast to what one finds more frequently in Sonoma, El Dorado, Amador or even in many wineries in Virginia and Maryland.  It’s different in Bordeaux.  The wine ranges from pretty good to great, but most of it is pricey.  And, the prices are euros, which makes it even more expensive when you convert to dollars.

Back at our “home away from home”, the Novotel, we finished the last cheese we bought a couple of days ago.  Tomorrow evening we’ll have to replenish our supply.  We aren’t hungry enough to go out to dinner after touring all day, but do need something to tide us over, so cheese and bread hits the spot.  And, France has the most wonderful selection of cheese of any country I’ve ever visited.

Tomorrow we begin early again and head south instead of north.  We have three tastings – which will likely include more barrel and cave crawling – and a lunch and tasting at a medieval castle.
