
A few changes to made to the existing “Excellent” 2018 notes already 

provided on the web-site 

 

Bordeaux Style Reds 
 

After completing this session you should know:  

1. The Description and Technical Characteristics of the C1 Bordeaux Class  

2. The historical connection between Bordeaux and England.  

3. The relative importance of Bordeaux in the history of France.  

4. The geographic features and wine production in Bordeaux  

5. The Six large families of Bordeaux Appellations  

6. The 4 quality levels of Bordeaux wines  

7. Right Bank – Left Bank difference.  

8. What is a Garagiste.  

9. New world Bordeaux style blends  

10.Typical descriptors  

 

C1 Class - Dry Red Bordeaux Style  

A red wine to be consumed with food. Better wines in this class are virtually free of 

residual sugar, although a well-balanced and well-aged wine will have a softness that 

could be mistaken for sweetness. The garnet edge of a well-matured wine is preferable to 

the red-purple of a young wine.  

 

Varietal wines in the Bordeaux Style Dry Red Class must contain at least 85% of one of 

the following grapes: Cabernet Sauvignon, Cabernet Franc, Merlot, Petit Verdot, Malbec, 

or Carmenere. Blended wines in the Bordeaux Style Dry Red Class must contain at least 

85% of two or more of the above varieties blended to create an elegant combination 

rather than a wine resembling one of the components.  

 

Technical Characteristics:  

 Ingredients: Grapes  

 Alcohol: 11% - 15%  

 Colour: Medium red to garnet  

 Sugar: 0.0% - 0.35%  

 Specific Gravity: 0.990 - 0.993  

 Acidity: 5.5g/L - 6.7g/L pH: 3.4 - 3.7  

 

History of Bordeaux:  

Bordeaux' history is one of wine and roses. As far back as the third century BC, when it 

was founded by the Romans, the region's wines began enjoying a favourable reputation. 

In the mid-12th century, however, its path to worldwide wine fame was set forever when 

King Henry II of England married Eleanor of Aquitaine and thus gained control of the 

Bordeaux region. Eleanor's marriage to Henry of Anjou also ushered in a rivalry between 

France and England for control of Aquitaine and the vast English territories in France that 

would last for three centuries. However, for Bordeaux, the marriage brought only good, 



as the King tried to gain favour with Bordeaux citizens by allowing them, among other 

concessions, tax-free trade with England. As a result, Bordeaux wine became the 

cheapest imported wine and, unsurprisingly, a major hit with the English. From 1154 to 

1453, Bordeaux prospered under English rule, whose continued fondness for the region's 

red wine - known across the Channel as claret - helped the region gain a worldwide 

reputation for quality wines.  

 

During the 18th century, Bordeaux wine producers would often import wine from Spain, 

Rhone or the Languedoc to blend and stretch out their wine which they sold as to the 

English as claret. While this practice would be frowned upon today by Bordeaux 

authorities, the French wine writer André Jullien noted that some merchants believed this 

practice was necessary in order for the claret to be agreeable with English tastes-a 

practice he describes as "travail à l'anglaise".  

 

Today Bordeaux produces more fine wine than any other region in the world. From its 

100,000 hectares (247,000 acres) of vineyards, the region typically produces around one-

quarter of France's total appellation d'origine contrôlée (AOC) wine, of which 75 per cent 

is red. Although we consider Bordeaux to be a fine wine area, only 3% of production is 

Cru Classé or Grand Cru.  

 

Geography:  

Appellations in the Bordeaux region Bordeaux is often described as "the largest fine wine 

vineyard in the world". Bordeaux has always been at the center of attention in the wine 

world, with some of the greatest wines, the most historic chateaux and all the glamour 

and prestige one could want. But this hides the fact that more than half of the production 

is just simple Bordeaux Rouge, with a little dry Bordeaux Blanc. The generic appellation 

'Bordeaux' is applied to all wines produced in the Gironde department, as long as they 

satisfy a number of relatively strict conditions relating to grape varieties and restrictions 

on yield. In the Bordeaux region a total of 113,000 hectares in 57 appellations produce 

800 million bottles of wine per year in a variety of styles.  

 

The way that wines are named can be confusing. Sometimes they are named for the area 

in which they are produced (i.e. -Champagne, Pouilly Fuisse), others are named for the 

grapes from which they are made (i.e.- Chardonnay, Merlot), some are named for distant, 

better known production areas which produce wines that are at least slightly similar (i.e.- 

Chablis, Burgundy or Champagne produced in the United States), and finally there are 

wines that have "made up" brand names applied to them (Mateus, Blue Nun). The 

decision to name a wine in a certain way is influenced by local laws or traditions and 

marketing forces. 

 

In countries (mostly European) that have a long history of wine production, regulations 

have been developed that require certain varieties of grapes, viticulture practices and 

winemaking to be applied to wines from individual regions. These laws are based on 

centuries of experience with different grapes and methods and a resulting knowledge of 

what works best for that particular location. Most of the better French, Italian and 



Portuguese wines fall into this category. Examples of a few regional names include: 

Bordeaux, Chablis, Chianti, Burgundy, Beaujolais and Champagne.  

 

 

 

Right Bank/Left Bank - What's the Difference? 

First of all, to get properly oriented, the left or right bank is determined when you are 

facing downstream towards the sea, not upstream towards the river's source.  

 

The Left Bank is the more prestigious one as it contains the majority of First Growths and 

consists of wines from the following major appellations; Margaux, St. Julien, Pauillac 

and St. Estephe as well as the Haut Medoc and Pessac Leognan appellations. The Left 

Bank of Bordeaux is the home to all of the official 1855 Classified Bordeaux wines.   

  

The Bordeaux Classification of 1855 was created when, a group of wine merchants got 

together and drew up a classification system based on prices of that time. The highest 

classification or premier grand cru classe was given to 4 chateaux. Chateau Haut-Brion, 

Chateau Latour, Chateau Lafite and Chateaux Margaux. In 1972, Chateau Mouton-

Rothchild was elevated to that class.  

 

On the Right Bank, the best know areas are Pomerol and Saint Emilion and the area is 

much larger and more diverse than the Left Bank. St Emilion has a classification system 

that has also went through many revisions.  

 

Bordeaux is a very diverse region but overall we can group these appellations into six 

large families: 

 Bordeaux and Bordeaux Supérieur, (5 appellations)which occupy 46,8% of the  

Bordeaux vineyards;  

 Médoc and Graves (16,5%),(10 appellations) the Médoc is subdivided in the so called 

village appellations (Pauillac, Margaux, Saint-Estèphe, Saint-Julien, Moulis and 

Listrac);  

 Saint Émilion, Pomerol and Fronsac de Pomerol, Montagne, Lussac, Puisseguin and 

Saint Georges); (10,4%), (10 appellations) and their satellites  

 Cotes de Bordeaux (14,4%), (8 appellations) Which stretch out along the right bank 

of the Garonne River (Premières Côtes de Bordeaux), the Dordogne River (Côtes de 

Castillon and Côtes de Francs), and the Gironde Estuary (Côtes de Bourg and Côtes 

de Blaye);  

 The dry white wines, les Blancs Secs (8,3%), (12 appellations)Spread out over the 

entire Bordeaux wine growing region with the exception of the Medoc where their 

presence is exceptional;  

 The sweet white wines, les Blancs Moelleux (3,4%), (14 appellations)of which the 

most famous ones are in the Sauternes appellation.  

 

Grapes 
Based on the centuries of grape growing and winemaking history in the region, the local 

regulations allow only six grape varieties to be used in the production of red wine. (You 



can actually grow whatever you want, but only the 6 authorized red grapes can be used in 

red wines labeled 'Bordeaux'). Of these grapes, only 5 are really in use today. They are:  

 

Cabernet Sauvignon  

Merlot  

Cabernet Franc  

Petit Verdot  

Malbec  

(Carmenere)  

 

The sixth grape, Carmenere, is nearly impossible to find in the region today (because of 

problems ripening the crop each year). It is known as the "lost Bordelais Varietal". 

Today, it is most used in Chile where it was imported in 1850. It is reported to have very 

often been mislabeled in Chile as Merlot .  

 

All Bordeaux wines are blends, but Cabernet Sauvignon is the dominant red grape variety 

on the Left Bank while Merlot and Cabernet Franc are the dominant grape varieties, on 

the Right Bank.  

 

The Right Bank looks and feels differently than the Left Bank starting with the vineyards 

and the majority of the actual chateaux that are in the region. On the Left Bank, you find  

large, estates and vineyards that can be over 100 hectares in size.  On the Right Bank 

however they are often closer to an average of 5 hectares in size.  

 

Soil Differences 

Soils on the Left Bank are gravel over limestone. On the Right bank the limestone comes 

to the surface and gravel is less prominent. Some areas such as Pomerol sees the 

emergence of clay. The gravel soils are warmer and allow the ripening of Cabernet 

Sauvignon. The Right bank soils are cooler (water retention properties of the clay) and 

Cabernet Sauvignon has difficulty ripening here. Merlot and Cabernet Franc are the main 

cultivars here because of their more generous ripening characteristics. Red Bordeaux is 

almost always a blend of different wine varieties. Merlot and Cabernet Sauvignon are 

complementary and it is also an insurance in an unpredictable climate. Merlot grapes bud, 

flower and ripen earlier than Cabernet and are much more susceptible to coulure, which 

can effect the harvest quantity enormously. Cabernet, on the other hand, ripens so late 

that a cool and wet summer can seriously effect its outcome. Blending both grapes 

reduces the risk considerably.  

 

Map of Bordeaux region  

Soils [Remember: Terroir = Region + Appellation + Grapes + Wine making] Terroir 

=”Viticultural Voodoo” – Matt Kramer  

 

Terroir: is the coming together of the climate, soils and landscape. It is the combination 

of an infinite number of factors: temperature by night and by day, rainfall distribution, 

hours of sunlight, slope and drainage to name a few. All these factors react with one 

another to form in each part of the vineyard what we French call Terroir.” Bruno Prats.  



 

 

Garagiste  
Garage Wines Started with Jean-Luc Thunevin making wine in a garage in St. Emilion. 

The Garage wine recipe – small yields, organic viticulture, canopy management, hand 

harvest, bunch sorting, clean cellars, wild yeasts, wooden fermenters and new oak barrels 

for aging. These wines are seldom seen here because of small production.  

 

New World “Bordeaux style blends” 

As a result of decades of cross-pollination between the wine industries of California and 

Bordeaux, beginning with the seminal joint venture of Robert Mondavi and the Baron 

Philippe de Rothschild in 1979, styles of California Cabernet Sauvignon have taken two 

directions:  

1) The original 100% varietal Cabernet Sauvignon; and  

2) Meritage blends.  

 

The term “meritage” (rhymes with “heritage”) was coined in 1988 when a group of 

California vintners held a contest to find a suitable descriptive name for what had been 

previously called “the Bordeaux blend.” Since these Cabernet blends might contain less 

than 75% Cabernet, they couldn’t use the varietal name and had to be called “red table 

wines.” So the Meritage Association was founded to give name and definition to 

American wines made in the Bordeaux style.  

 

To use the name “meritage,” a red wine must meet several criteria and be composed of 

two or more of the eight sanctioned grapes: Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Cabernet Franc, 

Petit Verdot, Malbec, Gros Verdot, Carmenere and St. Macaire. Meritage wines typically 

represent the finest products of the wineries that produce them. Some wineries actually 

use the term in their labeling: Franciscan, Flora Springs, Jekel, Kendall-Jackson, 

Raymond and Round Hill, for example. Others use proprietary names, such as Opus One, 

Insignia, Cardinale, Dominus, Assemblage, Isosceles, Tapestry, and Quintessence. Opus 

One, the original “meritage” wine, continues to use the term “red table wine” on its label.  

 

The Wine:  

Typical descriptors include:  

1) blackcurrants, cedar, old furniture and cabinets, coffee, tobacco, cigars, cigar boxes, 

violets, minerals, green pepper (especially if grapes are somewhat under-ripe), 

chocolate and so on. (Cabernet Sauvignon)  

2) spicy fruitcake, Christmas cake, chocolate, blackcurrant, black cherry and plums 

(Merlot)  

3) blackcurrants, blackcurrant leaves, green/bell peppers, smoke, spice. (Cabernet Franc)  

4) Petit Verdot aroma: Spice, some fruit; palate:  

5) Summer fruits, spice (Malbec )  

 

The Flight  

This class provides an opportunity for a very wide range of possible tastings.  Possible 

variables include Old World vs. New World, up to five grape varieties in the blend, 



quality, age and so on. It can be an exploration of the magical harmony of varietal 

blending or the opportunity to taste the character of a particular dominant grape in the 

blend.  It can be Past Master vs. the Up and Comer.  Several of the wines in this tasting 

were prompted by an opportunistic acquiring of distinct wines not usually available in the 

market.  

 

 

 

 


