
 

 

Les Caves raises the Loire bar 

Gustave Flaubert once wrote of the Loire valley: “The wind is mild without voluptuousness, 
the sun soft without ardour; the whole landscape pretty, varied in its monotony, light, 
gracious, but of a beauty which caresses without captivating, which charms without 
seducing, and which, in a word, has more common sense than grandeur and more spirit 
than poetry. It is France.” 

Ya think so?! 

John Lanchester brings a different perspective “… the river that moves sideways, boldly 
challenging the psychic cartography which decrees that everything about France is aligned 
north to south.” Whilst this may be poetic license, the peripatetic peregrination of the Loire 
explains its extraordinarily diverse character in terms of geography, geology, culture, history, 
and, therefore, wine. At source we move from the volcanic heartland of France (the 
Auvergne), where the wines have conventual purity, as the tag-line to the famous ad went, 
to the salt marshes of Fiefs-Vendéen fringing the Atlantic ocean. As befits a serpentine river 
with many tributaries that flows 1,000 kilometres there are countless micro-climates and 
diverse terroirs. The moist Atlantic influence and unpredictable weather bring perennial 
danger of late frosts, hail, disease and mildew, whilst getting the ripeness and phenolic 
maturity into the grapes necessitates working cleverly and assiduously in the vineyard. Those 
growers who are concerned with quality cut their yields when the occasion demands; in 
vintages such as ‘08 Muscadets were coming in at under 20hl/ha. In certain years three or 
four hailstorms will be nature’s way of reducing the yields. As one producer told me wryly: 
“There is no such thing as a typical vintage anymore.” 

Getting Real... 

There is no doubt that the Loire is the real and spiritual home of the natural wine movement. 
This is partly due as explained earlier to the marginal climate and the sheer commitment 
growers need to put into their vineyards. An astonishing number of growers work organically, 
and, even, biodynamically. Biodynamic culture requires boldness and a clear strategy; 
eschewing chemical solutions to natural problems such as mildew requires a proactive and 
systematic approach. But biodynamics is a discipline that educates the vine grower to 
understand and respond to both the rhythms and the caprices of nature, leads to better 
farming practice and thus promotes (by its very nature, so to speak) healthy, disease-resistant 
vines and grapes, and it. Having worked amongst their vines with such extraordinary 
devotion, many vignerons desire to express the terroir with greater cogency by intervening as 
little as possible in the winery. Thus we have natural wines with no chemical additions, wild 
yeast fermentations, no filtration, no fining, and little or no added sulphur dioxide. This allows 
us to understand what wine tastes like when it is naked. Some critics complain that it is not 
wine; they are not familiar with the variable style, the uncertainty and volatility. They prefer 
nature to be seen but not tasted. Others see this style of wine as a kind of irrefutable truth, an 
expression of identity and individuality in a world of homogeneity. 

Les Boules rule... 

Or Pet Nats and Pet Nots. It is an unusual grower in the Loire who does not make a sparkling 
wine for family and friends, a vin de copain. Though in recent vintages a few of these 
bubblies have been more like 50/50s or phone a grower (it’s flat!). A case of bubble? No 
bubble! Toil and trouble. 



Allow me to elaborate. Unlike Champagne where the alchemy happens in the bottle in that 
wine  develops complexity with autolysis and age, the Loire sparklers tend to be a joyously 
simple expression of fruit to be drunk within a year of the harvest. They are naturally made 
with wild yeast ferments in tank or barrel and then bottled unfiltered with the latent residual 
sugar. Cometh the spring, or early summer, the cellar warms up and the yeasts begin to eat 
the sugars and carbon dioxide is formed. The wines are usually petillant rather than very 
sparkling; they can be dry, off dry or even sweet. Some growers enjoy making blends (such 
as Moussamoussettes from René Mosse, Ritournelle from Breton and Milliard Etoiles from 
Domaine de la Garrelière), whilst others are from single varieties (Chenin is favoured). Some 
wines are red (Grolleau Pet Nat from Olivier Cousin, Boisson Rouge – a Gamay - from 
Domaine de Montrieux), some are pink (Petillant Pink Boules from Maupertuis, Pet Nat Rosé – 
Domaine du Moulin). And most sealed with a loving crown cap. 

Muscadet & The Vendée 

Time to pay Nantais some respect. Pierre Luneau has been making world class wines for 
years. Schist, mica-schist, gabbro, serpentite. Old vines, organic manures, green harvest, 
manual picking, indigenous yeast and lengthy lees-ageing. The wines have the amazing 
capacity to age.  The L’ d’Or, released with many years bottle age under its belt, testifies to 
this longevity. Jo Landron is one of the few growers in the region to convert to biodynamic 
viticulture and his wines also have terrific stuffing. Of course, they can be enjoyed in their 
salty youth, but a bottle abandoned in the cellar for a few years will repay ample dividends 
when eventually opened.  Those who enjoy the littoral things in life will adore the wines of 
Thierry Michon (Domaine Saint-Nicolas), who, over time, has bought land all round his 
domaine  situated on the Ile d’Olonne, bordering the old salt marshes of the Pays des 
Olonnes. to make it , in effect, a biodynamic island. He works with a range of varieties 
including Chenin, Chardonnay, Groslot Gris, Cabernet Franc, Pinot Noir and even has a little 
Négrette. His wines have a particular maritime charm that that make them difficult to resist. 

The wines from this region encapsulate the life of brine. If you are a right oyster-doisterer then 
they are for you – mirroring the metallic/iodine notes of the bivalve. 

Pierre Luneau Papin, Muscadet 
Domaines Jo Landron, Muscadet 
Domaine Saint-Nicolas (Thierry Michon), Fief-Vendéen 
 

 

A dozen native oysters and a gallon of Muscadet, Mrs Miggins 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Anjou-Saumur 
Our journey begins arbitrarily in Savennières, the home of noble, often ageworthy Chenin. 
We are fortunate to have two examples from the 1990s from Domaine aux Moines and 
Damien Laureau. . One might describe them without too much fancy as resembling an 
invigorating blend of fermenting apples, soil, mulch, wild honey, almonds and dry sherry 
marked by perfect incisive acidity carrying the wild flavours across the palate; wines of 
tremendous length and brio and seigniorial rusticity. You might equally say that they taste 
oxidised and faulty. Well, how do you like them apples? Can one reconcile these views? 
Who is right and what is right and by whose normative standards are we judging? Do we 
criticise a sunset for not being romantic enough; do we mark trees out of ten; does a 
disfigured person have less of a soul than a perfectly formed one? Chagall once observed: 
“one cannot be precise and still pure”. The truth is that the wines are real and will grow old in 
a gloriously independent manner. 

In Anjou la revolution commence içi. Many growers have seceded from appellation, content 
to moniker their wines with vin de France, with the starkly reassuring “vin issu des raisins.” 
Sometimes the labels are brilliant – faux-naif, cute, punning, artistic and the names of the 
cuvées equally irreverent.  

Olivier Cousin, Sylvain Martinez and Benoit Courault plough a vigorous furrow,  working 
biodynamically, avec cheval and sans soufre. Wild wines, wonderfully pure and moreish. 
They have a natural taste that is so beguiling it is difficult to return to the more overwrought 
style of winemaking. One should never forget the buvabilité of the wine, the essential 
deliciousness that makes people want to finish the bottle. Mark Angeli has several acolytes in 
this region and his influence can be seen on fine growers as Stéphane Bernaudeau and 
Didier Chaffardon.  Stéphane’s old vines Chenins are exceptional and should rank with the 
best in the Loire; Didier makes friendly, off-beat, utterly characterful wines. René Mosse and 
Jo Pithon have acquired a certain legendary status, and we are delighted to be listing their 
wines, however we are discovering a new generation of vignerons who are definitely pushing 
the boundaries. Jean-François Chene works in Beaulieu-sur-Layon another grower who opted 
out of the appellation.  He is currently in biodynamic conversion. An admirer of the wines of 
Jura he makes three Chenins sous voile as well as pair of sweet white wines and an 
astonishing late harvest Cabernet Franc dried on mats until Christmas called Pedro Cabernet 
– his nod and a wink to Pedro Ximenez. The wines of Saumur and Saumur-Champigny are a 
tad more orthodox;  it is fascinating to witness the evolution of Thierry Germain’s wines as he 
moves through the gears towards a non-interventionist approach. Originally, the vineyards 
were conventionally farmed and Thierry favoured  oak in the elevage of the wines, but now 
the vineyards are biodynamic and purer and the vinification more sympathetic in 
articulating the respective terroir character of each cuvée. A work in progress, illustrating 
that these vignerons are constantly challenging themselves, inquiring, exchanging idea and 
pushing to make purer, more harmonious wines. 

Domaine Roches aux Moines, Savennières 
Damien Laureau, Savennières 
Domaine Vincent Ogereau, Anjou 
Domaine Sylvain Martinez, Anjou 
Domaine Cousin-Leduc, Anjou 
Domaine Benoit Courault, Anjou 
Domaine Pithon-Paillé, Anjou 
Domaine Stéphane Bernaudeau, Anjou 
Domaine Agnès & René Mosse, Anjou 
Domaine Nicolas Reau, Anjou 
Domaine Didier Chaffardon, Anjou 
Domaine Jean-François Chene, Anjou 
Les Vignes Herbel, Anjou 
Domaine du Collier, Saumur 
Domaine Sylvain Dittière, Saumur 
Domaine des Roches-Neuves, Saumur 
Clos Cristal, Saumur 
Clos Mélaric, Saumur 



 

 
Touraine 
“The tangy, expressive, stalky Cabernet Franc, capable of seeming both playful and fruity in 
some moods, darker and even a touch forbidding in others, though without really ever 
preparing to challenge the peaks or plumb the abysses (of sensation, of expectation) which 
grander and more ambitious wines inhabit as their landscape.”  
 
John Lanchester – The Debt To Pleasure 
 
The Touraine incorporates Bourgueil, Chinon, Saint-Nicolas-de-Bourgueil, Vouvray, Montlouis. 
Cheverny, Coteau du Loir, Jasnières and any wine that can put Touraine AOC on a bottle. 
Plus the odd Vin de France. Some of the great characters of the natural wine movement 
reside here including Pierre Breton, Thierry Puzelat, Emile Heredia, Christian Chaussard, Didier 
Barrouillet & Catherine Roussel and Hervé Villemade. Here be Cab Francs that can be drunk 
now or age a lifetime and beyond, here be Chenin in every incarnation from sparkling to dry 
to off dry to various levels of sweetness including extraordinary late harvest nectars. Here are 
other grapes such as Romorantin, usually from centenarian vines, Pineau d’Aunis (also called 
Chenin Noir),  Menu Pineau, Côt, Gamay, Gascon and Sauvignon in abundance. A vigneron 
may make thirty, forty or even fifty cuvées in their tiny garage wineries and those will change 
every year according to the vineyard and the weather conditions and the intuition of the 
winemaker.  
 
It is important to stress how drinkable these wines are. The Loire scores heavily with 
refreshingly honest high-acid-relatively-low-alcohol wines. And whilst a  few producers may 
use a little new oak if seeking to produce a vin de garde this is the exception rather than the 
rule. The fluidic style of both red and white Loire wines mitigates against the superimposition 
of oak flavour and this allows them to retain their particular identity. The majority of wines 
may be drunk for pleasure and are also extremely versatile with different types of food. Less 
can be more with wine, less extraction, less fatness, less intensity, less artificiality is a relief in a 
world where so many winemakers put supposed style over substance and create hollow 
wines. 
 
Domaine de la Chevalerie, Bourgueil 
Domaine Luc Sébille, Chinon 
Domaine Alain Lorieux, Chinon 
Domaine les Chesnaies, Chinon 
Domaine Catherine & Pierre Breton, Bourgueil & Vouvray 
Domaine Sébastien David, St Nicolas de Bourgueil 
Domaine Champalou, Vouvray 
Domaine Lemaire-Fournier, Vouvray 
Domaine Frantz Saumon, Montlouis 
Domaine Stéphane Cossais, Montlouis 
Domaine de Montrieux, Coteaux du Vendomois 
Domaine de la Charmoise, Touraine 
Domaine Guy Allion, Touraine 
Noëlla Morantin, Touraine 
Domaine du Salvard, Cheverny 
Domaine Le Briseau, Jasnières & Coteau du Loir 
Domaine Jean-Pierre Robinot, Jasnières & Coteau du Loir 
Domaine Chahuts et Prodiges, Touraine 
Domaine Pascal Simonutti, Touraine 
Domaine Les Capriades, Touraine 
Clos Roche Blanche, Touraine 
Domaine de la Garrelière, Touraine 
Thierry Puzelat, Touraine 
Clos du Tue-Bœuf, Touraine 
Domaine du Moulin, Cour-Cheverny 



 
Central Vineyards 
 
Such a dull way to describe the variegated vineyards around Sancerre and Pouilly-sur-Loire. 
From fossil-rich Kimmeridgean marls to limestone to silex these wines capture the accents of 
their respective terroirs. This is, however, the most conventional region in the Loire for 
viticulture and vinification with relatively few growers working biodynamically and fewer still 
naturally. Seb Riffault and Alexandre Bain, exceptions to the rule, are experts in 
topsyturvydom – committed biodynamicists, they use natural yeasts, old barrels, ambient 
ferments and very low sulphur in the winery. Sancerre and Pouilly – but not as we know it, Jim. 
Hugely controversial, although I think people over-react to the wines, for such winemaking 
practices are commonplace in the Touraine, where growers see Sauvignon as a grape with 
real matter and potential, not the precursor to the under-ripe, yeast-injected, cold-
fermented, over-sulphured wine we know and love today. 
 
Domaine Henry Pellé, Menetou-Salon 
Domaine Laporte, Pouilly-Fumé 
Domaine des Berthiers, Pouilly-Fumé 
Domaine Alexandre Bain, Pouilly-Fumé 
Domaine Gérard Fiou, Sancerre 
Domaine Sébastien Riffault, Sancerre 
Domaine Henri Bourgeois, Sancerre 
 
Auvergne 
 
Ok. Our representation from this area can be measured on the single finger of one hand, but 
what a charmer! A roguish, twinkling Leslie Phillips of a wine. 
 
Whether grown in volcanic hills called puys, in Limagne, or on the hills (domes) on the eastern 
edge of the Massif Central, Auvergne wines are made with the Gamay variety, which has 
been cultivated in the region for centuries. 
 
Domaine Maupertuis is located in the commune of Pérignat-lès-Sarlièves fairly close to 
Clermont-Ferrand (twinned with Salford and Aberdeen amongst other places). The vines, 
some of them 100 years old, are planted on a mixture of terroirs, but the Pierres Noires (from 
vineyards adjacent to La Roche Noire) are on volcanic basalt. Slightly cloudy with an aroma 
of barnyard when it is first opened. This dissipates quickly, but leaves behind a topsoil smell 
that remains to accompany the raspberry notes. Sour cherry and pomegranate seed 
flavours are accompanied with earthiness too. This is a Gamay as nature intended, organic, 
unfiltered and unsulphured, as prickly as a hedgehog with ants in his pants, a dark pickled 
damson strut across the tongue, and you should drink it with alacrity from a pot lyonnais with 
some tripoux or ”Truffade” a baked mixture of sliced potatoes and Tome de Cantal. 

It is important to appreciate the simple things in this complex world of ours, as someone once 
wrote. The Guillaume is an aerial number and asks you to remove the bottle to the nearest 
picnic zone.  

 
Take the Bulles by the short and pointies. It is a cute Pet Bul made au natural (natch) with wild 
yeasts and (second) fermentation finishing in the bottle with manual disgorgement with no 
malolactic, no filtering, no fining and no sulphur. Dare we say that this wine has vulcanicity? 
We daren’t. 

 
Domaine Maupertuis, Cote d’Auvergne 
 
 
 
 
 



 
The grape chart-toppers 

 
Chenin ~ 49 
The raisin d’être of Loire whites... 
 
Top of the grape pops. The Riesling of the Loire, all shapes, sizes and sweetnesses. To us one 
of the noble white grapes with its beautiful balance of acid, its weight, its fantastic 
ageworthiness.  

Take Thierry Germain’s Insolite, a very high-toned wine with acidity as keen as a whippet with 
mustard on its nose and refined mineral fruit to boot, its purity testament to biodynamic 
viticulture. Antoine Collier’s Saumurs are also the product of old vines, low yields and 
biodynamic farming. Fermented and aged in barrique they are lush, almost Burgundian 
wines. Warm honey aromas cascade from the glass, peaches and cinnamon cream fill the 
mouth rounded off by a whiff of toasted hazelnut. To be drunk with hushed reverence.  

In Vouvray Didier and Catherine Champalou make a fine array of styles. Their straight 
Vouvray is rounded and tender, suggestive of ripe quinces sheathed in threads of honey. The 
riper Vouvray ‘Cuvée Les Fondraux’ from older vines has an enticing golden colour which 
draws you to an exotic bouquet of lavender, honey, sweet grape and marzipan 

Elsewhere from Savennières to Jasnières there’s warmth, waxiness and those almond notes 
typical of Chenin, some sly sherry aromatics and pulped-pear-mingled with-flint-fruit. And 
here’s the rub, the longer you leave it the more profound it becomes, so please carafe in 
order to allow the dry honey to become runny! 
 
Chenin can be drunk with so many things. One thinks of Savennières with the king of river fish, 
the wild salmon. Or a slightly tart Anjou with a plate of crayfish. A glass of sparkling Vouvray 
with new season’s strawberries. A rich Saumur or Jasnières with slow cooked pork belly or a 
rabbit stew with baby spring vegetables, A Coteaux du Layon with some young blue cheese. 
 
Cabernet Franc ~ 34  
Francly, m’dear, we do give a Cab 
 
Cab Franc is everyone’s favourite younger brother. It can be appreciated for its peppery 
savouriness or when the vintage is ripe for its bold red fruit flavours. It takes the terroir well, 
giving citrus or slate aromatics. Some examples favour chilling, richer versions (usually in 
Bourgueuil and Saumur-Champigny) age phenomenally well.  
 
The diversity of Cab Franc styles is exemplified in a single estate. At Domaine de la 
Chevalerie the terroir is the wine. From twenty-five year old vines planted on sandy soil Pue 
Muleau is a lively aromatic number with small ripe fruits and notes of framboise and griottine 
cherries. It’s savoury and easy on the gums. Put it in your rabbit stew and drink with proper 
gusto.  Les Galichets, from average thirty-year old vines on silica-clay soils, is a firmer, more 
sculpted style of Cabernet Franc. The nose displays aromas of raspberry and redcurrant, with 
notes of freshly dyed leather and pencil shavings. The palate is full of fresh, juicy red fruit 
flavours with a sweet and sour black cherry quality and a chocolatey, savoury richness - 
pronounced, but elegant tannins are married to refreshing, mouth-watering acidity. It won’t 
say no to a Côte-de-Boeuf. Moving on up the Chevalerie is from forty-five year old vines. A 
deep purple (almost opaque) core leads to a narrow rim - this is a big, concentrated wine. 
The nose offers a huge whiff of raspberry, blackcurrant and dark cherry aromas, with a touch 
of cedar/pencil shavings as well as spice and blond tobacco and sous-bois. The palate is 
dense and rich, with bags of sweet, ripe fruit flavours. Busardières is from the oldest vines 
planted on limestone-clay soils. Velvety and rich, with savoury and dark chocolate flavours 
complementing black cherry and blackcurrant fruit. Yet more flavours reveal themselves with 
time in the glass, including notes of cinnamon, cloves and sichuan peppercorns. 
Monumental depth of flavour, great length, yet wonderful finesse. It will continue to age 
magnificently. 
 
One grape, multiple incarnations. For those who don’t believe in the effect of different rocks, 
we don’t salute you. 
 
 



 
Sauvignon Blanc ~ 34 
Sauvignon Blanc or Sauvignon Bland ? 
 
If the description “cat’s pee” sugars your gooseberry you’re probably an avid fan of the 
Sauvignon grape. Uncork a bottle and a bouquet of flowers, crisp green vegetables and 
tangy citrus fruits will instantly mug you – truly a grape that refreshes the parts of the nose that 
other wines cannot reach! These wines, at their best, exemplify the vibrancy and sappiness of 
a spring morning, and, expressing a cool youthfulness, are dry, zesty, and mouth-watering. 
Conversely, the joy of sexy Sauvignon is usually an ephemeral one: it is the ‘wham bam thank 
you ma’am’ of grape varieties, raucously promising more than it delivers. The initial dramatic 
aggressive impact is never bettered: the wine will rarely develop in the glass nor acquire 
complexity with further age, surely the sign of a noble grape. As the bard says “Present mirth 
hath present laughter… youth’s a stuff will not endure”. 

And yet… In the Upper Loire the vein of Kimmeridgean limestone extending through Chablis 
to the Champagne region provides the perfect terroir for Sauvignon to express its taut 
energy. The vineyards of Domaine Henri Bourgeois are situated on a range of soils, each of 
which lends the wines particular nuances. Tasting Sancerre Jadis or Sancerre d’Antan is a 
back-to-the-future experience. These are wines made from low yielding old vines (50+ & 70+ 
years respectively) on tiny plots of organically farmed land, labours of love and 
acknowledgements to the rhythms of the past, yet they also reveal the potential of the 
Sauvignon grape when released from its primary role as nose-piercing thirst-quencher. With 
their complete structure and fine mineral edge these wines will age more than thirty years 
proving that Sauvignon can be a real pleasure when it’s serious. 

As for natural Sauvignon go figure that it may taste well different. 

Conventional     Biodynamic 
Chemicals in vineyard    A little copper or sulphur   
Early harvest     Late harvest 
Machine harvest    Hand harvest 
Yields – 65 hl/ha+    30-35hl 
Flavoured yeasts    Wild yeast 
Stainless steel ferment    Fermented in foudre 
Temperature control (cool ferment)  Ambient ferment 
Malo stopped by high sulphur   Malo 
Filtered      Unfiltered 
Fined       Unfined 
Further addition of sulphur   Homeopathic dose of sulphur 
 
 



 

 
Gamay ~ 21 
Fanfare to the common grape 
 
Gamay is the everyman/everywoman grape. You will find it lurking in the deepest darkest 
Auvergne and the high Ardèche to the mouth of the Loire. It appears in the jokily-named 
Gammes-en-May, Gamay Sans Tra La La and Mon Cher Gamay and more elliptically in La 
Mule, Etourneaux and Les Joues Rouges. It is the archetypal quaffing wine, what you will 
probably drink served fresh in a jug in an auberge in the middle of nowhere. I’ve said it 
before, and I’ll say it again, Gamay à Jus Blanc is the new black. Or red. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Pinot Noir ~ 12 
By royal appointment 
 
Those of you who believe that imperial Pinot should not stray from Burgundy’s golden slopes 
may rest assured that it also produces delightful wines in the Loire valley. Most obviously it is 
the sole component of red and pink Sancerre (and Menetou-Salon) although its charms can 
be diluted by cumbersome elevage. Seb Riffault’s version is stunning: dark, wild, earthy and 
scratchy as an expedition through a forest of brambles. Pinot’s lifted aromatics contribute to 
red Cheverny where, in concert with Gamay, they help to make a wine that is both fruity 
and has a little bit of structure. Pinot is glimpsed elsewhere in the Touraine (try Puzelat’s pure 
version) and Thierry Michon in the Vendée makes an extraordinary example, raised in big 
barrels, that is definitely worth the detour. 
 
Melon ~ 8 
Muscadet seriously? Seriously! 
 
My panegyric on Melon... 
Take Pierre Luneau’s low-yielding Clos des Allées old vines Muscadet, a mightily mineral taste 
bud tingle that’s serious enough for food. The concentration is achieved by hand-harvesting, 
maceration pelliculaire and seven months sur lie before bottling. If you want to freak your 
friends out purchase a bottle of the 1999 “L” d’Or – it’s Muscadet, but not cricket as we know 
it, by jiminy. You’d be ready to bet it was butt… Burgundy. From 50-year-old+ vines in the 
terroir Vallet (comprising granitic micas) this also undergoes a maceration followed by nine 
months on the lees. Hmm (strokes chin quizzically) is this the only list where the Muscadet is 
older than the Vin Jaune? And did you know that Pierre Luneau is at the forefront of a 
movement to make Grand Cru Muscadet? Top quality Luneau-cy all round. 

And here it is: sur schist and sur-sur lie (34 months thereon) – Le Clos des Noelles, Muscadet in 
excelsis. The poet Andrew Marvell wrote “Stumbling on melons, as I pass…” We warrant he 
never stumbled across a melon like this! This single vineyard Muscadet has an amazing, 
almost exotic nose of acacia-blossom and lime-flower and fills the palate with layer upon 
layer of “bread-and-butter” fruit. The yeasty sour-dough smokiness lingers hauntingly and the 
length would grace a premier cru Burgundy. Possessor already of superb single and cru 
locations, they have now brought a spectacular new vineyard on stream. Planted on the 



exposed slopes of a hill that rises steeply out of the marshes the vines are on a fascinating 
iron-rich serpentinite and magnetite soils caused by gradual metamorphic transformations. 
This terroir imparts terrific complexity to the wine which is initially taut with cool oyster-shell 
notes before unveiling more complex aromas of salt butter, gorse blossom and river stone 
and a palate bound together by soothing acidity. Truly the DRC of Melon de Bourgogne, the 
1er Mousquetaire of Muscadet. 

 
Côt ~ 7 
An important member of the Touraine coterie 
 
Aka Malbec. Featuring on its own (In Côt We Trust) or in blends with Gamay, for example. The 
wines from this grape tend to have floral aromas and dried fruit flavours. There is evident 
tannic structure. Thierry Puzelat makes a wine called In Côt We Trust, an unabashed hymn to 
the naked varietal, for this is Malbec sauvage, sans filtration and sans sulphur. Bacon fat, 
marmite and leather, smoked meat – this wine wears its guts for garters. Puzelat has, not 
unnaturally, been described as the “Pope of unsulphured wine”. Well, we’re glad he believes 
in the living Côt. 
 
Pineau d’Aunis ~ 6 
The other Pineau 
 
A red grape variety once widely grown in the Loire Valley, particularly around Tours, Anjou 
and Saumur, but now, alas, largely ripped out to make room for more commercially 
attractive grapes.  
 
The name “Pineau” rhymes with “Pinot” and comes from the same linguistic root that 
translates as “pine cone,” presumably from the imagined shape of grapes hanging in 
bunches on the fine. It’s not a member of the Pinot family, though; nor, says Jancis Robinson 
in her “Guide to Wine Grapes,” is it “Red Chenin Blanc,” although Loire growers sometimes 
give it the alternate name “Chenin Noir.”  
  
The best producers respect the vine and work extensively to ensure low yields and healthy 
grapes. The result, like most good Loire reds, might not please those who prefer big, bold, in-
your-face blockbuster wines; but if you enjoy subtlety and intriguing minerality in your wine, 
then Pineau d’Aunis will float your barge..  
 
Emile Heredia at Domaine de Montrieux makes sterling old vines Pineau d’Aunis. The parcels 
of vines were chosen for their quality: the old age of the vines, the quality of the soils and the 
expositions. Meanwhile in the Coteau du Loir, Christian Chaussard (Domaine Le Briseau) has 
two excellent examples of this grape : Patapon, a lipsmacking pomegranate-flavoured red 
and Les Mortiers from low-yielding vines, altogether more intense with herbal fruit and dusted 
with fine tannins. 
 
 
Grolleau Noir ~ 6 
Stone the crow 
 
a.k.a.  Gros Lot. The name derives from the word for a raven (Grolle), no doubt a reference 
to the black skin of the grape. The variety is used principally for Rosé d’Anjou, but elsewhere 
it is virtually irrelevant in terms of making meaningful red wines. A fascinating exception to this 
rule is an old vines version from Olivier Cousin, one of the wild men of the Anjou appellation 
(and there are a fair few to choose from) who shows what can be achieved with low yields 
and biodynamic viticulture. Delicious chilled this combines flavours of violets and sweet red 
fruits with soft tannins and fresh acidity. The word funky was probably invented to describe 
this unmediated red which is unfiltered, unfined and has no sulphur added during the 
winemaking. Secondary aromatics of freshly turned earth, baked bread and smoked 
cherrywood add to the sensory adventure. This is one corbie that will definitely fly. Other 
Grolleaus include Gregory Leclerc’s Coup de Canon and Sylvain Martinez’s Corbeau (a chip 
off the Cousin block). 
 
 
 
 



 
Chardonnay~ 5 
Shh... don’t tell anyone 
 
Aka Chardonnay. See WAGS. 
 
Romorantin ~ 4 
The ancient grape 
 
Legend has it that Romorantin was introduced to the Loire by King Francois I of France (1494-
1547). The commune of Romorantin-Lanthenay is not far from the grape’s stronghold in the 
Cheverny AOC, suggesting that the grape’s name reflects a geographical connection - the 
king was from the region.  
 
DNA fingerprinting has shown that it is one of many grapes to be the result of a cross 
between Gouais Blanc (Heunisch) and Pinot fin teinturier, making it a sibling of famous 
varieties such as Chardonnay and Aligoté. Gouais Blanc is a Croatian grape brought to 
Burgundy by the Romans. It used to be the most widely planted white grape in Germany and 
eastern France, grown by the peasants in the less favoured sites next to the better vineyards 
growing Pinot for their masters.  
 
Romorantin was once quite widely grown in the Loire, but has now retreated to the Cour-
Cheverny AOC, a small enclave of the Cheverny AOC which lies south of Blois. Most of it is 
made by François Cazin - he even makes a demi-sec late-harvest version, in years when it is 
affected by noble rot.  
 
A Romorantin vineyard at Domaine Henry Marionnet claims to be the oldest in France. It was 
planted in 1850 and somehow survived the phylloxera epidemic that devastated European 
vineyards in the late 19th century. The wine itself tastes more like a southern Rhone (such as a 
Chateauneuf) being golden with warm fleshy fruit and notes of sweet hay.  Other examples 
come from Puzelat (100 + year old vines). 

Puzelat’s version from 100 year plus vines planted on French rootstock on silex and then aged 
in old barrels. It may look fragile at 11.5%, but the wine is a veritable vin de garde and has a 
crackling intensity that lingers remarkably on the palate.   

The wine leaps from the glass like a started jackrabbit. Aromas jostle for attention: lemon and 
chalk followed by mixed white fruits (white peaches, william pears), dry honey, almonds and 
clean, minerally scents reminiscent of finely-spun wool. It’s complex on the palate, too, 
extremely vinous showing lemon-cream and honey. Ripe apple juiciness quickly gives way to 
tart, steely acidity that sings like a taut violin string, providing balance and structure for the 
full, luscious fruit. As the wine sits in the glass the acidity becomes steelier and more 
penetrating and the flinty minerality more pronounced taking on back notes of ginger, white 
pepper, pearskin and hell’s granny smiths.   

 
Grolleau Gris ~ 3 
Pretty in pink - occasionally 
 
Grolleau Gris tends to end up as the poor relation in sparkling wines from Anjou and Rosé 
d’Anjou most of which is lolly-water. René Mosse’s pale pink palate-tickler, 
Moussamoussettes, and Thierry Michon’s Reflets Rosé show that there is always a place for 
ugly ducklings in our affections. 


