Sommelier guides, helicopter transfers,
tastings with chiteaux owners... such

are the joys of bespoke wine tours, says
John stimpfig. lustration by Chris Burke.

ar ary oesophile, there are few mone inspiring, tan
talizing or hair-tingling drives than the D2 heading
ot of Bordeaux into the heart of the Médoc penin-
sula. But it%s just before Macau that your pulse
really begins to race, There, the mad becomes the
[fxmous Route des Chitesux as it bisects the star-studded
eomirises af h!uﬁ\m, St |l.|l||:.||.. Paulllse and St El!ll'[.ltn.'.

The roll call begins with Chitean Lagune im Margaux
followed by Cantemerle, Kirwan and Prieurd Lichine, 5t
Julien sees the triumvirate grandees of Léoville Barton,
Léowille Las Cases and Léowille Poyferrd, Mext are
Panzillac’s heavy hitters, Mouton and Latour, as well as the
two Pichons Finally, there are the J:I.J.E.:ru.fll.'z'm estates of
Lafite and Cos d'Estournel. In the wine worbd, this is the
holy of holies, To some, 0 heaven on earth.

Excepe that in this other world, these pearly gaves are
firmly bolted, as are the chiteaux™s elegantly shuttered
windows. With one or two exceptions, the message to the
casl visitor from the aloof and aristocractic Bordelais is,
unequivecally, "Keep out.” Irs all sovery different from the
reception one might receive in places sach as the Napa
Valley, the Cape or Margaret River. There you can expect
Lu!il:q:: POGEns, tOUEsS, restaurans and :hupe_ stacked full of
bottles and branded merchandise. But rarely does this
happen in France and most certainly not around these
grand Médocaln vineyards and cellars

Monetheless, the puardians and owmers of these historic
estares have at beast thawed a degree or two towands the
tonrksn dollar in recent years, Now, most estates will con-
descend to receive “guests” a3 long as you make an
appointment, pay your fee and doa't expect too much.in
return. Similasly, tl:q‘ will let you in i you are lrl-.'l.-ilil'l[::
with a bne-boad af gar-tnack wine Broupies, i!l‘lmdrd. o
have a proper gulde to lead the pilgrimage.

But what do serious collectors do if they want a private
wine hn'.i..']q.' in the .wmghl-af‘.cr regions of Bordeaux,
Burgundy or Champagne without the angst of organising
it themdelves o the agony of joining a coach party of wine
E;i'r-lc:-' The answer is to hine a '..Erﬁ'iaJuﬂ wine travel com-
ey 1-qui;1]:|.-:| with all the :n-qui.-':iu' COREACtS, EIEH':I’iI!'rII:E
and ksww-how, French Wine Explorers, [or instance, has
been running this kind of personalised, guided wine tour
for individuals, couples and small groups since 2001
Lawriann Greene i company president and principal wing
gide. “We make our tours as flexible, exchsive and lung-
rious as clients want them to be.” she says, “We can get
them into the very top hotels and restaurants and take
them around in a private limo or a |:|e|.ic1:lpt|::r. if that's

IF YOU

what they want. More importantly, though, we pride our-
selves on getting them VIP acoess to the most prestigious
properties in France, inchading the leading domaines in
Burgundy or all first growths of Bordeao.”

This is the sdded value for the connoisseur, Not least
because the service goes beyond opening doors to thess
historic estates. A good operator will secure you a person
alised tour and tasting whepe you will have time with the
winemnaker, cellar master or owner, depending on which
property you happen to be visiting,

“Guests invariably receive a wanm welcome precisely
becanse we have a such a gm'rl ﬂ‘L‘Iri.an'ill.'iEI with all the
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top chiteau: and domaines,” says Greene, “One reason for
this is because our guides are bilingual wine professionals
wivo are regarded as part of the French wine business.
Some are qualified sommeliers, others are oenologists,
one is 2 wine merchant and one is even an owner of a
wing progerty in Sauternes, “In this business, o nieed
credibility and contacts. Without them, you won't be
acoepied into the very greatest chiteaus” Greene adds.
Mike Sateberg, an investrnent banker and passionate
wine collector from Los Angeles, recently went on a four
day wine tour with his wife and two friends, which was
organised by French Wine Explorers. The company also

arranged 1 halldsy in Pirig and a
ane-night stopover in the Loire
Valley for the group before they
1.||:Lr.'c' lkl'wll 1] BLIE\'JE'JI.L'E !".IE 4 Do~
slagy, fuur-mul-.z-h.d.f-da'_r Wine Diair

“Om an average day, we visited three
EfRaleE. HIJ: On one eCCasiin, we ﬂ.'hhf'll
Lauriann to do five, which she managed to
pull off at short potice,” says Satzberg, who vis-
ited some of Bosdeaux's finest properties on both
banks of the Gironde. “I'd bricfed her in advance
which chiteaux we wanted to visit and they wene able
to put almost all of them into our i1in|‘r.l.ry. Chat ol
choice, the only first growth we visited was Mouton,
which was fabulous. But so, too, were Cos d'Estournel,
Angélus and Pichon Baron, where we tasted the curmrent
vintage as well as a barrel sample and some older vintages,
o, {'('H.'nir.lll.'. we fele quite privi]c-gﬁ'] to be there.

“From the perspective of an American whod niever been
tor Bordeaus, [ fielt as if we got info places and saw things we
wcouldn’t have done on our own, Moreover, having Lauriann
o Enterpret was very important to huving a meaningfl cxpe
rience - especially when the comversation turned tochnical”

Anather specialist company arranging this level of milored
wine tourism is the UK operator Arblaster & Clarke. It has
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