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Ripe, fresh and remarkable: a vigneron’s vintage



Ch. Cheval Blanc

“It’s kind of a heroic vintage,” Pichon Comtesse’s

Nicolas Glumineau told us.

In 2020, Bordeaux’s vignerons had to work
incessantly under extraordinary circumstances to HOW TO ORDER
handle everything Mother Nature threw at them —

and it was a lot. frw.co.uk

Yet while the year will forever be associated with :
wine@frw.co.uk

the pandemic, these wines will be remembered for
much more. The finest wines are exceptional, classical
or contact your

expressions of what Bordeaux does best — power, Account Manager directly

elegance and an ability to age.

Find everything you need to know about the vintage

— from the growing season to how each commune

fared — in the following pages.
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VINTAGE

SUMMARY

Vineyards at Ch. Canon

The 2020 vintage in Bordeaux was not easy — but the resulting

wines are undeniably very good. A ﬁ‘er several weeks’ tastin g and

talking extensively, we give an overview of the eventful year

and the impressi@e wines it produced

Talking to producers about the 2020 vintage in
Bordeaux, their excitement is palpable. Dramatic
gesticulation and unabashed grins made for little
modesty, but there is also a certain amount of relief.
This was not an easy season for the region’s vignerons
— a rollercoaster of a year that really put them to the
test (and that’s without taking the global pandemic

into account).

You can read more about the conditions in our

piece on the growing season, but — in brief — it was

a vintage of two halves. The season started with a
mild, wet winter and spring, with the growth cycle
around 10 days earlier than normal. “It was a very,
very precocious vintage,” Daragh Quinn at Ch.
Fieuzal explained. The damp conditions led to mildew
pressure, demanding winemakers’ presence amongst
the vines to stave off the threat (especially for organic

or biodynamic producers).
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From mid-June, the weather shifted dramatically,
becoming dry and hot, resulting in some vine stress.
Mid-August rain provided some relief on the Left
Bank (less fell on the Right), while cool nights in
late August and September were key to preserving
aromatics and acidity. Harvest was swift and early,
with the whites picked from mid-August, the Merlot
from early September and Cabernet following

from the middle of the month. There was a little
rain towards the end of harvest, welcomed by some
producers in the Médoc to plumpen the extremely

concentrated Cabernet berries.

"The resulting crop was beautifully ripe, but with
particularly small berries — something that means
yields were impacted. “The frustration is the volume
produced,” Damien Barton-Sartorius of Léoville
and Langoa Barton explains. “I'm a farmer talking

— we like a good quantity.” For him, the yield was



down around 20%. At Lafite and Duhart-Milon, the
reduction was around 15%, a little lower at I'Evangile
where mildew had more of an impact. Angludet was
hit hard, with just half the normal crop — something
that surprised Benjamin Sichel — but this was an

exception rather than the rule, with a reduction of

20 to 30% on 2019 the norm.

So, how did winemakers handle the vintage? First

and foremost was managing the extreme growing
season. Getting out amongst the vines to spray and
protect against mildew was essential. Most left larger
canopies in place to offer needed shade for the fruit
during the hot summer conditions. Picking dates were
key to preserve acidity, and many also chose either to
pick in the early morning — allowing both the fruit

and pickers to enjoy cooler conditions — or chill the

Ch. Lafite Rothschild
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Ch. les Carmes Haut-Brion

fruit on arrival at the winery. This helped preserve the
delicate aromatics and allowed producers to control

fermentations better.

The small and concentrated berries meant there was a
higher than usual skin-to-juice ratio, and the potential
for a lot of tannin. It was therefore all the more
important that extraction was gentle, especially as

the seeds weren't necessarily ripe as Edouard Moueix
(of Ch. Bélair-Monange and La Fleur-Pétrus)
highlighted. As Guillaume Pouthier at Les Carmes
Haut-Brion told us, it was about “passive extraction”
which he did entirely via infusion for the first time
this vintage. Lafleur has never pumped over as little

as they did in 2020, but it simply wasn't needed with
the perfectly ripe fruit, Cellar Master Omri Ram
explained: “Aromatic compounds, ripe tannins, flesh, it

all came out of the grape so easily.”



On paper, it’s tempting to think that the 2020s

were destined to be big, bold, super-ripe and

tannic. Fortunately — and much to many producers’
bafflement — it’s not so. While in some ways the
vintage could be compared to the similarly hot 2003,
the wet start was key — supplying the vines with
essential reserves to get them through the warm,

dry summer. Similarly, the mid-August rain was a

godsend for the gravel soils on the Left Bank.

In short, the 2020s are very good and, in some cases,
outstanding. Surprisingly elegant, the wines combine
the ripeness and density of a warm year, yet with a
wonderful freshness and aromatic precision. On the
Left Bank, the alcohol levels are modest (notably
Lafite is a mere 12.8%, while few sit above 13.5%)

— something attributed by some to the August rain.
The fruit is ripe yet with a real refreshing crunch to
it. There’s a vibrancy and saline acidity that makes
the wines moreish. These classical expressions of

Claret are, as one winemaker noted, wines that will
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appeal to the English palate. “It’s quite incredible, the
freshness,” Vincent Millet, Calon Ségur’s General
Manager, said. He noted that these are wines with

“beaucoup d’éclat”— wines that leap out of the glass.

“I just love the 2020,” Nicolas Glumineau at Ch.
Pichon Comtesse told us. “It’s full of energy,
exploding out of the earth. Full of minerality.” Thomas
Duroux at Palmer captured it nicely, describing the
vintage as having a “Latin flair” yet also a class and
restraint. Antoine Gimbert (LLéoville Las Cases,
Nénin and Potensac) put it similarly: “flamboyant and
subtle at the same time”. Pauline Vauthier at Ausone
highlighted the long ageing potential of the vintage —

having the requisite length, minerality and freshness.

On the Right Bank, the wines are plusher, the alcohol
levels consistent with recent vintages (most at 14

to 14.5%), but there’s still a restraint and elegance

on show. While there’s plenty of concentration and

structure, the tannins are seamlessly ripe (making



them relatively approachable for cask samples) and
they are aromatically expressive, often with a distinct
floral imprint. Noémie Durantou Reilhac (Ch.
I'Eglise Clinet) emphasised how important she felt
élevage was for the vintage. It “would have been very
charming, very seducing — but not as deep as it could
be. The élevage brought that deepness to that very
juicy, flashy fruit,” she said. Pierre-Olivier Clouet at
Cheval Blanc feels it’s a wine that will need time,
describing the tannins as “a little academic”. For him,
the dry conditions “explain perfectly why the wines

are so dense, so powerful, so intense”.

It is important to note that this not a totally
homogenous vintage. The challenges of the growing
season meant that only those who could and did
put in the requisite vineyard work excelled. The

dry conditions meant that terroir held even more
importance than normal. Cooler, water-holding
clay and limestone soils were an advantage; the
well-drained gravels that house much of the finest
Cabernet sometimes struggled. It is for this reason
that the Right Bank seems to have really shone, and
it’s arguably a Merlot vintage — but that isn’t to say
there aren’t some superb Cabernet-led wines. Saint-
Julien, Margaux and Saint-Estephe are the most
consistent on the Left Bank, while the top names
in Pessac-Léognan have over-performed. The finest
Pauillacs are glorious — pinpoint, precise examples of

what this commune does best.

Justine Tesseron at Pontet-Canet was one of many

to agree that 2020 is the “third in a trilogy of top
vintages”. Given the year’s unusual conditions,
comparisons have proven hard. Pierre-Olivier Clouet
at Cheval Blanc feels 2020 has a palate like 2010 or
’11, with the nose of 2015 or’09. The wine reminds
Noémie Durantou Reilhac (Ch. 'Eglise Clinet) of
2015. At Léoville Las Cases, Jean-Hubert Delon
compared it 1988. Vincent Millet at Calon Ségur feels
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Ch. Cheval Blanc

Calon Ségur




it is like 2016, except with more density. While in
numbers it’s similar to 2010, Haut-Bailly’s Véronique
Sanders feels 2020 is a very different wine — with a

“contrast between power and this elegance”.

“It’s very close to 2019 — very classic,” Nicolas
Glumineau (Pichon Comtesse) said. “To me it has
something like the energy of the 2019, and the
uprightness and strength of the 2016. It’s a great wine,
I'm sure about this.” The term “classic” comes up time
and again — something Jean-Sébastien Philippe at
Lafite also proposed, versus the more modern 2018 or
2019. At Ch. Margaux, Philippe Bascaules described

it as a more concentrated 2019, or a fresher 2018, but

teels all three vintages are of the same, high quality.

From our own tasting, we can’t help but agree — this
is another very good vintage to follow on from 2018
and’19. Great? Maybe. The best properties — wherever
they’re based — have made brilliant wines that sit
comfortably alongside the best vintages in recent
memory. Although not every wine reaches such
heights, the balance between power and freshness

is impressive — and sets them up for a long life in
the cellar. Overall, however, there’s a classicism and
elegance to the 2020s, with expressive and delicate
aromas that make these wines utterly seductive. We

can’t wait to watch them evolve in bottle. 4

THE VINTAGE IN BRIEF

+ Very high quality, with some exceptional wines

+ Complicated growing season with a wet start and hot, dry summer

+ Ripe yet surprisingly fresh wines

+ Classical and aromatically expressive

+ Right Bank more consistent than the Left

+ Excellent wines to be found in every commune

+ Yields are down by 20-30%
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THE GROWING SEASON

A TALE OF TWO HALVES

Grapes in the vineyard

The 2020 season was a year of extremes. We spoke fo

producers about the seasons unusual conditions —

and the stunning results they produced

Bordeaux 2020 is the third in a trilogy of outstanding
vintages for the region — but, talking to producers, one
thing is abundantly clear: the year was not easy. Covid-19
aside, the year’s unusual conditions demanded attention
in the vineyard. “It was a marathon,” Noémie Durantou
Reilhac of Chateau 'Eglise Clinet told me. Nicolas
Audebert of Chateaux Canon and Rauzan-Ségla was

more frank: “It was a f**ing tough year.”

“Extreme” is the word that comes up time and again. It
was both wet and dry, mild and hot — a contradiction in
terms throughout, demanding producers’ attention. As

Jean-Sébastien Philippe at Lafite described it, 2020 was

“un millésime de vigneron" (a winemaker’s vintage).

The winter and spring were mild and wet, replenishing
water reserves and kicking off the growing season early.

It was so mild — with temperatures on average around
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2°C warmer than usual — that there were already signs of
budbreak at L'Eglise Clinet on 4th February. Flowering
was early and homogenous; at Chiteau Margaux it was a
full 15 days ahead of normal, Managing Director Philippe
Bascaules noted, bringing the entire season forward. This
early start led to fears of possible frosts, but (unlike in
2021) the temperature barely dropped and the threat to

crops was minimal.

Opverall, 2020 saw more rain than any other year in the
last decade — however it fell almost entirely over the
winter and spring, with subsequent concentrated bursts
in May and August. This relative downpour was essential
for what was to come, for the summer was parchingly dry.
As Pierre-Olivier Clouet of Cheval Blanc explained, the
spring provided the vines with enough reserves to survive

the long, dry summer.



But the damp also brought mildew pressure — a
particular challenge for those working organically

or biodynamically. “On 12th May we had to spray
copper by hand over 25 hectares of vineyards, as it
was too wet to put tractors in the vineyards,” said
Thomas Duroux at Chateau Palmer. Justine Tesseron
at Chiteau Pontet-Canet explained how dry breaks
in the weather helped them avoid the damage seen in
2018, allowing them to get into the vines and spray.
The mildew seemed to impact the Right Bank less,

although work was still essential to avoid losses.

Then in mid-June, a switch flicked and the weather
shifted dramatically, becoming warm and dry. “It’s

like only having two seasons instead of four,” Nicolas
Glumineau of Chateau Pichon Comtesse explained,
something he fears is becoming the new normal with
climate change. The warm dry conditions concentrated
the berries and then, as the vines gradually started to

become more stressed in August, slowed the vines’
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growth. This was, Noémie Durantou Reilhac of
Chiteau I'Eglise Clinet noted, important — helping to
slow the sugar accumulation, and allow the phenolics

to catch up. But the vines were stressed.

“Vines are living beings and we ask them to go
through a lot. If you were drinking a gallon of water
every hour for a month and then had no water for
two months...” Noémie Durantou Reilhac said. The
team at Pichon Comtesse was starting to worry as the
leaves started to turn yellow and the vines were visibly
struggling. But relief arrived in mid-August, with rain
on the Left Bank (with the least falling on Saint-
Julien) and Saint-Emilion, although Pomerol had to
wait until 1st and 2nd September for the weather to
break briefly and provide the water the vines sorely
needed. “This really refreshed the grapes, diluting

the sugar content, but early enough to allow for
concentration to build up in the berries,” Bascaules

at Margaux explained.



BORDEAUX 2020
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From the end of August to late September, the
mercury rose even higher. At Pichon Comtesse, with
temperatures reaching 40°C, Glumineau started to
become nervous about the wine they'd be able to
make, visibly seeing the berries reduce in size each day
during the last two weeks of September. Cool nights
were key at this time, preserving acidity and aromatics,

despite the heat of the day.

The harvest itself was fast and furious. Thanks to
the homogenous flowering, everything ripened at
once — and quickly. The whole season remained
10 to 15 days earlier than normal, and picking of
the whites kicked off in mid-August, while the
Merlot started coming in from early September,
then the Cabernet from the middle of the month.
Everything was in before the close of the month.
Timing were similar to 2003, 2015 or 2019.

Nicolas Glumineau noted that rainfall at the very
end of September — falling on 25th and 26th — was
of particular importance, helping “polish the tannins”
on the last few plots of Pichon Comtesse’s Cabernet
Sauvignon. “It was a textbook perfect vintage,” Damien
Barton Sartorius, Director of Léoville and Langoa
Barton said — the only thing that upsets him is the
volume of wine produced. The dry conditions broadly
led to smaller berries with thick skins, and therefore
less juice. In general, yields are a little down on 2019
and 2018, around 10 to 25% in most places, with

the smallest crops in Saint-Julien (down 20% at
Léoville and Langoa Barton, 25% at Chateau Ducru-

Beaucaillou), and Sauternes and Barsac.

“It was a crazy, crazy vintage,” said Omri Ram of
Lafleur. Rushing through the growing season like
this, it’s clear it was, but producers aren’t shy about the

results — nor should they be. ¢
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BREAKING IT DOWN
A COMMUNE-BY-COMMUNE GUIDE

Bordeaux 2020 was a vignerons
vintage, a year in which strategic
choices were key to success. Here
we delve into how each of the
main appellations on both the Left
and Right Banks fared in this

remarkable year

BORDEAUX 2020 | frw.co.uk | wine@frw.co.uk

Talking to the Bordelais vignerons, there’s a recurring
sense of relief and elation about the 2020 vintage.
These fantastic wines don't speak of the challenges
that tested their wits through a jittery growing season,
from the very first buds to the final harvest. For
Nicolas Audebert (Chx Canon and Rauzan-Ségla),
this is a victory that has never tasted so sweet. If
vintages were a sporting match, 2019 was an easy win,
whereas 2020 was a nail-biter — with a winning goal
scored in the last minute of injury time. This vintage
sits in a trilogy of great vintages in Bordeaux — but for

the vigneron, their heart undoubtedly lies with 2020.

Conditions varied significantly between the two
Banks, and between individual communes. Here we

dig into the detail of each appellation.

1



Angélus



POMEROL

POMEROL

Pomerol had an extreme year in 2020, but the result
for many is fantastic wine. Ch. Lafleur’s Omri Ram
compares the 2020 vintage to “a great artist with

a disturbing childhood”. It carries the scars from
the extreme growing season, bringing something
uniquely special to the wine; much like a great
artist, whose turbulent childhood was the catalyst

for their creativity.

The winter and spring were extremely wet and

mild causing serious problems with mildew, which
impacted yields (Moueix lost 30% of their crop).
'This was followed by a complete drought all the
way through to harvest, not benefiting from the
August rain seen elsewhere. In this sense, 2020 in
Pomerol has more similarities than differences when

compared to the last five vintages.
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Ram highlighted that the distinct element in 2020
was the violent switch between the two halves of
the season, requiring lots of work in the vineyard.
In 2019, with its very hot spring, the vines were
naturally reducing their canopy to conserve water;
in 2020 it was the opposite, and due to wet,

mild weather, the vines were well ahead in their
development with large canopy growth. When the
weather shifted gear in June it became very hot,
very quickly and the region did not see rain from
18th June right through to harvest, bar one small
shower on 8th August.

The challenge in these conditions is to keep the
vines healthy — dropping fruit, curtailing surface
roots, removing cover crops, opening up the soil

to catch the morning dew, removing the canopy.



All these jobs not only affected the crop but were
hugely manual processes — with every chiteau

having to make choices.

Jean-Baptiste Bourotte, owner of Pomerol’s Ch.
Bonalgue and Clos du Clocher, describes 2020

as a “frighteningly brilliant tightrope walker” of a
vintage, only rescued, he believes, by the magic of
Pomerol’s blue clay, “playing its role as a miraculous
sponge” soaking up the winter rain and keeping

the vines rejuvenated over the dry summer. For

Vieux Chiteau Certan the drought favourably
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slowed down the vigour of the old vines producing
“intensely aromatic Merlot”. Despite the drought,
Henri-Bruno de Coincy — owner and winemaker at
Ch. Belle-Brise — saw no hydric stress in his berries,

describing the vintage as a “wonder of nature”.

Ch. Clinet and IEvangile believed picking dates
were vital. U'Evangile was first out in the vineyard,
harvesting the Merlot by 2nd September — picking
80% of the entire crop prior to the mid-September
heatwave. Clinet kept their composure: their
Merlot was ready to pick at the beginning of
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September, but they held out until the 14th for
the grapes to reach full phenolic ripeness. The
result, owner Ronan Laborde believes, is the most
accomplished wine since he took over the property
in 1999, describing it as “pure, powerful, spiritual”.

It certainly is special.

For Jérémy Chasseuil, owner and winemaker at

Ch. Feytit-Clinet, a key aspect of 2020 was the cool
September nights, which he believes are behind

the freshness of the wines, despite the contrasting
concentration and warmth of the vintage, resulting
in something “really exceptional”. Marielle Cazaux
of La Conseillante agrees: “It is the freshness and
purity of La Conseillante that is really impressive”.
Cazaux also opted to only pick in the mornings to

maintain freshness.

Overall, Pomerol produced some incredible wines
in 2020. Whatever the challenges, the wines are ripe
and flamboyant in style, while the tannins bring
freshness to counter their exuberance. They are very
much in the ilk of 2019 and 2018 — a product of a
hot, dry, sunny growing season. Acidities are always
fairly low and pHs high in Pomerol, and there is
little difference in 2020’s acidity or alcohol levels

compared to the last five vintages.
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SAINT-EMILION

SAINT-EMILION

Like Pomerol, Saint-Emilion experienced a very
wet start to the year. “It was the wettest start in

20 years,” Nicolas Thienpont (Chx Pavie Macquin
and Beauséjour Duffau-Lagarrosse) said. The

warm winter saw early budding and early flowering
occurring at a fortunate break in the weather. But
May and early June became cold, followed by more
rain, and many vineyards were waterlogged. The
break in the weather came on 19th June, after which
it didn’t rain until 11th August — 54 days without
rain and temperatures at some points over 40°C. But
as Ch. Figeac’s Frédéric Faye notes, August saw ideal
weather conditions for véraison — with high daytime
temperature to accrue sugar and ripen tannins,
while cool nights preserved acidity. Surprisingly, the
pips were ripe from August. Figeac took their time

harvesting over four weeks from 4th September.
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"The 2020s showcase two positive developments in
Saint-Emilion: firstly, better retention of aromatics;
secondly, a better handling of Merlot’s tannins
through greater precision during élevage. And

this isn't just at the top end — properties such as
Bellefont-Belcier and Tour Saint-Christophe prove
that even at this more modest price point, you can
find real precision. But as in neighbouring Pomerol,
and the previous dry, hot vintages that preceded
2020, you really need the terroir — the clay in
particular — with the moisture-locking capabilities,

to get the most out of the year’s long, dry summer.

Angélus produced a particularly impressive 2020
— a standout in our tastings. Hubert de Botiard
highlighted that the high levels of tannins meant
they needed to pull back on extraction and
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employ lower temperatures (25°C) for
fermentation to preserve the wine’s balance.

The results are extraordinary.

“I am very satisfied with the 2020 vintage, which is
rare for me,” Ch. Ausone’s Pauline Vauthier states,
insouciantly. Clearly delighted with the 2020, she
describes it as “a vintage with exceptional qualities”,
one that reminds her of both 2010 and 2015. For
Ch. Cheval Blanc’s Pierre-Olivier Clouet, 2020 is

“complex and complete, powerful and dense”.

Frédéric Castéja from Ch. Trottevieille (and
Pauillac’s Batailley) was one of many to say that
Merlot shone in 2020. In recent years it has been
the Right Bank’s Cabernet Franc that gets all the
glory, but for Castéja and others, “The Merlot are
of an outstanding level.” Trottevieille’s location on
the limestone plateau also meant that the summer

drought did not cause any concern. Similarly,

Troplong Mondot
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Troplong Mondot and Clos de Sarpe were both
thankful that their terroir saw them through the
drought unscathed, with no hydric stress in the
vineyard. Clos de Sarpe harvested as late as 28th to
30th September, while still retaining a staggeringly
low 3.2 pH, thanks to their unique site. Jean-

Luc Thunevin (owner of Ch. Valandraud) sees 2020
as the third great vintage in a row for Saint-Emilion,
the wine displaying “freshness and perfect maturity”.
He also opted for cooler vinification temperatures
but longer maceration times to make the most of the

“high tannic potential” of the year.

Although it is hard to generalise, the 2020 Saint-
Emilions often have a captivating perfume,
beautifully ripe fruit and concentrated yet not
overpowering tannins. This latter element in spite
of this being a vintage very rich in tannins — the dry
weather producing thick skins, rich in polyphenols,

which required careful handling in the winery.



THE LEFT BANK

The great paradox of the Left Bank in 2020 is that
despite the dry, hot conditions, it is not a “solar”
vintage. Alcohol levels are reasonable and, in the best

examples, there is a distinct freshness to the wines.

Speaking with chateaux up and down the Médoc,
no one is completely sure where the freshness
comes from, particularly when pH levels are quite
high. But the challenges Cabernet Sauvignon
faced must have played an important role. While it
drastically reduced quantity (down by up to 50%),
some Cabernet-dominant blends in the Médoc are

amongst the finest wines of the vintage.

'The first major issue was that Cabernet Sauvignon
was more affected by the spring rain. Guillaume
Pouthier (Les Carmes Haut-Brion) suggested it
diluted the necessary potassium required for the
vines to build sugar levels in the berries, therefore
leading to lower alcohol in the vintage’s Cabernet-
led blends. Secondly, the best Cabernet is typically
grown on the warmer gravel soils, which were most
affected by the drought, producing tiny berries.
Thirdly, the warm winds in September impacted the
Cabernet, causing water to evaporate from the grapes
— building concentration, but reducing yields. Finally,
being late ripening, the Cabernet Sauvignon was
largely picked at the end of September when there
were outbreaks of rain. While the berries remained
largely unaffected due to the thick skins, it played

a part in the final wine to some degree. For some,

the resulting lower alcohol levels made winemaking

much easier and produced more precise wines.

'The resulting wines are beautifully balanced, supple
and approachable. The top examples are outstanding,
full of character and very much retaining a sense of

place — in terms of both appellation and house style.
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MARGAUX

The early growing season and the drought were,
for Ch. Margaux’s Phillipe Bascaules, the most
significant factors in 2020. “The drought caused
the berries to be very small. When the rain came in
mid-August, it didn’t affect the size of the Cabernet
berries. This meant yields were low at 36hl/ha.”
Normally Ch. Margaux likes to be at 45hl/ha. For
Bascaules, it explains the remarkable concentration
of the wine. He had no concern for the phenolic
ripeness of the berries despite the early harvest,
since the ripening time needed was the same as
any other vintage — everything was just two weeks

earlier than normal.
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MARGAUX

Nicolas Audebert (Rauzan-Ségla and Canon)
identified how the warm September wind impacted
the Cabernet Sauvignon much more than the
Merlot — concentrating the juice and bringing down
the yields. Ch. d’Issan was down from 50hl/ha in
2019 to 38hl/ha in 2020, while Du Tertre, with
predominantly young vines, managed to crop just
25hl/ha — the lowest in the history of the estate.
Ch. Brane Cantenac were also significantly hit,
down 30% from 2019.
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For Ch. Palmer, 2020 was a paradox. Winemaker
Thomas Duroux explained that the dry, sunny
conditions should make 2020 “a climate vintage —
like 2005 or 20097, but the wine isn’t dominated
by the heat of the year. It is also, for Palmer, an
immediately expressive vintage. “We normally

take our time blending the wine from November
to January but in 2020, we had already completed
80% of the blend following fermentation. It was so

easy to read.”

Chx Marquis d’Alesme and Labegorce are in
agreement with Palmer. Despite it being the
sunniest season in 10 years, it is not a “solar” vintage
but “a vintage of balance and elegance, with intense
aromatic expressions and a magnificent tannic line,”

says winemaker Marjolaine Maurice de Coninck.

While quality isn’t totally uniform across the
region, the finest 2020s capture the Margaux-esque
prettiness and elegance, while retaining complex,
detailed tannins and plenty of concentration. The
wines are pleasingly more medium-bodied and
moderate in alcohol compared to 2018 and 2019,
which will no doubt prove popular for

many Bordeaux drinkers.
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SAINT-JULIEN

SAINT-JULIEN

For Saint-Julien, it was a similar story. While July
and early August were very hot and dry, most of
August and September — according to Damien
Barton-Sartorius at Chx Léoville and Langoa
Barton — weren't excessively so, with cool nights
during the all-important véraison. Terroir became
an important feature for the vines” handling of the
drought. According to Ch. Beychevelle’s Philippe
Blanc, the three-week head start to the season was
reduced to seven to 10 days, as the vines shut down

at the height of the heatwave.
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Léoville Poyferré’s Isabelle Davin noted the
welcome arrival of the miraculous thunderstorms
from 11th to 13th August, bringing much needed
rain to the appellation and saving the vintage. If
the rains had not arrived then, they were looking
at a vintage similar to 2003. The thunderstorms

in August were crucial for the completion of
véraison, whilst the diurnal range at the beginning
of September ensured that precious aromatics and

acidity levels were preserved.
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Bruno Borie of Ch. Ducru-Beaucaillou also
highlighted the moderate weather in Saint-Julien.
“There were 28 days above 30°C, but only six days
above 35°C,” he explained. Borie was delighted that it
was the first time since 1958 that the first three weeks
in September — while the grapes were in the final
stages of ripening — had no rain. He compares 2020 to
2010 in its academic structure, versus the exoticism of

2009,’18 and '19. It’s an extraordinary wine.

Léoville Las Cases’s Antoine Gimbert outlines
another important feature of the vintage: its
transparency when it comes to each chiteau’s style
and appellation. Although a complicated year, he
describes it as “luscious but extremely well knitted,

extremely dense”.
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Ch. Talbot’s Jean-Michel Laporte wanted to take
full advantage of the perfect weather conditions

of late September in Saint-Julien, readjusting on a
day-by-day basis which plots to pick. He describes
2020 as “a vintage of contained power. Low alcohol,
good acidity, very precise tannins... with already a

very nice length for such a young wine.”

A particularly consistent appellation, there are
some really exuberant wines in Saint-Julien in
2020. While the season was hot and dry, the wines
in general do not ever topple into over ripeness,
despite in some cases only moderate levels of
acidity. The wines are rich in tannins and are
remarkably expressive, while remaining medium-

bodied and with moderate alcohols.
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PAUILLAC

As you move further up the Médoc and the
proportions of Cabernet Sauvignon become more
dominant, the yields tend to decrease, typically with
25 to 30% less wine than 2019. There’s no doubt

that the drought in July and the warm winds in
September had more affect in Pauillac than anywhere
else — producing a crop of, as Lynch-Bages and
others highlighted, small but highly concentrated
berries. But this didn't affect the quality of the
Cabernet; in fact, the Cabernet-led wines here are

some of the finest examples of the vintage.
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PAUILLAC

Pichon Comtesse’s 2020 had one of the highest
proportions of Cabernet Sauvignon ever in their
blend — up to 77%, along with an additional 6%
Cabernet Franc. The wine exudes the distinct
graphite minerality so typical of Cabernet
Sauvignon grown on these gravel soils. At Ch.
Pichon Baron special efforts were made during
extraction to “boost skin extraction and limit seed
tannins” that were present in significant quantities
in the 2020 Cabernet. The result is a wine of

fantastic colour and no hint of greenness.
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Emeline Borie at Ch. Grand-Puy-Lacoste noted
that unlike 2018 and ’19, 2020 is much less
exuberant and therefore more transparent — the
graphite minerality is less overwhelmed by the
concentration of the fruit. Lafite and Duhart-
Milon’s yields were less impacted in comparison to
many of their neighbours, just 15% down. With a
new chai at Duhart-Milon, the team was able to
bring greater precision to the wine — something
that shows in spades in the glass. Lafite has already
wowed the critics, managing to find so much

concentration, while sitting at just 12.8% alcohol.
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It’s certainly true that the Pauillac wines are not

as powerful as other recent vintages, with alcohol
levels distinctly lower too, but the fruit and tannins
are ripe, and there is amazing freshness. While
some wines in Pauillac lack the plushness of 2018
and 2019; for the best chiteaux, it has brought
more terroir transparency and clarity — wines

that are exceptional renditions of site.
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SAINT-ESTEPHE

SAINT-ESTEPHE

Like most of the Médoc, Saint-Estephe’s growing
season was 10 to 12 days ahead of schedule and
remained that way right through to harvest.

Cos d’Estournel picked their first reds as early as
12th September, a decision Dominique Arangoits
(the estate’s technical director) believes proved
valuable, in order to “maintain an energy, tension
and exceptional level of concentration”. It is true
that the top wines of the vintage stand out for
their added levels of tension, something that

nearby Calon Ségur also managed to capture
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beautifully in their 2020. Being a Cabernet-
dominant blend, yields were down about 25% due
to the small size of the berries; yet the wine is full

of verve and freshness.

From a quality perspective Ch. Lafon-Rochet’s
Basile Tesseron finds it “hard to be humble in

a vintage like this one. It is just an amazing
vintage. The length as well as the depth are truly

. »
stunning.
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Ch. Montrose’s Lorraine Watrin is also hugely
impressed by the vintage. “It is powerful without
excess, good fruit, very expressive and fresh,” she
says, comparing it to a combination of 2016 and
2019. Again, for her, it was the mid-August rain
that saved the vintage, while the moderate heat

later in the month created freshness in the wine.

In an appellation like Saint-Estéphe, where water-
retaining clay soils dominate, the appellation
should in theory cope better with the extremities
of the vintage, even while having less rain than
further south in the Médoc. This is broadly true,
although is subject to each chateau’s specific

site: Montrose, for example, benefitted from its
clay subsoils beneath 1.5 metres of gravel, while
Tronquoy-Lalande — with 10 metres of gravel —

suffered much more in the drought.

Overall, the wines of Saint-Estéphe have a lovely
freshness to them. They are distinctly elegant

for the region and not as full-bodied as they
sometimes can be. The top examples display great
tension on the palate and are some of the most

impressive wines of the vintage.
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PESSAC-LEOGNAN

PESSAC-LEOGNAN

Pessac-Léognan experienced similar challenges to
elsewhere during the growing season — outbreaks of
frost, mildew in June, followed by summer drought.
Ch. Haut-Bailly’s Véronique Sanders registered the
equivalent of two months’ rain in the first 11 days
of May — water that would become vital reserves
for the vines during the drought in July and early
August. The season was dotted with further fortune
too — a settled window straight after the rains for
the all-important flowering, as well as rain showers
in August to relieve hydric stress. It was the earliest

harvest on record for the region.
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If there is one vigneron who has a great knack of
capturing the personality of a vintage, it is Ch.
Smith Haut Lafitte’s Fabien Teitgen. For him,
2020 is “a little bit of a mix between the density
and the freshness of 2016 and the boldness of
2009” — a tantalising contrast, if ever there was
one. Tasting the wines, the intense colour and
pristine fruit qualities are consistent with 2009,
but he is right when it comes to the freshness.
Teitgen believes the cool nights in September
helped preserve the acidity.
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Similar praise for the vintage comes from Domaine
de Chevalier, a winery on a fantastic run at the
moment. The 2020, however, might beat them all.
Olivier Bernard explains that the structure of the
wine was determined by the weather in July. The
drought brought about thick skins, small berries
and high concentrations of tannin. In this sense,
2020 was less forgiving than 2018 — where there
were similarly high concentrations of tannin. For
Bernard, the picking window was very narrow and

therefore key to achieve equilibrium.
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Les Carmes Haut-Brion’s Guillaume Pouthier
was so happy with the quality of the fruit

that he used the highest proportion (55%) of
whole-bunch fermentation to date (which is
otherwise rare in Bordeaux). It was also the
first vintage where extraction was entirely by
“infusion” — submerging the cap gently, rather
than just lighter extraction methods paraded as
infusion. Pouthier also increased the percentage
of new oak to 80%, to complement the quality
and concentration of tannins. The result is an

amazing wine with great energy.

'The wines of Pessac-Léognan are sumptuous, rich,
ripe and concentrated. They are remarkably open
and juicy, the tannins soft and well-integrated.
There’s a complementary freshness and tension to
these ripe wines too, though, which made them

stand out in our tastings.
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DRY WHITES

'The whites of Bordeaux have played second fiddle
in the recent run of warm vintages, but three years
in a row means vignerons have only got better at
handling what is becoming the new norm in terms
of climate. Pape Clément has made some great
whites in 2020, retaining the distinct personalities
of the cooler, mineral Graves whites and the richer,
more opulent Pessacs. Ch. Smith Haut Lafitte also
knew greater precision was needed to capture the
freshness of the vintage, dividing their 10 hectares
of white varieties into 40 separate plots and
picking them over a three-, to four-week period, an

extraordinary commitment that is rewarded in their
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beautiful 2020s. At Domaine de Chevalier, they
felt August’s conditions were key — temperatures
that were warm but not hot, with cooler nights that
together provided a lovely balance, texture and long
finish to their whites.

The early season meant the style of white wines
was largely down to the vigneron and when they
picked. The top examples capture the full-bodied
richness so typical of the style, while not straying
into overtly tropical flavours and oiliness, retaining

a freshness and vibrancy.
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SAUTERNES

The predominantly dry weather in July, August
and September saw very little botrytis develop on
the grapes in Sauternes and Barsac. Depending
how far vignerons were willing to hold off, picking
dates span a staggering six to eight weeks, which
has led to very different styles. Ch. d"Yquem’s first
pass was early — from 14th to 23rd September,
selecting mainly Sauvignon Blanc, which
Technical Director Francis Mayeur believes
contributed “both invaluable richness and fine
acidity”, to the final blend.

For Ch. Guiraud, all the grapes for their Grand
Vin had been picked by the end of September —
producing what they believe is a typical modern
style, a sweet wine with great purity and freshness

rather than massive concentration.
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At the end of September there was a big shift

in the weather, with a long, unsettled spell of
three weeks, bringing both rain but also much
needed humidity for botrytis to develop. For most
properties, including Doisy-Daéne and d’Yquem,
the majority of the fruit for their top wines was
harvested in mid-October. Ch. Suduiraut went
against the grain and waited much later before
picking. They did four separate selections, starting
in late October and finishing 5th November — and
the grapes in their Grand Vin ended up coming
mainly from the later passes, with the highest
levels of botrytis.

The style of Sauternes in 2020 is therefore

very mixed — from lighter, fresher, more delicate,
right through to rich and opulent. It is an
amazing region in terms of variety and the
challenging conditions of 2020 only furthered
the diversity of styles. 4
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CH. ANGELUS

CH. AUSONE

CHX BATAILLEY +
TROTTE VIEILLE

CH. BELLE BRISE

CH. BEYCHEVELLE

CH. BRANE CANTENAC

CALON SEGUR

CH. LES CARMES
HAUT-BRION

CHANEL

CH. CHEVAL BLANC

CH. CLINET

CLOS DE SARPE

CH. LA CONSEILLANTE

COS D'ESTOURNEL

DOMAINE DE CHEVALIER

DOMAINES BARONS DE
ROTHSCHILD

DOMAINES DELON

CH. DUCRU-BEAUCAILLOU

CH. L'EGLISE-CLINET

CH. FEYTIT-CLINET

CH. FIGEAC

CH. GISCOURS

CH. GRAND-PUY-LACOSTE

CH. HAUT-BAILLY

CH. LABEGORCE

CH. LAFLEUR

CH. LAFON-ROCHET

CHX LEOVILLE +
LANGOA BARTON

CH. LEOVILLE POYFERRE

CH. LYNCH-BAGES

JP MOUEIX

WITH SPECIAL THANKS TO

CH. MARGAUX

CH. MONTROSE

CH. MOUTON
ROTHSCHILD

CH. PALMER

CH. PAPE-CLEMENT

CH. PONTET-CANET

CH. PICHON BARON

CH. PICHON COMTESSE

CH. SMITH HAUT LAFITTE

CH. TALBOT

CH. TROPLONG MONDOT

CH. VALANDRAUD

VIEUX CHATEAU CERTAN

VIGNOBLES K

CH. D'YQUEM
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