Southern Rhône tour – 12th-19th May, 2024 – report
Our unusually small group of 10 assembled in our accommodation for the whole week – the Avignon city-centre 4* Hotel de l’Horloge – for introductions and a briefing followed by a guided walking tour.  An excellent 3-course al fresco meal at l’Epicerie followed.

The tour had been planned to enable wines from a cross-section of sub-regions to be compared, and travelling in a very comfortable 16-seater coach over five days we visited wineries in Cairanne, Séguret, Rasteau, Vacqueras, Gigondas, Beaumes de Venise, Châteauneuf-du-Pape and Lirac.
On the first morning the group divided, with half participating in a cookery class, while the other half first visited the Cave de Cairanne for an explanation of how the cooperative works and a tasting of 3 wines followed by a visit to the Domaine de l’Amandine winery in Séguret.  Reunited for a wine tasting (7 wines) and lunch on the Domaine de l’Amandine estate, in the afternoon we went to Domaine la Collière in Rasteau for a tour and tasting of 10 wines; Rasteau wines were described as masculine.
The next day was busier than we would usually plan, with visits for tours and tastings at both Domaine le Clos des Cazaux in Vacqueras (6 wines) and Domaine du Cayron in Gigondas (5 pre-blend wines and 3 completed blends) in the morning, included lunch, and a tour and tasting at Domaine des Bernadines in Beaumes de Venise in the afternoon.  These 3 sub-regions abut each other, with Gigondas at a higher altitude, and Beaumes de Venise having a particular microclimate below the mountains which facilitates vin doux naturel production.
We each took the middle day at our own pace, exploring Avignon as we pleased.

The remaining days were less intensive, first with a tour and tasting (10 wines) at Domain Richaud in Cairanne, included lunch, and a tour (dodging the hailstorm) and tasting (7 wines) at Domaine Roger Perrin in Châteauneuf-du-Pape.  On the return journey we were treated to a magnificent rainbow, viewed from across the River Rhône arching over Avignon.
On the following day we visited the up-market Vieux Télégraphe in Châteauneuf-du-Pape for a tour and tasting of 5 wines, and then after time for lunch and to explore the village, we crossed to the river’s right bank to visit Domaine des Carabiniers in Lirac for a tour and extensive 15-wine tasting.
Returning again to Châteauneuf-du-Pape for the whole of our final day we started in the Brotte Wine Museum with its well designed explanation of the Rhône wine region with a 5-wine tasting included.  We enjoyed a light lunch alongside a 10-wine tasting in Famille Gonnet’s shop before our last visit, to the Chocolaterie Castelain for tutored tastings of 2 wines with chocolates.  We rounded off our final evening together with included dinner in the Michelin Bib Gourmand restaurant Avenio.
In all the wineries visited we tasted still red wines and in most white too, but vin doux naturel only in Rasteau and Beaumes de Venise, rosé only in Lirac and Cairanne, and sparkling not at all.  Nearly all the winemakers were concerned about climate change, increasingly requiring irrigation, earlier ripening, and even forcing changes to which grape varieties could be grown; only at Domaine des Carabiniers was climate change seen as positive.  Most winemakers were moving towards organic or biodynamic practices, but without necessarily seeking formal certification.  Regarded as harmful at Domaine le Clos des Cazaux, concrete vats were ubiquitous elsewhere.
Our thanks to Tanners whose connections meant that we had enhanced experiences on most visits, to Winetrails for coordinating and booking everything to make the tour happen, to Hugh who translated and negotiated expertly on our behalf and to Fred for driving us courteously and carefully.

Word of the week – unctuous!
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