
Think of Provence and 
we automatically think of 
endless summers spent 
outdoors under the Plane 
trees in cute little country 
towns sipping fabulous rosé.  
What can we do in winter 
you may well ask? This past 
winter has been particularly 
severe in the south of France, 
with abundant snow falling 
in the vineyards – as I was 
lucky enough to discover 
during a recent visit.

Certain vineyards in the 
appellation Côtes de Provence 
and particularly its sub-
appellation Coteaux d’Aix-en-
Provence have been turning to 
big, bold red wines, gaining a 
quality reputation whilst going 
against the rising trend toward 
rosé production. Currently 6% 
of all Provence wines are red. 
The authorised grape varieties 
include Grenache, Syrah, 
Mourvedre and Carignan, with 
the relatively recent inclusion of 
the celebrated Bordeaux grape 

Cabernet Sauvignon. There are 
now 1,500 ha of Cabernet 
Sauvignon planted in Provence.

It is generally accepted that the 
person who introduced Cabernet 
Sauvignon to Provence was 
Georges Brunet, previously the 
owner of Chateau La Lagune in 
the Medoc region of Bordeaux. 
In the 1960s, Brunet purchased 
Chateau Vignelaure in the wild 
and beautiful countryside north 
of Aix-en-Provence, and brought 
Cabernet Sauvignon vines 
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with him. Chateau Vignelaure 
is situated at 400 m altitude 
in the foothills of Mont Saint 
Victoire. Here the summers are 
warm with cool nights, however 
winter is cold, with the Mistral 
reaching full force. The light 
is clear and crisp and was so 
loved by Cezanne, who often 
painted in this region. In fact 
there is a modern art gallery on 
the domaine that is well worth 
visiting.
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Rimauresq tasting room
Copyright Neil Allanby

Grenache plot at 
Rimauresq in spring
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Rimauresq very Provencal! 
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Rimauresq barrel room
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Nowadays Chateau Vignelaure specialises 
in big bold red wines with ageing 
potential of 15 to 20 years and more.  
“We use our grapes to make wines with 
the ability to develop their full potential 
of great character, rather than softer 
wines that are easier to drink young that 
as a consequence don’t reach the same 
heights”, says Philippe Bru, Oenologist 
Director at the Chateau. “We have a 
unique north facing microclimate which 
is exposed to the Mistral, cooling the 
summer heat and allowing the perfect 
expression of Cabernet Sauvignon”.

Chateau Vignelaure’s premium red wine 
is a blend of 70% Cabernet Sauvignon 
and 30% Syrah aged 18 months in oak 
barrels and a further 2 years in bottle 
before release. It is a classic rich, dense 
concentrated wine with the Cabernet 
aromas of blackcurrants, violets, mint 
and tobacco, with fresh acidity and big 
tannins. A perfect match with char-grilled 
steak for a special occasion on a winter’s 
evening. Try also roast leg of lamb with 
mint gravy for a special treat.
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Chateau Vignelaure. Copyright Vignelaure

Lunch on the terrace at Chateau la Coste.  
Copyright Neil Allanby



Cabernet Sauvignon as a grape 
variety is a late arrival – being 
a cross between Cabernet 
Franc and Sauvignon Blanc 
developed in the 18th Century. 
It is slow and late to ripen, 
giving thick skin, small berry 
grapes with a high pip to pulp 
ratio – meaning deep colour 
and big tannins. This will 
give wines of great structure, 
elegance and ageing potential. 
In its ideological home of 
Bordeaux, Cabernet Sauvignon 
is invariably blended with 
other grapes – Merlot being its 

natural partner, being plump, 
fruity and maturing earlier.  
In Provence, it is blended 
with the richness, aromatic 
power and softness of Syrah. 
In Australia too, particularly 
in the Barossa, Cabernet 
Sauvignon and Shiraz blends 
have been made for well over 
100 years, both grape varieties 
being planted in the early 
years of the Barossa from 
1843. The microclimate of the 
Barossa gives Cabernet/Shiraz 
blends a particularly unique 
and popular style. It appears 
Cabernet/Syrah blends from 
Provence will now follow 
suit in building their own 

reputation and position in the 
market.

Further south from Chateau 
Vignelaure, just 20 minutes 
from the seaside city of 
Toulon, is Domaine de 
Rimauresq, one of the cru 
classé of Provence. “There 
are 4 important points that 
give us our unique terroir”, 
says Pierre Duffort, managing 
director of the Domaine. First, 
the vineyards are northwest 
facing, and protected from 
sea breezes by a small Maures 
mountain range. Exposed to 
the Mistral and shaded by the 
mountains, this is a cooler 
climate in the surrounding hot 
Mediterranean region. Second, 
the soils are a combination of 
quartz, schist and sandstone 
– there is no clay or chalk. “It 
seems to be a bit of Corsica 
that drifted apart and 
bumped into the mainland”, 
adds Christophe Taberner, 
Commercial Director. The 
Domaine is on the plain of 
an old glacier, and the same 
type of stones as found in 
Châteauneuf du Pape cover 
its surface. Third, irrigation is 
allowed, but not wanted – so 
Pierre is developing solutions. 
He plants black wheat and 
pea between the vine rows, 
with a compost of straw and 
the vine prunings allowing 
the soil to be 5 degrees cooler 
than it otherwise would be.  
Fourth, they have their own 
nursery on site. They grow 
vines of American varietals for 
4 years before grafting over to 
Vitis Vinifera varieties in the 
vineyard, leading to better-
adapted vines and lower risk 
of disease. 
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Entry to Chateau la Coste.  
Copyright Neil Allanby

Chateau la Coste is famous for its 
artwork and sculpture park. This 

statue by Louise Bourgeois.
Copyright Neil Allanby

Chateau Vignelaure’s premium red wine. 
Copyright Vignelaure

The light is 
clear and 

crisp and was 
so loved by 

Cezanne.



Rimauresq excels in wines of 
all three colours, however the 
red wine of great interest to 
me is their R de Rimauresq. 
This is a blend of 36% Cabernet 
Sauvignon, 26% Syrah and 
the balance Mourvedre and 
Grenache, aged 12 months in 
oak barrels – the Cabernet in 
new oak to control its tannins 
and the Syrah in older oak 
barrels. Such a big bold red 
wine with years ahead of it, if 
drinking less than 10 years old it 
is best to double decant 2 hours 
prior, to enjoy its full potential. 
Pierre admits that they will 
concentrate on building sales of 
their red wines going forward.

“At Rimauresq each wine needs 
its own identity”, says Pierre, 
“and we find the wine that 
truly reflects the terroir. In 
winemaking, I have no secrets. 
We harvest the grapes in the 
early morning to maximise 
freshness, then after a light 
crush we pass the grapes 
and juice through a powerful 
apparatus designed to lower the 
temperature prior to entering 
the presses. When I bought the 
apparatus I did a deal with the 
agent on the basis that other 
winemakers could come to see 
it in action. So even my secret is 
no secret!” 

My last stop in this tour of 
Provence is to Chateau La Coste, 
just outside Aix-en-Provence. 
What a fabulous location! 
Stay tuned for my next article. 
Meanwhile, their top red wine 
is called Grand Cuvee Chateau 
La Coste, and truly deserves its 
name. A blend of 70% Cabernet 
Sauvignon and 30% Syrah from 

60 year old vines, low yield and 
22 months in new oak barrels. 
Again the vineyard has cooler 
northerly exposure to maintain 
freshness in the Cabernet, 
and harvest takes place late in 
October to ensure full ripeness. 
Silky and intense with earthy 
notes of black fruits and spices 
– this is a big bold red wine to be 
kept a minimum of 10 years.

Chateau La Coste is a vineyard 
where art, architecture and 
vines live in harmony. However, 

according to Benjamin Jacquet, 
Caviste at the Chateau,  
“Wine is the DNA of the 
Domaine”. I can only agree 
and note the excellent job they 
have done.

As I reflect on this trip through 
Provence in winter and all that I 
have experienced, I know where 
I would like to be next winter. 
With great friends, a fabulous 
meal indoors next to a log fire 
– and several glasses of these 
Provence red wines!
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Tasting reds from 
Rimauresq at Vinisud.  
Copyright Rowen D’Souza



Neil Allanby is a wine educator, 
personal sommelier and writer 
now living in Melbourne.  He spent 
12 years living in France, including 5 
years in the Rhone Valley.  In 2014 
he set up The Discreet Sommelier, 
believing the purpose of wine 
is to bring pleasure to everyone 
and his goal is to cut through the 
snobbery of wine.  

For more information: 
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Tasting Chateau la Coste wines at Vinisud.  
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Snow in the chateau grounds at 
Chateau Vignelaure.  
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Snow in the chateau grounds at 
Chateau Vignelaure.  
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Snow in the chateau grounds 
at Chateau Vignelaure.  
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thediscreetsommelier.com

neil@thediscreetsommelier.com


