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The wines of 
Châteauneuf-

du-Pape 

Neil Allanby looks 
back at the long and 

intriguing history 
behind one of the 
most prestigious 

French wine 
Appellations.

Galets in a vineyard near 
Châteauneuf-du-Pape
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R ich, spicy and full-bodied, the red 
wines of Châteauneuf-du-Pape are 
among my favourite French wines. I 

have spent some memorable evenings in this 
village dining on the locally renowned dish – 
ragoût de sanglier (wild boar) – while sipping 
a choice Châteauneuf-du-Pape wine by a log 
fire. 

The history of viniculture in this region 
extends back further than anyone can 
remember, but its written history dates 
from the 14th century. It all began, strangely 
enough, when the Popes decided to move the 
seat of the Roman Catholic Church from Rome 
to Avignon. 

They built a magnificent Palais des Papes 
in Avignon but, naturally, they also needed a 
summer palace. After some searching, Pope 
John XXII found the ideal setting in the warm 
climate of the hills overlooking the Rhone 
River. Here, some 12kms to the north of 
Avignon, he built the Châteauneuf-du-Pape 
(Newcastle of the Pope). 

After the Popes returned to Rome, the 
Château was neglected and subject to looting. 
It was substantially damaged during the 
Wars of Religion in the 16th century; further 
damaged during the French Revolution; and, 
finally, blown up during the Second World 
War. All that remains now is one wall of 
the donjon, but the view from the Château’s 
hilltop location is still as fabulous as ever. 
(Drive up to see for yourself.)

Being French, John XXII liked to drink 
wine with his meals and, consequently, 
encouraged its local production. Châteauneuf-
du-Pape is a wonderful place to grow grapes, 
chiefly due to the naturally occurring presence 
of galets – large quartzite pebble rocks, which 
were rolled smooth and laid down by the 
movement of glaciers during the last ice age. 

Galets store energy from the sun’s rays 
during the day and then radiate the heat in the 
evenings, creating a speedier ripening process 
for the grapes. The vines are trained low in 
gobelets (bush vines) to take full advantage of 
the galets. 

Along with the galets, this area also has 
ideal weather for grape growing thanks to its 
prevailing wind – the Mistral. This infamous 
wind carries away most things in its path, 
including moisture, pests and clouds, meaning 
there are low levels of mould on the grapes, 
less bugs and warm, sunny skies.  aa

… the view  
from the Château’s  
hilltop location is still  
as fabulous as ever.

Taste
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Châteauneuf-du-Pape is 
among the most prestigious 
French wine Appellations.  
In fact, the wines of 
Châteauneuf-du-Pape 
provided the prototype for 
the first Appellations, thanks 
to a syndicate of winemakers 
who set down the rules for 
the Châteauneuf-du-Pape 
Appellation back in 1923. 

The syndicate controlled 
the geographic areas where 
grapes could be grown, the 
types of grape varieties that 
could be used, how the vines 
could be harvested, and the 
minimum alcohol content 
(which is actually still the 
highest in France). 

The French Government 
introduced the Appellation 
System during the early 
20th century after the 
Phylloxera louse destroyed 
many French vineyards. In 
order to continue to meet 
demand, winemakers were 
passing off cheaper, imported 

wines as the real thing. The 
Appellation System put a 
stop to all this by laying 
down specific rules for the 
production of wines in each 
region.

There are famously 13 
grape varieties allowed in the 
production of Châteauneuf-
du-Pape wines. This is due 
to the fact that, for centuries, 
wine growers in this area 
planted different grape 
varieties mixed together in 
the one field. It was deemed 
too difficult to identify and 
separate them, so they were 
vinified together. 

Whilst there are 13 
varieties allowed, the wines 
of Châteauneuf-du-Pape are 
typically red wines made 
from Grenache, with some 
Syrah and Mourvedre, grown 
and vinified separately. 
The Grenache provides the 
smoothness and concentrated 
mouth-feel, the Syrah 
provides the spice and 
fruit, whilst the Mourvedre 
provides the structure. There 
is also a small amount of 
white wine produced under 
the Châteauneuf-du-Pape 
name.
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When rules are drawn up by negotiation 
amongst growers, disputes inevitably arise. 
Mostly, these are resolved, but if there are 
substantial financial interests involved, a 
resolution can be quite difficult. 

Such a dispute arose amongst the 
grower members of the original syndicate 
of Châteauneuf-du-Pape. Certain vineyard 
owners wished to expand the geographic 
boundaries of the Appellation and bought 
up vineyards just outside the area in 
the expectation that they would soon be 
incorporated into Châteauneuf-du-Pape. 

Those members of the syndicate who had 
not bought up big, however, dug their heels in. 
They were worried that the greater production 
volume of Châteauneuf-du-Pape wines would 
lower the overall price. 

No agreement could be reached, and so the 
syndicate divided into two for good, which has 
resulted in some pretty fierce rivalry over the 
years. Originally, all Châteauneuf-du-Pape 

wines were sold in bottles embossed with the 
papal tiara and keys of St Pierre, but now 
there are different styles of bottles. Slightly 
more dramatically, there have also been cases 
of shotgun shootings of rival vineyard road 
signs. The rivalry is lively indeed!

Thankfully, Châteauneuf-du-Pape continues 
to produce its excellent wines regardless. My 
favourite winery in this region is Domaine 
de la Solitude, where I have spent many an 
enjoyable evening. See more details on their 
wines by visiting www.domaine-solitude.com. D

…there have…been 

cases of shotgun 

shootings of rival 

vineyard road signs.


