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Wines of the Southwest 
South and west of the great vineyard of 
Bordeaux are historic scattered areas, 
each by a river – the vine’s old link to 
distant markets. 

Terroir Too varied to generalize.

Climate Atlantic-dominated but very 
continental inland.

Grape varieties R: Malbec, Tannat, 
Cabernets, Merlot, Fer Servadou; 
W: Sauvignon Blanc, Muscadelle, Sémillon,  
Gros and Petit Manseng, Petit Courbu

This was the “High Country” that the jealous 
merchants of Bordeaux excluded from the
port until they had sold their own wine
(sometimes, to compound the injury, beefed 
up with sturdier stuff made upstream). The 
Bordeaux grape varieties may dominate 
closest to the Gironde département, but
elsewhere is France’s most varied collection 
of indigenous wine grapes, some only
recently rediscovered. The Bordeaux right
bank’s beautiful hinterland, the bastide 
country of the Dordogne, leading back into
the maze of green valleys cut into the stony
upland of Périgueux, has long been a
favourite with tourists. 

The small Côtes de Duras appellation is 
effectively a bridge between Entre-Deux-
Mers (see map on p.85) and Bergerac. It 
makes red and white, but its strong point is
zesty, dry Sauvignon Blanc. 

The wines of Bergerac were traditionally 
seen as country bumpkins beside the
sophisticates of Bordeaux, but there are also 
far more serious wines of all three hues and,
in whites, all sweetness levels. Luc de Conti
of Château Tour des Gendres, a biodynamic 
convert, deserves considerable, although
not exclusive, credit. The grapes are the
same as Bordeaux’s. The climate is a little 
more extreme than that of the Atlantic-
moderated Gironde, and there is limestone 
on higher ground. Within the greater Bergerac 
region are many individual appellations – so 
many that some are virtually ignored. 
Pécharmant, distinguished by the iron in the
soil, is celebrated locally for its full-bodied, 
sometimes-oaked reds. Red Bergerac is often 
seen as a Bordeaux substitute.

Just over the departmental boundary from 
Castillon (see pp.106–107) is the complex
Montravel zone, producing whites dry and
sweet and reds usually a cut above Bergerac. 
But the most distinctive, glamorous wines of
the Dordogne département are sumptuously
sweet, white, and made in dispiritingly small 
quantities in two zones southwest of the 

town of Bergerac. Indeed, the total 
production of Saussignac, home to some 
extraordinarily determined producers, is 
only a few thousand cases.

The total output of Bergerac’s most famous 
wine, Monbazillac, is 30 times greater and 
average quality has improved considerably
since 1993, when machine-picking was 
abandoned in favour of several selective
harvests by hand. Much lighter doses of
sulphur dioxide have become the norm and
chaptalization is banned. Like the vineyards of 
Sauternes, Monbazillac lies just east of where
the tributary Gardonette joins a major river
(here the Dordogne), encouraging noble rot, 
but the terrain here is much hillier. Muscadelle
grapes play a minor role in Sauternes but a 
major one here. The best young Monbazillacs, 
such as those of Château Tirecul La Gravière, 

are more exuberant, more sprightly than  
the best young Sauternes, although mature 
Monbazillac takes on a distinctive amber 
nuttiness. The 50-member cooperative is 
the main producer.

The once-black wine
Cahors was more famous for the hue and 
longevity of its wines in the Middle Ages than it 
is today. Although some of its wines nowadays
are softened by Merlot, it depends for its soul 
and flavour on a grape known here as Côt, in
Argentina and Bordeaux as Malbec. Thanks to 
this grape, and to summers that are generally 
warmer than Bordeaux’s, Cahors tends to be 
fuller and more vigorous, if a little more rustic, 
than typical red Bordeaux. Vines are planted 
on the three alluvial terraces above the River
Lot, with the highest most highly regarded  
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