Born on Christmas Eve 1964, Pascal Chatonnet started his career after graduating from the University of Bordeaux in 1987. Adjoining page, wines from his family properties, Vignobles
Chatonnet (www.vignobleschatonnet.com), in Bordeaux: from left, Chateau Haut-Chaigneau 2005 and La Sergue 2012 from Lalande de Pomerol , L’Archange 2012 from Saint-Émilion.
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The triple life
of Pascal
by Alessandra Piubello photos by Alessio Comalli

Between his own wineries, laboratories and consultancy,
the world-famous oenologist Chatonnet has wine in his DNA.
We sampled the reds he makes in Neac, near Pomerol
SPIRITOdiVINO

47

046_imp_chatonnet2_engOK.indd 47

26/1/16 6:31 PM

F

In ’67 came the first label. In the ’90s, after more than 20 years of
From Château Haut-Chaigneau our gaze takes in a panorama without comparison: the bright day allows us see as far as Bordeaux,
forty kilometres away. On the left, Montagne Saint-Émilion, then
Saint-Georges Saint-Émilion. Each village can be identified by
its bell tower. On the horizon there is an uninterrupted view of the
Saint-Émilion plateau, which begins in the east at Troplong Mondot
and extends westwards to Grand Maine. In the middle stands the
village of Saint-Émilion, a UNESCO World Heritage Site since 1999
with its monolithic church. To the right, Château La Dominique and
Cheval Blanc mark the end of the Saint-Émilion appellation. To the
west, et voilà, the legendary Petrus. Woods and vineyards everywhere. We are in Néac, one of the two villages of the Lalande de
Pomerol AOC, on the right bank of the Dordogne. Welcoming us to
his estate is a world-renowned host: Pascal Chatonnet, oenologist
in the family winery since 1995, consultant to around thirty major
wine producers in Portugal (we’ll just mention his first collaboration, Quinta do Portal), France, Spain (one name: Vega Sicilia), Italy
(Petra), Chile, Argentina, Canada, United States, Hungary, Israel,
South Africa, India, and China. In reality his career started, after
graduating from the University of Bordeaux in 1987, with university
research. His two best-known academic theses are those dedicated

to the effects of wood on the quality of wine during ageing. His analytical and rigorous approach and his clear talent for research led
him to found the Excell laboratory (he began with headquarters in
Merignac then expanded to Spain, Chile, and Argentina).
Pascal was the first scientist to explain the problem of wine contamination caused by the alteration of chloroanisoles and clorophenols,
and to indicate the solution. His laboratory earned a global reputation in the field of analysis of the contaminants present not only in
wine, but in all its related materials. One and triune (his own winery,
laboratory, and consultancy); how does Pascal do it? With his undisputed humility and elegant aplomb, his immediately-likeable face
creased in a bright smile, he answers: “Organization first of all: I
learned how to multi-task and do several things at the same time (but
wasn’t that a female prerogative? ed.). But the real secret is putting
my trust in collaborators that are more capable than yours truly, who
work in complete autonomy”. With his way of interacting, never academic or opinionated, his strong humanity shines through. “I believe
that the basis of everything is human relations, contact between people. I could never begin a consultancy unless I had a feeling with my
contacts, it would be impossible for me. Wine is humanity. Because
I am Cartesian, methodical and experimental, I start from the terroir

Top of page, left, the bottles ready for tasting. Bridging the pages, the avenue leading to the main building of Château Haut-Chaigneau, located in Néac, one of two villages of the Pomerol
AOC, on the right bank of the River Dordogne, in a spot in Bordeaux with an unobstructed view of the Saint-Émilion plateau. Pascal Chatonnet has been the family oenologist here since 1995.
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negotiations with the owners of the small plots, came unification

and look for the elements that will allow me to express a style that
is primary, easily recognizable. I respect the rhythms of nature, and
I absolutely do not try to force anything; I believe in evolution, not
revolution”. Pascal’s veins are filled with the blood of generations
of winemakers, that quid pluris that dates back to the 15th century,
when the family still lived in Saint-Émilion. Then, over the course of
the 1900s, they sold everything. They started again in the ‘60s, buy-

ing the winery in Néac that we are admiring and discovering together
with Pascal. In ’67 came the first label from his father, André. The
’90s marked a turning point: after more than twenty years of negotiations with the various owners of small plots of lieu-dit Chaigneau
(from Old French, meaning chestnut, it indicates the presence of a
chestnut woods in the Middle Ages) they were unified into a vineyard
of around 30 hectares; the construction of the new cellar; the arrival
of Pascal; the use of a modern system for draining the soil.
There are sources which prove this place was renowned for producing quality wine since 1700. The soil, which is sandy-gravelly on the
surface (from the bed of a river that disappeared during the ice age,
leaving just a stream, the Barbanne), becomes clayey deeper down.
This is ideal for Merlot (the main variety) but also for Cabernet franc.
The average age of the Chaigneau and Sergue vineyards (the other plot
not far from the main one) is around forty years, unlike Saint-Émilion
(where the family purchased just over a hectare in 1949 in memory
of their origins), where the vines are around thirty years old. Next
page, the selection of wines after the tasting: Château Haut-Chaigneau, with a base of Merlot (depending on the vintage, 85-90%) and
Cabernet Franc (10-15%); La Sergue (Merlot 80-85%, Cabernet
Franc 8-12% and Malbec 3-5%); and L’Archange, Merlot in purity.

Here above, the 30 hectares of Haut-Chaigneau vineyards (the name in Old French means chestnut and refers to the presence of a chestnut woods in the Middle Ages), on sandy-gravelly
soil on the surface with clay below that, have an average age of forty years: the wine they yield (top of page, the cellar) is mainly Merlot, 85-90%, with the remainder Cabernet Franc.
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L’Archange 2005
Gabriel is the predestined archangel. He moves lightly, on
tiptoe, with sophisticated finesse. A sage of distinction in a wine
that reveals a strong desire for distinction. In this 2005 vintage,
tactile sensations glide smoothly to close with linear consistency
in a long and balanced finale.
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L’Archange 2012
This 2012 is dedicated to the archangel Raphael; it is a
Merlot in purity from Saint-Émilion that pours forth aromas of
dark fruit (blackberries above all), black olives, aniseed and spices with a dense and multi-faceted texture. Strength of character
and clarity of fruit manifest a silky structure, with refreshing
acidity closing the crisp finale.
La Sergue 2012
Our favourite vintage from La Sergue, the one least affected
by new wood (which is reduced here by 50% compared to other
years). Spices, cigars, tobacco, and a touch of dark rum. Enveloping without being overly voluminous, it expresses elegance and,
despite its youth, an eagerness to be drunk.

Château Haut-Chaigneau 2005
Balanced substance in this 2005 vintage of Château
Haut-Chiagneau, with the credentials to establish itself as a great
classic and at the same time, an exuberant vintage. It has intense
aromas, dense richness on the palate, an expression of ripe, soft
tannins, purity of fruit, and textbook persistence.
La Sergue 2005
Woody notes in a stratified texture (incidentally, ‘sergue’ is
a French word that means a fabric with a diagonal weave), dense
with nuances. It is furnished with persistent expressiveness and
infused with rich matter. Fleshy and profound, it leaves a lasting
sense of long vitality. It will be defined fully in time.
L’Archange 2011
The archangel Uriel, the one not recalled by the Church
because he is not mentioned in the Holy Scripture, presides over
this more classic and traditional year. Full, generous attack, its
potency is contained, transparently. On the palate the fruit is
merged with the wood, in an overall sensation of smooth, round,
mellowness. The tannins are slender, velvety and very fine.

Top of page, the bunch of grapes that characterized the fence of the Haut-Chaigneau winery. Right, Pascal Chatonnet: as well as the family winery, he is consultant to around thirty
winemakers the world over; in Portugal, France, Spain, Italy, Chile, Argentina, Canada, United States, Hungary, Israel, South Africa, India, and China. Right, moments from the tasting.
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